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Chapter One
 
   Brenhaven was the most wonderful place in the world to grow up, until the Chadiri burned it to ash.
 
   The guardsmen stood the wall, singing the old songs, defying the booming chant of the Chadirian war-priests massed beyond the river. The townsfolk waited and prayed to a hundred different gods in as many tongues. Merchants, artists, dancers, poets, stonecutters, farmers, bakers, all of them free men. They would not kneel. They would not surrender to the dark will of Malleatus, the Chadiri blood god, and his red-armored priests. This was the place where freedom would make its stand.
 
   Beyond the walls, the Chadiri chanted their hymns of hate, and their dark spell closed upon the last free city like a red fist. When all the fountains cracked and spilled, the people of Brenhaven stood and shouted their defiance. When the walls began to bleed, the people stood and called upon the memories of heroes long dead. When the gabled roofs crumbled beneath the first catapult stones, the people stood and cursed the foul god’s name. When the yard-long arrows of the Chadiri war machines rained down, and each man saw friend and brother fall slain beside him, the people stood.
 
   Then the dragon came, and they could stand no more.
 
   Garrett cried when Father and Mother loaded him onto the handcart and pushed out into the panicked crowd. Why didn't they wait for Grahm? Garrett's brother was still at the wall.
 
   Father hadn't wanted Grahm to join the Guard, but he was sixteen, and old enough to make his own mistakes. It would be six more years before Garrett was allowed to do anything fun.
 
   Garrett tried to stand up and see what the people were running from. The sky above the rooftops glowed an ugly red. The scent of wood smoke filled the air. Father shoved him down between the stacked loaves of bread that filled the cart. The boy yelped as the hard corner of a coin box jabbed into his elbow. Father and Mother were shouting to each other, but Garrett could no longer hear them above the noise of the crowd that pressed ever closer. The cart jostled and bumped. Men cursed and women screamed, children were crying all around. Garrett had never been so afraid. He huddled in the bottom of the cart and covered his ears with his hands. He didn't want to hear anymore.
 
   The cart’s wheels thumped over the smooth cobblestones, stopping often as people crowded and pushed into the street ahead of them. The air grew hotter, and the crowd more desperate by the moment.
 
   The cart overturned when they tried to cross the river south of town. Too many people jammed onto the narrow bridge. The wooden railings strained and splintered, spilling people over the sides into the Little River that separated Brenhaven from the southern farmlands. Garrett fell too. He saw his mother's hand outstretched, but the screaming mass of refugees swept her away as they poured across the last bridge. Falling loaves of bread spun slowly against the angry sky as he fell, and then the cold water hit him.
 
   Garrett coughed up river water, spitting and gasping as he surfaced. The bridge seemed so far away now. The river had him, and others like him. Some splashed and tried to scream for help, their mouths filling with water. Garrett remembered what Grahm had taught him. Never swim against the current. Swimming perpendicular to the flow of the river, he at last reached the muddy bank, exhausted, near the town wall a quarter of a mile downriver.
 
   The wall jutted out into the river at that point. The dark shadow of a square tower stood with its base submerged in the green water. The brown stones of the wall were very old, stacked high, but roughly, much narrower at the top than at the base. Grahm had taught Garrett to climb as well as to swim, and Grahm was still somewhere inside those walls.
 
   Garrett's hands were rubbed raw by the time he pulled himself over the top of the wall. He rested a moment on the planks of the narrow walkway that ran the length of the curtain wall between the square towers at either end. No guards manned the wall. They must all be away at the north wall to fight the Chadiri. Rising wearily to his feet, Garrett looked to the north and watched Brenhaven burn.
 
   Great black columns of smoke rose from the houses and markets of the town, and yellow flames licked at the sooty pall that hung over the city. Dark shapes tumbled from the sky, dragging swirling trails through the haze, catapult stones that landed with muffled booms amid Brenhaven's ruins.
 
   A monstrous shadow passed through the cloud, moving fast toward the west. Garrett thought he glimpsed the sweep of a vast, featherless wing through the smoke. Then came a sound like a mountain falling down, the roar of the dragon.
 
   Garrett's knees gave way beneath him. His breath came fast and shallow, his eyes wide. He watched the air shimmer above the spires of the Temple at Westgate. The tile roof glowed a dull red in the invisible heat of the dragon's breath. Stones cracked. Walls crumbled. Flames danced. The shadow wheeled and swept away, not even pausing to watch as the last sanctum of the Peacebringers fell before the war god's wrath.
 
   Garrett mastered his trembling limbs once again as the dragon fear passed. He scrambled down a wooden ladder to the comforting darkness of the streets. The southern end of town remained untouched by fire. A moment later, he recognized where he was. He had wandered and explored Brenhaven's every lane and alleyway in his brother's shadow. He could find his way home.
 
   Grahm would be headed home now too. Surely the north wall had fallen, and Grahm would be looking for his family. They should have waited for him at the bakery, so he would know where to find them. At least he would find Garrett there waiting for him when he arrived. Garrett ran faster as ashes fluttered down from the roiling sky, embers stinging his cheeks. He had to get home before Grahm got there.
 
   Garrett turned up Market Street to find his path blocked by the collapse of the corner theater. Dust swirled above the heap of broken stone and splintered beams of the old playhouse. Garrett's breath caught at the sight of a girl's face looking up at him from the rubble, dead white, with sad, empty eyes. He had to laugh a second later when he realized it was only a mask, scattered among the broken marionettes and torn costumes. The hot wind caught at a scrap of red silk and whipped it away beyond the rooftops.
 
   The sky rumbled again with the sound of the dragon's wrath. Garrett ran toward the open door of a nearby shop where he had sometimes played with Martin, the cobbler's son.
 
   He felt his way through the shadows of the abandoned shop, hoping that he remembered correctly. At the back of the shop, he found a little door opening into a narrow covered alleyway. It ran behind all the shops along that side of Market Street. A dim red glow lit the far end of the alley, in the direction of Garrett's home.
 
   Heat blasted Garrett's face as he stepped from the alley. For a moment, he thought he must be lost. Nothing looked familiar at first. Then he recognized the steaming pool of cracked marble that was the old fountain where he'd sailed many paper boats. The smoldering row of wooden crates along the wall had been brightly painted flower boxes this morning. The blazing skeleton of burning timbers had been his father's bakery, and, above it, poised for one last moment, the blackened frame of the little window of the little room above the stairs. Then the frame folded in on itself, and the only home he had ever known disappeared in a swirl of sparks.
 
   Garrett's emotions caught up with him at last, and he fell to his knees beside the broken fountain. Everything and everyone was gone, and there was no one there to tell him what to do.
 
   Long he lay there, weeping, his sobs lost amidst the din of crackling fires and crumbling masonry.
 
   "Hey, are you all right?"
 
   Garrett started at the sound of the voice, looking up hopefully. "Grahm?"
 
   Only it wasn't his brother at all. It wasn't even human. The strange creature that had spoken to him seemed altogether dog-like, covered with dirty gray fur with long, pointed ears and eyes that shined red in the firelight. It stood on its hind legs in a stooped imitation of a man and nearly as tall, but its clawed hands and massive forearms were wrapped around what looked to be a dead body bound tightly in yellowed strips of linen.
 
   Garrett felt that he would have been frightened out of his wits except for the comical tilt of the dog-thing's head and the non-threatening manner with which it regarded him.
 
   "Are you a Chadiri?" Garrett asked.
 
   The creature barked a short, manic laugh, "Hardly! I'm trying to get away from those guys."
 
   "What are you then?" Garrett asked.
 
   "I'm a ghoul," The creature said with a grin, its mouth wide and full of sharp teeth, "but don't worry. I only eat dead people. Speaking of which... wanna give me a hand with this?"
 
   Garrett eyed the body in the ghoul's arms. "What's that?"
 
   "Sabaial Mak Thul," the ghoul answered proudly, "the first lord of Brenhaven. He's always been a little too well guarded to get at. Well, until today, that is, but he's mine now!"
 
   "And you're going to eat him?" Garrett asked, feeling a little sick.
 
   "Oh no!" the ghoul said, "Not that I haven't thought about it, but, once they get this old, the taste of 'em's gone off. And, anyway, these things are worth an awful lot of fresh meat to those who know how to use 'em. I'll cut you in on the profits if you help me get him back to the burrow."
 
   Garrett rose, a bit shakily, and moved toward the ghoul and his grim burden. Not much of what the creature had said made any sense, but he had to do something. The boy stooped and lifted the linen-wrapped ankles of the dead lord of Brenhaven, grunting at the weight.
 
   "Heavy, yeah?" the ghoul grinned, "They used to sew a bag of gold inside 'em before they planted 'em. Weird custom, right? Well, gold's useful too where we're going."
 
   "Where are we going?" Garrett asked as they struggled down the broad lane, swinging wide to avoid a collapsed roof that had fallen across the way.
 
   "Oh," the ghoul said, "I just need you to help me get this guy to the bone yard, after that, me and my kind are clearin' out for Marrowvyn. We can bust him open, and I'll give you some of the gold when we get to the yard, if you like."
 
   "Oh, thanks," Garrett answered, not really knowing what else to say.
 
   "What's your name, anyway?"
 
   "Garrett."
 
   "Thanks for your help, Garrett. Most humans wouldn't, you know."
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "My name's Warren, by the way," the ghoul said, looking down to mind his shaggy feet as he backed over a pile of old clothes.
 
   As Garrett started to speak again, the ground shook with a tremendous boom. Buildings on either side of the lane in front of them collapsed as the dragon landed in the street ahead. Warren's head seemed to turn toward the sound with impossible slowness, and Garrett's eyes locked on the enormous beast. The dragon's eyes flared with golden heat, its scales the color of stained silver. Its black jaws opened like the door of an oven. The air shimmered.
 
   Garrett threw his body full against the startled ghoul, toppling him backwards off the rag heap even as the dragon's breath washed over them. The shock of superheated air hurled their bodies through the thin lattice frontispiece of a flower shop. Garrett slammed hard against the counting table, breaking wood and bone. The pain of the heat seared his flesh, unthinkable, unbearable. Then there was only a dull throb of things broken and burnt, and a sound like pebbles rattling down a clay drainpipe, the dragon's rasping breath.
 
   Garrett looked up through puffy, swollen eyelids toward the shop's entryway. The black-scaled head of the dragon moved past the shattered doorway, not bothering to look inside. Garrett watched as the beast passed by. Across the dragon's back, astride an ornately carved saddle sat a huge man, clad in red armor. The rider's horned helm swung toward the shop as he passed. From the shadow of his visor, two cold blue eyes fell upon the boy, and Garrett's labored breath faltered. Then the man was gone, and the black tail of the Chadiri dragon coiled and lashed away the storefront, bringing the roof down atop the boy.
 
   ****
 
   Voices.
 
   Garrett woke to the sound of voices and a terrible coldness in his body.
 
   "What in the hell were you thinking, boy?" spoke a rough, unfamiliar voice.
 
   "I had him dad! I had him in my arms! Mak Thul himself!"
 
   "Where is he now?" spoke a third voice, cool and dispassionate.
 
   "Cremated." Warren answered.
 
   "You almost were too, you idiot!"
 
   Garrett tried to move. Shooting pain. He moaned.
 
   "What's that?" 
 
   Sounds of breaking wood. More pain. A dim light, the glow of dying fires.
 
   "Hey!" Warren exclaimed, "He's still alive!"
 
   "Just a boy." The calm voice belonged to a tall figure in a dark purple robe. The robe's hood concealed his face, but the man's gnarled hands, clutching an iron skull-topped staff, seemed human.
 
   "Looks like he got the worst of it." The rough voice was that of a massive, patchy-haired ghoul who casually tossed aside the wreckage of the shop's roof as though it weighed nothing.
 
   "His name's Garrett," Warren said, kneeling beside him, "He was helping me."
 
   "Leave him be, boy," the old ghoul said, shaking his head, "He's done."
 
   "He saved my life dad!"
 
   "He's not one of us!" the old ghoul barked, "We don't have time."
 
   As Warren and his father argued, the robed man knelt beside Garrett, his face unreadable beneath the shadow of his hood.
 
   "Tinjin," the old ghoul called, "will you talk some sense into the boy? The Chadiri'll be here sooner than later."
 
   Garrett tried to speak, but only a faint wheezing sound came out. The hooded man looked down at him in silence. At last he pulled back his hood to reveal the gaunt features of an old man, his face lined by years of sorrow and horror, his hair thin and pale. Yet in his eyes burned still a warmth and humor undiminished by time.
 
   "Bargas," the man said, "it is not our birth that make us who we are, but the choices we make. This boy has cast his lot with the keepers of the dead. He comes with us."
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
   The streets of Wythr twisted like a fine network of veins between the high granite walls of the ancient city. The lifeblood of commerce pumped through its narrow lanes and alleys, bringing riches and refugees from the farthest reaches of the realm. Wythr, tomb-city of sorcerer kings, belonged to the priestesses of Mauravant. The sisterhood of the dead goddess ruled the gray city with ruthless efficiency and suffered no troublemakers, creating a haven of cruel safety against the chaos of the war-ravaged world outside its walls.
 
   Never was the sun seen in Wythr. The city lay in the hollow between the mountains and the sea at the northwestern corner of gods-cursed Gloar. Even at mid-day with the sun high above the jagged peaks of the eastern range, no bright beam could penetrate the gray cloak of perpetual haze in which slumbering Mount Padras wrapped itself. Though it might trouble a human like Garrett, who had not seen the sun at all in the three years since his arrival, in Wythr there were other folk whom this grim and eternal gloom suited quite well.
 
   Business thrived in the shadows for troll trappers, naga apothecaries, and horned satyrs who looked up from their ebony carvings with glowing eyes to watch the human boy pass. Garrett pulled his hood a bit lower and walked a little faster. He did not fear these creatures now as much as he once had, but rather the coming of night, and with it the city curfew. Those who wished to see another dawn did not linger in the streets of Wythr after Evenchime.
 
   Garrett turned down a short alleyway lined with gloomy little shops, their windows filled with loathsome curios and frightful reagents, useful for only the darkest of magic. He paused at the door of the endmost shop. Its broad window glowed with the golden warmth of a hundred luminous creatures. Fairies and their kin, captured in the wild southern forests, were bound with magic inside tiny silver cages. Such bright and beautiful pets demanded a high price in the twilight city and brought great wealth to those who could catch them. Very few creatures could catch a fairy, and one of these was a vampire.
 
   Garrett cleared his throat and brushed the wrinkles from his purple robe. His gloved hand trembled a little on the handle of the door, as it always did. The boy marshaled his courage and opened the door. The tinkling doorbells drew the attention of the girl inside the shop.
 
   She turned and greeted him with a smile brighter than any fairy's wing, the vampire girl, slender and tall, pale and perfect. She dropped with silent grace from a ladder that rolled upon a track the length of the shelf-lined back wall. Her long dark hair framed her sad-sweet eyes, spilling down to the shoulders of her gray linen coveralls. "Hi, Garrett!" she said.
 
   "Hi, Marla!" Garrett smiled, immensely pleased that his voice had not cracked this time.
 
   "Your uncle's package arrived this morning," she said, "We've got it in the back." She swung open the waist-high gate that led behind the shop's counter and motioned for Garrett to follow her. He did so without hesitation.
 
   Marla's long fingers drew back a heavy curtain, painted with swirling runes, and Garrett stepped through. His shoulder brushed against hers as he moved past.
 
   "Good evening, Garrett," Marla's mother greeted him as he entered the back room of the pet store.
 
   "Good evening, Mrs. Veranu," Garrett said.
 
   "How's your uncle these days?" she asked, pulling a largish paper-wrapped bundle down from a shelf. As with most vampires that Garrett had met, he could hazard no guess at her age. Taller than Marla, but of a similar slim build, she looked no older than a woman in her mid twenties. Her short, sandy brown hair added to her youthful appearance. Her amber eyes flashed with an impish gleam, undimmed by her ghostly complexion. Nevertheless, her lips remained hidden behind a red silk scarf coiled around her neck, a colorful accessory that contrasted sharply with her somber gray clothing in the style favored by the vampires of the city.
 
   "Uncle's doing well," Garrett said, "I think he's really excited about this package, whatever's in it. Do you know what it is?"
 
   "Of course I know what it is, you goose!" Mrs. Veranu laughed, "I had to find the beastly thing, and it wasn't easy! Still, if you want to know, you'd better ask him, though I can't imagine what's so secret about it." She let the heavy package drop on a stained workbench.
 
   "Oh," Garrett said, "I also needed to get a flask of essence while I'm here, if I could."
 
   "Certainly," Mrs. Veranu said, "Marla will help you with that. I need to finish a bit of inventory before we close for the night."
 
   "Thank you," Garrett said, pulling a glass and steel canister from his shoulder bag. As soon as the canister was clear of the bag, it disappeared from his grasp. Startled, he turned to find Marla holding it, smiling at him from across the room. He shook his head. Her ability to move with inhuman speed, in complete silence, still unnerved him each time she played these little tricks on him. And each time, it seemed, she got a little bit faster.
 
   "This won't take a minute," she said. Marla opened the canister's valve and fitted it into the base of a large mechanical grinder, "Is elkhorn all right?"
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said, "we don't need anything fancy. Uncle's just got a few rezzes for a contract this week."
 
   Marla nodded and began to lift large scoopfuls of wriggling horned beetles from a barrel and drop them into the grinder's hopper. Garrett winced at the awful crunching sound as the vampire girl spun the wheel of the machine, and a lambent green ooze began to fill his canister. She slowed the wheel as the glass window on the canister showed it nearly full. She lifted the flask from the machine's base and wiped a drop of the glowing essence from the nozzle before closing the seal on the container. Garrett had to grin when she licked her finger. Disgusting or not, he still thought it was cute.
 
   "Do you have a few minutes?" Marla asked.
 
   Garrett had as many as she wanted. "Yeah... yeah!"
 
   "Mom, can I show him the baby?" Marla asked.
 
   "Isn't it almost curfew?" Mrs. Veranu asked without looking up from her tablet.
 
   "I... I have a little time before I have to be back," Garrett said.
 
   "All right then, just don't keep him too late, Marla."
 
   Marla grinned, setting aside the filled canister and waving Garrett over to a largish cage in the corner, a cage covered with a tattered blanket. "Be very quiet," she whispered, "He's still asleep."
 
   Garrett knelt on the floor beside Marla, his arm pleasantly tingling where she leaned against him. Her hair smelled like the memory of flowers. She lifted the edge of the blanket, and Garrett marveled at what he saw.
 
   Inside the cage, upon a little mound of hay, lay a small, bat-like creature, no larger than a kitten. At first he wondered if it might be dead, but then he saw its tiny chest move as it breathed in its sleep. It had no eyes, only a featureless black carapace above its broad mouth. Indeed the whole thing seemed to be covered in leathery black plates with only a wispy gray mane along the back of its neck, surmounted by two tiny curved horns atop its head. In addition to its membranous wings, it possessed as well miniature sets of arms and legs ending in three-clawed talons that stretched and flexed as the creature dreamed. It gave a sort of mewing yelp and nestled deeper into its bed of hay.
 
   "What is it?" Garrett asked.
 
   "It's a baby gaunt," Marla said, her eyes glittering, "Can you believe it?"
 
   "A gaunt?"
 
   "Yes," she said, "the Moonwings have come to the city, and they've brought a covey of gaunts with them!"
 
   "Moonwings?" Garrett asked. Sometimes Marla thought that everyone else knew as much as she did about everything.
 
   "The Moonwings are vampires who ride fully grown gaunts like the ones that gave birth to this little one. They're here now and staying with us at the embassy."
 
   "Ride them? How big do they get?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Big enough!" Marla laughed, "Oh, Garrett, they're beautiful! I wish I could ride one!"
 
   "But why are they here in the city?"
 
   "I don't know," Marla said, "it must be something..."
 
   Mrs. Veranu cleared her throat loudly, interrupting her. Marla looked as though she were about to speak again when a new sound broke the silence. The first mournful sound of the Evenchimes rang out through the city, signaling the end of the day and the impending onset of curfew. The sound sent a thrill of fear through Garrett's chest.
 
   "You'd better go," Marla said.
 
   "Yeah"
 
   Mrs. Veranu helped bind Uncle's package to the side of Garrett's shoulder bag since it was too bulky to fit inside. She hustled him toward the door with the admonishment to run all the way home.
 
   He paused at the door, risking another moment to say goodbye to Marla. Curfew be damned, he loved seeing her smile.
 
   "Go!" Marla's mother gave Garrett a gentle shove out the door.
 
   The last worried shoppers of the evening hurried to clear the street. Again the temple bells rang out, only three more until curfew.
 
   Garrett ran.
 
   The purple robes and knee-high boots favored by the brotherhood of necromancers, while striking in appearance, at least when worn by the fully-grown members of the order, proved ill suited for Garrett's undignified sprint. Fortunately, only a handful of people remained on the street to bear witness as the boy clopped loudly down the darkened lane.
 
   Uncle's package proved ungainly as well. The weight of it pulled him off-balance with every step, and the wrapper had begun to tear as the twine bindings sank into the soft bulk underneath the paper.
 
   Garrett dared a glance down to secure to load and noticed the tear. Through it, he caught a glimpse of curly hair, so white that it seemed to sparkle in the dim light.
 
   His skin crawled to think what might be inside the package. Rare were the days when Uncle did not ask Garrett to transport some manner of dead thing either here or there, but the contents of those grisly parcels were seldom a secret.
 
   The third chime rang out. He would never make it home in time.
 
   Garrett's feet ached, and the strap of his satchel rubbed his shoulder raw even through the heavy wool of his robe. His pulse pounded in his ears and his breath came in ragged gasps.
 
   The fourth bell rang.
 
   Garrett looked around frantically. A thin fog crept from black alleyways into the empty streets. The sound of a bolt being thrown shut echoed through the silent lane, and the witchfire street lamps hissed and sputtered then flickered out. The starless shadow of night engulfed him.
 
   Garrett stumbled to a halt at an intersection of three streets. One of them led home, but doubts filled the darkness. It had to be that way. Garrett ran again, almost immediately catching the toe of his boot on an uneven cobble. He fell hard, landing on the package. Soft and thick, the mysterious parcel broke his fall, but the canister inside his bag bounced free and skittered across the pavement. Garrett scrambled on hands and knees to retrieve it, grateful for the canister's firefly glow.
 
   His fingers closed around the cool metal, stopping its roll. Cold tendrils of fog passed over his hand, and Garrett felt a sensation like ants crawling up the back of his neck, dark magic.
 
   The last bell rang.
 
   Garrett froze. His eyes strained against the darkness, seeing nothing beyond the ghostly circle of green light cast by the essence flask. Nothing happened. He laughed, barely... almost a squeak. Perhaps the Night Watch was only a story after all.
 
   A low grating sound, metal on stone, echoed through the hollow streets. Garrett dared not move. Then came a sound made of nightmares, a hoarse, wordless moan that did not echo at all. The very air seemed to fall silent and dead at the sound, and Garrett's lungs heaved to draw breath that would not come.
 
   Garrett got to his feet, gathering up the canister and Uncle's package. The package had torn open in the fall and he quickly bundled it back into place. The parcel contained a heavy fleece of shimmering white wool. It radiated strange warmth, and when he touched it, a measure of his fear withered in its unnatural heat.
 
   The evil cry sounded again, but this time Garrett did not shrink from it. He tucked the bundle under his arm and hurried down the street that would lead him home, careful this time of his steps. The cry sounded once more, closer this time. Then a sound like dead tree branches dragged across stones, repeating rhythmically. Garrett stopped.
 
   The sound came from ahead.
 
   The boy took a cautious step backwards, afraid to make a noise. The scraping sound grew louder. Garrett's eyes focused on the dim gap between the dark silhouettes of rooftops ahead. Then something moved into the gap, a black shadow against the gray night sky. Taller than any man, misshapen and skeletal, the Watcher turned to face him. Two faint embers of blue flame throbbed in the shadow of its horned head. It saw him. The Watcher screamed.
 
   Garrett's blood went cold, and he ran. He raced back down the street toward the intersection with no other plan than to get away. Another hoarse cry answered from nearby, and then another. Garrett whimpered and gasped, stumbling into the center of the crossroads once again.
 
   A second monstrous figure lurched against the skyline of the Market District, and another approached from the west. Garrett spun, uncertain which way to run, and the essence flask slipped from his grasp.
 
   The green glowing canister bounced and rolled across the flagstones, coming to rest for a moment in the gutter. It tipped on its end and disappeared into darkness with a sullen clunk. Garrett's eyes went wide, and he rushed to the place where it had disappeared. A drainpipe. Garrett squeezed his body through the narrow opening, dragging the fleece in after him.
 
   He dropped several feet to the trash-strewn floor of the tunnel beneath the street, finding his flask half-buried in the muck. Above him, the Watchers cried out in unison, a howl of utter despair, which made Garrett clutch the warm fleece to his chest and try in vain to shut out the horrible sound. A single bony claw raked and scrabbled at the mouth of the pipe, and Garrett wasted no time in collecting his things and fleeing further down the tunnel.
 
   Holding the canister in front of him, Garrett used its eerie light to guide his steps deeper into the sewer. Ancient tunnels like this one honeycombed the hills beneath the city. They weren't exactly safe, but still better than the alternative above. The tunnel curved downward until he reached a junction, and he paused, trying to guess which one would lead him to Uncle's house. Neither way looked particularly promising, but he had to choose one, and he did.
 
   Soon he found himself sloshing through foul ankle-deep water. Fortunately, this was one thing for which necromancer footwear was designed. The treated leather boots kept his aching feet dry at least, though they often slipped and skidded in the slime beneath the roiling surface of the dark water. He paused after a particularly dangerous slide, catching himself against the rough stone wall. Listening, he heard again what he thought he had heard before. A faint splash came from the tunnel behind.
 
   Garrett spun, raising his glowing flask high. A black circle of the unknown stared back at him from beyond the range of his dim lamp.
 
   "Who's there?" Garrett's voice shook a little.
 
   A low growl answered from the darkness, and two baleful red eyes moved against the shadow.
 
   "Stay back!" Garrett cried. His foot slipped again, leaving him poised, off-center against the wall.
 
   The thing in the darkness crouched and then leapt. A hairy shape full of teeth and claws burst from the blackness, and Garrett fell backwards with a startled cry.
 
   Clawed hands caught the front of Garrett's robe, snatching him up before he touched the floor. Wheezy, snickering laughter and hot breath that smelled like old wet rot washed over him as he was pulled to his feet.
 
   "That's not funny, Warren!" Garrett yelled, but he could not help laughing too.
 
   Warren the ghoul patted the boy's shoulder and grinned his toothy grin. "I got you good, didn't I?"
 
   Garrett frowned. "You wanna help me get home?"
 
   "Yeah," Warren said, "you were going the right way. You've just gotta take a side tunnel up here at the pit."
 
   "Oh, yeah, I thought this pipe looked familiar." 
 
   They soon emerged into a large subterranean roundhouse that formed a hub for a dozen tunnels all draining into the pit at the center. Garrett and Warren had spent many hours at the pit, tossing various objects into the yawning vertical shaft. They had never once heard anything hit bottom. Even in the faint glow of Garrett's flask, the sight of it comforted him with its familiarity.
 
   "Almost there," Garrett sighed, "You wanna come over for dinner?"
 
   "Nah," Warren said, "I was just there. Your uncle sent me out to find you."
 
   "What were you doing at the house?" Garrett asked.
 
   Warren looked away, clearing his throat. "Nothin', just some errands for your uncle."
 
   Garrett narrowed his eyes. "Did he say anything about what this fleece was for?" he asked, indicating the torn package at his side.
 
   "Oh you got it!" Warren said, "Where'd you find it?"
 
   "Mrs. Veranu's shop."
 
   "Ah," Warren bared his long teeth in a canine grin, "that's why you were out past curfew."
 
   "I didn't... I mean... Did Uncle say what this was for or not?"
 
   Warren wrinkled his nose. "Look, Garrett, I've gotta get home, or my dad's gonna kill me. We're going into the catacombs tonight."
 
   "The catacombs?" Garrett groaned, "You guys always go without me!"
 
   "Sorry, Garrett, family trip," Warren said, "My cousin's in town... he's a real knob anyway. I'll be back in a couple of days. I'll bring you something if we find anything."
 
   "You better!" Garrett said, "Anyway, have fun."
 
   Warren smiled at his friend's sulky look. "You too," the ghoul said, turning to lope away into the darkness.
 
   "Yeah, lots of fun here," Garrett muttered as he started up the tunnel that led to Uncle Tinjin's house.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
   While the drains beneath the regular city streets shared a common, unpleasant odor, you could never be certain what you might encounter in the tunnels beneath the Arcane Quarter. Garrett's luck proved good tonight. A stream of pinkish goop oozed down the central channel. It smelled faintly of orchids, and Garrett guessed that Mr. Elbie, their apothecary neighbor, had once again failed to create the perfect love potion. At least he had given up on his dream of a universal solvent. The fumes from that one had nearly killed Garrett last spring.
 
   Garrett arrived at a stone archway in the side of the tunnel, its keystone a single piece of quartz crystal carved in the shape of a skull. A witchfire sconce illuminated the broad stairway beyond. Garrett was home.
 
   Garrett's feet throbbed with every step. The cold stone felt like a personal insult through the thin soles of his boots. At last he made it to the landing and the stained, scarred oak door to Uncle's basement. He laid his burdens down and fished for the key in the pocket of his robe.
 
   The door wrenched open before him, and Uncle Tinjin looked down. His bushy gray eyebrows bunched together in the middle as he frowned.
 
   "You're late."
 
   "Sorry, Uncle," Garrett said, quickly snatching up the torn parcel and holding it in front of him, "I got the package."
 
   Uncle took the package in his bony hands. Bits of sparkling fleece poked through the ripped paper. "Curiosity get the better of you?" he asked.
 
   "No sir," Garrett said and then fell silent. Excuses never went well with the old necromancer.
 
   "Clean yourself off and meet me in the dining room when you're done. We have something to discuss."
 
   Garrett hurried upstairs. The witchfire candle atop his dresser sputtered into life the moment he opened the door to his bedroom, but he did not bother lighting a lamp. He hastily swapped his dirty robe and boots for a pair of slippers and a fresh shirt.
 
   Garrett glanced at the smudgy mirror that hung beside his wardrobe, then pulled a clean hood from a drawer and tugged it on over his head. Uncle had always pretended not to notice Garrett's scars. Garrett wished that he could do the same. He left his gloves behind, his single concession to informality.
 
   Garrett walked back downstairs to the dining room. The huge double doors were closed, but enough light shone through the gap at the bottom to dimly illuminate the dark hall outside. A pair of undead servants flanked the doors, awaiting Garrett's arrival. The mummified zombies, dressed in brocade doublets, watched his approach with milk-white eyes. They seemed to smile at him, though Garrett knew it was only the way their shrunken lips were drawn back over their polished teeth. Their joints creaked as they reached to pull the doors open for him.
 
   The brightness of the room beyond dazzled Garrett's eyes momentarily, and he marveled that Uncle would have lit so many lamps for their evening meal. Then Garrett's face broke into a broad grin when he saw the table heaped with food and presents, and every necromancer he knew standing beside it.
 
   "Happy Birthday Garrett!" they called in unison.
 
   Uncle Tinjin strode forward and placed his hand on Garrett's shoulder, ushering the bewildered boy into the room.
 
   "Three years ago today," Tinjin said, "we gained a new member of our rather unusual family."
 
   The necromancers laughed and raised their wine cups in toast. More than a few of the younger men in the room called Tinjin "Uncle", though, to Garrett's knowledge, the old man had no blood relations at all. He was a mentor, and a father to the fatherless, well-respected and well-loved.
 
   "Thirteen is a lucky number for us," Tinjin said, "and a boy who's survived for thirteen years shows promise of surviving long enough to pursue a vocation."
 
   "Why, he could be a river boat captain!" Maximilian Zara cried out with mock sincerity. The dark-haired young man with the crooked grin was one of Tinjin's orphans, a brilliant necromancer, and the closest thing Garrett had to an older brother.
 
   "He's shown quite an aptitude for tomb-robbery, from what I've heard," said Jitlowe, a gaunt necromancer from Zhad. He had a colorless glass eye that seemed perfectly suited to his eternally deadpan expression. He never told them what he had done to earn banishment from the opulent delta state, and everyone seemed to prefer not knowing.
 
   "That's hardly a noteworthy skill in present company," said Cenick. The man's runic facial tattoos, black braided hair, and short, muscular build seemed incongruous with his immaculately tailored robe and impeccable manners. The twin blades hanging from his belt, two long and wickedly curved knives, were the only souvenirs he retained from the savage jungles of Neshat where Tinjin had found him as a boy.
 
   Tinjin cleared his throat loudly. "If I may continue..."
 
   "Sorry, Uncle," spoke several at once.
 
   "Well... to get to the point, I would like to take my nephew Garrett as my apprentice and would put it to a vote of the Brotherhood."
 
   Garrett looked up at Uncle Tinjin in amazement. He had never really expected to be allowed into the secretive cabal of necromancers. While he had often assisted Uncle in the many unpleasant daily tasks involved with bringing the dead back to a semblance of life, he had never been allowed inside Uncle's secret workshop beneath the manor house. Corpses went in. The doors were shut. When they opened again, zombies came out. The idea that he could ever do that kind of magic made his head swim.
 
   "An excellent idea, and an excellent choice!" Zara said, "Let all in favor say so."
 
   The dining hall resounded with the voices of every necromancer present.
 
   "That sounded unanimous," Cenick said with a smile.
 
   The necromancers pressed forward to shake Garrett's hand. Tinjin stood back for a few moments to let them offer their congratulations, then he shooed them away as he knelt on one knee before Garrett.
 
   "Let the first gift be from me then, my boy," he said, lifting a glittering chain from his pocket. At the end hung the talisman of a true necromancer, a golden medallion cast in the shape of a horned skull. It matched the talisman that Tinjin wore in every detail. Uncle placed it over Garrett's head and laid the heavy pendant on the boy's chest.
 
   Garrett tried to speak, but his voice wouldn't come out right. Tears welled in the corners of his eyes, and he saw the same in Tinjin's eyes as well.
 
   "Welcome to the Brotherhood, Garrett," Tinjin said, smiling as he placed his hands on Garrett's shoulders. A chorus of welcomes sounded throughout the room.
 
   "All right," Zara said, "now that he's in, I can give him my present." The roguish young man stepped forward with a slim book, bound in black leather, and placed it in Garrett's hands as Uncle Tinjin stepped away.
 
   "Thanks!" Garrett said, opening the cover to read the title page. "A Treatise on the Use of Vital Energies in Performing Wild Magic."
 
   Uncle Tinjin groaned.
 
   "You probably shouldn't read any more of that particular book out loud," Zara said with a nervous chuckle, "just to be safe."
 
   "He's going to be learning real necromancy in my house," Tinjin said.
 
   "I know," Zara said, "It's just a bit of casual reading... for his spare time."
 
   Cenick gave Zara a stern look as he stepped forward to offer his gift. Garrett flinched as the savage-looking Neshite knelt before him. Though he knew Cenick to be a kind and gentle man, the boy still found the necromancer's appearance a bit intimidating. Cenick's tattooed face softened with a faint smile as he produced a thick leather belt and wrapped it around Garrett's waist. The scabbard of a curved jungle knife hung to one side of the belt.
 
   "Don't put all of your faith in magic, boy," Cenick said, "Sometimes the best solution is a sharp blade."
 
   Garrett nodded and thanked Cenick for the gift. One by one, the other necromancers stepped forward to offer little tokens of their friendship to the boy. Soon, a half dozen undead servants entered the room carrying steaming plates of roasted meat, and the men's attentions turned to the food and to talk of the war.
 
   Garrett did not care much for war talk, but found it an impossible subject to avoid. Every day new reports came in of lands and forces lost to the relentless Chadirian horde. He chose at least to stand nearest to the most optimistic of the war-talkers, Maximilian Zara.
 
   "Have you heard? The Sisterhood is going to allow necromancers to travel with the army," Zara said, his eyes flashing eagerly.
 
   Uncle Tinjin only grunted in response, a wary look on his face.
 
   "I think Zara's most excited about the young priestess they've put in charge of this little expedition," Cenick said.
 
   "It's not like that," Zara laughed, "You have to see this as an opportunity."
 
   "I know exactly what sort of opportunity you're thinking of," Cenick said.
 
   "No... I mean, she is rather attractive, I'll give you that, but think of this, the Sisterhood is finally willing to admit that we actually exist. They want to work with us side by side. We could see how their magic works firsthand!"
 
   "What do you think, Uncle?" Cenick asked.
 
   Tinjin's face darkened. "If the Sisterhood is asking for help, they must be getting desperate."
 
   "Then it's high time we get in there and show them how real necromancers deal with a problem!" Zara insisted.
 
   "With wild magic?" Tinjin asked.
 
   "Come now!” Zara said, looking slightly offended, "Ask Cenick here about the time a little wild magic knocked that hungry hill troll from off his back."
 
   Cenick nodded. "True enough, although you did drain an entire flask of essence doing it, and singed the shirt and most of the hair off my back in the process."
 
   "But it worked!"
 
   "Technically, yes."
 
   "There you have it!" Zara said.
 
   Garrett did his best to hide a yawn with the back of his sleeve. Tinjin noticed.
 
   "It's getting late, Garrett," Uncle said, "You'd better get to bed."
 
   Garrett groaned, but knew better than to argue. He gathered up as many of his gifts as he could carry and said goodnight to everyone.
 
   "Oh, before you go," Tinjin said, "you have one more gift." He pointed toward a table in the corner of the room upon which sat a smallish object beneath a cover of red silk.
 
   "What is it?" Garrett asked.
 
   "It arrived for you earlier," Tinjin said, "I believe it is a gift from your young vampire acquaintance."
 
   "Marla sent me a gift?" Garrett asked.
 
   "That or a severed monkey head, judging by the size and shape," Cenick said, "You'd better go and check in case it is. It's not a good sign when a young lady sends you a monkey head. Trust me on that."
 
   Garrett laughed politely, though he could never be certain when Cenick was joking.
 
   Garrett hurried to the table and lifted the red cloth. Beneath it lay a little silver birdcage, a birdcage containing something extraordinary.
 
   "A fairy!" Garrett said.
 
   The tiny creature, no bigger than Garrett's thumb, lay at the bottom of the cage. She glowed with a warm light that shifted in hue from pink to purple to orange. Her wings, as delicate as a dragonfly's, fluttered with a faint whirring sound as she looked up at him seeming to wake from a restless sleep. She watched him with uncertainty in her lambent blue eyes.
 
   "A real fairy!" Garrett exclaimed.
 
   "A very fine gift," Uncle Tinjin remarked.
 
   "Indeed," Jitlowe said, "only the wealthiest of the Zhadeen can afford to keep such pets."
 
   Cenick made a rude noise. "It is not a pet!" he said, "A fairy is a potent and elder spirit. Garrett, you are fortunate to have been given such a companion. You must give it a name, and give it quickly to seal the bond."
 
   Garrett stared back, flabbergasted.
 
   Zara laughed. "You heard the savage. Think of a name, Garrett, double-quick!"
 
   Garrett's exhausted brain reeled as his eyes darted around the room, searching for inspiration. They fell on one of the many witchfire sconces that lit the room.
 
   "Lampwicke!" he blurted out.
 
   Cenick smiled, and Zara nodded in approval. Garrett looked down at the fairy, and she tilted her head to the side, studying him.
 
   "That will be enough for one evening," Uncle said, "Garrett, take... Lampwicke upstairs and get to bed."
 
   Garrett had to leave most of his gifts downstairs, but he managed to make it to his room with Lampwicke's cage in hand, Zara's book tucked under one arm, and Cenick's knife on his hip.
 
   He was able to kick off one of his shoes before he slumped across his bed, already asleep.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
   Garrett kept waking up in his old bed in the room above the stairs in the little house above his father's bakery. He knew it was a dream, but each time he made himself wake up and found himself once again nestled beneath that soft patchwork quilt, he wished more and more that it was real. He wondered if maybe he could make it true just by wanting it and believing hard enough.
 
   He sat up in his dream bed and looked around the room, marveling at the clarity of the vision. Garrett's heart ached to see sunlight shine through the little window upon the wooden planks of the floor. His old desk sat against the wall, cluttered with a young boy's treasures. The wooden sword that Grahm had carved for him stood proudly in the corner. The smell of baking bread filled the room, and his mother's voice echoed up the stairs. She sang to him in a strange language, a sad melody in lilting, beautiful words he could not comprehend.
 
   Garrett woke up again.
 
   The gray gloom of dawn crept in between the shuttered blinds of the room in the necromancer's house. Garrett rolled over onto his elbow in the bed, rubbing at his eyes. Something hard dug into his hip. He still wore the knife Cenick had given him, belted around his waist. Then he blinked, wondering if he still dreamed, for the strange and beautiful song continued.
 
   The fairy sat in her cage on the corner of his bedside table, singing.
 
   Garrett sat up and listened. He did not know what the words meant, but they filled his heart with a joyful longing for a lost home. The fairy sat with her back to him, looking toward the dim light of the window. She shone with an inner glow, a brilliant, pulsing light that one moment was the color of sunlight on a meadow, the next, the color of a cloudless sky.
 
   Garrett watched and listened, desiring to neither distract nor frighten her. He knew that he would see again those visions of lost home if he closed his eyes for a moment, but he dared not let them shut. Going there and coming back again would break his heart.
 
   At last her song came to an end. Her light faded into a soft pink glow, and her head bowed in silence. Garrett wiped a tear from his cheek.
 
   He cleared his throat, feeling inexplicably ashamed. "Good morning, Lampwicke," he said.
 
   The little fairy turned to look at him, her light flickering like a candle flame caught in a cold draft. For a moment, a shadow fell across her, and only her shining blue eyes blinked up at him.
 
   Garrett drew back, worried that he'd frightened her. He smiled and said, "Thank you for the song. It was really good."
 
   Lampwicke's wings fluttered as she backed against the far side of her cage. She watched Garrett warily, but her blushing glow had returned.
 
   "I didn't know you could talk," Garrett said, "I don't understand what you were saying. Do you know how to speak Gloaran?"
 
   Lampwicke stared up at him, her eyes narrowed.
 
   "My name's Garrett. I only named you Lampwicke because I had to think of something fast. Do you have a different name that you go by?"
 
   She tilted her head slightly, one of her tiny pointed ears pricked up beneath her short violet hair. Her lips moved slowly, testing the word before she spoke it, "Lampwicke."
 
   Garrett grinned. He wasn't sure what came next. He'd never had a pet before. Companion, corrected Cenick's voice in his head. He tried to remember the time that Grahm had brought home the wounded raven. Father had said that it would probably die, and Grahm shouldn't set his hopes too high. It had lived though, and Grahm was proud to have proved Father wrong. Grahm and Garrett had fed the bird every hour, taking turns staying awake at night. Birds didn't eat much, but they ate often.
 
   "Are you hungry, Lampwicke?" he asked.
 
   She looked up at him, her face a mask of incomprehension.
 
   "Wait here," he said, "I'll get you something!"
 
   Garrett ran downstairs, lightening his step slightly when he saw Zara sprawled across the couch in the hall. He had one of Uncle's favorite books draped across his face, muffling his snores.
 
   Garrett pushed open the kitchen door as quietly as he was able. The kitchen zombie lifted its head expectantly as Garrett entered. It had no official name. Uncle Tinjin didn't believe in naming zombies. Other necromancers often gave nicknames or titles to their undead creations, but Uncle called it pointless sentimentality.
 
   Garrett was careful to never let Uncle catch him doing it.
 
   "Good morning, Tom," Garrett said.
 
   The zombie creaked into motion, stepping from the gloomy corner where it spent most of its existence. Garrett stopped it with a wave of his hand.
 
   "I don't need any help Tom, thanks," Garrett said. He hastily gathered a bit of fresh bread and a handful of grapes from the pantry. He briefly considered the sausages hanging from a peg on the door, but he couldn't imagine a fairy hunting for meat in the wild. He grabbed a teacup and a bottle of water and headed upstairs.
 
   Daylight, as much as could ever be expected, lit his bedroom by the time he returned. Garrett set the food on the table by Lampwicke's cage and opened the shutters. People moved through the street below. Garrett squinted his eyes and tried to envision monstrous skeletal creatures lumbering down the same lane, but the previous night's events seemed little more than a bad dream now.
 
   Garrett returned to the cage and stooped to unfasten the tiny silver latch. Lampwicke's eyes went to the door of the cage. Garrett hesitated. What if the fairy got loose and flew away? What would he tell Marla?
 
   Though he might find a way to fit the bread and grapes through the bars, the teacup would never go. Garrett bit his lip and opened the cage door.
 
   Lampwicke flew toward the opening, a blur of light and buzzing wings. A bright flash and a bang filled Garrett's room. Suddenly, Lampwicke lay on the floor of the cage, clutching her shoulder and writhing in pain. A scent like the wind after a thunderstorm hung in the air.
 
   Garrett stood, mouth agape. Vampire magic bound Lampwicke to her cage. She could no more pass through the open cage door than Garrett could through a stone wall.
 
   "I'm sorry," Garrett said, "I didn't... I..."
 
   Lampwicke glared at him, her eyes full of anger and hurt.
 
   "I just wanted to give you something to eat," he said. Garrett tore off a piece of bread and pushed it through the cage door. Lampwicke hopped to the far side of the cage, still massaging her arm with her other hand. Garrett poured a little water into the teacup and set in inside the cage as well.
 
   Lampwicke watched him but made no move toward the bread or water. Garrett pulled a grape from the bunch and placed it next to the bread. As he withdrew his fingers, the grape rolled free, wobbling to a stop at Lampwicke's feet.
 
   The fairy looked down at the fruit. She glanced at Garrett again to assure herself that he had not moved. Then she knelt and passed her hand across the smooth skin of the grape. She smiled, leaning forward to wrap her arms around the fruit. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply as though savoring the scent of it.
 
   Garrett brought one of the grapes to his nose, sniffing. He smelled nothing. He popped it in his mouth and crunched it. It tasted like an ordinary grape.
 
   "It's all right to eat," he said, putting another grape in his mouth, "Shee? Thar goot."
 
   Lampwicke's eyes rose, no longer angry. She smiled at him, and he smiled back.
 
   "Garrett," Uncle called from downstairs, "breakfast."
 
   "Oh, sorry," Garrett said, hastily shoving the rest of the grapes into Lampwicke's cage. She fluttered clear of a rolling grape, looking slightly annoyed. Garrett thought of closing the cage door, but it seemed rude somehow and rather unnecessary.
 
   Garrett started out the bedroom door, pausing as he realized he was still wearing the shirt he'd slept in. He hurried to grab a fresh one and was about to pull the old one off when he realized that Lampwicke was watching him. He froze.
 
   Garrett sidled out of the room, changing quickly in the hallway. He tossed the old shirt back through the door and headed downstairs.
 
   Uncle Tinjin waited for him at the breakfast table. The kitchen zombie poked sluggishly at a mound of raw bacon piled in the center of an iron pan by the fire. Garrett sat down, just as a bleary-eyed Maximilian Zara staggered into the room, looking about as alert as Tom the zombie.
 
   "You could have let me sleep," Zara mumbled, vainly attempting to smooth his unruly brown hair with his hands.
 
   "Sleep late in your own house," Uncle Tinjin said without looking up from his tea.
 
   The zombie shambled over to set a plate of cold biscuits in front of Garrett.
 
   "Thanks, To... " Garrett said, almost saying the zombie’s name before Uncle's look of disapproval cut him off.
 
   "So, Garrett," Zara said, "how does it feel to be an unholy agent of the dark powers?"
 
   "Huh?" Garrett asked, stuffing a biscuit in his mouth.
 
   "A necromancer, Garrett," Zara laughed, "Now that you're one of us, you're going to have to start taking your role as a merciless harrower of souls more seriously."
 
   Garrett blinked at him.
 
   "I'll take you out shopping for fiery crowns and implements of torture after breakfast."
 
   "What you do after breakfast is your own business," Uncle said, "but this young man has work to do."
 
   "Work, work, work," Zara scoffed as he poured himself a cup of tea, "I suppose that's one way to spend your day."
 
   "You should try it sometime," Uncle said.
 
   "I keep meaning to..." Zara said, gulping down his tea, "I just can't seem to fit it into my busy schedule."
 
   "What is it, exactly, that you do with your time?" Tinjin asked.
 
   "Research, dear Uncle, research!"
 
   Uncle Tinjin snorted.
 
   "Speaking of which, " Zara said, "I have some research to attend to at the Temple this afternoon."
 
   Uncle's shaggy brows furrowed. "Be careful, Max," he said, "It was not that long ago that the Sisterhood hunted us as heretics."
 
   Zara flashed his crooked grin. "Never fear, Uncle. I'll be the one doing the hunting this time."
 
   Uncle set his teacup aside and looked Zara in the eye. "You don't know what they're capable of."
 
   "And they don't know what I'm capable of," Zara said. He pushed back from the table suddenly and stood. He assumed his most aloof expression and bowed floridly. "I'll leave you both to this work business. Others need my wisdom too, and I must away."
 
   A faint smile tickled the corner of Tinjin's frown. "Be off then, but stop by this evening. Garrett and I may have something to show you."
 
   Garrett sat up in his chair, curious now.
 
   Zara arched an eyebrow. "I wouldn't miss it!" He waved his goodbyes and swept from the room.
 
   "What are we going to do?" Garrett asked.
 
   Uncle Tinjin regarded him coldly. "First," he said, "we are going to finish eating breakfast. Then you are going to raise your first zombie."
 
   Garrett felt a strange tingle on the back of his neck, though he wasn't sure if it was excitement or fear.
 
   "And yes," Uncle said, crunching a piece of charred bacon, "you can name this one."
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
   The black oak doors of Uncle Tinjin's laboratory swung open on tarnished brass hinges. At the center of the circular room beyond squatted a gray slab of polished granite. Stretched upon the stone table was the body of a young man. His eyes were closed, and, if not for the large sutured wound in his chest and his bloodless complexion, he would have appeared to be sleeping.
 
   "Not all who linger in the streets after curfew are so lucky as you," Uncle said.
 
   Garrett said nothing but followed Uncle toward the corpse on the table. Garrett noticed that the body lay upon the sparkling fleece that he had brought home with such difficulty the previous night.
 
   "A shimmerfleece," Uncle said, "they are found only in the mountains at the headwaters of the great river Neshat. I encountered a fragment of one among the river tribesmen once, years ago. Until now, I have never seen one whole."
 
   "What does it do?"
 
   Uncle Tinjin smiled. "I would very much like to know myself."
 
   Garrett had seen the gleam of curiosity in his uncle's eyes only a few times before, and this made him afraid. If Uncle didn't know something, it was likely to be the sort of thing that no one had yet survived to write about. He took an unconscious step away from the table.
 
   "Going somewhere?" Uncle raised an eyebrow.
 
   "Uh... should I get an essence flask?" Garrett asked.
 
   "No need," Uncle said, "I've set aside a bit of essence already."
 
   Garrett watched in amazement as Uncle opened the elixir cabinet and took an old bottle down from the top shelf. A bright blue-green glow shone from it, even through its thick coating of dust.
 
   "What is that?" Garrett whispered, hardly daring to breathe.
 
   Uncle smiled. "This is the essence of a satyr thief. Quite an accomplished burglar in his time. He once stole a necklace from around the neck of a Zhadeen Empress... His bones have long since crumbled to dust, but this remains. It is the last of him."
 
   Garrett did not know what to say and remained silent.
 
   "I think today is the day we set our larcenous friend loose upon the land once more."
 
   "But..." Garrett said, "It won't really be him though. I mean the essence just animates the zombie, right? They still can't think for themselves or remember things, can they?"
 
   Uncle Tinjin looked at him for a long moment before speaking. "You've been paying attention, I'll give you that... Of course you're right, zombies have no memory of their past lives, and I've never found any evidence that the nature of the essence used to animate them makes much difference in the final results. Still, as long as we're trying something new, we may as well stack the cards in our favor."
 
   "New?"
 
   "To my knowledge," Uncle said, "no necromancer has ever used a shimmerfleece in the performance of a resurrection. That is to say, no necromancer before you."
 
   Garrett's heart nearly stopped. "Don't you... I mean wouldn't you rather... I don't want to use the last of the special essence. What if I mess it up?"
 
   Uncle regarded him coldly. "I would advise against messing it up then."
 
   Garrett's insides turned over a time or two, and his mind raced with what little he knew of the necromancer's trade.
 
   "What is the first step?" Uncle asked.
 
   "Ah... get a body?" Garrett said, and then winced at the look on Uncle's face.
 
   "The next step."
 
   "We see if the essence will take to it," Garrett said.
 
   "Very good," Uncle Tinjin said, "however, we'll be trying something new today."
 
   That hardly seemed fair, Garrett thought, but he kept this feeling to himself.
 
   Uncle broke the red wax seal atop the bottle of essence and worked the ancient cork free with some difficulty. It opened with a hollow-sounding pop. "Take the flask, Garrett." 
 
   Garrett reached up to take the bottle with both hands, terrified that he might drop it. He had expected it to be cold, but the flask radiated a discomforting warmth as though it were filled with fresh blood.
 
   "I want you to walk around the slab," Uncle said, "pouring the essence out onto the fleece around the body. It must form an unbroken outline, and you must be certain that you have enough left over at the end to complete the outline. Do you understand?"
 
   Garrett nodded, "Yes, sir."
 
   "Good, begin."
 
   Garrett lifted the heavy flask, tipping the mouth of it over the shimmering wool of the fleece at the spot nearest the young man's shoulder. He poured out an unbroken, if slightly unsteady, stream of liquid essence onto the sparkling wool.
 
   He walked slowly around the table as he poured. He marveled at the size of the shimmerfleece stretched beneath the corpse. The creature that it came from must have been larger than a man. Garrett wondered how he had been able to carry the fleece at all. It must be far lighter than it looked.
 
   "Careful," Uncle said.
 
   Garrett had to reverse the trail of the poured essence, looping it back to cover a small gap. He was careful not to repeat his mistake.
 
   By the time he had circled the table and returned to his starting point, the essence had soaked almost completely into the fleece, the spot where the trail began now barely visible. Garrett upended the bottle, pouring the last of the satyr essence into the fleece.
 
   Uncle took the cold, empty bottle from Garrett's hands. "Well done."
 
   Garrett allowed himself to breathe again and stepped back from the table.
 
   Uncle picked up an old hide-bound book from the workbench and cracked it open before handing it to Garrett. The book's spine bore a deep crease, and the binding had begun to fray apart at this particular page.
 
   "The Calling of the Dead," Garrett read the heading aloud. The title and the incantation below were written in Gloaran.
 
   "You seem puzzled," Uncle noted.
 
   "I just thought magic would be written in some strange language," Garrett said.
 
   Uncle smiled. "It isn't the words you use that matter but the will and the intent behind them. You must mean what you say, and the essence will answer. Do you understand?"
 
   Garrett nodded, not at all certain that he did.
 
   "Of course I have the same spell written in Old Draconic, if you want to sound more impressive while you're casting it," he said, setting his finger on the spine of an enormous black book.
 
   "No, this is fine!"
 
   "Good, now face the table and form in your mind an image of the essence inside the fleece."
 
   Garrett closed his eyes and imagined the glowing liquid seeping through the white curls of the wool.
 
   "Now read aloud the words written in the book."
 
   Garrett opened his eyes and read from the page, "Fallen ones, I bid you rise. Spirit and Flesh undone now mend..."
 
   "Stop!" Uncle said, "Don't speak to the book. Don't speak to me. Speak to the essence, and speak with a voice that cannot be ignored... not even by the dead."
 
   Garrett hesitated. "What do you mean?" he asked.
 
   Uncle Tinjin strode forward, his long fingers tapping the skull medallion on Garrett's chest. "Your voice has to come from your heart. You have to mean the words. The essence has no choice but to obey, for you are a necromancer, and the dead answer your call."
 
   Garrett's mouth had gone dry. He licked his lips and turned his attention back to the corpse on the table.
 
   He spoke again, his voice louder, insistent, "Fallen ones, I bid you rise. Spirit and Flesh undone now mend. To the Spirit a body given. To the Flesh a quickening gift."
 
   As he spoke, his words hardened, losing their uncertain tone and reverberating with the timbre of command.
 
   "Join as one, oh wisp and bone. Join in strength and know new life. Fallen ones, now one, arise. I give you life to serve my call."
 
   Garrett's skin tingled with the rush of power. He could feel the spirit that stirred upon the slab, not quite alive, but no longer dead. It writhed and recoiled from the cold strange flesh of the pallid corpse. It did not wish to obey.
 
   "Again, boy!" Uncle shouted.
 
   Garrett held the book open with one hand, clutching his gold medallion with the other. It's comforting weight grew warm in his grasp as he read the words aloud again.
 
   A fine, glowing mist began to form upon the corpse's white skin. The essence rose like a billowing cloud from the fleece to envelope the dead young man.
 
   Garrett's hand ached upon the amulet, his eyes wide as he shouted the words again.
 
   Suddenly, the corpse's arm twitched. Its leg bounced on the slab.
 
   Garrett released the amulet and stretched forth his hand over the body. The words of the spell rolled from his tongue.
 
   The dead man arched his back. One hand clawed at the fleece. Its head turned toward Garrett, and its eyes opened.
 
   The words came from Garrett's mouth with no aid from the written page, but this time, when he came to the end, he did not begin again. He simply said, "Rise."
 
   The zombie sat bolt upright on the slab, gasping for breath. It looked straight ahead with an expression of horror upon its face and uttered a terrible, anguished moan.
 
   Garrett suddenly felt as though he had just dropped an armload of heavy stones. He sagged forward, leaning against the table and breathing heavily.
 
   "Well done!" Uncle said, clapping Garrett on the back so hard that it stung.
 
   Garrett smiled weakly and started to speak, but his vision went all gray and the floor suddenly rushed up toward him.
 
   He felt a cold hand closing around his arm as the blackness swallowed him up.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
   The Evenchimes sounded over the city of Wythr. Garrett had to get home before curfew.
 
   No, he was already home, in his bed.
 
   His eyes fluttered open to find the long shadows of night already filling his room. A cool, damp rag lay across his forehead, and his entire body ached when he tried to move.
 
   He looked to his bedside table and saw the faint glow of Lampwicke. She lay curled asleep on a bed she had fashioned from the piece of bread he had given her. The grapes, untasted, were strewn about the cage floor.
 
   He heard voices in the hall.
 
   "Uncle?"
 
   In a moment, he heard footsteps and the door creaked open. Uncle Tinjin entered, followed by a grinning Max Zara and the tattooed Cenick.
 
   "He survived!" Zara laughed, "I guess we don't get to zombify him after all."
 
   Uncle ignored him. "How are you feeling, Garrett?"
 
   "Sore," he answered, "did I do something wrong?"
 
   "No," Uncle said, "you performed admirably."
 
   "Is my zombie all right?"
 
   Zara laughed. "He's a necromancer all right."
 
   "Your zombie is fine," Uncle said, "He's downstairs. You can name him when you're feeling better."
 
   Garrett tried to lift himself, but his arms shook with effort. He fell to bed again, and the room seemed to rock like a boat around him.
 
   "I said when you're feeling better," Uncle scolded.
 
   "What's wrong with me?" Garrett gasped.
 
   "Resurrexhaustion," Zara said.
 
   Uncle winced.
 
   "At least that's the term I invented to describe it,” Zara continued, “…hasn't quite caught on with the older members of our profession. Anyway, it happens to all of us the first time."
 
   "Some of us," Cenick corrected.
 
   "... All of us," Zara repeated, "Anyway, nothing to worry about. You'll be fine after a night's rest."
 
   "Indeed," Uncle Tinjin said, "all the more reason for us to be leaving him to it."
 
   The three necromancers bid Garrett good night and turned to go.
 
   "Cenick," Garrett called out, "can I ask you a question?"
 
   "Certainly, Garrett. What is it?"
 
   Garrett waited until Uncle and Zara were out of earshot. "You know about fairies, right?"
 
   "Some, yes."
 
   "Do you know what they eat?"
 
   Cenick smiled sadly, an expression that looked like pain on his rune-marked face. He crossed the room to stand beside Lampwicke's cage. He stood in silence for a moment, watching her sleep.
 
   "Do you know where fairies came from, Garrett?" Cenick asked.
 
   "The southern forests?"
 
   Cenick nodded. "Do you know how they were made?"
 
   Garrett shrugged his shoulders.
 
   Cenick took a moment to drag the chair from beside the window and sat down next to the bed. "Long ago," he said, "when the world was whole and new, the dragons were a great and beautiful race..."
 
   Garrett shifted uncomfortably in his bed.
 
   "They weren't always as they are now, Garrett. The dragons were the creators of beauty. Through Dragonsong, they could call into existence creatures of pure magic."
 
   "What's Dragonsong?" Garrett asked.
 
   "They sang their magic, Garrett," he said, and his eyes softened, looking far away.
 
   "So the words were magical?" Garrett said, "Uncle told me that the words weren't important."
 
   "All words are important, Garrett... What Uncle meant was that we humans don't use magic that way. We possess a binding will that controls the magic we find in the world around us. We cannot make it ourselves. We cannot call magic into being with our words. The dragons could."
 
   "So the dragons made fairies?" Garrett asked.
 
   "And all the Fae folk," Cenick said, "Thus the Fae are not bound by the same rules as mortal men and beasts."
 
   "So, they don't need to eat?" This idea appealed to Garrett. Perhaps Lampwicke would not be so hard to care for after all.
 
   "They do not eat food as we do," Cenick said.
 
   "Then what do they eat?"
 
   Cenick's broad shoulders slumped and his lips tightened. "They live on hope, Garrett."
 
   "Huh?"
 
   "A fairy will live as long as it has hope. They love stories and songs and new experiences... Denied those things, they will fade and die."
 
   Garrett looked at the little fairy asleep in her cage. He felt sick.
 
   "How am I supposed to feed her that?"
 
   "A captive fairy can live for a long time on the hope she has left," Cenick said, "but eventually..."
 
   "What if I let her go?" Garrett asked, "How do I let her go?"
 
   "I do not know a way, Garrett. She is bound by vampire magic. The vampires know some of the old songs. They cannot make new things, but they can bind and control the old."
 
   "I'll ask Marla then," Garrett said, "She'll know what to do."
 
   Cenick smiled. "Get some rest, Garrett. You made a fine zombie today."
 
   "Thanks, Cenick," Garrett said.
 
   "Good night, Garrett."
 
   Cenick pulled the door shut behind him. Garrett rolled onto his side and watched Lampwicke sleep.
 
   ****
 
   "Raise your left leg, Caleb" Garrett commanded.
 
   Garrett's zombie looked at him, his expression unreadable. He lifted his left foot a few inches off the kitchen floor.
 
   "You see?" Garrett said.
 
   Uncle harrumphed and sipped his tea.
 
   Garrett frowned. Tom, the kitchen zombie shambled over to lay a plate of scorched eggs in front of Garrett.
 
   "Tom," he said, forgetting Uncle's policy on naming the servants, "raise your left leg."
 
   Tom stared at him and then looked slowly down at his boots. Ancient sinews creaked as the kitchen zombie lifted his right foot.
 
   Tom raised his head to look at Garrett again, and then fell over sideways. The tea tray balanced on the edge of the countertop followed him to the floor with a crash.
 
   Uncle regarded Garrett in stony silence, taking another sip of tea.
 
   "After you are done cleaning that up," Uncle said, "you can join me in the library. We can then discuss your zombie's remarkable sense of balance." He stood, shaking his head at the fallen kitchen zombie, and walked from the room.
 
   Garrett grinned as he helped Tom get to his feet. The zombie stumbled back to his corner at Garrett's command, and the boy got to work. He knelt down to pick up the wet shards of a broken teacup. He reached for one that had skittered further away than the rest, and was suddenly aware that Caleb was standing above him.
 
   It occurred to Garrett that he hadn't told Caleb to stop standing on one foot. Zombies weren't supposed to think for themselves. He hoped that was a good thing.
 
   Caleb looked down at him, tilting his head slightly in puzzlement.
 
   "You wanna help?" Garrett asked.
 
   Caleb stooped and reached for the broken piece. He swayed a little, bracing himself with his free hand against the wooden cabinet. Caleb's bloodless fingers closed upon the shard, feeling at it, not quite grasping it.
 
   Caleb moaned, sounding almost frustrated.
 
   "You can do it, Caleb!" Garrett said.
 
   Caleb's brow furrowed. He had a face that had probably been accustomed to laughter from the look of it, his hair, curly and red, his eyes green. Garrett wondered what sort of person he had been before the Watchers got him.
 
   Uncle had dressed Caleb in the standard gray doublet and hose worn by the other servants. Zombie attire was a matter of personal taste among necromancers. Cenick kept his servants dressed in rich funerary garb and beaten gold death masks. Zara preferred black hooded robes. Jitlowe dressed his zombies as a carnival troupe, much to Uncle's disapproval.
 
   Caleb's fingertips at last gripped the shard, and he gave a little groan of triumph.
 
   "Good job, boy!" Garrett said. He held out his hand, and Caleb deposited the shard in his open palm.
 
   Garrett rose and tossed the broken cup into the dust pail. Caleb leaned against the counter, standing up with deliberate slowness.
 
   Garrett smiled at his zombie. "Let's go show Uncle what you can do!"
 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   "Happy birthday, Garrett!" Warren said. The ghoul held out a bundle of stained gravecloth. He had been waiting for Garrett at their regular meeting place, a junction in the tunnels beneath the old library.
 
   "Thanks," Garrett said, stopping to take the gift. He passed his witchfire torch to the ghoul to free up his hands. "Did Uncle tell you it was my birthday?"
 
   "Yeah," Warren said, "I brought the body to the house myself. Your uncle had my dad looking for a good deader all last week. Thought we were gonna have to dig one up at the last minute, but dad came through with a fresh one just in time."
 
   Garrett finally managed to work loose the rough knots holding the bundle together, and the package spilled open. Inside lay what looked like a polished black stone a little larger than a finger. It was oblong, broken at one end, and tapered to a point. An uneasy feeling crept over him as he looked at it.
 
   "What is it?" Garrett asked.
 
   "A tooth," Warren said, "Dragon tooth, I think. At least it came out of a dragon slayer, so it stands to reason..."
 
   "A dragon slayer?"
 
   "Yeah, Sir Somethingerother, I don't remember," Warren said, "He had a narvy sword too, but my cousin got that."
 
   Garrett touched the tooth with his fingertip. Even through his glove, he could feel its chill. The skin on the back of his neck tingled, and his face flushed, painfully warm. He quickly wrapped the tooth up again and put it in his pocket. Warren passed the torch back to him.
 
   "Thanks, Warren," he said, "I wish I could have gone to the catacombs with you."
 
   "Yeah, it was pretty fun... well, it would have been more fun without Norris."
 
   "Your cousin?"
 
   "Yeah, he's always goin' on about the old ways and how they do things down south. If dad wasn't watchin', I'da kicked him in the down south."
 
   "Oh, did you see anything else?"
 
   "Yeah, lots o' stuff," Warren said, "Tell me how the rezzing went."
 
   "Pretty good, I think," Garrett said.
 
   "So the zombie didn't go crazy and try to kill you or anything?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Oh," Warren sounded a little disappointed, "well where is he? Didn't you bring him?"
 
   "No," Garrett said, "Uncle had to take Caleb to the temple to get him registered."
 
   "Caleb?"
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said, "that's what I named him."
 
   "Caleb?" Warren wrinkled his snout. "Why not name him something really vile, like Deathreaver or Bonegrinder?"
 
   "I dunno," Garrett said, "I just liked Caleb."
 
   Warren shook his head. "Well, what do you want to do today?"
 
   "Can we go to the catacombs?"
 
   "You mean the both of us sneak down there by ourselves without my dad knowing?"
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said slowly.
 
   "Hah! I enjoy living too much! Not a chance," Warren said.
 
   "It's not that dangerous, is it?"
 
   "Yes, it is," Warren said, "but that's not what I'm afraid of. My dad would kill me dead if I went down there without permission."
 
   "Oh," Garrett sighed, "you wanna go explore the Old City?"
 
   "Sure," Warren said, turning toward the mouth of a downward-sloping tunnel.
 
   "I need to stop by the market first though," Garrett said.
 
   "What for?" Warren groaned.
 
   "It'll only take a minute."
 
   "You're going to see that vampire girl, aren't you?"
 
   "Hey!" Garrett said, "Marla gave me a really nice present, and I just wanted to say thanks."
 
   "Really?" Warren cocked his ears to a sarcastic angle, "What'd she get you?"
 
   Garrett hesitated, his voice low, "A fairy."
 
   "A what?"
 
   "A fairy," Garrett repeated, louder this time.
 
   Warren burst into laughter, clutching his sides as he leaned against the tunnel wall. "Well," he managed to say at last, "we'd better go and thank her then!"
 
   Garrett grumbled as the two of them headed up the tunnel toward the market. After a moment, he spoke again, "When is your birthday, Warren?"
 
   "Oh," Warren said, "ghouls don't celebrate birthdays, only deathdays."
 
   "Well how do you know when your deathday is?"
 
   "You don't."
 
   ****
 
   Garrett emerged from one of the many underground entrances hidden among the city's back alleys. He slipped through the narrow gap between the corners of the Dervish alehouse and the silk merchant's stall and stepped into the gray light of mid-morning.
 
   He made his way through the jostling crowds to the narrow lane of curious little magic shops. The shutters were drawn shut in the window of Mrs. Veranu's pet store. Nevertheless, Garrett knew, as the sign on the door assured him, they were open for business.
 
   The doorbells jingled as Garrett let himself in. He was careful to shut the door quickly, letting in as little light as possible.
 
   "Hello?" he called out as his eyes adjusted to the dim interior of the shop.
 
   "Garrett?" Mrs. Veranu's voice answered, "We're in the back. Please join us."
 
   Garrett glanced around at the many tiny creatures locked in their cages on shelves or hooks. Fairy wings fluttered and tiny frilled chameleons flared their ruffs at him. He let himself through the gate and stepped behind the counter. He jumped when a bright red lizard in a silver cage hissed suddenly. He gave it a nasty look and hurried through the rune-marked curtain into the back room.
 
   Marla and her mother were kneeling on the floor, pinning a squirming furry creature down with their hands and knees.
 
   Marla greeted him, smiling, a wisp of her dark hair fallen across one eye. Her gray coveralls were rolled down to her waist, revealing a white linen undershirt that left her arms and shoulders bare. Garrett's heart leapt in his chest and he could only grin mutely in response.
 
   Mrs. Veranu smiled up at him as well, but so taken was he by her daughter's beauty, he did not at first realize that Mrs. Veranu wasn't wearing her scarf. Mrs. Veranu's eyes were sparkling and mischievous as ever, but Garrett drew back at the sight of her fanged teeth, bared in a wide grin.
 
   "Oh... hi, Mrs. Veranu," he stammered, hoping to cover his embarrassment. If she had noticed his reaction, she gave no sign.
 
   "Give us a hand here Garrett," she said, thinning her smile to an almost human appearance.
 
   "Sure," he said, "What do you want me to do?"
 
   "You see the collar on the table there?" she asked.
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Bring it here and lock it around the neck of this trilbette while Marla and I hold him down."
 
   Garrett had no idea what a trilbette was. Judging from the look of it, it was a beast the size of a large dog, covered in brown fur, and possessing a long, wet proboscis. It didn't look too dangerous, but, if it took two vampires to hold it down, it had to be strong.
 
   Garrett picked up the collar from the table. The thick silver band looked heavier than it proved to be. Its surface gleamed with intricate filigree and interlocking circular runes. The trilbette's eyes went wide at the sight of it.
 
   "Bring the collar, please, Garrett," Mrs. Veranu said. Her sleeves were rolled up to the elbows, and Garrett could see the muscles of her forearms tense and strain to hold the thrashing creature to the floor. "Quickly, if you will."
 
   Garrett hastened to her side and cautiously stepped over the struggling trilbette, straddling it. He knelt and slipped the open ends of the interlocking collar over the creature's throat.
 
   "No, please!" a small, squeaky voice called out. The creature looked up at him, its wide golden eyes filled with panic.
 
   Garrett froze. The trilbette could talk.
 
   "Now, Garrett!" Mrs. Veranu shouted.
 
   Garrett gasped, stung into action. The collar snapped closed around the trilbette's neck. It slumped motionless on the floor.
 
   Garrett stumbled away from the creature, feeling a little sick.
 
   "Thanks, Garrett," Marla said, placing a cool hand on his shoulder.
 
   "I... uh, happy to help," he said.
 
   "Well done, Garrett," Mrs. Veranu sighed, rising to her feet. She looked down at the collared trilbette. "Back in your crate," she commanded.
 
   The trilbette rose, its eyes half-lidded, and plodded slowly toward a large wooden crate with a splintered side. The creature's long nails skritched on the hardwood floor as it walked.
 
   "What is that thing?" Garrett asked.
 
   "A trilbette," Marla answered as though that explained everything. Garrett watched as she dusted herself off and buttoned up her coveralls.
 
   "I mean what's it for?"
 
   "Nothing much really." Marla shrugged. "A customer wanted one for a pet and placed an order with us."
 
   "So it'll be all right then?" Garrett asked, "They're not gonna hurt it or anything?"
 
   Marla turned and regarded him for a moment, a little smile on her lips. "He'll be all right, Garrett."
 
   "Oh... good," he said.
 
   "Now, Garrett," Mrs. Veranu said, "how can we help you?"
 
   "Oh," he said, "I wanted to say thanks for the fairy."
 
   Mrs. Veranu nodded. "A Carrowyn Songfae," she said, "Marla picked that one out for you."
 
   "Thanks, Marla," Garrett said, "She's really amazing."
 
   Marla smiled, looking a little embarrassed.
 
   "I see you're a member of the club now." Marla's mother grinned.
 
   "Huh? Oh this?" Garrett lifted his fingers to the golden amulet on his chest. "Yeah, I'm Uncle's apprentice now... officially."
 
   "You couldn't ask for a better teacher," Mrs. Veranu said, her eyes looking far away.
 
   "Um, yeah, he's great."
 
   "Well," Mrs. Veranu said as she slapped the dust from her knees, "I'd better write Ambassador Chaille a note to let him know his trilbette has arrived."
 
   Mrs. Veranu swept from the room with the speed and grace peculiar to the vampire race. A moment of silence hung in the air between Garrett and Marla. He smiled, and she smiled back, her eyes drifting in search of a suitable topic of conversation.
 
   Garrett cleared his throat. "I... thanks again for the fairy," he said.
 
   "Yeah," Marla said, "Everything all right with it? I mean, do you have any questions? About the fairy... or anything?"
 
   Garrett chewed his lip, considering the wording of his question. "What if... say I wanted to let the fairy out of the cage for a bit, you know, to let her fly around the room?"
 
   Marla shook her head. "You'd never be able to catch it again."
 
   "Oh, yeah... I was just wondering about what if I ever did want to let her out." Garrett shuffled his foot to study his boot heel with some intensity, not daring to look her in the eyes.
 
   "Oh..." Marla said, "I understand. It's very sweet of you to want to set it free, but Garrett, it's only a fairy."
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said, "so there's no way then?"
 
   Marla put her hand on his shoulder. "Garrett," she said, "every animal in this shop has been wyrdbound. They can never be free again."
 
   "Word bound?"
 
   "Wyrdbonding is a sort of magic..." Marla's lips tightened, and she took on that schoolmistress look she favored when trying to explain something that seemed completely obvious only to her.
 
   "You see," she said, "these are all Fae creatures. They were sung into being by the great dragons long ago. The wyrd made them, and the wyrd can command them."
 
   "So you speak Draconic?" Garrett asked.
 
   Marla's eyes flicked toward the curtain door, and her voice lowered. "I speak a little."
 
   Garrett lowered his voice as well. "So you know the words to control magic creatures?"
 
   Marla's nose wrinkled the way it did when she tried to simplify a complex answer. At last she just shrugged and nodded.
 
   "So..." Garrett said, "if you can bind them with a word, couldn't you set them free with a word?"
 
   A shuffling noise from the front of the shop made Marla jump. She shook her head and leaned close to Garrett. "I'm not supposed to talk about this," she whispered.
 
   "I'm sorry," Garrett whispered back. He was having a little trouble concentrating on anything other than the flowery scent of her dark hair.
 
   Marla stepped back and turned to arrange a few colored glass bottles on a workbench.
 
   "Well," Garrett said, raising his voice, "I guess... I should go. Warren's waiting for me..."
 
   "Warren the ghoul?" Marla asked, her face brightening.
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said, "we're going down to explore the Old City today."
 
   "You're going underneath the city?" she asked.
 
   "Yeah," he said, and then, with a sudden flash of boldness, "you wanna come?"
 
   Marla's eyes sparkled. "I'll have to ask..."
 
   "Go ahead, Marla," her mother's voice called from the other room, "have a good time."
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   Marla drew the hood of her cloak down and stepped into the gray light of day. Garrett passed her a worried look.
 
   "Are you all right?" he asked.
 
   "Of course, why wouldn't I be?"
 
   "I just thought that the sunlight..."
 
   "Oh," she said, "it's fairly diffuse here, and, in any case, I'm still young enough to resist most of the adverse effects of daylight. It's worse for mother, of course."
 
   "Oh... good," he said as they stepped into the gloom of the alley between shops.
 
   "What did you think would happen?" she asked.
 
   "I dunno," he admitted. He tented his fingers together and then pulled them rapidly apart, making an explosive noise with his mouth.
 
   Marla laughed. "And you still invited me out into the daylight?"
 
   "Sorry," he said, "I guess I didn't think about that."
 
   "I'm glad you asked me to come," she said, "Is this it?"
 
   They stood before the great iron-bound door that led to the tunnels. Garrett reached up to pull hard at the rusty, twisted handle making the ancient hinges screech in protest.
 
   "Let me help." Marla grasped the edge of the door with one hand and pulled. Garrett staggered back as the door swung open effortlessly.
 
   "Thanks!"
 
   The dank smell of the tunnels washed over them as they stepped through the portal. Garrett's witchfire torch flared to life, bathing them with its pale green glow. He descended the winding stone steps with Marla following close behind.
 
   When he reached the foot of the stairs, Garrett saw Warren stretched motionless on the tunnel floor.
 
   "Warren!" Garrett shouted.
 
   "Leave me alone," the ghoul answered, without opening his eyes, "I'm dead! I died of boredom waiting for you to get back."
 
   "Sorry," Garrett said, "Mrs. Veranu needed some help."
 
   "Yeah, right," Warren groaned, "Couldn't have anything to do with that... oh, hi," Warren had just looked over and noticed Marla standing beside his friend. He rolled quickly into a crouch and flashed his wolfish grin.
 
   "Hello," Marla said with a wary smile.
 
   "I... uh, asked Marla if she wanted to come with us," Garrett said.
 
   "I hope it's all right," Marla said, "I've never seen the Old City."
 
   "...Yeah," Warren said, giving Garrett an angry squint, "That's fine."
 
   "Good," Garrett said, "Let's get going then."
 
   Marla did not move but made a little noise in her throat. She looked at Garrett expectantly.
 
   "What?" he asked.
 
   "Aren't you going to introduce me to your friend?" Marla asked.
 
   "Oh... Marla, this is Warren. He's a ghoul."
 
   "I welcome your presence," Marla said, crossing her hands over her chest and bowing slightly.
 
   "Warren," Garrett said, "this is Marla."
 
   "Yeah, nice to meet you... Wait a minute," Warren said, turning on Garrett, "How come you introduce me as the ghoul, but you just call her by her name?"
 
   "I dunno," Garrett said, "I just didn't want her to be scared of you."
 
   Marla stifled a giggle.
 
   "What?" Warren growled, "You think ghouls are scary and vampires aren't?"
 
   Garrett shrugged. "Sorry, I didn't really think about it like that."
 
   "You wouldn't want the pretty little vampire girl to be scared of the big, ugly ghoul!"
 
   "I didn't..." Garrett said.
 
   "So, how do you know that I'm a vampire?" Marla interrupted.
 
   "Pssh!" Warren scoffed, "For one thing, Garrett won't stop talking about you."
 
   Marla's white cheeks went suddenly pink.
 
   "And anyway," Warren continued, "you smell funny."
 
   "Warren!" Garrett hissed.
 
   "No! Not bad funny!" Warren said, "Just kinda... lizardy."
 
   Garrett glared at him.
 
   "Well, you smell nice enough," Warren assured Marla, "just not like something I'd want to eat when you're dead."
 
   Marla arched one eyebrow. "Thank you," she said, "I wouldn't want to eat you either."
 
   Warren look simultaneously reassured and offended.
 
   "Can we go now?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Yeah," Warren said, his eyes still on the vampire, "I wanna see if we can find that collapsed passageway again. We can do some digging."
 
   The three of them followed the brickwork tunnel as it sloped down. Water dripped from the occasional ceiling grate through which shafts of gray sunlight pierced the perpetual darkness. Soon, even these few reminders of the surface world disappeared, and the eternal, silent gloom of the underground closed around them.
 
   Garrett felt Marla draw closer behind him as they walked. Without thinking, he reached back, and she took his hand. Garrett's heart fluttered, and, for a moment he wished that he had been brave enough not to wear his gloves today.
 
   He gave her fingers a gentle squeeze and smiled back at her over his shoulder. Marla smiled as well.
 
   "Junction left," Warren called out as he reached a Y intersection in the tunnel. The leftmost branch sloped steeply down and echoed with the sound of a steady rivulet of dirty water emptying into the shaft.
 
   The shaggy ghoul braced his long arms against the walls of the narrow tunnel and began his descent. Garrett and Marla followed, leaning on one another for support.
 
   The light of the witchfire torch glistened on the damp gray tile fixed in spiral patterns across the tunnel wall. As they descended further beneath the city, the tiles presently gave way to smooth, seamless white stone. The thin layer of mortar that held the tiles to the wall had crumbled away from the polished rock.
 
   A broad pool of dark water marked the leveling point of the tunnel's slope. Warren's big hind paws sent waves sloshing up the curved walls. Garrett's boots splashed with every step. Marla had released his hand and waited at the edge of the pool until the two boys had reached the other side.
 
   "It's not very deep," Garrett said.
 
   "I know," Marla replied, her eyes flickering across the surface of the water. Suddenly she moved. Her soft gray boots made no sound as she hopped lightly from one side of the pool to the other.
 
   "Nice jump!" Garrett said.
 
   "Thanks"
 
   Warren harrumphed and turned again to the tunnel ahead.
 
   Garrett started to reach for Marla's hand again, but she did not notice. She looked past him toward a strange swirling rune engraved on the tunnel ceiling.
 
   "Garrett, Do you know what that is?" Marla asked, an expression of delight on her face.
 
   Garrett hastily withdrew his hand, pretending to straighten the hood of his robe. "I dunno," he said, "They're all over the Old City."
 
   "It's draconic," Marla said. This is pre-fall architecture."
 
   "Ah," Garrett said, "What's it say?"
 
   It was Marla's turn to look embarrassed. "I don't know," she admitted, "something about... singing."
 
   Warren snorted.
 
   "Maybe there was a music hall ahead?" Garrett said.
 
   "Hmn," Marla said, squinting at the runes, "not necessarily true. Singing was an integral part of the dragons' language. Everything in Draconic is sung."
 
   A chill ran across Garrett's skin. "You mean a dragon wrote that?"
 
   Warren's hooting laughter echoed through the hall. "You think a dragon could squeeze his big butt inside this tunnel?"
 
   Marla frowned. "Not all dragons were very large," she said, "and, in any case, Wythr was once an elven city. Elves are more than capable of inscribing Draconic runes."
 
   "Oh," Garrett said, a little relieved. He had never seen a real elf before, but they had to be better than dragons.
 
   "Well, whoever used to live here, they're gone now," Warren said, "Let's have a look around."
 
   "Why did the elves leave the city?" Garrett asked, looking back at Marla as he followed the ghoul down the tunnel.
 
   "Humans came and conquered the city," Marla said, her eyes still on the runed walls as she walked.
 
   "Chadirians?"
 
   "No." Marla smiled. "This was long before the rise of the empire. It was a war between humankind and the children of the dragon."
 
   "So elves were made by the dragons too?"
 
   "Yes," Marla said.
 
   "What about ghouls?" Garrett asked.
 
   Warren snorted. "Ghouls came down from the moon! Nobody made us."
 
   Garrett gave Marla a questioning look.
 
   She shrugged. "I don't know exactly where ghouls came from," she said, "They aren't Fae, but they aren't completely natural either."
 
   Garrett hesitated before speaking again. "What about vampires?"
 
   Marla smiled shyly and glanced away. "We were once human," she said.
 
   "Ah," Garrett said, "so you and your mom got bitten by a vampire or something?"
 
   Marla laughed. "No," she said, "I was born a vampire. Mother was too."
 
   "And your dad?" Garrett asked.
 
   Marla stopped walking, her face troubled.
 
   "I'm sorry," Garrett said.
 
   Marla raised her hand to silence him. She looked back over her shoulder suddenly as a ghostly white shape sprung at them from the darkness.
 
   "Die, wyrmspawn!" the creature howled as it leapt upon the vampire girl.
 
   Marla and the creature rolled across the tunnel floor.
 
   "Warren!" Garrett cried out. He reached for the knife Cenick had given him, but found the scabbard hanging empty on his belt.
 
   Marla now held the knife to the white furred creature's throat as she pinned him to the floor.
 
   "Norris, you fap!" Warren shouted, "You're lucky she didn't kill you!"
 
   The white ghoul looked up at Warren with a long-toothed grin. "Just playin', cousin," he said, his voice a low growl.
 
   Marla stood and stepped away, glaring at her attacker as she passed the knife back to Garrett.
 
   Norris rolled onto one elbow and lifted a long-fingered claw toward his cousin.
 
   Warren ignored it, stepping over the prostrate ghoul as he addressed Marla, "Are you all right?"
 
   "Yes," she said.
 
   "I'm sorry about that," Warren said to her, and then turned on his cousin, "What's wrong with you?"
 
   Norris helped himself up and dusted off his white haunches. "Just a bit o' fun, cousin," he said with a gravely purr.
 
   If the two ghouls were truly cousins, they were distant ones. Norris possessed a far more wolf-like and stooped appearance, seemingly ready to pounce at any moment. His sleek fur shone a ghostly white, unlike Warren's shaggy gray mane. Norris’s placating grin bore an unsettling feral quality, and when he spoke, his voice waivered somewhere between a whine and a snarl.
 
   "Where you off to then, cousin?" Norris asked, stroking his long-nailed fingers over his hairy knuckles.
 
   "We were on our way down to Nuna," Warren answered.
 
   "Nuna?" Norris cocked his head to one side.
 
   "Nuna yer business, Norris!" Warren growled.
 
   Norris looked away, laughing. It was not the manic cackle common to the ghouls that Garrett had met, but a dry, hissing sort of laugh. "Really, cousin, no call to be rude. I was hopin' we could spend a bit more time together before I have to leave, so I came lookin' for you, and here you were... with friends."
 
   "Yeah," Warren said, stepping between Marla and Garrett and draping his long arms over their shoulders, "I like to spend time with my friends. So, good seein' ya, Norris."
 
   Marla's brow furrowed, but she managed a crooked smile as she glanced at Garrett. He gathered she had never been this close to a ghoul before. Their aroma took some getting used to.
 
   "Ah, your necromancer friend." Norris tilted his head toward Garrett. "Handy in a fight ain't he?"
 
   Garrett's glove leather creaked as his fists tightened. Warren let out a warning growl.
 
   Norris sniffed loudly as though catching a scent. "And the vampiress." He bowed before Marla with surprising grace. "My apologies, Dark One."
 
   Marla stiffened, her eyes hard. After a moment, she nodded at the white ghoul. "All is forgiven," she said, "I trust that I did not injure you?"
 
   Norris flashed his unnerving smile once again. "Quite well, quite well," he said, "No harm at all."
 
   "We're so glad of that," Warren said flatly, "Well, we'd better get going."
 
   "Shame you're not going to Marrowvyn," Norris crooned.
 
   "Garrett's seen it already," Warren said, guiding his friends farther away from his cousin.
 
   "But I chance your vampire friend has not," Norris said.
 
   "Marrowvyn?" Marla asked.
 
   Warren groaned.
 
   "It's where they live," Garrett said, "the ghouls of Wythr."
 
   "Yes!" Norris said, "The great burrow of the city ghouls... not to be missed."
 
   "I'll show her some other day," Warren said.
 
   "But the King is givin’ a speech today!" Norris said with a snickering laugh.
 
   "The King?" Garrett asked, "I didn't know you guys had a King."
 
   Warren rubbed a paw over his face. "He doesn't come out very often. He's crazy. He's not even a ghoul."
 
   "Such disrespect for royalty!" Norris chuckled. "Have you no loyalty to your King?"
 
   "We only made the goblin king because we thought it was funny," Warren said.
 
   "A goblin!" Marla said, "You have a real goblin?"
 
   "Indeed they do," Norris said.
 
   "What's so special about a goblin?" Garrett asked.
 
   Marla turned to him. "There are hardly any of them left!" she said, "Most of them died in the war between men and dragons."
 
   "Oh," Garrett said, "Whose side were they on?"
 
   "The dragons' of course."
 
   "So they're Fae creatures too?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Sort of," she said, "The dragons made them, but it was after the death of their mother. Their songs were twisted with grief and rage. Everything they made after that came out... wrong."
 
   "All the dragons had the same mother?"
 
   "Yes," she said.
 
   "What happened to her?"
 
   Marla gave him an exasperated look.
 
   "She drowned herself in a puddle after having to listen to too much boring history stuff," Warren moaned, "Can we get going?"
 
   "Can we go see the goblin?" Marla asked, looking from Garrett to Warren and back again. The pleading look in her eyes made Garrett go a little weak in the knees.
 
   Warren's glare had no such effect on him.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   "If anyone offers you a pie," Garrett whispered, "don't eat it."
 
   "I don't eat pies," Marla answered.
 
   "Good," he said, "don't start now."
 
   The town of Marrowvyn had once been an above-ground quarter of the city of Wythr. At some point in the past, masons had arched over and buried the entire district beneath the streets and manor houses of the new Foreign District. Above, visitors and ambassadors from every corner of the world went about their business, unaware of the hundreds of ghouls that scrabbled and feasted in the tunnels beneath their feet.
 
   The gray haze of countless little cooking fires hid the high vaulted ceiling from view. The red glow of the flames glittered in the eyes of countless ghouls that now lifted from their pie making to watch Marla and Garrett with keen interest.
 
   Norris made a rude sort of hissing noise. "Pies!" he said, "It ain't right, you know."
 
   "Then don't eat." Warren said.
 
   "What's wrong with fresh meat?" Norris whined.
 
   "Not much fresh meat around here," Warren said, "and anyway, I like pie."
 
   Norris shuddered. "It ain't right."
 
   The ghouls of Marrowvyn soon lost interest in the visitors and returned to their stooped preparations for the midday meal. Garrett and his friends made their way through the broad, zigzagging lanes, stepping over bits of crumbled masonry here and there. The ghouls did not bother to maintain the old town.
 
   They passed by a jagged-edged hole in a brick storefront from which a rhythmic chopping sound could be heard. Marla peered inside as they walked by, and then visibly recoiled. Garrett looked in to see an old ghoul in a leather apron smiling at him. The ghoul held a rusty cleaver poised in one massive paw. A pile of meat on the scarred wooden table before him still bore too much resemblance to something that might have been walking around, conducting business on the streets above not too long ago.
 
   They hurried along quickly, and presently began to hear the sound of an argument. No, not an argument, but a one-sided tirade.
 
   A rasping, panicked voice cried out, imploring others to action. "You must find it! You must find the thief!" 
 
   The voice sounded almost human, but there was a buzzing undertone to each word. As Garrett drew closer to the, as yet unseen, speaker, the more alien seemed its tone.
 
   The three friends followed Norris through a large stone arch. Its iron gates lay rusting on the dusty cobbles of the ancient lane.
 
   Old buildings ringed what had once been a broad courtyard. Vast support columns grew up through their broken facades like stone trees, disappearing into the darkness high above. A low fire burned in the dry bowl of what had once been the town's fountain.
 
   Silhouetted against the flames sat a small, stooped figure with its face buried in its hands, weeping.
 
   Marla gasped, and the creature looked up. The goblin's oily gray skin stretched tightly over spindly limbs. It wore only a ragged shift that might have once been red. Its three-fingered hands and two-toed feet seemed overly large for its frame, as did its wide, flat head. Long, pointed ears framed its noseless face. The goblin's wide mouth hung open, revealing rows of needle sharp teeth, and its enormous golden eyes blinked in disbelief.
 
   The goblin king leapt toward them, and Garrett stepped unconsciously to place himself between Marla and the beast.
 
   Instead of attacking, the creature flung itself prostrate onto the ground before them. "Forgive me, my Queen!" it cried, "Forgive me!"
 
   Warren snorted. "Well Garrett," he said, "it looks like you're the Queen now."
 
   Garrett shot him an ugly look.
 
   Marla stepped past to kneel at the goblin's side.
 
   "Siur'tha naellenu," she said, placing her fingers on the goblin's trembling shoulders.
 
   The goblin slowly lifted its head. Its wide amber-colored eyes blinked. A look of transcendent adoration spread over the creature's face.
 
   "My Queen..." it whispered.
 
   Marla smiled at him. "My name is Marla," she said, "Please stand up."
 
   The goblin pushed himself up to a kneeling position, his eyes still locked on Marla. "M... Ma... my Queen," he said, "I beg your forgiveness."
 
   "Forgiveness for what?" Marla asked.
 
   "I lost it," he whimpered, "It was stolen from me."
 
   "Who stole what now?" Warren demanded.
 
   The goblin's eyes hardened as he glanced toward the ghoul. Then he looked back to Marla with a penitent face. "The flower, my Queen! An evil spirit has stolen it."
 
   "You lost your flower?" Warren scoffed, "Is that what this is about?"
 
   "Forgive me, my Queen! I have failed in my duty!"
 
   Marla turned to Warren. "Do you know what he's talking about?"
 
   "Yeah... sort of." Warren scratched at his head absently. "As long as my family has been in Marrowvyn, the King has always been here, and he's always been guarding some sort of sickly little weed."
 
   "It is not a weed, fool!" the goblin's words were muffled as he pressed his face to the ground at Marla's feet.
 
   "Yeah... anyway, he's always had this... flower. Won't go anywhere without it. Guess he finally forgot where he set it down or something."
 
   "I did not!" the goblin howled, lifting his head to bare his teeth. "Anna Gree stole it from me!"
 
   Warren laughed. "How'd that old ghost steal anything from you? She doesn't have any hands... not even ghost hands."
 
   "I don't know how she did it!" the goblin hissed, "I didn't see her take it."
 
   "How do you know she has it then?" Garrett asked.
 
   "I can feel it there with her," he answered, "She has taken it to the hurtful place where I cannot go."
 
   "Who is Anna Gree?" Marla asked.
 
   "One of the ghosts that flits around in the Old City," Warren said, "We stay clear of her territory, but I don't really know why. Not like she can hurt us."
 
   "Ghosts can't really think for themselves, can they?" Garrett asked, "They're like zombies, right?"
 
   "They're nothing like zombies," Warren said, "You can't even eat a ghost."
 
   Garrett frowned.
 
   "I've never met a real ghost before," Marla said, "Maybe we should go talk to her."
 
   Warren burst out laughing, and Norris joined in with a wheezing snicker.
 
   Marla looked to Garrett, a hurt look in her eyes.
 
   "Well, if you won't take her, I will," Garrett said.
 
   "You'd never find it on your own," Warren said, wiping his eye with the back of his paw.
 
   Norris’s eyes flashed in the firelight. "Don't trouble yourself, cousin," he said, "I’ll show ‘em the way."
 
   Warren's face hardened. "How do you know the way?"
 
   "I'm good with directions, and I like to explore."
 
   Warren's upper lip curled back on one side, revealing a long yellow fang. "I'll take them."
 
   "Of course, cousin," Norris dipped his head slightly, his sharp smile unnaturally wide.
 
   ****
 
   "Do you think your cousin's following us?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Yeah," Warren said without looking back at him.
 
   Garrett followed along in silence behind his friend. Marla was a few steps behind, looking a little uncomfortable whenever Garrett glanced back.
 
   Warren led them through a narrow, dripping fissure in the high crumbling wall that marked Marrowvyn's outer border. They emerged into another section of the old elvish ruins that lay buried even deeper.
 
   A pale, gauzy film hung over the egg-shaped doorways and windows of the ancient buildings. Cobwebs likewise obscured the brick arches that supported the new city above their heads. Warren paused when they reached a circular hub of lanes that fanned out in all directions. The ghoul sniffed the air. He grunted and picked the lane that grew thickest with spider webs and set toward it at once.
 
   Garrett shared a nervous glance with Marla and then hurried to catch up with his friend.
 
   They followed Warren further into the web-thick section of the Old City, and soon found themselves traversing through a tunnel thick with silk strands that glowed an eerie green in the glow of Garrett's witchfire torch. Garrett's boots sunk into the thick, spongy blanket of dusty silk that coated the ground.
 
   "Uh, Warren," he called out, "I'm not sure we should be going this way."
 
   "You wanted to see a ghost!" Warren barked, "So this is the way we have to go."
 
   "Isn't there another way around?" Garrett asked.
 
   "I don't know," Warren said, "I just want to get this over with. You've already ruined the whole trip anyway. It's bad enough I gotta deal with my cousin all week, now you want to spend all day pokin' around in part of the city where's there's nothin' but ghosts and bugs."
 
   "I'm sorry," Garrett said, "I really just wanted Marla to have a good time."
 
   Warren snarled.
 
   "It's all right," Marla said, "We really don't have to do this today. We can try again some other time."
 
   "No," Warren shouted, "Garrett wanted to show you a ghost, so we're gonna see a ghost!"
 
   Garrett looked at the walls of webbing all around them that seemed now to undulate and bulge disconcertingly in places. "Uh, Warren, I think you should be quiet," he hissed.
 
   "Oh, no! I'm having a great time!" Warren shouted even louder, "This is the most fun I've had ever!" He waved his long shaggy arms over his head and rolled his eyes.
 
   "Garrett! Look out!" Marla was suddenly beside Garrett, her hands on his shoulders. She lifted him easily aside as she kicked at something on the ground behind him. A brown spider the size of a small dog bounced off the far wall and then scurried away into the shadows. More spiders were squeezing through little holes in the silken walls of the tunnel.
 
   "Aah!" Garrett shouted, pulling the knife from his belt and brandishing the torch with his other hand. "Marla, get behind me!"
 
   She gave him an exasperated look, but did as he said. Warren had abandoned his tirade in favor of leaping to join his friends. He swung his arm in a scooping motion and sent one of the creatures flying. It bounced off the ceiling and rolled away in a ball only to unfurl its legs, right itself and join the scurrying crowd of arachnids now advancing upon the intruders.
 
   "Let's go back!" Garrett said.
 
   "There's more of them coming from that way too," Marla said. She brought her foot down hard on a spider's back. It made an awful wet crunching sound and lay twitching on the floor.
 
   Garrett grunted with effort as he bashed one of the creatures with his torch. It scrabbled away in panic with tongues of witchfire flickering over its glossy carapace.
 
   Warren had the worst of them. The ghoul roared as he pinwheeled his arms, batting the spiders away with such force that soon many of them lay curled into balls upon the floor.
 
   Garrett yelped as a spider lunged forward to sink its fangs into his leg, or rather his boot. As uncomfortable as necromancer boots could be at times, he was at least grateful for their rugged craftsmanship. The spider's fangs could not penetrate the thick leather. Garrett jammed his knife through the monster's thorax and pried it off. He pushed it away. His skin crawled at the sight of the slimy goo that now coated the blade of his dagger.
 
   He looked back at Marla. His heart leapt with fear to see that she no longer stood behind him. Then, suddenly, she was there again, and just as suddenly gone once more. The girl moved with such speed that he only really saw her when she stopped to choose a new target. He watched her in bemused silence. She was amazing.
 
   Marla paused long enough to frown back at him, and then she was once again a blur of gray. She ripped a large spider off of Garrett's back and hurled it into the shadows. She stopped again, her hand on Garrett's arm, and a little smile on her face. "Can I borrow your torch, dear?"
 
   "...Yeah," Garrett slowly lifted his hand to offer her the witchfire torch, but it wasn't in his hand anymore. Marla had it.
 
   She spun and danced among the spiders, trailing witchfire in shimmering arcs and crazy swirls of emerald light. The thick impact of blows on spider bodies punctuated the roiling, crackling whoosh of the torch as Marla beat them back. Garrett smiled in spite of his fear to witness the fiery beauty of Marla's defense.
 
   Warren growled. Garrett turned to see his friend who was now completely covered in spiders. The ghoul flailed wildly, tearing the creatures free and casting them away. More scuttled in as quickly as he could knock them off. The spiders jabbed their fangs against the ghoul's thick hide, unable to penetrate it, but causing him considerable misery.
 
   Garrett leapt forward, slashing with his knife at one of the creatures clinging to his friend's leg, but the blade glanced harmlessly off its leathery back.
 
   Then Marla appeared, wreathed in arcs of green flame as she swept the spiders from Warren's back with savage blows from her torch.
 
   A moment later, Warren stood, free of the beasts, yet still swinging drunkenly at empty air. He paused, opened his eyes and brushed his paws over his shoulders, checking his back for spiders.
 
   Marla twirled the torch between her fingers and smiled up at him.
 
   Warren shuddered, wiping his palms on his shaggy haunches. He looked at Marla in wonder then glanced down, shamefaced.
 
   "Thanks," Warren said quietly.
 
   "Yeah, thanks Marla," Garrett said, "You were amazing!"
 
   Marla grinned, shifting her weight from foot to foot. "Thanks for letting me borrow your torch, Garrett." She offered it back to him.
 
   "Uh, you'd better let her keep it," Warren said. He jabbed Garrett in the shoulder to get his attention and pointed further up the hallway.
 
   At the edge of the firelight, dozens of huge scuttling spiders hung back, watching them. From the darkness beyond them, something even bigger approached.
 
   A spider the size of a horse crawled down the tunnel toward them. Its skin glistened in the torchlight, black and shiny. Dagger-like fangs flexed, their tips dewed with poison. Garrett glanced back over his shoulder to see more spiders scurrying up the tunnel behind them.
 
   "What do we do?" Garrett asked.
 
   "I dunno," Warren said.
 
   Marla's expression turned grim. She held the torch before her like a two-handed sword.
 
   The spiders before them parted to allow their enormous companion to pass. Its long, spindly forelegs lifted tentatively as it regarded them with eight obsidian-black eyes.
 
   Garrett's heart pounded in his chest. Horrible thoughts fought for space in his mind, but the worst of them was the realization that his friends were here because of him.
 
   "I'm sorry I made us come here," he said.
 
   Warren looked at him, his eyes wide with fear. "Are you kidding?" he said, "This is the most fun I've had all day!"
 
   Garrett couldn't help but laugh.
 
   Marla laughed too. "Same for me, Garrett," she said.
 
   They all laughed together then, and somehow their situation no longer seemed quite as horrible.
 
   Then a forth laugh sounded through the web-shrouded tunnel, a high, girlish laugh.
 
   Warren looked shocked. "Garrett," he said, "I think the spider likes jokes. Think of something funny, quick!"
 
   "That wasn't the spider," Marla said.
 
   "Merre'nal lachoala!" a voice called out from somewhere nearby, "Shoo, shoo!"
 
   The spiders scattered, tumbling over one another to escape. One even scampered over Garrett's boot as he turned to let them pass. They fled up the tunnel into darkness or wriggled back into the thick silken walls. Even the monstrously giant spider wriggled its mandibles nervously and withdrew into shadow.
 
   The friends looked at one another. Warren shrugged.
 
   "Whoever it is," Marla whispered, "she speaks draconic."
 
   "Great," Warren grumbled, "another vampire."
 
   "I don't think so," Marla said, her voice trailing off as a portion of the wall's webbing stretched and tore free to reveal a dark cloaked figure that stepped into the center of the hallway before them.
 
   The stranger pulled back the hood of her brown cloak to reveal a young human woman with a round, slightly down-turned face, short brown hair, and large brown eyes that darted from Marla to Warren and settled on Garrett. She smiled, hesitantly. She stood only a little taller than Garrett, and her weight shifted on the toes of her brown boots, as though at any moment she might run away.
 
   "Is that Anna Gree?" Garrett asked.
 
   Warren sputtered. "Does that look like a ghost to you?"
 
   The girl laughed again. Her eyes sparkled in the witchfire light. "I am no ghost," she said, "though I am Anna's friend. If you have come to harm her, I will not allow it."
 
   "How could we harm a ghost?" Marla asked.
 
   The stranger regarded Marla for a moment before speaking, "The same way you harm anyone, really... with words."
 
   "We just want to talk to her," Garrett said, "I promise we won't try to hurt her."
 
   The girl looked back to him again. Her head tilted a little, and she leaned forward slightly as she studied him.
 
   "My name is Garrett," he said, "and these are my friends, Warren and Marla. What's your name?"
 
   The girl jumped as though startled from a daydream. "My name is..." she began, but her hand flew to her lips, and she looked suddenly ashamed. "It isn't important," she said at last. She looked away and pulled the hood back over her head. "Follow me. I'll show you the way to the one you call Anna Gree."
 
   ****
 
   They walked until the last of the cobwebbed tunnels lay far behind them. Garrett tried again and again to coax information from the mysterious girl in brown. Again and again, she would only look back over her shoulder at him and smile silently.
 
   He decided to try a different tact.
 
   "How did Anna Gree become a ghost?" he asked.
 
   "Her name is Annalien," the girl in brown said, "and she was once the Verisjha of the city before humans came here."
 
   "Verisjha?" Garrett asked.
 
   "It's like a priestess of sorts," Marla said.
 
   "I dare not disagree, noble lady," the girl in brown said, "but to call her a priestess implies worship. It is plainer to say that she spoke for her people."
 
   "Spoke to whom?" Marla asked.
 
   "To the Ones that made us both, noble lady," the girl answered with a pearly grin.
 
   Marla frowned.
 
   "Yeah, so why did she take the flower?" Warren asked.
 
   "The goblin's flower?" the girl said, "She did not take it."
 
   "Then who did?" Garrett asked.
 
   "I did," she said.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because Annalien asked me to," she said, shrugging her narrow shoulders.
 
   Warren groaned. "Then why did you..."
 
   "Stop!" the girl in brown interrupted him. Before them, the tunnel opened into a vast subterranean chamber filled with light. Its walls, composed of white, seamless stone, curved up from the malachite floor to form a great dome overhead. The girl pointed toward the center of the chamber where stood a smaller dome-shaped building. From its many small, irregularly spaced windows poured the shimmering golden light.
 
   "Ugh," Warren said, shielding his eyes with his paw.
 
   Marla drew back, leaning against the wall of the tunnel.
 
   "What's wrong?" Garrett asked, moving to Marla's side.
 
   "I don't know," she said, looking as thought she might be sick.
 
   Garrett turned back to the girl in brown to ask her the source of the light. She was gone.
 
   "Where did she go?" Garrett asked.
 
   "What?" Warren looked at him, his snout wrinkled.
 
   "The girl."
 
   "Marla?" Warren asked.
 
   "No, the other girl."
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   "The girl that led us here," Garrett said, "She just disappeared."
 
   "I led you here," Warren said.
 
   Garrett groaned in frustration. "The girl that saved us from the spiders," he said, "Where did she go?"
 
   "Marla saved us from the spiders," Warren said, "with a little help from me of course."
 
   Garrett rolled his eyes, waving his hands. "Never mind!"
 
   He turned to Marla. "Did you see where she went?" he asked.
 
   "What are you talking about, Garrett?" she said, rubbing her temples with her fingertips.
 
   "The girl that..." Garrett could no longer remember what it was that he was about to say. Something important was dancing just beyond the grasp of recollection. His mind fought to keep its hold on the thought as it slipped away from him. Garrett stood there, wondering what he had been trying to remember that was so important, and then he looked back to the center of the room and the strangely illuminated little building there.
 
   "What is that gad-awful light?" Warren said.
 
   "It's sunlight," Marla whispered.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   "That's as close to it as I'm going," Warren said. The ghoul held a furry forearm over his eyes to block out the golden light that streamed from the little windows of the dome at the center of the room. Marla had been able to approach no further than the tunnel's mouth in the wall of the large outer chamber. The light, she said, made her sick.
 
   Garrett thought it was beautiful.
 
   He handed Warren the unnecessary witchfire torch and moved closer to the center dome.
 
   He should be afraid, part of his brain reasoned. He was here to find a ghost, and ghosts should be frightening, but he could not imagine anything frightening inside that little sunlit house.
 
   He walked around the perimeter a short distance, squinting his eyes against the brilliance of the light. He soon found an open doorway. His sight still overwhelmed, he could make out no details within. Nevertheless, he stepped through the door.
 
   Garrett gasped, almost sobbing with the wave of emotion that swept over him as he entered the room. Golden warmth filled his body, and a scent like a summer meadow brought tears of half-remembered joys to his dazzled eyes. His knees trembled beneath him, and Garrett reeled, leaning a gloved hand against the stone doorframe for support. His fingers tingled as though he had plunged his bare hand into a stream of warm water. He pulled back his hand and stared at it, almost daring to rip the glove off to see if the scars were still there. Then he mastered himself, and his hand balled into a fist at his side.
 
   "Welcome," a woman's voice said.
 
   Slowly the golden glow dimmed enough that Garrett could make out the interior of the room. The domed chamber seemed larger inside than it had from the outside. All manner of plants filled the room, planted in urns and troughs, stacked upon shelves and hanging in baskets above him. A large circular pool of blue water dominated the center of the room, and, from the center of the pool, rose a low stone pillar. Atop the pillar sat what appeared to be a crystal shard about the span of Garrett's hand. The crystal shimmered with what could only be described as pure sunlight. Garrett had seen no light so beautiful in the three years since coming to the city of Wythr.
 
   A movement in the corner of his eye drew his attention, and there he saw his first ghost.
 
   Anna Gree stood a foot taller than Garrett. She was a slim woman, though obviously not a human. Her overly large eyes glowed a pale blue. Indeed her thin body and her ornate robes gave off a faint azure glow, and he could see the wall behind her through her translucent form. She wore long, wispy hair that hung straight down on either side of her heart-shaped face, though the tips of her long, delicate ears poked out. She smiled at him, and he smiled back. His eyes fell then to the wasted stumps where her hands should have been.
 
   "Hi," he said, a bit hesitantly, "My name is Garrett."
 
   "I know," the ghost replied, "My friend told me about you. Your friends are waiting outside, I take it?"
 
   "Yes," he said, "the light is too bright for them."
 
   "But it's not too bright for you?"
 
   Garrett grinned. "I think it's wonderful!"
 
   Anna Gree's smile widened.
 
   "Your friend told you about me?" Garrett asked.
 
   The ghost watched him for a moment and then nodded.
 
   "Your name is Annalien, isn't it?" Garrett said.
 
   "How did you know that?" the ghost asked.
 
   "I don't know... I just did," he said, "It's like there's something..."
 
   "Something you're forgetting?" Annalien mused.
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said, "It seems like I can almost remember, but then it's gone again."
 
   Annalien laughed, glancing sideways. "Very interesting."
 
   "Do you know what it is?" he asked.
 
   "It's not my place to say," Annalien answered, "but I've got a feeling it will come back to you in time."
 
   "I hope so," he said.
 
   "So, why did you come here?" she asked.
 
   "Oh," Garrett said, "I'm sorry. I came here because the goblin king said that you had his flower."
 
   Annalien laughed, a high, musical laugh. "Yes, yes, I did steal his flower, I suppose."
 
   "Would you mind giving it back?" Garrett said, "I mean I could take it back for you, if you'd let me."
 
   Annalien did not answer, but moved closer to Garrett, her ghostly sandaled feet making no sound as she approached him.
 
   Garrett felt suddenly uncomfortable, wanting to step back, but he forced himself to stand his ground as the ghost drew near.
 
   "You don't seem very afraid of me," Annalien said, stopping only a few steps away from Garrett.
 
   "I... I guess I am a little," he admitted, "I've never seen a ghost before. It's just..."
 
   "Just what?"
 
   "Well, you don't seem very scary," he said, "and this place isn't very scary either."
 
   "Your friends didn't find it very inviting."
 
   "They don't really like sunlight very much," he said.
 
   "I see," Annalien said.
 
   "Why is there sunlight here?" Garrett asked, "I mean, how can there be?"
 
   Annalien looked back over her shoulder to the glowing crystal shard at the center of the room and sighed. "It is beautiful, isn't it? I thought so myself when I first saw it. The day the Old World died. The day I died."
 
   "I don't understand," Garrett said.
 
   Annalien smiled and motioned for him to have a seat on a low stone bench, half-hidden among the ivy. She sat down beside him. She started to reach out to him with a handless stump then drew it back, looking away.
 
   "I lost my hands when I picked it up," she said, "It had fallen from the sky, landing in the forest near the city. I saw it fall and followed it, believing that it was a sign that we might be saved. We had no hope, you see. The dragons had all fled away, and the elves simply awaited our doom."
 
   "What doom?" Garrett asked.
 
   She regarded him silently for a moment. "Why you're little more than a child!" she exclaimed.
 
   "I'm thirteen," he said.
 
   She laughed again.
 
   "Garrett!" Warren called from outside, "You all right in there?"
 
   "I'm fine," Garrett answered, "Can you see well enough to come in?"
 
   "Uh, I think I'll stay out here as long as you're all right."
 
   "Your friend is very brave," Annalien chuckled.
 
   Garrett said nothing.
 
   "Ah, yes," the ghost said, "you asked what doom came to the elves. I owe you an answer."
 
   "How many moons are there in the sky?" she asked.
 
   Garrett paused, wondering if he had misunderstood the question. "One moon," he said.
 
   "Correct!" she said, "At least you are correct now. There was a time, long ago, when your answer would have seemed to me as foolish as my question seemed to you. There were once two moons in the sky."
 
   Garrett stared at her in disbelief.
 
   "One, the moon you know now, silver and pale, still watches over the world above, but she had a sister. A crystal moon once hung in the sky beside her, and, because of her, there was no night. This second moon caught the light of the sun and cast it back down on the face of the world when the sun had set, and all the world reveled in her beauty.
 
   "Most of all, the dragons loved the crystal moon, for dragons love beautiful things, and nothing was so beautiful to them as her light. It was the only thing they loved that they could not possess, for their domain extended only to the skies above and not beyond. For this reason, they made a pact with a thing that could traverse the blackness between the worlds... a creature which had the power to give them the one thing they desired but could not reach."
 
   Garrett looked at the crystal shard at the center of the pool.
 
   "You've already guessed the end of my story!" Annalien laughed.
 
   "How can you... I mean, how would you even... a whole moon?" Garrett said.
 
   "If only you had been there to council the dragons!" she laughed and then grew somber. "But then, they would not have listened. They realized far too late they had been betrayed."
 
   "What do you mean?" Garrett asked, "Who betrayed them."
 
   "The Enemy fulfilled its part of the bargain," she said, "The crystal moon shifted from its sacred path and fell from the sky. By all sane reason, no one should have survived that day."
 
   "What happened?"
 
   "I do not know," Annalien admitted, "We waited for our end to come. The dragons fled to their respective fates, leaving us, their creations, to face our deaths alone. The crystal moon burned a fiery path through the sky, and we wept for the end of all beauty and life. And then..."
 
   "What?" Garrett asked.
 
   Annalien shrugged her shoulders. "I don't know what happened. There was a brilliant flash of light, and then a roar that shook the earth. Where the moon had been before, now fiery stars of flame fell like tears from the red sky. One such tear, the one you've already guessed at, fell near here, and I hurried to see where it had fallen.
 
   "I found it in a burned patch of forest at the bottom of a shallow hole in the earth. The shard lay there in the naked soil, wreathed in white flame. It was so beautiful. I reached out with both hands to take it up...
 
   "The others found me there, senseless, beside the stone, my hands burned to ash. The flames had cooled, and so they took up the stone and my dying body to bring us back inside the city. I lived long enough to know that my people had survived that savage day, though the world would never be the same again.
 
   "I don't know why I remained here when my body died. It feels as though I have something left to do, though I do not know what it is."
 
   Garrett chewed his lip. "I don't understand... I mean why are your hands still gone. If your real body is all dead, and your ghost body is just a memory of what it was before, why doesn't it... remember your hands the way they were too?"
 
   The ghost laughed. "Look who's lecturing me on bad memories! The boy who can't even remember how he knows my real name!"
 
   Garrett frowned.
 
   "No," she said, "It is a fair question, and I am ashamed to say I do not know the answer."
 
   "I'm sorry," Garrett said, "I've just never met a ghost before."
 
   "You're more accustomed to the less-talkative dead, I assume," she said.
 
   Garrett nodded.
 
   Annalien smiled, and looked away. "This was once a city filled with life and boundless hope. I suppose the silent dead are its real masters now. Perhaps I should try being more like them."
 
   Garrett studied the toes of his boots for a while before speaking. "I'm sorry," he said, "I don't mean to offend you. I just wanted to ask you about the flower."
 
   Annalien turned back to him. She moved as though to put her hand on his shoulder, and then let her wasted arm drop to her side. She sighed. "The flower must stay with me," she said.
 
   "But he really loves that flower," Garrett said, "and I think the light here hurts him too much to come and ask you for it himself."
 
   "A goblin who loves something?" Annalien mused, "Now that is an oddity worth a hundred ghosts!"
 
   "What do you mean?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Goblins were created for war," Annalien said, "I was not the only one to have a bad day when the moon fell out of the sky. It drove the dragons mad. They could still sing their wonderful songs and call life into being from nothingness, only now their songs were full of sorrow and rage. Rage against everything. Rage against the race of men."
 
   "Why?" Garrett asked.
 
   "I suppose because you took the world from us," Annalien said, "You took what was once beautiful and pure, and twisted it to your will. They hated you for that. They hated you so much that their hate twisted them, and twisted their song. And so they sang into being creatures like the goblins... creatures created to wage endless war against mankind."
 
   Garrett stifled a laugh. "The goblin didn't seem very scary," he said.
 
   "Imagine a thousand of them, waving swords and howling for your blood. And then imagine their masters behind them, driving them into battle, trolls, hydras, and worse."
 
   Garrett nodded. He tried to imagine the massive troll trapper from the marketplace, only without the floppy leather hat and friendly smile.
 
   "Now imagine an angry dragonflight, ripping the clouds apart as they come sweeping down on your army and burning you all to cinders," Annalien said.
 
   Garrett flinched. He had no trouble imagining that.
 
   Annalien looked at him, suddenly comprehending. "Oh," she said, "Oh, I'm so sorry, boy. I think I talk too much sometimes. It’s not often there's someone here to be hurt by it."
 
   "It's all right," Garrett said, "I got burned a long time ago. It doesn't hurt anymore."
 
   "No," Annalien whispered, "some burns don't ever stop hurting... not really. I'm so sorry."
 
   "Anyway," Garrett said, "I think the goblin really cares about this flower of his. He doesn't seem hateful at all... a little crazy maybe, but he's not bad."
 
   Annalien seemed lost in thought. At last she spoke. "The thing I can't figure out is where he found the rose."
 
   "They sell roses in the market," Garrett offered, "Maybe he got it from there?"
 
   Annalien laughed. "They don't sell blood roses in the market. I can promise you that."
 
   "What's a blood rose?"
 
   "Come and look," the ghost said. She motioned for Garrett to follow her, and led him over to a low table near the pool at the center of the room. Upon it sat various small potted plants, all in good health, save one.
 
   Nearest the source of the unnatural sunlight sat a little red pot from which sprouted a dry, twisted black vine, covered with little crimson-colored thorns and dark, brittle, heart-shaped leaves. A single, unopened bud surmounted the tip of the vine.
 
   "Is it dead?" Garrett asked.
 
   "It very nearly was," Annalien sighed, "Perhaps you see now why I had to take it from him?"
 
   "He wasn't taking care of it?"
 
   "He can't take care of it," she said, "He is a creature of darkness, and this rose needs light."
 
   "They said he's had it for a while," Garrett said, "Maybe he was trying to take care of it and just not getting it enough light."
 
   "This is the only place in the city with the right kind of light for this rose... for all I know, maybe the only place left in the world," she said, "No... I don't believe that. Talking too much again."
 
   "What's so special about it?" Garrett asked.
 
   She looked at him and frowned. "Enough tragic stories for one day, boy! The rose stays with me, or it dies. It may take another century or two to finally give up the last little spark of life, but it will die without real light, and that's reason enough for me to hold onto it." 
 
   "But he really wants it back!" Garrett pleaded, "I think he's going to go crazy...er without it."
 
   Annalien smiled. "Why do you care, human?"
 
   Garrett stared back, dumbstruck. He shrugged his shoulders. "I guess I just don't like seeing people lose things they care about."
 
   The ghost laughed. "A goblin that loves something, and a human that cares about someone else. Perhaps the world is finally really coming to an end!"
 
   "I mean, maybe there's some way he could... I don't know... visit it or something?" Garrett said.
 
   Annalien shook her head. "You really aren't going to leave empty-handed, are you?"
 
   "I need to tell him something," Garrett said.
 
   "All right then," Annalien said, "I have an idea."
 
   Annalien walked to a nearby rack, upon which hung various fruiting vines. She mumbled to herself as she inventoried them. "This should do," she said at last, "Come here, boy. I think this might work."
 
   Garrett approached to find Annalien pointing the stump of her right arm at a particularly unpleasant-looking dark blue vine covered with tiny red berries.
 
   "Take a handful of those red berries there," Annalien said, "I think our goblin friend will find them rather flavorful."
 
   "What are they?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Firevine," she said, "created by the dragons to feed war-bred races like the goblins. Fortunately for the world above, the berries are seedless, but the vine spreads like... well, fire. Devilish stuff to be rid of once it gets a foothold in your garden. I have to have it trimmed back every few days to keep it in check."
 
   "Who trims it for you?" Garrett asked.
 
   Annalien smiled slyly. "You're going to ask one too many questions someday, boy."
 
   "Sorry."
 
   "Don't be," she laughed, "It's the only way to learn the best secrets."
 
   "Garrett!" Warren's voice called from outside, "Are you still alive in there?"
 
   "Yeah," he answered, "I'm all right."
 
   "Better take these and go," Annalien said, "Your friends are getting impatient."
 
   Garrett plucked a handful of berries from the thorny blue vine, grateful to be wearing his gloves. "Thank you," he said, "but what if the goblin still wants his flower back?"
 
   Annalien looked thoughtful. "You can tell him that I'm taking care of it, and I'll give it back when it's doing a bit better. It may take a few weeks to get its blood flowing again."
 
   "Thanks."
 
   "Oh," she added, "you probably shouldn't tell your vampire friend what kind of flower it really is. I'm sure she's a very nice girl, but she might mention it to the kind that aren't so nice. Then we would find ourselves in an uncomfortable situation."
 
   Garrett frowned, but nodded his head affirmatively.
 
   "Oh, and don't be tempted to eat any of those berries either!" Annalien said, "They weren't made for humans. You're a good boy, and I'd hate for you to die of a tummy-ache."
 
   "All right," he said, "and thank you for... well, everything."
 
   Then ghost smiled at him.
 
   Garrett turned to go, taking a last look at the golden glow of the moonshard. "Annalien," he said, "would it be all right if I came back sometime?"
 
   "Anytime you want, Garrett," she said.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   They took an alternate tunnel back to Marrowvyn. Warren took his duties as guide a bit more seriously this time, remembering the encounter with the spiders. Garrett as well kept replaying the scene again in his head. Something about the memory of the event still nagged at him.
 
   Marla seemed content to hammer at Garrett with an unending stream of questions. She seemed rather upset to have been thwarted in their search for the flower by the strange light of Annalien's moonshard.
 
   Garrett told her what had happened within the chamber, leaving out only the name of the flower as Annalien had asked. Marla's questions, however, centered on the sunlit crystal shard.
 
   She asked to see one of the berries that Annalien had given to Garrett. He removed one from his pocket and handed it to her.
 
   Warren sniffed loudly. "Let me see one."
 
   Garrett handed him another. "Don't eat it," he said, "They might be poisonous to non-goblins."
 
   Warren's nostrils flared, and he pretended to pop the berry in his mouth and chew before gagging and clutching at his throat in mock death-throes.
 
   "I'm not kidding!" Garrett laughed.
 
   "I've never seen a fruit like this," Marla said.
 
   "Annalien said the dragons made them for the goblins to eat."
 
   "You found something good to eat?" an unpleasantly familiar voice called out from the darkness of the tunnel ahead.
 
   "Norris," Warren muttered.
 
   "Greetings, cousin," the white-furred ghoul whined as he loped forward toward them, "Did you have a nice time in the Old City?"
 
   "Great time, Norris!" Warren said, grinning, "And much safer than I thought it would be. You should really go down there and look around a bit."
 
   Norris made a slight hissing noise, and bowed his head, smiling politely at Warren's jest. "I see no flower. Did you find anything... interesting instead?"
 
   "Oh, yeah," Warren said, holding the little red berry in his outstretched palm, "These things are delicious. You should try one!"
 
   "Warren!" Garrett yelled, snatching the berry back.
 
   Norris’s eyes narrowed and his smile briefly flared into a snarl, and just as quickly softened into his usual placating grin.
 
   Marla handed her berry back to Garrett as well. "You'd better put them away for now," she whispered.
 
   Norris looked away as Garrett pocketed the berries.
 
   "So, did you need something, cousin Norris?" Warren asked.
 
   "I simply came to tell you that your father’s lookin’ for you."
 
   "What for?" Warren asked.
 
   "Couldn't say," Norris said, "He did look a bit unhappy."
 
   "Boneash!" Warren cursed, "What now?"
 
   Norris’s grin broadened, and he looked as though he might say more, but Warren's expression warned him against it. He simply nodded and loped away into the darkness.
 
   "Well," Warren said, "let's get back there quick."
 
   Garrett and Marla followed him through the spiraling tunnels of the old elven city, ascending until they at last found themselves among the crumbling subterranean lanes of human architecture. The green light of Garrett's witchfire torch soon paled before the ruddy glow of Marrowvyn's cook fires.
 
   "You know your way from here, Garrett," Warren said, "I've gotta go find my dad."
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said, "we'll be talking to the goblin king."
 
   "Good luck with that," Warren laughed, bounding away on all fours.
 
   "You too," Garrett called after him.
 
   He turned to Marla. "Well, I hope these berries work."
 
   She smiled. "Thank you Garrett."
 
   "For what?"
 
   "For helping me."
 
   "Oh," he said, "that was... I mean, yeah... sorry you didn't get to see the ghost."
 
   "I got to see a real goblin though," she said, placing her hand on Garrett's shoulder, "This was much better than taking inventory at the shop."
 
   Garrett grinned.
 
   They walked together to the center of town. After a moment's search, they found the goblin huddled, asleep, in the shadow of a crumbling wall.
 
   "Should we wake him?" Garrett asked.
 
   "We have to," Marla said.
 
   "You better do it then, he likes you better."
 
   Marla nodded and knelt beside the sleeping creature. She gently stroked his forehead with her fingertips and whispered, "Lieliaana, haruuthavin." 
 
   The goblin's large eyes fluttered open, and a look of terror and despair wrinkled his noseless face. Then he seemed to recognize her and his features softened into abject adoration.
 
   "My Queen!" he hissed, rolling his body into a sort of crouched prostration before her.
 
   Marla took him by the shoulders and bade him rise to his feet. He did so, uncertainly, his skinny knees trembling and his eyes darting side to side.
 
   Marla spoke again, her voice formal and strangely accented, "Your flower is safe, child of the Great Mother."
 
   "Thank you, my Queen!" the goblin moaned, "May I see it?"
 
   "I am afraid that you must be parted from it yet a little while," Marla said, "It is my wish that the ghost who has taken it from you repay the debt of her crime by tending and caring for the flower until it is restored to full health."
 
   The goblin whined, grinding his teeth together. "But, my Queen, I..."
 
   "And I set you a task as well, servant of the Song," she said, "to prepare a garden suitable of this treasured flower to await its return into your care."
 
   "A garden?" The goblin's face stretched into a mask of bewilderment.
 
   "A place of shadow and light," she said, "You must find a place near the surface where the light of day may reach it, and yet you may still tend it in the shadows of night, unseen by the people of the city above. You must find such a place and prepare it. I charge you with this."
 
   "Yes, my Queen," the goblin said, bowing his head.
 
   "You have done well, obedient hand," Marla said, "You have served the Song and will be rewarded."
 
   "Thank you my Queen!"
 
   "My companion has won a great gift for you," she said, motioning for Garrett to approach, "He took these berries from the ghost as tribute for her crime. They are yours alone now."
 
   Garrett's questioning look was lost in the shadows of his hood, but he held his tongue and handed Marla the berries.
 
   The goblin stared down at the little red berries in Marla's outstretched hand and blinked. His mouth hung agape for a few moments, and he blinked again. Then his eyes widened and he looked to Marla with an expression of impossible hope upon his face.
 
   "Are they real?" he asked, his voice raspy and thin.
 
   "Yes," Marla said, smiling down at the little creature, "Take them."
 
   The goblin fell to his knees and held out his three-fingered hands, cupped together, tears brimming his eyes. Marla dropped the berries into his palms and stepped back.
 
   The goblin stared down at the fruit, his lips trembling with unspoken words. Then, suddenly, he pressed his hands to his mouth and devoured the berries in two quick gulps.
 
   Marla looked at Garrett, and Garrett shrugged.
 
   The black pupils of the goblin's eyes grew very large, and his body began to sway gently from the knees. He murmured something and tried to stand, then fell on his backside on the dusty cobbles of the ancient courtyard. He flashed them both a broad, toothy grin and giggled.
 
   "Perhaps we should go now," Marla whispered.
 
   Garrett nodded.
 
   They turned to leave, but the goblin leapt to his feet, startling them both.
 
   "Thank you, my Queen!" the goblin cried. He looked at his hands and flexed his thin arms. "I am strong again!" he shouted.
 
   "I'm pleased you enjoyed the berries," Marla said, forgetting her regal tone of voice.
 
   "I will do as you have commanded me!" the goblin cried, "I will build a garden worthy of my mother's blood!"
 
   "Your mother's blood?" Marla asked, "What do you mean?"
 
   The goblin blinked at her. "The blood flower," he said, "A garden for her blood flower."
 
   Marla blinked. "Your flower is a blood rose?" she asked.
 
   "Yes, my Queen, my mother's blood."
 
   "Ah, well," she said, her face unreadable, "you had better make it a very special garden then." 
 
   The goblin nodded frantically and then bounded away across the courtyard, leaving them alone.
 
   "A blood rose!" Marla gasped.
 
   "What is it?" Garrett asked.
 
   She looked at him, searching for words. She spoke at last, "I think our goblin is very old indeed. This one was made, not born. If his mother had been a goblin, her blood wouldn't have done anything when she died. If he was first-generation, his mother would have been..."
 
   "A dragon?" Garrett asked.
 
   Marla nodded.
 
   "What is a blood flower?" he asked.
 
   "Only the blood of the most powerful magical creatures would grow a blood rose," she said, "What he calls his mother would have to have been the dragon that sang him into being." 
 
   Garrett cleared his throat. "I'm sorry, Marla," he said, "but the ghost asked me not to tell you what the flower was. I didn't know why it was important, but she was afraid that another vampire might find out about it."
 
   Marla narrowed her eyes.
 
   "I didn't want to keep it a secret from you," he said, "it's just... please promise me you won't tell anyone else. It seemed really important to her."
 
   Marla looked away. "I don't know Garrett..."
 
   "Why would other vampires want the flower anyway?" he asked, "I mean, it doesn't really have blood in it, does it?"
 
   Marla frowned and looked at him again. "Not exactly," she said, "but some of the dragon's power, and some of its memories are bound to the plant that grew up where its blood was spilled on the earth. So much of that world has been lost forever. I don't know if we have the right to let this piece of it wither away in the darkness."
 
   "What would you do with it if you had it?" Garrett asked.
 
   "I would give it to my mother, and she would give it to the elders. They would take it back to Thrinaar where it would be kept safe and studied."
 
   "Thrinaar?"
 
   "Our home city," she said, "I was born there." 
 
   "Ah," Garrett said, "I guess... I mean… it's important to me that you don't tell anyone. I wasn't supposed to let anyone know."
 
   "But you didn't," Marla said, "I found out for myself."
 
   "I know... it's just, I don't know... it feels wrong. I think the ghost knows how to take care of the flower. I don't think she'd let it die."
 
   Marla looked troubled. "All right," she said, "I won't say anything... for now."
 
   "Thanks, Marla."
 
   She smiled at him.
 
   They turned to meet Warren as he came bounding up the dusty lane toward them. "Sorry guys," he said, "I gotta take you back now."
 
   "What's wrong?" Garrett asked.
 
   "The Chadiri have declared war on Astorra," Warren said, "We've all been summoned to a meeting tonight."
 
   "Who’s Astorra?" Garrett asked.
 
   "It's a kingdom to the north," Marla said.
 
   "Are they our friends?"
 
   Warren snorted in response.
 
   "Not exactly," Marla said, 'but now they are our enemy's enemy. This could be very good news."
 
   "Can they beat the Chadiri?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Dunno," Warren said, "but at least we might have a chance against 'em now. Anyway, I need to take you both back to the surface so I can make the meeting. I'm supposed to see that you get to your uncle right away."
 
   Garrett and Marla followed the ghoul as he led them out of Marrowvyn. By the time they reached the tunnel beneath the market and wrenched open the door to the surface, the light of day had already begun to fade.
 
   "Thank you for a lovely time," Marla said, "both of you." Her smile made Garrett's stomach flutter a little.
 
   "Yeah," Warren said, "thanks for the uh... spider thing, you know."
 
   "Thanks for everything," Garrett said.
 
   Marla nodded, and a strand of dark hair fell across her eyes. Garrett's fingers ached to brush it back.
 
   "Perhaps we could do this again sometime," Marla said.
 
   "Yeah, I'd like that," Garrett said.
 
   Warren groaned impatiently.
 
   "You don't have to wait, Warren," Garrett said, "I can find my way back from here."
 
   "No way!" Warren scoffed, "Dad said to see you home right away, and I'd like to keep my hide intact, thank you!"
 
   "All right," Garrett said, turning to face Marla again, "I had a really good time today."
 
   "So did I," she said.
 
   "I, uh, hope that..." Garrett stepped forward, leaning close. The flowery scent of Marla's hair sent a warm tingle through his skin.
 
   "Yes?" Marla whispered, leaning toward him, her eyes questioning.
 
   "I..." Garrett's hand lifted to the edge of his hood. If he pulled it back just a little...
 
   Marla's lips parted slightly.
 
   Garrett's heart hammered in his chest. He steeled his will to take the chance.
 
   "Cramps, Garrett! Will you stop trying to see her fangs? Let's go!" Warren said.
 
   Marla drew back, her hand clamped over her mouth. Her cheeks flushed red, and she turned and fled into the twilight alleyway.
 
   "Marla!" Garrett called after her, but she moved too fast.
 
   "Can we go now?" Warren asked.
 
   Garrett turned, took three steps toward his friend and punched him in the nose.
 
   Warren stumbled back, more stunned than hurt. His eyes flashed red and his lips curled back over his long teeth. The ghoul’s breath exploded in a hissing growl, and his fur bristled.
 
   Garrett set his feet and raised his fists. He tried to speak, but only a feral snarl came out.
 
   Warren blinked and shook his head. Slowly his fur drooped and his massive shoulders relaxed. He took a step back.
 
   "Come on, let's go!"
 
   Garrett lowered his fists, retrieved his fallen torch, and followed his friend into the darkness of the tunnel.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   Garrett mounted the basement steps, still angry with Warren. The ghoul had left him on the subterranean doorstep to Uncle's manor house and disappeared into the shadows without a word.
 
   Most of all, Garrett worried what Marla thought of him now, and wished he had either just said goodbye or been a little quicker with his attempted kiss.
 
   His feet hurt, and his knuckles ached. He had never hit anyone before, not really. The rational side of his brain told him that Warren could have easily torn him apart, if it had come to that. Still, he could not quite bring himself to regret hitting his friend.
 
   He whispered the command word, "Telu," and his witchfire torch snuffed out. Garrett placed it in a sconce upon the wall. He swung open the door and stepped into the ground floor hallway.
 
   The indistinct sounds of conversation carried from the parlor, and Garrett made his way toward his uncle's voice.
 
   "...you sure you don't want to come with us?" Zara was saying as Garrett rapped politely at the open door.
 
   Uncle turned and motioned Garrett inside. Zara and Cenick nodded at him, smiling.
 
   "It will be just like old times, Uncle," Zara added.
 
   Uncle Tinjin shook his head. "No," he said, "I have some things to attend here. War is for young brigands like the two of you."
 
   "We could use the help, Uncle," Cenick said, "This may be our best chance at winning this."
 
   "Hmn," Uncle mused, "The Chadiri are no fools. They will be expecting something like this. I wish you boys would reconsider."
 
   "Sorry Uncle." Zara grinned. "This is too much fun to pass up!"
 
   "And his little priestess will be there, so you haven't got a chance at dissuading him anyway," Cenick laughed.
 
   Zara pulled a frown. "Well, in any case, I'll finally get to see how the sisterhood makes a skelly."
 
   "They'll probably put up a curtain just to keep you from peeking!" Cenick said.
 
   Zara grinned. "As if that would stop me."
 
   "You'd better be careful whose drapes you go lifting," Cenick said, "The priestesses are not known for their forgiving natures."
 
   "They are, however, known for their punctuality," Uncle interjected with a nod toward the clock.
 
   "Oh, crix!" Zara said, "We should be going. Uncle?"
 
   "We won't be joining you tonight," Uncle Tinjin said, placing his hand on Garrett's shoulder, give my regards to the ghouls... and to your priestess."
 
   "Goodnight, Uncle," Zara said as he pulled on his hooded outer robe.
 
   "We'll stop by before we leave the city," Cenick said.
 
   "Be careful boys," Uncle said, "Don't get too... patriotic."
 
   Zara grinned broadly and tugged his hood over his eyes. Cenick nodded at Garrett, as the two young men took their leave.
 
   Uncle sighed and slumped into a nearby chair. Garrett sat opposite him on an oversized ottoman, saying nothing.
 
   Uncle rubbed his hand over the gray stubble of his chin, grimacing. He looked at Garrett. "What's wrong, boy?"
 
   Garrett remained silent for a moment. "I hit Warren," he said.
 
   Uncle's nose wrinkled. "Why ever would you do such a thing?"
 
   "I don't know. He just..."
 
   "Just what?"
 
   "He embarrassed me in front of Marla..."
 
   "Oh," Uncle said, "Did you hit him in front of her?"
 
   "No, she ran off before that," Garrett said.
 
   "Ah... did Warren hit you back?"
 
   "No. I don't think I really hurt him."
 
   "Well, that remains to be seen, I suppose," Uncle said, "but ghouls are tougher than little girls, so we'll start with Marla first."
 
   "What should I do?"
 
   Uncle smiled. "Get some rest for now, son. We'll sort this out in the morning."
 
   Garrett smiled.
 
   "Something funny?" Uncle asked.
 
   "You called me son just now," Garrett said.
 
   "Hmn, I suppose I did," Uncle said, "Does that bother you?"
 
   "No," Garrett said, "I kinda like it."
 
   ****
 
   Garrett woke the next morning to the sound of a knock at his bedroom door.
 
   "Come in," he said, rubbing his eyes in the gray light of dawn.
 
   Uncle swung the door open and stepped inside. Garrett's zombie followed close behind him.
 
   "Caleb!" Garrett said.
 
   The zombie was carrying a large bouquet of purple flowers.
 
   "What are those for?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Those are for your lady friend," Uncle said with a little smile, "I took the liberty of selecting some for you."
 
   "You think she'll like them?" Garrett asked.
 
   "I think it's likely she will," Uncle said, "Oh, your zombie is fully registered now. The registrars were quite impressed with him."
 
   "Thanks for taking him," Garrett said, getting out of bed to pull the flowers from Caleb's stiff grip.
 
   "You should take him with you when you go this morning."
 
   "Go where?" Garrett asked.
 
   "The Thrinnian Embassy, of course," Uncle said.
 
   "I've never been there. Won't Marla be at the shop anyway?"
 
   "Not today," Uncle said, "The shop was closed when I went by there this morning."
 
   "Is something wrong?" Garrett asked.
 
   Uncle shrugged. "With the vampires, something is always wrong. If this were any other family, I would discourage your friendship with them."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Marla and her mother... they are unlike any other vampires I have ever met... with the exception of Marla's father. He was a good friend."
 
   "What happened to her father?" Garrett asked.
 
   Uncle dragged the chair from Garrett's desk and sat down. He stared at his hands for a long moment before speaking again. "He sacrificed his life to protect his people. He faced his fate bravely, and I am proud to have known such a man."
 
   "Who killed him?"
 
   "A dragon."
 
   Garrett's skin went cold. "Were you there?"
 
   "No," Uncle said, "He asked me to look after his wife and baby daughter. He feared what might become of them if they remained in Thrinaar without him. I escaped the city with them and brought them here. I have looked in on them from time to time ever since."
 
   "Is the dragon looking for them still?" Garrett asked, a slight tremor in his voice.
 
   Uncle looked at him and smiled. "No, I don't believe so," he said, "but there are worse things than dragons in this world. Sometimes the greatest danger lurks behind a friendly smile. Don't forget that."
 
   "Sure," Garrett said.
 
   "Well, it's best to get these things over quickly, boy. Dress your finest and go and meet your fate!"
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   Garrett stood before the Thrinnian Embassy, and folded the map that Uncle had given him. He placed it inside the pocket of Caleb's vest. Uncle had supplied the zombie with a sturdy set of boots, an old vest, and a belt, complete with several pouches, full of various useful items. The zombie could almost pass for a living boy if you didn't look too closely at him.
 
   The high, windowless walls of the embassy towered above them, built of solid blocks of onyx stone, polished until the whole wall shone like a black mirror. The gate was set deep into a shadowy recess in the center of the wall. The mahogany door, paneled with blood-red amber, stood twice as tall as a man, but only a little wider than Garrett's shoulders. Hundreds of tiny hexagonal runes honeycombed the door's face, and an ebony ring hung at the end of a long red rope from a shadowy murder-hole directly above.
 
   Garrett smoothed the front of his indigo silk robe and checked the fit of his black velvet gloves. He took the bouquet back from Caleb who had carried it since leaving the manor house. He worked up his courage and pulled the bell rope. Garrett half expected to be showered with boiling oil or a bucket of spiders, but instead a low mournful gong sounded from deep inside the walls of the embassy.
 
   He stepped back into the gray sunlight and waited.
 
   "I hope they're home," Garrett said.
 
   Caleb groaned and looked at him. A large black field locust buzzed down to rest on Caleb's forehead, and the zombie crossed his eyes to stare at it.
 
   "I hope it's not gonna be another bug year." Garrett shuddered. "I hate those things."
 
   Caleb slowly reached up and clasped his hand over the huge bug. It buzzed as he pulled it away from his face to look at it. The zombie's lip curled in distaste, and he tossed it away with a stiff motion of his arm.
 
   Garrett looked at his zombie and smiled. He opened his mouth to speak, but a muffled unlatching sound drew his attention back to the red paneled door. The door swung open with a dull scraping noise, leaving only a tall patch of inky darkness in the center of the glossy black wall.
 
   "Hello?" Garrett called out, taking a step toward the open doorway.
 
   "Who are you?" spoke the dry, thin voice of a man from somewhere within, "Make yourself known and your business with the ambassadors."
 
   "My name is Garrett, and I've come to speak with Marla Veranu. I'm a friend of hers."
 
   "What is your business with m'lady?"
 
   "I... I brought her some flowers."
 
   Silence answered, followed by a strange clicking sound. At last the man spoke again, "Are you a delivery boy?"
 
   "I'm a necromancer," Garrett said, straightening his back, "and... I want to apologize to her for something."
 
   The man made a low hissing noise. "Come inside."
 
   Garrett hefted his bundle of flowers and stepped toward the doorway. "Come on, Caleb."
 
   "Your... pet remains outside!" the voice within hissed.
 
   "Oh," Garrett said, "all right. Caleb, wait here until I get back."
 
   The zombie moaned and furrowed his brow.
 
   "I'll be all right, Caleb. Just wait over there." Garrett pointed to a spot beside the gate.
 
   Caleb's shoulders sagged as he slouched over to stand against the wall.
 
   Garrett nodded at him and stepped into the shadowy doorway of the Thrinnian Embassy.
 
   The amber-clad door creaked shut behind him, sealing out all traces of sunlight and leaving Garrett in total darkness.
 
   The blackness smelled of old, dry herbs. Garrett could hear a slight shuffling somewhere nearby and then a sniffing sound. He suddenly felt very cold.
 
   "Hello?" Garrett said.
 
   "Freelander, eh?" the vampire said, "Not many of you left now, are there?"
 
   "I guess," Garrett said, looking around, his eyes straining to see anything.
 
   The vampire sniffed again, closer now. "Burned... badly burned."
 
   Garrett remained silent.
 
   "Ah," the vampire said, sounding surprised, "where did you find those?"
 
   "Find what?" Garrett asked.
 
   "The flowers. I haven't smelled duskbloom in many years."
 
   "I brought them for Marla," Garrett said.
 
   "Young Lady Veranu," the vampire whispered, "yes, she will like those, I think."
 
   "I hope so," Garrett said, "I think I hurt her feelings yesterday, and I wanted to apologize."
 
   "It would be unwise to grieve the young lady," the vampire said, his voice low, almost a growl.
 
   "I didn't mean to, and I'm really sorry if I did." Garrett said. He wanted to ask the vampire to light a lamp, but was almost too afraid to see what the light might reveal.
 
   The vampire sniffed again. "Sorrow, and fear... good. You have been warned. Remember that."
 
   The vampire suddenly drew a heavy black cloth from atop a glowing crystal orb set on a narrow pedestal. The room filled with a pale, shimmering light, revealing a tall, thin man, dressed in black boots and trousers and a tailed coat. His face seemed too narrow and his jaw and ears a little too long. His skin shone ghostly white, and his bald head almost glowed in the light of the strange orb.
 
   The walls of the moderately sized entryway were of amber, carved into countless swirling runes of all sizes. The ebony pedestal on which the orb sat and an unused coat rack were the only furniture.
 
   The vampire gave a quick, birdlike tilt of his head and smiled.
 
   The sight of the vampire's long yellow teeth chilled Garrett to the core, but he did his best to hide his reaction.
 
   "I will notify the young lady of your arrival, master Garrett."
 
   "Thank you, sir." Garrett said.
 
   The vampire inclined his head slightly then turned, pressing his long-fingered hand against a certain rune on the wall. A section of the wall separated with a click and swung open on a concealed hinge. The vampire disappeared into the blackness beyond, and the secret door sealed seamlessly shut behind him.
 
   Garrett looked around. He could make out the shape of the front door amid the carved runes of the six walls, but no other obvious exits existed.
 
   He walked over to stand beside the strange crystal orb. The light within it seemed to ripple like water and its colors shifted constantly. He reached hesitantly toward it, and it flared brightly, making him pull back.
 
   Gathering his courage again, he placed his hand on the cool crystal.
 
   The crystal glowed brighter still, its colors more vivid. As he held his hand against the stone, it grew warm, and, most curiously, images of wood and water flitted through his thoughts. For a moment he found himself drifting, bodiless, through a dream of a shadowy green forest and a silvery brook.
 
   "It's a wisplight," Marla's voice spoke from behind him, "I think it likes you."
 
   "Marla!" Garrett spun to face her, "Hi."
 
   Marla wore a high-collared dress of burgundy silk that hung just below her knees but left her arms bare beneath two black lace epaulets. Delicate, beaded sandals graced her feet, and her black hair was tied back into a tight bun, save for two long strands that framed her face.
 
   Garrett forgot how to breathe.
 
   Marla's eyes fell to the flowers in Garrett's hand, and went suddenly wide. "Duskblooms!" she said, "Garrett, are those for me?"
 
   "Yeah," he gasped. He managed to lift his arm to offer them to her.
 
   She took them and brought them to her face, breathing in their scent with a look of girlish joy.
 
   "I hope you like them," Garrett said.
 
   "Oh, Garrett, they're wonderful!" she said, and rushed forward to wrap her arms around him.
 
   Garrett returned the hug. Even through his gloves, he could feel the coolness of her skin beneath her dress. He wondered if he hugged her long enough, would she grow warm?
 
   She stepped away, and he let her go, though it took all his will to do it.
 
   "Wherever did you find them?" she asked.
 
   Garrett smiled and cleared his throat. "Uncle found them for me at the market."
 
   "I can't believe it!" she said, "I've never seen them for sale here... thank you, thank you!"
 
   Garrett nodded, and then his eyes fell. "Marla," he said, "I wanted to tell you I'm sorry about yesterday."
 
   "I had a good time yesterday," she said.
 
   "I mean... at the end, when I..."
 
   "Oh," she said, looking down.
 
   "I was trying to... I mean, I wasn't trying to see your fangs," he said.
 
   Marla's hand lifted to her lips, and then she laughed.
 
   "I like you Marla, a lot," he said, "I just don't want you to be mad at me."
 
   "Oh, Garrett," she said, "I'm not mad at you. I guess it was all kind of silly."
 
   "Anyway, Warren shouldn't have said that. He was being a knob."
 
   Marla giggled. "It's all right. Thanks for coming here to tell me though."
 
   "Yeah," he said, scuffling his boot on the thick black rug, "I guess I just wanted to apologize. I hope we can go out again sometime."
 
   "I'd love to," she said.
 
   Garrett smiled, tried to say something, and then just smiled again.
 
   "I'm glad," he said at last. He looked around the amber room. "I'm not really sure how to get out."
 
   "You don't have to go, do you?" she asked.
 
   "No!" he said, a little too loudly, "I mean, no, I can stay as long as you'd like."
 
   "You want to see my room?" she asked.
 
   Garrett nodded.
 
   Marla opened another panel in the wall, and Garrett followed her through into a long, shadowy hall.
 
   "So, who was the guy at the door?" Garrett whispered as they walked past carved ebony doors that ran along either side of the hallway.
 
   "Oh, that was Klavicus," Marla said, "He's a little strange, but very loyal."
 
   "Oh... are there a lot of vampires here?"
 
   "Not as many at this time of year," she said.
 
   "Why's that?"
 
   "The Council is holding session back in Thrinaar for several months, so we have only a few low-ranking ambassadors and visitors staying at the embassy."
 
   "This is our apartment," Marla said when they reached a black hexagonal door, indistinguishable, to Garrett's eyes, from any of the others in the hallway. She rapped her knuckles lightly on the door and then turned the handle.
 
   The door swung open to reveal a large, well-lit parlor. A simple, yet comfortable-looking divan sat against the wall, squeezed between two enormous, glass-windowed book cabinets. Hundreds of books and scrolls filled the shelves, all neatly sorted and arranged, not at all like Uncle Tinjin's heaped stacks.
 
   "Mother?" Marla called.
 
   "Yes, dear?" Mrs. Veranu's voice answered from an adjoining room.
 
   "We have a guest," Marla said.
 
   Marla's mother poked her head around the dividing wall with a look of childlike curiosity on her face. She flashed a toothy grin when she saw Garrett.
 
   "Finally worked up the nerve to pay us a visit in our lair, eh?" Mrs. Veranu asked.
 
   "Look what he brought for us!" Marla said, holding out the duskbloom bouquet.
 
   Mrs. Veranu's eyes went wide. "How did...?" She sprang to Marla's side with catlike grace and inhaled the flowers' scent.
 
   "They were my father's favorite," Marla said.
 
   "I didn't know that," Garrett said, "I'm glad you liked them."
 
   "Like them?" Mrs. Veranu said, "Garrett, these are amazing! They don't grow around here. I'm guessing Tinjin had something to do with this?"
 
   "Yes, Ma'am. Uncle found them for me."
 
   "That old rascal," Mrs. Veranu murmured, running her fingertips over the purple blossoms.
 
   "I wanted to show Garrett our place," Marla said.
 
   "Good idea," said Mrs. Veranu, "He can stay for lunch."
 
   Mrs. Veranu busied herself finding a vase for the flowers while Marla led Garrett through another door into a tidy little room with a multitude of colorful paintings adorning the walls. A single, small bed lay in the corner, and a small black cat lay sleeping on its patchwork quilt.
 
   "This is my room," Marla said.
 
   "Are these real places?" Garrett asked, looking at the paintings. Most of the scenes were of fantastic and vibrant landscapes.
 
   "Some of them are places I've been," she answered, "but most of them are only things that I've dreamed about."
 
   "You painted these?" Garrett asked.
 
   Marla nodded. "Do you like them?"
 
   "Yeah," he said, "They're really good!"
 
   Marla smiled.
 
   "What's this place?" Garrett asked, pointing at a scene of a rocky island beneath a stormy red sky. The island itself lay in full sunlight, its reflection shimmering in gold on the surface of the dark sea that surrounded it.
 
   "I don't know," Marla said, "I dream of it from time to time, but, when I wake up, I can't remember very much about it."
 
   Garrett noticed that all of the paintings save one were rendered in a very loose, airy hand with the exception of a single small, square canvas set into a gilded wooden frame. This was the collection's only portrait, and it had been painted by a master. The two people in the painting looked as though they might draw breath and speak at any moment. Their eyes shone, full of love, almost looking at one another, their faces yearning to smile through the forced formality of the pose.
 
   One of them was obviously Marla's mother. Garrett would have said that she looked younger in the painting, though she obviously hadn't aged. It was something about her eyes. The man's eyes glinted like honed steel, set in a scarred, leathery face. He had curly, iron-gray hair, and a black silk doublet stretched across his broad shoulders. A single scarlet rune lay embroidered above his heart.
 
   "My father," Marla said.
 
   "What does the rune mean?" Garrett asked.
 
   Marla glanced toward the door and lowered her voice. "It means drinker of sorrow."
 
   "Meow?" Marla's cat stretched its back and dug its claws into the frayed old quilt.
 
   "Did you finally feel like waking up?" Marla asked.
 
   The little black cat jumped down and crossed the floor to rub against Garrett's legs.
 
   "He likes you," Marla said, "Garrett, this is Lovecraft."
 
   "Hello," Garrett said, stooping to stroke the cat with his gloved hand.
 
   Lovecraft answered with a low, rumbling purr, rubbing his ear against the toe of Garrett's boot. Garrett reached to scratch at his ear, and the cat suddenly turned and bit his finger.
 
   "Aah!" Garrett yanked his hand back as Lovecraft bounded away. The cat crouched beneath the corner of the bed quilt and watched him with large yellow eyes, tail swishing.
 
   Marla giggled. "He likes to play," she said.
 
   "Is that what he calls it?" Garrett said, rubbing his finger with his thumb.
 
   "What do you think?" Marla asked.
 
   "About what?"
 
   "My room, do you like it?" Marla lifted her hands from her sides.
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said, "it's great!"
 
   "How's your fairy?" she asked.
 
   "Oh, good... I think," he said, "She sings really beautiful songs, but I don't know what language she's singing in."
 
   "The fairies speak Fae," she said, "I know a little, but not much."
 
   "I still wish there was something I could do for her, if she won't eat food."
 
   Marla looked thoughtful for a moment. "I have an idea," she said, "Follow me."
 
   Garrett followed her back out of her bedroom. He cast one last reproachful glance at the cat, still glaring at him from the corner of the bed.
 
   Marla went to one of the bookcases in the parlor and searched the shelves for a minute. At last she pulled a heavy tome from an upper shelf and handed it to Garrett. "Try this," she said.
 
   Garrett cracked open the large leather-bound book to find hundreds of lushly illustrated pages filled with florid text, written in an unfamiliar language.
 
   "What is it?" he asked.
 
   "Fairy stories," she said, "The language is Fae, but it has been transcribed phonetically into Gloaran runes."
 
   "What do I do with this?"
 
   "Read it to her," Marla said.
 
   "But I don't know how to pronounce this stuff," he said.
 
   Marla shrugged. "It's better to be entertained with a bad accent than not entertained at all."
 
   "I guess so," he said, tucking the book under one arm, "Thanks for loaning it to me."
 
   "It's yours," she said, "I gave up trying to learn Fae a long time ago."
 
   "You gave up on learning something?" Garrett laughed.
 
   Marla frowned. "I read a lot," she said, "but I only spend time on the things that really interest me."
 
   "Well, thanks for the book. I appreciate your help."
 
   Marla leaned forward and gave him a quick hug. "Thanks for being my friend," she said, "Until I met you, I hardly knew anyone who was less than a hundred years old."
 
   "Really?" Garrett asked, "How old is your mom?"
 
   "Three-hundred eighty-six," she said.
 
   "How old are you?"
 
   Marla frowned at him. "I'm fifteen, Garrett," she said.
 
   "Oh, sorry... yeah."
 
   She smiled again. "It's all right. I guess the whole vampire thing is still a little strange to you."
 
   "Yeah... not bad strange, just, I'm trying to learn everything I can," he said.
 
   "Thanks."
 
   "For what?"
 
   "For caring enough to learn about us," she said.
 
   Garrett smiled.
 
   The apartment door opened, and Mrs. Veranu entered, carrying a covered platter and a silver pitcher. "Lunchtime," she said.
 
   She closed the door with her foot and set the platter down on a small table. "Marla, have you been telling people my age again?"
 
   "Sorry," Marla said.
 
   "I have excellent hearing," Mrs. Veranu whispered loudly, grinning at Garrett. She carried the silver pitcher through a side door into another room and returned a few moments later, holding a silver goblet in each hand.
 
   Marla found another chair to add to the two already beside the table, and bade Garrett join them. He sat down, finding the platter set before him. Mrs. Veranu pulled away the red cloth covering it to reveal a small pile of fruit and berries, along with a single lump of brown oat bread.
 
   “Thank you,” Garrett said. He pulled off a handful of grapes and berries and then passed the plate to Marla.
 
   “Those are for you, Garrett,” Marla said with a smile, “Mother and I don’t eat that kind of food.” Her eyes went to the silver cup on the table in front of her.
 
   Mrs. Veranu drank deeply from her own goblet, leaving her lips red for an instant before she cleaned them with a flick of her tongue. “I brought that plate up for you from the pens. We keep a wide variety of animals down there, and they are quite well-fed.”
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said, pulling the platter back. He laughed then, looking at it. “What sort of animal eats bread?”
 
   Marla glanced away as she raised her cup to her lips, and Mrs. Veranu only chuckled.
 
   Garrett did not pursue the issue. The bread proved very tasty, if a little dry.
 
   “So, how are your studies coming along in the black art of necromancy?” Mrs. Veranu asked with mock gravity.
 
   “Oh,” Garrett said, “I raised a zombie! I named him Caleb. I brought him along today to show you, but the doorman made him wait outside.”
 
   Mrs. Veranu smiled. “Klavicus takes his guard duties very seriously,” she said, “Well, you can bring your new zombie by the shop sometime. We’ll be open again tomorrow.”
 
   “All right,” Garrett said, “I was going to stop by there this morning, but Uncle said you weren’t there. Is today some sort of holiday?”
 
   Mrs. Veranu gave a muffled snort. “Not exactly,” she said, “We have guests from Thrinaar who feel the need to call emergency councils all the time.”
 
   “Is everything all right?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Of course,” Mrs. Veranu laughed, “It’s just that, in Thrinaar, everything is an emergency. They are kind enough to bring all the spare emergencies with them when they go visiting their outcast cousins.”
 
   “Oh,”
 
   “Speaking of which,” Mrs. Veranu continued, “I have another emergency meeting in a few minutes, and I’ll need to speak with you when it’s over Marla. Do you think you can see Garrett off and meet me in the library in about an hour?”
 
   Marla nodded, a worried look on her face.
 
   “Nothing terrible,” her mother said, “I just asked the Moonwings about those riding lessons, and Krauss promised me an answer today.”
 
   Marla’s expression brightened considerably. She looked at Garrett with a manic smile and then back at her mother. “Do you think they will let me?” she asked.
 
   Mrs. Veranu grinned. “Don’t get too excited!” she said, “We don’t have an answer yet, but Krauss is an old friend, and, if he says no, it will only be out of concern for your safety.”
 
   “I’ll be very careful!” Marla said.
 
   “I know that. You just have to make sure he knows that.” Mrs. Veranu drained her cup and thumped the base of the empty goblet against the tablecloth. “Well… time for me to go. See you tomorrow, Garrett.”
 
   Garrett started to say goodbye, but the apartment door was already closing behind her.
 
   Marla finished her drink as well and then rose from her seat to gather up the two red-stained cups.
 
   “Would you like to see the gaunt pens, Garrett?”
 
   “Sure!”
 
   ****
 
   The stables beneath the vampire embassy stank of dried dung and the stale breath of nearly fifty monstrous beasts. Black wolves the size of oxen snapped and snarled at Garrett as Marla led him past their cages. A smaller hutch contained a trio of tiny foxes with blood-red fur and luminous green eyes. They flattened their oversized ears and hissed at the young necromancer.
 
   "Messenger foxes," Marla said, leading him farther back into the windowless stone-walled stables.
 
   Garrett recognized the creatures inside the cages at the back immediately as much larger versions of the baby creature he had seen in the back room of the pet shop.
 
   "Gaunts," he said.
 
   Marla smiled and nodded as she reached through the inch-thick bars to stroke one of the midnight-skinned creatures that hung bat-like from an iron hook in the ceiling. It turned its eyeless face toward her slightly and made a deep thrumming sound in its throat.
 
   The gaunt held its leathery wings wrapped tightly around its body, but Garrett could tell that this, the smallest of the score of beasts hanging in the cage, was at least twice the size of a man.
 
   "You want to ride one of these?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Yes," Marla said, her eyes still on the gaunt, "I'd love to."
 
   Garrett lifted his hand and moved to reach through the bars.
 
   The gaunt suddenly let out a dreadful "Kack! Kack! Kack!" and its short, bristly mane stood on end as it bared its long white teeth at him. The other gaunts rustled their wings and murmured restlessly.
 
   Garrett jumped away from the cage, his heart hammering in his chest. "What'd I do?" he gasped.
 
   Marla whispered soothing words in draconic, stroking the beast until it settled back into a restful state. She stepped slowly away from the cage and whispered, "I think it's the way you smell."
 
   Garrett's cheeks burned. "Wha... what do you mean?" he asked, "I don't smell bad, do I?"
 
   Marla shook her head. "Oh no! It’s nothing like that... you just smell like the undead, and living animals usually react badly to the smell."
 
   "Oh..." Garrett said, "I guess that makes sense. Why don't they react that way to you then?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "I thought vampires were... you know, undead too."
 
   Marla's eyes went hard. "You think I'm like a zombie or something?" she asked.
 
   "No!" he said, raising his hands, "I just mean... well, you don't ever die, do you?"
 
   "Oh," she said, her expression softening, "No, we don't age the same way humans do. I will grow up like a human girl, but, once I'm grown, I won't really get visibly older. We do change a little over time after that, but we don't die of old age. We're still living creatures though."
 
   "I'm sorry," Garrett said, "I didn't know how it worked."
 
   "That's all right," she said, "We don't go around explaining it to everyone we meet."
 
   Garrett laughed. "So, how will you change?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "You said that you would change a little over time... after you grow up."
 
   Marla's cheeks went red, and she looked away. "Well, for one thing," she said, "my teeth will get longer."
 
   "Oh," Garrett said, "I don't mind."
 
   "I'm so glad," she said coolly.
 
   "I just mean I like you no matter what," Garrett said, "even if you wind up looking like that guy at the door."
 
   Marla's eyes went wide, but then she laughed. "I'm never going to look like that!" she said.
 
   "Good," Garrett said with a relieved sigh.
 
   Marla stepped forward and took his hand. She held him by the wrist and gently tugged the glove from his fingers. He started to resist, but then allowed her to pull the glove off.
 
   She cradled his naked hand in her palm and stroked the pale burn scars with her cool fingertips. She then clasped his fingers between her hands and smiled at him.
 
   "I like you too, Garrett... no matter what."
 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
   “Roo-ah deo ree thu… thooloo.”
 
   Lampwicke pressed her tiny hands over her mouth in a vain attempt to stifle her laughter. The giggling fairy rocked back and forth on the little pillow that Garrett had found to serve as her new bed.
 
   Garrett wrinkled his nose and tried again to read aloud from the storybook. “Thru-leah dulu wik wik… foalaa.”
 
   “Fu’La!” Lampwicke shouted, “Fu’la!”
 
   “Fu’La,” Garrett repeated.
 
   She seemed pleased by his pronunciation of the phrase, though he still had no idea what he was saying.
 
   Garrett sighed and turned the book so that the fairy could look at the illustrations through the bars of her cage. Her eyes went wide with pleasure as she pointed at a section of the text and cried, “What what?”
 
   Garrett shifted in his chair. He kept Lampwicke’s cage on the desk now, atop a pile of books so that she could look out the window during the day. He propped the storybook open beside the cage and squinted at the text.
 
   “Raambolu na… Gooloogoo… that can’t be right, can it?” he said.
 
   “Gaologhu,” Lampwicke corrected him.
 
   “Yeah, that.”
 
   A knock sounded at his door. “Garrett?” Uncle’s voice called from the hallway.
 
   “Come in,” Garrett said.
 
   Uncle opened the door and stepped inside. He crossed the floor to stand beside the desk, smiling at Garrett’s attempt to read the storybook to the fairy. He reached over to turn the book’s cover so that he could read the title.
 
   “Songs of the Hidden Grove,” Uncle said.
 
   “You speak fairy?” Garrett asked.
 
   “No, but I do speak a little Fae, which is what scholars call the language of fairies and their kin.”
 
   “I meant that…” Garrett said.
 
   “A gift from Marla?” Uncle asked.
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t have any idea what I’m reading, and I can’t pronounce the words very well,” Garrett said.
 
   “Hmn, let me see.” Uncle picked up the storybook and perused the section that Garrett had been trying to read to Lampwicke. He flipped back a few pages to the start of the story.
 
   Garrett and Lampwicke looked at each other. Her tiny blue eyes blinked and then looked back to Uncle Tinjin.
 
   Tinjin read silently for a few moments, flipping through the book as he did, and a little smile grew at the edge of his mouth. “It is the story of a rather… romantic young satyr and his attempts to woo a unicorn who has attracted his attention.”
 
   “Huh,” Garrett said, “is it funny?”
 
   “I imagine that it would be quite hilarious to hear it read by someone who doesn’t speak your language.”
 
   “Oh,” Garrett said.
 
   “We shall have to remedy that,” Uncle said as he sat the book back on the desk, “Since you have taken it upon yourself to learn a new language, the least I can do is find you a bi-lingual dictionary. I will seek a suitable one at my next opportunity.”
 
   "Thanks," Garrett said, afraid that he had just inadvertently volunteered for an enormous task.
 
   "In any case... what's this?" Uncle said, picking up an object that had been half-buried under a stack of papers on the desk.
 
   "Oh, that's the dragon tooth that Warren gave me for my birthday."
 
   "Hmn," Uncle said, studying it, "More like a claw... lesser drake. Where did he find it?"
 
   "Catacombs, he said. Some dragon slayer’s tomb."
 
   "A very nice gift," Uncle Tinjin mused, "It's worth a good deal of money in certain circles."
 
   "Oh, did you want it?" Garrett asked, "I don't really like looking at it."
 
   Uncle remained silent a moment and then placed the claw back atop the papers on Garrett's desk. He put his hand on Garrett's shoulder and squeezed gently.
 
   "You can't run away from the past, Garrett," he said, "Sometimes you need little pieces of the past around to remind you that you survived." 
 
   "Maybe," Garrett said, "but I'd be perfectly happy to never see another dragon again."
 
   "I wish I could make that so," Uncle said, "but we don't get to choose what trials we will face. We can only choose how we will face them."
 
   "I know," Garrett said.
 
   "You can take comfort in the fact that most people never even meet a single dragon in the course of their lives. The odds against living to meet a second one are absurdly high."
 
   Garrett shared a laugh with his uncle, and even Lampwicke buzzed her wings and chattered happily in Fae.
 
   "Oh, I came to tell you that Warren and his father are stopping by in a few minutes."
 
   "Oh," Garrett said. He still had no idea of what he would say to Warren when he saw him again.
 
   "I'll give you some time to work things out with your friend when he arrives. I would suggest leading with a sincere apology."
 
   "Yes, sir," Garrett said.
 
   ****
 
   "Bargas! Good to see you again," Uncle Tinjin greeted Warren's father as he stepped through the basement door.
 
   "Tinjin!" the patchy-furred ghoul said, embracing his old friend in his massive arms.
 
   Warren followed close behind his father, carrying a large stained sack over his back, with a foul look on his face. His eyes fell when he saw Garrett standing at Tinjin's side.
 
   "Garrett," Uncle said, "help Warren take that bag to the lab while I speak with his father."
 
   "Yes, sir," Garrett said. He stepped forward, offering to take the heavy sack from Warren's shoulder, but the ghoul only snorted and pushed his way past on the way to the laboratory.
 
   Once the grownups were out of earshot, Garrett said, "Look, Warren, I'm sorry I hit you, but you were being a real pain."
 
   "Pshh! Did you hit me? I didn't notice!" Warren growled, dropping the bag onto a worktable with a meaty thump.
 
   "What's your problem anyway?" Garrett asked, "You were being really rude to Marla."
 
   "I was being rude? What about you? I thought we were gonna have fun looking around the Old City?"
 
   "That's what we did," Garrett said.
 
   "No, what we did was do whatever your little girlfriend wanted to do. That's what we did!"
 
   “I thought you liked her?” Garrett asked.
 
   “She’s all right,” Warren admitted, “but you don’t want to do the stuff I want to do when she’s around.”
 
   “Oh… well, how about you get to pick what we do next time?” Garrett asked.
 
   Warren looked like he was struggling to find something nasty to say about the suggestion. “Does she have to come?” he asked.
 
   Garrett thought about it for a moment. “Well, I like her, and I want to invite her to go with us.”
 
   Warren rumbled thoughtfully. “Fine, but I get to choose where we go… and it will probably be somewhere really nasty.”
 
   “Good.” Garrett said.
 
   “Good.” Warren said.
 
   Silence hung between them for a long moment before anyone spoke again.
 
   “Anyway, I’m sorry I hit you in the nose,” Garrett said.
 
   “Yeah,” Warren said, “I’m sorry I messed up your smooch.”
 
   “I got really close, didn’t I?” Garrett laughed.
 
   “Yeah, you were practically begging her to suck all your blood out!”
 
   “Hey! That’s not how they do it!” Garrett said.
 
   “How do you know?” Warren asked.
 
   “They use cups,” Garrett said.
 
   “Really? And what happens if they don’t have a cup handy?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Garrett admitted.
 
   “Blood smooch.”
 
   They laughed together as they headed up to join Uncle and Bargas in the parlor.
 
   “… appreciate it if you could look in on the boy from time to time while I’m gone,” Warren’s father was saying when the boys entered the parlor.
 
   “What?” Warren said, “I’m going with you!”
 
   The elder ghoul’s lips curled back into a pained expression. “Sorry, boy, not this time.”
 
   “Why?” Warren whined, “I’ve been in battles before.”
 
   Bargas shook his head. “You’ve been near battles before. You’ve never been in one.”
 
   “So? I have to do some fighting sooner or later.” Warren flexed his great paws into fists.
 
   Bargas’s eyes flared. “I’m not gonna roll the bones with my only son in the pie tin! I don’t trust ‘em! I don’t know what they’re up to, but I don’t trust ‘em.”
 
   “You think the priestesses are just gonna throw us at the Chadiri to kill us off?” Warren asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Bargas said, pacing back and forth on the parlor rug.
 
   “Yeah, but we’re too smart, right?” Warren asked, “If things look bad, we’d just disappear into the swamp.”
 
   “You’d have to be sure that no one saw you,” Bargas said, “If the worm-women saw you run, they’d burn out Marrowvyn first chance they got, just to punish us.”
 
   “I’d like to see ‘em try!” Warren growled.
 
   “No, you don't, boy!” Bargas shouted. He shook his head and his voice softened, “You don’t ever wanna see that.”
 
   Warren held his tongue and looked at the floor.
 
   “I’ll look after him, Bargas,” Uncle Tinjin said, “I’ll need his help more than ever with you gone.”
 
   “Thanks,” Bargas sighed, “I hate to leave him with you in this state, but he’ll do his job, once he stops feelin’ sorry for himself.”
 
   Warren grumbled quietly, and his father walked over to clap him on the back.
 
   “Don’t worry, boy,” Bargas said, “Sooner or later the reds’ll come knockin’ at our front door. Now that’s a fight you’re gonna want to see!”
 
   “Malleatus and Mauravant meeting again?” Uncle chuckled, “That didn’t go so well for Mauravant the last time.”
 
   “Heh, Mal’ didn’t have such a good day either!” Bargas laughed.
 
   “What do you mean?” Garrett asked.
 
   Uncle looked at him and smiled. “The short version of the story is that, one day, Malleatus, the god of blood decided to rid the world of Mauravant, the goddess of death. They, and their armies met on a field, probably somewhere in Gloar, and proceeded to butcher one another with great enthusiasm.
 
   “Eventually, they had worked their way through most of their followers, and the two elder gods met face to face, or face to tentacle… Some of the early depictions of the death goddess are a bit… impressionistic. In any case, they met and fought. Some texts claim the battle went on for days, but, however long it took, eventually Malleatus was able to tear the living heart, or some similarly useful organ, from the body of Mauravant, and she died… as much as an elder goddess can ever truly die.
 
   “The blood god, however, was having trouble holding in what little blood he had left, so he didn’t have much time to celebrate his victory. He shouted some suitably prophetic things to his surviving priests and then fled into the northern mountains, never to be seen again. Thus the age of the war gods ended, and humans were left to continue their noble work.”
 
   "So, Malleatus is dead too then?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Like I said, creatures like that don't ever really die, but their bodies are made of flesh, and flesh can be destroyed, even if the spirit lingers on, in some form or another."
 
   "Good thing they hated each other more then they hated us," Bargus said.
 
   "Hmn," Uncle said, "I think creatures like that need us. They need someone to tell them they are gods. Perhaps the two of them were like jealous suitors, fighting for the love of mankind."
 
   Bargus laughed. "Well, we better be goin'. We got a lot of travel tarts to bake for the trip."
 
   "Wait a moment, I haven't paid you yet," Uncle said.
 
   "No need, Tinjin," Bargas said, "We can settle up when I get back."
 
   "No, I have a special ingredient for your pies," Uncle said. He walked to a nearby cabinet and opened it. From it he pulled a large earthenware crock with a heavy lid. He handed it to Bargas with a slight bow of his head. "For services rendered."
 
   Bargas took the crock and lifted the lid. He gave the heavy pot a little slosh and grinned. He sniffed and shifted the crock under one of his shaggy arms, dipping a long-nailed finger into the opening. He drew back the finger, dripping with honey and licked it.
 
   The ghoul's eyes fluttered with delight and he let out a long sigh. "Lethian wanderer, pickled in honey. Tinjin, this is too much!"
 
   "You've earned it old friend," Uncle said.
 
   "Thanks!" Bargas said, and then turned to Warren, Well, son, this should sweeten your disposition a bit."
 
   Garrett looked at his friend. Warren was leaning forward slightly and salivating, his nostrils flared as he breathed in the scent of the strange treat that Uncle had given them.
 
   "Good luck with whatever you're doin' with those arms," Bargas said, "Warren will be back by in the next couple of days. He's yours until I get back, so be sure to work him hard."
 
   "I will," Uncle said.
 
   "See you later, Garrett," Warren said with a frown.
 
   "See ya, Warren," Garrett waved goodbye.
 
   The two ghouls loped away, letting themselves out through the basement, and Tinjin and Garrett walked back down to the workshop.
 
   "Was that a brain in the jar?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Yes," Uncle said, "the brain of a world traveller who had experienced a great many things in his life."
 
   "Why do ghouls like the brains so much?" Garrett asked.
 
   "I thought you knew," Uncle said, "ghouls can taste memories."
 
   "So they know whatever the dead person was thinking before they died?"
 
   "It's not that precise," Uncle said. He stepped up to the worktable and lifted the sack that Warren had left there, spilling its contents onto the table.
 
   Garrett drew back a little as a dozen human forearms in varying states of decay rolled across the scarred wood.
 
   "A ghoul who eats a brain experiences the emotions that remain burned into the mind, even after death. The brain of a man who has lived a good life is the greatest delicacy to a ghoul."
 
   "That's kind of disgusting," Garrett said.
 
   "As opposed to what we do?" Uncle said, gesturing toward the pile of rotting limbs.
 
   "What are we doing, Uncle?"
 
   Uncle Tinjin smiled. "We are interrogating the prisoners, Garrett."
 
   "Huh?"
 
   Uncle reached and picked up one of the forearms, holding it up for Garrett to inspect. "What do you notice about all of these arms?" Uncle asked.
 
   Garrett looked them over for a few seconds. "They all have tattoos," he said. Every one of the severed forearms had been marked with lines of Gloaran text, written in a language that he did not recognize.
 
   "What else?"
 
   "They are all right arms."
 
   "Correct. And are all the tattoos the same?"
 
   Garrett stepped closer to the table, rolling one over with his finger to get a better look at it. "Some of them are the same, but some of the lines are different. Some of them have more lines than others."
 
   "Excellent. Can you hazard a guess as to what these marks might mean?"
 
   "I don't know."
 
   "Think, Garrett."
 
   "Uh... maybe some of these men were more important than others?"
 
   "Implying?"
 
   "You said they were prisoners," Garrett said, "So, are they Chadirians?"
 
   "Well done," Uncle grinned, "These are the right forearms of Chadiri legionnaires. The tattoos are liturgies of their past campaigns. Read a war priest's arm and you know what battles he's fought."
 
   “Where did they all come from?” Garrett asked, “Did the ghouls kill all these soldiers?”
 
   Uncle shook his head. “These were brought back from the front lines. The Sisterhood needs a fresh supply of bodies to create new skeletons for their army, so the corpses of any slain enemies are carted back to Wythr to be reanimated as skeletons.”
 
   “Oh, so they gave us the arms from some of the dead guys?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Uncle said, “I had Bargas… acquire these pieces from the officer in charge of processing the bodies.”
 
   “Will we get in trouble for that?”
 
   Uncle shrugged. “The Sisterhood might notice a slight increase in the number of one-armed skeletons this week, but, as long as most of the body is there, I doubt they’ll care. The priestesses value quantity more than quality in their work.”
 
   “Oh,” Garrett said, looking at the pile of forearms, “I still don’t understand why you wanted them.”
 
   “I want to see where these men have been,” Uncle said. He began to walk around the table, picking up arms and reading the lines of text tattooed into their skin.
 
   “Purificator of Brenhaven, city of idolatry,” Uncle read aloud. He snorted with disgust and tossed the arm back on the table to land near Garrett. “Looks like you’ve earned at least a small measure of justice.”
 
   Garrett stared down at the dead man’s arm. That soldier had been one of the men who had destroyed his home. That hand may have held the sword that slew his brother. A cold chill ran through him, and he pushed such dark thoughts back behind the gray wall of silent hope that his family was still alive somewhere.
 
   “Now there’s something!” Uncle muttered, holding a particularly badly decomposed arm up to the lamp, “Wolf-slayer of Kriessland… Hewer of the Kaldoran horde. This soldier fought in the northernmost reaches of the Empire.”
 
   He picked up another arm. “Hah hah!” he said, “This one studied with the monks of the silver sun!”
 
   “Who are they?” Garrett asked.
 
   Uncle chuckled. “Well, if you ever meet a man in gray robes wearing a silver sun talisman on his chest, you probably shouldn’t tell him that you’re a necromancer. They’ve sworn to cleanse our corruption from the world.”
 
   “Are they Chadirians too?”
 
   “They joined the empire willingly and pay lip service to Malleatus, but their true passion is the destruction of the undead. A very dangerous bunch of fanatics. Fortunately, there aren’t many of them.”
 
   Uncle dropped the arm he was holding and picked up another. “Oh, this is sad,” he said.
 
   “What is?”
 
   Uncle held the arm out so that Garrett could better see it. “Look at the finger,” he said.
 
   Garrett saw the man had a curling vine tattooed around his ring finger. “He’s the only one like that, isn’t he?”
 
   Uncle nodded. “This man was betrothed. He was probably a Jastaan. It is their custom. This is only the first half of the tattoo. He was going to be married within a year… well, within a year of whenever the Chadirians conscripted him and forced him to travel far from his home and kill other hopeful young men for the glory of the blood god.
 
   “There’s probably some poor girl huddled in a basement right now, praying to her seal-headed goddess at an outlaw shrine, praying that her beloved will return.” Uncle’s voice had grown cold, and he let the arm drop to the table. He paced the length of the room a few times and stared at the wall.
 
   “Uncle, what are you thinking?” Garrett asked.
 
   Uncle turned and looked at him. “I’m thinking the Chadiri have committed reserves from every corner of the Empire. I’m thinking they mean to end us.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Garrett and Caleb walked up the curving, flower-lined lane between the tall brick townhouses of Queensgarden. Max Zara and Cenick, as well as several other young necromancers had taken up residence in the district, much to the consternation of many of their more respectable neighbors.
 
   Garrett nodded and bid good day to a well-dressed merchant and his wife as they passed him on the broad sidewalk. The merchant only scowled in response while his wife stared in horror at Garrett's zombie. As they passed, Caleb stumbled and bumped against the merchant.
 
   "Keep that thing on a leash!" the merchant shouted, shoving Caleb away. He walked away, whispering angrily to his wife and wiping his hands on his waistcoat.
 
   "Sorry!" Garrett called after them.
 
   Caleb made a little noise that sounded like a muffled chuckle. He was holding something in his right hand.
 
   "What's that?" Garrett asked.
 
   Caleb lifted his arm stiffly and his fingers slowly opened to reveal a small velvet pouch lying in the palm of his hand.
 
   Garrett's eyes went wide and he snatched the coin purse from Caleb's grasp. He ran after the couple shouting, "Wait, sir! Wait!"
 
   The merchant wheeled to face him, red-faced and sputtering with rage. "What is it?"
 
   "You dropped this, sir," Garrett gasped, holding out the heavy sack of coins.
 
   The merchant's eyes went wide, and his hand went to his pocket, finding it empty. He tried to speak, but only a sputtering noise came out. He grabbed the purse from Garrett's hand and stormed off, his wife hurrying to catch up with him.
 
   Caleb waited obediently for Garrett's return. Garrett jogged back to where the zombie stood. "Don't do that!" Garrett said.
 
   Caleb gave a low groan and bowed his head.
 
   Garrett stared at him for a long moment. "You used to be a thief, didn't you?"
 
   Caleb only stared at the ground in response.
 
   "I think you do remember things," Garrett said.
 
   Caleb showed no sign that he understood at all.
 
   "Hmn," Garrett said, "Let's go."
 
   They continued up the lane toward Zara's house. Garrett slowed to a stop when he saw a richly engraved wooden carriage parked in front of Zara's door. Pulled by four black horses and painted an iridescent green, it could only belong to a priestess of the temple. Two Templar guards in green livery stood on either side of the front door. The men wore the white worm of Mauravant inscribed on their ceremonial breastplates.
 
   The Templars watched him silently as he moved again to approach the door.
 
   "Greetings, sirs," Garrett said, "I have a message for Maximilian Zara."
 
   "You will have to wait," one of the men said.
 
   "Oh, do you know how long?"
 
   "No," the guardsman said.
 
   Garrett chewed his lip. He could visit Cenick's house first. The Neshite necromancer lived only a few houses down.
 
   "I'll come back later then," Garrett said.
 
   The Templars only grunted in response.
 
   Just as Garrett turned to go, Zara's front door swung open, and a smiling young woman emerged, dressed in a green silk tunic, black velvet hose, and high doeskin boots. A platinum coronet, bearing the worm-shaped symbol of Mauravant, held back her tightly braided fiery red hair. Her eyes flashed, emerald green, and full of mirth, and she laughed a clear, honest laugh at something Max had said. The dashing young necromancer followed close behind her, grinning at his own cleverness.
 
   "Garrett!" Max called out upon seeing him, "You finally get a chance to meet the high priestess!"
 
   Garrett saw the Templars' looks of disapproval, but the priestess only laughed and swatted Zara with one of the gloves she held bundled in her hand. "I'm only an acolyte," she said, looking to Garrett as she walked down the front steps, "Are you the brilliant young necromancer that Max has been telling me about?"
 
   Garrett moved his jaw, but seemed unable to form sound. The priestess projected a kind of overwhelming warmth. He understood immediately why Max found excuses to spend so much time with her.
 
   "This is the one!" Max said, "And I see that he brought his zombie along to show you. They say it earned the highest marks for motility that the registrar had ever awarded."
 
   "Really?" she said, tilting her head with an impressed look on her face.
 
   "Serepheni, this is Garrett, the next Ramaan'thul, unless I misjudge him," Max said with a flourish of his hand.
 
   "I'm honored to meet a future Death Lord," the priestess said, grinning as she bowed to Garrett.
 
   Garrett recovered enough of his wits to return the bow, though with far less grace.
 
   Max turned to him next. "Garrett, this is Sister Serepheni Prynne, a rising star, most radiant of Mauravant's daughters."
 
   "Pleased to meet you, my lady," Garrett said.
 
   Serepheni smiled at him. She could tell him the sky was green, and he would believe her.
 
   "I'm sorry," she said, "I have business at the temple, and I can't stay to chat. Perhaps I will have a chance to see you again when we return from the campaign."
 
   "If the Chadiri haven't boiled us all for witchery by then," Max exclaimed with mock dread.
 
   Serepheni grimaced and slapped him across the arm with her gloves.
 
   "Ow!" he said, "The first wound of the great expedition is mine! Is there to be some sort of ceremony to commemorate my heroism... a medal perhaps?"
 
   "This is going to be a long campaign," she sighed, mounting the buckboard of her carriage. The two stern-faced Templars climbed up to take their positions at the reins as she settled into the back seat.
 
   "Farewell, my fair generaless," Max said, waving his hand slowly overhead.
 
   "I'll see you in the morning Max," she said, "Try not to be late."
 
   "Have I ever failed you, my lady?" he asked.
 
   Serepheni rolled her eyes and turned to Garrett. "Congratulations on your zombie. I hope to see him perform next time!"
 
   Garrett waved numbly as the carriage pulled away. He walked over to join Max on the doorstep as they watched her go.
 
   Max spoke without looking at him. "Amazing, isn't she?"
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said.
 
   They stepped inside the townhouse to find Max's entryway a bit more brightly lit and cleaner than Garrett was accustomed to seeing it. The scent of lavender hung in the air. A pair of zombies stepped obediently forward, dressed in red robes and wearing masks of polished white wood.
 
   "What happened to the spooky black robes?" Garrett asked.
 
   Max shrugged. "The place needed a little cheering up," he said.
 
   Max tugged off his cravat and tossed it at one of the zombie servants. The strip of cloth landed across the zombie's head.
 
   Garrett told Caleb to go stand beside Max's zombies. Caleb shuffled over as commanded and stood, tilting his head as he studied the expressionless wooden masks they wore.
 
   Garrett followed Max Zara into the sitting room where Cenick sprawled languidly in one of the many comfortably oversized chairs.
 
   "Did she slap you again on the way out? Cenick asked, lifting his eyebrows.
 
   Max frowned. "Shouldn't you be packing or something?" he asked. He crossed the room to pour himself a drink from a crystal brandy decanter.
 
   "I've already packed," Cenick said, "Hello, Garrett."
 
   "Hi," Garrett said
 
   "Have a seat, Garrett," Max said, tossing back the drink and pouring himself another, "Can I get you something?"
 
   "Oh, no, thanks," Garrett said, taking the chair next to Cenick's.
 
   "What brings you to the love nest today, Garrett?" Cenick asked.
 
   "Uncle wanted me to stop by and ask you both to dinner tonight. I think he has something he wants to talk to you about."
 
   "What is it?" Max asked, lowering himself into the chair facing Garrett.
 
   "Well, I'm not sure what exactly," Garrett said, "but I think he's afraid that the Chadiri have brought in extra troops to fight us."
 
   "What makes him think that?" Cenick asked.
 
   "He had the ghouls bring him a bunch of Chadirian arms and he read their tattoos."
 
   A bit of the cockiness drained from Max's face, and he glanced at Cenick. Cenick rubbed his chin and looked thoughtful.
 
   "If Uncle was concerned enough to do something like that..." Cenick said.
 
   "Yes," Max said, running one hand through his hair as he swirled his drink with the other, "I wish he was coming with us."
 
   "Is Uncle really that good?" Garrett asked.
 
   Cenick snorted and Zara laughed. "I've seen him raise a score of undead in one night, using month-old dead and half a flask of essence," Zara said, "To this day, I don't know how he did that."
 
   "Uncle Tinjin is the most powerful necromancer I've ever met," Cenick said, "He's the only one of us whom the Sisterhood actually fears.
 
   "They're afraid of Uncle?" Garrett laughed.
 
   Cenick leaned forward. "Uncle Tinjin is a good and gentle man. We are very lucky that he is. If another man possessed his power, a selfish or wicked man, we would fear that man for his evil as much as we love Uncle for his goodness."
 
   "I feel that Uncle Tinjin will get involved in this little war someday," Max said, "and that will be a very bad day for the Chadiri."
 
   "Then why doesn't he fight now?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Because it will be a very bad day for him as well," Cenick said.
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   Cenick looked at Max. "Power is a kind of drug, Garrett," Cenick said, "especially magical power. The more you use it, the better it feels, and the more excuses you will invent to justify using it again. Uncle has enough power within him that he could become a very great man... or a very bad man.
 
   "I think Uncle would rather just be a good man, so he uses his power sparingly. He doesn't want the magic to define him, so he refuses to give in to the urge to wield it the way we might hope that he would."
 
   Zara shook his head. "I think he's being a little too cautious," he said, "The magic only reflects what is inside us, and Uncle Tinjin is the purest soul I've ever met... aside from myself of course." He grinned.
 
   “Hmnph,” Cenick said, “I’m sure Uncle has his reasons. I’m not about to start questioning them now.”
 
   “Well, forgive me if I remain the optimist here,” Max said, “I’m hoping that he’ll change his mind, or maybe he already has. We’ll definitely be there in time for dinner tonight, Garrett.”
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said, “I was hoping to see you both again before you left.”
 
   Max smiled. “You know we’d never leave without saying goodbye,” he said.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
   The doorbells jangled loudly as Garrett stepped into the cool shadows of the pet shop. He ushered Caleb quickly inside and then shut the door behind them.
 
   “Marla?” he called out, his eyes not yet adjusted to the gloom within.
 
   “Over here,” the vampire girl answered quietly.
 
   A somber hush filled the shop. The usually active Fae creatures lay still and quiet inside their cages with only an occasional rustling sound or buzzing wing breaking the silence. Garrett saw Marla then. She sat, perched atop a high shelf in the corner of the shop, dangling a silver collar, tied to the end of a long string. She gave it a spin, and the string shortened as it coiled around her fingers. When it reached the end, she spun it in the opposite direction, letting it unwind and then wind again around her fingers. Her dark hair hung over her eyes, and she gave no more acknowledgement of Garrett’s presence.
 
   “Is everything all right?” Garrett asked.
 
   “I guess so,” she said, the metal collar slapped into her palm, and she spun it loose again.
 
   “I brought my zombie to show you,” he said.
 
   “Oh,” she said, brushing her hair from her eyes and looking up. She wrapped the string quickly around her fingers and dropped silently from the shelf. A moment later, she stood before them.
 
   “His name’s Caleb,” Garrett said, “He used to be a thief, and I think he remembers some of his old life. Uncle says that’s impossible, but I’ve seen him do stuff that other zombies can’t do.”
 
   “Hi, Caleb,” she said, crossing her hands across her chest and bowing her head slightly.
 
   “So, are you all right?” Garrett asked, “You seem a little… sad.”
 
   Marla frowned. “They won’t let me ride the gaunts yet,” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Garrett said, “Is it that you’re too young?”
 
   “Maybe,” she said, “but there’s something else wrong. When my mother came back from her meeting she seemed upset. She tried to hide it, but I could see something was bothering her. She said that she might have to go away for a while, and I would have to watch the shop until she came back.”
 
   “Did she say where she was going?” Garrett asked.
 
   "Back to Thrinaar," Marla said, "She said it was Council business, but she didn't explain anymore than that. When I woke up this morning, she gave me a letter she had written for your uncle." Marla stepped behind the counter and came back with a crisp folded square of brown paper. It was sealed with a blob of red wax, stamped with a familiar-looking rune.
 
   "That's your father's symbol, isn't it?" Garrett asked.
 
   Marla nodded. "Mother still has his signet ring."
 
   "I'll give it to him," Garrett said, taking the letter.
 
   "Thank you," Marla said.
 
   "Oh, I did want to get some more essence from you," Garrett said, pulling two empty canisters from his bag.
 
   "Oh, actually, a priestess came by this morning and purchased all the stock we had on hand," Marla said, "I'm sorry."
 
   "Oh... that's all right," Garrett said.
 
   "Two flasks?" Marla said, looking down at the empty containers, "Does your uncle have a large commission? We should have some fresh stock in by the end of the week."
 
   "No, it was just a personal project," Garrett said.
 
   "A personal project?" she asked.
 
   "Yeah, I wanted to try some of the things I'd been reading about in the wild magic book that my friend Max gave me."
 
    "I could render down one of the pets, if you think that would work for you," she said, looking around at the many silver cages. A chorus of hisses and buzzing sounds arose from the small creatures trapped within.
 
   "No!" Garrett said, "It can wait... I'm probably gonna be too busy this week anyway."
 
   Marla shrugged, and the Fae creatures grew silent once more. "All right. I'm sorry we don't have any scarabs left."
 
   "Do the priestesses usually buy essence from you?" Garrett asked.
 
   "I've never known them to use it before," Marla said, "The flasks the priestess gave me to fill had never been used before, and they weren't very well crafted. Her men had a whole cartload of them. I think they were visiting all the suppliers. Speaking of which, I could tell you some other shops you might try, in case the priestess hasn't bought out the entire city's supply."
 
   "No," Garrett said with a smile, "you're the only girl I'd want to buy essence from." 
 
   Marla smiled. “So, tell me about your zombie,” she said.
 
   “Well,” Garrett said, turning to look at Caleb, “We used the essence of a satyr thief to make him.”
 
   “Satyr essence?” Marla said, “That’s illegal to sell here. I wonder where your uncle got it?”
 
   Garrett shrugged. “It seemed pretty old. Uncle said he was a famous thief.”
 
   “Perhaps you could discover his real name then?” Marla asked.
 
   “Maybe, but I kinda think his human body used to be a thief too.”
 
   “Why is that?” she asked.
 
   “Uncle said he was killed by the Night Watch.”
 
   Caleb made a low groaning sound.
 
   “And only a criminal would be out past curfew, right?” Marla nudged Garrett with her elbow.
 
   Garrett laughed. “I don’t know,” he said, “I was just thinking that maybe he was special because we used the essence of a thief on the body of a thief. What if the reason zombies are so dumb… usually… is because we reanimate them with bug juice?”
 
   “Even if that were the case,” Marla said, “I’m not sure we would want a bunch of smart zombies running around.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Suppose you reanimate a bunch of dead enemy soldiers and tell them to attack their friends?” she said, “What if they’re smart enough to decide they’d rather attack you instead?”
 
   “Oh, I guess that makes sense,” he admitted.
 
   Marla put her hand on Garrett’s shoulder. “You’re the only friend I’ve got,” she said, “I don’t want you to get eaten by your own homework.”
 
   Garrett grinned.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
   Garrett arrived home just as the caterers were unloading their wagon. Uncle had hired Mrs. Nash and her sons to cook for the dinner party. Garrett’s mouth began to water at the sight of the steaming trays of food the boys pulled from the back of the wagon. As much as he liked Tom the kitchen zombie, Garrett still preferred to eat something prepared by a living cook, and Mrs. Nash was the best in the city.
 
   “Hi, guys!” Garrett called out as he approached the back of the wagon, “Can I help carry anything in?”
 
   The two Nash boys looked up and said, “Hey, Garrett!”
 
   “This is the last of it,” Pierce, the older of the two, said. He pulled a basket of warm rolls down from a rack inside the canvas-covered wagon. He had the high cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes and fair hair common to the Fraelans. Many of them had fled to the city when the Chadiri occupied their island home.
 
   "What'd you bring us?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Honeyed ham and..."
 
   "Pepper chicken," Kent, the youngest, interrupted, "I guess Mister Cenick is coming for dinner."
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said, "he likes the spicy food."
 
   "Big event tonight?" Pierce asked as Garrett followed the boys into the house.
 
   "Uh huh," Garrett said, "A lot of the necromancers are leaving for the war tomorrow morning, so Uncle is having a party for them tonight."
 
   "I hope they kill all the redbucks!" Kent said, setting his platter of boiled eggs down on the counter as they entered the kitchen.
 
   Tom the zombie let out a low moan and looked at Garrett for instructions.
 
   "It's all right, Tom," Garrett said, "They don't need any help."
 
   Tom shambled further back into his corner and turned his face to the wall.
 
   "No offense," Pierce whispered, "but that thing gives me the creeps. You really let it touch your food?"
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said, "Tom does a pretty good job... usually."
 
   "It has a name?" Kent asked.
 
   "Oh, I just call him Tom," Garrett said, "Uncle doesn't really name his zombies. He let me name mine though, since I made him myself." He turned to indicate Caleb who had just walked into the kitchen behind them.
 
   "This is Caleb," Garrett said.
 
   "Hi, Caleb," Pierce said with an amused smile.
 
   Kent just stared at the zombie with a disgusted look.
 
   Caleb's thin lips stretched back over his white teeth, and he groaned, his glassy eyes fixed on the younger boy.
 
   Kent started backward. "Don't let him eat me!" he yelped.
 
   Garrett and Pierce laughed.
 
   "Zombies don't eat people," Garrett said.
 
   "They don't?" Pierce asked, "What do they eat then?"
 
   "I don't know," Garrett said, "nothing, I guess. I mean their insides don't work anymore, so they can't really eat anything."
 
   "How do they fight the Chadiri, then?" Pierce asked.
 
   "I think they give them armor and swords and spears and stuff," Garrett said, "They aren't very fast, but they are pretty strong."
 
   "Huh!" Kent said, picking up a long wooden spoon, "I could beat one of them in a fight, easy." So saying, the boy lunged forward, jabbing the bowl of the spoon into Caleb's belly. The zombie grunted and snarled as the boy leapt back.
 
   "Kent!" Pierce said, "Cut that out!"
 
   "I could beat one easy," Kent grumbled, putting the spoon back on the counter.
 
   "You could beat one easy," Garrett said, "but there would be nine hundred more of them right behind him. How many could you get before they got you?"
 
   A bit of the color drained from Kent's face.
 
   "And anyway," Garrett said, "stabbing a zombie in the stomach isn't going to do you any good. Like I said, they don't eat anymore, so their guts aren't really important to them. If you don't smash their brains in, they just keep on coming."
 
   "Gross!" Kent said.
 
   "Are you boys finished playing around?" a woman's voice called from the kitchen door, "You maybe want to do some work now?"
 
   The Nash boys jumped and turned to face their mother. Mrs. Nash stood in the doorway. She wore a long, spotless apron with her white sleeves rolled up to her elbows to reveal her brown forearms. Though less fair in complexion than her boys, her hair shone almost silver. The shape of her face reminded Garrett of Annalien's features, and he wondered if the Fraelans might not be related to elves somehow.
 
   "Good afternoon, Master Garrett," she said, smiling at him.
 
   "Good afternoon, Mrs. Nash," he said.
 
   "I hope my boys haven't been causing too much trouble," she said.
 
   "No ma'am," Garrett said, "I was just telling them about zombies."
 
   "Well, we're here to feed the living tonight, boys, so step lively," she said, "I want everything set up in the dining room in half an hour."
 
   "Yes, mum," the boys said in unison. They grabbed platters and hurried out of the room. Caleb made a low rumbling noise as Kent pushed past him on the way out.
 
   Mrs. Nash moved to the basket of hot rolls and plucked one out, handing it to Garrett. "Something to tide you over 'till dinner," she said.
 
   "Thanks!" Garrett said. He looked down at the soft bread in the palm of his glove and breathed in its delicious, nutty aroma. Something in the scent of it stirred up old memories and he felt a lump growing in his throat.
 
   "Are you all right, dear?" Mrs. Nash asked.
 
   "Yeah," Garrett said, hoarsely, "It just reminds me of... my dad and mom. We had a bakery..." Something broke inside him then, and Garrett's shoulders began to shake. He clenched his teeth together, but could not keep from sobbing aloud.
 
   Mrs. Nash knelt beside him and held him as he wept. He tried to stop himself, but great wracking sobs poured out from someplace he had kept locked up for the past three years.
 
   "Let it out, boy, let it out," she whispered, stroking his back as she held him.
 
   "Everything all right ma?" Pierce called from the doorway.
 
   "Shh," she said, waving the boys off. Pierce pulled his younger brother away, and they found somewhere else to be for a while.
 
   "I'm... sor...ry," Garrett sobbed, trying to regain his composure.
 
   "No, boy," she said, "There's nothin' to be sorry for." She pulled him close, hugging him tightly.
 
   Garrett felt a cold, rough touch through the hood on the back of his head. He turned to see Caleb standing beside him, looking down at him with sad, glassy eyes. The zombie gave him a stiff, reassuring pat on the head and grunted.
 
   Mrs. Nash looked up with an expression of wonder, tinged with just a hint of fear. "You see?" she laughed nervously, "You find family in the unlikeliest places." 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
   Garrett came downstairs for dinner, dressed in his best satin robe and hood of darkest indigo with black woolen hose and slippers beneath. Uncle seated him in the middle of the long table between Cenick and Max, while Uncle took his usual place at the head of the table. A dozen more necromancers of their acquaintance sat along either side, dressed in formal purple robes. The moment Uncle sat down, undead servants converged upon the table with pitchers of chilled wine in hand.
 
   The old man carved the ham with his favorite knife, a ruby-pommeled dagger with an impossibly thin blade that never grew dull.
 
   "A ghast-wrought blade," Cenick whispered reverently to Garrett.
 
   "Ghast-wrought?" Garrett whispered back.
 
   "The Ghasts are boogie-men that superstitious folk frighten their children with," Max said, "Any old thing you find that looks better than what we can make today, you wave your hands over it and proclaim it was 'ghast-wrought'!"
 
   Cenick glared at his friend. "And, if you are too proud to admit your own ignorance," Cenick said, "you can spend your days poking fun at anyone who knows more than you do."
 
   "To ignorance!" Max said, raising his cup in toast, "May I never learn enough to know that I know nothing."
 
   Cenick chuckled and lifted his cup as well. "Little danger of that," he said.
 
   Max looked as if he would speak again, but Uncle called for everyone's attention.
 
   "Keepers of the Dead," Uncle said, rising from his chair, "tomorrow you embark upon an expedition against the sons of Malleatus."
 
   Garrett caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye and looked to see Cenick completing a surreptitious ritual gesture of warding against the blood god's name, his fingers crossed in front of his lips.
 
   "I wish you all the best of luck in this noble endeavor," Uncle continued, and the table rang with the approving voices of the assembled necromancers.
 
   "But, of course, you all know that I don't believe in luck," he said. The younger men laughed in response.
 
   "To that end, your meal tonight comes with a warning," Tinjin said, "The Chadiri have moved their reserves to the south."
 
   Garrett saw the smiles fade from the faces of the other men.
 
   "They will try to draw you in, and trick you into committing your forces into what will appear to be an easy battle on open ground. The Chadiri will think nothing of sacrificing a thousand men to bait their trap. You must not fall into it."
 
   Uncle paused to let his words sink in. "Guard your dead, for they will guard your lives in turn. Do not waste them as the Chadiri waste their living. Keep to the swamps. The water and the trees will hide your numbers and shield you from the watcher in the sky. Keep your units spaced well apart, and never match strength against strength. Always strike the enemy's weakness and then flee into the darkness before his strength can be brought against you.
 
   "Do not be lured in by large numbers of unburied corpses. The enemy knows that we use their dead against them, and will burn their dead when they can. Otherwise, they may be a trap for a greedy necromancer.
 
   "Remember, when the enemy sleeps, he dreams of blood-drenched battlefields, where he crushes strong men beneath his boot. We are his nightmare, a foe that does not bleed, a foe that will not stand and answer his challenge, a foe that will creep into his tent and choke the life from him while he lies dreaming of glory."
 
   The necromancers stood as one, cheering and applauding him. Uncle wore a troubled expression as he ran his hand through his pale hair.
 
   "I wish I could tell you more," he said, "but I am a scholar, not a warrior. I look at you all, fine young minds... you should be studying."
 
   The necromancers laughed.
 
   Uncle shook his head sadly. "Do not be hasty to cast your lives into the jaws of glory," he said, "This world has too many dead heroes... ah, I'm rambling now. Best to wrap things up." Uncle Tinjin raised his wine cup in toast.
 
   "Brothers," he said, "turn the red tide!"
 
   The necromancers lifted their cups and cheered as one. Max grinned as he clapped Garrett on the shoulder, and Garrett smiled up at his friends.
 
   "Tomorrow, Garrett," Max Zara said, "the Keepers of the Dead go to war."
 
   ****
 
   Garrett rubbed his eyes and yawned widely as he helped the servants clean the dining room. Uncle Tinjin sat in one of the many worn but comfortable chairs, staring blearily at the letter Mrs. Veranu had sent by way of Garrett.
 
   Garrett paused to watch as Uncle ran his fingers over the wax seal. The old man shut his eyes for a moment, bowing his head. He delicately pried the seal loose around the edges rather than breaking it. He unfolded the brown paper and squinted at it, moving the lamp on the small table beside him closer with his free hand.
 
   Garrett moved closer, absently picking up a half-filled wine cup and adding it to the stack he was making on a crumb-heaped silver platter. Uncle's lips moved slightly as his expression darkened. The weariness drained from his lined face, and his jaw clenched. He looked at Garrett who jumped at being caught looking.
 
   "Garrett," Uncle said, "I think I'm going to have to leave you in charge of things for a while"
 
   "What?" Garrett asked.
 
   "I have some business to attend out of the city. You'll have to make do while I'm away."
 
   "Is Mrs. Veranu in trouble?" Garrett asked, setting his stack of dishes aside.
 
   Uncle Tinjin remained silent for a moment, his eyes judging the boy. "Yes," he said at last, "she needs my help."
 
   "Are you going to the vampire city?" Garrett asked.
 
   Uncle nodded. "I have a few friends left there. Lyssa will need their help as well."
 
   Garrett nodded, marveling that he had never before known Mrs. Veranu's first name, and that Uncle Tinjin should call her by it.
 
   "I may be away several months, if it comes to that," Uncle said, rising from his chair and folding the letter.
 
   "Is someone trying to hurt them?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Someone is trying to make the Veranus into something they are not," Tinjin said, "and that is the worst sort of hurt."
 
   "What do you mean?" Garrett asked.
 
   Uncle sighed, running his hand through his hair. "Before Marla's father died, he asked me to take his family away from Thrinnar. He knew what would happen if they stayed.
 
   "Marla is a very special girl, and there are those who would use her to further their own ends. Her father wanted her far away from all of that. Even so, I was barely able to get them out the first time. Mrs. Veranu has done everything she could to keep her daughter away from that dark city, raising her on the road, living in exile.
 
   "Still, if the elders ever joined their wills to it, nothing on earth would keep the girl from their grasp."
 
   Garrett breathed heavily, balling his fists. "I would."
 
   Uncle smiled at him. "Well, let's hope it doesn't come to that," he said, "In any case, the elders' indecision is our greatest ally. The old worms will argue a single point of contention over several lifetimes of men. The doom of immortals is politics, and it is a weapon I shall wield against them without mercy. Do you think you can keep things going here without me for a while?"
 
   Garrett nodded.
 
   "Good," Uncle said, "Let's get some sleep then. I'll be slipping out during the excitement tomorrow."
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   If you were brave enough to try it, the market lifts provided an easy shortcut down from the upper city to the lower city. The four great outdoor elevator platforms worked day and night, bringing goods up from the canal docks to the markets above.
 
   The dockworkers weren't supposed to allow passengers onto the freight elevators, but they looked the other way if you slipped them a penny to catch a ride down. Garrett handed over his two brass, and the grinning docker hooked his thumb toward one of the platforms, almost fully laden now with empty crates and wooden palettes.
 
   "Mind you stay to the center, and don't stick yer hands between the boxes, if you wanna keep yer fingers."
 
   "Yes, sir," Garrett said, and he led Caleb out onto the gently swaying platform, finding a good stack of crates on which to sit.
 
   Soon enough, the dockers finished their load and waved toward the ox driver. A loud "Hup hup!" followed, and the oxen team leaned against their yokes. With a creak of pulleys and chains, the great counterweight began its long climb up the side of the escarpment, and Garrett began his six hundred foot descent down to the lower city.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Garrett and Caleb stepped out onto the canal docks. The workers paid them no heed as the men swarmed past to unload the empties and pile the lift with sacks of ham and crates of carrots. The purple-robed boy and his zombie drew a few stares from the boatmen, but most of the canal men were accustomed to the city's oddities and soon returned to their duties.
 
   Garrett left Caleb standing against the wall of the auction house and wriggled his way through the thick crowds that had gathered in the stockyards of the lower city. Common folk and refugees, beggars and traders, all gathered to see the army of the dead assembled there, ready to march.
 
   "It's horrible!" a woman gasped as Garrett squeezed past.
 
   "I'm glad it's them going and not us," her husband said.
 
   Garrett continued, making his way toward the sound of priestess Serepheni's voice as she addressed the throng.
 
   "...go forth to meet the invader and turn him back," Serepheni said, pausing as the people roared their approval.
 
   Garrett broke through the crowd, stumbling forward into the open space between the living civilians and the undead army that they dared approach no closer. The eyeless skulls of a thousand unliving soldiers turned upon him at once. Their battered Chadirian armor creaked beneath their green surcoats that bore the twisted sigil of the Worm-Mother.
 
   Garrett swallowed hard and took a step backward as nearby people laughed.
 
   The sound of hooves thudding in the dust pounded up beside him, and Garrett turned to see a massive zombified stallion, girded in black barding. Astride it sat a man in black armor looking down at him. A polished silver skull mask concealed the man's face. Then a familiar laugh rang out, muffled at first and then clear, as Max Zara lifted his grim visor.
 
   "Running away to join the army, eh?" Zara laughed.
 
   Garrett grinned up at him.
 
   "Well, there's no more room among the enlisted ranks, I suppose you'll have to accept an officer's commission!" Zara leaned low and offered Garrett his gauntleted hand.
 
   Garrett took it, and Zara swung the boy up behind him on the saddle. Zara's great undead steed thundered back to the group of riders assembled behind the priestess. Jitlowe sat upon a mummified stag with gilded horns and a green and purple caparison. Cenick beside him had chosen to ride a living pony with shaggy brown hair and simple tack. Garrett recognized a few other young necromancers among them, but green-clad Templar soldiers formed the bulk of the officer corps.
 
   The priestess Serepheni's chestnut mare, draped in braided cords of green and gold silk, nickered and shied away as Max's undead horse took its place beside her. She graced Zara with a slight smile before returning to her speech.
 
   "These men you see before you," she said, indicating the undead soldiers with a wave of her hand, "came here to destroy us. They failed. I think it's time we send them home again!"
 
   The crowd responded with cheers and laughter.
 
   "Our power is great, but the armies of the Eternal Mother cannot win this war," she said, and her words chilled the enthusiasm of the crowd.
 
   "Only you can defeat the Chadiri," she said, lifting her hands above the crowd, "Only you have the power. Together, we are stronger than anything they have or ever will have. I know this to be true!"
 
   Serepheni reached into her breast pocket and drew forth a little book, bound between two thin plates of red steel. She held it above her head. "I know this because I have read their book!"
 
   The priestess opened the pages of the Chadirian holy book to a marked passage and read aloud, "Ye shall drive them before you, the enemies of god, turning not from righteous slaughter where ye find them. Where they flee, pursue without mercy. And where they stand, destroy them. Turn them one against the other that they may waste their strength in folly. Permit them neither rest nor succor, but press them and drive them mad with the fear of the red hammer."
 
   Serepheni dashed the book down into the mud of the stockyard, her eyes blazing. "Do I look afraid to you?" she shouted.
 
   The crowd roared out a ragged, "No!"
 
   "Are we divided against one another?"
 
   "No!"
 
   "Are we going to let any of them return home alive?"
 
   Now Garrett and the other necromancers screamed with the crowd a "No!" so loud that the boy's ears rang and his body trembled with rage.
 
   Serepheni sank a little in her saddle, and her voice sounded hoarse as she spoke. "Let us go then," she said, "and bring hell to the damned."
 
   The people cheered wildly as Serepheni’s horse wheeled and galloped toward the gates of the yard, and the other riders followed. As one, the army of the dead lurched forward after them with a ground-shaking stomp of a thousand dusty boots.
 
   “This is the part where we ride off into legend, Garrett,” Zara said, looking back over his shoulder at the boy riding behind him, “Are you coming with us?”
 
   For a moment, Garrett considered saying yes, but he remembered his promise to Uncle and his duty to take care of Caleb and Lampwicke. And then there was Marla, who would be left alone in the city.
 
   Garrett shook his head. "I just came down to say goodbye... and to give you this," he said, pulling an envelope from his shoulder bag. He passed it to Zara.
 
   Zara took the slim parcel, noting Tinjin's handwriting on it. "Is everything all right?" he asked.
 
   Garrett lowered his voice. "Mrs. Veranu's in some sort of trouble," Garrett said, "Uncle's going to the vampire city to help her out."
 
   Max chuckled. "Widows and Orphans!" he said, "Now you know Uncle's only weakness."
 
   "What's wrong?" Cenick asked, trotting up on his mountain pony.
 
   "Nothing's wrong, you gloom-ridden savage!" Zara laughed, "We're off to slay the dragon, and Uncle's gone to rescue the princess!"
 
   Cenick shook his head. "You'd better head back now, Garrett, or this costumed dandy will have you walking all the way back from Logate."
 
   "Forgive me for relishing the last bit of civilized company I'm likely to have for a while," Zara said with a sigh. He reined his horse over to the side of the broad lane that led from the stockyards to the edge of the lower city, and Cenick's pony followed. The three necromancers waited and watched the undead army stamp past.
 
   "They're all skeletons, aren't they?" Garrett asked, watching the fleshless soldiers march by.
 
   "Yes," Zara said, "and I intend to learn how they accomplish that little trick before this trip is done."
 
   "So, why did the priestesses want to bring necromancers, if they can already make skeletons?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Because we work quickly," Cenick answered.
 
   "Efficiently!" Zara said, "Whatever the priestesses do to raise their dead, it is a time-consuming process. We, on the other hand..."
 
   "Are fast," Cenick said.
 
   "They expect to have a lot of dead Chadiri laying around in need of resurrection," Zara said, "And who better to accomplish that task than us?"
 
   "Than we," Cenick corrected.
 
   "Don't teach me my own language, you barbarian!" Zara said, "I'll butcher it goodly enough without your help."
 
   Garrett watched the undead soldiers passing by. "Are they going to be enough to defeat the Chadiri?" he asked.
 
   Cenick chuckled, and Zara grinned. "Let's ride a little further, Garrett," Zara said, "I want you to see something."
 
   Zara nudged his horse down the broad lane beside the marching skeletal soldiers. They passed beyond the last of the pens and warehouses at the edge of the lower city and crested the hill overlooking Logate.
 
   Garrett gasped. Beyond the city's outer wall, the muddy, treeless wastes stretched beneath lead-gray skies all the way to the foggy sea beyond. There, spread like a rusty stain, from the city gate, all the way to the bend in the river, massed an army of the dead, many thousands strong. Above the core group of skeletons waved the green banners of Mauravant and black pinions, bearing the sigils of necromancers, fluttered above the outlying zombie units.
 
   "The ones they brought into town were the prettiest," Cenick said.
 
   "Have you ever seen anything like it?" Zara said, "It's beautiful!"
 
   Garrett tried to speak, but only stared wide-eyed at the horde assembled before the twilight city. His skin tingled with awe and not a little fear.
 
   "By the gods, Garrett!" Zara said. The leather of his gauntlets creaked as he squeezed the reins in his fists. "By the gods!"
 
   Garrett looked at Cenick. The tattooed necromancer was watching Zara, his eyes narrowed. He noticed Garrett's gaze, and smiled. He sidled his pony up beside Zara's mount and extended his hand. "Come, Garrett," Cenick said, "I'll give you a ride back. I think Max wants to be alone with his army for a while."
 
   Max Zara seemed to start from his reverie, and chuckled hoarsely. "Well then," he said, "if I can't convince you to run away from home with us, we'd best say goodbye, for now."
 
   "You guys be careful, all right?" Garrett said, climbing onto the saddle behind Cenick.
 
   "Hah!" Zara laughed, "You're even starting to sound like Uncle! I promise to take my duties as your primary corrupter much more seriously upon my return."
 
   "I'll keep him out of too much mischief," Cenick said. His pony turned and cantered back toward the stockyards as the last of the undead soldiers trudged by.
 
   "Farewell, Garrett," Zara said, waving a black gauntlet, "I'll bring you back an Inquisitor's gavel for a souvenir!" He snapped down his skull-faced visor and spurred his mount down the hill toward the waiting army. His laughter echoed through his helmet as he rode away.
 
   Cenick laughed, and Garrett grinned as they rode. Cenick’s pony moved with all the natural grace that Zara’s undead mount lacked.
 
   “Does your horse have a name?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Her name is Lluhda,” Cenick said, “It means waiting.”
 
   “Why did you name her that?”
 
   “Because she does not rush into danger,” Cenick said.
 
   “Do you think everyone will be all right?” Garrett asked.
 
   “In the war?” Cenick laughed, “It’s war, Garrett. Do not wish for easy victories, and you will not be disappointed.”
 
   Garrett fell silent.
 
   “Fear won’t do you any good either,” Cenick said, “Our enemies may be strong, but they’ve never really faced necromancers before. We do not fight the way other men fight, and that may be the advantage we need to overcome them.”
 
   Cenick started to speak again, but stopped as they approached the edge of a large crowd of lower city folk that had gathered around the auction house. Shouts and jeers rose from the center of the crowd, and rising above them, the angry moans of a zombie.
 
   “Caleb!” Garrett shouted, sliding down from the saddle to wiggle through the mass of gawking tradesmen and refugees.
 
   He pushed through into a clear space at the center of the crowd to see his zombie swinging his fist at a young man in patched leggings and a leather vest who danced clear of the sluggish blow with a mocking laugh. The ragged young man stepped in and landed a solid hit on Caleb’s jaw, sending the zombie reeling.
 
   “Where’s my money, Kurtz?” the ruffian shouted, “You ain’t gonna get off with it cause o’ bein’ dead! It ain’t that easy.” He gave Caleb a savage kick that sent him crashing amidst stacks of empty fish baskets.
 
   “Leave him alone!” Garrett shouted.
 
   The young man turned to face Garrett with a wicked sneer. “One o’ you lot then? I s’pose you’re the one that did Kurtz the deadly. I’ll ask you then. Where’s my money?”
 
   “He didn’t have any money,” Garrett said, “He was killed by the Night Watch. We just reanimated the body.”
 
   The young man ran his thick fingers through his sandy hair. A bit of the sneer disappeared from his face. “All I know is that this stinkin’ hunk o’ worm food was the last one had his hands on my coin, and somebody’s gonna get it back for me. I guess that means you, runt!”
 
   The thug took a step forward, and Garrett took a step back.
 
   “I don’t have any money,” Garrett said.
 
   “Now I don’t think I believe you,” the thug said, “Why don’t we check and make sure?” He nodded, and two skinny young men broke from the crowd to advance toward Garrett with leering grins.
 
   Garrett’s skin ran cold, and he took another step back, but the two henchmen moved quickly to cut off his retreat.
 
   “Careful, Rande,” one of the thugs said, “He’s one o’ them magikens.”
 
   “Yeah, Rande,” the other laughed, “might turn you into a mouse or summin’.”
 
   “Only mouse I see here,” the one named Rande said, “is a scared li’l runt about to wish he did have my money.”
 
   One of Rande’s henchmen snatched at Garrett’s cloak, and he jumped away, only to be grabbed by the other who held him fast, arms pinned behind his back. Garrett struggled uselessly as Rande stepped up, cracking his knuckles and smiling.
 
   A whirring noise ripped through the air, and Rande jumped back with a curse as a black dagger thumped, hilt-deep into the dirt at his feet. The crowd of onlookers parted to reveal Cenick astride his shaggy pony, another blade already in his hand. His hood was thrown back to reveal his grim, tattooed face. Garrett felt the thug’s grip on his arms falter, and he slipped free, stumbling clear of Rande’s gang to run to Cenick’s side.
 
   Rande looked to his men for support, but their eyes were locked on the dagger in Cenick’s raised hand. Rande snarled and yanked a knife from his belt. “Come on then, ink-man! Let’s see what you got!”
 
   “You have challenged the boy first,” Cenick said, “If you still live after fighting him, then you may challenge me next.”
 
   Garrett’s eyes went wide as he looked up at Cenick in disbelief.
 
   “What?” Rande managed to say.
 
   Cenick dropped from his saddle and strode into the center of the crowd circle. Rande brandished his knife, but gave way. Cenick stooped and yanked his thrown dagger from the ground, leaving a small crater as the thick blade pulled out a chunk of dirt. He wiped it on the leg of his robe and slipped it back into its scabbard.
 
   “A challenge has been made!” Cenick announced, loud enough to be heard at the edge of the crowd, “This man here has challenged a necromancer and the challenge must be answered.”
 
   “What are you on about?” Rande shouted.
 
   Cenick turned to face him with an iron-hard gaze. “Prepare yourself, challenger,” Cenick said, his voice low and cold, “Make peace with your gods, and find your strength.”
 
   Rande screwed up his face in a confused squint. “You lank-headed gint, Whatta you think this is?”
 
   Cenick ignored him, walking back to kneel beside Garrett. “Your blade please, young master,” he asked.
 
   “Cenick, what are you doing?” Garrett whispered, “I can’t fight him!”
 
   “The challenge was made without a blade, and must be answered in kind,” Cenick said, taking Garrett’s knife from his belt.
 
   “I can’t do this!” Garrett whispered, “He’s twice my size! He’ll kill me!”
 
   Cenick placed his hand on Garrett’s shoulder and knelt low, looking the boy in the eyes. “How big was the dragon, Garrett?” he asked, “You faced a dragon and lived! How dare you be afraid of trash like this?”
 
   Garrett’s skin flushed with an unnatural heat, and his cheeks burned with shame and the memory of fire. He swallowed, his throat dry with the dust of the stockyard. Cenick stood and stepped away, leaving the boy to face his enemy. Rande no longer looked quite as tall.
 
   “Who is your second?” Cenick asked the thug.
 
   “My what?”
 
   “Your man,” Cenick said, “Who will hold your blade and end your suffering if you call for mercy.”
 
   “You’re off your spindle!” Rande scoffed. He passed his knife to one of his men and stripped off his vest and shirt. “This won’t take long,” he said.
 
   Garrett stood, motionless, watching the big man walk toward him. Garrett's skin tingled, and the dull, distant roar of his own pulse filled his ears. He saw himself with a sort of detached awareness as though he only observed the fight from a distance.
 
   “Any final words, runt?” Rande asked.
 
   Garrett suddenly burst into a fit of laughter, a nervous titter that quickly grew into an uncontrollable torrent of deranged giggles.
 
   “That funny to you?” Rande said.
 
   Garrett wiped his eyes with the heels of his palms. “It’s just…” he said, getting control of himself again, “just that I wished I had said that… You talk about final words, but you don’t know how important that really is. You don’t get another chance, you know.” Garrett sniffed, rubbing his eyes with his sleeve.
 
   “Once you’re dead,” Garrett said, “even if I bring you back, you can’t ever talk again. You can never say anything to anyone again. Can you, Caleb?”
 
   Caleb the zombie stood beside Cenick and answered only with a low moan.
 
   “So I guess I should really be asking you,” Garrett’s voice grew suddenly cold, “Do you have any final words?”
 
   Rande stared down at the boy necromancer. The thug’s smile twitched uncertainly. His eyes went to Caleb and Cenick and back to Garrett again. Garrett’s teeth shone from the shadow of his hood, lips stretched thin over a crazed grin. Garrett’s gloved fingers flexed into claws at his side.
 
   Rande’s eyes narrowed, and he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Garrett waited, motionless, for Rande to make his move.
 
   Rande’s shoulders slumped as he exhaled in an unsteady laugh. He stepped back a pace. “I like this kid,” Rande said, “He’s got marbles.”
 
   Rande jabbed a finger at Caleb. “Ole Kurtz got what’e deserved, an’ that squares me with ‘im. As for you, boy,” he said, “Don’t come back to Lotown.”
 
   Rande collected his things from his henchman and disappeared into the scattering crowd.
 
   Cenick and Caleb walked over to Garrett who stood, trying his best to breathe normally.
 
   “Well done,” Cenick said, clapping the boy on the back.
 
   “Is Caleb all right?” Garrett asked, looking up at the two of them.
 
   “The dead do not bruise easily,” Cenick answered, “He will be fine.”
 
   “I’m sorry I left you here,” Garrett said to Caleb.
 
   The zombie stared down at him, his pale lips trying to form words and failing. At last, he reached out a cold hand and patted Garrett atop the head.
 
   “I’d better be going now,” Cenick said, smiling proudly, “Are you good to make it back to Uncle’s house alone?”
 
   “I’m not alone,” Garrett said, “I’ve got Caleb with me.”
 
   Caleb grunted reassuringly.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
   Winter came at last to the city of Wythr, bringing with it the ceaseless rains of the cold season. The rain washed away the last dead husks of the autumn locusts and darkened the dull, gray streets into glossy black mirrors. Garrett looked down at his reflection as he splashed through the shallow water that pooled between the cobbles. He cast a small, dark shadow against a band of gray sky. Beside him stalked a long, pale reflection, shimmering with raindrops. Caleb, like Garrett carried a sodden bundle of firewood.
 
   They turned from Chapel Street when they reached the open gates of the Arcane Quarter, walking up Vaaste Street to Uncle’s house. Garrett nodded at a passing neighbor, Mr. Tiggs, a scribe of some skill. The man waved back, nearly upsetting the stack of documents he was trying to keep safe beneath the canopy of an eelskin umbrella.
 
   When they reached the front steps of Uncle Tinjin’s manor house, Garrett set his bundle of wood on the landing and fished for the door key in the pocket of his waterproof coat.
 
   A minute later, Garrett and Caleb stood, dripping in the dark entryway of the manor house.
 
   “Fraithe,” Garrett spoke, and the witchfire sconces flared to life, filling the hallway with a greenish glow. Garrett pulled off his coat and helped Caleb with his, hanging them above the drain in the small side closet.
 
   “Uncle?” Garrett called out, hoping for, but expecting no answer. None came. Nearly three months had passed since the day the other necromancers had left the city. Little news of the war made its way back to Wythr, and no word of his uncle or his mission to the vampire city.
 
   Garrett sighed, picking up his wood bundle, and motioned for Caleb to follow him upstairs.
 
   They set the wood on the tiles beside the hearth in Garrett’s room to dry. Garrett saw little sense in heating the rest of the house. The servants didn’t need the heat, and Garrett could throw on a sweater for his brief runs to the kitchen and privy. He lifted a fresh log from the dry pile and rolled it onto the fire, crushing the coals beneath into a swirl of sparks. He stripped off his damp woolen overshirt and dragged a clean one from his dresser drawer.
 
   “Greetings, Fair One, I hope to find you well,” Garrett spoke in Fae.
 
   “Well I seem, Dusk-Dweller,” Lampwicke answered from her cage atop a table near the hearth. She looked up at him with a tired smile. “Are your daelingh well?”
 
   “Daelingh?” Garrett said. “I don’t,” he began in Gloaran before switching back to Fae, “I don’t know that word.”
 
   “Daelingh,” Lampwicke said, looking around, trying to think. She placed her tiny hand on her chest. “I am… Fae-ery.”
 
   “Fairy?” Garrett offered.
 
   “Yes, Fairy,” she said. “Those like me are Fairy too, they are my Daelingh.”
 
   “People!” Garrett said, “Yes, my… people… are well… I think.”
 
   “You do not hear from the Old One?” she asked.
 
   Garrett shook his head. He remained silent for a moment, and then noticed the expectant look on the little fairy’s face. Garrett frowned. “I could not find any flowers today. I am broken.”
 
   Lampwicke giggled.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “You mean you are 'sorry',” she corrected him, using the proper Fae word, “and I am sorry, but this cup is 'broken'.” She indicated the pink porcelain teacup that he had placed inside her cage as a makeshift bath. A crack ran from the base of it to a broken gap at its lip.
 
   “What happened?” he asked, his eyes full of concern, “Are you… wounded?”
 
   Lampwicke looked slightly ashamed, her eyes downturned. “I was angry. Sometimes I am very tired of this veortne cage!”
 
   Garrett did not ask for a translation.
 
   “I am... sorry,” Garrett said, “I give to you my promise, I must find a way to make you free.”
 
   Lampwicke smiled, giving off a soft pinkish glow.
 
   Caleb groaned, drawing Garrett’s attention to where he stood beside Garrett’s desk. The zombie raised his fist and brought it down stiffly atop a pile of books.
 
   “Huh?” Garrett said.
 
   Caleb moaned and brought his fist down on the books again.
 
   Garrett shook his head. “No,” he said, “breaking the cage won’t work. Marla told me that once the spell is woven, the cage doesn’t really matter. The spell holds Lampwicke inside, even if we cut all the bars away and got rid of the cage entirely.”
 
   Caleb groaned in frustration and swung his arm, knocking a book from the top of the stack onto the floor.
 
   “Caleb!” Garrett yelled, “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   Caleb dipped his head and stepped back, murmuring to himself. Garrett crossed the floor and bent to pick up the book. He started to place it back on the pile when he noticed its title, A Treatise on the Use … “Wild magic?” Garrett said, examining the book, Zara’s birthday gift. He had read through it a few times, but never made much headway with the cryptic texts contained therein. He opened it again now.
 
   His eyes passed over the mystical language once more, but this time, certain words began to catch his eye… words whose meanings he now understood.
 
   “Fae!” Garrett said, “It’s written in Fae… or something like it!” He ran to Lampwicke’s table and laid open the book before her.
 
   “Can you speak this?” he asked breathlessly in her language.
 
   Lampwicke’s shining eyes lifted from the pages of the book, and she nodded.
 
   “Can you teach me meaning this?” he asked, his grammar faltering somewhat.
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
   Garrett looked up at his zombie. “Caleb, you’re amazing!”
 
   Caleb’s face twisted with the memory of a smirk.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-one
 
   The doorbells of the Veranu pet shop jingled as Garrett and Caleb stepped in from the rain. Marla looked up from behind the counter and smiled. A green-robed priestess of Mauravant stood before her. The woman turned to look at Garrett, and her red lips curled in distaste when she saw the medallion and purple robe beneath the lapels of Garrett’s coat.
 
   “You’re too late, necromancer,” the priestess chuckled, “I’m afraid I’ve just purchased every last drop of essence in this young lady’s stock.”
 
   Garrett forced a smile and inclined his head respectfully, saying nothing.
 
   “It was not cheap, no matter what assurances this girl may have given me to the contrary,” the priestess said, “I do hope your fellow death-dabblers prove to be worth the tremendous expense of keeping them supplied.”
 
   “The war goes well then?” Garrett asked, brightening at a chance to hear any news from the North.
 
   The priestess lowered her green-shadowed eyelids and sniffed in disdain. “I wouldn’t know, really,” she said, “I try not to concern myself with earthly trifles. Our true enemy lurks in a realm beyond the thin veil you call reality.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Garrett said.
 
   “You wouldn’t,” she said, and then added, “…or would you?”
 
   Garrett glanced at Marla questioningly. Marla shrugged her shoulders and gave a thin smile.
 
   “The hearts of men,” the priestess said, “The hearts of men are easily kindled with the fires of perdition. In any case, there’s nothing for you here. You might as well be off.”
 
   Garrett said nothing. Neither did he move.
 
   The priestess’ eyebrows rose, and she looked at Marla. “You sold me everything, did you not?” the priestess demanded, “You aren’t holding out on me, are you?”
 
   “No, holy one!” Marla assured her, “The entire stock is yours. The boy is a friend of mine. He comes to visit me everyday at this time.”
 
   The priestess glared at the vampire girl, attempting to read any deception in Marla’s face. She turned at last, with a look of confusion to Garrett. “But he’s a…” she began, and then an expression of revulsion crawled over her face. The priestess snapped her attention to Marla once more.
 
   “I expect the goods to be ready when my men arrive first thing in the morning,” the priestess said, “I will not tolerate excuses if they are not.”
 
   “All will be as you desire, holy one,” Marla said, bowing deeply.
 
   The priestess turned and swept past Garrett as he held the door open for her. As she passed, he heard her hiss under her breath, “… with a vampire!”
 
   The bells jangled as he shut the door behind her and turned to see the smile gone from Marla’s face.
 
   Marla reached under the counter and pulled out a glowing essence flask, thumping it loudly on the countertop. Her smile flashed anew. “Your essence, Mr. Garrett,” she said sweetly.
 
   Garrett grinned back at her as he stepped up to the counter and took the flask. "Who was that?" he asked.
 
   "Matron Shelbie," Marla said, "Assistant to the High Priestess. She's been charged with supplying the expeditionary forces with whatever consumables they may require. She isn't happy about it."
 
   "I see," Garrett said, "Thanks for saving me some."
 
   Marla blushed. "How are your studies coming?" she asked.
 
   "You wanna see?" Garrett beamed.
 
   Marla nodded. "We'd better step into the back room... just in case the Matron decides she forgot something."
 
   Garrett followed Marla back behind the counter and through the runed curtain into the storeroom. Empty crates and cages lined the barren walls, stacked three high and four deep in places. A dim glow emanated from the black iron grinder where Marla rendered living creatures into magical essence.
 
   "You've been busy," Garrett said, his skin tingling a little at the implied carnage.
 
   Marla nodded, and a strand of dark hair fell across her eyes. Without thinking, Garrett raised his hand and brushed it back. His fingertips brushed against the pale, cool skin of her brow. He had left the gloves at home. He pulled his hand away, uncertain.
 
   Marla smiled, and Garrett became suddenly and acutely aware that they were alone together. His heart raced and his mind fumbled for something to say. "I..." he began.
 
   "What have..." Marla spoke at the same time.
 
   "Sorry," Garrett said, "you go ahead."
 
   Marla's eyes sparkled. "What have you learned this time?" she asked.
 
   Garrett pulled the essence flask from his shoulder bag and held it in his left hand. Part of the reason for leaving the gloves at home had been because the leather interfered with the transference of magical power between the flask and his body.
 
   "Stand back a little," he said, stepping to the center of the storeroom. Marla took a step back, leaning against the workbench with her hands behind her back and a look of girlish curiosity on her face.
 
   Garrett held his empty right hand out, palm up. He swallowed, his mouth suddenly very dry, and focused his will on the center of his open palm.
 
   "Veiarnna te nu..." he paused, his tongue losing its grip on the Faeish words. He closed his eyes and tried again. "Veiarnna te noulleanna!"
 
   A vibrant curl of rainbow flame hissed and sputtered to life in the palm of Garrett's hand. Garrett, expecting this, still flinched a little. Marla gasped and shielded her eyes with her hand. Garrett noticed her discomfort and let the flame die out with a spluttering pop. The room seemed to fade into darkness, his eyes still dazzled by the light of the flame.
 
   "Are you all right?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Yes," Marla said, laughing a little, "I'm fine."
 
   "Sorry, I didn't realize it was going to be that bright."
 
   "Don't be. It was beautiful!" Marla said, "What was it?"
 
   "Lampwicke called it wildfire," he said, "At least I think that's the proper translation."
 
   "You're really doing it, aren't you?"
 
   "Doing what?"
 
   "Learning Fae magic," she said.
 
   "Yeah, I guess so," Garrett said with a grin.
 
   "I'm impressed," Marla said, taking a step toward him, "It isn't easy."
 
   "I guess it helps to have a real fairy for a teacher," Garrett chuckled.
 
   "Hmn," Marla's eyes narrowed, "Even so, very few people have the talent for it. If you don't mind me asking, how much essence did you use?"
 
   Garrett shrugged, lifting the metal canister in his left hand and giving it a little slosh. It was still almost completely full. His skin ached from the cold where he touched the metal of the canister, and his wrist seemed a bit stiff, unpleasant side effects of the energy transfer.
 
   "You hardly used any," Marla mused, "Are you sure you aren't part Fae?"
 
   Garrett laughed. "You aren't going to put a spell on me, are you?"
 
   Marla grinned wickedly and raised her hand. "Leaastor vehn doghn!" she chanted with an eerie thrumming undertone to the draconic words coming from deep in her throat.
 
   Garrett felt the tingle of old magic wash over him. From the other room, a chorus of squawks, squeaks, and chirrups erupted from the caged Fae beasts. His eyes widened, and he half expected to find himself powerless to move, at the mercy of the dark-haired vampire girl.
 
   He raised his hands, experimentally, unchanged, marveling that a part of his mind seemed slightly disappointed.
 
   "Oh well," Marla sighed, "I guess you are human after all."
 
   "Heh," Garrett managed, an awkward smile twisting his face.
 
   "I suppose it's for the best, really," she said with mock gravity, "I don't have a cage big enough to keep you in."
 
   They shared a laugh, and Garrett slipped the chilled metal canister back into his satchel.
 
   "Any word from your mom?" Garrett asked.
 
   "No," Marla said, "nothing yet, but... Oh! I haven't told you my news! They let me ride a gaunt last night!"
 
   "Really?" Garrett asked, "They changed their minds about letting you ride?"
 
   Marla's face darkened. "Well, not exactly. Master Krauss didn't approve of it, but he's away on patrol in the North. One of the other riders offered to give me a lesson."
 
   "Oh, that was nice of them," Garrett said.
 
   "Yes, one of the younger riders, Claude, said it would be all right… as long as Master Krauss didn’t find out about it.”
 
   “Huh,” Garrett said, “Claude? How old is he?”
 
   Marla laughed. “He’s not much older than me, I think,” she said, “Although it’s somewhat difficult to tell with our kind. He certainly looks very young to be a gaunt rider, though his skill is undeniable.”
 
   “Huh,” Garrett said.
 
   Marla pursed her lips. “What’s wrong, Garrett?”
 
   Garrett felt his cheeks flush. “Oh… nothing!” he said, “It’s… do you like him?”
 
   “Claude? Yes, I suppose. He’s very kind, and a very good teacher.”
 
   “Hmn,” Garrett said.
 
   A little smile played on Marla’s lips, and it looked as if she might speak again, but just then, the shop’s doorbells chimed.
 
   Marla lifted a hand in a wait here gesture before disappearing through the curtain. Voices sounded in the other room as Marla greeted new customers to the shop.
 
   Garrett stood alone in the silence. He looked down at the small dark puddle on the floor at his feet. His raincoat smelled damp and slightly of mildew and felt uncomfortably warm. A little knot had formed in the pit of his stomach, and he wanted to be somewhere else.
 
   He sucked in a breath and pushed through the curtained door. Marla looked up at him questioningly. A cage containing a tiny, flame-colored lizard sat on the counter between her and an elderly gentleman who wore a floppy wet hat and a merchant’s doublet. A younger merchant, possibly the man’s son was studying the motionless zombie who stood near the front door with a look of bored disgust.
 
   “Come on Caleb,” Garrett said, “Time to go.”
 
   Caleb moved suddenly in response to his master’s command, and the young merchant leapt back with a startled cry.
 
   “Bye, Marla,” Garrett said with a wave. He didn’t trust himself to say anymore than that. He had that woozy sort of feeling that always made him say the wrong thing, and he wanted to get away before it had a chance to do any real damage.
 
   Marla returned an unsure little wave, concern in her eyes. “Goodbye Garrett,” she said, “I’ll see you tomorrow!”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, stepping through the door and into the rain.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-two
 
   “You’re being dumb,” Warren said. He hefted a chunk of rock the size of Garrett and piled it onto the rough wall it had taken the three of them half the afternoon to build.
 
   "Not there!" the goblin king screeched, "Over there!"
 
   Warren ignored him and dodged the shambling, rock-laden Caleb as he loped back toward the rubble pile for another rock.
 
   "I'm just sayin', it's not like she's gonna marry him or anything," Warren said, grunting as he lifted another rock.
 
   Garrett straightened his back and wiped his brow with the back of his hand. An old bandana covered most of his head, leaving only his face and neck visible, and his linen shirt clung wetly to his back. He looked around the subterranean storeroom and then up at the iron-framed skylight set in the ceiling, high above. Fragments of colored glass still clung to the edges, and twisting vines poured in from the abandoned courtyard above, obscuring all but a small patch of the gray sky beyond.
 
   "Do you think there's gonna be enough light?" Garrett asked.
 
   "No," Warren said, dropping the rock on the new wall, "but I'm not gonna let you talk me into starting over somewhere else. This garden is getting built right here!"
 
   Warren stood back to admire his handiwork for a full second before a largish portion of the retaining wall slumped into dusty ruin at his feet.
 
   "Stupid dog-men!" the goblin howled, pounding his three-fingered fists in frustration on the wobbly stone wall.
 
   "Hey!" Warren said, "I thought you were the one supposed to build this fappin' garden anyway, and you haven't lifted so much as a pebble all day!"
 
   "He needed help," Garrett said, "You saw where he wanted to put the garden."
 
   Warren shook his head. "You shoulda let him do what he wanted," he said, "He woulda been happier... I know I would be."
 
   "Hardly any daylight made it into that chamber at all!" Garrett said, "The flower needs more light than that."
 
   "Why do you care?" Warren asked, "I mean it's not your problem, and it sure as shame ain't mine!"
 
   "It's important to Marla," Garrett said.
 
   Warren rolled his eyes. "Why don't you let me introduce you to a nice ghoul? I mean they can get a little rough when they're feeling frisky, but..."
 
   Garrett gave him a disgusted look.
 
   "Oh, what? You get all dewy-eyed over a blood-sucking dead girl, but a nice healthy ghoul girl doesn't meet your standards?"
 
   "No," Garrett said, "she's not dead, and... It's just that... well, Marla is part human.
 
   Warren started to speak again, but another voice cut him off.
 
   "You're wrong," came the hissing voice of Norris as the white ghoul stepped from the shadows, "There ain't nothing human left to 'em but their shape."
 
   "Cramps, Norris!" Warren said, startled, "What are you doing here?"
 
   Norris gave a whining coo and dipped his head with a toothy grin. "Just wanted to say good-bye, sweet cousin. I'm gone away tonight."
 
   Warren's expression bloomed into a mask of transcendent joy. "That's just... terrible," he beamed, "I'll be so sorry to see you go."
 
   "Course you are," Norris grated.
 
   "What did you mean?" Garrett asked, "About the vampires... what did you mean?"
 
   Norris turned his feral smile upon Garrett. "I meant they're naught but shells, lookin' like men, but somethin' twisted an' dark inside."
 
   Garrett's leather gloves creaked into fists at his sides.
 
   "Don't listen to him, Gar," Warren said. "He's just messin' with you."
 
   "You know how vampires were made, boy?" Norris asked.
 
   Garrett shook his head.
 
   "I could tell you," Norris said, his golden eyes narrowing as he ran a long-fingered paw over his nose, "but such as that's worth a price."
 
   "I haven't got much money with me," Garrett said.
 
   "You don't need any," Warren growled, "Anything he's got to say's not worth it."
 
   "Knowin's always worth something!" Norris hissed, "And knowin' some things is worth more than money."
 
   "What do you want?" Garrett asked.
 
   Norris cocked his wolfish head to one side, studying the boy. "How you get them burns?" he asked.
 
   "Back off, Norris!" Warren barked, stepping between his cousin and his friend.
 
   Garrett's hand went unconsciously to cover the scars on his neck.
 
   The two ghouls faced each other. Warren crouched, ready to spring, his fangs bared and his claws flexed. Norris stood to his full height for the first time, showing his great, shaggy white chest, the look of cringing deference gone from his bestial face. His eyes flashed red in the pale light, and his long teeth gleamed like ivory.
 
   "I was burned by a dragon!" Garrett said, "The Chadiri burned my town, and I got burned."
 
   Norris’s eyes blinked, golden again as he stooped, his long ears pricking up at Garrett's words. "A dragon?" he hissed.
 
   "Yeah, I almost died," Garrett said, “but Warren's dad carried me out of there and they fixed me up.”
 
   "Fixed you up?" Norris asked, a bemused curl to his lip, "Why would they do that?"
 
   Garrett said nothing.
 
   Norris’s questioning gaze went to Warren. "Strange thing for a ghoul to do... fix him up."
 
   "He saved my life," Warren growled, "The dragon woulda had us both, but Garrett knocked me outta the way."
 
   Norris looked back at Garrett, stunned.
 
   "And if you've got anything clever to say about that, I suggest you say goodbye to your teeth first," Warren said.
 
   Norris blinked, shrinking back a step. "No," he whispered, "no... I ... Forgive me. I misjudged you, boy."
 
   Norris stepped forward suddenly, bowing before Garrett with unexpected grace. "The White Pack does not forget," he hissed, the usual wheedling tone absent from his voice. It returned again when he looked at Warren and cooed, "Rare friend you've got yerself, sweet cousin."
 
   "Uh... yeah," Warren managed after a moment.
 
   Norris’s placating grin returned as he looked at Garrett. "A price paid, a bargain met!" he said, "I'll tell you where they come from, the black bloods. If you still want to know it."
 
   Garrett looked to Warren who looked just as confused as he felt. "Yes, please," he said to Norris, "I want to know."
 
   Wings fluttered as a crow launched itself skyward in the forgotten courtyard above. Norris cringed, looking up and sniffing the air. The white ghoul slunk back into the shadows once more and lowered his voice. “Long time ago,” he said, “the old wyrms run and hid. Hid from the thing they thought they wanted but wanted no more. They hid wherever they could. Some got down deep in the ground. Some gone o’er the sea. Others, who knows where? Some, they just goes home and waits to die… only they don’t die.
 
   “Maybe they was so sure they was gonna die, they turned loose o’ their souls. I dunno, but somethin’ changed in ‘em, and they turned black as night, inside and out. That’s why the sun burns ‘em, them an’ their kin. They gave up the light. They turned into somethin’… wrong.
 
   “Anyways, there come a day they start lookin’ back at what they had before and thinkin’. Only, by now they done forgot how to be alive. They look up at the world, and they want it back, but they need them what’s still alive to carry ‘em around… inside.”
 
   Garrett rubbed the rough leather palms of his work gloves over his arms. His sweat-soaked clothing chilled his skin.
 
   Norris’s grin flashed in the shadows. “They figured the time of the wyrm done come to an end. Now come the time of Man, and men’s what they need to take back what they lost. So men they brung, down in the dark, where the old wyrms ain’t quite alive, and they ain’t quite dead. They brung ‘em down and made ‘em drink. They made ‘em drink the blood, boy, and, once you drink that black blood… you ain’t never you again.
 
   “For what you done, you’re owed a warnin',” Norris said, “You stay clear o’ the black bloods. The face they wear… that’s jus’ to hide what they is inside.”
 
   Norris dipped his head one last time in deference, then loped away down the dark tunnel to Marrowvyn. Garrett, Warren, Caleb, and the Goblin King watched him go in stony silence.
 
   Warren let out a long breath and shook himself like a dog. “That Norris!” He said, “He’s a real bag o’ snuggles and hugs.”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, staring into the darkness.
 
   “Hey,” Warren said, “don’t let him get to you. His side of the family has always been a little nutters.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Garrett said, “Let’s just finish up here.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-three
 
   Garrett's muscles ached as he climbed the steps to the market tunnel door. When he started the job earlier in the day, he had envisioned he would now be emerging, clean and bursting with pride at the job he had done on Marla's garden. Now, he was just filthy, exhausted, and hungry with at least a week's work left to be done on the project.
 
   He shoved the rusty door open and his nose wrinkled as the cold evening air hit him, raising some of the stink from his grimy shirt. No chance of seeing Marla now, and anyway, what did he have to offer her, a pile of rocks and dirt heaped up in the middle of a drippy old dungeon. She was probably off flying around the rooftops with Claude right now. At least the rain had stopped for a while.
 
   "What does that mean?" came the frightened voice of a shop girl nearby. More voices joined together in worried tones, over speaking one another, and Garrett could not make out what they said.
 
   He stepped from the alleyway, hoping to find a food stall still open this close to curfew. He saw a small knot of people huddled together around a message board. Garrett wormed through them, hoping to get a better look.
 
   "My gods!" a man in a baker's apron gasped, "All of them?"
 
   A lump of cold fear knotted in Garrett's throat as he ducked between two mule-drivers and stood facing the large red parchment nailed across the tattered notices and trade requests pinned to the board. In large black letters, the sign read, "Gloaran Army Destroyed! Chadirian Forces Claim Victory in the North!"
 
   Beneath the bold block letters, details of the undead army's defeat were scrawled in spidery script. Garrett only managed to read, "...officers put to the flame by..." before the crowd suddenly surged, pushing him away.
 
   "Clear the streets!" a man shouted. Garrett caught a glimpse of several green-liveried Templars, shoving their way down through the market with cudgels in hand. Garrett stepped between a pair of fruit carts to let the crowd disperse past him and watched the Templars.
 
   The captain stepped up to the message board and spat. "Another one!" he said, tearing the red parchment from its nails with his free hand.
 
   Garrett stepped forward, shaking and sick to his stomach. "Is it true, sir?"
 
   The Templar turned on him with a face full of rage, the copper head of his cudgel leveled at Garrett's chest. "Get back to your hole, street rat, or the Watchers'll have your ass!"
 
   Garrett staggered and ran. He reached the tunnel door and dove through, pushing it shut with his back. Caleb groaned questioningly in the darkness.
 
   "We've gotta get home, Caleb!"
 
   ****
 
   Garrett toweled off as he stepped from the steamy bath chamber into the cool darkness of the hallway. The witchfire sconce flared to life, illuminating the clean purple robe and small pile of underthings he had laid out on the table in the hall. He tugged them on, the soft fabric sticking to his damp skin. He padded, bare-footed back to his bedroom to find his boots and the uneaten half that remained of the loaf of stale bread that he had grabbed from the kitchen on his way up the stairs.
 
   "What is wrong?" Lampwicke asked as Garrett pulled on his boots.
 
   Garrett paused to swallow the chewed lump of bread in his mouth before answering. "I do not know, Lampwicke," he said, "I saw a sign... it said the army had been destroyed."
 
   Lampwicke clutched her tiny hand over her mouth. "Oh, Garrett," she said, "You are sure?"
 
   "I do not know," he said, sitting on the corner of his bed. He still couldn't catch his breath, and a tingly, crawling feeling ran up the back of his neck. "I do not know."
 
   "Who will know the truth?" the fairy asked.
 
   Garrett shook his head. "The ghouls could know... oh, no, Warren's dad!"
 
   "Go to them and ask," Lampwicke said.
 
   Garrett looked at her. The little fairy stood with her fingers wrapped around the bars that framed her delicate face. She looked at him, her lambent eyes full of concern.
 
   "Yes," he said, "I must do that." He didn't like the idea of trying to find his way to Marrowvyn at night. Not that sunlight made any difference in navigating the stygian tunnels below the city, but there were stories that gave him pause. Warren had said there were things that wandered up from below when the moon called them. Not that you'd ever see the moon in Wythr, even if you made it all the way to the surface. Still...
 
   Garrett steeled his nerve, slinging his satchel over his shoulder and belting on his knife. He jumped at the sound of pounding on the front door downstairs. Garrett looked at Caleb and then at Lampwicke. They returned his blank stare.
 
   The door pounded again, and Garrett's heart leapt with a vision of skeletal watchers hammering at the door, searching for a certain boy, a known curfew-breaker.
 
   A muffled shout sounded outside, and Garrett raced from his room and bounded down the stairs.
 
   "Open the door in the name of the Church!" a man's voice boomed. Templars!
 
   "Just a minute!" Garrett shouted, scrambling for the door to throw the latches open. He dragged the bolt free and pulled the heavy wooden door wide.
 
   A blast of cold air and rain hit Garrett in the face. Three Templars stood, silhouetted in the doorway for a moment, scanning the entryway with hard eyes. Garrett stepped backward as they pushed into the room.
 
   "Where is the master of the house, boy?" A lean-faced Templar demanded.
 
   "My uncle's away on business, sir," Garrett answered.
 
   "Don't lie to me, boy!" the man said, jabbing his cudgel into Garrett's shoulder so hard that it sent him reeling backward.
 
   "I'm not, sir!" Garrett said, clutching his shoulder as he regained his balance.
 
   The Templar squinted at him and grunted. "We'll know soon enough anyway," he said, "Search the house!"
 
   The two other temple men moved past Garrett, one headed upstairs, the other into the parlor.
 
   "What's wrong?" Garrett asked, "We haven't done anything!"
 
   The Templar coughed out a rough laugh. "That's the problem!" he said, "You necromancers have failed in your duty, and now your assets are forfeit... to the Church."
 
   "What?"
 
   "You botched it, and now we're takin' your stuff!" he said, "Simple enough for you?"
 
   "The army," Garrett said, "Are they..."
 
   "Boy, I've got three more houses to secure tonight. Stand in the corner over there quiet-like and practice being under arrest... 'cause you are!"
 
   Garrett's eyes went to the door and the rainy street beyond. He remembered the Night Watch and pushed the thought out of his mind. Then he remembered Lampwicke, and bolted toward the stairs.
 
   "Stop him!" the Templar sergeant shouted.
 
   Garrett was halfway up the stairs when a grinning Templar appeared at the top, ready to catch him. Garrett froze. He looked back to see the sergeant casually swing his cudgel to knock the onyx skull from atop the carved pillar at the foot of the banister.
 
    "You're gonna wish you hadn't," the lean-faced Templar growled.
 
   Garrett swung over the banister and dropped hard to the floor below. The essence flask in his shoulder bag banged against his ribs, knocking the wind from him, but he scrambled to his feet and ran down the hall.
 
   The third Templar burst through the kitchen door and saw him. Garrett ducked down the shadowy hall that led to the basement with the man in close pursuit.
 
   As Garrett ran past an open closet door, he sensed movement from the corner of his eye. Caleb lurched into the narrow hallway behind him as he passed, and the Templar ran into the zombie at a dead run.
 
   The Templar and the zombie went down in a groaning, cursing heap as Garrett ran on. Garrett reached the cellar door and wrenched it open, turning to look back at his friend.
 
   Caleb rolled a milky eye toward him, his face pressed to the floor by the Templar’s hand as the heavy man struggled to stand. Garrett started back toward him, but then the lean-faced sergeant vaulted over the fallen men, his face a mask of rage.
 
   Garrett nearly tumbled down the cellar stairs and used both hands to spring the heavy latch of the sewer door. He had no time to grab a torch, but he saw the light of one flare to life in the room behind him. He was through the door and down the steps into the tunnel below a moment later. Then the light from behind bobbed crazily as the Templar yanked the torch from its sconce and followed.
 
   Garrett's boots skidded on the wet stone of the tunnel floor, and he pinwheeled his arms wildly to regain his balance. He lurched forward, running into the darkness as the Templar stumbled from the doorway, putting a foot into the drain channel with a loud splash and a seething curse.
 
   Garrett ran from the witchlight that followed close on his heels, ducking down a sloped passage, hoping it was the right direction. If he could reach the pit room, he might lose the guardsman among the myriad tunnels that led from the chamber.
 
   Garrett slipped and fell, landing hard on the palms of his hands. He shoved himself to his feet, but strong fingers clutched the nape of his robe.
 
   The Templar swung him around and drove the head of his cudgel into Garrett's belly. Garrett's breath exploded from him as he doubled over in pain. His legs went out from under him, and the man let him fall beside the discarded torch then kicked him savagely in the hip.
 
   "You little bugger!" the Templar hissed, "You won't remember your own name when I'm done with you!"
 
   Garrett raised his hands, trying to plead for mercy, but the Templar only raised his cudgel, a strand of drool roping down from his curled lip. Then the man's eyes went wide, focusing on something in the tunnel beyond. The sound of heavy footfalls approached fast from the darkness.
 
   With a ragged howl, Warren exploded from the shadows, hitting the man like wall of gray fur and muscle. The Templar bounced off the tunnel wall back into the full force of Warren's fist. The man's jaw cracked like a dry stick, and he crumpled, a senseless heap.
 
   "What's your name, pinky?" Warren roared, looming over the fallen man, "Or can't you remember?"
 
   Garrett groaned as he dragged himself into a sitting position, bracing against the tunnel wall.
 
   Warren spun around. "Garrett! You all right?"
 
   Garrett nodded, wincing. "They tried to arrest me... they said..."
 
   "Forget it," Warren said, lifting Garrett like a sack of bread, "We've gotta get you out of here."
 
   "Caleb... Lampwicke," Garrett gasped as the ghoul slung the boy over his shoulder and picked up the fallen torch.
 
   Warren looked back up the tunnel where the sound of voices grew louder by the moment. "Sorry, Gar," he said, "There's too many."
 
   Garrett slumped, breathing in the moldy scent of ghoul fur as his best friend carried him away to safety.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-four
 
   Garrett lifted his robe and tugged down the edge of his trousers to reveal a large purple bruise, in the rough shape of a Templar’s boot heel.
 
   "He got you pretty good," Warren said, coming back through the doorway of the crumbling Marrowvyn hovel. The ghoul was grinning, but his eyes betrayed his concern for his friend.
 
   "Yeah," Garrett laughed, wincing a little, "but not as good as you got him!"
 
   Warren chuckled, setting down the heavy canvas bundle he was carrying onto a two-legged table with one end propped on a broken headstone. The makeshift sack spilled open, full of small, saucer-shaped pies, still steaming from the oven. Garrett's stomach rumbled at the smell, and then twisted in a knot at the thought of what might be in them.
 
   Warren stuffed one in his mouth and talked while he chewed. "Want somefing ta eat?"
 
   "Uh... no thanks."
 
   "Don't worry," Warren said, fishing out a few pieces of crumbling crust, "I had 'em make some without filling for you."
 
   "Thanks!" Garrett said, taking the crusts from Warren's paw. He hesitated only a moment before tucking in. "Do you think Caleb and Lampwicke are all right?"
 
   "Yeah," Warren said, "they're better off than you'd be if they caught you. You they'd probably drop down a hole somewhere, but zombies and fairies are worth a lot of money."
 
   "You think they'd sell them?" Garrett asked, a cold, sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.
 
   "Probably," Warren said, "but your uncle will sort them out as soon as he gets back. They'd have never tried something like that if he'd been here." 
 
   The ghoul picked up one of the algae-lamps and carried the glowing blue jar over to his nest. He kicked around the pile of rags and fur, looking for something. "Found it!" he said, stooping to pull an old leather backpack from beneath his crude mattress.
 
   "What's going on?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Gotta load up all these travel tarts and get going," Warren said, returning the algae lamp to the table. He held the mouth of the bag open with one hand and used his shaggy arm to sweep the pile of food into the bag.
 
   "Where are we going?" Garrett asked.
 
   Warren slung the pack over his shoulder and walked to the little window by the door. He lifted the ragged leather blind and looked out at the fires of Marrowvyn. "The others want to clear out for a while, in case the priestesses wanna move against us too. They're headed south."
 
   "Is it true," Garrett asked, his voice shaking, "what they said about the army?"
 
   "I don't know," Warren said, "People are saying that something really bad happened up north. I think the priestesses think something did."
 
   "So everybody is just going to run away?" Garrett asked.
 
   "Not me," Warren said, looking back at him. The firelight through the window gleamed on Warren's bared fangs. "I'm gonna find my dad!"
 
   "We have to find a way out of the city and head north," Garrett said. He brushed the crumbs from his robe and picked up his knife belt and satchel.
 
   "It isn't going to be easy," Warren sighed, "We're gonna have to go out through the spillway and slog through the mire in the dark. We won't be able to use the roads with the greens watchin'."
 
   Garrett frowned, thinking in silence for a moment before he spoke again. "There might be another way... but I don't think you're gonna like it."
 
   ****
 
   "I don't see anyone," Warren said. The heavy bronze grate scraped loudly against the paving stones as the ghoul shoved it aside. He leapt out of the drain and pulled Garrett up after him into the dark, rain-slick street above.
 
   Above the steady patter of raindrops came the faraway shriek of a Watcher, and Garrett started at the sound.
 
   "Don't worry," Warren said, "They don't come inside the Foreign District." 
 
   "Where are we?" Garrett asked, looking around. He didn't recognize the tall, whitewashed buildings on either side of the street. Strange minarets and gilded domes rose above the relatively plain thirty-foot high walls, and flickering, steaming torches lined the ornately crenelated parapets.
 
   "The satyrs live here," Warren said, "at least the rich ones do. I come here sometimes with my dad."
 
   "You have satyr friends?" Garrett asked.
 
   "It's more for business," Warren said, "Satyrs are pretty dangerous to deal with. They get involved in some shady stuff, and... well, there aren't many other places where a ghoul can actually get paid for the services we provide."
 
   "You mean they..." Garrett's voice trailed off.
 
   "Just say that, if you ever owe a satyr money, you should probably pay him back as quick as you can."
 
   "Oh," Garrett said. His eyes went to the torches above. From within the walls came the muffled sound of a low, mournful chant and the steady beat of drums and bells.
 
   "This way," Warren said, loping over to peek around the corner of the wall.
 
   Garrett followed and peered around the corner to see the familiar black monolith of the vampire compound standing only a block away.
 
   "Looks clear," Warren said, "but let's stick to the wall... just in case."
 
   Garrett flattened himself to the wall and kept close behind the shaggy ghoul as they sprinted from shadow to shadow. Warren indicated the door of the compound with a thrust of his chin, and Garrett ran the last gap alone.
 
   He dove into the shadowy alcove and reached for the bell-pull, but his hand froze as the door swung open before him.
 
   Marla stood there, framed against the blackness within. She blinked in astonishment and then sprung forward to wrap him in a crushing hug.
 
   "Oh, Garrett!" she cried, "I was so worried."
 
   She released him and stepped back. She was dressed entirely in black leather traveling gear with a slim rucksack strapped over her shoulder. Her hair was tied back in a topknot, and she wore two slender, curved knives on her hips.
 
   "Wow!" Garrett gasped, "Where are you going?"
 
   "To find you, silly!" she laughed, wiping her eyes, "I heard..." She sniffed loudly and hugged him again.
 
   "Thanks," Garrett said, "I mean for worrying about me."
 
   "I'm just glad you're all right," she said, stepping back with her hands on his shoulders.
 
   "Warren's here too," he said, "We've gotta get out of the city."
 
   "Where are you going to go?" Marla asked.
 
   "We have to find the other necromancers and Warren's dad. I was hoping that your flying friends might help us get out tonight," Garrett said, smiling hopefully.
 
   Marla shook her head. "They've all gone away north," she said. Her lips pursed in thought, and then broadened to a sly smile. "Come inside... both of you! I've got an idea."
 
   ****
 
   Marla stuffed Garrett's satchel with food and a pair of thin, gray blankets before slinging a couple of water skins over his other shoulder to counterbalance the load.
 
   "Lovecraft prefers his meals twice a day, at dusk and dawn," Marla said, looking at Klavicus. "You'll need to feed the pets at the shop every other day, at least the ones that eat food. You've done it before for mother, haven't you?"
 
   Klavicus nodded and wrung his thin hands together. His lips pulled back over his long yellow teeth as his eyes moved from Marla to Garrett to Warren and then to the three snarling black dire wolves she had pulled from the kennel.
 
   "I don't think your mother would approve at all, m’lady," the gangly vampire said.
 
   "I suspect you are right," Marla admitted, "I will probably be reprimanded when she returns."
 
   "A reason, perhaps, not to go," he said, making a nervous clicking noise in his throat, as his gaze fell upon Garrett once more.
 
   Garrett felt a chill go through him, but forced a cheerful smile.
 
   "No," Marla sighed, "I need to do this. Mother will understand, and I hope that you do as well."
 
   "I must confess, I do not," Klavicus said.
 
   "I am depending on you to look after things while I am away," Marla said, "Whatever Mother thinks of my actions, she will undoubtedly appreciate your handling of her affairs in her absence."
 
   Klavicus blinked and nodded, "I will do my duty, m’lady!"
 
   "I know you will, Klavicus," she said, "Your honor is never questioned."
 
   A wolf snapped at Warren's elbow, and the ghoul jumped away with a startled yelp. Marla spun and issued a command in draconic, cowing the three horse-sized lupines into submission.
 
   "I don't think I can do this," Warren said.
 
   Garrett had just been thinking the same thing.
 
   "They just need to get accustomed to your smell," Marla assured him, "Until then, they will, at least, obey my command not to eat you."
 
   Warren's laughter died away when he saw she wasn't smiling.
 
   "You don't have maybe a pony or something?" Garrett asked.
 
   Marla frowned at him. "In two days time, you and Ghausse will be the best of friends." 
 
   Garrett looked at the monstrous wolf who, in turn, regarded him the way it might regard a plump rabbit. When it growled, Garrett felt the rumble all the way down to his bowels.
 
   “So, I just jump on his back and hold on?” Warren asked, cocking his head to the side as he studied his dire wolf.
 
   “Yes,” Marla said, “except I wouldn’t jump on Hauskr. You should clasp his mane tightly and climb onto his back. Lean forward with your legs astride, and hold onto his fur.”
 
   Klavicus looked on with a sickly, yellow smile as Marla tutored her friends on the proper handling of a dire wolf. Within a half hour, she had managed to get both of them atop their mounts and pointed toward the stone ramp leading up from the stables. Marla mounted the she-wolf Reigha, and led Ghausse and Hauskr forward with packs of traveling gear slung around their necks and Garrett and Warren clinging to their backs.
 
   “Good hunting, m’lady,” Klavicus cried as the great wolves carried them away.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-five
 
   The three of them emerged into the gentle pre-dawn rain, riding their wolves through the side gate of the vampire compound.
 
   “Won’t the Night Watch get us if we try to leave the city?” Garrett whispered.
 
   “You don’t have to whisper,” Marla said, “There’s no one else around, and, anyway, not all the gates are guarded by the Watchers. Foreign ambassadors can use an entrance called the Duskgate. Only a small contingent of Templars guard it, and they will not ask questions if we wish to leave.”
 
   “Templars?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Warren said, “We’re not very popular with those guys right now.”
 
   Marla chuckled. “Don’t worry. You’re my servants, and we’re on official business. They wouldn’t dare try to stop us.”
 
   Garrett smiled, despite his growing unease.
 
   Marla’s wolf turned and padded down the dimly lit street, and the other two beasts followed close behind.
 
   The distant shriek of a Watcher carried on the cold night breeze. Garrett pulled himself tight against Ghausse’s bristly fur. The wolf's fur, damp from the rain, smelled of musk and old hay. The beast’s muscles rippled beneath his fur as he moved, emanating a warm glow of silent power. Garrett still feared the wolf, but it was now only a distant sensation of awe and dread. He could face that, if he had to, for Marla’s sake.
 
   “It won’t be long now,” Marla called back, “There’s the Duskgate.”
 
   Garrett looked up to see the city wall rising above the buildings ahead. The broad lane dead-ended into a wide archway and a barred gate, illuminated by a half dozen witchfire streetlamps. Nine armored men in green surcoats stood before the gate, talking. They noticed the approaching wolves and, at the command of one, fanned out to bar the path.
 
   “I am Legate Veranu of the Thrinnian embassy,” Marla announced as they approached, “We have need of the gate with all haste.”
 
   One of the Templars moved as though to comply and then stopped himself, looking to the sergeant who had ordered them to bar the road.
 
   The sergeant’s bruised and bandaged face twisted into a gap-toothed snarl when he saw Garrett and Warren. “You!” he hissed.
 
   “Oh, fesche!” Warren said.
 
   “Run!” Garrett cried.
 
   Marla whirled her mount around and bounded away from the gate, shouting in draconic. Ghausse and Hauskr lunged after her.
 
   Garrett grabbed two fistfuls of Ghausse’s fur and held on with all his strength, burying his face in the wolf’s back. The dire wolf stretched and bunched beneath him, its long strides leaving the Templars far behind in a matter of moments.
 
   The strident blare of a horn tore through the night, and others answered it beyond the rooftops. Then the nightmare cries of the Watchers roared out in unison, and Garrett knew they were doomed.
 
   A garrison of temple men spilled into the street, cutting their path back to the embassy. Shouts of alarm rose as the men spotted the wolf riders. A buzzing hiss split the air as a crossbow bolt ripped past Ghausse’s head. More followed, clattering and shattering against nearby walls, none finding their marks.
 
   Marla led them into the momentary safety of an alleyway. They emerged into a side street looking for a way out.
 
   “Find a tunnel!” Warren shouted.
 
   Garrett looked at Marla, her face blank with fear. “No!” Garrett said, “The wolves can’t fit in the tunnels. We’ll have to run for it… find another way out of the city.”
 
   A crossbow bolt whistled and skittered along the cobblestones from up the street, and Templars cried out, pointing toward them.
 
   “The lift!” Garrett shouted, “Marla can we make it there?”
 
   She looked at him and nodded. “Follow me,” she said, and her wolf bounded away toward the Market District. The two male wolves followed with their terrified burdens bouncing on their backs.
 
   Another gate stood between them and the market in the low wall that separated the Merchant’s Quarter from the Foreign District. A score of Templars waited there with clubs and crossbows ready.
 
   The wolves’ toenails scratched on the damp cobbles as they skidded to a halt. They huffed with exertion, their breath a pale mist in the night air.
 
   “Do not fear,” Marla said. She leaned forward, urging Reigha into a charge, straight toward the startled gatemen.
 
   “Erieth lo’ghanon!” she cried, as the wolves surged forward.
 
   The Templars raised their bows and fired, but their shots went wide. The guardsmen faltered, terror on their faces as the three monstrous wolves bore down on them. Just as Garrett was sure they would crash headlong into the armored men, Marla’s wolf altered its course diagonally and leapt high into the air. The wolf landed atop the roof of the Templars’ stable, sending clay shingles flying.
 
   Garrett gasped as Ghausse leapt in turn, knocking the wind from the boy as they landed hard atop the low building. Hauskr landed beside them with Warren on his back. The ghoul looked just as frightened as Garrett.
 
   “A’lon!” Marla shouted, and her wolf leapt again, this time to a long, flat-roofed building across the narrow street that ran the length of the wall. Ghausse and Hauskr followed, and the three of them raced along the roof to a spot farther down where a series of adjacent and consecutively taller buildings acted as a stairway. With a final great leap, they crossed the street again, landing atop the dividing wall.
 
   Garrett’s stomach churned as Ghausse hopped down to land beside Marla and Reigha in the empty streets of the Merchant’s Quarter.
 
   “Where the hell are we going?” Warren shouted. The ghoul looked miserable, clinging to Hauskr’s fur with one leg barely draped over the wolf’s back as he struggled to reorient himself.
 
   “The lifts that bring goods up from the lower city,” Garrett said, “We can use them to get down, and get out through the canals!”
 
   “That’s crazy!” Warren groaned.
 
   “No, he’s right!” Marla said, “We can make it.”
 
   With a horrible shriek, a skeletal Watcher lurched from the gloom toward them. It stood over nine feet tall, a mismatched collection of animal bones, strapped together with iron bands. Long black claws ripped downward toward Garrett’s head.
 
   Ghausse yelped as he sidestepped the Watcher’s attack. Sparks flew where the Watcher’s steel-tipped talons split the paving stones.
 
   The wolves needed no urging to flee, racing up the shadowy lane.
 
   Another Watcher stepped out to block the street ahead, but Marla ducked beneath its claws as Reigha slipped past. With a furious howl, Hauskr drove his two massive forepaws into the monster’s breastbone, sending it crashing to the ground. Warren cheered wildly as the dire wolf carried him over the fallen Watcher, and Ghausse followed quickly past before the thing could recover.
 
   They raced on toward a ruddy haze in the night sky above the rooftops. Smoke, lit by torches below, hung above the great warehouse that fed the hungry stalls of the market during the day. At night, men labored to refill the warehouse with all manner of goods, lifted up on great wooden elevators from the canal boats of the lower city.
 
   Marla’s wolves ramped up the sloping roof of a carriage house and cleared the perimeter fence in one easy leap. Workmen scattered, dropping their loads in panic as the dire wolves snarled and snapped.
 
   “There!” Garrett cried, jabbing his finger toward a wooden platform, thirty feet square, loaded with crates. Suspended by chains from an overhead gantry, it descended slowly through a gap in one of the four wrought iron structures that hung like black wings over the cliff that marked the natural dividing line between the upper and lower city. The other three lifts were out of sight, somewhere below.
 
   “Quickly,” Marla said, and the wolves raced toward the lowering platform. The iron grate of the walkway bounced and rang with a hollow metallic sound beneath the pounding feet of the heavy wolves. Above, Garrett heard the steady clacking of gears as the ox-driven pulleys dragged the massive counterweight skyward to lower the lift.
 
   They reached the edge, and dizziness threatened to overcome him, as Garrett looked down through the gap. The lift platform hung, twenty feet below the walkway, and over five hundred feet above the canal docks of the lower city.
 
   Marla’s wolf jumped, and Garrett let out a warbling cry as Ghausse leapt after her.
 
   The three wolves crashed among the empty crates stacked high on the descending lift. They landed off-center, causing the platform to swing wildly. Ghausse whined, his shaggy legs splaying as he dug his claws into the rough wood. His hind leg kicked out, sending a crate over the edge. Other crates toppled and followed it into the gulf. Garrett sucked in a mouthful of air and spit, coughing violently as he clung to the great wolf’s back.
 
   “Poxy dog, yer gonna kill me!” Warren shouted, “Hold still!”
 
   A growling Hauskr scrambled back to the center of the swaying platform where all three wolves gathered to huddle and whine, the whites showing in eyes wide with terror.
 
   Garrett managed to cough up the last of his inhaled spit, grateful not to have coughed up his dinner as well. He looked at Marla. Her topknot had come loose, and long strands of dark hair hung askew over her own wide eyes as she pressed her cheek tightly to Reigha’s back. Meeting his gaze, Her lips split into a grin, and she burst out laughing.
 
   Garrett coughed out a ragged laugh as well, and soon Warren joined in, helpless against the absurdity of the situation.
 
   “We made it!” Marla said.
 
   Garrett tried to speak, but a fresh wave of coughing kept him from doing any more than nodding in agreement.
 
   The three wolves gingerly rose to their full heights and dared a look around, whimpering at what they saw. Marla cooed and stroked their fur, reassuring them with gentle words in draconic.
 
   “What do we do when we get to the bottom?” Warren asked, looking a little sick.
 
   “I don’t know,” Garrett said, “but it’s better than being back up there.”
 
   Marla swung down from Reigha’s back and stepped lightly to the platform’s edge. She looked over the side. “There are a number of boats down there,” she said, “We can probably find one leaving the city.”
 
   “Won’t they search the boats?” Garrett asked.
 
   Marla shrugged. “Maybe they won’t search the ones leaving the city… I don’t know.”
 
   A long moment passed in silence but for the steady clanking of machinery growing ever more distant and the night breeze whistling through the chains.
 
   “Thank you,” Garrett said.
 
   Marla smiled at him and then looked away. “Just going for ride with my friends,” she said.
 
   “I mean it,” Garrett said, “You saved my life tonight.”
 
   Marla blushed. “To tell the truth,” she said, “if I’d had to spend one more day in that stupid embassy, I probably would have died of boredom. I guess that makes us even then.”
 
   Garrett laughed.
 
   “How far down do we have to go?” Warren groaned.
 
   Marla glanced up, then over the side again. “Looks like we’re about halfway. We’ll be passing another lift soon.”
 
   Suddenly the lift lurched beneath them, the chains groaning against a sudden strain.
 
   “What happened?” Warren said.
 
   Marla looked up. “Oh no,” she said. Her hand blurred with motion as she yanked a knife from her belt and cut a crossbow bolt out of the air. Two more bolts thudded into the platform on either side of Garrett’s wolf, causing Ghausse to yelp in alarm.
 
   The platform lurched again, and Garrett saw the lift’s massive counterweight, almost level with them now, begin to slowly descend.
 
   “We’re going back up, aren’t we?” Warren said.
 
   “What do we do?” Garrett asked.
 
   Marla ran to the edge and looked down. She looked at Garrett, fear and desperation in her eyes. She swung up onto Reigha’s back and looked at her friends. “Trust me,” she said.
 
   Reigha crouched and then bounded forward, leaping over the side of the lift.
 
   “Oh, hell,” Warren said.
 
   Ghausse followed his pack mate into the void, and Garrett fell with him. Wind whipped the hood back from Garrett’s head, giving him an unobstructed view of the yawning gulf below him. Marla’s wolf sailed through the empty air, high above the docks, and the heavily laden second lift platform rose up to meet her from below.
 
   Marla and Reigha smashed into the crate-filled platform. The males followed close behind. Ghausse crumpled in a heap on impact, sending Garrett crashing against an unyielding wall of vegetable bins. His side exploded with pain where the Templar had kicked him before and now he had run afoul of a load of cabbage. Garrett groaned and shut his eyes against the pain, only thinking to pull his hood back over his head when Marla called his name. He opened his eyes to see her looking down at him. He saw the surprise in her eyes, the pity.
 
   He tugged the hood low over his brow and struggled to his feet, ignoring her proffered hand.
 
   “I’m all right,” he said, “Where’s Warren?”
 
   “Over here!” Warren cried.
 
   Garrett and Marla scrambled over the tops of the crates to the far edge of the platform. Warren hung by his claws from the side, his shaggy legs kicking wildly in the empty air below.
 
   “Get me up!” the wide-eyed ghoul shouted.
 
   Garrett grabbed his friend’s wrist with no idea how he would ever lift the massive ghoul. Marla simply knelt and grasped Warren’s other wrist and pulled. Warren’s eyes went wider still as the slim girl hauled him up over the edge.
 
   Marla noticed the two boys’ amazed looks. She shrugged. “Vampires are strong,” she said.
 
   They got to their feet, the loaded platform swaying only slightly compared to the nearly empty one before. The three wolves climbed atop the highest stack of crates in the center of the lift and looked down at them, tongues lolling.
 
   “Thanks for nothing!” Warren called up to the wolf that had thrown him. Hauskr whined and averted his eyes.
 
   Warren started to say something else, but a low groaning sound cut him off.
 
   “What’s that?” Marla asked.
 
   “Wasn’t this one going up before?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Yes,” Marla said.
 
   “Oh, cramps!” Warren hissed.
 
   “Well, it not going up anymore,” Garrett said. He pointed at the counterweight suspended against the cliff face above them. It had stopped moving.
 
   The groaning sound returned, louder this time. The platform suddenly dropped a few feet, sending Garrett down hard on his backside. Marla and Warren helped him up.
 
   The counterweight was higher now than it had been before, and it was ascending with growing speed.
 
   “What’s going on?” Warren asked.
 
   “I think they may have overloaded this lift,” Marla said.
 
   “More likely, we did, when we added a few dire wolves to the load,” Garrett said.
 
   “Well… that’s good, right?” Warren said, “I mean, we want to go down, don’t we?”
 
   “Not like this,” Garrett said, “Look at the chain!”
 
   The three of them looked up at the heavy iron chain that supported the nearest corner of the platform. One of the links had started to deform under the strain, and a gap appeared where its weld began to part. It stretched, dangerously close to breaking.
 
   “Get back on the wolves,” Marla whispered.
 
   Garrett, Marla, and Warren managed to make it to the top of the stacks and mount their wolves once again. By now the platform’s descent had accelerated to a frightful rate. Shouts of alarm rose from the docks below, and Garrett’s heart raced with fear.
 
   “We have to jump again!” Marla shouted.
 
   Garrett didn’t even bother trying to answer. He just buried his face in Ghausse’s fur and tried to imagine standing on solid ground again. He heard the sound of chains snapping, one after another as the platform twisted and fell away beneath him.
 
   He felt air rushing over him again and then an impact. This time, he held on, though the shock left his vision swimming with stars. When he could see straight again, he found himself still on Ghausse’s back amid a scattered jumble of empty crates. Marla and Warren were astride their wolves on either side of him. Cries of alarm and the crunch of fallen crates sounded below.
 
   “Where... now?” he managed to say.
 
   “Third lift, going down,” Marla said with a tired smile.
 
   The platform lurched and groaned.
 
   “Or going up again…” Marla said, looking at the gantries high above, swarming with green-clad Templars.
 
   “Oh, that does it!” Warren shouted, “I am sick of these stupid lifts!”
 
   “Me too,” Marla said, “Care to join me for a swim?”
 
   Garrett made a sound somewhere between a sob and a laugh and held on tight.
 
   Garrett's wolf took three strides and jumped. Garrett opened his eyes in time to see the black water of the canal rushing up from below. Marla’s laughter carried to him on a breeze that smelled of the sea and the memory of flowers.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   The Girl in Brown watched as the river barge floated past the dock, a great black shadow, moving slowly toward the sea on the sluggish current. The boy and his companions were already below deck, thanks to the vampire girl's silver tongue and their luck of finding a boat captain willing to risk the wrath of the Templars for a handful of gold coins. If they made it past Pilot's Rock, they would be safe. The Templars would pursue no further.
 
   The Girl in Brown could not even follow them as far as that.
 
   She walked along the dock as far as she was able, before the strange, churning sensation in her belly grew too strong to ignore. Her duty to the city prevented her from going a step further. She stood and watched the barge slip away into the night, trying to make sense of her restless feeling of unease at watching it go .
 
   Why did it bother her so? She couldn't remember the last time she had dreamed of leaving the city. Anyway, where would she go, even if she could leave? No... this wasn't some childish fantasy of impossible freedom.
 
   What was it then?
 
   The sound of boots pounding against the wooden dock stirred her from her contemplation. The Girl in Brown looked up to see a squad of Templars running toward her, pointing toward the barge and shouting.
 
   The Girl in Brown started to step aside to allow them to pass, but then a strange mood came over her, and she shifted mid-step to place herself directly in their path.
 
   "Stand aside!" the lead Templar shouted as the squad bore down on her.
 
   How many years had it been since she had taken an active hand in things? Why not just step into the shadows and let them pass? This was a human quarrel... not her mission. Why get involved at all?
 
   "Outta the way, girl!" the Templar roared, breaking his stride as she maneuvered herself to block his way. His face twisted in rage, and he raised his cudgel to strike.
 
   The mace whistled through the damp air as he swung it hard in a downward arc, then the Templar's arm trembled with the impact as the Girl in Brown caught the weapon by the haft in her vicelike grip.
 
   The man's eyes went wide as he stared down at the girl in amazement.
 
   She smiled at him as she easily twisted the cudgel from his grasp and tossed it over the side of the dock. It disappeared with splash into the cold black water.
 
   The Templar backed away with fear in his eyes, even as the rest of his men caught up, surrounding the girl in a rough circle with their weapons ready.
 
   "You're... you're under arrest!" the disarmed Templar stammered.
 
   The Girl in Brown laughed and shook her head .
 
   One of the other men stepped in, swinging his cudgel at her from behind.
 
   The Girl in Brown shrugged off the blow and then knocked the man senseless with a hammering fist to his jaw.
 
   The lead Templar stared down at the unconscious soldier for a moment then looked at her again, his mouth hanging open in amazement. "Who are you?" he demanded.
 
   The Girl in Brown grinned back at him. "Did you ever have a bad dream, but you couldn't remember what it was when you woke up?" she asked.
 
   The Templar stumbled backward as the Girl in Brown advanced on him.
 
   "That was me," she said.
 
   The night wind whistled past Pilot's Rock, drowning out the cries of men as the barge rolled steadily onward toward the brackish delta waters and the sea beyond.
 
   


  
 

End of Book One of The Songreaver's Tale
 
   Garrett’s adventures will continue in Book Two.
 
   ####
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