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Chapter One

Marla caught a brief glimpse of the
ice-crusted mountains through a gap in the trees as her wolf raced
between the pines. Moonlight glistened on snowy peaks beneath the
ragged clouds that stretched like a torn veil across the starry
sky. Her heart might have ached at the beauty of this night, were
it not so filled with fear.

Reigha and Hauskr had caught the scent of
their pursuers a moment before Marla’s mother had heard them. Now,
even Marla could smell their sweat and hear their rasping breath in
the deep gloom of the forest, louder now, almost upon them.

Marla looked back to see her mother, riding
the great black wolf Hauskr, only a few leaps behind Marla’s wolf
Reigha. The look in her mother’s eyes frightened Marla more than
anything, a look that spoke of love and farewell in a single
glance.

Moonlight flashed on white fur in the shadows
between the trees. The creatures were closer than she’d guessed and
gaining fast. Few creatures alive could keep pace with a dire wolf,
let alone outrun one. Vampires like Marla and her mother could run
faster, if it came to it, but not for very long, and she had no
desire to leave Reigha and Hauskr to the mercy of the things that
hunted them.

Marla's right hand slipped from its grip on
Reigha’s fur and moved to the pommel of her dagger. No matter what
promises she had given her mother, Marla would rather die fighting
than see those she loved sacrifice themselves to save her.

Reigha let out a huff as she bounded over a
deadfall. Low-hanging branches cracked as the wolf burst from the
forest in a cloud of falling leaves. A moment later, the two dire
wolves were racing beneath the moon through tall grass. A vast
rolling meadow stretched before them, all the way to the river,
nearly two miles downhill from the tree line.

A warbling howl erupted from the forest
behind them, and Marla gasped in fear when she turned to see what
hunted them.

A pack of ghost-white ghouls poured forth
from the shadows between the trees, running on all fours like pale
hounds, each nearly as large as a dire wolf. They moved with speed
no natural creature could match, and a fog of lambent blue mist
trailed from the shining white coat of each ghoul as it ran.
Glittering clouds of the glowing mist puffed from their slavering
jaws with every breath. The creatures' hunting cries rose in a
howling chorus that made Marla abandon all thoughts of standing
against them. She shut her eyes, burying her face and a muffled sob
in Reigha’s warm fur.

“Marla!” her mother cried, “Listen to
me!”

Marla looked back to see the desperation in
her mother’s face and the exhausted droop of Hauskr’s eyes as he
ran beneath her.

“Don’t stop, Marla,” Mother shouted as she
ripped off her cloak, letting it fly away behind her to reveal the
hilts of the twin sabers she wore on her hips, “Don’t stop for
anything! Just keep running, Marla, no matter what!”

Marla shook her head, breathless with
fear.

“I love you Marla!” her mother cried. Then
she tugged hard at Hauskr’s mane, wheeling him back toward the
white pack that pursued them.

“No!” Marla shouted. She grasped a handful of
Reigha’s fur and pulled, but the great wolf paid her no heed. Marla
pulled harder, feeling strands of dark gray fur beginning to tear
loose between her fingers. She shouted angry commands at the wolf,
but Reigha ignored her. Mother had always been better at
controlling the wolves than Marla.

She cast another despairing glance behind her
to see Hauskr charging the ghouls headlong, and moonlight glinting
on the blades of her mother’s swords. The white pack converged on
the vampire woman like glittering eels of blue mist in a sea of
dark grass as Marla’s wolf carried her further and further away by
the moment.

Marla’s heart fell into a dark well of fear,
and then all emotion seemed to drain from her body.

She swung her leg over Reigha’s back and
dropped into the tall grass at her side.

Marla tumbled through the dew-soaked grass,
her vision a blur of sky and earth. She cried out as a stone struck
her shoulder, fighting back the pain as she rolled onto her feet,
facing back toward her pursuers now, with the heels of her boots
digging furrows through the tangled roots of plants and soft dirt.
She came to a stop, half crouched, with her daggers in hand and the
momentum of her slide whipping her long black hair behind her like
a banner of war.

Marla bared her fangs in a feral hiss and
then lunged forward, sprinting toward the white pack with such
speed that the world seemed only a blur around her as she ripped a
path through the tall grass.

Marla felt the sting of the grass against her
face and the dull ache of her bruised shoulder, but her heart
hammered with fear and rage, pushing her onward. Through the grass
she caught a glimpse of her mother as she and Hauskr leapt,
headlong into the pack of ghouls.

The dire wolf drove his big forepaws into the
breast of a white ghoul, knocking a burst of blue mist from the
creature’s lungs and driving him into the sod.

Another ghoul, his sparsely-furred chest
covered with crescent-hooked tattoos, sprang at Marla’s mother with
a snarl, but Lyssa Veranu had her feet beneath her on Hauskr’s
back, and she jumped high into the air above the pouncing ghoul and
landed in the grass behind him.

Marla lost sight of her mother then, but the
pained howl of another ghoul spoke of the keenness of Lyssa’s
blades.

Hauskr whined as a pair of white ghouls
tackled him from the side, sinking their long fangs into his thick,
dark fur. The dire wolf’s eyes went wide with fear as the ghouls
rolled him over, reaching for his throat with their stone-rending
claws.

Marla ran up the nearest ghoul’s back,
vaulting off of his shoulder to kick the other in the face. She
turned in the air, slashing downward with her dagger as she fell,
and the first ghoul staggered backward, clutching at his bleeding
snout.

Hauskr surged to his feet again, crunching
the other ghoul’s right arm between his teeth and hurling him aside
with a shake of his head.

The ghoul that Hauskr had driven into the
ground came up with a shuddering howl, his yellow teeth snapping
shut on the empty space where Marla’s head had been a second
before. She was already behind him, jabbing the tips of her twin
knives beneath his shoulder blades. Blue mist steamed from the
wounds when she pulled her daggers free, and the ghoul coughed
wetly as he slumped forward into the trampled grass.

Marla’s cloak tore free, shredded in the
claws of the tattooed ghoul behind her. She sidestepped his next
attack in a blur of flashing blades.

The tattooed ghoul bared his teeth, his
shining green eyes on the long, dark slash in the white fur of his
forearm. He hissed a snickering laugh and paused to lick the wound
with his long black tongue. “Will your soul taste as sweet, I
wonder?” he rasped.

Marla jabbed a blade at his heart, but the
ghoul disappeared in a swirl of blue mist. She felt his claw
wrapped around her ankle a moment too late, and fell, face-first
into the grass as he pulled her leg from beneath her.

Marla tried to cry out, getting a mouthful of
wet grass for her efforts as the ghoul dragged her at top speed
through the field. She heard Hauskr’s desperate howl of dismay as
the pack overwhelmed him again.

Marla twisted around, kicking wildly with her
free leg, but the ghoul held her other ankle too tightly, and her
body bounced painfully through hummocks of grass as the beast
carried her away from the sounds of battle behind.

Suddenly, the tattooed ghoul disappeared in a
tumble of pale and dark fur as Reigha slammed into him from the
side.

Marla rolled to a stop and looked up to see
the great matron wolf close her black jaws around the white ghoul’s
head and snap his body like a whip before tossing him away into the
grass.

Four more ghouls pounced upon Reigha then,
their bodies glittering with an azure glow. Marla jumped forward to
help her, but found five more ghouls closing in on her from every
side.

Marla feinted to the right and then sprang
through the gap between two ghouls on her left. She gasped as a
claw raked a bloody gash in her pants leg. She staggered, but
recovered quickly enough to dodge the snapping jaws of another
white ghoul. She ran, trying to put some distance between herself
and the attackers, but more of them rose up from the grass before
her. None of them could match her speed, but she dared not put
herself within arm's reach of one again.

Marla veered sharply to the side, but her
injured leg faltered beneath her, sending her face-down into the
grass.

Marla tried to rise, but iron-hard claws
closed around her throat, throwing her down onto her back. Rotten
meat breath washed over her as slavering jaws stretched wide above
her face. Marla plunged her blades into the ghoul’s shaggy flanks
in wild desperation, but struck nothing vital through his thick
hide. The other ghouls rushed forward, wresting the blades from her
hands as the one above her sucked in a deep breath.

Marla tried to scream, but no sound came from
her open mouth, only a fine golden mist, drawn from her lungs to be
inhaled by the ghoul that held her down.

Her heart ached, as though every emotion and
memory she possessed were being drawn out though her lips, dragged
out of her and into the monster's jaws above. Marla kicked at the
shaggy beast’s ribs, trying desperately to hold her breath, but
nothing she could do would stop it, until, at last, the ghoul had
filled his lungs with the golden light and closed his jaws
again.

Marla levered her legs up between herself and
the ghoul and kicked hard with both feet, sending him flying
backward into the grass.

Two of the ghouls still held her wrists
tightly in their claws, and she wrestled against them, regaining
her footing while the ghoul she had kicked struggled to
recover.

A huge ghoul grabbed Marla from behind,
hooking his massive arms beneath her armpits and locking his claws
together behind her neck.

“Groat, what’s wrong?” the female ghoul
holding Marla’s right arm hissed. She was looking toward the ghoul
that had inhaled Marla’s breath.

The ghoul named Groat swayed drunkenly and
began to whine with his claws pressed tightly over his long
ears.

“Groat!” the ghoul on Marla’s left cried.

Groat let out a whimpering howl, squeezing
his eyes shut as fiery golden tears dribbled down his furry cheeks.
He shook his head from side to side, falling to his knees in the
grass. A half dozen more ghouls had gathered around him, and one
reached toward him with a look of concern on his face.

Groat’s eyes opened again, no longer
reflecting the pale light of the moon, but now blazing with a
golden flame from within.

“Ahh!” the ghoul who had reached for him
cried out, stumbling back in fear as Groat leapt to his feet and
let out a howl of unspeakable misery.

“Abomination!” roared a grizzled old ghoul
with a missing ear. He jabbed a broken-tipped claw toward Marla and
growled, “Kill her!”

Marla strained with all her might against the
three ghouls that held her but could do nothing to stop the fourth
ghoul that stepped forward with his claw raised high to strike her
down.

“Get away from her!” roared the voice of a
dragon through the lips of Lyssa Veranu as she sprang to her
daughter’s defense. A curved blade flashed in the moonlight, and
the ghoul in front of Marla shrieked in horror as he fell to the
ground, tucking the stump of his arm against his body.

Marla felt something wet splash across her
cheek as the ghoul that held her right arm fell dead in the grass
beside her.

Marla caught a glimpse of her mother, her
clothes ragged with wounds and damp with blood, as she whirled her
twin swords around. Then she was only a gray blur again as the
ghoul on Marla’s left whimpered and slumped to the bloodstained
grass.

Marla yelped as the ghoul behind her swung
her around like a shield between himself and the vampire
swordswoman. Marla’s mother stalked a slow circle around the ghoul
holding her daughter, her eyes burning with rage. A circle of white
ghouls lurked just beyond the reach of her blades.

The ghoul behind Marla turned with her,
always keeping Marla between himself and her mother. Marla tried to
get her feet beneath her again, but the ghoul twisted her from side
to side to prevent it.

“It’s over, Wyrmkin!” the one-eared ghoul
cried, rising up on his hind legs to stand nearly eight feet tall.
His lips curled back over a long-toothed snarl as he spoke again,
“The earth calls for your blood.”

“Let my daughter go!” Lyssa shouted, her
voice shaking with the same fear that shone in her amber eyes,
“She’s just a child!”

“Kill her now,” the one-eared ghoul
rumbled.

“Hurt her, and you die!” Lyssa yelled, her
fangs glistening in the moonlight as she leveled the tips of her
swords at the ghoul holding Marla.

“You will be avenged,” the old ghoul
hissed.

Marla smelled the damp, rotten stench of the
ghoul’s breath as he opened his jaws and pressed his fangs against
either side of her head.

“No!” Lyssa sobbed, raising her saber for a
desperate thrust.

Marla heard a savage growl from behind, and
suddenly the pressure of the ghoul’s teeth against her skin
lifted.

The ghoul behind her made a choking gurgle
and then released his hold on her altogether. Marla fell forward
into her mother’s arms as Lyssa dropped her swords to catch her
daughter in a weeping embrace.

Marla turned to look back at the ghoul who
had held her and marveled at what she saw.

The golden-eyed ghoul called Groat had seized
his huge pack mate from behind, grasping his upper and lower jaws
in each claw as they grappled.

“Groat!” a nearby ghoul cried, “What are you
doing?”

Tears of golden fire streamed down Groat’s
cheeks as he stretched the other ghoul’s jaws further apart despite
his desperate and wordless whines for mercy.

Marla looked away, trying to shut out the
dreadful sounds that followed.

The other ghouls yammered in disbelief as
they watched their pack mate die at Groat’s claws.

“He is taken by the black witch!” the
one-eared ghoul moaned, “He isn’t Groat anymore… end his pain.”

The other ghouls stared at their leader in
dismay for a moment and then three of them lunged toward Groat,
bringing him down in a flailing heap of claws and teeth.

“You have to run, Marla,” her mother coughed.
Marla looked at her, too numb with horror to comprehend the words.
Her mother’s breath rasped hoarsely through bloodied lips.

Reigha, her dark fur streaked with wounds,
bounded through the circle of ghouls. The great wolf stepped badly
on an injured forepaw and tumbled over a startled ghoul, surging to
her feet again beside Marla and her mother with a painful
groan.

Lyssa lifted her daughter and flung her
across Reigha’s back.

“No!” Marla cried as Reigha bounded away
again, but her mother took three running strides and sprang into
the air behind them, landing astride the injured wolf’s back.

For a moment, they raced through the meadow,
clear of the ghouls again, and Marla saw the dark shape of Hauskr
tearing through the tall grass beside them. Then the hunting cry of
the white pack filled the night again, and the glittering blue mist
rose from the pale fur of their pursuers once more.

“You shouldn’t have come back,” Lyssa
whispered as she wrapped her body protectively around her
daughter.

“What do we do?” Marla asked, her voice
trembling with fear.

“I don’t know,” Lyssa sighed, “… I don’t
know.”

Reigha’s labored breath grew louder as the
ghouls gained ground on the injured wolf. Hauskr gave them a
worried look and let out a gasping whine.

Marla felt for her knives, but they were
lost, as were her mother’s swords. When the attack came again, it
would be tooth against claw. What would Garrett do? she
wondered.

The thought of him brought a smile to her
lips in spite of her fear, and she wished desperately that he were
here, if only to say something that would make it not seem so
hopeless.

Then a shadow passed over the moon, and Marla
lifted her eyes to the sky.

A blast of wind buffeted Marla’s face as a
great bat-winged shape flew over her head, blotting out the stars
for a moment. Then an ear-splitting shriek drowned out the startled
cries of ghouls as a covey of gaunts fell upon them from above.

Marla looked back to see a white-furred ghoul
snatched up from the grass and born skyward by a flying gaunt. The
bat-winged creature carried the struggling ghoul high into the sky
before releasing its hold on the ghoul. The screaming ghoul fell
like a glittering blue meteor, and others followed after it to
their deaths.

The rest of the white pack broke and fled
back toward the forest with the gaunts in close pursuit. Very few
of them made it to the safety of the trees.

Reigha, sensing that the danger had passed,
loped to a halt, favoring her injured leg as she sank into the tall
grass, gasping for breath. Marla and her mother slid from her back,
too drained to stand, and lay against Reigha’s warm fur with their
arms around one another, sobbing quietly. Hauskr stood a restless
watch over them, pausing to lick at a gash in his haunch.

The flap of leathery wings drew Marla’s
attention skyward. A massive gaunt landed in the grass a dozen
yards away, coming to rest on its clawed hind and forelegs before
folding its mighty wings to its side and bowing its horned,
faceless head with a strange semblance of reverence.

The dark-haired vampire astride its back tore
off his goggles and leapt to the ground, racing to Marla’s
side.

“Claude!” Marla gasped, rising to meet him in
a desperate, joyful hug.

“Marla!” the young vampire cried, his leather
jacket creaking as he returned her embrace, “Are you all right?” He
released her at last to step back and look her over, his blood-red
eyes wide with concern. Marla could feel that his gloved hands on
her arms were shaking. Then again, it might have been Marla who was
shaking, she couldn’t be certain.

“By the dawn, Claude!” Marla’s mother sighed,
collapsing back against Reigha’s flank, “I’m happy to see you!”

“Lady Veranu,” Claude said, dipping to one
knee in the tall grass as he faced Lyssa. He rose again just as
quickly, stepping to her side to offer his aide. “You’re
injured!”

Lyssa lifted her right arm, surveying the
ragged hole in her sleeve and the steady drip of dark blood from
the torn edge. “So it would seem,” she mused, “Oddly enough, I’ve
never felt better.”

“Mother!” Marla cried falling to her knees
beside her.

Lyssa smiled at her daughter and then
laughed. “I’ll be all right,” she said, wincing a little as she sat
up again.

Reigha looked back over her shoulder at the
vampires with a concerned whine.

A booming wind announced the arrival of
another enormous black gaunt.

“Lyssa!” Master Krauss shouted, jumping down
before his beast had even touched the earth. His long white hair
framed his lean face as he pushed back his amber-lensed goggles and
tugged down his black face scarf. He fell to his knee before her on
the grass, cradling her hand in the palms of his weathered
gauntlets.

“I’m fine,” Lyssa chuckled, “thanks to
you.”

“What were you thinking, taking wolves
through those mountains, Lyssa?” Krauss demanded, his long fangs
flashing in his look of disbelief, "I told you to take
Ninepass!"

“I crossed those peaks a thousand times
before without incident,” she said.

“In your youth, perhaps… but now…” Krauss
said.

Lyssa’s eyes flashed dangerously. “In my
youth?” she hissed.

Master Krauss immediately thought better of
his words. “I meant only that times have changed!” he assured her,
“The soul eaters stalk this range now. These passes have not been
safe in years.”

“Oh,” Lyssa sighed, wincing again as she
shifted her hips. She reached down to feel behind her and then
flinched before blushing pink. “Well, this is embarrassing,” she
muttered.

“What is it?” Marla asked.

“I think one of those rot-hounds left a tooth
in my bum,” she said with a grimace.

Marla had never seen Master Krauss blush
before, and, judging by Claude’s expression, neither had he.

Krauss recovered quickly, scooping up Marla’s
mother in his arms, despite her protests. He was already halfway to
his gaunt with her when he glanced back toward Claude. “I’m leaving
the young lady in your care, pilot!” he called out, “See her back
to the city at once. Lady Veranu’s injuries cannot wait.”

“Krauss!” Lyssa cried, “What do you think
you…” Her words ended in a muttered curse as he lifted her astride
the bristly back of his gaunt and climbed up behind her.

“At once, pilot!” Krauss repeated.

“Yes, sir!” Claude shouted, but Master
Krauss’s gaunt was already beating its mighty wings, bearing them
up into the night sky.

Reigha and Hauskr whined, lifting their
snouts skyward as they watched the horned creature carry their
mistress away.

“She’ll be all right,” Marla assured them,
stroking Reigha’s fur.

Claude looked at her with a weary smile and
shook his head. “Travelling to Thrinaar by land? Do you have to do
everything the hard way?” he asked.

Marla laughed, but then her smile folded into
a frown.

“What is it?” Claude asked.

“I’m still angry with you,” Marla said,
giving him a hard look.

Claude lifted his hands questioningly.

“What did you do to Garrett?” she
demanded.

Claude’s red eyes went wide, and he let out
an exasperated huff. “What did I do to him?” he scoffed. His
upper lip curled back to reveal the empty gap where his left fang
had been.

Marla tried to hide her shock at the sight by
looking away. “You were both behaving like children!” she fumed,
turning to face him again, “What did you think you were doing?”

Claude shook his head, biting back something
that he wanted to say.

“You have no right getting involved in this,
Claude!” Marla said, leveling her finger at his chest, “Whatever I
choose to do, and whomever I choose to spend my time with, that’s
none of your concern.”

“I just…”

“What?” she demanded.

Claude took a deep breath and let it out
slowly through his teeth as he struggled to master his frustration.
“I just… don’t want to see you get hurt,” he sighed. His eyes fell
as his mouth pulled into a tight frown, and then he looked at her
again, searching for forgiveness.

Marla glared at him for a long moment before
she let out a weary sigh. “I’m not so easily hurt, Claude,” she
said, “I’m not some delicate blossom in need of your
protection.”

“He’s not one of us,” Claude said flatly.

“What is that supposed to mean?” she
hissed.

Claude met her burning gaze without
flinching. “He’ll die,” he said.

Marla fell silent. The night wind whispered
through the dry grass, and neither one of them spoke.

“I know,” she said at last.

“Then why?” Claude asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, “Maybe… maybe it
means more because I know it won’t last forever… Maybe I don’t want
to either.”

“What are you saying?” Claude gasped.

Marla sighed and turned away. She looked
across the moonlit meadow toward the dark curve of the river below,
watching the wind pass over the grass like ocean waves. “No one
ever asked me what I wanted,” she said, “No one ever even
considered that I might not want… this.”

Claude watched as she walked a few steps
away, turning her eyes toward the moon above.

“With him…” she said, “With him, I can just
be myself… Nothing else matters. Can you understand what that means
to me?” She looked back at Claude with a sad smile.

He did not answer.

“When I get to Thrinaar,” she said, “Everyone
is going to try to mold me into something else… something I have no
say in, no control over! Claude, they’re going to make me into… I
don’t even know what! I don’t… belong to myself, Claude. Can
you even begin to imagine what that feels like? …Can
you?”

Claude let out a little laugh, shaking his
head again.

Marla’s eyes went hard.

“You have no idea what you are, do you?”
Claude chuckled.

“I suppose you’re going to tell me,” she
said.

He looked at her with a wry smile on his
lips. “You haven’t seen the way they look when they talk about you
back home,” he said.

“They talk about me?”

Claude nodded. “Some of them think you’re
going to become the greatest of us. Others want to win you to their
cause… most of them, I suppose. A few of them try to dismiss you as
nothing more than you seem to think you are, just an outcast girl
with a famous father, but all of them… no matter what they might
pretend to the contrary… they’re all afraid of you.”

“Afraid of me?” she laughed.

“Yes, Marla,” he said, “They’re terrified.
There has never been anyone like you. They’re afraid of what you
are, and what you may become.”

Marla stared at him in disbelief, laughing
again.

“It’s true,” he said.

“I suppose you’re afraid of me too,” she
said.

“No.”

“Why not?”

Claude glanced away for a moment and then
looked at her again. The night wind caught at his long, dark hair
and he reached up to brush a strand back from his crimson eyes.
“Because I see who you truly are,” he said.

“Who?” she asked.

“The sweetest, kindest, most beautiful girl
that has ever lived,” he said, “The girl that I love.”

Marla took a step back, unable to look away
from him. She tried to speak, to scold him for his boldness or just
to play it off as a joke, but her words tumbled over one another
and got lost somewhere on the way to her lips. She fought to master
herself, to say something, to put an end to it before it could go
any further, but she could not push through the confused tangle of
her emotions. She gave him a pleading look, begging him with her
eyes to unsay the thing he had just said, to qualify it somehow, to
lessen it, to make it not hurt so very much.

In the end, she could only watch in aching
silence as his eyes slowly hardened, and his lips tensed into a
mask of grim resignation. At last, mercifully, he looked away.

“We should go,” he said, “Lady Veranu will be
worried about you.”

Marla nodded, feeling the ache of her
injuries now more than ever, yet no injury she had suffered in her
battle with the ghouls had cut as deep as a few simple words.


Chapter Two

Marla was grateful for the rushing wind that
filled the silence between her and Claude as his gaunt carried them
over the dark forest below. She leaned close against his back,
trying to share as much of her warmth with him as she could. He had
insisted on lending her his riding jacket, and, though he showed no
sign of discomfort, she could feel the chill seeping into his body
through his thin silk shirt as she pressed her cheek against his
shoulder.

She squinted against the blast as she looked
down, hoping that the wolves would make it safely to the city
without her. She assured herself again that they would find their
way without difficulty. Their injuries had proven far less grave
than she had feared, and, after all, Thrinaar was the wolves’ first
home.

Home. What place could she call home?

Without thinking, she squeezed Claude a
little tighter. Her thoughts drifted back to Wythr, the city she
had thought of as her home for so many years, and to the ones she
had left behind. Was Garrett all right? Was the city still even
there? Nearly two months had passed since Marla and her mother had
left the city to its fate.

At last she could bear it no longer, and she
broke the uneasy silence.

“Any word of Wythr?” she shouted to be heard
above the wind.

“No,” Claude shouted back.

Marla let out a tense breath and allowed her
troubled thoughts to drift toward the future once again. What
little she knew of Thrinaar did nothing to allay her fears. The
great city of the vampires lay beneath the ruins of an ancient
dragon stronghold, guarded by a living tower of eldritch magic, the
Thrin. Though she had been born there, she had no memory of the
place, only vague notions of some great, dark catacomb, filled with
elder vampires who would gladly forfeit the moon and stars to hide
from the sun.

She turned her eyes upward, drinking in the
beauty of the night sky, wondering if this might be her last
glimpse of them before her destiny would plunge her forever into
some deep and starless pit.

Then Claude’s gaunt soared above a jagged
ridge of dark stone, and the city rose into view before her.

Marla gasped at the sight. Thrinaar glittered
with a million colored lamps that lit its domes and spires, its
broad lanes lined by flickering lanterns of every hue. The scent of
flowers and incense hung over the city like a warm blanket.

A languid streamer of wood smoke drifted
skyward from a chimney below, and Marla caught a whiff of
fresh-baked bread as the gaunt sailed through the smoke.

The faint sound of music drew her attention
to a brightly lit plaza far below, filled with costumed dancers,
and she twisted in the saddle to look behind as she flew by,
unnoticed, overhead.

She laughed in surprise as they soared
through a flock of paper sky lanterns, setting the colored orbs
spinning in the wake of the gaunt’s wings. She turned to look
eastward across the city, straining her eyes against the shimmering
lights to make out the great black spire, a thousand feet tall,
which stood above the city’s only gate, and a thrill of wonder went
through her heart to see the fabled Thrin at last.

“Hold on!” Claude shouted.

A moment later, the gaunt tilted its horned
head back and soared higher into the sky above the night city, and
Marla pulled herself a little tighter against Claude’s back. Then
her stomach fluttered as the gaunt folded its wings and plunged
downward into a black void between the domed buildings below.

Marla clenched her teeth to keep from crying
out as the city rushed up toward them with terrifying speed. Then
she saw the outline of the great circular shaft in the earth
beneath them.

Plunging downward, the darkness closed around
them like a well of black waters. A faintly metallic-scented haze
stung her senses, and, for a moment, she feared that some bleak,
starless pit awaited her after all.

Then Claude’s gaunt emerged from the base of
the airshaft, and Marla saw the real Thrinaar waiting to welcome
her below.

A vast, subterranean hollow stretched as far
as Marla could see in every direction, a great cavern filled with
palaces and markets and amphitheaters. Narrow bridges stretched
like harp strings between the towers and domes, with great flying
buttresses and curved staircases rising up to meet the inverted
spires of architecture that hung like intricately-carved
stalactites from the cavern’s roof. Far below, meandering canals
reflected the glittering lights of the countless glowing wisps that
hung above the city of vampires like a sky full of stars.

Claude’s gaunt swooped beneath the arch of a
titanic stone aqueduct, then leaned hard to the right as it circled
around a cluster of towering spires. Marla thought she caught the
scent of duskbloom on the air as the gaunt slowed its descent with
a beat of its massive wings and settled upon a tiled terrace that
sprouted like a forest mushroom from the side of one of the three
central spires of the tower complex.

Two women were waiting there to greet them as
they landed.

“Lady Veranu,” spoke the taller vampire woman
wearing the ornate black robes of an elder Councilor. At least
Marla hoped that she guessed the woman's rank properly.

“Valora Jhessa,” Claude greeted her, dropping
to one knee as he dismounted, confirming the woman’s title.

Marla followed Claude quickly to the ground,
kneeling beside him and bowing her head to the elder.

“Please stand,” the Valora said, “I bid you
welcome to House Arkadi, third of the great houses.”

“Thank you, Valora,” Marla said, rising
again, though still a bit unbalanced from her recent gaunt
ride.

The tall woman seemed to take no notice of
it. She waited with a look of calm benevolence on her lean face as
Marla regained her composure. The slightly shorter girl at the
woman’s side waited only a moment before rushing forward to present
Marla with the bouquet of duskblooms that she was holding.

“Thank you!” Marla said, taking the purple
flowers.

“I hope you like them!” the girl said, “My
name is Alyssandra.” She wore a high-collared jacket of black
brocade and a knee-length skirt beneath. Her pale, cream-colored
eyes sparkled, in sharp contrast to her dark skin and short,
tightly braided, black hair. Her pearly white fangs flashed in a
broad smile behind glossy lips, painted in the deepest shade of
red.

“My daughter,” the Valora said with a
slightly amused arch of one eyebrow. Marla could see the family
resemblance now, although the elder vampire wore her hair long and
straight, and had opted to wear a bit less eyeliner. The creamy
color of the Valora’s eyes seemed tinged with a deeper gold than
her daughter’s and had taken on the slightly more draconic,
elongated shape of the iris that Marla had noticed among elder
vampires.

“I'm afraid that I…” Marla said, finding
herself at a loss for words.

“Lady Veranu is injured,” Claude said, rising
to his feet beside her.

“What happened?” Alyssandra said.

Marla looked down at the dark stain on her
trouser leg where a ghoul’s claw had grazed her. “We were
attacked…” she began.

“This way!” Alyssandra said, putting her arm
around Marla’s shoulders and leading her away toward the arched
doorway into the tower.

“We shall speak later, Lady Veranu,” the
Valora sighed.

“Wait!” Marla said, “Claude, your jacket!”
She started to shrug off the warm leather coat that he had loaned
her for the ride.

“Keep it for now,” Claude said, lifting his
hand in parting to Marla as Alyssandra hustled her inside the
tower, “I’ll see you again later.”

“What attacked you?” Alyssandra asked as she
guided Marla down a short hallway and through a narrow doorway into
a small room.

Marla felt suddenly off-balance again as she
felt the floor move beneath her feet. Alyssandra was quick to seat
her on a low, cushioned bench against the wall of the small
circular room.

“Ghouls,” Marla said, “We were attacked by
white ghouls.”

“While flying?” Alyssandra gasped as she
closed the door of the little room and pulled a lever in the wall
beside it.

Marla’s eyes widened in alarm as the room
echoed with a watery gurgling sound, and she felt suddenly lighter.
“No,” she said, “We were on wolfback when they attacked, my mother
and I… Is this a lift?” She steadied herself against the wall as
the room vibrated with motion.

“Yes, sorry,” Alyssandra said, easing up on
the lever, “I’ll go a bit slower… Your mother… is she…”

“She’s with Master Krauss,” Marla said, “They
should have arrived ahead of us. Have you heard from her?”

“Oh, no,” Alyssandra said, “I suppose she’ll
meet you later in your quarters. I was just excited to meet
you.”

“Thank you,” Marla said, managing a little
smile. She lifted the flowers to breathe in their scent once more.
“Thanks again for the flowers. They’re my favorite.”

“I know,” Alyssandra said with a grin, “I’ve
read all about you.”

Marla blushed. “Read about me?” she
laughed.

Alyssandra nodded. “It’s all in the report,”
Alyssandra said.

“What report?”

Alyssandra shrugged. “Mother has extensive
files on you and your family,” she said, “I’ve read most of them. I
feel as though we’re friends already.”

“Oh,” Marla said, somewhat taken aback.

“Don’t worry,” Alyssandra chuckled, “They’re
secret files. It’s not like everyone in the city knows about your
human boyfriend.”

Marla felt her cheeks flush once more.
“Listen, have you had any word about Wythr?” she demanded, “We’ve
been on the road for weeks, and I don’t know what happened back
there. The last I heard, they were going to be attacked by a
dragon!”

“The dragon is dead,” Alyssandra said,
releasing the lever to bring the lift to a halt.

“What?” Marla gasped.

“The Gloarans killed the dragon,” Alyssandra
said, “No one knows how they did it… we’ve had only a few reports
from unreliable sources, but they all agree, the dragon is
dead.”

Marla felt a chill go through her. She had
told Garrett the secret of the blood rose. How else… who else,
could have killed the Chadiri dragon. If the dragon was dead, then
she shared in the guilt of that terrible crime against creation
itself… but, if the dragon was dead, perhaps Garrett was still
alive, if only because she had betrayed her people. She could bear
any guilt if it meant he was safe.

“The city?” she whispered.

“Badly damaged, but still standing,”
Alyssandra said with sympathy in her pale eyes, “He may still be
alive.”

Marla sighed and nodded. “Thank you,” she
said.

“Come on,” Alyssandra said, helping her to
her feet, “Let’s have the physician look you over.”

*******

Alyss, as she insisted that Marla call her
now, opened the door to Marla’s apartment and beckoned for her to
enter.

Marla moved with a dreamlike languor now, a
combination of exhaustion and the tonic that the Arkadi physician
had given her. It was the first clear liquid that Marla had drunk
since her disastrous experiment with herbal tea when she was nine
and had decided that she didn’t want to be a vampire anymore. This
time, however, the liquid stayed down, and the pain of her already
fading wounds was completely gone, leaving only a weary numbness in
its place. Still, she was not quite ready to succumb to sleep.

Arkadi House was incredible, every corridor
lined with priceless works of art and antiquities from the farthest
reaches of the world. Marla lingered, tracing her fingertips along
the cool, smooth curves of a Laprian jade vase just outside her
apartment door.

“Marla?” Alyss said with a little laugh.

“Sorry,” Marla answered with a bemused smile.
She stepped inside and then gave a little cry of surprise as she
rushed to kneel beside the red velvet divan where a little black
cat lay sleeping.

“Lovecraft!” Marla cried, waking the little
cat with a gentle stroke behind his ear.

Lovecraft bit her.

“Bad kitty!” Marla chided.

Alyss laughed. “Is that his name?” she asked,
“I’ve been caring for him ever since Master Krauss brought him to
us. I think he’s still cross with you for sending him by
himself.”

“He never cared for flying,” Marla sighed,
“but, he would have liked the journey by land even less, I think.”
She turned and smiled at Alyss. “Thank you for taking care of
him.”

“It was my pleasure,” Alyss said, “The truth
is, I’ve never had any pets… Mother wouldn’t allow it.”

“Oh,” Marla said, rising to her feet again,
“I hope it’s all right that Lovecraft stays with us here.”

“Oh, yes,” Alyss assured her, “It’s no
trouble at all. We want you and your mother to make yourselves at
home here for as long as you like.”

“Thank you,” Marla said, taking in the richly
furnished apartment for the first time, “This is all so lovely.
It’s nothing like the Embassy… Everything there was always so…” She
paused to yawn.

“You’re exhausted!” Alyss said, moving
quickly to Marla’s side and guiding her toward another doorway.

“Oh!” Marla cried, “I’ve forgotten my
flowers! I must have left them in the infirmary!”

“Don’t worry!” Alyss laughed, “There are
always fresh flowers here… always.”

Marla smiled back at her, barely able to keep
her eyes open anymore.


Chapter Three

Marla awakened to the tickle of cat breath in
her ear. Lovecraft had made a nest of her hair and was curled up,
sleeping peacefully with one paw draped across her face. She
frowned, shrugging him off without waking him and sat up in bed, or
whatever it was that she had spent the night in.

She found herself cradled between two great
black wings of ebony wood, carved with swirling patterns, which
formed something that resembled a giant, half-opened seed pod more
than any bed that she had ever slept in. The black silken cushion
within served as an excellent mattress, and the gray woolen
blanket, threaded with silvery fibers, proved comfortably warm. Her
cat now took up the greater part of the single pillow. She looked
down to discover that she was wearing a long, white linen
nightshirt with frilled cuffs at the end of each loose-fitting
sleeve.

Marla ran her fingers through her hair,
trying to straighten out the cat nest as she looked around her new
bedroom. She saw no other furniture, save the bed and a single,
six-foot tall oval mirror, hanging in an ornate, gilded frame. Gold
trim lined the onyx-paneled walls, and a mural of abstract,
geometric shapes covered the vaulted ceiling. She saw no obvious
exit to the room, and for a moment, her heart fluttered with panic
that she was now a prisoner of House Arkadi.

Then one of the wall panels clicked open, and
Marla’s mother poked her head into the room.

“Good evening,” her mother said, “I’ve got
breakfast in the parlor, if you’re thirsty.”

“Are you all right?” Marla demanded,
overwhelmed with relief.

“Never better,” Lyssa Veranu said as she
stepped into the room. She wore a dark gray jacket in the same
high-collared style that Alyss had worn and matching leggings and
knee-high boots. She appeared to have completely recovered from her
injuries.

“Oh,” she said, fishing something out of her
jacket pocket and tossing it to Marla, “A little parting gift from
our friends in the forest.”

Marla looked down at the long yellow fang in
her lap with an expression of disgust.

Lyssa rubbed her backside with one hand and
chuckled ruefully, “I think it hurt more coming out than going
in!”

Marla gingerly pinched the tip of the fang
between two fingers and looked around for a nightstand or something
to set it on. Failing to find anything, she just let it drop over
the side of her sleeping pod.

“How do I get out of this thing?” she asked,
somewhat dismayed by the ornate black wings of wood that prevented
her from rolling off either side of the bed.

“Oh,” her mother said, “Just… lean
forward.”

Marla shifted her weight and was somewhat
startled as the bed pod tilted on some hidden pivot, lowering its
foot to the floor as it lifted behind her.

Lovecraft gave out a yowl as he was awakened
to find himself sliding off of the pillow into Marla’s back.

Marla caught the cat and set him aside on the
thick, soft black rug as she stepped out of the strange bed. “That
was… interesting,” she said, straightening her nightgown.

“You’ll get used to them,” her mother
laughed, “At one time, all the beds here were like that. House
Arkadi clings to tradition like a castaway drowning in a sea of
innovation. Breakfast?” She motioned for Marla to accompany her
into the other room.

“Who are they?” Marla asked, still
overwhelmed by her luxurious new surroundings. She paused to admire
a wall-length floral tapestry that she had not noticed the night
before.

“Valora Jhessa Arkadi and her husband were
friends of your father,” Lyssa said.

“So we can trust them?” Marla asked.

Her mother put her hand on Marla’s shoulder
and smiled sadly. “I want you to make friends here, Marla,” she
said, “but you must never make the mistake of thinking that you can
trust anyone in this dark city.”

Marla nodded.

“We are lucky to have the Arkadis as allies,”
Lyssa said, “believe me, we could have done worse for finding a
sponsor here.”

“A sponsor?”

“Oh, yes,” Lyssa laughed, “It was not
unthinkable that we might have wound up in House Groyue, the
Seventh House. Imagine waking up to breakfast with Valfrei Senzei
every evening!” She laughed again and then added in her best
impression of the Valfrei’s chilling voice, “Another cup before
you begin your studies, Marla?”

Marla gave a shuddering laugh and then fell
silent a moment. “Is she still to be my tutor here?” she asked.

“Unlikely,” her mother answered, “Since
Arkadi obviously outbid the Groyues for you, they’ll probably have
their own plans for your future.”

“Outbid them?” Marla exclaimed.

“I’m only kidding,” her mother chuckled,
“…but not really… you are a valuable commodity, my sweet girl, and,
if you let them, the Arkadis will cheerfully plan out your next
thousand years for you, right down to the minute.”

“Don’t I have any say in this?” Marla
asked.

Then her stomach gurgled, and she would have
flushed red if she had any red left in her.

“Let’s drink,” her mother said, patting her
on the shoulder, “and then we can discuss all the many ways that a
girl can undermine and circumvent the people that are foolish
enough to believe they have authority over her.”


Chapter Four

The City of Wythr

“Pull!” Garrett shouted, and the six giant
skeletal constructs leaned hard into their yokes. The twisted iron
girders of the great lift shrieked in protest as the Watchers
slowly tore them free of the charred base of the broken gantry. He
had to grin at the sight of the team of nightmare beasts, on loan
from the temple, being put to work as manual laborers.

“This may be the first time they’ve ever seen
daylight, you know,” Haven said as she sidled up to him, bumping
him with her shoulder.

“You call this daylight?” Garrett scoffed,
lifting the trim of his hood to squint against the bright gray haze
that hung over the Warehouse District, “When springtime comes, we
should go out to the coast, and I'll show you real daylight.” At
least the snow had taken enough of the ash out of the air that he
could breathe here without choking.

“I don’t even remember what that looks like
anymore,” she sighed wistfully.

“Are you ready for me to do it now?” Garrett
asked.

Haven looked a little afraid, but then she
smiled. “I kinda still like having you to myself for now,” she
said, “Let’s just… take it slowly, all right?”

“But I want you to meet my friends,” Garrett
said.

“I’ve met them all,” she said, her brown eyes
twinkling.

“You know what I mean!” he laughed, “I want
them to remember that…”

An enormous crash cut him off.

“Your monsters are breaking stuff,” Haven
said, pointing toward the ashen ruin of a nearby warehouse that the
team of Watchers were now obliviously tramping their way through,
dragging the mangled wreck of the old lift behind them.

“Stop!” Garrett shouted, waving his arms
frantically, “Stop!”

“I’ll see you later,” Haven said, raising her
voice to be heard over the din.

“Wait!” Garrett called out, turning to see
her go, “I…”

“Dinner at seven,” she said, “Don’t
forget!”

He gave her an exasperated frown as she
skipped away, her brown boots crunching in the muddy snow. Every
single time he watched her go, he was secretly afraid that he might
somehow forget her name, and then he would never be able to
remember her again.

He shook his head and waved for the cleanup
crew to move in to clear the debris left by the Watchers. Two dozen
zombies lurched into action at his command.

“That’s a beautiful sight, that is,
Deathlord!” the foreman called out as he limped toward Garrett
across the yard, “I thought we’d never get that old lift apart.”
The man’s grin was a bit crooked, owing to the puckered burn scars
that covered the left half of his face. His thick woolen stocking
cap was pulled low over his ears, and a soot-stained muffler was
doing its best to escape the ragged collar of his dirty coat.

Garrett pulled back his hood, letting the
crisp morning air seep down his own collar as he returned the
foreman’s greeting and shook his hand. His naked scalp felt no
chill at all, and it seemed wrong somehow to try to cover his own
scars in the presence of a man who had so recently joined the
dragonfire club.

“We should have most of it cleared out pretty
soon,” Garrett said, “Did you need anything else before we go?”

“You done more than enough already,
Deathlord,” the foreman said, “With any luck, we should have a new
gantry up and runnin’ come mid-summer.”

“Think you can save any of the old iron?”
Garrett asked.

“Dunno,” the foreman said, “The smiths’ll
have the scrap. What they do with it’s their business. I’m just
glad we’ll have Number Four movin’ again, now that Number Three
gantry’s cleared out. With the boys workin’ double shifts, I think
we’ll be back to capacity in a few days.”

“Don’t push yourselves too hard,” Garrett
cautioned.

“The day I see one o’ these boys pushin’
hisself too hard, I’ll sell the yard and become a holy man,” the
foreman laughed, “I’d have to after seein’ such a miracle!”

Garrett laughed.

“Pardon me, Deathlord,” the foreman said,
catching sight of something across the yard that made him frown, “I
see some asses in need of a boot.” He took his leave, stomping off
through the gray snow with a hot stream of curses ebbing from his
fire-chapped lips.

Garrett pulled his hood back up. The heavy
woolen robe had proven more than adequate protection against the
chill. He supposed he had the Songreaver to thank for that.
Whatever else the ancient dragon magic had done to him, at least it
made the winter weather a bit more bearable. He let out a heavy
breath, and found himself, once again, slightly disappointed that
no puff of frost came from his mouth.

Oh grow up, the voice in the back of
his mind said.

Garrett laughed and shook his head as he
walked over to where the team of Watchers was standing, awaiting
further orders, in the ruin of the old warehouse. With some
difficulty, he at last managed to unhook the logging chain from the
tangled mass of iron girders they had been pulling and then dragged
the length of heavy chain over to the rearmost Watcher in the
team.

“Hold this!” he grunted, hefting the chain
high enough for the enormous skeletal construct to reach.

He felt a little tremor of fear go through
him when the creature reached out to take the chain in one of its
steel-tipped claws.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, forcing himself to
step away slowly instead of bolting for cover the way the little
boy inside him wanted to do. He guided the team out of the old
warehouse and led them over to an out of the way spot. Then he
found a nice stack of empty crates to sit on while he watched his
zombies clear debris from the lane between the lift platform and
the warehouse.

Garrett opened his satchel and pulled out the
lunch that Hetta had packed for him. He worked the thick cork from
the mouth of a small earthenware jar and found it full of apple
jelly. He smiled as he unwrapped three strips of old bread crust
from a rolled up napkin. Having a Lethian wanderer pack his
lunches, he was never likely to get fat.

He dipped a hard crust of bread into the
jelly and then gnawed on it as he watched the zombies work. He
pushed away the little twinge of pathos he felt when his eyes fell
on the zombified young woman he had named Kate.

It helped to give them names. It made it all
seem not so horrible. There were so many of them like Kate now,
their flesh seared by dragonfire. Most of Garrett’s new zombies had
died the night that the dragon Kadreaan had rained fire down upon
the city, but some, like Kate, had fought for their lives,
struggling against their terrible injuries, trying to stay alive,
only to succumb at last, unable to bear the suffering any
longer.

It had been two months since the night
Kadreaan had died, brought down by Garrett’s friends in that
terrible battle over Queensgarden, but the dragon, it seemed, was
still killing people even now. He watched the burned young woman
stoop to lift the end of a charred wooden beam and drag it from the
lane. Only a few patches of her blue coveralls still showed through
a thick layer of grime and soot. As she pulled the beam, she tilted
back her nearly hairless head and raised her glassy eyes to the
hazy sky above as though praying for deliverance from this strange
hell.

Stop it, the voice in his mind
whispered.

What? Garrett thought.

Stop looking at them as if they were still
alive, the voice said, They’re dead and you’re not. It’s as
simple as that.

Well, you’re dead, why should I listen to
you? Garrett demanded.

Because I’ve seen where that kind of
thinking leads you, it said, Because I know better than any
of you life-addled fools what it will cost you to follow that path
to it’s end.

Alright, I’m curious now, Garrett
thought as he chewed his bread husk, who are you, really? Am I
talking to Brahnek Spellbreaker, or the spirit of the dragon before
him?

You don’t understand at all, do you?
the voice in his mind laughed bitterly, You’re just another
berry in the jam, boy.

It’s apple jelly, Garrett corrected
it.

Pull an apple from that jar, and I’ll give
it a name, it laughed, Until then, just think of me as your
guilty conscience.

Garrett swallowed the apple-flavored lump and
shrugged his shoulders. “I think I’ll call you Joel,” he said.


Chapter Five

Garrett’s feet ached by the time he and his
work crew neared the hospital. He missed having Ghausse to carry
him around, but, with the food shortage in the city, he had thought
it best to send the great dire wolf with Terrick and the other
Neshite tribesmen as they foraged, further and further afield, to
bring back meat from the wild wastelands surrounding the city. The
young shaman was the only person besides Garrett who could get the
enormous black wolf to behave at all.

Garrett commanded his zombies to wait for him
in the shelter of an old pigsty that had miraculously survived the
dragon’s attack on the stockyard, though its former inhabitants had
long since been sacrificed to feed the hungry city. Even as badly
burned as his zombies were, there was always a chance that a loved
one might recognize one of them, and that could prove awkward.

Garrett left them there and made his way into
the maze of tents that served as the Lower City’s hospital,
searching for his friends.

Hearing voices, he poked his head through the
flap of a tent and looked inside.

A young man with a heavily bandaged arm was
lying on a cot and chatting with a weary-looking girl who sat on
the ground at his side. When they saw Garrett, their eyes went
wide, and the young man’s face drained of all color.

“I’m all right!” the young man cried, “I’m
getting better!”

“What do you want with him?” the girl
demanded, rising quickly to place herself between the boy and the
necromancer at the door.

“Oh, uh… wrong tent, sorry!” Garrett said. He
ducked back out and took a step away before turning on his heel to
poke his head back in again. “I hope you feel better!” he said with
a little wave.

Garrett stepped lightly away from the tent
and then straightened his purple robes, tapping the butt of his
skull-headed staff in the dirt the way that Uncle Tinjin used to
do.

“Garrett!” Mister Bargas called out from
nearby.

Garrett turned to see the enormous gray
ghoul, dressed in a stained white apron with a tiny white cap
cocked to one side of his head, held in place by one of his long,
pointed ears that was thrust through a ragged hole in the top of
the cap. Bargas was carrying a large basket full of bandages under
one arm and had a wooden stretcher tucked up under the other.

“Hi, Mister Bargas!” Garrett called out,
jogging over to him, “Can I help carry anything?”

“Nah, boy,” Bargas said, “Thank you though.
You lookin’ fer Ymowyn?”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “You too. Just seeing
if you needed anything.”

“I think we’re good fer now,” Bargas said,
leading Garrett toward one of the larger tents where Lady Ymowyn
had set up an informal clinic for the local people.

“How did it go today?” Garrett asked.

“Well, the Marrowvyn crew will have a few
odds and bits for their pies tomorrow,” Bargas chuckled, “but Ym
managed to save all but a few arms an' legs today. I’m afraid
there’s scant pickin’s for the Keepers o’ the Dead.”

“Good,” Garrett said.

“It looks like it might finally be gettin’
better, boy,” Bargas sighed, “so long as the weather holds... That
cold decides to come down off the mountain though, and you might be
reanimatin’ the lot of ‘em.”

“Can we move them underground, if we need
to?” Garrett asked.

“Might come to that,” Bargas mused, “but it’s
better to keep these folk up in the daylight as long as we can… Ym
says it gives ‘em the will to keep goin’… I’ll never understand it!
When I get sick, I want a nice dark cave to hole up in so I can see
what’s comin’ at me. You’d think these folk would'a had enough o’
open sky above ‘em.”

“They don’t have to worry about that now,”
Garrett said with a smile.

“I guess maybe not,” Bargas chuckled, “You
cleared the skies for ‘em, didn’t ya, boy?”

“You think the Chadiri will attack us again
without the dragon?” Garrett asked.

“Don’t go diggin’ fer somethin’ ta worry
about when you’ve already got enough o’ that in yer tin already!”
Bargas said, lifting the ash-stained flap of a large canvas
tent.

Garrett felt a rush of warm air wash over him
as he stepped inside, and the pungent scent of firevine sap stung
his eyes. At Annalien’s suggestion, Ymowyn had begun using the
foul-smelling sap as a disinfectant. The fox woman had even gone so
far as to cultivate her own little garden of the evil-looking weed
behind the hospital, despite the ghost’s dire warnings about the
dangers of letting it get free in the wild.

Garrett grinned when he saw the flustered
look on Max’s face as he stood over Lady Ymowyn’s shoulder as she
knelt beside one of the many low cots.

Ymowyn was applying a greenish paste to a
mild burn on the leg of a middle-aged man. The man put on a stoic
face, though whether it was to hide his physical discomfort or his
anxiety at having a black-robed deathlord standing over his bed,
Garrett couldn’t tell.

“I’m only asking when you think you
will have something for me,” Max whispered, his voice tense with
frustration.

Ymowyn ignored Max, smiling as she wiped her
hands dry on her apron. “You should be up and frolicking again by
next Wednesday, Mister Aspin,” she said, pulling a fresh dressing
from a wicker basket on the ground beside her that she had been
covering with her bushy red tail.

“Thank you, Miss Ym,” The wounded man sighed,
his eyes flicking toward Max again momentarily.

“I appreciate your fervor in caring for your
patients, Ymowyn,” Max said, “but can you give me some kind of
time-table to work with? You aren’t the only one under pressure
here.”

“Oh, you’re still here?” Ymowyn said in mock
alarm as she rose to her feet, “I believe that I have already
explained the situation rather succinctly, Lord Zara, but allow me
to simplify it for you again… My patients are all alive and well
and have no need of you at this time. Now shoo!”

Max bit his lip and rolled his eyes in
frustration, noticing Garrett watching him then. “Garrett!” he
cried, “Where the devil have you been? You look as though you’ve
just crawled out of a coal mine!” He noticed the massive ghoul at
Garrett’s side and nodded to him as well. “Bargas.”

“Afternoon, Max,” Bargas said with a grin as
he laid his stretcher aside and carried his basket of bandages over
to where Lady Ymowyn motioned for him to place it.

“We’ve been working on the lifts in the
Warehouse District,” Garrett said, “They say they might have
everything back to normal up there by summertime.”

“That’s good to know,” the injured man named
Aspin snorted, “Wouldn’t want those Upper City folks to go without
their tea and biscuits!”

Several other men in neighboring cots shared
a bitter laugh.

“Show a bit of sympathy for their plight,
Mister Aspin,” Lady Ymowyn chided, “If I go a morning without my
tea and biscuits, I can become positively bestial!” She bared her
fangs suddenly in a wide-eyed snarl.

Aspin and the other Lower City men laughed
again.

“No offense, Miss Ym,” Aspin said, “It’s just
we don’t see much of those Upper City folks down here… unless they
want somethin’ from us.” He gave Max a pointed look.

Max was rolling the shaft of his black steel
staff between his fingertips with a look of annoyed boredom on his
face.

“They’ve got a lot to deal with up there
too,” Garrett said, “and I don’t think they’re really used to
having to deal with that kinda thing. You guys have really worked
hard and gotten everything running again almost as soon as you got
the fires put out… Up there though, everybody still seems like they
can’t believe it really happened.”

“Well,” Aspin said, looking a bit humbled,
“You do what you have to, don’t ya?”

The other Lower City men nodded their
agreement.

“We all appreciate it,” Garrett said, “If it
weren’t for you guys… well, I don’t think the city would have
survived the past few weeks.”

Aspin nodded again, going a little red in the
face. After a moment’s thought, he pushed himself up in bed and
began rolling his trouser leg down over the fresh bandage.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Ymowyn
asked him.

“Pardon me, Ma’am, but I’ve got work to do,”
he said, swinging his leg over the side of the cot and getting to
his feet.

“Come back tomorrow, Mister Aspin,” Ymowyn
sighed, “I still need to look after that leg of yours.”

“Aye, Miss Ym,” he said, favoring his burned
leg as he walked toward the tent flap.

“If you don’t bring me the leg yourself, I’ll
send Bargas to collect it!” she warned him.

“Yes, Ma’am,” Aspin said, going a little pale
at the sight of Bargas’s toothy grin. He ducked out through the
flap and was gone.

“Well, Garrett,” Lady Ymowyn sighed, “have
you come here to motivate all of my patients to death, or is there
something else that I can help you with?”

“Oh, no,” Garrett said, “I just wanted to
know if there was anything that I could do for you while I’m here.
I was taking my crew to Logate next, and I wanted to stop by.”

“And see if you could pick up any new
recruits?” Ymowyn said. She knelt beside another man’s cot and
began unwinding the wrappings around his upper arm.

Garrett chuckled weakly. “Mister Bargas told
me that everyone was doing fine today… That’s great news!”

“Yes,” she said with a little smile, “sorry
to disappoint you all.”

Bargas cleared his throat. “Anythin’ else,
Ym?” he asked.

“Do you think you could harvest another
bushel of firevine for me?” the fox woman asked.

“Yeah,” Bargas said, “If tha damned birds
haven’t et it all yet.”

“I wish you could find a way to keep them
away from those berries,” she sighed, “We really have no idea of
what it will do to them.”

“I’ll tell you what it does to ‘em,” Bargas
laughed, “Makes ‘em so stuffed and drunk that you can scoop ‘em up
with a soup ladle and throw ‘em right in the pot!”

“You’re not eating them, are you?” Ymowyn
demanded.

Bargas looked stunned. “Ah… no,” he
mumbled.

“Bargas!” she hissed.

The ghoul shrugged his massive shoulders with
a pained grin on his face.

“Is that why we had chicken
soup for lunch today?” she sighed.

The injured men on the cots looked at one
another in confusion. One man lifted the empty wooden bowl from his
lap and sniffed at it cautiously.

Ymowyn flattened her ears against her head
with her hands and let out a long, ragged breath. “Well, after all,
why not?” she said, “Just don’t blame me when we all sprout horns
and begin trying to murder every human in sight!”

“What?” the man at her side asked, looking a
bit sick to his stomach.

“Nothing, dear,” she said, patting his wrist,
“I’m sure we’ll all be fine.”

“Well, as entertaining as this all may be,”
Max said, “It seems I have no further reason to linger.”

“Farewell, Lord Zara,” Ymowyn said with a
curt nod.

“My Lady,” Max answered, bowing stiffly,
“Bargas… Garrett, walk with me a bit, if you will.”

“All right,” Garrett said, “I’ll see you
later, Lady Ymowyn, Mister Bargas!”

Bargas lifted a shaggy paw in parting, and
Lady Ymowyn gave him a heartfelt smile.

“Come back soon, Garrett,” she said, “You are
always welcome here.”

Garrett nodded and waved to the injured men
as well. “I hope you feel better,” he said, “all of you.”

Max lifted the tent flap and held it for
Garrett as they stepped outside.

“Well, that was a waste of time,” Max sighed
as they walked together toward the rear of the hospital
campground.

“Did you need zombies?” Garrett asked, “I can
probably spare a few if you need ‘em.”

“No, Garrett, but thank you,” Max said, “I
was actually discussing something a bit more… complicated with Lady
Ymowyn.”

“Huh?”

Max tugged at Garrett’s sleeve, pulling him
over between two tents. He lowered his voice when he spoke again.
“I don’t need any more dead bodies… I need a dying
body.”

Garrett gave him an incredulous look.

“It’s something I read about when I was back
in Weslae,” he whispered, “There was a library there… undiscovered
by the Chadiri… unburned.”

“How did you find it?” Garrett asked.

Max ignored the question, his eyes going a
bit distant as he continued, “There were books there, Garrett…
scrolls from ages past… I found a manuscript, written, I believe,
in the very hand of Ramaan'Thul himself!”

“The guy that rezzed a whole zombie troll
army, way back when?” Garrett asked.

“The same!” Max said, a manic grin splitting
his face, “But there was more to him than that, Garrett! Before he
died, he was experimenting with a new type of resurrection…
something that no necromancer since has ever tried, as far as we
know.”

“You’re going to try to rez somebody that
just died?” Garrett asked, “Hasn’t somebody already done that?”

“No, Garrett,” Max said, “I’m going to
resurrect someone as they die!”

“What?”

“At the very moment of death, Garrett!” Max
said, “Think of it! What if we could capture the very essence of
the subject, stamping it indelibly upon the mind of the animated
creature? A thinking zombie, Garrett! Can you imagine the
possibilities?”

“Well, Caleb is pretty smart,” Garrett
said.

“No! Beyond that!” Max said, taking Garrett’s
shoulders in his hands and clutching him tightly, “Imagine a zombie
that could think for itself…”

“Caleb can…” Garrett tried to interject.

“A zombie that can talk!” Max exclaimed,
“Garrett, can you understand how this could change things?”

“You can do that?” Garrett asked, a little
chill going through him.

Max released his hold on Garrett’s shoulders
and stepped back with look of fierce determination in his eyes.

“I will do it, Garrett,” he said with
a smug little grin, “and before I’m done… I will unlock the very
secrets of Death itself!”


Chapter Six

Garrett parted company with Max when they
reached the broad lane known as King’s Walk. Max turned left toward
the Upper City, riding his undead horse, while Garrett and his
zombies, leading the team of Watchers behind them, turned right for
Logate.

The wide street, once bustling with wagons
and foot traffic, had become a meandering walkway, crowded with
makeshift tents. Garrett, however, had little trouble wending his
way through, as the refugees and unhomed of Logate melted out of
the way at the sight of Garrett’s enormous skeletal companions.

Garrett made no attempt to allay their fears
but walked with his hood pulled low, his heart troubled by some
elusive dread.

He had wanted to tell Max about Uncle
Tinjin’s experiment with the magical sand, about the little dead
dog who had lived again, but some inner warning had held him back.
Uncle Tinjin hadn’t wanted anyone to know about what had happened.
Tinjin had even sworn the little dog’s owner to secrecy. The old
man had wept to discover the secret of true resurrection. He had
never been the same again afterward.

Garrett wondered if Uncle Tinjin might still
be here, if he hadn’t made that one, wonderful, terrible
discovery.

Still, Garrett felt bad for keeping it from
his friend. Did he even have a right to withhold such information
in time of war? Would Max waste months, even years, in pursuit of
an answer that Garrett possessed all along? Could this very secret
be the thing that turned the tide of the war and brought peace and
healing to the world? What right did Garrett have to keep silent,
when death stalked the land?

Then Garrett remembered that awful moment in
the dungeons beneath the temple. He remembered the look in Max’s
eyes while Graelle had writhed in the agonizing grip of Max’s
spell. He remembered the ease with which Max had sipped his wine
and jested with Serepheni at the party afterward, while the dragon
lord lay suffering in that lightless pit.

Garrett shuddered, feeling a wave of nausea
pass through him. He paused to rub his temples as the sickness
subsided.

“What in the Goddess’s name is this?” a
familiar voice exclaimed.

Garrett looked up to see a young,
bristly-chinned Templar staring at his team of Watchers.

“Hi, Peach,” Garrett said, throwing back his
hood.

“Turtle?” the armored young Templar greeted
him with a disbelieving grin.

Garrett laughed at the nickname the Logate
Templars had given him while he was stationed among them.

Peach marveled at the crowd of zombies and
the six giant Watchers that stood behind Garrett. “What are you
doing here?” he asked.

“We’re here to help,” Garrett said, “Can you
tell me where to find Captain Gaulve?”

“He’s dead,” Peach answered, “The wall of the
old granary fell on him when the beams burned through. He was
trying to get people out of the common house next door, and down it
came.”

“I’m sorry,” Garrett said, feeling a genuine
pang of sorrow to hear of the Captain’s death. Even though they had
found themselves on the opposite sides of a deadly struggle,
Garrett had found it difficult not to admire the man.

“Hawk’s in charge now, and I don’t think you
want to cross paths with him,” Peach chuckled, “He’s still pretty
hot about what happened in that big zombie fight you guys had. He’s
still got a dark patch on his face where that big zombie of yours
decked him.”

“A ghoul,” Garrett corrected, “It was a ghoul
that hit him.”

“I don’t care if it was your doddering old
gramma, Turtle. Hawk’s likely to kill you on sight if he catches
you in Logate,” Peach said, his face suddenly serious, “and if
Snuff sees you, he’ll slit your gullet for sure!”

Garrett sighed and tapped his staff on the
ground. “Take me to see Hawk,” he said, “I need to talk to
him.”

“I really don’t think that’s a good idea,
Turtle,” Peach sighed.

Garrett said nothing but remained
resolute.

“All right,” Peach said, “but you might wanna
keep a few of those Watchers between you and Hawk when you see
him.”

“Thanks,” Garrett said, and he and his undead
fell into step behind the young Templar as he led them toward the
Logate station house.

“Is it true that you killed the dragon?”
Peach asked as they walked.

“No,” Garrett said, “Matron Serepheni and my
friend Diggs killed the dragon. I just helped.”

“What was that like?” he asked.

Garrett closed his eyes for a moment in
recollection, but he saw only the look of utter devastation on
Graelle’s face as he fell into darkness, still harnessed to the
gutted body of his beloved dragon.

“It was ugly,” Garrett said.

“I can imagine,” Peach laughed, “but…
thanks.”

“Yeah,” Garrett said.

A few tired, soot-covered Templars were
lounging outside the station house as they approached. Garrett
didn’t recognize any of them at first, but then one of them stood
up and dragged back his coif to reveal another familiar face.

“Garrett?” the tall boy the sooty green
doublet cried out as he jogged forward to greet him.

“Trent?” Garrett replied, forcing a smile.
The last time they had seen each other, Trent had been trying to
flatten Garrett’s face with a sparring rod.

“Hey, Rat!” Trent called to his companion
still leaning against the wall, “This is Garrett! We were at temple
together. He’s the one that brought down the dragon!”

“I wasn’t…” Garrett began to correct him.

“Used his death magic to burn the wyrm to
cinders!” Trent said, clapping Garrett hard on the shoulder.

“Really?” the lean-faced novice asked as he
pushed away from the wall to approach the others.

“It really didn’t happen like that,” Garrett
said, lifting his hand in protest.

“We were scrubbing dragon guts off the walls
for a week to get rid of that smell,” Trent laughed, “The ground
was black where the thing landed… not burnt, mind you, but
black! They made us wear gloves and face masks to clean it
up, but I still got a bit of it up my sleeve… look here.”

Peach and Rat drew close as Trent tugged up
the sleeve of his gambeson to reveal a silvery black smear on the
skin of his inner arm.

“It don’t wash off,” Trent laughed, “It don’t
ever wash off!”

“What happened to the body?” Peach asked.

“Dunno,” Trent said, “They’d already hauled
it away by the time they set us to work. We were just there for
clean up. Had us loadin’ buckets of that black dirt into wagons for
days!”

“What happened to the rider?” Rat asked.

“I guess he died with the dragon,” Trent
said.

“No,” Garrett said, “he didn’t.”

“They caught him then?” Rat asked.

Garrett nodded.

Trent laughed. “We gonna get to see an
execution?”

Garrett’s eyes fell. “I saw him once,” he
said, “in the dungeons below the temple.”

“He’s probably wishin’ for an execution by
now,” Trent laughed.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, trying not to remember
the smell of that lightless cell.

“Peach!” A gruff voice called from the door
of the station house, “What’s this about?”

Garrett looked up to see the man called Hawk,
now leader of the Logate Templars. His crescent-shaped mustache
twitched in recognition when he saw Garrett, and his eyes flashed
dangerously. The shadow of an old wound darkened the hollow of his
left cheek.

“What’s that dung-eating maggot doing in my
town?” he demanded.

“I’m here to help, Captain,” Garrett said,
taking a guess at Hawk’s new rank.

“Get out!” Hawk said, pulling his mace and
leveling it at Garrett’s chest, “Now!”

“What happened with Shelbie wasn’t my fault!”
Garrett said, “I never wanted to fight with you… She forced
me to!”

“Peach, Rat, Dishrag,” Hawk said, apparently
calling Trent by his new nickname, “fill your hands!”

The three young men went a bit pale, but
followed orders and pulled their copper-headed cudgels from their
belts. Peach gave Garrett a pleading look, but Rat and Trent’s eyes
were drawn to the hulking skeletal constructs standing behind
Garrett.

“If that pile of dead men hasn’t shuffled off
by the time I count ten, I want you to lay him out,” Hawk said.

Garrett opened his mouth to protest, but Hawk
cut him off.

“And if he says another feschin’ word, you
knock his teeth down his throat!” Hawk roared.

Garrett let out a huff of air through his
nostrils. The wooden staff in his hand was quivering with
suppressed rage, but he said nothing more.

Garrett turned and motioned for his dead to
follow him as he began the long walk back to the Upper City.


Chapter Seven

Garrett glanced at the clock as he leaned his
staff into the corner of the entryway. He let out a weary sigh and
then stooped to stroke the frill of one of the little gamelons that
was scurrying back into the parlor with a grape clutched in its
mouth. The little lizard gave him an appreciative trill and then
hurried to join its mates beneath the ruin of Uncle’s favorite
divan.

He wrinkled his nose at the sour smell
drifting from the parlor. “Can’t you guys do that outside?”
he groaned.

“Hi, Garrett!” Pinny said as she walked up
the hallway toward him. The little Lethian girl was carrying a
bundle of kindling in her arms.

“Hi, Pinny,” Garrett greeted her, “Where are
you going with that?”

“The roof,” she said as she rounded the
bannister and began climbing the stairs.

“Why do you need firewood on the roof?” he
asked.

“It’s where we’re having our campout
tonight,” she answered over her shoulder as she disappeared into
the shadows of the second story hall.

“You can’t…” Garrett started to protest, but
Crane suddenly appeared in the hallway, apparently rather
flustered.

“Garrett!” the lean young Lethian called out,
“Have you seen my hammer?” His curly black hair had gone a bit
bushy in recent days, the stripes once shaved across his temples
were all but faded now.

Garrett shrugged.

Crane muttered a curse and then let out a
sigh. “The dockmaster’ll kill me if I lose that hammer,” he
groaned.

“Maybe Hetta knows where you left it,”
Garrett said.

Crane shook his head. “I didn’t leave
it anywhere!” he said, “Somebody musta moved it, and anyway Hetta
went to the market three hours ago. How long does it take to find a
few loaves of bread?”

“There’s some tools in the garden shed,”
Garrett said, “You might find a hammer in there that you could use
until Hetta finds yours for you.”

“Really?” Crane said, his expression
brightening, “Thanks, Garrett!” He turned and raced down the
hallway toward the back door.

Garrett’s feet ached with every step as he
slowly climbed the stairwell toward his room. Halfway up the
stairs, he had to sidestep the floating wisp that was descending
from above.

“Hi, Shine,” Garrett greeted the glowing orb
of golden light.

Shine flared a sun-bright welcome that made
Garrett squint.

“What have you been up to?” he asked.

Shine flushed a rosy pink as she quickly
floated downstairs and disappeared into the parlor.

Garrett’s wisp-dazzled eyes betrayed him in
the gloom of the stairway, and his foot came down wrong as he took
the next step, sending him knee-first into the stairs.

He hopped the last few steps to the landing
above and then sat down to massage his bruised knee for a moment,
hissing air through his teeth.

At last, he pushed himself to his feet again
and made his way to his room. He opened the door to find Caleb
still seated at the desk where he had left him this morning, still
reading the same ash-stained book that he had been reading since
the morning after the dragon’s attack.

“Find anything interesting?” Garrett
asked.

The zombie only grunted in response and then
very slowly ripped one of the pages from the book before letting
the torn page drop into a small pile of pages on the floor beside
the desk.

“If Uncle saw you do that, he’d unmake you on
the spot, you know!” Garrett chuckled.

Caleb ignored him.

“It’s your book,” Garrett sighed, “Just clean
up the mess when you’re done doing whatever you’re doing… if
you ever get done.”

Garrett sat down on the edge of his bed and
peeled off his filthy boots. He still had an hour before he had to
go to dinner. Maybe he could just lay back for a quick rest… not a
nap… just a little rest.

Garrett let out a long, shuddering sigh as he
stretched out on his bed, not even caring that he was still wearing
his sooty robe.

Caleb pulled another page from his book with
a slow ripping sound, and Garrett glared at the zombie’s back.

Garrett’s bedroom door swung open and Haven
walked in, barelegged, and dressed in one of Garrett’s nightshirts.
She toed the door shut behind her as she scrubbed the damp tangle
of her short brown hair with one of Uncle Tinjin’s nicest
towels.

Garrett scrambled quickly into a seated
position on the edge of his bed again.

“Hi, Garrett!” Haven said with a smile.

“Hi… uh, I thought we were supposed to meet
later… for dinner,” he stammered.

“I needed a bath,” Haven said, tossing the
towel aside and running her fingers through her hair, her flawless
brown eyes sparkling.

“Oh, uh… yeah,” he said, starting to get to
his feet.

“Don’t get up,” she said, “We’ve still got
time.”

“I was just… resting my feet,” Garrett said,
“It’s been a long day.”

“Go on and take a nap,” Haven said, stepping
to the edge of the bed to put her hand on his shoulder, “I’ll wake
you when its time to go.”

Garrett gave her a soft chuckle. “If I close
my eyes now, you might not be able to wake me up,” he said.

“Come on,” she said, swinging her leg over to
climb onto the bed behind him.

“What are you doing?” he laughed nervously as
she pulled him over backward.

“Just lie back. I’ve got you,” she said,
pulling him close to her.

“I’m still dirty,” he protested.

“I can smell,” she said, “but I’m wearing one
of your shirts anyway, so I don’t care if you get it all
sooty.”

Garrett gave her an uneasy smile as she
scooted until her back was against the wall, and Garrett was
stretched out on the bed before her with his head cradled in the
lap of her borrowed nightshirt.

Haven smiled down at him, caressing his face
with her fingertips, tracing the curve of his jaw and stroking each
eyebrow with a feathery touch.

“That’s nice,” Garrett sighed.

She smiled again as she touched the corners
of his lips and then took his cheeks between her warm palms to
massage his temples with her thumbs.

Haven glanced toward the desk. “Why is your
zombie destroying satyr history books?” she asked.

“You…” Garrett yawned, “know what he’s
reading?”

“It’s a history of the satyrs over the past
five hundred years,” she said, “Pretty dull stuff… I mean, I could
understand why he would tear it up. I just don’t understand why he
would want to read it in the first place.”

“Caleb used to be a satyr,” Garrett mumbled,
“Part of him… at least.”

“I know, Garrett,” she said.

“Sorry…” Garrett said, struggling to stay
awake as Haven traced delicate circles with her fingertips across
his cheeks and forehead, “Do you know how to read...” he yawned
again, “…satyr?”

“I can read everything, Garrett,” Haven
laughed, “It’s my job, you know… was my job.”

“Sorry,” Garrett whispered.

“You’re my job now,” she said, leaning
low to plant an upside-down kiss on his lips.

Garrett smiled faintly, already asleep.


Chapter Eight

Garrett woke late the next morning to the
muffled sound of singing coming from downstairs. From the loud
stomping that accompanied the music, he guessed the fairies were
teaching the Lethian kids another wild dance.

He shrugged off the heavy blanket that Haven
must have draped over him before she left. He was still wearing his
grimy work clothes from the day before, but the nightshirt that
Haven had been wearing now lay neatly folded upon his
nightstand.

Garrett sat up, and reached for the folded
shirt. He brought it to his face, trying to catch a trace of her,
some reminder that she had been there. Nothing. She left no scent
at all.

Unbidden, the flowery scent of Marla’s dark
hair now filled his memory, and he fought back a sudden wave of
guilt. He pushed it out of his mind as he got to his feet and
looked around.

Caleb was gone.

“Caleb?” Garrett called out, but there was no
answer.

He walked over to the desk, kicking his way
through a drift of torn pages, to find Caleb’s book, what there
still was of it, lying open to a dog-eared page. A rough charcoal
circle surrounded a single passage of satyr script.

“I guess he found what he was looking for,”
Garrett mused.

He pulled off his robe and went in search of
a hot bath and whatever breakfast hadn’t already been devoured by
the wildlings downstairs.

*******

Garrett left his group of zombies standing
beside a stack of charred timbers outside the Temple of Mauravant.
He dodged between cartloads of debris and the grunting men that
dragged them through the newly restored gates of the temple as he
made his way to the guard post. A gentle sleet was blowing in from
the sea this morning, turning the well-trodden lane into an icy
mush of ash and half-melted snow.

“Good Morning, Master Garrett,” the Templar
commander greeted him with a warm smile. The other two guardsmen in
their burnished breastplates nodded their welcomes as well.

“Good Morning, Captain Fitch!” Garrett called
back as he trotted up to the shelter of the guardhouse’s
awning.

“We’ve readied your team for you,” Captain
Fitch said, lifting his gauntleted hand toward the group of
skeletal Watchers that stood motionless, just inside the gate,
“They’re yours for the day.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Garrett said, “I’ll
have them back by sundown… You guys aren’t starting Curfew up again
tonight, are you?”

“The Curfew remains suspended for the time
being,” Fitch said, “but I expect that order will be restored, and
things will return to normal soon enough.”

“Can’t say I’m looking forward to that part
of normal,” Garrett laughed, “You ever been chased by one of
those guys, Captain?”

“I have not,” Captain Fitch chuckled.

“Well, I just hope they don’t bear any
grudges about how hard I’m working ‘em,” Garrett said, walking
around to check the fit of the harness across the Watchers’ bony
backs.

“You are a friend of the Church,” Captain
Fitch said, stepping out of the shelter of the guardhouse to follow
Garrett into the mist, “They know their friends.”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, looking up into the
shadowy eye socket of a Watcher’s horned skull. If he had to guess,
they probably used the skull of an enormous auroch for this one…
probably a very mean-spirited one.

“Matron Serepheni requested that you have a
word with her as soon as you arrive,” the captain said.

“Is everything all right?” Garrett asked.

“She said only to send you inside when you
arrived,” Captain Fitch said, “I believe she is working in the
library today.”

“Thanks, Captain,” Garrett said.

“Do you know the way?” Captain Fitch
asked.

“Yeah,” Garrett said with a smile, “I spent a
lot of time in the library.”

“They’ll be waiting for you when you return,”
Captain Fitch said, patting the hipbone of one of the Watchers.

“Thanks, Captain,” Garrett said, pulling his
hood low against the stinging wind as he jogged across the yard
toward the main temple complex.

Garrett paused in the hallway outside the
library doors to remove his outer cloak and stamp his boots dry on
the thick rug in front of the coatroom door. As he cautiously
pushed open the library door, he heard subdued voices within,
suddenly interrupted by an angry hiss.

“Master Zara!” Matron Beeks's voice rose, as
high as Garrett had ever heard it, “Get away from there at
once!”

“Max!” Matron Serepheni sighed as she lifted
her eyes from the large map laid out on the table in the open area
of the library.

Max Zara gave the priestesses a placating
smile as he edged away from the restricted stacks and made his way
back to join the others at the table.

Cenick gave his friend a disappointed shake
of his head before turning his eyes back to the map.

Garrett smiled as he watched Matron Beeks
move to place herself between Max and her books as Max took his
place again at Serepheni’s side. The plump little librarian reached
behind a large lectern, and Garrett thought he saw her quickly take
a stick and hide it behind her back, in case she needed to take
more drastic steps to protect her charges. Then her eyes fell on
Garrett as the well-oiled door slipped shut behind him, and she
greeted him with a merry smile.

Garrett smiled and waved back at Matron Beeks
and then to the others as he approached the table, almost
tip-toeing for fear of disturbing the quiet.

“Garrett, I’m glad you could come,” Serepheni
said with a smile. The young priestess looked as though she had
finally gotten enough rest. Gone were the dark hollows beneath her
eyes, and her braided hair shone with a fiery luster that Garrett
had not seen in it for many months.

“Garrett,” Cenick greeted him with a nod.

“How do you feel about a trip to Maleastron?”
Max asked.

“Where?” Garrett said, remembering to keep
his voice down.

“Maleastron, the seat of power in the Chadiri
Empire,” Max said, not bothering to control his volume, “I’m
thinking of sacking it.”

“Ignore him, Garrett,” Cenick said, “We’ve
got a real problem to deal with.”

“And mine is a real solution… for those bold
and clear-sighted enough to consider it,” Max snapped back.

“Thank you for taking the time to see us,
Garrett,” Serepheni said, ushering him closer to the table, “I
wanted your advice regarding our situation in the North.”

Garrett looked down at the map laid out on
the table, only then realizing that it was actually several maps,
obviously drawn by different hands and probably in different
ages.

“That’s the swamp, right?” Garrett asked,
pointing to what looked like a map of the city of Taelish and its
environs. He lifted his hand toward the northern edge of the map
and the wavy line that bordered it. “And that’s the cliffs where
the Chadiri are camped.”

“Were camped,” Max said.

“Huh?” Garrett said.

“Our scouts report that the Chadiri have
pulled most of their forces off of the escarpment,” Serepheni
said.

“Where did they go?” Garrett asked.

“We don’t know,” Serepheni sighed, “With the
vampires gone, we are blind to their movements beyond our
borders.”

“They could be massing in Astorra for an
invasion,” Cenick said.

“Or they could be dealing with open rebellion
in the North,” Max said, “I’ll wager that Uncle Tinjin has not been
idle.”

Cenick shook his head. “Even Uncle couldn’t
move that quickly!” he said.

“But we do know that he went north with the
intent of raising an army of rebels against the Empire,” Max said,
“and I’ve never known Tinjin to fail at any task he sets his mind
to.”

“To which he sets his mind,” Cenick
corrected him.

Max stared at him in disgust for a moment
before turning to Serepheni. “The point is,” he sighed, “we
have to support him, whatever his move!”

“But charging in blindly may prove
disastrous!” Serepheni said, “We have to know what’s happening up
there! Until the vampires return, I don’t see that we have any
choice but to bolster our defenses and wait for word from
Tinjin.”

Max turned a crooked grin and a sly gaze
toward Garrett now. “We don’t really need the vampires now,
do we?”

“Huh?” Garrett said, and the baffled looks on
Cenick's and Serepheni’s faces spoke the same.

“Serepheni told me how you took down the
dragon, Garrett,” Max said. His black robe swished in the still air
as he walked around the table to put his hand on Garrett’s
shoulder. “It seems you arranged quite a formidable alliance all on
your own.”

“The fairies,” Garrett said, understanding
his meaning at last.

“What are you suggesting?” Cenick said,
giving Max a wary look.

“Not just the fairies, Garrett,” Max said,
“You managed to escape the dungeons beneath this very temple with
the help of your remarkable friends… a feat that not even the
dragon lord himself has been able to manage.”

Garrett felt a little flutter of something in
his gut. Was it fear or excitement? He couldn’t tell.

“Warren scaled the escarpment to find you… in
the dark,” Max said, “Together the two of you escaped from the very
heart of the enemy camp… from the clutches of the Inquisitor
himself!”

“Max!” Cenick growled.

“Lady Ymowyn lived for years in the Astorran
underground with jolly old King Haerad none the wiser,” Max said,
“You even sent one of your fairies flitting in through Sere’s
window here when the Templars had her locked up tight. Garrett, if
you gave me my choice of spies, I’d choose your team over a covey
of dour old blood-drinkers any day of the week… not to mention that
you don’t explode the moment sunlight hits you.”

“They don’t really explode,” Garrett
protested.

“Nevertheless, Garrett, you are the
man for the job!” Max laughed.

Garrett stared back at him,
flabbergasted.

“We need you, Garrett!” Max said,
putting both hands on Garrett’s shoulders now. “Uncle Tinjin needs
our help if he’s going to succeed, and we need you to be our eyes
in the North.”

Garrett looked to Cenick and Serepheni.

Serepheni’s eyes fell to the map of the war
zone before her, and Cenick breathed out a resigned huff of
air.

“Let me talk to my friends about it,” Garrett
said.

Max only grinned in response.


Chapter Nine

"When do we leave?" Scupp asked.

Garrett quickly pulled his gaze away from the
stump of the brindle-furred ghoul's left leg as he fumbled for some
way to convince her to stay behind.

"Are you sure that yer up for tha walk,
Scupp? I mean..." her brother Diggs began to say, but then
staggered back, yowling in pain as Scupp whacked him in the knee
with one of her crutches.

She gave Garrett a toothy grin as she shifted
her weight to free up the crutch nearest to Garrett's knee.

"Uh... I guess we should plan on leaving
early next week," Garrett said, "Terrick should be back by then. I
wanted to take Ghausse with us, and any of the Neshites that want
to go."

Warren and Chunnley shared a little smile as
they sat like hunched gargoyles atop the ruins of the old mill
house in the dim light of the subterranean city of the ghouls.

"Can I come too?" Mujah asked.

Garrett hesitated again. The young Lethian
boy had spent nearly every waking moment over the past two months
at Scupp's side. His ragged yellow coat and floppy blue hat had
even begun to sport their own colonies of the grayish mold that
coated the fur of most of the ghoulish denizens of Marrowvyn.

"You have to talk to Crane about that,"
Garrett said.

"Crane's coming too, isn't he?" Mujah
asked.

Garrett paused for a moment before answering.
"I talked to him earlier," Garrett said, "He's too busy taking care
of all the others to go with us."

"Yeah, but can't Hetta take care of them
while we're gone?" Mujah asked.

Garrett gave the boy a tight smile. "I'm sure
he'd like to go with us," Garrett said, "but sometimes you hafta
look after the people that are depending on you."

Mujah sank deeper into his baggy overcoat
with a troubled look on his face.

"Master Garrett," Chunnley spoke up.

"Yeah?" Garrett said.

"I... ah, I don't think I'll be comin' along
on this one," the brown-furred ghoul said with an embarrassed look
on his face.

"It's all right," Garrett said.

"It's just that I've kinda just settled in
here, and I think I can do more good here than wherever you're
goin'."

"What are we gonna eat if you don't go?"
Diggs whined.

"Maybe you'll have to feed yourself for a
change," Warren laughed.

"But I don't like feeding myself," Diggs
mumbled.

"It's all right, Mister Chunnley," Garrett
said, "We probably aren't going to have many chances to do any real
cooking on this kind of trip anyway."

"Wait...What?" Diggs asked, looking a bit
dismayed.

"It'll be swamp rats and buzzard scraps
again, dear brother," Scupp said with a wicked grin, "Just like the
good old days!"

"Why are we doing this again?" Diggs
moaned.

"Because we need to know where all the
redjacks snuck off to," Warren said, hopping down from the wall to
clap Diggs on the back, "This may be your last chance to get killed
in battle before this whole war's over!"

Diggs lifted a claw to the medal hanging
around his neck. "Do you think they'd give me another one of these
if I go?" he asked.

"I guess, if you do something really heroic,
maybe," Garrett said.

"Easy enough," Diggs said with a shrug, "All
right, I'm in."

Scupp rolled her eyes.

"Warren?" Garrett said, looking to his oldest
friend.

The shaggy gray ghoul lifted his eyebrows. "I
gotta talk to Dad an’ Ym first," he said, "but I know Dad's been
itchin' to get back out of the city again. I can't speak for Ym,
but, as long as we keep her clear of that Inquisitor guy, we should
be fine."

Garrett paused a moment before speaking
again. “What if we need to go into Astorra?” he asked.

Warren’s face darkened. “Listen, Gar,” he
sighed, “I know she’ll wanna do it, if we get the chance. As much
as she likes to pretend she isn’t, I know she’s pretty homesick…
but that guy could smell us Gar! He knew we were there somehow, and
we barely got out with our lives! Come to think of it, those guys
were kinda mad that they didn’t get a chance to kill you
last time! If you wanna send some fairies in there to look around,
that’s one thing, but I gotta tell you, I got a real bad feelin’
about goin’ anywhere near that country again.”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “I think we should
avoid it if we can. I’m hoping we can just kinda sneak up over the
cliffs and take a look around at night and maybe figure out where
they all went to.”

Warren nodded.

“How much essence we bringin’ with us?” Diggs
asked.

“As much as we can carry,” Garrett
answered.

Diggs let out a maniacal titter, and Scupp
gave a heavy sigh.

*******

The pine-scented warmth of a crackling hearth
rolled over Garrett as he slipped inside the little café built
against the boundary wall between the Merchant’s Quarter and the
Foreign District. The owners had closed the great sliding panels
that were usually left open in summertime and moved all the tables
inside. The room glowed with the light of the sooty glass oil lamps
placed at the center of each table, the air thick with the warmth
of hungry patrons, crowded shoulder to shoulder around them.
Garrett’s eyes scanned the room several times, passing over the
little table in the back at least once before he finally spotted
the brown-haired girl, hunched over in her chair with her back to
the wall.

Garrett smiled and waved at Haven.

She smiled in return as she watched him
squeeze between chairs, making his way toward her.

“Do you always have to sit in the very back?”
he laughed as he took his seat beside her.

She leaned over and lifted his hood enough to
kiss him on the cheek. “Old habits,” she said.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, “and sorry I kinda
passed out on you last night.”

“I like watching you sleep,” she giggled.

Garrett shook his head.

“Anyway, I’m glad you’re here,” she said, “I
can finally get something to eat.”

“You didn’t have to wait,” Garrett said.

“I wasn’t being polite,” Haven laughed, “but
you try ordering something when the waiter forgets you the
moment he turns his back.”

“Oh,” Garrett said, “Couldn’t you do the
thing with your voice?”

Haven chuckled. “It isn’t quite that
precise,” she said, “The last time I tried suggesting that a
waiter bring me something, I watched him wandering all over the
restaurant with a confused look on his face. I had to shout him
down to get him to notice me again at all, and then I wound up
eating a plate full of boiled cabbage… I hate cabbage!”

“Oh,” Garrett said, “I’ll try to remember
that.”

“Hah, hah,” she said dryly.

Garrett frowned at her.

“Anyway, I usually just sneak into the
kitchen and steal whatever I want. Sometimes, I can talk the cook
into preparing something for me, if it isn’t too complicated and I
keep chatting with them the whole time they’re making it… assuming,
of course, that they’ve bought whatever ridiculous story I’ve told
them about why there’s a strange girl in the kitchen with
them.”

“If you let me set you free, you wouldn’t
have to steal anymore,” Garrett said.

That same old pained, slightly fearful
expression crossed her face again, and she seemed about to speak
when the waiter stepped up to the table to take their order.

“I’ll have the rosemary chicken with string
beans and a cup of pear cider,” Haven said, grinning hungrily.

“I’m afraid we’ve run out of beans, m’lady,”
the young man said, “but the boiled carrots are wonderful
tonight.”

Haven looked slightly disappointed. “Whatever
you’ve got then,” she said.

“And you, sir?” the waiter said, looking to
Garrett.

“Uh, the same I guess,” Garrett said, “but
just water for me.”

“Excellent.”

“Aren’t you going to write it down?” Haven
asked.

“No need,” the waiter laughed, “I’ll
remember.”

“I’d feel a lot better if you wrote it down,”
she insisted.

The waiter drew a slow breath through his
nostrils and a small slate tablet and a bit of chalk from the
pocket of his apron. He mumbled something as he made two quick
notations on the tablet.

“And the pear cider,” Haven said.

The chalk made a little screeching sound on
the tablet as the waiter made another note.

“Better make it two pear ciders,” she
said.

The waiter tapped two quick hash marks and
gave her a thin smile as he took his leave.

“I don’t like cider,” Garrett whispered once
the waiter was gone.

“They’re both for me,” Haven said with a
grin, “I just don’t want to go through that every time I need a
refill.”

“Like I said,” Garrett sighed, “You don’t
have to live like that anymore… Just let me help you.”

Haven’s eyes drifted across the room as she
considered his words. Her lips tensed as though she were weighing
her thoughts on her tongue.

“It’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” Garrett
asked.

“I don’t know!” she snapped back. Then her
eyes softened, and she took Garrett’s hands in her own. “I’m
sorry,” she whispered, “it’s just that… I don’t know anything else…
You have to realize that I’m not human. I don’t really
belong here. I was just made to look like you, to act like you, to
blend in and never be noticed.

“What if suddenly people do notice me?
What if they look really close and see that I’m a fake, like some
talking doll that looks almost real, but not quite?”

“You’re beautiful!” Garrett said.

“So is a doll!” she sighed, “Some creepy,
lifelike doll with glass eyes that sits in the corner of the room
and gives children nightmares.”

“You’re worried about people staring at you?”
Garrett laughed, “Just sit next to me then.” So saying, he reached
up and dragged the hood from off his head.

He heard a little gasp from a woman nearby,
and he had to fight the urge to pull the hood back on and hide
under the table. He forced himself to hold a smile on his face and
his eyes locked on Haven as she glanced nervously left and right
toward the other tables.

Then something happened that he had not
expected at all.

“It’s him!” a man whispered loudly behind
him, and then a chair to his left scraped against the hardwood
floor as someone stood up.

“Deathlord,” a merchant in a white silk kurta
spoke as he stepped up beside Garrett with his hand outstretched,
“allow me to thank you for saving our city… and our lives.”

Garrett looked up at the olive-skinned man
and took his hand, at a loss for an appropriate response. The
merchant squeezed his hand tightly and gave Garrett a broad grin
and a nod before stepping away.

Garrett felt the distant sensation of someone
reaching over to clap him on the back.

“Well done, lad!” a gruff voice said, “Well
done!”

“Thank you,” Garrett replied, standing up and
turning to face the crowd of diners who now brought their hands
together in a round of applause.

Garrett nodded sheepishly and gave them a
little wave until Haven tugged him back into his seat by his
sleeve.

“I get your point,” she said.

Garrett pulled his hood back on as the
clapping subsided.

Haven watched him bemusedly as the other
guests returned to their conversations.

“That wasn’t exactly what I meant by…”
Garrett began.

“No, you’re right,” Haven said, “I’m being
stupid about it… It’s just hard to let go of the only thing I’ve
ever known, you know? I just don’t think I’m quite ready to make
that jump. I can’t come back from it, can I?”

Garrett shook his head. “I kinda just break
stuff,” he said, “I don’t know how to put it back together
again.”

Haven nodded. She reached across and stroked
his cheek softly. “Just… give me some time to sort it all out, all
right?” she said.

Garrett’s eyes fell.

“What is it?” she asked.

“They’ve asked me to go north again,” he
whispered.

“What?”

“It’s nothing dangerous,” he said, “not
really. They just want us to scout some things out and report
back.”

“No,” she said.

“I have to,” he insisted.

“No, I mean no, you’re not leaving
without me!” she said, her flawless brown eyes blazing.

“But your curse,” he said, “You can’t leave
the city.”

“To hell with that!” she growled.

The waiter stepped up to the table and set
two cups of cider before them before disappearing again just as
quickly.

“I wanted…” Garrett started to protest, but
the man was already out of earshot.

Haven stood up and drained one cup in a long
gulp, some of the clear liquid dribbling down her cheeks onto her
brown tunic.

“Drink if you’re going to,” she mumbled past
the rim of her cup.

“I don’t like cider,” he said.

Haven thunked her empty wooden cup down on
the table and picked up the other drink as she fished a gold coin
from her pocket. She dropped it on the tablecloth as she finished
the second drink a bit more slowly.

“Come on,” she said, dropping the second cup
and wiping her lips with the back of her hand.

“Where are we going?” Garrett asked, getting
to his feet.

“I don’t know,” she said, pulling him by the
front of his robe as she dodged between tables, headed for the
front door, “I really don’t know.”

Garrett followed her out of the café and into
the evening air, barely able to snatch his cloak and staff from the
rack beside the door on the way out.

“What’s the hurry?” he asked, “I thought we
were going to eat dinner?”

Haven ignored him, still holding him by a
handful of robe as she looked up and down the lane that ran along
the length of the wall. “This way!” she said, picking a direction
at last.

“Where are we going?” Garrett repeated as
they wove between shoppers in the cold shadows of dusk.

Haven only gave a triumphant chuckle and
muttered, “It’s perfect!”

Garrett didn’t bother pursuing the subject
but did his best to cinch his cloak around his shoulders as he
trotted along behind her with his staff tucked under one arm.

“Come on! Hurry!” Haven cried, letting go of
Garrett’s robe as she broke into a run down a deserted lane, headed
toward Queensgarden.

Garrett clopped along behind her as fast as
he could run in his knee-high boots, trying to keep up.

They turned up a broad lane, lined with rows
of townhomes that seemed to huddle closely together as though to
keep out the night’s chill, the warm glow of their hearths
flickering through their narrow windows against the cold blue
twilight outside.

Haven paused in the middle of the street, as
though trying to remember the way, giving Garrett time to catch
up.

“Where…” he huffed, “are we going?”

“There!” she said, pointing toward a
vine-covered path between two of the older townhomes.

Garrett followed her through the tunnel of
ivy until it grew too dark for him to see the girl only a few steps
in front of him. With a whisper, his staff burst into icy flames
that lit the path ahead with a cold blue light.

Haven gave a manic laugh as they emerged into
an ancient walled garden that surrounded a bubbling little fountain
at its center. Thick vines covered the walls, and a carpet of dead
leaves obscured most of the ground beneath. Only a small patch of
cloudy sky could be seen through the leaves of the trees above.

“Where are we?” Garrett asked, feeling a
little tingle of something unnatural about the place. It wasn’t a
bad feeling, but it wasn’t exactly welcoming either.

“Here!” Haven said, rushing to the far wall
of the garden. She grabbed two handfuls of the tangled vines and
grunted with effort.

Garrett watched in amazement as the girl
ripped a hundred years or more of plant growth down from the wall,
exposing the glossy elvish carvings beneath. His skin prickled at
the sight of what she had revealed.

“What is that?” he rasped.

“The Dragon Queen,” Haven whispered back.

Garrett stared at the graven image of a great
dragon, carved in alabaster stone, her four wings spread
triumphantly against a sky of lapis clouds. At first he thought
that she stood, perched upon some large, rocky mound, but something
about the detail with which the elvish artist had carved the stone
caught at his memory, and he made the connection in a moment of
terrible clarity.

“Is that Mount Padras that she’s standing
on?” he gasped.

Haven gave him a nervous chuckle and a
wild-eyed nod.

Garrett stared at her in disbelief.

“Garrett, I’d like you to meet my
grandmother.” Haven said, lifting her hands toward the carving with
a tense smile.

Garrett gave a gasping sort of laugh and
nodded, looking from the carving back to Haven again.

“This is the place,” she said, pacing a
circle around the little fountain that shimmered in the cold light
of Garrett’s magic. She brought her hands to her lips, looking as
though she were trying to work up the nerve to do something
monumental… something irreversible.

“Are you ready?” Garrett asked her.

Her eyes flashed with fear, but she balled
her hands into fists at her sides and nodded fiercely.

“Do it!” she hissed.

Garrett let his defenses drop away, reaching
out with his senses into that place beyond sight and touch. He saw
again the fiery threads of magic woven around Haven’s body, a
knotted thread sewn through the very fabric of her soul. This time,
though, he had found the loose end to that thread. He had her
name.

He did not break her spell. He unraveled it,
plucking at its loops and tangles with words whispered in a
language he didn’t even know. He felt as though he was pulling her
apart with his teeth and fingernails at times, stripping away the
layers of hate and rage like a rotten shroud in which her maker had
buried her alive.

It was not a quick process, and by no means
painless.

Haven wept as she knelt against the fountain,
crying out now and again as Garrett peeled back some ancient cord
of fury and deception that the dragons had bound around her soul so
tightly that a little part of her was torn away and forever lost
each time as he cast it into that shadowy void where the magic went
to die.

With each whimper of pain and cry of loss
from her lips, Garrett came to hate the dragons more and more,
until, at last, he cast one final, venomous glance at the alabaster
carving on the wall, and whispered, “She doesn’t belong to you
anymore.”

He banged the butt of his staff down hard on
the flagstones, shattering the last fragile shell of draconic magic
that wreathed the body of the girl he loved, and he watched its
fiery shards flicker and burn to nothing in the blackness of his
mind’s eye.

Haven tilted back her head and screamed, a
wordless, sobbing cry of eternal loss. Garrett tried to take a step
toward her, but the moment he unlocked his knees, he collapsed to
the ground beside the fountain. He lay there, listening to her
weeping and the sound of his own rasping breath.

His vision swam in shades of gray, and he
felt again the sensation of an icy river closing over his head, but
he struggled through, lifting himself on one elbow and focusing his
eyes on the crackling blue flames of his staff that lay beside him
on the ground.

At last, Haven’s weeping subsided, and she
rose slowly to her feet, swaying a little as though finding herself
suddenly lighter by a dragon’s weight. Garrett looked to her,
watching as she stiffened her back and turned to face the alabaster
carving of the Dragon Queen.

“I hate you,” Haven whispered.

The night breeze caused the flames of
Garrett’s staff to flicker and the leaves of the garden to whisper
in response.

“I hate you!” Haven shouted now.

Garrett thought it a clever trick of the
light the way the dancing flames made the coils of the Dragon
Queen’s carving seem to tighten and tense.

“I hate everything about you!” Haven cried,
“I hate everything that you made me do… I killed for you! I
murdered for you!”

Haven broke down in another fit of sobs, with
her face in her hands, until at last she was able to speak
again.

“Why!” she yelled, “What purpose did
any of it serve? You were already gone! You were already dead, but
you made me go on! You made me live when you got to die! What gave
you that right?”

Suddenly, Haven rushed forward with a cry of
rage and pounded her fist into the center of the Dragon Queen’s
face. Over and over again, she drove her fist into the alabaster
carving, until the stone was cracked and stained with her
blood.

Garrett shoved himself to his feet. He
staggered across the flagstones to wrap his arms around her, trying
to pull her away. She threw him off, and struck the stone again so
hard that part of the carving sheared away, falling among the vines
at her feet and leaving the image of the mother of dragons with but
half a face and tears of blood running from her remaining eye.

“I hate you,” Haven sobbed, falling to
her knees before the desecrated shrine of her creator.

Garrett put his cloak around her shoulders
and then knelt beside her, holding her as she wept.


Chapter Ten

Thrinaar

"Your first chance to see the city, and you
want to go to a smelly old zoo," Alyss said, resting her chin on
her palm with her elbow on the padded armrest of her gondola seat.
The blonde young woman known as Kaelin in the seat next to Alyss
seemed more interested in keeping her eyes on the other gondolas
that passed by either side of their boat than in taking part in the
conversation.

"I was told it was more of a stables," Marla
said. She shared the seat across from Alyss and Kaelin with only
the folded bundle of Claude's leather jacket for company.

"What's the difference?" Alyss asked.

Marla thought for a moment. "I suppose that a
zoo would be filled with animals for the sole purpose of exhibiting
them, whereas a stable usually houses animals that are put to
work," she said.

"Do they smell any better than a zoo?" Alyss
asked.

"They usually smell much worse," Kaelin said,
never taking her dark blue eyes off of the sleek black canal boat
passing by their starboard side. Marla noticed that the fingers of
the woman's left hand seldom strayed more than an inch from the
pommel of her dagger where it hung on her belt.

"How long are we going to be there?" Alyss
sighed.

"I just wanted to bring my friend's coat back
to him," Marla said, "and I'd like to check on our wolves while I'm
there. They were injured in the battle, and I haven't had a chance
to look them over since we arrived."

"Perhaps I should wait in the boat," Alyss
said.

"I'm afraid that your mother insisted you
stay together," Kaelin said, still not looking at either of the two
girls who rode in the gondola with her.

"I won't be long," Marla said, "and I do
appreciate you coming with me."

"I've always wondered how long I could hold
my breath," Alyss sighed.

Marla gave her a slightly uncomfortable
smile, but Alyss had already moved on to a rather detailed
description of her favorite market which they would visit after
Marla had finished her business at the stables. Marla listened with
half interest, wondering what she would say to Claude when she saw
him again.

He had told her that he loved her.

The memory of his words left her with a
restless uncertainty. She wanted to tell him that he was out of
line to say such things, that she would overlook it this one time,
but that he should never mention it again if he wished to remain
her friend. Then again, perhaps it would be better just to pretend
that she hadn't heard him when he said it... as if it had never
happened at all.

And then there was a part of her that kept
returning to the memory, kept reliving it again and again in her
mind, until, at last, it was translated by repetition into
something not entirely unpleasant.

A wooden thump shook her from her thoughts as
the gondola bumped against the pier that arced around the
canal-facing side of a great pillar-ringed dome.

"Your destination," said the spindly young
boatman at the prow of the sleek black gondola.

The girls rose from their seats and stepped
out onto the pier as Kaelin passed the boatman a few coins.

"It does stink," Alyss said, wrinkling
her nose at the faint whiff of animal scents drifting from the
dome.

"I'm sorry," Marla said, tucking Claude's
jacket against her chest.

"I have a feeling you're going to owe me a
new pair of boots for this, Marla," Alyss laughed.

Marla grinned back at her. "Come on," she
said, "I'll try to be quick."

Kaelin stalked a few steps behind as they
approached the dome, her eyes sweeping the shadows between the
pillars for potential threats.

Marla wondered why Alyss would need a
bodyguard here in the city, but then, perhaps the bodyguard was
there for Marla's sake. The thought left her a bit cold, and she
hugged Claude's jacket a little tighter to her chest as they walked
up the steps before the building's entrance.

A pair of young vampires emerged from the
entryway, dressed in black uniforms and wearing the same silver
death's head gorgets that she had seen Claude wear. She thought
about asking them for directions, but they seemed engrossed in a
good-natured argument, and she chose not to interrupt them as they
passed her by on the steps.

Entering the dome, the girls found themselves
inside a long, almost ovular hallway, with many long, narrow
hallways stretching out from the center. The ceiling reached nearly
half the height of the dome above them. Marla could smell the
countless animals housed within. The scent brought memories of the
pet shop back home, and Marla smiled. Then she caught a very
familiar scent and followed it down one of the hallways lined by
large stalls with silver-barred gates.

She found Hauskr and Reigha in a stall near
the end of the row. The two great wolves had already caught her
scent and were whining happily at the bars by the time she reached
their stall.

Marla laid Claude's jacket down on a nearby
bench before greeting them with a laugh and a gentle stroke of each
wolf's snout and ears through the bars of the gate. The two wolves
crowded together to lick her hand. They both seemed in good health,
though she noticed a few patches of shaved fur in their coats where
the stable masters had tended to their more grievous wounds. The
wolves shared the cell only with another, unfamiliar wolf who lay
along the wall with his back to the gate and a long, sutured wound
running across his flank.

"Ugh," Alyss groaned, "You're going to be
covered in dog spit now."

"It's all right," Marla laughed, "You can pet
them too, if you like."

Alyss gave her a nervous chuckle and then
shook her head.

"You said that you always wanted a pet,"
Marla laughed.

"A little fluffy dog, maybe," Alyss said,
"something with shorter teeth and a bit less... drool."

Kaelin tensed as Marla reached out and took
Alyss's wrist, but the bodyguard made no protest as Marla lifted
the young Arkadi's hand and pulled her toward the cage door.

"No, no, no, no... eewww!" Alyss
exclaimed as Reigha lapped at her palm. Alyss gave a grimace of
resigned disgust and then moved to wipe her hand on the big wolf's
fur in a series of hesitant strokes that soon turned into real pets
as she warmed to the monstrous pack mother.

"She likes you," Marla laughed.

"Lucky me," Alyss sighed. She abandoned her
reluctance then and took Reigha's enormous jowls between her hands,
scrubbing the wolf's fur playfully. "You're just a great big
slobbermonster, aren't you?" she teased.

Reigha suddenly pushed her snout through the
bars and plastered the entire left half of Alyss's face with a
sloppy lick.

"Aaand... I don't want a pet anymore."
Alyss said, stepping away from the cage door with a sick look on
her face and her hands covered in loose strands of dark gray
fur.

Marla giggled as she gave the two wolves a
final scratch behind the ears. She caught the little smile on
Kaelin's face a moment before it melted back into a stony mask of
indifference.

"You can wash up at the spigot over there,
m’ladies," spoke a lean vampire in gray coveralls as he stepped out
of a nearby stall, swinging the gate closed behind him.

"Thank you," Marla said, leading Alyss toward
the little sink set into the far wall.

"Are they yours?" the man asked, nodding
toward the wolf pen.

"The two at the front," Marla said, "What
happened to the other one?"

The man looked troubled. "We aren't certain,"
he said, "That wolf is all that remains of a hunting party that
went south from here nearly two months hence. Ten riders and their
wolves went out, and he alone returned."

"What were they hunting?" Alyss asked, wiping
her face dry with a grimy hand towel.

"It was a blood hunt, m’lady," the man
answered.

"Oh," she said.

"Did you send anyone to try to find the
missing riders?" Marla asked.

"The Moonwings searched and search even now,"
the man said, "but those the Eigerwood claims do not return again.
They are gone."

Marla shivered.

"Thank you for caring for my wolves, sir,"
Marla said.

"It is our pleasure, Lady Veranu," the man
said with a slight bow.

"You know my name?"

"Of course, m’lady," the man said, flashing
his long fangs in a broad smile, "Welcome home."

"Thank you," Marla said, feeling a little
off-balance.

"Is there anything else that I can do for
you?" the man asked.

"Oh, could you tell me where I could find
Claude?" she asked.

"Claude?"

"He's with the Moonwings," Marla said.

"Upstairs," the man said, "Come... I'll show
you the way."

Marla finished washing her hands and then
retrieved Claude's jacket before following the man to the very end
of the hall and into a shadowy stairwell leading up.

The man shouldered open a heavy door at the
top of the stairs, and they stepped out onto a vast, noisy floor
beneath the domed ceiling high above. The sharp, acidic scent of
the gaunt pens assailed Marla's senses and made Alyss's nose
wrinkle in disgust. Marla took it all in, overwhelmed by the
immensity of the great aerie. What must have been nearly a thousand
gaunts of all sizes hung upside down from hooks in their broad,
covered pens, slumbering with their black, leathery wings wrapped
around their bodies like cocoons, or tilting their horned, faceless
heads as they screeched and chittered to one another. A dim violet
light drifted in through the great circular hole in the domed roof
above.

The man led them across the floor toward the
center of the room, but Marla paused to watch in fascination as a
young vampire in gray coveralls scrubbed a soapy score of baby
gaunts in the bottom of a large washbasin.

"You ride these things?" Alyss whispered.

"Aren't they beautiful?" Marla sighed.

"I suppose that's one way to describe them,"
Alyss said.

The man returned a moment later with two
young women in his company. Both of them wore leather flight suits
and had their hexagonal-lensed goggles pushed back atop their
heads. The man nodded a brief parting before taking his leave.

"You're looking for Claude?" asked the taller
of the two girls. Her ruby dark tresses hung down below the high
collar of her jacket, and her emerald eyes shone against the
ghostly white of her ivory skin.

The shorter of the two gaunt riders wore her
dark hair cropped just above her ears, and her brown, almond-shaped
eyes regarded Marla with a wary look.

"Yes," Marla said, "Is he here?"

"No," the redheaded rider chuckled, "he's out
on patrol."

"Oh," Marla said, not certain if she was
disappointed or relieved to have missed him. After a moment's
pause, she lifted the folded jacket in her arms and said, "I was
hoping to return this to him."

"You must be Marla," the rider said, looking
her up and down.

"Yes!" Marla answered.

"My name is Tabitha," the girl with red hair
said, "and this is Mikki."

The shorthaired rider nodded in silent
greeting.

"These are my friends, Alyss and Kaelin,"
Marla said.

Tabitha and Mikki nodded in response.

"Can you tell me when Claude might be back?"
Marla asked.

"Tomorrow night, maybe," Tabitha
answered.

"Oh," Marla said.

"Claude says you can handle a gaunt pretty
well," Mikki said.

Marla blushed. "He's a good teacher," she
said.

Tabitha and Mikki glanced at each other and
shared a little laugh.

"I guess I can come back tomorrow then,"
Marla said.

"Leave the jacket with us," Tabitha said,
reaching out to take it, "We'll see that he gets it."

Marla hesitated a second before handing it
over. "Tell him... thank you, for me, will you?" she asked.

"Sure," Tabitha said.

Marla thanked them both and then turned to
go.

"You can see him tomorrow night, if you'd
like," Tabitha called out when Marla was but a few steps away.

Marla turned around to give the young gaunt
rider a questioning look.

"We're going upside tomorrow when he and the
others get back," Tabitha said, "You're welcome to join us, if you
don't mind a little flying."

"I'd love to!" Marla cried, but then she
glanced at Alyss and Kaelin.

"Your friends are welcome too, if they can
fit a little fun into their schedules," Mikki said.

Alyss looked at Marla and gave her a twitchy
smile.

"Your mother would advise against this,"
Kaelin whispered.

"Well, that settles it then!" Alyss said, "We
practically have to do it now."

Marla grinned at her and then looked back at
the two gaunt riders who were watching them with little smirks on
their lips.

"We'd love to come!" Marla said, "Thank
you."

Tabitha smiled and nodded. "See you here
tomorrow night then," she said.

"How should we dress?" Alyss asked.

Mikki stifled a laugh.

"It's a bit difficult to ride a gaunt in a
ball gown," Tabitha chuckled, "but, apart from that... dress for a
party."

"A party?" Marla asked.

"You'll see," Tabitha laughed as she and
Mikki turned and walked away.

"That's not very specific at all," Alyss
muttered.

*******

Marla stepped out of the fitting room,
already disliking the tailed jacket that Alyss had chosen for her.
She breathed a sigh of relief when Alyss made a gagging face at the
sight of it on her.

“Try the frilled one,” Alyss said with the
commanding tone of a vampire queen as she sat in the throne-like
chair opposite the dressing room door. Kaelin gave Marla a bored
little smile as she riffled through a rack of satin cloaks
nearby.

Marla gave Alyss a pained expression at the
mere thought of the frilled collar on the other jacket.

“I’ll probably hate it too,” Alyss said,
“Just hurry up, we still need shoes.”

Marla ducked back into the fitting room. She
stripped off the tailcoat and started to reach for the
frill-collared jacket, but then hesitated. She could not quite
bring herself to pick it up off the bench. Then her eyes fell on
the sleeve of the jacket beneath it, the one with the ivory-colored
floral pattern on the cuffs.

Marla’s breath caught in her throat. Why
would Alyss have asked her to try that one on? Didn’t she know what
a white rose symbolized… what it would mean if Marla chose to wear
it?

Marla felt her cheeks flush with anger… or
was it something else?

What would happen if Claude saw her wearing
an invitation like that on her sleeve? What would he think? What
would he say?

Marla frowned, quickly sorting through the
stack of jackets, searching for something with a touch of violet, a
shield to hide behind.

Her eyes went to the white rose sleeve again,
though she hesitated to even touch it. It lay there like something
forbidden, taunting her to imagine herself wearing it.

She reached out with trembling fingers and
lightly stroked the curves of the white petals woven into the black
sleeve. Unbidden, the image of Claude’s fingertips, touching white
silk, burned in her thoughts.

She snatched her hand back as though stung by
a viper, but the poisonous thought already coursed through her
veins, and she could not shake the image of him from her mind.

A few moments later, she stepped from the
fitting room, saying nothing, her eyes on the floor. The white rose
jacket fit her like a second skin.

When she looked up, she saw Alyss’s fanged
grin and nod of approval.

“It’s perfect!” the vampire queen
proclaimed.


Chapter Eleven

“Mother?” Marla whispered, rapping lightly on
the partially open wall panel of her mother’s room. Lyssa Veranu
had no love for the hidden doors of their Arkadi House apartment,
so she always left them slightly ajar, even though the servants
kept closing them again every time they cleaned.

“Yes, Marla?” her mother called out from
within.

Marla pushed open the door panel and stepped
inside, letting the warmth of her mother’s room wash over her. Her
mother sat, half reclined in her winged bed, and looked up from her
book as Marla pushed the door closed behind her.

“What’s wrong?” her mother asked.

Marla’s eyes fell to the thick black carpet
beneath her bare feet, and she fidgeted with the seam of her
nightgown. “I’m going to see Claude again tomorrow night,” she
said.

“That’s nice,” her mother said.

Marla forced a smile and nodded.

“And?”

Marla hesitated before answering. “He told me
that he loves me,” she said.

Her mother looked at her for a moment and
then set her book aside on the little table that she had dragged
into the room to place beside her bed. She thought for a moment
before speaking again. “And you’re going to see him again tomorrow
night?”

Marla blushed. She nodded again.

“Oh,” Marla’s mother said, her gaze drifting
across the room, “…oh.” She swung the bed fully upright and stepped
down onto the carpet.

Marla gave her a pained sigh and a pleading
look.

“Come here,” Lyssa said, opening her arms to
receive her daughter as Marla rushed to her. She held Marla,
stroking her dark hair as she wept against her shoulder.

“What am I doing?” Marla cried.

Lyssa pushed her away slightly, holding her
by the shoulders as she smiled at her. “You’re doing what your
heart tells you,” she said.

“But I don’t want to!” Marla said.

Lyssa laughed. “No,” she said, embracing her
daughter again, “you think that you shouldn’t. That’s not the same
as not wanting to.”

“I don’t know what I want,” Marla
whispered.

“Very few people do,” Lyssa sighed, “and most
of them are wrong.”

“You’re supposed to be making me feel
better,” Marla said.

“Is that part of being a mother?” Lyssa
chuckled.

Marla sniffed. “Yes… that’s the most
important part of all,” she said, “making your daughter feel
better.”

“Well then,” Lyssa said, “I supposed I’d
better figure something out.” She stepped away from Marla and began
pacing the length of the room with her hands clasped behind her
back and a very serious expression on her face.

“I need help!” Marla said, unable to keep
from laughing.

Lyssa shushed her, giving her a stern
look.

Marla frowned in exasperation as her mother
continued pacing, apparently deep in thought.

At last, her mother paused, lifting one
finger as she turned to face Marla again. “Close your eyes,” she
said.

“What?”

“Just close your eyes,” Lyssa said.

Marla did as instructed.

“Now think of Claude.”

Marla had no trouble doing that. It was the
opposite that was proving difficult.

“Now think of how you’d feel if you knew
you’d never speak with him again,” Lyssa said.

Marla felt a little knot of fear tightening
inside her chest.

“Now think about seeing him again tomorrow
night,” Lyssa said.

The knot in her heart unraveled into a flock
of angry butterflies that now fluttered chaotically inside her
stomach.

“Which of those two thoughts felt good?” he
mother asked.

“Neither one really,” Marla sighed.

“Which one felt worse?”

Marla was silent for a moment before she
said, “The thought of never seeing him again was the worst.”

“Problem solved!” Lyssa exclaimed, “You go
out with Claude!”

“But, what about…”

“Problem solved!” Lyssa repeated, picking up
her book and returning to bed.

Marla lifted her hands in frustration as she
stared at her mother.

Lyssa gave her daughter a wicked grin as she
settled back into bed. “When I was your age,” she said, “I thought
that every decision I made would decide the very fate of the world…
I made a lot of very bad decisions because of that… Following my
heart was never one of them.” She turned her eyes to her book again
and began flipping through the pages to try and find her place
again.

Marla quietly opened the door panel and let
herself out, pausing just before she pulled it almost closed again
behind her.

“Thanks,” she said.

“I love you Marla,” Lyssa said without
looking up from her book.

“I love you too.”


Chapter Twelve

“I’ve never ridden a gaunt before,” Alyss
said. Marla detected the tremor of fear in the girl’s voice.
Tabitha and Mikki did as well, judging by their grins.

“You’ll ride with me,” Kaelin said, choosing
the largest of the three gaunts that the two Moonwing riders had
led out into the center of the aerie floor for them to choose
from.

“You know how to handle a gaunt?” Tabitha
asked with a dubious smirk.

“I can manage,” the bodyguard said as she
expertly ran her hand along the tendons of the gaunt’s wing,
searching for hidden injuries.

Marla did the same for the gaunt she had
chosen, calming it with a gentle stroke of its black mane. “I
thought Claude was going to be here?” she said.

“He’ll meet us up top a little later,”
Tabitha said, “He’s still talking with Master Krauss about his
mission.”

“Where was he?” Marla asked.

Tabitha and Mikki shared a glance. “That’s
Moonwing business,” Tabitha said.

Alyss leaned in close to Marla’s shoulder and
whispered, “I’ll have a copy of his report sent to you later, if
you like.” She gave the Moonwing girls a little smile as Kaelin
helped her up onto the gaunt’s back to sit behind her.

Mikki gave Alyss a flinty glare and looked as
if she would speak, but Tabitha nudged her to silence, and the two
girls moved to their own mounts. Tabitha picked up a black silk bag
from the ground beside her gaunt and secured it across the beast's
back before mounting it.

Marla climbed onto the back of her gaunt,
grateful that her riding gauntlets covered the sleeves of her
jacket. She wasn’t seeking the approval of Claude’s friends. She
settled into place, just behind the upper pair of the gaunt’s
shoulder blades, feeling again the giddy anticipation of the flight
to come. She could put up with as many Tabithas as the Moonwings
could throw at her, so long as they let her ride these magnificent
beasts.

“We don’t have any goggles,” Marla said.

“You won’t need them,” Tabitha said, slipping
her own goggles into place over her eyes, “We’re just going
upstairs for a bite, not racing in the Tourney.” She kicked her
heels into her gaunt’s flanks, and they lifted off the ground with
a beat of leathery wings.

“A bite?” Alyss said, looking slightly
alarmed, “what did she mean by a bite?”

“Just stay close to me,” Kaelin said, nudging
her gaunt into flight just behind Mikki’s.

Marla felt a chill of foreboding go through
her, but she put it out of her mind as she stroked the bristly mane
of her own gaunt, sending him aloft with a little tug of his
hair.

The four gaunts circled the aerie once to
build up speed, swooping just above the covered pens and
storehouses of the floor below. Then they soared upward through the
great opening in the center of the dome’s roof, emerging into the
vast, wisp-lit cavern of the underground city.

Marla stifled a laugh of delight, trying not
to seem as giddy as she felt to be in command of her own gaunt once
again. She pressed her knee against the creature's flank, and it
veered away from the others to weave between the spires of a few
nearby towers. She could not contain her joyful laughter as the
gaunt rolled over, and, for a few dizzying moments, she clung from
its back, upside down, as it soared over the domes below.

"Lady Veranu!" Kaelin shouted from somewhere
above.

Marla's gaunt righted itself, and she forced
a sober face. The other girls were already headed upward toward one
of the great, shadowy air shafts in the cavern roof above, and she
urged her gaunt to catch up with them.

Mikki grinned at Marla as her gaunt lifted
her into their company once more. Tabitha's goggles did not hide
the roll of her eyes before she looked away. Tabitha leaned close
to the back of her gaunt as it began to beat its wings rapidly,
propelling itself up into the dark shaft above.

The metallic-scented gloom of the airshaft
closed around Marla, but her eyes adjusted quickly. A darker band
of shadow against the wall of the shaft caught her attention.

"Is that a gate?" she cried out.

The Moonwing girls either did not hear her or
simply ignored the question.

Kaelin guided her gaunt closer to Marla's as
they flew upward and shouted, "They close at dawn and open at
dusk."

Marla nodded, glancing back over her shoulder
at the massive portal that would seal out all sunlight from the
city below.

Then they emerged from the top of the shaft,
and the light of a thousand paper lanterns dazzled Marla's
eyes.

The surface city of Thrinaar stretched below
them like a patchwork quilt of colored lights, warm and inviting.
The scent of rare spices filled the air, and with it something
else, some strange mingling of scents that thrilled Marla's senses.
She grew almost light-headed with the taste of it in the air. She
glanced toward Alyss and saw the girl's eyes widen as she breathed
it in as well.

"What is that?" Alyss gasped.

Tabitha and Mikki laughed but gave no
explanation.

The scent grew stronger as they sailed above
the winding lanes of the ancient city, approaching a great
convergence of streets ahead, an enormous town square, filled with
light and sound and people in colorful costumes dancing to the
music of pipes and harps and drums.

"A party!" Alyss laughed.

Marla looked to see Alyss's wide grin, but
Kaelin's face was grim.

Once again, Marla felt the same foreboding
chill she had before, but the strange scent that so addled her
senses had grown too strong to ignore anymore. It buzzed in her
brain like some strange intoxication, scattering her thoughts and
raising a warm flush to her tingling skin.

Tabitha and Mikki settled their gaunts atop a
flat-topped roof only a few blocks away from the great festival in
the town square. Marla and Kaelin landed beside them.

As Marla climbed down, she saw that Tabitha
was unpacking something from the black bag she had brought along.
She turned to face them, holding a stack of white leather masks
that she now knelt and fanned out on the rooftop before them.

"You can't go to a masquerade without a
mask," she chuckled.

"I want the kitty one!" Alyss said.

Tabitha passed the tiger-faced mask to
Alyss.

Kaelin chose the owl.

Marla hesitated a moment and then stooped to
pick up the wolf's head mask.

Tabitha grinned as she pulled her goggles off
and fluffed her fiery red hair with her fingers before donning a
fearsome-looking hawk mask.

Mikki regarded them all through the eyes of a
grinning white skull mask.

"Will Claude be joining us?" Marla asked,
noting that there were no more masks remaining.

"He may already be here," Tabitha's voice
came from behind the leering scowl of a white hawk.

The skull beside her hissed with
laughter.

"Let's go to a dance," Tabitha said. She
peeled off her riding jacket to reveal her sleeveless black silk
top beneath. Her ghostly white arms and shoulders seemed almost to
glow in the lantern light.

Mikki cast her jacket aside as well, though
her high-collared blouse lent her a more dignified air. Its long
sleeves ended in tapered points that covered the backs of her
hands. She, like Tabitha, wore her black leather leggings and
knee-high riding boots below.

Marla brushed a bit of imaginary dust from
her own dress jacket as she hesitated to remove her riding
gauntlets. When she at last did remove them, she glanced
self-consciously at the white rose emblems on her sleeve cuffs and
then put her hands behind her back, not daring the meet the gazes
of the hawk and skull.

"How do we get down there?" Alyss asked,
already leaning over the edge of the rooftop to peer down at the
festivities below.

Mikki chuckled briefly and then dropped over
the edge into the street below with cat-like grace.

"Don't break a heel," Tabitha said before
jumping down to join her friend below.

Marla moved to the edge and looked down at
the street nearly twenty feet below. Tabitha and Mikki looked up
expectantly from the empty street.

"It isn't very far," Kaelin said, "I'll go
first and catch you, if you'd prefer."

"I'm not a baby!" Alyss growled as she
removed her rather expensive shoes and handed them to Marla. She
climbed up onto the guardrail and then jumped down, landing with an
oof in the street below.

Kaelin wasted no time in following her
mistress down.

Marla landed with as much grace as she could
manage, recovering quickly to straighten her jacket and mask. She
saw Tabitha and Mikki watching her.

"Nice jacket," Tabitha said with an
appreciative tip of her mask beak.

"Thank you," Marla said.

Skull-masked Mikki gave another hissing
laugh.

"Let's dance," Tabitha said, turning to lead
them toward the noise of music and laughter.

"This should be fun," Alyss said, hopping on
one foot as she tugged the strap of her right shoe back over her
heel, "I've never been to a fae party before.”

“A what?” Marla asked. Her own voice sounded
as if it came from a distance. The overwhelming scent of magic in
the air scattered her thoughts.

“All of the surface-dwellers are fae-born,”
Kaelin said.

“Not vampires then?” Marla asked, swaying a
bit as they followed after Tabitha and Mikki. She had to pause and
lean against a wall for a moment until she regained her
balance.

Kaelin shook her head.

“It’s all rather… exciting… don’t you think?”
Alyss laughed, sounding a little breathless herself.

Tabitha and Mikki paused as well. Mikki
whispered something to her friend and then giggled.

“Are you coming?” Tabitha called back.

Marla nodded, hurrying to catch up.

Tabitha led them to the end of the street,
toward the lights and sounds of the great dance taking place in the
town square. The five black-clad, white-masked vampire girls
emerged into the golden glow of the festival, surrounded by elves,
centaurs, fauns, and fairies wearing a multitude of gaily-colored
costumes and masks.

A collective catching of the breath rippled
through the crowd at the sight of the five dark figures entering
the square. The pipers fell suddenly silent, and the drummer missed
a beat before growing quiet as well. Only a single harpist
continued to play, though her lively strumming spiraled down into a
subdued minor key.

Marla held her breath as well, frozen with
uncertainty.

“Pardon our late arrival,” Tabitha called
out, her voice cold and commanding, “We’ve come for a dance.”

Mikki giggled again.

A young elven man wearing a yellow jacket and
a feathered half mask around his eyes whispered something to the
girl beside him. Even behind the girl’s beaded veil, Marla could
see the girl's eyes grow tense with fear. The young man leaned in
and kissed the girl softly on the lips and whispered to her again
before he turned and stepped forward from the crowd.

The elf walked forward to greet Tabitha with
an outstretched hand and a face pale with conquered fear. Tabitha
took his hand and drew him toward her as the musicians struck up
the dance once more.

Mikki pulled a young faun from the crowd and
led him into step with the music.

Alyss wasted no time in snatching up another
boy and pulling him out into a lively dance.

Marla scanned the crowd, searching for any
sign of Claude, but seeing only the masked faces of a hundred
fae-born creatures and their shining eyes that quickly looked away
whenever she met their gaze.

“My Lady?” a boy’s voice spoke from
behind.

Marla turned to see a tall young elf in a red
doublet wearing a gilded mask through which only his pale blue eyes
shone, wide with apprehension.

“Would you like to dance?” he asked, his
voice catching a little as though it had taken his every ounce of
will to speak the words.

“Thank you,” Marla said, smiling, even though
her wolf-head mask would deny him the reassurance of it.

She took his hand and joined him in the steps
of the strange dance, following his lead. He danced well, though
she could sense the tension in his body as she placed her left hand
on his shoulder.

As they turned, Marla glanced toward Kaelin
and saw her wave off another young man who had offered to dance
with her. The bodyguard was too busy watching over her charges, it
seemed. Marla noticed the way the jilted young man let out a small
gasp at Kaelin’s refusal. Was it disappointment, or relief?

The boy in Marla’s arms hadn’t exhaled at all
in the past seven steps.

“You’re forgetting to breathe,” Marla chided
him.

“Forgiveness,” he gasped, his eyes
falling.

Marla breathed in as well, and the scent of
him scattered her thoughts once more.

“What… what is that?” she murmured.

“M’lady?” the elf asked.

Then she understood.

Marla’s lips parted slightly as she inhaled
the scent of his blood. Her tongue stroked lightly across the tips
of her fangs as if testing their points. She leaned close, nuzzling
at his shoulder with her wolf mask. She could smell his fear. She
could taste it. The taste was sweeter than anything she had ever
tasted before, and yet it was only a promise… a hint of greater
pleasure to come.

“I…” she whispered, trying to master her
thoughts.

“M’lady?” he whispered, hoarsely.

Marla shuddered as she breathed in his scent
again.

He was trembling now, making a little noise
in his throat, like a stifled cry.

Marla bared her fangs behind her mask, her
fingernails digging into the young man’s shoulder and palm. She
couldn’t control this. She couldn’t make it stop.

He whimpered, turning his face away to expose
his naked throat to her.

“What are you doing?” she hissed.

“My duty,” he answered quietly.

Hot rage welled up inside her, burning away
the bloodlust, and she shoved him away, staggering back as she
did.

Kaelin caught her and pulled her back to the
edge of the crowd, still keeping her eyes on Alyss as she
danced.

“First time?” Kaelin whispered.

Marla pushed back her wolf mask and gasped
for breath, but the air was thick with the scent of blood and fear.
She panted, feeling her skin burning with unquenched thirst.

Kaelin guided her back against the wall of a
nearby building as the fae-born gave way.

Marla’s breath came, rapid and shallow. She
watched as Alyss twirled, laughing giddily in the clutches of her
own drunken dance.

Across the square, Mikki was leading her
partner by the hand into the shadows of a nearby alleyway. The
young faun hung his head as he followed, stumbling slightly as one
of his hooves caught on a cobblestone.

Tabitha was watching Marla over the shoulder
of her elf, her expression unreadable behind her leather mask.

Kaelin pulled something from her pocket and
passed it to Marla without looking, her eyes still on the Arkadi
girl. “You need a drink,” she said.

Marla took the leather flask from Kaelin’s
hand and fumbled with the stopper, her fingers too numb to be of
any use. Kaelin reached over and opened it for her.

Marla gulped down the thick ichor within the
flask, sucking greedily at the little bottle until she had drained
every drop. The fiery warmth of the blood within filled her body,
satisfying at last the terrible thirst that had threatened to claim
her reason.

“Manticore blood,” Kaelin said, “I always
carry a bottle or two, just in case.”

“Thank you,” Marla whispered, her eyelids
fluttering as she shook herself free of the strange spell that had
nearly overwhelmed her.

“Alyss doesn’t care for the taste, but I made
her drink a cup before we came,” Kaelin said.

“You knew what this was about?” Marla
demanded, feeling ashamed and betrayed.

“I guessed as much,” Kaelin said, “Your new
friends are trying to test you.”

“Did Alyss know?” Marla asked.

“No.”

“Why didn’t you warn us?”

Kaelin spared Marla a glance now, her eyes
hidden in the shadow of her owl-faced mask. “Because I was curious
too,” she said.

“Did I pass the test?” Marla scoffed.

“It isn’t over yet,” Kaelin said, nodding
toward the approach of Tabitha who was leading her young elf toward
them by the hand.

Tabitha pushed back her hawk mask and grinned
at Marla. “You don’t care for the dance?” she asked.

“This is all so… new to me,” Marla said,
“Please forgive me.”

“It’s quite all right,” Tabitha said, pulling
her elven boy close to stroke the curve of his jawline with her
fingertips, “It can be a bit overwhelming your first time.”

Marla nodded.

“You’re right,” Tabitha sighed, “We should
probably go. I don’t think Claude is going to show up at all.”

Marla saw the young elf flinch.

“Let’s take a little stroll around the city
to clear our heads,” Tabitha laughed. She looked at the elf beside
her and added, “Would you like to come with us?”

The fear in his eyes was her only answer.

“Oh, how rude of me,” Tabitha said, “You
didn’t come here alone, did you?”

The elf’s lips trembled now.

“Your girlfriend… perhaps she’d like to join
us as well?” Tabitha said.

The boy was trying to shake his head, but
seemed too paralyzed with fear to manage it.

“The girl you were with earlier,” Tabitha
said, “she means something to you, yes?”

“No… nothing,” he whispered.

Tabitha gave a mocking laugh as she looked at
Marla. “You see how quickly a man’s affections are turned? An hour
ago, they were probably planning their wedding together, and now
he’s ready to run off into the shadows with the first strange woman
that catches his eye!”

Marla found herself now mastering her desire
to hit Tabitha in the face with something hard. A large flowerpot
sat on a window ledge only two inches distant from Marla’s right
hand.

“Honestly, she means nothing to you?”
Tabitha chided the terrified young man.

“No, mistress,” he answered.

“Really?” she demanded, “And what if I were
to put the question to her? Would she follow me and leave
you behind?”

“Please,” he moaned, falling to his
knees on the ground before her.

“Please?” Tabitha laughed.

Marla’s hand moved to the rim of the
flowerpot. It felt very heavy. That was good.

“Whew!” Alyss called out as she stumbled
between Marla and Tabitha, dizzy from her dance, “What a
party!”

Kaelin stepped in to steady Alyss.

“Where do we get a drink around here?” Alyss
asked, pulling off her mask to greet them all with a giddy
smile.

“We were just discussing that,” Tabitha
answered, looking slightly annoyed at the interruption.

Marla let her fingers slip away from the lip
of the flowerpot.

“Well, unless they have a refreshment stand
nearby, I’m ready to leave,” Alyss said, “I’m starving! Where’s
Mikki?”

Tabitha glanced toward the alley where Mikki
had disappeared and smirked. “She’ll catch up with us later,” she
said.

“All right,” Alyss said, still grinning,
“Let’s go. I’m buying the drinks!”

Tabitha shook her head incredulously and
laughed. Then she looked down at the elven boy, still on his knees
at her feet and frowned. “Leave!” she commanded.

The elf all but fell over sideways in his mad
scramble to escape. Marla watched him disappear into the crowd of
other fae-born who were doing their best to dance without looking
toward the vampires.

“Let’s go,” Tabitha said, pulling her mask
back down over her face.

Marla and the others followed Tabitha down
the street leading back to the gaunts. Marla felt a queasy sort of
discomfort. The manticore blood in her stomach was not sitting
easily, but, more than that, the acrid taste of shame in the air
had spoiled her appetite.

Tabitha seemed to notice something as well,
because she tilted back her head and sniffed the air. “This way,”
she said, turning down a side street.

“I hope you’re leading us toward something to
drink,” Alyss called after her, sounding a bit on edge herself, “At
this point, I’d rather have to insist.”

Tabitha gave a harsh laugh and waved for them
to follow. As she reached the end of the lane, she looked back at
them and raised a single finger to the beak of her mask.

The others followed her lead, falling to
complete silence as they watched Tabitha drop into a low crouch and
hide herself in the shadowy gloom between the domed buildings.

The vampires held their breaths, and Marla
now heard the sound of footsteps in the empty lane beyond. A thrill
of fear went through her chest, guessing what it was that Tabitha
had in mind.

A young woman, hardly out of her teens by the
look of her, walked into view at the end of the lane, passing by
the crouching vampire unaware. She had the pale green complexion
and downy golden hair of a dryad, and the scent of autumn leaves
followed her on the night breeze. She wore a patched coat and
woolen scarf against the chill and carried a wicker basket on one
arm. Her eyes were on the cobbles just in front of her bare feet as
she walked, seemingly lost in thought.

Tabitha rose from the shadows behind her like
a hawk-faced ghost.

“Stop!” Tabitha hissed.

The dryad whirled to face the vampire, crying
out as she dropped her basket. Apples rolled across the dark
cobblestones, but the girl made no move to stop them. She trembled
before the vampire now, paralyzed with fear.

“Good evening,” Tabitha said, tilting her
masked face a little as she studied the green-skinned girl.

The dryad said nothing, only making a stifled
little noise in her throat as she lowered her head.

“It’s lucky I found you here,” Tabitha said,
stalking a slow circle around the frightened girl, “Well… lucky for
me.” She let out a tittering giggle.

Marla approached cautiously, her anger toward
Tabitha struggling against the hunger stirred within her by the
intoxicating scent of the dryad’s blood.

“What do you wish of me?” the dryad girl
asked.

“I thirst,” Tabitha said, stepping in
close to brush the tawny hair away from the girl’s cheek.

The dryad squeezed her eyes shut and tilted
her head to the side to expose her throat. “Please…” she
whispered.

“Please?” Tabitha repeated.

“Please… leave me enough to get home,” the
dryad begged.

Tabitha laughed harshly. She stepped back,
looking toward Marla and the others as she pulled off her mask.

Alyss and Kaelin hung back behind Marla a
little as they approached.

“I might not drain you dry,” Tabitha laughed,
“but my friends are thirsty too. Do you have enough for them as
well?”

“Please…” the dryad whimpered,
starting to cry now.

“Oh, stop that!” Tabitha shouted, lifting her
hands in frustration.

The dryad fell to her knees and bowed before
Tabitha, begging her for mercy.

“No! No! No!” Tabitha cried, dragging the
girl to her feet again, “You’ll spoil the taste! None of that!”

“Please!” the dryad sobbed as Tabitha
supported her by her narrow shoulders.

Marla flinched as Tabitha silenced the girl
with a slap across her face.

“Listen to me!” Tabitha growled, “You want to
live, right?”

The dryad’s wide eyes flicked toward Marla
and the others and then back to Tabitha.

“Of course you do,” Tabitha said, “Just nod
yes.”

The dryad nodded quickly.

“I’m going to give you one chance,”
Tabitha said, “one chance to make it home tonight.”

A flash of hope glistened in the dryad’s
eyes.

“All you have to do is outrun us,” Tabitha
said, her fangs bared in an evil grin.

All hope drained from the girl’s face as she
swooned in Tabitha’s clutches.

“Stop that!” Tabitha said, shaking her to her
senses again. She turned the girl around and pointed her toward the
lane ahead.

“Now I’m feeling generous tonight,” Tabitha
said, “so I’m going to give you a head start… That’s very gracious
of me, don’t you think?”

The dryad moaned, trying to focus her eyes on
the gap between the buildings ahead.

“Tabitha,” Alyss whispered, a little tremor
of fear in her voice.

Tabitha only raised her voice even louder. “I
said that’s very gracious of me, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” the dryad sobbed.

“What?” Tabitha demanded.

“That’s very gracious of you… thank you.”

“Much better,” Tabitha said, patting the girl
on the back, “Now show us all how fast you can run.”

The dryad girl sprinted forward with all the
speed of a hounded doe, disappearing into the shadows between the
domes a moment later.

Tabitha drew in a deep breath and shivered
with delight. “Now that’s the flavor I want!” she
laughed.

In that moment, Marla understood exactly what
she meant. The girl’s mortal fear, mingled with a desperate hope of
escape, filled the night air with a delicious aroma. Marla had
never tasted anything so sweet as the scent of that terrified prey.
She cast her mask to the ground and filled her lungs with that
burning promise. Her thirst roared in her ears and tingled in her
skin.

Tabitha was watching her with a fierce grin.
Marla wanted to hate her for doing this, but no emotion could hold
her thoughts against this all-consuming thirst.

“What are you waiting for?” Tabitha said,
jerking her head in the direction that the girl had fled. Then she
rushed off in pursuit of the game, her body blurring with vampiric
speed.

Marla groaned, gnashing her teeth as she
fought to control herself and failed. She turned and ran, close on
Tabitha’s heels as they hunted the girl.

Ahead of her, Tabitha snarled and howled like
a wild beast, giving herself entirely to the bloodlust, even as
Marla struggled with all her willpower against it.

The scent ahead grew stronger by the moment,
overwhelming now as they turned down a side street, and Marla
whined like a hungry wolf, gnashing her fangs in anticipation of
the kill.

Just ahead, Tabitha snatched the dryad’s
empty coat and scarf from the cobblestones and tossed them away,
snarling in rage as she sprang off in pursuit down the alleyway
once more.

Marla staggered to a stop. The scent of the
girl was trailing off now. She hadn’t gone down the alley at all.
She was trying to throw them off her trail.

Marla emerged from the mouth of the alley,
scanning the dark windows above the streets and sniffing the air.
Her fingers flexed like claws at her sides, and she moved with
cat-like grace as she pounced up to the sill of an open window
above.

The dryad girl was huddled in the corner of a
moonlit storeroom, trying to hide behind a stack of boxes, as
though Marla wouldn’t be able to recognize her scent halfway across
Thrinaar by now.

The dryad sobbed in fear, raising her arms
defensively before her as Marla fell upon her.

Marla sank her teeth into the girl’s left
wrist.

Summertime filled Marla’s mouth and spring
rains trickled down her throat as she drank the dryad’s blood. An
autumn breeze cooled her burning thirst, and the scent of freshly
broken earth hung in the air.

Marla groaned as she twisted the girl’s arm
in her grip, sucking greedily at the pulsing vein. The girl offered
no further resistance, but only wept softly as the vampire drank
her life away.

Marla’s eyes fluttered as reason at last
returned. She gasped for breath and then shuddered at the sight of
the bloody wrist at her lips and the trembling girl attached to
it.

“You caught her!” Tabitha laughed from where
she sat, perched on the windowsill.

Marla looked at the grinning vampire in the
window and then at the hopeless dryad, crumpled on the floor at
Marla’s knees.

“Are you going to share?” Tabitha asked.

Seething rage filled Marla’s breast, but her
reason fought to channel it.

At last, she only bared her fangs in a bloody
grimace and hissed, “Get your own!”

Tabitha’s eyes flashed in surprise, but then
she laughed and shook her head. She disappeared out the window and
was gone.

Marla wiped her lips with the back of her
sleeve, staining the white rose red. She looked down at the ebbing
wounds in the girl’s arm and felt sick with shame at what she had
done. She released her hold on the girl, and the dryad curled into
a ball on the floor, weeping as she tried to staunch her flowing
wound with her other hand.

The dryad cowered when Marla pulled out her
knife, but Marla ignored her as she cut a long strip from the hem
of her undershirt. The girl cried out as Marla took her arm again,
this time to bind the wound.

The dryad’s frightened eyes lifted, full of
confusion.

“I’m sorry,” Marla said.

The dryad girl said nothing as she stared up
at Marla, frozen with fear of her.

“My name is Marla,” she whispered, “What’s
your name?”

The dryad girl stared back, wide-eyed and
unable to speak.

“I’m not going to hurt you anymore,” Marla
said, “I’m sorry about what I did before, but you’re going to be
all right. I won’t let the other girl hurt you either… You’re going
to be all right.”

A distant scream drew the dryad’s eyes toward
the window. Tabitha hadn’t wasted any time in finding another
victim.

“She’s gone now,” Marla said, gently turning
the girl’s face away from the window with her fingertips, “Please
tell me your name.”

“Cicely,” the girl answered.

“I welcome your presence,” Marla said,
crossing her arms over her chest and nodding slightly.

Cicely nodded furtively in response, her eyes
still wide with fear.

Marla sat back against the wall and
straightened her jacket, frowning at the ruined sleeve. “I really
made a mess of things, didn’t I?” she scoffed, suddenly fighting
back tears.

Cicely drew even further back into the corner
away from her, clutching her bandaged wrist to her chest.

Marla let out a stifled sob and pressed her
fist to her lips. “I want to go home!” she said.

The dryad said nothing, watching Marla for a
long time before she quietly replied, “I want to go home too.”

Marla sniffed, drying her eyes with her
unstained sleeve.

“Do you have anyone waiting for you there?”
Marla asked.

Cicely looked suddenly afraid again, and
Marla remembered the way that Tabitha had toyed with the young man
at the dance. “Don’t worry,” Marla said, “I’m not like the other
girl…if I were, you’d probably be dead.”

“What do you want from me?” Cicely asked, her
fear draining away into a hopeless, exhausted look.

Marla’s eyes fell. “I don’t know,” she
sighed.

The night air hung heavy between them,
stinking of cold blood and regret.

“Thank you,” Cicely whispered, breaking the
silence.

Marla looked at her again. “You shouldn’t
have to thank me for not killing you,” she said.

Cicely looked confused. “But… you’re a
Master,” she said.

Marla read the meaning of the word in her
eyes, understanding now why the surface city was filled with fae
folk.

“You’re wyrdbound, aren’t you?” Marla asked,
“You can’t leave the city at all, can you?”

“We’re sworn to the Masters,” Cicely said,
narrowing her eyes, “…You aren’t from here, are you?”

“No,” Marla said, “I haven’t been here since
I was a baby.”

Cicely laughed, and then put her uninjured
hand to her lips, frightened that she had given offense.

“What?” Marla asked, smiling at the girl.

“I’ve never heard of a baby vampire,” Cicely
said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh.”

“Marla!” Alyss’s voice called from
outside.

Cicely quailed in fear, cowering behind the
boxes again.

“Don’t worry,” Marla said, “Alyss is nice…
still, I’d better go.” She got to her feet and moved to the window
to see Alyss and Kaelin in the street below.

“I’m fine,” Marla called out, waving to her
friends below, “I’ll be right down.”

She turned and looked back at Cicely who was
watching anxiously over the edge of her stack of boxes.

“It was nice to meet you, Cicely,” Marla
said, “I’d like to speak with you again sometime, if I could.”

The dryad tried to conceal her fear as she
gave Marla a nervous nod.

“I’m sorry about… the way we met,” Marla
said, “I hope I can make it up to you the next time we meet.”

Cicely nodded again with a tense smile on her
lips.

Marla nodded and waved farewell before
dropping out of the window down to the street below.

Kaelin’s eyes went to the bloodstain on
Marla’s sleeve, and she shot her a questioning glance.

“Are you all right?” Alyss demanded, rushing
forward to touch Marla’s arm.

“I’m fine,” Marla said, giving her a
reassuring smile.

Alyss looked a little sick. “Did you…” she
started to ask, but she was interrupted by Tabitha’s return.

“Time to go,” Tabitha said, greeting them
with wild green eyes and a bloodstained grin.

Marla nodded grimly.

Tabitha took note of Marla’s sleeve now as
well and started to say something, but the beat of massive black
wings cut her off.

Claude’s gaunt landed in the street beside
them, and the angry young rider leapt down, tearing off his
goggles.

“What’s going on here, Tabby?” Claude
demanded, glaring at the bloody-faced girl.

“Claude!” Tabitha cried, raising her hands
defensively and giving ground before Claude’s advance, “I was just…
ah…”

Marla took a moment to relish the girl’s
discomfort before she stepped in and spoke up.

“Tabitha was just showing us around the
city,” Marla said, smiling sweetly, “We had a really good time
tonight!”

Alyss raised an eyebrow, and Tabitha stared
at her, dumbstruck.

Marla tucked her hands behind her back and
shifted her weight from foot to foot as she smiled innocently at
Claude.

Claude gave Tabitha a suspicious glare and
then moved quickly to Marla. “Are you all right?” he asked. His
nostrils flared as he caught the scent of fresh blood on her. “What
happened?”

Marla lifted her sleeve, blushing a little as
she gestured toward the stained white rose. “I… spilled my drink,”
she offered sheepishly.

Claude’s gaze lingered on the embroidered
white rose for a long moment, before they lifted again, a faint
ember of hope in his crimson eyes.

“Really?”

Marla’s cheeks burned with the warmth of a
summer sun. “Just a little clumsy tonight, I guess,” she said,
glancing away in embarrassment.

When she looked again, Claude had a bemused
smile on his lips with the white tip of his fang just peeking
through.

“You think you could give us a ride back to
our gaunts?” Marla asked.

Claude was blushing now too.

“You two go ahead,” Alyss said, tugging
Kaelin’s sleeve as she backed away, “We’re good to walk back.”

Marla shot her a little smile and then spared
Tabitha a glance too.

Tabitha was watching her with burning green
eyes as she silently wiped the blood from her lips. Then she turned
and followed the others back toward the rooftop where they had left
their gaunts.

Claude stepped closer now, the faint scent of
riding leathers and drying blood filling the slight gap between
their bodies. “What happened here?” he whispered.

Marla smiled at him, her breath catching a
little in her throat. Something had changed between them, and she
wasn’t quite prepared to face this new reality yet. “I don’t know,”
she said, “This isn’t what I thought it would be like at all.”

Claude touched her sleeve, his eyes falling
to the stained white rose again. “Was this your first kill?” he
asked.

“No!” She answered, “… I mean, I didn’t kill
her… I almost did though.”

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said, “I just wasn’t expecting
it, I suppose.”

“Tabby has a nasty sense of humor,” Claude
growled.

“It’s all right,” Marla said, “I knew what
she was up to… well, not exactly, but I knew she was trying to test
me.”

“You don’t have to pass anyone’s test,
Marla!” Claude sighed. He shot an angry glance in the direction of
Tabitha’s departure.

Marla reached up to touch his face, drawing
him back to her again.

“I know,” she said, “but I can’t just hide
from all this… I have to know what it’s all about if I’m going to
make it here.”

“I just wish this hadn’t been your first
impression of the city,” he said quietly.

“Well, it wouldn’t have been if you’d been
the one offering to show me around,” she said, giving him a
mischievous smirk.

He looked confused and slightly annoyed.
“After what you said to me before,” he said, “I didn’t really think
that you’d want to see me again.”

“I’d just had a pack of ghouls try to steal
my breath and then bite my head off,” she said, “You can hardly
blame me for being a little testy.”

Claude laughed. He looked as if he wanted to
say more, but then thought better of it. He settled into a crooked
smile as his fingers drifted down her sleeve to brush against her
hand.

She took his hand in hers as they walked
together toward his waiting gaunt.


Chapter Thirteen

Wythr

“You’re going to be fine,” Garrett assured
Haven as they emerged from the tunnel into the dim glow of the
phosphorescent algae coating Marrowvyn’s ruins.

“What are you going to tell them?” she asked,
squeezing his hand a little too tightly. Whatever enchantments he
had taken from her the night before, it seemed that she still
possessed her unnatural strength.

“Ouch,” he said, squirming free of her grip
to shake some feeling back into his numb fingers.

“Sorry,” she said, patting his arm
apologetically. She had the eyes of a hunted rabbit and looked
ready to bolt for cover at any moment.

“It’s all right,” he said, “I’m going to tell
them the truth… they’ll understand.”

“I’m not really so good with the truth,” she
said.

“Well, I’m not good with lying to my
friends,” he countered.

“I know,” she sighed, “We’ll do it your way…
just… do it your way…”

He put his arm around her and led her on
toward Warren’s house, waving at a few ghouls who poked their
shaggy heads up from their cooking fires in curiosity.

As he approached the house, Garrett heard the
sound of ghoulish laugher from within. “Good,” he said, “I think
everyone made it to the meeting.”

“Should I… wait out here?” Haven asked,
pulling back as Garrett reached for the door.

“Come on,” he laughed, leaning forward to
knock loudly enough to be heard over Diggs’s yowling within.

Warren wrenched the door open, his toothy
grin faltering for a moment when he saw the brown-haired girl under
Garrett’s arm.

“Hi, Warren,” Garrett said, “Can we come
in?”

“Yeah,” Warren said, stepping back to make
room, “Come on in.”

The ghoulish merriment faded to silence as
Garrett and Haven stepped inside. Mister Bargas sat with Lady
Ymowyn on the far side of the room while Scupp and Mujah sat beside
the hearth, wrists-deep in a pail of sooty popcorn. Diggs stood in
the center of the room, balanced on one foot with a cracked femur
clutched between his teeth.

All of them regarded Garrett’s guest with a
look of baffled interest.

“Everybody, this is Haven,” Garrett said.

“Good evening, Haven,” Ymowyn said, rising
into a slight curtsey.

Scupp’s eyes narrowed as she shoved a handful
of corn into her mouth and crushed a few unpopped kernels loudly
between her back teeth.

“She’s my… girlfriend,” Garrett added,
forcing as much cheerful confidence into his voice as he could
manage.

Diggs let the bone drop from his jaws as he
stood up straight with a perplexed look on his face. “I thought
your girlfriend was a vampire?’ he asked.

Bargas cleared his throat loudly as he pushed
himself to his feet. “Welcome to my home, young lady,” he rumbled
as he loped forward to stretch his paw toward the brown-haired
girl.

“Thank you Mister Bargas,” Haven said as she
reached out to accept his greeting.

The others quickly moved to offer their
greetings to her as well, all save Scupp who simply nodded from
where she sat, watching Haven with undisguised suspicion.

“So, if you’re not a vampire, what are you
then?” Diggs asked after a brief sniff of the air.

“Ah…” Haven said, her eyes falling as she
tried to think of an answer.

“She’s very special,” Garrett said,
bolstering her with a little squeeze of her shoulders, “She was
created by the dragons to be a spy, and she’s really good at it…
She’s agreed to go with us and help us when we go north.”

“What?” Scupp demanded.

“She’s coming with us,” Garrett said, “She’s
going to help us spy on the Chadiri.”

Ymowyn and Bargas shared a concerned
glance.

“Wait, now I’m confused,” Diggs said, “She’s
a spy? Who is she a spy for?”

“The dragons,” Garrett said.

“What dragons?” Mujah asked.

“The dead ones,” Garrett answered.

“Why would dead dragons need a spy?” Warren
asked.

“They don’t anymore,” Garrett said, “That’s
why she’s coming with us.”

“Wait, what dead dragons?” Diggs asked,
looking thoroughly confused now.

“The ones that made her a long time ago,”
Garrett said, “They’re all dead now, so she’s free to do whatever
she wants.”

“How old are you?” Mujah asked, his curiosity
evident in his pearly grin.

“Pretty old,” Haven said flatly.

“Older than Mister Bargas?” Mujah asked.

“…Yeah,” she answered.

“Wait a minute, Gar,” Warren said, “Where did
you even meet her?”

Garrett thought for a moment before
answering. “That time we went to see Annalien for the first time,”
he said, “She’s Annalien’s friend.”

“Oh,” Warren said, sounding slightly hurt,
“You just… never mentioned her before.”

“It’s kinda complicated,” Garrett sighed,
“You see… you’ve all met her before… you just don’t remember
her.”

“Huh?” Diggs said.

“I have a curse,” Haven spoke up, “I…
had a curse… until last night when Garrett broke the curse
for me. It made it so that you couldn’t remember having ever met me
before… it’s what made me a good spy… it was like I never
existed.”

“But you exist now?” Ymowyn said, her emerald
eyes regarding the girl coolly.

“Yeah… I exist now,” Haven said, “Thanks to
Garrett.” She leaned close to Garrett, trembling a little.

“It’s been really hard on her… getting used
to being… seen by other people,” Garrett said, “You’ll all
be able to remember her after this, and I hope that you’ll all be
her friend… for real now.”

Warren blew a whistle of air through his
teeth as he took it in.

“I still don’t know what dragons you’re
talking about,” Diggs said, scratching his head.

“I’d better go,” Haven sighed, “Can you just…
explain it to them?” She slipped free of Garrett’s arm, and then
kissed him lightly on the cheek. “I’ll see you back at the house,”
she added as she pulled away.

“I wish you’d stay,” he whispered, “I wanted
them to get to know you.”

“Later,” she said, looking a little sick, “I
just need some air right now.”

“All right,” Garrett said, lifting his hand
in parting as she moved to the door.

“It was nice to meet you all,” Haven said,
pulling a thin smile as she waved goodbye.

“It was nice meeting you!” Mujah called after
her as she closed the door quietly behind her on the way out.

Scupp cracked another handful of charred
kernels between her teeth as she glared at Garrett.

“That was weird,” Diggs said, picking up his
bone from the floor, “Where was I?”

“Garrett, are you involved…
romantically with this girl?” Ymowyn asked.

Garrett felt suddenly very embarrassed.
“Well… yeah, I guess,” he said.

“How long have the two of you been seeing one
another?” she asked.

“It’s a little hard to say,” Garrett said, “I
mean, until recently, I couldn’t even remember that I’d ever met
her, let alone… you know. Whenever she went away, I just forgot all
about her… well, almost.”

“Almost?”

“Yeah, it was always there though,” he said,
“like something you can almost remember, but not quite, and every
time I would see her again, I would sorta recognize her. Haven said
that never happened with anybody else before.”

“What does that mean?” Mujah asked.

“I dunno,” Garrett admitted, “but it must
mean something special, right?”

“Perhaps,” Ymowyn said, still looking a bit
troubled.

“Look, she’s really nice,” Garrett said, “I
know you’re all gonna like her once you get to know her. Until
then, I’d appreciate it if you guys would just give her a chance.
This has all been really hard on her.”

“And she’s like a thousand years old or
somethin’?” Diggs asked, picking his teeth with the jagged end of
the femur.

“I don’t know!” Garrett sighed, “I didn’t
ask.”

“That’s kinda weird isn’t it?” Warren said,
taking his place again by Ymowyn’s side, “I mean, sure Ym’s a
little bit older than me, but…”

Ymowyn casually reached up and hooked a
finger in the diastema of Warren’s lower jaw and pulled down
firmly.

“…’orry,” Warren slavered and then fell
silent.

Ymowyn gave him a pleasant smile and then
patted her hand dry on his furry shoulder.

“If Garrett vouches for her, that’s good
enough fer me!” Bargas rumbled, “We can use all the help we can get
on this one.”

Garrett nodded his startled thanks to the
enormous ghoul. He had expected Bargas to be the hardest to win
over.

“I liked her,” Mujah said, giving Garrett a
pearly grin.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, noticing then the
smoldering glare that Scupp was still giving him.

“She’s really nice,” he assured her.

Scupp brushed the popcorn from her hands onto
her furry chest and then hopped to her foot, leaning against the
wall as she reached for her crutches. Mujah started to rise as
well, but Scupp shook her head gently, and he sat back down again.
Settling the crutches into her armpits, she leaned forward,
swinging her leg beneath her as she headed toward the door. “I need
some air,” she muttered.

Garrett stepped aside to let her pass, a
concerned look on his face.

Scupp opened the door and look back at him
then. “You need some air too, Garrett,” she said, “Come on.”

Diggs gave a quiet snort and whispered, “Good
luck,” as Garrett followed the she-ghoul outside.

“What’s wrong?” Garrett asked as he pulled
the door close behind them.

“Follow me,” Scupp said, leading him toward
the outer gate of the fungal garden that served as Warren’s front
yard.

Garrett followed along, not speaking again as
he hurried to keep pace with Scupp. She said nothing more, but
Garrett could make out the distinctive sound of two of her fangs
rasping against one another in time to her thumping
crutch-steps.

At last they came to the ruins of the old
mill, and Scupp led him into the secluded shadows of one of the
crumbling walls. She stretched out onto an old slab of rock that
had once been the lintel above the millhouse’s back entryway. She
sighed as she gazed up at the constellations of glowing fungal
colonies stretched across Marrowvyn’s vaulted roof high above. “Sit
down, Garrett,” she said.

Garrett sat down next to her slab with his
back against the wall behind him. He watched as Scupp lifted
herself on her elbows and stretched out the stump of her left leg.
She shook it as though she were kicking her missing foot and then
gave a little laugh.

“You know, every time I wake up, I think it’s
still gonna be there,” she chuckled.

“I’m sorry, Scupp,” Garrett said. His eyes
fell to the rubble at his feet.

“It’s not your fault, Gar,” she said, “It’s
just a leg… I don’t need it to live. I miss it, yeah, but I can do
without it if I have to.”

“I still wish it had been me that got hurt
instead of you,” Garrett said.

“That’s dumb,” she scoffed.

“Why?” Garrett said, “It was my plan that got
you hurt!”

“It was your plan that took down the dragon
and saved the city,” she said, “You gonna take all the credit for
that one?”

“No!” he said, “Everybody helped… I couldn’t
have done it without you guys!”

“Exactly! We share the glory. We share the
hurts,” she said, “We’re a team, Garrett, so stop actin’ like
you’re some kinda… what’s the word for a guy who gets himself
killed for some kinda cause or somethin’?”

“A martyr?” Garrett said.

Scupp shook her head. “No, I’m thinkin’ of
somethin’ else,” she said.

“I’m pretty sure it was martyr,”
Garrett insisted.

“No, that’s not it…” Scupp sighed, scratching
her head, “No, wait! I remember now. The word is idiot!”

Garrett scoffed and looked away.

“Yeah, that’s the perfect word to describe
the way you're actin’,” she said.

Garrett looked at her again, seeing a flash
of real anger in her eyes as she sat up on her haunches and leaned
toward him.

“What are you doin’, Gar?” she demanded.

“You mean about Haven?” he asked.

“I mean about Marla!” she said.

Marla’s name hit him like a nest of hornets.
Garrett felt suddenly sick to his stomach.

“I thought you loved her, Gar,” Scupp
said.

“I did!” Garrett said, “I… maybe I
still do… I don’t know.”

“What are you gonna tell her... about you and
little miss mystery girl?” Scupp demanded.

“I can’t tell her anything!” Garrett said,
“She’s gone!”

“That’s convenient!” Scupp growled, “And what
about when she comes back?”

“I don’t know!” Garrett shouted, jumping to
his feet and throwing his hands up in frustration. He wheeled on
his heels and met Scupp’s glare with equal fury. “Why do you care,
anyway?” he cried, “I thought you hated Marla!”

“I don’t give a howl about Marla, Garrett!”
Scupp said, “I care about you!”

“Then why don’t you just want me to be
happy?” he asked, “Isn’t that what friends want for each
other?”

“The day a boy knows what’s gonna make him
happy, all us girl-folk can just call it quits and dance off back
to the far side of the moon!” Scupp laughed, “I’m watchin’ out for
you because I’m your friend Gar!”

Garrett paced a crooked circle around the
charred edifice of the ancient millstone. He stumbled over a chunk
of tile and paused to kick it savagely across the room. “What do
you want me to do?” he asked, “I love Haven, and she loves me!”

“Do you still love Marla?’’ Scupp asked
evenly.

Garrett cast her a desperate glance and then
kicked another tile to shards against the millstone.

“Do you still love Marla?” she repeated.

“I don’t know!” he shouted, and then
repeated, more quietly, “I don’t know.”

“Don’t you think you’d better figure that out
before things go too far with mystery girl?”

“Dammit, Scupp,” Garrett sighed, “Why do you
have to make things so complicated?”

Scupp settled back on her elbows again and
laughed. “You’re the one who makes things complicated, Gar,” she
said, “Love’s supposed to be easy, you know.”

Garrett snorted. “Who told you that?” he
asked.

“It’s just the truth!” she insisted, looking
a bit stung.

“And what about Mujah?” Garrett said,
crossing his arms.

“What about him?”

“He’s in love with you, you know,” Garrett
said, “What are you gonna do about that?”

Scupp’s eyes fell and her voice softened,
“He’s not really in love,” she sighed, “but it’s somethin’ like it…
every boy has somethin’ like this, that first time he catches the
scent of it, before he’s even old enough to know what love is… and
after all he’s been through, I just want his first whiff o’ love to
be somethin’… nice, you know?”

“Did he tell you about his parents?” Garrett
asked.

“He told me everything he knows,” Scupp said,
“I could guess the rest… maybe he can too. He’s just too young to
let himself put it all together.”

Garrett sat down again beside Scupp’s slab
and let his gaze wander across the shadowy ruins around them. “What
about you?” he asked, “What was your first time falling in love
like?”

Scupp barked out a harsh laugh and looked
away.

“Come on,” he laughed, “tell me how you got
to be such an expert on love!”

Scupp rolled her eyes at him.

“Tell me!” he laughed again.

Scupp let out a weary sigh and lay back on
her slab again with her paws behind her head. “His name was
Hawkcatcher," she said, "…well, I guess that was more of a
title than a name, but that was what he went by in the burrow. He
was our huntin' instructor. He was lean and dark with these big
gorgeous green eyes, and his hindquarters were pretty distractin’
too whenever he led the pack out into the woods.”

Garrett chuckled.

“But it was his voice,” Scupp sighed, “His
voice I loved… slow, and deep, just a hint of an Eastern accent…
never found out what brought him across the mountains… but when he
talked, I felt like I was fallin’ asleep in a puddle o’
puppies.”

“You fell in love with your teacher?” Garrett
asked.

“Every girl was in love with Hawkcatcher,”
she said, “well, except for cousin Amethyst. She was always partial
to other girls, you know… but even Amy had to admit that
Hawkcatcher had a voice like warm marrow… I was gonna have him for
my own, if it was the last thing I did!”

“What happened?”

Scupp gave a little snort and fell silent for
a moment before answering. “I went out one night with a mind to
catch the biggest rabbit I could and present it as a love offerin’
to him. He’d see what a great hunter I was and fall head over tail
for me right there on the spot… we might even smooch a little, you
know, in the heat o’ the moment. It was the perfect plan.

“Well, turns out, I couldn’t find no rabbit
at all, but I came across this bear with a fresh kill, this great
big doe that had got her leg broke, and now the bear had killed
her. Sorry, Mister Bear, I says, I need that more than
you do!”

“You fought a bear?” Garrett demanded
incredulously.

“It wasn’t a very big bear,” Scupp said, “and
I was pretty determined to have my heart’s desire, so, yeah. I came
at that bear, howlin’ like a gallowgloom, and he took one look at
me and lit out.”

Garrett shared a laugh with her.

“I hauled that doe all the way back to the
burrow and plopped her down at Hawkcatcher’s front hole. I was
grinnin’ like a fool and covered in sweat and bits of twig and dead
leaves. I musta been the very picture of romance!”

“What happened?” Garrett asked.

“Well,” Scupp said, “He and his wife come
outta that hole all bleary-eyed and confused lookin’.”

“His wife?”

“You think he mighta had the decency ta
mention somethin’ about that before goin’ and flippin’ his tail
around in front of an impressionable young girl!” she hissed.

“How did you not know he was married?”
Garrett laughed.

“She’d been away in the East, I guess,” Scupp
said, “She’d only just arrived at the burrow, and I suppose they’d
been catchin’ up on things before I showed up with this great big,
bloody deer on their doorstep.”

“What’d you say to him?” Garrett asked.

“I couldn’t say anything!” Scupp said, “I
just stood there, lookin’ like a half-wit with bits of tree
stickin’ outta my fur… He was all right about it though… He played
it off like I was goin’ for extra-credit on my huntin’ class and
thanked me for the gift… told me how much his wife just loved
fresh venison. To this day, whenever I hear someone say the
word venison I just wanna bust ‘em right in the
chew-hole!”

Garrett laughed again before stopping
himself. “I’m sorry,” he said, trying to get control of
himself.

“No, it’s funny now,” she said, “Wasn’t then
though… I cried myself to sleep for a month after that. I swore I’d
never fall in love again.”

“Did you?”

“Yeah, plenty of times,” Scupp said, “never
really stuck though… not yet.”

“How do you know when it'll stick?” Garrett
asked.

“I’ll let you know as soon as I figure it
out,” she said, giving him a crooked grin, “but, until then, you’ve
gotta figure out whose doorstep your meat’s layin’ on.”

Garrett gave her an angry squint as Scupp
tittered with hissing laughter.

*******

Haven began to panic as she felt her way
through the narrow cavern deep beneath the city. It might have been
easier if she had brought a light, but she had never needed a light
to find her way before.

Now, she couldn’t remember which of the
irregularly shaped openings in the tunnel wall she should take. She
reached out in the darkness, trying to find the familiar handhold
that marked the right path, but everything felt strange now. She
could feel at least a half dozen fissures in the rock, any one of
which might be the one that led down to the rock pool where her
brother still sat, awaiting the end of the world.

She gave a frustrated groan as she put her
hand into a patch of damp fungus. Something wriggled across her
fingers, and she flailed her arm wildly, trying to shake it off.
She cried out in pain a moment later when her knuckles scraped the
low roof of the tunnel.

“Get off me!” she screamed, “Get off me!”

Haven spun around, tearing off her cloak and
sweeping her fingers through her hair as she imagined a thousand
unseen things crawling over her body.

“Leave me alone!” she cried as she collided
with the tunnel wall and then fell to the floor with one knee in a
shallow pool of icy water.

“Leave me alone!” she whimpered as she began
to cry.

She understood now why she could not find her
way through the darkness the way she once had. She understood now
why she would probably never see her brother again.

The link was broken. The part of her that
made her like him was gone now, torn away and lost forever. The
mysterious bond that had once guided her steps toward him through
the lightless depths of the earth no longer existed. She had given
it up and could never have it back.

Haven wrapped her arms around her knees and
gently wept. Only the stifled sobs of an orphaned girl and the
steady drip of water now filled the eternal darkness of the
cave.


Chapter Fourteen

Even through the perpetual haze of Wythr’s
gray sky, the morning sun shone too brightly for Garrett’s weary
eyes. More than once during the previous night he had considered
getting out of bed and going downstairs to smash Uncle Tinjin’s
clock to splinters just to silence its relentless tolling of the
sleepless hours. The morning sun had eventually come to end the
sufferings of his restless slumber. Now he wandered the streets of
Wythr with no real destination in mind and a wrinkle in his sock
that was beginning to wear a blister in the sole of his left
foot.

Garrett muttered a curse and leaned his staff
against the wall of the nearby import house. He took a seat upon a
pile of stones too badly damaged for use in the rebuilding of its
façade. His boot came off with some difficulty, and Garrett
groaned, realizing that he would soon have to be breaking in a new
pair of boots on the road north. He sputtered a few nasty words at
the stained woolen sock as he tugged it back into place and then
sat, staring sullenly at the hole though which his big toe was
peeking back at him.

The small avalanche of rubble beneath his
butt woke Garrett suddenly from a brief nap. He pulled his shoeless
heel from a puddle of muddy snowmelt and then tossed back his head
in a groan that would have made any zombie proud. He hopped back
onto the remains of his debris pile and then peeled off the sodden
sock before tossing it away. He dried his foot with the hem of his
robe and then worked his boot back onto his bare foot. Uncle Tinjin
would not have approved. A good pair of socks are a walking
man’s best friends.

Garrett choked back the lump of sadness in
his throat and turned his eyes to the broken edifice of black stone
that had been the Thrinnian Embassy before the dragon’s attack. He
pushed himself to his feet with a resigned sigh and made his way
toward Marla’s former home.

He stared at the black hollow where the front
doors had been and wondered if Klavicus’s ghost still lingered
somewhere in that shadowy void, waiting for his masters to return.
No, the vampire doorman had given Garrett the key. He had died
believing that his home still stood, and that Garrett would see to
its protection until his kin returned.

What was the point? The vampires weren’t
coming back. Garrett himself had warned them never to return when
they abandoned the city in its hour of need. He harbored no
illusions that his word held any sway with the vampire council,
but, if they had not returned before now, why should he believe
they ever would?

Garrett blinked, rubbing his eyes with his
sleeve and sniffing as he fought to control the wave of emotions
that swept over him. There weren’t many people nearby, but he
didn’t want them to see him crying like a child in the street. He
strode quickly into the concealing darkness of the embassy’s front
doorway and stood for a moment in the gloom, forcing himself to
think of something besides the dark-haired vampire girl whose home
this once had been.

Garrett mastered himself once more and took a
deep breath. He let it out very slowly until, at last, he stood
there in complete silence. Only, the silence wasn’t complete.

Garrett turned toward the sound of wind
whistling gently through the stones of the broken embassy. His
staff burst into life with roiling blue flames that now illuminated
the jagged hole in the wall where one of the old secret passages
had led from the entryway. Tool marks marred the stone around the
edges of the doorway and the passage beyond was no longer blocked
with fallen rocks. Someone had been digging.

Garrett stepped carefully through the hole
and followed the hallway beyond. The flames of his staff flickered
in a steady breeze that carried the faint scent of mildew from out
of the shadows ahead. When he came to the door of the first
apartment, he had to step over a pile of ruined black clothing that
lay strewn across the floor of the hallway. Glancing inside, he
could see that the rooms within had been ransacked and anything of
value carried away.

Garrett fumed with anger at whoever had
looted the place. It was like finding that someone had violated a
loved one’s grave. He allowed himself a moment of bitter laughter
as he realized the hypocrisy of that thought, and then offered his
silent forgiveness to whatever tomb robbers had made off with some
poor vampire’s favorite end table.

Then his thoughts turned to Marla again, and
he pressed on toward her apartment.

The Veranus’ place had been searched as well.
The bookcases stood empty along the wall, and most of the furniture
was gone. A scrap of red cloth lay bundled in the corner of the
parlor floor nearest the door to Marla’s bedroom, which hung
slightly ajar.

The twisted hinges creaked when Garrett
pushed open the door to Marla’s room, and a shower of crumbling
plaster rained down from what remained of the ceiling above. Most
of the ceiling itself now slanted like some titanic stake, driven
through the heart of Marla’s bed, and chunks of stone and plaster
concealed the greater part of her floor.

As he took a step inside, the stones above
let out a warning groan, giving him pause to proceed any
further.

I have no desire to spend the next few
centuries buried in another tomb, boy, the voice in his mind
grumbled.

Garrett answered with a nervous laugh as the
groaning subsided, and he stepped softly into the room.

A steady drip of water from the roof formed a
scummy pool in the nearest corner of the room, and Garrett held his
staff closer to illuminate the bits of torn canvas that floated
across its surface. His heart sank to realize they were Marla’s
paintings, sliced from their frames and tossed aside like so much
trash.

He fished one out with the butt of his staff,
but saw that it was ruined beyond any hope of salvage. He let it
drop with a splash and tapped his staff dry on the dusty corner of
carpet that protruded from beneath the ruins of Marla’s bed. He had
halfway turned to leave when a glint of light caught his eye.

A portion of a gilded frame lay buried in the
rubble of the wall opposite the bed. He moved toward it, wondering
why the looters had left it behind. He stooped to give it a tug and
then understood why. A fallen slab of black marble pinned the
painting’s frame to the floor. It must have been too heavy to move,
and so the pillagers had left it behind.

Garrett considered leaving it as well, but
his curiosity now demanded satisfaction. It couldn’t have been the
portrait of Marla’s father. She would have surely taken that one
with her, but she had left her own paintings behind, trusting that
they would be kept safely there until her return.

Garrett swallowed hard and screwed up his
determination to save at least one thing of hers. He propped his
staff against the wall and crouched beside the slab, wriggling his
fingers beneath the corners of the black stone. He gave an
experimental tug, and realized that the stone was not as heavy as
it looked. It was much heavier.

Garrett shifted his feet beneath him to get a
better grip, and then he strained against the slab’s weight,
grunting with effort. The stone grunted as well, or rather it
groaned, as did the stones of the wall from which it had tumbled
and the roof above.

This is a very bad idea, the voice in
his head whispered.

Then help me so we can get out of here
faster! Garrett thought back.

A piece of plaster bounced off of Garrett’s
shoulder, but he did not relent.

Suddenly, he felt his muscles surge with icy
power and the slab flipped upward and over, crashing against the
far wall of the bedroom. Garrett landed on his tailbone with his
fingers stinging as the wall and ceiling above moaned like a horde
of angry dead.

He scrambled forward, snatching up the
gilt-framed painting before leaping clear of the imminent collapse.
He was almost out the door before he spun on his heel and ran back
in.

The voice in his head shouted its frustration
as Garrett grabbed his staff and turned to flee again.

He caught his breath again in the Veranus’
parlor as a cloud of dust rolled across the floor from the
direction of Marla’s room. The roaring collapse of the roof beyond
concluded dramatically as the room’s door slammed suddenly shut,
its wooden face bulging with the weight of the stones now piled
against it from inside. The parlor ceiling let out a low moan as if
in sympathy, and Garrett stepped a hasty retreat into the outer
hall.

The voice in his head gave a bitter chuckle
when Garrett saw that the passage back to the front door had
collapsed as well.

“Shut up,” Garrett said.

The sound of footsteps rapidly approaching
from farther up the hallway startled Garrett from his gloomy
appraisal of the blocked exit. He spun toward the sound, coming
face to face with a rather pale-looking man with curly blonde hair,
holding a lantern and wearing a dusty trouser suit. The look of
horror on his face at seeing the collapsed passageway quickly
disappeared in an expression of utter confusion at the sight of
Garrett standing there.

“Mister Marsten?” Garrett exclaimed.

“Garrett!” Marsten gasped, “What… I… I
thought I saw you come in here… I was worried. It isn’t safe
to go poking around in these ruins.” The blonde necromancer flashed
a nervous smile that did not quite carry all the way to his
eyes.

He’s lying, the voice in Garrett’s
mind whispered.

Garrett gave Marsten a suspicious squint.

Marsten chuckled weakly and then sighed.
“Honestly,” he said, “I’ve been doing a bit of poking around
myself.”

“What were you looking for?” Garrett
asked.

“Anything of value to my research,” Marsten
answered, glancing over Garrett’s shoulder toward the debris pile
behind him as he pulled something long and slender from his breast
pocket. It looked like the stem of some plant, slightly reddish in
coloration and about six inches long. Marsten clamped the tip of
the twig between his teeth and began to chew absently at it. He
noticed Garrett’s curiosity and then quickly pulled another twig
from his pocket, offering it. “Would you care for some?” he
asked.

“What is it?” Garrett asked.

“It’s called Huule,” Marsten said,
“It's all the rage in Zhad, steadies the nerves.”

“No, thanks,” Garrett said, shaking his
head.

“Oh,” Marsten said, returning the second twig
to his pocket even as he rolled the first twig between his teeth to
anchor the corner of a crooked smile. “How do you do that with your
rod?” he asked.

“What? Oh,” Garrett said, looking at the
roiling blue flames that wreathed his wooden staff, “That’s just a
trick I picked up somewhere…”

“You’ll have to teach it to me,” Marsten
said, raising his own lantern, “I could save a few pennies on lamp
oil.”

Garrett shrugged. “You could always use
witchfire or even just an essence flask if you need light.”

“I don’t much care to read by witchfire,”
Marsten said, “Strains the eyes, you know.”

“Oh… were you reading something?”

Marsten’s smile tightened into a devilish
grin. “Oh, yes, Garrett,” he said, “Would you like to see?”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, his curiosity
overwhelming his distress at finding himself trapped inside the
crumbling embassy.

“This way,” Marsten said with a slight jerk
of his head.

Garrett followed the blonde necromancer back
up the hallway, away from the collapse. He fell into step beside
him as they rounded the curve in the passage, leaving the dusty
ruin of Marla’s apartment behind.

“What is it that you found?” Marsten asked,
glancing down at the framed painting in Garrett’s hand.

“Oh!” Garrett said, pausing to lift the
painting up to the light, getting his first real look at the prize
for which he had risked his life.

A rocky, sunlit island floated atop a dark
sea beneath a gloomy, blood red sky. The painting made Garrett
uneasy somehow… something about the way the gray water seemed
shrouded in shadow while the island itself lay bathed in golden
light. Perhaps it was the way the sky burned like a stormy sunset,
even as the noonday sun beat down upon the island in the center.
Though he recalled having seen it once before, now everything about
the scene seemed unnatural and vaguely disturbing to him.

“What is that?” Marsten asked.

“I dunno,” Garrett said, “but my friend Marla
painted it, and I didn’t want it to get ruined.”

“Your friend is a vampire?” Marsten
asked.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “she left when the
others did…I just wanted to have something to remember her by, I
guess.”

Marsten’s smile softened. “She was special to
you?” he asked.

Garrett had to force his thoughts clear of
the dark-haired vampire girl before he could trust his voice to
answer without breaking. “Yeah… she was.”

Marsten pulled the twig from his lips and
held it between his fingers as he tapped Garrett lightly on his
chest. “Follow your heart, Garrett!” Marsten said, “No matter what
the obstacles, no matter what the cost, follow your heart! You will
see her again, Garrett, and, when you do, you will give her back
her painting, and she will know how much you truly love her.”

Garrett wondered if Johann Prex might not
learn a thing or two from Marsten. Certainly, the Chadiri
Inquisitor might be interested in such a rare technique. Garrett
felt as though someone had just yanked all of his insides out, and
yet left him alive enough to suffer every moment of the unbearable
torture.

“Cheer up!” Marsten said, flashing his white
grin, “We’ll find our way out of this and live to see greater
glories yet!” He clamped the reddish twig firmly between his teeth
and then continued on down the hallway.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, falling into step
behind.

They passed several more ransacked apartments
before coming to another secret panel that had been torn from the
wall to reveal a broad passageway leading deeper into the complex.
Marsten led on, his lantern held high and his steps sure, as though
he had walked this path many times before. They emerged from the
end of the passage into a T intersection with a narrow stairway
rising up to the second floor above. This Marsten climbed without
hesitation, and Garrett followed.

“Odd that the vampires left no one behind to
care for the place in their absence,” Marsten mused, “Perhaps they
had no intention of returning.”

“They did leave someone behind,” Garrett
said, “My friend Klavicus… He got killed fighting the dragon.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Marsten said, “Still… such
tragedies can oft’ be turned to opportunities.”

Garrett was beginning to appreciate Uncle
Tinjin’s dislike for the man.

“Ah, here we are,” Marsten laughed, coming to
the large, hexagonal room at the top of the stairs, “the
library!”

The empty shelves lining the six walls of the
room had probably once held perhaps as third as many books and
scrolls as the temple library. Garrett hoped that, if the vampires
had not been able to take all the books with them somehow, that
they had at least made their way into the hands of collectors
rather than becoming kindling for some looter’s winter hearth.

Marsten headed directly toward the onyx
pedestal in the center of the room, which held the only book
remaining in the vampiric library. This single, oversized book was
in no danger of either thievery or fire for the simple reason that
its pages were forged of black steel plates, bound in the center by
six large steel rings riveted into the pedestal itself. From the
chipping around the edges of the rings, it appeared that some
industrious looter had made an earnest attempt at removing it
before giving up. The book lay open to somewhere near the
middle.

“The Song of Eberhadden,” Marsten said,
running his fingertips across the swirling silver runes engraved
deeply into the black metal plates, “Whether a history or holy
book, I cannot tell… perhaps a little of both.”

“Draconic?” Garrett asked, recognizing the
look of the runes.

“You can read it?” Marsten asked as he set
his lamp down beside the open book.

“No,” Garrett said, a little embarrassed.

The voice in the back of his mind
chuckled.

“Ah,” Marsten said, sounding a little
disappointed, “I was never all that good at it myself. I was hoping
that you could help me with a particularly tricky passage.”

“Sorry,” Garrett said, “What’s the book about
anyway?”

Marsten shrugged. “Well,” he said, “The first
half of it has to do with the history of the vampires and their
city.”

“Does it say where the city is at?” Garrett
asked, suddenly curious.

“Sadly, no,” Marsten chuckled, “Perhaps they
assumed that any vampire reading the book would already know the
way home, and, in any case, I doubt they would welcome us, were you
and I to show up on their doorstep unannounced.”

“Oh.”

“Still, there are some tantalizing clues in
the text,” Marsten said, “Although I am not, as I mentioned, the
best translator.” He laid his half-chewed twig across one of the
plates as a sort of bookmark and then slowly turned it, page by
page, back to what might have been the beginning of a chapter,
judging by a single, multi-looped rune that occupied the upper half
of the page.

Garrett gasped with a sudden and overwhelming
sensation of recognition. He stumbled back away from the pedestal,
as, for one brief moment, his mind’s eye flashed with the image of
a golden city beneath an impossibly blue sky, and his heart twisted
in the grip of a longing more intense than anything he had ever
felt before.

Garrett tried to speak, but only a low,
warbling sob came from his lips, and his feet turned beneath him,
sending him to the floor as his staff and Marla’s painting
clattered from his shaking hands.

“Garrett!” Marsten shouted, rushing to kneel
beside him with a look of fearful concern on his face.

“Dorenaar la sabatha!” Garrett cried
in a voice that thrummed with draconic undertones. His jaw ached as
though his mouth could not open wide enough to allow the words to
pass, and his chest felt as though it might rupture from the pain
of such eternal loss as he felt when he looked upon that one,
beautiful rune.

“Garrett!” Marsten cried, shaking him gently,
“Look at me, Garrett.”

Garrett’s eyes turned toward the strange
ape-like creature that spoke to him, unable to make sense of the
thing’s yammering noises.

Marsten drew back, gasping in alarm at
something he saw in Garrett’s face. He got to his feet again and
retreated to the far side of the pedestal, his eyes wide with
fear.

Garrett looked toward the book again and
stretched out his hand toward it, groaning in sorrow. His vision
grew dark as the bottomless sadness threatened to swallow his very
soul.

Stop it! the voice in his mind
shouted, Stop it right now! It’s gone, damn you! It’s gone. You
know this! You know this. Let it go… Let it go.

“Dorenaar la… Dorenaar…” Garrett
rasped, his voice trailing away into silence as the surge of
emotions subsided, leaving him stunned and blinking.

“Garrett?” Marsten called out from behind the
pedestal.

“Yeah?” Garrett answered hoarsely. He looked
around, trying to remember how he had wound up on his butt on the
floor.

“Are you… well, Garrett?” Marsten asked,
taking a cautious step around the side of the pedestal.

“Yeah… I think so,” Garrett said, getting to
his feet and retrieving his staff and the painting, “What just
happened?”

“You, ah, stumbled back and started shouting
in Draconic,” Marsten said with a nervous grin, “I thought you said
that you didn’t speak any Draconic.”

“I don’t,” Garrett said, tucking the painting
safely inside his shoulder bag before anything else could happen to
it. He looked up at Marsten then curiously. “What did I say?”

“I’m not certain,” Marsten admitted, “The
only word I could make out was… home.”

“What does that mean?” Garrett asked.

“I don't know,” Marsten said, “Perhaps we
could learn more if we investigated further. Would you mind, ah,
having another look at it?”

Do not look in that book again, the
voice in Garrett’s mind whispered.

What’s in it? Garrett thought
back.

That which cannot be changed, the
voice answered and said no more.

“I’m really not feeling well,” Garrett lied,
“I think maybe it was one of those magic wards that my uncle
told me about… only a really powerful sorcerer can read a book like
that and not get hurt by it. If just one of those runes could do
that to me, I’d better not take a chance at reading any more.”

Marsten looked simultaneously disappointed
and flattered. “Well, of course, if you’re not feeling up to it,”
he said, “Perhaps it would be safer to let me handle it.”

Garrett nodded gratefully. “I’d kinda like to
get out of here now, if you don’t mind,” he said.

“Yes,” Marsten said, casting a disappointed
glance toward the steel book, “of course you’re right. Our first
priority should be finding another way out of here.”

Garrett smiled, and, together, they made
their way back downstairs and followed the hallway to their
left.

Garrett had distant memories of many of the
embassy’s passages that he had walked with Klavicus, but they had
all been brightly lit with wisp lamps before. Now the only
illumination came from Garrett’s staff and Marsten’s lamp. Garrett
paused to toe at the broken shards of one of the wisp crystals that
had once been set in the passage’s ceiling, and he chuckled to
himself with the realization that he must have shattered every orb
in the embassy when he had freed the prisoners in the basement. He
hoped the wisps were enjoying their freedom now as much as Shine
seemed to.

“Is something humorous?” Marsten asked.

“Oh, no,” Garrett said, “I was just
remembering when I used to come here to help Klavicus.”

“How did you help him?”

“He had a problem with rats, and I…”
Garrett’s face brightened with a sudden idea.

“What is it?” Marsten asked.

“Just a second,” Garrett said, “I think I
might be able to find a way out of here.”

Garrett cleared his throat and then raised
his voice to shout as loudly as he could, “Hey, rats! I need your
help!”

Marsten gave him a perplexed look.

“Rats! I need your help!” Garrett shouted
again.

He didn’t have to wait long. A dry skittering
noise soon filled the darkness, and Garrett sensed Marsten take a
step closer to his side. Then the shadows beyond the firelight
coalesced into a wriggling carpet of dark fur that moved toward
them across the dusty floor of the hall.

Marsten made a fearful little meep and
then managed a dry chuckle. “Your rat problem I take
it?”

Garrett laughed as he looked down at the
horde of undead rats awaiting his orders. “Yeah,” he said, and then
he knelt low, addressing the zombie rats, “Can you guys show us
another way out of here, please?”

The rats began to scurry away in every
direction before Garrett could clarify.

“I need you to show us a way that’s big
enough for me and my friend to go through!” Garrett said.

The zombie rats paused mid-step and then
turned as one to race away down the corridor into the
blackness.

“Well now they’re gone again,” Marsten
sighed.

“Not all of them,” Garrett said, pointing
toward one rat that lagged behind the rest, limping along with two
badly broken legs. Garrett and Marsten hurried to keep pace with
the injured zombie as it led them along the hallway and down a
short flight of stairs.

By the time Garrett’s nose began to tingle
with the lingering scent of the animal pens, he knew where he was
again. “Stop!” he called out.

The injured rat paused and turned to wait for
further orders.

“Thanks for showing us the way,” Garrett
said, dropping to his knee beside the rat and leaning his staff
against the wall. He gently cradled the injured rat in his hands
and lifted it from the floor, whispering, “Let me help you with
that.”

Marsten made a queasy little noise as Garrett
casually snapped the rat’s broken limbs back into place, holding
them each straight until the magic that enchanted the creature
could set the broken bones. He softly stroked the patchy fur
between the little zombie’s ears and smiled. “Take it easy for a
few days, all right?” Garrett said.

The rat stared up at him with unblinking eyes
and gave a tiny, broken squeak.

Garrett smiled and then carefully lowered the
rat zombie to the floor again. “Go find your friends,” he said, “I
know the way from here.”

The rat disappeared into the darkness once
more, and Garrett stood again. He turned to see Marsten already
chewing on a fresh twig of his Zhadeen worry stick.

Marsten gave him a weak smile. “I never cared
much for rats,” he said, “There was one tomb… infested with the
things… My old master had to beat me seven shades of blue to
convince me to ever go back inside that one.”

“Your master beat you?” Garrett asked.

“Yes, and often,” Marsten laughed, “The day
my apprenticeship ended, I vowed never to have anything to do with
rats, or drippy old tombs again… I never saw him again either.”

“I’m sorry,” Garrett said.

“Well, I’m not,” Marsten said, straightening
his jacket with his free hand, “I never cared much for the sour old
beggar anyway… You’ve no idea how lucky you are to have had a man
like Tinjin for your master.”

“Yeah,” Garrett said.

“Well, then,” Marsten said, “shall we
go?”

“This way,” Garrett said, leading the way,
“There’s a side door to the place. I don’t think I locked it again
the last time I was here, so we can probably get out that way.”

The lock proved to be no problem at all.
Garrett found that someone had taken the entire door off its
hinges. A pool of muddy water covered the threshold, and it looked
as if several people had been camping in the rooms adjacent to the
side entrance.

“I should have been coming in this way all
along,” Marsten laughed.

Garrett said nothing, trying to ignore the
churning ball of guilt inside him. Klavicus had left him the key to
the place, trusting him to care for the embassy in his absence.
Then again, what had the old vampire thought that Garrett would do
with the roomful of tortured prisoners?

“Care to join me for lunch?” Marsten asked as
they stepped into the gray light of the alleyway outside, “My
treat. I owe you that much at least.”

“No, thank you,” Garrett said, “I’m really
not feeling well right now. I’d kinda like to be alone for a
while.”

“I understand, Garrett,” Marsten said,
smiling as he reached out to squeeze Garrett’s shoulder, “It is…
difficult to be separated from those we care about.”

Garrett nodded.

Marsten lifted his lantern, turning the tiny
key that shortened the wick until the flame died out. Then he
pulled the well-chewed twig of Zhadeen herb from his mouth and
tossed it away. He gave Garrett a sideways glance, as if
considering something, hesitating before he spoke again.

“Are you open to a bit of advice, Garrett?”
Marsten asked.

“Sure,” Garrett said, snuffing out the flames
of his staff.

“I know it may sound a bit callous,” he said,
“but, in my experience, the best treatment for a longing heart is
to give it what it craves… in moderation. Think of it as a sick
patient taking small doses of the thing that poisoned him until he
has built up enough immunity to survive on his own.”

“I’m sorry,” Garrett said, “I have no idea
what you’re talking about.”

“Yes… I suppose it was a terrible metaphor,”
Marsten sighed.

“What’s a metaphor?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Marsten said, “What I meant
to say is that you need a lady friend.”

“I already have one,” Garrett chuckled,
“That’s the problem!”

“But she’s gone,” Marsten said, “and your
heart aches to be with her again. I’m only saying that…”

“No, I mean I have a girlfriend here, now,
and I still care about the other one too!” Garrett said, “What do I
do about that?”

“Oh,” Marsten said, looking a bit startled.
He ran his hand through his hair, considering it. Then he gave
Garrett an impish grin. “It seems you’re already well ahead of me,”
he chuckled.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,”
Garrett groaned.

“Exactly what you are doing, Garrett,”
Marsten said, “Sooth the wounded heart with the love of another,
and, by so doing, free it of its love-forged shackles. Free your
heart to love purely, unfettered by outdated notions of duty and
bondage.”

“But what do I tell my girlfriend,” Garrett
asked, “about the other girl, I mean. I still love her too.”

“Tell her nothing,” Marsten said, shaking his
head, “Trust me, she wouldn’t take it well.”

“Doesn’t she deserve to know how I really
feel?”

Marsten gave a tittering laugh. “Oh sweet,
naïve young Garrett,” he said, “A girl is only happy when she
believes that she is the sole occupant of your heart. It is a
little nest of fantasy that each woman weaves for herself, never
realizing that she roosts in the branches of a mighty oak, strong
enough and broad enough to shelter many such little nests. Your
heart must be large enough to hold them all, Garrett.

“In time you will come to love many women, as
have I, each of them with her own little nest, each of them equally
precious to you in her own way. The only real trick is to be
certain they don’t try to build their nests too close to one
another, and, for gods’ sake, never let one of them try to take
over another one’s nest. It is a truly dreadful racket when one
ladybird comes home to find another in her place.”

Garrett stared at Marsten with an incredulous
look on his face.

“Still, if you’re struggling with lingering
feelings of guilt,” Marsten said, “You can give yourself a little
breathing room.”

“Huh?”

“Show the girl that she is not the central
purpose of your life, and, by so doing, provide a bit of a buffer…
a margin of error in which you may both operate freely without the
danger of constant injury to one another.”

“What do you mean?”

“Show her that she is not the most important
thing in your life, Garrett,” Marsten said, “Let her know that your
work comes first. Your research is too important to ignore. Forget
a date with her every now and then… apologize, of course, and make
it up to her, but let her know that she is not always at the
forefront of your thoughts. That way, it will be easier when the
time comes for the two of you to part ways.”

“But what if I don’t want to part ways?”
Garrett demanded.

Marsten stared at Garrett for a moment, a
twitching smile on his face. Then he sighed. “Garrett,” he said,
“nothing lasts forever. As a necromancer, you, above all people,
should realize this.”

“Zombies kinda do,” Garrett said.

“No they don’t Garrett,” Marsten said.

“The magic that holds them together…” Garrett
began.

“Runs out,” Marsten interrupted, “Yes, I know
it seems like they will last forever, but, eventually, the essence
that we use is spent, and they crumble to dust. The crude shamblers
that most necromancers craft will last for centuries perhaps before
they burn out. My own spells are rather more expensive than that,
and will last, at best, a few decades before the illusions and
enchantments have consumed the essence that powers them.”

“But those people that you helped…”

“… will live out the remainder of their
natural lives with the ones that they lost, the loved ones that I
have returned, however briefly, to their embrace.” Marsten said
with a wave of his hand and a wistful look in his eyes.

Garrett felt even sicker now, as though the
foundation of his world had cracked and shifted beneath him. Why
hadn’t Uncle Tinjin told him this before?

“It is hard to hear these things for the
first time, I know,” Marsten said, “but you are a man now, Garrett.
You must put aside childish things and face the world for what it
is… the way it is. Find joy in everything Garrett, and love more
passionately… more fiercely… more freely, because it is all
fleeting… because nothing lasts!”

Garrett forced himself to nod. He didn’t want
to hear any more.

“Can I buy you a drink?” Marsten asked, “I
certainly could use one.”

“No… thanks,” Garrett said, “I’ve gotta
go.”

“Of course,” Marsten said, “Well, thank you
for showing me the way out of that rat-infested tomb. I’m sorry we
didn’t have more luck in our delving… still, I’m not finished with
that book. I may yet wrest some secrets from its dark pages.”

“Yeah, good luck,” Garrett said, anxious to
part ways with the blonde necromancer.

“Oh, do you know anyone who might be able to
help me with the translation?” Marsten asked, “I’d ask your uncle,
of course, but I've heard that he’s left town.”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “He’s gone up north to
try to get some help against the Chadiri.”

“He has?” Marsten said, looking genuinely
surprised.

Garrett felt a sudden pang of guilt for
having mentioned his uncle’s trip, and he tried quickly to change
the subject. “I’ll bet Max could help you with it,” he said, “He
loves old books.”

“Zara,” Marsten said, his tone souring at the
mention of Max, “I’m afraid that he and I don’t get on all that
well.”

“Cenick then,” Garrett offered, “or Mister
Jitlowe. He might know some Draconic, but I don’t know.”

“Cenick is Zara’s man, isn’t he?” Marsten
asked.

“They’re friends, yeah, if that’s what you
mean.”

“And Jitlowe is the Zhadeen fellow who’s
always having his cabinetry replaced,” Marsten mused.

“I guess.”

“Yes, it will have to be him then, I suppose.
Thank you,” Marsten said, “Perhaps you can make an introduction for
me at tonight’s party.”

“What party?” Garrett asked.

“Oh… at the temple,” Marsten said, “I thought
certainly that you’d have been invited. I’m sorry.”

“Oh, no, I guess I’ve been a little too busy
to keep up with that sort of thing,” Garrett said.

“Well, you could always accompany me as my
guest,” Marsten offered.

“No, thanks,” Garrett said, “I really do have
a lot to do before my trip.

“Your trip?” Marsten asked.

You really are incapable of keeping your
mouth shut at all, aren’t you boy? the voice in Garrett’s mind
chided him.

“Oh, uh, we’re just gonna go scout up around
the swamps a bit,” Garrett said, “You want me to try to find
Jitlowe for you before I go?”

“No, thank you,” Marsten said, “I’ll seek him
out and make my own introduction. May I mention your recommendation
when I do?”

“Sure,” Garrett said, “I don’t know
that Jitlowe knows Draconic, but it’s worth asking.”

“Yes, well thank you again,” Marsten said, “I
am in your debt.”

Garrett nodded. “I’ll see you later,” he
said.

Marsten smiled in reply as Garrett took his
leave.

I don’t trust that one the voice in
Garrett’s mind whispered as Garrett stepped out into the street and
turned toward home.

Garrett’s thoughts turned quickly from the
blonde necromancer and toward the terrible choice that lay
ahead.

What are you going to do? the voice
asked.

“I’m going to tell Haven the truth,” Garrett
answered.

The voice in his mind laughed bitterly.
Life is indeed a fleeting gift, it sighed.

*******

Garrett paused on the front step of the
house, hoping that Haven would be easy to find within. Whatever
happened, he wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible. He
took a deep breath and pushed open the front door.

The door swung open only a few inches before
colliding with something hard just inside. A cloud of
pungent-smelling dust rolled out through the crack.

“Hold on a minute,” spoke a muffled woman’s
voice from somewhere within.

“Hetta?” Garrett called out.

“Just give us another minute!” Hetta
cried.

He heard a loud scraping noise from within,
followed by the muffled gagging of children’s voices.

“That’s the last of it,” Hetta said.

Someone removed whatever was blocking the
door, and it swung open to reveal Hetta and several Lethian
children, clad in dusty aprons and gloves with dirty scarves
wrapped around their faces and hair. Each of them held a broom, and
most of them looked rather unhappy about the whole situation.

All of the furniture from the front parlor
lay strewn across the entryway, and a pack of angry gamelons lurked
in the hallway, ruffling their frills at the destroyers of their
home.

“You might want to stand back, Garrett,”
Hetta said, tightening her grip on her broom as she surveyed the
accumulated filth of the gamelons’ nest.

When Garrett saw what she intended to sweep
out the front door, he nodded his assent. “I’ll go around back,” he
said.

“Take me with you!” Pinny moaned from beneath
her dusty facemask.

Garrett gave the little girl an apologetic
smile, and then nodded his thanks towards Hetta before stepping a
quick retreat around the side of the house. From the look of it, no
one had taken the side path in quite a while. Garrett’s boots sank
through a brownish mat of old leaves and crunched the drifts of
dead twigs beneath. As he came around the corner of the house,
however, he had to sidestep a mound of freshly cut branches
blocking his path.

Haven was kneeling in the garden when he came
through the back gate.

“What… what are you doing?” he asked,
startled to find her there.

Haven smiled as she looked up from the row of
broad-leafed shrubs she was planting in Uncle’s old garden. Another
pile of branches lay nearby the freshly pruned juniper bush.

“I thought the place could use a little
help,” Haven said. She stripped off her gloves and stood up,
dusting off the knees of the old pair of Garrett’s trousers she was
wearing. A baggy linen shirt hung off one shoulder as she brushed
her brown hair back from her eyes.

“You like gardening?” Garrett asked.

“Not really,” Haven said, looking around at
her handiwork, “I guess I just got used to doing it for Annalien.
Now, it helps me to clear my head.”

“Are you… worried about something?” Garrett
asked.

“No, it’s just…” her eyes narrowed as she
seemed to take notice of something in his expression, “What is it,
Garrett?”

Garrett’s eyes fell. His stomach seemed to
drop away into that shadow realm where magic went to die. “We need
to talk about something,” he said.

“I’m going north with you, Garrett,” she said
with a hard little edge to her voice, “Even if your friends don’t
want me to… They don’t even have to know I’m there!”

“Haven, I…” Garrett tried to interject.

“I’m not letting you go alone… I mean without
me, you know,” she insisted, “Not now, Garrett, not now!”

“Yes, you’re going north with me!” he assured
her, “My friends all like you, and we want you to come with
us!”

“Really?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said, hoping that it sounded
convincing.

Haven eyed him warily, her lips wavering as
though she were afraid to speak again. “What is it then?” she said
at last.

Garrett took another deep breath. “Haven,” he
said, “you know that I… love you, right?”

A little smile tugged at the corner of her
confusion. “I love you too, Garrett,” she whispered.

“It’s just that… for a long time, I couldn’t
remember that I even knew you,” Garrett said, “There was no way I
could even know what I felt like when I was with you… Things were
complicated.”

Haven said nothing. Her eyes took on the
appearance of polished jewels, hard, flawless, and cold.

“Haven… if things had been different, it
wouldn’t be a problem now,” Garrett said.

“What problem, Garrett?” she demanded.

Garrett looked away again. “Marla,” he
answered, “The truth is, I still…”

“Shut up!” Haven interrupted. There was a bit
of a catch in her voice, as though she were struggling not to
cry.

Garrett looked at her again, his heart
breaking to see the pain in her eyes. He tried to speak again, but
she stopped him.

“Don’t say another word!” she hissed,
striding forward to grasp his collar with both hands. She pulled
him close, her lips only breath away from hers as she whispered,
“Don’t say anything, Garrett! Please just don’t say
anything!”

Garrett let out a pained sigh, lifting his
hands in helpless surrender.

“Whatever you were thinking… whatever you
were going to say, Garrett,” Haven whispered fervently as she
looked into his eyes, “It doesn’t matter right now… Not this
moment, Garrett, not right now. Nothing else matters.”

“But it does…”

“No!” she fumed through clenched teeth, “No,
Garrett! Stop thinking. Stop thinking… just no.”

“Haven…”

She slipped her hand behind his neck and drew
him into a hard kiss, and he could say nothing more.

Dry, hissing laughter drifted behind
Garrett’s scattered thoughts.


Chapter Fifteen

Thrinaar

Marla tugged gently at her gaunt’s mane, and
the lean beast tilted its wings in the direction of her tug. The
night wind buffeted Marla’s left ear as she glanced over, grinning
as Claude’s mighty gaunt gave way before the smaller gaunt’s
intrusion into its airspace.

Claude frowned back at her, his eyes
concealed behind his amber goggles. Moonlight reflected from their
lenses as he shook his head.

Marla laughed and then nosed her gaunt down
into a dive.

The mountains below glittered as if their
slopes were strewn with diamonds, rising up all around her as she
swooped down into the shadows between the icy peaks.

Above and behind, Claude shouted what might
have been a warning.

Marla’s gaunt leveled off, skimming the
treetops in the valley below. Marla’s heart leapt as she saw the
shadow of an enormous pine rising above the forest, its fragrant
boughs whooshing past as she flattened her body against the gaunt’s
back and pulled the creature into an almost vertical roll.

She savored the racing of her heart as she
plucked a few pine needles from her hair. Still, it had been a
little too close. She patted the gaunt gently on the shoulder and
whispered a command. The eyeless creature responded immediately,
soaring clear of the ragged tree line. Marla leaned back again,
breathing in the sweet aroma of the forest below.

“I should ground you for that!” Claude
shouted as his gaunt eclipsed the moon above her.

“But you won’t,” Marla laughed as his gaunt
descended to fly, wingtip to wingtip with hers.

“Why not?” he shouted back.

Marla gave him a sharp grin in response and
then jabbed her gloved finger toward the cleft in the mountain
ahead.

The gaunts cupped the night air in their
wings and fluttered to a soft landing in the deep snows of the
place she knew only as Maevin’s Rift. Marla smiled to see the blue
shadows of footsteps leading toward the cavern, now almost
completely erased by two days of snow.

“So you did like this place?” Claude
called out as he dropped from his gaunt’s back, going knee-deep in
the snow.

Marla favored him with a sly look as she
pulled off her goggles and gloves. She then dropped from the saddle
with her feet slightly spread, her boots sinking only an inch or so
into the deep snow.

“I still wish that you would teach me that
trick,” Claude chuckled, slogging through the snow toward her.

“You have to think airy thoughts,” Marla
said, “and it helps if you’re a girl.”

“Let’s get inside,” Claude said. He turned
and made a clicking sound with his tongue, and the gaunts each
enfolded themselves beneath their great black wings like two
monstrous cocoons.

The two vampires made their way toward the
dark hollow in the rocks. Marla danced across the snow ahead of
Claude, just out of his reach, teasing him.

Claude frowned, never breaking his measured
pace. Marla knew that he could move as fast as any vampire if the
situation called for it, but he seemed unwilling to rush the
moment.

At last, she giggled and left him behind as
she reached the cave mouth. Ducking inside, she whispered the word
to invoke the enchantment that was woven into the stones of this
place long ago, and the cavern within awoke with a shimmering
golden light.

Translucent curtains of crystalline stone
hung from the cavern roof, and tiny drops of milky water formed
ever-expanding circles in the glowing pools that lined the winding
path across the floor.

Marla turned to see Claude stepping inside.
The snow that clung to his black trousers and boots melted
instantly in the enchanted warmth of the cave, and little rivulets
of water ran across the floor, away from his boots, as though blown
by a silent breeze toward the mouth of the cave.

He smiled at her.

“How did I do?” Marla asked as she retreated
further into the cave, still half-turned, watching as he followed
her.

Claude gave a rueful laugh. “You’re lucky
that Master Krauss never saw you pull a stunt like that!” he said,
“The old man would have clipped your wings for that dive
alone.”

“Did I frighten you?” Marla laughed.

“I’m just worried how I’m going to explain
the missing gaunt when you drive her head-first into a cliff one of
these nights,” Claude groused.

“And what would you tell my mother about what
happened to me?” Marla asked, turning to face him as he approached
her.

Claude gave her a crooked smile. “I would
probably just leave a note,” he said, “… a suicide note.”

“Would you miss me that much?” Marla asked,
stepping close enough to feel his warmth.

“No,” he said, “but I could probably manage a
far less painful death than your mother and Master Krauss would
arrange for me.”

Marla grinned. “I hope, for your sake, that
you are a good teacher then,” she said, turning to step lightly
away.

“That would depend entirely upon your
willingness to listen to my commands!” Claude laughed.

“I listen to them,” Marla said with a
shrug.

“Obeying them is another matter altogether,”
Claude scoffed.

“Who are you to command the
Sorrowborn?” Marla demanded with mock outrage.

“Where did you hear that one?” Claude
laughed.

“Alyss is making a list,” Marla sighed, “I am
rather fond of Griefmaiden, oh, and Weepwoven is
growing in popularity as well.”

“Weepwoven?” Claude sounded
incredulous.

“It sounds terrible at first, I know,” Marla
said, “But, in time, it grows on you… like a kind of fungus.”

“Who is saying these things?” Claude
asked.

“All of them,” Marla said, lifting her hands
in frustration, “well, the ones that are talking about me anyway.
Though, I think Alyss is still hiding the worst of it from me.”

“It doesn’t matter what they say,” Claude
said, stepping close again and taking her hand.

“I know,” Marla sighed, “But then, it does,
doesn’t it?”

“Why?”

“Because I have to live with it, if I stay
here,” she said, “I have to be known as the Weepwoven or the
Echoing Wail.”

“No,” Claude said, squeezing her hand gently,
“You can just be yourself! Marla Veranu is all you ever need to be…
to me, or to anyone else that matters.”

“Although it might be fun to run with it,”
Marla mused, giving him a mischievous grin, “Wouldn’t you like to
be the consort of the Dragon Queen Reborn?”

Claude flinched.

“You haven’t heard that one?” she asked.

“People shouldn’t say such things,” he
said.

“But they think it, don’t they?” Marla asked,
“It’s what they’re all thinking, isn’t it… that, somehow, she’s
inside me? They think that, somehow, I can bring her back.”

Claude gave her a flat look. “Do it then,” he
said, “Bring her back. Conjure her up right now and send her back
to her people.”

Marla glanced around. “I don’t think the
cave’s big enough to hold her,” she jested.

“Or is it that you are just a plain,
ordinary, wonderful… extraordinary, amazing girl who just wants to
live her life and be Marla Veranu, the only person you were ever
meant to be?”

Marla smiled and glanced away, folding both
of her hands around his.

A fizzing hiss from the back of the cave drew
their attention then.

“Oh, it’s starting!” Marla said. She pulled
Claude with her as they hurried toward the deep pool at the far end
of the cavern.

They took a seat inside a little alcove in
the wall overlooking the pool, a hollow of polished stone just
large enough for two. Marla nestled in, leaning against Claude’s
shoulder as they watched the little streams of bubbles that rose up
from the azure depths of the sparkling pool. The water here
effervesced, clear and clean, and bubbles of steam vented through
tiny fissures far beneath the surface.

Claude leaned back against the warm stone of
the wall and put his arm around Marla as the fizzing sound of
bubbles filled the cavern. The sound grew into a roiling hiss,
followed by a gurgling bloop as the nightly dance of the
enchanted springs cast ribbons of light across the creamy stone
walls.

They said nothing more, but watched together
in silence, letting the bubbling waters lull them into a trancelike
dream of peace and warmth.

Marla was awakened hours later by Claude’s
cursing start from his own slumber.

“What is it?” Marla gasped, looking around to
realize that the waters of the azure pool had long since gone
silent and still.

“Dawn!” Claude growled.

Marla’s breath caught as she scrambled to her
feet and followed Claude toward the mouth of the cave.

Marla’s skin tingled with fear when she saw
the pink glow of the sky above the sleeping mountains. Claude
furrowed through the deep snow toward the waking gaunts. Claude’s
gaunt lifted its horned head with an angry clacking sound as it
shrugged off its dusting of snow, and Marla’s gaunt shook herself
free beside him.

“Claude!” Marla shouted, her eyes going
toward the eastern range and the fiery ribbons of thin clouds that
laced its peaks.

“We can make it!” Claude shouted,
“Hurry!”

Marla cleared the snowfield in three leaps,
landing in the snow at her gaunt’s side.

“What are you doing?” Claude demanded as he
slipped his boots into the stirrups of his saddle.

“I can’t find my goggles!” Marla cried,
meshing her fingers together to fit her gloves in place.

“Take mine!” Claude shouted, pulling them
from his head.

“No!” Marla said, “You’ll need them! You’re
the better pilot… You lead.”

Claude nodded and pulled the goggles down
over his eyes as the great black beast beneath him launched itself
skyward with an angry shriek.

Marla swung up onto the back of the female,
and the creature moved without urging to follow its covey mate. The
gaunt kicked up a cloud of snow as it took off, beating its wings
into the predawn sky.

Marla watched the mountain fall away beneath
her as they climbed higher and higher with Claude’s gaunt in the
lead. She felt again the same fear that she had felt the night the
dragon Kadreaan had hunted her, a blind panic that threatened to
overwhelm her reason, the sensation that, at any moment, golden
flames might engulf her body and burn her to ashes.

She squeezed her unprotected eyes shut
against the buffeting wind and forced herself to analyze the
situation from the safety of that detached part of her mind where
no emotion reigned.

She had faced sunlight before, but never
directly. Always in Wythr, the gray sky had hidden the sun from
view, and she had worn a full cloak and hood to stave off the worst
of its effects. Only once, when she had faced the artificial
sunlight of Annalien’s crystal, had she even come close to feeling
the full power of that terrible light. Now the rosy glow of
approaching dawn bled across the night sky above her, burning away
the stars, and she felt again the familiar wave of nausea that
accompanied even the slightest exposure to the sun’s rays.

Claude urged his gaunt lower now, and the
flyers descended into the comforting shadow of the mountain behind
them. Marla breathed deeply, steadying her nerves as the
sun-sickness passed. She buried her face in the gaunt’s mane and
remembered a similar sensation of relief on a night, long ago.

She and her mother had been sleeping in a
cave somewhere in the Faewood. Her mother had already fallen
asleep, but Marla had lain awake, restless and angry. They had been
arguing, though Marla could no longer recall why. She had waited
until she was certain that her mother was asleep, and then she had
crept to the mouth of the cave.

She remembered standing there, watching the
sky go from indigo to gray, as all the vibrant colors of the night
faded into that sickening haze. She had watched as the stars and
constellations retreated into the void as the inexorable hand of
dawn drew its ghastly veil across their faces. She had hated it at
first, weeping with helpless rage to watch her beautiful night
submit before that hideous light. Its ghostly glow had twisted her
insides like a disease. She had cursed it with all the curses known
to the tongue of an eight-year-old girl, even as she had taken a
step back toward the beckoning shadows of the cave.

Then, something strange had happened. Some
new color had crept into the sky, a twisting thread of molten gold
that wove itself through the morning clouds. Her right eye had
burned to look at it, but she had kept the left squeezed tightly
shut and shielded with her hand, willing only to risk the sight of
one, but willing she was, for this color was beautiful beyond any
she had ever seen before.

At last, her courage had given way, and young
Marla had fled back into the cold, black womb of the earth, dazzled
by only the briefest glimpse of the hem of the dawn’s glorious
raiments.

Did you see it? her mother had asked
when she returned.

No, she had not… not that morning, and
thereafter only in her dreams.

“We have to go up!” Claude shouted from
ahead.

Marla lifted her eyes to see the larger gaunt
climbing heavenward again, and her gaunt followed behind it.

Pink light glistened on her gaunt’s rippling
wings, and Marla felt the unwholesome weight of it fall across her
back. Her stomach churned again, and she gasped for breath, trying
to shake the tingling sensation of insects crawling through her
hair and over her skin.

Squinting against the wind, she could make
out Claude, hunch-backed astride his flying mount, trying to hide
his face from the hateful light that pursued them.

Ahead of them, golden fire now blazed atop
the mountain wall that separated them from the city. Dawn’s light
dashed hard across the jagged peaks like a wall of fire that barred
their path. They would have to fly above it to reach their
home.

“We have to land!” Marla cried, “The gaunts
can cover us!”

“No!” Claude answered, “I’m getting you home
tonight!”

“There is no more tonight!” Marla
shouted, “We have to land!”

Claude ignored her, and the gaunts climbed
higher still until, at last, the full weight of dawn fell across
their backs.

Claude cried out in pain, trying to hunch his
body into a ball against the light. Marla buried her face again in
her gaunt’s bristly mane, her scream muffled by the thick fur. She
felt as though a thousand angry fairies had set upon her, seeking
revenge for her crimes, each one wielding a needle with which it
stabbed at her back and shoulders and scalp repeatedly and
mercilessly.

Then she gasped an icy breath as her gaunt
plummeted into the shadow on the far side of the mountain, and the
dying night enveloped her once again in its cool embrace.

Claude coughed out a ragged laugh of triumph,
and Marla made a mental note to punish him severely for it later.
She found nothing funny at all in their situation.

She breathed again, shivering at the
lingering prickles of her brief exposure to the light.

“Almost home!” Claude shouted.

Marla looked up to see the shadowy outline of
the Thrin, rising above the hazy sprawl of Thrinaar far ahead. The
mountains behind her yet cast their long shadow over the city, and
Claude flew them even lower still, hiding in the dark.

Marla sat up again, turning to look back.
Sunlight crawled across the tops of the eastern range, leaking
through the gaps to spill into the valley below. It was even more
beautiful than she had remembered.

Holding onto the cantle of her saddle with
one hand, Marla twisted around to watch the morning devour the
night. She watched as the protective shadow of the mountain that
shielded her dwindled and burned away before the fiery glory of
dawn. Her eyes stung and watered, but she forced herself to watch
as the hungry dawn feasted upon her world. She had never seen
anything so bright.

“Marla! Don’t look at it!” Claude screamed,
but she could not look away as the sun broke over the crest of the
mountains and crashed upon her like a wave of liquid fire.

A song of pure radiance burned through her
soul, blasting away the veil of self and driving her senses beyond
pain. She saw now only the light, and it filled her with its glory.
All that was Marla Veranu before now passed away like smoke before
a mighty wind. Her lips parted, and from her throat a mighty cry
answered the dawn.

Her body trembled with the power of the
wordless song that broke from her heart like cool waters to quench
the fire, too late to save the girl that was, but tempering and
hardening the woman, born anew in these golden flames.

Then a shadow fell across her face, and Marla
saw the mighty tower of the Thrin, shielding her from the sun as
her gaunt flew past, taking cover in its shadow. Golden fire
silhouetted the black spire, and, for a moment, she thought she saw
gouts of darkness billowing forth from its stones to protect its
masters’ children from the light.

The gaunt beneath her rolled over, pulling
Marla down with it into one of the great airshafts, and they
descended once again into the underworld. She looked up with
sun-dazzled eyes to see the titanic vault doors closing shut above
her, sealing out the last of that horrible, beautiful light.

Marla rubbed her eyes, trying to make out the
true city of Thrinaar below as they soared between the spires and
buttresses of the vampire city. She blinked again and again but
could see only blurred shadows and smudges of the faintest light.
She began to weep with fear as she blinked and rubbed. At least the
eight-year-old Marla had had the sense to cover one eye when she
had dared a glance at the sun. At last, she squeezed her eyes shut
and hugged her gaunt tightly, trusting the creature to carry her to
those who could help her.

The gaunt landed a few minutes later, and
Marla heard voices.

“Got a little singed, didn’t you, Claude?”
Tabitha laughed, “I think red’s a good color for you.”

“Marla!” Claude’s voice called out from
somewhere nearby.

“Claude?” Marla said, lifting her face from
her gaunt’s mane.

“Gods! Her face!” Mikki’s voice gasped.

Marla opened her eyes to see the dim outlines
of Claude and the two other Moonwing pilots beside her. Claude
reached up to pull her down from the gaunt’s back, whispering
trembling assurances to her as he did.

“Oh, gods, Claude,” Mikki whispered as she
took Marla’s other arm, “oh, gods…”

“Marla, I’m so sorry, Marla,” Claude said,
his voice tinged with panic.

“Where have you been, pilot?” a harsh voice
demanded. Marla recognized it a moment later as belonging to the
dark shape approaching rapidly toward her.

“Master Krauss!” Claude cried, “She’s
injured! We need help!”

Krauss fell into frozen silence when he saw
Marla. She could not make out his face, but she saw the tall
vampire take a step back and his stance waivered for a moment
before he spoke again. When he did, it was to shout for a
medic.

Marla heard the sound of dozens of boots
racing toward her, and soon a strange young woman had taken her by
the shoulders and sat her down atop a nearby crate.

“You’re going to be all right,” the medic
assured her as she thumbed a cooling balm across Marla’s cheeks and
forehead.

“Did you see her eyes?” Mikki whispered from
somewhere nearby.

“Get out of here now!” the medic shouted.

The dark blurs of Mikki and Tabitha retreated
into the crowd of shadows that ringed the edge of Marla’s
sun-blasted sight. Two lean shadows lingered nearby.

“What were you thinking, pilot?” Krauss
hissed, “What were you thinking?”

“I’m sorry,” Claude murmured, his voice
broken and weak.

“You’re through, pilot,” Krauss said, “I
never want to see you in my sky again, do you hear me? You’re
finished!”

“No!” Marla shouted, and her voice
shook the aerie with its power.

The medic fell to the ground before her as
Marla stood, and all the other shadows staggered back, stunned by
the force of her voice.

When she spoke again, the very stones
trembled beneath her feet.

“He did only as I commanded,” Marla said,
raising her hand to point toward the shadow that she hoped was
Claude, “I chose this!”

Her words reverberated throughout the vast
dome, sending little tremors of ancient power through every living
creature present.

“I chose this,” she repeated.

She turned slowly to face the shadows before
her, and she felt them draw back in fear or awe at what they
saw.

“If I am to become what I must be,” she said,
her tongue growing numb with the power of the voice that spoke
through her, “I had to face it. I had to face the ancient enemy of
our people.”

“Her eyes,” someone whispered.

“I have looked upon it,” she said, “I have
looked into the very heart of the sun… and I have lived! I fear it
no longer, and, one day soon, no child of Thrinaar shall!”

One by one, the Moonwings fell to their knees
on the aerie floor, until at last, only Marla and the two lean
shadows nearby remained standing.

“Master Krauss,” Marla said, “I wish no
sanctions against your pilot for obeying my orders. He has done
well and should be rewarded instead.”

Krauss held his tongue for a moment before
answering, “As you wish, Lady Veranu.”

“I would see my mother now,” Marla said,
“Claude, will you see me home. I would speak with her before I
rest.”

“Of course,” Claude rasped hoarsely.

Marla allowed him to lead her to his gaunt
and help her astride its back. She maintained her regal bearing as
he climbed up behind her and kneed the beast aloft once more. It
was not until she felt the walls of the aerie open up around her
and knew that they were well above the subterranean city once more
that she slumped in his arms and let out a weary gasp.

“How badly am I burned?” she whispered.

“Burned?” Claude exclaimed, “Marla, you’re
not burned! You’re… burning!”

“What do you mean?”

“Your eyes, Marla,” he said, “Your eyes are
like the dawn itself! What happened to you, Marla? What did you
see?”

“I can’t… remember,” she whispered, her
eyelids drooping over the blurred lights of the buried city, “Just
take me home, Claude, please… Take me home.”

*******

Marla opened her eyes to a featureless white
glow. A distant fear of blindness struggled through her awakening
thoughts, but then she felt the pressure of something warm and damp
against her cheeks and she reached up to pull the cloth from her
face.

“The doctor said you were supposed to leave
that on,” Marla’s mother chided.

Marla blinked as the blurry light of the
Arkadi House infirmary coalesced into clear view.

Lyssa Veranu sat in a comfortable-looking
chair beside the swan-winged bed that held her daughter. Marla saw
the momentary look of shock that flickered in her mother’s eyes,
replaced by a crooked smile and a shake of her head.

“You never did listen to me,” Lyssa laughed,
“You just had to go and see for yourself.”

Marla ran her fingertips across her own face,
feeling only the oily residue of whatever cream the physicians had
applied to her sunburned skin. She felt no pain at all.

“How bad is it,” she asked.

Marla’s mother twirled a hand mirror between
her fingers as she stood up and brought it to Marla’s bedside.
“Well,” she said, “if you were trying to fit in around here, I
think you’re going about it the wrong way.”

Marla took the mirror quickly, afraid to
hesitate too long before facing the damage that had been done. She
looked into the silvered glass and gasped.

Her normally pallid skin now glistened a
shimmering bronze that she hoped was just the ointment. Her eyes,
however, blinked back an astonished shade of golden fire. Twin
images of the sun now shone where before her night-dark eyes had
once looked out at the world.

The mirror dropped from her trembling fingers
onto her chest, and she fumbled to retrieve it.

Lyssa leaned across and took the mirror from
her with a gentle smile. “You’re still beautiful, Marla,” she said,
“You’re just a bit more… unique now.”

“Will it… will it go away?” Marla asked.

“Why would you wish it to?” spoke another
voice from the doorway of the domelike room.

“Valora Jhessa!” Marla exclaimed, struggling
to sit up in the lady’s presence.

“Lie down, please,” the Valora said, smiling
slightly as she lifted her hand in greeting. She swept into the
room with the serpentine grace common among the elders and moved to
Marla’s bedside opposite her mother.

Marla kept silent, suddenly worried what the
Valora would think of her brush with disaster.

Valora Jhessa gently took Marla’s left hand
in her own, studying the lines of her palm. “Your hands seem
unchanged,” Valora Jhessa said, “Your gloves shielded them from the
light.”

“Yes, Valora,” Marla said. The fingers of her
right hand went unconsciously to her face.

“Do not worry, dear,” Jhessa laughed, “If
only your face is darkened, it is nothing more than
sunflash, and it will pass in time.”

“But what about my eyes?” Marla asked, “What
happened to them? Is this… normal?”

The Valora paused a moment, tilting her head
slightly as she studied Marla. “No,” she said at last, “This is…
unusual. Over time, we all change to some extent as the blood
within us turns to true. I remember a time when my own eyes were
the color of a moonless sky.” The Valora’s unblinking eyes of
palest gold held Marla’s gaze fast. “The change for me was so
gradual, that I never even noticed it happening.”

“But my eyes…” Marla said, “Can it happen all
at once like that?”

“I have never known it to be so before,”
Jhessa answered.

“What does that mean?” Marla asked.

“It means that we were right to place our
hopes in you, Marla,” Valora Jhessa said, “You carry the Queen’s
mark upon your soul, and it was only a matter of time before it
manifested itself for all to see.”

Marla gave her a confused look.

“The Mother and Maker of All, Marla,” Valora
Jhessa said, “You are but two lives removed from hers, as close to
her as any of us who remain, and the only yet bound to her by grief
and not rage.”

“What do you mean?”

“All of us that remain,” the Valora said,
“were born of the line of her children, those driven underground by
the great cataclysm and fall. Their rage burns within our veins, an
eternal gift, and eternal curse. Only those like your father were
joined to her lineage through tears of purest sorrow, untainted by
hate.”

“But, there were others like my father,”
Marla said, “What happened to them?”

“Dead, or driven mad by it,” Valora Jhessa
answered, “None now remain of those who drank of that cup. You
alone are our last living link to our beloved Mother. You alone are
her final song of light in a dark and broken world.”

“What does that make me?” Marla asked, “What
am I supposed to do?”

Valora Jhessa shook her head gently and
smiled again.

“That is for you to teach us,” she said.


Chapter Sixteen

“What do you think about Fire Eyes?”
Alyss asked as she sat with her back against the wall of Marla’s
bedroom. She held a sheaf of papers in one hand, absently stroking
Lovecraft with the other. The little black cat lay curled in her
lap, fidgeting a bit as he tried to find the most comfortable
position for his coming nap.

Marla lay on her back in bed with her left
arm outstretched, elbow locked, holding open a book above her head.
“What?” she mumbled, only half paying attention to the would-be
spy-mistress.

“Fire Eyes,” Alyss repeated, “No… now
that I hear myself say it again, it sounds ridiculous. Never
mind.”

“Hmn,” Marla said.

“What about… Dawngazer… uh…
Dawnseeker? No, you weren’t really seeking it, were you?
More like, Dawnfacer… ugh. Maybe we’ll come back to that
one.”

“What?” Marla asked, tearing her attention
away from her book.

“Your name,” Alyss said, “We need to be on
top of this.”

“On top of what?”

“People are already talking about what
happened, and the story is spreading fast,” Alyss said, “There’s
still time to hook this in the direction we want it to go, but we
have to move quickly and have a solid persona in place.”

Marla sat up in bed, putting the book aside.
“I have a solid persona,” Marla said, “and a name to go with
it.”

“Which is?”

“Marla.”

“I’m serious!” Alyss sighed.

“So am I,” Marla laughed, peeling a strand of
hair back from the ointment that covered her face.

“Listen,” Alyss said, pushing the startled
cat off her lap as she leaned forward, “After that child of
Thrinaar speech you gave in the fly yard, people are expecting
you to be the Mother Maker re-incarnate!”

“Fly yard?” Marla chuckled.

“Whatever it is…” Alyss scoffed, “You played
it well, and your name is now dancing on every tongue, and changing
by the hour. I’m just trying to make sure it doesn’t wind up being
something horrible that you’re going be stuck with for the rest of
eternity.”

“I really don’t remember what I said,” Marla
said, “I was sun-blind and delirious… Have you found out what
happened to Claude yet?”

“He’s fine,” Alyss said, “Whatever you said
to get him out of trouble must have worked.”

“Good,” Marla said, genuinely relieved,
“Thanks for checking on him.”

“No problem,” Alyss said, “We’ve upranked his
file to full-time surveillance. There’s always at least one agent
on him at any time now.”

Marla gave her a stunned look.

“What?” Alyss asked, waving her stack of
papers in confusion.

“You’re serious?” Marla asked, “You’ve got
someone spying on Claude now?”

Alyss shrugged.

“I just don’t think that all this is
necessary,” Marla said.

“Who cares if it’s necessary, Marla?” Alyss
laughed, “I haven’t had this much fun in… well, ever! I
finally get a chance to do all the stuff that Mother has been
training me for. I just wish you had more friends for me to spy
on.”

Marla’s eyes lowered as a shadow fell across
her heart.

“Oh,” Alyss said, her tone subdued, “I’m
sorry… I didn’t mean it like that.”

Marla nodded. “I just wish that I knew if he
was all right.”

A gentle knock sounded at the door of Marla’s
room.

“Mother?” Marla called, looking toward the
door.

Marla’s mother pushed open the door. The hint
of tension in her mother’s smile sent a thrill of foreboding
through Marla’s heart.

“You have a visitor, Marla,” he mother
said.

Marla’s questioning look was answered a
moment later as a messenger fox strolled into the room past her
mother’s leg.

“From Wythr,” her mother said.

Marla leaned forward, almost falling out of
bed as it swung her to her feet. The book dropped, unnoticed at her
side.

“What did it say?” she demanded.

“The message is for you, Marla,” her mother
said.

Marla hesitated, anticipation and trepidation
warring for the mastery of her thoughts.

“I should go,” Alyss said, getting to her
feet.

“No,” Marla said, “please stay.”

Alyss nodded and moved to Marla’s side,
putting her hand on Marla’s arm.

“I am Marla Veranu,” she said, addressing the
red-furred fox that waited on its haunches before her, “You may
deliver your message now.”

The fox blinked its ebon-black eyes and
parted its jaws with a rasping hiss.

“…Klavicus is dead, but that Garrett is
all right, and the city is safe,” Garrett’s voice whispered
from the little fox’s throat. Then the fox blinked again, and its
eyes now glowed a vibrant shade of green.

Marla’s mother covered her mouth with her
hand, sighing deeply.

Marla took a step back, her own hands going
to her lips as she let out a slow breath. She fought to control the
wave of emotions that swept over her. She tried to wipe away an
errant tear only to find her fingers covered with ointment that
stung her eye.

“Garrett’s all right,” she sniffed, trying to
rub her eye dry with her sleeve.

“He’s all right,” her mother assured her,
“He’s all right.”

“That was it?” Alyss asked, “That was the
whole message?”

“Garrett never…” Marla paused to sniff again,
“He never knew how the messenger foxes worked… He must have found
one in the embassy and sent it to me.”

“But he’s alive,” Alyss said, “That’s good
news, Marla! You don’t have to worry about him anymore. He’s going
to be all right.”

Marla nodded. More than anything, she just
wanted to be there with him and hug him and know, without a doubt,
that he was alive and well, to have things be just the way they had
been before…

She tried to imagine herself sneaking away,
just taking a gaunt and flying back to Wythr alone. If, somehow,
she could do it… if they would let her go…

No… she could not go back. She had come this
far in search of the truth behind her lineage. She could not turn
from the path until she knew for certain what she was… and what she
would become.

In that moment, she knew that there would be
no homecoming. The Marla that Garrett had loved was a quiet little,
dark-eyed girl who tried her best to hide her fears from those she
cared about.

She saw the world through different eyes
now.

Marla cleared her throat and took a deep
breath.

“We must honor Klavicus,” she said, “His
service should not go unremembered.”

Marla’s mother had tears in her eyes when she
smiled and nodded her agreement.

*******

The incessant rush of air through the great
ventilation shafts filled the Hall of Names with a low droning
sound. The ceiling of the vast, shadowy dome bristled with basalt
pillars like black icicles hanging high above. Thousands of such
hexagonal pillars covered the floor as well. Those pillars yet
unmarked by graven runes stood at odd heights around the
circumference of the room. Only those nearest the door had been
shorn off at floor level, forming a polished black surface of
six-sided tiles, each bearing a name-rune. Marla and her mother
looked down at the names of the fallen beneath their feet as they
walked together toward the waist-high pillar that would be
Klavicus’s monument.

“Is father’s rune here somewhere?” Marla
asked.

Lyssa smiled sadly in response. “I suppose
so,” she said, “They would have added it after we left the city
though, so I don’t know where it would be… would you like me to ask
someone?”

Marla thought about it for a moment. “No,”
she said, “It wouldn’t really be him… just a name on a stone.”

“He would have thought the whole thing rather
silly,” her mother laughed, “The children of the dragon carving a
memorial to a dragon slayer.”

“He wasn’t a dragon slayer anymore though,
was he?” Marla asked, “He was one of us.”

“He never felt he belonged anywhere after he
drank the tears,” her mother said, “To his fellow dragon slayers he
had become a living nightmare. To our kind, he was no less a
monstrosity, an object lesson. He was the pride of mankind and the
sorrow of dragonkind mingled in one form. I think he hated himself
most of all.”

“He hated himself?” Marla gasped.

“At first,” Lyssa sighed, “but, in time, he
overcame that hate and forged a new identity… I helped him with
that part.” She gave her daughter an impish grin.

“I wish I could have met him,” Marla said,
her eyes scanning the countless rune-names beneath her feet as they
walked.

“I never saw him happier than the day he
first held you, Marla,” he mother sighed. There was a little catch
in her voice, and she looked away toward the dark forest of basalt
pillars that lined the walls of the room.

Marla reached out and took her mother’s hand
with a gentle squeeze.

“Mother sends her apologies,” Alyss called
out from where she stood alone beside Klavicus’s pillar, “She had
some business to attend back at the house, but she promised to be
here before the ceremony starts.” The vampire girl wore a knee
length red dress of a slightly warmer hue than the red that Marla
and her mother had chosen to mourn their friend’s passing.

Marla’s mother had also worn the red scarf
that she had so often used back in Wythr to cover her fangs when
dealing with non-vampires. Now though, she wore it tied loosely
around her neck. Marla guessed that she had chosen to wear it in
remembrance of another besides Klavicus, as, perhaps, she always
had.

“Thank you for arranging this,” Marla’s
mother said, crossing her hands in greeting to young Alyss.

Alyss returned the greeting, a bit awkwardly,
given that she still clutched her black notebook in one hand. “It
was really no bother,” Alyss said, “I’ve never arranged a funeral
before, so it was kind of fun.”

“Did you have any luck finding Klavicus’s
relatives?” Marla asked.

Alyss frowned. “Not much,” she said, “His
parents are both dead… long dead… There was a hint of a brother
once, but nothing confirmed. We did find a sister still living
though. I sent Kaelin to fetch her, but she should have been back
hours ago, so…”

“We’ll stand for him if necessary,” Marla’s
mother said, “We owe him that much at least.”

“We put out the usual invitation to all the
houses as well as a general notice in the Commons, so, if there are
any long-lost friends or relatives lurking around, they’ve at least
had a chance to hear of it.” Alyss said.

“Thank you,” Marla said.

“I wish I could do more,” Alyss said, “but we
had so little information on the man or his family… well, the
attendance may be a little light.” She gave the Veranus a tight
smile.

“Klavicus wasn’t overly fond of crowds,”
Marla’s mother said, “I imagine that a private ceremony would
please him just as well.”

Alyss looked as if she wanted to ask
something, but just then the sound of one of the great double doors
swinging open drew their attention back to the hall’s entryway.

“This way,” Kaelin spoke, gesturing toward
Marla and the others. Behind her, the stooped figure of an elder
vampire took a cautious step into the hall.

Klavicus’s sister looked as gaunt and lean of
jaw as her brother had in life. Her large, slightly pointed ears
framed her pale, hairless head, and her almost lipless mouth
twitched around her long, yellow fangs. Her sunken eyes scanned the
room suspiciously as though she expected to be pounced upon by
hidden foes at any moment. It was only with a great deal of coaxing
by the Arkadi bodyguard that she was at last convinced to finally
cross the threshold into the hall.

Beneath her drooping red shawl, the elder
vampire wore a sort of formless black shift that hung from her bony
shoulders to the floor. Her long, bare toes peeked out beneath the
frayed hem whenever she took another hesitant step. Her bone white
fingers fidgeted and pawed at something she held in the crook of
her left arm. At first, Marla thought it was a living animal, but,
as the elder drew close, she realized that it was the lifeless
remains of a gray raccoon, frozen forever in a fierce, rearing
snarl by whatever taxidermist had stuffed it.

“I present Lady Brekenna,” Kaelin announced,
“sister of the deceased.”

Klavicus’s sister mumbled something at her
side.

“And… Toby,” Kaelin added with a polite
smile.

“We welcome your presence, honored sister,”
Marla’s mother greeted her with an arms-crossed bow. Marla and
Alyss did the same.

Brekenna twitched an almost feral smile
before it disappeared again into a wary look of uncertainty.

Marla’s mother stepped forward, placing her
hand on Brekenna’s shoulder. The elder’s frightened eyes went to
Lyssa’s hand as she cringed, almost pulling away, and she hugged
her stuffed raccoon a little tighter.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Lyssa said,
“Klavicus was a dear friend of ours, and we depended upon him so
much.”

Brekenna gave her a narrow look as though
searching Lyssa’s face for falsehood. Finding none, at last she
gave a thin smile and nodded, mumbling something almost inaudible
to Marla’s ears.

“It’s no trouble at all,” Marla’s mother
answered, “I’m just happy that our friends were able to find
you.”

Brekenna nodded sharply, her eyes troubled.
Her lips twitched as though she were trying to remember how to form
words again. At last, she whispered, “How did… he die?”

Lyssa folded her hands together again in
front of her, looking at the floor for a moment before answering.
“He died defending our home in the city of Wythr,” she said, “There
was an attack by an enemy force, and we have had report that your
brother fell in the battle.”

“A… war?” Brekenna rasped, looking very
confused.

“A human war,” Lyssa said, “Klavicus was
protecting our embassy in the city when the battle came.”

Brekenna hissed with laughter then, stroking
her stuffed raccoon again. “Dreams of glory, Toby,” she sighed,
“dreams of glory… always with him, such dreams.”

Lyssa smiled.

A rustling sound drew their attention to the
approach of the Keeper of Names as Alyss had instructed she was to
be called. The woman’s long robes shimmered deepest red beneath
hundreds of strands of ruby beads that hung from her thin shoulders
like crimson raindrops. Her waist-length hair, dyed the color of
clotted blood, draped down across her chest to either side of an
onyx rune talisman suspended from a black chain around her neck.
Her large, reptilian eyes were a slightly darker shade of red than
Claude’s, and she held her wide lips set in a thin, humorless
line.

“Greetings, Holy Keeper,” Alyss said, bowing
to the red priestess.

“Arkadi,” the Keeper greeted the girl before
turning to Marla and her mother, “Veranu.”

Marla and her mother returned the greeting.
Marla lifted from her own bow to find the Keeper observing her
intently, her crimson eyes studying Marla’s own eyes with
undisguised interest. Marla smiled back, trying her best not to
look away as the woman stared.

The Keeper’s eyes tensed, and her thin lips
parted slightly as though she were about to speak, but then she
simply looked away and ushered them all toward the basalt pillar
that had been chosen to honor the fallen doorman.

“Who will give his name?” the Keeper asked,
her voice grave with ceremony.

Lyssa motioned for Brekenna to step forward,
and, hesitantly, the old vampire did so. She clutched her stuffed
raccoon tightly to her chest as she whispered, “His name was
Klavicus.”

The Keeper nodded. “Would anyone care to say
anything before I begin the engraving?”

“My mother hasn’t arrived yet,” Alyss
said.

“The Valora would speak?” the priestess said,
“We shall wait a little longer then.”

Alyss gave her an appreciative smile, and
then they all fell silent as the soft moan of the ventilators
filled the awkward stillness.

“His name is Toby,” Brekenna said to Marla,
“Would you like to pet him?” She lifted the stuffed raccoon, half
turning him in her arms so that he faced Marla with his toothy
snarl.

“Hello, Toby,” Marla said, gently stroking
the dead raccoon between the ears.

Toby’s glass eyes stared back at her in
frozen rage.

“He likes you,” Brekenna whispered, pulling
the stuffed animal back again and laying her cheek against his
fur.

Marla smiled and nodded.

The great double doors opened again, and
Marla looked, expecting to see Valora Jhessa. What she had not
expected was the crowd of lavishly dressed vampires that now swept
into the hall, a crowd lead by an unpleasantly familiar figure.

Valfrei Senzei wore a gown of red silk, lined
with pearls, and a headdress of scarlet feathers. She greeted Marla
and her mother with a serpent’s smile and a deferential nod as she
approached them with her hands folded and stately grace in every
step. Behind her, a party of equally well-dressed elders followed
in solemn procession.

Marla blinked in astonishment and looked to
her mother for explanation.

Lyssa Veranu simply rolled her eyes and held
fast to her polite smile with some apparent difficulty.

“Lady Veranu,” Valfrei Senzei greeted Marla
as she approached, “thank you so much for the invitation.”

“Thank you for coming,” Marla replied,
somewhat uncertainly, “I’m… so glad you could come.”

“Of course,” Valfrei Senzei said, “Klavernus
was a very dear friend of mine, after all.”

“Klavicus,” Brekenna corrected.

“Yes, Klavicus,” Valfrei Senzei chuckled
weakly. She turned to address the stooped elder. “And you must be
his mother,” she said, bowing gracefully.

“Sister,” Brekenna answered, holding out the
stuffed raccoon before her, “This is Toby.”

“A pleasure,” Valfrei Senzei answered, her
smile rictus-tight. She looked to Marla again and added, “If there
is anything that I or House Groyue can do for you in this time of
loss, please, let me know. We will be happy to lend any
assistance.”

Marla smiled at the thought that had just now
sprung to mind.

“You went to school with Klavicus, didn’t
you?” Marla asked.

“Why yes!” Valfrei Senzei said, smiling
broadly, “We were classmates… and friends.”

“You must have known him better than any of
us then,” Marla said, “Would you mind speaking a few words for
him?”

Valfrei Senzei looked taken aback, and her
smile went a bit sickly around the edges. She recovered quickly
with a slight laugh. “Of course,” she said, “I would be honored to
give eulogy for my dear old friend…”

“Klavicus,” Brekenna offered helpfully.

“Yes… Klavicus,” Valfrei Senzei said.

Another elder cleared his throat, and the
Valfrei turned to find a line of vampires waiting to offer their
condolences behind her. “Excuse me,” she said, nodding to Marla,
“I’ll need a few moments to prepare my speech.”

“Of course,” Marla said, “Thank you so
much.”

“Anything for you, Lady Veranu,” Valfrei
Senzei said as she made her retreat.

Klavicus’s sister leaned close to Marla and
whispered, “Toby doesn’t like her very much.”

With the Valfrei out of the way, the others
now pressed forward like a pack of hungry wolves, every one of them
anxious to make their introductions.

The arrival of Valora Jhessa brought a
merciful end to the seemingly endless parade of dignitaries that
had suddenly developed an interest in paying their respects to the
fallen doorman. Marla sighed with relief as the crowd fell to
reverent silence at the Valora’s call to attention.

The ceremony itself would have pleased
Klavicus with its stiff formality, though Marla wondered what the
old vampire would have thought of the surprisingly eloquent and
seemingly heartfelt speech that Valfrei Senzei gave in his honor.
When Marla looked to see tears of gratitude in Brekenna’s eyes,
however, she judged her subtle revenge against Klavicus’s old rival
to have been well spent.

Afterward, the Keeper sang a song of
remembrance for the spirit of Klavicus, and it was then that Marla
herself surrendered at last to reminiscence of the man, and she
shed more than a few tears as well.

Marla and her mother looked at one another
and shared a tearful smile as they put their arms around Brekenna
who had fallen to open weeping as she hugged her stuffed raccoon
tightly.

At last, the Keeper’s voice fell silent, and
she turned to face the basalt column that would be Klavicus’s
monument. She lifted the black talisman from around her neck with
her left hand and placed her right on the top of the column
itself.

“Duregaar Noc’Vuraana Klavicus!” the
Keeper of Names chanted, and the hall reverberated with the
rumbling echoes of her draconic voice. The cap of the basalt column
beneath her hand glowed red now, and the stone itself began to
descend into the floor with a low grating sound. A few moments
later, the top settled into place, level with the floor,
distinguishable from the other hexagonal tiles only by the fading
glow of Klavicus’s name-rune engraved in its surface.

With that, the Keeper withdrew from the room
in silence, and the soft murmur of voices and shifting feet lifted
the solemn mood. Marla sensed the eyes of the room turning to her
again, and she braced herself for the barrage of introductions and
social invitations that would soon resume.

Brekenna seemed to sense the coming storm as
well and moved quickly to take the hand of Marla’s mother.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Marla’s mother nodded back with a smile and
then leaned close to hug the elder vampire.

Brekenna smiled gratefully at Marla as she
stepped close to hug her as well.

“If you need anything…” Marla whispered in
her ear.

“No,” Brekenna sighed, “…thank you.” She held
her stuffed raccoon up in parting, and they waved goodbye to Toby
as well.

And then she was gone, disappearing from the
room with a shadowy blur of dark cloth, and the red gowns of
several startled dignitaries fluttered at the speed of her
passing.

Marla’s mother stooped to retrieve Brekenna’s
red shawl from the floor. She folded it neatly and tucked it under
one arm.

“Should we send it back to her?” Marla
asked.

Lyssa Veranu shook her head. “She won’t need
it again,” she said, “She has no one left to mourn.”

And then the waiting throng of vampire nobles
descended again upon Marla, anxious to meet the fiery-eyed young
woman whom the people of Thrinaar were calling the Daughter of
Sorrow.


Chapter Seventeen

Wythr

The Neshite tribesmen returned to the city as
the first rains of an early spring washed the sooty grime from the
streets. The scent of the sea now reached all the way to the Arcane
District, and Garrett drew in a deep breath of it as he waited in
the shadow of the newly rebuilt carriage house. A moment later, the
overwhelming aroma of wet dire wolf assaulted his nostrils as
Ghausse bounded through the side gate, still heavily laden with
wicker bundles that the river tribesmen had lashed across his back.
Ghausse rushed forward like an overgrown puppy, heedless of the
load as he plastered slobbery licks on Garrett’s face. Garret tried
his best to catch a breath between licks as he scratched playfully
at the big wolf’s ears.

“He missed you,” Terrick laughed, his voice
still carrying a bit of that rasping edge that yet lingered from
his time of imprisonment in the temple dungeon.

“Yeah,” Garrett chuckled, scrubbing his face
on his sleeve as he pulled free of the wolf, “How did your hunt
go?”

“The spirits were generous,” the young shaman
said with a smile. He removed his bowl-shaped straw hat and slipped
free of the bulging wicker pack he wore strapped across his back.
The dull clatter of filled essence canisters within broadened
Garrett’s grin even further.

“We’re gonna need those,” Garrett said,
trying his best to keep all of his fingers attached while he fed
the wolf the strips of cowhide he had been saving for their
reunion.

Terrick gave him a concerned look as he
passed his hand across his stubbly scalp before replacing his hat.
“More have died?” he asked.

“No,” Garrett said, “…well, we lost a few
more since you left, but Lady Ymowyn was able to save most of the
wounded. They shut the aid camp down for good yesterday.”

“That’s good news,” Terrick said, his
tattooed face brightening.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “Actually, I want to
save the essence you brought back to take with us when we go
north.”

“North?”

“I’m taking a group up into the swamps to
scout things out a bit,” Garrett said, “I was sorta hoping you
might join us.”

“Oh,” Terrick said, his eyes falling for a
moment, “I would have to speak with Siriman first… You should too,
if you haven’t already.”

“Uh, yeah, I’d like to talk to him, if you
don’t mind me going with you,” Garrett said. He was ashamed to
admit that the giant, talking snake that the river tribesmen held
in such high regard gave him the shivers, and, for that matter,
Garrett had never been able to make the slightest sense of any of
the serpent’s hissing whispers.

Terrick glanced toward his fellow tribesmen
who were busily unburdening themselves, catching their breath as
they laid their packs against the garden wall. “Where do you want
us to put all of this?” he asked.

“I’ve got it,” Garrett said, motioning the
waiting throng of zombies into action, “These guys will get it all
stowed away for now. We can go through it a little later, but first
you should all go inside and get something to eat.

“Thank you,” Terrick said with a grin. He
issued a command in Neshite to his fellow tribesmen, and they
surrendered their burdens gladly to the undead porters before
heading inside.

“Thanks for taking care of Ghausse,” Garrett
called out to Terrick as he headed inside.

Terrick waved and nodded as he stamped his
sandals clean on the mudroom rug.

Garrett set to removing the packs from the
dire wolf’s back with the help of his zombies, at last unfastening
the harness itself. Ghausse rewarded him with a shower of furry
raindrops as he furiously shook the water from his coat.

Garrett turned away, spitting wolf hair and
wiping his face clean again. He saw Haven emerging from the house
with a bundle of tools wrapped in a blanket tucked under one arm.
She met his eyes for a moment and then looked away quickly. The
hurt look that lingered there was worse than a mouthful of dog
hair.

“We’re going to need three more pack
animals,” Haven said as she placed the bundle of tools on a shelf
nearby, “Sure-footed if possible, so no zombies. That means we’ll
need to factor in feed for them as well, in case the foraging
proves sparse.” She still did not meet Garrett’s gaze when she
spoke to him.

Garrett took a slow breath. They had been
doing their best to dance around the subject of their relationship,
both of them choosing to focus on the scouting mission and leave
the rest to just… work itself out. So far, the tactic had not
proven particularly effective.

“I also need all this stuff,” she said,
handing Garrett a clay tablet with a long list of ingredients
graven on it.

Garrett glanced over the list, frowning.
“Oil… pitch… Are you making torches?” Garrett asked, “I thought we
were using witchfire.”

“I’m making dragonfire,” she said.

“What’s the difference?”

“Witchfire won’t burn down a castle,” she
answered.

“We’re just going to be looking around,”
Garrett said.

She looked at him again now, her eyes hard.
“By all reports,” she said, “the Chadiri have lined the escarpment
with wooden lifts that allow them to move their troops up and
down.”

“And you wanna burn them,” Garrett said.

“Wouldn’t you?”

“Yeah, you’re right,” he admitted, “It’s a
good idea… I’m really glad you’re coming with us.”

A hint of a smile tugged at her lips before
her eyes fell again. “I’ll need everything on that list,” she said,
her voice subdued, “If you leave any of it out… well, it wouldn’t
be good.”

“I’ll get it for you… if I can find it all,”
Garrett said, squinting at the list again, “… twenty pounds of
dried emperor moths… really?”

Haven shrugged. “Well, I really only need the
wings,” she said, “but you can never find them separate these days,
so I’ll settle for the whole moth.”

“When’s the last time you made this?”

“Do you remember the big arena in the middle
of the Lower City where they used to make animals fight each
other?” she asked.

“No,” he admitted after a moment’s
thought.

“That’s because it isn’t there anymore,” she
said with a wicked smirk. She gave a little twirl of her brown cape
as she turned to go.

“Wait a minute,” Garrett called after
her.

Haven looked back over her shoulder at
him.

“Haven, I…” Garrett started to speak, but he
couldn’t put into words what he wanted to say.

She gave him a pained smile.

Garrett made an exasperated noise and shook
his head. “This is stupid!” he growled.

“What do you want me to say, Garrett?” she
sighed, turning to face him again.

“I don’t know!” he said, “You’re smarter than
me, think of something.”

Haven laughed and looked away.

“We can’t go north like this, can we?” he
said, “I mean we have work this out somehow, right?”

“What is there to say?” she demanded, lifting
her hands in frustration, “I mean I gave up everything to be
with you! I don’t even know who I am anymore, Garrett. What am I if
I’m not with you?”

Garrett winced. “You’re Haven,” he said.

Ghausse gave a concerned whine from where he
lay against the wall.

Haven turned to look toward the back door of
the house as a golden glow lit up the shadows of the carriage
house.

“Shine?” Garrett greeted the floating wisp
that headed straight toward the confused-looking girl in brown.

Shine flared a rapid sequence of rainbow hues
and then flashed an angry red before turning to present Garrett
with a similar display.

“I don’t understand,” Garrett said, taking a
step back and shielding his eyes as the wisp flared a vibrant
orange.

“I tried to stop her,” Terrick called out
apologetically as he doffed his hat once again and quickly crossed
the unsheltered gap between the back door and the carriage
house.

“What does she want?” Haven demanded, eying
the wisp suspiciously as Shine turned on her again.

“She wants you both to make peace,” Terrick
said, “It hurts her to see you quarreling.”

“We weren’t really…” Garrett began to
say.

“It’s nothing!” Haven interrupted.

The sound of laughter drew their attention to
the back door that still stood open. Hetta leaned against the
doorframe with her arms crossed. “It’s time the two of you made
peace,” she said, “You’re setting a bad example for the little
ones.”

Garrett looked toward the steamed glass of
the tall windows that lined the back wall of the house. A
child-sized hand wiped the condensation from the inside of one of
the panes. A little sleeve served the same purpose on the window
adjacent to it. Garrett’s cheeks burned, and Haven flushed bright
pink.

“We’re not fighting!” Haven insisted, “We’re
just… working some things out.”

Shine flared red again, and this time, a
hissing, crackling sound accompanied the fiery glow. Garrett had
never seen an angry wisp before.

“It’s all right, Shine!” Garrett assured her,
“Haven and I are just talking. We still… love each other, right?”
He gave Haven a hopeful look.

She gave him a weary smile in response and
then nodded. “We still love each other,” she said.

A sense of relief washed over Garrett as he
realized the truth of their words. Whatever else, they did still
love one another.

Shine flared with golden light and a sharp
popping sound.

Terrick cleared his throat, looking a little
embarrassed.

“What?” Garrett asked.

“She… ah, she wants you to kiss,” the shaman
said.

“Oh,” Garrett said, glancing toward the back
windows again. A dozen little hands were frantically scrubbing at
the damp glass to give a clearer view.

Shine dodged clear as Haven took three
determined strides forward and grabbed Garrett by the collar.

The carriage house glowed a vivid shade of
pink as Haven and Garrett did as instructed.


Chapter Eighteen

The following morning, Garrett and Haven
descended into the tunnels beneath the city to visit Annalien the
ghost.

“Annalien?” Garrett called out from the
doorway of the subterranean dome where the ghost made her home.

Haven did not pause at the threshold but
walked right in. “Anna?” she called out.

“Hello,” the elvish ghost called out as she
drifted around from the far side of the central dais that held the
sun-bright shard of the crystal moon. She smiled at Haven and
Garrett.

“We, ah, brought someone to meet you… if
that’s all right,” Garrett said, still lingering in the
doorway.

“Yes, of course,” Annalien said, brushing
back a wisp of her spectral hair with the stump of her right
hand.

“Come in,” Garrett called out, waving to the
shadowy figure waiting outside.

Kate the zombie wavered a little as she
lifted her foot to step across the threshold, and Garrett put his
hand on her shoulder to steady her.

Kate moaned softly as she regained her
balance, her glassy eyes lifting toward the shimmering light of the
crystal shard. Haven had dressed her in a clean set of blue
coveralls and given her a floppy straw hat to cover her burned
scalp.

“Welcome,” Annalien said, giving Garrett an
uneasy look.

“Her name is Kate,” Garrett said, “at least
that’s what I named her.”

“Ah… hello, Kate,” Annalien said, half
lifting her arm in greeting.

“We thought you could use a little help
around here while we’re gone,” Haven said.

“Oh,” Annalien said, her eyes still on the
zombie girl.

“I’d have asked some of the ghouls to check
on you, but they don’t like the light,” Garrett said, “The Lethian
kids would probably really love to help too, but…”

“Spiders,” Haven said.

“Oh yes, they are a problem out there, aren’t
they?” Annalien sighed.

Kate moaned again. She was still staring at
the moonshard and standing motionless at Garrett’s side.

“It’s all right, Kate,” Garrett said, “I want
you to do whatever Annalien says and help her out with the garden
while we’re gone.”

“I’m not certain about this…” Annalien
whispered, looking a bit nervous about the prospect.

“Don’t be such a baby,” Haven laughed, “Kate
will do just fine. I can’t imagine I was any better than your
average zombie when you first started teaching me to tend the
garden.”

Annalien flashed a thin smile.

“And she’s a much better listener,” Haven
said, grinning.

“Very well,” Annalien sighed, “I will agree
to this… on two conditions.”

“Yeah?” Garrett said.

“First of all,” Annalien asked, “Tell me why
you chose her to be my assistant.”

“Well,” Garrett said, “She’s a zombie, so she
won’t have to keep going back and forth through spider town every
time she comes to visit. She can just stay here with you all the
time. She doesn’t need to eat or sleep, and she can help out with
whatever you need help with… as long as it’s something a zombie can
do.”

“No, I meant why did you choose her?”
Annalien said.

“Oh,” Garrett said, falling quiet for a
moment as he thought about it, “I guess… I guess I kinda felt sorry
for her.”

“Because she was burned?”

Garrett gave her a grim smile. “Most of ‘em
are like that these days,” he answered, “The dragon kinda… well, I
guess she just looked sadder about being a zombie than the rest
did.”

Annalien studied Kate’s expressionless face
as the zombie continued to stare at the glowing shard without
blinking. “Stop looking at it, dear,” she said at last, “It isn’t
good for your eyes.”

Kate seemed to start from a dream and looked
at Annalien now with a questioning groan.

“My second condition…” Annalien sighed, “is
that, upon your return, you will set her free.”

“Huh?” Garrett said.

“You know what I mean,” Annalien said.

“Oh, yeah,” Garrett said, feeling a little
ashamed, “I promise.”

Annalien nodded and then looked at Garrett.
“Does she… need anything?” she asked.

“No,” he said, “You can just have her stand
wherever you want her to, and she’ll be ready to help you whenever
you ask.”

“Come this way, Kate,” Annalien said,
ushering the zombie toward a stone bench, “Have a seat here.”

Kate did as instructed and lowered herself,
stiffly, onto the bench.

“So you are both still determined to go off
in search of glory in the North?” Annalien asked.

“It will be nice to finally step foot beyond
the city walls without tossing up my breakfast and then running
home crying,” Haven chuckled.

“Is that what happened when you tried to
leave?” Garrett asked.

“One time I made it as far as the Shadetree,”
she said, “I had a good running start, but, eventually, my legs
gave out, and then my stomach.”

Garrett gave her a sympathetic look.

“At least the gallowgiests got a good laugh
out of it,” Haven said.

“The what?” Garrett asked.

Haven looked at him curiously. “Don’t you
know why they call it Shadetree?” she asked.

“I dunno,” he admitted, “I guess I just
thought it was… shady there, or something.”

Haven laughed.

“Have you tried crossing the line again,
since… well, since that night?” Annalien asked.

“Not yet,” Haven answered quietly.

“It might be something you’d want to test
before your day of departure,” Annalien said.

Haven nodded her agreement.

“You could go down to the sea and look for a
Queenslace plant for me,” Annalien said, lifting the tips of her
pointed ears hopefully.

Haven smiled and looked at Garrett.

“That’s kinda far,” Garrett said, rubbing his
forehead.

“It’s a day trip!” Haven sighed, “We steal a
couple of horses, and we could be back by Curfew.”

“How do you know how far it is?” Garrett
asked.

“I wasn’t cursed with stupidity, Garrett,”
she scoffed, “I’ve made that trip at least a thousand times… in my
head.”

“And spoken of it to me at least half as
many,” Annalien added with a wry smile.

Garrett knew better than to argue. He
mentally adjusted his schedule to account for the wasted day and
then nodded his agreement. “All right,” he said, “but I’ll see if I
can borrow a couple of horses from the temple… no stealing. We’ll
go first thing in the morning.”

“If you borrow Max’s horse, we could leave
tonight,” Haven countered, “It’s not like he’s using it.”

“Huh?”

“He’s been shut up in his house for the
better part of the past week,” she said.

“Is he sick?” Garrett asked, suddenly
concerned.

“No,” she said, “at least he doesn’t seem
that way when he comes out for dinner and breakfast. He just looks
really… intense.”

“You’re spying on him?” Garrett demanded.

“No! Well… yeah,” she said, “but it was just
because he made me curious after the way he acted when you asked me
to deliver those manifests to him. He was acting really strange and
distracted, so I figured I should keep an eye on him, you
know?”

“What’s he doing?” Garrett asked.

Haven shrugged. “Let’s go ask him about the
horse, and you can find out for yourself.”

*******

A solid two minutes passed before Max finally
responded to the knock on his door. The haggard-looking necromancer
stood there in his house robe, blinking a few times before seeming
at last to recognize Garrett.

“Good… evening? Garrett,” he greeted them
with a slightly confused glance toward the gray sky.

“It’s still morning,” Garrett said, “Sorry
about waking you up.”

“Oh,” he said, looking down at his wrinkled
robe, “I was just having a bit of a nap… long night.”

“Sorry,” Garrett repeated. He gestured toward
Haven. “You know Haven, don’t you?” he asked.

“Ah… yes. We met at the party,” Max said with
a weary smile as he bowed slightly toward her, “Please come
in.”

“We really don’t mean to bother you,” Garrett
said, “I was just wondering if I could borrow your horse for the
day.”

“Of course, Garrett,” Max asked as he ushered
them both inside, “I take it your wolf is still frolicking in the
wastelands at the moment?”

“Oh, no,” Garrett said, “They got back
yesterday… It’s just that Haven and I wanted to take a ride out to
the coast, and… well Ghausse… you kinda have to watch him all the
time.”

“I understand,” Max chuckled. He rubbed his
chin and jaw as he slowly regained full consciousness. He looked as
though he hadn’t shaved in days.

“Are you all right?” Garrett asked.

“Hmn? Oh… you mean, why haven’t I been out of
the house for the past week or so?” he laughed.

“I was just worried that you were sick or
something,” Garrett said.

Max grinned widely. “Quite all right,” he
said, “In fact, there’s something I wanted to…”

A muffled thump sounded from below the
parlor floorboards.

“…show you,” he finished, looking a bit
embarrassed.

“I didn’t know you had a basement,” Garrett
said.

“The better part of this city is basement,
Garrett,” Max chuckled, “But it takes a skillful mason to open a
stairwell down to it without the whole townhouse being swallowed up
by the earth in the process… An even better mason to do it without
arousing the neighbors’ suspicion.”

Garrett gave him a curious look.

“This way,” he said, leading them down the
hall.

Garrett and Haven followed him into the
library. It still smelled faintly of mold.

“Sorry about the mess while you were gone,”
Garrett said, glancing around the room in hopes of spotting the
strange flesh-bound book that had caused so much trouble on his
previous visit, “I tried my best to clean it up.” He saw no sign of
the book or the stains it had left.

“Thank you for that, Garrett,” Max said, “I
should have known better than to go off and leave that one alone.
In the future, I suppose I’ll have to institute some kind of
quarantine for new arrivals.”

“Quara-what?” Garrett said.

“It means to keep something that might be
sick away from others that might catch whatever it has,” Haven
whispered.

“Oh,” Garrett said, “What was that book
anyway?”

“Warlock magic,” Max said, “useless to me, as
it turned out. The book is now enjoying a nice stay in a lead-lined
coffer in the attic until I decide whether to sell it or keep it.
Would you care to borrow it?”

“No!” Garrett scoffed, “That thing creeped me
out. I never want to see it again.”

“You should never be afraid of knowledge,
Garrett,” Max said as he pressed his fingers against the frame of
one of the bookshelves. The frame pushed in slightly with a muffled
click. Then the whole case swung open on a hidden set of
hinges to reveal a shadowy doorway in the wall behind it.

“Wow!” Garrett exclaimed.

Max grinned widely. “I always wanted to have
one of those,” he said, “but Uncle Tinjin never went in for that
sort of thing.”

“It’s nice,” Haven said.

“Thank you,” Max said, taking a witchfire
torch from a sconce just inside the door and igniting it, “This
way.”

Garrett and Haven began to follow him down
the cramped spiral staircase when he suddenly stopped and turned to
look up at them both.

“You do know that this, what you see here, is
a secret of utmost importance, don’t you?” Max asked.

“Huh?” Garrett said.

“I mean that I haven’t even told Serepheni
about what I’ve been working on here yet,” he said, “It’s to be my
big surprise for her, so, I would appreciate it greatly if you both
could keep it to yourselves for now.” He leveled a pointed look at
Haven.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, looking at Haven, “We
won’t say anything, will we?”

Haven smiled. “Believe me,” she said, “I can
keep a secret.”

Max grinned again. “Very well then,” he said,
“follow me into the future of Necromancy.”

Max threw open a wooden door at the base of
the stairs, letting a rush of cool, alcohol-scented air whistle up
from below.

They emerged into a small, stone-walled
laboratory, almost identical to the one in Uncle Tinjin’s house.
Max’s lab, however, seemed a lot more cluttered with junk, mostly
empty essence flasks and broken wooden crates. Max had also added a
sturdy wooden chair, bolted to the floor in the far corner of the
room, and to this, by means of a short chain and an iron collar, he
had tethered a pale, thin zombie. The zombie stood beside the
chair, wearing a ragged pair of trousers and a stained, ripped
shirt, and, though he turned his head toward the sound of the
opening door, a soiled burlap bag concealed his face.

“Water,” the zombie’s voice rasped as
he staggered toward them. The collar around his neck jerked him
backward as he reached the end of his chain.

“Now we’ve been through this before,” Max
sighed, addressing the zombie, “Water won’t do you any good.”

Garrett stood in the doorway, frozen in
horror.

“Please,” the zombie croaked, lifting
his withered hands toward the sound of Max’s voice.

“Very well,” Max said, placing the torch in
an empty sconce, “Give me a minute to find the shunt… and a
towel.”

“Max?” Garrett whispered, unable to look away
from the pathetic thing that now stood, pawing helplessly at his
bag-covered face.

“Sorry, Garrett,” Max said as he rummaged
through a pile of tools on the nearby worktable, “This wasn’t
exactly the manner in which I wished to introduce my creation to
the world.”

“Max, he’s talking!” Garrett gasped. He
looked toward Haven who looked equally stunned and horrified.

“Please… water,” the zombie
moaned.

“Yes, yes,” Max replied, looking a bit
irritated. He lifted a short metal tube from the table and snatched
a filthy rag from the floor as he hurried toward the moaning dead
man.

“Hold this,” Max said, pressing the rag to
the zombie’s chest.

The zombie flinched at the touch, but then
took the rag in his trembling fingers and clutched it tightly
against his tattered shirt.

“Head back,” Max said, tugging the burlap
sack from off the zombie’s head.

The shaven-headed zombie blinked at the
light, his dark eyes looking toward Garrett, and he pulled his lips
back in an anguished grimace before letting out a pitiful
whimper.

“None of that,” Max chided him, “The pain is
over now. You’ll never need to worry about that sort of thing
again.” So saying, he pushed the pointed end of the short metal
tube into a bloodless incision in the hollow of the zombie’s
throat.

A whistle of air passed through the tube as
the zombie sucked in a gasping breath.

Haven drew closer to Garrett as they watched.
She grasped his arm tightly, and he put his hand on hers.

The zombie’s eyes followed Max as he returned
to the table. Max uncorked a dusty bottle and poured a bit of water
out into a charred ceramic crucible. He hurried back then, lifting
the cup to the zombie’s lips with one hand while he held the shunt
in place with the other.

The zombie quickly drained the cup, slurping
desperately as the water dribbled from the corners of his mouth and
out through the tube at the base of his throat.

“More,” he gasped when Max pulled the
cup away.

“That’s enough to wet your tongue,” Max said,
gently removing the metal shunt from the zombie’s throat, “I don’t
think it’s a good idea to give you any more at the moment.”

“More!” the zombie roared, seizing
Max’s shoulders in his claw-like hands.

Garrett and Haven both jumped in alarm.

“Take your hands off me, now,” Max
hissed.

“I’m thirsty,” the zombie moaned,
still clutching Max’s house robe tightly in his fists.

“Get used to it,” Max answered quietly,
almost nose-to-nose with the undead man now.

The zombie began to shake with impotent rage,
and let out a warbling whine, his fists balling up bunches of Max’s
robe. He tilted his head back toward the ceiling, and his thin body
shook with racking, dry sobs.

“Aldus,” Max said, grasping the zombie’s
wrists, “Look at me, Aldus!”

Garrett took a hesitant step toward the pair,
uncertain what to do.

“Aldus!” Max shouted, and the zombie suddenly
fell silent and looked at the necromancer again.

“Get a hold of yourself, man!” Max said,
“You’re stronger than this, Aldus! Just focus… focus.”

The zombie named Aldus sucked in a shuddering
breath, his eyes wide with horror.

“Whom do you serve, Aldus?” Max growled,
“Whom do you serve?”

“I serve… Zara’Thul,” the zombie
whispered.

“Yes,” Max said, “You serve me, Aldus… and
the servants of Zara’Thul feel no pain, no fear, and no doubts… You
serve Zara’Thul, and I will make you a captain of legions,
Aldus!”

Aldus groaned, shaking his head.

“Look at me, Aldus!” Max said, “I have
snatched you back from the clutches of death himself, and,
together, you and I, we shall conquer the world!”

Aldus let out another low whine as his
shoulders slumped in defeat. His fingers went slack, releasing his
hold on Max’s robe.

“There’s a good man!” Max laughed, “We’ll get
through this together, Aldus, and soon enough, you’ll feel right as
rain!”

Aldus stared down at his pale, trembling
fingers and gave a long, rattling sigh.

Max clapped the zombie reassuringly on the
shoulder and then stepped away, motioning for Garrett and Haven
that it was time to leave.

They preceded him back up the stairs and
stood together, still trembling slightly, in the musty library as
Max closed up the door to the basement behind them.

“So you see, we still have a bit of work to
do before he’s ready for polite company,” Max chuckled as he
pressed the secret bookcase shut.

“How did you do that, Max?” Garrett
asked.

“Well, it wasn’t easy,” Max said, “Though the
real trick was finding a donor on the very brink of death and
beginning the ritual before he had breathed his last.”

“Did… Lady Ymowyn find him for you?” Garrett
asked, still sickened by what he’d just witnessed.

Max gave manic little giggle. “No,” he said,
“I don’t believe she approves of my little experiment.”

Garrett nodded, at loss for what to say about
it.

“And the priestesses don’t know about it
either?” Haven asked.

Max eyed her warily for a moment before
answering. “They will know the moment Captain Aldus down there has
accepted his place in the world.”

“And what if he doesn’t want to?” Garrett
asked.

Max shrugged. “Then I’ll find someone who
does.”

*******

Garrett could feel the pressure against his
back as Haven leaned close behind him with her arms around his
waist. Max’s mummified horse swayed beneath them with a slightly
unnatural gait that wasn’t exactly a trot.

Neither of them had spoken much since leaving
Max’s house. A brooding weight still bore down on Garrett’s
conscience, crushing out any good humor he might have felt toward
Haven’s outing. The thing that he had seen chained in Max’s
basement had seemed every bit as pathetic as any wyrdbound fae
creature he had ever freed. This time, however, it wasn’t vampire
magic that enslaved that wretched soul. It was necromancy.

What if all necromancy was like that? What if
this was just the first time that a zombie had been created with
the ability to give voice to its misery?

Again and again, Garrett’s thoughts turned to
Caleb, the very first zombie he had ever created. Where had Caleb
gone? Garrett had seen no more of him since the day he had
disappeared, leaving the mysterious book behind on Garrett’s desk.
What if he had discovered the truth about his former identity as a
satyr thief? What would a famous rogue do upon discovering himself
trapped inside a living corpse?

Garrett shuddered to imagine what that would
be like. Would he too someday find out firsthand what it was like
to try to scream for help and hear only a wordless moan through
cold, dead lips?

“This is it,” Haven gasped, breaking Garrett
from his grim thoughts.

“What?” Garrett asked, suddenly aware that
they had reached the city gate near the docks on the south side of
the river.

“I’ve never gone much farther than this
before,” Haven said, “Do you mind if I walk for a bit?”

“Oh… no,” Garrett said. He reined the undead
horse to a halt near a cluster of wagons that were awaiting
inspection.

The large draft horses whinnied in fear, and
their harnesses creaked as they tried to shy away from the
mummified stallion, but Garrett ignored them as he swung down from
the saddle and offered his hand to Haven.

She glanced once toward the gray mist beyond
the gate with a look of uncertainty on her face. Then she climbed
down beside Garrett and took a moment to steady her breath.

“I can do this… can’t I?” she whispered.

Garrett shrugged, and then offered a hopeful
smile. “I’m right here,” he said.

Haven nodded curtly and flexed her fingers as
she steeled herself to make the attempt.

Garrett reached out and took her hand in his.
“We’ll go together,” he said.

She nodded again, and the two of them walked
together through the city gate with Garrett leading the undead
stallion by the reins behind them.

“Deathlord,” one of the Templars guarding the
gate greeted him. Garrett did not recognize the man, but he smiled
and nodded back.

Haven squeezed his hand a little tighter now
as they stepped out onto the coast road.

“You feel anything weird?” Garrett asked.

“No, not yet,” Haven said, and then she
muttered a curse.

“What?” Garrett asked.

“I shouldn’t have said yet,” she
hissed, “I’ll jinx everything!”

Garrett laughed.

Haven glared at him, but then laughed as
well.

“It’s going to be all right,” Garrett assured
her.

“Yeah,” she said, not really convinced. She
lowered her head a little with her eyes still on the road ahead.
The few merchants traveling the road toward the city swung wide to
avoid their path as they slowly walked, leading the undead horse
behind them.

“How do you feel?” Garrett asked.

Haven took a slow breath and then answered,
“a little sick to my stomach.”

“Really?” Garrett said.

“Yeah,” she said, “but it might just be
nerves, I guess… Before it was always worse… I think it was always
worse.”

“You’ll be fine,” Garrett said.

Suddenly Haven let out a frustrated groan.
She pulled free of his hand and then broke into a run, scattering
the startled merchants from the road ahead of her.

Garrett hurried to catch up, tugging at the
horse’s reins as he kept a worried eye on the brown-cloaked girl
who was now sprinting down the road and screaming at the top of her
lungs. A large teamster riding atop a heavily laden wagon gave him
a suspicious look, and Garrett responded with a little wave and an
unsteady smile.

“Haven?” he called after her as he lost sight
of the girl behind a patch of scrubby trees at a bend in the
road.

He caught up with her just beyond the trees,
finding her lying on her back in the dirt and laughing hoarsely as
she stared up at the sky.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

Haven pushed herself up on her hands and then
looked past Garrett’s shoulder toward the undead horse behind
him.

Garrett glanced back as well and then gave
her a questioning look.

“How fast can that thing go?” she asked.

“I dunno,” Garrett admitted.

“Let’s find out,” she said, getting to her
feet and dusting off the chunks of partially dried mud that clung
to her cloak.

It was late afternoon by the time they
reached the coast, and Garrett reined the horse to a halt at the
edge of the dunes. The misty sea beyond crashed relentlessly upon
the barren shore, and black gulls drifted aimlessly in the gray
skies above. Garrett chewed his lip, mulling over their chances of
making it home before dark. He almost didn’t notice when Haven
slipped out of the saddle behind him.

A few moments later, she whispered, “Hold
these for me,” as she handed Garrett her sandy boots.

“Huh?” he said, starting from his
thoughts.

Haven smiled up at him with tears in her
flawless brown eyes, nodding her thanks as he took the boots from
her hands.

She stalked out across the dunes, sinking her
bare toes into the sand with the ocean breeze whipping at her cloak
and hair. She hugged herself tightly, as if she had taken a sudden
chill, but continued to walk toward the pounding surf at the edge
of the hazy gray sea.

Garrett climbed down as well, glancing toward
her often as he secured her boots with the strap of a saddlebag.
She had stopped now, her feet buried in the glossy wet sand at the
water’s edge with little streamers of sea foam washing around her
ankles. She was looking out to sea, her arms still wrapped across
her chest.

Garrett stumbled a little, his boots turning
awkwardly in the sandy divots. He swung wide to avoid some sort of
amorphous sea-jelly that lay tangled in brown weeds. His last visit
to the sea had been aboard a river barge, escaping the city. He had
never gotten quite this close to the denizens of the deep
before.

He stepped up to Haven’s side and opened his
mouth to speak, but a blast of wind filled his mouth with salty
spray. He turned to spit out the grit that came with it.

“Thank you,” Haven whispered, her eyes still
on the gray ocean and her cheeks streaked with tears.

“Yeah,” Garrett said.

Haven drew in a deep breath, closing her eyes
as she did. She released it in a slow sigh.

“I’m sorry about the weather,” Garrett said,
staring up at the gloomy sky above them, “I wish the sun had been
out.”

Haven let out a tiny sob, putting her hand
over her mouth.

“It’s all right,” Garrett said, putting his
arm around her shoulders, “We can come back again… We can come back
whenever we want to now. I’m sure that next time it will be…”

Haven turned suddenly and caught him in a
crushing embrace, silencing him with her lips.

Garrett mumbled something incoherent, lost in
her kiss as she pushed back his hood and stroked his cheek with her
hand.

“Thank you!” she murmured into his mouth.

“…’eah,” he managed to respond.

She pulled away at last with a silly grin on
her face and her eyes filled with happy tears. She looked toward
the ocean again and laughed. “I never realized how big it would
be,” she said.

“Yeah, it goes pretty far, I guess,” Garrett
offered lamely.

“And we could sail all the way across it if
we wanted to,” she sighed.

“I don’t really know anything about sailing,”
he admitted.

“Me neither,” she said, “but it’s nice to
have the option… really nice.”

Garrett gave her a shrug and a smile.

Her smile faded as she looked at him again,
her eyes lost in his. The ocean breeze played through her hair and
tugged at her cloak as the thunder of waves filled the silence
between them.

Garrett reached out and gently drew Haven
close, without a single thought of getting home before Curfew.


Chapter Nineteen

Thrinaar

Marla’s gaunt followed Claude’s into a vast,
dark fissure at the furthest end of the great cavern of lower
Thrinaar. A broken aqueduct spilled a glittering cascade into the
misty void below as the riders descended into the gloom. The cold
wind that moaned from the pit smelled of scaled things and mildew,
and Marla began to regret having accepted the arcanist’s
invitation.

House Bremmer, second of the nine great
houses, occupied this shadowy rift, its halls a network of tunnels
and chambers carved into the riven stone of the fissure’s walls. No
lights burned in the narrow windows, hewn into the wall overlooking
the platform where Marla and Claude landed their gaunts, and only a
pair of wisplight orbs served to light the platform itself. The
twin orbs flickered faintly like candles in a sluggish breeze, and
Marla noted that they gave hardly any light at all now.

How many centuries did it take for a wisp to
burn out?

“Lady Veranu,” a creaking voice called out
from the shadows of the nearby archway, “I am pleased that you have
come.”

“Valganna Morst,” Marla greeted the arcanist
as she dropped from the gaunt’s back. Even having met him once
before, she still flinched a little when he stepped into the dim
light.

Morst stood taller than most vampires, and
leaner even than Klavicus had been. Clad entirely in black leather
and a tight skull cap, the only portion of his body that remained
visible was a small gap between his collar and goggles that
revealed his overly wide and long-toothed grin, and even this could
be quickly covered by buttoning a heavy leather flap over the lower
half of his face. He reminded Marla of a kind of walking stick
insect grown far too large.

“And your companion…” the arcanist said, his
oversized goggles flashing in the pale light as he nodded toward
Claude.

“This is my friend Claude,” Marla said,
gesturing toward the young Moonwing at her side, “He showed me the
way here.”

“Of course,” the arcanist rasped, “You are
yet a stranger to our home… so long away.” The elder vampire tilted
his head slightly as his goggles turned upon Marla once more.

“Valganna,” Claude greeted him, crossing his
arms over his chest.

Morst drew in a slow, hissing breath, and his
smile tightened around his dry white teeth. “Come,” he said, “I
have much to show you, my lady.” He turned and walked back through
the archway into the lightless hallway beyond with Marla and Claude
following closely behind.

A moment later, a dim, blood-red light filled
the long hallway of gray stone. Wherever they stepped, fiery runes
swirled and danced upon the faces of the black tiles beneath their
feet, then faded just as quickly away. In their ruddy light, Marla
could make out the strange symbol graven into the keystone of the
arched doorway at the end of the hall, fanged jaws rising from
below to devour a rayed sun symbol above.

Marla moved a little closer to Claude as they
passed through the graven archway, following the elder vampire into
a vaulted gallery of polished stone. No runes lit the floor now,
but a faint, reddish glow flickered in the mouths of the dozens of
carved, black dragonheads that lined the walls. Marla noted, with a
sense of unease, that no two of the carved dragons looked
alike.

“Valganna,” Marla spoke up, “Were these
carvings of specific dragons from our past?”

“Hmn?” the arcanist said as he glanced back
at her, “Oh, no, my lady… these are merely representations of their
various races.”

“I hadn’t realized there were so many,” Marla
said, her eyes lingering on one carving that reminded her a bit too
much of the Chadiri dragon.

“There is much that we would reveal to you,
my lady,” Morst chuckled, “but nothing so important as what I must
show you now.”

“What is it?” Marla asked as they reached the
far end of the gallery, and the dragon lights flickered out behind
them.

“Soon,” Morst whispered as he raised his
gloved hand to the hexagonal door in the wall ahead.

Six triangles of black stone parted in the
center, opening to reveal a square balcony beyond. They stepped
through, and the hexdoor closed behind them. A cube of rock
crystal, set into the floor, glowed with the light of the wisp
trapped within, casting unsettling shadows across the face of the
arcanist as he turned to look at them again.

Marla and Claude looked around but saw
nothing but darkness beyond the stone railing of the balcony. After
a moment, her eyes could make out enough to realize that the
balcony overlooked a great stone shaft that angled sharply downward
into the earth below. Her questioning glance toward the arcanist
was answered a moment later as the floor trembled beneath their
feet, and the balcony began a grinding descent into the shaft.

Morst smiled.

“I must admit, I am still getting used to the
wonders of Thrinnian architecture,” Marla said.

Morst looked away and let out a rasping sigh.
“There is much that has been lost,” he said, “Much we still must
learn again, if we would build upon the legacy of the past.”

“I fear it may take a few centuries for me
just to catch up to where everyone else is already at,” Marla
laughed.

Morst turned his goggled gaze toward her
again with a thin smile on his lips.

Claude reached out and took her hand. “I’d
say you’ll have it all down in a decade at most,” he said, his jest
tinged with the uncertainty that haunted his voice.

Things had changed between them since that
near-disastrous dawn flight, and Marla’s heart ached to see the
guilt of it that yet lingered in Claude’s eyes. She smiled at him
and squeezed his hand warmly in response.

Marla noticed the arcanist watching them, his
head cocked to the side as his gaze lingered on Marla’s hand in
Claude’s.

She gently slipped free of Claude’s grasp and
put her hands behind her back. The grinding noise of the angled
lift filled the silence as the arcanist smiled again.

Then the lift settled into place at the
bottom of the shaft, and Marla drew in a startled breath at the
sight of what lay beyond.

The shaft opened into a vast dome of
cream-colored stone, far larger than any man or elf-made structure
she had ever seen. Pulsing waves of colored lights passed through
the seamless stone of the great dome, like a shimmering rainbow sky
above a sea of living glass. The floor glistened like clear ice
with motes of color that swam in its dark depths like schools of
luminescent fish. In all, she guessed the outer dome stood more
than a mile in circumference, and at its center, rising from the
glassy floor, another, inner dome, small only by comparison to the
outer, stood like the yolk of a titanic egg.

Marla’s mind immediately made the connection
with Annalien’s home back in Wythr, but the ghost’s elven-crafted
home seemed only a child’s replica of this great original.

“An aerie!” Claude gasped.

Marla thought immediately of the gaunt pens
and the great circular hole in their domed roof through which they
could fly. She looked up to see a cylindrical shaft, rising from
the top of this great dome, through which a score of gaunts might
pass without touching wingtips.

“Our masters fly no more,” Morst whispered.
He covered his face with his hands in a reverential gesture and
then stepped off of the platform onto the glassy floor.

Marla followed him, her eyes going to the
smaller central dome as they made their way toward it. Its walls
were not draconic in origin, but had been laid in place one stone
at a time and deeply graven with runes and filigree in a vampiric
style. Nor was it completely dome-like in shape, for side galleries
and buttressed cupolas sprouted from its walls. She guessed that
the original draconic dome lay buried beneath, but that someone had
added to it over time.

“What is this place?” she asked.

“Welcome to The Eye, Lady Veranu,”
Valganna Morst said.

A swirl of colored lights drew Marla’s eyes
to the floor below. Clusters of luminous sparks gathered like
curious fish in the dark crystal, following her as she passed. “Are
they wisps?” she asked.

“They are like the notes of a song, my lady,”
Morst said, “echoing forever in the stones they sang into being at
the dawn of time.”

“They seem… alive,” Marla said, smiling as a
group of fuchsia colored lights danced clear of her footsteps.

“A living song,” Morst rasped, “Once our
world was filled with such music… and may yet be again.”

“How?” Marla asked.

“That which cannot die only slumbers,
awaiting the promise of dawn,” Morst said, his voice strangely
intoned as though he were quoting another’s words.

Marla sensed Claude’s discomfort at the
elder’s words.

“I hadn’t thought that dawn was something
most vampires looked forward to,” Marla laughed.

Morst said nothing but continued leading them
across the frozen sea toward the central dome. After a few minutes
more, they finally reached its outer gates.

Marla noted that the vampiric architecture
had been sunken into the floor, its foundation hewn into the rock
crystal below with impressive skill. The dancing lights fell back
as Marla neared the black stones of the edifice, as though they
feared to draw too close to this alien object.

The steel gate swung open at the arcanist’s
touch, and he ushered his guests inside.

Red runes lit the walls of a gray stone
hallway within, and Marla paused to cast one last glance back at
the rainbow lights that lingered beneath the floor outside. Then
Morst led them into the depths of the vampire complex, and they
lost all sight of the draconic wonders without.

Morst opened another hexdoor in the wall, and
gestured for them to precede him into the room beyond. They found
two more vampires waiting within, both of them clad from head to
toe in black leathers and goggles like Morst’s, their faces covered
by leather masks. One of them held a bundle of leathers and another
pair of goggles that she offered to Marla.

Claude gave her a questioning look.

“You will please remain here,” Morst said,
gesturing toward the other attendant as he looked at Claude,
“Master Glimm will see to your needs.”

Claude nodded uncertainly.

“This way, if you please, Lady Veranu,” Morst
said, lifting his hand toward another door.

Marla took the offered clothing and goggles
and followed the female vampire into a side room where she donned
the protective gear while Morst waited outside.

The leather jerkin, leggings, and gloves fit
surprisingly well, though she did have a bit of trouble tucking her
hair inside the cap and facemask. She slipped the goggles on last
of all.

Marla gasped in wonder as she settled the
goggles into place over her eyes. She had expected them to impede
her sight like the amber-colored goggles the Moonwings used to
protect their eyes from the rigors of gaunt flying, but instead,
they seemed somehow to enhance her vision. Whatever enchantment
they held rendered the room around her in vibrant clarity. The
room’s dim red lighting seemed now sufficient to reveal every
miniscule grain of color in the gray stone walls.

“These are nice,” she said as she emerged
from the room, her voice slightly muffled by her leather
facemask.

“They are yours,” Morst said, bowing his head
slightly.

“I can’t…” Marla said, taken aback.

“We had them made for you when you accepted
our invitation,” Morst said.

“Thank you,” Marla said, feeling a bit
overwhelmed by the arcanist’s generosity.

“You’ll need them,” he said, his unnaturally
wide grin disappearing behind his own facemask as he pulled it
shut.

“For what?”

“This way,” Morst said, walking down a long
hallway toward the center of the dome.

Marla looked back toward the room where she
had left Claude, but the door stood closed now, and the female
elder now stepped close behind her and motioned for Marla to follow
the arcanist.

They passed through a series of chambers,
some filled with other vampires in goggles and leathers who put
aside whatever they were working on to fall in line behind them as
they passed. Marla was reminded of the fish-wisps outside as she
gathered now a dark school of curious vampires behind her.

And then they passed through a final
hexagonal door and entered into a large tunnel of the same creamy
rainbow-swept stone that formed the vast outer dome. The floor
here, however, shone white as milk, almost glowing with a light
that soured Marla’s stomach with its all-too familiar radiance.

“Sunlight?” she gasped.

"Ter'akane," Morst answered, walking
toward the source of the nearly unbearable radiance at the end of
the tunnel.

“I don’t understand,” Marla said, choking
back the sudden wave of nausea that swept over her.

“The light of the ancient sun, bound forever
in the stone of the crystal moon,” Morst said, as he stepped out
onto the floor of the enormous inner dome.

Marla squinted against the light as the
enchanted goggles helped her eyes to adjust. The shimmering walls
of the dome rose above and around them, its creamy stone opening
into a central shaft high above and three great round portals in
the walls, one of which she now entered through. The light of day
seemed to emanate from a hollow in the top of a gray stone pillar
that stood about waist-high in the center of the room.

“The crystal moon?” Marla asked.

“Fallen… Broken… Gathered,” Morst said as he
approached the central pillar. He dipped his gloved hand into the
bowl-like depression in its top and lifted it again, letting
sparkling water and crystalline grains of pure light trickle from
his fingers.

Marla drew close beside him, staring down at
the blazing sand in the base of the shallow pool atop the
pedestal.

“Where did you find it?” Marla asked, her
voice hardly more than a whisper.

“A place of great danger, far from here,”
Morst answered, “but I assure you, it is worth every risk to
acquire it.”

“Why?” she asked stumbling back slightly,
almost overcome by the radiance.

Morst steadied her with his hand and then
looked around at the gathered throng of House Bremmer vampires.
“Allow us to show you,” he said.

Marla took another step back, trying to
steady her breathing as she watched Valganna Morst dip his fingers
into the pool once more.

Morst leaned low over the blazing pool, lost
in concentration as he traced a series of circular runes in the
moon sand.

Then a shadow flickered across the creamy
stone of the dome above them and Marla looked up, gasping at what
she saw.

Above her, across the roof of the dome, now
spread a vision of a night sky, filled with unfamiliar
constellations. Around the walls now a dark jungle loomed,
shimmering in and out of focus like a half-remembered dream, and,
beyond that, rose the shadowy outlines of vine-covered domes, a
draconic city reclaimed by the forest.

“What is it?” Marla asked.

“This is what The Eye sees,” Morst
replied, sounding a bit sick. He stepped away from the pool now,
visibly fatigued. “This is a city known only to us by its
name-rune, abandoned by its makers, the way Thrinaar once was.”

Marla furrowed her brow. “So this is what it
looks like now?” she asked.

“Yes, you are seeing it as it stands at this
very moment,” Morst said, seeming to regain a bit of his composure
as he turned to face her again.

“But, I thought it was daylight outside right
now,” Marla said.

Muffled laughter passed through the crowd of
Bremmer vampires.

“Only on this side of the world, my lady”
Morst said.

Marla stared back at him, stunned. “Then… you
can use this place to see… anywhere?” she asked.

“Anywhere that a place like this was created
by the Masters,” Morst said, “and only if you know the rune for
that place.”

“How many do you know?” she asked.

Morst hesitated before answering. “A few
places remain, unburied or undrowned,” he said, pausing a moment
before adding, “Would you like to try it?”

“May I?”

“Come,” he said, beckoning her toward the
pedestal.

Marla had the sensation that no one else in
the room was breathing when she stepped up beside the sand pool
again. She squinted as she stared down at the strange, looping rune
Morst had traced in the sand at the bottom of the pool, barely able
to make out its outline against the white heat of the moon
sand.

“Memorize the symbol, Lady Veranu,” Morst
said.

Marla nodded as she committed it to
memory.

“Do you have it?” Morst asked. When she
nodded, he reached in and passed his hand across the surface of the
sand, blotting out the rune.

The dome shimmered with rainbow light again
as the vision of the jungle city faded away.

“If you please,” Morst said, gesturing toward
the smooth sand.

Marla reached her gloved hand into the warm
water and began to trace the same rune that Morst had shown her.
She trembled with effort to keep from snatching her hand back from
the pool as tingling vibrations numbed her fingers with every
stroke.

A deep, resonating groan passed through the
stone walls of the dome, and a collective gasp of dismay rose from
the other vampires.

“Silence!” Morst hissed.

Marla paused, trying to remember the last
loop of the name-rune.

“There,” Morst whispered, pointing to the
upper right corner of the largest loop.

Marla completed the rune with one final
stroke of her numb fingertips.

An echoing boom sounded throughout the dome,
and the walls vanished as the starry sky of the jungle city closed
over them once more. This time, however, the vision snapped into
absolute clarity, and even through her mask, Marla could taste the
scent of rotting vegetation and flowering vines.

A murmur of astonishment passed through the
crowd as a red and green feathered bird fluttered through what had
been a solid wall only moments before and lighted upon Marla’s
shoulder as she drew back in alarm.

Someone let out an astonished laugh that
spread infectiously through the room. Even Marla had to laugh at
the absurdity of it, until a loud gurgling noise drew her attention
again to the pool at her side.

The shallow pool now boiled away to nothing
as the glowing sand seemed to consume itself with a series of
hissing pops. With one final, high-pitched scream, the last of the
moon sand and the water that held it disappeared in a puff of
lambent steam, plunging the room into darkness.

Only moments later could her sun-dazzled eyes
adjust enough to see again in the dim, rainbow-colored light of the
dome around them.

The vision of the jungle city had faded, lost
as the sands burned away, but the brightly-feathered bird on
Marla’s shoulder remained, pecking curiously at the strap of her
goggles as she looked around at the speechless vampires who were
all staring at her.

Valganna Morst pulled the mask from his face
and then fell to his knees before her. “My lady,” he gasped, “House
Bremmer falls to your service.”

One by one, the other vampires knelt before
her as well, as Marla tried to make sense of what had just
happened.

Marla tried to speak, but the jungle bird
chose that moment to squawk and flap its wings wildly, buffeting
her masked face with its resplendent plumage.


Chapter Twenty

Wythr

Garrett knew that he had to be forgetting
something. He went over his checklist again as he shifted his
weight back and forth in his new boots. They creaked as a stiffened
fold of leather did its best to saw through the raw patch of skin
on the back of his ankle. The thick layer of gauze he had wrapped
around his sock helped a little, but not quite enough to alleviate
the near constant annoyance. He sighed heavily, telling himself
that another day or two of walking in them should work out the last
of the pinchy bits.

“Haven?” He called out, hoping that she could
hear him down the hall from his bedroom.

“What?” she answered, still in the bathroom,
and probably still in the tub, judging by the slightly annoyed tone
of her voice.

“Did we pay the rent on the pet shop?”
Garrett asked.

“Yes, Garrett!” Haven shouted, her annoyance
level rising, “It’s paid through next summer.” She said something
else after that, but Garrett couldn’t quite make it out, and he
probably did not want to. She had made no secret of her feelings
about paying rent on Mrs. Veranu’s now-empty pet shop. She had,
more than once, mentioned that it might have been better if the
shop had been among the many buildings destroyed in the dragon’s
attack on the city. She had also, more than once, hinted that this
particular drain on their finances might yet fall victim to some
lingering spark.

“And we got all the blankets packed back in
the bags, right?” Garrett said, running his finger down the rather
lengthy list on the scroll he held in his left hand.

Haven muttered something again.

“What?” Garrett called out.

“Garrett!” she cried, “Just come here!”

Garrett rolled the scroll up again and walked
down the hallway to stand at the door of the upstairs bathroom.
“What?” he asked.

“Come in,” she said.

Garrett cautiously pushed open the door,
letting a steamy breeze wash over him as he half stepped into the
room, keeping his eyes on the floor.

“Look at me,” Haven said.

Garrett looked up to see the top of Haven’s
head, just poking up from the mounds of pinkish bubbles that filled
the tub she lay in. Her fingers were hooked over the rim of the tub
like the claws of some great bird of prey, grasping its kill, and
her eyes were as hard as agates as she spoke through her sudsy
veil.

“A week from now,” she said, “I will probably
be up to my elbows in a swamp. A week or two after that, I’m going
to be coated in the ashes of burning Chadiri encampments. Who knows
what I’m going to smell like a month from now?”

“Sorry,” Garrett said.

“This,” she said, running her
fingertips along the rim of the tub, “is the one invention that
redeems your race… the one thing that humankind can be proud of
having created… the private bath.”

“I just wanted to know if we’d gotten the
blankets repacked after we aired them out,” Garrett said.

“Yes,” she said.

“What about…”

“Yes!” she repeated, “Yes to all of it. We
are packed and ready to depart, with only one final piece of
business to attend before we may begin our great expedition.”

“Huh?” he said.

“Let me finish my bath!” she said, flicking
water at him with her fingers.

“All right,” he said, retreating hastily into
the hallway and pulling the door shut behind him.

He started back down the hall toward his room
when he suddenly froze, seeing two robed figures climbing the
stairs, their faces concealed beneath dark headdresses. Silhouetted
against the light of the entryway below, one of the figures, the
smaller of the two, moved cautiously, casting furtive glances
toward the sound of voices coming from the dining room. The other
man moved with the slow, deliberate gait of a zombie.

“Caleb?” Garrett called out.

The smaller man jumped, obviously
startled.

The larger of the pair of intruders moaned in
response.

The moment Garrett approached the two robed
men, he realized that the small, jittery one was a young satyr. The
tips of his small black horns barely peeked through the top of his
dusty headdress, and his hoof-like feet were visible beneath the
ragged hem of his tattered ash-stained robe. He quickly tugged the
cloth covering down from his gray, goat-like face to reveal a
nervous grin and large pale green eyes widened with fear.

“My apologies, sir!” the satyr said, “I do
not mean to intrude!”

Caleb gave an exasperated groan and put his
hand on the young satyr’s shoulder, guiding him toward Garrett’s
bedroom.

“What’s this about Caleb?” Garrett asked,
more curious than alarmed now. He followed the zombie into his room
and watched as Caleb led the young satyr over to the desk where
Caleb’s torn book still lay.

Caleb grunted, jabbing his gloved fingers
down onto the passage he had marked.

The frightened satyr glanced toward Garrett.
“With your permission, sir?” he asked.

“Go ahead,” Garrett said.

The satyr boy fished an oversized pair of
spectacles from a pouch on his belt and held them to his eyes as he
leaned low over the book. He whispered a little as he read through
the circled passage, and then he gave Caleb and Garrett a confused
look.

“My great grandfather?” he said, “He’s been
dead for many years. What is this about?”

Caleb leaned over and flipped backward
through the book, searching for another passage. Finding it, he
hammered his fingertips down on it with an emphatic groan.

The satyr stooped to reading once more. When
he looked up again, it was with no more understanding than
before.

“Azifaar, the thief?” the satyr said, “Are
you saying… I am descended from Azifaar the thief?”

Caleb sighed and nodded, slapping his hand to
his own breast.

The satyr boy gave them a wary look, backing
away from the desk. “What is it that you want of me?” he asked, “I
assure you, I had no knowledge of my ancestor’s crimes, and I
certainly have no means of repaying any grievance you may have with
my family because of them.”

Caleb tilted his head back with a weary
moan.

“No,” Garrett said, trying to think of the
best way to put it, “I think what he’s trying to tell you is that
he is Azifaar the thief.”

The young satyr’s mouth hung slightly open as
he looked back and forth between Garrett and the zombie. His eyes
went toward the barred windows and then toward the door.

The satyr fell back another step as Caleb
advanced upon him with his arms wide.

“What is he doing?” the satyr yelped.

“I think he wants to hug you,” Garrett said
with a shrug.

“Why?” the satyr cried, now backed into a
corner and stumbling over a stack of Garrett’s books.

“Because he really is your great, great,
however many, grandfather,” Garrett said.

“How?” the satyr said, cringing as the undead
man pulled him close into an awkward embrace, “How is that
possible?”

“We used the essence of a satyr thief when we
made him… animated him,” Garrett said.

“Essence?” The satyr said, whimpering
a little as Caleb squeezed him in his arms, “What is
essence?”

“Uh, like spirit juice, I guess,” Garrett
said, “You squeeze it out of creatures with magic in their blood,
like satyrs, and then we can use it to do magic, like animating a
zombie.”

“That’s horrible!” the satyr said, doing his
best to squirm free of Caleb’s embrace.

“Usually, we use squished bug juice for
zombies, but my uncle wanted to try something special with Caleb,”
Garrett said.

“Who is Caleb?” the satyr asked, finally
slipping free and dancing clear of the annoyed-looking zombie.

“Caleb is my zombie,” Garrett said, gesturing
toward Caleb, “His body was from a guy named Kurtz. He was a thief
too, but his spirit was from your relative, the Azifaar guy.”

“That is… very fascinating,” the satyr said,
flashing them a quick smile as he weaved past Garrett on his way
toward the door. He yelped again as he nearly collided with a
soapy-haired Haven who was now standing in the doorway, wrapped in
a towel.

“Hi,” she said to the startled satyr, then,
turning to Garrett, she added, “Everything all right in here?”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, smiling, “just a kind
of a weird family reunion.”

“Who are you insane people?” the satyr
demanded, obviously on the verge of panic.

“That’s Garrett,” Haven said, nodding toward
him, “He’s the one that saved the city from the dragon.”

The young satyr’s expression went blank for a
moment, and then he threw himself prostrate on the floor.

“Forgive me, Deathlord!” the satyr cried, “I
meant no offence! I lack true mastery of your human language. When
I said that you were all insane, I of course only meant
that… that you were quite creative in your thought
processes. In my land, it is considered a compliment. I have called
my own family members insane upon many occasions.”

Caleb reached down and grasped the young
satyr by the collar, hauling him to his feet.

“Please do not kill me,” the satyr mumbled,
his eyes still downcast and his hands clasped together across his
chest.

“We’re not gonna hurt you,” Garrett laughed,
“I think Caleb is just trying to find someone else in his family.
He has a human family too, but they don’t know he’s dead, so he
doesn’t want them to see him like this.”

The young satyr gave Caleb a nervous look.
The zombie had still not released his hold on the satyr’s
collar.

“You’re not going to try to run away again,
are you?” Haven asked.

“I was not trying to…” the satyr began, and
then his eyes fell again, “I will not run away.”

“Good, because I would really like to finish
my bath now,” she said as she turned to go. A few moments later,
they heard her voice again from the far end of the hallway. “I was
in there!” she shouted.

“You’ve been in there all day!” came Pinny’s
muffled voice from the other side of the bathroom door.

“Just let me finish,” Haven said.

The words of a Lethian children’s song echoed
up the hallway as Pinny ignored her.

“I’ve got soap in my eyes!” Haven
groaned.

“There’s a water bucket in the back yard,”
Pinny shouted back.

Caleb, the satyr, and Garrett all kept their
eyes down as Haven stamped past the bedroom door, barefoot and
dripping with soapy water and muttered curses. They waited until
she was downstairs before anyone spoke again.

“I know this must all seem really strange to
you,” Garrett said, looking at the satyr, “but this whole becoming
a zombie thing has been pretty hard on Caleb… ah, Azifaar. I would
really appreciate it if you’d at least give him a chance to… I
don’t know, just get to know you or whatever. You’re like his
long-lost grandson or something.”

The satyr nodded. “My name is Timan,” he
said, “I am at your service Deathlord.”

“Just call me Garrett.”

“Garrett,” Timan said, nodding again and
lifting his hands together with his fingers intertwined, “Vella
no-durain.”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “You too… Sorry things
got off on the wrong foot… ah… hoof. Is there anything I can get
for you?”

Timan glanced at Caleb and then back to
Garrett, smiling hopefully. “I could certainly use a job,” he
said.


Chapter Twenty-One

Distant thunder rumbled through the dark
clouds, and a light rain pattered on the old tile roof of the
carriage house at Northgate. The donkeys shuffled restlessly as
Timan checked their packs one last time before departure. Haven had
been all too happy to hand off the title of Quartermaster to the
satyr accountant.

Garrett scratched Ghausse behind the ear as
he sat astride the great wolf’s back, waiting for Max to arrive.
Serepheni and Cenick stood just inside the shelter of the roof,
quietly chatting with Lady Ymowyn and Bargas while Warren, Diggs,
and Scupp were busily disposing of the pile of food that Timan had
declared surplus. Carak and Radda, the two Neshite hunters that had
chosen to accompany their shaman, were scavenging through a similar
pile of gear and tools that lay nearby. Terrick himself was still
standing in the muddy yard with his face upraised and arms spread
as he chanted a prayer to the spirits of the storm. The young
shaman’s tattooed skin glistened in the rain, his leather vest and
shaggy fur trousers soaked through and his bare feet half sunken in
the mud.

Garrett's thoughts turned again to his brief
meeting with the ancient serpent Siriman when he had come to
collect Terrick and the others from the Neshite camp that morning
in Marrowvyn. Garrett had approached the enormous, prophetic snake
expecting some dire warning of impending doom, or, at the very
least, some overly cryptic snippet of wisdom. Instead, the snake
had told him simply, “Don’t bite your own tail.” At least that’s
how Terrick had translated the snake’s unintelligible
whisperings.

Garrett frowned as he watched Terrick praying
in the rain, no longer certain that the whole talking snake thing
wasn’t just some sort of elaborate joke at the expense of gullible
Gloarans like Garrett. Then, again, Terrick seemed quite sincere in
his belief that a muttering old serpent could tell the future, as
he seemed equally convinced that standing in the rain and chanting
would somehow ensure the success of their mission.

“He’s not going to make himself sick, is he?”
Haven whispered as she stepped up beside Garrett’s wolf.

“I dunno,” Garrett said with a shrug, “I
guess Lady Ymowyn will take care of him if he does.”

“Humans are so weird,” Haven sighed.

“You’re one of us now,” Garrett laughed, “So
get used to it.”

Haven looked a bit startled and then shook
her head. “I’m not really though, am I?” she said.

“Why not?”

“I’m just not,” she insisted.

“The dragons made you as close to human as
they could and then just added on some extra stuff,” Garrett said,
“So, if all I did was take off the extra stuff, then you’re close
enough to human in my book.”

“Close, yeah,” she scoffed, “but that’s not
the same as being one.”

“Well, I say it is,” Garrett said, “and I’m
the King, so that makes it true.” He did his best to keep a
straight face as he watched Terrick reach down to scoop up a
handful of mud and smear it across his cheeks and forehead.

“Shouldn’t a king have a throne or
something?” she teased him.

Garrett gave Ghausse a hearty pat on the
shoulder. “I sit astride the black throne,” he said imperiously,
“commanding the living and the dead! What more could any king ask
for?”

Haven snorted with laughter. “All hail
Garre’Thul!” she chuckled.

“I kinda like the sound of that,” he
mused.

“Speaking of which,” Haven said, “Where are
your fairy legions?”

Garrett looked around the gloomy carriage
house, his smile fading. “I talked to them just after breakfast,”
he said, “They were supposed to meet us here as soon as they were
ready.”

“What did they have to do?” Haven snorted,
“Pack their bags?”

“I dunno,” Garrett said, “They’re fairies.
They do fairy stuff.”

“How many are coming?” she asked.

“I think just the three,” he answered, “Mila
and Pock, and then Sender decided to go at the last minute.”

“What about Wudrou?” Haven asked.

Garrett made a sour face. “I think he was
kinda regretting having said he would go with us, so I asked him if
he’d stay and look after the Lethian kids for me.”

“That’s too bad,” Haven said, “We could have
used him.”

“I don’t think the Chadiri would be very nice
to a talking badger if they saw one,” Garrett said.

“He doesn’t have to talk,” she said.

“Have you ever known him to stop talking?” he
asked.

“Good point,” she admitted, “Probably better
he stays.”

A silence hung between them, filled with the
subdued conversation of the others nearby and the gobbling sounds
of ghouls. Timan quietly counted in Cashuunite as he inventoried
the essence canisters.

“Thanks for coming with me,” Garrett
said.

Haven smiled and put her hand on his
knee.

“You sure you don’t want a horse or
something?” he asked, “I feel weird being the only one riding.”

“I’m fine,” Haven laughed, “I never liked
riding anyway, and if you go too fast, you’ll leave your army
behind.” She gestured toward the score of zombies standing in the
corner.

Garrett looked them over, every one chosen
for its fitness and clad in black leather armor, each wielding a
short, hooked axe, their faces concealed beneath featureless
leather masks and helmets. Caleb was not among the other undead
men, but stood nearby, watching his satyr grandson work with a look
of detached fascination in his glassy eyes.

“Garrett,” Cenick called out as he
approached, “May I have a word with you?”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, turning to face the
tattooed necromancer.

Haven patted Garrett on the knee and nodded a
greeting toward Cenick as she took her leave to help Timan with the
final inventory.

Cenick smiled as he stepped up beside
Garrett’s wolf. “You’ve grown,” he said.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, smiling back.

“I wish I was coming with you,” Cenick
sighed.

“You’re always welcome to come,” Garrett
said.

A troubled look passed over his friend’s
face. Cenick lowered his voice before speaking again. “I need to
stay close to Max right now,” he said.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, feeling a little chill
of foreboding.

Cenick glanced back toward the others and
then leaned close to assure that he was not overheard. “You know
what he’s been working on, don’t you?” he asked.

Garrett nodded.

“I had thought it just another one of his mad
experiments… until I saw it for myself,” Cenick whispered.

“It was horrible,” Garrett whispered
back.

Cenick nodded. “I wish Uncle Tinjin were
here…”

“You’re a good friend,” Garrett said, “Max
will listen to you.”

Cenick fell silent, looking at Garrett for a
moment before letting his gaze drop. He nodded. “He is a good man,”
Cenick sighed, “Uncle taught him well… if he had not been there for
Max… I don’t know what kind of man Max may have become.”

“Maybe you could get him excited about
something else?” Garrett said, “You know how Max is. He’d forget
all about this talking zombie thing in a week if he had something
else to challenge him.”

Cenick smiled. “You are wise beyond your age,
Garrett,” he said, “but I fear the only thing that might distract
him from this mad quest for knowledge would be something even
worse.”

“Huh?”

“Vengeance, Garrett,” Cenick said, “He
still hungers for vengeance against the Inquisitor that killed his
family. I fear only this would turn him from this dark path and set
him upon another, perhaps darker still.”

“Prex,” Garrett said, remembering the Chadiri
Inquisitor who had wanted to burn him alive, the same way he had
killed Max’s parents.

“The Inquisitor may still be in Astorra,”
Cenick said, “or he may have moved elsewhere by now. Remember,
Garrett, you are our eyes in the North. Let us be the hand of
vengeance!”

“So, I should save him for Max then?” Garrett
chuckled.

Cenick smiled.

“Can I at least have Prince Cabre for
myself?” Garrett said with a twisted smile.

Cenick’s smile disappeared. “I’m sorry about
what happened, Garrett,” he said, “my foolish plan almost cost you
your life.”

“No!” Garrett said, “You didn’t know he was
gonna turn out to be… to do what he did. That wasn’t anybody’s
fault but Cabre’s.”

“Do not dwell upon it, Garrett,” Cenick said,
“Please do not allow it to overshadow your soul with rage. You know
what Uncle would council you in this matter.”

“So vengeance is all right for Max, but not
for me?” Garrett said.

“That isn’t what I meant, Garrett,” Cenick
said.

“I’m sorry,” Garrett sighed, “I’m just going
to have a look around. I don’t think I could smash my way through a
bunch of Astorran knights with a handful of sneak-zombies
anyway.”

Cenick smiled again. “If you do need more
undead…” he said, pulling a roll of vellum from his shoulder bag,
“I know of a place you may find a few more volunteers.”

Garrett took the proffered map and looked it
over.

“Taelish?” he said, looking up at Cenick
again.

“I mapped the city when I was there last,”
Cenick said. He reached out and pointed at a small red circle he
had scribed on it near the center of the ruined elvish city. “I
found the entrance to the underground tunnel there where the
Chadiri had built their bonfire. I had my men clear the debris
blocking the mouth of the tunnel, but the air was still too foul
and hot to attempt any exploration.

“If your journey takes you near the city, you
could investigate the tunnel. The bulk of the Raven Legion lies
entombed there still. They may yet yearn to see the light of day
again… under a necromancer’s command.”

Garrett shivered a little at the thought of
all the soldiers who had died that night because of him. If the
Chadiri who had held Taelish had only known that it was their own
countrymen they were sealing inside that tunnel and not the undead
armies of Gloar…

“And I would be honored if you carried this
for me as well,” Cenick said, passing Garrett a scabbarded knife
and the belt to hold it.

“I already got back the one the Templar’s
took,” Garrett said, patting the knife on the belt he wore.

Cenick shrugged, “A man can never have too
many knives,” he said.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, taking the richly
engraved blade from his friend’s hand. “Would it be all right if I
loaned this one to Terrick?” he asked, indicating the plainer knife
that he already wore.

Cenick looked toward the young shaman still
praying in the rain. “So long as you do not tell him that it once
belonged to me,” he sighed.

“What do you mean?” Garrett asked.

Cenick shook his head. “It is nothing,” he
said. His tattooed face stretched into a tight smile. A buzzing
sound suddenly drew his attention toward the yard.

A whizzing ball of violet light, about the
size of a hummingbird, flitted into the carriage house, spattering
Garrett’s face with misty droplets of rain as Sender the fairy
hovered to a stop in the air before him.

“Greetings, Songreaver,” the fairy hailed him
with a mid-air bow. Sender shook the dewy beads of water from his
long, indigo-colored hair and narrowed his glowing silver eyes to
slits. “I am prepared to follow wherever you lead.”

“What about Mila and Pock?” Garrett asked,
afraid that his fae contingent had now dwindled to a single
fairy.

Sender seemed to be struggling to contain his
mirth at some private joke. “They will… be joining us shortly upon
the road.”

“All right,” Garrett said rubbing his face.
He suddenly realized that he had forgot to pack a razor. He
wondered if an enchanted dagger might prove equally as useful, but
he didn’t dare to ask Cenick.

Cenick watched Sender fly away toward the
pack animals before speaking again. “So when are you going to tell
Max about your new title, Garrett,” he asked.

“Huh?”

“Songreaver,” Cenick said, “or do I
call you Spellbreaker?”

“Oh,” Garrett said, “I thought you would have
told him already.”

“It is not my place to do so,” Cenick
said.

“He’s just been so distracted lately,”
Garrett said, “I didn’t want to bother him.”

“Tell him when you are ready, but don’t wait
too long,” Cenick said, “He’s more clever than he looks, and he
will discover the truth eventually. It would hurt him not to learn
of it from you first.”

“I’ll tell him when I get back,” Garrett
said.

Cenick nodded and then gestured toward the
courtyard. “We mentioned his name once to often, it seems,” he
laughed.

Max Zara rode through the far gate astride
his undead horse. A black, hooded cloak covered all but his knees
as he leaned forward, his face concealed within the shadows of his
hood. He carried something tucked under one arm, a bundle of cloth
that he held tightly with one hand as she swung down to embrace
Serepheni.

“Late as usual,” she chided, stepping back
from a quick kiss.

“Just putting on the finishing touches,” Max
said, pushing back his hood and unwrapping the bundle of cloth he
was holding to reveal a gilded human skull within.

Garrett swung down from Ghausse’s back and
greeted Max as he approached. “What’s that?” he asked.

“The control skull for your very own
proxylich, Garrett,” he said, offering him the golden skull, “I’ve
had the lich itself set up at the temple. That way, Sere and I can
keep tabs on you while you’re away… make certain you aren’t wasting
any of the goddess’s hard-taxed silver.”

“Max!” Serepheni said, “I promise we’ll try
not to pester you too often, Garrett.”

“Thanks!” Garrett said, looking at the skull
in his hand, “Why is it covered in gold?”

“Why not?” Max said, “For all we know, it may
boost the range.”

Cenick scoffed.

“Thank you,” Garrett said, “I’ll try to use
it whenever I can to let you know what’s going on.”

“Don’t waste essence using it too often,” Max
said, “Just keep us updated on anything important.”

Garrett nodded.

Max smiled and embraced Garrett warmly.
“Thank you, Garrett,” he said, stepping away, “It means a great
deal to me that you would do this for us… all of you.” He looked
around at the assembled group and at the rain-drenched shaman who
was just now stepping back inside.

“Go with the Goddess’s blessing, soldiers of
Gloar,” Serepheni said.

“And reap honor for the Keepers of the Dead,”
Cenick rumbled with a grim smile.

Garrett hugged Serepheni and Cenick as well
before returning to secure his new gifts in Ghausse’s pack. The
great dire wolf whined, anxious to be on the road again as Garrett
climbed astride his back.

“Three cheers for Garrett of the furry
throne!” Haven called out with mock sincerity.

Garrett’s little army joined together in a
ragged laugh-ridden cheer, and even Caleb gave a hearty groan as
they raised their fists skyward and shambled out into the gray
morning rain.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Thrinaar

Three nights had passed since Marla’s visit
to House Bremmer, and, though the prospect of learning more of
their secrets both frightened and excited her, she had received no
further summons. Indeed, all of the previous invitations extended
to her by the other houses had mysteriously fallen into a morass of
rescheduling and outright cancelations with no real reasons given.
Even Alyss seemed baffled by the sudden change in Marla’s
popularity.

“I don’t understand,” Alyss said, twirling
her fingertip in her drink as she sat across from Marla at a table
on one of House Arkadi’s many terraces. She looked out over the
balcony across the subterranean city toward the distant spires of
one of the other great houses. “House Montegann is one of our
closest allies,” she said, pausing to lick her finger before
jabbing it accusingly toward the faraway house, “How can they
insult you like this?”

“I’m not insulted,” Marla laughed.

“Well, I am, on your behalf!” Alyss groused,
“The next time I see Falvia, he’s going to learn what it means to
insult an Arkadi… or an Arkadi’s guest!”

“Falvia?”

“Remember the boy with the two-toned hair?”
Alyss said.

“Oh… I thought you liked him,” Marla
said.

“Well, he’s cute,” Alyss admitted, “but
ill-manners can spoil the finest look.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t his fault,” Marla
said.

“Maybe,” Alyss said, “but he’s the only one
of them I know well enough to give a good talking to… Perhaps I
should speak to mother about it.”

“Please don’t,” Marla sighed, “I’m actually
rather relieved to have a bit more time to myself.”

Alyss reinforced her frown with an emphatic
scowl. “It isn’t right!” she insisted, “You don’t just invite
someone to dinner and then cancel at the last second!”

“They canceled two nights ago,” Marla
reminded her before taking a sip from her own cup.

“Everyone did!” Alyss said, “That’s what’s so
strange about it! What did you say to those creepy
Bremmerites?”

Marla hesitated. Though she had not been
sworn to secrecy regarding the events of her visit to House
Bremmer, she had not shared all the details of that visit with
anyone who had not been there, not even her own mother. “We only
discussed the remote viewing process, nothing more,” she said, “I
don’t think they really care about anything but their
experiments.”

Alyss fumed, drumming her fingernails on the
red glass top of the patio table. “It must have had something to do
with what happened before that,” she mused.

“Hmn?”

“The dawn thing you did,” Alyss sighed, “That
must be it… You must have spooked the Council. I can’t believe
mother wouldn’t have told me about it.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Marla said, taking
another sip of her drink.

Alyss glared at her. “You can’t afford to
live in your fairytale world any longer, Miss I’m sure it's
nothing!” Alyss said, wagging her finger at Marla now, “I won’t
always be there to watch your back!”

Marla laughed, her concentration and gaze
drifting off in some private thought. “Fairytale,” she
chuckled.

“What?”

“Oh…” Marla said, looking back at Alyss
again, “I was just thinking about the fae living in the upper city.
Were you able to find that girl I asked you about?”

Alyss sighed and reached into her handbag,
retrieving her black notebook. “I can find anybody, Marla,” she
said, flipping open the notebook and laying it flat on the table to
reveal a hand-drawn map of a section of Upper Thrinaar. A small
pencil drawing of the dryad girl’s face filled most of the opposite
page.

Marla smiled, recognizing the girl in the
portrait. “Thank you,” she said, “Would it be possible to pay her a
visit sometime?”

Alyss gave her a suspicious look. “You’re not
going to… finish the job, are you?” she asked.

“What? Oh… no!” Marla said, “I wanted to
apologize to her for the way things went that night. I’m afraid I
acted rather badly toward her, and I would feel better if I could
meet her on more civilized terms.”

Alyss looked slightly troubled. “Are you sure
that’s a good idea?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

Alyss’s eyes went toward the two goblets on
the tabletop.

“Well, we should definitely drink something
beforehand,” Marla said, “I certainly don’t want to be hungry when
we go visiting this time.”

“Agreed,” Alyss said, “but that wasn’t
exactly what I was getting at.”

“I don’t understand,” Marla said.

“It’s just that, before that night, I had
never really… you know… met my food before,” Alyss said,
“and, looking back, I think I would have preferred to have kept it
that way. I’m not like those girls that took us up there… I’d
rather not think about where my dinner comes from, you know.”

“I thought you wanted to know all the
secrets?” Marla teased her.

Alyss squirmed in her seat. “I don’t know,”
she whined, “It’s just that, well, I think I enjoy my drink a lot
more when I don’t know its name.”

Marla laughed. “It’s important to know where
it comes from, Alyss,” she said, “It’s important to me to know
everything about this place and all the people, vampires and
non-vampires, who keep it all going.”

“Kaelin’s going to make me drink manticore
blood before we go again,” Alyss moaned, “and I blame you for
that.”

“I’m sorry,” Marla chuckled.

“The last time she made me drink it,
everything I drank for the next three days tasted like a dirty rug…
a very angry dirty rug,” Alyss said with a shudder.

“When can we go?” Marla asked.

“You arrange the flight with your sulky
boyfriend,” Alyss said, “and I’ll tell Kaelin she can acquire
another batch of monster foot juice.”

“Sulky?” Marla asked.

Alyss gave her a wicked grin. “My spies tell
me that Claude’s been moping around ever since you returned from
your little morning escapade,” she said, “You should really just
give him a good snogging and put him right again.”

Marla’s furious glower proved a bit too
pink-cheeked to be truly intimidating. Instead, Alyss just laughed
as she took her notebook back and got to her feet.

“I’ll see if you have space in your calendar
and make the arrangements with Kaelin,” Alyss said. She quickly
riffled through the notebook without really looking at the pages.
“Ah, yes, it says you’re free… pretty much anytime, seeing as how
everyone else in the city has chosen to publicly shun you,”
she added, “so, there you have it… tomorrow night then?”

“I’ll ask Claude if he can take us up then,”
Marla said, still frowning.

Marla had to smile a moment later as Alyss
blew her an exaggerated kiss before turning to walk back toward the
terrace doorway.

“I want to see that boy smiling, Marla!”
Alyss called back as she disappeared through the doorway.

Marla’s glare blazed as bright as the dawn,
but there was no one left to appreciate its heat.

*******

The trio of gaunts landed silently between
the moonlit rows of planter boxes that adorned the broad, hexagonal
roof of the dryad’s apartment building. The beating of black wings
stirred the vines upon the trellises, sending little whispers
through the leaves and filling the air with the scent of soft earth
and growing things.

“I’ll wait here,” Claude said as he slipped
down to his feet beside his gaunt. He pushed his goggles up above
his eyes and smiled at Marla.

The Bremmerite goggles that Marla wore
revealed the flash of heat that rushed to Claude’s cheeks as he
watched her dismount. She smiled back as she removed the goggles
and handed them to him for safekeeping.

“Thank you,” she said, leaning close to kiss
him.

Claude gave her a silly, one-fanged grin. She
didn’t need enchanted goggles to see him blush this time.

Kaelin was already racing a silent circuit
around the building’s perimeter, peering over the guardrail to
check the alleys below for any potential danger. Alyss was gently
plucking a large iridescent beetle out of her hair as she watched
Marla and Claude. Marla did her best to ignore the girl’s
smirk.

“We have four hours until dawn,” Claude said,
casting a glance toward the eastern sky.

“Then we have only two hours before we
leave,” Kaelin whispered as she approached the group again, her
hand on the pommel of her knife.

“I won’t need that long,” Marla said,
retrieving the heavy sack she had lashed to the harness of her
gaunt.

“Do either of you need another drink before
we go down?” Kaelin asked.

“Please, no!” Alyss said, looking a little
sick, “I’ve still got monster burps.”

“I’m fine,” Marla said, “Thank you.”

“Just so you know,” Kaelin said quietly,
“Those people down there mean nothing compared to the safety of
either one of you. If something goes wrong, I’m not going to ask
any questions. I’m going to pull both of you out of there, and
anyone that gets in the way of that will die.”

“I just want to talk to her,” Marla said.

Kaelin nodded.

“Call if you need me,” Claude said.

“You stay with the gaunts. They’re our way
home.” Kaelin said, leveling her finger at the young moonwing.

Claude gave the bodyguard a flinty look, but
did not argue.

Marla and Alyss followed Kaelin to the door
of the little shed that formed the hub of the rooftop garden rows.
Kaelin tried the handle and found it unlocked. She slipped silently
inside and waved for them to follow a moment later.

As Marla stepped inside, the scent of damp
earth overwhelmed her senses. Kaelin drew a handful of small,
glowing marbles from a pouch on her belt, and their pale blue light
illuminated a rack of gardening tools along the opposite wall. She
stepped to the side of the wooden handrail that framed the dark
mouth of a set of stairs leading down. With a gentle flick of her
wrist, she tossed the handful of marbles down the stairs.

To Marla’s surprise, the glass beads made no
sound as they struck the steps of the staircase, nor any noise as
they rolled and bounced down into the darkness below. Here and
there, one of the marbles would roll to a halt, each one settling
into the crease between step and wall and sticking there as it if
had been coated in glue. Shortly, the stairwell and the whole of
the hallway below lay revealed in the pale blue light.

“That’s a neat trick,” Alyss said, leaning
over the handrail to look down.

“Yes,” Kaelin hissed, giving Alyss a pointed
look, “especially if one is trying to move in absolute
silence!”

Sorry, Alyss mouthed back.

Kaelin led the way as they descended.

Three floors and three more handfuls of
marbles later, they arrived at the door of Cicely’s apartment.

The dryad’s door was of the same hexagonal
shape common to most vampiric architecture, but formed of plain
wood. Someone had painted the door and frame alike with pictures of
curling vines and blossoming flowers. Indeed, most of the walls and
doors of the building were covered with artistic depictions of all
manner of flora and fauna.

“Is this it?” Marla asked, hesitating before
she knocked on the door.

Alyss stooped to pluck a glowing marble from
the floor and held it up to her open notebook. She squinted at the
rune engraved in the center of the door, and then nodded.

Marla looked down at Kaelin’s dagger,
half-drawn from its scabbard by the bodyguard’s hand. She gave
Kaelin a questioning look.

“Go ahead,” Kaelin whispered, nodding toward
the door.

Marla knocked gently at the door.

Kaelin leaned close with her ear to the wall.
“You’ve wakened them,” she whispered, “Two of them.”

Marla knocked again.

“They’re whispering,” Kaelin said, “They’re
afraid.”

“I’m sorry to bother you,” Marla said,
raising her voice just enough that she hoped it could be heard on
the other side of the door, “I wanted to speak to Cicely.” She
looked to Kaelin questioningly.

Kaelin narrowed her eyes and then growled,
“Stand aside!”

Marla stepped back as Kaelin moved in front
of the door.

“Open this door at once!” Kaelin called out,
banging her fist on the door.

“Don’t do it!” a child’s voice spoke from
within.

“I have to!” Cicely’s voice answered a moment
later.

The dryad girl wrenched the door open. She
stood there, dressed in a rumpled nightgown and her downy hair
askew, her green skin pale with fear as she stared out at the three
vampires on her doorstep. The scent of her terror washed over Marla
like an autumn breeze.

Behind her, Marla saw a boy with
acorn-colored skin holding a small lantern. He stood with his
narrow shoulders set in a fighting stance, and a look of defiance
in his dark green eyes that was belied only by the whimsical,
grinning lion embroidered across the breast of his pajama top.

“What do you want?” the boy demanded, his
free hand balled into a fist at his side.

“I just want to talk to Cicely,” Marla said,
stepping between the dryads and the vampire bodyguard, “Please
don’t be afraid.”

“It’s you,” Cicely gasped, taking a step back
as Marla moved into the room.

The boy’s eyes narrowed, and then he looked
at Cicely. “She’s the one that bit you, isn’t she?” he asked.

“Please let my brother go,” Cicely whispered,
her eyes pleading.

Marla tried to reassure her that she meant no
harm, but the boy suddenly lunged forward, swinging his glass
lantern at Marla’s head.

Marla sidestepped the clumsy attack, catching
the boy’s wrist in her right hand. She had to bob her head to the
side to avoid the boy’s other fist a moment later as he swung a
wild punch at her face.

“Enough of that!” Kaelin grumbled, pushing
her way inside to lift the boy by his lion-faced nightshirt and
toss him onto a nearby pile of cushions.

The lantern went rolling across the floor,
plunging the room into darkness as it sputtered out.

A moment later, Kaelin tossed another handful
of blue marbles that rolled silently across the floor toward the
walls, filling the room with light again.

Kaelin had the squirming dryad boy pinned to
the floor beneath one knee as she kept her eyes on Cicely.

For her part, the dryad girl had made no move
to either escape or aide her brother, but stood there, transfixed
with a look of utter despair on her face. The room stank of fear
and impotent rage.

“I’m sorry!” Marla gasped. She looked at
Kaelin, begging, “Please don’t hurt him!”

“He’s fine!” Kaelin chuckled, “But, if he
tries anything else, we’re going to do his swearing right
here and now.”

“No! Please!” Cicely sobbed, lifting one hand
to implore the bodyguard’s mercy, “Moak, please just do as they
say! It will be all right!”

“What do you mean?” Marla asked, giving
Kaelin a questioning look.

“The boy hasn’t taken his oath of service
yet,” Kaelin laughed, “That’s why he was able to attack you.”

“Leave my sister alone!” the boy howled,
still trying to struggle free of Kaelin’s hold.

“You’re waking the neighbors,” Kaelin sighed,
laying a gentle slap across the back of the boy’s ruffled brown
hair.

Alyss cast a nervous glance up the hallway as
she eased inside the apartment. “Should we go?” she asked.

“No one’s going to do anything,” Kaelin said
and then, raising her voice enough to be heard through the walls,
“The rest of you get back to bed!”

“The boy isn’t wyrdbound?” Marla asked.

“Please!” Cicely moaned, “Just let him go. I
promise he won’t be any more trouble.”

“Let him go,” Marla whispered to Kaelin.

Kaelin shook her head.

Alyss sighed loudly and then stepped all the
way into the apartment, shutting the door behind her. She forced a
broad, overly pleasant smile and then crossed her hands over her
chest, bowing slightly.

“My name’s Alyss,” she said, “I’m so pleased
that you have invited us into your home!”

Cicely glanced fearfully toward the
dark-skinned vampire and then at Marla again.

“I can make a swan out of a napkin,” Alyss
said, “If you happen to have one, I’d be happy to show you.”

The dryad girl’s baffled look was her only
answer.

Alyss looked around the room, twisting her
mouth into a pursed frown. “Well, that’s really the only party
trick I know,” she said, “so I guess we should just jump right into
the games.”

“Games?” Cicely rasped.

“Dark Secrets was always my favorite,”
Alyss said, “I’ll go first!”

Alyss rubbed her chin thoughtfully as she
began to pace a manic circle around the room with all eyes upon
her.

“Ooh! I’ve got one!” Alyss said at last,
“When I was seven, I once tied cords to all the chandeliers in the
master ballroom of our house. I had them all dangling down, almost
touching the floor. I had planned to swing from one end of the hall
to the other without ever touching the floor, because, you know,
the floor was covered with acid… It wasn’t really, but, for the
sake of the game, let’s just assume that it was.

“I made it as far as the third chandelier
before I slipped and landed on my bum, right in the acid… well, on
the floor… but it still hurt a lot because I’d built up quite a bit
of speed by that point. Fortunately, no one could hear my cries of
misery because of all the crashing sounds the first two chandeliers
made hitting the floor behind me.

“I was able to escape, and no one was ever
able to prove that I had anything to do with it. My mother,
however, did make me spend an awful lot of time sitting in the most
uncomfortable chairs in the house for a lot of, I suspect,
fabricated reasons over the next few days, so I think she had her
suspicions.”

Alyss paused to take a breath and then looked
around at the others. “Who’s next?” she asked.

Marla smiled and nodded gratefully toward her
friend. She looked at Cicely then before lowering her eyes.

“My darkest secret is that I once lost
control of myself and hurt an innocent person,” Marla said, “I’ve
felt terrible about it every moment since, and I just wanted to
tell her that… I’m sorry.”

When Marla lifted her eyes again, the dryad
was looking back at her with a trembling smile.

“Moak,” Cicely said, “I want you to apologize
to them for your rude behavior.”

A long moment passed before the boy on the
floor muttered, “I’m sorry.”

Kaelin stood up, hauling the boy to his feet
beside her. He glared at her as she dusted him off.

“Play nice now,” she said, giving the dryad
boy a hard look.

Moak retreated to his sister’s side, taking
her hand as he kept a watchful eye on the vampires.

“I… I brought you this,” Marla said, lifting
the heavy sack she was carrying at her side.

Cicely stepped forward hesitantly, taking the
sack from Marla’s hand. She stepped back, opening it up to peer
inside.

“Apples?” she asked.

“We made you spill your basket when we…
attacked you that night,” Marla said.

“Oh… thank you,” Cicely said, laying the sack
of fruit aside, her eyes still on Marla.

Marla smiled, looking around the apartment.
Cushions of all sizes lay strewn across the hardwood floor, and
little planters filled with flowering herbs lined the walls. For
the first time, she was able to make out the heady aroma of growing
things over the fading scent of fear in the air.

“What do you want?” Cicely asked as she drew
her little brother close beside her.

Marla considered telling the girl that she
was sorry again, but they seemed beyond that point. At last, she
sighed. “I need you to tell me everything there is to know about
Upper Thrinaar and its people.”

Cicely glanced at Kaelin and Alyss. “I’m sure
your companions can tell everything there is to know about us. We
live to serve the Masters, there is nothing more.”

“I want to know your story,” Marla
said, “I want to know what it’s like for your people.”

Cicely twitched a nervous smile, glancing at
Kaelin again. “We serve the Masters,” she repeated.

Marla looked at Kaelin as well. “Would you
mind giving me a moment alone with her?” she asked.

Kaelin looked to Alyss for confirmation, and
then the two of them stepped outside, leaving Marla alone in the
apartment with the two dryads.

“Go to the tree house,” Cicely whispered to
her brother.

“But…”

“Go!” she insisted.

Moak gave Marla a suspicious glare, but did
as his sister commanded. He pushed open one of the apartment
windows and slipped outside, leaving it open behind him.

Cicely moved to the window and gently pulled
it shut before turning to face Marla again.

“You want me to tell you all there is to know
about my people,” she said.

“Yes,” Marla said, “I would like to learn all
that I can about the city and those who live here.”

“Why not just command me to tell you?” Cicely
asked, “I’m sworn to service… I must obey.”

Marla looked away. “I don’t want to do it
like that,” she said.

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t think it’s right,” she said,
looking at the dryad again.

“So you drink our blood, but you don’t want
to hurt our feelings?” Cicely laughed bitterly.

Marla’s eyes hardened.

A flicker of fear crossed the dryad’s face.
“I’m sorry,” she said.

“You serve us out of fear, not love,” Marla
said, “That isn’t right.”

Cicely shook her head. “We serve you because
we are bound to you by shackles upon our very souls!” Cicely said,
“I don’t have any choice at all!”

“But your brother still does?”

Cicely took an unconscious step to place
herself between Marla and the window.

“What age does one have to be to take the
oath?” Marla asked.

“It is taken at the onset of adulthood,”
Cicely said, “Sometime within the next year or so, my brother’s
voice will change, and he will be brought before the elders. They
will take him to the temple, and there… one of your kind will take
his oath… and his freedom.”

“Why doesn’t he run away?” Marla asked.

Cicely’s eyes flashed. “Even if I could
convince him to leave me behind,” she said with a sneer, “The
Watcher would burn him to ash the moment he set foot beyond the
city wall.”

“The Thrin?”

Cicely nodded.

Marla turned a slow circle, considering the
dryads’ situation.

“What if there was a way to get him out of
the city safely?” Marla whispered.

Cicely gasped.

“I don’t know that it is possible,” Marla
hastened to add, “but… what if it is?”

“I would give my life to make it so,” Cicely
whispered back.

“I’d rather have your friendship,” Marla
whispered, extending her hand the way the humans did when making a
new acquaintance.

Cicely stared down at Marla’s pale fingers
for a long while before taking her hand in her own. A tear ran down
the dryad’s cheek, and the scent of spring rains filled the
room.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Northern Gloar

“I remember this place not smelling so bad,”
Haven said as she walked beside Garrett’s wolf on the muddy
woodcutter’s path.

Garrett looked around at the gray tangle of
sickly trees and thorn bushes that grew over most of the wastelands
north of the city. He sniffed at the sulfurous air and shrugged.
“When was the last time you were here?” he asked.

“I remember passing a group of elven refugees
headed north,” Haven said, “There were still elven strongholds
there in those days. That was before the Chadiri finished off what
the Spellbreaker started.”

“They killed them?” Garrett asked.

“I heard things over the years,” she said,
“The old races held at Fraelu the longest… they even had human
allies there, until the Chadiri came to cleanse the
place.”

“It’s an island, right?”

“Yeah,” she said, “the fae folk in the North
either fled to the islands, or maybe further north still, but the
beast gods hold sway up there, and who knows if they saw the fae as
allies… or as supper. I never heard much of what went on in
Kriessland.”

“Matron Brix said that I reminded her of
someone from Kriessland,” Garrett said.

Haven looked up at him with a doubtful smirk.
“Your beard isn’t long enough,” she laughed.

Garrett rubbed at the stubble on his chin and
frowned. “She said it was because I went basirk or
something,” he said.

“Berserk,” she corrected him.

“Whatever it was,” he said, “She said that
people from there thought they had animal spirits that made them go
crazy when they got into fights.”

“I’ve seen it,” she said, “It’s pretty
scary.”

“And they’re friends with the Chadiri now?”
he asked.

Haven shook her head. “The Chadiri managed to
beat them back into the forests and take their villages, but
Kriessland is still mostly just a great big pile of snow and
wolves… at least that’s what I’ve heard.”

“You think they might help us?”

“No idea,” she admitted, “A lot of the
Kriesslanders joined the Chadiri legions, but plenty of them are
still hiding out in the woods, picking off Chadiri patrols whenever
they can.”

Garrett smiled as he imagined Uncle Tinjin
returning from the North at the head of an army of crazed, bearded
warriors.

“What?” Haven asked, noticing his smile.

“I just hope Uncle Tinjin is all right,”
Garrett said.

“He’ll be fine,” Haven chuckled.

“I wish you could have met him,” Garrett
said.

“I did meet him, Garrett,” she said
with an exasperated sigh.

“I mean really met him,” Garrett said,
“I think he would have liked you a lot.”

“Maybe,” she said.

“What do you mean? Uncle Tinjin would love
talking to you about all the stuff you’ve seen… all the stuff you
know.”

“And what would he think about me getting
involved with his son?”

“Nephew,” Garrett said softly.

She gave him a disapproving look. “I’ll never
understand why men can’t just say what they really mean to each
other,” she said, “you always have to hide behind some word that
makes it safe to love each other without really admitting to
it.”

Garrett shook his head. “Well, whatever we
call each other, Uncle Tinjin would think you’re great, and so do
I!”

“Then say it,” she said.

“I just did.”

“You said I was great,” she pointed
out.

“Yeah…”

“Just great?”

“Well… not just,” he said.

“What then?”

Garrett glanced around, blushing slightly as
he lowered his voice, “I… love you,” he said.

“You… love me?” she said, exaggerating
the pause.

“Yeah.”

“Then why do you have to work up to saying it
every time?”

“I don’t…” he protested.

“You just did,” she said, giving him a
vicious grin, “Why is that?”

“It’s just… embarrassing, I guess,” he
said.

“Why?” she asked, “Why are you
embarrassed?”

Garrett squirmed a little as he tried to
think of an answer that would bring this whole conversation to an
end.

“Tell me,” she laughed, “Why are you
embarrassed?”

“Because ghouls have good hearing!” Scupp
said as she loped forward on her mud-caked crutches.

Garrett groaned.

“Hey, everybody!” Scupp yelled back at the
train of followers behind them on the path, “Garrett’s in love with
Haven! Pass it on!”

“Garrett’s in lo-ve!” Diggs
shouted.

Tittering laughter spread throughout
Garrett’s group.

Garrett lifted his hands in defeat and gave
Haven a weary look.

“I see your point,” Haven laughed.

“You need something?” Garrett asked,
glowering at the one-legged ghoul.

“Yeah, we might wanna hold up here for a few
minutes to let the group that’s tracking us catch up,” Scupp said,
“I think they mean to ambush us.”

“What?” Garrett demanded, wheeling Ghausse
around to face whatever threat now approached from the rear.

Haven snatched a knife from her belt and took
a fighting stance.

“Who are they?” Garrett whispered.

Scupp grinned. “From the smell of them, I’d
guess it was your two missing fairies… and someone else.”

“Who?”

“Someone who’s gonna wish he’d listened to me
when I told him not to follow us!” Scupp said.

Garrett squinted at her for a moment without
comprehending. Then realization slowly dawned on him. “Mujah,” he
groaned.

“I’ll deal with him,” Scupp said, “You can
deal with the other two.”

“He can’t go with us!” Garrett sighed, “Now
we’ve gotta turn around and take him back!”

Scupp ignored him as she made her way back
down the road to confront the approaching trio.

“It’s a waste of time to go back,” Haven
said, sheathing her knife again.

“Well, he can’t go with us,” Garrett said,
“It’s too dangerous.”

“He has to grow up sometime,” Haven said.

“You tell that to Hetta!” Garrett said, “You
know how she is!”

“It’s his fault for following us,” Haven
said, “At least we’ll have kept him out of trouble and brought him
back safely.”

“How do you know that?”

Haven shrugged. “Well I’m not planning on any
of us getting killed,” she said, “There’s no point in being all
gloomy about it, is there?”

“I still don’t think it’s safe to bring him
along,” Garrett said, “I mean, if he wouldn’t listen to us telling
him not to come, what makes you think he’ll listen when something
really dangerous happens?”

“It’s your mission, Garrett,” she said, “So
send him home if you think he’s a risk, but you’ll have to send him
back with someone a little more reliable than your fairies seem to
be, and sending someone reliable is going to weaken the group.”

Garrett sighed. “Ghausse and I can ride him
back, and then we’ll catch up to you on the road.”

Haven gave him an angry look. “First of all…
what road?” she asked, waving toward the muddy trail ahead,
“There’s no way you’d find us again!”

“Ghausse can smell your trail,” Garrett
said.

“Maybe!” she said, “Unless it rains really
hard or something… And then there’s you, going off and abandoning
the people you’re supposed to be leading! Also, what happens when
the boy decides to run away again, and this time there’s no one
there to show him how to find us?”

Garrett narrowed his eyes at her. “Wait a
minute,” he said, “You want him to go with us, don’t
you?”

Haven looked a bit flustered.

“He’s just a kid!” Garrett said.

“He’s also the most powerful mage under your
command,” she said, “and you know I’m right about that.”

Garrett blew a slow breath through his
nostrils.

“He’s going to have to face the Chadiri again
eventually,” she said, “and I want to see how he handles it. We’re
going to need as much help as we can get before this is over.”

“Are you talking about the mission, or
something else?” Garrett asked.

“You think there’s any place in the Chadiri
Empire for someone like Mujah?” she asked.

Garrett looked away.

“One of these days, that boy may be the only
thing standing between his people and the red priests,” Haven said,
“If Gloar falls, sooner or later, the people beyond the mountains
are going to have to try to do what we couldn’t. At least we can
give the Lethians a head start in the fight by showing this boy
what his people are really up against.”

“I thought you were trying not to be
all gloomy about this?” Garrett said.

“I don’t plan on losing,” she said, lifting
her hands, “but, as long as we’re weighing our options, I think
it’s a good idea to make a veteran out of this boy before the time
comes when we really need his help. I could name another boy
who was sneaking off and getting into trouble without permission
not too long ago.”

“Yeah, and it got me killed, didn’t it?”
Garrett growled.

“You got over it,” she said with a grin.

“Fine!” he sighed, “But, if something
does happen to him, you can go tell Hetta about it…
I’ll be hiding out in the woods with the rest of the
berserkers!”

Haven rolled her eyes.

“Bring the prisoners before the king!” Scupp
shouted as she approached from the rear with her brother just
behind her, dragging a mud-covered Mujah by the scruff of his
collar.

The fairies, Mila and Pock trailed slightly
behind, flying just below the level of Diggs’s shoulders, as though
trying to hide behind the brindle ghoul.

Diggs forced the Lethian boy to his knees in
the mud in front of Garrett.

Ghausse let out a low, rumbling growl that
cowed the frightened boy even further.

Garrett glared at the fairy couple that had
been trying to slip away into the gathered group of followers. They
met his gaze and their pinkish glow suddenly paled considerably.
They quickly fluttered down to land beside Mujah in the mud.

“You too, Sender!” Garrett growled.

The violet fairy went suddenly pink as well
and then joined the others awaiting judgment.

Scupp flicked the battered felt hat from off
of Mujah’s head with the tip of her crutch and met his frightened
glance with a snarl of her own. Garrett actually felt a little
sorry for the runaway boy now, though he did his best not to show
it.

“I don’t even know what to do with the four
of you!” Garrett said, sliding down from Ghausse’s back to stand
before them.

“Can we eat his brain now?” Diggs asked,
sharing a toothy grin with his sister.

Mujah cast another terrified glance at Scupp
and then flinched visibly at the glare she gave him.

“Was I not clear when I said who was
and was not going on this trip?” Garrett demanded, “Did that
seem unclear to anybody else?”

No one spoke.

“And when I said that we were leaving
together at a certain time, and that everyone that was going on the
trip should leave with us at that time, was that too hard to
understand?”

“I would like to point out that I…” Sender
began to speak before Garrett cut him off.

“And when I said that helping other people
break the rules would get you in just as much trouble… No, wait… I
guess I never said that,” Garrett said, pausing to look around at
the group before shouting, “Because I didn’t think I had to say
it!”

A tiny smile tugged at the corner of his
mouth as he relished the looks on their faces. Matron Brix would
have been proud.

“Now what am I supposed to do with you?” he
hissed.

You could kill one of them as an example
to the others, the voice in Garrett’s head mused.

“Shut up!” Garrett shouted, eliciting a few
confused looks from the group.

“All right,” he sighed, “Mila, Pock,
and Sender, the three of you are grounded for the next two
days.”

The fairies looked at one another and then at
Garrett again.

“That means no flying… at all!” Garrett
said.

The fairies started to protest.

“Each one of you pick a zombie,” Garrett
said, “a different zombie for each one of you, and ride on his
shoulder whenever we’re moving. When we stop, you find a spot to
sit on the ground, and you stay there until we move again… If I see
any of you flying more than just to get to and from your zombie of
choice, I add another day to all of your groundings!”

“That’s monstrous!” Sender cried out.

“Three days now!” Garrett shouted,
“Anybody else wanna say anything about it?”

The fairies fell silent.

“Good, now go pick your zombies,” he
commanded.

The three, unusually pale fairies fluttered
to the back of the group, disappearing into the crowd of
leather-clad zombies at the rear.

Garrett turned his glare upon the trembling
Lethian boy once more. Mujah looked as if he hadn’t eaten since he
left the city and seemed terrified almost to the point of collapse.
Garrett didn’t have the heart to push him much further.

“As for you, Mujah,” he said, “I’m very
disappointed in you. I can’t believe that you think so little of me
that you would disobey me like that. What about Hetta and Crane and
the others? You just ran away and left them to worry about you? You
don’t even care how much it will hurt them?”

“The other fairies were supposed to tell
Hetta where I went, once I’d got away,” Mujah cried.

“So they were all in on it then?” Garrett
demanded.

“They just wanted to help me,” Mujah
moaned.

“Why?”

Mujah looked at Scupp again, his lower lip
quivering. Garrett felt suddenly ashamed of what he was putting the
boy through.

“Because you wanted to be a great Magi,
right?” Garrett offered.

Mujah looked back at Garrett again and then
nodded fiercely.

Garrett nodded as well, allowing the boy to
save at least that much face in front of the others.

“A great magician must learn discipline,”
Garrett said, tensing his face into his best imitation of Uncle
Tinjin’s scowl, “And so, you will learn it! For the next five days,
you will practice the words of every spell you know, every waking
moment… without the use of any essence.”

Diggs looked a bit sick to hear the boy’s
punishment, but everyone else seemed slightly surprised by
Garrett’s leniency. Scupp spared Garrett a grateful glance before
resuming her stony-faced disapproval of the boy who had run away
from home for her.

Mujah looked slightly confused as he looked
up at Garrett. “You… you mean I can stay?” he whispered weakly.

“At least until I can think of a more
suitable punishment,” Garrett replied haughtily as he climbed back
astride his wolf.

“Thank you!” Mujah gasped, and then softly he
added, “I’m sorry for breaking the rules.”

“Get him something to eat,” Garrett commanded
to no one in particular as he rode off down the tangled path ahead,
“We’ve lost enough time already!”

Haven jogged to catch up with him, waiting
until they were far enough away from the others to whisper,
“Thanks.”

“For what?” he asked.

“For being you,” she laughed.

He gave her a sideways look and a smile as he
slowed Ghausse to a leisurely pace once again.

He who plants the seed of mercy will taste
the fruit of defeat, the voice in Garrett’s mind whispered.

Do you ever have anything cheerful to
say? Garrett countered.

At least your troops will remember you
fondly after they’ve been routed in battle and left you to die,
the voice said.

“Fair enough,” Garrett laughed.

Haven smiled at him again as they crested a
low rise in the terrain and got their first clear view of the
swamps of Northern Gloar. Thickets of greenish gray trees stretched
off into the yellowish haze of the horizon, and, here and there,
ragged gaps in the branches revealed the endless pools of dark,
stagnant water lying below. Above it all now lifted the droning
buzz of countless insects, as if to welcome Garrett back again.

Haven’s smile bled away as she stared at the
trackless miles of bog that lay before them.

“Is it too late for me to volunteer to take
Mujah back?” she asked.


Chapter Twenty-Four

“Will you leave me alone!” Haven screamed,
swatting another fly and leaving yet another streak of her own
blood smeared across her bare left arm. Her brown hair lay matted
against her forehead, and her sleeveless shirt clung to her, damp
with sweat in the stifling heat of the Gloaran swamp. “Why aren’t
they biting you?” she demanded, giving Garrett a reproachful
glare.

“I guess they like your flavor better,”
Garrett said with a shrug. He wiped his brow with the back of his
sleeve, but his robe was already soaked through. He didn’t feel
hot, despite the fact that he was dripping with perspiration, but
then he realized that it wasn’t sweat after all. It was
condensation, like the beads of dew that formed on the window glass
on a cold winter morning.

The damp heat of the swamp tormented the
group pitilessly. Only the zombies and the Neshite tribesmen seemed
unaffected by it. Perhaps the ghouls suffered the worst, and even
Lady Ymowyn had been driven to more than one snarling retort by the
slightest provocation. Garrett had been forced to separate Diggs
and Scupp to opposite ends of the marching column, if it could even
still be called a column.

They followed Terrick’s lead, winding a
snakelike path between the great stinking pools of stagnant water.
Again and again, they were forced to turn and backtrack from one
dead end after another. By the time the noonday sun began to lance
through the canopy above, even the long-suffering shaman had had
enough.

“The spirits of this place mock me!” Terrick
shouted hoarsely as he stood, knee-deep in black mud.

Garrett rode forward on his panting direwolf.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Terrick turned to him with a hopeless
expression on his tattooed face. “The water does not flow here,
Garrett!” he cried, “It is like a sickness… dead voices whispering…
always whispering but saying nothing!”

Garrett looked at Carak and Radda, the two
Neshite hunters who had taken advantage of the pause to slump in
defeat against the vine-strangled trees. Even these lean jungle
warriors seemed dismayed by the rigors of the swamp.

Garrett wiped the moisture from his face
again and sighed. “We’ll make camp and wait ‘till night comes to go
on.”

Terrick shook his head. “I will not be able
to guide you in the dark,” he protested.

“The ghouls can lead us at night,” Garrett
said, “It’s how we got through the swamp before.”

Terrick nodded and began the slow process of
extricating himself from the mud with the help of his two
tribesmen.

Garrett rode back to find the others slumped
against trees and mopping their brows as well. Only the undead
stood motionless.

The three fairies were lying facedown on a
mound of damp leaves, trying to fan themselves with their
wings.

“Set up camp here,” Garrett called out,
“We’ll move out when it’s cooled off a bit later.”

“You mean next winter?” Warren moaned.

“Tonight,” Garrett said, “I want you to lead
us then, Warren.”

Warren’s ears perked up. “We gonna travel at
night now?” he asked.

“If you think we can,” Garrett said.

Warren’s expression brightened considerably.
“Yeah,” he said, “We can do it.”

“The rest of us don’t see so well in the
dark,” Garrett said as he climbed down from Ghausse’s back, “so
we’ll all be depending on you ghouls to get us through.”

“We won’t let you down, Gar,” Diggs said.

Bargas nodded at Garrett with a little
smile.

“What do we do now?” Haven asked, swatting at
a bug on her neck.

“We try to get some rest,” Garrett said.

Haven ran her fingers through her matted hair
and looked around for a dry patch of ground. “Can you do anything
about the heat?” she groaned.

Garrett gave her a weak smile and shook his
head. He was unpacking Ghausse’s harness when a thought struck him,
and he stepped away from the wolf, his gaze going to the little
streamers of mist rising from the unnaturally cool skin of his
forearm.

Garrett paced a few steps toward the largest
clearing of dry ground and turned a slow circle with his hands
outspread. He called to mind the cold blue flames that had
protected him from the dragon’s breath that night on the parapets
above Queensgarden.

You can’t be serious, the voice in his
mind whispered.

Garrett grinned as he formed a vision of
those writhing blue flames in his mind and felt the icy surge of
power building in his chest. He released his will with a hearty
laugh that sent a sheet of crackling blue fire bursting out in all
directions from his body.

The others cried out in alarm as the sheet of
frozen flame rolled over them, and a dense, cold fog instantly
filled the air.

“Garrett!” Lady Ymowyn shouted.

Garrett laughed again, glimpsing Haven’s
startled expression through the fog. She stared back at him,
wide-eyed even as she hugged herself against the sudden chill.

The trees erupted with a cacophony of
startled cries as birds took wing to escape the magical flames.
Then heavy drops of rain began to fall from the branches above,
drenching the confused group of travellers in short order.

“Oops,” Garrett said.

*******

Haven nudged Garrett awake in the blackness
of the night swamp.

“How late is it?” Garrett mumbled as he
rubbed his eyes.

“A little after midnight,” she whispered as
she ignited a witchfire torch.

Garrett squinted against the brilliant green
light. “I thought we were gonna leave as soon as it got dark,” he
said.

“You needed the rest,” she said, “Everybody
did… and we had to dry out all our stuff as best we could after
that little show you put on.”

Garrett frowned. “You wanted me to do
something about the heat,” he said.

“I’ll be more careful what I wish for in the
future,” she said.

“Is everybody ready to go?” he asked, looking
around at the camp as his eyes adjusted to the light. Only the
zombies stood ready, while the living members of the group yet
slumbered atop their bedrolls.

“I woke you first,” Haven said, “I wanted to
show you something.”

“Huh?” Garrett said as he dug through his
pack in search of a dry pair of socks.

“Get dressed and follow me,” she said,
keeping her voice low as she got to her feet and walked toward the
edge of the clearing.

Garrett pulled on his least damp pair of
socks and then snugged his boots into place, forgoing the extra
wrapping around his chaffed ankle. He got up and followed Haven
into the shadows of the forest.

“What is it?” he whispered, giving her a
bemused smile as she stood, holding her torch out over the tangle
of underbrush before her.

“Look,” she said, indicating the bushes with
a nod of her head.

Garrett noticed that the leaves of the bush
nearest to the camp now hung dark and limp, unlike the vibrant
green leaves on the side furthest from him.

“I guess the frost killed those leaves,”
Garrett said, feeling a bit guilty about the effects of his little
trick.

“And what about those?” Haven said, moving
the torch to illuminate the patch of ground at Garrett’s feet.

Garrett’s breath caught in his throat as he
stared down at the gray, brittle ruin of the vegetation beneath his
heels.

“What happened?” Garrett asked.

“You did,” Haven mused, “or rather… the
Songreaver did.”

“Huh?”

Haven gave him a sad little smile. “That’s
what happened wherever Brahnek Spellbreaker went,” she said, “They
say that fruit would wither on the vine at his touch… I don’t know
if that’s true, but… the whole city of Wythr used to look a lot
more like Queensgarden before he came.”

Garrett had a sudden vision of himself
walking into Annalien’s garden and the whole thing turning brown
and dying instantly. “I don’t want to do that!” he gasped.

“Then I suggest you be a little more careful
about how you use that power,” she said.

Garrett nodded, feeling a little sick to his
stomach.

“I think we should try to get everyone moving
in the darkness, if possible,” Haven said as she snuffed out her
torch, “It would be better if no one else saw this.”

“Yeah,” Garrett agreed.

They roused the others without lighting
another torch, making the excuse of protecting their night vision.
Within a half hour, the group stood ready to depart.

“Lead the way, Warren,” Garrett said as he
led Ghausse on foot. His words lacked the confidence of command as
his troubled thoughts turned again and again to the memory of that
gray patch of ground that Haven’s torch had revealed to him. An
image of Brahnek’s withered, yet still-living corpse loomed in his
mind’s eye. Brahnek’s fiery blue eyes burned with the frost of
death and his mocking laughter chilled Garrett’s soul.

It isn’t so bad, really, the voice in
his mind whispered, Once the trees wither away, it gives you a
much clearer view of the horizon.

That’s not funny, Garrett fumed.

You are going to have to face the truth
eventually, the voice said.

It’s only the truth if I let it be the
truth, Garrett thought.

You think you have a choice? a voice,
clearly Brahnek’s now, laughed inside Garrett’s head.

I know I do, Garrett insisted.

Yes, Brahnek chuckled, you have a
choice… of whom you will destroy first… those you love, or those
you hate… eventually, however, you’ll come around to them
all.

“Go to hell!” Garrett muttered under
his breath.

You’re coming with us, Brahnek
laughed.

“Is this a private conversation, Garrett?”
Lady Ymowyn whispered as she fell into step beside him.

“Huh?” He said, startled by the fox woman’s
approach.

“Or were you telling me to go to
hell?” she asked with her smile barely visible in the traces of
moonlight that filtered down through the naked branches above.

“Sorry,” he said, “I was just… talking to
myself.”

“If you are open to a bit of advice,” she
said, “I wouldn’t consider self-damnation to be a very effective
leadership principle.”

“Oh, no,” he said, “I was just… it doesn’t
matter.”

“Voices in your head?” she said.

Garrett winced. “Sounds crazy doesn’t it?” he
sighed.

Ymowyn chuckled softly. “That’s why I made
you my king,” she whispered, “You’re the only one crazier than I
am!”

Garrett laughed too.

“What are they telling you to do, if you
don’t mind my asking,” she said, “not that it would stop me from
asking, if you did mind, but I prefer to at least maintain
the illusion of propriety.”

“They mostly want me to kill everybody and
take over the world, I think,” Garrett sighed.

“Charming,” Ymowyn said, “mine usually just
want me to kill myself.”

“What?”

“Oh yes,” she said, “They can be rather
persuasive at times. They can form a very good argument for ending
myself under almost any circumstance.”

“I’m sorry,” Garrett said.

“I’ve grown accustomed to it over the years,”
she said, “I’m usually capable of laughing them off, or simply
ignoring them. There are times though, when that is not an easy
thing to do.”

“Did you ever… try to do it?” Garrett asked,
keeping his voice low.

Ymowyn fell silent for a moment. “Only once,”
she said, “but my knowledge of herbalism proved somewhat lacking in
the area of poisons. I succeeded only in giving myself a rather
uncomfortable rash. I was young and foolish then. I imagine I could
do a much better job of it now, if I was so inclined.”

“Don’t!” Garrett said.

“I’m not planning to!” Ymowyn laughed,
“Still, I know that, if the voices ever do get the better of me
again… well, I won’t be waking up in pool of my own sick with my
lips covered in welts the morning after.”

“Don’t listen to them then,” Garrett said,
“We need you here.”

“I know,” she said, “I love this world… the
whole horrible twisted lot of it, but…”

“What?”

“When those voices worm their way into your
head, it doesn’t matter how much you want to live. It doesn’t
matter how much you love those you would be leaving behind… It’s
like a great black stone that crushes you down into a place with no
love, no light, and absolutely no hope, and when you find yourself
in that place… there is only one thing that will keep you
alive.”

“What is it?” Garrett asked.

“The fierce and unwavering determination to
draw just one more breath… to take just one more step, if only
because you know how much it will anger those damned voices in your
head.”

Garrett chuckled.

“I will follow wherever you lead, Garrett,”
Lady Ymowyn said, “I’ve cast my lot with you… I’ve decided that
following a good person is much easier than trying to be a good
person myself, so you’ve taken a great weight from off my
conscience. I no longer have to know the difference between wrong
and right. I’ll simply follow you around and do as you command me.
If you say we should save the world, then we shall save it
together. If you decide to destroy it instead, I’ll dance with you
into the fires of perdition.”

“I thought you told Annalien you would kill
me if I went crazy?” Garrett said.

“Oh… you heard that part?” she laughed
nervously.

“Yeah,” he said, smiling in the darkness.

“Do you wish me to kill you if you fall to
madness?” she asked.

Garrett considered it for a moment. “I don’t
want to turn into a monster,” he said.

Ymowyn reached out to place her hand on his
arm. “Garrett,” she said, “Everyone who gazes into the face of
Truth becomes a monster… only the ignorant retain their sanity. It
is only up to us to decide if we will be good monsters or bad
monsters.”

“How am I supposed to be a good monster?” he
laughed.

“A good monster should only devour bad
people,” she said, patting his arm gently before drawing back her
hand.

“What if we’re all bad people?” he asked.

“Then you’ve got nothing to worry about!” she
said, “Devour away!”

Garrett laughed again.

“And thank you for putting Warren in the
lead,” Ymowyn said quietly.

“Oh, yeah,” Garrett said, “I need his help to
do this.”

“He was beginning to doubt that you did,”
Ymowyn said.

“What?”

“Since your… change,” she said, “You’ve been
much too busy to spend time with him the way that you once did. I
haven’t minded so much, as it gave him more time with me, and I
suppose I’ve been a bit selfish in that regard… You see, when
Warren is with me, I can’t hear the voices anymore.”

“Oh,” Garrett said, “I’m sorry, I guess I
kinda… well, I didn’t mean to hurt his feelings.”

“He’s not a child, Garrett,” Ymowyn said, “He
understands the reasons, but he still feels the loss of his best
friend.”

“He’s still my best friend,” Garrett
protested.

“He simply needs to be reminded of that from
time to time,” Ymowyn said.

“Yeah, sorry,” Garrett sighed.

“And, if you aren’t too busy with that, could
you also sprout wings and fly us all out of this wretched swamp?”
Ymowyn asked in mock sincerity.

“I’ll add it to my list of things to do,”
Garrett said.

“Well then,” she said, “I’m pleased we could
sort it all out. Oh, by the way, is there a special signal that I
should watch for to know the exact moment when I should plunge a
dagger into your back and end your mad reign of terror?”

“I guess maybe if I start eating babies or
turning all my friends into frogs or something,” Garrett said.

“What’s wrong with eating babies?” Ymowyn
asked, sounding slightly offended, “Why, I’m quite fond of the dish
myself… if the good people of Braedshal are to be believed.”

“All right, we’ll eat babies together then,
but no frogs,” Garrett laughed.

“Agreed,” she said, “I’ll slit your throat at
the first sign of froggery.”

“Thanks,” he said.

“And any time you find yourself losing an
argument with yourself,” she said, her tone suddenly serious, “I
would consider it an honor if you would allow me serve as your
advocate of defense.”

“Thanks,” he said again.

“At your service, m’lord,” she drawled in a
thick Astorran accent. She lifted a finger to the tip of one of her
pointed ears and let Garrett and Ghausse continue walking past as
she stepped aside.

“Oh, Ymowyn,” he called back to her.

“Yes, Garrett?”

“Don’t listen to your voices either, all
right?”

The white fur around her mouth gleamed in the
moonlight as she smiled.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Thrinaar

“This is the only gate out of the city,”
Cicely said, gesturing toward the ancient archway of milky white
stone that stood over a hundred feet tall. The city lights
illuminated the smooth, three hundred foot tall walls surrounding
the gate, but, beyond it, loomed the great tower of the Thrin, seen
only as a black shadow against the starry sky above.

“There aren’t any doors in the gate,” Marla
noted, “How do they close it?”

“There’s no need to close it… or guard it for
that matter,” Cicely said with a bitter edge to her voice, “The
Watcher allows no one past but the gatherers.”

“Gatherers?” Alyss spoke up. She stood beside
Marla and the dryad girl against the wall of a building across the
square from the gate. The square and its surrounding streets stood
mostly empty at this time of night, but enough foot traffic
lingered to keep Kaelin on edge as she watched for any sign of
trouble. This was the second time Alyss and her bodyguard had
accompanied Marla to the upper city since that night Cicely had
agreed to serve as their guide. Alyss insisted on coming along
every time Marla was able to convince Claude to take her up, for
security reasons, she claimed, but Marla suspected the girl was
enjoying the novelty of it all.

“The gatherers are chosen to go out and bring
back food from the outlying farms and orchards,” Cicely said.

“They are wyrdbound to return?” Marla
asked.

Cicely nodded.

“I thought you said the gate wasn’t guarded,”
Marla said, pointing toward a lean figure, dressed in black, who
had just stepped from the shadow of a small tunnel in the wall
beside the gate. The vampire intercepted a young elvish couple who
were strolling near the gate and waved them off. The couple quickly
turned and headed in the opposite direction.

“We can’t escape through the gate,” Cicely
said, “but that doesn’t mean that no one ever tries it.”

“But you’re bound to remain here,” Marla
said, “How could you even walk through the gate without
permission.”

“The children aren’t bound,” Cicely said.

“So the guard is afraid that a child might
accidentally go out and get hurt?” Alyss asked.

Cicely gave her a cold look. “Anyone who
tries to pass the Watcher is killed instantly,” she said, “The
guard is there to prevent any such waste of... resources.”

“Well, that’s a pretty ugly way of looking at
it,” Alyss said.

“Were you born in the city?” Marla asked.

Cicely shook her head. “My brother and I were
taken captive by hunters when he was just a baby,” she said,
watching the gate with a faraway look in her eyes.

“Where are you from, originally?” Marla
asked.

“Outside,” Cicely answered flatly.

“What happened when you were brought to the
city?” Marla pressed, hoping to ease the girl out of her shell.

Cicely looked at her again, and then she
glanced back toward the city center. “We were taken to the temple,”
she said, “A vampire came and tasted our blood… poor Moak… at least
he doesn’t remember that part of it… then they handed us all over
to the elders.”

“Other Fae?”

Cicely nodded. “They gave us clothes and fed
us. The next day, they showed us to our new apartment,” she said,
“The other dryads that were taken with us in the same hunt, they
were split up and sent to different places around the city. I’ve
seen a couple of them again since, but we don’t really speak to
each other. It’s like we don’t want to remember, I suppose.”

“I’d like to speak to these elders,” Marla
said.

Cicely shrugged. “They serve the Masters as
do we all,” she said.

“Can you show me where to find them?” Marla
asked.

Cicely looked toward the center of the city
again. “The temple,” she said.

Marla frowned, looking toward the distant
white dome atop the hill in the center of upper Thrinaar. “It’s a
bit of a walk,” she sighed, “Let’s head back to where we left
Claude.”

A hissing, clicking sound drew her eyes
upward, and she saw the great black head of Claude’s gaunt poking
over the side of the roof above them. It sniffed the air loudly as
its eyeless face stared down at them.

“Claude?” Marla called out.

The enormous beast drew itself over the edge
of the roof and opened its vast bat-like wings to slow its fall as
it dropped into the square beside them with Claude astride its
back.

Claude made a clucking sound with his tongue,
and the two other, riderless, gaunts sailed down to land beside his
own.

“I thought you might need a ride,” he said
with a grin.

“Thanks,” Marla said.

“Well done,” Kaelin said with a hint of
grudging admiration in her voice, “I never heard your
approach.”

“Master Krauss trains his pilots well,”
Claude said.

Kaelin and Alyss moved to mount the gaunt
they shared.

“Are you coming?” Marla called out to Cicely
as she climbed astride her gaunt.

The dryad gave her a confused look.

“You can ride with me,” Marla said, as she
patted the gaunt’s bristly back behind her.

Cicely looked suddenly terrified.

“It’s all right,” Marla assured her, “I
promise I won’t let you fall.”

“Fall?” the dryad whispered
weakly.

“Come on,” Marla said, giving her a
reassuring smile.

Cicely took a few hesitant steps toward
Marla’s gaunt, freezing suddenly when the creature swung its
sightless head around to sniff at her.

The gaunt took in the girl’s scent and then
tilted its head curiously. Cicely fell back a step, arms raised
defensively as the gaunt moved toward her, dipping its snout to
gently nuzzle the dryad’s shoulder. The gaunt trilled a low series
of clicks that sounded almost like a purr.

“She likes you,” Marla laughed.

Cicely gave her a nervous smile as she
cautiously stroked the shiny black carapace of the creature’s
horned head.

“Come on,” Marla said, helping the dryad to
climb up behind her astride the gaunt’s back, “Put your arms around
my waist and hold on tight. You’ll be fine.”

Cicely gave a little moan of fear as the
gaunt shifted beneath her, anxious to take wing.

“Gently,” Marla soothed the gaunt, “Gently
now.”

“Where are we going?” Claude called out as
his massive gaunt lifted from the ground.

“To meet the elders,” Marla said.

“You think they’re still awake?” Alyss asked
as she tightened her grip around Kaelin’s waist.

“Does it matter?” Kaelin mused as she nudged
their gaunt into the air as well.

“Hold on,” Marla whispered as the gaunt
lifted beneath her and the dryad girl.

Cicely yelped once as the ground fell away
beneath them, and the leathery boom of gaunt wings bore them
skyward. She squeezed Marla’s ribs tightly, and, even against the
wind, Marla could smell the girl’s fear.

Marla slipped her goggles into place over her
eyes, trying to ignore the delicious tingling sensation the dryad’s
scent aroused in her. Marla’s mouth began to water at the memory of
Cicely’s blood. She pressed her fangs into her lower lip, driving
back her hunger with the sensation of pain. Even the manticore
blood wasn’t helping much against the scent of fear in her
prey.

Marla shook her head. Cicely was not prey.
Cicely was a person, a person with hopes and fears… It was the fear
that was the problem.

“Cicely,” Marla cried out to be heard over
the rushing wind as they flew toward the temple, “where would you
go if you could leave the city?”

The wind whipped away the sweet aroma of
terror as the dryad girl’s heart swelled with sudden hope. Marla
could smell that too, though, a moment later, a deep sense of
melancholy soured the air between them.

“It doesn’t matter,” Cicely said.

“Where?” Marla insisted, “Tell me.”

“The forest,” Cicely replied sadly.

“Hold on,” Marla said, swinging her gaunt
sharply to the left.

Cicely cried out as Marla’s gaunt veered
suddenly toward the city wall.

“Now what?” Kaelin shouted.

“Marla!” Claude cried out.

“Follow me!” Marla laughed, doing her best to
ignore the sweet aroma of terror spilling from every pore of the
dryad girl’s body.

The trio of gaunts sailed above the sleeping
city, directly toward the high walls of polished stone that
separated it from the mountains and forests beyond.

“I can’t!” Cicely screamed.

Marla ignored her, hoping that she wasn’t
about to get them all incinerated by the Thrin. She pushed her
gaunt lower, until they were skimming just above the rooftops of
the tallest buildings, rising at the last moment to shoot across
the top of the city wall into the darkness beyond.

Cicely screamed again, burying her face in
Marla’s hair as the gaunt carried them both out over the dark
landscape below.

Marla laughed as the scent of the forest
washed over them, cleansing the perfumed incense of the city
streets from their lungs. She scanned the line of trees ahead, her
Bremmerite goggles revealing the moonglow of a little clearing not
too far from the foot of the mountains that guarded the valley.

Her gaunt settled gently into the tall grass
at the center of the clearing, and Cicely all but fell to the
ground, swooning with fear.

“Is this… legal?” Alyss asked as she and the
others landed beside Marla in the clearing.

“We’re still alive,” Kaelin growled, her
angry squint more sensed than seen beneath her amber riding
goggles.

Marla jumped down and helped Cicely to her
feet. The dryad girl was trembling violently, her eyes sweeping the
dark line of trees at the edge of the clearing.

“It’s all right,” Marla said, smoothing the
girl’s ruffled golden hair.

“How?” Cicely gasped.

“I guess it’s all right to leave if one of us
takes you outside with us,” Marla mused, “The Thrin wouldn’t hurt
us for that.”

“And you were certain of this?” Claude sighed
as he swung down from his gaunt.

“Now I am,” Marla said, pushing her goggles
back up onto the top of her head. She gave Claude her most
disarming smile. It didn’t work on Kaelin.

“I have to report this,” Kaelin said, lifting
her own goggles with her right hand as her left slipped to its
customary position on the pommel of her dagger.

“Report it to me then,” Alyss said stretching
her arms above her head with her fingers intertwined, “I’ve never
been outside the walls either.”

“Never?” Marla asked.

“There’s a good reason for that,” Kaelin
fumed.

“Did you see any assassins following us,
Claude?” Alyss asked, giving him a twisted smirk.

Claude ignored the question, looking only
slightly less nervous than the girl’s bodyguard. “We can’t stay
here!” he hissed, giving Marla a worried look.

“Just… give us a minute,” Marla said quietly,
her eyes on Cicely.

The dryad girl drew in a shivering breath,
her eyes wide as she took a halting step toward the tree line.

“It’s all right,” Marla whispered, “Go
ahead.”

Cicely stumbled forward. Then she regained
her balance and half ran toward the trees.

Kaelin made a move to intercept her, but
Alyss reached out to hold her back.

Cicely fell to her knees before one of the
towering coniferous trees at the edge of the forest, wrapping her
arms around its trunk. As Marla drew near, she saw that the dryad
girl had pressed her lips against the tree’s bark, fervently
whispering in Fae with her eyes squeezed tightly shut. The only
words she could make out were the names Cicely and
Moak repeated over and over again.

“What’s she doing?” Alyss whispered curiously
as she stepped up beside Marla.

“I don’t know,” Marla answered.

A soft breeze rustled through the branches of
the trees, and the scent of pine filled the clearing. Marla lifted
her eyes to the tops of the trees that swayed gently against the
starry sky above. A low, creaking groan rose from the forest around
them, and suddenly Marla began to feel the same sense of discomfort
that made Claude and Kaelin now draw closer to their gaunts.

“We should go,” Claude called out.

“Agreed,” Kaelin said.

“Well, that was fun!” Alyss said, “I think
I’ve seen enough outsideness.”

Marla put her hand on Cicely’s shoulder. “I
think we’d better go back now,” she whispered.

Cicely looked up at Marla, her cheeks
streaked with tears, and nodded.

Marla helped her back to the gaunt as the
trees all around them moaned and rustled in a breeze that no one
could feel.

“I think we should visit the elders some
other night,” Alyss said as she climbed up behind Kaelin on their
gaunt, “I kinda want to go home.”

“I think you’re right,” Marla agreed as she
and Cicely took to the air once more.

“Thank you,” Cicely whispered in Marla’s ear
as they left the clearing behind them.

Marla smiled, gently patting the girl’s arm
as they flew back toward the slumbering city of Thrinaar.


Chapter Twenty-Six

A gentle knock upon the wall panel that
served as Marla’s bedroom door woke her from a troubled dream. She
had been standing on the shore of a vast lake, beneath a blood-red
sky. She had been weeping, though she did not know why.

“Marla?” her mother called out as she stepped
into the room. Her voice sounded worried.

“What is it?” Marla asked, rubbing at her
eyes with one hand.

“We need to talk,” Lyssa said, closing the
wall panel quietly behind her.

“What time is it?” Marla yawned.

“It’s almost sunset,” Lyssa said.

“What’s wrong?”

“You’ve received an… invitation,” her mother
said, her eyes downcast.

Marla swung her bed into its standing
position and took a moment to gain her balance. “Who sent it?” she
asked.

“House Haedria,” Lyssa answered, her eyes
fearful as she looked at her daughter again.

“The First House?” Marla asked, suddenly
alert.

“Yes.”

“When am I to go?” Marla asked.

“They are sending an emissary to pick you up
in two hours,” Lyssa said.

“Mother, why are you afraid?” Marla asked,
stepping forward to take her mother’s hand.

“Because House Haedria does not invite guests
within its walls!” she said.

“Then I am to be shown a great honor!” Marla
said with a smile.

“Marla, I’ve never known anyone who’s seen
the inside of House Haedria!” her mother said, putting her hands on
Marla’s shoulders, “They are the First House, Marla… the
First.”

“The First House, yes,” Marla said with a
nod.

“The first vampires Marla!”

Marla gave her a questioning look.

“They are the children of Samhaed himself,
Marla,” her mother said, “They are the first-born of our kind…
older than memory, and deadly serious. Marla, a member of Haedrian
House may kill another vampire without warning or provocation and
no law will punish them for it. They are the masters of Thrinaar in
every sense of the word.”

“They’re not inviting me over just to kill
me, are they?” Marla scoffed.

“If they wished to take your life, there
isn’t anything I could do to stop them!” Lyssa said, her voice
trembling at the edge of panic.

“It’s all right, mother,” Marla said, hugging
her mother tightly, “I’m sure they just want to talk to me.”

“Please, Marla,” her mother whispered into
her ear, “Do not give them any cause to see you as a threat…
please!”

“All right,” Marla laughed, pulling away
again, “I’ll do my best to look… harmless.”

Lyssa stared at her daughter for a long
while, her lips fighting to maintain her hopeful smile. At last the
look of worry won out, and she sighed, “I should never have brought
you back here.”

“You didn’t have a choice,” Marla said.

“We should have run when we had the chance…
before they took notice of the woman you were becoming,” Lyssa
said, suddenly crushing Marla in another embrace, “Oh, my little
girl...”

“I’m old enough to take care of myself now,”
Marla whispered, “Trust me.”

Lyssa stepped back and nodded, trying to
smile again.

“So is this why everyone else canceled their
meetings with me?” Marla asked.

“Probably,” Lyssa said.

“Oh, good,” Marla said, feeling a bit more
relieved, “I was beginning to think I had offended someone.”

“You’ve done well, Marla,” Lyssa laughed,
“You’ve done so very well!”

Marla smiled and then looked around the room.
“What should I wear?” she asked.

“I’ll help you find something,” her mother
said, her voice calm at last.

Three hours later, they stood together with
Valora Jhessa on one of the landing platforms overlooking the
subterranean city. Alyss had tried to join them, but her mother had
forbidden it, sending the sulky little spy-mistress off without her
chance to finally meet a member of the First House.

“How do I look?” Marla whispered to her
mother as she straightened the waist cord of her floor-length black
dress.

“You look beautiful,” the Valora answered
without looking. Her eyes were still scanning the dark horizon,
searching for any sign of the Haedrian emissary.

“Thank you, Valora,” Marla said, fidgeting a
little with the high collar of the archaic dress that kept digging
into the underside of her chin. The long sleeves tapered down to
slender cuffs that wrapped around and covered the backs of Marla’s
hands, leaving her fingers and her face her only exposed skin. Her
mother had pinned Marla’s hair back into a thick braid that left
only two curls of dark hair to hang down on either side of her
face.

They stood together, still watching, still
waiting for any sign of the emissary.

“In all the long centuries of our history,
you’d think they’d have learned punctuality by now,” Marla’s mother
huffed.

“I have never met a Haedrian with a sense of
humor, Lady Veranu,” Valora Jhessa cautioned, “Your daughter would
do well to keep that in mind tonight.”

“Apologies, Valora,” Lyssa said.

“None required,” Valora Jhessa said with just
the faintest hint of a smile, “I hate to be kept waiting
myself.”

Marla adjusted her collar and tried to steady
her nerves as she scanned the darkness beyond the guardrail once
again. Then a hint of movement against the shadows caught her
eye.

“Is that the emissary?” Marla asked, pointing
toward the enormous winged thing that was now rapidly approaching
the tower from the east.

“Yes,” Valora Jhessa answered, her face
suddenly tense.

“What in the nine hells is that?” Lyssa
Veranu gasped.

Marla stared in disbelief as the creature
soared into view, a great, winged serpent with scales as black as a
moonless night and burning green eyes beneath its twin, curved
horns. Its two vast wings sported the blue-indigo plumage of some
monstrous jungle bird, and feathers of a similar hue sprouted from
the tip of its coiling tail. So startled was she by the appearance
of this strange beast, that, only after a few moments, did Marla
notice the rider astride it. A single vampire, clad in segmented
plates of white armor and wearing a full helm, rode upon a black
saddle across the flying serpent’s back.

Valora Jhessa dropped to one knee on the
platform, and the Veranus quickly followed.

With a mighty beat of its wings and a dry
hiss, the winged serpent landed atop the platform. Its midnight
coils looped beneath it, writhing restlessly as the beast turned
its horned head, as if searching for any danger to its rider.

“Welcome to House Arkadi, Ancient One,”
Valora Jhessa intoned, her face downturned.

The masked rider said nothing but extended a
gauntleted hand toward Marla.

Marla flinched as though stung, but recovered
quickly, crossing the platform to the strange beast and its rider.
She hesitated as she reached the point nearest the serpent’s coils,
afraid to touch the scaly flesh of the thing, but the serpent
seemed to sense her intent, and drew its tail clear even as it
bowed to lower its saddle and rider before her.

“Thank you,” Marla said as the rider helped
her onto the back of the saddle.

The rider said nothing as Marla settled
sideways into place in the narrow gap between the rider’s hips and
the cantle of the glossy black saddle. The saddle had obviously not
been designed with passengers in mind, and an awkward sidesaddle
position was the best Marla could manage in her ridiculously
outdated dress.

The rider in white armor leaned forward
slightly, and the winged serpent rose again beneath them with a
hissing sigh.

Marla waved reassuringly at her mother who
was still kneeling beside the Valora with a stricken look on her
face, as though this might be the last time she would ever see her
daughter alive. It did nothing to calm Marla’s nerves.

Marla grasped the rider's waist tightly as
the serpent lifted from the platform, lurching beneath her. For all
its majesty, the serpent lacked the smooth grace of a riding gaunt,
and Marla did her best to hold on as they flew away from the Arkadi
towers.

The cold shadows of the eternal night closed
around them, and still the rider said nothing. Marla could not tell
if the vampire was male or female. The rider’s face-concealing
helmet seemed a little too wide around the jawline, and the heavy
white cloak across the rider’s back bulged disconcertingly in spots
just above the shoulder blades. As Marla leaned against the rider’s
back, she thought she felt one of the protrusions twitch and shift
as though it was something formed of living flesh, hidden beneath
the thick cloak. She choked back a shudder of revulsion and looked
away.

They rode on in silence with only the
whistling rush of dank air and the steady beat of the serpent’s
wings to fill the darkness. The dim lights of Thrinaar faded into
the distance as the rider guided the beast into one of the great
fissures in the earth that radiated away from the central cavern.
The faintly metallic scent that permeated the rest of the
underground city hung strong in the air here, and Marla trembled at
the sudden recollection of where she had smelled it before…
dragon’s breath.

Marla shivered at the cold as they followed
the fissure down into the blackness below. The only light now came
from a dim phosphorescence that played across the serpent’s coiling
scales, little flickers of ethereal light in shades of deepest blue
and violet. She could no longer see the walls of the surrounding
cavern, but rather sensed their great brooding weight, crowding in
around them as they hurtled through the lightless abyss. Growing
dizzy, she wrapped her arm around the rider’s waist and clung
tightly, trying to ignore the knobby lumps of flesh that shifted
and twitched beneath the rider’s cloak.

A horrible wave of homesickness washed over
her, and Marla began to softly weep. She wanted more than anything
to just be back in the pet shop, reading a book or chatting with
Garrett. She didn’t want to be here anymore. She didn’t want to be
special. She just wanted to go home.

She suddenly felt the rider’s gauntleted hand
close around her wrist, squeezing gently.

“Do not fear, child,” the rider whispered in
a woman’s voice, so tinged with draconic undertones that it could
never be mistaken for human, “You are precious to us.”

Marla sniffed, laying her cheek against the
rider’s back as she forced her thoughts again into the present.

The serpent’s wings fell silent, and Marla
sensed that they had begun to slow as they descended. The beast’s
tail crackled with electric fire as it coiled beneath them, gently
coming to rest on some unseen landing below.

“Cover your eyes for a moment,” the rider
said.

Marla put her hand over her eyes, sensing a
bright flash of light that quickly dimmed to a steady glow. When
she looked again, she saw that the rider’s white armor now shone
with a milky light that illuminated the intricately tiled hexagonal
platform on which they sat.

Two more vampires, clad entirely in white
armor stood at attention at the edge of the light, their hands
crossed over the guards of yard-long swords held point-down between
their feet. These two wore no cloaks however, and Marla’s breath
caught at the sight of the black wings spreading from behind their
shoulders.

“You can fly?” Marla gasped.

“With time, child, the blood shows true,” the
white rider answered.

“Will I…” Marla started to ask, not quite
daring to complete the question.

“You will be beautiful beyond words,
Daughter of Hope,” the rider said.

Marla’s eyes fell, her hands straying
unconsciously to her own shoulders. “I was born of grief,” she
said.

“There is no grief without hope, child,” the
rider said, “Come, our father awaits.”

The two guardsmen parted slightly to allow
Marla and the rider to pass. They lifted the cross guards of their
swords above their hearts and inclined their helms slightly as
Marla stepped between them. She returned the greeting with her
hands across her chest, unable to tear her gaze away from the
leathery black wings of the vampire nearest her as she passed.

The rider led her along a narrow walkway of
alabaster stone across a misty abyss. Marla had never been
particularly afraid of heights, but she trembled now at the unknown
depths that yawned only a single step to her left and right.
Fortunately, the walkway proved short enough, and Marla quickly
followed the white rider onto a circular wooden platform, about
four feet in diameter, with a waist-high railing that wrapped all
the way around, save for the small gap through which they
passed.

Marla gasped as the platform swayed beneath
their weight like one of the gondolas she had ridden in before with
Alyss. She looked around at the misty darkness beyond the edge of
the rider’s glow but saw no reflections of any water’s surface.

“Is this a canal?” Marla asked.

“Not exactly,” the rider answered, “please
hold on,”

Marla grasped the handrail as the wooden disk
bobbed slightly beneath her. Then they began to sink. Marla’s grip
tightened on the rail as she expected to see black water pouring
over the rim of the platform at any moment. Instead, the platform
continued its smooth descent below the level of the alabaster
walkway, and Marla at last realized that the whole of it hung
suspended in the air above them without any visible means of
support.

“How is that possible?” Marla gasped.

“Our father wills it,” the rider
answered.

Marla leaned over the edge of the railing as
far as she dared but could see nothing below the platform but the
darkness below. It was as if some invisible force held them aloft
and carried them toward some unknown destination.

Marla looked to find the rider watching her,
the woman’s expression hidden beneath the visor of her white
helm.

“Can you see without light?” Marla asked.

“No one can see without light, child,” the
rider answered, “but our father has taught us to catch the light
that no mortal eyes can see.”

“What do you mean?” Marla asked.

“You will learn in time, my sister,” the
rider said, “but, for now, would you like to see the world as I see
it?”

“Please,” Marla said, her curiosity
overcoming her fear.

The white rider gently turned Marla’s
shoulders until she faced the railing again. She placed her gloved
fingers upon Marla’s temples. Marla felt a warm, tingling sensation
spread through her scalp as the woman softly grasped her head
between her fingertips.

“Nathuun!” the woman shouted in
draconic, and Marla saw a shockwave of light pass through the mist
before her. Then she gasped as the shockwave rolled across the
spires and terraces of an entire city hidden in the shadows below,
and, wherever the sound of the woman’s voice touched, the stones
rippled with shimmers of achingly vibrant light in hues of blue and
violet and even colors that Marla could not name.

Echoes of light passed back and forth across
the hidden city, growing dimmer now, and fading at last into
blackness once more as the rider drew her fingers back from Marla’s
trembling brow.

“There is no darkness for the children of the
secret light,” the rider whispered as she stepped away.

“It was beautiful!” Marla exclaimed, trying
to hold in her mind’s eye the vision of those impossible colors
dancing across the void.

The rider nodded her head and then looked
away.

“What is your name?” Marla asked.

“I am called Nerrys,” the rider said.

“I welcome your presence,” Marla said,
crossing her hands. She hesitated a moment before adding, “Would
you call me Marla?”

“If you wish it,” Nerrys said, “Welcome to
the home of my father, Marla.”

“Who is your father?” Marla asked.

“You will learn that soon enough,” Nerrys
said.

Moments passed in silence while Marla worked
up the nerve to make her next request. At last she spoke again,
“May I see your face, Nerrys?”

Nerrys regarded her silently for a moment,
and then she raised her white gauntlets to her helm and lifted it
away.

Marla held her breath, refusing to reveal her
shock at the sight of the woman’s face.

Thin, transparent membranes blinked across
Nerrys’s large round eyes that shone like amber jewels. Their
golden color almost seemed to glow against the tiny black scales
that covered her glossy metallic skin. Ridges of small, needle-thin
spines bristled from her skin wherever a human woman’s hair would
have been, and her lipless mouth stretched wide across her face,
slightly downturned as if in a perpetual frown. Her nostrils flared
in her short, reptilian snout, and she cocked her head slightly to
one side as she gauged Marla’s reaction to her appearance.

“You’re beautiful,” Marla said.

Nerrys’s frown softened as she lowered her
head in acceptance of the compliment.

“Why do you hide from the others?” Marla
asked.

“It makes things less… complicated,” Nerrys
answered.

“And why did you ask me to come here?”

“Father wishes it,” Nerrys said, slipping her
helmet into place over her head again.

“I hope we can be friends, Nerrys,” Marla
said.

“As do I,” Nerrys whispered, turning toward
the handrail as another stone platform loomed out of the shadows
into the pale light of her shining armor.

The wooden disk rotated beneath their feet as
it approached the stone dock, pivoting to face the opening in the
handrail toward the landing. Marla followed Nerrys out onto the
platform to find six vampires in white robes waiting for them.
Marla tried not to smile at the sight of the large wing bulges
beneath the vampires’ robes or the tips of black, reptilian snouts
just peeking from beneath their deeply cowled hoods. She would play
along with their masquerade for as long as they wished to conceal
their draconic natures from her.

“Welcome to the house of Samhaed,” one of the
draco-vampires announced as she approached.

“The house of Veranu thanks you,” Marla said,
crossing her hands over her chest and bowing slightly.

The robed vampire seemed slightly taken aback
by her forwardness, but recovered quickly with a polite nod.

“This way,” the robed vampire said, gesturing
toward a dark archway in the stone wall behind him.

Marla started toward the doorway but then
noticed that Nerrys made no move to follow. Looking back, she
asked, “May my friend accompany us?”

“Your friend?” the robed vampire asked.

“Nerrys,” Marla said, gesturing toward the
armored vampire behind them, “We’ve only just met, and I would hate
to be parted so soon.”

The robed vampire looked at Nerrys, his
expression lost in the shadow of his hood.

“Of course,” Nerrys said, nodding slightly,
“I will accompany you a little further yet.”

“Thank you,” Marla said, grateful that Nerrys
had agreed. At the very least, her enchanted armor served as
Marla’s only light source.

Marla soon learned that she would have little
to fear of the darkness beyond the portal. They emerged from a
short tunnel into a vast hallway with a ceiling nearly fifty feet
above the floor, lit by a dozen self-illuminated stained glass
windows that lined its walls. The windows stretched from floor to
ceiling, each one an abstract arrangement of frosted glass shards
in lead-framed cells. Every piece of glass blazed with white light,
save for a single thread of blood red glass that wound from the top
of each window to the floor below. Decorative tiles seemed to bleed
out from the base of each window to form crimson pools upon the
floor. A path of black tile wound between the red, leading toward
the archway at the far end of the hall.

Through this portal, they passed into another
long passageway, lined with brightly-illuminated alabaster
pedestals that held red gemstones, carved into flowing liquid
forms, polished and glistening like flowing blood, frozen in a
single moment of time. At the end of the hall stood a domed
sanctum, its floor formed of a great disk of burnished gold, graven
in the shape of a single draconic rune, though its meaning eluded
Marla’s grasp of the ancient language.

Nerrys gently guided Marla to the center of
the disk before taking her place among the others at the disk’s
edge. Marla gave Nerrys a questioning look, but the woman only
bowed her head as the robed vampires around her began to chant in
lowered voices.

Marla held her breath as little wisps of
black smoke began to rise from tiny holes in the golden disk.
Moments later, she could no longer clearly see the figures of
Nerrys or the other vampires through the thickening haze. She
glanced upward to see the tendrils of black smoke closing together
above her head, and, a moment later, plunging her into
darkness.

Marla fought to control her fear as she felt
the air grow cold. Her ears ached slightly as though she had
suddenly been plunged deep underwater. She flexed her jaw until her
ears popped, equalizing the pressure.

“Nerrys?” she called out, but the sound of
chanting voices was gone. She called out again, louder this time,
but her voice did not echo back the way it should have. Despite the
utter absence of light, she knew somehow that she was not in the
same place she had been moments before.

“Ne karaaden vestuudo, nichi,” rumbled
a draconic voice so deep that Marla felt the sound of it in her
bones.

“I… I’m not afraid,” she answered, “but, I do
not speak Draconic very well… I’m very sorry.”

Marla could feel the rumble of his laughter
through the soles of her shoes.

“She is only a child,” the voice spoke now in
perfect Gloaran, though the man’s voice still shook the very air
around her.

“My name is Marla Veranu,” she said, crossing
her hands over her chest, though she could yet see nothing at all,
“I am honored beyond words to have been invited into your
house.”

A whoosh of cold air buffeted Marla’s
face as something large passed by her in the dark. She brushed a
stray lock of hair from her eyes, still straining to see anything
at all.

“You have the scent of your father,” the
voice spoke again.

“Did you know him?” she dared to ask.

“I made him,” the voice answered.

Marla held her breath, suddenly afraid to
speak.

“You know my name?” the voice chuckled.

Marla nodded in the dark.

“Then say it,” the voice commanded.

Marla sank to her knees and lowered her head.
“Lord Samhaed,” she whispered.

Marla felt a presence pass over her,
something very large loomed behind her, deadening the air around
her with its chill. She flinched as she felt the weight of its hand
come to rest on her right shoulder, and one finger of a long,
scaled claw curled around her throat, the tips of the other claws
wrapping around to rest on her upper left arm.

She squeezed her eyes shut and held her
breath again as she felt Samhaed’s cold breath tousle her hair. He
breathed in her scent and then released it in a slow sigh.

“Of all the seeds I planted, only this one
has blossomed,” Samhaed groaned.

Marla breathed again, now trembling with
fear.

Samhaed withdrew his hand and stepped away.
She heard the scrape of claws on stone and felt the passing of his
great wings in the air as he retreated into the void.

“Do not fear me, child,” Samhaed said, “I
find no fault in you.”

“Thank you,” Marla said, wrapping her arms
around herself to ward off the cold.

“Masters!” Samhaed cried out, “I present to
you this gift… this flower of destiny… budding with the promise of
what may come!”

An even greater fear seized hold of Marla
now. Who would the father of her race call his master? To whom was
she now given as a gift?

“Stand before us, Daughter of Grief,”
spoke a voice that ached with the emptiness of lightless gulfs. It
spoke in neither Gloaran, nor Draconic, but in the language of
thought itself, and her body obeyed it as though it were her own
will.

Marla stood again, facing the darkness, her
fear a meaningless thing, compared to the power of that strange
voice. She knew in that moment that, had it commanded her heart to
stop beating, her heart would obey. She had never felt so powerless
in her whole life, and her fear drowned in an abyss of eternal
sadness.

“What do you wish of me?” Marla asked.

Only silence followed.

Marla stood, hearing only the sound of her
own breath in the darkness. Only now, she thought she could make
out the faintest of lights growing at the edge of her awareness. A
dim red glow now outlined the shapes of twelve black shadows that
stood in a circle around her.

She looked around, thankful that her heart
seemed now beyond the capacity to fear. Twelve great shadowy
creatures, standing nearly thirty feet tall at the shoulders, now
loomed above her, their shapes like winged dragons, and their eyes
like rifts of purest darkness against the blackness of their forms.
Only once before had she seen darkness like that, in the eyes of
the death-bound creature that had guarded the Chamber of Kings
beneath the catacombs of Wythr.

“Wait a minute!” Marla exclaimed.

The twelve masters of Thrinaar turned their
shadowy heads to look at one another as though startled by this
unexpected outburst.

“She was a banal!” Marla exclaimed, suddenly
stumbling over the buried memories of that weird struggle in the
Songreaver’s tomb.

“Samhaed,” spoke one of the shadowy dragon
lords, “what does this mean?”

“I know not, Masters,” Samhaed spoke as he
emerged from the shadowy void. Marla glimpsed him dimly in the
ruddy light, his body a gaunt and spindly mimicry of the great
black dragons around him.

Samhaed’s leathery wings boomed as he sprang
forward to land at Marla’s side. His dark eyes flashed with golden
fire as he spread his jaws in a toothy grimace.

“What is the meaning of this, daughter?” the
father of vampires demanded.

Marla hissed a curse through clenched teeth
and then met his gaze without fear. “That little… goblin-spawn!”
she spat.

“Explain yourself!” Samhaed growled. He cast
a nervous glance over his winged shoulder toward the nearest shadow
dragon looming behind him.

“She wanted him for herself!” Marla shouted,
her balled fists shaking with rage, “She tricked me!”

“Who tricked you?” Samhaed asked.

“That little brown-haired war-bred girl!”
Marla huffed, “She had no business… Where did she even… I can’t
believe she tricked me!”

“What does it mean, Samhaed?” one of the
shadow dragons asked.

“A moment please,” Samhaed said, putting his
claw gently upon Marla’s shoulder, “Daughter, please explain.”

“When I was in Wythr,” she said, “I was
helping a friend of mine to find the Songreaver’s tomb… We found
it, with the help of one of the banal…”

“Banal?” a shadow dragon asked.

“She means the Manlings,” another
answered.

“Her memory was clouded,” another dragon
sighed, understanding at last.

“One of ours?” the first dragon asked.

“We sent none to that city,” the second
answered, “That was Malevinian territory.”

“A severed tie then… unfortunate,” the first
dragon chuckled, sending out little wisps of smoke from its shadowy
jaws, “Why was it still operating, I wonder?”

“Without orders to the contrary…” the second
dragon offered with a shrug of its smoky wings.

“Ah,” the first dragon said with a nod.

“But why would she remember now?” Samhaed
asked with a confused look on his scaly black face.

“Perhaps the spy was destroyed,” the second
dragon said, “Its power would have faded.”

“Or, perhaps it was freed,” the dragon
behind Marla spoke.

Every eye in the room turned to face the
speaker.

“Freed?” Marla asked.

“You say that you found the Songreaver’s
tomb, child?” the sooty shadow asked.

Marla nodded. “It was Garrett,” she said, “He
was trying to find a way to…” She fell silent as cold realization
washed over her.

“Who is Garrett?” Samhaed asked, lifting
Marla’s chin to face him again with the tip of his claw.

“My… boyfriend,” she whispered.

“One of us?” Samhaed asked.

“A human boy,” Marla said, her heart aching
at her betrayal of his secret, “A very nice boy. He just wanted to
set his fairy free.”

“So the reports are true. A human wields the
Ending Word again,” a shadow dragon said.

“This changes things!” another hissed.

“For the worse or for the better?” one
asked.

“That remains to be seen,” Samhaed muttered,
“Where is this boy now?”

“I don’t know,” Marla said, “He was in Wythr
when… He survived the attack of the Chadiri dragon, but, after
that… I don’t know.”

“This changes things…” a dragon repeated.

“Why were you angry just then, child?”
Samhaed asked, tilting his horned head slightly as he studied her.
He lowered his claw to her shoulder again with a look of concern in
his golden eyes.

“I only just now remembered what that girl
was hiding from me,” Marla said, “She was in love with Garrett… I
could tell by the way she looked at him, but I couldn’t stop her… I
couldn’t even remember what she had done… until now.” She blinked
at the tears suddenly brimming in her eyes.

“Poor child,” one of the shadow dragons
whispered.

“What if the Malevinians desired the power of
the Word?” a dragon spoke up.

“They are all dead,” another protested.

“Can we be certain?”

The father of all vampires wrapped his arms
and wings protectively around Marla as she began to cry. She hugged
him as she wept, overwhelmed with a sudden surge of lost memories
that left her feeling frustrated and powerless.

“This changes things,” a shadow dragon
muttered once again.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Northern Gloar

“So, how are things with you and Haven?”
Warren asked, keeping his voice low as he ripped a path through the
thick vegetation of the night swamp.

“All right, I guess,” Garrett answered,
keeping close enough behind his friend to keep from being overheard
by anyone else, though he was not naïve enough to imagine that
Scupp wasn’t eavesdropping as she and her brother followed a short
distance behind.

“Is she really like a thousand years old?”
Warren asked.

“I don’t think she’s that old,”
Garrett said, “She doesn’t really like to talk about it. I think
the dragons made her to look like a young person, so that’s just
how she is, forever.”

“So what’s gonna happen when you’re an old
geezer, and she’s still a kid?” Warren chuckled.

“She’s not a kid!” Garrett said, “She’s just…
Haven… and, anyway, who knows what I’m gonna turn into
eventually.”

“What do you mean?” Warren asked.

“You didn’t see what Brahnek looked like when
I found him in his tomb,” Garrett shuddered, “I mean, what if I
turn into something like that… all shriveled up and glowy-eyed…
ugh.”

“I dunno,” Warren mused, “It sounds pretty
sweet to me.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, think about it, Gar,” Warren said,
“You wouldn’t have to pay for anything anymore! You’d just
walk in a shop and say the Songreaver wants pie! and people
would be all like please don’t hurt us! Take all the pies you
want!”

“I wouldn’t do that!” Garrett laughed.

“But you could if you wanted to,” Warren
said, “I’d do it if I was all crinkly and glowy.”

“But what if I don’t want pie anymore?”
Garrett asked, “What if I don’t even eat anything at all when I get
like that?”

“Yeugh, Gar!” Warren shuddered, “Don’t even
say that!”

“But, what if?” Garrett said.

“I dunno,” Warren sighed, “I guess you could
use it to do good stuff, like beating all the Chadiri.”

“How?”

“People would be dyin’ to follow somebody
that looked like a scary-eyed zombie guy!” Warren said, “You could
tell ‘em anything you want, and they’d believe you. I mean, if I
had to pick between two people to follow into battle, I’d sure as
shame go with the one that looked like he could take a few hits and
laugh it off.”

“But I don’t wanna wind up like that!”

Warren shrugged as he tore another sapling up
by the roots and tossed it aside. “I ain’t sayin’ you’re
gonna wind up like that, but, just supposin’ you do… Well,
ya might as well make the best of it,” Warren said, “You know what
I mean?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Garrett sighed.

Warren suddenly paused, falling silent for a
moment before he spoke again. “Hey, Gar,” he said, “I wanted to ask
you somethin’.”

“Yeah?”

“Well… You know ghouls live a pretty long
time, right?” Warren asked.

“I guess so.”

“It’s just that… I was always kinda figurin’
that I’d be the one to outlive you,” Warren said, “…that it would
be kinda like it was with my dad and your uncle between us someday.
You’d be this raspy old wizard guy, and I’d be the big scary ghoul
that traveled around with you and looked after you when you
couldn’t look after yourself, you know?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Garrett said.

“I mean… well, now it looks like you’re gonna
be turnin’ into some kinda zombie king or somethin’…”

“I’ll still need your help, Warren!” Garrett
said, “We’ll still be best friends, no matter what!”

“No… I know,” Warren sighed, “It’s just
that…” he fell silent again for a moment before he whispered,
“Garrett, I want you to eat my brain.”

“What!” Garrett gagged.

“Not now!” Warren hastened to add, “Just a
part of it, I mean, and not until I’m done usin’ it!”

“Huh?”

“It’s just that… you’re probably gonna
outlive me now, unless you get killed doin’ somethin’ stupid or
somethin’, and… well, I want you to see that I get a proper
funeral… a ghoul funeral.”

“Oh…” Garrett said, suddenly
understanding.

Warren leaned close until Garrett could smell
the rotten-meat aroma of his breath. “I don’t know how to ask
this,” he whispered, “but… if Ym’s still alive, could you try to
make her understand how important it is to me?”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “I know how important
it is to you guys.”

“But she doesn’t!” Warren said, “Maybe by
then she will, but, if she doesn’t… I can’t stand the thought of
leavin’ her without… a part of me, you know?”

Garrett felt a little flutter of panic. “You
mean, you want me to get her to eat… You want her to…”

“Just a piece!” Warren said, “A little piece!
That’s all.”

Garrett didn’t know what to say.

“Promise me, Gar,” Warren whined, “Just
promise me you’ll try!”

“Yeah, Warren,” Garrett said, “I
promise.”

Warren breathed a relieved sigh as he turned
and began blazing his trail through the midnight swamp once more.
“Thanks, Gar,” he said.

Garrett pondered the ramifications of his
strange oath as he cautiously fell into step behind Warren again.
“Have you talked about this with Ymowyn yet?” he asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Warren said, “She knows that, if
she goes first, I’m totally eatin’ her brain!”

“Oh,” Garrett said.

“It’s just that, to get her to agree to it,
she promised to have me zombified and then dress me in a frilly
baby bonnet if I go first,” Warren sighed.

Garrett snorted with laughter. “She wouldn’t
really do that, would she?” he asked.

“No!” Warren scoffed, “…At least I don’t
think she would… Then again, she’s pretty crazy.”

“She’s not crazy,” Garrett laughed.

“Yeah she is,” Warren said, his tone suddenly
serious, “I don’t know what all she’s been through in her life,
Gar, but it wasn’t good… sometimes, I hear her talking to people in
her sleep… like she’s talkin’ to little kids… makes my hair stand
on end… I wake her up whenever she gets like that, and then she
starts cryin’… won’t tell me who she was talkin’ to or she pretends
not to remember. Sometimes, she’ll just be sittin’ there, cryin’,
and there’s nothin’ I can do ta cheer her up, and then, all of the
sudden, she’ll get this big grin on her face… a scary grin… and
then she’ll just be fine. She’ll get up and sweep the floor or just
want to dance with me or somethin’. She hums a tune, and we dance…
I’m not a good dancer, Gar, but I swear I don’t miss a step when
she’s got that crazy grin on her face!”

Garrett chuckled to himself.

“Yeah, you wouldn’t be laughin’ if you saw
that grin,” Warren said.

“No… it’s just, I wonder if any of us will
ever have anything normal in our lives again?” Garrett said.

“Normal don’t exist anymore!” Warren scoffed,
“I’m beginnin’ to think it never did.”

“We should make some normal then,” Garrett
said.

“What do you mean?” Warren asked.

“I’ve been thinking about it, and I was
wondering if you’d help me with somethin’?” Garrett asked.

“What?”

“You know how Cenick said that he was fixing
up Taelish when he was there last?” Garrett asked.

“That old elf city in the middle of the
swamp?”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “I mean, what if we
took it back over?”

“You and me?” Warren asked.

“Yeah… well, all of us,” Garrett said, “I
mean make someplace where we could all be free… ghouls, fairies,
humans, whatever.”

“What’s wrong with Wythr?”

“Well, the stupid Curfew for one thing,”
Garrett answered.

“That’s been gone for a while now,” Warren
said.

“Yeah, but they’ll bring it back eventually,”
Garrett said, “And, even if they don’t, I don’t really like the way
the Templars run things there anyway.”

“Yeah, but, as much as I hate those guys,”
Warren said, “you have to admit that there might be a reason they
do things that way. There are a lot of bad people in the world that
need to be scared of somebody.”

“They could be scared of you… or me,” Garrett
said, “but we don’t have to go around beatin’ everybody over the
head to make our point. Good people need a place to live where they
don’t have to be afraid of gettin' killed by a skeleton just
because they stayed out too late at night or of getting beat up by
a Templar just because somebody thought they looked
suspicious.”

“You mean like Brenhaven?” Warren asked.

Garrett paused for a moment, realizing at
last where his line of thinking had been leading all along. “Yeah,”
he said, “like Brenhaven.”

“Hmn,” Warren said.

“You think it’s a good idea?” Garrett
asked.

“Yeah,” Warren said, “I’m just not sure the
middle of the swamp is the best place to start this magical city of
happy people.”

“Well, nobody else seems to want it,” Garrett
said.

“Maybe ‘cause there’s nothin’ ta eat there!”
Warren laughed, “Why do you think the elves left it?”

“I dunno,” Garrett admitted, “Maybe it’s not
the best place to start. We still have to take a look at it, but…
what if it is a good place? Will you help me to at least try?”

Warren stopped and turned to put his massive
paw on Garrett’s shoulder. “Garrett,” he said, “Even if I thought
it was the butt-ugliest city in the whole wide world, I’d still
help you fix it up. That’s what friends do.”

“We’ll help too,” Diggs whispered from the
darkness.

“Yeah, Gar,” Scupp hissed from somewhere
nearby, “Our family’s always wanted to run a funeral parlor in some
big city.”

“We could set Chunnley up in his own bakery
next door,” Diggs said.

“Yeah, and a second-hand clothin’ store on
the other side!” Scupp said.

“We’ll cut you in on a share of the profits,
Gar,” Diggs said, “What about two outta every ten bodies goes to be
zombified instead of pied?”

“Hey, nobody said anything about taxes!”
Scupp growled.

“Taxes are the foundation of any government,
Scupp!” Diggs argued, “You can’t just have anarchy in the streets,
ya know!”

Garrett sighed as they began to move again.
Suddenly the prospect of starting a new society from scratch was
looking a bit more daunting than he had anticipated.

“Shh!” Warren hissed, stopping suddenly.
“Ouch!” he said as Garrett collided with his shaggy back in the
darkness, “Watch the tail!”

“Sorry,” Garrett said.

“Hold up a minute,” Warren said, lowering his
voice. Garrett could barely make out the silhouette of the ghoul’s
pointed ears pricking up against the starry patch of sky glimpsed
through the thicket ahead.

“What is it?” Garrett whispered.

Warren sniffed. He waved his hand in signal
to the other ghouls, and Garrett looked back to see the shadows of
Diggs and Scupp disappear into the forest behind him.

“Is it Chadiri?” Garrett whispered.

“No,” Warren whispered back, “I dunno what it
is… some kinda animal… but different.”

“Is it dangerous?”

Warren's head turned in what was probably an
annoyed look in Garrett’s direction, but he said nothing.

“What is wrong?” Terrick whispered as he
crept forward to Garrett’s position.

“Warren smells some kinda animal thing out
there,” Garrett said.

“The spirit of this forest is troubled,”
Terrick said, “It sings of fear.”

Garrett felt an increasing sense of unease,
as though he too could feel whatever it was the young shaman could
sense in the air. Even the incessant droning of insects now fell
silent, and the swamp lay, dank and still, all around them.

Slowly Garrett began to make out the sound of
something moving through the forest ahead. The sound grew louder by
the moment, until it seemed that a whole herd of unknown creatures
was now headed toward them from the north.

“What do we do?” Garrett asked.

“Terrick,” Warren whispered, “Go tell the
others to get ready. We might have to fight.”

Terrick said nothing but hurried back toward
the main group that had stopped, just out of sight to the
south.

“You ready to look scary if you have to?”
Warren asked Garrett.

“I guess so,” Garrett said, wishing that he’d
brought his staff. He shifted into a low crouch, ready to spring
up, with one hand on Cenick’s dagger on his belt, and the other one
on the canister of essence in his satchel.

“Here they come,” Warren hissed.

The sounds of movement in the forest ahead
suddenly fell silent, and then, a moment later, a weird trilling
alarm cry rang out, followed by inhuman shrieks of terror.

“Light ‘em up, Gar!” Warren shouted as he
stood up to his full height.

Garrett held his dagger above his head, its
blade wreathed in cold flames. The blue light reflected from a
hundred terrified eyes that stared back at him from the furry faces
of a tribe of ape-like creatures that stood, frozen in the
underbrush of the swamp.

“Throw down yer weapons or die where ya
stand, monkeys!” Diggs howled, springing up from the bushes behind
the apes.

The apes howled in fright, some of them
trying to make a break toward the northwest, until a snarling Scupp
emerged from the darkness to herd them back toward the rest.

Most of the ape creatures either cowered in
fear or formed a defensive ring around what looked to be the
matriarch of the tribe, an elderly she-ape with wispy gray hair and
weary eyes.

“No have weapons,” the mother ape
answered in stilted Gloaran, “No food… no home… no more.” Her eyes
fell, her old body sagging in defeat as her people huddled close to
her, meeping in fear.

“Hold up,” Warren shouted, his hand raised
above his head.

Diggs and Scupp fell back a step, their
fierce snarls melting into slightly amused expressions as they
observed the helpless ape beasts.

Garrett breathed a sigh of relief, lowering
his knife and relaxing a little as he looked them over.

The largest of the apes stood no more than
waist high to Garrett. Their long, hairy limbs looked no thicker
than a child’s forearm, and though their bared teeth looked sharp
enough, they carried no visible weapons among them and wore only
tattered scraps of cloth and the occasional vine-woven basket slung
over a furry shoulder. They looked hungry and terrified, nothing
more.

“I no more run,” the matriarch said, “You
hurt babies… I hurt you.”

“No hurt babies,” Garrett said as he stepped
forward, “I mean… we aren’t going to hurt you. We’re friends.”

The ape creatures looked to their mother for
guidance as she looked at Garrett suspiciously.

“Can somebody bring up some food?” Garrett
called back toward the others.

Warren gave Garrett a cautious look but said
nothing.

Lady Ymowyn and Bargas soon came forward,
carrying bags of supplies and eying the ape creatures warily. Haven
emerged from the forest behind them, leading Ghausse with a heavy
pack slung across the big wolf’s back.

The ape creatures huddled together even
tighter now, making fearful noises as they watched the canine
creatures approach.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, taking the bag of
bread that Ymowyn was carrying.

She nodded at him with a little smile as she
moved to Warren’s side.

Garrett stabbed his flaming blue dagger into
a nearby tree limb to free his hand and then opened the bread sack
to show the ape creatures what was inside.

Bargas and Haven opened their packs as well,
following Garrett’s lead.

The apes caught the scent of the food, and
their packed ranks began to loosen up a little as they craned their
thin necks to get a better look at the offering.

“What’d you find here, boy?” Bargas
asked.

“I dunno,” Garrett said, “but I don’t think
they’re dangerous. They’re just hungry and lost.” He crept forward
cautiously to lay the bread sack atop a low bush between himself
and the huddled mass of apes. He quickly backed away to stand
beside the burning dagger in the tree again.

One of the younger apes leapt forward and
snatched a loaf of bread from the sack, stuffing it into his
mouth.

The matriarch made an angry chattering sound
that made the young ape jump, dropping the gnawed lump of bread
from his lips.

Garrett watched as two of the larger apes
came forward at the matriarch’s command and collected the bread.
They dragged the sack back to her for inspection.

The elder ape sniffed at the food and then
plucked a small morsel of crust from one of the loaves and popped
it into her mouth, chewing slowly. At last she nodded, and the
older apes began to break the bread into smaller pieces to
distribute them among the smallest and weakest of the band.

Garrett nodded toward Haven and Bargas, and
they moved quickly to add their portions to the bounty.

The apes managed to distribute the bulk of
the bread in short order, stowing what wasn’t immediately devoured
inside their little wicker baskets. At the matriarch’s urging, two
of the apes carefully folded the now empty bread sacks and then
hurried to place them atop the bush again before scurrying back to
the protection of their pack.

“We thank,” the mother ape said after she had
finished her mouthful of bread. She nodded at Garrett with a tired
look in her eyes.

“Why are you afraid?” Garrett asked, “Is
something chasing you?”

“Hard men chase… burn,” she answered, raising
her tiny fist above her head, “Much fire… burn home.”

“Hard men?” Garrett asked.

The mother ape rapped her knuckles against
her opposite arm. “Hard men… stone skin… burn home.”

“Stone skin?” Garrett asked giving his
companions a confused look.

“Armor,” Ymowyn sighed, “Astorran knights,
I’ll wager.”

“What are they doing in the swamp?”
Garrett wondered.

“The Empire’s dirty work, probably,” Warren
said.

A cold rage crawled across Garrett’s skin as
he imagined Prince Cabre ordering his knights into Gloaran
territory. Did he really think he could just walk right into
Garrett’s country unchallenged and do whatever he wanted?

“Somebody bring me the skull,” Garrett said,
his words frosting the air before him, “I need to let somebody know
that we’re now at war with Astorra.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Three more nights of travel to the north
brought Garrett’s band to a section of forest sprinkled with flecks
of ash and heavy with the scent of burning wood. They paused to
make camp in the hollow of a wooded hill. The higher ground
provided some relief from the boggy tangles through which they had
struggled during the night, but the swarms of biting insects seemed
undeterred by the thin smoke that drifted like a ghostly haze
through the moonlit trees.

“I hate to waste the night,” Warren said,
squinting at the dark sky through the trees above.

“I just don’t think we should go any further
right now,” Garrett said, “Everybody’s pretty tired, and we don’t
know how close we are to the Astorrans.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Warren said, “I just
wanna take the grumble twins and go sniff ahead for a bit… maybe
find somethin’ to eat.”

“All the animals ran south,” Garrett
said.

“The live ones, yeah,” Warren said with a
shrug.

“All right,” Garrett said, “Just don’t go too
far, and try to get back here before dawn if you can.”

Warren grinned at him and then loped over
toward Diggs, who was busily tramping down a hummock of grass for
his bed.

“Why-yyyy?” Diggs moaned as Warren hauled him
to his feet again before he could finish stretching out on the
grass.

“Find food,” Warren rumbled.

“Oh, all right then,” Diggs said, falling
into step behind his leader.

Scupp tousled Mujah’s hair in passing on her
way out of camp.

Mujah waved at her, watching her go with a
little smile on his face. She had evidently forgiven him for
following her, if she had ever truly been angry with him at
all.

Garrett tended to Ghausse as he watched the
young Lethian. Garrett gave the wolf leave to play in the woods and
then walked over to where Mujah was unrolling his bedding next to
Scupp’s nest.

“How’s your practice coming?” Garrett
asked.

Mujah jumped at Garrett’s approach. “S-sorry,
Garrett,” he said, “I forgot.” He immediately began to mutter the
words to the tanglevine spell that he had discovered while
studying the fairy storybook back in Wythr.

“It’s all right,” Garrett chuckled, “You
don’t have to do that now. I just wanted to see how you were
doing.”

“Oh,” Mujah said, still not daring to look
Garrett in the eye, “I’m fine.”

“How’s the paste working?” Garrett asked,
indicating the dark purple smears of berry juice across the boy’s
face and neck and staining the collar of his sweat-soaked
shirt.

“Pretty good, I guess,” Mujah said, “I only
get bit every now and then… not like it was before.”

“I’m just glad Terrick found those berries,”
Garrett said.

“Yeah,” Mujah said, looking up at Garrett
curiously, “How come they don’t bite you?”

“I guess my blood’s too cold now,” Garrett
laughed, “Probably doesn’t taste good to them.”

“Oh,” Mujah said, nodding, “That makes
sense.”

“Do they have bugs like this in your
country?” Garrett asked.

“I don’t think so… maybe,” Mujah said, his
expression growing troubled, “I guess I don’t really remember.”

“What is your country like?” Garrett
asked, sitting down on the trampled grass of Scupp’s nest and
gesturing for Mujah to sit down beside him.

Mujah’s eyes narrowed in thought as he sat
down, cross-legged on his bedroll. “It was sunny,” he said at last,
“except at night, I guess.”

Garrett shifted the scabbard of the overly
large dagger on his belt, trying to keep it from digging into his
hip. Eventually, he opted to just pull the blade and drive it
point-first into the ground beside him.

“Is that a magic knife?” Mujah asked.

“I dunno,” Garrett said, prying the dagger
out of the dirt and scraping the tip clean on the heel of his boot.
He turned the black blade in his hand to study the runes engraved
deeply in its steel.

“I’ll bet it is,” Mujah said, “Mister Cenick
is a shaman like Terrick, so he probably put all sorts of magical
spirits in the knife.”

“I don’t think Cenick is really a shaman,”
Garrett said, “He’s a necromancer like me.”

“But he’s got the same kinda marks on his
face as Terrick, so he must be a shaman too,” Mujah insisted.

“Well, maybe he was gonna be a shaman,”
Garrett said, “but he wound up getting caught by bad guys when he
was a kid. Then my Uncle rescued him and taught him how to be a
necromancer instead.”

“Yeah, but those marks mean that he can talk
to the spirits,” Mujah said, “I asked Terrick all about it, and he
told me.”

“Maybe, but…” Garrett began.

“Mister Terrick!” Mujah called out, waving at
the young shaman who was helping Timan pass out witchfire torches
on the far side of the camp.

Terrick excused himself and crossed the
clearing with a pleasant smile on his tattooed face. “Yes, Mujah?”
he asked as he approached.

“I was telling Garrett that Mister Cenick was
a shaman like you,” Mujah said, “but Garrett said he wasn’t a
shaman at all.”

Terrick’s jaw stiffened as his smile
disappeared. “Garrett is correct,” he said, “Cenick is not a
shaman.”

“But he’s got the same kinda marks on his
face!” Mujah protested, “That’s how you talk to the spirits right?
That makes him a shaman too!”

“He turned his back on the spirits, Mujah,”
Terrick said, obviously struggling to keep his temper, “He is no
shaman.”

Garrett quickly returned the dagger to its
scabbard, his curiosity piqued.

“You talked to Cenick about this?” Garrett
asked.

Terrick nodded. “I apologize if I have given
offense, Garrett.”

“No,” Garrett said, “I just didn’t know what
you guys had fought about.”

“There was no challenge!” Terrick said,
lifting his hands defensively, “I only sought to remind my brother
of his duty to his tribe.”

“What tribe?”

“Every spirit-talker has a duty to speak for
their tribe,” Terrick said, “Without us, the people have no voice
among the spirits.”

“But Cenick was kidnapped from his tribe when
he was just a kid,” Garrett said.

Terrick’s frown hardened. “He is free to
return to them now,” he said.

“If he could even find them,” Garrett
said.

“The man who does not search finds nothing!”
Terrick snapped back.

Garrett thought about it for a moment. “But,
what if you didn’t want to be a shaman anymore?” he asked, “It
wouldn’t be right for someone to make you go back and do it
anyway.”

Terrick lifted his rune-marked arms and
turned slowly, gesturing toward the rest of the group around them.
“These are your people, Garrett,” he said, “We have followed you
into the wild, going where you have led us. Would you go and leave
us behind?”

“No,” Garrett said, “but…”

“And, if you did leave us, and I followed
after to you and begged you to return and lead us again,” Terrick
interrupted, “Would I wrong you in doing this?”

“Well, no,” Garrett said, getting to his feet
again, “I just think you’re being kinda hard on him. Cenick’s a
really nice guy… He’s done a lot for us.”

“And what more could he do for his own
people?” Terrick asked. “Without him, you would still be strong.
You and the other magicians would still command powers that other
men cannot… but his tribe now wanders, deaf to the voices of the
spirits. They are like children without father or mother, lost and
crying in the darkness. How much longer should they suffer before
he wakens to his duty to them?”

“Cenick’s my friend,” Garrett said, trying to
keep his own temper in check.

“You are a kind and forgiving man, Garrett,”
Terrick said, “but I will call no man friend who turns his back on
his own children.”

“That’s not fair!” Garrett protested, “He was
just a kid!”

“Then let him become a man!” Terrick hissed.
He turned and stalked away into the forest, his hands trembling
with suppressed rage.

“All right then,” Garrett sighed.

“I’m sorry, Garrett,” Mujah said quietly, “I
didn’t mean to make anybody mad.”

“It’s not your fault, Mujah,” Garrett said,
“You should get some rest now.”

Mujah gave him a worried look. “Garrett,” he
asked, “are we gonna fight the Chadiri tomorrow?”

“I don’t know, Mujah,” Garrett said, “It’s
probably just a bunch of Astorrans out there burning stuff.”

“Who are they?”

“They’re some other guys who are friends with
the Chadiri.”

Mujah stretched out on his pallet, looking
thoughtful. “Do they have dragons too?” he asked.

“No,” Garrett chuckled, “I’m pretty sure
they’re just regular people.”

“Oh,” Mujah said, “I’ll just practice my
tangle spell then.”

“Why’s that?” Garrett asked.

“I don’t…” Mujah yawned, “wanna hurt any
regular people.”

Garrett smiled and nodded before walking
away.

“How about you?” Haven whispered, sidling up
to Garrett as he went in search of his own bedroll.

“What?” he asked, grinning at the
purple-skinned girl in her sweaty smock. Haven had apparently taken
a great liking to Terrick’s insect-repelling berries.

“Do you want to hurt any regular
people?” she asked, a white grin splitting her purple lips.

Garrett frowned as he pulled his gear from a
pile of bags in the copse where Timan had picketed the donkeys. “I
imagine every soldier in Astorra is sworn to kill me on sight,”
Garrett grumbled, “They think I killed their king, remember?”

“Does that make them evil?” Haven asked,
raising one stained eyebrow.

Garrett stared at her for a moment before he
snorted with laughter.

“What?” she demanded.

“I’m sorry,” he laughed, “it’s just that it
looks like I’m getting a lecture on morality from a big grape.”

She punched him in the arm and then pulled
him close, kissing him hard on the lips.

“Hey,” he mumbled, “I don’t wanna look like a
grape.”

“Tough,” she said, gently biting his lip, “If
I’ve gotta wear this stuff, you should too.”

“Fine!” he said, pressing his cheek against
hers as he lightly kissed her earlobe.

“That feels good,” she sighed.

“Really?”

“Yeah,” she said, clasping her hands over
both his ears, holding his head still as she rubbed her cheek
against his. He gave her a quizzical look as she switched sides and
rubbed the opposite cheeks together.

“You’re like a big icicle,” she said, now
rubbing her forehead against his, “Oh, that feels good!”

“Glad I could help,” he said flatly.

“All right, now put your chin across the back
of my neck,” she said, turning and lifting her hair as she lowered
her head.

“Really?”

“Just do it!” she said.

Garrett sighed as he laid his throat across
the back of her neck. He gave Ymowyn a crooked smile as she
approached the baggage pile.

“Humans have the strangest mating habits,”
the fox woman chuckled, shaking her head as she stepped past the
two of them to retrieve her bedding.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Garrett woke up coughing, trying to make
sense of the sunlit haze of wood smoke that hung over the camp. He
had just been dreaming about fire, and now he woke to see the
others scrambling to gather their gear as the real thing drew
dangerously close.

“Where’s Warren?” Garrett coughed.

“He just got back a few minutes ago,” Haven
said as she stuffed her bedroll into a sack.

“What time is it?”

“Noonish,” she answered as she got to her
feet and slung her bag over her shoulder.

“Why were they gone so long?” Garrett asked
before coughing again.

“Astorrans… and Chadiri,” she called back as
she hurried toward the pack animals.

“What?” he demanded, but she was already
gone.

Garrett kicked his things into a bag as well
and strapped on his dagger as he looked around for the ghouls. The
wind changed, giving him a few breaths of clean air before the hot
breeze returned from the north.

He found the ghouls huddled together by the
supplies. Warren, Scupp, and Diggs took turns drinking from a water
bucket as they panted in exhaustion. All three of them were
completely covered in gray ash, giving them the appearance of stone
gargoyles come to life.

“What happened?” Garrett asked.

“Whole north swamp…” Warren gasped, “on
fire.”

“Or burned already,” Scupp added.

“How?”

“Redjacks,” Warren wheezed, “they’re using
some kinda fire magic.”

“Not like ours,” Diggs said, passing the
bucket to his sister and wiping his lips, “They don’t throw the
fire. They just sorta… I dunno… sing it up outta the
ground.”

“You saw them?” Garrett asked.

Warren nodded, coughing loudly as his father
pounded him hard on the back. Ymowyn frowned as she checked him
over for wounds.

“I thought you were just gonna scout ahead a
little!” Garrett said.

Warren gave him a soot-stained grin.

Garrett shook his head. “How many of them are
there?” he asked.

“Twenty redjack wizards,” Diggs said as he
scrubbed at his fur with his claws, shaking off a cloud of ash.

“Oh,” Garrett said, “That’s not bad at
all.

“And two hundred Astorran knights,” Scupp
mumbled into her water bucket.

“Fesche,” Garrett cursed.

“That’s not all,” Warren said.

“What?”

Diggs and Scupp shared a worried look as
Warren hesitated.

“The Inquisitor was with them,” Warren
said.

“Did he see you?” Bargas growled.

Diggs and Scupp both lowered their ears and
took a step away from the big ghoul.

“Did he see you?” Bargas roared.

“He didn’t exactly see us,” Warren
said, giving his father a pained grin.

“We ran into a pack of those faceless
things,” Scupp said, “about six of ‘em I think.”

“Five now,” Diggs said, patting one of the
essence canisters that hung from the bandolier across his
chest.

Garrett gave him a questioning look.

“Yeah,” Warren sighed, “Diggs got one of ‘em…
but we didn’t hang around to take on the rest. We just ran.”

“Had to drop my favorite travelin’ crutch,”
Scupp grumbled as she hefted the rough-hewn tree branch she was
using for a replacement.

“So they know we’re here,” Garrett
sighed.

“Sorry, Gar,” Warren said.

“It’s all right,” Garrett said, “but we’ve
gotta get outta here in case they followed you back.”

“Where to?” Bargas asked.

“How far is it to Taelish?” Garrett
asked.

“No tellin’ in this swamp,” Bargas growled,
“Maybe three nights… if we push hard and get lucky on findin’ a
clear path.”

Garrett nodded. “All right,” he said, “but we
gotta stick closer together, and I want the mages spread out
through the group, in case the Volgrem try to attack us again.
Anybody who gets jumped or who can’t use magic won’t last long
against ‘em.”

The ghouls nodded.

“I wish Raik was here,” Bargas mumbled,
scratching at one of the hairless scars on his face where a Volgrem
tentacle had long ago seared his flesh with foul magic.

Ymowyn’s snout twitched, but she did not
argue.

“Who needs the White Pack when you’ve got
Diggs the Destroyer?” Scupp asked, grinning at her
brother.

“That’s right!” Diggs said, tapping his
ash-covered medallion of bravery with the tip of a black claw,
“I’ll take care of the noodle monsters. The rest of you can deal
with the human guys.”

“You want the hundred on the right or the
hundred on the left, Scupp?” Warren chuckled.

“I’ll take the old guy in the bathrobe,” she
laughed.

“Bathrobe?” Garrett asked.

“Yeah,” Warren said, “We only got one look at
the Inquisitor before the lumpy, snakey guys showed up, He was
wearin’ a red robe.”

“You sure it was Prex?” Garrett asked.

“Pretty sure,” Warren said, “It looked like
him, and he sure seemed mad about somethin’… He still had that
shiny hammer he was carryin’ around with him.”

“I wonder what he’s doing all the way down
here,” Garrett said.

“Should we tell Max?” Warren asked.

“Yeah, I’d better use the skull as soon as
we’re clear of all this smoke,” Garrett said.

“Are you certain that’s a wise idea?” Ymowyn
asked.

“What do you mean?”

Ymowyn tilted her head slightly and looked
away. “I’m only suggesting that perhaps we should first secure our
own escape before we discuss the matter with Zara,” she said, “His
judgment in the matter will likely be clouded by his own history
with the Inquisitor, and we are not of a force to exact any sort of
vengeance against the man, however much any of us may desire
it.”

“Maybe,” Garrett said, “but I doubt that Max
would try to get us to attack him outright. I think he’d wanna do
that himself, and that’s all the more reason to let him know as
soon as possible so he can start heading this way.”

“Agreed,” Bargas rumbled.

“As you wish,” Ymowyn sighed, “Just please…
be careful. The Inquisitor is far more dangerous than he looks. I
underestimated him once, and it cost us all dearly.”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “I’ll be careful.”

*******

Garrett’ eyes burned with exhaustion by the
time he sat down atop his bedroll that night. He had no idea how
much ground they had covered in their mad scramble toward Taelish,
but at least the air no longer smelled like smoke.

He pulled the gilded skull from its bag and
fished a canister of essence from his satchel as he settled into a
cross-legged position to begin the ritual. A few moments later, the
skull grew warm in the palm of his hand as his eyes lost focus and
his voice carried across the vast distances towards home.

“Max? Matron Serepheni?” He called out.

“Garrett?” Max’s voice answered faintly from
the skull in his hand, “Where are you?”

“We’re about two days west of Taelish,”
Garrett said, “The Chadiri are burning the swamps to the north
along with the Astorrans.”

“Have you made contact with them?”

“Warren and the ghouls scouted ‘em out,”
Garrett said, “There’s like two hundred knights and only about
twenty or so Chadiri wizards burning the trees.”

“The Chadiri don’t use wizards, Garrett,” Max
protested.

“I don’t know what they call ‘em, but Diggs
said they’re using magic to burn the trees.”

The skull fell silent for a moment before Max
spoke again. “It’s a kind of ritual magic the priests of Malleatus
use. I’ve never heard of them using it for something so… menial
before.”

“I guess the Inquisitor might have something
to do with that,” Garrett said.

“Prex?” Max said, “That’s possible, I
suppose, but…”

“He’s with them, Max,” Garrett said.

The skull fell silent again.

“He’s there and he’s got those demon things
with him too,” Garrett said, “They saw us, so I’m pulling everybody
back to Taelish for now.”

“You say there were only twenty war priests
with him?” Max demanded.

“That’s all we saw,” Garrett said, “I mean,
that’s all Warren saw.”

“That doesn’t make sense, Garrett!” Max
cried, “The Inquisitor doesn’t travel without a legion at his side.
He’s too great a coward… and too smart.”

“Well, he’s got all those knights,” Garrett
offered.

“No, he must have a Chadiri legion
somewhere,” Max said, “…Why would he be separated from it?”

“I dunno,” Garrett said, “What do you want us
to do?”

“You must keep your eye on him, Garrett!” Max
said, “Whatever you do, don’t let him escape!”

“We’re not strong enough to fight him,”
Garrett protested.

“I don’t want you to fight him,” Max said,
“at least not directly. Just observe his movements and report back
to me… I’m leaving tonight with whatever force I can secure. Just
keep him busy until I arrive. Harry him if you have to, if it looks
like he might turn north again.”

“Harry him?”

“Pick off the odd scout or strike his supply
lines,” Max said.

“What’s a supply line?” Garrett asked.

“The people who bring him food and weapons
from his home base,” Max said, “They have to travel through the
wilds with the food to bring it to him… make sure he doesn’t get
it… but, again, only do this if it looks like he may turn toward
home… We don’t want to scare him off, Garrett! We may never get
another chance like this!”

“But what about Taelish?” Garrett asked.

“Forget Taelish!” Max hissed, “It has no
tactical value! It’s a place where fools go to die.”

“But Cenick said…”

“No!” Max yelled, “You have one
duty, Garrett, and that is to keep your eye on the Inquisitor until
I arrive… Don’t let him escape!”

“All right,” Garrett sighed.

The skull sat in gloomy silence for a long
moment before Max’s voice came again, more subdued now. “I’m sorry,
Garrett,” he sighed, “I don’t mean to shout at you… It’s just
that…”

“I know, Max,” Garrett said, “It’s all
right.”

“Thank you for understanding, Garrett,” Max
said, “and what I said about cutting his supply lines… I really
don’t expect you to risk yourself or any of your people on
something so foolish… Please, just keep an eye on him for me, and
don’t engage him until I arrive. We’ll deal with him together
then.”

“Sure, Max,” Garrett said.

“Thank you, Garrett,” Max said.

“Yeah.”

“Keep me informed,” Max said, “I’ll contact
you when I’m under way. For now though, I’d better let you go. I
have an army to raise.”

“Goodbye, Max,” Garrett said.

“Good luck, Garrett,” Max said, and then the
skull’s heat dissipated as the magical link faded.

“Well,” Haven asked as she snapped her damp
bedroll out beside Garrett on the ground, “What orders from the
Deathlord?”

Garrett shrugged and sighed, “We spy on the
Inquisitor and try not to get killed.”

“Oh… I thought it was gonna be something
hard,” she laughed as she stretched out on the pallet next to
his.

Garrett grinned at her as he pushed the
golden skull back into its pouch and put it away. His grin faltered
a little as he lay down on his side, looking at Haven.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I dunno,” he said, “I guess I was just
looking forward to seeing Taelish.”

“Why?”

Garrett shrugged the shoulder he wasn’t
laying on. “I thought it might be a place we could fix up, you
know,” he said, “make a new home.”

“You mean move there… for good?” she
asked.

“Why not?” he said, “I mean, do you really
wanna stay in Wythr for the rest of your life?”

Haven laughed bitterly and then propped her
chin up on her hand, supported by her elbow. “I guess it’s always
been my home,” she said, “It seems strange to even consider living
somewhere else.”

“Well, where did you live when you were a
kid?” he asked.

Haven laughed again. “I never was a kid,” she
chuckled.

“What do you mean?”

“Garrett, I was made this way,” she said,
“I’ve always been exactly as I am now. One second, I didn’t even
exist, and then the next, there I was, just the way you see me now…
well, maybe not quite as filthy and purple, but pretty much the
same.”

“Oh,” he said, furrowing his brow, “I guess I
never really understood how it worked… Do you remember the dragon
that made you?”

Haven nodded her head in the palm of her
hand. “Her name was Vendekaaden… Nobody ever told me her name, I
just knew, like she had signed her work or something.”

“What was she like?”

Haven’s flawless brown eyes grew distant. “We
only saw her for a moment, my brothers and sisters and I. She
looked so sad… we didn’t even know who we were yet, just
that we wanted to make her happy again… whoever she was… Then, they
took us away and told us what we were supposed to do.”

“Who took you away?” Garrett asked before
yawning deeply.

Haven stifled a yawn of her own and then laid
her head back on her pillow before answering. “Other dragons,” she
said, “smaller ones… only a little larger than a human.”

“I didn’t know they came that small,” Garrett
laughed.

“All sizes,” she said.

“But your… mother was large,
right?”

“Yeah,” she said, yawning again, “You
remember the dragon that attacked the city, don't you?”

“Yeah,” Garrett said with a little snort, “I
remember him.”

“She was from the same clutch.”

“Your mother was a Chadiri dragon?” Garrett
exclaimed.

“The Chadiri didn’t even exist then,” she
said, “but, yeah, she came from the North, the same place as the
dragon Kadreaan.”

“Why did the dragons agree to help the
Chadiri?” Garrett asked, curling into his usual sleeping position
atop the blanket.

“I don’t know, Garrett,” she sighed, “I don’t
know anything about where I came from, other than those few
memories.”

“I’m sorry,” Garrett mumbled, half asleep
now.

“Why?” she yawned again.

“Dunno… just sorry,” his voice slurred away
into the depths of sleep.

*******

Wake up! shrieked the voice in
Garrett’s mind.

Garrett’s thoughts coalesced into a
semi-coherent state as his body struggled to awaken. It felt as
though he were drowning in thick, warm syrup.

“Wake up, Garrett!” Haven hissed into his
ear, “Wake up!”

Someone was shaking him violently. It must
have been Haven. Didn’t she understand that he needed a little more
sleep? It wasn’t easy being in charge of everything.

Somewhere nearby, a ghoul roared in pain, and
the sound instantly snapped Garrett’s brain to attention.

“Wha?” he managed to say, blinking his eyes
against the stinging cloud of wood smoke that hung over the camp.
Sunbeams lanced down through the thick green haze that drifted
between the trees all around them. Why was the smoke green?

“Get up!” Haven shouted, shaking Garrett’s
shoulder so violently that he rolled completely out of bed.

She herself was suddenly jerked away by
someone behind her, and, as Garrett struggled to his knees, he saw
a tall man with long white hair and a wet strip of cloth bound
across his nose and mouth fighting with Haven for the possession of
the girl’s knife. The man wore a tight jerkin of blood red leather
with a Chadiri longsword, still in its scabbard, hanging at his
side.

“Get away from her!” Garrett yelled, trying
to jump to her defense, but his feet went out from under him, and
he fell into a tangle of bedroll with his dagger plunged through
the heart of his own pillow. What was wrong with him?

Haven hit the man in the chest so hard that
his body flew backward into the trunk of a nearby tree. She snarled
with rage as she readied her blade to face him if he should come at
her again, but the white-haired Chadirian only slumped against the
roots of the tree with a painful groan.

Garrett managed to get one leg beneath him,
wobbling slightly as he tried to extricate his foot from the tangle
of blankets. “What’s happening?” he murmured. He glimpsed the
outlines of struggling figures through the green haze as the
Chadiri raiders set upon Garrett’s camp.

The angry growl of a ghoul, probably Warren
by the sound of it, was muffled suddenly as though someone had
thrown a bag over his head.

“Look out!” Haven screamed, and then, a
moment later, someone threw a bag over Garrett’s head as well.

“Haven!” Garrett shouted, but opening his
mouth proved to be a mistake. The thick fabric of the cloth bag
oozed with dampness and stank of some horrible chemical odor.
Garrett was immediately reminded of the time his neighbor had
dropped a bad batch of wizard glue down the drains beneath
Uncle Tinjin’s house.

Poison! the voice in his mind shouted,
Don’t breathe it in, boy!

“Little late,” Garrett mumbled, as his vision
danced with swirling lights, and whoever it was that had bagged him
now forced him to his knees.

He heard Haven scream in rage and then a dull
whump, followed by a man’s anguished cry.

“Alive!” someone shouted, “Take her
alive!”

Garrett swung a drunken strike backward with
his dagger, but someone pried it from his grasp. He groaned,
imagining how he was going to tell Cenick that he had lost
another dagger.

“Stormfist!” a man shouted, “What of the
Fallen?”

“Smash their heads in,” the Chadiri commander
cried, “We only want the ones that still draw breath. Kill any
zombie you find.”

“Caleb!” Garrett moaned, trying to pull the
stinking bag off of his head with trembling fingers.

Fight, boy! the voice in his mind
shouted.

Garrett gathered all of his will into the
last little portion of his mind that remained lucid. He hunched his
body into a ball, summoning all of his rage into one final,
desperate shout.

“No!” Garrett roared, and his body erupted
with magic fire, blasting away the poisoned bag over his head in an
inferno of cobalt flames.

A red-jerkined Chadiri staggered away,
screaming as he beat at the blue flames engulfing his upper body.
Garrett quickly turned his attention to the three men engaged in
battle with Haven nearby.

Garrett blinked in confusion. The bodies of
all three white-haired men that surrounded Haven seemed blurry and
indistinct. He hesitated, trying to make sense of what he was
seeing. Where one man stood, ready to strike, now a white wolf
sprang to attack.

Haven screamed as the wolf’s jaws ripped the
dagger from her grasp… only now the Chadiri warrior was a man
again, and he casually tossed Haven’s knife into the bushes nearby.
The two other warriors shared a rasping laugh beneath their
facemasks, even as their bodies flickered indistinctly, now wolves,
now men.

Whatever they were, none of them seemed
prepared for the bolt of frozen flame that Garrett sent into the
nearest one’s chest. The man tumbled over sideways, rolling into a
ball of red leather, white hair, and curses on the ground at
Haven’s feet.

Haven shot Garrett a broad grin as she jabbed
her fist into the startled face of the man who had stolen her
knife.

“Mage!” shouted the Chadiri that had thrown
the bag over Garrett’s head. He seemed to have recovered his wits,
though he now lacked his eyebrows, most of his hair, and a layer of
skin on his forehead. His facemask steamed as he glared at Garrett,
drawing his sword from its scabbard.

“Ghausse!” Garrett shouted.

A muffled whimper sounded through the haze,
but Garrett saw no sign of the big wolf.

“We have to run, Garrett!” Haven cried as
more soldiers appeared out of the greenish smoke.

“It’s far too late for that!” laughed a voice
that seemed somehow familiar.

Garrett turned to see the lean-faced Chadiri
commander approaching from the center of the camp. The man wore the
traditional mail and plate of the Chadiri legions, though the
quality and polish of his gear shone in stark contrast to the
battered red armor worn by the man at his side. Both men wore the
same damp facemasks that the leather-clad soldiers wore, but, if
Garrett had to guess, he would bet that the steely-eyed man at the
commander’s side still sported the same thick mustache that he had
the last time Garrett had met the pair.

“Your name is Felix, isn’t it?” Garrett asked
the commander.

The Chadirian’s eyes sparkled with
recognition, and he suddenly laughed. “Nochs!” he cried, “It’s him…
our mysterious benefactor from the swamps!”

The man called Nochs said nothing but simply
leveled his heavy crossbow at Garrett’s chest.

“I’d hoped we’d meet again someday!” Felix
said, “I never had the chance to thank you for that old map you
dropped into my camp that night.”

Garrett straightened his back, shrugging off
the lingering effects of the greenish smoke and the poison-soaked
bag. “It’s good to see you too,” Garrett said, daring the path of
diplomacy, “I’m glad you survived.”

“Thanks to you, my friend, thanks to you,”
Felix laughed.

The white-haired soldiers hung back, awaiting
their commander’s orders, and Haven took the opportunity to spring
to Garrett’s side.

“We have to get out of here now!” Haven
whispered.

“You’ve only just arrived!” Felix chuckled,
“Please, allow me to show you the hospitality of our camp!”

“I’d love to,” Garrett said, “but, I’d
appreciate it if you let my friends go first.”

Felix glanced at Nochs and then chuckled
softly.

Nochs’s eyes never left Garrett as he held
his aim steady with the crossbow in his hands.

“Let them go, Mister Felix,” Garrett said,
“and then we can talk about it. I promise they won’t try to attack
you.”

“The title is Stormfist,” Felix
corrected him.

“Sorry,” Garrett said, “Would you please let
my people go, Stormfist Felix?”

“No,” Felix said with a shrug of his gilded
pauldrons.

“Then just promise they won’t be hurt while
you and me talk,” Garrett said, “I know we can come to some kind of
arrangement.”

“I never intended to hurt any of your
people,” Felix laughed, “My orders were to take you all alive, and
the Kriesslegion never fails in our duty.”

“Thanks,” Garrett said, his mouth dry and
burning with the lingering taste of green smoke, “but please don’t
hurt my zombies either.”

“Oh… ah,” Felix said, turning to look back
toward the far end of the camp, “I’m afraid my orders in that
regard were rather specific as well… my apologies sir.”

“But…” Garrett gasped.

“It is already done, I’m afraid,” Felix said,
waving his gauntleted hand dismissively, “I assure you that their
end came quickly, and I see no purpose in lamenting those
twice-slain. Let us put old wounds aside and move on in the spirit
of friendship… well, at least in the spirit of honorable
enmity.”

Garrett’s heart sank as he thought of
Caleb.

“The others?” Garrett rasped, fighting back
tears.

“All well,” Felix assured him, “Sleeping
peacefully now.”

“The smoke?” Garrett asked.

Felix nodded. “A trick we learned in
Kriessland,” Felix said, “an extract of a certain tree that grows
there. Does wonders for fussy babies and unwary foes.”

“Doesn’t seem very… Chadiri-like,” Garrett
said, rubbing his nose on the back of his sleeve.

“The Empire takes the strengths of its former
enemies and adds it to our own,” Felix said, “Now, please, may I
have your word that you will attempt no trickery as you accompany
me back to our camp? This smoke is beginning to go to my head.”

“All right,” Garrett said, “Just give me your
word that you won’t hurt the others.”

“Again,” Felix said, “my orders are to
deliver you all alive.”

“To who?” Haven demanded.

Felix said nothing, his eyes still on
Garrett.

“To Prex,” Garrett said.

Stormfist Felix nodded.

“We have to run, Garrett!” Haven
whispered.

Nochs’s glove leather creaked as his fingers
tightened their grip on the crossbow.

“No,” Garrett said, “I want to talk to my
friend here. We don’t always have to settle things by
fighting.”

“A refreshing viewpoint indeed!” Felix
laughed, “Shall we go?” He gestured toward a narrow path through
the trees ahead.

Garrett nodded and then stooped to retrieve
the bag containing the proxylich skull.

The singed Kriesslander moved quickly to stop
him, putting his boot down on the neck of the sack even as Garrett
started to lift it.

“Don’t bother with the baggage,” Felix said,
“I’ll have my men fetch everything for you.”

Garrett nodded again, releasing his hold on
the bag.

“I’m looking forward to chatting with you
both over dinner once we reach camp,” Felix called back as they
followed him into the smoky forest, “King Cabre has sent us a load
of hams. It’s been weeks since we’ve had anything besides salted
beef. It was beginning to make my jaws ache.”

Garrett hadn’t believed he could feel any
worse than he already did, but the mention of Cabre’s name proved
him wrong.

Haven’s hand slipped into his as she pressed
close to him in the gloom of the forest.


Chapter Thirty

Garrett speared a cube of ham with his fork
and stuck it in his mouth. It had been two days of travel since
their capture, but his appetite had yet to catch up with him. He
glanced around the interior of Felix’s tent again as he chewed, but
the twelve armed Chadiri soldiers stationed around the table were
still watching him. He swallowed and then set his fork aside, the
bitterness of defeat still strong in his mouth. At least Haven
seemed to be enjoying her meal. She smiled politely at some jest
Felix made, nodding at him as he continued his story.

“As you might imagine, my uncle saw the
wisdom in the plan,” Felix laughed, “I can be rather convincing
when pressed by circumstance. By the end of the day, he had seven
of his fellow bishops in ranks, and the rest was a mere formality.
After my predecessor’s failures in Kriessland, they saw the wisdom
of sending someone with a bit more… finesse.”

Haven nodded again, smiling broadly. Garrett
had to admit that she cleaned up well. Her face almost glowed in
the golden lamplight, and the dark red dress tunic and leggings
that Felix had provided for her fit her as though tailored to her
form. She had tucked her hair back behind her ears, and her brown
eyes glittered with merriment as their host regaled them with the
tale of how he had risen to command a legion at such a young
age.

Garrett had been allowed a fresh change of
clothes from his own gear, including his best purple robe, but
Felix had politely refused to return his skull talisman, despite
Garrett’s assurances that it held no enchantments. Garrett mentally
added the precious relic to his list of things he desperately hoped
that he wasn’t about to lose forever. It would have to go near the
bottom of the list, after all of his friends and his own life.

“I will admit,” Felix continued after a sip
from his cup, “Kriessland was a bit of a challenge. I nearly
ran home in tears after my first night of Gorgerok. You
remember that, don’t you, Nochs?”

The mustached man sitting at the opposite end
of the table only chuckled in response. Both he and his master had
changed into simple tunics like the one Haven now wore, but his
weathered skin looked hard enough to turn a blade. He caught
Garrett looking at him and narrowed his flinty eyes as his hand
returned to the hilt of his carving knife. Garrett quickly looked
away.

“What’s Gorgerok?” Haven asked.

“It’s what they call wintertime up there,”
Felix said, taking another bite of ham, “Imagine taking a warm bath
and then jumping, naked, into a pile of snow… except that you just
lie there for the next six months… That’s Gorgerok.”

Haven laughed again.

“I’d like to check on my people when I can,”
Garrett interjected.

“Of course,” Felix said, “All in good time…
Have you tried the rolls?” He reached for a metal platter heaped
with warm bread and pushed it toward Garrett.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, taking a roll and
nibbling at it as his gaze fell to the table again.

“And what of you, Garrett?” Felix asked, “How
did you rise to command at such a tender age? Are you a prodigy of
war, or have we truly thinned the Gloaran ranks so thoroughly that
they send the bud of youth, freshly-plucked, to the field of
blood?”

Garrett shrugged. “I’m just a scout, really,”
he said, “We wanted to see where you guys went after the last
battle.”

“False modesty does not become you, Garrett,”
Felix chuckled, “Rare indeed is the man I meet more than once on
the field of battle, and this is the third time we’ve met.”

Garrett smiled.

Felix slapped his hand palm-down on the
table, making Garret jump, but the Chadirian’s smile seemed genuine
as he regarded his captured foe.

“I’m glad that we could meet again, Garrett,”
he said, “and I want you to know that your name will be recorded in
the annals of the Kriesslegion… Your story will live on forever.
That is what you necromancers desire, is it not… immortality?”

“Huh?” Garrett asked.

“That is what you are trying to achieve
through your magics… eternal life. Am I correct?”

“Oh… no,” Garrett said, “We just use zombies
kinda like tools, I guess. I mean it’s easier than trying to get
living people to go fight wars for you.”

“Ah, you mean the Gloaran people have no
heart for fighting,” Felix said.

“Well… I don’t know,” Garrett said, “I guess
they’d rather just live their lives and be left alone.”

Felix frowned, leaning forward slightly in
his chair and gesturing with his carving knife as he spoke. “But
surely you realize how meaningless such a life is? Unless we
test ourselves… unless we risk our very lives in the pursuit
of a greater glory… what meaning is there in our existence?”

“Maybe just having fun and being alive,”
Garrett laughed, “That’s enough for most people!”

Felix shook his head. “The same might be said
of the swine that we’re eating for our suppers!” he said, “Without
glory, without risk, how can we say that we are any better than the
animals that frolic in the wilds? They build nothing. They achieve
nothing. They simply live and die and are forgotten as quickly as
they are gone… No, Garrett, I would leave a legacy, as you have
already done… do not pretend to envy those simple beasts. It is
beneath us!”

“But why can’t you leave them to live their
lives in peace?” Garrett asked.

“Peace is a lie!” Felix scoffed, “It is a
drug that deadens the mind, erodes the will, and drowns the spark
of greatness.”

“You sound like Graelle,” Garrett said,
shaking his head.

Felix fell silent for a moment, a shadow of
sadness passing over his face.

“The Skyhammer spoke to you?” Felix
asked.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “He told me that peace
was like a blanket spread over a lit candle… or something like
that.”

Felix smiled sadly, his eyes on the table
before him. “I mourned his fall,” he said, “I know that he… thought
ill of me, but I had nothing but admiration for the man.” He looked
at Garrett again with a troubled expression. “I have to ask,” he
said, “That… skull you carried with you… is that the
Skyhammer’s?”

“What?” Garrett exclaimed.

“I thought it perhaps a trophy of sorts that
you carried with you to inspire your men,” Felix said, looking
slightly ill.

“No!” Garrett said, “It’s just a… It’s not
his… Graelle was still alive the last time I checked.”

Felix and Nochs both shared a startled
glance.

“The Skyhammer lives?” Felix demanded.

“Well, yeah,” Garrett said, “He got hurt
pretty bad when we killed his dragon, but he’s still alive. We’ve
just got him locked up so he can’t escape.”

Felix seemed suddenly at a loss for
words.

“How about a trade?” Haven spoke up.

Felix looked at her.

“Garrett’s life for Graelle’s,” she said.

“What?” Garrett gasped.

“You let Garrett go, and we give you Graelle
back alive,” she said, “A fair deal… You go back a hero, and
Garrett goes free.”

“I’m not going anywhere without the rest of
you!” Garrett said.

“You don’t have much time, Felix, and you
know it!” Haven pressed, “The moment the Inquisitor gets his hands
on us, it’s over. This is your chance to show your uncle and the
other bishops what you can accomplish on your own!”

“Haven, stop!” Garrett cried, “We all go home
together or…” He couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence.

“History is seized between heartbeats,
Felix!” Haven said, ignoring Garrett’s protest, “Are you going to
spend the rest of your life eating the crumbs that drop from Prex’s
table like a good little dog, or will you be the wolf you claim to
be? Now is the moment, Felix! Do not let this opportunity slip by,
or you will regret it until the end of your days!”

“Stop!” Garrett shouted, rising to his feet.
A dozen swords leapt from their scabbards, and Garrett suddenly
found Nochs’s greasy carving knife pressed against his throat. He
held his tongue and spread his hands in surrender.

Haven spared him an anguished glance before
turning her attention to the Chadirian commander once more.
“Please, Stormfist,” she said, “Garrett is a like a younger brother
to the Gloaran Deathlord. He will make the trade.”

Felix looked at Nochs.

“If Graelle yet lives, sir,” Nochs growled,
“It's not by his own choice. Without his dragon under him, he's as
good as dead anyway.”

“Even so…” Felix mused, rubbing his chin as
he considered the situation.

“The Inquisitor already knows they’re here,”
Nochs said.

Felix nodded. “Whatever the arrangement, Prex
must be involved,” he said.

Haven sighed in frustration.

“Still… he may yet see the reason in keeping
the boy alive,” Felix said.

“He missed his chance to burn me once,”
Garrett said, “He won’t let me go again.”

“You’re probably right,” Felix sighed,
“though I wish it were not so… I am sorry that I robbed you of your
chance to die a warrior’s death, Garrett, I truly am.”

I’d like to see them try to burn you
now, the voice in the back of Garrett’s mind chuckled.

“Then let me face my fate, whatever it is,
like a man,” Garrett said, straightening his back.

Felix gave him a curious look.

“All I ask is that you keep my people safe
here and let me go speak to the Inquisitor first,” Garrett said,
“If any of us are gonna get killed, I have the right to go
first.”

Felix gave him a grim smile.

“Garrett?” a familiar though muffled voice
sounded from somewhere nearby.

All eyes turned toward the wooden chest in
the far corner of Felix’s tent.

“Garrett, are you there?” Max’s voice called
out from inside the chest.

Felix and Nochs gave each other an
incredulous look. “What is that?” Felix demanded, looking to
Garrett for an answer.

“Garrett, can you hear me?” Max’s muffled
voice called out again.

Garrett groaned.

Felix stood up and quickly walked over to the
chest, pulling it open to retrieve the gilded skull inside.

“Garrett, if you can hear me, we are
underway,” Max’s voice spoke from the skull, “Hold your position
and keep me informed. Don’t make a move until we arrive!”

“What is this?” Felix asked, holding the
talking skull up before him, “Whose voice is that speaking?”

“Zara’Thul,” Garrett answered, “Deathlord of
the Gloaran armies.”

“And you can speak to him through it as
well?” Felix asked, staring at the skull in wonder.

“If you give me a canister of essence,”
Garrett said, “I had some in my pack.”

“He wants to use magic, sir,” Nochs said, the
tip of his knife still dangerously close to Garrett’s throat.

Felix considered it for a moment and then
shook his head. “It looks as though we’ll finally meet the
Deathlord on the field after all,” he chuckled, “I’ve longed for
this hour, ever since that night in Taelish when it’s glory was
denied me.”

“He’s not gonna be very happy when he gets
here,” Garrett said.

“Then the pleasure will be entirely my own,”
Felix said with a smile.

“And what about me?” Garrett said, “Will you
promise to keep my people safe while I go and talk to Prex?”

Felix looked at the silent skull, turning it
in his hands as he studied it. “I will consider it,” he said, “I
will let you know my decision in the morning… At dawn you will go
to face the Inquisition, with or without your men… Make peace with
whatever gods you worship.”

Nochs lowered his knife and took a step back,
allowing Garrett to relax just a little.

“Thank you,” Garrett sighed, rubbing his
temples with his fingers, weary with concern for the others.

“Would you like something to help you sleep?”
Felix asked with a look of genuine concern in his eyes.

“No, thanks,” Garrett said.

Felix looked toward the nearby table where
lay the two sets of shackles and chains that Garrett and Haven had
worn on their way into his tent. “I apologize again,” he said, “but
I must insist that you both remain bound for the remainder of your
stay here. It is as much my duty to prevent your escape as it is
yours to attempt it.”

“Yeah,” Garrett sighed as two of the soldiers
gathered the chains to bind them again.

“For whatever it is worth, I wish you luck,
Garrett,” Felix said, “A part of me yet hopes that we will meet
again in true contest someday.”

“I’d rather we met as friends,” Garrett said
as the soldier locked the iron cuffs in place over his scarred
wrists.

“Well said!” Felix laughed, “I will drink to
your memory fondly in years to come!”

Garrett managed a thin smile as the soldiers
led them out of the commander’s tent into the warm night air. Nochs
followed them out as well, belting on his sword as he squinted at
the cloudy sky above. He suddenly slapped at his neck and then
stared down at the bloody remains of a biting fly.

“I don’t know why you Gloarans are fighting
so hard to keep this place,” Nochs grumbled, “I’d say we’re doing
you a favor by burning it out.”

“I’m scared, Garrett,” Haven whispered as she
drew close to him. She lifted her arms as far as the chains would
allow and took his hands in hers.

“Don’t be afraid,” Garrett whispered back, “I
think I can make Prex understand why it would be a bad idea to hurt
any of you.”

Haven flashed a fragile smile and nodded.

“Say your farewells,” Nochs said.

“Can we stay together?” Garrett asked, “If it
really is our last… you know.”

Nochs shook his head.

A hard look came over Haven’s face, and then
she pressed close against Garrett’s chest, her lips against
his.

“It’s not over!” she whispered fervently.

“I love you, Haven,” he whispered back.

“I love you too, Garrett!”

Nochs pulled Garrett back and nodded for the
other two soldiers to take Haven away.

Garrett watched her go as they led her toward
the far end of the small city of red tents. As she turned to look
back over her shoulder at him, Garrett saw four of the big,
white-haired Kriesslanders emerge from a nearby tent and follow
after her.

“What are they doing?” Garrett demanded.

“Relax, boy,” Nochs said, “They’re just there
to keep an eye on your friend. We know she’s more than what she
seems… not sure exactly what yet… don’t really care. That’s the
Inquisitor’s business, not mine, but, as long as she’s in my camp,
I’ll have a few berserkers acting as her shadow. I hope, for her
sake, that, whatever she tries, she doesn’t make them angry.”

Garrett glared at the mustached Chadirian as
he nudged Garrett toward the opposite side of the camp.

“And whatever plan you’ve got for dealing
with Prex, little wizard, I wish you luck,” Nochs chuckled, “I
wouldn’t rob a man of his last scrap of hope… however foolhardy it
might be.”

“Please don’t hurt my friends,” Garrett said,
feeling terribly alone and afraid now.

“You killed your friends the day you took the
field against us, boy,” Nochs said grimly, “That’s just the way of
things. No point in lying to yourself about it now.”

“We’ll see,” Garrett fumed.

“Yes, we will,” Nochs agreed, pushing Garrett
into a small red tent.

Four red-armored soldiers within immediately
stood to attention.

Garrett felt a little sick to his stomach as
he stared at the heavy length of chain affixed to the thick wooden
center pole of the tent.

“This looks familiar,” he sighed, his
nerveless wrists aching with the memories of the damage he did them
in escaping the chains in Graelle’s tent so long ago.

Nochs dragged a wire-framed cot from the
corner of the tent and then sat Garrett down atop it before
padlocking Garrett’s leg irons to the floor chain. He gave the
chain a hard tug and grunted in satisfaction. He then snapped his
fingers and pointed toward something lying atop a crate near the
door flap. One of the soldiers quickly fetched it and handed it
over to Nochs.

Garrett groaned as he realized what it
was.

“Open up, little wizard,” Nochs chuckled.

Garrett rolled his eyes as Nochs shoved the
metal bar gag into his mouth, strapping it securely around his
neck.

Garrett mumbled an angry protest, but the
metal bar in his mouth held his tongue down, and his words came out
as gibberish.

“Not taking any chances with you, little
wizard,” Nochs said, patting him on the shoulder.

Garrett tried to raise his hands, but the
chain between his ankles and wrists prevented it. He slumped in
defeat, slurping with annoyance at the little strand of drool that
was now dribbling from the place where the bar dug into the corner
of his lips.

He gave a frustrated groan as Nochs paused at
the flap to look back at him.

“If he tries anything… anything, call
out,” Nochs instructed the soldiers, “and then beat him until I
arrive to tell you to stop.”

Garrett managed to twist his hand into a rude
gesture to go with the glare he was giving the Chadiri.

“Sleep well, little wizard,” Nochs laughed as
he disappeared through the tent flap.

Three of the Chadiri soldiers spread out
around the tent, one of them lingering halfway in the door while
the forth took up position outside. The two nearest Garrett drew
their swords, couching the blades over their shoulders as though
prepared to strike at a moment’s notice.

Garrett sighed and then lay back on the cot
as best he could, his chains jingling as he struggled to find a
comfortable position. He stared at the roof of the tent, watching
the lamp light flicker across the red fabric. His mouth was already
going dry.

What’s your plan? the voice in his
mind asked.

I thought you could read my mind,
Garrett thought back.

You don’t have a plan, do you? the
voice sighed.

I meet the Inquisitor, and then you blow
him up with Songreaver magic… or something, Garrett mused.

No answer came from the silent halls of
Garrett’s thoughts.

You can do that, right? Garrett
wondered, You said you’d help, didn’t you?

I said they couldn’t burn you, boy,
the voice moaned, That doesn’t mean they won’t find some other
way to end us, especially if the Volgrem start offering
suggestions.

Well, you’d better think of something
quick, Garrett thought, We don’t have much time.

You little cur! the voice in his mind
hissed, You drag us into this, and now it’s up to me to pull
your tail out of the flames again?

Yeah, Garrett thought.

When we get out of this… If we get out of
this… the voice raged, there are going to be some changes in
how we do things. Do you understand?

Just try and figure something out,
Garrett sighed inwardly, I’ll try to think of something too…
Maybe we can just stall him until Max shows up.

The voice in his mind muttered several things
that sounded like curses, and then Garrett’s thoughts were his own
once more. He stared at the ceiling, fighting to stave off the
terrible sense of weariness that suddenly swept over him.

He blinked his watering eyes, trying to keep
their heavy lids open.

One of the Chadiri soldiers yawned loudly,
his sword arm drooping a little as he rubbed his eyes with his free
hand.

“Stay alert,” another man chided him, but his
voice seemed slightly slurred, and then he too yawned widely.

“What’s that smell?” the man at the tent flap
mumbled, swaying a little on his feet.

Garrett shook his head, trying to sit up, but
his body seemed weighted with lead. He smelled it now too, the
green smoke.

A muffled gagging sound came from outside,
and the tent flap suddenly dropped shut as the soldier in the door
disappeared through it. He tumbled back in again a moment later,
going down in a bundle of red armor and black cloth. Someone had
tackled him to the floor.

The two guards at Garrett’s side each took a
step forward to aid their comrade, but both collapsed instead into
heaps beside him on the dirt floor.

Garrett struggled to lift his head. His
vision blurred as he tried to make out the face of the black robed
figure that now stood at the foot of his cot. The man had a damp
cloth mask wrapped around his face and a smoking bundle of dried
evergreen boughs hanging from a rope around his neck. Frightened
green eyes blinked at Garrett through a thin slit of cloth between
the man’s mask and headdress.

“Ti’an?” Garrett muffled through his gag,
recognizing the satyr’s small black horns peeking through the dark
cloth.

Caleb appeared through the flap a moment
later, dragging a senseless guardsman by the knotted cord of black
cloth he held tightly around the man’s throat.

Garrett did his best to grin at them both
through his gag a moment before he passed out.


Chapter Thirty-One

Garrett awoke to the baying of hounds and the
sensation that he was being dragged, upside-down through a forest.
He tried to raise his head to look around, but he suddenly tasted
ham-flavored bile in his mouth as the world spun around him. He
squeezed his eyes shut and tried to make sense of his
situation.

Garrett was bouncing up and down and bent at
the waist as though someone had slung his body over their shoulder.
Yes, that was definitely what was happening. Someone was carrying
him through the woods at a fairly brisk pace, and they were being
chased by dogs.

“This way!” a small voice whispered somewhere
nearby.

“Sender?” Garrett groaned, recognizing the
fairy’s voice.

“Quiet!” Sender hissed.

A low moan rumbled from the chest of the
person carrying Garrett.

“Caleb?” Garrett whispered.

“What do we do?” Timan gasped. The young
satyr wheezed with exhaustion as they paused for breath.

“There they are!” Sender whispered.

Caleb moaned again, and they plunged forward
into the shadowy forest once more.

“Where’s Haven?” Garrett asked.

“We had only enough time to rescue you,
Songreaver,” the dimly glowing violet fairy whispered back as he
flitted in front of Garrett’s face.

“We have to go back for her!” Garrett
said.

“We must see to your safety first, my lord!”
Sender insisted.

Garrett started to protest, but the baying of
Chadiri hounds sounded again, terrifyingly close.

“Over here!” Mila’s voice called out, and
Caleb suddenly turned in her direction.

Garrett saw the forest open up around them,
and a dim, bluish glow shone on the tall grass around Caleb’s feet
as the zombie staggered to a halt.

Garrett twisted his body around to get a
better look and then gasped in amazement.

Dozens of pale blue wisps hung like miniature
moons, suspended above the glistening stretches of mudflats before
them. The fairies Mila and Pock flitted nervously in the air
between the others and the wisps.

“Will they help us?” Sender asked.

“Aye,” Pock answered back, “That, or drown ye
all in tha bog… hard ta say, really.”

“Willowicks,” Sender sighed.

The hounds howled again behind them, and
Timan whimpered in near panic.

“Let me down,” Garrett said.

Caleb groaned, setting Garrett on his feet
again in the spongy soil.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, nodding at Caleb.

The zombie nodded back, even as he drew a
dagger from inside his mud-stained robe.

“What do we do?” Garrett asked, looking
toward the blue wisps that bobbed skittishly above the bog.

“You follow where they lead, and hope they
like you,” Mila answered gesturing toward the largest of the wisps,
“That’s their mother… I think.”

Garrett took a step toward the mother wisp,
his foot sinking deeply enough into the mud that dirty water
covered the toe of his boot. He cleared his throat and bowed his
head.

“Would you please take us to… safe,”
Garrett said in his best Fae.

The mother wisp regarded him for a moment
with no visible reaction. Then she pulsed a single bright flare of
blue light and moved away from him out over the glittering mud.

Garrett hesitated, his eyes on the trackless
expanse of muddy water between him and the wisp.

“Ya’d better go!” Pock whispered, “Tha dags
are nearly on ye.”

Garrett took a deep breath and took a step
out onto the mud.

The mother wisp suddenly flared again, and a
wave of frost rolled over the surface of the bog, lighting a dim
path across its surface.

Garrett’s foot settled onto the frosty
surface, now hardened into a slippery mass of dead leaves and
frozen mud. He chuckled nervously as he fought to keep his
balance.

Suddenly the smaller wisps swarmed in around
him, steadying his body and lifting him by some unseen force. His
feet skidded beneath him as the wisps bore him up and pushed him
along the icy surface of the enchanted bog.

Garrett gave out a wild titter as the wisps
spun him around like a pat of butter in a hot skillet. He saw the
other wisps now lifting and carrying Caleb and Timan behind him,
and, soon, all three of them were being propelled like paper
sailboats in a stream. Sender and the other two fairies flew along
after them, giggling merrily at the sight.

They were halfway across the open stretch of
bog when the Chadiri hounds bounded out of the woods behind them.
Their baying ended suddenly in wild yelps of surprise as the dogs
found themselves suddenly jowl-deep in cold mud.

The Chadiri soldiers that emerged a little
later could only stumble and curse and slowly drag their mud-caked
dogs out of the mire as Garrett waved back at them from the far
side.

Garrett recognized the voice doing the
loudest cursing.

“Nochs!” Garrett called out as he regained
his footing in the tall grass on the far side of the bog.

“Clever trick, little wizard!” Nochs answered
back.

“Look after my people for me, Nochs,” Garrett
shouted, “I’ll be back soon, and I’m holding you responsible for
them!”

“No one makes a fool of me, boy!” Nochs
shouted.

“I’ll see you soon, Nochs,” Garrett cried,
“Don’t forget it!”

“We’d better go, Master Garrett,” Timan
whispered, tugging at his sleeve.

Caleb grunted his agreement.

Garrett nodded, looking around at the fairies
and the flickering wisps now fading into the swamp.

“Where are we?” Garrett whispered.

The mother wisp pulsed with light once again,
and they followed as she led them deeper into the shadows between
the trees.

They followed her, climbing higher through
twisted trails barely wide enough to allow the passage of a deer.
They followed until the first rays of dawn began to break through
the forest as though lighting the path ahead.

“Taelish,” Garrett gasped as they stepped out
of the forest onto a bluff overlooking the alabaster spires and
domes of an ancient elvish city lying in ruins before them.

The mother wisp, now hardly visible in the
golden light of dawn, drew close, and Garrett felt the touch of her
thoughts upon his mind.

A wave of bittersweet warmth passed through
his soul, and, for one fleeting moment, he saw the city as it had
once been. An achingly beautiful song of many voices joined
together echoed through flower-lined streets, and rainbow-colored
flames danced upon the pinnacles of unbroken spires.

Then the vision passed, and the vine-wreathed
ruins of Taelish again lay slumbering before him in the hazy
dawn.

“Thank you,” Garrett said, nodding to the
wisp.

The wisp then took on the dim outline of an
elven woman, her face invisible against the sunlit bluff behind
her. She stood, watching him for a moment in silence. Then she
turned away and was gone.

Caleb groaned questioningly.

“I’m afraid that was about as far as we had
planned this,” Sender sighed, “What are your orders,
Songreaver?”

Garrett pushed his hood back, rubbing his
forehead with the heel of his palm. “I’m trying to remember where
Cenick said those bodies were buried here,” he sighed, “Did you
guys bring any essence.”

The fairies shrugged, and Caleb said nothing.
Timan was fishing around in his backpack, and Garrett watched him
expectantly.

“Will this help, Master Garrett?” Timan
asked, handing a roll of vellum over to Garrett.

“Cenick’s map!” Garrett exclaimed, “You still
have it!”

“Yes,” Timan said, casting a nervous glance
toward Caleb, “My… ah, grandfather must have taken it with
us when he hid me from the Chadiri… I’m afraid that I must have
slept through the entire thing.”

Garrett chuckled. “Good job, Caleb,” he said,
nodding at the zombie, “Good job, all of you.”

The fairies grinned back in response, and
Caleb grunted in satisfaction.

“I guess the green smoke doesn’t really
effect you guys,” Garrett said, “I’m glad you were able to get
away… and thanks for rescuing me, but we still have to go back for
the others.”

“How are we going to help them?” Timan asked,
“We barely escaped with you… They will certainly be prepared for
any new attempt at rescue.”

“They won’t be prepared for what I have in
mind,” Garrett laughed as he unrolled the scroll in his hands. He
squinted at the map and then tried to match up the drawing with
what he could make out of the city below him.

“What are you going to do?” Sender asked as
he peered over Garrett’s shoulder.

“I’m gonna figure out how to raise a whole
legion of undead without any essence,” Garrett sighed, “Shouldn’t
be too hard, right?”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Thrinaar

“Could it even be possible?” Valganna Morst
said as he watched the scouting party checking one another’s gear,
“Why would the Malevinians have attempted no contact through all
these years?”

“House Haedria believes that we must
investigate, even if it is only a remote possibility that some may
have survived.” Nerrys said. She alone wore no goggles or black
leather but trusted her white armor to protect her from the sunlit
glory that awaited them all in the heart of House Bremmer.

Marla watched the scouting party as they
secured their Bremmerite goggles in place over their full
facemasks. Kaelin was the only one among the twelve vampires picked
for the mission that Marla knew. The Arkadi bodyguard noticed Marla
watching and lifted her hand in response. Marla waved back, as did
Alyss at Marla’s side. They were both here at Marla’s insistence…
well, at least Alyss was. The inclusion of Kaelin among the scouts
had been agreed upon only because Alyss had convinced Valganna
Morst that they might need someone fluent in northern dialects to
accompany the team.

Nerrys seemed quietly amused by the young
Arkadi’s machinations, but had politely evaded every attempt that
Alyss had made to discover more about her or House Haedria’s
interest in the strange experiment. She had simply looked on as
Valganna Morst, Alyss, and Marla had worked out the details of the
proposed mission. Her only objection had arisen when Marla had
suggested that she herself might accompany the team. Marla, it
seemed, was too valuable an asset for House Haedria to put at
risk.

“Are you prepared?” Morst asked, buttoning
his mask in place over his mouth and nose.

“We are ready, Valganna,” said Grennar,
leader of the Bremmerite scouts, as he snapped his curved longsword
into its scabbard across his back.

Marla breathed deeply before pulling her own
mask closed over her face. “I’m ready,” she said, her voice muffled
by the thick leather.

Alyss hopped nervously from foot to foot and
then dashed forward to awkwardly hug her leather-clad bodyguard.
“Be careful!” she whispered to Kaelin.

“You’re not to leave Arkadi House until I get
back,” Kaelin said, returning the hug.

“Be careful,” Alyss said again, still not
releasing her hold on the other girl.

“I will,” Kaelin laughed, patting her on the
back, “I will.”

“This way,” Morst said, opening the hex door
that led toward the chamber of sunlit sands.

Alyss stuck close behind Marla as they
followed Valganna Morst into the glowing sanctum known as The Eye.
Nerrys strode boldly forward, providing a broad shadow in which
Marla could hide as the blazing glory of the sands crashed upon the
creatures of darkness.

“Ah!” Alyss gasped.

Marla reached back to take her hand, knowing
that this was the girl’s first time to face the dreadful light of
day.

“Just don’t look directly at it, and try to
breathe slowly,” Marla whispered back.

“I think I’m gonna throw up,” Alyss
groaned.

“Do not remove your mask!” Morst hissed, “If
you are unable to continue, turn back now!”

Alyss’s grip tightened on Marla’s hand. “No,”
she groaned, “I can do this!”

Marla ushered the girl forward into the
shadow of Nerrys’s cloak as the big Haedrian woman took her place a
few steps from the center of the room. Marla left her there as she
followed Morst to her own place beside the bowl of water and sand
from which the burning light of dawn emanated. She watched as the
scouting team took positions along the walls of the great dome,
spreading out with swords drawn and their eyes upon the
rainbow-hued walls.

“Lady, Veranu,” Morst said, lifting his
gloved hand toward the bowl of sand, “The Eye awaits your
command.”

Marla fought to steady her breath as she
stared again into the heart of the sun. She felt some of the same
sickness that now threatened to overwhelm her friend, but, mingled
with it now, she felt the thrill of anticipation. She stretched out
her hand over the surface of the water and called to mind the
intricate loops of the rune she had spent the past several nights
memorizing.

The surface of the water rippled and
shimmered, pierced by the finger of her black glove. She pressed
her fingertip into the yielding mound of glowing sand in the bottom
of the bowl and began to trace the rune of Malevaar.

A grinding boom echoed through the hall as
she drew the central loop of the city’s rune, and the rainbow
lights paled upon the smooth walls of the great dome. As she traced
the second loop, an almost living groan rose from the stones of the
floor beneath them. Marla sensed the tension in the other vampires
around her, and she felt Nerrys draw closer behind her as though
ready to snatch her back to safety if anything should go wrong.

Marla felt a stab of pain. She hadn’t
realized that she had been biting her lip until her right fang
started to puncture the skin of it. She licked away the tang of
blood and then tapped the final flourish into place on the Malevaar
rune.

The waters beneath her hand began to hiss and
boil as the room was plunged into darkness.

A collective gasp passed throughout the room
as the walls of the dome flickered into insubstantial mist,
revealing a great void of darkness beyond. Where solid stone walls
had been a moment before, now only an expanse of cracked and dusty
flooring stretched away into the darkness beyond. A chill weight of
stale air rushed in upon them, stinking of mildew and old
bones.

“Go now!” Valganna Morst shouted, and the
scouting team suddenly sprang into action. The black-clad vampire
warriors raced forward into that place beyond the wall, passing
unhindered into the lost city of Malevaar where dragons once
ruled.

Marla saw the one she thought was Kaelin
looking back at her from beyond the other side of the wall before
the sand boiled away, and the featureless stone of the great dome
returned, blotting out her last glimpse of the Arkadi
guardswoman.

“Uhn,” Alyss groaned, and Marla turned to see
the girl swoon.

Nerrys moved quickly, catching the Arkadi
girl before she could fall, and Marla was there beside her a moment
later.

“Did they make it?” Alyss gasped.

“Yes,” Marla said, “They made it
through.”

Alyss nodded weakly.

“You may remove your masks now,” Valganna
Morst chuckled. His fanged grin stretched from collar to collar as
he pulled his own mask open, “Congratulations, Lady Veranu. You’ve
made history tonight!”

“Thank you, Valganna,” Marla answered with a
weary smile as she pulled her own mask open. The scent of decay
still hung heavy in the air around them.

“And we’ll see them again in three nights,
right?” Alyss asked, breathing a little heavy as she leaned against
Nerrys for support.

“Yes, Lady Arkadi,” Morst answered, still
grinning.

“They’ll be all right,” Marla said, seeing
the worried look in Alyss’s eyes as she pushed her goggles up.

Alyss nodded and forced a smile. “I just hope
the Chadirians don’t go poking around in their basement for the
next few nights.”

“What is it the humans have named the city?”
Nerrys asked.

“They call it Maleastron now,” Marla
said, “It is the capital of the Chadirian Empire.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

Taelish

Garrett wrinkled his nose at the smell of
decay rising from the charred mouth of the ancient tunnel. He
looked up at the symbols carved into the rock above the twenty-foot
high archway that marked the entrance to the passageway. Swirling
runes surrounded two disks, one above the other, set into the
stone. Though the damage from the Chadiri bonfire made it hard to
tell, one of the disks looked to be formed of some kind of
soot-blackened metal, and, above it, one of cracked rock crystal.
The crystal moon symbol had been crafted slightly smaller than the
silvery one.

“How brightly can you guys glow?” he asked,
looking at the three fairies that hung, buzzing in the air a few
yards away.

“You want us to go in there?” Sender
asked.

“I’d rather not, if it’s all the same to
you,” Mila added.

“I don’t have any essence with me, and
nobody’s got a torch,” Garrett sighed, “I need your help.”

“Can you not simply…” Sender waved his hand
vaguely, “use your power?”

“I can make the blue, flamey stuff, yeah,”
Garrett said, “but I don’t know what it’s going to take outta me to
try to do the other stuff without essence. Suppose I pass out down
there or something?”

“I will go with you,” Timan said quietly, his
eyes wide with fear.

Caleb grunted as well.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, “but neither one of
you can see in the dark, can you?”

Timan shook his head.

“Then I’m going to need your help,” Garrett
said, turning to the fairies again, “at least one of you.”

“I’ll go,” Pock sighed, “though I don’ know
how bright I kin shine down that stankin’ hole!”

Mila gave her boyfriend a fearful look.
“We’ll all go!” she said, “You too, Sender!”

Sender groaned, putting his tiny hand over
his nose as he followed the two younger fairies toward the mouth of
the tunnel.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, smiling at his
friends as he stepped into the shadow of the tunnel’s entrance. The
others followed close behind, and the dim glow of three frightened
fairies cast looming shadows among the uncleared debris of the
bonfire that had once sealed this end of the tunnel.

Cenick’s undead had done a fairly thorough
job of clearing the mouth of the tunnel, but Garrett had to climb
over the sooty remains of several logs to pass much further.
Straddling the largest of the remaining beams, his foot came down
on something hard that suddenly slipped out from under him, sending
him on a painful slide down the roasted bark of the partially
burned tree and elbow-first into a pile of blackened armor.

Mila cried out in alarm as she swooped down
after him.

Garrett stared up into the shadowy visor of a
heat-warped Chadiri helmet. Mila’s flickering glow glimmered on the
cracked white teeth of the charred skull inside it.

Garrett took a few moments to steady his
nerves. It was only a dead body. This was exactly what he had come
here to find, or was it?

Garrett carefully got to his feet, finding a
place to stand between the burned remains of Chadiri soldiers. He
stooped and lifted one of the helmets. The skull came off with
it.

“No good,” he sighed, “These guys are too
burned to use.”

“We should go then,” Sender whispered
fearfully, as if he were afraid he might disturb the dead.

“There’s a whole legion down here somewhere,”
Garrett said as he turned to look into the darkness, “Some of ‘em
have to be still in one piece.”

A low moan of wind answered from the
blackness.

“What was that?” Sender gasped.

“It’s nothing,” Garrett said, “The air is
always moving around in tunnels like this. It has something to do
with different temperatures above and below ground. My Uncle told
me all about it when I was a kid... It used to scare me too.”

“I never said I was scared,” Sender
protested.

“You lead tha way then!” Pock laughed.

Sender glared at him, but made no move to
take the lead.

“Come on,” Garrett said, “Try to think about
something happy.”

Garrett led the way as best he was able,
straining his eyes to make out the path ahead in the uncertain
light of the three fairies. At least they encountered no more dead
bodies to trip over after they passed the entrance. Only a dusty
ramp of smooth stone descended into the earth below with no sign of
life, or death, only the glossy white walls of elvish stonework
leading deeper and deeper beneath the old city.

At last, the tunnel leveled out and broadened
until Garrett could no longer clearly see the walls to either side.
A series of low benches lined the walls here, as though provided
for the comfort of those who might wish to sit and watch the
passing of some ancient procession. It was here, propped against
these alabaster pews, that they found what was left of the Raven
Legion.

“Aliastar Dura’nama!” Timan cried,
making some kind of warding gesture across his heart.

“Whatever ya jes’ said, I’m in agreement!”
Pock added.

Garrett ran quickly from body to body,
fighting to control the growing sense of horror that now threatened
to overwhelm him.

“They seem to have… ah… lost their heads,”
Sender remarked.

“How?” Garrett cried, his voice tinged with
panic.

“What happened to them?” Mila gasped.

Garrett stared down at one of the dead
Chadiri soldiers. The man’s lifeless hands cradled his helmet in
his lap as he sat with his back against the white stone bench, his
shoulder slumped against the body of the man beside him. Though the
dim fairy light did not reveal the full extent of the carnage, it
was plain to see that not one of them still possessed a head.

The voice in Garrett’s mind laughed bitterly
as Garrett strode between the rows of headless dead men, his heart
grown heavy with hopelessness and defeat.

“Who did this?” Timan asked.

Garrett did not answer, but made his way in
the dim light toward the only two bodies that did not lay in neat
rows along the white benches.

In a domed alcove to the side of the tunnel,
two bodies lay beside what appeared to be a stone-rimmed pool. One,
the body of a woman in red robes, lay as headless as the others,
but the final body had retained the ownership of her head in
death.

Before him lay the body of a woman he had met
only once, long ago. He recognized her by the long black ponytail
and the armor of a Chadiri commander that she wore. She lay,
slumped against the stone rim of the well, with her sword still
clutched in her right hand, and a scrap of parchment crumpled
tightly in her left.

The fairies drew close, their curiosity
overcoming their disgust as Garrett gently pried the parchment from
her dead fingers.

Garrett sat down next to her with his back
against the well as he unfolded the letter and read it.

Graelle,

We were trapped between the collapse of the forest
exit and fire in the city. I request Commendations for Stormwall
Navras and his heavy shields. They attempted to breach the northern
fire wall but perished in the attempt. Honor to Sister Kerrigan as
well who eased the passing of so many crushed in the southern
collapse. Her psalms of hope steeled our resolve to face death as
true children of Malleatus.

The air is almost gone.

I had the men draw lots. One in ten to take the heads
of his nine brothers. We would not be taken whole by the maggot
folk. Nine brothers slain by each chosen hand. I could ask no more
of them. The sin is mine alone to bear. They did their duty, and I
ended their vigils, each by my own hand, Sister Kerrigan last of
all. She swore to me absolution of my guilt, and so I let her die
believing that such absolution was hers to give.

The only forgiveness that I seek is yours, my
Beloved. I have failed you in this, my final task, and I will bear
that shame with me into the afterlife. I await you now on the far
side of the river, unworthy to take a single step beyond toward the
Holy Mountain. There will I wait, until you come for me, and, if
you can forgive me, I may enter the gates of paradise, hidden in
the shadow of your glory.

Goodbye, my Beloved. If you would think of me in days
to come, let it be of that night upon the mountain, with all the
world at our feet and all the heavens above. The sweet taste of
snow is in the air, and the sound of your laughter fills my senses,
taking me away from this dark place.

The candle is dying now.

Goodbye, my love,

Brenna

Garrett stared at the letter, reading it
again and again, unwilling to let his mind return to the present…
to face the horror of the Raven Legion’s final victory against the
forces of their enemy.

At last, when the words on the page stopped
making sense in his weary brain, Garrett carefully folded the
letter and slipped it into his pocket. Then he sat in stony
silence, staring with unfocused eyes into the darkness.

“What do we do now?” Sender asked.

“Can you make the zombies?” Timan asked.

“I can’t make zombies out of these bodies!”
Garrett snapped, “They need their heads to work… The Chadiri knew
it, and that’s why…” His voice trailed off as he thought of Haven
and the others, probably already on their way to the Inquisitor’s
camp.

Garrett buried his face in his hands and
wept.

“What do we do?” Sender repeated.

“Shh,” Mila whispered, “Just give him a
moment alone.”

Garrett’s mind stumbled through what options
remained to him. If he ran away… if he waited for Max to arrive,
his friends were going to die, burned alive by Prex for being
stupid enough to follow Garrett into the swamps. If he went back
and tried to face the Inquisitor alone… what chance did any of them
have?

Vengeance, boy, the voice in his mind
whispered, You live to avenge… there is no other
choice!

Garrett whimpered in rage as he shoved
himself to his feet. He kicked the bloodstained sword from the hand
of Brenna’s corpse and screamed in frustration.

The fairy light flickered as the others
stared at him, looking just as lost and afraid as he felt.

Garrett screamed again, an anguished cry of
despair that echoed through the stinking air of the tunnel. He spun
and glared down at Brenna’s body, and she seemed to look up at him
with a taunting, fleshless smile.

“You win, all right!” he yelled, “You win!
Life is war and misery and hate, and nothing really matters! You
win!”

Garrett paused to rub his eyes dry with the
back of his sleeve.

“They’re all gonna die, because of me… It’s
my fault… and, you know what? That’s just fine, because we’re all
gonna die anyway, aren’t we? Love doesn’t matter! Nothing matters!
It’s just fighting and killing and death, and that’s the only thing
that matters in this world, isn’t it? Isn’t it?”

He turned to look at the others who were
watching him with frightened eyes.

He looked back at Brenna now and shook his
head.

“You can have it,” he sobbed, “You can have
the whole thing… I don’t want it anymore… not if that’s all there
is… You win.”

He rubbed his eyes again.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly, “I’m sorry I
killed you. I’m sorry I killed all your people… I made you all cut
your heads off and burn to death and choke on rotten air… it’s my
fault you’re here, isn’t it?

“I’m sorry… I wish you were still alive and I
wasn’t… because now you’re dead, and now I’m just like you.

“I think it would have been better if I
had died, thinking life was important… thinking there was
some kinda reason to it all… that love was real and that it could
make everything all right… but you were right, and I was wrong… and
I wish I hadn’t lived long enough to find that out.

“You win…”

Garrett stared at Brenna’s corpse until his
eyes lost focus, and the only sound was the sound of his own ragged
breath.

And then he heard another sound. An animal’s
footsteps approached from the darkness of the collapsed end of the
tunnel. They all turned to watch as something emerged from the
shadows at the edge of their dim light.

Garrett’s skin crawled with a prickling
sensation of wrongness, the same he had felt before when the demons
had attacked him in the forest. His hand reached instinctively for
the canister of essence that no longer hung at his side.

When the thing emerged into the flickering
fae light, Garrett at first thought it was a zombified dog, for it
appeared to be a great hairless hound, almost skeletally gaunt, but
something about its gray, milky eyes and overly broad grin bespoke
a higher, even sinister intelligence.

“Greetings, Songreaver,” the animal spoke,
and the rasping sound of its voice sent a thrill of fear through
Garrett’s heart.

“Who are you?” Garrett gasped, taking a step
back as the thing approached within a few steps of him.

“We’ve met before,” the dog-thing laughed,
“Though we both wore different skins.”

“Betrayer!” a voice groaned
through Garrett’s lips, as the spirit within him recognized an
ancient foe.

The dog-thing laughed again. “It is good to
see you again, old friend.”

“You’re one of the Volgrem, aren’t you?”
Garrett asked.

“Is that what you call us?” the dog-thing
rasped as it moved again, stalking a slow circle around Garrett as
his friends gave way before the beast.

“What do you want?” Garrett demanded, turning
to keep his eyes on the creature as it circled him.

“The real question is, what do you
want, Songreaver?” the dog-thing responded.

The image of his friends, safe again, sprang
to mind.

“Done then,” the dog-thing said.

“What?”

“You want your friends to be safe,” the
dog-thing said, “That can be arranged.”

“What do you want in return?” Garrett
asked.

Do not listen to him, the voice in his
mind warned, Make no pact with this thing!

“I want only your friendship, sweet one,” the
dog-thing laughed, “You have nothing else I desire.”

Garrett furrowed his brow as he watched the
dog creature continue to pace its slow circle around him. “I
thought you worked for the Inquisitor,” he said, “Why would you
want to help me beat him?”

The dog-thing gave a merry, almost girlish
laugh. “I have my own reasons for assisting that one,” it said, “He
is but a pawn in a game that began before this world was torn from
the void.”

“I still don’t understand what you want from
me,” Garrett said, lifting his hands defensively as the Volgrem
tightened the arc of its circle around him.

“I want to be your friend again,” it
said.

“Were we friends before?” Garrett asked.

Never! the voice in his mind
hissed.

“Do you still believe that Love is important,
Songreaver?” the dog-thing asked, its gray lips curling back over
its glossy white teeth.

Garrett hesitated a moment before answering,
“Yes.”

“Then prove it,” the dog-thing said, suddenly
coming to a halt and sitting on its haunches on the floor before
him.

“Huh?”

“Love me,” the dog-thing said, looking up at
him with its glassy white eyes.

“What?” Garrett gasped.

“Accept my friendship,” the dog-thing said,
“Reach out your hand to me, and show me that you do not hate that
which you do not understand… prove the truth of your ideals… Love
that which you once feared.”

Garrett looked toward his friends who looked
on in horror, unwilling to make a sound.

No! the voice in his mind
shouted.

Garrett looked at the dog-thing again, his
skin still prickling with the overwhelming wrongness of it.
What would Uncle Tinjin do?

Garrett stiffened his back and cleared his
throat, imagining the old sorcerer suddenly confronting a storybook
villain in the flesh.

“A pleasure to meet you… Mister Volgrem,”
Garrett said, reaching out to pat the dog-thing on the head.

“Your glove,” the dog-thing said.

“Hmn?” Garrett said, drawing his gloved hand
back.

“Take off your glove.”

Garrett did as instructed and then reached
out to the dog-thing once more, a bit more hesitantly this
time.

Garrett cringed as the dog-thing licked wetly
at his palm and fingers with its hot tongue. He began to feel a
little sick to his stomach. At last, he could stand no more and
withdrew his hand with a nervous chuckle.

The dog-thing shut its eyes tightly and
shivered as a long strand of drool dribbled from its jaws.

“Are you… all right?” Garrett asked.

“Perfectly,” the dog-thing answered, opening
its white eyes slowly to look up at Garrett again, “Thank you.”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, fighting the urge to
wipe his hand on the leg of his robe.

“Until we meet again, Songreaver,” the
dog-thing said, suddenly rising to stalk away into the darkness
once more.

“Wait!” Garrett called after it, “What about
my friends?”

“You will find them in the camp of Johann
Prex,” the dog-thing called back, “You’d better go and fetch them
quickly if you want them alive.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

Haven’s heart sank as she shuffled toward the
line of carts the Chadiri had assembled along the broad plank road
they had carved through of the heart of the swamp. The red-armored
soldiers herded the other prisoners forward as well. The scent of
stale sweat and horse dung filled the morning air, and the Chadiri
soldiers looked almost as tired and haggard as their wretched
captives.

The Neshite men and the Lethian boy huddled
together in a little pack, shackled like Haven, but otherwise
unharmed as the soldiers loaded them onto a cart. Behind them,
Haven recognized Lady Ymowyn by the red fur of her forearms, bound
at the wrists behind her back, and by her bushy tail that swished
angrily as she stumbled along with a bag over her head. Haven
guessed that the fox woman had been desperate enough to try her
skinwalking trick and been caught at it.

The four ghouls snarled and raged like wild
beasts in the back of a large wagon, each of them bound inside a
cruel cage, built in the shape of an iron-barred barrel, too small
to hold them comfortably, but strong enough to resist their
struggles to escape. Ghausse, at least, had a wagon to himself
beside theirs that supported a cage large enough to hold the great
wolf, though he snapped and gnawed at its bars with an enthusiasm
equal to the ghouls’.

She saw no sign of Timan. Perhaps the Chadiri
had never seen a satyr before, and mistaken him for some sort of
goat-headed demon, too dangerous to keep alive. She pushed the
thought out of her mind and focused on the situation at hand.

Obviously, the fairies had run away, but she
would hold no hope that the skittish little creatures could be
counted upon to aid in any escape.

Where was Garrett?

Her heart ached as she scanned the crowd of
soldiers gathered beside the road. She saw no sign of him, or of
Stormfist Felix. Perhaps the commander had granted Garrett’s
request to meet with the Inquisitor first. She groaned, wondering
what hope he might possibly have of dissuading Prex from burning
them all. Given the Inquisitor’s fanatical reputation, Haven
guessed that Garrett would have to kill the man to have any chance
of surviving the day.

“This way,” one of the Chadiri berserkers
said, pushing Haven toward an empty cart. She glanced toward the
others again as she climbed aboard the cart, meeting Mujah’s
frightened eyes. She gave him a reassuring smile and a wink. The
dirty-faced boy smiled back gratefully.

The berserker locked the chain of Haven’s
fetters to an iron ring in the bed of her cart and then sat down
beside her on the rough wooden bench that ran along one side of the
cart. Two more berserkers sat down opposite her on the other bench.
She gave them a grim smile, and they sneered back before returning
to their discussion in some grumbling northern dialect. She could
make out a few words of it, but what little mastery of their
language she had picked up over the years seemed insufficient to
grasp the full meaning of their mumbling speech.

“You have any water?” she asked.

The berserkers ignored her.

“I need water, you whelps of
pigs!” she growled in what she hoped was passable
Kriesslandic.

That seemed to get their attention. The
Northmen’s eyes flared, and their white moustaches twitched around
feral snarls.

The older man at Haven’s side snorted. He
mumbled something she couldn’t quite make out, and the others
shared a cruel laugh.

One of them leaned over and dug through a
pile of supplies in the far end of the cart, finding a waterskin
that he passed to Haven with a mocking leer.

“Thank you,” she said in something
close to his native tongue as she took the skin.

The berserkers watched her, chuckling to
themselves as she struggled to lift the skin to her lips, unable to
raise her shackled wrists much higher than the level of her knees.
At last, she clamped the mouth of the waterskin tightly between her
teeth and dragged the heavy skin up over her shoulder. She coughed
wetly, almost dropping it as water poured into her mouth.
Recovering, she drank deeply. She paused, gasping for breath as she
eyed the grinning men suspiciously.

The two younger Northmen looked at one
another and laughed.

Haven let the waterskin fall from her teeth,
catching it between her shackled hands. “What’s so funny?” she
asked the oldest man.

“Drink all you want, girl,” the white-bearded
man replied, “It just means you’ll take that much longer to
burn.”

Haven scoffed and looked away as she wrestled
the waterskin back onto her shoulder for another drink.

“Where is my commander?” she asked at last,
tossing the waterskin aside.

“You’ll see each other soon enough,” the old
berserker grumbled without looking at her.

“When?” she asked.

“When you get to hell, witch,” one of the
younger men answered, and the others laughed.

Suddenly everyone jumped as an ear-splitting
howl burst from the large wagon holding the ghouls.

Haven turned to see Bargas with his black
jaws pressed against the bars of his cage, roaring in rage. The
iron bars strained to contain the massive ghoul as he shouldered
against them with all his might.

“Silence that beast!” a Chadiri sergeant
shouted, and red-armored men swarmed the wagon with swords
drawn.

“No!” Warren shouted, “Don’t touch him!”

The sergeant sprang up onto the bed of the
wagon and struck the bars of Bargas’s cage several times with his
warhammer, shouting for the big ghoul inside to cease his
struggles.

“Hey!” Diggs cried, “Get off him, you little
snot!”

Scupp managed to press her slightly leaner
snout between the bars of her cage and snap a ragged swatch of red
fabric from the sergeant’s surcoat in her teeth. He spun and
brought his hammer down against the bars of her cage an instant
after she had jerked her nose back inside. She yelped in pain as
another soldier jabbed the tip of his sword between the bars and
into her flank.

“Stop it!” Warren roared, silencing the din
with the power of his voice, “Everybody stop it!”

The other ghouls stared at Warren as he
pressed against the bars of his cage, his shackled hands
outstretched.

“We’re not animals!” Warren growled,
“Whatever they think we are… show them that we’re not animals!”

Bargas was breathing heavily as his wild eyes
slowly focused on his son.

“Dad, I know you’re mad, but listen to me.
We’re gonna get outta this,” Warren said, “We just gotta trust
Garrett… Trust me. We’re gonna get outta this… Just don’t give ‘em
the satisfaction of seein’ us like this. Show ‘em we’re not
animals… Show ‘em that we’re better than them!”

Bargas sucked in a deep breath and squeezed
his eyes shut as he nodded.

Scupp turned and spat the scrap of chewed
fabric out toward the sergeant, then bared her teeth at him.

The sergeant eyed the ghouls for a long
moment. Then, satisfied that they were no further threat to the
peace, he lowered his hammer and climbed down from the wagon’s
bed.

The old berserker at Haven’s side chuckled
and shook his head. He raised his hands in frustration as the
sergeant approached their cart and called out, “Can we leave
now?”

“We leave when commanded,” the sergeant
barked back, “so hold your tongue, wildling!” He reached into the
cart to tug at Haven’s chain, testing its security, and grunted in
satisfaction before walking away.

“Soft belly lapdog,” the old berserker
muttered in Kriesslandic as the sergeant moved out of earshot.

Haven watched the faces of the men across
from her as they watched the sergeant’s departure. Caged wolf
snarls played across their lips, and their expressions turned sour
and thoughtful.

“Why do you let them talk to you like
that?” Haven asked in the men’s language.

The men across from her regarded her
suspiciously but said nothing. The older man at her side, however,
looked bored enough to take the bait.

“Where did you learn our way of speaking,
girl?” he asked.

“I was a servant in my master’s house in
the North before being sent to Gloar,” Haven answered.

“You speak like a grandmother,” one of
the berserkers across from her laughed.

Haven smiled. “It was my grandmother who
taught me the old speech,” she lied.

She saw a flicker of understanding in the
man’s eyes before she let her gaze fall to the bed of the cart and
feigned a look of sadness.

“She would be dead now, I suppose,”
she whispered, “They never sent word…”

“Slave?” the old berserker
asked.

Haven’s eyes flashed with just the right
amount of defiance, her lips curled back in an artful look of
indignance. “I am no slave!” she hissed. She allowed
the space of two breaths to pass before she softly added, “not
anymore.”

“So that is where you found the strength
to stand against us,” the old berserker laughed.

Haven gave him a questioning look.

He sniffed the air, eying her critically for
a moment. “You are not wolf-clan,” he
said, “I do not know your smell… badger maybe?”

Haven quickly mastered her desire to laugh,
feigning a look of confusion. “I do not understand,” she
said.

“Your grandmother passed to you a
gift,” the old berserker said, “The heart of the beast… It
makes you strong… that is why the worm-women used you… like the red
god uses us.”

Haven gazed down at her chains in silence for
a moment, wondering how far she dared to push the lie.
“Grandmother never told me,” she whispered softly.

“You will see her again soon,
girl,” the old berserker muttered, looking away. There
was no hint of mockery in his voice now.

The two men across from her turned their eyes
elsewhere as well, and Haven delighted in the way their nostrils
flared. Caged wolves, yearning to be free.

“Stand ready!” the sergeant shouted, and all
of the red-armored soldiers that stood beside the plank road
suddenly turned and drew their weapons in salute as the Stormfist
approached.

Haven stifled a little smile, watching as the
berserkers quietly grumbled before getting to their feet and
turning to face their commander. A moment later, she stood as well,
letting her chains jingle noticeably as she affected an aire of
trembling pride.

Her breath caught in her throat when she saw
the look on Felix’s face. Anger and a hint of fear tinged the man’s
stern expression, and the face of Nochs beside him looked hard
enough to carve an Astorran ham. Something was wrong.

“Stormfist,” Haven called out, “Where is
Garrett?”

Felix paused beside her cart and looked up at
her. He let her suffer for a long moment before he smiled
grimly.

“Your commander won’t be joining you today,
I’m afraid,” he announced, loudly enough to be heard by all of the
prisoners.

“What did you do to Garrett?” Warren
shouted.

“Rest easy, beast!” Felix called out, a look
of disgust on his face as he looked toward the ghoul cages, “Your
magician has pulled quite the trick and given us all the slip once
again.”

A collective sigh of relief passed among the
prisoners, and Haven herself fought the urge to break down weeping
with joy.

“Let’s get this over with!” Felix growled as
he took the reins of the horse brought forward to him and quickly
mounted. Nochs mounted his own horse as well and turned a glaring
eye toward the thick trees that lined either side of the plank road
ahead. He was expecting an ambush.

Haven allowed herself a single fierce grin as
the old berserker pulled her back down to her seat again.

“He’s free!” she laughed to the Northman at
her side.

The old berserker snorted and shook his head.
“A true chieftain does not leave his pack to die in his place,” he
grumbled.

“He won’t,” she laughed. She closed her eyes,
enjoying the delicious sense of all of her fear draining slowly
from her body.

“Chadiri!” shouted the muffled voice of Lady
Ymowyn from the back of the cart she shared with Mujah and the
Neshites.

Felix and Nochs continued their quiet
discussion astride their horses as the drivers mounted their carts
and reined their teams forward.

“Chadiri!” Ymowyn sobbed loudly, “I would
speak with your master!”

“You speak with him now, creature!” Felix
shouted in annoyance, “Speak quickly and be done!”

Haven saw the look of pain in Warren’s eyes
as he gnashed his teeth in suppressed rage.

“The boy beside me is not one of us,” Ymowyn
cried, “He is only a refugee that we picked up along the road. He
does not serve our cause and does not deserve to meet our
fate!”

Mujah looked up at her, his eyes wide with
disbelief and fear.

Felix guided his horse over beside Ymowyn’s
wagon, observing the frightened boy and the bound fox woman with a
curious smirk.

“Let him go… please,” Ymowyn gasped
wearily.

“Is this true, boy?” Felix asked.

Mujah glanced at Terrick and the others, sick
with fear.

“It is true,” Terrick said, nodding at Mujah,
“The boy is lost… He is no warrior.”

“I asked the boy!” Felix shouted. He lowered
his voice to a low, even tone as he looked at Mujah. “Is this true,
boy?”

Mujah’s lips moved silently as he stared up
at the Chadiri commander, unable to form words.

“Is it true?” Felix repeated again, almost
tenderly.

Mujah blinked once and then shook his head.
“I’m with Garrett,” he said.

Haven saw Ymowyn’s shoulders sag as she
sobbed weakly into the bag over her head.

“Well spoken, young man,” Felix said gently,
“You do your master honor.”

Mujah smiled and nodded.

“Move out,” Felix commanded as his horse
cantered away.

Haven swayed in her seat as the cart lurched
into motion beneath her. She allowed herself to relax for the first
time since their capture, though she knew it was a mistake. With
Garrett safe, nothing else seemed to matter. She couldn’t bring
herself to be concerned for her own safety. She had never worried
about that before, why should she start now?

Then again, she had never worn shackles
before either. Those were going to be a problem.

She quelled a little flutter of panic, some
innate sense of self-protection that had lain, long dormant, in the
core of her being. The thought that mere humans might somehow find
a way to end her life still seemed far too absurd to be taken
seriously. She laughed inwardly as she stretched her wrists apart,
testing the strength of her chains once more.

“Do not think of it,” the old berserker
said.

“What?” she asked, looking at the
white-bearded man.

“Do not struggle against it,” he said,
leaning forward in his seat and reaching down to tug at the chain
between Haven’s feet, “The beast heart will drive you mad with fear
if you think of it. You must be its master.”

“Why?” she asked, “If I am to die today, why
not go mad?”

“That is your choice to make,” he said, “but
I would choose to die as a man.”

She gave him a hard look. “Is that how you
choose to bear the weight of the red god’s chains?” she asked.

Haven jumped as the image of a snarling white
wolf suddenly snapped in rage an inch from her face. Her chains
rattled as she drew back from the raging berserker, but, just as
suddenly, he seemed only a white-haired man again.

The old berserker sneered at her and then
looked away, wiping the spit from his lips with the hairy back of
his hand. The other Kriesslanders said nothing, their eyes turning
northward as the cart rolled and bumped over the rough-hewn planks
of the wooden road.

Given another week, she might have some hope
of stirring rebellion among Felix’s troops, or at least nurturing
their already burgeoning sense of discontent. Unfortunately, she
didn’t have another week. She opted to abandon her little game with
the Northmen and get serious about her whole escape plan.

What plan?

Haven sighed as she counted the fifty-one
Chadiri soldiers that Felix had brought along, not including seven
cart drivers, Nochs, and the three berserkers. She had no doubt
that her three newfound kinsmen would prove a challenge
enough by themselves if it came to a fight. No fighting then.

She toed thoughtfully at the iron ring bolted
into the floor of the cart at her feet. The Chadiri padlock looked
crude enough. She could pick the lock, given time, opportunity, and
a bit of wire, none of which she possessed.

She glanced toward the belt pouch of the old
berserker at her side. It would have to be the key he carried
there, though which one of them carried the little key to her
shackles, if any of them did, she did not know.

She silently fumed, considering her options.
The shackles that she wore had proven strong enough to hold her
already. Without proper leverage and some sort of tool, she had no
hope of breaking them. She stared glumly at the floorboards again.
If she could somehow set the cart on fire… Perhaps she should have
taken Garrett up on his offer to teach her fairy magic.

Stupid fairies. Where were they? She scanned
the tree line in frustration as the cart thumped along the plank
road beneath her. Where was Garrett?

She smiled then, knowing that he was safe.
Then her smile faded as she realized that he was bound to try
something. He was probably out there, right now, forming some
idiotic plan to rescue her and his friends. She groaned in
frustration as she imagined him charging in, heedless of his own
safety, only to be chopped to bits by a bunch of redjack fanatics.
If she were with him, there would be no way she would let him risk
himself on something so foolish.

She wasn’t with him though, and he was bound
to try something. The flutter of panic returned once more, but this
time, it wasn’t herself she was worried about.

“Garrett,” she hissed, eying the shadowy
depths of the swamp around her, “please don’t do anything
stupid.”

*******

Garrett eyed the great stag dubiously,
particularly the enormous rack of very pointy-looking horns that
swayed menacingly with every movement of the creature’s head. It
flared its nostrils and snorted at him in the midmorning light of
the overgrown ruins.

“I don’t think he likes me,” Garrett
said.

“He’s promised ta do tha job,” Pock assured
him, “Jus’ show him tha respect he’s due, an’ you’ll get along
fine.”

“Thank you, sir,” Garrett said, taking a
hesitant step toward the stag that Mila had called the Prince of
the Forest, “I appreciate your help.”

The stag snorted again, his eyes wild as he
shied away from Garrett’s touch.

“He’s never been, ah… ridden before,”
Mila said, “So… well, just do your best not to make him cross.”

Garrett lifted his hands in frustration. A
flutter of red cloth drew his attention as Timan and Caleb
approached from the direction of the pool in the center of the
courtyard. Timan snapped the damp red surcoat again, trying to dry
it as much as possible before handing it over to Garrett.

“It was the best we could do,” Timan said
apologetically.

Garrett held the Chadiri surcoat up, frowning
a little at the dark patch that still stained the area around the
throat of the garment. “It’ll have to do,” he sighed, “Thanks for
trying.”

Timan helped Garrett drape the dripping cloth
over the slightly rusty mail armor that he now wore. The satyr then
helped him buckle the Chadiri sword belt into place over the wet
surcoat and then handed him the shiniest helm they had been able to
salvage from the Raven Legion’s remains.

Garrett fitted the helmet into place over his
head and gave his friends a half-hearted smile. “How do I look?” he
asked.

“Very… fierce,” Sender answered.

Caleb groaned.

“Well,” Garrett said, “It’ll have to do.” He
turned back toward the stag again, eying him doubtfully. “How do I…
you know, get on top of him?”

Pock gestured toward the tumbled ruins of
what had once been a large pillar near the edge of the courtyard.
Garrett carefully climbed atop the broken pillar as Mila gently
urged the mighty stag over toward it.

Garrett managed at last to climb atop the
skittish beast, swaying nervously as the stag fretted beneath
him.

“Where do I… hold on?” he asked, finding
little grasp in the stag’s bristly fur with his poorly fitted
Chadiri gauntlets.

“Just, ah, squeeze yer knees,” Pock offered,
“An’ try not ta fall off.”

“Thanks,” Garrett said, trying not to slip
over the side as the stag wheeled suddenly to the left.

“You’ll be fine,” Mila said, patting the
stag’s neck, “The prince knows the way, and we’ll be right behind
you.”

Garrett nodded.

“I wish we were coming with you, Master
Garrett,” Timan said, though the fear in his eyes said
otherwise.

“I need you and Caleb to find Max,” Garrett
said, trying to keep his eyes on the young satyr as the stag
circled in the opposite direction now, “Tell him everything and get
there as fast as you can!”

“We will,” Timan assured him.

“Thanks.”

The satyr lifted his hand in parting.
“Vella no-durain, Master Garrett,” he said with a
smile.

“You too, Timan,” Garrett said, nodding,
“Goodbye Caleb.”

Caleb groaned, lifting his gloved hand as
well.

Garrett turned his eyes toward the gap
between the trees ahead at the edge of the ruins. “Now how do I get
him to… Aah!” Garrett’s voice trailed off into a startled yelp as
the stag bounded forward into the woods, almost throwing him
off.

“Squeeze yer knees!” Pock cried as he and the
other two fairies buzzed after Garrett.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Haven’s stomach ached with the unpleasant
sensation of being seen. Never in her life had she been
watched for so long. Again and again, she felt the urge to
simply distract her enemy and then slip away into the cool shadows
of the forgotten. As the heat of day faded into a droning,
fly-infested twilight, she fought the urge to throw up and wondered
where she’d be if she hadn’t made Garrett break her curse.

Probably still sitting back in Wythr, worried
sick about him.

The cart wheels thumped hard over a
particularly poorly joined section of the plank road, sending a
jolt of pain through Haven’s road-weary backside.

“Can't you idiots even build a road right?”
she growled. She groaned then as she tried to smash a biting fly
with her shoulder that was drinking its fill on her neck. It only
buzzed away for a moment and then settled on her forehead. She
screamed in frustration, shaking her chains as she bent over,
trying to swat it with her shackled hands.

One of the berserkers across from her
casually reached out and splattered the bug across her forehead
with a backhanded slap.

“Thank you,” she grumbled.

The white-haired Kriesslander nodded and then
returned to his sullen appraisal of the road ahead.

Haven straightened her back, sending little
jabs of pain through her legs as she tried in vain to find a
slightly more comfortable position atop the hard wooden bench. “How
far away is it?” she asked.

The old berserker next to her turned to look
at her. “Can you not smell it?” he asked.

Haven drew in a deep breath. She smelled
horses, sweat, steel, ghoul slobber, and… ashes. She looked across
the tops of the trees lining the road ahead and saw a dull red glow
in the sky there.

“We will reach the god-man’s camp by
moonrise,” the old berserker said, “and there will our trails
part.”

Haven said nothing, realizing now that the
fear that filled her heart was for herself.

The old berserker cast a sidelong glance at
the Chadiri driver and then looked at his companions, muttering
something in Kriesslandic that Haven couldn’t quite make out. The
two Northmen across from her looked slightly startled, but then
nodded at their elder and unfolded their arms as though readying
themselves for conflict.

Haven snapped to attention immediately, her
gaze flicking toward the dark trees. Did the men expect an
ambush?

The old berserker leaned close to Haven’s ear
and whispered in his language, “Do you wish us to end your life
now?”

“What?” Haven gasped.

The old berserker’s eyes fell, and he took a
deep breath before speaking again. “If you struggle now, we will
kill you quickly and tell the others that you were trying to run
away.”

She stared back at him incredulously.

He lifted his eyes to hers again, and she saw
genuine compassion in them. “It would be a better death… a
worthy death… a gift to you we offer.”

Haven shook her head slowly.

The big man looked toward the red glow on the
horizon. “The god-man will make you hurt… much hurt before you
die… With us, there would be no pain. You will be safe in your
grandmother’s arms again before the others can stop
us.”

Her eyes fell to the padlock of her
chains.

“No,” the old berserker said,
“The only escape will be by the low road. You die in chains now
by our hands, or later in the god-man’s fire.”

Haven considered her chances against three
berserkers with her hands chained to her feet and then shook her
head again. “They say a badger will bite the hand that cut off
its head,” she said, “I would prove the truth of it
to your god-man.”

The old berserker looked at his countrymen,
and then they nodded, accepting her response. The two younger men
crossed their arms again and settled back in their seats.

“Thank you,” she added
quietly.

The old berserker only grunted in response as
he looked away toward the red glow.

Haven looked back up the road behind her as
night fell across the swamp, sick with the sensation of being
seen.

She woke from a delirium of fear as the wagon
slowed to a halt many hours later. She looked up at the reddish
pall of smoke that obscured the sky above, unable to guess the hour
of the night.

Men were talking up the road ahead… Astorran
accents. She craned her stiff neck back to get a better look, but
saw only torches and men on horseback ahead. Then Felix shouted a
command, and the cart lurched into motion again.

The fiery red glow intensified as the forest
opened up before them, or rather, it was no longer there. A vast
swath of smoldering ashes and blackened stumps stretched off into
the drifting haze of the burning woodlands. Scattered across the
wasteland stood a hundred circular tents with peaked roofs in
varying sizes. Their canvas might once have been dyed in all shades
of color and patterns, but now they stood, stained with the same
gray soot that coated the once shining armor of the Astorran
knights that greeted Felix’s caravan.

“Greetings, Stormfist,” spoke a
haggard-looking knight in sooty mail. He sat astride an ash-covered
horse that wheezed out long strands of drool with every breath. A
dozen, similarly weathered Astorrans rode with him.

“Sir Baelan!” Felix coughed as he rode
forward to meet the knight and his entourage, “It seems the winds
are against us tonight.”

“As you say,” Baelan replied.

“I would speak with the Inquisitor,” Felix
said, coughing again as the hot breeze whipped a fresh cloud of ash
across the caravan, stinging Haven’s eyes.

“That way, Stormfist,” Baelan said, gesturing
toward a row of squarish tents in the center of the camp, tents
that might once have been red in color.

“Thank you, Sir Baelan,” Felix said, clearing
his throat as he led the column past the ragged bunch of
knights.

Haven twisted around to observe the Astorrans
as her cart rolled by them. The one called Baelen’s eyes seemed
focused on something beyond the caravan as he stared, unblinking
into the night.

Haven hid a little smile as she settled into
her seat again. It helped to focus on the war ahead, and she
chuckled inwardly as she mentally recorded one more weakness in the
enemy’s defenses.

She had, she realized now, come to the
conclusion that the opportunity for escape would either present
itself unexpectedly over the next few hours, or it would not at
all. Putting it into perspective that way made it all seem somehow
tidier… more manageable. If escape were possible, she would be
ready. If it was not… then that wasn’t her fault, and she would
finally discover if the humans had it in their power to destroy
her, the masterwork of a greater race. For all Haven knew, she
might be fireproof.

Inquisitor Johann Prex proved to be as great
a windbag as Haven had imagined him. The red-robed priest of
Malleatus emerged from the largest of the dusty red tents to greet
Felix fondly and loudly. His wrinkled face shone, freshly-scrubbed,
and his curly white hair almost glowed in the light of burning
torches as he eyed his captives with an eager grin.

“Oh, ho!” Prex shouted, “God has delivered us
a bountiful harvest of sin for the purging fire!” He leaned close,
grinning at Bargas in his barrel-cage as the big ghoul snarled at
him.

“You were right, Warren,” Diggs sniffed, “He
really does smell like pickles.”

Prex scoffed at him as he moved down the line
to the wagon containing Ymowyn and the humans. He gestured toward
the bag over Ymowyn’s head, and Nochs rode his horse over to snatch
it away.

“Ah ha!” Prex exclaimed, “This one I know
well! Though I doubt she’s happy to see me again, are you, beast?”
He reached up to tug at the hem of Ymowyn’s dusty tunic. “You, I
think, I will burn twice!”

“Don’t touch her!” Warren raged so loudly
that everyone jumped, “I’ll tear your face off, you little stain! I
swear by the black wolf’s teeth, I’ll feed yer head to tha
rats!”

Prex’s eyes went wide with rage, and he took
a step toward Warren’s cage, but then froze at the sound of
Ymowyn’s laughter.

The weary fox woman laughed loudly, tossing
back her red-furred muzzle to the ruddy sky above.

“You laugh?” Prex said, eying her with a
cruel smile.

“Aye, worm, I laugh at you and your
weak god,” Ymowyn chuckled, her eyes blazing with cold rage as she
turned her gaze upon Prex.

“Bold words, demon,” Prex said, “I would hear
more.”

Prex strode quickly toward the line of
Astorran knights that had assembled beside the road and snatched a
torch from the hand of a teenaged squire.

“No!” Warren screamed as Prex approached the
wagon again, the flames of his torch casting a devilish glow across
his yellow grin.

Ymowyn tittered with insane laughter as the
red priest advanced on her with the torch. He thrust it high,
waving the flames within inches of her face as she drew back, eying
him with amusement.

“Stop it!” Warren sobbed.

“You think that little matchstick will
protect you from the Songreaver’s ice?” she hissed.

Prex’s eyes narrowed as he drew back his
torch.

“He comes for you now,” Ymowyn whispered, “He
comes for you all!”

Prex glanced toward Felix and Nochs. “Where
is their leader?” he demanded.

Felix’s eyes fell as he announced, “The boy
escaped.”

“Boy?” Prex shouted, “They are led by a
boy?”

“You’ve met him before,” Ymowyn said in a
singsong voice, “and he remembers you quite well.”

The Inquisitor’s pink cheeks suddenly drained
of color as he looked up at the madwoman in red fur.

“He wanted to thank you for the dragon you
sent, by the way,” Ymowyn said, her voice momentarily serious
before she giggled again, “He feasted upon its heart and drank its
blood, but… the oddest thing… I think it just made him hungrier…
Have you got anything else to offer him?”

“This boy,” Prex shouted at Felix, “Did you
see him?”

“Yes, Inquisitor,” Felix replied, his face
gone pale as well, “He bore the scars of many burns and battles.
His name is Garrett.”

Prex’s eyes bulged, and he glared up at
Ymowyn again, clutching the torch protectively in front of him.

Ymowyn swayed on her feet as she struggled to
stand as best she was able. She turned her manic grin toward the
line of ash-covered knights beside the road. “’Ello, my dear
countrymen,” she called out in a thick Astorran drawl, “I’m so
happy you’ve come all this way to witness the Kingslayer’s
return!”

The Astorran knights shifted restlessly in
their saddles as the murmured news passed through their ranks.

“I hope, for your sakes, that little Prince
Cabre has been busy making you an heir,” Ymowyn laughed, “for a
shadow falls upon the House of Haerad, and the Kingslayer’s blade
thirsts again for royal blood!”

“That’s enough from you, beast!” Prex
growled, planting his foot on the spokes of the wagon wheel as he
stepped up to thrust the torch again at Ymowyn’s face.

Warren and the others screamed in rage as the
tip of Prex’s torch jabbed hard into Ymowyn’s cheek. Then silence
fell across the camp as everyone stared in disbelief at the
ice-crusted stick that had, a moment before, been a burning
torch.

Ymowyn burst out into a wheezing gout of
laughter as the Inquisitor staggered away from the wagon, trying to
shake the frozen torch from his hand.

“You’re never gonna burn anyone again, Prex!”
Garrett’s voice roared.

Haven’s heart leapt as she spun around to see
a boy in a misfitted Chadiri uniform step from the shadows between
the red tents.

“Garrett!” she cried.

His eyes never turned from the Chadiri
Inquisitor as he drew his sword and azure flames suddenly wreathed
its blade, casting a ghostly light on his grim face.

The three berserkers sprang to their feet
around Haven, drawing their own swords a moment before the other
Chadiri soldiers could as well.

“No!” Haven shouted, snatching at the old
berserker’s scabbard, pulling him off-balance as he tried to spring
down from the wagon after his two countrymen.

“Get off!” the white-bearded
Northman shouted in Kriesslandic as he tried to shove Haven away,
but she held fast.

“I won’t let you hurt him!” Haven roared,
yanking hard on the man’s belt as she twisted sideways, pulling him
down into a savage head-butt.

Haven’s vision exploded in white light, but
she recovered more quickly than the snarling wolf-warrior, and now
she had him by the front of his red leather tunic. She felt his
nose crack against her forehead as she head-butted him again, and
he went down in a heap in the bed of the cart.

Steel rang against steel as Garrett turned
the blades of the two other berserkers who had already reached him,
unaware of their elder’s plight.

Haven gasped as she watched Garrett easily
parry their lightning-quick attacks and then send them both flying
with a burst of blue-white flame. His eyes never turned from the
Inquisitor as he slowly advanced upon the cringing old man.

“Kill him!” Prex shouted, jabbing the dead
torch, still frozen to the skin of his palm, toward the
Songreaver.

The four Chadiri soldiers that charged
Garrett next fell before a flurry of steel and blue flame. Brahnek
Spellbreaker, they said, had wielded such prowess on the field of
battle, and now it guided Garrett’s hand like an afterthought.

Haven glanced down as she fumbled through the
old berserker’s belt pouch, finding the key to her padlock at last.
When she looked up again, she saw a blue rime of frost spreading
across the wooden planks of her cart. The unconscious berserker’s
breath puffed out as a white cloud from his bloody lips as the air
grew cold all around them.

She had found no key to her shackles, but she
quickly freed their chain from the padlock and got to her feet,
just in time to see Garrett walk past her cart. His boots crunched
the icy ash beneath his feet as he passed within arm’s reach of
her, but still he did not take his eyes off of Prex.

Stormfist Felix and Nochs hurried to put
themselves between Garrett and their terrified master, and a mass
of red-armored troops moved quickly to engage him.

Then someone opened Bargas’s cage.

The great shaggy gray ghoul roared as he
shrugged free and then lifted the iron barrel cage above his head.
His unlocked shackles fell away as he sent the cage crashing into
the front ranks of startled Astorran knights.

Haven grinned as she saw the flickering
lights of two fairies that flew quickly to unlock the other cages
with a presumably pilfered key.

Haven suddenly met the gaze of the bewildered
cart driver who stood in the front of her cart with his sword
drawn, but immobile as Garrett passed him by. Then, noticing a
slightly less lethal foe at hand, he turned to swing his sword at
Haven’s head.

Haven ducked beneath the whistling blade. She
was still new at fighting while shackled, but she seemed to be
getting the hang of it rather quickly. The cart driver’s clumsy
follow-up attack buried his blade deep in the sideboard of the
cart, and Haven took the opportunity of his confusion to slip
between his arms and grasp a double handful of his red surcoat. She
rolled backward across the unconscious body of the old berserker
and came up, perched atop the prone driver in the bed of the
cart.

She grinned down at the Chadiri boy as she
pressed the links of her manacle chains into his throat with her
hands on either side of his collar. He stared up at her with a
stunned look on his face.

“You have the keys to these chains?” she
demanded.

“No,” he gasped as she forced the chain
against his windpipe.

Haven groaned in frustration as she cut off
his breath, only releasing him once she was sure he had lost
consciousness.

She stood up again, and turned to see Garrett
engaged in a melee of crackling magic and ringing steel against
Nochs and seven Chadiri soldiers. Felix and the bulk of the
remaining redjacks were doing their best to hold back the tide of
claws and teeth that swept down upon them from the ghoul wagon
while Ghausse scattered the Astorran horses, sending the confused
knights off in all directions.

Ymowyn’s cart stood empty now, but Haven
caught a glimpse of violet light as one of the fairies ushered
Mujah and the Neshites to safety, dodging between wagons as they
made their way toward the nearest edge of the forest. Of Ymowyn,
Haven saw no sign.

Haven jumped down from the back of her cart,
rolling to break her fall. She came up, covered in crusty bits of
frozen ash, and hurried as best she could toward the now-empty
ghoul wagon. Peeking inside, she saw no sign of the stolen shackle
key.

“Stupid fairies!” Haven shouted, “Where'd you
go?”

A warbling cry gave her an instant’s warning,
and she dove to the ground just in time to avoid the screaming body
of a Chadiri soldier as he sailed past her head to rock the ghoul
wagon with his impact. She glared, ashen-faced at the ghoul who had
just thrown him.

“Sorry!” Diggs called out sheepishly as he
held another screaming Chadiri aloft by the man’s sword arm.

Haven groaned as she lunged to her feet again
and hopped toward the nearest ghoul.

“Scupp!” Haven called out as she drew
near.

“What?” the brindle-furred she-ghoul barked
back as she hammered her fist into the face of a soldier she had
pinned to the ground.

“Help me break these chains!” Haven shouted
as she dove again, rolling into the legs of a soldier charging the
ghoul’s unguarded back.

Scupp casually reached over and pounded the
fallen man’s helmet down over his eyes. “I’m busy!” she
growled.

Haven caught the thrust of a Chadiri sword
point in the links of her wrist shackles and rolled to the side,
neatly disarming the man before Scupp sent him flying with a brutal
uppercut.

“Come on, Scupp!” Haven cried in
frustration.

“Do it yerself,” Scupp answered, racing
forward on all threes to tackle a crossbowman that had taken an
interest in her brother.

Haven cursed as she rolled to her feet again
and shuffled quickly after the ghoul. “Please, I need your help!”
she shouted.

A sharp twang sounded as one of the
crossbow’s limbs snapped. Scupp ignored Haven as she continued to
use the weapon as a club, pounding the hapless archer into the
ashen mud.

“Please Scupp!” Haven cried.

The bloody-faced ghoul snarled at her as she
tossed the ruined crossbow aside.

“Please?” Haven repeated, giving the ghoul a
tense smile as she lifted her shackled wrists imploringly.

Scupp rolled her eyes. “Fine!” she said,
reaching out to snatch the chain in her hairy fist.

Haven yelped as Scupp yanked the chain hard,
sending her down like a trussed calf in the gray mud.

Scupp sat on her haunches and snarled as she
pulled the chains apart with her monstrous strength.

“Ow!” Haven said, massaging her wrists where
the twin shackle cuffs still dangled short lengths of broken
chain.

“Yer welcome!” Scupp said as she charged off
into the fray again.

Haven had to roll to the side an instant
later as a Chadiri warhammer thudded into the mud beside her. She
came up on her feet, jingling bits of sundered chain as she rained
a combination of quick jabs into the face of the Chadiri sergeant,
sending him senseless into the mud beside his fallen hammer.

Haven’s grin faded a moment later when she
saw the line of red-robed priests emerging from the tents, and
their droning chant filled the air.

Orange flames erupted from their raised
longswords, shining on the scowling golden masks that covered their
faces beneath their peaked mitre hats.

Garrett turned at last to face this new
threat as red flames leapt up from the ground all around him.

Nochs and his fellow soldiers staggered away,
beating at their blazing surcoats as the priests’ flames threatened
to engulf them as well.

“Burn you little wretch, burn!” Prex shouted
as he pushed his way clear of Felix’s men to watch Garrett writhe
in the enchanted Chadiri flames.

Haven roared with fury as she charged the
line of red priests, and one of them turned to face her, leveling
the tip of his burning sword at her heart as he continued to chant
his hymn of flame.

Fire leapt up from the ground at Haven’s
feet, but she wasn’t there anymore. She dodged left and right as
she raced toward the red priest, and roaring flames snapped at her
heels as she came.

She hit him hard in the ribs, silencing his
droning chant with a loud oof and the snapping of bones. A
wave of flames engulfed his crumpled body as his brethren called up
fire to consume both friend and foe alike. Haven wasn’t there
anymore.

The priest’s longsword still roiled with the
fires of Malleatus’s wrath as she used it to sweep the field of the
red god’s servants. Only four of them remained by the time they
joined their swords against her in earnest defense.

She gasped for breath, almost overwhelmed by
the heat of burning earth and flesh, her sword now quenched with
the blood of the fallen. The blazing swords of the four remaining
priests lowered toward the ground at her feet, and Haven summoned
the last of her strength for one more desperate leap.

One of the priests suddenly disappeared in a
burst of blue flame, and the others turned to join their voices
against the advancing Songreaver.

Garrett shrugged aside the wall of orange
flame, his shattered sword held together now by more ice than
steel.

“You won’t run, will you?” Garrett said, his
voice dripping like frost from his ice-crusted lips.

The three priests answered only with another
droning chant and a wave of red flame.

Garrett flicked his open palm toward one of
them, and then there were only two.

Haven let her sword drop as she watched in
horrified fascination.

“You won’t ever just stop coming, will you?”
Garrett said, blasting one of the remaining priests with icy
magic.

The lone priest still standing tightened his
grip on the flaming sword and lowered his masked face as the tone
of his grim song shifted into a mournful dirge.

“Stop,” Garrett sighed, “Just… stop.”

The red priest’s body suddenly exploded into
a sheet of white-hot flame that rolled over Haven and Garrett both
alike.

She opened her eyes to see the fading shell
of blue fire that had shielded her from the blast. Of the last
priest, nothing remained.

Garrett shook his head and turned back toward
the clump of Chadiri warriors still battling to hold the raging
ghouls at bay.

The sound of trumpets split the night, and
Haven gasped in fear at the sound of pounding hooves. The Astorrans
had rallied.

Haven sprang atop a wagon, her heart sinking
at the sight of two hundred armored horsemen wheeling around,
preparing to charge the ragged little pack of ghouls that harried
the tight ranks of Chadiri footmen.

“Sir Baelan!” Felix shouted at the sight of
the Astorran knight astride his horse in the field between the
horsemen and his troops, “Would you do us the great favor of
trampling these dogs into the earth?”

“Dogs, is it?” the Astorran knight called out
with a crazed grin on his face.

“Ride them down, Baelan!” Prex shouted, his
voice on the edge of panic, “Kill them all!”

“At yer service, M’lord!” Baelan drawled,
lifting his gauntlet to his visor as though tipping an imaginary
hat to the Inquisitor.

Haven squinted in confusion as the Astorran
knight wheeled his skittish horse in an unsteady trot back toward
the rows of knights who were preparing to charge the snarling
ghouls. Was the man drunk?

Garrett paused in his advance, watching the
knight ride away, and making no further moves toward Felix’s
men.

“Brave knights of blessed Astorra,” Baelan
roared, fighting to keep his horse steady as he rose up in his
stirrups to address his men, “I command you all to… stand
down!”

“What?” Prex shouted, “Baelan, what are
you…”

“By order of the King!” Baelan shouted,
“Stand down! Your orders are to withdraw at once! Return to
Braedshal and prepare to defend the King!”

The horses of the assembled knights shuffled
in confusion as their masters argued their orders.

“Baelan!” Prex screamed, his voice hoarse
with rage.

“You first duty is to the King!” Baelan
shouted, “Ride to his aid, sons of Astorra! Ride to his aid, for
the Kingslayer comes! Ride!”

Garrett suddenly thrust his sword skyward and
roared with the voice of a dragon. The earth trembled and men paled
in fear as a twisting column of blue flame shot from the tip of his
blade, piercing the red pall above and illuminating the field, for
a moment, like the light of day.

The lines of armored knights wheeled and fled
northward across the blasted fields of Gloar. Within moments, only
Felix’s battered troops remained to safeguard their Inquisitor
against Garrett’s band.

“You’ll burn for this, Baelan!” Prex
sputtered as the last Astorran knight reined his nervous mount back
toward the camp.

Baelan stared down at his hand as he wiggled
his fingers. “That’s how many times you intend to burn me
now?” he giggled, “I’m starting to lose count.” His horse came to a
halt only a few yards from the bewildered ghouls. The horse seemed
on the verge of bolting as it snorted at the massive direwolf that
now eyed it hungrily.

The Chadiri stared in wonder as Baelen’s face
and armor melted away, and only a very weary-looking fox woman
grinned back at them.

Warren and the other ghouls burst out
laughing.

Baelen’s horse suddenly threw Ymowyn off its
back, and she went down with a high-pitched squeak.

“Ym!” Warren cried, rushing to kneel beside
her in the gray mud.

Ymowyn reached up and seized the shaggy ghoul
by the ear and pulled him down into a lingering kiss. Warren
cradled her, stroking her cheek gently as he held her.

“Well done, Garrett,” Felix laughed,
“Masterfully done!”

“Take your men and go, Felix. My business is
with him,” Garrett said, pointing the tip of his ice-crusted sword
at Johann Prex.

“You know it doesn’t work that way, Garrett,”
Felix said, lifting his sword in salute.

“I know,” Garrett sighed, “but are you sure
you want to fight for him?”

Felix spared a glance toward the wild-eyed
Inquisitor. “A more than adequate reason, I’d say.”

“When he betrayed your god?” Garrett
said.

Felix gave Garrett an incredulous smirk.

Diggs suddenly cried out as something dark
and formless boiled up out of the ground beside him. The other
ghouls as well scrambled clear as more black tentacles of unholy
flesh erupted from the earth all around them.

“Run!” Bargas shouted as they loped away from
the teeming masses of Volgrem that rose to surround the
horror-stricken Chadiri soldiers.

“I don’t have any essence!” Diggs howled in
panic as they fell back.

“Garrett, get out of here!” Warren screamed
as he pulled Ymowyn to safety.

“Prex doesn’t serve your god anymore!”
Garrett shouted, casting his sword away as he gestured toward the
mass of writhing demons that now encircled Felix and his men.

“What are they?” Felix cried, a tremor of
fear in his voice as he faced the drifting polyps of shadowy
flesh.

“Tell them, Prex,” Garrett said, “Tell them
who you’re really working for.”

Prex’s eyes bulged as he glared back at
Garrett.

Nochs thrust his sword at one of the demons,
only to have the weapon twisted from his grasp by a coiling
tentacle of shadow. He hissed with rage as he sprang back, giving
his commander a panicked look.

“Tell them who you serve, Prex!” Garrett
shouted.

Prex’s eyes narrowed as he lifted his open
hand and whispered something. A ball of darkness hissed into being
in the palm of his hand.

“Look out!” Warren shouted as Prex hurled the
thing at Garrett.

Garrett said nothing as the ball of darkness
dissipated into nothingness a yard away from his face.

Prex’s eyes went wide as he jabbed his finger
toward Garrett and hissed, “Kill him!”

The Volgrem turned as one, moving toward
Garrett with their shadowy tentacles outstretched.

“Run, boy!” Bargas shouted, racing to place
himself between Garrett and the demons with the other ghouls close
behind.

Haven rushed forward as well, snatching up a
fallen sword as she moved to intercept the closest demon before it
could reach Garrett.

Garrett stood his ground.

“Kill him!” Prex shouted, spit flying from
his trembling lips, “I command you! Kill him!”

Felix looked at the Inquisitor in horror as
the demons moved at his command.

Then the Volgrem stopped moving and hung,
motionless in the air before Garrett and his defenders.

“Huh?” Diggs said, hefting a Chadiri helmet
above his head as though to throw it at one of the beasts.

“I am your master!” Prex screamed, “Kill them
all! Leave no witness alive!”

Felix took a step away from the Inquisitor,
lowering his sword with a hollow look on his face.

“Purge them all!” Prex spat,
eying the red-armored soldiers around him with undisguised
loathing.

The Volgrem moved again, this time drifting
back toward the Chadiri legionnaires and the robed Inquisitor in
their midst.

Soldiers screamed as black tentacles
enveloped them.

Felix roared in fury as a Volgrem dragged
Nochs away. He sprang to the man’s defense, slashing wildly with
his sword. The Volgrem fell back under the Stormfist’s fervent
onslaught, but others moved in, swarming the man and bearing him
down beneath a wriggling mass of dark tendrils.

“No!” Garrett cried, leaping forward, but
Bargas held him back as he tried to rush to Felix’s aide.

Then the cries of Johann Prex shattered the
night as the boiling mass of shadow flesh broke through the last of
his defenders and began to slowly pluck his body apart.

“Gods!” Ymowyn gasped as she watched the
Volgrem extinguish the Flame of Malleatus.

“We’d better get out of here,” Warren
whispered, his voice sick with horror.

Haven wasted no more time, running back to
the cart she had escaped from. She climbed quickly into the bed of
it and booted the still-unconscious driver out into the mud. The
old berserker groaned as she stepped over him, and she put him
under again with a sharp blow to the jaw. She considered throwing
him out as well, but then smiled as she changed her mind.

“Load everybody into the carts, and let’s get
out of here!” she shouted.

“Where’s Terrick and Mujah?” Garrett asked as
he climbed astride Ghausse.

“They ran to the forest,” Lady Ymowyn gasped,
“with the fairies… we’ll pick them up there.”

“Good,” Garrett said, looking back toward the
undulating mass of demon flesh that feasted on the last struggles
of the doomed Inquisitor.

Haven followed his gaze to where a lean gray
dog sat, oblivious to the horde of demons at its back, watching
Garrett with dead white eyes.

Garrett nodded once toward the dog and then
wheeled his wolf toward the forest and loped away.

“Be a dear and grab poor old Baelan on your
way past,” Ymowyn sighed as Warren lifted her into the back of the
ghoul wagon.

“Huh?” Warren said.

“I borrowed his horse for a bit,” she said
with a weary smile, “I feel awful about leaving him like that.” She
pointed toward a shadowy figure lying in the mud not too far
away.

“I’ll fetch him, Ym,” Bargas growled, never
quite taking his eyes off the feeding demons.

“Thank you, Bargas,” Ymowyn sighed as she lay
down in the bed of the wagon, “Thank you.”

Haven reined her cart around, offering a
frowning Scupp a hand up as she rolled past. Then she looked again
toward the Volgrem pack, but the dog-thing was gone.

The scent of ghoul sweat overwhelmed Haven as
Scupp shouldered in beside her. She looked over to find the
brindle-furred ghoul regarding her critically.

“What?” Haven demanded.

Scupp snorted and looked away for a moment as
they bumped along between the tree stumps toward the forest. At
last she looked at Haven again and muttered, “Your brain
stinks!”

Haven shrugged. “Well, that’s the only part
of you that doesn’t.”

Scupp bared her teeth in a fierce snarl that
then slowly twisted into a toothy grin. She wrapped her long arm
around Haven’s shoulder, drawing her close into a rough embrace as
she rubbed the knuckles of her opposite hand across the top of
Haven’s head, chuckling softly.

Haven hunched down and endured the
experience, doing her best to breathe through her mouth as the
pungent ghoul finally accepted her as a member of the pack.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Thrinaar

“…In those days, the dragons could pass
through these portals at will,” Valganna Morst explained, gesturing
toward the vast map of the world carved into the alabaster disc in
the center of the floor.

This was the first time that the master of
House Bremmer had allowed Alyss to accompany Marla into the map
room, and the girl now paced a slow circle around the perimeter of
the enormous map with her eyes wide as she took it all in. Alyss’s
lips moved silently as she committed the map of the known world to
memory.

“Traveling from Thrinaar to Lapria was as
simple as passing from room to room,” Morst said, waving his
thin-fingered hand above the lapis-inlaid Western Sea. His boots
squeaked on the jeweled floor as he took a skipping step and
laughed like a boy. Marla had never seen the old vampire in such
good humor.

“Who lives in Lapria?” Marla asked, nodding
toward the vast, mysterious continent on the far side of the world.
Swirling draconic runes marked the locations of many ancient cities
there, some of them quite large.

Morst smiled. “You may as well ask, who
lives in Rhaema?” he chuckled, “Though, by our
estimates, Lapria is at least twice as large as our own continent,
and we have yet to discover all of the many peoples that we would
call neighbors here.”

“Are there any vampires in Lapria?” Alyss
asked.

Marla chanced to be watching the elder’s face
at that moment and caught a flicker of doubt in his eyes as he
glanced toward Marla. He looked away quickly, giving Alyss a broad
smile.

“None that we know of, Lady Arkadi,” he
answered, “The brood of Samhaed has never had the opportunity to
pass beyond the great sea… Although that may change, now that Lady
Veranu is with us.”

Marla smiled and nodded in response, her
curiosity piqued by his odd reaction to Alyss’s question. “Have any
of us ever tried to make the journey across the sea?” she
asked.

Morst did not meet her gaze, and his thin
lips twitched slightly a moment before he spoke. “We are not a
seafaring race, Lady Veranu,” he said with a nervous smile.

“By air then,” Marla said, “Could the sea be
traversed by gaunts… or some other means?” She glanced at Alyss and
saw that the Arkadi girl had noticed something strange in the
elder’s reaction as well and was watching his face carefully.

“The problem is in finding a safe harbor to
weather the dawn, my lady,” Morst said, gesturing toward the blue
expanse of sea between the continents, “Gaunts require a place to
rest their wings, and vampires require shelter. The open sea offers
little of either.”

Marla noticed a swirling rune engraved in the
lapis stone of the map. “Is that an island there?” she asked.

“Ah,” Morst said, “That was an island…
It was known as La’eb. I’m afraid that it was lost to an earthquake
long ago… a great tragedy.”

“Your mother was born there, wasn’t she?”
Alyss asked, looking at Marla.

“Yes,” Marla said, looking at Morst again as
he turned to put some distance between himself and the westernmost
edge of the map. What was he hiding from her?

“Of course, this is what I wished to show
you,” Morst said, pointing toward a patch of blue in the heart of
the Rhaemic continent. An enormous, many-ringed draconic rune
circled what appeared to be a large lake in the center of the
mountains. Marla recognized the great river Neshat running down
from the lake and twisting halfway across the continent to end at
the delta state of Zhad on the eastern coast of Rhaema.

“You asked where we find the
Ter'akane,” Morst said.

“That’s…” Alyss began to speak and then her
voice trailed off as she gazed at the central rune in wonder.

“Do you recognize it?” Morst said, observing
Alyss’s reaction with a pleased smile.

“That’s Uroe, isn’t it?” Alyss whispered.

“Uroe is no more,” Morst answered quietly,
“all that remains is the great crater where the moon fell and smote
the shining city to ruin.”

A tingling sensation passed through Marla’s
body as she stared at the golden rune. A strange sadness welled up
in her breast as she whispered, “Dorenaar.”

“We gather the sand near the shores of the
lake,” Morst said, “The water itself is far too dangerous to
approach. The laws of nature seem twisted there, and all manner of
unnatural creatures hunt one another in the waters of the fallen
moon. Still, as you have seen, the reward is worth the risk.”

“So the crystal moon and the portals are
somehow connected?” Marla asked.

“Yes,” Morst said, “Though we are only
beginning to understand the correlation between them… Now that you
are with us, however…”

“It is time,” Nerrys said as she appeared in
the doorway of the great map room. She still wore her white armor,
but cradled her helm under one arm as she graced them all with a
tense, reptilian smile.

Alyss sighed with relief, anxious for their
chance to see Kaelin again. She grinned at Nerrys as she hurried
toward the door, having long since overcome any trepidation she had
initially felt around the ancient Haedrian vampire.

“Let us go and collect our wayward scouts,”
Valganna Morst chuckled as he ushered Marla toward the door.

Marla cast one last glance back toward the
sprawling map of the Laprian continent. What was Morst not telling
her?

She tried to put the thought from her mind as
they quickly dressed in their protective gear, nervously
anticipating the opening of the portal and the return of those they
had sent to discover the fate of the lost Malevinians.

They gathered together in The Eye, bathed in
the radiance of the lake stone sand. Alyss appeared much steadier
on her feet this time, her concern for Kaelin’s safety overcoming
her discomfort in the presence of the sand’s light. Nerrys stood to
her right with her left hand on the Arkadi girl’s shoulder and her
right hand clasping her drawn sword. A score of Bremmerite warriors
ringed the perimeter of the hall with their own weapons drawn as
well, while Marla took her place beside the glowing bowl of sand
and water with Valganna Morst.

“They should be in the portal room now,”
Morst said, “Any time you are ready, Lady Veranu, you may
begin.”

Marla held her breath as she slowly traced
the rune of Malevaar in the glowing sand.

Once again, the stones of the great dome
darkened and groaned as the ancient magic twisted the fabric of
reality between vast distances. Once again the smell of mildew and
ruin filled the air around them. Once again the walls flickered and
faded into shadow as the portal opened between the two ancient
cities of dragonkind.

“Kaelin!” Alyss cried out, but no one
answered from the other side of the portal.

Marla gasped in dismay as she saw nothing but
cracked stones and shadows on the other side of the wall.

“Where are they?” Morst gasped.

“There!” Nerrys shouted, stepping to place
her body and her sword between Marla and the thing that had stepped
from the shadows into the light of the rapidly dissipating lake
sand.

Marla caught a single glimpse of a gray,
almost skeletal hound stalking across the floor toward her as the
Bremmerite guards drew back warily. Then the sand hissed and popped
as the last of it boiled away, plunging the room into darkness once
again.

“Stay behind me!” Nerrys hissed, pushing
Marla away from the empty sand bowl.

“Who are you?” Valganna Morst demanded.

Then the rainbow-hued lights of the great
dome returned, revealing a gaunt woman with flaxen hair and dead
white eyes standing alone between the wall and the central pillar.
She wore a floor-length gown of tattered gossamer and carried a
golden bowl in her withered hands. She turned her white gaze and
cruel grin toward Marla as she spoke.

“I would speak with the Daughter of Sorrow,”
the woman in white rasped.

“Who are you?” Nerrys demanded.

“Where’s Kaelin?” Alyss cried, her voice on
the edge of panic.

The woman’s smile broadened as she regarded
them. “I welcome no guests in my city,” she said, suddenly
casting the contents of her golden bowl across the floor.

Marla stared down in confusion at the tiny
white stones that scattered and bounced across the floor at their
feet. One of the stones came to rest against the toe of Marla’s
boot, and she suddenly recognized its true nature, a vampire’s
fang, plucked out by the root.

Alyss screamed.

Marla stared down at the scattered teeth in
horror.

“Name yourself, foe-woman!” Nerrys growled as
she advanced on the flaxen-haired wraith with her sword held
high.

“She knows me!” the white-eyed woman
laughed, leveling a bony finger at Marla’s chest as she cast aside
the empty bowl.

“I do not,” Marla sobbed, tearing open her
mask as she faced the intruder.

Alyss sank to her knees on the floor beside
Marla, wailing in grief.

“I know you,” the woman laughed as she
grinned back at Marla.

“Why would you do this?” Marla cried, “We
seek only peace!”

The white-eyed woman tossed her head back in
a giddy laugh. “Then you do not recognize me at all!” she
cried.

“Who are you?” Valganna Morst repeated.

“Betrayer!” Nerrys raged,
freeing her black wings from beneath her cloak with a mighty
boom as she sprang forward to attack.

The woman’s dress fluttered as she dove to
the side, avoiding Nerrys’s blade as she rolled into a bestial
crouch.

The Bremmerite guards blurred into motion as
they joined Nerrys’s assault against the white-eyed demoness.

Black swords smote the stones where she had
crouched a moment before, but now the woman stood at Marla’s side,
craning her long neck to whisper in Marla’s ear. “Her tears
still fall.”

Marla jumped away, swatting at her collar as
though she had just felt a spider crawling up her neck.

The white-eyed woman stood there, grinning at
Marla, until Alyss’s fist broke her jaw.

Marla watched as the sobbing Arkadi girl
hammered blow after blow into the face of the demon. Then a half
dozen blades crunched through the woman’s gaunt chest as she
collapsed beneath the onslaught of Nerrys and the Bremmerite
guards.

Marla stared down in horror as the woman’s
flesh and bones crumbled to dust amid the shriven tatters of her
cobweb gown. Strands of flaxen hair drifted away as the vampires
smashed the demon’s body to ruin at Marla’s feet.

Valganna Morst pulled Marla gently away as he
stared down at the dusty remains. He whispered only a single word,
“Volgrem.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Gloar

Haven watched in fascination as another wave
of glowflies lighted on Terrick’s bare chest and arms. He sat,
cross-legged atop a mossy stump in the blue twilight of the forest.
The random pulses of light that shone from the insects’ glowing
abdomens slowly began to synchronize with one another, in time with
the droning beat of the Neshite shaman’s strange chant.

Beads of sweat trickled down Terrick’s
forehead, his eyes squeezed tightly shut as he prayed in the
language of the river folk.

The greenish glow of the insects now pulsed
and flared with every syllable of his prayer. Then Haven’s breath
caught as she saw the dark runic tattoos that covered his body
begin to pulse with light as well.

Soon, twisting runes of green flame covered
Terrick’s body, growing in brightness as the lights of the flies
crawling on his skin grew dim. As his song came to an end, his
runic tattoos glowed as brightly as any glowfly.

Terrick sighed, opening his eyes as the
exhausted glowflies lifted from his skin and buzzed away into the
swamp. Terrick watched them go with a little smile. He lifted the
upended Chadiri helmet from his lap and held his open palm above
it. He whispered something as he splayed his fingers wide, and the
magic of a hundred glowflies began to fall as drops of living
essence from his hand, slowly collecting in the crown of the empty
helmet.

By the time his tattoos had faded to their
usual silvery-black hue, he had collected nearly a cup of essence
in the bowl of the helmet.

“That’s all he got?” Haven remarked
incredulously.

“How much can you collect?” Carak
chuckled quietly as he sat, braiding cordage from a pile of vines
beside him on the ground.

Radda shared a laugh with his brother at
Haven’s expense.

Haven gave the Neshite hunters a wry smile,
and then got to her feet, leaving the hunters to keep watch over
their shaman. She shook her head at Terrick as he began chanting
again, and a fresh swarm of glowflies flared their silent answers
to his call in the shadows of the night swamp.

Haven made her way through the trees into
what passed as their camp. The ghouls had yet to return from their
scavenging, but Mujah and Ymowyn still sat watch over the two
prisoners. Baelan and the old berserker sat, locked in their barrel
cages near the fire. Haven wasn’t worried about the Astorran. He
had the look of a broken man. He sat, staring into the campfire,
ignoring any attempt that Ymowyn made to draw him into
conversation.

The Kriesslander, however, watched with
undisguised hatred in his eyes as Haven stepped past on her way
through the camp. Haven smiled as Ghausse lifted his head from
where he lay beside Mujah on the ground. The Kriessland berserker
seemed to respect the dire wolf at least, and, as long as Ghausse
stood watch, Haven was content to leave the prisoners with Ymowyn
and the boy.

“Hello, Miss Haven,” Mujah yawned as he
looked up from roasting a pinecone he had jammed between the
branches of a crooked stick.

“Hi, Mujah,” she said, smiling back at him,
and then nodding at the fox woman beside him, “Is everything all
right, Lady Ymowyn?”

“Oh yes, quite well,” Ymowyn answered as she
looked up from the flat rock between her knees on the ground before
her.

“What’s that stuff do?” Haven asked,
indicating the sizeable mound of greenish paste in the center of
the stone that was all that remained of the pile of leaves Ymowyn
had gathered from the forest earlier.

“No idea really,” Ymowyn sighed, “I just
thought it might be a bit of fun to make tea from it and have Sir
Baelan drink it. It might improve his mood somewhat.”

The Astorran knight said nothing as he
continued to stare into the flames of the small campfire.

“That’s all witchcraft really is, after all,”
she continued, “the dangerous dabbling of a mad she-demon. Why,
half the time, I end up turning my patients into snails rather than
curing them. I’m surprised the King didn’t outlaw the practice
years ago!” She paused, suddenly mocking a look of confusion. “No,
I suppose that he did, didn’t he? Oh well, it’s a good thing we
aren’t in Astorra now!” she giggled.

“Baelen’s your prisoner,” Haven sighed, “so
torture him all you want, but please don’t poison old snow-locks
there until I’ve had a chance to talk with him.”

The white-haired berserker answered only with
a sneer as he glared back at her through the bars of his cage.

“We aren’t really gonna hurt ‘em, are we,
Lady Ymowyn?” Mujah whispered.

“We won’t really hurt them. Mujah,” Ymowyn
answered, “but it is important to instill a proper sense of terror
in your enemies.” She gave Sir Baelan a pointed look. “And in old
friends as well.”

“You know him?” Haven asked, seeing Baelan
lift his eyes from the fire for the first time to glance once at
the fox woman before returning to his sullen vigil.

“Oh, yes,” Ymowyn laughed, “Sir Baelan and I
know each other from the old days. You were just a young squire
when your mother brought you to me, as I recall. I never had the
chance to congratulate you on your promotion… well deserved, as I
understand… I’m afraid that I was much too busy to attend the
ceremony. I would have sent a gift, but I was a bit more concerned
with keeping my head atop my shoulders at the time.”

Ymowyn sighed dramatically before continuing.
“Still,” she said, “It was dreadfully rude of me not to at
least send a card. Can you ever forgive me, dear Baely?”

Baelan looked at her again and then lowered
his head.

Haven caught the look of sadness in the fox
woman’s eyes a moment before her manic grin returned and she went
back to grinding her herbs.

“I’m gonna go check on Garrett,” Haven said,
waving at the others as she slipped back into the trees, “Call for
help if you need it.”

She found Garrett in the same spot where she
had left him earlier, seated atop the broken statue of an old
elvish lord. Only the head and chest of the ancient statue remained
unclaimed by the marshy ground beneath, and Garrett sat in the
crook between shoulder and neck of the marble bust watching the
stars through the narrow gap in the canopy above. The scars that
covered his shoulders and arms shone pale in the cold light, as he
wore only a sleeveless undershirt above his boots and leggings. He
had abandoned the Chadiri surcoat and mail as well as the rotten
gambeson he had worn beneath the armor, but Haven still caught a
whiff of rust and death drifting from his direction.

She approached quietly from behind, trying
not to disturb his meditation, but the crunch of dead leaves
beneath her feet gave her away.

Even in the dim starlight, Haven could see
that the cold stain of death had spread across the forest floor,
centered on the statue where the new Spellbreaker sat.

She closed her eyes, trying to think of
anything to say that might cheer him up.

“Find any new ones?” she asked as she
approached the half-sunken arm of the statue.

“Huh?” Garrett said, seeming to break from
his trance.

“New stars,” she said, crossing her arms as
she leaned against the statue at his feet.

“I don’t even know the old ones,” Garrett
chuckled, flexing his fingers as he seemed to return to his
body.

“I know them all,” she said with a smile, “I
could teach you their names when we have time.”

“No you don’t!” he scoffed, “There’s too many
of them.”

“You doubt me!” she said, feigning offense as
she climbed up beside him on the massive statue’s shoulder and
snuggled in beneath his lifted arm.

She pointed at a particularly bright star
through the trees. “That one’s named Priss,” she said, “and over
there is Darcy… and that reddish one is Brumelda.”

Garrett laughed, laying his cheek against her
hair. “Which one’s named Haven?” he asked.

“Hmn,” she said, “I can’t remember now.”

Garrett laughed again as they held each other
close.

“What’s wrong, Garrett?” she sighed.

“I turned into a monster and killed a bunch
of people,” he answered bitterly, “I think I have a right to feel
bad about that, don’t you?”

“No,” she said.

“What?”

“No, you don’t have the right to feel bad
about that,” she said, “because, if you hadn’t done it, we’d all be
dead now.”

“Only because you followed me into this
stupid swamp,” he said.

“Only because you were born… only because the
world was created… only, only, only…” she said, “We can be at this
all night, Garrett. The only thing that really matters is that you
did what you had to do to protect us, and you don’t get to feel bad
about that. I won’t allow it.”

“You won’t allow it?” Garrett laughed.

“No,” she said, “You put me in charge of this
little expedition, and I get to say what you can and can’t feel
things about. That’s my job.”

“When did I put you in charge?” he
chuckled.

“The moment you invited me along,” she
said.

“Didn’t you invite yourself?” he asked.

Haven thought about it for a moment. “No,”
she said, “The way I recall it, you practically begged me to come
along and keep this whole thing from turning into a disaster… You
were on your knees and everything. It was kind of
embarrassing.”

Garrett laughed as he wiggled his thumb up
under her arm, finding the little ticklish spot there.

“Ah!” she cried, digging her fingers into his
stomach in retaliation.

“Stop it!” Garrett giggled as he doubled
over, fighting to maintain his balance on the statue’s shoulder,
“You’re gonna make me pee myself!”

“You still need to pee, Songreaver?” she
asked, tickling him mercilessly, “I thought you were above such
things now.”

“Cut it out!” he laughed, and then both of
them went over the side, landing in a heap together on the ground
below.

Haven kissed him before he could catch his
breath again, pinning him down on his back with her hand on his
chest and her knee thrown across his hips. He didn’t struggle too
hard against her.

“Thanks for saving us,” she whispered.

“Yeah,” Garrett gasped, breathing at last,
“Thanks for not being… afraid of me.”

“You’re not a monster, Garrett,” she said,
brushing a dead leaf from his face with her fingertips.

“What am I then?” he sighed.

“You’re mine,” she said, “That’s all that
matters to me.”

“Will you still love me when I get all
crunchy and frosty?” he asked.

Haven shrugged. “You’d be surprised what I
can do with a jar of face cream and a stick of rouge,” she said,
“I’ll make you look as good as any of those Queensgarden
ladies.”

His laughter trailed off as he pulled up a
handful of dead leaves and crushed them to pieces. “And what am I
supposed to do about this?” he asked.

“You can clear out this stinking swamp for
starters,” she growled, slapping at a fly on her neck. “I think you
should brick the whole thing over and build a highway to the coast.
You were gonna start with Taelish weren’t you?”

“Well, I sorta thought it was gonna be a
nice, gardeny place,” he sighed, “but, with me around, it would
just turn out to be another Wythr, wouldn’t it?”

“What if it doesn’t have to?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean… all this plant-killing stuff only
really started to happen recently, right?” she asked.

“I guess so,” he admitted.

“Well, I mean, it’s not like you’ve picked up
something new along the way,” she said, “You’ve had the same power
within you this whole time. It’s just now started to affect things
around you the way it did with Brahnek, right?”

“Maybe,” he said, “but what does that
mean?”

“Well, Brahnek was a pretty gloomy guy,” she
said, “Maybe stuff only withered around him because he was always
in a bad mood.”

“Yeah, but I’m not gloomy,” he protested.

Haven answered him with a mocking laugh.

Garrett fell silent for a moment as he
considered her words. “So you’re saying that I’m only turning into
a monster because I’ve been in a bad mood?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, “but, what if the
better you feel on the inside, the less frosty, killy you are on
the outside?”

“So I don’t have to be like this,” he
said, tossing up a little cloud of crushed leaves, “if I just have
a good attitude or something?”

“Dunno,” she said, “At the very least though,
you’d be a lot more pleasant to be around.”

She watched the tension drain from his face
in the dim light of the stars above. At last he gave her a weary
smile.

“Thanks,” he said.

She smiled back before moving in for another
kiss.

The noisy arrival of the ghouls back at camp
prevented her from pursuing the matter with him any further.

She had brushed most of the dead leaves from
Garrett’s shirt by the time they made the short walk back to camp.
He gave her an annoyed frown as she swatted a few leaves from his
backside as well.

“What did you find?” Garrett asked, smiling
at the sight of a dozen large hams piled up near the campfire. The
burlap sack containing each ham bore the stamped image of the
Astorran crown.

“Got some food,” Warren said as he knelt by
the fire beside Ymowyn. His voice was slightly muffled by what
appeared to be a turkey leg stuffed between his back molars. He
reached behind him for something as he stood up. “...and
this,” Warren said as he swung a heavy, gold-plated
warhammer in an underhand arc, tossing it to land with a
thump in the mud at Garrett’s feet. Garrett stared down at
it in grim silence.

“Wasn’t much left of Prex,” Scupp
laughed.

“Yeah, but we figured Max would want some
sort o’ souvenir,” Warren chuckled, grinding the bone between his
teeth, “We’d’ve looked around a bit more, but we smelled a pretty
big group o’ redjacks headed up the road toward us, so we grabbed
what food we could and got outta there.”

“Thanks,” Garrett said.

“Wasn’t much thinkin’ meat to speak of
though,” Diggs sighed, “Whatever those demons did to the redjacks,
it sorta ruined the flavor.”

“Oh,” Garrett said, looking a little
sick.

“There were a few of those war-wizards lyin’
around still, but most of those were a little too crispy for good
eatin’,” Diggs continued.

“As for the fellas you laid out in the fight,
boy,” Bargas said, “looks like most of ‘em lived.”

“Really?” Garrett asked, looking up with a
glimmer of hope in his eyes.

“Yeah,” Bargas chuckled, “I saw some tracks
headed back up the road… most of ‘em a bit wobbly.”

The ghouls shared a laugh.

“Good,” Garrett sighed, and Haven could see
the relief in his face.

“Never found that redjack commander though,”
Warren said with a shrug.

“Felix?” Garrett exclaimed.

“No whit nor whiff of ‘im,” Bargas said.

“We found lots of Prex scattered around,”
Warren said, “But none of that other guy. Either they ate him
whole, or he walked away from it.”

“He didn’t walk away,” Bargas rumbled, “…no
tracks.”

“Well, whatever happened to him, he ain’t
there now,” Warren said.

“What about Nochs?” Garrett asked.

“Who?” Warren asked.

“Mustache guy,” Garrett answered.

The ghouls shared a snickering laugh.

“Lyin’ stone dead in the Gloaran mud,” Scupp
said.

Garrett nodded glumly and then knelt to pick
up the golden hammer that lay at his feet. Haven watched the muddy
gold grow pale with frost as Garrett hefted the Inquisitor’s gavel
in his hands, his eyes lost in thought.

A subtle motion drew Haven’s eye toward the
ghouls again. Scupp was nudging Warren in the ribs. Warren gave his
father a nervous look, and Bargas nodded grimly to his son.

“So, uh, Garrett,” Warren said, scratching at
one of his long ears as he studied the ground before him, “We, ah,
gotta ask you somethin’.”

“Yeah?” Garrett said, looking up at his
friend.

Warren hesitated a moment, and Scupp poked
him again.

“We were just wonderin’,” Warren sighed, “How
come those demon guys didn’t attack us?”

Garrett’s eyes fell again, and he said
nothing.

“And what was that weird dog that was with
‘em?” Diggs asked.

“What dog?” Ymowyn asked.

“A sickly-lookin’ dog that was watchin’
Garrett when we left,” Diggs said, eying Garrett suspiciously,
“Looked like they kinda knew each other.”

“I saw it too,” Haven said quietly.

Garrett looked at her, saying nothing as he
slowly turned the golden gavel in his hands.

“What bargain did you make for our lives,
Garrett?” Lady Ymowyn asked.

“He made no bargain!” Sender answered as he
and the other fairies appeared from the shadows of the forest and
flew to Garrett’s defense.

“Yer only here ‘cause a what he did!” Pock
said, flaring a brassy hue.

“What we all did!” Mila added.

“He crawled inta hell itself, lookin’ for a
way ta snatch yer sorry tails from tha fire!” Pock shouted, “Maybe
he crawled so deep, he met tha devil himself, but that don’t make
’em friends!”

“We jus’ hafta know, boy,” Bargas sighed, his
eyes full of pain, “What do they want?”

“I don’t know,” Garrett answered quietly, “I
think, maybe, they just want everybody fighting each other.”

“And now it looks like we’ve just killed a
Chadiri Inquisitor,” Haven said.

“And their last dragon before that,” Ymowyn
added.

“They want us to seem like some sort of
unstoppable enemy on the Chadiri’s doorstep,” Haven said.

Rough laughter sounded from one of the barrel
cages, and Haven looked over to see the old berserker grinning at
her through the bars.

“The legions will come,” he laughed bitterly,
“They will burn your people from the earth and choke the rivers
with your ashes, little worms!”

“No,” Garrett said, his eyes lifting from the
golden hammer in his hands as its metal crusted over with ice, “No,
they won’t.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Thrinaar

“It’s my fault she’s dead,” Alyss sobbed
quietly as she sat on the floor beside her bed, hugging her
knees.

Marla sighed as she placed the unwanted
goblet of blood atop the ornate vanity table against the wall.
Alyss’s bedroom appeared to be at least three times the size of
Marla’s room, but the clutter of furniture and a dozen overstuffed
filing cabinets made it seem smaller. The Arkadi girl had not left
this room for the past two nights.

Marla adjusted the skirt of her dark red
dress as she sat down beside her friend on the floor. Kaelin’s
memorial service would be postponed until after the investigation,
but Marla had chosen to wear the mourning colors each day until
then.

Alyss wore a rumpled nightshirt and the
blasted expression of someone driven beyond the edge of grief into
the realm of hopeless loss.

“I was the one that talked them into letting
her go!” Alyss wept, “She didn’t even know any of the languages
that I told them she knew! I just wanted her to be a part of the
team… I wanted to be a part of the team.”

“It’s not your fault,” Marla said, putting
her hand on Alyss’s shoulder, “No one could have known what was
waiting on the other side.”

“No… and I didn’t care either!” Alyss said,
“I just sent her through because it was exciting and dangerous, and
I wanted to be the one going there to find out for myself…So I sent
Kaelin instead… It’s my fault she’s dead!”

“I wanted to know too,” Marla said, “but
that’s not why she went… She went because Lord Samhaed wanted to
know what was on the other side of that door.”

Alyss’s eyes went suddenly wide as she stared
at Marla in disbelief.

Marla had never told her friend whom she had
met in the depths of Haedrian House.

“Samhaed?” Alyss whispered the name
reverently.

Marla nodded. “We acted upon his orders,”
Marla said, “and he considers the loss of our friends to be an
assault against himself.”

The look of awe in Alyss’s eyes bordered on
fear.

“He has asked us to discover the identities
of the ones behind this attack, and formulate an appropriate
response,” Marla said, “He has asked for your assistance in this
personally.”

“But… my mother would…” Alyss started to
protest.

“I’ve already spoken with your mother,” Marla
said, “She is in agreement. We need your help to bring justice to
those who took Kaelin and the others from us.”

Alyss looked overwhelmed. “He asked for me
personally?” she whispered.

Marla nodded. “Will you help us?’ she
asked.

Alyss looked around the room as though
stunned by the news. She touched her fingertips to her tangled
braids and then smoothed her nightshirt as she got to her feet. “I…
Where’s my notebook?” she asked.

*******

“…and the Betrayer entered through the
sardonyx gates of Blessed Uroe, welcomed by all the children of
creation,” Nerrys read from the stone-bound runebook laid before
her on the table of the Arkadi council chamber. The black-scaled
vampire paused to turn one of the obsidian plates that served as
its pages.

“He stood before the diamond throne and spoke
sweet lies to the Mother-Queen,” Nerrys continued, “He offered to
show the Mother and her children the path to the crystal moon, a
path no wing could climb. Long had the Mother-Queen desired to
reach this most beautiful place, yet it hung far beyond the reach
of those who ruled the sky and earth beneath the infinite heavens
above.

“This path he offered to show the
Mother-Queen, if she would but name him friend and carry him on her
back to a place he could not go alone. So deceived, the
Mother-Queen agreed to the Betrayer’s bargain and carried him far
across the sea, to a place that she alone could find, the isle of
her birth, from whence sprang the first gods.”

Nerrys turned the page, wetting her scaled
lips with her thin tongue as she did.

“The Mother-Queen returned alone from that
dark-fated flight, and her countenance was greatly changed. Though
sorely pressed by her frightened children, she would not speak of
what she had seen or what became of the Betrayer. She retired in
silence to her diamond throne, and there, for the first time since
the birth of her people, a dragon wept.”

Nerrys looked up from the book and regarded
the others coldly. “You all know the rest,” she said.

“The bargain kept, the moon fell from the
sky, and the world was shattered by its fall,” Valora Jhessa said,
folding her hands in front of her.

“But who was the Betrayer?” Alyss asked,
“Where did he come from?”

“He is not of this world,” Valganna Morst
said, shaking his head as he stalked around the large circular
table in the center of the dimly-lit room, “The Volgrem, it is
said, come from the shadow between the stars. They can traverse the
void between worlds as easily as we can pass from one end of the
room to the other.”

“Then why are they here?” Marla asked.

“And why would one of them need a dragon to
carry him to an island?” Alyss added.

Morst shrugged. “The birthplace of the Queen
has never been discovered,” he said, “If it is an island, it is on
no map, or, if it is, none have recognized the significance of it.
Legends speak of a mist-shrouded island far beyond Rhaema’s eastern
coast. Indeed, it is upon that coast that the first humans landed,
in the time before the fall of the moon, and many cultures hold
such a mythical island to be their place of origination as
well.”

“Perhaps it was a place, not of this world,
which could only be reached by someone, like the Dragon Queen, who
had been there before and knew the way back,” Jhessa mused.

“That seems a reasonable assumption,” Morst
agreed, “Though we still have no idea of the Volgrem’s motives in
seeking the island.”

“Yet we know the method of his betrayal,”
Nerrys said.

Morst raised an eyebrow as he waited for the
Haedrian vampire to explain further.

“He desired the destruction of the world, or
at least the world as they knew it in those days,” Nerrys
continued, “and he used the fall of the crystal moon to ensure
it.”

“Why?” Jhessa asked.

Nerrys shrugged the white pauldrons of her
armor. “You say the moon had some connection to the portals that
the Makers used to travel across great distances,” she said, “and,
once the moon fell, the portals ceased to work. Why would the enemy
wish to disrupt such travel?”

“And did he know that it would drive the
dragons mad?” Jhessa said.

“We should assume that he did,” Morst
reasoned.

“So the Betrayer considered the Makers a
threat,” Nerrys said.

“But what threat would any of us pose to
creatures that could simply leave our world at any time?” Marla
asked.

“Perhaps their work here isn’t complete,”
Jhessa said.

“Perhaps they don’t dare leave the job
unfinished!” Alyss interjected, a gleam of inspiration in her
eyes.

The others looked at her curiously.

“I mean, we go for all these years, not
hearing anything from these Volgrem, and then, the first time we
try to use one of the old portals to actually… port
something, they… well, they attack us. They show their hand.”

Valora Jhessa nodded at her daughter with a
slight smile. “And yet they must expect retaliation,” she
added.

“Perhaps they have no fear of it,” Morst
said, “We cannot expect that the thing we destroyed was the true
form of the intelligence behind the attack.”

“And what of its message to Lady Veranu?”
Nerrys asked, “What did it mean by saying Her tears still
fall?”

Marla’s hand went to her collar as she
shivered at the memory of those whispered words.

“A threat to Lady Veranu’s life, perhaps?”
Jhessa mused, “The tears of the Queen live on inside her.”

“The creature stood a heartbeat away from the
young lady’s life, and yet made no attempt,” Nerrys argued, “It
fell to my blade without resistance once it had delivered its
message to her.”

“What if it spoke of the Queen herself?”
Marla asked.

“She is dead,” Morst said, “She died with
Uroe when the moon fell.”

“How do we know that?” Marla asked.

“I’ve seen the place with my own eyes, Lady
Veranu,” Morst said, “Nothing remains of the great city but a vast
crater… a red lake of unknown depths, filled with gnashing
teeth!”

“I have seen it too,” Marla said, her voice
low as she leaned against the table for support, her skin tingling
with revelation.

Morst stared at her with a baffled look on
his lean face.

“I have seen it in my dreams,” Marla said,
looking around at the others who were all watching her
intently.

“I’ve visited that lake many times in my
dreams,” she continued, “though I did not know until now that it
was real.”

“But it is only a lake, Lady Veranu,” Morst
said, “The city and the Queen are gone.”

“No,” Marla said, “There is an island.”

*******

Marla pushed open the door as quietly as she
could manage, hoping not to disturb her mother’s sleep, but the
sound of voices within startled her.

“Good morning, Marla,” her mother said,
smiling over her cup as she sat in one of the large, plush chairs
in the front parlor. She was dressed in her nightgown with her legs
curled beneath her, facing her guest.

“Lady Veranu,” Jannis said as he nodded
toward Marla with a grin, “Or is it Valora Veranu by now?”
The tailor sat, leaning slightly forward in his chair with a large
map spread across the knee-high table before him. He wore a
close-fitting suit of charcoal gray silk and boots of glossy black
leather with silver plates on the toes and heels. A large ruby ring
flashed on the little finger of his right hand as he sat his own
cup atop what appeared to be a letter that lay, unfolded on the
table beside the map.

“Master Jannis,” Marla greeted him, bowing
slightly, “It is good to see you again.” Her eyes went to the map
again, recognizing the coastline of Gloar and Astorra to the south
and the northern territories above. She gave her mother a
questioning look.

“Jannis and I were planning something of a
vacation,” Lyssa Veranu said with a little smirk.

Jannis grinned again.

“A… vacation?” Marla asked, shutting the door
behind her as she stepped into the parlor.

“Thought we’d do a bit of prospecting in the
North,” Jannis said with a wave of his hand, “I’ve heard they pull
opals as large as a man’s fist out of the hills in Jaasta.”

Lyssa Veranu rolled her eyes. “We’ve received
a letter from Tinjin,” she said.

“Is everything all right?” Marla asked.

“Yes,” her mother answered, “Though he seems
to have made some interesting discoveries during his stay in
Fraelu.”

Jannis cleared his throat loudly and frowned
at Lyssa.

“Oh, yes, and this is all terribly secret,”
Lyssa sighed.

“Thank you,” Jannis said, lifting his cup to
take a sip.

Marla stared down at the map and the looping
symbols written on the paper beside it. Her mother had never taught
her to read Laebran.

“I can’t leave now,” Marla protested, “My
work with the other houses…”

“Which houses?” Jannis asked, raising one
eyebrow.

“Jannis!” Lyssa hissed, giving the tailor a
hard glare.

Jannis raised his free hand in apology and
gave Marla a red-lipped smile.

“It would only be the two of us going north,”
Lyssa explained, “Master Jannis and I.”

“What?” Marla said, a sudden sense of panic
welling up in her breast.

“I’m tired, Marla,” her mother sighed, “No…
I’m restless… useless here. I sit around all day, drinking Arkadi
blood and trying to stay out of the way.”

“I need you!” Marla said, moving around the
table to drop, knee-first into the empty chair beside her
mother’s.

Lyssa smiled sadly and shook her head. “No,
you don’t… not anymore. I can see that now,” she said with a little
laugh.

“How can you say that?” Marla asked with a
little twinge of fear in her voice.

“Because it’s the truth,” Lyssa said, setting
aside her cup to take Marla’s hands.

“You can’t just leave!” Marla cried.

“Stop acting like a child, Marla!” Lyssa
chided her.

Marla stared at her mother, stung by her
words.

Lyssa looked away, sighing slightly before
she continued. “I was so afraid that they were going to take you
from me,” she said, “I thought the wicked old vampire lords were
going to swoop in and snatch my little girl from my arms and carry
her away.” There were tears in her eyes when she looked at Marla
again. She smiled through them.

“They were the ones who should have been
afraid… of you,” she laughed.

Marla smiled at her mother, fighting back
tears of her own.

“I’m not saying I don’t love you, Marla. I
do,” Lyssa said, “Nor am I saying that I’m going to go away forever
and that we’ll never see one other again… I just can’t sit around
here being the new queen’s mother… smiling politely at parties and
answering all their questions about you. I wasn’t made for this,
Marla.”

“But you don’t have to…” Marla began, trying
to think of something that would make her mother stay.

“By the dawn, Marla!” Lyssa exclaimed,
“I’m just taking a vacation!”

“To a war,” Marla said with a hurt scowl.

“Well, I, for one, don’t plan on doing any
fighting,” Jannis said, sitting back in his chair now as he
regarded the Veranus.

“Tinjin is no fool,” Lyssa said, “He does not
rush into conflict needlessly, and, with us there… perhaps there
will be no need at all.”

“What do you mean?” Marla asked.

Jannis cleared his throat dramatically.

Lyssa shook her head contemptuously at him.
“Listen, Marla,” she said, “I’ll be fine, and you need this
too.”

“What do you mean?” Marla asked.

“I was nine years old when my home sank into
the sea, taking my parents and everyone else I knew with it,
Marla,” Lyssa said, “I spent the next three centuries or so on my
own. I may not have enjoyed every moment of my vagabond existence,
but it made me strong… Just think of how strong you’ll be once
you’ve gone a whole week without having your mommy here to dry your
tears!”

“But I like having my mommy here,” Marla
said, trying not to laugh.

Lyssa leaned forward, embracing Marla
tightly. “I love you too,” she whispered.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Gloar

The swamp wisps were watching curiously from
the trees as Garrett led the others into Taelish through the ruins
of the western gate.

They had long since abandoned the Chadiri
cart and wagon, being forced by the marshy terrain to distribute
the supplies between the male ghouls and the largest of the three
horses. The two smaller horses now each dragged a makeshift travois
behind them, with each wooden frame bearing one of the two barrel
cages containing their sullen prisoners.

Garrett wished he’d thought to bring Cenick’s
map, but the fairies seemed to know their way well enough, so he
let them take the lead. He sat astride Ghausse in his sodden
undershirt, anxious to find the place where he had stashed his
robe. Still, the morning breeze felt good on his skin after a night
spent tearing their way through the swamp. Garrett drew in a deep
breath, enjoying the scent of the little pink flowers that
blossomed among the thick vines overgrowing the broken arches. So
far none of them showed any sign of withering away.

The lord returns, triumphant, to his
castle, the voice in Garrett’s mind chuckled.

Why not? Garrett mused, It’s
a nice enough place. Just needs a bit of work.

It has the advantage of being unwanted by
anyone else, the voice sighed, Of course that won’t last
long, once you’ve thrown up a few banners and claimed it
properly.

I don’t have any banners, Garrett
thought.

Get some, the voice said, I suggest
a dragon with a sword through its heart. It would remind people
that you are not a man to be trifled with.

We killed the dragon with an arrow,
Garrett corrected him.

An arrow is a coward’s weapon, the
voice scoffed, a man of strength wields a sword!

Arrows seem pretty effective to me,
Garrett thought, and anyway, I don’t really like
swords.

Well I do, the voice growled, and
since you seem content to let me do all the fighting for you, I
would appreciate it if you acquired a better one before the next
battle.

Garrett frowned, but decided not to argue.
After a moment, he offered a simple thanks to the voice in
his head.

You thank me? the voice
asked.

Yeah… for not killing all those guys in
the last fight, Garrett thought.

It wasn’t necessary at the
time, the voice seemed to mumble.

Yeah, but… I thought, you were
kinda…

The voice chuckled again. It could simply
be that I enjoy torturing the wounded to death at my leisure after
the battle is over.

Right, Garrett scoffed with a broad
grin.

Speaking of which, what are you going to
do with your prisoners? the voice asked.

I dunno, Garrett admitted,
They’re Haven and Ymowyn’s problem I guess.

You are their commander, the
voice insisted, That makes the prisoners your
problem.

Garrett sighed.

They’re eating your food and require a
constant guard, the voice said, What do they offer
you in return?

You think I should let them go?
Garrett asked.

The voice’s mocking laughter rang through the
chambers of Garrett’s thoughts.

For a minute there, I was starting to
think that maybe you weren’t really the bloodthirsty monster
everybody said you were, Garrett sighed.

A man must consider his
reputation, the voice laughed.

Garrett frowned again, watching a vine wither
at the touch of his arm as he rode past.

Deal with the problem at hand,
boy, the voice said, or should I take care of that
for you as well?

No! Garrett thought, I’ll…
think of something.

Good, the voice said, Now
get me a real sword, and think about the banners… I prefer red… and
no arrows!

Fine! Garrett thought, rolling
his eyes.

And put on a blasted tunic at
least, the voice sighed, it’s little wonder that
discipline is so lax around here. You must lead by
example!

Anything else? Garrett groaned
inwardly.

The voice fell silent for a moment.

Thus far, you’ve done better than I
expected, the voice said at last.

Thanks, I guess, Garrett
thought.

I will return soon to observe your
progress, the voice said, I pray you will not
disappoint me.

Where do you go, anyway?
Garrett demanded.

It is… tiring to speak with
you, the voice said, It drains me… I must
rest.

Oh, well… goodnight then,
Garrett thought.

A sense of weight lifted from Garrett’s
thoughts as the Spellbreaker’s consciousness left him.

“This way!” Mila called out as she darted
back into view from around a bend in the lane ahead.

Garrett and the others followed the fairies
as the curving lane opened up before them. He suddenly recognized
the courtyard where he had parted with Caleb and Timan. He thanked
the three fairies as he slipped down from Ghausse’s back and
hurried to the doorway of a small dome where he had left his robe
and gloves. He found them still lying neatly atop a dusty shelf,
just inside the door.

Shaking out the family of beetles that had
taken up residence between the folds of his purple robe, Garrett
quickly dressed himself, breathing a sigh of relief as he pulled
the woolen hood down around his ears. He was humming softly a
moment later as he meshed his fingers together to seat the fit of
his leather gloves.

He emerged from the shadows of the elven home
to find the others already shrugging off their burdens and setting
up camp in the dome entrances and other sheltered areas of the old
courtyard.

“Well, here’s good, I guess,” Garrett said,
looking around.

“What are your orders, Kingslayer?” Ymowyn
asked with a weary smile as she helped Mujah unsling the burlap
sack he wore like a backpack across his shoulders.

Garrett frowned at her use of the title,
noticing the way that she glanced toward Sir Baelan to catch the
prisoner’s reaction. For his part, the Astorran seemed to take no
notice. He lay with an exhausted look on his face and continued to
stare through the bars of his cage, still lashed like baggage on
the travois.

The Kriesslander prisoner lay on his back in
his own cage nearby, snoring loudly with his arms crossed over his
broad chest. At least he seemed at ease.

“Get everybody fed,” Garrett said, “and then
I wanna talk to you and Haven both.”

Haven looked up at the sound of her name, but
Garrett only nodded at her as he walked toward the little pack of
ghouls who were busily unloading the packhorse.

“Warren?” Garrett said as he approached his
friend.

“Yeah, Gar?”

“I was wondering if, later, you guys could
help me with something,” Garrett said.

“Sure, Gar, anything,” Warren said, laying
aside a sack of ham as the ghouls gave Garrett a curious look.

Garrett paused before speaking again, trying
to think of the best way to approach the subject. “You remember the
Raven Legion, right?” he asked.

Garrett saw the hollow look in Warren’s eyes
as he recalled the hundreds of Chadiri soldiers that he and the
other ghouls had buried alive in the battle of Taelish. It had been
Warren’s first real taste of war, and Garrett remembered how badly
it had affected him.

A moment later, Warren forced a smile and
nodded. “Yeah,” he said, “I remember.”

“I found what was left of them when I was
here before,” Garrett said, “They’re still in the tunnel below the
city.”

“And you wanna animate ‘em?” Warren
asked.

“They’re no good for that anymore,” Garrett
sighed.

“Too rotten?” Diggs asked.

“You’ll see,” Garrett said, “I was hoping you
guys could give me a hand later. I wanted to salvage what we could
from ‘em, and… well, I didn’t want to ask if it was gonna be too
hard for you guys to go back down there.”

“No!” Warren laughed, waving his paw
dismissively, “No problem, Gar. We’d be glad to help!”

“Yeah, Gar,” Scupp added.

Diggs looked thoughtful. “So, uh… if you’re
not gonna use ‘em for zombies,” he said, “can we… you know?”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “Just… wait for me to
go with you. I kinda wanna look things over a bit before you start…
you know.”

“Oh, yeah, no problem, Gar,” Diggs
agreed.

“Just let us know when you wanna go, boy,”
Bargas said.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, nodding to the ghouls
as he turned to go.

He met Lady Ymowyn and Haven halfway across
the courtyard. Ymowyn offered him a crust of bread.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, taking the chunk of
bread from her hand.

The two women eyed him narrowly.

“What?” he asked.

“Now you’ve been fed,” Ymowyn said
flatly.

“So let’s talk,” Haven said.

Garrett raised his eyebrows but said nothing
as he gestured for them to follow him into the shadows of the old
elven house where he had hidden his robe before.

Haven produced a small jar of red glass from
her pocket that contained a tiny amount of what essence Terrick had
been able to collect since their escape. She laid the jar on the
stone table in the middle of the room as they gathered around it,
though its dim glow did little to illuminate the dark interior of
the ancient dome.

“What are you two planning to do with the
guys in the cages?” Garrett whispered.

Haven looked at Ymowyn.

Ymowyn sighed, glancing toward the sunny
doorway behind her. “Baelan is a good man,” she said, “He deserves
better than to die in a swamp.”

“Baelan? This is the guy that handed me over
to the Inquisitor, even though he knew I didn’t kill the king,”
Garrett said.

“Baelan knows?” Ymowyn gasped, her green eyes
flashing in the faint light.

“He works for Cabre now,” Garrett said, “and
he does whatever the prince tells him to… no matter what.”

Ymowyn fell silent, obviously troubled by the
revelation.

“What are you saying?” Haven asked.

“I don’t know,” Garrett said, “I just… I
don’t trust myself to tell you what we should do with him, you
know… They tried to kill me… I mean I understand why they did what
they did, but still…”

“Let him go,” Ymowyn said, “Consider it a
favor to me.”

“He might have information,” Haven
whispered.

Ymowyn suddenly snarled at the brown-haired
girl.

“I’m not saying to put his feet in the fire!”
Haven said, lifting her hands defensively, “I’m just saying that…
one of you should try to learn what’s going on in Astorra right
now. From the look on the man’s face, I’d say it isn’t good.”

“He doesn’t really look like he wants to talk
right now,” Garrett said, “even if I did wanna talk to him.”

“He will talk,” Ymowyn sighed, “I can see to
that, if necessary.”

“All right,” Garrett said, “I’ll talk to Sir
Baelan later, but what about wolf-guy?”

“He’s my problem,” Haven said.

“Well, as your commander, he’s my
problem too,” Garrett said.

“My commander?” Haven snorted,
“Are you commanding me now?”

Garrett groaned. “I’m just saying…”

“What?” Haven demanded.

“I dunno!” Garrett said, waving his hands,
“Somebody’s gotta be in charge around here! You’re runnin’ around
grabbing guys and throwin’ ‘em in cages! You could at least…”

“It’s called seizing the initiative,
Garrett!” Haven scoffed, “This guy could be the key to
undermining the strength of the Chadiri in the North!”

“How?” Garrett asked.

“I have some tea to brew,” Lady Ymowyn said
as she hastily retreated to the courtyard.

“Look, why did you bring me along if you
didn’t expect me to do what I do best?” Haven demanded.

“Just tell me what you’re gonna do before you
do it,” Garrett said, “Is that too much to ask?”

“I don’t know what I’m gonna do before
I do it!” she retorted.

“Well then just tell me what you’re gonna do
now!”

“I… don’t… know!” she huffed, “I’m still
trying to figure that part out!”

Garrett threw his hands up in
frustration.

“Are we finished?” Haven asked, obviously
furious.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, shaking his head, “you
just do whatever you’re gonna do, whenever you figure out what that
is.”

“Good… I will,” she said, snatching up her
red jar as she stormed from the room.

Garrett stood there in the darkness of the
empty house, trembling with rage, his back to the door. The light
from the courtyard beyond played on the roiling mist that now rose
from the floor all around him.

“So much for staying in a good mood,” he
sighed.

*******

Bargas grunted as he lifted the last charred
log blocking the path and heaved it aside. It broke in half as it
smashed against the tunnel wall, sending up a cloud of fine gray
ash that coated the fur of the ghouls and Garrett and Ymowyn’s
clothing as well.

“Sorry,” Bargas mumbled as the others coughed
and squeezed their eyes shut against the swirling ash.

“Anything good?” Scupp asked as her brother
kicked through the remains of the Chadiri soldiers that lay piled
against the remnants of the bonfire.

“Nah,” Diggs answered, “Fire got these guys…
nothin’ left of ‘em worth gnawin’ on.”

“Follow your noses,” Warren said, sniffing
loudly and nodding toward the darkness of the tunnel ahead.

Even Garrett could smell the dead that
awaited them in the tunnel below, though the thought of entering
that tomb again did not fill him with the same gleeful anticipation
evident in the eyes of the hungry ghouls. He picked up a charred
spearhead nearly as long as his forearm from the floor and thrust
it into the darkness. A low whoosh of blue flames burst from
its tip, lighting the path ahead.

“Are you all right, Garrett?” Lady Ymowyn
asked, seeming to notice his hesitance. She had one of the empty
ham sacks slung over her shoulder.

“Yeah,” he said, shaking his head, “I need to
do this.”

“Let’s go then,” Bargas said. He started
forward into the shadows beyond the glow of Garrett’s improvised
torch. He paused suddenly, looking back and nodding at his son.

Warren grinned, thanking his father as he
stepped forward, taking the lead.

“Come on, Diggs,” Scupp sighed as she levered
herself over a blackened pile of armor on her wooden crutch.

Diggs tossed aside a cracked leg bone and
followed the others farther down the tunnel.

Garrett willed the magical flames that
wreathed his spearhead into a crackling blaze when they came in
sight of the first of the headless bodies below. Shimmering blue
light revealed the true extent of the carnage, laid out in orderly
rows against the stone benches.

“There must be hundreds of ‘em!” Diggs
exclaimed. He and his sister scanned the room with eager eyes and
drooling jaws.

“Yeah,” Warren said glumly, “hundreds
maybe.”

Ymowyn stroked Warren’s bristly mane as she
leaned against him. She whispered something to him, and he answered
only with a slight smile. His eyes, however, still bore a haunted
look.

“I take it you won’t be needin’ any o’ these
boys for yer work, then, Deathlord?” Bargas said as he rolled an
empty helmet beneath his foot.

“They’re no good to me,” Garrett said.

“Eat yer fill then, pups,” Bargas
chuckled.

Diggs and Scupp needed no further
encouragement, springing to work at once on the half-rotten remains
of the Raven Legion. Garrett looked politely away as he made his
way toward the stone well farther down the tunnel.

“I’ll come with you,” Ymowyn said, making a
little gagging noise at the sounds arising from the ghoulish feast
taking place behind them.

Garrett found Brenna’s body where it lay
beside the old well. She stared up at him with her rictus grin, and
he returned the greeting with a sad smile.

“Their commander?” Ymowyn asked.

“Yeah,” Garrett said.

“She took all their heads?”

Garrett hesitated a moment before answering.
“They took turns doing it,” he said.

“How can you tell?” Ymowyn asked.

“She left a note.”

Ymowyn shuddered. “Horrible little war you
have here, Kingslayer,” she said.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, kneeling before
Brenna’s corpse as he considered his options.

“What’s this?” Ymowyn said, stooping to
investigate the satchel that lay beside the headless body of the
red-robed priestess at Brenna’s side. Ymowyn cooed with delight a
moment later as she opened the satchel to find all manner of
bottles and bandages within.

“What’s that?” Garrett asked.

“A physician’s bag… of sorts,” Ymowyn said,
tossing aside a small book bound between red steel plates. After
ridding the pack of a few more priestly sacramentals, she cinched
the bag shut and slung it across her shoulder.

“I’ll sort through the rest later,” she said,
standing up again, “I’d like to see if I can find any more of these
before we go.”

Garrett nodded, watching her leave. His eyes
fell on the bloodstained sword that lay a short distance away where
he had kicked it the last time he had visited his enemy’s tomb.

He walked over and picked up the sword,
feeling its balance and weight as he turned it over in his hand. It
seemed lighter than the standard Chadiri footman’s sword, but by no
means delicate. It felt good, as though its grip were molded to his
hand with just enough weight at the end of the blade that he felt
the urge to swing it.

The blade whistled through the dead air as he
did just that.

Darkness rushed in as Garrett tossed aside
the warped spearhead and took the sword in a two-handed grip.
Bright blue flames burst from the blade a moment later, filling the
tunnel with light again as the Songreaver’s magic burned away all
traces of Chadiri blood on the shining sword.

He rubbed a bit of grime from its hilt with
his thumb finding no trace of corrosion beneath. Brenna had
possessed good taste in weapons at least, if not in men. He turned
toward the dead woman and nodded his silent thanks for the
gift.

“Hey, you found one with a head,” Warren
remarked as he approached.

Garrett smiled at his friend as he lowered
the burning blade.

“You gonna animate that one?” Warren
asked.

Garrett shook his head. “I was hoping you
could help me carry her outta here,” he said.

“Sure,” Warren said with a shrug, “but
why?”

“The Chadiri like to burn their dead, don’t
they?” Garrett asked.

“I guess,” Warren said, “Though it’s probably
just to spite us. I don’t know what they do when they’re not
worried about them bein’ eaten by a ghoul.”

Garrett cast a curious glance toward the
other ghouls who were still feasting noisily a short distance away
and then gave Warren a questioning look.

“I wasn’t hungry,” Warren said, still looking
a bit troubled.

“Oh,” Garrett said, deciding not to pursue
the matter.

“You plannin’ on burnin’ that one?” Warren
asked, nodding toward Brenna’s body.

“Would you help me?” Garrett asked.

“Yeah, but you still haven’t told me why,”
Warren said.

“I dunno really,” Garrett admitted as he
looked down at the dead Chadiri commander, “She was kinda nice, in
a crazy way, and she was special to Graelle. I just don’t feel
right about turning her into a zombie.”

“Max would,” Warren reasoned.

“I know,” Garrett said quietly.

“…but you wouldn’t,” Warren said.

Garrett looked at his friend, feeling a bit
embarrassed. “You think I’m bein’ stupid?” he asked.

“No, Gar,” Warren chuckled, “I’ll help
you.”

“Thanks,” Garrett said.

They scavenged what they could, until
Garrett’s head began to ache from the concentration required to
keep the blue flames burning. The others gathered up bags of
supplies and a few weapons, and Warren gently lifted Brenna’s
corpse from where she lay beside the old well. They followed
Garrett back out of the tunnel into the dying light of day.

He sent the others back to camp as he and
Warren went off together to the north.

Warren helped Garrett drag together a mound
of dead branches on the outskirts of the city and then placed
Brenna’s body upon it. Garrett carefully arranged her limbs to give
her an appearance of gentle repose atop the pile, taking the time
to unbuckle the empty scabbard from her belt. He returned her
blade, his blade now, to its sheath and stepped away, fishing in
his pocket for the tiny gourd full of essence that Terrick had
given him.

He hefted the little gourd in the palm of his
glove and gave it a slosh. It might have been enough to animate the
dead woman, if he so desired. Instead, he used its magic now to
ignite the bier of damp branches beneath her body.

He and Warren watched as the rainbow-colored
flames rose to engulf Brenna’s body, turning red as they leapt
toward the twilight sky above.

Garrett watched in silence, trying to
remember the woman’s battle-scarred face, and wondering what she
might have looked like if the world had been a kinder place. He was
startled from his thoughts by the sound of a low groan.

Warren’s eyes brimmed with tears as he
struggled to contain another low whine.

“Warren?” Garrett said, putting his hand on
the ghoul’s shaggy arm.

“Why did they hafta come here?” Warren
whispered hoarsely, “Why did they make us fight?”

“It’s what they do,” Garrett said with a
shrug, “I think it makes ‘em happy or somethin’.”

“Why are they so feschin’
stupid?” Warren groaned. He raised his voice then as
he shouted at the burning body of the Chadiri commander, “I didn’t
wanna kill you!”

“It’s not your fault, Warren!” Garrett
protested.

“It is!” Warren growled, “You know it
is!”

Garrett fell silent for a moment. “It’s all
our faults then,” he said, “You were only doin’ the same thing as
everybody else.”

“Yeah,” Warren sniffed, wiping his nose with
his forearm, “but that don’t make it right.”

“No,” Garrett agreed.

They watched Brenna burn as the crackle of
flames filled the smoky air.

“I don’t wanna be like this,” Warren said
quietly.

“You’re not a bad person,” Garrett said, “We
were just doin’ what we had to do to save our homes.”

“No, I mean, I don’t wanna be like…
this,” Warren said, sniffing loudly again, “I don’t wanna
feel sorry for ‘em… I wanna be like my dad… like Uncle Raik.”

Garrett stared at his friend, trying to make
sense of what Warren had just said, but Warren’s eyes were still on
the fire, his expression unreadable.

“I think your dad probably does feel
sorry for them,” Garrett said, “and I don’t think Ymowyn would like
you as much if you started actin’ like your uncle.”

Warren groaned again, putting his paws over
his long ears as he sank to his haunches on the ground beside
Garrett.

“I can’t stand it, Gar!” he sobbed, “I can’t
stand the thought of somethin’ happenin’ to her again!”

“We won’t let anything happen to her!”
Garrett said, putting his arm across his friend’s shoulder.

“I couldn’t stop him, Gar!” Warren said, his
voice breaking with emotion, “He was gonna hurt her, and I couldn’t
stop him!”

“We did stop him!” Garrett said,
pulling back to gesture with both hands, “She’s fine now, and
Prex’ll never hurt Lady Ymowyn or anyone else again.”

“You stopped him,” Warren moaned, “I
just sat there in my cage and watched! I couldn’t do anything to
help her’.”

“It doesn’t matter who stopped him,” Garrett
said, “We’re a team… we help each other out, and nobody gets to say
they did it by themselves. We all get hurt, and we all kill the
dragon… or somethin' like that.”

Warren pulled a confused frown as he looked
at Garrett.

“It sounded better when Scupp said it,”
Garrett sighed.

Warren snorted and grinned before looking
away.

“She’s sweet on you, you know,” Warren
chuckled.

“What?” Garrett coughed.

“You couldn’t tell?” Warren said with a
toothy grin.

“Scupp?” Garrett demanded.

“You tell her I said it, and I’ll kick yer
butt,” Warren whispered, looking around nervously.

“She told you she… liked me?” Garrett
whispered back.

“No,” Warren said, “I don’t think she’d even
admit it to herself. It’s just little things I noticed… like the
way she beat her brother when he made a joke about it once. You
could tell he’d struck a nerve the way she laid into him over it.
You could smell it on her… she was embarrassed.”

“But I’m not even a ghoul!” Garrett said.

“Pshh!” Warren scoffed, shaking his head, “It
ain’t like you ever gazed the moon with another human
girl!”

“Hey!” Garrett said, “Haven is, well… and
Marla is mostly human.”

Warren raised his bushy eyebrows as he
regarded his friend.

“Yeah… whatever,” Garrett sighed.

“I ain’t sayin’ she’s gone all dewy-eyed for
you,” Warren laughed, “She’s just got a bit of a crush on you is
all.”

“What am I supposed to do about it?” Garrett
asked, waving his hands in exasperation.

“Nothin’,” Warren said, “I just thought you
should know … Just try not to say anything that might hurt her
feelin’s, all right?”

“I don’t wanna hurt her feelings,” Garrett
said, “I just… I don’t feel the same way about her.”

“’Cause she’s a ghoul?” Warren said.

“It’s not like that!” Garrett fumed.

“I’m just messin’ with you, Gar,” Warren
laughed, elbowing him hard in the shoulder.

Garrett frowned, suddenly feeling the need to
recall every conversation he and Scupp had ever had and sift
through them for clues he may have missed.

“Still,” Warren said, his tone suddenly
serious, “You could do worse for a mate than somebody like
Scupp.”

“I know,” Garrett said.

“Hey, I’m sorry,” Warren said, “I didn’t mean
to make things all weird for you.”

“No, I’m glad you told me,” Garrett said, “I
just wish I knew what I was doing to make girls like me so much. I
don’t think I can get any uglier.”

Warren shared a laugh with his friend.

“You are pretty ugly, Gar,” Warren
chuckled, “but only on the outside. If you really wanna run the
girls off, you’re gonna have to start bein’ a massive tail-stain or
somethin’.”

“Well, I almost got all my friends burned to
death,” Garrett said, “Does that count?”

“Not if you’re just gonna run in all
heroic-like and rescue ‘em at the last second,” Warren said.

“Sorry,” Garrett laughed.

“It’ll just take a little more practice,”
Warren said with a smirk, “Maybe Diggs could give you a few
lessons?”

“No, thanks,” Garrett laughed.

A flurry of sparks shot up into the starry
sky as Brenna’s pyre collapsed into a pile of half-burned sticks
and smoldering coals. Of the Chadiri commander, only a blackened
mass of mail armor could still be glimpsed through the orange
flames. Garrett and Warren fell silent as they watched the fire
slowly burning itself out.

“Am I interrupting?” Haven asked quietly from
behind.

Garrett turned to see the girl approaching
with what appeared to be a cylinder of polished yellow wood tucked
beneath her arm.

“I was just about to head back,” Warren said,
rising to his full height again, “I’ll see you later, Gar.”

“Thanks for your help, Warren,” Garrett
said.

Warren grinned at him. He scratched one ear
with a black claw, smiling and nodding as he passed Haven on his
way back to camp.

“Hi,” Garrett said cautiously, trying to
judge Haven’s mood as she sat down beside him.

“Hi,” she said, crossing her legs as she
joined him beside the fire. She didn’t look him in the eye, but set
the heavy wooden cylinder down on the stone walkway between
them.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“Fioram… I hope,” she answered,
tapping the wood with her fingernails.

“Huh?”

“It’s like elvish wine,” Haven said, “I found
it hidden in the cellar of one of the houses. You want some?”

“I don’t like wine,” Garrett said.

“It’s not really wine,” she said, grimacing
as she worked the top of the wooden cask free with some
difficulty.

Garrett watched as the cylinder’s top parted
from the base along an almost invisible seam in the grain of the
wood, revealing a bottle of faceted crystal contained within. Haven
laughed with delight at the pear-scented aroma that suddenly filled
the air.

“What is it?” Garrett asked.

“Imagine that somebody took the summertime
and put it in a bottle,” Haven said with a smile.

Garrett gave her a disbelieving look.

Haven lifted the bottle to her lips and
closed her eyes as she savored a long sip of the amber-colored
liquid within the clear crystal.

“Oh, yes…” she sighed, “It’s still good.”

“How long has that stuff been layin’ around?”
Garrett asked.

“No idea,” she mumbled as she took another
sip. She lowered the bottle again with a silly grin on her face and
offered it to him.

“No thanks,” he said with a little frown.

“Why?” she asked.

“I don’t like wine,” he said, “and, anyway, I
thought you were mad at me.”

“I am,” she said with a shrug, “but I still
love you enough to share what might be the last bottle of
Fioram in the world with you.”

“Thanks,” Garrett laughed.

She smiled at him and then turned her eyes to
the crackling fire.

“What do we do now?” Garrett sighed.

“How should I know?” Haven said, “You’re the
commander.”

“I’m serious,” he said, “I need your
help.”

“I know you do,” she chuckled, “but you were
right about somebody having to be in charge, and it should be
you.”

“You could do it,” he said.

“No,” she said, “I’m not used to people even
looking at me… being in command of anything would give me
hives.”

“What’re hives?” Garrett asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, “something humans
get when they get too nervous about something, I think.”

“I’ve probably got a whole load of ‘em then,”
Garrett said glumly.

“I hope they aren’t contagious,” she
murmured, leaning in for a kiss.

“Hope not,” he mumbled as he tasted the
lingering hint of summer meadows on her lips.


Chapter Forty

Garret awoke to the pink glow of the sky
through the ovoid door of the elven house where he slept. Was it
dusk or dawn? He couldn’t keep it straight anymore. He pushed up on
his elbow in the mound of pine boughs he had used for a bed and
blinked. The red horse blanket that served as Haven’s bedroll lay
empty nearby.

He got to his feet, trying to pluck as many
pine needles from his robe-pillow as he could before unfolding it
back into its original form and putting it on. He buckled on his
new sword, shifting the belt around on his hips to accommodate its
unfamiliar weight. He then tugged on his gloves and hood and paused
in the doorway, letting his eyes adjust to the golden sunlight now
peeking through the trees above the eastern skyline of the
vine-tangled ruins.

“Mornin’, boy,” Bargas said as he walked
past, carrying a load of dead branches over his shoulder.

“Good morning, Mister Bargas,” Garrett
replied, rubbing at his eyes.

“Ym’s got breakfast goin’ over in the big
house,” Bargas said, nodding across the courtyard toward a large
dome with a little trailer of white smoke rising from a hole in its
roof.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, “but could you tell
me which house we’re using for a bathroom now?”

“Oh, er, that one over there, I think,”
Bargas said, lifting his snout toward a smaller dome nearby.

“Thanks!” Garrett said, hurrying toward the
hopefully empty house.

Bargas nodded as he continued on toward the
big house.

Garrett started to step inside the privy
house, but Diggs met him coming out.

“You might wanna give it a few minutes, Gar,”
Diggs said with a sheepish grin.

“Agh!” Garrett gagged as he staggered back
from the doorway, covering his nose.

“I probably shouldn’t have eaten so many
redjacks yesterday,” Diggs said, “They were a little riper than I’m
used to.”

“Gods, Diggs!” Garrett groaned as he
took cover in a nearby doorway and dried his watering eyes with his
sleeve.

“Sorry, Gar!” Diggs called back as he loped
away.

Garrett took a deep breath of stale air from
inside the abandoned house and held it as he braved a dash past the
pungent privy house. He let his breath out with a gasp as soon as
he was at least a block away from the courtyard, though judging the
distance of a block proved a bit difficult, given the twisting,
curving street layout of the elven city. Elves, it seemed, held as
much disdain for straight lines as they apparently did for private
bathrooms in their homes.

Garrett was beginning to rethink his choice
of Taelish as the capital city of his new empire.

He finally settled on a narrow alleyway
between two large domes, nicely sheltered from view by a tangle of
vines at either end. He pushed his way into the alley and tucked
the hem of his robe up under his chin as he relieved his bladder in
privacy among the vines.

A flicker of light drew his eyes upward to
find a trio of faintly glowing wisps watching him from
overhead.

“Hi,” he said through gritted teeth.

The wisps flared a golden greeting in
response.

Garrett finished up and fought his way back
out of the vines as the wisps drifted off in search of some new
curiosity.

He found most of the others inside the
largest dome back at the courtyard, gathered around the little
cooking fire that Lady Ymowyn had built in the low pit, filled with
white gravel in the center of the large, circular room.

Garret pulled off his gloves and started
tucking them into his belt when he suddenly froze at the sight of
Sir Baelan seated on the opposite side of the fire, picking at a
plate of food. The knight’s armor was gone now, and he sat in his
rumpled gambeson and leggings with his sandy hair now grown
slightly long and unkempt.

Garrett gave Ymowyn a questioning look as she
approached him with a plate of ham and eggs.

“He gave me his word,” Ymowyn whispered as
she handed Garrett the plate, “He won’t try to escape.

“His word?” Garrett asked.

“Baelen’s word is stronger than the bars of
that cage,” she said, turning away as though the matter were
settled.

“Right,” Garrett sighed, taking a seat by the
fire beside Mujah and Scupp.

“Hi, Garrett,” they greeted him with greasy
smiles.

“Hi,” Garrett said, smiling back. He met
Scupp’s eyes briefly but saw nothing out of the ordinary in the way
she looked at him. Maybe Warren was wrong about the whole crush
thing.

“Anybody seen Haven?” Garrett asked.

“She went off to talk to that Chadiri guy
after she ate,” Mujah said through a mouthful of ham.

“Anybody give him anything to eat today?”
Garrett asked.

“Yeah, she took him some food,” Scupp
chuckled.

“Good,” Garrett said, looking at the small
fire blazing amidst the chalky white stones of the gravel pit. At
last he worked up the nerve to broach an attempt at conversation
with his old captor.

“How are you today, Sir Baelan?” Garrett
asked, trying to sound as pleasant as possible.

The weathered knight’s eyes remained on the
fire before him, but he stopped chewing and seemed as though he
were struggling to awake from a dream.

“Baely hasn’t had his tea yet,” Ymowyn said,
giving Garrett a meaningful look, “Shall I warm it up for him?”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, catching her
meaning.

Ymowyn quickly fetched an elvish urn from
nearby, removing the piece of cloth that she had draped over the
top before nestling its base down in the gravel beside the fire.
Shortly thereafter, a scent like licorice began to fill the
room.

“What’s that?” Mujah asked, indicating the
urn.

“Something Lady Ymowyn made for Sir Baelan,
to help him… relax, I think,” Garrett whispered.

“Oh,” Mujah said with a little grimace. He
lowered his voice to a barely-audible whisper, “I like her food,
but her medicine tastes awful!”

“Yeah,” Garrett whispered back, noting the
little smile at the corner of Ymowyn’s lips as she pretended not to
overhear them.

Ymowyn stooped to pick up the heated urn,
protecting her hand with a bundle of red cloth. She poured out a
little of the brownish liquid into one of the elvish cups she had
found in the ruins before setting the urn aside.

She brought the cup to her nose and sniffed
it. She gave Garrett a hopeful look and then offered the cup to Sir
Baelan.

“Drink this, Baely,” she said, her voice as
tender as a mother’s

Sir Baelan stared down at it, blinking as he
tried to focus on the offered cup.

“It’s all right, Baely,” Ymowyn said, “It
will help you feel better.”

Sir Baelan shook his head.

“You gave me your word, Baely,” she said,
“Just drink a little… for me.”

Baelen’s eyes lifted to Ymowyn’s for a long
moment. Then he set aside his plate of food and took the cup in
both hands.

Garrett saw then the knight’s swollen and
scraped knuckles. The wounds looked old, and Garrett saw no other
sign of injury.

“What happened to your hands, Sir Baelan?”
Garrett asked.

Sir Baelan took another sip of his tea,
showing no sign that he had even heard Garrett’s question.

“Garrett asked about your hands, Baely,”
Ymowyn said, taking a seat beside the big man, “Can you tell him
what happened to your hands?”

The Astorran knight blinked, lifting one of
his hands to look at his knuckles as he held the cup in the
other.

“Some of the lads…” he mumbled, “I had to…
set them straight.”

“You were fighting?” Ymowyn said.

“No… Just reminding them of their oaths,”
Baelan said.

“The other knights didn’t want to be here?”
Garrett asked.

Baelan looked at Garrett for the first time,
and recognition slowly dawned in his eyes. “You live!” he
rasped.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “the Chadiri didn’t
kill me after all.”

Baelen’s eyes fell. “I’m glad of it,” he
said.

Ymowyn gave the knight a curious look. “So
you recognize the Kingslayer?” she asked.

“I do not name him so,” Baelan mumbled.

“Then you know the truth?” she asked.

Baelan said nothing, his gaze returning to
the fire.

“How are things back in Astorra?” Garrett
asked, hoping to keep him talking.

Baelen’s eyes lifted suddenly, hard and
blazing with rage as he met Garrett’s gaze. “We should have
fought them!” he hissed. The elvish teacup suddenly
imploded into wet shards as he crushed it in his fist. “We should
have fought!” he shouted, breaking down as though he had been
holding back a river of tears behind a dam, which had, at last,
collapsed.

Ymowyn held him as he wept, a look of weary
pity on her face.

“Death would have been better!” Baelan
sobbed, “Death would have been better.”

*******

The sun rose two days later above the camp of
Felix’s Kriesslegion. From the looks of the place, his men had not
been idle, despite the loss of their commander. The Chadiri were
busy digging a trench around the wooden palisades they had erected
around their camp. Garrett, Haven, and Warren knelt low in the
thicket overlooking the camp, close enough to make out the looks of
exhaustion on the faces of the muddy, shirtless soldiers digging
the moat.

“Looks like they’re expectin’ the whole
Gloaran army to come swoopin’ down on ‘em,” Warren whispered.

“They don’t have any idea what they’re up
against,” Haven whispered back, “For all they know, the Astorrans
may have turned on them too.”

“Why don’t they just run for it?” Warren
asked.

“They’re Chadiri,” Garrett said.

“That, and, if we didn’t find their
commander, they may not have either,” Haven said, “If Garrett was
missing, we’d still be here looking for him, wouldn’t we?”

“Yeah,” Warren said.

“Do you think maybe he survived and headed
back to camp?” Garrett asked.

“I don’t think anybody could survive what
happened to those guys,” Warren shuddered, “I mean I had just a few
of those nasty feely-things touch me, and I felt like I was gonna
die… and I’m way tougher than any redjack.”

“Unless the Volgrem wanted him alive,” Haven
mused.

“Huh?” Garrett and Warren both asked at
once.

“Well, they used Prex until they didn’t need
him anymore,” she said, “Maybe they made some kind of deal with
Felix.”

“I dunno,” Garrett said dubiously, “Felix
didn’t really seem like the kinda guy who would make a deal with
the Volgrem.”

“Maybe,” Warren said, “but I’ll bet they can
be pretty persuasive.

Garrett felt a bit sick as he imagined
finding himself in the clutches of those nightmare beasts.

“So, you’re sayin’ Felix could still be alive
and down there in the camp right now?” Warren asked.

“Maybe,” Haven said with a shrug, “I won’t
know ‘till I get down there and find out.”

“What?” Garrett exclaimed.

“Somebody’s gotta go down there and find out
what’s going on,” she said, “Maybe even get some of our stuff
back.”

“No,” Garrett said, “It’s too dangerous.”

“We’re almost out of food, Garrett,” Haven
sighed, “and they’ve got all our essence and other supplies… I
never even got to finish making dragonfire with all those
moth wings you bought me.”

“We can find food if we need to,” Warren
said, “but it would be nice to have the essence, if it was easy
enough to steal it back.”

“Max is on his way,” Garrett said, “All we
have to do is keep an eye on these guys until he gets here.”

“We could just send the fairies in to sneak
around and let us know what’s goin’ on in there,” Warren
suggested.

“Or Lady Ymowyn,” Haven offered.

“No!” Warren hissed.

“The Inquisitor is dead, Warren,” Haven
whispered, “and without him around to catch her, she could easily
pass for any one of them.”

“Yeah, unless it was the Volgrem who were
sniffin’ us out all along for the redjacks,” Warren said, “and,
like you said, they could be workin’ for Felix now.”

Haven looked taken aback. “You’re right,” she
admitted, “If the Volgrem really are down there, there’s no way we
could approach undetected.”

“But we kinda need to know if they’re down
there or not, don’t we?” Garrett sighed.

“What do you mean?” Warren asked.

“I mean we need to know if Felix is alive, if
he’s down there, and if he’s working for the Volgrem,” Garrett
said.

“But anybody you send down there…” Warren
said, staring at Garrett wide-eyed.

“Could get caught by the Volgrem and killed,”
Garrett said.

“So we don’t do it, right?” Warren said with
a nervous laugh.

Garrett continued to watch as the muddy
soldiers below strengthened their fortifications.

“It’s too dangerous, and we don’t do it,
right, Gar?” Warren insisted.

“I’ll do it,” Garrett said.

“What?” Haven gasped.

“The Volgrem didn’t attack me before, maybe
they won’t now,” he said.

“Hey, just ‘cause you and the squiggly demon
guys are all lovey-lovey now, that don’t mean the redjacks won’t
put a stick up your backside and roast you like a fish.” Warren
said.

“Well, I’m not sending anybody else in
there!” Garrett said.

“Yes you are,” Haven said quietly, “You’re
sending me.”

“What?” Garrett said, turning to face her
again, “No!”

“Yes,” Haven insisted, “You’re going to send
me down there, because I’ve been doing this kind of thing since
before either of you were born, and because I finally know what I’m
going to do with my prisoner.”

“What?” Garrett asked.

“I’m going to let him go,” she said,
matter-of-factly.


Chapter Forty-One

Haven watched from the shadows as the big
Kriesslander tried again to smash his way free of the barrel cage.
The white-haired berserker gnashed his teeth and whined like a wolf
caught in a snare, his knuckles bloody from pounding against the
iron bars. At last, he slumped in defeat, gasping for breath with
his teeth around one of the bars. His eyes rolled wildly in their
sockets as he let out a low, warbling howl.

She waited until the human spirit within him
mastered the beast again, and he put his hands over his face,
breathing deeply and slowly.

Haven cleared her thoughts and put herself
into the persona of the little lost Kriesslander girl again before
stepping from the trees into the clearing where they kept the
prisoner. She held a plate of food scraps in her hand and a worried
expression on her face as she approached the cage.

“What do you want?” the old berserker asked.
His weary eyes glowered through the bars of the cage as he sat with
his arms crossed on his knees in front of him.

“Here,” Haven said, setting the plate down on
the stump beside the barrel cage, “It was all I could manage… I’m
sorry.” She cast a fearful glance back toward the camp behind
her.

“You’re running out of food?” the old
berserker chuckled, looking down at the few crusts of bread and the
picked-over hambone.

“No,” Haven answered, still not meeting his
eyes, “My chieftain has ordered me to stop feeding you.”

The old berserker snorted. She looked toward
him just long enough to see that he was studying her.

“Why do you disobey your chieftain?” he
asked.

Haven feigned an angry look then let her eyes
fall again. “Do you want the food or not, white-hair?” she demanded
hotly.

The old berserker laughed. “I want to know
why I still live,” he said.

Haven glanced fearfully toward the camp again
and said nothing.

“So the Astorran has broken, and they have no
need to question me,” he laughed, “When am I to die then?”

Haven let him see the guilty look in her eyes
before she looked away again.

“When?” he demanded.

“Tonight,” she whispered in
Kriesslandic, “when the moon is high. They will come for you
then.”

“You do not have the courage to end me
yourself?” he scoffed, answering in his native
tongue.

“They do not trust me,” she
answered.

“Why?”

She bit her lip for a second before
answering. “Because I am one of your kind,” she
said.

He snorted in derision and lowered his
head.

“I’m sorry,” Haven whispered as she turned to
walk away.

She took three measured steps before pausing
and looking back at the old berserker in the cage.

“What is home like?” she asked.

“What?” the old berserker said, lifting his
head.

Haven turned slowly to face him again. “Tell
me of my grandmother’s land,” she asked, “Tell me of that place…
please.”

The old berserker studied her with the eyes
of a wolf. At last he blinked and looked toward the little gap of
evening sky visible through the trees above.

“The stars shine bright upon the snow there,”
he said, “The air is clean… your chest aches to breathe it, like
first love.” His nostrils flared as he breathed deeply, his eyes
distant as he recalled his homeland.

“When the wind is still… you can hear the
heartbeat of a boar from a mile away,” he said, baring his teeth,
“The sky is pure and cold, and the earth belongs to the wolf.” His
face darkened as he considered the truth of his words. “…or so it
once was,” he added quietly.

“Can someone be… free… there?”
Haven whispered in his language, hoping that the look of
hopelessness on her face could rival the depths of the despair she
saw in his eyes.

The old berserker squeezed his eyes shut as
he lowered his head again. “What do you want of me, girl?” he
asked.

His eyes lifted in surprise a moment later as
Haven fumbled with the iron key in the lock of his cage.

“What are you doing?” He whispered.

Haven wrenched open the door of his cage with
a shriek of rusty hinges.

The ghouls, hearing their signal, burst into
a cacophony of wild howls from where they crouched in the forest
near the camp.

“Go!” Haven shouted, dragging the man from
his cage by the front of his leather tunic.

The old berserker stumbled and fell, trying
to get his legs beneath him after having spent the better part of a
week locked in a cage.

“Run!” she screamed in
Kriesslandic as she hauled him to his feet again and shoved him
toward the forest.

He half turned as he ran, in time to see
Diggs burst from the underbrush in pursuit of him.

“Run!” Haven screamed again as
she tackled the brindle-furred ghoul to the ground.

The berserker did not look back again as his
body blurred into the shape of a white wolf and disappeared into
the forest.

“How’d I do?” Diggs whispered as he lay on
the ground beside Haven.

“Nice job!” she whispered back, “Tell Garrett
I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Good luck,” Diggs said as Haven leapt to her
feet and bounded after the fleeing berserker, springing from tree
to tree with silent grace.

She had to wait in a tree, watching while the
white-haired man paused to get his bearings before he headed out
again in the direction of the Chadiri camp. She rolled her eyes at
the echoing cries of the ghouls that had begun to sound more like
anguished wails of despair. She was beginning to regret having so
much of her plan depend on the acting abilities of a bunch of hairy
necrophages.

Fortunately, the old berserker needed no
further convincing as he bolted toward the camp, and Haven followed
close behind.

Sure now that he knew the way back, Haven
allowed herself to lose sight of him as she veered around and raced
ahead of the fleeing Kriesslander, anxious to witness how he would
be received upon his return.

Haven paused at the edge of the forest on a
low ridge near the Chadiri fort, frowning as she eyed the hundred
yard gap of hewn tree stumps she would have to traverse and the
muddy ditch and palisade beyond that.

Fortunately, the moon seemed to be playing
hide and seek behind a herd of black sheep clouds, casting broad
swathes of shadow across the stumpy field between her and the fort.
It had been a while since she had danced with shadows, but then it
had always been her favorite part of any infiltration.

Haven slipped from the trees, following the
shadow of a cloud, willing herself to flow like liquid darkness
from stump to hollow, making her way across the field. The last ten
yards of the approach, however, lay beneath the full blaze of the
Chadiri torches, and watchmen lined the walls. They were expecting
an attack.

Haven settled in between the roots of a
great, mossy stump and watched the forest behind her, awaiting the
arrival of her white-haired friend.

Soon enough, the Kriesslander burst from the
forest, looking like an old man again as he paused with hands on
knees to catch his breath. He straightened his back then and
stumbled toward the lights of the fortress before him. Haven smiled
at the weariness apparent in his gate. She had been feeding him a
diet of scraps all week. He was going to be in a foul mood with
anyone who stood between him and a haunch of meat once inside…
assuming they let him in at all.

Haven frowned as the sound of a horn blasted
through the night, and cries of alarm sounded all along the wall.
She rolled over, daring a peek around the edge of her stump.

The guardsmen along the nearest wall did not
desert their posts, but they did turn their eyes toward the sight
of the haggard berserker stumbling toward their camp. It was all
the distraction she needed.

A moment later, she landed on the far side of
the muddy ditch, staring down at the crop of freshly hewn stakes
that bristled below her in the torchlight. She pressed her body
against the rough wood of the palisade wall, hoping that none of
the guardsmen would have the sudden urge to lean over and look
down.

She turned her attention toward the
approaching Kriesslander. She had risked the chance that he might
see her when she jumped the ditch, but he showed no sign that he
had noticed, and the week’s worth of filth she had allowed to build
up on her clothes served as adequate camouflage. She flattened
herself against the wall and did not breathe as she watched the
ragged berserker make his way back to his comrades.

“Hold and identify yourself!” a guardsman
shouted from above.

“Stormherald Hegrin,” the old berserker
shouted hoarsely, “Now open the damned gate!”

“Castigar!” the watchman shouted.

Rough voices sounded from within the walls,
and soon Haven heard the rhythmic creaking of wood, an armored man
climbing a ladder.

“Identify yourself!” shouted a new voice.

“You know me, Braccus!” the old berserker
shouted.

“I know you, Hegrin,” Braccus growled, “What
I don’t know is by what sorcery you return to us from the
dead!”

“I’m not dead, Braccus,” Hegrin shouted, “but
you may well be if you don’t open that gate and let me in!”

“You address the Castigar now, Hegrin!”
Braccus shouted, “Mind your tongue, if you wish to keep it,
hound!”

“Castigar?” Hegrin shouted with a stunned
look on his face, “Where’s Nochs?”

“Castigar Nochs has paid his passage to the
Holy Mountain, hound,” Braccus laughed, “I now bear the weight of
his office!”

Hegrin cursed loudly.

“And I will know the truth of how you came to
lose the Stormfist and return to us without him!” Braccus
roared.

“Where is Stormfist Felix?” Hegrin
demanded.

“Lost to the enemy,” Braccus yelled, “Such a
fate as we believe you shared… and yet you return to us, and he
does not!”

“He was not captured!” Hegrin shouted, “The
maggot folk took only myself and one Astorran alive. Felix was not
among us.”

A long moment passed as the men on the
parapet above passed the news in whispers along the wall.

“Open the gate!” Braccus shouted at last,
“Bring that coward to me in chains!”

It took seven Chadiri soldiers to shackle the
exhausted Northman, and it took every ounce of Haven’s willpower
not to make a break for the open gate while they dragged him
inside. She could no longer depend on a simple distraction to erase
their memories of her once inside. She would have to pass, unseen,
through the walls themselves, it seemed.

The sound of the cross bar slamming home
across the nearest gate did little to cover the roaring curses of
the old berserker as they hauled him off for questioning somewhere
within those walls.

Haven crept silently along with her back to
the palisade wall, looking for any weakness in the Chadiri
fortifications. Climbing the wall would not be a problem for her,
but the guardsmen posted along the wall every ten feet or so would
be quick to alert the camp if she were seen doing it.

Her luck proved true as she approached the
tower at the northeastern corner of the camp. Two archers manned
the tower that jutted out slightly from the long curtain wall of
wooden stakes, allowing them a position of advantage, overlooking
the narrow gap of dry ground between the stake pit and the wall. If
either of them had been paying attention, they might have noticed
the mud-caked girl creeping along that wall toward them. Instead,
they were discussing the mystery of Hegrin’s return and the
possible whereabouts of their missing captain.

By the time one of them turned to look in
Haven’s direction, she was already slipping into the shadow beneath
the overhang of his platform. She breathed a silent sigh of relief
having finally found the safety of a true blind spot in their
defenses, however slight.

Haven wiped her palms clean on her dirty
trousers and gauged the height of the support beams above her head.
She crouched and jumped, grabbing a double handhold on one of the
rough wooden beams, and pulled herself up to brace the heels of her
boots against the framework of the guard tower.

She paused a moment, listening for any
indication that the archers above had heard her.

“Do you think they… corrupted him?” the first
archer asked.

“We’re dead if they have,” the other archer,
a woman, answered quietly, “No legion has lost its Stormfist and
lived to tell of it in over a hundred years. His uncle is a bishop.
We’re all for the fire, if they send the Stormfist back a walking
corpse.”

“Malleatus protect us!” the man groaned.

Haven smiled. So Felix had never made it home
after all. Even if she dropped from the wall now and made a run for
it, she would have already fulfilled her primary mission.

As for her other objectives, the Kriesslander
had been returned to a less than warm welcome. If he survived the
night and was returned to his kinsmen, perhaps the seed of
discontent might well bear its bitter fruit. Also, she had seen no
sign of the Volgrem nor heard any alarms raised against her
presence by any means, supernatural or otherwise. She doubted that
the devils of old would waste their time making deals with someone
like the new Castigar Braccus.

That left only the matter of her stolen
supplies that may yet lay within the fortress. Even if she could
find a way in, there was likely no way to steal back more than a
few canisters of essence at best. Was it worth the risk?

Haven clung to the underside of the platform
like a very indecisive bat, unwilling to follow her better judgment
and just slip away into the forest to deliver her report. After all
the building-up she had given herself in front of Garrett and the
others, she hated to return without having done something a bit
more heroic than just counting coup on the enemy’s walls. She
decided at last that she would have to at least attempt a
breach.

Haven shimmied along the length of the
support beam, wedging her body into the narrow gap between the
sawn-off tops of the wall posts and the planks of the platform
above.

She grimaced as she pressed her face through
the gap, having a look at the shadowy space beneath the parapet
supports on the other side of the palisade and the square archer’s
platform. She could see the tops of red tents in the torchlight
beyond and the broad wooden ladder that rose from the ground to the
tower. It would be a tight squeeze.

Haven slowly drew the scavenged Chadiri
dagger from her belt and pressed it against the wood of one of the
palisade poles that jutted up just a little too high. She gritted
her teeth as she pushed the blade against the wood with all her
might, trying to shave it down enough to make the gap passable.

Suddenly, the blade skipped free, sending a
rough crescent of wood shaving flying away as the tip of her dagger
plunged into the support beam with a loud thunk.

“What was that?” the first archer gasped.

“Tower One, unknown contact!” shouted the
woman.

Haven cringed as she heard the creak of two
crossbows being cocked, shutting her eyes as though it might make
her somehow invisible.

Heavy boots thudded along the parapets from
either direction toward the tower as the archer’s cry was repeated
throughout the camp.

“What’d you see?” a man’s voice demanded.

“Nothing yet,” the female archer answered,
“Something hit the wall.”

“Give me that torch,” the new voice
growled.

Haven breathed a silent curse, wedging her
shoulder through the gap between platform and wall. The protruding
post ripped her shirt and dragged a bloody furrow across her
stomach as she wriggled her way through the tiny gap. She pulled
her legs through behind her and then rolled into a ball atop the
parapet support beam, puffing out her cheeks as she swallowed a
scream of pain.

A moment later, she had to flatten herself
against the beam as someone waved a torch beneath the platform
outside, trying to reveal anyone who might still be hiding in the
tower’s blind spot.

Haven clenched her teeth, silently cursing
both her own carelessness and the Chadiri standards of vigilance.
Little wonder these people had conquered half the world
already.

The light faded as the torch was
withdrawn.

“Nothing there,” a soldier said with a note
of relief in his voice.

“I’m sorry sir,” the woman apologized.

“No need, soldier,” the man chuckled, “I’ll
take a hundred false alarms over one sleeping sentry… especially
now.”

“Yes sir, thank you sir,” she answered, still
sounding a bit crestfallen.

“Tower One Clear!” the man shouted, and the
word passed quickly along the walls to the west and south.

“Carry on soldiers,” the man laughed, “As
He has spoken.”

“So we do,” the archers
answered together.

Haven listened to the sound of boots
retreating down the walls away from the tower and then what she
guessed was the sound of two crossbows being decocked. She returned
her dagger to its scabbard as well.

“I’m so sick of this place,” the male archer
whispered.

Haven nodded her silent agreement as she
gingerly probed her scraped midriff with her fingertips finding her
skin sticky with blood. At least she was inside now.

Haven wormed her way down between the beams,
preparing to drop into the shadow of the tower beneath the ladder
on the camp side. She froze at the sound of jingling chains and
then quickly flattened herself against the underside of the
platform again.

Three hounds on chain tethers, followed by a
soldier in a red surcoat, appeared around the side of the nearest
tent. They sniffed along the base of the wall, apparently making a
circuit of the entire palisade.

Haven pressed her sleeve against her wound,
hoping that she wasn’t bleeding badly enough to drip. She watched
as the dogs and their handler passed just below her without looking
up. She smiled as they passed her by unawares. Of all the many
gifts her draconic mother had given her, right now Haven
appreciated her utter lack of body scent most of all.

Once the dog pack had passed well along the
wall to the west, Haven dropped into the shadow beneath the tower.
She watched the guards along the walls above for a moment, but
their attentions seemed focused on the darkness beyond the wall.
She took a deep breath and dashed between the nearest tents, her
hand against her stomach as she winced in pain.

Shielded from view of the wall, she crouched
low between the tents, hearing the voices of men patrolling not too
far away. She leaned close to the nearest tent, listening for any
sound within. Hearing nothing, she drew her knife again and cut a
small incision in the taught red fabric near the ground.

She flattened herself to the ground and dared
a peek within. She saw only darkness. Her breath quickened at the
sound of approaching footsteps, and she wriggled into the tent
through the tiny hole in its side, doing her best to ignore the
burning wound in her belly.

She wedged herself in between the wall of the
tent and the empty cot beside her and fumbled for the little
medical kit she had borrowed from Lady Ymowyn’s captured supplies.
Haven pulled up the front of her tunic and held it by clenching the
hem between her teeth. She grimaced at the sight of the bloody
gouge across her stomach, visible only as a dark smear in the dim
red light that diffused through the walls of the tent.

She pulled a small metal cylinder from the
medical kit and unscrewed its cap. She poured the clear liquid
within onto a bundle of gauzy fabric and then took a deep
breath.

She squeezed her eyes shut and dug her teeth
into the muddy fabric of her ruined tunic as she mopped at the
jagged wound with the soaked gauze. It felt as if someone had just
rubbed hot salt into her open wound. Haven suddenly regretted every
nasty thing she had ever said to Annalien about elvish medicine.
Human medicine was far worse than anything the ghostly elf had ever
prescribed for her.

At least the Chadiri bandage proved
relatively painless as she carefully wrapped it around her
midsection. Finishing off the roll, she tucked the loose end under
the wrap and started to pull her tunic back down. Then she noticed
the personal belongings of at least four Chadiri soldiers stacked
neatly around the otherwise empty tent.

A few minutes later, she was tugging her belt
into place over the red surcoat of a Chadiri warrior. She hadn’t
been able to find any mail armor among the absent soldiers’
possessions, but a dented helmet she found in the corner served to
cover her decidedly non-imperial hairstyle. She left her old
clothes, with the bloody bundle of gauze wrapped inside, hidden at
the bottom of one of the soldier’s footlockers and did her best to
clean the mud from her face with the spit-dampened cuff of a sock.
She wrinkled her nose in disgust upon discovering that the original
owner of the sock did not share her own gift of odorlessness.

Haven hesitated at the flap of the tent’s
door, working herself into the persona of a young Chadiri soldier.
She forced her lips into a rigid scowl and looked around for
something to carry. Creeping around like a sneak-thief was sure to
arouse suspicion. An addled young recruit on an urgent errand,
however… that might work.

She settled on a bundle of crossbow quarrels
that lay propped against the foot of one of the cots. She tucked
the arrows up under her arm and took a breath to steady herself.
Then she smiled.

She had to admit that this was fun. The
chance of being caught had never been this real before. She
realized that she was actually beginning to enjoy the added
challenge of being memorable. She bounced her weight from foot to
foot and shifted the bundle of quarrels into a more comfortable
position, preparing herself. She stepped from the tent, looked
around to get her bearings, and then jogged off toward the center
of the camp.

As she rounded the gap between four tents,
she came face-to-face with a patrol of four guardsmen. Their eyes
narrowed as she quickly sidestepped the group, ducking her head
low.

“Sorry sirs,” she mumbled as she trotted past
without breaking pace.

“Watch your step, boy!” one of the soldiers
growled.

“Yessir,” she answered quickly as she hurried
on.

The patrol passed on toward the wall, and
Haven continued on her pretended errand, doing her best not to grin
like a fool.

*******

“Can you see anything?” Garrett whispered. He
felt as though he’d swallowed an eel, and it now writhed and
knotted itself inside him with worry for the brown-haired girl he
loved.

“I see a remarkably unattractive mound of
dirt and wood,” Lady Ymowyn sighed as she lay beside him in the
bushes, “and, of course, a number of rather bored-looking young men
in red clothing pacing the length of it.”

“Are we sure she made it inside?” Garrett
asked, looking down at the Chadiri fortress that stood, aglow with
the light of hundreds of torches in the pre-dawn gloom of the
swamp.

“She’s inside,” Warren said, “and she knows
what she’s doin’, Gar. She’ll be fine.”

The big ghoul rolled on to his back beside
Ymowyn and began to pluck berries from the large, glossy-leafed
bush on the far side of him.

“Don’t eat those, dear,” Ymowyn said, her
large green eyes still on the Chadiri fortress below.

“I wasn’t gonna,” Warren mumbled, quickly
pulling his hand away from his mouth. He proceeded then to use his
handful of berries as ammunition in an impromptu battle with Diggs
who was sitting with Bargas and Scupp a short distance back from
the crest of the rise. Ghausse crouched low behind them, hardly
visible in the shadow of the trees.

When a wayward pinecone struck Garrett in the
ear, he put a stop to the hostilities with a frosty glare.

“Sorry, Gar,” Scupp whispered.

Garrett drew in a deep breath to steady
himself and resumed his nervous watch over the camp below.

What is your objective here?
the voice in his head spoke, startling Garrett from his worried
thoughts.

Hi, Garrett greeted him in
thought, We’re just waiting for Haven to get back from sneaking
into the camp.

And then? the voice
chuckled.

I dunno, Garrett thought, I
guess we see if we can steal back some of our stuff.

The voice laughed.

What? Garrett silently
demanded.

Can you not smell it in the air,
boy? the voice asked.

Smell what?

The fear of doomed men, the
voice answered.

You mean the Chadiri? Garrett
thought, I guess they’re scared because they don’t know what’s
going on.

No… it is more than that, the
voice whispered, sounding almost reverent, Their end comes soon,
and they can feel it. Breathe deeply boy… taste their
despair!

Garrett hesitated, not certain that he wanted
to taste anything of the sort, but then curiosity got the better of
him, and he drew in a slow, deep breath.

At first, he smelled only the ever-present
aroma of dirty ghouls, then a whiff of damp dire wolf, the downy
scent of the fox woman at his shoulder, a trace of mildew on his
own robes, the crushed vines beneath his elbow, the scent of wood
smoke in the air.

No, boy, the voice chided him,
let your soul breathe.

Yeah… I don’t think my soul really
breathes, Garrett retorted.

Like this! the voice within
hissed, and Garrett suddenly drew in a deep, shuddering breath.

“You all right, Gar?” Warren whispered,
looking slightly alarmed.

Garrett nodded sharply, unable to answer
aloud. Tastes, sounds, visions… emotions… blasted his senses like a
sea-tempest, raging through his mind and scattering his
thoughts.

He looked down at the Chadiri camp and felt
an overwhelming, hopeless fear, wrapped tightly in cords of duty
and honor… cords now frayed and stretched to the point of breaking.
Hundreds of people waited down there, terrified of what new horrors
the dawn might bring.

Delicious, is it not, your enemy’s
fear? the voice laughed.

No, Garrett answered, feeling
as though he might vomit.

Your appreciation for the taste will grow
in time, I assure you, the voice sighed.

Garrett felt a sudden and intense empathy for
the men and women trapped in that wooden snare. He would not become
the monster they feared. He would let them go. Every one of them
would live to see their homes again. He would see to that…
somehow.

It is too late for mercy, boy,
the voice whispered.

I’m not gonna kill them,
Garrett answered, I’m not gonna do that, and you can’t make
me!

You can’t change their fate now,
boy, the voice chuckled, Can you not see that it is
far too late for that?

“No!” Garrett whispered under his breath.

“What is it, Garrett?” Ymowyn whispered
beside him.

Their end comes swiftly now!
the voice whispered, Look to the sky, boy… look to the
sky.

A low rumble of thunder drew Garrett’s eyes
to the sky above the Chadiri encampment. It took a moment for the
glare of torches to fade from his sight enough that he could be
sure that he had really just seen what he thought he saw. Then it
came again, and again, in rapid succession.

“Boneash!” Warren hissed. A collective gasp
passed through the ghouls behind him and Ghausse let out a low
whine.

“What the devil is that?” Ymowyn whispered in
awe.

“I don’t know,” Garrett said, unable to tear
his gaze away from the flashes of green lightning that illuminated
the vast thunderhead that filled the southern sky.

*******

Haven glanced skyward at the sound of thunder
and smiled. A little rain would make things easier. Her smile faded
quickly, however, as she had yet to find the location of her
missing supplies.

She darted inside another supply tent and
quickly inventoried its contents.

“How many caltrops do you people need?” she
hissed, dropping the lid of yet another crate full of the spiky
weapons, “It’s not like a zombie’s gonna care about stepping on one
anyway!”

She frowned as she opened the crate again to
look at the four-pointed spikes nestled in beds of hay. Had Felix
feared the Astorran cavalry more than he feared the undead armies
of Gloar?

Thunder rumbled again outside, louder now,
and then she heard a familiar voice. Somewhere, not too far away,
Hegrin, the old berserker, was cursing hotly in the language of the
Northmen.

She abandoned her search for the missing
supplies and made her way between the tents, following the sound of
Kriesslandic obscenities.

“I am no traitor!” Hegrin roared in the
common tongue.

Haven winced at the sound of a solid blow
striking flesh. She felt a little pang of sympathy for the big
Kriesslander now taking a beating for her inside the gold-trimmed
command tent that had once belonged to Stormfist Felix. She
crouched low in the shadow of the tent, listening to the voices
within.

“If you are not a traitor, why do you still
live?” Braccus’s voice demanded, and another meaty thump of fist
into flesh quickly followed.

A feral snarl answered from the throat of the
old Kriesslander.

“Hell-spawn!” Braccus raged.

“Careful, sir,” another soldier spoke up, “A
chained dog can still bite.”

“You’ve lost your only friend, dog-man,”
Braccus hissed, “Felix may have had a soft spot in his heart for
his pet hounds, but I don’t.”

Hegrin snarled again.

“Do you know how many of your kind I’ve
killed, Hegrin?” Braccus laughed, “How many Kriessland hounds I’ve
put to dirt… How many of your mewling pups I’ve fed to the
crows!”

Hegrin howled with rage, and Haven heard
chains rattle and creak within the tent. Then the sound of heavy
footsteps approaching from the west forced her to seek cover behind
the tent.

Thunder rumbled above as Haven dared a peek
around the side of the tent. Seven tall, white-haired Northmen in
Chadiri red approached quickly, their torches illuminating the
deadly intent in their eyes. She recognized the two badly bruised
men in the front as the ones that had shared her cart ride with
Hegrin. Haven ducked out of sight again, cupping her hand over her
mouth to stifle an impish giggle.

“Braccus!” one of the Kriesslanders
shouted.

“Swords!” Braccus growled to his men within
the tent.

A moment later, Braccus’s voice grew slightly
louder as he stepped from the tent to face the berserkers outside.
“The title is Castigar, dog!” he shouted, “Do you need further
reminding of it?”

“We’ve come for Hegrin, Castigar,” the
Kriesslander answered with no trace of respect in his tone.

“You can have him when I’m done with him!”
Braccus said, “Until then, return to your posts, or you’ll get
another taste of the cane!”

“Now, Braccus!” the Kriesslander spat, “Hand
him over now!”

A clap of thunder directly overhead drowned
out Braccus’s reply, and a flash of green light lit the whole camp.
Haven paid it little mind as she drew her dagger and made a new
door in the back of the command tent.

The sound of fighting outside the front door
covered her approach to the single guardsman that stood his post
beside the chair where the battered old berserker sat in chains.
The guardsman stood with his back to her, stripped to the waist in
the thick heat of the tent, holding a sword tightly gripped in his
bloody-knuckled gloves. Sheathing her dagger, she pulled the helmet
from her head and smashed it flat against the man’s ear.

The Chadiri went down in a heap as Hegrin
looked up at her in confusion. One of the old berserker’s eyes, the
one that had not quite swollen shut yet, squinted at her as his
cracked lips slurred a few, incoherent words.

Haven grinned at him and then fished the
little piece of wire from between her cheek and molars with her
tongue. Pulling the damp piece of metal from her mouth, she knelt
and quickly picked the locks of his shackles.

“Foolish girl,” Hegrin muttered, nodding
toward the unconscious guardsman, “He had the key.”

Haven shrugged as she popped the wire back
into her mouth. “Where’s the fun in that?” she mumbled before
tucking it back into its hiding spot with her tongue.

Hegrin’s hairy chest shook as he shared a
laugh with her.

Haven stood to face him as the white-haired
Northman shook free of his chains.

“Well, are you going to turn me in?” Haven
asked.

Hegrin looked toward the front flap of the
large tent, hearing the snarls of his kinsmen outside as they
wrestled with Braccus and his guards.

“I guess it was always going to end like
this,” he sighed.

A shockwave of green lightning buffeted the
walls of the red tent.

“Devil-haunted mudhole!” Hegrin growled,
casting a nervous glance toward the roof of the tent.

A moment later, Hegrin’s fellow Kriesslanders
pushed their way into the tent, dragging a beaten Braccus between
them.

“About time you showed up!” Hegrin spat
through bloody lips.

The wolf-clansmen flashed their feral
grins.

One of the men from the cart looked at Haven.
“What is she doing here?” he demanded.

“Who is she?” another asked.

Hegrin put his hairy arm around Haven’s
shoulder. “She’s my daughter,” he growled.

The other Northmen shared a stunned look and
then bowed their heads together as one, accepting their elder’s
decision.

Haven stared up at the big man beside her,
unable to wrap her mind around what he had just said.

He looked down at her with a smile on his
bloody lips and nodded, squeezing her shoulder tightly. “The moon
calls us home,” he said, “We answer the blood god’s call no
more.”

Braccus groaned as Haven’s new kinsmen cast
him to the floor. They stripped off their red tunics and cast them
aside as well with open contempt, shaking out their long white hair
as their nostrils flared in the storm-scented air.

Thunder boomed, and they lifted their voices
together in answer, a wild, triumphant howl that shook the
night.

Haven gave a nervous laugh and then joined
in, howling like a newborn wolf.

*******

“What are you doin’?” Warren hissed as
Garrett stood and began to climb down toward the cleared area
below.

“I’ve gotta try to save them,” Garrett
answered.

“Haven?” Warren asked, scrambling down beside
him, casting a worried glance toward the Chadiri camp.

“No,” Garrett said, making his way out onto
the stump-riddled field between the forest and the fort, “I’m gonna
save the Chadiri.”

“I’m not certain we understand your intent,”
Ymowyn cried as she hurried to catch up with them.

The distant sound of alarm rose from the fort
as the guardsmen sighted Garrett and his companions emerging from
the woods.

“That storm isn’t natural,” Garrett said,
pointing toward the angry green sky, “Something’s coming that’s
gonna destroy that fort and everyone in it.”

“That’s… good, right?” Warren said, “I mean,
as long as Haven gets out before that… What are we doin'
again?”

“Their archers, Garrett,” Ymowyn said, “We’re
too close to the walls!”

“They need to hear me,” Garrett said, weaving
his way between stumps as he headed toward the fort.

“Are we attacking now or somethin'?” Diggs
shouted as the other ghouls crested the ridge behind them.

“Just wait back there!” Garrett shouted.

“Come back, boy!” Bargas shouted.

“Garrett?” Scupp cried.

“Just wait!” Garrett shouted again.

A general clamor sounded from beyond the
walls of the Chadiri camp. Garrett could still smell their fear,
sharp and pungent in the air now as he approached. He really had no
idea of what he was going to say to them, or how he would ever
convince them to abandon the perceived safety of their walls to
flee northward to their homeland. He simply knew, somehow, that
they would perish if they chose to stay and face the storm.

A buzzing sound split the air as an arrow
arced toward him from the wall. It disappeared in a flash of blue
fire as Garrett swatted it away like a pesky gnat. How could they
know that he was only trying to save them? How could he make them
understand?

Garrett stopped walking and cleared his
throat, preparing to speak, not really certain what he was going to
say.

He was interrupted by the sound of a
familiar, yet completely unexpected voice that now shook the walls
of the fortress, louder than the thunder of the enchanted
storm.

“Children of the red god!” Max Zara’s voice
boomed, “Savor now what wine you have, and eat your fill. It will
be the last thing you ever taste.”

“Max?” Garrett gasped.

“Foe! East wall, one, mage!” the Chadiri
watchmen passed the cry down the wall.

“Hey! He made it!” Warren laughed.

“We’ve gotta stop him,” Garrett said, turning
to make his way back toward the forest.

“Good luck with that,” Warren chuckled.

“Which way is East?” Garrett asked.

Warren raised his finger doubtfully as he
sniffed the air.

Ymowyn frowned as she pointed Garrett in the
proper direction, and Warren hastily pointed his finger that way as
well.

“Thanks,” Garrett said, turning toward the
eastern edge of the forest.

Ghausse bounded from the woods toward him,
and Garrett grabbed a double handful of black fur, swinging himself
up on the wolf’s back.

“Children of lies!” Max’s voice shouted
again, “I am in a sporting mood tonight. What say we have a little
game?”

Garrett leaned close to Ghausse’s back as the
big wolf raced between the hewn stumps, making his way toward the
sound of Max’s voice.

“Send what champions you will against me!”
Max laughed, “My sword alone against the red god’s steel. Send one
or all, I will not fall!”

As Garrett rode into sight of the eastern
side of the fortress, he saw a lone figure in black armor standing
on the stump-riddled plain before the Chadiri gates. Max’s polished
silver skull mask gleamed in the ruddy light of the Chadiri
torches, and his longsword flashed as he drew it from its scabbard.
He stood then with his arms open wide, inviting any to attack
him.

“Max!” Garrett screamed as he turned Ghausse
toward the lone necromancer.

“Garrett!” another familiar voice shouted
from the darkness of the forest to the east.

“Cenick?” Garrett cried, wheeling Ghausse
around to face the forest.

“Garrett! Over here!” Cenick cried, though
Garrett could not see him among the dark trees.

“Quickly, Garrett!” Cenick hissed, stepping
into view between the trees.

Ghausse bounded into the forest, and Cenick
practically dragged Garrett from off the wolf’s back with a
crushing hug.

“We feared the worst!” Cenick said, squeezing
the air out of Garrett’s lungs, “We feared the worst!”

“I’m fine!” Garrett squeaked.

Cenick laughed, releasing him at last and
clapping him hard on the shoulder.

Garrett now took notice of the horde of
silent zombies awaiting Cenick’s orders in the forest behind
them.

“Face me now or die the death of cowards!”
Max’s voice roared as green lightning thundered through the sky
again.

“What’s Max doing?” Garrett demanded, looking
across the field toward the lone figure in black armor that stood
before the gates of the Chadiri fortress.

“That’s not Max,” Cenick chuckled.

“Huh?”

Cenick pulled a wry face in the dim light.
“Max is being clever again,” Cenick said, “It’s better just to let
him have his little game.”

“What about the storm?” Garrett asked.

Cenick’s eyes lifted toward the flashes of
green light above as the smile vanished from his tattooed face.
“The dead goddess wakes,” he whispered.

“Mauravant?” Garrett asked incredulously.

“Pray we don’t regret rousing her from her
slumber,” Cenick said.

“How?” Garrett asked.

“Serepheni speaks for the goddess now,”
Cenick answered.

“What about the High Priestess?” Garrett
asked.

“She yet lives, but Serepheni stands in her
stead now.”

Garrett wanted to ask more, but Max’s voice
shook the air once more.

“Will no one stand and face me?” Max’s voice
boomed, “Are there no sons of Malleatus brave enough to test their
strength against the might of Zara’Thul?”

“I think they took the bait,” Cenick said,
pointing toward the eastern gate.

Garrett saw the gate swing open just long
enough to allow a group of heavily armored men to advance out onto
the field across the narrow wooden walkway that bridged the moat.
The gate closed quickly behind them, and the soldiers advanced
slowly with swords drawn and shields held high as they approached
the solitary figure in black.

Thunder rumbled again, splashing the field
with verdant light.

Garrett turned to greet the approaching
ghouls as they loped along the tree line of the forest.

“Bargas! Warren!” Cenick laughed, clasping
arms with the two lead ghouls as they arrived.

“It’s good to see you again, Mr. Cenick!”
Warren laughed.

“And you,” Cenick said, “Is everyone all
right?”

“Yeah… well, we lost our zombies, except for
Caleb,” Garrett said.

“Caleb found us, and your satyr friend as
well,” Cenick said, “They’re with Max and Serepheni now.”

“Thanks,” Garrett said, “Terrick and his
hunters are back at camp with Mujah and the fairies. Ymowyn’s right
behind us, but Haven’s inside that camp somewhere.”

“A captive?” Cenick asked.

“No,” Garrett said, “at least I hope not. She
just went in to sneak around a little. You guys aren’t going to
burn the place down or something, are you?”

“No, Garrett,” Cenick said with a grim smile,
“Zara’Thul prefers his zombies as fresh as possible.”

The sound of swordplay drew their attention
to the field once again as the man in black armor traded blows with
the largest of the Chadiri soldiers. The other red-armored men
formed a rough perimeter around the two champions as they hammered
blow after blow against one another’s sword and armor.

“What’s Max doin' now?” Warren asked, “I
didn’t think he liked sword fighting.”

“No he doesn’t,” Cenick chuckled, “That’s why
it isn’t him out there in that armor.”

The Chadiri champion suddenly ducked beneath
the Gloaran warrior’s blade and drove his sword up beneath the
armpit of the man’s armor.

Garrett and the ghouls gave a gasp of disgust
at the sound of crunching bone that carried across the field.

“Lord Zara!” Lady Ymowyn cried as she
stumbled breathlessly into Cenick’s position.

“Not him,” the others said as one.

“What?” Ymowyn asked, but the others were all
watching in rapt fascination as the Chadiri champion swung his
opponent around and then sheared the man’s sword arm off at the
elbow joint.

The warrior in black armor looked down at the
bloodless wound, his face unreadable behind his polished silver
mask.

“Soulless fiend!” the Chadiri champion
roared, grasping the blade of his sword in his left gauntlet and
driving the tip into the gorget of his opponent’s armor.

Plates of steel parted with a sickening
shriek as the Chadiri warrior plunged his blade all the way through
the man’s throat and out the back.

The man in black armor twisted to the side
and then delivered a powerful backhand blow with his remaining arm
that sent the Chadiri champion down into the mud.

“Bring him down!” the felled Chadiri roared,
and the other men surged forward, battering the Gloaran champion’s
armor with a hail of blows.

“Was that a zombie?” Diggs asked.

“No way,” Scupp said, “He moved too
quick.”

“Not quick enough,” Warren noted as they
watched the black armored man fall to his knees beneath the
hammering blows.

“Speed is but a little virtue,” Cenick said
quietly, “There is also stamina.”

Garrett watched in mute fascination as the
man in black armor slowly rose from the mud. He reached up and
pulled the Chadiri sword from his throat with a screech of tortured
steel and then used it to bash in the helm of one of his
attackers.

His leg buckled beneath him as a Chadiri
soldier whipped a hard blow across the back of his knee, but he was
up again a moment later and felled another man with a savage
blow.

Another soldier rammed his blade home through
a narrow gap between breastplate and pauldron, sinking his sword
deep into the Gloaran warrior’s chest. The masked man ignored the
wound, pivoting to wrench the sword, still buried in his side, from
the other man’s grasp.

“The head, fools!” the Chadiri champion
shouted, drawing a shortsword from his belt as he lunged to the
attack again, “Like this!”

The Chadiri champion drove his shortsword
hilt-deep into the eye socket of the Gloaran warrior’s silver skull
mask. He ripped it free again with the sound of shriven steel and
shattered bone.

The Chadiri warriors staggered back, panting
for breath as they stared at the black armored man with the
crumpled silver mask, waiting for him to fall.

Instead, the man turned his dented skull mask
to face the Chadiri champion and raised his captured sword in
salute.

Max’s booming laughter echoed across the
field as arcs of green lightning raked the walls of the Chadiri
fortress. One of the towers flew apart in splinters as a massive
green lightning bolt struck true. The deafening explosion drowned
out the screams of terror and pain from within the walls.

“That’s our signal,” Cenick sighed. He turned
toward the waiting throng of zombies behind him and shouted,
“Forward!”

Garrett watched as the undead hordes of Gloar
emerged from the tree line, and, standing before them, at least a
dozen more figures in glossy black armor wearing silver skull
masks.

“Fall back!” the Chadiri champion screamed,
“Fall back!”

Max’s laughter shook the night as the ragged
clump of red-armored men fled, dragging their fallen with them
toward the safety of their slowly opening gate.

*******

Haven grabbed Hegrin’s arm as the tower ahead
exploded in green flame.

“Not that way!” she screamed, hoping that he
could hear her over the crack of thunder and screams of panicked
soldiers.

Hegrin spun to face her. She could see the
struggle for control in his expression as the wild beast within him
went mad with fear of the green lightning. The other berserkers
looked to be holding on by a thread as well. If their leader
succumbed to the bestial fury within, they would follow.

“The eastern gate!” she shouted, pointing in
the direction of Max’s laughter.

“The enemy!” one of Hegrin’s men
protested.

“They’re with me!” Haven said, “I can give
you safe passage! They won’t harm you if I’m with you!”

“You ran away!” Hegrin rumbled.

“They don’t know that!” she insisted, “Come
with me, and I can get us all out of here alive!”

Hegrin nodded, following Haven as she led
them toward the eastern gate and the sound of Max Zara’s maniacal
laughter. The pack of shirtless berserkers followed close
behind.

Haven and the Kriesslanders paused in the gap
between tents as a group of soldiers in heavy armor and shields
thundered past on their way to the wall. One of the armored men
noticed Hegrin and the others as he ran past.

“Get your men to the wall, scout!” the
Chadiri shouted, “The enemy is upon us!”

“The hammer of His wrath!”
another soldier screamed as the unit charged toward the gate.

“Come on,” Hegrin said quietly, and they
followed after them.

Red flames licked at the tower to the right
of the gate as they came into view before Haven and her berserkers.
The shieldmen now took up a defensive half circle just inside the
gates, waiting for the small band of red-armored soldiers outside
to make it through.

“Move!” the commander of the shield unit
shouted to the men still outside the gate.

“I want that gate closed the moment they’re
inside!” a sergeant shouted from the wall above.

“Come on!” the shieldman shouted again.

Haven gritted her teeth, trying to formulate
a plan in the heat of the moment. If she could keep that gate open
long enough for Zara’s troops to arrive, the Gloarans could take
the fortress fairly easily, but how could she do it without losing
the support of her new allies?

“We have to get through that gate!” Haven
said, just loud enough for Hegrin to hear her.

“No,” he said, nodding toward the wall, “Up
and over, and to the forest.”

Haven let out a frustrated whine as the
Northmen followed their elder toward the nearest ladder.

“This way, girl!” Hegrin said, beckoning with
his hand.

Haven hesitated and then took a step toward
the gate again.

“This way!” Hegrin insisted.

“I…” Haven started to protest, but then
froze, staring at the ground beneath the feet of the men guarding
the gate.

The packed mud beneath them began to quiver
and shake. The shieldmen looked down as their feet began to sink
into the softening dirt below.

“By His might!” a soldier
shouted as he swung his sword down at the ground beside him.

For a moment, Haven thought the men had gone
suddenly mad, and then she saw the things that boiled up from the
mud all around them, rising up to swarm over the men’s bodies with
a thousand hungry mouths.

“Mauravant!” Haven gasped, as the black
yard-long worms of the death goddess engulfed the men before her
and wriggled up the walls to attack the defenders above. The men
outside the gate staggered to a halt, dumfounded by the horrible
sight for a moment before the ground at their feet erupted with
worms as well.

Haven fell back, watching in disbelief as
Mauravant’s worms devoured every soldier defending the eastern
gate. The cries of the doomed men fell to silence as the worms
covered them, and then only the sickly wet noises of the feasting
worms remained.

Haven looked back to see the Kriesslanders
staring in wide-eyed shock as their former brethren fell before the
power of the death goddess.

Then the worms fell away, and, as suddenly as
they had appeared, vanished into the churned mud of the ground
below. In their place now stood dozens of skeletal minions of
Gloar, still wearing the Chadiri red over their clean-picked bones.
The animated skeletons turned as one to pull the gates wide, almost
tearing them from their hinges as they opened the way for the
advancing zombie troops outside.

“Hurry!” Hegrin shouted, leading his men up
the ladder to the top of the wall.

Haven saw no more reason to argue, and she
hurried quickly to follow them.

*******

Garrett stood between Ghausse and Cenick at
the edge of the forest and watched the Chadiri champion and his
fellows being consumed by the worms of Mauravant.

“How?” was all Garrett could manage to
say.

“Serepheni managed to convince the other
priestesses to trust her with part of the goddess,” Cenick said
with a touch of awe in his voice, “I never would have believed it,
had I not seen it myself… She is a remarkable woman.”

Garrett watched the worms drop away and
wriggle back into the ground, feeling a crawly sort of terror
running up his spine as he recalled the time those same worms
nearly had him for a snack. The skeletonized warriors now tramped
dutifully toward the open gates, ready to turn their blades against
their former comrades within.

“I have to stop this,” Garrett said, climbing
onto Ghausse’s back.

“Garrett?” Cenick said, seeming to break from
his thoughts.

“Max doesn’t have to do this,” Garrett said,
nudging Ghausse into motion with his knees, “We’ve already won. He
doesn’t have to kill them all!”

“Garrett, wait!” Cenick shouted, but Garrett
was already riding hard toward the gate.

He could see the defenders that still manned
the walls rushing back and forth in their confusion. Here and
there, a bolt of green lightning would crash down, sending bodies
flying and setting the walls ablaze. Garrett squinted at the sight
of an entire group of men who were now dropping down over the
burning palisade onto the thin patch of ground between the wall and
moat. They wore no uniforms. Were they trying to desert?

Then he saw the brown-haired girl that jumped
down after them, caught in the arms of the big, white-haired man
below.

“Haven!” Garrett shouted as Ghausse carried
him across the field toward them.

“Garrett!” Haven cried as the wolf and rider
skidded to a halt on the far side of the stake pit that served as
the fortress’s moat.

“What’s going on?” Garrett demanded as he
eyed the group of shirtless warriors that now faced him with swords
drawn.

Haven’s relieved grin suddenly disappeared as
she took on an angry expression. “I claim safe passage for my
kinsmen, by right of my commission as an officer in the Gloaran
army!” she shouted, spreading her hands protectively as if in
defense of the men at her side.

“Huh?” Garrett said.

“No harm will come to these men!” she
continued, “They are under my protection! I will stand for and
vouch for their loyalty to the Gloaran cause!”

Several of the white-haired men looked toward
their eldest, a badly beaten man that Garrett now recognized as
Haven’s former prisoner. He nodded his assent, and the others
seemed content to let Haven do the talking. Garrett looked at her
again and caught the pleading look in her eye. Whatever her game,
he decided it would be best to let her play it out.

“Fine,” Garrett growled, in his best
imitation of Matron Brix’s tone, “but if any of them steps out of
line, I’m holding you responsible!” He jabbed his finger angrily
toward her in emphasis.

He thought he saw a hint of a smile at the
corner of her lips as she nodded back.

“Now get them outta here!” Garrett shouted,
“I’ve got… stuff… to do!” He finished up with a wordless growl of
mock rage as he rode the short distance toward the front gate. He
glanced back to see Haven leading her kinsmen through the
pit and on toward the forest to the north.

He wheeled Ghausse around to face the
advancing troops of the Gloaran undead. The freshly made skeletons
were already inside the fortress, and Garrett could hear the clash
of steel on steel as the defenders within fought to retake the
gate.

“Max?” Garrett shouted as he faced the
trudging hordes of zombies that now approached under the leadership
of the one-armed man in the smashed silver skull mask.

“Stop!” Garrett shouted, lifting his hand
toward the advancing army of the dead, “I command you to stop!”

The hordes of zombies suddenly swayed in
their boots as they stopped marching. The men in the silver masks
however continued to advance before them.

“Stop, I said!” Garrett shouted, pulling back
his hood to reveal his face, hoping that, whoever or whatever the
men in the masks were, they might recognize him as a friend.

“I don’t take orders from you,” the one-armed
man rasped in a dry, hollow voice.

“Who are you guys?” Garrett demanded,
“Where’s Max?”

“Garrett!” Max Zara shouted, his voice still
magically amplified as he rode his zombified stallion across the
field toward the front lines, holding his jeweled staff high.

The silver-masked warriors halted their
advance and turned to face their master as Max’s horse shouldered
its way through the packed ranks of zombies.

“You’re a hard man to kill, it seems!” Max
laughed as the magic faded from his voice. The silver-masked
warriors bowed their heads in reverence as Max’s horse trotted
past. Max raised his own skull visor to reveal his grinning face
beneath.

“Hi, Max!” Garrett laughed with relief as his
old friend reined his undead horse in beside Garrett’s wolf. The
two leaned close to share a brief hug.

“I take it you lost my skull,” Max chuckled
as he sat back in his saddle again.

“Sorry,” Garrett said, “The Chadiri took it
from me, but we escaped.”

“You had us worried half to death, Garrett,”
Max laughed, “Sere will be overjoyed to learn of your safety.”

“Where is she?” Garrett asked.

“A short distance behind the lines,” Max
said, casting a worried eye past Garrett’s shoulder through the
gates, “Wielding the powers of the dead goddess seems to require
most of her concentration.”

“I can’t believe she did it!” Garrett
said.

“Yes, well, it’s all very remarkable, but I
think we should find a slightly safer place to host our little
reunion,” Max said, smiling tensely, “If you’d be so good as to
step aside, I’ll finish sacking this camp and then we can discuss
it all over a nice cup of wine.”

“Garrett!” Cenick shouted as he rode forward
on his pony toward them, “It isn’t safe here.”

“That is precisely what I was attempting to
explain,” Max sighed, “We need to exploit this breach before the
enemy can retake the gates!”

“You don’t have to, Max!” Garrett said,
“That’s what I’m trying to tell you!”

“What do you mean, Garrett?” Cenick
asked.

“I’m just saying that this isn’t necessary…
not anymore!” Garrett said, “You don’t have to kill all these
people. We’ve already…”

The buzz of a crossbow bolt interrupted him,
and he blinked as the missile exploded in a flash of magic and
green cinders beside his head.

Max lowered his black steel staff as the
emerald glow of its jewels faded. “Stand aside, Garrett,” Max said,
all humor gone from his voice, “Prex will not escape me this
time.”

“Prex is dead!” Garrett shouted.

Max’s face suddenly drained of all
expression.

“What?” Cenick gasped.

“He’s dead,” Garrett said, “The Volgrem
turned on him, Max. They tore him apart! He’s dead!”

Max shook his head slowly, his eyes distant
and uncomprehending.

“You’re sure of this?” Cenick demanded.

“I saw it myself!” Garrett said, “There’s
nothing left of him but little chunks… Warren found his hammer for
you, but he’s dead, Max. He’s really dead!”

“Dead?” Max whispered, blinking, “How did he
die?”

“I told you,” Garrett said, “The Volgrem
killed him… We think they wanted the Chadiri to think that we did
it so that we’d want to kill each other even more. I’m telling you
we don’t need to kill these people, Max! It’s what the Volgrem want
us to do!”

“He’s… dead?” Max repeated, his eyes
searching the ground for meaning.

“Come, Max,” Cenick said, reaching out to
pull at his friend’s arm, “It isn’t safe here.”

“Yes…” Max said, his eyes still troubled and
unfocused, “Send in the dead. Take the camp.”

“No, Max!” Garrett sighed in frustration,
“That’s just what I’m trying to tell you! We don’t have to take the
camp! Just let them go!”

“Must… exploit the breach,” Max murmured,
“Can’t let them retake the gate… element of surprise…”

Garrett groaned in frustration, wheeling his
wolf around to face the gates again. Inside, Chadiri soldiers
struggled with the skeleton warriors, slowly fighting their way
toward the open gates, trying to close the breach in their
defenses. A group of men with heavy shields now shouldered their
way through the skeletal invaders and began to push one of the
gates shut again. They were determined to fight to the last man, it
seemed, on both sides.

Garrett felt the icy river of rage rising up
inside him at the sight of such foolish waste.

“This… ends… now!” Garrett
roared, thrusting out his open hand as he blasted the gates from
their hinges with a wave of blue flame, bowling over skeletons and
soldiers alike with the concussion.

“Garrett!” Cenick gasped.

“Chadiri!” Garrett shouted, “Your commanders
are dead! Your gate is destroyed. You can’t win this fight! Just
take what you can and go home!”

The stunned soldiers lying on their backs in
the mud beyond the ruined gate stared up at him in disbelief.

“Just… go home!” Garrett shouted, his voice
shaking the walls of the fortress, “I don’t want to hurt you… I
don’t want to be your enemy… Just go home. Leave us alone,
and we’ll leave you alone…”

Cold mist rose from the ground all around the
ragged hole in the wall where the eastern gate once stood. The
flames on the surrounding walls died away as spreading frost
crackled across the charred wood.

“Go home to your families,” Garrett groaned,
his voice starting to break under the strain, “They miss you… they
want you back. They’re worried that they’re never gonna see you
again, and they just wish you’d come home and be with them… Please,
just go home.”

The Chadiri soldiers pushed themselves to
their feet and looked at one another as they readied their shields
and weapons again.

“Please don’t,” Garrett sobbed.

“As He has spoken!” one man shouted as he
raised his muddy warhammer high.

“So we do!” the others shouted
in unison.

A screaming tide of red warriors surged
forward in one last, desperate charge toward the ruined gate and
the wolf-rider who stood between them and the armies of the
dead.

The last thing that Garrett remembered was
the hungry rasp of steel as he drew the sword from his belt and the
mocking laughter of the voice inside his head.

The battlefield is your home now
boy, Brahnek’s voice whispered, and we are the master
of the house.


Chapter Forty-Two

Something was licking the palm of Garrett’s
left hand.

“Ghausse?” Garrett mumbled as he slowly
regained consciousness, struggling to move his exhausted limbs.

“Welcome back, child,” Felix said, smiling at
Garrett from where he sat on the edge of a stone table across the
room from Garrett’s cot. Felix’s uniform and armor hung in tatters
from his pallid flesh. His skin bore the many scars left by the
Volgrem tendrils, and his eyes now shone, dead white, as they
regarded Garrett coolly.

Garrett looked down at his hand, his palm
still glistening with dampness. He lay upon a Chadiri cot, inside
what looked to be an ancient elven house. The pit of white gravel
in the center of the floor now glowed with a golden light that
filled the dome-like structure with its warm radiance.

Garrett stared down at the bandages that
covered his arms and chest, feeling the ache of old injuries
beneath them.

“Am I dead?” Garrett asked.

The Volgrem that looked like Felix laughed
the same merry laugh that it had when it had appeared to Garrett as
a gray dog before.

“Are you dead?” Garrett asked, wiping
his hand dry on the red blanket before pushing himself up on his
elbow to face the white-eyed demon.

“We are beyond such things, you and I, sweet
one,” the Volgrem cooed. Felix’s torn mail armor jingled as he
stood and crossed the room to kneel beside Garrett’s bed. His face
softened into a look of compassion as he reached out his stained
glove to touch Garrett’s arm.

“Why are you here then?” Garrett asked,
“Where are my friends?”

“I simply wanted to thank you,” the Volgrem
said, “and to tell you how much I’ve missed you.”

“You’re going to blame me for killing Prex,
aren’t you?” Garrett said, too weary to pull away from the
loathsome thing that was now gently petting his arm.

The thing that looked like Felix smiled
sweetly and nodded.

“Why?” Garrett asked.

The Volgrem raised his white eyes toward the
roof of the dome above and let out a rattling sigh. “Because I am
weary of this world,” he moaned, “I long to be free of it, and
would hasten my departure.”

“Then go,” Garrett said, shaking his head,
“Can’t you see that you’re just hurting people here? Just go back
to wherever it is you came from and leave us alone!”

“But I can’t!” the Volgrem protested, “Not
yet!”

“Why?”

“Because I haven’t done what you asked me,”
the Volgrem laughed.

“I asked you to leave,” Garrett said with a
frown.

“No, what you asked me before… in the
beginning,” the Volgrem said.

“What do you mean?” Garrett asked.

“You asked me to end this!” the
Volgrem said, flashing a tense smile.

“End what?”

The Volgrem stood up, spreading his wounded
arms wide. “This!” he said.

“The world?” Garrett scoffed.

The Volgrem looked slightly confused. “Yours
was the voice that called us from the void, sweet one,” he said,
“We are only here because you whispered our name and set us to
task… we are here to end the song.”

Garrett’s skin tingled with horror as he
stared up at the creature before him in disbelief.

The Volgrem sank to his knees again at
Garrett’s side and pressed his chaffed lips to Garrett’s hand. “I
missed you so, my beloved child,” he whispered.

Garrett found the strength to pull away this
time, shrinking in disgust from the demon at his side.

The Volgrem smiled. “You are not yourself,
sweet one,” he sighed, “but I will wait for you to return again… to
me.”

“I don’t want you to wait!” Garrett cried, “I
want you to go and never come back! Whatever I asked you to do in
the past, I take it back! I don’t want you to end the world. I just
want you to leave!”

“Of course, dearest,” the Volgrem chuckled,
“I will go, for now, but I could never truly leave you. You and I
are bound by the void that created us… We are the wind between the
stars… We are…”

“Nevraada de Cosheigha!”
shouted an angry voice in Fae, and the Volgrem’s stolen body
suddenly disappeared like smoke in the wind.

Garrett stared in stunned silence at the
brassy little fairy that hovered in the air near the doorway.

“I can’t leave ya alone fer five minutes
without some ratty old devil snakin’ inta paw at ya!” Shortgrass
raged, waving his little arms angrily.

“Shortgrass?” Garrett gasped.

“Well, at least ya remember me name!” the
fairy said.

“Is it true what he said?” Garrett asked,
putting his hand over his bandaged stomach. If there had been
anything inside, he would have thrown up already.

“I neither know nor care ta know what that
old boggart was on about!” Shortgrass yelled, “They’re naught but
murderin’ liars! What I wanna know is what yer doin’ all tha way up
in the gads forsakin’ bog, tryin’ ta get yerself killed!”

“I’m only trying to help,” Garrett groaned,
lying back on the cot to let his wave of nausea pass.

“Well, if yer so eager ta help, I’ve got a
few chores o’ me own I could set ya to!” Shortgrass growled as he
flitted around the room, searching for any more demons, “I got a
whole contingent from tha Amber Court out there waitin’ to show you
their lists o’ things that need reavin’… and they’re not short
lists.”

“Where is everybody?” Garrett asked, taking a
deep breath as the sickness faded, “Where are Haven and the
others?”

“Here and there… all around,” Shortgrass
mumbled as he darted under the cot to check for bogeymen there.

“Is everyone all right?” Garrett sighed.

“As much as kin be expected, I suppose,”
Shortgrass mused as he flitted into view again, “I got a touch o’
tha chill in me toes, but I think it’ll pass. Thank ya so much fer
askin’.”

“What happened at the Chadiri camp?” Garrett
asked, giving the fairy a frustrated glare.

“Dunno really,” Shortgrass said, scratching
his head, “We caught up to ya on the way to Taelish. They said that
ya blew tha gates off a fortress and went in, sword-first and
brains-last.”

“What happened then?” Garrett whispered,
afraid to know the truth.

Shortgrass shrugged his tiny shoulders. “You
got cut up a bit,” he said, “The redjacks… they got cut up a bit
more.”

Garrett squeezed his eyes shut and gritted
his teeth, groaning. He had only wanted to save them. Instead he
had been the instrument of their doom.

“I’ll… leave ya alone for a minute,”
Shortgrass said, his voice subdued, “I’ll be right outside if ya
need me.”

Garrett sobbed quietly, trying to hold it all
in. Then he began to weep uncontrollably as he rolled onto his side
with his hands pressed over his ears.

That is enough! the voice in
his head growled.

“Shut up!” Garrett sobbed, “Just shut
up!”

Stop it! Brahnek’s voice roared
in his thoughts, Stop it now!

“Get outta my head!” Garrett spat.

Then pass me to someone else and join your
brother in death! the voice shouted.

Garrett fell silent, stunned by the
possibility.

Who? the voice demanded, Who
should bear our curse, Garrett? Max, Serepheni… or, I know, give me
to that little Lethian boy, and let us see how long his innocence
holds against the weight of our burden. How long before he lifts
blade and becomes what we truly are? Whom do you choose to take
your place upon this altar of blood, boy? Whom?

“Damn you!” Garrett sobbed, “I don’t want
this!”

But you’ve got it, haven’t you?
Brahnek laughed bitterly, You asked for it, and now it is yours
to bear, so don’t you dare pretend that you’ve been
tricked!

“I didn’t know!” Garrett gasped, “I didn’t
know!”

Brahnek laughed again.

“Was it true?” Garrett demanded, “Was it true
what the Volgrem said?”

Brahnek fell to silence.

“Did we bring them here?” Garrett
whispered.

Garrett’s skin crawled with the memory of the
Volgrem’s touch.

Yes, the voice in his head
answered quietly.

“How do we make them go away?” Garrett
whimpered as he buried his face in his hands.

We were hoping that you could help us find
a way, the voice sighed.

“Then you’re as lost as I am,” Garrett
said.

If we cannot find a way to stop them, then
we are all lost, the voice answered quietly.

Garrett dried his eyes on the red blanket and
lifted himself into a sitting position on the edge of his cot. He
rode out the wave of nausea that threatened to overwhelm him and
then got to his feet.

He looked down at his body, with more
bandages than skin showing, and smiled grimly. At least he had
given those poor Chadiri a good fight from the looks of it. He
looked over to find his sword lying atop a neatly folded robe and
hood on the table. Freshly polished boots lay on the floor
nearby.

“Garrett?” Haven called gently from the
doorway.

He turned to see the look of worry in her
flawless brown eyes. He smiled reassuringly to her as she flew to
his side and embraced him as gently as she could manage.

“How long have I been out?” he asked.

“Two weeks,” Haven whispered, pressing her
lips to his, “We brought you back to Taelish after the battle… I
was so afraid, Garrett!”

“Two weeks?” Garrett scoffed, “I’m surprised
no one tried to animate me!”

Haven laughed into another kiss, and Garrett
groaned a little as she squeezed him tightly.

“Sorry!” she gasped, releasing her hold on
him.

“No, it’s all right,” he murmured, pulling
her close again.

“By Her name!” Serepheni gasped as she rushed
into the room.

Garrett greeted the priestess with a smile as
he and Haven pulled away from each other.

“You shouldn’t be up!” Serepheni chided,
checking him over for any reopened wounds. She wore a slightly
wrinkled green habit with a golden coronet twisted in the shape of
two worms, twining together around her braided hair. Garrett
thought he saw a few streaks of gray at the roots of Serepheni's
fiery red hair, and the shadows beneath her eyes told of the strain
of her duties.

“Have you been looking after me?” Garrett
asked.

“Lady Ymowyn and I have been taking turns,”
Serepheni sighed guiding him back toward the cot, “She’s having a
nap now, but I’d rather not catch a scolding from her when she
wakes to find that you’ve hurt yourself again.”

“I’m fine!” Garrett laughed, “But
thanks.”

Serepheni smiled wearily at him as she
abandoned her efforts to return him to bed.

“That was pretty impressive with the worm
thing,” Garrett said, “Did you do the storm too?”

Serepheni blushed. “I but guide Her hand,”
she said.

“Is everybody all right?” Garrett asked,
“Were there any… survivors from the Chadiri camp?”

Serepheni smiled politely. “They serve the
Goddess now, Garrett,” she said.

“Oh,” Garrett said, his eyes falling.

“I saved a few!” Haven said squeezing the
unbandaged portion of Garrett’s right arm.

“Who were those guys anyway?” Garrett
asked.

“Berserkers,” Haven said, “They’re mine now,
in case you wanna borrow them for anything. We’re kinda like a
family.”

“Family?” Garrett said.

Haven shrugged. “It’s hard to explain,” she
said, “Just let me handle them, all right?”

“Sure,” Garrett said, eying his clothes
again, “Would you mind giving me a few minutes alone? I wanna get
dressed and go see about everybody. I think Shortgrass had some
people he wanted me to meet.”

“We’ll help you, Garrett,” Serepheni
said.

Garrett glanced down at the rumpled
underclothes he was wearing and frowned. “I kinda wanted to change…
all the way, you know,” he said.

Serepheni smiled slightly and glanced
away.

“You’ve been unconscious for two weeks,
Garrett!” Haven sighed, “Do you really think there’s anything we
haven’t already seen?”

Garrett stared at her for a long moment as
the meaning of her words slowly sank in. “What?” he said, blushing
furiously.

“I am a healer, Garrett,” Serepheni said,
“There is really nothing to be ashamed of.”

“And I’m a spy,” Haven said.

“Who else?” Garrett demanded.

“Lady Ymowyn, of course,” Serepheni said with
a shrug.

“And there was that time when all the ghouls
came in while we were bathing you,” Haven offered.

“Bathing me?” Garrett exclaimed, feeling a
little light-headed.

“I’d think you’d want to thank us for taking
such good care of you while you were down,” Haven said.

“Thanks,” Garrett said dryly, “Now, get out!”
He pointed them to the door.

“Of course, Garrett,” Serepheni said as she
took her leave, “We’ll see you outside.”

Haven gave Garrett’s right butt cheek a
little squeeze as she followed the priestess out.

“Ow!” Garrett said, reaching down to find a
dried poultice plastered over a large scratch there.

“Somebody stabbed me in the butt?” he shouted
in disbelief.

Haven winced slightly as she waved
goodbye.

Garrett waited until they were out of sight
and then surveyed his other wounds, finding that little more than
light scratches remained beneath the bandages. At least Songreavers
healed quickly, he mused. He peeled off what he dared of his
bandages and then set about dressing himself in the clothes
provided, all the while trying not to think of his friends holding
casual conversations together as they scrubbed his unconscious body
with a wet rag.

He pulled on his robe and hood and then his
boots. Someone had recovered his necromancer talisman and polished
it until it gleamed in the warm light of the enchanted gravel. He
smiled, thinking of Uncle Tinjin as he placed it over his head.
There were a few fresh gouges in the leather of Brenna’s sword
scabbard, but it looked serviceable still. He drew the blade and
found it freshly sharpened with no sign that it had so recently
taken part in a deadly skirmish.

How many lives had he taken?

Garrett slammed the blade back into its
scabbard and cast it back down onto the table. He started to turn
his back on it and walk away, but the sudden image of Mujah picking
up the blade sprang, unbidden, into his mind.

No, this burden was Garrett’s alone to bear.
He would not pass it to another. He buckled the sword belt into
place around his waist and bore the weight of it across his injured
hip. The pain felt like just recompense for his crimes, and he
accepted it stoically as he walked from the room.

He was not expecting the greeting that
awaited him in the soft morning light outside.

“The Songreaver lives!” Lady Ymowyn shouted
as she stood beside Warren, a little bleary-eyed and dressed in a
pink house robe, “Long live the Songreaver!”

“Long live the Songreaver!” shouted the
assembled throng in unison, their voices rising above the incessant
droning of insects in the vine-wreathed elven courtyard.

Garrett recognized the ghouls as well as
Caleb, Timan, Cenick, Mujah, Haven, and Serepheni. Ghausse bounded
forward to lick Garrett’s face, almost knocking him over as he
looked toward the strange trio of visitors that stood with
Shortgrass and the other fairies, watching him from across the
courtyard.

What at first Garrett thought was a troll
stood, nearly ten feet tall, at the back of the fae contingent. The
creature’s skin shone with the dull luster of iron beneath its
silver armor of gleaming scales. It looked at him with a patient
smile on his broad lips, and eyes of palest blue regarded him from
beneath thick eyebrows of sparkling crystal growths. The enormous
man’s spiky hair and beard seemed formed of the same frosty
crystals, like a geode turned inside out.

A slim woman with long green hair stood
slightly in front of the stone man, wearing a knee-length dress of
dark, glossy leaves over her nut brown skin. Her slightly pointed
ears and almond-shaped eyes reminded Garrett of Annalien’s
features, and he guessed that she might be some kind of elf.

The last of the trio now took a step back,
taking shelter in the stone man’s shadow as he watched Garrett with
fearful, watery green eyes. At least Garrett assumed that it was a
he. The fae creature stood about four feet tall and looked
for all the world like one of the sea lions he had once seen
playing in the waters off the coast, but it stood on two legs like
a human and had two arms and hands that now fidgeted nervously
under Garrett’s scrutiny. The creature wore no clothing but a
simple twine belt around its waist, from which hung a small leather
pouch, and a pair of baggy canvas boots on its feet. Sleek brown
fur covered the rest of its body.

“Songreaver!” Shortgrass cried as he flitted
forward, “’Tis me pleasure ta present to ya, these fine
representatives o’ tha Amber Court!”

Garrett nodded toward the visitors as he
finally managed to extricate himself from the dire wolf’s slobbery
greeting. “Hi,” he said, “My name’s Garrett.”

“The Lady Browelle,” Shortgrass introduced
the green-haired woman, “a dryad o’ tha Stoneroot Wood.”

The dryad woman lifted her arms in greeting,
bowing her head slightly. Her face betrayed no emotion as she
regarded Garrett warily.

“The big one’s called Larz,” Shortgrass
continued, gesturing toward the huge, iron-skinned man at the back,
“He’s a stone dwarf, down from tha hills for tha Greenmeet. I
talked him inta comin’ along wit’ us.”

Garrett tried not to laugh.

“Somethin’ funny, Songreaver?” Shortgrass
demanded.

“Sorry,” Garrett chuckled, “I just thought
that dwarves were supposed to be, you know, short.”

Shortgrass frowned. “Well,” he said, “If ye’d
ever seen a stone giant, ye’d know why they call these
fellas stone dwarves, wouldn’tcha?”

“Sorry,” Garrett said.

Larz flashed a silvery grin back at him.

“Well, then,” Shortgrass sighed, “The furry
one in tha back is Mualip, a selkie of tha Blacksilt tribe. Goes by
tha name o’ Drypaw back home, ‘cause’a his fondness fer
trampin’ about in his great silly boots and visitin’ every songhall
in Fae’Naadra.”

The selkie wiggled his short fingers at
Garrett and twitched a nervous smile before retreating behind Larz
even further.

“The bravest knights tha Amber Court could
send us!” Shortgrass shouted with mock grandeur, “All here ta
bemoan tha woes o’ their kin and beg tha aid of ye,
Songreaver!”

Lady Browelle shot the fairy a dark look. “We
are here to determine the truth of your claims,” she said, looking
at Garrett now, “and to return to the Court with our
recommendation.”

“Huh,” Garrett said, “Well, I’m glad to meet
you all, and welcome to Taelish.”

Lady Browelle frowned, looking around the
overgrown elven ruins. “You claim this place as if it belonged to
you?” she asked.

“No,” Garrett said, “This place belongs to
all of us now, not just me.”

The dryad’s lips curled into a sneer. She
walked over to a nearby wall, half-crumbled beneath the twisting
roots of an enormous tree that had grown up through a crack in the
alabaster stone. She reached out and stroked one of the thick roots
with her fingertips and then turned her hard eyes on Garrett once
again.

“I suppose you intend to tidy it up a
bit first?” she demanded.

“I dunno,” Garrett said, looking up at the
hundreds of wisps that had gathered to watch from the branches
above, “I kinda like the way it looks now… but could you help me
make it bloom again… the way it used to?”

Garrett savored the bemused smile that danced
for a second on the dryad’s lips before her expression hardened
once again.

“A pretty little bribe fer tha pretty lady,”
Shortgrass laughed, “an’ what will ye offer ta me other guests ta
win ‘em over?”

Garrett looked at the massive stone dwarf and
the nervous little selkie beside him. “All I have right now to
offer is my friendship,” Garrett said, “and whatever we still have
to eat around here.”

“Food, I have no need of,” Larz chuckled in a
rumbling voice, “but friendship… that I accept.”

“I’ll take some food,” Mualip said in a soft,
quiet voice, raising his hand as he peeked around the side of his
big companion.

Garrett gave his friends a questioning
look.

“I’ll see ta their needs, Songreaver,”
Shortgrass said.

“Come, Garrett,” Cenick said, beckoning with
his hand as he stepped forward, “Max wanted to see you as soon as
you had recovered.”

Garrett nodded his farewell to the strange
trio of fae folk as Cenick led him from the courtyard.

The ghouls moved to block his path with their
hairy arms open wide.

Garrett hugged them each in turn, Scupp the
last and longest.

“If you scare us like that again, Gar,” Scupp
whispered as she held him tightly, “Yer gonna hafta borrow my
crutches, ‘cause I’ma break both yer legs!”

“You’ll have to catch me first, stumpy!”
Garrett teased her as he stepped back.

Scupp’s eyes flared, and she pressed a
claw-tipped finger into the bandage around his ribs.

“Dammit, Scupp!” Garrett laughed as he
staggered back, clutching at the partially healed wound.

“Oh, did that hurt?” Scupp asked with mock
concern, “I’m sorry… I meant to poke you here!”

Garrett danced away, hopping in pain as the
she-ghoul hooked a claw tip into his gauze-wrapped belly.

“I know where they put all the holes in you,
boy!” Scupp laughed.

Lady Ymowyn stepped between them then, with
her teeth bared, cowing the playful ghoul.

Warren clapped Garrett on the back as Cenick
ushered him to safety.

“Good to have you back, Gar!” he said.

“Thanks, Warren,” Garrett sighed, catching
his breath again. He gave the ghoul a heartfelt smile. “It’s good
to be back.”

Cenick sighed as they passed through the
ruins, headed, Garrett guessed, toward the outskirts of the city.
He seemed to relax, releasing some long-held tension from his broad
shoulders. “It’s like old times, isn’t it, Garrett?” Cenick
said.

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “I just wish Uncle
Tinjin was here.”

“He would be proud of the man you’ve become,”
Cenick said.

“He’d be proud of us all,” Garrett said,
smiling at his brother necromancer.

Cenick remained silent for a while as they
walked the sun-dappled lanes of Taelish.

Garrett breathed in the scent of growing
things and felt like himself again for the first time in a long
while. He reached out his hand to touch one of the flowering vines
that curled down from the trees above. It did not wither at his
touch. He laughed.

“What is it?” Cenick asked.

Garrett hesitated before answering. “I feel
like I should be scared,” Garrett said, “like I should feel
terrible about everything that happened… but I don’t… I feel good…
Does that make me a bad person?”

“It means only that you are still human,
Garrett,” Cenick laughed, “as flawed as the rest of us… and as good
as any man I’ve ever met.”

Garrett smiled. “How’s Max doing?” he
asked.

Cenick only grunted in response.

“Is he mad about missing his chance to kill
Prex?” Garrett asked.

“Hard to say,” Cenick said, “The ghouls
showed him the place where Prex died. He had a bad night after
that.”

“Is he gonna be all right?”

“He seemed fine the next day,” Cenick said,
“He’s been spending all of his time in his tent since then.” So
saying, Cenick lifted his hand toward a great purple tent glimpsed
through the trees ahead.

As they approached, Garrett saw two of the
silver-masked warriors in black armor standing guard outside Max’s
tent.

“What are those guys?” Garrett
whispered to Cenick.

“Max calls them Ghasts,” Cenick
answered, his voice cold with disdain.

“Where did they come from?” Garrett
asked.

“Ask him,” Cenick said, stopping a few yards
short of the tent, “I’ll leave you to speak with him alone… It will
save Max the trouble of asking me to leave.”

“Huh?” Garrett said, giving Cenick a confused
look.

“He’s going to invade Astorra, Garrett,”
Cenick whispered, “There’s no way to avoid it now… Whatever happens
next, it’s going to be a much different sort of war.”

“But…”

“You are my brothers,” Cenick said, “and I
will follow you both through whatever shadows we must pass, but
right now, I want to savor this one last shining victory before we
start down the dark road ahead… I’ll see you later, Garrett.”

Garrett nodded, watching his friend go.

He turned then and faced the two
skull-visored guards at the entrance of Max’s tent in the clearing
at the edge of the forest.

“I’m here to see Max,” Garrett said, his eyes
going from one silver skull to the other.

The guards bowed their heads and stepped
aside allowing him to pass.

Garrett’s eyes took a few moments to adjust
to the gloom inside the large tent. The air stank of incense and
the faint, sweet smell of liquid essence. Four more of the masked
warriors stood within, their gauntleted hands at rest on the hilts
of their longswords that rested point-first on the floor before
them.

Max sat, sprawled with one leg thrown over
the wooden arm of a large Chadiri chair. He wore a black robe and
scratched at the stubble of a fresh beard as he rested his other
hand on the pommel of the golden warhammer. The heavy head of the
Inquisitor‘s gavel pivoted slowly in the dirt at the foot of Max’s
throne as he spun the pommel between his fingers. Max seemed lost
in thought.

“Max?” Garrett called out.

“Garrett?” Max exclaimed, breaking from his
reverie. The gavel hit the ground with a dull thud as Max
Zara sprang to his feet and rushed toward his young friend.

Max looked as though he might hug Garrett,
but then a smile crossed his haggard face, and he fell to one knee
with a florid bow.

“Welcome, Spellbreaker, to my humble camp!”
Max said bowing his head low.

Garrett gave a nervous laugh.

“Sneaky little beggar!” Max laughed as he
jumped up to wrap his arms around Garrett, “How long did you think
you could keep it a secret from me?”

“Sorry,” Garrett chuckled, “I didn’t mean to
keep it a secret… I just…”

“No need to explain, Garrett,” Max said,
stepping back with a crooked smile on his face, “We all have our
little secrets. It’s the nature of our trade!”

“Yeah, like where did these guys come from?”
Garrett laughed, gesturing toward one of the silver-masked
guards.

“You like them?” Max beamed.

“Yeah, they’re amazing!” Garrett said, “Are
they like that guy you had in your basement? These guys seem a lot
more… willing though.”

“Yes, well,” Max said, pursing his lips, “you
see, it came to me in a flash of inspiration really. My first few
experiments were with the already dead and dying. The ones that I
did manage to bring back with the sense to be aware of their new
situation, well… they weren’t very happy about it.”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, recalling the wretched
thing chained in Max’s basement.

“Complete failures, all of them,” Max sighed,
“I put them out of their miseries and was about to table the entire
project, but then it came to me… Who, in all the world, would
actually embrace the chance to live again as an undying warrior in
the service of a mighty deathlord?”

“Huh?”

“Men who had nothing else to lose, and
everything to gain!” Max laughed.

“I don’t understand,” Garrett said.

“Do remember how scarce food was for a while
in Wythr, following the dragon’s attack?” Max asked.

Garrett’s stomach rumbled at the mention of
food.

“Apparently you do!” Max laughed. He quickly
snatched a loaf of brown bread from a nearby table and handed it to
Garrett.

“Thanks,” Garrett moaned, gnawing a hunk from
the bread and savoring the flavor as he chewed.

“Hunger is a terrible thing, Garrett,” Max
said, putting his hand on Garrett’s shoulder, “It can drive men to
terrible acts.”

Garrett continued to chew, still not
following Max’s explanation.

“There were certain emergency edicts passed
in Wythr during that dark time, still in force at the time the
inspiration came to me,” Max said, “Do you know the penalty for
stealing food in Wythr?”

Garrett shook his head as a sense of grim
foreboding crept over his skin.

“Death by starvation,” Max chuckled, “Nasty
business, and a bad way to go… I simply sought out a dozen or so of
these unfortunate miscreants serving out their lingering sentences
in the dungeon beneath the temple, and I offered them a choice… a
chance to redeem themselves to the city and its goddess… and they
would never be hungry again.”

“They let you do this to them?”
Garrett whispered in disbelief, his eyes going to the silver-masked
men that stood guard nearby.

“An officer’s commission in the Gloaran army…
paid in gold. That plus eternal life… or a lingering death in the
lightless pits of the death goddess,” Max chuckled, “Most of them
jumped at the opportunity.”

“They get paid?” Garrett asked.

“Seems fair, don’t you think?” Max said.

Garrett thought about it for a moment.
“We don’t even get paid,” he said, feeling slightly
cheated.

“Yes we do,” Max said, “We’ve been depositing
your pay in the account that Uncle left for you at the bank. Didn’t
you know that?”

“No.”

Max shrugged. “Well, given the combat bonus
you will doubtless receive for leading the charge against the
Kriesslegion, I imagine that you are quite a wealthy young man by
now.”

“That should make Haven happy, I guess,”
Garrett mused.

“How are things with your lady
friend?” Max asked, stepping away to fetch a pair of wine cups.

“Good,” Garrett said, refusing the offered
wine, “We fight a little, I guess, but we don’t stay mad at each
other for long.”

“Excellent!” Max said, taking a long drink
before speaking again, “Every successful relationship needs to
release its tension in a little scrap, now and again.”

“How are things with you and Serepheni?”
Garrett asked.

“Never better!” Max sighed, “You know,
Garrett, I think she may be the one!”

“Huh?”

“I think I may ask her to marry me,” Max
said, taking another drink.

“Really?” Garrett said, grinning.

Max nodded thoughtfully. “You know, now with
Prex gone, it’s as if a great weight has lifted from my thoughts… I
feel like a boy again, Garrett!” Max said, “I feel as though I can
finally look toward the future and let the past…” He looked toward
the golden hammer that lay on the dirt floor nearby. “Well… there
are a few loose ends to tidy up first, but, still…”

“That’s great news!” Garrett laughed.

“Please keep it to yourself, Garrett,” Max
said, “I’d like to surprise her... when the time is right.”

“Yeah… yeah!” Garrett exclaimed, “I won’t say
anything!”

“I’ve only mentioned it to you and Cenick
thus far,” Max said, smiling dreamily as he leaned back against the
table and took another drink.

“Cenick seems really bothered by the whole
Astorra thing,” Garrett said, “Are we really going to invade
them?”

“We have to!” Max said, pushing off from the
table and turning to gesture toward the map laid out on its
surface, “We can’t move north with our flank undefended. We must
deal with this problem now, or we don’t stand a chance against the
Chadiri later.”

“Can’t we just go up over the escarpment into
Chadir?” Garrett asked, dragging his finger across the map from
Taelish northward.

“And leave the undiminished might of the
Astorran kingdom between us and home?” Max said, shaking his head,
“Remember what I told you about supply lines, Garrett?”

“Yeah,” Garrett sighed, “It’s just that… they
aren’t Chadiri. Couldn’t we convince them to join our side or
something?”

“Do you think they would let the Kingslayer
walk into Braedshal and have a chat with darling Prince Cabre?” Max
asked with a wry smile.

“Yeah… I know,” Garrett sighed, “but it’s not
their fault that Cabre’s a knob.”

“They follow their king, Garrett, however
knobly he may be,” Max chuckled, “Haerad was the worst of the lot,
and yet a thousand noble knights would fling themselves to certain
death at the man’s slightest whim. Honor is a fatal virtue in
Astorra.”

“I just wish we could try something else
first, you know,” Garrett said, “I don’t think Lady Ymowyn would
like it very much if we turned her homeland into a zombie
paradise.”

“Then, by all means, try something else,
Garrett!” Max laughed, “I’m putting you in charge of the
invasion!”

“Huh?”

Max grinned broadly. “Follow me, Garrett,” he
said, “There’s something I’d like to show you.”

Garrett followed Max from the tent, and they
made their way together down the hill toward the green valley that
lay north of the city. Garrett’s breath caught in his throat when
he saw the small army arrayed there before him.

To his right stood a legion of fresh zombies
in Chadiri red, awaiting orders. Above them a banner of tattered
red cloth drifted sluggishly in the morning breeze. Someone had
painted a crude wolf skull in black dye upon it.

To the left stood an army of headless
skeletons beneath a banner of a crow with its black wings spread
wide, its head as well conspicuously absent.

“Serepheni handled the Raven Legion for us
with her clever little worms,” Max laughed, “Cenick and I managed
the reborn Kriesslegion… I’d say they both look anxious to return
home.”

Garrett stared at Max, too overwhelmed to
speak.

“They’re yours, Garrett,” Max said, “and with
them you may finally bring justice to the traitor prince… by
whatever means you see fit.”

Garrett looked down at the army of the dead,
every one of them, in one way or another, bereft of life by
Garrett’s hand. They stood, awaiting the orders of the man that had
murdered them all, the Ender of Songs himself.

Garrett’s mouth had never felt as dry as it
did now.

“I think I’ll take that drink now,” he
rasped.







Epilogue

Marla snugged her Bremmerite goggles down
over her eyes as her gaunt shifted anxiously beneath her. She
smiled at Alyss who sat behind Nerrys astride the great winged
serpent that crowded Claude’s massive gaunt to the very edge of the
Arkadi House landing platform. Claude frowned as he ducked beneath
the serpent’s lashing tail and then nudged his gaunt off the
platform into flight. Valganna Morst and his two bodyguards were
already in the air above, slowly circling the tower astride their
own gaunts.

“Take care of my daughter, Lady Veranu,”
Valora Jhessa said to Marla with a gentle smile.

“I promise I will,” Marla said, looking at
Alyss again.

The Arkadi girl was looking down as she
touched the pendant that hung around her neck, a single white fang,
worn in remembrance of her lost friend. Then the winged serpent
lifted into the air with a crackle of blue-violet sparks, and
Nerrys swung the beast out into the darkness beyond.

“Take care of my daughter as well,” Lyssa
Veranu said with a crooked smile as she stepped forward to take
Marla’s hand.

“Take care of my mother too,” Marla said,
squeezing her mother’s hand.

Lyssa smiled and nodded.

“We have far to travel before the dawn, my
ladies!” Valganna Morst called from above.

“Then let us start!” Marla cried, nudging her
gaunt into flight with her knees.

“May the shadows guide your steps,” Valora
Jhessa called out as she crossed her hands over her chest.

Marla raised her hand in parting as her gaunt
wheeled around and beat its wings against the subterranean wind,
lifting her toward the ventilation shafts high above.

The others rose with her, silent in their
thoughts as they set out to discover the truth behind the
mysterious island of Marla’s dreams.

She wondered if there would even be anything
there at all when she arrived, or would this prove only some mad
fantasy of fevered delusion?

As she rode her gaunt into the star-swept sky
of the overworld and tasted the snow-crisp air that blew down from
the moonlit peaks beyond the city, she knew that she would learn
the truth soon enough.

End of Book Five of the Songreaver's
Tale

The adventure will continue in Book Six.
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