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Chapter One


    The wind that brought the rain still smelled of the ocean ten miles inland. Garrett and Marla sat together inside the broken hulk of an old wagon, listening to the staccato rhythm of water dripping down from the trees onto the ragged canvas tarp above their heads. Garrett’s fingers and toes ached with the chill through his gloves and boots, even though his purple robe clung to his skin, damp, and uncomfortably warm.


    Marla’s dark hair lay flat against the sides of her face, and her eyes seemed distant and sad as she gazed into the misty forest across the road. Her gray traveling garb blended against the shadowy bed of the overturned wagon. Her pale face and hands shone in ghostly contrast.


    Garrett shifted his feet, catching the sole of his boot on the edge of something half-buried in the mud. He pulled the curved dagger that Cenick had given him for his birthday from his belt. He stuck the tip of the blade into the ground beside the little wooden box and pried it up.


    He wiped the dirt away with the thumb of his glove to reveal the faded image of a painted hen and a trio of chicks on the lid. He tried to open it, but could not grip it properly without first pulling off his leather gloves. Even now, he hesitated, but Marla had seen his scars before. He stripped off his glove and grasped the lid, twisting it off with a dry pop.


    The scent of cinnamon filled the makeshift shelter. Garrett sneezed.


    Marla smiled at him, and they shared a laugh.


    “I wonder if they’re all right?” Garrett said.


    “Warren and Hauskr?” Marla asked.


    “I meant the people that owned this wagon.”


    Marla shrugged. “We aren’t very far from the coast. They could have made it to Stuggs on foot and caught a barge to Wythr. They’re probably there now, like the other refugees.”


    “Yeah,” Garrett said, carefully replacing the lid of the spice box and setting it atop an old crate.


    “I’m sure your family is somewhere safe as well,” she said, “and, after the war, when your town is rebuilt, they’ll go back, and you can find them.”


    Garrett nodded.


    “You can even introduce them to your pet zombie.” She grinned.


    Garrett laughed. “I wish you could meet them,” he said.


    “What do you imagine they’d think of their son associating with a vampire?” Marla asked with a wicked little grin. Her teeth seemed only a little more pointed than any other girl’s, but then she was only fifteen.


    Garrett smiled.


    Marla looked away, her long fingers brushing a lank strand of hair from her pale cheek. “Garrett,” she said.


    “Yeah?”


    “Can a necromancer ever bring back someone from the dead if... if they don’t have a body?”


    She looked at him then, and Garrett saw the gleam of impossible hope in her eyes. He hated to have to take it away from her.


    “Even if you had a body,” he said, “necromancy doesn’t really bring the person back. We just animate the dead body. It only seems alive, but it’s more like a machine. It’s not the person it was before.”


    “But you said Caleb remembered things from his life,” she said, “like that he was a thief before.”


    Garrett squirmed a little. “Yeah, sort of, I think, but I may be wrong. And anyway, they can’t talk, and it’s hard for them to move.”


    Marla closed her eyes and shivered. “I wish the night would come soon.”


    “Yeah,” Garrett sighed, though he wished instead that the clouds would part long enough to let him glimpse the sun. It had been more than three years since he had seen a blue sky. The eternal cloud that hung over the tomb city of Wythr reached far beyond its borders in the rainy season.


    The two dire wolves outside lifted their heads from their paws and sniffed the air. Marla’s wolf whined.


    Heavy paws padded down the leaf-choked road as Warren the ghoul returned, riding atop his pony-sized wolf.


    The shaggy ghoul dismounted, patting the wolf named Hauskr on the back.


    “You miss me?” Warren asked, showing his long teeth in a broad grin. The short gray fur that covered his body dripped with rain.


    “Did you find anything?” Garrett asked.


    “Yeah, something dead. Three miles up the road,” Warren said, “I’m hungry. Let’s check it out.”


    The three great dire wolves shook themselves dry as the companions gathered their gear. Marla pulled her hood over her head to block what little of the fading daylight made it through the rain clouds.


    Cold raindrops pattered on the hood of the old rain cloak Marla had given Garrett to wear. It was a bit small for him and did not close all the way in the front, but her scent lingered on it, and so, he did not complain.


    The damp, musky scent of Ghausse the dire wolf quickly overwhelmed the dry, flowery scent of the vampire girl. At least the beast did not growl at him this time when he approached and climbed onto its back.


    Warren and Marla mounted Hauskr and Reigha, and they set out to find the source of the dead smell farther up the road.


    The gray clouds darkened to a somber black, but the wolves’ pace did not slow. Garrett, with his human eyes, resigned himself to his usual blindness in the company of friends who preferred to travel in the dark. He pressed his face into Ghausse’s thick fur to shut out the dizzying sensation of racing through the blackness with only the dim silhouettes of trees rushing past on either side.


    A cool evening breeze carried away the last of the rain, leaving only the sound of the wolves’ breathing and the wet thump of heavy paws on the damp ground.


    Warren barked a short laugh. “Still fresh!” he called out.


    The wolves as well seemed to catch the scent, and Ghausse’s long legs stretched beneath him as the wolves sprinted forward.


    They crested a rise in the road, and the wolf’s pace slowed. Garrett raised his face, sensing light ahead, and the smell hit him with the shifting of the breeze, dead bodies and burned flesh.


    A dying bonfire sprawled out into the road, heaped with charred bodies in blackened armor. In the ruddy glow of the embers, Garrett made out a dozen, unburned bodies strewn across the path. These men wore silvery mail hauberks and blue doublets bearing the symbol of a rampant white stag.


    “Astorrans,” Marla said.


    “And Chadiri,” Warren added, gesturing toward the fire.


    Ghausse’s belly rumbled beneath him, and Garrett saw the gleam of anticipation in Warren’s red eyes.


    “Breakfast!” Warren said.


    Garrett had seen ghouls feed before, but he’d never quite gotten used to watching them devour the dead. He slipped off Ghausse’s back and joined Marla in her investigation of the slaughter, trying to ignore the sound of cracking bones as the ghoul and three wolves gnawed at the Astorran corpses.


    “A dozen knights,” Marla said, surveying the battlefield. She walked over to the dwindling fire and pursed her lips in thought. “I’m counting nearly thirty Chadiri dead in the fire, but, of course, that is only a guess.”


    “Huh,” Garrett said, “I guess Astorrans are really good at fighting.”


    Marla made a non-committal noise. “Chadiri are very skilled as well. Something is...” She paused and knelt to dig something from the fire-hardened mud.


    “What’s that?” Garrett asked.


    Marla stood up, holding a small object that gleamed golden in the firelight. “A signet ring,” she said, examining it closely, “Garrett, this belongs to a member of the Astorran royal family!”


    “Why would they leave it in the mud?” he asked.


    “The Chadiri probably didn’t know it was there.”


    “So it slipped off someone’s finger in the fight?”


    “Possibly,” she said, “or perhaps it was intentionally removed and cast away to hide the identity of the bearer.”


    “So one of these knights was someone really important?” Garrett asked.


    Marla looked at the bodies again, wrinkling her nose at the sight of Warren’s feeding habits. “I don’t think so,” she said, “I think the Chadiri took the person prisoner.”


    Garrett felt a cold knot in his stomach. “What can we do?” he asked.


    Marla shook her head. “I don’t know. It may already be too late. The prudent thing to do would be to keep searching for the Gloaran army. They might be able to help.” Her voice sounded uncertain.


    Garrett chewed his lip. “It doesn’t feel right,” he said.


    Marla said nothing.


    “I think we have to try to help them, whoever they are,” Garrett said.


    Marla nodded, smiling slightly. She looked around.


    “About a hundred horses... they continued up the road,” she said, pointing into the night, “Well, Garrett, are you ready to take on a Chadiri legion?”


    “Do wot now?” Warren mumbled through a mouthful of Astorran knight. He and three red-faced dire wolves looked up from their meal, blinking at them in the firelight.


    ****


    Nestled in a grassy clearing, dozens of large red tents stretched in orderly rows. Armored men walked among the tents with several two-man patrols circling the perimeter. The light of many large campfires lent an orange glow to the low-hanging night clouds above.


    “You wanted to fight the Chadiri,” Garrett whispered as he crouched between Warren and Ghausse in the thicket above the Chadiri camp.


    “Yeah, but I wanted to win the fight!” Warren hissed.


    “There he is!” Garrett pointed at a spot near one of the fires where a single prisoner sat, bound to a wooden stake.


    “Who is this guy anyway?” Warren asked.


    “I don’t know,” Garrett said, “but he must be pretty important. Anyway, there’s no telling what the Chadiri will do to him if we don’t help him.”


    Warren groaned. “Aren’t you the least bit scared?” he asked, “I mean, of the impending death down there?”


    Garrett thought for a moment. “It’s weird,” he said, “I feel like I should be scared, maybe I am, a little, but, I don’t know... This feels important. You know what I mean?”


    “Yeah,” Warren sighed, “I know what you mean.”


    From somewhere beyond the trees, the shrieks of terrified horses filled the air.


    “That’s Marla!” Garrett said, “Let’s go!”


    Garrett and Warren swung their legs over the crouching wolves’ backs, and the beasts rose beneath them. The howls of Marla’s wolf carried above the trees, but Hauskr and Ghausse made no sound as they rushed through the underbrush toward the camp.


    Warren and Garrett hugged their wolves tightly as they burst from the bush into the fire lit clearing. Red-armored soldiers scrambled to their feet, drawing blades and war hammers, and shouting in alarm.


    Garrett dug his fingers into Ghausse’s fur as the big wolf jumped headlong, knocking a startled soldier off his feet. Garrett had never seen a living Chadiri this close before. The man was big and blonde, clean-shaven, with wide green eyes. The man exhaled sharply as Ghausse leapt off his chest and ran on toward the bound prisoner.


    The soldier nearest the prisoner snarled in pain as he caught a massive ghoul fist in the face. Warren was on his feet beside the prisoner now, and the bound young man looked up at the ghoul with his mouth agape.


    “Don’t be afraid!” Garrett shouted, “We’re friends.”


    “I... I’m not afraid!” the dark-haired young man said, “Who are you?”


    Warren leaned into a Chadiri hammer strike, catching the haft on his shoulder before grabbing the enemy and hurling him onto the campfire. “Talk later!” the ghoul barked. Warren grasped the yard-long stake that fixed the young man’s shackles to the ground. With a grunt, he ripped it free, lifting the struggling prisoner with it.


    Hauskr growled as Warren slung the young man across the wolf’s back like a sack of grain, and climbed up behind him.


    Ghausse lurched to the left, nearly shaking Garrett free, as he dodged a sword thrust. The Chadiri soldier screamed as the dire wolf’s jaws crunched down onto his mail-clad leg. With a mighty heave, the wolf shook his head, tossing the man aside.


    “Go!” Warren shouted.


    The two wolves lunged forward, breaking through the confused ranks of soldiers. A moment later, the cool darkness of the trees closed around them again. Angry shouts receded into the night behind them as they ran. Garrett glanced over at Warren as they wove between the trees. The Ghoul’s canine features stretched over bared fangs, his eyes wide and glowing red. The prisoner lay across the wolf’s back, his lifted face pale and frightened. The young man pursed his lips and whistled loudly.


    “What are you doing?” Garrett shouted, but the wolves separated down different trails, and Garrett lost sight of them in the trees.


    They emerged from the thicket at the base of a low hill. The wolves clawed their way to the top and paused. Their ears pricked up at the approach of another rider, coming through the forest.


    Marla’s wolf burst from the tree line to the south. The vampire girl’s grin flashed in the pale glow of the moonlit clouds as Reigha bounded to the hilltop.


    “I chased the horses as long as I dared,” she said, “I think it will be a while before they can come after us.” She looked at the young man slung across Hauskr’s back. “What did we get?”


    “I give you my thanks, dear lady,” the young man gasped, twisting his shoulders to face her. He inclined his head respectfully. “Prince Cabre of Astorra is in your debt.”


    Marla’s response froze on her lips, and her cheeks went suddenly pink. With deliberate grace, she dismounted her wolf and leapt to the Prince’s side. She leaned across him and grasped the shackles that held his wrists behind his back. The iron chain links twisted and popped, and the Prince’s hands parted.


    The Prince slid from Hauskr’s back, and he stumbled on his numbed legs. Marla was suddenly beside him to support him. Prince Cabre smiled weakly, his eyes going from Marla to the massive ghoul still astride the wolf above him.


    “I take it I have found emissaries of the Shadow City?” the Prince asked.


    Warren laughed.


    “My name is Marla Veranu,” she said, “and these are my companions, Warren and Garrett.”


    Cabre bowed to each in turn.


    Marla smiled gently, pulling the prince’s signet ring from her pocket. “I think you dropped this.”


    Prince Cabre’s eyes went wide, and his hands, red and bruised, still wearing the cuffs of the Chadiri shackles like iron bracers, closed around Marla’s pale, delicate fingers. He fell to his knees before her and looked up at her with astonishment.


    “Thank you, my lady!” he gasped and pressed his lips to her palm.


    Ghausse let out a low growl, and Garrett was suddenly aware that he was clutching the wolf’s fur a bit too tightly.


    Hooves thundered through the forest as a massive warhorse burst from the thicket, charging, riderless toward them.


    “Boneash!” Warren yelped as Hauskr spun to face the horse with fangs bared.


    “No!” Prince Cabre shouted, leaping to his feet with his hands raised, “He’s mine!”


    The horse reared, towering above the crouching dire wolves, and nickered angrily.


    “Inglefras!” the Prince said, “Be calm! They are friends.”


    Inglefras’s front hooves, as big as dinner plates, thudded in the muddy loam as he came down. The horse’s nostrils flared, and he kicked out with his back hooves once behind him.


    “Be calm, be calm,” Cabre whispered, slowly approaching the warhorse with his hands low.


    Inglefras shifted nervously, but his breathing slowed. Garrett had never seen a horse this large. Inglefras’s coat gleamed, the color of hammered steel, and whites like crescent moons shone around his large dark eyes. His mane and tail shimmered a lustrous black. He bore no saddle or bridle, but the frayed tangle of a thick Chadiri rope hung loosely around one hoof, all that remained of a crude hobble.


    Prince Cabre continued to sooth the horse as Marla quietly drew the wolves back. The prince knelt and gently pulled the rope from Inglefras’s leg, casting it away into the long grass. He rose again, stroking the horse’s flank with his broad hands.


    “A beautiful animal,” Marla said.


    Prince Cabre looked back at her over his shoulder, grinning. “I thought I’d lost him forever,” he answered hoarsely, “Again, I thank you!”


    Marla bowed her head in response, blushing again.


    Garrett cleared his throat. “So, do you think you can make it back home from here?” he asked, “We’ve got some food we can give you.”


    “Oh yeah,” Warren answered, patting his rucksack with a shaggy paw, “I saved some leftovers from breakfast.” The ghoul grinned wickedly and winked at Garrett.


    “Warren!” Garrett hissed, guessing what sort of leftovers Warren had in his bag.


    Prince Cabre smiled, uncertainly. “Actually,” he said, “I was trying to find you.”


    Garrett looked at Marla.


    She started to speak, but the sound of a distant horn cut her off. A series of short blasts, followed by a long, ululating, blare rang out through the dark woods. The brassy voice of another horn answered it, frighteningly close.


    “Inglefras!” the prince cried, grasping the horse’s mane. The warhorse knelt low, letting the prince swing his leg over then rose again, lifting him high.


    Garrett looked up at the young prince who looked suddenly very regal astride the great horse. Cabre turned, scanning the tree line and jabbed his finger toward a gap in the trees. “They come!”


    Red-clad Chadiri horsemen burst from the shadows, thundering toward them at full gallop.


    “We have to go!” Marla shouted.


    





Chapter Two


    The dire wolves passed like shadows between the trees, their heavy paws sinking deep into the thick carpet of fallen leaves. Garrett lay close against Ghausse’s back, pine boughs slapping against his leggings and cloak.


    Prince Cabre, astride Inglefras kept pace, the great silver horse powering through the underbrush and leaping deadfalls with ease.


    Marla led them, the wolves responding instantly to her silent cues. Garrett hoped she had some idea of where to go.


    Marla’s wolf suddenly turned and pounced into a deep gulley so thick with shadow that it might have been a bottomless pit for all Garrett’s human eyes could see. Ghausse did not bother to consult his opinion but leapt in after his mistress. Garrett looked back over his shoulder to see the prince’s horse pause at the rim of the gulley.


    “After them, boy!” Cabre said, and the big horse lunged forward in pursuit.


    “The road!” Marla called out as they emerged from the shadows. A broad, curving trail stretched away in either direction, though Garrett could hazard no guess whether it ran north to south or east to west.


    Horns sounded in the forest again, two sharp notes followed by a drawn-out barumph.


    “They’re calling to other units in the area!” Prince Cabre said, yanking a thorn branch from his ripped tunic.


    Garrett looked at Marla. Her wide eyes scanned the road in each direction. “This way, as fast as we can go!” she said, and the wolf Reigha carried her off down the old road with the others close behind.


    At least enough moonlight filtered through the trees that Garrett could see the pale ribbon of road ahead, and he raised himself up a bit, holding his hood tight to his forehead with his left hand as he looked around.


    Warren rose up on the back of Hauskr as well. The ghoul sniffed loudly and growled. “Marla!” he shouted, “Wrong way!”


    Ahead of them, a score of Chadiri cavalry, mounted on auburn-maned horses rounded a bend in the road.


    Three wolves and the warhorse wheeled and ran the other way, carrying their breathless masters with them. The Chadiri had them in sight and pursued close behind. Two quick, sharp blasts of a horn alerted the other searchers to their location. After that, the pursuers made no sound but the thudding of hooves.


    Garrett dared a glance back over his shoulder, and his heart lurched in his chest. The Chadiri’s lean red horses gained ground. The fingers of Garrett’s right hand ached as he released his claw-like grip on Ghausse’s fur and reached back to the heavy shoulder bag that bounced against his hip.


    “Look out!” Marla shouted.


    On either side of the road ahead, red-armored soldiers were busy pulling their horses into the brush. Seeing the fugitives’ approach, they abandoned their half-finished ambush and drew their weapons. Some moved to block the road, even as others readied their bows.


    “Through them!” Prince Cabre yelled, and he plunged forward on Inglefras, charging the line of men that barred the road.


    Garrett lifted his hand to his mouth and bit down on the fingertips of his glove. He tore the glove free and plunged his bare hand into his satchel, pulling out the metal canister, cold and heavy, and full of magical essence. He let the glove drop from his lips as he raised himself up, holding the essence flask above his head.


    “Sielaan Thu’alla!” he cried, and green flames erupted like a fountain from the top of the canister. Showers of flame leapt from his hand, splashing amidst the startled soldiers to the right of the road. He shook his arm to the left and rained green fire down on the other side as well.


    The Chadiri staggered back, shouting, as they tried to beat the green flames out, unable to escape the magical fire that clung and hissed like sizzling fat as it burned.


    Cabre and Warren crashed through the ragged line of soldiers, opening a path. Marla and Garrett followed them through. Garrett looked back at the confusion behind, laughing at the red-clad soldiers rolling in the dirt with verdant flames still licking at their bodies.


    He smiled at Marla, but she looked sick.


    “Garrett,” she said, a look of horror on her face, “what did you do?”


    He laughed again. “I scared them!” he shouted, “That fire doesn’t burn. There’s no real heat in it!”


    Even now the flames behind were dying out, and the Chadiri discovering the illusionary nature of the spell. Rattled, but unharmed, they would soon give chase once more. The cold ache in Garrett’s right arm and the lightness of the empty flask told him that he had spent the last of the magical essence. It had been a very expensive trick.


    The moon shone through a break in the clouds, and Garrett looked up to see stars against the black sky beyond. For a moment, he forgot all about the deadly pursuit of the Chadiri. The stars shimmered, pale and beautiful. He could not remember how long it had been since he saw them last. He laughed again, a loud, triumphant laugh that felt better than anything he had felt in a long while.


    Ghausse lurched beneath him, skidding to a halt and growling loudly. The others stopped as well, and Garrett saw why.


    The forest had opened before them to reveal a wide clearing beyond. A line of fifty horsemen blocked the road ahead, their tabards dark as blood in the moonlight.


    “The swamp!” Warren said, “It’s our only chance!”


    Warren tugged at Hauskr’s fur, turning the big wolf toward the trees to the side of the road. The others followed the ghoul into the forest, trusting his nose to lead the way. Arrows ripped through the dense leaves of the underbrush, but none struck flesh. Horns sounded from behind, growing fainter as the trees closed around them.


    The scent of wet rot filled the cool air as they ran deeper into the swamplands. The wolves’ pace slowed as their big paws sank into the marshy soil, and Inglefras struggled, his gray legs now black with mud.


    Warren cursed and urged Hauskr toward higher ground. They made for a low hummock, dragging themselves up onto relatively dry land.


    “Which way now?” Marla asked. She glanced around, scanning the darkness for signs of danger. Garrett wished he had an answer, but he couldn’t think clearly through his fear.


    Warren let out a whining growl, turning his head left and right, searching for a path.


    “That way!” Prince Cabre said, pointing into the darkness. Garrett wondered how he could see anything that Marla or Warren could not.


    Warren nodded, and they set out in the direction the prince had indicated. It proved to be an old deer path along a narrow stretch of higher ground. Soon the earth on either side of the path had given way to dark pools of water as they pressed into the heart of the swamp.


    A horn sounded behind them, close enough to spur them to greater haste. Ghausse’s hind paw slipped, and Garrett clung tight for a panicked moment as the wolf regained his footing. Part of the vine-tangled earth below them tore loose and fell into the black water with a splash.


    A thrumming sound split the air, and then a solid thunk as a Chadiri arrow splintered the trunk of a sapling a yard away from Garrett’s head.


    “Go!” Warren shouted, and they ran, as best they could.


    A thorn vine tangled around Garrett’s leg, and he cried out as Ghausse dragged him through it, ripping his pants leg and the skin beneath. More arrows zipped through the brush, putting the threat of the thorn bush in perspective.


    The path descended again, and Warren howled in frustration ahead. Ghausse leapt a gap in the path and landed beside the others on what could only be described as an island. All around them, water stretched for fifty or more yards in every direction but the way they had come. Above them, the clouds rolled in to veil the moon that shone on the dark water all around.


    They spun to see movement in the forest behind. The Chadiri were upon them.


    “Do we swim?” Marla asked, her voice shaking.


    “Too far,” Cabre answered, “they’ll shoot us in the water.”


    “Surrender then?” Garrett asked.


    The prince shook his head sadly. “They will kill you all... and I will not be taken alive by them again. Will someone lend me a blade? I would die fighting.”


    Garrett hesitated, his hand almost on the hilt of his knife. So moved was he by the prince’s plea, he might have given up his last defense to honor it. Instead, Marla pulled one of her daggers from its scabbard and passed it, wordlessly, to Cabre.


    “I thank you again, my lady,” Cabre said.


    Soldiers emerged at the edge of the forest, weapons drawn. A Chadiri captain called out in a rough voice, “Astorran, surrender your arms and come peacefully. You know we have orders to deliver you unharmed.”


    The prince’s jaw flexed, as he moved his horse between Marla and the Chadiri. He looked back at her, his eyes fierce. “Will you grant safe conduct to my friends?” He demanded.


    The Chadiri captain removed his helmet, his face leathery and scarred beneath closely cropped gray hair. He remained silent for a moment before replying, “These are not your friends, Astorran. You know not into whose hands you’ve fallen. You ride with demons of the night. Come back to the light boy, before it is too late... for you and your people.”


    Cabre shook his head. “Demons or not, will you grant them safe conduct if I agree to go with you?”


    The Chadiri bowed his head, slipping his red helmet back on. He pulled a war hammer from his belt and lifted it high. “I can promise them only a swift death,” he said, “and you should know that this is more than their kind deserves.”


    “Well, I don’t like you either!” Warren shouted.


    Silence hung heavy for a moment before the sound of Garrett’s stifled laughter broke the tension in the air.


    Warren flashed him a sharp grin, and Marla smiled as well, readying her knives. Cabre nodded gravely at them, as Inglefras stamped his hooves in the mud, anxious for battle.


    The red-armored soldiers dismounted and advanced toward them, under cover of their archers who remained at the water’s edge with bows drawn, but not firing.


    “I’m sorry, my friends,” Cabre sighed, “but it is an honor to face this hour at your side.”


    “Likewise,” Marla said.


    “Well, Garrett,” Warren said, “Happy Deathday!”


    Garrett wasn’t listening. His attention was drawn by something moving in the water. “What?” he mumbled.


    “Been good knowing you and all,” Warren said, sounding annoyed, “What are you looking at anyway?”


    “I don’t know...” Garrett said, “just...”


    The dark surface of the water roiled all around them as though a school of fish were passing by the island.


    The Chadiri captain, leading the advance, and already waist-deep in the black water, noticed the movement as well. “Trap!” he shouted, and, suddenly disappeared beneath the churning waters with a great splash.


    Pale arms reached from the water, clawing at the Chadiri and dragging them down. Soldiers cried out, hacking and beating at the undead creatures that surged up from the depths of the swamp. For every one they destroyed, two more rose from the water, dripping and trailing long streamers of dark weeds.


    The archers let fly their arrows, many of them thudding into the unheeding flesh of the zombies. A few struck true, and here and there a zombie would go limp and sink again with a feathered shaft through its brain. Prince Cabre turned his horse’s flank to shield his rescuers, but Marla had already leapt in front of him. Her daggers flashed, and the few arrows that made it to the island fell in pieces at her feet.


    Cabre looked at Garrett with a blanched expression, and Garrett shrugged. “Vampires are really fast,” Garrett said.


    Shouts of alarm filled the woods behind the Chadiri, and with them the sounds of steel against steel. A horn blared once, cut off abruptly.


    The last of the archers had dropped their bows and each one fought to the death with the short sword they carried at their belt. Soon, the sounds of battle died away, and even the tramp of dead men’s boots grew silent. An eerie calm descended on the swamp once more as the zombies, finding no one else to fight, slouched motionless, awaiting their next command.


    Then came the sound of laughter echoing through the trees, and Garrett grinned.


    “Max!” Garrett shouted.


    From the trees emerged a crowd of zombies, still clad in torn Chadiri uniforms, and with them came a man astride an undead horse. An archaic longsword hung at his side, and he wore black armor with a silver skull-faced visor, now lifted to reveal a familiar face.


    “Well then, Garrett, did you decide to run away and join my circus after all?” said Maximillian Zara.


    “We are really glad to see you!” Garrett said, his voice cracking a little in relief.


    “I must thank you for playing such enticing bait for my little trap,” Max said, “though I admit that I wasn’t expecting you. Otherwise we might have shared the pleasure of springing it.”


    “Yeah, no problem,” Warren growled.


    “No deathday party for you today, I’m afraid, Warren,” Max laughed, “but, if you stick with me long enough, I’m sure you will find ample opportunities.”


    “Thank you, Master Zara,” Marla sighed, sheathing her daggers before crossing her hands over her chest and inclining her head in respect.


    “It was my pleasure to be of service, Lady Veranu,” Max said with a creaking parody of a florid bow, mounted and armored as he was. His eyes fell upon the prince then, and his expression went suddenly cold.


    “My thanks to you as well, sir knight,” the prince said, “Astorra is in your debt.”


    Max barked a bitter laugh. “I would be a lean creditor to rely on the repayment of an Astorran debt!” he said.


    Cabre flinched at the necromancer’s rebuke. “My apologies, sir,” Cabre said, “Have I given offence?”


    “You don’t remember me at all, do you?” Max said. Pulling the helm from his head, he brushed back his dark hair with his gauntleted hand. He looked sleepless and unshaven, and the fierce gleam in his eye frightened Garrett.


    “I’m sorry, sir,” the prince began, “I... Young Lord Zara!”


    “You do remember,” Max said with a sneer, “I suppose you were paying attention at school after all.”


    Prince Cabre slipped off of his horse and stood with his hands raised imploringly. “Forgive me. I thought you...”


    “Dead?” Max scoffed, “yes, your father very nearly saw to that.”


    “My father never...”


    “My family begged for his aid!” Max shouted.


    Cabre said nothing, his arms at his sides.


    Max looked away, running a hand over his face. He looked tired and older than he had when Garrett last saw him. He donned his helmet once more and snapped his visor shut. “More will be coming,” he said, “Let us waste no more time here.”


    Max rode away, commanding his zombies to gather the bodies of the dead soldiers. The undead complied with silent efficiency.


    Cabre watched him go in silence. After a moment, he looked around and then rode his horse through the shallow water, dismounting on the other side. He found one of the Chadiri horses, wild-eyed with fear of the undead, its reins tangled in the branches of a small tree. He calmed it long enough to strip the horse of its saddle and blanket before freeing it to flee toward the main road.


    “I’ll have to work on it a bit,” he said, slinging it over Inglefras’s broad back and finding it woefully undersized. He knelt and cinched the harness as best he could, Inglefras nickering in discomfort. “Sorry, boy,” Cabre said, “I promise it’s only for a little while.”


    Garrett’s wolf made the jump across the shallow pond, once the zombies had cleared it of Chadiri dead, and rode forward to catch up to Max’s horse. Warren followed him.


    “Max,” Garrett said, “are you all right?”


    Max turned from commanding a zombie to face Garrett, his skull visor still down. “It’s good to see you again, Garrett,” he said, then lifted his visor, his face pensive. “I suppose I should ask why you’re here... though I admit I am grateful to see a friendly face.”


    “The priestesses grabbed all of our houses and stuff, after someone said the army was killed by the Chadiri!” Garrett said.


    “Are you all right?” Max said, “Did they hurt you?”


    “No,” Garrett said, “I mean a little... not much. Warren helped me get out, and Marla too.”


    Max smiled. “You have good friends, Garrett,” he said, “That’s a treasure any king would envy.”


    “Is everyone else all right?” Garrett asked, afraid of what the answer might be.


    “What about my dad?” Warren added.


    Max chuckled, “We’re fine... well, most of us. Your dad and the other ghouls kept their heads down and survived, relatively unscathed. Smarter than the rest of us... We lost all of our Templars and the skeleton horde in the first battle. Damned fools wasted the finest army I’ve ever seen... no matter. I’m working on an even better army now, though I guess I can give up on waiting for those resupplies from the Sisterhood.”


    “Is Cenick here?” Garrett asked.


    “Back at camp with Sera,” Max said.


    “Miss Serepheni is all right?”


    “Oh, yes,” Max laughed, “Sera’s a bit scratched, but feisty as ever. I think her pride suffered the greatest defeat in that debacle they called a battle. Jitlowe and a few of the others are with us as well. We lost a couple of the younger crowd to the redjacks and a few more necromancers decided to pursue other career paths after we got clear of the Chadiri. I kept their zombies, of course. No place for cowards in my army.”


    “Are we winning?” Garrett asked.


    Max’s black armor creaked as he shrugged his pauldrons. “Our odds definitely improved with your arrival,” he said with a grin, “I can use a couple of fine officers at my side.”


    Garrett and Warren grinned.


    Max cast a glance around at his zombies, laden with the bodies of their fallen foes. From somewhere, not far away, a Chadiri horn sounded in the woods.


    “Time to go,” Max said.


    





Chapter Three


    The Gloaran army made camp in the ruins of a white stone temple in the heart of the swamp. Max led them there on a twisting path, half-submerged in the muddy water, yet the necromancer rode with an almost bored confidence as though it were only the road to market. By the time they reached the temple at the end of the day, Max’s harvest had grown somewhat over-ripe.


    “Better get them inside,” Max said, wrinkling his nose at the smell, “This climate is jealous of our dead and demands its due. Only haste will cheat it.” His horse made for a dark opening in the side of the central, dome-like structure.


    “Elvish ruins,” Marla said, her voice tired and her cloak pulled tightly around her body. Like the others, she had not slept, and the dim light of day that sifted down through the thick leaves sapped her resolve even further.


    “Indeed!” Max answered, “Lovely, in their way, though sadly overgrown with jungle. Happily overgrown, I should say, for those of us that prefer not to be seen from the air.”


    Prince Cabre opened his mouth to speak, but Max rode away, unheeding. Cabre fell to silence, exhaustion plain upon his face.


    Garrett paused, searching for something to say, but the dull throb of a headache permitted no eloquent words to form. “Let’s go get some rest,” he said.


    “Ugh, yeah,” Warren groaned, his wolf padding toward the ruins on sore paws, its head hung low.


    A chill passed through Garrett’s body as his wolf stepped into the shadow of the temple. The air inside hung thick with the scent of death and still as a tomb. Ghausse’s paws splashed in the thin mud that covered the floor, and the echoes played across the curved ceiling of the entranceway.


    Garrett followed Max’s horse into the vast chamber beyond. The eerie green glow of a score of witchfire torches lit the domed roof. A smaller roundhouse stood at its center, like the yolk of an egg within the outer shell. This smaller dome was surrounded on all sides by wagons and baggage stacked high against its curving walls. All around, zombies sluggishly attended the menial tasks of an army camp, stacking gear and moving supplies. Others stood by in orderly ranks, awaiting a necromancer’s command to give them purpose. One of the undead shambled past, carrying a metal canister in its hands. The green glow of magical essence shone through the little glass window in the canister's side.


    “You there,” Max called out, sliding down from his horse to confront the zombie, “where are you going with that?”


    The zombie’s milky eyes, sunken into the sockets of his withered face, stared incomprehensively. It let out a low moan and lifted the canister toward the far end of the dome.


    “No!” Max said, “All essence expenditures go through me for approval. Take that back to the depot at once.”


    The zombie turned and headed back the way it had come.


    “I don’t suppose you brought any supplies with you?” Max chuckled as he led them all toward the central dome.


    “Just a little food,” Garrett said, “I used the last of my essence on the Chadiri.”


    “Oh? How’s that?”


    “I used wild magic to get us through the last fight,” Garrett said, grinning.


    Max laughed. “Well done, Garrett, well done! I want to hear all about it as soon...”


    Max released his horse’s bridle and ran forward suddenly at the sight of Serepheni, the priestess of Mauravant, who had just emerged from the small building at the center. Apart from the white linen sling that held her left arm to her chest, she looked just as beautiful as the last time Garrett had seen her. The tiredness in her eyes disappeared the moment she sighted Max, and her long hair streamed like a fiery banner behind her as she ran to him.


    Max caught her in his arms, and she kissed him. “I was worried,” she gasped, catching her breath at last.


    “No need, dear,” Max laughed, “I just went out for my morning hunt. As it turns out, the woods were rather crowded today.”


    Serepheni’s green eyes went wide, and she clapped her free hand to her lips at the sight of Garrett and the others. “The supplies!” she said, “They’ve made it through!”


    Max winced. “Not... exactly, dear.”


    The priestess looked back at him. “What’s wrong, Max?”


    Max opened his mouth, but seemed not quite ready to explain the sisterhood’s treachery to her. He looked almost relieved to be interrupted by a gruff shout from behind.


    “Max! What did you do with my flask?”


    Garrett turned to see the tattooed face of Cenick, the Neshite necromancer. Cenick’s angry expression turned to joy at the sight of the new arrivals.


    “Garrett! Warren!” he cried, sprinting toward them, his tattered purple robes fluttering. “What are you two doing here? Lady Veranu,” he added with a nod to Marla.


    Garrett opened his mouth to speak, but Max hastened to speak instead.


    “I’m afraid it’s bad news,” Max said, “The sisterhood has given us up for lost.”


    “What?” Cenick demanded. Serepheni’s shocked expression said as much.


    “We’ve all been declared dead,” Max said, “and our assets seized by the church.”


    “Our assets?” Cenick said, “They can’t do... They didn’t even send anyone out to look for us?”


    “That’s not possible!” Serepheni cried, “There must be some misunderstanding!” She looked at Garrett with pleading eyes. He almost wanted to lie to her just to stop her from looking at him like that.


    “Show them your butt, Gar,” Warren said.


    “What?” Garrett asked.


    “Show them where that Templar kicked you in the butt!”


    “He did not kick me in the butt!” Garrett said, his cheeks going red, “It was my hip.”


    “They hurt you?” Cenick demanded. His tattooed face twisted in rage, and Garrett flinched at the sight.


    “Warren saved me,” Garrett said, his voice shaking a little, “I’m all right now.”


    Cenick’s eyes flashed upon Serepheni now, and the girl drew closer to Max.


    “There has to be an...” she began.


    “Enough of this!” Cenick spat, “Max, this changes things!”


    Max shook his head. “This changes nothing,” he sighed, “It just makes things a little more... challenging.”


    “I’m not fighting for the worm-cult anymore!” Cenick shouted, “They’ve broken the truce!”


    Serepheni’s eyes blazed. “How dare you!” she cried, “You will not...”


    “Enough!” Max shouted. Everyone stared at him in stunned silence. Garrett had never heard him use that tone before. “Cenick,” he said, his voice dangerously calm, “take our guests to the roundhouse and tend to their needs.”


    Serepheni looked at him, her lips barely parted. He stared back, resolutely.


    Her eyes went cold, and she spun on her heel and walked away.


    Cenick led Garrett and the others away in stony silence.


    Garrett looked back to see Max watching them go, his face haggard and lost in thought.


    When they reached the roundhouse, Cenick offered to take Cabre’s horse.


    “Thank you goodman,” the prince said, “but I will see to his needs personally, if you will but show me the way to your stables.”


    “I’ll take the wolves as well,” Marla said, covering a yawn with the back of her hand. Garrett could not resist yawning widely in response.


    Cenick nodded. “I’ll show you where,” he said, then looked to Garrett and Warren. “You two head inside and find a bed. Warren, your father should be waking soon. He’ll want to see you, I’m sure.”


    Warren looked a bit sick, but said nothing.


    Garrett gave Ghausse a friendly pat as he dismounted, and the wolf surprised him by nuzzling him with his big snout. “Good night, boy,” Garrett said.


    He and Warren shouldered their gear and stepped through the ovoid doorway into the central roundhouse. Though similar in design to Annalien’s house back in Wythr, it was not so brightly lit as the ghost’s home. A few witchfire lamps dimly illuminated what could best be described as a nest.


    Various tents stood, half-raised, against the outer walls. Some of them bore the sigils of necromancers that Garrett knew. The golden worm symbol of Mauravant, the goddess of death, marked the stained green silk of several more. Little walls of supplies between them formed makeshift buttresses for the tents as no pegs could be driven into the alabaster floor.


    “This one looks empty,” Warren said, gesturing toward one of the green tents. A stack of bedrolls lay in one corner, and, to Garrett’s eyes, looked most inviting.


    “Which side do you want?” Warren asked.


    Garrett simply threw himself on the pile and fell immediately to sleep.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Garrett awoke to the smell of roasting bacon. He still lay in the tumbled pile of bedrolls, though someone had covered him with a wool blanket while he slept. He stretched and yawned, feeling completely refreshed. He had never had a better night’s sleep.


    He had no idea what time it might be, for the dim green glow beyond the tent’s flap seemed the same as the night before. He only knew that neither his stomach nor his bladder would permit him to remain in bed a moment longer.


    Garrett emerged from the tent to see Jitlowe, the gaunt Zhadeen necromancer with the colorless glass eye. The man looked up from lacing his high, ornate boots and smiled at Garrett’s pained expression.


    “I’ll show you the way,” he said, rising to his feet and motioning for Garrett to follow him.


    “How are you today, Master Jitlowe?” Garrett asked, following the older necromancer out of the roundhouse, “It is day, isn’t it?”


    Jitlowe laughed. “Yes,” he said, “well into it, I’d imagine. I never saw the advantage in rising early. I would rather meet the day’s difficulties as well-rested as possible.”


    Garrett smiled. “You sound like Max.”


    Jitlowe scoffed. “Zara’thul, you mean. He’s turned into the worst of the early-risers these days.”


    “Zara’thul?” Garrett asked.


    “Yes,” Jitlowe said, “fancies himself a death lord now. Added the old Gloarish title to the end of his name.


    “What does thul mean?” Garrett asked.


    Jitlowe gave him a thin smile. “It means chosen one, or perhaps just man with the biggest stick... who knows? The Gloarans only clawed their way out of barbarism a few centuries ago.”


    “Oh,” Garrett said.


    “Mind you don’t get caught up in all this madness,” Jitlowe said, “In any case, the baths are through there.” He indicated an archway in the outer wall of the temple dome.


    “Thank you,” Garrett said, and hurried through, leaving the glass-eyed necromancer behind.


    Beyond the archway, Garrett found a series of small chambers hollowed out of natural rock. A hot spring bubbled up here, and lambent pools of steaming blue water filled several of the chambers. He wondered at the source of their unnatural glow, but wasted little time in investigation. He found a room containing a cavernous shaft that, judging by the piles of fresh leaves, served as the camp’s privy and put it to use.


    Afterward, he washed up as best he could manage at one of the steaming pools, discovering a kind of glowing algae that coated the submerged rocks. He scraped a bit off onto his fingertip and laughed at novelty of the sight.


    “They’re beautiful, aren’t they?” a voice called out from behind.


    Garrett turned to see the priestess Serepheni standing in the doorway. She wore a pale lavender silk robe and carried a soft white towel, draped over her shoulders. Her legs and feet were bare and her hair hung in damp curls. A fresh bandage wrapped her left arm, but the sling was gone.


    “Hi!” Garrett said, more than a little startled. He hastily wiped his finger clean, leaving a long glowing streak on his robe.


    “I’m sorry about what happened to you,” she said, “The Templars can be rather... zealous at times.”


    “Oh,” Garrett said. He tried to push the image of the Templar sergeant standing over him with a cudgel out of his mind. “It’s all right. I’m not really hurt or anything.”


    “I’m glad,” she said.


    “Just... they took my fairy, and my zombie,” Garrett said, “Do you think they will give them back?”


    “You have a fairy?” Serepheni asked.


    Garrett felt suddenly embarrassed. “Yeah,” he said, “It was a gift.”


    She smiled. “I give you my word,” she said, “I will set things straight when we return. You will have your fairy back.”


    “Thanks,” Garrett said. For the first time since fleeing the city, he felt as though someone might really be able to make things right again.


    “For now,” she said, “we must make the best of things. Max found this place for us. I will admit I was impressed. Only he could find a hot bath in the middle of a swamp.”


    “Yeah,” Garrett laughed.


    “Would you like to bathe?” Serepheni asked. I have more towels, if you’d like to borrow one.”


    Garrett’s face suddenly grew very hot. “No,” he said, “I mean, thank you, but... I’d like to have breakfast first, if there is any.”


    “Of course.” she said, offering her hand, “Come with me.”


    Garrett hesitated a moment and then took her hand. Her fingers were warm and soft, and he realized he had lost his gloves. He pulled his hand back, covering the scars with his other hand.


    “Is something wrong?” She asked.


    “No... I just.”


    “It’s all right,” she said, “We’re not really poisonous, you know.”


    “What? No! I didn’t mean that!” Garrett said.


    Serepheni nodded. “People think such strange things about us,” she said, “You know, I even heard one rumor that, if you look a priestess directly in the eye, you’ll be turned to stone!”


    Garrett laughed. “I didn’t mean there was anything wrong with you, I just usually wear gloves...”


    “To hide your burns?” Serepheni asked.


    “Yeah.”


    Serepheni placed her hand on his shoulder. “Max told me what happened,” she said, “You know, I didn’t really believe the stories about the dragon, until I saw him.” She looked away. “We misjudged the Chadiri, and it nearly cost me my life. If it weren’t for Max...”


    “You know, if you say my name too many times, I’ll appear,” Max said. They turned to see him leaning against the archway. He wore a black doublet and leggings and looked much more comfortable and rested than before.


    “It’s not the summoning that’s the problem,” Serepheni sighed, “it’s finding a way to banish you again once called.”


    “Hah!” Max said, “I’m afraid you’re stuck with me now... a sort of eternal doom.” He raised his dark eyebrows dramatically.


    “Hi, Max,” Garrett laughed.


    “Good afternoon, Garrett,” Max said, “I take it you’ll be joining us for lunch, or supper, or whatever we’re having now. Gods know I’ve tried to get everyone on the same schedule, but it seems too much to ask. At least the dead still listen to me.”


    “How are the new recruits?” Serepheni asked, rising to her feet.


    “Splendid!” Max said, “I’ve taken a liking to that Chadiri captain. He shows real promise. I believe he has his eyes on a major-general’s rank. I’ve named him Lord Dandypants. I think it suits him.”


    “Max,” she chided, “did we have enough essence to animate them all?”


    “Of course, dear, with plenty to spare.”


    She frowned. “You know you can’t lie to me,” she said.


    “Ah, yes,” he said, rubbing his hands together, “your unearthly powers have outed my deception once again.”


    “No, you’re just a terrible liar,” she said.


    “I’m afraid we’re a bit short,” he admitted.


    “How short?”


    “Four canisters left.”


    “My Goddess,” she gasped.


    “Well, three and a half,” he said, “Lord Dandypants was rather thirsty.”


    “What will we do?” she asked.


    Max shrugged. “We’ve got plenty of troops left,” he said, “We just have to be smarter about how we use them. Believe me, being smarter than the Chadiri is not all that challenging.”


    Serepheni frowned at him, rolling her eyes. “What’s our plan then?”


    “We wait for an opportunity,” he said, “and, when it comes, we strike.”


    ****


    Garrett found Warren at the dining table set up inside the central dome, near the outer wall. Warren sat with several other ghouls, tearing at joints of raw flesh with their long teeth. Jitlowe sat a polite distance from the ravenous ghouls, finishing his bacon sandwich with a disapproving look on his face as he regarded their feast.


    “Hey, Warren,” Garrett said, carrying his plate to the table which looked to have been fashioned from a number of old supply crates. He sat down beside the ghoul upon a wooden box that still bore the faded outline of a crudely painted apple.


    “Hi, Garrett,” Warren mumbled through a mouthful of meat. He lifted a red bone in offer to Garrett. “Chadiri?”


    “No thanks,” Garrett said, “I’ll stick with the bacon.”


    Warren shrugged and swallowed.


    “Did you ever find your dad?” Garrett asked.


    The older ghouls barked out rough laughter.


    “Yeah,” Warren said, “he’s all right... just not very happy.”


    “Sorry,” Garrett said.


    “Nah, it’s not your fault,” Warren said. “I’d have come looking for him anyway.”


    “Good thing you found us,” a brown-furred ghoul with a gravely voice said, “Otherwise you mighta missed all the fun.”


    Warren grinned. “Garrett, this is Chunnley,” Warren said, indicating the brownish ghoul. He gestured to a pair of ghouls with brindle fur beside him. “Those two are Diggs and Scupp, brother and sister.”


    “Pleased to meet you,” Garrett said, nodding his head. He hoped they would not be offended that he did not offer to shake hands.


    The ghouls nodded back at him with crimson grins. Garrett could hazard no guess as to which one was Diggs and which one Scupp, or which one was the sister, for that matter. Though ghouls wore no clothing, their lean anatomy, shaggy fur, and hunched postures kept things rather ambiguous.


    Garrett took a large bite of his sandwich and chewed. Despite the tough outer crust, the brown bread proved spongy, soft, and delicious. He savored the crunch of he bacon within.


    “This is really good!” Garrett said, stuffing another bite in his mouth.


    “Thank you,” Chunnley said, nodding his head.


    “Chunnley’s the camp chef,” Warren said, “I had one of his pies this morning. It was the best I ever had!” Warren grinned at the brown-haired ghoul. “We’ve gotta convince him to come back with us when this is all over.”


    “You’re not from Wythr?” Garrett asked. Ghouls were a tribal folk, and he had assumed that all the ghouls in the army would be from the city.


    Chunnley shook his head. “Me and some o’ the others are nomads now,” he said, “since the redjacks burnt us outta our home a few years back.”


    “Where were you from, anyway?” Warren asked.


    “Daggelden,” Chunnley answered, “Upside they called the place Brenhaven.”


    “Really?” Garrett said, “I’m from there too!”


    Chunnley grinned widely and stood up, dropping a well-gnawed bone to extend his paw to Garrett. “Good to meet you, neighbor!” he said.


    Garrett hesitated only a moment before leaning across to shake hands with the ghoul. He did his best to hide his discomfort at the dampness on Chunnley’s fur.


    “Hey,” Warren said, “Chunnley’s probably eaten your grandad or something! It’s like you’re family!”


    Garrett and Chunnley shared a nervous laugh as they sat back down.


    “I’m sorry about your... well, our town, boy,” Chunnley said, “It was a beautiful place.”


    “Yeah,” Garrett sighed, “My dad and mom had a bakery there.”


    Chunnley’s eyes brightened. “Was it the little shop on Stannan Lane?”


    “Yeah!”


    “I loved that place!” Chunnley exclaimed, “I learned to bake there!”


    “You knew my parents?” Garrett asked, his face incredulous. Before meeting Warren, Garrett had never seen or even heard of a ghoul in Brenhaven.


    “Well, not exactly,” Chunnley said, “I knew their work well, though.”


    Garrett gave him a questioning look.


    “Your family used to leave the stale bread out at night... for the poor,” Chunnley said and then chuckled. “Stale... their stale bread was better than most people’s fresh! Anyway, I would stop by whenever I could and pick up a loaf. The honey bread was... ahh.” A large, clear drop of saliva fell from Chunnley’s jaws onto the table with an audible pap.


    “I learned as best I could,” Chunnley said, “I had to sniff at it to guess the ingredients. Sometimes, your dad started work early enough, and I was able to peek in through the kitchen window to watch him work. The guard almost caught me once or twice, but it was worth the risk.” Chunnley sighed, lost in thought.


    “I didn’t know about them leaving the bread out,” Garrett said, “I guess they did it after I went to bed.”


    “They were good people,” Chunnley said, “They helped people they never even knew that they helped.”


    Garrett nodded. He suddenly didn’t trust himself to speak. He sniffed, fighting back tears.


    “We’re from Dunburrow,” one of the sibling ghouls said, breaking the awkward silence.


    “Yeah,” the other one said, her voice betraying her as the sister of the pair, “we heard about the war, and now here we are!”


    Garrett forced a smile and nodded again.


    “Well...” Warren began, but Prince Cabre’s arrival interrupted him.


    “Garrett, Warner,” the Prince said, “I’m glad I found you!”


    “Warren,” the ghoul corrected him.


    “My apologies,” Cabre said, “I need...” His voice trailed off as he stared at the red-faced ghouls and the pile of half-eaten flesh heaped on the table before them. His gaze lingered on a Chadiri boot with a shinbone protruding from its cuff.


    “Hungry?” Chunnley asked.


    “Ah, no... No thank you,” the Prince said, tearing his eyes away from the grisly feast, “I hoped my two friends here could help me with a problem.”


    “We are notorious problem solvers,” Warren said, clapping Garrett on the back. Garrett cringed at the paw-shaped damp spot in the center of his back, and managed a tense grin.


    Cabre nodded. “I need someone to help me speak with Master Zara.”


    Jitlowe snickered into his wine cup.


    “Garrett is a notorious problem solver,” Warren said, “He’ll be happy to help.”


    “Thank you, Garrett,” Cabre said, “I appreciate your assistance.”


    Garrett stuffed the last of his sandwich in his mouth and rose, giving Warren a hard look before waving goodbye to his tablemates.


    He followed Prince Cabre through a shadowy maze of stacked crates, all painted with the symbol of a red hammer.


    “Chadiri supplies,” Prince Cabre said, “your friend would appear to be an accomplished tactician.”


    “Yeah, I guess so,” Garrett said.


    “I’m afraid he doesn’t care much for Astorrans, though,” Cabre said.


    “You said you went to school with him?” Garrett asked.


    “Yes,” Cabre said, “we were classmates at the academy in Weslae.”


    “Where is that?”


    “It was a duchy to the North of Astorra,” Cabre said, “but the Chadiri burned them out and clamed their land. Duke Zara was your friend’s father. I was two years junior to the younger Zara at the academy.”


    “And he’s mad at you because the Astorrans didn’t help them fight the Chadiri?” Garrett asked.


    “My father saw no advantage in it,” Cabre said, stepping in front as they passed through a narrow gap between stacks of crates, “He didn’t want me at the academy anyway. It was my mother’s idea.” he looked back at Garrett and smiled. “My father said that books rob a man of courage and are suited only to women and monks.”


    Garrett laughed. “I don’t think my uncle would get along with your father at all,” he said.


    “In any case, I’m sorry that we didn’t help the Weslaens,” Cabre said, “When the great library burned, mankind lost a piece of its soul.”


    They emerged from the crates into a sprawling field of armor, weapons, and gear of all sorts, piled into heaps. Dim sunlight crept in through the main tunnel, adding to the green glow of dozens of witchfire torches affixed to poles atop the piles. Here and there, zombies moved among the gear, taking or leaving, according to their orders. Near the door, Garrett sighted Max and Cenick standing beside Marla and watching her as she knelt and worked a stone pestle in the glowing bowl of an obsidian mortar.


    “Hi everyone!” Garrett called out.


    All three looked up, smiling, but Max’s smiled disappeared when he saw the prince at Garrett’s side.


    “Have a look at this,” Cenick said, waving them over, “Marla’s showing us how to extract essence from the creatures of the swamp.”


    “Hi Garrett,” Marla said, then nodding at his companion, “Prince Cabre.”


    “My lady,” Cabre said, bowing deeply, “I had thought your exceeding beauty perhaps the fancy of my gratitude, but seeing you again, I must admit that my wearied eyes did fail to see the true measure of your grace.”


    Marla blushed.


    Max made a little snorting noise, then cleared his throat. “Perhaps Garrett could lend a hand here,” he said, “I’m sure the prince can find some way to keep himself amused while we work. I’ve heard the local waterfowl make for a challenging hunt.”


    Prince Cabre’s face hardened.


    “Actually,” Garrett said, “he was hoping to talk to you.”


    “Ahh,” Max said, his hard gaze still on the prince, “and he lacks a court herald to make a proper introduction? We find little need for such formalities here.”


    “Will you hear me out?” Cabre asked, his voice stiff.


    “Why not?” Max said, raising his open palms, “The sooner I’ve heard you, the sooner I can get back to work.”


    Prince Cabre opened his mouth as though to speak. Then closed it again. He sighed, regaining his composure, and spoke. “I wish to propose an alliance between Astorra and Gloar.”


    Cenick’s eyes flashed with surprise, then turned to Max for his reaction.


    Max laughed. “An alliance?” he said, “I’m going to assume that your father knows nothing about this.”


    Cabre’s face flushed red. “My father is... proud,” Cabre said, “He would never... could never ask for help, but, if Gloar were to seek an alliance...”


    Max shook his head. “I know firsthand your father’s answer to those who come to him for help. Stop wasting my time.”


    Cenick’s eyes tightened, but the tattooed necromancer pursed his lips and kept silent.


    “What if...” Garrett began to speak, but he was cut off by the arrival of a man he had never seen before, or, rather, a vampire he had never seen before.


    “Lady Veranu!” the newcomer shouted. The man shouldered his way between Garrett and the prince like a gray blur, dropping to one knee on the ground before Marla. He wore close-fitting garb of gray leather with a long, black scarf wrapped around his pale, lean face, leaving only his eyes, forehead, and long white mane of hair exposed.


    “Master Krauss!” Marla said, “I’m glad to see you again.” Garrett heard a little tremor of uncertainty in her voice.


    “Why are you here, m’lady?” Krauss demanded.


    “I... I was helping my friends to escape the twilight city,” she said. Her eyes went to Garrett.


    Krauss turned and stood in one fluid motion. He reached up and yanked the scarf from his face, and Garrett staggered back at the sight of long white fangs and golden eyes full of rage. “You dare endanger her!”


    Garrett threw up his hands defensively, stumbling back another step, but suddenly Cenick stood between him and the vampire. Cenick’s hands were on the pommels of his knives, though the blades yet remained in their scabbards on his hips.


    “Krauss!” Cenick shouted, “Control yourself!”


    The elder vampire hissed, his jaws opened, unnaturally wide.


    “Krauss,” Max said, his voice cool, “remember that you are among friends.”


    The vampire glared at Max.


    “This boy is one of us,” Max said, “and you will address any grievances you have with me.” His smile alone remained amiable.


    Krauss flexed his jaw, and his lips closed around his long teeth. The vampire’s golden eyes fell upon Garrett once again, his scowl a silent warning. He turned again to Marla. “Have you been injured, my Lady?”


    Marla was standing now. The stone bowl, upturned, dribbled glowing green essence onto the ground at her feet. “I’m all right,” she said, “I’m sorry to have disobeyed, but I thought it best you receive the news of what is happening back in the city.”


    “And what is happening there?” Krauss asked.


    “The sisterhood believe your army destroyed,” she said, “They have moved against the necromancers. They will send no more supplies or reinforcements”


    Krauss sighed, placing a hand on her shoulder. “That does not surprise me. I know you meant well, but you should not have come. If anything had happened to you...”


    “I’m all right,” she said, “and we’re safe now.”


    “No,” Krauss said, “we are not. A new legion has crossed the border, and they carry with them the banner of the Inquisition.”


    “Whose sigil does it bear?” Max demanded.


    “Twin hammers crossed over a flame,” Krauss said.


    “Prex!” Max laughed, “The fates have delivered me Johann Prex!”


    





Chapter Five


    Cenick led Garrett and Prince Cabre away, hustling them back toward the piles of equipment and supply crates.


    “Who is Johann Prex?” Garrett asked.


    “He was the inquisitor that oversaw the cleansing of Max’s homeland,” Cenick said, “Max won’t hear anything you say right now. His ears ring with the vengeful cries of his ancestors.”


    “Surely,” Cabre said, “you must see that our only chance of defeating the Chadiri is to join forces?”


    Cenick grasped the prince by the shoulder and backed him against a stack of crates. “Max Zara hates your father almost as much as he hates the enemy,” Cenick said, “He will not listen, any more than your father would agree to joining forces with us.”


    Prince Cabre spat a curse. “I’ve lost good men, friends I’ve known since childhood... They died for me, for my one chance to bring our nations together! I will not dishonor them by giving up now!”


    Cenick released his grip on the boy’s shoulder and sighed. “I would that fate had made you the king of Astorra.”


    “And I wish that you were the general of the Gloaran army,” Cabre said.


    “Isn’t there something we can do?” Garrett asked.


    Cenick bowed his head and closed his eyes in thought. A moment later, he looked at Cabre again and then at Garrett. “I think I have an idea,” he said. He drew a heavy Neshite dagger from his belt, one marked with his name-rune. He handed it to the prince.


    “This is my bond,” Cenick said, “my word to you. I am an officer in the army of the dead. Nearly four hundred blades serve my call, and I challenge the King of Astorra to... to a friendly competition. The one who kills the most Chadiri by the solstice wins the honor of the hunt.”


    A smile spread slowly across Cabre’s face, and he nodded in assent.


    “I pledge your father a hundred eternal servants if he wins,” Cenick said. “and, if I win...” Cenick chuckled. “If I win, I’d like permission to commission a piece from Madame Olipres.”


    “The seamstress?” Cabre asked.


    “She is the finest tailor in the world today,” Cenick said, “Only kings and nobles wear her cloth.”


    Cabre shrugged. “I’ll put it to my father,” he said, “I can’t promise he’ll listen, but thank you.”


    Cenick nodded. He looked at Garrett. “I think it would be best if you and Warren escorted the prince back to his homeland.”


    “But I want to stay and help!” Garrett said, “I’m old enough now. I can fight too!”


    Cenick put his hand on Garrett's shoulder. “I know, Garrett,” he said, “I’m not sending you away. I’m sending you on a mission. I think the prince has a chance of convincing the Astorrans to join the battle with us. It is vital that he make it home. With Warren’s nose and your wits, you can get him there.”


    Garrett nodded, feeling a little ashamed. “Yeah,” he said.


    “Good,” Cenick said. He faced the prince and offered his hand. “May we meet again on the field.”


    Cabre grasped his hand. “Until then,” he said.


    ****


    “I want you to take Ghausse and Hauskr with you,” Marla said. She knelt alongside Garrett in the tent, helping him to pack his supplies for the journey.


    “You could come with us, if you want,” Garrett said.


    She looked at him, a tense smile on her lips. Then her eyes fell. “I can’t,” she said, folding a shirt a bit too aggressively.


    Jitlowe had offered several of his spare shirts for Garrett’s kit. Garrett would have to roll up the sleeves to wear them, but at least they would not fall off his shoulders. Cenick, far too large of frame to loan the boy any clothing, had given him a watertight leather pouch containing stone, steel, and tender for starting fires. Garrett wore it inside his belt, next to his skin as the older necromancer had instructed.


    “I’m sorry if I got you in trouble,” Garrett said.


    She smiled. “I went with you because I wanted to, Garrett,” she said, “and, anyway, now I get to ride a gaunt.”


    “Really?” Garrett said. He disliked the very thought of the faceless, winged creatures that the vampires used as flying mounts, but Marla wanted more than anything to ride one.


    “Yes,” she said, her eyes sparkling, “Master Krauss wants me to learn, in case...”


    “What?”


    “Well, in case we have to leave in a hurry,” Marla said.


    “Oh,” Garrett said.


    “I’d send Reigha with you too,” she said, “but she still doesn’t like boys.”


    Garrett laughed.


    Marla tucked the last of the folded clothes into Garrett’s pack and cinched it closed. She sat back with her hands on her knees. She wore the same gray coveralls she wore when working in the pet shop back in Wythr. She met Garrett’s gaze and then looked away with a shy smile.


    “Marla,” Garrett said.


    “Yes?”


    “I... thank you,” Garrett said. He paused before speaking again, “We wouldn’t have made it this far without you... I don’t want to leave you here. I don’t want to leave you... ever.”


    Marla’s eyes lifted. “I...”


    “I mean... I don’t know,” Garrett shook his head, “I don’t know what I’m saying.”


    She reached out and took his hand. His heart ached that he could not feel her touch through the dead white skin on the backs of his hands.


    “I’m glad you lost your gloves,” she said, “I like it better when you aren’t trying to hide from me.”


    He smiled, silently cursing his cowardice for wearing the hood. The scars on his hands were one thing. He was not quite ready to give up the hood.


    He closed both of his hands around hers and gently squeezed.


    “I wish things had been... normal,” he said.


    Marla laughed. “There’s nothing normal about either one of us, Garrett!”


    “I mean, I wish things could have been... easier... better.”


    “Then it wouldn’t mean as much,” she said.


    “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he said, “If I had to go through all this... even the really bad stuff... it was worth it to meet you.”


    Marla’s eyes tightened, and she suddenly looked as though she might cry. She leaned forward and hugged him tightly.


    “Be careful!’ she said, her voice breaking.


    Garrett closed his eyes and held her, giving his warmth to her. “You too.”


    ****


    Garrett found Prince Cabre, Warren, and a small group of ghouls near the entrance of the temple. The prince tended to his horse. A Chadiri saddle straddled Inglefras’s broad back, cinched around his middle with at least two different leather straps. The prince himself wore a Chadiri longsword on his hip and a green Templar’s tabard, turned inside out to conceal the sigil of Mauravant on its breast.


    Warren stood beside Hauskr, turning his shoulder to the big wolf who was trying to sniff at the bundle in the ghoul’s arms. Warren’s father was busily stuffing travel tarts into the bag.


    “No runnin’ around in the broad daylight, boy!” Warren’s father said, “The dragon’ll snatch you up like a dimwitted mouse.”


    “Hi, Mr. Bargas,” Garrett said as he got within speaking distance.


    The patchy haired ghoul grinned as he turned to face Garrett. A ragged, half-healed wound ran across his face from ear to jaw, his left eye swollen shut.


    “Evening, boy!” Bargas answered.


    “Are you all right?” Garrett asked.


    “Hmn? Oh this?” he said, lifting a dirty claw to his face, “Just a scratch. The redjack that did it got away... short an arm. I reckon I’ll catch up with the rest of ‘im eventually”


    “I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to talk to you,” Garrett said.


    “Never you mind. Ghouls keep odd hours, boy,” Bargas said. He glanced at Warren and frowned, “I can’t say I’m happy you two came out lookin’ for us, but I’m glad you made it.”


    The sibling ghouls Diggs and Scupp slowly circled the prince’s horse, fascinated. Inglefras snorted, tossing his head to keep his eyes on the two carrion eaters. Cabre smiled nervously and patted Inglefras’s neck soothingly.


    “I didn’ know they got that big!” Scupp, the sister of the pair, said


    “Do they come any bigger?” Diggs asked.


    “Ah... not really,” Cabre answered.


    Inglefras nickered, shying back from Scupp’s paw as the ghoul reached out to touch his flank.


    “Perhaps you’d better not touch him right now,” Cabre said, “He’s not accustomed to... strangers.”


    “Oh,” Scupp sighed.


    “You two get yer tools and get ready to head out,” Bargas said, “We got some more sappin’ to do.”


    Scupp and Diggs jumped to attention. “Bye Warren!” they said, and then loped away toward the center of the dome.


    “You’re doing what?” Warren asked.


    “Sappin’,” Bargas said, “We’re diggin’ out underneath the roads that the redjacks bring their wagons on. Then somethin’ heavy comes across, an’ BAM! Down they go.”


    Warren looked disappointed. “Well, save some of ‘em for me,” he said.


    Warren’s father chuckled. “Don’t worry, son, they never stop comin’.”


    “Thank you for loaning us your boy, Bargas,” Cenick called out as he approached in the company of Max and Marla with the dire wolf Ghausse following close behind her.


    “I’m just sorry you couldn’t find a dirtier job for him!” Bargas laughed.


    Cenick grinned, but Max beside him looked every inch a vengeful ghost. Max wore his black armor sans the helm. His grim expression and dark shadows beneath his eyes gave him a haunted look. He said nothing, hanging back a few steps as Cenick and Marla greeted their friends, his eyes on the prince.


    Garrett smiled at Marla, and they shared a brief hug.


    “I made this for you,” she said. She handed him his essence flask. A dim green glow shone through the glass gauge on its side, showing it nearly two thirds full. “It’s the best I could manage.”


    “Thank you!” Garrett said, then looked at Cenick, “Don’t you need it?”


    Cenick shook his head. “The gift is yours Garrett. Accept it graciously,” he said, “And, in any case, we’re keeping Marla. I expect she’s going to be very busy keeping us in business.”


    Prince Cabre stepped forward to address the newcomers. “My lady, gentlemen,” he said, bowing slightly, “I thank you again for your timely and much-needed assistance. I regret that all I have to offer is my truest gratitude, but I hope that a day may come when I may repay you in kind.” He met Max’s cold stare. “And you may, perhaps, find me worthy of your friendship.”


    Cenick returned the prince’s bow, and Marla crossed her hands over her chest, inclining her head.


    The prince flashed a tight smile and turned to mount Inglefras. He nodded at Cenick, his hand on a pouch at his belt, one large enough to hold a Neshite dagger. “Thank you again,” he said.


    Cenick nodded. “Be careful on the road, and be wary of clear skies.”


    Warren and Garrett mounted Hauskr and Ghausse, shifting their gear to balance it across the wolves’ backs.


    Bargas shook his head, “You’re bigger now than when I left you,” he said.


    Warren grinned. “It’s just the wolf, makes me look bigger.”


    “No,” Bargas said, “You’ve grown, boy... Your ma would be proud.”


    Warren nodded, his grin gone a bit wobbly.


    Marla stepped up beside Garrett and straightened his pack, patting it into place on Ghausse’s back. She smiled at Garrett.


    “We’ll be back soon,” Garrett said.


    “I know,” she said, “just... take care, all right?”


    “Yeah, you too.”


    She stepped away, and Ghausse shook himself. Garrett knew the wolf well enough by now to hold on tight and ride it out. The wolves padded restlessly back and forth, anxious to be on their way.


    They waved their final goodbyes and the three riders headed for the tunnel. Garrett paused, hanging back, as Max Zara gestured to him and strode quickly to catch up to him.


    “Garrett,” Max said, moving close, and waiting until the prince had ridden away, “I need to speak with you.”


    “Yes?” Garrett said.


    Max’s eyes followed the prince as he rode out through the tunnel. “I know that the boy seems earnest in his desire to help us.”


    “I think he really wants to,” Garrett said.


    “I know.” Max said, giving Garrett a hard look, “I know that he believes he can change the world. Such are the delusions of a prince. He hasn’t yet learned what it means to be an Astorran knight. He hasn’t learned the iron code of his father’s law. He cannot give what is not his to give, and you and I mean nothing to the crown of Astorra. We never will.”


    “But, what if...”


    “Garrett, beware!” Max hissed, then his expression softened, “Just be very careful around that boy. He’s going to have to become a man very soon, and I don’t want you to get hurt when his youthful dreams come crashing down around him.”


    Garrett nodded.


    Max turned then at the sound of Serepheni’s voice.


    “Max, what’s going on?” she asked. The priestess walked toward them, weaving her way between stacks of gear. She wore a loose tunic of green silk over her leggings and boots, her red hair tied back and her injured arm still wrapped in a bandage.


    “Just seeing Garrett off, dear,” Max said.


    “So soon?” she said, “Are you going back to the city? I was hoping to send a scroll with you. It might help smooth things over with the church.”


    “No, I...” Garrett began, but Max cut him off.


    “I’m sending Garrett off to take that Astorran boy that he rescued home.”


    “The prince?” Serepheni said, a cross look on her face, “Max, I wanted to talk to him!”


    “What kind of fool do you take me for?” Max said, “I am far too jealous a suitor to leave any pretty young princelings lying around for you to compare me against. So I told Garrett to put him back where he found him.”


    “Max!” Serepheni said, “I really wish you would have discussed this with me.”


    Max flashed a crooked smile. “All right,” he said, “I’ll appoint you my ambassador to the Astorrans. Then, when my army reaches their border, you can negotiate the terms of their surrender.”


    “Your army?” she laughed.


    “Our army, my dear,” he said, “our army.”


    “Max!” she said, swatting him.


    “Well, you’d better get going,” Max said, looking to Garrett.


    “Bye, Max!” Garrett said, “Goodbye, Miss Serepheni.”


    “Goodbye, Garrett,” she said, “be careful on the road.”


    “I will.”


    Garrett’s wolf turned at his urging and stretched its legs in a steady run, carrying him out of the temple and into the twilight forest beyond.


    





Chapter Six


    The old elven road stretched like a length of white rope, adrift on the swells of a dark sea. The smooth alabaster paving stones curved around the hummocks of black earth, broken in places as though the ground had heaved up beneath them. In other places, the road disappeared entirely beneath stagnant pools. Brown leaves swirled on the surface of the water as wolves’ paws and horse’s hooves sloshed by. The thick canopy of trees stretched above the riders’ heads, and only thin beams of sunlight sifted through, playing on the edges of falling leaves in the muffled stillness of the deep forest. Garrett made a point of riding through every sunbeam that he could, tilting his head back to feel the warmth of it on his face.


    Warren kept to the shadows as much as possible. He stretched his neck back. His eyes squinted as he watched a gap in the canopy above that they passed beneath. “We aren’t supposed to be traveling in the daylight,” he whispered.


    “We went two whole nights without running into any trouble. I’m tired of riding in the dark,” Garrett said, “besides, nothing can see us down here.”


    “My knights and I never saw any sign of the dragon,” Prince Cabre said, “and we were riding in the open field for nine days. It’s the Chadiri we should be worried about, and I’d much rather see them coming than stumble upon them in the dark.”


    Warren let out a low growl and mumbled, “Between you, me, and the redjacks, only one of us can see in the dark, and I’d kinda like to keep the advantage.”


    “I understand,” Cabre sighed, “I suppose I’m being selfish really. My heart longs for the sunny fields of home. All this shadow is a sickness on my soul.”


    Garrett laughed. “I know what you mean.”


    Cabre smiled. “How did you come to be a necromancer, Garrett?”


    Garrett was silent for a moment before speaking. “The Chadiri burned my town... and I got separated from my family. That’s where I met Warren, and my uncle.”


    “Your uncle?” Cabre asked.


    “Well, not my real uncle,” Garrett said, “His name is Tinjin, and he rescued me and took me back to live with him in Wythr.”


    “A necromancer?”


    “Yeah,” Garrett said, “he’s the one who taught me about it.”


    “And you have raised the dead like your friend Max?”


    “Yeah... well one zombie, Caleb,” Garrett said, “but the Templars took him from me.”


    “The Templars?”


    “Guys that work for the church back in Wythr,” Garrett said.


    “Real nice guys,” Warren grumbled.


    “So the church doesn’t approve of what you do?” the prince asked.


    “No,” Garrett said, “I don’t know... I think they do things differently, and they don’t really like the way we raise the dead, but I don’t know why.”


    Cabre’s face darkened. He brushed a dead leaf from the shoulder of his green doublet and stared off into the shadows of the woods.


    Warren started as a shadow passed over him, and he looked up, cursing at a blackbird that sat, watching them from a branch overhead.


    Garrett snorted, but the laughter froze on his lips.


    The thin shafts of light on the path ahead winked out as a vast shadow fell across the road. An old fear seized his heart, and his eyes went wide. Ghausse and Hauskr sprang from the road, hiding themselves and their frightened riders in the tangled brush. Inglefras, however, went stiff-legged, his nostrils flaring as the shadow of the dragon fell over him. Cabre lifted his arms to cover his face as the beat of the dragon’s wings shook the trees above, showering the road with dying leaves. A sound like stones rattling down a clay drainpipe marked the beast’s passing.


    Warm dampness spread across the front of Garrett’s trousers, and his face grew hot with fear and shame.


    Warren sniffed, glancing at his friend, and Garrett saw the look of sympathy in the ghoul’s eye before he could quickly look away.


    Inglefras snorted and shook his mane. The prince looked wildly around, his face pale.


    Garrett held his breath, listening to beat of vast leathery wings recede into the distance. Then, the sound stopped.


    A bowel-shaking roar tore through the forest, and Inglefras reared, nearly throwing the stunned prince. The dragon’s roar drowned out the warhorse’s frantic whinnying.


    “This way!” Warren shouted. His wolf Hauskr plunged deeper into the darkness of the forest, and the others followed him.


    Garrett’s wolf powered through a twisting mass of vines and branches, leaving behind gray tufts of fur and the corner of Garrett’s cloak. Garrett dared not look back, but heard Inglefras’s massive hooves trampling the brush behind him.


    The groaning crack of ancient trees, splintered like kindling, filled the air, and, with it, the ground-shaking thud of the dragon landing on the road. Garrett whined in fear as he clung tightly to Ghausse’s back, willing the wolf to run faster.


    The dragon sucked in a rattling breath.


    A blast of heat washed over Garrett’s back. He buried his face in Ghausse’s fur, his scream drowned out by the roar of fire among the trees. He opened his eyes, blinking at the steam of singed hair and burning leaves. He felt the heat mostly on his knees, just above the protection of his boots where Marla’s old cloak did not cover his legs. He looked back in wonderment to see the woods ablaze behind him, and Inglefras vaulting a fallen tree with Cabre clinging tightly to his mane.


    Garrett let out a wild, manic laugh as Ghausse carried him deeper into the dense forest, dodging nimbly between the vast tree trunks.


    “This way!” Warren called out. Garrett could not see him through the trees, but Ghausse followed the ghoul’s sound and scent unerringly.


    Garrett looked back again, cold fear in his heart as he caught a glimpse between the trees of a great scaled head and a single golden eye, its gaze locked on him. The dragon pushed through the trees, uprooting them and roaring its frustration.


    A branch across the side of Garrett’s head broke the spell of terror, and he dared look back no more.


    “Watch out!” Warren cried.


    Ghausse skidded, his claws scraping on stone beneath a thick carpet of dead leaves. Warren sat astride Hauskr at the edge of a wide sinkhole cavern. Ghausse checked his slide at the very edge of the pit, leaving Garrett to sway, sickeningly close to falling in. Beneath them yawned a cavern, nearly a hundred yards across and deeper still. Sunlight through the gap in the trees above revealed the remains of the cavern’s roof, a little island of rubble in center of a great black pool at the bottom of the pit. The damp tumbled stones glistened, heaped with mounds of glimmering white bones.


    Inglefras thundered to a stop behind them.


    “What are we doing?” Cabre shouted, his face contorted in fear, “He’s right behind us!”


    “Follow me close!” Warren hissed, “If you slip here, you die!”


    Ghausse whined, sniffing loudly at a blue cloud of wood smoke that belched out of the woods and rolled over them. The big wolf paced anxiously, his ears pricking up at the sound of splintering timbers growing louder by the moment.


    Hauskr gingerly stepped to the edge of the pit at Warren’s urging and then pounced down to a small ledge below on the rim of the cavern wall. Ghausse followed his pack mate without hesitation. They looked up at the prince astride the mighty warhorse above them.


    “Can you make it down?” Warren asked.


    Cabre nodded and pressed his heels into Inglefras’s flanks. The horse leapt, shattering chunks of limestone beneath his hooves when he landed beside them.


    From there, it seemed that a narrow path curved downward along the rim of the great crater. They made what haste they could. Garrett’s eyes again and again lifted to the ridge above. Fervent, whispered prayers slipped from his lips that he would see nothing there each time he looked.


    They were almost to the floor of the cavern when the dragon found them. Garrett looked up and froze. The great, black-scaled beast stretched its neck over the rock ledge and stared down at them. Heat shimmered from its half-opened jaws, its reptilian eyes narrowed.


    “No,” Cabre said, but his voice was no more than a squeaking whisper.


    With a lurch, the dragon heaved the bulk of its body to the edge of the pit, and Garrett saw the armored Chadiri rider astride the dragon’s saddle. Silhouetted against the sky, the man’s horned helmet lent him a demonic appearance. In that moment, Garrett had no doubt that this was the same man who had destroyed his home and burned Brenhaven to the ground.


    The dire wolves growled and Inglefras neighed his defiance. There was no place left to run. The dragon’s jaws opened wider, the cherry-red glow of its inner throat visible now within.


    Then the dragon stopped. Its jaws closed. Its burning, golden eyes widened and rolled, studying the cavern floor. Garrett looked down as well. Great piles of bleached bones lay heaped upon the mossy rocks and gleamed like pale stones beneath the dark, still waters. Garrett realized with horror that these were not animal bones.


    A croaking groan came from the dragon’s throat. Its head thrashed, side-to-side. Its eyes grew wild, rolling frantically, as the creature drew its head back out of the pit. The rider astride its back grunted as the dragon reared, pulling away from the mouth of the bone-strewn cavern.


    “Kadreaan!” the rider shouted, his voice hoarse and angry.


    The dragon disappeared from sight, its roar a mournful cry. It reappeared a moment later, soaring above the pit as it beat its mighty wings, dragging itself into the sky.


    They watched it fly away, too stunned to speak. When it was gone at last, Garrett and the prince looked to Warren for an explanation.


    Warren shrugged his furry shoulders. “How do I know?” he said, “Let’s just get down from here before he decides to come back.”


    They descended the rest of the way, anxiously looking up time and again, fully expecting the dragon to return at any moment and burn them all to ashes. Too grateful to dare question their luck, they pushed on as fast as they were able.


    The last ten feet of descent to the floor of the cavern cost Garrett a number of scrapes and bruises. Unable to ride their mounts beneath a rocky overhang, the three of them dismounted and led the wolves and horse to the edge of a final drop to the rubble-strewn floor. Warren and the wolves went first. Garrett braced himself and jumped down, crumpling and rolling, shoulder-first, into a largish rock. He groaned and rubbed his freshest bruise as he watched Warren shoo the wolves clear of a relatively flat patch of rocks.


    “Best place for the horse to land,” Warren said, looking up at the prince and his horse, still on the ledge above.


    “It’s too high for him!” Cabre shouted, “He’s too heavy.”


    Warren gave an exaggerated shrug, a pained expression on his face.


    Garrett looked around, but saw no better option.


    Cabre cursed, running his hand through his hair. “There’s nothing for it, boy,” he said, “You must jump.”


    Inglefras snorted and stamped, the sound of his hooves on stone echoing through the subterranean chamber. The big horse shook his mane and backed away from the edge, then suddenly sprang forward, soaring out into empty air.


    Warren jumped clear as the massive warhorse crashed down onto the rocky floor. Inglefras screamed as his right foreleg went all the way to the knee into a crevice between two rocks.


    “Inglefras!” Cabre shouted, jumping down after his horse.


    The horse twisted his body, trying to free his leg from the crevice. Bright blood stained his silvery coat, and Garrett’s stomach knotted up at the sound of the animal’s panicked cries.


    Cabre dared the approach to the wildly thrashing horse, trying to get close enough to help Inglefras pull his leg free. Warren sprang forward and grabbed the crown of the largest rock, ripping it from the ground with a great heave. Inglefras hopped clear of the rock, blood streaming from his twisted leg.


    “No!” Cabre sobbed, running to Inglefras’s side and calming him. Cabre knelt to examine the wound, a look of horror on his face.


    Garrett felt suddenly sick. “Is he all right?” he asked.


    “No!” Cabre shouted, “He’s not all right! His leg is broken.”


    “We can help him though,” Garrett said, “We can do something.”


    “What can we do?” Cabre said, burying his face in Inglefras’s mane. “Inglefras, I’m sorry,” he murmured.


    Garrett looked at Warren, but the ghoul only hung his head and looked away.


    “There has to be something...” Garrett said.


    “Just...” Cabre said, his voice trembling, “Just leave us alone.”


    Warren reached out a long, shaggy arm and tugged at Garrett’s sleeve, pulling him away. Garrett followed him to the edge of the dark pool at the center of the chamber.


    Warren looked back at where the prince stood, calming the injured horse. “It’ll be all right, Gar,” Warren said softly, “Let’s get the smell of smoke washed off us.”


    Garrett blinked, realizing how he must smell to the ghoul. The soot of the burning forest formed a thin grime on his clothes and skin. The uncomfortable dampness in his trousers alone demanded that he remove this shameful reminder of his fear. He nodded mutely and went to the pack on Ghausse’s back to retrieve a fresh set of clothes.


    He returned to find Warren waist-deep in the dark pool scrubbing his fur clean. The fading daylight lent a rosy hue to the piles of bones all around.


    “Is the water safe?” Garrett asked.


    Warren scooped up a pawful and gulped it down. “Tastes a little bony,” he said with a grin.


    Garrett scowled and picked his way down to the water’s edge, finding a spot where a largish bone heap would afford him a bit of privacy. Warren, humming tunelessly to himself, turned his back and busily scratched his armpit with a leg bone.


    Garrett washed himself and changed as quickly as he could, his eyes drawn, again and again to an ivory skull that sat, perched on a ledge, seeming to watch him with empty eyes.


    “How did all these people die?” Garrett asked.


    “I dunno,” Warren said, “Maybe the first one jumped in the hole, and the rest of his friends jumped in after him.”


    Garrett frowned, pulling a fresh hood over his head.


    “They were elves,” Prince Cabre said as he walked slowly to the water’s edge and stooped to wash Inglefras’s blood from his hands.


    “Elves?” Garrett said.


    “The warhost of the elven queen,” Cabre said, “slain in battle with the armies of Brahnek Spellbreaker. Their armies clashed near here and the dead were cast down into the clefts of the earth.”


    “Warhost, huh?” Warren scoffed. The ghoul stooped to fish something small and white from the water at his feet. Warren held aloft the dripping skull of a child, turning it in his paw for examination. “The humans must'a been shakin’ in their boots when they saw this one runnin’ at ‘em with a sword.”


    Cabre’s face went red, and his eyes fell. “Things like that happen in war,” he said.


    “Ah, well,” Warren sighed, tossing the skull. It sank with a dull splash into the depths of the pool. “They were only elves, right? Not like they were important, like humans.”


    Cabre stood up. “What do you want from me?” he snapped, “I didn’t kill these people!”


    “I don’t know!” Warren yelled, waving his shaggy arms, “I’m just sick of you humans stomping around, wrecking and burning everything like nothing else in the world matters but what you want.”


    “That’s how the world works!” Cabre shouted, “I don’t imagine that you ask anyone’s permission before you eat their dead grandmother.”


    “At least I didn’t keep their grandmother in a cage until she was fat enough to eat!”


    “You know what?” Cabre said, turning away in disgust, “I don’t know why I even came looking for your help! I’ve lost my knights, I’ve lost my dignity, and now I’ve lost...” Cabre clenched his teeth, not daring to complete the sentence. He looked at Inglefras. The big horse slowly hobbled to the pool’s edge to drink, his broken leg tucked up close to his body. Cabre’s shoulders shook with stifled sobs. “Gods!” he moaned.


    Warren’s face softened, and his long arms slumped at his sides. “Look... I’m sorry,” he said, “We’ll find a way out of this... Inglefras too. I promise.”


    “Yeah,” Garrett said, “not many people can say they saw a dragon and lived. We must be pretty lucky.”


    Warren looked thoughtful. “That’s two for us!” he said.


    “Does it count if it was the same dragon?” Garrett asked.


    “Uh, yeah, I think it still counts,” Warren said.


    Cabre cast them a sideways glance. “I didn’t think I would...”


    “Survive?” Warren asked.


    Garrett saw something else in the prince’s expression. “You didn’t think you’d be scared, did you?”


    Cabre winced. “An Astorran knight is supposed to be fearless, even in the face of death.”


    Garrett’s face flushed as he recalled his own terror. He hesitated a moment and then spoke. “Did you wet your pants?”


    “No!” Cabre said, taken aback.


    “Well, I did!” Garrett laughed, “And I’ve even seen the dragon before. I’d say you did pretty good for anybody.”


    Cabre smiled a little.


    “Yeah,” Warren said, “everybody’s afraid of dragons, once they’ve seen one. Even my dad.”


    “Let’s just figure a way to help Inglefras and get out of here,” Garrett said.


    Warren looked around, shielding his eyes against the dying sunlight with his paw. “Looks like the cave goes off in that direction,” he said, pointing with his other hand. He studied again the heaps of elvish bones. “Hey, Garrett, you wanna make us some helpers?”


    Garrett shook his head. “I can’t raise skeletons,” he said, “Only the Sisterhood knows how to do that. I’d need something with some meat still on it, and, anyway, I don’t have much essence. I’d rather save it until we really need it.”


    “We need to rest,” Cabre said, “We’ve been on the road all day, and now...”


    “Yeah,” Warren said, “I think we should. Maybe a little farther back in the cave.”


    “The Chadiri know that we’re here!” Garrett said, “I think we should try to get out of here as soon as we can.”


    Cabre’s jaw tightened, and he looked at his injured horse.


    Warren frowned. “I think we can spare an hour or two to catch our breath,” he said.


    Garrett nodded. “Do you think that rider would recognize you?” he asked.


    Cabre looked thoughtful. “It’s possible... maybe some of the soldiers who captured me before survived. Still, I’m wearing a Gloaran tabard. He might have thought we were just a patrol.”


    Garrett made an unconvinced noise, but said no more. He walked to where the two dire wolves lay, panting, against the cool stone wall of the cavern. He busied himself removing the pack from Ghausse’s back.


    Warren removed Hauskr’s pack and then rummaged through his sack to find his algae lamp. He scooped up a bit of water in the jar from a small pool at his feet and replaced the lid, shaking it vigorously. A faint blue glow grew inside the glass jar, giving the ghoul enough light to go exploring in the back of the cave.


    Garrett heard the sound of tearing fabric. He looked over to see the prince fashioning a crude splint for Inglefras’s leg, using a pair of thighbones and a few long strips ripped from his green tabard.


    “We're in luck!” Warren called out.


    Garrett joined him in the shadows of a low tunnel he was exploring. There, in the light of Warren’s dim lamp, Garrett made out a series of crude images painted on the cavern wall.


    “What’s that?” Garrett asked.


    “This is a ghoul place!” Warren said, pointing at a pale smudge in the rough shape of a wolf, “That’s Nemre, the white wolf.”


    “Who?”


    “Nemre, The trickster,” Warren said, “ghouls used to worship her, or him, depending on who you ask, like a god.”


    “You worship a wolf?” Garrett asked.


    “Not anymore,” Warren said, “it’s just a story, but this means ghouls used to come here, and it means there’s probably another way out.”


    “What’s that?” Garrett asked, pointing at a black figure painted on the wall, an image of a great black wolf with hollow eyes, standing above a drawing of hundreds of little skeletons in the shapes of many beasts.


    “That’s the Black Wolf,” Warren said.


    “Doesn’t it have a name?”


    Warren shrugged. “You only learn his name when you die,” the ghoul said, “He’s the one that comes to get you.”


    Garrett shivered.


    “This makes me feel a lot better,” Warren sighed.


    “Do you think there are other ghouls around here that can help us?” Garrett asked.


    “Nah,” Warren said, running his big paw over the rock face, “I don’t think anyone’s been here in a long time, but ghouls have always loved tunnels... I really love tunnels.”


    Garrett breathed a little easier. After today, he could do with a bit of underground travel.


    “Garrett! Warren!” Cabre shouted from the main chamber.


    They ran back to see the prince standing beside Inglefras with his sword drawn. The light of day had faded almost completely, the open sky above the sinkhole now a patch of dark blue. In its place, a shimmering glow now lit the cavern, arising from the trembling waters of the bone pool.


    “What’s happening?” Warren asked.


    “I don’t know,” Cabre said, his eyes wide, his skin pale in the ghostly light.


    Lights of many colors flickered beneath the surface of the pool that now rippled as though disturbed by a hundred falling pebbles. Fear fluttered at the edge of Garrett’s reason, but the beauty of the sight held him transfixed as he watched the play of light on the water.


    Now and again, faint swirls of colored flame danced across the surface and licked at the shining white bones at the water’s edge. Lights pulsed within the empty skulls, their sockets shining briefly like watching eyes.


    “No wonder the dragon fled,” Cabre said, “This place is haunted.”


    “Ghosts can’t hurt you,” Warren said, but it sounded as though he was trying to reassure himself as much as anyone else.


    Garrett laughed and pointed at a shimmering ball of light that now lifted slowly from the pool and drifted through the air like dandelion fluff. “A wisp!” he said.


    Cabre looked at him, eyes narrowed.


    “A wisp,” Garrett said, “Marla told me about them! Look! There’s more.”


    Glowing orbs rose from the pool and floated upward, filling the cave with rainbow light. Some drifted in lazy circles, others darted to and fro like hummingbird spirits.


    “What do they do?” Cabre demanded, jabbing at a bold wisp with the point of his sword. The blade scattered it like smoke, but the glowing orb reformed again, just as quickly.


    “They don’t really do anything,” Garrett said, “They’re what remains, sometimes, when a fae creature dies. They don’t mean any harm. Marla says they don’t even remember who they used to be most of the time. They’re like little kids... babies almost.”


    “Get away from him!” Cabre shouted. He dropped his sword and swatted away a trio of pinkish wisps that had settled on Inglefras’s back.


    “It’s all right,” Garrett said, “They won’t hurt him.”


    “Get away!” Cabre said, “We don’t want you here!” His hand went through a large ball of green flame that had just lighted on the horse’s nose.


    The prince’s movements seemed to draw the attention of more wisps, and soon a crowd of them gathered around him as he tried, vainly, to shoo them away. A score of the colorful orbs now moved over Inglefras’s flanks as though stroking his fur, but the warhorse showed no sign of concern. The lids of Inglefras’s dark eyes began to droop, and his breathing slowed.


    “They’re bewitching him!” Cabre shouted, frantically scrubbing at a golden orb that had taken an interest in his hair.


    “No,” Garrett said, “I think they’re trying to help.”


    A cluster of wisps clung tightly to Inglefras’s injured leg, and their colors began to shift, pulsing together in a warm red-gold hue.


    “Cabre, look!” Garrett said.


    The prince’s hand fell to his side as he stared, ignoring the golden coronet formed by the wisp in his hair. All of them watched as Inglefras stretched his broken leg, the splint falling away, unneeded.


    The horse shook his mane and reared, scattering the cloud of wisps with a loud neigh. The glowing orbs returned again immediately, crowding around him as he pranced across the cavern floor, testing his freshly healed leg.


    “Inglefras!” Cabre cried out, running to catch up with the big horse. The wisps scattered, moving back a polite distance, as the prince knelt to inspect Inglefras’s leg.


    “He’s healed!” Cabre exclaimed, looking at Garrett.


    Garrett laughed. “Marla never told me they could do that!” he said.


    The prince looked up at the hovering orbs that surrounded him, his eyes full of wonder. “Thank you!” he said, “Thank you for this.”


    “See, I told you things would work out!” Warren said.


    Garrett yawned, the tension and fear of recent events finally draining from his body.


    Cabre smiled, his eyes still on the rainbow-colored orbs that danced in the chill cavern air. “We should get some rest,” he said, “Just a few hours. From now on, we should only move at night whenever possible.”


    “Thank you!” Warren said.


    





Chapter Seven


    Warren found a way through the twisting caves that lead from the sinkhole. Several times, they had to stop while Warren shoveled out plugs of dead, matted vegetation that had washed down from somewhere above. They emerged from a damp hole beneath an old willow tree well before dawn. From there, they managed to find the road again and put in several hours of travel before the somber glow of sunrise sent them back into the forest to seek shelter. They nestled down beneath the boughs of a titanic pine tree and made beds of tarp and blanket over a thick mattress of pine needles.


    Garrett found it hard to sleep. His weary eyes kept drifting toward the tiny patch of daylit sky visible through the canopy above. The half-dreamed image of something vast and dark that blotted out the sky kept jerking him back awake, until, at last, exhaustion won out, dragging him down into an uneasy slumber.


    The next two days passed in similar fashion. The shadow of the dragon lay like a sickness in Garrett’s heart. As they neared the edge of the Gloaran forest, the fear grew worse. They were forced to traverse large sections of road with no tree cover at all. The sight of stars should have thrilled Garrett, after living beneath the eternal cloud of Wythr. Instead, he held his breath in fear as they raced from trees to trees, eyes scanning the empty skies above.


    Eventually, the old elvish road turned and followed along the edge of the forest toward the coast. Before them, the forest gave way to low, rolling hills and well-tended farmland. Broad country lanes and tall hedgerows lay dark between the moonlit fields.


    “Welcome to Astorra, gentlemen,” Prince Cabre said, riding Inglefras out into the open grass, “Will you accept my invitation to enter my father’s lands?”


    “Yeah,” Garrett said, “thanks!”


    Warren smiled nervously. “You think they’ve ever seen a ghoul before?” he asked.


    Cabre grinned. “You have a point,” he said, “Perhaps we should continue to travel at night for a bit. We should reach Braedshal within a couple of days.”


    “What’s that?” Garrett asked.


    “My father’s castle,” Cabre said, “We’ll be safe there.”


    Warren looked unconvinced, but nodded his assent, urging Hauskr forward into the open. Garrett and Ghausse followed as well, scanning the wispy night clouds for any sign of the dragon.


    They rode together throughout the night, following the tree-shadowed lanes between the hedgerows. Cabre’s mood improved with every passing mile. By the time they reached a small farmhouse, just before dawn, the prince was sporting a broad grin.


    “Wait here, friends,” he called back to them, riding toward the chicken coop where the stooped figure of a man now tended his livestock.


    Garrett and Warren moved their wolves farther back into the gloom beneath the trees and watched as the prince rode up to greet the farmer.


    They could hear nothing of what transpired, but saw the man drop to his knees on the ground before the prince’s warhorse. After a long while, the farmer rose and hurried away to the little farmhouse while the prince turned and rode back toward them.


    “We’re in luck,” Cabre said, “He says we can stay in the barn until we are ready to ride again. Actually, he offered us his house, but I wouldn’t allow it.”


    “Did you tell him who we were?” Warren asked.


    “He knew me already,” Cabre said, “as for you... you are my companions. That is all he needed to know.”


    Warren shrugged. “Good enough for me.”


    The barn proved to be quite large enough to house the lot of them. Garrett was grateful that only a few smallish pigs were on hand to flee in terror at their approach. Once unburdened, the two wolves lay down, side by side in the hay. Inglefras casually munched a mouthful of the stuff while Cabre rubbed him down with a bundle of cloth. Warren and Garrett threw their bedding down and stretched their legs, happy to have a roof over their heads for the first time in many days.


    They started at a furtive rapping on the barn door. Cabre hastened to greet the farmer, creaking the large wooden barn door open, just far enough to speak with him while blocking any view of those within.


    Warren sniffed loudly and grinned at Garrett.


    Cabre offered his thanks to the farmer and then pushed the door shut with his boot. He turned and greeted his friends with a steaming basket of food in his hands. The three of them sat, cross-legged on the dirt floor and divvied up the boiled eggs, toasted bread, and hard cheese. Cabre grinned, his mouth full of bread, as he passed a red glass jar to Garrett.


    Garrett managed only a couple of sips of the bitter cider before he pulled a face and passed it over to Warren.


    “A bit strong for you?” Cabre laughed.


    “Yeah,” Garrett said.


    “Don’t worry,” the prince said, “the wine cups of Braedshal are sweeter yet.”


    “I don’t really drink wine,” Garrett said.


    Cabre laughed again. “You’ve never been to Braedshal then!”


    Garrett chuckled, anxious to change the subject. “That’s a nice jar,” he said, “My uncle is always trying to find good glass. Some of the stuff he uses in his work would eat right through a leather flask.”


    Cabre’s face darkened. “It’s Chadiri.”


    “Huh?”


    Warren frowned, quickly passing the red jar back to Cabre.


    “Don’t worry,” Cabre said, “the cider is Astorran. We just buy the Chadiri glass. They make so much of it that even the common folk can afford it… so long as you don’t mind the color. It only comes in red.”


    “You’re friends with them?” Garrett asked.


    Cabre sneered. “Hardly! You don’t have to be friends with someone to trade with them though.”


    “Oh,” Garrett said, “I thought you did.”


    Cabre shook his head. “Garrett, my friend,” he said, reaching across to clap him on the shoulder, “you have much to learn about politics.”


    Garrett forced a smile. “I guess I never really thought about them doing anything but burning stuff.”


    “Well,” Cabre said, taking a sip of cider, “I suppose there’s plenty of fire involved in glassmaking. Perhaps that’s why they enjoy it so much.”


    Warren snorted.


    Garrett grinned. “I’m pretty tired,” he said, getting to his feet, “I think I’m gonna get some sleep now. Thanks for getting us all the food, and the place to sleep.”


    The prince raised the red jar in salute and nodded, a bit of cider dribbling down his chin.


    “Good morning, Garrett,” Warren said.


    “Good morning,” Garrett yawned.


    ****


    The next two nights and days brought them deeper into the kingdom's heart. They avoided all close contact with other people, and, once or twice, the trio was forced to hide themselves behind hedgerows to wait out the passing of some night traveler on the road. The commoners, Cabre said, weren’t quite ready for dire wolves.


    The dawn of their third day in Astorra, the prince did not stop for shelter, but urged them on. They left the road to avoid the early morning traffic and climbed a wooded hill above the fields.


    “This way,” he said, urging Inglefras up the last rise, and the wolves followed him into a copse of trees overlooking the valley beyond.


    Garrett crested the hill just as the dawning sun fell on the white walls of Braedshal.


    The great castle of the Astorran king rivaled the city of Wythr in size. Dozens of white towers rose above walls of gleaming stone, some of them over two hundred feet tall. Blue pinions fluttered against the morning sky and light glinted on polished shields hung along the ramparts. Wagons and horses moved along the broad road to the city gates, revealing the true scale of the castle’s architecture.


    “Home,” Cabre sighed.


    “I think I better wait here,” Warren said.


    Cabre looked back at them and nodded. “Garrett,” he said, “would you care to ride down with me? Inglefras can carry us both.” The prince untucked his green Gloaran doublet and tossed it aside into the bushes.


    Garrett looked at Warren and then the prince. “Yeah,” he said.


    Garrett climbed down from Ghausse’s back, patting the big wolf. Ghausse shoved his nose under Garrett’s elbow and rubbed his head against Garrett’s chest. “Thanks for the ride,” Garrett said.


    Ghausse whined, sitting back on his haunches to watch as Prince Cabre pulled Garrett up behind him on Inglefras’s back.


    “I’ll come back for you tonight,” Cabre said to Warren.


    “Yeah,” Warren said, “bring some meat with you.”


    “You’ll eat well, I promise you that,” Cabre laughed, “Come, Garrett, let’s go forge an alliance!”


    Garrett latched his arms around Cabre’s waist and held on tightly as Inglefras reared and then charged down the hill at a full gallop. The pounding strides of the big warhorse nearly shook the teeth from Garrett’s head. The wind whipped at his cloak as they rode.


    Cabre laughed, digging his heels in, and Inglefras answered with a fresh burst of speed. He looked back over his shoulder, grinning like a madman at Garrett.


    Then, suddenly, the prince’s face went pale.


    A shadow fell over the field, stretched long by the morning sun. Garrett looked back and saw a dark shape against the sun. The dragon was upon them.


    Cabre leaned against Inglefras’s neck, shouting wild encouragement to him, but even the mighty prince of horses could not outrun a dragon in flight.


    Garrett squeezed his eyes shut, memories of flame scattering his thoughts.


    Then the world shook as the dragon passed them, just overhead. The blast of its wings nearly knocked Garrett from the saddle, but he dug his fingers into the prince’s tunic and held tight.


    He looked up, opening his eyes to see the dragon soar upward, rising over the castle of Braedshal. Distant screams arose from the caravans along the road to the city gates. The dragon circled above the city like some great black carrion bird.


    Inglefras thundered onward, coming within shouting distance of the city wall. “Your prince returns!” Cabre cried, “Make way!”


    Moments later, Inglefras carried them through the city gates. Stunned guardsmen in blue livery shoved the panicked commoners aside to clear a path.


    “Prince Cabre!” shouted a broad-shouldered man with short, sandy hair who bore a single silvery pauldron on the left shoulder of his mail armor.


    “Sir Baelan,” the Prince said, “I must speak with my father at once.


    “Aye, Sire,” the man answered, shouting to be heard above the cries of the people. He started to speak again when the dragon’s roar silenced them all.


    Hot fear crawled on the back of Garrett’s neck. He looked up to see leathery wings blot out the sky above the high walls. Then the dragon was gone again, its bellows echoing through distant streets as it circled round again.


    “This way, Sire!” the knight said.


    Prince Cabre swung down from his saddle and helped Garrett down as well. Passing the reigns to a guardsman, he said, “Tend him well. He’s carried me through hell.”


    “Goodbye, Inglefras,” Garrett said, stroking the big horse’s mane.


    Inglefras nickered and ducked his head in response.


    Cabre and Garrett rushed after Sir Baelan, as the knight pushed a path for them through the narrow streets leading toward the central keep. The commoners and merchants looked to the prince with faces full of fear and desperate hope. Cabre nodded back, greeting them with a stiff smile as he dragged Garrett along by his sleeve.


    They entered a large courtyard with an enormous fountain, carved of white stone in the shape of a stag, standing atop a rocky cleft from whence cool waters gushed forth into a broad pool below. A crowd of people stood watching the sky above, and the prince and Garrett paused beside the wall of a flower shop to look as well.


    The dragon swept over the rooftops toward the spire of a white tower, high above the city. It dug its claws into the tower walls, wrapping its wings and tail around the spire like a great cavern bat, clinging to a stalagmite. Its mighty foreclaw crumbled the blue slate tiles of the tower’s roof, sending them tumbling down through the dust of powdered mortar.


    Hunching its back, the dragon lifted its rider to the highest point in the city and glared down with eyes of golden flame, daring any to oppose.


    “People of the Silver Citadel!” the dragon rider shouted in a hoarse voice, loud enough to be heard to the farthest reaches of the city, “The hour of reckoning has come!”


    Garrett looked at Cabre, but the prince’s eyes were locked on the Chadiri dragon rider high above.


    “Your legendary bravery and honor cries out through the histories of men,” the rider shouted, “You are worthy to join the Elect!”


    “I have been sent to extend the red hand of brotherhood to a noble people,” the rider cried, “Accept it and be cleansed of your iniquities. Be cleansed of your corruption. Be cleansed of your weakness!”


    A roar of protest shook the city, but the dragon’s roar won out above the din. In the stunned silence that followed, the rider spoke again.


    “A proud people,” he said, “That is good. But pride may blind you to the corruption within.”


    A large block of masonry broke free of the tower and fell away. The dragon hissed and shifted its grip on the tower.


    “I bring to you the gift of revelation!” the rider called out, “Let me show you your sins.”


    The dragon bowed its head, shutting its golden eyes. The rider lifted his hands high and cried out in a voice that trembled with arcane power, “Desaerath velu’teirawe nohk atherel!”


    Garrett felt a pulse of power as though someone punched him in the chest. At the same moment, the stones of the fountain in the courtyard cracked with a loud retort. People screamed as the antlered head of the carven stag broke free and fell with a splash into the pool below. Garrett looked down to see cool water rushing over the toes of his boots, spilling from the cracked rim of the fountain pool.


    “Dasaerath velu’vendaugre nohk branaa!” the rider shouted, and the dragon shrieked out a cry full of rage and sorrow that shook the city walls.


    Garrett clamped his hands over his ears, unable to look away from the dragon’s terrible face. Tears of molten fire streamed from its eyes as it shook its head from side to side, roaring as though in mortal agony.


    The prince staggered against the wall, his knees buckling beneath him. Even the broad-shouldered Sir Baelan slumped with one gloved hand over his face, the other braced against stone.


    The dragon’s roar died away into a rattling hiss, but the silence that followed now filled with cries of terror. Cabre yelled, pulling his hands away from the wall. They were covered in blood. The look of horror on the prince’s face mirrored that of everyone else in the courtyard. Garrett’s stomach lurched at something half-remembered, a thing he had thought only a grim fantasy, a false memory of the day his own city had died.


    From the ground below, dark beads of red dew formed on the paving stones and trickled up the walls toward the sky, defying the rule of nature. Every stone now glistened with blood, drawn by dark magic to stain the silver city red.


    Cabre’s face twisted in disbelief and terror as he stared down at his bloody hands. Garrett seized him by the tunic and shook him.


    “It’s only magic!” Garrett shouted, “It’s just a spell!”


    Cabre looked at him, uncomprehending.


    Garrett pulled hard, dragging the prince to the edge of the broken fountain. “Just wash it off!” Garrett said, “Wash your hands.”


    Prince Cabre fell to his knees in the spilling water and thrust his hands down into the churning pool, scrubbing them frantically. Others nearby did the same, until the water ran pink.


    “Come, Sire!” Sir Baelan shouted, grasping the prince by his shoulder. He drew back his hand at once, staring down at the bloody handprint on the shoulder of Cabre’s tunic.


    Cabre took no notice of the stain but rose to his feet, dragging Garrett with him. The prince looked around at his people. They screamed and wept and buried their faces in their hands and cried out to him for help. Cabre’s eyes grew hopeless and desperate. “My father...” he said.


    “Come, Sire,” Sir Baelan said, and the prince followed with Garrett at his heel.


    They looked up once more as the dragon barked out three short, guttural roars. The dragon rider cried out again, “Embrace the light of Malleatus and be cleansed. Purify your hearts and receive glory eternal. Defy this destiny, turn your back on the light, and you will be purged from history.”


    The dragon released its grip on the tower and fell away, catching itself in the air with a beat of its great wings. It climbed skyward, lashing out with its long tail to knock the top from the white tower. It flew away toward the East, even as the tower crumbled and crashed into the buildings below.


    They ran through the streets of Braedshal, rushing past red-stained walls and terrified faces. Soon a contingent of blue-liveried knights closed protectively on either side, running with them as the prince followed Sir Baelan into the keep.


    Once through the doors of the castle keep, a semblance of calm and normalcy returned. The prince and the knights slackened their pace to a dignified jog. Servants scurried to make way, kneeling hastily on sight of the prince. Garrett took in what he could of the castle hall, tapestries and torches and long oaken tables set with polished silver. Then they were in a long, dimly lit corridor, and next up a narrow spiral staircase that echoed with the jingling of mail hauberks.


    “Your father’s in the war hall,” Sir Baelan said as they reached the upper landing and started down a short corridor lined with doors, “Be wary. His mood has grown dark of late.”


    “Thank you, Baelan,” Prince Cabre said, “I bring news that I hope will cheer him.”


    “I hope you’re right. What of your friend?” Baelan asked, “Shall I take him to quarters?”


    “He’s with me,” Cabre said, “My father would speak with him as well.”


    Garrett went suddenly cold at the prospect of speaking with the king. He started to protest, but held his tongue. Cenick had trusted him to see this through.


    They paused before a heavy door, flanked by two large men in polished mail armor. Each guardsman wore a sword on his hip and leaned a hooked poleax in the crook of his arm.


    “Prince Cabre to see the King,” Sir Baelan said, “He has a... guest as well.”


    The guardsmen’s eyes fell on Garrett, and he cringed inwardly at their hard looks. “Weapons,” one of the men said.


    “Of course,” Cabre answered, drawing his longsword from its scabbard and passing it to Sir Baelan. He looked at Garrett who hastily pulled the dagger from his own belt and handed it over to the big knight. Baelan eyed the curved Neshite blade critically but said nothing.


    “Oh,” Garrett said, unslinging his shoulder bag and handing it to the knight, “this too.”


    Sir Baelan hefted the leather satchel, giving a puzzled look as the essence flask within sloshed heavily. Garrett opened his mouth to explain, but thought better of it and remained silent.


    “Thank you, Sire,” one of the guardsmen said with a slight bow. The two men reached at once and pulled open the double doors, admitting them within.


    Garrett followed the prince into the dark, low-ceilinged chamber beyond. Sir Baelan and the two guardsmen waited outside, closing the door behind the visitors.


    The only light came from a tallow-lamp chandelier, hanging above a broad, circular table, the center of which was a bowl-like depression, filled with white sand. Little hills and valleys formed a miniature landscape in the sand, and wooden blocks, painted in red and blue, lay, half-buried in the sandy mounds. Above it all leaned three old men, all looking at the newcomers, their faces lined and humorless. All three wore chainmail shirts, belted at the waist with broad leather belts. Only the centermost man wore a sword and on his brow, a crown of hammered steel.


    “My wayward son returns!” the king said, straightening his back as he stepped away from the table, his face falling into shadow. The king’s face bore some resemblance to Cabre’s youthful features, but seemed more a rough and imperfect carving by an unskilled artist who had failed to capture the graceful lines of the son’s face. His short beard, shot with gray, hardened the edges of his jaw and leant a terrible weight to his stern expression.


    “Father, forgive my absence,” Cabre said, falling to one knee, “I bring glad news.”


    Garrett hastily threw himself to his knees beside the prince on the floor, bowing his head low. He looked up to see a flash of rage in the King’s eyes.


    “What have you brought into my presence?” the king demanded.


    “Father, this is Garrett, a Gloaran emissary,” Cabre said, a faint trembling in his voice, “Garrett, this is my father, King Haerad of Astorra.”


    “A pleasure to...” Garrett managed to say before he was cut off.


    “Leave us!” King Haerad said.


    The two advisors hastened to leave, their mail shirts jingling as they trotted past Garrett and the prince toward the door.


    Once the door had closed again, the king spoke, “Stand up... both of you!”


    Prince Cabre and Garrett got to their feet.


    “What are you playing at, boy?” King Haerad shouted.


    “Father...” Prince Cabre began.


    “Where are your knights?” Haerad demanded.


    Cabre hung his head. “Dead, Sire.”


    King Haerad snatched a blue wooden block from the rim of the table and hurled it to the floor, splintering it. “What did you hope to accomplish by this madness?”


    “Father, I...”


    “This is what you bring me in place of good men?” the king leveled his finger at Garrett, “They died for this?”


    Garrett trembled, unable to speak or hold the king’s gaze.


    “We need help!” Cabre said, “I found...”


    “How dare you!” Haerad shouted. The king closed the distance to his son in three strides and backhanded the boy across the face so hard that the sound of it echoed through the dark chamber.


    Cabre reeled, clutching his bleeding face with his hands. Haerad turned on Garrett, pointing an accusing finger at him.


    “Who are you? What do you hope to gain from this?” Haerad growled.


    Garrett’s voice shook when he spoke, “Forgive me, King... Sire,” he stammered, “My people want... we need your help.”


    A sneer curled Haerad’s lip. “The Chadiri burn out your hives, and desperately you look for salvation anywhere you can. Maggot-lovers. The world will be a better place when you’re gone.”


    “He saved my life!” Cabre shouted, his fingertips still touching his broken lip.


    King Haerad looked at his son with disgust, and turned away. “Pawn,” he muttered, “You let yourself become a pawn in another man’s game.”


    “Father...”


    “Get out of my sight!” Haerad shouted.


    Cabre faced his father, his eyes burning. “No, father,” he said, “too many good men died for this. You will hear me.”


    King Haerad turned slowly, his eyes cold and hard.


    “This boy,” Cabre said, his voice low and steady “is the page of the general of the Gloaran armies. I met with the general personally. He wished to extend a challenge to you.”


    King Haerad’s eyes flashed. “A challenge?”


    Prince Cabre loosened the flap of his belt pouch and drew out Cenick’s runed dagger. “He has challenged you to a grand hunt,” Cabre said, a hint of a smile on his bloodied lip, “The general means to kill more Chadiri than you by solstice. He says that, if you win, he will...”


    “Stop,” the king said, shaking his head and rubbing a hand over his weary face, “just stop.”


    “A challenge, father,” Cabre said, his voice breaking, “You have to listen.” He held the dagger up at arm’s length.


    Haerad’s shoulder’s sagged, and he turned his back, leaning on the edge of the sand table. “It’s my fault,” he said, “I loved your mother too much... I was too easy on you, for her sake. You never learned to think the way a man should. You’re like her. You believe men’s lies. You give your trust too easily.”


    “It’s not a lie father!” Cabre sobbed, “You have to listen to me.”


    “Fairy tales, she told you. You believed them,” Haerad said, “You think there will be always be a happy ending. Life isn’t like that, boy. There are no happy endings here. She learned that herself in the end.”


    Cabre held the dagger out, clenched in his fist. “Look at me, father!” he wept.


    The king half turned but could not bring himself to look back at his son. His gaze fell to the table. He reached out and lifted a handful of sand and watched it spill through his fingers. “My line has faded, its strength gone. It dies with me.”


    “Father!” Cabre pleaded, his voice barely more than a whisper.


    “Leave me!” Haerad cried, “Astorra will die before it bends knee to false gods and half-men! Get out, and take that worm with you, coward!” His voice fell. “I only wish I had the strength to save my people.”


    Garrett tried to rise, but his legs, numbed from kneeling on the stone floor gave out beneath him. He looked at Cabre. The prince stood silent, the Neshite dagger clenched in his trembling fist, his teeth grinding behind twitching, bleeding lips. His face hardened into a mask of terrible resolve.


    “I have the strength to save our people,” Prince Cabre hissed.


    The prince lunged forward, dagger in hand, and drove the blade between his father’s ribs. The runed dagger crunched through steel mail links like a stone through thin ice. Cabre yanked the dagger free and rammed it into his father’s back again and again. Bright blood poured from the wounds, staining mail and table and floor as the king slumped, clutching at the edge of the table.


    Haerad twisted his head around, staring up at his son in disbelief, blood sputtering from his lips.


    The knife clattered to the floor as Cabre staggered back, shaking his head in horror. His boots turned beneath him, and he fell to the floor, his red hand stretched imploringly toward his dying father. “I’m sorry!” he gasped, “I’m so sorry!”


    Garrett ran to the king’s side, catching him as his strength failed, and he fell to the floor. Haerad looked up at Garrett, his eyes wide, clutching at the front of Garrett’s robe as he spat his last breath through crimson-stained teeth.


    The doors of the war hall burst open, and men charged in, shouting.


    A savage kick drove Garrett to the floor as Sir Baelan threw his body across the king. Garrett’s vision swam with stars; he looked up to see a furious knight rip a sword from his belt and raise it to strike.


    “No!” Cabre screamed, “It’s not... don’t hurt him!”


    The stunned guardsmen looked to their prince.


    “Do not harm him!” Cabre shouted, on his knees now, bloody hand outstretched.


    Sir Baelan moaned, cradling the king’s head with his arm. “He’s killed the king!” Baelan cried out, “He’s stabbed the prince as well! Bring a physick!”


    “I didn’t do anything!” Garrett cried out, but the guardsman above him drove the pommel of his sword down on Garrett’s head, and the light went away, leaving nothing but the sound of Cabre’s voice.


    “I’m sorry...”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    The first sensation was cold water on his face. The second sensation was the throbbing fire in his head.


    “Prince said give him water,” a man’s voice spoke, “He’s had it.”


    Another man gave a brief chuckle.


    Garrett opened his eyes, but his vision had gone gray in a large patch at the center, and what little he could see spun around the edges of the blind spot. He tried to rub his eyes, but found his wrists were bound behind his back. His jaw ached as he tried to spit out the oily rag that had been stuffed in his mouth, but a tight binding held it in place. His hood had slipped off his head and lay, damp and plastered against his back. Little trickles of water ran down his exposed neck into the collar of his robe.


    Looking to the left and right to peer around the edges of the blind spot, he made out the walls and bars of a prison cell, hardly bigger than the patch of stone on which he lay.


    Garrett tried to call for help. Barely a sound came from his throat.


    A man laughed. A shadow moved beyond the bars. “Can’t magick your way outta this one, wizard!” the man said.


    Garrett tried to rise, but his ankles were bound as well, and the effort made his head hurt worse. He felt the gorge rise in his throat. He squeezed his eyes shut, fighting for control, afraid that he would choke on his own vomit.


    Garrett lay on the floor with his eyes closed, trying to slow his breathing. The stone felt cool and solid against his cheek, and he focused on that sensation.


    “What do you think’s gonna happen?” the second man’s voice asked.


    “I dunno,” the other man said, “this changes things.”


    “You see that dragon?”


    “Dragon don’t make a difference.”


    “What the hell you mean?” the second man laughed, “You gonna handle that one by yourself?”


    “I mean war is war. A dragon or a legion, its just somethin’ you hafta fight.”


    “Yeah, but the blood, Trevr, did’ja see the blood?”


    “Magick!” Trevr spat, “You see what happens when you knock the wind outta a wizard. You see it right there on the floor.”


    Garrett heard something metallic dragged across the bars.


    “Go on, wizard, conjure up some blood!” Trevr laughed.


    “Why would they kill the king though?” the other man asked.


    “Probably trying to make us the weaker target,” Trevr said, “Draw some heat off themselves. Make the 'diries think we’re easy pickin’s.”


    The other man grunted in response.


    “Anyway, keep an eye on him,” Trevr said.


    “He’s goin’ nowhere,” the other guard said.


    The pain in Garrett’s head grew worse, and he ground his teeth into the gag. A ringing sound filled his ears, and he blacked out.


    When he came to again, his eyes opened on darkness. Panic seized him. He thought he had lost his sight entirely, until he realized that he could still make out the floor of his cell, dimly lit by moonlight. He strained his neck around to see a small window, high above. The bars of the prison door framed the dim light of a distant flame reflected off of the stone wall beyond. No guards lingered there. The blind spot in his eye had cleared up, and the room around him seemed steady enough.


    Garrett worked himself, painfully, into a sitting position against the wall. His head still hurt, but the headache had subsided to a dull, pulsing thump. His shoulder felt bruised where someone had kicked him.


    He thought of crying out through the gag, in the hopes they might loosen his bonds and give him food or drink. Then the memory of the guards’ words earlier returned, and he resolved that he would give them no further opportunity to mock him.


    Garrett sat against the wall, overwhelmed with a growing rage. He hoped that the pain would end soon, that Warren would break through the door and rescue him. Maybe Prince Cabre would tell them all that it was a mistake and punish the guards for their treatment of him. Garrett had saved Cabre’s life. That had to matter. The prince would do something to help him.


    As the long hours of the night passed, the hope died in Garrett’s chest, and something cold and ugly sprang up in its place. Cabre was a coward who was going to let Garrett take the blame for murdering the king. No one was going to come to Garrett’s rescue. Warren probably knew nothing about what had happened. Garrett was going to die in the morning, and no one would even know what had really happened.


    No, someone would know. Garrett imagined what would happen to the evil prince when Uncle found out... when Max found out.


    When Garrett finally succumbed to exhaustion, it was to the imagined vision of armies of the dead swarming through the sundered gates of Braedshal.


    ****


    “Get him up and come on!” the guard that Garrett recognized as Trevr said. He grabbed Garrett’s arm and hauled him to his feet.


    The second guard seized Garrett’s other arm, and together they dragged him through the open cell door before he even realized where he was.


    “This isn’t right!” the other guard said, “He deserves to die for what he did!”


    Trevr laughed. “Oh, he’ll die all right. Don’t you worry about that. The 'diries’ll do far worse to him than you can imagine. They hate wizards.”


    Garrett’s mind reeled, trying to make sense of what the guard had said. He tried to speak, but managed only a faint moan.


    Trevr laughed again, looking at Garrett with an evil smirk. “Didn’t expect that, did ya?” he said, “Prince is givin’ you to the 'diries. They’re gonna burn you boy!”


    “Looks like somebody already tried that!” the other guard said.


    Trevr grinned. “Well, this ugly little murderin’ rat shoulda stayed in his hole. I only wish I could be there to see what they do to him.”


    Garrett screamed in rage, no longer even trying to form words. His whole body hurt, and his brain throbbed with pain and fear. The two guardsmen dragged him up a flight of stone stairs, banging Garrett’s shins against the steps as they climbed. He squinted against the blinding light of day as they threw open a door and hauled him out into a dusty courtyard.


    “Bring him here,” a familiar voice spoke.


    Garrett squinted, trying to see who it was. Sir Baelan and a half dozen knights in blue doublets sat astride their horses, flanking a large wagon. In the bed of the wagon sat a large animal cage.


    Garrett tried calling out Sir Baelan’s name, but the big knight only looked away, his face dark with anger. “Put him in,” he said.


    Trevr lifted Garrett over his shoulder while the other guard held the cage door open. He tossed Garrett’s upper body inside, and shoved Garrett’s legs in after him. They slammed the cage door shut and latched it with a heavy bolt. Trevr leaned close the cage and spat in Garrett’s face.


    “Enough of that!” Baelan growled, “Let’s get this over with.”


    Trevr and the other guard scurried clear as the team of four horses lurched beneath the wagon driver’s whip. Wooden wheels creaked, and the wagon rolled forward.


    Garrett turned his face, trying to wipe the spittle off on the dusty floor of the cage. The fear was gone now, replaced by a smoldering rage. He would find a way to escape somehow, and he would come back. He would come back and make these men pay for this. He would make Cabre pay, most of all.


    The wagon bumped and rolled beneath him, and a shadow fell over him as they passed beneath a broad archway. They emerged into the sunlight again as the packed earth beneath the wheels gave way to cobblestones, rattling the door of the cage and feeling out every little bruise in Garrett’s body.


    “Close ranks!” Sir Baelan shouted, and Garrett saw the horsemen draw closer to the sides of the wagon. All around, the tall buildings of Braedshal loomed above, and angry faces stared down from every window and balcony.


    “Murderer!” screamed the people of Braedshal. Chunks of rotten food and other filth rained down from above. Something wet and foul-smelling struck the bars of Garrett’s cage, showering him with sticky fluid.


    The knights shouted and threatened, their horses neighing loudly as a crowd on the street surged close, trying to get at the wagon.


    “Kill him!” people shouted, and the wagon shook as rough hands grabbed at the sideboards. Garrett looked into the rage-crazed eyes of a large man in a dirty tunic, hauling himself up to grasp the bars of the cage. Sir Baelan struck him in the forehead with the flat of his sword, and the man fell, senseless, in the street.


    “Move!” Baelan shouted, and the wagon lurched forward, faster now. People in the street ahead screamed and fled as the wagon and armored knights barreled toward them. Garrett no longer cared about the bumps in the road.


    Garrett squeezed his eyes shut, wishing that he could stop out the voices of the people of Braedshal. He was sobbing quietly when they passed through the main gates and the cries of rage finally died away behind them.


    “That old hag dumped a chamber pot on me!” one of the knights said.


    The others laughed.


    “Tell me again what I did to deserve this honor, Baelan?” the knight asked.


    Sir Baelan did not answer, and they rode for a while with only the creaking sound of the wheels, the wind in the grass, and Garrett’s stifled sobs.


    “Shut up you!” the befouled knight shouted in frustration. The sound of a blade drawn from its scabbard was followed closely by the pain of a sword tip prodding Garrett in the arm. He cried out and tried to roll to the far side of the cage.


    “Put that away, Kae!” Sir Baelan cried. The blade withdrew from the cage, and the knight named Kae rode a little further away from the wagon, muttering curses.


    Garrett looked up to see Sir Baelan riding beside the wagon, looking at him. The big knights’ eyes tensed, his face grim. Baelan rode forward and swung his leg over his saddle, climbing up beside the wagon driver. The wagon creaked under the weight of the armored man as he climbed into the back and stooped beside Garrett’s cage.


    Baelan drew out his dagger and reached through the bars.


    Garrett tried to struggle away, but Baelan grabbed his shoulder with his free hand, holding Garrett in place with the strength of an iron vice. Garrett closed his eyes, feeling the cold blade of the dagger on his cheek.


    Then the blade slipped beneath the cord of Garrett’s gag, and Baelan sawed the edge of it back and forth, cutting the cord. Garrett tried to spit out the rag, but his tongue had gone numb. Baelan tugged it out.


    “Careful, Sir Baelan,” a knight said, “He’s a spell-weaver!”


    “If he could do anything like that,” Baelan said, “he wouldn’t have needed a knife to kill the king.”


    Baelan sheathed his dagger and dug something from a stack of gear in the back of the wagon. The knight pulled the stopper from a bulging waterskin with a wet pop. Water spilled out onto the dusty floor of the cage as Baelan pushed it through the bars.


    “Take it slow,” Baelan whispered, dribbling water onto Garrett’s parched lips. The water was the sweetest that Garrett had ever tasted.


    “Why are you helping him?” Sir Kae demanded, his voice trembling with fury.


    “Have you forgotten your oaths?” Sir Baelan said.


    The other knights said nothing.


    Garrett managed to swallow a gulp of water and coughed, almost choking. Baelan waited for Garrett to breath freely again before giving him more to drink. At last, Garrett could drink no more. The water swelled his stomach like an icy stone, but his terrible thirst was gone.


    “Thank you,” Garrett whispered.


    Baelan looked away, stoppering the waterskin and returning it to its place among the gear. The big knight turned and climbed back to the front of the wagon. His horse drew alongside, and Baelan swung back into the saddle to ride ahead, out of Garrett’s sight.


    Garrett drifted between a sleep of troubled dreams and the waking nightmare of his captivity. He woke from a fitful sleep when the wagon stopped moving. Thin clouds stretched like wisps of pink flame across the dark blue sky above. A cool night breeze chilled his aching body.


    Garrett tried to move, but the muscles in his limbs felt like stone. His joints throbbed in pain with every movement. He lay still, too tired to cry.


    He lifted his head at the sound of the cage door swinging open. Sir Baelan pushed a heavy blanket through the door, covering him.


    “Please,” Garrett said, “my hands... tied too tight.”


    Baelan’s eyes tensed, and his jaw muscles tightened. His eyes fell. “Try not to think about it,” he said.


    “Please,” Garrett sobbed, “I didn’t kill the king! I didn’t...”


    “Shh!” Baelan hissed. He lowered his voice, “If you speak of the king again, I’ll put the gag back in!”


    “But...”


    “Hold your tongue boy!” Baelan whispered, “I’m trying to make this as easy on you as I can.”


    A cold realization washed over Garrett, chilling him far more than the night air. “You know I didn’t do it!” he whispered.


    Baelan clenched his teeth, looking around warily. “I don’t know anything!” he growled, “but I swear by my honor, if you don’t keep silent...”


    Garrett said nothing for a moment. At last he asked the one thing he needed most to know... “Why?”


    Baelan looked sick.


    “Sometimes, “ the knight sighed, “we face hard choices. We come to a place where we must do something monstrous... because the alternative is unimaginable.”


    Garrett closed his eyes.


    “Your life will be over soon,” Baelan said, “and I can guess that it hasn’t been an easy one. I’m sorry for that. But know this, your life is traded for the lives of many. There is honor in that, boy, even if you didn’t choose this.”


    Garrett turned his head, trying to look away.


    “I’ll bring you a bit of food once I’ve seen to the camp,” Sir Baelan said, “We’ve got three more days travel to the bluffs where the Chadiri are camped. Keep your silence, and I’ll make your time pass as easily as it may. The others won’t believe you, even if you tell them the truth.”


    Baelan stood up and shut the cage door, latching it again. “The pain will be over soon,” he said, “I’m sorry.” The wagon creaked as he took a step to go.


    “Wait,” Garrett said, looking up.


    Sir Baelan stopped.


    “Can you pull my hood back over my head?” Garrett asked.


    Baelan walked around the side of the cage and reached through the bars to tug the hood back over the top of Garrett’s head, hiding his scars.


    “Thanks,” Garrett said, his voice cold and flat.


    Sir Baelan said nothing, but climbed down from the wagon and walked away.


    ****


    The following morning, Garrett managed to work himself into a sitting position against the bars while the wagon rolled along beneath a cloudless sky. His wrists felt wet where the cords bit into his flesh and the skin there burned with throbbing pain. He wondered if he would lose the use of his hands. He wondered as well if it even mattered anymore. He passed the time by testing his fingers, pressing his thumbs against each fingertip in turn. All the while, he imagined what it would be like to be Max Zara, riding at the head of an army of zombies, with the Astorrans’ cries for mercy falling on dead ears.


    From time to time, Garrett would look over at the knights riding beside the wagon and smile at them, his eyes shadowed beneath his hood. He imagined each one of them moldering beneath their rusted armor, riding forever atop dead horses in the service of a deathlord. Before long, none of them would ride within a dozen yards of the wagon, all finding excuses to range farther out in the fields beside the rode or to ride ahead.


    Shortly after noon on the third day, Sir Kae drew his horse alongside the wagon and spoke. “You see those cliffs on the horizon?” he asked.


    Garrett looked at him, saying nothing.


    “That’s where the Chadiri are camped,” Kae said, “The highlands beyond fell to them years ago. They know better than to come down here and face us on the open field.”


    Garrett looked toward the dark bluffs that stretched far away to the North and South.


    “That’s where you’re going,” Kae laughed, “Right into their nest. I almost feel sorry for you… but then I remember that you stabbed a brave and noble man in the back… you filthy coward!”


    Garrett looked at the knight again. He felt only a cold rage now in his heart. “I bet you want to kill me pretty bad, don’t you?” Garrett asked.


    “I’d like nothing better!” Sir Kae hissed, his hand going to the pommel of his sword.


    “Then do it!” Garrett shouted, louder than he had ever shouted before, “Just do it, why don’t you? I’m sick of this! Just hurry up and do it!”


    Kae’s sword was halfway clear of its sheath when Sir Baelan rode his horse between the young knight and the wagon.


    “That’s enough!” Baelan roared, “Kae, ride away, now!”


    Kae’s horse cantered and kicked but pulled away. Kae glared back at Garrett, his hand still on the grip of his scabbarded blade.


    Baelan leveled his gloved finger at Garrett. “Control yourself, boy!” he shouted, “Meet your fate like a man!”


    Garrett bit his tongue to silence, his chest heaving with rage. In that single moment he made a decision. No matter what was to come, no matter how much life he had left, he would never be a boy again.


    





Chapter Nine


    Sir Baelan rode at the head of the column of knights, holding his sword by the blade above his head. None of the others had their weapons drawn. The wagon followed close behind, rolling and thumping over the grassy hummocks of the lowland plains. Before them rose the dark cliffs of the Chadiri highlands. Between the Astorrans and the cliffs, a patrol of red-clad soldiers rode out to meet them.


    The wagon creaked to a halt as thirty Chadiri warriors fanned out into a broad crescent, flanking the knights on either side.


    “State your purpose, Astorran,” the Chadiri captain, a young, lean-faced man with a strange accent, called out. His shoulder pauldrons looked slightly more ornate than those of the other Chadiri that Garrett had seen, and gold threaded trim formed the hem of his red silk doublet.


    “I, Sir Baelan, Gatewarden of Braedshal, would speak with your legion’s prince on behalf of King Cabre Verdaan.”


    The Chadiri captain narrowed his eyes. “I thought your king’s name was Haerad?”


    Baelan remained silent for a moment. “The king was murdered,” Baelan said at last, “slain by… an assassin. His son, now king, wishes to forge an alliance with your nation against the Gloarans. I have the details of his proposal in a sealed document to be delivered to your prince.”


    The Chadiri captain looked taken aback by Baelan’s words. He shared a look with the mustached man astride the horse beside him before clearing his throat and speaking again. “That is… welcome news, sir knight, I will deliver this message personally to the Skyhammer at once.”


    “My instructions are to deliver this myself,” Baelan said, his voice tense but emotionless.


    The Chadiri captain chuckled, “You have delivered it, Gatewarden. I am Callister Felix, Stormfist of the Kriesslegion, as close to a prince as you are likely to find in the service of the Empire.” The warrior on the horse beside him smiled, but said nothing, his eyes still on the Astorran knight before him.


    Sir Baelan hesitated a moment, then lowered his sword, sliding it back into its scabbard without touching the grip. He drew forth a sealed scroll from his saddlebag, and rode toward Callister Felix.


    The mustached man at Felix’s side moved his horse closer to his captain and laid his hand on the pommel of the heavy sword that hung from his saddle horn. Baelan paid him no heed but rode slowly forward, close enough to extend the sealed document within Felix’s reach.


    Callister Felix nodded graciously and took the scroll from Baelan’s hand. “Thank you, Sir knight, your king shows great wisdom for one so recently come to power.”


    Garrett saw Sir Kae’s horse shuffle nervously at the back of the Astorran column, its reigns clutched too-tightly in the young knight’s fists. Sir Baelan simply bowed his head once and then backed his horse away from the Chadiri line, his eyes still on Callister Felix.


    Felix casually slipped the document into his own saddlebag and then looked up again. “What’s in the wagon?” he asked.


    Garrett saw Baelan’s shoulders slump a little. His own heart beat faster, and he fought to control his breath. He choked down the urge to scream, tensing his lips into a furious scowl of defiance.


    “The… king sends to you the assassin who killed King Haerad,” Sir Baelan said, his voice dry and hoarse.


    Callister Felix flashed a crooked smile. “Why?” he asked.


    “The assassin is a Gloaran emissary,” Sir Baelan said.


    Felix sighed. “Odd sort of tribute,” he muttered, “Right then, Castigar, go and collect the offering.”


    The mustached man spurred his horse forward past Sir Baelan, and the other Astorran knights gave way as he rode through the center of the column. He leveled a dangerous glare at Sir Kae who took a little too long to withdraw. The Chadiri warrior reached the wagon and jumped across, the wagon driver trying to get as far away from him as possible without leaping off.


    Garrett stared at the man, trembling as he transmuted his fear into rage through sheer force of will.


    The Chadiri warrior took stock of the caged boy before freeing the latch and climbing inside the cage with him. The Chadiri stank of horse sweat and honing oil. Garrett ground his teeth together as the man pulled back the hood to see Garrett’s face.


    “What’s he look like, Nochs?” Felix called.


    The mustached man frowned, his eyes dark slits beneath his heavy brows. He seized Garrett’s jaw between the fingers of one hand and forced his mouth open. “They’ve had their fun with him, sir,” Nochs said, “but he still has his tongue.”


    “The Inquisitor will be pleased, no doubt,” Felix said. The other Chadiri soldiers laughed.


    Garrett winced, but restrained himself from crying out as Nochs grabbed him by the robe and dragged him from the cage. Nochs knelt beside him, his hands groping and searching. He found Garrett’s medallion and the little pouch of tender that Cenick had given him to wear beneath his belt and took them both. Finding nothing else, the sinewy warrior flung Garrett over his shoulder and carried him to the side of the wagon before slinging him across the back of his horse. Nochs dropped into the saddle behind him and rode back to the Chadiri lines. Garrett lifted his head to look at Sir Baelan as they rode past, but the big knight’s head hung low with his eyes squeezed shut.


    Nochs fell into place again beside Felix’s horse. The lean-faced Chadiri captain tilted his head to study Garrett’s face with a disgusted curl of his lip. Then Felix shrugged and looked back at the Astorran contingent again. “Well then, noble knights, I thank you. Perhaps we will meet again in service against the enemies of the Empire.”


    The nickering of an Astorran horse was the only response.


    Garrett shut his eyes, remembering the way Marla smiled, the way her dark hair fell across her eyes, and how much he wanted to brush it back again.


    The horse moved again beneath him as the Chadiri wheeled and cantered back toward the cliffs.


    He remembered the cool softness of her palm when she held his hand.


    The horse broke into a gallop and all around the thudding of hooves and the jingle of mail filled the air. The wind on his face smelled of dry grass and the smoke of a distant fire.


    Garrett’s mind drifted, disconnected from himself. He sat at his desk beside the window in Uncle’s house. Lampwicke grasped the bars of her cage in her tiny hands and sang. He felt a tear roll down his cheek. Her song was beautiful and, somehow, familiar. He could almost make out the words. “What does it mean?” he whispered.


    The ground raced by beneath him, broken stones and pebbles, scattered by the horse’s hooves. Climbing them like steps. Men calling out.


    He pushed a paper boat out into the water at the edge of the river. It floated on dark eddies, spinning in the current. It disappeared suddenly with a loud splash when his brother sank it with a stone. “Grahm! Why did you do that?” Garrett cried.


    The hollow sound of hooves on a wooden plank. More horses pressed close, crowding together on the platform. Ropes creaked and the platform groaned beneath the weight of armored cavalrymen. The platform swayed, lifting free of the ground, and men steadied their horses. Shadow and light alternated, one after the other… sunlight through wooden scaffolds.


    “Do you think there’s gonna be enough light?” Garrett asked. Warren, standing beside the half-finished rock wall of the goblin’s garden, shook his head. Norris’s golden eyes watched him from the shadows beyond.


    The platform lurched, and Garrett fell forward, sliding off the back of the horse. A strong hand caught him.


    “Cenick!” Garrett cried out, his feet dangling free over an abyss below, his hand outstretched. The fingers of Cenick’s right hand squeezed tightly around Garrett’s wrist as he held on to a crumbling stone archway with the other hand. A fiery orange glow illuminated his tattooed face. His lips moved without sound. Hang on, Garrett!


    “I’m slipping!” Garrett screamed, but only a slurred mumble came through his cracked lips. The abyss opened below him and swallowed him up.


    ****


    “Wake up,” a voice spoke.


    “Wake up,” the voice repeated.


    Something hot touched the back of Garrett’s neck, then searing pain that jerked him instantly awake.


    Garrett saw a man standing over him, a burning oil lamp in his hand, just now pulling it back from Garrett’s face. The man was smiling, an older man with hair like white lamb's wool, shorn close. He wore dark red robes with the symbol of a flame and twin hammers embroidered over his heart. The man’s face looked full and friendly, his genial smirk seemed natural to it. His eyes, however, shone with a casual cruelty.


    “Good, you’re awake,” he said, setting the oil lamp onto a rough wooden table. The rosy light of evening drifted in with the breeze through the flap door of the large red tent where Garrett sat on the dirt floor, chained to the center pole.


    Garrett tugged at his bonds, finding his wrists shackled behind him with metal cuffs. At least the leather cords that the Astorrans had bound him with were gone. The cords around his ankles had been cut as well, leaving them free, though his boots had been removed. He saw them lying atop a crate nearby, along with his hood. The spot on his neck where the hot lamp had touched his skin pulsed with little waves of pain.


    The robed man fingered through some papers on the table with a bored hand, not looking at Garrett. “They say you killed the king of Astorra,” the old man said, “I suppose you think your life well spent?”


    “I didn’t kill him,” Garrett said. Looking around the tent. It seemed more like a supply depot than living quarters. Crates and sacks were piled all around, and a large rack, cluttered with weapons and bits of armor stood near the doorway like some disarticulated guardian.


    The old man chuckled. “That hardly matters to me. Your fate was sealed the moment you sold your soul to a false god.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Garrett said, trying to press his shoulder against the burned spot on his neck, hoping to sooth the throbbing pain.


    “Your cult will follow your dead goddess into the pit of hell soon enough. You, my friend, will feel the fires much sooner.” the old man emphasized his words by wagging his finger at Garrett.


    “I’m not with any cult,” Garrett said, “I’m just a necromancer.”


    “Hah!” the old man said, raising his hands and looking around as if Garrett had just confessed to a crime in front of a dozen witnesses, “just a necromancer!”


    “My name is Garrett, and I didn’t do anything wrong!” The chains rattled behind him as Garrett tried to lift his hands.


    The robed man shook his head emphatically and pulled something from his pocket. The horned skull medallion that Uncle had given Garrett, the mark of the brotherhood, dangled from a chain in the man’s fingers. “You’ve done enough to earn damnation, just by putting this on.”


    Garrett hung his head and did not speak.


    “That’s right, hold your tongue,” the man laughed, “You’ll be talking soon enough. You’ve got a long night ahead of you, necromancer, and you’ve got a fire waiting for you in the morning. I can promise you it will be a slow and smokeless one. Your Templar friends found out just how slow a man can burn. You’re going to sing the same song they did, come the dawn.”


    “At least give me back my necklace!” Garrett shouted, his voice breaking with rage.


    The old man feigned a comical expression of shock. “Give this back to you?” he said, dangling Uncle’s gift in front of Garrett’s face. He yanked it away with a sneer. “No, I don’t think so.”


    “Why not?” Garrett sobbed.


    “Because I don’t want to have to dig it out of your ashes to make certain that it is destroyed,” he said, “I think a quick, hot fire should do for this dirty little trinket.”


    “I hate you!” Garrett spat through clenched teeth.


    “Not as much as I hate you,” the old man whispered, his voice cold and hollow, “Not as much as God hates your perversion of His laws, you twisted little freak.”


    “I wish…” Garrett said, fighting to control his emotions, “I wish I could be there to see when my friends finally kill you!”


    The old man cracked a thin smile. “Your friends,” he said, picking up the burning oil lamp once again, “Yes… you’re going to tell me all about your friends.” He took a step toward Garrett, the flickering glow of the lamp glistening on his yellow teeth.


    “Prex!” A hoarse voice shouted from the doorway.


    The old man turned to face an enormous man in red plate armor. Silhouetted against the dying light of day, the warrior wore a horned helm that covered most of his face. His icy blue eyes shone from the shadows of his visor with deadly rage.


    “Skyhammer Graelle,” the old man greeted him, the slightest hint of uncertainty in his voice, “Good of you to join us. I was just about to start questioning the prisoner.”


    The warrior’s eyes fell on Garrett, and Garrett’s skin flushed hot with the memory of flame. He had never seen the man without his dragon before. He seemed even larger somehow. Graelle’s eyes turned back to the old man once again.


    “Your services are not required here, Inquisitor,” Graelle said.


    Inquisitor Prex’s eyes bulged, and his jaw tensed. “I have a job to do here, Skyhammer,” Prex said, “It would be better if you didn’t…”


    “I do not repeat myself!” Graelle said, his voice like steel on a grindstone.


    Prex’s lips thinned to a flat line, and he set the lamp back on the table with deliberate care. He glanced once at Garrett, contempt on his face. “I will see you in the morning, necromancer.”


    Prex walked stiffly to the doorway, waited a moment in vain for Graelle to move aside, then squeezed past and out of the tent.


    The dragon rider stepped inside, letting the tent flap drop closed behind him. Garrett’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the dim light of the oil lamp. Graelle had his back turned to Garrett, unbuckling the broad leather harness that girded his waist and shoulders. He hung it on the weapon rack near the doorway and walked toward the table with a slow, stiff gait.


    He looked at Garrett again. Garrett stared at him, feeling only a cold numbness inside now.


    “Dragon fire,” Graelle said, “You’ve been washed in it.”


    Garrett flinched, his eyes going to where his hood lay nearby.


    Graelle grunted and dragged a small wooden cask down from atop a nearby crate. He laid the cask on the table and smashed the top of it in with a gauntleted fist. Brown liquid splashed everywhere. He reached up and lifted the horned helmet from his head and laid it on an adjacent crate.


    Garrett drew in a sharp breath. Burn scars covered every inch of the dragon rider’s hairless head.


    Graelle pinched the rim of the breached cask between his fingers and thumb and lifted it to his lips, drinking deeply. He sighed as he sat the beer cask back on the table with a heavy thump.


    His blue eyes fell on Garrett once more. “Show no fear to Prex,” he said, “creatures like him feed on it.”


    Garrett said nothing.


    “He doesn’t know what it is to burn,” Graelle said, his eyes falling to the oil lamp on the table. He moved his hand over the small, yellow flame. “He’s never tasted true Fire.”


    “Why do you have to burn everything?” Garrett whispered.


    Graelle looked up. “Huh?”


    “Why do you burn all the good out of the world?” Garrett said, louder now.


    Graelle’s scarred lips twisted in a grin. “You hate me for what I did to you... what I do to your people.”


    “Why do you have to make everything worse?” Garrett asked, “Why can’t you just leave us alone?”


    Graelle’s smile faded. “You’re just a boy,” he said.


    Garrett breathed hard through his teeth.


    The dragon rider turned and walked slowly to stand before Garrett. “Do you want to die as a boy?” he asked, “Or will you see the world as a man does and face its truth at the end?”


    Garrett stared at Graelle’s boots, his mind lost in a maelstrom of burned memories.


    “War is the nature of man,” Graelle said, “It is the fire within us that consumes our lives. Your people would smother it, force it down under their blankets and pretend that it had gone out. Such people burn to death in their sleep, dreaming of false peace.”


    “It isn’t false!” Garrett yelled, “People don’t have to kill each other! We can be friends.”


    Graelle snorted. “The only true friend is an ally against a common foe. As soon as the foe is dead, friends will turn upon each other.”


    “What do you know about friendship?” Garrett said.


    Graelle smiled. “Die with your boy’s dreams then,” he said, returning to the table to drink again.


    “Skyhammer Graelle,” a voice called from outside the tent. Garrett thought it sounded familiar.


    “Come,” Graelle answered, turning to face the doorway.


    Callister Felix lifted the tent flap and stepped through. “You wished to see me, Skyhammer?”


    “Yes, Stormfist Felix,” Graelle said, “I have new orders for you.” Graelle shuffled through a stack of scrolls on the table, searching for something.


    Felix’s eyes fell on Garrett for a moment. “I trust the prisoner is proving informative, Skyhammer?” Felix said.


    Graelle only grunted in response. He pulled a rolled parchment from the cluttered table and stretched it out before the lamp, squinting. “Here,” he said, passing the scroll to Felix, “You will move the Kriesslegion to the ruins of Taelish and hold there.”


    “Yes, Skyhammer,” Felix said.


    “Burn the fires bright at night,” Graelle said, “Make the sky red.”


    “Yes, Skyhammer.”


    “As He has spoken,” Graelle muttered.


    “So we do,” Felix answered. The Chadiri captain spun on his boot heel and strode from the tent.


    Graelle watched him go, his eyes still on the doorway. A moment passed, and then a woman’s voice spoke from without. “Skyhammer?”


    “Come,” Graelle said.


    A tall woman, clad in red armor entered the tent. She wore her long black hair in a ponytail and would have been beautiful, if not for the long, straight scar from her scalp to her cheek. It bisected her left eyebrow, leaving the two sides out of alignment with one another. She took no notice of Garrett, but spoke in a low voice. “I don’t trust him,” she said.


    “Felix is a pawn,” Graelle said, returning to his beer cask, “Sent by his uncle to reap an easy victory through better men’s efforts.”


    “Let him have it then!” the woman said, “The sooner we’re rid of him, the better.”


    Graelle said nothing, draining the last of the beer and reaching for another cask.


    “Skyhammer,” she said, “we can’t afford to play games with men like that. Just give him what he wants, and send him home.”


    “And why is the Inquisitor here?” Graelle growled, “There will be no converts in Gloar. What corruption did they send him to find?”


    “All the more reason to wrap this up quickly!” she said, taking a step toward the dragon rider, “Graelle, I don’t like this.”


    Graelle turned to face her again. “Brenna,” he said, “men like this are not worthy of your concern.”


    “A hundred mice may bring down a lion,” she said.


    “Only if the lion falls asleep,” Graelle answered.


    Brenna smiled. Turning her eyes away from Graelle, she seemed to notice Garrett for the first time. “Who is this?” she asked.


    “A Gloaran boy that Felix brought me,” Graelle said, “Supposed to be an assassin.”


    Brenna knelt beside Garrett, studying him. He looked away, his faced flushed with shame.


    “He doesn’t look very dangerous to me,” she laughed, “What are you going to do with him?”


    “He’s for Prex,” Graelle said, smashing open the second beer cask with his fist.


    “You’re not going to give him to that monster, are you?” she asked, looking back at her commander.


    Graelle shrugged and took a drink.


    “Let me kill him then,” Brenna said. Garrett’s eyes went wide, staring at the dark-haired woman in disbelief. “Trust me boy,” she said, “My blade’s a hell of a lot quicker than the fire.”


    “I’m not done talking to him yet,” Graelle said, his words muffled by the cask of beer at his lips.


    “Well, you kill him then when you’re done,” she said, standing up again, “Just don’t let Prex have him. He’s just a boy.”


    Graelle grinned. “You’re too soft, you know,” he said.


    “You never complained about that before,” she laughed.


    “Hmph, I need you to move your legion south,” he said.


    “What is it?” she said, her tone suddenly serious.


    Graelle set the cask aside and reached behind the table to pull out a long tube of carved wood, capped at both ends with silver filigreed stoppers. He tugged the stopper from one end and reached inside. He pulled out a large scroll and unfurled it across the tabletop.


    Brenna moved close, her shoulder against Graelle’s chest as she studied the scroll. “Taelish,” she said, “Where did you get this?”


    “I still have a few friends in the holy city,” he said. He picked up a chunk of charcoal and drew an X in the lower corner of the scroll. “I want your men there. When the time comes, you will find the enemy here,” he said, dragging the coal to the right, “once they are inside, you will cut off their escape.”


    Brenna looked at him. “You’re using Felix for bait?” she gasped.


    “He will probably survive,” Graelle said. He tossed the charcoal aside and wiped his fingers on the edge of the table.


    “But his legion?”


    “…will have the chance to earn the honor they sought by inviting themselves to my battle!” he said.


    Brenna shook her head. “Graelle, this is…”


    “I need you there by tomorrow night,” he said, “set your best scout to watch the entrance. Once the enemy has committed, let none escape.”


    Brenna looked at him, her face fearful.


    “You must do this,” he said.


    “I won’t fail you,” she answered.


    Graelle smiled, placing his hand on her shoulder. “As He has spoken,” he said.


    “So we do,” Brenna said. She smiled at him and then turned and walked out of the tent.


    Graelle rolled the scroll tightly and slipped it back into its tube. He capped it once again and carefully placed it out of sight behind the table. He looked back over his shoulder toward the tent flap and lowered his head for a moment. He drew in a long breath and turned to face Garrett once more. “Where were we?” he asked.


    Garrett stared at the dirt floor. His head ached. His wrists were bleeding. He realized that he was probably never going to feel a moment without pain again. The man that had burned his home to the ground stood over him now, plotting the deaths of the only family Garrett had left. He raised his head and faced the dragon rider.


    “I’m not afraid of you anymore,” Garrett said.


    Graelle’s scarred face broke into a broad grin. “Now we’re getting somewhere!” he said. He leaned over and knocked Garrett’s boots and hood off the nearby crate and dragged it closer to sit upon it. He cradled his beer cask in one arm and set his other hand on his knee. “Now, I think we can talk as men,” he said.


    Garrett stared, unflinching, into the dragon rider’s ice blue eyes.


    “Where did you get those burns?” Graelle asked.


    “Brenhaven,” Garrett answered, “my parents had a bakery there.”


    “Hmn,” Graelle said, “They are dead then?”


    Garrett said nothing for a moment, then, “I don’t know.”


    “You ran away to Gloar after that.”


    “My uncle brought me there,” Garrett said.


    “And you joined the worm cult?”


    “I’m a necromancer!” Garrett said, “It’s not a cult!”


    Graelle smiled. “My apologies,” he said, “You must know this Zara’thul then?”


    Garrett blinked but said nothing.


    The dragon rider grunted. “He is a challenge for me,” he said, “He sends me back one of my dead officers now and then with some idiot poem tacked to his forehead. Who is he?”


    Garrett looked away.


    Graelle sighed. “I’m too tired to beat the answers out of you, boy,” he said, “and, unless I am wrong about him, this Zara’thul would want you to spread his legend as far as possible. So tell me how great he truly is.”


    Garrett smiled, thinking of Max. “He is a great necromancer,” Garrett said, “and I think he’s having fun fighting you. He gets bored with normal things.”


    Graelle laughed and slapped his knee. “Good! Good,” he said, “I am looking forward to meeting him on the field, if he will ever commit to a real battle.”


    “He might,” Garrett said, “if you would leave your dragon home.”


    Graelle’s eyes went momentarily hard, then sparkled as he burst out laughing. “No. No such luck for Zara’thul!” he said, “The dragon and I are one.”


    Garrett’s smile faded.


    Graelle ran a gauntleted hand over his hairless head. “I am not… human anymore. Not just human,” he said, “Kadreaan and I are joined.”


    “You speak dragon,” Garrett said, “I heard you speak it when you made the walls bleed.”


    Graelle nodded. “The old language,” he said, “What do you know of it?”


    “Not much,” Garrett said, “I think my uncle speaks it.”


    Graelle shook his head. “He may know some of the words, but you can’t really speak it unless you have been given the voice to speak it with.”


    Garrett narrowed his eyes.


    “When the time was right,” Graelle said, “When he knew I was ready… Kadreaan breathed it into me, the burning gift.” He lifted his fingers to the gnarled flesh of his burned face. “There was a small price to pay,” he said with a laugh.


    “The dragon breathed on you?” Garrett asked.


    “He breathed into me,” Graelle said.


    “Wait,” Garrett said, “does that mean I can speak dragon now?”


    Graelle spilled his beer from laughing so hard. “No, boy,” he said, “He was trying to kill you, not make you his brother!”


    Garrett’s face flushed hot, but he ignored the dragon rider’s laughter and asked, “How did you get a dragon for a pet anyway?”


    Graelle’s laughter died instantly, a dangerous glare in his eyes.


    “I mean how did you find a dragon companion?” Garrett corrected himself.


    Graelle’s eyes fell. “Kadreaan is the last of his clutch… and I am the last of the Riders.”


    “Riders?” Garrett asked.


    Graelle swallowed the last of his beer and tossed the empty cask across the tent. He wiped his mouth with the palm of his gauntlet and stood up. He looked around the tent, his lips pulled into a stiff frown. “I’m tired,” he said. He walked back to the table and stripped off his gauntlets, laying them beside the lamp. He paid no heed as one of the gauntlets slipped off the side of the table and fell to the dirt floor. He unbuckled and pulled off segments of red plate until he wore only a stained gambeson and scorched leggings. Then, he walked stiffly toward the back of the tent, pausing to look at Garrett one last time.


    “In the morning,” he said, “Prex will put you to the flame. Remember Kadreaan’s breath upon your skin. Compared to that, Prex’s flame is nothing. So you spit in the bastard’s eye, and tell him you’ve had worse.”


    Graelle lay down on a cot behind a stack of crates, his feet the only part of him visible from Garrett’s point of view. Within moments, his rumbling snores filled the tent. The only other sounds were the muffled voice of men passing by in the darkness outside and Garrett’s own rasping breath.


    Garrett twisted, trying to see the shackles that held him the post. Some sort of broad, iron cuffs held his wrists. He twisted his right hand, gritting his teeth against the pain. He hoped that he might be able to slip his bloodied wrist and hand through the cuff. He groaned in agony and despair, unable to pull his hand free, his eyes going to where the dragon rider lay, still asleep.


    Garrett’s shoulders slumped. He breathed deeply, fighting off the panic of his situation. He gave a hard jerk at the chain, but this only drew a fresh stab of pain from his wrists. He closed his eyes, forcing himself to think clearly. He opened his eyes and looked around, hoping to find something within reach of his foot that might help him. He strained his neck around to look behind him, finding nothing but the hard-packed dirt floor.


    He felt the post behind him with his fingers. The chain of his cuffs ran through the eye of a metal ring, itself welded to a thin band of cool metal that wrapped around the base of the wooden post. Nails, driven through the metal band, anchored it in the wood.


    He centered a chain link inside the metal ring and pinched it between his fingertips. He twisted it, trying to use the link as a lever to loosen the ring. Sweating from exertion, his fingers slipped, and the tip of his middle finger jammed through the center of the link, making him cry out in pain. He massaged his bruised finger with his thumb and panted, trying to think of something else.


    His eyes went to the doorway, certain that someone had heard his cry, but no soldiers appeared. Graelle’s snoring droned on.


    Garrett cleared his head and felt again around the base of the pole. This time he held his left wrist as close to the ringbolt as possible to allow the shackle chain to slip through, giving his right hand greater reach,


    The metal band that held the bolt only wrapped half way around the circumference of the pole. It had a loose edge, just beyond the point where the nail fixed it to the wood.


    Garrett breathed faster, afraid to hope for too much. He twisted his body to lie on his side, using his feet to pivot himself around the base of the pole. He stretched until he felt a fresh trickle of blood roll across his left palm, but he was able to hook the edge of his right shackle cuff over the raised corner of the metal band.


    Garrett bit his lip against the pain, his eyes stinging with sweat, as he used the iron cuff to pry loose the thin metal band. He twisted his arm until he could feel the shoulder starting to pull from its socket, but, suddenly, the whole end of the metal strip slipped between the iron cuff and the raw skin of his wrist.


    Garrett squeezed his eyes shut, trying to hold in a whimper of pain. He opened his eyes again, summoning every ounce of rage within to lever the shackle cuff against the wooden pole, working the cuff deeper into the widening gap between the metal band and the wooden pole.


    At last, the nail pulled free.


    Garrett gasped for breath, nearly weeping with relief. He dragged himself into a half-sitting position and then threw his weight against the bent metal strap. The remaining anchor nail tore free, leaving only a splintered hole in the wood. The mangled strap and its welded bolt rattled behind him as Garrett rolled away from the tent post, still affixed the shackle chain.


    Garrett lay there on the floor, breathing slowly. He started to laugh, uncontrollably, trying as hard as he could to keep quiet. It came out as a dry, manic hiss. He couldn’t stop smiling.


    He rolled across the dirt floor to where his boots lay and managed to elbow himself into a kneeling stance. From there, he gathered his strength and got to his feet in a wobbly sort of stoop.


    He tried to bend low enough to slip his bottom through the shackle chains, in the hopes of getting his hands in front of him. After a moment he gave up, nearly falling over from light-headedness. He toed his boots into line and tried to wiggle his feet inside, but this as well proved too difficult in his weakened state. He kicked them away, staring at his discarded hood and resigning himself to its loss. Then his eyes went to the table.


    He had to slide his rump backwards onto the table and lean back to reach the stoppered tube with his hand behind him. He swayed, nearly falling over, but he got hold of the scroll tube and leaned forward, pulling it with him. He grasped the tube behind him in both hands as he stood up straight again. The bent bolt cuff, still dangling from the shackle chain, rattled against the wooden tube when he took a step. He froze, his eyes going to where the dragon rider slept at the back of the tent, but Graelle did not stir.


    Garrett crept toward the entrance flap on bare feet and peeked out. Fires burned in the darkness beyond, and armored men moved between red tents. He abandoned any hope of emerging, unseen, through the doorway. He looked around the inside of the tent again. He padded quietly to the side of the tent, finding a gap between boxes where he could crouch beside the outer canvas. He had no idea what waited on the other side, but he had to chance it. Lying flat on his belly, Garrett slipped a foot beneath the tight canvas where it touched the ground and pushed his leg through.


    No one cried out in alarm. He wriggled his way through with some difficulty, emerging in a narrow lane between Graelle’s tent and a neighboring tent. Garrett panted, weak from hunger, as he struggled to his feet once more and made his way toward the back of the tent row, scissoring his legs in a sideways walk between the close canvas walls.


    He reached the end of the lane and saw another row of tents beyond that, just across a grassy lane. He poked his head around the corner of the tent and looked right into the startled faces of a pair of Chadiri patrolmen.


    Garrett raced across the lane, feeling the dry grass crunch beneath his bare feet. He heard the sound of swords scraping from their scabbards and a man shouting, “Foe! One! South Depot!”


    Garrett flung himself between two tents, bouncing between the canvas walls as he ran down the narrow corridor. He heard the whoosh of a blade and the whump of steel on canvas behind him. A moment later, he staggered out into a gravelly lane, faced with yet another row of tents. He growled in pain as the sole of his foot came down on a particularly pointy bit of rock.


    The flap of the tent in front of him flew open, and a bleary-eyed man in his underwear, holding a sword, blinked at him.


    “Hi,” Garrett said, and turned to run up the lane to the left.


    “Hey!” the man shouted, giving chase, “One, moving east!”


    Two armored soldiers skidded into the lane in front of him, and Garrett turned sharply, nearly losing his grip on the scroll tube behind his back. The tent flap beside him jerked open, and Garrett darted inside.


    “Thanks!” Garrett said, rushing past the confused soldier who held the flap.


    “You're wel... Stop!” the man blurted out, making a grab at him, but Garrett dove forward and rolled beneath the canvas at the back of the tent.


    He came to his feet, face to face with Johann Prex.


    The Inquisitor stood there, dressed in a red silk nightgown, with a burning torch in one hand and a gilded war hammer clutched in the other. A crazed grin split his face, his eyes glinting in the torchlight. Behind him loomed the dark outlines of jagged boulders and, beyond that, the sheer drop of the cliffs.


    “Oh, no!” Prex laughed, gasping for breath, “You aren’t escaping justice!”


    Garrett lurched to the side, but strong hands seized him from behind. More armored soldiers and men in varying states of dress surrounded him, their weapons drawn.


    “One down. South depot perimeter!” the man on his left shouted, so loudly that Garrett’s ear stung.


    “He had this, Inquisitor,” the man on his right said, holding out the scroll case.


    Prex sneered, handing his torch to a nearby soldier. He stepped forward to take the scroll. “What are you stealing?” he said.


    “Inform the Skyhammer,” one of the soldiers said.


    Prex’s eyes flashed in anger. “Don’t bother to wake him,” he said, “I can deal with this.” He looked down at Garrett once again.


    “You’re going to regret waking me, boy,” Prex hissed, leaning so close that Garrett choked at the smell of his breath, “You’re going to regret it very...”


    “Foe! One! Ghou...” a soldier’s shout was cut off by the solid smack of fist on flesh.


    An inhuman roar split the night, as well as the scream of a Chadiri soldier as he sailed through the air, just behind the bewildered inquisitor.


    Two more soldiers wheeled, dropping into fighting stances, only to be knocked aside by a charging ghoul.


    “Warren!” Garrett shouted.


    “No!” Prex screamed, “I will not...”


    Warren’s hairy fist drove upward into Johann Prex’s belly, lifting him off his feet. The man landed a few feet away, his knees wobbling beneath him. Prex fell on his backside in the gravel, his eyes bulging.


    Warren turned, his eyes blazing red, spit flying from his ragged jaws. It was the most beautiful thing that Garrett had ever seen.


    The two soldiers released Garrett’s arms, but not quickly enough. Warren seized both men’s heads in his claws and smashed them together as Garrett ducked. He turned and caught the downward-swinging haft of a war hammer and bashed its owner in the face with his own weapon.


    Three more Chadiri charged forward. A sword blade whistled through the air, aimed at Garrett’s head. He let himself collapse to the ground, neatly ducking the blade, and rolling toward the soldier’s feet. A boot came down on his back, pinning him to the ground. Then, just as quickly, he found himself crushed at the bottom of a pile of soldiers, only one of them still conscious.


    Garrett groaned for breath. He felt the boot of the swordsman kicking at him as the man tried to extricate himself from beneath his downed comrades. Warren roared, adding his weight to the pile, and Garrett’s ribs bowed under the pressure.


    The meaty thunk of steel on fur turned Warren’s roar into an agonized howl. Garrett sucked in a breath as the ghoul and the swordsman rolled off the pile, locked in a death struggle. Garrett tried to crawl out from under the senseless soldier still atop him, but the rush of energy he had felt in his wild escape attempt had spent itself. He lay there, exhausted and helpless, gasping for breath.


    A man screamed once, and then a series of three heavy blows, landing in rapid succession. Then Garrett heard only Warren’s labored breath, ragged and wet. Then Warren let out a whining growl and loped over to lift Garrett free.


    “Thanks, Warren,” Garrett gasped.


    The ghoul grinned at him. The gray fur of Warren’s left shoulder glistened, dark and matted with blood. Warren set Garrett on his feet again and turned him around. He grasped the shackle cuffs between his great claws and pulled hard, grunting in pain. The chain links broke, freeing Garrett’s hands. Warren released him, and Garrett stumbled forward before Warren caught him again.


    Garrett wrapped his arms around his friend, squeezing with all the strength he had left. He let his arms drop to his sides then as Warren held him by the shoulders and looked down at him.


    “Dogs, Garrett!” Warren groaned, “You look terrible.”


    Garrett laughed, “You should see yourself.”


    Warren frowned, then his eyes lifted toward the sound of men approaching. “We’ve gotta go, Gar.”


    Garrett nodded, following Warren toward the cliffs. Then, suddenly, he turned and ran back to where the scroll tube lay on the ground near the Inquisitor.


    Garrett stooped to pick up the wooden tube, snatching it back as Johann Prex, still too dazed to stand, made a grab for it. Garrett looked into Prex’s bulging eyes and remembered the dragon rider’s words. Unfortunately, his mouth was far too dry for spit, but he grinned anyway. “I’ve had worse,” Garrett laughed.


    Johann Prex made a feeble lunge toward Garrett as the boy hurried away toward the cliff face.


    The night wind whistled over the bluff as Garrett drew near. Warren was desperately searching for something along the dark rocky edge of the cliff.


    “Boneash!” Warren growled, “Where is it?”


    “Where’s what?” Garrett asked. Looking back, the soldiers were getting awfully close.


    “The way down!” Warren said, “We’re gonna hafta climb it, Gar.”


    Garrett stepped up to the edge of the bluff and stared down into the black abyss below. The clouds above obscured the moon and draped the Astorran lowlands in a sea of darkness. His foot slipped as a crumbling stone gave way beneath him, and Warren caught his arm.


    “Foes! Two. South wall,” a man shouted.


    Garrett looked back to see two Chadiri soldiers closing in on them, blades drawn.


    Warren growled in frustration and dropped into a feral crouch, waiting for them.


    The two soldiers staggered to a halt, just out of striking range. They raised their swords defensively, waiting for others to arrive. They would not have long to wait.


    “Climb for it, Gar!” Warren shouted, “I’ll hold ‘em off.”


    Garrett held the scroll tube in both hands like a club and stepped up beside his friend. “I’m too tired to run anymore, Warren, Let’s just fight ‘em here.”


    Warren grinned, his eyes flickering red in the light of approaching torches. “Do you think we should give ‘em a chance to surrender?”


    Garrett laughed. “Wouldn’t it be great if we beat the whole army ourselves?”


    “No reason we can’t!” Warren said. “Well, boys,” he growled, “let’s get started!”


    The ghoul feinted toward one of the red-armored warriors. The man raised his sword and stepped back. His companion, seeing an opening, lunged forward, swinging his blade at Warren’s flank.


    The man screamed in alarm as black claws seized him by the shoulders and lifted him off his feet. With a beat of two great leathery wings, the man was carried over the edge of the cliff and released to tumble, howling into the abyss.


    “Devil-kin!” the other man cried out, his eyes wide with fear.


    “Garrett!” Marla’s voice called from above. Garrett looked up to see a black shape against the darkness. A great bat-winged creature landed on its gangly hind and forelegs on the ground next to Garrett with hardly a sound. The gaunt swiveled its eyeless, horned head toward him and made an annoyed clicking sound. Marla, dressed in a high-necked leather jacket and leggings, sat astride its back. She wore a pair of goggles with amber-colored hexagonal lenses over her eyes. She leaned over, extending her hand. “Get on!” she said.


    Garrett took her hand, and she pulled him up behind her on the gaunt’s back. “Warren,” he gasped.


    “Don’t worry,” she said, “Claude will get him.”


    Suddenly a massive black gaunt landed between Warren and the remaining Chadiri soldier. The gaunt shrieked, an ear-piercing noise that made Garrett’s teeth ache. The man staggered back toward the line of charging soldiers behind him, his eyes wide with horror. Astride the gaunt’s back rode a pale, thin boy with long, dark hair, clad in the same riding garb as Marla. He half turned and shouted at Warren, “Get on!”


    Warren wasted only a moment in surprise before he leapt onto the back of the huge gaunt, already lifting from the ground. Marla’s gaunt as well stretched its wings out and loped forward toward the edge of the cliff on its long hind legs. Garrett wrapped his arms, still clutching the scroll tube, around Marla’s waist and buried his face in her flower-scented hair. The ground fell away beneath them, and they dropped in a stomach-churning fall. Darkness rushed past their bodies for a dizzying moment, then the gaunt caught the air in its wings and soared away from the cliff. The roar of the wind filled Garrett’s ears.


    “I’m so glad to see you!” Garrett shouted, his lips against Marla’s raven hair, “How did you find us?”


    “I found the wolves,” she said, “but Warren had already gone to the camp to find you. His friend told us what happened.”


    “Friend?” Garrett said.


    Marla placed her hand on his arm and squeezed it gently. She looked back over her shoulder with a smile. “I’ll explain later. Let’s get above these clouds,” she said.


    The gaunt beat its leathery wings, climbing higher. Cold fog buffeted Garrett’s face for a long while. Then, the gaunt burst through the upper layer of the cloud into the clear night air above. A full moon shone in the star-strewn blackness. Below them, an ocean of clouds rolled like a silvery mountain range. Marla laughed, spreading her arms wide, and leaned back against Garrett as her dark hair washed over him. He held her with what strength he had, the sick fear of his ordeal draining from his body, leaving him utterly exhausted with a dull ache that throbbed in every muscle. He had never felt better in his life.


    “Yahaa!” Warren shouted from somewhere not far away.


    Garrett looked back to see the vampire boy’s gaunt rising from the clouds with wisps of fog trailing from its wingtips. Warren sat, hulking over the slim pilot in front of him.


    “It’s a good thing your friend’s bat is that big,” Garrett laughed.


    An angry, chittering, hiss erupted from Marla’s gaunt, and she soothed it with draconic words before turning to speak to Garrett, “They’re called gaunts Garrett.”


    “Your friend’s gaunt,” Garrett corrected himself, “Sorry.”


    Marla turned again to look back at Garrett. “I can’t believe we...” her words froze on her lips, and her eyes widened in fear.


    Garrett turned to look behind them and his blood went cold at the sight.


    An impossibly large, dark shape moved beneath the lambent surface of the cloud ocean, gaining on them fast. As quickly as Garrett knew it for what it was, the dragon lifted from the clouds, its black wings booming against the chill night air. Its shriek split the night, causing Marla’s gaunt to pitch and waiver beneath them. Graelle sat, hunched in the saddle across the dragon’s back, his eyes locked on Garrett.


    “Fly!” Claude shouted from his gaunt, “I’ll lead him away!”


    Marla leaned forward, and her gaunt dropped like a stone into the clouds below. Garrett had never been so grateful that both his stomach and bladder were empty. He looked back to catch one final glance of the big gaunt with Warren and the vampire swinging in front of the enormous dragon, trying to draw its attention. Then the clouds closed over Garrett and he saw nothing but the pale light of the moon, diffused by the mist.


    A muffled roar sounded through the clouds and then the screech of a gaunt, somewhere above them. Garrett’s heart pounded with fear, and he squeezed Marla tight, gasping for breath against her back.


    A crack of lightning dazzled his senses, and then he felt a vast shadow fall across his back. Marla screamed as her gaunt rolled suddenly to the right. A searing heat washed over Garrett as great black jaws snapped shut, ripping a gap in the thin membrane of the gaunt’s left wing. Marla seized Garrett’s sleeve in one hand, holding him tightly to her as the gaunt jerked like a kite in a thunderstorm.


    The dragon groaned, its hot breath singeing the bristly hairs of the gaunt’s tail. It snapped again, teeth the size of Garrett’s forearm clashing together on empty air.


    “Hold on!” Marla shouted as the gaunt spread its wings, rising suddenly. The dragon lifted its head to follow it, but the gaunt suddenly folded its wings and tumbled backwards as the dragon rushed by beneath.


    Garrett stared directly into the startled blue eyes of the dragon rider as they passed within arm’s reach of one another. Then the dragon’s long, coiling tail whipped past Garrett’s head and the dragon and rider disappeared into a cloudbank.


    Marla wasted no time. Her gaunt spread its wings and climbed for altitude again.


    “Garrett,” Marla said, “You have to do something for me.”


    “What?” he asked.


    “Hold me,” she said, “Hold me tight, no matter what!”


    Garrett locked his arms around her body, the scroll case pressed into the crook of his elbow. “I won’t let go!” he said.


    They climbed above the clouds once again, the full moon shining down on them.


    “He’ll see us!” Garrett cried.


    “He has to,” Marla answered.


    Garrett looked back just as the dragon exploded from the clouds behind them, its black wings booming like thunder and its jaws gaping open, illuminating the mist with a cherry red glow.


    Marla lifted her left wrist to her lips and tugged a gap between her sleeve and glove with her teeth. She pressed her lips against her pale skin, her eyes tightening as she bit down. Garrett watched in sick fascination as she withdrew her wrist. Two dark beads of blood welled up from her skin, quivering in the wind.


    Marla lifted her fist skyward, and two dark streaks whipped away into the night as she trailed her blood through the air behind her.


    “Na’La Un’Vedre, Kiribeth An’Un!” Marla screamed, twisting her body in Garrett’s arms to look back at the dragon so close behind.


    Garrett turned to see the beast, its baleful golden eyes blazing with rage, its black scales glistening in the moonlight.


    Marla’s blood dashed across its nostrils. The dragon’s burning left eye snapped shut as a fleck of blood struck it.


    “Kiribeth An’Un!” she shouted, “Kiribeth An’Un!”


    Garrett’s skin tingled, sensing the power of something vast and old, a type of magic he had never felt before. His breath faltered at the sight of what happened next.


    The dragon jerked its head back. Its left eye opened again, blinking twice, only the eye now glowed a bright blue, the color of a summer sky.


    “Kiribeth An’Un!” Marla screamed, her voice going hoarse.


    The dragon blinked again, shaking its head, tears of azure flame streaming from its eyes. Its black scales shimmered, waves of light pulsing across its skin.


    “Kiribeth An’Un!” Marla cried, her voice failing as her body slumped in Garrett’s arms, “Kiribeth An’Un!”


    Garrett leaned forward, holding her up as the gaunt descended into the clouds beneath them. The dragon fell away behind them, its body twisting as though wracked in pain. For a single moment, its scales blazed like purest silver in the moonlight. Then the shadow fell across it again, its scales tarnished black once more.


    Garrett squeezed his eyes shut, wishing that he could stop his ears against the dragon’s scream, an almost-human wail of utter despair. The clouds rushed past, and the horrible cry receded into the distance.


    Marla’s head bobbed weakly. She moaned as though lost in a troubled dream.


    “Marla!” Garrett shouted, “Wake up!”


    Marla’s eyes fluttered, and Garrett thought he saw in them a flash of blue light for a moment. Then she blinked, clearing her head, and a tear streaked across her cheek.


    “Marla, what happened,” Garrett said, “Did you kill it?”


    Marla shook her head. “No,” she said, “I just made him remember.”


    Garrett wanted to ask more, but just then, they dropped below the clouds. Ahead of them and slightly to the right flew Claude and Warren astride their large, somewhat singed gaunt.


    “Lady Veranu!” Claude shouted, “Lady Veranu!”


    “Hey, Garrett!” Warren said, lifting an arm in an attempt at a quick wave before he thought better of it, hanging on tight as Claude’s gaunt swooped in.


    “I’m all right,” Marla said, her voice trembling a little.


    Claude’s jaw tightened, his lips a thin line of concern. “Follow me!” he said.


    Marla’s gaunt fell into line behind its larger mate, and they skimmed low over the dark treetops of the Astorran forest.


    “I’m all right, Garrett,” Marla said, smiling back at him, “You don’t have to hold me so tightly anymore.”


    “Oh,” Garrett said, loosening his grip around her middle, “sorry.”


    Marla patted his arm lightly.


    The treetops rushed past on either side as the gaunts descended into the forest, folding their wings at last to skip along the ground on their claws, coming to a stop in the shadow of the trees.


    Garrett looked around, his eyes going wide at a dark shape that bounded toward him out of the forest.


    The dire wolf knocked Garrett from the back of Marla’s gaunt and pinned him to the ground, slathering his face with a long wet tongue.


    “Ghausse!” Marla shouted, “Stop that!”


    “So this is he, the killer of kings!” a strange woman’s voice called out from the darkness.


    Garrett pushed Ghausse’s big head to the side, patting him weakly. He saw a short, slender woman wearing a hooded robe of blue silk over a dark gray, long-sleeved dress. She stepped gracefully from the shadows, her hips swaying as she walked. Hauskr the wolf trotted out beside her, his tongue lolling.


    “I didn’t kill anyone!” Garrett said.


    The woman lifted her gloved hands to her hood and threw it back, revealing her face. Large green eyes sparkled against red fur. Dainty white fangs glistened beneath her dark snout when she smiled. Large, triangular ears, tipped with cream-colored down, twitched atop her head. It was no mask. She had the face of a fox. “You should never run from a rumor, boy,” she said, “People are going to believe it anyway, so you may as well enjoy your new reputation.”


    “Garrett, this is Ymowyn,” Warren said, helping Garrett to his feet, “She’s the one that told me what happened to you. Did you know there were ghouls in Astorra?”


    Ymowyn sighed. “We’re not ghouls, dearling,” she said, “The Kirikin are something entirely different.”


    “Yeah, whatever you call yourselves,” Warren laughed, “You smell like a ghoul to me.”


    “I think you mean that as a compliment,” she said with a crooked smile.


    Warren shrugged. “Yeah, what else would it be?”


    Ymowyn smiled sweetly. She turned her attention to Marla. “Is she well?” Ymowyn asked.


    Claude was helping Marla down from the gaunt’s back. “What did you do, my lady?” he asked.


    “I’m all right,” Marla said, smiling wanly, “See to Garrett’s wounds. He’s been through a lot.”


    Garrett smiled and tried to ask for a drink of water, but his tongue was not working properly anymore. He felt a bit dizzy and looked down only to find the ground suddenly not so far away as it should have been.


    





Chapter Ten


    The light of late afternoon shone through the branches of the trees above. Garrett chuckled to himself, thinking of how sad Johann Prex must be to have missed out on the chance to burn him. His belly ached. He had drunk too much water, too fast and wolfed down a hunk of brown bread until he felt he might burst. Still, he was glad to have the taste of dust out of his mouth. He dabbed his tongue against the crack in his lip, wincing.


    “Stop playing with it,” Ymowyn said. The fox woman knelt before him as he sat in the crook between two great tree roots. She had rolled up her sleeves and tied them back, revealing her long, slender arms, covered with short reddish fur. Her deft fingers, tipped with tiny black claws, worked a tingling balm into the raw flesh of Garrett’s wrists. She wiped her hands on a kerchief and tilted her head as she studied the wound on Garrett’s head.


    “I recognize the work of an Astorran knight,” she said, reaching into the large leather bag open beside her on the ground. She pulled out a small brown crock and unstoppered it. She dipped the tip of her finger in and withdrew a dollop of orange goo.


    “What’s that?” Garrett asked, still marveling at the cool, painless tingling in his wrists.


    “The fat of stolen human babies,” Ymowyn said, rubbing it onto the crusted wound on Garrett’s forehead.


    “What?” Garrett yelped, jerking his head back.


    Ymowyn flashed a sharp grin. “Relax, boy,” she said, “It’s just rendered tree bark. Like you, though, I enjoy a certain reputation among the people of Braedshal.” She rubbed the paste gently into Garrett’s head wound, holding him still by grasping his chin in the V of her free hand.


    A warm numbness spread through Garrett’s scalp. “That’s nice!” he said.


    “Thank you,” she said, smiling, “It’s my favorite recipe.”


    “You made all thish?” Garrett’s speech slurred as Ymowyn pinched his bottom lip between her fingers and rubbed the last of the orange paste into the crack in his lip.


    “Yes,” she said.


    Garrett suddenly gagged, turning his head to spit. A bitter, acid taste filled his mouth.


    “It tastes terrible though,” she said with a shrug. She cradled the nape of his neck in her paw and wrinkled her nose. “You’re filthy,” she said.


    Garrett’s cheeks burned.


    “Nothing to be ashamed of, boy,” she said, “Just get clean and move on.”


    Ymowyn closed her bag and stood up, looking around. “Where’s he got to now?” she muttered, “Warren!”


    “What?” Warren called from the darkness of the forest.


    “Come here!” she said with a sigh.


    “I’m... busy!” he called back.


    Ymowyn frowned. “Well, get your backside here as soon as it’s clean enough to present in company!”


    “Hey!” Warren shouted.


    Ymowyn winked at Garrett, a devilish smirk on her face.


    Warren came loping out of the trees with half a rabbit stuck between his teeth. He pulled it out of his mouth with a bloody paw. “I was eating,” he said, “I saved you some too.”


    Ymowyn stared at the mangled rabbit. “Thank you,” she said, slowly, “perhaps later... when it’s been cooked.”


    Warren shrugged and tossed the rabbit onto a nearby pile of leaves. “What’cha need?”


    “Take your friend to the stream and scrub him off a bit,” she instructed, “Just don’t touch his wrists or the top of his head.”


    “What?” Warren whined, “Why do I have to do it?”


    Ymowyn’s emerald eyes narrowed, just a hint of fang glinting in the curve of her mouth.


    Warren frowned. “C’mon Gar,” he said, helping his friend to his feet.


    Garrett followed Warren toward the woods. Warren grabbed a pack from where it lay beside a nearby tree.


    “Is that my pack from Ghausse?” Garrett asked.


    “Yeah,” Warren said, pulling a wry face, “I figured the baby might want a fresh diaper after I’m done powdering his butt.”


    “Hey!” Garrett laughed. A sudden coughing fit interrupted him momentarily; “I can wash myself just fine.”


    Warren looked back over his shoulder. “Well, do a good job... just don’t wash off any of that goop she put on you, or it’ll be both our hides.”


    “Who is she?”


    “I don’t know, really,” Warren mused, “After Cabre didn’t show up, I snuck into town to find you... I got kinda turned around in the sewers. Well, it was more like catacombs, you know, under the city. I turned a corner, and there she was.”


    “I’m glad you found someone friendly,” Garrett said.


    “I don’t know about friendly,” Warren laughed, “but she did tell me what had happened to you and helped me track you to where they handed you over to the redjacks.”


    Garrett heard the sound of a stream, bubbling in the forest ahead. Garrett stepped out into the light of the newly risen sun while Warren hung back in the shadows of the forest. Garrett’s bare, bruised feet slipped on the cold, rounded stones of the stream, and he cried out when one of his feet went ankle-deep into the icy water.


    “Hey,” he said, “where’s Marla?”


    “She and that other guy are sleeping it off under their gaunts,” Warren said, finding a comfortably shady place to sit.


    “What?” Garrett asked, a little more loudly than he intended.


    “Don’t worry, they’re not both under the same one,” Warren said, “They just sorta snuggled up under their wings and passed out.”


    “Oh,” Garrett said. He looked around to make certain he was alone. Warren wasn’t watching either, so he peeled off his tattered clothes, finding more than one spot where the stained cloth had stuck to a crusted scab. At last, his disgust at his own filth overcame his fear of the icy water, and he stepped in.


    “Yah!” Garrett yelled, finding the water deeper than he had expected. Already hip-deep, his foot slipped and sent him all the way in, his sore tailbone smashing a divot in the gravel streambed. “Boneash!” he shouted.


    “You all right?” Warren called.


    “Y-yeah,” Garrett stuttered, his teeth starting to chatter.


    “Well, keep it down then, I’m trying to take a nap,” Warren growled, “I haven’t slept in a while.”


    “W-Warren?” Garrett said.


    “Yeah?”


    “Thanks... f-for coming to get me.”


    “Yeah, Garrett. That’s what friends do.”


    ****


    Garrett started from a deep sleep with the sudden realization that he had forgotten something important. He looked around for a moment, wild-eyed, trying to remember where he was.


    A cool breeze wafted the smoke of a small fire through the trees. His stomach grumbled at the smell of something cooking. The sky above glowed pink with the approach of nightfall.


    Garrett pushed out of a pile of warm blankets, finding himself dressed in fresh clothes that he didn’t remember putting on. One of Jitlowe’s less garish hoods lay folded neatly beside him on the bedroll that served as his pillow. He tugged it over his head, feeling immediately better. A pair of long woolen socks lay on the grass next to his bedding. He pulled them on, grateful for at least some protection for his bruised feet.


    Getting to his feet, he swayed a little at first, but stepped cautiously toward the fire where Warren and Ymowyn sat talking. They looked up at his approach.


    “Hi,” Garrett said.


    “Good evening,” Ymowyn said, “may I call you Garrett?”


    “Oh... yeah,” Garrett said.


    “Would you like something to eat, Garrett?” she asked, “Warren has managed to catch us some lovely rabbits.”


    “Yeah, thanks!” Garrett said, sitting down on the crumbling log beside Warren.


    “You all healed up yet?” Warren asked, cracking a bone open with his back teeth.


    Garrett touched his head with his fingertips and pulled away quickly. “Not quite... but it doesn’t hurt if I don’t touch it.”


    “Then I recommend against touching it,” Ymowyn said without looking up from ladling stewed rabbit onto a tin plate.


    “That’s the reason we were so late in catching up with you,” Warren said, pointing at Ymowyn with a leg bone, “She had to bring supplies.”


    “One should always be prepared for any contingency,” Ymowyn said, passing the plate to Garrett, “and, in any case, I’d say we arrived just in time.”


    Garrett took the tin plate and spoon she handed him and ate.


    “Dunno what we’re gonna do about your boots,” Warren said.


    Garrett looked down at his socks, already crusted with bits of dried leaves stuck in the wool. “Yeah,” he said, “I tried to grab ‘em before I ran for it, but my hands were... the scroll!”


    Garrett looked around frantically. “Where is the scroll?”


    Warren shrugged his shoulders. “You must have dropped it when you were huggin’ on Marla so tight.”


    Ymowyn bounced a rabbit bone off of Warren’s forehead. “Don’t tease him!” she hissed.


    Warren snickered, getting up from the log to walk over to the supply stack. He pulled the long wooden tube from the pile and tossed it to Garrett.


    It bounced in Garrett’s hands, and he juggled for it a second before he got a hold on it. He scowled at Warren as he worked at the silver stopper on one end. It popped free, and he fished around inside with his fingertips. With some effort, he was able to catch the edge of the scroll within and slowly pull it from the case.


    “What is that?” Ymowyn asked, her large eyes flashing in the firelight.


    “I don’t know,” Garrett said, unrolling the large scroll, “It’s something the dragon rider thought was a way to trap our army.”


    “A map,” Warren noted, walking over to have a look.


    The map of a city had been inscribed on the pale, faintly shimmering fabric that made up the scroll. Beautiful, circular runes of golden ink flowed around the outlines of towers and halls. Delicate line work showed the contours of the surrounding hills and river. Near the bottom of the map, where Graelle had marred the ancient map with smudged black lines, a long gilded path from the city seemed to end. The arrow that the dragon rider had drawn from the crude X ended at the faded depiction of some sort of ornate gate.


    “Why would our army take that path?” Garrett asked, “What kind of trap is it?”


    “What is this place?” Ymowyn asked, looking over Garrett’s shoulder.


    “I don’t know,” Garrett said, “I think the dragon guy sent someone he didn’t like to stay in this city, to use him as bait.”


    “So, how would he be so certain that you will attack there?” Ymowyn asked, “Is this place important to you somehow?”


    “I’ve never heard of it, but maybe...” Garrett pursed his lips. “Why would Max move his army along a road anyway? It seems like he would go through the trees or something.”


    “What if it’s not a road?” Warren asked, “What if it’s a tunnel?”


    “Oh,” Ymowyn said, “...if they think the tunnel is a secret...”


    “And it isn’t,” Warren growled, “We’ve gotta warn ‘em!”


    “When is this supposed to happen?” Ymowyn asked.


    Garrett thought for a moment. “Tonight I think.”


    “The wolves won’t be fast enough,” Ymowyn said.


    “Time to wake up the vampires!” Warren said, already heading in the direction of the deeper woods.


    Garrett handed the map to Ymowyn and jogged after him.


    They found the gaunts hanging upside down from the lower branches of an enormous tree. Their glossy black wings were wrapped around them like cocoons, their only movement a gentle swaying motion and the occasional twitch of one of their wing claws.


    “Marla!” Warren called out, “...Other Guy! Wake up.”


    “We need your help,” Garrett added.


    The larger gaunt twisted its head around and hissed at them, causing Garrett to jump. The creature let out an angry stream of clicks and then unfolded its wings. The vampire Claude, already awake, leapt down from the gaunt’s embrace, landing on his feet with a long, thin blade in hand and his fangs bared.


    “Sorry!” Warren yelped, backing up a step with his paws raised, “Just trying to get your attention.”


    “What is the danger?” Claude hissed. Without his goggles, his eyes flashed, the color of fresh blood.


    “We’ve learned of a trap for the Gloaran army!” Garrett said, “We need someone to warn them before it’s too late.”


    “What trap?” Claude demanded.


    “What is it, Garrett?” Marla said, her voice sleepy.


    Garrett looked up to see Marla’s gaunt gently unfurl its wings, lowering her down with its claws. The moment she placed weight on her feet, she swooned. Garrett moved toward her, but Claude was already there, supporting her in his arms. She smiled her thanks at him and regained her balance, standing on her own. She turned to Garrett again.


    “That scroll I took from the dragon rider,” Garrett said, “It was a map. I think they’re going to try to trap the army in a tunnel under the city!”


    “Where is the map?” Marla asked.


    “Here,” Ymowyn said, striding toward them with a torch in one hand and the map in the other.


    Marla took the map and held it up in the torchlight. “Taelish,” she said, “an elven city, lost to the swamp, only ruins now… This map is elvish as well… it is a tunnel. They called it the Moon Path.”


    “That’s dumb,” Warren scoffed, “How are you gonna see the moon underground?”


    “You didn’t see it until you reached the end of the path,” Ymowyn said.


    Everyone looked at the fox woman.


    “You see that circle there?” Ymowyn asked, pointing at a symbol on the map, nearly obscured by the tip of the charcoal arrow.


    “The Eye of… I can’t make out the rune,” Marla said.


    “The Eye of Gul’Nagroth,” Ymowyn said, “The ghost moon.” She looked away, shivering slightly.


    “I don’t know that term,” Marla said, “It doesn’t sound draconic.”


    “It’s not,” Claude said, “It is the language of the war-bred.”


    “I have no idea what any of you are talking about,” Warren said.


    “It is an old ritual,” Ymowyn said, “A solemn procession through dark places, emerging at last into a sacred grove beneath the night sky. In times past, the ancients would step from the shadows into the radiant light of the moon that was and is no more. There, magnified in the pool… the Eye… they could see its true beauty on certain nights of the year. Now… these places are cursed, only a few still know the ritual, and fewer still will perform it. It is an abomination.”


    “A what?” Warren asked.


    “It is wrong!” she said, “It is like violating a grave!”


    Warren looked at Garrett and snorted with stifled laughter.


    Ymowyn bared her small, sharp teeth, silencing the shaggy ghoul.


    “Why would anyone still perform the ritual?” Marla asked.


    “Because they can still see it in the pool!” Ymowyn said, her face twisted in disgust.


    “You’ve done this,” Marla whispered, her eyes wide.


    Ymowyn turned her back to them. “I was young,” she said, “eager to learn all that I could of magic… I wanted… There were others like me… others who would dare even the darkest paths. We found a teacher, a thing of the old times. I will speak no more of it… just thinking of it gives it power over you… It taught us the name of the ghost moon.” Her torch lowered as her shoulders sagged.


    “We followed a path like the one on your map,” she said, “At the end, we found a pool. The sky above was empty… black and starless… but the pool… oh gods, the pool!”


    “What was in the pool?” Warren asked, his voice trembling.


    Ymowyn turned on him, her eyes glistening with tears, and her face contorted with pain. “It was the most beautiful thing I have ever… will ever see!”


    “That… that doesn’t sound too bad,” Warren said.


    Ymowyn’s green eyes went wide, a wild grin on her face. “Oh, no!” she said, “Not bad at all… very pretty indeed… the only thing though… the thing the creature never told us… it was singing!”


    The whites of Warren’s eyes gleamed in the torchlight, an expression of bewildered horror on his face as Ymowyn strode toward him, grasping his arm in her paw.


    “You didn’t know a moon could sing?” she asked, “Oh yes, it sings like a bird… a great big, shining, horrible crystalline bird! And the best part?” Ymowyn’s face took on a crazed expression as she looked at them each in turn. “The best part is… once you’ve heard that song, you don’t ever stop hearing it!”


    She looked at them, daring them to ask the question. When no one spoke, she answered anyway, “And, yes, I can still hear it now! You want to know the really interesting part… the reason I spend a great deal of time in the tunnels beneath a very noisy city? The thing is, that song comes from a very specific spot in the sky… a great big, ragged hole in the sky where she used to be and isn’t anymore.”


    Ymowyn jabbed her finger at the darkness above the trees. “There!” she hissed, “Right there!”


    Everyone’s eyes went to the starless spot in the darkness. Garrett’s skin crawled, grateful that whatever madness had seized the fox woman, he did not share it.


    “What happened to the others with you?” Marla asked.


    Ymowyn looked at her, blinking. Reason seemed to return at last to the fox woman’s emerald eyes. She straightened her back, passing Warren the torch and smoothing the front of her dress with her hands.


    “The others,” Ymowyn said, “followed their new master… the thing half in shadow. It called me too, but… well, I ran away.”


    “That was probably a really good idea,” Warren said.


    Ymowyn flashed him a tight smile and pinched Warren’s cheek. “You’re cute,” she said.


    “So,” Garrett said, “I guess we’re pretty sure that we should stay away from this tunnel, for a lot of reasons.”


    Ymowyn raised her furry brows and nodded in agreement.


    “And the dragon lord just left an entire legion in the city to draw Master Zara into an attack?” Marla asked.


    “Uncle Tinjin said they would do things like that,” Garrett said.


    “I guess it’s a good thing the redjacks hate each other too,” Warren laughed, “otherwise, we’d probably be neck-deep in ‘em by now.”


    “Yeah…” Garrett said, “I guess…” His voice trailed off as he stared into space.


    “What is it, Garrett?” Marla asked.


    He looked at her, a slow grin spreading across his face. “I need a ride,” he said.


    





Chapter Eleven


    The scroll case, bound by a cord, slapped rhythmically against Garrett’s back as the cold night wind rushed past his body and his stomach churned within. Claude, it seemed, preferred a more aggressive style of flying than Marla. Garrett had abandoned his shyness and clung tightly to the vampire’s leather-clad back. He kept his arms locked around Claude’s chest as they soared on invisible currents of air. All too often, the air seemed to drop away beneath them, and they would fall suddenly, only to catch the wind again and rise once more.


    Worst of all, Garrett suspected that the vampire did not like him.


    When Garrett had described his plan to Marla, Claude had stepped in to forbid it. Marla, Claude had argued, was still too weak from her encounter with the dragon, and they needed to fly back to the army with news of the trap. Marla had agreed on both counts, volunteering herself to fly to Max’s camp, leaving Claude the obvious choice to fly Garrett to Taelish.


    Claude had not been happy.


    “There,” Claude shouted, pointing into the night.


    Garrett’s insides writhed as he leaned over to look at the dark swamp far below. After a moment, he spotted it, the ruins of the elvish city, aglow with a hundred bonfires. As they flew closer, he was able to make out the shape of red tents in between the ancient buildings.


    “How close can you get me?” Garrett shouted to be heard over the wind.


    Claude spared him only a contemptuous glance over his shoulder, and nosed the black gaunt into a bowel-twisting dive.


    Garrett gritted his teeth, squeezing his eyes shut. This was turning out to be a very, very bad idea.


    The massive gaunt leveled out beneath them, and Garrett risked a peek out of one eye. The fires of Taelish rushed up toward them at frightful speed. Garrett’s heart pounded. This was the time.


    He reached back, grasping the scroll tube in his right hand, praying that Claude would hold the beast steady. He yanked the binding cord free over his head and held the case ready behind his neck. He scanned the tents below, uncertain what it was he was looking for.


    “Over there!” Garrett shouted, “The big tent!”


    Claude urged the gaunt lower. Garrett’s eyes stung as they blasted through a column of smoke from one of the bonfires, trailing swirling vortices in their wake.


    Somewhere below, someone screamed, “Demon!”


    Claude’s gaunt did not flinch as a crossbow bolt punched a hole through its leathery wing. Garrett saw more of the projectiles arcing up toward them, firelight glinting on their steel heads. Claude batted one out of the air with the back of his gloved hand. The gaunt jerked to the left, dodging another volley.


    Garrett got his bearings again, just in time to look down into the face of Callister Felix who stood in the middle of a courtyard with his sword drawn, staring up at them with a consternated look on his face. A moment later, Felix lay far behind them as they raced over the ruins.


    “Back!” Garrett shouted.


    “Hold on!” Claude growled. The vampire clutched a double handful of bristly gaunt mane and tugged hard.


    The mighty gaunt screeched, pitching its horned head back and climbing into a sharp bank.


    Garrett dug the fingers of his left hand into Claude’s collar, barely maintaining his hold on the scroll case.


    The gaunt wheeled around, and Claude leaned back, hard and fast, as an arrow zipped by, and inch in front of his face. Garrett leaned far to one side as they bore down on the command tent once more.


    Callister Felix stood in the center of the yard, his free hand pointing at them as they came around again. His companion, Nochs, stood in front of his master, leveling a crossbow at the approaching gaunt.


    Just as Nochs’s bow snapped its shot off, Claude’s gaunt veered to the left, clear of the missile.


    Garrett hurled the scroll case with all his strength, and the gaunt carried him away into the night sky.


    Garrett looked back to see the wooden case bounce to a stop, landing at Felix’s feet.


    He thought he saw the Chadiri stoop to pick it up, just before the clouds of roiling smoke closed over the camp and Claude’s gaunt flew, screaming, into the night.


    ****


    Claude landed the gaunt in the forest near a deep ravine where Claude had said the Gloaran army made camp. Garrett slid off the gaunt’s bristly back, glad to feel the ground again beneath his stockinged feet. Claude tended immediately to the creature’s wounded wing, his back to Garrett.


    “Thanks, Claude,” Garrett said, “That was… You’re a really good flyer.”


    Claude showed no sign that he had heard.


    Garrett looked toward the ravine. “I’m going to see where everyone is… anyway, thanks again.”


    Garrett started toward a stair-like cleft that led down into the ravine, but Claude was suddenly standing in front of him, barring his path.


    “What are your intentions?” Claude demanded in a dangerous whisper. He still wore his amber flying goggles, and his thin lips stretched back over his fangs.


    “I…” Garrett stammered, “I’m going to find the others!”


    Claude tore his goggles off, his blood-red eyes staring Garrett down. “What are your intentions with Lady Veranu?”


    “What?”


    “You know what I mean, necromancer!” Claude hissed.


    Garrett went suddenly cold. He met the vampire’s gaze, unflinching.


    “You have no idea who she is,” Claude said, “You have no concept of what she will become.”


    “I know her,” Garrett said.


    “You know nothing!”


    “What then?” Garrett said, “I’m tired of all this mystery about everything. I’m tired of dark magic and ancient legends and wars and blood and burning everything! Why can’t people just care about each other because they care about each other? Why does it have to be so hard?”


    Claude’s lips curled into a sneer. He shook his head slowly. “You’re just a boy…”


    “No!” Garrett shouted, stepping toe-to-toe with the vampire, “I am not just a boy! I’m not ever gonna be a boy again, because people like you took that away from me! If I have to be a man, I will be. And nobody is ever gonna tell me how I should feel about anyone else again!”


    The vampire’s face went hard. After a moment, he spoke again, his voice low and cold. “Remember this, necromancer, when your bones are moldering in the earth, Marla will still be alive. She will be more powerful than you can possibly imagine, and you will be only a fading memory to her.”


    “Then I will be a good memory,” Garrett spat, “Now get the hell outta my way!”


    Claude blinked, his lips pulled back over his teeth. A muscle in his face twitched.


    He stepped aside and let Garrett pass.


    Garrett’s brain seethed with rage, unheeding of the sharp stones beneath his feet as he climbed down the cleft into the shadows of the ravine. In the darkness below, it took a few moments to realize what he was seeing.


    An army stood motionless in the dark, pale traces of moonlight sifting down from above upon their dead faces. At the head of the column, a figure in a hooded black robe sat astride a flayed horse. A polished silver skull glimmered beneath the hood, watching him in silence.


    “Garrett?” a hollow voice called from beneath the hood.


    “Max?” Garrett said.


    Max Zara swung down from the saddle and ran to Garrett, his black cape billowing behind him. He knelt before Garrett on the temple floor and hugged him tightly to his armored chest. “Garrett, I’m so sorry!” Max gasped.


    “I’m all right,” Garrett said, “Warren and Marla saved me.”


    “I should never have let you go!” Max said, swinging his visor up to reveal his haggard face, “I knew I shouldn’t have.”


    “I’m all right now. Did Marla make it here?”


    “Yes,” Max said, “She’s fine. I sent her ahead with the others.”


    “Are we leaving?” Garrett asked.


    “Yes, we march for Taelish immediately,” Max said.


    “But it’s a…”


    “A trap, I know,” Max said, “Marla told me.”


    “But why?”


    “It’s too good a trap not to spring,” he said with a feral grin.


    “I don’t…”


    “Don’t think too much Garrett. You’ve done more than enough already. Just enjoy the show,” Max said, “Will you ride with me?”


    Garrett nodded.


    “Good!” Max said, standing up again, “Come, we don’t want to be late for the party.”


    Garrett rode out of the ravine seated on the saddle behind Max. An army of muddy boots tramped sullenly at their backs.


    “You know, when this is over, we’ll need to get you your own mount,” Max said.


    “I kinda like the wolf that Marla gave me,” Garrett said.


    Max scoffed, “Nonsense! You need a proper mount for a deathlord… something less alive.”


    “Cenick’s horse is alive,” Garrett said.


    Max shook his head, “Don’t go patterning your career after him now. Cenick is a fine friend, but he has absolutely no sense of style!”


    “I like living things,” Garrett laughed.


    “Corrupted already!” Max said, “Liking has nothing to do with it! You need to strike the proper fear into the hearts of your enemies. When they see you on the field, they must feel the dread of living death in the pit of their stomach. It’s part of the mystique of necromancy.”


    “All right,” Garrett said, “Maybe I’ll have an undead horse just for battle or something.”


    “That’s the spirit! But why settle on just a horse? Perhaps a bull? Or a tiger of some sort.”


    “What’s a tiger?” Garrett asked.


    Max half-turned to stare back at Garrett incredulously. “You really need to travel more, Garrett. In any case, you can ask Cenick about tigers sometime. He’s ever so fond of them!”


    Garrett laughed.


    “Garrett,” Max said, his tone growing serious, “I regret not being there when you needed me most. I’m truly sorry.”


    “I’m really all right,” Garrett said, “I know it’s strange, but, in a way, I’m kinda glad it happened… it made me stronger, I think.”


    Max nodded. “And wiser.”


    Garrett said nothing.


    Max reined the horse to the side of the trail and looked back at Garrett. “I swear to you, Garrett, when we are finished with the Chadiri, we will march their dead straight through Astorra and rip the lying tongue from Cabre’s throat!”


    Garrett stared at his own reflection, distorted in the mirrored skull of Max’s visor. A cold tingling crawled over his skin. Something dark twisted in his heart, finding a crack there to burrow inside. His lips parted, as if to say something in the prince’s defense, but nothing came out. All Garrett need do was keep his silence. The cowardly prince would pay for his crime. Max would see it done, and Garrett would not lift a finger or speak a word to stop it.


    Max patted Garrett’s knee and urged his embalmed horse back onto the path and rode on in silence.


    Garrett imagined the cold weight of a silver mask upon his own face beneath the shadow of his hood.


    





Chapter Twelve


    The green flame of a witchfire torch waved in the shadow of an enormous, rotten tree. Max turned his horse toward the signal, the army of the dead plodding obediently behind.


    Cenick stepped out of the shadow of the tree, the torch illuminating him against the gloom of the moonlit swamp. His wore tattered robes, a leather satchel, and a worried scowl, but his eyes brightened when he saw Garrett riding behind Max.


    “Garrett!” Cenick cried, running out to meet him.


    “Cenick!” Garrett responded, lifting his arm to wave. Cenick’s eyes fell on Garrett’s scarred wrist.


    “Garrett, I’m sorry,” the tattooed necromancer said, “I was wrong...”


    “We’ll deal with that injustice later,” Max said, “Let’s concentrate on the business at hand.”


    Cenick’s jaw tensed, but he nodded. “I’ve set Jitlowe and the others to sweep the area. They’ve found nothing.”


    “Any sign of the dragon?” Max asked.


    Cenick shook his head.


    “You’ve kept clear of their staging area?” Max said.


    “No one’s gone near it,” Cenick answered, “except the forward group.”


    Max nodded. “Well done,” he said, “The audience is seated. Let’s hope the play’s a good one.”


    Garrett saw two more shapes emerge from the hollow of the tree.


    “Marla!” Garrett said, sliding down from the saddle.


    Marla smiled, still looking a bit tired. The priestess Serepheni stood beside her, a look of tense hope on her face. Serepheni carried a short bow in the shape of two serpents with tails intertwined for the grip. A quiver of green-fletched arrows hung by a baldric from her hip.


    Garrett ran to them, bowing slightly to Serepheni then looking at Marla. “Are you all right?” he asked.


    “I’m fine, Garrett,” she said, “Sister Serepheni has been caring for me since I arrived. Are you all right?”


    Garrett grinned and nodded. “Just fine.”


    “And Claude?” she asked.


    Garrett’s smile faltered. “Claude’s fine too. He’s a really good flyer.”


    Marla sighed. “I was worried about you.”


    “Nothing to it,” Garrett said.


    “We should go now,” Cenick said, extinguishing his torch, “This way.”


    “Let’s see what Lord Dandypants has got into,” Max said. He swung down from his saddle and followed Cenick through the forest with the others close behind. Cenick dropped into a crawl as he approached the top of a low hill overlooking a hollow below.


    Garrett and the others did the same, though Garrett had to pause more than once to free his woolen stockings from a snag in the undergrowth.


    They crouched on a ridge above the dark hollow. Tangles of dead trees choked the floor of the small valley, but Garrett made out a ring of standing stones, each taller than Uncle’s house. At the center of the ring, he saw the gray surface of a reflecting pool, too round of shape to be natural. Beyond the pool, a great black void loomed in the side of a hill, the entrance to the tunnel. Garrett thought he saw something move against the shadow, but could not be sure.


    “Oh, Max!” Serepheni whispered, her voice betraying her disgust, “What on earth are you doing now?”


    Garrett turned to see Max holding something the size of a small egg to his eye. He looked at Serepheni as though he’d been caught stealing cookies.


    “You mean this?” he asked, rolling the pale object between his fingers.


    “Max! Is that...?”


    Max gave a placating smile and turned the object so that they could see it better.


    Marla shuddered and looked away.


    “Well, how else am I supposed to see what he’s doing?” Max said.


    Serepheni sighed and shook her head.


    “Well, I only took the one,” Max mumbled, “He does have another.”


    Garrett watched as Max raised the eyeball to his face again, turning it to gaze directly into the cloudy iris.


    “What do you see?” Garrett asked.


    “Lord Dandypants and his men are in the tunnel, nearly halfway to the city,” Max said, “I hope the Chadiri take the bait soo... ah, yes, there we go.”


    “What?” Cenick asked.


    Max watched through the dead man’s eye, a pained expression on his face. At last, he gave one final wince and shook his head. He looked at them all, tossing the eyeball down the hill.


    “A brave man has fallen,” he said, “Lord Dandypants is no more.”


    “They followed him in?” Cenick asked.


    “Seems that way,” Max said, getting to his feet, “So let us waste no more time in mourning our dear comrade. Let us avenge!”


    Cenick stood up beside him, pulling a battered metal canister from his satchel and handing it to Max. “It’s the last,” he said, “Make the most of it, Deathlord.”


    Max grinned, flipping the canister once in the air to catch it again. “Send in the troops,” he said, “I’ll give them a bit of cover.”


    Cenick ran back toward the waiting zombies as Max stepped to the top of the ridge and popped the lid off the canister. He raised it high above his head, lifting his voice to speak. “Nekraandu’Thalam, Nekraandu’Geddera, Nekraandu’Baddohl!”


    Garrett looked at Marla, but she shook her head, the meaning of the words as much a mystery to her as him it seemed.


    A lambent green mist began to pour from the open mouth of Max’s canister, spilling down over his hand to the tangled brush below the ridge.


    “Baddohleh Un’Geddera! Baddohleh Nech Veddoh!” Max cried, and the green fog rolled down the hill into the hollow.


    Cries of alarm sounded in the valley as the magic fog grew thicker still. Garrett saw the shapes of men, moving from places of concealment in the woods beyond. Soldiers in red armor hastily formed ranks before the tunnel mouth, fanning out to surround the bleak pool. Lines of men formed moving walls of red shields and glinting steel. Then the fog swallowed them up entirely, as the pool and tunnel mouth disappeared beneath the mist. Only the standing stones stood, like ghostly shadows above the cloud.


    “Nekraandu’Thalam, Nekraandu! Nekraandu! Gul’Nagroth!” Max screamed.


    Suddenly a pulse of violet light illuminated the fog at the base of the standing stones. Cries of terror and dismay arose from the Chadiri soldiers within the mist.


    On either side of the ridge, the shapes of dead men moved within the fog, marching down into the hollow to meet the Chadiri at the mouth of the tunnel. As the front lines of the marching dead reached the cloud-shrouded ranks of the waiting Chadiri, the sounds of battle echoed back through the unnatural mist. A single trumpet blared five sharp notes and then the same again.


    Garrett looked down the hill, sighting Cenick astride his pony, standing between the two columns of undead. Cenick rose up in his saddle and shouted, “Thralls of the blood god, hear now the voice of your fallen! They have returned to you. Will you not embrace them?”


    A blood-chilling moan went up from the undead within the mist. Another chorus of the dead answered in the woods beyond the far side of the pool, and then another, closer. Dead men shambled from the shadows of the trees beneath the tattered banners of the necromancers who led them. The moans of the dead filled the air, growing louder until Garrett wanted to clamp his hands over his ears, and would have, had he not been too ashamed to show fear in front of the others.


    Ragged masses of undead soldiers in all manner of riven armor and frayed clothing lurched from the tree line, spilling into the cauldron of death below. Garrett was grateful that the churning green fog obscured his view of the carnage. Only shadows danced in the mist, and the screams of dying men rose to the uncaring sky.


    Max turned back to the others with a wild gleam in his eye. He tossed aside the empty canister and extended his hand toward Serepheni. “My dear,” he said, “would you be so good as to lower the curtain on this grisly play?”


    Serepheni stepped up, joining him on the ridge. “It would be my utmost pleasure,” she said, nocking an arrow to her bowstring.


    Serepheni’s bow creaked as she drew it back, aiming high. She touched the string to her lips, whispering a single word, and the slender arrowhead flared with green witchfire. She loosed it, and the arrow screamed like a hawk, tracing a green arc of fire through the night sky.


    Serepheni, sighed, lowering the bow to her side.


    A long moment passed. Even the cries of men, fighting for their lives against the undead horde below, seemed to pause for breath. Then came a deep, ominous rumble, and the ground beneath Garrett’s feet trembled with it.


    The rumble grew louder, becoming a great, groaning moan from beneath the earth. Then the sound of rocks cracking and bursting beneath an enormous weight, and finally, a massive boom sounded from somewhere beyond the mists. Roiling clouds of green fog rose from the hollow as though a giant had fallen before the tunnel mouth.


    Garrett looked up to see Max and Serepheni silhouetted against the rising, luminous cloud. Max held her close and pressed his lips to hers. The serpent bow dropped from Serepheni’s hand, as she wrapped her arms around him, oblivious to the cries of men dying below.


    Garrett looked at Marla. She grasped his arm tightly, her eyes sparkling. She was laughing.


    “What just happened?” Garrett asked, shaking his head.


    “The ghouls,” Marla said, “They were waiting for the signal to…”


    The anguished shriek of the dragon carried on the wind from somewhere far away.


    “Time to go!” Max cried, “Cenick! Order the withdrawal!”


    They raced down from the hill and fled into the night. Garrett glanced back once to see the dragon descend into the hollow, burning away the mist with its roar. Nothing remained of the tunnel but tumbled stones and a pool stained red with the blood of the men who had guarded it.


    The forest echoed with the dragon lord’s scream of rage and the mocking laughter of Zara’thul.


    





Chapter Thirteen


    Garrett sat on a crate in one of the supply tents within the old elvish temple and wiggled his toes inside his new boots. They seemed a little loose, but they were the smallest that Cenick had been able to find. The supple red leather hardly smelled of death anymore after the scrubbing Cenick had given them. The tattooed necromancer patted the toe of Garrett’s boot and then stood up.


    “That should work,” he said.


    “I’m sorry about Cabre,” Garrett said.


    Cenick shook his head. “He betrayed us all, Garrett. There was nothing you could have done to change that… no way you could have foreseen it.”


    “Max did,” Garrett said.


    Cenick glanced toward the tent flap and lowered his voice. “Garrett, Max was wrong to mistrust the prince… even if he was proven right in the end.”


    “I don’t understand,” Garrett said.


    Cenick frowned. “You can do the right thing for the wrong reason… just as Cabre did the wrong thing for the right reason.”


    Garrett laughed. “Which is better?” he asked.


    “It’s better just to do the right thing for the right reason and leave the wrongs for other men,” Cenick said.


    “I wish I knew what the right things were,” Garrett said.


    Cenick reached out and took Garrett’s hand, hauling him to his feet. He pressed his finger to Garrett’s chest. “Your heart will tell you, Garrett,” he said, “Just don’t let it get filled up with hate. Hate will blind you… make you weak. Truth is the wise man’s strength. Never lose that.”


    Garrett nodded.


    “How do the new boots feel?” Cenick asked.


    “Good, thanks.”


    Cenick clapped his shoulder with a heavy hand. “Come,” he said, “we don’t want the miss the party.”


    Garrett followed Cenick out of the tent, the distant sound of music growing louder as he stepped outside.


    “Where is everyone?” Garrett asked.


    “Max’s new ballroom,” Cenick said, shaking his head, “You’d think he wants to make this his winter home.”


    They wound their way between stacks of empty crates. Garrett paused before a huge red banner that lay draped across a pile of boxes. It bore the symbol of a raven in flight clutching a bundle of arrows in its claws.


    “What’s that?” Garrett asked.


    “The banner of the legion we crushed last night,” Cenick said, “I thought Uncle might like to hang it in his dining room.”


    Garrett laughed. “He’d probably just stick it in the corner and stack a bunch of books on top of it.”


    Cenick laughed as well. “You’re probably right.”


    Garrett smiled at the memory of Uncle Tinjin, wondering if the old man had yet made it back to the city from his mysterious errand, and, if he had, what he would think to find Garrett missing. He felt a sudden pang of guilt that he had not thought to try to leave some sort of message for his uncle before fleeing the city.


    Garrett followed Cenick through the tunnel that led to the baths, coming at last to a large subterranean chamber that held three wide pools of shallow water. The pools glowed with the luminous blue algae that clung to the submerged rocks. A great crowd of ghouls and a few necromancers mingled around the food and drink laid out on makeshift wooden tables. Garrett saw Warren, his father, and the Lady Ymowyn talking together over drinks and tarts. The brown ghoul Chunnley, clad in a white apron, moved among the crowd with a basket of treats, making sure that everyone had enough to eat. Jitlowe sat against the wall, playing his lyre and singing a lilting, mournful song in a language Garrett had never heard.


    Max Zara and Serepheni, dressed in black and green silks, twirled together in the intricate steps of a courtly dance on the smooth floor between two glowing pools. In the shadows beyond, Marla and Claude sat together on a long wooden crate, talking.


    Garrett fought back a sudden pang of jealousy and looked away. He wondered if anyone would notice if he turned and walked out of the room.


    “Comrades!” Cenick called out, silencing Jitlowe’s lyre, “I present the noble Master Garrett!”


    Garrett’s breath caught in his throat as he froze, mid-turn.


    Everyone in the room cheered for him, raising cups and half-eaten meat pies in toast.


    “The hero of the day!” Max cried, clapping his hands together over his head.


    Garrett looked at Cenick, not knowing what to say.


    “Without your timely warning,” Max said, “things might have gone much worse for us. We could have all been trapped in a tunnel between two Chadiri legions. We’ve learned not to underestimate the enemy, and he, perhaps, has learned not to underestimate you, Garrett.”


    A fresh round of applause echoed through the cavern, and Jitlowe struck a few triumphant chords on his lyre.


    Garrett managed a tense smile and bowed slightly.


    “The boy has done more than you know,” a chill voice called from the tunnel behind. Garrett stepped quickly to the side as Master Krauss and four lean vampires, clad in riding garb, entered the room.


    Krauss paused when he reached the center of the room. He glanced back over his shoulder at Garrett before speaking again. “It would seem that he took it upon himself to alert the northern wolf legion camped in the ruins of Taelish regarding the presence of the tunnel. He did this with the assistance of one of our younger pilots.”


    Garrett saw Claude’s face attempt to grow paler than it already was.


    Krauss tugged down the black scarf that covered his lower face. His long teeth gleamed in the blue light. “It would seem as well that his gambit paid off.”


    Garrett blinked, looking at Cenick and then back at the elder vampire.


    “The wolf legion, upon learning of their vulnerability, found and collapsed the Taelish end of the ancient tunnel. They then built an enormous bonfire atop the site. If any of the raven legion survived the collapse of the southern end of the tunnel, they now lie, entombed within.


    Wild hoots of manic laughter erupted from the ghouls and cheers of approval from the necromancers.


    Krauss turned to face Garrett, his face stern. “You have turned the foe against himself and sowed confusion in their ranks,” he said, “Well done, master necromancer.” The vampire crossed his gloved hands across his chest and bowed stiffly. The other gaunt riders bowed as well.


    Garrett saw Claude rise hastily to his feet beside Marla. The scowl on his face as he bowed to Garrett made up for every moment of gut-wrenching terror during their flight to Taelish.


    Max held out his left hand, his right hand holding Serepheni’s. “Come Garrett,” he said.


    Garrett crossed the floor, this time, the vampires stepped aside for him. Max clasped his shoulder and knelt before him.


    “I know that you lost your amulet to the enemy, and that it must have meant a great deal to you,” Max said. He reached behind his neck and pulled his own horned skull amulet off over his head, hanging it around Garrett’s neck.


    “Accept this symbol of honor among the brotherhood you have served so well,” Max said.


    Garrett managed only a joyful sob, stifling it with a fierce grin.


    “Accept as well the gratitude of the Worm Mother,” Serepheni said, smiling, “And, with it, a commission in Her holy army.”


    She leaned in as Max stepped away, placing a gentle kiss on Garrett’s cheek. “By Her grace, I name you Templar of the Fifth Order, Initiate of the Undying Flame.”


    Garrett looked at Max, his eyes wide.


    “Too late, Garrett,” Max laughed, “Once she’s kissed you, she owns your soul!”


    “Max!’ Serepheni laughed, swatting him on the arm.


    “Jitlowe,” Max said, “give us something with legs!”


    The glass-eyed necromancer grinned and swept his long fingers over his lyre strings, banging out a lively rhythm as the necromancers boomed the chorus of an ancient war-dirge. The ghouls whined and howled and stamped their shaggy feet in time, and even the gaunt riders joined in, following Krauss’s lead, to lend a deep, droning chant that made the surface of the lambent pools tremble.


    Garrett laughed and grinned as the crowd welcomed him in.


    Warren’s father, Bargas, clapped Garrett on the back so hard that he thought he might have dislocated a rib. Diggs and Scupp hugged him tight and rubbed their bony knuckles on the top of his hood.


    Lady Ymowyn stood at Warren’s side, smiling. She wore a long blue gown and a scarf of sheer lavender fabric, sewn with tiny pearls, around her neck. She reached out to lift the hem of Garrett’s hood, peeking beneath. “Healing nicely,” she said.


    “Thanks!” Garrett said, “And thanks for helping Warren find me.”


    “He looked a bit lost when I found him,” she sighed, looking at Warren, “although I’m inclined now to believe that is just his natural appearance.”


    “Hey!” Warren growled.


    Bargas laughed, patting the fox woman on the back, far more gently than he had with Garrett.


    “Mister Bargas,” Garrett said, “how did you make the tunnel fall in like that?”


    The big, patchy-haired ghoul pulled a frown. “Shame about that,” he said, “I always hate pullin’ down good solid work. The trick isn’t in makin’ a tunnel collapse, boy, it’s in gettin’ it to stay up in the first place. Makin’ it fall down… that’s just givin’ the stone leave to do what it already wants to do. The short of it is that you dig new tunnels underneath the old tunnel and then sort o' kick the legs out from under it.”


    “How do you make it come down at just the right time, though?” Garrett asked.


    Bargas shook his head. “We was off by a good three seconds,” he said, “Some o’ the crew couldn’t knock the shims out when I told ‘em to.” He leveled a hard glare toward Diggs and Scupp.


    “It was out!” Scupp snarled.


    “Them elf rocks jes’ didn’ wanna let go,” Diggs said, “They hold on when there ain’t no reason they should still be holdin’.”


    “I’ll bet most o’ that old tunnel’s still intact,” Chunnley said, walking up with his basket of food.


    Scupp grinned. “I wonder how long their air will last?”


    “Not long enough for ‘em to grow any diggin’ claws,” Diggs snickered.


    Lady Ymowyn wrinkled her snout in disgust, and Garrett felt his stomach twist inside him.


    “That’s enough!” Bargas said, “That tunnel came down, and dead’s dead. No call t’ dwell on it now.”


    “Yeah,” Warren said, his eyes falling, “dead’s dead.”


    Chunnley hastily changed the subject. “Baked this for you, special, Master Garrett,” he said. The brown-furred ghoul held out a round bun, glazed with honey.


    “Thanks,” Garrett said, taking it. Something in the scent of it caught in his throat. He looked up at Chunnley.


    The old ghoul smiled. “I know your folks would want to be here… and I thought, maybe this would sorta be like they were.”


    Garrett took a bite. He closed his eyes and breathed in the memory of his father’s bakery. For one fleeting moment, he was standing in the hallway outside the kitchen. He could almost hear them talking. The memory of his parents flickered like shadows in his mind’s eye, and then they were gone.


    “Thank you,” Garrett said, opening his eyes again.


    Chunnley nodded.


    “I think I want to sit down for a bit,” Garrett said, “I’m still kinda tired.”


    The others smiled and wished him well. He walked away as they returned to their conversations. He choked back a terrible homesickness that wrung his heart like the grip of a cold fist.


    He found a spot in the shadows at the far end of the hall and sat down on a crate to watch the party from a distance. He slowly picked apart the remains of the honey bread, finding no more joy in the taste of it.


    He looked up at the approach of Cenick who held out a cup to him.


    “No, thank you,” Garrett said, “I don’t really like wine.”


    “It’s only water, Garrett,” Cenick said.


    “Oh... thanks,” Garrett said, taking the wooden cup and sipping from it.


    Cenick sat down beside him on the crate. After a moment, he spoke, “You’ve always felt like an outsider among us, Garrett, but you’re not.”


    “I know,” Garrett said, “I mean, I know it shouldn’t matter, being different, but it does, doesn’t it?”


    Cenick nodded. “Sometimes it matters.”


    “I wish I could be stronger... I wish...”


    “You wish you were someone else,” Cenick said with a shrug, “Then be someone else, if you want, but he will still be you inside… I doubt my ancestors would recognize me now. The great river has forgotten my name, but I still hear her song in my heart sometimes.” Cenick lowered his face. “Do you remember your parents?” he said.


    “I can’t remember their faces anymore,” Garrett said, wiping his eyes with the back of his sleeve.


    “Don’t be afraid, Garrett,” he said, “Our ancestors wait for us in our dreams. They just can’t see into the shadows where we now walk.”


    “I’m sick of living in the shadows!” Garrett said.


    “Then you’ve found no beauty in the darkness?” Cenick said, looking sideways at Garrett.


    Garrett looked across the room to where Marla still sat, watching Max and Serepheni dance. He hung his head.


    “We can never go back to what we had before Garrett.”


    “Then what do we have to look forward to?”


    “Whatever comes next, and whatever is now,” Cenick said, “That is all any man ever has... this moment, nothing more.”


    Garrett wiped his eyes dry, wincing as he rubbed against a half-healed bruise. He watched the way that Marla twisted a strand of dark hair around her finger as she talked. He watched the way her lips curved when she smiled at something Claude said. He watched the way the light shimmered in her eyes.


    “Ask her, Garrett,” Cenick said.


    “What if she says no?” Garrett asked, looking at his friend.


    Cenick flashed a crooked grin. “It will hurt… a great deal,” he said, “but what if she says yes?”


    Garrett smiled. He stood up, straightening his robe. “I’ve had worse,” he whispered.


    He strode, stiff-legged, straight across the room to where Marla sat. Her eyes lifted to meet him, her beauty eclipsing the warning in Claude’s dark look.


    “Marla,” Garrett said, extending his hand, “would you like to dance?”


    Her smile burned away the shadows in his heart.


    “I’d love to, Garrett.”


    





End of Book Two of The Songreaver's Tale


    Garrett’s adventures will continue in Book Three.


    ####
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