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Chapter One
 
   “How am I supposed to see anything through this?” Garrett asked, his voice echoing inside the visor of his helmet. He couldn’t keep from tilting his head up and down, trying to glimpse as much of the field as he could through the narrow slit of the jousting helmet. He saw the distant line of Astorran knights across the waving field of lush grass, their bright pennons snapping in the morning breeze. There were a lot of them.
 
   “You only need to see what lies directly in front of you during the tourney,” Cenick said. The tattooed necromancer sat astride his pony, a few steps to the right of Ghausse, Garrett’s enormous riding wolf.
 
   “Can’t I just leave the visor up and fight like that?” Garrett sighed.
 
   “Not unless you’d care to taste the pointy end of an Astorran lance,” Lady Ymowyn laughed to Garrett’s left. He was able to catch the flash of her smile in the corner of his eye before the fox woman resumed her dignified appraisal of her former countrymen across the field.
 
   “Do I have to use the lance?” Garrett groaned. His few practice charges with the unwieldy ten-foot long pole the day before had been an exercise in embarrassment, and had proven nearly disastrous when he had let the tip of the oversized spear dip too low. It had taken nearly half an hour for the stinging sensation in his right arm to subside after shattering his first lance against a tree stump.
 
   “We could always just throw zombies at them until they die,” Haven mumbled from where she stood beside Ghausse at Garrett’s hip. He didn’t even try to look at her. Even if he could somehow manage to turn and tilt his head that far down inside the rust-scented jousting armor that the ghouls had dug up for him, he already knew exactly what sort of look she would be giving him. Haven did not approve of Garrett’s plan.
 
   “You’ll be using your blade soon enough,” Cenick said, “Once one of you is unhorsed, the custom is to continue the fight on foot until one of you either yields or is unable to carry on.”
 
   “And how many do I have to beat before they give up and let us pass?” Garrett asked.
 
   Cenick answered only with an uncertain grunt.
 
   “How many?” Garrett asked again, turning toward Lady Ymowyn with a creak of leather straps.
 
   “You killed their king, Garrett,” the fox woman said, “I imagine they’ll all want a turn at you.”
 
   “I didn’t kill their king!” Garrett sighed in frustration.
 
   “And yet your plan hinges entirely upon their belief that you did,” she answered, “I suggest that you begin warming to the part, Kingslayer.”
 
   “Fine,” Garrett groaned, “I just don’t see how I’m supposed to take on every knight in the kingdom when I just want to fight the one guy in charge.”
 
   “Three,” spoke a rasping voice from behind Garrett.
 
   Garrett twisted around to look back toward Sir Baelan.
 
   The captive Astorran sat astride his horse, wearing his freshly cleaned armor, though he bore no weapon. The sandy-haired knight looked a bit less haggard and hollow-eyed than he had when they had taken him prisoner six weeks before, yet he still seemed aged beyond his years by whatever horrors he had witnessed in the service of the Chadiri Inquisitor.
 
   “You need fight no more than three champions each day,” Baelan said, his eyes on the grass between his horse and Garrett’s wolf, “You may choose to continue after that, if you still have the strength and desire, but honor holds no man to ride against more than three opponents in any given day of the tourney.”
 
   “And they’ll let me go past, if I beat the three?” Garrett asked.
 
   “The tourney may resume the following day, if there are still knights who wish to issue challenge,” Sir Baelan said, still not meeting Garrett’s gaze.
 
   “Well, how long do I have to do that?” Garrett asked.
 
   “A tourney may not exceed six days in length without the blessing and attendance of the King or his appointed champion,” Baelan answered.
 
   “Six days?” Garrett exclaimed.
 
   “Send in the zombies now?” Haven asked hopefully.
 
   Garrett sighed as he began to reconsider his plan. He lifted his visor and looked back over his shoulder at the rows of undead troops arrayed behind him. The zombified Kriesslegion stood beside the banks of the stream while the headless skeletal horde of the reanimated Raven Legion awaited his command in the shadow of the gray forest that marked the northwestern border of Gloar.
 
   Their tattered banners hung above row after row of dead Chadiri soldiers, now risen again in service of Garrett, the necromancer who had cost them their lives. He envisioned for a moment their ranks swelled with hundreds of Astorran dead, but the thought filled him with revulsion. He had enough guilt dogging his steps already.
 
   “No,” Garrett said quietly, “Let’s stick to the plan.”
 
   “It may be a good idea to issue your challenge now,” Lady Ymowyn said, “It looks as though our hosts are working up the nerve to attack.”
 
   Garrett straightened himself astride Ghausse’s back again and looked across the field toward the line of Astorran knights. Their horses stamped restlessly as their riders tightened ranks for a potential charge.
 
   “Are you ready, Shortgrass?” Garrett asked as he urged his wolf forward at a slow pace and the others moved with him at his side.
 
   “Aye, I’m ready,” the fairy spoke from his hiding spot in the sheltered gap between the flared shoulder pauldron of Garrett’s oversized armor and the cheek of his helm.
 
   Are you ready? Garrett posed the question to the brooding presence in the back of his mind.
 
   We could sweep this rabble from the field and be at the enemy’s gates within the week, the voice of the Spellbreaker rumbled in Garrett’s thoughts.
 
   I don’t want to kill them, Garrett sighed inwardly, I just want to get to Cabre.
 
   And take his crown, the voice whispered.
 
   Something like that, Garrett thought.
 
   The voice in his mind chuckled, and Garrett felt his right hand stray unconsciously to the hilt of the sword at his side. He snatched it back with an annoyed grunt. He wasn’t quite ready to surrender his will to the soul of the ancient warrior king that shared his body. That time would come soon enough.
 
   “Sons of Astorra!” Lady Ymowyn called out across the field as they slowly approached the line of knights, “My lord, Garre’Thul, Deathlord of the Gloaran wastes, Songreaver and Kingslayer, would challenge your bravest knights to single combat upon the field of honor!”
 
   Garrett looked toward the fox woman to see her holding a fluttering white scarf high above her head. The morning breeze caught at the skirt of her pale blue dress and ruffled her short red fur as she grinned broadly. Her large green eyes blazed with delight as she issued the challenge.
 
   Several of the Astorran knights broke ranks to gather together before their lines, convening an impromptu council as they considered the challenge. At last, a trio of knights turned and rode across the field toward the Gloaran lines, the hooves of their warhorses thundering in the swaying grass.
 
   Garrett could see the scowling faces of the Astorran men as they approached, and he quickly snapped his visor closed, hoping to appear as imposing as possible inside his tomb-looted armor, now freshly coated with black paint.
 
   “Withdraw your hell-spawned army from this field at once, you craven wretch!” a large, bearded man in red armor shouted as his roan horse snorted and nickered at the scent of Garrett’s wolf.
 
   “The Kingslayer’s army may withdraw, but he leaves his head with me,” sneered a knight in gray livery, mounted atop a glossy black stallion. He carried his silvery helm tucked under one arm, and his long, golden hair framed his lean face and cold eyes as he regarded Garrett with open contempt.
 
   “Sir Baelan! We thought you lost!” the third knight spoke, an older gentleman, astride a dappled gray horse. He wore dun-colored armor and a shield bearing the blazon of a mighty oak. He looked past Garrett toward the captive knight behind him.
 
   “Sir Baelan is our prisoner, good knight,” Lady Ymowyn said, tucking the white scarf into her sleeve.
 
   “Whatever ransom you ask, I will pay it for his safe return,” the dun-armored knight said, “It grieves my heart to see him so.”
 
   “Yes, Baely does look a bit down, doesn’t he?” Ymowyn sighed, “and yet, I assure you that it was not by Gloaran witchery that he was robbed of his vital spark. You need look no further than your red-fisted friends to lay proper blame for your countryman’s diminished state.”
 
   “I seek not to lay blame, my lady,” the older knight answered, “Only to deliver my friend again to service and family, and, by so doing, perhaps balm a noble, yet wounded heart.”
 
   “Well, said, my lord,” Ymowyn laughed, “Unfortunately, Sir Baelan isn’t up for bidding quite yet. We still have the matter of the tournament to sort out.”
 
   “Tournament!” the red-armored knight spat as his horse wheeled beneath him, “I do not parlay with dogs and murderers! Let us have their heads and be done with it!”
 
   “Remember your oath, Sir Bartlend!” shouted Sir Baelan, stunning them all with the force of his voice.
 
   Garrett turned to look back toward the weary-looking Astorran prisoner. Sir Baelan’s sunken eyes blazed with rage, and his jaw trembled as he faced his fellow knights.
 
   “The challenge has been issued and will be answered by men of honor!” Sir Baelan shouted hoarsely, “If none of you will abide by the King’s law, then I shall stand alone for Astorra, in your stead, though I have surrendered my arms to the foe that bested me in the field.”
 
   Garrett watched in stunned silence as Sir Baelan lifted his empty hands before him.
 
   “The Kingslayer will have no trouble finding contest in any field of our blessed land, old friend,” the dun-armored knight answered quietly, “Boys with wooden swords and pot-lids would answer challenge against so hated a foe.”
 
   “I’m afraid that I left my pot-lid at home, Sir Anders,” the blonde knight said, shrugging his hawk-blazoned shield into position as he slipped his silvery helm down over his face, “but I shall take the Kingslayer’s head nevertheless.”
 
   Garrett’s skin tingled with anger as he regarded the Astorran knights through the slit of his visor. He bore their hatred because of Prince Cabre’s lie. If they only knew that their precious little prince had been the one to murder the king... but then he needed them to hate him now. He needed them to be afraid. It was the only way to save their lives.
 
   “I claim the honor of first combat,” the red-armored Sir Bartlend growled, snapping his visor down as he glared at Garrett.
 
   “My challenge preceded yours,” the gray-armored knight protested.
 
   “A threat is not a proper challenge, Sir Jons,” Sir Bartlend grumbled.
 
   “It is the very soul of challenge, by implication, if nothing more,” Sir Jons said.
 
   “The body outweighs the soul, Sir Jons,” the red knight laughed, “The honor is mine!” So saying, the big knight swung his horse around and thundered back toward the Astorran lines, shouting for his squire to fetch his lance in preparation for the tourney.
 
   “I pray you live long enough to feel my blade, Kingslayer!” Sir Jons hissed angrily as he turned back toward the lines as well. A moment later, only the dun-armored knight known as Sir Anders remained.
 
   Garrett looked toward the Astorran knight, his vision slightly clouded by the little wisps of cold mist rising from his armor.
 
   “If there yet beats any human heart inside that black shell you wear,” Sir Anders said, looking at Garrett, “I beg of you to release Sir Baelan. If it is a hostage you want, I would gladly trade my life for his.”
 
   Garrett blinked in astonishment as the dun-armored knight drew the sword from his belt and offered it, hilt-first, toward him.
 
   “Sir Anders...” Baelan began to speak, his voice tired and thin.
 
   “Sir Baelan belongs to us now,” Lady Ymowyn interjected, “So I suggest we get on with the festivities before the sun rises high enough to boil you poor lads inside your kettles.”
 
   “My offer stands,” Sir Anders insisted, his sword still raised toward Garrett.
 
   Garrett wanted to simply hand Sir Baelan over at once and be done with it, but that wasn’t what Garre’Thul, the Kingslayer would do.
 
   “Go!” Garrett growled, pleased at the way the helmet made his voice sound deeper and more intimidating, “I wish to fight now!”
 
   Sir Ander’s face hardened, and he returned his sword to its scabbard. He nodded once toward Sir Baelan and then withdrew, riding back toward the lines where Sir Bartlend was already pacing out a level stretch of ground for the tourney.
 
   “I wish to fight now?” Haven scoffed.
 
   Garrett raised his visor and looked down at her as she walked beside him back toward the Gloaran lines. “I couldn’t think of anything else to say,” he mumbled.
 
   The brown-haired girl looked up at him with worry in her flawless brown eyes. “I still don’t think this is a good idea,” she said.
 
   “Ye aren’t alone in that regard,” Shortgrass quipped beside Garrett’s ear.
 
   “It’s the best chance we have of getting to Cabre without having to kill everybody in Astorra to do it,” Garrett said.
 
   “Yeah, so long as nobody kills you,” Haven sighed.
 
   “There’ll be nary a scratch on his dainty wee bottom,” Shortgrass chuckled, “Not with me lookin’ after ‘im.”
 
   “It’s not his bottom that I’m worried about,” Haven grumbled.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Garrett said as they arrived again at the stack of lances the ghouls had cut for him the night before.
 
   “If he comes back with one of those sticks through his liver, I’m holding you responsible, Shorty!” Haven said, giving Shortgrass a narrow look.
 
   “The name’s Shortgrass,” the fairy said, “I know it kin be a bit dauntin’ ta learn the whole name, all in one go, but, if ye take yer time, and practice a bit, I’m sure ye’ll have it down in no time a’tall.”
 
   Haven snorted and shook her head as she turned to walk away. Cenick swung down from his pony nearby and began to sort through the stack of lances in the grass at Ghausse’s feet.
 
   “Garrett?” Lady Ymowyn called out as she approached.
 
   “Yeah?” Garrett said, taking the lance that Cenick had selected for him.
 
   The fox woman glanced toward Sir Baelan as the captured knight rode a short distance away. She smiled at Garrett then with a relieved expression on her face. “Thank you,” she said.
 
   “For what?” Garrett asked, hefting the heavy spear skyward as Cenick went off to fetch Garrett’s shield.
 
   Ymowyn lifted her furry snout slightly and breathed deeply, her eyes closed as she enjoyed the scent of the Astorran countryside. “Thank you for not destroying my home,” she sighed.
 
   “We’re not bad guys,” Garrett said.
 
   Ymowyn glanced toward the packed ranks of headless skeletons standing in the shadow of the forest. She snorted with stifled laughter and shook her head. “Well,” she said, “let us hope that that little secret doesn’t become common knowledge.”
 
   “You really think this will work?” Garrett asked quietly.
 
   Ymowyn’s eyes fell. “I don’t know,” she admitted, “but the alternative is far too horrifying to consider.”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, looking toward the lines of Astorran knights and the crowds of squires, armorers, and camp followers gathered to watch the coming tourney. If Max were in charge, they would all be zombies by dawn of the following day.
 
   “You think they’ve made it over the cliffs by now?” he asked.
 
   “Almost certainly,” Cenick answered as he returned, carrying a heavy shield with a red dragon emblazoned across its black surface. He had spent two nights painting it to match Garrett’s armor. “Max and Serepheni should have established a camp in Chadiri territory by now, and with reserves being brought up from the south, the Chadiri will have a hard time pushing us back down again if they don’t move quickly.”
 
   “I hope they’re all right,” Garrett sighed, starting to get a little twingey feeling in the pit of his stomach as he turned his wolf back toward the enemy lines.
 
   “We’ll talk to them tonight,” Cenick said, smiling at Garrett as he hoisted a bundle of spare lances over his broad shoulder, “Max will be expecting the proxylich contact at sundown. We can tell him about your victories on the field today.”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, watching the big red-armored knight known as Sir Bartlend ride his horse up and down the field in practice for the coming contest. Garrett nearly lost his grip on his own lance as it swayed too far to the side, almost unbalancing him from the wolf’s back.
 
   “You will be at a disadvantage without a saddle and stirrups,” Cenick said, frowning as he watched Garrett regain his balance astride the wolf’s furry back, “If you are struck with a lance, you’ll almost certainly fall.”
 
   “That’s not goin’ ta happen,” Shortgrass scoffed.
 
   “I hope you’re right,” Cenick said, “but you must be careful that they do not see you aid Garrett during the fight.”
 
   Shortgrass made a rude noise. “They’ll see what I want ‘em ta see,” he laughed, “an’ that’ll be the noonday sun, smilin’ down as they lay on their arses in the mud!”
 
   “I hope so,” Garrett sighed, snapping his visor down as he rode forward across the field toward the cleared area where the Astorrans were gathering for the tourney.
 
   A great jeering hiss arose from the Astorran knights and their followers as Garrett approached.
 
   Garrett frowned, feeling a bit stung by their taunts. He forced himself to breathe deeply, trying to get control of his emotions as he felt his black armor beginning to frost over with the chill of his icy rage.
 
   Ignore them, spoke the voice in his mind.
 
   “I wish I could,” Garrett whispered back.
 
   “You cowardly little worm!” someone shouted.
 
   “Son of a beggar!” another cried.
 
   “Hey!” Garrett shouted back, though he knew they couldn’t hear him over the roar of the crowd. Ghausse snarled. The big wolf turned beneath Garrett, padding back and forth as if he were anxious to spring at the Astorrans and feast upon their flesh.
 
   “I’ll dance on your grave, you poxy louse!” someone spat.
 
   “I don’t even know what that means!” Garrett said in exasperation.
 
   It wasn’t a compliment, the voice in his mind said, are you certain that you wouldn’t rather just kill them all?
 
   Garrett shook his head, sighing as he guided his wolf to the far end of the long, roped off section of field, opposite his opponent, Sir Bartlend.
 
   The crowd fell to stunned silence a moment later as the zombies of the reanimated Kriesslegion raised their voices in a chilling moan, and the skeletal soldiers of the Raven Legion beat their rusty swords against shield and pauldron in perfect time to the mournful chant of the war-dirge that Cenick now sang with his deep and droning voice.
 
   “Hail the Kingslayer!” Lady Ymowyn shouted, loud enough to be heard over the war hymn of the Keepers of the Dead.
 
   “Kick their butts, Garrett!” Haven shouted at Ymowyn’s side.
 
   Then, someone in the Astorran ranks began to sing with a tone clear and sweet, a sorrowful ballad in a lilting voice, and others began to join in as well.
 
   The lion lays upon the field
 
   His lady at his side
 
   His strength is fled away from him
 
   His prowess and his pride
 
   And ne’er the lord shall raise his head
 
   ‘Till death his vigil spurns
 
   but all around the fields of red
 
   The lion’s honor burns
 
   “For Good King Haerad!” shouted Sir Bartlend as he spurred his horse into a charge toward Garrett.
 
   “I think we’re goin’ now!” Shortgrass cried.
 
   “Now, Ghausse!” Garrett shouted, leaning forward as the huge black wolf lunged toward the oncoming horse and rider.
 
   Garrett leveled the point of his lance at the red-armored knight’s chest, as Cenick had taught him, noting as well that Sir Bartlend’s lance looked to be aimed directly at the slit of Garrett’s visor.
 
   “Shortgrass?” Garrett hissed.
 
   “Don’ distract me!” Shortgrass cried, and then he began to whisper fervently in Fae as he wove his protective magics around Garrett.
 
   A muffled whoosh sounded in Garrett’s ear as Sir Bartlend’s lance veered slightly to the left of Garrett’s head at the last second. Garrett’s lance struck a glancing blow off of the red knight’s pauldron, and the wooden shaft vibrated violently in Garrett’s gloved hand.
 
   Garrett’s breath exploded in a gasp of relief to find himself unskewered as he wheeled the wolf around at the far end of the jousting list.
 
   Cenick was waiting for him there with a spare lance, but Garrett waved him off as the first one still seemed to be intact.
 
   The disappointed murmur of the crowd did little to cover the hot stream of curses that came from Sir Bartlend’s end of the list.
 
   “Sorcery!” the red knight shouted as he prepared to charge again.
 
   “Can you do something to help me knock him down?” Garrett whispered to Shortgrass.
 
   “Gimme a minute ta sort it out,” Shortgrass grumbled, “I’m new at this too, ya know.”
 
   “Here we go,” Garrett said, taking a deep breath as he guided the wolf down the other side of the list, lowering his lance again at his opponent’s heart.
 
   Sir Bartlend’s lance skipped across the face of Garrett’s shield, nearly unseating him from Ghausse’s back, but the thunderous detonation of Garrett’s lance against the red knight’s breastplate stunned them all.
 
   Sir Bartlend landed hard on his back in the grass as splinters of broken lance rattled against Garrett’s armor.
 
   “Oops!” Shortgrass giggled as the thunderstorm scent of fairy magic faded from the air.
 
   “Aah,” Garrett groaned as he tried to shake the feeling back into his fingers again.
 
   Garrett twisted around to look back at Sir Bartlend, but the big man did not rise from the spot where he lay in the trampled grass. A knot of fear formed in Garrett’s stomach that he might have killed the man. He wheeled Ghausse around to go and see about him.
 
   Sir Bartlend’s squire rushed to the fallen knight’s side and knelt to lift the man’s visor. Garrett lifted his own visor enough to see the stunned knight gasp for breath and blink rapidly as he tried to recover from the blow that Garrett and his concealed fairy had struck him.
 
   Sir Bartlend tried to push himself up on one elbow, but then swooned and collapsed into the grass once more. The knight’s squire, a redheaded youth no older than Garrett, glared up at the necromancer with a look of undisguised hatred.
 
   “You devil!” the boy shouted, dragging the knight’s longsword from its scabbard as he leapt to his feet with the obvious intent of attacking Garrett outright.
 
   Ghausse snarled as Garrett drew back in confusion, not quite ready to lay an unarmored boy low for defending his fallen master.
 
   Suddenly, a galloping black horse interposed itself between Garrett and the enraged squire. Sir Jons, the blonde knight in gray armor turned the boy’s sword with his shield and pushed him away with the flank of his horse.
 
   “Calm yourself, young master!” Sir Jons shouted as the red-haired boy stumbled back, still gripping the fallen knight’s sword in both hands.
 
   “He’s killed my da’!” the squire shouted, his voice cracking with emotion.
 
   Garrett snapped his visor down again, hoping that no one could see him cringing inside his black armor.
 
   “Your father lives!” Sir Jons said.
 
   Ghausse backstepped far enough that Garrett could see the red armored knight through his visor. The man struggled to rise again, but could not yet manage it in his injured state.
 
   “Will he be all right?” Garrett whispered to Shortgrass.
 
   “He’ll be fine,” Shortgrass chuckled nervously before adding, “...probably.”
 
   “My da’ never misses!” the squire shouted as he fell to his knees beside his father again. The boy jabbed an accusing finger at Garrett. “He cast a spell on my da’! He’s some kinda warlock!”
 
   “See to your father, young master,” Sir Jons said, turning in his saddle to look at Garrett, “I’ll see to it that justice is done to this vile trickster!”
 
   Garrett felt terrible. He wanted to see about the fallen man... to apologize to the boy... to... 
 
   Play the part, boy, the voice in his mind reminded him, play the part.
 
   Garrett swallowed back his shame and sucked in a breath to steady himself.
 
   How would Max handle this?
 
   Garrett forced an evil laugh as he rode his wolf back toward Cenick who was already approaching with another lance. “Is that the best you can do?” he shouted before laughing again as wickedly as he could manage.
 
   “Don’t overdo it,” Shortgrass whispered.
 
   “Sorry,” Garrett whispered back.
 
   The angry jeers of the crowd drowned out whatever the fairy said after that.
 
   “Are you all right, Garrett?” Cenick asked as he handed Garrett a fresh lance.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” Garrett said quietly as he leaned down to accept the weapon, “I’m just glad that guy’s all right.”
 
   “Be careful,” Cenick whispered, “Try to draw the fight out to avoid suspicions.”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, starting to worry now about more than just surviving the day’s contest.
 
   Garrett turned Ghausse around to see Sir Jons already waiting at the far end of the list. Sunlight glinted on the metal point of the gray knight’s black lance. Garrett glanced up at his own, rough-hewn wooden pole and frowned.
 
   “Oh well,” Garrett sighed as he kneed the direwolf into a charge once again.
 
   Ghausse snarled in anticipation as he loped forward, and Garrett hunched low, trying to keep his balance as the big wolf tensed and stretched beneath him. He almost forgot to lower his spear until Sir Jons was almost upon him.
 
   Shortgrass muttered fervently in the hollow of Garrett’s pauldron as the two combatants closed, then his voice pitched upward into a shrill squeal as the air filled with an angry, throbbing hum. Only at the last instant did Garrett realize the source of the strange noise. It came from the shining, silver-plated tip of Sir Jons’s lance. The shaft of the lance vibrated visibly as the silvered tip drove directly through the fairy’s wards and slammed hard into Garrett’s chest.
 
   Garrett saw a flash of sunlight through the visor of his helm as the world grew suddenly silent around him. He had a strange sensation of weightlessness, and then he smelled grass and freshly broken earth a moment before the pain of impact caught up with his senses.
 
   The crowd roared with applause as Garrett’s visor sprang open to reveal a single white cloud against a sky of purest blue. The pain in Garrett’s back overwhelmed his reason, and he blinked in astonishment as he tried to pull his shield free from beneath him.
 
   Move boy! the voice in his mind shouted.
 
   “Today you pay for your crimes, Kingslayer!” Sir Jons cried as he eclipsed the sun above Garrett, “Your head is forfeit!”
 
   Garrett felt a sharp pain in his shoulder as the Spellbreaker’s ghost took control of his limbs, yanking his shield arm up an instant before Sir Jon’s sword edge could claim Garrett’s head. Garrett’s ears rang with the impact as the knight’s sword battered down upon his black shield again and again.
 
   Garrett rolled left and then right again, ripping his own sword from its sheath and whipping a sharp blow across the knight’s leg greaves, leaving a gouge of bare metal in the gray enamel of the man’s armor.
 
   Sir Jons retreated a few steps, giving Garrett barely enough time to get to his feet before the knight was upon him, bashing his falcon-crested shield against Garrett’s chest with such force that Garrett found himself on his backside in the grass once again.
 
   Damned heavy armor! the voice in Garrett’s mind spat as Garrett rolled clear of another killing blow.
 
   Suddenly, it was Jons’s turn to roll clear, of Ghausse’s snapping jaws. The big wolf sprang to Garrett’s side, protecting his master.
 
   “Ghausse no!” Garrett shouted as Sir Jons retreated a few paces, laying his sword edge across the top of his shield as he fell into a defensive stance, facing the growling direwolf.
 
   Ghausse snapped again, but Garrett shouldered into the massive wolf, trying to push him away.
 
   “Get back Ghausse!” Garrett shouted, his voice filled with concern for the big wolf’s safety. Then Garrett remembered that he was supposed to be a cruel, soulless slayer of kings, and he quickly added, “He’s mine!”
 
   Ghausse whined, only relenting when Cenick put an arm around his neck and began pulling him away.
 
   Garrett sighed with relief as he steadied himself, facing the gray knight alone once again.
 
   “Shortgrass?” Garrett whispered, but no answer came from his shoulder.
 
   Sir Jons pushed his own visor up now to reveal his sneer of contempt as he cautiously approached Garrett once again.
 
   “I gather by your startled expression, Kingslayer, that you weren’t expecting to face a foe armed with a blessed relic,” Sir Jons laughed.
 
   “What?” Garrett asked, trying to look as un-startled as possible as he crouched, awaiting the knight’s next move. Failing that, he quickly snapped his visor down into place again.
 
   “My lance, Kingslayer,” Sir Jons chuckled, “Its saint-forged head once slew dragons in days of legend... passed down from father to son for all these long generations, awaiting its chance to rid the world of evil once again.”
 
   The crowd cheered as Sir Jons lunged forward, almost catching Garrett off guard with a lightning-quick strike. The tip of Jons’s sword pinged against blackened steel as Garrett raised his shield just in time.
 
   “Hey!” Garrett shouted, catching the knight’s follow-up attack with the crossguard of his Chadirian sword.
 
   “Out of tricks now, aren’t you, warlock?” Sir Jons hissed as he landed a stinging blow across Garrett’s right vambrace.
 
   Oh, I’ve got a few tricks left to show this fool, the voice in Garrett’s mind chuckled.
 
   Garrett’s sword arm blurred into motion as he lunged forward, driving his blade up beneath the knight’s guard. The crunching sound set Garrett’s teeth on edge as his sword tip drove through the mail links that covered the narrow gap between the knight’s breastplate and shoulder pauldron.
 
   Jons grunted in pain as the Spellbreaker’s will twisted the sword in Garrett’s hand with deliberate cruelty. Garrett thought he might throw up when he heard the popping sound as the knight’s shoulder dislocated. The Astorran crowd gasped in dismay.
 
   Sir Jons staggered back. The tip of his sword dragged the ground as his right arm hung limply at his side.
 
   Ask him how he likes that little trick! the Spellbreaker’s voice laughed in Garrett’s thoughts.
 
   “Do you yield?” Garrett shouted hoarsely, sick with revulsion.
 
   Sir Jons stared at Garrett with bulging eyes, his face pale with shock.
 
   “Do you yield?” Garrett repeated, advancing slowly with his sword leveled at the knight’s throat.
 
   “Never!” Sir Jons shouted in defiance, and the crowd roared their approval.
 
   Let us be done with this, the voice in Garrett’s mind whispered.
 
   We don’t have to kill him! Garrett insisted as he slapped the gray knight’s sword from the fingers of his injured arm.
 
   Sir Jons roared with rage as he spun, trying to bash Garrett with his shield again, but Garrett neatly sidestepped the clumsy attack.
 
   Garrett’s sword arm, guided by the spirit of the dead conqueror within, sent a crashing, backhanded blow into the side of Sir Jons’s helm.
 
   The sound of crumpling steel filled the silence as Sir Jons fell, stretched upon the green grass of Astorra with bright blood flowing from his nose and mouth.
 
   Garrett stared down in silent horror as the gray knight lay, unmoving in the blood-speckled grass. The Chadiri steel in Garrett’s hand still rang from the blow.
 
   Pathetic, the voice in Garrett’s mind scoffed.
 
   Garrett gasped for breath as the Spellbreaker released his control of Garrett’s weary limbs, and a sharp pain now throbbed like fire in Garrett’s shoulder.
 
   Garrett stumbled backward as Sir Jons’s squire, a lean, dark-haired young woman in gray livery rushed forward to kneel at her lord’s side. Sir Jons was not moving.
 
   Garrett groaned as the pain in his shoulder became almost unbearable. Garrett’s hand fumbled to return his sword to its scabbard as he stood, watching the young woman attempt to revive the fallen knight in gray armor.
 
   Garrett’s knees wobbled beneath him as a ringing sound filled his ears.
 
   “Garrett!” Cenick shouted as he rushed to catch Garrett before he could fall. The big necromancer bore him up in his arms as Garrett finally managed to sheath his sword. Garrett reached up with a shaking right hand and pushed his visor up to try to get a better look at his injury.
 
   The silver-plated head of Sir Jons’s lance protruded from the breastplate of Garrett’s armor, its tip pierced through into the flesh of Garrett’s chest beneath. Garrett pawed weakly at the misty crust of frozen blood that had formed around the puncture in the dented plate.
 
   “Leave it!” Cenick said, pulling Garrett’s hand away.
 
   “Garrett!” Haven cried as she rushed forward, but Lady Ymowyn pulled her back.
 
   “Not yet!” Ymowyn hissed, “We mustn’t interfere. Only their squires may aid them now!”
 
   Garrett tore his eyes from the wound in his chest and looked to the dark-haired girl on the ground beside Sir Jons.
 
   She lifted her tear-streaked face and sobbed, “The Hawk has fallen!”
 
   A murmur of dismay passed through the crowd, and soon people began to shout fresh curses toward the villain who had robbed them of their beloved knight.
 
   Yet nothing they said could make Garrett feel any worse than he already did as Cenick dragged him away, and a throng of grieving Astorrans swept forward to bear up the body of the fallen gray knight to carry him from the field with honor.
 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   “Silver!” Shortgrass spat as he kicked the tip of Sir Jons’s lance that lay on the table beside Garrett’s cot. The ancient spearhead rolled a little to one side before rolling back again to its original position. Its shining surface gleamed in the flickering green light of the witchfire torch affixed to the center pole of the red tent that had once belonged to the Chadiri commander Felix. The tent, like Felix’s legion, belonged to Garrett now. A cool breeze drifted in through the open tent flap as the blue light of the Astorran twilight spilled across the grass floor within.
 
   The low moans of several hundred zombies drifted in through the open door as well, along with the distant, rhythmic concussions of sword on shield. Apparently, Cenick hoped to keep their unsettling chorus going well into the night. The undead never needed to rest.
 
   “Weren’t expectin’ the beggars ta be pokin’ at us with chanted silver, now was I?” Shortgrass sighed as he turned to face Garrett. He stood on the table beside the spearhead that had nearly ended them both, with one of his diaphanous little wings bound tightly between two glossy green leaves, tied with a bit of vine. Another leaf served as a sling to support his injured left arm.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” Garrett said, still flexing the fingers of his left hand beneath the blanket, hoping that the tingling sensation would go away soon. The mass of bandages weighing down his left shoulder burned with the heat of whatever slimy poultice Lady Ymowyn had plastered his chest with beneath.
 
   “Sorry I am though, Garrett,” Shortgrass said, running his uninjured hand through his short, curly hair, “‘Twas a thick-witted play on me part to miss it. I shoulda smelled the silver on him a day away.”
 
   Garrett chuckled.
 
   “‘Tis funny to ya, is it?” Shortgrass snapped.
 
   “No,” Garrett laughed, “I think that’s just the first time I ever heard you call me by my name.”
 
   Shortgrass frowned, looking a little embarrassed. “Well,” he said, “I’m not at me best at the moment... ya chuckle-headed shufflefoot!”
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said, smiling at the injured little fairy, “If you hadn’t been there... well, I never woulda made it past the first guy alive.”
 
   Shortgrass grinned at him. “Let’s just hope there’s no more dragon slayers out there, floatin’ around in tha pool tomorrah!”
 
   “Tomorrow?” Garrett said, lifting his head in surprise, “I thought we failed!”
 
   “Ya walked away, an’ the other fellas didn’t,” Shortgrass said with a shrug of his uninjured shoulder, “How do ya figure ya failed?”
 
   “We only beat two of them,” Garrett said, “I thought I had to beat at least three.”
 
   “Aye, ya could slank away in defeat, if ya chose ta,” Shortgrass said, “but, after ya laid out their bonnie gray birdie this mornin’, I think they’re all willin’ ta overlook it and let you have another go at losin’ yer head again tomorrah.”
 
   Garrett sank back into his pillow with a weary sigh. This wasn’t going at all the way he had planned.
 
   “How is our patient?” Lady Ymowyn asked as she returned with a plate of hot mutton and warm bread.
 
   “He’s good fer another dance,” Shortgrass said with a wave of his tiny hand, “though I could use a wee rest.”
 
   “I’ll take you back to the tree as soon as I’ve seen to Garrett,” Ymowyn said with a smile as she laid the plate of food on the table beside the spearhead and helped Garrett into a seated position. She carefully checked the fit of his shoulder bandage as she fluffed a pillow behind him against the stack of crates that served as the headboard of Garrett’s cot.
 
   “I am in yer debt, dear lady,” Shortgrass said with a stiff bow, wincing a little as he stretched his splinted wing.
 
   Ymowyn smiled at him as she helped Garrett take the plate of food.
 
   “Where did you get this?” Garrett asked, looking down at the steaming meat and buttered bread on the silver platter in his lap.
 
   “Warren and the others brought it back a few minutes ago,” Ymowyn said, “They dropped off everything they had managed to steal so far and then went back out again.”
 
   “They stole it from the Astorrans?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Yes,” Lady Ymowyn said, dabbing at an abrasion on Garrett’s shoulder with a stinging salve.
 
   “Ow,” Garrett said, flinching at the pain, “I don’t want them to get caught.”
 
   “They’ve dug a tunnel under the supply tents,” Ymowyn said, “and are now doing their best to steal or bury most of the food in the camp.”
 
   “I wish they’d be more careful,” Garrett sighed as he took a bite of the meat. He chewed thoughtfully for a moment, appreciating the savory flavor of the tender meat. “This is good,” he mumbled through a mouthful of mutton.
 
   “I will pass your compliments on to the thieves,” she said with a grin.
 
   Garrett looked toward the open flap of the tent again. The incessant drone of the undead filled the night air outside.
 
   “How long are they going to do that?” he asked.
 
   “All night, I would imagine,” Ymowyn sighed. She quickly rolled two wads of bandage into tight balls and laid them on the table beside Garrett. “Stuff those in your ears when you’re ready to sleep,” she said.
 
   “Can’t we just tell them to stop?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Master Cenick seems to think that it would be wiser to weaken the resolve of our enemies using every method at our disposal,” Ymowyn said as she straightened her back and smoothed her dress, “I for one, intend to spend the night in the forest, at least a mile away from this racket.”
 
   Garrett raised his eyebrows in resignation and took another bite. “Feels like I should be thanking the Astorrans for the meal or something,” he sighed.
 
   “Perhaps you’ll have a chance to do just that,” Ymowyn said cryptically as she laid her hand, palm-up on the table for Shortgrass to climb on.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Try not to engage in any duels while I’m away,” Ymowyn said, “I’m looking forward to my night off.” She smiled as she turned to go, and Shortgrass waved his goodbye from the palm of the fox woman’s hand.
 
   Garrett waved them off before falling into a grim contemplation of the day’s events.
 
   Your choice of sword proved adequate for the task, the voice in his mind said, breaking into Garrett’s anguished memory of Sir Jons’s lifeless face.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett whispered as he set the half-finished plate of food aside.
 
   A little light for my tastes, being forged for a woman’s hand, the voice continued, but well suited to your slight frame, and, of course, I must work with what I am given.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, lying back to stare at the flickering green light on the ceiling of the tent.
 
   The voice within fell silent for a moment. That’s all you have to say? it asked at last.
 
   “What do you want me to say?” Garrett asked.
 
   I thought perhaps that you might scold me for taking that fool’s life this morning, the voice said, sounding a little bewildered, I was expecting some form of protest... some childish nonsense about the sanctity of life, or at least a plea to be more careful about where I’m putting your blade in the future.
 
   “It’s not your fault he’s dead,” Garrett said.
 
   I dashed his life away with a single blow! the Spellbreaker’s voice scoffed, I claim the credit and glory for it by every right!
 
   “But you were only doing what I asked you,” Garrett sighed, “It’s my responsibility... and my fault that he’s dead now.”
 
   The voice seemed to be choking on Garrett’s words. It took a few moments to regain enough composure to speak again. Are you insinuating that I am nothing more than your... servant?
 
   “I’m just saying that I’m not gonna blame anyone else for the bad things that happen around me anymore,” Garrett said, “If I hadn’t come here today, that guy might still be alive... Then again, he and his friends might have been eaten alive by Serepheni’s worms, or swarmed over with Max’s zombies... or maybe Prex would still be alive, and he’d have found some reason to think they were impure or something and burned them all to death.
 
   “All I know is that I killed a man today... That’s my fault and nobody else’s... but maybe, just maybe, a lot of other people are still alive tonight because of the things I’ve done too.”
 
   The dreadful noise of groaning zombies and banging shields drifted in with the breeze again.
 
   I misjudged you, Garrett, the voice said at last, I believe you are beginning to understand what it means to lead.
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said, “and thanks for not letting me get my head chopped off today.”
 
   It isn’t the comeliest head that I’ve ever called home, the voice quipped, but I am growing rather fond of my fellow tenant.
 
   Garrett laughed softly as he closed his eyes and settled back into his pillow. The moaning chorus of the undead was actually starting to grow on him. Perhaps he should look into having Cenick form some sort of designated marching corps of musically inclined zombies.
 
   “Lord Garre’Thul?” Haven’s voice roused Garrett from a light slumber.
 
   “Huh?” Garrett called out, sitting up slightly as the brown-haired girl poked her head into the tent through the open door flap.
 
   “I beg your forgiveness for disturbing you, Deathlord!” Haven said, putting on a great show of feigned dread, “An emissary from the Astorran camp would treat with you.”
 
   “Treat with... what?” Garrett asked, rubbing his tired eyes with his fingertips.
 
   “You have a guest,” Haven said, shifting her eyes sideways toward the dark-haired young woman who now stepped to her side in the doorway of the tent.
 
   Garrett’s blood went colder than usual at the sight of Sir Jons’s squire, the slender woman in gray livery, bearing a hawk-shaped sigil on the breast of her tunic. The girl’s eyes looked red from crying, and she held her lips in a tight frown as though she wished to be anywhere else in the world but here. She held a scabbarded sword in her hands before her.
 
   Garrett began to tremble a little, unable to meet the woman’s gaze directly anymore. He let his eyes drift to the polished crossguard of the longsword in the woman’s hands.
 
   “May we enter?” Haven asked, with a tinge of exasperation in her voice.
 
   “Yeah... Yes,” Garrett said, remembering at last to affect an imperious aire. He raised his hand in what he hoped would look like a commanding gesture. “Enter!”
 
   Haven and the Astorran woman entered the tent. Haven dipped to one knee before Garrett, but stood again a moment later with an annoyed look on her face at the Astorran woman who showed no sign of obeisance before the slayer of her master.
 
   “Kingslayer,” the Astorran woman spoke, her voice rasping and weak, “I bring to you my lord’s sword... yours now by right of combat.”
 
   “His sword?” Garrett asked, giving Haven a confused look.
 
   Haven took a step back out of the Astorran’s line of sight and gave Garrett a bewildered shrug.
 
   “His armor will be delivered to you on the morrow, if you so desire it, or its fair value in gold instead,” she continued, her voice strained almost to the point of breaking, “His horse as well... though, if you intend only to feed it to your unholy beasts, I beg you at least to allow me to end its life mercifully beforehand.”
 
   Garrett stared back at the girl, dumfounded. He had expected her to demand some sort of fight to the death to avenge her master’s honor or something, and now she was trying to give Garrett all of his stuff instead. What kind of insanity passed for reason in this strange land?
 
   The girl’s face pulled into a tense grimace as she struggled to master her emotions. At last she spoke again in a sobbing voice, “Know this, Kingslayer... that no kinder, gentler man ever fell to your blade... never before have you robbed the world of so great a treasure, and I thank the gods that his soul lies now beyond the reach of your foul grip!”
 
   Garrett cringed further back into his pillow, his heart hammering in his chest as he fought the urge to crawl under his bed and hide.
 
   “And if any shred of a human soul remains inside your twisted and withered husk,” she continued, now trembling with rage, “let it weep for the damnation it will surely taste in your hour of judgment... a judgment that I pray will come swiftly and surely, and, though all the world names you Kingslayer, know this... From this moment forward, from this hour until the day your black heart spills its blood upon the green earth, I will name you Hawkslayer! For that crime alone do I hate you! For that crime alone will I devote my life to ending your foul reign!”
 
   Garrett saw the furtive motion as Haven’s hand slipped to the pommel of the knife at her belt. The brown-haired girl gave him a questioning look as she stepped into position behind the Astorran woman, pulling the dagger halfway from its scabbard.
 
   Garrett shook his head emphatically.
 
   “Take it!” the Astorran girl shouted as she thrust Sir Jons’s sword, hilt-first toward Garrett.
 
   Garrett stared at the offered sword and shook his head again, more slowly now.
 
   The girl looked pale, her red-rimmed eyes glistening with fresh tears as her body shook with stifled sobs.
 
   How would Graelle have dealt with this sort of thing, Garrett wondered.
 
   Garrett ran his tongue beneath his lip, sucking loose a bit of mutton that was caught between his teeth. He glanced away, thinking of the Chadiri dragon lord that night he had first met him, face to face.
 
   “Hmn,” Garrett grunted at last, looking at the Astorran girl with the same dispassionate scorn that Graelle had shown to Garrett that night long ago. “I have no need of his sword,” Garrett said, trying his best to imitate the dragon lord’s gravelly growl, “or anything else... take it and go!”
 
   The Astorran girl stood, silent and trembling for a moment before she pulled the fallen knight’s sword closely to her chest as though she had just snatched a beloved child away from a fire. Her eyes narrowed in disbelief as she stared at Garrett with something she could not quite seem to equate with gratitude.
 
   Garrett’s eyes drifted to the silver spearhead on the table beside him. He reached over and picked it up, tossing it to land in the flattened grass at her feet.
 
   “Take it!” Garrett grumbled, giving the girl his most Graelle-like sneer of disdain, “You’ll need it the next time we meet.”
 
   She stared down at the ancient relic in shock for a moment before she scrambled to snatch it up, clutching it protectively the her chest beside her master’s sword as she stood again, staring at Garrett through tear-filled eyes.
 
   “Sir Jons only made one mistake,” Garrett said, flinching inwardly at the broken look in the young woman’s eyes, “... He shouldn’t have aimed for my chest... I have no heart to pierce.”
 
   The Astorran girl’s lips twitched into a hateful sneer as she took a few halting steps back toward the door of the tent.
 
   “I leave you only with my hatred then, Hawkslayer!” she spat, “And my vow... that one day... one day, I will see justice done upon you!”
 
   Garrett forced an appropriately arrogant snort of derision as he looked away, anxious to be free of the woman’s scorn. Still, some nameless regret twisted inside his gut, and he couldn’t bear to let her leave without assuaging at least a tiny shred of his guilt.
 
   “One more thing!” Garrett called out as Haven ushered the weeping Astorran girl through the tent flap.
 
   The squire turned and looked back, a flush of real fear in her face as she hesitated on the threshold.
 
   “Your master fought well,” Garrett said quietly, unable to keep up his gruff demeanor any longer, “He almost killed me today... I just thought you might want to know that.”
 
   The Astorran girl sniffed and nodded, her lips trembling with a suppressed sob. She turned quickly and stepped through the tent flap where Carak and Radda, the two Neshite hunters stood outside, waiting to escort her away.
 
   Haven paused in the doorway of the tent, watching the Astorran girl go. At last, satisfied that the threat had passed, she let her hand fall from the grip of her dagger and stepped back inside, shaking her head.
 
   “That was kinda... intense,” Haven chuckled as she approached Garrett’s cot.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett sighed, relaxing at last as he slumped back into his cot.
 
   “It might have been better if you’d let me stab her,” Haven said.
 
   “It’s not her fault,” Garrett said, taking Haven’s hand as she stepped up beside his cot on his uninjured side.
 
   “It might’ve saved us some trouble later,” she said, throwing her leg up over the edge of the cot and settling in beside him. She leaned over and kissed Garrett on the forehead. “Don’t worry,” she said, “I still like your withered husk.”
 
   “Yeah... what was that about?” Garrett grumbled, “I’m not withered, am I?”
 
   “Only your heart, Deathlord,” Haven sighed dramatically as she cradled Garrett’s head against her breast, “Only your cold, black heart.”
 
   “What was her name anyway?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Why do you want to know?” Haven demanded, pushing away from Garrett with a suspicious look.
 
   “I dunno,” he said, “I’d just kinda like to know the names of people who swear eternal vengeance on me I guess.”
 
   “You thought she was pretty!” Haven accused, her eyes flashing dangerously.
 
   “What? No!” Garrett scoffed.
 
   “You did!” Haven laughed, poking Garrett hard in his bare right shoulder.
 
   Garrett’s laughter trailed off as he looked away, struggling with the memory of the Astorran girl’s wrath.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Haven asked, her tone suddenly serious.
 
   “I don’t know,” Garrett said, “It’s just that... I don’t know...”
 
   “What?” Haven asked softly as she reached out to turn his face toward her again.
 
   Garrett took a low breath and then answered, “It’s just that I’m always telling people that we aren’t bad guys, and maybe that used to be true, but now...”
 
   “You’re not a bad guy, Garrett!” Haven said, giving him a tense smile.
 
   “Yeah, I really am,” he said, “The moment we took our first step into Astorra, we became the bad guys, and I turned into... I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be now, but I’m pretty sure it isn’t good.”
 
   “Would you rather just sit back and let Max deal with it his way?” Haven asked.
 
   “No, but that doesn’t make what I did today right either,” Garrett sighed.
 
   “That man was trying to cut your head off, Garrett,” Haven said, “He hated you for something you didn’t even do, and he wanted to kill you for it. You did what you had to do to survive.”
 
   “No, I didn’t!” Garrett said, pushing himself into a seated position as he twisted to face her, “I did what I thought was right... but what if that’s how all bad guys start out? What if I really do wind up like Graelle or Brahnek, just because I think I’m doing it for good reasons?”
 
   “You’re not them, Garrett,” she said, taking his hand between her own, “You did what you did today because you’re trying to save the lives of people that hate you! Do you think either the dragon lord or the Spellbreaker would have done that?”
 
   Garrett shook his head. “But what if this is how it starts, Haven?” he said, “I killed a good man today, and now I have to pretend to be happy about that. That’s not a good thing!”
 
   “But, Garrett, you’re still a good person inside!,” Haven insisted.
 
   “No,” Garrett said, giving her a desperate look, “No, I’m not!”
 
   “Garrett, you’re being stupid,” she sighed, “Of course you feel bad about what happened, because you still are a good person!”
 
   “But I don’t!” Garrett said, “I don’t feel bad... not really.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I mean, yeah, I felt bad when I saw that I had killed him... I felt bad when that girl was yelling at me, but it was like being a little kid who just got caught stealing a cookie or something,” Garrett moaned, wiping the dampness from his brow with his free hand, “I’m not really sorry that I did kill him... I don’t... regret it... What does that mean?”
 
   Haven looked at the little streamers of mist rising from Garrett’s skin, and then down at the flattened grass of the ground beside Garrett’s cot. She gasped.
 
   Garrett leaned forward to look down as well and then let out an anguished sigh as he collapsed back onto his cot.
 
   Haven wrapped her arms around him, holding him close as she whispered, “You’re not a bad guy,” over and over again into Garrett’s ear.
 
   The dark stain of withered grass had already spread from the cot, all the way to the mouth of the tent.
 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   “Any word from Max?” Garrett asked as he watched a lone falcon soaring in the rose-tinted sky.
 
   “I made contact with him last night,” Cenick answered. He lowered the heavy steel plates of the black armor over Garrett’s head and settled them gently on Garrett’s shoulders. “They have secured a route up the escarpment, but have yet to encounter a single Chadiri soldier.”
 
   “You think it’s a trap?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Almost certainly,” Cenick answered as he threaded the loose ends of several leather cords through eyelets in Garrett’s armor.
 
   “What’s he going to do?”
 
   Cenick shrugged. “What he always does,” he said, “blunder in and rely on cleverness and luck to see him through.”
 
   Garrett winced slightly as Cenick tightened the cords holding the two halves of his breastplate together. His shoulder still hurt a little from the previous day’s wound, but, between Lady Ymowyn’s medicine and the Songreaver’s remarkable healing abilities, it seemed that Garrett had little to fear from pointy bits of metal, no matter how enchanted. He looked down to see that Cenick had managed to hammer out the dent where the lance head had pierced his armor the day before, but only a thin coat of black paint covered the puncture in the steel that only a real armorer would be capable of repairing.
 
   “Try not to get stabbed there again,” Cenick grunted as he hefted Garrett’s shoulder armor into place.
 
   “No problem,” Garrett said, buckling on his sword belt as his fellow necromancer tended to his armor. A thick morning mist hung over the field all the way to the trees beyond, nearly obscuring the colorful tents of the Astorran encampment. Here and there, Garrett could make out men and horses moving around as they prepared to try to kill him in the most civilized manner possible.
 
   “I’ve taken a peek at the folks they’ve lined up fer ya, and I don’ think we’ll have any dragon slayers ta contend with today!” Shortgrass said as he fluttered up to his hiding place in the shadow of Garrett’s left pauldron.
 
   “How’s your wing?” Garrett asked.
 
   “A wee bit stiff, but I shan’t need it with you servin’ as me noble steed!” Shortgrass laughed.
 
   “What are we facing today?” Cenick asked as he stepped back to gauge the fit of Garrett’s gear.
 
   “First up is Sir Anders, who was ta have a go at us yesterday,” Shortgrass said, “He seems competent enough, but his heart’s not in it. I say we lay him flat as quick as we can and let the poor old beggar go home and sleep it off.”
 
   “He’s the one that was worried about Sir Baelan, wasn’t he?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Aye,” Shortgrass answered.
 
   “Let’s be careful not to hurt him too bad, all right?” Garrett said.
 
   “It’s a bit risky, but I think we kin manage it,” Shortgrass said.
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said.
 
   “Who else?” Cenick asked.
 
   “Well, we got lucky on the draw fer the second match,” the fairy said, “Sir Braece is one o’ the lads that happened to be drinkin’ ta Sir Jons’s memory last night.”
 
   “How’s that lucky?” Garrett asked as Cenick handed him the jousting helm.
 
   “Well,” Shortgrass said, “as it happened, a certain fairy, by tha name o’ Sender, just happened to spill a few drops in their keg from a bottle o’ somethin’ that tha fair Lady Ymowyn had cooked up in her kettle... I dare say that poor Sir Braece and a few other young Astorran noblemen have had a rather unpleasant time of it since.”
 
   “We poisoned them?” Garrett hissed.
 
   “They’ll be fine!” Shortgrass assured him, “Though I do suggest we drag it out a bit, once good Sir Braece has got his knickers bolted on fer tha match... He’s more likely to have his mind on his next trip to tha privy than on puttin’ a stake through yer heart.”
 
   “Oh,” Garrett said, feeling a pang of sympathy for the victims of the fox woman herbalist and the sneaky little violet-haired fairy.
 
   “The third in line, now he may prove a problem,” Shortgrass sighed, “A Sir Gillian... a right cankerworm, that one!”
 
   “What do you mean?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Seems that someone else drew the lot ta fight ya third... a Sir... ah... doesn’t matter now, since Sir Gillian challenged him on the spot fer tha honor, and the poor devil agreed to it.
 
   “Sir Gillian laid the boy out with a knock on tha knot and then stomped tha poor lad’s knee in... just fer tha fun of it, I suppose.”
 
   “They’re fighting each other over who gets to fight me?” Garrett scoffed.
 
   “Aye. I’d say this Gillian fella is lookin’ ta make a name fer ‘imself at yer expense,” Shortgrass said, “So I don’t know as I’d shed any tears for ‘im should some sad misfortune befall ‘im today.”
 
   “All right,” Garrett sighed, “is that all?”
 
   “Well, there’s the other t’ree hundred or so knights jus’ waitin’ in line behind ‘em ta take a poke at ya,” Shortgrass chuckled, “but let’s just focus on tha day’s work ahead.”
 
   “Fine,” Garrett said, slipping the helm down around his ears. He quickly raised his visor as he turned to see Haven and Ymowyn approaching.
 
   “Good Sir Garrett,” Ymowyn said with a grin as she tugged a scrap of white cloth from her sleeve, “Would you do me the honor of wearing my favor today?”
 
   “Your what?” Garrett asked with a bemused smile.
 
   “A lady’s favor is meant to bring the knight fortune in the contest and show his dedication to his courtly virtues,” Ymowyn said.
 
   “You want me to wear a scarf?”
 
   “You wear the favor upon your belt, or anywhere it might be plainly seen,” the fox woman explained, “It has been a custom among the knights and ladies of Astorra since time immemorial.”
 
   Garrett gave Haven a questioning look, but she only smiled and rolled her eyes. “What does it mean if I wear your favor?” he asked Lady Ymowyn.
 
   Ymowyn smiled softly, her eyes falling as she answered, “It’s just a silly dream I had, long ago when I watched my first tournament at my mother’s side.”
 
   Garrett smiled back as she met his gaze again. “Yeah,” he said, “I’d be glad to wear it.”
 
   Lady Ymowyn smiled as she stepped forward to tie the strip of cloth around Garrett’s sword belt. As she finished, she sighed contentedly and stepped away.
 
   “Of course this means that we’re betrothed now,” she said.
 
   “What?” Garrett exclaimed.
 
   “Whatever shall I tell dear Warren?” Ymowyn wondered aloud.
 
   Garrett stared at her in shock.
 
   Haven snorted with laughter, and Ymowyn joined in as well.
 
   “I told you I could make him sweat,” Ymowyn laughed, giving Garrett a wicked grin.
 
   “Very funny,” Garrett said, giving them both a hard look.
 
   “Good luck,” Haven said, leaning close to kiss Garrett through the opening in the face of his helm.
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said, returning the kiss gently.
 
   “And thank you, Garrett,” Ymowyn said, “I am truly honored that you would carry my favor today.”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, “Did everything go all right with Warren and the others last night?”
 
   “Yes,” Ymowyn said, giving him an amused look, “They’re sleeping it off now... on a pile of stolen Astorran food.”
 
   Garrett chuckled. “And what about Sir Baelan,” he asked, “How’s he doing?”
 
   Ymowyn’s eyes fell. “Baely is... well, I think the air here is good for him,” she said, “I’m going to try to convince him to watch the tournament today.”
 
   Garrett thought for a moment before answering. “I wish we could just let him go now,” he sighed, “I just don’t want to take the chance that he’ll tell Cabre what we’re up to.”
 
   “He knows nothing of the plan,” Ymowyn said.
 
   “But he knows us,” Garrett said, “He’s been around us long enough to know that we aren’t really the kind of people that we’re pretending to be.”
 
   “No... you’re right,” she said, “Perhaps it would be better if we all kept that in mind.” She reached out and started to untie the scarf from around Garrett’s belt.
 
   He put his hand down to stop her. “Leave it,” he said.
 
   “I can’t imagine a merciless slayer of royalty carrying a lady’s token of admiration into battle,” she said with a crooked grin.
 
   “I’m crazy, remember,” Garrett said, snugging the scarf back into place on his belt, “I can do whatever I want!”
 
   The others laughed as Garrett flashed them an insane leer before snapping his black visor down to conceal his face.
 
   Ghausse padded softly toward Garrett through the dew-soaked grass, giving Garrett a curious whine as he approached. Garrett patted the big wolf’s damp fur and then scratched him roughly behind the ear. Ghausse dragged his tongue over Garrett’s faceplate, filling his helmet with the scent of wolf breath.
 
   “Watch where yer puttin’ that!” Shortgrass cried as Ghausse licked wetly at Garrett’s armored face.
 
   “That’s enough,” Garrett laughed, pushing Ghausse’s massive head away, “Let me climb on now.”
 
   Ghausse stretched himself obediently on the grass before Garrett, and Garrett leaned forward across the direwolf’s back before swinging his leg over.
 
   Ghausse rose beneath him then as Garrett settled into position astride the wolf’s back.
 
   Cenick stepped up to help Garrett buckle his shield into place on his left arm. The tattooed necromancer then hurried away toward a stack of gear beside the tent and returned shortly, bearing a rather nice-looking steel-tipped lance, coated in a fresh layer of black paint.
 
   Garrett took the weapon in hand, feeling its balance and admiring the straightness of its shaft. “Where’d you get this?” he asked.
 
   “The ghouls were busy last night,” Cenick chuckled.
 
   Garrett gave a rueful laugh and thanked his friend before turning the wolf toward the enemy lines.
 
   “Let’s get this over with,” he said as he kneed Ghausse into a loping gate.
 
   Sir Anders sat upon his horse in the field between the Gloaran and Astorran camps, awaiting Garrett’s arrival. He carried no lance or shield, and he held his helmet tucked under one arm. Garrett slowed Ghausse to a casual trot as he approached the unarmed knight.
 
   “Kingslayer,” Sir Anders greeted Garrett, his voice betraying no emotion.
 
   “Sir Anders,” Garrett returned the greeting, lifting his visor with the thumb of his lance hand before letting the lance rest against the seam between two plates of his right pauldron.
 
   “I would speak with you a moment, if I may,” Sir Anders said.
 
   “All right,” Garrett answered. His eyes fell to the ribbon of gray cloth tied around Sir Anders’s upper left arm.
 
   Noting the direction of Garrett’s gaze, Sir Anders said, “A token of respect for the fallen... Sir Jons was a good friend, and a worthy man.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Garrett said.
 
   Sir Anders blinked in surprise.
 
   Garrett quickly cleared his throat and forced his voice into a gravely rasp. “He should have known better than to... try to defeat me,” Garrett said, looking away as he squirmed a bit in his armor. When he met Sir Anders’s gaze again, he saw the man watching him with undisguised curiosity.
 
   “You wear a token as well, I see,” Anders said.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   The knight nodded toward Garrett’s belt.
 
   “Oh,” Garrett said, “Yeah... that’s for Lady Ymowyn. She told me she always wanted to have a knight wear her scarf for her in a fight.”
 
   “Lady Ymowyn,” Sir Anders said, “an Astorran name. She is an expatriate, I take it?”
 
   “No,” Garrett said, “She loves Astorra! I think she’s really patriotic about it.”
 
   A faint smile softened the hard line of Sir Anders’s mouth. “I did not mean to suggest that she was not,” he said, “I simply meant that she no longer resides in her homeland.”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Garrett said, “The Inquisitor guy, Prex, chased her out.”
 
   “Ah,” Sir Anders said, his face taking on a troubled look, “... if I may be so bold, could you tell me what became of the Inquisitor?”
 
   Garrett frowned, wondering how much of the truth he should share with this man who would shortly be trying to kill him.
 
   “He’s dead,” Garrett said.
 
   “You’ve killed him?” Sir Anders asked.
 
   Garrett hesitated for a moment. “Yeah,” he said at last.
 
   “Did you take pleasure in the act?”
 
   Garrett hesitated again.
 
   “No,” Garrett said.
 
   “And did you take pleasure in killing our king?” Anders asked.
 
   Garrett’s lips twitched, as he looked away again.
 
   “Are we gonna fight, or what?” Garrett demanded.
 
   “I will very shortly be expected to make attempt on your life, young man,” Sir Anders said, his tone even and low, “and, if I am to kill a man, I would like to know what sort of man he truly is.”
 
   “I’m the Kingslayer,” Garrett snorted, “Isn’t that reason enough?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Anders said, lowering his voice, “if you are truly the man who murdered our king.”
 
   Garrett flinched as though caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He stared at Sir Anders, not trusting himself to say anything.
 
   “What’s your game, boy?” the knight sighed.
 
   “What do you mean?” Garrett asked.
 
   “I know a diversion when I smell it,” Sir Anders growled, “and I don’t appreciate being played for a fool!”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Garrett growled, remembering to do the gravely voice again.
 
   “You’re keeping us occupied here while your main forces make another move against the Chadiri,” Sir Anders said, “The same tactic used before by your ink-faced squire when he pretended to be the general of the Gloaran armies the last time your people came against us. Do you take us for simpletons?”
 
   “I just don’t want anyone else to get hurt!” Garrett snapped.
 
   The truth hung like a foul stench in the air between them.
 
   “Well, that’s that, I suppose!” Shortgrass sighed loudly from Garrett’s shoulder.
 
   The Astorran knight started visibly when the brassy little fairy stepped from the hollow of Garrett’s pauldron and waved at him.
 
   “Welcome to tha real war, Sir Anders,” Shortgrass laughed.
 
   “The fae have taken sides now?” Sir Anders scoffed.
 
   “‘Twas your people that chose the sides, Sir Anders,” Shortgrass said, “There’s nae much room fer our kind at the red god’s table.”
 
   “And you would overthrow the House of Haerad and return these lands to fae rule again?” the knight demanded.
 
   “I don’ give a fennel fer yer lands or yer kings,” Shortgrass scoffed, “I’m just here ta see this boy home again safe, if I hafta put a hex on ev’ry shufflefoot in tha kingdom ta do it!”
 
   “Is all this nothing more than a game to you?” Sir Anders hissed, “A good man is dead because of this foolishness!”
 
   “‘Twas his life or tha boy’s,” Shortgrass, growled, “an’ well ya know it!”
 
   “Take your army and go!” Sir Anders said, “We will not be made sport!”
 
   “Oh,” Shortgrass said, “I suppose that settles it then! We’ll just pack off back to tha swamps, an’ all you kind, enlightened folk kin just shine up yer nice pretty armor and nice pretty swords and wait fer tha redjacks ta tell ya when you kin come and finish us off, so’s they don’t hafta get their boots wet!”
 
   Sir Anders’s lips pulled back over his teeth, as he struggled to contain his rage.
 
   “Ya ready ta fight now, Sir Anders?” Shortgrass asked.
 
   Sir Anders glared at the little fairy for a long moment before turning his eyes on Garrett again. “Have your little game then, boy,” the knight said, “I swear you will not have long to enjoy it!”
 
   Garrett watched as the knight wheeled his horse and galloped back toward the list and his squire who stood waiting with shield and lance.
 
   Shortgrass chuckled as he retreated into his hiding place once again, and Garrett rode Ghausse to the opposite end of the list where Cenick had gathered a stack of stolen lances for the day’s tourney.
 
   “Is everything all right?” Cenick asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Garrett whispered, “Sir Anders recognized you from the last time you were here. He knows we’re just trying to keep ‘em busy.”
 
   Cenick grunted, his eyes on the knight in the dun-colored armor at the far end of the list. “That could be a problem,” he whispered back.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, lowering his lance as Ghausse crouched low, ready to spring into battle.
 
   “For the King and Sir Jons!” Sir Anders shouted as he spurred his horse forward.
 
   The crowd roared their approval in response.
 
   “Be careful, Garrett,” Cenick said.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said again as Ghausse gave a terrible snarl and the two combatants charged toward one another with lances aimed at each other’s hearts.
 
   Both lances exploded in a thunderclap that left Sir Anders lying on his back in the trampled grass.
 
   Garrett wheeled his wolf around and lifted his visor to see the dun-armored knight weakly lift his right hand to his chest plate and then to fumble at the clasp of his helmet’s visor.
 
   Finish him, boy, the voice in Garrett’s mind whispered.
 
   I don’t think he’s getting back up, Garrett replied inwardly.
 
   You must be certain that he does not, the voice said, He knows your plan and must not be allowed to reveal it to others!
 
   Garrett’s skin crawled with guilt and dread as he slipped from Ghausse’s back and approached the fallen knight with his hand on the hilt of his sword.
 
   Sir Anders’s squire, a portly young man with a shock of blonde hair sticking from beneath his dun-colored skullcap, knelt beside Sir Anders on the ground. He looked up at Garrett’s approach with terror in his eyes. “M’lord! You must defend yourself! M’lord?”
 
   Sir Anders regarded Garrett with a look of pained resignation as he lay prone upon the grass.
 
   Garrett heard the rasp of steel as the sword in his hand began to leave its scabbard, but he quickly forced it back inside again, his arm trembling from the effort required to restrain the Spellbreaker’s will. He gritted his teeth and gave Sir Anders a desperate look.
 
   “I... yield... sir,” Sir Anders gasped, though it looked as if the words cost him greatly.
 
   A murmur of astonishment passed through the Astorran crowd, interspersed with cries of disbelief.
 
   Garrett’s muscles ached as he struggled to control his own arm. Three inches of naked steel shone from the blade’s scabbard as his arm drew it out against his will.
 
   “No!” Garrett hissed under his breath as he shoved the blade back into its sheath again with a dull clunk.
 
   Sir Anders pushed himself up on his elbows, his eyes wide as he watched Garrett’s strange battle with himself.
 
   “Coward!” someone shouted.
 
   “He’s yielded already!” a lady cried.
 
   “Show mercy!” another woman begged.
 
   The seed of Mercy... the voice in his mind growled as the steel of Garrett’s sword shrieked against the brass lip of its scabbard.
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Garrett shouted aloud, slamming the blade home again, “Fruit of defeat!” He spun to face the baffled Astorrans lined up beside the list and raised his voice loud enough to be heard by them all. “Well, you know what? I like fruit. I think I’ll just make some Fruit of defeat jelly and have it on my toast! What do you think of that?”
 
   Garrett felt the Spellbreaker’s will subside as the feeling returned to his tingling arm. He looked at Sir Anders again.
 
   The knight sat, half-supported by his squire, both of them with mouths agape as they stared up at Garrett.
 
   Garrett hissed with rage as he stomped over to the fallen knight and reached down to seize the grip of the man’s sword.
 
   Sir Anders flinched but made no protest as Garrett drew the knight’s sword from its sheath. Garrett turned toward the stunned crowd and lifted the captured blade above his head.
 
   “Is this how you do things here?” Garrett demanded, “I beat you in a fight, and then I take your stuff? Is that how it works?”
 
   The eyes of the crowd lifted to the sword in Garrett’s hand as it crusted over with ice, wreathed in blue flames.
 
   “You call that honor?” Garrett roared, “Whoever is the biggest and the strongest gets to take all the stuff and do whatever they want with it? Is that what you all swear your oaths about? Is that all it is? Because, back where I come from, they just call that stealing!”
 
   “What do you know of honor, you craven dog?” a knight in silvered armor shouted.
 
   “Well, I guess, not much,” Garrett shouted as he bashed Sir Anders’s sword to shards against the rim of his black shield. The Astorrans cried out, falling back a step as flakes of frozen steel and cinders of blue fire showered down around them.
 
   “You see, I always thought honor was about telling the truth and protecting people from bad guys like the Chadiri!” Garrett shouted as he tossed the ice-crusted hilt of Sir Anders’s sword to land in the grass between the man’s knees.
 
   “Then I came to Astorra, and I found out I was wrong about all that,” Garrett growled, “That’s not what honor is at all!”
 
   Garrett reached up and hooked his thumb between his helmet and forehead and pushed it up off his head. The crowd recoiled in horror again at the sight of Garrett’s scarred and hairless head.
 
   “Astorran honor is all about finding something ugly to call your enemy,” Garrett cried, “something different or strange... someone that doesn’t look like you or dress like you or talk the way you do... hopefully it’s somebody smaller than you, so they can’t really do much about it when you kick ‘em around!”
 
   Garrett threw his helm down so hard that it flung up a little divot of grass and dirt as it bounced away.
 
   “That way, you don’t ever have to stand up to any real bad guys!” Garrett raged, “That way you don’t ever have to take the chance that maybe you won’t win the fight!”
 
   He spun and advanced on Sir Anders and his squire who now cringed, white-faced at the sight of the black stain spreading across the grass from Garrett’s feet.
 
   “So that’s what you want, is it?” Garrett hissed, “Some kinda storybook villain that you can all line up and come at, one at a time... so you never have to think about what real honor would make you do... Well, fine then! You want a bad guy? Here I am!”
 
   Garrett spat a chunk of ice from his lips as he faced the crowd again with a hateful sneer.
 
   “Who’s next?”
 
   Ghausse fell in beside Garrett with a concerned whine as Garrett angrily stamped his way over to where Haven and Lady Ymowyn stood watching him nearby. When he finally gathered enough composure to look them in the eye, he saw that Lady Ymowyn was crying.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, he voice gone slightly hoarse from all the shouting.
 
   The fox woman gave him a trembling smile as she curtsied low before him. “Nothing at all... my King,” she whispered.
 
   Haven raised her eyebrows and shook her head. “So, what’s the plan now?” she asked.
 
   “They know why we’re here,” Cenick said, wiping the mud from Garrett’s helm as he approached from behind.
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said, as Cenick helped him slip the helm down around his ears again.
 
   “Should I go get the ghouls and zombies and berserkers now?” Haven asked.
 
   “Too early to say,” Cenick grumbled. Garrett followed the line of his gaze to where Sir Anders, apparently recovered from his injuries, was speaking with a small group of knights.
 
   “I guess we’d better be ready in case they try anything,” Garrett sighed, “But, until then, we’ll just keep playing the game.”
 
   “I didn’ have tha heart to kill tha man just fer guessin’ the truth,” Shortgrass sighed.
 
   “You did the right thing, Shortgrass,” Garrett said, “I didn’t want to kill him either.”
 
   “And yet your blade seemed to thirst for the man’s blood,” Cenick said.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett sighed, looking toward the patch of stained grass where he had struggled for control of his own body against the spirit of the Spellbreaker within him.
 
   “He’s getting stronger, isn’t he?” Haven asked.
 
   “No,” Garrett said, “I’m just asking too much of him right now. It’s not his fault... He’s just trying to help.”
 
   Haven stepped close, putting her hand on Garrett’s cheek. “Brahnek wasn’t a good man, Garrett,” she whispered, “I saw the kind of cruelty he was capable of... You can’t take the chance of letting him out like that again.”
 
   Garrett wanted to say something to reassure her, but the blaring of trumpets cut him off.
 
   “Your rival awaits,” Cenick said, lifting his arm toward the knight in green armor that sat, hunched in the saddle of his horse at the far end of the list.
 
   “Garrett...” Haven sighed as he pulled away.
 
   “I’ll be all right,” Garrett laughed as he mounted Ghausse once again. He followed Cenick back to his starting position beside the pile of stolen lances.
 
   “Finish it quickly,” Cenick said, handing Garrett a fresh lance.
 
   “That won’t be a problem,” Shortgrass whispered with a little laugh, “Tha poor devil looks as green as his armor!”
 
   Garrett squinted as he looked toward the knight known as Sir Braece. The man did indeed look as though he could use a long rest in a soft bed with an empty bucket nearby.
 
   Sir Braece took a deep breath before lowering his visor and taking the lance that his squire offered him.
 
   “Ya don’t want ta drag it out a wee bit?” Shortgrass asked.
 
   “No,” Garrett sighed, “I feel sorry enough for him as it is. Let’s just knock him down and get it over with.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Shortgrass said, “No point in bein’ coy about it now, is there?”
 
   Sir Braece shouted something as he charged, but Garrett could make no sense of the man’s muffled words. The crowd cheered just the same.
 
   They gasped in dismay once again a few moments later as their champion lay, flat on his back in the withered grass where Sir Anders had fallen before.
 
   Sir Braece clutched at his stomach with an anguished groan as he struggled to rise from the blackened grass, but Garrett didn’t even bother to dismount. Ghausse, sensing his master’s intent, hopped the rope partition between the jousting lanes and ran directly toward the injured knight.
 
   Still clutching the blasted stump of his stolen lance, Garrett rode the green knight down, clubbing him across the back of the helmet with the splintered shaft of the broken weapon.
 
   Sir Braece went down again in a groaning heap and did not make much effort to rise again.
 
   “Next!” Garrett shouted over the boos of the crowd as he snatched another lance from Cenick’s hand.
 
   “Today is the day you will answer for your crimes, blackguard!” shouted a knight in cream-white armor astride an enormous white horse. His white shield bore the golden image of a ram’s head, and two curving gilded horns adorned the crest of his white-plumed helm.
 
   Garrett snorted with derision as Ghausse trotted back to their starting position.
 
   “I will cleanse your stain from the green bosom of our beloved homeland when I strike the malformed head from your twisted body, and you will die, knowing that I, Sir Gillian of Caulshire have bested you!” the white knight shouted.
 
   “Well I don’t like you either,” Garrett muttered as he kneed Ghausse into a dead run toward the Astorran knight, his lance already level with the man’s broad chest.
 
   “Lance!” the white-armored Astorran called out, snapping his visor down quickly as he abandoned his carefully rehearsed speech. His squire hefted the gold-tipped lance into his master’s hand and then leapt back as the knight spurred his horse forward to meet Garrett’s charge.
 
   Once again, Garrett heard the frantic prayer of fairy magic in his left ear as Shortgrass worked his charms of protection. Garrett focused all of his will on the tip of his lance which now glowed with a nimbus of blue flame as he aimed it at the crux of the glimmering gold filigree on the knight’s breastplate. Too late did he notice a cloaked man in the crowd drop to his knee and raise something wooden in his hands.
 
   The crossbow bolt made a thrumming sound in the split second before it thudded into Ghausse’s flank.
 
   The big wolf yelped like a kicked puppy as he tumbled, nose-first into the grass. Garrett’s startled cry caught in his throat as Sir Gillian’s lance slammed hard into his shield, spinning Garrett’s body around as he flew from Ghausse’s back.
 
   He heard Shortgrass curse as he was flung clear of Garrett’s pauldron, and then Garrett hit the ground, bouncing and rolling across the grass.
 
   He thrust out his right arm to stop himself, and a blast of white-hot pain shot through his forearm as his wrist snapped upon impact with the ground.
 
   Garrett skidded to a halt, screaming in pain. His poorly fitted helmet had twisted around, leaving him unable to see through his visor anymore. He rolled into a ball, tucking his broken arm against his chest as he pulled his shield up over his body.
 
   “Garrett, get up!” Cenick shouted.
 
   Someone kicked Garrett hard in the back of the head, and his ears rang with the impact of sabaton on helm. He tucked his head beneath his shield and felt the impact of a sword blow upon its rim a moment later.
 
   “Get up you dog!” Sir Gillian laughed, “I want to see you weep when I take your head!”
 
   Garrett tried to squirm into a kneeling position, but another savage kick sent him to the ground once again. He tasted blood in his mouth.
 
   Ghausse growled from somewhere nearby and then whined in pain as Garrett heard the sound of a sword blow landing true.
 
   “No!” Garrett shouted. He lost all feeling in his right arm as he felt a mass of solid ice form around his broken wrist, and he shoved himself to his feet, using the icy club of his forearm.
 
   He shook his helm back into place just in time to see the golden pommel of Sir Gillian’s sword slam into his visor.
 
   “Garrett!” Haven screamed.
 
   Garrett’s vision exploded with motes of light as his head snapped back, and he staggered away, barely keeping his feet beneath him. When his vision cleared a moment later, he realized that his visor had sprung open. Ghausse lay in a heap on the bloodstained grass, and Sir Gillian now thrust his sword directly at Garrett’s face.
 
   The tip of Gillian’s sword skipped off of Garrett’s hastily-raised shield, but Garrett had time only to gasp a single breath before the white knight was upon him again, pouring a hailstorm of rapid blows upon Garrett’s shield and armor.
 
   Garrett staggered backward, giving ground before the knight’s relentless assault, trying to make sense of the situation as his shock-addled brain reeled with every blow.
 
   “Garrett! Behind you!” Cenick cried.
 
   Garrett glanced back to see the rope partition that marked the spine of the list, but he could not avoid it as Sir Gillian shield rushed him into it. Garrett felt the rope pull taut across his armored back and then slip down to his waist, catching on his sword belt as Sir Gillian shoved him over. Garrett’s legs flew above his head as he went over backwards, landing hard on his neck. He tried to rise, but the rope had tangled on the crossguard of his sword, suspending his hips above his head as the weight of his armor bore down on Garrett’s neck with unbearable pain.
 
   He gasped in terror a moment later when he felt the tip of Sir Gillian’s sword slip through the gap beneath the armored tassets guarding his hips and jab into the flesh of his lower back.
 
   “I remember finding a turtle on his back once when I was a boy,” Sir Gillian whispered as his blade slowly pierced the thin gambeson that Garrett wore beneath his armor, “I made great sport of the poor beast.”
 
   I’ve had just about enough of this braggart, the voice of Brahnek Spellbreaker growled in Garrett’s mind.
 
   “Me too!” Garrett hissed through clenched teeth as he felt Gillian’s sword slowly sinking into his flesh.
 
   A shockwave of blue light sent ice-bound fragments of rope flying in all directions as Garrett crashed to the ground, free of his entanglement. Sir Gillian’s sword gave a warbling whistle as it spun through the air, landing nearby with a sullen thud. Garrett heard Sir Gillian’s armored body crash to the field a moment later.
 
   Garrett rolled over and pushed himself to his feet again, staggering toward his injured wolf.
 
   “Kill him!” a man shouted, and a crossbow bolt punched through Garrett’s breastplate, just below his heart.
 
   “Gah!” Garrett grunted, as a searing pain lanced through his ribs.
 
   “Treachery!” Cenick shouted.
 
   Garrett twisted around, spotting the cloaked archer as the crowd of gaily dressed ladies and stunned knights fell back. The man frantically worked the hand winch of his weapon, drawing it back to load another shot.
 
   Garrett hissed a cloud of icy mist through his teeth as he raised his frozen right arm toward the man who had shot his wolf.
 
   A whirring sound split the air as Cenick’s thrown knife thudded into the man’s shoulder. He went over backwards with a startled cry, dropping his crossbow as he fell.
 
   Garrett’s ears rang with the impact of steel on steel as a sword strike to his back sent him reeling. He spun to see two more cloaked men in light armor with swords drawn.
 
   Garrett raised his right arm to block the downward strike of a sword, and its edge bit deep into the ice encasing his arm and the vambrace beneath. The cloaked man tried to wrench the blade free with both hands, but Garrett only snarled back at him as blue flames engulfed the man’s sword. The assailant cried out in panic as he tried to release the blade, only to find it frozen to his palms. He began to shriek in terror as fiery frost slowly began to spread, covering his forearms as he struggled to break free.
 
   “Die you devil!” the second man shouted as he struck a glancing blow to Garrett’s pauldron.
 
   “Get off him!” Haven shouted as she sprang upon him like a panther, seizing the man’s cloak from behind and spinning him around.
 
   Garrett glanced back to see her pounding the man into insensibility with her fist as he struggled to rise from the grass. She gave Garrett a little smile, and he smiled back as he continued to wrestle with the other assassin whose blade and hands were now firmly frozen to Garrett’s arm.
 
   “For the gods’ sake, someone kill him!” shouted the cloaked man as he watched the rime of burning frost creeping over his shoulders.
 
   A trio of Astorran knights drew their swords and advanced, their awe-stricken faces pale with the blue glow of the Songreaver’s power.
 
   “Hold!” Sir Anders shouted, stepping forward with his hands spread wide.
 
    The trio of knights looked to the older man, hesitating in their advance.
 
   “This is not honor!” Sir Anders cried, his burning eyes locked on Garrett, “We will not break the code of the tourney for the sake of a few cowards!”
 
   “To hell with honor!” the cloaked man cried, “Kill this monster before he kills me!”
 
   “A monster is he?” whispered Lady Ymowyn as she stepped up behind the half-frozen man, “No, my dear, you haven’t seen the real monsters yet.”
 
   “Get away from me!” the cloaked man cried as Lady Ymowyn took his head between her hands and brought her red-furred muzzle to his lips.
 
   Garrett watched in mute wonder as the fox woman’s lips parted, and the man’s final scream erupted from his mouth as a brilliant silver mist. Ymowyn’s green eyes went wide as she breathed it in. The man’s cries died away into a rasping death rattle, and still the mist drained from his mouth like a silver cord of light into the fox woman’s open jaws.
 
   She let him fall as his knees gave way beneath him, and the weight of his body dragged Garrett’s arm down with him, still frozen to the man’s sword.
 
   “Bow before the King,” Lady Ymowyn growled, her eyes blazing with silver adoration. She bared her glistening fangs in a broad grin, her hands on the shoulders of the dead man as he slumped to his knees on the grass before Garrett.
 
   Garrett yanked his arm back, and the assassin’s sword shattered, leaving only a small shard of icy steel imbedded in his dented vambrace. The man’s body fell over sideways into the blackened grass, still clutching the hilt of his broken sword, his face frozen in a silent scream of terror, and his eyes glazed over with frost.
 
   Garrett looked down at the shaft of the crossbow bolt protruding from his breastplate and grimaced at the bloody icicle that hung down almost to Ymowyn’s white scarf upon his belt. He wondered how long the arrow had been before it went in. There certainly didn’t seem to be all that much of it sticking out. At least there was no pain.
 
   He looked over to where Ghausse lay, unmoving, and his heart sank. Garrett slowly walked toward his fallen wolf as billows of cold vapors rose from the blighted grass all around him. A dusting of ice particles spread across Ghausse’s black fur as Garrett knelt beside him, reaching out to stroke him with his stiffened right hand.
 
   Ghausse whimpered, struggling to lift his head as his great bushy tail thumped weakly on the dead grass behind him.
 
   “It’s not over, hell-spawn!” Sir Gillian coughed, his voice wet and ragged.
 
   Garrett looked up to see the white-armored knight staggering slowly toward him, his shield arm hanging limp at his side as he stooped to retrieve his fallen sword. Sir Gillian raised his ram-horned helm to face Garrett, and coughed. A few drops of blood dribbled from the vents of his cream-white visor as he closed on Garrett.
 
   “Come my brothers,” Sir Gillian rasped, “Let us take the heads of these maggot-eating worms and bring them with honor before the King!”
 
   “You know nothing of honor, Gillian,” Sir Anders answered, his face darkened with contempt for the white knight.
 
   Sir Gillian stared at his fellow knight for a moment and then staggered again, almost falling.
 
   One by one, the other Astorran knights sheathed their swords and stepped away, some shaking their heads with looks of disgust on their faces as they turned away from their former brother in arms.
 
   “You cowards!” Sir Gillian shouted, “All of you... cowards!”
 
   Garrett stroked Ghausse’s fur once again before rising wearily to his feet with Cenick’s aid.
 
   “Finish this, Garrett,” Cenick whispered.
 
   Garrett nodded his head as he stretched out his frozen right forearm at his side, feeling the chill of the blue flames that once again wreathed his arm.
 
   “We’re with you, Garrett,” Haven said stepping to his right side. Lady Ymowyn moved to his left, her eyes still blazing with silver light.
 
   “I have to finish this alone,” Garrett whispered, his eyes locked on the horn-crested knight in bloodied white armor.
 
   “No... in point of fact, ya don’t,” Shortgrass growled as the little fairy fluttered down to land on the rim of Garrett’s shield. Garrett glanced over to see the tiny gouge in the fairy’s scalp that glowed with the golden light of Shortgrass’s blood as it ran down over his swollen right eyelid and onto his cheek. The tip of his left wing hung at an odd angle as he perched on the black shield with a look of rage on his little face.
 
   “Cower behind your sorcery and your witches, little man,” Sir Gillian coughed, “but I will still take your head!” He raised his sword high, leveling its shaking point at Garrett’s chest.
 
   “If ya were gonna take it, you should’a had it by now, ya great yammerin’ goat!” Shortgrass yelled, “And I think we’ve all had enough of yer nonsense, so be off wit’ ya before I’m farced ta do somethin’ you’ll wish I hadn’t!”
 
   Garrett gave the little fairy a curious look, but Shortgrass was already muttering something in fae under his breath.
 
   Sir Gillian gave an inarticulate howl of rage as he charged forward, sword raised to strike.
 
   “Te vaardre tu coshaana, ne’gedden mac vega!” Shortgrass shouted as he raised his right hand, and a flash of rainbow light dazzled Garrett’s eyes.
 
   Garrett blinked, his eyes still swirling with the afterglow of fairy magic, as the horrible shrieks of some inhuman beast filled the air.
 
   People gasped, and an Astorran lady screamed as the wild shrieking changed slowly into a goat-like bleating sound.
 
   Garrett, able to see clearly at last, blinked again in astonishment at the writhing form of Sir Gillian on the blackened grass before him. At least it had been Sir Gillian.
 
   The white knight’s helmet rolled away to reveal a goat-like face that twisted in agony as two small gray horns sprouted from the knight’s forehead and began to curve back and around as they grew. The man’s sword lay on the ground beside him, his white gauntlet still loosely grasping its grip. The hand that protruded from Sir Gillian’s vambrace had traded fingers for a glossy black hoof.
 
   Garrett looked down in stunned fascination as the former knight thrashed and bleated. Bits of his white armor slipped and fell away as he slowly transformed into a small brown goat. The animal finally managed to squirm free of its gold-trimmed breastplate and kicked off the tangled gambeson beneath.
 
   Shortgrass chuckled to himself as Gillian the goat now bolted from the field in wild panic, his bleats of terror fading into the distance as awe-struck Astorrans gave way before him.
 
   “Such is tha justice o’ tha Amber Court,” Shortgrass shouted, “fer tha crime of assaultin’ it’s duly-appointed officer!”
 
   Garrett stared at the tiny fairy perched on his shield, not quite able to wrap his mind around what he had just seen.
 
   “Well, I did warn him, did I not?” Shortgrass said with a shrug.
 
   Garrett felt light-headed as the blue flames wreathing his frozen right arm flickered and died. Shortgrass fluttered free as Garrett slumped to his knees. He would have fallen over if Haven and Lady Ymowyn had not hastened to bear him up again between them.
 
   Cenick lifted the battered helm from Garrett’s head, and Garrett smiled weakly at his friends. He saw the little wince of discomfort in Haven’s eyes as she supported him with his ice-crusted right arm lying against her bare neck.
 
   “Sorry,” he whispered.
 
   She smiled back at him as she reached down to grasp his belt and took the burden of his armored weight from Lady Ymowyn’s shoulder. “I’ve got him now,” she said.
 
   Ymowyn turned to face an approaching group of Astorrans, her hands flexed into claws as her eyes blazed with stolen light.
 
   “It is finished, Kingslayer!” Sir Anders said as he and a dozen Astorran knights loomed above Garrett.
 
   Garrett returned the knight’s glare as little puffs of mist frosted the air before him with every gasping breath.
 
   “Take your misshapen army and depart these lands tonight,” Sir Anders, said, “The next time we meet, it shall be upon the field of battle, and no courtesy of honor shall stay our hands from exacting the King’s justice!”
 
   “The King’s justice!” Garrett spat. He felt the ice on his lips crack as he sneered at the dun-armored knight. “I have a message for your king,” he hissed, “You tell him I want my knife back... and I’m coming to get it.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
   Marla watched the pink glow of sunrise creeping across the eastern sky. With the help of her enchanted goggles, she could make out the hazy peaks of the Neshite range on the far side of the Uroic Basin. The great crater itself still lay in the shadow of its mountain ring, a sea of mist obscuring the vast lake that lay somewhere below. Here and there, red flashes of lightning flickered among the clouds. Marla could not hear their thunderous detonations over the constant whistling of the wind that whipped at her long dark hair and chilled her skin even through her black leather riding gear.
 
   A blood-red flash of lightning near the center of the lake caught her eye for a moment, but something else drew her attention as it moved through the mist. For an instant, she thought she glimpsed the shadow of something silhouetted against the clouds by the red flash, something too large to be one of the freakish winged creatures that hunted in the skies above the basin. At least she hoped it wasn’t one of them. If those twisted aberrations could really grow that large, she would understand why the gaunts refused to fly any closer.
 
   She shielded her goggles with her hand as the pink light of dawn threatened to overwhelm her sight. Already her skin had begun to crawl with the unpleasant tingle of indirect sunlight. In another few minutes, she would be risking a nasty burn to her exposed face by remaining in the open.
 
   There it was again. Something moved in the clouds below. She caught a glimpse of a great curving shape, bristling with dorsal spines, and, for an instant, an unimaginably large wing eclipsed the fading glow of a red flash.
 
   Her heart raced as she strained her eyes, trying to catch another glimpse of whatever it was she had seen. What if she were right about the island she had dreamed of so many times before? What if the Queen of Dragons was still alive, somewhere down there in the mist?
 
   She already felt the first twinges of sunlight-induced nausea beginning to twist in her belly, but Marla ignored the discomfort, hoping to catch another glimpse of whatever it was that waited for her down there.
 
   “Come on, Dawnfacer!” Alyss laughed as she tugged at Marla’s sleeve, “It’s time for supper.”
 
   Marla started from her thoughts and gave the Arkadi girl an embarrassed smile. “Sorry,” she said, “I just thought that I saw something.”
 
   “We’ll see plenty of whatever it was tomorrow night,” Alyss said, shielding her cream-colored eyes from the light of approaching dawn.
 
   Marla looked up to see the golden fire of sunlight burning on the tops of the southwestern peaks above them... time to go inside.
 
   Marla followed Alyss back into the fractured dome of draconic architecture that was all that remained of the ancient city of Uroe. The vampires used this last bastion of the sacred birthplace of dragonkind as an outpost, a haven against the hated light of day. They called this place the Shard.
 
   “Any more of you out there?” the Bremmerite caretaker asked as Alyss and Marla stepped through the mouth of the tunnel into the warm shadows of the dome within. The gangly elder vampire wore a scuffed and dusty version of the same leather bodysuit that all the vampires of House Bremmer seemed to favor. It could be quickly buttoned up to cover every surface of their bodies for protection against real sunlight or the false sunlight of the glowing sand they mined from the beaches of the crater lake.
 
   “She’s the last of us,” Alyss said, indicating Marla with a toss of her black braids, “She was just showing off.”
 
   “I was not!” Marla scoffed, slipping her goggles off over her head to give Alyss a fiery glare. She turned to nod her thanks to the caretaker and noticed his surprised look when he saw her sun-gold eyes. She looked away quickly with a nervous smile.
 
   The caretaker rolled a huge stone disk into the shallow trench cut into the alabaster floor in front of the entrance tunnel. It settled into place with a grinding thump, casting the antechamber within into darkness.
 
   “Ah, that’s better,” Alyss sighed.
 
   Marla had to agree, as the darkness embraced her again, washing the crawling sensation of sunlight from her body. After a few moments her eyes adjusted enough to see the passageway before them into the heart of the Shard.
 
   Hundreds of flickering wisp-stones lit the vast inner dome of the vampire outpost. Stacks of crates and barrels lay piled against the walls or heaped in islands between the narrow lanes of walkways, laid out with no discernable order on the cracked alabaster floor. Marla had never met a messy vampire before, but, she reasoned, that must have been because all of them had taken up sand mining as a profession.
 
   Someone had organized a makeshift gaunt pen on the far end of the hall, and Marla could hear the discontented shrieks of her group's flying mounts as they echoed above the raucous din of a hundred miners coming off their nightly shift. Nerrys’s flying serpent had remained outside the dome, having taken shelter in a cavernous cleft of rock. The Haedrian vampire had assured them all that her serpent would need no tending.
 
   Alyss made her way through the maze of clutter, leading Marla by the hand. They emerged at last into a sort of communal dining area where someone had laid out a number of long wooden tables with plank seats along their sides.
 
   Valganna Morst stood nearby, talking to the outpost’s foreman, a stocky vampire who proved a bit difficult to look at, as the seams of his leather coat glowed with the radiance of the tiny flecks of moonsand trapped in the creases. Most of the other miners had already shed their protective gear and settled down to their morning meal at the tables, but the radiance of the sand trapped in the stitching of their boots provided a weird uplighting from beneath the tables where they sat, its glow giving a sinister cast to their fanged grins as they jested and drank with one another.
 
   
  
 


Marla noticed an elven boy in a dirty smock making his way between the tables with a broom and a pail, trying to sweep up as much of the wayward sand as he could without disturbing the miners at their meal. A pair of girls, an elf and a faun, moved quickly up and down the rows, filling the vampires’ cups from the tarnished silver pitchers they carried.
 
   Marla and Alyss took their place at the cleanest and most dimly lit table where Claude and the two House Bremmer bodyguards sat. Marla greeted the two humorless elder vampires before taking her seat next to Claude, leaning in to kiss him as she did.
 
   “I take it we’re drinking centaur tonight?” she asked, tasting the traces of blood on Claude’s lips.
 
   “Wild-caught,” Claude said, “from the northern range, or so they tell us.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have thought there would be many fae that close to Muldenia,” Marla said, smiling as Claude poured her a cup of blood from a polished silver pitcher.
 
   “Why not?” Alyss asked, as Claude filled her cup as well.
 
   “Well, Muldenia is Chadirian territory now,” Marla said, “and they tend to kill fae creatures without provocation.”
 
   “Have you met many Chadirians?” Alyss asked.
 
   “Only briefly,” Marla laughed, “and it was not on friendly terms. Oh, and when referring to the people themselves, most Gloarans call them Chadiri.”
 
   “Why is that?” Alyss asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Marla admitted, taking a sip from her cup. The scent of dry grass and mountain air cooled her thirst, and she took another drink.
 
   “It’s good, isn’t it?” Claude laughed through red lips as he lowered his cup.
 
   “Yes, very,” Marla murmured between sips. She hadn’t realized that she was this thirsty.
 
   Alyss drank her own cup in one long swallow, her fingers clasped in a double handhold around the silver chalice. Her eyelids fluttered as she set the cup down, and a dreamy smile parted her dusky lips. “That was... that was very...” she whispered, blinking as though trying to shake herself from a dream.
 
   “I agree,” Marla sighed, grinning as Claude filled their cups again.
 
   Alyss lingered a bit longer over her second cup of centaur blood. “Why is this so much better than regular centaur blood?” she asked at last.
 
   “It is the hunt that makes the flavor, Lady Arkadi,” said Malco, one of the two Bremmerite bodyguards. The lean-jawed vampire pointed a long finger toward the silver pitcher. “Sweet is the blood of an unbound beast!”
 
   “Especially one taken in the wilds where the prey have little reason to fear our kind,” Vruust, the other bodyguard added.
 
   “So, this centaur was not wyrdbound?” Marla asked.
 
   “No,” Malco said.
 
   “Then how did they get them to sit still long enough to take some of their blood?” Alyss laughed.
 
   Malco and Vruust shared a puzzled look.
 
   “This is the centaur’s lifeblood,” Claude explained.
 
   “What? You mean they...” Alyss said, her face going blank as she suddenly understood his meaning.
 
   Marla stared down at her own cup, understanding at last the true flavor of the blood. She sipped it again, tasting the mortal terror of a free creature, stricken down, mid-flight by creatures like herself who had stolen its very life for their own sustenance. She had never tasted the blood of an unbound fae before. She looked up to see the sullen look on Alyss’s face as the dark-skinned girl regarded her own cup on the table before her.
 
   “Are you all right?” Marla asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Alyss sighed, “It all just seems a little... uncivilized, I guess.”
 
   Malco and Vruust returned to their cups with smirks on their faces.
 
   “You will find our concept of civilization greatly challenged beyond the walls of Thrinaar, Lady Arkadi,” Valganna Morst said as he approached the table, “Wouldn’t you agree, Lady Veranu?”
 
   Marla shrugged. “I suppose that everyone has a slightly different notion of the ideal civilization,” she said, “For the Gloarans, it is perhaps the imposition of order upon the chaos of life... For the Chadiri, similar ideals are taken to an almost xenophobic extreme. The Zhadeen, I’m told, worship beauty and art above other virtues, while the Lethians value the acquisition of new experiences and remembering the stories of their ancestors.”
 
   “Yet you must agree that our people have come the closest to recapturing the lost glory of the original civilization of dragonkind,” Morst chuckled as he took his seat at a chair placed at the head of the table.
 
   “If that is your ideal civilization, then yes, of course,” Marla said.
 
   “What other ideal could be so worthy as to emulate our fallen masters?” Morst asked.
 
   “Is that all we should strive for, to simply emulate them?” Marla asked, lifting her hands before her, “Is there no higher goal than that which we might attain?”
 
   “The Masters ruled the world with benevolence and wisdom,” Morst said, “They crafted living works of art so beautiful and enduring that they survived the very destruction of their world! To what higher purpose could we, their children, aspire?”
 
   “And yet we are only their adopted children,” Marla said, “Should we not consider our birth parents as well?”
 
   “You speak of the humans?” Morst said, his eyes narrowing.
 
   “I do.”
 
   “And what could that savage race teach us?” Morst scoffed, “It was their kind that very nearly scourged this broken world of our Masters’ race. Even now, they seek only to butcher one another for imagined wrongs or, at best, to lift themselves up in some pale imitation of the Creators’ craft.”
 
   “And yet their blood flows in our veins as surely as that of dragonkind,” Marla countered, “To ignore that fact invites disaster.”
 
   “My counter argument arrives, as if on cue,” Morst chuckled, rising to his feet again at Nerrys’s approach.
 
   The others rose as well to greet the big Haedrian vampire in white armor as she approached the table.
 
   Nerrys nodded her white helm in greeting as she pulled a crate over to the far end of the table, opposite Morst. The wooden box creaked as she settled atop it, ruffling her leathery wings beneath her cloak as she sat down.
 
   “We were just discussing the duality of our vampiric natures,” Valganna Morst said as he lowered himself into his chair again, “Wouldn’t you agree that, of the two bloods that pump through our hearts, the draconic will always prove the stronger?”
 
   Marla couldn’t see Nerrys’s eyes through the jet-black slit that served as a visor for her white helm, and could guess nothing about the woman’s reaction to Morst’s question. She simply sat in silence, giving no sign that she had even heard what he had said.
 
   “It is evident in each of us,” Morst continued, “We may have been formed in the image of the mannish race at our birth, and yet, over time, we change, drifting ever nearer to the draconic ideal of our true blood... until, after many years, that imperfect human nature is cleansed from our bodies.”
 
   Marla silently fumed, not wishing to cause further offense to the obviously agitated elder, but unwilling to let the matter slip away without further argument.
 
   “Cherries,” Nerrys spoke up.
 
   “Pardon me?” Morst asked with a curious look.
 
   “It was a bowl of cherries,” Nerrys said, lifting her helm slightly as she looked across the table at him, “The last thing I ever ate before my father had me drink his blood... It was a bowl of cherries.”
 
   “You were born a human?” Marla asked in astonishment.
 
   “He let me choose one thing... one thing to taste for the very last time,” Nerrys said, her voice sounding distant and muffled by her helm, “I wanted it to be cherries... I can still taste them now. The last one was the sweetest.”
 
   Marla looked at Morst. The old arcanist looked a bit taken aback by the Haedrian vampire’s words. He smiled nervously and nodded as though he did not know exactly how to respond.
 
   “I’ve lost track of how many centuries have passed since I tasted that last cherry, but I still remember it,” Nerrys sighed, “No, Valganna Morst... we are never truly cleansed of our humanity.”
 
   “Ah...” Morst said, “My apologies, Lady Haedria. I meant no offense.”
 
   “None taken, Valganna Morst,” Nerrys said, lifting the fingers of her white gauntlet in forgiveness.
 
   “Would you care for something to drink?” Marla offered.
 
   “No, thank you, Marla,” Nerrys said, “I’ve taken my meal in private... I did not wish to cause alarm.”
 
   Marla glanced over at the nearest table of dust miners. The curious vampires seated there quickly turned to look away, guilty at being caught staring.
 
   “I don’t suppose any of these people have ever met a member of the First House,” Alyss whispered.
 
   “Unlikely,” Nerrys agreed.
 
   “You’re not going to keep your armor on the entire time we’re here, are you?” Marla asked.
 
   “It seems prudent,” Nerrys said.
 
   “You shouldn’t have to hide like that!” Marla said.
 
   “It is my father’s wish,” Nerrys said with a shrug of her white pauldrons.
 
   “Well, we shan’t be here long at any rate,” Morst said, “I’ve spoken with the foreman, and he believes that the storm will have subsided enough that we might chance an excursion tomorrow night.”
 
   “Do you think we can risk a flight?” Claude asked.
 
   “Oh, no,” Morst said, shaking his head, “Gaunts are out of the question. It’s far too dangerous to take them down into the basin.”
 
   “I’ve faced danger before,” Claude said darkly.
 
   “As I’m certain we all have,” Morst said, “but I will not risk the safety of these noble ladies by taking them into the skies of this place. I’ve seen gaunts torn to pieces by the things that rule the air here.”
 
   “Then how are we to search for the island?” Marla asked.
 
   “We will travel by boat, Lady Veranu,” Morst answered, “The foreman has arranged for us to take one of the dredge boats out in the evening. He assures me that the flying creatures, he calls them chimeras, will not trouble us, so long as we remain in the boat.”
 
   “Thank you, Valganna,” Marla said. She felt a strange tingle of anticipation as she considered the possibility that she might finally be nearing the end of her strange dream-quest to find the sunlit island.
 
   “Will you be joining us, Master Moonwing,” Morst asked Claude, “or, would you prefer to remain with your gaunts?”
 
   “I’ll go with you,” Claude said, his eyes on Marla as he studied her with a concerned look on his face.
 
   “Excellent, and you, Lady Arkadi?”
 
   “I’ll be there,” Alyss yawned, “if you’re able to wake me up in the evening... I’m exhausted.”
 
   “Indeed,” Morst said, “We should all get a good day’s sleep... We have a long, and potentially fruitful night in store for us.” He stood and waved for the faun girl to come and clear the table as the others rose as well. “I’ve arranged for more private quarters in another section of the Shard, if you will all follow me.”
 
   Morst’s bodyguards fell into step close behind him, and Alyss chatted quietly with Nerrys as they followed after, leaving Marla and Claude to bring up the rear.
 
   “Are you excited?” Claude asked.
 
   “Of course!” Marla laughed, “I mean, can you imagine what this would mean to us... to the world, if we could really find out what happened here... what happened to the Dragon Queen?”
 
   “But she can’t really still be alive, can she?” Claude said as they followed Morst into a passageway in the wall of the central dome.
 
   “What if she is?” Marla asked, “What if we really find her and convince her to come back to us?”
 
   “But, if she is still alive, why hasn’t she shown herself before this?” Claude asked, stepping around a pile of crates stacked against the wall of the shadowy corridor.
 
   “I don’t know,” Marla whispered, “but we have to find out, don’t we?”
 
   “What if there is nothing there?” Claude said.
 
   “But my dream...”
 
   “May just be a dream, Marla,” Claude interrupted, “You have to be ready to face that possibility.”
 
   “I know,” she sighed, “... to be honest, I think that part of me is hoping that it will all be a mistake, and then we can all just go home again.”
 
   Claude smiled.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Marla asked.
 
   “You think of the city as your home now?” he asked.
 
   Marla fell silent for a moment, considering it. “I don’t know where home is anymore,” she said.
 
   Claude tugged at the sleeve of her jacket, pulling her to a stop as the others continued on ahead. He leaned close, smiling, and she could feel his warmth as he pressed close to her.
 
   “Wherever you call home,” he whispered, “I want to be there.”
 
   Marla smiled back as she looked into his crimson eyes. She saw a reflection of golden fire there as she leaned close and shared a lingering kiss with the dark-haired boy. She closed her eyes and lost herself in his embrace, hearing the faint moan of the wind outside, finding its way in through some crack in the ancient stones of the draconic structure.
 
   She started suddenly at the anguished howl of some distant creature, carried upon the wind.
 
   Claude laughed nervously, and Marla gave him a blushing smile.
 
   “I’m just hoping that you don’t decide to make this place your new home,” Claude chuckled.
 
   “I don’t know,” Marla said, “I think you would make a splendid chimera-tamer.”
 
   “I’ll stick to gaunts, thank you,” he said.
 
   “Marla?” Nerrys called from further up the hallway.
 
   “We’re coming,” Marla called back, pulling Claude with her as they hurried to catch up with the others.
 
   Alyss greeted Marla with a sly smirk as she and Claude joined the others in the dimly lit storeroom that someone had converted into sleeping quarters for the Valganna and his guests.
 
   “You always have to be the last, don’t you?” Alyss teased.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   Marla stood on the shores of the sunlit island with her bare feet ankle-deep in the surf. She looked down at her pale white legs as the cool morning breeze whipped at her nightgown and hair. She lifted her hands to her face, tasting the sweet droplets of spray on her fingertips. The water swirled around her legs as she turned to face the effervescent waves of green water that rolled in from the misty lake.
 
   She knelt, feeling the icy chill as a wave crashed over her knees, soaking her thin gown. Without knowing why, she reached down and scooped up a handful of water and brought it to her lips. It poured down her throat like liquid light, washing away every doubt, every fear. She laughed as she waded out further, letting the bubbling swell of the lake rise up and wash over her body.
 
   “It is time,” Nerrys said, shaking Marla gently awake.
 
   “What?” Marla asked, her eyelids fluttering as she returned to her senses in the gloom of the musty storeroom.
 
   “What did you dream?” the ancient vampire in white armor asked.
 
   “I don’t remember,” Marla said, trying to grasp at the fleeting images of sunlit shores now fading from her mind’s eye, “I think I was drinking water from the lake.”
 
   “I would not advise it,” Valganna Morst chuckled as he scratched absently at his bald head. The arcanist looked a bit comical with his spindly white limbs sticking out of his long gray nightshirt.
 
   “It was just a dream,” Marla said.
 
   “Even so, I would caution against even trying to touch the waters of the lake,” Morst said as he collected his neatly folded leather garb from atop a nearby crate.
 
   “Why is that?” Alyss asked, smoothing her tangled braids with her fingers as she sat up in her cot.
 
   “You’ll see the reason why soon enough,” Morst laughed.
 
   Alyss rolled her eyes as she leaned forward and climbed out of bed. Marla glimpsed Kaelin’s tooth through the open throat of Alyss’s gown, suspended from a thin silver chain around the girl’s neck. She wondered if the girl would ever forgive herself for her friend’s death.
 
   The men excused themselves to the hallway while Marla and Alyss dressed themselves in their protective gear.
 
   “A bath would have been nice first,” Alyss grumbled as she slipped into the musty leather garb that she had worn for the past several nights of travel before arriving at Shard. She looked at Nerrys curiously then. “Do you sleep in that outfit?” she asked.
 
   Nerrys tilted her white helm a little to the side as she looked at the Arkadi girl. “I do not sleep,” she said.
 
   “What? Never?” Alyss exclaimed.
 
   “Not as you do,” the ancient vampire answered.
 
   “But I thought that all vampires slept during the day,” Marla said, “I’m not sure I could even stay awake all day if I tried now... I could when I was a little girl, but now...”
 
   “I have... transcended sleep,” Nerrys said, “I am not completely awake, but I am still aware of my surroundings.”
 
   “What do you do, just sit there and stare at us while we sleep?” Alyss demanded.
 
   “Something like that,” Nerrys said.
 
   “I’d be bored out of my mind,” Alyss scoffed, “Can’t you read a book or something?”
 
   “My thoughts are not idle,” Nerrys said.
 
   “What do you think about?” Marla asked as she pulled on her jacket and began to button up the chest flap.
 
   “I listen to the Song,” Nerrys said.
 
   “What song?” Alyss asked as she fumbled with her own row of buttons.
 
   “The Song of Creation,” Nerrys said, her voice subdued.
 
   “Never heard it,” Alyss laughed.
 
   “You will... someday,” Nerrys answered sadly.
 
   Something about the tone of her voice discouraged further questions, and even Alyss seemed content to let the subject drop. Marla and Alyss looked at one another and fell silent.
 
   “Almost ready in there?” Claude called from the hallway.
 
   “Yes,” Marla said, picking up her goggles and then pulling the leather skullcap down tightly over her thick black hair.
 
   They emerged into the hallway to find Valganna Morst chatting with the foreman. The foreman’s dust-crusted coat lit the corridor with the tiny grains of sun-bright sand trapped in its seams, and Marla quickly pulled her facemask closed against the faint discomfort the light caused her.
 
   “You’re in luck,” the foreman said as he turned to face the ladies, “It looks like the storm has cleared up, and it should be a lovely night for a boat ride!”
 
   Valganna Morst chuckled politely. “Yes, well, let us be about it then,” he said, “We’ve no time to waste.”
 
   “This way, Valganna,” the stocky foreman said, waving for them to follow.
 
   They gathered before the stone disk that blocked the main entrance as the Valganna and the foreman checked the fit of their protective clothing. Morst had to rebutton Alyss’s jacket to fix a small gap at the neck of the facemask.
 
   “Oops,” Alyss murmured from behind her leather mask.
 
   “Can’t be too careful, can we?” Morst said, patting her gently on the shoulder before stepping away. Satisfied at their preparations, he nodded toward the caretaker.
 
   The caretaker shouldered into the stone disk and pushed hard, rolling it back from the mouth of the tunnel.
 
   Marla’s breath caught in her throat as the last glow of sunset spilled through the tunnel’s mouth, filling the antechamber with purple light. The scent of rain whistled in with the cold mountain wind.
 
   “Anyone uncertain of our purpose should turn back now,” Morst said, his words muffled by his mask.
 
   “We’re with you, Valganna,” Marla said, and the others nodded their assent.
 
   “Then let us make history tonight!” Valganna Morst cried as he strode forward into the dying light of day.
 
   Marla made a point of stepping in front of Alyss on the way out the door.
 
   “Why do you always have to be last?” Marla scoffed as she glanced back over her shoulder at the girl.
 
   Alyss poked Marla hard in the hip with her thumb.
 
   “Stop it!” Marla giggled.
 
   Claude shook his head, falling into step with Marla as they followed Morst and the foreman down the winding trail toward the basin.
 
   “Have either of you ever been on a boat before?” Claude asked. Even through the mask, Marla could hear the tension in his voice.
 
   “I ride the canal boats all the time,” Alyss said.
 
   “I mean a real boat,” Claude said.
 
   “They float on the water and go places,” Alyss replied, “I think that makes them real boats.”
 
   “You know what I mean,” Claude sighed.
 
   “No, then,” Alyss said, “Have you?”
 
   “No,” Claude answered quietly.
 
   “You’ve never been on a boat?” Marla asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh,” Marla said as they turned a switchback in the mountain path and traversed a series of dusty steps hewn into the rock of the mountainside.
 
   “I thought you Moonwings were trained to do everything,” Alyss laughed.
 
   “In the air, yes!” Claude grumbled.
 
   “What’s wrong, Claude?” Marla asked.
 
   “I just don’t like being unprepared for whatever could go wrong,” he said.
 
   “It’s just a boat ride,” Alyss said, “and the foreman said that the monsters wouldn’t bother us as long as we stayed in the boat.”
 
   “But what happens if something goes wrong with the boat?” Claude said.
 
   “What do you mean?” Marla asked.
 
   “I can’t swim, Marla!” Claude hissed.
 
   “You can’t swim?” Alyss laughed, “Haven’t you ever been to the baths?”
 
   “Of course I’ve been to the baths!” Claude snapped back.
 
   “Well, what did you do there?” Alyss demanded.
 
   “I took a bath!”
 
   “That’s it?” Alyss scoffed, “They have something like seventeen different pools! Most of them are just for swimming! What did you do, just splash around in the children’s pool?”
 
   “Seventeen different pools?” Claude said incredulously.
 
   “Yes,” Alyss said, “My favorite was the pool that looked like a canal with the current that pushes you around while you float.”
 
   “I don’t think we’re going to the same bath house,” Claude said.
 
   “Well, how many pools does your bath house have?”
 
   “Just the one... for bathing,” Claude answered.
 
   “That’s just... sad,” Alyss said.
 
   Marla hopped down a particularly rough section of the path and turned to help Alyss down as well.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry too much about not being able to swim, young master,” the foreman called back as they rounded another switchback.
 
   “What?” Claude asked.
 
   “If you fall in, the gnawers’ll have you before you can even start to worry about drownin’,” the foreman said.
 
   “The what?” Alyss called out.
 
   “Gnawers,” the foreman answered, “at least that’s what we call ‘em. It’s what they do, mostly... gnaw at things. That’s why we have to make the dredge boats out of metal. Even then, we hafta replace the plating every few months... speakin’ of which, we’re still waitin’ on those parts from Thrinaar, Valganna.”
 
   “Yes, there have been some delays, I’m afraid,” Valganna Morst sighed, “We’re working on securing a new contract...”
 
   “Go back to the part where things gnaw on the boat!” Alyss shouted, freezing in her tracks.
 
   “It is nothing to be concerned about, Lady Arkadi,” Morst assured her, “The creatures of the lake have never caused any appreciable damage to one of our vessels.”
 
   “Well...” the foreman said slowly, lifting his gloved hands.
 
   “Yes, there have been some accidents, in the past,” Morst hurriedly admitted, “but the risk is more than acceptable!”
 
   “Acceptable?” Alyss cried, “Define acceptable!”
 
   “We will be perfectly fine, I assure you,” Morst said, “The creatures are actually quite small... comparatively.”
 
   “Compared to what?” Alyss asked.
 
   “You should see the eels!” the foreman laughed, “It’s what the gnawers eat, mainly... at least we think that’s what they eat. Usually they can’t get through the eel’s scales, but sometimes the eels will come up with these huge bite marks in ‘em, and the gnawers’ll go in through the hole, and it only takes about a minute for ‘em to eat an eel from the inside out... and these eels aren’t small, though I’d hate to meet whatever’s makin’ the holes in ‘em to begin with!”
 
   Alyss stood motionless beside the trail, her goggles staring blankly at the vampire foreman as he gleefully explained the feeding habits of the lake’s resident monsters.
 
   “You don’t have to go with us,” Marla said, putting her hand on Alyss’s shoulder.
 
   Alyss brought her hand to the throat of her jacket, touching the little bulge beneath the leather where Kaelin’s tooth lay.
 
   “No,” Alyss said, “I’m coming with you.”
 
   Marla put her arm around her friend as they all continued their descent down the winding mountain trail.
 
   “I didn’t mean to frighten you, young lady,” the foreman apologized, “You’ll all be safe and snug once you get to the boat. It’s not that much farther to the drop anyway.”
 
   “The drop?” Marla asked.
 
   “I don’t even want to know,” Alyss sighed.
 
   “The drop,” the foreman said, lifting his hand toward the steel cage suspended over the edge of the cliff ahead.
 
   Alyss groaned.
 
   “The miners have all gone down into the pit for the night already,” the foreman explained as they approached the steel cage, “They don’t mind getting’ a little crispy, if it means a better haul at the end of the night. They’ll push it all the way to dawn before they quit sometimes.”
 
   A pair of vampires in heavy protective gear emerged from a sheltered alcove carved into the rocks beside the cage. They lifted their hands in greeting as the foreman approached.
 
   “These will be your guides for the excursion,” the foreman said, indicating the two vampires, “Our best dredge crew, at your service for the night... Master James and Master Simms.”
 
   “I welcome your presence,” the masked vampire known as James said, folding his hands across his chest as he bowed slightly. The one known as Simms folded his hands and bowed as well.
 
   Marla and the others returned the greeting.
 
   “Take good care of the Valganna and his guests,” the foreman instructed.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Master James answered.
 
   Morst nodded his farewell to the foreman as he turned back toward the path to the Shard. Turning then to the two boatmen, he said, “We are ready to descend.”
 
   Master James hurried to open the barred door of the large cage that hung, suspended over the edge of the cliff by two thick cables of braided wire. The cables stretched out from their anchors in the rock above and down into the misty abyss below.
 
   “What are the spikes for?” Alyss asked, pointing toward the jagged blades of rusty metal that protruded at odd angles from the iron-plated roof of the strange gondola.
 
   “Chimeras,” Master James answered.
 
   “Of course,” Alyss said.
 
   “Just this way,” Valganna Morst said pleasantly as he ushered them inside the gondola cage with his bodyguards standing watch behind him.
 
   Marla followed the others as they filed in, pausing for a moment as Nerrys hunched carefully through the narrow opening of the cage door.
 
   “You’re a big one,” James remarked as he watched Nerrys squeeze through.
 
   “Yes,” Nerrys answered, her voice thrumming with draconic annoyance.
 
   “Nothin’ wrong with bein’ big, Ma’am,” James hastened to add, “I prefer women with a bit o’ heft to ‘em.”
 
   Valganna Morst turned and regarded the boatman with a goggled stare.
 
   Master James suddenly started as he noticed the elder’s glare. “Oh,” he said, “please take hold of one of the safety bars and try not to let go until we stop movin’.”
 
   Marla took her place with her back against the outer bars of the cage with Alyss to one side and Claude on the other. Together they grasped the bars that stretched from floor to ceiling in the center of the gondola. The weathered and stained wooden floor swayed beneath them as the vampires balanced their weight on either side of the center. The gondola carriage looked as if it could hold almost fifty vampires, shoulder to shoulder.
 
   The clang of the cage door closing drew Marla’s eye to where Master Simms was now latching a bolt closed. He turned and met her gaze, his face invisible behind his mask. Marla glanced away quickly, wondering if the light of her golden eyes was visible to the man through her own goggles.
 
   “And now you all find out why nobody fed you breakfast yet!” Master James shouted as he reached up and pulled down on an iron ring attached to a chain in the ceiling. A grating clunk sounded as the latch holding the gondola in place disengaged, and the floor suddenly dropped beneath them. The wind howled around the bars of the cage as the carriage slid down the guide cables into the misty basin below.
 
   Alyss screamed, and Claude let out a little hiss of alarm. Marla’s stomach churned as the guide cables above them shrieked with the sound of steel on steel.
 
   “Needs oil!” James shouted to be heard over the ear-piercing noise.
 
   Misty air whistled through the bars, chilling Marla’s body through her leather suit. Claude did his best to shield her from the worst of it, but the wild sway of the descending gondola made anything more than just holding on to the safety bar problematic.
 
   Alyss yelped in alarm as the carriage suddenly jolted with a loud bang.
 
   “Frayed cable!” James shouted, “Make a note!”
 
   Simms grunted.
 
   Then everyone started as something heavy slammed into the front of the cage.
 
   “Look out!” Claude shouted over Alyss’s screams as a bloated pinkish thing with sticky wings clawed and gnashed at the bars of the cage with it’s snaggle-toothed beak.
 
   “It’s just a baby!” James shouted back as he kicked at the monster’s face with his boot.
 
   The little chimera hissed and spat a gob of green spittle across James’s chest, splattering Valganna Morst and Nerrys behind him.
 
   “Go on, little fella!” James shouted as he continued to kick the thing in the face, “Go home to your momma!”
 
   The baby chimera released its grip on the bars of the cage and disappeared beneath the body of the carriage, whipped away by the winds with a leathery whump.
 
   “All better!” James shouted as he turned to give them a thumbs up. Then he turned to face the bars again as they burst through the bottom of the cloud layer, and the view of the basin below opened up before them.
 
   Marla gasped in wonder as she saw a vast, red-tinted inland sea stretching far away toward a horizon of hazy, luminescent clouds. The nearest shore of the lake rushed up from below with frightening speed, its rocky expanse blazing with shining pockets of the sun-bright moon sand.
 
   “How do you stop this thing?” Alyss howled.
 
   “Simms!” James shouted, “Use the stopper!”
 
   Marla looked back toward the silent vampire at the door. But the man showed no sign of movement.
 
   “You brought the stopper, didn’t you?” James cried, his voice tinged with panic, “Please tell me you brought the stopper!”
 
   Alyss screamed again.
 
   “Enough of that!” Valganna Morst shouted.
 
   “Sorry, Valganna,” James laughed, “Just havin’ a bit o’ fun!”
 
   The cable car shuddered violently as they began to rapidly decelerate.
 
   “The carriage slows itself automatically,” Morst explained, “There is no need for alarm.”
 
   The shuddering became a loud series of clanks and pops as the cables thrummed like giant harp strings. The whole carriage swayed and vibrated as the brakes absorbed the momentum of their descent, until, with one final bang, the gondola came to a stop. Marla caught Alyss in one arm as the girl lost her grip on the safety bar.
 
   “Are you all right?” Marla asked.
 
   “No,” Alyss groaned, “I am definitely not all right.”
 
   Marla helped Alyss to her feet again as the carriage swayed gently above a broad wooden platform beside a series of low dome-like buildings.
 
   “Thanks,” Alyss sighed as she regained her balance.
 
   “Are you all right?” Claude whispered as he put his hand on Marla’s shoulder.
 
   “Yes,” she said, squeezing his hand as she took it in her own gloved palm.
 
   “Right this way, Masters and Mastresses,” James called out, as he ushered them toward the back of the gondola. Simms unlatched the door of the carriage and stepped out onto the landing platform. The silent vampire stepped away, allowing Valganna Morst’s bodyguards, Malco and Vruust, to step down and their master to follow.
 
   Nerrys waited for Marla and the others to exit before she once again squeezed her broad shoulders through the narrow doorway. The suspended gondola swayed noticeably as the big Haedrian vampire dropped onto the platform below.
 
   Master James looked up from where he was helping Valganna Morst clean the chimera spittle from his leathers. He snatched up a fresh rag from a nearby bucket and hurried over to where Nerrys stood, straightening her cloak.
 
   “You’ve gotta bit of ick on you there,” James said, lifting his rag to wipe at the green splatter on Nerrys’s white breastplate.
 
   Nerrys snatched the cloth from the boatman’s hand and made a sort of rumbling thrum in her throat as she stared him down.
 
   “I see you’ve got it then,” James said apologetically as he stepped away.
 
   Nerrys observed his retreat as she silently wiped her armor clean before casting the rag aside. Her white gauntlet came to rest on the pommel of her sword as she continued to watch the boatman.
 
   James gave her a little wave as he shuffled across the platform toward the open doorway of one of the grim-looking domes.
 
   “Is that paint?” Alyss asked, indicating the large yellowish splotches that covered most of the exposed gray stone of the domes and the wooden platform beneath their feet.
 
   “Chimera scat,” James answered merrily.
 
   “Oh gods!” Alyss gasped as the smell finally worked its way through her facemask.
 
   Marla’s nose burned with the rotten fishy odor of the stuff. It was worse than anything she had ever smelled in the pet shop or the sewers of Wythr.
 
   “You get used to it,” James said as he waved for them to follow him inside, “Who’s hungry?”
 
   Marla paused on the edge of the platform, looking out across the rocky shore toward the brooding gray waves that rolled beneath the red-tinted clouds above. The lake stretched as far as she could see, with no sign of any island.
 
   “Marla?” Claude called out.
 
   “I’m coming,” Marla answered as she followed the others inside. Simms followed them in, shutting the iron door behind them with a sullen clang.
 
   The air inside the stone dome proved slightly less pungent. The thin drifts of sunlit moon sand, collected in the cracks of the floor, soured Marla’s stomach slightly, but the room in which they gathered to take their first meal had been swept clean of the stuff. She unfastened the snaps of her mask and enjoyed the chance to breathe freely again as Claude passed her a cup.
 
   Alyss snorted blood through her nose when she took her first sip. She gagged as Valganna Morst fetched her a napkin. “What is that?” she moaned.
 
   “Cave troll,” Master James answered, his lips red from his own cup, “It’s about all we ever get to drink when we’re on shift.”
 
   “No... I’m done,” Alyss choked, passing the cup back to Claude as she dabbed at her nose with the dingy napkin.
 
   Marla brought her own cup to her lips and sniffed at it. It smelled faintly of mildew and mushrooms. She held her breath and took a sip. She understood her friend’s urge to expel the stuff as the burning liquid poured down her throat, but she maintained her composure and forced herself to drink. She felt the strength of the beast spread through her core and into her limbs as she drank, and she understood why these hard-working miners might choose to subsist on the foul liquid.
 
   “Simms?” James called to his friend as he poured another cup.
 
   The silent vampire at the far end of the room looked up from a bundle of gear that he was inspecting and shook his masked head.
 
   “How ‘bout you, then?” James asked, offering the cup to Nerrys.
 
   “No, I...” Nerrys mumbled, waving him off.
 
   “You’ll need your strength,” James said, grinning broadly as he pushed his goggles up to reveal his curious brown eyes.
 
   Nerrys took the cup and stared down at it, apparently considering her options.
 
   “Would you like a bit of privacy, Lady Haedria?” Morst asked.
 
   “We’re all friends here,” James said with a frown.
 
   “The lady is not to be bothered,” Morst said, his voice growing tense.
 
   “I’m not botherin’ the lady, am I, miss?” James scoffed as he turned back toward Nerrys. He froze with a look of amazement on his face as Nerrys lifted her helmet from her head to reveal her scaled, reptilian features.
 
   Nerrys’s transparent eyelids blinked as she looked down at the stunned vampire with her golden eyes. She brought the cup to her thin lips and drank it down in a single gulp. She passed the empty cup back to James again and rumbled, “Another.”
 
   James took the cup from Nerrys’s hand, his eyes never leaving the woman’s black-scaled face. A bemused smile slowly spread across his lips, and then he nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Nerrys cocked her head to one side as she watched the man hurry to fetch another cupful of blood for her. When he returned, he carried a pitcher of the stuff in his other hand.
 
   James watched in grinning silence as Nerrys drained two more cups. The half-dragon woman said nothing as she drank, handing the empty cup back to him and shaking her head at his offer to refill it again.
 
   “Well then,” Valganna Morst said, breaking the silence, “We had better be on our way if we’re to have any hope of spotting the island before sunrise.”
 
   “Island?” James scoffed, his eyes still on Nerrys as she lowered her helm back into place over her face.
 
   “Yes... weren’t you informed of our mission?” Morst asked.
 
   “Just that we’re to help you in whatever way you ask,” James said, setting the cup and pitcher aside on a nearby table.
 
   “We are here to search the lake for a possible island,” Morst said, “We’ll need your boat to take us out for a sweep of the lake, for as long as it takes to complete our investigation.”
 
   “I can complete it right now,” James laughed, “There’s no island!”
 
   Marla felt a little sick to her stomach.
 
   “We are to conduct a complete search of the lake to determine the truth of the matter,” Morst said, his irritation more and more evident in his voice.
 
   “There’s no island!” James chuckled, “Tell ‘em, Simms. Have you ever seen any island on this lake?”
 
   The masked vampire lifted his hands before him.
 
   “See?” James said, “We’ve been sailing this lake for twenty years now, and there’s none of us ever seen any kinda island, big or small out there!”
 
   “Nevertheless!” Morst snapped, “We have come this far, and we shall search for it!”
 
   “Yes, Valganna,” James replied, his voice slightly subdued, “We’d better get to it then.”
 
   “Very good,” Morst sighed.
 
   “Anyway, it’ll be nice to have a bit of company while we’re out and about,” James said, giving Nerrys a wink just before settling his goggles back into place over his eyes. He covered his fanged grin with the flap of his facemask and then led them back out into the hallway toward the exit.
 
   The wind had died down a little by the time they emerged, and the moon shone down through a break in the clouds above. Its silvery light sparkled on the dark surface of the water as the glowing shores of the vast lake cast a salmon-colored glow across the underside of the clouds. Marla chewed her lip between her fangs as she looked out across the featureless expanse of glistening waters, still seeing no sign of any island. What if she was wrong? What if she had just led them all on some fruitless chase across half the continent?
 
   “Come on, Marla,” Alyss said, taking her hand, “Let’s go have a look.”
 
   Marla followed her friends down to the shoreline. A single large, coffin-shaped vessel lay beached in a gravelly rut at the water’s edge, tethered to tall pylons driven into the gravel above the tideline. Black iron plates covered its hull and provided an armored carapace above the main deck, with thin viewing slits in its side, high above the waterline. A single broad ramp lay open at the stern of the boat, leading up into the shadowy interior of the vessel.
 
   Several more pylons and ruts in the gravel nearby hinted at a larger fleet. Looking along the shoreline to the left and right, Marla could make out three more of the iron-bound vessels, moving along the coast as they presumably dredged for more of the glowing lake sand.
 
   “What makes it go?” Alyss asked, having recovered a bit of her natural curiosity.
 
   “Our ship is entirely Lump-powered!” Master James called back as he trotted up the ramp into the hatchway of the boat.
 
   “Lump-powered?” Alyss said as she and Marla followed Claude up the ramp.
 
   “Let me introduce you,” James said.
 
   Marla and the others followed the boatman into the rust-scented belly of the iron ship. Even with the aid of her Bremmerite goggles, Marla’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the gloom within.
 
   She started a little when she saw the enormous tattooed troll sitting at the prow of the boat, staring glumly back at them with its glowing red eyes.
 
   “Milords and ladies! This is Lump,” James proudly announced.
 
   Marla had met plenty of trolls before, forest and hill trolls being the most common of the war-bred race to survive the fall of the dragons that made them. They all looked a bit like oversized goblins with broad, toothy mouths and noseless faces and pointed ears. Unlike the large, watery eyes of a goblin however, trolls usually possessed small, curious eyes, set deeply beneath heavy brow ridges and long manes of coarse, earth-colored hair.
 
   The cave troll known as Lump looked like a much fiercer cousin of his surface-dwelling kin. His gray skin had the same oily sheen as a goblin’s, bearing countless swirling tattoos that looked like draconic runes, but twisted and spiky by comparison to the graceful arcs and loops familiar to Marla. His eyes showed no spark of curiosity, but rather a brooding glare of reflected light. Even seated, Lump was obviously far larger than any other troll that Marla had seen before, and his three-fingered hands, resting on the shafts of two large oars, sported gnarled black talons, like a ghoul’s digging claws, rather than the polished horn-like nails that most overworld trolls possessed. His long white hair hung, tied back in a ponytail behind him as he sat, hunched over his oars.
 
   Alyss crossed her hands in greeting, and Marla did the same, but Lump seemingly took no notice of them. He simply hissed air through his rows of needle-like teeth and awaited the boatman’s orders.
 
   “Now that we all know each other,” James said, “It’s time to get underway.” He looked toward the other boatman who was struggling with the chain and pulley that would raise the ramp behind them. “You need a hand with that, Simms?” he asked.
 
   Simms grunted as he yanked hard on the heavy black chain, pulling it down with a creak and a clack of rusty wheels and chain links. The massive ramp slowly rose from the gravel of the shore and sealed the entrance shut behind them.
 
   James stepped up to secure the latches as Simms caught his breath. James reached over and punched his mate lightly in the arm. “Get your head on straight, Simms,” he laughed, “You should know better than to skip breakfast.”
 
   Simms nodded and took a seat on a low bench that ran the length of the port side of the vessel.
 
   “Takin’ the day off?” James asked.
 
   Simms looked up at the other boatman, his expression unreadable beneath his goggles and mask.
 
   “Get up top and cast off the lines,” James sighed, hooking his thumb toward an iron-runged ladder bolted onto the nearby bulkhead.
 
   Simms grunted and got to his feet again. He climbed the ladder up to a small iron hatch and pushed it open, letting in the moonlight as he ascended to the deck above. The hatch clanged shut beneath him, and the only light now came from the thin slit windows on either side of the boat and the dim red glow of Lump’s eyes.
 
   “Slam it a bit harder next time, will you?” James shouted at the ceiling, “I really like fixin’ stuff when it breaks!”
 
   “You don’t bring the sand in here?” Alyss asked.
 
   “Huh?” James said, turning to face the Arkadi girl.
 
   “I don’t see any sand residue in here,” Alyss explained, “It seems a bit cleaner than the other places around here.”
 
   “Oh,” James said, “Thanks for noticin’! I insist on runnin’ a clean ship, and anyways, we do all the dredgin’ up on deck with the hosepipe. There’s no reason Simms and me would ever have to touch the product, unless somethin’ breaks. Then, we usually wind up losin’ most of it back to the lake, and we turn the whole thing around and let the scrappers do all the real work back on shore.”
 
   “Scrappers?” Alyss asked.
 
   “The folks that bolt everything back together when it falls apart,” James chuckled, “Master Boatmen aren’t even allowed to try and repair the dredge gear. It’s in our contract.”
 
   “You’re under contract?” Alyss said, “To whom?”
 
   “House Bremmer,” James answered, nodding toward Valganna Morst.
 
   “So you’re not a member of the Bremmer family?” Alyss asked.
 
   “No, ma’am,” James said, “Most of us are... unaffiliated with the great houses... except by profession.” He leaned close to one of the narrow windows, watching the shore as Simms cast of the last line still tethering them to it.
 
   “Oh,” Alyss said.
 
   “Lump,” James called out, turning toward the cave troll, “take us out, if you please.”
 
   Lump made a deep grumbling noise and then hunched his massive gray shoulders, lifting his oars from the water. Marla looked out the nearest viewing slit to see glittering droplets of water falling from the great steel-plated oar heads just before they dipped back into the water. She heard a muffled grinding sound as the oars dug into the gravel beneath the water, creaking with the strain of the troll’s pull.
 
   A grating sound filled the hull as the iron-bound ship dragged itself off the shore and out into the water, pulling away with a velvety hiss of water against the hull.
 
   “Whoa!” Alyss cried as the deck suddenly bobbed beneath her.
 
   “Careful there, miss,” James said, catching her elbow to steady her, “You’d better take a seat until you get the sway of it.”
 
   Alyss gratefully joined Marla and Claude on one of the long benches along the port side.
 
   “This is exciting!” she whispered as she turned to them, and Marla could easily imagine the girl’s pearly grin beneath the leather mask that concealed her face.
 
   Marla nodded her agreement before noticing the downward cast of Claude’s goggles. “Are you all right, Claude?” she asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” he answered.
 
   “I’m sure they do this all the time,” Alyss said, putting her glove on Claude’s forearm, “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”
 
   “I’m not afraid,” Claude snapped back, “It’s just...”
 
   “What?” Marla asked.
 
   “I’d rather be flying than trapped inside a giant metal box like this,” he sighed.
 
   Marla looked up at the looming mass of iron plates above her head, suddenly appreciating Claude’s concern. While she understood the nature of boats, she couldn’t imagine that it was easy to keep a large hunk of metal afloat. If something went wrong, they might have only a few seconds to escape before the whole thing dragged them to the bottom of the lake.
 
   “Would it be all right if we went up on top?” Marla asked.
 
   “Should be fine,” James said, “Let me check.”
 
   Master James reached up to bang his fist on the roof a few times. “Hey Simms!” he shouted, “You see any chimeras up there?”
 
   The only answer was the gentle splashing of waves against the hull as Lump rowed them further out into the lake.
 
   “Oh well,” James said, “Either it’s safe, or they already ate Simms. Go ahead.” He gestured toward the hatch with an open hand.
 
   “Is it safe for them up there?” Morst demanded, sounding a bit queasy as he sat, hunched on the starboard side bench between Malco and Vruust.
 
   “They’ll be fine,” James chuckled.
 
   “Thank you,” Marla said, rising to make her way toward the ladder as the deck swayed and rolled beneath her.
 
   Nerrys took one look at the small hatch and shook her head. “I will wait here,” she said quietly.
 
   “We’ll come back inside if we see anything dangerous,” Marla assured her.
 
   “Keep your eyes closed then,” James laughed, “There’s not much out here that’s not dangerous.”
 
   Marla climbed quickly up the ladder and pushed open the iron hatch with one hand. The wind whistled around her goggles and mask as she emerged through the hatchway and helped Claude and Alyss up behind her. Once they were through, she knelt beside the hatch, closing it as gently as she could for the sake of the boatman below.
 
   “So... what house are you from?” Master James was asking Nerrys as Marla sealed the hatchway shut between them.
 
   “I just hope she doesn’t kill him,” Alyss whispered as Marla stood up again.
 
   Marla sighed and nodded. She turned then to look out over the moonlit lake as the boat bucked across the rolling waves beneath them.
 
   The eerie glow of the moon sand shores cast a fiery light on the underside of the clouds, and, here and there, Marla could make out the distant shapes of chimeras hunting in the misty sky. Master Simms was working on some sort of machinery at the prow of the boat, seemingly unaware that they had come on deck, and the thick plating of the hull effectively muffled any conversation from the lower deck. As terrifying and alien as the lake had seemed before, Marla felt strangely calm now.
 
   She walked over to join Alyss and Claude at the chain railing.
 
   “What are those?” Alyss asked, leaning out to point down into the dark waters.
 
   Marla leaned over as well, seeing a faint glow rising up from the shadows below. A school of red-scaled fish darted to and fro in the waters alongside the boat, their sleek bodies silhouetted against the greenish glow of what Marla guessed was some great submerged reef of moon sand.
 
   “It’s very pretty,” Marla said.
 
   “Ugh!” Alyss exclaimed as the school of fish suddenly turned and began to splash violently, gnawing at the steel-plated hull of the black ship with shard-like teeth.
 
   “I guess those are the gnawers,” Claude said, starting to sound a bit seasick himself.
 
   “I see,” Alyss said, backing away from the chain railing. Claude pushed away from the rail as well, tugging at Marla’s sleeve as he retreated to the center of the upper deck.
 
   Marla lingered a while longer, watching as the boat pulled away from the reef and the gnawers abandoned their fruitless assault on the iron boat. The dim glow of the sunken reef disappeared beneath the waves as they entered deep water and the chill of the night wind began to seep through Marla’s leathers. She pushed away from the chain’s iron support pillar and joined her friends.
 
   Claude put his arm around her as they looked up at the cold, silvery moon above.
 
   Marla wondered what it must have been like to see two moons in the sky. What must the crystal moon have looked like, hanging there like a second sun?
 
   “They say there was no night then,” she whispered as she leaned close, her head against Claude’s chest, “when the crystal moon was still up there.”
 
   “That sounds horrible,” Alyss scoffed as she hugged herself, hunching her shoulders against the chill as she faced into the wind.
 
   “No... it was beautiful,” Marla sighed.
 
   She felt Claude turn his head to look down at her. “How do you know?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted, “I just...”
 
   Suddenly the deck lurched beneath their feet, and the entire boat spun around as though caught in a whirlpool.
 
   Alyss screamed as she staggered across the deck, catching herself against the chain railing.
 
   Marla and Claude swayed but kept their footing, their boots skidding slightly on the smooth plating of the upper deck. Marla hurried over to help Alyss who was leaning hard against the chain and staring down into the water.
 
   “Alyss, are you all...” Marla’s words trailed away into stunned silence as she stared down at the great coil of some vast tail, covered in lambent golden scales, that now churned the black waters beneath the boat. The hull groaned and creaked as the boat swirled and settled into the trough of the creature’s wake.
 
   “What’d we hit?” James demanded as he poked his head through the hatchway from below.
 
   He disappeared a moment later with a curse and a clang of the falling hatch as the boat lifted several feet from the water and then splashed down again, showering them all with lake water.
 
   Alyss squealed as she lost her footing, and slipped under the chain railing, her legs kicking wildly over the lake as the boat spun around again. Marla and Claude scrambled to help her to safety, each one grasping one of the girl’s arms in one hand and the railing with the other. Marla’s boots slipped across the slick deck unable to find enough purchase to do any good.
 
   “Help us!” Marla cried as she turned to look toward Master Simms. The silent vampire boatman stood at the prow of the boat, bracing himself with one hand on the lever of the dredging machinery. He ignored Marla and the others as he stared down into the water at whatever it was beneath them.
 
   “I’ve got her!” Claude yelled, bracing his boot against one of the poles that held the chain railing in place. With a heave, he pulled Alyss back away from the edge toward the relative safety of the center of the deck. Marla kicked off of the pole nearest her and struggled to her feet again beside her friends.
 
   “What was that?” Alyss gasped.
 
   Claude stared up at Marla in disbelief as she fought to make sense of what she had just seen.
 
   “Where did it go?” Marla cried as she staggered forward toward the prow of the ship.
 
   Simms turned to look at her, his goggles flashing in the moonlight. He jabbed one finger toward the center of the lake. Marla threw herself against the railing beside the silent vampire and saw the great golden coils of the creature churning the dark waters ahead.
 
   “Marla!” Nerrys roared, poking her helm through the narrow gap of the hatchway, “Are you safe?”
 
   “Yes!” Marla shouted back, “We have to follow it! That way!” she pointed toward the fleeing beast.
 
   “Follow what?” came the muffled voice of Master James from below.
 
   Nerrys looked down and shouted, “Row! That way!”
 
   “Marla, what are you doing?” Alyss cried, approaching as closely as she dared to the railing.
 
   “Just... you have to trust me,” Marla gasped, “We have to follow her.”
 
   “Her?” Claude exclaimed.
 
   Marla could sense her friends’ amazement, even though she couldn’t see their faces beneath their masks.
 
   “I don’t know,” Marla said, “I just... please... I think she’s showing us the way.”
 
   Simms jerked his head toward Marla but said nothing. Then he looked away, staring out over the roiling surface of the lake as a strange mist began to form upon the dark waters.
 
   “What do you see?” Nerrys called from the hatchway.
 
   Marla strained to make out anything in the misty waters ahead, but she felt an overwhelming sadness in her heart, a longing for something she could not name. She felt a flutter of panic, as if she had just one chance to find some lost thing, some part of her life, taken from her before she was even born, and, if she lost it again, it would be gone forever.
 
   “Can’t we go any faster?” Marla cried.
 
   “Faster!” Nerrys shouted.
 
   “Go fast, Lump!” James commanded, and the boat surged beneath them with the full power of the cave troll at the oars.
 
   The moon now shone above them as a dim glow through the warm mist that enveloped the iron boat. Marla and Simms leaned, shoulder to shoulder, over the prow railing. She could hear the boatman’s rasping breath as they tried to make out any sign of their quarry in the fog-shrouded waters ahead.
 
   Then a faint, golden glow began to spread through the fog, and Marla was forced to squint against the stomach-churning glow of pure daylight.
 
   “It’s the shore!” Claude shouted, “We’re going to hit the shore!”
 
   “No!” Marla cried, “We’re still in the middle of the lake!”
 
   “It’s the dawn, Marla!” Alyss screamed, her voice on the edge of panic.
 
   “No!” Marla shouted, “It’s...”
 
   Marla’s eyes went wide as a sun-bright mountain of light rose up from the mists before them. The island of her dreams appeared as though summoned into the world by the strength of her conviction, and she heard the waves crashing against its mist-hidden shore.
 
   “Stop the boat!” Alyss cried.
 
   “No!” Simms hissed at Marla’s side, and his voice chilled Marla to the bone as her hand went unconsciously to her neck.
 
   “Betrayer!” a voice like a river of light shook the foundations of Marla’s mind. She could not even be certain that she had heard the voice with her ears at all, nor did she have much time to ponder its source as a vast shadow rose from the waters between the boat and the shining island.
 
   The thing loomed above the iron vessel, too big to be anything alive, and yet it moved like living mist. A titanic tower of shadow, surmounted with a head, crowned with spiny horns, from which blazed twin motes of golden fire. Four great wings of shadow lifted from the waters on either side of the boat, like the walls of an approaching storm.
 
   Marla was only distantly aware of her friends’ screams behind her and the low, hissing laughter of the vampire boatman at her shoulder. Her eyes were transfixed on the misty jaws of the gigantic thing that now towered over her... jaws now crackling with golden fire.
 
   Marla saw only a flash of golden light as the enormous tail of the beast came crashing down across the spine of the iron boat, cutting it in half and throwing her body high into the misty air.
 
   She flailed her arms wildly as she fell, her mind blank with terror. She had only time enough to whisper, “I’m sorry,” before the waters of the lake slammed into her chest and swallowed her beneath their frothing waves.
 
   Marla’s lungs burned, straining for air as water spilled in through her leather mask. She opened her eyes to see a churning froth of bubbles, blindingly bright even through her enchanted goggles, and the roar of crashing surf hammered in her ears. She clawed desperately, feeling the weight of her leather garb and knee-high boots dragging her under, but then a wave lifted her up once again, and her head broke the surface of the water.
 
   She panicked, reaching up to tear the flap of her mask open with one hand. She gasped a lungful of air. She felt the radiant heat of the island’s false sunlight blazing against her exposed face for an instant before the wave crashed over her, driving her under again. Her eyes went wide as she saw a jagged crystal of blazing moonshard rushing up from the reef below as the wave pushed her down. She crossed her arms over her face, curling into a ball as the weight of the water above her slammed her into the rocks below.
 
   Marla’s breath burst from her lungs in a scream of bubbles as the moonshard crunched into her ribs, just beneath her left arm. Then another wave dragged her skyward again, trailing a billowing cloud of red in the water behind her as she tumbled toward the island’s shore.
 
   Marla’s mind escaped into a detached place of clarity, as though she were watching herself from afar. She saw the submerged rocks rising up again as the wave crashed, and she twisted her legs beneath her, preparing for the impact.
 
   Marla kicked out with both feet, launching herself upward from the reef, gasping as she shot up into the burning light of the sunlit island again. She ignored the blistering pain on her cheeks as she used the moment to get her bearings, spotting a large shard of white-hot stone protruding from the surf nearby. As she fell back into the cooling depths of the lake once again, she swam toward the rock with all her strength.
 
   She dug her fingertips into the fractured surface of the moon rock, pulling herself out of the water as she gritted her teeth against the pain of her exposed face. She scrambled atop her blazing perch, clear of the pounding surf at last, and took a moment to button her soaking facemask closed again over her sun-chapped lips. She clung to the rock, panting as she waited for the pain in her ribs to subside enough to consider her next move.
 
   “Marla!” Claude’s voice cried out from somewhere nearby.
 
   She looked up to see Claude clinging to a clumpy mass of seaweed between two sun-bright rocks nearby. He had his arm around Alyss who seemed to be struggling just to maintain consciousness as the waves pounded them against the rocks.
 
   “Here!” Marla called out, lifting her hand to wave weakly at the other vampires. She saw no sign of the boat or of anyone else. She scanned the fog surrounding the island’s shore but saw no trace of the thing that had attacked their vessel.
 
   Marla felt the singeing heat of sunlight compounding the pain of the injury in her side, and she covered the torn leather with her free hand as she clung to her slippery perch and searched for a way to safety... if there could be any safety for a group of vampires marooned on an island made of sunlight.
 
   “You have to get to the shore!” Claude yelled between wave crashes, his voice exhausted.
 
   “I think we can make it,” Marla shouted back as she squinted against the light of the crystalline mountain, judging the distance to its rocky beach.
 
   “I can’t swim any more!” Claude cried.
 
   “I thought you couldn’t swim at all!” Marla shouted back.
 
   “I had a lot of...” Claude shouted, pausing to duck his head as a wave broke over him, “... motivation to try!”
 
   “I’ll help you,” Marla shouted as she shifted her body, preparing to launch herself into the frothy water once again.
 
   “No!” Claude cried, “Just get to shore and look for the others!”
 
   Marla ignored him as she jumped into the water again. The current buffeted her aching body as she swam toward her friends. Grabbing a handful of seaweed, she pulled hard and dragged herself through the swirling waters to their side.
 
   Claude released his grip on the seaweed momentarily to pull Marla in, and he and Alyss went under for a moment.
 
   Alyss came up sputtering and flailing her arms.
 
   “Alyss!” Marla cried, helping Claude to pull her up again.
 
   Alyss gurgled, clawing frantically at her water-logged mask, and Marla sheltered the girl’s face with her chest as Alyss tore her mask open, gasping for breath.
 
   “Aahh!” Alyss cried as the indirect light of the moon isle burned her cheeks and lips. Marla helped her pull the mask flap closed again, protecting her from further injury.
 
   “Can you get her to the shore?” Claude panted.
 
   “We’re all going,” Marla insisted.
 
   “I can’t,” Claude huffed, “I can’t make it that far!”
 
   “Yes you will!” Marla snapped.
 
   “You have to go without me,” Claude groaned before another wave washed over them.
 
   “We need you!” Marla shouted, her voice reverberating with draconic power.
 
   Claude stared back at her, stunned, his wide eyes dimly visible through his water-beaded goggles.
 
   “None of us are going to survive if we don’t help each other, Claude!” Marla said, “If you don’t help us, we’re all going to die here!”
 
   Claude ducked against another crashing wave and then nodded his head sharply. “I’m with you,” he rasped.
 
   Marla took hold of Alyss’s belt with her left hand, using her right arm to swim as they pushed off of the submerged rocks below. Claude bobbed up and down in the water on the other side of the half-conscious girl, using his legs to push himself off the reef between waves.
 
   Marla braced for the impact as the surf pushed them toward the rock beach, but, at the last moment, the force of the wave carrying them abated, and she was able to pull her friends with her into a shallow tide pool between two large protrusions of crystalline rock. Exhausted, they dragged themselves up onto a beach of shining, pearlescent sand where they lay, wheezing and coughing, nearly overcome by sun-sickness.
 
   Marla recovered first, pushing herself up on her elbows to look around as the foaming surf splashed over her body, half-buried in the blazing sand. The wound in her side throbbed incessantly now, but dull enough that she could ignore it for a while yet.
 
   “There,” Marla gasped, pushing herself to her hands and knees.
 
   Claude pushed himself up as well, following the direction of her gaze toward a seaweed-choked hollow between the rocks a little farther up the shore.
 
   “Come on, Alyss,” Claude said, nudging the girl awake.
 
   “Where... are we?” Alyss whispered, reaching for her mask again.
 
   Marla gently pulled Alyss’s hand away. “We found the island,” she said.
 
   “Where are the others?” Alyss asked, her voice regaining something of its usual confidence as the girl began to make sense of her surroundings.
 
   “I don’t know,” Marla said, “They were inside the boat when it went down. I don’t know if any of them made it out.”
 
   “The other boatman was on the deck with us,” Claude said, “He might still be alive.”
 
   “No,” Marla said, feeling a little shiver of revulsion as she remembered the man’s voice.
 
   “We have to look for him,” Claude said, “He could be hurt.”
 
   “No!” Marla cried, “He wasn’t one of us!”
 
   Her friends stared at her in disbelief.
 
   “He was a Volgrem,” she whispered, hanging her head in shame, “and I led him here.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   Claude and Alyss huddled together in the back of the little cave, their bodies draped with seaweed. Both of her friends had succumbed to exhaustion, falling asleep well before the rising of the sun outside. Now the dark sky beyond the mouth of the cave took on the hazy glow of dawn. Marla watched her friends sleep and wondered why she wasn’t even tired.
 
   She stood at the mouth of the cave, watching as the light of the fallen moon blended seamlessly with the growing radiance of dawn, her enchanted goggles giving her the gift of seeing that which had nearly blinded her before. Still, it was a muted glory that filtered through her dark lenses, a shadowy retelling of the beauty she knew the dawn held. Her heart ached to tear off the goggles and face once again the fiery majesty of true daylight. She turned and looked at her friends again, and knew that she could not afford to risk herself so foolishly.
 
   The lenses only hinted at the vibrant shade of blue that now spilled across the heavens above, and Marla felt its warmth through her damp leathers and the distant pain of heat, seeping through the plastered binding of weeds that covered her injured rib. Steeling her nerves, Marla stepped from the cave into the naked light of dawn and looked up toward the starless spread of the sky above.
 
   She heard now the faint whistling trill of the strange sun-song that swept across the earth. Was this the Song of Creation that Nerrys had spoken of? Was this the voice that spoke to the soul of the dragon within her? She closed her eyes as the song became a chorus of harmonious chords, weaving together like a tapestry of light in the shadows of her mind. She tilted her head back until she could feel the burning sensation of light beginning to leak through the thin gap between her goggles and facemask, but she ignored the distant pain. This song filled her troubled soul with a sense of warmth and contentment that she had never felt before.
 
   And then another voice cried out in answer to the dawn.
 
   Marla’s heart throbbed in anguish as a great cry of unspeakable misery shook the island. It could be only the voice of a dragon.
 
   Marla fell to her knees in the burning sand, clutching at her chest as she sobbed uncontrollably. The dragon’s voice rent asunder the foundations of Marla’s world, plunging her into a bottomless abyss of despair and regret.
 
   Marla wailed in absolute misery as the dragon’s lament drowned out the song of the newborn sun. She clawed at her facemask, almost ripping it open before covering her ears with her hands and screaming again and again.
 
   She was only distantly aware of the sound of mighty footsteps and the tremors of shock that followed every titanic footfall, erasing her own footprints from the sand around her.
 
   Marla looked up to see a vast, mist-shrouded shape emerging from the foggy lake, as the golden-eyed dragon returned to its island home. Fiery streams of molten tears ran from the dragon’s eyes as it sang out words of white flame that fell from its jaws like sheets of living sorrow.
 
   In that moment, Marla knew what her father had felt when he first tasted the tears of the Dragon Queen, and her mind reeled on the very brink of madness. Still she watched, somehow unafraid, for she knew the sorrow of this song. She was born of it.
 
   As the light of the rising sun fell across the mist, the Dragon Queen’s body seemed to fade into insubstantiality. Only her burning golden eyes still shone clearly through the sunlit haze, still dripping with remorse for the world she had lost. The great shadow of the fallen queen now moved inland, farther up the beach and would soon be out of sight. Her song of infinite grief faded as well as the dawn’s singing radiance overcame her wavering voice.
 
   Marla staggered to her feet again and stumbled up the beach after the mother of dragonkind.
 
   “Wait!” Marla cried, running through the whispering dunes of moonsand, “Don’t leave me!”
 
   The booming footsteps of the fading queen now softened to silence as her misty form swirled and dispersed into the morning air. Marla panted for breath as she abandoned her mad pursuit of the phantasm. She paused to recover with her hands on her knees, groaning at the renewed throbbing in her side.
 
   “You’ll never catch her like that, you know,” a chilling, almost girlish voice spoke from nearby.
 
   Marla turned to see the body of Simms the boatman sitting cross-legged on a nearby rock. His head was cocked to the side at an impossible angle, his neck obviously broken and his cracked goggles staring blankly at Marla.
 
   “Who are you?” Marla gasped, straightening her back as she turned to face the Volgrem.
 
   “I won’t say that I am a friend,” the Volgrem chuckled, “We both know that would be a lie... Nevertheless, I do not consider myself your enemy.”
 
   “You killed my friend,” Marla said.
 
   “I will kill you all... eventually,” the Volgrem mused.
 
   “And you think I’m not your enemy?”
 
   “What we think of one another is irrelevant,” the Volgrem said, “A doctor harbors no personal grudge against the disease it intends to purge from its patient... Do you understand?”
 
   “You think we are a disease?” Marla scoffed.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Because we are vampires?” she demanded.
 
   “Because you are alive!” the Volgrem answered.
 
   “You intend to kill all living things?” Marla asked, clutching at the pain in her side.
 
   “I simply intend to return you all to your natural state of being... a state that you would refer to as non-living.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   The Volgrem tilted its broken neck slightly as it considered her question. “To prevent the spread of your disease,” it said.
 
   “You’re afraid of the portals, aren’t you?” she asked.
 
   “A doctor is not afraid of disease, it simply takes the necessary steps to prevent its spread.”
 
   “And where would we spread?” Marla asked.
 
   “Beyond the infected patient,” the Volgrem answered matter-of-factly.
 
   “You fear we are a danger to your people then?” Marla asked, taking a step toward the possessed body of the dead boatman.
 
   “I have no people to fear for,” the Volgrem answered.
 
   “But there are more than one of you,” she said.
 
   “You have more than one...” the Volgrem paused, holding up its hand to study it a moment before continuing, “... finger... yes, that’s the word... yet there is still only one of you.”
 
   “But you are alive,” Marla said, “How can you hate all life?”
 
   “Again, I do not hate. A doctor does not hate the disease, and yet I can understand your confusion, as, to you, I must appear to be alive, though I assure you I am not.”
 
   “What are you then?”
 
   The bones in Simms’s neck ground together as the Volgrem tilted its shoulders to flop its head over the other way. “I am... a natural reaction to your unnatural existence.”
 
   “So you say that life is... unnatural?”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   “And you have no hatred toward us... just a desire to... end our unnatural existence?” Marla said with a disbelieving snort.
 
   “No hatred at all.”
 
   “Then why did you attack us?” she demanded, “Why did you kill my friend and the others?”
 
   The Volgrem remained silent for a moment. “Because I needed to provoke your action in this matter,” it said.
 
   “You wanted me to lead you here?” Marla whispered, her heart sick with the revelation that she had brought the Betrayer to this sacred island, the same way that the Dragon Queen had carried him to the fabled island of her birth long ago.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?” she shouted, her voice trembling with rage.
 
   “Because only the Queen could find this place,” the Volgrem answered.
 
   “Or one who had been touched by her...” Marla reasoned bitterly.
 
   “Only the Queen herself,” the Volgrem spoke softly.
 
   Marla narrowed her eyes as she studied the sunbaked corpse of the dead boatman.
 
   “You think that wretched shadow you saw in the harbor was your Queen?” the Volgrem laughed, “You saw only your own reflection in the mist. You’re chasing your own shadow, you silly thing.”
 
   “Why did you come here?” Marla demanded, taking another step toward the Volgrem’s body.
 
   “I had to tie up a loose end here,” the Volgrem said, lifting its hands, “I was beginning to despair of ever finding the place, but then... there you were to show me the way.”
 
   “Be gone from here!” Marla raged, her voice throbbing with draconic force.
 
   Simms’s body swayed slightly, buffeted by the raw power of Marla’s rage. Then the Volgrem chuckled. “I’m afraid I’m not one of your subjects, Your Majesty,” it said, “I don’t take orders from you... or anyone else for that matter.”
 
   “You aren’t welcome here!” Marla hissed, tensing like a cat ready to spring.
 
   “I won’t be staying long, I assure you,” the Volgrem chuckled.
 
   Marla leapt upon the dead man, tearing the head from his body with a savage shout of fury. She kicked at the headless body, knocking Simms’s corpse from atop the rock as gray smoke began to billow from the open flap of his facemask still buttoned to the collar of his jacket. Simms’s goggled head bounced against a nearby rock, his fanged skull smoldering, and its skin already charred to ash by the light of the sun.
 
   Marla screamed in rage as the Volgrem’s laughter echoed from the towering bluffs of sun-bright rocks.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   The Astorran Border
 
   “How’s he doing?” Garrett asked as he lifted the tent flap and stepped through.
 
   Ghausse thumped his tail on the loose straw bedding where he lay and tried to rise before Terrick soothed him into lying down again with whispered words that Garrett could not quite make out. The Neshite shaman nodded at Garrett as he sat back down beside the bandaged wolf on the dirt floor of the tent.
 
   “He’s doing much better, Garrett,” Lady Ymowyn said as she looked up from her green-stained mortar and pestle at the nearby table. She wiped her hands clean on a cloth and then set it aside as she moved around the table. “Now let’s see how our black knight is faring today.”
 
    “I’m fine,” Garrett said, lifting his hands in what he knew would be a vain protest.
 
   “Wrist first,” she ordered.
 
   Garrett resigned himself to the inspection, lifting his splinted wrist for her to look over. He grimaced slightly as she pressed her finger against the break.
 
   “Well, you didn’t scream this time,” Ymowyn mused.
 
   “Can I take the splint off now?” he asked hopefully, but Ymowyn only chuckled weakly as though he had made a rather tasteless joke.
 
   “Shirt off,” she said, sounding a bit tired as she pointed a dainty claw at Garrett’s chest.
 
   Garrett sighed and pulled off his hood and his robe afterward. He gritted his teeth as he lifted his arms, hoping that the fox woman would not notice.
 
   “It still hurts?” she asked, gently probing the bandages wrapped around Garrett’s ribs.
 
   “Yeah,” he rasped, wincing as she pressed against the spot where the crossbow bolt had shattered one of his ribs.
 
   “Hmn,” Ymowyn said as she checked the knots holding the bandages in place. At last she sighed and shook her head. “There’s no further bleeding,” she said, “The wound seems to have sealed itself. Honestly, I don’t know why you need me at all. What need do immortals have of a physician?”
 
   “I’m not immortal!” Garrett laughed.
 
   Ymowyn shrugged as she poked at the faint scar, just below his left shoulder, that only a few days before had been a puncture wound from an enchanted lance. “Most people have the decency to die when their middles are skewered with sticks, Garrett,” she said, “At the very least, they could lie in bed, moaning for a few weeks while they succumb to a nasty infection. And yet, here you are, prancing around as if you couldn’t be bothered with such minor annoyances as mortal wounds and blood poisoning.”
 
   “Just lucky I guess,” Garrett said, “Can I put my robe back on now?”
 
   “You may as well,” Ymowyn said, frowning as her large green eyes fell to his chin, “How long has it been since you shaved?”
 
   Garrett rubbed at his stubbly beard. “Oh,” he said, “I forgot to bring my razor from home.”
 
   “Let me see what I can find,” Ymowyn said as she turned back toward the table.
 
   Garrett stooped to pick up the bundled robe and hood beside him on the ground, but Ymowyn stopped him.
 
   “Leave it off for now,” she said.
 
   Garrett shrugged and then crossed the tent to kneel beside his injured wolf, scratching gently behind Ghausse’s ear. The big wolf whined, lifting his snout slightly to lick at Garrett’s arm.
 
   “Here we are,” Ymowyn said as she rummaged through one of her packs atop the wooden table, “Come, have a seat.”
 
   Garrett rose and moved to the table, taking a seat in the only chair, a creaking contraption of hinged rods and red canvas that folded neatly for packing when not in use.
 
   “Now sit still,” Ymowyn instructed, “I haven’t done this in years.”
 
   “Done what?” Garrett asked, beginning to feel a little nervous.
 
   “Shaved anyone,” she said, drawing out a long, curved blade of gleaming steel from her pack.
 
   “That’s all right,” Garrett said, starting to rise, “I really don’t need...”
 
   “Sit!” Ymowyn hissed, her eyes flashing as she bared her teeth. She held the razor at arm’s length with its point pressed against the bandages on Garrett’s chest.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, dropping into the Chadirian folding chair again.
 
   “We can’t have you going about, looking like a woodwose,” she said, placing the razor on the table as she picked through a collection of jars nearby.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “This should do,” she said, unstopping an earthenware jar. The scent of mint suddenly filled the air.
 
   “What’s that?” he asked.
 
   “Blister ointment,” she said, dolloping out a blob of greenish-brown paste on the tips of her fingers.
 
   “What?”
 
   “It will serve as a passable cream, in lieu of proper hot water and lather,” she said.
 
   “I really don’t need to do this right now,” Garrett said, eying the pungent paste as she rubbed it over both hands.
 
   “Sit still!” she said, stepping behind him, “Very still... If I nick you, this paste will burn like salt in the cut.”
 
   “Why would you put it on a blister then?” Garrett demanded.
 
   “I suppose that I must enjoy inflicting pain,” she mused, “So, on second thought, squirm all you like.”
 
   Garrett clamped his mouth shut as the fox woman smeared the minty paste over his cheeks and throat. He whined as his blinking eyes began to water from the fumes.
 
   “Comfortable?” Ymowyn asked sweetly as she wiped her hands clean on a rag.
 
   Garrett moaned, trying to breathe very shallow breaths.
 
   Ymowyn placed her left palm on Garrett’s forehead and tilted his head back slightly. He held his breath as she brought the curved blade to his throat. He felt the blade twisting slightly as she adjusted its angle.
 
   “It has been a while since I’ve done this,” she muttered.
 
   Garrett gave a little whimper.
 
   “Oh, yes... like so,” she sighed, dragging the sharp blade upward across the taut skin of Garrett’s throat. Garrett breathed again when she pulled the blade away to wipe it clean.
 
   “This was but one of the many services I provided to my patients,” the fox woman said as she scraped another patch of Garrett’s skin clean with the keen blade.
 
   Garrett gave a curious noise, still unwilling to open his mouth for fear of filling it with minty fumes.
 
   “Yes, I had a little shop in one of the markets in Braedshal,” she said, “It was small... I couldn’t afford a real clinic, but it was large enough for my needs. There was this tiny little living area in the back. We barely had room to...” her voice trailed off into silence as the blade scraped to a halt, halfway up Garrett’s cheek.
 
   Garrett froze, not daring to breathe.
 
   The razor trembled just below his eye, and the clawed tips of Ymowyn’s fingers pressed into his brow.
 
   “Ymowyn?” he whispered.
 
   The fox woman snatched the razor away and pulled her hand from his forehead. He turned in his chair to see that she had retreated to the corner of the tent with her back to him. Her shoulders were shaking, and she held the razor gripped tightly in her fist at her side.
 
   Garrett glanced at Terrick as he rose from the chair. The tattooed shaman shared his look of concern as he rose to his feet as well.
 
   “Lady Ymowyn?” Garrett called softly as he cautiously approached her.
 
   She spun to face him, her eyes dripping tears and her face pulled into a mask of trembling grief.
 
   Garrett fell back a step.
 
   Suddenly, a crazed grin split the fox woman’s face and she gave a manic laugh.
 
   “I’m sorry. Where were we?” she asked, her pleasant tone tinged with unspoken sorrow.
 
   “It’s all right, Ymowyn,” Garrett said, lifting his hands, “We can do this later... when you’re feeling better.”
 
   “Nonsense!” she said, stepping back to the table to wipe the blade clean on the bundle of cloth, “Please, have a seat.”
 
   “I...” Garrett started to protest, but the mad grin of the fox woman overcame his resolve. He gently lowered himself back into the folding chair, giving Terrick a worried look as he settled into place again.
 
   Terrick forced a pleasant smile and backed away a step as Ymowyn looked at him.
 
   “Would you like to go next?” she asked.
 
   “No!” Terrick answered, retreating another few steps, nearly tripping over Ghausse’s extended paws. “I have something I must do...” he added, rubbing nervously at his throat with his fingers as he fled from the tent.
 
   Ymowyn gave a tittering laugh as she placed her left hand on Garrett’s forehead again. She tilted his head back so far that she could look down into his eyes from where she stood, above and behind him.
 
   “Don’t be afraid, Garrett,” she said soothingly.
 
   He tensed as she curved the blade up under his throat again.
 
   Ymowyn lowered her red-furred snout to his right ear and whispered, “You are immortal, after all.”
 
   Garrett swallowed hard as she dragged the blade up his throat. He forgot to breathe as she continued the process, neatly scraping away every trace of stubble as she softly hummed the slightly discordant tune of an Astorran waltz.
 
   “Finally!” Haven exclaimed, as she stepped in through the tent flap.
 
   “Haven!” Garrett gasped, giving his girlfriend a pleading look.
 
   “Oh, hello, Haven,” Lady Ymowyn said pleasantly as she gently pushed Garrett’s head down to scrape at the little patches of fuzz on the back of Garrett’s neck where dragonfire had not completely destroyed his ability to grow hair.
 
   “I’ve been trying to get him to shave for weeks now!” Haven said as she crossed the room to stroke Garrett’s smooth cheek with her fingertips.
 
   He glared up at her.
 
   “It looks good,” Haven said.
 
   “Thank you,” Ymowyn said, sounding pleased, “I was afraid that I might have lost my touch.”
 
   “I just wish I could talk my father and the rest of the wildlings into paying you a visit,” Haven laughed, “Though he’d probably say it was against their religion to shave or something.”
 
   “How is your... father?” Ymowyn asked.
 
   Haven stooped to kiss the sullen pout off of Garrett’s lips before answering. “Well, he seems pretty serious about the whole adopting me thing,” she said, “It’s kinda nice really... I’ve never had a father before.”
 
   “And he and the other northerners still intend to return home as soon as they are able?” Ymowyn asked as she toweled the last of the smelly gel from Garrett’s face.
 
   “It’s a big secret, of course,” Haven said, “They don’t want Garre’Thul here to find out they plan on deserting his army, or else he might turn them all into ghost-men.”
 
   “Ghost-men?” Garrett asked as he stood up.
 
   “Oh yes, they know all about you and your evil ways, Deathlord,” Haven laughed, rubbing his cheeks between the palms of her hands. “Ooh! He’s like a little baby!” she added, grinning at Ymowyn.
 
   Garrett pulled away with a frown. “Well, what happens when they do decide to run for it?” he asked, “Your new dad is gonna want you to go with him, isn’t he?”
 
   Haven’s eyes fell. “Yeah,” she said.
 
   “What’s he gonna do when you tell him you can’t?” Garrett asked.
 
   Haven looked away, chewing her lip the way she did when she was about to say something that was going to upset him.
 
   “What?” Garrett said, eying her suspiciously, “You’re not really thinking about going with him are you?”
 
   “Think about it, Garrett!” she burst out, meeting his gaze again with pleading eyes, “What if we could get the Kriesslanders to turn on the Chadiri?”
 
   “That’s what Uncle Tinjin’s doing right now!” Garrett said.
 
   “We don’t know that,” Haven protested, “and, anyway, he doesn’t have an in like I do!”
 
   “You can’t leave!” Garrett said, “I need you here!”
 
   “I know!” Haven sighed, “but, Garrett... what if this could turn the tide of the war?”
 
   “Or what if you go up there and the Chadiri catch you?” he demanded, “Haven, I...”
 
   “Can’t you see? I’ve never had a chance to do something like this, Garrett!” she said grasping his bare shoulders in her hands, “This is my first chance to really do something big... something that I am choosing to do, for my own reasons... and a real chance to beat the Chadiri!”
 
   “I’d be worried about you the whole time you were gone, Haven!” Garrett protested, “How could I concentrate on doing anything right, when I’m thinking about you the whole time?”
 
   Haven’s fragile smile suddenly gave way to a sobbing laugh. Garrett winced as she caught him in a tight hug, squeezing hard.
 
   “Why are you squishing my crunchy rib?” he groaned at last.
 
   “Sorry!” Haven gasped, releasing her hold to step away. She smiled apologetically as she brushed lightly at his bandages with her fingertips. “Sorry,” she said again, “That’s just the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
 
   “Really?” Garrett said, shrugging his shoulder against the pain in his ribs, “I thought I’d said better things than that before.”
 
   “Probably,” she admitted, kissing him on the cheek, “but that’s the nicest thing you’ve said lately.”
 
   “Oh... sorry, I guess,” Garrett said. He breathed deeply then and stooped to pick up his robe and hood from the floor.
 
   “Let me help,” Haven said as she assisted him, pulling the purple robe back on over his head.
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said, tugging his hood on again. Turning to Lady Ymowyn, he added, “Thanks for the shave.”
 
   “You’re quite welcome, Garrett,” the fox woman said with a smile as she packed away her freshly-cleaned razor, “Feel free to stop by any time you’re feeling a bit prickly.”
 
   “I guess you don’t get much chance to practice with Warren,” Garrett chuckled.
 
   “No,” she said, “I’m afraid he would look a bit odd without hair... still, if I’m ever particularly cross with him, who knows?”
 
   “Just don’t tell him I mentioned it,” Garrett laughed nervously, trying to imagine the big ghoul without his shaggy gray mane.
 
   Ymowyn smiled again.
 
   “How’s Ghausse feeling?” Haven asked.
 
   Garrett glanced over at the massive wolf, now snoring peacefully in a black furry heap. “I think he’s gonna be all right,” he said, looking to Lady Ymowyn again, “I’m glad you guys were able to fix him up.”
 
   “Just try to remember in the future,” Ymowyn laughed, “most of us do not share your gift of immortality.”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said. He looked at Haven again who was grinning broadly.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing,” she laughed, “but I was looking for you. The ghouls found something that they thought you might be interested in.”
 
   “What have they got into now?” Ymowyn sighed.
 
   “It may be nothing,” Haven said, “but they wanted Garrett to have a look at it.”
 
   “Sure,” Garrett said, his curiosity piqued.
 
   “Do you mind if I tag along?” Ymowyn said, her eyes on the sleeping wolf, “I think it’s safe to leave Ghausse for a while now, and I could use a bit of fresh air.”
 
   “I can’t guarantee the freshness of the air,” Haven said.
 
   “Warren’s been digging again, hasn’t he?” the fox woman sighed.
 
   Haven laughed as she held the tent flap open for the two of them.
 
   The cool shadows of approaching night spilled across the red tents of Garrett’s camp. Haven took his arm as they and Lady Ymowyn strolled together beneath the trees. She led them down the path toward the southern end of camp, past the large campfire where Terrick and the two Neshite hunters were trading stories and roasted meat with Haven’s new tribe.
 
   The old berserker, known as Hegrin greeted his adopted daughter with a nod and Garrett with a distrustful glare. Garrett returned his look with a flat scowl, anxious to maintain his reputation as a ruthless deathlord. At least this slim fantasy stood as some measure of protection between him and the grizzled wolf tribesman.
 
   Soon they passed into the darkness of the forest, leaving the lights of the campfires behind.
 
   After nearly a half hour of walking, Garrett finally asked, “How far are we going, anyway?”
 
   “Not much farther,” Haven said.
 
   “Oh, what did they dig up now?” Lady Ymowyn groaned as the wind shifted to blow from the south.
 
   A few moments later, even Garrett caught the foul stench on the night breeze. The familiar sulfurous stink of the Gloaran swamps carried with it now an acrid scent of vinegar and the sharp tang of some form of corruption as yet unknown to Garrett’s overly experienced sense of smell.
 
   “Gah! What is that?” Garrett demanded as they rounded a bend in the path and came into sight of several witchfire torches affixed to poles at the edge of the bog ahead. Cenick and the ghouls were huddled around a wet, black mass that lay on the grass at their feet. Mujah stood beside Scupp. The Lethian boy held his nose as he stared down at the thing on the ground. The smell apparently emanated from the thing, and, as Garrett and the others drew closer, he could make out the outlines of a human body in the soggy mass.
 
   “Hey, Garrett, take a look at this!” Warren called proudly.
 
   Garrett waved at the ghouls and Cenick as he approached. Diggs and Scupp waved back from where they crouched on the grass beside the body. Bargas was dragging another dripping corpse from the swamp nearby.
 
   “Did they drown?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Nope!” Warren said, crouching over the body to lift a section of rotten rope that trailed from a loop around the body’s neck.
 
   “Hanged,” Cenick said, gesturing toward an ancient tree nearby.
 
   Garrett looked toward the gnarled and twisted tree and suddenly started in alarm as he saw the ghostly light of sputtering orange flames that appeared to drip from the moss-thick branches of the old tree. The flames crackled and hissed as they fell, sounding almost like angry whispers as they evaporated just before touching the ground.
 
   “Gallowgeists,” Haven said.
 
   “Are they... dangerous?” Garrett asked.
 
   “They can make you wet your tail pretty fast, if you happen by ‘em unawares on a lonely road,” Scupp laughed, “but, once you know ‘em for what they are, they can’t really hurt you!”
 
   “Are they ghosts?” Garrett asked, unable to take his eyes off the crackling spectral fires that dripped from the hanging tree.
 
   “Yeah, sort of,” Haven said, “They’re not like Annalien though. It’s more like just a part of the people that died here... their anger and resentment about what happened to them. It sticks to the place that they died and never really goes away.”
 
   “Someone should put a torch to that tree!” Ymowyn hissed.
 
   “It’s all right, Ym,” Warren said, stepping close to put his arm around her, “They can’t hurt you.”
 
   
  
 


She looked up at him with a bitter scowl. “You’ve no idea how close I came to sharing the same fate as those wretched souls!” she said.
 
   “You want me to burn it down for you?” Warren asked.
 
   “Yes!” Ymowyn growled through clenched teeth, “Yes, I would.”
 
   “Hey, Diggs!” Warren called out to the ghoul crouched on the ground beside the corpse, “Light that tree up for me, will ya?”
 
   “No problem,” Diggs chuckled as he pushed himself to his full height and pulled a canister of essence from the bandolier on his chest.
 
   “Oh, dogs,” Scupp groaned as she grabbed her crutch and hopped clear of her brother’s firing line. She hooked a black claw into Mujah’s collar and pulled him to safety as well.
 
   “Listen up, tree!” Diggs shouted as he pulled the top from the glowing flask of magical essence, “For the crime of bein’ too creepy and disturbin’, I, Diggs the Destroyer, sentence you to death... or whatever happens to trees when they get burnt up!” He opened his mouth and tossed back the canister, gulping down the contents in three swallows. Lambent green slime dripped from his grinning jaws as he faced the tree with eager eyes.
 
   Diggs twisted the claws of his right paw into an arcane gesture and pointed at the ghost-ridden tree. “Verna te Ma’Diggsa!” the brindle-furred ghoul shouted.
 
   “What?” Garrett exclaimed, wincing at the ghoul’s butchery of the fairy spell. He had no chance to question Diggs’s technique further as, at that moment, a jet of searing white plasma shot from Diggs’s claw-tip and ripped the bark from the hanging tree.
 
   Diggs cackled maniacally as he poured liquid flame into the roaring conflagration that had, a moment before, been an ancient, moss-covered tree.
 
   The anguished screams of men and women split the night as the hanging tree exploded into fiery splinters that flew in all directions.
 
   Garrett opened his eyes again as the glow of an icy shield of blue flames faded from the air around him and his friends.
 
   “Thanks, Gar,” Warren muttered.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett murmured, giving Diggs an angry squint.
 
   Scupp shifted her weight to her remaining hind leg and reached out to thump her brother in the back of his head with her crutch.
 
   “Hey!” Diggs grumbled, “You wanted the tree gone. It’s gone!”
 
   “Not quite,” Haven said.
 
   “Whoa!” Diggs exclaimed as he and the others marveled at the fiery outline of the former tree’s branches, still crackling with the angry wrath of countless murdered souls. Of the tree itself, only a ghostly echo, formed of these wraith-like flames of undying rage remained.
 
   The choking gasps and piteous cries of countless tortured souls raised the hairs on the ghouls’ backs and set Garrett’s teeth on edge.
 
   “I don’t believe the dead will so easily be put to rest,” Cenick said as he stared up at the ghost tree.
 
   “How many people did they hang here, anyway?” Garrett asked, his voice hushed in awe.
 
   “There’s a lot o’ bodies in that bog, boy,” Bargas rumbled, “You can smell ‘em from a mile off.”
 
   “There were many reasons for dying on one of King Haerad’s trees,” Lady Ymowyn whispered, shutting her eyes against the horrid sight, “but few were those who deserved such a death.”
 
   “Can you do something about this, Garrett?” Haven asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Garrett whispered. He narrowed his eyes as he studied the haunted tree, sensing no magic that he might unravel there. What held a ghost to the place where he died? Garrett’s brother had said that a ghost was like a person who stopped halfway across the plank to board a ship. How could you make a ghost take those last steps across to the other side? What couldn’t they bear to leave behind?
 
   Garrett stepped forward, the skin on his arms crawling with the powerful feelings of rage and loss boiling from the memory of the tree. He lifted his hand before him as though to shield his face from the heat of a furnace as he screwed up his courage to try to help them.
 
   “Excuse, me,” Garrett said, addressing the ghosts, “I... uh, I’d like to help you, if I can.”
 
   A wave of pure spite washed over Garrett as the gallowgeists hissed in rage.
 
   “Yeah, I know you’re mad about what happened to you,” Garrett sighed, “but... I mean, how long are you gonna keep bein’ mad about it?”
 
   A roar of croaking voices blasted Garrett, staggering him backward a step.
 
   “Uh, maybe you’d better let ‘em be, Gar,” Warren said.
 
   “Yeah, Gar,” Scupp added, “Gallowglooms aren’t really known for bein’ all that friendly.”
 
   Garrett scowled, starting to lose his temper. Whatever justification they originally had for being that angry, there was no reason to take it out on him. He was only trying to help them.
 
   “Listen!” Garrett shouted, “I know you have every right to be mad. I’d be mad too, if something like that happened to me, but what is it you want?”
 
   “Vengeance!” hundreds of ghostly voices assailed him at once, knocking him backwards another few steps.
 
   Garrett wrinkled his nose as he looked out over the bog. “All right,” he said with a shrug, “I think I can help you with that.”
 
   “What are you going to do, Garrett?” Cenick asked as Garrett turned to approach the hanged corpse on the grass at their feet.
 
   “We were gonna animate ‘em anyway, weren’t we?” Garrett said.
 
   “Yes,” Cenick replied, “but we do not have enough essence for all of them, even if the ghouls could retrieve them all from the bog.”
 
   “I don’t think we’re gonna need any essence for this,” Garrett said.
 
   Cenick gave him a questioning look.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about what Max did to those guys from Wythr,” Garrett said.
 
   “Garrett!” Cenick hissed, lowering his voice, “What Max did was wrong! You know that!”
 
   Garrett shrugged again. “Well, this was pretty wrong too, don’t you think?” he asked, lifting his hand toward the ghost tree.
 
   Cenick stared at the flickering ghost lights for a long moment. He lowered his head at last and sighed, “Do you think you can do it?”
 
   “Might as well try,” Garrett said.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Mujah asked, his eyes wide with wonder.
 
   “Let’s see about giving these people their bodies back,” Garrett said. He turned to look at the tree again as he pointed at the hanged body on the ground. “Which one of you does this belong to?” he asked the ghosts.
 
   A single flare of crackling ghostly fire sputtered among the invisible branches of the hanging tree.
 
   “I need your help,” Garrett said to the ghost, “... please.”
 
   The ghost fire burned an angry red in answer.
 
   Garrett stretched out his right hand toward the red ghost, his other opened, palm-down over the peat-shriveled body on the ground. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
 
   “Fallen ones, I bid you rise,” Garrett whispered, “Spirit and Flesh undone now mend. To the Spirit a body given. To the Flesh a quickening gift.”
 
   The tingle of strange magic ran through Garrett’s veins, and he smiled to himself, remembering that day, long ago, when he had first learned the words to stir the dead. What would Uncle Tinjin think of what he was trying to do now?
 
   Ymowyn gave a startled scream, and the others drew back in horror as the thing on the ground gasped hoarsely, filling its shriveled lungs with breath before letting it out again in a tortured shriek.
 
   “Join as one, oh wisp and bone!” Garrett shouted, “Join in strength and know new life. Fallen ones, now one, arise. I give you life to serve my call!”
 
   “Look!” Scupp gasped.
 
   “Boneash!” Warren cried.
 
   Garrett held his eyes shut, his heart sick with the impotent rage of the hundreds of ghosts that now pushed and shoved and clawed their way through the chambers of his soul, sobbing and crying and begging to have again what had been taken from them. He channeled them and poured them out into the world again like a fiery ichor that soaked into the earth. He felt the sensation of bare toes finally sinking into the soft earth after countless ages suspended above, kicking and stretching, yet never reaching... until now.
 
   He poured their burning rage into the cold mud of the black bog, but, even then, their hatred could not be quenched. He opened his eyes and turned slowly to see the grim harvest of the seeds he had planted.
 
   A shambling horde of dripping dead now pulled its way up from the depths of the bog. Their shaking hands clawed at rotting nooses around their necks, and, in the sunken hollows of their eyes, burned the orange flames of their unspeakable wrath.
 
   Garrett stood alone before the shriveled dead as they clawed their way up out of the bog. His friends had retreated a safe distance away, too shocked to speak. It was the hanged man on the grass that first rose shakily to his feet and turned to face the necromancer who had raised him.
 
   “I would have words with the King,” the dead man gurgled, his voice barely audible as dirty water dribbled from his leathery lips.
 
   Garrett smiled as he turned and pointed to the northwest.
 
   “He lives in that direction,” Garrett said, “Big castle. You can’t miss it.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   “So we’re really gonna fight the Astorrans?” Warren asked as he perched atop a massive headstone carved in the shape of a castle.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said as he kicked through the mound of bones that Scupp was piling on the ground next to the open grave at his feet. The ghouls had nearly finished digging up the old churchyard of the nearby abandoned village, but they’d found nothing more useful than a few, half-rotten villagers.
 
   Warren gave a worried grumble as he tossed aside the skull he had been holding.
 
   “What?” Garrett asked.
 
   “It just seems weird to me, that’s all,” Warren said, looking out across the cemetery toward the pinkish glow of approaching dawn.
 
   “Yeah, Gar,” Scupp said, lifting her head from the pit, “We’re all for fightin’ the redjacks, but...”
 
   “But what?” Garrett snapped.
 
   “It’s just...” Warren sighed, waving his shaggy paws noncommittally.
 
   “Look,” Diggs said as he hauled himself out of a nearby grave and cracked his muddy knuckles, “These guys work for the redjacks, so they’re kinda like redjacks anyway. I mean Garrett’s gotta fight ‘em or else they’re gonna come after us eventually.”
 
   “I know,” Warren grumbled, “but somethin’ just smells funny about it.”
 
   “War has its own kinda smells boy,” Bargas rumbled as he pushed a stone sarcophagus up from the dirt and shoved it out onto the ground before him, “and they ain’t always good.”
 
   “Couldn’t we try to make friends with them?” Mujah asked from where he sat in the open doorway of a nearby crypt.
 
   “That didn’t work so well last time,” Garrett said.
 
   “Yeah, but that was the old king, right?” Mujah said, “Maybe somebody could talk to the new king.”
 
   “Cabre?” Garrett snorted, “Not likely. Everybody in this kingdom hates me because of him.”
 
   “Yeah, but maybe somebody else could go talk to him,” Mujah said.
 
   “I’m not sending anybody else in there, after what he did to me,” Garrett said.
 
   “I’m not scared!” Mujah said, “I could go, if somebody showed me the way.”
 
   “No!” Garrett shouted, and the ghouls flattened their ears in alarm.
 
   Mujah stared back at Garrett, wide eyed and seemed to sink further into his moldy yellow coat.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mujah,” Garrett sighed, “I just don’t want to risk letting him hurt anybody else.”
 
   Mujah fell silent, his eyes now hidden in the shadow of his ragged blue hat.
 
   “I just don’t understand why we’re wastin’ time in this old boneyard,” Diggs said, “I mean there ain’t nothin’ here worth eatin’ or animatin’, so why don’t we start in on getting’ some fresh meat?”
 
   “‘Cause those people aren’t meat!” Warren growled, “... not yet.”
 
   “Will be soon enough, once we get at ‘em,” Diggs chuckled.
 
   “Somebody’s gonna step on yer tail one o’ these days, boy,” Bargas growled at Diggs, “and yer gonna find things ain’t as easy as you thought they’d be.”
 
   “I’m just trying to get as many zombies as we can before we start this,” Garrett sighed.
 
   “Or maybe you’re draggin’ your feet,” Scupp said, looking up at Garrett from the grave, “‘cause you feel just as queasy about it as we do... ’cept for Diggs, of course.”
 
   “Hey, I didn’t make the world the way it is!” Diggs said, picking up a leg bone and waving it for emphasis, “Garrett’s the one that’s gotta do somethin’ he don’t wanna do, for the sake of all the rest of us, and I’m the only one’s got his back right now! Maybe you should think about that.”
 
   “We’re with you, boy,” Bargas said, looking at Garrett, “Don’t ever think we ain’t... but you better be sure what hole you want us to jump in... Some holes ain’t got a bottom, and you know it.”
 
   “I don’t wanna hurt these people!” Garrett cried, “I tried to be sneaky about it, I tried not to hurt people, but it didn’t work! Somebody give me a better idea... please!”
 
   “I still think I could talk to the King,” Mujah said.
 
   “No, Mujah!” Garrett shouted, “I am not letting that bastard hurt you or anyone else I care about!”
 
   Mujah flinched as though Garrett had struck him a physical blow.
 
   “That’s enough!” Scupp growled. She reached out and grabbed Garrett’s ankle, yanking his leg out from under him.
 
   Garrett landed on his backside in a heap of freshly dug grave soil.
 
   Blue flames crackled around his splinted fist as he raised it to strike the leering dog-thing that now dragged him toward the gaping pit in the earth.
 
   “You wanna hit me again, Gar?” Scupp snarled as she grabbed the collar of his robe in her black claws and pulled his face toward hers.
 
   Garrett blinked, relaxing the fingers of his hand as the icy flames died away.
 
   “Gods, Scupp, I’m so sorry!” Garrett gasped.
 
   The brindle she-ghoul looked at him with pain in her eyes. “It’s not you, Garrett,” she sighed, “It’s not you inside there.” She released her grip on his robe, and Garrett collapsed back into the frost-covered soil. She looked away, sinking back into the grave in silent resignation.
 
   “He’s just tired, Scupp,” Warren said as he reached down to help Garrett to his feet. Garrett hadn’t even noticed the big ghoul make the leap to his side.
 
   “No,” Garrett said quietly as Warren helped him dust himself off, “Scupp’s right.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Warren asked, looking a little afraid.
 
   “Uncle Tinjin warned me not go after Cabre,” Garrett sighed, “I think the closer I get to him, the more I start to think and act like Brahnek Spellbreaker.”
 
   “Then why are we doin’ it?” Warren sighed.
 
   “‘Cause we gotta,” Diggs said.
 
   “No we don’t!” Warren whined, “Garrett, let’s just get outta here! This place is gonna kill you... inside and out.”
 
   “I can’t leave!” Garrett said, lifting his hands in frustration.
 
   “Why not?” Warren demanded.
 
   “Because my country is an open wound!” Lady Ymowyn’s voice startled them all. They turned to see the fox-woman approaching through the churchyard gates, her green eyes sparkling in the shadow of her hooded cloak as she stepped into the light of a witchfire torch.
 
   “Ym?” Warren greeted her as she approached.
 
   “My country is dying,” she said, turning slowly to address them all, “Cabre does not have the strength to hold the throne. He is a sick child, fevered with guilt for the murder of his father, the last of his line with no one to take his place when the crown... inevitably tumbles from his sweating brow.”
 
   Garrett watched her with hollow eyes, knowing what she wanted him to do.
 
   “If we leave now,” Ymowyn said, “Astorra will fall... devoured by the Chadiri god and his cruel minions. My country, my people... good people... Men, women... and children, will be no more than food for the red beast!
 
   “This man,” she said, pointing at Garrett, “is the only one who can save my people from that fate! As long as Cabre sits athrone, my people will share his fever. They will bleed and weaken and eventually die. The only chance they have to survive this is if we cut out the infection at its source!”
 
   “It’s not that easy, Ym,” Warren said.
 
   “What do you think I was trying to do when the Inquisitor caught me, Warren?” she demanded, turning on the gray ghoul.
 
   Warren fell back a step as the fox woman advanced on him.
 
   “I was trying to kill the King!” she hissed, “I got close, Warren, very close... close enough to see what he has become!
 
   “You knew him as a boy... a youth, full of hopes and ideals and dreams of what Astorra might someday become... but he is that no more, I swear to you!” she said, rounding to face Garrett.
 
   “He sits upon his stolen throne, feeling his father’s fingers around his throat! His eyes are sunken and haunted, and he trembles at every sound. The boy that betrayed us all died the moment he plunged that knife into his father’s back!” Ymowyn spun around, baring her teeth as she faced them all.
 
   “We have not come here to exact some petty vengeance upon Astorra!” she hissed, “We are here to end its suffering... and Garrett is the only one who can do that.”
 
   “Is it worth Garrett’s soul to do it?” Scupp demanded without looking up from the floor of her empty grave.
 
   “Ask that question of someone who still has a soul!” Ymowyn spat as she spun and strode from the graveyard with a flutter of her dark cloak.
 
   Only the buzzing drone of insects filled the silent churchyard as they watched Lady Ymowyn disappear down the shadowy path back to camp.
 
   After a long while, Diggs let out a heavy breath and asked, “Who peed in her pie tin?”
 
   “What are we gonna do, Garrett?” Warren asked.
 
   Garrett shook his head. “I have to fight Cabre,” he sighed, “and I have to find a way to do it while I’m still me.”
 
   “There any tunnels under that castle of his?” Scupp asked, crossing her furry arms on the edge of the grave as she rose, looking up at Warren.
 
   “Yeah,” Warren said, a smile slowly spreading across his face, “Lots of ‘em.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   The Island
 
   Marla roused Claude and Alyss just after sunset, though the false sunlight of the moonstone cave still blazed all around them. Marla had to prevent Alyss from opening her facemask once again, reminding the girl of their situation several times before Alyss seemed at last to understand and stopped struggling with her.
 
   Marla sensed Claude’s worried look behind his goggles. They had nothing to drink and no way to remove their protective garb to drink it, even if they did. How long could a vampire survive without blood? She hoped they would not have to find out.
 
   “Have you seen any sign of the others?” Claude whispered as he and Marla moved to the mouth of the cave, leaving Alyss to huddle beneath a drape of seaweed at the back.
 
   “I found Simms,” Marla whispered back, “He’s dead.”
 
   “So he wasn’t a demon after all?” Claude sighed in relief.
 
   “We need to find the others, if they’re still alive,” Marla said.
 
   Claude looked back toward Alyss. “Do you think it’s safe to leave her alone?” he asked.
 
   “No,” Marla said, “We’ll have to bring her with us. Can you help me support her?”
 
   “I’m not broken, you know!” Alyss called out, “I’m just really hungry, and my face hurts.”
 
   Marla walked back and helped Alyss to her feet.
 
   “If this is what the outside world is like, I understand why nobody ever leaves the city!” Alyss grumbled as she plucked the seaweed from her pants legs.
 
   “No,” Marla said, “This is actually... really bad.”
 
   “Oh good,” Alyss said, “Let’s get out of here and go someplace nice.”
 
   “Marla!” Claude called out from the mouth of the cave.
 
   “What is it?” she asked as she rushed to his side.
 
   Claude pointed to a plume of green smoke rising into the sky beyond a wall of rock further down the beach.
 
   “Alyss,” Marla called, turning to look back, but jumping a little as she found the Arkadi girl standing directly behind her.
 
   “Let’s go look,” Alyss said, “Maybe they’re serving breakfast.”
 
   They followed the shoreline until the pearlescent sand beach trailed off into a mass of jagged moonshards jutting up from the crashing surf.
 
   “So this all used to be up in the sky, right?” Alyss asked, her words muffled by her mask and the whispering breeze.
 
   “If the legend is true,” Marla said, looking for a safe path through the rocks and finding none.
 
   “And the Volgrem wanted to bring it down?”
 
   “Yes,” Marla said, scanning the ridgeline above.
 
   “But why?” Alyss asked, “I mean we wouldn’t have the moon sand to use for the portals if the moon was still in the sky, and, anyway, the portal room in Thrinaar was obviously built pre-fall, so the dragons wouldn’t have been able to use sand to operate it anyway.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Marla said as she cautiously picked her way up a narrow crevice that wound between the huge shards of glowing crystal. Claude and Alyss followed along behind her as she climbed.
 
   “So it stands to reason that the dragons didn’t need the moon sand to operate the portals,” Alyss continued, “So what did it matter to the Volgrem if they brought the moon down or not?”
 
   “We could ask the Valganna when we find him,” Marla said.
 
   “I think we just did,” Claude said, pointing down to a little inlet between the rocks below, previously hidden from the view of the beach.
 
   Marla gasped at the sight of a spindly body clad in black leather, half-submerged in a swirling pool of lake water.
 
   They scrambled down the rocks overlooking the pool. Marla winced at the lingering pain of her injured ribs, but she pushed it out of her mind as she worked her way down far enough to get a better look at the spot where the Valganna lay. Then she could see that the elder vampire would not be answering Alyss’s or anyone else’s questions.
 
   The old vampire must have lost his cap and goggles in the wreck, for the gleaming white of his sun-blasted skull shown from the top of his facemask as the tide rolled his body back and forth in the shallow pool.
 
   Alyss gasped and looked away.
 
   At least he must have died quickly, Marla reasoned. As old as he was, he could not have lived for more than a few seconds exposed to direct sunlight.
 
   “We can’t do anything for him,” Claude said.
 
   “We can’t just leave him there!” Alyss protested.
 
   “We can’t risk climbing down there!” Claude said, “None of us have the strength, and there’s nothing to be gained by it.”
 
   “He was our friend!” Alyss cried.
 
   “And we will mourn him,” Marla snapped, “... but not now.”
 
   Alyss stared blankly at her with the false sunlight of the island reflecting off her goggles.
 
   “Let’s keep moving,” Marla sighed, climbing again toward the column of green smoke.
 
   They crested the ridge to look down upon another beach of blindingly white sand below. The green smoke rose from a small canister, half-buried in the sand, next to a large tent of black canvas that fluttered and boomed in the night wind. Lump the cave troll sat solemn guard next to it, wiggling his big toes in the splashing surf that rolled almost all the way up to the door of the tent.
 
   Alyss laughed in delight, and Marla’s heart lifted as they made their way down the ridge.
 
   “Hello!” Claude called out as they trudged through the blazing sand toward the black tent.
 
   Lump looked up at them with glowering eyes, his wide mouth pulled into a toothy frown. Apparently sunlight had little effect on the creature, except perhaps to make him seem in an even fouler mood than he had been in on the boat.
 
   “Hello?” Claude repeated as he stooped by the entrance of the tent.
 
   A goggled and masked head poked out from the flap.
 
   “I thought you were dead for sure!” Master James exclaimed as he lifted the flap to beckon them inside.
 
   Marla’s goggles adjusted quickly to the dim interior of the tent. She looked around to discover that they were huddled between the outer flap and another black canvas, hanging the width of the tent within.
 
   “Where did you find this?” Alyss asked as Master James buttoned down the outer flap behind them.
 
   “Lump and I grabbed the emergency gear on the way out of the boat,” James answered, “I take it you saw my signal?”
 
   “Yes,” Alyss said, “Will they be able to see it from the shore of the lake and send help?”
 
   “They’re probably out lookin’ for us right now,” James said, “All we gotta do is hold tight until they come and pick us up.”
 
   Marla almost permitted herself a moment of hope before her heart sank again. She lowered her head as she remembered the Volgrem’s words.
 
   “No one else is going to see that signal, are they?” Claude asked.
 
   “What do you mean?” James scoffed, “They’ll see that smoke from the Shard, if they’re lookin’!”
 
   “Could you see this island from anywhere on the lake?” Claude demanded.
 
   James stared at him blankly for a moment before stripping off his mask and goggles to give the young gaunt rider an angry squint. “What are you sayin’?” he asked, “Are you sayin’ nobody can find us here?”
 
   Claude looked to Marla.
 
   “I’m the only one who could find this island,” Marla whispered, “No one else is going to be able to help us... We’re on our own.”
 
   Master James shook his head in disbelief.
 
   “Can’t we try to fix the boat?” Alyss asked with a desperate hope in her voice.
 
   “The boat’s gone,” James answered, “It’s gone.”
 
   A low moan came from behind the inner flap of the tent.
 
   “Nerrys?” Marla cried.
 
   James slowly unbuttoned the inner flap before lifting it to reveal the Haedrian vampire, lying unconscious beneath a heavy blanket of glossy black cloth. Her head lay upon a sort of leathery air bladder that served as a pillow, her white helm on the floor of the tent beside it. Her reptilian eyelids fluttered as she moaned in her sleep.
 
   “She got hurt pretty bad in the wreck,” James whispered, “... well, mostly after the wreck.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Marla asked as she moved to Nerrys’s side.
 
   “She lost one of her gloves in the crash,” James said, “She got burned by the light... I never seen anyone burn like that before.”
 
   He lifted the edge of the glossy blanket to reveal the charred rim of Nerrys’s left vambrace where her hand had once been. Marla drew back, sickened by the sight, and James let the blanket fall again.
 
   “Will she be all right?” Alyss whispered.
 
   James shrugged. “Lump and I have been feeding her...”
 
   “You have something to drink?” Alyss demanded, ripping open her facemask to reveal her sunburned grin.
 
   James smiled and pulled a sloshing canister from beneath a second blanket. He tossed it to the hungry vampire girl and watched with amusement as she pulled the stopper from its end with her teeth and gulped down the blood inside.
 
   “How much do you have?” Marla asked, pulling off her goggles and mask as well.
 
   “A whole troll’s worth,” James chuckled, “Though I’d appreciate it if nobody drank poor old Lump completely dry. I’ve grown kinda fond of the big guy... and me and the lovely lady here owe him our lives. He pulled us out of that boat before it could take us all to the bottom... We lost track of the Valganna and his boys in the confusion though. I hope they made it to shore like you folks did... Haven’t seen Simms either, though, knowin’ him, he’s probably holed up somewhere, enjoyin’ a nice long nap.”
 
   “Master Simms and the Valganna are dead,” Marla said quietly.
 
   “Oh,” James said, his eyes falling, “You... found ‘em out there?”
 
   Marla nodded. “They both died in the wreck,” she said, “There wasn’t anything we could have done for them.”
 
   Master James whistled forlornly as he took it in. “Simms... that’s hard to believe, you know. I mean... Simms too?”
 
   “I saw no sign of the Valganna’s guards,” Marla said, “Perhaps they are still out there somewhere.”
 
   James sighed and shook his head. “We went down pretty fast once the water started in,” he said, “I’m surprised any of us made it out of that wreck alive.”
 
   “We have to find a way off this island,” Claude said, tucking his goggles under his arm as he rubbed at his weary eyes, “Has anyone seen anything around here that’s not made of stone... something that would float?”
 
   “We’ve got a couple of these,” James said, holding up an air bladder like the one that served as Nerrys’s pillow, “They’re mainly meant for breathin’, in case your boat springs a leak, and you have to try to plug it from inside.”
 
   “What about if you had to go outside the boat?” Alyss asked, passing Marla the half-empty blood canister.
 
   “Then you get eaten by the gnawers,” James chuckled, “We never really had a plan for what to do if you lost your whole boat... didn’t think there was much point in worryin’ about that.”
 
   “Wood then,” Claude said, “Has anyone seen any trees on this island.”
 
   “You gonna make us a raft?” James laughed.
 
   Claude gave the boatman a narrow squint. “You have any better ideas?” he asked.
 
   “Look, son,” James sighed, “There’s a reason our boats are covered in metal. A raft wouldn’t last more than a minute once those gnawers set in on it, and you won’t last anywhere near that long, once they lay tooth on you!”
 
   “If we stay here, we die!” Claude hissed, “How long do you think the five of us can last here, cut off from help?”
 
   “Six of us,” James said, “and I’m inclined to count Lump more than once.”
 
   “Listen, we don’t know what else... or who else, we’ll find on this island,” Marla said, licking the troll blood from her lips as she passed the canister to Claude, “We came here looking for answers, and, whatever else happens, I intend to find them.”
 
   “Fair enough,” James said, opening a jar of cream and passing it to Alyss.
 
   “Thanks,” Alyss said, scooping out two fingers of ointment and rubbing them over her burned cheeks and lips.
 
   “Anybody else get flashed?” James asked, looking at Marla and Claude as he took back the little jar from Alyss.
 
   Marla touched her cheek, but felt no pain there. Her burns must have already faded.
 
   Claude shook his head.
 
   “All right then,” James sighed, “Let’s button up and go have a look at our new home.”
 
   Marla, Claude, and James crawled back into the blazing glow of the false daylight outside, leaving Alyss to watch over Nerrys inside the tent.
 
   The enormous cave troll looked at his master with a questioning grunt.
 
   “How’re you doin’, Lump?” James asked.
 
   Lump shrugged his massive shoulders and grumbled noncommittally.
 
   “Can he talk?” Marla asked.
 
   “Sometimes,” James said, “but he’s gotta work himself up to it. We give him a keg of fairy wine every New Year’s, and he’ll sing us one of his troll songs.” James kicked at the canister buried in the sand as the last wisps of green smoke trailed away into the breeze.
 
   “You have any more of those smoke bombs?” Claude asked.
 
   “Three,” James answered, “but what’s the point, if nobody can see us here?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Claude sighed, “but we might find some way to get one outside the fog.”
 
   “It wouldn’t help unless I went with it,” Marla said.
 
   “How’d you get to be so special anyway?” James laughed.
 
   “Lady Veranu is born of the line of the Dragon Queen,” Claude answered with a terse edge to his voice.
 
   “The Dragon Queen?” James asked.
 
   “Yes,” Marla answered.
 
   “Pigsblood!” James scoffed.
 
   “You have another explanation for how you wound up stranded on an island that doesn’t exist?” Claude demanded.
 
   “Yeah, well...” James sighed, “I just wish she’d picked a different boat to honor with her presence.”
 
   Claude snorted but chose to let it drop as he continued to scan the misty horizon for any sign of deliverance.
 
   Marla turned and looked inland, seeing nothing but jagged boulders of sun-bright rock piled against the slopes of the fiery mountain. Even with her Bremmerite goggles, she could barely make out the dim outlines of the crooked paths leading from the beach.
 
   “Let’s see if we can find anything this way,” Marla said as she stamped her way through the dry, opalescent sand toward the rocks above.
 
   “Watch the girls for me, Lump!” James called back as he followed Marla and Claude.
 
   Lump grunted and returned to splashing his toes in the surf.
 
   “What if we need his help?” Claude asked.
 
   “Then we yell for his help,” James muttered, “I’m not leavin’ the ladies unprotected... not here.”
 
   Marla paused, scanning the sky above for a moment.
 
   “What did you see?” Claude asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Marla answered, “There’s nothing there.”
 
   “What’s wrong then?” Claude asked.
 
   “No... she’s right,” James said, looking skyward as well now, “There’s nothin’ up there.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Claude asked, looking up toward the star-swept expanse of sky above.
 
   “There are no monsters,” Marla said.
 
   “Not a chimera in sight,” James agreed, “not one!”
 
   “Maybe they’re hunting elsewhere,” Claude offered.
 
   “No... not all of ‘em,” James said, “Something’s not right... They’re just gone.”
 
   “Let’s go,” Marla said renewing her ascent on the slope ahead.
 
   “Yeah,” James agreed, sounding slightly shaken.
 
   Claude paused to scan the hazy horizon again for a moment before he hurried to catch up with the others.
 
   “There’s nothing alive here,” Marla said as they climbed into a shallow depression between two massive crystalline boulders.
 
   “We found those weeds on the beach,” Claude said.
 
   “But they washed up on the shore from the lake,” Marla said, “and even there, we didn’t see any of those gnawing fish.”
 
   “Yeah, I was surprised we made it to the shore with all our parts still attached,” James said, “Well... except for the lady’s hand, but that was sunflash, not gnawers.”
 
   “So the only living thing we’ve seen was the dragon in the water,” Claude said.
 
   Marla didn’t answer as she led them through a tight fissure between the largest boulder and the hillside.
 
   “Dragon?” James demanded.
 
   “The one that sank our boat,” Claude said.
 
   “I thought we ran aground,” James said as he suddenly stopped following the other two, “Are you telling me there’s a dragon on this island?”
 
   “That’s what we came to find out,” Marla said, pausing to look back at the two men, “and she may be our only chance to get off this island, so I suggest you help me find where she went before we all die here!” She did not wait to see their reaction, but simply resumed her climb up the narrow gulley of shining rocks and gravel.
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” James mumbled as he fell in behind Claude, following Marla up the hill.
 
   The climb only grew steeper after that, and, before long, Marla was gasping for breath as she ascended a natural chimney of crystalline rock that stretched to an almost vertical slope in places.
 
   Marla’s side ached where she had bruised her ribs on the reef, and the seaweed plaster covering the site had long since dried out and peeled away. She now forced herself to ignore the throbbing ache where she knew the false sunlight of the island was burning her exposed skin through the tear in her jacket. Again and again, her thoughts returned to the memories of Valganna Morst’s sun-blasted skull and the charred stump of Nerrys’s arm. How old did a vampire have to be for sun exposure to prove lethal?
 
   She pushed these thoughts out of her mind, holding her hand over the wound as they emerged from the top of the chimney-like ravine. She could not afford to worry about herself now. Her friends were stranded on this island because of her, and, if she didn’t find a way to escape, sooner or later, they would all wind up like the Valganna.
 
   “Marla,” Claude called out, rousing her from her dark thoughts, “Look there!”
 
   Marla paused and moved to the edge of the knife-like ridge of moonrock they now climbed. Claude stood, pointing down at something in a deep valley on the far side of the ridge.
 
   Marla blinked in wonder at what she saw.
 
   A deep shadow filled the valley from the ridge where they now stood to the far side, nearly a mile away. Marla’s enchanted goggles took a few moments to compensate for the relative darkness of the valley, surrounded as it was by towering bluffs of blazing moonstone. At last she could make out the valley floor, formed of the same jagged crystalline structures as the rest of the island, but here the stones cast no light at all.
 
   “Thank the gods!” James gasped, “A bit o’ shade!” He immediately began making his way down the other side of the ridge toward the shadow of the valley below.
 
   “What is it?” Claude asked, looking at Marla.
 
   “I don’t know,” Marla said, “Let’s go down and look.”
 
   Marla tucked her elbow over her wound, finding it difficult to ignore the pain there any longer. Claude seemed to take notice as he moved to help her descend into the valley.
 
   The slope proved a bit more forgiving than the path up, and within a few minutes they could breathe easily in the cool shadows of the dusty gray rocks all around them.
 
   “Let me see,” Claude insisted, lifting Marla’s arm gently to examine her wound.
 
   Marla could hear the hiss of air between Claude’s teeth when he saw the damage.
 
   “How bad is it?” she asked.
 
   “That’s gonna leave a scar,” Master James commented as he peered over Claude’s shoulder.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me the dressing had come off?” Claude demanded angrily.
 
   “I’ll be all right!” Marla said, clutching her hand over the ragged hole in her jacket again. The burned flesh beneath pulsed with little tremors of pain.
 
   “Lookit that!” James said, finding something more interesting than Marla’s injury to draw his attention.
 
   Marla and Claude followed after the boatman as he made his way toward the center of the valley. They soon began to notice a crackling, hissing sound that filled the air, like ice thrown into a fire.
 
   “What do you suppose it is?” James asked as they approached what appeared to be a dark stone sphere, wreathed in blue flames, hovering about three feet above the ground in the center of the gray, and otherwise lightless valley.
 
   Flickers of blue flame erupted occasionally from the surface of the black sphere, arcing toward the earth below. Where they touched, the ground would flare briefly with a little flash of sunlight before the light was drawn up into the heart of the dark stone. An overwhelming sense of wrongness filled Marla’s soul, making her skin crawl with an unpleasant tingling sensation. She knew somehow that this could only be the work of the Volgrem.
 
   “This is my fault,” Marla whispered, feeling as though she might throw up.
 
   “What?” Claude asked.
 
   “I led the enemy here,” Marla whispered, “and now this thing is going to destroy this place.”
 
   “You mean this thing is gonna drain all the light outta the island?” James asked.
 
   “That’s why it wanted me to show it the way,” Marla said, “It wants to be rid of the crystal moon once and for all.”
 
   “Who are we talkin’ about anyway?” James asked.
 
   “You remember the story of the fall of Uroe, don’t you?” Claude said as he moved close to Marla, putting his hands on her shoulders.
 
   “Moon fell on it, yeah,” James said flatly, “I know that story.”
 
   “The Volgrem are the ones that made the moon fall on it,” Claude said, “and they’re the ones who convinced us to come here and find this place.”
 
   “You sayin’ they followed my boat?” James demanded.
 
   “The Volgrem was on the boat,” Marla said, “We just didn’t know it.” She wondered how much she should tell him about Simms’s true fate.
 
   “What do you mean?” James asked.
 
   “They can move unseen,” Marla said, “but they still needed our help... my help to find the island.”
 
   James stared at the strange dark stone again as it slowly drained the life from the island. “What a stupid waste!” he growled, “... This island’s worth a fortune... a lot of fortunes!” He stooped and picked up a gray shard of rock and threw it as hard as he could at the floating sphere.
 
   A blinding flash of blue flame showered them with fragments of gray stone, and their ears rang with the concussion of the exploding moonshard. The sphere itself hung there still, seemingly unaffected by the vampire’s attack.
 
   “Worth a try,” James said with a shrug.
 
   “What’s that?” Claude exclaimed, pointing toward a nearby cluster of gray boulders.
 
   Marla looked just in time to see a flash of golden light disappear behind one of the boulders.
 
   “Is that the Volgrem?” James asked as he snatched another rock shard from the ground and held it ready to throw.
 
   “No,” Marla said as she watched the gap between the boulders carefully, “I don’t think so.”
 
   A shimmer of golden light caught her eye as something about the size of a cat fluttered through the air between the rocks, hiding itself behind the largest of them.
 
   “Stay back Marla,” Claude cautioned her as he put one hand in front of her.
 
   “It’s not the Volgrem,” she said, sidestepping his protecting hand.
 
   “Is that the dragon you were talkin’ about?” James scoffed.
 
   “No,” Marla said, “I don’t know what it is.”
 
   She moved closer to the cluster of rocks with her hands slightly raised before her. She froze as she saw another flutter of golden light as though whatever it was had dared a peek over the top of the boulder before ducking back down again.
 
   “Hello?” Marla called out softly.
 
   The shimmering, flying thing poked its head around the side of the boulder, and Marla caught a brief glimpse of two large, violet eyes, like twin amethysts, that blinked once before it retreated behind the boulder again.
 
   “Is it fae?” Claude asked.
 
   Marla raised her hand and cried, “Leaastor vehn doghn!” her voice vibrating with draconic power.
 
   The creature poked its head over the top of the rock and blinked at her again before retreating anew.
 
   “I guess not,” Marla said.
 
   “Draconic?” Claude offered.
 
   “It looks more like some kinda flying ferret fish than a dragon,” James laughed.
 
   Their curiosity was immediately quelled by a sudden rumbling deep within the earth below. James fell hard on his backside with a curse as the crystalline rock of the valley floor suddenly fractured like a mirror struck with a hammer. Marla and Claude caught one another as the ground swayed beneath their feet.
 
   The golden flying thing leapt from behind its boulder, wrapping itself tightly around Marla’s waist in a flutter of feathery tendrils.
 
   “Get away!” Claude shouted as the earthquake subsided. He tried in vain to pull the thing off of her, but its ferret-like body proved far too slippery for him to grasp. It continued to spiral around Marla’s body, all the way up until it nestled its cat-like head between her neck and shoulder, chittering fearfully.
 
   “Wait!” Marla cried, waving Claude off as the terrified little creature wrapped around her collar like a scarf of shimmering golden fur, covering its eyes with its feathery tail. Whatever the creature was, it seemed more afraid of the earthquake than of the vampires.
 
   “Don’t mind me,” James groaned, getting to his feet again.
 
   The little creature chittered wildly in what might have been some form of language, but Marla could make no sense of it.
 
   “What’s it saying?” Claude asked.
 
   “I think it wants us to get out of here,” James said, rubbing at his hip.
 
   Marla took one last look at the dark sphere in the center of the valley floor and nodded her agreement. “Let’s get back to camp for now,” she said, “We need to warn the others.” She turned then and started back toward the ridge.
 
   Claude caught her arm. “We need to cover your wound before you go back into the light again,” he insisted.
 
   Marla started to protest, but just then the little golden creature uncoiled from around her neck and fanned the tip of its feathery tail out to cover the tear in Marla’s jacket.
 
   Claude stared at the strange little creature in wonder as Marla marveled as well.
 
   “Thank you,” Marla said as she reached up to stroke at the little creature’s throat.
 
   The thing chittered happily as it kneaded its tiny forepaws against the line of Marla’s collarbone.
 
   “Looks like you’ve got a new pet,” James laughed.
 
   His laughter died quickly as an aftershock rumbled through the valley.
 
   “Let’s go,” Marla said, leaning hard into her ascent of the valley wall as the little golden ferret thing purred contentedly around her throat.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   Southern Astorra
 
   “Well I see you’re neck-deep in it now,” Shortgrass sighed as he fluttered down from the branches of the enormous oak tree atop the sunny hill where Garrett had chosen to watch the battle.
 
   “Shortgrass!” Garrett greeted him happily, “I didn’t know you were back already.”
 
   “Well, I met tha rest of ‘em on tha road back ta Taelish,” Shortgrass explained as he settled onto Garrett’s shoulder, “Seems they were anxious ta see if you were as blood-thirsty as tha last Songreaver. I swore to ‘em, No, he’s as gentle as a newborn lamb. There’s no way you’d find ‘im orderin’ tha slaughter of hundreds of people as he leads his army o’ the dead through a foreign kingdom. Not bonny wee Garrett, no!” He paused to catch his breath as he lifted his arm toward the clashing troops in the valley below as though demanding an explanation.
 
   “Nobody’s getting slaughtered,” Garrett laughed.
 
   “Except us,” Haven muttered.
 
   “We can afford to lose a few zombies,” Garrett sighed as he watched the Astorran knights rally for another charge against the Raven Legion’s flank.
 
   “I still wish you’d let me bring the caltrops,” Haven said, “Every time they charge, I can see the bones flying from here!”
 
   “It’s not the horses’ fault the Astorrans wanna kill us,” Garrett said, wincing a little as he watched the armored warhorses crash into the packed ranks of the skeletal Raven Legion. The sound of steel smashing into bone carried above the exhausted cries of the Astorran footmen locked in combat with the Kriesslegion zombies.
 
   “Would ya care ta explain exactly how this is not a slaughter?” Shortgrass demanded, waving his tiny hand toward the chaos in the field below.
 
   “Because he won’t let our side win!” Haven hissed.
 
   “We’re winning,” Garrett chuckled, “Look there.” He pointed toward the Astorran horsemen now struggling to disengage from the bony clutches of the Raven Legion. Half of the Astorrans retreating from the mass of headless undead had lost their horses in the fray. Few were the armored knights that still held a sword or lance, and many of them had lost their shields and helms to the grasping skeletal hands of the red-armored dead.
 
   Shortgrass chuckled as he watched the stream of terrified horses being dragged by their bridles toward the rear of the Gloaran troops where mounted berserkers raced up and down the line, collecting them. As the undead troops advanced slowly across the field, they left behind a few of their fallen comrades, smashed to ruin by the frantic blows of the Astorran knights, but, for every fallen Gloaran undead lying upon the trampled grass, a shining pile of captured weapons lay heaped like a death-offering beside them.
 
   “That’s a clever way ta win a war,” Shortgrass laughed.
 
   “A slow way to win a war,” Haven grumbled.
 
   “We’ve got time,” Garrett said, smiling as he watched the fleeing Astorran footmen stumbling back toward their camp, empty-handed.
 
   “What do ya intend ta do with it all?” Shortgrass asked.
 
   “I dunno,” Garrett admitted, “I guess we could send all the horses and stuff back to Wythr or something. Zombies aren’t very good at riding.”
 
   “You could sell ‘em back to those poor beggars at a profit,” Shortgrass suggested, pointing toward the fleeing knights.
 
   Garrett chuckled. In truth, he hadn’t really thought his plan through that far.
 
   “Well, I’ve got tha emissaries back at camp, whenever you’re done sportin’ with those poor devils,” Shortgrass laughed, “They’re keen ta know your plans for tha future.”
 
   Me too, Garrett sighed inwardly. “I’ll head back, once I’m sure we’ve got all their stuff,” he said, “I don’t think they’re quite ready to give up yet.”
 
   “And here they come again,” Haven sighed as the blast of trumpets echoed across the valley. Another line of mounted knights, their armor glistening in the sun, prepared to charge once again.
 
   “How many horses do these people have?” Garrett demanded in frustration.
 
   “I’ll leave ya to it, then,” Shortgrass chuckled as he lifted from Garrett’s shoulder and flew back toward the Gloaran rearguard.
 
   “You know this won’t last, don’t you?” Haven sighed, “They’re going to figure out another way to beat you eventually.”
 
   “I know,” Garrett said, “I just want to keep things friendly as long as we can.”
 
   “Friendly?” Haven scoffed, “You can’t be friends with these people, Garrett! They’re trying to kill you.”
 
   “I may have to rule these people someday soon, Haven,” Garrett chuckled, “I’d like to keep as many of ‘em alive as I can.”
 
   Haven stared at him in disbelief. “You’re not seriously buying into Ymowyn’s craziness, are you?” she demanded.
 
   “As long as Cabre’s in power, the Astorrans are our enemy,” Garrett said, “Maybe the quickest way to make them our friends is for me to take his place.”
 
   “You really think they’d follow you, after you killed their king?” she asked, “... Actually, as far as they know, you’d have killed two of their kings. I don’t think they’re gonna be lining up to throw rose petals at your feet.”
 
   “Ymowyn thinks they will,” Garrett said.
 
   Haven glanced down the hill to where Lady Ymowyn stood, talking to Cenick and lowered her voice. “Garrett,” she said, “you know that Ymowyn’s not really the most rational advisor to listen to right now, don’t you? I mean she’s got some sort of dream about taking back her homeland, but that’s exactly what happened to Max when he went to Weslae. She’s blinded by this crazy idea that she can make it all better, just by killing off the people that hurt her. She’s using you to achieve her revenge, Garrett!”
 
   “There’s more to it than that!” Garrett said.
 
   “Yeah,” Haven scoffed, “You want revenge too! I understand, but...”
 
   “No!” Garrett interrupted her, “It’s not about that!”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah... I don’t know,” Garrett sighed, “Maybe it is a little, but we still have to do this.”
 
   “Then at least be honest about why you’re here, and what you have to do,” Haven said, putting her hands on his shoulders as she stepped between him and the battlefield, “These people are never going to accept you as their king, Garrett! Even if you do beat Cabre, you can’t stay here! It would only be a matter of time before someone put a knife in your back!”
 
   Garrett shook his head. “I don’t know the answer, Haven!” he admitted, “I just know that Cabre can’t be king, and it’s up to me to take him down... The rest of it... well, I’ll figure it out later.”
 
   “That’s a horrible plan, Garrett!” Haven said, shaking her head.
 
   “Excuse me a minute,” Garrett said, gently pushing her to the side as he put his hand on his sword.
 
   A small contingent of Astorran knights had veered away from the battle below and now rode their horses at full gallop toward Garrett’s hill. Cenick started to order the reserve unit of his personal zombies toward the hill, but Garrett waved him off as he strode out into the sunlight to face the oncoming knights.
 
   “You have this?” Haven asked with a worried tone in her voice.
 
   “There’s only six of them,” Garrett said as he drew his sword, its blade already crackling with azure flames.
 
   “Yeah, I don’t know why I asked,” Haven sighed, “I’ll just be over here in the shade, taking a nap.”
 
   “Be right there,” Garrett said absently as he flexed his knees, ready to meet the rapidly approaching knights. He grunted a little as he swung his sword experimentally, rotating his wrist as much as the splint would allow. It might hurt a little, but everything seemed to be functioning properly.
 
   The first of the knights, leading his fellows by at least ten horse lengths, lowered his lance and shouted, “Astorra!” as he charged.
 
   Garrett blasted him from the back of his horse with a bolt of flaming ice. He sidestepped the man’s mount as it thundered past, leaving its rider, writhing in pain on the hillside below.
 
   The next knight, roared wordlessly as he bore down upon the robed necromancer, but Garrett dodged to the side, chopping the man’s lance to splinters with his sword before turning to meet the third knight’s assault.
 
   Garrett dropped to one knee on the hillside, driving his sword, point-first into the grass. A shield of crackling ice thrust up from the ground before him, and the knight’s horse smashed into it with a deafening crash of steel and stunned horseflesh. The knight screamed in alarm as he went flying over Garrett’s head to roll down the far side of the hill in a wild tumble of jingling armor and hot curses.
 
   Garrett spared a glance back toward the second knight who was already drawing his sword to attempt another charge. A ringing crash split the air as Haven pelted him in the side of the helmet with a rock. Garrett grinned his thanks to her as the man slumped, senseless from his saddle.
 
   Garrett’s icy shield suddenly exploded as the tip of a lance punched through, driving past Garrett’s right ear and sending him scrambling backwards in alarm, landing on his butt in the grass. The fourth knight’s horse pounded past as the last two converged on the prone necromancer.
 
   Too careless, boy, the voice of the Spellbreaker hissed in Garrett’s mind as Garrett’s sword arm whipped upward with a flash of steel.
 
   The fifth knight’s lance scraped along the edge of Garrett’s sword with a sound that made Garrett’s teeth ache. He rolled to the side a moment later as the last knight drove his lance into the soil beneath him. The haft of the lance cracked, buffeting Garrett’s robe with splinters of wood as he spun to his feet, dancing to the steps of the master swordsman’s spirit within him.
 
   The remaining three knights dropped from their horses, drawing their swords as they cautiously surrounded him.
 
   Garrett grinned back at them as he took his sword in both hands, its blade now crusted in steaming ice. “I think I’m getting the hang of this!” he laughed to Haven.
 
   “You sure you don’t want any help?” Haven asked as she hefted another stone in her hand.
 
   “Stay out of this, boy!” one of the Astorran’s hissed, “We are here for your master!”
 
   “Master? Boy?” Haven shouted, her flawless eyes flashing like amber.
 
   Garrett winced.
 
   “Send your squire away, and we shall settle this like men!” another knight shouted as he ventured a thrust at Garrett’s flank.
 
   Garrett turned the strike with his sword and parried another blow just as quickly. “She’s not my...” he started to say.
 
   “You think I’m a boy?” Haven demanded, tossing aside the rock to advance, barehanded upon the knight who had first offended her.
 
   “Away with you, whelp!” the knight shouted in annoyance as he tried to split his attention between the deathlord before him and the angry young woman in the brown cloak now threatening him from the side.
 
   The armored man attempted to shove her away with his lion-crested shield, but Haven quickly rolled behind him and came up to grab the horsehair plume atop the man’s helmet.
 
   The knight muttered a curse as Haven yanked the helmet backward, his chinstrap pulling tight across his throat as Haven swung him around, tripping him to the ground with a clatter of sword and armor.
 
   Garrett had to laugh as he watched the furious girl give the unfortunate knight a hard kick to the backside as he struggled to rise. The man stumbled and then rolled down the hill with Haven in close pursuit, cursing the man in languages that Garrett had never heard before.
 
   The two remaining knights wasted no further time, but joined in desperate attacks to either side of Garrett.
 
   The Spellbreaker’s spirit roared with laughter as he guided Garrett’s hand in quick ripostes that forced the two men to retreat a short distance, gasping for breath as they recovered from Garrett’s counterattack.
 
   “I’m with you!” a battered knight shouted as he rejoined the fray. Garrett recognized him as one of the men he had unhorsed earlier. Now three knights moved to surround the wary necromancer.
 
   “You know you can’t beat me, right?” Garrett laughed as his ice-bound sword shrieked and crackled with fiery power.
 
   “The true of heart will always triumph over evil!” the battered knight to Garrett’s left panted.
 
   “That’d be nice, wouldn’t it?” Garrett said, turning another series of attacks with his blade.
 
   “Behold, Kingslayer!” one of the men hissed, “Justice comes swiftly!”
 
   “Oh, fesche,” Garrett said as he heard the thunder of approaching hoofbeats and turned to see another dozen mounted knights charging up the hillside.
 
   Garrett crouched low, releasing his two-handed grip on his sword to call an icy ball of magic into existence in his left palm. The air around him steamed and rang with the impacts of sword blows upon the flickering sphere of blue flames that now encircled his body.
 
   He spun toward the sound of more hoofbeats, approaching rapidly from the other side of the hill, and his eyes went wide at the sight of the Kriessland berserkers, astride stolen Astorran horses, Hegrin in the lead.
 
   The white-haired berserkers howled like a pack of hungry wolves as they leapt from the backs of their horses to meet the charge of the Astorran knights. They yanked armored men from horseback and slammed them into the ground with bestial roars of rage. The knights cried out in dismay, unable to match the speed and ferocity of these northern wolf-warriors.
 
   Hegrin pulled a screaming knight from his saddle and hurled him toward the tree at Garrett’s back. Garrett threw himself to the ground to avoid being flattened by the armored knight. He gritted his teeth at the sickening crunch of steel and bone and tree bark.
 
   The old berserker roared as he tossed men aside like ragdolls, fighting his way toward the stunned girl in brown who watched her adopted father smash a path through the panic-stricken knights to reach her.
 
   Overwhelmed and demoralized, those Astorrans that still stood or rode now fled the hill in every direction.
 
   A white-haired wolf warrior turned, snarling, toward Garrett, having no more Astorrans left to fight.
 
   Garrett raised his free hand non-threateningly and lowered his sword as the slavering barbarians circled him like a cornered rabbit.
 
   “Leave him!” Hegrin shouted, saliva running down his beard as he strode up the hill with Haven clutched in his arms.
 
   Haven greeted Garrett with a bemused grin. “My dad,” she laughed.
 
   Hegrin glared at Garrett for a long moment before setting the girl on her feet again. He turned his head slightly and spat the rest of the foam from his lips. “You should be more careful, bone-man!” he growled.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, eying the snarling pack of barbarians warily.
 
   “Are you hurt?” Hegrin asked as he brushed his massive hand over Haven’s hair.
 
   “I’m fine!” she said, smiling up at the big man, “Thanks for coming to save us.”
 
   “We came to save you,” Hegrin said to Haven before turning a hard glare in Garrett’s direction.
 
   Haven did her best to wrap her arms around Hegrin’s chest and gave him a hug. “Thanks,” she said.
 
   Hegrin pulled free, jabbing his finger at Garrett. “You are too careless!” he growled.
 
   Save your breath, friend, the voice in Garrett’s mind sighed, The boy won’t listen to me either.
 
   Garrett bit back a few choice words as he kicked the last of the icy crust from his blade and wiped it dry on his robe. The Kriesslanders gave him a few more dirty looks as they retrieved their horses and rounded up those left behind by the Astorrans. They took the weapons of the few knights that still lay, scattered across the hillside.
 
   Hegrin pressed his shaggy beard against Haven’s forehead and whispered, “Be more careful!”
 
   “I will,” she sighed, “Thanks again.”
 
   Hegrin took his leave with one final warning growl for Garrett’s benefit, mounting his horse again beside his fellow Kriesslanders.
 
   Garrett watched them go with a sullen frown.
 
   “I don’t think my father approves of my boyfriend,” Haven laughed as she took Garrett’s hand.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, “I kinda got that impression.”
 
   He looked toward Haven then to find her looking down at the front of her tunic as she plucked at the fabric with her fingers.
 
   “Do I look like a boy to you?” she demanded.
 
   Garrett leaned over and kissed her scowling lips.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   Garrett and Haven rode together astride Astorran horses in the fading light of day. The Kriesslandic berserkers seemed comfortable enough atop their stolen mounts to keep the herd of riderless warhorses moving along the broad road that led from the battlefield back to the village of Plank where the Gloarans made camp.
 
   Garrett kept looking back over his shoulder, feeling a little uneasy about having left his undead army behind.
 
   “They’ll be fine,” Haven chided him, “Cenick knows what he’s doing, and anyway, there isn’t an Astorran who still owns a sword within twenty miles of this place.”
 
   “We shoulda stayed with them,” Garrett sighed.
 
   “Well, I’m hungry, and I’m tired of eating jerky and moldy bread,” Haven said.
 
   Garrett said nothing. He had to admit that he was looking forward to a hot meal after a long day of stealing things from the Astorrans. In the end, he had traded seventy-three zombies and sixty-two skeleton warriors for nearly two hundred horses and several wagonloads of weapons and bits of armor. Seventeen Astorran knights had been found, too badly injured in the melee to flee the field, and Lady Ymowyn had stayed behind with Cenick to treat their wounds before sending them on their way. Garrett had no desire to start taking prisoners, and he was too tired to keep up the guise of a merciless destroyer of men, no matter how much the voice in his head protested his leniency.
 
   He chewed his lip as he realized that he still had one prisoner to deal with yet. No, Sir Baelan was Lady Ymowyn’s prisoner, and he was going to have to have a chat with her very soon about what should be done with him.
 
   “That’s impressive!” Haven laughed as they turned a bend in the road and came into sight of Plank. When they had left the village that morning its only inhabitants had been a small pack of bored ghouls, their Lethian mascot, one morosely introverted Astorran knight, and a ninety-year-old Astorran woman and her two grandchildren who had been the only villagers not to flee at the Gloarans’ arrival. Now the air above the village hung thick with the colorful glow of thousands of floating wisps, and the sweet smoke of cook fires. The merry notes of a fairy jig, played on harp and pipes greeted the weary horse thieves as they returned to camp.
 
   Garrett squinted at the sight of young fauns and centaurs playing tag between the stone walled huts of the outer village, and the little flocks of fairies that darted from thatched roof to thatched roof.
 
   “Where did they all come from?” Garrett asked.
 
   “We called a Greenmeet,” a voice spoke from the bushes beside the road, startling Garrett and Haven.
 
   “Mister Mualip!” Garrett cried, greeting the otter-like selkie that stepped silently from the bush with a little wave of his paw.
 
   “It’s just Mualip, if you please,” the selkie said as he trotted along beside Garrett’s horse.
 
   “Sorry, but what’s a Greenmeet, and where did all these fae people come from?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Lady Browelle asked the trees to spread the word that representatives of the Amber Court had arrived, and she asked that any fae folk in the area come to meet with us here to discuss... well, anything and everything. I believe that it has been quite some time since a member of the Court has traveled so far north, so, it seems to have drawn a great many curious fae, including, I believe, most of the wisps in Taelish. They seemed quite keen to visit somewhere that was still... inhabited.”
 
   “Oh,” Garrett said, “I don’t want to get in the way of your meeting.”
 
   “You are the primary subject of discussion, Deathlord,” Mualip said, “Your presence is most welcome.”
 
   “You don’t have to call me Deathlord,” Garrett laughed, “We just do that to scare the Astorrans.”
 
   The selkie’s green eyes blinked in confusion. “You enjoy... scaring people?” he asked.
 
   “Well, no, not really,” Garrett admitted, “but, if you have to fight somebody, it’s better if they’re at least a little scared of you... That way, they’re more likely to run away, and then you won’t have to really hurt them.”
 
   “Ah,” Mualip sighed, looking just as confused as before.
 
   “What were you doing out here?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Oh,” Mualip said, looking a little embarrassed, “Some of the fauns said that they saw a shufflefoot hiding in the forest nearby, and I was hoping to spot it and see if it meant us any harm.”
 
   “Shufflefoot?” Haven asked.
 
   “I think he means a human,” Garrett said.
 
   “Oh,” Haven said.
 
   “Have I given offense?” Mualip asked.
 
   “No,” Garrett laughed, “I’ve been called much worse things than a shufflefoot before.”
 
   Mualip smiled back at him.
 
   “I’d better check it out,” Haven sighed, reining her horse to the side of the road as though preparing to dismount.
 
   “Later,” Garrett said, “You need to eat first.”
 
   “I don’t want whoever it is to get away,” Haven protested, “It might be a spy.”
 
   “Then they can go tell little prince Cabre that I’m in league with all the fairies in the world,” Garrett laughed, “Wouldn’t that make him wet his frilly silk pants?”
 
   “He wears frilly silk pants?” Haven asked.
 
   “Probably,” Garrett said.
 
   “And what if Cabre sent an assassin?” she asked.
 
   “Then he’ll probably still be here waiting to kill me after dinner,” Garrett said, leaning over to tug at the bridle of her horse, “Come on. I’m hungry!”
 
   “Fine!” she sighed, “But only because the grumbling in my belly is overriding my better judgment.”
 
   “Your belly grumbles?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Well, not really,” Haven said, “but it’s what you shufflefoots like to say when you’re hungry, isn’t it?”
 
   “Shufflefeet,” Garrett corrected her.
 
   “You aren’t human?” Mualip asked, giving Haven a curious look.
 
   “No,” Haven said, “I’m a type of fae as well, couldn’t you tell?”
 
   The selkie shook his seal-like head. “You look like a human to me,” he said, “Though I do not have a great deal of experience with your kind.”
 
   “See!” Garrett said, gesturing toward Mualip with his free hand, “Even Mualip here thinks you’re a human.”
 
   “Hmn,” Haven said, uncertain whether to take it as a compliment or not.
 
   “Hey, Gar!” Diggs called as he emerged from one of the outlying buildings with a pair of large white ghouls at his side, “Look who we found!”
 
   A thrill of uncertainty went through Garrett’s chest as he remembered his last encounter with the White Pack, but the pair of wolfish white ghouls that stood with Diggs seemed friendly enough, greeting the approaching column of horses and riders with hungry grins.
 
   Hegrin and the other berserkers reined their horses in, converging on the pair of newcomers before dropping from their saddles and approaching the two ghouls. Garrett and Haven watched in apprehension, and Diggs retreated a few steps with a look of bewilderment on his face as the group of Kriesslanders surrounded the two white ghouls, sniffing and growling like animals. The two lean wolf-ghouls bared their fangs and turned slowly, keeping their dark eyes on the white-haired men as they flared their nostrils, taking in the northmen’s scent as well.
 
   Garrett looked at Haven, wondering if he was going to have to break up some sort of dogfight in the middle of the road. She stared back at him with equal confusion, and Mualip huddled behind the ample rump of Garrett’s horse for protection.
 
   Suddenly Hegrin laughed, and his grin spread through the ranks of his men like a fire in dry grass.
 
   The two white ghouls laughed as well, their long jaws hanging open in hissing laughter as they took turns embracing each of the northmen in their long furry arms.
 
   Garrett breathed a sigh of relief, holding back as Hegrin waved Haven over to meet the newcomers. Her horse wanted nothing to do with the ghouls, so she swung down and crossed the last few yards toward them on foot.
 
   Garrett could see the distrust in the white ghouls’ eyes as they sniffed at Haven, but Hegrin’s word seemed sufficient to earn her a place in their strange pack, and they both shared an awkward embrace with her in the fashion of the northmen.
 
   “I want you to meet Garrett,” Haven said, waving for him to approach.
 
   Garrett climbed down from his saddle and let his horse retreat to the safety of the herd. He looked toward Mualip, but the nervous little selkie only muttered some excuse before disappearing behind a nearby building.
 
   “I told ‘em all about you, Gar,” Diggs said, stepping up to put his arms around the two white ghouls, the golden bravery medallion on his chest, freshly polished, sparkled in the light of the wisps hovering curiously above. “This is Mink and Luma,” He said, “They were in the area when they caught wind of us and thought they’d have a look.”
 
   “Hi, pleased to meet you,” Garrett said, lifting his hand in greeting. He started to take a step toward Haven, but Hegrin’s hand lay on her shoulder, and a stern frown hung on his face.
 
   “They know Warren’s uncle,” Diggs said, “and they’re interested in helping us however they can... as long as he doesn’t tell ‘em otherwise.”
 
   “Warren’s uncle is here?” Garrett asked, not at all certain that he wanted to meet the monstrous shape-shifting wolf ghoul again.
 
   “Not here,” Mink said, her dark eyes narrowed slyly, “but he’s never too far away.”
 
   Luma gave a hissing laugh.
 
   Garrett smiled politely, hoping that he would get a chance to warn Lady Ymowyn. The fox woman was not fond of Warren’s uncle Raikja.
 
   “Anyway, you guys have got to try some of these pies!” Diggs said.
 
   “What pies?” Haven asked.
 
   “Gammi Boots’s pies,” Diggs said, “That old lady can cook!”
 
   “The Astorran lady?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Diggs said, “We just been roundin’ up all the food in town and dumpin’ it at her house, and she sends out pies! She’s like a magic oven or somethin’! You just shovel flour and stuff in the door, and out the window comes pies!”
 
   “I better see about this,” Garrett groaned, “Knowing you guys, you’re probably working the poor old woman to death.”
 
   Diggs frowned. “Don’t mess this up for me, Gar!” he grumbled, “I never had a magical pie grandma before!”
 
   “So,” the she-ghoul known as Luma spoke up, “What do you plan to do with the horses?”
 
   Garrett looked at the nervous throng of Astorran horses and then at the two salivating white ghouls. It was not a decision he wanted to make right now.
 
   “Ask Hegrin,” Garrett said, nodding toward the grim-faced Kriesslander, “They’re his.”
 
   Hegrin furrowed his brow in astonishment, his frown melting into a confused curl of his mustache.
 
   “I’ll see you later, Dad,” Haven said, kissing Hegrin lightly on his bearded cheek, “Garrett and I have to go save an old lady from a bunch of ravenous ghouls.” She gave Garrett a merry grin as she took his hand and led him through the pack of silent northmen.
 
   “I’ll see you girls later,” Diggs said pointing his long black foreclaws at each of the white ghouls and winking. He loped into step beside Garrett as the three of them made their way toward the far side of town, dodging the occasional bunch of fae children that pranced and tumbled through the village streets around them.
 
   As they approached the old cottage where the widow woman lived, they spotted the woman’s twin granddaughters playing in the yard with a trio of young fauns and a teenaged centauress who seemed to be their babysitter, while a flock of wisps danced in the air overhead.
 
   “Hi, Diggs,” the centaur girl greeted the ghoul as she brushed a strand of her long brown hair from her eyes. The sleeve of her oversized green woolen sweater slipped down her slender arm to bunch around her elbow as she did.
 
   “Hi, Merra. Where’d you get that?” Diggs greeted her, pointing at the sweater.
 
   “Gammi Boots thought I looked cold,” the centaur girl said with a shrug.
 
   “It’s summertime,” Diggs said.
 
   “I know,” Merra said, “but I kind of like it.”
 
   “It’s pretty,” Haven said with an amused smile.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett agreed, lifting his arms as he became the centerpiece of an impromptu game of ring around the haystack for the children.
 
   “Gammi still cooking pies?” Diggs asked.
 
   “I think they’re working on supper now,” Merra answered.
 
   “They?” Garrett asked.
 
   “She has some more help now,” the centaur girl replied with a smile, “We thought these girls could use a little break.”
 
   Garrett waved politely at the two Astorran girls in white sundresses, but they seemed utterly oblivious to the necromancer as they fled, giggling, from the young faun whose turn it was to be it.
 
   “Come on,” Diggs said, waving for Haven and Garrett to follow as he mounted the creaking steps of the old woman’s porch.
 
   Garrett shielded his face with his hand against the glow of hundreds of wisps crowded together in the rafters of the small cottage. The air inside was thick with the warm smell of baking bread and roasting meat, and the voices of at least a dozen fae creatures filled the one-room house with laughter and gossip.
 
   Gammi Boots perhaps took her name from her oversized boots that clomped loudly on the floor as she moved around the kitchen, a room that seemed to occupy at least a third of her home’s floor space. The worn leather of her boots might once have been red, and judging by the confidence with which she commanded her fae conscripts, she might very well have been a deserter from the Chadirian army.
 
   Fauns and dryads hastened to obey her every command as they prepared the evening meal for the camp. Even a few fairies, who didn’t even eat human food, seemed content to help with the work, driven, Garrett expected, more out of curiosity than anything else.
 
   “Stir the potatoes!” the gray-haired woman shouted as she slapped a long wooden spoon across Garrett’s belly.
 
   “I’ve kinda got a...” he said, lifting his splinted wrist in excuse.
 
   “That’s why the gods gave you two hands, innit?” the old woman demanded.
 
   “Yes, Ma’am,” Garrett said, wincing slightly as he rubbed the hurt spot on his stomach with his splinted right hand and stirred the pot with his left. The bubbling froth in the blackened cauldron subsided to a manageable level as Garrett dredged his spoon around among the softening chunks of chopped potatoes.
 
   “How can I help?” Haven asked, grinning at the sight of Garrett’s frown.
 
   “Get that mutt out of me kitchen!” the Astorran woman said, poking her pudgy little finger toward the brindle ghoul.
 
   “Hey!” Diggs protested as Haven ushered him toward the door.
 
   “You’ve eaten three whole pies already!” Gammi Boots huffed, “You’ll get fat!”
 
   “But I wanna get fat!” Diggs whined, raking long claw marks into the doorframe as Haven pushed him out.
 
   “Shoo!” the old woman cried, “I’ll feed you again later.”
 
   She turned and glared at Garrett. He stirred faster in response, giving her a nervous smile. Her hard little eyes fell on his dirty fingernails as he clutched the handle of the wooden spoon.
 
   “What is the first step to a clean kitchen?” she called out, loud enough to be heard above the chatter of the fae.
 
   “Clean hands!” they all answered in unison.
 
   Gammi Boots pointed toward a large basin of soapy water on a bench against the wall, still glaring at Garrett.
 
   Garrett abandoned his potato pot and hurried over to the basin. The old Astorran woman watched him intently, only relenting and returning to her duties with a slight huff once he had begun to scrub his nails clean in the warm soapy water.
 
   “I don’t think she’s in any danger,” Haven whispered as she joined Garrett at the washbasin. She dipped her hands in the water as well, scrubbing them quickly and pulling them out again before the thin crust of ice, spreading from Garrett’s hand across the surface of the water, could touch her skin.
 
   “I think I found the assassin,” Garrett muttered, giving the old woman a dark look.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   The Island
 
   Marla awoke late the following evening to the sound of surf and wind whipping at the canvas of the black tent. She opened her eyes to find her jacket, now mended with a tight stitch of coarse black thread, lying folded next to her head. She looked up to find Alyss seated with her back against the tent wall, playing with Zizi, as she had named the little flying creature. Alyss giggled as the shimmering little ferret-bird bobbed up and down in the air, playing peekaboo around the sides of the vampire girl’s jacket that she held up between them.
 
   Marla sat up, rubbing at the soreness in her side, where Claude had wrapped bandages around the wound beneath her shirt. “Thank you for fixing my jacket,” Marla said, looking at the boatman who sat in the far corner of the tent, watching over Nerrys as she lay, still unconscious.
 
   James smiled and nodded before turning his attention again to cleaning the lenses of his goggles.
 
   “Where’s Claude?” Marla asked, noting his absence from the crowded tent.
 
   “He went out again as soon as night fell,” Alyss said, screaming with laughter as Zizi dodged past the upraised jacket to burrow between her braided hair and the back of her neck.
 
   Marla ignored a little pang of jealousy that her strange pet had already deserted her for a new master. Whatever the thing was, it was Alyss’s problem now. Let her figure out what to feed it.
 
   “How long ago was that?” Marla asked.
 
   “About an hour ago,” James answered.
 
   “Why did you let me sleep so late?” Marla sighed.
 
   “You needed it,” Alyss said, pushing the little floating creature away as it nipped playfully at her ear.
 
   Marla shook her head as she picked up the blood canister to have a drink. She hesitated as she realized that it was almost empty.
 
   “Go ahead,” James said, “We’ve all had breakfast already. I’ll refill it as soon as I’m finished with these.”
 
   Marla nodded and then drained the last of the cave troll blood from the canister. The stale taste of it sickened her, but she needed its strength to face the night ahead. She sealed the canister again and set it aside.
 
   “I’d better get out there,” Marla said, shrugging on her jacket. She wrinkled her nose at the smell. She really needed a bath. They all did.
 
   “We’ll come with you,” Alyss said, slipping into her jacket as well.
 
   “Are you sure?” Marla asked.
 
   “I’m sick of being stuck inside,” Alyss said, “and Zizi needs to go for a walk.”
 
   “It’s dangerous out there, Alyss,” Marla protested.
 
   “Really?” Alyss scoffed, “I didn’t notice!”
 
   “Both of you be careful,” James said as he held his goggles up to his eyes and then frowned. He lowered them again and spat into one of the lenses before working at it furiously with a scrap of black cloth.
 
   “Help me suit up,” Alyss asked as she handed Marla her goggles.
 
   A few minutes later, they emerged from the outer flap of the tent, buttoning it shut behind them.
 
   “Ow, ow, ow!” Alyss complained as she put her hand to her cheek.
 
   Marla quickly helped her adjust the seal between her goggles and facemask in the blazing light of the moonsand shore.
 
   “Thanks,” Alyss said as Zizi nuzzled curiously at her leather-clad cheek.
 
   Marla looked around at the empty beach and the foggy lake beyond. “Where’s the troll?” she asked.
 
   “Over there,” Alyss said, pointing further down the shoreline.
 
   Marla turned and waved toward the massive cave troll who was trying to catch something that he saw in the water, but he did not seem to notice her as he continued splashing in the surf.
 
   “Do you see Claude?” Marla asked.
 
   “He went that way, judging by the tracks,” Alyss said, pointing up toward the inland.
 
   “I didn’t know you were a tracker,” Marla laughed as she fell in beside Alyss, walking up the slope toward the bluff. Zizi fluttered along in the air behind them.
 
   “It’s quite simple, actually,” Alyss said, “as long as you are following someone across a bunch of sand.”
 
   They found Claude coming back down, about halfway to the spot where they had found the valley on the previous day.
 
   “You need to see this,” Claude called out as they approached.
 
   Marla could tell by the set of his shoulders that the strain of their predicament was beginning to wear on the young gaunt pilot. She imagined that she probably looked about the same to him.
 
   “What is it?” Marla asked as they reached him.
 
   Claude twisted his head to the side as Zizi fluttered up to nose at the strap his goggles.
 
   “Down, Zizi!” Alyss said, and the little flying creature slunk back to her shoulder with a guilty look on her cat-like face and a flick of her feathery tail.
 
   “The area of shadow is expanding,” Claude said, turning to lead them further up the slope.
 
   “How far?” Marla asked, and then she gasped as they crested a rise to find an entire slope of dead gray rock before them.
 
   Zizi hissed at the sight.
 
   “Look!” Alyss said, hopping quickly down the far side of the rise to reach the leading edge of destruction. She knelt in a sandy depression and watched in fascination as the light slowly faded from the shining white powder at her feet, leaving a cold gray dust in its place.
 
   “We don’t have much time!” Marla said, stooping to lift a handful of the shining sand in the palm of her glove. By the time she had brought it to the level of her chest, the light had already faded from it, and she let the ashen powder spill from her fingers.
 
   “And there’s no way of stopping this?” Alyss asked.
 
   “We can’t risk touching the stone that the Volgrem left,” Marla said, “I think our only hope is to find a way off the island before the stone destroys it.”
 
   “But what if the magic of the island is what keeps the fog in place?” Claude said, “What if, once the island goes... dead... we can use a smoke bomb and call for help?”
 
   A low rumble beneath the earth cut off Marla’s reply.
 
   “I’m not sure we want to stick around long enough to test that theory, Claude,” Alyss said once the trembling subsided.
 
   “Then what?” Claude sighed in exasperation.
 
   “We need to find the Dragon Queen,” Marla said.
 
   “You really think she’s here?” Alyss asked dubiously.
 
   “I saw her,” Marla said.
 
   “We all saw something,” Alyss said, “but I’m not sure I’m ready to call whatever that was the mother of all dragons.”
 
   “The Volgrem said she was here,” Marla said, shuddering at her recollection of the thing in Simms’s body.
 
   “You spoke to it?” Claude asked.
 
   “What did it say?” Alyss asked.
 
   Marla shook her head. “It doesn’t matter,” she said, “We just have to find that dragon.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter?” Alyss laughed, “Trust me Marla, now is not the time to be all mysterious! I think Claude and I both have a right to know what that thing said to you.”
 
   Marla stared at them both in silence for a moment as Zizi darted back and forth to either side of Alyss’s goggled glare, watching Marla intently.
 
   “It said that I’m the Dragon Queen,” Marla answered quietly.
 
   Claude flinched visibly, taking a step back.
 
   Alyss did not move, but continued to stare in silence as Marla regarded her, awaiting her response.
 
   “That is so much better than Dawnfacer!” Alyss said at last, “Can you imagine what people are gonna say when they find out you’re really her?”
 
   “It’s not true!” Marla groaned.
 
   “What if it is though?” Alyss said, raising her gloved hands in excitement as she circled Marla in the basin of lightless sand, “After all these years, you’ve come back to us, to lead us... into the future or somewhere! Marla, you’re bigger than the Thrin!... Well, not literally, but you know what I mean.”
 
   “Look,” Marla interjected, “even if I am somehow the Queen reborn, I don’t know what to do! I don’t know how to get us off this island, or what I’m supposed to do for our people, once we do get off the island! We need to find the dragon that I saw!”
 
   Zizi’s little ears pricked up, and she bobbed up and down excitedly in the air at Alyss’s shoulder.
 
   Marla stared at the little flying creature in wonder.
 
   “Do you know where the dragon is, Zizi?” Alyss asked.
 
   Zizi did a little somersault and then darted a short distance away before turning to look back at them.
 
   “I suppose we follow the floating weasel,” Claude said.
 
   *******
 
   Marla and the others scrambled to find steady footing as another tremor shook the crumbling slope of the westernmost peak of the mountain. Marla felt the entire face of crystalline rock beneath her feet begin to shift and slide away.
 
   “That way!” Claude shouted as he stumbled toward a jagged outcropping to their left.
 
   Zizi chirped and trilled as she flew circles around the tip of the great faceted crystal point of the outcropping.
 
   Alyss cried out as she lost her footing and began to slide down the glossy face of the shifting slope. Marla seized the girl by the belt and pulled her to her feet again. Claude reached out to pull them both to safety as the rock face sank away, sliding down to smash into a thousand bright shards in the valley below.
 
   “That was not fun,” Alyss gasped as she clung to the glowing crystal outcropping.
 
   “No,” Marla agreed, catching her breath as the earthquake subsided.
 
   “Are you certain that this thing knows where we’re going?” Claude asked.
 
   Zizi trilled again and flew further up the slope before turning to look back at them again.
 
   “We have to follow her,” Marla said, kicking at the stones of the mountainside, testing their stability before she resumed her ascent.
 
   “How do you know it’s a her?” Claude whispered.
 
   “Because I named her Zizi,” Alyss said, “I always wanted a pet named Zizi.”
 
   “What does that have to do with it?” Claude demanded as he and Alyss followed Marla up the slope.
 
   “Find your own pet, and then you can call it whatever you want,” Alyss said.
 
   “You didn’t find her!” Claude scoffed, “We did!”
 
   “Yes, but you just admitted that Zizi is a girl,” Alyss said.
 
   “No I didn’t!” Claude said, grunting as his boot slipped on a patch of loose gravel.
 
   “You called it a her,” Marla pointed out as she reached back to help her friends over the slippery spot.
 
   “You know, I don’t even care anymore,” Claude sighed.
 
   “I’m glad that’s settled then,” Alyss said. “How much farther, Zizi?” she called out to the little flying creature.
 
   Zizi bobbed up and down, making a chirping noise at the top of the next rise.
 
   Marla and the others put their hands on their knees and rested their aching legs as they looked down at the great triangular scar in the mountainside beyond the rise. Columns of steam rose from an enormous vent in the shining stone, nearly six hundred feet across at its widest. Dark patches of algae covered the moonstone near the edges of the vent, and the air shimmered as though a strong current of hot wind was rising from below. Even through her mask, Marla could smell a fishy reek, mingled with a strong metallic odor.
 
   “Doesn’t really seem like the place one would expect to find the Queen of Dragons,” Alyss said.
 
   Zizi chattered excitedly as she flew down the slope toward the vent.
 
   “It doesn’t look safe,” Claude warned as they carefully picked their way down between the massive boulders that surrounded the cleft.
 
   Marla did not hear him. Her thoughts now swirled with strange visions... a shining city beneath a stormy sky... the mountainsides shimmering in the orange light of a great fire that descended from the heavens.
 
   Her heart began to race as she felt ice particles stinging her face. Her wings beat hard, almost exhausted, as she fought to climb through the thin, indigo colored sky. She gasped for breath as the orange fire grew to fill her vision. She had never flown this high before, but she had to go higher. She had to turn aside the fire that would burn her children to ash. She had to undo what she had done... what she had brought upon them all. She had to... 
 
   “Marla!” Claude shouted, shaking her to her senses again.
 
   She was on her knees, weeping uncontrollably now. It was gone... all gone! She had failed, and her children were dying! Her world was dying, and it was all her fault!
 
   Alyss fell to the ground beside her. “Marla, are you all right?” she cried, putting her hand on Marla’s shoulder.
 
   Marla blinked through her tears and was suddenly herself again, as though the roaring of the ocean of sorrow in her mind had instantly fallen silent. The screams of a multitude of voices ceased, leaving her only a shaken girl on the side of a trembling mountain.
 
   “I think it’s passed,” Claude sighed, rising to his feet again as another earthquake died away.
 
   Marla watched as a shower of loose rocks skittered down the slope, disappearing into the rift with a series of rattling concussions. She sniffed back her tears and got to her feet.
 
   “We’re very close,” she said hoarsely. She started down the slope again toward the rift, but Claude caught her arm.
 
   “Marla,” he said, “... whatever we find down there... It won’t change who you really are... not to me.”
 
   Marla felt very alone. She embraced him tightly, holding onto him like an anchor that might somehow keep her from drifting away, lost forever in the bottomless sorrow of the dying island. She shut her eyes against the sun-bright glare and held her breath against the rancid fumes of the dragon’s lair.
 
   She felt a fluttering warmth against her neck, and Marla opened her eyes to find Zizi nuzzling at her cheek, her amethyst eyes filled with concern.
 
   “I’ll be all right,” Marla laughed, reaching up to stroke the little creature’s feathery fur.
 
   Another tremor rumbled through the valley but passed quickly with a rattle of falling stones.
 
   “We’d better go,” Alyss said.
 
   Marla nodded, stepping away from Claude as she turned to face the steaming rift in the earth again.
 
   They worked their way down the slope to where the jagged rim of the cleft formed a natural staircase into the pit below. Their boots slipped and skidded on the red algae that grew along the rim, but they managed a cautious descent into the rift without injury.
 
   “That’s it?” Alyss demanded in exasperation as they reached the bottom of the vent, only to find their way blocked by a fizzing pool of creamy water that stretched from one end of the cavern to the other.
 
   Zizi chittered insistently as she hovered above the surface of the milky pool. She swooped low, dipping her tail into the water before flying back up, trailing a curtain of glittering droplets in the air behind her.
 
   “I guess we swim,” Marla said, taking a cautious step into the pool. Warm waters rose around her ankles as she felt her way along the unseen bed of gravel beneath the surface. Soon she stood knee-deep in the effervescent bath. She turned to look back at the others.
 
   Claude put one foot into the pond and then leapt clear of it, yelling in pain. “It’s boiling!” he cried, kicking his damp foot wildly as he hopped on one leg.
 
   
  
 




“It’s just a little warm,” Marla protested.
 
   “No!” Claude hissed, “It’s boiling!”
 
   “Huh,” Alyss mused, “Maybe only girls can touch it.” She dipped one leather-clad toe into the bubbling water. “It seems fine to... Ow!” she shouted, falling on her backside in the dry gravel beside the pool.
 
   “Alyss!” Marla called out, wading back toward her friends.
 
   “I’m fine,” Alyss groaned as she shook her foot dry, “but I think this is a Marla-only pool.”
 
   Claude looked on helplessly as Marla lifted her hands in frustration.
 
   “It’s up to you, Daughter of Really Hot Waters,” Alyss said as she got to her feet again, “Go find your dragon mother and ask her to get us off this ridiculous island... Maybe she can fly us all someplace nice... like home.”
 
   Marla turned and looked down into the steaming water of the pool.
 
   “I can’t see anything!” Marla cried.
 
   “Then follow your heart!” Alyss said.
 
   “What?” Marla asked giving the Arkadi girl a confused tilt of her goggles.
 
   “I don’t know,” Alyss said, waving her hands, “It just sounded like something you should say at a time like this!”
 
   Marla shook her head and took a deep breath. She waded deeper into the pool, feeling the warm, milky waters rise around her waist as she toed her way along the submerged floor below. The pond seemed deeper toward the far wall of the cavernous rift, and she made her way in that direction.
 
   “Marla!” Claude called out.
 
   Marla turned to look back at him.
 
   “I love you,” he said.
 
   “I love you too,” she said.
 
   She looked away then, choking back a sob as she struggled to focus on her task. She held her breath and leaned forward, letting the waters take her in their warm embrace. She reached out with her gloved hands, blindly reaching through the depths as she swam down.
 
   Somehow, she knew the way. She heard the muffled impact as she kicked away from a submerged ledge, and the distant tinkle of crystalline shards, raining down into the depths below. She saw only the blank white glow of the milky water through her goggles, and felt only the tiny bubbles of effervescence that swirled around her leather suit as she swam.
 
   A distant part of her mind began to panic as she swam on, guided only by the irrational assurance that she somehow knew the way. To what end, she did not know. Soon her lungs began to ache for breath, but still her limbs moved with the strange conviction that deliverance lay just ahead.
 
   At last, she could hold her breath no longer, and she released the stale air from her lungs in a frothing burst of bubbles that churned the water in front of her goggles. Her lungs burned with the need to inhale again, but she clamped her mouth tightly shut, clawing ever more frantically toward the surface.
 
   She burst from the water with a desperate gasp, flinging milky droplets in all directions as she filled her lungs again. The acrid tang of dragon breath stung her nostrils as he found herself treading water in the center of a great, crescent-shaped pool, hundreds of feet across. A titanic dome of moonrock, dimmed to a bloody glow by a thick colony of algae, formed a vast, natural cavern above her head with no visible exits. A great mound of red stones lay piled against the opposite wall of the dome, forming an island that rose from the far side of the pool.
 
   Of the golden dragon, only the stale scent of her breath remained.
 
   The swim to the island took several minutes, and Marla’s limbs ached by the time she reached it. She dragged herself onto the rocky beach of large stones that she realized now to be enormous rubies. The gemstones clinked and shifted beneath her weight as she clawed her way up out of the steaming white water. She lay there on her back, catching her breath and wondering if she would ever have the strength to swim back out again.
 
   At last she rolled over to have a better look at the strange island. The rubies ranged in size from the diameter of a hen’s egg to some as large as Marla’s head. She reached out and took up one of the smaller stones in the palm of her glove, marveling at the complex striations and patterns on its surface. The markings seemed almost rune-like, yet still somehow natural in appearance. Then she compared it to a much larger stone, lying nearby.
 
   “They’re all the same,” she whispered, “... or almost.”
 
   There appeared to be small variations in the patterns from stone to stone, but every single one of them bore the same ovoid shape with the same bulges and contours, just in differing scale.
 
   She sat up, holding a ruby in each hand and admiring the remarkable craftsmanship that must surely have formed them, for she could not believe that two such stones could appear so similar by chance.
 
   Then something caught her eye. A faint flicker of red light shone from deep beneath the mound of ruby stones beside her.
 
   Marla began to dig, pushing aside the top layer of the ruby mound and then excavating with her hands, trying to reach the radiant source of the ruddy glow. Soon, she began to gasp with effort as she fought against the slippery gems that simply poured back into the hole almost as fast as she could shovel them out. She did not know why it was so important that she uncover the source of the light, only that she must dig faster if she ever hoped to reach it.
 
   Sobbing and on the verge of exhaustion now, Marla’s hands blurred with speed as she flung rubies from the shallow pit she had dug. Then she saw it, a single ruby, about the size of a plum, which shone with a radiant heat from within. It was no moonstone, but something else, something that filled her heart with a strange melancholy as she wrapped her aching fingers around it and dragged it up from the surrounding mass of lifeless red stones.
 
   As it pulled free, Marla fell backwards upon the stony beach, clutching the fiery stone to her chest. Clattering rubies filled the hole again as she looked more closely at her prize.
 
   It was a stone, like the rest, covered in shallow grooves, like runes carved into the ruby’s smooth surface. These delicate lines now pulsed and glittered with an intense crimson light that flared brightest where Marla’s gloved fingers touched the stone. A low, keening reverberation seemed to emanate from the burning stone now, causing the nearby gems that lay piled around Marla’s legs to rattle against each other.
 
   Without thinking, Marla pressed the fingers of her right hand between her ribs and elbow of her left arm and pulled her glove off. She felt the distant pain of the dim moonlight from above on her naked skin, but she took the living stone in the bare palm of her right hand and lifted it to her face.
 
   A sweet warmth spread through her body from where the stone touched her hand. The stone’s light flared, intensely red for a moment, and then faded, and Marla found herself laughing with joy and relief, though she did not know why.
 
   She looked down at the stone with tears in her eyes, laughing again. The ruby lay, cold and dead as the other stones now, and she let it fall to join the rest of them below.
 
   “I knew you’d come,” a woman’s voice spoke from nearby, startling Marla.
 
   She scrambled to her feet to find a coppery-scaled dragon, its body about the size of a large ox, watching her from atop a pile of rubies nearby. The dragon lay with her foreclaws crossed and her wings folded. Her long, silvery tail lay curled around her body, and she lifted her slender neck, her golden eyes blinking as though she had just woken from a long sleep.
 
   “Who are you?” Marla demanded.
 
   “I am the last steward of Uroe,” the dragon answered, “The last one to hold out hope that you would return to us.”
 
   “Who do you think I am?” Marla asked.
 
   The dragon blinked thoughtfully. “I think your name is... Marla Veranu,” she said, “That’s a pretty sort of name, though I am having a difficult time understanding exactly what a... vampire could be.”
 
   “You can read my thoughts?” Marla asked, taking a step back, nearly tripping over a large ruby that turned and clattered beneath her boot heel.
 
   “No,” the dragon said, stretching her wings with a bemused smile on her reptilian face, “I’m inside your thoughts.”
 
   “You mean you aren’t real?” Marla said.
 
   “I’m quite real,” the dragon laughed, “I’m just not... alive.”
 
   Marla stared at her in confusion.
 
   “That was my heart you found,” the dragon said, nodding toward the formerly glowing stone at Marla’s feet.
 
   “Your... heart?” Marla whispered, “You mean...” she looked around in growing horror at the countless ovoid stones piled, island-deep all around her.
 
   “Yes,” the dragon answered sadly, “These were the people of Uroe... the ones that chose to stay.”
 
   Marla fought to control her revulsion at finding herself atop a giant mound of dragon hearts. “Why was yours the only one still... alive?” she asked.
 
   “Because I was waiting for you,” the coppery dragon said with a gentle smile, “The rest have all gone to be with Mother.”
 
   “Your Mother,” Marla said, “Is she here?”
 
   The dragon looked at Marla with adoration in her golden eyes. “Yes,” she sighed, “She is finally here.”
 
   Marla shook her head slowly. “I’m not who you think I am,” she said.
 
   “I know exactly who you are, Marla,” the dragon laughed. No rubies moved beneath her as she lifted herself to her feet and spread her wings wide. She grinned broadly. “It is you who seem to have forgotten yourself.”
 
   The dragon looked up as a massive tremor shook the cave, sloshing milky water upon the ruby shore and sending little showers of moondust down from the ceiling above.
 
   Marla fought to remain standing as the tremor passed. “I’m sorry,” she said as the rumbling subsided, “but I led your enemy here... the Volgrem. It did something that’s going to destroy the island if we don’t find a way to stop it.”
 
   The dragon shook her head sadly. “There is no way to stop it now,” she said.
 
   “Then we have to find a way to escape!” Marla cried, “Can you help me and my friends get off this island before it’s too late?”
 
   “You already know the way out,” the dragon said.
 
   Marla looked back at the rippling pool of creamy water behind her.
 
   “No,” the dragon laughed, “You’re thinking with your body... what a strange body it is. You don’t even have any wings, do you?”
 
   “But it’s our bodies that need to get off the island!” Marla cried.
 
   “The body follows the heart, child,” the dragon said, “and the heart follows the Song!”
 
   “So I’m supposed to sing us off the island?” Marla scoffed.
 
   The dragon lowered her snout and raised her coppery brows, waiting for Marla to arrive at the proper conclusion.
 
   “Wait!” Marla said, “Draconic is sung, and the song is written in runes... You’re saying that... Is there a portal room on the island somewhere?”
 
   The coppery dragon threw back her head and filled the cavern with merry laughter. “Why would the Queen of Dragons need a portal room?” she laughed, “Whom do you think made the portals?”
 
   Marla stared at the dragon, dumfounded.
 
   “So it isn’t the sand that lets me open the portals?” Marla asked.
 
   “Mother never needed any sand,” the dragon answered.
 
   “Then why would the Volgrem want to destroy the moonstone?” Marla demanded.
 
   Another loud rumble shook the cavern. Then a terrible roar, filled with unspeakable rage, dislodged entire boulders of sun-bright rock from the cavern roof.
 
   Marla fell to her knees, fumbling to put her glove back on as the blazing stones rained down around her, crashing into the beach and sending ruby hearts flying in all directions or slamming into the water and sending up great milky plumes to soak everything around.
 
   The terrible roar shook the earth again, and Marla looked up to see a great crack now arcing across the algae-covered stones of the dome-like roof. Another boulder thudded into the ruby pile that the coppery dragon sat upon, but she seemed to pay it no heed as it passed through her insubstantial body.
 
   “We’d better go now,” the dragon said, “Mother is very angry.”
 
   “Take me to her!” Marla cried, shielding her face against a hail of dragon hearts as another stone crashed onto the beach beside her.
 
   “She is not herself, Marla!” the dragon cried, beating her wings as she sailed down to land at Marla’s side.
 
   “Please!” Marla shouted to be heard over the din, “I have to see her!”
 
   Marla could see the fear in the dragon’s eyes as she looked toward the crumbling ceiling above.
 
   “Very well,” the dragon said, “Follow me... and try not to die.”
 
   Marla followed close behind as the dragon flapped her wings and soared across the cavern to land atop the tallest pile of ruby hearts.
 
   “Here!” the dragon cried, “You must dig, and quickly!”
 
   Another boulder slammed down behind Marla as she scrambled up the slippery pile of rubies to where the dragon perched. She clawed frantically at the mound of stones, hurling them away by the handful as she dug.
 
   Then she began to make out the outline of a narrow tunnel of moonstone, its mouth buried beneath the pile of dragon hearts.
 
   “Quickly!” the dragon ghost shouted.
 
   Marla’s shoulders and forearms burned, her fingers throbbing with pain, but still she dug, flinging stones clear of the tunnel mouth as fast as she could.
 
   A tremendous crack sounded from above as the roof gave way.
 
   “Go, now!” the dragon screamed.
 
   Marla shoved her body into the narrow fissure of moonrock, squinting against the brightness as she squirmed her way inside. Suddenly a choking cloud of dust blasted past her in the tunnel as the cavern behind collapsed. The impact of the concussion tore the goggles from her face, and a blinding radiance filled Marla’s eyes. She screamed as the stones around her shifted, pressing in like jaws of a white-hot vice. She tried to bury her burning face in the crook of her elbow, but something was pinning her arms.
 
   She couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t see, or scream, or... 
 
   Darkness closed in around her, the unbearable light of the crystal moon draining away into a black well of nothingness... 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   “Marla!” Garrett cried, gasping for breath as he woke from a dream. He rolled onto his side, coughing weakly and panting as he tried to recall the nightmare. Where was he now?
 
   “Fraithe,” Garrett rasped, and the witchfire torch sputtered to life, filling the bedroom of the Mayor’s house with flickering green light.
 
   Garrett sat up in the soft feather bed, abandoned, like the house, by its previous owner... spoils of war. Garrett rubbed his eyes and took a sip of water from the cup on the bedside table. He squinted at the richly curtained window. Only the colorful light of wisps floating by outside shone through the frosted glass panes. He heard the distant whistle of a piper, playing a slightly sad tune and the muffled voices of fae folk passing by in the lane below his window. What time was it?
 
   Garrett got out of bed, scratching at his belly through his silk nightgown before turning his attention to his bandaged wrist. He dug his fingernails beneath the tightly wrapped splint, grimacing as the itch there dodged every assault. He flexed the fingers of his right hand, deciding that he had had enough of the splint. He picked up a penknife from the nearby desk and began to awkwardly saw at the bindings upon his wrist.
 
   The creak of his door opening made him turn.
 
   “Haven?” he called out.
 
   The slender dark-haired girl that stepped quietly into the room was not Haven.
 
   Garrett almost failed to recognize her, as she wore dark, mud stained clothing, and a tattered cloak with a hood that covered most of her face, a face set into a look of grim determination as she silently stalked him with sword and dagger in hand... No, it wasn’t a dagger in her left hand. It was the silver spear tip that Sir Jons had nearly put through Garrett’s heart.
 
   Garrett’s breath caught in his throat at the look of utter loathing in the girl’s eyes as she silently crossed the room with the tip of Sir Jons’s sword leveled at Garrett’s face.
 
   Garrett took a step back and stopped sawing at his splint with the little knife.
 
   “Hi,” he offered lamely, completely at a loss as to how to greet one’s assassin.
 
   “He deserved a better end than you,” she whispered.
 
   “I know,” Garrett said, taking another step back, only to feel the edge of the writing desk pressed against his backside.
 
   Sir Jons’s squire narrowed her red-rimmed eyes as she tightened her grip on the dead knight’s sword.
 
   Garrett’s eyes fell upon his own sword, lying in its scabbard beside the bed. She quickly stepped to put her body between Garrett and the blade.
 
   “He deserved better!” she said, her voice cracked with sorrow as tears rolled down her dirty cheeks.
 
   Garrett leaned back as the swaying tip of the girl’s sword waved dangerously close to his left eye.
 
   “At least...” he gasped, “At least tell me your name.”
 
   “You do think she’s pretty!” Haven scoffed.
 
   The Astorran squire spun to see the brown-haired girl standing in the doorway behind her with a wry grin on her face.
 
   “Stay back!” the Astorran girl hissed, “He’ll be dead before you take two steps.”
 
   “Not likely!” Haven laughed as she leaned against the doorframe, dangling a dagger by its pommel between her fingertips.
 
   “An’ fer that matter, what’s tha point of all this threatenin’, if yer just gonna skewer tha poor boy anyway?” Shortgrass demanded as he stepped into view from behind the oil lamp on the desk.
 
   “She hasn’t quite worked up the nerve to do it yet,” Haven laughed as she took a step into the room.
 
   “Stay back!” the dark-haired assassin cried, jabbing the sword at Garrett’s face.
 
   “Hey!” Garrett exclaimed ducking his head to the side to avoid losing an eye.
 
   “You’ve never killed anyone before, have you?” Haven asked, grinning wickedly as she took another step toward the shaking Astorran girl.
 
   “Get away from me!” the squire shouted as she quickly spun, bringing the silver spearhead against Garrett’s throat as she turned her longsword against the advancing girl in brown.
 
   “It’s not quite as easy as you thought it would be, is it?” Haven chuckled, “Not how you had planned it all out as you sat, hiding in that bush all day!”
 
   Garrett grimaced as the trembling Astorran girl hooked the tip of the spearhead into the hollow of his throat. “Can we all just...” he started to say.
 
   “I can’t believe you chose sausage and cheese for your last meal though,” Haven said, shaking her head as she twirled the dagger between her fingers, “And that cheap wine, ugh... though I suppose you needed the whole bottle just to grow enough backbone to make your play.”
 
   “Be quiet!” the Astorran girl sobbed, “I’ll kill him.”
 
   “Not necessary!” Garrett cried, wincing as the tip of the silvered point jabbed into his skin.
 
   “Maybe I’m being a little hard on her though,” Haven sighed, “I mean, it is her first time, and, after all, I was born a killer, so I might be holding her to an unreasonable standard. Shortgrass, what do you think?”
 
   “I thinkin’ maybe she’s wishin’ she’d gone with a slightly diff’rent plan now,” the fairy mused, “Like stayin’ home.”
 
   “I have no home!” the girl cried, as she looked at Garrett again, her eyes streaming with tears, “... I have no life... you took everything from me.”
 
   Garrett swallowed hard, feeling a dark pressure in his chest, a cold aching that felt as if it would burst his heart if she looked at him like that for another moment longer.
 
   The girl’s body tensed as she swung the sword around, its blade whistling through the air toward Garrett’s head.
 
   “Te vaardre tu cosheili, na’verrden sha!” Shortgrass was already shouting, and the girl’s eyes rolled back. The sword clattered against the desktop, shattering the lamp as the fairy leapt clear.
 
   The Astorran girl’s knees folded, and she collapsed. Garrett and Haven barely caught her before she hit the floor. Haven wasted no time in prying the spearhead from the girl’s hand and tossing it away.
 
   Garrett gave the fairy an annoyed look as he gently lowered the unconscious girl’s head to the floorboards. He stood again and stepped away as Haven searched the girl for hidden weapons. “She’s not gonna turn into a goat, is she?” he asked.
 
   “I didn’t put tha coshaana on her!” Shortgrass scoffed as he fluttered down to land beside the girl on the floor, “She’s just bewitched.”
 
   “Huh?” Garrett said.
 
   “She’ll be fine!” Shortgrass sighed as he leaned over and lightly tapped the girl’s cheek with his palm. “Wakey wakey,” he cried.
 
   The Astorran girl’s eyes fluttered open, and she gave a confused moan.
 
   “Time ta go fer a walk,” Shortgrass said, “I want ya ta meet a few friends o’ mine.”
 
   The girl gave the fairy a heavy-lidded stare.
 
   “Come along, up ya go!” Shortgrass said as he fluttered up to Garrett’s eye level.
 
   Haven helped the half-conscious girl to her feet, watching curiously as the fairy hovered along, leading the girl from the room.
 
   “You have her?” Haven asked.
 
   “Aye,” Shortgrass answered, “I’ve got her.”
 
   Haven closed the door behind them and turned to face Garrett with a crooked grin.
 
   “You could have told me that you were gonna use me for bait,” Garrett grumbled, taking another sip from the water cup.
 
   “You made yourself the bait the moment we crossed the border, Garrett,” Haven laughed, “and anyway, you were never in any danger.”
 
   “Could’a’ fooled me,” Garrett scoffed as he sat down on the edge of the bed, “Were you that sure she wouldn’t have killed me?”
 
   “Oh, she’d have tried to kill you eventually,” Haven said as she took a seat beside him, “They always work up the nerve to do it in the end.”
 
   Garrett frowned at her.
 
   “But you wouldn’t have let her, would you?” Haven said, “Even if Shortgrass and I weren’t here, she never stood a chance against you, and you know it.”
 
   “Maybe,” Garrett sighed.
 
   “What’s really bothering you?” she asked.
 
   “It’s what she said,” Garrett answered, “I mean she has every right to want to kill me... I killed her master.”
 
   “Her lover too, I’ll bet,” Haven said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You could tell be the way she talked about him,” Haven said, “It was in her voice... a little quiver in the back of the throat when she spoke... she loved him.”
 
   “Gods,” Garrett groaned, scratching at his wrist morosely, “Now I feel even worse.”
 
   “She’ll feel a lot better once she sees him again,” Haven said.
 
   “What?” Garrett demanded.
 
   “We have to kill her now,” Haven said with a shrug.
 
   “No!” Garrett said, “I’m not gonna kill her over this!”
 
   “You don’t have to!” Haven said, putting her hand on his knee, “I just take her for a little walk in the woods, no questions asked, and problem solved.”
 
   “No! That’s the same as if I killed her myself!” Garrett protested.
 
   “Not really,” Haven said, “I can guarantee you that I won’t feel nearly as bad about it as you would... not at all really.”
 
   “No... you killing for me is the same as me doing it myself,” Garrett said, “and she doesn’t deserve to die for wanting to avenge her... whatever he was to her.”
 
   “You didn’t have a problem killing those horses,” Haven said.
 
   “What horses?”
 
   “The two that the ghouls ate,” Haven said, “My dad picked out two of the injured ones and handed them over to those two white ghouls... I think Diggs wound up helping them finish up. You didn’t want to think about it, so you let Hegrin make the decision for you... Thanks for letting him have the horses, by the way, I really think you impressed him with that.”
 
   “That’s not the same!” Garrett said, shaking his head, “We’re talking about a person here!”
 
   “A human, you mean?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So, it’s all right to relegate your murder when it’s just a horse,” Haven laughed, “but when it comes to humans, you’ve got much higher standards.”
 
   Garrett stared at her.
 
   “So, where do you draw the line, Garrett?” she asked, “I mean, what other kinds of things are we allowed to kill without bothering you about it? Trolls? Goblins? Elves? Ghouls?”
 
   “You know the difference!” Garrett said looking away.
 
   “No, I don’t think I do!” Haven snapped, “Maybe it’s some kinda human thing that my makers didn’t understand well enough to forge into me... some kinda inherent superiority that allows you humans to know who’s worth protecting and who isn’t.”
 
   “Are you saying I shouldn’t have given them the horses?” Garrett demanded.
 
   “No, I’m saying that I’m sick of your situational morality Garrett!” Haven said, getting to her feet again to stalk across the bedroom floor, “This girl is just another animal... one that tried to kill you... One that is going to keep trying to kill you until she either succeeds, or you kill her... She’s broken, Garrett, and the longer you draw this out, the more she’s gonna suffer for it... You too.”
 
   “It’s my fault she’s broken!” Garrett shouted, on his feet now as well.
 
   “It doesn’t matter whose fault it is, Garrett!” Haven cried, “Let me put her out of her misery!”
 
   “No!” Garrett yelled, his voice frosting the air between them.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Garrett stared back at her, shaking. “Because I was broken too,” he answered at last.
 
   Haven sighed and looked away.
 
   “What do you want from me?” Garrett asked, “I’m doing the best I can... I don’t want to wind up like the last Songreaver.”
 
   “I know,” Haven said, “I’m just trying to help you keep it all straight in your head, Garrett. You can’t afford to take shortcuts... You can’t afford to be blinded by the assumptions that other people take for granted.”
 
   “Then you have to understand why I don’t want to kill that girl just for being mad at me,” Garrett said.
 
   “No,” Haven sighed, “I don’t understand, because somebody in your position has to kill people sometimes. You can’t avoid it!”
 
   “Why not?” Garrett demanded, “Who says I can’t find a way to do this without having to kill people?”
 
   “What are you gonna do to Cabre when you find him?” she asked, looking him in the eyes.
 
   Garrett looked away. “I don’t know,” he said quietly.
 
   “Then why are you here?”
 
   Garrett looked at her again, his face set into a grim scowl. “Because I’m like that girl out there,” he said, “I’ve got nowhere else to go... I have to be who I am now, because the life that I would have had got taken away from me by the Chadiri, and maybe now I can do something to keep them from taking other people’s lives away too.”
 
   “What does that have to do with Cabre?” she asked.
 
   Garrett gave her an angry look. “I thought you wanted me to kill all these people?” he shouted, “You keep talking about how we should be more ruthless... how I should use the spikey things on the horses, how I should tell the zombies to kill... What do you want me to be, Haven? I don’t understand!”
 
   “That’s the problem, Garrett!” she cried, “You don’t understand what you’re doing here! You have no idea what your objectives are. You’re just stumbling from one battle to the next, and every time somebody gets hurt, you think it’s your fault, and that you’re turning into a bad guy. You think you can fight a war without getting your hands messy, and, sooner or later, you’re gonna look down at your hands and see all the blood on them, and you’re gonna say, I’m a monster now!
 
   “You’re gonna walk, blindfolded, into the fire, and then I’m gonna lose you! I’m gonna lose you because you won’t see it coming... You think you have this big responsibility to save the world hanging over you, and you’re gonna pour out every last drop of your life into trying to do it... and there won’t be anything left for you in the end... or me.”
 
   Haven stood, trembling, with tears in her eyes as she looked at him.
 
   “Haven...” Garrett whispered.
 
   “You can’t save the world, Garrett,” she said.
 
   Garrett nodded. “I know,” he answered.
 
   Haven sniffed, looking toward the window where the colored lights of drifting wisps illuminated the frosted glass. Garrett took her hands in his and laid his cheek against her ear.
 
   “I love you,” he whispered.
 
   She stepped back to look at him, squeezing his hands gently as she forced a trembling smile. “Let’s run away from it,” she said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “We’ll go south,” she said, “I was talking to Shortgrass about it. There’s a whole forest full of people down there, Garrett, and they need your help.”
 
   Garrett shook his head. “I can’t just...”
 
   “You’re the only one who can help them, Garrett!” Haven said, “They’re fae... like me... and they live in constant fear of the vampires and their allies. You are the only person in the world who can stand up to the vampires and have a chance of defeating them... If you want to talk about responsibility, I think yours is pretty clear.”
 
   “The vampires aren’t our enemies!” Garrett scoffed, “The Chadiri...”
 
   “Max will deal with the Chadiri, Garrett,” she said, “He’s the only one who can! He’s the only one ruthless enough to do what you would have to do to beat that kind of enemy!”
 
   “He’ll kill everybody, Haven! You know he will!” Garrett sighed, pulling away to pace across the room, “Half the people in this country would be zombies by now, if Max were in charge here!”
 
   “Then why isn’t he your enemy?” she asked, her flawless brown eyes flashing with anger.
 
   “Not everybody gets to be my enemy, Haven!” Garrett groaned, waving his hands vaguely, “It’s a very... short list... you gotta sign up ahead of time and stuff.”
 
   Haven snorted with laughter. “Don’t try to turn this into a joke, Garrett,” she said, struggling to keep her frown in place, “I mean it... What happens when Max goes too far? What happens when he becomes the monster you’re so afraid of becoming?”
 
   Garrett waved his arms again. “I dunno,” he said, “I guess Cenick and me’ll hold him down while Uncle Tinjin gives him a spanking.”
 
   Haven grinned and shook her head. “Why are we fighting?” she sighed.
 
   “Are we fighting?” he asked, giving her a twisted smile.
 
   She crossed the floor and tugged at the frilly collar of his captured nightgown. “That’s your problem, Garrett,” she said, biting playfully at his lip, “You can’t make up your mind whether you’re fighting someone or trying to make friends with them.”
 
   “Sorry,” he mumbled as she kissed him.
 
   “Don’t be,” she whispered, “I think that’s why I love you.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   The Island
 
   Voices.
 
   Marla woke to the sound of voices.
 
   “What is it?” a voice asked.
 
   “It’s called a vampire,” answered the voice of the dragon ghost that Marla had met on the island of ruby hearts.
 
   “A what?” the first voice asked.
 
   Marla blinked, trying to make out her surroundings, but only a featureless field of white light filled her vision.
 
   “A vampire,” the dragon ghost answered, “They’re a kind of dragon-monkey, I believe.”
 
   “How very odd,” the other said, “and you say this is the one that you’ve been waiting for all this time?”
 
   “Yes!” the draconic steward answered, “Isn’t she lovely?”
 
   “If you think so,” the other said, noncommittally.
 
   Marla tried to push herself up from the ground, but she couldn’t move. Her arms and legs simply refused to budge. She felt a little flutter of fear at the thought. Why couldn’t she move? Then a warm delirium washed over her, and she sighed as she slipped back into the soft embrace of sleep again.
 
   “I think it died,” the other voice said.
 
   “No, no, no!” the dragon ghost chided, “Marla, wake up!”
 
   “What?” Marla demanded in annoyance, as she came to her senses again, “Why can’t I move?”
 
   “Oh, well,” the dragon ghost said, hesitantly, “You see, actually...”
 
   “Mother’s coming,” the other voice said with a little tremor of fear in her words.
 
   “Oh, good!” the dragon ghost exclaimed, “I’ll go and sort things out with her... I’ll be right back!”
 
   “What am I supposed to do about your dragon-monkey?” the other voice demanded.
 
   “Just keep talking to her!” the ghost’s voice sounded farther away now, “Don’t allow her to die before I return!”
 
   “How am I supposed to...” the other voice shouted, her words trailing off into a vexed whisper, “I don’t know anything about dragon-monkeys!”
 
   “Where am I?” Marla sighed.
 
   “You are in the City of Uroe,” the voice answered.
 
   “Uroe was destroyed,” Marla sighed, “It is no more.”
 
   “Well, aren’t you a clever little monkey then,” the voice chuckled, “I suppose that I don’t exist either.”
 
   “Who are you?” Marla asked, trying to move again to no avail. It felt as though she was lying face-down on a slab of cool, polished marble with her arms and legs outstretched.
 
   “My name is Veregoth,” the voice answered pleasantly.
 
   “Are you a dragon as well?” Marla asked.
 
   “Oh, yes!” the voice answered, “We are all dragons here.”
 
   “I welcome your presence, Veregoth,” Marla sighed.
 
   “Yes... well, thank you,” the voice answered.
 
   “Am I to meet the Queen?” Marla asked.
 
   “Yes, it seems that way,” Veregoth said with a little edge to her voice.
 
   “I wish I could see her,” Marla said, blinking again at the featureless whiteness that filled her eyes.
 
   “Oh, well, yes...” Veregoth said. She raised her voice again as she called out, “Merithia! I think something’s wrong with your monkey!”
 
   “Merithia?” Marla said, “Is that the name of your friend?”
 
   “Yes,” Veregoth answered, “she’s my sister... born of the same clutch... Do dragon-monkeys come from eggs as well?”
 
   “I’m not a monkey,” Marla said, “I’m part human and part dragon.”
 
   “I’m afraid that I’m not familiar with that term,” Veregoth said. She raised her voice again. “Merithia?”
 
   “You don’t know what a human is?” Marla asked.
 
   “A type of monkey?” Veregoth hazarded.
 
   “Not exactly,” Marla said, “We share some features in common with monkeys and apes, but...”
 
   “Merithia!” Veregoth shouted.
 
   “What is it?” the dragon ghost known as Merithia called out as she approached them again. Marla felt the buffeting wind of the dragon’s wings tousle her hair.
 
   “It’s talking to me, Merithia,” Veregoth whispered, “and you know I don’t like talking to strange things!”
 
   “Fine, fine,” Merithia sighed, “I’ll take over from here.”
 
   “Good,” Veregoth said with relief, “What did Mother have to say?”
 
   “She wants to see her,” Merithia said excitedly.
 
   A thrill of fear washed over Marla, knowing that she would soon be in the presence of the Dragon Queen.
 
   “You can tell me all about it later,” Veregoth said. Marla could hear the other dragon moving away, her wings beating the air, and her claws sliding across the glassy surface of the floor.
 
   “Vera, you coward! Come back here at once!” Merithia cried.
 
   “Sorry, very busy!” Veregoth shouted from somewhere high above, “Have to go!”
 
   Merithia sighed heavily as her sister flew away.
 
   “Why can’t I move?” Marla asked, “I can’t see anything, and I can’t move my arms or legs... am I dead?”
 
   “Oh, no!” Merithia laughed nervously, “You’re quite... ah, well... Mother will sort it all out, I’m sure of it.”
 
   Marla breathed out slowly, feeling the warm sense of well being lulling her back to sleep again.
 
   She awoke again the moment she heard the Queen’s voice.
 
   “A thing so small, so fragile,” spoke a voice like a sea storm looming on the horizon.
 
   “Yes, she is a bit... tiny,” Merithia chuckled.
 
   Marla felt the Queen’s breath move through her hair, like a warm breeze upon her cheek.
 
   “Is this all that remains?” the Queen’s voice sighed, “a single tear to mourn my lost children.”
 
   “No,” Marla answered, “We are not all lost... Your children yet live.”
 
   “What?” Merithia gasped.
 
   “Many... many died,” Marla said, struggling to move against the deadened weight of her unresponsive limbs, “but some live still... my masters, the dragons of Thrinaar, and others, perhaps... They live, my Queen!”
 
   “How?” Merithia asked.
 
   “When the moon fell,” Marla said, “You stopped it from killing everyone. Whatever you did, my Queen, you saved us!”
 
   “No!” the Queen’s voice rumbled, “I felt them die! I feel their souls, even now, crowded upon the shores, calling to me!”
 
   “Then go to them, my Queen!” Marla begged, “We need you now more than ever! Your enemy has returned and seeks to destroy this island and all traces of the crystal moon... He has returned, and I... I helped him find this place...”
 
   “The Betrayer, my Queen,” Merithia whispered, “It is true.”
 
   “I know,” the Queen answered.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Marla whispered, “I’m so sorry.”
 
   Marla felt the Queen’s breath upon her hair and cheek once more. She held her breath, feeling the massive presence of the dragon looming over her.
 
   “You have sinned against me, child,” the Dragon Queen’s voice rumbled.
 
   Marla’s heart hammered in fear as she gasped for breath again.
 
   “As I sinned against the universe that created me,” the Queen sighed, “In this alone, I know you for what you truly are.”
 
   “Forgive me,” Marla sobbed.
 
   “And how, child, would you atone for this sin?” the Queen rumbled.
 
   “Anything,” Marla wept, “I will do anything you ask of me. Just tell me what it is I am to do!”
 
   “What offering would you give?” the Queen’s voice demanded, “What cherished lives would you sacrifice to save yourself?”
 
   Marla’s heart ached as she thought of her mother, of Claude and Alyss... of Garrett. “My life is yours, my Queen,” she answered at last, “Take it, if it pleases you.”
 
   “No!” the Queen hissed, “Your life is not mine to take, nor does it belong to you... nor has it ever.”
 
   “What do you want of me then?” Marla asked.
 
   “What are you willing to sacrifice, child?” the Queen spoke in a whisper like the shifting of desert sands, “What would you give to save this world? What would you be willing to lose in order to protect its Song from those who would silence it forever?”
 
   Marla felt a terrible coldness seep into her chest as she whispered, “Everything.”
 
   Marla felt the stone against her cheek crack as a deep rumble passed through the earth below. The distant sounds of crumbling rock filled the still, dead air.
 
   Then a terrible gust of wind blasted over Marla’s body, whipping at her exposed hair and face.
 
   “Arise, my daughter,” the Dragon Queen spoke, her voice causing the world to shake.
 
   “Arise and take up the mantle of Queen!” the dragon’s voice crashed upon Marla like a breaking storm.
 
   The stones beneath Marla shattered and flew apart at the Dragon Queen’s roar. Marla felt suddenly weightless as her body tumbled through a maelstrom of battering wind and fragments of rock. The featureless white void that filled her vision flared to an unbearable brightness as the storm tore Marla’s scream from her throat.
 
   Then everything crashed back down again with the thudding of massive chunks of stone all around her. Marla’s body lay flat upon the broken earth, her ears ringing in the utter silence of the storm’s aftermath.
 
   She opened her eyes again and pushed herself to her elbows in the drifts of gray ash that filled the shallow crater in which she now lay beneath an angry red sky. Above her towered the Dragon Queen like the golden temple of a lost goddess. Tears of fire streamed from the dragon’s eyes as she smiled down at Marla, and, as she wept, she faded, her scales turning gray as the island wind dispersed her body like mist.
 
   “No,” Marla whispered, reaching out her hand toward the Mother of Dragons as she vanished like rising smoke.
 
   The Queen spread her four mighty wings across the sky one last time, tilting her head slightly as she looked down at Marla. “My children,” she said, her voice now hollow and indistinct, “They cry out to me. You must go to them.”
 
   Marla nodded, pushing herself to her knees as the wind coated her hair and clothing with ash.
 
   “They are your children now,” whispered the Queen’s fading voice upon the wind, “Protect them as I could not. Please... do not let the void claim them as well.” The dim outline of her body burned away to nothing in the glorious light of dawn that now broke over the rim of the crater.
 
   Marla leaned back, letting the light of the sun pour over her, filling her with its song. She tore away her leather mask and spread her arms wide, laughing as she joined in the song. Words without meaning poured from her lips, but she knew their truth. She gazed with golden eyes into the heart of the sun, unblinking, as it filled her with its radiance and did not burn.
 
   At last, as the sun ascended behind the roiling clouds of the basin, Marla stood and walked toward the edge of the crater. No bright glow of the moonstone now remained, only the cracked gray shards of lifeless rock lay strewn amidst the ash. The island was dead.
 
   She stood on the edge of the crater and looked down toward the dark waters of the lake as the strange mist that surrounded the island burned away in the morning light. Soon she could make out the distant peaks of the basin’s mountainous rim along the horizon.
 
   The ground rumbled beneath her feet and she looked back to see the eastern peak of the island shear away and slide into the lake below.
 
   “Marla!” Claude shouted as he pulled his way up over an ashen gray boulder farther down the western slope.
 
   Zizi chittered excitedly as she flew into Marla’s arms, nuzzling at her bare throat with her cold little nose.
 
   Marla giggled as she greeted her friends, but Claude and Alyss could only stare in amazement as they approached.
 
   Marla smiled back as she scratched Zizi behind the ear, feeling the wind in her hair and the morning sun on her face. There was no pain, no sun-sickness, and no fear of her people’s ancient enemy anymore.
 
   Claude and Alyss stared at her through their dusty goggles, speechless.
 
   “I’m all right,” Marla laughed, “I’m really all right.”
 
   “Did you find her?” Claude asked at last.
 
   Marla nodded.
 
   “Where is she?” Alyss asked.
 
   Marla looked out over the horizon, smiling at the way a beam of sunlight danced across the dark surface of the lake.
 
   “She’s with us now,” Marla said, smiling at her friends.
 
   The ground trembled again, and Zizi began to chatter in fear.
 
   “We have to get out of here now!” Claude shouted as a large section of rock separated from the mountainside and rolled to pieces down the slope.
 
   “Back to the beach!” Marla said, “I think I know a way home.”
 
   Marla and the others met James halfway back. The cave troll Lump plodded along behind the vampire boatman with the bundled tent, dripping lake water, slung over one of his massive shoulders. Both of the castaways’ bodies were plastered in fine gray sand.
 
   “Where’s Nerrys?” Marla cried.
 
   “In the tent,” James gasped, panting for breath with his hands on his knees, “The beach is gone! There was no time to... Where’s your mask?” His goggles flashed in the morning sun as he suddenly stood bolt upright to stare in wonder at Marla’s uncovered head.
 
   “It doesn’t matter now,” Marla cried, “We have to get everybody together, as close as possible.”
 
   “Why aren’t you on fire?” James asked, still staring at Marla’s face.
 
   “Together, now!” Marla shouted.
 
   Lump stepped obediently past his master and laid the sodden bundle of black canvas on the ground at Marla’s feet. Nerrys moaned and stirred within.
 
   Another tremor shook the island, and Marla looked up to see the entire side of the western slope crumble away and begin rushing downhill toward them with terrifying speed.
 
   “Marla!” Claude yelled.
 
   “Everyone together!” Marla cried. She spread her arms wide as her friends huddled together around the tent before her.
 
   “Marla?” Alyss cried, her voice shaking with fear as the avalanche of ash bore down on them.
 
   Marla drew in her breath. A white-hot swell of power filled her chest as the song of the sun above rang in her ears. The roar of the avalanche grew louder still as she continued to inhale, far beyond what she thought her lungs could hold. Then, as the first stones of the crumbling mountainside began to pelt the ashy ground around her, Marla exhaled. Her breath burst from her mouth like a sheet of white flame, her lips shaping it into a single word.
 
   “Dorenaar!” she cried, and the white flame whipped around their bodies like a whirlwind of light, whistling with a chorus like a thousand draconic voices joined together in song.
 
   Marla had a sudden sensation of weightlessness as the island crumbled away beneath her feet. She hung together with her friends, suspended in a void of stillness at the center of a great typhoon of white flame. Her friends screamed in terror all around her, clutching at one another’s sleeves as they began to drift apart. Marla felt only a strange euphoria that brought a bemused smile to her face as she watched them pull themselves together again in the eye of the strange storm.
 
   Lump the troll grinned broadly as he reached down to touch his toes, sending him into a sort of weightless somersault. As his dusty feet went over his head, he burst into a hearty gale of laughter.
 
   “It isn’t funny, Lump!” James shouted, “We’re all gonna die!”
 
   “No!” Alyss cried, her eyes on Marla as she clutched Claude’s sleeve in one hand and the seam of the black tent in the other, “Marla saved us.”
 
   Marla gave Alyss and Claude a dreamy smile, feeling an overwhelming wave of exhaustion sweep over her as the storm of white flame began to flicker and fade around them. She lifted her eyes heavenward as the light died away. Above her, the moon shone down from an indigo sky dusted with stars. An evening breeze whispered through the towering fir trees that ringed an amphitheater of mossy green stones, at the center of which Marla and her friends found themselves gently deposited by the dissipating whirlwind of dragonfire.
 
   Marla’s feet settled onto the jade disk set into the center of the stage, taking her weight again. She swayed, losing her balance, and nearly fell before Claude could catch her. He tore off his goggles and ripped away his mask, his concern for her burning in his crimson eyes.
 
   “Marla!” he whispered fervently, “Stay with us, Marla!”
 
   Marla’s eyelids fluttered as she fought the overwhelming urge to sleep. She smiled up at him and asked, “Are we safe?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, nodding his head, “We’re...” He looked around in confusion.
 
   “This isn’t home,” Alyss said, starting suddenly as the silvery blade of a sword thrust upward through the black fabric of the sodden tent on the ground in front of her.
 
   The blade neatly sliced downward, letting the ruined tent fall to either side of Nerrys’s white helm and pauldrons as she sat up, shaking her head as though to clear it. She brought the stump of her left wrist up and stared at it for a moment before asking, “Where are we?”
 
   “You are in the monastery of Gau Behr,” spoke a tall man as he walked toward them from the shadow of a small dome-like structure nearby. He wore a long red robe with an eyeless hood that covered his face and head.
 
   Nerrys scrambled quickly to her feet, holding her sword ready at the newcomer’s approach. Lump simply bowed his head and fell back a step as the other vampires stared in wonder at the red-robed man.
 
   The man stopped about three paces short of the central disk and bowed slightly with his hands crossed over his chest. “I welcome your presence,” he said in perfect Gloaran.
 
   “You’re a vampire!” Alyss exclaimed.
 
   “Yes,” the man chuckled, “Though I had not expected to see any of my kin so far from home.”
 
   “About that,” James said, “You see, we’re not exactly sure where we are.”
 
   “The monastery does not often receive uninvited guests,” the man said, “It is not an easy place to find, and, if you have come here, I can only assume it was for a purpose.”
 
   “And where is here exactly?” Alyss demanded.
 
   “The monastery of Gau Behr, on the eastern coast of what you would call... Lapria,” the masked man answered.
 
   “Lapria?” Alyss gasped.
 
   “We’ve gone halfway around the world!” Claude cried, still cradling Marla in his arms as he knelt beside her.
 
   “Indeed,” the robed man said, “and I am most anxious to discover the means by which you have traversed so great a distance. Who among you bears such power?”
 
   “I’m not sure we know you well enough to be having that conversation yet,” Alyss chuckled warily.
 
   “I am afraid I must have an answer,” the man said, all hint of humor gone from his voice.
 
   “By what right, stranger, do you dare question the agents of Samhaed?” Nerrys growled, her sword held at the level of the draconic rune embroidered over the man’s heart.
 
   Marla’s eyes fell on the rune. It swirled in her sleep-addled mind like a blazing emblem of lost hope as she struggled to recall its meaning.
 
   “I mean no disrespect to Lord Samhaed or his kin,” the robed man said, “but it has been a very long time since I saw another...”
 
   “Father?” Marla rasped as she pushed herself slowly to her feet with Claude’s assistance.
 
   The robed man fell silent as he stared at the golden-eyed vampire girl before him.
 
   Marla swayed a little as she took a step toward him, trying to focus her bleary eyes on the wavering vision of the man in red.
 
   “Marla?” the robed man whispered. He reached up and dragged the hood from his head to reveal the iron-gray curls of his hair and his scarred face, now set into a mask of disbelief.
 
   “Is it really you?” Marla cried, taking another halting step toward the man from the painting she had loved since her earliest memory.
 
   “Marla!” the man cried, rushing forward to embrace his daughter.
 
   Marla burst into tears as she squeezed him tightly, sobbing as she lay her face against the rune on his chest. She had at last found the man she had long thought dead, the Drinker of Sorrow himself.
 
   “How?” her father sobbed, “How did you do it, Marla? How did you find me?”
 
   “I just wanted to go home!” she whispered, “I just wanted to go home.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   Southern Astorra
 
   Garrett emerged from the front door of the mayor’s house just after noon to find the eyes of nearly a hundred fae creatures upon him. The faint, glowing shapes of countless wisps hung against the blue sky overhead as rows of curious fauns, centaurs, and fairies stood gathered on either side of the broad lane leading to the town square.
 
   Garrett lifted his hand in mute greeting and many of them returned it with silent waves or slight bows, but none spoke, save Shortgrass who fluttered quickly into view.
 
   “Ya sure ya don’ need another six or eight hours o’ sleep before ya join us at tha Meet?” he asked, giving Garrett a look of mock concern, “‘Tisn’t as though we’ve all been waitin’ patiently on yer darstep fer ya to wake!”
 
   “Ugh, was I supposed to meet somebody?” Garrett asked, rubbing at his jaw with his palm.
 
   “I told you he would be a few minutes,” Haven laughed as she slipped through the door past Garrett.
 
   “Ah,” Shortgrass sighed, “I must’ve been mistaken in me understandin’ of the word minute!”
 
   “What am I doing?” Garrett asked blearily.
 
   “I told you the Amber Court people wanted to talk to you,” Haven said.
 
   “You did?” Garrett asked, rubbing his eyes, “Right now?”
 
   “Oh, no,” Shortgrass said, waving his hands dismissively, “Take as long as ya like! I mean we’ve only been waitin’ since tha fall of Uroe for our deliverance from tha terrible bondage o’ slavery. What’s a few more hours? Ya need yer rest.”
 
   Garrett sighed, giving the brassy little fairy a weary glower.
 
   “Come on, Garrett,” Haven laughed, slipping his golden necromancer medallion over his head and buckling on his sword belt, “Try to look imposing. You are the Songreaver after all, and these people came all this way to see the show.”
 
   Garrett reached up to tug his hood low over his eyes, squinting against the brightness of the sun. “All right,” he said, “Let’s go.”
 
   He fought the urge to scratch at his wrist where the splint had been and forced himself to walk at a solemn pace with his eyes straight ahead. He felt the eyes of every fae watching him pass as he followed Shortgrass toward the town square with Haven at his side. As he approached the large space between the houses and shops of Plank, he knew this was not going to be an informal meeting with the three emissaries.
 
   A huge crowd of fae folk, including quite a few talking animals of various sizes and shapes, had gathered around the square and were busily discussing the imminent arrival of the new Songreaver. Garrett’s group, with the exception of the northmen and Cenick, who remained with the troops north of the town, stood talking together along the right side of the town square. The ghouls and Mujah stood with lady Ymowyn, who seemed to be engaged in a merry conversation with Mink and Luma. Apparently, her dislike of their elder, Warren’s uncle, did not extend to the White Pack as a whole. Caleb and the three fairies who had accompanied Garrett on the campaign now looked on as Timan the satyr conversed with a group of fauns, shorter than the goat-faced satyr, but sharing a similar hooved and horned physiology.
 
   On the opposite side of the courtyard sat the three emissaries of the Amber Court. Lady Browelle, the dryad, sat upon a large chair, wreathed in flowering vines, her eyes upon Garrett as he entered the square. To her left sat Mualip on a low stool. The little selkie was doing his best to eat a slice of berry pie and chat with a laughing centaur at the same time. Larz, the stone dwarf, or rather giant in Garrett’s estimation, still towered over the rest though he sat on the cobblestones beside Lady Browelle’s chair. He seemed to have dozed off, and Garrett could hear the rock giant’s rumbling snores even above the excited murmur that spread through the crowd at Garrett’s appearance.
 
   “We saved ya a seat!” Shortgrass exclaimed, beckoning Garrett toward an overturned wagon on the far side of the square, upon which someone had placed the enormous, padded leather chair that he now recognized from the parlor of the mayor’s house. It sat at a higher level than everyone, save the flying wisps and Larz the stone dwarf, and someone had taken the trouble to decorate it with a half dozen human skulls, affixed to its arms and backrest. A single horned auroch skull had been propped upon the crown of the makeshift throne, and streamers of black cloth lay draped over the piles of random bones heaped around the legs of the chair.
 
   “Really?” Garrett sighed.
 
   “I think it looks nice,” Haven said, struggling to keep a straight face.
 
   Garrett smiled and waved at the assembled throngs of fae folk and his friends as well. All of them seemed pleased at his appearance, waving back or shouting their approval, save Lady Browelle who simply watched him with narrowed eyes and Larz who snorted awake, blinking in confusion at the noise that had roused him.
 
   “Hail the Songreaver!” Lady Ymowyn cried, and Garrett’s other friends joined in, shouting, “Songreaver,” over and over again, until most of the faefolk had taken up the chant as well.
 
   Garrett spared a glance toward the emissaries to find Lady Browelle looking fairly unamused, but Mualip and Larz, apparently caught up in the moment, had joined in the common cry.
 
   Garrett nodded his appreciation as Haven helped him climb atop the overturned wagon and ascend his throne. He turned and bowed to the assembly, not really knowing what else to do, and then he sat down upon the chair to the thunderous applause of hundred of hands, claws, and paws.
 
   Lady Browelle stood and moved to stand before the dusty fountain in the middle of the town square. Mualip and Larz hastened to follow her, taking their places, standing to either side of her as she faced Garrett.
 
   “The Amber Court brings you greetings, Garre’Thul, Deathlord of the Gloaran Wastes!” the dryad woman hailed him.
 
   “Thank you,” Garrett said, still fidgeting as he tried to find a comfortable place to set his hands. Someone had nailed skulls to his armrests.
 
   “I, Lady Browelle of the Stoneroot Council, as well as Sir Mualip of the Blacksilt tribe and Sir Larz of the Onyx Halls, have been sent to investigate reports of your status as a potential Songreaver.”
 
   The voice in Garrett’s mind chuckled quietly.
 
   “We have yet to render our judgment in this regard,” Lady Browelle said, her voice dispassionate and cool, “At this time, do you have anything to say in your defense?”
 
   “Defense?” Garrett laughed, “Am I on trial here?”
 
   Lady Browelle’s eyes flashed as she regarded him sternly. “If these allegations are proven true, then you are in possession of a power that was never meant to be wielded by human hands, a power stolen from its rightful owners and put to terrible use in ages past. If, instead, you are proven to be merely a charlatan, pretending to power that you do not posses, then you have lied to agents of the Amber Court and wasted valuable time and resources of the Court, a crime that would not go unpunished!”
 
   A hushed murmur passed through the crowd. Garrett looked over to see the ghouls and Lady Ymowyn baring their teeth in response to the dryad’s threats. Even Caleb, as stony-faced as ever in his Cashuunite headdress, now lowered his cold dead hand to the grip of the dagger on his belt.
 
   “I ask again, Lord Garre’Thul,” Lady Browelle cried, “Have you anything to say in your defense?”
 
   Mualip and Larz regarded their companion with looks of concern but held their peace.
 
   You could unmake her where she stands, the Spellbreaker’s voice rumbled in Garrett’s thoughts.
 
   Garrett pushed the thought aside, but what little good humor his few hours of sleep had earned him was now rapidly dissipating in the heat of the dryad woman’s gaze.
 
   “Look,” Garrett sighed, “I’ve already freed a lot of people from the vampire spells that kept them locked up. If you wanna talk to them, I’m sure they’d be happy to tell you.”
 
   “I for one!” Shortgrass snapped, “and at least t’ree others on hand this very moment!”
 
   Sender, Mila, and Pock all flew to join Shortgrass at the foot of Garrett’s throne with angry looks on their little faces.
 
   “And we’ve all seen him do it too!” Warren shouted, joined by an angry chorus of ghoulish growls.
 
   “The testimony of these witnesses has been and will continue to be taken into consideration!” Lady Browelle shouted, “Nevertheless, even if we are to concede that this human may... may be the Songreaver, what assurances do we have that he is not simply another raving beast like the one known as Spellbreaker before him?”
 
   Raving beast? Brahnek’s voice hissed in Garrett’s mind, Oh, I’ll show you a raving beast, you mud-spawned twig-shrew!
 
   Garrett found himself suddenly on his feet, fighting an intense urge to freeze Lady Browelle’s roots to the ground, or whatever she used for feet beneath her glossy leafed dress. After a long moment, he was able to finally master the Spellbreaker’s rage within him and lifted his hands, palms open before him as he slowly lowered himself into his seat again.
 
   “Even now, he struggles to control his anger,” Lady Browelle said, raising her hand toward Garrett, “How could this human... this boy, ever hope to wield this power without being corrupted and destroyed by it as was the weak-willed human before him... the same human who took the life of our dear sister Elaraenu, Queen of Padras’Aal!”
 
   “You will not speak her name again!” Garrett shouted, on his feet again with a crackling tongue of blue flame leaping from his extended finger and a rolling mist of icy vapors pouring from his snarling lips.
 
   Lady Browelle smiled in triumph as she curtseyed slightly toward Garrett’s throne. “We meet at last, Spellbreaker,” she said with her lips curled in a look of disgust.
 
   Garrett brought his left hand to his face, shaking off the Spellbreaker’s will as the flames flickered out on his lowering right hand.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett sighed, sinking into his chair again, “I’m the Spellbreaker... I’m also the Songreaver, the Kingslayer, and whatever else you wanna call me.”
 
   Lady Browelle smirked triumphantly.
 
   “But one thing I am not...” Garrett said, his eyes shadowed in the cowl of his hood, “I’m not a boy anymore.”
 
   Lady Browelle started to speak again, but Garrett interrupted her.
 
   “You wanna know what kind person I am?” he said, “Fine, you’re welcome to stick around and watch the show, and anytime you think you’d be a better Songreaver than me, you’re free to try to take it from me.”
 
   “I am not challenging you to single combat, you Son of Dust!” the dryad hissed, “It is the Amber Court you must answer to!”
 
   “Yeah, whoever they are, I don’t care!” Garrett shouted, “And judging by the way they’ve taken care of their people, I’m not feelin’ all that threatened right now!”
 
   The ghouls gave a hearty laugh of appreciation.
 
   Shortgrass and the other fairies dove to the side as Lady Browelle hurled a sizzling bolt of fairy magic at Garrett’s chest.
 
   Garrett shrugged off the spell with a sneer of disdain.
 
   “Didn’t work, did it?” Shortgrass laughed, as Lady Browelle stared in wide-eyed shock.
 
   Garrett saw the terrified faces of the fae folk assembled in the square. Here and there, some of the younger ones were crying, held tightly by parents who looked on the verge of tears themselves. He stood again, smiling at them all as he pulled his hood back to reveal his face.
 
   “I am a monster,” he said, turning slowly to look at them all, “but I swear to you... I’m a good monster. If anyone ever tries to hurt you, ever tries to lock you in a cage and treat you like something they own... I’ll break that cage... I swear to you... you don’t have to be afraid of that anymore, because I’m your friend, and I’m way scarier than the monsters that you’re afraid of.”
 
   He watched as hundreds of eyes blinked, watching him in stunned silence.
 
   Pock flew forward with Mila at his side. He took her hand in his and lifted it as he shouted, “Songreaver!”
 
   “Songreaver!” shouted the ghouls, and soon the crowd joined in, repeating the chant.
 
   Lady Browelle regarded Garrett with smoldering contempt as he sat down again, pulling his hood back on. Haven looked up at him with a smile. Garrett didn’t really feel like smiling. The dryad’s words had hit a little too close to their mark.
 
   “Songreaver?” Mualip shouted in between the chants of the surrounding crowd.
 
   Garrett raised his head, looking toward the little selkie.
 
   “Songreaver, please!” Mualip cried.
 
   Shortgrass and the other fairies waved for silence, and soon the chanting of the people died away as the selkie stepped forward to address the throne.
 
   “We want to believe,” Mualip said, “We really do... we want to believe that you’re a good person... that your heart is true enough to be worthy of our trust, but...”
 
   “But what?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Show us,” Larz rumbled. The stone-skinned giant stepped forward with his enormous hands spread imploringly.
 
   “How?” Garrett asked.
 
   Mualip looked toward a small group of centaurs at the edge of the square and nodded. Two of them galloped away, reappearing a short time later, leading the captured Astorran girl by a cord bound around her wrist.
 
   A sick feeling went through Garrett’s stomach as he watched them lead the haggard, dark-haired girl into the center of the square. She still had the glazed look of someone bespelled, and followed her captors without protest or resistance.
 
   Haven shot Shortgrass a dangerous look, and the fairy raised his hands helplessly with a pained expression on his face.
 
   “This shufflefoot tried to kill you,” Mualip said, gesturing toward the girl, “We know that such crimes are often punished harshly among your kind, but I beg leniency on her behalf, Songreaver!”
 
   “You want me to let her go?” Garrett asked.
 
   Haven hissed through her teeth as she glanced back at Garrett with a silent warning.
 
   “We ask only that you give her a fair trial, Songreaver,” the selkie asked hesitantly, “as she would be tried among our kind... show us that you understand the nature of justice.”
 
   Garrett scoffed and looked away. “Sure, why not?” he laughed, “You wanna have a trial right now?”
 
   “If it pleases you, Songreaver,” Mualip said, bowing slightly.
 
   Lady Browelle snorted dismissively.
 
   “And here I t’ought the day would be insufferably dull!” Shortgrass laughed, “I suppose you’ll be tha girl’s advocate, Drypaw?”
 
   “Well... yes, if none other steps forward,” Mualip answered.
 
   “Done, then, Counselor Drypaw!” Shortgrass cried, “You kin make yer openin’ statement.”
 
   “Oh... ah,” the selkie sighed looking to his big friend Larz.
 
   Larz only shrugged his stony shoulders in response.
 
   “Well then...” Mualip said, searching the ground with his watery eyes for inspiration, “I suppose we might let the girl speak in her own defense... hear her side of the story... if that’s all right.”
 
   “Ya want me ta take tha cosheili off her?” Shortgrass grumbled.
 
   “Yes... if it isn’t too difficult,” Mualip said, smiling hopefully.
 
   “You ready ta dodge thrown knives and flyin’ insults?” he asked, looking back at Garrett over his shoulder.
 
   “Why not?” Garrett sighed, feeling utterly sick to his stomach now.
 
   Haven pulled the knife from her belt and shook the tension from her neck as she prepared to defend the throne.
 
   “Well then... this should be fun,” Shortgrass laughed nervously.
 
   One of the centaurs cut the cords binding the girl’s wrists at Mualip’s urging and then cantered clear, leaving the bewitched Astorran alone beside the nervous-looking selkie.
 
   Shortgrass took a deep sigh and then whispered something in Fae.
 
   The Astorran girl swayed a little on her feet, blinking a few times as she slowly came to her senses again. She started a little at the sight of the short, fur-covered creature standing beside her.
 
   “Hello,” the selkie said with a tenuous smile on his dog-like lips, “My name is Mualip, and I’m here to help you.”
 
   “What?” she gasped, looking around at the crowd of curious fae folk surrounding the square, “Where am I?” Her eyes rose to Garrett’s throne then, and she sneered in rage.
 
   “We, ah... would like to hear your side of the story,” Mualip said, “They’ve given us a chance to explain things about... well... your intentions.”
 
   “My intentions?” the dark-haired girl scoffed, “I intend to kill your master for murdering my lord.”
 
   “I serve no master, miss,” the selkie said “I, as well as my two companions here, are emissaries of the Amber Court, if you are familiar with it.”
 
   “I am not,” the girl hissed, her eyes still upon Garrett.
 
   “Ah, well, we do not serve the Songreaver, as such, and are more like, ah, impartial observers in the matters at hand,” Mualip said with a little wave of his paws.
 
   “Serve him or not, you share the camp of a murderer and a fiend!” the girl snapped, jabbing an accusing finger at Garrett.
 
   Garrett sank back a little into the shadow of his hood.
 
   “Well, ah, be that as it may,” Mualip said, flashing a thin smile at Garrett, “We have asked him to allow you a fair trial before passing sentence upon you, and he has, ah, graciously consented.”
 
   “A trial?” the girl scoffed, “It is he who should be on trial here!”
 
   Lady Browelle gave a bitter laugh as she glowered at Garrett as well.
 
   “Well, if you have evidence to, ah, implicate him for any crime which might justify your attempt upon his life,” Mualip sighed, “now would be... well... a good time to share it with us.”
 
   “Evidence?” the girl shouted, “All the world saw him strike my lord down! A hundred witnesses would swear to his guilt!”
 
   “That was not murder,” spoke a grim voice from the doorway of a nearby house.
 
   Garrett turned in surprise to see Sir Baelan emerge into the light. The captured knight wore a simple linen tunic, his face freshly shaven and his hair closely cropped.
 
   “Sir Baelan!” the Astorran girl cried, taking a step toward the knight before stopping herself as the joyful expression on her face dissolved into a look of suspicion.
 
   Sir Baelan paused at the edge of the square as the fae folk stepped aside to let him pass. “Deathlord,” the knight addressed Garrett, “may I speak?”
 
   “Sure,” Garrett said, giving the man a slightly confused look as he waved him into the square.
 
   “You pay homage to the enemy now, Sir Baelan?” the girl demanded, snarling with rage.
 
   “I am hostage, bound by oath until released by my captors,” Sir Baelan explained as he approached the captive girl.
 
   “And what of your oath to your king?” she cried with tears in her eyes.
 
   “What of yours, Mirion?” Sir Baelan shouted, stunning the crowd with his anger, “How dare you dishonor Sir Jons’s memory so?”
 
   “Dishonor?” she sobbed, “I never...”
 
   “What would he think of you, sneaking about like a common cutthroat, Mirion?” Baelan shouted, “Would you stain his noble blade with the blood of a foe slain in his bed?”
 
   “He killed him, Baelan!” the girl known as Mirion wept, pointing her shaking hand at Garrett, “He cut him down like a dog!”
 
   “No, Mirion,” Sir Baelan sighed, his big shoulders sagging slightly, “Sir Jons fell in honorable combat with a worthy foe.”
 
   “You call him worthy?” Mirion hissed, spitting tears through her teeth, “The man that stabbed our king in the back?”
 
   Sir Baelan’s jaw tensed as he looked away. He slowly lifted his eyes toward Garrett, though his duty to the kingdom would never allow him to speak the truth about what he truly believed regarding King Haerad’s murder.
 
   “He’s come to destroy our country, Sir Baelan!” Mirion cried, “He’ll kill our people and turn them into monsters! Jons died trying to stop him, but you can’t win against that kind of evil... not with honor.”
 
   “Honor is all we have left, Mirion!” Baelan said, his eyes blazing as he turned upon the girl again.
 
   Mirion shook her head, her eyes streaming with tears. “I have... nothing,” she whimpered.
 
   Garrett suddenly wished he had never set foot outside of Wythr. His eyes fell to the dusty cobbles at the girl’s feet, trying to pretend that she was angry with somebody else... that someone else had killed her beloved master.
 
   “Mirion,” Sir Baelan said softly as he stepped forward to put his hands on her upper arms, “He wouldn’t want you to throw your life away. Jons believed in you... He knew that someday, you would be a knight... that you would truly understand what it means to keep our oath.”
 
   “He killed our king,” Mirion sobbed, “What good are oaths against that kind of evil?”
 
   “The murder of King Haerad is another matter!” Sir Baelan hissed, “In time, justice will prevail! We have to believe that! But what happened to Sir Jons... he chose that fate, Mirion, he chose it!”
 
   Justice will prevail? the voice in Garrett’s mind chuckled, This Baelan’s a bigger fool than I took him for!
 
   “Hmn,” Garrett mumbled, but only Haven seemed to hear him, glancing back at him curiously.
 
   “What justice is there, Sir Baelan?” Mirion demanded, “What justice when a beast like this can roam the land, slaughtering men of honor at will, and none will rise to stop him? Where is justice? Where?”
 
   Sir Baelan stepped away, half turning from her as he drew in a breath as though too weary to retread a well-worn line of reasoning.
 
   “She’s right,” Garrett spoke up.
 
   “Huh?” Shortgrass said, spinning in the air to give Garrett a confused look.
 
   “She’s right!” Garrett shouted, rising to his feet as an idea crashed over his troubled soul like a wave of redemption.
 
   Mualip and the others stared up at Garrett, slack-jawed as he hopped down from the top of the overturned cart. Haven hurried to put herself and her knife between him and the prisoners.
 
   “What are you doing?” she whispered worriedly.
 
   “Trust me,” he whispered back as he stepped around her.
 
   The Astorran girl flinched, falling back a step into a defensive stance as Garrett advanced on her. Sir Baelan narrowed his eyes as he turned to place his shoulder and a half-raised hand between the girl and the approaching necromancer.
 
   The crowd gasped as Garrett drew his sword from its scabbard.
 
   Baelan tensed as he took a step back as well, now defending the unarmed girl with his own body, a hint of fear in his eyes.
 
   Garrett stopped and let the tip of his sword swing downward as he reversed his grip on the weapon. He offered it then, hilt-first to the stunned knight.
 
   “I surrender,” Garrett said.
 
   “What?” Diggs whined in confusion.
 
   “Garrett?” Warren called out.
 
   Similar cries of dismay swept through Garrett’s party and the assembled fae folk as Sir Baelan stared down at Garrett’s proffered blade.
 
   “I surrender,” Garrett repeated, pushing the hilt of his sword against Sir Baelan’s chest.
 
   Mirion’s lips moved as though she were trying to warn Sir Baelan of some trickery, but she could not quite seem to give voice to her mistrust.
 
   Baelan lifted his hand slowly to take the sword at Garrett’s insistence, his confusion evident on his face.
 
   “Just give me an hour or so to pass on command to someone else, and then you can escort me back to Braedshal to be put on trial for the murder of King Haerad,” Garrett said matter-of-factly, “Provided, of course, that you give me your word that you’ll get me there unharmed... just you and, uh, Mirion here.”
 
   “Garrett!” Haven hissed.
 
   “Do I have your word, Sir Baelan?” Garrett asked.
 
   Sir Baelan looked wary. “I must remind you that I am still a hostage, Deathlord,” the knight said quietly.
 
   “I’m letting you go,” Garrett said with a shrug, “and her too.”
 
   Mirion’s eyes flared.
 
   Sir Baelan breathed a sigh of relief, and then nodded.
 
   “I have your word then?” Garrett demanded, “You and her will take me straight to Braedshal, unharmed?”
 
   “I swear it,” Sir Baelan said.
 
   “Sir Baelan, no!” Mirion gasped, “It’s a trick!”
 
   “I swear I will see you to Braedshal,” Sir Baelan growled as he turned his weary eyes upon Garrett again, “and there, I pray, justice will at last be served!”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   “That is the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard, Garrett!” Haven spat, stabbing her knife through the heart of the map of Astorra laid out on the table between them.
 
   “Me too, Gar,” Warren sighed, “Those guys are gonna try to tear you apart the minute they see you!” The other ghouls gathered around the command tent muttered their agreement as Cenick stepped forward with a worried look on his tattooed face.
 
   “Garrett,” the big necromancer said, “I understand your reasoning in this, but the risk is far too great.”
 
   “Can’t you see, it’s perfect?” Garrett laughed, feeling better than he had in a very long time, “All this time, I’ve been looking for a way to get to Cabre without hurting anybody else, and all along, I’ve had a key to his front door.”
 
   “If you live long enough to get there!” Haven shouted.
 
   Garrett shook his head. “Sir Baelan kept the people of Braedshal from killing me last time,” he said, “he’ll find a way to get me there safely again.”
 
   “If that girl doesn’t shiv you while you and Baelan are both asleep!” Haven snorted.
 
   “I’m immortal remember?” Garrett laughed, “Right, Lady Ymowyn?”
 
   Ymowyn raised her eyebrows, “Even a god may fall to pride, Garrett,” she sighed.
 
   “I’ll be fine!” Garrett laughed, “You guys are the ones that need to be careful.”
 
   “Yeah, since you’re sending us on a suicide mission!” Haven scoffed.
 
   “It’s not suicide!” Garrett said, “I mean, you said you guys could get into Braedshal, right?”
 
   “We can get in, yeah,” Warren sighed, “but it’s a big place, Gar! Who says we’ll be able to make it all the way to wherever they’re gonna burn you at the stake?”
 
   “Quarter him,” Ymowyn corrected him.
 
   “Huh?” Warren said.
 
   “The punishment for treason is to have four horses pull you in four different directions at once,” the fox woman said.
 
   “For how long?” Warren asked.
 
   “Until one or more of the horses wins the tug-of-war,” she said, “Of course this is only after they’ve cut a few choice souvenirs from your body to pass out to the crowd of onlookers.”
 
   “Ugh!” Warren shuddered.
 
   “Look, nobody’s gonna get burned or quartered or chopped up!” Garrett said, “I just need these guys to get me close enough to Cabre so that I can settle things between us once and for all... Then it’s up to you guys to be there to help me... clean up the mess.”
 
   “And this is the really stupid part of your plan!” Haven sighed in exasperation.
 
   “Then make it the part where you all come and rescue me and sneak me out of there the same way you got in!” Garrett said.
 
   “Assumin’ we can get in!” Warren groaned.
 
   “We’ll get you in,” Luma laughed, and Mink nodded her agreement.
 
   Garrett looked toward the two white-furred she-ghouls as they regarded him with amusement. He still wasn’t sure he could trust the White Pack, but he knew they had no love for the Astorrans.
 
   “Great!” Haven said, waving her hands in frustration, “So Garrett goes in the front door, blasts the king to pieces with magic, and then probably has to kill Sir Baelan, little miss I have nothing left to live for, and like a hundred other knights before we can come running in to either get ourselves killed too or maybe just sweep up all the parts so Garrett can stuff the castle full of zombies, and then what? You think everybody left alive is just gonna drop to their knees and swear allegiance to you on the spot?”
 
   Lady Ymowyn looked as though she might spring to Garrett’s defense against Haven, but Garrett hastened to head off any potential quarrel between the two women. “I don’t know how everybody’s gonna react when I beat Cabre,” he said, “I don’t know what’s gonna happen at all... All I know is that Cabre has to be taken off the throne, one way or the other!
 
   “Maybe nobody will accept me as king. Maybe we’ll have to run for it, and we’ll be right back where we started at, but, if we don’t take that chance... if we don’t take Cabre down... nothing is gonna change! This is the best chance we’ve got of winning this without killing too many people, and you know I’m right.”
 
   “At the very least, it could plunge the nobles into a contest for the throne,” Ymowyn added, “Which could take decades to resolve.”
 
   “You’d trade a weak-willed king for a civil war?” Cenick asked her.
 
   The fox woman shrugged. “My country’s throne cries for fresh blood,” she said.
 
   “It is the children that will cry when that blood begins to flow,” Cenick rumbled.
 
   Ymowyn lunged forward so quickly that Garrett and the others drew back in horror. “My children are dead because of the monster that sat upon that throne!” Ymowyn snarled with the collar of Cenick’s robe bunched in her claws, “I will end his bloodline, as he ended mine!”
 
   Cenick’s tattooed face pulled into a tight grimace as he faced the burning gaze of the mad fox woman at his throat.
 
   “It’s all right, Ym,” Warren whispered as he put his shaggy arm around Ymowyn and gently, but firmly pulled her away from the big necromancer. Her fingers slowly released their grip on his robe, leaving behind little frayed slashes where her nails had torn through. She covered her face with her hands and wept as Warren guided her from the tent, whispering softly to her as they walked.
 
   Cenick looked at Garrett, with a warning in his eyes.
 
   “I know I’m asking you all to trust me right now,” Garrett sighed, “but... well, I’m asking you to trust me. Somehow, I just know that this is what I have to do. I can’t explain it really, just... trust me.”
 
   “We’re with you, boy,” Bargas said.
 
   “Yeah, Gar,” Scupp agreed, “We’ll be there when you need us... if we have to dig our way up through the floor.”
 
   “It’s not that hard really,” Diggs added, waggling his long black digging claws.
 
   “And I’ll be with ya, long before that,” Shortgrass spoke up from where he leaned against the Chadiri helmet they were using for a paperweight at one end of the map.
 
   Garrett gave the little fairy a curious look.
 
   “Me an’ a few others’ll be taggin’ along ta make sure the wee avengeress won’t try anythin’ unseemly while good Sir Baelan’s off waterin’ tha daisies,” Shortgrass laughed, “So’s you kin sleep a bit easier on tha road.”
 
   “If she does try anything, she’ll be pushing those daisies up from the bottom of a shallow grave!” Haven said as she pried her knife out of the center of the table.
 
   Garrett frowned at her.
 
   “I’m not letting you outta my sight on this one, Garrett,” she said, twirling the knife between her fingers before replacing it in its sheath, “So don’t waste your breath arguing.”
 
   “All right,” Garrett sighed, “Haven and Shortgrass are in charge of the sneaky, following me crew... Warren’s in charge of the busting into Braedshal crew.”
 
   He turned to look at Cenick who was still giving him a weary and slightly disappointed look.
 
   “Can you find a zombie to fit into that armor you found for me?” Garrett asked him.
 
   “You want me to convince the Astorrans that you are still here?” Cenick asked.
 
   “It might keep ‘em from giving Sir Baelan too much trouble,” Garrett said with a shrug, “There’s bound to be plenty of people like Sir Goat Guy who would try to take me from Baelan before I get to Braedshal.”
 
   Cenick looked away, obviously troubled with the whole scenario. At last he sighed and spoke again. “I ask only one thing in return,” he said.
 
   “What?” Garrett asked.
 
   Cenick looked him in the eye again. “I ask that, when you face Cabre in the end, you will act as the man that Uncle Tinjin raised you to be.”
 
   Garrett’s eyes fell as he remembered the old necromancer, wishing that he were here to tell him what to do, or even just to get mad and send him up to his room without supper or something.
 
   “I’ll try,” Garrett said.
 
   Cenick nodded.
 
   *******
 
   The big wolf whined as Garrett scratched him behind the ear.
 
   “Not this time, Ghausse,” Garrett sighed, looking around at his friends who had gathered to see him off. Caleb, Timan, and Mujah stood together with Terrick and his Neshite companions, having been told only that Garrett planned to confront the king and settle their mutual conflict with as little bloodshed as possible. The first shadows of evening now stretched across the road ahead, where, a short distance away, the Kriessland berserkers held the six horses prepared for the three travellers journeying to Braedshal.
 
   Sir Baelan wore a homespun woolen cloak over his weapons and armor, trying to look as inobtrusive as possible. Sir Jons’s sword hung in its scabbard from his saddle beside him. Garrett’s sword hung on the opposite side. Mirion the squire wore the clothing of a peasant and rode, weaponless on the horse next to Baelan’s. The hood of her cloak covered her face, a fact for which Garrett was most grateful. He couldn’t stand the way she looked at him, and was already fearing the long road to Braedshal. At least there, he hoped to be rid of the girl, once and for all.
 
   “I must insist that you engage the services of a reputable attorney upon your arrival in the royal city,” Timan said, a look of genuine concern in his caprine eyes.
 
   Caleb groaned and rolled his eyes where he stood, just behind his satyr grandson.
 
   “I’ll be all right,” Garrett chuckled.
 
   “Representing oneself in court is the act of a madman!” Timan warned Garrett, “I cannot stress this strongly enough, Master Garrett!”
 
   “I’ll find a good lawyer, if I need one,” Garrett promised.
 
   “I’ll bet you won’t even need one,” Mujah said, handing Garrett a folded piece of parchment.
 
   “What’s this?” Garrett asked, looking down at the parcel. For the King was scribed in neatly inked handwriting on the paper.
 
   “I wrote to the King about how you were a good person, Garrett,” Mujah said, “Well, Mister Timan wrote it down for me... I don’t really know how to write in your language very well.”
 
   “Thank you,” Garrett said, nodding at the Lethian boy and the Cashuunite satyr, “both of you.”
 
   “I told him about how you saved us all from the dragon, and how he shouldn’t tell other people that you killed the King, because you would never hurt anybody,” Mujah said.
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said, slipping the letter into his shoulder bag. He patted Mujah fondly on the shoulder before turning to Terrick.
 
   “Remember Siriman’s words in your hour of need, Garrett,” the young shaman said, his tattooed face taut with concern.
 
   “Uhm... don’t bite my own tail?” Garrett asked, trying to recall the whispering snake’s cryptic message.
 
   Terrick smiled and nodded. “The spirits’ wisdom will guide you to safety,” he said.
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said, taking the shaman’s hand in parting. Carack and Radda, Terrick’s companions, took his hand each in turn.
 
   Garrett looked toward Haven last. The ghouls and the fairies had already scattered to make their preparations, even as Cenick had already gone in search of a zombie to play Garrett’s double. Haven, however, lingered with the others for a last chance to say goodbye.
 
   She leaned close and kissed him softly. “If you need anything, just call my name,” she whispered, “I’ll be there.”
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett whispered back.
 
   “Just be careful,” she sighed as she stepped back to look at him with worried eyes, “I’m scared that something’s gonna go wrong.”
 
   “I’ll be all right,” he said, squeezing her hands gently.
 
   “If you aren’t, I’m gonna personally face-stab everybody in this stupid kingdom,” she laughed through fresh tears.
 
   Garrett laughed with her as he pulled away, but Haven reached out and pulled him back, kissing him hard on the lips.
 
   “I’ll be like ten feet away,” she whispered with her face pressed against his, “fifteen tops.”
 
   “I have to pee sometime!” he chuckled.
 
   “Just try not to think about how many fairies will be watching you go,” Haven giggled wickedly.
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett sighed, “I guess I’ll hold it.”
 
   “You’d better get moving,” Haven said, lifting her chin toward the waiting Astorrans, “I think your new girlfriend is getting jealous.”
 
   Garrett glanced back to find Sir Jons’s squire watching him, her eyes invisible in the shadow of her hood, but the bitter scowl on her lips all too visible.
 
   Haven giggled viciously.
 
   “That’s not funny,” Garrett grumbled.
 
   “Just remember,” Haven whispered into his ear, “I’m always watching.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
   The Monastery of Gau Behr
 
   Marla awoke to the sound of Alyss lightly breathing in her sleep in the only other bed in the small stone chamber. The dim glow of daylight crept in beneath the hinged door panel, faintly illuminating the sparse but clean bedchamber.
 
   Marla sat up, pushing aside the soft down-filled blanket and dropped to the floor as quietly as possible, trying not to wake Alyss as she searched through the stack of folded robes that her father had provided for their use. Zizi poked her head out from beneath Alyss’s blanket and trilled questioningly.
 
   “Go back to sleep,” Marla whispered to the little creature, “I’m just going out for a bit.”
 
   Zizi blinked her amethyst eyes and then snuggled back in with a contented purr. Marla pulled one of the robes from the stack as her thoughts returned to her father again.
 
   Her father... Marla still struggled with the reality of it. He had been alive all this time, and they had never known it. What would her mother say? How would she feel to find him, still alive? Had he tried to send word? Had he tried to return home... somehow? For that matter, how had he traveled across the sea? Certainly it was the work of the mysterious dragons of Lapria, the ones who had considered vampires an abomination, yet he did not seem to be a prisoner here. The few of his fellow monks that Marla had met the night before seemed to defer to him in all things, as though he were a man of great importance among them.
 
   As she slipped into the silken robe, Marla began to organize her list of questions in her head. Finding no shoes to go with the robe, Marla padded silently to the door on bare feet. She pulled it open quickly and stepped into the hallway, shutting it behind her before the light could rouse the slumbering vampire within.
 
   She had only vague memories of the outer hall from the night before. Her exhaustion, coupled with the delirious joy of finding her lost father had rendered her memory of it all a bit hazy. She found herself standing in a long, curving hallway, lined with doors along the outer curve and paneled with thin plates of white and green jade along the inner wall, carved into a mural of a storm-tossed ocean, illuminated from behind with sunlight from the courtyard at the center of the great dome. Claude and James were asleep in one of the other rooms while Nerrys had been taken elsewhere to tend her injuries. Of the whereabouts of the cave troll Lump, she had no idea.
 
   Marla stood for a moment, admiring the workmanship of the jade mural, and marveling at the beauty of the light seeping through the stone from the garden beyond. She had often faced such indirect sunlight during her years in Wythr, but the pale glow of it had always left her feeling sick to her stomach. Now she felt only a warm sense of well-being, almost as though she could still hear the lingering harmonies of the great dawnsong playing across the graven curves of jade.
 
   An overwhelming sense of peace now filled Marla’s spirit, and she smiled as she strolled down the curved hallway, listening to the sounds of birds singing in the garden behind the jade wall, and the trickle of water over stones. The cool weight of the morning air on her skin carried with it the scent of evergreens and flowers, mingled with traces of a faint, metallic scent, like the caverns of Thrinaar. This was a dragon place.
 
   “Good morning,” spoke a voice, startling Marla from her trance-like state as she drifted around the curve of the hallway into a circular foyer.
 
   A man in white, gold-trimmed robes stood, looking through an open wall panel into the central garden. The morning light spilled in through the open door, infusing the man’s long, wispy hair with a silvery light as he turned to face her. He moved with an almost cat-like grace, and, for a moment, Marla thought he must be an elder vampire. Certainly, he bore the same, angular features that most elders of her kind possessed, but his eyes shone like purest ice, colorless and lacking the golden, reptilian irises so common among elder vampires. His complexion, neither pale nor dark, cast off an almost metallic sheen where the light fell across his kindly face. Marla could not guess his age, for he appeared no older than a man of twenty, and yet something about him hinted at something much, much older.
 
   “Good morning,” Marla answered, crossing her arms and bowing slightly.
 
   “You are Berrol’s daughter, yes?” the man asked with a gentle smile.
 
   “Yes,” Marla said, “Is my father still asleep?”
 
   “He is,” the man replied, “I had understood that it was the nature of your kind to avoid the light of the sun.” He gave Marla a curious look as he gestured toward the sunlit garden.
 
   “It is,” Marla said, “but something has happened to me recently that has... altered my nature, it seems.”
 
   “Ah, a... metamorphosis,” the man said as though struggling to recall the Gloaran word.
 
   “Yes,” Marla said, smiling as she nodded, “May I ask, are you a Laprian?”
 
   “Yes,” the man said with a warm grin, “I am Brother Tye, your father’s... custodian.”
 
   Marla narrowed her eyes. “Is my father a prisoner here?” she asked.
 
   Brother Tye smiled again. “Your father is anomoke,” the Laprian said, “It means that he is an honored guest... who may not leave.”
 
   “Ah,” Marla said, studying the polished wooden slats that formed the floor of the sun dappled foyer, “and are we... anomoke as well?” She looked at the man again to judge his reaction.
 
   Brother Tye now studied the floorboards for a moment as well before replying, “That question rises from me like smoke into the heavens, and we must await the rain to know its answer.”
 
   “So you have superiors?” Marla asked.
 
   “The Empress will soon know of your arrival,” Tye said.
 
   “Empress?”
 
   Tye nodded. “She watches over us from the Cedar Throne,” he said, “She will, I have no doubt, wish to learn of your travels as well as your recent metamorphosis.”
 
   “May we meet with her?” Marla asked.
 
   “The Empress will summon you, if she so wishes,” Tye said, “Until then... you are the guests of this temple, and may move, as you wish, within its walls.”
 
   “Thank you,” Marla said.
 
   “Of course,” Tye said, “I have known your father for many years now, and I would extend such courtesy to any member of his family. He is a dear friend.”
 
   “Did he teach you to speak Gloaran?” Marla asked.
 
   Tye smiled. “Yes,” he said, “though he told me that the language was called Rhaemic. Did I misunderstand?”
 
   “No,” Marla said, “Rhaemic simply refers to our lands as a whole, which we call Rhaema, as we refer to your land as Lapria. Gloar is an ancient province of Rhaema, from which we derive our common language.”
 
   “Ah, I understand, thank you,” Brother Tye said with a slight smile.
 
   “You called this place a temple,” Marla said, “Is it dedicated to a particular god?”
 
   “A god?” Brother Tye asked with a curious look.
 
   “Oh, I mean a powerful being,” Marla said, trying to think of the Rhaemic gods she knew and how to describe them to an outsider, “Like one of the ancient beings, created at the same time as the Dragon Queen.”
 
   “Ah, you mean the Old Ones,” Brother Tye said with a slight nod, “We call them the Higiro. They are not... worshipped here, for they are all dead.”
 
   “Dead?”
 
   “Yes,” Tye said, “The Higiro turned against us in the Day of Fire and slew many that might have lived. The Empress was forced to... devour them.”
 
   “She devoured them?” Marla asked incredulously.
 
   “Is that not the word?” Brother Tye asked, “I meant to say that she took them in... as food... against their wishes.”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Marla said, not certain that she still wanted to meet this empress, “That is the proper use of that word.”
 
   “Good,” Tye said with a relieved smile, “Your father is a very good teacher.”
 
   “So, you have no gods here, because your empress... ate them?” Marla asked.
 
   
  
 


“Yes, that is true,” Tye confirmed, “and so, this temple is not a monument to any god but rather a place where we may meditate upon a certain truth. There are many such temples throughout our land, each one devoted to a different truth. This is the temple of Gau Behr.”
 
   “What is Gau Behr?” Marla asked.
 
   “Gau Behr is a thing that one fears, only because one does not yet understand it,” Brother Tye said, “A most fitting place for you to have chosen for your arrival.”
 
   “I hope that you do not fear me,” Marla laughed, “but I didn’t exactly choose to come here.”
 
   “Perhaps not with your mind,” Brother Tye said with a smile, “but the heart sometimes leads when the path lies in shadow.”
 
   Marla smiled and nodded in return.
 
   “Come, walk with me, if the light does not bother you too greatly,” the Laprian monk said, his silken robes rustling as he lifted his hand toward the garden.
 
   “No,” Marla said, looking toward the sunlit path outside with a little thrill of trepidation in her heart, “I would like that.”
 
   Cool light filled the courtyard garden in the center of the large, ring-shaped dormitory. Puffy white clouds filled the crystal blue sky above, diffusing the sunlight into a silvery glow, and snow glittered on the hazy peak of a great mountain that loomed above the monastery. The morning breeze moaned in the fir trees that towered beyond the rose-colored rooftops of the domed buildings, and Marla could smell the hint of an icy stream somewhere nearby.
 
   “Are we high in the mountains?” Marla asked.
 
   “As high as one may comfortably climb without leaving our friends the tree and flower behind,” Brother Tye said, lifting a leafy vine, covered in small purple flowers from a nearby trellis.
 
   “What kind of flower is that?” Marla asked.
 
   “A kind of sweet pea, I believe,” Tye answered, “Our gardener is fond of them.”
 
   “Is your gardener a dragon as well?” Marla hazarded.
 
   Brother Tye shot her an embarrassed look, and Marla grinned at having guessed correctly about his true nature.
 
   “Is my guise so imperfect then?” Tye asked, his voice now rumbling with draconic undertones.
 
   Marla shook her head. “I only guessed your nature because of the way your body moves,” she said, “and because of what I knew about the people who took my father away.” She thought about mentioning the faintly metallic scent of his breath as well, but feared it might be considered rude.
 
   “Ah,” the Laprian monk sighed, “I shall endeavor to be more... human in the future.”
 
   “Is it an illusion, then?” Marla asked.
 
   Brother Tye narrowed his eyes, uncomprehending.
 
   “A trick of the light,” Marla said, gesturing vaguely, “A way to fool my eyes into seeing you as a human, while your true body remains hidden.”
 
   “Oh, ah, no,” Tye said, looking as though he were struggling to properly explain it all, “This is my body... at this time. It was with some difficulty that I, and the other acolytes of Gau Behr, have changed ourselves to appear more like your father and the people of the valley below.”
 
   “There are humans in the valley?” Marla asked.
 
   “Yes,” Tye said, “There are many human settlements across the land. The Empress watches over and governs them through her appointed officers.”
 
   “Human officers?”
 
   “No, they are dragons like you and I,” Tye said.
 
   “But I am part human,” Marla said.
 
   “Yes, your father has tried to explain that arrangement to me many times,” Tye chuckled, “Yet I must admit that, beyond the outward form, I fail to see the difference between father, or daughter, from my own people.”
 
   “And what of my friends?” Marla asked, “What do you make of them?”
 
   “I have not met them,” Tye admitted, “They were sleeping when I returned to the monastery this morning.”
 
   “Oh,” Marla said, “I don’t remember much about last night really. It all seems like a blur now.”
 
   “A blur?”
 
   “Oh, I mean it all seems... unclear,” Marla said.
 
   “Ah,” Brother Tye said, “We must trust that all will become clear in time.”
 
   Marla nodded, closing her eyes and breathing deeply as the clouds parted to allow the shining light of the sun to wash over her face. The scent of flowers and growing herbs filled her with an intense longing to experience everything the day had to offer, though she didn’t even know where to begin.
 
   Her stomach rumbled.
 
   “I have forgotten to offer you breakfast,” Brother Tye apologized, “Do you share the same diet as your father?”
 
   “Yes,” Marla said, blushing slightly, “I am a bit... thirsty.”
 
   “Come this way,” the Laprian monk said with a polite smile as he ushered her toward the far end of the courtyard.
 
   They passed through another paneled door into a long hallway that led to what Marla suspected was another dome entirely. Descending a series of wooden steps, they emerged into a large dining area, filled with long, polished wooden tables, illuminated from above by a series of skylights formed of rock crystal set into the ceiling. A brightly painted mural of stylized clouds covered the ceiling, and a series of stone pedestals, containing all manner of cook pots and small fires ran along the back wall.
 
   The scent of cooking food washed over Marla now, awakening an intense craving within her that she had never felt before.
 
   “What is wrong?” Brother Tye asked, shocked by the sudden tears that now streamed down Marla’s cheeks.
 
   “I... I think I’m hungry,” Marla gasped.
 
   “Then you have come to the right place!” Tye laughed. He ushered her quickly to a nearby table before hurrying back through one of the side doors behind the kitchen area.
 
   Marla stepped away from the table and took a few cautious steps toward the bubbling pots and slowly roasting meat along the far wall. Her mouth wouldn’t stop watering, though she did not feel particularly thirsty. She hadn’t tasted blood since the previous day, and then only a few swallows. She should be going mad with thirst by now, but instead she found herself staring down at what appeared to have once been a rabbit, now spread, roasting over a low fire. It smelled very, very good.
 
   “This is Brother Tuan,” Tye said, reappearing from the back with a stocky, silver-haired man at his side, “He prepares all of our meals, your father’s included.”
 
   “I welcome your presence,” Marla said, bowing slightly to the newcomer.
 
   Brother Tuan smiled through his wispy silver beard, and his coppery eyes twinkled as he bowed his head in return. “Please, choose a table,” he said as he untied his smudgy apron and smoothed his russet-colored robe.
 
   Marla stepped over to one of the long tables that stood, just above waist-height. Apparently, the monks ate standing up. She folded her hands on the polished wood of the tabletop and watched as Brother Tuan hurried to fill a large wooden bowl with a sampling of almost every dish being prepared in the kitchen.
 
   Her stomach grumbled again as she watched him heap the bowl high with noodles and meats and vegetables of every color. She felt an almost illicit thrill as she anticipated her first taste of solid food. She had always looked upon human food at best with indifference. The mere thought of consuming it had always filled her with nausea, and even the slightest taste of tea or broth had sent her running to a basin. Now, somehow, her body told her that this was something good, something she could enjoy without reaping any dire consequences.
 
   She let out a little whimper of disappointment as the cook veered away suddenly on his way to her table.
 
   “One more thing!” Tuan mumbled as he headed into the back room again, still carrying Marla’s bowl.
 
   Brother Tye smiled politely in response to Marla’s pleading look.
 
   Tuan emerged from the back room a few moments later, carrying a dark glass bottle in one hand and the bowl of food in the other. He laid both down in front of Marla on the table.
 
   “Your father’s favorite,” Brother Tuan said, gesturing toward the bottle, “Kirikama.”
 
   “Kirikama?” Marla asked.
 
   “Yes,” Brother Tye said, “a local family of fox-kin provides us with an offering of blood, in addition to a wonderful jelly they make from the mountain grapes.”
 
   “If you are still with us in the fall, you should try some!” Brother Tuan said. Then, gesturing toward Marla’s bowl, he added, “Please enjoy.”
 
   Marla looked down at the bowl heaped with human food and then at the bottle of blood on the table beside it. She reached out, hesitantly, and plucked a wobbly noodle from the bowl. She held it to her nose and sniffed at it. Her senses tingled with anticipation at the strange aroma of the thick brown sauce that covered the noodles. She made up her mind at last to try it, and then popped the noodle into her mouth.
 
   It lay there on her tongue, tasting wonderful. She moved it around inside her mouth, feeling its springy texture and letting the sweet sauce trickle down her throat. She tried to swallow, but then coughed the noodle back into her mouth, snorting air through her nose.
 
   Her eyes bulged at the unpleasant sensation of choking as she coughed again, putting her hand to her lips to prevent the wayward noodle from escaping.
 
   “Perhaps, you should chew first,” Brother Tuan offered helpfully.
 
   Marla nodded. She tongued the noodle into place between her back teeth and bit down, smashing the noodle in a manner that was not unpleasant. She slowly masticated the bit of food, forcing herself to explore this new technique with a somber thoughtfulness, though her rumbling stomach voiced its disapproval at the delay.
 
   At last, she could no longer bear the anticipation, and she swallowed again. This time, the noodle slid down her throat without protest, and a warm, almost magical sensation of delight spread through her body. She grinned as she snatched up a greenish stalk of some sort of vegetable and took a bite.
 
   Brother Tuan and Brother Tye grinned as well, as they watched Marla eat. After a few moments, their smiles softened into looks of concern as the vampire girl began to wolf down the food by the handful, her fingers and face now sticky with sauce.
 
   “Perhaps a bit more slowly,” Brother Tye suggested, “It is not good for the... digestion to eat so quickly.”
 
   “... ‘he wha?” Marla mumbled through a mouthful of bean pods.
 
   “Your digestion,” Brother Tye said, “I believe that is the proper word... your insides... where the food settles within you. If you eat too quickly, you may become ill.”
 
   Marla swallowed. “Oh,” she said.
 
   A small cramp in her midsection brought a grimace of discomfort to her sauce-smeared face.
 
   “Have a drink?” the cook offered, gesturing toward the bottle.
 
   Marla nodded, taking the neck of the dark glass bottle in her sticky fingers. She brought it to her lips, tasting its flavor, like the scent of pine and mountain air and laughter.
 
   The old familiar warmth of blood flowed down Marla’s throat, mingling with the strange new sensations now frolicking about in her stomach. She felt as though it might all come back up at any moment, but the blood seemed to steady her. She took several slow, deep breaths as she waited for harmony to return to her insides.
 
   “You enjoy?” Brother Tuan asked, his coppery eyes glinting with pleasure.
 
   “Yes,” Marla said, and then she burped loudly.
 
   The two draconic monks laughed merrily as Marla covered her lips with her hand and blushed.
 
   *******
 
   Marla emerged from the bathhouse, still a bit shaken by her first encounter with solid food and her digestive system’s unfamiliarity with the whole process. Fortunately, the monastery’s resident physician, the motherly little Sister Mae, had stayed by Marla’s side throughout the whole ordeal. Now, as she faced the pink glow of sunset above the mountain monastery, she decided that she would eat a bit more sparingly in the future, or perhaps just stick to drinking blood.
 
   “Marla,” her father called from the shadows of the dormitory entrance as she approached.
 
   “Father!” Marla cried, rushing to join him in a hug.
 
   He wore his red robes, embroidered with his name-rune, but had left the hood behind. He smiled as he looked down at her, brushing his fingers over her dark hair. “You’re up early!” he said.
 
   “Something happened to me,” she whispered, “The sun doesn’t hurt me anymore!”
 
   “What happened?” he asked, holding her at arm’s length.
 
   Marla started to answer, but the sound of footsteps on the path behind her gave her pause.
 
   “Sister Mae,” Marla’s father greeted the approaching physician.
 
   “Good Evening, Brother Berrol,” the silvery-haired woman in her blue robe said with a smile, “I think your daughter is recovering quite well from her infirmity today.”
 
   “Infirmity?” he asked with a look of concern.
 
   Marla blushed.
 
   “It seems our food did not agree with her,” the draconic woman said with a sharp grin. She reached over and patted Marla’s stomach. “She will eat slower now, I think.”
 
   “Food?” Berrol demanded.
 
   “Yes,” Marla answered quietly, not meeting her father’s gaze.
 
   “You do not have the belly of a pig!” Sister Mae admonished Marla, “You cannot eat as if you do.”
 
   “Thank you for caring for my daughter, Mae,” Berrol sighed.
 
   “She is a good girl, Berrol,” Sister Mae sighed, “but she needs her father to teach her these things.”
 
   “I know,” Berrol said quietly.
 
   “Good,” the draconic physician said as she turned to Marla again, “Now, if you have any more problems, you run fast to the bathhouse, and send someone to find me while you do what you need to do.”
 
   “Yes,” Marla said, blushing an even deeper shade of pink.
 
   “Good,” Sister Mae said, waving her goodbyes as she headed off toward another dome.
 
   Berrol watched her go before looking at his daughter again. “I take it she showed you how to use the...” he said, his voice trailing off as he gestured awkwardly with his hand.
 
   “Yes,” Marla answered.
 
   “Oh,” Berrol said, “good... I never really thought I would need to explain that one to you.”
 
   “Is it like that every time you eat?” she asked, feeling a little sick at the memory of the after effects of her morning’s meal.
 
   “Oh, no,” Berrol said, looking a bit confused, “Is this the first time that you’ve tried to eat food?”
 
   Marla nodded.
 
   Berrol scratched his head. “And this has something to do with whatever happened to you?” he asked, “The thing that changed you?”
 
   Marla nodded again.
 
   “And, is this the same thing that brought you here?”
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
   “We should go somewhere and talk about it,” her father said, putting his hand on her shoulder as he guided her toward a shadowy garden path.
 
   “I don’t think I want to eat anything else ever again,” Marla sighed.
 
   “But you were hungry today?”
 
   “I felt like I was going to die if I didn’t eat something,” Marla said, “It wasn’t quite like going without blood for a few days, but...”
 
   Berrol stopped suddenly and knelt beside her on the gravel path. He had tears in his eyes when Marla looked at him.
 
   “Father?” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry, Marla,” he rasped, his voice thick with emotion, “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you and your mother. I can’t imagine what the two of you had to go through without me there, but...” He shook his head. “There’s no excuse for it.”
 
   Marla put her hand on his shoulder and leaned forward to kiss him on the forehead. “It doesn’t matter now,” she said, “I found you, and, somehow, we’ll find our way home together.”
 
   Berrol Veranu pulled his daughter down into a tight embrace and buried his face in her shoulder, weeping softly as he held her. Marla closed her eyes and breathed in the downy scent of his iron-gray hair. Wherever home was, she finally knew how it should feel to find it.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
   The Road to Braedshal
 
   Garrett awoke just before dawn to the sound of whispering voices.
 
   “You can’t let him get inside the city!” Mirion hissed.
 
   “This is how it has to be, Mirion,” Sir Baelan sighed.
 
   Garrett opened one eye to see the two Astorrans moving furtively in the pre-dawn gloom, striking camp in preparation for another day’s ride toward the castle at Braedshal. Sir Baelan had apparently already donned his armor. For all Garrett knew, the man probably slept in it.
 
   “Just because he gave you his sword doesn’t mean that he’s harmless!” Mirion insisted, “He’s a sorcerer, Sir Baelan! The King isn’t safe anywhere near that monster!”
 
   Garrett stifled a laugh, pretending to still be asleep as he watched the big knight and the angry young woman pack up to leave.
 
   “He must stand trial for his crime, Mirion,” Sir Baelan said quietly.
 
   “Crimes!,” Mirion spat.
 
   “What happened to Jons was no crime, Mirion!” Sir Baelan shot back with a hint of anger in his voice, “He died with honor, sword in hand, in contest with an armed foe. You need to accept that!”
 
   “No!” Mirion said, no longer bothering to keep her voice down. She pointed her finger at where Garrett lay in his bedroll. “That... thing there has no honor... and Jons died trying to stop him from reaching our king... and now you want to bring his murderer right into the royal court... Tell me, Sir Baelan, how is that not treason?”
 
   “Enough!” Sir Baelan roared, spinning to face her, “That is enough!”
 
   Mirion fell back a step, her eyes blazing with rage as she stared at the big knight.
 
   “I am honor-bound to deliver this man to justice!” Baelan said, jabbing his finger toward Garrett now, “and I will do that, with or without you!”
 
   Mirion started to speak again, but Baelan cut her off.
 
   “Return to Hawkskeep, Mirion!” Sir Baelan growled, “Tend to your lord’s estate!”
 
   Mirion’s face fell as she took another step back, seeming almost to shrink into herself.
 
   “I can’t,” she whispered.
 
   “Why not?” Baelan demanded.
 
   She looked up again, and Garrett could see the glint of fresh tears in her eyes in the dying light of the campfire.
 
   “Why can’t you go home, Mirion?” Sir Baelan sighed, his voice gentler now.
 
   “Because I am no longer welcome there,” she whispered fiercely. She reached up to rub a tear from her cheek with the back of her hand, “She sent word to me before we had even...” She began to cry.
 
   Baelan moved forward to put his arm around her as she wept against his shoulder.
 
   “She took Jons back to Hawkskeep, Sir Baelan,” she sobbed, “She took him, and I didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye...”
 
   Sir Baelan said nothing, but held the young squire as she cried.
 
   Garrett at last pretended to stir, but kept his silence as he slowly got to his feet and began to gather up his things.
 
   Mirion sniffed and wiped her eyes. She did not look at Garrett, but pulled gently free of Baelan’s arms to return to her preparations for the day’s ride.
 
   Baelan took a deep breath and scratched his head. “We ride on to Braedshal, via the old greenway,” he said, “We shouldn’t see many people on the road today, but, if we do, follow my lead. I’d prefer to avoid being seen.”
 
   Garrett nodded.
 
   Mirion remained silent as she tightened the strap of her saddlebag and then climbed astride her horse.
 
   Sir Baelan kicked dirt over the already dying campfire and then pulled on the woolen cap that Ymowyn had given him to replace his lost helmet. He gathered up the leads of the three packhorses and then grunted as he swung up onto his mount. He took a moment to shift the collection of swords hanging from his saddle to make room for his armored knees.
 
   A few minutes later, Garrett managed to calm his horse enough to climb into the saddle. He nudged the agitated beast toward the knight waiting at the edge of the little hollow where they had spent the night.
 
   Mirion’s horse made no move to follow.
 
   “Mirion?” Sir Baelan called out as he and Garrett turned to look back at the Astorran girl. She sat in her saddle with a hollow, red-eyed look on her face.
 
   “Let’s go,” Sir Baelan said.
 
   “Where should I go?” she asked hoarsely, “I have no place here anymore.”
 
   Baelan’s jaw tensed.
 
   “I’m not even an Astorran now, am I?” she rasped.
 
   “Don’t be foolish, Mirion!” Baelan said, “You are as Astorran as any of us.”
 
   “No,” she said, shaking her head, “Sir Jons was my country... my only lord... and my only home. I am nothing now without, him... bereft even of that little grace he gifted me... that one small title to which I could cling and pretend that I was one of you.”
 
   “You are still a squire!” Sir Baelan shouted, “You still have a place in service to our king!”
 
   “A squire without a knight?” she laughed bitterly, “A squire with no lord, no keep, no colors?”
 
   “You are my squire now!” Baelan snapped, “I claim you as Jons’s friend and by right of my office!”
 
   Mirion stared back at the knight, dumbstruck.
 
   “And, as my squire, I expect you to remember your oath,” he shouted, “and serve your king!”
 
   “Y-yes, m’lord!” Mirion stammered, looking thoroughly shaken. She quickly reined her horse forward, hastening to join her new master.
 
   Garrett’s horse followed a short distance behind Sir Baelan’s, and Mirion moved to the rear, probably wishing to keep an eye on the prisoner, or perhaps just to hide her tears from the others.
 
   Garrett rode with a bemused smile hidden in the shadow of his hood.
 
   A poor choice of squire, the voice in Garrett’s mind mused, This Baelan shows further weakness.
 
   He just feels sorry for her, Garrett thought.
 
   Pity is often the downfall of lesser men, the Spellbreaker’s voice chuckled in Garrett’s mind.
 
   I think it was a nice thing to do, Garrett countered.
 
   Which does nothing to improve my estimation of your worth, Brahnek’s voice laughed.
 
   Did you ever have any friends? Garrett asked.
 
   The voice in his mind seemed taken aback.
 
   I’m sorry, Garrett thought, I didn’t mean it to sound like that.
 
   I know what you meant, the voice answered, It’s just that I haven’t thought about that in a very long time.
 
   I mean, you had to be a kid at some point, right? Garrett laughed inwardly.
 
   Yes, Brahnek chuckled, I was young once... very briefly.
 
   Where did you grow up? Garrett asked.
 
   In a monastery... full of angry zealots, Brahnek’s voice answered.
 
   Were there other kids there? Garrett thought.
 
   Yes, many... boys, like me, our little heads stuffed to bursting with dreams of glory, Brahnek laughed, The monks certainly knew how to weave a good lie... I learned a great deal from those sour old men.
 
   Your parents sent you there?
 
   I suppose, Brahnek said, or perhaps they died, who knows? I was too young to even realize that I had parents... perhaps I just assumed that I had been called into being by the righteous will of the monks themselves, the way the dragons of old sang their war-bred monsters into existence out of empty air.
 
   What did they want? Garrett asked, The monks, I mean.
 
   They wanted us to be dragon slayers, Brahnek said, They shaved our heads, dressed us in dead men’s armor and sent us out into the cold with a spear in our hand and a prayer in our heart. Most of us died on the way to the front... the few of us that did live long enough to see a real dragon... yes, I had a few friends.
 
   You were a dragon slayer? Garrett wondered.
 
   I thought we had established that long ago, Brahnek scoffed, Were you not paying attention?
 
   Well, yeah, I knew you killed dragons, Garrett thought, I just figured you did it for fun or something. I didn’t know it was your job.
 
   Brahnek laughed. That is enough storytelling for one day, he said, I grow weary of such pointless... sentimentality.
 
   Tell me about one of your friends, Garrett insisted.
 
   Why?
 
   I dunno, Garrett sighed inwardly, I can’t really talk to these people, and I’m really bored.
 
   Very well, Brahnek relented, One of the boys I knew from the monastery was a club-footed simpleton by the name of Perdle. You remind me of him.
 
   Thanks, Garrett growled silently.
 
   I mean that in a good way, Brahnek insisted, well, for the most part... Perdle, you see was an incurable optimist... He could barely walk in a straight line, but the boy was absolutely convinced that he was going to be the greatest dragon slayer that ever lived.
 
   Why did they send him to fight if he couldn’t walk? Garrett asked.
 
   At that point in the war, Brahnek laughed, the only requirement to become a dragon slayer was your ability to act as a moving target. They fed us into the grinder, hoping that, for every hundred of us they threw at them, one dragon would fall. They were lucky to get such good odds as that.
 
   Why would you do that? Garrett demanded.
 
   It made sense, really, Brahnek sighed, You can always make more foolish young boys to replace the ones you lose, but dragons... once you take one of them down... well, let’s just say, they aren’t making any more of them.
 
   Oh, Garrett thought.
 
   Now, elves and war-bred, Brahnek’s voice chuckled, that was the real problem.
 
   What do you mean?
 
   Elves can breed, Brahnek said, not quickly, mind you... not like us, but they can replenish their numbers, given enough time, and, given their longevity, you’d often be facing elven foes who were the veterans of countless battles... some of those devils were ancient... and they remembered every trick and tactic they’d ever learned!
 
   War-bred, on the other hand, while they weren’t particularly clever, were nightmares incarnate. The dragons vomited them up by the thousands. Fortunately, you’d seldom have to face elves and war-bred at the same time... they never got on well together. Still, I realized that, if the dragons ever came to the realization that they could simply slip into the shadows and send their creations at us instead, it would only be a matter of time before they wiped our race from the map.
 
   What did you do? Garrett asked.
 
   I took matters into my own hands and set out to destroy the dragons’ allies before the dragons could realize their true potential, Brahnek answered.
 
   Were the monk guys all right with that? Garrett wondered.
 
   I did not seek their counsel in the matter, Brahnek laughed.
 
   You could just do what you wanted to?
 
   I was a veteran by that time, and a general, Brahnek said, My lieutenants followed me, not the Order. I did not set out to arrange it that way... it just came to pass, almost as if that was what fate demanded of me.
 
   Oh, Garrett thought, but... what about your friend... they guy with the foot?
 
   Perdle? Brahnek said, Oh, he was long dead by that point. A dragon bit his head off in the Battle of Kriessland Pass.
 
   That’s a horrible story! Garrett groaned inwardly.
 
   Most stories are, Brahnek said.
 
   Never mind then, Garrett thought. He looked out across the rolling fields of a nearby farm as their horses emerged from the forest, and the morning mist began to lift.
 
   I think I’ll get some rest then, Brahnek’s voice sighed, I imagine you’ll be needing me when we meet this prince of yours.
 
   Maybe, Garrett thought, You know the plan?
 
   I wouldn’t call it a plan, Brahnek chuckled, but it should serve our purposes well enough... I’m sick of all this... chivalry nonsense. Let us bare blades and be done with it!
 
   Yeah, Garrett sighed, feeling a little twinge of uncertainty in his belly.
 
   Cheer up! Brahnek laughed, You’ve not yet had the pleasure of sitting upon another man’s throne! I assure you it is a most satisfying experience, especially when the seat, and the blood, is still warm.
 
   Ugh, Garrett shuddered.
 
   Brahnek’s laughter died away into the silence of Garrett’s troubled thoughts.
 
   Garrett rode on in silence, starting to feel the first real pangs of hunger. “Did we skip over breakfast this morning?” he grumbled.
 
   “I attempted to rouse you, Deathlord,” Sir Baelan said without looking back, “but you preferred to remain sleeping.”
 
   Mirion snorted derisively behind Garrett.
 
   “Oh,” Garrett said, “I don’t remember.”
 
   “We will stop again in a few hours,” Baelan said.
 
   “Oh,” Garrett said, not willing to give the knight’s new squire the satisfaction of further complaint.
 
   To keep his mind off of the restless hunger in his belly, Garrett studied the land around him as they rode. To his left, a low hill rose away into the thinning mists. Long rectangular swatches of different colored crops gave the hill the appearance of a patchwork quilt. The farmland came all the way to the broad swath of lush grass beneath their horse’s hooves. This curving road of green served as a boundary between the farmlands to the west and the forest to the east.
 
   “I guess the farmers aren’t allowed to plant on the grassy part,” Garrett noted.
 
   “They may plant there, if they wish,” Sir Baelan replied, “but nothing will grow save the grass.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “This is a greenway,” Baelan explained, “one of the ancient roads that the fae folk used to cross these lands when once they ruled here. The fae desired that nothing should take root upon this road but the grass, and so it has been ever since. Even in winter, the grass remains green, though it may be buried beneath a blanket of snow.”
 
   “Do people still use it as a road?” Garrett asked.
 
   “In some places,” Baelan answered, “but here it only serves the local farmers moving from one field to the next.”
 
   “Where does it go to?”
 
   Baelan fell silent for a moment as he considered it. “I do not know. I am not overly familiar with this region.” He turned in his saddle and looked back toward Mirion.
 
   “This path leads to Gob’s Hollow,” Mirion said.
 
   “I do not know the place,” Baelan replied.
 
   “An old ruin,” Mirion replied, “Nothing there but stones and ghosts.”
 
   “How far is it?” he asked.
 
   “If we press, we’ll reach it by nightfall,” she said.
 
   “We’ll make our camp there, then,” Baelan said, “We should be able to reach the garrison at Terrelshire sometime tomorrow. Captain Hiles can be trusted to see us to Braedshal safely from there.”
 
   “Why are we avoiding people?” Mirion asked in frustration, “Sir Anders governs these lands. He’s a good man... I thought he was your friend.”
 
   “He is,” Baelan answered with a touch of annoyance in his voice, “which is why I do not wish to burden him with this duty.”
 
   “He can help us!” Mirion insisted.
 
   “No!” Sir Baelan barked, “I will not be swayed in this! I would not involve the nobles in this matter, unless I had no other choice.”
 
   “But the nobles are...”
 
   “No!” Baelan shouted, cutting her protest short, “And it is not my nature to suffer the questioning of my orders more than once. You will do well to remember this, squire!”
 
   “Yes, m’lord,” Mirion said quietly.
 
   They rode on in gloomy silence after that. Garrett watched the sun climb ever higher in the sky, his butt already aching from the unfamiliar saddle. At least his hunger pangs had faded, as though despairing of ever finding satisfaction from their host.
 
   Shortly before midday, they crested a hill to see the greenway before them disappearing into a thick forest almost a mile away.
 
   “Hold,” Sir Baelan said. He pointed to where the farmland ended at the edge of the woods.
 
   Garrett saw a wagon, heavily laden with baskets and pulled by a pair of mules, moving along the tree line toward the greenway. Two figures sat atop the wagon, apparently unaware of the riders on the hill above watching them.
 
   Sir Baelan guided his horse over into a nearby copse of trees, and gestured for the others to follow. They waited in the shade and watched to see which way the wagon would turn.
 
   Baelan breathed a sigh of relief when he saw it turn down the path leading into the forest. “We’ll rest here for a while,” he said, “Give them a bit of a time to get ahead of us before we continue.”
 
   Garrett swung down from his horse, his legs gone a bit numb from the morning ride. He winced as he pressed his fingers against his tailbone, but then smiled at the sight of the loaf of bread that Sir Baelan now pulled from one of the packhorses’ saddlebags.
 
   Mirion tethered the horses to a nearby tree as Sir Baelan kicked experimentally at a fallen log. Satisfied at its solidity, he gestured for the others to take a seat upon it as he portioned out a meager lunch of bread and cheese. Garrett wolfed his down in a few bites, drinking sparingly of the wineskin offered to him by the Astorran knight.
 
   “You don’t care for the taste?” Sir Baelan asked, noting Garrett’s grimace.
 
   “I don’t like wine,” Garrett answered.
 
   “You prefer the blood of the innocent, I suppose?” Mirion snorted as she tore at a hunk of bread with her teeth.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, “It tastes great with fresh baby.”
 
   She glared at him.
 
   “My apologies, Deathlord,” Sir Baelan said, “It is all we have.”
 
   Mirion turned her glare upon Baelan now, her lips twitching.
 
   “Speak your mind, Mirion,” Sir Baelan said as he lowered himself slowly into the crook of a tree root, opposite the fallen log.
 
   “Why are you being so nice to him?” she demanded, “He’s our enemy!”
 
   Sir Baelan shrugged. “And how can we say that we are better than our enemies, if we do not hold ourselves to a higher standard?” he asked.
 
   “By treating him like some kind of... honored guest?” she demanded.
 
   “Courtesy and respect are the cornerstones of knighthood, Mirion,” Sir Baelan countered, “Sir Jons taught you that.”
 
   “And I have learned it!” she snapped, “Never have I shown discourtesy or disrespect to any that deserved it, but...”
 
   “All deserve it, Mirion,” Baelan interrupted, “That is the true measure of a knight... not how he treats those he deems his betters, but how he treats those beneath him, and even those he would seek to defeat.”
 
   “This thing deserves nothing but a brutal death and a nameless grave!” Mirion shouted as she sprang up, hurling her tattered scrap of bread at Garrett’s feet.
 
   Garrett gave her a very insincere smile in return.
 
   “It is not who he is that should govern your behavior toward him,” Sir Baelan said, looking up at the angry young woman, “but who you are.”
 
   Mirion shook her head with a look of utter loathing in her eyes as she stared at Garrett. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but I can never...”
 
   The distant scream of a woman’s voice cut her off.
 
   Sir Baelan pushed himself to his feet with a jingle of his mail armor, his hand on his sword.
 
   “The farmer’s wagon!” Mirion said.
 
   Sir Baelan’s face darkened as he considered his dilemma.
 
   “We have to help them!” Mirion insisted.
 
   Baelan nodded. He rushed to untether his horse, and pulled one of the scabbards from his saddle. “Sir Jons’s sword,” he said, passing the weapon to Mirion, “You may need it.”
 
   The Astorran girl nodded as she took the sword and then hurried to mount her horse.
 
   “Deathlord,” Baelan said, passing Garrett his sword as well.
 
   Garrett nodded his thanks as he took the blade, noting the look of disbelief on the girl’s face.
 
   Baelan looked to Garrett as they both climbed into their saddles. “I do not ask that you join us,” he said, “This is a matter of honor for us... but I expect you to keep your word and be waiting for us when we return.”
 
   “I’m with you,” Garrett said.
 
   Baelan nodded gratefully, and Mirion sneered at Garrett as they reined their horses out onto the greenway again.
 
   Garrett groaned in pain as his horse followed the others in a wild gallop toward the forest. Every bounce of the saddle beneath him felt like a Templar’s boot in his backside.
 
   Sir Baelan and Mirion both had their swords drawn, mirroring one another in technique as they charged. Garrett had opted to simply shove the scabbard of his own sword through his belt and hold on with both hands as his Astorran horse rushed eagerly toward glory.
 
   The woman’s scream came again, cut off abruptly this time, leaving only the pounding of hooves to echo back from the trees as the forest closed around them.
 
   “King’s Guard!” Sir Baelan shouted, “King’s Guard!”
 
   The sun had yet to reach its zenith, and the shadow of the forest still lay across the lingering mists of the green path. Half-shrouded in the fog, Garrett could make out the outline of the farmer’s wagon with its two mules straining against their harnesses. Baskets lay overturned, and a bushel of small apples lay strewn across the grass. Of the two farmers, they saw no sign.
 
   “King’s Guard!” Sir Baelan shouted again, wheeling his horse as he scanned the misty forest for danger.
 
   “King’s Guard?” a rough voice shouted from the shadows of the forest, “Things must be worse than we thought, if this is what passes for a royal guard these days!”
 
   Mocking laughter sounded from the trees on either side of the road.
 
   “Stand and present yourselves, at once!” Sir Baelan shouted, his face red with rage.
 
   “You hear that, boys?” the man’s voice answered from the forest, “I guess we’d better do as he says.”
 
   “Looks like we’re in for it now, Sam,” another man laughed as he emerged from the trees a short distance up the road. The smiling bandit wore a buckskin coat and carried a poleax with its haft resting over one shoulder.
 
   “We’d better go quietly,” a bearded brigand said as he stepped into view behind the riders. He held a loaded crossbow in his ragged mittens, pointed at Garrett’s chest.
 
   “Yeah,” another bandit said as at least twenty men now appeared from the shadows of the trees, “If we’re good, they might only hang us a little.”
 
   A man with a rusty billhook tried to snare the reins of Mirion’s horse, but she turned quickly to slap the weapon away with the flat of Sir Jons’s sword.
 
   “Easy now,” came the voice of the original speaker, a broad-shouldered man, dressed in a stained red surcoat, who now stepped into the dim light of the greenway. He held a well-polished sword in his right hand and looked ready for a fight.
 
   “Chadiri?” Garrett said, noting the style of the man’s sword and the cut of his garb.
 
   “Imperial service did not agree with me,” the bandit leader said with a crooked grin.
 
   The other highwaymen shared a laugh.
 
   “Deserter,” Sir Baelan scoffed.
 
   The man in red shrugged. “I didn’t exactly agree to join the army in the first place,” he said, “so I don’t lose much sleep over my decision to un-join it!”
 
   “Release your captives at once, and send them on their way!” Sir Baelan shouted with the tip of his sword pointed at the bandit leader.
 
   “You don’t give orders here, King’s Guard,” the bearded crossbowman laughed, “These are Red Sam’s woods.”
 
   “These are the King’s woods!” Sir Baelan hissed, “and this is your final warning!”
 
   Garrett thought he caught a glimpse of a dark shape moving through the forest behind the Chadiri bandits, a glimpse of brown cloak in a patch of sunlight between the trees. A glint of violet light passed between the branches nearby. He smiled, guessing that his secret bodyguards were not far off.
 
   “Something funny to you boy?” the bandit known as Red Sam snarled as he noticed Garrett’s grin.
 
   “Huh?” Garrett said, “Oh, I was just wonderin’ what the Chadiri’ll do when they catch you.”
 
   “Give him somethin’ new to laugh about, Jakes,” Red Sam snorted.
 
   “How about a hole in his belly?” the bearded archer chuckled as he squeezed the trigger on his crossbow. The sinewy bowstring creaked, but the arrow did not budge as the man stared down in wonder at the ice-crusted weapon in his hands.
 
   Garrett laughed wickedly.
 
   “For the King!” Sir Baelan shouted as he spurred his horse into combat, riding down two startled bandits as he charged toward the Chadiri deserter.
 
   Mirion’s horse danced clear of a thrusting billhook, and her sword neatly sheared the weapon’s haft in two.
 
   Garrett’s warhorse lurched beneath him, nearly unseating him as it kicked out with its hind hooves, catching a bandit in the face. Garrett yelped as he struggled to right himself, even as his attacker fell.
 
   Red Sam howled in rage as he parried Sir Baelan’s sword, falling back to take cover behind a nearby tree.
 
   Garrett saw a young man with a bow take aim at Baelan’s back. The bandit pulled the bowstring back to his ear, but then cried out in dismay as his bow snapped into icy splinters, leaving him only with a frost-crusted arrow dangling from between his fingers.
 
   Garrett’s horse reared again as two young men rushed forward with wood axes in hand. They hesitated, dodging clear of the horse’s deadly, steel-shod hooves.
 
   “Get behind him!” one of the bandits shouted.
 
   “Yeah, that’ll probably work,” Garrett laughed. He grinned broadly as a ring of icy blue flames erupted from the grass all around him.
 
   “A wizard!” one of the young men shouted as he leapt clear with a look of terror on his face.
 
   “Necromancer,” Garrett corrected him. He glanced around quickly as his horse danced beneath him. He thrust his hand toward the body lying on the ground behind him, hoping that the horse’s hooves had left something useable in the man’s skull.
 
   “To the flesh a quickening gift!” he shouted.
 
   The dead man suddenly sat bolt upright, shrieking hoarsely through broken teeth.
 
   The two young axe-wielding bandits screamed and ran.
 
   Garrett laughed maniacally until his horse finally managed to throw him from its back and fled in the same direction as the two bandits.
 
   “Ow,” Garrett winced as he lay in the center of a ring of blackened grass.
 
   His newborn zombie stood above him, staring down with two flickering blue lights shining from his confused eyes.
 
   “Gimme a hand,” Garrett groaned as he reached up toward the zombie.
 
   The dead man reached down and pulled Garrett to his feet.
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said.
 
   The zombie only grunted in response.
 
   Garrett rotated his aching shoulder as he turned a reproachful glance toward his fleeing horse. “That never happens with wolves,” he grumbled.
 
   The zombie moaned his agreement.
 
   A screaming man with a spiked club interrupted them, charging with murderous intent, directly toward Garrett. Two other angry bandits followed close on his heels.
 
   “Sic ‘em!” Garrett shouted, pointing with his left hand as he drew his sword.
 
   Garrett’s zombie lurched forward, moaning pathetically as it joined battle with its former allies.
 
   The three men faltered in their charge, their eyes wide at the sight of their dead companion now lurching toward them.
 
   “Yah!” the club-wielding bandit shouted, swinging his weapon in disgust. The poor zombie’s hoof-battered skull gave out at last, and Garrett’s newfound ally went down in a heap.
 
   “Hey!” Garrett shouted as blue flames erupted from the blade of his sword.
 
   “A wizard!” the wild-eyed club-wielder shouted.
 
   “I’m not a wizard!” Garrett cried, “Wizards turn people into frogs and stuff. I’m a necromancer!”
 
   “Whatever you say, m’lord!” the terrified bandit huffed as he turned to run. The others joined him.
 
   Garrett sighed as he looked around the battlefield. Sir Baelan had dismounted and was now engaged in a rather noisy exchange of sword-blows with Red Sam. The bandit’s Chadiri training served him well, but not quite well enough to get the better of the older Astorran knight.
 
   Across the greenway, Mirion’s horse still wheeled and kicked as she fought against a group of five bandits that surrounded her. None of them had yet landed a solid blow, but the sleeves of the unarmored girl’s tunic hung open in tattered red slashes where the bandits had scored a few lucky nicks. Three bandits lay, unmoving on the grass nearby, attesting to the skill of the squire’s blade.
 
   One of bandits sprang forward, thrusting a spear tip at the girl’s back, but the horse shied to the left, sparing its rider the force of the opponent’s strike. Mirion cried out in pain as the sharpened edge of the spearhead grazed her shoulder. Her horse sidestepped quickly toward the over-extended spearman, and Mirion ran the man through with her sword.
 
   Taking advantage of the opening in her guard, another bandit stepped in to swing his axe at her midsection, but Garrett blasted the man backward with a bolt of flaming ice.
 
   Mirion and her attackers spun to face Garrett, their faces blank with shock.
 
   “Not a wizard!” Garrett shouted, hoping to counter any potential misconceptions.
 
   The bandits’ eyes fell to the blazing sword in Garrett’s hand. “A wizard!” one of them shouted, and then they turned and fled together into the woods.
 
   Garrett rolled his eyes in exasperation.
 
   Mirion shot him a hateful look and then spurred her horse toward Sir Baelan and the bandit leader across the road.
 
   Garrett shook his head as his flaming sword flickered out, and he tapped the icy crust from its blade on the heel of his boot before turning to follow Mirion’s horse.
 
   Red Sam glanced sideways to see that his men had deserted him. His confident grin bled into a look of grim defiance. “You’re not taking me alive!” he spat as he traded blows with the weary knight again.
 
   “I never intended to,” Sir Baelan panted.
 
   “Sir Baelan?” Mirion called out as she maneuvered her horse to block the bandit’s retreat into the forest.
 
   “See to the farmers!” Baelan shouted.
 
   “But, Sir Baelan...” Mirion protested, her concern for him evident in her eyes.
 
   “Go!” Baelan shouted, “Find them and see to their safety! I can handle this.”
 
   Mirion nodded and then disappeared into the trees.
 
   “That’s right, old man!” Red Sam growled, “It’s just you and me here, now.”
 
   The two men traded thrusts and parries again, and the Chadiri bandit swung around, now noticing Garrett as the young necromancer stood watching the fight.
 
   “You stay outta this, boy, and I might let you live!” Red Sam shouted.
 
   Garrett only laughed in response as he sheathed his sword. He reached back to massage his sore buttocks as he watched the two men fight.
 
   Sir Baelan growled loudly as he scored a cut to Red Sam’s upper arm. The bandit leader danced away, cursing. His smile returned a moment later as he circled the heavily breathing Astorran knight.
 
   “Feelin’ your years now, aren’t ya, mate?” Red Sam chuckled.
 
   “I’m forty-three, you jackanapes!” Sir Baelan huffed.
 
   “Won’t be seein’ forty-four, though, will ya?” Red Sam laughed as he jabbed the tip of his sword into Sir Baelan’s mail-armored thigh.
 
   “Ah!” Baelan cried as he turned the Chadiri longsword away with a scrape of steel on steel.
 
   “You need any help, Sir, Baelan?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Mind your manners, boy!” Red Sam said, “It’s rude to cut in on another man’s dance.”
 
   “I need no assistance!” Sir Baelan shouted, his voice hoarse with exhaustion.
 
   “All right,” Garrett said, walking over to take a seat on a stump at the edge of the forest that afforded a good view of the battle.
 
   Red Sam stalked Sir Baelan like a wolf circling a wounded stag. Baelan retreated slowly toward the tree line, countering the bandit’s probing strikes with increasingly sluggish parries of his blade.
 
   Baelan staggered back against a large tree, leaning heavily against it for a moment as he gasped for breath.
 
   Red Sam giggled as he dodged clear of Baelan’s clumsy sword thrust, coming around behind the tree. He circled the tree, mocking the older man as he sprang back and forth from one side to the other, eluding the Astorran knight’s sword jabs that only scraped weakly against the bark of the tree.
 
   Sir Baelan fell back toward the greenway again, his breath labored and rasping now.
 
   Red Sam stepped from behind the tree and moved in for the kill with a vicious leer on his face.
 
   Suddenly, Sir Baelan held his breath. The knight’s sword swung in a glittering overhand arc, nearly cleaving the bandit’s head in two before the startled Chadiri could raise his sword to block it.
 
   Red Sam staggered backward under a hail of blows as Sir Baelan swung his sword in both hands, hammering down the bandit’s defenses in a flurry of bright steel. Red Sam cursed as he tripped over the roots of the tree behind him, and his foot turned beneath him. He went down hard, and Sir Baelan’s sword followed him like a heron diving for a fish.
 
   Red Sam sputtered and then groaned. His boot heels gouged twin furrows in the grass, and then he lay still.
 
   Sir Baelan slowly withdrew his blade from the dead bandit’s chest and then stooped to wipe it clean on the man’s red surcoat. He straightened his back and drew in a shuddering breath, and Garrett remembered to breathe again as well.
 
   Garrett rose from his stump and approached the weary knight. Sir Baelan sheathed his sword and then stooped to pick up Red Sam’s weapon. Baelan jammed the Chadirian blade beneath a protruding tree root and then covered his face with his left forearm as he levered the sword sideways. The sword rang like a bell as it snapped, leaving the better part of the twisted blade still stuck in the crook of the tree root. Sir Baelan turned and hurled the broken hilt into the forest. He stood, staring into the shadowy woods and breathing heavily.
 
   “Are you all right?” Garrett asked.
 
   “It’s getting worse,” Sir Baelan said.
 
   “What is?”
 
   The Astorran knight turned and looked at Garrett and then shook his head. “Those men should have been tilling fields and harvesting crops,” he said, “They aren’t warriors... This... madness is turning my people into savages.”
 
   “Then do something about it,” Garrett said with a shrug.
 
   Sir Baelan’s eyes narrowed. “I do my duty,” he said.
 
   “To Cabre?” Garrett scoffed.
 
   “To the crown he wears!” Baelan snapped back.
 
   Garrett pursed his lips and looked away. “What about your duty to these people?” he asked, gesturing toward the bodies littering the greenway.
 
   Sir Baelan let out an exhausted breath and rubbed the sweat from his forehead with the leather palm of his gauntlet. His shoulders sagged as he counted the dead. He looked toward the forest, seeing no sign of Mirion’s return and then moved closer to Garrett, lowering his voice as he spoke again. “What are your intentions, Deathlord?” he asked.
 
   Garrett hesitated.
 
   “What do you mean to do when you arrive at Braedshal?” Baelan whispered.
 
   “I don’t know,” Garrett admitted quietly, “I really don’t know.”
 
   “Do not lie to me!” Sir Baelan hissed.
 
   “It’s not a lie!” Garrett insisted, “I just... I just know that nothing is gonna change... for anybody... until Cabre and I settle things between us.”
 
   Sir Baelan lowered his head, his voice barely audible now. “If you attempt harm to the King, I am bound to defend him with my life,” he said.
 
   “I know,” Garrett said.
 
   Sir Baelan’s eyes lifted again, filled with anguish. “He loved his father, you know,” the knight sighed, “After King Haerad’s death... he was never the same again. I couldn’t stay there. Don’t you understand? I couldn’t watch what was happening to him... so he sent me away... and I paid for my cowardice, many times over.”
 
   “That’s why you were with the Inquisitor?” Garrett asked.
 
   Sir Baelan nodded. He looked as though he might say more, but Mirion emerged from the forest just then with a young boy and a middle-aged woman, both looking a bit rumpled but otherwise unharmed.
 
   “They had them tied up on a deer path, a short way in,” Mirion said, looking relieved to find Sir Baelan victorious.
 
   “Thank you all!” the older woman said, rushing forward to fall to her knees at Sir Baelan’s feet.
 
   “Come now, Goodwife,” Sir Baelan said, helping her to her feet again, “All is well, and no thanks are required.” He walked her back to her wagon and began to help her recover her scattered goods.
 
   The Astorran boy stood, wide-eyed and staring at the dead men strewn across the grass until Mirion took him by the shoulder and guided him a short distance away. Garrett watched as she knelt before the boy, whispering to him. After a few moments, the boy seemed to gain a new measure of resolve, with only a little fear remaining in his eyes as he glanced toward Garrett and then swiftly looked away.
 
   Garrett took the opportunity to slip away into the forest to relieve himself among the trees. He glanced around cautiously to make certain there were no fairies nearby and then did what he came to do.
 
   As he turned to go, he heard a slight thump on the top of his hood, and an acorn bounced off into the underbrush. He looked up to see Haven perched in a tree branch above, grinning like a deranged squirrel.
 
   “You forgot to look up,” she whispered.
 
   “What do you want?” Garrett demanded.
 
   “To embarrass you,” she answered, dropping from the tree to land in front of him.
 
   “Why?” he asked.
 
   “Because I’m bored,” she said, leaning in to kiss him.
 
   “That wasn’t exciting enough for you?” he mumbled against her lips as he lifted his arm toward the battlefield beyond the trees.
 
   “You know how many years I’ve had to watch other people do exciting things while I had to sit back and hide in the bushes?” Haven sighed.
 
   “All right,” Garrett chuckled, “next time, you can do all the fighting, and I’ll hide in a tree and watch you pee.”
 
   “You’d fall out of the tree,” she laughed.
 
   “You’d catch me,” he said, leaning in for another kiss.
 
   “Maybe,” she mumbled back.
 
   “Someone’s coming!” a slightly tremulous voice whispered from nearby.
 
   “Mualip?” Garrett exclaimed, pulling away from Haven to see the little selkie peering at them from between the bushes.
 
   Mualip put his finger to his lips and then pointed toward the greenway. Garrett glanced back to see the outline of Mirion pushing her way through the trees toward him.
 
   “Love you,” Haven whispered into Garrett’s ear before she and the selkie slipped away into the forest again.
 
   Garrett lifted his hand in parting, smiling slightly as he watched her brown cloak disappear between the leaves.
 
   “It’s time to go,” Mirion called out.
 
   Garrett turned to see her approaching through the undergrowth with her sword held ready in front of her. His eyes fell to the tip of the blade, freshly cleaned after the battle and gleaming in the light of a sunray that that had managed to pierce the thick canopy of leaves above.
 
   “Let’s go!” she said, her eyes hard and her lips set in a scowl.
 
   Garrett gave her a crooked smile and then began to make his way back toward the road with the sour-looking squire close behind.
 
   They found the farmers and their wagon gone and Sir Baelan dragging the bodies of the bandits off the road to leave them a short distance back among the trees.
 
   “Shouldn’t we bury them?” Mirion asked.
 
   “Let their families and friends have a chance to claim them,” Sir Baelan said, “We’ll make a report when we reach Terrelshire. They’ll send someone to pick up whatever is left and, hopefully, set a watch on the road until order is restored in the area.”
 
   “Anybody seen my horse?” Garrett asked.
 
   “You’ll ride with me back to the packhorses,” Sir Baelan said, “You’ll have to make do with one of them until we can find your horse again.”
 
   “I hope you like riding bare-back,” Mirion snorted.
 
   Sir Baelan’s face darkened with rage. “Give him your horse, Mirion,” he said.
 
   “What?” Mirion demanded.
 
   “Give him your horse,” Sir Baelan repeated, his voice gravelly and low.
 
   “I really don’t...” Garrett tried to interject.
 
   “He’s the one who lost his horse!” Mirion shouted, “Now you want me to...”
 
   “That is the second time you’ve questioned my order, squire!” Sir Baelan roared, “Am I being unclear?”
 
   Mirion fell silent, her face pale with suppressed rage.
 
   “Give him your horse,” Sir Baelan said again.
 
   Mirion stamped over to the tree where she had tethered her horse and snatched up its reins. She dragged the nickering animal over to where Garrett stood and shoved the leather lead into his hand. Her lips were pulled back over her gnashing teeth, and her eyes glistened with unspeakable anger.
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett whispered, withering beneath the heat of her gaze as he took the reins.
 
   Mirion turned on her heel and strode a short distance away, pausing to unbuckle her sword belt.
 
   Sir Baelan, now astride his own horse, rode up to her and held out his hand.
 
   Mirion tried to hand him her sword, but he refused it.
 
   “The sword is yours now, squire,” he said, “Wear it with honor... even when you must endure chastisement.”
 
   “Chastisement?” she sobbed.
 
   “The lesson of Courtesy is often the hardest to endure,” Sir Baelan said, “Especially so for those whose bravery is never questioned.”
 
   Mirion started to look toward Garrett again, her mouth half-opened as if she would say more, but then she fell silent. She buckled the sword back around her hips.
 
   “Come, ride with me,” Sir Baelan said, offering his hand to her again.
 
   “I can walk,” she whispered, her eyes on the ground.
 
   “This I know,” Sir Baelan said, “but I ordered you to ride.”
 
   Mirion looked up and took his hand. The big knight grunted as he pulled her up behind him on his horse’s back.
 
   Garrett mounted the girl’s skittish horse with some difficulty and then hurried to catch up with the others as they rode back toward the hill where they had left their packhorses. He rode alongside the knight’s horse and passed Sir Baelan his scabbarded sword. Sir Baelan accepted with a silent nod.
 
   “We will tend our wounds and then make for the ruins,” Sir Baelan said, “We’ve lost far too much time already.”
 
   Garrett’s backside was already beginning to hurt again by the time they emerged from the forest.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
   Gob’s Hollow lay in the shadow cast by a wooded hill rising to the west. The ancient greenway, now surrounded by low hills and sparse bushes, led directly into the heart of the vine-choked depression below. Six great pillars of alabaster stone rose from the hollow, wreathed closely by trees. A stream tumbled down a series of rocky waterfalls from the wooded hill above to disappear noisily into the depression, only to emerge, placid and tame, from a ravine on the eastern side of the hollow. The waters drained away into the eastern farmlands, glittering in the purple light of dusk.
 
   Sir Baelan squinted at the distant lights of a small farmhouse, nestled in the shelter of an eastern hill. “You say the local people avoid this place?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, Sir Baelan,” Mirion answered. She sat astride one of the packhorses now, looking a bit foul-tempered after riding all afternoon with nothing but a blanket and a bit of horsehide between her and the creature’s backbone. Her pale shoulders shone from the ragged hem where her sleeves had once joined to her gray tunic. Now both of her arms hung bare, with only strips of white bandage to cover the several nicks and abrasions she had suffered in the earlier skirmish.
 
   Sir Baelan continued to scan the surrounding hills for a moment before he grunted and urged his horse on toward the dark hollow ahead.
 
   The stars began to twinkle in the indigo sky when they reached the hollow. They followed the greenway directly into the heart of the cool, shadowy woods beneath the ghostly white standing stones. Sir Baelan reined his horse to the side of the road and then pulled a torch and a flask from his saddlebag.
 
   The fishy stink of whale oil filled the air, and then Baelan restoppered the flask and put it away. Tiny flashes of light lit the determined man’s face as he struck sparks from a flint, trying to ignite the torch.
 
   “This help?” Garrett said, producing a burst of blue flame from his fingertips to illuminate the startled knight.
 
   The horses nickered in fear and stamped their hooves, but Garrett held the flame long enough for Sir Baelan to get his torch lit.
 
   “My thanks,” Sir Baelan said as Garrett let the icy flames die out.
 
   Garrett smiled and nodded as the orange glow of Sir Baelan’s torch filled the grassy patch that marked the end of the greenway. Rustling noises among the trees caused them all to look around, straining their eyes against the darkness. Garrett had the distinct feeling of being watched. He hoped it was only by a few bored fae folk of his acquaintance.
 
   “This way,” Sir Baelan said, leading them deeper into the hollow, “I don’t want anyone to see us from the road.”
 
   The sound of bubbling water grew louder as they made their way deeper into the trees. They arrived presently at a small clearing beside a dark pool, ringed with marshy ground and clusters of grayish toadstools. Sir Baelan dismounted and began to search for a likely campsite, leaving Mirion to tend to the horses.
 
   Garrett relinquished her horse back to her care. She did not look at him as she took the reins.
 
   Mirion led the horses to the edge of the pool and allowed them to drink as she loosened their saddles and packs.
 
   Garrett stretched his legs and listened to the crickets and frogs that filled the darkness with their creaking song. His boots sank a little into the marshy ground as he arched his back and massaged his sore buttocks.
 
   A flicker of violet light at the corner of his vision caught his attention. He narrowed his eyes as he turned, searching the brooding darkness between the trees. He carefully made his way around the perimeter of the marsh, still scanning the darkness for any sign of movement or light. Was it Sender, trying to signal him from the shadows?
 
   Garrett’s boot sank through a damp mass of rotten leaves as he stepped into the forest. Moldering twigs snapped beneath his boot heel, and he leaned against a nearby tree for support. The brown, spongy bark peeled away to reveal the glistening red heartwood beneath, and Garrett recoiled from the loathsome tree in revulsion.
 
   A harsh, clicking sound, like the noise of some enormous swamp insect, made Garrett start. He looked toward the source of the sound and froze in fear. Two large eyes, glowing with violet light stared back at him from the darkness of the forest. Garrett stood in stunned silence as more violet eyes blinked open, the darkness now alive with scores of the creatures, watching him with an unnerving sense of malice.
 
   Garrett sent a burst of icy flame skyward, illuminating the shadowy woods. For a moment, he thought he saw a mass of twisted gray shapes, hunched and malformed, in the stark light of his fire, but their bodies vanished like smoke as the azure flames licked at the branches of the trees above. Night birds shrieked and beat the air with their wings as they took flight from the dying embers of chill magic that rose into the starry sky.
 
   “What is it?” Sir Baelan shouted as he rushed back into sight, bearing his crackling torch.
 
   “I dunno,” Garrett said as he stumbled away from the woods. The marshy ground sucked at his boots as though trying to impede his escape.
 
   “What did you see?” Baelan demanded.
 
   “I dunno,” Garrett repeated as he kicked his way free of the mud and struggled to higher ground.
 
   Sir Baelan drew his sword and looked to Mirion who was watching Garrett’s struggles with a dour smirk. “Did you see anything?” Sir Baelan asked her.
 
   “I told you this place was haunted,” Mirion said. She turned her attention back to unsaddling Sir Baelan’s horse.
 
   “Did you find a good spot to camp?” Garrett asked, trying to shake the embarrassment of his ghostly encounter.
 
   Sir Baelan shook his head. “We’ll make camp here,” he sighed, pointing to the driest patch of grass near the end of the greenway, “and do our best not to disturb the spirits of this place.” He looked around a bit nervously, obviously bothered by the thought of spending the night in a haunted wood. “We’ll be on our way at first light,” he added, perhaps as much to appease the ghosts as to reassure the others.
 
   Garrett’s bedroll landed on the ground, atop his muddy boots. He gave Mirion a dark look, but she ignored him as she passed Sir Baelan his pack before returning to the horses to retrieve her own gear.
 
   “We’ll need the tent,” Sir Baelan said. He held his torch behind him and shielded his eyes with his free hand as he studied the night sky through the trees above.
 
   Garrett looked up to see the wispy, mares’ tail clouds stretched across the stars. “You think it’s gonna rain?” he asked.
 
   “It may,” Sir Baelan sighed, “There’s no point in chancing that it won’t.”
 
   “How can you tell?” Garrett asked.
 
   Sir Baelan shrugged. “My father was a farmer,” he said, “I would have been one as well, had fate wished it.”
 
   Mirion looked up from unpacking the canvas tent, obviously startled by Sir Baelan’s admission.
 
   “Yes,” he chuckled, “I am common-born.”
 
   “But, I thought you must be born a noble to stand in the Royal Guard?” Mirion said.
 
   “An exception was made, in my case,” Sir Baelan chuckled, “for the sake of my father.”
 
   Mirion gave him a curious look as she dragged the tent into place with the knight’s help.
 
   “Our family farm lay on the border with Weslae,” Baelan explained as he stretched the canvas out across the grass, “and so my father was among the men conscripted to fight in one of the disputes over the Riverlands. King Haerad called, and men like my father answered.”
 
   “He fought against Weslae?” Mirion asked.
 
   “You had family there, did you not?” Sir Baelan asked.
 
   Mirion nodded. “I am all that is left of my family now,” she answered quietly.
 
   “It wasn’t even a real war that took my father’s life,” Sir Baelan sighed, “A simple dispute between nobles over the ownership of a certain strip of fertile land... but peaceful times breed petty wars... Even so, for whatever reason men choose to fight one another, there will always be acts of bravery and heroism to lend nobility to even the most... ignoble cause.”
 
   Garrett and Mirion waited in silence as Sir Baelan paused to collect his thoughts.
 
   “The King always fought his own battles in those days,” Sir Baelan said, “They say that Haerad himself led the charge to relieve my father’s company when the Weslaens cut the bridge. They were caught between the enemy and the river, but Haerad rode in, screaming like a man possessed. The King and his heavy cavalry crushed the pikemen that were pushing my father and the others into the river.
 
   “My father and the other common men gathered ‘round, cheering King Haerad and shouting their defiance at the enemy. Haerad himself wasted no time in rallying his men and turning to face the enemy’s own heavy horse, now lined up for a charge, but, seeing Haerad’s banner in the thick of it, the Weslaens decided that it was time to spring their trap.”
 
   “Trap?” Mirion asked.
 
   Sir Baelan scratched at one of his bushy eyebrows as he remembered the story. “The Weslaens had a warlock... Grayfinger I believe they called him... he called up a strange mist from the river. Whatever it was, it drove the King’s horses mad. Most of the riders were thrown... some of them trampled beneath the hooves of their own steeds. The horses that did not flee the field soon fell dead upon the riverbank, their hearts burst with fear.
 
   “In the midst of the chaos, the Weslaen cavalry charged.”
 
   “What happened?” Garrett wondered aloud.
 
   “They very nearly took the King’s head,” Sir Baelan answered, “The fall from his horse had broken his leg... He fought from the ground, but the enemy knew him and pressed him hard. In the end, they overran and surrounded him. My father was able to break through to the King’s defense and held them off long enough for the knights to come to his aid.
 
   “The Weslaens were driven back, and the King saved, though my father gave his life to see it done.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Mirion said quietly.
 
   Sir Baelan shrugged. “My father died a hero,” he said with a smile, “The other farmers who survived the battle named the village tavern after him. I don’t know that he ever touched a drop of ale in his life, but I think it would have pleased him just the same.”
 
   “And that’s why the Guard took you in?” Mirion said.
 
   Sir Baelan nodded. “I’ve done my best to repay them with honor over the years,” he said, his voice growing somber, “Yet I fear that I have failed him...” His words trailed off as his eyes grew distant.
 
   “Failed who?” Mirion asked.
 
   Baelan looked up as though shaken from a bad dream. “I’ll take first watch,” he said, ignoring her question, “get some sleep, Mirion. We have a hard ride ahead in the morning.”
 
   Mirion unbuckled her sword and tucked it under her arm as she crawled into the tent. Garrett was in no hurry to share such a confined space with someone who wanted him dead. Instead, he lingered outside with Sir Baelan as a thin film of clouds moved in to blanket the starry sky above.
 
   Baelan looked in no mood for further conversation, so Garrett strolled aimlessly around the camp, his thoughts turning again toward Braedshal and the murderous young prince that awaited his arrival there.
 
   “Don’t stray far,” Sir Baelan said from beside the tree where he stood watch.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, “I just want to stretch my legs a little.”
 
   Sir Baelan grunted and looked away, leaving Garrett to explore the edge of the forest near the greenway.
 
   A flicker of violet light caught his eye, and he took a few steps into the forest, still a little afraid of the ghosts.
 
   Sender the fairy appeared from behind a rotting stump and waved for Garrett to approach.
 
   Garrett glanced toward the Astorran knight, but Sir Baelan seemed lost in his thoughts. Garrett quietly slipped into the forest, his boots making little sound in the marshy undergrowth.
 
   “Hi,” Garrett whispered as he crouched in the bushes near the violet fairy.
 
   “Good evening, Songreaver,” Sender answered back, tilting his wings forward in a slight bow as he lighted on the mossy stump.
 
   “Is Haven around?” Garrett asked.
 
   “No, my lord,” Sender whispered, “She and the selkie have gone to investigate a nearby farm house in search of supplies.”
 
   “I thought you guys brought supplies,” Garrett said, furrowing his brow.
 
   “Selkies eat quite a lot, it would seem,” Sender said with a shrug, “They left Shortgrass and I here to keep watch until they return.”
 
   “Where is he?” Garrett asked.
 
   Sender pointed skyward. “Keeping watch.”
 
   Garrett glanced up but saw nothing through the boughs of the trees above.
 
   “Is there anything you require, my lord?” Sender asked.
 
   “No, not really,” Garrett sighed, “I guess I just don’t feel very tired yet... Oh, do you know what’s going on with all the ghosts here?”
 
   Sender shivered. “Boggarts, my lord,” he answered with a look of disgust on his face.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Boggarts are like...” Sender began, waving his tiny hands as he searched for the right words, “Well, you know how, when a fae creature dies, sometimes they become a wisp?”
 
   “I guess,” Garrett said.
 
   “Well, when a war-bred creature dies,” Sender said, “they become a boggart.”
 
   “Oh, so these were like goblins or something that got killed here?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Possibly,” Sender said, “I am unfamiliar with the exact nature of such things. I’ve always preferred to avoid the dark fae.”
 
   “Dark fae?”
 
   “The war-bred are fae, after all,” Sender sighed, “but their songs are twisted and vile.”
 
   A cold wind rustled the leaves around them, and Garrett felt a shiver that had nothing to do with the chill.
 
   “No offense intended!” Sender laughed nervously, “I’m sure they all had very good reasons for their endless sorrow and rage... completely justified, really, once you know the facts!”
 
   The wind slowly died away, leaving Garrett and the little fairy eying the shadowy woods warily.
 
   They both jumped as something crashed through the leaves above into their midst.
 
   “We’ve got company!” hissed Shortgrass as the brassy fairy flared with a warning glow.
 
   “Huh?” Garrett exclaimed.
 
   “A dozen riders,” Shortgrass whispered as his glow faded, “Didn’t see ‘em ‘till they were upon us! They came from the wood beneath the hill. Black robes and no lights. They’re headed this way!”
 
   “Who are they?” Garrett demanded.
 
   “I didn’t ask,” Shortgrass snapped, “But it’s good that we found ya. We’ll hide in tha woods ‘till we know what they’re after.”
 
   “What about Sir Baelan?” Garrett gasped, “We have to warn him!”
 
   “You’ll do no sech thing!” Shortgrass growled.
 
   Garrett started to speak again, but the fairy shushed him.
 
   The sound of hooves came from the greenway and the creak of leather horse tack.
 
   Garrett and the two fairies retreated into the dark forest, keeping low to avoid being seen as a dozen horsemen, dressed in black robes approached up the greenway.
 
   “Hold!” Sir Baelan shouted as he moved to confront the riders, holding his torch aloft in his left hand. His right hand rested on the pommel of the sword at his belt.
 
   “Sir Baelan?” a familiar voice called out from the lead horseman.
 
   “Sir Anders?” Baelan called back in puzzlement, “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Looking for you, old friend!” The gray-haired knight laughed as he threw back the hood of his black robe and swiftly dismounted.
 
   From his hiding place, Garrett could see that the other robed men made no move to follow their leader, but moved their hands to the pommels of their own weapons.
 
   Sir Anders quickly closed the gap between himself and the other man, and Sir Baelan returned the older knight’s embrace.
 
   “My heart soars to see you free again, my friend!” Sir Anders laughed, clapping the sandy-haired knight on the arm.
 
   “Why are you here, Sir Anders,” Sir Baelan asked, his confusion evident on his face, “and who are your companions?”
 
   Sir Anders gave a rueful chuckle and looked back toward the other hooded riders. “True patriots, all, I can assure you,” Sir Anders said, “Called to my hall to discuss the danger at hand, and all sprang readily to your aid with little urging on my behalf when we heard of your escape.”
 
   “You heard?” Sir Baelan asked, taking a step backward as he eyed the hooded knights.
 
   “Why, yes,” Sir Anders said, “Your squire sent word that we could find you here, and so we rushed to your aid with all haste.”
 
   “My squire sent word?” Sir Baelan sighed, his shoulders sagging a little.
 
   Garrett muttered a few things under his breath as he recalled the way that Mirion had whispered to the farm boy they had rescued from the bandits.
 
   “Sir Anders, you’ve come!” Mirion said as she jogged forward into the light of Sir Baelan’s torch with a relieved look on her face. She flinched a little when she saw Sir Baelan’s angry glare.
 
   “Squire Mirion!” Sir Anders exclaimed, “I did not realize that you were the one to send word to us! Are you to thank as well for Sir Baelan’s escape?”
 
   “No, my lord,” Mirion said, “I simply...”
 
   “Silence!” Sir Baelan barked.
 
   Mirion went pale as a sheet in the flickering torchlight, and Sir Anders fell back a step in astonishment at Sir Baelan’s rage. The horses of the hooded riders nickered and shied as their riders tightened their gloves around the grips of their swords.
 
   “I thank you for your concern, Sir Anders,” Baelan rasped, obviously struggling to control his temper, “but neither I, nor my squire have need of your assistance at this time.”
 
   Sir Anders shook his head, baffled by his fellow knight’s anger. “We received word that you had captured the Kingslayer, Sir Baelan!” he said, “This is cause for celebration, old friend, is it not?”
 
   “I am merely performing my duty as required by my oath to the crown, Sir Anders,” Baelan answered tersely, “There is nothing more to be said in this matter... I thank you again for your concern, but I must ask that you... and your fellow patriots withdraw immediately.”
 
   “The friendship of the Holly Briar is not so lightly spurned!” grumbled one of the hooded knights astride his horse. He and the other riders urged their horses forward in a rough half circle around Sir Baelan.
 
   Mirion looked a bit shaken now as she turned her frightened eyes toward her master.
 
   “I know your voice well, Sir Bartlend,” Baelan rasped, “Your hoods and nooses might frighten the peasants, but they don’t impress me much.”
 
   “Come now!” Sir Anders laughed, lifting his hand to stay the advance of his comrades, “There’s no call for such incivility. We simply wish to honor our oaths to assist you in the lawful discharge of your duty, Sir Baelan.”
 
   “Then leave,” Sir Baelan said, his hand on his sword and his eyes on Sir Bartlend, “Now!”
 
   Sir Anders’s face fell, and he let out a weary sigh. “I had hoped that...” he began to speak.
 
   “Take your leave, sir!” Sir Baelan shouted, “By the authority of the King’s Guard!”
 
   “Where is the Kingslayer, Sir Baelan?” Sir Anders asked quietly.
 
   “I will not say it again!” Sir Baelan shouted, drawing his sword.
 
   The mounted knights dragged their own swords from their sheaths with a steely hiss, and Mirion did the same, falling back to Sir Baelan’s defense with a terrified look in her eyes.
 
   “You will hand the Kingslayer over to us now, Sir Baelan,” Sir Anders said, his own hand now straying to the pommel of his sword. He froze as Baelan took a step forward, pressing the tip of his blade into the hollow of the old knight’s throat.
 
   The horsemen crowded close, their weapons leveled at the King’s Guard and his trembling squire.
 
   “I serve the crown!” Sir Baelan hissed through clenched teeth.
 
   “As do we all, Sir Baelan,” the old knight sighed, “Now give us the Kingslayer and let us do what we must.”
 
   “Do it, Sir Baelan,” Mirion whimpered, “Please!”
 
   “Lay down your sword, Mirion,” Sir Baelan said.
 
   “I will not leave you undefended!” she answered, her eyes darting from one horseman to the next.
 
   “And I would not see Sir Jons’s sword sullied by a traitor’s hand!” he spat.
 
   Baelan’s words hit the girl like a slap to the face. Tears streamed from her eyes as she fell to her knees, and her former master’s sword rolled from her open hand onto the grass.
 
   “Take this woman and go!” Sir Baelan cried, his voice starting to crack with the emotions warring within him, “I will not break my oath to deliver my prisoner to Braedshal alive!”
 
   “What are you doin’?” Shortgrass whispered as Garrett pushed himself up from behind a mossy stump and rose stealthily to his feet.
 
   “I’ll be all right,” Garrett whispered back, “Just stay outta sight.”
 
   Shortgrass sputtered curses as Garrett stepped from the forest behind the horsemen.
 
   “Somebody looking for me?” Garrett called out, wiping the damp moss from his hands.
 
   The horsemen wheeled to face him with cries of dismay.
 
   Sir Baelan lowered his sword in resignation and gave Garrett a pleading look.
 
   “Take him!” Sir Anders shouted, and the horsemen hurried to surround the young necromancer with blades leveled at his chest.
 
   “If you breathe another word, I’ll run you through where you stand, sorcerer!” Sir Bartlend hissed, prodding Garrett’s shoulder with the tip of his sword.
 
   Garrett rolled his eyes and mutely raised his hands in surrender.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
   Garrett wondered who it was who had first come up with the idea that stuffing something in a person’s mouth would prevent them from using magic. He had to admit though that this was the nicest gag he had ever worn. The satin cloth stretched between his teeth and tied behind his neck smelled faintly of holly, as did the black cloth they had bound around his eyes. He imagined that the cord that bound his wrists to the saddle horn probably smelled just as festive.
 
   He swayed slightly in the saddle as they rode through the night. No one spoke. He amused himself by trying to guess the location of the other horsemen in relation to himself by sound alone, though he eventually came to the conclusion that he would make a terrible bat.
 
   Then it started to rain. Soon his blindfold and gag became soaked, and cold, drippy rivulets of water began to trickle down his collar, forming an icy crust there as his mood darkened.
 
   I see you’ve gotten sidetracked, the voice in his mind grumbled.
 
   Yeah, a little, Garrett admitted silently.
 
   Shall we kill these fools and be on our way? Brahnek’s voice sighed.
 
   They’re not bad people, Garrett thought, At least I don’t think they are.
 
   They intend to kill you, do they not? the voice demanded.
 
   Probably.
 
   So why are we wasting our time with this ridiculous game? Brahnek rumbled.
 
   I wanna see what they do, Garrett thought, These are the people that are gonna have to follow me if I manage to take Cabre’s place. I can’t just kill everybody.
 
   Why not?
 
   Garrett shook off the little chill of malice that crept through his chest and sighed in frustration. If I wanted all the Astorrans dead, I woulda let Max do it, Garrett replied inwardly.
 
   Suddenly Garrett felt the tip of a blade pressed against his throat.
 
   “I’m watching you, wizard!” Sir Bartlend’s voice growled, “Keep still and keep quiet, or I’ll end you now.”
 
   Can we kill that one? Brahnek’s voice hissed.
 
   I’m starting to consider it, Garrett thought.
 
   “Sir Anders!” A voice called out from farther up the road.
 
   Garrett heard the clatter of hooves on gravel as what sounded like several horses approached rapidly from ahead. Garrett’s horse slowed to a stop and fidgeted restlessly beneath him as they awaited the newcomers’ arrival in the drizzling rain.
 
   “What is it, Hammond?” Sir Anders called out.
 
   “We feared for your safety, m’lord,” the other man said as he approached the column of riders. Suddenly he gasped. “Is that him?” he asked.
 
   “We have the prisoner,” Sir Anders replied, “Why aren’t you at the keep?”
 
   “We’ve had another attack, m’lord,” the man answered.
 
   “Another?” Sir Anders demanded, “Was anyone harmed?”
 
   “Your hens, m’lord,” the man said, his voice slightly shaken, “All of them dead.”
 
   “My... my hens?” Sir Anders gasped.
 
   “We think it was Mary Potts, m’lord,” the man answered, “The old gardener said he recognized her dress on the... the thing, m’lord.”
 
   “Mary Potts?” Sir Anders exclaimed, “She’s been dead thirty years! Why would she... my hens?”
 
   “Your father did set the hangmen after her, m’lord,” the shaken man said, “We think perhaps that’s why she’d come back... They say the dead are all wakin’ up now, my lord, and lookin’ to right their wrongs.”
 
   “Nonsense!” Sir Anders scoffed, “It’s just a bit of the Kingslayer’s mischief, and that will be righted soon enough!”
 
   “Do you think they’ll stop comin’ once you... do the deed, m’lord?” the anxious man asked.
 
   “Cut off the head, and the serpent dies with it!” Sir Bartlend said.
 
   Garrett couldn’t help but snort with laughter and was rewarded with a sharp poke from the red knight’s sword point.
 
   “We’ll sort this out at the keep,” Sir Anders stated flatly, “Lead on, Hammond. I’d like to make it home before that storm reaches us.”
 
   A low rumble of thunder rolled through the damp air.
 
   “Let’s move!” Sir Bartlend growled, and Garrett’s horse lurched beneath him as they continued down the road.
 
   A hard wind buffeted Garrett’s body, dislodging the occasional sheet of slushy ice from his hunched shoulders as he rode. He began to pity the poor beast that carried him. He could feel the horse shivering with the icy burden of a damp, gloomy Songreaver on its back. He feared that, if they went much farther, the horse might drop dead of the chill beneath him.
 
   Then he became aware of the glow of many torches ahead, their ruddy light creeping in around the soaked edges of his blindfold. The rain fell momentarily silent, and men called out greetings from above as they passed through what Garrett guessed was a gatehouse of some sort. The horses slowed as they entered the courtyard beyond, and he heard men’s boots splashing in the mud as they began to dismount all around him.
 
   “Sir Anders!” Baelan’s voice cried out hoarsely from nearby.
 
   “Yes, Sir Baelan,” the old knight answered as he approached Garrett’s horse.
 
   “He must stand trial at Braedshal!” Sir Baelan shouted.
 
   “He will stand trial, old friend,” Sir Anders assured him, “You have done your duty to the crown, Sir Baelan, and the King will know of your part in it.”
 
   Someone sawed through the cords binding Garrett’s wrists to the saddle horn, and then he felt strong hands seize his arms as the knights dragged him down from the shuddering horse’s back.
 
   “Gods, he’s cold!” the man on Garrett’s left hissed.
 
   “Your order has no authority to try him!” Sir Baelan cried.
 
   “Long has the Holly Briar stood between the Crown and the darkness without, Sir Baelan,” Sir Anders said, “The world is not as simple as it may seem within Braedshal’s walls.”
 
   The toes of Garrett’s boots hoed furrows through the mud as the knights dragged him away.
 
   “I gave my oath!” Sir Baelan shouted, sounding farther away now, as though he were being carried away in a different direction.
 
   “As did we all, Sir Baelan!” Sir Anders shouted, “Someday, I pray you will forgive us for doing what we must do now.”
 
   “I will stand for him, Sir Anders!” Sir Baelan cried, “I will stand for him!”
 
   The men dragging Garrett away suddenly froze.
 
   “Let his trial be by combat then!” Sir Baelan rasped, “I will stand his champion.”
 
   “Sir Baelan, no!” Mirion gasped from somewhere nearby.
 
   “Do not ask this, old friend. I beg of you,” Sir Anders replied.
 
   “I do ask it,” Sir Baelan shouted, “I demand the right to stand in his stead!”
 
   “Let him,” Sir Bartlend spoke, his voice just loud enough to carry to where Sir Anders stood nearby.
 
   “No!” Sir Anders spat.
 
   “It will come to that anyway,” Sir Bartlend whispered back, “Let the man die with his honor. I will see it done quickly, and...”
 
   “No!” Sir Anders cut him off.
 
   “By your honor, sir, I demand an answer!” Sir Baelan said.
 
   The patter of raindrops filled the silence for a long moment before Sir Anders spoke again.
 
   “Take him to the cell,” Sir Anders sighed.
 
   “No!” Sir Baelan shouted, and Garrett heard the sounds of a struggle as the big knight tried to break free.
 
   “Do not harm him!” Sir Anders ordered, and Garrett heard Sir Baelan’s muffled curses recede into the distance as they carried him away.
 
   A loud crack of thunder split the night as the rain began to pound down around them.
 
   “He’s going to be a problem,” Sir Bartlend muttered.
 
   “Sir Baelan is my problem!” Sir Anders snapped.
 
   “He knows us!” Sir Bartlend growled.
 
   “And he will come around... once he’s had time to think it over,” Sir Anders sighed, “I will persuade him to our cause.”
 
   “And if you cannot?” Sir Bartlend demanded.
 
   “We will deal with that as we must!” Sir Anders said, “For now, we have more pressing concerns at hand.”
 
   Sir Bartlend snorted with contempt, and Garrett winced as the red knight dug his fingers into Garrett’s upper arm.
 
   “And what of you, Mirion?” Sir Anders called out, “Where do your loyalties lie?”
 
   Garrett heard the young squire sniff and then draw in a ragged sigh. “I pledge my life to anyone who will meet out justice upon this dog that murdered my Sir Jons!” she hissed.
 
   “Very good,” Sir Anders replied, “Come along then and see that justice done.”
 
   Garrett toes skipped lightly over the smooth cobbles as they carried him inside the keep. He felt the men press closer on either side as they squeezed through the narrow confines of a dark tunnel. They passed through several chambers of unknown size and descended a long flight of stairs that echoed with the scuffing heels of the knights’ boots. At last they paused for a moment to catch their breath at the foot of the stairs.
 
   “I will have your oath, Mirion, to never reveal what you see here tonight to anyone... on pain of death,” Sir Anders whispered.
 
   “You have it... gladly, Sir Anders,” the girl answered, “but I beg of you that no harm comes to Sir Baelan over this. He is a kind and honorable man. It is this very honor that blinds him, perhaps, to the necessity of what must be done.”
 
   
  
 


“But you understand its necessity?” Sir Anders asked.
 
   “Yes, Sir Anders,” she answered quietly.
 
   “Sir Baelan is my friend,” Sir Anders said, “I would sooner part with my sword arm than bring him harm… but you understand as well why he must remain in our custody until he has had time enough to see the wisdom of our cause?”
 
   “Yes, Sir Anders,” she said, “Your cause is my own, and I will see it done.”
 
   “Good,” the old knight sighed, “Sir Jons would be proud that you have chosen to follow his path.”
 
   “Sir Jons was in the Order?” she asked.
 
   “He served the Holly and the Crown with honor and bravery,” Sir Anders said, “and the Holly avenges its own.”
 
   “Then my life for the Holly Briar,” she whispered, sounding as though she had just fallen to her knees before Sir Anders, “though I can never hope to repay my debt to you for this.”
 
   “Rise, child,” Sir Anders said, “Now is not the time for such an oath.”
 
   “Yes, Sir Anders,” she said, getting to her feet again.
 
   Garrett heard a grating sound of metal on stone, and then felt a gust of stale air wash over him, and the sense of a large space opening before him.
 
   A secret door, grumbled the voice in Garrett’s thoughts, I suppose this is where they pretend to be important.
 
   Garrett laughed as best he could with the gag in his mouth.
 
   He huffed in pain a moment later when Sir Bartlend drove his fist into Garrett’s stomach.
 
   Garrett mumbled some of Warren’s finest curses into his gag as they hauled him into the room beyond the stairwell. He heard at least a dozen pairs of boots scuffle into the room around him, and then the stone door grated shut once again behind them.
 
   “The Order of the Holly Briar stands assembled,” Sir Anders’s voice called out with solemn authority, “We stand between the Crown and its enemies and pledge our lives to its defense.”
 
   Sir Bartlend and the other man holding Garrett’s arms seated him in what felt like an iron chair and affixed his wrists and ankles into shackles bolted to its frame. Sir Bartlend snatched away Garrett’s blindfold as he stepped away, and Garrett blinked at the light of dozens of torches ringing the large circular room.
 
   Sir Anders handed his mud-spattered robe to one of his fellow knights and took a seat at one of the high-backed wooden chairs ringing the perimeter of the room. Garrett turned his head to look around, counting almost thirty of the chairs within his view. The other knights quickly shed their robes as well and then took their own seats along the wall in front of Garrett. Their damp armor creaked as they set aside their helmets and then lowered themselves into their chairs with looks of wary loathing on their faces.
 
   Mirion stood nearby, wrapped in a dry blanket, her dark hair hanging in sodden tresses around her eyes that burned with hatred for Garrett. Sir Anders motioned for her to join him in the chair beside his, and she did so at once.
 
   Sir Bartlend alone stood within sword’s reach of Garrett, his hand on the pommel of his weapon as he glared down menacingly at the captive necromancer.
 
   “Kingslayer,” Sir Anders said, “You stand accused of many crimes against the Kingdom of Astorra, any one of which would prove sufficient cause for your execution... Given more time, perhaps, we might allow you the honor of a trial to address each accusation in turn, and, perhaps, learn the true depths of your deception.”
 
   An angry murmur rose from the surrounding knights.
 
   “... However,” Sir Anders voice rose above his fellows’, “given the fiendish nature of the accused, prudence, it seems, would demand that we deal with this threat as expeditiously as possible.”
 
   The other knights nodded their approval.
 
   “If there be any man here who would speak in the Kingslayer’s defense, let him speak now,” Sir Anders said.
 
   A hushed murmur of scorn passed through the assembled knights as Garrett lifted his fingers and mumbled a muffled protest.
 
   “Then, by the authority of the Order of the Holly Briar,” Sir Anders said, rising to his feet, “I sentence this man to death.”
 
   “Mhwa?” Garrett muffled through his gag.
 
   They do get right to the point, don’t they? Brahnek’s voice laughed in Garrett’s mind.
 
   I kinda thought I’d get to talk or something, Garrett sighed inwardly.
 
   Sir Bartlend drew his sword and took a step toward Garrett as the young necromancer hastily gathered his will for a panicked defense.
 
   I rather admire their efficiency, Brahnek chuckled.
 
   “Hold, Sir Bartlend!” Sir Anders cried out.
 
   “In the King’s name, why?” the red-armored knight shouted in frustration, his sword poised to strike Garrett’s head from his shoulders.
 
   “Let Sir Jons’s blade be the one that does the deed,” Sir Anders said, motioning for one of the other knights to bring the dead knight’s sword forward.
 
   Mirion sobbed and put her hands to her lips as Sir Anders offered her the hilt of her lost master’s blade.
 
   “Mirion Zara,” Sir Anders addressed the girl as she shrugged aside her blanket and fell to her knees again before him, “Will you take Sir Jons’s sword and see justice done upon his killer?”
 
   “Huh?” Garrett shouted, unable to believe what he thought he’d just heard.
 
   “I will gladly see it done, my lord,” Mirion sobbed, taking the sword in hand and pulling it from its scabbard with an oily hiss. She rose and turned to face the bound necromancer with a look of righteous wrath upon her face.
 
   Garrett bit down hard, shattering the frozen mass of cloth between his teeth and then spat out shards of the ice-crusted satin.
 
   “What did you say your name was?” he demanded.
 
   “Sorcery!” Sir Bartlend shouted swinging his sword in a whistling arc at Garrett’s head. The steel blade splintered into a hundred pieces as an icy blast of Garrett’s will hurled Sir Bartlend against the far wall, smashing apart one of the high-backed chairs.
 
   “No!” Mirion cried as she lunged forward, sword raised.
 
   “Wait!” Garrett shouted, struggling against the iron manacles that held him, even as he willed a buffeting storm of frost outward in all directions, pinning the half-risen knights to their chairs and slowing Mirion’s charge almost to a standstill.
 
   “I will kill you!” she shouted, leaning hard into the blast of Garrett’s icy storm. Her boots slipped on the patch of ice that now spread across the floor from Garrett’s frost-bound chair, and she fell hard. She gritted her teeth and struggled to rise again as she clawed her way toward him, digging the fingernails of her free hand into the ice.
 
   “He said your name is Zara!” Garrett shouted to be heard over the magical storm, “You’re from Weslae, right?”
 
   Mirion screamed with rage as she slipped again, stabbing wildly with Sir Jons’s blade, yet still too far away to reach him. All around the room, the other knights had drawn their own weapons and struggled to break free of the crusted ice that held them against their chairs.
 
   “Do you know someone named Max?” Garrett shouted, “Max Zara?”
 
   Mirion’s eyes went momentarily wide before the stunning blast of Garrett’s storm forced them shut again.
 
   “You do, don’t you?” Garrett laughed triumphantly. He pulled in vain again at the shackles binding his wrists to the iron chair. “These things are really well made, aren’t they?” he groaned in frustration.
 
   Mirion took advantage of Garrett’s momentary lapse in concentration, lunging to her feet again as the blasting winds of the Songreaver’s will lulled slightly. With a feral scream, she leapt forward, swinging her sword at Garrett’s face.
 
   “Ah!” Garrett shouted, looking up again just in time to dash the sword from her hand with a blast of fiery blue energy.
 
   The momentum of her charge carried her forward still, and she grasped a handful of Garrett’s robe with her left hand, pulling herself to him.
 
   “Mirion!” Garrett cried, a moment before she smashed him in the face with her right fist.
 
   Garrett tasted blood as his head snapped back. He heard the sound of armored men crashing to the floor as the storm of his will faltered, and they broke free of their ice-bound chairs. She hit him again before he could renew his defense, and his vision swam with flashes of light that coalesced into a throbbing pain in his forehead.
 
   “Stoppit!” he shouted, spitting blood as he shoved her back again by force of will.
 
   Mirion snarled like a rabid badger as she scrambled on the icy floor before him, and Garrett jerked his head to the side to avoid a thrown dagger that whistled end over end from the hand of one of the Astorran knights.
 
   “Max is alive, Mirion!” Garrett shouted, “I know where he is!”
 
   “Liar!” Mirion screamed as she fell again and struggled to rise.
 
   “I can take you to him, Mirion,” Garrett shouted, “He’s really alive!”
 
   “I’ll kill you!” Mirion cried, clawing her way toward him across the icy floor, “I’ll kill...” She screamed in pain as one of her fingernails snapped backward.
 
   “Gods! Stop it, Mirion!” Garrett shouted in disgust. He cried out in pain a moment later when a thrown handaxe clanged against the arm of the iron chair, cutting him, just below the elbow.
 
   “Courage, brothers!” Sir Anders shouted to be heard over the blast of Garrett’s magic.
 
   “For the King!” a knight in burnished armor cried as he shouldered his way through the storm, almost reaching Garrett with his sword before being hurled back against the wall again.
 
   Kill them now! shouted Brahnek’s voice in Garrett’s head.
 
   “Everybody shut up!” Garrett screamed. He ground his teeth in rage, unable to pull free of the iron restraints and desperately trying to think of a way to keep everyone in the room alive, himself most of all.
 
   A flicker of shadow at the edge of the room drew Garrett’s eye. Through the blast of icy sleet, he saw a purplish black stain begin to spread from the edges of the stone door through which they had entered. Liquid shadow seeped across the stones like droplets of oil, spreading in all directions across the walls, ceiling and floor.
 
   “Huh?” Garrett exclaimed as he watched the inky darkness dribble across the domed ceiling of the room, blotting out the ancient fresco of armored knights painted above. His attention wavered for a moment as he watched the stain spread across the room, dripping down to snuff out the torches in their sconces, once by one.
 
   Suddenly Mirion was on him again. She frothed with rage as she slammed her bloody knuckles into Garrett’s nose.
 
   “Damn!” he shouted as he pushed her back again with a wave of icy force. The pain threatened to overwhelm him as he struggled to keep up the magic blizzard that held his enemies at bay in the ever-darkening room.
 
   Then the last torch went out, and a deathly silence fell across the judgment chamber as Garrett swooned at the edge of consciousness.
 
   Sir Bartlend screamed in terror as a flickering violet light filled the room, like ripples on a dark pool. Shadowy figures rose from the floor, twisted shapes with fiery violet eyes and curved jaws that dripped pure darkness.
 
   “Demons!” shouted a knight as one of the twisted shapes leapt upon his back and dug its smoky fingers into the side of his head. He screamed in agony and staggered from side to side, trying to shake the grinning boggart from his back.
 
   Another knight swung his sword, cutting a spindly boggart in half, but the leering beast only reformed again like a column of smoke and then sprang to the attack. It sank its insubstantial tendrils of darkness through the man’s breastplate and cackled with insane glee as the man gasped for breath.
 
   All around the room the Order of the Holly Briar engaged in futile combat against the dark fae ghosts, distracted momentarily from their duty to kill their prisoner.
 
   Garrett saw Mirion rise to her feet again, her body dimly silhouetted against the flickering lights of the attacking boggarts. She swayed a little as she stumbled forward, obviously intent on ending Garrett’s life one way or another.
 
   “Will you stop it?” Garrett sobbed in frustration, nearly exhausted from the effort of holding Mirion and the others at bay, “I told you I’m a friend of Max!”
 
   “My brother’s dead!” Mirion hissed, swinging drunkenly as she staggered against Garrett’s buffeting will.
 
   “He’s your brother?” Garrett cried, “He thought his whole family was dead. We’ve gotta let him know you’re all right!”
 
   “I don’t believe your lies!” Mirion screamed, falling to her knees again as she slipped on the ice.
 
   A rainbow-colored radiance dazzled Garrett’s eyes as a score of shining wisps squeezed through the seams of the secret door. They bobbed momentarily in the air and then swooped down to swirl excitedly around Garrett, pulsing with the brilliant pleasure of discovery.
 
   Garrett laughed in relief as the door swung open, and Shortgrass flew in with Haven, Mualip, and Sir Baelan close behind.
 
   Mirion screamed in horror as an inky boggart pounced upon her back, curling its ghostly fingers around her throat.
 
   “Get off of her!” Garrett shouted, sending an icy blast through the smoky body of the boggart that only blinked back at him in confusion.
 
   “Ta sheilan dee!” Mualip cried flicking his furry fingers toward the boggart as though shooing it away. The boggart rather guiltily released his hold on the gasping young squire and then slunk away to join the battle with the Astorran knights.
 
   Mirion’s vision cleared at last and she staggered to her feet again, turning toward Garrett with clenched fists.
 
   “Stand down, Mirion!” Sir Baelan cried as he skidded across the icy floor to pull her back.
 
   Mirion turned, hissing with rage, to face Sir Baelan as Haven sprang forward, putting herself and her knife between Garrett and the vengeful girl.
 
   “Vas vaardre va cosheili, na’verrden sha!” Shortgrass shouted, and a pulse of fairy magic swept through the room, rippling the smoky bodies of the boggarts and making the wisps bob like corks in a stream. The Astorran knights suddenly fell silent, no longer trying to fight against the shadows that assailed them. Even Sir Baelan and Mirion stood, stupefied by the fairy’s spell, their eyes unfocused as they regarded each other in dreamy confusion.
 
   Shortgrass himself now swayed unsteadily in the frigid air, and Mualip’s canvas boots slipped wildly across the icy floor as he scurried forward to catch the brassy little fairy. Shortgrass’s glow flickered as he spiraled downward into the selkie’s upraised paws.
 
   The boggarts withdrew their nightmare tendrils from the bodies of the men they clung to, looking slightly disappointed to find their game at its end.
 
   Garrett greeted his rescuers with a grateful smile, cringing a little at the furious look Haven was giving him.
 
   “Hey!” he said wearily, “I found Max’s sister.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-one
 
   The Monastery of Gau Behr
 
    “So, how did you cross the ocean?” Alyss asked. She reached out to pick up the little round seedpod that Zizi dropped on the table in front of her and tossed it across the room again. The little flying creature sped through the air after it with a flick of her feathery tail.
 
   Berrol Veranu smiled as he watched Zizi fetch the seedpod and bring it back to the Arkadi girl. He looked around the table at Marla and others and then leaned back in his chair.
 
   “The Laprian Emissary had me sealed inside a wooden coffer... actually more of a coffin,” he chuckled, “I saw nothing of my journey across the sea, though I do recall a particularly unpleasant time when the Emissary must have flown through a storm.”
 
   “He flew?” Claude asked.
 
   “He is a very large dragon, after all,” Berrol laughed, “I imagine you’ll meet him when we arrive in Maizan.”
 
   “Maizan?” Marla said, looking up from her mostly full cup of blood.
 
   “We’ve had no word yet from the Empress,” her father said, “but I have no doubt she will be anxious to meet you all. It is a month’s journey to the city by boat.”
 
   “Wait, what?” James exclaimed from the far end of the table.
 
   “You are all now guests of the Laprian empress,” Berrol said, giving the former boatman a level stare, “As she commands, you will do.”
 
   “I got a contract with House Bremmer!” James protested, lifting his hands in exasperation. His borrowed robe of saffron-colored silk hung open to expose the wiry black hair that covered his chest.
 
   Berrol snorted in derision. “The House of Bremmer holds little authority here, I’m afraid,” he said.
 
   “And what of the House of Samhaed?” Nerrys demanded from the doorway of Berrol’s parlor.
 
   All eyes turned toward the black-scaled woman as she stepped into the room. A silken sling bound her injured arm against the breast of her white robe, and she swayed a little as she moved toward the table. Her black wings ruffled outward as she quickly regained her balance.
 
   James blurred into action, appearing at the Haedrian woman’s side before anyone else could rise from their chair.
 
   “Take it easy, girl,” he whispered tenderly as she leaned against him for support. Nerrys dwarfed the lean vampire with her broad shouldered frame. Thin membranes blinked across her golden eyes as she regarded him with a weary smile on her reptilian lips.
 
   “Lady Haedria,” Berrol said, rising to offer her his chair, “You should be resting.”
 
   Nerrys shook her head as she reached the chair. The clawed fingers of her remaining hand splayed on the polished cherry wood table as she lowered herself into the seat. “I’ve slept long enough,” she sighed. She reached up and gave James a grateful squeeze on his arm as she paused to catch her breath. She turned her gaze toward Marla’s father again as she sat, hunched forward in the chair, letting her wings drape down across its arms on either side.
 
   “Our mission concerns the future of our people,” Nerrys said, “We will not be delayed long here.”
 
   Berrol gave her a grim smile and shook his head. “Whatever mission you had,” he said, “It has changed.”
 
   “I speak for the highest authority,” Nerrys growled, her voice thick with draconic undertones.
 
   “And I serve a higher one still,” Berrol answered back.
 
   “Our father will not...” Nerrys hissed.
 
   “He is my father no more!” Berrol shouted, cutting her off.
 
   Nerrys bared her needle-like teeth in a snarl of rage. “You owe him your loyalty... your very existence, brother!” she raged, rising slightly in her chair as she jabbed a clawed finger toward Marla’s father.
 
   “He gave me in sacrifice to save himself!” Berrol roared, “And, as for my existence, that was no act of love! It was an abomination, a violent and...”
 
   “Stop it!” Marla shouted, and the power of her voice staggered her father against the wall and sent Zizi diving for cover behind Alyss’s chair.
 
   Every eye in the room reflected the golden glow of Marla’s wrath, slowly fading as she drew in a slow breath.
 
   “The enemy we face now is older than Lord Samhaed, older than the Empress of Lapria... older than this world or anything in it!” Marla said, her voice sending little tremors of power through the wood of the table beneath her fingertips as she stood, leaning across to look at each of the others in turn, “It will not be defeated by those who choose to bicker pointlessly. It doesn’t matter who you think is in charge here, because none of us are!”
 
   She paused to let her words sink in. Claude stared back at her with a look of awe-struck wonder on his face.
 
   “This thing we face wants to kill us all... every last living thing in the world, and it will succeed!” she shouted, “It will succeed because it has no other goal... no other reason for its existence than to end us! It will succeed because we can’t agree who’s in charge. We can’t agree who the enemy is, or what we think it wants from us... It doesn’t want anything from us... It just wants us dead!”
 
   Her father’s iron hard eyes tightened as he looked at his daughter, his expression unreadable.
 
   “I’ve met the enemy,” Marla cried, “It thought it could use me to destroy this world... It did use me... but, in doing so, it made one mistake... It hurt my friends, and that makes me very angry!”
 
   Alyss gently touched the ivory fang that hung from the chain around her neck, and a single tear streaked down her dusky cheek.
 
   “So I don’t care who you think is in charge,” Marla said, her voice lowering to a deep, draconic thrum, “I don’t care what orders you have or where your allegiance lies. I’m going to stop this thing. I’m going to gather all the forces of this world against it, and I will crush it to dust and cast it back into the void.”
 
   Nerrys blinked, her eyes glistening in the white-gold radiance that now filled the air around Marla’s body. Behind her, James took shelter in the shadow of Nerrys’s wing, his eyes wide with fear.
 
   Zizi suddenly shot forward from behind Alyss’s chair and wrapped her slender body around Marla’s right arm. The little creature chittered happily, her fur and feathers now emitting a luminous silver mist that mingled with the tiny motes of golden light that rose from Marla’s skin.
 
   Marla lifted her arm and looked into the creature’s deep violet eyes as she made happy little singsong noises, hugging Marla tightly with her small legs and coiling tail.
 
   Marla reached up and stroked the soft fur between Zizi’s ears as she smiled down at the little creature.
 
   “I won’t let him hurt you again,” Marla whispered, not really knowing why she said it.
 
   Zizi closed her eyes and let out a rumbling purr.
 
   *******
 
   Marla bid her father good day shortly before dawn. Her heart ached to see the shaken look that still haunted his eyes. She wished that he could have known her before, when she was just Marla, and not... whatever she had become on that island. Of course it was only because of the island that she had been able to find him again at all.
 
   She wandered through the shadows of the garden, struggling with a growing sense of anger at what the Laprians had done. They had robbed her of her father, and him of her childhood. What gave them that right? What Eater of Gods sat upon her throne and issued the edict that tore Marla’s family apart? Did this fabled empress think herself the Dragon Queen by default?
 
   Marla’s fists tightened at her sides as she let out a slow breath like the rumbling aftershock of an earthquake.
 
   “Marla?” Claude whispered as he stepped into view at the curve of the path.
 
   “Claude?” Marla answered, blinking away the brooding rage that now filled her body with a golden heat.
 
   “Are you all right?” Claude asked as he approached without hesitation, reaching out to take her hand. His crimson eyes narrowed with concern for her.
 
   Marla nodded and gave him a tight smile. “I’m fine,” she said.
 
   “You should try to get some rest,” Claude said as he folded his hands around hers, “You’re pushing yourself too hard.”
 
   “I’m fine,” she protested, “I just wanted to watch the dawn... I need to clear my head a little.”
 
   Claude glanced back toward the East with a little frown of misgiving. “I wish you’d rest instead. You still haven’t recovered from your wounds.”
 
   Marla touched her free hand to her ribs, probing gently through the silk of her robe. The numbness where the sunlight had scorched her skin there was gone. She gave a little laugh and shook her head. “I’m fine, Claude,” she insisted, “but you should go... It’s almost dawn.”
 
   “We should go, Marla,” he whispered, “We need to get back to Thrinaar and let them know what happened... We need to let your mother know.”
 
   Marla’s eyes fell, and she let out a heavy sigh. “She won’t be there,” she said, “She’s left the city by now.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Marla looked away, wondering how much she should tell him about her mother’s planned journey. “She’s gone north to find an old friend,” she whispered.
 
   “Even so,” Claude continued, “I don’t trust these people, Marla! They kept your father prisoner here for years, and once they discover who you are... They may never let you go.”
 
   “I need to face them, Claude,” Marla said, pulling her hand from his as she turned to take a few steps away, “I don’t know why exactly... I just feel like I came here for a reason, and I have to... I don’t know...”
 
   “What if that reason was to rescue your father from them?” Claude asked.
 
   She looked back at him, frowning with uncertainty.
 
   “Marla, you brought us here... somehow,” Claude sighed, “and I believe you can take us back the same way.”
 
   “I don’t even know what I did!” she scoffed, “I was scared out of my wits and I just did... something! Who knows if I could do it again, even if I wanted to?”
 
   “No,” he said, shaking his head as he stepped close to her again, “You weren’t scared. I saw you, Marla. There was no fear in you... You were... radiant... beautiful.”
 
   Marla smiled as she reached out and took his hands in hers.
 
   “Take us home, Marla,” Claude whispered as he moved closer still, his breath warm on her cheek.
 
   “I can’t,” she sighed, “I have to know why I came here. I think we’re going to need their help.”
 
   “I don’t want to lose you, Marla,” Claude said.
 
   “You won’t,” she answered with a tight hug, “I promise you won’t.”
 
   Marla held him close and watched over his shoulder as the pink light of dawn began to creep across the sky.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-two
 
   Astorra
 
   “Is he gonna be all right?” Garrett asked as he helped Mualip cover the tiny lean-to frame with pine boughs while Haven sheltered Shortgrass’s unconscious and dimly flickering body with her cloak. The girl’s brown hair lay plastered against her forehead by the rain as she crouched over the tiny fairy in the dim light of several concerned wisps hovering overhead.
 
   “The cosheili is a tricky thing,” Mualip chuckled, “I’ve only seen it done a few times before, but, then again, there aren’t that many shufflefoots back home, and the few there are know better than to cross the Amber Court. I’ve never even heard of the spell being used on more than one person at a time... well, before tonight, that is.”
 
   Garrett glanced over to where Sir Baelan and Mirion sat, glassy-eyed and silent, atop a fallen log in the gray gloom of dawn in the forest. Both of them looked soaked through by the rain, but neither showed any sign of discomfort. “I wish we could build a fire,” he sighed.
 
   “No,” Haven said, “The Astorrans are still looking for us. We stick to the woods until nightfall, and then we move out again.”
 
   “What about those guys back at the castle?” Garrett asked.
 
   “That wasn’t a castle,” Haven said, pausing to wipe an errant raindrop from her nose with the sleeve of her free arm, “more of a keep.”
 
   “What’s the difference?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Castles are bigger,” she answered with a wave of her hand.
 
   “Well, what about the guys in it,” Garrett asked, “Are they gonna wake up from this Cosheili thing?”
 
   Mualip shrugged. “They’ll be fine in a few days,” he answered, “Only royalty can weave an everlasting cosheili.”
 
   “I take it Shorty here isn’t royalty?” Haven laughed.
 
   Mualip patted the last of the pine boughs into place atop the unconscious fairy’s shelter and gave them both a crooked grin. “Master Shortgrass is no royal,” the selkie said.
 
   “And what about those guys?” Garrett asked, nodding toward the ring of seething shadows that circled their camp amidst the trees.
 
   “The boggarts?” Mualip sighed, “Well, we felt we needed all the help we could get, so Master Shortgrass bound them to our cause... until such time as he chooses to release them.”
 
   “Oh,” Garrett said, feeling a little shiver go through him as looked at the hunched, dark shapes who watched him with blazing violet eyes.
 
   “So they’re just gonna follow us around until Shortgrass wakes up and tells them to leave?” Haven whispered.
 
   Mualip gave her a nervous smile and nodded.
 
   “Can’t you send them away or something?” Garrett asked the selkie, “I mean you’re a member of the Court or something too, aren’t you?”
 
   Mualip gave a little cough and looked away. “I’m not exactly an agent of the Court,” he said, “My experience lies more along the lines of... trade negotiations.”
 
   “Trade negotiations?” Haven asked.
 
   “I... ah, sell fish,” Mualip answered with a tense smile.
 
   “You’re a fisherman?” Haven asked.
 
   “No!” Mualip laughed, “I mean, I can fish... I’m quite good at it... well, good enough, but I’m actually... I mean, I make deals with drylanders who want fish, and my tribe fills the orders.”
 
   “So why were you with Shortgrass?” Garrett asked.
 
   “This is actually a sort of holiday for me,” the selkie beamed, “I met Master Shortgrass in a songhall during the Greenmeet, and he asked if I wanted to come with him to see the new Songreaver. I was having a drink with Larz at the time, and... well, it seemed like grand idea for an adventure.”
 
   “I thought you guys were appointed by the Court or something,” Garrett said.
 
   Mualip looked confused.
 
   “What about the dryad lady?” Haven asked, “Did he find her in a bar too?”
 
   “Lady Browelle?” Mualip laughed, “Oh, no! She would never... ah, well, no... She actually is royalty. I have the feeling that she has her own reasons for wishing to find the Songreaver, though she has not chosen to share those reasons with her companions.”
 
   “So the fairy court didn’t really send any of you here, did they?” Haven sighed.
 
   Mualip furrowed his sleek brows. “My dealings with the Amber Court are tangential at best,” he admitted.
 
   “What’s tangential mean?” Garrett asked.
 
   Mualip opened his mouth and then shut it again with a perplexed look. “I don’t actually know,” he confessed, “I just enjoy saying it.”
 
   Garrett let out a slow breath and looked around the sodden camp, if a trodden-down patch of ferns among the pine trees could be called a camp. “Can somebody help me set up the tent?” he asked as he trudged through the grasping underbrush toward the spot where Haven had picketed the horses.
 
   “Uh, Garrett... I wasn’t exactly able to find your gear,” Haven called out.
 
   “Huh?” Garrett said, turning back to look at her as she stood up, spreading her hands wide.
 
   “We had time to grab the horses, but the Astorrans had already carried the saddlebags off somewhere else,” she said, “I found your sword, and Sir Baelan’s, in the armory outside the dungeon where they were holding him, but I didn’t have time to look for the rest of your stuff.”
 
   “Oh,” Garrett said, his eyes falling in disappointment. “What are we gonna do about them?” he asked, lifting his hand toward the ensorcelled Astorrans sitting atop the fallen log, “We can’t just leave ‘em out in the rain.”
 
   “Why not?” Haven asked.
 
   “They’ll catch a cold or something!” Garrett replied.
 
   “It’s summertime, Garrett,” she said, “They’ll be fine.”
 
   “No!” Garrett insisted, “It doesn’t have to be that cold to make you really sick when you get wet. Uncle Tinjin always told me, you have to stay dry, or else the cold seeps in... even a little bit of cold can kill you!”
 
   “I still have no idea how you humans won the war!” Haven scoffed, “I mean you people fall over dead if a housefly lands on you too hard!”
 
   “I need your help!” Garrett said.
 
   “We’re not building a fire!” Haven said, shaking her head.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be a fire, just something to warm ‘em up and keep ‘em from getting any wetter!” Garrett said.
 
   “What, you want me to snuggle up between ‘em and keep ‘em warm or something?” she demanded.
 
   “Well...” Garrett sighed, lifting his hands.
 
   Haven looked toward the soaking pair of enchanted Astorrans and shook her head emphatically. “No!” she fumed.
 
   “Well, I can’t do it!” Garrett said.
 
   Haven’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll bet you’d like to though, wouldn’t you!” she snapped.
 
   “What?” Garrett laughed.
 
   “The poor little human girl’s gonna catch the sniffles,” Haven mocked, “I guess you’d better go over there and keep her warm!”
 
   “She’s Max’s sister Haven!” Garrett growled.
 
   “Maybe... possibly his sister,” she countered, “Remotely possibly his sister.”
 
   “Even if she’s not,” he said, “She’s still...”
 
   “Cute?” she interrupted.
 
   Garrett mumbled something indelicate into his gloves as he buried his face in his hands.
 
   The buzzing of damp wings brought a merciful end to the burgeoning argument as Sender flew down from the gray sky above.
 
   “It looks like we’re in the clear for now,” the little purple fairy called out as he fluttered down to the small shelter they had erected over Shortgrass’s leafy bed, “How is he?”
 
   “His color looks a little better,” Mualip answered, lifting the edge of a broad leaf blanket to check the slumbering fairy beneath.
 
   “What about the Astorrans?” Haven asked as Sender scrubbed the raindrops from his hair.
 
   “Moved away to the north,” Sender replied, “Checking the farmhouses and barns for us.”
 
   “Fools,” Haven scoffed.
 
   “So it’s safe to build a fire then?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Safe enough, if you need it,” Sender answered.
 
   “Did anybody bring any essence?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Why don’t you just use your blue fire?” Haven snorted.
 
   “It’s hard to start a real fire with that stuff,” he said, “It’s too cold most of the time. Do you still have that little jar of essence you were carrying before?”
 
   Haven frowned at him.
 
   “Come, on!” he sighed, “I just need a little!”
 
   Haven pulled a slender steel canister from her belt pouch. The lambent green of pure essence glowed through a tiny glass window in its cap.
 
   “Where’d you get that?” Garrett marveled.
 
   “Cenick gave it to me... for you,” she grumbled, “for emergencies... real emergencies!”
 
   “Please?” he said, holding out his open hand imploringly.
 
   Haven started to pass it to him and then quickly withdrew the canister, hiding it behind her back. “What’s it worth to you?” she demanded with a wicked smirk.
 
   Garrett stepped forward, grinning as he reached around her to make a grab at the canister, but she twisted away, giggling at him.
 
   “Come on!” he laughed, catching at her damp brown cloak as she jumped to the side.
 
   “Hey!” she cried, quickly slipping free of her cloak as Garrett grasped it in both hands.
 
   “Get back here!” he yelled, struggling to contain his laughter as she eluded him again.
 
   “Too slow, Songreaver!” she teased him as she sprang up into the crook between the branches of a maple tree. She scrambled up like a squirrel, clutching a branch in one hand as she swung out to waggle the canister at him from above.
 
   Garrett grinned up at her as he placed his hand on the trunk and sent a wave of frost crackling up into the branches above.
 
   Haven’s boot slipped on the glossy crust of ice that now coated the tree’s bark and she lost her grip a second later. “Cheater!” she yelped as she fell into Garrett’s arms.
 
   He silenced her protests with a kiss, and she relented, wrapping her arms around him as she pushed back his hood with her free hand to pull him closer still.
 
   A moment later, she dropped the essence canister down the back of his collar, and Garrett stiffened with a muffled oath as Haven playfully bit his lip.
 
   “Very funny,” He sighed, lowering her to her feet again. She held onto him, leaning close with her arms still locked around his neck, smiling in triumph. He reached behind himself to feel where the canister had rolled down between his robe and undershirt to the cinch of his belt in the back.
 
   “Never fight dirty with a spy, boy,” Haven hissed through her grin.
 
   Garrett frowned ruefully as he unbuckled his belt, letting the canister drop from his robe to land amidst the ferns between his feet with a sullen thud.
 
   The watching boggarts tittered with devlish laughter as Haven stuck her tongue out at him.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-three
 
   Shortgrass had still not awoken from his stupor when night fell across the Astorran farmlands. Garrett rode carrying the fairy, who lay wrapped in Haven’s cloak, in the crook of his arm.
 
   Haven walked between Garrett’s horse and the moonlit field to the west, keeping the sparse line of trees to their right, in case they needed to seek cover quickly. So far, they had seen no sign of the knights of the Holly Briar, or any other Astorrans, apart from the occasional slumbering farmhouse.
 
   Sender flew, almost out of sight in the sky above, keeping watch as well. Mualip guided the horses carrying Sir Baelan and Mirion, who had yet to shake themselves from their spell-woven trance, though they both seemed capable of keeping their balance while mounted. Mirion rode, blindfolded and gagged, with her hands bound at the pommel of her saddle. Haven had insisted upon it.
 
   “You still think this is gonna work?” Haven asked.
 
   “It has as much a chance of working as it did before,” Garrett said.
 
   Haven gave a bitter laugh in response.
 
   “Even if Sir Baelan doesn’t wake up before we get there,” Garrett said, “At least we’re a lot closer to Cabre now than we were before.”
 
   “So we’re just gonna sneak in and surprise him then?” Haven asked, sounding a little more hopeful.
 
   “If it comes to that,” Garrett said, “I mean, we can meet with the ghouls outside of Braedshal and just go in through the tunnels.”
 
   “I like that plan better,” Haven said, “I mean, how do we know if Anders’s people haven’t already tipped off the king to your plan?”
 
   “They never knew my plan,” Garrett protested.
 
   The shadows of night did nothing to hide the roll of Haven’s eyes. “A baby could guess your plan, Garrett,” she said.
 
   “Well, I don’t know,” Garrett sighed, “I was sorta hopin’ that all this honor stuff would at least get me close enough to Cabre that nobody else had to get hurt.”
 
   “It’s never that easy, and you know it,” Haven said.
 
   “Yeah... I know,” Garrett answered.
 
   They continued on in silence for a while before Haven spoke again.
 
   “The thing I don’t understand, is why Baelan was so eager to help you,” she said.
 
   “It’s his job to help,” Garrett said with a shrug, “He’s a knight.”
 
   “So were those other guys,” Haven said, “and they knew better than to let you within sight of the king... Baelan’s not stupid, Garrett, he has to know you’re planning something. Why would he help you at all?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Garrett admitted.
 
   “You think he wants you to kill the king?” Haven mused, “I mean, he seemed pretty unhappy about the way Cabre rolled over for the Chadiri.”
 
   “No!” Garrett said, “I think he loves Cabre as much as ever... he just... I don’t know... Maybe Baelan doesn’t even know himself why he’s helping me. Maybe, just ‘cause it’s the right thing to do.”
 
   “Letting you and Cabre fight is the right thing to do?” she scoffed.
 
   “Well, yeah... maybe,” Garrett said, “I mean this whole country is about guys beatin’ each other up to prove who’s right. Maybe I’m the only one around who’s gonna tell Cabre he’s wrong.”
 
   “And you think he’ll listen to you?” Haven chuckled.
 
   “No,” Garrett said, “he’ll probably just try to kill me again... but I’m ready for him this time... I know what he is.”
 
   “All right,” Haven sighed, “but you’d better be ready to kill Baelan too, if it comes to that.”
 
   Garrett fell silent.
 
   “More to the point,” she added, “You need to be ready when your friends have to do it for you.”
 
   “I don’t want Baelan hurt!” he said.
 
   “And I won’t let anyone hurt you, Garrett,” she retorted, “So you need to think about that before you go throwing yourself into the dragon’s teeth again!”
 
   Garrett glanced involuntarily toward the sky then frowned.
 
   Haven patted his leg and laughed as she scanned the fields for any sign of their pursuers.
 
   “Thanks,” he said at last.
 
   She looked up at him and smiled. “I’ve never been anyone’s bodyguard before,” she said, “It’s kinda fun.”
 
   “What happened to the rest of your family?” Garrett asked, suddenly curious.
 
   “What?” Haven said, seemingly roused from some private thought.
 
   “The others like you,” Garrett said, “What happened to them?”
 
   “Oh,” she said, her eyes falling to the ground as she walked, “We didn’t really stay together. We all had different missions. Only a few of us were sent to Wythr, and of those, only myself and my brother still live.”
 
   “You have a brother?” Garrett exclaimed.
 
   Haven nodded and looked away.
 
   “I wanna meet him!” Garrett said, “Where is he?”
 
   “You can’t,” she answered softly.
 
   “Why not?” he asked.
 
   “You just can’t!” she snapped back. She looked up at him with eyes full of pain.
 
   “Oh... all right,” he said.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she sighed, “I just... I don’t really wanna talk about it.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s all right,” he said quietly, “I didn’t mean to... whatever.”
 
   She forced a smile for him and then looked away across the moonlit fields again.
 
   Garrett shifted his grip on the slumbering fairy in his lap and craned his neck around to look behind him.
 
   “Is it just my imagination, or are there more of them now?” he asked.
 
   Haven looked back and then let out a weary sigh.
 
   The shambling column of inky boggarts that trailed behind the horses had now attracted the attention of at least a hundred wisps that floated and bobbed in the night air above them like rainbow-colored puffs of dandelion down.
 
   “Somebody’s gonna see that!” Haven cried in exasperation as she lifted her arms toward the growing army of ghostly fae.
 
   Garrett wheeled his horse around and stared at the gathered throng of shadows and lights. They paused in their advance and began to fan out among the trees and across the grass as though awaiting further instructions. A smile slowly tightened Garrett’s lips, and he gave a deranged chuckle.
 
   “What?” Haven groaned.
 
   “I wonder how many ghosts there are around here?” Garrett said.
 
   “You’re about to complicate the plan again, aren’t you?” Haven sighed.
 
   Garrett answered her only with a vicious little giggle.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-four
 
   The Monastery of Gau Behr
 
   Four nights had passed since Marla’s first taste of solid food, and the gnawing hunger inside her had, at last, convinced her to try again. She looked down at the small bowl of brown rice on the table before her and sighed hopefully. She formed a little ball of the sticky grains with her fingertips and brought it to her lips. Her stomach growled encouragingly.
 
   “Slowly,” Brother Tye cautioned with a gentle smile.
 
   Marla pulled the rice ball from her fingers with her teeth and chewed.
 
   She gave a little moan of pleasure as she swallowed and then scooped up another ball, slightly larger than the last.
 
   The draconic monk made a warning noise and touched her forearm, staying her hand. “Patience, child,” he said, “Savor the experience.”
 
   Marla sighed, holding back as long as she could before taking another bite.
 
   Brother Tye shook his head with a knowing smile as he watched her finish the bowl.
 
   “More please?” Marla asked through a mouth filled with the last of her rice.
 
   “Perhaps you should drink first,” Brother Tye countered, gesturing toward the cup of blood on the table beside her.
 
   Marla nodded and then took a sip from the cup.
 
   “That’s good,” she said between sips, “... It’s not foxkin blood, is it?”
 
   “No,” Brother Tye answered, “I believe that it is the blood of the bull-folk who live in the valley to the west.”
 
   “There are a lot of fae creatures here?” Marla asked.
 
   “Fae?,” Tye said with a questioning look, then he seemed to recall the meaning of the word, “Oh, yes, many fae, and human as well. All live in harmony, according to the Empress’s will.”
 
   “Hmn,” Marla mumbled through another sip of blood. It warmed her belly with a confident heat. Having drunk it, she felt as though she could lift the massive stone table in front of her with a single hand, if she so desired.
 
   “How is our baby today?” Sister Mae asked as she entered through the sunlit door of the dining hall. She wore a robe of palest blue silk, speckled with tiny floral patterns, and her silvery hair was tied back in a tight bun.
 
   Marla gave her a wet-lipped smile and nodded toward the little physician.
 
   “We begin again, with plain rice, this time,” Brother Tye answered with a nod toward Marla’s empty bowl.
 
   “Good,” Sister Mae said, crossing the floor to pat Marla’s stomach with her hand, “One bowl. No more.”
 
   Marla whimpered in protest, and her stomach rumbled its disappointment.
 
   “It would not do for you to be sick again in front of the Emissary,” Sister Mae said.
 
   “The Emissary comes today?” Brother Tye exclaimed.
 
   “I have heard his voice on the wind,” Mae said as she crossed the room to take a bowl of berries from the various fruit arranged upon a stone shelf against the far wall.
 
   “Strange that I did not,” Brother Tye mused.
 
   “Your ear is to the ground, listening for the rabbit, and so you miss the hawk,” she chided him before popping a berry into her mouth as she approached them again.
 
   Marla gave the berries a longing look, but Sister Mae only wagged her finger and shook her head in response.
 
   “If you will forgive me,” Brother Tye sighed, “I must make preparations for the Emissary’s arrival.” He stepped away from the table, giving Marla a slight bow before taking his leave and sweeping from the hall with a rustle of white silk.
 
   Marla finished her blood in silence before speaking again. “Is this an Emissary from the Empress?” she asked.
 
   Sister Mae smiled and nodded before popping another berry into her mouth and chewing.
 
   “Is the Empress’s home very far away?” Marla asked, trying to find an avenue by which she might approach the subject that had been troubling her since she arrived.
 
   “Oh, yes, very far,” Sister Mae answered politely.
 
   “I wonder if you might show it to me, on a map,” Marla said.
 
   “A map?” Sister Mae asked, apparently unfamiliar with the Gloaran word.
 
   “A drawing... painting of places and where they are in the world,” Marla explained.
 
   “Oh, yes, of course!” Sister Mae exclaimed, “Come with me.”
 
   Marla followed the little physician as she exited the dining hall through a side door and descended a slight ramp leading down a shadowy hallway beyond. Marla caught the unmistakable, slightly musty scent of a library in the still air as they approached a dimly lit dome at the end of the hall.
 
   “Brother Hilo?” Sister Mae called out as she entered the shelf-lined room through an ovoid doorway.
 
   Marla followed the draconic woman inside, marveling at the scroll-packed shelves that arched up over their heads almost all the way to the rock crystal skylight at the pinnacle of the domed ceiling above.
 
   “Brother Hilo?” Sister Mae repeated, looking around the room for the missing librarian. She lifted her hands in defeat at last and shrugged. “He is probably gone to the valley again,” she sighed, “His devotion to his work does not equal his devotion to his... not work.”
 
   Marla smiled.
 
   “Still, perhaps I can help you,” Sister Mae sighed as she searched the nearest shelf with one finger raised.
 
   Marla watched as Mae rummaged through several stacks of scrolls, settling at last upon a large wooden scroll case that she then pulled from the shelf, sending a little swirl of dust motes spinning through the sunbeam light of the crystal window above their heads. She used the scroll case to shove aside a few loose papers on a nearby table and then popped the carved wooden cap from the top of the case and pulled a yellow roll of parchment from within.
 
   Marla’s heart thrilled at the sight of the mapped continent of Lapria that Sister Mae now unfurled across the table in front of her. The tips of her fangs pressed into her lower lip when she saw the swirling draconic name-runes that marked every city and town on the map. The largest rune now lay beneath the tip of Mae’s finger.
 
   “Maizan,” Sister Mae proclaimed as she pointed at the impressive circular rune in the heart of the continent, “Seat of the Cedar Throne!”
 
   “And where are we now?” Marla asked.
 
   Mae tilted her head slightly as she dragged her finger across the map toward the eastern coast. “Here we are,” she said, touching a small rune with but a few circles and dots orbiting its central loop.
 
   “The Emissary must have traveled far indeed!” Marla said.
 
   “He has strong wings,” Sister Mae said, pinning down the corners of the map with several carved jade figurines that lay scattered around the large table.
 
   “Is it all right if I study this map a while?” Marla asked, “I find all of this... rather fascinating.”
 
   “Of course,” Sister Mae said with a shrug, “I will leave you with it, if you do not mind. I must make a few preparations as well, before the Emissary’s arrival.”
 
   “Of course,” Marla answered, trying to hide her relief, “How long... I mean, when do you think the Emissary will arrive?”
 
   “By sunset, I think,” Sister Mae said.
 
   “Oh,” Marla said, “So it would be all right if I stay here for a while?”
 
   “Oh, yes, child,” Sister Mae said, already heading for the door, “Just put the scroll back in its... box... Is that the proper word?”
 
   “Case,” Marla corrected her.
 
   “Yes, thank you,” Mae laughed, “Put it back in its case before you leave... but Brother Hilo will be angry if you try to put it back on the shelf without his guidance. Just leave it on the table when you go.”
 
   “Yes, Sister Mae,” Marla answered, bowing toward her as she took her leave.
 
   Once the draconic woman had disappeared down the shadowy hall again, Marla turned and studied the ancient map once more. She glanced toward the small stack of blank parchment nearby and the ink-stained brush lying beside it. She smiled then, wondering if the wayward Brother Hilo would mind if she borrowed a piece.
 
   *******
 
   Marla awoke from a brief nap, curled atop a broad wooden bench. She blinked at the golden light of the sun that peeked just above the top of the western wall of the garden. She hadn’t wanted to disturb Alyss by slipping back into their shared room while the girl slept, and the garden bench had proven comfortable and shady enough, until now.
 
   She started suddenly when she saw Brother Tye sitting motionless on the grass nearby. The silver-haired man sat, cross-legged, with his back straight, his eyes half-opened, and his hands stretched out to either side, his fingertips just touching the bowed blades of grass beneath them.
 
   Marla sat up slowly, wondering if she should speak, or if it would be better not to disturb the monk’s meditation. She straightened her hair and her robe and bent to remove a stray leaf from the heel of one of her silken shoes before slipping her toes back inside them.
 
   Brother Tye let out a long, whispering breath, and his eyelids fluttered open. His ice-clear eyes settled upon Marla then, and he smiled.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Marla said, “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”
 
   “Nor did I wish to disturb your rest, Princess,” Tye said.
 
   Marla gasped. She stared at the smiling monk, trying to guess his motive.
 
   “Have I given offense?” Brother Tye asked.
 
   “No,” Marla answered, “but I am not a princess.”
 
   “The spirits of the earth would disagree, Princess,” Brother Tye said with a broad grin, “They have betrayed your secret to me in their most... exuberant joy at your arrival. Those whom the very stones beneath us would worship, I will honor as well.”
 
   Marla looked around, but she saw no one else in the garden. “I don’t know what I am,” she admitted, “This has all happened so fast...”
 
   “No,” Brother Tye disagreed, “Such things happen slowly, like the rise of mountains or the carving of valleys, it is only our perception of Truth that seems to come upon us like a flood.”
 
   “Please don’t tell anyone else yet,” Marla said. She rose to her feet, hugging herself against the chill of approaching night.
 
   The monk rose from his seated position in a single fluid motion and bowed his head. “I do not need to report the rising of the sun, Princess,” he laughed, “The world will feel its warmth soon enough, and waken to its golden light.”
 
   “Well, could you at least stop calling me Princess?” Marla chuckled.
 
   “Of course,” Tye said, “What title would you prefer?”
 
   “What do you call my father?” she asked.
 
   “Berrol,” he answered.
 
   “Then just call me Marla,” she said with a smile.
 
   “As you wish, Marla.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said, rubbing her upper arms with her hands.
 
   “You are cold,” Tye said, beckoning for her to follow him, “I will find a coat for you. The Emissary will be here soon, and I would be honored if you would greet him at my side.”
 
   “Of course,” Marla said, following the silver-haired monk back inside the nearest dome.
 
   The sun burned low upon the western peaks when Marla emerged again from the warm interior of the monastery. She followed Brother Tye along a broad path that zigzagged up a jagged ridge, lined with twisted cedars. The first winds of night whistled over the broken stones at the peak of the ridge, and Marla tightened the collar of the down-filled, shin-length coat that Tye had given her to wear. The breeze teased strands of her dark hair from beneath her fur-trimmed hat and whipped them across her lips as she turned her face away from a particularly chilly blast.
 
   The draconic monk showed no sign of discomfort. He ignored the wind as it plucked at his long, silvery hair and fluttered his white silk robe. He scanned the horizon for any sign of the approaching Emissary.
 
   “There!” Marla cried, her voice muffled by the high collar of her rust-colored coat as she lifted a mittened finger toward the skyline.
 
   An enormous, winged shape approached rapidly from the west, and Marla’s heart thrilled with a touch of fear.
 
   “Let us go to meet him,” Brother Tye said, gesturing down a short path on the far side of the ridge to a broad open area of sparse vegetation at the snowy foot of the great mountain to the north.
 
   Marla watched her step closely as they descended the rocky path, only looking up again when they stopped at the edge of the clearing. She gasped when she realized the true size of the great dragon that now soared ever closer to the mountain monastery.
 
   Fiery sunlight glistened on silvery scales as the huge dragon beat his wings to slow his descent. The creature opened his long jaws and shrieked out a monstrous roar that shook the stones beneath their feet with tremors of draconic power. Then the Emissary tilted back his crane-like neck and breathed a gout of blue-green flame high into the star-dotted sky. The flames trailed above and behind him like an aurora. They shimmered and twisted like a ghostly banner that slowly dissipated into nothingness as the massive dragon spread his claws and landed in the clearing, shaking the earth with his impact.
 
   “The Emissary announces his arrival,” Brother Tye whispered with a tiny smile.
 
   The great silver dragon snorted as he swiveled his long head around to face the monk and the girl. He drew in a long, rattling breath and bared his slender fangs, hissing steam.
 
   “Welcome, Travelling Star,” Brother Tye greeted the Emissary in Gloaran. He bowed deeply from the hip toward the dragon, and Marla did as well.
 
   “Your throat is choked with dust, brother,” the dragon rumbled in Draconic, “Wash the filth from your lips before you address me again.”
 
   Marla drew in a sharp breath, more amazed that she had understood the insult than stung by it. Her mastery of the Draconic speech had never been that advanced.
 
   “I spoke thus as a courtesy to our guest,” Brother Tye answered in Draconic.
 
   The dragon’s ice-blue eyes flared as he took a step toward them, sniffing the air again. He leveled his gaze on Marla now, and she felt the pressure of his scrutiny like a physical weight, crushing down upon her.
 
   “There is no need for such courtesies,” Marla answered in a thrumming Draconic voice, “Even the dust may recognize the sound of thunder.”
 
   The Emissary blinked in astonishment, and Marla fought the urge to grin back at him.
 
   “Is this the one?” the Emissary demanded, his burning gaze still locked on Marla.
 
   “Yes, noble Traveller,” Brother Tye answered, “She has come here to find her father.”
 
   “Her father?” the Emissary exclaimed, turning his fanged grimace toward the robed monk.
 
   “The anomoke,” Tye said, “She is the daughter of Berrol the half-born, whom you brought from across the sea.”
 
   Marla’s eyes narrowed now, as she regarded the very dragon who had torn her family apart so many years ago.
 
   “The half-born has spawned another abomination!” the great dragon seethed, “It was forbidden by the Empress’s decree! Why have you allowed it to mate?”
 
   Brother Tye took a step back as blue-green flames splashed across the stones at his feet. He reached out one hand protectively in front of Marla.
 
   “Great Traveller! I would explain!” cried the voice of Marla’s father as he crested the ridge behind them. Marla turned to see him rush to her side, shielding the face of his eyeless red hood from the fading sunlight with his gloved hand. The golden threads of his name sigil glinted from the breast of his red robe as he stepped past Marla to throw himself prostrate on the ground between the dragon and his daughter.
 
   Marla’s cheeks burned with rage to see her father on his knees before the Emissary, but she kept silent as Berrol Veranu spoke again.
 
   “This girl is my daughter,” he cried with his forehead pressed to fire-scorched stones, “but she is from the old world, Noble Messenger. I have not broken the Empress’s decree in all my years of service to her throne!”
 
   The dragon’s eyes lifted to Marla again, his silvery brows furrowed in rage. “Why did you not tell us of this child?” he demanded.
 
   “I knew nothing of any child, Great Rider of Winds,” Berrol insisted, his voice muffled as he brought his hands together before him, pleading with the great silver dragon above him, “She must have been born after you carried me across the sea.”
 
   The dragon’s long snout drifted ever closer to Berrol, sniffing him as if it might smell any dishonesty. At last, the Emissary withdrew his head, and lifted his face skyward, listening to the crystalline song of the sunset that now whistled across the mountains.
 
   “I hunger,” the dragon rumbled, “Bring me a goat and wine.” He retreated a few steps and settled his scaled bulk onto the stones of the mountain clearing, wrapping his long, spiny tail around his legs as he lay down.
 
   “As you desire, Noble Traveller,” Brother Tye answered as he stooped to touch Berrol’s shoulder, signaling the time for departure.
 
   “We will discuss the matter of this... child, when I am properly rested,” the dragon hissed before tucking his head under his wing.
 
   Berrol rose silently from the dirt and put his arm around Marla.
 
   She resisted his gentle tug momentarily, sparing the great silver dragon one last, hateful glance before her father could pull her away.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-five
 
   “How many of you can speak Draconic?” Berrol Veranu demanded as he addressed the vampires assembled around the breakfast table.
 
   Nerrys and Alyss both lifted their hands.
 
   “I speak a little,” Claude said.
 
   “I know a few words,” James mused, “Most of ‘em not very polite.”
 
   Berrol shook his head. “If you don’t speak it fluently,” he said, “It’s better just to pretend that you don’t know any at all.”
 
   “They’re not gonna wanna talk to us anyway, are they?” James asked.
 
   “They might,” Berrol answered, “but I’ll tell the Emissary that you’re both servants, and he might think you unworthy of his attention.”
 
   “Fine by me,” James laughed, “Unworthy is my maiden name!”
 
   “What about you, Lady Arkadi?” Berrol asked Alyss.
 
   Alyss pressed her pearly fangs into her lower lip as she considered it. Zizi gave an annoyed trill as the distracted girl stroked her fur a bit too roughly.
 
   “I think I can manage well enough,” Alyss said at last, “Just let me know my cover story, and I’ll play my part.”
 
   “Cover story?” Berrol scoffed, “You’re as bad as your mother! Your cover story is that you are a young lady of House Arkadi. Answer any question put to you truthfully, and I assure you they will lose interest in you soon enough.”
 
   Alyss looked almost as offended as she seemed disappointed.
 
   “You, however, may be a problem,” Berrol sighed, looking at Nerrys.
 
   “I’ve dealt with dragons before, Valedan Veranu,” Nerrys said, “I know my place.”
 
   “Valedan?” Berrol chuckled, “I left that title behind a long time ago.”
 
   “What about Lump?” James asked.
 
   “What?” Berrol grunted.
 
   “The cave troll,” Marla explained.
 
   “Those holy men told me they took him down to the valley,” James protested, “I haven’t seen him since the first night we got here, and I wanna know what happened to him.”
 
   “I’m certain your troll is fine,” Berrol sighed, “There are a great many fae creatures living in the valley, and, trust me, he’s safer there than any of us are up here with the Emissary around.”
 
   “How much danger are we in?” Claude demanded.
 
   Berrol gave the young gaunt rider a silent look and then shook his head. “I wish I knew,” he sighed, “A Laprian will offer you a compliment with one breath and incinerate you with the next.”
 
   “We aren’t in any danger,” Marla said, speaking up at last from the far end of the table.
 
   Everyone turned to look at her as she lifted her head and brushed back her hair from her eyes.
 
   “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you... any of you,” she said.
 
   “Marla...” Berrol whispered, “You don’t know these people... You have no idea...”
 
   “No,” she cut him off, “and they don’t know me either... but they will soon.”
 
   “Marla!” he said, his voice suddenly hard, “You don’t know what you’re dealing with here. You will listen to me, and you will obey...”
 
   “No, I won’t let them treat us like this!” she said, “They have absolutely no right to...”
 
   “I am your father, Marla,” Berrol shouted, “and you will...”
 
   “My father?” she spat, rising to her feet, “My father was the Drinker of Sorrow! He would never crawl on the ground before some stupid dragon, begging to save his own skin! My father killed dragons bigger than that!”
 
   Berrol stared back at his daughter across the table, his jaw tensing with rage.
 
   “What other titles did you leave behind when you abandoned us, father?” she demanded.
 
   The veins of Berrol’s forehead throbbed, dark and swollen beneath his leathery skin. His fangs glistened behind his twitching lips, and his iron-hard eyes bulged.
 
   James was suddenly at Berrol’s side, his arm draped loosely across the ancient vampire’s robed chest. “Come on, mate,” he whispered, “Let’s walk it off.”
 
   Marla met her father’s rage with her own blazing glare of defiance.
 
   “Let’s go for a walk,” James whispered with a sympathetic smile, “The air’s nice outside.”
 
   Berrol at last relented, allowing the younger vampire to pull him away from the table. James put his arm around Berrol’s broad shoulders and continued to whisper soothing words as he led the big man through the door.
 
   Marla did not look at the others as she lifted her cup with a trembling hand and poured the cold blood down her throat.
 
   *******
 
   Marla heard footsteps on the narrow path outside the little cave where she had spent the rest of the night. She tucked her knees up tighter inside her heavy coat and drew further back into the shadows of the rocky fissure. She didn’t feel like talking to anyone right now.
 
   A silhouetted figure darkened the dawn-lit sky at the mouth of the cave, one hand braced on the overhanging rock that formed the cavern’s roof.
 
   “Marla?” Brother Tye called out.
 
   She thought about pretending to still be asleep. Perhaps he would just go away and leave her alone. Then again, that had never worked with her mother. She doubted a dragon would be any easier to deceive than a vampire.
 
   “Yes?” she called out, her voice a bit more hoarse than she had expected.
 
   “The Emissary has summoned us,” the monk said.
 
   “All of us?” she asked.
 
   “You and I alone,” he answered, “He wishes to speak with you.”
 
   Marla rolled to her feet, dusting the flecks of dirt from her coat and combing through her hair with her fingers as she emerged from the cave beside the draconic monk.
 
   “Should I go clean up first?” she asked.
 
   “Sister Mae awaits you in the dormitory,” Brother Tye said, “She will see to your preparations, though we must act quickly. The Emissary does not enjoy a long wait.”
 
   “Of course,” Marla said flatly. She shrugged out of her down overcoat and offered it to the monk. “Would you hold this for me?” she asked.
 
   Brother Tye took the coat and gave her a perplexed look.
 
   “Thank you,” Marla said, and then she sprang cat-like up the side of the hill, jumping from tree to tree with vampiric speed rather than waste time on the winding path that led from the cave to the center of the monastery.
 
   She found Sister Mae waiting in the dormitory hall. The little physician frowned at the sight of Marla’s tousled hair and wrinkled robe.
 
   “This way, quickly!” Sister Mae said, waving Marla into one of the unoccupied sleeping chambers.
 
   Marla emerged a few minutes later, dressed in a crimson robe with her black hair neatly pulled back and held in place with a white jade comb. She squinted her eyes shut and grimaced as Sister Mae flicked droplets of floral-scented water at her face.
 
   “What’s that for?” Marla asked.
 
   “So you don’t smell like a butcher shop,” Mae said.
 
   “I smell like blood to you?” Marla asked.
 
   “Now you smell like a rose,” Mae said, sniffing to test the air, “Well... rose thorn maybe.”
 
   Marla smiled.
 
   “She is beautiful, Mae,” Brother Tye spoke from the garden doorway, “You have done well.”
 
   “You watch out for her, Tye!” Sister Mae scolded, “You don’t let that big bully frighten our baby girl!”
 
   Brother Tye smiled and lifted his hand toward Marla.
 
   Marla joined him at the garden door and walked beside him out toward the gate leading to the Emissary’s landing area. The morning sun proved warm enough that she could do without the coat.
 
   “Why red?” she asked, looking down at her crimson silk robe as she walked beside the white-robed monk.
 
   “It is the color that the Empress chose for your father to wear,” Brother Tye answered, “It is the color of change.”
 
   Marla’s mood darkened at the mention of her father. She felt guilty for the way she had treated him the night before, but could not quite bring herself to forgive him yet.
 
   “You are troubled?” Brother Tye said as they approached the foot of the mountain path, “Do you fear the Emissary?”
 
   “No,” Marla answered, “I just never thought that I would see my father alive, and, now that I have...”
 
   “He is not the idol that you once carved in remembrance of him,” the monk chuckled.
 
   Marla gave him a crooked smile. “Yes,” she said, “I guess that’s it.”
 
   “Would you prefer the idol or the man?” Tye asked.
 
   Marla sighed and looked up the path ahead. A streamer of gray smoke rose from beyond the ridge, and the scent of aromatic resin filled the air.
 
   Following her gaze, Brother Tye whispered, “The villagers have brought offerings to the Emissary.”
 
   “Do they worship dragons here?” Marla asked.
 
   Brother Tye shrugged. “They honor our kind,” he answered with a gentle smile, “There is a difference... though a very small difference.”
 
   Marla said nothing more as they climbed to the top of the path and came into view of the broad shelf of rock at the foot of the mountain and the great silver dragon that lay curled asleep there.
 
   A small fire smoldered nearby, sending up thick billows of sweet-scented smoke from the bundles of dried herbs that lay atop the coals. Stacks of boxes and brightly painted urns lay heaped around the fire, and a trio of tethered goats busied themselves by chewing the branches from their well-gnawed bush.
 
   “Bringer of Joyous Tidings!” Brother Tye called out in Draconic as he prostrated himself at the edge of the clearing, “We answer your summons with glad hearts.”
 
   Marla slowly lowered herself to one knee and bowed her head slightly, keeping her eyes on the slumbering dragon.
 
   The Emissary pulled his long snout from beneath the lustrous leather of his left wing and gave them a bleary-eyed squint.
 
   “The sun is already high, Tyegau,” the dragon hissed, “Were you too busied with chores to be bothered with my summons?”
 
   “The sun has yet to rise in Maizan,” Brother Tye countered, rising to his knees, “I did not wish to disturb your accustomed schedule.”
 
   The great silver dragon snorted a puff of blue-green flame.
 
   The three goats began to bleat in terror, nearly uprooting their bush in their attempt to flee the awakened dragon.
 
   The Emissary stood up. His long, spiny tail whipped around, and his wings boomed, sending swirls of smoke across the mountainside. He took five strides forward and scooped up the trio of goats in his silvery jaws, stripping branches from the bush as he ripped their tethers free.
 
   Marla winced at the awful crunching sound that silenced the bleats, but forced herself to watch as the dragon tilted back his neck and swallowed the hapless goats in a single gulp. The dragon shuddered with pleasure and then dipped his snout to the heap of urns. He turned his jaws sideways again and plucked up a mouthful of the containers. They shattered as he bit down, splashing a honey-colored wine from between his teeth.
 
   The pungent aroma of the wine filled the air as the dragon swung his head around to face Marla and the monk. He took another step forward, bringing his dripping jaws almost within arm’s reach of the vampire girl. He might have been smiling, but Marla found nothing reassuring in the sight of the dragon’s bared teeth.
 
   “You have crossed the sea from the lost lands, half-born,” the dragon rumbled, “Is this not true?”
 
   “Yes,” Marla answered in Draconic.
 
   The dragon snorted and his eyes flared with wrath.
 
   “You must address the Emissary by his title,” Brother Tye whispered.
 
   Marla felt her cheeks flush with anger, but she calmed herself as best she was able. “Which title should I use?” she asked, “He seems fond of many.”
 
   Brother Tye’s brows wrinkled in a warning look.
 
   “This simpleton will refer to me simply as Master,” the Emissary growled, “Such will suffice until it has been taught proper respect.”
 
   Marla’s eyes fell. She didn’t really trust herself to look at the dragon until she could keep her rage in check.
 
   “You crossed the sea, in defiance of the Empress’s warning to your people?” the Emissary demanded.
 
   Marla’s eyes flashed as she faced him again. “I knew nothing of any such warning!” she retorted. After a moment’s breath she remembered to add, “oh, Master of Messages.”
 
   The Emissary blinked and snarled, sending a vapor of blue-green heat blasting across Marla’s face and shoulders. “Your ignorance is cause enough to destroy you!” he hissed, “Yet your impudence, it seems, would demand it!”
 
   Little streamers of burnt hair smell wafted from Marla’s scorched robe, but she felt no discomfort from the heat of the dragon’s hissing breath. She returned his glare with a cold sneer of disdain.
 
   “Please, Emissary!” Brother Tye pleaded, “She is anomoke! We must show her the courtesy of...”
 
   “This creature has no protection here!” the dragon scoffed, lifting his head high above to look down at them in disgust, “The Empress has decreed that none may cross the sea uninvited! This one and its companions have defied the divine word of the Empress and must pay with their lives!”
 
   “They knew nothing of the Empress’s edict!” Brother Tye shouted, on his feet now as he lifted his hands imploringly.
 
   “That matters not!” the Emissary spat, lashing his tail behind him, “Even the deaf stones of the earth must obey the voice of Heaven’s Queen!”
 
   “Heaven’s Queen?” Marla laughed as she rose to her feet, “Is that what you call this empress?”
 
   “Bring these intruders to me at once!” the Emissary roared, “I would render my verdict now!”
 
   “Oh, Messenger of Heaven!” Tye cried, “The girl’s companions are spirits of the night! They cannot stand in the light of the sun!”
 
   The dragon narrowed his eyes as he looked at the desperate monk and then pulled his scaly lips back into a cruel sneer. “Then take this creature from my sight!” he rumbled, “Return with it and its companions when the sun has set. I will pass judgment upon them then.”
 
   “As you wish, Word of Justice,” Brother Tye gasped, pulling Marla swiftly away.
 
   “Enjoy this day, Half-born!” the dragon called after her as Tye hustled Marla back over the ridge, “It will be your last!”
 
   Marla took a deep breath of the cool mountain air as the monk led her back to the monastery, returning the silver-haired man’s worried look with a confident smile.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-six
 
   Marla watched her father emerge from his chambers, just before sunset. He slid the paneled door closed behind him and had already begun to pull his eyeless red hood on over his head when he saw her standing there and froze.
 
   “Marla?” he said, his eyes wary now, trying to gauge her intent.
 
   “We don’t have much time, father,” she whispered as she crossed the hallway to him, “The Emissary has summoned us all to appear before him at sunset, but I need you to let me speak for us.”
 
   “Marla, you don’t know how to deal with these people,” Berrol said, shaking his head, “This is very dangerous! You have to trust me! I’ve dealt with this dragon before, and...”
 
   “No, father!” she insisted, “You don’t know everything that’s happened. I know what I have to do, and I need you to believe that I can handle this!”
 
   “How can I believe that?” he asked, “Marla... I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you and your mother, but you have to understand why...”
 
   “I do understand!” she said, rushing forward to embrace him, “I do... It’s just that... none of that matters right now. You just have to trust that I’m here for a reason, a reason bigger than our family, and I have a job to do.”
 
   “A job?” he chuckled, taking her face between his warm hands and brushing a strand of dark hair from her eyes with his thumb, “What task have the old wyrms set my daughter to?”
 
    “No,” she laughed, “This is for me... This is for all of us.”
 
   “Oh, Marla,” Berrol sighed, hugging her to his chest, “In my mind you were still just a baby... seeing you now... It seems unreal, like a strange dream.”
 
   “It is a dream,” she whispered, blinking through her tears, “a dream made real... it all is.”
 
   “The Emissary is no dream,” he said, his voice going cold.
 
   “No,” Marla sniffed, “he’s just a sack full of old farts.”
 
   Berrol pushed her back and stared at her. “Did your mother teach you that?” he demanded.
 
   “No,” Marla giggled through her tears, “I learned that one from a ghoul.”
 
   Berrol’s eyes widened. “Things have changed back home,” he chuckled.
 
   “Do you trust me?” she asked, smiling up at her father.
 
   Berrol Veranu turned and looked toward the end of the hall where Brother Tye now stood. “How bad is it, Tye?” he asked.
 
   “Very bad,” the draconic monk answered sadly.
 
   “My daughter here has a plan,” Berrol said with a crooked smile, “Do you think we should trust her?”
 
   The silver-haired monk smiled and regarded Marla for a long moment before answering. “Shall we trust the sun to rise at dawn?” he asked.
 
   Berrol let out a ragged sigh and shook his head. “This place could use a little excitement,” he said, “All right, Marla, what do you have in mind?”
 
   “Brother Tye,” Marla asked, “does the Emissary know about Lump?”
 
   The monk shook his head. “I saw no reason to bring the troll to his attention,” he answered.
 
   “Will he be all right in the village, if we have to leave in a hurry?” she asked.
 
   “Of course,” Tye said, furrowing his brows.
 
   “Marla, I can’t go with you if you try to escape,” her father said, “I’m duty-bound to remain at the monastery until the Empress releases me from my service here.”
 
   “And the Emissary will order you hunted down if you flee,” Tye said, “There is no place you may hide that he will not find you.”
 
   “I’m not going to run or hide from him,” she scoffed, “Just get everybody together, and meet me at the Emissary’s terrace.
 
   Berrol put his hands on his daughter’s shoulders and looked at her. “You’re sure about this?” he asked her quietly.
 
   “Everything is about to change, father,” she said, “and I want you beside me when it does.”
 
   He nodded. “That is a place I’ve wanted to be for a very long time now,” he said.
 
   Marla hugged him again.
 
   *******
 
   “We couldn’t have breakfast first?” James yawned as he and the others neared the top of the ridge. All of Marla’s friends wore the silken robes that Brother Tye had provided them, save Nerrys who wore her white armor, cloak and sword. She rested the stump of her left wrist atop the pommel of her sword as she climbed the hill. The white vambrace covering her arm still bore the silvery-black scorch marks of the intense fire that had consumed her left hand. The rest of her armor gleamed an almost radiant white in the moonlight. Zizi flitted curiously in the air behind them as they followed the white-robed monk to the spot, just below the crest of the ridge, where Marla and her father waited for them.
 
   The Veranus wore their red silk robes, though Marla’s still bore the singed discoloration of the Emissary’s breath. She had refused Tye’s offer of a replacement robe. She did not care to let the Emissary know that he had inconvenienced her in any way. Her Bremmerite goggles she had tucked in the back of her silken belt.
 
   “Thank you all for coming,” Marla greeted them, “and I ask that, no matter what happens here tonight, don’t be afraid.”
 
   A burst of blue-green light flashed across the ridge behind her as the great silver dragon snorted out a laugh.
 
   Alyss’s eyes went wide, and her hand closed protectively over the little pendant that lay against the pale green silk of her collar. Zizi flew a bit higher to peek, curiously over the top of the ridge and then plummeted back to Alyss’s shoulder with a frightened meep.
 
   Claude’s crimson eyes blazed defiantly at the Arkadi girl’s side.
 
   “Don’t be afraid,” Marla insisted, “Just... trust me.”
 
   “We are with you,” Nerrys said.
 
   Marla nodded and turned to climb the last few yards to the crest of the ridge. She saw the icy blue eyes of the Emissary watching her as she came over the ridge, and then a wave of heat washed over her as the silver dragon roared out a long stream of teal-colored flame, incinerating the surrounding cedars in a great semi-circle around the terrace.
 
   When her eyes adjusted to the light, Marla saw that a towering wall of blue-green flame now ringed the rocky terrace all the way around, save for a narrow gap through which the vampires would have to pass. The flames crackled and leapt, almost thirty feet high at their lowest point, but showed no sign of burning out. They filled the mountainside with their unearthly light and cast ominous shadows across the face of the leering dragon that awaited them below.
 
   “Come forth and be judged!” the dragon rumbled in Draconic, his jaws still drooling verdant rivulets of liquid fire.
 
   Marla led her father and her friends down into the circle of fire, feeling the buffeting heat of the eerie flames as she passed through the narrow gap.
 
   “You were not summoned, Berrol Half-born!” the Emissary growled, turning his icy glare toward Marla’s father.
 
   “I will stand with my daughter and know her fate,” Berrol answered, bowing low, “if it may please the great Rider of Winds”
 
   The Emissary sneered and lashed his tail as he shifted his hips behind him. “Yes,” the dragon hissed, “it would please me to have you watch this.”
 
   Berrol nodded respectfully toward the dragon, and Marla breathed a quiet sigh of relief. She had not been prepared for the possibility that the Emissary might order her father to depart.
 
   “Before I pass judgment,” the dragon said, pausing to suck in a rattling breath, “I will know the means by which you crossed the sea, undetected.”
 
   Marla gave the dragon a grim smile.
 
   “You will answer me, half-born, if you do not wish to suffer needlessly!” the dragon seethed.
 
   “Yes, I will answer you, oh Master of Hot Winds,” Marla cried out, “but, first, you must prove yourself worthy of my instruction.”
 
   The Emissary’s eyes bulged, and jets of teal flame shot from his flared nostrils. “KNEEL BEFORE ME!” the great dragon roared, and the draconic power of his voice cracked the stones beneath Marla’s feet.
 
   Marla sensed her father and her friends falling to their knees behind her, helpless to resist the dragon’s command. She herself, felt the power of his voice, hammering at her vampiric will. The girl she had once been would have been crushed beneath the weight of that voice, but she was not that girl anymore.
 
   “KNEEL!” the dragon roared hoarsely, blasting Marla’s face with hot vapors and fiery flecks of molten spittle.
 
   Silk began to smolder at Marla’s shoulder, where a gob of burning saliva caught in the seam of her robe, but she flicked it away with an annoyed grimace.
 
   The dragon’s eyes went wide again as he drew back his long neck, lifting his head high above the huddled group of vampires and the fiery-eyed girl that stood before them.
 
   “Marla?” Claude called out, his voice trembling with dragonfear.
 
   “Stand clear, monk!” the Emissary roared, “The hour of judgment has come for these abominations!” He began to draw in a long, rattling breath, and his jaws now glowed with a shimmering heat from within.
 
   “Yes!” Marla shouted, “I will pass judgment now!”
 
   The dragon lowered its head suddenly, parting its jaws to reveal the blue-hot furnace of its throat.
 
   “Shut it!” Marla roared in Gloaran her finger outstretched toward the dragon.
 
   The Emissary’s jaws snapped shut with a painfully loud clack. The monster snorted out billows of blue-green flame through his nostrils and through the tiny gaps between his interlaced fangs. His eyes bulged as he coughed repeatedly, clawing at his throat as he drew back, overcome with a series of racking convulsions.
 
   At last, he staggered wildly into his own ring of flames behind him and crashed into the smoldering ruin of a large cedar tree. The wall of fire surrounding the terrace quickly died away as the dragon floundered, smashing the hillside with his leathery wings and lashing large stones to rubble with his spiny tail. The cool glow of moonlight rushed in to fill the darkness again.
 
   “Take a breath,” Marla sighed, waving her hand dismissively.
 
   The Emissary’s jaws opened again, and he sucked in a desperate breath. He thrashed his way to his feet again, his eyes wide with terror as he looked across the terrace toward the grinning vampire girl.
 
   “How?” he finally managed to gasp.
 
   Marla calmly pulled her goggles from behind her and slipped them down around her eyes before reaching inside her robe to find the folded scrap of parchment there. She held the parchment out before her now, her enchanted goggles revealing every detail of the rune she had painted there in the dim light of the moon and stars. She focused her thoughts upon that single, intricate name-rune, feeling a sudden, inexplicable connection with a place she had never been before.
 
   “How did you do that?” the Emissary demanded, still rasping for breath as he scrambled toward her on unsteady claws.
 
   “See you in Maizan,” Marla said with a parting smile as a golden mist rose from the ground to envelop her group, filling her senses with its glorious song of radiance.
 
   Marla shut her eyes and drew in a breath of living light. The name-rune of the Empress’s city burned in her mind with arcs of gold and motes of silver light that blazed like stars. Then, the rune seemed to unravel itself around her, stretching out in concentric circles that grew suddenly vast enough to encompass a great city. Her eyes now opened to behold the city, a sprawling citadel of rose-colored domes, spread for miles across rolling, forested hills, beneath a sky full of mist and stars and soaring dragons. She stood now at the center of a large, circular platform of pale stone, atop a tall hill near the center of the city. Slender columns of white stone ringed the perimeter of the platform and stretched upward and inward, arcing over Marla’s head to form a roof of stone latticework directly above. A ring of silver metal framed a great skylight there that half eclipsed the moon in the misty sky.
 
   “Marla?” her father whispered from behind, and Marla turned to see her companions now rising groggily to their feet on the platform behind her. She smiled to see that Brother Tye had been swept along with them in Marla’s hasty escape. The draconic monk turned a slow circle, taking it all in with a look of stunned wonder on his face. Berrol stripped off his red hood and regarded his daughter with unbelieving eyes.
 
   Claude helped Alyss to her feet as Zizi flew wild circles around the moonlit aerie, trilling excitedly at the sights of the city below. Nerrys crouched beside James, patting his back as he knelt on hands and knees, hyperventilating a little.
 
   “You think that...” James gasped between breaths, “maybe you could warn us... next time?”
 
   Marla let out a girlish giggle and grinned, too breathless with joy to speak.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-seven
 
   Astorra
 
   The wisps led Garrett past three more hanging trees on the path to the place the Astorrans called the fairy mound. He knew the moment they came in sight of the great, weed-shrouded hill, this was no place for fairies. Curious boggarts oozed from dark fissures in the side of the great burial mound, and ancient, flickering wisps rose from tumbled stones whose time-blasted runes showed, barely visible in the predawn light.
 
   Garrett reined his horse to a halt as he took it all in, and the shambling horde of Hanged Ones behind him let out an anguished groan.
 
   “This won’t take long,” Garrett called out to the twisted undead they had gathered along the road.
 
   “Revenge!” hissed one of the half-rotten corpses, his eye sockets blazing with the orange fire of the gallowgeist that animated him.
 
   “Listen,” Haven called back to the noose-strung revenant, “You’ve waited this long to get payback, you can wait another few minutes while Garrett rounds up some more ghosts.”
 
   “It burns,” one of the fiery-eyed shamblers moaned, clawing at her mangled throat.
 
   “Then think about revenge or something then to take your mind off of it!” Haven growled. She had not been happy about Garrett’s decision to raise more of the hanged Astorran outlaws, but she had seen the reason in stacking the odds in their favor as much as possible before they reached Braedshal.
 
   “So, who do I talk to?” Garrett asked as Sender flew back toward them from the mound.
 
   “It’s a bit tricky, Songreaver,” Sender sighed, “The wisps are led by the spirit of an elven lord named Laasaef. It means Starweaver in your language.”
 
   Starweaver, the voice in Garrett’s mind chuckled, I remember him.
 
   “The boggarts serve under a ghost called Crookjaw,” Sender explained, “a rather unpleasant beast, possibly once a troll.”
 
   Crookjaw was no troll, Brahnek’s voice laughed.
 
   You know these guys? Garrett silently queried the Spellbreaker’s ghost.
 
   I buried them here, Brahnek answered proudly.
 
   “Uh,” Garrett sighed, “maybe we better leave these guys alone.”
 
   “Why?” Haven asked.
 
   “‘Cause they probably won’t like me very much,” Garrett said.
 
   “They don’t have to like you,” she said, “they just have to dislike the Astorrans more.”
 
   “Yeah, but, I really don’t think they’re gonna like me,” Garrett chuckled nervously.
 
   “Brahnek!” shrieked a monstrous, ghostly voice from the barrow.
 
   Even the gallowgeists fell silent at the sound of that horrible voice.
 
   You’d better let me deal with this one, boy, the Spellbreaker’s ghost sighed in Garrett’s mind.
 
   “How’s Shortgrass doing?” Garrett asked, turning to look at the little selkie who carried the unconscious fairy in a makeshift backpack.
 
   Mualip reached back to lift the flap of the pack and peeked inside. “He yet sleeps,” the selkie answered.
 
   “Brahnek!” the monstrous voice roared again, and Garrett turned to see the entire hill now swarming with inky boggarts while seething red wisps formed ghostly ranks in the air above.
 
   Garrett sighed and nodded toward Sir Baelan and Mirion, still seated in their saddles with blank faces, oblivious to the brewing conflict. “Look after them for me,” Garrett said, “I’ll be right back.”
 
   He turned and rode his horse down into the high grass that stretched between the forest road and the great barrow.
 
   A movement of darker shadow before the hill drew Garrett’s attention, a boggart the size of a wagon now seeped its way down across the broken runestones, and the churning masses of its brethren followed close behind it.
 
   “I knew you’d come back someday, human!” the enormous boggart rumbled, and Garrett’s horse reared in fear.
 
   Garrett quickly dismounted as soon as he had the horse under control again. Even the past few days spent in the presence of the undead had not prepared the brave-hearted animal to face this monster. He patted the horse on the rump as it wheeled and galloped back toward Haven and the others. Then he turned to face the roiling mass of shadow that bore down upon him from the burial mound.
 
   Suddenly an arc of red lightning hissed upward from the ground between Garrett and Crookjaw. Both the necromancer and the boggart leapt back a step as the crackling column of electric fire coalesced into the rough outline of a man, or rather, an elf.
 
   “Brahnek, elf slayer,” the elven ghost greeted him, bowing his head slightly. Though Garrett could make out no details of the elf’s shadowy face, the sputtering flames of his eternal rage silhouetted the outline of a plumed helm and the elf’s long ears.
 
   Garrett almost raised his hand in greeting but then leapt back again as the elf lifted a ghostly sword of sizzling flame, leveled at the boy’s heart.
 
   “Your flesh is warped and stunted, elf slayer!” the red ghost hissed, taking a step forward as Garrett retreated beyond the reach of the fiery blade, “Have your sins so corrupted you that you now seek release from the pain of living?”
 
   “I’m not stunted!” Garrett cried.
 
   “You will find no mercy here!” the elven ghost spat, “For you showed my people none!”
 
   “I give you half, elf lord, Crookjaw rumbled as he oozed forward to flank the flaming red ghost, “You want his top or his bottom?”
 
   “You may have his flesh, war-bred,” Starweaver’s ghost rasped, “I claim his dark soul, and I will flay it with the cries of the murdered children of the Song.”
 
   Help? Garrett whimpered inwardly as the boggarts moved quickly to surround him, cutting off his retreat from the fiery red ghost.
 
   Relax, boy, the Spellbreaker’s ghost chuckled, they know not to whom they speak.
 
   Garrett started to reach for his sword, but two slender boggarts darted in, sinking their long talons of pure shadow into his forearms. He grunted in pain as they restrained his arms to either side, and his hands tingled with a thousand pinpricks as he flexed them.
 
   “Kneel, son of dust!” Starweaver’s ghost commanded, and the boggarts pulled Garrett to his knees in the tall grass.
 
   The elven ghost lifted his sword as though to plunge it into Garrett’s chest.
 
   “Garrett!” Haven cried out as she rushed forward.
 
   “Stay back!” Garrett shouted.
 
   “I remember him bigger,” Crookjaw mumbled as he towered above the kneeling boy.
 
   “You stupid ettin,” Garrett laughed, his voice thick with Brahnek’s accent, “I was bigger when we fought here... you nearly had me, you know. That poisoned shiv you stuck me with put me abed for a fortnight after the battle!”
 
   “By what fell magic do you still live, child of dust?” Starweaver’s ghost demanded, bringing the tip of his blazing sword within an inch of Garrett’s chest.
 
   “By the oldest magic, cousin!” Brahnek chuckled through Garrett’s lips.
 
   Starweaver hissed, drawing his blade back in dismay.
 
   “Didn’t know we were related, did you, Starweaver?” Garrett said with a grin, no longer feeling the pain in his arms as the Spellbreaker took control of his body and voice.
 
   “Huh?” Crookjaw’s shade said, his glowing violet eyes narrowed in confusion.
 
   “Yes,” Garrett’s voice said, “related by marriage. I’d have invited you to the wedding, of course, but I had already killed you long before that, I’m afraid.”
 
   “No...” Starweaver’s ghost whispered, the blade of his sword wavering in his grasp, “You’re lying.”
 
   “No,” Garrett answered sadly, his eyes falling to the waving grass, “No elven blade ever reached my heart... but I fell just the same. Her eyes took the sword from my hand, and her love filled my hollow breast. With a single look, my sweet Elaraenu did what you and all your mighty hosts never could.”
 
   “No!” Starweaver’s ghost raged, plunging his crackling blade again and again into Garrett’s chest, “You lie!”
 
   Garrett closed his eyes, feeling no pain as the ghost repeatedly stabbed him. An overwhelming sense of peace filled him, an undying love for a woman it seemed he had always known and yet had never met. Garrett’s heart ached with an unspeakably sweet sorrow, and tears of azure flames poured down his cheeks.
 
   “Garrett!” Haven screamed, but her voice was muffled by the seething masses of inky boggarts that now crowded around Garrett vying to rend his flesh with black claws.
 
   Garrett felt only the fluttering touch of a thousand anguished souls, grasping at him with ripping talons that tore away glittering fistfuls of blue fire from his body.
 
   What’s happening? Garrett demanded of the voice within as he struggled to control his panic.
 
   They must take their vengeance upon me, Brahnek’s voice groaned, It is the only way.
 
   Garrett wanted to ask more, but the great shadowy jaws of the ghostly ettin behind him closed over his head and snapped down, driving spectral fangs into his throat.
 
   Garrett felt nothing, but Brahnek’s voice screamed in agony as their shared body convulsed in the grip of the vengeful ghosts.
 
   “Stop it!” Haven yelled, wrapping her arms around Garrett’s body from behind. She cried out in pain as the boggarts turned their ghostly claws upon her as well.
 
   “Get back, girl!” Brahnek shouted through Garrett’s lips, “This is not your battle!”
 
   “This is my boyfriend, you stupid ghosts!” she raged, dragging Garrett backwards slowly through the clinging spirits of the dead.
 
   
  
 


“Haven!” Garrett cried, wrenching control of his body from the Spellbreaker within. He blasted the boggarts backward with a concussion of blue force and then collapsed into Haven’s arms in the tall grass.
 
   “Garrett?” she asked, looking at him in confusion.
 
   “Yeah, it’s me,” he gasped, his arms still tingling with the prickle of the boggarts’ grasp.
 
   “What have you done?” demanded the voice of the elven ghost. The spirit of Starweaver stood, wavering in the light of dawn, as though buffeted by a strong wind. He held his phantom sword at arm’s length in both hands, and it wrenched from side to side as if fighting against his control. The blade now glowed with an intense blue light, and the azure glow slowly spread up the elven spirit’s arms like frost.
 
   The great black shadow of Crookjaw fell to his knees beside him in the grass, his oily jaws spread wide in a soundless scream as he clutched at the sides of his head. Jets of blue flame shot out from between his clawed fingers as the Songreaver’s power burned away his curse from within.
 
   All around, boggarts staggered back, staring down at ghostly three-fingered paws where moments before their inky talons had dripped pure malice. Here and there, a phantom goblin or troll rose on trembling knees and shook themselves free of their shadowy nightmare. Above the field, the gathered wisps crackled and seethed with arcs of blue lightning that spread through their ranks, quenching their fiery wrath.
 
   Garrett looked back to see his own small army of the dead moving forward to join the ghosts in the field. The boggarts of Gob’s Hollow led the way, slithering forward like living smoke to greet their ghostly comrades in arms. As the ghostly goblins and trolls moved to embrace them, the inky bodies of Garrett’s boggarts fizzled away, revealing the laughing ghosts of the war-bred creatures beneath. Garrett’s wisps as well now mingled with the host of spirits in the morning sky, and he smiled to see the merry flashes of color that rippled through the increasingly disordered ranks of the elven dead.
 
   A rattling sigh drew Garrett’s attention back to the ghost of the elven commander. Starweaver fell to one knee, leaning against his ethereal blade for support. He gasped as beads of icy blue light dripped from his brow, withering the grass beneath him as they fell.
 
   The ghostly figure of a monstrous war-bred beast, larger than a troll, now sat in a blackened patch of grass beside the elf lord. The heavily muscled creature rubbed at his face with his massive, three-fingered hands. He regarded Garrett with a bewildered look in his lambent blue eyes and a bemused smile on his lips.
 
   A ghostly goblin at Crookjaw’s side chattered something in the language of the war-bred.
 
   Crookjaw gave the little goblin a questioning grunt.
 
   The goblin tapped his chin with a ghostly finger and then gave his commander a sharp-toothed grin.
 
   Crookjaw frowned and stroked his own smooth jawline with one clawed finger and then gave a surprised laugh. The goblin joined in as well, and the monsters’ laughter soon spread across the hill.
 
   Starweaver wiped his brow and rose, shakily to his feet again. His wisps now stood as elven spirits, faintly glowing against the creep of dawn over the barrow. Ghostly pennons fluttered in the morning breeze atop glittering spears, and sparkles of azure light played across the ethereal armor of a thousand or more phantom elves. Here and there among the shining ranks of elven dead, Garrett saw soldiers embracing unarmored loved ones, reunited again, and a dozen ghostly children rolled and tumbled together down the side of the grief-stained hill, filling the morning air with their laughter.
 
   Haven’s eyes glistened with tears as she hugged Garrett close, and Mualip stood, gape-jawed in wonder. Sender flitted among the elven ghosts, laughing merrily. Only the somnambulant Astorrans, still astride their horses, and the rage-haunted Hanged Ones seemed unimpressed by the great awakening of lost fae.
 
   “Who are you?” Starweaver’s ghost asked, his voice thin and weary.
 
   Haven helped Garrett to his feet again, and he peeled a few blades of crushed and withered grass from the knees of his robe before wiping his gloves on his hips and facing the dead again.
 
   “I’m the Songreaver,” Garrett said.
 
   Crookjaw’s laughter died away.
 
   The little goblin at his side whispered a question in its harsh language.
 
   “Gul’Vedrak,” Crookjaw muttered, his lambent eyes wide, and the ghostly goblin shrank back in fear.
 
   Garrett saw the look of dismay in Starweaver’s eyes. The elven shade took a step backward and then turned to look toward the ghostly host behind him. He turned his shining eyes toward Garrett again.
 
   “Have you come to... end us?” he asked.
 
   “No!” Garrett laughed, “I’m here to help you!”
 
   “You help us?” Crookjaw scoffed.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, “that... and, I kinda need your help too.”
 
   The ghost of the elven lord and the war-bred commander looked at one another and frowned.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-eight
 
   Maizan
 
   The streets of Maizan reminded Marla of Upper Thrinaar. Crowds of brightly dressed humans and fae strolled the lantern-lit lanes between the rose-colored domes. The Laprians’s chattering voices filled the air, mingled with laughter. Their strange language seemed descended from Draconic but was spoken too quickly to follow. Marla could catch only a few words, here and there, not enough to make any sense of their conversations, but they seemed happy enough. No one seemed to pay any heed to the group of robed vampires moving through their midst, and even the fae folk passed by, unaware of the danger that stalked among them.
 
   “Just a little bite?” James groaned as Berrol dragged him away from a passing elf girl that had returned his obvious interest with a pleasant smile. “Please?” the desperate vampire begged.
 
   “Mind your manners!” Berrol growled, pulling the younger vampire away from temptation.
 
   “I hate to admit it, but I could use a drink myself,” Alyss whispered, “I don’t suppose you know where to find one, do you?”
 
   “I will make arrangements for your comfort when we reach the palace,” Brother Tye said as he guided them through a crowd of drunken ram-headed men in saffron robes. They carried bright silver cymbals in their right hands and clanged them repeatedly with the little wooden rods in their left hands as they danced and chanted a lively song.
 
   Berrol now had James by the scruff of his collar as he piloted the whimpering vampire through the throng of jubilant revelers. Even Marla had trouble overcoming the urge to sink her teeth into one of the ram-men as the intoxicating scent of their blood washed over her.
 
   “How far is it to the palace?” Marla asked.
 
   “I’m not exactly certain,” Brother Tye chuckled, “I have never walked to the palace before.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Alyss asked. Her eyelids fluttered as one of the drunken revelers caught her in a giddy hug, his furry throat only a shuddering breath away from the girl’s lips. Claude quickly freed her from the goatkin’s embrace and hustled her away.
 
   “Brother Tye is a dragon,” Berrol said, “He only took this form at the Empress’s command, that he might better understand us.”
 
   “Can you change back and fly ahead then?” Alyss asked, “Maybe send someone back to fetch us?”
 
   “I’m afraid that is not possible,” Brother Tye answered. He guided them quickly into a side alley, where the cool night air smelled more of cedar boughs and less of warm, delicious blood.
 
   “You’re stuck like this?” Alyss asked, catching her breath.
 
   “I have not been released of my duty in this matter,” Brother Tye said, “I should not have returned to the city at all for another nine years.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Marla said, “I didn’t mean to get you in trouble.”
 
   “I understand,” Tye said with a smile, “You do as you must... and I must do my best.”
 
   “What will happen to us when we reach the palace?” Nerrys demanded as she joined James in the shadow of a vined trellis. She absently stroked the curly hair on the back of his neck as he crouched against the wall, trying to regain his composure after the scene in the street. He looked up at her with a grateful smile and then returned to his measured breathing and a studious appraisal of his silken slippers.
 
   Brother Tye remained silent for a long moment, his eyes downcast as well. “I do not know,” he admitted at last.
 
   “How long will it take the Emissary to fly back here from the monastery?” Marla asked.
 
   “We cannot know,” Tye sighed, “We have but a few days at most.”              
 
   “If that,” Berrol scoffed, “He flies faster when he’s mad.”
 
   “I have never known him to not be angry,” Tye chuckled.
 
   “His version of happy is most people’s idea of angry,” Berrol said, “You’ve never seen him really angry before.”
 
   “We’ll deal with the Emissary when he arrives,” Marla said, “Until then, we must make the most of the time that we have. I need to meet with the Empress as soon as possible.”
 
   Her father gave a bitter laugh and shook his head.
 
   “It will not be so simple,” Tye sighed, “The Empress does not often greet visitors personally, even ones as remarkable as yourself. We must make arrangements with her chancellor.”
 
   “Burach?” Berrol scoffed, “That’ll take months!”
 
   Marla frowned. “I just need to speak with her briefly!” she insisted.
 
   Berrol ignored her as his face brightened with an idea. “What about Kire?” he said.
 
   Brother Tye’s eyes widened. “The Empress’s daughter is seldom at court,” he countered, “and Chancellor Burach will take great offense if we do not speak to him first!”
 
   “With the Emissary bearing down on us, we can’t afford to be polite,” Berrol insisted, “Find Kire and let her know what’s happened.”
 
   “I will try,” Tye said, “As soon as I have delivered you to the palace, I will seek her at the lake house.”
 
   “Forget the palace,” Berrol said, “I can take care of my people. You go to the lake house and find the princess!”
 
   “But you will need me when you reach the palace!” Tye protested.
 
   “I’m taking them to the Dead City,” Berrol said, “You can meet us there after you’ve found Kire.”
 
   Brother Tye’s eyes widened, but he nodded his agreement.
 
   “Good luck, old friend,” Berrol spoke in Draconic.
 
   “And you... old friend,” Brother Tye answered in Gloaran. He turned then and raced away down the alley, disappearing in a flutter of white silk.
 
   “Are we gonna get something to drink now?” James moaned, now leaning against Nerrys with the haggard look of a sick child.
 
   Berrol gave the young vampire a fanged grin. “The rats of the Dead City have gnawed the bones of gods, my friend,” he chuckled, “I’ve always wondered how they might taste.”
 
   “Rats?” Alyss whined.
 
   “Follow me,” Berrol said as he clambered up the rough, pinkish stones of a neighboring dome. He turned to look down at them, his red robe flashing in the lantern light as he ran his fingers through his iron-gray hair.
 
   Marla smiled to see her father at last the way she had always imagined him, and he gave her a little wink in return.
 
   “And try to keep up,” he added with a grim smile.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-nine
 
   Astorra
 
   Mirion’s scream woke Garrett from his sleep. Whatever he had been dreaming, he forgot it in the sudden, bewildering rush of noise that roused him from his piney bower.
 
   “What? What?” Garrett gasped, shaking himself free of his exhaustion. He looked around, blinking, to find himself alone in the sun-dappled sleeping area, save for Mualip’s pilfered backpack.
 
   “What’s tha’ gad-awful racket?” a muffled voice sounded from inside the Selkie’s pack.
 
   “Shortgrass?” Garrett exclaimed, scrambling on his knees to open the pack.
 
   “Kin someone tell me why I find m’self in a bag o’ turnips?” Shortgrass growled as Garrett lifted the flap. His coppery hair stood out at odd angles from his tiny head.
 
   Mirion’s shrieks of rage now drifted through the trees from the direction of the main camp.
 
   “I guess everybody woke up,” Garrett said, scratching at his bristly chin.
 
   “Oh, good! You’re awake!” Sender gasped in relief as he buzzed into the little clearing to find Shortgrass shaking the stiffness from his wings.
 
   “What happened?” Garrett asked.
 
   “It’s the girl,” the violet-colored fairy explained, “She could use another dose of the coshiela!”
 
   “Cosheili!” Shortgrass corrected him. He squinted in confusion. “How long was I down?” he demanded.
 
   “Ah, quite a while, actually,” Sender answered, “but...”
 
   Mirion’s anguished cries cut him off.
 
   “Mother o’ Mercy!” Shortgrass cried, “Are ya feeding’ her to tha boggarts?”
 
   “The boggarts are gone,” Sender said, glancing at Garrett.
 
   “Where’d they go?” Shortgrass demanded.
 
   “Murderers!” Mirion screamed.
 
   “Perhaps we should explain later,” Sender said, “I really think something should be done about the human girl.”
 
   Garrett frowned as he began to work up the courage to do what needed to be done.
 
   “I’ll see to her,” Shortgrass sighed, wobbling a little as he took wing.
 
   “No,” Garrett said, “I need to talk to her.”
 
   “I’m not certain that’s advisable,” Sender said, giving Garrett a worried look.
 
   “I’m tired of putting it off,” Garrett said as he stooped to retrieve his sword belt and buckle it on.
 
   Garrett made his way through the forest toward the narrow ravine where they had left the Astorrans and their horses. Mirion sat, sobbing with rage, bound to the trunk of a fallen tree, as Sir Baelan crouched beside her.
 
   “Mirion!” Sir Baelan rasped, his voice hoarse from disuse, “Calm down!”
 
   Mualip’s terrified face peeked from behind a nearby tree against which Haven leaned with a bored look on her face, cleaning her fingernails with the point of her knife.
 
   Mirion’s breath hissed through her clenched teeth as she strained against her bonds. Her eyes settled upon Garrett as he emerged from the trees and he flinched to feel the full brunt of her wrath now brought to bear upon him.
 
   “You killed them all!” she screamed, “You monster! You killed them all!”
 
   “Sir Anders and the other knights are still alive,” Garrett sighed, “They all got hit with the same spell you and Sir Baelan did. I imagine they’re all waking up right about now too.”
 
   Mirion sobbed in frustration and then groaned as she surged forward again, trying to tear free of the ropes that held her to the tree.
 
   “Where are we?” Sir Baelan asked as he stood up and ran his fingers through his sandy hair.
 
   “Almost to Braedshal,” Garrett answered.
 
   “I’ll never you let you reach the King!” Mirion shouted.
 
   “He’s not even your king,” Garrett sighed as he crossed the clearing to crouch down a short distance in front of the captive girl, “You’re from Weslae.”
 
   “My life for the Crown!” Mirion raged.
 
   “Fine!” Garrett said, throwing up his hands, “Swear your life to some stupid hat, if you want, but if you think Cabre deserves to wear it, you’re crazier than you look.”
 
   “No truer king e’er sat the throne of Astorra!” she hissed, “When you killed his father, you made...”
 
   “I didn’t kill his father!” Garrett shouted with a voice that shook the branches of the trees. He sighed softly then and added, “Cabre killed him.”
 
   “You pathetic little liar!” Mirion whispered, “You can’t even...”
 
   “He speaks the truth, Mirion,” Sir Baelan said. The big knight turned and looked away from her. “He speaks the truth,” he repeated softly.
 
   Mirion’s face drained of all color, and her accusing eyes flicked from Sir Baelan to Garrett.
 
   “King Haerad wanted to fight the Chadiri,” Garrett explained, “He knew he couldn’t win, but he was gonna fight anyway... Cabre did what he did to save his people.”
 
   “You lie,” Mirion rasped, shaking her head in disbelief.
 
   “He stabbed the King in the back and let me take the blame for it,” Garrett sighed, “I was just there to ask for the King’s help against the Chadiri.”
 
   Mirion glared at Baelan’s back, her lips trembling with rage.
 
   “Look, Haerad didn’t do anything to help your country against the Chadiri,” Garrett said, “That’s why Max hated him... Your brother Max.”
 
   Mirion shook her head violently.
 
   “I know your brother, Mirion,” Garrett said as he stood to his full height again, “We all know him. Tall guy, brown hair, wants to rule the world... He thought the Inquisitor burned his whole family back in Weslae. He was at school when it happened. By the time he got home, they were already dead.”
 
   Tears streamed down Mirion’s cheeks as she looked up at him, her lips pulled back into an anguished grimace.
 
   “He grabbed a sword and went out looking for any Chadiri he could kill,” Garrett said, “but my uncle found him instead. He’s alive, Mirion! He’s alive, and you have to go and see him! You have to!”
 
   “A trick,” she gasped.
 
   “Listen,” Haven spoke up as she stepped away from her tree, twirling her knife, “I really don’t care if you believe us or not, but Garrett is telling the truth, and it’s probably a good thing that he didn’t let me kill you a long time ago, because when Max Zara sees you, neither one of you is gonna care whose side of this war you’re on... Believe me, if somebody offered me another chance to find my brother... I’d take it.”
 
   “Sir Baelan?” Mirion whispered, “Is it true?”
 
   The sandy-haired knight turned and faced her again with a sad smile. “I don’t know about your brother, Mirion,” he said, “but their commander is called Zara’Thul.”
 
   “What about the King?” she demanded, “Is that true as well?”
 
   “King Haerad would have fought,” Sir Baelan sighed, “He would have fought to the last man before bowing knee to the red god. What Cabre did... it may have saved our peoples’ lives, but at the cost of our souls.”
 
   Mirion hung her head, slumping in her bonds. “I don’t feel well,” she mumbled and then lurched forward, vomiting up what little breakfast Mualip had been able to feed her in her somnambulant state.
 
   “Let her go,” Garrett sighed, looking away, overcome with pity.
 
   Haven stepped forward and neatly sliced the ropes that held Mirion. Sir Baelan lifted the girl and carried her away from the tree. Garrett watched as Mualip guided them down the ravine toward the little stream they had found in the forest nearby.
 
   “What else have I missed?” Shortgrass asked as he hovered in the air beside Garrett.
 
   “We found some new friends,” Garrett said.
 
   Shortgrass gave him a suspicious look.
 
   “They should have been back already,” Haven said as she approached. She slipped her knife back into its scabbard and wrapped her arms around Garrett’s shoulders as she whispered, “Good morning,” against his lips.
 
   Garrett returned her kiss but couldn’t keep his eyes from drifting once again toward the far end of the ravine.
 
   “What?” Haven asked.
 
   “You think Mualip and Sir Baelan are all right alone with her?” Garrett asked.
 
   “She doesn’t want to kill them,” Haven chuckled as she pulled away, taking Garrett’s hand and tugging him toward the small campfire.
 
   “So, you’re all right with setting her free now?” he asked as he followed her to the crackling little fire she had built in the shadow of the fallen tree’s mossy roots.
 
   Haven released Garrett’s hand as she knelt and began to lay fresh branches across the orange coals. “She’s Max’s problem now,” she said with a shrug, “As long as she doesn’t try to stick any more pointy things in my boyfriend, I don’t care what she does.”
 
   Garrett sighed as he took a seat on a moss-covered stone beside her. He watched the steam rising from the damp branches atop the fire and wondered what to do about Mirion.
 
   “Now about these new friends ya mentioned,” Shortgrass said as he fluttered down to warm himself by the fire, “Should I take that mean you’ve been digging ‘em outta tha ground?”
 
   “Well, yeah... sorta,” Garrett said.
 
   “An’ what of tha boggarts?” Shortgrass demanded, “It’s poor manners not ta put ‘em back when yer done usin’ ‘em... no’ ta mention dangerous.”
 
   “Well, they kinda aren’t boggarts anymore,” Garrett said.
 
   The fairy’s face went pale with horror. “Ya didn’t jus’... reave ‘em did ya?” he gasped, “I mean they’re wretched devils, I know, but they deserve...”
 
   “No!” Garrett interrupted, “No, I didn’t... well... not exactly.”
 
   Shortgrass’s eyes narrowed and the corner of his lip pulled up slightly.
 
   “They return!” Sender called out as he buzzed over to the campfire.
 
   “Good,” Garrett said, rising to his feet again see a host of pale blue wisps drifting through the treetops from the north. A moment later, he could make out the shadowy silhouettes of the ghostly goblins and trolls moving silently through the forest below.
 
   “Mother o’ Mystery!” Shortgrass whispered as he took wing again.
 
   The great shadowy bulk of Crookjaw’s ghost shambled forth from between the trees, and Garrett couldn’t help but take a step backward at the sight of the towering specter with fiery blue eyes.
 
   A large azure wisp sizzled and steamed as it dropped to the ground beside the campfire, reforming itself into the glowing form of Starweaver.
 
   The elven lord fell to one armored knee before Garrett. He slipped off his helm to let his long, ghostly hair spill down over his shoulders as he bowed his head. “Songreaver,” he said, “The city is well-defended, above and below. Your soldiers await you in a wooded ruin almost a league from the southern wall. They remain, as yet, undetected.”
 
   “You found the ghouls?” Garrett asked, breathing a sigh of relief.
 
   “Yes, Songreaver,” Starweaver answered, rising to his feet again, “I approached them and explained your intentions. They seem confident that they can enter the city undetected through the tunnels beneath it.”
 
   “Moon-hounds stupid to think they can sneak in,” Crookjaw’s ghost rumbled as he trudged toward the fire on his barrel-wide legs. Garrett couldn’t help but feel the ground should be shaking with every step of the spectral ettin.
 
   “Dip me in honey and slap a bear!” Shortgrass gasped as the monstrous shade blotted out the morning sun with his hulking shoulders.
 
   “Greetings, fairy,” Starweaver’s ghost said, lifting his hand, open-palmed before him, “Forgive me if we have met before, but my memory is somewhat... fragmented. I, Laasaef, Lord of Kilkaelam, welcome you.”
 
   “Kilkaelam?” the fairy chuckled, “Well, I wish ya tha finest luck in takin’ it back, m’lord. Fer tha sake o’ tha boy here, you may as well jus’ know me as Shortgrass, humble servant o’ tha Amber Court.” He bobbed slightly as he tilted his wings forward in a mid-air bow.
 
   “So the Court survived?” Starweaver sighed, looking relieved, “When Kilkaelam fell, I feared nothing could stop this monster from driving our people from the world.” He gestured toward Garrett with no hint of humor in his lambent eyes.
 
   “Yeah, sorry about that,” Garrett said awkwardly.
 
   “Crookjaw,” the ettin’s ghost growled, thumping his huge chest with his fist.
 
   “Yeah, good ta meet ya... Crookjaw,” Shortgrass added, thumping his own tiny fist against his chest.
 
   “What did you mean about they couldn’t sneak in?” Garrett demanded.
 
   Crookjaw turned his blazing eyes upon Garrett once again. “Humans watch,” he grumbled, “Watch tunnels under city... no sneak. You get caught easy.”
 
   “Do you think the Astorrans are watching the tunnels more closely after the ghouls broke Lady Ymowyn out last time?” Haven asked.
 
   “Yeah... I guess I didn’t think about that,” Garrett sighed, “but, still, it’s gotta be safer to at least try to sneak in as far as we can get.”
 
   “With Crookjaw’s help, you get in, no problem,” the ettin chuckled, “Get out still alive... yes problem.”
 
   “Your people can help us with the guards in the tunnels?” Garrett asked hopefully.
 
   “We are but shadows of ourselves, Songreaver,” Starweaver said, “We can, at best, delay and distract, perhaps long enough to allow you to penetrate the city’s defenses, but within those walls stand thousands ready to resist you, and we can only accompany you so far.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Garrett asked.
 
   Crookjaw snorted and shook his head. “Chanted walls,” he hissed.
 
   “Chanted?” Haven exclaimed.
 
   “The inner keep has been warded, Songreaver,” Starweaver said, “Silvered runes and ancient spells guard the walls. Our kind can not enter within.”
 
   Shortgrass hissed a number of words in fae that Lampwicke had never taught Garrett.
 
   “So, does that mean that no fae creature can get inside the keep?” Haven asked, “I mean, what happens if we try?”
 
   Shortgrass pointed toward a large, mossy boulder nearby. “Push that stone up tha hill with yer face for a bit, an’ maybe you’ll have some idea,” he raged.
 
   “I can break spells,” Garrett sighed, cutting off Haven’s retort, “It’s what I do.”
 
   “Maybe you can break it!” Haven said, “I mean you’re pretty good at breaking vampire spells and fairy spells, but we don’t even know what kind of magic it is.”
 
   “Magic’s magic,” Garrett said with a shrug, “I’ll deal with it when we get there.”
 
   “No!” Haven insisted, “That’s too big a risk to take! We can’t just charge in on the chance that you might be able to break this spell. If we get there, and you can’t break it, we won’t even be able to get to Cabre.”
 
   “It still wouldn’t stop me... or the ghouls,” Garrett said, “Marla told me that ghouls aren’t fae, and who knows if it would even effect you at all?”
 
   Haven’s eyes flashed, and Garrett immediately regretted having mentioned Marla.
 
   “You’d face Cabre without me?” she whispered.
 
   Garrett winced and looked away. “Only if I have to, Haven!” he sighed, “We’ve come too close to doing this to just walk away now! We have to try, Haven. Can’t you see that?”
 
   “No!” Shortgrass cried as he fluttered to Haven’s side, “I didn’ come all this way jus’ ta see ya lost into some chanted silver box!” His tiny eyes blazed with emotion as he spread his arms as though to bar Garrett from proceeding any further.
 
   “Cabre is in that keep,” Garrett said, “and I have to face him!”
 
   “You are not going anywhere I can’t reach you, Garrett!” Haven shouted, “Never again!”
 
   Garrett clenched his teeth together in frustration and looked away, suddenly noticing the approach of Sir Baelan to his right. The Astorran walked a bit stiffly, still recovering from his long sleep, but his strength seemed to have returned. He paused and knelt a few feet away from the fire.
 
   “May I speak, Deathlord?” Baelan asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said waving for the knight to join them at the campfire.
 
   “My lords,” Sir Baelan greeted them, bowing to the assembled fae. His wary eyes still lingered on the towering ghost of Crookjaw as he turned toward Garrett again. “I would ask a favor, regarding the girl Mirion.”
 
   “What do you need?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Release her,” Baelan answered.
 
   Garrett frowned and looked at Haven.
 
   “Just let her go, Garrett,” Haven sighed, “It’s over... just let it all go.”
 
   “I want to,” Garrett said, “but she’ll run straight to Cabre and tell him everything as soon as we let her go.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter now, Garrett!” Haven said. She stepped forward and put her hand on his shoulder. “It’s over.”
 
   Garrett shook his head, pulling away as he turned his back on her. “What was it all for then?” he demanded, “Why did Sir Jons have to die? Why did we even come here if I just run away now? I have to face Cabre, Haven! I have to! It’s like a rat gnawing at my insides, and I can’t get it out. I can’t live the rest of my life like this. Don’t you understand?”
 
   “Of course I understand, Garrett!” she yelled, spinning him to face her again, “You don’t think I know what it’s like to have something like that inside of me? You were the only one who could help me get it out... Just let me help you!”
 
   “I’m so close...” Garrett whined, giving her an anguished look.
 
   “Cabre has no one to help him!” Sir Baelan shouted, drawing everyone’s attention.
 
   The Astorran knight sucked a breath through his teeth, his eyes on the crackling fire at his feet. “The same thing inside you now gnaws at his heart,” Baelan said, his voice grown cold and quiet, “It kills him, day by day, and there is no one there to help him face it.”
 
   Garrett furrowed his brow.
 
   Sir Baelan met his gaze again with a grim smile. “Do this thing for me,” he said, “Free Mirion, and I will bring Cabre to you. Neither one of you can live with this stain on your honor... nor can I.”
 
   “But Mirion will tell them you’re with me,” Garrett protested.
 
   “That will not matter to Cabre,” Sir Baelan said, “He will come when I send for him, just the same. If he does not... the boy I knew is already dead.”
 
   “What’ll you tell him?” Garrett asked.
 
   Sir Baelan laughed silently and looked away. “The truth he needs to hear,” he answered sadly.
 
   *******
 
   Mirion sat astride her horse, hollow-eyed and silent as Haven led her down the tangled deer path toward the forest’s edge. Haven had not bothered to tie the girl’s hands this time. It would be, perhaps more merciful if she were to try something, and then Haven could end her pain.
 
   A low branch roused Mirion from her bleak trance as she ducked low to avoid it. She coughed hoarsely and then cleared her throat before speaking.
 
   “He doesn’t even have the courage to do it himself,” Mirion scoffed.
 
   “You think I’m going to kill you?” Haven chuckled.
 
   “Why not?” Mirion rasped.
 
   Haven guided the horse down a sandy gulley into a shallow ravine as she considered the question. At last she spoke again.
 
   “You’re family now, I suppose,” Haven chuckled.
 
   Mirion said nothing.
 
   “Garrett doesn’t have much family left,” Haven said, “He lost his parents and his brother to the Chadiri... same as you, I guess. Max is like a brother to him now, and Garrett wouldn’t do anything to hurt him.”
 
   Haven thought for a moment before adding, “Knowing Garrett, I doubt he’d kill you even if you weren’t Max’s sister, but I don’t expect you to believe that. Just accept that you’re not going to die today and tell yourself whatever you have to about the reasons.”
 
   Mirion snorted scornfully.
 
   Haven led Mirion’s horse through the water to avoid a patch of brambles that blocked their path, and its iron-shod hooves clacked loudly as they sank into the stony bed of the stream. Haven hopped lightly across the dry tops of exposed rocks to keep her boots dry.
 
   “Where is Sir Jon’s sword?” Mirion demanded as they reached the broad bank on the opposite side of the stream.
 
   “Probably with your friends back at the keep,” Haven answered, “We didn’t bother grabbing it when we ran. We’d have been better off leaving you with it as well.”
 
   Mirion fell silent, and Haven continued downstream, grateful for an end to the conversation.
 
   Mirion began to cry.
 
   Haven pushed on through a fragrant cedar bough that had apparently grown across the path just to spite her. At last the girl’s stifled sobs grew unbearable.
 
   “What?” Haven sighed as she stopped walking and turned to face the Astorran girl with hands raised in exasperation.
 
   Mirion hunched in her saddle, shaking with grief and biting her lip to hold in the low wail that now ebbed from her throat. She rocked back and forth with her arms crossed over her chest, clawing at the ragged shoulder seams of her stained tunic.
 
   “We don’t have time for this!” Haven growled, reaching for the horse’s reins again.
 
   Mirion pressed her knee into her horse’s flank and the beast suddenly sidestepped Haven’s reach. The Astorran girl seized the reins and wheeled the warhorse around with surprising speed.
 
   Haven snapped her head back to avoid the horse’s kicking hind hooves. Flecks of cold mud spattered Haven’s face as one of the horse’s hooves missed her cheek by a thin inch.
 
   Haven spat a curse as she recovered into an undignified scramble away from the horse. Mirion turned her mount and galloped upstream a short distance before yanking the horse’s reins around to face Haven again. The girl’s eyes widened in wild rage, and her clenched teeth glistened as she hissed a wordless battle cry. Shattered stones and frothing water flew from the pounding hooves of the warhorse as it thundered down the gulley toward Haven.
 
   Haven snatched her knife from her belt as she sprang onto a dry, flat rock in the middle of the stream. She dropped into a feral crouch as she faced the charging Astorran.
 
   Haven dove to the right at the last moment, seizing the rider’s tunic in her free hand as she galloped past. Mirion gave a single startled cry before Haven slammed her down hard into the gravel streambed.
 
   The Astorran came up, coughing water as she swung her fist into Haven’s stomach.
 
   Haven huffed for air, giving ground as her feet slipped across the wet gravel. Icy water splashed around her ankles. She still had Mirion by the shirt, and recovered quickly, pulling the soaking Astorran close with the point of her knife now pressed into the hollow of the girl’s throat.
 
   “Do it!” Mirion screamed.
 
   “Why?” Haven demanded, “Don’t you have the courage to do it yourself?”
 
   “Just do it!” Mirion sobbed as she fell to her knees in the frigid stream. She looked up at Haven with a look of empty resignation.
 
   Haven released her fistful of tunic, and Mirion slumped down, burying her fingers in the gravel as the clear waters of the stream churned around her.
 
   Haven retreated a few paces to the safety of the bank as Mirion’s horse returned, nickering angrily. She dried her knife on her sleeve before returning it to its scabbard. She muttered a curse as she looked down at her sodden boots and then lifted the hem of her cloak to wring out the soaked fabric. At last she gave up and unclasped the brown cloak, draping it over her arm as she began the walk back to camp.
 
   She paused, just before entering the woods again and looked back. Mirion was still on her hands and knees in the streambed. The Astorran girl ignored her horse’s attempt to rouse her from her stupor with a gentle nuzzle.
 
   Haven looked down at her sodden cloak and sighed. Glancing around, she found a fallen tree with two protruding branches and hung her cloak up to dry. She rubbed the mud from her face with her damp sleeve and then made her way back toward the stream.
 
   “You’re gonna make yourself sick,” Haven said as she took a seat on a sunlit boulder at the edge of the stream.
 
   Mirion showed no sign that she had heard.
 
   “I mean, I know you think you’re just going to sit there until you freeze to death,” Haven said as she perched on the rock with her arms wrapped around her knees, “but it’s too warm today. Eventually, you’ll just get miserable, and then you’ll catch a cold.”
 
   Mirion swayed a little as she bowed her head even lower. The stream’s current now tugged at the tips of her long brown hair as it hung down over her face.
 
   “I’ve never had a cold myself,” Haven mused, “but they can be pretty nasty from what I’ve seen. It might even kill you if you don’t take care of yourself, but it’s not a very pretty way to die. Do you really want to cough your lungs out on the road to the afterlife? I’d think you’d prefer something more storybook, like jumping off a cliff into the sea or walking into a lake... Come to think of it, I don’t know why you humans think that drowning is such a romantic way to go either. I mean, I guess it’s because no one else has to watch how awful it really is to die like that.
 
   “Maybe that’s it,” Haven continued, “All those storybook maidens, pining for their lost loves are too inconvenient for everybody else. I mean, once she’s lost her prince, what good is she to anybody? Everyone just expects her to do the decent thing and go drown herself, out of sight somewhere, so they can just write a poem about her and be done with it.”
 
   “You took everything from me,” Mirion whispered.
 
   “You’ve still got your horse,” Haven said with a shrug.
 
   “Burn in hell!” Mirion hissed, her wet hair framing her bloodshot glare.
 
   “What else did you have, really?” Haven asked, “Another man’s sword, another woman’s man? All we took from you were your illusions.”
 
   “He was beautiful!” Mirion sobbed, “He was beautiful and pure, and you took him from me!”
 
   “He wasn’t yours to begin with!” Haven shouted as she shifted into a crouch atop her rock.
 
   Mirion’s reddened eyes fell again.
 
   “But I was his,” she whispered.
 
   “Convenient for him,” Haven noted.
 
   “Don’t you dare...” Mirion spat as she scrambled to her feet again, wobbling a little as her boots shifted in the gravel beneath her.
 
   “Are you gonna spend the rest of your life defending a dead man’s honor?” Haven asked.
 
   “Sir Jons’s honor needs no champion,” Mirion shouted, “you Gloaran guttersnipe!”
 
   “What did you just call me?” Haven laughed.
 
   Mirion stood, dripping for a moment before answering. “I don’t really know what it means,” she admitted, “I heard Jons say it once. I always wanted to call someone that.”
 
   Haven smiled and looked away before speaking again. “Listen,” she sighed, “I’m sorry about the way things turned out... I know you loved him.”
 
   Mirion let out a whimpering breath. “What am I supposed to do now?” she asked.
 
   Haven squinted up at the sun above the gap in the trees. “You choose which way to ride,” she said, “Ride north and stand with Cabre... borrow another sword and go on defending another man’s honor, or you could ride south and find the Gloaran camp again. Go to the necromancer in charge and tell him we sent you... Tell him that you’re Max’s sister. Find what family you’ve got left in this world, and maybe find a reason to live.”
 
   “Is he really my brother?” Mirion asked.
 
   Haven scoffed. “You’re just as crazy as he is,” she laughed, “I’d say there’s a pretty good chance you’re related.”
 
   “What’s he like?” Mirion asked, the hint of a smile on her lips.
 
   “Unless the Chadiri can find a way to stop him, he’s going to rule everything from the Faewood to Kriessland one day,” Haven said with no trace of humor in her voice.
 
   “I barely remember him now,” Mirion said, her teeth starting to chatter as she shivered in the breeze.
 
   “Come on,” Haven said, standing up to reach out an imploring hand, “I’ll help you build a fire before I head back.”
 
   Mirion led her horse to the edge of the stream, and Haven helped her across the muddy patch of reeds to the dry bank. The Astorran girl appeared lost in thought.
 
   “Whom do I contact, if I choose to ride south?” Mirion asked.
 
   Haven smiled. “Remember the big guy with the tattoos?” she asked.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
   The Dead City
 
   Marla traced the chiseled curves of the ancient stone with her fingertips. The moonlight illuminated a carving of countless woodland creatures, their bodies contorted in a wild dance around some great stone figure at the center of the broken temple wall. Whatever god or goddess had been the focus of their worship, Marla could not tell, for its image had been gouged away by enormous raking claw marks. The temple beyond lay roofless and smashed as well, as did every shrine in this once splendid city of the gods.
 
   Marla felt a distant ache of sadness, as if she had suddenly rediscovered some favorite childhood toy, only to find it irreparably broken. She stepped away from the wall and breathed a weary sigh.
 
   “So, you can get us home again, whenever you want?” Alyss asked. She gave Marla a tense smile as she stroked Zizi who lay, curled around the girl’s neck.
 
   “What are you worried about?” Marla laughed.
 
   “Well, for one thing, my mother has probably heard about our disappearance by now,” Alyss said, “She’s going to be worried about us, and, when my mother gets worried... well, it’s never a good thing.”
 
   “We haven’t been gone that long,” Marla said as they continued their stroll between the broken monuments to the dead gods of Lapria, “and we need to know who these people are and if they will help us.”
 
   “I’m not saying that we shouldn’t investigate,” Alyss said, “I just want to know that we have an escape plan, if it comes to that.”
 
   “We’ll be all right,” Marla laughed.
 
   “Tye has been gone an awfully long time,” Alyss said, “What if they arrested him?”
 
   “He hasn’t done anything wrong,” Marla said, “None of us have.”
 
   “You don’t know that!” Alyss scoffed, “You don’t know what kind of laws they have here. For all we know, it may be a crime just to be in this part of the city. I mean, why isn’t anyone else here?”
 
   Marla paused to look at a dry fountain and the moss-stained statue of a faun that lay broken in its basin. “It hurts too much to be here,” she whispered, “This was once a place where people laughed and sang and danced for the joy of creation. Now, there are only memories... sad memories.”
 
   “You’re doing it again,” Alyss chided.
 
   “What?” Marla asked.
 
   “You’re getting all Dragon Queeny again,” Alyss said, “like you’re going to go off and sit around on an island by yourself and feel sorry about everything for a few thousand years.”
 
   “I’m just saying that it’s sad here,” Marla said, “You have to admit that this place was once beautiful... and now...” She gestured toward the ruins with an open hand.
 
   “Yes, very sad,” Alyss sighed. She reached up and snapped her fingers in front of Marla’s face. “Now come back from your sad place long enough to answer my question. Can you get us out of here quickly, if we need to run?”
 
   “Yes!” Marla answered, “Stop worrying about it!”
 
   Alyss frowned, looking somewhat unconvinced.
 
   “We’re not in any danger,” Marla insisted.
 
   “Tell that to Morst,” Alyss snapped, “or to Nerrys’s hand!” She lifted her left hand and wiggled her fingers for emphasis. “I’d like to make it home with all my parts still attached!” she added, “I like my parts!”
 
   Marla’s eyes fell as guilt stung her breast.
 
   Alyss fell silent for a moment. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, “That wasn’t your fault, Marla.”
 
   “No, it was,” Marla admitted, “I guess I’ve been so caught up in trying to find the truth that...”
 
   Alyss stepped forward and hugged Marla. Zizi, still around Alyss’s neck, woke from her doze to chirp curiously in Marla’s ear.
 
   “I’m sorry, Alyss,” Marla whispered, “I can’t stop now.”
 
   “I know,” Alyss said, stroking Marla’s hair lightly as she held her a moment longer. She stepped away then and gave Marla a crooked frown. “Just don’t forget we’re right behind you.”
 
   “Thanks,” Marla said, reaching out to scratch at Zizi’s ear.
 
   “There you are,” Claude called out as he approached up the moonlit lane from the direction of the central temple. He carried a cup in each hand, offering them to the girls as he drew near.
 
   “Not rat juice again!” Alyss groaned.
 
   “No,” Claude said with a smile, “James caught one of those green monkeys we saw playing in the ruins.
 
   “He didn’t kill it, did he?” Alyss asked.
 
   “Master Veranu wouldn’t let him,” Claude said, “We only took a little of its blood before letting it go again.”
 
   “Good,” Alyss said, taking the cup, “I think the monkeys are cute.” She sniffed cautiously at the rim of the cup and then tilted it back, draining it thirstily.
 
   Marla smiled and nodded her thanks over the rim of her own cup before drinking as well. The blood tasted slightly musty but filled her with a tingling sensation, like the childlike joy of discovery. She handed the stained cup back to Claude with a curious look. “Where did you find the cups?” she asked.
 
   “James found them somewhere,” he answered, “He probably snuck into the main city while he was out hunting the monkeys.”
 
   “Father said we weren’t supposed to leave the ruins,” Marla said with a frown.
 
   Claude shrugged.
 
   “This is much better than rat juice,” Alyss said, handing the cup back with a contented sigh, “Let me know if he catches anymore of those monkeys.”
 
   “I thought you said they were cute?” Marla laughed.
 
   “Well, they are,” Alyss said, “but they taste really good too.”
 
   Claude flashed his single fang in a grin.
 
   “What happened to your tooth, Claude?” Alyss asked.
 
   Claude’s smile disappeared. “Your father wanted me to tell you not to stray too far from the center of the ruins,” he said to Marla, “He doesn’t want to take the chance of anyone seeing us here.”
 
   Marla nodded. “We’ll be careful,” she said, “Thank you for the drink.”
 
   Claude nodded curtly and then turned to go.
 
   Alyss waited until he was well out of sight before she whispered, “What happened to his tooth?”
 
   “He doesn’t like to talk about it,” Marla answered flatly.
 
   “I noticed,” Alyss said, “but, seriously, what happened to him?”
 
   Marla gave her a narrow look. “I thought your spies told you everything,” she teased.
 
   “I don’t have anything in my files about his injury!” Alyss replied testily, “Obviously you know what happened, so why don’t you just tell me?”
 
   “Why do you think I would know what happened?” Marla demanded.
 
   “Please!” Alyss scoffed, “You read like a children’s book, Miss Veranu.”
 
   “I do not!” Marla retorted.
 
   “Your lips twitched just now when I asked you what happened,” Alyss said, “You wanted so badly to tell me, but then you blushed just a tiny bit before you redirected the question back at me. You’re like a baby who thinks that I can’t see you if you put a blanket over your head.”
 
   “Well, if you know so much already, why don’t you just tell me what you think happened?” Marla said.
 
   “Obviously it was something embarrassing,” Alyss surmised, gesturing vaguely with her hand as she looked off across the ruins, “If he had lost the tooth doing something heroic, even if he didn’t like to brag... which he does, by the way, even if he doesn’t admit it... you would have been quick to tell me the story the moment he was out of earshot, so I would know how brave your boyfriend is. Thus, I can conclude that the loss of the tooth is not a story he would be anxious to have made public.”
 
   “I suppose you think yourself very clever,” Marla said coolly.
 
   “I haven’t gotten to the clever part yet,” Alyss said.
 
   “I can’t wait,” Marla said.
 
   “If the loss of the tooth had been from childhood or some form of natural defect, you would have seemed more sympathetic, perhaps even chided me for making him feel self-conscious about it. You would have held the moral high ground in the contest and taken a bolder stance in his defense, but, instead, you chose to hide behind your futile attempt at misdirection.”
 
   “Did I?” Marla asked.
 
   “And so, I must conclude that you are in on the secret, and a secret it is!” Alyss said, turning on her heel to face Marla again with her finger raised, “The boy has confided to you the shameful truth about the loss of his tooth, perhaps in a moment of intimate confession, a baring of the soul, if you will... a moment of true vulnerability, sharing with you his darkest secrets... I see you blush again, Miss Veranu!”
 
   “Only in embarrassment for you!” Marla laughed.
 
   “Redirection is futile!” Alyss exclaimed, “Squirm all you like. We will have the truth!”
 
   Marla took a step back, unable to contain her laughter as the Arkadi girl with a very confused-looking furry creature wrapped around her neck advanced relentlessly toward her.
 
   “So he told you what happened, and he made you swear never to reveal...” Alyss suddenly paused in her advance, looking slightly confused. “You didn’t look away just then,” she murmured, “Why didn’t you look away?”
 
   “Because I have a crazy person staring at me,” Marla said.
 
   “No... because he didn’t tell you!” Alyss hissed triumphantly, “He never told you what happened because you already knew!”
 
   Marla gave Alyss a dubious look.
 
   “Aha!” Alyss laughed. She poked Marla in the collarbone with her finger. “He lost it doing something stupid for you!” she proclaimed.
 
   Marla rolled her eyes.
 
   “There it is!” Alyss tittered in glee, “You admitted it!”
 
   “You’re insane,” Marla sighed.
 
   “Gods I’m good!” Alyss laughed, rubbing her hands together, “What was it? Tell me!”
 
   “You’re never going to find out,” Marla said, “and I shall derive great pleasure from watching you suffer for not knowing it.”
 
   “We’ll just see what Claude has to say, once I tell him you’ve spilled the red about his little secret!” Alyss said with an evil grin as she started down the lane toward the central temple.
 
   “You little rat!” Marla hissed, catching Alyss by the sleeve.
 
   Alyss giggled as she twisted free and dodged behind a chipped marble column.
 
   Zizi fluttered clear of the chaos as the two vampire girls played a vicious game of tag among the ruins, their bodies blurred with vampiric speed.
 
   “Got you now!” Marla laughed as she sprang from atop a broken pedestal to land in front of the fleeing Arkadi girl.
 
   “No!” Alyss howled as she skidded on all fours beneath Marla’s reach. She came to her feet again, scrambling to escape, but then staggered to a halt.
 
   “Ha!” Marla shouted in triumph as she seized Alyss by the back of her robe. Then she saw what the girl was staring at.
 
   Zizi burrowed quickly between Marla’s hair and the back of her neck, chittering in fear. Marla herself watched in stunned silence as a shimmering golden dragon swooped down from the night sky to land in the dusty courtyard before them.
 
   The dragon glittered with tiny, diamond-like scales and thin, iridescent membranes that stretched between the delicate bones of her wings. A fiery nimbus of golden light swirled like a fine mist around her body as she came to rest, and she bowed her long, slender neck to allow a man in white robes to slip down from her back.
 
   “Brother Tye?” Marla gasped.
 
   The Laprian monk nodded his greeting before turning back toward the dragon behind him who now blazed with a blinding golden light.
 
   Marla shielded her eyes instinctively, though she felt no real discomfort from the dragon’s radiance. When she could see clearly again, a slender dark-haired woman in golden robes stood where the dragon had been only a moment before.
 
   “Princess Kire,” the monk announced, lifting his hand toward the vampires, “I present to you our... guests.”
 
   Marla and Alyss quickly knelt in the lane before the Princess, too overwhelmed to speak.
 
   The dark-haired princess of Lapria gasped, putting her hands over her lips as her eyes flared with golden heat.
 
   “Sha Damira!” she exclaimed, her burning eyes locked on Marla. “You have come!” she spoke in thickly accented Gloaran.
 
   Marla looked at Alyss and then back at the Princess with a reassuring smile.
 
   Princess Kire’s golden robes fluttered with a sound like roiling flames as she fell prostrate on the ground before Marla. Brother Tye looked momentarily stunned before he too dropped to the ground at the woman’s side.
 
   “I offer my thanks that you have answered my summons, Spirit of the East!” Kire chanted with a musical lilt to her voice. She pressed her forehead against the dusty stones of the path with her hands upraised before her.
 
   “Please, don’t!” Marla gasped. Zizi fluttered clear of her shoulder as she sprang to her feet to reach out to the Princess. “Please stand up,” she said.
 
   Kire lifted her face from the ground, her neatly trimmed bangs framing her golden eyes as the long tail of her topknot fell across her shoulder. She studied Marla’s face, hesitating a moment before rising gracefully to her feet again.
 
   “I am Marla Veranu, and this is my friend Alyss Arkadi,” Marla explained, “I’m afraid we...” She hesitated, not knowing how much she should say. “You say that you summoned us?” she asked at last.
 
   “I called for you,” Princess Kire answered, her golden eyes still studying Marla’s face, “in the... dreaming song.”
 
   Marla gave the monk a questioning look.
 
   Tye was now standing and dusting himself off. Unlike Kire’s shining raiment, his own robe now bore the dusty stain of his brief prostration. He frowned as he considered the Princess’s words.
 
   “The song of the sun’s glory that greets us each dawn,” he explained, “A voice may follow that song to any place the sun may shine.”
 
   “Not a popular song in Thrinaar,” Alyss chuckled as she now stood with a curious Zizi draped once more over her shoulder.
 
   “You say that you called to me on... the dawnsong?” Marla asked.
 
   Kire nodded. “It is sung that once the spirits of the East and the West were joined in song across the great waters, but the East long ago fell silent... My heart ached to learn of the fall of the East. I could not believe that our two worlds would never again join in song.”
 
   “Yes, when the moon fell, the dragons... I mean our people were driven... to great sorrow,” Marla said, “Surely you must have felt it as well, here in the West.”
 
   The Princess shook her head. “I have heard the stories of what it was like in those days, when the old gods turned upon us, and when the ancient ones despaired of the loss of the world that was. I have asked my mother and the other first-born to describe that time, but they speak with unwilling tongues.”
 
   Marla gave Alyss a confused look before turning to the Princess again. “You weren’t there?” she asked.
 
   Now Kire gave Brother Tye a confused look, her lip twisted between a smile and a frown.
 
   Tye narrowed his eyes and looked at Marla. “Forgive us,” he said with a thin smile, “We are not accustomed to your manner of humor.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Marla said, “I meant no offense. I was taught that all dragons alive today were born before the fall.”
 
   Princess Kire looked shocked. “Is that how it is in the East?” she demanded.
 
   “Yes, to my knowledge,” Marla answered.
 
   The Princess studied Marla with widened eyes. “You must be very ancient!” she gasped.
 
   Alyss snorted with laughter.
 
   “No,” Marla said, “Actually, I am only part dragon,” she explained, “I am fairly young among my kind.”
 
   “The Anomoke is her father,” Tye explained.
 
   “Ah,” Kire said, “Is it this way with all the dragons of the East? Have they all been... reborn in the bodies of these humans?”
 
   “No, Princess,” Marla replied, “there are still dragons in the East, but we do not believe that any new dragons have born like yourselves since the fall of the moon.”
 
   Kire’s eyes fell. “A world without children,” she sighed, “I know now why their song has faded.”
 
   “So, there are baby dragons here?” Alyss asked, her eyes sparkling with interest.
 
   Alyss yelped in alarm as Berrol Veranu landed in the lane beside her. “This isn’t a petting zoo, Lady Arkadi,” he growled.
 
   Marla glanced back to see Claude leap down from a ruined tower behind them as well. She greeted him with a tense smile as he followed her father into a low bow before the Princess.
 
   “Berrol, Anomoke,” the Princess greeted Marla’s father. She turned her golden eyes toward Claude next with a questioning look.
 
   “Young Master Claude,” Berrol introduced him, “a countryman of mine.”
 
   Kire nodded toward the young gaunt rider.
 
   “I have explained the situation to the Princess,” Tye said, “She understands the... delicacy of its nature.”
 
   “So, are we to be roasted alive when the Emissary arrives?” Berrol asked with a wry smile.
 
   “The Emissary’s voice has flown already to my mother’s ear,” the Princess said, “She awaits his arrival before the throne within the rise of the next moon.”
 
   “Damn!” Berrol hissed.
 
   “He can talk to her from a distance?” Alyss asked.
 
   “His song of rage echoes upon the wind even now,” Kire said, “The city wakes to the news of your arrival.”
 
   Marla cast an unconscious glance toward the eastern sky, noting the dim glow of approaching dawn.
 
   “Any chance of us getting in to see the Empress before sunup?” Berrol sighed, running his fingers through his curly gray hair.
 
   Brother Tye gave him a pained expression.
 
   “I will go to my mother,” Princess Kire sighed, “I will explain the situation and plead your cause to her.”
 
   “Thank you, Princess,” Berrol said, dropping to one knee before her again.
 
   “Please, do not be afraid,” Kire said, smiling as she turned her golden eyes upon Marla again, “I believe that we have met for a reason, and my mother will understand the importance of this.”
 
   “Thank you,” Marla said, bowing slightly toward her.
 
   “I will return soon,” Princess Kire said, her body’s shape already blurring as she turned to go. Golden heat erupted from her shoulders as she seemed to stretch herself toward the sky, sprouting shimmering wings once again. With a few mighty beats of her wings, the coiling body of the golden dragon twisted away into the night, sailing toward the distant spires of the city beyond the ruins.
 
   “What’re our chances?” James asked as he and Nerrys emerged from hiding in the shadow of a broken wall nearby.
 
   Brother Tye smiled hopefully and shrugged.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-one
 
   Braedshal
 
   The warm breeze tasted of smoke, and the moon hung low and swollen red on the horizon, casting an eerie light across the fields below Braedshal. The castle itself stood far across the grasslands and wheat fields, a great shadow of towers and walls, speckled with flickering torches.
 
   Garrett stood on the wooded hill at the edge of the southern forest and tried to quell the sense of foreboding that filled his chest. He lowered his gaze to the orderly ranks of Chadiri tents arrayed in a blackened field near the foot of the hill, and his heart turned cold.
 
   “Is that where they burn them?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Yes,” Sir Baelan answered.
 
   The knight’s face shone pale in the light of the crackling blue flames that now wreathed Garrett’s clenched fist.
 
   “We’re here for Cabre first,” Haven reminded him.
 
   Garrett relaxed his fingers, and the flames died away, letting the shadows reclaim the space between the trees.
 
   “Where are we going?” Garrett asked.
 
   “The royal stables,” Sir Baelan answered, “Cabre and I both learned to ride there. It was a happy place... for both of us.”
 
   “Horses and I don’t really get along very well,” Garrett said, “I don’t want a bunch of yowling to wake everybody up.”
 
   “Horses don’t yowl,” Haven corrected him, “they neigh.”
 
   “Well, whatever noise they make, they don’t like necromancers... or ghouls, for that matter,” he added worriedly.
 
   “I will send word for Cabre to meet with us in the hall above the stables,” Baelan said, “The horses should remain undisturbed by your company’s presence.”
 
   “How do we know that Cabre won’t just send a bunch of guards to arrest us instead of coming himself?” Haven grumbled.
 
   “I have prepared a rather specific... invitation for the King,” Sir Baelan sighed, pulling out a rolled piece of faded blue fabric that looked to have been cut from the knight’s own doublet. A dull metallic gleam drew Garrett’s eye to the silver chain and medallion that Baelan had bound tightly around the roll of cloth. The center of the medallion bore the graven image of a stag, surrounded by intricate scrollwork.
 
   “Where’d you get that?” Garrett asked.
 
   Sir Baelan stroked the silver pendant with his fingertip, smiling sadly. “I have worn it close to my heart since the day Cabre’s father first lay its chain around my neck,” he said.
 
   “And Cabre will know it’s yours?” Garrett asked.
 
   Baelan nodded.
 
   “How will he know we just didn’t kill you and take it?” Haven wondered.
 
   “When he reads my message within, he will know the truth,” Sir Baelan answered, “Please have someone deliver this to the keep, once we are inside the city.” He passed the rolled cloth to Haven.
 
   “What did you write it with?” Haven laughed.
 
   Sir Baelan yanked off his left glove to reveal another strip of blue cloth, ruined with brownish stains, tightly wrapped around his palm.
 
   “I could have made you some ink, if you’d asked!” Haven scoffed.
 
   “No better ink than a man’s honor itself,” Baelan chuckled as he gently tugged his glove back into place.
 
   “And I thought Gloarans were crazy,” Haven muttered as she tucked the Knight’s message into her belt pouch.
 
   “Are you going to take that to Cabre?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Haven said, “once I find out where this stable is at, I’ll take it to the keep and then come back to join you for whatever happens next.”
 
   “But you don’t know your way around Braedshal,” Garrett protested.
 
   “Pardon me, m’lord,” Haven drawled in a thick Astorran accent, “Would you be so kind as to point me toward the big castley bit where they keep the royalty?”
 
   Garrett frowned at her.
 
   “Thank you,” Sir Baelan laughed, “You should have no trouble finding the keep. Approach one of the men with a silver pauldron on his shoulder, and tell him that you have an urgent message from Sir Baelan for the King.”
 
   “What if they want you to go inside?” Garrett asked, starting to worry more about being separated from Haven.
 
   “I’ll just roll in a bit filth before I get there,” she said with a shrug, “Maybe the guard will feel sorry for me and toss me a copper before he sends me off.”
 
   “I’m serious,” Garrett sighed.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Haven assured him, “I’ve been doing this kind of thing for a very long time, Garrett.”
 
   Garrett gave her a crooked smile and then nodded. “Just promise me you’ll be careful,” he whispered.
 
   She leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the lips. “Thanks for worrying about me,” she whispered back.
 
   “Do you two ever stop pawin’ at each other?” sighed a familiar voice from the woods behind them.
 
   “Hi, Scupp,” Garrett chuckled as he turned to face the ghoul who now emerged from the shadows, using a rough-hewn branch as a makeshift crutch.
 
   “Hi, Gar,” she greeted him with a toothy grin. She nodded at Haven and the knight in turn.
 
   “Is everybody ready?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Scupp said, “the snowball twins think they can sneak us in through an old tunnel they’ve got under a farmhouse not far from here.”
 
   “Snowball twins?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Diggs’s new girlfriends, Mink and Luma,” she scoffed, rolling her eyes, “They swish their tails in front o’ his nose a few more times, he’s gonna jump in a barrel o’ bleach and start howlin’ prayers to Nemre.”
 
   “They didn’t seem very religious to me,” Garrett said.
 
   “You don’t worship the White Wolf out in front o’ normal folk,” Scupp grumbled, “oh, I mean the untouched.” She waved her free paw in a vaguely mystical gesture.
 
   “The what?” Garrett laughed.
 
   “Yeah, don’t ask,” Scupp sighed, shaking her head, “I had to get out o’ there ‘fore I shoved a crutch up one o’ their self-righteous snouts.”
 
   “I’m just glad they’re helpin’ us,” Garrett said.
 
   “I’m sure they’ll want somethin’ in return,” Scupp said, “The White Pack’s not known for doin’ much charity, so be careful what you promise ‘em.”
 
   “I haven’t promised ‘em anything,” Garrett said.
 
   “Yeah, that’s what worries me,” Scupp answered.
 
   “Well, we’ll sort it out later,” Garrett said, “If they can get us inside the castle without anybody gettin’ hurt, I really will owe ‘em.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Scupp said, “Come on. I’ll show you the way.”
 
   *******
 
   Mualip and the fairies were waiting at the farm when Garrett and the others arrived. The faint glow of Sender and Shortgrass glistened on the sleek fur of the little selkie as he sat, perched on an old tree stump, gnawing at a melon rind. The dim light of a lamp shone from the window of the otherwise dark farmhouse behind them.
 
   “Where are the others?” Garrett whispered as they approached from the road.
 
   “No need to keep your voice down,” Scupp laughed, “The White Pack owns the place.”
 
   “They own it?” Garrett asked, still not daring to speak very loudly.
 
   “They are poor farmers,” Sender answered, “but, otherwise, they keep up appearances.”
 
   “Thish melonsh not very ripe,” Mualip announced through a mouthful of mush.
 
   “Well, I don’ think they’ll be takin’ it to tha fair, now will they?” Shortgrass quipped.
 
   “You mean that this farm is owned by ghouls?” Sir Baelan asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Scupp said.
 
   “But how?” the knight demanded, “Their neighbors surely would have noticed and reported them.”
 
   “The folks ‘round here only see what the White Pack wants ‘em to see,” Scupp answered, “They could be lookin’ right at ‘em and think they was just another dirt-grubbin’ human like them.”
 
   “Magic?” Sir Baelan whispered.
 
   “The touch!,” Scupp replied dramatically with a mysterious wave of her paw.
 
   “Ah,” Baelan responded, letting the subject drop.
 
   “You’re not gonna tell anybody about this place, are you?” Garrett asked, giving Sir Baelan a concerned look.
 
   The knight looked troubled and took a moment to respond. “I will not speak of it... unless questioned directly about it by the King,” he answered at last.
 
   “All right,” Garrett sighed, “I just don’t want them getting into trouble because of this. Where is everybody else?”
 
   “The rest of us are in the tunnel already, waitin’ for you to get here,” Scupp said, ushering them all toward the farmhouse, “The ghosty ones snuck on ahead to scout out the way under the wall.”
 
   “What about the hanged ones?” Garrett asked.
 
   “That could be a problem,” Shortgrass sighed as he gestured toward the silhouette of the castle on the hill about a mile away, “Soon as they laid eyes on that, well, off they went.”
 
   “They’re attacking the castle?” Garrett demanded, feeling a little twinge of panic in his chest.
 
   “They’re of a mind ta have their vengeance on tha king that hanged ‘em,” Shortgrass said, “So, I imagine they plan ta chew their way through tha wall ta get to ‘im or whomever happens ta be sittin’ in his chair.”
 
   “We’ve gotta stop ‘em!” Garrett exclaimed, waving his hands in frustration.
 
   “They’re gone already,” Shortgrass said, “I doubt ya could stop ‘em if ya tried.”
 
   “They’re just gonna get killed!” Garrett sighed.
 
   “What’d ya think was gonna happen to ‘em?” the fairy asked.
 
   “Yeah, but...” Garrett answered, his shoulders sagging in resignation.
 
   “It’s how it has ta end for ‘em. Ya know that,” Shortgrass said softly, “Let’s make it count fer somethin’ at least.”
 
   Garrett wished he’d been able to do something more for those wretched undead that lived now only for vengeance. “At least they aren’t hanging in the trees anymore,” he sighed.
 
   “That’s the spirit!” Shortgrass laughed as he flew down to clap his tiny hand on Garrett’s shoulder, “‘Tis a fine holiday for the hanged men o’ Kilkaelam!”
 
   “Those men were Astorrans,” Sir Baelan corrected the fairy.
 
   “We’ll see what they still call the place in tha mornin’,” Shortgrass laughed.
 
   A little chill went through Garrett’s chest to realize that he stood now on the brink of the very moment he had dreamed about for so long.
 
   Are you there? he asked the silence within his thoughts.
 
   I’m here, the Spellbreaker’s voice answered coldly.
 
   Any advice? Garrett asked.
 
   Do what you came here to do, Brahnek’s voice answered back.
 
   “Come on then,” Garrett sighed aloud, “let’s get this over with.”
 
   Scupp led them inside the old farmhouse, and Garrett’s nose wrinkled at the scent of dried blood. The creaking floorboards were strewn with heaps of straw that did little to hide the dark stains beneath. The flickering oil lamp smoked atop a crooked wooden table with a splintered leg that someone had bound back together, somewhat haphazardly, with a bit of rusty twine. Of the house’s inhabitants, he saw no sign.
 
   “This way,” Scupp called out as she propped open a hatch in the kitchen floor and dropped down into a ragged hole below.
 
   They found Warren and his father waiting for them a short distance inside the damp, earthen tunnel beneath the old farmhouse. Warren’s fanged grin shone in the dim blue phosphorescence of the colony of cave mold that covered the dripping walls of the burrowed out passageway. Both he and his father stooped together in the close confines of the narrow tunnel, but they looked to be in high spirits.
 
   “Hey, Gar, I’m glad to see you!” Warren sighed in relief, reaching out to put his shaggy paw on Garrett’s shoulder as Scupp let him take the lead.
 
   “Heard you had a bit o’ trouble, boy,” Bargas rumbled as he squeezed Garrett’s shoulder as well. Even through the nerveless skin of his shoulder, Garrett could sense the crushing strength of the massive ghoul’s paw.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett laughed, “but we found Max’s sister. Did you hear?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s pretty weird!” Warren chuckled, “A shame she wants to kill you.”
 
   Garrett shrugged. “We’ll work that out later... somehow,” he said.
 
   “You sure you wanna go through with this, boy?” Bargas whispered, “It ain’t too late to turn tail, you know.”
 
   “I gotta do this, Mister Bargas,” Garrett insisted, “and Sir Baelan thinks there’s a way we can get to Cabre without having to hurt a lot of people.”
 
   Warren gave his father a worried look.
 
   “What?” Garrett asked.
 
   Warren pulled a pained face, glancing down the tunnel to avoid looking Garrett in the eye. “Listen, Gar,” he said, “I know you been real mad at Cabre for a long time now... I was pretty mad at him too, over what he did to ya, but...”
 
   “But what?” Garrett asked.
 
   Warren looked at him again, his eyes dark pools of shadow in the dim light. “You’re not a killer, Gar,” he sighed.
 
   Garrett’s eyes fell.
 
   “I know I ain’t much a stand-in fer Tinjin, right now, boy,” Bargas said, “but I think... if he was here... well, I gotta speak for ‘im, even if I don’t got the wits ta speak as plain as he would.”
 
   “I know,” Garrett answered sadly, “I know what he’d say... but it’s not like that... it really isn’t. Just trust me, please. I know what I have to do now, and it’s not to sneak in and murder Cabre like some kinda... murderer guy. I have to see him. I have to talk to him, and... after that... well, I don’t know what’s gonna happen, but... I know I gotta do at least that much before anything can ever change between us.”
 
   Warren nodded. “You know I’m with you, Gar,” he said, “even if you gotta fight Cabre... even if you gotta kill him. I’m your friend, Gar, and nothin’s gonna change that. I just don’t wanna see you do somethin’ that you’re not gonna be able to live with later... You know?”
 
   “I know,” Garrett said, smiling at his old friend, “thanks, Warren... You too, Mister Bargas.”
 
   The ghouls nodded at him, and then Warren turned and led the way down the tunnel, in the direction of the castle.
 
   “Where are the others?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Ym’s up ahead with Diggs and the sisters,” Warren said without looking back, “Your ghost friends are already gone on into the sewers to keep an eye out for patrols. Did you see they got redjacks in the city?”
 
   “Yeah, I saw their camp outside,” Garrett said darkly.
 
   “That’s only the half of it,” Warren grumbled, they got a bunch of guys inside the castle too. Some of ‘em in the tunnels, lookin’ out for us, I guess.”
 
   “The ghosts’ll take care of them, if we meet any,” Garrett said.
 
   “What are they gonna do, scare ‘em?” Warren chuckled.
 
   “They can be pretty scary,” Garrett laughed in response.
 
   “I still wish we had more fleshy guys on our side,” Warren said.
 
   “Do not rely upon the flesh for your salvation, brother,” hissed a chilling voice from the tunnel ahead.
 
   “Hi, Luma,” Warren called out cheerlessly as the white ghoul approached on all fours, looking like some ghostly, subterranean wolf.
 
   “Songreaver,” the white furred she-ghoul greeted Garrett with a sharp grin, “The White Pack has cleared a path for you into the city. You will meet no resistance there tonight.”
 
   “Thank you,” Garrett answered, bowing his head slightly.
 
   “Take heart, friends,” Luma said, rising into a half crouch before them, “The moon’s whisperin’ blood tonight... that’s a good sign.”
 
   “We’re actually trying to avoid as much blood as possible,” Garrett said.
 
   Luma shrugged. “The moon answers all our prayers, Songreaver,” she hissed, “it’s up to us to be grateful, whatever She answers back.”
 
   “Oh... thanks,” Garrett said, feeling rather awkward.
 
   “An’ my neck’s whisperin’ an awful pain, standin’ around in this tunnel!” Scupp growled from behind, “So how’s about we get a move on and get this sorry business over with?”
 
   Luma flashed her long fangs in a brief scowl before grinning at Garrett again. “This way, Songreaver,” she said, turning to lope away on all fours again up the tunnel.
 
   Even though the tunnel was large enough that Garrett did not have to stoop as they made their way toward the city, he still felt a growing sense of claustrophobia and a nameless unease that gnawed at his heart as they drew nearer to his encounter with the prince who had betrayed him. Uncle Tinjin had never put much faith in the idea of Fate. He had taught Garrett that a man’s choices guided his path for good or ill, but Garrett felt as though he had been caught up in the rushing currents of Destiny, and he had no hope now of swimming against them.
 
   An archway of moldy stones marked the entrance to the tunnels beneath the city of Braedshal. They found Lady Ymowyn waiting for them there. The fox woman wore a simple dress of brown linen with her Chadiri satchel of medical supplies slung over her shoulder. A glass bottle, filled with glowing algae, lay on the tunnel floor beside her. Its dim light illuminated her tense smile and the anxious look in her eyes. She stepped forward to share a brief embrace with Warren before turning to Garrett.
 
   “Welcome to my city, Songreaver,” she said with a graceful curtsy.
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett answered, feeling the tingle of anticipation on the back of his neck.
 
   “Mink go on ahead?” Luma asked.
 
   “Yes,” Ymowyn replied, “She and Diggs went to investigate a noise a few moments ago.”
 
   “Trouble?” Bargas asked.
 
   “Shouting in the street above,” Ymowyn answered.
 
   “I told them I didn’t want anybody going upstairs yet!” Warren growled, saving Garrett the trouble of complaining.
 
   “Mink knows her way around,” Luma said with a shrug of her snowy white shoulders.
 
   “Maybe, if Diggs doesn’t burn down half the city tryin’ to impress her with his magic!” Warren scoffed.
 
   “Is he that good?” Luma asked.
 
   Warren looked as if he were about to say something nasty, but then thought better of it. “He’s the best ghoul magician I’ve ever seen,” he said at last.
 
   “Huh,” Luma said, looking impressed.
 
   Garrett glanced back at Scupp, but, though it looked as if it pained her, she said nothing to spoil Warren’s praise of her brother’s skill.
 
   “The ghosts report that the tunnels under the keep are well-guarded,” Ymowyn said, “They seem confident that they can distract the guards for long enough to get you inside, but they themselves are barred by magic from entry within.”
 
   “We’re not going to the keep,” Garrett said, “Can somebody show us the way to the stables?”
 
   “The stables?” Ymowyn exclaimed with a perplexed look.
 
   “The royal stables,” Sir Baelan explained, “We will meet with the King there... privately.”
 
   “Wait, what do you mean by privately?” Haven spoke up.
 
   “The King will bring two retainers of his choice,” Sir Baelan said, “and the Songreaver should choose two companions as well to accompany him to the negotiation. I will act as intermediary between the two parties.”
 
   “What?” Warren demanded, giving Garrett and the knight an incredulous look.
 
   “I’m gonna try to settle this without fighting, if I can,” Garrett said.
 
   “You really trust Cabre to only bring two bodyguards?” Haven asked.
 
   “The King is honor-bound by the code of the duel,” Sir Baelan sighed, “He will not dishonor his father’s line by breaking the code.”
 
   “Duel?” Garrett exclaimed, “I thought we were gonna try to talk things out?”
 
   Sir Baelan gave him a weary look. “A duel does not have to end in death,” he said, “but it is the only way that honor may be satisfied between you.”
 
   “Garrett?” Warren whined, looking very uneasy about the change in plans.
 
   “It’ll be all right,” Garrett said, nodding his head, “This will work just fine.”
 
   “Well who are you taking with you, besides me?” Haven asked.
 
   Garrett frowned and then shook his head. “I want you to follow Cabre when he leaves the castle and keep an eye out for anything suspicious outside the stables,” he said.
 
    “No! I’m not just gonna sit outside and not know if you’re all right!” she fumed.
 
   “Sit next to a window or something,” Garrett said, “You’re our best spy, and I need you watching, in case Cabre tries something.”
 
   Haven gritted her teeth, trying to find a flaw in his logic.
 
   “We’ll keep ya company,” Shortgrass said, settling on Haven’s right shoulder, and Sender nodded his agreement to her left.
 
   “You don’t need my help, do you?” Mualip whispered from the back of the tunnel.
 
   “No, Master Drypaw,” Shortgrass chuckled, “We can’t risk tha pride o’ tha Amber Court on such a dangerous mission as this!”
 
   “Oh, good,” the little selkie sighed in relief, “I mean... thank you.”
 
   “Who are you takin’ then?” Warren asked.
 
   Garrett looked at Lady Ymowyn and saw a look of hope, mingled with dread in her emerald eyes.
 
   “Would you come with me?” he asked her, “I want somebody on my side to represent the people of Astorra... the people that don’t usually get a say in things here.”
 
   Ymowyn’s eyes tensed with emotion, and she looked as though she might cry. She answered only with another curtsy, not quite as graceful as the last.
 
   “I don’t suppose I’m your second choice, am I?” Warren asked with a rueful grin.
 
   Garrett smiled sadly in response. “If I’ve got Haven watching up top, I need you watching below,” he said, “If things go bad, I’m gonna need you to come up through the floor, like you did back when Shelbie had me locked in the dungeon.”
 
   Warren glanced at his father and then nodded. “You can count on us,” he said, giving Ymowyn a nervous look, “Just... take care of her, all right?”
 
   “I will,” Garrett promised.
 
   “Well... who are you takin’?” Warren asked.
 
   Garrett opened his mouth as though he had an answer to that question, though his mind had yet to provide one. The appearance of Diggs and Mink, squeezing through the mouth of a nearby drainpipe, spared him the embarrassment of admitting his indecision.
 
   “Nasty business up top!” Diggs proclaimed with a fanged grin, straightening his bandolier of essence canisters before reaching up to help the white-furred she-ghoul down from the pipe.
 
   “What happened?” Warren asked.
 
   “The dead found their way inside the walls,” Mink answered.
 
   “Huh?” Warren said.
 
   “Those hanged guys are runnin’ loose in the streets, causin’ all sorts o’ trouble,” Diggs chuckled, “One of ‘em musta remembered a sneaky way into the city, and the rest followed ‘em in.”
 
   “They aren’t hurting people, are they?” Garrett demanded.
 
   “Only folks fool enough to come ‘tween them and vengeance,” Mink laughed with a wicked smirk.
 
   “We need to hurry up and finish this!” Garrett sighed, “Let’s get to the stables.”
 
   Mink and Luma led the way through the tunnels beneath Braedshal. As they moved farther away from the outer walls, the tunnels opened up into broad passageways, wide enough for the ghouls to walk two abreast. Garrett noted that, while the stonework appeared crude by comparison to the construction of Wythr’s ancient labyrinths, it all seemed somehow cleaner, and lacked the persistent aroma of filth and rot that filled the subterranean galleries of his home city.
 
   “It’s really clean here,” he remarked.
 
   “The grumlings keep it tidy,” Lady Ymowyn said, her face cast in a ghostly light by the blue glow of the algae lamp she now carried.
 
   “The what?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Grumlings,” she said, “tiny fae creatures. They live in the walls, out of sight of the humans above.”
 
   “Are they friendly?” Garrett asked, suddenly imagining hundreds of little eyes watching him from the shadowy cracks of the old masonry.
 
   “They are harmless, but shy,” Ymowyn sighed, “I counted them as friends when I lived here, though it took years to gain their trust enough to meet them face to face.”
 
   “What do they look like?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Imagine a furry little egg with big eyes and tiny paws,” she laughed.
 
   “Pests!” Mink hissed.
 
   “Oh, and they are fond of playing pranks on unwanted neighbors,” Ymowyn added.
 
   Luma snorted.
 
   “Does anybody else live down here?” Garrett asked.
 
   Ymowyn’s smile disappeared. “Not anymore,” she answered coldly.
 
   “The humans came through and burnt the place out,” Luma whispered, gesturing toward a smoke-blackened side gallery as they passed it by, “The red priest’s devils sniffed out the folk that was hidin’ here, and then they put ‘em to the fire. We managed to sneak a few of ‘em out through the tunnels, but...”
 
   “Thank you,” Ymowyn said, giving the white sisters a grateful look, “The people that called these tunnels home were my friends. They deserved better than to be hunted down like rats.”
 
   Mink and Luma looked at one another and shrugged, looking a little uncomfortable, as though unaccustomed to praise.
 
   Diggs sniffed loudly and hissed them all to silence. “Somethin’ comin’!” he whispered.
 
   An orb of silver radiance rounded a bend in the passage ahead splashing its watery light across the tunnel walls.
 
   “Don’t tell me you smelled a dead elf comin’,” Scupp growled.
 
   “No! It’s somethin’ else!” Diggs hissed back.
 
   “Songreaver!” Starweaver’s ghost exclaimed as the orb shimmered into his elven form, kneeling before Garrett, “Enemies approach!”
 
   “Douse the light, Ym!” Warren whispered, and Ymowyn quickly hid the algae-filled bottle under her cloak.
 
   Starweaver dimmed his transparent body to a faint, gray light as well, leaving the two fairies to flutter for cover behind Haven. She shot them a foul look as their glow neatly silhouetted her against the stone buttress where she had been attempting to take position for a potential ambush.
 
   “A human patrol,” Starweaver whispered, following Garrett as he and the ghouls moved to either side of the tunnel.
 
   “Where’s Crookjaw and his guys?” Garrett whispered back.
 
   “They fell upon another patrol, farther in,” the elven ghost answered, “Some of the humans fled, and Crookjaw pursued.”
 
   “Where are your people?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Awaiting my orders.” Starweaver answered grimly.
 
   “All right,” Garrett sighed, “Is there any chance the patrol won’t see us?”
 
   “They are moving this way quickly,” Starweaver said, “They waste no time searching but move with purpose.”
 
   “They know we’re here?” Garrett demanded.
 
   “Shh!” Diggs hissed.
 
   “Augh!” Scupp gagged, “What’s that smell?”
 
   Diggs reached back and wrapped his paw around his sister’s snout, silencing her, though the glare she gave him promised later retribution. The two fairies burrowed into the hood of Haven’s cloak on her back, and Starweaver’s ghost slipped silently into the wall beside Garrett, the last of his light flashing in the red eyes of a half dozen ghouls, crouched and ready for battle. Then the tunnel plunged into darkness.
 
   Garrett smelled it now too, a pungent scent of vinegar and rot that filled the air, even as a dim red light began to creep from the far end of the tunnel. For a moment, Garrett recalled the odor of Graelle’s gangrenous wounds, back in the temple dungeon, but this was something fouler still.
 
   He sensed more than saw the hulking forms of the ghouls creeping forward into the protection of the archway between them and the approaching threat. Lacking any sort of cover, Garrett simply drew his sword quietly from its sheath and crouched low against the floor, watching the ever-brightening glow of ruddy light in the tunnel ahead.
 
   A long shadow arced across the curve of the tunnel wall, the dark outline of a man, or something man-like that shambled and lurched as though on mismatched legs. Then, suddenly, it stopped.
 
   “Here!” rasped a chilling voice that might have been a man’s, “The children of darkness are here!”
 
   “Contact south!” barked another man’s voice.
 
   “Chadiri,” Garrett hissed through his teeth.
 
   The reddish light ahead flared to brightness as a whoosh of flame sounded from around the bend of the tunnel.
 
   “Clearing!” a Chadiri voice shouted, and Garrett blinked at the sight of a red-armored soldier sprinting into view around the corner with what looked to be a basket full of flames in one hand.
 
   With a mighty grunt of effort, the Chadiri soldier hurled the flaming basket down the tunnel. Tongues of flame licked the walls and ceiling as the object bounced and rolled directly toward Garrett’s position. The basket itself sputtered and popped as whatever fuel within it now erupted into a blinding hot ball of fire.
 
   “Ah!” Garrett yelled, scrambling to his feet as he blasted apart the burning projectile with a bolt of sizzling ice.
 
   “Mage!” yelled the soldier as the glow of blue and red fire faded from the tunnel.
 
   “Get ‘em!” Warren roared, and the ghouls surged forward as a single pack of claws and teeth.
 
   Garrett could think of no better plan and simply roared out a battle cry as he charged after the ghouls, sword in hand.
 
   Garrett rounded the corner to see the pack of hairy ghouls clawing their way over the top of a trio of shieldmen that spanned the broad corridor. The smell of vinegar and decay nearly overwhelmed Garrett’s senses. Beyond the shield wall, he saw a gaunt man in stained red robes. A baggy red hood with two dark eyeholes covered the man’s face. The man lifted a gilded staff, topped with twin hammerheads and pointed it directly at Garrett now, shrieking, “The abomination is upon us!”
 
   More red-armored soldiers pushed forward from behind to put themselves between the ghouls and their priest, and Garrett lost sight of the foul-smelling inquisitor in the clash of ghouls and redjacks.
 
   “Down!” shouted the voice of the man who had thrown the fiery basket earlier, and Garrett shielded his eyes against a blast of heat and light as someone dashed a pot of liquid fire across the ceiling above the ghouls.
 
   Haven yanked Garrett back as gobs of burning oil rained down, catching the hem of his robe alight. Ghouls howled in pain as fire dripped down onto their furry backs, filling the air with the acrid scent of burning hair.
 
   “No!” Garrett screamed, blanketing the ghouls’ bodies with a thick coating of frost, even as Haven batted out the flames on Garrett’s leg with her cloak.
 
   “By his might!” screamed a Chadiri warrior as he shouldered back a stunned, frost-coated Warren and drove his war pick into Bargas’s shoulder.
 
   The big ghoul roared in pain as he crumpled the man’s helmet with a smashing fist.
 
   Mink and Luma, their white fur glistening with ice, seized another man by the arms and dragged him back from the line then fell upon him with tooth and claw.
 
   Diggs tossed aside an empty canister as he belched out a blast of rainbow-colored fire across the raised shields of the Chadiri patrol, and men screamed in pain and rage beneath. Beside him, Scupp lunged forward, taking advantage of the men’s distraction to slip beneath their shields and shove open a gap in the line.
 
   The hooded priest swung his hammer-headed rod at the ghoul’s exposed face, but Scupp caught it between her teeth and wrenched it from his grasp with a toss of her head.
 
   Garrett leveled a fiery blast of magic through the narrow gap and sent the Chadiri priest flying backward, his red robes now frosted with blue ice.
 
   “Kilkaelam!” shouted Starweaver as he and two score of elven ghosts blazed forth from the tunnel walls to fall upon the Chadiri from all sides. The men’s faces contorted in pain as ghostly spears pierced their bodies. Though the insubstantial weapons appeared to do no real damage, their effect on the Chadiri soldiers seemed horrible enough.
 
   The noise of battle soon fell silent, leaving only the gasping, panting breath of the Marrowvyn ghouls, and the wet crunching sounds coming from the dark corner where Mink and Luma had dragged their prey. Garrett tried his best not to look in that direction as he checked his friends for injury.
 
   “Hold still,” Lady Ymowyn chided Warren as she smeared paste over a badly singed patch of his back fur.
 
   “Ow!” Warren whined, flattening his long ears against his head and baring his fangs in a tight grimace.
 
   “Gettin’ slow,” Bargas sighed, massaging the bloody wound in his shoulder before pausing to lick at it with his long black tongue.
 
   “You guys all right?” Garrett asked as he approached Diggs and Scupp.
 
   “I feel great!” Diggs said with a manic laugh, his fanged grin still glowing with vibrant green essence.
 
   “I’m good,” Scupp said, tucking the priest’s gilded staff up under her armpit. Finding it a little too long, she pivoted it in her grip and crunched off a foot and a half of its length between her teeth. She spat out the splintered, gold-foiled wood and then smiled as she settled her weight onto her new crutch.
 
   “I like it,” Garrett chuckled as he turned to look for the war priest among the Chadiri fallen.
 
   The hooded priest stirred to consciousness again, lying on the floor against the far wall, surrounded by glowing elvish ghosts. Sir Baelan stood over the fallen man, his sword in hand and pointed at the priest’s chest.
 
   “Sold your soul to darkness, Astorran,” the priest hissed as he clutched at the frosted chest of his robe with a gloved hand, “Your family will burn with you for this.”
 
   “You have nothing left to threaten me with, devil,” Sir Baelan answered sadly.
 
   “Devil?” the priest spat, ruffling the face of his red hood and Garrett could smell the stench of his rancid breath from across the hall. “You serve a devil, Astorran,” he rasped, pointing a shaking finger at Garrett, “and he will bring death upon you all!”
 
   “Another Inquisitor?” Garrett asked as he drew as close as he dared to the foul-smelling priest.
 
   “Jareg Schruut,” Sir Baelan said, “he calls himself a witch hunter... he’s burned many good people.”
 
   “Good people?” the Inquisitor laughed harshly, “There are none!” The putrid stench of gangrenous flesh stung Garrett’s eyes as the priest rolled onto his side and pushed himself up into a kneeling position. He paused then, coughing out his rotten breath and swaying a little on the knees of his stained and tattered robe.
 
   “Do creatures such as this now rule the green woods of Kilkaelam?” Starweaver’s ghost demanded.
 
   “Not anymore,” Sir Baelan said.
 
   The diseased priest grunted with effort as he struggled to rise, but Sir Baelan’s sword point pressed against his chest pushed him to his knees again.
 
   
  
 


“For crimes against the Crown and people of Astorra, I sentence you to death, Chadiri,” Sir Baelan said, his voice cold and dispassionate. He lifted his sword in both hands, as high as the ceiling of the tunnel would allow.
 
   “Wait!” Garrett said, lifting his hand in protest.
 
   Sir Baelan furrowed his brow as he half turned toward Garrett, his sword still upraised.
 
   “We don’t have to kill him,” Garrett said.
 
   “This man burned whole families,” Sir Baelan said, his lips twisted in disgust.
 
   Garrett shook his head. “I at least wanna talk to him first,” he said, “Later, when we have the time. I wanna ask him about what’s going on with the Chadiri.”
 
   “You will learn nothing from me, Demon!” the Inquisitor chuckled, “My God has already scourged the flesh from my body! No torment you could devise would compare with what I have already suffered!”
 
   “I don’t know,” Haven mused as she sidled up to Garrett, “I bet we could come up with something pretty creative.”
 
   “We’re not gonna torture you!” Garrett sighed, “I just wanna talk.”
 
   The Inquisitor shook his hooded head. “Kill me know, Astorran,” he hissed, “End my suffering... Send me to the Holy Mountain where I shall dwell in the presence of God for all time! Free me of this living hell with your feeble weapons of flesh... but know this, your time here is fleeting! The hammer will soon fall, and your iniquities shall be purged from this world with His holy flame! Your seed shall be consumed in the...”
 
   Shortgrass barked out a disgusted cosheili that brought the frothing priest’s rant to a merciful end. The robed Inquisitor stared blankly into space as he sank back to the floor with a soft groan.
 
   “Can we go now?” the little fairy demanded.
 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-two
 
   A distant scream echoed through the moonlit streets of Braedshal, followed by the muffled shouts of men. Garrett and Lady Ymowyn huddled together in the shadow of a stone tower, waiting for Sir Baelan’s signal. A warm wind whistled around the stones, carrying with it the scent of ashes. Garrett felt a sudden pang of loss, remembering the sight of his home burning, the day Brenhaven fell.
 
   I guess I’m the dragon lord this time, Garrett mused bitterly.
 
   That’s the spirit, Brahnek’s voice chuckled in the back of his mind, better on the dragon than in it.
 
   Garrett glanced skyward without thinking, then felt stupid for still being afraid.
 
   Even I was afraid of dragons, boy, Brahnek admitted, There’s no shame in that.
 
   Yeah, but he’s dead, Garrett thought, Why am I still afraid of him?
 
   It isn’t really the creature itself that we fear, Brahnek answered, It is the idea of something larger than us, against which we have no power.
 
   But there’s a dragon inside us now too, right? Garrett wondered, I mean the Songreaver before you was a dragon.
 
   Yes, Brahnek chuckled, he’s here as well.
 
   Well, how come he never talks to me? Garrett thought.
 
   He’s talking to you now, Brahnek laughed, He and We are the same.
 
   I don’t understand at all, Garrett sighed inwardly.
 
   It isn’t necessary that you understand now, Brahnek said, We have the rest of eternity to keep each other company.
 
   Unless I die, Garrett thought.
 
   You are not your body, boy, Brahnek said, I thought you understood that much at least.
 
   Yeah, but you said I could pass this thing on to somebody else and then I could die and go see my brother, Garrett protested.
 
   Yes, Brahnek said, but you would remain with us as well.
 
   That doesn’t make any sense at all, Garrett fumed.
 
   Your lack of understanding has no bearing on the reality of the situation, Brahnek said.
 
   This is making my head hurt, Garrett thought.
 
   You haven’t slept, ate, or drunk anything since noonday, Brahnek scoffed, That is why your head hurts.
 
   I think I’d throw up if I did, Garrett thought.
 
   A good purging focuses the senses, Brahnek said, Just don’t do it in front of your men.
 
   Ugh, Garrett thought with a disgusted frown. He glanced back at Lady Ymowyn who looked just as nervous as he felt.
 
   “Are you all right, dear?” Ymowyn whispered.
 
   “Yeah,” he whispered back, “Just... worried I guess.”
 
   “Haven will be fine,” she assured him, “She’ll have no trouble finding the keep. It’s rather difficult to miss.”
 
   “You think Cabre will come?” he asked.
 
   The fox woman’s eyes hardened. “If he doesn’t,” she answered, “We shall go to him.”
 
   Garrett sighed and looked away. “Listen, Ymowyn,” he whispered, “I know you hate him because of who he is... I kinda do too, but...”
 
   “But you no longer wish to kill him,” she said.
 
   “No,” he answered.
 
   Ymowyn put her hand on his arm, and he looked back to see her smiling sadly in the starlight.
 
   “I know you think me mad,” she whispered, “You are right to think it, but... Garrett, you are my lodestone, my compass. I never wanted to be what I became, Garrett. I never wanted to... hate anyone.”
 
   She sighed and then drew back her hand, pressing her furry muzzle into the sleeve of her dress as she wiped away an errant tear.
 
   “I... I want to be good, Garrett,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion, “That’s why I follow you, because you are good.”
 
   “But what if I’m not anymore?” he asked glumly.
 
   Lady Ymowyn shook her head. “Then no one can be,” she said.
 
   Garrett lowered his head and took a deep breath, trying to remember the sound of Uncle Tinjin’s voice, and wondering what he might say to him if he were here.
 
   “He returns,” spoke the disembodied voice of the dead elven lord Starweaver from the empty air at Garrett’s side.
 
   Garrett lifted his eyes to see Sir Baelan emerge from the side gate of the building across the street. The Astorran glanced quickly to the left and right and then, assured that they were unobserved, he waved for Garrett and the others to approach.
 
   Garrett hurried across the lane with Lady Ymowyn at his side. He had to trust that Starweaver followed as well, as the ghost chose to remain invisible, or nearly so. A glance back over his shoulder revealed a faint shimmer of light, like a fine mist, trailing behind Garrett.
 
   “I’ve sent the stable hands away for the night,” Sir Baelan explained as he guided them through the open gate, “We should not be disturbed until morning.”
 
   “Thanks,” Garrett said, getting a whiff of horse dung and hay as he entered the moonlit courtyard beyond the gate.
 
   “Follow me,” Sir Baelan instructed. He led them toward an enormous stone building with large, arched bays. He entered through the largest of the archways, and Garrett’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the gloom within.
 
   Dozens of horses now nickered and shied away from the doors of their stalls. A large black horse whinnied fearfully and reared, kicking out its hooves and flaring its nostrils at Garrett’s approach.
 
   “See?” Garrett sighed, “Horses hate me.”
 
   “Not all of them, I think,” Starweaver’s spirit chuckled a he shimmered into his elven form at Garrett’s side. He lifted his ghostly hand toward a large stall at the far end of the stable where a massive gray warhorse tossed his black mane and nickered excitedly.
 
   “Hey! It’s Inglemer!” Garrett exclaimed.
 
   “Inglefras,” Sir Baelan corrected him as they neared the warhorse’s stall.
 
   “Yeah... Inglefras,” Garrett said in bemusement as he approached the prince’s horse, reaching out tentatively toward the huge creature.
 
   Inglefras pressed his nose into Garrett’s palm, snorting happily.
 
   Garrett gave a boyish laugh as he scratched at the horse’s throat. Inglefras playfully shoved him backward with a toss of his head.
 
   “A beautiful creature,” Starweaver said, his voice hushed with awe.
 
   “You see, Garrett,” Ymowyn laughed as she reached out to stroke the horse’s glossy mane, “There are still a few Astorrans that don’t wish you dead.”
 
   “Maybe we should make Inglefras king,” Garrett chuckled as he stepped back from the stall door.
 
   “His people once ruled here,” Starweaver mused, “It was only by their leave that we raised our first towers in this land.”
 
   “You asked the horses for permission?” Garrett replied incredulously.
 
   “We sought peace with all the creatures of the land,” Starweaver answered, his lambent eyes still on the mighty horse, “At least at first it was so. It was not until much later that we came to make choices for them... for their good, we told ourselves, to protect them from the evil that was to come.”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, his mood darkening as he guessed what evil the elf might be referring to.
 
   “Upstairs,” Sir Baelan called out, beckoning them toward a broad staircase at the back corner of the stable.
 
   “See you later, Inglefras,” Garrett sighed, giving the horse one final pet before taking his leave.
 
   They followed Baelan toward the stairway, but Garrett paused, noting how Starweaver hesitated, his eyes still on the mighty warhorse now banging his shoulder against the door of his stall with an almost pleading look in his eyes.
 
   “He wants to run again,” Starweaver said.
 
   “The King no longer rides as he once did,” Sir Baelan answered grimly, “His heart for it has grown cold.”
 
   “And what would you know of my heart?” a ragged voice demanded loudly, making them all jump.
 
   Garrett spun to see a haggard young man in mail armor standing at the entrance to the stable. Two silver-pauldroned knights flanked him to either side, their hands on the pommels of their swords. The Prince’s dark hair, grown long now, bristled like straw, twined about with his steel crown, and his unshaven face twisted into a bitter sneer beneath his blank and staring eyes.
 
   “Cabre!” Garrett gasped.
 
   A chorus of whinnying horses filled the stable with fearful noise.
 
   “My King!” Sir Baelan cried out, sinking to one knee against the bannister of the stairs. Garrett fought the urge to bow as well, but Starweaver observed the formality, if somewhat stiffly. Garrett glanced toward Lady Ymowyn to see if he should follow suit, but the fox woman only stared mutely, her face drained of all expression.
 
   Cabre seemed to take no notice of them now as he walked, as though entranced, across the packed dirt floor toward Inglefras’s stall. His armored bodyguards followed close behind, their hands still on their weapons and their eyes, shadowed in the visors of their helms, upon Garrett and his companions.
 
   Inglefras grew increasingly agitated as the King approached, rearing up now and battering the stall’s thick wooden door with his iron-shod hooves. Every horse in the stable reared and cried out in terror as Cabre hesitated, his eyes brimming with tears.
 
   “Even you, Inglefras?” Cabre whispered brokenly, “Even you are my judge?”
 
   Inglefras splintered the frame of his stall with a mighty kick, rearing again and again to strike at the unyielding door with his hooves.
 
   “My King!” Sir Baelan cried out, “Perhaps we should go upstairs and speak further there.”
 
   Cabre’s haunted eyes turned toward Sir Baelan, and he nodded his agreement. For a moment, his gaze fell upon Garrett, but it could not hold, and Cabre’s eyes fell to the floor as he walked slowly toward the stairway.
 
   Garrett followed Sir Baelan upstairs and down a short hallway into a moonlit room nearly forty feet square with tall, narrow windows along its opposite wall, and a long wooden table stretching the length of its floor. An arched hearth lay, cold and unlit, like a mouth of darkness in the stones of the wall furthest from the door.
 
   Garrett moved quickly to place himself on the far side of the table. Ymowyn and Starweaver followed, taking up position on either side of him. Sir Baelan waited at the doorway with his head bowed as the King and his bodyguards entered the room.
 
   “Thanks for coming,” he whispered to his two companions.
 
   “You honor us, Songreaver,” Starweaver answered.
 
   Ymowyn reached out and squeezed Garrett’s right hand, flashing him a tense smile and a quick nod before stepping back.
 
   Once Cabre and his men had taken their positions opposite Garrett on the far side of the table, Sir Baelan gently closed the thick wooden door, shutting out the cries of the horses below. Only the distant banging of Inglefras’s hooves still carried through the stone walls.
 
   Sir Baelan cleared his throat and passed his fingers through his sandy hair before announcing, “It is my honor to present Cabre Verdaan, King of all Astorra and its holdings. At his side stand the honorable knights, Sirs Dawkes and Caullings.”
 
   The two knights flanking the King nodded tersely in Sir Baelan’s direction, their hands finally leaving the pommels of their swords as they took a step back into the shadows behind their liege. Cabre, his pallid face, leant a ghostly glow by the moonlight that spilled through the window at Garrett’s back, now raised his hollow eyes to meet Garrett’s gaze.
 
   “I present to you, my King, Lord Garrett, known as the Songreaver to his people, and his companions, Lady Ymowyn, your subject and loyal Astorran, and Lord Starweaver, a... noble sovereign of these lands in former times.”
 
   “Am I to understand that you’ve come for the crown?” Cabre demanded hoarsely.
 
   “I don’t want your crown,” Garrett answered, “I just want people to know the truth.”
 
   Cabre flinched at these words, and Garrett saw a flicker of real fear in the man’s eyes. He could not be said to be a boy anymore, for he had aged visibly since their last meeting. A frost of gray shone at the temples of his dark hair, and lines creased his sallow brow as though compressed by the weight of his stolen crown. Dark shadows beneath his troubled eyes spoke of sleepless nights and tormented days. Garrett almost felt pity for him, almost.
 
   “Truth?” Cabre scoffed, his eyes falling to the table before him. He ran his fingers over its polished wooden surface as the distant pounding of Inglefras’s hooves sounded like the beat of a guilty heart in the still, dead air.
 
   “I want you tell the people of Astorra what happened,” Garrett demanded, “What really happened.”
 
   Cabre’s hand tightened into a fist, shaking as he drew it back from the table. His lips pulled back over his teeth as he met Garrett’s gaze again.
 
   “Why are you here?” he hissed, “What more do you want of me?”
 
   Garrett shook his head in disbelief. “You haven’t given me anything!” he protested, “You tried to kill me... or have me killed, anyway! They were gonna burn me alive!”
 
   “I’m sorry!” Cabre sobbed stepping back from the table with his fists at his side, “I’m sorry, Garrett!”
 
   Garrett stared back at him, stunned by the words.
 
   “Can’t you see, Garrett?” Cabre moaned. He lifted his hands, almost pleading, as tears streaked down his cheeks, “You didn’t die... I did!”
 
   “You seem pretty alive to me,” Garrett muttered.
 
   We can rectify that, Brahnek’s voice chuckled in his mind.
 
   Garrett was about to say more, but he simply blinked in astonishment as Starweaver’s ghost stepped forward, passing through the table as he moved toward the startled king.
 
   Cabre took a step backward in alarm as the ghost approached him with his spectral hand outstretched. The King’s bodyguards stood motionless, perhaps too stunned to move, but Sir Baelan stepped forward quickly to intervene.
 
   “Lord Starweaver!” Baelan cried, lifting his hands in protest as he stepped between the King and the ghost.
 
   “His eyes!” Starweaver gasped, “Can you not see it in his eyes?”
 
   “See what?” Garrett demanded.
 
   Starweaver looked back at Garrett, his ghostly face filled with wonder. “He is Songborn!” the elven ghost cried.
 
   “What?” Garrett asked.
 
   Cabre looked just as confused as the ghost rounded on him again.
 
   “His eyes!” Starweaver cried, thrusting his hand directly through Sir Baelan’s shoulder as he pointed at Cabre, “He has my eyes!”
 
   Sir Baelan squirmed free of the ghost, wincing at the apparent discomfort of co-occupying his space. He looked to his king for explanation but saw only the same confusion in Cabre’s eyes.
 
   “Do not be afraid,” Starweaver whispered as he flickered past Baelan’s guard and reached out again toward the haggard young man.
 
   Still Cabre’s guards made no move to interfere but simply shared a bewildered glance with one another as the ghost advanced on their king.
 
   “What are you doing?” Cabre whispered, his eyes wide with fear and seemingly frozen in his steps as the elven ghost reached out to take his hand.
 
   Starweaver shuddered, bowing his head as he wrapped his ghostly fingers around Cabre’s hand.
 
   Garrett looked to Ymowyn, but the fox woman’s face registered no comprehension as she stared, wide-eyed and trembling at the men across the table.
 
   “Your mother!” Starweaver gasped as he seemed to come to his senses again, “Your mother bore my blood... my daughter’s blood!”
 
   Cabre stared at the ghost in shock as Starweaver, now grinning broadly, stepped away.
 
   “We are kin, you and I! Kin!” Starweaver laughed. He spun to look back at Garrett, his lambent eyes full of joy. “I’d thought them lost!” he exclaimed, “I thought my children all dead, but they lived! They lived!”
 
   “Can elves do that?” Garrett demanded, “I mean, an elf and a human...”
 
   Yes, Brahnek’s voice whispered coldly in his mind.
 
   “Wait, so Cabre is Starweaver’s... grandson, I guess,” Garrett wondered aloud, trying to juggle the concept in his empty hands.
 
   And our distant cousin, it would seem, Brahnek sighed.
 
   Cabre stared in baffled horror as the manic elven ghost turned to face him again.
 
   “You’re alive!” Starweaver laughed, “My sweet child, you’re alive!”
 
   “I don’t know you,” Cabre whispered, his voice barely audible.
 
   “That doesn’t matter!” Starweaver exclaimed happily, “I know you! You are the true heir to the throne of Kilkaelam!”
 
   Garrett lifted his hands in dismay and let out a disgusted groan. He’d come all this way to knock Cabre off his pedestal, and now his own ghost was making the guy king of everything.
 
   “Songreaver!” the elven ghost cried as he looked to Garrett again, “I know you have grievance with this boy, but I beg you, please allow me to stand for him! I will make amends for any wrong he has done you, however I may. If you must have vengeance, then take it upon me, your ancient foe. Spare, I beg you, this last of my seed, my only living kin!”
 
   “I don’t want to kill him!” Garrett cried, in exasperation, “I just don’t want the people to hate me for something I didn’t do anymore!”
 
   Cabre’s eyes took on their hollow look once again, and his face twisted into a grimace as he shook his head.
 
   “The truth, my child!” Starweaver whispered fervently as he reached toward Cabre again, “The truth will cure you of this dark malaise that now devours your soul. Speak it and be free, my son!”
 
   Cabre shook his head even more emphatically now as he backed away another step from the ghost.
 
   “He speaks the truth, my King!” Sir Baelan cried, falling to his knees at Cabre’s feet, “This stain upon your honor is destroying you... It is destroying your kingdom as well.”
 
   Cabre cast a fearful glance back at the two guardsmen behind him, but the men showed no emotion as they stood with their backs to the wall.
 
   “This is some kind of trick,” Cabre murmured. He looked at Garrett suspiciously.
 
   “No,” Garrett said glumly, shaking his head, “I don’t know what any of this is, but it’s not a trick... I didn’t plan any of this... I just wanted to see you again and to tell you... fesche I don’t even know what I wanted to tell you anymore. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   He looked up to see Cabre watching him with the same look of utter devastation that Graelle had on his face when Garrett killed his dragon.
 
   “You know what?” Garrett sighed, “I don’t care... I really don’t. I’ll be the Kingslayer, or whatever else you guys wanna call me. I’ll leave Astorra and never come back... on one condition.”
 
   Cabre’s lips trembled as he stared at Garrett in stunned silence.
 
   “Stop being such a knob to people like Ymowyn here!” Garrett said, lifting his hand toward the fox woman at his side, “They’re Astorrans too, and they need your protection, so... protect them. Be the prince you used to be, the prince we all believed you were... be their king!” He raised his hand toward Starweaver now. “The fae live here too, and now, I guess, you’re kinda related, so you might want to look out for them too, and the only way you’re gonna do that is to kick the Chadiri out.”
 
   The faint glimmer of hope in Cabre’s eyes died. The King’s shoulders sagged, and his eyes fell.
 
   “They are too strong,” he whispered hopelessly, “Even my father knew he could not defeat them.”
 
   “No, sire!” Sir Baelan said, rising to his feet with his hands stretched out imploringly, “The strongest foe cannot defeat a true heart!”
 
   “A true heart?” Cabre sobbed, “My heart was sundered by the same blade that pierced my father’s.”
 
   “Your heart yet beats, my King!” Sir Baelan insisted, “It may yet beat true again and lead your people to victory over the beasts that now stain our lands with children’s ashes!”
 
   Cabre backed away another step, his hopeless face falling into shadow as his hands hung limply at his side. “It’s too late,” he rasped, “It’s too late.”
 
   Sir Baelan’s jaw shook as he fought to hold back his emotions. At last, he turned his back on the King and pressed his knuckles into the table, his shoulders trembling.
 
   “Then my king truly died on that foul day, so long ago,” Sir Baelan sobbed.
 
   “No,” whispered a deep, chilling voice from the shadows, “He dies tonight!”
 
   Cabre’s back suddenly arched, and he let out a stifled cry as a horrible crunching sound split the air.
 
   Garrett stared in shock as nearly of foot of red steel emerged from Cabre’s chest piercing through his mail shirt from within. His crown slipped from his head and clanged on the floorboards beside his boots, boots now lifted up on their toes by the force of the guardsman’s blade thrust through his body from behind. Cabre’s face contorted in agony as his grinning bodyguard twisted the blade with a sickening rasp of steel and bone.
 
   “No!” Starweaver screamed, drawing his blade and flying to Cabre’s aid.
 
   “Away you!” hissed the second guardsman, flicking his gauntleted hand toward the ghost. A wave of invisible force buffeted Garrett’s face as Starweaver’s ghost was blasted back across the room.
 
   “Oathbreaker!” Sir Baelan roared, his own sword in hand as he sprang toward the treacherous guards.
 
   The first guard laughed as he shoved Cabre’s body toward the charging knight, and Baelan was forced to catch Cabre as he fell with the guardsman’s sword still piercing his bloody chest.
 
   Garrett fumbled for his own sword, too bewildered to stop the first guardsman as he sprang forward to strike the rising Sir Baelan with a savage backhand blow. Sir Baelan crashed against the table before collapsing, senseless, to the floor.
 
   “Baely!” Ymowyn cried, shoving past Garrett in an attempt to reach the fallen knight.
 
   Garrett gritted his teeth, letting the fox woman safely past before lifting his now flaming blade toward the grinning guardsmen across the table. Shards of glass scattered across the floor at Garrett’s feet as Haven rolled into a crouch at his side, her knife in hand.
 
   The man who had stabbed Cabre dropped to one knee on the bloodstained floor, and his companion followed quickly to his side.
 
   “Hail, Songreaver!” the treacherous knight hissed, lifting his face from the hasty bow to greet Garrett with a crazed grin.
 
   “Why?” Garrett sobbed in horror.
 
   The second guardsman let out a snickering hiss of laughter, and Garrett’s heart went cold at the familiar sound of it.
 
   The wooden staircase outside groaned under the weight of many feet, and, a moment later, the door flew off its hinges, roiling with rainbow flames, as a pack of Marrowvyn ghouls spilled into the room.
 
   Warren’s eyes flashed red in the dying light of fairy fire. He saw the crumpled body of Cabre lying on the floor and Garrett standing with his sword drawn.
 
   “Oh, I guess you won,” he said, his voice subdued as he and the other Marrowvyn ghouls rose, awkwardly from their crouches.
 
   Mink and Luma, trailing behind, entered the room now and dipped their heads in the direction of the two royal guardsmen.
 
   “His death is our gift to you, Songreaver,” the man who had stabbed Cabre rumbled with a voice as chilling as it now seemed familiar, “A blood-bond, from the mouth of the White Pack.”
 
   The bodies of the two guardsmen shimmered indistinctly and seemed to grow impossibly in size as their human forms fell away.
 
   “Raik!” Bargas exclaimed at the sight of his massive, white-furred brother who stood where the King’s assassin had been a moment before.
 
   “Norris,” Warren grumbled with a sullen nod toward his cousin standing at Uncle Raikja’s side.
 
   Norris snickered again with his unsettling, hissing laugh.
 
   “Come, brother,” the eight-foot-tall white ghoul growled as he stalked toward Bargas and the other ghouls. He gave Garrett one last leering grin as he stooped in the doorway. “Let us leave the Songreaver alone with his revenge.”
 
   Bargas frowned but followed his brother through the doorway. Norris tittered with laughter as he trailed the two elders into the hall.
 
   “You all right, Gar?” Warren asked from where he knelt at Ymowyn’s side over the unconscious Sir Baelan.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett answered quietly, his sword now hanging dark and cold at his side.
 
   Diggs gave Garrett a confused frown as Mink and Luma tugged at his fur, leading him from the room, and Scupp followed shortly thereafter, shaking her head and muttering something under her breath.
 
   “Give us a minute, dear,” Ymowyn whispered.
 
   “I’ll be right outside,” Warren sighed as he stood again, trailing his paw across her shoulder as he took his leave of her. He gave Garrett a hopeful look, but his smile faded quickly as he turned to go.
 
   “Is he gonna be all right?” Garrett asked, sheathing his sword as he moved around the table. He grimaced when he saw the badly bruised face of Sir Baelan, cradled in Ymowyn’s lap.
 
   The fox woman lifted her tear-filled eyes and nodded sharply.
 
   “Are you gonna be all right?” Haven whispered as Garrett cautiously approached the body of the Astorran King and the weeping elven ghost that knelt beside him.
 
   Garrett squeezed Haven’s hand, and then he knelt beside the dying boy that he had once called a friend.
 
   “Is there anything that we can do?” Garrett asked, overwhelmed with a sense of helplessness.
 
   “That ghoul knew what he was doing,” Haven answered quietly, “No one could live through that.”
 
   Cabre, coughed, weakly and wetly, his breath now shallow and faint. His eyes fluttered, half-lidded, unconscious of these final moments of his life.
 
   “Songreaver!” Starweaver sobbed, “I beg you... if it is in your power, save this boy. Please!” The ghost looked up with tears of golden fire streaming from his pleading eyes.
 
   “I can’t,” Garrett whispered, “I can’t bring people back... not really.”
 
   “Please!” Starweaver wept, “I can’t watch the last of my children die... You can’t ask this of me!”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Garrett said, “I can’t.”
 
   The ghost’s eyes went hard. “Then unmake me, Songreaver!” he hissed, “Unweave the Song that wove me, for I cannot bear this pain again... not again!”
 
   “No!” Garrett sighed, “You can’t ask me to do that.”
 
   “I do ask it!” Starweaver gasped, “I’ve watched my people suffer and die. I’ve watched them fade from the light. I’ve watched them being crushed and broken beneath the heels of monsters like you! You owe me this, Songreaver! You owe me an end to this cursed song!”
 
   Garrett sobbed in frustration and shook his head.
 
   “I would give up my very existence! I would forfeit all that I am, all that I have ever been rather than to watch another child die in my arms... these damned arms that cannot hold him... could not save him.” Starweaver stared down at his ghostly hands that passed through Cabre’s body without resistance, and his spectral shoulders shook with grief.
 
   Garrett watched the ghost’s slender fingertips sink into Cabre’s bloodstained cheek, and he gathered the courage to do what he now knew he must.
 
   “What would you give to save his life?” Garrett asked.
 
   Starweaver’s eyes lifted, suddenly blazing with rekindled hope. “Everything!” he whispered.
 
   “To the Flesh a quickening gift... ,” Garrett sighed, his hand going to the horned skull medallion upon his chest.
 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-three
 
   The Dead City
 
   “I’ve never been to Lapria before,” Merithia sighed, “This is all very exciting for me. I always meant to visit, of course, but my duties, you see... well, I suppose I just kept putting it off, until... Yes, well, we’re here now.”
 
   Marla focused her thoughts through the fog of sleep and turned to look at the copper-scaled dragon who sat, perched atop a fallen column, overlooking the ruins. The lavender light of the twilight sky gave a shadowless, almost ethereal air to the scene of ancient devastation around her.
 
   “I’m dreaming, aren’t I?” Marla asked.
 
   “Yes, dear,” Merithia answered, “You dozed off quite a while ago, but I didn’t wish to disturb you until you’d had a bit of rest.”
 
   “Thank you,” Marla said. She sat up on the dusty stone bench outside the shadowy old temple where the other vampires had slept through the day.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Merithia asked. Her silvery tail whished thorough the air as she uncoiled from her perch to hop, cat-like down to the cracked paving stones.
 
   “Excited... afraid,” Marla sighed, “I don’t know how to feel, exactly.”
 
   “There’s no wrong way to feel, my dear,” Merithia laughed.
 
   Marla brushed her hair back from her eyes and sighed wearily. “What am I supposed to do here?” she asked.
 
   “Follow your heart,” Merithia answered, “Trust where it leads you.”
 
   Marla shook her head. “That isn’t good enough,” she said, “I mean, the Dragon Queen followed her heart, didn’t she?”
 
   Merithia looked stung, her golden eyes blinking rapidly as she turned her head away.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Marla sighed, “I just...”
 
   “It’s fine, dear,” Merithia said with a little catch in her voice, “You’re quite right, of course. The Queen did follow her heart when she led the enemy to the Isle of the Gods... and she followed her heart when she gave her life to save the world from the results of that one, terrible, mistake.”
 
   Marla nodded. “I just don’t want to make any mistakes,” she whispered.
 
   “Even gods make mistakes, dear,” Merithia laughed. She turned and gestured across the tumbled ruins with the tip of her wing.
 
   “Then what hope do I have?” Marla asked, smiling in spite of herself.
 
   Merithia’s smile turned sad. “You are our hope, dear,” she said, “my last and only... perfect hope.”
 
   “I didn’t ask for this,” Marla said.
 
   “None do,” Merithia replied, “Do you think that I asked to be put in charge of overseeing the cleaning of the Grand Rookery? Do you have any idea of the kind of smells that hatchlings are capable of producing?” She pulled a disgusted face. “It was my duty... and I did it,” she said, “Quite well, I might add.”
 
   Marla giggled.
 
   “Yes, well, I did my duty, and you shall do yours,” Merithia stated.
 
   “Which is?” Marla asked.
 
   “Gather the lost children of the Queen,” Merithia responded, “Bring them together and restore the world to its former glory.”
 
   “Is that all?” Marla said with a frown.
 
   Merithia’s eyes went flat. “You know sarcasm is very unbecoming in a queen,” she said.
 
   “I’ll try to remember that,” Marla sighed.
 
   “Yes, well, I am here to help you. Any time that...” Merithia suddenly fell silent, her eyes going wide. “Someone’s here!” she gasped.
 
   A blast of hot, stinking breath woke Marla from her dream. Her eyes fluttered open to see the looming shadow of the enormous Emissary, blotting out the red sunset that bled across the sky behind him.
 
   “I hope I haven’t disturbed your slumber,” the Emissary rumbled in Draconic.
 
   “Not at all,” Marla answered, her Draconic a bit shaky as she looked around at the dozen hulking forms of great, iron-scaled dragons surrounding the temple grounds. She slipped sideways off the stone bench, rising to her feet, only to give ground as the Emissary’s dripping jaws herded her toward the center of his ring of dragon guards.
 
   “You must think yourself a clever little ape,” the Emissary hissed, and rivulets of blue-green fire dribbled from his teeth to sizzle on the dusty stones.
 
   Marla gave him a nervous smile. She tried to take a step toward the temple entrance, but the dragon’s long neck curved around, placing those grinning jaws between her and her companions.
 
   “You will not think yourself so clever, I think, when you face the Eater of Gods!” the Emissary chuckled.
 
   “The Empress?” Marla gasped.
 
   “Yes,” the dragon seethed, “You have drawn her eye, little ape, and your people shall suffer greatly for your impudence!”
 
   “Let me speak to her then,” Marla insisted, standing her ground defiantly as the Emissary’s flared nostrils moved within inches of her face.
 
   The Emissary drew back his head then with a vicious sneer. “A word of advice,” he hissed, “Show no such arrogance before the Cedar Throne, if you value the lives of those twisted worms that begat you across the sea... The Empress may yet choose to allow their continued existence... or she may now see the wisdom of my council and order their discordant song silenced forever!”
 
   “I’ve met the Ender of Songs,” she scoffed in Gloaran, “and you don’t look a thing like him.”
 
   The Emissary narrowed his eyes at the insult, but seemed unwilling to ask her to repeat it in Draconic. He lifted his head toward one of the massive steel-colored dragon guards.
 
   “Bring the prisoner!” he commanded.
 
   Marla glanced toward the shadowy temple entrance where her friends would even now be stirring to wakefulness.
 
   “Let no others escape!” the Emissary growled, “I shall send word to their disposal, once the Empress has passed judgment.”
 
   Marla’s breath caught in her throat as a steely-scaled dragon with red-gold eyes pounced from atop his pile of rubble and scooped her up in one of his black foretalons. A moment later, his buffeting wings bore them aloft into the star-flecked sky behind the lashing tail of the great Emissary flying before them.
 
   Marla craned her neck around to watch the dragon-guarded temple recede into the night behind them. The wind whipped at her hair, stinging her eyes as she squirmed in the cold, unyielding claws of the monstrous beast.
 
   The heat of her rage kept her warm through the soaring flight to the heart of the city, and she marveled at the beauty of the vast palace that sprawled across the wooded hillside below her. Polished golden domes gleamed in the light of a thousand lamps, and fragrant gardens cradled bubbling streams that trickled down from some hidden spring, high upon the hill. Towering cedars whispered in the wind as the dragons spread their wings and slowed their descent.
 
   Brother Tye stood beside the shimmering golden dragon princess on the terrace below as Marla’s captor came in to land beside a great arched entryway into the palace proper.
 
   “Is this the courtesy shown my mother’s guests?” Princess Kire demanded, a puff of golden fire hissing between her pearly teeth.
 
   “Princess,” the Emissary answered politely, “I deliver the prisoner into your care... as commanded.”
 
   The iron-scaled guard lowered Marla gently to the tiled floor of the terrace and bowed his long neck before the Princess as he released his grip on the vampire girl.
 
   “Are you hurt?” Kire asked, her golden eyes full of concern for Marla.
 
   “Quite all right,” Marla answered coolly as she straightened her silk robe, “The Emissary was simply giving me an aerial tour of the city. I found it... invigorating.”
 
   Blue-green flames shot from the Emissary’s nostrils, but he kept his eyes on the Princess as he bowed his head again. “I take my leave now, Princess,” he rumbled, “I eagerly await the Empress’s judgment in this matter... I trust her justice will be swift and final.”
 
   “Perhaps too final for your liking, Emissary,” Kire answered.
 
   “We shall see,” the Emissary replied.
 
   “Come, sister,” Princess Kire called out in Gloaran as she shifted into her human form with outstretched hand, “Let us go inside. I find the air out here too cold for my liking.”
 
   Marla smiled at the curl of disgust on the Emissary’s face as he averted his gaze from the sight of the Princess’s new form. She moved quickly to take Kire’s hand and returned Brother Tye’s friendly nod as he fell into step behind them.
 
   “Please forgive us, Honored Traveller,” Kire asked as she guided Marla into the warm, broad hallway of polished wooden floors and graven jade walls.
 
   “Please call me Marla,” she replied.
 
   “Marla,” Kire said with a gentle smile and a slight nod.
 
   “I did not wish for the Emissary to be the one to bring you here,” Kire explained, “but Mother commanded it.” She led Marla through another archway into a richly carpeted gallery with many side passages. Marla caught glimpses of rooms filled with tapestries and carvings of surpassing beauty, but the Princess did not slow her pace to appreciate them.
 
   “Am I truly a prisoner then?” Marla asked.
 
   “You are anomoke for now,” Kire sighed, “After tonight... you will be what my mother decrees you to be.”
 
   “Is your mother angry with me?” Marla asked.
 
   “I have never seen my mother angry... or sad either,” Kire answered, “Though they say that she wept when she devoured the gods.”
 
   “You’ve never seen your mother angry?” Marla laughed.
 
   Kire spared her a narrow glance and a frown.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Marla apologized, “It’s just that I wish I could say the same about mine.”
 
   “My mother cannot afford to show anger,” Kire sighed, “It is the Empress’s place to be above such base emotions. I can only hope that, someday, I too will possess such discipline.”
 
   “It’s good to be angry sometimes,” Marla said.
 
   “Why?” Kire asked, pausing to greet a pair of iron-scaled guards that lowered their necks and wings before her.
 
   Marla waited until they were past the guarded archway before answering, “It feels good to let it out every now and then, even if only in private.”
 
   “You rage in private?” Kire asked with a confused look.
 
   “Well, I’ve put a few chips in my bedroom wall over the years,” Marla chuckled, “and my mother never found out what happened to that Zhadeen puzzle box that crossed me.”
 
   Kire gave her a wary smile as they stopped before an enormous pair of dark wooden doors and two more hulking dragon guards.
 
   “I hope to speak with you more of this... afterwards,” Princess Kire sighed. Marla sensed the fear in the girl’s voice as she glanced toward the great doors before them.
 
   “I hope that we will be friends,” Marla said, taking the Princess’s hands between her own.
 
   “I would like that,” Kire answered softly, her eyes falling.
 
   The dragon guards lowered their heads slightly and began to chant a droning hymn in Draconic. The great wooden doors opened then with a sibilant whisper of perfumed air that spilled out like a warm breeze. Marla looked to see a long corridor beyond, filled with silver mist and colored lights, fifty feet high and nearly as wide.
 
   “You must stand before the Empress alone,” Kire explained, “Only my heart can follow you further.”
 
   “Thank you,” Marla said, releasing the girl’s hands and bowing slightly to Brother Tye. “Thank you as well,” she said with a smile.
 
   “The Empress is wise,” Brother Tye said, “Speak truly, and she will know your worth.”
 
   “Sorry if I got you into any trouble,” she said with a grin.
 
   Brother Tye shook his head. “It has been... an experience,” he laughed.
 
   Marla nodded and gave Kire a final smile before turning to face the misty hallway beyond the dragon-guarded doors. She took a deep breath and walked through, trying to quell the growing sense of dread now welling up within her.
 
   The perfumed mists swirled around Marla’s feet, obscuring her view of the carpeted floor. They grew thicker still, the farther she walked, until it seemed she passed through the heart of a silvery cloud. The pinkish glow of the lamps that lined the unseen walls looked like an army of floating wisps, gathered in orderly ranks. She saw no end to the corridor, only the misty rows of pink lights, stretching away before her.
 
   Marla pressed on, breathing in the flowery scents that tingled her senses and calmed her fear. She no longer felt the carpet beneath her feet, yet still she walked, numbed into a dreamlike state of peace and tranquility. She stopped then, not really knowing why, and noted that the pinkish lights no longer flanked her to either side. The light instead came from a dawn-like glow that emanated from above and below and all around.
 
   “Hello?” she called out, wondering then if it might be considered rude to speak first in this situation. Everything her mother had taught her of etiquette now swirled beyond the reach of her sluggish thoughts.
 
   “Welcome child,” a voice like the wind among the cedars answered back.
 
   “You speak my language?” Marla answered, still in Gloaran. She tried to call the Draconic words to mind, but whatever power had granted her the ability to speak the ancient tongue now eluded her.
 
   “Words are not important here,” the Empress’s voice answered, “only Truth.”
 
   “Oh,” Marla said, rubbing at her temples with her fingertips. She didn’t like the sensation of being half-asleep while she was trying to... what was she trying to do here? She could not quite recall.
 
   “My advisor tells me that it was a mistake to allow your people to live,” the Empress said, her voice coming from all sides at once, “What is your opinion on the matter?”
 
   “We do not wish to die, of course,” Marla answered, squinting against the golden light that surrounded her.
 
   “Of course,” the Empress agreed, sounding slightly amused, “All life struggles toward continuation, yet what is your true opinion of your people? Are they worthy of life?”
 
   The image of Cicely, the dryad girl sprang into Marla’s mind, and of her blood, staining Marla’s hands.
 
   “I do not know,” Marla answered, though part of her mind warned her against speaking so.
 
   Marla felt something vast move past her in the mist, a shifting weight of golden light that sent little swirls of turbulence through the perfumed clouds.
 
   “May I see you?” Marla asked.
 
   “In time,” the Empress answered, “We must first learn which of my faces you shall behold when the veil is lifted.”
 
   “You have more than one?” Marla asked.
 
   A sound like wind chimes filled the air with tinkling music before falling silent as the Empress spoke again, “I have many.”
 
   “I did not come here to plead the cause of my people,” Marla said, gathering her scattered thoughts once more.
 
   “Why then, have you come?” the Empress asked.
 
   “I have come to plead the cause of our people,” Marla answered coldly, “and to gather the foes of our common enemy.”
 
   “You drink the rain and think yourself a cloud, little one,” the Empress sighed.
 
   “The Betrayer has returned!” Marla cried.
 
   “The Betrayer?” the Empress chuckled, “That trickster has played his part. His role in the celestial play was brief and unseemly, a tale to frighten children.”
 
   “He is real!” Marla protested, “I have seen him.”
 
   “I do not doubt it, child,” the Empress answered, “but his time has passed. He has no further role to play in the destiny of this world.”
 
   “Perhaps you could help me explain that to him!” Marla snapped.
 
   The wind-chime laughter filled the air again.
 
   “Do not trouble yourself, child,” the Empress sighed, “The shadows of night flee before the light of breaking dawn, and Truth shall always win out over ignorance and deception.”
 
   “No!” Marla cried, “We won’t win if we don’t fight!”
 
   “Fight?” the Empress laughed, “You would wield Destruction against its very creator?”
 
   “He has already destroyed the last refuge of Uroe!” Marla shouted, “I watched him do it, and I could not stop him.”
 
   “Uroe died long before you were born, child,” the Empress sighed, “Its fall haunts your dreams as the dying echo of the world that was.”
 
   “No, I saw it with my own eyes, only days ago,” she said, “He... used me to find it, the final refuge of our mother’s spirit.”
 
   A rumble passed through the floor beneath Marla’s feet.
 
   “Choose your words with care, little one,” the Empress’s voice rolled through the mists like a gathering storm.
 
   “I thought you wanted to hear the truth,” Marla countered.
 
   “Then speak it, child, and pray it balms the one unhealed wound in my heart,” the great dragon spoke, “Tell me of Uroe.”
 
   “I was there,” Marla said, “I was guided by dreams to an island that no one else could find... There I found her, the Queen of the World, a dream herself now, haunting the fallen ruin of the moon that was.”
 
   “My mother died long before your people rose from the ashes of her fall,” the Empress hissed, “You know nothing of that tragedy. Had any part of her survived that day, I would have known... She would have spoken in my dreams! Whatever delusion has brought you here, whatever devil’s poison now infects your mind, I warn you... Do not speak again of my mother’s fall.”
 
   The floor shook, and the golden glow that permeated the mists now darkened to a ruddy orange.
 
   “I thought you didn’t get angry,” Marla said, her breath frosting the suddenly frigid mists. She turned slowly as she searched the fog for any sign of her interrogator.
 
   “Few now live that have seen me so,” the voice in the mist rumbled.
 
   “I have met the Dragon Queen!” Marla shouted, “and she has charged me to gather all of her children together in defiance of the Betrayer. She has given me the purpose, and the authority to do so!”
 
   A blast of wind staggered Marla, sending her reeling before she recovered her footing. The red glow moved upward and away through the mist, casting the frigid clouds into gloom all around her.
 
   The rage that welled up in Marla’s breast warmed her as the mist began to burn away in the heat of the golden light that now emanated from her body.
 
   “I came here to seek your aid, not demand it,” Marla shouted, “but I will have it either way.”
 
   “No!” the Empress’s voice thundered from somewhere far away, “I see you now for what you are... Betrayer.”
 
   Marla tossed back her head and shouted in frustration, her fingers flexed, claw-like at her sides. “Are you a fool?” she demanded, “Do you really think that I’m some kind of demon here to trick you?”
 
   “What fair deception you have played, devil!” the Empress roared, “Offering me the hope of so precious a lie! No, Betrayer, I have passed your test! I will not be drawn so easily into your snare!”
 
   The reddish glow circled around behind Marla now, and she turned to follow it, no longer certain from which direction she had entered the mist-filled chamber.
 
   “Show yourself, then, Empress of Lapria!” Marla shouted, “Let us speak, face to face, and know the truth of things!”
 
   A coil of fiery orange light whipped from the mists and smashed into the floor a few yards away. Its impact threw Marla to her knees as splinters of wood rattled down on the carpet all around her.
 
   “You want to see my face?” the Empress roared, “Look then, Betrayer, upon the Eater of Gods!”
 
   Marla shielded her eyes as fragments of charred wood blasted past her in a hurricane wind. The mists boiled away to slowly reveal the interior of a sphere of glossy black stone, nearly a mile in diameter. A single railed walkway, now smashed to splinters, had once connected the circular platform where Marla knelt to the chamber’s only visible exit, the corridor through which she had entered. Now the last of the clouds burned away to reveal the titanic red-gold dragon that hovered above the broken bridge that had been Marla’s only hope of escape.
 
   The Empress’s golden scales bore the scars of countless battles, her almost equine face cruelly marred by the claws of some ancient foe, and her outstretched wings frayed and torn in many places. The sight of her wounds filled Marla’s heart with an overwhelming sense of pity.
 
   “My sweet child,” Marla whispered without thinking.
 
   “Have you anything else to say before I return you to the darkness where you belong?” the Empress roared.
 
   Marla rose to her feet and wiped a tear from her cheek with her sleeve, too overcome with sorrow to speak.
 
   The Empress landed on the far side of Marla’s platform, buffeting the vampire girl with the wind from her wings. Marla stumbled backward, to the very edge of the platform. She turned and looked down, hoping to see a floor below, but a seething pool of liquid flame covered the lower half of the spherical chamber. A slender pillar of obsidian rose from its depths to support the wooden platform, but its glassy sides offered no handholds or chance of escape.
 
   “You have nothing to say, Weaver of Lies?” the Empress cried. Tears of golden fire streamed from her eyes to follow the creases of her scars down into her snarling jaws. She lifted her head high as she strode forward a step, crushing carpet and timbers alike between her claws.
 
   Marla staggered away from the edge as the platform shook beneath the dragon’s mighty footfall. She had to get back to the others. Perhaps Princess Kire could be persuaded... but first, she had to save her friends and her father.
 
   “You deserve the void!” the Empress shouted, spitting fiery teardrops from her ragged lips, “Not my people... Not my Mother!”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Marla whispered as she gathered her will, focusing her thoughts on the rune of Maizan. She squeezed her eyes shut and brought her fists together across her face as golden motes of light swirled around her body. The image of the name-rune burned clearly in her mind’s eye, and she willed herself to be there, on that columned terrace, overlooking the city.
 
   “Die then, demon, if you can,” the Empress hissed, “and pray to the void you never again see the face of a daughter’s rage!”
 
   Marla’s eyes popped open in terror. “It’s not working!” she cried, finding herself still on the broken terrace at the feet of the Dragon Empress.
 
   The Empress’s jaws parted, and the light of a thousand suns erupted from between her crooked teeth.
 
   The dragon’s fiery breath tore the air from Marla’s lungs in a silent scream, and the impact of the blast hurled her body from the platform. She felt only a momentary sensation of weightlessness before the fire burned away her senses, and then a muffled crunch of breaking bones, felt, not heard, as her body struck the far wall of the chamber.
 
   Then came blackness and the sense of falling into a great, lightless void.
 
   Was she truly the Betrayer after all? Was this nothingness that now claimed her the place she was meant to be?
 
   “Utter nonsense!” a voice hissed from the blackness.
 
   “Merithia?” Marla cried out in the silence of the void.
 
   “Yes, dear,” the dragon answered, “I’m here... and you are not a demon!”
 
   “Am I dead?” Marla asked, her heart fluttering with fear.
 
   “Don’t be silly, dear,” Merithia sighed, “I would tell you if you were.”
 
   “Why couldn’t I open a portal?” Marla demanded, beginning to panic, “Why didn’t it work?”
 
   “I haven’t any idea!” Merithia replied testily, “I never understood how those things worked! As I mentioned, previously, I chose to spend my time more wisely than those gadabouts who flitted around the world in those silly things!”
 
   “Where am I now?” Marla sobbed, “Why can’t I see anything? Where am I?”
 
   “Calm yourself, child,” Merithia chided, “You’ve simply lost your form.”
 
   “What?” Marla demanded, nearly out of her mind with fear.
 
   “It really was a frail thing,” Merithia sighed, “Hardly suited for the task at hand.”
 
   “I’m dead! I’m dead!,” Marla cried.
 
   “Shush! I’ve told you that you aren’t!” Merithia scolded her, “You simply have to remember your true form to bring it back.”
 
   Marla fought her way through the panic, trying to breathe deeply, but finding no breath to breathe.
 
   “That’s it. Calm yourself, child, like that,” Merithia said.
 
   Marla formed in her mind’s eye the image of herself, unharmed and alive. She imagined herself drawing cool air into her lungs.
 
   A sudden flash of light and searing pain drove her again into blackness.
 
   “I can’t!” Marla sobbed.
 
   “Not with that form!” Merithia scoffed, “I told you it was much too frail to survive this!”
 
   “What do you mean?” Marla wept.
 
   “Remember your other form,” Merithia whispered, “your true form.”
 
   “My...” Marla gasped. Her fear drained away as she understood at last the reason why she had come to face the Dragon Empress. She cleared her thoughts again, and then she remembered.
 
   Marla burst from the lake of fire to spread her four golden wings across the vast court of the Laprian Empress. Marla’s shimmering tail coiled and lashed from the depths of the fiery pool, shattering the obsidian column beneath the scarred dragon below her. Shards of black glass and liquid fire hurtled through the air as the Empress fell, her eyes wide with horror and wonder as she beheld the Dragon Queen reborn.
 
   Marla’s golden scales flashed like lightning as she caught the falling Empress in her outstretched hands, and her claws, like flawless diamonds, curled gently around the Laprian dragon’s body, bearing her up before she could touch the fiery pool below.
 
   Marla’s eyes blazed with the heat of her boundless joy as she smiled upon her sister-daughter whose war-torn face gazed up at her with the adoration of a lost child.
 
   “How?” the Empress wept.
 
   “Love cannot die,” Marla answered in a voice like the breaking dawn.
 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-four
 
   Astorra
 
   “I still don’t know how anybody is supposed to see anything through these things,” Garrett grumbled as he fidgeted with the visor of his new helm. At least the padded cap he wore beneath it made for a snug fit. Indeed, the entire suit of plated mail fit Garrett like a second skin. Sir Baelan’s armorer certainly knew his trade. If it weren’t for the full bascinet helm obscuring his vision of the field below, he could get used to walking around in the guise of an Astorran knight. He wiggled the helmet a bit more, trying to get a look at the Chadiri legion that sprawled like a red carpet across the opposite hillside.
 
   At last he simply pushed the visor fully open and took a deep breath of the morning air.
 
   “Sir Perdle,” Haven called out in a sing-song voice, “keep your face covered, or you’ll catch a chill.”
 
   “No one’s looking at me,” Garrett hissed under his breath, giving his page a sour look.
 
   Haven grinned back at him, looking cute in her polished barbute helm and leather armor. Over it all, she wore a simple blue surcoat with no embroidery to hint at her young knight’s true identity. She leaned with one elbow on the rim of Garrett’s blue-painted shield that she held for him, its pointed base sunk into the grass of the hillside.
 
   The two other women in mail armor and matching blue surcoats smirked at him as well. Even through their remarkable illusion of humanity, Garrett could sense the wolfish cunning of Mink and Luma, sent by Raikja to act as Garrett’s bodyguards during the battle to come. The nearest real Astorran stood about twenty yards to their left as Garrett and his companions had taken up position at the far end of the ranks of Astorran footmen. A few of the younger soldiers had made the attempt to welcome Garrett, or rather Sir Perdle, and his female retainers to the formation, but the ladies had made it clear that they were content to stand apart. Mink and Luma had proven most persuasive in that regard.
 
   Garrett nodded to the sisters before looking away, his eyes drawn by the thudding approach of a horse riding along the hill below.
 
   “Sir Baelan!” Garrett called out as the knight rode up.
 
   “Sir knight,” Baelan greeted him simply as he swung down from his horse to clasp Garrett’s hand through their gauntlets. The big knight’s face beamed with excitement, and he looked ten years younger than he had in the ashen wastes of the Gloaran swamp. His silver pauldron flashed in the morning sun as he turned to look across the shallow valley toward the enemy host arrayed against them.
 
   “A glorious morning to be alive!” Sir Baelan laughed, “I feared I would never see such a day again.”
 
   “Well... here you go,” Garrett chuckled awkwardly.
 
   Sir Baelan sighed as he looked at Garrett again with true gratitude in his eyes. “My spirit soars this day,” he said, “Thank you. You have revived the beating heart of our kingdom.”
 
   Garrett glanced away, squirming a little, but his armor hid it well. He simply smiled and nodded his acceptance of the knight’s praise.
 
   “Whatever happens this day, I am proud to call myself an Astorran,” Sir Baelan said with a trembling smile.
 
   “I wish you’d let us help against the Chadiri,” Garrett whispered, casting a wary glance toward the line of Astorran footmen who seemed to be taking a great interest in whatever the King’s Gatewarden was saying to the strange young knight.
 
   Sir Baelan shook his head. “This is Astorra’s day,” he insisted, “A day for Astorrans... all Astorrans to stand against those who have defiled our honor.”
 
   “There sure are a lot of redjacks down there,” Garrett sighed, looking across the field toward the red legion.
 
   “Then no Astorran shall be denied ample opportunity for glory this day!” Sir Baelan said, raising his voice loud enough to be heard by the eavesdropping soldiers nearby.
 
   A great “Hurrah!” went up from the ranks at Sir Baelan’s words.
 
   “Just be careful, all right?” Garrett sighed quietly.
 
   “We shall fight, shoulder to shoulder with your people soon enough,” Sir Baelan whispered, “but today is our day... a day of redemption.”
 
   Garrett nodded. “What about Anders and the other guys?” Garrett asked, “I’ve been hoping I won’t run into them. You seen them around?”
 
   Sir Baelan laughed, his eyes going toward the center of the Astorran cavalry, far along the hillside to their left. “The Holly Briar has been given the honor of the first charge... in deference to their loyal service to the crown,” he said quietly, “I doubt very much that you will meet any of them this day, or, perhaps, any other after this.”
 
   “Whose idea was that?” Haven chuckled.
 
   Sir Baelan went a little pink, and his eyes fell. “The King saw the wisdom of council in this regard,” he answered modestly.
 
   “How is... the King?” Garrett asked, trying to make the question sound casual.
 
   Sir Baelan’s eyes rose again, full of admiration. “I have never seen him so,” he answered, “It is almost as if his father’s spirit has returned, but... no, it isn’t that exactly... He is a man, made anew. It is as though the wound has lanced the sickness from his heart, as a leech draws poison from the veins, and he is healed by its harm.”
 
   “I’m glad he’s feeling better,” Garrett offered hopefully.
 
   “My thanks to you,” Sir Baelan sighed, laying his hand on Garrett’s pauldron, “My country’s thanks as well, though they may never know you as the bringer of their salvation.”
 
   “Yeah, well,” Garrett said, squirming again beneath his gambeson, “It’s probably best that everybody just forgets about the whole thing.”
 
   Sir Baelan nodded and sighed again. “It must suffice that we alone know the service you have done Astorra, I and the King you have returned to us. This great deed, I shall never forget.”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett sighed.
 
   A blast of trumpets brought a welcomed coup de grâce to the conversation, and Sir Baelan quickly excused himself to mount again and ride toward the center of the Astorran lines.
 
   “He still doesn’t know,” Haven whispered to Garrett, once the knight was gone.
 
   “There’s nothing to know,” Garrett mumbled, “Everything worked out fine... Everything’s fine.”
 
   “You’re sweating, Sir Perdle,” Haven chuckled.
 
   Garrett mopped the exposed patch of his brow with the leather cuff of his gauntlet. “It’s just condensation,” he muttered.
 
   “Of course, it is,” Haven laughed, “Well you’d better start thinking some happy thoughts, because the grass is starting to look a little wilty.”
 
   “Oh fesche!” Garrett cursed, looking down to notice the dark patch of dead grass between the pointed toes of his sabatons. He hopped back a few steps, distancing himself from the stain. He looked up, blushing, as stifled laughter rippled through the ranks of the footmen nearby.
 
   “You think they saw?” Garrett gasped.
 
   Mink, or Luma, Garrett couldn’t be sure which it was in their human forms, leaned close and whispered, “It’s all right... They just think you wet yourself.”
 
   “Oh... good,” Garrett said with a frown.
 
   “Perfectly understandable, given the odds against us,” Haven said, gesturing toward the Chadiri lines.
 
   Garrett looked as well, and then really did feel a bit like soiling himself. Great columns of black smoke belched up from the Chadiri lines as the red-armored soldiers ignited vats of burning pitch alongside the great war-machines they had arranged, overlooking the valley.
 
   “What are those?” he asked.
 
   “Ballistae, catapults, they probably sowed the field with caltrops the night before... I would have,” Haven said, observing the enemy’s defensive lines with admiration, “not to mention the archers, and... ooh! Is that a trebuchet? I always wanted to see one of those!”
 
   “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” Garrett scoffed.
 
   She sidled even closer to him now with a wicked grin on her face. “Well, look at it this way, Sir Perdle,” she whispered, “At least when you do have to reanimate the whole of Astorra, you can comfort yourself with the knowledge that they all died gloriously with smiles on their faces.”
 
   “Hmn,” Garrett grunted before chuckling quietly to himself.
 
   “What?” Haven asked.
 
   “I was just imagining a whole army of smiling zombies,” he whispered.
 
   “Ugh,” she groaned, “now I’ve got to find a way to get that image out of my head.”
 
   Garrett pulled her close and kissed her as best he could, though his raised visor clattered against the steel brow of her barbute. A dull thud sounded as Haven let his shield drop to the grass beside her.
 
   “Sir Perdle!” she mumbled into his lips, “What will the Astorrans think?”
 
   Another blast of trumpets, louder this time, interrupted Garrett’s happy thoughts. Haven pulled away with a silly grin on her face, though her gloved fingers wriggled into his gauntleted grip between them.
 
   A great cheer swept through the Astorran ranks as Inglefras burst from the lines with Cabre astride his back. The huge warhorse pounded the hillside as the King rode along the line with his sword held high. His dark hair streamed behind him, his steel crown dark against his pale brow. He wore armor of mail and plates, polished to mirror brightness that flashed in the sunlight, and Inglefras’s silvery coat gleamed, nearly as bright. Together they moved as one, man and horse, riding as though for the pure joy of life and freedom, and Garrett could feel the almost palpable surge of spirit that spread through the Astorran ranks at the sight of them.
 
   “My people!” Cabre shouted, his voice loud enough to be heard at the farthest reaches of the line, “I come before you today to ask your forgiveness!”
 
   A hush fell across the crowd as the young king slipped from Inglefras’s saddle and fell to his knee upon the grassy hillside.
 
   “I have failed in my duty to protect you!” Cabre shouted, his voice filled with a resonant power that sent a little shiver through Garrett’s spine.
 
   The Astorrans shook their heads in disbelief, but none dared break the silence.
 
   “I have failed to be the man that my father... that my mother would have had me become,” Cabre shouted, “You deserved better than I gave you.”
 
   Cries of dismay now rose from the Astorran ranks.
 
   “I ask your forgiveness,” Cabre cried, “and the forgiveness of all who suffered while I did nothing to save them.”
 
   Garrett felt a little twinge of something inside, though he could not quite explain what it was. For the first time since Haerad’s death, he felt something, not quite hateful, when he looked at the man who now wore Haerad’s crown.
 
   “I rise now, as if from a tomb,” Cabre cried, standing again, “and, if you will have me, I would be honored to ride with you this day... I would ride with you, in defense of those who cannot defend themselves... in honor of those we carry forever in our hearts... in the trust of those, yet unborn, who would inherit a free Astorra, unsullied by the evil that lies now before us.”
 
   Another cheer rose from the Astorran lines at his words.
 
   Cabre swung back up into his saddle again, and Inglefras tossed his black mane as he wheeled beneath his king, anxious to join battle with the enemy below. Cabre turned his horse back to face his countrymen again. “I call now upon not only you brave soldiers of Astorra,” Cabre shouted, “but on the very spirits of this land, the ancient voices of wood and stone and air... to cry out against this hated foe and drive it from our home!”
 
   Inglefras reared beneath him as Cabre thrust his sword high into the air, and a deep tremor shook the hillside beneath their feet.
 
   Startled cries rose from the Astorrans as the very earth seemed to answer to the King’s call.
 
   “Fear not!” Cabre shouted, “For the land itself cries out against this foe who has stained its green fields with the blood of the innocent. It cries out for men of honor to answer its call and cleanse this stain from our fair land... Will you ride with me this day?”
 
   Cabre turned to look across the field toward where Garrett stood, watching him in awe.
 
   “This day, we make things right again,” Cabre shouted, “For all Astorrans.”
 
   The voices of men now shook the hillside as lances and swords and axes and shields lifted high along the lines, and armored horses nickered and stamped their hooves in anticipation.
 
   Garrett looked across the valley to where the Chadiri lines bristled with equal enthusiasm, their backs protected by the thick forest, impassable to the Astorran cavalry. The black smoke of pitch fires rolled across the sky to veil the sun as the droning chant of the Chadiri war hymn now reached the ears of the Astorran host.
 
   “Astorra!” Cabre screamed, the power of his voice sending little tingles through Garrett’s gut.
 
   “Astorra!” roared the ragged voices of the knights and footmen arrayed along the hillside as they surged forward into battle.
 
   Inglefras whinnied and reared again and then nearly dove forward down the hill into the shallow valley, leading the charge of the Astorran knights.
 
   “Shouldn’t he let the other guys go first?” Haven asked as the foot soldiers to their left surged downhill after their king.
 
   “I’m not sure the Chadiri could even kill him now at all,” Garrett mused, watching Cabre ride, now at least four horse lengths ahead of his closest knights, “I’m not even sure how you kill a ghast... Maybe Max knows, since he invented them.”
 
   “Well, you might want to ask him, the next time you see him,” Haven chuckled as she watched the Astorran charge, “in case Cabre gets any ideas about expanding his territory.”
 
   “Starweaver’s on our side,” Garrett sighed.
 
   “Maybe,” Haven grumbled, “and you’re assuming Starweaver’s in control down there.”
 
   “That didn’t seem much like Cabre giving that speech,” Garrett protested.
 
   “Well, whoever’s in charge of him,” Haven said, “what are we supposed to do if, once he routs the Chadiri, he turns his eyes south? I mean, with a voice like that, he could... Look! There goes the trebuchet!”
 
   Garrett cringed as he watched the enormous Chadiri war machine drop its massive counterweight, swinging its long wooden arm to hurl a flaming barrel of pitch far across the valley floor. The fiery projectile tumbled down among the charging ranks of Astorran knights, and men and horses disappeared in a sooty ball of orange flame as it exploded.
 
   “Ooh!” one of the ghoul sisters exclaimed as Mink and Luma sat down on the hillside to watch the show.
 
   Now the other war machines loosed their flaming missiles into the Astorrans, but still they charged, undaunted, toward the line of red shields and spike-filled pits along the Chadiri front lines.
 
   “Well, Cabre may live, but I don’t see how the rest of them are going to...” Haven’s voice trailed off as a bone-chilling shriek rose from the forest behind the Chadiri lines.
 
   That sound still gives me chills, Brahnek Spellbreaker’s voice whispered in Garrett’s mind.
 
   “What is it?” Garrett murmured aloud.
 
   The battle cry of the war-bred, Brahnek answered, a sound not heard since the dragon wars, perhaps, but a sound you will never forget.
 
   Garrett watched as the woods behind the Chadiri vomited out a shadowy mass of twisted boggarts, mingled with the ghostly forms of goblins and trolls. The towering shade of Crookjaw the ettin strode before them, wading into the Chadiri rearguard with great sweeping blows of his spectral fists that sent red-armored men fleeing in terror before him.
 
   “I thought the Chadiri were supposed to be brave,” one of the sisters, Mink or Luma, laughed.
 
   “Anybody can be brave until a boggart sinks their teeth into them,” Haven chuckled.
 
   “Those aren’t boggarts,” the other sister said, pointing across the field.
 
   Garrett let out a surprised breath as he watched a flock of wisps spill from the woods behind the boggart horde, and, beneath them ran centaurs and fauns and other living fae, screaming their defiance as they ran toward the packed Chadiri lines.
 
   The wisps fell among the Chadiri defenders like bright rain, rising from the earth again as fiery blue ghosts in the shapes of screaming elven warriors while the living fae scrambled over the Chadiri war machines, pulling and smashing them apart.
 
   Cabre and the other knights had nearly reached the Chadiri shield line by now, and Garrett watched in horror as Inglefras and hundreds of other horses charged up the hill, heedless of the bristling spikes in the pits before them.
 
   “Kilkaelam!” Cabre’s voice roared across the field, and Garrett gasped in wonder as the earth shook again.
 
   The entire Chadiri front line slid downhill nearly twenty yards as the dirt beneath their feet churned and crumbled like an avalanche of freshly-tilled earth, spilling down to fill the spiked pits with chunks of sod and the wriggling bodies of the Chadiri shieldmen.
 
   The Astorran cavalry crashed over them like a breaking wave. Inglefras and his fellows struggled for a moment, churning, knee-deep through the loose soil as they rode over the fallen war priests.
 
   Haven let out a disappointed sigh as her trebuchet now groaned and twisted in the grip of fairy magic. Its long wooden throwing arm sprouted green branches from a dozen places, and flowered vines sprang up from the earth to pull it down.
 
   The Astorran footmen arrived last to the battle, joining in with ghosts and fairytale creatures alike as they battered down the remnants of the Chadiri occupation forces.
 
   Finally, when the clashing of steel had at last subsided, the weary Astorrans stood, looking at their strange new allies across the bodies of the fallen. Then all eyes turned toward the pale young king astride his mud-spattered warhorse.
 
   Cabre raised his battle-tarnished sword high above his head as a trio of wisps slowly descended to play upon his crown like golden fire, as they had done, so long ago in the cavern of bones.
 
   “Our peoples, united, for now and always!” Cabre shouted, “This I swear! Now and always!”
 
   “Now and always!” shouted the voices of men and ghosts and fae.
 
   Garrett smiled as he turned and walked away.
 
   “We aren’t staying for the party?” Haven asked as she and the sisters followed him over the crest of the hill.
 
   “It’s not our party,” Garrett said.
 
   “That’s your victory down there,” she said.
 
   Garrett shook his head. “I never wanted that,” he said.
 
   “Still... where would they be without you?” she asked.
 
   Garrett smiled at her as she walked beside him.
 
   “Where to now, Songreaver?” Luma asked, she and her sister having shed their human guises.
 
   “South,” Garrett answered, “to the real party.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-five
 
   The Village of Plank
 
   “I’m gonna look ridiculous,” Warren groaned as his father stooped to tie the blue silk ribbons around his son’s furry ankles. Bargas had Warren perched atop an overturned armoire in the corner of the parlor of the Mayor’s house.
 
   “It’s tradition,” Bargas growled as he reached up to wrap a third ribbon around Warren’s neck. “How did she say to tie this?” he mumbled to himself as he struggled to work the intricate knot with his claws.
 
   “You want some help?” Garrett offered.
 
   “I got this!” Bargas hissed, pulling the knot tight around Warren’s neck.
 
   “Too tight!” Warren gasped.
 
   “Hold on!” Bargas rumbled as he tried to work the knot loose.
 
   “You look like a gallowgloom,” Diggs mumbled through a mouthful of pie as he sat, sprawled across the old Mayor’s chair with the skulls still nailed to its armrests.
 
   “Nope,” Warren said, hooking a claw through the neck ribbon and snapping it apart.
 
   “Dammit boy!” Bargas cursed, “I almost had it!”
 
   Warren took a deep breath, enjoying his renewed airflow, and shook his head. “I’m not doin’ the neck ribbon.”
 
   “It’s tradition,” Bargas repeated.
 
   ‘How do you know?” Warren protested, “How does anyone know what their traditions are?”
 
   Bargas shrugged. “It’s important to Ym,” he said, “That’s good enough fer me, and it should be good enough fer you... especially tonight!”
 
   Warren’s shoulders sagged as he accepted defeat, and Bargas fetched another ribbon.
 
   “Now don’t break this one,” Bargas said, “It’s the last one we got.”
 
   “Tie it on right, and I won’t have to,” Warren mumbled.
 
   Bargas slapped Warren’s ear with the flat of his palm and then began tying the last ribbon around the sullen ghoul’s neck.
 
   “You look fine,” Garrett said, giving his friend a cheerful smile.
 
   “Yeah, Warren,” Diggs laughed, spitting chunks of sugary crust as he tried to keep a straight face, “You look fine!”
 
   “Shut up Diggs,” Warren simmered.
 
   “Everybody shut up an’ let me concentrate!” Bargas barked. The massive gray ghoul screwed up his face, squinting his eyes as he pinched the ends of the delicate blue ribbon between the tips of his iron-hard digging claws. With a final grunt of effort, he pulled the ribbon tight and then stepped away with a satisfied sigh.
 
   Warren leveled a single claw at Diggs’s face as the brindle-furred ghoul opened his mouth to speak again.
 
   “It looks very... traditional,” Diggs said, lifting his paws inoffensively.
 
   Warren made a low growl in the base of his throat, but let it pass.
 
   “It don’t matter how it looks to anybody else, boy,” Bargas said, clapping his son on the shoulder, “It only matters how it looks to her.”
 
   “Yeah,” Warren sighed. He hopped down from the overturned cabinet and stood before his father with a crooked smile on this face.
 
   Bargas nodded and took a deep breath. “I wish yer ma could see you now,” he sighed.
 
   Warren’s eyes and smile tensed, and then he leaned forward to hug his dad.
 
   Bargas cleared his throat as he pulled away at last. “Well,” he said quietly, “I got some things to check on outside. You good here ‘till we call for you?”
 
   Warren nodded.
 
   “I’ma check on Gammi Boots and see if she needs any help,” Diggs said, wiping his paws on his furry thighs as the got to his feet.
 
   “You stay close! It’s almost time!” Bargas snapped as he headed out the door, “I gotta go lookin’ for you when the time comes, I’m gonna send you back to yer momma short a tail!”
 
   “I’ll be there!” Diggs growled, giving the parting ghoul a dirty look. His expression immediately brightened to a mask of feigned innocence when Bargas glanced back at him.
 
   Garrett and Diggs watched Bargas leave before turning their attention to Warren once again.
 
   Warren glared silently at the brindle ghoul, and Garrett thought he could hear the sound of fangs grinding together behind Warren’s black lips.
 
   Diggs’s amused expression softened, and then he reached out to clap Warren on his shaggy upper arm. “Congratulations, Warren,” he said, sounding sincere, “She’s amazing.”
 
   Warren’s eyes softened, and he nodded his thanks to his friend.
 
   “I have no idea what she sees in you,” Diggs said shaking his head, “but, whatever it is, you’re lucky you got it.”
 
   Warren gave Diggs a sour smirk. “Go eat some pies,” he growled, jerking his head toward the door.
 
   Diggs laughed and loped away through the door, leaving Garrett and Warren alone in the parlor.
 
   “You wanna get somethin’ to eat too?” Warren asked.
 
   “No,” Garrett said, “I’ll hang out with you... unless you’d rather be alone or somethin’.”
 
   “No!” Warren exclaimed before adding, more quietly, “No.”
 
   “You all right?” Garrett asked as he moved to take the Mayor’s seat. He paused to brush a few chunks of pie from the velvet and bone before sitting down.
 
   “Yeah,” Warren sighed as he leaned back against the opposite wall, “I really am.”
 
   Garrett smiled.
 
   “You know, Gar,” Warren mused, “I never saw it like this... I mean I always figured... I don’t even know what I thought it would be like... Stupid kid ideas about how things would turn out.”
 
   “They turned out all right though,” Garrett said.
 
   “Yeah, they did,” Warren chuckled as his eyes grew distant, “I love her, Gar. I love her more than anything.”
 
   “That’s good,” Garrett said.
 
   “Yeah,” Warren said, falling silent for a long moment before he spoke again. “I just wanna make somethin’ good for her, you know, so maybe she can just forget about the bad stuff... Do you think it can work like that?”
 
   “I dunno,” Garrett admitted.
 
   Warren scratched at his chin with a long claw, looking thoughtful. “I’m gonna make it work like that, Gar,” he said, “I’m gonna make so much good stuff in her life that she’s not gonna have any time left to remember the bad stuff.”
 
   Garrett smiled again.
 
   Warren shook his head and chuckled, looking at Garrett again now. “What about you?” he asked.
 
   “Huh?” Garrett said, breaking from some private thought.
 
   “What’re your plans now?” Warren asked.
 
   Garrett shrugged. “I guess we see what Max is up to, maybe head home.”
 
   “What about your idea?” Warren asked, “What about Taelish?”
 
   Garrett’s smile faded, and his eyes fell. “I don’t think that’s gonna happen anymore,” he answered quietly.
 
   “Why not?” Warren asked, leaning forward slightly.
 
   Garrett looked toward the window, hearing the muffled sound of the revelers without. “Because it’s not just these people that need my help,” he said.
 
   Warren’s expression darkened. “Listen, Gar,” he sighed, “I know Uncle Raik helped you out and everything, but you don’t owe the White Pack anything! You’re not part of their war.”
 
   “Yeah, I am,” Garrett replied, “Maybe I’m not even on their side, but I am part of it... maybe the most important part when it comes down to it, and I can’t just pretend that this isn’t gonna catch up to me eventually.”
 
   A cold look passed over Warren’s face as he considered Garrett’s words. “So you really are gonna take on the vampires?” he whispered.
 
   “Somebody has to,” Garrett said.
 
   Warren raised his eyebrows and blew air through his lips. “Well,” he said at last, “can we at least wait ‘till after the honeymoon before we declare war on everybody?”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett laughed, “we can wait.”
 
   “And what about the redjacks?” Warren asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Garrett sighed, “I’m kinda hopin’ that Max and Uncle Tinjin already wiped ‘em all out, and we can just go home now.”
 
   “That would be pretty funny, wouldn’t it?” Warren chuckled.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett laughed as well.
 
   The two friends fell into a silent reverie as they listened to the distant sounds of music through the walls and windows of the Astorran home.
 
   “Warren?” Garrett spoke up as the song came to an end.
 
   “Yeah, Gar?” Warren said.
 
   “You remember when you found me back in Brenhaven?” Garrett asked.
 
   “Yeah, I remember,” Warren said with a smile.
 
   “I don’t know what would have happened to me if you hadn’t shown up when you did,” Garrett said.
 
   “Probably the same thing that woulda happened to me, if I hadn’t met you,” Warren laughed, “We’da been dragon chow!”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so,” Garrett said.
 
   “Doesn’t matter now, though,” Warren said, “‘cause we did meet, and that’s what’s important.”
 
   “Yeah, it is important,” Garrett agreed, “and I guess I just wanted to say that.”
 
   “Yeah,” Warren said, nodding his head, “I know what you mean.”
 
   The sound of the house’s front door swinging open drew their attention toward the parlor’s entrance.
 
   Bargas poked his shaggy head into the room and rumbled, “It’s time.”
 
   “Oh fesche,” Warren hissed, springing to attention with a terrified look in his eyes.
 
   Bargas grinned at his son. “Come on, boy,” he said, “you don’t wanna keep this lady waitin’.”
 
   Garrett stood up, pausing to straighten his knee-length doublet of dark blue wool. The hood that accompanied it fit a bit too snugly for Garrett’s taste, and the back of it came to a silly point that hung down between his shoulder blades like a ponytail, but Ymowyn had assured him that it was quite fashionable in Astorra. At least the doublet concealed all but the shins of the pale blue hose she had given him to wear, while the curled toe shoes should serve to distract anyone from too close of an appraisal of the rest of the outfit.
 
   Warren took one last look around the room, as though searching for any misplaced courage, and then he followed his father out with Garrett close behind.
 
   The cool breeze of evening greeted them, carrying with it the scent of nature and cook fires. Garrett and the ghouls stepped out of the house to the welcoming smiles of centaurs, fauns, and dryads. The Astorran fae that lined the street outside the old mayor’s home tossed wildflower petals in Warren’s path as he took the lead. Drums beat out a solemn pace, and bells jingled, matching the shaggy ghoul’s steps as he walked toward the town square, his eyes straight ahead.
 
   Bargas smiled as he fell back a few steps to walk beside Garrett as they followed Warren to the square.
 
   “Strange thing,” Bargas murmured, just loud enough for Garrett to hear, “feelin’ like you wanna cry an’ laugh at the same time.”
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett agreed.
 
   “Good feelin’ though,” Bargas sighed, “good feelin’.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Warren paused when they reached the outer perimeter of the square. A cloud of wisps hung over the broad courtyard, filling it with a rich golden light, like countless miniature moons, hung in the twilight sky. Their glow sparkled in the bubbling pool of the fountain at the center of the square, its waters now strewn with flowers that swirled languidly in the breeze.
 
   To the left side of the square stood a host of spirits, anchored by the towering shadow of Crookjaw’s ghost. Around him, the translucent forms of goblins, elves, and trolls smiled at Warren’s arrival, though some of their spectral grins seemed a bit unsettling. To the right stood a crowd of living fae, with the giant Larz acting as visual counterweight to the ghostly ettin across the square.
 
   The rest of the wedding party waited on the far side of the fountain. Garrett’s breath caught when he saw Haven.
 
   She stood, smiling at him from across the fountain, the white satin of her Astorran dress shimmering in the wisplight. She wore a crown of woven wildflowers, and beneath, the tips of her chestnut brown hair brushed against shoulders laid nearly bare by the broad throat of her cream-colored gown. Her embroidered sleeves came to points, just above the knuckles of her fingers, fingers that now fidgeted with the pleats of her ankle-length skirt. Her smile turned a bit wry as she blushed and looked away, unable to bear Garrett’s gape-jawed stare any longer.
 
   Scupp, leaned over and whispered something in Haven’s ear that made her giggle and blush even redder.
 
   Scupp gave Garrett a sharp-toothed grin as she readjusted her own flowery crown and straightened the long white scarf that she wore around her neck, tied into a bow just beneath her left ear.
 
   At the center someone had erected a trellised arch, woven with flowers. Within it stood Lady Browelle, dressed in a verdant gown of velvety leaves, garlanded with flowering vines. She had traded her usual stern expression for one of quiet benevolence as she presided over the gathered assembly. To the right of the dryad, Diggs stood, brushing a few crumbs from his brindle fur as he waited for Warren and Garrett to join him.
 
   Bargas patted Warren on the back as he moved to take his place with the other Gloarans. Mujah gave Warren an encouraging wave from where he stood with Cenick, beside the great direwolf Ghausse who sat on his haunches with his tongue lolling wetly from his grinning jaws. Garrett grinned as well to see Caleb and Timan on the other side of the wolf, dressed in fresh blue robes and headdresses. He was surprised to notice the girl Mirion, standing to Timan’s left. She seemed to have recovered from the hardships of their journey in the north, but pain still haunted her eyes as she met Garrett’s gaze for a brief moment before looking away.
 
   “Come on, Gar,” Warren said, “Let’s do this.”
 
   Garrett followed his friend around the fountain to take their places between Diggs and the dryad woman who would officiate the ceremony. Though their last meeting had not been a pleasant one, Lady Browelle greeted Garrett with a seemingly sincere smile as she gently guided the rather nervous Warren into his proper place.
 
   “You got the ring?” Warren whispered to Garrett as they turned to face the fountain with their backs to the arched trellis.
 
   “Yeah,” Garrett said, putting his hand on the small velvet pouch at his belt, “but Starweaver said you weren’t supposed to touch it until you’re ready to put it on her finger.
 
   “What’ll happen if I do?” Warren asked.
 
   “I dunno,” Garrett whispered, “he just said not to.”
 
   “Seems a little weird to me,” Warren mumbled.
 
   “You don’t have to give it to her if you don’t want to,” Garrett said.
 
   “No... I just wish I knew where he got it from, that’s all,” Warren sighed.
 
   “He’s a ghost... or he was a ghost,” Garrett mused, “I guess he probably got it from a tomb or somethin’. It looks really old... nice, but old.”
 
   “That’s what worries me,” Warren whispered.
 
   “You’ve given her plenty of stuff that you dug outta tombs!” Garrett said.
 
   “Yeah, but I knew where that stuff came from,” Warren protested.
 
   “Like I said,” Garrett sighed, “you don’t have to give it to her... He just wanted to give you guys a nice wedding present to apologize for not being here himself. It’s up to you what you do...”
 
   “Shh!” Scupp hissed them to silence as the droning beat of drums died away.
 
   All eyes turned to the far side of the square and a flutter of wings preceded a flock of songbirds that suddenly swooped low and then lifted skyward. In their wake followed a pair of centaur girls, bearing tall banners of white gossamer that fluttered behind them. Through the billowing cloth, Garrett caught a glimpse of golden light and white satin.
 
   As the musicians played an achingly sweet melody on harp and pipes, Lady Ymowyn walked gracefully toward them with a glowing fairy hovering at her side. Shortgrass radiated golden warmth as he kept pace with the fox woman, and behind her, Sender, Mila, Pock, and at least a dozen Astorran fairies carried the long train of Ymowyn’s gown. The red fur of her pointed ears framed either side of her lace veil, and her slender hands held a bouquet of frost-white roses at her breast. Hundreds of pearls, sewn into the fabric of her dress, formed swirling patterns of iridescence upon the creamy satin, with traces of rainbow hues that hinted at the presence of fairy magic.
 
   Warren let out a little whimper, and Garrett looked to see a tear streaming down his friend’s shaggy cheek.
 
   Ymowyn rounded the fountain now, and Haven and Scupp stepped back to welcome her approach as the musicians fell silent again. Shortgrass and the other fairies moved away, leaving Ymowyn as she passed her bouquet to Haven with a slight nod of gratitude.
 
   Warren was trembling as the satin-gowned fox woman stepped up before him, and though he towered head and shoulders above her, he whined like a puppy when she looked up at him through her veil.
 
   “I love you,” she whispered.
 
   Warren nodded his head and answered nervously, “Me too.”
 
   Garrett thought he caught a hint of a smile through Ymowyn’s veil as she and Warren turned to face the dryad presiding over the ceremony.
 
   “We have gathered together tonight, to witness the union of two souls,” Lady Browelle spoke, “Two so tightly bound by love that they have become One.”
 
   Garrett glanced toward Haven to see her smiling at him. He smiled back before she could look away again.
 
   “They bind their lives together, not with oaths of breath and will, but with the living threads of their love, woven together... growing together until the vine and tree are inseparable... indistinguishable from one another... one life, shared and cherished.
 
   “Such a union is not joined in a single night. What we witness here is not the planting of a seed, but rather the blossoming of that which was planted, and the rich promise of the fruits it shall bear. We share in the witnessing of it, for our joy, and theirs’, and, though we have no doubt of the answer, we ask the question.
 
   “Will you take one another... take joy and shelter in one another... to share in all things, fair and foul, that may come?”
 
   Warren and Ymowyn answered together, “We will.”
 
   “And will you open your hearts to one another, holding back nothing for yourself, but sharing, without reservation, the other’s hopes, and dreams, and burdens, as if they were your own, for so long as you both draw breath?” Lady Browelle asked.
 
   “We will,” they answered.
 
   “Then we have born witness, gladly, to your love, and impart our many blessings upon your love, and upon you,” the dryad said with a smile, “Let nothing come between you again, from this moment until the end of days.”
 
   Warren’s hands were steady now as he lifted Ymowyn’s veil to reveal the fox woman’s adoring green eyes and blissful smile. He leaned forward, pressing his muzzle to hers as the crowd erupted with cheers at their kiss.
 
   “Mwing,” Warren mumbled, reaching back toward Garrett with his left paw as he continued to kiss his bride.
 
   Garrett fumbled quickly with his belt, retrieving the little pouch that contained the ring. “Careful,” he cautioned as he upended the pouch over Warren’s open palm.
 
   A delicate band of woven gold spilled out into the gray ghoul’s paw, and Warren at last pulled away from Ymowyn’s lips.
 
   Ymowyn’s eyelids fluttered as she caught her breath, staring uncomprehendingly at the ring in Warren’s hands.
 
   “I got you something,” Warren said, rolling the little piece of jewelry between his thick fingers to get a better grip on it.
 
   “Where did you get that?” she gasped.
 
   “Dead guy,” the ghoul answered as he lifted her left hand in his own and then gently slipped the ring onto her finger.
 
   A warm breeze whispered in the leaves of the trees and caught at the hem of Ymowyn’s gown, as she looked down in wonder at the shining band of gold.
 
   “It’s beautiful!” she sighed with tears in her eyes.
 
   “You like it?” Warren asked with a hopeful look.
 
   Ymowyn sprang up on her toes and pulled the big ghoul down into a tight embrace.
 
   Garrett smiled.
 
   “Oh,” Ymowyn said, releasing him at last, “I almost forgot.” She tugged down her right sleeve, baring the red fur of her arm all the way to her elbow before reaching out to grasp Warren’s right elbow in her left hand. She lifted her bare right arm to Warren with a questioning look in her eyes.
 
   “Really?” Warren asked with a bemused grin.
 
   “You wore the ribbons for me,” she said, “It’s only fair that we have at least one of your traditions.”
 
   “You’re sure?” Warren said.
 
   Ymowyn nodded.
 
   Warren parted his jaws slightly, taking Ymowyn’s forearm gently between his black lips. He lifted his shaggy right arm to Ymowyn’s lips as well.
 
   Ymowyn gave a cringing squint as she stretched her jaws around Warren’s massive forearm, pressing her dainty fangs into his gray fur.
 
   “‘ea’y?” Warren asked with his mouth around her arm.
 
   “Uh huh,” she answered, squeezing her eyes shut in disgust.
 
   Warren grunted in pain as Ymowyn bit down hard. He looked even more uncomfortable when he pressed the tips of his yellow fangs into Ymowyn’s arm, just piercing her skin.
 
   Then both of them started to laugh as Ymowyn opened her eyes again, and they looked at one another across the tops of their punctured arms.
 
   “I’m sorry, but that was awful!” Ymowyn laughed with her muzzle stained red.
 
   “I know!” Warren laughed back with just the slightest trace of her blood on his lips.
 
   “I love you,” she cried as Haven stepped forward to bind the pinprick wounds in her arm.
 
   “I love you too!” Warren replied as Garrett and Diggs frantically searched for a way to staunch the dripping flow of blood from the bite marks in Warren’s flesh. Haven whistled to get Garrett’s attention and then tossed him a roll of bandages she had stashed behind the trellises. He gave her a grateful grin and then helped Diggs wrap Warren’s arm.
 
   “Are we married now?” Warren asked as they finished tying off the bandage.
 
   “We’d better be!” Ymowyn growled as she sprang forward again, seizing her new husband by the ribbon around his throat and pulling him into a lingering kiss.
 
   Bargas let out an ear-splitting howl, and the other ghouls joined in. The crowd roared their approval, drowning the music as the band banged out a triumphant reel.
 
   Warren scooped Ymowyn up in his arms and carried her from the square as people crowded them with offered blessings.
 
   Garrett watched them go with a sad smile. He now understood what Mister Bargas had meant about wanting to laugh and cry at the same time.
 
   “Nice booties,” Scupp interrupted Garrett’s thoughts as she shouldered into him on her way past.
 
   “Thanks,” he chuckled, looking down at his ridiculous footwear.
 
   “Come on,” the brindle-furred ghoul said with a grin as she looked back at him, “You don’t wanna miss a ghoul wedding reception.”
 
   “We’ll catch up,” Haven said as she sidled up to Garrett, slipping her hand into his.
 
   Scupp rolled her eyes and laughed as she hurried after her brother and the others, with the tip of her golden crutch clacking on the flower-strewn cobblestones.
 
   “Your people don’t bite each other at their weddings, do they?” Haven asked.
 
   “I don’t remember any Brenhaven weddings,” Garrett admitted, “but I’m pretty sure they didn’t.”
 
   “Good to know,” Haven said with a sly grin, “Good to know.”
 
   Garrett felt his cheeks grow noticeably less cold as Haven dragged him off in the direction of the festivities.
 
   End of Book Six of the Songreaver’s Tale
 
   The adventure will continue in Book Seven.
 
   ####
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