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Chapter One
The Girl in Brown held her breath. She stood completely still, listening to the patter of raindrops upon her hooded cloak. The rain fell harder now, stinging her eyes and making her blink, but still she did not breathe. A distant part of her mind wondered if she even needed to breathe. The thought had never occurred to her before. What if this too was a lie, something the Masters had woven into her Song to make her seem more human?
Her eyes had lost focus now. The balcony where the boy and the vampire girl had stood, where they had kissed, was empty now, only a gray shadow in the night rain. They had gone inside to the warm world of men.
Men… the creatures that the Girl in Brown had been created to destroy.
She had betrayed her Masters by loving one. How stupid… how unfathomably stupid had she been?
Now a burning sensation began to spread through her chest, compelling her to once again draw breath. She did not want to. If her false body, her mock-human form, needed air to live, she had no desire to give it. She willed herself to be stone… to return to the cold earth from which she had been formed. She would not be this puppet-thing any longer.
How could the Masters ask her to go on living when they themselves had abandoned the world, when they had mingled their blood with the very humans they despised? That vampire girl, half-blooded and radiant with the Masters’ power, had taken the boy from her. He would never even know that he had lost her… that she had lost him.
That was her curse, to be eternally forgotten, even, it seemed, by her Masters, the dragons of old who had created her to be a spy in their war against the race of Men. She had dared to believe that the boy was different, that he might find a way to lift the curse and free her to be remembered… to be loved.
How incredibly stupid she had been.
Her breath came again at last. Unable to resist, she sucked in a stinging lungful of cold, damp air. It burst free again as a ragged sob, and she doubled over, sinking to her knees on the wet flagstones of the alley across the street from Garrett’s house. She cried now, unable to stop the tears. She mashed the heels of her palms against her eyes, trying to crush out the ghostly vision of that kiss in the rain, when the boy she loved had given his love to another.
The vampire girl had taken him, taken everything, from her. Even vengeance was now beyond her reach. The Girl in Brown could not lift her hand against the vampire. The Masters’ blood ran in the vampire’s veins and, if the vampire willed it, the Girl in Brown would even destroy herself, obedient to the Masters’ laws. Her hatred for the vampire could find no purchase in her dragon-forged heart.
Her thoughts turned to the boy again as her weeping subsided to a dry, rasping hiss. He was only human. They were so easy to kill.
The Girl in Brown felt suddenly ashamed. She shook the loathsome thought from her head. She still loved Garrett, for all his foolish optimism and simple faith. Her shame grew colder still as she realized once more that she had already killed him.
Garrett was dead, and he didn’t even know it.
She had seen him die in the Songreaver’s tomb, his soul blasted from his body by the Guardian’s deadly touch. What magic, fell or fair, had raised him again from the dead, the Girl in Brown could not say, but the boy rose again, cold and resolute, wreathed in the power of the Songreaver’s will. Garrett would have no recollection of the event, his memory lost to the oblivion of the curse that surrounded the Girl in Brown. Now he bore a curse of his own, and must face the mystery of it alone, bereft even of the knowledge of it, because of her.
No… she did not have the sorrow to spare for guilt. Her own private pain demanded it all now. This one, exquisite hurt, she kept for herself. Her last dream died tonight, and the world must see to its own misery now without her.
The Girl in Brown got to her feet, leaning against the wall, her eyes downcast. Her clothes were soaked, and her body ached from the cold, but she ignored it. If discomfort and disease could have killed her, she would have died centuries ago. Immortality was not uncommon in the twilight city of Wythr, but rare indeed were those to whom it seemed a blessing.
She wandered into the night, seeking without thought the company of something else that would not die.
Far beneath the streets of the city, the Girl in Brown came at last to the house of Annalien the ghost. She paused at the threshold, knowing at once why the elvish ghost was weeping within.
The Girl in Brown looked inside the garden tomb of the elf woman who was bound forever to the light of the strange crystal within. Annalien lay beside a stone bench in the golden light of the crystal shard, her face buried in her arms, crying. Garrett must have gone to her after his encounter with the Spellbreaker’s shade, and Annalien had seen what he had become by taking the Songreaver’s power into himself. Annalien would blame herself for his ruin, and this too was the Girl in Brown’s fault.
She left Annalien’s house without a word. Her heart could bear no more guilt.
She wandered, bereft of all hope, her feet taking her down, deep beneath the earth, on dark paths to old places where none had walked in a lifetime of men. She did not even remember the paths herself now, led by some ancient pattern, burned forever in her mind. She walked in sightless silence with only the traces of lost memories to guide her.
She came at last to a little cavern, illuminated by a dim blue light. A little stream of water trickled down from the rocky wall to feed a small pool in the floor of the chamber. Her brother knelt beside it.
The boy stared into the pool, his body caked with rime and his rotted clothes crusted with yellow mold. His long brown hair hung down his back and draped across his shoulders, reaching down to the cavern floor. His delicate hands were folded in his lap, and a look of passionless grace hung, stone-like upon his ashen face.
The Girl in Brown crossed slowly to stand beside him, wondering if anything of her brother remained at all beneath that stony shell.
“You came back,” he said, his voice hardly more than a whisper. Flakes of dust fell from his thin lips. His flawless brown eyes never lifted from the pool of water before him in the cavern floor.
The Girl in Brown said nothing, but settled on the floor beside him, trying to see whatever he saw in the shimmering blue water.
“How long has it been?” he whispered.
Her voice croaked when she spoke, “It doesn’t matter.”
Her brother let out a rasping sigh. “You’ve been crying,” he said. Still, his eyes never lifted from the blue pool.
The Girl in Brown sniffed and rubbed her sleeve across her nose, looking away.
“What’s wrong, Sister?” he asked.
She remained silent for a long moment. “I did something stupid,” she said at last.
The boy remained silent and then sighed again. “My hands don’t move anymore,” he said, “I tried just now to reach for you, but they don’t move… I’m sorry.”
The Girl in Brown sobbed and leaned close, taking her brother in her arms. His shirt crinkled as bits of rotting fabric crumbled away, and she choked at the scent of mold that filled the air. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I shouldn't have left you here alone.”
“No… no,” he whispered, “I made you go… You needed to live.”
“Why?” she asked, “You were the smart one! You knew that there was nothing out there for us! I should have stayed with you here.”
“It doesn’t matter now,” he said, “It’s good to see you again.”
She leaned forward, her hand on his cheek. His eyes still gazed down, locked on the rippling surface of the glowing blue pool. “Look at me,” she said.
His lips tensed, and the skin around his eyes tightened, but he could not tear his gaze away from the blue pool. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I am lost in it.”
“What do you see?” she asked.
His lips twitched in a hint of a smile. “Something wonderful, Sister.”
“What?”
“The end,” he laughed, “Doom comes to the city, and with it we may finally die.”
Chapter Two
"How long do you think we'll have to wait?" Garrett asked, raising his voice enough to be heard over the roar of the water as it cascaded from the mouth of the drainpipe down into the lower sewers. The recent rains had already flooded most of the subterranean spillways leading out of the Upper City. Only two remained passable, this tunnel and the one that Diggs and Scupp were watching halfway across town. Garrett coughed again, pressing his gloved fist to his lips.
"Cough into your sleeve, dear," Lady Ymowyn chided. The fox woman knelt between Garrett and Warren in the shadow of the tunnel mouth, overlooking the spillway.
Garrett gave her a puzzled look and then sent another wave of coughs into the gap between his glove and sleeve.
"Not up your sleeve, into your sleeve," she said, lifting her arm to hide her red furred muzzle in the sleeve of her stained tunic at the crook of her elbow. It seemed odd to see her wearing something other than a dress. The clothes that Warren had found for her were certainly appropriate for crawling around in the slimy tunnels beneath the city, but they detracted somewhat from her usual regal bearing.
Warren frowned at her. "He'll get his sleeve all snotty like that," he protested.
Ymowyn gave the ghoul an annoyed look. "Better that than making everyone around him ill as well."
"Huh?" Warren said.
The fox woman stared at him. "Don't you know how disease spreads?" she asked.
Warren shrugged his furry shoulders. "Vapors," he said, as if that explained everything.
"That is one way, of course," she said, "which is why he should cover his coughs."
Warren wrinkled his bristly snout. "What's that got to do with it?"
"When he coughs or sneezes," she replied, "he spreads infection through his breath."
Warren laughed. "That's not how vapors work!" he said, "They come up out of the ground at night when it's cold, and, if you've got yer mouth open, shoop, they go right in!"
Lady Ymowyn stared at him for a moment and then shook her head. She turned to face Garrett again and placed her palm against his forehead. She withdrew it quickly, gasping.
"What's wrong?" Garrett asked.
Ymowyn pressed her palm against his forehead again. It felt soft and warm against the clammy skin of his brow.
"You're freezing, Garrett!" she said.
Garrett shrugged. "I feel a little cold, I guess," he admitted, wiping his nose with the sleeve of his purple robe.
"How long have you been feeling sick?" Ymowyn asked.
"I guess since the other night," Garrett said, "I was out in the rain for a bit... and before that, we were down in the caves below the city."
"Looking for your dead king, as I understand," Ymowyn said with a frown.
"Yeah."
"Warren told me about what happened," she said, "although he seemed a bit evasive on some of the details."
"Yeah," Garrett said, "Things got a little confusing at the end... I don't know what happened exactly. I hit my head when I fell, and I'm having a hard time remembering everything."
"Let me see," she said, pulling his hood down to get a better look at his head. He flinched a little at her touch, but knew better than to try to stop her. She gently probed around the base of his skull and ran her fingertips over his temples.
"Where did you hit your head?" she asked.
Garrett reached back and pressed his fingertips against the spot where he had struck his head.
"There's no sign of injury," she mused, sounding almost disappointed, "Have you had any more trouble with memory loss since that night?"
"Uh... I don't think so," he said.
Ymowyn sighed and tugged his hood back into place. "It's a good thing boys are born with such thick skulls," she sighed, "but I'd like to have a word with your uncle about keeping a closer eye on you for the next few weeks. Head injuries can be serious and need to be watched rather carefully."
Garrett pulled a pained expression. "Would you mind not saying anything to Uncle Tinjin, please?" he asked.
She gave him a stern look. "I suppose you didn't bother getting your uncle's permission before you went searching for the lost treasure of the Songreaver?" she said.
"Not exactly," he said, "but it wasn't treasure I was looking for. It was the magic word I needed to set Lampwicke free."
"Which you found?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said.
"That sounds like something that would interest your uncle a great deal," she said.
"I know," he said, "just..."
"You know he wouldn't approve of your methods for acquiring it," she said.
"Yeah."
"You're going to have to tell him sooner or later," she said.
"I know," he said, "I just have to think of the right way to do it. Please don't tell him... Please?"
Ymowyn shook her head and frowned. "We still need to do something about the state you're in now," she said. She shrugged the worn leather backpack from her shoulders. She rummaged inside it for a moment, pulling out a woolen cap and scarf.
Garrett offered no protest as she pushed back his hood again and snugged the warm cap down around his ears. He felt a bit of a breeze through the openings on either side where her pointed ears would have poked through if she were wearing it. She covered these and wrapped his neck with the long scarf of soft purple wool that smelled faintly of lavender.
"Thanks," Garrett said, his voice sounding slightly muffled through Ymowyn's scarf.
"You like them?" Ymowyn asked.
Garrett nodded. "Uh huh."
"Warren gave them to me," she said, smiling.
Garrett looked at the shaggy gray ghoul. "Where'd you get them?" he asked.
Warren looked away, scratching at his ear with a black claw. "I dunno," he mumbled, "Found 'em on some dead guy."
"I think he knitted them for me himself," Ymowyn whispered, her emerald eyes sparkling.
"I did not!" Warren growled, "Ghouls don't knit!"
Ymowyn leaned over and pressed her lips to Warren's forehead. Then she sat back, hugging her knees and coiling her bushy tail around her feet as she reveled in the ghoul's embarrassment.
Warren scratched his head where she had kissed him. He looked at Garrett. "So, are you and fang-girl gonna be gazin' the moon now?"
"Huh?" Garrett exclaimed before collapsing into another coughing fit.
"You know, like me and Ymowyn," Warren said, "Gazin'."
"What is it that you think we are doing?" Ymowyn scoffed.
"Gazin'," Warren said, "a guy and a girl like each other, and they start... you know."
"What?" Ymowyn said, her green eyes narrow.
Garrett couldn't stop coughing.
"You know," Warren said, waving his paws, "They hang out together a lot more. Sometimes they sorta... smooch... Gazin' the moon! Everybody knows about gazin'!"
"Oh..." Ymowyn said, leaning forward to pat Garrett gently on the back until he regained his composure. "I believe Warren means that you are courting the young lady."
"Oh... uh, yeah," Garrett said, "We're supposed to be going to some kind of vampire play thing together tomorrow night." He coughed again.
Lady Ymowyn frowned. "You should really be resting for the next few days," she said.
Garrett's eyes went wide. "But I'm supposed to go to the thing!" he said.
Warren snorted with laughter.
"What?" Garrett asked.
"You're going to be playing with a bunch of vampires?" he laughed, "I'd watch my neck if I were you."
"No, it's a play, like in a theater," Garrett said, "and, anyway, they don't bite people's necks."
"Really?" Warren said, "What are the fangs for then?"
Garrett didn't have an answer for that.
"It really isn't a good idea to be going out in your condition, Garrett," Ymowyn said, "You have a very bad cold. You say you've been sick since the night you came back from the caverns?"
"Yeah," Garrett said, "The night I set Lampwicke free. I stayed up kinda late, and felt a little strange when I went to bed that night. When I woke up, I was coughing pretty bad, and my head hurt."
Ymowyn looked troubled.
"Can't you just give me some medicine to get me through the next few days?" he pleaded.
"I could make something to help you," she said, "but I'm not sure I should waste the herbs on someone who seems intent upon killing himself and infecting as many people as he can on his way down."
Garrett winced. "I promise I'll get some rest," he said, "and I don't think I can make vampires sick anyway."
Warren made a worried noise. "I don't know that this is a good idea, Gar," he said, "I mean Marla is nice enough, as far as blood-suckers go, but those others... I don't think you should be hanging around with them."
"Why not?" Garrett demanded.
"They're dangerous," Warren said.
"What... sorta like ghouls are dangerous?" Garrett scoffed.
Lady Ymowyn shushed them both. "I hear something," she whispered. Her foxlike ears tilted forward as she crouched low in the tunnel, her eyes on the mouth of the spillway below.
Garrett strained to hear anything over the gushing water below. He reached inside his satchel to grasp the filled essence flask within.
Warren sniffed the air and bared his teeth. The look in his eyes told Garrett that this wasn't going to be just another false lead.
"What is it?" Garrett whispered.
Warren shook his head, sniffing again. "Something..."
"Wrong," Ymowyn spoke for him. She wrinkled her snout and drew back further into the shadow of the tunnel, "It's coming this way."
Warren hunched low, ready to spring, flexing claws that could rend stone. Garrett drew the flask from his pack and silently readied himself to call forth a burst of faefire.
The three of them pressed their bodies against the damp stone of the tunnel floor and watched the black mouth of the spillway tunnel. Thin gray light sifted down through the mist from a street grate high above, dimly illuminating the chamber below. Garrett held his breath, feeling the little tickle of an impending cough at the back of his throat. His eyes bulged with the effort of holding it in, and he forced a dry swallow, buying himself a few more seconds.
Gradually, a cold, prickly feeling crept over Garrett's skin, and a sort of oppressive weight settled on his chest. He could feel the pulse pounding in his temples, and his stomach turned as if he were falling from a great height. Something unnatural was at work here.
Then he saw a slight movement in the mouth of the spillway below. He blinked twice, unable to make sense of what he was seeing. A long, pale arm stretched from the round archway of the tunnel, a man's arm, or nearly so. It was as if someone were clinging to the roof of the tunnel inside, crawling along the ceiling above the water like some great beetle.
The arm reached out, and its hand grasped the keystone of the arch with fingers splayed too far apart. At first, Garrett thought the man was wearing gloves, but he saw then that the hand itself was stained a silvery black up to its wrist. A second stained hand now grasped the lip of the arch, and the first hand reached higher still to find finger holds in the rough seams of the ancient masonry. The man's body swung into view beneath, and Garrett saw that he wore a close-fitting sleeveless black jacket, buckled around his thin chest, and a tight, leather mask covered his entire head, save for his eyes which were concealed behind a pair of thick goggles. His body swung upon his spindly arms with weird, inhuman grace, reminding Garrett of a stick insect he had once seen in Marla's pet shop, and the way his head pivoted on his neck, twisting further than it should, filled Garrett with revulsion and fear.
A racking cough erupted from Garrett's chest, and the man looked up, catching sight of their hiding place above. The green glass of his goggles flashed once in the dull light, and then he was gone, his body plummeting from the spillway into the churning swell of dark water below. Garrett saw the man's long, pale legs kick against the frothing current and then lost all sight of him.
Warren leapt from the mouth of the tunnel with a furious growl. He landed on the stone walkway below and raced on all fours in hopeless pursuit. The water was moving too fast. Garrett and Ymowyn climbed down the grimy rungs of an old iron ladder that had been mortared into the wall. Flakes of rust crumbled off in Garrett's hands as he climbed, and he paused a moment at the bottom to wipe red stains on the thighs of his robe, listening to Warren's snarls receding into the distance.
"I'm sorry," Garrett said, coughing again.
"It's not your fault, dear," Ymowyn sighed, "Honestly, I'm rather relieved that it chose flight over confrontation. I'm not entirely certain what it was, or if we could have captured it at all."
"I hope Warren's all right," Garrett said, pulling the essence flask back out of his satchel to provide a faint green light as they followed the path the ghoul had taken along the narrow walkway. The strange sensation of dread was gone, and Garrett knew somehow that the man with the black hands had made good his escape.
"I suppose Diggs was right after all," Ymowyn said, "That thing is using the tunnels below the city to move from the Upper City to the Lower, and probably out of Wythr from there."
"You think it was the traitor?" Garrett asked.
"I don't know," Ymowyn said, "It could be a spy, though I've never known the Chadiri to work with non-humans before."
"What do you think it was?"
"It looked human," Ymowyn said, "but the way it moved... Perhaps it was a vampire."
"He wasn't a vampire," Warren grumbled as he came loping back out of the shadows toward them, "He smelled human... just not right somehow. Vampires have a kind of lizardy smell to 'em, but this wasn't quite the same... Humans smell kinda meaty normally, but this guy had something else mixed in... I couldn't quite put my nose on what it was."
Garrett frowned at Warren. He slipped the essence flask back inside his satchel and pulled out his witchfire torch and lit it.
Warren scratched his jaw. "This guy smelled like his stuffing had gone rotten, but in a bad way."
Garrett's skin prickled. "You think he was undead?" Garrett asked, "I don't know of any undead that can move like that."
Lady Ymowyn shook her head. "I don't know what to think is normal in this city," she said, "You can't go to the market here without having some bogeyman from a storybook trying to sell you a basket of strawberries. How do we know this wasn't some hardworking merchant on his way home at the end of the day?"
"Why would he run then?" Warren asked.
Ymowyn gave him a smirk. "Imagine you're on your way home from a hard day at the shop, and an angry ghoul jumps at you from out of the shadows. What would you do? How do we know there even is a traitor?"
"If Uncle Raik says there's a traitor, there's a traitor," Warren said.
Ymowyn hissed and looked away.
Warren sighed. "I know you don't like him, but he saved our lives," Warren said, "Raik is on our side."
Ymowyn gave a bitter laugh. "I find that fact far from reassuring," she said, "Raikjaa is as dangerous to his friends as to his enemies." She turned and started walking back toward the rusty ladder.
"That's not fair, Ym!" Warren said, "We'd all be dead if he hadn't showed up when he did. I know he's a little creepy, but..."
Ymowyn stopped walking. "Creepy?" she said, turning to face him, "You have no idea, Warren! You don't know what he is capable of! You haven't seen the beast inside him!"
"The beast inside him?" Warren scoffed, "He's a ten foot tall wolf-man made of muscles and teeth. I saw him tear the head off a bear when I was a kid. I think I've seen the beast."
Ymowyn shook her head. "Have you ever seen him skinwalk, Warren?" she asked, "Have you seen him wear a man's face and pretend to be human?"
Warren shrugged. "Well, yeah," he said, "Those White Pack sorts use that trick all the time. It's weird, I know, but it's how they've lasted so long livin' up top around humans. They use it to sneak around and keep from gettin' caught. White Wolf magic."
"White Wolf magic?" Ymowyn chuckled, "Yes, it is a useful trick when you need to hide in a crowd. Do you think I would have survived so long in Braedshal if I didn't know a few tricks?" Lady Ymowyn put her hands over her face as though she were weeping.
"Ym, are you all right?" Warren asked.
She whispered something into her palms in a language that Garrett did not recognize.
Garrett and Warren watched in stunned silence as Ymowyn's body seemed to shimmer, her outline growing indistinct.
They gasped when she lowered her hands again.
There before them, where Ymowyn had stood a moment before, now stood the priestess Serepheni, wearing a green velvet robe. She smiled at them and spoke in Serepheni's voice.
"You see," she said, "once you've learned the trick... once you've really mastered it... you can be anyone. You can be someone's dearest friend." she walked slowly toward Warren, her hand outstretched.
Warren moved back a step, his eyes wide.
"You can be a sister, a brother... father or mother," she said, moving close and stroking Warren's whiskers, just below his ear, "... a lover."
Warren laughed nervously.
She leaned closer still, her lips almost touching Warren's as she reached back to grasp his bristly mane. "And then," she whispered, "when you are completely alone... when they accept you for what you appear to be... then... you strike!"
Warren shouted in fear as Ymowyn lunged at him, no longer wearing the illusion of Serepheni's flesh. She snarled with feral rage, Warren's throat caught between her claws and teeth.
Warren shoved her back, his paw going to his throat and his eyes wide with fear. "Dogs, Ym!" he gasped.
"That's his favorite game, you see," the fox woman laughed as she danced away, "I've seen him do it. He enjoys it, dear old Uncle Raik. He loves the look in their eyes when they realize they're going to die... that the person they thought was their loved one is really a monster. It's not some trick he uses to survive... It's how he hunts!"
Garrett made the connection in his mind... something Ymowyn had said at the moon pool. "Raikjaa was with you, wasn't he?" Garrett asked, "When you saw the ghost moon."
He saw a flash of real fear in Ymowyn's eyes, her face suddenly serious. Then she looked down and smiled.
"You've found me out," she laughed, "Just another mad cultist, howling at a dead moon. Yes, Raikjaa was there... and others. Like them, I too went seeking forbidden powers. Like a fool, I dove headfirst into that nightmare... and have spent every moment since, trying to find my way back... Raikjaa though... he's still there, still drinking it in... sick on shadow and horror and craving more."
"All right," Warren said, still rubbing at the teeth-marks on his throat, "so Uncle Raik is a crazy cultist, and you hate him. I'm fine with that, I am, but what I think is really important here is that you never, ever do that again! You scared the scat out of me, Ym!"
Ymowyn lowered her head. "I'm sorry, Warren," she said. She came back and put her arms around him, flattening her ear against his furry chest. "I promise I'll never do that again, not with you." She pressed a kiss gently to his throat.
Warren smiled sheepishly. "It's fine," he said, "Let's just go find Diggs and Scupp and let 'em know about Roach Boy."
"Roach Boy?" Garrett asked.
"We gotta call that crawly guy somethin'," he said.
Garrett shrugged and fell into step beside his friends.
Chapter Three
Garrett was brewing the herbal tea that Ymowyn had given him when Uncle Tinjin came downstairs. Tom, the kitchen zombie was burning the toast, and Caleb was seated at the breakfast table, trying to twirl a butter knife between his fingers. At least that's what it seemed like he was trying to do.
Caleb moaned as the knife clattered to the table for the hundredth time, and he fumbled to pick it up again with his cold, dead fingers. Uncle Tinjin frowned at him as he took his seat at the other side of the table.
"Will your zombie be eating with us this morning?" Uncle Tinjin asked as Garrett poured a cup full of boiling water from the kettle for Uncle's tea.
"Oh, uh, no," Garrett said, "You want me to send him away?"
Tinjin raised one bushy eyebrow as he watched Caleb spin the knife completely around once before it flew wild and landed somewhere between the cupboard and the stove.
Caleb groaned and rose slowly to his feet, shambling after the lost utensil.
"No," Tinjin said, "I think I'm rather enjoying the spectacle. Did you teach him to do that?"
"No," Garrett said, setting Uncle's teacup down on the table before him, "I think he's just trying to remember how to do it. Some thief trick he learned back when he was alive, I guess."
"Perhaps we should lock up the silver," Uncle said with a smile as he scooped a little mound of sugar from the bowl into his cup.
Garrett frowned. "Caleb wouldn't steal from us," he said.
"What makes you so certain?" Tinjin asked. He watched the former cutpurse stoop to retrieve the butter knife from the kitchen floor.
Garrett shrugged. "Caleb's my friend," he said.
Uncle Tinjin gave him a sad smile. His eyes fell. "Garrett..." he said.
"Yeah?"
Tinjin sighed and shook his head. "You're right, boy... we must trust our friends."
Garrett smiled and then coughed.
"Are you still feeling ill?" Uncle Tinjin asked.
"A little," Garrett admitted, "but I've been drinking the stuff that Lady Ymowyn gave me, and I feel a lot better." He lifted his own cup and took a sip of the bitter concoction as he joined his uncle at the table. Garrett pulled a face and then reached for the sugar bowl.
"If that doesn't work, you could ask your ghost friend for some more of that wertroot that she gave me for my cough," Tinjin said, "It worked wonders for me."
"Yeah," Garrett said. He didn't want to think about Annalien.
“How long were you standing out in the rain on the rooftop that you caught such a cold?” Tinjin asked.
“Not that long,” Garrett mumbled. He had not told Tinjin about the journey into the caverns beneath the city to find the Songreaver’s Tomb. Likewise, he had not mentioned how he had freed Lampwicke from her cage with the power of the Breaking Word. After all, Uncle Tinjin would want to know the details of how he had come to possess the power of the Word, and Garrett had still not been able to recall that himself. Every time he sat down to think about it, it was like pushing against a thick, black wall inside his mind. The more he tried to remember what had happened, the more frustrated he became, and then something always came along to distract him from the thought of it.
Uncle Tinjin narrowed his eyes. "That reminds me... when are you planning on going back to the Temple?" he asked.
Garrett shook his head. "Matron Shelbie told me to take the rest of the month off," he said, "She saw me cough when I was talking to Banden and sent me home. She said she didn't want me fouling the place up with my swamp plague."
Tinjin snorted. "Just as well," he said, "I still intend to have words with Max when he returns about getting you mixed up with the worm cult."
"Have you heard any news from Max?" Garrett asked.
Uncle took a sip from his cup and sat back in his chair. "Cenick has withdrawn his troops to the south, out of Astorran territory," he said, "but his diversion did buy Max enough time to make it through to Weslae in the north."
"He's cut off?" Garrett asked, concern for his friend evident in his voice.
Uncle shook his head. "He doesn't see it that way, of course," Tinjin said, "He's running amok inside Chadiri territory now, and he loves it. Remember that Weslae was his home. I don't think any of us could have held him back if we tried. In any case, the Chadiri have yet to mass any sort of real counterattack against Max's forces or against our armies in the south."
"Are they afraid of us?" Garrett asked.
Tinjin shook his head. "Fear of the enemy is considered a mortal sin to the Chadiri. They've never shown the slightest hesitation to meet anyone in battle before. Something very strange is going on here."
"What about the dragon?"
"No one has seen the dragon or the dragon lord since his defeat in the swamp," Tinjin said, "The rumor is that he was recalled home to answer for his failure. I suppose that it may be too much to hope for, but our greatest ally in this war may yet be the enemy's own fanaticism."
"You think we might win the war?" Garrett asked.
Tinjin smiled. "Garrett," he said, "when you've studied history for as long as I have, you come to realize that conflicts such as this can often last well beyond the lifetimes of those who fight them. You and I are just as likely to still be facing the Chadiri as undead foot soldiers, commanded by some young necromancer a hundred years from now."
Garrett's face fell.
"You can't pin your hopes on an easy victory," Tinjin sighed, "Very few things in life are easy. Some things, however, are worth fighting for, and it is our privilege to enjoy them while we may."
"Speaking of which," he added, "are you going to see Marla again tonight?"
"Yeah," Garrett said, "We're supposed to see some sort of play at the vampire embassy."
"What are you going to wear?" Uncle Tinjin asked.
"I dunno," Garrett said, "I think I have a nice robe that's pretty clean."
Uncle Tinjin frowned. He tore off a bite of blackened toast and chewed thoughtfully for a moment. Then he swallowed and rose from his seat with a scrape of chair legs on the wooden floor. "Garrett," he said, "I think it is time that I introduced you to my tailor."
*******
"The Foreign District?" Garrett asked as Uncle Tinjin made an unexpected turn down Braelan Street, "I thought we were going to the Market?"
"Master Jannis caters to more exotic tastes," Uncle Tinjin said.
Garrett followed along behind his uncle as they wormed their way between two rough-hewn ox carts parked in the middle of the lane. The two necromancers nodded in greeting at the troll cart drivers who were discussing an impromptu trade, bartering cabbages for furs.
"I know a tailor named Marigold," Garrett said, "His shop isn't too far from Queensgarden. He's the one who bought Caleb at the auction."
"A human?" Uncle asked.
"Yeah."
"Perhaps we'll visit him when we have more time," Uncle Tinjin said, "but, on such short notice, we must depend on Master Jannis's alacrity."
"What does that mean?" Garrett asked.
"Hmn? Oh, alacrity means that he works quickly," Uncle said, "You'll see what I mean when you meet him."
"Oh," Garrett said.
Garrett and Uncle Tinjin stepped to the side of the lane to allow a party of satyrs in bright yellow robes to pass. They wore gold-trimmed headdresses to cover their horns. Uncle bowed slightly toward them as they clopped past on their polished black hooves. "Vella no-durain," he greeted them, and they, delighted, returned the blessing.
Garrett's thoughts wandered back to Mister Marigold. "I've been wanting to ask you something," he said as they continued toward the Foreign District.
"Yes?"
"How could a normal person like Mister Marigold control a zombie that wasn't made for him?" Garrett asked.
"A normal person?" Uncle Tinjin chuckled.
"Well, you know, a plain, ordinary person," Garrett said, "one who doesn't use magic."
Uncle Tinjin stopped walking.
Garrett was suddenly afraid that he had said something wrong, but Uncle was smiling when he looked at him.
"Garrett," he said, "as long as I have lived, I have yet to meet a plain, ordinary person. The only difference between myself and Mister Marigold is that he works in cloth and thread, and I... well I use slightly different materials."
"Yeah, but... you know what I mean," Garrett protested.
"Yes, I know exactly what you mean," Uncle Tinjin said, "but I'm not certain that you appreciate what I am saying."
Garrett had learned from experience when to stop talking and let Uncle Tinjin speak his mind.
Tinjin placed his hand on Garrett's shoulder and sighed. "What we do, Garrett, is very dangerous."
Garrett narrowed his eyes.
"Not physically dangerous... well, yes, sometimes physically, but, more to the point, intellectually dangerous... It is always so with magic," Tinjin said, "Everyone who wields magic is tempted, you see, tempted to see ourselves as something extraordinary. There is a very real danger that we will come to see ourselves as more than human... as gods."
Garrett stifled a laugh.
Tinjin frowned. "You are young yet," Uncle said, "and I do not mean that in a derisive way. What I admire most about you Garrett is your youthful ability to see everything with new eyes. As you grow older, you will be tempted to dull your vision, to see others as labels... ordinary, plain, unimportant. You must resist this with all your heart! Every single one of us is, in some way, extraordinary, and none of us is so special as to be more worthy of living in this world."
Garrett's eyes tightened.
"Speak your thoughts," Uncle Tinjin said.
Garrett hesitated a moment before speaking. "I just... I just don't think some people deserve life as much as we do." The words tasted like bile in his mouth.
The haft of Tinjin's staff creaked in the tightening grip of his right fist. The old man was shaking, his lips tense with suppressed rage.
Garrett felt suddenly sick to his stomach.
Tinjin closed his eyes and breathed deeply, letting his anger pass. When he spoke again, his voice was calm and low. "I understand what you've been through," he said, "I know what it means to be betrayed by someone that you once trusted. I know how it feels... I know what it does to you inside. Please... please understand, I know what you are going through. I know what it means to hate, but what you must understand is that, so long as you continue to allow that hatred to fester in your heart, it will control you. It will corrupt and destroy you."
"What, am I supposed to just forgive them?" Garrett scoffed.
"I want you to pity them, Garrett," Tinjin said.
"Pity them?"
"Yes, pity them. They lost. You won. Pity them for the failed wretches they are, everyone that has ever tried to destroy you and failed, pity them!"
"Why should I pity them?" Garrett asked, pulling back his hood to reveal his burned scalp. He held up his arm and tugged the glove from his wrist to reveal the scars left by the Chadiri manacles. "Look at what they did to me!"
Sympathy flickered in Uncle Tinjin's expression, but he did not relent. "Pity them because they could not take from you the one thing they will never have... love."
Garrett shook his head, a look of disgust on his face. "Love?" he said, "Everybody in Astorra loves Prince Cabre! They hate me. They make little dolls of me and set them on fire!"
Uncle Tinjin looked taken aback. "Is that true?" he asked.
"That's what Lady Ymowyn said. They've got a whole, Kill Garrett holiday and everything!"
Uncle Tinjin blinked a few times and shook his head. He looked sad then. He squeezed Garrett's shoulder and pulled him close. "I'm sorry, boy," he sighed, "I don't mean to be so hard on you... I just don't want them to take away what makes you truly, truly extraordinary."
"What's that?" Garrett laughed, "That I smell like dragon breath?"
"Your kindness," Uncle said. He patted Garrett on the back and smiled.
Garrett smiled back and nodded before pulling his hood on again once more.
"Come along," Uncle Tinjin said, and they continued on through the gates of the Foreign District.
"What about the Caleb thing?" Garrett asked.
"Oh, your original question?" Tinjin said, "Yes... you wanted to know how a non-necromancer could control a zombie without its creator's permission."
"Yeah."
"Well, as you might have noticed, zombies are very susceptible to suggestion," Uncle Tinjin said, "If you tell them to do something, as long as the command isn't too complex, they will attempt to do that thing, even if it means their destruction. It seems to work, even if you have created a zombie from an animal or from a human who did not, in life, speak your language. We believe it has something to do with the intent of the speaker more so than the auditory receptiveness of the undead."
Garrett frowned. "Then why don't the Chadiri just say Hey, stop killing us! when our zombies attack?"
Uncle Tinjin laughed. "That's precisely what did happen when the sisterhood tried to use conscripted zombies to fight them, early in the war. Why do you think they need necromancers to lead the army now?"
"I dunno. To raise more dead guys on the spot?" Garrett asked.
Uncle nodded. "That, and to command them."
"What do you mean?"
"This is a situation in which a necromancer is an indispensable asset on the battlefield," Tinjin said, "A skilled necromancer can issue what amounts to an irresistible command. If a necromancer tells a zombie under his command to kill his enemy, the zombie will do so, ignoring all commands to the contrary."
"What if two necromancers were fighting?" Garrett asked.
"That doesn't happen very often," Tinjin chuckled, "We are usually on the same side. When it does though, the necromancer more intimately attuned to the undead in question will usually win out."
"Huh?"
"For example, if you created the zombie, or if you have commanded the zombie for some time, it can be considered yours, and it would be very difficult for another necromancer to assert his will over yours in the zombie's direction. I'll teach you more about it when we have time, but for now... here we are."
They stopped in the street before a shadowy, windowless storefront. The sign above the large mahogany door read simply Fine Clothing, a line repeated below in several different languages. Uncle Tinjin rapped his knuckles lightly on the door, and, a moment later, it swung open, and the two of them stepped inside.
A thick gloom hung over the interior of the shop, and Garrett's eyes strained to make out any details of the room as the door swung shut behind them. Of whomever had opened and closed the door, he saw only a pale gray shape out of the corner of his eye that quickly disappeared around the counter with a soft, scurrying sound before he could get a clear look at it.
The only illumination came from a small gas lamp atop the low counter that burned with a dim red flame. Garrett heard the scurrying sound again, and then a metallic squeak and a low hiss as the lamp flared to a yellowish brightness. Garrett saw a long rack of silken garments in a variety of colors along the wall opposite the counter, and very little else besides a black door, graven with hexagonal runes in the far wall. The furtive noises from behind the counter receded into the distance as though whatever it was had retreated through some unseen passageway. Uncle Tinjin seemed unconcerned and waited patiently without a word.
Garrett leaned close to Uncle Tinjin and whispered, "Is the tailor a vampire?"
Tinjin smiled. "Very perceptive, Garrett," he whispered back.
Just then, the black door creaked open, and a thin, well-dressed vampire stepped into the room. He was about to button up the high collar of his dark gray jacket, but, when he saw Uncle Tinjin, he let the collar fall open, revealing his fanged grin. "Tinjin!" he said, "I haven't seen you in ages!"
Uncle Tinjin crossed his hands over his chest, bowing slightly in the formal greeting of vampires, but the tailor had already crossed the room in three quick strides, his arms wide. The two shared a brief hug.
"It's good to see you Jannis," Tinjin said with a smile.
"Let me look at you," Jannis said, holding Tinjin at arm's length. The vampire tilted his head, letting his long, dark hair drape over one shoulder as he regarded Garrett's uncle. "You look... tired. Have you come about my offer?" The vampire regarded him, hopefully.
Uncle Tinjin laughed. "Ah, no," Tinjin said, "I'm afraid I've grown rather attached to the taste of food."
"Food?" Jannis scoffed, "You'll forget that in a year! You've yet to taste real sustenance, Tinjin."
"Another time perhaps," Tinjin said, in a tone that brooked no argument.
Jannis smiled, squeezing Tinjin's arms slightly before releasing him to step back. He turned his pale, amber-colored eyes to Garrett now and crossed his hands in greeting. "I welcome your presence, young one," he said.
Garrett did his best to return the vampire's greeting, with as much grace as he could manage.
 Looking to Tinjin again, Jannis asked, "Is this your new apprentice?"
"Yes," Tinjin said, "and he is in need of something special to wear... tonight, if at all possible."
"For you, anything," Jannis laughed, "What is the occasion?"
"He is to accompany the young Lady Veranu to an event at the embassy this evening," Tinjin said, "I was rather hoping that you would be able to suggest something appropriate for the occasion."
Jannis's eyes widened. "The reception for Valfrei Senzei?"
Uncle Tinjin's face darkened. "Why is she here?" he asked.
Jannis gave a nervous laugh. "She is to be... as I understand, the young Lady Veranu's tutor."
Uncle's lips pulled back over his teeth. "That was not the arrangement," he muttered.
Jannis lifted one eyebrow. "Is this about your visit to Thrinaar?" he asked.
Tinjin let out a frustrated sigh. "I suppose it was too much to hope that the other elders would not interfere in this," he said.
"Meddling in politics again, Tinjin?" Jannis chuckled, "You know it would be much easier, if you had the leisure to play the long game."
Tinjin smiled. "I have no taste for the game at all, Jannis," he said, "I, at least, can look forward to the day when I can set it all aside and get some sleep."
"No," Jannis said, "for all your protesting, I believe you do love it... and it pains me to think of playing the game without you at the table."
"You grew weary of it yourself," Tinjin said, waving his hand at the vampire, "Why else would you retire?"
"Retire?" Jannis laughed, "I'm simply taking a well-deserved vacation."
"Vacation? You've been a tailor for twenty years now!" Tinjin protested.
Jannis shrugged. "What is twenty years to me?" he said.
Tinjin chuckled. "Fair enough," he said, "Let us speak no more of it. My nephew is looking forward to enjoying a party in the company of a lovely young lady."
Jannis gave him a half-hearted grin. "As you wish, Tinjin," he said, "but, for your nephew's sake, he might want to distance himself from miss Veranu while the Valfrei is around."
"What do you mean?" Garrett asked, feeling increasingly uncomfortable since seeing his Uncle's reaction to the tutor's name.
"He means that Senzei doesn't like humans," Uncle Tinjin said, his voice hard and low, "She has tried to have me killed on more than one occasion."
"What?" Garrett gasped.
"Legally, of course," Jannis insisted, "She would never do anything outside the proper channels. You can be grateful for that."
"How do you kill someone legally?" Garrett asked.
"She has petitioned to have my envoy status revoked and have me reclassified as a threat to the public order," Uncle Tinjin explained, "At that point, any citizen of Thrinaar would have the right to kill me without fear of legal repercussions."
"But why?" Garrett said.
"Your uncle dares to lecture our race on morality," Jannis said, "and we prefer to have as little to do with such nonsense as possible."
Tinjin laughed. "Some of the most noble people I have ever met have been vampires," he said, "Do not dismiss your people so lightly, Jannis. I even know of one old silk spinner who makes a habit of saving the lives of strangers."
Jannis wagged his finger at Tinjin. "That was just an experiment," he said, "I was always curious to know what it would be like to do a good deed, and so I gave it a try, once. Piety, I assure you, holds no further allure for me."
"What happened?" Garrett asked.
Uncle started to speak, but Jannis cut him off, "Oh no you don't. I have no desire to hear that tired old story again."
Uncle Tinjin smiled and looked at Garrett. "Suffice to say that one should never cross words with a gang of slavers in a Neshite village, unless there is a bored vampire looking on who decides to join in on the losing side."
Jannis showed his fangs again in a broad grin.
"I never asked what you were doing there anyway," Uncle Tinjin mused.
"I was actually looking for the slavers myself," Jannis said, "I heard they had captured a river selkie, and I was interested in buying it from them. As it turned out, the rumor proved false. I was already considering killing them all, just for wasting my time. So you see, I'm really not that heroic after all."
"No," Tinjin said, "You are a hero in the story of my life, and there is nothing you can do to change that."
Garrett saw something of the vampire's bravado melt away, and Jannis looked as though the old man's words had touched him deeply.
"Well, to work then," Jannis said, turning back to Garrett again. He frowned and pulled a length of cord from his pocket. “Raise your arms,” he said.
Garrett had no sooner lifted his arms than the vampire was upon him, whipping the cord around Garrett’s chest, hips, arms, and legs. He took the length of Garrett’s sleeves and trouser legs so quickly that Garrett only managed to blink once before he was done. Jannis stepped back, whispering a set of numbers to himself. He seemed to catch something in Garrett’s expression and raised one eyebrow.
“What is it?” Jannis asked.
“Huh? Oh, nothing,” Garrett said.
“You wanted to ask me something, but you are embarrassed,” Jannis said, “Go ahead.”
Garrett forced a smile. “It’s just… I was wondering if you were gonna put a hood on whatever you were making for me.”
Jannis smiled. “All right,” he said, “let me see what I’m working with. Off with the hood.”
Garrett pulled back his hood to reveal his scars, but the vampire showed no sign of alarm or pity in his amber eyes. He pursed his lips and tilted his head from one side to the other. Suddenly, he stepped in close and looped his cord around Garrett’s head, just above his ears. He backed away with a broad grin and a low chuckle.
“Next time, Tinjin,” Jannis said, “bring me a real challenge.”
“You can have it done by tonight then?” Tinjin asked.
“I can have it done in two hours,” Jannis said, “My girls work fast.”
Tinjin smiled. “I hope you pay them well.”
“All the mice they can eat.” Jannis said.
Tinjin laughed.
Garrett gave them both a puzzled look, but Uncle Tinjin only thanked Jannis and the two shared a parting hug. Then Tinjin motioned that it was time to go. Garrett pulled his hood back on as he followed his uncle to the door.
Tinjin turned and looked back. “How much do I owe you?” he asked.
Jannis stood, halfway through the black door at the back of the shop. “I’ll add it to the cost of your next fitting,” he said with a wave of his hand.
Tinjin smiled and nodded, and the two necromancers watched the vampire disappear into the darkness beyond, and the black door shut behind him.
Garrett heard the strange scuttling noise once more now, and a metallic squeak. The gas lamp dimmed again, shrouding the room in darkness. As Garrett’s eyes struggled to adjust, he thought he caught a glimpse of something pale, about the size of a cat, scurry across the floor toward the outer door. Something about the way it moved made his skin crawl.
Then the door sprung open, and Uncle guided him out into the gray light of day.
They walked together in silence, headed back toward the Arcane Quarter as Garrett wondered about the meaning of something in his uncle’s conversation with the vampire.
“Uncle Tinjin?” Garrett asked at last.
“Yes?”
“Did Mister Jannis want you to become a vampire too?” he asked.
Tinjin laughed. “I assure you, I have no intention of taking him up on the offer.”
“But… you could, if you wanted to?” Garrett said.
Uncle Tinjin frowned. “What is it that you want to know?” he said.
“Well, when I asked Marla if she and her mom had gotten bitten by a vampire to make them become vampires, she laughed. She told me that they were both born that way.” Garrett said, “But then Warren’s cousin said they were people that had something bad done to them to make them like that. What is it that makes a person into a vampire?”
Uncle paused, looking around for a quiet spot. He led Garrett off of the street into a small, wooded park beside the Lethian compound and the two of them sat down upon a little bench before a gurgling fountain.
“Marla and her mother were indeed born as vampires,” Uncle Tinjin said, “Vampires may have children, just as humans do, except that their children are born with the same vampiric blood and so become vampires as well. A vampire child will age, the same as a human child… up to a point, and then they age in a similar fashion as their vampire parents, living very long lives with only gradual changes to their physical appearance over time. Marla will continue to grow, as any other girl, until she is about twenty years old. After that, she will not visibly age much, beyond a few, subtle changes to her physiology, for the remainder of her life.”
“Oh,” Garrett said, “but where did the first vampires come from?”
Uncle Tinjin’s lips stretched thin, as though he were considering his words carefully. “Most of the original vampires were created when humans drank the blood of certain dragons,” he said.
“Ugh,” Garrett said.
“Indeed,” Uncle agreed, “and it is this… honor… that Jannis has offered me.”
“So they’ve still got some of the dragon blood to share?” Garrett asked.
“Yes, but it is a rare thing for them to be allowed to make any new vampires. It is not lightly that I would turn down this opportunity.”
“But, if you did it, you would live forever, right?” Garrett asked.
“No one lives forever, Garrett,” Uncle said, “not even vampires.”
“But a really long time, right?” Garrett said, “Why don’t you want to do it?”
Tinjin smiled. “Because I don’t want to change,” he sighed.
“Into a vampire?”
“Into someone else,” Tinjin said.
“What do you mean?”
Tinjin looked out across the garden to where two gray squirrels were chasing each other around a tree. “When you drink dragon’s blood,” he said, “it changes you forever. You are still yourself inside, but forever after, you will share your body with a part of the dragon’s soul. You take on all its infinite sadness and rage, and it changes you… seldom for the better. It would be as if someone offered you immortality, so long as they could climb inside your skin with you and live there for the rest of your very long life.”
“But, if you’re going to die anyway, why not?” Garrett asked.
Uncle Tinjin looked troubled. “Why should I fear death, Garrett?” he asked.
“Why wouldn’t you?”
Tinjin laughed. “Garrett, I’m an old man,” he said, “Every year, more and more of my life… my dreams and memories… are drawn away into that shadow country where we all must go. So much of me is there already now that I hardly feel alive anymore. I feel like a wraith, a faint reflection of the man I once was. So much that I love is gone beyond that dark door… It waits for me there, patiently, for me to finish my task here and hurry after it. Why would I want to delay that? Why would I sell my soul in some dark bargain that would only keep me from that gentle sleep and cheat my shadows of their beloved Tinjin?”
“But we love you here!” Garrett said, “… we need you here.”
Tinjin put his hand on Garrett’s hand. “I’m not dead yet,” he chuckled, “There is still plenty for us to do here, you and I… But, when the time comes, I will go through that door. Then, it may be that I will become one of your shadows, waiting for you in the dream beyond. There is nothing sad in that… nothing terrible… A vampire’s life is like a fruit that hangs too long upon the tree, red and ripe, never falling, never tasted. It hangs there, smooth and unblemished, forever out of reach. It robs the world of its sweetness, and it will never know the fulfillment of surrendering to its purpose, of giving itself completely, one final offering to the world that made it.”
Garrett said nothing, lost in thought.
“Come,” Tinjin said, clapping him on the shoulder, “Let us get something to eat… another perfectly good reason not to become a vampire!”
*******
Garrett was drying up after his bath when he heard a knock at the front door. He tugged on his underpants, grabbed an old robe, and headed downstairs. Uncle had gone down into the cellar, looking for something, and had not yet reappeared.
Garrett hurried to the door and opened it. Master Jannis stood on the doorstep, wrapped in a high-collared black overcoat with a broad-brimmed felt hat snugged down low on his brow. Only his pale nose poked out from beneath a pair of dark-lensed eyeglasses. He carried a package, wrapped in red paper beneath one arm, in his other gloved hand, he clutched a bundle of indigo cloth, bound with a gold-threaded cord.
“Good evening, Garrett,” the vampire said, “May I come in?”
“Yeah, please,” Garrett said, stepping aside to let Jannis enter.
Jannis handed Garrett the red package before removing his hat and glasses.
Garrett looked down at the package, noting the spider-shaped sigil, stamped in black ink in the center of the paper.
“Go on, open it,” Jannis said.
Garrett tore one end of the package open and peeled back the red paper to reveal a long-sleeved black kurta and matching pants. The black silk shimmered in the dim light of the entryway, and Garrett ran his fingers over the countless tiny skulls embroidered into the slightly thicker breast panel. Other than that simple ornament, the weave felt as smooth as the icy surface of a winter pond. Garrett rolled the sleeve of the shirt between his fingertips. There were no seams. He looked up at the vampire tailor in amazement.
“Do you really use spiders to make this?” he asked.
Jannis unbuttoned his collar to reveal his face. He was grinning. “They do fine work, do they not?”
“Yeah,” Garrett said, running his fingers over the silk again.
“Do you like it?” Jannis asked.
“Yeah… I do!” Garrett said. He set aside the paper wrapping and held out the two pieces to admire them, trying to hide his disappointment at the lack of hood.
“And this as well,” Jannis said, holding out the bundle of indigo cloth, “I picked it up on the way here. I thought you might like it.”
Garrett stared at the bundle, uncomprehending.
“Let me show you,” Jannis said. He shook out the bundle, letting a long streamer of the soft cloth hang to the floor from a central cap of corded cloth in the shape of an inverted bird’s nest. He placed the cap atop Garrett’s head and then proceeded to wrap the long tail of the cap around his neck and shoulders. At last, only Garrett’s face showed through the gap in the front of the headdress. “Now you look every bit the Cashuunite gentleman.”
Garrett reached up to feel the top of the headdress with his fingers. “What are the holes for?” he asked, feeling the two gaps in the cloth on either side of his forehead.
“Those are for your horns,” Jannis chuckled, “Most satyrs are quite proud of them.”
“Oh,” Garrett said, remembering the satyrs he had seen in the Foreign District.
Jannis sighed. “I know it seems a bit odd, but it’s better than a hood, and people would expect you to remove a hat indoors. Wearing a Cashuunite wrap and dressing in the style of the Zhadeen will give people the impression that you are a great traveler, that you take your style where you find it. It gives you an eccentric charm, and, if they find fault with you at all, it will be for your unconventional dress, and not for your… well, the things that you are trying to cover up.”
Garrett laughed.
“A great deal of fashion is simply misdirection,” Jannis said, “If you are worried about being judged for something that you cannot change about yourself, simply give your audience something else to occupy their attention. It is better to be scandalous than to be dismissed. It is better to be remembered than overlooked, and, if you are to be remembered for something, let it be for something you choose.”
Garrett nodded. “Thanks,” he said.
Jannis smiled. “Well, I’d better be going,” he said, “Good luck at the party.”
“Are you going to be there?” Garrett asked.
Jannis shook his head. “I no longer find such things… amusing,” he said.
“Well, thanks for this,” Garrett said, hefting the silk clothes in his arms, “and tell the spiders thanks too.”
“I will,” Jannis laughed, then his face became suddenly serious. His eyes darted toward the hall, and he lowered his voice before speaking again. “Be very careful tonight,” he said, “The Valfrei is a dangerous woman. If she takes notice of you, I would recommend that you make yourself seem as inconsequential as possible.”
“Huh?” Garrett asked.
“You do not ever want her to see you as a threat or a potential influence on the young Lady Veranu.” Jannis said, “If she thinks you pose even a remote threat to her purpose in her training of Marla, she will not hesitate to have you put out of her way.”
“You want me to lie?” Garrett said, “I’m not really very good at that.”
“That’s fine,” Jannis said, “I wouldn’t even try lying to her myself, and I’m a master. Senzei can sense deception, so you are far better off just avoiding her, but, failing that, simply be the most non-threatening, shallow version of yourself as possible. In her case, it is better to be dismissed than remembered.”
Garrett nodded, suddenly not looking forward to the evening as much as he had been.
“And don’t mention your uncle… unless it is to save your life,” Jannis said.
“Save my life?” Garrett almost gagged.
Jannis gave a nervous chuckle. “Don’t worry,” he said, “Just… enjoy yourself.”
“Yeah,” Garrett said.
“Well, I’m off then,” Jannis said, putting on his hat and glasses again.
“I’m sure Uncle Tinjin will be back any minute,” Garrett said, “I’m not sure what he’s doing, but I can go check on him, if you want to talk to him”
“No,” Jannis said, shaking his head, “I really must be going… Oh, and one other thing… I wouldn’t mention me in any of your conversations at the embassy either. I’m, well… well, I must be going.”
A chill breeze scattered a few dead leaves across the threshold as Jannis opened the door and stepped out into the early evening gloom. The vampire seemed to retreat into the shell of his overcoat as he glanced left and right. Then, with four long strides, he was off and around the corner, out of sight.
Garrett shut the door and bolted it.
“Let me see it,” Uncle Tinjin’s voice spoke from behind, startling Garrett.
“Huh? Oh,” Garrett said, turning to lift the black clothes for Tinjin’s inspection.
Tinjin stepped forward. Powdery dust covered the sleeves and knees of his purple robe, and he carried a dusty leather satchel in one hand. “Very nice,” Tinjin said, studying the spider silk outfit. “The headdress lends it a certain… nobility.”
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “thanks. You just missed mister Jannis.”
Tinjin nodded. “I’m afraid I was busy.”
“What’s that?” Garrett asked, pointing at the dusty satchel.
Tinjin lifted the case, brushing away the powder from the cracked black leather with one hand. “Something that I am quite relieved the Templars did not find when they searched the house,” he said, “Go and get dressed, and I will tell you more before you leave.”
Garrett nodded sharply and ran upstairs with his new clothes tucked under his arm. Caleb was in Garrett’s room, standing in front of the smudgy mirror, motionless. The zombie slowly turned his head to look at Garrett as he entered the room, and his milky eyes went wide for a moment. Then his usual, unfocused gaze returned, and he resumed his silent watch over Garrett’s looking glass.
Garrett removed the headdress with some difficulty and laid it in a heap on the bed. He peeled off his robe and dressed himself in the black silk kurta and pants. The smooth fabric caressed his skin like warm milk. He tried not to think about where it had come from, but was grateful for the comfortable fit.
He looked down at his bare feet, frowning. He wrenched open the door of the old wardrobe, and it hung crookedly on the loose hinge, damaged by the Templar’s looting. He stared at the muddy pile of boots at the bottom of the cabinet and shook his head. At last, he reached into the back corner and hauled out the red Chadiri boots that he had worn back from the campaign in the swamps. They never fit quite right and had seen little use since he had gotten his things back from the auction house, but they were, at least, clean.
He sat down on his chair and pulled on his thickest pair of wool socks, and they seemed to make up the difference between the size of Garrett’s feet and those of whatever fallen soldier had given up the boots. A cold thought ran through Garrett’s mind then, that the young man who had worn these boots before might still be alive, if it weren’t for him. How many people had died in the swamp because of what Garrett had done?
He shook his head and stamped his heel into place on the floor. If it weren’t for men like the Chadiri, Garrett’s family would still be alive. He would waste no pity on the war priests. If Garrett hadn’t been there, his friends might be dead now too, and these boots would have been marching, even now, to conquer the city and put everyone here to the sword.
He stood up, admiring the way the toes of his red boots peeked out from beneath the black silk of his trouser legs. He thought about tucking them in, but decided that he preferred the black to the red.
Garrett retrieved the headdress from the bed and looked it over, trying to make sense of it. He walked over to the mirror and nudged Caleb aside.
“Excuse me,” he said, “I gotta remember how to do this.”
Garrett put the bowl of the cap on top of his head and then fumbled with the long streamer of indigo cloth, trying to wrap it back around his face and neck. After a few moments of trying, he had only managed to make himself look like a heap of dirty laundry with eyes. He groaned and unwrapped it, trying again.
Then he felt someone tug the wrap from his fingers, and he saw that Caleb was standing behind him. The zombie reached up to straighten the cap atop Garrett’s head and pulled the wrap out into a long loop over one arm. Garrett started to turn to look at him, but Caleb put his hand on Garrett’s shoulder, facing him to the mirror again.
Caleb looked at the mirror over Garrett’s shoulder, his eyes distant. He lifted the wrap and pulled it into a snug band across Garrett’s forehead and around again behind and beneath his chin, as though recalling some half-forgotten ritual.
“You know how to do this?” Garrett asked.
Caleb made no sound, seemingly lost in a trance. He wrapped the fabric again and again around Garrett’s head, snug, but not too tight. Then he was done, and Garrett’s eyes looked back from the mirror through a thin slit in the indigo wrapping.
“Wow!” Garrett said, his voice slightly muffled, “Thanks.”
The hint of a smile played at the corner of Caleb’s lips. He slowly reached up and pulled down the swath of fabric covering Garrett’s mouth and nose, revealing the rest of his face.
Garrett grinned. “That’s not something you remember from being human, is it?” he asked, turning to face the zombie, “You’re starting to remember being a satyr now too, aren’t you?”
Caleb looked confused. His fingers went to his forehead, as though searching for horns there. He took a step back, stumbling on his human legs before catching himself and standing straight again. The zombie stared at the mirror once more, his self-awareness seeming to drain away into the blank look of the mindless undead.
“Thank you,” Garrett said, patting Caleb’s shoulder, “and keep working on it. It’ll come back to you.”
Caleb moaned softly in response, but his eyes never left the pale refection in the cloudy mirror.
Garrett headed downstairs, finding Uncle in his study. The old man looked up from a book as Garrett entered the room. He smiled.
“You look very nice, Garrett,” Uncle Tinjin said.
“Thanks,” Garrett said, “Caleb helped with the hat.”
Uncle’s eyes narrowed, but then he shrugged and closed the book he was holding. Garrett caught a glimpse of a hexagonal, blood-red rune graven into the black leather of the book’s cover before Uncle placed it inside a small wooden coffer and closed the lid. The rune looked somehow familiar, though Garrett could not recall where he had seen it before.
“What is that?” Garrett asked.
“It is a gift,” Uncle Tinjin answered, “for Mrs. Veranu… and Marla.” The old man turned his attention to a half-finished letter that he was writing, his quill pen scratching out long, looping sigils that Garrett did not recognize.
“What language is that?” Garrett asked, leaning forward to get a closer look.
“It is considered rude to read over another person’s shoulder,” Tinjin muttered, “But, since you wish to know, it is Laebran.”
“Huh?”
“The Laebran were a race of seafaring folk,” Tinjin explained, “Unfortunately, their island was destroyed many years ago, and most of them perished with it. Very few people alive today can read their language.”
“And you’re writing to someone who can?” Garrett asked.
“Marla’s mother,” Tinjin said, “She may be the last of that race still alive in the world. I do not know. She and I have always found it useful to correspond in her native tongue. Fewer chances of the information falling under a casual glance that way.”
“What’s it say?” Garrett asked.
Tinjin lifted his head, frowning. “If I wanted everyone to know that, I wouldn’t have taken the trouble of writing it in a dead language,” he said.
“Sorry,” Garrett said.
Tinjin smiled. He cleaned his pen and set it aside, letting the ink dry. “I am sending this book and letter with you tonight,” he said, “It is better that it come to the Veranus through you and not me. You must make no mention of what it is or who sent it. Simply give it to Mrs. Veranu directly. Tell her it is a gift. If you see only Marla, let her know that it must go to her mother right away, but make no mention of the contents of the box.”
“But you said it was for Marla too,” Garrett said.
“It is,” Tinjin said, “but it must come to her through her mother, when her mother wishes it.”
“Why can’t she know what it is?”
“It is her mother’s right to choose the way in which she receives it,” Tinjin said.
Garrett looked at the little wooden box. “Then why were you hiding it until now?” he asked.
“Because that is what Marla’s father wished,” Tinjin said.
Garrett fell silent, recalling the crimson rune he had seen in the portrait of Marla’s father. The same rune on the cover of the black book... Drinker of Sorrow.
Uncle Tinjin sealed the letter and handed it and the box to Garrett. “Have a good time tonight, Garrett,” he said, “Look not to the pillars of inexorable fate for true meaning in this world, but rather to the little moments of happiness that lie between them.”
Chapter Four
Garrett stopped by a small bakery on his way to the Thrinnian Embassy. Marla had warned him that he might want to eat before he came, so he wolfed down a couple of cinnamon rolls as he hurried past all the shops doing their last business of the evening before Curfew. He dusted the crumbs off as best he could, one-handed, since he held Uncle’s package for Mrs. Veranu in the other. He wore a hooded overcoat over his party clothes, but had chosen to leave his satchel behind, with only a handful of coins tucked inside a belt pouch beneath his kurta to pay for expenses. He hoped he wouldn’t need any essence tonight. It was just a party after all.
The first warning chime sounded through the streets, and Garrett picked up his pace. Marla had promised him safe conduct home after the play, but she had not specified how, and this was starting to worry him. Curfew was once again in full effect in the city of Wythr, and he had no desire to risk another run past the skeletal guardians, especially without any magical essence.
Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a flash of red, and he stopped to look. A lean, dark-haired girl in a sand-colored tunic was packing up her table of wares in front of the nameless little shop front that she shared with several other hopeful young entrepreneurs. The flash of red came from a brooch of colorful feathers that shimmered in the lamplight like glittering jewels before the girl tucked it away into her rucksack.
“Wait!” Garrett called out, hurrying to the girl’s table, “How much is that feather thing?”
The girl looked up, smiling, her eyes going to the puffy headdress that protruded from the front of Garrett’s hood. “Oh, you mean this?” she asked, pulling the feather brooch back out again.
Glossy feathers in red, purple, and orange were woven together in the shape of a teardrop. Their colors seemed unnaturally vibrant, almost blazing with warmth against the cool shadows of twilight.
“How much is it?” he asked, fumbling for his coin pouch.
“One hundred suul,” she said, biting her lip.
“Oh,” Garrett said, digging the coins out and spreading them across his palm with his thumb, “I only have twenty-seven… sorry.”
The girl’s eyes fell. She hesitated a moment and then pushed the feather brooch back inside the pack.
“Thank you anyway,” Garrett said, “Have a good night.” He turned to walk away, cursing himself for not thinking of getting Marla something earlier.
He made it about twenty paces before the shop girl caught up with him and tapped him on the shoulder.
“You really only have twenty-seven?” she asked.
“Yeah, sorry,” he said.
Her eyes went back to the empty table and her bulging rucksack atop it. She sighed and held out the feather brooch. “It’s yours for that, if you want it,” she said.
“Oh,” Garrett said, handing her the money, “Are you sure?”
She nodded and gave him a thin smile. Then her stomach made a low rumbling noise, and she flushed red.
Garrett pretended not to notice. “Thank you,” he said, reaching to take the brooch. His sleeve drew back up his forearm as he did, and the girl saw the pale burn scars. She flinched as his hand touched hers.
Garrett looked away, mumbling his thanks once again. He should have worn the gloves.
“I’m sorry,” the girl said, “I… have a good evening, sir.” She clutched the coins tightly to her chest and fled back to her table as the second warning chime rang out, hollow and mournful, above the city.
Garrett stroked the feathers between his fingertips, feeling their softness and warmth. He wondered if the bird that gave them might come from the same place that Uncle’s shimmerfleece did. Somewhere bright and sunny, no doubt. He sighed and hurried on his way.
He arrived at the Foreign District as the final chimes of Curfew tolled above the silent city. He ducked inside just as the Templars were shutting the gates for the evening. He made his way to the Thrinnian Embassy and pulled the bell rope at its mahogany and amber door, waiting to be admitted within.
An unusually long time passed as Garrett stood there outside the door, and he began to grow more nervous by the moment. From somewhere beyond the district walls, Garrett heard a muffled scream. The Watchers were out.
He shrank deeper into the shadow of the embassy doorway, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. As far as he knew, Watchers were not allowed within the walls of the Foreign District, but Templars patrolled the streets at night, and Garrett did not want to push his luck with them. He doubted his status as an honorary Templar would impress the cudgel-wielding soldiers that had given him so much trouble, and so many contusions, on the night they had tried to arrest him.
As if summoned by his fear of them, he heard the dull clop of Templar boots, echoing through the street as the patrol began its nightly rounds. He pushed his back against the wall, wondering if he would be better off announcing his presence to the guard and answering their questions, or keeping silent and trusting the shadows to hide him. If they found him trying to hide from them…
Suddenly, the door creaked open, and Garrett breathed an explosive sigh as he stumbled inside, pushing the door shut behind him.
“Good evening, Master Garrett,” the gaunt doorman croaked. The vampire stood to his full height with his lean shadow cast against the far wall in the rippling white light of the wisp orb.
“Good evening, Mister Klavicus,” Garrett said, “I’m glad to see you.” He gave a little wave and a smile to the wisp orb, and it flared brightly in response.
The bald vampire bowed stiffly. “My apologies for keeping you waiting,” he said, making a low clicking noise in his throat before continuing, “The evening’s festivities have kept me away from my ordinary duties.”
“It’s all right,” Garrett said, “I hope I’m not late.”
“Quite early,” Klavicus said, opening one of the runed panels in the amber wall, “May I take your coat?” He tilted his head to the side, looking at Garrett the way a vulture eyes a wounded animal.
“Sure,” Garrett said, shrugging out of his overcoat and passing it to Klavicus. He held the feather brooch, clutched between the wooden coffer and Uncle’s letter.
Klavicus folded Garrett’s coat over his arm and ushered him through the door. “I will show you to your seat, Master Garrett,” he said, “Young Lady Veranu will meet you there when she is ready.”
“Thank you,” Garrett said.
Klavicus sniffed as Garrett stepped past him into the hallway. “Will you require any additional sustenance, beyond that of your earlier meal?” he asked, “Or have you eaten enough… cinnamon brea…” He stopped short, sniffing louder now.
“What… what are you carrying?” he demanded. The vampire leaned down, baring his long yellow fangs as he inhaled the scent of the wooden coffer that Garrett held.
“Uh, a gift,” Garrett said, recoiling away from the inhuman doorman, “for Mrs. Veranu.”
Klavicus’s eyes went wide, like a spooked horse, and he spun, looking down the hall to where a small group of vampires emerged from a side room, laughing as they moved further down the hall. Klavicus lowered his voice to a thin, dry hiss. “She must not see that!” he whispered.
“Mrs. Veranu?” Garrett asked.
“No!” Klavicus hissed, “The Valfrei. She must not know… she must not touch anything that belonged to him!”
“To Marla’s father?”
Klavicus shushed him, clamping his bony hand down hard on Garrett’s shoulder. “Come,” he said, “this cannot wait.”
Garrett stumbled along as Klavicus rushed him back out into the entryway and through the side door that led to the Veranu’s apartment. The tall vampire kept looking back over his shoulder as though afraid they were being followed. He only released his grip on Garrett when they reached Marla’s door. He rapped his knuckles sharply on the door and waited.
A few moments later, the door opened, and Mrs. Veranu stood before them, dressed in a green robe with a towel draped over her shoulders and a puzzled smile on her face.
“Hello, Garrett,” she said, drying the back of her neck with the corner of her towel. Her short, auburn hair stood out like a tangled haystack, still damp from her bath. She flashed her pearly fangs in a grin, “I’m afraid we are still not quite ready to receive visitors. I thought we’d be meeting you later at the theater.” She gave Klavicus a pointed look.
“My apologies, my lady,” Klavicus said, bowing deeply, “I am afraid this could not wait.”
“What is it?” Marla’s mother asked.
Klavicus nudged Garrett’s shoulder. They stepped inside, and Mrs. Veranu closed the door behind them.
“Uncle Tinjin wanted me to give you this,” Garrett said, handing her the coffer and letter, careful to pull out his gift for Marla first.
Mrs. Veranu took the box and letter, frowning slightly. She set the coffer aside on a nearby table and broke Uncle Tinjin’s wax seal with her long fingernail. She opened the letter and scanned it with her eyes.
Garrett saw her lips tense, and her eyes went to the little chest on the table. She finished the letter and read it again before folding it back and letting out a slow sigh. She did not look at them, but instead let her eyes wander the room. Her face revealed no emotion, until, at last, she smiled again.
“Thank you, Garrett,” she said, “and give your uncle my thanks as well… I would appreciate it if you said nothing to Marla about…”
“Is that Garrett?” Marla’s voice called from the other room.
She appeared from the doorway of her bedroom, dressed in a high-collared, long-sleeved black gown that hung to her knees. She wore shoes of polished black leather and a belt of glistening black scales, cinched across her waist with a dragon-headed buckle. She wore her hair in a tight bun, held in place with a jade hairpin. Two long ebony locks hung down on either side of her face. Her eyes lit up at the sight of Garrett, and her smile made him lose his balance. Klavicus steadied him from behind.
“Hi, Marla!” Garrett said.
She crossed the room in two graceful strides, catching him up in a hug. “You look wonderful!” she said. She stepped back, giving him a crooked smile at the sight of his headdress. “Where did you get that?” she asked.
“Oh,” he said, putting his hand to his forehead, “This is kind of a… distraction.”
“A what?”
“Never mind,” he said, “Here, this is for you.” He held out the feather brooch.
Marla’s eyes went wide. “It’s beautiful!” she said, “Thank you.”
Garrett smiled and nodded.
“Mother, can you help me with this?” Marla said.
Mrs. Veranu quickly set aside Uncle Tinjin’s letter, interposing her body between Marla and the table where the wooden coffer lay. She stepped forward to help her daughter pin the brooch to the front of her dress. “It is quite lovely,” Mrs. Veranu agreed, “Phoenix bird, I believe.”
“Really?” Garrett asked, “You mean like the ones that catch on fire and then come back?”
Mrs. Veranu laughed. “That’s only a legend,” she said, “The real birds only seem to burn in the sunlight. Their feathers are highly reflective. The Lethian name for them is Vannaroc. It means Sunbird.”
“Oh,” Garrett said, feeling a little embarrassed, “sorry.”
“For what?” Marla asked.
Garrett made some vague motions with his hands. “You guys don’t really like the sun much… I didn’t mean to get you something that would remind you of it.”
Marla and her mother laughed.
“Garrett,” Mrs. Veranu said, “the sun causes us pain, it is true, but that doesn’t mean that we can’t appreciate the beauty of it, or of things relating to it.”
“I don’t like the sun,” Klavicus muttered.
“It really is beautiful, Garrett,” Marla said, “Thank you.” She leaned forward and kissed his cheek.
Garrett blushed.
“Marla, are you ready to go?” Mrs. Veranu asked.
“Yes, Mother,” she answered.
“Then why don’t you go ahead and take Garrett down to the theater. I’ll be along shortly.”
Marla smiled and nodded, taking Garrett’s hand.
Garrett suddenly remembered why he left the gloves at home.
“Thank you Klavicus,” Mrs. Veranu said, and a look of understanding passed between them.
“In faithful service,” the gaunt vampire responded, bowing slightly with his hands across his chest.
Mrs. Veranu gave him a tense smile, and she watched them open the door and step out into the hall. She reached out to stroke Marla’s hair as she passed. “Enjoy this evening, dear,” she said.
Marla gave her a confused look. “You’re coming too, aren’t you?” she asked.
“Of course, dear,” Mrs. Veranu said, “Now run along.”
Mrs. Veranu closed the door behind them, and Garrett wondered what had been written in Uncle Tinjin’s letter. He walked beside Marla in silence, trying to drown his misgivings in the pleasure of holding Marla’s hand.
“Did that seem strange to you?” Marla whispered to Garrett.
“What?”
“Mother was acting a little… off,” she said.
“Ah… I didn’t notice anything,” Garrett said.
Marla frowned at him. “What were you talking about before I came in?” she asked.
Garrett faltered. “Ah…”
“Rats,” Klavicus said, glaring back over his shoulder at Garrett, “Rats in the food stores again. I was hoping that your mother might recommend some manner of creature for use in hunting them.”
“Rats?” Marla sounded unconvinced. “I’m sure we could find something at the shop to help out.”
“Uh, yeah,” Garrett said, clinging desperately to the doorman’s lie, “and I’d be glad to help too. Uncle Tinjin showed me how he keeps rats out of the laboratory at home.”
“How is that?” Klavicus demanded, genuinely curious.
“Um… zombie rats,” Garrett answered.
“Zombie rats?” Marla laughed.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “You just have to kill a couple of ‘em in traps or something, and then you rez ‘em and give them orders to kill any other rats they find. You can even tell them to bring you the bodies so you can make more zombie rats. Uncle has like fifty of them now living downstairs… well, unliving I guess.”
Marla gave him a disgusted look.
“This actually works?” Klavicus asked.
“Yeah!” Garrett said, “I made a couple myself already. It’s not that hard.”
Klavicus considered it as they walked. “Well then,” he said, “I would like to purchase one or more of your undead rats.”
“All right,” Garrett said, “I can come back with a flask sometime and make some zombie rats for you. Can you find a couple of dead ones for me?”
Klavicus let out an angry hiss. “That is not a problem,” he said, “Dozens I have killed… hundreds… but still they come.”
“Very well then,” Marla sighed, “the two of you can rid the world of granary rats at your earliest convenience tomorrow. Tonight, however, Garrett and I would prefer to enjoy the Song of Samhaed in peace.”
“Of course, my lady,” Klavicus said as he ushered them through the doorway at the end of the hall.
Dozens of vampires in evening dress stood in the hall beyond, talking and sipping from crystal goblets. Garrett’s stomach turned a little at the sight of what they were drinking, but he tried to keep his discomfort from showing on his face.
“What’s the Song of Sam-ayed?” Garrett asked.
“Samhaed,” Marla corrected his pronunciation, “It is the play we are here to see tonight.”
Garrett started to ask more, but he blanched at the sight of the raven-haired vampire staring at him from across the room.
Claude did not look happy to see him.
Claude's face brightened into a smile when Marla noticed him and waved. The thin vampire boy excused himself from his conversation with two elder vampires and made his way over toward Marla and Garrett. His long black hair was tied back, hanging down over the left shoulder of his gray suit. A polished silver gorget plate lay across his chest, suspended from a chain to hang just below his throat. It bore a symbol of two bat wings spreading from either side of a fanged skull. His shiny black boots clicked on the marble tiles as he strode up to them. He seemed to be doing his best not to look at Garrett.
“Marla,” he said, “you look lovely tonight.” He bowed to her and smiled as she thanked him. He straightened and half turned to Garrett, giving him a second, somewhat stiffer bow. “Master necromancer,” he added.
“Hi, Claude,” Garrett said. He hadn’t spoken to the young gaunt rider since that night in the swamp when Claude had warned him to stay away from Marla. They had taken every opportunity to avoid one another since then. As far as Garrett was concerned, the arrangement suited him just fine.
“We’re going to find our seats now, Claude,” Marla said, “Would you like to sit with us?”
Garrett felt a little sick to his stomach.
Claude’s eyes flicked toward Garrett for the briefest moment before he spoke again. “Thank you, but I’m afraid that I’ve promised to sit with a few of the riders that accompanied the Valfrei from Thrinaar.”
“Have you met her yet?” Marla asked, and Garrett detected a little note of anxiety in her voice.
“Yes, but that was long ago, back home,” Claude said. He reached out and took Marla’s hand. “You have no cause to be nervous. She is a great woman, and I’m certain that you will like her.”
“Thanks,” Marla said, smiling.
Garrett noted that Claude had not yet released Marla’s hand. The vampire was also pointedly ignoring the glare the young necromancer was giving him.
“Perhaps you and your mother will have an opportunity to visit Thrinaar again in the Valfrei’s company,” Claude said, “How long has it been since you were last home?”
Marla laughed nervously. “I haven’t been to Thrinaar since I was a baby,” she said, “I have no memory of the city whatsoever.”
Claude looked shocked. “You're serious?” he said, “I can’t believe it! You must let me show you the city when you come. There are things there that you can’t imagine! No other place in the world compares to it. Certainly not…” he flicked a glance at Garrett. “Well, I’m sure the embassy is comfortable enough, and Wythr is certainly… intriguing, in its way, but Thrinaar… It is home.”
He was still holding Marla’s hand.
Garrett cleared his throat. “So, uh, what is this play about?” he asked.
Marla smiled and turned to face him, slipping free of the gaunt rider’s grasp. “The Song of Samhaed is the story of the first of our kind,” she said, “the first vampire.”
“Oh,” Garrett said, enjoying the look of consternation on Claude’s face, “is it a good play?”
“One of my favorites,” Marla beamed, “I think you’re going to enjoy it. The Yellow Troupe has come in honor of the Valfrei’s visit. They are some of the greatest dancers in the world.”
“It’s a dancing play?” Garrett asked.
Marla wrinkled her nose. “It’s not exactly what you think of as…”
“Vampire dancers are similar to what you humans would call actors,” Claude interrupted, “only they are much more skilled.”
“You really just have to see it to understand,” Marla assured him.
Garrett frowned at Claude. “I guess we’d better find our seats then,” he said, “I don’t want to miss the show.”
Marla bid Claude farewell. She took Garrett’s arm then and led him away, toward the doors of some great inner hall at what Garrett guessed to be the center of the vampire embassy. The two of them passed through the doors into the cool shadows of the largest theater that Garrett had ever seen. Hundreds of chairs and tables were arranged neatly upon the multi-leveled red-carpeted terraces overlooking the broad, circular stage below. The stage was formed of polished, blood-red wooden planks. It stood empty, save for six soot-stained braziers that had been arranged around its perimeter. Smoldering coals within these bronze bowls caused the air above to shimmer with heat.
Marla chose a small table with four black leather-cushioned chairs. Only a single rock crystal vase adorned the table. It contained a solitary black rose, and the water in its base gave off a faint, blue-green glow. Garrett pulled out one of the chairs and smiled, waiting for Marla to take a seat before taking the seat next to her.
A flicker of motion from the crystal vase caught his eye, and Garrett leaned close enough to make out the tiny lambent sea creatures that swam and swirled in the little container of water. Like those at the neighboring tables, these miniature aquariums gave off just enough light to illuminate the surface of the black table cloth on which they sat and little else.
“That’s nice,” Garrett said, pointing at the vase.
Marla seemed to notice it for the first time and nodded her agreement. She looked around, surveying the faces of the other vampires as they entered the theater.
“Do you know all these vampires?” Garrett asked.
“Some of them,” Marla said. She lifted her hand to wave at someone across the room, but Garrett saw no sign that she was recognized by any of the pale skinned and somberly-dressed mob that was filing into the room.
“You guys really like black and gray,” Garrett noted.
Marla laughed. “I know it seems a bit gloomy,” she admitted, “but you must understand that we do not see colors the same way that you do.”
“What?” Garrett asked.
Marla gestured toward the dress of a lady who had taken a seat two tables over and slightly below them. “What color would you say she is wearing?” she asked.
“Um… black?” Garrett said.
“And what color am I wearing?” she asked him.
“Looks black to me,” Garrett answered.
“But they are not the same,” she said, “There are subtle variations in the weave and fabric. Mine, for example, contains the faintest trace of violet… one in every hundredth fiber. Hers is woven with a hint of emerald green. That gentleman’s jacket has a blush of red to it. Can you tell the difference?”
Garrett stared at the pair of vampires at the other table until the man turned and gave him a stern look. Garrett waved back, sheepishly, and admitted to Marla that he could discern no difference at all in the various shades of black.
“The effect is subtle, I will admit,” Marla said, “but, to our eyes, it is like a dark rainbow of meaning and expression.”
“What does yours mean?” Garrett asked, “The violet, I mean.”
Marla flushed pink. She lowered her voice and leaned across the table to speak. “It means that I am not seeking… attention,” she said.
“You mean, like, you don’t want people to notice you?” he asked.
Marla wrinkled her nose again. “It means I am not seeking masculine attention.”
Garrett stared at her in silence for a moment, trying to work out her meaning. He squinted at her. “Huh?” he said.
Marla sighed and leaned closer still. “It means that I am not looking for a boyfriend!” she whispered.
Garrett felt his stomach turn over and his heart felt as if it had missed a beat. After a moment, he managed to rasp out a dry, disappointed, “Oh…”
Marla rolled her eyes and squeezed his hand. “…Because I already have one, you goose!” she said and then nodded meaningfully toward him.
“Oh…” he said. Then his mood brightened as the meaning of her words wormed its way into his consciousness, “Oh!”
Marla laughed, and Garrett grinned.
Suddenly, a man’s voice called out above the murmur of conversation throughout the hall, and everyone’s attention turned to the tall vampire who stood in the center of the stage.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” the vampire spoke in a voice loud enough to be heard outside the room, “I bid you all good evening!” The man wore a close-fitting tunic of golden silk over tight black leggings and glossy black boots. His bald head showed the slightly elongated ears and lengthened jaw that Garrett had come to associate with elder vampires, and his long fangs glistened, pearly-white in the bright light cast by a reflective mirror turned upon him from somewhere above.
“Please enter this hall with the blessings of the Yellow Troupe,” he said, “but enter quickly, for we grow impatient to begin!”
Scattered laughter sounded throughout the hall.
“I jest, of course!” the man said, “Please take as much time as you need to find your seat… Particularly you, sir.” He indicated a young vampire at the back of the hall who was still chatting with his friends. “Please, do not let us inconvenience you in any way.”
The vampire in yellow leaned forward, his large, watery eyes seeming to almost bulge from his head as he stared at the rude young vampire in the back. Others took notice and surreptitiously drew the young vampire’s attention to the elder’s mocking gaze. The young man fell silent and nodded back with a thin-lipped smile.
The man on the stage nodded his appreciation. He waved his long arms around and laughed, a high, merry laugh. “Welcome!” he cried out, “Welcome to the Song of Samhaed!”
Applause filled the hall as vampires hurried to fill their seats and the house lights grew dimmer still.
Marla looked around, a worried look on her face. “I thought mother would be here by now,” she said.
Garrett only shrugged, hoping that Marla would not bring up the question of Uncle’s gift to her mother again. He was trying to enjoy just holding his girlfriend’s hand.
Then Marla pulled her hand away and rose from her seat.
Garrett’s blood ran cold when he saw why she had done so.
A lady in a black gown swept toward them with a retinue of grim-faced elder vampires a few steps behind her. Long, glossy black hair framed her high forehead, angular cheekbones, and narrow jaw. Thin, unsmiling lips parted slightly to reveal her long, white teeth as she turned her pale, unblinking eyes upon Garrett. He scrambled to his feet, almost knocking his chair over in his haste.
“My Lady!” Marla gasped. She crossed her hands over her chest and quickly bowed.
Garrett did his best imitation of a vampire greeting, but the lady had already turned her attention back to Marla.
“Young lady Veranu,” the woman said, her voice like frost-kissed steel, “I am Senzei, Valfrei of the Seventh House. I welcome your presence.” She bowed then to Marla with an almost reptilian grace. The vampires behind her bowed as well.
“You honor us, Valfrei,” Marla said, obviously flustered.
“May I join you?” Senzei asked, indicating the little table.
Garrett found the overly large irises of the woman’s eyes particularly unnerving.
“Of course,” Marla said, “but we only have four chairs.” She looked to the half dozen vampires standing behind the Valfrei.
“One is all I require,” Senzei said. She dismissed the others with a wave. They nodded in deference and took their leave.
The vampire woman stood motionless, regarding Marla with her unsettling gaze, until Garrett remembered his manners and hastily offered his chair to her. She sat down, smoothing the front of her black dress as Garrett hurried around to help Marla into her own chair.
He hesitated, considering flight for a brief moment as his mind fumbled through what little Uncle had managed to teach him of etiquette. Then again, this was the woman who had tried to have his uncle killed. He took a step forward and then back again, away from the table.
Marla shot him a nervous smile and reached out to take his hand, pulling him close. Garrett choked back his fear for a brief moment, until he glanced over at the Valfrei. She was staring intently at him, and he suddenly noticed that the pupils of her eyes were not exactly round but more elongated vertically, like those of some cold-blooded reptile. He tried to swallow, but his mouth had gone quite dry.
“May my friend stay with us?” Marla asked.
Senzei regarded him with those serpent’s eyes for a long moment before she spoke again. “Of course,” she said, “I look forward to learning all about your… friend.”
Garrett felt a little twinge in his gut, but he pulled a tense smile across his face and took the seat on the other side of Marla.
She smiled at him, patting his knee reassuringly under the table before turning her attention back to the elder vampire.
"I've been so looking forward to meeting you, Valfrei," Marla said, "I... I'm afraid I know so little of your work. My mother says you are... are quite accomplished."
"Your mother says this?" Valfrei Senzei asked, her voice cool; her eyes searching Marla's face.
"Yes," Marla said, hesitating only by a breath before adding, "she speaks quite highly of you."
The Valfrei's lips curled upward slightly at the corner, and her eyes narrowed to slits. "Your mother is quite adept as well," she said, "to have not only survived, but even thrived, here... so far from home," Her eyes turned suddenly upon Garrett, and he started slightly and hastily glanced away.
Marla looked at Garrett as well. "We've come to think of this place as our home," she said.
A faint hiss of air passed through the Valfrei's nostrils, and she looked away. "It is good that you have experienced something of the outside world in your youth," she said, looking at Marla again, "It will give you a greater appreciation of what we are building at home."
"Building?" Marla asked.
The Valfrei smiled. "A better future for our people," she said.
Marla nodded. "Of course."
The Valfrei turned her gaze upon Garrett once more. "And you must be Tinjin's son," she said, letting the tips of her fangs rest on her lower lip when she smiled.
Garrett flinched. His hopes of remaining anonymous throughout the evening unraveled like a two copper shroud. He worked his jaw, hoping that words might come out, but nothing did.
"He is well, is he not?" the Valfrei asked.
"He... I'm not his son," Garrett finally managed, "He's my uncle."
The Valfrei inclined her head slightly. "Another one of his nephews, I see," she said, "He is still trying to fill that hollow with borrowed sons."
"What do you mean?" Garrett asked. A sick, tingly feeling crawled up the back of his neck.
"He never told you what happened to his family... to his real son?" The Valfrei chuckled.
Garrett shook his head.
The vampire woman raised her thin eyebrows. "Oh," she said, "forget I mentioned it then..." She looked past Garrett, over his shoulder, and her eyes sparkled with delight. "Klavicus! Is that you?" she said.
Garrett turned to look at the doorman who was approaching the table with a tray of silver goblets and a sick look on his face.
"Good evening... Valfrei," Klavicus rasped. His lips twitched back over his long yellow fangs. "I bring... refreshment," He carefully sat a silver goblet, filled with blood down in front of Marla first, and then a larger, more ornate goblet, studded with rubies, before the Valfrei.
"I didn't know you were working here," the Valfrei cooed, "It is so good to see you again. How long has it been?"
"I couldn't say," Klavicus muttered.
"Since the Trials, I believe," she sighed, "Ah, those were good times, were they not?"
Klavicus's lips twitched again.
The Valfrei lifted the jewel-encrusted goblet to her lips and inhaled its scent. "Faun," she said, approvingly, "Thank you, Klavicus."
He stretched his fragile smile and bowed his head before setting the last goblet, a plain silver one, in front of Garrett.
Garrett started to protest, but Klavicus tapped the rim with a long fingernail, and Garrett saw that the cup was filled with fruit juice instead of blood. "Thank you," he said, and Klavicus patted him once on the shoulder before going.
"You know him?" Marla asked.
The Valfrei took a long sip from her cup and licked her lips. "We studied together in our youth," she said, "I'm happy that he has finally found work more suited to his... abilities."
Marla's face darkened. "Klavicus is a great help to us here," she said, "Mother and I have always depended on him to..."
A sudden screech of violin music cut her off. Then the sound of drums and a flute, low and mournful, joined in, and everyone's attention turned to the stage.
Two vampire women, dressed in yellow silk jerkins and hose and wearing featureless masks of white wood, burst from the red curtains at the back to dance across the stage. Each one held a dark leather bag in one hand, and with her free hand, reached in and drew out a handful of bright green powder that she cast into the fire of each brazier in turn. As soon as the powder hit the hot coals, a thick, yellowish smoke began to rise and swirl above the stage, forming a roiling cloud that seemed to pulse and shift in hue with every beat of the music.
Garrett watched in fascination, certain that some form of magic was at work in the strange pulsing of the smoke. He stared, wide-eyed, as the smoke billowed and rolled with shapes half-formed and half-seen. Faces of people and images of vast cities and soaring dragons flickered in the shimmering cloud as the weird music swelled to a feverish crescendo. The two dancing girls had left the stage, and the hall lights had dimmed now until only strange flickers of light, like lighting in a night storm, shone above the stage. Then the music stopped, and everything went black.
Garrett held his breath.
A single boom of a kettledrum brought the light back, and Garrett looked down to see a small group of men, dressed in red and black robes upon the stage. They wore dark eye makeup and sullen expressions beneath tall headdresses, not dissimilar to the one that Garrett wore. The men carried long staffs and moved their feet as though walking, and, though they did not move forward, the swirling illusion of the smoke around them gave the impression that they were traveling through a vast and wind-swept desert. The violins groaned and the flute gave voice to the desert wind.
"In the Time of Dying," a voice cried out, "men wandered the earth in search of solace and refuge from the horrors of the outer world."
Suddenly the robed actors looked up in terror and dropped to their knees on the stage as the smoke roiled in the shape of some vast, winged thing that swept down out of the yellow sky. The smoky shadow passed among them, and, suddenly, one of the men was gone in a swirl of smoke. As the vapors cleared, the remaining men got to their feet again and mimed the steps of their stony-faced trek once more.
"Those that survived the passing," the narrator said, "came at last to a place forgotten by the race of men."
The men on stage slowly turned, and the smoke swirled with them to reveal the outline of a great, ruined city of domes and spires at the edge of a foreboding mountain range. Before its gates rose a single tower, a column of jet-black smoke, featureless and narrow.
"The men approached boldly, heedless of danger, for they knew that death followed close behind."
The robed men seemed to draw nearer to the ruined city as they walked, and the black tower rose above them.
"Perhaps the great guardian slept and dreamed," the narrator said, "or perhaps it saw in them no threat to its ancient masters and ignored the men as it ignored the crawling beetles that scurried in the empty halls of forgotten song. It let them live, and let them pass."
The actors on the stage continued their pretend march, looking around in marvel as the city's walls enveloped them.
"Chief among them was one called Samhaed," the narrator said.
One of the robed men stepped forward and turned to face the others, raising his staff. "Here," he said, "we shall make our camp... Here we shall make our home."
The lights fell again, and the music stopped.
The lights rose again on a scene formed of smoke, a great balcony overlooking a gleaming city beneath a troubled, sunset sky. Samhaed stood, looking out over his city, older now, with gray in his beard. He no longer wore the dark traveling robes but was dressed as a king, roped with golden chains and ivory silk. He clasped his hands behind his back and shook his head.
"Have I not led them to peace and bounty?" Samhaed cried out, "Have I not spared them the reaver's claw and hunger's bite? How can they be so stiff-necked? Do they not understand that I only wish the best for them?" He turned to face the audience as a woman emerged from the shadowy smoke behind him.
"They are but children, my love," spoke the woman. She was dressed in gossamer robes with a golden coronet in her raven-black hair. "Children have no love of discipline, it is true, but they still love their father. The people are your children, and they love you still, even if they are sometimes... disobedient."
"Disobedient?" Samhaed scoffed, lifting his hands to his sides, "This is not mere disobedience. They openly defy me! This is treason!"
The woman crossed the stage to Samhaed's side and kissed him. "Let your rage be cooled," she said. She ran her hand across his brow, smoothing back his gray hair. "Listen to your advisors and proceed cautiously in this matter."
"Advisors!" Samhaed said, turning his back to her, "I need not ask their advice to know it! They would have me huddle, cringing in this palace while the people build a mound of kindling around my feet!"
The woman looked back over her shoulder, motioning to someone off-stage, and a trio of men in colorful robes and headdresses stepped from the smoke into the light.
"Lord Samhaed," one of the advisors spoke as they approached their king, "We would speak to you on the matter of the..."
Garrett's attention was suddenly drawn away from the play by the sound of the Valfrei's voice as she spoke to Marla in a hushed tone.
"I am told that you are quite fluent in the Wyrd," she said.
Marla looked up from the play, blinking. "Oh, yes," she whispered, "Mother has taught me most of the binding wyrds, and I've studied quite a bit on my own as well."
"What Songs have you read?" the Valfrei asked.
Marla looked embarrassed. "The... ah... Tanjin Cycle... the Codex Namare... part of Blake's Triad," she said, "and a few more... minor things."
The Valfrei's eyes narrowed. "That's all?" she asked.
Marla blushed. "I'm sorry," she said, "I... I should have studied more, I know..."
"In Thrinaar you would have learned all the Cycles by heart now," the Valfrei said
Garrett reached out and put his hand on Marla's knee beneath the table, and she clasped it gratefully in turn.
She was spared further admonishment by a trill of the flute and an ominous chord struck on the violins of the unseen orchestra. The lights went out again, and Garrett looked toward the stage to see what came next.
The lights rose upon a real bed that the vampire actors had somehow rushed to the center of the stage in complete silence in the few seconds of darkness between scenes. Samhaed lay sleeping on the bed, and beside him, his queen lay, staring down at him with a troubled look on her face. The smoke around them swirled with the half-formed image of a large chamber with moonlight falling upon the floor through high, narrow windows
The Queen turned her head, seeming to hear a sound from off-stage. She brought her hand to her lips and rose from the bed, fleeing in terror. From the shadows emerged three men in black robes, their faces concealed by strips of cloth, and bright daggers flashing in their upraised hands. They approached the bed with theatrical stealth as Samhaed lay tossing in a troubled dream.
"I have drawn up a list of books that I expect you to read," the Valfrei said, ignoring Garrett's glare, "I will expect you to have finished them all by the time we begin your training next week."
"Yes, Valfrei," Marla whispered, "of course."
The assassins had crept to the very edge of Samhaed's bed, pausing for a breath with their daggers poised to strike.
"And I have a list of supplies that you will need as well," the Valfrei said, "I trust you will procure them at your earliest convenience."
Garrett rolled his eyes and squeezed Marla's knee a bit tighter.
"Of course, Valfrei," Marla agreed.
Just as the daggers fell, Samhaed seemed to wake from his dream and looked up in horror at the men who had come to murder him in his sleep. He looked to his left, finding his wife gone, and then rolled into her empty place as the knives plunged into the bed where he had lain. He came up, struggling with one of the assassins and mocked turning the man's blade back against himself. The assassin fell across the bed, and Samhaed leapt to his feet, fleeing into the darkness with the two remaining men close behind.
The lights fell again, as the drums beat out a frantic chase.
They rose upon a scene of Samhaed, stumbling through a shadowy labyrinth, clutching at a piece of red silk, representing a bloody wound in his side.
"And so, Samhaed fled into the forgotten halls beneath the city," the narrator said, "leaving behind the world of light and love and peace. He staggered down into the depths of the earth, fleeing those that sought his life, with no other thought than to escape and live and, perhaps, seek vengeance upon those who had robbed him of his city."
The Valfrei sipped from her cup again. "This is quite good," she said of the blood, "Is it harvested locally?"
Marla smiled. "Klavicus is in charge of the pens," she said, "He has always provided for our needs, more than adequately."
The Valfrei shrugged. "Perhaps he has found his true calling here," she said.
"Alas," the narrator cried, "the butchers' knives had been dipped in poison, ere they sought the King's heart, and Samhaed felt it coursing now through his veins."
The actor playing Samhaed swooned and wiped his brow with his forearm. He winced in pain as he pulled his hand from his bloody side, surveying the wound. All around, the illusionary walls of the subterranean maze wavered and swayed as though Samhaed's senses were failing him. He stumbled and staggered, barely standing at all now. Then he pitched forward and seemed to fall.
The lights suddenly began to strobe rapidly on and off again, framing in stark relief the body of Samhaed as he fell, flailing his arms and legs as though he were falling into a great pit, The walls of smoke seemed to rush past all around him, completing the illusion. Then darkness swallowed him and the music stopped.
Through the darkness came the low rumble of drums, beating in the rhythm of a man's heart... slow and faltering. A dim red glow began to fill the room so slowly that, at first, Garrett wasn't certain that it was not just some afterimage in the back of his eyes. A shape lay stretched, prone in the center of the stage, and, as the drumming beats and ruddy light grew stronger, Garrett made out the bloody body of Samhaed, ringed by towering shadows of black smoke.
"He lay dying," the narrator said, "in a place of shadow, halfway between the world of men and the world that had been before. His lifeblood stained red the holy stones where no man's foot had ever trod, and the scent of it woke those that slept there. They woke and pondered what to make of this strange, rude beast that lay dying at their feet. What to do with him."
A voice spoke then that filled Garrett with cold terror, a voice that spoke with the thrumming undertones of the Draconic tongue. It seemed to vibrate the very marrow of his bones when it whispered the name, "Samhaed..."
Garrett swallowed hard, fighting back the shiver that ran through his body at the sound of that voice. Marla held his hand a bit tighter, sensing his discomfort. Even the Valfrei said nothing, overwhelmed by the raw power of the disembodied voice,
"Samhaed," the voice spoke again, "Wake."
Samhaed stirred, lifting his head, weakly, from the floor. "Who speaks?" he gasped, "Who calls me back from the land of the dead?"
"Samhaed," the voice said, "Would you have your life back?"
"What good is my life without my people?" he coughed, "Without my crown?"
"The people will be yours again, Samhaed," the voice said, "Yours for all eternity... Your people, and many more, will you rule, forever, Samhaed."
"How?" Samhaed demanded, pushing himself up to his knees, "I am dying!"
One of the shadows moved forward, detaching itself from the wall of black smoke that loomed above the stage. Garrett trembled at the shape suggested by the shadow... something monstrous and hunched with black wings and curved talons. A pair of golden eyes blazed beneath its sooty horns. It stretched out a claw toward the man on the floor and whispered, "Drink."
Samhaed tilted his head back, mouth open to receive the trickle of black smoke that issued from the shadow creature's wrist. The lights fell as he drank the creature's blood, and the drumming beat of his heart grew stronger and slower, finally silencing the moaning violins with one last pounding beat.
"Your mother has a business here in the city?" the Valfrei asked.
"Yes, Valfrei," Marla answered, "our pet shop. I help her with the animals."
"I'll speak to your mother about finding someone to replace you," the Valfrei said, "I'm afraid you are going to be much too busy to leave the embassy for a while."
Garrett looked at Marla, and his breath caught in his throat.
"For how long?" Marla asked, "Mother needs my help."
The Valfrei shook her head as the house lights began to fill the room with a dim red glow. "I'm afraid that your training takes precedence. Your mother will understand."
"Oh, of course, Valfrei," Marla said, and she squeezed Garrett's hand again as her eyes fell.
Garrett felt a cold, prickling sensation that spread through his chest and arms, and he suddenly noticed that he was grinding his teeth.
The Valfrei glanced at him, a little curve of a smile at the corner of her mouth. She looked as if she might speak, but a fanfare of trumpets cut her off.
The lights rose on a stage filled with men in colorful robes, gathered in celebration. Central among them was Samhaed's queen. She wore a gown the color of the noonday sun, but her face showed no trace of happiness. She turned to look out of the smoke-framed window overlooking the city, beyond which rose the great dark tower, sooty-black against the orange sky. Joyful music filled the hall as the men hailed the birth of a new era of freedom in the city, shouting their jubilant cheers for the Queen.
As they cheered, the cool shadow of dusk began to bleed across the illusion of the sky. Laughter filled the room as the men raised golden goblets in toast to the promise of a bright future. One of them cried out, "Let all the world tremble before us, for we are its rightful lords!" The others reveled in his words and drank deeply of their cups.
Then, as darkness fell across the smoky illusion of the city below, a vibrant purple flame seemed to erupt from the black tower on the horizon, and the men cried out in dismay.
"The tower burns!" one shouted.
"No!" answered a chilling voice from behind, "It awakens to my call."

All turned to see Samhaed, stripped to the waist, with a red sword in his hand. The men in brightly colored robes drew back as he strode into the center of the room. The Queen gasped and put her hands to her lips.
"My King!" a man with a quavering voice spoke, "We had thought you dead!"
"No..." Samhaed said, his voice vibrating with Draconic magic, "It is you who are dead."
Some of them shrieked in terror as Samhaed moved among them like a black wind. Sashes of red silk fluttered out from concealed pockets in the actors' robes, and soon the floor ran red with their silken blood.
Samhaed stood before his queen, sword raised above his head, even as the last of the robed men crumpled to the floor and lay still. She looked up at him with tears in her eyes, and he looked down, trembling with rage.
"I'm sorry," she whispered.
Samhaed cast aside his sword. He turned his back to her and walked slowly away into the shadows.
The Queen watched him go, her eyes full of sorrow. She clutched her hand to her heart, as though stricken.
She looked down at the sash of red silk, bundled in the palm of her hand, and watched it spill from her fingers like her lifeblood pouring out. She crumpled at the knees and fell to lay among the other actors, the last victim of Samhaed's vengeance.
Beyond the window, the black tower flared with gouts of violet flame, raining down destruction on all who tried to flee the city.
*******
Garrett did not recall much of the play after that. The serpent-eyed elder vampire took her leave just before the final act of the play, leaving Garrett and Marla to share a brief and uneasy peace. By the time the lights rose over the assembled vampires, and they began to shuffle out, chatting and laughing together, Garrett had sunken into a cold morass of despair. The Valfrei had come to take Marla away from him, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.
He sat, staring at the table in silence, for a long while. Marla reached over to touch his shoulder, giving him a hopeful little smile.
"So, that's it?" he said, "You're just going to do everything she says?"
"I have to, Garrett," Marla said, "and it isn't like we're never going to see each other again, just... not as often."
He gave her a reproachful glance. "No," he said, "She'll find a way to stop us... Did you see the way she looked at me when she left?"
"She doesn't know you," Marla sighed, "It's hard for her to trust an outsider. She thinks she's protecting me."
"From what?" Garrett asked, ashamed at the edge of desperation that crept into his voice.
Marla shook her head. "I promise you, we'll still see each other," she said, "This is just something I have to do... We've always known this was coming. We should be grateful that I'll still be here in the city... I'm not going anywhere Garrett."
Garrett sniffed and nodded. He looked back toward the stage at the faint traces of yellow smoke that still swirled in the light. "How did they do that with the smoke," he asked, anxious to change the subject.
"It's a type of illusion magic," Marla said, "I believe the technique originated in Zhad."
Garrett gave a hoarse laugh. "Like my magic hair trick."
Marla laughed too. "Yes."
"The city in the play was Thrinaar, right?" he asked.
Marla nodded.
"So what was that burning tower thing?"
Marla looked around and lowered her voice before speaking. "That was the Thrin," she said.
"Huh?"
She leaned across the table, so close that Garrett could smell the flowery scent of her hair. "You remember the goblin that we met, right?" she asked, "You know about where they came from, about how they were made?"
Garrett thought for a moment. "Yeah," he said, "Annalien told me that the dragons sang them into being, back when they were fighting with humans... that there was something wrong with them because the dragons were so... sad, or something, when they sang the song."
She nodded again. "That's right, but goblins weren't the only thing they sang into being then. There were all manner of war-bred creatures."
"Like trolls and stuff, right?" Garrett said.
"Yes," she said, "but these were only foot soldiers... there were other songs that were sung as well... darker, and more powerful than any sung before, or since."
"So that tower thing is some sort of giant... goblin tower?"
Marla laughed. "No," she said, "The Thrin is a guardian... a weapon of last resort, created to watch over the resting place of the Masters."
"The dragons that made the vampires?" Garrett asked.
Marla smiled. "That's why our city is named Thrinaar," she said, "The Thrin is the soul of the city, and it watches over and protects it from any who would destroy us."
Garrett thought about this for a moment. "So, if it's a tower," he asked, "can you climb up inside it and look around?"
Marla snorted with laughter.
"What's so funny?" Marla's mother asked as she approached their table. Klavicus followed close behind, at her elbow.
Marla grinned. "Garrett wants to take a tour inside the Thrin," she explained, laughing again.
Mrs. Veranu gave them an incredulous smirk. "How did you like the play, Garrett?" she asked.
"Oh, it was good," he said.
Mrs. Veranu raised her eyebrows. "You look troubled," she said, "is something wrong?"
"The Valfrei sat with us," Marla whispered.
Mrs. Veranu frowned. "Klavicus told me," she said, "How did it go?"
Marla shrugged. "She wants me to stop working at the pet shop," she said.
"I expected as much," Mrs. Veranu sighed, "We'll talk about that later... right now we have something more important to discuss."
Marla gave her a worried look.
Mrs. Veranu smiled and put her hand on Marla's shoulder. "The time has come for you to know some things about... the past," she said,
Marla looked at Garrett and then her mother again, her eyes widening.
"Klavicus," Mrs. Veranu said, "Can you take Garrett home?"
"Of course, my lady," the elder vampire answered, bowing his head.
Garrett rose as Marla did. He gave her a trembling smile, half afraid that he would never see her again if he let her out of his sight. She smiled back at him.
"Thank you for coming tonight, Garrett," she said, "and thanks for staying with me... through that."
"Anytime you need me," he said.
"Goodnight, Garrett," Mrs. Veranu said, guiding Marla away from the table.
"Goodnight," Garrett said, watching them go.
"Are you ready, Master Garrett?" Klavicus asked.
"Yeah," he sighed.
The two of them walked together out of the empty hall and past the clumps of vampires lingering outside. Some of them followed him with their eyes as he passed, but he felt no sense of intimidation, just a sort of sick weariness.
The passed into the dark hall that led to the outer door, and Klavicus fell into step behind him in the narrow corridor.
"Is something wrong, Master Garrett?" Klavicus rasped.
Garrett started from his gloomy thoughts. "Oh... its just that the... Valfrei lady doesn't want Marla to leave the embassy anymore. I don't know when I'll get a chance to see her again."
Klavicus was silent for a moment. "You can see her tomorrow, when you come to kill my rats," he said.
Garrett's mood brightened immediately. "Do you... ah, have a lot of rats?" he asked.
Klavicus hissed out what might have been a laugh. "We have many rats here," he said, "It may take you several visits to exterminate them all."
Garrett smiled. "Thanks, Mister Klavicus," he said.
As they turned a corner, Klavicus pushed him back against the wall and leaned in, his thin lips close to Garrett's ear.
"The young Lady Veranu will need your help now," he whispered, "Do not let Senzei draw her away... Do not let her... corruption... poison the girl's mind!"
Garrett nodded urgently. "Can you help me?" he asked.
Klavicus stared down at him through narrowed eyes. "Senzei is strong," he whispered, "but we must resist! We must not allow her to... destroy those we... those we... have a duty to protect."
Garrett nodded again.
Klavicus grinned then. "She underestimates us, I think, you and I," he chuckled, "and we shall make her regret this."
"Yeah," Garrett said, "I think you're right."
The old vampire set his face in a look of grim determination and patted Garrett on the shoulder. "Let's get you home now," he said.
He led Garrett out to the entryway and lifted the wisplight orb from its pedestal with one hand. The wisp within shimmered and flared with cold, watery light. The vampire retrieved Garrett's coat for him and helped him shoulder it on. Klavicus opened the outer door, and Garrett followed him into the dark street beyond.
"Are we going to take a tunnel back to my house?" Garrett asked.
Klavicus gave him a confused look. "Why would we take a tunnel?" he asked.
"The Watchers," Garrett said, "It isn't safe to leave the Foreign District after Curfew."
Klavicus shook his head, laughing. He knelt down on one knee, bending low. "Climb onto my back, Master Garrett," he said, "and hold on tightly."
"What?" Garrett asked.
"Hold on tightly," Klavicus insisted, "I don't want you to fall off when I jump."
Garrett shook his head. "I think I'll just look for a tunnel," he said, "Thanks anyway."
"Are you afraid?" Klavicus asked.
"No," Garrett lied, "I just... I don't know..."
"Climb on," the vampire insisted, "It is the fastest way."
"I'm not in any hurry," Garrett said.
"I am," Klavicus said, his eyes flashing, "and I have given my word to Lady Veranu that I will see you home. This I will do, with or without your permission! Climb onto my back now and hold on."
Garrett swallowed hard and did as the vampire commanded, locking his arms around the gangly vampire's neck. Klavicus gripped Garrett's forearm tightly with his free hand and chuckled.
"And now we ride upon the wings of the night!' Klavicus laughed.
Garrett gave out a warbling cry as the vampire sprang high into the air and bounded from rooftop to rooftop across the midnight city.
Chapter Five
Garrett woke late the next day and hurried through his morning chores with every intention of heading straight for the Thrinnian Embassy as soon as Uncle Tinjin gave him leave. He was just packing an extra canister of essence in his satchel when he heard a knock at the door.
He ran to the door and pulled it open to find Serepheni standing there with a largish handbag and a wry smile on her face.
She looked him up and down and laughed. "You don't look as if you're dying of the plague!"
"Oh," Garrett said, remembering his reason for avoiding his Templar training, "I'm feeling better."
"I'm glad," Serepheni said, "I just stopped by to see about you. I stopped by the library, looking for you, and Matron Beeks said that you have been staying home sick for a while. I was afraid you might need my help."
Garrett rubbed the back of his collar with his hand, looking sideways. "Yeah," he said, "I just didn't want to come back until I was sure that I wasn't still sick." He cleared his throat experimentally.
Serepheni smiled. "That's very thoughtful of you," she said, "Do you mind if I take a look at you?"
"Huh? Oh, sure," Garrett said. He stepped back inside, motioning for the priestess to enter.
Serepheni stepped inside, taking a look around. "Is this your uncle's house?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said, "Would you like to meet him?"
"Yes, if he's home," she said, "I'd love to."
Garrett grinned, happy to steer her away from the subject of the temple. He ran down the hall to rap softly at the door to Uncle's study.
"Who was at the door, Garrett?" Tinjin called out from within.
"It's Serepheni," Garrett said, then, lowering his voice, "Max's priestess girlfriend. She wants to meet you."
"Oh," Tinjin said, "I'll be right out. Offer her some tea while she waits."
Garrett ran back down the hall and showed Serepheni into the parlor. She shook her head politely at the offer of tea and sat down to wait for Uncle Tinjin to arrive.
"I'm sorry that I haven't been able to check in on you before," Serepheni said, "I've just been so busy with the war effort."
"Have you heard anything from Max?" Garrett asked.
Serepheni blushed. "He sent me a bird last week," she said.
"A bird?"
"A small, yellow bird in a cage," she said, "It sings the most beautiful songs. He said that it was from Weslae, that they are quite common there. I think he's glad to be home again." Her eyes grew distant as she thought of him.
Garrett's heart sank. "You think he'll want to stay there now that he chased out the Chadiri?" he asked.
Serepheni looked at Garrett again and smiled sadly. "I don't think he would be able to," she said.
"You mean the Chadiri might come back?" Garrett asked.
"That's possible, of course, but that's not what I meant," she said, "I don't think Max will stay there, because he's not the boy that grew up there anymore."
"But it's his home," Garrett said, "I mean, if my home were still there... if they hadn't burned it all down, I'd want to go back."
"Certainly," she said, "but tell me this, if your city was still there, if all the people that used to live there were alive and well, would you go there right now and stay for the rest of your life?"
Garrett thought about it, imagining Brenhaven the way it was before the dragon came.
"Would you say goodbye to all your friends?" Serepheni asked, "Would you give up all that you have learned here and go back to being just an ordinary boy with an ordinary life? Would you even know how to try?"
"I don't know," Garrett said, "but it sure would be nice to see it again... even if it isn't home anymore."
Serepheni nodded. "And that is why were are giving Max his chance to see it again," she said, "Perhaps then he'll be able to let it go and come back to us to stay."
"Do you think the Chadiri will try to take it all back?" Garrett asked.
Serepheni sighed, her eyes falling. "I don't know why they haven't pushed back harder already," she said, "and it's starting to worry me. They are giving ground too quickly and making very little effort to recover it. Our loses have been, thankfully, very light."
"What about the dragon?" Garrett asked.
Serepheni shook her head. "No one's seen it since just after the battle of Taelish," she said, "Or its rider, for that matter." She looked thoughtful. "You've met him, Garrett. What was he like?"
Garrett shuddered to recall the night he had spent, captive of the dragon rider Graelle. "He was kinda crazy, I think," Garrett said, "He was burned by the dragon, like me, but he acted like it was a good thing... like it made him the dragon's brother or something."
"Did his men respect him?" she asked.
Garrett shrugged. "I guess so," he said, "One lady I saw that worked for him seemed to like him a lot." He felt uneasy again at the memories of that night. "She felt sorry for me... she wanted to wanted to kill me so the Inquisitor couldn't burn me."
"Did you see him too?" Serepheni asked.
Garrett nodded. "He really didn't like me... but I think he was afraid of the dragon rider. Graelle sorta came in and chased the Inquisitor off. At least Graelle just talked to me instead of hurting me."
"The Inquisitor was afraid of Graelle?" Serepheni asked, "Are you certain?"
Garrett thought about it. "Yeah," he said, "They really didn't like each other at all."
"And what of the officer that Graelle used as bait for us at Taelish?" she asked, "The one that you warned about Graelle's trap?"
"Um, I guess he respected Graelle and was nice enough, but Graelle and the other lady thought he was just there to... steal their credit for beating us or something. That's why they wanted to get rid of him."
Serepheni gave him a grim smile. "I think I'm beginning to see why the Chadiri seem so confused lately," she said.
"Why?" Garrett asked.
"Because they are turning against one another," Uncle Tinjin spoke from the parlor door.
Serepheni smiled and rose to greet him. "Master Tinjin," she said, "it is a pleasure to finally meet you!"
Tinjin bowed deeply and smiled. "My house is honored by your presence, Matron Serepheni."
Uncle Tinjin entered the room and motioned for Serepheni and Garrett to be seated before he took his usual chair as well.
"So you agree with me about the enemy being in disarray?" Serepheni asked.
Uncle Tinjin looked grim. "Our enemy is never in disarray," he said, "only in disagreement. Once this power play is over, you can expect them to return with redoubled force."
A shadow of fear passed over Serepheni's face, and, for a moment, she looked nothing more than a young, frightened girl. Then her eyes hardened, and the line of her mouth stretched taught, and she was, once again, the priestess who had led the armies of Gloar against the Chadiri horde.
"Then now is when we must strike," she said, "before they can put aside their differences and turn on us once again!"
Uncle Tinjin's brows shadowed his eyes as he regarded her, weighing her in the balance. "And what would you propose that we do?" he asked, "Strike at the very heart of their empire while they are in turmoil?"
Serepheni looked hopeful for a moment, then her face darkened again. "No," she said, "If we marched on their homeland now, they would have no choice but to put aside their differences and fight for their very existence. Not with ten times our numbers could we hope to destroy them completely... We must..."
Tinjin raised his eyebrows, waiting to hear what she would say.
"We need help," she said, looking at Tinjin with a desperate sort of hope, "We need the people that the Chadiri have crushed beneath their boot for so long... we need an army of freed slaves... an alliance! We can't do this alone... It's not even our right to try it. This victory must belong to everyone that the Chadiri have wronged, or else it won't be real... it has to be an alliance!"
"And how will you build this alliance?" Tinjin asked.
Serepheni's eyes darted around the room, as though she were taking inventory of imagined armies. She grew increasingly animated, waving her hands as she spoke. "The Chadiri retreat behind their walls and play politics, ignoring their colonies... Let us help them out by relieving them of the burden!" She gave them a manic grin, "Let them look up from their little game to find their former slaves staring back at them with swords in hand and the fire of freedom in their eyes! Let us set the North ablaze with it! Let that be our legacy. Let it be our gift to the world!"
A slow smile spread across Tinjin's face. "How can I help?" he said.
Chapter Six
It was late afternoon by the time Garrett finally set out for the Thrinnian Embassy with two canisters of essence weighing down his satchel. An uneasy feeling had been haunting him since the night before, and Serepheni's visit had only worsened his fears. He felt as though some insidious, unseen power was conspiring to separate him from Marla, working through the intermediaries of the vampire hierarchy on one hand and the church of Mauravant on the other. Serepheni had left with Uncle Tinjin's promise of assistance in reaching out to potential allies in the North, and with Garrett's promise that he would return to his duties at the temple the following morning.
The four o'clock chime of the temple bells rang like a herald of doom in Garrett's heart. His final day of freedom burned like a tomb-robber's last candle. He picked up the pace, though his calves were already sweating inside his high leather boots. He had chosen to wear his usual necromancer's robe and hood today. He was, after all, about a necromancer's business. The headdress he had bequeathed to Caleb who had seemed overly interested in the thing. It made Garrett's forehead itch anyway. The zombie had seemed pleased to receive it, fumbling clumsily at the bundle of cloth and moaning appreciatively as Garrett headed out the door.
He slowed his pace somewhat as he approached the Thrinnian Embassy, afraid of being too out of breath when he got there. He paused to collect himself and wipe his brow with the back of his sleeve before pulling the bell rope. A few moments later, the door swung open, and Garrett slipped inside.
"Good afternoon, Master Garrett," Klavicus said, lifting the cover from the wisplight orb.
"Good Afternoon, Mister Klavicus," Garrett said, and, nodding toward the orb, "Hi, Wisp."
The orb flared brightly, making the gaunt vampire wince.
"Have you come about my offer of employment?" Klavicus rasped.
"Yes, sir," Garrett answered, "I think I should be able to help."
"Good," Klavicus sighed, his long teeth flashing in the cold light.
"I was... I was wondering though, if I might see Marla for a few minutes before we get started," Garrett asked.
Klavicus's smile faded. "I'm afraid the young Lady Veranu is not present at the moment," he said, "She and the Lady Veranu are out today."
"Oh," Garrett's heart sank, "When do you think they'll be back?"
The vampire shook his head. "I do not expect them back soon. They are having the young lady fitted for her... uniform." he said, a look of disapproval crawling across his lean face.
"Uniform?"
Klavicus sneered. "It is customary for a student to wear a uniform during their time of study... back home. The logic of requiring one here escapes me," he said, "but then who am I to question the wisdom of the Valfrei?"
Garrett said nothing more, his eyes on the floor.
"Come," Klavicus said, putting his hand on Garrett's shoulder, "Let us see if you can help me with my problem, and, perhaps, we can find a way to help you with yours."
The animals in the lower pens began to hiss, snarl, and clack in displeasure when Garrett entered the room, all save the trio of black direwolves who pressed against the bars of their cage and whined with excitement to see him again.
Garrett laughed and ran to greet them, burying his face in Ghausse's fur as the big wolf sniffed and yelped with joy. Garrett was able to manage a playful scratch behind Hauskr's ear and a gentle stroke of Reigha's snout, but Ghausse demanded most of his attention, pushing jealously between Garrett and his pack mates.
Klavicus smiled, allowing the boy a minute of reunion with the wolves before he spoke up. "This way, Master Garrett."
Garrett patted his goodbyes to his old friends and followed the vampire into a storeroom off to the side of the animal pens. The smell of death wrinkled Garrett's nose as he stepped into the shadowy chamber.
"Here," Klavicus said, gesturing toward a gray pile of dead rats atop a scarred wooden table nestled between the high shelves of feed that lined every wall. "This is all I was able to catch over the past few days. Not as many as before... the ones that remain... they grow crafty!"
Garrett approached the table, spreading the dead rats out into a row and inspecting the bodies for quality. "Yeah," he said, "I think they're all good."
"What are you going to do?" Klavicus asked, peering over Garrett's shoulder. His presence still unnerved Garrett a little, but, for the first time, the elder vampire actually seemed almost deferential to him.
"Well," Garrett said, "now it's time to get these guys rezzed."
"Rezzed?" Klavicus asked.
"Resurrected," Garrett laughed nervously, "It's what necromancers call what we do. It just means that I make them into zombies. Although Uncle Tinjin says it's more like reanimation really."
"What is the difference?"
"Well, resurrection sounds like we're really bringin' 'em back to life," Garrett said, "but what we're actually doing is just kinda making their bodies move around again."
"Ah," Klavicus said.
"So, you're all right with me making these rats into zombies, right?" Garrett asked, "I mean they won't really be rats anymore, just zombies with rat bodies."
"Will they eat my grain?" Klavicus asked.
"They won't eat anything," Garrett said.
"But they will kill the other rats?"
"Yeah," Garrett said, "They'll do whatever you tell them to... I guess, as long as they can understand you."
Klavicus looked baffled. "I don't speak rat," he said.
"Oh! You don't have to," Garrett assured him, "I just mean, you can't get too complex with your instructions. I mean, a zombie can understand if you tell it something like kill any rat you see or bring me that thing over there, but they can't really understand it if you tell them something like let all the brown rats go, but only every other day or something. That's just too complicated for them to understand. Zombies are kinda stupid... well, most of them are."
Klavicus nodded. "Very well," he said, reaching into the pocket of his black coat, "How much will it cost?"
"Oh, uh... twenty-five suul per rat," Garrett said, "but I'm not sure I brought enough essence to do all thirteen."
Klavicus shrugged. "Do the rest later," he said, "I'll pay for all now." He counted out four silver links and placed the coins in Garrett's gloved palm.
"That's too much," Garrett said, "I'll have to get some change for you."
Klavicus lifted his long-fingered hands to silence the boy's protest. "It is a pittance, if it will rid me of this pestilent scourge!"
Garrett nodded, pocketing the coins. Uncle Tinjin insisted that Garrett keep half of everything that he made, even though the traditional share of an apprentice was only a twentieth. Garrett performed a bit of quick math in his head and realized that he was now the wealthiest he had ever been. Even the few solo reanimations that he had performed on human bodies while Uncle was away had only earned him a half share of the usual dead man's link, the standard rate agreed upon by the necromancers of the city. The coins weighed heavy in his pocket as he turned to his task, setting his satchel on the table and pulling out the first flask.
Garrett took a slow breath and unstoppered the essence flask. He chose the freshest-looking rat for his first subject. The fresher ones were always easier, and he was already nervous about having the vampire leaning over his shoulder.
Garrett held the flask over the rat's body, tipping the canister slightly to allow a dripping rivulet of the glowing green essence to dribble from the spout. The fat green drops hissed as they soaked into the gray fur of the rat's pelt, and Garrett began to whisper the words of his spell, "To the Spirit, a body given. To the flesh a quickening gift..."
Almost before he finished speaking the incantation, the broken body of the dead rat began to convulse, nearly leaping from the table as it reanimated at his command. The little creature lifted itself on its hind legs, swaying a bit and shaking its head from side to side until its broken neck popped back into place. It looked up at Garrett, its head still on a bit crooked, and awaited his command.
"What is wrong?" Klavicus asked, "You seem surprised."
"I..." Garrett said, looking at the still nearly full flask of essence in his grasp, "I just thought it would take more essence." He did not even feel the usual chill in his hand that came every time he used a flask to do magic.
"Is it... properly formed?" Klavicus asked.
Garrett studied the rat zombie, unable to detect any visible defect, apart from its crooked neck, but, as long as the body functioned, the alignment of its spine would be irrelevant. "I think it's fine," he said.
"Good," Klavicus said, "Will you do the others now, or do you need to recover?"
"No... I'm fine," Garrett said, "This is easier than I thought it was gonna be."
By the time Garrett had finished reanimating all thirteen rats, he still had over half of his first canister of essence. He stoppered the flask and returned it to his satchel, nestling it in beside the second flask that lay, as yet untouched, at the bottom of the bag. He flexed his fingers experimentally. He felt nothing of the usual icy discomfort that accompanied prolonged magic use.
"I kinda feel bad about charging you full price when I hardly used any essence," Garrett said, but the vampire waved aside any suggestion of a refund.
"Can you recommend something to mask their stench?" Klavicus asked, his lips pulled back in disgust.
"Oh, that will go away in about a day," Garrett said, "Zombies don't really stink on their own. That's just the leftover smell from when they were starting to rot. Once they became zombies, they stopped, um, decaying. As long as you animate 'em quick enough, there shouldn't be much smell at all."
Klavicus grunted, his eyes still locked on the eerily still group of undead rats that sat on their haunches, looking up at them with lifeless eyes. "You can control them now?" he asked.
"Oh, yeah," Garrett said, "actually you'll be able to too. Just a second."
Garrett straightened his back and cleared his throat. He wasn't sure exactly why he stretched out his hand over the waiting throng of zombie rats, but it seemed somehow appropriate.
"Listen and obey me!" Garrett said, trying to sound as commanding as he could, "This man is your new master." He indicated Klavicus with his other hand. "You will obey him in all things and serve him well."
He looked at Klavicus. The vampire looked doubtful.
"What do I do?" Klavicus whispered.
"I guess just tell them what you want them to do," Garrett said.
"Guard the feed stores?" Klavicus asked.
"Yeah, but you have to be pretty specific with zombies," Garrett said, "You might want to just tell them to kill any living rats they find and then bring their bodies back here for us to reanimate... well, I wouldn't bother trying to explain that last part. Just tell 'em to bring the bodies back here."
Klavicus gave him a hopeful smile and then addressed his orders to the tiny zombie horde.
The undead rats hesitated a moment as Klavicus's commands slowly registered in their magically embalmed brains, then they scattered, disappearing into the dark crevices between the shelves.
"They will come back?" Klavicus asked.
"Uh, yeah," Garrett said, hoping that it was true.
Klavicus sighed. "Good," he said, "Thank you for helping me with this. It has grown to be something of an embarrassment for me of late."
"Yeah," Garrett said, "I'm glad to help."
Klavicus's eyes turned upward, as though he could see through the ceiling into the embassy above them. "As you have helped me with my problem," he said, "so I will try to help you with yours."
Garrett gave him a questioning look.
Klavicus looked down at him and smiled grimly. "You are a good boy, I sense this," he said, grasping Garrett's shoulder in an eagle-like grip.
"Thanks," Garrett said.
"Even if I did not know this myself, still I would help you, if only because the Valfrei wishes you put away from the young Lady Veranu," Klavicus said, "and so, you and I must work together, yes?"
"Yeah," Garrett said.
"Good," Klavicus grinned, "We shall be a thorn in her flesh, you and I, and with your kindness, we shall leech away every drop of poison that this woman would pour into our lady's cup."
Garrett nodded.
"Good, then you work for me now," Klavicus said, "and you will return here, as often as you are able, as... an exterminator. There will be, I think, many opportunities in which you might cross paths with the young lady. Does this please you?"
Garrett nodded. "Yeah... thank you, Mister Klavicus."
Klavicus released his shoulder and gave him a gentle pat. "Good."
*******
Garrett lingered at the embassy for as long as he dared, but Marla and her mother never returned. With the approach of Curfew, he decided it best to head home and try again after his Templar training the following day. He bade Klavicus a friendly farewell and set off with his satchel still heavy with essence and his pocket heavy with silver, but his heart felt as light as goose down on a summer breeze.
As he passed near the market, a sudden thought struck him, and he turned quickly toward the nameless stalls at the end of the long rows of shop fronts.
He found the lean, dark-haired girl with the sand-colored tunic sitting behind her table of wares and chatting with her friends. All of the young people in her group shared the same dusky complexion and taste in earth tones for their clothing. Pearly white smiles flashed often and their laughter filled the rapidly emptying streets as the city's populace hurried home for the night.
"Hi," Garrett said as he jogged toward the girl's table, his hand already fishing in his pocket. He pulled out a silver link and held it out between two gloved fingers. "I still owe you for the feathery thing."
The girl looked up at him in confusion, her dark eyes going to the gleaming silver coin. "What's this for?" she asked.
"The feathery thing you sold me yesterday," Garrett said, "I didn't have enough money then, but I got the rest now."
Her eyes sparkled with recognition. "Oh, you're the kid with the turban!"
Garrett frowned. She couldn't be much older than him, even if she was a little taller. "Yeah," he said.
The girl's eyes narrowed, and she shook her head. "You don't owe me anything," she said, "We made a deal for twenty-seven, and we both agreed."
A younger girl, standing off to one side made a frustrated noise, giving the older girl a hard look. Garrett thought he could detect a family resemblance between the two. The older girl ignored her.
"Put your money away, city boy," the shop girl said with a little edge to her voice, "We don't need your charity."
Garrett blushed, realizing that he had given offence somehow. He looked down at the coin before palming and pocketing it. "I'm sorry," he said, "I didn't mean it like that."
The younger girl let out an exasperated sigh and rolled her eyes. The other young people in her group crossed their arms and watched in silence, waiting for Garrett to depart.
Garrett shook his head, his mind racing. Then, a hint of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, but he clamped down on it, trying to appear as grim and serious as possible. He drew in a breath and addressed them again.
"Actually, what I really came here to do was to thank you for the quality of the gift," he said, "It was very well received by the person that I gave it to, and it is... the custom of my people... to thank everyone involved when something goes really well like that." He struggled to maintain his serious demeanor.
The girl's face seemed to soften a little at this, and she nodded. "I'm glad you enjoyed the brooch," she said.
"Perhaps you'd care to purchase something else from her?" said a young man with three long, parallel streaks shaved into the side of his short black hair, just above his left ear.
The shop girl glared at him.
Garrett smiled. "Actually, it would be an honor, if you... and your friends... would let me buy you something to eat." He hastened to cut off her protest by adding, "In celebration for the successful gift... giving... It's a tradition... of my people."
The girl in the sand-colored tunic glanced at her younger sister, meeting the little girl's insistent glare with a resigned sigh. "All right then," she grumbled, "but you have to eat with us, city boy!"
"Of course," Garrett agreed. He looked around at the dwindling crowds of shoppers filtering away into the shadows. "Uh, I guess we better hurry up and find a place to eat then before everything closes for the night."
The shop girl laughed. She looked at the boy with the striped hair. "Crane, you and Mujah go with him," she said, "Take him over to Kylie's and get some food for everybody. You do the haggling. Our new friend isn't very good at it. Meet us back at the rookery when you're done." She began to pack up her table full of trinkets and antiques.
The boy with the striped hair that she called Crane looked surprised. He gave Garrett a suspicious look and then whispered to the girl, "I don't think that's a good idea."
The girl finished stuffing her wares back into her bag and laughed. "It's only a bad idea if you forget to blindfold him on the way back."
"What?" Garrett said.
The two boys, Crane and Mujah, took Garrett by the arms and led him away. The three of them made their way to the food markets nearest the lifts that brought produce up from the wharfs of the lower city.
"Um, my name's Garrett," he offered, by way of a belated introduction.
"Crane," the striped-haired boy answered, "and that one's Mujah."
The shorter boy holding Garrett's left arm grunted in acknowledgement. He wore an oversized blue felt hat, pulled low over his eyes, and a baggy yellow overcoat with the sleeves rolled up and the hem sheared off just above his ankles. He couldn't have been any older than nine or ten.
"Pleased to meet you," Garrett said.
"Yeah," Crane said, steering them around a cabbage cart.
"So, what's your friend's name?" Garrett asked, "The girl who sold me the feather."
Crane stopped walking, pulling Garrett to a halt. The skinny boy glared down at Garrett, rising up on his toes to take full advantage of his slightly taller stature. "Why do you want to know?" he demanded.
Garrett stammered for a moment before answering, "I dunno. I just like knowing people's names when I'm talking to them."
"Are you trying to be funny?" Crane hissed.
"No! I didn't mean anything by it," Garrett said.
"Hetta's Crane's girl," Mujah rasped, his childlike voice pressed down into a falsetto bass.
"Oh! No... I didn't... I mean I wasn't trying to... you know," Garrett said.
Crane loosened his grip on Garrett's arm a little, some of the anger fading from his eyes. "All right then," he said at last, "As long as you're clear on that."
"Yeah," Garrett assured him, "I understand."
The first chime of Curfew rang out across the city, and Garrett heard Mujah try to muffle a very childlike whimper. Even Crane seemed a little less confident.
"Let's go!" Crane hissed, "Before the ghosts come out."
Garrett allowed himself to be dragged along once again between the two boys, but he smiled and shook his head. "They're not ghosts," he said, "They're skeletons... well, skeletal constructs."
"What?" Mujah asked, forgetting to sound older.
"The Watchers," Garrett said, "They're made of bones, about twelve feet tall. Not very fast, but pretty deadly. At least the ones I've seen."
Crane scoffed. "Nobody stays out past Curfew and lives to tell about it," he said, "Stop makin' up stories."
Garrett snorted.
"You really..." Mujah began, then remembered to lower his voice, "You really seen 'em?"
"A couple of times, yeah," Garrett said, "The first time, they nearly got me. I was pretty scared."
Crane's mocking laughter died away as his eyes fell on the horned skull talisman on Garrett's chest. He faltered a step. "You're not making this up," he said, a hint of awe in his voice, "You're one of those death magicians!'
Both boys released Garrett's arms at once.
Garrett shrugged the sleeves of his robe back into place and straightened the brim of his hood.
"Yes I am," he said, "Now let's go get something to eat. I'm starving."
Chapter Seven
Crane set aside his sack of food and pulled the red sash from around his waist when they reached the outer walls of the Queensgarden District. "I gotta blindfold you for this part... sorry," he said.
Garrett decided not to argue, but laid both sacks of fruit that he was carrying on the cobbles at his feet and hesitated only a moment before throwing back his hood.
Mujah gasped, his eyes, the only visible part of his face between the brim of his felt hat and the enormous basket of bread he was carrying, grew wide at the sight of Garrett's scars.
"Gods!" Crane exclaimed, "What happened to you?"
Garrett shrugged. "Dragon fire," he said.
Both boys looked suitably impressed.
"What kind of dragon?" Mujah asked. He had long since forgotten to affect a gruff voice, and was well on his way to becoming a true believer in the cult of Garrett.
"Huh?" Garrett said.
Mujah's reply was cut off by the final Curfew chime, but the boy did not look quite as afraid as he had before.
"Talk later," Crane said, "We're almost home."
Crane pulled the sash tight around Garrett's face, across the bridge of his nose. Garrett didn't bother to tell him that he could still see a little through the threadbare fabric of the red cloth. Once the blindfold was tied in place, Garrett stooped to retrieve his sacks and followed along as the boys lead him into a dark alleyway, hardly more than a two-foot wide space, between a tall building and the Queensgarden wall.
Garrett could sense the boys beginning to relax as they stepped into the shadows. Still, they stumbled a bit in the darkness as they shuffled sideways through the narrow gap.
"I wish we'd brought a torch," Mujah complained after tripping over a chunk of loose cobblestone.
"Oh," Garrett said, "I can help." He bent sideways to lay one of his sacks down by his heel and then reached inside his satchel to retrieve the half-full flask of essence.
Mujah gasped again at the sight of the canister's green glow.
"Does this help?" Garrett asked.
"Yeah," Crane said, his voice subdued by awe.
"Would you mind carrying it?" Garrett asked, holding it out in Crane's direction, "I need both hands for carrying stuff."
"I... I can touch it?" Crane asked.
"Yeah, why wouldn't you?" Garrett said.
"I'm not a Magi," Crane answered.
"You don't have to be," Garrett said, "It won't do anything bad to you just by holding the flask."
"Flask?"
"Yeah, that's what we call the metal cans that we carry the essence around in," Garrett said.
"What's essence?" Mujah asked.
"That's the green glowy stuff," Garrett said, "We use it to do magic. I get it from a girl I know who..."
The hoarse shriek of a Watcher ripped through the alleyway. It wasn't far away from the sound of it.
"We'd better go!" Crane whispered, taking the flask from Garrett's hand. "Thanks for the... flask," He added.
"Yeah," Garrett said.
About thirty yards down the alleyway, Garrett stumbled over a low pile of rubble. Crane caught him with his shoulder then snaked his hand, still holding the essence flask, beneath Garrett's armpit. He pulled and lifted Garrett over the pile as they entered what seemed like a small breach in the Queensgarden wall. A narrow passageway of some sort lay beyond, within the wall itself. Once inside, Crane steered Garrett over to a hummock of tumbled stones and sat him down to rest. All three boys took a moment to catch their breath and enjoy the feeling of safety afforded by the ancient stone wall around them.
Garrett laid aside the sacks of fruit and wiggled the circulation back into his fingers. Through the thin fabric of his blindfold, he could dimly make out the sight of Crane turning the essence flask over in his hands, examining it.
"Can I see it?" Mujah pleaded.
"Here," Garrett said, "I've got another one." He pulled the other essence flask from his bag and held it out to Mujah. At the last moment, he remembered to let his hand waiver, pretending that he couldn't actually see the younger boy.
"Thanks!" Mujah said, taking the flask.
"Be careful!" Crane said, then of Garrett he asked, "It really isn't dangerous?"
"Well, not like that it isn't," Garrett said, "It's only dangerous when you use it to do magic."
"I wish I was a magi!" Mujah exclaimed, waiving the flask around like a sword.
Garrett smiled and then said, "I can teach you, if you like. Both of you."
"What?" Crane said.
"Really?" Mujah added.
"Yeah, I've been teaching a magic class for some friends of mine," Garrett said, "I bet they wouldn't mind if you joined us."
"Yeah! I wanna learn how!" Mujah said.
"You know a lot of maji?" Crane asked.
"I know a lot of necromancers," Garrett said, "but what I was teaching my friends is called wild magic. I think it's the kind that fairies use."
"Fairies?" Mujah asked.
"He means the ilaani," Crane said.
"Oh," Mujah said.
"What is a necromancer?" Crane asked.
"That's what I am," Garrett said, "We make zombies out of dead people and animals. My uncle taught me how. Do they have necromancers where you're from?" He hesitated a moment before adding, "Where are you from, anyway?"
"A-Let," Crane answered, "Here, they call us Lethians, and, no, we don't have any necromancers where we come from."
"Where is A-Let?" Garrett asked.
"Way over the mountains, to the south," Crane said.
"We're going back there as soon as we find our parents," Mujah said.
"Are they in the city somewhere?" Garrett asked, "Maybe I can help."
Crane muttered something that Garrett could not quite make out, and Mujah fell silent. Garrett sensed the need to let the subject pass and said no more.
Crane cleared his throat and got to his feet. "Give that back to Garrett, and let's get going," he told Mujah, "the little kids are gonna be pretty hungry by now."
Mujah put the canister back into Garrett's hands, and the three of them gathered their things and started off down the dusty tunnel that ran through the length of the Queensgarden wall.
Crane paused to remove Garrett's blindfold when they reached a narrow staircase that led upward into the darkness.
"I'm sorry we had to blindfold you, Garrett," he said, "but, if somebody found out about this place, we'd have to run again."
"I won't tell anybody about it," Garrett said, "I promise."
Crane nodded and turned to light the way up the stairs, holding a bulging food sack over his shoulder with one hand, and lifting the essence canister like a torch before him in the other. Garrett and Mujah followed close behind with their own burdens.
"What kind of dragon was it that burned you?" Mujah asked as they made their way up the stairs.
"A big one," Garrett said, "As for what kind... I think there's just the one left."
"Oh, so they don't have many of them here then," Mujah sounded slightly disappointed.
"I heard it was the last one," Garrett said.
"Not likely!" Mujah laughed, "Back in A-Let, we've got all different kinds! Cloud dragons, river dragons, sand dragons... I even heard about a dragon made of coal tar!"
Crane laughed. "You've got a good imagination, Mujah!"
"Are their really that many dragons where you come from," Garrett asked.
"No," Crane said.
"Yes there are!" Mujah insisted, "Just because you never saw one, doesn't mean they aren't there!"
"Maybe a long time ago," Crane said, "but nobody remembers the last time anyone actually saw one... It's always somebody's grandfather, or his grandfather, or some prince in some story that actually met a dragon. You never meet anyone who says they really saw one themselves... well, besides you, Garrett."
"There are dragons!" Mujah said, "Maybe they just don't like to show themselves off to everybody. Maybe they're like in that story about the shepherd girl and the dragon?"
"Huh?" Garrett said.
"Maybe they look like normal people, but they're really dragons inside," Mujah said, "You just can't tell because you don't have a magic necklace or somethin'." He thought for a moment. "Is that what your necklace does, Garrett? Does it make it so you can see dragons?"
Garrett laughed. "No," he said, "My necklace isn't magic... and the dragon that burned me... Everybody can see him coming. He's huge!"
"Oh," Mujah said, "He must be a different kind from the one in the necklace story."
"Probably," Garrett said.
"Come on up," Crane called from above.
A cool breeze, laden with the scent of pine, whistled down the staircase as Garrett approached the top of the stairs. He emerged into a long gallery with tall, arched windows overlooking the vast garden from which the district took its name. Garrett had never seen it this close before or realized just how big the garden really was. A great, dark forest lay below them, stretching for nearly a mile before another wall rose on the other side. Beyond that, the dark silhouette of the Temple of Mauravant rose against the ruddy glow of the city's lights on the low-hanging clouds. Garrett felt a little twist of misgiving in the pit of his stomach, realizing that he would have to report for duty at the temple in the morning, but he pushed that out of his mind and hurried after Crane as he walked on down the gallery.
Garrett felt the chill of the night wind on his face, and he realized that he had forgotten to pull his hood back on after Crane had removed the blindfold. For some reason, the thought had not occurred to him until now. In any case, his hands were full, and his two companions seemed to look upon his scars less with revulsion and more with a strange sort of admiration. He wondered for a moment what the girls might think of his appearance, and whether or not it might be more polite to take some opportunity to pull the hood up again before they arrived at the Lethian's home.
He had halfway convinced himself to stop long enough to work the hair illusion that Marsten had taught him when he recalled Crane's warning about the girl named Hetta. Would the boy see Garrett as a threat, if he so obviously attempted to make himself more attractive in her presence? He almost laughed when he realized that, for the first time in his life, it was in his best interest to remain as completely un-attractive as possible, and, though the exposure made him feel as though he had spiders crawling down his collar, he made the decision to leave the hood off.
The gallery terminated into the side of a massive stone tower, and the trio stepped through a doorway onto a steeply spiraling staircase, following it upward.
Garrett's legs were aching with the strain, and his bald head glistened with the sweat of his exertions by the time they emerged into a great, circular chamber within the center of the tower. Golden oil lamps hung by ropes through splintered holes in the wooden ceiling above, illuminating a veritable nest of brightly colored tents and hammocks, filled with Lethian youth. None of them appeared to be more than sixteen years old, and most were about Mujah's age.
Song and laughter filled what must have once been a guardhouse inside the ancient tower, and the merriment turned to pure exuberant joy when the children saw the sacks of food that Garrett and the others had brought with them.
Crane took charge immediately, herding the younger children toward a central dining area, laid out around a large, circular rug, dotted with cushions. Many of the children seemed more interested in the glowing flask of essence in Crane's hand than the sack of food on his shoulder.
"You'd better take this and put it away, or we'll never get them to eat," Crane said, handing the flask back to Garrett.
Many of the children seemed to notice Garrett for the first time, some of them shrinking back in horror at the sight of his burns. He cringed a little but forced a pleasant smile.
"What happened to his head?" one little boy asked.
Crane started to admonish the child, but Mujah cut him off, "He got into a fight with a dragon!"
Gasps rippled through the throng of children, their eyes wide, but not with fear or revulsion this time.
"He got away from the street ghosts too!" Mujah added, "He's done all kinds of stuff!"
Garrett smiled down at them, tucking his flask back into his bag before picking the sack of fruit up again. "What should I do with this?" he asked Crane.
"This way," Crane laughed, "if you can make it through the crowd."
Garrett followed Crane toward the center of the room, where they began to pass out the contents of their bags to several of the older Lethian youths who began preparing the evening meal. Garrett looked up from his bag to see Hetta and her sister emerge from one of the large tents that had been roped up, cocoon-like, between the great wooden support beams that ringed the tower's inner walls.
"Hetta, Pinny, over here," Crane called out to the two girls.
Garrett saw the younger girl's face go a bit sickly at the sight of him, but Hetta regarded him with narrowed eyes, her head cocked slightly to one side, as though she were reassessing his value.
"Hi," Garrett said.
Hetta nodded, her eyes going to the feast being laid out in the center of the carpet. "Thank you," she said.
Garrett nodded.
"Did you know that Garrett fought a dragon?" Mujah exclaimed, "That's how he got all burnt up like that!"
Hetta looked dubious, but her sister's eyes went wide.
"What kinda dragon?" Pinny gasped.
"A big one," Mujah said, "Probably a fire dragon, from the sound of it."
"I didn't fight the dragon," Garrett said, "Mostly, I ran away from it whenever I saw it."
"Still..." Mujah said with a shrug, "a real dragon!"
"Mujah," Hetta chided him, "you know better than to change someone else's story!"
"Sorry," Mujah said.
Hetta looked at Garrett. "Did you really see a dragon?" she asked, her voice emotionless, her eyes hard.
"Yeah," Garrett said, "but I wish I hadn't."
"Don't say that," Crane said.
"Huh?"
Crane frowned. "You shouldn't wish away any part of your story," he said, "Our stories are what make us who we are."
Hetta smiled. "You're not a Lethian," she said, "so it might seem strange to you, but we believe in taking our lives as they come. You might not like some little part of the story of your life, but it's the whole thing put together that really matters."
Garrett looked at the hungry children gathered around the edge of the carpet. "What kind of story are you in right now?" he asked.
Hetta's eyes fell, but Crane spoke up. "This is the trial before the great victory," he said. He flashed Garrett a cocky grin as he handed out the final pieces of fruit from his bag. "and right now, it's time to eat!"
The children cheered, and Hetta smiled again, waving them all into position as they linked their hands together around the circumference of the carpet ring. Pinny and Mujah each took one of Garrett's gloved hands and pulled him out to join the circle. Hetta nodded her approval as she took her place between her sister and Crane in the unbroken chain.
"Great Spirit, we thank you," Crane cried out, his head tilted back and his eyes closed, "We thank you for the taste of food in our mouths, our full bellies, and warm tents. Help us bring honor to the ones who came before... Let our stories be long and good... Let us..."
"Endeavor," Hetta whispered.
"Endeavor to live good lives," Crane continued, "and make us burn bright... like a flame in the night."
"Flame in the night," repeated the rest.
Mujah and Pinny released Garrett's hands at once as the younger children raced to be the first around the inner ring of serving dishes where the older members of the Lethian tribe were beginning to hand out bits of food. Garrett watched them with a little smile, amazed by how much Crane had managed to haggle, using only Garrett's half of Klavicus's silver.
"Come on, Garrett," Crane said, his arm around Hetta's shoulder, "Let's get some before the little badgers gobble it all down,"
Garrett nodded, already pulling his hood back over his head before he realized what he was doing. He hesitated for a second, but continued with the act, tugging the hood back into its customary place, with the brim just above his eyes. The others knew his secret already, so he might as well be comfortable again.
Garrett took a seat on a tattered cushion at the outer edge of the crowd of young Lethians. Someone passed him a bit of jerky and a few dried fruits, cradled in a folded corner of flatbread. He nodded his thanks and then began to eat, grateful to have something besides vampire pet food.
Garrett ate his supper in silence, keeping to himself, but, as the others finished their food, more and more of them began to pick up their cushions and reseat themselves in a loose circle all around him. He became acutely aware of the stares of over a dozen Lethian children who sat patiently, watching him eat.
Garrett gave a questioning look to where Hetta and Crane sat, but they seemed lost in some private conversation and took no notice. All around him, the youngest members of the group watched the unsettled necromancer with expectant eyes.
Garrett swallowed the last bite of bread and opened his mouth slowly, unsure of what to say.
"Tell us about the dragon!" One of the children shouted.
"Are the street ghosts real?" one demanded, "My brother says they're just make-believe, but I think they're real!"
"Are you really a dead guy?" one little girl asked.
"What?" Garrett asked.
"A zombie," she said, "Did you die and come back?"
"No," Garrett assured her, "I just make zombies... They aren't really alive. They just..."
"Tell us about the dragon!" another insisted.
"You know the rule!" Crane shouted out, and the children fell silent.
"First story is the first memory," Hetta said.
"But I want to hear about the dragon!" one child's voice trailed off into disappointed silence.
"Maybe next time he comes to visit," Hetta said, getting to her feet with Crane rising beside her, "but the first story is always the first memory... That's where we start."
Garrett gave her a confused look.
Hetta smiled down at him. "The first story any of us tells is the very first thing we can remember," she said, "You think way back to when you were just a baby, and the first thing you can remember, that's what you tell us about... It's like the start of a story. It's how we get to know you, especially for a stranger that comes to us all covered in the story he's lived. It's hard to know somebody by the things they carry around. You have to start way back before they picked anything up... your first story."
"I don't know if I can remember that far back," Garrett said.
Crane laughed. "You remember yesterday, don't you?" he asked.
"Yeah."
"Well start there and work your way back as far as you can," he said.
Garrett stretched an unsure smile. "I'll try," he said.
The children watched him with wide eyes, silently awaiting his beginning.
"Um, I guess..." Garrett stalled for time, reaching back into memories he hadn't recalled in a long time. Then he paused a moment before speaking again. "I guess I remember when I touched my dad's oven."
Garrett rubbed the tips of his fingers together through his gloves, a smile slowly spreading across his face. "Yeah, I must have been about three years old," he said, "My dad was making something that smelled really good, and I wanted to see what it was, so, I guess I tried to open the door to the oven, but it was really hot, and I burned my fingers. Maybe that's why I remember it, because it hurt so much.
"I was crying, but then my mom came, and she kept petting my head and trying to make me feel better." Garrett's hand stroked lightly across the top of his hood. "And then my dad let me have some... cake. It was my birthday cake he was making... I remember now... It tasted really good. He put three different colors of icing on the top... green, blue, and yellow maybe, but the cake was still hot, and it all melted together. It was sweet and warm and a little... salty. I guess I was still crying when I ate it, but then... after that, I felt a whole lot better... It was like my fingers stopped hurting then, and I thought my dad did some kind of magic.
"I guess it was a really good cake," Garrett said as the memory drifted away from him. He looked around with an apologetic smile. "I'm sorry. That's all I can remember."
A little girl began to cry, and one of the older children comforted her.
"I want my momma!" another wailed, and more soon joined in.
Garrett's heart sank as he looked around at the growing wave of sadness that swept through the crowd. He winced at Hetta and Crane.
Crane rolled his eyes and shook his head. "We're not gonna do this again, are we?" he sighed.
Hetta patted him on the shoulder and gave Garrett an it's all right look. "Everyone!" she called out, her voice full of enthusiasm, "It's almost time for the ilaani to dance! We should hurry, or we'll miss them!"
Most of the children stopped crying immediately as they leapt to their feet and rushed to gather around Hetta. She gathered them up and ushered them toward the stairs leading upward into the tower above. Even Mujah fell in behind her, his gruff demeanor forgotten in a rush of boyish enthusiasm.
Garrett watched them head upstairs, grateful that his story hadn't caused too much damage. Even he was fighting back a lump of homesickness in his throat.
"Come on," Crane called to him with a wave, "You'll like this."
Garrett followed the Lethians upstairs until they reached a broad balcony, overlooking the gardens. The gloom of evening hung like a gray blanket over the dark forest below. Garrett glimpsed silent fountains and streams that lay between the trees like pools of lead. The night breeze whistled over the western wall, wakening a ghostly whisper among the leaves, and all the children watched, speaking in hushed tones and waiting for something.
Garrett took his place at Crane's shoulder, and Hetta nestled in beneath Crane's other arm.
"There!" Mujah whispered loudly, pointing at a gap between the trees far away.
Garrett strained his eyes but saw nothing. Then, a flicker of light at the corner of his vision drew his attention. As he searched in vain for the source of the light, another light flashed above a pond, and he was certain that he had seen it this time.
Pinny giggled, and Hetta laughed.
"Here they come," Crane said.
Almost at once, hundreds of orbs of colored light began to flare in the darkness above the garden, lifting from the trees and rising from the still waters. They swirled and danced in the shadows and lifted like dandelion fluff on the sea breeze. The Lethian children laughed and clapped their hands at the sight.
"Wisps!" Garrett exclaimed.
"Have you ever seen anything like this?" Crane asked with a boyish grin on his face.
Garrett nodded. "Yeah, once... in a cave, way up north," he said. He fell silent as a cold ache twisted in his heart. He remembered the way the wisps of the cave had lighted on Prince Cabre's head like a shimmering crown. He laughed bitterly at the thought.
"What's wrong?" Hetta asked.
Garrett started. "Oh... nothing," he said. He turned his attention back to the dance of the wisps over Queensgarden. "I didn't know there were wisps in the city."
"What are they?" Pinny asked, "Are they good spirits?"
Garrett remembered the bones that littered the floor of the cave in the swamp, and the glowing, childlike spirits of the murdered elves that still clung to them. How many elves had died in the Songreaver's siege of the city? How many restless spirits still lingered here, in the last remnant of the elven queen's domain? Garrett gave the girl a gentle smile.
"Yeah, they're good spirits," he said, "They won't hurt anybody... They're kinda like kids."
Pinny flashed a smile at him and then turned her attention back to the shimmering dance of lights below.
"Do I know how to pick a good campsite?" Crane whispered to Hetta.
She smiled and gave him a gentle punch in the ribs. "You do," she admitted.
Garrett glanced away as they shared a hug, and his thoughts turned to Marla.
"Where's that one going?" Mujah asked.
Mujah was pointing at one wisp, a flickering green sphere that had risen above the rest and was slowly drifting skyward, already far above the tops of the garden trees. A few moments later it had begun to disappear into the low-hanging cloud of gray above.
Mujah got to his feet and turned to Crane. "I wanna go up top and see where it's going!" he said.
Crane lifted his face from Hetta's dark hair and mumbled, "What now?"
"I wanna climb up top and see where that ilaani went," Mujah said.
"I don't want you going up there by yourself," Crane groaned, "and I'm tired of climbing stairs right now. We'll go up some other time."
"But the ilaani is going up there now!" Mujah protested, pointing at the dark cloud, "See! He's already gone, and, if we don't hurry, I'm gonna miss seein' where he went!"
"Not right now," Crane said through his teeth.
"But..."
"I can go with him," Garrett offered.
Crane looked at him, relief dawning on his face. "Would you?" he asked.
"Yeah, I'd kinda like to see where it went myself," Garrett said.
Hetta pulled away from Crane's shoulder, shaking her head. "I don't know," she said, "I don't like you boys climbing around up there. It's too dangerous."
Crane rolled his eyes. "Thanks mother!" he groaned sarcastically.
"Do whatever you want," Hetta sighed, turning her back on him.
Crane frowned, raising an eyebrow at Garrett and Mujah.
Mujah wasted no time. He grabbed Garrett's hand and pulled him toward the stairs, shouting, "Thanks!" back over his shoulder.
Garrett was wheezing for breath by the time they reached the top of the tower. Mujah squeezed through a gap between the moldering boards of a ruined trap door at the top of the stairs, and Garrett pushed through to follow him out onto a wind-swept circular landing, surrounded by a low wall with tall, crenelated spikes of stone.
Mujah ran to the section of wall overlooking the garden and leaned out to try to spot the vagrant wisp.
Garrett could not take his eyes off of the star-strewn sky above.
The night breeze whipped back his hood, stinging his face like ice water, as he spread his arms and laughed to see the sky again. Garrett breathed in the cold air and laughed again, his eyes watering from the buffeting wind and the swell of emotions in his heart.
He had lived for so long in the twilight city and never seen anything but the impenetrable blanket of gray that hung over Wythr. No sun, no moon, no stars. That was the way of things, but now... this.
"Over here!" Mujah cried.
Garrett turned slowly and walked to the edge of the rampart, looking out over the sea of clouds. Eight tower tops emerged like black islands in the gray sea, and, towering above them, the twisting spires of the temple, stabbing upward towards the star-frosted sky. Far away to the East, loomed the peak of Mount Padras, trailing ghostly streamers of vapor, as though the mountain itself breathed out this perpetual fog that cloaked all but these few defiant pinnacles of the city below.
"Look there!" Mujah said, pointing at a smudge of verdant light in the top of the cloud.
Garrett watched as the green wisp rose from the cloud, flickering and flaring, almost gold, as it emerged into the starlight. It stopped rising and hung, motionless, above the sea of gray, shining its watery light on the cloud tops below.
Garrett laughed.
"What's it doing?" Mujah whispered.
"I think it just wanted to see the stars," Garrett said.
The two of them watched as the glowing orb hung in the still silence, the whistling of the wind through the stones the only sound.
Garrett breathed in the cold night air and the light of the twinkling stars like a healing balm, seeing in the green wisp a kindred spirit. He watched as it moved again, slowly at first, then picking up speed as it drifted toward the southern wall. It hesitated, peering over the top of the wall, as though looking away toward the South, but afraid to take that final step to cross the empty gap between the two southernmost towers.
Garrett smiled sadly as the wisp turned back again, sinking once more into the gray sea of clouds as it abandoned its plan for escape.
"I guess it's going home for the night," Mujah yawned.
Garrett couldn't help yawning too. He looked up at the sky again, and his heart ached. "I'm not quite ready to go back down yet," he said, "but you can go back, if you want to."
Mujah shook his head. "Nah, I'll stay up here with you," he said, his voice lowered again, and his face set in a frown of manly determination.
"Thanks," Garrett said, "and thanks for showing me this. I didn't know there was any place like it in the city."
"So you'll come back?" Mujah asked, a hopeful smile erasing his frown.
Garrett nodded. "I'd like to, it that's all right with the others."
"Yeah, Crane'll let you come back whenever you want!" Mujah said, "Now that he knows you're not after his girl."
Garrett laughed. "I'm glad we met," he said, "I never really met any Lethians before."
"Yeah, we've walked almost all the way around the world to get here," Mujah said, tucking his arms inside his over shirt against the chill.
"You walked all the way here?" Garrett asked.
Mujah shrugged. "Well, we had to eat all the horses when we got stuck in the mountains," he said, "and, after that, we got lost from our parents, and we couldn't afford to buy any new horses."
"You ate your horses?" Garrett asked.
"Yeah," Mujah nodded, "They didn't taste very good, but all the food ran out, and there was too much snow to get through any further, so we ate the horses and waited for the snow to melt."
"How did you get stuck in the mountains?"
"I dunno," Mujah said, "It was a really long time ago, and I was just a kid back then. All the grownups went off to try to get help... except for the really old ones, like Momma Ven, but the old ones all got sick and died, so Crane and the others had to bury 'em."
"Where did your parents go?" Garrett asked.
"They went lookin' for help," Mujah said, "but they must have got lost, and they didn't come back. Once all the horses ran out, Crane and some of the old kids went out lookin' for our parents. They were gone a really long time, and we started to get worried that they weren't comin' back either."
Garrett shook his head. "That sounds pretty scary," he said.
Mujah laughed. "I wasn't scared," he said, "A lot of the little kids were scared, but I knew Crane wouldn't leave us alone."
"What happened?"
"Crane came back and told us we all had to get ready to go," Mujah said, "Some people were arguin' with him, sayin' we should wait there for our parents to come back, but Crane got really mad then. He told us that our parents had gone on ahead, and we had to go and try to find 'em ourselves or else we'd freeze to death."
Garrett gave him a troubled look. "Why would your parents not come back for you?' he asked.
"I dunno," Mujah said, shrugging his shoulders, "but Crane told us he'd found a note that said we should all go ahead and meet up with 'em later, so that's what we did."
Garrett felt a chill that had nothing to do with the night wind.
Mujah yawned again.
"We'd better get back downstairs," Garrett said, "We don't want Hetta to worry too much about us."
"Yeah," Mujah agreed, then hastily added, "but only if you're done lookin' at the sky."
Garrett took one last look at the stars above then nodded. "Yeah, I'll see it again next time."
Chapter Eight
After nearly five minutes of digging through his wardrobe, Garrett finally found his Templar's tunic. He pulled the wrinkled green bundle of cloth out from where it lay atop the mud-spattered clothing that he had worn when he went in search of the Songreaver's tomb. He sat, staring at the filthy clothes for a moment, struggling to recall something important, but then he realized that some of the mud, and a fair amount of the smell had rubbed off onto the green tunic in his hand.
Garrett groaned. He was late already, having run back home from Queensgarden the moment that Curfew had lifted that morning. He briefly considered skipping another day of his Templar training, but he had promised Serepheni that he would be there today. He did his best to straighten out the tunic and scrape some of the grime off with his thumbnail. This was not going to go well.
Garrett pulled on the tunic and cinched his belt around it as tightly as possible, trying to stretch some of the wrinkles out. He looked in the mirror and groaned again before grabbing his satchel and heading out the door.
He passed Uncle Tinjin in the hallway. The old man's wispy hair stood out at an odd angle, and the cup of tea hooked on one finger tilted dangerously. He blinked at Garrett with the bleary eyes of another late night behind him.
"Where did you go last night?" Tinjin asked.
"Queensgarden," Garrett said, pulling on a hooded cloak and heading for the door.
"Ah," Uncle said, "Good luck at the temple."
"Thanks!" Garrett said, already on the doorstep. He gave his uncle a little wave and pulled the door shut behind him.
He was out of breath by the time he reached the temple grounds, and his feet ached from running. The two Templars guarding the front gate gave each other a knowing look and admitted him without a word. Their laughter followed Garrett up the stairs as he headed toward the library to check in with Matron Beeks.
He entered through one of the side doors that opened between the shelves.
Matron Beeks looked at him as he entered, her eyes going wide at the site of him. Standing in front of her stood Matron Shelbie with her entire class of young novitiates at her back. Shelbie gave him a flinty glare. One of the students whispered something, and several of the girls shared a laugh.
Shelbie silenced them with a look before sending them away to the far side of the library.
"I’m sorry I'm late, Matron," Garrett whispered to Matron Beeks, "I had a problem with my... stuff... this morning."
Matron Beeks looked at Garrett with a pained expression, her eyes going toward Shelbie again.
Matron Shelbie spun to face Garrett again. "Where have you been?" she hissed.
Garrett's voice caught in his throat. "I... you sent me home!" he said, "I was sick, so you sent me home."
"And you only now return?" Shelbie demanded.
Garrett squirmed. "I was really sick," he said.
Matron Shelbie's eyes flashed.
Garrett cleared his throat. "I'm feeling better now, Matron, so... I came back," he offered, lifting his hands placatingly.
A cruel smirk twisted Matron Shelbie's lip. "How many days were you absent?" she demanded.
"I don't know, Matron," Garrett said with a shrug.
"How many days was he gone, Beeks?" Shelbie asked the librarian.
Matron Beeks sighed and quietly answered, "Not counting Emergence Week, nine days."
Now a bit of teeth showed in Shelbie's smile. "Nine?" she asked.
"Yes Matron Shelbie," Beeks answered.
Shelbie reached over and took a piece of parchment from Beeks's lectern. Beeks winced as Shelbie used her pen to scrawl a note, spattering the desk with flecks of black ink. Shelbie blotted the page dry and folded it in half before handing it to Garrett.
"You will report to Matron Brix at once for your punishment," Shelbie said, "Give her this... and don't even think of disobeying me. I will be along shortly to observe your chastisement."
Garrett's eyes bulged. "But I was sick!" he said, "You sent me home!"
Matron Shelbie's eyes blazed with rage. "You've just earned another three lashes for your willfulness!" she yelled.
"Lashes?" Garrett cried out, forgetting to keep his voice down.
Matron Shelbie turned on her heel and walked away. Matron Beeks took Garrett by the shoulders and led him outside.
"Lashes?" Garrett asked, his voice desperate, "Like with a whip?"
Matron Beeks nodded, sadly.
"But I was sick," Garrett insisted, "She sent me home!"
"The penalty is much worse for unexcused absences," Matron Beeks whispered, her voice barely audible even outside the library.
"But it's not fair!" Garrett said, "I didn't choose to stay home. She made me! How can I get punished for that?"
"I know it seems unfair," Matron Beeks sighed, "but it has always been that way. Weakness of any sort is purged from our bodies through pain, in this case, a lash per day. I just wish you had come back sooner... nine days..." The heavyset old matron looked as if she were going to cry.
Garrett stared down at the parchment in his hand. "Is there any way I can get out of it?" he asked, "I mean, could another Matron write me an excuse or something?"
"You have already been excused," Matron Beeks said, "This is the lightest punishment you can receive for this infraction."
"This is crazy!" Garrett said, still unable to wrap his mind around it. He should have stayed home. He should never have come back at all.
Then he realized that was exactly what Matron Shelbie wanted. She had always hated Garrett, and was doing anything she could to embarrass Serepheni for choosing him to be a Templar. He was certain that nothing would please Shelbie more than to see him run away.
Garrett crushed the parchment in his fist.
"You can't throw it away!" Matron Beeks gasped.
Garrett looked at her, his face set in grim determination. "I'm not," he assured her.
"What are you going to do?" she asked.
"I'm going to report to Matron Brix," he said as he walked away.
Garrett found the lean Matron Brix drilling the young Templars in the courtyard. Banden was there and saw Garrett emerge into the gray light of morning in the yard. The young man broke his restraining hold, releasing his sparring partner from a cross shoulder lock, and nodded at Garrett as he approached.
Garrett gave Banden a curt nod and offered the scrap of parchment by way of explanation as Matron Brix turned to face him with a quizzical look.
The Matron's perpetual scowl faded into a look of sick horror as she read Shelbie's note. She looked at Garrett in disbelief. "Nine?" she asked.
"Plus three more for questioning her," Garrett answered flatly.
A hush fell over the crowd of young Templars as the clash of sparring staves died away.
Matron Brix looked down at the crumpled parchment and shook her head. "The post over there," she sighed, nodding her head toward a wooden pillar at the far end of the courtyard, "Take off your tunic and wait there... I'll be back in a moment."
Garrett watched her walk away toward the barracks, feeling a sort of cold resignation creep through his limbs. He turned and began to walk slowly toward the whipping post.
Banden peeled off from the whispering bunch of trainees, jogging over to Garrett's side.
"What's going on?" he demanded.
Garrett did not look at him. "I'm supposed to get nine lashes for being sick," he said, "and then a few more for asking why."
"What?" Banden choked.
Garrett laughed bitterly. "I guess that's how they keep us healthy around here," he said, "So you might want to take care of yourself... don't want to get sick."
"That's not fair!" Banden said.
Garrett gave him a sideways look and a crooked smile. "I thought the same thing too."
Banden grabbed Garrett's arm, stopping him. "This can't be right," he said, "Miss Serepheni wouldn't let this happen! It has to be a mistake!"
A cold chill went through Garrett's chest as he realized that Serepheni must have known this was going to happen all along. He swallowed his smile down into his churning gut and scoffed, pulling his arm free of Banden's grasp.
"I'll go and find her," Banden said, "Just wait here... stall for time." He had already half turned to go when Garrett stopped him.
"No!" Garrett said, "I want this!"
"What?" Banden asked, his face twisted in disgust, "Why?"
Garrett bared his teeth. "Because they think it will make me quit!" he hissed, "And I want them to know just how wrong they are!"
Banden's face went blank, and he took a step back.
Matron Brix's footsteps sounded on the flagstones again, and Garrett saw her coming toward him with a long, multi-headed green leather whip in her hand. He wasted no time in stripping off his tunic, turning his back to the gathered crowd of young trainees so that they could get a good look.
Someone gasped in disgust at the sight of Garrett's back. Every inch of exposed flesh gleamed pale and rippled with the scars of dragonfire. Garrett knew all too well what they were looking at, the thing he had tried to hide every day of his life since he had been washed in Kadreaan's breath.
Brix barked the young men to silence before gently ushering Garrett into the proper position before the pole. "Lift your hands, boy," she whispered in his ear, "I have to tie your wrists."
Garrett kept his gaze locked on the dark wood of the whip-scarred post. "I won't run away," he said, his voice sounding like it came from someone else.
"It's to keep you from falling down," Matron Brix answered softly.
Garrett looked back at her over his shoulder and nodded, lifting his hands above his head.
Matron Brix restrained him with a leather cord. She did not pull it tight, but that mattered little to Garrett. He hardly felt the bonds at all through the scars that the Chadiri manacles had cut into his wrists so long ago.
Matron Brix let out her breath through pursed lips and stepped back. "Shelbie can do her own murder next time," she muttered.
"I am here!" Matron Shelbie's voice carried across the courtyard, "You may commence the punishment."
Only Garrett could hear the little snort of scorn from Matron Brix.
"Ready yourself, boy," Matron Brix said, "Don't try to fight the pain... chances are you'll be unconscious by the fifth lash."
Garrett shook his head and braced himself for the first stroke.
The whip ripped through the still morning air, and Garrett's body shook with the impact. He felt a sort of warm sensation in his ribs, a dull and distant tingling, but nothing more. He smiled to himself, knowing that he would never feel anything again where the dragon's breath had touched him, no warm hugs, no gentle pat on the back, and no sting of any whip.
The whip lashed again, and Garrett shook, feeling only the growing fire of rage within. If Shelbie thought to humiliate him, to break him, with this, she would be sorely disappointed.
By the fifth lash, it was obvious that Garrett was not going to even cry out, let alone pass out, from the punishment. He jumped a little when the tip of a lash found an unburned patch of skin beneath his armpit, but so lost in his rage was he that Garrett paid it no heed.
"Matron Brix!" Shelbie cried out, a hint of desperation in her voice, "Are you doing it wrong?" Garrett heard her voice grow louder as she approached the whipping post from behind.
"Does it look like I'm doing it wrong?" Brix growled, laying another lash across Garrett's back. Garrett saw a spattering of blood flecks darken the post above his head. He shut his eyes against the sight, forcing his consciousness down inside that warm ball of rage within.
"Well, no," Shelbie admitted, "but there is something wrong... with him."
"Your point, Matron Shelbie?" Brix demanded, striking Garrett once more.
"Well... we will have to think of another punishment," Shelbie stammered, "One that he will feel!"
"You know the rules," Brix hissed, laying another lash, "The Serpent's Kiss it is."
"But it's obvious that he doesn't even feel it!" Shelbie said, "If I had known how... he was... I would have ordered something different done to him."
"You mean you would have waived the traditional punishment for absence because of some personal quarrel with a student?" Brix asked. Again the lash fell.
"Yes... I mean no, of course not," Shelbie said, "I just... can't you whip him somewhere else?"
"We always do this in the courtyard," Brix answered, matter-of-factly, "It makes the cleanup easier."
"No!" Shelbie hissed, "I mean whip his legs or chest or... his face!"
Garrett felt the white-hot ball of rage inside crystallize into a shimmering idol of hate.
The rhythm of Brix's whip faltered, and the expected lash did not fall.
When Brix spoke again, it sounded as if she were struggling to control herself. "Matron Shelbie," Brix whispered, her voice like steel on a grindstone, "Don't you ever dare to come into my yard and tell me how to do my job again!"
"I didn't mean..." Shelbie protested.
"And the next time you have a problem with a student," Brix spat, "have the guts to deal with it yourself!"
Garrett felt the distant impact of several whip strokes in rapid succession as Matron Brix carried out the remainder of his punishment in short order. The rage within had chilled to a sick nausea, and Garrett swooned, feeling blood trickle down the backs of his legs.
The bloodstained whip landed at his feet as Garrett's knees began to shake.
"Get him down from there!" Brix shouted, and suddenly there were strong hands supporting Garrett's body on either side.
"Hold on, Garrett," Banden whispered in his ear, "You're going to be all right."
Chapter Nine
Garrett drifted in and out of consciousness, dimly aware that he was lying, face down, upon a soft cot, and someone kept waking him up by draping damp strips of cloth across his shoulders. The tall green wax candle on the table beside the cot seemed to be defective in some way, for every time he opened his eyes, it seemed another inch or two shorter than it had been. It was nearly gone when he heard the chimes of Curfew ring out.
"I have to get home," Garrett mumbled as he tried to push himself up from the table.
A warm, soft hand pressed gently against his cheek, robbing him of his strength to resist, and a familiar voice whispered for him to lie still.
"You're safe here tonight," Serepheni said, "I sent word to your uncle that you're all right."
The priestess walked around the table to where Garrett could see her from where he lay. Her eyes were red, and her smile trembled, fragile to the point of breaking.
Garrett looked away, holding back the bitter words that churned within him.
"I'm so sorry Garrett," Serepheni said. Her hand went to her lips.
Garrett snorted.
She reached out to lay a hand on his shoulder. "I'm sorry," she said, her voice breaking with emotion, "I didn't mean for this to happen."
"Why didn't you tell me?" Garrett rasped, still not looking at her.
"I didn't realize you'd been gone for so long..." she sobbed, "I thought Beeks or I would be the one to administer the punishment... I didn't think that it would be this bad... I... I'm so sorry!"
Garrett gathered his strength and tried again, pushing himself up on his hands. His back felt unnaturally stiff, and he felt the weight of the healing compresses slide down around his waist as he got his legs under him and sat up on the cot.
"Where's my shirt?" he demanded, "I'm going home."
Serepheni handed him a white linen nightshirt, but shook her head. "You have to stay here in the temple tonight," she insisted.
Garrett answered her with a bitter laugh.
"It isn't safe to leave in your condition. Please stay here and let us take care of you... Let me help you," Serepheni begged him.
"Are you afraid my uncle will find out what you did to me, and then he won't want to help you?" Garrett asked, looking her in the eye for the first time.
Serepheni covered her face with her hands and sobbed. "I'm so sorry!" she said again and again.
Garrett looked away, feeling a little ashamed of his words, but not enough to tell her so. He shrugged on the shirt, feeling it stick to his clammy skin. He noticed a pinkish stain spreading across the cloth on his right shoulder.
"I'll take my chances with the Watchers," he hissed, swinging his legs over the side of the cot and looking around for his boots.
Serepheni fell to her knees on the floor at his feet and looked up at him with pleading eyes. "Don't go, Garrett," she cried, "Please don't go!"
Garrett sneered at her. "Are you afraid I won't come back?" he laughed.
Fear flashed in her eyes, and she put her hands on his knee for support. She seemed to crumple in defeat, a look of devastation on her face. "I'm so sorry..." she sobbed, her voice nearly inaudible.
Garrett turned his eyes toward the darkened doorway of the chamber and imagined how good it would feel to just walk away forever. He allowed himself a long moment to enjoy that little fantasy, letting the priestess suffer while he reveled in the dream.
At last, he looked down at her again and he reached out to cover her hand with his own.
"You think they can get rid of me that easily?" he laughed.
Serepheni lifted her face to him, blinking in astonishment.
"I told you I would do this," Garrett said, "and I keep my word. I'll be back tomorrow... and the next time I see Matron Shelbie... I'm just gonna smile and wish her a good day."
Serepheni shook her head slowly from side to side. "You're staying?" she whispered.
"Yeah," Garrett said.
"I would like to know why," a woman's voice spoke from the doorway.
Garrett saw Serepheni's face go white a moment before she bowed low to the ground in the direction of the door. "High Priestess!" she gasped.
Garrett looked to see a stern-faced woman, perhaps fifty years of age, standing in the doorway. The High Priestess of Mauravant wore a robe of green silk ribbons of many shades, sewn together to give the garment the appearance of mottled scales. Her tall headdress bristled with emerald feathers, woven together with fine golden wire, and her glossy black hair snaked out from either side to cascade down over the serpent's head epaulets on her shoulders. Her lips were rouged almost blood red, and coal-dark eyeliner sharpened the intensity of eyes the color of green ice. She stared into him with those cold eyes now, and Garrett gaped back, speechless and unable to move.
"Why do you want to stay here?" the High Priestess asked him as she stepped into the room, her silken robes rustling as she moved toward him with almost unearthly grace.
"I..." Garrett spoke, his mouth gone dry. He swallowed nothing and spoke again, "I won't be scared away that easy."
A hint of a smile played on the High Priestess's red lips. Her eyes went to the darkening stain on the shoulder of his shirt. "And what would it take to scare you away?" she asked.
Garrett shook himself from the spell of her eyes and struggled to get down from the cot, remembering to bow in her presence.
"No," the High Priestess said, lifting her hand to stop him, "Remain seated." The woman moved around the room, on the other side of Serepheni's prostrate form.
Garrett sank back onto the cot, following the High Priestess with his eyes but daring to say nothing.
The High Priestess moved to the table and lifted a wet bundle of cloth from a large wooden bowl. She squeezed pink water out from the cloth, letting it spill into her cupped left hand. She turned her gaze toward Garrett again with a bemused smile. "Why would you bleed so much for this?" she asked, "We are not your people. You have no love for the Goddess... do you?"
Garrett remained silent for a moment. Something about her eyes made it impossible to answer falsely.
"I don't really know anything about the Goddess," he answered, "I mean, apart from what Matron Beeks has had me read..."
"And yet you would suffer so in Her name?" the High Priestess mused, "Why is that, I wonder?"
Garrett felt suddenly very afraid, but something in her eyes calmed his fears, made it seem all right to answer her. "Because my friends asked me to be here," he said.
The High Priestess let the washcloth fall back into the bowl and dried her hands on a clean towel, never taking her eyes from him. "You have a great deal of loyalty to your friends," she said, "but do you have any loyalty to the Goddess?"
Garrett shrugged. "I never really thought about it," he admitted.
"And why is it so important to your friends that you remain here?" the High Priestess asked, her eyes falling on Serepheni who did not raise her face from the floor.
"I guess... they want the priestesses and the necromancers to become friends," Garrett said.
A cynical smirk curled the High Priestess's lips. "But that is not the only reason, is it?" she asked.
Garrett's heart was pounding in his chest, and a warning screamed in the back of his mind, but he couldn't really hear it. "No," he said, "That's not the only reason."
The High Priestess gave him a sharp-edged smile. "And why do your necromancer friends want you to be here?" she asked.
Garrett's skin tingled at the danger in her question, but his voice paid it no heed. "They want me to learn the secret of how you make skeletons," he said.
He was dimly aware that Serepheni's body flinched at his words, but he could not look away from the High Priestess's cold green eyes, as they seemed to pierce into the depths of his soul.
The High Priestess tossed her head back and laughed, a long, merry laugh. She shook her head and laughed again.
Garrett blinked, suddenly aware that he had not done so at all while she was speaking to him. He felt the strange spell of her questioning seem to fade from him, and he looked at the High Priestess, wondering what he had said to elicit her strange reaction.
Serepheni dared a glance up at her mistress, trembling with fear, but the High Priestess only smiled down at her and offered her hand to the young priestess.
"Get up, child," the High Priestess spoke to Serepheni as she helped her to her feet, "I have outed a spy in our midst, but, fortunately for the both of you, not the one I was hoping to find."
"I'm sorry, High Priestess," Serepheni answered, "I didn't mean for..."
"You have done nothing wrong, my dear," the High Priestess laughed, "and you are welcome to keep your little spy." She gave Garrett an amused glance and then patted Serepheni gently on the shoulder. "I believe the Goddess's secrets will remain safely hidden... even from such formidable foes."
"He can stay then?" Serepheni gasped.
The High Priestess gave her a motherly nod. "He's already collecting his share of admirers," she said.
Serepheni questioned her with a look.
"If it were only Matron Beeks speaking for him, I would understand," the High Priestess said, "She has a gentle heart... But when Brix stood up for the young man... That's when I knew I had to meet him."
"Matron Brix?" Serepheni asked, her face incredulous.
"She's asked for him to be reassigned to full Templar training," the High Priestess said, "I don't believe I have ever seen Brix as angry as she was today."
Serepheni shared a bewildered look with Garrett.
"He begins anew tomorrow," the High Priestess said, looking at Garrett again, "His record wiped clean by my order. See to it that he does it properly this time."
"Yes, High Priestess!" Serepheni gasped, falling to one knee before her.
The High Priestess locked Garrett's gaze to hers once again, but this time he felt no danger in it. "A warning, little spy," she laughed, "Do not delve too deeply into the secrets of Death and Life. Some mysteries lie hungry and waiting for those foolish enough to discover them."
Garrett only nodded in response, shaking himself free of her presence as she swept from the room in a rustle of green silk.
*******
Serepheni brought Garrett a breakfast of warm porridge the next morning. She looked as if she hadn't slept at all, but Garrett felt completely renewed by the time he had made it halfway through the bowl and washed it down with a cup of goat milk.
"I need to have a look at your wounds," Serepheni said, rubbing her forehead in an attempt to hide a yawn.
Garrett dragged the tail of his shirt up over his head to let her have a look at his back as he sat on the edge of the cot, pulling on his boots. He heard her stifle a little gasp.
"Is it bad?" he asked.
"No," she said, remaining silent for a moment as she studied him, "It's... healed."
Garrett grunted. "That's good right?" he asked, tugging his shirt back down.
Serepheni shook her head. "I've never seen anything like that," she said, "There aren't even any... well, any new scars."
"Oh," Garrett said, "thanks for fixing me up."
Serepheni flashed him a wan smile and looked away. "Garrett," she said, "I'm sorry about yesterday... If you decided that you didn't want to keep doing this, I would understand."
Garrett laughed and shook his head. "No," he said, "I meant it when I said I would stay. Anyway, I feel great today... Honestly, I didn't feel a thing when Matron Brix was hitting me yesterday... Maybe Graelle was right about dragon fire. Maybe it makes you invincible or something."
"You didn't see what your back looked like when they brought you here, Garrett," Serepheni said, "You were badly injured."
"I've had worse," Garrett said, shrugging his shoulders. He got to his feet and seated his heels comfortably into the heels of his boots.
"This isn't a game, Garrett!" Serepheni said, "Not everyone who goes through Templar training survives it."
Garrett looked at her with a smirk. "And you still asked me to do it for you?"
Serepheni blushed, her eyes falling. She looked very tired, worse than he had ever seen her in the swamps.
"It's all right," Garrett said, "I'm not afraid of it. I said I would do it, and I will."
"You don't have to!" she sighed, "I'll understand... Max will understand."
Garrett laughed. "I still have to find the secret of skeleton making for him, don't you remember?"
Serepheni shook her head, anger in her eyes. "Forget about that, Garrett," she said, "Max has been trying to worm that out of me since the day we met, but, even if you did know, it wouldn't do you any good."
Something about her words triggered a flash of memory for Garrett, a fleeting hint of something important, something that made his heart ache. He had heard those words before somewhere.
"I'm glad you told the High Priestess the truth about that," Serepheni said, "but you must understand, they will not allow you to discover that secret. Even if you did, it would be useless to you. You would risk your life for nothing in trying to learn it."
"Then you knew that Max wanted me to learn the secret?"
"Of course he asked you to," she said, "He's Max... I love him Garrett, but you know he doesn't always think things through. He puts people at risk in his mad schemes... people he loves, because he doesn't think things through."
"Then just tell me the secret," Garrett said, "I mean, if it isn't of any use to me, then why not just tell me, or tell Max, so we could forget about it?"
Serepheni sighed and shook her head. She sat down on the edge of the cot and seemed almost to shrink in size as the breath went out of her. "There are things, Garrett... terrible things... We stand between them and the world, people like me. The priestesses... we stand between the world of men and the world of gods, and we look where others do not dare to look. We face things, Garrett. We... have the strength... no, the mindset, patterns of thought... our training that lets us witness things that others could not look upon and remain... sane. Sometimes I wonder if it is enough..."
Garrett said nothing.
She smiled at him, her eyes half-lidded with exhaustion. "There are things inside the temple, Garrett, that you do not want to find... no matter how much you think you do. I'm not protecting what is hidden here from the world outside. I'm here to protect the world from it."
Garrett nodded slowly. He turned toward the doorway, but paused, looking back again. "What did the High Priestess mean when she said that she was looking for another spy?" he asked.
Serepheni lifted her hands, palms up. "Someone in the city is working for the Chadiri," she said.
"But the High Priestess thinks that it is someone inside the temple?" Garrett said.
"I don't know," she admitted.
Garrett considered telling her about the thing he had seen crawling through the sewers, but then, there wasn't much to tell yet. He shrugged his shoulders experimentally, finding the stiffness gone, and looked at her again. "Thanks for healing me up," he said, "You might want to take a nap or something. I'll probably need another treatment after the guys in Matron Brix's class finish beating me up."
He left her sitting there with a pained smile on her face.
He paused in the hallway and briefly considered going back. He had no idea where he was after all, lost somewhere in the unfamiliar halls of the temple. His pride overruled the thought, and he eventually found his way to the outer courtyard, only having to backtrack twice before he found a hall that led outside.
He was early. Garrett crossed the empty courtyard to stand before the whipping post once again, keeping a safe distance this time. The scarred wooden pole had been scoured clean, and no trace remained of the degradation he had suffered the day before. Still, the rage burned like a ball of blue fire inside his chest, cold and potent as death.
Unbidden, the image of Matron Shelbie's sneering face sprang into his mind, and his hatred flared within. For a dreadful moment, he saw himself lifting his hand against her, and he imagined her wreathed in crackling flames and screaming for mercy.
"Let it go, boy," Matron Brix spoke from behind, startling Garrett from his troubled thoughts.
"What?" Garrett gasped, spinning to face her, choking on his shame at being caught.
"Let it go," the stern-faced matron repeated slowly, "Whatever you're feeling right now, it's poison. It'll eat you up and make you weak."
"Weak?" Garrett asked.
She gave him a gap-toothed grin and chuckled. "You think hate makes you strong, boy?" she asked, then shook her head, "It just makes you stupid. Let it go."
"Why?" Garrett asked, then remembering his manners at last, he added, "Matron."
The wiry, gray-haired matron stood with her hands on her hips, studying him for a moment. "Did you ever wonder why it isn't the big things that get under your skin?" she asked, "I mean, most people... they don't spend their time thinking about the real dangers of the world, like famine or plague or that tidal wave of red heretics looming over us. No, most people spend all their time worrying about that merchant who cheated them or that kid who roughed them up and stole their coin purse in the alleyway. That's what Templars deal with every day out there on the street, a great big cesspool of hurt feelings and petty crimes.
"It's the little thorns that really hurt... really work their way in under your fingernails and drive you mad, not the real problems. That's what it’s like for little people. They need something safe to worry about. It keeps them harmless, but us, people like you and me, boy... we're bigger than that." she jabbed her finger at Garrett's chest. "You can't keep living down there on their level... not anymore."
Garrett didn't know what to say. He chewed the corner of his lip and mulled over his hatred for Matron Shelbie.
Matron Brix looked up toward the gray morning sky and flexed the muscles of her jaw. "Whatever you've got kicking around in your head right now, you've got a right to it. You have every right to be furious about what happened to you. You can cry and yell and scream for justice if you want... if it makes you feel better. That's what little people do. Sometimes they even get justice... sometimes... or something they think is justice. Doesn't matter though, its all luck. They go on believing that there is some order, some justice in the world, and things keep going the way they always have. The markets stay open, and the workers keep busy, and we've done our job.
"But you... you don't have the luxury of their ignorance. You can't afford it. When you go out there and stand in the gap between law and chaos with your mace in your hand and the warm glow of civilization at your back, you can't ever, not for one second, make the mistake of thinking that it's always going to be that way." She leaned close, tapping him on the forehead with her middle finger. "You can't let those stupid, petty, little people problems run free in your head. They will kill you surer than a knife in the back."
"You want me to just forget about it, Matron?" Garrett scoffed.
Matron Brix shook her head. "Catalogue the offenses made against you. Analyze them. Record them. Study them the way you would study the scene of a crime, and then leave it there. The offense did not happen to you. It happened to someone else, and you are simply learning from it and moving on. People that want to hurt you... little people that think they have some power over you... They are nothing to you! They are no more threat to you than a wild dog, a mindless creature driven by senseless rage and instinct. If you come into their territory, they will bark at you or try to bite. Anticipate their attack and avoid it. Would your feelings be hurt if a dog tried to bite you? Would you take it personally and plot revenge on the dog every waking moment?"
"No, Matron," Garrett laughed.
"Then let it go," she hissed, "You can't afford to have little enemies if you ever want to be a great man."
Garrett stared at her, confused.
"What is it, boy?" she demanded.
"Why did you want me back," he asked, "as a Templar."
She smirked and shrugged. "I think I misjudged you," she said, "because you weren't being yourself the first time we met."
"Huh?"
"The first day you came here," she said, "you were too shy... too polite to pick up a damned stick and fight to save your own skin. You let Banden take your hits for you, a younger boy with more heart and fight in him than twelve of you that day."
Garrett's eyes fell.
"All I saw in you was a scared little boy, going through the motions and hoping that just showing up would be good enough to get him through," Matron Brix said, "I didn't see that boy here yesterday."
Garrett looked up again.
"I don't know what happened... what changed you, woke you up, but the boy I saw take the lash here yesterday... That's a boy I can make into a man."
Garrett glanced away, chuckling a little. "I'm still not very good at fighting, Matron," he said.
Matron Brix shrugged. "Nobody is, until I teach them how."
"Thank you, Matron," Garrett said.
She turned toward the sound of the other young trainees filing into the courtyard with their sparring sticks in hand. She grinned and looked back at Garrett. "I see you forgot to bring a staff again," she chuckled, "Well, I guess you'd better go and take one of theirs."
"Oh, fesche," Garrett muttered under his breath.
Chapter Ten
Garrett found Uncle Tinjin and Mrs. Nash talking together in the kitchen when he got home. He smiled when he saw the pie she had brought with her laid on the table between them.
“Good afternoon, Garrett,” Mrs. Nash greeted him. Her green eyes widened when she looked at him, but she did not mention the large purple bruise that stretched from his chin to his cheek.
Uncle Tinjin noticed as well, and his eyes hardened.
“What’s that you’ve got there, Garrett?” Tinjin demanded.
Garrett stopped twirling the sparring staff that he held in his right hand and lifted it proudly. “It’s a practice staff,” he said, grinning broadly, “I won it in class today, and Matron Brix said I could keep it.”
Tinjin frowned and his eyes went to the bruise again. A moment later, he sighed, “Play with it outside, if you please. I'd rather you weren't Templaring all the porcelain.”
“Yes, sir,” Garrett answered. He nodded at their guest. “How are you today, Mrs. Nash?” he asked.
“Quite well, Garrett,” she said, “Your uncle and I were just discussing some arrangements.”
“Are we having a party?” Garrett asked.
Mrs. Nash looked at Uncle, letting him answer.
Uncle shook his head. “I’ve asked Mrs. Nash to check in on you from time to time and see that you’re fed,” Tinjin said, “I’m going to be away for a few months.”
“Huh?”
“I’m traveling to Weslae to help Max clarify his objectives,” Tinjin said, “and, afterwards, I intend to sail to Fraelu with Mrs. Nash’s brother. I hope to make some contacts on the island that could aid me in our task of rallying the northern states against the Chadiri.”
“You’re leaving again?” Garrett asked, his dismay evident in his voice, “but what about your research?”
Uncle Tinjin smiled. “There are archives, rumored to exist in Fraelu, that the Chadiri have never found,” he said, “I would make this journey if only for the chance to spend a single hour among those scrolls.”
Garrett fell silent for a moment, remembering the last time that Uncle Tinjin had gone away. For a moment, he considered begging the old man to let him go too, but then that would mean leaving Marla. The thought of abandoning her, alone with the Valfrei, turned his stomach, and he forgot about his childish desire to go running off with Uncle Tinjin to the war. He looked down at the floor and nodded.
Mrs. Nash broke the silence. “I think we should have some of that pie now,” she said.
Garrett smiled and hurried to fetch a knife and some plates for the three of them. He handed the knife to Mrs. Nash, and she broke through the crispy brown crust into the steaming jelly of cinnamon pears within. She scooped out a plateful and handed it to Garrett.
He thanked her and sat, eating his pie in silence as Uncle made his final arrangements with the Fraelan woman.

Afterwards, Garrett cleaned up the kitchen and washed the plates as Uncle Tinjin saw Mrs. Nash to the door. As he was drying the dishes, Uncle Tinjin reappeared in the kitchen doorway.
“Garrett,” he said, “may I speak with you a moment?”
Garrett put aside the plate he was holding and followed Uncle Tinjin into the parlor. The old man sat down in his favorite chair and bade Garrett to take the chair opposite him.
“Garrett,” he said, “There are many things that I… that I wanted to say to you.” Tinjin paused, rubbing at his stubbly chin.
Garrett waited in uneasy silence.
Tinjin smiled lowering his head to run his fingers through his thin hair. He looked up at Garrett again. “I know who you are, Garrett,” he said, “I know what’s inside of you.”
Garrett felt his blood go cold.
Tinjin gave a weak chuckle. “I know that it hasn’t always been easy, having me as a… an uncle,” he said, “but I have always been… proud of you.” The old man looked as if he were struggling to hold back tears.
Garrett did not understand what was happening to his uncle. This wasn’t like him at all.
“I wanted you… I wanted you to know this,” Tinjin sniffed. The old man looked away, baring his teeth as though biting back something too painful to speak.
“Uncle…” Garrett began to speak, but Tinjin stopped him with an upraised hand.
“I should have been a better… teacher to you,” Tinjin sighed. He leaned back in his chair and smoothed his hair with both hands. “Now… well… now I believe you are ready.”
Tinjin leaned forward and got to his feet. He crossed the floor and bowed to his knees before Garrett. Garrett started to protest, but Tinjin laid his hand on Garrett’s shoulder and smiled proudly.
“I wanted you to have something before I go,” Uncle Tinjin said. He lifted the horned skull medallion from his neck and placed it around Garrett’s.
The gold skull weighed heavy against Garrett’s chest, and he looked at Tinjin in astonishment, at a loss for words.
“Wear it always in remembrance of me,” Tinjin said, “and let it remind you of who you truly are… no matter how powerful you become… no matter what trials you must face… remember who you are inside!” Tinjin pressed his finger to Garrett’s chest, just above his heart.
“But this is yours!” Garrett gasped.
Tinjin smiled again and shook his head. “I won’t be needing it where I’m going,” he said, “It belongs to you now, Master Necromancer.”
“What?” Garrett asked.
Tinjin rose slowly to his feet and pulled Garrett up as well. He looked down at the boy and chuckled. “You are my apprentice no longer, Garrett,” Tinjin said, “I have already registered your name with the city and paid your first year’s licenses. The rest is up to you.”
Garrett choked on the news. “But, I hardly know anything at all!” he exclaimed, “You still have to teach me the rest!”
“The rest of it you will learn the same way I did,” Tinjin laughed, “by experience. I suggest you take your reading a bit more seriously now.”
Garrett was having a difficult time breathing. “But… what do I do? Does this mean I have to leave the house?” he asked.
“Only if you feel like leaving,” Tinjin said, “The house is yours now.”
“What?”
“All except my books,” Tinjin said, “I’ve left a will, dictating how I would prefer my library to be divided, should I not return from this journey. You will find it and copies of several other important documents in my study… that is to say, in your study, Master Garrett. The house and all its servants belong to you now.”
“Only until you get back, right?” Garrett said, “You’ll live here again when you come back!”
Tinjin pulled Garrett close and hugged him for a long time before releasing him again. He looked down at Garrett with tears in his eyes.
“These have been good years, Garrett,” Tinjin sighed, “Good years… thank you for sharing them with me."
Garrett started to cry now. “Don’t go,” he pleaded, “Don’t go!”
Tinjin squeezed Garrett’s shoulder. “We will see each other again, Garrett,” he said, “but the truth of it is… I don’t want to be a necromancer anymore.”
“What?” Garrett sobbed.
Tinjin looked away, as if lost in a memory. Then he looked at Garrett and spoke again. “I believe I am ready now,” he said, “I’m ready to let the dead sleep in peace.”
Chapter Eleven
“He left you the house?” Warren asked. The ghoul pulled a puzzled face as he crouched beside Garrett inside a section of old tunnel beneath Queensgarden where the wall had crumbled away, giving them a clear, overhead view of the main drainage channel from them temple to the main sewers.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “I’ve never seen Uncle Tinjin like that before… I’m really worried about him.” His eyes went back to searching the tunnel below. Dim light drifted in from a grate in the ceiling, and Garrett was grateful that the air was being pulled into the tunnel, along with the scent of the gardens above.
“Hmn,” Warren said, “Maybe my dad can talk to him.”
“Could you ask him to?” Garrett asked, a little ray of hope brightening the gloom that he felt in his heart.
“Sure,” Warren said. He shifted his position, pushing the essence canister that hung from his shoulder sling back behind him as he did.
“I wish you’d brought more essence,” Garrett said, “Do you want one of mine?” He lifted the flap of his satchel to reveal the three full canisters within.
Warren rolled his eyes. “He’s not a demon, Gar,” he grumbled, “If he does show up, I plan on just punchin’ him in the face a few times.”
“We don’t know what he is,” Garrett said, “I don’t want to take any chances.”
“Hey, I think if he was the sorta creature that was immune to punches in the face,“ Warren snorted, “he wouldn’ need to creep around in the sewers like a bug.”
“I’d still feel better if we were ready for anything,” Garrett worried.
Warren shrugged. “You can’t be ready for everything, Gar,” he said, “That’s what makes life fun.”
“Fun?” Garrett scoffed.
“What’s fun?” Scupp asked as she crawled toward them through the narrow tunnel from the south.
“Garrett’s gonna fry anything that pokes its head up with his wizard magic,” Warren answered.
“Sounds fun,” Scupp said, sidling in between the two boys. She, at least, had brought two canisters buckled to the leather bandolier she wore.
“What’s going on?” Warren asked, “Where’s Diggs?”
“He wants your help with some stupid trap he’s setting for Roach Boy,” she sighed, “He wanted me to come get you.”
Warren looked annoyed.
“I’ll stay with Garrett,” Scupp said, “Just try to make sure he doesn’t drop that damned statue on his own head… or yours.”
“Statue?” Warren groaned.
“Big one,” Scupp chuckled, “of the Worm Mother I think. About eight feet tall, with huge... what’s the word?” She made a cupping motion with her hands in front of her chest. “…Tentacles.”
“Boneash…” Warren said.
“You’d better get goin’” Scupp said, “He had it halfway tipped over and propped with a rock when I left.”
Warren growled and scooted back down the tunnel into the darkness, and Scupp turned her attention back to Garrett.
“Hi, Garrett,” she said.
“Hi, Scupp,” he answered giving her a smile and a nod.
“How’d your vampire party go?” she asked.
Garrett sighed and thought a moment before speaking. “It started well,” he said, “but then Marla’s new teacher showed up, and she really didn’t like me.”
Scupp sniffed. She stretched out on the floor of the tunnel and lay with her furry shoulder against Garrett’s knee as she peered down into the tunnel below. “What makes you think Roach Boy is gonna come through here anyway?” she asked.
“It’s just a guess,” he admitted, “The High Priestess thinks there’s a spy in the temple, so I thought it might be the same guy. There might be other ways to get into the temple without people seeing you, but these tunnels seem like the best way in.”
Scupp rolled over, propping her chin on her hand with her elbow planted in the rubble. She studied him for a moment.
“What?” he asked, her scrutiny making him feel slightly uncomfortable.
“I know it’s none o’ my business, Garrett,” she sighed, “but where do you think this is gonna go? …With the vampire girl, I mean.”
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“I mean whatta you want to happen here? Are you thinkin’ that the both of you are gonna wind up together?” Scupp asked.
“Well, yeah,” Garrett said, “I mean, why wouldn’t we?”
“Where you gonna live?”
Garrett shrugged. “Here, I guess,” he said.
“You talked about this with her?” Scupp asked.
“…Sort of,” he said.
“And what’d she say?”
Garrett chewed his lip. “She wasn’t really ready to talk about that sort of thing,” he said.
“You were, but she wasn’t, you’re sayin’?” Scupp said.
“What’s wrong with that?” Garrett asked, “I mean, she said I was her boyfriend. Maybe she’s just not ready to look any farther than that. I mean, she’s gonna be really busy with this new teacher…”
“The teacher that doesn’t like you?” Scupp asked.
“Yeah.”
“How much doesn’t like you?”
“Like, a lot,” Garrett answered quietly, “She tried to have my uncle killed a while back.”
“What?” Scupp said, pushing herself up on her arm.
“Yeah… I don’t know what to do about her,” Garrett sighed, “I just wish there was a way to… I don’t know… get Marla and her mom to leave the city with me… get away from the other vampires.”
“Where would you go?”
Garrett shook his head. “I don’t know… this is my home,” he said, “I don’t know anywhere else.”
Scupp settled her chin back down into her palm and thought for a moment. “You could always come visit us down south,” she said.
“Where your mom lives?”
“Yeah,” Scupp said, dragging the word out as though she had suddenly had second thoughts, “but I’m not sure how the rest of our pack would take to your vampire in-laws. Still, if you ever need to run for it, you’re always welcome in our burrow.”
“Thanks,” Garrett said.
Scupp looked at him with genuine concern. “Just… be careful, Garrett,” she said.
“I will,” he answered softly.
Scupp’s eyes suddenly hardened. “Just so you know,” she said, “if she ever hurts you, Ima tear her arms off… vampire or not.”
Garrett gave the ghoul a nervous smile.
Scupp gave him a long, hard look and then turned her attention back to the tunnel below. “I don’t think he’s gonna show up tonight,” she sighed.
Just then, a bone-chilling shriek ripped through the tunnels from the south, and Garrett and Scupp both jumped in alarm.
A ghoulish roar followed it.
“Diggs!” Scupp gasped, and she scrambled down the tunnel with Garrett close on her heels.
They found Diggs and Warren in the southern tunnel juncture, both of them wild-eyed and perched atop the broken body of a great stone statue. Pinned face-down beneath it, the black-handed man with the leather mask wriggled and thrashed. He struggled in vain to free his legs and let out a high-pitched shriek of pain and rage.
“I got him!” Diggs shouted.
The man braced his black hands against the floor and pushed hard, lifting the massive stone and sending Diggs tumbling off the top. Warren growled and threw himself flat across the stone, crushing the strange man back to the tunnel floor once again.
Scupp raced forward and leapt atop the statue as well, her weight driving a pitiful huff of air from the masked man’s lungs.
“Don’t kill him!” Garrett shouted. He ran forward, getting as close as he dared to the masked man.
The man saw Garrett and lashed out with one hand, his blackened fingers curved like talons. Garrett yelped in alarm and jumped back, staring down at three parallel slashes across the front of his robe.
“Get back!” Warren yelled.
By now, Diggs had regained his footing and climbed back atop the broken statue, pinning the masked man even tighter to the floor.
“We got you now, Roach Boy!” Warren shouted.
“Yeah!” Diggs added, “So tell us where the treasure is, or we’ll squish you flat!”
Garrett, Warren, and Scupp all stared at Diggs with baffled expressions on their faces. The masked man hissed like a viper.
Diggs shrugged. “I don’t know,” he whined, “I was just gonna catch him. That’s as far as I thought this out.”
Warren rolled his eyes and then leaned over to shout down at the man pinned beneath the statue, “Who sent you?”
The masked man suddenly fell silent, his body going completely limp.
“Oh no!” Garrett gasped. He took as step toward the man again, fearing that he had died from his injuries.
“Stay back, Gar!” Warren barked, and Garrett froze.
A muffled pop sounded from the man’s body as he moved again, slowly twisting his neck around until his head was turned almost completely backward to look up at Warren who was leaning out over the shoulder of the statue to gaze down wide-eyed. The masked man giggled a hissing laugh as the great shaggy ghoul recoiled in horror.
“What is that thing?” Scupp asked, and Garrett could hear the fear in her voice.
“Look, we don’t want to hurt you!” Garrett shouted, “We just want to know who sent you.”
The masked man rotated his head back around to stare at Garrett through his thick goggles. He studied the boy for a moment and then whispered, “Garrett.”
Garrett blanched in fear, taking another step back. “How do you know my name?” he demanded.
“Hinder me not in my task,” the man rasped, “You will not be warned again.”
“Who are you?” Garrett shouted.
Suddenly, Warren, who had carefully leaned out over the shoulder of the statue while the man was speaking, reached down and caught the strap of the man’s leather mask in his claw. He snatched it away quickly, tearing the mask and goggles from the man’s head.
Garrett cried out in horror at the sight of the man’s face. The man’s long fangs gnashed in rage, and the wide, black pupils of his eyes suddenly flashed red and constricted to thin slits between coppery irises before he could protect them from the dim light of the tunnel by covering them with his hands. His hairless scalp, mottled in scale-like patterns of red and black skin, seemed to change in hue, matching the greenish tint of the broken stone statue, before returning to their original color.
“What are you?” Garrett gasped.
The man shut his eyes tightly and stretched his body, craning his neck upward as he pulled against the burden of the stone upon his back. He hissed loudly, and then a series of sickening crunching sounds came from beneath the stone.
“No! You’re going to hurt yourself!” Garrett cried.
The man’s eyes went suddenly wide as he shoved hard with his hands against the floor, and his lower torso pulled free of the statue, his leggings ripped and dark with blood.
Garrett felt suddenly sick at the sight of the man’s broken legs trailing behind him as he dragged himself away with his spindly arms.
“Don’t let him get away!” Diggs shouted as he leapt down from the broken statue onto the man’s back.
The ghoul tried to hold him, but the man slipped free, moving with frightening speed as he scurried away on his hands, dragging his legs behind him like a lizard’s tail. Garrett jumped out of the way as the man shot past him toward the mouth of a narrow drainpipe. By the time he had turned to watch him go, the man’s bloody feet were already disappearing through the mouth of the pipe.
Diggs shoved past Garrett and flung himself down, thrusting his arm into the pipe as far as it would go.
“Damn!” Diggs hissed, pulling back an empty paw from the pipe.
“How did he know my name?” Garrett asked, looking back toward Warren and Scupp who were still perched atop the statue with their mouths hanging open.
“I think we’re gonna need some help with this one,” Scupp said.
“Yeah,” Warren agreed, looking down at the mask and goggles that he still clutched in his hand, “Uh, Garrett, you know any vampires that might wanna go huntin' with us?”
Garrett looked back at the black mouth of the drainpipe and shook his head. “How did he know my name?” he whispered.
Chapter Twelve
Garrett stirred in a troubled sleep, trying to hack away the great serpent that had been coiled around his leg in the dream a moment before. He woke himself with a hard slap to his thigh, the sting of it rousing his brain to alertness, though his body still burned with exhaustion. For a moment, he sat on the edge of his bed, swooning, almost falling back into the soft blanket and pillow that beckoned him to return. He rubbed his eyes with thumb and forefinger and forced himself to his feet. The morning chimes had just sounded, and, if he hurried, he could make it to the temple early enough to seek out Serepheni before class.
He dressed quickly and stooped to pick up the bundled mask and goggles that he had left on the floor outside his bedroom door. He had been far too unsettled by these reminders of the previous day’s encounter with the snake-eyed man to sleep in the same room with them.
He hurried through the gray morning drizzle to arrive at the temple with plenty of time to spare and hurried toward the small walled garden where Serepheni would sometimes meditate privately before her morning duties. He paused as he reached the little iron gate in the ivy-covered walls, hearing the priestess’s girlish laughter echoing from the garden beyond. She said something that Garrett could not quite make out, and then a soft voice answered her, a man’s voice.
Garrett hesitated, thinking of turning back, not wanting to interrupt, but he decided that his message was too important to wait.
“Excuse me,” Garrett said, the gate creaking slightly as he pushed it open.
“Garrett?” Serepheni called out.
“Yes, Matron Serepheni,” he answered, “I’m sorry to bother you, but I had something important to tell you.”
“Come in,” she said, “Join us!”
Garrett entered the garden and turned the corner to find Serepheni seated at a small table, sheltered beneath a carved wooden awning that jutted out from the wall. A modest breakfast was laid out before her with cups and plates for two. The man across from her rose to greet Garrett as he entered.
“Garrett!” Marsten exclaimed, “So good to see you again!” The young necromancer inclined his head slightly. He wore his curly blonde hair pinned back with a long jade needle, and his burgundy coat sported a lapel of emerald green silk.
“Master Marsten,” Garrett said, bowing to him only after he had shown the proper obeisance to Matron Serepheni. Garrett’s eyes went to the vase of fresh flowers on the table between them, and an uncomfortable feeling stirred in Garrett’s gut.
“Please, have a seat,” Serepheni said, gesturing toward the one untaken chair at the table.
“Thanks,” Garrett said, taking a seat as Marsten sat back down, “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I didn’t think this could wait ‘till later.”
“What is it?” Serepheni asked.
“I, uh…” Garrett said, laying the mask and goggles on the table next to the flowers, “I think we found the spy that the High Priestess was looking for.”
Marsten’s eyes widened, and he seemed visibly shaken as he stared down at the mask.
“What is it?” Serepheni asked, looking at the blonde necromancer, “Do you recognize this?”
Marsten looked at her, his lips parting as though to speak. Then his eyes went to the mask again. “I’ve seen this before,” he said, “Well… something like it.”
“Do you have this spy in custody?” Serepheni asked Garrett.
“No, Matron,” Garrett answered, “He got away from us, but Warren was able to grab this from him before he escaped. Underneath, he was like some kinda snake man or somethin’.”
“Snake man?” Serepheni laughed, “Garrett, are you certain of this?”
“No, he’s right,” Marsten said, his voice subdued. He still stared down at the mask and goggles on the table before him.
Garrett and Serepheni both looked at Marsten in amazement.
“You know who the spy is?” she demanded.
Marsten looked at her for a moment and then at the mask again. “I know what he is,” he answered.
“Is he really a snake man?” Garrett asked.
“He is a member of an ancient cult,” Marsten said, “I encountered them once during my travels. They come from somewhere in Neshat, no one knows exactly where… rumors of an ancient temple hidden somewhere in the jungle. They are death-worshippers and master assassins. They may have once been human men, but they are no longer.”
“Are they here to kill someone then?” Serepheni gasped.
Marsten gave a nervous laugh. “Perhaps not,” he said, “The cult prides itself on its efficiency. If they wanted to kill someone, I imagine that person would already be dead. It is possible that this agent was sent here as a spy in the employ of someone else.”
“They hire themselves out as mercenaries?” Serepheni asked.
Marsten smiled. “I suppose those ancient jungle temples require a bit of upkeep now and again,” he laughed.
“Garrett, you could have been hurt!” Serepheni chided him, “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner and ask for help?”
“I’m sorry,” Garrett said, “We just weren’t sure that he was sneaking into the temple, or even that he was a spy. We’d never even got a good look at him until yesterday.”
“He was in the temple?” Serepheni gasped.
Garrett nodded. “We think he was headed there when we caught him… well, tried to catch him.”
“I must inform the High Priestess at once!” Serepheni said, standing up from her chair.
Marsten rose with her. “Are you sure we shouldn’t look into this ourselves first?” he asked. “I could help Garrett in his search. I do have experience in this sort of thing.”
“Thank you, but I’d prefer you both stay out of this,” Serepheni said, “I don’t want either of you getting hurt.”
“Of, course, my dear,” Marsten said, bowing his head slightly, “As you wish.”
“Garrett,” she said, picking up the mask and goggles from the table, “May I take these as evidence?”
“Yeah,” Garrett said, getting to his feet again.
“Thank you,” she said, “We are in your debt once again.” She gave him a warm smile.
Serepheni turned and nodded to Marsten. “I’m sorry to have to cut our meeting short,” she said, “I hope we can continue our discussion at some later time.”
“Of course,” Marsten answered. He gave her a deep bow. “I look forward to our next visit with exquisite anticipation.”
Serepheni smiled again and took her leave, heading toward the main temple with the mask and goggles in hand, leaving Garrett and Marsten alone in the garden.
Marsten watched her go and then turned to Garrett again. “You’re looking well, Garrett,” he said, “I haven’t seen you in some time.”
“Thanks,” Garrett said, his eyes going to the flowers on the table again.
“Oh… those,” Marsten chuckled, “Dreadfully bad manners to visit a lady without bringing flowers, wouldn’t you say?”
“I guess.”
“So, have you been using the… ah,” Marsten said, making a vague gesture around his head with his hand.
“The hair illusion?” Garrett said, “Yeah… sometimes.”
“Good… good,” Marsten said, “I’m happy to have helped.”
“Thanks,” Garrett said, still not sure about how he felt about Marsten bringing Serepheni flowers.
“So… you actually saw this… snake man?” Marsten asked.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “He was pretty creepy, but I don’t think he really wanted to fight or anything. He just wanted to get away.”
“Lucky for you,” Marsten chuckled.
“The one thing I can’t figure out,” Garrett said, “is how he knew my name.”
“He spoke to you?” Marsten asked, his eyes widening slightly.
Garrett nodded. “He told me not to interfere in his task.” He said.
“Did he say anything else?” Marsten asked.
“No, he just sort of… slithered off then,” Garrett said.
Marsten let out a little sigh. “I’m just glad you weren’t hurt, Garrett,” he said, “It isn’t safe to go chasing after things like that.”
Garrett shrugged.
“Listen,” Marsten said, “If you do decide to try and catch him again, please promise me that you’ll tell me first. I know a few tricks for dealing with this sort of thing, and I would be glad to come along and help however I may.”
Garrett nodded.
“Promise me?” Marsten insisted.
“I promise,” Garrett said.
“Good,” Marsten said. He gestured toward the mostly untouched breakfast on the table between them. “Care to join me?”
“No, thanks,” Garrett said, “I have to get to class.”
“Oh, how’s that going?” Marsten asked.
“Fine.”
“Ah… good,” Marsten said, his gaze drifting off, untethered from the awkward small talk.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “I guess Max should be back from the war pretty soon. I’ll bet Serepheni will be really glad to see him again.”
Marsten flinched a little. “Yes,” he said, “I’m quite looking forward to meeting him.”
“Yeah… well, I gotta go,” Garrett said.
“It was good to see you again, Garrett,” Marsten said.
“You too,” Garrett said, walking back toward the gate.
“Oh… and remember your promise,” Marsten called after him, “Don’t go looking for… that thing… again without my help! It’s far too dangerous.”
“Yeah,” Garrett said, pulling the gate shut behind him.
Garrett shook off his misgivings as he headed back inside the temple complex, walking down the long corridor that led toward the courtyard. Even if Marsten was interested in Serepheni as more than just a friend, she was still in love with Max. After a moment’s thought, he even felt a twinge of pity for the blonde necromancer and perhaps a touch of guilt about being angry with him. Serepheni had that effect on people. It was hardly Marsten’s fault that he was so taken with her.
“What are you doing skulking around here?” A rude voice demanded.
Garrett started from his thoughts, looking up to see Matron Shelbie emerge from a doorway in the wall of the corridor. He stared back at her, baffled and ashamed of the fear in his heart at seeing her.
“Answer me, boy!” Shelbie shouted.
“I… I’m going to class,” Garrett stammered, fighting to control the cold rage that bubbled up inside of him.
“Where were you just now?” Matron Shelbie demanded, pointing back up the hall.
“The garden, Matron,” Garrett answered.
“What business did you have in the garden?” she asked.
“Ser… Matron Serepheni,” he said, “I was meeting with Matron Serepheni!”
Shelbie narrowed her eyes to slits and leaned close, searching for deception in Garrett’s face. At last she scoffed and drew back. She glared at him with undisguised loathing.
Garrett mastered his rage and forced himself to lower his eyes in deference. “May I go now, Matron?” he rasped, “I don’t want to be late for class.”
“Go!” she spat dismissively.
Garrett breathed again as he turned his back to her and hurried down the hall, but he stopped the moment that she called after him.
“I know why you’re here, necromancer!” she hissed.
Garrett did not move or speak or turn to face her. He could hear her shoes clopping like a devil’s hooves as she slowly approached him from behind.
“Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to, you little thief,” she said as she moved to stand just behind him.
Shelbie leaned close, whispering in his ear. “But know this, little thief. I will see you dead before I allow you to steal the secrets of the Eternal Mother. I will see you dead!”
Garrett struggled to control his breathing, his fists clenched at his sides, and he did not dare to look at her.
Shelbie stepped back and gave him a mocking laugh. “Run along now, little worm,” she said, “You are dismissed!”
*******
Two lines of boys stood, facing one another across the temple courtyard in the cold drizzle of a gray morning rain. All around, boys fidgeted, tightening their grips on their sparring staves or shifting their weight from foot to foot, awaiting the Matron’s order. Garrett stood motionless, feeling nothing at all, his eyes locked on the tall, curly-haired boy on the other side.
Trent was the best fighter in class, after Banden, standing nearly a foot taller than all the other boys, and he took great delight in beating down anyone who stood against him. He stood opposite Garrett in the line with a leering grin on his cruel face, but Garrett was in no mood to take a beating today.
“Begin,” Matron Brix shouted, and the two lines of boys advanced on each other with sticks in hand.
“Good Night, Crispy!” Trent growled as he sent a whistling blow at Garrett’s head.
Garrett twisted his head and shoulder to the left, dodging the larger boy’s strike and smacking the tip of his own staff hard across Trent’s right eyebrow.
Trent howled in pain, blinking his eye against the stinging, bloody blow, but Garrett gave him no time to recover. Trent cried out again as Garrett swung his staff upward, striking the knuckles of Trent’s weapon hand and sending the boy’s club spinning free of his stunned fingers.
“Trent, out!” Brix barked, and Garrett turned to face the winner of the two boys fighting to his left. Bill had only a second to recognize Garrett as his new opponent before the young necromancer drove his staff, point-first into Bill’s solar plexus. Bill staggered away, clutching his chest and huffing.
Thunder rumbled in the gray sky, and the rain came down harder. Garrett was already moving on to his next target.
Something had changed in him. Garrett seemed to watch his body move of its own accord. He felt a surge of something within him, like a torrent of naked rage, flowing through him, moving his limbs like a marionette’s strings.
The next two boys in line, Kell and Merriwick, were still sparring, neither one committing to an attack, but holding back, defensively. They looked toward Garrett with confusion and then real fear as he advanced on both at once.
“Hey!” Merriwick shouted as Garrett stepped in, disarming him with a lightning-fast blow and then rapping him sharply on the underside of his chin before turning on the other boy.
Kell said nothing but ducked low beneath Garrett’s contemptuous backhand swing, jabbing his staff at Garrett’s chest.
Garrett pirouetted like a dancer, letting Kell’s weapon slide across the breast of his tunic, and he tapped the boy hard on the ear with his own cudgel.
Kell jumped back, clutching his ear with his free hand.
“What’s wrong with you?” he hissed.
“Shut up and fight, Kell!” Matron Brix shouted.
Kell lowered his head and bull rushed Garrett, but Garrett sidestepped the boy’s reckless charge and sent Kell face-first into the flagstones with a brutal whip across his lower back.
Kell groaned, trying to staunch the flow of blood from his nose with his hands, but Garrett only scoffed and shook his head, turning his back on the beaten boy. He smiled to himself, enjoying the cold fire of victory surging through his veins.
Garrett’s smile faded when he saw Banden facing him with his staff held high in both hands. Banden’s face showed only confusion.
“Garrett?” he said.
Garrett grinned back at him and raised his own staff, mirroring Banden’s stance.
Banden lunged forward, striking like a serpent, but Garrett turned the blow with the haft of his staff and curved a riposte up under Banden’s guard.
Banden arched his body, and Garrett’s staff only grazed his stomach. Banden hopped backward, spinning his weapon in his hand, his eyes wide. The younger boy set his jaw and dropped into a low crouch, awaiting Garrett’s attack.
Garrett laughed, drunk on the strange battle-lust that filled him. He wrapped both hands around the base of his weapon and raised it high above his head.
Banden’s face went white as he warded off Garrett’s hammering blows with his own staff. The crack of wood against wood echoed through the courtyard as Garrett rained blow after blow down on the boy’s defenses. There was nothing of skill or artistry in Garrett’s attack, only a mad pummeling as a dam seemed to burst within him, and an icy cascade of rage poured out in his mindless onslaught.
Banden shouted in alarm as his weapon cracked, and he fell backward to the ground, desperately warding himself against Garrett’s attacks with the splintered stump of his staff.
“Garrett, hold!” Matron Brix shouted.
Garrett screamed in wordless rage as he continued to pound against his friend’s crumbling defenses.
“Hold, Damnit!” Brix cried.
Garrett felt a sharp rap across the back of his skull, and he spun to face the Matron as she raised her cudgel again, her face hard with anger.
Garrett snarled, readying his weapon to face this new adversary.
“Garrett!” Banden shouted, scrambling to his feet.
The younger boy stepped in to place his body between Garrett and Brix his arms spread wide and his hands empty.
Garrett started to lunge, the tip of his staff leveled at Banden’s unprotected throat, but he stopped himself just in time, stumbling forward as his body seemed to return to his control once again.
Garrett fell to his knees on the flagstones and vomited all over Banden’s shoes.
Banden started to kneel to help him, but Brix shoved him out of the way and hauled Garrett to his feet by the collar.
“Clean yourself up, Banden!” Matron Brix growled, dragging Garrett away, “The rest of you, run the circuit ‘till I get back!”
The class groaned in unison as Matron Brix pulled Garrett toward the storeroom.
“Drop it!” she said, rapping the staff still clutched tightly in Garrett’s hand. She repeated her command, striking it with her stick again, and Garrett let it fall from his numbed hand to clatter on the storeroom floor.
Brix pushed Garrett back against the wall inside the shade of the doorway and held him there, studying his eyes.
Garrett blinked wiping the rain from his eyes and the spittle from his lips with the back of his sleeve, still feeling dizzy and cold.
Matron Brix snorted and gave him a crooked smile. “Got some berserker blood in you, eh?” she laughed, “Some Kriesslander in your veins?”
Garrett stared back at her, confused.
She patted him on the shoulder. “It’s all right,” she said, “I’ve seen it before… It doesn’t matter. I’ll just have to watch you a bit closer.”
“What happened?” he asked, his voice hoarse from bile.
“It’s more common up north,” she said, “but some boys just lose their wits in a fight, and something else takes over… I’m afraid you’re not really cut out for leadership, but boy will you have a glorious career on the front lines!”
Garrett shook his head. “I’m the worst fighter in class,” he protested.
Brix scoffed. “You were the worst fighter in class,” she said, “probably still are, unless the anima kicks in.”
“The what?”
“The anima,” she said, “The Kriesslanders believe that the spirits of their animal gods take over their bodies in battle. It’s all just superstition, but they believe it, and it gets the job done. I’ve seen a Kriesslander tear through a dozen armored Templars with nothing but a chair leg and a lot of chest hair.”
Garrett looked through the door, feeling sick again as he watched Banden tending to Kell’s broken nose. “I don’t ever want to do that again,” he whispered.
“Yes, but you will,” Brix sighed, “and while you’re doing it, you’ll enjoy it. The trick is getting control of it, making yourself the master of the beast. You’ve got to get the key to his pen and let him know when it's all right to come out and play, and when to get back inside and stay quiet.”
Garrett swallowed down the bitter aftertaste of his victory and hung his head.
“Where did you learn to fight like that anyway?” Brix asked, “I haven’t taught you that yet.”
Garrett looked up at her and shook his head. He remembered a little of what Cenick had shown him on the road home from the swamp. “I don’t know,” he said, “I guess my friend taught me some stuff.”
Brix looked impressed. “I’d like to meet her,” she said.
*******
Garrett found Banden washing his shoes in the barracks and approached him hesitantly.
“Hi, Banden,” Garrett said, “I’m sorry about… earlier.”
Banden looked up at him, smiling. “No problem, Garrett,” the younger boy said. He went back to scrubbing his shoes in the soapy bucket on the floor before the wooden bench where he sat.
“I’m really sorry about your shoes,” Garrett said, wincing a little, “Can I buy you a new pair?”
“Nah,” Banden said, “these are almost clean, and they won’t take long to dry.”
“Still, I feel really bad about… all of it,” Garrett said, “I really wasn’t mad at you. I was just… I don’t know what happened.”
“It’s really all right,” Banden said, “It’s just practice. We’re still friends.”
“Thanks,” Garrett said, sitting down on the bench beside him. He looked down at the floor and said nothing more.
“What’s wrong, Garrett?” Banden said, wringing out one of his shoes and setting it off the side.
“My uncle is leaving,” he said.
“Where’s he going?” Banden asked.
“I don’t know… up north somewhere,” Garrett said.
“For how long?”
Garrett shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said, “he told me he didn’t want to be a necromancer anymore… I don’t know if he’s coming back at all.”
Banden sat up straight, looking at Garrett. “I’m sorry, Garrett,” he said.
Garrett nodded.
“What are you going to do?” Banden asked.
“I guess I’ll just keep doing the same thing,” Garrett said, “He made me an official necromancer now and left me the house.”
“Congratulations!” Banden said, clapping him on the shoulder.
Garrett gave him a thin smile and a soft, “Thanks.”
“Are you going to keep coming to class?” Banden asked, “Or do you have to go be a necromancer full-time now?”
Garrett shrugged again. “I don’t really have a reason not to come here,” he said, “I told everybody I would, so…”
Banden leaned close, lowering his voice. “Do you want to be here?” he asked.
“I really don’t know what I want anymore,” Garrett sighed, “I don’t know what’s going on… It feels like I’m… someone else now… I don’t know.”
“Well, whatever you decide,” Banden said, “you’re still my friend.”
“Thanks,” Garrett said. He fell silent for a moment and then asked, “You want to come to magic class today?”
“That thing you do with the ghouls?” Banden asked, looking a bit dubious. He had never warmed to the bestial corpse-eaters during their time together on the road south.
“I’ve got some other friends coming today,” Garrett said, “two humans that I met in the market, Lethians. I’d like you to meet them.”
Banden smiled, but shook his head. “Actually, I’m supposed to meet someone else after class,” he said.
Garrett gave him a questioning look.
Banden blushed and looked around to make sure none of the other boys were eavesdropping. “You wanna meet her?” he whispered.
*******
Banden led Garrett through a twisted hedge maze that grew between the outer wall of the main temple and the great reflecting pool at the western edge of the temple grounds. The morning rain had died away, and the gray sky glowed with the light of the afternoon sun.
Banden stopped when they came to a small open area near the center of the maze. He smiled when he saw the girl, dressed in a green acolyte’s robe, sitting on the curved stone bench beside a small, vine-wreathed fountain.
“Frae,” he called out, waving at the girl as he approached.
The girl turned toward them, and Garrett saw a flicker of alarm in her blue eyes at the sight of him, but she covered it with a warm smile as she rose to greet them both.
Banden gave her a quick hug, and Frae gave him a little kiss on the cheek. The boy looked a bit embarrassed by it as he gestured toward Garrett.
“This is my friend Garrett,” he said, “Garrett, this is Frae… She and I are…”
The girl smiled and leaned forward to take Garrett’s hand in greeting. Her sandy blonde hair was braided into two long tails that hung down over each shoulder, in a style favored by many of the young priestesses that trained at the Temple of Mauravant.
“Nice to meet you,” Garrett said, releasing her hand after giving it an uneasy squeeze.
“Banden has told me how you saved him from the demons that he faced in the north,” Frae said, “I am in your debt, Garrett.”
“It was just lucky,” Garrett said, “It’s a good thing that demons don’t like fairy magic.”
“Fairy magic?” Frae asked, giving Banden a quizzical look, “I thought your friend was a necromancer?”
Banden shrugged. “He’s good at a lot of stuff,” he said, “Today he even beat me in sparring.”
Frae’s eyes flashed. “What?” she said, eyeing Garrett suspiciously.
“I didn’t beat you!” Garrett protested, “I just went kinda… berserk or something.”
“Are you hurt?” Frae demanded, taking Banden’s face between her hands and examining him closely.
“No!” Banden laughed, taking her by the wrists and gently lowering her hands from his face, “He didn’t hurt me at all. It was just practice.”
Frae looked at Garrett again, her eyes softening. She smiled and nodded and then kissed Banden softly on the lips. “You know I worry about you,” she sighed.
“I’m all right,” he whispered, his hand on her shoulder.
Garrett looked away, feeling a bit uncomfortable. After a moment, he spoke up. “Ah, I’ve gotta go do magic class now,” he said, “So, would you mind showing me the way back out of here? I kinda got turned around on the way in.”
Banden laughed, and Frae smiled. “Of course,” Frae said, “I have to be going as well.”
“What?” Banden whined.
Frae smiled apologetically. “Matron Shelbie has asked me to help consecrate the altar for the Feast of the Fallen. We’re supposed to have everything ready by tomorrow night.”
“But the feast isn’t for three more days!” Banden said, “Why do you have to do it now?”
Frae took his hand between her own and kissed it. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said.
Banden nodded.
“Let us walk together,” Frae said, looking at Garrett, “I’ll show you the way out.”
“Aren’t you afraid someone might see us together?” Banden whispered.
“So what if they do?” Frae said, “Let them talk. I don’t care.”
“No,” Banden said, “I’ll take Garrett back. You go on to the temple.”
Frae narrowed her eyes.
“Look,” Banden said, “I don’t want you to get in trouble over me.”
“I’m not afraid,” Frae said.
“But I am,” Banden said, “I’m afraid they might tell you to stop seeing me.”
Frae shook her head. “That wouldn’t stop me,” she insisted.
“I know,” he said, “but what if they…”
“What?”
“What if they hurt you because of me?” Banden sighed.
“Matron Shelbie would never let anyone hurt me!” Frae scoffed.
Garrett choked on a snort of derision, and Frae gave him a hard look.
“I just don’t want to take any chances,” Banden said, stepping between the two of them, “You’re too important to me.”
Frae relented, nodding her assent. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, “It was good to meet you, Garrett.”
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “Good luck with the… altar thing.”
Frae smiled at him and then hugged Banden again before taking her leave.
Banden watched her go. “What do you think?” he asked.
“She seemed nice,” Garrett said.
Banden looked at him. “Nice? She’s great!” he said.
Garrett waved his hands noncommittally. “Yeah… no, I like her,” he said, “I just don’t know what else to say… She seems nice.”
Banden frowned.
“How’d you meet her?” Garrett asked, “I thought the girls weren’t supposed to talk to the boys here.”
Banden smiled again. “I met her a few weeks ago,” he said, as he began to walk, leading Garrett back out of the hedge maze, “I had first watch outside the barracks again… You’re lucky you don’t live here, or you’d have to pull night watches like the rest of us who do… but, anyway, I was out on watch when I saw someone headed toward the gardens, and I stopped her to see what she was doing.
“It turned out to be Frae. She was out past Curfew because she had forgotten her prayer cord in the garden, and she’d be in big trouble if she didn’t have it for morning prayers. She begged me not to tell anyone… I guess I should have… It’s the only time I’ve ever broken a rule since I came here, but I just couldn’t, you know. I don’t know what they do to you for losing a prayer cord, but after what they did to you for missing a few days…”
“Mauravant’s not the most forgiving goddess, is she?” Garrett laughed.
“Hey!” Banden said, “Don’t… blaspheme, all right?”
“Huh?” Garrett said, taken aback.
“Just don’t say bad things about the Goddess,” Banden said, “You have to show respect for the gods.”
Garrett looked at him for a moment. “Yeah, all right,” he said, “I’m sorry.”
Banden smiled. “Anyway,” he said, “I saw her again later, and… well… we kinda see each other whenever we can now.”
“I’m glad,” Garrett said, “I know it must have been hard, coming to some place you’ve never been before, not knowing anybody here… especially this place. I remember what that was like when I first came here. I went to bed every night that first year, thinking something was gonna crawl out from under my bed and eat me while I slept.”
“I wasn’t alone,” Banden said, “I knew you and Matron Serepheni.”
Garrett felt suddenly ashamed. “Look, Banden,” he said, “I’m sorry I wasn’t around more than I was… I guess I just sorta didn’t want to be here, at the temple.”
“But you do now?” Banden asked.
Garrett sighed. “I don’t know,” he said, “Sometimes it seems like I’m just doing what everybody expects me to do.”
“What do you want to do?”
Garrett smiled. “I want to find my girlfriend,” he said.
Chapter Thirteen
Garrett slipped inside the pet shop to find Mrs. Veranu dusting the back shelves. She turned to greet him, her amber eyes smiling at him over the top of her red scarf. “Good Afternoon, Garrett,” she said.
“Good Afternoon, Mrs. Veranu,” Garrett answered, his eyes scanning the gloomy shop, more out of habit than any real hope of finding Marla there.
Mrs. Veranu tugged down her scarf and gave him a broad grin. “In the back,” she whispered, tilting her head toward the curtain behind the counter.
Garrett’s heart leapt, and he grinned back at the vampire woman as she opened the gate to let him pass. He laid his satchel on the counter and nodded his thanks as he lifted the curtain aside and slipped into the storeroom at the back of the shop.
Marla sat with her head resting on the palm of her left hand. In her right hand, she clutched a black quill pen, and her lips moved silently as she stared down at the enormous book open before her and the stack of parchment beside it on the table where she sat. She wore a uniform of gray trousers, polished black knee-high boots, and a high-collared, close-fitting black jacket.
Garrett stood there for a moment, smiling as he watched her study. Her lips stopped moving, and she flipped the great book back a few pages and reread something as her brow furrowed in frustration.
“It doesn’t make sense!” she groaned.
“Maybe I can help?” Garrett offered.
Marla looked up, suddenly aware of his presence, and her eyes went wide.
“Garrett!” she cried, crushing him in a hug before the quill pen could even hit the floor.
“Hi, Marla!” Garrett squeaked.
She released him, leaning back to grin at him with her hands still on his shoulders. Garrett managed to draw in about half a breath before Marla leaned close and kissed him, and he forgot all about breathing for a while.
Garrett grinned sheepishly as she stepped away, letting him recover. Her pale cheeks blushed a warm pink as she looked down at the floor, her hands behind her back. “It’s good to see you again, Garrett,” she said.
“Yeah, you too,” he said.
“I’m sorry I haven’t had time to…”
“No,” he interrupted her, “it’s all right… Klavicus told me about all the things they’re making you do… I know you don’t have a lot of time these days… It’s just really good to see you.”
She smiled at him and then looked back over her shoulder toward the pile of books and papers on the desk. “You know, I used to enjoy studying,” she sighed.
“I’m sorry it’s so hard on you now,” Garrett said, “but if there’s any way I can help…”
Marla shook her head. “I have enough trouble understanding these books by myself,” she said, “I don’t think you would even know where to begin to help me.”
“Hey!” he laughed, “I’m not that dumb!”
“No!” she said, putting her hand on his arm, “I didn’t mean it like that! It’s just… each volume builds upon the teachings of the last, and I’m on the third now… and the first expected that you would begin with a basic knowledge of both written Draconic and Thrinnian history.”
Garrett shrugged. “I can turn the pages for you if your arm gets tired.”
Marla giggled. “No,” she said, “I’d have no hope of understanding any of it if you were there to distract me.”
“Do you ever get any breaks?” Garrett asked.
Marla’s eyes fell. “I get four hours of sleep every day,” she said, “Mother insisted on that.”
Garrett winced. “It’s not fair,” he said.
Marla shook her head, smiling again. “Did you know there is no word for Fair in Old Draconic?”
Garrett laughed.
“I’ve missed you,” Marla whispered.
“I missed you too,” Garrett said.
They leaned close and shared another kiss, gently this time.
Marla stepped back, smoothing the front of Garrett’s green doublet with her fingertips. “How are your duties at the temple going?” she asked.
“Well, I’ve only been publicly flogged once,” he chuckled.
“What?” Marla gasped, her eyes flashing dangerously.
“It’s all right!” he assured her, “It didn’t hurt, and I even made friends with the priestess who whipped me. I guess she liked the way a took a beating or something, so she’s teaching me how to fight… I’m actually getting pretty good at it.”
Marla’s expression darkened. “I don’t think I like the sound of that,” she said, “I don’t want them turning you into one of them. I love you the way you are.”
Garrett’s breath caught in his throat, and his smile went a bit trembly. “I love you too,” he rasped.
Marla’s smile returned, showing her pearly white teeth and the little points of her fangs. A loose strand of her dark hair fell across her eyes as she lowered her head.
Garrett reached up and brushed it back, his hand lingering on her cheek.
Marla took his hand between hers and pressed her warm lips to his palm. Her eyes lifted to his in alarm.
“What?” he asked.
“Garrett, you’re cold!” she said.
He shrugged as best he could with his hand pinned between hers. “I don’t feel cold,” he said.
Marla put her hand to his cheek and forehead, frowning. “Are you sick?” she asked.
“No,” he said, “Lady Ymowyn gave me some medicine, and I got over my cold.”
“What cold?”
“I got really sick after that night that we set Lampwicke free,” he said, “I didn’t want to say anything, because I didn’t want you to worry about it… I really am better now.”
“The night we set Lampwicke free?” she said, looking thoughtful, “Garrett, that’s right after you returned from the Songreaver’s tomb… right after you discovered the power to break the enchantment on Lampwicke’s cage. Garrett, you’ve been cold ever since you returned from the tomb!”
Garrett shook his head. “I’m fine!” he insisted, “I really don’t feel bad at all anymore.”
“I think you’d better tell me what’s going on,” Marla’s mother spoke from where she stood in the curtained door. Her eyes were on Garrett, and he squirmed like a mouse pinned beneath a cat’s paw.
Marla sighed. “I’m sorry, mother,” she said, “but Garrett and I went beneath the city, in search of the tomb of Brahnek Spellbreaker. We were trying to find a way to free Garrett’s fairy before she faded.”
Mrs. Veranu’s eyes widened. She looked at Marla in surprise and then stepped forward quickly to push back the hood of Garrett’s cloak and press her palm to his forehead. “You’re freezing!” she gasped.
“I really am fine,” Garrett sighed.
“You found it?” Mrs. Veranu asked, looking at Marla, “You really found the power of the Songreaver?”
“I believe so, yes,” Marla answered.
“You believe so?”
“Yeah, it’s just that… neither one of us can remember exactly what happened,” Garrett said.
Mrs. Veranu stepped back, studying Garrett intently. “You really found it,” she whispered, shaking her head, “You really found it!”
Garrett shrugged again and gave her a placating smile.
Mrs. Veranu suddenly disappeared, and the rune-marked curtain fluttered like a flag in the wind at her passing. She reappeared a moment later with a sliver cage in hand. A male fairy inside it was cursing her hotly as she thumped the cage down on the worktable against the wall. Garrett recognized the fairy as the one who had liked his joke before.
“Do it,” Mrs. Veranu said, pointing at the cage, “I want to see you break something, Garrett.”
Garrett looked at her and then down at the little fairy whose brassy glow now dimmed in fear.
“I want to see how this works,” Mrs. Veranu said, “Set it free.”
Garrett thought for a moment, gathering his courage, then he spoke, “I’ll only do it if you agree to let him go… not to capture him again, if I set him free.”
Mrs. Veranu shrugged. “Done,” she said, “No one wants to buy a rude fairy anyway. If you can free him, I’ll let him go.”
The little fairy in the cage blazed with a golden light as he stared up at the vampire woman in disbelief. He looked at Garrett then and demanded, “Siearra Na’droughuu?”
Garrett nodded and answered, “Na’droughuu… Vuraane.” He smiled and added, “Tu’ala droughuu ta veortne saba.”
The fairy stumbled backward, letting out a desperate laugh, his burning eyes glittering with mingled fear and hope.
Garrett stood, facing the cage, and reached out his hand over the invisible runes of vampiric magic that surrounded it, seeing them with his mind rather than his eyes. He chuckled.
“What is it?” Marla asked.
“Your mom cast this spell, not you,” he said.
The vampire women shared a startled glance.
“How did you know?” Mrs. Veranu asked.
“It just… tastes different,” he said. The runes burned, red and angry in Garrett’s mind, but the golden thread of ancient magic that marked Marla’s work was missing. This one would be easy to break.
Garrett felt the icy power well up in his chest and erupt from his mouth like the voice of a great waterfall, crashing down. “Break!” he shouted, and the entire room shook with the power of his command.
The silver cage ripped apart, its tiny bars scattered like matchsticks, twisted and ruined, raining down all over the room with a tinny clatter.
The scent of a thunderstorm hung in the air, and a frosty mist rattled from Garrett’s lips as he swooned a little on his feet. The vampires rushed forward to steady him, Marla hugging him tightly with her hair against his cheek as he chuckled weakly.
The little fairy huddled at the bottom of the wrecked cage with his arms and wings wrapped protectively over his body. Garrett smiled as the fairy dared a peek, his blue eyes round with astonishment.
“Se vuraane?” the fairy whispered.
Garrett nodded. “It’s true,” he answered, hoarsely, “You’re free.”
The fairy stared up at him, not daring to believe. Then he braced himself and roared in defiance as he flew forward, passing through the space where moments before silver bars and ancient magic had marked the boundaries of his world.
The fairy bounced off the back of a nearby chair and fell, dazed, to the floor. Marla stepped toward him to help him, but he recovered quickly, flitting away to cower behind a row of jars on a high shelf.
“Marla, would you be so good as to let our guest out through the back door?” Mrs. Veranu said.
“Of course,” Marla answered, leaving Garrett in her mother’s care as she coaxed the fairy into making a break for it.
Garrett watched as the brassy blur disappeared through the open door, and he smiled weakly before a bought of coughing doubled him over.
Mrs. Veranu led Garrett over to the chair and sat him down. “Marla,” she said, “go up the street to the tea house and fetch us a large pot of hot tea! Take the money from the till and hurry.” Marla was already outside, when her mother shouted, “And don’t forget your cloak! It’s still daylight!”
The front door banged open again as Marla returned to grab her hooded cloak, a pained and sickly look on her face. She grinned sheepishly at her mother and then disappeared once again in a gray blur.
Mrs. Veranu sighed and shook her head. Garrett could feel the distant sensation of contact and guessed that she was rubbing his back as he sat, hunched in the chair.
“You did this to yourself for a fairy?” she whispered, “Garrett, you dear, foolish boy…”
Garrett chuckled, drawing in a breath and straightening his back. He coughed again, but not as hard this time. “I’m all right,” he said, looking up at her.
Mrs. Veranu frowned. Her eyes went toward the curtain door. “Garrett,” she said, “we have to talk about this… but Marla… her burden is too great right now. Can you be strong for me… for her?”
“Yeah,” he said, clearing his throat, “I really am fine.”
She squeezed his shoulder. “I want you to come back tomorrow,” she said, “Marla won’t be here then, but I need to figure out what to do with you.”
“There’s nothing wrong!” Garrett protested, “I’m fine! I really am!”
“No, Garrett! You don’t understand what you’ve done!” she sighed, “This isn’t some new magic trick you’ve picked up. This is something… I don’t know, Garrett… this isn’t something I’ve had to face in a long time.”
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“This kind of power,” she said, her eyes going distant, “This kind of power changes you… and it will not stay hidden inside you for long.”
“I don’t…” Garrett began, but Mrs. Veranu shushed him, her eyes going toward the door again.
A moment later, Marla burst through the front door and raced back to the storeroom with a steaming kettle of tea clutched in both hands. She laid it on the table atop a black, leather-bound book and fumbled in a nearby cabinet, returning a moment later with a silver cup. She looked down into the cup, frowning, and wiped it clean with the hem of her cloak before pouring a cup of tea and passing it to Garrett.
“Thanks,” he said, “but I’m not really thirsty.”
“That’s got nothing to do with it,” Mrs. Veranu chuckled, “You’re drinking the whole pot before you leave.”
Garrett sighed and took a sip. The hot tea had a faint metallic taste to it, and Garrett tried not to think about that, as he did his best to finish it.
*******
Marla reached out to touch his cheek again as they walked together up the empty lane that ran along the wall between the Foreign District and the Merchant’s Quarter toward Queensgarden.
“What?” Garrett laughed.
Marla’s smile was the only thing that showed beneath the shadow of her hood as she pulled her hand away and slipped it back beneath the protection of her cloak. “It’s just… I’m used to you being warmer than me,” she said, “Is that what it was like to touch my skin… before?”
Garrett shrugged. “It never bothered me,” he said, “Does it bother you?”
“No!” she said, “I didn’t mean it that way.”
Garrett smiled. “Maybe you can find some old dragon magic too… just not quite as powerful as mine, and it will even us both out?”
Marla’s laugh died quickly, and she looked away, falling silent.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
She looked at him again, lifting her hood enough that he could see her eyes. “I’m sorry about your uncle going away,” she said.
Garrett nodded. He took a long, slow breath before he spoke again. “You remember what I told you in the swamp?” he asked.
“What do you mean?”
“About the house… about you and your mom coming to live with us,” he said, his eyes locked on the paving stones that passed beneath his feet, “Well, the house will be mine when Uncle leaves, and I meant what I said.”
Garrett could sense the tension in Marla’s shoulders as she considered the possibility.
“Garrett…” she sighed.
He stopped walking and put his hand on her arm as he turned to face her. “I mean it, Marla,” he said, “You don’t have to keep killing yourself trying to please the other vampires! You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to!”
“You don’t understand!” she said, shaking her head, “It’s not that easy, Garrett! I can’t just…”
“I know!” he sighed, “I know you’re bound somehow to the other vampires, like you have to do what they say, but Marla I can fix that!”
She stared at him in disbelief.
“Marla,” he said, “I can change things now… things that couldn’t be changed before… maybe what I did… maybe what I am now… maybe it wasn’t just about setting Lampwicke free. Maybe it was about you and me. Maybe all this happened so that I could be the one… I could be the one, Marla that saves you from what they’re trying to do to you!”
“What they’re trying to do to me?” she scoffed, “Garrett, I think you’re overreacting!” She pulled free of his grip and stepped away.
“Marla, just listen,” Garrett said, “I know… I know you want to learn all you can about your people, but Marla… I don’t trust that woman… I just don’t want to… lose you.”
Marla said nothing, staring down at her feet for a long while.
“Marla, I’m sorry,” Garrett said, “I just…”
“They would never let me go, Garrett,” she whispered.
He shook his head. “But why?”
“Because of my father,” she said, lifting her eyes to his.
“What?” Garrett said.
Marla glanced up and down the lane to make sure they were alone. “Do you remember that box that you brought to my mother the night of the play?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he said.
“It contained my father’s journal, Garrett,” she whispered, “My mother gave it to me to read… to learn about who he really was.”
Garrett nodded.
“Garrett, my father wasn’t born a vampire,” she said.
“So he drank dragon blood to become one then, right?” Garrett asked.
“No!” she whispered, “He didn’t drink blood at all! He drank the tears of the Dragon Queen herself!”
“What?”
Marla sighed, stepping into the shadow of the wall where even the dim light of day could not reach. She pulled back her hood and brushed the hair from her eyes as Garrett followed her into the gloom.
“My father was a dragon slayer, Garrett,” she said, “He killed hundreds of dragons and vampires before they captured him. The vampires were finally able to kill most of the slayers, but my father and the other leaders of the knights were brought to Thrinaar to stand trial for their crimes.”
“Trial?” Garrett said.
“The elders wanted to… make an example of my father,” she sighed, “They forced him to drink the tears of the Dragon Queen, caught in a sacred chalice at the moment of her despair by one of her most faithful children.”
“Her tears?” he asked, “You mean she filled up a whole cup with ‘em?”
Marla smiled. “A rather large cup,” she said.
“How big was she?” he asked.
“She was the largest dragon that ever lived, Garrett. She was the mother of them all, and her sorrow was greater than all of the others’ sorrow combined.”
“And they made your dad… drink it?”
Marla nodded. “Him and the other leaders of the dragon slayers. The elders wanted them to experience the sorrow they had inflicted upon the world. The slayers would know the anguish of a mother’s love for the children they had murdered. Most of the slayers that were forced to drink went mad. Some of them even died. My father though… he was changed by it.”
“Sort of like what happened to me?” Garrett said.
She smiled at him and nodded.
“And that’s why they won’t let you go,” Garrett whispered, coming to a sick realization at last.
“Part of that what made him special is inside me now,” she said, “and the others want to help me discover what it means to carry that burden.”
“Burden?” he scoffed, “Marla, it doesn’t have to be a burden. Why can’t you see it as a gift… something special about you? It doesn’t make you something else. It’s just part of who you are. You’re still Marla!”
“Garrett…”
“No! Can’t you see Marla?” he said, “You and me, we’re the same! We both have something inside us that we don’t understand, but we have each other, and we can figure it out together!”
“I know it’s hard for you to understand…” she began.
“Marla, I know you think you have to…” he interrupted, gesturing wildly with his hands.
“Garrett!” she said, raising her voice to silence him, “Just listen to me for a minute!”
Garrett sighed, letting his hands drop to his sides.
She gave him an exasperated smile as she stepped close, laying her arms across his shoulders and clasping her hands behind his neck. “I know it’s hard to understand right now,” she said, “but I need to do this… I want to do this.”
He sighed again in frustration.
“I promise you, Garrett,” she said, “I promise that this won’t change things between us. There’s nothing they can say that will change how I feel about you. You have to trust me, Garrett! I am capable of thinking for myself… no matter what authority they might hold over me.”
“But what if they want you to go back to Thrinaar?” He asked.
“Then I will go to Thrinaar, Garrett,” she said, “It’s just another city. People go to visit places. It doesn’t mean they have to stay there. You could even go there, if you wanted.”
“Yeah, if I got tired of being alive, maybe,” he scoffed.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, her eyes hardening.
Garrett sighed and shook his head. “Nothing,” he said, “I’m sorry… I just don’t want to lose you, Marla.”
She stepped back, stroking his cheek with her fingertips as she pulled away. “You won’t,” she said.
Garrett closed his eyes and nodded.
“I have to get back,” she sighed, “I just wanted to walk with you a little.”
“Thanks,” he said.
“Are you sure you have enough essence for your class?” she asked, her eyes going to his shoulder bag that sagged with the weight of five full canisters.
“I don’t think I could carry anymore,” he laughed.
“Well… good luck with your new students,” she said, “I’m sorry I couldn’t meet them.”
“Thanks for the essence,” he said.
Marla leaned close and kissed him. Her lips felt warm and soft against his. She did not look at him as she pulled away, her hand lingering for a moment on his shoulder.
“I’ll see you later,” she said.
“Yeah.”
She looked up at him with a faint smile on her lips and then turned to go, her hand slipping free of his arm and lifting slightly in parting.
“Marla?” he said.
“Yes, Garrett?” she answered, looking back over her shoulder.
“I meant it, you know,” he said, “about the house.”
She nodded. “Thank you, Garrett.”
She took seven slow, measured steps away from him and then disappeared in a gray blur, hurrying back to her neglected studies.
Garrett stared at the place she had been and shifted the weight of his satchel to the other shoulder. His hand lingered there where Marla’s hand had rested a moment before. He smiled grimly.
If the vampires thought they were going to take her from him without a fight, they would soon learn the folly of their mistake.
*******
“Isn’t this where all the poop goes?” Mujah asked as Garrett led him and Crane across a rusty walkway that spanned a channel of foul-smelling water in the tunnels beneath the city.
Garrett shrugged. “Yeah, but most of that goes out the spillway. Only a few of these tunnels are actually for sewage.”
Crane pulled Mujah back from the edge of the walkway, thumping him gently on the top of his hat for leaning too far. “You ever fall in?” he asked.
“Yeah, once,” Garrett laughed.
“Eww,” Mujah groaned.
“So these friends of yours are monsters, right?” Crane asked as they followed Garrett into one of the main subterranean passages that led toward Marrowvyn. They drew close into the flickering green light of Garrett’s witchfire torch.
“They’re not monsters,” Garrett said, “They’re just not… human.”
“They’re not gonna try anything funny are they?” Crane asked, a little bit of his bravado wilting in the darkness.
“What do you mean?” Garrett asked.
“I mean they eat people, right?” Crane said.
“Oh… yeah, but ghouls only eat dead people,” Garrett insisted, “They aren’t going to try to hurt you or anything.”
Crane made a barely satisfied noise.
“Oh, but, now that I think of it, if someone offers you a pie,” Garrett said, "don't eat it."
The two Lethian boys shared a worried look.
“It’ll be fine, really,” Garrett said, “We’re almost there.”
They emerged at last into the tumbled ruins of the buried city that the ghouls of Wythr called home. Garrett waved at the few ghouls who lived at the outskirts of the old town, and they recognized him well enough to quell their initial alarm at seeing strangers in their midst.
As they approached the old mill where Garrett and the others practiced magic. A burst of green flame erupted from one of the broken windows, and the screams of ghouls cried out from within.
Garrett ran inside, terrified of what he might find, an essence canister clutched in his hand and a spell half-formed on his lips. His eyes went wide at the sight of Diggs the ghoul, suspended three feet above the ground inside a whirlwind of glowing green vapors, and flailing about with his long, shaggy arms. He still clutched an empty essence canister in one hand.
His sister Scupp and Warren were now howling with laughter, and Lady Ymowyn looked on with an expression of disgust on her face.
“Garrett!” Ymowyn called out when she saw him, “Can you do something about this?”
“What happened?” Garrett demanded, staring up at Diggs who had now rotated upside down and begun to spin along with the whirlwind, gathering speed by the moment.
“Help!” Diggs howled, dropping the canister. It clattered and rolled across the floor to Garrett’s feet.
“Where did you get this?” Garrett asked, lifting the empty canister from the floor. The steel casing of the flask bore an intricate filigree of vines, inlaid with brass wire.
“He’s been bargaining with the satyrs,” Warren said, shaking his head.
“I told him not to,” Scupp said, “but you know my brother.”
“Now would be good!” Diggs howled as he began to spin faster. A moment later, Garrett had to leap back to avoid a shower of half-digested pie chunks, all faintly glowing with the remainder of the essence Diggs had drunk.
“Down!” Garrett shouted, and a wave of power rolled from his body, shattering the ghoul’s botched spell into a thousand fading green motes.
Diggs landed with a painful thud on the floor. He whimpered as he stood up, wiping his lips, only to sway and fall over again. He decided to lie there for a while, mumbling a weary thanks to Garrett as Lady Ymowyn rushed to his side to examine him for injuries. Scupp followed after with a broad grin on her face as she savored her brother’s comeuppance.
“Are you all right?” Crane called out as he and Mujah appeared in the doorway behind Garrett. Each of the boys brandished a small knife with wary looks on their faces.
“We’re fine!” Garrett said, “It was just an accident. Everyone is all right.”
“Ugh!” Mujah exclaimed, getting his first whiff of ghoul vomit.
“Maybe we should practice outside today,” Garrett said.
Warren eyed the two Lethian boys with amusement, raising himself to his full height to tower above them. Even Garrett had not really noticed how large Warren had grown over the past year. He was already beginning to rival his father Bargas in stature, if not girth. Ghouls matured far more rapidly than humans it seemed.
“Uh, Garrett,” Crane whispered, his knife still clutched, protectively in front of him.
“It’s all right,” Garrett said, stepping between the boys and the great hairy ghoul, “These are my new friends from up in the city.”
“You brought friends?” Scupp asked, losing all interest in her disoriented brother.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, gesturing for the two boys to step inside as they put their knives away, “These are my friends, Crane and Mujah. They’re Lethians.”
“Lethians?” Diggs coughed, sitting upright suddenly before Lady Ymowyn could prevent him from doing so.
“Really?” Scupp said, her eyes going wide as she advanced on the newcomers.
“Yeah,” Crane said, taking a step back as the ghoul girl approached.
Scupp quickly stepped between Garrett and the boys, sniffing at Crane’s ear with a look of absolute delight on her face. He flinched away in alarm, but she had already turned her attention to the younger boy Mujah.
“He’s just so precious!” Scupp giggled, leaning down to pinch Mujah’s cheek.
“Hey!” Mujah cried as Scupp lifted the brim of his floppy hat with her long nose to nuzzle at his dark hair.
“Leave him alone, Scupp!” Diggs growled, “He’s not ripe yet.”
“What?” Crane gulped.
“Come on, Scupp,” Warren sighed, stepping over to reach for her arm, “Leave ‘em be.”
Scupp shrugged him off but relented, backing away and biting her lip with delight as she gave Mujah a tiny little wave. “He’s just so cute!” she said.
Mujah frowned, tugging his hat back down low over his brow and lowering his voice as deep as it would go. “I’m not cute!” he huffed.
“Are you guys really Lethians?” Diggs asked, getting to his feet again.
“Yeah, why?” Crane demanded.
Diggs noticed Warren’s warning look and raised his paws defensively. “It’s just… interesting, that’s all. I’m just… interested.”
Lady Ymowyn sighed, smoothing the front of her dress and stepping forward to greet the guests. “I am afraid that I must serve as what passes for manners in this place, m’lords,” she said, curtseying before them, “I am the Lady Ymowyn, a Kirikin of Astorra, and these are my companions Scupp and Diggs and Warren. Warren is our host here in Marrowvyn, though he sometimes forgets his duty as such in welcoming guests.”
Warren cleared his throat, looking a bit stung. “Yeah,” he said, extending his heavy paw toward Crane, “Welcome to the funhouse.”
Crane grasped Warren’s hand as best he was able and returned the greeting. Mujah settled for a little wave of his hand, his wary eyes never leaving Scupp for more than a second. She gave him a reassuring grin that was a bit too full of pointy teeth to actually serve as any reassurance.
“So, outside today then?” Garrett asked.
“Sure,” Warren agreed, “You want me to grab the book?”
Garrett looked over toward the pedestal that held his book of fairy magic, and his eyes went to the dented silver cage, now empty, that rested atop it. “No,” he said, “I think we’ll just go over the basics again today. I want to get Crane and Mujah started before we try anything new.”
“You, ah, got anymore essence?” Diggs asked, rubbing his nose with the back of his paw as he walked over, his steps still a bit wobbly, “I sorta used all mine.”
Garrett stared back at the ghoul in stony silence until he followed the others out into the courtyard.
Garrett gathered them all together in a relatively uncluttered area in what used to be a garden outside the old mill house. The gnarled trunk of an old tree stood at its center, withered, like the rest of the garden, after the masons of old had bricked over the entire quarter to build the new Foreign District above. Garrett handed his satchel to Scupp, and he joined Warren in clearing away the random bits of debris and old tree limbs that littered the dead yard. Crane joined in and urged Mujah to do the same, though the younger boy kept looking over his shoulder toward the female ghoul who watched him with undisguised fascination.
“Why does it keep looking at me like that?” Mujah whispered to Garrett as he helped drag away a crumbling branch.
“She’s not an it,” Garrett whispered back, “She’s a girl, and she’s really nice… she just likes you, I guess.”
Warren, overhearing them, snorted.
“What’s so funny?” Crane demanded.
Warren straightened his back and casually tossed a head-sized chunk of masonry over the garden wall. “All right,” he sighed, “Let’s get this outta the way right up front. She likes you ‘cause she wants to eat your head.”
“What?” Mujah choked.
“Warren!” Scupp hissed, her eyes blazing with rage.
“It’s true,” Warren said with a shrug.
“Garrett?” Crane growled, his hand going to his knife.
“Nobody’s eating anybody’s head!” Garrett said.
“Yeah, but they want to,” Crane said, “Get behind me, Mujah!” He stepped between the younger boy and the pack of ghouls.
“Warren, you’re frightening them!” Lady Ymowyn said.
“They were scared already,” Warren said, “I’m just draggin’ it out in the light.”
“I don’t want to eat his head, Warren!” Scupp shouted, then, looking at Mujah, she added, “I don’t want to eat your head.”
“Yeah, you do,” Warren chuckled, “We all want to eat his head.”
“You’ll have to go through me first, monster!” Crane snarled, yanking the knife from his belt.
“Hey!” Garrett cried, dropping the tree branch and jumping between Warren and the Lethians, “Everybody calm down! Nobody’s eating anybody’s head!”
“No, we’re not!” Warren laughed, pushing Garrett aside, “And you wanna know why we’re not gonna eat your head? It ain’t just because Garrett asked us not to… It’s because we are not monsters!”
Crane went pale, looking up at the towering ghoul, his knife hand shaking a little.
“Warren,” Ymowyn said, “calm down.”
Warren bared his long teeth in a broad grin and shook his head.
Garrett put his hand on Warren’s shoulder and gave him a hard look, but the ghoul pulled away and shambled off to lean against the crumbling garden wall.
Lady Ymowyn winced. “I’m sorry,” she said, “He’s having a bad day.” She went to his side and stroked Warren’s mane as she whispered softly to him. He stood motionless and stared into the shadowy ruins beyond the wall.
Garrett exhaled slowly and offered the Lethians a thin smile.
Crane put his knife away and put his hand on Mujah’s shoulder, giving Garrett a reproachful look.
Mujah cocked his head to the side, his eyes still on Scupp who sat on her haunches at the garden gate, her head hung low. “Why do you want to eat my head?” Mujah asked, “I mean, does it taste better than the rest of me?”
Scupp made no answer, and her brother quickly clamped his mouth shut, thinking better of whatever he had been about to say.
“It’s your brains,” Garrett sighed, “Ghouls like to eat the brains of people… after they die… I think it’s because they can taste your memories.”
“That’s why you sniffed our hair?” Crane asked, a look of disgust on his face.
“Yeah,” Scupp answered, “I’m sorry.”
“What did it smell like?” Mujah asked.
Scupp gave him a little smile. “You smell like the first moon o’ summer… like cool water when you’re dyin’ o’ thirst.”
Mujah gave her a bemused smile and then looked up at Crane. “What’d he smell like?” he asked.
Scupp’s face darkened, and her eyes fell. “He smelled all right…”
Crane narrowed his eyes.
“No, really, what’d he smell like?” Mujah insisted.
Scupp looked at Crane and smiled again. “My Ma always told me there were some places you jus’ don’t wanna go diggin’.”
Crane frowned. “I think we better go,” he said.
Diggs lifted his paw. “I think your brain smells all right,” he offered.
“All right,” Garrett said, channeling his best imitation of Matron Brix, “That’s enough!” He pointed to the center of the garden. “I want everybody to line up there, facing the tree! You too, Warren!”
Warren looked a bit startled by Garrett’s tone, but he stepped back from the wall and allowed Lady Ymowyn to guide him back toward the others.
Garrett looked at the Lethian boys and pointed to where he wanted them to stand. After a tense moment, they followed his instructions, placing themselves at the end of the line of ghouls with Crane and Warren standing shoulder to shoulder and eyeing each other warily.
“Lady Ymowyn,” Garrett called out, “I want you on the end.”
The fox woman, who had been drifting toward the wall, lifted her paws. “I’m just here to watch, my dear,” she laughed.
“Then watch while you’re standing in line like everybody else,” Garrett barked.
Ymowyn’s green eyes went wide. “As you command, Kingslayer!” she mumbled as she moved to take her place at the end of the line.
“Kingslayer?” Crane said.
Garrett shook his head. “I’ll tell you later,” he sighed, “Now I want Warren, Crane, Scupp, Mujah, and Ymowyn, in that order.”
Crane and Warren both opened their mouths to protest simultaneously, but Garrett’s glare shut them just as quick.
“Where do I stand?” Diggs asked.
“Over here by me,” Garrett said.
Digg’s expression brightened. “So, I’m like your apprentice now?” he asked.
“No,” Garrett said, “you’re gonna be the target.”
“What?” Diggs’s eyes bulged.
“Just stand there,” Garrett said, pointing to a clear patch of ground, “You’ll be fine.”
“But I’d rather…” Diggs began, but Garrett cut him off.
“The rest of you, hold hands!” Garrett shouted.
“What?” Warren exclaimed.
Crane looked as dubious as the big ghoul.
“Do I need to repeat myself?” Garrett roared, his voice cracking a little. How did Matron Brix manage to keep shouting all the time? He must need more practice.
“Hold hands, now!” he shouted.
The humans, ghouls, and the Kirikin reached out and grasped one another’s hands. Only Mujah seemed completely at ease, an eager grin on his face as he stood between Scupp and Ymowyn, holding their paws in his small hands, as he watched Garrett for his next instruction.
“Now we’re gonna stand like this until you all remember why you came here!” Garrett growled as he paced up and down the line, “Until you all forget about being ghouls or humans or whatever you called yourselves before you came here. Because, as of right now, you are all mages!”
The curl of Warren’s lip straightened itself out instantly in the withering heat of Garrett’s glare.
“It doesn’t matter what you were before today,” Garrett said, “From here on out, you are all mages, students of Wild Magic, as it was taught to me by my teacher, and now I’m gonna teach it to you.”
He paused, letting his gaze wander over each of them in turn. “There are things out there,” he said, his voice growing hoarse from all the shouting, “Things that wanna get in here and hurt us all. Things that will kill you. Things that are made of nightmares, and they aren’t scared of your knives or your claws or anything you can hit ‘em with. Doesn’t matter how strong you are or how brave you are. They don’t care.
“I only know one thing they are afraid of, and that’s Wild Magic. If you learn what I teach you, you don’t have to be afraid of them, ‘cause they’re gonna be afraid of you! Now look at each other!”
The line of students shared uneasy glances.
“The person standing beside you isn’t a monster,” Garrett said, “I’ve seen real monsters, and I know maybe you have too. So that person next to you, holding your hand, that’s your friend, and when the real monsters come, they’re gonna save your life… and you’re gonna save theirs.”
Garrett regarded them all coldly for a moment, letting his words sink in. Warren and Crane both looked a bit crestfallen as though his words had stirred up something dark inside them.
“All right,” Garrett said, “you can let go now.”
The others let their hands drop to their side, all except Mujah and Scupp who still held a moment longer, sharing a little smile. Scupp looked a bit sheepish and apologetic, but Mujah had apparently already forgiven her for wanting to eat his head.
Garrett picked up his satchel and passed out a canister of essence to each of the people in line. He paused when he came to Lady Ymowyn at the end of the line. She held her hands behind her back and shook her head, a faintly fearful look on her face.
Garrett nodded and kept the last canister for himself.
“What about me?” Diggs asked hopefully.
Garrett gave the ghoul a grim smile. “You won’t be needing one,” he said.
Diggs whined and raised his shaggy arms at the unfairness of it all, but said nothing.
“Some of you are new here,” Garrett said, “so we’ll start with the basics. The first thing you’re going to learn is how to make faefire. It was one of the first things I learned how to do, and it saved my life more than once.”
“What’s faefire?” Crane asked.
“It’s like hittin’ somebody in the face with a bucket o’ pretty colors,” Scupp chuckled.
“I’ll teach you the words to say, and then we’ll work on learning how to draw the magic out of the flask through your hands,” Garrett said, “The ghouls drink the stuff to make it work, but, since you’re humans, I’m hoping you’ll be able to do it the way I do.”
“You drink it?” Mujah asked, eyeing the glowing green ooze through the glass viewport of his essence flask.
“Yeah,” Scupp said, patting him on the shoulder, “It tastes awful!”
Diggs raised his paw. “I like the taste,” he murmured.
“Once you learn how to channel the essence and call faefire into being, we’re gonna work on aiming it where you want it to go,” Garrett said, “and I thought it would be more fun if we had a moving target to aim at.” He gestured toward Diggs who groaned and raised his hands in a what did I do to deserve this expression.
“Yeah, I like this idea,” Scupp chuckled evilly.
“Me too,” Warren said, unstoppering his flask.
“You’re gonna show ‘em the non-burny version of the spell, right?” Diggs whined.
Garrett ignored him, turning to face the two Lethian boys. “Now the words I want you to say are, Veiarnna te noulleanna,” Garrett said.
“That’s the non-burny version, Scupp!” Diggs said, “The non-burny version!”
Scupp gave her brother an evil grin as she lowered her snout to Mujah’s ear. “You ever seen a ghoul dance before?” she whispered.
Chapter Fourteen
Garrett returned to Mrs. Veranu’s pet shop the following day with a satchel full of empty canisters and a faint hope of finding Marla there again. He entered the shop and quickly shut the door behind him, his eyes adjusting slowly to the gloom within.
Marla’s mother lowered her hand from shielding her own eyes against the pale light of day that had spilled in, briefly, through the open door. She tugged down the red scarf that covered her lips and smiled at him.
“Good afternoon, Garrett,” she said. Then, noticing his questioning look, she added, “It’s just you and I today. Marla is with the Valfrei.”
“Oh,” Garrett said, his heart sinking.
“Thank you for coming,” Mrs. Veranu said, opening the little gate and ushering him toward the back room, “Please come and sit with me a while.”
Garrett followed her into the storeroom. He slung his satchel over the back of a chair and took a seat at the stained wooden table, grateful for the stack of Marla’s books that acted like a miniature wall between himself and the chair where Mrs. Veranu sat down across from him.
Mrs. Veranu frowned and then lifted the books and placed them aside, opening up the space between her and Garrett. She leaned forward on her elbows and sighed.
“I know that we’ve never really had a chance to talk, Garrett,” she said, “I suppose that it’s my fault. I’ve never been very good at this… at being a mother.”
“What?” Garrett exclaimed.
“It’s true,” Mrs. Veranu chuckled, “I never saw myself as anyone’s mother. I mean, I hardly knew my own mother. How could I have been expected to have any idea of what to do?”
“You’re a great mom,” Garrett said, “Marla’s great too, and she loves you.”
Mrs. Veranu laughed and shook her head. “I think Marla is great, in spite of me. I never had any idea how to raise a daughter… so I treated her like my friend. It’s worked well enough so far, but… sometimes, I think she needs more than I know how to give her.”
Garrett said nothing, grateful at least that she hadn’t brought up the subject of the Songreaver.
Mrs. Veranu sat back in her chair and let her gaze drift across the room. “Sometimes I feel like I am only her nursemaid, taking care of her while she grows… and her real parents are going to come someday and take her away from me,” she said, her voice lowering to a whisper, “There have been times in the past, I am ashamed to admit, when I took comfort in that little fantasy… Now, it is the nightmare that haunts my sleep.”
Garrett remained silent for a moment, gathering his courage before he spoke. “We won’t let them take her from us.” He said.
Mrs. Veranu’s amber eyes turned upon him, studying him with an inhuman intensity. The corner of her mouth twisted upward in a wry smile. “You remind me of him,” she said.
“Who?” Garrett asked.
“Marla’s father,” she said, “He would always say things like that… always ready to stand in the gap and face whatever danger was bearing down on us, as though he alone, by force of will, could turn day into night.” She laughed, looking away again.
Garrett blushed. “I mean it,” he insisted, “I won’t let them take her away.”
The smile faded from Mrs. Veranu’s face, and she looked at him again. “Garrett,” she said, “do you love my daughter?”
Garrett flinched.
“Do you love my daughter?” Mrs. Veranu repeated the question slowly, leaning forward to look him directly in the eyes.
“Yes,” he said.
Mrs. Veranu’s lips trembled, and she shook her head gently from side to side. “Then let her go,” she whispered.
Garrett felt as though he had just fallen into an icy river, and black waters were dragging him down. He stared back at the vampire woman, his eyes wide with disbelief.
“Just… let her go,” Mrs. Veranu sighed. She sank back into her chair with her hands over her eyes.
“What do you mean?” Garrett asked.
Mrs. Veranu let her hands fall and laid her head back, looking at the ceiling. “Marla doesn’t remember her father,” she said, “She doesn’t know that the reason she cares so much about you is because you are so like him, Garrett. You’re so ready to be a hero.”
“What’s wrong with that?” Garrett demanded.
She looked at him again with no trace of warmth in her golden eyes. “Heroes die,” she said.
Garrett shook his head. “I don’t know what happened to Marla’s dad,” he said, “but…”
Mrs. Veranu’s eyes flared with anger, and she interrupted him. “Do you want to know what happened to him?” she demanded.
Garrett fell silent.
“Do you want to know why Marla had to grow up without a father… why I have to face every day alone with my fears and doubts and sorrows… why Marla has to spend her life running from her fate with nothing but a scared, witless girl for a mother and a couple of foolhardy necromancers standing between her and the creatures that would devour her soul? Do you want to know why he left his own daughter to the mercy of his cursed legacy? Do you want to know what my husband gained by his death?”
Mrs. Veranu wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, hissing through her pointed teeth as she regained her composure.
“An emissary from across the sea came to Thrinaar,” she said, “an ambassador from another tribe of dragons. They had learned that the Thrinnians possessed the Queen’s Tears and they demanded a share of them. The emissary was horrified to learn what we had done with the tears… disgusted at what we had become, men and dragons mingled as one. He called it an abomination. Things were going badly. The emissary spoke of cleansing our sin from the world… The fate of every vampire in Thrinaar hung in the balance. I wanted to run… to take our baby and flee and never look back…
“But my husband… he was a hero,” she sighed, “Everything I loved about him, all that made him so different from the others, it doomed him. It doomed him and took him from us… He didn’t even tell me what he was planning… I had to learn of it from your uncle, but, by then, it was too late to stop him.
“You see, the emissary demanded the Queen’s Tears, and it was the only way to satisfy his demand. My husband, Marla’s father, carried the bottomless sorrow of the Dragon Queen in his veins, and he surrendered his life to the emissary in exchange for the lives of his people… our lives.”
She shuddered and fell silent, her eyes downcast.
“It’s in Marla now too, isn’t it?” Garrett asked.
Mrs. Veranu nodded. “That’s why she is so important,” she said, “That’s why she can never be free of them.”
Garrett thought for a moment. “She doesn’t seem sad,” he said.
“What?” Mrs. Veranu said, looking up from the table.
“Marla doesn’t seem sad,” Garrett said, “I mean, sometimes she does, but it’s not like the bottomless sorrow of the Dragon Queen or anything. She just seems kinda normal sad.”
Mrs. Veranu gave him a bitter laugh. “And you don’t seem like you have the soul of a murderous tyrant flitting around inside you either,” she said.
Garrett stiffened. “I took the power of the Songreaver because I wanted to help people with it,” he protested, “It doesn’t make me the Songreaver!”
Mrs. Veranu shrugged. “That remains to be seen,” she said, “In any case, I’m a little concerned that my daughter is spending so much time with a sorcerer who dabbles in ancient evils, no matter how good his intentions might be.”
“It isn’t evil!” Garrett said, “Look, suppose a Chadirian picks up a sword and uses it to kill good people… That’s evil, right? But suppose he dies, and then a good person picks up the sword and uses it to fight bad people. The sword is just a sword… It’s not good or evil, it’s just how you use it that matters!”
Mrs. Veranu laughed again. “You’ve just illustrated my point exactly, Garrett!” she said, “You think you’re doing good by picking up the Chadirian’s sword and turning it against his comrades. I’m not so sure they would see it the same way! What gives you the right to decide who is evil and who is good? Does your power give you that right?”
“What gives you the right to put people in cages and sell them like pets?” Garrett shouted.
Mrs. Veranu’s eyes went wide, and she was instantly on her feet, glaring down at him with bared fangs.
Garrett shoved himself back from the table, knocking his chair over as he stood, sending the empty canisters in his satchel clattering and rolling across the floor. He stared back at Mrs. Veranu with cold rage seething in his chest.
The vampire woman took three heavy breaths and then froze perfectly still, her golden eyes unblinking.
Garrett made no move. The icy chill drowned out the fear in his heart, and he faced her unflinchingly.
Suddenly Lyssa Veranu burst into girlish laughter, all traces of rage melting away in an instant.
Garrett stared at her in confusion.
“You’ve been…” she said, gasping for air through her laughter, “You’ve been waiting a long time to say that, Garrett. I know you have.”
Garrett narrowed his eyes.
Mrs. Veranu casually shoved the table aside and caught him in a tight hug, planting a hard kiss on the top of his hood. “Bless you, Garrett,” she laughed, “You are my hero!” She released him to step back and smile at him.
“I don’t understand,” he said.
She pushed back his hood and stroked the side of his face gently, laughing softly with tears in her eyes. She bared her fangs in a broad grin. “I think you just might have a chance,” she said.
“Chance of what?” he asked.
“Saving the world,” she sighed.
“And Marla?” he asked.
She leaned forward and kissed his forehead. “My daughter is lucky to have such a champion,” she whispered, “Be strong for me… for her… my little Songreaver.”
Chapter Fifteen
Garrett left the Veranu’s pet shop and headed home, his mind full of troubled thoughts. The same tired argument kept running circles in his head. The only way he could ever keep the vampires from controlling Marla’s life would be to take her far away, beyond their reach, if there even was such a place. Marla would never agree to that though, unless he somehow convinced her that the other vampires were dangerous.
What if she chose her own people over him? A sudden panic washed over him to think of her leaving. What if she thought it was for the best? After all, Garrett wasn’t a vampire. How could he hope to understand what she was going through? Then an even darker thought crept into his mind. What if he really should let her go?
Garrett’s breath came harder, and he felt the beginnings of a headache brewing behind his eyes. He stepped off to the side of the street and massaged his forehead with his fingertips, trying to get control of his thoughts.
He felt out of control and helpless, like a victim, watching events unfurl all around him, and there was nothing he could do to change it. No, he had changed things. He had made choices and changed things. He smiled to think of Lampwicke. If he had not changed her fate by his actions, would she even still be alive now? He smiled. Thinking of her, he could almost hear the flutter of her wings.
He paused, looking around the busy street, not entirely certain that he hadn’t heard something. An impossible hope pushed its way through the shadows in his heart.
“Lampwicke?” he called out, his eyes searching the gaps between the rooftops. He saw nothing unusual however, and the dark thoughts quickly reclaimed their seats at his mental council table.
Garrett started walking again toward home, the satchel full of filled essence canisters dragging down his body as his worries dragged down his soul. How had he saved Lampwicke, and how could he do the same for Marla?
Power. He had been able to do nothing to save Lampwicke own his own. It was only by finding real power that he was able to free her. The vampires could take Marla from him because they were more powerful. Was there anything more powerful than a vampire, than all the vampires put together?
A cold sensation crept through Garrett’s body, like a cup of icy water spilled out over his insides.
He slowed his pace and then stepped into the shadows of a nearby alleyway. He put his hand to his chest and felt a little thrill of fear in the back of his mind. He had power… the Songreaver’s power.
Uncle Tinjin’s words came to him again like a warning. When you took the power of an ancient thing into your body, it became part of you and exerted its influence over you for the rest of your life. A sudden panic washed over him that perhaps he might be turning into the Songreaver. What had happened in the Songreaver’s tomb that he could not remember? Was he even Garrett anymore, or just some shell in the shape of Garrett, worn as a mask by some ancient evil?
Garrett’s hand flexed into a claw against his chest, as though he might rip the Songreaver out of his body and cast it away, but the cold fire within twisted like a serpent around his heart, and Garrett began to gasp for breath.
It was as if a yawning gulf of terror opened beneath his feet, and Garrett fell in. It seemed as though a great sea of icy blackness stretched below him, and everything that he ever was would be swallowed up in it and forgotten.
Then, he remembered Marla, and his mind clung to the thought of her like a drowning man clinging to a plank of wood. Marla was born with ancient power in her veins, more power, perhaps, than even that which now threatened to consume Garrett’s soul. She wasn’t evil. She wasn’t overwhelmed by it all and driven to despair. She was simply Marla. Whatever fragment of the Dragon Queen remained inside of her, she had not been corrupted by it.
Garrett’s panic began to subside, and the icy fingers within loosened their grip around his heart. He laughed, and his laughter melted away the last of the tightness in his chest. He took a deep breath, feeling like himself again. He looked around at the people of Wythr who passed by on the street, paying him no attention.
There had to be another way to save Marla. There had to be.
Garrett stepped out into the lane and continued on his way once more. Then he stopped, cocking his head to the side. The soft buzzing sound that he had mistaken for Lampwicke’s wings had returned for a moment, but was gone again.
Garrett shifted the strap of his satchel to his other shoulder and headed home, unable to shake the feeling that he was being watched.
He made it back to the house as darkness fell over the city, and the streetlamps began to flare to life. The aroma of fresh baked bread and rosemary poured over him as he opened the front door, and he heard voices in the dining room.
Garrett found Uncle Tinjin seated at the head of the table and laughing at something Bargas had just said.
The elder ghoul looked much better than the last time Garrett had seen him. His patchy gray fur had regained something of its former luster, and he seemed almost as fit again as he had before the attack. Even the scars left on his shaggy forearms and chest by his encounter with the faceless demons had faded and been overgrown with hair. Only a faint hint of pain lingered at the edges of his tired eyes and tightened the corners of his toothy grin.
Bargas, like Warren, sat on his haunches on the floor beside Uncle’s table. Their long tails made sitting in chairs uncomfortable. Lady Ymowyn, however, sat in the chair to Uncle’s right with her hips shifted at an angle to accommodate her bushy red tail, the very tip of which peeked out from beneath her emerald green dress. She rested one elbow on the arm of her chair to support her odd posture, but seemed quite comfortable and well accustomed to human furniture.
“Hi, Garrett,” Warren said, noticing his arrival.
Bargas blinked, slightly startled by Garrett’s entry. He gave a wincing smile and greeted Garrett as well, hiding his embarrassment at not smelling him first.
“Good evening, Garrett,” Lady Ymowyn said, inclining her head slightly.
“Hi, everybody,” Garrett said. He grinned when he saw that the two proxyliches had been removed from their places tableside. A lumpy tarp in the corner covered what looked to be two corpses, dumped, unceremoniously, on one of the sofas along the wall. “I guess Max and Cenick couldn’t join us for dinner?” he said.
“I haven’t spoken to either one of them in over a week,” Uncle Tinjin chuckled, “and I felt that Max’s little experiment had taken up room at my supper table for long enough.”
“Are they all right?” Garrett asked, suddenly worried.
“I imagine so,” Uncle Tinjin said, “but it seems that Max has gone beyond the effective range of transfer between him and his proxylich, and Cenick had caught a rather nasty cold and said he would contact me again when he was feeling better. The last I heard, Cenick was moving his troops back into the Gloaran swamps, having tired of waiting for Max to grow bored of liberating his homeland.”
Garrett nodded and took his seat before the empty plate beside Bargas, opposite Warren at the table.
“If I may ask,” Lady Ymowyn said, “What is a proxylich?”
Uncle gestured toward the lumpy tarp. “Before he left for the North,” Tinjin said, “Max created two rather unusual zombies that he called proxyliches. They serve only one purpose, to allow communication between two necromancers at a distance. One necromancer holds a properly enchanted skull and speaks into it, and his words are transferred to a receiving skull held by the necromancer that he wishes to contact. They, in turn, can respond, and their voice comes through the skull, or in this case, the rather ridiculously costumed corpses they’ve left cluttering the first necromancer’s dining room.”
Lady Ymowyn smiled and gave him a polite, “Ah.”
“Would you care to see a demonstration after dinner,” Tinjin asked, “I’ve been meaning to try to contact the boys again… I’ve just… well, I’ve been putting it off, I suppose.”
“You haven’t told them yet?” Bargas asked.
Uncle Tinjin’s smile looked a bit sad, and his eyes fell. “I would rather speak with each of them in person regarding my decision. I intend to meet with Max when I journey to Weslae. I can tell him then, but Cenick…”
“I could find him and bring him back for you, Tinjin,” Bargas offered, his gruff voice as gentle as Garrett had ever heard it, “Your sons should have the chance to say goodbye.”
Garrett caught the look of pain on Uncle Tinjin’s face before the old man could hide it.
“Dad, you’re not ready…” Warren began to say, concern for his father’s health plain on his face.
“No more of that!” Bargas growled, “I’ve had enough of bein’ treated like I’m dyin’. I ain’t dead, and I ain’t gonna die… at least not anytime soon.”
Warren looked to Ymowyn for support, but the fox woman only sighed, a little smile on her lips. “You’re going to have to let your father go someday Warren. A time comes when you have to allow children to grow up and make their own way in the world.”
Bargas leveled a fierce glare at the fox woman, and mumbled an insincere, “Thank you.”
“Thank you, Bargas,” Uncle Tinjin said, “but my ship sails next week. Cenick would never make it back in time, even if he left tonight. In any case, he doesn’t need the burden of this distracting him. I would prefer that he remains unaware of my decision until he has returned safely home. I will leave a letter for him… he will understand.”
“You’re leaving next week?” Garrett exclaimed. He felt suddenly panicked and sick all over again.
“Yes, Garrett,” Uncle answered, “Mrs. Nash’s brother and his crew will return sometime very soon, and I must be ready to leave as soon as they have sold their cargo and taken on more.”
“Are they smugglers?” Lady Ymowyn asked.
Uncle Tinjin smiled. “They do not advertise themselves as such,” he said, “but I am depending upon their reputation for avoiding the Chadirian authorities.”
Ymowyn looked pensive for a moment. “Do they ever visit any Astorran ports?” she asked.
Uncle Tinjin raised one eyebrow.
“No, Ym!” Warren said, “You are not going back there!”
Ymowyn shot Warren a look of annoyance. “I did not say that I was going back,” she said, “but, if, for some reason, I needed to go back, I would prefer to arrive unannounced.”
“Don’t even think about it, Ym!” Warren said, “We barely got you outta there alive last time! There is no way I’m gonna let you anywhere near that place again!”
“Warren!” Bargas barked.
Warren turned to look at his dad, still visibly distressed.
“I’m gonna let you in on a little secret, boy,” Bargas growled, “Ya don’t ever, and I mean ever, tell a woman she can’t do somethin’ boy.”
“But…”
“No!” Bargas cut Warren off, “If you got a lick o’ sense in yer head, you’ll listen to me now and shut your mouth.”
Warren fell silent.
An uneasy silence hung over the table before Lady Ymowyn broke it by offering Bargas a, “Thank you,” sounding somewhat surprised by his support.
Bargas waved his paw. “Just somethin’ I learned years ago,” he said, “Ya can’t ever tell a woman she’s wrong. You just gotta wait ‘till she figures it out on her own.”
Ymowyn’s eyes flared, but she bit back whatever she was about to say. She sighed and turned back to Tinjin. “Master Tinjin, might I be so bold as to request an introduction to your seafaring friends, in case I find myself in need of their services at a later date?”
“Of course, my lady,” Tinjin answered with a smile, “although they may be unwilling to take you on as a passenger, if it came to that.”
“No women aboard ship, eh?” Ymowyn laughed.
Uncle Tinjin looked a bit uncomfortable. “Actually,” he said, “their objections may have more to do with your… ah.” He lifted his fingers to his ears.
“Oh,” she laughed, touching her own long, fox-like ears with her dainty claw-pointed fingertips, “I see. Well, I assure you that I can pass for a human when necessary… as a male too, if it will make things easier.”
Tinjin’s eyes narrowed, and then he smiled and nodded. “I understand,” he said, “I will let you know when they arrive, and we can arrange an introduction.”
“Thank you,” she said.
Warren looked at her sidelong. “You’d go without me?” he asked, sounding hurt.
Lady Ymowyn leaned over to ruffle the fur on his head with her hand and then kissed his cheek. “I wouldn’t think of it, dear,” she said, “I’ll have you fitted for a leash and collar and tell everyone that you’re my pet.”
Warren scowled at her, but Bargas roared with laughter, and the others joined in as well.
“That, I would like to see!” Bargas said.
Just then, Chunnley the ghoul emerged from the kitchen door, wearing a clean white apron and carrying a platter of hot pies. “Dinner is served,” he said with a sharp-fanged grin.
The ghoul cook moved around the table, careful to place the two largest pies in front of Bargas and Warren. A thick brownish sauce oozed from the cracks in the brown crust of those two pies, and Garrett knew better than to try to guess what might be baked within. Lady Ymowyn and the two humans received smaller pies that smelled of fresh rosemary and roasted chicken.
“Thank you, Master Chunnley,” Uncle Tinjin said, “I look forward to tasting your work. I’ve heard very good things about it.”
“Thank you, sir,” Chunnley answered, setting the last pie down in front of Garrett.
Uncle Tinjin took note of the number of pies and asked, “Won’t you be joining us, Master Chunnley?”
“Oh, er, no, sir,” Chunnley said, somewhat taken aback, “It wouldn’t seem… proper.”
“Nonsense!” Tinjin said, “You are an honored guest in my home. Please join us for dinner.”
Chunnley smiled and bowed his head. “Actually, sir,” he said, “it’s always been a dream of mine to be a proper chef in a big house, servin’ the lord and his guests. I know it’s a bit silly, but I actually prefer to eat in the kitchen… if it’s all the same to you.”
“Of course,” Uncle Tinjin chuckled, “as you wish, Master Chunnley.
The ghoul smiled again and nodded, filling the cups with water or wine before taking his leave.
Bargas and Tinjin began to converse together again, quickly becoming lost in stories of their adventures together. Ymowyn took the opportunity to speak quietly to Warren, teasing a slim smile out of him with something she said, and Garrett made no effort to eavesdrop on them.
Garrett pushed through the flaky crust of the chicken pie with his fork, letting the steam escape to drift above his plate like the ghosts of murdered hens. In spite of the fact that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, he had no real appetite. He glanced toward the head of the table where Tinjin and Bargas sat laughing. Garrett had dared a faint hope that Warren’s dad would have been able to bring Uncle Tinjin to his senses and get him to stay. It was obvious now that Bargas had no intention of asking the old man to change his mind.
A chill crept over him again, but he was no longer frightened of it. It felt more like the cold links of mail armor draped across his shoulders, some protective burden that he was forced to wear. He sat through dinner, plucking at the pie on the plate before him and lost in grim thoughts, until, after an hour or so, he became aware that the others were rising to take their leave.
Chunnley reappeared to take their plates and receive their praise. He raised a worried look when he saw Garrett’s half-eaten pie.
“It was good. Thank you,” Garrett said, “I just wasn’t very hungry tonight.”
Chunnley nodded and gave him a gentle smile before turning to go.
“Thank you all for visiting,” Tinjin said to his guests, “I would have prepared a warmer welcome if I had known you were coming.”
“We ghouls are used to arrivin’ to dinner uninvited,” Bargas laughed, “Otherwise we wouldn’t be so good at breakin’ into crypts.”
“Nevertheless, I insist that you allow me to host a proper going away party with you as my guests,” Uncle Tinjin said, “As was my original intent.”
“As you will, Tinjin,” Bargas said as the group made their way toward the basement door.
Tinjin stepped close and hugged his old friend. Bargas returned the hug as gently as he could.
“Thank you, Bargas,” Tinjin said, “I know that I have no hope of ever clearing my debt to you, but, if there is anything you need… Just ask it.”
Bargas looked thoughtful for a moment before speaking. “If you don’t mind, Tinjin,” he said, “I would like to borrow your boy for a bit, if you can spare him.” He raised a paw toward Garrett.
“Of course,” Tinjin said, “When do you need his help?”
“Well, now, just for a while,” Bargas said, “if he’s free to go.”
“Garrett?” Tinjin said, looking at him.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “I can go with you, Mister Bargas. Should I bring any essence?”
“No, boy,” Bargas said with a wave of his paw, “Nothin’ like that. Just need your help with somethin’ for a bit, that’s all.”
They said goodnight to Uncle Tinjin, and then Garrett followed the ghouls and Lady Ymowyn down into the tunnels below the house. The others seemed in high spirits though Garrett still felt the chill weight of the dark future bearing down on him.
“You three go on back to town,” Bargas said when they reached the subterranean roundhouse with the deep pit where Garrett and his friends had gone in search of the Songreaver’s tomb, “Garrett and I got some other business to attend.” Warren, Chunnley, and Lady Ymowyn shared a questioning look but then waved their farewells and headed on toward Marrowvyn.
Garrett was standing at the edge of the pit, staring down into the blackness below. Although he could remember their descent into the pit, try as he might, he could recall nothing of the tomb itself or of his return from it. What had happened down there?
He started a little when Bargas moved to his side and crouched down beside him at the edge of the pit.
“It ain’t easy lettin’ go, boy,” Bargas said, “I know that.”
Garrett looked at the big ghoul but said nothing.
“It’s different with ghouls o’ course,” Bargas sighed, “I mean, with you humans, when somebody goes away, you’re left with nothin’ but your memories, and that has to be enough.”
Garrett still stared at him, uncomprehending.
“I remember when we ate my dad,” Bargas said, “I cried for a week. Bawled like a pup, I did.”
Garrett made a choking noise, uncertain that he’d actually heard Bargas correctly.
“Oh,” Bargas said, noticing Garrett’s discomfort, “I guess maybe you ain’t never been to a ghoul funeral.”
Garrett shook his head, feeling a little sick.
Bargas smiled. “That’s how we say goodbye, ya see?” he said, “We all take a little piece of the one that we loved and make ‘em part of ourselves. That way they go on with us forever… on and on, in all their kin ‘till the end o’ time. My dad’s in me, and his dad before him, and so on, all the way back.”
Garrett tried to force an understanding smile and a nod.
“I know it sounds odd to ya, boy,” Bargas said, “but you’re a human, and you don’t taste things the way we do. When we ate my dad…” Bargas’s voice trailed off as a tear trickled down his furry cheek. “… well, I never knew how much he loved us ‘till then… Then, I knew.”
Garrett smiled for real then. He nodded his head and took a seat beside Bargas on the edge of the pit.
“Tinjin loves you, boy,” Bargas said, “I don’t want you thinkin’ that this is because he don’t.”
“I know,” Garrett sighed.
“I know you love him too,” Bargas said, “So do I. That’s why I’m doin’ my best to make it easy on him.”
Garrett shook his head. “But I don’t know what I’m gonna do without him,” he said.
Bargas looked away. “I was six years old when I lost my dad,” he said, “and you weren’t much older than that when we found you, lost and half-dead. We survived those things. We’ll survive this too.”
“Yeah,” Garrett said.
Bargas looked at him again and gave him a twisted frown. “You know, boy,” he said, “When we found ya, I didn’t think you was gonna make it. I tol’ Tinjin to leave you lyin’ and get outta there.”
Garrett chuckled. “That’s alright,” he said.
“No, no it ain’t,” Bargas sighed, “I was wrong, and I’m sorry for it. I’m just glad that Tinjin had better sense than to listen to an old fool like me.”
Garrett smiled at him.
“You’re a good boy, Garrett,” Bargas said, “and you’re a good friend to my boy. I think of you as family, and I want you to think o’ me the same now.”
“Thanks,” Garrett said.
“I ain’t askin’ you to call me uncle or nothin’, but you’re kin in my reckonin’.” Bargas said.
Garrett nodded.
“Don’t forget it now,” Bargas said, shifting his weight to bump his massive shoulder against Garrett’s
“I won’t,” Garrett said. He thought for a moment before speaking again. “Mister Bargas… What did Uncle Tinjin mean when he said that he was ready to let the dead sleep in peace?”
Bargas remained silent, his eyes falling. At last he sighed and answered, “Tinjin wasn’t always a necromancer, you know. He used to be some kinda wizard from away east, back before I met him. He never talked much about it to me… to anybody… but I worked some of it out from things he said… things he did.”
“Did?” Garrett asked.
Bargas pulled a rueful grin. “You ever seen your uncle really mad, boy?” he asked.
“Yeah, all the time,” Garrett laughed.
Bargas shook his head. “No… I mean really mad… scary mad. I only seen it once, and I don’t ever wanna see that again.”
“What happened?” Garrett asked.
Bargas looked thoughtful, as though he were trying to find the right words. “One time,” he said, “Tinjin and I were on the road… full moon, good travelin’ light, both of us in a high mood about somethin’ we’d done, when we hear somebody screamin’. We hurry on to see what it is and round a bend in the road to see this wagon pulled off to the side. Some folks travelin’ too late at night. Got caught by bandits.
“Now bandits we dealt with before, no problem. If a little magic don’t scare ‘em off, a full-grown ghoul will do the trick, so I figure we’re just gonna run in and scare ‘em a bit, maybe knock a few heads around… only thing is, when we get close, me and Tinjin, we sees what these fellas is up to.
“They got this fella all tied up on the ground, and he’s yellin’ and beggin’ ‘em to stop. The bandits, they’re all laughin’ and carryin’ on, loadin’ the man’s wife and kids, little kids, into the wagon and threatenin’ to put ‘em to the torch.”
Bargas shrugged. “Now, for all I know,” he said, “maybe them bandits were just havin’ a bit a sport… just tryin’ to scare the man so they were sure he wasn’t holdin’ out on ‘em… I don’t know. I was just gonna run in an start on the beatin’s… but Tinjin…
“Tinjin kicks his horse and goes tearin’ past me, screamin’ like a holy terror. What he done then weren’t no necromancer work. I never seen magic like that before or since.
“The lucky ones was dead ‘fore they hit the ground… a couple of ‘em though, they dropped their torches and tried to run, but they couldn’t outrun Tinjin… What he did to them, well, let’s just say that a man can live for a lot longer than you’d think with his bones turned to jelly… not long, mind you, but longer than you’d think.”
Garrett felt a bit queasy.
“The funny thing about it, if there was anything funny about it,” Bargas sighed, “was that it was up to me to calm that family down and convince ‘em that they weren’t next on the list for getting’ turned inside out. The man and his wife wouldn’t stop screamin’ after what they just seen, but at least the kids was quiet… just sorta starin’ at Tinjin and at what he’d done to those men. I got ‘em all untied and sent on their way… They was glad to go, I can tell you… Then I looked after Tinjin.
“He was just sittin’ there on the ground in the middle o’ this big black circle. The ground kinda crunched when I stepped on it, like he turned the dirt to glass or somethin’. He just sat there, starin’ at one of them dead fellas, then, all the sudden, he busts out cryin’ and won’t stop. I had to carry him out o’ there.
“I figure it was somethin’ about seein’ that woman and her kids in danger that set him off. After that, I figured that he blamed himself for losin’ somebody important to him, but I never pushed him on it to find out for sure. I didn’t understand what could drive a good man to do that sort o’ thing… until I lost my Berda.”
Garrett looked down into the depths of the pit and said nothing.
“Well,” Bargas said, “whatever happened, I’m glad Tinjin is finally ready to walk away from it. The way I see it, we should be happy for him.”
“I guess so,” Garrett said.
“Anyway, boy,” Bargas said, “He ain’t dyin’… He’s just lettin’ the past die, and the past is the only thing a ghoul believes in buryin’!”
Garrett and Bargas shared a laugh.
“Thanks, Mister Bargas,” Garrett said.
“Anytime, boy,” the ghoul said, “and remember what I said. You’re family. I ain’t gonna be around forever, and I gotta have somebody I trust to look after Warren when I’m gone.” He clapped Garrett hard on the back.
Garrett smiled, recovering his breath from the blow. “Yes, sir,” he said.
“Good boy,” Bargas said.
Chapter Sixteen
Garrett awoke the next morning to the familiar smell of scorched bacon and the unfamiliar sound of Uncle Tinjin cursing. Garrett jumped out of bed and ran downstairs in his nightshirt to find the old man dressed in a house robe, with his hand immersed in a bowl of water on the kitchen counter. A steady plume of gray smoke was rising from a pile of bacon, pinned hallway beneath the upended skillet atop the stove. As Garrett entered the kitchen, the grease burst into smoky orange flame.
Tom the zombie looked on from his corner and groaned morosely.
“What happened?” Garrett asked, “Are you all right?”
Uncle Tinjin sighed heavily and lifted his burned hand from the bowl of water, pointing two fingers at the fire.
“Kohrene Tahg,” Uncle Tinjin spoke, and the orange flames of the grease fire suddenly transformed into a bluish sand that collapsed into a crackling mound atop the ruined bacon.
Garrett stared, wide-eyed at the pile of sand, which was even now sublimating into a heavy blue fog that rolled off the edge of the stove onto the floor. “You are a great wizard!” he exclaimed.
“A great wizard, yes,” Uncle Tinjin said, wincing as he flexed his reddened fingers, “but a terrible cook.”
“Why were you cooking breakfast anyway?” Garrett asked.
Uncle Tinjin smiled, looking a bit embarrassed. “It’s been so long since I've had to prepare my own food,” he said, “I thought I’d better get back into the practice.”
“Oh,” Garrett said.
Uncle dried his hands and looked at the kitchen zombie. “Tom, is it?” he said, using the name that Garrett had given the zombie, “Perhaps you should prepare the bacon.”
Tom the zombie moaned questioningly.
“Cook our breakfast, Tom… please,” Uncle sighed.
The zombie shambled out of his corner and began to slowly clean up the mess while Uncle Tinjin took his seat at the table.
Garrett sat down across from him. He felt a little knot in his throat to realize that this might be one of the last times he would see his Uncle. He pushed the thought out of his mind before it could take hold and make him start crying again.
“What kind of magic was that?” Garrett asked.
“Hmn?” Uncle Tinjin said, looking up from his hand, “That? That was something I learned a long time ago and far away… before I ever learned that there was more than one kind of magic. My teacher didn’t bother giving it a name to differentiate it from other schools. It was simply… magic.”
“But you didn’t use any essence,” Garrett said.
Uncle Tinjin chuckled. “Oh, it uses essence,” he said, “the caster’s.”
“Huh?”
“I used my own life force to power that spell,” Tinjin said.
“What do you mean?” Garrett asked, “You mean our blood works like the bug juice essence we use for other magic?”
“It’s not in the blood,” Tinjin said, “If it was, you might not be as safe around the vampires as you think you are now. That kind of magic is powered by our souls.”
“Souls? You mean like the ghost in us?” Garrett asked.
Uncle Tinjin shook his head. “You have an odd way of putting things, son, but, yes, like the ghost inside us.”
Garrett felt a sudden chill. “What happens if you use it all up?” he asked.
“You definitely don’t want to do that,” Tinjin said, “It isn’t a pretty sight.”
“How much do you have left?” Garrett asked, feeling suddenly afraid for his Uncle.
“I’m not in any danger of using it up, Garrett,” Tinjin laughed, “Your soul isn’t a finite resource. It grows and shrinks over time. Some people have strong, healthy souls… others… well, certain people should not dabble in soul magic, if they want to avoid a terrible fate.”
“Soul magic?”
Tinjin shrugged. “As good a name for it as any, I suppose,” he said.
“Can you teach me?” Garrett asked.
Tinjin looked at him with a sad smile then shook his head. “I’d sooner hand a cobra to a child.”
“What’s a cobra?” Garrett asked.
Uncle Tinjin stared at him, blank-faced. “It seems that I am a terrible teacher of biology as well.”
Garrett frowned. “Why won’t you teach me?” he asked, “Is it hard?”
“Well, yes,” Uncle Tinjin said, “but that’s not the reason.”
A wild thought suddenly occurred to Garrett. “If it takes time, I could go with you… I could help you, and you could teach me soul magic!”
Tinjin sighed and shook his head. “No, boy… I won’t teach you this magic because it is too dangerous,” he said.
“I’m not afraid!” Garrett said, “Really, I…”
“I know you’re not afraid, Garrett,” Tinjin said, “That is precisely why I won’t teach it to you… because I would be afraid… afraid that I might come back to find you… used up. It would kill me to know that I was responsible for that Garrett.”
Something in the old man’s expression warned Garrett not to pursue the matter further. He nodded and kept silent.
“Please understand,” Tinjin said, “I love you far too much to teach you certain things.”
“I understand,” Garrett said.
Tinjin looked over to where Tom was piling a fresh heap of bacon into the skillet. “Magic won’t bring you happiness Garrett,” he sighed, then added under his breath, “quite the opposite, really.”
Garrett shrugged. “It’s better than being powerless,” he said.
Uncle regarded him coldly.
“It’s true, isn’t it?” Garrett said, looking across the table and regarding Tinjin for the first time, not as his uncle and master, but as a fellow sorcerer, “I mean, it’s better than not being able to do anything when bad people try to hurt you.”
Tinjin’s eyes fell. “Yes,” he said, “That is true.” He almost smiled, looking as though he would say something, but then the humor drained from his face and he simply sighed.
“What’s wrong?” Garrett asked.
Tinjin shook his head. “What do you want me to say, Garrett?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” Garrett chuckled, “I figured you would tell me I was wrong or something… that it was better to be a regular person without magic… that magic was some sort of burden that we had to be careful about using so we didn’t turn into bad guys or something.”
“I’m not your teacher anymore,” Tinjin said.
The words hit Garrett like a physical blow, and he suddenly felt sick to his stomach. He looked across at Uncle Tinjin, feeling very small and afraid. “I’m sorry, Uncle,” he whispered.
Tinjin smiled. “You have nothing to be sorry for, Garrett,” he said, “From the sound of it, you paid enough attention to what I was saying back when I was your teacher. You are your own man now, and someday, you will teach others as I have taught you.”
“But I hardly know anything!” Garrett protested.
“Then you know more than any sorcerer I have ever met,” Tinjin laughed.
“What does that even mean?” Garrett demanded.
“It means that you understand how little you understand,” Tinjin said.
“That doesn’t really help,” Garrett sighed.
“It means that you have sense enough to keep your eyes open and learn from the world around you,” Tinjin said, “As long as you are willing to keep an open mind and let life teach you new things, you are in no danger of corruption… You will find that the true bad guys in this world are the ones who think they have it all worked out.”
The pan of bacon suddenly burst into flames once again, and Tom stepped back from the stove to pat sluggishly at the growing patch of flame on the front of his apron.
“Get dressed, Garrett,” Uncle Tinjin sighed, “As soon as I’ve finished extinguishing the zombie, I think we’ll be going out for breakfast.”
*******
Garrett shielded his face from the heat of an explosion of rainbow colored flame that left his eyes momentarily dazzled in the gloomy interior of the old mill.
Crane whistled appreciatively, and Diggs let out a, “Whoa!”
Mujah stood there, grinning, his eyes wide as he surveyed the smoldering remains of the old apple crate that had been his target.
“Nice, job, Mujah!” Garrett said.
Scupp clapped and cheered for the Lethian boy, and even Warren and Ymowyn seemed impressed from where they sat together in the corner, having grown bored with magic practice themselves.
Mujah walked over and handed his flask to Garrett. It felt only slightly cool and still mostly full in Garrett’s hand.
“I think maybe you were born to be a mage,” Garrett chuckled.
“Really?” Mujah exclaimed.
“I guess we’ll have to get you a fancier hat now,” Crane laughed.
“I like my hat,” Mujah said, grasping the brim of his blue felt hat protectively.
Garrett shook his head. “Your hat’s fine,” he laughed, “It doesn’t make a difference what you wear.”
Mujah looked thoughtful. “But I could wear a Magi’s robes if I wanted to, right?” he asked.
“Yeah, I guess so,” Garrett said, “I’m not sure what you have to do to be a Magi, but, if I had to guess, I’d say you’d make a pretty good one.”
Mujah beamed.
“My turn,” Crane said.
Mujah moved back, letting the older boy take the center of the floor as Garrett dragged another empty crate over to the ashy pile beside the scorched millstone.
Crane grasped his essence flask in his left hand and held it out low like a dagger as he took a fighting stance with his right hand held high behind him. He wiggled his fingers mystically and took on an expression of intense concentration.
“You don’t really have to do that with your hand,” Mujah said.
“Style is always important, Mujah,” Crane scoffed, “Never forget that.”
Garrett hid his smile behind his glove as he rubbed his chin pensively.
“Veiarnna te Maghrendaa!” Crane cried out in a booming voice, pointing at the crate with his open hand. A lance of rainbow flame shot from his fingertip and traced a glowing path across the side of the crate before it faded away. A yellow tongue of flame leapt up from the box as it caught fire.
“Good job,” Garrett said.
“The box is still there, Crane,” Mujah said.
Crane frowned at him and then winced in pain as he pried the empty, frost-covered steel canister from the palm of his left hand. He flexed the feeling back into his fingers as he handed the drained canister over to Garrett. “I don’t think we’ll be needing any Magi robes in my size,” he laughed.
“You’re still learning,” Garrett said, “You get better with practice.”
Crane glanced toward Mujah and chuckled. “If Mujah gets any more practice, he’s gonna knock a hole in the wall next time.”
“My turn!” Diggs said, loping toward the center of the floor. He straightened to his full height and lifted a small talisman from his chest to his lips, kissing it before unstoppering his flask.
“What’s that, Diggs?” Garrett asked.
“Oh, this?” Diggs said, lifting the leather cord of his necklace to let the crystal pendant dangle away from his furry chest, “It’s my focus.”
“Your what?” Garrett asked.
“My… focus,” Diggs said, a bit more quietly, his eyes shifting uncomfortably.
Scupp stifled her laughter behind her paw.
“What’s it do?” Garrett asked.
“I dunno,” Diggs said, “It’s supposed to… you know… make my magic more powerful.”
“Where did you get that?” Garrett asked.
“He traded two death masks and a signet ring to a satyr for that piece o’ junk,” Scupp laughed.
Warren growled. “Diggs! I told you to stay away from those guys!”
Diggs bared his fangs at the other ghouls. “Laugh now, fools!” he grumbled, “But you’ll be laughin’ out the other side o’ your snouts when you behold the power of Diggs the Destroyer!”
Scupp rolled over backwards, snorting loudly, and Warren shook his head.
Diggs pointed at each of them in turn and gave them a menacing nod before turning his attention back to the crate before him.
Diggs tossed back his essence canister, gulping down the contents as quickly as he could.
“Not the whole flask!” Garrett groaned, “Diggs!”
“Let ‘im do it,” Scupp hissed, gasping for air through her laughter, “It’s funnier that way!”
Diggs wiped a dribble of green slime from the corner of his mouth and cast the empty canister away. He grasped the crystal pendant tightly in his right paw and pointed at the burning crate with his left.
“Veerna ta Magrunda!” Diggs growled, glowing essence bubbling out between his teeth.
Nothing happened.
“Veerna ta Magr… Ow!” he shouted, suddenly releasing his grip on the crystal pendant. It fell against his chest, the previously clear crystal now glowing a vibrant green and emitting a piercing whine that grew louder by the moment, even as the green glow strengthened in intensity. His fur began to smolder where the crystal touched it.
Diggs stared down in horror, first beating at the blazing crystal with his paws then trying to tear the leather cord from his neck.
“Get it off! Get it off!” he howled.
Scupp was beside him then. She grabbed hold of the necklace cord and yanked hard. Digg’s eyes bulged as the leather cord dug into his neck without breaking. He choked out a strangled, “Help!”
Suddenly Crane rushed to his side, slashing the cord free with his knife, freeing the singed ghoul. The crystal necklace bounced across the floor, its radiance now so intense that it left a trail of afterglow in Garrett’s eyes as he scrambled to retrieve it. The crystal screamed with a piercing whine that caused the ghouls and Lady Ymowyn to fall to their knees with their paws clutched over their ears.
The human boys faired little better, but Garrett was able to snatch the crystal up, feeling it vibrating with such intensity that it numbed his hand through his glove. He turned and hurled it through one of the broken windows in the nearest wall.
“Get down!” he shouted, but no one heard him over the blast that sent him flying through the air.
He came to his senses a moment later, coughing and bruised and covered in dust. Bits of masonry were still raining down around him. He sat up to discover himself in the middle of a pile of his friends, all of them dazed but none of them really hurt.
Scupp slapped Diggs hard across the ear and Warren pelted him with a chunk of wall.
Lady Ymowyn stood up, dusting bits of rubble from her ruined dress. Half of the red fur of her face was now covered in fine white ash. “I’m done,” she said, and turned to walk out, her bushy red tail, now dusted with powder, lashing angrily behind her.
The two Lethian boys looked at each other and laughed.
“You know, Diggs,” Garrett sighed, “if we could ever harness your power for good, we could win the war in like a week.”
Diggs grinned sheepishly, and then a chunk of the ceiling bounced off of his head.
*******
Garrett walked Crane and Mujah back to the Queensgarden exit from the tunnels. He bade them goodnight, turning down their offer to visit for dinner. He was anxious to get home and see Uncle Tinjin again.
He took the streets home, glad to get clear of the close, dampness of the tunnels and grateful for the cool night breeze. The first Curfew chime rang out as he made the last turn toward the Arcane Quarter. The chimes did not fill him with the same dread that they once did, but rather a deep sense of melancholy. He walked the emptying streets alone, thinking on the end of childhood and the unknown road that lay ahead.
He stopped, pausing to listen for the sound that he had thought he had heard before, a faint buzzing, like the droning of Lampwicke’s wings. He looked around but heard nothing now but the hiss of a street lamp.
He reached the door of Uncle’s manor house. As he put his hand on the door, the thought came to him that it would soon be his manor house. It did not seem real somehow. He turned the key in the lock… Uncle’s lock… perhaps it would always be the old man’s house, no matter what happened… and opened the door.
“Hi, Garrett,” Marla said. The vampire girl sat on the steps of the main staircase waiting for him. She closed the book on her lap and set it aside, brushing back a strand of her dark hair from her eyes.
Garrett dropped his satchel and rushed forward to embrace her.
Marla coughed and laughed. “What happened to you?” she asked.
Garrett stepped back, cringing at the sight of the thin coat of gray dust he had left across the front of her black jacket.
“Sorry,” he said, “Diggs kinda blew up the magic school.”
“Is everyone all right?” she asked, brushing some of the dust from Garrett’s shoulders.
“Yeah, they’re fine,” he said, stepping back to strip off his filthy cloak and Templar tabard, “What are you doing here?”
Marla’s nose wrinkled at the proximity of Garrett’s sodden undershirt, but her smile held firm. “Mother and I wanted to visit with your uncle again before he left.”
“Is he here?” Garrett asked.
Marla nodded. “I thought I would give mother and your uncle some time together,” Marla said, “and, anyway, I was hoping to see you.”
Garrett winced. “I’d have come home sooner, if I’d known you’d be here,” he said.
“It’s all right,” she said, “I brought a book to read while I waited.”
Garrett laughed.
Marla’s eyes fell to Garrett’s shirt. “Do you want to go clean up a bit?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he admitted, “I probably should… I just don’t want to waste the time that I could spend with you.”
“Go clean up,” she laughed, “I’ll still be here when you get back… if you hurry.” She gave him a mischievous grin.
Garrett only tripped on one of the steps as he ran upstairs, but his momentum carried him through it, and he managed not to fall.
He quickly scrubbed the grime and soot from his skin, not bothering to heat the bath water. He toweled off with equal haste, dragging on a fresh pair of leggings and his least wrinkled tunic. He yanked open the door to the hall with the intent of racing back downstairs, but came to an abrupt stop, finding Marla standing in the hallway, just outside his door.
She leaned close and kissed him softly on the lips. When he had caught his breath again, he returned the favor.
At last she pulled away, smiling at him. She nodded toward the little stairway at the end of the hall. “Let’s go up on the roof,” she said.
Garrett nodded his agreement.
They stepped out onto the balcony where Garrett had freed Lampwicke… where they had first kissed… and breathed in the cool night air.
“I like this place,” Marla whispered. She ran her hand along the railing and then turned to look out across the rooftops toward the east.
“Then stay here,” Garrett said.
Marla sighed.
Garrett felt something cold twist inside him, and he turned his gaze toward the south.
“Garrett, you know that I love you,” Marla said.
Garrett looked at her, and the ice melted in his heart. “I love you too,” he said.
“But I can’t stay here,” she said, looking at him with pain in her eyes.
“Why not?” he asked.
“I know who I am now, Garrett,” she said, “I’ve never really known before, but I know now… I can’t stay here forever, however much I might want to.”
Garrett fell silent. He nodded at last. “I know,” he said.
Marla gave him a hopeful smile. “You understand?” she asked.
“Yeah, I think I do,” he said, “You have some… destiny or something that’s gonna take you away from here. I know that now.”
“Garrett… I don’t want to leave. It’s just that…”
“I know,” he said, forcing a little smile, “You don’t have a choice in that… I understand.”
“Oh, Garrett,” she said, wrapping her arms around him and hugging him tightly.
“Thing is though,” he added, “I do have a choice.”
She pulled back to give him a questioning look.
“You see, Marla,” he laughed, “I figured it out. You may not have a choice in your fate… maybe all of this was handed down to you like some curse… or maybe a blessing… You have to face that… I understand. I know that you can’t hide from it here with me. They’d just come to get you and make you face it. I know that you don’t have a choice… but I do.”
She stepped back with a shadow of uncertainty on her face.
“I choose to love you, Marla, no matter what,” he said, “Wherever you have to go… whatever you have to do… I will always love you, and I will always be there for you. There is nothing they can ever do or say to make me give up on you… I love you, and nothing in the world is gonna change that.”
Marla put her hands to her lips, and suddenly sobbed. Her dark eyes brimmed with tears, and then she flew forward into his arms again.
He held her close, letting her cry against his shoulder. He breathed in the flowery scent of her hair. He shut his eyes, sealing away this moment for the dark times ahead. He felt the cold fire stir in his breast again, but this time he welcomed it, for it only served to stiffen his resolve.
“You’re my girl, Marla,” he whispered, a fierce grin spreading across his face as he opened his eyes to gaze into the blackness of the night, “and nothing is ever gonna change that.”
Chapter Seventeen
The Fraelan ship arrived in port the following Thursday, and Uncle Tinjin made his final preparations for departure.
He asked Chunnley to prepare the meal for his going away party, as Mrs. Nash would want to spend time with her brother and her son Pierce before they shipped out again. In any case, the Fraelan woman was not familiar with ghoulish cuisine, and many of Uncle’s party guests would be of the necrophagous persuasion.
That Uncle was able to procure a dead body for Chunnley to work with came as no surprise, given the assistance of Bargas and Warren, but where he came up with a cask of fresh siren’s blood for his vampire guests to enjoy was anyone’s guess. Garrett suspected that Mrs. Veranu had something to do with it.
After dinner, Scupp helped Chunnley clear away the plates while her brother, Warren, and the other young ghouls traded gruesome stories in the corner with a few of the city’s necromancers who had decided against following Max and the others on the latest expedition. Jitlowe, who had been happy not to have been invited on the expedition, discussed fashion with Master Jannis, one sipping fine Zhadeen wine, the other savoring his third goblet of siren’s blood.
Lady Ymowyn was doing her best to teach Garrett and Marla the steps of an Astorran waltz, stopping often to chide the trio of musicians whom Uncle had hired to play the night. The musicians, two young men and a woman, seemed altogether terrified of the party guests but did their best to follow the fox woman’s instructions, wending their way through the unfamiliar chords and tempo of the northern musical style. Garrett was grateful at least that they were distracting Ymowyn from a closer critique of his rather limited dancing abilities.
In any case, he would have borne any abuse for the chance to dance with Marla, no matter what music was playing.
Mrs. Veranu, Bargas, Serepheni, and Uncle Tinjin sat at the table, lingering over their supper and laughing about old times. Garrett cast them a jealous glance, knowing that Tinjin would be gone soon, but Marla spun him around with a girlish giggle. The comforting warmth of Marla’s body against his scattered all thoughts of the morrow, and he let himself become lost in the dream of the moment.
“What are you going to do with the house once your uncle leaves?” Marla asked.
“What do you mean?” Garrett asked.
“Are you going to redecorate?” she asked, dipping beneath his arm as she pivoted on her heel in the steps of the dance.
“Huh?”
“Brighten the place up a little,” she said, “Redecorate.”
“What’s wrong with it now?” he asked.
“It seems a bit gloomy,” she said, stepping close and then back again.
Garrett glanced at Marla’s black dress and frowned.
“This place is gloomy, even by vampire standards,” she laughed.
“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he said, glancing at the row of horned skulls engraved along the baseboards.
“So, why not make it a little more cheerful?” she said.
Garrett quickly apologized for bumping her with his elbow on the next turn. “Uh, I like it this way,” he added.
“Really?” she said.
“I don’t know,” he said, “I guess I haven’t thought about it, really.”
“Well you should think about it,” she said, “It might not remind you so much of him all the time if you make it your own.”
“Why wouldn’t I want it to remind me of him?” he asked.
“I’m sorry,” she said, stepping close again, and then stopping as the harpist botched a particularly difficult transition, and Lady Ymowyn moved in quickly to instruct the harried musician on the proper melody. Marla smiled at the sight and then added, “I just thought you might want to, you know, keep your mind on something else.”
“Well, you could come visit more often,” Garrett said.
Marla gave him a pained smile.
“Again!” Ymowyn said, and the music started anew.
Garrett immediately stepped on Marla’s toe.
“Sorry,” he said.
“It’s all right,” she laughed. Then her eyes sparkled at some private thought.
“What?” Garrett said.
“Do you want to see how it’s supposed to be done?” she asked.
“You mean you already knew how to do this dance?” he asked, feeling slightly betrayed.
“No,” she said, “but I think I’ve worked it out now… let me lead.”
“Huh?”
“Just go limp,” she said.
“I’ll fall over,” he said, “…again.”
“No you won’t,” she said.
Garrett shrugged and let his arms go slack as Marla shifted her grip to support his left wrist with her right hand, putting her left hand in his lower back.
“Now step on my toes,” she said.
“I already did that,” he said.
“No, I mean stand on them,” she said, “like my shoes were a ledge, and there’s a pit below you.”
“Like this?” he asked, placing the toes of his boots over hers.
“Put your weight on them,” she said.
“I’ll hurt you,” he said.
“I promise you won’t,” she laughed.
Garrett leaned forward, pressing his chest close against hers. He wasn’t sure what she had in mind, but he liked it so far.
“Now hold on,” she whispered in his ear.
It was at this moment that the three musicians finally mastered the tempo of the Astorran waltz and the music rang out with harmony and confidence. Marla lifted Garrett’s body and spun him effortlessly around, dipping and spinning in the steps of the dance. The walls and faces of his friends blurred together into a warm glow, and Garrett’s senses reeled with dizziness and the dreamlike scent of Marla’s hair.
They danced across the floor together, dipped and twirled, until Garrett began to understand what Lady Ymowyn had been trying to teach them. As the waltz slowed into its final strains, Garrett stepped off of Marla’s feet and took her hand in his. She smiled as he slowed the pace to his own level of mastery, even as the music slowed with him, a single flute carrying the melody as the drum and harp fell silent. Garrett turned Marla around then and pulled her close as the flute trilled out the final, mournful note of the waltz.
“Like that?” he whispered, looking into her eyes.
“Yeah,” she sighed, nodding her head gently.
“Well done!” Lady Ymowyn said, clapping her hands together.
The others joined in with applause for Marla and Garrett as they turned to face the other guests.
Garrett grinned, feeling himself blushing at the attention, and still a bit dizzy. Marla pulled him down with her into a curt bow, hers slightly more graceful than his.
“Are you ready to learn a difficult one?” Lady Ymowyn asked, the tips of her fangs showing in her grin.
Garrett was spared this fate by a loud knocking at the front door. He started toward it, but Marla held his hand fast, pulling him back.
“Let someone else get it,” she said, pulling him closer still.
“But…”
“Let someone else get it,” she said again, her voice soft.
Garrett felt a bit uneasy as the knock sounded again, and no one moved to answer it.
“You expectin’ someone else?” Bargas grumbled, rising from his haunches to face the door.
Uncle Tinjin shook his head.
“I’ll get it, dad,” Warren said.
“Allow me!” Diggs said, placing his paw on Warren’s chest with an aloof expression on his face. He loped out of the room and down the hallway toward the front door.
Garrett gave Marla a nervous look, and she gave him a tense, but slightly reassuring smile in return.
They heard the sound of the front door being wrenched open and then Diggs roared out, “Who dares disturb the great and mighty necromancer?”
“Diggs!” Garrett groaned.
A moment later, they heard the door shut again, and Diggs came loping back into the dining room, holding a parcel wrapped in black cloth.
“Who was it?” Warren asked.
“Some skinny fella,” Diggs answered, carrying the parcel over to place it on the table before Uncle Tinjin.
Garrett saw that Master Jannis had taken an immediate interest in the parcel and had excused himself from his conversation with Jitlowe to approach the table as well.
“You recognize the sigil?” Jannis asked.
“All too well,” Tinjin said flatly.
Mrs. Veranu seemed to recognize something as well, for the pink drained from her cheeks and her eyes tensed.
“Perhaps I should open it,” Jannis said.
Tinjin smiled. “I very much doubt that it would be poisoned,” he chuckled.
Jannis shrugged. “She’d know you weren’t expecting it to be,” he said.
Marla slipped free of Garrett’s hand and drew close to the table. Garrett followed as well, curious to see what it was.
Uncle Tinjin sighed and carefully unfolded the cloth, opening the parcel. A black, hexagonal stone lay within. It was formed of glossy volcanic glass and carved with intricate Draconic runes. A single crack ran through the center of the stone, and the two halves lay, not quite touching one another, on the table.
Marla’s mother gasped, putting her hands over her lips.
Jannis muttered something unpleasant in Draconic.
Uncle Tinjin simply stared down at the stone, his face unreadable.
“What is it?” Garrett whispered to Marla.
“I don’t know,” she whispered back, “but it was sent here by Valfrei Senzei. That’s her sigil on the wrapping.”
Uncle Tinjin began to laugh, a low chuckle at first, growing into a long, hearty laugh that filled the dining room.
“What does this mean?” Serepheni asked, and Bargas looked every bit as confused as she.
“It means they’ve revoked his protected status among our kind,” Jannis said. The pallid vampire was obviously struggling to control his rage.
“It means Tinjin can never visit Thrinaar again,” Mrs. Veranu said with a hollow look on her face, “He would be killed the moment he returned.”
Marla went to her mother’s side, taking her hand, and the two shared a worried look.
Uncle Tinjin’s laughter trailed off, and he dried his eyes with the heel of his hand. He then picked up the stone, one half in each hand, and tapped them together like a child playing with a broken plate. He chuckled again and shook his head.
“I fail to see the humor in this,” Master Jannis said.
“It is Senzei’s way of telling me …and don’t come back,” Tinjin laughed, “She could not bear to let me go without getting in the final word.”
“This must be protested!” Jannis said, “She has no right…”
Tinjin waved a fragment of the disk at him, shaking his head. “Let it pass, Jannis,” he sighed, “Let it pass. When you are weary of fighting a pointless battle, it is better to retire, letting your old foes think that they have won. Let her believe that she’s run me off… at least I won’t have to be guarding my back against one of her knives for the rest of my life.”
“Pointless battle?” Mrs. Veranu said, a hurt look in her eyes, “Tinjin?”
Tinjin put his hand on her shoulder and smiled sadly. “Lyssa,” he said, “You are the strongest woman that I have ever met, and it is time you realized that you never needed my help to begin with.”
“That’s not true!” Mrs. Veranu said with a little catch in her voice.
“It is true,” Tinjin said, his voice hard, “Berrol saw the strength in you. He married you for it, and your strength helped him carry his burden through many dark times.”
Mrs. Veranu’s lips trembled and she squeezed Marla’s hand.
“I did my part, as Berrol asked, to protect you both and guide you through the worst of it,” Tinjin said, “but he knew that my part in it was only temporary. It was you, Lyssa, you that he was always counting on to protect your daughter. He and I both knew that the day would come when I would step aside and let you stand on your own.
“This,” he said casting the broken disk down on the table, “was only ever a temporary measure. I was proud to serve my friend in this regard… to look after his wife and daughter until they both had the strength to become what he always knew you would. Lyssa, you are ready now…”
Lyssa Veranu pulled her daughter close, fighting back tears. At last, she gave Tinjin a fierce nod and began to dab at her cheeks with a napkin.
Tinjin smiled. “I understood there would be music at this party,” he rasped, eyeing the silent musicians.
They began to play again immediately, and the guests breathed a collective sigh of relief.
Garrett caught Master Jannis’s eye as the vampire turned away. Jannis gave him a half grin and shook his head. He returned to the cask and drew himself another cup of blood, gulping it down before filling it again.
“They aren’t going to try to… do anything to him now, are they?” Garrett whispered, stepping up beside Jannis to fill a cup of his own from the punch bowl.
“Your uncle is probably right,” Jannis sighed, “She’ll let him go, so long as he never returns to Thrinaar… As far as she’s concerned, he’s already dead.”
Garrett felt a chill go through him. He thought for a moment. “What was that black stone?” he asked.
Jannis walked over to a nearby row of chairs against the wall and motioned for Garrett to follow him. He sat down and took a sip of his drink, and Garrett did the same.
“It was a kind of seal… a badge of office,” Jannis said, “Your uncle was one of the only non-vampires to ever hold one… the last in fact.”
“How did he get it?” Garrett asked.
“He saved the life of Lady Veranu’s husband,” Jannis said, “I never got the whole story… something to do with an order of religious fanatics from the North… Afterward, the two of them became fast friends. By that time, the Drinker of Sorrow, as they called Marla’s father, had become a vampire of some influence.”
“Did you know him?” Garrett asked.
“By reputation only,” Jannis said, taking another sip, “He and I did not move in the same circles.” Jannis drank again and chuckled to himself. Then, seeming to notice something in Garrett’s gaze, he asked, “What is it?”
“Oh,” Garrett said, “I just wondered why you guys seemed to like some blood better than others. Does this blood taste better or something?”
“Oh, gods yes!” Jannis laughed, red-lipped. “Would you care for a taste?” He offered Garrett his cup.
“Ugh,” Garrett said.
Jannis laughed again and drained his cup in one gulp. He gestured with the empty goblet across the room to where Marla was now drinking from her own goblet. “The young lady seems quite enthusiastic about the taste,” he said.
“What does it taste like?” Garrett asked.
Jannis gave him a curious look and a bemused smile. “Why do you want to know?” he asked.
“Just curious,” Garrett said with a shrug.
“Well then,” Jannis said, handing his empty cup to Garrett, “Fetch me another, and I’ll tell you.”
Garrett took the silver goblet from the vampire’s hand, wrinkling his nose at the smear of red now clotting along its rim. He crossed the room, smiling nervously at Marla as he approached the cask of siren’s blood. He took a deep breath and worked the spigot.
“That’s blood, Garrett!” Marla warned him.
“I know,” he said, cringing a little at the sight of the thick red liquid oozing from the mouth of the spigot, “It’s for Mister Jannis.”
“Oh,” Marla said, smiling, “I’ll take another as well then.”
He took a moment to fill Marla’s cup for her before returning to find Jannis watching him with a pointed grin.
“Thank you, Garrett,” Jannis said, taking the cup. He brought it to his nose and inhaled deeply, savoring the scent. “I sometimes forget how to properly enjoy a good vein. This one smells of the night sea… and the wind before a storm.”
Garrett said nothing but watched as Jannis took a long, slow sip from the goblet of blood.
“The taste… is the promise of pleasures, unfulfilled,” Jannis sighed, “the best kind of pleasures, in fact, for you’ll find they always grow colder in the fulfillment.”
“So you can taste the memories of the creature whose blood it was?” Garrett asked.
“We taste the essence of the life we drink,” Jannis said, “which is why some blood tastes better than other blood… because some lives are better than other lives.”
“So, it’s sorta like what ghouls taste when they eat a dead thing,” Garrett said.
“Whatever do you mean?” Jannis asked.
“Well, they sorta taste the memories of the person that died, when they eat that person’s brain,” Garrett said.
Jannis stared back at him with a look of sick horror.
“I didn’t know that,” Jannis said, “I’m not certain that I wanted to know that.”
Garrett shrugged. “Well, it’s not much different from what you guys do,” he said.
“Yes, yes it is,” Jannis insisted. He looked down at his cup, still half full of blood, and then put it aside with a heavy sigh.
Marla came over to sit down beside Garrett, her own goblet held between her hands. “What are the two of you talking about?” she asked with a curious grin.
“The eating habits of ghouls,” Jannis answered in disgust.
Garrett smiled apologetically.
“Well, I’ll leave you two alone,” Jannis said, getting to his feet, “I think I’ve found a new customer, and I don’t want to let him escape my web.”
Garrett grinned and nodded at the elder vampire as Jannis moved off to find Jitlowe again.
Marla leaned close, laying her chin on Garrett’s shoulder. “It was a lovely party Garrett,” she said, “Thank you for the dance.”
Something in her tone told him this was a goodbye. “You have to leave?” he asked.
“I have to,” she said, “I’m sorry. The Valfrei is expecting me to have a thirty-seven page poem memorized by tomorrow.”
“The Valfrei!” Garrett scoffed, looking away.
Marla reached up, turning his face back to hers with her fingers on his cheek. “I know how you feel about her, Garrett,” she said, “I know what she is… now.”
“Then why?” he asked, “Why do you want to do anything she says?”
Marla sat back in the chair, sighing. Her eyes fell to the cup in her lap.
“At first, it was to please her,” Marla said, “I thought that maybe, if I impressed her with my knowledge and hard work, she would leave us alone and let my mother and I stay here in the city… now…”
“What?”
Marla’s eyes lifted to his again. “Now,” she said, “I understand why I will have to go back to Thrinaar someday.”
“Because she tells you to?” Garrett said, resentment creeping into his voice.
“No,” she said, “because I need to know, Garrett. I need to know what I am becoming. It’s like your uncle said… Let the Valfrei believe that she’s won… it doesn’t matter. She’s not the reason I will have to go back, she’s just the instrument of… revelation.”
“Revelation?” Garrett said.
“She’s just the messenger, Garrett,” Marla said, “They could have sent anyone, but once I realized… once I knew what I had to do… she doesn’t matter anymore… I have to do this! I wish I could make you understand…”
“No, I understand,” Garrett sighed, “I do… really. Just… don’t forget about me, Marla… don’t go away and never come back.”
She smiled and nodded before leaning close to kiss him. “I will come back,” she whispered, “I promise that, no matter where this leads me, I will come back.”
Garrett nodded. He took her hand and squeezed it gently. Together, they looked across the room to where Tinjin and Mrs. Veranu were standing together. Tinjin held Lyssa’s hands, both of them looking down, not speaking. Lyssa looked up then, whispering something to Tinjin. The old man smiled and nodded. Lyssa leaned close and pressed a delicate kiss against his lips before pulling away and gathering her cloak to go.
Tinjin watched her with a hollow look in his eyes, and Garrett saw him take a slow breath. Tinjin’s jaw stiffened, and he looked away, bringing his knuckles to his lips as though to cover a cough.
Garrett rose to greet Mrs. Veranu as she walked toward them. She blinked away tears as she gave him a nod and a wavering smile.
“Goodnight, Mrs. Veranu,” Garrett said, “Goodnight, Marla.”
“Goodnight, Garrett,” Marla said, “I’ll see you soon.”
He saw them to the door and opened it, letting in the night wind. He started a little when he saw the gaunt vampire in a black tailcoat standing silently on the threshold.
“Mister Klavicus!” Garrett exclaimed, “Why didn’t you knock?”
“I delivered the message earlier,” he said, “but I chose to wait that I might accompany my ladies home. In that manner, my time may not have been completely wasted.”
“Oh,” Garrett said, “I’m sure my uncle would like to meet you, if you have a minute.”
“No,” Klavicus sighed, “We must be going… My apologies to your uncle. I regret causing any offense… but my duty demands… obedience.”
“No, I don’t think the package bothered him at all,” Garrett said.
Klavicus smiled and nodded. “Then I imagine that it did not have its intended effect,” he sighed in relief, “All the better.”
“Thank you for waiting, Klavicus,” Mrs. Veranu whispered hoarsely, “It is time we took our leave.”
Garrett and Marla shared one final hung, and then he bade them all goodnight once more before the three vampires disappeared into the night.
He returned to find the dining room filled with laughter and sound. Warren and Ymowyn were stomping a ghoulish jig while Scupp and Bargas were doing a stilted imitation of the Astorran waltz. The three musicians had lost most of their inhibitions, thanks to Uncle Tinjin’s wine, and were pounding out a fairly good rendition of Marrow in the Barrow with Diggs acting as conductor, waving a soupy thigh bone in one hand.
Most of the necromancers were lost in their cups or gathered around the massive, black frosted cake that Chunnley was carving up to serve. Serepheni and Mister Jannis were saying their final farewells to Uncle Tinjin.
Garrett smiled, feeling a warmth inside that he had not felt for a long time. Then a sort of sadness crept in as he realized that he would probably never see all these people together in one place ever again.
He slipped out into the hallway, not wanting anyone to see him, in case he started to cry. He sat down at the foot of the stairs and remembered the surprise of finding Marla sitting there. The thought of her brought a smile to his face, and he lost himself in the memory of her.
A creaking sound behind him stirred him from his thoughts, and he looked up to see a man descending the stairs. Garrett jumped to his feet, his heart pounding in alarm for a moment, until he realized that it was only Caleb. The zombie had wrapped the satyr headdress around his face, covering all but his eyes… eyes that now looked down at Garrett with an unsettling intelligence behind their scratched pupils.
“Caleb?” Garrett called, his voice a little unsteady.
The zombie continued to walk, stiff-legged, down the stairs, stopping when he reached the bottom. He looked at Garrett and slowly nodded, moaning softly.
“What is it, Caleb?” Garrett asked, “Do you need something?”
Caleb grunted and lifted his right hand. He clutched a crumpled piece of parchment that he held out at arm’s length toward Garrett.
“For me?” Garrett asked.
Caleb nodded stiffly.
Garrett pulled the parchment from Caleb’s grasp with some difficulty and uncrumpled it. Garrett’s eyes went wide.
Caleb moaned questioningly.
“You drew this?” Garrett asked, staring down at the crude drawing of what looked like two hands, scrawled in charcoal upon the parchment.
Caleb moaned again, holding out both of his hands, palms up. Garrett grimaced at the many bloodless lacerations in the pale skin of the zombie’s fingers.
“You want me to fix your hands?” Garrett said, “I’m not sure I know how… I… maybe Uncle might.”
Caleb groaned and made a clawing motion at the wrist of his left hand. He repeated the motion on his right wrist.
“Gloves?” Garrett exclaimed, “You want gloves?”
Caleb sighed and nodded.
“Yeah, yeah,” Garrett said, “I can get you some gloves. We’ll go to the market tomorrow and find some for you.”
Caleb moaned quietly and then turned and slowly climbed the steps back upstairs.
Chapter Eighteen
Garrett climbed into the black carriage after Uncle Tinjin in the gloomy light of dawn. Tinjin wore a pale gray tunic and dark gray trousers of a simple cut, though the sheen of the silk suggested that these had been a parting gift from Master Jannis. Uncle’s boots were new as well, and the staff he carried was of simple oak. He laid the floppy traveler’s hat and oilskin cloak atop his rucksack on the seat beside him. It looked odd to see him without his purple hooded robe and skull-topped staff. He seemed smaller somehow.
Garrett had worn his Templar’s tunic under his rain cloak, though it was hard for him to imagine going to the temple after this. It was hard to imagine anything after this. He sat on the dusty cushion of the carriage seat opposite his uncle and felt cold and sick to his stomach.
As the last notes of the morning chime faded from the misty air, the zombie coachman reined the undead horses forward, and the carriage rolled into motion with the creak of its wooden wheels.
Tinjin leaned over to peer out through the side window as they made the turn onto the street. A faint smile tugged at his lip as he took one last look at the house. He sat back in the seat then with a quiet sigh.
“Are you sad?” Garrett asked.
“A bit, I suppose,” Uncle Tinjin answered, “and yet, I believe, I am more eager than anything else.”
“Eager?”
Tinjin grinned. “I can’t remember the last time I did anything simply because I wished to do it,” he said, “It is strange, but for all these years, living with the choices that I had made… being the man I had chosen to become… it came to feel like a kind of slavery.”
“Huh?”
“We can build up an image of ourselves, Garrett,” Tinjin said, “At first, it may be to protect ourselves or to accomplish something important, but, over time, it can become like a cell that we are building around ourselves… a prison.”
“Oh,” Garrett said, looking out the window at the gray streets now starting to fill with people.
“And it is the prison that we build for ourselves that is the most difficult to escape,” Tinjin sighed, “because we built it so that we would not wish to escape.”
Garrett nodded.
“Please understand, Garrett,” Tinjin said, “This is one of the most difficult decisions that I had ever made.”
“I know,” Garrett said.
Tinjin fell silent and looked out the window for a while before speaking again. “I’ve left all the important documents in the vault, and the emergency funds are concealed beneath the loose stone in the basement.”
“I know,” Garrett repeated.
“For anything else you need, just contact Mrs. Nash,” Tinjin said, “I’ll send word back to her when I’ve reached Weslae… and Cenick should return when he is finished his work at Taelish.”
“Taelish?” Garrett asked, “You mean that old elf city in the swamp?”
“Yes, I made contact with him last night after the party,” Tinjin said, “I did not mention my parting… You’ll give him the package as soon as he returns, won’t you?”
“Yeah,” Garrett assured him, “It’s in the study. I’ll give it to him.”
“Good,” Uncle sighed, “I regret doing it this way, but… it is for the best… As for Taelish, Cenick told me that he felt that he wanted to accomplish something important while he was awaiting Max’s return, so he has set his men to rebuilding Taelish… at least as much as the undead can be expected to repair elvish architecture.”
“Are people going to live there again?” Garrett asked.
Uncle Tinjin shrugged. “Who can say? It is dangerously near the Chadirian front, and at the center of a festering swamp, but… well, I suppose Cenick has a warm place in his heart for antiquities.”
Garrett smiled.
“Speaking of which, he asked if you might pay a visit to his house when you have the time,” Tinjin said, “He did not expect to be gone for this long, and he worries about his collections. I’ve left the keys to his townhome and Max’s as well on the table in the study. I know Max isn’t as concerned with his possessions as Cenick, but you might do him the same courtesy while you’re visiting Cenick’s house.”
“Yeah,” Garrett said.
“Thank you, Garrett,” Tinjin said.
They rode in silence for a while, feeling the steady vibration of the carriage wheels over the worn cobblestones. The sadness within Garrett’s breast had faded into a sort of dull emptiness, as though his entire childhood had been some strange storybook that he had only been reading, and now he had set it aside and awoken to the gray reality of adulthood. He looked at Uncle Tinjin, and the old man’s calm smile cheered him.
“Uncle Tinjin,” Garrett said.
“Yes, Garrett?”
“Thanks for saving me,” Garrett said, “and… everything.”
Tinjin nodded. “I consider it one of my better decisions,” he said.
Garrett’s eyes fell for a moment before he looked at Tinjin again. “I… I know I’m not your real son,” Garrett said, “but, if I were… I’d be glad that you were my dad.”
Tinjin’s mouth began to tremble, and his eyes soon brimmed with tears. He smiled through it and nodded his thanks. When he had regained enough composure to speak again, he rasped, “and I would be proud to name you my son.”
Garrett smiled back and then looked out the window, trying to think of something else.
Tinjin cleared his throat, and Garrett sniffed. Neither spoke again as the carriage rolled along the broad lanes that led down to the lower city and the ships waiting at dock.
The Fraelan ship was taking on the last of its cargo as the carriage pulled up beside a towering stack of crab traps. Uncle reached for the handle of the carriage door, but the door wrenched open before he could touch it.
The smell of salt air and rotting fish washed over them as they looked out to see a young man, dressed in sailor’s garb, with fiery red hair and glittering green eyes grinning back at them.
“Good morning, Mister Tinjin,” the stranger said, nodding at the old man before winking at Garrett and adding, “Kingslayer.”
Garrett stared back, dumfounded.
“Good morning,” Uncle Tinjin laughed, “… it hardly seems appropriate to call you m’lady.”
“Wyn is fine, sir,” the strange young man answered, “just Wyn.”
Garrett suddenly made the connection. “Ymowyn?” he whispered.
“At yer service, young master,” the disguised Ymowyn replied with an affected Astorran drawl and a florid bow.
Tinjin accepted Ymowyn’s assistance with his rucksack and staff as he exited the carriage, and Garrett followed them out onto the muddy dock, closing the carriage door behind them.
Garrett recognized a familiar face as they approached the two-masted Fraelan vessel, though the tanned young man no longer bore much resemblance to the gangly kitchen boy he had been the last time Garrett had seen him.
“Pierce!” Garrett called out, waving.
The Fraelan boy swung down from the rigging and leapt across to the dock, his bare feet splashing on the swollen planks. “Garrett!” he said, grinning broadly. He stopped to bow before Garrett’s uncle. “Master Tinjin.”
“Hello, Pierce,” Tinjin said, “Is your uncle here?”
“I’ll get him for you,” Pierce said, “You want me to take your things?”
“Thank you, but I’ll pull my own weight,” Tinjin said, shouldering his bag.
“Aye, sir,” Pierce said. He ran back across the swaying gangplank and disappeared among the other sailors and porters who were stuffing the hold with supplies for the return voyage.
Pierce returned a minute later with his uncle, a middle-aged man in knee-high boots and a sun-bleached overcoat. The man’s unruly hair was swept back and stiff as though he spent a lot of time facing into the wind, and his leathery face bore the same slightly elfin features as his sister’s. His slight smile seemed to stretch against the rictus of his perpetual toothy sneer, and when he spoke, it was through his teeth to keep the long-stemmed pipe clenched between them from falling free.
“Master Tinjin,” he said, “I’m Captain Greene. You’re ready to go, I take it?”
“Yes, Captain,” Tinjin said, “Thank you for having me.” His hand emerged from his pocket with a bulging sack of coins.
Captain Greene raised his hand. “You pay when I get you there, sir, not before.”
“You have my every confidence, Captain,” Tinjin laughed, “I’d just as soon be free of its weight.”
“No, sir,” Greene hissed through his teeth, “It’s bad luck, bein’ paid before the cargo’s delivered.”
“Ah, my apologies, Captain,” Tinjin said, returning the coins to his pocket, “It seems I have much to learn about the ways of the sea.”
“Plenty o’ time for that, sir,” Greene said, stretching his grin a bit tighter, “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll have Mister Nash square you away while I see to the finals.”
“Of course, Captain,” Tinjin said, “although I did wish to introduce you to a friend of mine who may be interested in sailing with you at some later date.”
Greene, already half turned to go raised a bushy eyebrow and eyed Garrett and the disguised Ymowyn suspiciously.
“This is young master Wyn,” Tinjin said, “a gentleman of exemplary character. I can vouch for him.”
“Another wizard?” Greene demanded.
“Not exactly,” Tinjin said, looking to Ymowyn.
“A healer, sir,” Ymowyn said, bowing slightly.
“Hmph,” Captain Greene said, squinting at the fox woman’s illusion, “Get you some sun and learn to tie a few knots, and I can find a berth for you if you’re ever lookin’ to go to sea.”
“Aye, sir,” Ymowyn answered in a surprisingly gruff voice.
Greene turned and stamped away, leaving them with Pierce as he returned to his ship.
Tinjin turned to face Garrett and Ymowyn and nodded. “I suppose this is it, then,” he sighed, “I never really cared for this sort of thing… goodbyes. My heart prefers to imagine that we will see one another again soon, and I think that’s the best way to go about it.”
Garrett nodded. He was having trouble meeting the old man’s gaze.
“I’ll see you soon, Garrett,” Tinjin said, taking him in his arms and squeezing tightly.
Garrett hugged him back. “I’ll see you soon,” he whispered.
Tinjin released him then and gave Ymowyn a brief hug in turn.
“Tell Max I said hi,” Garrett said, his voice starting to break with emotion.
Tinjin nodded. “I’ll send him back home as soon as I can,” he said, “and then… well, I don’t know what happens then… but I am anxious to find out.” He grinned fiercely and looked away toward the channel leading out to the sea.
“Good luck, Tinjin,” Ymowyn said.
“Good luck to us all!” Tinjin laughed, and then he turned and strode across the dock and plank onto the waiting ship with Pierce close behind.
Garrett broke down in sobs, and Ymowyn guided him back toward the carriage.
“Do you mind if I ride back with you?” she whispered when they reached the carriage door, “My face is killing me.”
“It’s all right,” Garrett said, climbing inside and sitting down to dry his eyes on his sleeves.
Ymowyn pulled the door shut behind them and scrubbed the illusion from her face with human hands that were suddenly red-furred paws. “Ah,” she gasped, wiggling her nose and baring her fangs experimentally, “That’s better!”
Garrett stared at the floor, saying nothing.
Ymowyn looked around the interior of the coach, tracing her fingertips across the black velvet cushions. “This is nice,” she said, “but how do you make it go?”
“Oh,” Garrett said, suddenly aware that he was the carriage’s owner now. He turned and banged his fist against the wall of the carriage, yelling, “Home!”
The carriage lurched into motion, turning back toward the city and rolling along the crowded dock, sailors and porters parting to give a wide berth to the undead horses and their burden.
“Wait, I have to get to class!” Garrett reminded himself. He banged on the wall again and shouted, “Temple!”
“Did you want me to drop you off somewhere else first?” he asked Ymowyn, but she shook her head. Garrett sank back into the seat and lost himself in his thoughts once more.
“Thank you for the ride,” Ymowyn said, smoothing the front of her dress and adjusting her tail on the seat beside her.
“Yeah.”
“It’s not easy being on your own,” she said.
“Huh?” he said, stirring from his thoughts.
“You’ve never really had the chance to be your own person before,” she said, “It can be a bit daunting at first.”
“Yeah,” he said, “I guess.”
“What are you going to do now?” she asked.
“I dunno, I guess just keep doing what I have been doing,” he said.
“That’s a terrible idea,” she laughed.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“You’re a young man who has suddenly found himself the master of his own fate,” she said with a grin, “I demand that you make at least one stupid decision by this time next week.” She reached across to slap him on the knee. “It’s practically a rite of passage!”
“But I don’t want to make any stupid decisions,” he protested.
“That’s got nothing to do with it,” she laughed, “You are required to do something stupid, and there’s no debating it! Get drunk, start a fight, pursue dangerous women… there’s no end to the debauchery a young man might commit once he’s loosed upon the world. Do something stupid, Garrett!”
He gave her a baffled stare. “That sounds like terrible advice,” he said.
Ymowyn shrugged. “I’m a terrible person,” she laughed, “but the advice is good. Trust me Garrett.”
Garrett smiled. “I’ll try,” he said.
“That’s the spirit, Kingslayer!” she said, raising her fist toward the sky.
“I wish you wouldn’t call me that,” he sighed.
“I don’t care,” she said, “I’m a terrible person, remember? Someone has to remind you of your glorious conquests from time to time, otherwise you’d be in danger of becoming overly humble.”
“I didn’t kill him!” Garrett said.
Ymowyn raised her hands, open palmed. “If it weren’t for you, he’d still be alive, wouldn’t he?” she said.
Garrett said nothing.
“You may not have meant to kill him, but your actions led to his death, and the world is a better place for it,” she said.
Garrett scoffed and looked away.
“It is a better place,” she insisted, “No matter what you might think of Prince Cabre, I would rather that weak-willed boy was sitting on my country’s throne than that monster he called his father.”
Garrett gave her a look of disgust.
“Of course I would much rather a true king were sitting upon the throne,” she said, “and all the Chadiri driven from our lands.”
“Where are you gonna find one of those?” Garrett laughed.
She gave him a hard look.
“What?” he asked.
Lady Ymowyn smiled slyly and looked away. “The last Songreaver had no qualms about taking other people’s thrones,” she said.
Icy fingers seemed to close around Garrett’s heart, and he held his breath until the feeling passed. He gave Ymowyn a look of disbelief.
“Just something to think about,” she said, grinning sharply. She glanced out the window and suddenly exclaimed, “Ooh, roses! Let me out here, please.”
Garrett called out for the coachman to halt, and the carriage rolled to a stop in the middle of a busy market.
Lady Ymowyn swung open the door and hopped out.
“Thanks again for the ride, Garrett,” she said, poking her head back inside, “and don’t forget to do something awful by next week! I’m holding you to your promise!”
“I didn’t promise anything!” he cried.
Ymowyn’s eyes flared angrily, and she touched her fingertip to her nose before pointing it at him. “Something stupid!” she said, “No argument, or I’ll have Warren introduce you to a few of those Marrowvyn girls!”
Garrett sighed in frustration as the fox woman gave him a final wink and slammed the coach door shut.
*******
Garrett and Banden walked together after sparring class, letting the heat of mock combat fade from their limbs in the cool morning breeze of the outer temple grounds. Banden sported a nasty bruise across his right shoulder, but Garrett had managed to escape with only a few scratched knuckles. The class had not lasted long enough to inflict many serious injuries today. Matron Shelbie had appeared halfway through and shared a whispered conversation with Matron Brix. Afterwards, the initiates had been given the rest of the day off without explanation.
“You think it has to do with that thing you saw sneaking into the temple?” Banden asked.
“Maybe,” Garrett said, “Serepheni seemed really upset about it when I told her, and she was going to tell the High Priestess.”
“I wonder if it works for the Chadiri?” Banden said.
“Who else?” Garrett said.
“It just doesn’t seem very brave or noble,” Banden said, “sending some creepy guy in to spy on us like that.”
“What’s that got to do with it?” Garrett asked.
“I don’t know,” Banden said, “It’s just something my sister told me once. She said you have to look at people’s reasons for doing things to understand what they might do next. I mean, with the Chadiri, it’s all about showing the world how brave and strong they are. They want everybody else to know that they’re the best at everything, and their god is the strongest. This just seems kinda… sneaky for them.”
“They sent those demons after you and my friends,” Garrett said, “That wasn’t very brave.”
“Yeah, maybe,” Banden admitted, “but I’ve been thinking about that too. I mean you said those things were working for the Inquisitor, but that his own people didn’t like him very much. What if he’s doing something he’s not supposed to? What if he’s the real spy, and, if the other Chadiri found out, he’d be in trouble?”
Garrett considered it for a moment. “Maybe you’re right,” he said, “That would explain a lot.”
“Maybe we should go tell the Chadiri about what he’s up to,” Banden said.
Garrett laughed.
“I’m serious,” Banden said.
Garrett frowned. “Well, assuming they didn’t kill us on sight,” Garrett said, “Why would they take our word over his?”
“I don’t know,” Banden said, his eyes falling, “I just wish there was some way we could just talk with them and try to work things out.”
“Is that what the Peacebringers do?” Garrett asked.
Banden blinked. “Yeah, I guess so,” he laughed, “I wasn’t really thinking about it like that, but, yeah, I think that’s what they did.”
“Are there any of them left anywhere that could help us?” Garrett asked.
“I don’t know,” Banden said, “I never really paid attention to what my sister did back then. There might still be some Peacebringers left alive somewhere, but I wouldn’t know where to find them.”
“Banden!” a girl’s voice called out, and the two boys saw that Frae was waving at them from an opening in the wall of a nearby hedge maze.
Banden grinned and took a look around to make certain no one else was watching. He and Garrett jogged over the green wall and stepped through the gap into the leafy shadows where the girl waited. The two shared a brief kiss, and the young priestess glanced nervously at Garrett as she pulled away.
“What’s wrong?” Banden asked.
“Nothing,” Frae said, looking away, “I just… I just saw something that bothered me a little.”
“What was it?” Banden asked.
She glanced at Garrett again before looking away. “I’m not supposed to talk about it,” she said, “it was something in the Inner Sanctum.”
“Garrett’s my friend,” Banden said, “You can trust him.”
Frae took a breath to steady herself. “I don’t know…” she said.
“Did it have something to do with why they canceled classes today?” Banden asked.
“No… I don’t know what that was about,” she said, “This was something else.”
“Tell me,” Banden said, “Maybe I can help.”
Frae’s eyes moved toward Garrett again and just as quickly away. “You have to promise that you won’t tell anyone… either of you.”
“We won’t!” Banden said, “I promise.”
Garrett remembered Uncle Tinjin’s warning not to swear any oaths of secrecy, but Banden had already spoken for him, and he had no wish to contradict his friend. He kept his silence and let Banden’s oath cover his guilty conscience.
“I saw what they do with the dead,” Frae whispered.
“What dead?” Banden asked.
“The dead men that they bring back from the war,” Frae shuddered, “I saw how they make them walk again!”
“Skeletons?” Garrett asked.
Frae nodded sharply, not looking at him.
“You saw how they make skeleton warriors out of dead bodies?” Garrett asked, his heart beating quicker to have suddenly found himself so close to discovering the secret he had been sent to learn.
“I saw them do it last night,” Frae said, “Oh, Banden, it was awful!” She buried her face in Banden’s shoulder and he wrapped his arms around her to comfort her.
“So, um, how did… I mean, what happened?” Garrett asked, trying to conceal his excitement.
“There is a place where they bring the bodies,” Frae said, “They lay them out in rows, and then…”
“Then what?” Garrett asked.
Frae shook her head. “I can’t… I can’t describe it,” she said, “You’d have to see it yourself to understand.”
“But men aren’t allowed in the Inner Sanctum,” Banden said.
“No, you’re right,” Frae said, “You can’t go there at all, can you?”
Garrett chewed back his frustration, trying to think of another tact.
“Unless…” Frae whispered.
“What?” Garrett said.
“Well, the High Priestess has called all the Matrons to council tonight,” Frae said, “I haven’t been here that long, but I don’t think that’s normal.”
“What’s going on?” Banden asked.
“I don’t know. They didn’t tell us anything,” she said, “but it does mean that there won’t be any priestesses in the Sanctum tonight.”
“What are you saying?” Banden asked.
Frae looked at Garrett. “I could show you the way in,” she whispered, “but it would have to be tonight.”
Garrett swallowed back the little flutter of fear in his throat and nodded. “I’ll go with you,” he said.
Banden shook his head. “No,” he said, “This is a bad idea. I don’t want either one of you getting in trouble over this!”
Frae pulled away from him, crossing her arms over her chest. “Well, if you don’t want to see…” she said.
“No, I want to go… if you’ll take me,” Garrett insisted.
“Garrett,” Banden said, looking very uncomfortable with the whole idea.
“It’ll be all right,” Garrett said, “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”
“It’s fine, Banden,” Frae said, “It will be easier with just the two of us anyway.”
“No, I’ll go with you,” Banden sighed, “If something goes wrong, I want to be there to help.”
“Really, it will be all right,” Frae said, a pleading note in her voice, “I can take your friend in, and be right out again. Just wait for us outside. You can watch the door for us.”
“We stick together on this,” Banden said, “I’m going with you.”
Frae looked troubled but then nodded in agreement. “Meet me at the chantry just after Curfew,” she said.
“We’ll be there,” Garrett said.
Frae gave Banden a furtive peck on the cheek and then disappeared into the hedge maze. Banden looked a bit sick.
“It’ll be fun,” Garrett laughed, trying as hard to encourage himself as Banden, “Besides, I promised Lady Ymowyn I would do something stupid this week.”
“This definitely qualifies for that,” Banden grumbled.
Chapter Nineteen
Garrett left Caleb to try on the stack of gloves that he had brought home from the market while he got dressed. He felt a little guilty about not having taken the zombie to fit a pair in person, but Caleb seemed content to fumble through the pile of leather, and, if he didn’t find a pair that fit right, they could always go tomorrow.
Garrett pulled on his favorite pair of tomb-robbing pants, finding them uncomfortably tight. He had to settle for a slightly baggier pair of sturdy leggings and a coarse-threaded shirt that had proven quite resistant to abrasions in the past. His newest pair of necromancer boots would do just fine, and he cinched his knife belt around his waist, feeling the comforting weight of a curved jungle knife that Cenick had left with him as a replacement for the last two blades that Garrett had lost. He concealed the weapon beneath his Templar tabard and admired himself in the mirror.
His heart beat with mingled fear and excitement, and he was already working on a way to keep Banden’s oath by proxy and still serve his duty to his fellow necromancers.
Banden had promised that they wouldn’t tell anyone what Frae had told them, but, if Garrett just happened to learn the secret of making skeletons tonight, he would not be honor-bound to refrain from using that knowledge to make skeletons of his own. If the other necromancers then happened to observe that process and learned the secret themselves… well, it didn’t feel exactly honest, but he could work out the details later.
“Wish me luck, Caleb,” Garrett said, “I’m off to steal a secret!”
Caleb grunted, still trying to pull on a thin leather glove and missing his aim on most of the fingers.
Garrett grinned at him and shook his head. He finished pulling on his cloak and satchel and then helped Caleb slip the gloves on properly.
“How’s that feel?” Garrett asked.
Caleb flexed his leather-clad fingers and moaned appreciatively.
“Well, good luck with whatever it is you’re doing,” Garrett said. He patted the zombie on the shoulder before leaving.
Wind caught at Garrett’s cloak as he stepped out onto the street, and thunder rumbled from the gray clouds above. Cold rain pattered against the cobblestones, growing stronger with every passing minute. By the time he reached the temple, his boots were leaving a wake through the flooded streets of the Upper City.
Garrett greeted the Templars at the temple gate, ready with an excuse, but the men recognized his face and tabard and did not bother to ask his reason for arriving at so late an hour.
He found Banden waiting just outside the barracks as the Curfew bells chimed. The boy was wearing a rain cloak over his own tabard, and Garrett recognized the bulge of a sparring staff tucked into his belt beneath the cloak.
“There’s not supposed to be anybody there, Banden,” Garrett said, “What’s the staff for?”
“I dunno,” Banden whispered, “I just feel better with it than without it.”
Garrett shrugged. “You ready?”
“No,” Banden grumbled, blinking the rain out of his eyes, “but I’m not letting you and Frae go in there without me.”
“Thanks for coming,” Garrett said, and together they made their way through the shadow of the outer wall toward the main temple.
Garrett’s mind swam with excuses to give in case they were caught, each one growing more and more improbable the further they moved into the temple proper. He glanced back at the watery footprints the two of them were leaving on the polished wood of the chantry floor, and his stomach twisted inside him.
“Over here!” Frae’s voice hissed from the shadows, and Garrett looked to see the green glow of a small witchfire lamp, and the young priestess dimly illuminated by it.
Banden rushed to meet her, and the two shared a brief embrace before Frae pulled away, not meeting the boy’s gaze.
“This way,” she said.
Garrett and Banden followed her into a narrow passage, barely noticeable, between the columns that flanked two small shrines, each dedicated to one of the first High Priestesses. The three of them ascended a twisting flight of stairs between ancient rough-hewn stone walls that stank of mildew. Banden’s shoes slipped once or twice on the damp steps, but Garrett was there to steady him, grateful for the sure grip of the tar-painted soles of his new boots.
“Through here,” Frae called back as she stepped through a narrow door that swung open on massive hinges of green bronze. The door itself seemed half as thick as it was wide with five heavy bolt locks along the open edge of its frame. Had it been barred against them, and given the curve of the stairwell outside, they would have had no hope of breaking through, even if they had brought a dozen strong men and a battering ram.
“How did you get this door open?” Garrett asked, but Frae only shushed him as she led them on through a serpentine corridor with a high ceiling that came together above them in a corbelled arch.
“This place is really old,” Garrett whispered, but Banden hissed him to silence this time.
They emerged through another ancient door into a gloomy space between a curved wall and a thick tapestry with a faint greenish light spilling in beneath it from the room beyond. Frae gave the boys a hard glance and pressed her fingers to her lips. She motioned for them to wait behind while she went on ahead.
Garrett and Banden shared a concerned look as the girl disappeared around the curve of wall and tapestry to their right.
It was then that Garrett caught the familiar whiff of death in the still air of the hidden place. His skin prickled at the sound of a great, muffled groan that seemed to come from below, and the stones beneath his feet vibrated ever so slightly with the sound.
Banden’s eyes went wide, and he snatched the sparring rod from his belt and clutched it protectively to his chest. Garrett’s hand went to the flask of essence in the bottom of his satchel.
The groaning sound subsided and stillness returned to the sickly air. Frae returned as well, motioning for them to follow her again, and they did as she instructed.
She guided them through the gap between two enormous tapestries that hung along the outer walls of a vast dome, probably part of the city’s original elvish structures, but it was the center of the room that drew their eyes.
Verdant light shone from a great circular pit, nearly forty feet deep, that ringed a central disk. A titanic statue of translucent jade stood in the center of the disk. It was carved in the shape of a great coiling worm with a cluster of facial tentacles that stretched heavenward to its full height, nearly eighty feet above the main floor. A dim phosphorescence played through the statue’s crystal, giving it a weird appearance of life, and its tentacles seemed to writhe with a trick of the light.
Banden fell to his knees and made a gesture of obeisance to the icon of Mauravant. Garrett looked at him and then at Frae, catching what might have been a look of pain in her eyes. She glanced away quickly when she saw him looking at her.
“There’s no one here,” she said, “but we must hurry.”
Garrett pulled Banden to his feet, and they followed the girl toward an opening in the floor of the outer ring and a set of steps leading down. Garrett glanced around the room again, noticing the image woven into the tapestry they had been hiding behind. It depicted the battle between Mauravant and Malleatus. The two gods were locked in deathly embrace, with Malleatus depicted as a gigantic man in red plate armor, tearing strips of living flesh from the Worm Mother’s sides with his taloned gauntlets. For her part, the enormous, tentacled worm was coiled around the blood god’s waist and legs, crushing him in her grip. Garrett gave the tapestry a grimace of disgust and was about to look away when he noticed the background of the scene and paused to take a better look.
There, above the bloody battlefield of armies, clad in red and green, murdering one another on the ground, a number of winged shapes filled the storm-swept sky. Creatures with fiery eyes and bat wings struggled against what looked like feathered serpents, and there, sweeping in beneath a great column of smoke and flame erupting from the peak of a great mountain, a flight of dragons came, breathing flame. Astride their backs, Garrett could make out the tiny figures of men in horned helms.
“Let’s go!” Frae hissed, and Garrett jumped, abandoning his examination of the old tapestry.
Garrett followed the others down the narrow stairs to a sub floor beneath the outer ring and a tunnel that led toward the central pit.
“We’re almost there,” Frae said, and Garrett could hear the tension in her voice. A part of him regretted bringing her into this. He hated putting others at risk, but he had waited a long time to learn this secret, and this might be his only chance.
Frae slid back the bolts of another bronze door and swung it open, bathing the dark corridor with the green light of the ring pit beyond. She turned and looked back at them, silhouetted in the eerie glow of the pit.
“It’s through here,” she said, as though the words caused her pain to speak them.
Banden hesitated, but Garrett slipped past him, anxious to follow the young priestess and discover the temple’s secret.
The great groaning sound came again, and the stones of the floor and wall trembled at the sound.
“I think we should go back,” Banden said, his voice hardly more than a rasping whisper.
Garrett saw the look of relief in the girl’s eyes as he reached the doorway beside her. “Banden,” she said, “you go back and find the door behind the tapestry again. We may have to leave in a hurry.”
“I’m not leaving you!” Banden said.
“It’ll be all right, Banden,” she said, a note of desperation in her voice, “We’ll be right back… just go back to the tunnel, please!”
“No,” Banden said, “I’m not afraid!”
“We’ll be all right, Banden,” Garrett assured him.
Banden pushed past the two of them without a word, stepping out onto the floor of the central ring pit.
Garrett looked at Frae, but she said nothing, her eyes downcast and her jaw set in an expression of resignation.
Garrett wasted no further time but followed his friend out into the pit.
Frae sighed and gestured for them to follow her around the curve of the ring.
Garrett looked around as they walked. The glow seemed to come from the stone of the walls and floor itself. The walls of the pit were smooth as glass, broken only by the occasional green bronze door along the outer circumference. The floor however, was riddled with countless small round holes about the diameter of a hen’s egg. The stone around the edges of the holes had been worn smooth, making it rather difficult to walk across as Garrett’s boots kept turning beneath him as his heels slipped into the divots.
As they rounded the bend, he saw the source of the smell. The bodies of dead men, most of them still clad in tattered Chadirian uniforms, were laid out in neat rows along the curve of the inner wall. Garrett hurried over to inspect them, kneeling to prod at one of the corpses with his finger.
“What is it?” Banden asked.
“Just a dead guy,” Garrett answered, “I don’t see anything special about him.” He turned to look toward the young priestess as he spoke again, “How do they turn them into…”

Frae had crept back away from the boys as Garrett knelt beside the corpse, and she was already almost around the bend when Garrett saw her turn to run.
“Hey!” Garrett cried, springing up to chase her.
“Frae! What’s wrong?” Banden cried.
The two of them rounded the bend just in time to hear Frae scream as someone slammed the bronze door in her face from outside the ring. The girl pounded her fists against the metal door and cried out, “Please, Matron, let me out!”
“Shelbie!” Garrett hissed, his eyes burning with rage as he yanked the canister from his satchel.
“Frae, what’s happening?” Banden demanded, rushing to her side.
She ignored him, continuing to pound at the door with her hands, screaming, “Please, don’t leave me in here!”
“Frae, talk to me!” Banden cried grabbing the girl by the shoulders and spinning her to face him. Her face was blank with terror.
“No!” Garrett shouted, cold rage bubbling up inside him, mostly at his own stupidity.
“Garrett?” Banden said, his eyes wide.
“It was a trap, Banden,” Garrett said, “She led us down here because Matron Shelbie wants to get rid of me.”
“What?” Banden gasped.
Frae was starting to sob uncontrollably, and Banden pulled her close to comfort her.
Garrett gave the girl a look of disgust. “Is there any other way out of here?” he demanded.
Frae whimpered, shaking her head.
Somewhere nearby, the deep mournful sound of a gong rang out.
“What was that?” Banden asked as Frae began sobbing like a little girl in his arms.
“It sounded like a dinner bell,” Garrett sighed.
“For what?” Banden asked.
Garrett pushed them out of the way and felt around the edges of the bronze door with his fingers. He leaned his shoulder against the door and gave it an experimental push. His mind frantically searched for a solution. For a moment, he found himself wishing for a jug of water, but he could not work out exactly what good that would do.
“Garrett!” Banden shouted.
Garrett turned to see the spot on the floor that Banden was pointing at and recoiled in horror.
Thick, black worms the length of a man’s arm were wriggling up through the holes in the floor to form writhing mounds of worm-flesh that spilled out like dark pools across the glowing stone.
“What are those?” Banden gasped.
“Holy Mother, Holy Mother,” Frae sobbed, “Spare me, your humble servant! Spare me, your humble servant!”
Garrett stared at the thickening mass of black flesh oozing toward them, and then jumped back as more of the creatures began to push up through the holes beneath his feet.
“What are those things?” Banden screamed, shaking the young priestess’s shoulders.
“Holy Mother… Holy Mother,” Frae mumbled, her eyes fluttering back in her head as she swooned in Banden’s arms.
“Garrett, help me,” Banden cried as he tried to lift the unconscious girl away from the floor.
Garrett hesitated a moment but then groaned in resignation, he stuffed the flask back inside his bag and moved to pull one of Frae’s arms up across his shoulders, helping Banden to carry her between them as they fled back toward the bodies around the bend.
They stopped at another bronze door and found it barred from the outside as well. They hurried on to the next without any luck. Garrett had to stop to shake one of the black worms from his boot. It clung for a moment, sucking at the leather with its ringed mouthparts before he could dislodge it. Beside him, Banden cried out as he kicked his leg trying to shake off one of the creatures that was anchored to a bloody patch on his pants leg.
Garrett pulled the knife from his belt and severed the worm’s body from its head that still clung tenaciously to Banden’s wounded leg. More of them were piling up all around.
“You have to hold her, Banden!” Garrett shouted, pushing the unconscious priestess off onto the terrified boy.
Banden nodded fiercely, and Garrett pulled the essence flask from his satchel with his free hand.
The smell of scorched blood filled the pit as Garrett incinerated the worms in a ring around them with a lance of faefire.
“This way!” he shouted, leading them toward the bodies. He had no other thought than that the dead men might provide a distraction for the worms, buying him enough time to think of something.
The boys skidded to a halt as they came within sight of the dead Chadiri soldiers. The dead men were now completely covered in writhing worms, their bodies seeming almost to move of their own accord as the worms stripped the flesh from their bones. Then, with a sickening revelation, Garrett realized that it was no illusion.
The lumpy shapes of men moved beneath the swarming mass of worm-flesh, some now struggling to their feet and swaying drunkenly.
Garrett stared, mouth agape, as one of the men turned to face him and lifted his arm toward him. The worms dropped away from the glistening bones of the skeletal hand beneath, and the eyeless sockets of a grinning skull stared back at him as the black worms dropped away from the man’s face.
Suddenly the bronze door behind them wrenched open, and Garrett spun toward the sound of salvation.
The canister of essence dropped from his numbed fingers at the sight of the brown-eyed girl in the doorway, and his knees crumpled beneath him.
The crawling black flesh of a thousand worms stretched up with hungry mouths to catch him as he fell.
Chapter Twenty
“Who are you?”
Garrett heard the boy’s voice speaking from somewhere far away. He felt the icy weight of what felt like dark waters passing above his body, as though he lay at the bottom of some great river, his body crushed into the soft, dead mud beneath.
“I’m a friend,” a girl’s voice answered, a familiar voice.
Garrett reached up toward the distant greenish light far above, his fingertips seemed to brush against the glassy surface of a black door… a tomb. Something waited for him inside that tomb… the tomb of a king.
Garrett gasped for breath, his eyes fluttering open.
“Garrett!” the Girl in Brown cried out. She was kneeling beside him as he lay on his back upon the floor of a narrow stone tunnel. The moment she saw he was awake, she caught him up in a crushing hug.
“I lost you!” Garrett gasped, “I lost you…”
“No, I’m here,” she said, fighting back tears as she gently laid him back down to the floor, “I’m here now.”
Garrett put his hand to his chest, feeling the lingering weight of the icy river on his heart. “I was dead,” he whispered.
The Girl in Brown’s lips tensed, her eyes brimming with tears.
“No,” Banden said, “She saved you. She saved all of us!”
Garrett looked around, the memory of the night’s events returning to him, fighting its way back through the memories of that black tomb. Banden sat beside him on the floor as well, and Frae lay unconscious on the floor behind him. The Girl in Brown held Garrett close again, and he laid his head against her shoulder.
“No,” he said, “I died before. I…”
The memory of Garrett’s brother, speaking to him in that world between worlds, returned now with every other memory he had lost to the power of the Girl’s curse. A sick, hollow feeling bled through him, and he began to weep with despair, knowing that it would all be gone again, the moment she went away.
“I’m so sorry, Garrett,” she said, “I’m so sorry.”
Garrett held her close for a long moment, and then he released her. She let him go as he got to his feet, leaning against the wall for support. He glanced back toward the bronze door and heard the gruesome sound of the black worms still squirming and sucking at the metal, trying to reach the flesh of those who had just escaped.
“We have to get out of here,” Garrett said.
Banden and the Girl in Brown stood up, lifting the senseless young priestess between them and carrying her as Garrett led them up the stairs toward the upper floor. He paused just before reaching the top of the stairs, feeling for his essence flask, but it was gone.
“The Matron left after ringing the gong,” the Girl in Brown said, “She was in a hurry to get back to the meeting.”
“Shelbie?” Garrett asked.
“Yes,” she answered.
Garrett swallowed his nascent rage and motioned for them to follow him up and around, toward the hidden passageway behind the tapestry.
They followed as quietly as they could, only stopping to rest when they reached the safety of the ancient stairwell beyond the hidden door.
Garrett looked at Banden and saw the devastation and fury in his eyes.
“I’m sorry, Banden,” Garrett sighed, “The trap was meant for me.”
“It was meant for both of you,” the Girl in Brown said.
Garrett and Banden looked at her.
“You were both brought here by Serepheni,” she said, “If you died breaking into the sanctum, she would be disgraced. I’m certain Shelbie thought it convenient, disposing of three enemies with one plot.”
“We’re not her enemies!” Banden said.
“Not from your point of view, perhaps,” the Girl in Brown said.
“But what about Frae?” Banden asked, “How could she just leave her to die like that?”
“We don’t have time to talk about this,” Garrett said, “We need to get out of the temple before someone finds us here, and we need to decide what to do with her before she wakes up.”
“I’ll take her back to her dormitory,” Banden said, “I can leave her just outside. When she comes to again, she’ll be able to get back in without any trouble.”
Garrett stared at the unconscious priestess with a cold sneer.
“I’ll take care of it, Garrett!” Banden said, stepping between Garrett and Frae.
“She tried to kill us, Banden,” Garrett said.
“That doesn’t matter now,” Banden said.
“She doesn’t love you,” the Girl in Brown said.
Banden looked at her, and then his eyes fell. “I know,” he said, “That doesn’t matter now either.”
Garrett nodded. “Let’s go,” he said.
They encountered no one as they made their way through the deserted temple. The Girl in Brown helped Banden carry Frae all the way to the open courtyard between the temple and the girls’ dormitory.
“I can carry her from here,” Banden said.
“Let me do this part,” the Girl in Brown said, “I’m stronger than you.”
Banden stared at her incredulously.
“I’m stronger than I look,” she said. She stooped and caught Frae’s unconscious body up onto her shoulder, lifting her effortlessly.
“I…” Banden started to speak. He looked at Garrett uncertainly.
“I promise that I won’t hurt her,” the Girl in Brown said, “I’m just going to leave her in the shadow of that awning over there.”
Banden nodded, and the girl moved quickly and silently around the perimeter of the courtyard. Garrett kept his eyes on her the whole time. A few moments later, she returned, unburdened.
“She’ll be all right, Banden,” the Girl in Brown said.
The boy’s eyes were still on the dark shadow where Frae lay beside the dormitory. He looked as though he were fighting back tears.
Garrett sighed and placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Banden,” he said.
Banden nodded without looking at Garrett. Then, he squeezed his eyes shut and breathed in deeply.
“Follow me,” the Girl in Brown said, “I know a safe place.”
The boys followed her as she led them through a side door into the garden. They said nothing again until she ushered them inside a small tool shed and shut the door behind them.
In the darkness, Garrett reached for his canister of essence, forgetting again that he had lost it. He sighed with the realization that it was probably now buried under several feet of writhing worms.
The Girl in Brown produced an algae lamp from her pocket, and its dim blue glow cast a ghostly light on her sad face.
“Where have you been?” Garrett asked. Dark memories churned within his heart, threatening to drag him down into the shadows of grief.
She looked at him, her eyes tightening, and then looked away.
“Who are you?” Banden asked. He was sitting on the edge of the gardener’s worktable, and he was shaking.
“She’s a friend of mine,” Garrett said, “She’s not allowed to tell you her name though.”
Banden looked confused, but he was too overwhelmed to press the matter. He simply nodded and said, “Thank you.”
“You have to leave,” the Girl in Brown said.
“We’ll be safe here until morning,” Garrett told her, “Banden can go back to the barracks. You and me need to talk about some things.”
“I mean you have to leave the city,” she said.
“Because of Shelbie?” Garrett scoffed, “I’m not running away from her!”
“No,” the Girl in Brown said, “It’s something else. The city is going to be destroyed, Garrett! You have to get out.”
“What?” Banden asked, suddenly alert.
“I don’t know what’s going to happen, or when,” she said, “but Wythr is going to burn! You have to leave! Just get out of the city and go south.”
“What are you talking about?” Garrett asked.
The Girl in Brown shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said, “It’s just something that’s going to happen, and we can’t stop it.”
“How do you know?” Garrett said.
“I just know!” she sighed, “Garrett, I don’t want you getting hurt… no matter what else… I just want you to be all right.” Her eyes fell.
Garrett felt the shadows fall away from his heart, and he stepped forward, taking her in his arms. She remained stiff and trembling for a moment and then softened, embracing him as she let out a ragged sigh.
“If something bad is going to happen, we have to warn people,” Banden said. He dropped from the edge of the table to his feet and wiped his brow with his sleeve.
Garrett chuckled.
“What?” Banden asked.
“We can’t warn anybody, can we?” he said, stepping back to look at the Girl in Brown.
She looked away.
“Why not?” Banden said, “Garrett, we can’t just run off and leave everybody without telling them.”
“We can’t tell anybody, because we won’t remember anything that happened tonight.”
“What?” Banden asked.
The Girl in Brown sighed.
“There is a magic spell that makes it impossible for us to remember anything that happens when we’re around her,” Garrett said, “As soon as she leaves, we’ll forget everything that happened… everything she said to us.”
Banden looked at Garrett and then back at the girl.
“It’s true,” Garrett said, and then he chuckled again, “but I don’t know why she’s bothering to tell us we have to leave the city, if we aren’t going to remember the warning anyway.”
The Girl in Brown looked at him with a hurt look in her eyes. “There is a way you can remember,” she said.
“What?” Garrett said.
“I can suggest that you leave the city, in a certain way,” she said, “You won’t remember that I told you, but you’ll still want to go once I’m gone… It’s something that I was taught to do… a long time ago.”
“Another spell?” Garrett asked.
She nodded.
“But we have to warn people!” Banden said.
“It won’t do any good,” she said, “Trust me.”
“Then why tell us?” Garrett asked.
“I’m telling you,” she said, “because you are the one thing in this place that I still care about!”
Garrett remained silent, watching the conflicting emotions play across her face.
“Garrett,” she sighed, “you have to leave!”
“Come with me,” Garrett said.
Her eyes went wide, and she stared back at him, speechless.
“We can’t just run away and leave everyone else to die!” Banden cried.
“Come with me,” Garrett repeated, his voice soft and steady.
The Girl in Brown shook her head slowly, her lips forming the words, “I can’t.”
“Garrett, this isn’t right!” Banden said, “We have to do… something.”
The Girl in Brown looked at Banden, and when she spoke, there was an undercurrent of ancient power to her words. “Banden,” she said, “you and your friends survived an excursion inside the temple and escaped undetected. You must go no now and sleep. It is dangerous for you to remain at the temple. When you awaken, shortly before dawn, you will take your leave of this place. Journey to the south and do not return to this city again.”
Banden’s face went blank for a moment then took on a troubled expression. “Garrett?” he said, looking at his friend.
“It’ll be all right, Banden,” Garrett said, “I just need to talk with my friend for a while. I’ll see you in the morning.”
Banden nodded and then slipped out through the shed door into the night.
“It wouldn’t be safe for him to stay here anyway,” the Girl in Brown said.
“I know,” Garrett sighed, leaning against the table, “Thank you for sending him away. I don’t think he would have gone otherwise.”
She nodded. She seemed to be working up her resolve to do what she needed to do next.
“Why didn’t you come back to me after… after the tomb?” Garrett asked.
She looked at him, and her eyes flashed with anger that quickly softened into pain. “I didn’t want to get in the way,” she whispered.
“Huh?”
“Between you and Marla,” she said.
“Oh,” Garrett said, rubbing his chin with his hand, his eyes on the floor, “…yeah.”
“I’m sorry, Garrett,” she said.
He looked up at her. “It’s just a lot to remember all at once,” he said, “What happened in the tomb, my brother… you.”
“You remember everything?” she asked.
“Yeah, now,” he said, “That’s different, isn’t it? That hasn’t happened before, has it?”
“No,” she said, taking a step closer, “not really.”
“What does it mean?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she said, and then she shook her head, “No… it’s too late. You have to go.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” he laughed.
“Garrett, you have to go!” she said.
“Come with me,” he said again.
“I can’t!” she said, “I can’t leave the city, it’s part of who I am, like my name.”
“Then I’m not going either!” Garrett said, “I’m not walking away and leaving half myself with you… never even knowing for sure that I’m missing it… just feeling something wrong, some empty space inside, and now knowing what goes there… what went there… No!”
“You don’t have a choice!” she said, “If you stay here, you’ll die!”
“So what?” he said, “I died before! That didn’t stop me.”
“Garrett,” she said, “Don’t make this harder than it has to be…”
“Then tell me to remember!” he said, “Use that trick you used on Banden, and tell me to remember what happened… tell me to remember you!”
“I can’t!” she cried, “Garrett, I can’t!”
“You know what?” he said, waving his arms in frustration, “I’m getting really tired of your stupid curse!”
“You’re getting tired of my curse?” she scoffed, “Really?”
“Yeah,” Garrett said, standing face to face with her now, “I think I’ve had just about enough of these stupid rules… this forgetting you every single time you go away… I think it’s time somebody did something about it!”
She looked at him with a desperate hope in her flawless brown eyes.
Garrett saw the patterns of the spell that wove her into being, swirling around her body, bound with knots of rage and deception… knots so tight that they would tear her apart before they released their hold on her. He needed the key… the single word that would free her from the spell without unmaking her in the process. He needed her name.
“Why can’t you do it?” she sobbed.
He looked at her for a long moment before answering. “Because I don’t want to break you,” he said.
Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. “Just do it,” she whispered.
“I can’t.”
“Just… break the spell, Garrett,” she wept, “Free us both.”
“No,” he said.
“You’ll remember, Garrett,” she said, her voice growing desperate, “You’ll remember everything! You can warn people… You can remember who you really are… You can…”
“No!” he shouted, then his voice softened, “Not like that…”
Her shoulders slumped, and her eyes fell.
“I’m not giving up on you,” he said, placing his hands on her shoulders, “I’ll find a way to do it right. I’ll break your curse and set you free… really free.”
“There’s no time,” she sobbed, pulling away and turning her back to him.
Garrett said nothing, cold reason regaining control over his senses.
She looked at him again, her eyes full of sorrow. “Goodbye, Garrett,” she said.
Garrett watched her pull the hood of her cloak back over her head as she stepped toward the door.
When she spoke again, it was with the same voice she had used to command Banden before. “Garrett, you and your friends survived an excursion inside the temple and escaped undetected, but your enemies here will stop at nothing to kill you. It is too dangerous to remain in the city, and so you must go. Take what you can and head south. You must never return to the city of Wythr,” she paused before continuing, “Remember… remember that you were happy here… and that you were loved.”
Garrett felt the magic of her words tugging at his will, grasping for purchase against the icy shell that surrounded his heart and finding no hold. He watched the Girl in Brown as she slipped out through the shed door without looking back at him.
The moment she was gone, he yanked the knife from his belt, pulled his left sleeve up to his elbow and started scratching runes into the skin of his arm.
Chapter Twenty-one
A hand on his shoulder shook Garrett awake in the dim light of a strange room. He blinked, looking around, unsure of his surroundings. He was sitting on the floor with his back propped against the side of a bunk bed. Rows of such beds ran along either wall of the long room. Young men were slumbering in many of them. Only the occupant of the bed Garrett was leaning against was awake.
“Garrett, are you all right?” Banden asked.
“Huh? Yeah,” Garrett said, rubbing his eyes. He felt exhausted and it seemed like every muscle in his body ached. He rubbed at the sleeve covering his left arm, finding it crusty with blood. He tugged the sleeve back a little to peek below it and winced at the cuts he glimpsed beneath. He couldn’t make out the details of the wound in the gloomy, predawn light, but it did not feel very serious. “What happened?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” Banden whispered, “I guess we made it back here after… you know.”
Garrett got to his feet. “Are you all right?” he asked, keeping his voice low.
“Yeah,” Banden said, sitting on the side of his bunk and gently feeling around the edges of the bandage on his leg, “I need to go and check on Frae… and then…”
“Banden, she was in on it,” Garrett sighed.
“Yeah… I know,” Banden said, “I just gotta know if she’s all right.”
“You need to have somebody look at your leg,” Garrett said, “We have to talk to Serepheni.”
“Yeah,” Banden said, “I need to talk to her.”
“Let’s go,” Garrett whispered, helping Banden to his feet.
“Frae first,” Banden said.
“But…” Garrett started to speak before the look in Banden’s eyes cut him off.
“I just need to see her again,” Banden said, “just to know she made it out all right.”
Garrett nodded.
Banden took the time to change his outer clothes, concealing his bloodied leggings inside a small chest beneath his bunk. After a long moment, he closed the chest and left his sparring staff lying across the top of it.
“I’m ready now,” Banden sighed, and they left the barracks together with Banden refusing any help as he limped along beside Garrett.
They approached the girl’s dormitory as the darkness bled away in the gray light of dawn. They saw a figure stir in the shadows beneath the awning, and then Frae rose to face them. She looked terrified and weak, saying nothing as she caught sight of them.
Banden said nothing either, and the two of them regarded one another in silence across the empty courtyard.
Then Frae turned and fled into the dormitory without looking back.
Garrett saw his friend's face grow red. Banden’s lips tensed, and he sniffed in a deep breath, his brows furrowed with concentration as he struggled against his loss.
“Come on,” Garrett said, putting his hand on Banden’s shoulder.
Banden nodded and followed Garrett as they headed back inside, making their way toward the main temple.
They found a trio of bleary-eyed young women preparing the morning meal for the priestesses of the temple. From their simple green robes and the white epaulet each one wore over her left shoulder, Garrett guessed that they had recently taken their final vows to the order and were serving their probationary year before being admitted into the upper ranks of the order.
“Good morning, Holy Ones,” Banden spoke, bowing before the women, “I am sorry to interrupt, but we have an important message for Matron Serepheni and must speak with her at once.”
Garrett remembered to bow as well, and though he expected an argument, one of the priestesses simply nodded and went off to fetch Serepheni.
The two boys stood off to the side of the kitchen, watching as the two remaining women returned to their cooking.
Serepheni returned with the young woman a few minutes later. She gave Garrett and Banden a tired smile that quickly faded when she saw the looks on their faces. “Come with me,” she said.
They followed her upstairs into a room similar to the one where she had treated Garrett’s wounds before. She had evidently noticed Banden’s limp, for she ordered him immediately onto the table and stripped off the stained bandage that he wore beneath his leggings cuff.
Garrett’s blood ran cold at the sight of the small, circular wound in the boy’s leg that even now ebbed little beads of dark blood. Serepheni’s face went white, and her lips tensed, but she said nothing as she pulled fresh bandages and balm from a nearby drawer.
Banden winced as she cleaned the wound and dressed it again. “I need my sister’s staff back,” he sighed at last.
Serepheni’s eyes lifted to his in alarm. “I thought that I should keep it safe for you while you’re here,” she said.
“Thank you,” he said, “but I have to leave.”
“Why?” she gasped. Her eyes turned to Garrett. “What happened?”
Garrett started to speak, but Banden cut him off.
“It doesn’t matter what happened,” Banden said, “but I can no longer serve the Goddess with all my heart… I have another duty… one that I have ignored for far too long.”
Serepheni studied his eyes. She looked troubled, but did not try to argue. “Wait here,” she said.
Garrett looked at Banden, his heart sinking, but somehow he had known Banden was leaving.
Serepheni returned with the Peacebringer staff, wrapped in green silk, and a small green leather pouch as well. She stripped off the wrapping and passed the metal staff to Banden without touching it herself. Garrett remembered the strange jolt he had received when he had touched it once before, and wondered if the priestess had shared a similar experience.
“Thank you,” Banden said, holding the staff in his hands with a sad look in his eyes.
“You’ll need this too,” Serepheni said, offering him the leather pouch.
“What is it?” he asked.
“A bit of coin,” she said, “It’s all I have to give you, but it might help.”
“No, thank you,” Banden said, lifting one hand in refusal as he laid the staff across his knees.
“I promised your sister…” Serepheni said, her voice catching a little, “Don’t make a liar of me.”
Banden relented and accepted the coin pouch, pocketing it. He looked down at his green doublet and the white worm of Mauravant upon it. “Please tell Matron Brix that I am sorry,” he said.
“Where will you go?” Serepheni asked.
“You can stay with me if you’d like,” Garrett offered.
“No,” Banden said, “I have to get out of the city… If any of my order survives, they may have gone south… I’ll look for them there.”
“Your order?” Serepheni asked, “You have felt a calling?”
Banden gave her a bemused look. “I don’t know,” he said, “I just know that I can’t stay here… I have to find out what it means… to carry this.” He hefted his sister’s staff and thumped its tip against the floor, using it for support as he slid down off the table.
“Can I convince you stay another day or two?” Serepheni said, “You can stay with Garrett, or I can arrange for something else… outside the temple. I don’t like the idea of you traveling with your leg like that.”
Banden shook his head. “No, I have to go. It’ll be fine.” He placed his weight again on the wounded leg, showing only a slight discomfort on his face.
Serepheni sighed and rummaged through the drawers again, packing a small kit for him to carry, stuffing it full of bandages and jars. He had to stop her before she could slip a large onyx mortar and pestle inside.
“I wouldn’t even know what to do with that,” he laughed.
“You’d better learn some herbalism if you’re going to be traveling alone,” she said.
A cold twisting in Garrett’s gut called to mind the memory of how he had found the boy, at the mercy of a band of faceless devils. “I wish you’d let me show you some fairy magic before you go,” he said.
Banden smiled and shook his head again. “Thank you… thank you both,” he said, “but I’m not afraid anymore… I remember what my sister said once… she said you had to listen for the guiding voice, and that was all you really needed.”
“You’ve heard this voice?” Serepheni asked.
“I don’t know,” Banden laughed, “I think it’s too noisy here for me to really hear anything… Does that make any sense?”
The priestess smiled at him, her eyes still filled with concern.
Banden pulled off his doublet and passed it to Serepheni. He gave her one final formal bow then. “My thanks, Matron, for all that you did for me… and for my sister.”
Serepheni bowed to him in return, something that no other Matron would do for the sake of an initiate Templar. “Go in peace, Peacebringer,” she said, and then she caught him in a tight hug and held him for a long time.
When she released him at last, Banden turned and hugged Garrett as well.
“Can I show you the way out of the city?” Garrett asked, “Maybe the ghouls could take you to a town down south. They know secret ways to go places. It might be safer.”
“No,” Banden laughed, “I think what I need is some time on the road again, alone. Just a good, long walk.”
“If you need anything, ever…” Garrett said.
“I know,” Banden said, “I… hope we meet again someday, but… well, thanks for being my friend, Garrett.”
“You too,” Garrett said.
Banden smiled and inhaled a deep breath. His fingers went to his chest where the sigil of Mauravant no longer covered his heart. He looked down at his plain white undershirt and chuckled.
“Feeling underdressed now?” Serepheni asked with a faint smile.
Banden shook his head. “I feel… free.”
“Good luck, Banden,” she said.
“You too, both of you,” Banden said, and then he turned and walked out into the shadowy corridor and was gone.
Serepheni hung her head in silence for a moment, and then she sighed and turned to Garrett. “What now?” she asked, “You discovered the secret you were sent to find, and now you’re leaving too?”
Garrett was rubbing absently at his sleeve. He didn’t really know what to do next. He looked at Serepheni and shrugged. “Shelbie tried to kill us last night,” he said, “If I stay, she’ll just try again.”
“What happened?” Serepheni asked, looking more concerned than surprised by Garrett’s revelation.
“We snuck into the temple while all of you were at your big meeting,” Garrett said, “One of the new priestesses was going to show me how skeletons were made, but she was working for Shelbie, and we almost got made into skeletons ourselves.”
“How do you know the Matron was behind it?” Serepheni asked.
Garrett gave her a grim smile. “I can’t think of anyone else here who would want me dead bad enough to try to kill off her own helper just to get me.”
“Frae was part of it?” Serepheni asked, looking a bit sick.
“Yeah.”
“Poor Banden,” Serepheni sighed, “He told me about her… I think he was in love.” She looked at Garrett again. “Are you all right?” she asked.
Garrett blinked, thinking it over. “Yeah,” he said, “Actually, I feel great… I don’t know why, really.”
“Let me check you for wounds,” she said, “Were you bitten?”
Garrett made a quick mental survey of his extremities. “No,” he said, “I got a little scratched up, but I think I’m fine… Oh, I did lose a flask of essence somewhere along the way… You might want to check out the dead guy pit when you get a chance.”
Serepheni frowned at him. “We call it the Womb, not the dead guy pit!” she hissed under her breath.
Garrett shrugged. “Well, whatever you call it, I don’t think I should go back there looking for the flask.”
“I’ll go look,” Serepheni sighed, running her fingers through her hair.
“Thanks,” Garrett said, scratching at his arm.
She patted her disheveled hair back into place, trying to regain something of her usual regal bearing. “Will you tell Max?” she asked.
“Do you want me to?” he asked.
“No,” she said, “It’s better that he doesn’t know… about any of it.”
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “He was hoping it would be something he could use to make his own skeletons. I guess a giant pit full of worms isn’t really all that portable.”
“No,” she said.
“Where did they come from anyway?” Garrett asked, “I mean, where do you find worms like that?”
She looked at him with a sudden realization. “You don’t know what they are do you?” she asked.
Garrett shrugged.
“Garrett, those are the worms that arose from the earth to devour the body of the Goddess herself after she fell,” Serepheni said, “They ate her flesh and became her… Garrett, those worms are Mauravant!”
Garrett felt suddenly a bit lightheaded.
“Sit down,” Serepheni said, guiding him over to a chair and lowering him into it.
Garrett ran his hand over his face, trying to wrap his mind around the absurdity of it.
“Did she touch you?” Serepheni asked.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “She tried to eat me.”
“Then you are truly blessed, Garrett,” Serepheni laughed, “Not many living men can say they’ve been touched by the Goddess!”
Garrett scowled at her.
“Is Banden gonna be all right?” Garrett asked, “I mean since he actually got bitten by… the Goddess of Death.”
“He’ll be fine,” Serepheni chuckled, “I’ve seen such wounds before, many times. Each of the Matrons bears the scar of one… the Mother’s Kiss. As far as I know, he is the only male to ever bear one.”
“Oh,” Garrett said, glumly.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Well, now I wish I had one,” Garrett said.
Serepheni slapped him playfully on the shoulder. “You’re as bad as Max,” she sighed.
Garrett smiled and got to his feet again.
“Are you going to be all right?” she asked.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “I don’t know why, but I really do feel fine.”
“Should I tell the others that you’ll be leaving as well?” she asked. Garrett saw a little touch of fear in her eyes, as though she were afraid of losing her last ally.
Garrett shook his head. “I haven’t decided yet,” he said, “I think I want to talk to Matron Brix first.”
“Brix?”
“Yeah, I want to tell her about Banden,” he said, “and I need to figure out what to do about Shelbie. I think she can help.”
“Garrett,” Serepheni said, “you have to stay away from Shelbie! She’s a Matron. You can’t just go accusing her of this… even if she was behind it.”
“Yeah,” Garrett said, absently, “No, I won’t try to get her in trouble for this. Nobody would take my word for it anyway… I just need to think about it a little, that’s all.”
“Be careful,” Serepheni said.
“You too,” Garrett said, rubbing his arm again.
“What’s wrong with your arm?” Serepheni asked.
“I dunno, it hurts a little. Maybe I got one of those worm kisses after all,” Garrett said, tugging his sleeve up.
“Garrett!” Serepheni gasped.
Garrett stared down at the bloody runes scratched into the skin of his arm with an expression of utter astonishment. He whispered the message aloud, “Ask Anna her name.”
“Did you do that to yourself?” Serepheni asked.
“I… I don’t think so,” Garrett said, “I don’t know where it came from.”
“What does it mean?” Serepheni asked.
Garrett looked at her with a half smile. “I have no idea,” he admitted.
*******
Garrett tried to put the mysterious message out of his mind as he headed down toward the training yard. He found Matron Brix walking her dog in the narrow green between two of the barracks houses.
“Good morning, Matron,” Garrett called out as he approached. “Good morning, Shiv,” he added for the benefit of the little rat-hunting dog beside her.
Shiv growled in response.
“You’re up early this morning, Garrett,” Brix mused, giving his rumpled clothes a hard look, “Or is it up late?”
“A little of both, Matron,” he answered, “We had a kinda bad night.”
“We?”
“Me and Banden,” Garrett said, “That’s part of what I wanted to talk to you about. Banden’s left the temple.”
“What?” she demanded.
Garrett looked around suspiciously. “Is there someplace we could talk, Matron?”
Matron Brix glanced toward the slit windows of the barracks standing to either side and sighed. “Follow me,” she said.
She led Garrett toward a grim, iron-bound door in the outer temple wall. She pulled a dagger-sized key from her belt pouch and shoved it into the rusty lock. It turned with a dull grinding noise, and she yanked the swollen door open with a little difficulty and several tries.
The pale light of morning fell across two very surprised-looking rats in the center of the dusty floor beyond, and Shiv sprang into action without a bark, trailing the freed leash behind him as he disappeared beneath a weapons rack in pursuit of the rodents.
Garrett stood in the doorway, marveling at the rows upon rows of swords, spears, and shields stretching away into the gloom of the enormous storeroom.
“Come on in,” Brix said as she touched a stone rune engraved upon the wall beside the door, and a hundred witchfire sconces flared to life, illuminating the vast armory.
Garrett followed her inside, speechless as he tried to guess how many men could be armed by this stockpile.
Brix closed the door behind him and breathed in a deep breath of the musty tang of oiled steel.
“I like this place,” she said, “It clears the head.”
“Yeah,” Garrett said, examining a long row of archaic shields, each of them nearly as tall as a man. Many of them bore deep battle scars, but seemed ready to serve again at a moment’s notice, and all of them bore the sigil of a twisting rose vine, embossed in silver metal upon their faces of polished wood. Something about the sight of that rose filled him with a strange melancholy.
The death screeches of a rat echoed through the armory, and Brix smiled.
“Now tell me what this is about,” she said.
Garrett considered his answer for a moment, resisting the urge to spill the whole story to the Matron. Were the whole truth to be known, he would not come off well in the telling of it. At last he decided to simplify things a bit. “Banden found out that one of the young priestess had been pretending to like him in order to spy on him… and me… for one of the other Matrons.”
Brix’s face reddened with anger, but she controlled it well enough to answer with a flat, “Go on.”
“Things got a bit… ugly,” Garrett said, “but nobody got really hurt… we could have though, if things had gone differently. After that, Banden thought it would be best if he left.”
Brix sighed and shook her head. “There’s a good reason we don’t let the boys and girls play together!” she hissed, “We’ve lost far too many to these stupid little games! I’ll go and catch him and talk to him about it.”
“You don’t understand,” Garrett said, “It’s more than that… it really is.” He considered his next words very carefully. “I don’t think it would be safe here for Banden if he did come back… I think someone wants us to leave, and, if we don’t… well… I don’t know what they might do to get rid of us.”
Matron Brix muttered a curse.
“Banden loved it here,” Garrett said, “but, after last night… I don’t think he knows how to survive in this kind of place.”
“And you do?” she asked, “Why are you still here?”
Garrett gave her a nervous chuckle. “That’s kinda what I wanted to talk to you about.”
Matron Brix raised one eyebrow.
“I know that some people don’t want me here,” he said, “and I’m not afraid of them… not really… It’s just that…”
“You didn’t count on other people getting hurt because of you?” she said.
“Yeah.”
Matron Brix rubbed her eyes with her fingertips as somewhere another rat was dying in Shiv’s jaws. “All right,” she sighed, “Let’s think it out… Why are you here, boy?”
Garrett shrugged, “I guess I’m supposed to be some sort of… I don’t know… ambassador or something between the necromancers and the priestesses.”
“You don’t know… That’s the problem,” Brix said, “None of you had any idea what you were doing here to begin with, and that leaves everybody else to assume the worst about your motives.”
Garrett shrugged again.
“So you have to look at the attack they made against you to determine their motive,” she said, “What did they hope to gain by attacking you and Banden?”
“They wanted to get rid of us,” he said.
“And with Banden, they succeeded,” she sighed, “At a great loss to me.”
“I’m sorry,” Garrett said.
“We lost a good man,” she said, “It happens. Move on. Now with you, they may have failed, or they may not have, that remains to be seen. Think further boy… why do they want you gone?”
Garrett considered everything he knew about Matron Shelbie’s hatred towards him. “They are afraid that I’m here to steal their secrets,” he said.
“Are you?” she asked flatly.
Garrett chuckled, answering cautiously, “There’s nothing here that I want to steal.”
“Then I ask again, why are you here?”
“I guess because I don’t want her… them to beat me,” he answered.
Brix slapped his ear with the flat of her hand.
“What was that for?” he asked, rubbing his ear.
“Grow up!” she growled, “You think this is some play yard game? Are you still worried about losing face in front of all the pretty young priestesses?”
“No! I just…”
“Just what?” she demanded.
“It’s not right,” he said, “that people can get away with doing this to other people… I don’t want them to think they can scare me off so easily.”
“So you want to rub their noses in their failure… make them so desperate that they try something worse… something that will get rid of you?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted, “That’s why I’m asking you.”
“That’s the one thing you’ve said that’s made any sense,” she chuckled.
“What do I do?” he asked.
She looked thoughtful. “Well, try to think about what it is your enemy wants,” she said.
“They want me gone,” he said.
“And what do you want?”
“I guess I just don’t want to let Matron Serepheni down,” he said.
Brix rolled her eyes. “Fine, then what does Matron Serepheni want?”
“She wanted me to be a Templar.”
Brix raised her hands. “Done then!” she said.
“Huh?”
“Your enemies want you out of the temple. Serepheni wants you to be a Templar. Easy enough.”
“Huh?” he said again.
She glared at him. “I’m amazed that you’ve survived here for this long.”
Garrett stopped himself from repeating the question.
“Come with me,” she growled, “Come on, Shiv!”
Toenails scratched on the flagstones as the little dog came tearing back out from under the weapons racks, his black lips flecked with blood and his tongue lolling happily. He followed his master and the boy back out into the gray morning light.
Garrett walked behind the lean Matron as she led him down to the temple gates. Five Templar guardsmen stood to attention as she approached.
“Captain Fitch,” she called out to a thin Templar in a richly embroidered green doublet.
“Matron Brix,” he answered, “How may we serve?”
“I have a boy in need of further training,” she said, “I’d like him placed with one of our cadres on a probationary basis… one where he is likely to see a bit of action, if you can manage it.”
“Yes, Matron,” Fitch said, giving Garrett a stern look, “The Logate night watch is a bit short-handed at the moment.”
“Perfect,” she said, “just make sure Captain Gaulve knows that I want the boy dirty, not dead.”
“Of course, Matron.”
“Thank you, Captain. I’ll leave him to you then,” Matron Brix said with a grim smile.
“We’ll see it done, Matron,” Fitch said.
Matron Brix grinned at Garrett. “You’d better get some sleep today, boy,” she chuckled, “You’ll be sweeping up after the Watchers tonight.”
Garrett felt a bit sick to his stomach, like the time he had accidentally admitted to Uncle Tinjin that he was curious about the history of necromancy and had spent the next several weeks memorizing the names and deeds of every known deathlord. Still, he knew enough to be grateful for the Matron’s solution to his dilemma. “Thank you, Matron Brix,” he said, trying his best to sound as though he meant it.
She nodded at him and turned to go. She stopped suddenly, looking back at Captain Fitch. “Oh,” she said, “Let Captain Gaulve know that the boy’s a berserker. He’ll know how to put him to use.”
“Yes, Matron,” Fitch answered, and he gave Garrett a narrow look, as though revising his appraisal of the rumpled young recruit.
Garrett watched Matron Brix walk back toward the temple with her little dog at her heel. Already he could hear the sharp click-clack of sparring practice starting up in the courtyard. He started to breathe a sigh of relief, realizing that he would never have to endure another sparring practice under the Matron’s watchful gaze again. Then he noticed the amused looks on the faces of the guardsmen standing around him, and his spirits sank.
Captain Fitch finished scrawling a note on a leaf of parchment and signed it before handing it over to Garrett. “Take this to Captain Gaulve in Logate tonight. Make sure you arrive at least one hour before Evenchime… oh, and I’d heed the words of the Matron and get some rest first. You’re in for a long night, son.”
“Yes sir,” Garrett said, folding the note and putting it in his shoulder bag, “How do I find Captain Gaulve?”
“Investigation is one of the primary duties of every Templar,” Captain Fitch said with a smirk.
The other guardsmen laughed.
“Yes sir,” Garrett said, “Thank you.”
“He thanks me,” Fitch chuckled. He waved Garrett away with a, “Be off!”
Garrett walked out through the gates of the Temple of Mauravant and did not look back. He breathed deeply the scent of flowering things that drifted from beyond the Queensgarden wall, and he smiled. He didn’t know what fate awaited him tonight, but, for this moment, he was free, and he intended to enjoy that freedom, no matter how fleeting.
Chapter Twenty-two
Garrett awoke from a deep sleep and sat up in his bed, feeling completely refreshed. Fleeting visions of a dream faded rapidly from his mind's eye, the vision of a great, walled city, surrounded by a vast army. Garrett had sat astride an armored warhorse, with his arm lifted above his head. When he lowered it, a hundred siege engines had moved as one, hurling a deadly rain of stones that arced through the summer sky toward the distant walls.
He shook the vision form his head and came to himself again, and a brief flutter of panic overwhelmed him as he remembered his appointment in Logate. He glanced toward the window of his room and then breathed a sigh of relief to see the brightness of day shining through. He still had plenty of time. He scratched absently at the scabs on his left arm and looked down at the fading message in his flesh. A chill went through him as he considered it.
He did not like to think about facing Annalien again. She had raged at him and told him never to return when she had discovered the power of the Songreaver within him. What would he say to her now? Would she even speak to him, and why should he ask the ghost her name when he already knew it?
Garrett pushed the thought out of his mind. He could deal with that later.
He got out of bed and washed himself, doing his best to scrub away the memory of those black worms crawling over him. If that was the goddess he served… Garrett shuddered and pushed that thought away as well. He refused to surrender to a bad mood today.
He pulled on a set of fresh clothes and stuffed his green tabard into his shoulder bag. The sight of the white worm sigil on its breast posed too great a threat to his good humor. He found a replacement canister of essence and put it into the bag as well before slipping on a hood and heading downstairs.
Garrett paused halfway down the stairs, suddenly startled by the two gloved hands grasping the railing beside him. He looked over the side to see Caleb, hanging by his fingertips from the railing, his boots swaying several feet above the floor.
“Caleb! Are you all right?” Garrett cried.
The zombie looked up at him, his face covered by the black headdress with only his eyes showing through the slit. He nodded back at Garrett and then shifted his weight to reach one hand up to pull himself a bit higher up the railing.
“Do you… need any help?” Garrett asked.
Caleb grunted and slowly shook his head.
“Um… all right,” Garrett said, “I guess. Good job… whatever you’re doing.”
Caleb grunted again.
“I’ll be back later,” Garrett said.
Caleb groaned.
Garrett waved and then headed down, pausing to check Uncle’s clock… Garrett’s clock… before heading outside.
He still had the best part of the day left before he had to report to Logate. He spun left and right on his boot heel, trying to decide how he wanted to spend the day. His stomach cast its vote with a little gurgle, and he set off with a spring in his step toward the market.
He took his breakfast and lunch in a single meal at a little bakery on Willow Street. It seemed strangely familiar, though he could not remember having ever visited it before. He savored the toasted herb bread and olive oil as he watched the gray clouds roll past above the patio where he sat. His eyes went often toward the empty chair across from him at the table, and he found himself laughing, though he did not know why.
The scent of flowers hung heavy in the air, and his thoughts turned to Marla. He shook off an inexplicable twinge of guilt and pushed away from the table.
He headed toward the Foreign District, offering a passing greeting to a Zhadeen girl with diamond earrings whom he recognized from his visit to their embassy. From her startled expression and the curl of her lip, he gathered that he had made no similar impression upon her. He laughed it off and walked on, coming at last to the great black monolith of the Thrinnian Embassy.
Klavicus answered the bell pull, admitting Garrett into the shadowy entryway.
“Good day, Master Garrett,” the elder vampire rasped, “It is good to see you again.”
“You too, Mister Klavicus,” Garrett said as the vampire pulled the cover from the wisplight orb, “Well met, Shining One,” he added in Fae for the sake of the wisp inside the crystal.
The wisp flared a violet-hued greeting so bright that Klavicus was forced to raise one, slender-fingered hand to cover his eyes.
“Is Marla around?” Garrett asked.
Klavicus’s eyes fell as he straightened his coat. “My apologies, Master Garrett,” the vampire sighed, “but she is with the Valfrei."
“Ah, that’s all right,” Garrett said. Even this news couldn’t stifle his good mood. “How are your rats doing?” he asked.
Klavicus bared his yellow fangs in an unnaturally wide grin. “They serve me well, Master Garrett,” he hissed, “I have many bodies in need of reanimation, if you might assist me again.”
“Sure,” Garrett said, “Let’s rez some rats!”
“Excellent,” Klavicus said.
Garrett followed the lean vampire down into the depths of the embassy. He stopped by the wolf pens to say hello to Ghausse and the others, but was surprised to find the pen empty. He turned to Klavicus with a worried look.
“The wolves carry riders to the south this week,” Klavicus said with a reassuring smile, “They will return soon.”
“Oh, all right,” Garrett said, shrugging off the disappointment.
“This way,” Klavicus said, beckoning with his long fingernails.
Garrett’s eyes stung with the heavy odor of decay in the storeroom. An enormous mound of rats lay, festering in the corner.
“That’s a lot of rats,” Garrett said, trying his best not to breathe through his nose.
“Too many?” Klavicus asked.
“Let’s find out,” Garrett said with a shrug.
He walked over to the pile of dead rats and pulled the canister from his bag, stripping off one of his gloves to improve the contact between steel and flesh. He grasped the cold metal tube in his bare hand and stretched out the other over the pile. Uncle Tinjin would probably not approve of this unceremonious ritual, but Garrett wanted to give it a try.
“Dead rats,” he addressed them, “Rise as my undead minions!”
The rats lay there, motionless. Klavicus raised one eyebrow.
"It was worth a try," Garrett chuckled weakly.
Garrett thought back to his first lesson in necromancy. Uncle Tinjin had said that the words weren't important. It was the will behind those words that the dead had no choice but to obey.
He faced the pile of rats squarely and extended his hand once again. Squeezing his eyes shut, Garrett formed in his mind a vision of the essence inside his flask and the bodies of the dead animals on the floor before him. As he brought the two together in his thoughts, he felt an upwelling of power from deep within his chest that spilled out through his lips in a hoarse voice that he hardly recognized as his own.
“Spirit and Flesh now one, arise!” he shouted, “Rise, and serve me!”
A wave of force rolled out from his body, leaving him swaying on his feet as though buffeted by a high wind. Klavicus leapt backward in alarm as the mound of rats toppled over into a writhing, screeching mass.
Garrett stared down at the empty flask in his hand and the thin crust of ice that fused its steel to his fingers. He laughed out a cloud of mist and then coughed.
“Are you well, Master Garrett?” the vampire asked.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, coughing again. He hammered the essence flask against his thigh, breaking the ice to free his hand. He looked over at the pitifully squeaking horde of undead rats and burst into a fit of coughing.
Klavicus gave him a dubious look.
“I’m… fine,” Garrett gasped, still coughing.
Garrett put the empty flask back into his bag and concentrated on breathing properly again. Little flecks of light swirled at the edges of his vision, but this soon passed.
“May I bring you anything?” Klavicus asked.
“No, I’m fine,” Garrett assured him, “but I would like to see the other rats that I’ve rezzed for you before. I want to make sure the magic is holding.”
“It is temporary then?” Klavicus asked.
“No… it shouldn’t be,” Garrett said, taking a deep breath for the first time without coughing, “but I want to make sure I did it right.”
Klavicus looked away nervously. “I will have to… fetch them,” he said, “I have them working in another storeroom.”
“Oh, you keep food in more than one place?” Garrett asked.
“Yes,” the vampire said, not meeting Garrett’s gaze. He looked as though he was considering saying more, but then he simply repeated his, “Yes.”
“Oh, I can go with you,” Garrett said.
“No!” Klavicus said, “Wait here… I will go and fetch them.”
“All right,” Garrett said, “but first let me attune these guys to you.”
The gangly vampire waited patiently while Garrett issued the proper instructions to the newborn zombie rats, transferring ownership of them to their new master. Then Klavicus disappeared silently through the storeroom door, leaving Garrett alone with the undead.
Garrett stared down at the undead rats, and they stared back at him with more than fifty pairs of glassy eyes. He gave them a reassuring nod and looked away.
“It is a sad game you play, necromancer,” a voice spoke from behind.
Garrett turned to see Claude, the young gaunt-rider, standing in the doorway behind him, and the last of Garrett’s good mood bled away.
Claude wrinkled his nose in disgust as he looked down at the zombie rats. “You debase yourself, trying to steal a moment of her time,” Claude said, baring his fangs in a sneer, “like a little boy playing the fool to attract attention.”
Garrett shifted the weight of his satchel behind his back as he faced the young vampire, saying nothing.
“You’re an empty jest,” Claude said, advancing into the room, his eyes still on the rats, “a girl’s plaything to be discarded as she becomes a woman… At least have the dignity to accept it and move on.”
Garrett’s mouth filled with a taste like ashes, and his stomach churned inside him.
“What is it that you think will happen?” Claude asked, lifting his pale hands before him, “Do you think she will renounce her heritage and share her life with you? For how long? Is she to watch you grow old and die? Are you a hobby… something to distract her from her studies? Must we all wait the lifetime of a man before she can return to her senses and fulfill her destiny?”
Garrett narrowed his eyes, still not trusting himself to speak.
“I tell you this as a friend,” Claude sighed, “Just leave. You have to know that she will never truly be yours. I know that you’re intelligent enough to understand… Why torture yourself like this? Why allow yourself to sink so low?” He waved his hand toward the rats.
When Garrett’s voice came, it was low and hoarse. “If there is one thing in all of this that I know without a doubt,” he rasped, “It’s that you and me… we’re not friends.”
Claude’s eyes flashed, and his lips pulled back over his glistening white fangs. “Oh, I don’t think you want me as your enemy,” he hissed.
“You know what, Claude?” Garrett scoffed, “I’m tired of you trying to scare me. Why don’t you just go bite a troll’s ass?”
Claude’s long black hair whipped like a banner in the wind as his body blurred in motion. Garrett heard the blow before he felt it, finding himself on his backside in a pile of grain sacks. Blood and pain poured into his mouth through his broken lip.
Claude stood over him, with red blood on his white knuckles, his hand poised to deliver another backhanded blow if Garrett tried to rise.
A torrent of icy power surged up through Garrett’s body and into his right fist. Suddenly their situations were reversed with the vampire boy on his back, clutching his bloody mouth and Garrett standing over him, breathing frost through his dripping lips.
Claude pulled his blood-drenched hand away from his lips and stared down at it in horror. Then he looked at Garrett, and the last traces of humanity were gone from his blood red eyes.
Claude hit Garrett in the chest so hard that he traveled several feet in the air before coming down upon an empty crate, splintering it. His roll carried him over backwards with his feet in the air, just in time to catch the descending vampire’s body and kick him away.
Claude landed on his feet and came again, hissing like a viper. Clawlike fingernails reached for Garrett’s eyes, but he was able to turn his head fast enough to take it across the cheek. Garrett screamed as Claude raked four long gouges from his left ear to his upper lip.
Garrett’s left fist shot out of its own accord, hooking into Claude’s ear with such force that it sent the vampire reeling as Garrett staggered away, clutching his torn face.
Claude shook himself to his senses and then bared his teeth in a feral roar, showing a bloody gap where his left fang had been.
Garrett let out a ragged, wordless howl that clouded the air with mist between them.
Claude’s eyes flicked to his side, and he snatched up a wooden table, spilling the bins of feed stacked upon it as he swung the whole thing like a poleax, bashing Garrett to the floor.
Garrett writhed in pain, blood stinging his eye as he saw the vampire advancing on him again, slowly now, growling like a beast.
Garrett glanced toward the huddled mass of undead rats in the corner, and then he pointed his finger toward the vampire.
“Get him!” Garrett hissed.
Claude turned in surprise as the pack of zombies swarmed over his body. The vampire howled in rage as hundreds of teeth sank into his flesh faster than he could shake them off.
Rats flew through the air, their bones crunching against the walls and ceiling as Claude ripped them free.
Garrett wasted no time in getting back on his feet. He saw a wooden broom leaned against the wall and he grabbed it. He brought his boot heel down hard on the broom head, snapping it off. A long point of raw wood remained where the broom handle had splintered apart, and Garrett lifted it like a spear, leveled at the vampire’s chest.
“Enough!” a voice like a dragon’s roared.
Garrett’s heart hammered in fear as he turned to see Klavicus standing in the doorway, his eyes blazing.
“Enough!” Klavicus repeated, a dangerous edge to his voice.
The rats that still lived abandoned their attack and scurried back into the corner. Garrett and Claude stood, frozen in mid-strike and gasping for breath, their eyes on the elder vampire.
When Klavicus spoke again, it was a serpent’s hiss, “Enough.”
Garrett dropped his spear with a clatter, and Claude stormed out of the room in a dark blur past Klavicus’s shoulder.
Klavicus eyed Garrett coldly for a moment, and then his face softened and his shoulders slumped back into their usual vulture-like hunch.
“You are injured,” Klavicus said, “Allow me to tend to it.”
The rush of battle drained from Garrett’s body, and the pain of a dozen injuries poured in to fill the void.
Garrett slumped against the one unbroken table remaining in the room and let out a shuddering, “Oooooww!”
Klavicus sniffed, tilting his head like a curious bird, and then prodded at Garrett’s arm where Claude had hit him with the table.
“Ah!” Garrett cried, wincing at the pain.
Klavicus lifted Garrett’s forearm and stretched it out experimentally, sending a fresh wave of pain through the arm.
“Do you have to do that?” Garrett yelped.
“It is not broken,” Klavicus mused. He pinched Garrett’s chin between his yellowed fingernails and twisted his face side to side, surveying the damage. “The lip will heal quickly,” he said, “Your cheek… perhaps there will be a scar.”
Garrett felt sick, wondering if he even wanted to see what Claude had done to his face. Then he drew back in revulsion as Klavicus stepped in and dragged his long tongue across his torn cheek.
“Gah! What are you doing?” Garrett howled, struggling to pull away, but the elder vampire held him fast, licking the wound clean. Then he released Garrett and stood back with a startled look on his face.
“Why would you do that?” Garrett demanded scrubbing the vampire’s saliva from his face with his sleeve. It was only after he had rubbed away most of the stench of Klavicus’s breath that he realized the wound no longer hurt. He probed gently with his fingertips to discover only the puffy traces of the lacerations in his skin, now sealed and bloodless.
Klavicus blinked in confusion, smacking his lips as he tasted Garrett’s blood. “What… what are you?” he rasped.
Garrett eyed him warily as he backed away, hoping that the elder vampire had not just developed a taste for necromancer blood.
Klavicus’s eyes widened with realization, and then he glanced toward the doorway. He lunged forward, taking Garrett by the shoulders and whispered, “It isn’t safe for you here… if she found out what you are… You must go! You must go and never come back!”
Garrett stared back at him, speechless.
“Go!” Klavicus said, pulling Garrett toward the door, “It is not safe!”
Garrett pulled free long enough to snatch up his fallen shoulder bag from the pile of feed sacks. He paused as he turned to go and then stooped to pick up the small white object that he saw glistening on the floor.
“Quickly!” Klavicus hissed, half dragging Garrett out the door and back upstairs.
“What’s wrong?” Garrett said, “You can’t just kick me out forever, that wasn’t even my fault!”
“Go! Just go!” Klavicus growled, “She must not find you here. She must not know what you are!”
“I don’t understand!” Garrett protested as the vampire hustled him into the entryway.
Klavicus did not bother to hide himself before opening the door but simply shielded his face with his coat against the daylight as he shoved Garrett out into the street.
Garrett spun around to face the red door as it slammed shut.
Garrett spat out a clot of crusted blood and stared down at the small white object in the palm of his glove. He chuckled to himself as he pocketed Claude’s fang and walked away.
Chapter Twenty-three
“I’m here to report to Captain Gaulve for duty,” Garrett said, his words muffled by his swollen lip.
The Templars loitering in the front room of the Logate station house eyed him dubiously.
The sergeant on duty looked over Captain Fitch's note and grinned. He looked up at Garrett and chuckled, "The temple sends us a gift. We must remember to give thanks in our prayers."
The other Templars laughed as well.
"I'll go tell the Captain," the sergeant said, and then he nodded toward one of the men, "Peach, you get him geared up. We start rounds in an hour."
A gangly young Templar with a wispy beard shoved himself away from the wall he was leaning against and swaggered toward Garrett with an expression of board contempt.
"Come on," Peach said, gesturing for Garrett to follow him through the door of the station house.
Inside, the ancient stone building reeked of hazy pipe smoke and sweat. Peach and Garrett flattened themselves against the wall as two older Templars pushed past through the narrow hallway seeming to take no notice of them.
"The big one's called Hawk," Peach whispered, pointing toward the broad back of one of the men who had just passed, "Don't get on his bad side. The other one is Snuff... he's got a mean sense of humor, so, if you're afraid of spiders or something, don't let him find out."
"Thanks," Garrett said.
Peach scoffed at him. "What'd you do to get sent down here?" he asked.
Garrett paused a moment before speaking. "I... I made one of the Matrons mad at me," he said.
"That'll do it," Peach laughed.
"My name's Garrett, by the way," Garrett said.
Peach shook his head. "I ain't even gonna try to remember it," he laughed, "First night out, your name is Grub. After that, your name is whatever the duty officer says it is. You don't get a real name until you served a year, and then the other long-timers pick it for you."
"So your name isn't really Peach then?" Garrett asked.
Peach rubbed the thin whiskers of his chin and laughed. "You just now figure that out?"
Garrett followed the young man into a low-ceilinged room with rows of weapons and armor hung upon racks along the walls.
Peach snatched up a weathered wooden crate from a stack in the corner and handed it to Garrett. "Strip down to your pants and put the rest in that box," he said, "If you're lucky, it'll all be there when you get back... assumin' you survive your first night."
Garrett sat the box on a low bench and laid his shoulder bag inside. He felt a bit uncomfortable leaving the essence behind, and having left his knife at home. He took a deep breath, pushing his discomfort out of his mind, and tugged off his hood.
"Bowl me!" Peach exclaimed at the sight of Garrett's uncovered head.
Garrett ignored him as he pulled off his tabard and shirt as well.
"What the hell happened to you?" Peach asked.
"I got burned when I was a kid," Garrett said, "The Chadiri burned my whole town."
"What town?" Peach asked.
"Brenhaven."
"Really?" Peach said with a crooked smile, "I had an uncle there. You know a glue-maker named Karnes?"
Garrett shook his head. "I was just a kid then," he said.
Peach shrugged. "I only met him once, anyway," he said, "Family wasn't that close."
"I'm sorry," Garrett said.
"I guess there's not much left of it then," Peach said.
"No."
"Is it true the redbucks really got a dragon?" Peach asked, handing Garrett a thick, padded shirt.
"Yeah," Garrett said. He pulled on the padded shirt, his eyes stinging at the scent of it. From the looks of the stains it bore, it had never been washed.
"Is this supposed to protect me?" Garrett asked, trying to breathe through his mouth.
Peach laughed. "Nah," he said, "that's just the gambeson. A knife'll go right through it. It's just to protect your skin from the mail shirt, otherwise, the links would rub all the skin off your shoulders by the end of the night."
"Oh, thanks," Garrett said.
"Yeah, my first night, they sent me out without one as a joke," Peach chuckled, "Took a week for all my skin to grow back." He handed over a bundle of mail armor that unbalanced Garrett as he took it.
"It's heavy," Garrett said, pinching the mail between his fingers as he tried to find the bottom opening of the shirt.
"You get used to it," Peach said.
Garrett pulled on the mail shirt with some help from Peach. At least the iron tang of the links managed to overpower the sweaty smell of the gambeson beneath. The armor hung, heavy on Garrett's shoulders. He was starting to wonder how long he would be able to bear the weight.
Peach fetched a fresh doublet and helped Garrett don it over his armor. The white worm sigil of Mauravant twisted across his breast from shoulder to hip.
Peach then helped him tighten a broad leather belt with a number of cord loops hanging from it around his waist. Peach cinched it tight and buckled it closed.
"It helps to hold up the weight of the mail," he explained to Garrett.
"Yeah, I can feel it," Garrett said, grateful to have some of the load taken off his shoulders. "What are all these for?" he asked, fingering the loops of cords that hung from his belt.
"Holdin’ stuff," Peach said, "You'll only really need this one tonight." He tugged at a thick leather loop on Garrett's right hip. "You're right-handed, right?"
"Yeah."
Peach went and fetched a copper-headed cudgel from a rack, tossing it to Garrett.
Garrett caught it, feeling the weight of it. It was heavier than the sparring rods he had used in practice. He shuddered to think of what it could do if he swung it full-force at someone's head.
"Keep that on your belt, and make sure it stays there," Peach said, "You don't pull it out 'till you see us pull ours out. Then... you'd better be ready to swing it."
Garrett nodded, and he slipped the cudgel into the belt loop, handle down and suspended by the cord around its spherical copper head.
"You good with those boots?" Peach asked, indicating Garrett's footwear.
"Yeah, can I keep these on?" Garrett asked.
"The Captain lets us wear what we want, since the standard issue boots are so awful," Peach said, "Ain't like the Matrons ever come down here to check."
"Oh," Garrett said, "thanks."
"Just need a helmet then," Peach said, surveying a rack of helmets along the wall.
"This him then?" spoke an unfamiliar man as he strode into the armory.
"Yes, Captain," Peach answered, stiffening slightly as he turned to face the man.
Garrett stiffened as well, his eyes on the tall, gray-haired man that was eyeing him critically.
"I'm Captain Gaulve," the man said, "Just call me Captain and do everything I say without question or hesitation, and we'll get along fine. Test my patience, and you'll wish you hadn't."
"Yes, sir... Captain," Garrett said.
Captain Gaulve harrumphed. "This is our new berserker?" he mused, "You don't exactly look the part."
Garrett said nothing.
"We'll see the proof soon enough," Gaulve laughed, "We're goin' into Shadetree tonight."
Peach groaned.
"Let's get him sworn in," Gaulve sighed, "Peach, you witness."
"Yes, Captain," Peach said.
The Captain stood directly in front of Garrett, looking down at him with his eyes narrow. "Give me your right hand," he demanded.
Garrett held out his hand, and the Captain seized it, pulling a knife from his belt.
Garrett cringed, wincing in pain as the Captain dug a shallow trench in the heel of Garrett's right palm. Blood oozed from the wound and the Captain turned the flat of his knife blade to coat the steel in Garrett's blood.
"Stick your tongue out," Gaulve said to Garrett.
Garrett paled, hesitating.
"I'm not going to cut it off!" Captain Gaulve laughed.
Garrett stuck his tongue out.
Gaulve smeared his bloody knife clean on Garrett's tongue.
Garrett scowled at the taste of his own blood.
"Now raise your right hand," Captain Gaulve said, "and say what I say."
Garrett did as he commanded.
"I swear my soul to the service of the Eternal Mother," Gaulve said, and Garrett repeated the line.
"I will defend Her city with my life and honor, and, if She demands it, give my life in that service."
Garrett said the same.
"Good… You’re a Templar now,” Gaulve said, “Don’t forget it.”
“Yes, sir,” Garrett said, swallowing away the last taste of blood in his mouth.
“Peach, see to his hand and get him a helmet,” Gaulve said, already halfway out the door, “Like I said, we’re going into Shadetree tonight, so spread the news and get anybody still sober together.”
“Yes, Captain,” Peach said.
Captain Gaulve disappeared through the door, and Peach turned back to Garrett with a sigh. “Shadetree…” he said.
“What’s Shadetree?” Garrett asked.
“It’s the tent town just outside the wall,” Peach said, breaking out a first aid kit from a nearby cabinet, “Not our problem, most of the time, since they’re outside the walls, they’re not really part of the city. A lot of thieves and swindlers live there, and we leave ‘em alone, unless they steal from the wrong person… then we gotta go down there and remind ‘em of their place.”
“Is it dangerous?” Garrett asked, holding his bleeding hand out for Peach to tend.
“Yeah,” Peach laughed, “we usually get one or two of our guys cut up every time we go in there, so we make a point of making them not want to see us again whenever we have to. I guess they got greedy and forgot about our last visit.”
“When was that?” Garrett asked, wincing a little as Peach wrapped the bandage tightly around the wound in his hand.
“About six months ago,” Peach said, “Some of the Shadetree boys hit a Cashuunite jewel merchant in the Upper City… We got most of the rubies back, but we lost three guys in doing it. I don’t know how many of the Shadetree boys we ghosted, but they were burning death fires out there for three nights after we went in.”
“You killed them?” Garrett asked.
Peach laughed again. “You don’t go into Shadetree lookin’ to arrest people!” he said, “You do what you hafta do, and you get out… if you’re lucky.”
Garrett felt a bit sick.
“Look, I don’t know what they’re teachin’ you boys up at the temple these days, but this is how things are out in the real world,” Peach said.
Garrett said nothing.
“Hey, it’s all right,” Peach said, patting him on the shoulder, “You just showed up on the wrong day, that’s all. Most days are a lot less exciting, trust me. You survive tonight, and I promise you, tomorrow, you’ll be inspecting cabbage crates and chasin’ pickpockets.”
“I don’t think I can kill someone,” Garrett said.
Peach shrugged. “You know how to swing that stick, don’t you? They still teach you that much at least, don’t they?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s all you need to know,” Peach said, “Some conner comes at you with a blade, you lay ‘im out with some copper to the brainpan. Maybe he gets up again, maybe he don’t… not your problem, so long as his blade don’t lay you out, understand?”
Garrett nodded.
“All right then,” Peach said, putting away the aid kit, “I’m gonna do you a favor.”
“Huh?” Garrett said.
Peach walked over to the helmet rack again and selected a heavy, visored helm, unlike the lightweight, open-faced one that Peach and most of the other Templars outside were wearing. He smiled as he pulled it from its peg and brought it back to place on Garrett’s head.
“Now they’re gonna make fun of you for wearin’ this,” Peach said, “but, it’ll cover up all them burn marks, and at least you’ve got a chance of makin’ through your first year without bein’ called Porkrind or somethin’ like that.”
“Thanks,” Garrett said as Peach settled the musty helm down onto Garrett’s head and tightened the chinstrap.
“I was lucky to get Peach,” the young Templar said, “Another guy that came in from the same class as me got named Puddles after his first visit to Shadetree. I suggest you don’t drink a lot before we go in tonight. Poor Puddles…”
“What happened to him?” Garrett asked.
“A few months ago, we went in to bust up a bunch of smugglers that were comin’ in through the spillway. They had a goatman warlock with ‘em, and Puddles caught a hex in the face. By the time we got him to the Sisters, most of his skin had already sprouted feathers and scales… We never found out what happened to him, and I’m just as glad not to know.”
Peach snapped the visor down over Garrett’s face. “Can you see all right?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, surprised at how little the visor interfered with his field of vision. His breath rasped loudly against the metal mask.
“If it gets too hard to breathe in there,” Peach said, “Just flip the visor up and lock it with this catch here.” He indicated the tiny metal pin with his finger.
“Thanks,” Garrett said.
Peach nodded. “Come on,” he said, “Let’s go round everybody up. I just hope Hawk’s comin’ with us… It’ll get bloody if he does, but I’d rather it was plain red Shadetree blood than the green, green blood of the Sons of Mauravant.”
*******
Garrett joined a ragged line with a dozen other temple men as Captain Gaulve stood before them inside a small shrine to Mauravant shortly after Evenchime.
“Grant us your blessing, oh Eternal Mother,” Gaulve called out, lifting his hands toward a soapstone idol of a great mother worm with skulls woven into her many facial tentacles. The jade bowl at the base of the ancient stone idol dripped with the blood of the chicken that Gaulve had cut open in offering to the goddess.
“Let us bring your order to the wild and untamed beasts that gather round your holy place and teach them the fear of your wrath!” Gaulve chanted.
“The fear of your wrath!” the other Templars shouted in unison.
Captain Gaulve tossed the dead chicken to the aproned cook standing nearby and turned to face the men as he wiped his hands clean on a stained rag.
“You all know where we’re going,” he said, “so you can stop pretending to be so cheerful about it.”
The men laughed.
“What you don’t know yet is what we’re looking for once we get in there,” Gaulve said, “We’re hunting snakes tonight, boys.”
The Templars shared a confused look.
“Neshites,” Gaulve said, “River cultists… They’ve been stirring up trouble uptown, and we’ve found out where they make their camp. We go in there tonight and grab anybody that looks important for the Sisters to chat with.”
The savage-looking man called hawk groaned. “How many do we gotta take alive?” he demanded.
“Two or three oughta do,” Gaulve said with a shrug, “The rest of them… well, let’s make them feel unwelcomed.”
Hawk grinned maliciously.
“We’ve got a new… face with us tonight,” Gaulve said, indicating Garrett with a wave of his hand, “So try to make sure he doesn’t drown himself in the mud at least.”
The other Templars laughed, eyeing the archaic helmet that Garrett wore.
“Snail?” one of the older men asked aloud.
“Barnacle,” said another.
“I’d get tired callin’ him that all the time,” the one called Snuff said, “I say we call him Turtle.”
The others laughed their agreement, and Garrett was now known to the others as Turtle. He said nothing but breathed a quiet sigh of relief, nodding his thanks toward Peach who stood, grinning, at the other end of the line.
A half hour later, the gang of Templars emerged through a small, locked gate in the outer wall of the city into the swampy morass beyond the wall.
“Lights out,” Captain Gaulve hissed, and the three men who were carrying witchfire torches snuffed them out.
The darkness closed in, damp and thick with the odor of steel and sweat and liquored breath. Hawk and the Captain discussed something in hushed tones while the others waited in silence. The only light came from the faint glows of campfires in the sprawling tent city to the north along the wall. The sound of distant music drifted on the wind, bringing with it the scent of wood smoke and roasting meat.
“Just in time for dinner,” Snuff chuckled before a hard look from the Captain shut him up.
At the Captain’s command, the group moved out, making their way through the thicket to approach the tent city from the south. He lead them around the perimeter of the camp until they came to low hill, overlooking a section of tents set apart from the rest. Serpent-like braids of dried reeds hung from long poles that had been planted in the ground around the half dozen large tents, twisting in the night breeze with a papery hiss.
A few young men with shaven heads and simple clothing moved around a central fire pit, digging up bundles of leaves that they had buried in the ground near the coals. They broke them open to reveal steaming mounds of meat and vegetables that they portioned out onto fresh leaves to be distributed through the camp by the younger children.
Garrett felt a sick sense of foreboding as the Templars readied their weapons all around him.
Peach nudged him in the shoulder and then hefted his cudgel and pointed it toward Garrett’s belt and the cudgel hanging there.
Garrett pulled his weapon from his belt and squeezed his eyes shut, wondering how he’d ever managed to find himself in this situation.
You put yourself in this situation, a voice spoke in his head.
I never wanted this! Garrett snapped back at the voice in his head.
Then what did you think would happen when you exposed the spy? the voice asked.
But these are just normal people. What does this have to do with the spy? Garrett thought.
Neshite spy… Neshite travelers, the voice in his head said.
Garrett started to protest again, but the men around him surged into motion.
He followed them as they descended on the camp in ghostly silence with only the jingle of mail shirts beneath their tabards and the wet sound of boots in mud to give any warning of their attack.
One of the shaven-headed boys at the edge of the camp caught sight of them and shouted an alarm a moment before Hawk’s mace felled him with a brutal blow to his face.
The Templars were on the rest before they could scramble from their tents.
The cries of men and the meaty thumps of copper on flesh filled the air as the Templars moved through the camp with ruthless efficiency.
“Peach, Turtle, secure that tent!” Snuff shouted, leveling the bloody head of his cudgel at a smaller tent near the center of the camp. Peach followed orders without hesitation, and Garrett followed along a step behind.
Peach tore open the flap of the small tent and froze. Inside, a trio of young women huddled together in terror, their arms around a group of crying toddlers.
Peach hesitated, half lifting his cudgel.
Garrett’s blood froze at the sight of fear in the children’s eyes.
This is what war looks like, the voice in his head whispered, or didn’t you know that?
Peach started to move forward, but Garrett caught his arm with his free hand.
“Go!” Garrett hissed, “I’ll take care of this!”
Peach nodded fiercely, a grateful look in his eye. He disappeared out the tent flap to join the battle outside.
“All of you up!” Garrett shouted, “You have to get out of here!”
The women stared back in fear, unmoving as the children wailed.
“Go!” he shouted, standing aside and pointing toward the swamp with his cudgel as he held the tent flap open.
The spell of fear seemed to break and the women and children fled past him into the night.
Garrett watched them go, his skin crawling with shame and revulsion.
“Turtle!” Snuff shouted, “Don’t let those brats get away!”
Garrett did not look at the older Templar, but watched the last of the children disappear into the trees.
Snuff swung Garrett around by the shoulder and shoved him backward. “When I give you an order, grub, I expect it to be followed!”
Garrett felt the icy nothingness spreading through his chest as Snuff shoved him again.
“You’re in the real world now, boy!” Snuff growled, “The sooner you figure that out, the longer you’ll last!”
Garrett shook his head. He wanted to say something, but the words wouldn’t come. A cold mist steamed out through the vents of his helmet visor.
Fresh cries of battle sounded from the largest tent, and Snuff turned to head that way. “You’re on my list, boy!” he shouted back toward Garrett, “On my list!”
Captain Gaulve was clutching a bloody rag to his upper arm and grinning ruefully as he emerged from the largest tent a short time later. Behind him, Hawk and one of the other Templars emerged, carrying the senseless body of a young man between them. The shirtless young Neshite was covered in black runic tattoos that reminded Garrett of Cenick’s.
“Shaman,” Peach said, tapping his helmet with the tip of his cudgel, “Didn’t even have time to get a hex off before Hawk knocked him down.”
“What’ll they do to him?” Garrett asked, his own voice sounding hollow and faraway.
Peach shrugged. “That’s for the Sisters to decide,” he said, “As for the rest of ‘em…”
“Torch it all!” Captain Gaulve shouted.
The Templars who carried torches lit them again and then used them to set fire to the Neshite tents and the paper snakes dangling in the hot breeze.
A crowd of Shadetree folk had gathered at the edge of the Neshite camp to watch, and some of them shouted curses at the Templars as they withdrew, dragging the unconscious shaman with them. Garrett saw one of the Neshite girls watching them from the crowd, her face streaked with tears as she cradled a weeping child in her arms, and he looked away, too ashamed to bear the sight.
“You did good,” Peach said, clapping Garrett on the back as they withdrew into the shadows of the swamp.
Garrett nodded but said nothing.
The young shaman mumbled something as he came to his senses again, but Hawk hammered his fist into the side of the man’s face, and he slumped into unconsciousness again.
The spoils of war, the voice in Garrett’s head whispered, the spoils of war are bitter fruit.
Chapter Twenty-four
Garrett woke from a dream of fire and smoke. He had been astride the back of an enormous dragon, and a city burned beneath him, choking him with its ash.
He rolled over in his bed and coughed, trying to get the memory of ashes out of his mouth. He dragged the dusty cup of water from his bedside table and sipped it, choking when he saw a dead fly floating in it.
Garrett sat on the edge of his bed, moaning and rubbing at the sides of his aching head. He looked down at the almost faded bruises crisscrossing his chest, reminders of his battle with Claude the previous day. His hand went to his cheek, feeling the puffy gouges the vampire’s nails had left there.
He got to his feet, feeling a bit light-headed, and stumbled over to the smudgy mirror in the corner. He leaned close, cringing at the sight of the parallel white scars that now marked his left cheek.
His eyes fell upon the rumpled green tabard that lay tossed across a nearby chair, and the sight of its white worm sigil turned his stomach.
“What am I doing?” he asked the blurry face in the mirror.
No voice answered in the silence of his mind.
Garrett sighed and wiped the cold sweat from his brow before drying his hand on his pants. Then he felt something hard in the hip pocket of his leggings.
He pulled out the small white object and smiled to remember the sight of Claude’s face, missing the tooth.
Then his mood chilled again, realizing that his feud with the vampire was far from over. It would only be worse the next time they met.
Garrett had been lucky to survive the last confrontation. What chance did he stand if the young gaunt rider decided to seek vengeance for the injury? Why wouldn’t he seek vengeance?
He considered going to Marla and asking for her help, but the thought of it shamed him. How could he ever hope to protect Marla from the vampire elders as he had sworn that he would? He couldn’t even beat a young one in a fair fight.
He turned the white tooth over between his fingertips, feeling the sharp point of it pressing into his skin. His tongue probed the points of his own teeth as he considered the problem.
A half hour later, he had scrubbed himself clean and dressed in the black silk suit that Master Jannis had made for him. It felt a little snug across the chest now, but still fit well enough. He pulled on his hood and headed out the door, taking a long look at the gray glow of the sun through the clouds before setting out toward the house of the vampire tailor.
Garrett pushed his way through the busy streets of the Foreign District, trying to remember the location of Jannis's shop. He doubled back more than once before he was able to spot the unobtrusive little sign marking its location.
Garrett rapped politely at the door and waited.
A soft click sounded from beyond, and the door swung open. Garrett stepped into the gloom within.
The door swung shut behind him, and Garrett offered his thanks to the wriggling shadow that quickly scurried away behind the counter.
"Master Garrett," Jannis called from somewhere in the darkness, "What brings you to my parlor this fine, sunny day?" The vampire's voice sounded faintly despondent.
"I... I wanted to ask you something, Mister Jannis," Garrett said.
Something turned the valve on the shop's lamp, and the flame now burned bright enough to reveal the vampire tailor, slouched in a chair at a nearby table. A bulging wineskin lay draped across the center of the table, but it was not wine that oozed from its corked mouth to stain the table red. Jannis sat, dressed in a sleeveless black shirt with one pale arm draped across the back of his chair. A stained silver goblet dangled between the fingertips of his other hand, and he wore an expression of bemused idleness on his red lips. He crossed his long legs, pointing the toe of a snakeskin shoe toward Garrett as he regarded him with curiosity for a long moment before his lips curled back into a fanged grin.
"What is it that you wanted to ask of me, Garrett?" he said.
Garrett hesitated before speaking again. "How do I become a vampire?" he asked,
Jannis's eyes widened and then lifted to the shadowy rafters above where Garrett thought he heard the faint buzzing of some insect. Then the vampire's eyes narrowed as he uncrossed his legs and sat forward, cradling the silver goblet between his hands.
"I heard there was a bit of an altercation between you and young Master Claude yesterday," Jannis said,
Garrett nodded.
"And you are looking for a way to even the score?" Jannis asked.
"No," Garrett said, "That's not the only reason."
"What are your reasons then?" the vampire asked.
"Marla," Garrett said.
"Oh..." Jannis said, raising his eyebrows, "I see."
"They're going to take her from me," Garrett said, "and I'm not strong enough to stop them from doing it."
"And you think that, by becoming one of us, they would just accept your claim to her?" Jannis said.
"It's not like that," Garrett protested.
"What then?" Jannis said, "Explain your reasoning."
Garrett lifted his hands. "They don't see me as an equal... because I'm not. I'm not strong enough or fast enough... I won't live as long as she will... At least if I was like you, like her... At least then I'd have a chance."
"And you'd give up your humanity for this... for a chance?" Jannis asked.
"Yes!"
"You would give up the sun... give up the taste of food... watch your friends grow old and die?" Jannis stood up, setting his goblet aside, and took a step toward Garrett.
"You told Uncle Tinjin it was worth it," Garrett said.
Jannis shrugged. "It is," he said.
"Then how do I do it?" Garrett asked.
Jannis gave him a wicked smile. "I'm just not convinced that you understand what it is you are asking," he said.
"I love Marla," Garrett said, "and I'll do whatever it takes to keep her."
"Have you discussed this with her?" Jannis asked, "Does she get a say in any of this?"
Garrett blushed.
"You haven't, have you?" Jannis chuckled.
"She wouldn't want me to do it," Garrett said.
"Why?"
"Because she loves me the way I am," Garrett said.
"Then you are fortunate beyond measure!" Jannis laughed, "Go forth and be happy with what you have!" He gestured toward the door.
"It's not good enough!" Garrett said, "It's not good enough, because they're going to take it away from me! They're gonna take Marla away, and there's nothing I can do to stop it! You know I'm right!"
The smile drained from Jannis's face.
"You know I'm right," Garrett repeated.
Jannis's eyes fell.
"They are going to take her back to the vampire city, and I'm never gonna see her again," Garrett said, his voice breaking with emotion, "There's no way to stop them from taking her back... but, if I can't stop them from taking her there, at least I can go there with her... I'd follow her into hell if I had to."
"Hell?" Jannis mused, his eyes lifting to Garrett once more.
"I will do whatever it takes to be with her," Garrett said, "I love her..."
"Then prove it," Jannis hissed.
Garrett blinked as the vampire's body blurred into motion. Jannis leapt high up into the rafters of the shop and landed in a flutter of silk and black hair on the floor in front of Garrett.
Garrett, startled, took a step back, staring down at what Jannis clutched in his right hand.
A coppery-colored fairy screamed in terror, trapped in the vampire's steely grip. Garrett's eyes went wide in recognition of the same fairy that he had freed from Mrs. Veranu's shop.
"A friend of yours?" Jannis asked, lifting the fairy between them.
"Uh... sort of," Garrett said, "I've met him before once or twice."
The little fairy flared a brassy shade of rage, spitting Faeish curses at the vampire tailor.
"Feisty little thing," Jannis mused, "Any idea why he was following you?"
"I don't know," Garrett said.
Jannis shrugged. "It doesn't really matter," he said, "but it does provide us with an excellent opportunity to test your level of commitment."
"What?"
"Kill him," Jannis said, holding the fairy out toward Garrett.
Garrett stared up at the vampire in horror.
"You want to be one of us?" Jannis sighed, "Then be one of us... Kill him."
Garrett shook his head slowly.
"What is it that you think we do?" Jannis asked. "There is a price for immortality, you know. A higher form of life requires a higher form of sustenance... Kill the fairy."
"No," Garrett said.
"What?" Jannis asked, cupping his free hand behind his ear, "I didn't quite hear that... weren't you just saying something about being willing to do anything for your love of the girl?"
"This isn't right!" Garrett hissed.
"What does that have to do with it?" Jannis scoffed, "You asked me about becoming a vampire, and yet you aren't ready to hear the truth!"
"There has to be another way," Garrett said.
"You mean you'd rather just close your eyes and let someone else do the killing for you?" Jannis laughed, "Oh, yes, we have plenty of those back home. I know a few vampires that have lived for hundreds of years and never once used their teeth... never once pressed their fangs against a softly yielding throat... never once felt that crisp, warm burst of sweetness, filling their mouths..." Jannis lifted the struggling fairy toward his own glistening fangs.
"No! Please!" Garrett gasped.
"Oh, so you'd like to go first?" Jannis asked, holding the fairy out toward Garrett again.
"Just let him go!" Garrett cried.
"Why?" Jannis asked, "I thought you wanted to be a vampire... Didn't you want to be a vampire?"
Garrett glared back at the pallid tailor and said nothing.
Jannis looked down at the fairy, furrowing his brow. "You heard him say it, didn't you?" he asked the fairy, "He did specifically state that he would do anything to become a vampire, did he not?"
"Let him go," Garrett said, his voice frosting the air between them.
Jannis's eyes widened slightly and then narrowed again. "I believe I've exposed a nerve," he whispered.
"Let him go, now, please," Garrett said.
Jannis's grin flashed anew, and he bowed suddenly, the fairy clasped to his chest as the fingertips of his free hand swept the floor. "As you command, Songreaver!" he said. Standing erect, he tossed the fairy into the air with a flourish and watched him fly back into the shadowy rafters above.
"How did you know?" Garrett gasped.
Jannis grinned, "You just told me so," he laughed.
"But..."
"I've had my suspicions," Jannis said, wiping the fairy dust from his hand onto his trouser leg, "I've been watching young Lady Veranu quite closely for some time. There are very few details of her life that escape me for very long."
"Why are you watching her?" Garrett demanded.
"It is my job," Jannis said.
"I thought you were retired," Garrett said.
Jannis gave him a thin smile.
"Who do you work for?" Garrett asked.
"Interested parties," Jannis said, walking back to the table and uncorking the wineskin to pour himself another cup of blood.
"Like the Valfrei?" Garrett asked.
"No, the ones unlike the Valfrei," Jannis chuckled, taking a sip.
"The vampires that Uncle Tinjin was friends with?" Garrett asked.
"Some of them," Jannis said.
"Can they help us?" Garrett asked.
"Us?" Jannis said.
"Me and Marla," Garrett said.
"Ah... why should they?" Jannis asked.
"Well, if they were friends with Uncle Tinjin, maybe they would help us now," Garrett said.
Jannis chuckled and shook his head. "You inherited Tinjin's house when he left," he laughed, "not his reputation."
"Well, what am I supposed to do?" Garrett sighed.
"I haven't a clue," Jannis said with a shrug, "You've already proven yourself too squeamish to do things my way. I have no further reason to aid you at all."
"Thanks," Garrett said dryly.
"You're quite welcome," Jannis said, taking another drink.
"I guess coming here was a waste of both our times," Garrett fumed.
"Not at all," Jannis said, "I rather enjoyed the diversion, and I was able to confirm my suspicions about your little secret. You as well benefitted from the exchange."
"How?"
"Well," Jannis said, "not only did you learn that you were being followed by a rather foul-mouthed young fairy, you also discovered that your own sense of morality has resisted the influence of an ancient power within you, a power last wielded by a despotic madman... Perhaps this too we owe to Tinjin and the, undoubtedly, idealistic worldview that he fostered in you."
"Are you going to tell anybody about it?" Garrett asked.
"Of course," Jannis said, "I must report this to my employers. It's my job."
"What about the Valfrei?" Garrett asked.
"Oh, gods no!" Jannis said, choking on his blood.
"Thanks," Garrett said.
"I like you, Garrett," Jannis said, "I really do."
"But you won't help me," Garrett said.
"I am helping you, Garrett, believe me!" Jannis said, "There may come a day when you are ready to put aside your humanity and take up our dark mantle, but Garrett, can't you see? That's why she loves you... because you are human! Enjoy this time! Savor it, and remember it. Cherish it because it is fleeting! A hundred years from now, you may look back on these happy, simple days and smile. I envy you, Garrett, I really do!"
Garrett frowned.
"Don't be so ready to rush into immortality, Garrett," Jannis sighed. He crossed the room to put his hands on Garrett's shoulders. "There is time enough for tomorrow... don't let it rob you of this one, sweet today."
Garrett hung his head and then nodded.
Jannis patted his shoulder and then stepped away.
"Any advice on how to beat a vampire in a fist fight?" Garrett laughed.
"Ah... the Claude situation," Jannis said.
"Yeah."
The elder vampire looked thoughtful. "Are you willing to owe me a favor?" he asked with a wicked grin.
"Sure," Garrett said.
"Such a sweet, naive boy you are," Jannis chuckled.
Garrett frowned.
"Very well then, " Jannis said, "I will ask the young gaunt rider to deliver an urgent message back to Thrinaar for me with all haste. It just so happens that I have recently discovered something rather extraordinary and would inform my employers of it at once. I imagine that the flight and the subsequent delay while he awaits their response may keep him away for some months."
"Thanks," Garrett said.
"And, in that time," Jannis said, "I would suggest that you learn to master the power within yourself, if you can. Then Claude may return to find you quite a formidable opponent indeed."
Garrett nodded.
"Now go on," Jannis said, "Go eat some twigs, or whatever it is that you humans do with your time. You'll find that fairy sulking behind the flowerpots across the street, waiting for you. I suggest you find out why he's been following you." He walked away toward the half-opened open doorway at the back of the room.
"Thanks," Garrett said, "I owe you one."
"Indeed you do," Jannis said, looking back over his shoulder with a thin smile on his lips.
Garrett waited until Jannis had disappeared into the back room before letting himself out. The gray haze of day burned his eyes as he stepped out into the street again, and the scent of flowers and exotic spices washed over him from the nearby cart of a naga herbalist. He smiled and nodded at the serpent-tailed girl and then walked across the street toward the rows of planters stacked in front of a weathered stone wall.
"I want to talk to you," Garrett said, "Can you come out?"
No answer came from the planters, and Garrett spoke again, in Fae this time, "Please come up. I would enjoy speak with you."
He heard the buzz of fairy wings among the leaves and he frowned.
"I know you are here. Please, I would speak." he said in the language of fairies.
At once the brassy-colored fairy lifted from the flowers like an angry hornet, his fiery eyes blazing. He hovered and darted side to side as though he might fly away at any moment.
"I am friend," Garrett said, "Please, we must talk."
The little fairy darted close enough that Garrett could see the sneer on his face. "I'll talk," the fairy spoke in thickly accented Gloaran, "but, spare me yer butchery o' me mother tongue. Who taught ye to spake it, a boggle?"
"A fairy," Garrett said.
The brassy fairy raised his eyebrows and whistled. "A daft one it was that taught ye then, or yer no fair student at all."
Garrett frowned, thinking better of saying anything in his own defense.
"Come on then," the fairy said, waving for Garrett to follow as he darted into a nearby alleyway.
Garrett sighed and followed the fairy into the alley.
"I'm guessin' the blood drinker sent ye away empty-handed," the fairy laughed as he lighted upon the iron railing of a second story balcony, high out of Garrett's reach.
"Who are you?" Garrett asked.
"I'll not hear you try an' fail to spake me true name, boy," the fairy laughed, "Just call me Shortgrass and leave it at that."
"Shortgrass," Garrett said, "My name is Garrett."
"That I know," Shortgrass said, his wings buzzing, "but what I don't know is how ye came to spake the Wyrd o' Breakin'. That I would know, boy. That I am keen to know."
"I found it in the tomb of the Songreaver," Garrett whispered, glancing toward the street behind him.
"Jus' lyin' around, unattended, was it?" Shortgrass scoffed, lifting his tiny hands in disbelief.
"What do you want from me?" Garrett asked.
"What do I want?" Shortgrass asked. He lifted his hands again and then jabbed his finger accusingly toward Garrett. "I want to know the Wyrd, ye thievin' shufflefoot!"
"I didn't steal it!" Garrett said.
"Nah, you jus' took it without askin', the same as any other thievin' shufflefoot that e'er lived!"
"I don't know what you're talking about," Garrett sighed, "I didn't steal it. I just found where it was hidden and brought it back."
"Give it to me then," Shortgrass said, "an' I'll see that it gets to where it needs to go."
"It's not a word that I can tell you," Garrett sighed, "It doesn't work like that!"
Shortgrass shook his head. "Listen, boy," he said, "I burnt what patience I had left in this sorry life, rottin' in that wee wire cage that yer blood drinker friends stook me in. I've got none left fer hagglin' with ye! Set yer price, an' ye'll have it!"
"What?" Garrett asked.
Shortgrass stood to his full height on the rail of the balcony and pointed at his thin chest. "Yer lookin' at a squire o' the Amber Court, boy," he said, "... low in me fortunes, I know, but me word is me bond. If it's gold ye want, I kin drown ye in the stuff!"
"I don't want money," Garrett said.
"Then what?" Shortgrass said, "Name it an' ye'll have it."
"I just did it to help Lampwicke," Garrett said.
Shortgrass stared at him, uncomprehending.
"The fairy that taught me to speak Fae," Garrett said, "I just did it to set her free."
"You did what now?" the fairy asked.
"I had... I had a friend named Lampwicke," Garrett said, "She's a fairy... I don't know her fairy name. She taught me to speak Fae, and I promised her that I would help her get free of the vampire cage she was in. I found where the Breaking Word was hidden, and I brought it back... I can't even remember how."
"And set her free?" Shortgrass said.
"Yeah."
"The same way ye did for me, back in the slaughterhouse?" Shortgrass said.
"Uh... yeah, pretty much," Garrett said.
Shortgrass brushed back his long coppery hair with his hand, blowing air through his cheeks as he thought about it. He gave Garrett another incredulous look. "An' you've no idea at all how you do it?" he demanded.
"I dunno," Garrett said, "I just sort of... do it."
"Mother o' Melody, I'm dealin' with a simpleton!" Shortgrass cried to the sky.
"Hey!" Garrett said.
"No, that settles it!" Shortgrass muttered to himself, "I've got to take him back. The dreamers'll know what to do with him."
"The who?" Garrett asked.
Shortgrass looked up, as if just noticing Garrett again. "Listen close, you great dufflehead," he said, "Yer comin' back with me to the forest, and we're leavin' now."
"I'm not going anywhere," Garrett scoffed, "I've got stuff to do here."
"You had stuff ta do here," Shortgrass growled, "Now ya don't. Yer bound to answer the charges o' yer crimes before the Amber Court."
"What crimes?" Garrett demanded.
"You'll find out when we get there," Shortgrass quipped.
"I'm not going anywhere with you," Garrett snorted, shaking his head as he turned to go.
"Don't make me put the cosheili on ye!" the little fairy shouted.
"Have a nice trip," Garrett laughed as he walked away.
"I warned ye!" Shortgrass cried, and then he barked out a strange phrase in Fae, "Te vaardre tu cosheili, na'verrden sha!"
Garrett felt a warm wave of power wash over his shoulders and dissipate into nothingness as it passed over him without effect.
"Didn't work," he called without looking back.
"Te vaardre tu cosheili!" Shortgrass cried out again, louder this time.
"Still didn't work," Garrett said as he rounded the corner and stepped back onto the street. He nodded again at the naga girl and turned to make his way home.
Garrett heard a furious buzzing sound and then felt a solid impact against the back of his head.
"Ow!" Garrett said, spinning to face the blazing golden fairy who swayed drunkenly in the air as though the blow had stunned him far worse than it had Garrett.
"Yer goin' nowhere but where I say you go!" Shortgrass roared, shaking his head to clear his vision.
"You're gonna hurt yourself," Garrett sighed.
Shortgrass darted in again like a flash of golden light, striking Garrett in the center of the forehead.
"Ah!" Garrett cried, his hand going between his eyes and stars swirling in his vision.
"Had enough?" Shortgrass mumbled, his light flickering as he circled Garrett in an unsteady arc.
Garrett shook his head.
Shortgrass zipped forward again, but this time, Garrett got his elbow up fast enough to block the fairy's attack.
Shortgrass dropped in a senseless heap at Garrett's feet as the young necromancer danced around, wincing in pain at the impact to his elbow joint.
When Garrett regained his composure, he looked around to see that a small crowd of satyr children had gathered to watch the rather unusual fight. He smiled and waved at them before stooping to pick up the unconscious fairy and then fleeing the scene.
Chapter Twenty-five
Garrett paused at the door of Warren's house, realizing only then that it was a real door and not the ragged canvas flap that had hung in the doorframe for as long as he could remember. He looked down at his feet and noticed then that the walkway had been swept clean all the way out to the shadowy lane of the subterranean neighborhood. He squinted and held his witchfire torch a little higher, marveling at the fresh coat of paint that now covered the old stones of the ancient house, though its color was impossible to make out in the flickering green light. A warm, honey-colored glow emanated through curtained windows of real glass in the frames where only broken shards and cobwebs had been before Lady Ymowyn's arrival.
Garrett snuffed out his torch and stuck it in his bag before knocking lightly on the door of the house.
The door wrenched open to reveal Warren hulking in the entryway beyond.
"Hi, Gar," the ghoul greeted him, "What happened to your face?"
"I got in a fight with Claude," Garrett said, "Can I come in?"
"Yeah," Warren said, stepping aside to wave him in. "What's that?" he asked, indicating the unconscious fairy cradled in the crook of Garrett's left arm.
"I got in a fight with a fairy too," Garrett said as he stepped inside.
"Evenin' Garrett," Bargas called from the fireside where he lay upon a low cot, covered with an enormous quilt with a patchwork pattern of eggs and hens checkering it.
"Hi, everybody!" Garrett said.
Lady Ymowyn rose from the chair where she had been snapping pea pods for their evening meal. She looked Garrett up and down, her green eyes wide. "What happened to your face?" she demanded.
Garrett touched his fingertips to the claw marks on his left cheek. "Vampire fight," he said, and then touched the tender spot on his forehead, "Fairy fight."
Ymowyn's lips curled incredulously. "I know I said to do something stupid, but, Garrett..."
"I also broke into the temple and almost got turned into a skeleton... oh, Banden's gone now."
"What?" Ymowyn choked.
"No, I mean he left, after the skeleton thing," Garrett said, "He's all right though, but they did try to kill us, so I had to go and join the Templars for real, but I don't really like it much. Last night we went outside the city and attacked a bunch of Neshite people, I guess because the roach guy was Neshite, and the High Priestess wanted to question the other Neshite people. The Templar guys wanted me to beat up a bunch of kids, but I didn't do it, so now they're mad at me, I think..."
Lady Ymowyn stared at him with her mouth open.
"Aaand I tried to become a vampire, but the vampire guy wanted me to kill this fairy, and I wouldn't do that either, so he said I wasn't ready to be a vampire and kicked me out... um, then the fairy guy wanted to arrest me for stealing the Songreaver word or something, and I wouldn't go with him, so we fought about that, and I... accidentally knocked him out... I was hoping that you could help him."
Ymowyn said nothing, her eyes going to the fairy and then back to Garrett's face. She squinted at him in disbelief.
Warren shrugged. "Made sense to me," he said.
"You wanted to be a vampire?" Bargas groaned, "Why, boy?"
Garrett's eyes fell. "I just thought I could be with Marla then," he said.
Bargas shook his head. "No, boy..." he coughed and then coughed again.
Ymowyn leaned across to offer the old ghoul a cup of tea.
Bargas sipped at the cup and nodded his thanks with a pained expression.
"What happened with Claude?" Warren asked.
"He was being a nob," Garrett sighed, "and I told him to stuff it... we started fighting then, and I sicced the zombie rats on him. He scratched my face pretty bad, but I knocked one of his fangs out."
"Really?" Warren asked, his face brightening.
"Yeah!" Garrett said, "But then Klavicus came in and broke it up... He pretty much told me not to ever come back to the vampire embassy again."
"That's not fair!" Warren rumbled.
"No, I think he's afraid of what the other vampires would do if they found out about the Songreaver thing," Garrett said.
"He knows?" Ymowyn asked, stepping forward to take the fairy from Garrett's arms.
"Yeah, he figured it out somehow when he licked me," Garrett said.
Warren pulled a disgusted face.
"You don't want to know," Garrett shuddered.
"Will he tell anyone?" Ymowyn asked, setting the unconscious Shortgrass down on a small mound of napkins on the table.
"I don't think so," Garrett said, "but Mister Jannis, the vampire tailor, figured it out when I was asking him about how to become a vampire... He's gonna tell somebody for sure."
Ymowyn shared a worried look with Bargas.
"Maybe you'd better stay with us for a while," Warren said.
"No, I'm fine," Garrett said, waving off their concerns, "You know, the more I think about it, the more I think I could've taken Claude if Klavicus hadn't shown up." Garrett remembered the splintered broom handle hefted in his hands like a spear. He pantomimed a sure thrust directly at the memory of Claude's stupid chest. He laughed, and a little cloud of frost rolled from his lips.
"Cramps, Garrett!" Warren exclaimed.
"What?" Garrett said, breaking from his reverie to see Warren and Ymowyn staring at him, wide-eyed. Bargas shook his head and coughed out a ragged breath.
"Never shoulda gone diggin'..." Bargas coughed, "You don't dig that deep, boy... not that deep."
"This is going too far, Garrett," Lady Ymowyn hissed, "You need help!"
"Yeah," Garrett said, "That's why I'm here. I don't know what to do with this fairy guy. He says he's some sort of important fairy official or something and he wants to take me back to the fairy court to stand trial, and I've gotta get back to Logate in like an hour... Cramps! I still have to run home and get dressed for Templar stuff! Can you look after this fairy guy for me?"
"Garrett, let me look at you!" Ymowyn said stepping up to grab his shoulders.
"No, really, I have to go!" Garrett said, pushing her away gently... only she staggered backward as though he had shoved her.
"Garrett!" Warren barked, reaching out with a restraining paw.
"I'm fine!" Garrett insisted, shrugging free of the ghoul's grasp.
Warren's eyes went wide, and he looked at his father.
"Hold him, boy!" Bargas growled as he rolled out from beneath his blanket.
Warren lunged toward Garrett, but Garrett shoved him back with such force that the ghoul cracked the fresh plaster on the entryway wall.
"Sorry!" Garrett said, lifting his hands in apology, "I really have to go! I'm sorry!"
Ymowyn glanced at Bargas with fear in her eyes, and the great patchy-haired ghoul growled as he faced Garrett, flattening his long ears against his head.
"I'm sorry!" Garrett said again, "I'll be back later, but right now, I 've really got to go!" He backed toward the door, feeling for the handle.
Warren let out a long, warbling howl, and then joined his father's wary advance toward the young necromancer.
"You guys are taking this way too seriously!" Garrett laughed, "I really am fine! I just..." he wrenched the door open, breaking the unopened latch in the process.
"Oh, crix! Sorry about that!" Garrett said, looking down at the broken latch.
Warren lunged forward tackling Garrett, and the two of them spilled out onto the front walk.
"Get off me!" Garrett roared, shoving Warren away with all his might.
A cloud of icy mist trailed Warren's body as he hurled through the air, smashing into one of the two columns of stone that marked the original location of the yard's front gate. The column crumbled into ruin atop the stunned ghoul.
"I'm fine!" Garrett shouted, standing up and dusting himself off as he spun to face Bargas who had just emerged from the doorway.
"I don't want to hurt you, boy!" Bargas yelled, his long arms spread wide.
"Then leave me alone!" Garrett cried, frost billowing from his lips.
"You need help, Garrett!" Ymowyn said, almost weeping, "Garrett, let us help you!"
"Back off!" Garrett said, holding his hands out between himself and the advancing elder ghoul.
Suddenly, Warren hit him again from behind, his massive arms locked around Garrett's waist as he drove him to the ground.
Garrett screamed in rage as he hammered blow after blow down upon the shaggy gray monster that held him fast. Another one snatched him by the right arm, a larger beast still, and Garrett slammed his free fist into the thing's nose, knocking it away.
Garrett managed to get his feet under him and levered himself upward, smashing his elbow down into the face of the monster that held him from behind. Three solid hits were all it took to free him from its grasp.
Garrett staggered away, facing the injured dog creatures as he retreated. An icy storm howled in his ears, scattering his thoughts, and a fine blue mist trailed from his lips as he swayed, trying to regain his balance.
"Don't touch me!" he shrieked.
More of the beasts had gathered, surrounding him now. He was going to have to fight his way out.
"Garrett, what's wrong?" said one of the creatures, leaner than the rest.
"Don't touch him, Scupp!" the one that had tackled him shouted, but the lean dog creature did not heed the other's warning and reached out toward Garrett with its loathsome paw.
"Get back!" Garrett shouted, driving his fist into the side of the dog-thing's head.
It went down with a startled yelp.
"Scupp!" another of the beasts howled, springing to the fallen creature's side. It looked up at him with confusion on its bestial face.
"It's not Garrett now!" the fox-thing shouted from the doorway, "Don't touch him!"
"Don't ever touch me!" Garrett screamed, turning to face the creatures that circled him, "Not ever!"
Garrett stared down at his hands then. They were flexed into claws with frosty vapors steaming off of his ice-crusted skin. He smiled at the sight of it, letting out a boyish giggle.
"Hey, Warren," Garrett laughed, "Look at this..."
Garrett's body crumpled as an icy river crashed in upon him, driving him down into the soft, black, bottomless mud below.
Chapter Twenty-six
"Why did you bring him here?" Annalien spoke from somewhere above the surface of the river, her voice muffled as though he heard it through a thick layer of ice. A golden glow shimmered through the ice, sending little tendrils of light down into the cold darkness below.
"The message on his arm," Lady Ymowyn's voice answered, "I didn't know what else to do."
"Cover that up!" Annalien hissed, "Cover it up now!"
"You know what he is, don't you?" a thin, weary voice spoke next, the fairy known as Shortgrass.
"I know," Annalien answered sadly, "It's my fault he's done it."
"Your fault?" Shortgrass cried, "Bless ye for it, then, but couldn' ya have chosen a more worthy vessel o' deliverance fer our people?"
"Deliverance?" Annalien spat, "Deliverance? Do you not know your own doom when you look upon it?"
"He's a boy!" Ymowyn cried, "He's a good boy, and he needs our help!"
"He's dead, girl!" Annalien cried, "Can you not look in his eyes and see it for yourself? Is it my curse as well to go on seeing and seeing what others cannot, long after I should have left this foul, wretched nightmare of a world?"
"Pah! Spare me yer moanin', she-elf," Shortgrass snapped, "Yer dead, I know, but ye serve the same Song as I, so focus, dear, and tell me what ya know."
"He went off in search of the Songreaver's power," Annalien sighed, "He did it to save a fairy he loved... Forgive me, but he got the idea from me... I talk too much sometimes... tell too many stories."
"You mean this whole time the Wyrd's been here under yer nose," Shortgrass cried, "and you let it rot... while our people languish in chains above?"
"You think he brings your freedom?" Annalien scoffed, "You think this is the face of your savior, here before you?"
"Well, 'tis an ugly mug, I'll give ya that," Shortgrass laughed, "but I'll lay a thousand kisses upon it or any other part he offers up, if he'll do fer others what he did fer me!"
"You are a fool then for not seeing the price of that freedom," Annalien said, "Believe me, there are worse fates in this world than slavery."
"I take it ye've not spent much time as a slave then?" Shortgrass asked.
"It doesn't matter now!" Ymowyn said, "What's done is done, and this boy needs your help!"
"This boy needs a tomb to sleep in!" Annalien hissed.
Garrett tried to protest. He didn't feel dead. Then again, the weight of the icy river on his chest held him down in the soft black mud, and it seemed too much effort to talk.
"He's not dead!" Ymowyn cried, desperation in her voice.
"And what interest is it to you, soul-eater?" Annalien asked, "Thought you'd have a try at a taste of old ghost, or have you come to gloat over the Lost Sister's bones?"
"No," Ymowyn sighed, "I have nothing to gloat about... There is nothing I have done of which I am proud."
"Mother o' Mystery!" Shortgrass groaned, "Kin ye both spare me the dramatics an' give me a straight answer? How am I haulin' this great icy ball o' songreavin' back to tha folks at home?"
"You think I would help you take this abomination into the very heart of the wood?" Annalien scoffed, "Send you home with this cold, twisted thing that will only unravel every blessed song the Fair Mother ever wove?"
"Well, yeah, that's a pretty fair appraisal o' what I'm goin' ta do," Shortgrass said, "I don't know that you've had much a look around since ya... you know... died, but things are awful bad out there, and gettin' worse by the day. Weren't for this boy, I'd be naught but a shriveled husk in a pretty wee cage by now."
"You're free, be glad of it!" Annalien said, "But don't expect that's the only trick this thing knows how to play. First he'll unravel all the black spells that the vampires wove, and you'll all stand around singing his praises... but then he'll start in on the other spells, the bright, happy spells, plucking at the loose threads of magic, because he just can't stand to leave 'em alone. Then the trees start to die, and the unicorns forget their names, and the summer turns to frost, and all that is good and green in the world begins to fade. Then maybe you'll look back and wish you hadn't lived to see it after all."
"Yer the dreariest old ghost I've ever met. I'll give ya that!" Shortgrass laughed.
"You fear the shadow so much that you'd make a deal with the dark itself!" Annalien said, "Do you think you can control this? You think you can master it? Have you ever sat and listened to the death-song of a thousand wisps, sent screaming into the netherworld by the monster that lies here at our feet? Have you done that, fairy?"
"Well, no, I haven't," Shortgrass mused, "but then I have heard the cries as the Children of the Grove are slaughtered for meal or sport. I've watched 'em wither and fade, bound in cages, weepin' ta know they're ne'er ta fly again... so maybe that counts fer somethin', ya think?"
"Don't do this, please," Annalien wept, "Don't let my failure become my people's doom."
"Doom, is it?" Shortgrass said, "’Tis not the way I see it."
"Then you are a fool," Annalien said.
"Enough!" Ymowyn snapped, "Both of you stop feeling sorry for yourselves and help me aid this boy, or by the black heart of the Moon That Was, I will start eating souls!"
Silence hung in the golden air above the icy surface of the river, and Garrett, grateful for the quiet at last, let himself sink further into the cool black mud below.
"What's got yer tail in a bunch, girly?" Shortgrass said.
"Garrett needs help," Ymowyn sighed, "This... thing... is starting to control him, and he needs our help to bring him back from it."
"He's gone, girl," Annalien sighed, "and the most merciful thing we can do is to let him sleep."
"No!" Ymowyn said, "We need him... We all need him... We need the power he holds, but, most of all, we need him, the boy he is, and the man he can become."
"Now what would you be needin' him for?" Shortgrass asked, curiosity in his voice, "Yer no Fae. The blood drinker’s laws hold no sway o’er you or yer kin. So what reavin' would you have 'im do?"
"Look at him!" Ymowyn sighed, "Look at him, and what do you see? A tool? A threat? Is that all you see?"
"And what is it that you see there, soul-eater?" Annalien asked.
"A king!" Ymowyn said.
"Yer mad!" Shortgrass laughed.
"Yes!" Ymowyn gasped, "I am mad! I sought to use forbidden power to save my people, and I was driven mad by it! I know better than anyone what he must be going through now, but I know as well how strong this boy truly is. I’ve seen it in him! I know that, if any of us have a chance to hold that kind of power and not lose themselves to it... it is this boy!
"Look at him! Look at this simple boy. He didn't seize this power for his own gain. He wasn't trying to conquer or destroy. He did what he did out of compassion... out of love!
"One of you looks at this power and wants to use it. The other wants to bury it. I... I want to serve the only one worthy enough to wield it with justice and mercy!"
"What if you are wrong about him?" Annalien sighed, "If you are wrong, you will undo us all... the last human to wield this power very nearly tore this world in half. Would you put another son of dust upon that throne?"
"If it comes to that, I'll end 'im meself," Shortgrass said.
"He could unmake you with a word!" Annalien hissed.
"If he falls to madness... I will slay the Songreaver," Ymowyn whispered, "I swear my soul upon it."
"Could you do it?" Annalien asked.
"If I did not believe in him, I would have slain him already and taken his light for myself," Ymowyn said, her voice cold and hard.
"You think yourself worthy to wield it?" Annalien scoffed.
"The day one such as I gain this power, the world will surely die!" Ymowyn laughed bitterly.
"You are drawn to it, then?" Annalien said.
"Aye," Ymowyn laughed, "and yet I know I must never possess it. Let me then bask in its glow and worship it at arm's reach."
"A dangerous game you would play, soul-eater," Annalien said.
Ymowyn laughed again. "I find my pleasures where I can, ghost," she said, "and dancing this near to the flame keeps me warm."
"’Tis the fate o' me people a joke to ya then?" Shortgrass asked.
"Aye, fairy, it is," Ymowyn chuckled, "but then I've always had a perverse sense of humor."
Garrett felt somehow ashamed, eavesdropping on them like this. He tried to speak, but the cold black mud filled his mouth, and he sank deeper into the blackness below.
“Ah, look at him, poor boy,” Annalien sighed, “My heart aches to see him fade into shadow.”
“Then call him back,” Ymowyn said, “Join your will with mine and help me call him back to the light.”
“It would be kinder perhaps to let him sleep,” Annalien whispered, “Can we ask this of him? What right have we to set that frost-woven crown upon his brow?”
“We have every right!” Ymowyn hissed, “The dark powers that even now weave this world’s doom will not be stopped by any power save this one. If we let it fade into shadow for all eternity, then the blood of this world will stain our hands, for we alone had the power to stop it and did nothing!”
Annalien laughed bitterly.
“Ah,” Ymowyn sighed, “a poor choice of words perhaps… Forgive me.”
“Well, if yer goin’ ta do somethin’, ya might want ta start now,” Shortgrass said, “I think he just stopped breathin’.”
“Garrett!” Ymowyn cried.
Garrett tried again to speak, to tell her that he was all right, but the cold black mud closed over his eyes now, shutting out the faint, golden light. He couldn’t hear their voices anymore, and, for the first time, he began to feel afraid.
Garrett tried to move his arms, but some force pinned them to his sides. He began to struggle in earnest, growing desperate, but his muscles no longer answered his command. He tried to scream, but his mouth hung open, silent as the tomb.
No sound, no light, no feelings at all anymore, save a dreadful sense of falling, falling into an infinite void. Some fear-mad part of his brain wondered if this was where the magic went when sundered by the Word.
The Word… it burned now like an icy flame in his chest, flaring to life even as his thoughts turned toward it. A pale blue light flared and seared away the shadows that engulfed him, leaping up like a writhing bonfire from his breast.
Garrett screamed at last, a wordless cry of agony as the icy blue fire raked through his veins like tiny shards of frozen rage.
And then the flame laughed at him.
Garrett stared up in horror as the blue fire took form, shaping itself into some stooped, long-necked beast with grinning jaws. It’s azure flames flickered against the roiling clouds of darkness that whipped past as Garrett fell into the nameless abyss.
The blue fire creature pierced Garrett’s shoulders with the tips of its bladed talons as it pulled him closer to itself, and it leaned forward, grinning at him with jagged teeth of flame. Little rivulets of seething pain drooled from its jaws to burn Garrett’s face as it opened its mouth to speak.
“I need this,” it hissed, and then the creature drove its fist into Garrett’s chest, seizing the boy’s heart in its icy fist.
“No!” Garrett cried. He managed to move his hands at last, clawing at the creature’s arm with his fingernails, trying to pull it from his chest.
“Give it to me!” the creature moaned, “I must live!”
“It’s mine!” Garrett screamed.
“No, I need it,” the creature whined, raking at Garrett’s flesh with its other claw as Garrett fought to pull its arm out of his chest.
“Please stop!” Garrett wept, “Please stop!”
“Give it to me!” the flame roared.
Garrett saw the clouds of darkness part as his body plummeted through into a great empty void beneath a billowing gray sky. His body spun as he fell, and he saw a vast plain of shadow and fire rising up below him. The ground itself seemed to writhe with unwholesome life, and the anguished wails of a million voices rose up from the churning shadows below.
“Give it to me!” the flame thing shrieked, pulling with all of its strength, trying to tear the heart from Garrett’s chest.
“No!” Garrett screamed, squeezing the thing’s forearm so hard that it shattered like hammered ice, “It belongs to me!”
The blue flame creature whipped apart in the wind of Garrett’s fall. Garrett felt the pressure in his chest abate as the flames died away, and his body slowly turned in the air, now falling head-down, toward the sea of hungry shadows rising up to claim him.
Garrett closed his eyes and crossed his hands over his chest. A small smile touched his lips as he began to hum a few bars of an Astorran waltz that had just now danced into his recollection, and he lost himself in the scent of Marla’s hair.
Garrett felt two strong hands close upon his shoulders, and he squeezed his arms, protectively over his chest.
“It belongs to me,” he whispered, “It belongs to me.”
The hands pulled at him, tugging him upward, away from the sea of shadows.
Garrett struggled, trying to free himself from their grasp, but they held fast, tearing at his clothes, scrabbling for purchase as he twisted and shook his body to escape them.
“It belongs to me!” he screamed.
“Garrett!” a familiar voice cried, “Stop fighting us!”
“Ymowyn?” Garrett gasped. He opened his eyes again to see long tendrils of shadow rising up from the dark plain below, reaching for him. Then he saw two slender arms, formed of golden light wrapped around his chest as someone struggled to bear him up from behind and above.
Garrett twisted his body and let the golden creature turn him to face herself as she held him fast with her strong hands. His eyes went wide at the sight of her.
“Annalien!” he cried.
The elven spirit burned like sunlight itself, her large eyes weeping tears of golden fire, and her smile as bright as the first dawn.
“Annalien,” he sobbed, wrapping his arms around her, and she hugged him tight, burying her face in his shoulder as they wept together.
“Bring us back,” Annalien whispered, “Bring us back now…”
Sheets of living sunlight wreathed the elven woman’s body, spreading like wings more glorious than any sunset, and the shadow tendrils burned to cinders where they touched her radiance.
Annalien lifted her eyes toward the roiling black sky above, and there opened a breach in the darkness through which the light of the noonday sun poured through like a shaft of white fire. The fire engulfed them both, and burned away the very memory of despair.
“Bring us back,” Annalien sighed, “Bring us home.”
Garrett’s lungs burned as he filled them with air, his eyes opening on a green garden, filled with light and warmth.
“Annalien!” Garrett gasped, looking at the elven woman as she knelt above him, translucent and faded now again in her ghostly form. Her lambent eyes sparkled with ethereal tears, and she sobbed out a happy gasp of relief. She reached to stroke his face with her hand, but she had none now. She withdrew the ghostly stump to her breast and laughed again.
Garrett’s eyes now focused through Annalien’s ghostly body to see Lady Ymowyn kneeling in the pool behind her. The fox woman was on her knees in the water with one hand outstretched toward Annalien’s back and the other stretched toward the glowing crystal moonshard that lay upon the pedestal in the center of the room. Ymowyn sagged in relief, wheezing with exertion, as she closed her outstretched fingers into fists and then collapsed with a splash into the water.
“Ymowyn!” Garrett cried, trying to rise to help her, but his sense of balance failed him, and he fell back to the floor once again.
“Hoh there, lad!” Shortgrass cried as he flew down to land beside Garrett on the floor, “Ye were dead as a bloomin’ stone nary a moment ago! Give it a wee rest!”
“Ymowyn,” Garrett gasped, reaching out his hand toward her as Annalien stood and turned to look at her as well.
Ymowyn lifted herself from the water on her hands and knees, her dress soaked through, and a fine, silver mist escaped through her lips with each ragged breath. Her red fur seemed dusted with frost, and her green eyes now looked glassy and unfocused.
“Help her,” Garrett cried, but Ymowyn shook her head, lifting her hand to ward off any aid.
“Don’t…” she gasped, “Don’t… come close!”
“She needs help,” Garrett said. He tried pushing himself up on one arm with some success.
“She needs to feed,” Annalien sighed.
“No!” Ymowyn groaned, shaking her head angrily, “…no.”
Annalien looked back at Garrett, her eyes full of sorrow, and she shook her head. “Oh, Garrett,” she whispered.
“I’m sorry, Annalien,” Garrett said, “I wanted you to understand why I did it. I wanted…”
“It’s not your fault, Garrett,” Annalien whispered, “It’s not your fault.”
Garrett smiled and nodded, and then looked around the garden, noting for the first time that things had changed since his last visit. The vines and flowers had all either overgrown their pots or simply withered and shriveled to brown husks. He looked toward the vine racks and saw them almost completely overrun with the ugly blue firevine, now blistered with hundreds of blood-red berries.
“What happened here?” he asked.
Annalien looked around and gave a rueful laugh. “I suppose I should see about hiring a new groundskeeper,” she said.
Ymowyn suddenly doubled over, retching into the crystal blue waters of the pool.
Garrett scrambled to his feet and stumbled toward the pool as Shortgrass and Annalien got out of his way.
“No!” Ymowyn groaned, spitting bile, “Stay back!”
Garrett waded out into the shallow pool, surprised at the warmth of the water as it poured in over the tops of his boots.
The fox woman staggered backward and fell again, staring up at him with real terror in her wide green eyes as he moved to help her.
“No!” she croaked, lifting her hands in a feeble attempt to ward him off, “I don’t want to hurt you!”
Garrett stooped low and grasped her by the shoulders, lifting her from the water, and then knelt, cradling her gently with his hand behind her neck. “It’s all right,” he said, “It’s all right.”
“No!” she wept, shaking her head from side to side.
“It’s all right,” he said again, smiling, “You saved my life, Ymowyn. Now let me help you.”
“I can’t…” she rasped.
“You can,” he said, “It will be all right.”
“What if I can’t stop?” she sobbed.
“You can,” he said.
“I…” she sighed, her eye lids fluttering as she swooned in his arms.
“Breathe it in, Ymowyn,” he said, remembering what he had seen the white ghoul do for her once before, “Just breathe it in.”
Ymowyn’s lips parted, her eyes half-lidded. She seemed about to speak again, but then her breath came rasping through her teeth as she inhaled sharply.
Garrett’s eyes widened as he felt the breath being drawn from his lungs. It burst from his mouth as a fine silver mist that shimmered like frost as the fox woman drew it in.
Ymowyn gasped, her eyes opening wide again as she looked up at him, desperate with need. She clamped her jaws shut, struggling to hold her breath, trying not to breathe him again. She begged him for release with her eyes, but Garrett held her close.
“It’s all right,” he whispered.
She gasped again, drawing another silver breath from his body, inhaling his spirit into herself. Garrett felt it flowing from him like water through a broken dam, pouring in to quench the burning hunger in her eyes.
She sobbed then, at the end of her breath, shoving him away with stolen strength.
He let her go, rising to his feet in the center of the pool with the burning light of the moonshard behind his back.
She stumbled from the pool, dragging her sodden dress with her. She turned to look back at him, falling to her knees in his shadow at the edge of the pool.
Garrett smiled gently back at her, wanting her to know that she hadn’t hurt him.
She looked at him, her green eyes blazing with adoration and awe.
“My King!” she cried, and then she bowed low before him.
Garrett looked to Annalien in surprise, but the pale blue ghost only stared back at him in wonder for a moment before she too fell to her knees.
“My Lord,” she said, lifting her missing hands to him, “I pledge my service to you for as long as I may tarry here.”
Garrett looked to the fairy standing beside her on the floor.
Shortgrass stared at Ymowyn and Annalien with an expression of utter astonishment. He glanced at Garrett then as he gestured toward the two women. “Yer not expectin’ me ta…” he began, and then ran his hand through his coppery hair and sighed, “Oh, why tha hell not?”
With a florid bow, the little fairy tilted his wings toward Garrett and cried out, “Long live tha King!”
Chapter Twenty-seven
Garrett found the injured ghouls lying on palettes in Warren’s living room beside the hearth. He winced in shame to see the bandages wrapped around Warren’s massive chest, but, most of all, his heart broke to see the padded bindings around Scupp’s head.
“Back for another round, eh?” Warren chuckled, a bit wheezily as he looked up at Garrett’s entry, hastily concealing something that looked like a ball of yarn beneath his tattered blanket.
“I’m sorry,” Garrett said, shaking his head, “I’m really sorry.”
“I’m fine,” Warren scoffed, “You hit like a little baby.”
“A baby that gave you three cracked ribs,” Ymowyn muttered as she entered behind Garrett, hanging her cloak beside the door.
Garrett rubbed his hand over his forehead, still unable to believe that he had hurt his friends. He had only faint, blurry memories of incoherent rage, but the sight of Scupp, lying unconscious on the floor, was a brutal reminder of his loss of control.
“How is she?” Garrett asked, crossing the floor to stand beside the palette where the young ghoul lay.
Diggs, who was kneeling beside his sister, cradling her paw in his own, looked up at Garrett with an expression of weary sorrow. “I don’t know if she’s gonna make it,” he whispered hoarsely. His eyes fell again to his sister as she lay, rasping for breath. “Hang in there, Scupp,” he sobbed, “Hang in there.”
Garrett fell to his knees beside her and put his hand on her arm. “I’m so sorry!” he cried, “I’m sorry, Scupp! I’m so sorry!”
Suddenly Scupp’s unbandaged eye popped open, and she rolled over to drive a solid knuckle punch into Garrett’s shoulder.
Garrett fell over backwards, writhing in pain.
“Dammit, Scupp!” Garrett howled, clutching at his bruised shoulder as the she-ghoul crouched over him, grinning wickedly.
Warren and Diggs rolled on the floor, hooting with laughter.
“Now, we’re even!” Scupp laughed. Then she reached down and grabbed Garrett by the collar, hauling him to his feet. She licked his face and grinned again. “Good to have you back, Gar,” she said.
“I’m sorry, Scupp,” he said, ignoring the pain in his shoulder as he hugged her tightly.
“Are you all right?” she asked, pushing him to arm’s length and looking him up and down.
“I think you broke my arm,” he whined.
“Don’t be such a pup about it,” she chided, “I hit Diggs way harder than that, and he’s still alive. I mean are you all right?”
“Yeah, I am now,” Garrett sighed, looking toward Lady Ymowyn. Something had changed in the way she looked at him, like she expected him to be more than he was ready to be.
“What’s wrong with him, Ym?” Warren asked, his smile gone.
“We need to talk about this,” she said, her eyes still on Garrett, “This isn’t something that we are going to be able to hide anymore. Other parties are involved now, and things are going to change.”
“Other parties?” Warren asked, “You mean enemies?”
She nodded. “And new friends as well,” she said.
“So Anna Gree knew what this was about?” Warren asked.
“Yes,” Ymowyn said, “She proved… most helpful.”
Warren seemed perplexed by her answer, but looked too weary to pursue it further. “Good,” he said, “I’m glad you’re better, Gar… but you think somethin’ like this might happen again?”
“No!” Garrett said, a bit louder than he had intended, “I’m never gonna let this happen again!”
Warren looked at him reassuringly and then cast a cautious glance toward Ymowyn.
“I think we’re past the worst of it,” Ymowyn said.
“Good,” Bargas muttered as he shouldered open the broken front door, carrying a heaping platter of steaming pies in his hands, “because, if this happens again, I’m callin’ Raik in on it.”
“No!” Ymowyn gasped, “Bargas, you can’t let him know what happened!”
“Uncle Raik can help?” Warren asked.
Something unspoken seemed to pass between the elder ghoul and the fox woman. Ymowyn’s pleading look must have convinced him to let it drop, for he simply sighed and said, “Time to eat.”
“Yes!” Diggs yelped, already headed for the platter of pies.
Bargas snarled him into a tail-tucked cower a moment later.
“These are for the injured, whelp!” he growled, “Go get your own food!”
“Yessir,” Diggs said, lowering his ears against his head as he ducked past Bargas on the way out the door.
“Thanks, Mister Bargas,” Scupp said, taking a pie from the plate with a grateful smile.
“You get better, girl,” he grumbled, letting his son have a grab at the platter next.
“Thanks dad,” Warren said, stuffing a pie in his mouth before reaching for another.
“I’m sorry, Mister Bargas,” Garrett said, his eyes on the floor.
Warren groaned through a mouthful of meat as his father pulled the platter away and passed the rest to Scupp.
Bargas stepped over to stand before Garrett, towering above him and looking down as if trying to decide the boy’s fate.
Garrett looked up at the huge ghoul, not a little afraid. Garrett had brought danger into Bargas’s house. He had nearly killed the ghoul’s only son.
Bargas sighed again at last and reached out to pull Garrett close, burying Garrett’s face in the moldy gray fur of his chest. “We’re family, boy,” Bargas croaked, “You done nothin’ I can’t forgive.”
Garrett sniffed back tears, clinging to Bargas like a little boy.
Bargas patted him gently on the head and stepped away, shaking his head. “Damn fool thing to do, boy,” he sighed, “Damn fool thing to do.”
“You think he should stay with us, dad?” Warren asked.
Bargas nodded. “Least ‘till we sort this out,” he said.
Garrett’s heart fluttered with fear. “What time is it?” he gasped, “How long was I out?”
Warren and Scupp shared a worried look but said nothing.
Garrett looked at Ymowyn in desperation. “I’ve gotta get to Logate!” he cried, “I’m late for Templar duty!”
Ymowyn shook her head. “Garrett, that was yesterday,” she said.
“Oh, cramps!” he groaned, “They're gonna flog me again… or worse.”
Lady Ymowyn’s eyes flared, and her back stiffened.
“I gotta go,” Garrett said, shaking his head with worry, “I gotta run home and get changed… no, I better go straight there! I gotta tell ‘em something… maybe there’s like a one free foul up rule or something… probably not.” He looked around in desperation, trying to think of what excuse he could possibly give for missing his entire second night of Templar duty.
Ymowyn strode forward, her bushy tail lashing behind her, and slapped Garrett hard across the cheek.
“Ym!” Warren cried.
Garrett stared back at the fox woman who regarded him with blazing green eyes.
“No!” she said, her voice shaking with emotion, “you are the Songreaver, the Kingslayer, wielder of ancient power, and heir to a great destiny! Do not ever, ever forget yourself again!”
Garrett forgot to breathe. He simply blinked at her with his lips hanging open.
“You are not some stable boy to be whipped at your master’s whim! You are my king!” she hissed, “How dare you fear them? How dare you fear them?”
Garrett’s eyes fell as he considered her words.
Warren got to his feet, pressing one paw to his bandaged ribs as he limped over to put his arm around the trembling fox woman. Garrett looked up to see the question in his oldest friend’s eyes.
A feeling of peace came over Garrett, and he nodded, rubbing absently at the place where Ymowyn had slapped him. He realized then that he wasn’t afraid of them anymore. The only thing he feared now was the danger of forgetting himself and becoming again the thing that had hurt his friends.
“Thank you,” he said to Ymowyn.
She looked suddenly ashamed, her eyes falling as she leaned against Warren for support.
“I won’t forget again,” Garrett said, “not ever.”
Garrett turned to the others. “Thank you all,” he said, “We’ll need to talk when I get back. I hope you’re all feeling better by then.”
“Where’re you goin’?” Warren asked, raising his free paw questioningly.
“I have to go turn in my Templar stuff,” he said, “It’s time I grew up and took some responsibility for what I’ve done… and what I’ve got to do.”
“What’re you gonna do, boy?” Bargas asked.
“I guess I gotta learn how to be a good king,” he chuckled.
*******
Garrett carried his green tabard neatly folded in his hands as he approached the station at Logate. He wore his necromancer's robe and medallion instead, hoping to make his divided loyalties more apparent. A growing sense of unease filled his mind as he sighted a green carriage parked outside the guardhouse, but he could not turn back now. He would deliver his apology and resignation to Captain Gaulve before heading to the temple to explain things to Serepheni and Brix.
Several Templars were chatting together outside the station house as Garrett walked up. They noticed his approach and fell silent, exchanging dark looks with one another.
"Turtle!" Peach hissed, his eyes wild as he trotted toward Garrett, waving his hands back and forth, "You better get outta here!"
"I have to talk to the Captain about last night," Garrett said.
"Just run, Turtle," Peach moaned, "Just get outta town while you can and don't ever come back."
Garrett squinted at him, trying to make sense of the young man's panic.
Just then, Captain Gaulve stepped out of the station house into the street, looking somewhat startled to find Garrett standing there.
"Captain..." Garrett started to say, but his words died on his lips when he saw Matron Shelbie emerge from the building just behind the Templar captain.
She stared at him, boggle-eyed for a moment, then she began sputtering incoherently, pointing her finger at him for several seconds before she was able to spit out, "Seize him!"
Peach closed his eyes in defeat as the other Templars rushed forward to surround Garrett in the street. Passersby scattered, frightened as the Templars pulled their maces from their belts and stood ready to attack.
"You're under arrest, boy," Captain Gaulve said with a weary look in his eye.
"Give me a chance to explain!" Garrett cried.
Matron Shelbie started sputtering with rage again, but Gaulve continued.
"You'll have a chance to explain your actions at the temple, boy," the captain sighed, "Now make it easier on yourself and come along quietly."
"I just missed one day," Garrett said, "I know I messed up, but I'm willing to take the punishment."
"This goes way beyond that, boy," Gaulve said, "Now hand over your weapon and come with us."
"My weapon?" Garrett said, "Oh..." he looked down at Cenick's old jungle knife on his belt. He pulled it from its scabbard and handed it, pommel-first to Peach.
Snuff was standing next to Peach and snatched the blade from his hand, eying it with a yellow-toothed grin on his face. "Neshite blade," he said, passing it to the captain.
Gaulve glanced at it before offering it to Matron Shelbie.
She stared down at it as if it were something diseased. "I told you!" she hissed, "Take this little spy to the temple!"
Garrett looked at her with a feeling of distant contempt. He didn't even consider her worthy of his hate anymore. He handed his tabard to Peach and nodded his farewell as Snuff stripped the satchel from Garrett's shoulder and pushed him off in the direction of the Upper City. The captain gestured for Hawk, Snuff, and several other Templars to fall in as Garrett's escort.
Garrett cast one last glance at Matron Shelbie as she climbed back into her carriage to depart. She gave him a triumphant sneer, and then called for her coachman to take her back to the temple.
"What's this about, Captain," Garrett asked as they turned up a quiet lane, heading north.
Snuff whipped his cudgel across Garrett's shoulder, staggering him. "Keep yer mouth shut, spy!"
"That's enough of that, Snuff," Captain Gaulve growled.
Snuff snorted and spun his mace in his hand once before sliding it back into its belt loop.
"You're charged with treason, boy," Captain Gaulve said, "Whatever happens, you're in for a bad time of it."
"Treason?" Garrett exclaimed, "That's crazy!"
"A word of advice, boy," the captain said, "You won't be able to hide anything from the priestesses, so don't try. Even if you're guilty... especially if you're guilty, just tell the truth, and things will go easier on you."
"Shelbie..." Garrett scoffed, shaking his head.
"If you don't mind my askin', Cap, why are all of us goin'?" Hawk muttered.
"The Matron wants us to testify to the prisoner's behavior during the Shadetree raid." Captain Gaulve said.
"So that's why he was so keen to let those rats escape," Snuff chuckled.
"Or maybe I just don't like beating up little kids," Garrett said.
"Captain," Snuff said, "You think maybe I could have the day off to go watch 'em execute him when the time comes?"
Captain Gaulve ignored him.
"You know the punishment for treason, kid?" Snuff asked.
Garrett didn't even look at him.
"First they tie your hands and feet and stretch you out nice and tight," Snuff laughed, "Then this fella with a knife steps up and..."
"Shut up, Snuff," Captain Gaulve snapped.
"Yessir," Snuff grumbled.
"You know what the Chadiri do to Templars?" Garrett mused.
Snuff glared at him but said nothing.
"The same thing they do to necromancers," Garrett said, "As far as they're concerned, you guys and me are all on the same side. They'd probably laugh their butts off to hear you call me a traitor... I'd bet they'd love to see us killing each other off, so they can just walk in and finish off the survivors."
"Do we gotta listen to this, Cap?" Hawk said.
"Shut up, boy," Captain Gaulve sighed, "Save your breath for answering the priestesses. You're gonna have a long night tonight."
Snuff gave an evil, hissing laugh.
Garrett let out a slow breath as he walked on in silence between the Templar guards. He could feel the cold rage beginning to seethe within his chest, but he refused to give in to it. A time might come when his life would depend upon the Songreaver's strength, but he shuddered to think of losing control to that cold, ancient rage ever again.
Garrett's feet were aching by the time they reached the Upper City and arrived at the Chapel Ward. The Templars guarding the main gates shared a few words with Captain Gaulve and then let them pass, eying Garrett with alarm.
Matron Shelbie was waiting in the main courtyard with a score of armed Templars and a sharp grin on her face. "Bind him!" she commanded, and two of her men moved forward to tie Garrett's hands behind his back with green silk cords.
Once Garrett's bonds were secure, Matron Shelbie walked slowly forward until she stood only inches away from Garrett. She leaned close, relishing the moment with a cruel smirk.
"I knew this day would come," she whispered, "Praise the Eternal Mother, Her enemies have been delivered into my hands!"
"Enemies?" Garrett sneered, "You mean the ones in your head?"
Shelbie started to speak again, but her attention was drawn by the sudden appearance of Matron Serepheni who stormed out of the temple, her green robes fluttering behind her.
"What's going on here?" Serepheni shouted.
Matron Shelbie smiled sweetly at the approaching priestess. "So glad you could join us Serepheni," she said, "Perhaps you'd like to confess before these witnesses and save us all the trouble of a trial."
"Confess?" Serepheni hissed, her eyes burning with outrage, "You'd better explain yourself, Matron Shelbie. I have no further patience for your games!"
"Ah well," Shelbie sighed, "I'll enjoy seeing you squirm, trying to explain your actions to the High Priestess."
"The High Priestess will hear of this indeed!" Serepheni said, "And perhaps you will enjoy explaining the discord and strife you have spread through her holy temple again and again. Need I remind you of the embarrassment of your previous failures?"
"I need no reminders, Serepheni!" Shelbie spat, "I remember all too well what you have cost me in the past. This time, however, everyone will learn who has been truly serving the cause of our Eternal Mother, and who has been working against Her all along!"
"You go too far, Shelbie!" Serepheni whispered, "This ends now!"
Shelbie gave a bitter laugh. "Yes, Serepheni," she said, "You're quite right about that!"
She turned to Captain Gaulve and the other Logate men. "Captain," she said, "report to the library to give your statements to the scribe I have waiting there. I have given her a list of questions that I will have answered. Be sure to leave nothing out... the time has come for the whole truth to be known, Captain!"
"Yes, Matron," Captain Gaulve said, bowing crisply.
"Take the prisoner to his cell," Shelbie commanded the men holding Garrett's arms.
"Don't worry, Garrett," Serepheni said, giving him an earnest look, "I'll sort this all out quickly. I swear it!"
Shelbie laughed again. "Come along then, Serepheni," she said, her voice full of venom, "The High Priestess is waiting."
Serepheni glared at the sneering matron and then turned on her heel to walk stiffly back into the temple, followed closely by Matron Shelbie.
The two men at Garrett's elbows nudged him forward and he went without protest.
Chapter Twenty-eight
Garrett had never known that the Temple of Mauravant contained a dungeon, but now that he was a prisoner of it, he had to admit that it was exactly the sort of dungeon that the Goddess of Death might keep.
He sat in his cell on a low stone bench, listening to the steady drip of water from a corroded pipe that protruded from the mossy stones of the wall to his left. A muddy pool formed on the floor beneath it and emptied into a small sewer grate in the corner. The opposite wall was a single, carved stone bas-relief, depicting a scene of screaming, naked victims being fed into the jaws of a great tentacle-faced worm that seemed to be burrowing up from the core of the world to devour them. He amused himself by trying to count how many sacrificial victims were plummeting to their dooms in the scene, but the number of random body parts surrounding the Worm Mother's mouth made an accurate count difficult.
He soon grew bored of it and glanced again toward the thick oaken door of the cell, seeing nothing but darkness through the small, barred window placed at eye-level in the door. Only a single witchfire sconce sputtered in a recessed hole in the ceiling, lending a dreary green glow to the room.
Hours had passed since the Templars had shoved him into the cell. Obviously Serepheni's promise of a rapid resolution had not paid off. He resigned himself to a longer stay and stretched out on the uncomfortable stone bench, hoping he wasn't going to be here long enough to have to try to figure out how to use the drippy hole in the floor for a privy. He groaned then, realizing that just thinking about the drippy hole made him need to use it even more.
At last, he sighed and rolled off the bench onto his feet. He glanced toward the door again to reassure himself that no one was watching, and then walked slowly over to the drippy corner.
As he began to pull up the front of his robe, a voice called out from inside the shadowy hole at his feet.
"Don't even think it!" the brassy little fairy called out as he poked his head up through the sewer grate.
"Shortgrass!" Garrett gasped, quickly smoothing the front of his robe and stepping back to let the fairy climb free of the grate.
"Blessed be!" Shortgrass moaned, scraping a clot of gray muck from his shoulder and shuddering as he flicked it away, "Through the nine bowels o' Shaeol I crawled ta find ya!"
"Are you all right?" Garrett asked.
"Not'in' a few weeks in a hot bath won't cure," Shortgrass sighed, "but first things first... Merciful Maker, what's this?" The little fairy plucked some sort of wriggling insect from his hair and stared at it in horror a moment before tossing it away.
"How did you find me?" Garrett asked.
Shortgrass shook the grime from his wings and flew up to perch on the edge of the stone bench before answering. "Yer changelin' friend's been snakin' 'round tha place, tryin' ta lay her nose on ya. She tracked ya here, but couldn' creep past the guards ta reach ya. T'was then that yer other mates talked me into climbin' up tha nethers o' this place to sort out where they was holdin' ya."
"Lady Ymowyn's inside the temple?" Garrett asked, "What if she gets caught?"
"Nary a chance o' that," Shortgrass chuckled, "She's a tricky one, she is. She walked in, bold as brass, tha spittin' image of one o' them worm-women."
Garrett sighed and shook his head. "She shouldn't be here," he said, "Neither should you."
"Yer, welcome, yer majesty!" Shortgrass growled, "but, be that as it may, we're here, and we're gettin' ya out!"
"I can't go!" Garrett said, "If you guys break me out of here, it'll look bad for Serepheni. I don't know what they'll do to her."
Shortgrass stared at him incredulously. "I neither know nor care to know who Serepheni is," he said, "but we're gettin' ya out, and that's nae up fer debate!"
"No!" Garrett said, "I have to see this through. The High Priestess will know that I'm not a spy. I just have to talk to her."
The fairy grabbed his hair with both hands, his eyes bulging. "I just engaged a water bug the size of a housecat in mortal combat, not seven minutes ago! Me left eyeball is still burnin' from whatever it was I had ta swim through for the last three feet o' tha pipe! I don't even want ta know what it was!"
"I'm sorry," Garrett said, "I appreciate you guys wanting to help, but I'd rather you didn't take the risk of getting caught here. You're just going to make things worse!"
"Worse?" Shortgrass cried, "boy, they're goin' ta skin ya alive, you know that? I'm not exaggeratin' there. These people are actually goin' ta skin ya! Cut ya open like a melon an' scoop out all tha juicy bits. They do that sorta thing here ya know!"
"They're not gonna skin me!" Garrett laughed.
Shortgrass shook his head. "I don' know why I'm waistin' my breath on ya," he said, "I knew ye were a bit simple, but I suppose there's no point at all in tryin' ta shove any sense inside yer great ugly stone of a head."
"I'll be fine," Garrett sighed, "Just do me a favor and try to get Ymowyn out of here before she gets caught, all right?"
Shortgrass gave him a flat look and then answered. "Yes... of course," he said, speaking very slowly, as though he were addressing a rather slow-witted dog, "That is exactly what I am goin' ta do. You wait here, and don' worry about a thing."
"I mean it!" Garrett insisted, "I don't want you guys trying to break me outta here. It could get my friend Serepheni in a lot of trouble!"
"Of course!" Shortgrass said with a wide smile as he took wing again, "Just lay yer little head down and get some rest now. Ya look tired. We won't bother ya again."
"I'm serious!" Garrett said.
"Close yer eyes and dream o' cute little bunnies and dandelion fluff," he said, buzzing back down to the mouth of the sewer grate, "I'm sure it will all work out for tha best." Shortgrass gave Garrett a little wave and then disappeared back into the wet black hole.
Garrett sighed.
"An' mind ya give me a three minute head start before ya go waterin' tha daisies!" Shortgrass's voice echoed up from the sewer grate.
Garrett considered pretending that he hadn't heard that last part. He was starting to wish that Mrs. Veranu had picked a different cage with which to test his abilities.
An hour later, as Garrett lay stretched out on the stone bench, considering exactly what he was gong to tell the High Priestess when he saw her, he was startled from his thoughts by a low rumble coming from the corner.
Garrett rolled off the bench with a muttered curse and hurried over to investigate the sounds coming from the drainpipe. He rubbed his hand over his eyes and gritted his teeth as he heard an all-too-familiar yelp of pain following a particularly loud crash.
"Diggs," he sighed.
"Shut up, you idiot!" hissed another familiar voice.
"Warren!" Garrett groaned.
A low hammering noise echoed up the pipe now.
Garrett cast a fearful glance toward the door and then crouched down above the drainpipe and whispered as loudly as he dared. "Guys?"
The hammering continued unabated.
Garrett stood up, stamping his boot on the grate itself, hoping to draw the attention of the burrowing ghouls below.
"Guys!" he cried out again, louder this time.
Then his blood went cold as he heard another sound, a low grating noise, coming from the hallway outside.
Garrett's eyed bulged as he rushed to the door, seeing a dim light flickering against the stone wall opposite the door in the hallway, a light that was growing brighter by the moment. He heard muffled voices and footsteps growing ever closer.
Garrett put his hands on his head, trying to think of something fast. He rushed back to the sewer grate in the corner and kicked it a few more times, but the ghouls kept tunneling somewhere in the sewers below.
Garrett groaned. The footsteps in the hallway were louder now. At any moment, whomever it was might hear the noise of the burrowers beneath. His eyes darted back and forth from the grate to the door, and then he had an idea.
Garrett let out a loud, anguished moan, hoping to cover the sound of the would-be rescuers.
"Why!" he cried, "Why am I persecuted so?"
He turned toward the door as he heard the sound of a key scraping in the lock.
Another crash sounded from the sewer grate.
"Whoooo has come to torment me now!" Garrett howled, "My life is filled with woe and... and misery!"
The swollen oak door wrenched open then to reveal a half dozen armored Templars eyeing him warily beyond the door.
"Nooooo!" Garrett cried again, drowning out a muffled boom that just then sounded from the grate, "Why have you come, oh, men... of the temple?"
The Templars shared a confused look before coming in. They held their cudgels at the ready, watching Garrett for any sign of resistance.
"Uh..." Garrett floundered for something to say to cover up the rhythmic pinging racket that was steadily growing louder in the corner, "I swear my innocence! I can prove it in fact! Take me to the High Priestess, and I will throw myself on her mercy. Take me there at once... at once!"
Garrett fell silent then at the mocking laugh of a familiar voice.
"I would not waste her Holiness's time with your foul lies!" Matron Shelbie said as she entered the room, keeping safely behind her wall of Templars. She carried a small jade bottle cradled in her hands.
Garrett stared back at her in wordless rage for a moment before the sound of crumbling masonry stung him to action again.
"Waste her time?" Garrett said, forcing his voice up in affected indignation as he jabbed an accusing finger at the Matron, "It’s not me who’s wasting her time, but you... with your lies... not mine!"
"Enough!" Matron Shelbie barked, "Be silent, or I will have you silenced!"
Garrett held his tongue, grateful that, for the moment at least, the ghouls seemed to have paused in their labors.
"I have come to tell you that sentence has already been passed against you," Matron Shelbie said, "You are to be executed tomorrow morning as a public spectacle... Your flesh will be torn from your body in front of the people of the city as an example of what happens to those who betray the Eternal Mother's trust!"
"No," Garrett whispered, "That's not right." A cold, tingling sensation spread through his chest as he stared back at the gloating Matron in disbelief.
"Matron Serepheni has been humiliated by these revelations, and..."
"What revelations?" Garrett demanded, "I haven't done anything wrong!"
"Oh," Matron Shelbie said, feigning a look of shock, "Haven't you?"
"No!" Garrett cried.
"Well, putting aside your ties with the Neshite cultists, one of whom has already named you as his accomplice, we have the testimony of a Templar captain and his men that you refused to follow orders in apprehending these same cultists... that you, in fact, were found to be carrying one of their unholy weapons when apprehended..."
"Apprehended?" Garrett scoffed.
"Putting aside all of that, all of that!" Shelbie shouted, "forgetting that any one of these crimes would be sufficient to condemn you to death, we still find your treason to be the least... the least of your crimes!"
"What are you talking about?" Garrett said.
"Did you really think that we wouldn't notice your calling card from your recent foray into our most holy sanctum?" she roared, "Did you think that we wouldn't find the small metal canister of poison with which you sought to profane the most sacred site in the world?"
Garrett fell silent, remembering the essence flask that he must have lost during his escape from the worm pit.
"Yes... you remember now, don't you?" Matron Shelbie laughed, "Damned you are by your own stupidity! You are damned, and now you will die for it!"
"You're a monster..." Garrett rasped hoarsely.
"You are the monster, you little freak!" Shelbie shouted, spittle flying from her lips, "You and your kind twist the laws of Death itself, perverting them to your sick pleasures. Did you think that the Eternal Mother would look the other way forever? Did you think that you would escape justice?"
Garrett's eyes fell as he considered her words. Had she really won after all?
"Yes, now you know you are doomed," she said, "Now you finally come to accept your just fate!" She paused a moment to relish the hollow look on Garrett's face before continuing. "And yet, even now, the Eternal Mother would offer you one final mercy..."
Garrett narrowed his eyes as he looked at her again.
"Your public execution," Matron Shelbie said, "while it would serve the purpose of instilling righteous fear in others who might otherwise consider following in your footsteps... It would be an embarrassment to the Church, in particular to young Matron Serepheni."
Garrett stared at her without speaking.
"She will be punished, of course," Shelbie sighed, "stripped of her status as a Matron and scourged clean of her iniquities, but she may yet be redeemed... if we can avoid the public spectacle of your execution and the inevitable cries for further retribution from the angry mob..."
Garrett's eyes fell on the small green bottle in the Matron's hands as she lifted it before her.
"On the other hand," Shelbie sighed, "You could do this one last service to her... and yourself. One drink from this bottle, and you will fall into an eternal sleep... a quick and painless end which will not only spare Serepheni the public shame of your discovered treason, but will spare you as well... from an agonizing and lingering death."
"You want me to kill myself?" Garrett asked in disbelief.
"You are fortunate indeed that we would offer you this final chance at solace!" she said, "I caution you not to turn down this last gift of leniency! Spurn it, and your final moments will be ones of unbearable pain and humiliation. You will die slowly, screaming for the very mercy that you rejected before... screaming in vain."
"You sick monster..." Garrett said.
"Drink it or you will live long enough to wish that you had!" Shelbie screamed, "It matters not to me! I assure you that I would very greatly enjoy watching you flayed... and seeing Serepheni publicly disgraced for her stupidity in trusting you!"
Garrett stared at her, trying to understand what could drive a person to such depths of cruelty. He shook his head slowly. "No," he said, "I want to talk to Serepheni... I want to talk to the High Priestess."
Several of the Templars shared worried glances, and Matron Shelbie's lips began to tremble with rage.
"No, that's it, isn't it?" Garrett said, a slow smile spreading across his face, "You won't let me talk to the High Priestess, because you know she'll see the truth... You may have beaten that poor guy from Shadetree until he was ready to swear to anything you wanted him to say, but you know she would know it was a lie... Your whole case against me only works if I really am a spy, and you just figured out that I'm not who you're looking for after all."
It was Shelbie's turn to stare back at him in cold silence.
"I might get in trouble for what I did," Garrett laughed, "Serepheni might even be embarrassed by it, but that's not enough for you is it? It has to be treason, because you told everybody it was treason... If it turns out you were wrong, then you look like an idiot, and, if the High Priestess ever talks to me, she'll find out that I'm just a stupid necromancer who screwed up and went somewhere I wasn't supposed to. Maybe I'm a rotten Templar too, but that's not treason, and you know it."
Shelbie glanced at her Templars as if to reassure herself of their presence.
"The only way to make it work for you," Garrett said, "is if I'm dead, and it looks like I killed myself outta guilt or something... Then you can say whatever you want about me, and no one will ever find out the truth."
He grinned at Shelbie and shook his head. "No, I don't think I'm thirsty after all," he chuckled.
"Hold him," Matron Shelbie commanded.
Garrett leapt back as four of the Templars moved forward, reaching for him. Two of the men hung back, sharing a worried glance with one another.
"You know," Garrett sighed, "After yesterday, I didn't want to hurt anyone ever again... I'm not so sure about that now."
One of the Templars lunged for him, grabbing at Garrett's arm, but he spun and drove an elbow into the man's temple. The impact of bone against the man's helmet sent a shockwave of pain through Garrett's arm, but the man staggered backward, dazed by the blow.
The other three men charged, grappling with Garrett as he struggled to escape. Cold rage surged through his veins, and his roar of defiance escaped as an icy mist from his lips.
"Demon!" Matron Shelbie cried, pointing at Garrett with horror, "Seize him!"
The two Templars who had hung back nodded at one another and then sprang forward, one man hefting his copper-headed cudgel, the other drawing a slim dagger from his belt.
The man holding Garrett's left arm suddenly released his hold. He cried out, clutching at his head where the cudgel-wielding Templar had just whacked him from behind. The man holding Garrett's right arm screamed a second later as the other Templar slipped the point of the slender dagger through the armhole of the man's cuirass, and pushed the blade into his chest.
The man holding Garrett from behind cried out in horror then as the dagger-wielding Templar's face melted away to reveal the grinning fangs of a wild-eyed fox woman.
The cudgel-wielding Templar hammered another two-handed blow down upon the crown of the stunned Templar's helmet, driving the helm down over the man's eyes as he cursed and fought to recover from the surprise attack.
Garrett spun around, trying to shake free of the man choking him from behind, but he couldn't break loose.
The man that Garrett had elbowed now joined battle with Lady Ymowyn. The fox woman dodged lithely clear of his swinging mace as her illusionary armor flickered and faded to reveal that she wore the stained and threadbare work clothes that Warren had given her beneath the illusion. The bloody knife in her hand was no illusion however, and she scored a nasty cut across the man's cheek as he overextended himself in the strike.
Garrett caught a glimpse of the look of utter confusion on Matron Shelbie's face just before she turned to flee from the room. She paused at the threshold and hurled the bottle of poison at Garrett's head. It shattered wetly against the Templar's back as Garrett spun again, still trying to throw the man before he could cut off Garrett's air supply.
The Templar on Garrett's left tore the helmet from his bruised head and cast it aside with a seething curse. The cudgel-wielding Templar who had hit him from behind paled visibly and fell back, holding the weapon defensively before him with a look of fear in his eyes.
Lady Ymowyn cried out as her opponent landed a solid hit on her left shoulder, staggering her. She brought her knife up as she pirouetted clear of a killing blow aimed at her head.
Garrett hissed with rage as the big man on his back managed to close his elbow lock around Garrett's throat. The man squeezed hard, and it felt as if Garrett's head were going to burst from the inside as his vision swam with stars. The man screamed directly in Garrett's ear, a wordless howl of bestial rage that drowned out every other sound. Garrett could not hear the noise of shattering stone as the floor in the corner of the cell ruptured upward and a pack of slavering ghouls poured up from the earth below.
A furry, brindle-colored paw casually broke the fingers of the man holding Garrett's throat, and air surged back into Garrett's lungs as he turned to see the Templar bounce off the ceiling as Scupp tossed him like an unwanted toy.
Warren ripped the mace from the hand of the man attacking Ymowyn and proceeded to pound the Templar into the floor with it, raining blow after blow down onto the man, crumpling his polished armor like a battered old pie tin.
Diggs and another ghoul grabbed the bareheaded Templar by the arms and used him like a battering ram against the far wall. Garrett felt a strange twinge of disappointment as he watched the carving of the devouring Worm Mother crack and crumble as they drove the man’s head into it. Garrett had gotten rather attached to the grim piece of art during his brief stay in the dungeon.
The last Templar, the man holding the cudgel backed away from two leering ghouls as they advanced on him. He dropped his weapon and raised his hands.
"I'm on your side!" he meeped.
"He's with me!" Ymowyn cried, "Don't hurt him!"
Garrett watched in fascination as the strange man lifted his hands to his face and scrubbed at his skin with his fingers. The man's cropped brown hair shimmered into curly golden locks as he shook the illusion away to reveal a familiar face.
"Mister Marsten?" Garrett laughed.
"Good Afternoon, Master Garrett," Marsten said with a nervous laugh, his eyes going back to the ghouls, "I thought you could use a bit of help."
"I found him trying to get in to see Serepheni," Ymowyn said, massaging her injured shoulder as Warren wrapped his shaggy arms protectively around her.
"Where is she?" Garrett asked.
"Confined to quarters, until this unpleasantness is sorted out," Marsten said.
"We have to help her!" Garrett said.
"We hafta get ye clear o' this devil's den," Shortgrass said as he flew up from the hole in the floor.
Garrett started to protest, but Marsten interrupted.
"We can do both," Marsten said, "if you'll hear me out."
Garrett looked at him curiously.
"Chat all ye want, once we've put this place to our backsides," Shortgrass said, "Let's go!"
"He's right, Gar,' Warren said, "We gotta get outta here."
"All right," Garrett said, "Let's go." He took a step toward the jagged-edged hole in the floor from which the ghouls had emerged then froze.
"Wait!" He said.
"What is it now?" Shortgrass groaned.
"They brought another prisoner here," Garrett cried, "The Neshite guy that Shelbie was talking about. He might be here in the dungeon too! We gotta help him."
The others shared worried glances.
"No time fer playin' tha hero, boy," Shortgrass said, "Those beggars'll be back any minute to ruin our day!"
"I just need a minute to look for him," Garrett said.
"There's no time!" the fairy cried.
"I'll go look for him, Gar," Diggs said.
"Me too," Scupp said, "You go on ahead, and we'll catch up."
Garrett started to argue, but the looks on everyone's faces convinced him of the futility. He nodded and then lowered himself down into the hole.
"Be quick about it," Warren said.
"Fast as fancy," Diggs laughed.
"We'll be quick," Scupp assured him.
Garrett helped Mister Marsten climb down to the floor of the freshly burrowed tunnel beneath the dungeon cell. Marsten thanked him as he stepped clear of the descending ghouls and brushed the dust from his stolen Templar armor.
"What did you mean about helping Serepheni?" Garrett asked him.
"I mean that we can clear her name, and yours, by exposing the real traitor," Marsten whispered.
"Who is it?" Garrett gasped.
"Matron Shelbie herself," the blonde necromancer answered with a grim smile.
Chapter Twenty-nine
"After what you told me about the spy in the temple," Marsten said, "I took it upon myself to do a bit of investigation." He ducked his head, passing through a broken section of wall, as the group retraced the path of destruction left by the ghouls as they tunneled up beneath Garrett's prison cell.
"I was fortunate enough to discover the secret entrance used by the creature to enter the temple itself," Marsten continued, "and I watched carefully until it returned."
"What was it doing there?" Garrett asked.
"Meeting with someone on the inside," Marsten said.
"Shelbie," Garrett sighed.
"Exactly," Marsten said.
"Why would she sell out her own people?" Warren asked as he lifted a heavy section of pipe that had fallen across the path, "I don't think the Chadiri are gonna let her join the club after the war is over. They don't really seem like the forgiving type."
Passing beneath the pipe with a grateful nod, Marsten answered, "A reasonable conclusion, my friend, and if she had taken the time to think it through before betraying us, she might have arrived at it herself. If you wave enough gold in front of someone, however, I've found that they can be convinced of almost anything."
"She did it for money?" Garrett asked, "She always seemed like she was really fanatical about Mauravant."
Marsten shrugged. "An act perhaps?" he mused, "It would be the perfect cover for someone who was planning on betraying her people."
"I guess," Garrett admitted, "Are you sure it's her?"
"I saw her meet with the creature, Garrett," Marsten said, "She passed it a number of documents, and it gave her a rather heavy coin purse in payment."
"And you're gonna tell the High Priestess what you saw?" Garrett asked.
Marsten gave him a wan smile. "It would be my word against Shelbie's in that case," he said.
"Yeah, but the High Priestess has a way of knowing if you're telling the truth," Garrett said.
"And I would have just admitted to breaking into the temple after hours myself," Marsten laughed, "Garrett, I like it here. I'd rather not have to leave the city so soon after my arrival."
"What are we supposed to do then?" Garrett asked.
"We have to find a way to get the priestesses to search Shelbie's quarters," Marsten said, "I'm certain they will find some evidence of her betrayal hidden there. Living on the temple grounds, she couldn't have spent the gold without drawing attention to herself. She must be hiding it to take it with her when she makes her escape."
"How do we do that?" Garrett asked.
"We have to speak with Serepheni," Marsten said.
"But you said she was locked up too," Garrett said.
Marsten glanced around at the ghouls as they stopped to catch their breath in a junction of two tunnels. He smiled at Lady Ymowyn as she flexed her arm, wincing as she tested the muscles bruised by the Templar's mace. "We could get to her if we tried," he said.
"I'm coming with you," Garrett said.
"No, yer not!" Shortgrass said, hovering in the air between the two necromancers like a surly bumblebee.
"Yeah, we didn't just pull you guys outta there so you could go runnin' right back in!" Warren said, "Nobody's goin' anywhere but not back there."
"Serepheni's in trouble because of me!" Garrett said, "Warren, she's our friend! She stood up for you when you wanted to go rescue Lady Ymowyn. We can't just leave her behind... and it's the only way to get them to stop chasing me too. If we don't prove that I'm not the spy, then I've gotta leave the city and never come back... and who knows what they'll do to Serepheni."
Warren hung his head and let out a tired sigh. "Garrett," he said, "I don't want to leave her in there anymore than you do, but..."
"We don't leave her," Garrett said, "It's as simple as that!"
"I could get to her," Ymowyn said, a shadow of pain still clouding her eyes.
"No!" Warren said, "They know your trick now, and they could be watching for it."
"They never saw my face," Marsten said.
"Could you pass for a Matron?" Ymowyn asked.
Marsten chuckled. "Sadly, my lady," he said, "My abilities are not as exceptional as your own. I can alter my face and hair at best. I'm afraid that I lack the... physique necessary to imitate a priestess... even a very unattractive one."
"Then you'll get no closer to her than you got before," Ymowyn sighed, "It will have to be me."
"No, Ym!" Warren said, "You're not goin' in there by yourself again!"
"It's my fault she's in trouble," Garrett said, "I'll find a way to get to her."
"Is it that yer deaf, or just too stupid ta understand tha words that I'm spakin'?" Shortgrass said, "I'll not tell ye again. There is no way I'm lettin' ya go back inside that place!"
Garrett looked at the fairy in exasperation, and then squinted his eyes. "Huh," he said.
"Now show some sign that ye heard me, you great daft shufflefoot!" Shortgrass said.
"You're right," Garrett said, "I don't have any chance of getting to Serepheni, and it's too risky to send Mister Marsten or Lady Ymowyn back in."
Shortgrass blinked in surprise. "Mother of Miracles!" Shortgrass exclaimed, "He can hear me talkin'!"
"That's why you have to go to her and tell her what's going on," Garrett said.
"Say again?" Shortgrass said.
"You can get to Serepheni, the same way you got to me," Garrett said, "All you have to do is sneak in and let her know what's happened. Tell her about Shelbie being the spy, and that someone needs to search Shelbie's room."
Shortgrass shook his head.
"You followed me all over the city without being seen," Garrett said, "You should be able to fly in through her window or something and let her know what's going on."
"An' why should I risk ma wings on such a fool plan as that?" Shortgrass scoffed, "What is she ta me?"
Garrett shrugged. "It's that, or I have to figure out a way to get in there and rescue her," he said.
"Fine!" Shortgrass groaned, tossing his head back in defeat, "but after that, you an' me are goin' ta have a little talk about t'ings."
"I can tell you where to find her," Marsten offered.
"An' who is this great, curly-headed lout that we should trust him?" Shortgrass demanded, lifting his hand toward Marsten.
"He's a friend," Garrett said.
Shortgrass gave Marsten a suspicious glare.
The sound of scuffling feet drew their attention then to the tunnel behind them. They looked to see Diggs and Scupp coming down the hallway, dragging a semi-conscious young man between them. Garrett recognized him immediately as the tattooed shaman that the Templars had arrested during the night raid on the Shadetree camp.
"You found him!" Garrett cried.
"Yeah," Diggs said, "he wasn't too far from where they had you locked up."
"I think we scared him half to death when we knocked his door down," Scupp laughed.
"Nah," Diggs said, "He was half dead when we found him. If we'd scared him that bad, he'd be all the way dead now."
Scupp gave her brother a narrow look.
"It's called math, Scupp," Diggs sighed, "If you ever wanna be a great wizard like me, you really oughta study more."
Scupp snarled at her brother, but said no more as the young shaman groaned and lifted his head, opening his eyes to see the group gathered around him.
"Where am I?" the shaman rasped.
"Among friends," Marsten answered quickly, "You are safe now."
The young Neshite gave a weak nod of thanks and then whispered, "Water..."
No one had any. Garrett started to apologize, but the young shaman had already slipped into unconsciousness again.
"What do we do with him?" Scupp asked.
"I guess take him back to my house," Garrett said, and then changed his mind, "No... they might go looking for me there."
"Take him back to Marrowvyn," Warren said, "and give him something to drink. Ym, you go with them and take care of him... and yourself."
Ymowyn looked as though she might protest, but something in Warren's eyes made her reconsider. "You reminded me of your father just then," she said with a little smile.
"Thanks," Warren said, looking away in embarrassment.
"What are you going to do?" she asked.
"I figure Garrett and me will swing by his uncle's house and grab his pet zombie and anything else he needs in case we do have to run for it," Warren said.
"Good idea," Garrett said, "We'll all meet up in Marrowvyn later... Until then... everybody be careful."
"I'll come with you," Marsten said.
"No, I need you to deliver a message for me," Garrett said, "You can get back inside the temple right?"
"Yes, but I don't think I can get anywhere near Miss Serepheni," Marsten said.
"You don't have to," Garrett said, "I just want you to look for a Matron Brix. I think we're gonna need her help."
*******
“Caleb!” Garrett called as he ran up the stairs from the basement, “Caleb, we gotta get out of here!”
Warren headed up the stairs behind him. They had left the door to the tunnels beneath the house open, in case they had to make a hasty escape.
“Where is he?” Warren asked.
“I don’t know,” Garrett said, “He’s been moving around a lot more lately, doing weird stuff.”
“Weird?” Warren asked.
“Yeah…” Garrett didn’t try explaining any more, he had an unpleasant feeling in his gut as he hurried into the kitchen.
A fresh-baked pie lay on the kitchen table. Tom the kitchen zombie was nowhere to be seen.
“Somebody’s here!” Warren hissed, sniffing loudly.
A pounding noise came from the door of the hallway storeroom.
Garrett raced back out into the hall, hearing a muffled voice calling out from inside the storeroom.
“Mrs. Nash?” Garrett cried, fumbling with the door latch.
Warren growled loudly as armed Templars stepped into view at either end of the hallway.
“Looks like I was right, Hawk,” Snuff laughed, “He really is stupid enough to come back here!”
“Run, Gar!” Warren shouted, “I’ll hold ‘em off!”
Garrett turned to see the Templar known as Hawk closing on Warren with a boar spear leveled at the big ghoul’s chest. Captain Gaulve followed close behind with his mace couched above his shoulder and a wary look on his face. Behind him, two more Templars blocked the path to the front door.
“I was hopin’ you’d put up a fight!” Snuff chuckled as he and three other Templars emerged from the study and cut off the far end of the house.
Warren spun to look down the short hallway leading to the cellar as a closet door creaked open. The snarl on his face told Garrett that any attempt to run for the cellar would be met with resistance.
“We don’t want to fight!” Garrett cried, lifting his hands.
“Garrett, is that you?” Mrs. Nash’s voice sounded from beyond the storeroom door.
“It’s all right, Mrs. Nash,” Garrett shouted.
“You’re under arrest… again,” Captain Gaulve said, “Surrender, or we will kill you both.”

“Not likely!” Warren scoffed, taking a step back as the big Templar with the boar spear advanced on him.
“Go ahead, Ghoul,” Snuff said, “You won’t be the first of your kind that Hawk’s killed.”
“No!” Garrett shouted, “We don’t have to fight! I just wanted to talk to the High Priestess! Captain Gaulve, if we surrender, can you promise me that you’ll take me straight to the High Priestess?”
“No, Gar, you can’t trust ‘em!” Warren hissed.
“Promise me you’ll take me to see the High Priestess, and I’ll come along peacefully!” Garrett said.
Gaulve regarded him with narrowed eyes for a moment before speaking. “All right… lower your weapons men.”
Hawk gave the captain a dark look, but lowered his spear as commanded.
“Chain them both,” Gaulve said. Two Templars came forward carrying shackles, one pair human-sized, the other pair looked as if they were forged to hold a troll.
Warren gave a groaning whine, his eyes wide with uncertainty as he looked at Garrett.
“It’s all right, Warren,” Garrett said, “The High Priestess will know the truth when I talk to her.”
Warren growled as the Templars pulled his shaggy paws behind his back and locked the massive manacles around his wrists.
“Put the ghoul in the storeroom with the others,” Captain Gaulve commanded.
Snuff opened the storeroom door, and Hawk ushered Warren inside at spear point.
“Thank you Captain, Gaulve,” Garrett said as a young Templar closed the manacles into place around Garrett’s wrists and locked them behind his back.
Captain Gaulve said nothing but nodded his head toward the storeroom.
“Hey!” Garrett cried as the Templars hustled him through the storeroom door as well, “I have to talk to the High Priestess!”
“You’ll have your chance, boy,” Captain Gaulve said.
As the Templars shoved the door closed, pushing Garrett back into the dark room, he heard Gaulve tell one of his men, “Inform Matron Shelbie that we have the prisoner secured.”
“You liar!” Garrett roared, throwing his shoulder against the door with no effect.
“Liar!” Garrett said again, almost weeping with frustration.
“What’s happening, Garrett?” Mrs. Nash’s worried voice spoke from the darkness.
Garrett groaned and then spoke the command word to ignite the witchfire sconce beside the door of the storeroom. The green flame sputtered to life, revealing the worried face of the caterer, the sullen glower of the shackled ghoul, and fifteen glassy-eyed zombies, all crowded together between and atop the spare chairs and card tables that filled the dusty old room.
“I’m in trouble, Mrs. Nash,” Garrett sighed.
“Get outta the way, Gar,” Warren growled, “I’m goin’ through that door!”
Garrett shook his head. “With your hands behind your back?” he said, “They’ll kill you.”
Warren bared his fangs. “I don’t need my hands to kill them first,” he said.
“Yeah, you do,” Garrett said, “and anyway, it’s not their fault… they’re just obeying orders. They don’t know that Shelbie’s the spy.”
“Doesn’t matter, Gar,” Warren said, “As soon as Shelbie gets here, she’s gonna kill you and all the rest of us, and those guys are gonna help her do it.”
“What’s this all about?” Mrs. Nash demanded, fear creeping into her voice.
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Nash,” Garrett said, “One of the priestesses told everybody that I was a Chadiri spy, and they want to kill me for it.”
“That’s nonsense!” she said.
“Yeah, but…” Garrett sighed.
“But nothin’, Gar,” Warren said, “Either we get out now, before she gets back with more guys to help kill us, or we’re all gonna die. It’s them or us, Gar.”
Garrett fumed, trying to think of something. He suddenly became aware that his nose was starting to itch. He turned and scratched it against the rough wood of the door.
“Thanks for the pie!” came the muffled voice of Snuff from beyond the door.
“You devils!” Mrs. Nash hissed, her eyes wide with rage.
“I’m sorry Mrs. Nash,” Garrett said again.
“Step aside, Gar,” Warren said, “Be ready to run as soon as I knock that door down.”
“No,” Garrett said, “It’s not gonna work with your hands behind your back like that… Can you break the chains?”
“Whatta you think I been tryin’ to do?” Warren growled. His massive shoulder muscles tensed and the cords of his neck stood out as he strained against the manacles again.
“Maybe I can slip out,” Garrett said, trying to twist his wrist free of the shackles.
A moment later, he gave up. “Too tight,” he said.
A low groan sounded from the back of the room. Garrett looked up to see Caleb push his way to the front of the crowd of zombies.
“Caleb,” Garrett said, “are you all right?”
Caleb’ squinted at him, his face unreadable behind the wrappings of his satyr headdress. He slipped a gloved hand inside his pocket and withdrew a silver fork. The zombie lifted the fork between his fingers and twirled it once before dropping it. It landed on the floorboards with a dull clatter, and Caleb gave an embarrassed groan as he stooped to retrieve it.
“What are you doing, Caleb?” Garrett asked.
Caleb made a sighing noise as he stepped forward, reaching for Warren’s arm.
Warren pulled away, eyeing the zombie suspiciously.
“No,” Garrett said, “I think he’s trying to help.”
Warren let the ghoul fumble at his manacles behind his back. The ghoul cast a worried glance at Garrett and then turned his neck to try to see what the zombie was doing.
Two metallic pops sounded in rapid succession, each followed by a tinny clatter as two broken fork tines fell to the floor at Caleb’s feet.
“Hey! Watch the fur!” Warren said, hunching forward as Caleb lifted Warren’s paws behind him.
Caleb moaned, bent over the manacles with a look of intense concentration in his milky eyes.
Now a steely note rang out as one of the manacle cuffs popped open, freeing Warren’s right arm. He brought both hands around in front to massage his bruised wrist.
Caleb gave the ghoul an annoyed look and then shambled around in front of Warren to work on the remaining cuff with his broken fork that now bore only a single twisted tine.
“Thanks!” Warren said, looking rather impressed as Caleb picked the other lock. Warren tossed the manacles aside and then grinned, clapping Caleb hard on the shoulder.
The zombie staggered, moaning angrily at the big ghoul as he turned to walk slowly toward Garrett.
A few moments later, Garrett was free as well.
“Thanks, Caleb,” Garrett whispered, “Good job!”
Caleb gave a satisfied groan and then shambled back to the huddled mass of zombies at the back of the room.
“All right,” Warren said, “The plan’s the same, just with more punching now.”
“No,” Garrett said, “I think its time these guys learn what happens when you mess with a necromancer.” He looked at Warren and then nodded toward the small army of undead that stood, shoulder to shoulder, awaiting his command.
After a short discussion, Garrett and Mrs. Nash retreated safely to the back of the room, and Warren knocked the door from its hinges with one mighty blow, sending it smashing against the opposite wall of the corridor. Then, at Garrett’s command, he jumped back, allowing the horde of zombies to surge through the doorway and spill out into the hall. The startled shouts of the Templars were drowned out by the eerie moans of the dead.
Snuff screamed as he dropped a half-eaten piece of pie and fumbled for his mace. Tom the kitchen zombie was on him before he could draw it, and both went down in a heap.
“The heads!” Hawk roared, “Aim for the heads!” The big Templar drove his boar spear completely through the skull of Garrett’s coachman, destroying the zombie’s brain. The coachman’s body crumpled to the floor, dragging the barbed spear down with him.
Hawk scrambled backward, drawing his mace as he did, but he collided with a younger Templar behind him, and both men stumbled before being overwhelmed by the onrushing zombies.
“Don’t kill them!” Garrett cried, “Just bite ‘em… a lot!”
Snuff howled in pain, the heel of his right hand clamped firmly between Tom’s yellow teeth.
Warren laughed as he pounced out into the hall, close on the heels of the undead.
Hawk came up fighting, crushing a zombie’s skull with his mace. He wore a fierce grin beneath his black mustache that disappeared when he saw the massive hairy fist aimed directly at his head.
Hawk landed atop the dead zombie, looking little better himself. Warren stuck his tongue out at the fallen ghoul-slayer and then moved on to assist the zombies with the next man.
“Hold fast, men!” Captain Gaulve shouted as he stepped into the hall. He went down in a heap a moment later beneath the senseless Templar that Warren had just thrown at him. Warren loped forward, hauling the captain to his feet by the scruff of his neck.
Gaulve roared with rage, driving an armored fist into Warren’s ribs.
Warren staggered backward, letting go of the man to clutch at his side in pain.
Gaulve ripped the mace from his belt and raised it to strike, but the zombies surged past Warren through the narrow hallway, pulling the Templar captain down. He screamed with rage and pain as the creatures clawed and bit at his body, finding the places the armor did not cover.
“Warren, get their weapons!” Garrett cried as he reached in to snatch Snuff’s fallen mace from the floor.
Warren ignored him, choosing instead to bash Captain Gaulve in the head with his fist until the man stopped moving.
“Stop biting!” Garrett cried, sickened by the sight of the bloody wounds that Snuff and the other Templars had already suffered at the teeth of Tinjin’s household zombies, “Take them down to the cellar!”
The Templars who remained conscious were too injured to resist as the undead servants dragged them downstairs, and Garrett followed.
“Put ‘em in there,” Garrett commanded, pointing toward the small, dark room where Uncle Tinjin had stored bodies temporarily, either for later resurrections or for trade with the ghouls. The zombies dragged the men inside, and Garrett hesitated only a moment before locking them in. He considered giving them a torch, but decided it would be safer to leave them in the dark.
“Think of all the pies we could make,” Warren said with an evil grin as they bolted the door.
Garrett sighed and shook his head. “You all right?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Warren said with a pained expression, “I just want you to know… that guy didn’t really hit that hard… he just hit me in the same spot where I hit the rocks the other night when you threw me.”
“I thought you said I hit like a baby?” Garrett laughed.
“Yeah, you do,” Warren said, “but that gate post hit like a hill giant.”
Garrett laughed as the two of them walked back upstairs together. They found Mrs. Nash and Caleb standing in the kitchen, watching Tom try to clean up the mess left by the Templars despite his badly broken arm.
“Tom!” Garrett cried, rushing forward to help his old friend. He grabbed Tom’s shoulder with one hand and pulled the zombie’s wrist hard with the other. He tried to ignore the grinding sound of shattered bones settling back into place as the arm straightened again.
Tom moaned, looking down at his stiffened arm.
“It’ll be all right, Tom,” Garrett said, “Just go to your corner and rest a bit.”
Tom shuffled obediently back into his corner and hung his head, awaiting further orders.
“Will he be all right?” Mrs. Nash asked, still a bit pale and shaken.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “The magic that holds ‘em together will settle everything back into place eventually, as long as everything’s still attached and you keep the broken parts straightened out.”
“What about you?” she asked, then her eyes went wide, “Oh, Garrett! What happened to your face?”
“Huh?” Garrett said, touching his cheek and feeling the puffy scars there, “Oh… that was something else… I got in a fight with a vampire.”
“Not your lady friend?” she gasped.
“Oh, no!” Garrett laughed, “Just sort of… about her.”
“Ah,” Mrs. Nash sighed.
“Busy week,” Garrett mused.
“Oh, Garrett,” Mrs. Nash sighed, “You have to leave this place! More of them are gonna come lookin’ for you.”
“I know,” Garrett sighed, “Look, I’m sorry you got mixed up in this. You probably better get outta here before more of them come here. I’m gonna try to sort everything out and put an end to this.”
“Where are you going to go?” Mrs. Nash asked.
Garrett shook his head, trying to think clearly. At last he said, “It’s better you don’t know… but, if I can clear up this misunderstanding, I’ll find you again and let you know.”
She nodded and gave him a hug. “If you need anything, Garrett…” she said.
“Thanks, Mrs. Nash,” he said with a smile, “Now you better go.”
“I’ll… I’ll see you soon,” she said, pausing for a moment in the kitchen doorway before she slipped out into the hall and left through the front door.
“Where are you gonna go?” Warren asked.
“I’m not goin’ anywhere,” Garrett said.
“What?”
Garrett shrugged, picking up the last piece of pie from the table and stuffing it in his mouth. He washed it down with a swig from one of the half-emptied cups that the Templars had left strewn around the table. Garrett’s nose wrinkled at the taste of wine, probably from one of the bottles that Uncle Tinjin had left behind. He hoped it wasn’t Uncle’s good wine, but then he had no taste for the stuff, and, knowing the Templars, it probably was.
“The way I see it,” Garrett said, “This is the one place in the city where I know Shelbie is going to be… All I have to do is wait for her to show up.”
“You’re going to fight her?” Warren asked.
“Sure, why not?” Garrett said.
“’Cause she’ll probably have a whole bunch o’ guys with her and another bottle of poison that she’ll want to shove down your throat,” Warren said.
“Should make for an interesting fight then,” Garrett said, “Besides, she can’t have too many guys with her… she wants to keep this all a secret from the High Priestess, right? She probably won’t want to have too many people that know what really happened if she pours poison down my throat.”
"Or we could maybe just go back to Marrowvyn and stick to the plan?” Warren said, “Slightly less chance of drinkin’ poison that way.”
“Good idea,” Garrett said, “You run back to Marrowvyn and get as many ghouls as you can. I’ll wait here and keep Shelbie busy ‘till you get back.”
“Or you could come with me…” Warren said.
“No,” Garrett said, shaking his head, “If she came here and I was gone, she’d just leave again. The only chance we have of catching her is if I wait here and stall her ‘till you guys get back.”
“You’re just gonna stall her?” Warren asked.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “She’ll probably want to gloat and stuff. I just have to keep her talking for a while.”
Warren groaned. “All right,” he said at last, “but only if you keep your back to the cellar and have enough zombies handy to throw in her way if you have to run for it.”
“All right,” Garrett said.
“I’d better get goin’ then,” Warren sighed, “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“Thanks, Warren,” Garrett said.
“Yeah, Gar,” Warren said, turning to go, “Just remember to run for it if you have to. I don’t want to have to eat my best friend’s head tonight… especially if it’s full of poison.”
“I’ll be fine!” Garrett laughed, “And you can tell Diggs to bring all the essence he wants.”
“Oh hell…” Warren muttered as he headed down the stairs to the cellar.
Caleb moaned questioningly, looking to Garrett for instructions.
“Go round up the zombies, Caleb,” Garrett said, “I want four at the back door and six in the parlor.”
Caleb raised his eyebrow and groaned.
“I want you in the hallway to the cellar, like last time,” Garrett said, “In case I do have to run.”
The troubled look in Caleb’s eyes showed he might well remember the last time he had helped Garrett escape from the Templars down that hallway.
“I don’t plan on running this time,” Garrett laughed, “but, if I have to, I want to know you’ve got my back.”
Caleb gave a stiff nod and then walked over to a cabinet and pulled out a large carving knife.
Garrett felt a little chill to see the way Caleb looked at the knife, admiring the flicker of lamplight on the polished blade.
“I don’t want you killing anybody,” Garrett said.
Caleb didn’t look at him but slipped the blade into his belt and disappeared into the hallway with footsteps so light they were practically silent.
Garrett sighed and followed the zombie out, turning right to head down the hall to Uncle’s study. He stepped around the dark stains smeared across the floor where his servant’s teeth had drawn Templar blood. There would likely be more blood on the floor before the day was through, possibly his own.
He pushed these thoughts out of his mind as he closed himself in the study, searching the room for the things he would need. There upon the table was the ghast-wrought dagger that Uncle had left as a gift for Cenick upon his return. Garrett slipped the scabbard into his belt and picked up one of Tinjin’s old rucksacks, stuffing it with the three dusty canisters of essence still on the shelf beside it. He slung the bag over his shoulder and half turned toward the door when the tall object leaning in the corner caught his eye.
Garrett took up Tinjin’s old staff with awed reverence. He looked up at the iron skull that looked down at him with shadowy sockets and an eternal rictus grin. Garrett smiled back, remembering all the times he had seen Uncle Tinjin carrying the staff. He had been carrying it the day he had found Garrett, broken and burned in the ruins of his lost home. To see the old necromancer for the first time… it had been an intimidating sight.
An icy sense of calm spread through Garrett’s body as he realized that he was the necromancer now. The weight of the iron felt good in his hands, and he brought the butt of the staff down hard on the floor, enjoying the mournful sound it made when it struck the wooden planks.
Garrett pulled his hood low and straightened the horned skull medallion on his chest before opening the door again and stepping out into the hallway. He turned to face the front door and waited, as silent as the dead he commanded, one hand inside the bag, his fingertips resting lightly on the cool metal flasks within. The other hand held the staff at his side. He glanced up and then rotated the staff slightly as though to give the skull atop it a better view of the hallway. You wouldn’t want to miss this, he silently mused.
The two Templars who soon walked through the front door took no notice of him at first. Their eyes must have still been adjusting to the gloom within.
“Captain Gaulve?” one of the men called out, “Captain Gaulve?”
“Where the hell is he?” the other Templar muttered, and then he froze, suddenly noticing the dark streaks on the floor. His wide eyes scanned the length of the hallway, and, when they settled on the hooded form of Garrett, standing there in stony silence, the man jumped in alarm.
Garrett whispered a word in fae, and his staff suddenly erupted in cold blue flames.
“Goddess!” the first Templar exclaimed jumping backward at the sight.
“You dare blaspheme in my presence!” Matron Shelbie cried as she pushed her way inside.
The Templar nodded mutely, his eyes still locked on Garrett.
Matron Shelbie’s eyes went suddenly wide as well.
“Welcome to my home!” Garrett called out, pushing his voice as deep as it would go, “Please come in.”
“Matron, get back!” the second Templar hissed, his hand going to his mace.
“You!” Shelbie screamed in rage.
Garrett acted without thought, thrusting the head of the staff forward, and a bolt of ice blue flame shot from the horns of the iron skull like an arrow. It sizzled through the air between Matron Shelbie and the Templar beside her, striking the half-opened front door and slamming it shut, sealing it with a thick crust of ice.
“I said come in!” Garrett laughed. Blue flame crackled around the staff in his right hand even as ice crusted and flaked from off the fingers of his left hand and the essence canister he gripped.
“Captain Gaulve?” the first Templar shouted in desperation.
“Oh the captain won’t be joining us for dinner,” Garrett said with an evil grin he hoped they could see, “We already had him for lunch… bring them to me!”
The Templars cried out in horror as six zombies lurched out from the parlor toward them, moaning in unison.
The second Templar pushed Matron Shelbie behind him, and she offered no protest. The terrified trio backed toward the landing of the stairs, and Garrett frowned as he suddenly imagined trying to chase them all over the upper floors of the house. He felt an irrational flutter of embarrassment to realize that his room was a mess, and that it would never do to have his enemies see it in such a state.
“Oh, crix,” he muttered and then shouted out, “Hold!”
The zombies paused just beyond the door of the parlor, looking to Garrett for further instructions.
“I will spare your lives… if you drop your weapons and surrender to me now,” Garrett said, “Matron Shelbie, I am placing you under arrest for treason against the city of Wythr!”
Shelbie’s eyes bulged with rage. “How dare you!” she screamed.
“Shut up, Shelbie!” Garrett shouted back.
The two Templars exchanged a brief glance, and then one of them lunged forward, bashing the front door with his mace, shattering the icy crust that covered it. The other man leapt to his side and wrenched the door open before shoving the sputtering Matron Shelbie out into the pink light of dusk.
“Really?” Garrett sighed, rushing to the front door to watch them scurry down the front steps and pile into Matron Shelbie’s carriage to take off down Vaaste Street as though all the forces of hell were snapping at their heels. He blew a puff of air through his cheeks and slammed the door in disgust.
The heavy thump of feet coming up from the cellar drew his attention to the hallway again. Diggs came spilling out of the side hall with a canister of essence in each hand and a wild look in his eyes. He was huffing like a bellows and unable to speak as he looked around, trying to find something to throw magic fire at.
Scupp came in a moment later, pushing her brother aside. “They aren’t here yet?” she panted.
“They got away,” Garrett sighed.
“What?” Diggs moaned. He raised his canister-filled paws questioningly.
“They saw me and ran,” Garrett said, “It was only like three of ‘em anyway.”
“That is a pretty scary stick,” Scupp said with a shrug, “How’d you get it to do that anyway?”
Garrett suddenly realized that Uncle Tinjin’s staff was still writhing with cold blue flames. “Oh… uh,” he said, trying to shake free the nearly full canister still frozen to his left palm. He had to bang it against the wall to break enough ice loose to put the canister away again.
He looked up from closing the satchel flap, flexing his numb fingers, to realize the staff was still burning. “Ah…” he managed, at a loss for words.
“What happened?” Warren demanded, wheezing slightly as he entered the hallway, clutching his side.
“Garrett scared off all the bad guys with his flamey magic stick,” Diggs growled.
“Oh, well, what do I tell all these guys then?” he gestured toward the hallway as he stepped back to let even more ghouls come up from the cellar below.
“I’m sorry, but you just missed ‘em,” Garrett said, still trying to extinguish the blue flames that emanated from his staff. He pounded it on the floor experimentally, but the flames just intensified.
“Just missed ‘em?” Diggs asked, “Where’d they go?”
“Off down the street a few seconds ago,” Garrett said, trying to blow the flames out now. They crackled and roiled, forming little tendrils of flame like fiery claws clinging to the iron of the staff.
Diggs threw back his head and howled, startling Garrett from his distraction. Garrett looked up to see the brindle furred ghoul loping toward him down the hallway with wild eyes and drool dripping from his jaws.
“Gah!” Garrett cried, jumping aside and pulling the door open to let Diggs rush out of the house.
Several of the other ghouls joined together in a wild baying howl and chased after him. Garrett was able to poke his head out the door and shout, “Other way, Diggs!” before he had to jump back and let the other ghouls pass.
“Might as well,” Warren groaned and followed after them.
Scupp followed close behind her pack mates. She stopped just short of the door and gave Garrett a grin.
“You comin’?” she asked.
“They’re gone,” he said, “We’ll never catch them.”
Scupp chuckled and shook her head. “You ever try to outrun a ghoul?” she asked.
Garrett hadn’t thought of that. “All right,” he said.
“Try and keep up,” Scupp laughed.
Scupp was already on the street and had turned to follow the others by the time Garrett reached the bottom of the steps. His staff was still on fire. He thought about leaving it behind, but he didn’t want to lose sight of the ghouls, so he jogged after them, trailing sparkling blue embers behind him.
“Hi, Mister Tiggs!” Garrett said, waving at his neighbor who was standing on his front steps with a look of utter astonishment on his face. The elderly scribe waved back mutely.
Garrett thought about trying to explain, but gave up after a moment, shaking his head and saying only, “It’s been a really weird day, Mister Tiggs.”
“Quite so,” the scribe said before turning to go back inside.
Garrett ran after the ghouls, losing sight of them as they rounded the bend in Vaaste Street, headed toward the Chapel Ward. Their doleful baying still echoed above the rooftops, mingled with the screams of frightened townsfolk who had probably never seen a pack of wild ghouls running through their streets before.
Garrett sighed in frustration as he faced a number of side streets, uncertain which way the ghouls had gone. He turned to ask an addled young man in a deliveryman’s uniform if he had seen which way they went, but, when he noticed Garrett standing beside him, the boy screamed in terror and ran away.
Garrett held up the flaming staff in disgust. “Will you please go out?” he asked.
The blue flames sputtered and then disappeared with a whoosh.
“Thank you,” Garrett sighed.
“You need me to carry you?” Scupp called out as she emerged from a side street.
“Would you?” Garrett replied sarcastically.
“Sure,” Scupp said, scooping Garrett up and throwing him over her shoulder.
“I was kidding!” Garrett cried.
“Too bad,” Scupp said, carrying him with her as she loped off in the direction of the loudest howling.
“Put me down!” Garrett said. It was all he could do to keep the iron staff from whacking her in the tail as he bounced along across her back.
“In a minute,” she said, “Just keep quiet and let me listen!”
Garrett fumed in silence. He felt one of Scupp’s long ears tickle his hip as it picked up to listen to the hunting calls of the ghoul pack.
“Ah ha!” she laughed and then ran off down one of the side streets with Garrett still across her back.
“What’s going on?” Garrett demanded.
“Diggs and the others cut ‘em off!” Scupp laughed, “He’s herdin’ ‘em back toward the market.”
“Really?” Garrett asked.
“Yeah, if we hurry we can catch ‘em,” Scupp said.
“Go!” Garrett said. He braced himself as Scupp leaned into it, bouncing along on two legs and a forepaw, her right hand still holding on tightly to Garrett’s belt.
People screamed as Scupp burst out from a side street into a crowded market square, full of people trying to finish their shopping before Curfew. Scupp spun searching for any sign of their quarry, leaving Garrett a bit dizzy as he fought to reassure the shoppers with a friendly wave.
“It’s all right!” Garrett cried out, “We’re friendly!”
Scupp simply snarled, baring her fangs at the crowd of people surrounding her. They scattered in terror, clearing the street in a matter of moments.
Garrett frowned at the brindle ghoul as she set him on his feet.
“Easier to see where we’re at now,” she said with a toothy grin.
Garrett shook his head.
Then they heard the clatter of hooves on cobblestones and a deafening rattle as Matron Shelbie’s carriage rounded a corner into view. From the looks of it, it was about to lose a wheel.
“Is that them?” Scupp asked.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, reaching for an essence flask.
Scupp threw back her muzzle and howled at the sky.
More ghoulish howls answered from beyond every rooftop.
Garrett could see the terror in the carriage driver’s eyes and the rage in Shelbie's. Garrett grinned back, leveling the head of his staff at the occupants of the carriage.
“Matron Shelbie!” Garrett cried, “You are under arrest!”
Shelbie opened her mouth to speak, but just then the left rear wheel of the carriage separated from its axel and bounced free, smashing a fruit cart as it rolled away. The broken axel dragged a trail of sparks through the street as the other rear wheel came off and the back end of the carriage dropped and dragged.
One of the Templars fell out onto the street with a curse, and Shelbie wrapped her arms around the remaining Templar’s neck, holding on with panicked strength. Garrett had to laugh at the man’s choked expression as the careening carriage rushed past before slamming into the corner of a nearby building and disintegrating into a pile of green splinters.
The horses dragged the front axel and wheels away, leaving the passengers, stunned in the wreckage of the carriage. Scupp wasted no time in pouncing in, laying out the muddled Templar with a fierce blow to the head. The carriage driver scrambled clear and fled in fear as Matron Shelbie crawled away as fast as she could on hands and knees.
“That’s far enough!” Garrett cried, pointing his staff at the Matron.
Scupp howled again, a blood-chilling sound, answered now by a dozen other howls as the rest of the pack caught up, surrounding the disheveled Matron as she cowered in the street. Diggs and Warren shared a triumphant claw swipe between them.
“I knew it!” Matron Shelbie hissed, her eyes filled with hatred as she stared up at Garrett, “You are in league with demons!”
The ghouls hooted with manic laughter.
“Demons?” Garrett said, shaking his head, “No… they aren’t demons. They’re the people of this city. This is their home as much as it is anybody else’s, and they don’t want to lose it to a traitor like you!”
“Traitor?” Matron Shelbie hissed, “How dare you? I have only ever served this city and its Eternal Mother! It is you who have betrayed the city to Her enemies!”
“We know, Shelbie!” Garrett yelled, “We know about you and the spy!”
Matron Shelbie stared back at him with her face screwed up into a mask of confusion.
Suddenly, a ghoul beyond the rooftops let out a warning howl, and the others in the square turned to face the incoming danger.
Four green armored chariots pulled by barded horses rumbled into the market square from the direction of the temple. A dozen Templars jumped out as they rolled to a halt, followed by two green robed Matrons.
“Serepheni!” Garrett cried, then turned to the other, “Matron Brix!”
“Arrest these traitors at once, Brix!” Shelbie howled as she got to her feet and pointed toward Garrett and the ghouls in turn.
Brix nodded coldly toward Garrett before turning to address Matron Shelbie. “You stand accused of High Treason, Matron Shelbie,” Brix shouted, "You are summoned to appear before the High Priestess to answer for yourself."
The ghouls stared at each other in bewilderment then gave ground as Brix's Templars moved to surround Matron Shelbie.
Garrett looked at Matron Serepheni, but the red-haired priestess only gave him a sad look in return.
"You!" Matron Shelbie cried, pointing at Garrett, "How did you..." She looked at Serepheni, her eyes widening. "No!" she gasped, "Lies! Lies!"
"We found the gold, Shelbie," Brix said, "We found it all... the pardon too."
Shelbie stared back at Brix, a look of disgust on her face. "What are you talking about?" she demanded.
"We searched your quarters," Matron Brix sighed, "We found everything."
"I don't know what you're talking about, Brix, but I assure you, I will get to the bottom of it, and, if I find out you had a part in this, you'll go down too!" Shelbie said, then turned her attention to Serepheni again, "I'll have your skin for this, Serepheni! I'll have it nailed to the temple doors!"
Serepheni's eyes fell and then she looked away.
"Take her back to the temple," Matron Brix said.
The Templars moved in, seizing Matron Shelbie by the arms as she struggled to pull free of them.
"Unhand me!" she shouted, "I will remember this! I will remember all of you! The High Priestess will sort you out, oh yes! You will all live long enough to regret this, but no longer than that, I swear it!"
The Templars pulled her toward a waiting chariot as she writhed and twisted in their grip. She looked back over her shoulder toward Garrett as they led her away. "You will suffer for this, boy!" she screamed, "You will suffer for this!"
Suddenly, Matron Shelbie managed to wrest one of her arms free and point back, accusingly at Garrett with her finger. "I curse you, demon!" she cried, "I curse you to a thousand deaths! May the flesh rot from..."
She never finished her sentence, for, at that moment, a spinning blade, hurled from a nearby rooftop sank into the hollow of her throat, silencing her.
All eyes went to the rooftop where a man in black leather, wearing a facemask and goggles, stood with another throwing knife poised in his black-stained hand.
"The spy!" Garrett cried, pointing at the man on the roof.
A moment later, the man was gone, vanished over the peak of the roof with a dozen howling ghouls in close pursuit. Many of the Templars gave chase as well, but they had no hope of catching him.
Garrett turned to see Matron Brix and Serepheni kneeling over the crumpled body of Matron Shelbie. Garrett walked slowly to the dying Matron's side, feeling more curiosity than anything else.
"Don't touch the blade," Matron Serepheni said, waving Brix's hand away, "Look at her eyes... She's been poisoned."
Matron's Shelbie's eyelids fluttered over her unevenly dilated eyes. "What... what happened?" she rasped wetly.
"Your friend is covering his tracks, I think," Garrett said.
Serepheni looked up with sorrow in her eyes.
Matron Shelbie felt at the wound in her throat with trembling fingertips. Garrett could now see that the assassin's dagger was shaped like a winged serpent. "How did you do it?" Shelbie gasped, coughing up blood, "How did you..."
Her gaze drifted away, and her last breath escaped as a gurgling hiss.
Serepheni pulled off her headscarf and laid it across the dead Matron's face. She whispered a prayer to the goddess and bowed her head.
Brix showed no such sentimentality toward the dead woman.
"What did you find?" Garrett asked.
Brix looked up at him and sighed. "We found a chest full of Chadiri gold hidden in her room, along with a pardon signed by the High Inquisitor himself, granting her safe passage throughout the empire after the fall of Wythr."
"I don't understand how she could betray us," Serepheni said, her voice weary.
"The High Priestess would have gotten to the bottom of it," Brix sighed, "which is probably why Shelbie was killed."
"Could someone else have put those things in her room?" Serepheni asked.
"You tell me," Matron Brix said, eyeing Serepheni closely.
Serepheni let out a weary sigh and rubbed her eyes. “I’m tired, Brix,” she said, “I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired before.”
“Go home, Serepheni,” Matron Brix sighed, “We’ll clean up here.”
Serepheni nodded gratefully and then looked at Garrett. “I’m sorry, Garrett,” she said, “I never meant for any of this to happen.”
“I know,” Garrett said, “but I’m all right, really.”
She squinted at him then. “What happened to your face?” she asked.
“Long story,” Garrett laughed, “I’ll tell you later.”
She nodded and then got to her feet again. Two of the Templars accompanied her back to her chariot and rode away as Matron Shelbie’s body was loaded into one of the remaining chariots.
“I heard about what happened at Shadetree,” Brix said as she stood up beside Garrett, “I’ll have a word with Captain Gaulve on your behalf.”
“Boneash!” Garrett cursed.
“What?” Brix asked.
“Ah, I sorta have Captain Gaulve locked up in my basement,” Garrett said, cringing at the look on Matron Brix’s face, “and he’s kinda covered in zombie bites.”
Brix stared at him with a disbelieving scowl.
“I can explain,” Garrett said, “I really can. Just give me a chance!”
Matron Brix rolled her eyes. “Come on,” she growled, “You can explain it on the way to your house.
Garrett followed her back to her chariot, casting one last nervous glance toward the skyline as he heard the hunting howls of the ghouls fading into the distance.
Chapter Thirty
Garrett slept very late the following day and awoke sometime around noon, feeling better than he had in a long time. He lingered a while in the bath before finally toweling off and dressing in his most comfortable robe, hood, and boots and heading downstairs.
He nodded his thanks at the undead servants who were almost done scrubbing the bloodstains from the hall floor. He smiled to himself then, remembering the look on Captain Gaulve’s face when Matron Brix had let him out of the cellar storeroom. He had not been very happy to see Garrett standing beside her. Actually, now that he thought about it, Garrett had been slightly more behind her than beside her. Although the Matron had forbidden the Templars to seek any retribution against the young necromancer, the look on Snuff’s face as he cradled his bandaged hand had convinced Garrett to stay clear of Logate for the foreseeable future.
Garrett paused at the door of the kitchen as the wonderful warm smell of some strange spice washed over him. He stepped inside to see Caleb and Tom standing together in front of the oven. Tom was slowly stirring something inside a large cook pot with a long-handled wooden spoon clutched in the hand of his uninjured arm. He gave Caleb an unsure look, and the zombie thief answered with a reassuring groan. Garrett noted that the carving knife was still tucked into Caleb’s belt, but he decided not to say anything about it.
“What are you guys making?” Garrett asked as he took his seat at the table.
Caleb looked at him and moaned a greeting. He shambled over to the cupboard and pulled out a bowl and spoon. He slowly walked back over to the pot and, with some difficulty, wrested the wooden ladle from Tom’s fingers. Caleb plopped several globs of the brownish porridge into the bowl and then handed the stirring spoon back to Tom before carrying the steaming bowl over to set on the table in front of Garrett.
“Thanks,” Garrett said, dipping his spoon into the bowl with no idea of what to expect. He pulled up a heaping spoonful of what appeared to be boiled grain and chopped dates, smelling of some spice that Garrett had never smelled before. When he had blown it cool, he tasted it.
“That’s really good!” Garrett said, “What is it?”
Caleb moaned.
“Well, whatever it is, I like it,” Garrett said, taking another bite.
Tom looked at Caleb again, and Caleb nodded his approval.
Garrett had just started in on his second bowl when an angry moan sounded from the hallway. Garrett turned to find a mud-covered zombie standing in the doorway, awaiting further orders, even as one of the zombies tasked with cleaning the hallway did his best to scrub the first zombie’s muddy footprints from the floor.
“Oh, you’re finished,” Garrett said.
The muddy zombie nodded slowly and groaned.
“All right then,” Garrett said, “Everybody to the garden.”
It took him a few minutes to round up the rest of the servants, but, eventually, he was able to gather them all in the walled garden behind the house. A large mound of freshly dug dirt lay next to a fairly broad and deep hole in the black earth of an old flowerbed. The bodies of the three zombies killed in previous day’s battle lay, wrapped in linen, on the other side of the hole.
Pointless sentimentality spoke Uncle Tinjin’s voice in the back of Garrett’s mind, and Garrett smiled to himself.
“I wanted to thank you all for saving my life yesterday,” Garrett said, addressing the assembled zombies, “You saved our home too, and I am proud of you all.”
Caleb replied with a low moan, and several of the other zombies did as well.
“I’m sorry that some of you got killed,” Garrett said, “and I wanted to say thanks to them as well.”
Garrett walked over and knelt beside the three linen-wrapped bodies. “Coachman,” Garrett said, “You always did a good job taking me and Uncle wherever we needed to go, and I’m gonna miss you.” He paused a moment, trying to think of something to say for the other two.
“I never really knew you other guys’ names,” he admitted, “I guess I don’t know most of your names, really.” He looked around at the other zombies with a sad smile. “Maybe Uncle is right… maybe names aren’t really important… but you guys are still part of my family, and I wanted you to know that. Thank you for saving my life.”
Garrett stood up again and then stooped to lift the shoulders of one of the dead men and drag him toward the pit. Caleb stepped forward to help him, and the other zombies joined in as well.
After they had packed the last shovelful of earth over the grave, Garrett wiped his hands and patted Caleb on the back. “Let’s go back inside,” he said.
As they went back in, Garrett heard a knock at the door. He rushed to open it.
He almost didn’t recognize the heavily bundled figure standing on his doorstep, but the way she rushed into his arms a moment later cleared up any confusion.
“Marla!” he cried, returning her hug.
“I just found out,” she said, “Garrett, are you all right?”
“Yeah,” he said, “I’m fine!”
Marla pulled back her hood and yanked down the red scarf that covered her face to reveal the concern in her eyes. She gasped then and put her hand to his cheek. “Oh, Garrett!”
“It’s nothing!” Garrett laughed, gently pulling her hand away from the scars left by Claude’s fingernails.
Her eyes flashed dangerously, and she looked as though she was about to say more, but Garrett stepped in and silenced her with a gentle kiss.
“I missed you,” he whispered.
“I missed you too,” she sighed.
Marla’s eyes fell. “I don’t want you going to the temple anymore,” she said.
Garrett laughed again. “I don’t think you have to worry about that,” he said, “at least not for a while.”
“What do you mean?” she asked as he ushered her inside and closed the door against the daylight.
“They kinda kicked me out,” he said, “at least until they sort out everything that happened and decide what to do about me.”
“Are you in trouble?” she asked.
“I don’t think so,” he said, “I mean, they know that Matron Shelbie was the traitor now, not me.”
“Shelbie?” Marla gasped.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “she made some sort of deal with the Chadiri, and the roach guy killed her when we found out.”
“Roach guy?” Marla said.
“Oh… yeah,” Garrett said, a little embarrassed, “I guess I never told you about the roach guy… that’s what Warren called him. He’s actually some sort of Neshite spy. I guess the Chadiri hired him to sneak in and bribe Shelbie.”
“A Neshite spy working with the Chadiri?” Marla said, shaking her head, “Garrett, that doesn’t make any sense!”
“Yeah,” Garrett admitted, “I guess maybe the Inquisitor is doing some stuff he shouldn’t be doing, so he’s using outside help so that he doesn’t get in trouble with the other Chadiri.”
Marla seemed unconvinced. “Why didn’t you tell me about this before?”
Garrett shrugged. “I knew you were really busy,” he said, “I didn’t want to bother you about it.”
She gave him an exasperated look.
“Sorry,” he said, taking her hand, “I really did miss you…”
“I’m just glad you’re all right,” she sighed. She hugged him again for a very long time.
“You have the day off?” he asked hopefully.
“No,” Marla scoffed, “I’m supposed to be writing a poem.”
“About what?” he asked.
She stepped back, frowning at him. “It was supposed to be about Duty, but now I think it will be about a rather slow-witted boyfriend who regularly tries to have himself murdered and the poor girl who loves him.”
“Sorry,” Garrett said.
“No more secrets, Garrett,” she said.
“I promise,” he said.
“Is there anything else I should know?” she asked.
Garrett thought for a moment before answering. “Um… I was almost eaten alive by a bunch of worms… Annalien the ghost and Lady Ymowyn have decided that I should take over the world… that fairy that we set free in your shop has been following me around, and he thinks I’m gonna be like the fairy king or something… I, uh, kinda became the Songreaver for a minute and hurt Warren and Scupp, but they’re fine now, and I promised to never do it again… and I asked Mister Jannis about becoming a vampire, but he said I wasn’t ready yet.”
“What?” she demanded.
“What part?” he said.
She shook her head. “Garrett, why would you want to become a vampire?” she asked.
He paused before answering. “I want to be with you forever,” he said.
She pulled him to herself. “You don’t have to worry about that,” she said, “because I’m never letting you out of my sight again!”
“Well… you can’t take me back to the embassy. I kinda got banned from there for trying to kill Claude,” he chuckled, “or maybe it was because I’m the Songreaver… I’m not really sure anymore… We could run away together.” He pulled away enough to give her a crooked grin.
Marla looked as though she might strangle him, and then she kissed him again. “We’ll sort out the embassy problem later,” she sighed, “Right now… I just want…” she lifted her hand to her lips to try to cover a yawn.
“Hey,” Garrett said, “How long has it been since you had any sleep?”
“That doesn’t matter,” she said.
“Yeah, it does,” he said, “Come here.” He guided her into the parlor and they sat down together on the sofa.
She looked as though she might argue with him, but Garrett stroked her dark hair gently until she laid her head upon his chest and relaxed. He held her close, feeling her warmth and breathing in the scent of her hair.
“I can’t stay…” she whispered.
“Just for a minute,” he said, “It’ll be all right.”
“I missed you, Garrett,” she said. She traced the curving horns of the skull medallion on his chest with her fingertips.
“I’m here now,” he whispered.
“I…” Marla started to speak, but she yawned again, and then she relaxed into a deep slumber.
Garrett held her as she slept, listening to the distant ticking of Uncle’s clock.
*******
Garrett thought about checking in on the Lethians while he was in Queensgarden, but it was getting late, and he didn’t want to impose on their hospitality again if he couldn’t make it home before Curfew. He headed up the steps to Cenick’s townhome and worked the key in the lock.
Garrett stepped inside and touched the gem set into the wall beside the doorframe. The house was suddenly filled with the glow of hundreds of tiny magical crystals set into the tiled floor like a meandering river of light.
Garrett closed the door behind him and then smiled to see movement in the large glass fish tank that Cenick kept in his front parlor. A huge deep-sea fish swam within, a hideous creature with countless teeth bristling from jaws nearly as large as its own body. Its lifeless eyes stared back at him, sunken deep in their sockets, and little tatters of flesh dangled from its zombified body.
“Hi, Shan,” Garrett said, calling the fish by name. Cenick had never bought into Uncle Tinjin’s policy of nameless zombies either. Likewise, he greeted Yzelle and Chassa the two slender zombies seated at the dinner table, each wearing the jewel encrusted wrappings and beaten golden death masks of ancient Zhadeen princesses.
Garrett walked through the house, checking on the tattooed necromancer’s belongings, but everything seemed to be in place. He patted Krute, the mummified parrot atop the head when he looked in on the birdhouse room, but he hurried past the shelves of shriveled monkey heads, shuddering at the way their eyes turned to follow him as he walked by.
The shelves that once held Cenick’s prized root collection now lay empty, save for a single twisted gray root in the rough shape of a man. Garrett wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw it move when he passed it. When he looked again, it lay motionless on the shelf.
Cenick’s knife room bore a few empty spaces on the wall, but that was not unusual. Cenick’s blade collection was a functional one, and the big man tried to keep the weapons in use, taking some with him every time he went out.
Garrett frowned at the cool, damp air in the room where Cenick slept when he was home. He couldn’t imagine how anyone would be able to sleep in there. A fountain of tumbled stone, surrounded by moss and ferns bubbled and splashed in the dim light of the skylight above. Cenick’s bed, a great four-posted sprawl of green blanket and white pillows, took up most of the rest of the room. A number of curved jungle knives and canisters of essence hung within easy reach on either side of the bed.
After a brief inspection of the rest of the house, Garrett concluded that everything seemed to be in order. He waved his goodbyes to the undead and headed out the door, locking it behind him.
He walked the short distance to Max’s townhouse as he fished out the skull-headed key to the door. Opening it, he was greeted by a foul, moldy scent from within. Garrett made a face, standing beside the open door for a moment, letting most of the bad air clear out before he headed inside.
The servants within still wore the red robes and white wooden masks that Max had given them and gave no indication that anything was amiss.
Garrett wrinkled his nose and made a quick search of the house, finding the source of the smell in Max’s library.
Garrett grimaced at the sight of a large patch of black mold that had spread across the spines of several of Max’s books on their shelves. One book, a large, leather-bound volume at the very center of the moldy patch seemed unaffected by it. Garrett stared at it a moment in confusion, it seemed as if the mold had not touched this book at all, even though the books to either side of it and the ones on the shelves directly above and below it were completely covered in the foul-smelling stuff.
Garrett decided that he couldn’t leave a mess like this for Max to find when he returned. Who knows how far it would spread by then. He decided to pull out the unaffected books first and then do his best to clean the stain from the rest. He reached up and pulled out the strange book at the center of the stain.
Garrett’s skin crawled as his gloved fingertips sank a little into the softly yielding leather of the book’s cover. It felt strangely warm and supple as though the thick leather were still attached to whatever beast had worn it in life. He glanced at the cover out of curiosity but saw no title there, only a single, spiky rune that looked as if it had been burned into the leather with a hot iron brand. Garrett stuck his tongue out in disgust and found a spot for the book to lie on a nearby lectern.
He next removed the books around the edge of the stain, stacking them on an adjacent table, until a sizeable buffer of empty space stood open all around the infected patch of books. He found water and a cloth in the kitchen and returned to start scrubbing the moldy books clean.
It took longer than he thought it would, and he was interrupted from his labors by the sound of the Evenchimes ringing out.
“Cramps!” Garrett sighed. He thought about making a run for it and coming back to finish tomorrow, but decided against it. He resigned himself to spending the night at Max’s house. The guest room was comfortable enough, and he had enough dry goods in the kitchen to muddle through a modest supper and breakfast. Max owed him that much, at least, for doing this.
It was well past midnight by the time he had scrubbed the last of the mold from Max’s books. Some of them still bore the indelible stain of their contact with the nasty stuff, but he had, at least, stopped the spread of it.
He took the bucket of filthy water to the kitchen and poured it down the drain before cleaning himself up. He lit Max’s stove and set a pot on to boil for a pudding before he headed back into the library to make certain he hadn’t missed anything.
The faint scent of mold still hung in the air, but nothing as bad as it had been when he arrived. His eyes went to the creepy leather book again, and he wondered if it was something about it that had caused the problem to begin with.
Garrett walked over and rotated the book on the lectern with one finger, grimacing at the way the corner of it sank in beneath the pressure of his fingertip. He felt a prickly feeling on the back of his neck as he lifted the cover and opened it to the title page.
Garrett drew back in revulsion at the monstrous, leering face, drawn in rust-colored ink, which stared back at him from the page within. He dropped the cover shut in alarm before he could get a good look at it. He laughed at himself then for being afraid of a book and pulled the cover open again.
Then he really was afraid, because the face was gone. Only a few lines of spidery black text, written in a language he did not recognize, filled the first page. He quickly flipped through the first twenty or so pages of the book, finding nothing but more cryptic text. He propped the cover open with one finger and tapped it with his other hand, hoping to dislodge any pages that had gotten stuck to the inner cover, but there were none.
Garrett let out an uneasy breath and let the book fall shut again. He wiped the fingertips of his gloves on his robe and backed away from the lectern. “Yeah… no,” he said, deciding to abandon his investigation of the strange book.
He retreated to the kitchen and had his pudding before closing himself up in the guest room. It took him a while to get to sleep that night. Every time he started to drift off, he thought he heard a voice whisper his name, and he would spring awake again. Finally he cried out loudly in frustration, “What?”
Just ignore it, spoke the voice in the back of his mind.
“You shut up too!” Garrett growled. He buried his head under a pillow and hummed to himself until he finally fell asleep.
Garrett arose, weary-eyed and grumpy, with the chimes the following morning. He looked in on the library before he left, finding the creepy book still where he had left it. Its leather glistened wetly, and a small puddle of some foul-smelling liquid had begun to spread across the wood of the lectern.
Garrett shook his head and made a rude gesture at the book before walking out. He stopped by a small café for breakfast, which improved his mood a bit. By the time he turned down Vaaste Street toward home, he had forgotten all about evil books and black mold. Perhaps he would see if he could find Marla again, once he got cleaned up.
He turned the key in the front door and pushed it open, and then froze in alarm.
Cenick’s voice, muffled and broken, called out from the dining room.
Garrett dropped the key and his shoulder bag on the floor of the entryway and raced down the hall.
“Uncle Tinjin!” came the muffled voice of Cenick’s Proxylich from beneath the tarp in the corner.
Garrett ran to pull the tarp away. The two withered bodies still lay there where Uncle Tinjin had placed them.
The body with the black swirling runes painted on its face opened its jaw to speak again. “Uncle Tinjin! Are you there, Tinjin?” came the crackly, panicked voice of Cenick.
Garrett scrambled to find the silver bowl with the grumling skull in it. He snatched it up along with the little vial of essence beside it. He quickly stripped off his gloves and performed the simple ritual that would allow him to answer Cenick’s call.
“Cenick, can you hear me?” Garrett cried out with his palm against his throat.
“Garrett, is that you?” Cenick’s proxylich croaked, “Where’s Uncle Tinjin?”
“Uncle Tinjin’s gone,” Garrett said, hesitating then, unsure of how much he should tell Cenick, “He’s gone north to find Max.”
“What? No!” Cenick cried, “Max is running for it! Weslae is burning, Garrett! The dragon lord is back, and he’s headed for Wythr now!”
Garrett stared at the proxylich in stunned silence.
“Garrett, did you hear me?” Cenick shouted.
“Yeah,” Garrett gasped.
“You have to warn the ghouls… warn the priestesses… warn the vampires, Garrett, but then you have to get out! Garrett, go south to Faedrel. I’ll find you there as soon as I get back.”
“The dragon is coming here?” Garrett asked, still not believing what he was hearing.
“Yes, Garrett!” Cenick yelled, “Max says he’s headed there next! I don’t know how long you have before he arrives, but you have to run, Garrett! Take what you need and head south with the ghouls, but you have to go now!”
“How do you know he’s coming here? Are you sure?” Garrett cried, starting to feel a flutter of panic in his chest.
“Max told me last night, Garrett,” Cenick’s proxylich said, “He said the dragon destroyed the city where he was staying and that Graelle threatened to burn everything else when he returned from destroying Wythr.”
“Is the army coming too?” Garrett asked.
“I’ve seen no sign of troops coming down the escarpment, but, Garrett, the dragon is enough! You know better than anyone what he can do. Get out now!”
“I’ve gotta go warn people,” Garrett moaned.
“Send word to the temple and then get out!” Cenick said, “Take the ghouls south to Faedrel. I’ll find you there Garrett, just go! Go now!”
“Thanks, Cenick,” Garrett said, dropping the skull back into the bowl and turning on his heel, trying to decide which way to run first. Caleb was standing in the doorway watching him.
“Caleb!” Garrett cried, “Get all the zombies together and head down into the basement and wait for me there. I’ll be back as soon as I can.
Caleb nodded and groaned as Garrett rushed past him, headed out through the front door at a dead run.
He was halfway to the market when he remembered that Mrs. Nash lived nearby. He veered off down a side street and found her small house, sandwiched between two larger buildings. She was wearing a flour-dusted apron when she came to answer his pounding on the door.
“Garrett?” she said, giving him a quizzical look, “What ever is the matter?”
“You’ve gotta leave town for a while, Mrs. Nash,” he said, still out of breath from his run.
“What are you talking about?” she asked.
“I don’t have time to explain,” he gasped, “The Chadiri… I don’t know what’s gonna happen, but you gotta get out right away!”
Her eyes widened and then went hard. She nodded at him. “Thank you for the warning, Garrett,” she said, “What about you? Do you have a way out?”
“Yeah… I can go with the ghouls,” he said.
“Be careful, boy,” she said, giving him a quick hug, “I’m in your debt.”
Garrett nodded and forced a smile.
“Go, boy!” she said, giving him a gentle push.
Garrett raced away without looking back.
The bells jangled loudly as Garrett burst through the door of the Veranu pet shop.
“Good morning, Garrett,” Mrs. Veranu said, turning to face him as she placed a small cage upon a shelf.
“Mrs. Veranu!” Garrett gasped, trying to catch his breath again.
“Marla isn’t here right now,” she said, “Can I help you with something?”
“The dragon’s coming!” he wheezed, “He’s flying here to burn the city!”
“What?” Mrs. Veranu demanded, suddenly standing in front of him with her hands on his shoulders.
“Cenick just used his proxylich… to tell me…” Garrett gasped, “The dragon’s coming… he’s gonna burn Wythr!”
The vampire considered his words for a moment before speaking again. “I’ll warn the others,” she said, “You can come with me. You’ll be safe with us.”
“I’ve gotta warn the ghouls!” Garrett said, “Can you send someone to the temple to tell them… They might believe you more than they would me.”
“Of course,” she said, “How long do we have?”
“I don’t know,” Garrett said, “I think the dragon left Weslae yesterday, but I have no idea how fast he can fly.”
Mrs. Veranu did some mental calculation. “He could be here before sunrise tomorrow,” she said, “sooner if he doesn’t stop to rest.”
“Oh, no!” Garrett said, “I’ve gotta go tell the ghouls. How do I find you and Marla after that?”
“Meet us at the embassy when you’re done,” she said.
“I’m kinda not supposed to go there anymore,” he said.
“Nonsense!” she hissed, “Meet us there as soon as you can!”
“All right,” he said.
“Hurry, Garrett!” she said stepping behind the door for protection against the sunlight as she opened it for him, “Marla and I will be waiting for you at the embassy.”
Garrett ran home again. His feet were aching by the time he stamped down the stairs to find the household servants waiting there. Warren, Scupp, and Diggs were there as well, trying to make sense of the strange pantomime that Caleb was performing.
“Your house is on fire?” Diggs said, trying to guess the meaning of Caleb’s hand gestures.
Caleb groaned in frustration.
“We’re in trouble, guys!” Garrett huffed.
“Don’t tell me! I’ve almost got this!” Diggs said.
“The dragon’s on his way here!” Garrett cried.
“I said don’t tell me!” Diggs groaned, “I woulda had it!
“Shut up, Diggs!” Scupp said.
“What?” Warren demanded.
“He could be here tonight!” Garrett said, “He burned Weslae, and now he’s coming here!”
“Are Max and your uncle all right?” Warren asked.
“I don’t know,” Garrett said, “Cenick said that Max had told him about the dragon last night sometime. I don’t know anything else.”
“Whatta we do?” Scupp asked, giving Warren a worried look.
Warren shrugged. “I always wondered what dragon tastes like,” he growled.
Diggs and Warren bared their fangs at each other in a pair of wicked grins.
Scupp buried her face in her hands and gave a pitiful laugh of resignation.
Chapter Thirty-one
Garrett tried stopping by Mister Marsten’s house on his way to the Thrinnian Embassy, but he was not home. Garrett had not seen the blonde necromancer since Garrett had sent him to talk to Brix. He knocked again, just to be certain, and then hurried off with a worried feeling in his gut.
Garrett recognized Serepheni’s carriage parked outside the vampire embassy. He nodded at the two Templars standing guard outside the door, but they ignored him. He rang the bell pull, and Klavicus answered a few moments later.
“Master Garrett,” Klavicus said as Garrett stepped inside, “I did not expect to see you again.”
“I’m sorry,” Garrett said, “I know you told me to stay away, but Mrs. Veranu said that I should come anyway.”
The gaunt vampire nodded with a troubled look in his eyes. “My Lady knows best, I suppose,” he sighed, “but please… be cautious. She will be there when you speak.”
“Speak?”
“The elders wish to know the truth of your report,” Klavicus said, “You must speak to them.” He opened a door in the wall and led Garrett through it.
Garrett felt a bit queasy, but he nodded. “You’ve heard about the dragon then?” he asked.
Klavicus shrugged. “I have heard,” he said.
“Are you going to leave the city?” Garrett asked.
“That is not my decision to make,” Klavicus said.
“What?” Garrett asked, “Why not?”
“It is my duty to serve the elders as they command,” Klavicus said, “They speak, and I do.”
“But, if the dragon’s coming…”
“They will decide what to do,” Klavicus said with a shrug. He opened another door at the end of the hall and gestured for Garrett to step through into the hallway beyond.
Garrett saw Serepheni sitting upon a low bench just outside of a pair of large closed doors. She jumped to her feet when she saw him and rushed to him.
“Garrett! Are you all right?” she asked, giving him a brief hug.
“Yeah,” he said, “Did Mrs. Veranu tell you about the dragon?” He looked back as the door he had come through closed quietly behind him. Klavicus was gone.
“Yes,” she said, “What of Max? Have you heard anything more?”
Garrett shook his head. “Cenick talked to him last night. He was all right then I guess, but he said that we should get out of the city before the dragon gets here.”
Serepheni frowned. “He knows better than that,” she sighed, “I would never abandon our city in its hour of need.”
“Are we gonna fight the dragon then?” Garrett asked.
“We have long feared this day would come,” Serepheni said, “It is neither unexpected, nor unplanned for.”
“You have a way to kill the dragon?” Garrett asked.
“Possibly,” she sighed, “We have… a chance.”
Garrett nodded. “The ghouls want to fight too,” he said.
“Good,” she said with a little smile, “We can use all the help we can get.”
Just then the two great black doors swung open, and a lean vampire in a black robe gestured toward Garrett. “Come inside,” he said.
Serepheni started to follow, but the vampire stayed the priestess with an upraised hand.
“The necromancer only,” the vampire said.
Garrett glanced back at her with a worried look as he stepped through the doors, and the vampire swung them shut behind him.
Garrett turned to see a large, circular room before him with a central disk of blood-red tiles set into the center of the floor. It was lit from above by a flickering wisplight stone set into the center of the ceiling. A black, C-shaped table ringed the circle on the far side of the red tiles, and a number of vampire elders sat in chairs behind it. He recognized among them only Master Krausse, Master Jannis, and the Valfrei Senzei who sat in the centermost and highest seat. Mrs. Veranu stood against the wall, off to one side. She gave him a pleasant smile and a nod, but Garrett could see the worry in her eyes.
“Step into the center, necromancer!” Senzei said, her voice loud enough to startle Garrett.
He quickly walked to the center of the red circle and looked around the room at the elder vampires who all regarded him with cold stares, save Master Jannis who sat by himself at one end of the table and rubbed wearily at one eyebrow.
“Lady Veranu,” Senzei said, looking toward Marla’s mother, “You may go.”
“But I would…” Mrs. Veranu said before the Valfrei cut her off.
“Leave us!” Senzei said.
Mrs. Veranu gave the elder a dark look and then flashed a thin smile at Garrett before leaving the room as commanded.
The doors closed again behind her, and Garrett turned to face the elders once more.
“You have reported that the dragon known as Kadreaan is even now approaching this city with the intent of destroying it,” Valfrei Senzei said, “You have attained this knowledge through sorcery, yes?”
“I guess,” Garrett said, “It was something my friend max invented for sending messages from a long way off.”
“And you swear the truth of it?” she asked, “The dragon is on his way here now?”
“Yeah,” Garrett said.
The Valfrei regarded him closely for a moment with her reptilian eyes. She blinked then and looked away. “He believes what he says,” she sighed.
Master Krausse passed his hand over his face, and Master Jannis sighed bitterly.
“That is all, necromancer,” Senzei said, “You may go now.”
The elder in the black robe swung the door open behind Garrett and waited expectantly.
“What are you going to do about it?” Garrett asked.
“Leave us now!” Senzei hissed, “We have much to discuss.”
“Well, I’d like to hear it,” Garrett said.
The Valfrei’s eyes bulged. “That was not a request,” she said, “You will leave us now or face the consequences!”
“Consequences?” Garrett scoffed, “You mean like a great big dragon swooping down to set everything on fire?”
“Leave us!”
“Garrett!” Mrs. Veranu hissed from outside the door, “Garrett, come with me!”
Garrett shook his head. “No,” he said, “I want to know what you’re gonna do about it! That thing is gonna be here pretty soon, and we need your help to fight it.”
He looked at Master Krausse and called him by name, “We could use your help,” he said, “I’ve seen gaunts outfly this thing… I’ve seen it! With your help… I don’t know… I’ll bet one of you could get close enough to take out Graelle at least. Maybe without him being in control, the dragon might just fly off and leave us alone.”
He turned to Master Jannis and called out to him as well. “This city has been good to you… all of you. It welcomed you in and let you live here… I doubt there are that many places around where you could just walk in and have people accept you for what you are… You think the Chadiri would be so nice to you?”
Jannis gave him a sad little smile and then looked away.
“Close the door!” the Valfrei hissed.
“Garrett!” Mrs. Veranu called out one last time as the robed vampire shut the door in her face.
Garrett watched as Valfrei Senzei slowly made her way around the side of the table and approached him with deliberate, serpentine grace. His heart fluttered with fear, but he stood his ground as she bore down on him.
A thin smile spread across her face and she tilted her head slightly as she stopped, only a few steps away.
“You don’t understand at all, do you?” she asked, her voice sweet as honeyed poison.
“No,” he said, “I don’t understand… how you could even think about abandoning your friends like that. Maybe you don’t like me, or maybe any of us, very much, but we’re on the same side!”
She laughed. “You think we are allies in this conflict?” she scoffed.
“Are you gonna side with the Chadiri?” he demanded, “Those guys would kill every one of you if they could, and you know it!”
“It is not a Chadiri that you would have us fight,” she said.
Garrett gave her a confused look.
“You would ask us to slay a dragon,” she said, “You would ask us to murder one of the last living children of the great Dragon Queen. Do you really think that we would lift a finger against such a beautiful and ancient being? Kadreaan should be worshipped as a god by creatures such as you! I would rather watch him incinerate a thousand of you, a million! I would revel in the glory of such a spectacle and write songs in praise of his fury!”
Garrett stared back at her in horror.
The Valfrei lifted her hands toward the ceiling. “I would sacrifice this building, this entire city, before I would agree to hinder Kadreaan in the slightest fashion! I would watch your faded race smolder to ashes. I would laugh to watch him vent his wrath on the murderers of his kin!”
Garrett shook his head in disbelief.
“Go, human!” she spat, turning her back on him, “Prepare to meet your doom. We leave this place tonight.”
“No,” Garrett whispered.
“Krausse, prepare your gaunts,” Senzei commanded, “I will be taking the Young Lady Veranu with me along with my retinue.”
“No!” Garrett shouted.
Senzei turned to face him again, her eyes blazing with rage.
“Run, you old snake!” Garrett hissed, frosty vapors pouring out from between his teeth, “Run back and hide in your damned hole, if you’re too afraid to fight, but Marla stays with me!”
The Valfrei’s eyes widened at the sight of the frosted air between them.
“If you leave this city tonight,” Garrett said, his voice reverberating with the power of the thing inside him, “You will never be welcome here again!”
He turned to look at the other elders, his gaze lingering on Krausse and Jannis in turn. “That goes for all of you!” he said, “Don’t think you can abandon us when we need you most and then come slinking back in when the dust has settled… If you go, you stay gone!”
“You dare cross me, sorcerer?” Senzei said, “I knew your uncle was a fool, but you…”
Garrett raised his fist, now wreathed in blue flames, before her face. “Don’t ever mention my uncle again! Not ever!”
Senzei’s face twisted into a mask of rage, and she raised her hands suddenly, spitting a Draconic curse. Twisting spears of green light shot up from the floor, arcing towards Garrett’s chest with needle-sharp points.
“No!” Garrett roared, and the green darts shattered like glass, their magic dissipating into nothingness all around him.
Senzei stared back at him, visibly shaken.
“Get out of here!” Garrett growled, “And don’t ever come back!” Frosty vapors trailed down from Garrett’s burning hands, and a lambent blue aura flickered around his face and shoulders.
“What are you?” she gasped, her eyes wide and staring.
“You know what he is, Valfrei,” Jannis chuckled, “You just don’t want to believe it.”
Her gaze flicked toward the tailor and then back to Garrett. “No…” she whispered, but Garrett could see the dawning realization in her eyes.
Garrett sneered back at her and then lifted his eyes toward the ceiling above. “Be free!” he shouted.
The wisplight orb above their heads shattered into countless crystal shards that rained down on the floor all around Garrett and the Valfrei. The wisp trapped inside it flew free now, leaping down and circling the room in the ghostly shape of a frightened doe. She dashed past the elder at the door, fluttering his dark robes as she ran by. Then she darted in to stand, trembling at Garrett’s side.
He reached out his hand and stroked the phantom beside him. He felt nothing but a tingling warmth there as he smiled down at the ghostly doe, watching as the blue flames spilled from his fingertips, washing over her back like a gentle rain. She stared up at him with grateful adoration in her shining blue eyes.
“Songreaver!” Senzei hissed.
The ghostly doe flickered, casting the room into darkness for a moment before reappearing as a shimmering wisp a second later. She floated up and settled in the air, just above Garrett’s right shoulder.
“We leave tonight!” Senzei rasped, her eyes glittering with the light of the wisp on Garrett’s shoulder. She turned and swept from the room, disappearing through a door in the back.
The other elders stood up, looking even paler than normal.
Jannis began a slow clap of appreciation as the others turned and filed out behind the Valfrei.
“Are you leaving too?” Garrett asked, looking up as the blue flames surrounding his body flickered and faded.
“I don’t think you understand, Garrett,” Jannis sighed, “We cannot disobey, no matter how much we might want to. The Valfrei holds the authority to tell us to leave, and we must leave… all of us.”
Garrett’s heart sank.
“We can drag our feet, if we choose,” he said, “but, in the end, we can no more disobey the order than we can refuse to sleep… eventually, we must go.”
“I’m sorry,” Garrett sighed.
“You still want to be a vampire?” Jannis chuckled.
Garrett gave him a wry smile.
“Well, good luck, Garrett,” Jannis said, “I hope you win.”
“Thanks,” Garrett said, “and good luck to you.”
“I’m going to need it,” Jannis sighed, “I still have to find a wagon big enough to hold six dozen rather large arachnids.”
Garrett smiled and nodded.
Jannis looked at the wisp hovering over Garrett’s shoulder. He whistled appreciatively. “You really are the Songreaver, aren’t you?” he said.
Garrett shrugged.
“Well, you’d better go say goodbye to Marla,” Jannis said.
Garrett turned to find the robed elder at the door was already gone. He waved goodbye to Master Jannis and let himself out.
Mrs. Veranu and Serepheni were waiting for him outside. The looks on their faces told him they had already heard.
“Come with me,” Mrs. Veranu sighed.
“I have to go back to the temple,” Serepheni said, “Garrett, you can find me there if you choose to stay and fight. If not… I will see you when you return.”
“I’ll be there,” Garrett said with a nod.
Serepheni took her leave as Klavicus appeared again to show her out.
Garrett followed Mrs. Veranu back to her apartment, and Marla was waiting for them inside with tears in her eyes.
The wisp on Garrett’s shoulder fluttered off to a corner as Garrett ran into Marla’s arms.
“Garrett!” Marla sobbed.
“I know,” Garrett said, “I know…”
“I’ll come back, Garrett,” she wept, “I swear I’ll come back as soon as I can!”
“It’s all right,” he whispered, “It’s all right.”
She squeezed him tighter still and wept softly into his shoulder.
“I’ll leave you alone for a bit,” Mrs. Veranu said, her voice sounding soft, almost defeated, “I have some arrangements to make.”
She closed the door behind her as she left.
“I’m so afraid, Garrett,” Marla whispered, “I’m afraid I’ll never see you again.”
“I’ll be fine,” he assured her, “Don’t worry about me.”
She stepped back to look into his eyes. “You have to get out of the city, Garrett!” she said, “Just go, Garrett! I’ll find you later.”
“You’ll find me right where you left me,” he laughed.
“No, Garrett,” she said, “The dragon…”
“The dragon’s been lucky enough to get away from me so far,” Garrett said, “but his luck is about to run out.”
“This isn’t a joke,” she said, shaking her head.
“I know,” he sighed, “but it helps to laugh at it.”
“You’re really going to stay and fight?” she asked.
Garrett nodded. “I imagine it would be a lot easier with you at my side and an army of gaunts,” he said, “but we’ll figure something out.”
“I’m sorry, Garrett,” Marla said, “We’re not allowed to fight against a dragon unless ordered to by the Council.”
“I just talked to the Council,” Garrett said.
“No, I mean the Council in Thrinaar,” she said.
“Oh.”
Marla looked away, as if something troubled her.
“What is it?” Garrett asked.
“I can’t help you,” she said, “but, perhaps, my father could…”
“What?”
“My father was a dragon slayer before he became a vampire,” she said, “He talks about it in his journal.”
“Really?” Garrett gasped, “Is there something in there that can help?”
Marla looked away again. “I’m not allowed to help you, Garrett,” she said, “It’s forbidden.”
“Oh, uh… would you mind if I looked at the journal then?” he asked.
“Oh, my father’s journal?” she said, mocking surprise, “Of course…”
She motioned for him to follow her into her room.
Garrett stepped inside, sparing a dark look for the little black cat that rumbled at him from the corner, swishing its tail.
“Lovecraft!” Marla hissed, “Be nice!”
She opened the small wooden box on her nightstand beside her bed and pulled out her father’s notebook, handing it to Garrett.
He flipped it open, anxious to read some ancient secret of dragon slaying. He closed it again a moment later, feeling rather stupid.
“I can’t read Draconic,” he said.
“Oh… yes,” she sighed.
“Could you maybe… translate for me?” Garrett asked.
“Oh… of course,” she said, obviously still struggling with the morality of her actions.
Garrett opened the book again and sighed. “I don’t know where to even look,” he said.
“Oh, perhaps a passage at random?” she said.
“Could you… suggest one?” he offered.
Marla bit her lip, her eyes going toward the door. She took the book from him and riffled through it a moment, stopping at a certain page. She held it open with her finger and passed it back to him without a word.
“Ah,” Garrett said, “would you mind helping me translate this section here?”
She reached out and tapped a different passage with her fingernail.
“Oh, uh, what about that part instead?” he said.
“Oh, that passage?” she said, taking the book from him, “Let’s see… ah, it’s something to do with a poison the dragon slayers used to kill larger drakes.”
“That sounds interesting…” Garrett said, trying to control his excitement.
Marla paused, working up the nerve to betray her race for him. “It says,” she whispered at last, “that by mixing one part ground sephoriim with two parts rendered lamb’s fat, you can make a poison deadly to dragons. It can be used to coat the blades of your weapons and will keep its potency for up to a week after its preparation. Unfortunately, since weapons have a difficult time penetrating the hide of larger dragons, a killing blow must usually be struck through the thinner skin of the throat or mouth or through the soft spot at the base of the wing…”
“Ah… interesting,” Garrett said, “but I have no idea what sephoriim is.”
Marla’s eyes fell. She was shaking when Garrett put his arms around her.
“What is it, Marla?” he asked.
“Sephoriim is another word for blood rose,” she answered.
Garrett stepped back and clasped his hand over his mouth.
Marla closed the book and returned it to its box without saying a word.
“I can’t…” Garrett whispered, “There’s hardly any of it left now…”
“I know,” she sighed.
“The goblin… It would kill him…” Garrett said.
Marla nodded.
“Why did you even show me this?” he demanded.
“Because I love you!” she sobbed.
“Would you still love me if… if I did something like that?” he asked.
“Garrett, I love you!” she cried, “I don’t want you to die!”
“I know,” he said, taking her in his arms again, “I love you too.”
“Then stay alive,” she moaned, “Do whatever it takes, but stay alive, please!”
“I will,” he said, “I promise.”
The apartment door opened again, and Marla and Garrett stepped out into the living room to find Mrs. Veranu laying four fully laden wineskins on the table.
“We’re leaving for Thrinaar tonight,” she said. “but you and I are traveling by wolf, Marla. The Valfrei can rage all she wants, but you’re my daughter, and we’re sticking together.”
Marla ran to her mother’s side and hugged her tightly.
Mrs. Veranu reached into her pocket and pulled out a ring of keys, tossing them to Garrett. “Look after the pet shop for me while I’m gone, Garrett,” she said.
He looked down at the keys in his palm and gave her a pained look, trying to think of the right response.
“I expect all the cages to be empty when I return,” she said to him with a little grin.
Garrett laughed and nodded. “They will be,” he said. He pocketed the keys and looked at Marla as she came back to his side and hugged him again.
“I’m coming back,” Marla said, “I swear it!”
Garrett nodded. “I know,” he said.
“If things go badly, Garrett,” Mrs. Veranu said, “get underground and ride it out. Even a dragon like Kadreaan can’t stay in the air forever, and he won’t want to land here. He’ll burn everything in sight and fly away… just don’t make yourself a target.”
Garrett nodded again.
“Be careful, Garrett,” Marla said, kissing him.
“Is there any way I can send you guys a message when it’s over?” Garrett asked.
“Tell Klavicus, and he’ll get word to us,” Mrs. Veranu said as she came out of the back room carrying two large sets of saddlebags.
“He isn’t coming with us?” Marla gasped.
Mrs. Veranu shook her head with a look of disgust on her face. “The Valfrei ordered him to stay and look after the place while we’re gone,” she said, stuffing one of the wineskins inside a bag.
“But… she thinks everybody here is gonna die!” Garrett said.
Mrs. Veranu said nothing but continued packing.
“When you get to Thrinaar,” Garrett said, looking at Marla, “You have to find someone else to be your teacher.”
“I know,” she said.
“Mister Jannis says he knows people there,” Garrett said, “people that were friends with Uncle Tinjin.”
“Jannis…” Mrs. Veranu scoffed.
“He’s better than the Valfrei, isn’t he?” Garrett said.
Mrs. Veranu rolled her eyes and sighed heavily.
“I’ll make new friends when I get there,” Marla whispered, “I know what to look for in a friend now.” She pressed her hand against his heart and looked into his eyes with a trembling smile.
“Come back soon,” Garrett sighed.
“I will,” she said.
“Don’t make me come and find you,” he laughed.
She smiled and kissed him again. “Just watch out for the Thrin if you do,” she said, “It doesn’t like uninvited guests.”
“I feel sorry for anything that tries to stand between me and you,” Garrett scoffed.
“Save some for the dragon, Garrett,” Mrs. Veranu chuckled.
Garrett grinned as he straightened his robe and steeled himself to face what lay ahead.
“Not yet!” Marla cried, wrapping her arms tightly around him.
Garrett held her for a long time, neither one saying a word, until, at last, Mrs. Veranu pulled her daughter gently away.
Marla buried her face in her mother’s shoulder and wept as Garrett moved quietly toward the door. He opened it slowly, staring out into the dark hallway beyond like it was the unknowable future before him.
“Songreaver,” Mrs. Veranu called out to him.
Garrett turned to look back at her.
“Go take back your city!” she said.
Garrett gave her a grim nod and slipped out into the hallway with the ghostly wisp close behind him.
Klavicus was waiting for him in the hallway.
“You are staying to fight the dragon?” Klavicus asked as Garrett shut the door to the apartment behind him.
“We could use your help,” Garrett said.
Klavicus shook his head sadly. “It is forbidden,” he sighed.
“I understand,” Garrett said as they turned to walk together back to the front door with the wisp following along close behind them.
“Forgive me,” Klavicus said, “I wish that…”
“It’s all right,” Garrett said, “Thanks for being my friend.”
“It was an honor, Master Garrett,” Klavicus said. He paused for a moment and then extended his hand awkwardly toward the young necromancer.
Garrett gave a little laugh and then hugged the tall, gangly vampire.
Klavicus froze, apparently unfamiliar with the gesture. Then he wrapped his long arms around Garrett and returned the hug as best he could.
“I’ll see you after the fight’s over,” Garrett said, stepping back.
“Of course,” Klavicus rasped hoarsely.
They reached the front entryway, and the vampire opened the door for Garrett, shielding his face against the fading light of day.
Garrett stepped through the door, finding that Serepheni was already gone. The wisp flitted back and forth in the air before him as though overwhelmed by its newfound freedom Garrett wondered how long it had been trapped inside that stone.
It settled on the ground beside him, a ghostly doe once more. She looked up at him with beseeching eyes.
“Go on,” he said with a smile, “You’re free now.”
The phantom doe hesitated only a moment and then bounded away, disappearing into the crowds of people that filled the streets of the Foreign District, raising startled cries wherever it passed. Garrett smiled as he watched her go.
“You done waistin’ yer time in there, Songreaver?” Shortgrass called out from where he was hovering in the shadow of a nearby awning.
“Hi, Shortgrass,” Garrett sighed, crossing the street to meet him.
“Do ya have anythin’ ta show for it?” Shortgrass demanded, “Any clue whatsoever as ta how we’re ta bring down a great, flyin’ kettleboiler like what’s on its way here now?”
Garrett pulled the keys from his pocket and held them up to show the fairy. “I got these,” he said.
“An’ what’s that supposed ta be?” Shortgrass asked.
“The keys to the pet shop where you used to live,” Garrett said with a smile.
Shortgrass’s eyes went wide, and, for once, he was speechless.
“Let’s go raise an army,” Garrett said with a broad grin.
Chapter Thirty-two
Garrett swung open the door to the Veranu’s pet shop, letting the gray light of dusk spill in. Hundreds of tiny eyes turned toward the door and then squinted against the brightness.
Shortgrass flew past Garrett’s shoulder, darting inside like a drunken hornet. “Wake up, ya miserable wretches!” he laughed, “It’s time ta go home!”
A slow buzzing murmur began to rise from the cages.
“Remember me, don’cha?” he cried, “Well I’m back, an’ yer all comin’ wit' me!”
Garrett stepped inside, smiling bemusedly at the rows of fully charged essence canisters lined up on the counter. He walked forward to pick up the little red paper card that lay neatly folded atop the canisters. He opened it up and smiled as he read it.
For my little Songreaver
May you put it to good use
-Lyssa
Garrett laughed, running his hand over the heavy canisters and wondering when she found time to fill them.
“Can ya free Jenna first?” Shortgrass asked.
Garrett turned to see Shortgrass kneeling beside the bars of a little silver cage. The fairy locked inside it had nearly lost all of her color and lay curled on the floor of the cage, stretching her arm out to hold Shortgrass’s hand as he reached inside.
Garrett looked around the shop at all the little cages and the creatures tapped within them. Miniature frilled lizards hissed and scratched at the bars of their cages. Fairies begged for release or sat and wept with their hands over their faces. Little furry creatures with long pointed ears let out warbling, mournful cries. There were so many of them.
“A bit o’ reavin’ now, if ya please,” Shortgrass said, imploring Garrett to action with his shining blue eyes.
Garrett stepped to the center of the room and lowered his head with his hands at his sides.
“Hold on, Jenna,” Shortgrass whispered in Fae, “Don’t be afraid.”
Garrett felt the icy river swelling up inside him as though it longed to rise and drown out all the fiery red ribbons of magic that filled this place. Garrett closed his eyes. He smiled and exhaled a cloud of pale mist as he let the power move through him. It filled him with an overwhelming sense of exultation as it poured into him from someplace beyond.
Garrett threw back his head and laughed, unable to contain it anymore.
“Break!” he screamed, and a shockwave of icy power rolled out from his body in every direction at once.
A deafening roar filled the shop as every cage was ripped apart at once. Little silver bars flew through the air and rained down like twisted metal hail. Shrieks of terror erupted all around, but these fell silent as the last clattering twigs of sundered silver rattled to silence on the wood floor. Only the sound of muffled whimpers filled the air for a long moment.
Garrett looked and saw the others open their eyes again as well. Tiny multicolored sparks burned from every corner of the room, flickering as the creatures blinked in astonishment.
Then the room was filled with a cacophony of exuberant cries and shrieks and hoots, and the air thrummed with the drone of a hundred fairies taking wing all at once.
Garrett smiled, though his vision had gone gray around the edges. The gray tunnel seemed to close in on him, and a ringing sound filled his ears. Then, suddenly, his legs didn’t seem to work anymore, and he toppled over backwards.
A distant, detached part of his mind wondered how long it would take him to fall, and why he hadn’t hit the floor yet. Then he heard the muffled voice of Shortgrass barking orders from somewhere far away.
“Get him up! Set him down over there!” Shortgrass cried.
Garrett’s vision slowly returned, and he had the odd sensation that he was being suspended above the floor by his clothing. He blinked then and saw clearly that he was being dragged along by a swarm of glowing fairies that clutched at tiny handfuls of his robe. Little scaled and furred creatures raced along beside him on the floor, looking up at him with concern in their eyes.
They dropped him into a seated position atop a crate with his back against the wall. Several of the fairies took turns planting kisses on his face before speeding off to join the joyful dance now taking place in the air and on the floor in the center of the room.
The fairies and the furry creatures mingled at least three different songs, harmonizing them together into some strange medley of thanksgiving. Shortgrass hovered nearby, dividing his attention between the weary Songreaver and the shadow-touched fairy name Jenna who was only just remembering how to fly again. Garrett watched her bob unsteadily in the air, awkwardly dodging other fairies, as they zipped past. He smiled to see the rosy glow slowly beginning to return to her skin.
Shortgrass laughed with delight as Jenna finally turned a somersault in the air and then let out a burst of desperate, sobbing laughter. Suddenly, her body flared with a brilliant golden flash of light that dazzled every eye in the room, and then she hung like a burning star, turning slowly as she laughed, with little motes of fairy dust glittering down from her wings.
“I don’ believe it,” Shortgrass whispered, his voice breaking a little as he watched Jenna fly circles around the room, joining into song with the others.
Garrett pushed himself up into a more comfortable position and watched them all dance. His strength was returning now, but cold vapors still rolled off of his skin. He pulled back his sleeve to marvel at the sparkling crystals of ice that covered his skin above the scarcely visible runes scratched into his arm, scars now almost completely healed. He pulled his sleeve back down and frowned, knowing what lay ahead.
He looked for Shortgrass again but was startled to find the brassy little fairy kneeling on the floor at his feet with his head bowed.
“What are you doing?” Garrett asked.
“I am Shortgrass, squire of the Amber Court!” the fairy cried out, loud enough to draw the attention of the other creatures. Slowly, they fell to silence as they turned to look at the fairy kneeling before Garrett. Shortgrass raised his eyes to Garrett then.
“No oath I’ve sworn, save to tha Court, and that only ta serve me people,” he said, “I’ve served many a cause… many a cause worth fightin’ for… Until today, I’ve ne’er believed there was cause worth dyin’ for.”
Garrett narrowed his eyes as he watched the little fairy lift his hands before him.
“This day… this day I swear m’self to ye, Songreaver… body an’ soul, I am yer knight in faithful service, until tha end o’ time!”
Garrett watched in astonishment as, one by one, the other fairies flitted down to alight on the floor behind Shortgrass, each one bowing their head and dipping their wings toward him. A murmur of oaths rippled through the shimmering crowd as they swore themselves to his service. The lizards and furry creatures looked on in wonder, and even some of them stepped forward to pay homage to their strange new king.
Garrett stared down at them in bewilderment for a moment, and then he stiffly rose to his feet. He flexed the chill from his limbs and brushed the frost from his sleeves. He opened his mouth to speak, and a pale blue mist floated from his lips. He coughed it clear and smiled unsurely at his… subjects?
“My friends,” Garrett addressed them.
A sea of shining eyes lifted to meet his gaze.
“I could use your help,” he said.
*******
The glow of a hundred fairies cast strange shadows in the streets of Marrowvyn as they flew along beside and behind Garrett. The tiny lambent creatures drew in closer around him for protection as they fearfully eyed the wonderstruck ghouls that were lining up on either side of the lane to watch them pass.
Warren, Diggs, Chunnley, and Scupp trotted out to meet Garrett as he approached.
“Did you get the stuff I asked you to get?” Garrett asked as the ghouls fell into step behind him.
“We got it,” Warren said, “Who are these guys?”
“Our new friends,” Garrett said, “They’re gonna help us out.” He passed the heavy satchel full of essence canisters to Diggs.
The ghoul went a bit trembly as he took it. “Is this what I think it is?” he asked with a reverent gleam in his eyes.
“Pass it out to everyone who knows how to use it,” Garrett said, “Then get to your positions.”
“Are you sure you wanna trust all that to Diggs?” Scupp asked.
Garrett looked back at her as he walked. “Tonight, I have to trust you all to do your parts,” he said.
“We will,” Diggs said.
“Good,” Garrett said, “Did you get in contact with the Lethians?”
“Mujah and Crane will be waiting in the south tower once they’ve finished movin’ the kids to a safe place,” Scupp said.
Garrett nodded his thanks and then he stopped walking and turned to face Shortgrass. “I want you and the other fairies to stay here with Chunnley. He’ll fill you in on the plan… what there is of it. I should be back in about an hour.”
“Where are you goin’?” Shortgrass asked.
“I have to go and talk to Annalien,” he said.
Shortgrass whistled. “A dreary prospect that,” he sighed, “Ya need any help?”
“No, just wait here,” Garrett said. Something in the tone of his voice made the ghouls share a worried look.
“And where do we fit into yer plan, boy?” Bargas growled as he and Lady Ymowyn approached from the direction of Warren’s house.
Garrett sighed. “I need you here,” he said.
“Not a chance, boy!” Bargas laughed.
“All right,” Garrett said, “Bargas, you’re with me tonight.”
Warren shot Garrett a concerned look. “I thought I was with you?” he said.
“No, I’m putting Crane with you in the northeast tower,” Garrett said, “Mujah and Scupp are still in the north tower. I’m going to need to keep moving to make sure everything goes smoothly.”
“What about me?” Diggs demanded.
“You’re in the western tower,” Garrett said.
“Well, who’s my partner then?” he asked.
“You’ll be doing the work of at least two wizards tonight, Diggs,” Garrett said, “Can I count on you?”
Diggs looked taken aback. “Yeah,” he said, “You can count on me.”
“And what of me, Kingslayer,” Lady Ymowyn asked.
Garrett sighed, “Know any tricks that can kill a dragon?” he asked.
She shrugged. “We could send you to negotiate an alliance with him,” she said with a wicked smirk, "That's proven quite lethal in the past."
Garrett gave her a crooked smile. “Actually, I really could use your help down here,” he said, turning to look around at all the other ghouls who had gathered to witness the spectacle of a flock of fairies, “I could use all of your help.”
“What do you need?” Ymowyn asked.
“If things go badly up there tonight,” Garrett said, “a lot of people are going to lose their homes. There’s gonna be smoke and fire and panic everywhere, and maybe even Watchers in the streets on top of all that… People are gonna be trying to find any way they can to get away from the danger, and there’s not really all that many places for them run.”
“You want us to lead them down here?” Ymowyn asked.
A troubled murmur passed through the crowd of ghouls.
“Marrowvyn’s only survived this long because those folks up there don’t know we’re down here,” Bargas grumbled.
“If things go bad tonight,” Garrett sighed, “It won’t matter anymore… Marrowvyn might be the only place left.”
“We’ll see to ‘em, Garrett,” Chunnley said, “I’ll get started on some bread, just in case.”
“Thanks,” Garrett said.
“What about the ones that… don’t survive?” Diggs muttered.
Garrett gave him a flat look.
“That dragon shows up tonight,” Bargas snorted, “There ain’t gonna be a skinny ghoul fer a hunnerd miles around.”
Garrett sighed and shook his head. “Diggs, you just worry about getting those supplies to the west tower and be ready… but first divide those canisters up between Warren, Scupp, and you.”
“You need one?” Diggs asked, reaching into the bag.
“I’ve got one,” Garrett said, patting his satchel.
“Is that enough?” Scupp asked.
“If things go according to plan, I shouldn’t need any,” Garrett said, “If they don’t… well, it won’t make any difference anyway.”
The ghouls gave him a grim look and nodded their understanding.
“Meet up with the Lethians and then get into position,” Garrett said, “Good luck, and I’ll see you all again… soon.”
Garrett turned and headed off into the darkness, leaving his friends behind in the wavering light of a hundred frightened fairies. He wondered for a moment if he would ever see them all alive again. He tried to push the though out of his mind, but it wouldn’t stay down.
It is always so before a battle, the voice in the back of his mind whispered.
How did you deal with it? Garrett thought.
You must learn to love battle more than you fear it, the dead king’s ghost laughed.
You’re not much help at all, Garrett sighed.
Only because you are too foolish to heed the wisdom of my words, the voice whispered.
Garrett’s thoughts turned to his friends once more as the darkness of the tunnels closed around him, and he pulled the torch from his satchel and lit it. His stomach twisted inside him as he realized the choice he would have to face next.
He paused when he reached the junction of several tunnels, trying to remember something that danced just beyond his powers of recollection. Then he shook his thoughts clear and turned down the dark path to Annalien’s house.
Chapter Thirty-three
The strange sensation of cold water pouring down her spine roused the Girl in Brown from her slumber. She blinked in the darkness of the cave, seeing nothing with her eyes, but knowing without doubt that her city was in danger.
She sprang to her feet without thought, ready to rush to its defense, but then she remembered… this was what she had been waiting for. This was the doom that her brother had spoken of. Wythr would burn, and all within it would die.
A crawling sort of fear came over her, but she laughed it away. How stupid it was to fear her only chance at freedom.
She looked up at the unseen stones above her head and wondered if she should go up to the surface to await her death. The thought of huddling in the darkness, not knowing when the end would come, no longer appealed to her as it once did. She took a step in the direction of the tunnel leading to the upper world, but then hesitated. She had no desire to watch the city… her city… burn to ash.
What then?
Her thoughts turned to her brother again, but he had asked to be alone when the end came, and she had agreed. She loved him too much to watch him die.
Then she remembered the bright, happy place, the place from the time before, and she remembered the sad little ghost that waited there, not even knowing what was going to happen.
“Annalien,” she whispered.
A twinge of guilt tugged at her heart, and she resolved at once that her last act in life should be to make amends with Annalien and there meet her end at her friend’s side.
The Girl in Brown set out at once for the buried temple, navigating the silent and lightless corridors of the dead city by memory alone. Memory, she laughed bitterly to herself. Soon, she would not even be that. She would be erased from existence, and no one would ever even remember that she had been.
She felt herself choking up as she thought of Garrett again, wondering if he was safe… wondering if, somewhere out there on the road, he would turn and look back and almost remember her. Would he ever be sad and not know why?
Stupid… stupid to think like that. No, she decided, she would be glad when the end came. Oblivion was starting to look like a pretty good deal.
At last she wandered out of the eternal darkness, into the dim glow of the distant temple that spilled out into the surrounding halls. The pale glow of sunlight cheered her heart as never before, and she hurried on toward it.
Sunlight dazzled her eyes as the Girl in Brown stepped through the door. She smiled in spite of her heavy heart to feel its warmth on her skin again. Then her smile faded as she saw Annalien sitting with her back to the door, her shoulders slumped in despair amidst the ruins of her garden.
The Girl in Brown moved cautiously into the room, surveying the damage. So much of the garden was dead now, and it made her sad to recall those happy days when she had helped the ghost gather and care for the plants. Her heart ached with guilt to realize that she had robbed Annalien of her hands for a second time when she had run away and left the poor ghost to watch her only remaining friends wither and die.
She walked silently around the perimeter of the room, coming to the racks of vines, now completely choked by the thorny firevine. The Girl in Brown had never dared taste the foul fruit of it, too afraid that she might enjoy the flavor. She couldn’t bear the thought that she might be nothing more than just another war-bred monster like the goblins.
She pulled the knife from her belt and began to trim the firevine back once more, ignoring the tiny scratches the thorns left in her skin.
Annalien turned her head to look at her. The ghost’s eyes were filled with sadness.
“Sorry I’m late,” the Girl in Brown said with a faint smile.
“He’s going to take the blood rose,” Annalien whispered.
“What? Who?” the Girl in Brown demanded, rushing to Annalien and kneeling before her.
“Garrett,” Annalien sighed, “He’s going to use it as some sort of poison to kill another dragon.”
“Garrett’s gone!” the Girl in Brown cried, “I sent him away!”
Annalien shook her head. “He’s not Garrett anymore, child…”
“Garrett’s here?” the Girl in Brown gasped.
“He came to me, asking about the rose and if he could use only part of it for his purpose of slaying the dragon,” Annalien said, “I refused to help him… I told him that it was monstrous to even consider such a sin against creation… but he commanded me… he…”
“Commanded you?” the Girl in Brown asked, “What do you mean?”
“I swore an oath to him,” Annalien sobbed, “I named him my king and swore an oath!”
“Why would you do that, Anna?” the Girl in Brown said.
Annalien looked back at her with a half-crazed look in her eyes. “You don’t understand… You don’t understand what he’s become… He commanded me to tell him, and I told him… I told him everything!”
“He’s going to destroy the blood rose?” the Girl in Brown asked.
“He’s gone to use it to fight the dragon,” Annalien said, “It’s too late to stop him now.”
“What dragon?” the Girl in Brown demanded.
“The Chadiri dragon,” Annalien said, “It comes to destroy the city tonight.”
“No…” the Girl in Brown gasped, “No, Garrett… You can’t do this…”
“It’s too late,” Annalien wept, “He’s already gone.”
“Where’s he gone?”
Annalien gave a bitter laugh. “Look for the dragon,” she said, “He’ll be there waiting for it.”
The Girl in Brown got to her feet. “I have to stop him,” she said.
“It’s too late…” Annalien whispered.
“No,” the Girl in Brown said as she looked away toward the door. Then she looked at Annalien again and reached out to touch the ghost’s hair, her fingertips passing through the insubstantial blue glow. “I’m sorry I left you, Anna,” she said, “I’m sorry for everything.”
“I’m sorry too,” Annalien said, “I’ve watched everything I ever loved fall to ruin and then built it up from the dust only to destroy it again myself. I am the greatest fool to ever live… and then go on living, I know not why…”
“No,” the Girl in Brown hissed, “The greatest fool to ever live is the boy that ignored my warning to get out of the city… and if he harms a single leaf on that rose, he’s going to regret it for the rest of his very short life.”
“No!” Annalien gasped, reaching toward the Girl in Brown with her missing hands, but the girl was already gone, racing out the door and into the darkness beyond.
*******
“Is everyone safe inside now?” Garrett asked as he stood on the parapet overlooking the gardens below. Away to the east, the spires of the temple glowed with an unearthly green light. The priestesses were going out of their way to make certain that, if he did arrive tonight, the dragon would take notice of it.
“Everyone is inside the lower wall now, except Crane and Mujah,” Hetta said. Garrett could hear the tension in her voice.
“Good,” Garrett said. A warm breeze was blowing in from the mountain tonight. It whipped at his robe and hood and smelled faintly of sulfur. He leaned against Uncle Tinjin’s staff as though it was his only shelter in a storm.
“A strange wind,” Hetta said, “an ill omen.”
Bargas barked a harsh laugh. “Problem with omens is you never know which side they’re bad for.”
“We need those two boys, Garrett,” Hetta said, “Sometimes I think Crane is the only thing still holding us together… holding me together.”
“This city is your home now too,” Garrett said, still not looking back at her, his eyes searching the clouds above. The pale light of a full moon lent a ghostly glow to the gray ceiling above.
“What good will it be to us if we lose them?” Hetta asked.
“Crane and Mujah know the risk,” Garrett said, “They know what’s at stake.”
“No they don’t!” Hetta scoffed, “They’re just following you on some crazy adventure… We can’t afford to lose them.”
“You won’t,” Garrett said. He thought he saw a shadow move across the clouds, but it might have been just a trick of the eye.
“You can promise me that?” Hetta laughed.
Garrett turned to look at her. “You know it would be a lie if I did,” he said.
She held his gaze for a long moment and then lowered her eyes, looking very afraid. “Please don’t take them from us,” she said, “We don’t have much left to lose.”
“If the city falls tonight,” Garrett said, “there won’t be anything left to win.”
Hetta struggled to control her emotions as she looked out over the moonlit garden. “I’d better get downstairs,” she said, “The little ones will be afraid.”
“This is a good story, Hetta,” Garrett said, turning his eyes to the sky again, “It has a happy ending.”
“Promise me that, Garrett!” she said.
“I promise,” he said, his eyes still on the clouds above.
She sniffed, fighting back tears as she fled back down the steps into the tunnels inside the wall.
Bargas put his hand on Garrett’s shoulder and squeezed. “You’ve grown, boy,” he said.
“Thanks,” Garrett said.
“Your uncle would be proud of you,” Bargas said.
Garrett smiled at him and nodded.
Then a green flash in the clouds drew Garrett’s attention toward the north tower.
“They’ve seen somethin’!” Bargas said.
Garrett ground his teeth in frustration, trying to see anything through the thick clouds that hung perpetually above the city. He wished for a moment that he was atop one of the towers above the cloud layer, like Warren and Crane in the northwest tower or Mujah and Scupp in the north, but he needed the mobility afforded by the curtain wall that ran between the towers. So many things could still go wrong. He had to be able to move quickly if necessary.
Suddenly, a great black shadow passed over the clouds and a distant rumble like thunder echoed through the sky.
“This is it,” Bargas growled.
The thunder rumbled again, and then the wall itself began to tremble beneath their feet.
“City of Death!” the voice of the dragon lord roared out to every corner of the city, “Your hour of reckoning has come!”
The shadow passed fast overhead again, and Garrett heard a shattering boom from above. Suddenly, the stones of the southeastern tower began to tumble down through the clouds to crash upon the wall to his right and into the shadowy gardens below. A wave of panic washed over him, as he feared for his friends huddled inside three of the remaining towers.
“You are judged by the true god of this world and sentenced to death!” Graelle shouted, “The earth itself cries out against your sins!”
Garrett heard the dragon lord shout something in Draconic, and the dragon Kadreaan roared with him.
“Noisy devils, ain’t they?” Bargas grumbled.
The stones of the wall trembled again, and Garrett turned in disgust to see the wall behind him grow dark as blood began to seep through the mortar of the stones and trickle upward toward the sky.
Bargas reached over and dabbed his claw in the stuff and then licked it.
Garrett stared at him in horror.
“Don’t even taste good!” Bargas spat, “I ain’t impressed.”
Garrett let out a laugh and Bargas grinned back at him.
Then a flash of green light shot skyward from the Temple of Mauravant, and the voice of the High Priestess boomed out from somewhere inside. “Show yourself, coward!” her voice shouted, “Show yourself and prepare to meet your false god in hell!”
Graelle’s mocking laughter echoed from every bloody wall of the city. “Show myself?” Graelle laughed, “I am no worm that I should cower and hide! Let us then meet one another… face to face!”
Garrett heard a noise like pebbles in a drainpipe as the shadow passed overhead once again.
“Oh, no,” Garrett said, sinking to his knees behind the guardrail, “Mister Bargas, you might want to get down.”
The dragon’s breath poured out like the winds of a hurricane, tearing a hole in the cloud layer above as he passed. Garrett could now plainly see the dragon lord astride the back of the great, black-scaled dragon.
Kadreaan circled again and again, boiling away the clouds above the Chapel Ward revealing the temple below, perhaps for the first time in its history, to the star-swept sky above.
Garrett forgot about his fear, rising slowly to his feet again to stare in wonder at the terrible beauty of the sight. The hot wind pushed the clouds further west still, revealing the tops of the towers where Garrett’s friends had hid themselves.
Kadreaan beat his wings and climbed higher into the sky above the temple, seeming almost to hover there as he looked down contemptuously on the sanctum of the Worm Mother below.
“Come closer, child of Malleatus!” the High Priestess cried out, her voice magically amplified to match Graelle’s, “The Eternal Mother has prepared a gift for you!”
Graelle laughed again. “But I am the guest in your city,” he cried, “You must allow me to give you my gift first!”
Kadreaan wheeled and dove back into the cloudbank above the city to the south.
Garrett muttered a curse and then ran to the city side of the wall and watched in helpless rage as the dragon dropped from the clouds to blast a great gout of flames and debris up from where, a moment before, the warehouses of the Upper City had been. Distant screams of terror rose above the din of collapsing buildings, and then a horrible shriek of twisting iron foretold the collapse of one of the four great lifts. Garrett watched in sick fascination as it tumbled and collapsed over the side of the cliff to crash into the docks six hundred feet below.
Kadreaan's black wings pulled him back up into the clouds once again.
Garrett groaned in frustration as he could do nothing but watch and wait for the dragon’s next strike.
Kadreaan dropped from the clouds again, swooping low over the Foreign District now, setting fire to everything he passed. The minarets of the Satyr compound flared and blazed before crashing down into the burning rooftops below.
“Damn you, Graelle!” Garrett moaned. He hoped that Marla and her mother were already gone as he saw flames rising up near the black shape of the vampire embassy.
Kadreaan tilted his wings and turned away, dropping over the edge of the cliff to wreak havoc in the lower city below.
Garrett seethed with impotent rage, banging the iron staff down in frustration.
“He’ll be comin’ back,” Bargas said, “Once he’s done playin’, he’ll come back. Save it fer then, boy… save it fer then.”
Garrett sighed, watching the gray clouds above the lower city light up with an angry orange glow.
"You know, I never seen it from this high up," Bargas mused as he watched the fire spread, "I was always down in a hole somewhere, with all the screamin' and burnin' right on top of us... Up here... I dunno... It almost don't seem real."
"Yeah," Garrett said, "Like it's not really happening or something."
Then the wind shifted, and bore upon it the scent of burning wood and flesh from the city below.
"Let's get closer to the temple, boy," Bargas said, "He'll be headed back that way next."
Garrett nodded, blinking against the smoke that stung his eyes. Bargas turned and loped away down the walkway toward the ruins of the southern tower, and Garrett did his best to keep up.
*******
The Girl in Brown reached up and grasped the stone gutter and then pulled herself up onto the roof of the tallest house in the Queensgarden District. One of the moss-covered tiles crunched beneath her foot and pieces of it rattled down to disappear over the side. She climbed to the highest point, and held onto one of the slender bronze spires that ran along the spine of the roof.
She leaned into the hot breath of the fire that now consumed the Warehouse District to the south and squinted as she looked away toward the lower city.
An enormous sooty fireball belched skyward above the docks, probably one of the barges laden with whale oil from the coast. Even this high above it all, she could hear the screams of her city as it died, and her body ached with the need to save it. Then she saw the black shape moving through the fire lit clouds, and she knew that she could do nothing to stop the destruction.
The dragon made a slow turn, riding the columns of superheated air like some demonic kite. He circled back around, choosing another target. He was getting tired now. It made no sense. Why would the Chadiri send the dragon alone?
She watched as the dragon folded his wings and dropped once more. The hideous shriek of dying animals rose from the burning stockyards as the dragon soared skyward once again.
He was destroying the city's resources first. The Girl in Brown shielded her eyes against the glare of an exploding granary and watched the dragon as he rode the hot wind, trying to catch his breath.
"You poor thing," she whispered, "They ask too much... too much."
The dragon pivoted in the air, turning its face toward the Chapel Ward once again. That is where he would choose to end the battle. That is where she would have to go to find the boy that would make himself a dragon slayer.
The Girl in Brown released her grip on the spire and turned, half running, half falling, as she raced down the slope of the roof. A small avalanche of dislodged shingles followed her over the edge. They rained down into the alley below as she landed hard on the roof of the manor house beyond.
She ran along the rooftops, springing from house to house, until she came to the great wall that separated the houses from the elvish gardens that gave the district its name. With a leap, she bounded up to catch a slippery grip on one of the stones that protruded slightly from the wall. It was enough for her, and she clawed her way up like a cat, pulling herself ever higher toward the open port of one of the ancient privies that lined the upper wall.
She scrambled up inside the dank hole and chimney-crawled her way into the old guardroom within. Seeing the glow of a lamp, she ran toward it. She burst out into one of the old barracks, surprised to find it filled with refugee children, Lethians by the looks of them. She scanned their startled faces quickly and then growled in frustration, recognizing none of Garrett's companions.
"Who are you?" a skinny, dark-haired girl demanded, but the Girl in Brown was already gone, making her way through the old tunnels that ran the length of the wall.
She emerged finally, squeezing through a weathered arrow loop overlooking the Temple of Mauravant. She swung out and scuttled down the rough wall, dropping the last ten feet to land in one of the broad courtyards before the temple.
Gangs of Templars rushed across the yard, making frantic preparations. The Girl in Brown searched their faces, sighting only one that she recognized.
"Keep the cover on that engine!" the one known as Matron Brix shouted. The stern-faced priestess was gesturing toward a group of Templars who were struggling to push a barrel-sized bundle of what appeared to be metal and bones up under a large tarp. The tarp had fallen away enough that the Girl in Brown could glimpse the catapult concealed beneath it. The men hastily covered it again and then continued their efforts to load the strange bone sphere into the catapult's sling.
She looked around quickly, sighting at least another dozen of the machines concealed beneath tarps all around the courtyard.
The Girl in Brown had to shake her head clear of a half-formed plan to disable the devices. Her loyalty to the Draconic race could not compel her to delay her primary mission. The dragon above could defend itself. The flower, if it still lived, could not.
Desperation compelled her to take a risk. She ran out onto the field, headed straight for the gray-haired Matron as she barked orders at her men.
"Matron Brix!" the Girl in Brown shouted, waving to get her attention.
"Who the hell are you, girl?" Matron Brix shouted.
"I'm a friend of Garrett's," the Girl in Brown said, "Can you tell me where to find him?"
"No idea," Matron Brix growled, "He and Matron Serepheni headed towards the gardens about an hour ago. Now get your tail outta here before that flying furnace comes back!"
"Thank you!" the Girl in Brown shouted as she ran off toward the west.
"He's coming!" A lookout on the wall above the temple gates shouted. A moment later, the man disappeared in the ruin of his watchtower as it was lashed into rubble by the dragon's tail.
Men screamed and scattered as the dragon roared by overhead, sweeping upward towards the spires of the temple itself.
The Girl in Brown put her head down and ran as fast as she could toward the garden wall. Behind her, Matron Brix continued to shout orders, keeping her composure as strong men around her fell to their knees, overcome by dragonfear.
The Girl in Brown glanced back to see the dragon catch hold of one of the twisting temple spires and tear it free as he used the stonework as a pivot to swing back around and plummet toward the courtyard.
"Now!" Matron Brix shouted.
The Girl in Brown staggered to a halt and turned to watch as the Templars uncovered their catapults and swiveled them around on their wooden platforms. They cranked massive levers to elevate the machines, working frantically to aim them at the great black dragon bearing down on them.
One after another, the catapults loosed their strange projectiles. Most of the bony spheres went wide, too high, or too low, but two of them struck true.
The dragon pulled up in alarm, shielding its rider from the missiles. One of the orbs slammed into the dragon's chest, and the other hit him in the left wing.
At first the Girl in Brown thought that the bone orbs had shattered on impact, but then she realized their true nature. Each bony sphere unfurled into an undead monstrosity, a bone construct, held together with wire and magic, like miniature versions of the Watchers that stalked the city's streets after Curfew. These things now raked and tore at the dragon's flesh with steel-tipped claws as he shrieked and flapped his wings to gain altitude.
The Girl in Brown watched in sick fascination as one of the creatures sank its claws into the dragon's wing, ripping it like a canvas sail. The dragon bucked and twisted in the air, trying to escape, and the thing on his wing tore free, plummeting to earth with bloody shreds of dragon wing still clutched in its claws.
The other skeletal construct was still trying to claw its way through the hard scales of the dragon's throat, but the dragon was able to seize it between his two great foreclaws and smashed the creature to powder.
"Hurry!" Matron Brix shouted as her men fought to reload their weapons as quickly as possible.
They managed two more wild shots before the dragon was upon them, sweeping the courtyard clean with a blast of his fiery breath.
Matron Brix stood her ground as the Templars scattered. She stared into the eyes of the great black dragon as he flew toward her only a few yards above the ground. She met her doom with one final, wordless scream of defiance as the dragon's breath blasted her to ash.
The Girl in Brown hunched her body, letting the shock of heat wash over her. A moment later, she was on her feet again and sprinting toward the garden once more.
If Garrett had the priestess Serepheni with him, he would be relying on her skills as an apothecary. The thought of seeing the blood rose, ground to paste in the bowl of the worm-woman's pestle, filled her heart with rage, and the Girl in Brown vaulted over the iron gate between the temple grounds and the elvish gardens in a single leap.
*******
Garrett stumbled to a halt beside Bargas on a small balcony overlooking the temple grounds. Below him, the outer courtyard was ablaze. Shapes moved within the flames, men dying. A burning catapult, still loaded, rocked forward suddenly as its own coiled tension tore it apart, sending its smoldering projectile to smash against the temple wall.
The dragon was climbing again, flying a bit drunkenly as he fought to regain control of the sky.
"I hope they got more up their sleeve than that," Bargas said.
"Son of Malleatus!" The High Priestess cried out, "I see that we have your attention now!"
Garrett looked toward the temple and gasped to see a figure in flowing green robes step out onto a broad balcony, high on the temple wall.
"What's she doing?" Garrett cried.
"I think she's the bait," Bargas rumbled.
"Come now and answer for your sins against the Goddess!" the High Priestess called out, her voice perhaps loud enough to be heard all the way to the Foreign District.
"What's this then?" Shortgrass asked as he fluttered up to Garrett's side.
"I dunno," Garrett said, "Is everything ready?"
Shortgrass gave a worried laugh.
"Ready enough?" Garrett asked, turning to look at the fairy.
"Ready enough," Shortgrass answered.
"All right," Garrett sighed, "be ready for my signal, but remember... I just want you to get his attention... don't get too close."
"Not'in to it," Shortgrass scoffed.
"You done this before?" Bargas asked.
"Well, I once plucked three tail hairs from a chimera ta weave a bracelet for a lady friend," Shortgrass said.
"I didn't think fairies wore jewelry," Garrett said.
"I never said she was a fairy," Shortgrass said with a wink.
Garrett smiled at him. "Just be careful, all right?" he said.
"I didn' live a hundred an' eighty years by arsin' around!" the fairy said, "I'll bring yer dragon to ye."
"Not to me," Garrett sighed, "to the tower."
"I know, I know," Shortgrass said as he flew away toward the garden again, "I jes' hope ya know what yer doin'!"
Garrett sighed and shrugged as he watched the dragon fold his wings and begin his dive toward the unprotected woman who stood alone upon the Temple of Mauravant.
Kadreaan opened his jaws in a terrible roar, and the dragon rider leaned low in the saddle as they plummeted toward the matriarch of their most hated foe.
"Eternal Mother, defend us!" the High Priestess cried out, raising her arms above her head.
Suddenly the rooftop of the dome-shaped building at the center of the temple complex exploded upward in fragments as a great shaft of green flame shot up from below.
Garrett staggered backwards, unable to believe what he was seeing. A vast column of glistening black flesh, mingled with witchfire, writhed like the body of some titanic worm. From its head, a myriad of fiery tentacles looped out and coiled around the wings of the dragon.
Kadreaan roared in terror and Graelle screamed as the avatar of Mauravant herself dragged them down into the pit below.
"Fesche!" Bargas wheezed, and Garrett gasped for breath, trying to wrap his mind around what he had just witnessed.
Garrett rushed to the balcony's edge, leaning as far out as he could to gaze, wide-eyed at the shattered black hole in the domed roof and the flickering green light that shone from within.
"What... what just happened?" Garrett cried.
Bargas shook his head in disbelief, unable to tear his gaze away from the temple.
Then a burst of green flame erupted from the hole, and a black wing claw emerged to dig into the crumbling shell of the rooftop. An anguished roar echoed through the city as Kadreaan dragged himself back into the light.
The dragon pulled himself out again, his body dripping with black worms. Garrett could see glimpses of red armor as Graelle fought to tear the crawling things from his body. Clouds of steam arose where Kadreaan was able to cough out a breath and sear away the hungry worms that struggled to devour dragon and rider alike. Slowly the dragon tore himself free and was able to get his claws on the remains of the rooftop. With a mighty surge, he launched himself upward again.
"Gaze into the face of Death itself!" the High Priestess screamed, and once again green flame surged up from the pit to engulf the Chadiri dragon and its rider.
"Kadreaan!" Graelle shouted, "Purge this world of her evil!"
The dragon twisted his head to the side and opened his jaws wide, even as the great ghostly worm once again dragged his body toward the pit. A shimmering breath of searing heat whooshed out to blast the walls of the temple and the balcony on which the High Priestess stood.
The screams of the High Priestess split the night, projected throughout the city by whatever magic she had used to amplify her voice.
Garrett sobbed in horror as he watched the distant figure of the woman stagger back into the shadows of the temple, her robes ablaze.
The worms of Mauravant, now unguided by the priestess's will, dripped from the dragon's beating wings like gobbets of blood. Kadreaan shook his body clean, sending worms flying through the air with a whip of his tail. They fell and splattered against the stones of the temple like black raindrops.
Graelle let out a triumphant laugh as Kadreaan lighted on the upper spires of the temple and began smashing them to ruin.
"I think it's our turn now, boy," Bargas sighed.
Garrett nodded grimly and motioned for the ghoul to follow him as he ran back through the tower behind him to a place overlooking the gardens.
Garrett stared down into the shadow of the trees below until he made out the coppery glow of the fairy Shortgrass. Garrett waved his staff to get the fairy's attention, and Shortgrass sped away toward the temple. Garrett smiled to see the lights of a hundred more fairies rising from the trees to follow him.
Garrett started jogging along the wall toward the western end of the garden, pausing often to look back over his shoulder. He could still see the dragon and hear his roars as he tore apart the Temple of Mauravant. He shuddered to think of the priestesses and Templars still inside. At least Serepheni wasn't there. The thought came to mind that she was no more safe where he had put her than she would have been, huddled in the ruins of the temple... far less safe, in fact.
He pushed this thought out of his mind and ran on, his eyes going toward the two towers across the garden to the north. Several of his dearest friends were huddled in those towers, waiting their turns to play dragon bait... They trusted him with their lives. What was he doing?
Kadreaan's roars sounded suddenly more confused than angry, and Garrett turned to look back toward the temple. The dragon shook his head in annoyance as a glittering cloud of fairies hovered around his head. The dragon snapped his jaws and snorted. Garrett sucked in a worried breath and kept moving toward the west, trusting his fairy army to play their part in the plan without getting themselves killed.
Suddenly, the dragon let out a great bellow of frustration, and Graelle shouted, "Kadreaan!"
Garrett glanced back to see the dragon lift skyward again, still snapping at the pesky fairies as they retreated back toward the garden. This is it, he thought.
As the dragon cleared the garden wall, the first bolt of faefire from the northeast tower struck him in the right wing. Kadreaan shook his head in bewilderment as the fairies suddenly dropped away, disappearing into the canopy of trees below.
"Pull him in," Garrett hissed as he continued to run along the wall, "Just pull him in and run."
Kadreaan flapped his wings, shrugging off the rainbow flames as he flew over to investigate the wild barrage of magic pouring out of the northeast tower.
"Good! Now run for it!" Garrett shouted, even though he knew his friends in the tower couldn't hear him.
The bursts of rainbow-colored flames died out as Warren and Crane abandoned their post and retreated into the tower below. Garrett cast worried glances toward the tower as he ran, watching the dragon close in on it. He hoped his friends were moving fast enough to escape the dragon's wrath.
Kadreaan flew past the tower, smashing the upper floor to pieces with his spiked tail.
Garrett heard Bargas give a worried growl.
Then an arc of magic flame leapt from the northern tower, so bright that it lit up the garden like daylight. It poured over the dragon's body like liquid fire, and Kadreaan's roar of pain mingled with Graelle's shout of surprise.
The dragon fell backwards, losing altitude as the flame seemed to catch at the torn edges of his left wing, burning the thin membrane away like char cloth. Kadreaan rolled, trying to smother the flames with his other wing as he smashed against the side of the northeast tower, leaving a dragon-sized dent in the masonry. He caught himself, clinging to the side of the tower like a bat and howling in misery from the steaming hole in his wing.
Another arc of magic flame shot from the northern tower to splash across the stones above the dragon's head. Kadreaan turned his blazing eyes toward the tower top and hissed in rage.
"Mujah!" Garrett moaned, imagining the bright eyed prodigy playing Magi atop the tower, "Scupp, get him outta there now!"
Another jet of faefire shot from the roof of the tower as Kadreaan launched skyward again, hungry for vengeance. The great black dragon sailed toward the northern tower, swaying like a sparrow in a storm and trailing cinders from his damaged wing.
"Get out of there now!" Garrett screamed as the dragon hurtled towards his friends. They could not hear him this far away.
A wild thought suddenly occurred to Garrett, and he fumbled in his shoulder bag, reaching for his flask of essence. It slipped out of his hand as he pulled it free of the bag and he scrambled after it as it rolled away down the parapet walkway. He dove and caught it an instant before it disappeared through a drainage spout in the side of the wall, and then looked up just in time to see Kadreaan smash into the northern tower, nearly tearing it from its foundation with the impact.
"No," he gasped.
*******
The Girl in Brown had seen the sickly spurts of fairy magic coming from the first tower. They hadn't even slowed the dragon down. Garrett was a better magician than that, she mused with a strange touch of pride. He wasn't in that tower... Where then?
When the arc of flame burst from the second tower, she knew that a true master of the arcane would be found at its source. She ignored the cries of the dragon above and leapt from branch to branch as she bounded through the treetops toward the second tower.
Her heart leapt with fear when she saw the tower collapsing beneath the dragon's attack. Enormous chunks of stone rained down, thudding into the soft earth of the garden below as she dodged between them, desperate to reach the base of the tower.
A falling boulder tore open a breach in the side of the tower in front of her, and she dove through, rolling to a stop inside. Dust and pebbles showered down around her, and she heard a woman scream somewhere above.
The Girl in Brown scrambled up the stairs on all fours as the tower trembled and collapsed around her. Three levels up, she found the source of the scream.
A female ghoul lay in the rubble of the staircase, bracing her arms against the section of wall that had fallen atop her, crushing her legs. A young human boy in a floppy blue hat was trying to push it off of her.
"Run, Mujah!" the ghoul yelled, "I can't hold it! You gotta run!"
"No, Scupp!" the boy shouted, "I'm not gonna leave you!"
The ghoul's arms trembled as the weight of the wall pushed down on her. She sobbed in pain as the stones and timbers ground her legs between them.
"I'm not leavin' you!" the boy cried, "You never leave anybody behind... you don't ever leave anybody behind!"
"Get outta the way!" the Girl in Brown cried, pushing the boy aside to throw her shoulder against the wall.
The boy looked up at her in amazement with tears streaming down his face.
The ghoul screamed in agony as the Girl in Brown shoved hard, lifting the crumbling section of wall off of her legs. Dark blood suddenly spread across the brindle fur of the girl's broken legs, and she slumped into unconsciousness almost immediately.
"Get her out!" the Girl in Brown shouted, and the boy seized the ghoul by the shoulders and pulled.
"I can't!" he cried, twisting her shoulders to roll the ghoul over onto her side as he struggled to free her mangled left leg from the rubble.
The Girl in Brown huffed in frustration and then wedged her shoulder lower against the wall as she reached down with her left hand and grabbed the senseless ghoul by the base of her tail.
With a grunt of exertion, the Girl in Brown yanked hard, dragging the ghoul free of the debris... most of her anyway. The ghoul screamed once and then lost consciousness again as they pulled her free of the collapsing wall.
As the dust of the collapse cleared, the Girl in Brown was able to fish out a roll of bandages, and she worked frantically to stop the flow of blood pulsing from a wound in the ghoul's furry thigh.
The dragon roared again, and the dull thunder of collapsing stones rumbled all around them.
"Where's Garrett?" the Girl in Brown demanded.
"The south wall!" the boy in the blue hat cried, "We were just supposed to get the dragon's attention, but I messed up... it's all my fault!"
The Girl in Brown muttered a curse. These two were just another distraction.
"I'm sorry!" the boy wept, "I'm sorry!"
"Hey!" the Girl in Brown shouted, "You want your friend to live, right?'
He nodded back at her.
"Then push down on her leg like this," the Girl in Brown said, "and don't let go 'till help comes."
The boy put his hand on the ghoul's leg where she showed him and leaned across, putting his weight on the bloody wad of bandages.
"Hold it there 'till help comes!" she said, making her words a command that he would not forget, "I have to go find Garrett."
Then she heard Garrett's voice, booming through the walls of the ruined tower and loud enough to be heard all across Queensgarden.
"Graelle!" Garrett's voice shouted, "I'm the one who got your army killed in the swamp! I'm the one who stole your plans and got you in trouble! If you wanna fight somebody, come fight me!"
"Perhaps not the most eloquent challenge I've ever heard," the Girl in Brown sighed.
The dragon above roared in rage. When it roared again a moment later, the sound was farther away.
"Whatever works, I guess," the Girl in Brown said, getting to her feet.
"Thanks," the boy in the floppy hat said, but the Girl in Brown was already headed out. If she didn't hurry, the dragon was going to kill Garrett before she had a chance to.
*******
"I think he heard you," Bargas said, watching the dragon lift off and fly unsteadily toward them across the garden.
"Oh, crix," Garrett whispered as he lowered his hand from his throat and shoved the canister back inside his shoulder bag. It had been a while since he had seen the dragon from this angle. Running seemed like a pretty good idea now.
Garrett sprinted toward the junction of the wall and the southwestern tower, hoping to reach it before the dragon reached him. He hadn't counted on how fast a dragon could fly.
Garrett's feet went out from under him as Kadreaan slammed into the wall just behind him. He came down hard on his knees and hands, and Uncle's staff clattered out of his grip as he grunted in pain. He rolled quickly to retrieve the staff, his torn robe clinging to the bloody patch on his right knee.
Kadreaan let out a deafening roar as his right foreclaw tore away the parapet wall between Garrett and the garden below. Garrett looked to see Bargas leap clear a moment before the dragon's left claw destroyed a twelve foot wide section of the battlement where he had just been standing. The big ghoul clawed his way up to safety on the far side as the stones crumbled away behind him.
Garrett shoved himself to his feet as the dragon's head swung toward him with a rattling hiss.
Kadreaan's jaws opened to reveal the mouth of hell within.
"No!" Garrett screamed, shutting his eyes as, for the second time in his life, Kadreaan's searing breath washed over him.
There was no pain this time, only a warm sensation like settling into a hot bath. So this is what it's like to die, he wondered.
The voice in the back of his mind gave a bitter laugh, and then Garrett opened his eyes to see himself surrounded by roiling blue flames.
"Not tonight wyrm!" a voice that sounded a little like Garrett's roared from Garrett's throat, "I don't feeling like dying again tonight!"
Garrett stood to his full height, enjoying the look in Graelle's eyes as he stared in wonder at the young necromancer wreathed in icy blue flames. The flames flickered and faded away as Garrett faced him with a look of grim defiance.
"How?" Graelle cried.
Kadreaan only blinked and then turned his head to try to bite Garrett in half.
Garrett leapt backward, raising Uncle Tinjin's staff defensively in front of him. The dragon's hot jaws closed upon the enchanted iron, biting with tremendous force, but still unable to bend the staff. Garrett struggled as the dragon gnawed at the iron staff and then suddenly twisted his head to the side, tearing it from Garrett's grip.
Garrett was thrown, sliding over the edge of the broken parapet as he frantically scratched for a handhold among the charred, brittle tiles of the walkway. He caught himself with one hand as he went over the edge and quickly bettered his grip, gasping in panic as he kicked his heels against the crumbling wall below. He looked down to see the shadowy forest far beneath him and then up at the dragon hanging on the wall beside him.
Kadreaan lifted his head high, Tinjin's staff still pinning his jaws open wide. He suddenly rattled out a fiery breath, and the iron staff burned cherry red. Garrett let out a weary sob as he watched the skull-headed staff fold and snap with a mournful ringing sound. He tried to pull himself up, but a stone gave way beneath his foot, and he slipped back down again, his bodyweight suspended by an uncertain grip on a few broken tiles.
"You cost me dearly, boy," Graelle shouted, "You'll never know how much you cost me!"
Kadreaan shook the fragments of Tinjin's staff from his teeth and gave a rattling growl as he lowered his head to Garrett's level again.
"Well, I don't like you either!" Garrett shouted, yelping as a tile gave way, and he was once again hanging by a one-handed grip.
Kadreaan opened his jaws again, tilting his head to deliver another bite, but a huge chunk of rock suddenly struck him in the teeth.
"Over here you mountain o' meat!" Bargas roared, hefting another chunk of wall and hurling it to strike the dragon in the head again.
"Bargas run!" Garrett shouted. He managed to grab another handful of tile and struggled to pull himself up before it slipped again.
"I'm too old to run!" Bargas growled as he tore another section of wall free and lifted it above his head.
"Kill him!" Graelle cried, pointing toward the shaggy gray ghoul.
A shadowy blur appeared then over the top of the wall. Garrett caught only a glimpse of dark cloth fluttering in the air as something that moved too fast to see leapt onto the dragon's back.
Graelle screamed as Klavicus ripped the horned helmet from his head and then raked out his left eye with a clawlike swipe.
The Chadirian was able to bring his gauntleted fist up just in time to shove between the vampire's teeth and his throat, and the dragon launched out from the wall again, bucking and rolling beneath the two men.
"Kadreaan!" the dragon rider yelled, flattening his body against the dragon's back as the vampire tore bloody gouges in his red armor.
Bargas took advantage of the distraction and made the leap across to haul Garrett up by the scruff and throw the boy across his back. Garrett cried out in dismay as Bargas loped away, leaving the dragon lord and the vampire doorman locked in combat behind.
Garrett watched as Klavicus yanked his head back, tearing off Graelle's gauntlet and breaking the man's arm in the process. He let the glove drop from his yellow fangs and stared down at his prey with grinning bloodlust.
Then Kadreaan's spiked tail whipped around and smashed into the vampire's side, hurling his broken body far out over the dark garden below.
Garrett screamed in despair as Kadreaan swung his great head around toward the falling vampire. There was a sound like pebbles rattling down a clay drainpipe, and then Garrett's friend disappeared in a flash of white-hot flame.
*******
The Girl in Brown looked up from the tree in which she paused to catch her breath. She saw the big ghoul running with Garrett on his back. The dragon was beating its wings, trying to gain altitude again despite its injured wing. If the boy had been carrying the flower, he would have tried to use it. Why was Garrett out in the open? What kind of stupid plan was this?
Where was the flower?
The Girl in Brown scanned the wall in the direction that the ghoul was headed. Were they leading the dragon into a trap? Where?
A flutter of green silk drew her attention to a balcony set high upon the inner side of the westernmost tower overlooking the garden. Someone was moving in the shadows there... someone carrying a bow.
"Serepheni," the Girl in Brown hissed. A cold sinking feeling in her stomach told her she was already too late to save the flower.
Too late to save... but not too late to avenge.
The Girl in Brown fought to contain her rage as she jumped down from the tree and raced toward the western tower and the murderous priestess concealed within.
*******
"Mother o' Madness, what was that?" Shortgrass cried as he flew along beside Bargas and Garrett.
"Shut up an run!" Bargas howled.
"Yer ne'er gonna make it!" the fairy shouted, "He's on ya, nose ta nethers!"
"I see that!" Garrett yelled, still slung backwards across Bargas's back.
Kadreaan swerved and crashed into the wall again behind them, still struggling to overcome the injury to his wing. The dragon shoved himself off the wall again and surged forward, jaws agape.
"Just get him to the tower!" Garrett cried, "That's all that matters now!"
"I don't think..." Shortgrass began, and then his glow dimmed to a frightened shadow of its customary copper hue. "Oh no!" He said.
Garrett watched in wonder as a blazing fairy lifted from the forest below and darted to intercept the dragon that was closing in on them from behind.
"Jenna!" Shortgrass shouted.
The little fairy showed no sign that she had heard him but blazed a sparkling trail through the night air like a shooting star, aimed directly at Kadreaan's head.
"Jenna, no!" Shortgrass cried, flying after her.
Bargas's loping gait carried Garrett farther and farther away down the wall, away from the enormous dragon and the tiny fairies that stood against him. Garrett's heart sank, knowing that there was nothing he could do to help them.
Kadreaan's head jerked to the side as a bright flash of light struck him just above the right eye. The light flashed again, and Kadreaan veered into the wall once more, thrashing his head from side to side and roaring in frustration. Again and again, Jenna's light flared like a pulsing star in the night that receded further and further into the distance as Bargas carried Garrett to safety.
Then the light flashed once more, and Kadreaan snapped his jaws shut, snuffing it out forevermore.
Garrett sighed, lowering his head against the ghoul's back.
"Almost there," Bargas growled, "just hold on a little more."
Garrett lifted his eyes to see Kadreaan hurtling toward them with frightening speed.
"We're not gonna make it," he said.
The dragon slammed into the wall between them and the western tower, destroying most of the parapet and causing a large section of wall to crumble to pieces beneath his weight.
Bargas fell to his knees, wrapping his arms protectively around Garrett as he panted for breath.
Garrett twisted around to watch the dragon clawing his way back up the wall. Kadreaan let out a pitiful moan and coughed up a gout of black blood that steamed and ran down the stones of the ancient wall. He looked up at Garrett with one eye swollen shut and his head tilted at a crooked angle. Astride his back, the bloody-faced Graelle looked in no better shape. For a moment, Garrett almost pitied them.
Finish it, the voice in the back of Garrett's mind whispered.
Garrett shrugged free of the big ghoul's embrace and walked to the edge of the parapet, facing the dragon and his rider as they lifted painfully into the air once again.
Garrett lifted his hands toward the stars above as Graelle and his dragon stared down at him and readied themselves for the final attack.
A strange, mournful sound arose from the forest below, a soft, lilting dirge that came from the shadows between the leaves... the death song of the world that once was. Then, a thousand motes of light arose from the darkness as the wisps of the queen's garden awakened to the voices of the fairies hidden in the trees.
"Kadreaan, no..." Graelle's voice rasped as the dragon looked down in horror at the colored lights rising up beneath him, surrounding him on all sides, and Garrett remembered how the dragon had reacted to the wisp cave in the swamp.
Kadreaan's head thrashed from side to side as he beat his wings erratically, rising and falling again as the wisps swirled around his body, joining together in an eerie dance as the fairies wept their song.
"Kadreaan, no!" Graelle screamed, "No!"
Kadreaan's movements became more and more frantic, he collided with the wall again, nearly crushing his rider, and then pushed off, rising into the air and drifting ever closer to the western tower as he thrashed his head, wailing in grief.
Graelle turned toward Garrett with blood and tears streaming down his scarred cheeks, a look of utter devastation on his face.
"I'm sorry," Garrett said.
*******
The Girl in Brown's breath hissed from her lungs in ragged gasps by the time she stumbled up the stairs to the level of the balcony. She staggered forward, taking in the scene before her in a single glance.
The priestess Serepheni and a lone ghoul stood with their backs to her at the balcony. The dragon and its rider rose slowly into view before them, surrounded by glowing wisps. Serepheni raised her bow, taking aim, her arrow no doubt poisoned with the blood of Annalien's rose.
Then the Girl in Brown's eyes fell to the small bundle of supplies laid out on the floor behind the two assassins. She stared down in astonishment because the rose was not there. There was no trace of it... not even the scent of it on the three arrows lying beside Serepheni's foot or on the one already nocked in her bow... arrows that had clear rock crystals lashed to the shafts where their bladed heads should have been.
The ghoul lifted a flask of glowing essence to his lips and drank deeply of it before tossing it away, never taking his eyes off the tortured dragon fighting to stay airborne outside. The ghoul reached out with his shaggy left paw and closed his fingers around the crystal affixed to the tip of Serepheni's arrow. He muttered a spell and then released his grip on the crystal shard.
A piercing whine filled the tower room as the crystal flared with an intense green light. The Girl in Brown started to lift her hand to cover her eyes, but then, with the soft thrum of Serepheni's bowstring, the enchanted arrow shrieked out into the night, directly into the open jaws of the Chadiri dragon.
The dragon's jaws snapped shut, too late, silencing the ear-splitting whine. He hung there, suspended in the air for a moment, his ravaged wings fully extended, and then a blinding explosion tore him apart from within.
The Girl in Brown watched in amazement as the doom that came to her city died before her eyes, and its smoldering body crashed down into the forest below.
The priestess and the ghoul turned and hugged one another, laughing and crying and laughing some more, oblivious to the silent girl in the brown cloak standing behind them.
The Girl in Brown slipped away, leaving the assassins to their victory. She made her way back down and out into the streets of the city, dimly aware of the wild celebrations that were breaking out amidst the devastation all around her. The word spread through the city faster than the fires that its people were still struggling to contain.
The dragon was dead, and the city was saved.
She descended into the tunnels beneath the smoky streets once more, putting behind her the madness of the world above. She came at last to the little garden that Garrett had built for the goblin king's rose, and there, in a patch of dirt, dimly lit by the fiery glow of the burning city above, the blood rose lay, unharmed. Curled in the dirt beside it, the little goblin lay dreaming.
The Girl in Brown sat down upon the poorly built retaining wall and put her head in her hands and wept.
Chapter Thirty-four
“Garrett,” a voice spoke from somewhere in the darkness.
An icy river rushed past, all around Garrett’s body, but the ground beneath him was no longer soft mud. He strode forward, his feet upon solid rock, and even the mighty river could not sway him from his course. A distant light lay ahead, and he pushed on toward it.
“Garrett,” the voice called again, muffled by the rushing torrent of the dark river.
Garrett turned to look back, seeing only darkness behind him. For a moment, he thought he caught a glimpse of something, a vast shadow, moving against the icy gloom of the dark river.
“Garrett!” the voice cried again, and Garrett was suddenly struck in the face by a soft bundle of cloth.
“Gimme another one,” Scupp said.
“Hey!” Garrett said, waking from his slumber to see Mujah handing another roll of bandages to Scupp as she lay in the bed in Serepheni’s room at the temple.
“Good Morning!” Scupp said sweetly, hiding the roll of bandages beneath her pillow. A little yellow bird chirped happily in its cage beside the open window. Smoky daylight poured in through the window, and the sounds of hammering and distant voices drifted in from beyond.
Mujah, who was sitting beside Scupp on the far side of the bed, gave Garrett an apologetic wave. The Lethian boy was still wearing the same dusty clothes he had been wearing when they pulled the two of them from the rubble of the north tower the night before.
“Sorry, I dozed off,” Garrett said, rubbing his face and yawning. He rubbed his eyes and smiled then. “Hi, Scupp,” he said, “How are you feeling?”
The ghoul lifted her sheets and peered beneath for a moment and then dropped them back in place. “Still short a leg,” she said with a shrug.
“I’m sorry, Scupp,” Garrett said.
Mujah’s eyes fell, and he looked very small and ashamed.
“Enough o’ that!” Scupp scoffed, “Honestly, with all the pink goop that Serepheni’s been havin’ me drink, I don’t even care!”
“It’s my fault,” Mujah moaned.
Scupp hit the boy on the arm. “I warned you about that!” she said, “You saved my life, Mujah. I’da left more than a leg in that tower if you hadn’t pulled me out.”
“No,” Garrett sighed, “It’s my fault. You both did what I asked you to do, and it’s my fault you got hurt.”
“Same goes for you,” Scupp said, “Mujah, hit him for me.”
The Lethian boy got up and walked around the bed to where Garrett sat in the chair and obediently punched him in the shoulder before returning to his place at Scupp’s side.
“What are you doing here anyway?” Scupp asked.
“I was worried about you,” Garrett said.
“I’m fine,” she said, “and anyway, Mujah’s takin’ care of me. You should be out celebratin’ your victory or somethin’.”
“Our victory,” Garrett said.
“I still can’t believe you let Diggs get the last shot in,” she said, “You know we’re never gonna hear the end o’ that, don’t you?”
Garrett laughed. “Everybody did a great job,” he said, “It wasn’t just Diggs that killed the dragon.”
Scupp shook her head. She started to speak again, but the door swung open and Serepheni walked in carrying a tray of food and water. She looked very tired, but she had changed into a fresh habit and tucked her hair up beneath a simple green bonnet.
“Good, you’re awake,” she said, nodding her greetings to the two boys as she moved to set the food down on the table beside the bed, “How are you feeling?”
“Hungry!” Scupp said, tearing a leg from the roasted chicken on the plate and crunching it, bone and all, between her jaws. She pulled off the other leg and passed it toward Mujah as Serepheni lifted the sheets and pulled them down to the foot of the bed.
Garrett felt a bit sick, seeing the splints and bandages completely covering Scupp’s right leg. Her left leg was missing below the knee joint.
Serepheni pulled out a basket of bandages and then knelt beside the bed to change Scupp’s dressings.
“Eeeeat,” Scupp said, rubbing the greasy chicken leg against Mujah’s cheek as he struggled to refuse it.
“That’s for you,” the boy protested.
“Eeeeeeeat!” the ghoul insisted, prodding him in the ear with the leg until he giggled and took the meat from her paw. He sat, picking at the food with a sad little smile as he tried not to look at his friend’s terrible injuries.
Scupp stuffed a chunk of bread in her mouth and then lifted herself up on her elbows to get a better look. “E’er’hing a’right?” she asked through a mouthful of bread.
“It’s a wonder you survived,” Serepheni said, “If your friend hadn’t stopped the bleeding, you would have certainly died.”
“He’s a spankin’ good wizard to boot!” Scupp said, giving Mujah a proud grin, “I saw him burn a hole in the dragon’s wing as big as a house.”
Mujah shook his head.
“It’s true,” Garrett said, “If you hadn’t burned his wing, he woulda had me for sure… and if you two hadn’t pulled him off of Warren and Crane, they might not have made it either.”
Mujah looked as though he was struggling to accept their praise, his eyes going again to the stump of Scupp’s left leg.
Garrett sighed, his eyes lifting to Serepheni’s bow that hung in its place beside the door. “That was a great shot Matron Serepheni,” he said.
“Thank you,” she said, lifting her eyes from her work with a tired smile, “I’m just glad to be done with it… The real work still lies ahead.”
“How bad is it out there?” Garrett asked.
Serepheni glanced toward Mujah and Scupp. “It’s not good,” she said, “The dragon inflicted a great deal of damage to the city before it died. We’re still getting the reports, but… well, it could have been much worse.”
“How’s the High Priestess doing?” Garrett asked.
“She’ll live,” Serepheni sighed, “but she was badly burned… I, and the surviving matrons will have our hands full for a while until she recovers.”
“Oh,” Garrett said, feeling a sickness in his heart to know that someone else was now going through what he had face as a child. Then his heart sank even further to imagine how many others would bear the scars of that night for the rest of their lives.
“We lost Matron Brix, too,” Serepheni said.
“What?” Garrett said, shaking himself from his troubled thoughts.
“She didn’t report in,” Serepheni said, “and the last time that anyone saw her alive, she was defending the outer walls.”
Garrett felt a sudden and acute pang of loss for the gray-haired matron. He covered his eyes with his hand and fought back tears.
“She up yet?” Diggs demanded as he pushed in through the door. Garrett looked up to see the brindle furred ghoul pause in the doorway, his eyes on his sister’s wounds and a sick look on his face. A moment later, his grin returned as he added, “Hi, everybody!”
“What’s that?” Scupp demanded, pointing a wing bone toward her brother’s chest.
Diggs looked down at the silver worm-shaped medallion that hung from the green silk ribbon around his neck. “This?” he said, pointing at the medal, “Oh, this is just my reward for, you know… savin’ the city… by killin’ a dragon!”
Scupp rolled her eyes. “You had some help you know,” she said.
“Oh, of course,” Diggs replied airily, “I won’t forget all the little people that helped me get to where I am today.”
“Did you give him that?” Scupp demanded, giving Serepheni a dark look.
“Sorry,” the priestess whispered as she tightened the fresh bandages around Scupp’s leg.
“Oh, Garrett,” Diggs said, “That fairy guy is lookin’ for you.”
“Oh,” Garrett said, wiping his eyes as he stood up. He winced at the painful soreness in his legs and feet. “Where is he?”
“He said he would meet you at your house when you’re done here,” Diggs said.
“All right, thanks,” Garrett said.
“You want some food, Diggs?” Scupp asked, gesturing toward the scraps that remained on the plate.
Diggs eyed the plate hungrily but then shook his head. “Nah,” he said, “I had somethin’ earlier.”
Scupp looked taken aback. “I’m not dyin’ Diggs!” she said.
Diggs gave her a wicked grin. “I just don’t want to catch whatever you got that makes your legs fall off like that!” he laughed.
Scupp grabbed the roll of bandages from beneath her pillow and pelted her brother in the head.
“I’d better go,” Garrett chuckled. He reached out and put his hand on Scupp’s shoulder. “Thanks,” he said and then looked around at the rest, “Thank you all.”
Mujah gave him a thin smile.
“I’ll see you all later,” Garrett said.
“Come back when you can,” Serepheni said, “but get some rest first… you’ve earned it.”
“You too,” Garrett said.
*******
Garrett watched a squad of Templars as they searched the charred debris of the outer courtyard, calling out whenever they chanced across the smoldering remains of one of their fellows. Two of the Templars paused as they passed by him, seeming to recognize him. Garrett remembered them as men he had seen around the temple before, but could not recall their names.
They simply met his gaze and gave him a respectful nod before returning to their duties.
Garrett moved on. He made his way out of the Chapel Ward, finding most of it undamaged by Kadreaan’s wrath. He headed south toward the rising columns of gray smoke that still hung above the rooftops.
The Arcane Quarter had suffered a few casualties, but the larger portion of it remained fairly unscathed. Mister Elbie had lost his workshop when a drifting spark had ignited the fumes from one of its ventilation ports. Garrett paused to commiserate with the old man, promising to send some zombies around to help with the cleanup later. Then he hurried on to see if any ill had befallen Tinjin’s manor house.
Garrett found two of the servants still shoveling dirt onto the smoldering ruins of the carriage house. With the coachman gone, he supposed that he didn’t really need a carriage after all, but he was saddened to discover that the twin undead horses had perished along with it.
The house itself seemed in good shape otherwise.
Garrett pushed the front door open to see a small pack of furry creatures and frilled lizards scurry away to hide beneath the parlor chairs. A fairy that was polishing the onyx skull on the pillar of the bannister suddenly brought her tiny hands to her lips in surprise and darted out of sight down the hall.
“Hello?” Garrett called out.
Muffled meeping noises answered from beneath the parlor sofa, but nothing else.
Garrett saw a light coming from the kitchen and walked down the hall to investigate. He pushed open the door and then laughed at what he saw within.
“Surprise!” a chorus of fairies cried out as Garrett stepped through the door.
A rather lopsided cake lay slumped across a large silver platter in the center of the kitchen table. The uneven surface of sugar frosting was strewn with fresh flower petals with a few fairies rushing to put on the finishing touches even now.
Tom the kitchen zombie stood back, looking at the cake with a look of befuddled uncertainty on his face.
“Congratulations, Songreaver!” Shortgrass said.
“You guys made this for me?” Garrett asked, smiling at the flock of fairies that hovered all around the small room.
“Yer friend in tha apron there gave us a hand,” Shortgrass said.
“We hope you like it,” a young female fairy said as she fluttered up in front of Garrett, “Some of us always wanted to make a cake.”
“You guys don’t really eat cake though, do you?” Garrett asked.
“Well, no,” she said, blushing, “but we always hear about them in stories, so we thought it would be fun to try.”
“Thanks,” Garrett said.
“Have some,” another fairy said, grunting with effort as he flew toward Garrett bearing the weight of a silver fork.
“Thank you,” Garrett said, taking the fork from him.
The fairies beamed with pleasure and then withdrew a polite distance to watch as Garrett scooped up a forkful of cake and put it in his mouth.
“It’s good!” Garrett lied after managing to swallow the bite. It tasted as if someone had confused salt for sugar at some step in its preparation, and he suddenly found himself wishing desperately for a cup of water.
The fairies let out a triumphant cheer and many of them hugged one another at their success.
“I only wish there was a way I could share it with all of you,” Garrett said, sincerely meaning it.
“Ya’ve done more than enough for us, Garrett,” Shortgrass said, “Ev’ry last one of us t’ought we’d die in those miserable cages, but ya set us free, an’ we wanted to show ya a bit o’ thanks in that regard.”
Garrett nodded and smiled.
Just then, the little furry creatures and frilled lizards burst in through the kitchen door with a chorus of jubilant shrieks and swarmed the table, devouring the cake in short order, much to Garrett’s relief. The fairies flew circles around the room, singing a merry tune in Fae. Garrett was able to pick out enough of the lyrics to know that it was a bit on the bawdy side.
“Thanks for everything, Shortgrass,” Garrett said, “You guys really came through for me… you saved my life last night.”
“You saved all our lives,” Shortgrass said, “and, fer what it’s worth, I’m sorry I named ya a simpleton.”
“It’s all right,” Garrett laughed.
“Is yer furry friend gonna make it?” Shortgrass asked.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “She’s lost a leg, but she’s strong, and I think she’ll be all right.”
“Good,” Shortgrass said.
“I’m sorry about your friend,” Garrett said, “Jenna, right?”
“Aye,” he answered sadly, “she deserved better’n that… but I know she woulda chosen the same again, if it meant she didn’t have ta fade ta not’in’ in one o’ those damned silver cages.”
Garrett nodded.
“I hope ya didn’t mind me bringin’ ‘em all here,” Shortgrass said, gesturing toward the raucous fairies, “I didn’t really know where else ta put ‘em all… at least ‘till we can send ‘em home… or did ya need ‘em ta stay?”
Garrett thought about it for a moment before speaking. “No,” he said, “I know everybody is anxious to get home. I’m sure your families must be really worried about you.”
Shortgrass laughed. “Mine’s just as glad ta have me gone,” he said, “but the others… well, they’re anxious ta be on their way, if ya give ‘em leave ta go.”
“Yeah,” Garrett said.
Shortgrass nodded his thanks and then looked as though he had suddenly remembered something. “Oh,” he said, “A message came fer ya while you were out.”
“Huh? From who?” Garrett asked.
“No idea,” Shortgrass said, motioning for Garrett to follow him out into the hall, “You could ask tha messenger, but I don think ya’d get much of an answer.”
Garrett looked in the direction of the fairy’s extended finger and saw the shadowy figure of a rat standing motionless in the hallway.
Garrett knelt down before the glassy-eyed zombie rat and untied the little parcel that was affixed around its neck with a black ribbon. He unfolded the rolled up scrap of parchment, and a heavy black key fell out into the palm of his hand. He stood up, holding the note up to the light to read it. Swirling red runes covered the paper.
“I can’t read Draconic,” Garrett sighed, “I don’t even know who it’s from.”
“You mind if I try?” Shortgrass asked.
Garrett held the paper out for the little fairy to read.
Shortgrass squinted and frowned. “I don’t spake it well,” Shortgrass said, “but I’ll do me best.”
Garrett nodded.
“I send ya this in case I fail in mah… duty… tonight,” Shortgrass translated, pausing as he struggled with certain words, “Do as ya… think right… ta do. Remember our duty to tha lady… ladies… an’ remember me as your friend…” The fairy paused, looking slightly embarrassed. “I don’t recognize the rune they put down fer their name,” he said.
“Klavicus,” Garrett said, squeezing the key tightly in his hand.
“Was he tha one that jumped on tha dragon’s back last night?” Shortgrass asked.
Garrett nodded.
“I thought tha blood-drinkers and tha dragons were on tha same side?” the fairy said.
“He wasn’t fighting the dragon,” Garrett said with a little smile, “He was fighting the guy on the dragon’s back.”
Shortgrass chuckled. “What’s tha key for then?” he asked.
“I think he wanted me to go to the embassy,” Garrett said, “Do you want to come with me?”
“Any blood-drinkers still in it?” Shortgrass asked.
“I don’t think so,” Garrett said.
“Love ta then!” Shortgrass said.
They walked together to the front door. Garrett was reaching for the handle when the door swung open and Caleb walked in, still dressed in his headdress and gloves and carrying a large book with an ornately decorated cover under one arm. His dark clothes were now dusted completely with ash, and little clouds of the stuff drifted off of him with every step he took.
“Hi, Caleb,” Garrett said, staring at the zombie in confusion.
Caleb grunted in response and headed upstairs without even looking in Garrett’s direction.
“What’s that?” Garrett asked, pointing at the ash-covered book under the zombie’s arm.
Caleb did not seem to hear him at all as he stomped loudly up the steps and was gone.
“Huh,” Garrett said, shrugging his shoulders, “Let’s go.”
*******
The Thrinnian Embassy looked as though it had suffered a direct hit from the dragon’s tail. Its stony construction had spared it from the raging fires that had consumed the nearby satyr compound and several of the surrounding buildings, but much of the black stone citadel had collapsed in on itself from the damage. The front door lay broken on its hinges, and Garrett squeezed through into the collapsed entryway beyond.
A pale glow amidst the shadows within drew his attention to where the cracked wisp orb lay, half-buried among the rubble. He dug it out and whispered a calming word in Fae to the frightened wisp within.
The wisp flared with relief to see him, illuminating the collapsed passages that led from the room.
“There’s no way through,” Garrett sighed.
“There’s a side door,” Shortgrass said, “Follow me.”
Garrett tucked the wisp orb under his arm and ducked out through the wreckage of the front door to follow Shortgrass around the side into an alleyway between the embassy and the charred wall of the import house next door.
Shortgrass gestured toward a shadowy doorway in the side of the black citadel. Garrett pulled the key from his pocket and tried it in the lock. With a click, the door swung open and a breath of cool, stale air washed over them. They stared into the dark passageway beyond, working up the nerve to enter.
“Ya sure they’re all gone now?” Shortgrass asked.
Garrett shrugged and held the wisp orb high as he stepped inside.
Shortgrass muttered a curse and followed him in.
Garrett followed his nose, turning down a sloping side passage that looked vaguely familiar. The scent of dung and old hay told him he was on the right path. He heard a familiar whine as he turned a corner into the underground pens in the basement below the embassy.
“Ghausse!” Garrett cried, rushing to embrace the happy dire wolf through the bars of his cage.
Ghausse whined and yelped with excitement to see Garrett again. Garrett was able to push the big wolf away for long enough to work the latch of the cage door and open it to release him. Ghausse bounded out, nearly knocking Garrett over as he licked his face and pawed at him.
“Settle down!” Garrett laughed, nearly dropping the wisplight orb.
“I need help,” Garrett said to the orb in his best fae, “Can you shine the dark for me, please?”
The orb flared so brightly that he was unable to see anything at all for a few moments after its glow faded back to its normal brightness.
“Thank you,” he said, and then he lifted the orb at arm’s length and whispered, “Be free.”
The crystal orb shattered like glass and then slumped from his hand like powdered snow. The glowing wisp within shot upward and spread across the ceiling like a geyser of rainbow-colored flame.
Garrett laughed to watch the flames play across the ceiling before returning to the center, coalescing once more into a shimmering orb of light, now free from its crystal prison. The wisp crackled and sparked like a merry campfire and then settled into a rosy glow, just above his still outstretched palm.
“Ya didn’ fall over that time!” Shortgrass exclaimed.
“Yeah,” Garrett mused, “Maybe I’m getting better at this.”
A frightened whine drew his attention to the only other animal still locked in the pens, a tiny red fox with glowing green eyes.
“A messenger fox!” Garrett said, “That’s what Marla called them.”
He knelt as close as he dared to the whining, snapping little creature that stared up at him with fearful eyes.
“I wonder if I can use it to send a message to Marla?” Garrett said.
“And tell her what?” Shortgrass asked.
“Tell her what happened to Klavicus,” Garrett said, “Tell her that I’m all right.”
The little fox began to go wild with fear.
“Watch out!” Shortgrass shouted as Garrett reached out to try to calm the fox and had to snatch his hand back suddenly to avoid its snapping teeth.
Ghausse let out a rumbling growl that only made the fox even more afraid.
Garrett stared down at the little creature uncertain what he should do.
Then the wisp descended gently to the floor, its colors shifting slowly in pastel, soothing hues, as a strange sort of tinkling sound came from inside it, like tiny hanging bells brushing against one another in a breeze.
The messenger fox stared, wide-eyed, at the glowing wisp, and its breathing began to slow.
Garrett and Shortgrass stared in wonder as the fox calmed down and dropped to its haunches on the floor in front of the wisp.
The wisp flared in varying shades of blue, and then the fox blinked, seeming to understand. It bowed its little head and then looked up expectantly at Garrett.
Garrett looked at the wisp and then at the fox, clearing his throat before he spoke to it. “Find Marla Veranu,” he said, “Tell her… uh, tell her that Klavicus is dead, but that Garrett is all right, and the city is safe.”
The fox squeezed its eyes shut, and when they opened again, they were no longer glowing but as black as onyx. It turned its gaze toward the tethered leash that held it to the nearby post.
Garrett reached out, hesitantly at first, and then carefully unhooked the leash from the fox’s collar.
The fox was suddenly gone in a blur of blood-red fur.
“Huh,” Garrett mused, getting to his feet again. He looked at the wisp and said, “Thanks!”
The wisp glowed a happy shade of yellow and then began to drift around the room, inspecting the empty cages. Ghausse had wandered into a nearby feed storage room and broken into a case of dried meat and was noisily gobbling it down.
“I wonder how I’m gonna feed him?” Garrett sighed. Then a thought struck him, and he walked over to look inside the grain storage room. He commanded the witchfire sconces into light and stared down at several undead rats that were sitting next to a small pile of rat corpses that had started to smell.
“Hi, guys,” Garrett said. He hesitated, recalling a thought that had been troubling him for a long time now. He had put it together from some of the things that Klavicus and Mrs. Veranu had said. One part of him still dared to hope that he was wrong. “Can you guys take me to the other pens?” he asked the rats.
Garrett and the others followed the zombie rats down a long, shadowy corridor to a wide black door at the end of the hall. Garrett’s key fit in the lock, but the cold, damp metal fought against his strength as he forced it to turn. The door nudged away from its frame just a little as the lock clicked open, and the foul scent of sweat, blood, and bodily waste spilled out from the dark room beyond. Garrett took a lung full of the stale hallway air and then put his shoulder against the door. He leaned hard and pushed it open.
The wisp flew in through the open door, illuminating the shadowy cells beyond but then recoiled in horror at what it saw there, dimming to a pale shade of fear at the sight of the ragged, hopeless creatures chained within.
“Sweet, merciful Mother!” Shortgrass gagged, retreating into the hallway again. Ghausse growled at the rancid scent that spilled out from that terrible room.
Garrett stared in sick revulsion at the sight of a trembling, pale boy with short blonde hair curling around his tiny horns and the legs of a deer below his waist. The boy raised his wrist to shade his eyes with his hand. He wore an intricately filigreed silver bracelet around his wrist that scarcely did anything to cover the long silvery scars of countless cuts on his arms.
A woman with the lower body of a black horse and long, dark hair regarded Garrett with sunken, hopeless eyes. Pale bite marks laced her dusky skin, and a silver collar had rubbed a raw patch upon her slender neck.
A giant serpent with half-shed scales still clinging to its body lifted its weary head, hissing softly past the silver ring bolted through its lower lip. It spared him only a brief glance before sinking back into its filthy bedding.
At least a dozen other fantastic creatures looked up from their pallets of dirty straw with hopelessness and confusion in their eyes.
“Have you come to end it, fiend?” the centauress whispered. She tugged her collar down to expose the chaffed skin of her throat. “End it then… please,” she rasped.
“Yes,” Garrett answered, his voice scarcely audible, “This ends now.”
Ghausse huddled in the hallway, whining in fear as the power of the Songreaver blasted from the room at the end of the hall, and the clatter of broken silver rattled upon the stones.
Chapter Thirty-five
Garrett slipped on the hood of his new robe and admired his reflection in the polished mirror beside his wardrobe door. He reached over and picked up his new wooden staff, carved to order as a fairly accurate replica of Tinjin’s iron staff. The freshly buffed medallion on his chest gleamed in the lamplight.
“What do you think?” Garrett asked, turning to look at Caleb.
Caleb looked up from his book. He hadn’t stopped reading it at all in the month and a half since he had returned home with it. Garrett had never figured out where the zombie thief had found it, but it was written in a language that Garrett didn’t recognize, and since he guessed that John Kurtz, the dead young thief who had supplied Caleb’s body, had probably not been the scholarly sort, it was more than likely something that interested the spirit of the dead satyr thief that now shared Kurtz’s body.
Caleb took a moment to admire Garrett’s new clothes and grunted appreciatively before returning to his reading.
“Mister Marigold does good work, doesn’t he?” Garrett said.
Caleb ignored him.
“He asked about you,” Garrett said, “You know it might be nice if you paid him a visit again. He told me you were the best mannequin he ever had.”
Caleb let out a warning growl.
“Just kidding,” Garrett laughed, “Wish me luck.”
Caleb gave him a friendly moan but did not look up from his book.
“I’ll see you later,” Garrett said, heading out the door of his bedroom.
He had to step back into his bedroom to let a group of giggling Lethian children pass. They squealed in mock terror as Pendel the faun chased after them roaring with mock fury. Garrett grinned, watching them go as they disappeared down the hallway.
The muffled sound of music echoed up from the dining room below, and Garrett had to sidestep Pinny and Wudrou, the talking badger, who were chatting together on the landing at the base of the stairs.
“You look nice, Mister Garrett,” Pinny said, smiling up at him.
Wudrou smiled and nodded as Garrett greeted them both. The fur around Wudrou's neck had started to grow back, but in a wispy shade of gray, almost, it seemed, in memory of the silver collar that he had worn for so many years.
“Have you seen your sister?” Garrett asked.
“I think she was in the kitchen with Crane,” she said.
“Thanks,” Garrett said, lifting his foot to let a family of gamelons, what Shortgrass had called the little frilled lizards, pass by on their way to the parlor. The lizards had claimed the parlor for their own, building their nests inside and beneath Uncle Tinjin’s plush furniture. The little furry creatures, that Shortgrass had told him were called fairlings, had set up camp in Cenick’s old bedroom upstairs, though they shared the space with several of the younger Lethian children. So far neither group had complained about the arrangement.
A young fairy couple perched together on the bookshelf in the hall looked up to wave at him as he passed, and he greeted them as well. He was glad that a few of the fairies had decided to stay behind, their sense of adventure and duty to him overriding their fear of the twilight city. The rest had gone away south with Briassa, the centaur woman he had freed from the embassy, along with many of the city’s wisps, coaxed out of Queensgarden by the other fae creatures that Garrett had freed. Shortgrass had gone with them, promising to return as soon as he had delivered his report to the Amber Court, whatever that was.
Shine, the wisp that Garrett had freed from Klavicus’s orb now floated up from the basement and turned down the hall. She often wandered the house from room to room, eavesdropping on other people’s conversations and then drifting away again, reveling in her newfound mobility. Garrett smiled as she flared a golden greeting to him. He didn’t know why he thought of her now as a she, but it seemed appropriate to her gentle nature. Everyone else had become accustomed to her by now, and one of the younger children had given her the name Shine, and it had seemed to please her.
Warren and Terrick were walking down the side hall from the basement as Garrett passed, and Garrett leaned his staff against the wall and rushed to offer them a hand with the bundles of food they were carrying. Terrick, the young shaman that they had rescued from the temple dungeons, had taken up residence in Marrowvyn, along with the rest of his tribe, finding the ghouls much more welcoming neighbors than the denizens of Shadetree.
“Thank you, Garrett,” Terrick said, his voice still a rasping hiss even so long after the terrible injuries he had suffered at the hands of Matron Shelbie. The young Neshite passed one of his heavy nets full of dead quails to Garrett.
“If you want me to animate all these, you’re gonna have to get me a lot more essence,” Garrett said with mock sincerity.
“Hah, hah,” Warren said with mock humor, “Keep your bug juice off our dinner! Aren’t you supposed to be off having fancy drinks at the temple tonight?”
“It’s not at the temple,” Garrett said, “We’re doing it at somebody’s house in the nicest part of Queensgarden.” They turned together and headed toward the kitchen.
“I’ll have another batch of essence ready for you by tomorrow night,” Terrick said.
“Thanks,” Garrett said, “We could sure use it.” If there was one resource the city was not in short supply of at the moment, it was unanimated corpses. Garrett would rather see them converted to laborers working on the relief effort as quickly as possible. Since the Veranus were gone and many of the city’s supply chains were disrupted, the young shaman and his people had proven one of the few reliable sources of acquiring fresh essence.
Garrett shouldered open the kitchen door and was immediately overwhelmed by the heat within.
“Evenin’ Garrett!” Mrs. Nash said as she looked up from the dough she was rolling out on the counter top. She was another one of Garrett’s refugees, sharing the suddenly rather cramped space of the manor house, at least until the zombies had finished repairing her damaged home.
Hetta greeted Garrett with a pearly grin as he laid his net full of dead birds down in the corner. She was chopping vegetables at Mrs. Nash’s elbow.
Crane, Tom the zombie, and Mrs. Nash’s son Kent all looked up from their duties as well and greeted the newcomers with monosyllabic grunts.
Warren took one look inside the crowded kitchen and then tossed his sacks through the door and retreated back into the hall. Terrick did the same.
“Hetta,” Garrett said, “Do you have everything you need for the night? I’m not sure when I’ll be back.”
“We’re fine, Garrett,” she laughed, “Have fun at your party.”
“Thanks,” he said, already starting to sweat beneath his heavy purple robe. He waved goodbye and ducked back out into the cool shadows of the hallway.
“Siriman wanted me to wish you luck, Garrett,” Terrick said, “He says that tonight will be a fortuitous convergence for you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Warren asked.
“I do not question the elder’s wisdom,” Terrick said with a shrug, “I simply deliver his message.”
“Thank him for me,” Garrett said. He had never been able to make sense of anything the mystical serpent had said to him, but he was glad at least that the giant snake had found a welcoming home among the river tribesmen and their young shaman.
“You sure you don’t want to come to the party, Warren?” Garrett asked, “You have as much right to be there as me.”
“Nah,” Warren said, “I don’t really fit in with that kinda crowd.”
“What about Ymowyn and your dad?” Garrett asked.
“They’re gonna sit this one out too,” Warren said, “They’ve been workin’ pretty hard at the aid camp, and I think they’re just lookin’ forward to getting some sleep tonight.”
“Diggs’ll be there,” Garrett said.
“Good luck with that,” Warren laughed.
“How’s Scupp doing?” Garrett asked.
“She’s fine,” Warren said, “She stumps around faster on those crutches than I do on all fours, and anyway she’s got her little wizard to run all her errands for her now.”
“Mujah’s still hanging out with her?” Garrett asked.
“Couldn’t separate ‘em with a pry bar,” Warren laughed.
A knock sounded at the door then and Garrett grabbed his staff. “That’s probably for me,” he said.
“Have fun,” Warren said.
Garrett waved his goodbyes and headed toward the door, sidestepping a scampering gamelon.
Pinny opened the door and greeted the tattooed man standing on the front porch. “Hi, Mister Cenick!”
“Good evening, Pinny,” Cenick said. He lifted his eyes to Garrett as he approached and smiled.
“Hi, Cenick,” Garrett said. “Thanks, Pinny,” he added, “I’ll see you later, all right?”
“Goodnight,” the Lethian girl said as Garrett stepped out into the cold night air and closed the door behind him.
“You’ve done a good thing, Garrett,” Cenick said with pride in his voice. The tattooed necromancer wore a fine silk robe of deep purple hue and a glimmering golden skull talisman. He had returned from the north a bit leaner and with a weary look in his eyes that had not yet faded since his return. He had taken the news of Uncle’s leaving rather hard, but he wore the ghast-wrought dagger that Tinjin had left him in a place of honor on his knife belt.
“I like the kids,” Garrett said, “and they needed a place to stay. The dragon sorta smashed their old place.”
“I admire your new staff,” Cenick said as they turned and walked toward the horses that stood waiting in the street.
“Thanks,” Garrett said, “Oh, can I ride with one of you guys tonight?”
“You changed your mind about riding the wolf?” Cenick laughed.
“Yeah,” Garrett said, “I started thinking about leaving him penned up with all those horses. He might get hungry.”
“You wouldn’t have that problem if you had a proper steed for a death lord of your stature,” laughed Max Zara as he sat astride his zombified stallion, a new one. He had lost the old one when he fled Weslae by ship, leaving it behind, along with the remains of his army. He still bore the evidence of how much that retreat had cost him, in the look of lingering sorrow in his eyes and the shock of white that now frosted the dark hair at his temples. The only souvenir of his time in his homeland was a strange staff of blackened steel that he carried everywhere now. Glowing emeralds set between the sharp flanges of its head pulsed with slumbering magical power and cast a perpetual sickly glow across his weathered face. His black robes bore a sash of vibrant purple, and he had replaced his traditional gold talisman with a shining skull of polished platinum.
“Hi, Max,” Garrett said.
“Ride with me,” Max said, reaching down to give Garrett a hand up, “My horse smells better than his does.”
Cenick glowered at him as he swung up onto the back of his shaggy mountain pony Lluhda. He leaned forward and scratched her behind the ear, and she nickered appreciatively.
Garrett smiled as he climbed up behind Max upon the undead horse. He settled his staff across his lap and tried to remember how to balance astride a horse as Max and Cenick rode off toward the Queensgarden heights
 “Heard anything from Uncle Tinjin yet?” Garrett asked.
“Nothing,” Max sighed.
“You think he’s all right?” Garrett asked.
“Tinjin?” Max mused, “He’ll be fine. I just hope that he’s not too worried about me. I imagine he’s already on his way to Fraelu by now, and from there, who knows where.”
“Uncle Tinjin is quite resourceful, Garrett,” Cenick said, “I am not afraid for him.”
“I would fear rather for the Chadiri,” Max chuckled, “Now that Uncle Tinjin’s involved, and with you having slain the dragon, their days are numbered.”
“I didn’t kill the dragon,” Garrett said, “Serepheni and Diggs did that!”
“They may have been the weapon of your vengeance,” Max laughed, “but it was you who led them to victory.”
“It wasn’t vengeance,” Garrett said quietly, “I was just trying to save the city.”
“Vengeance or heroism,” Max said, “the result is the same.”
“I guess,” Garrett said. He could still remember the look on Graelle’s face as Kadreaan died… the look of a man who had just lost the last thing in the world that he loved. As much as Garrett had hated the man, he didn’t feel very heroic about doing that to him.
“Serepheni told me how you handled the city’s defense, and what you’ve done in the days since to restore order and rebuild from the dragon’s attack,” Max said, “I dare say you aren’t the uncertain young man that we knew when we left you.”
“You’ve done well, Garrett,” Cenick agreed, “Uncle Tinjin would be proud of the man you’ve become.”
“I just wish he was still here,” Garrett sighed.
“If he had been, you might not have grown to fill his boots,” Cenick said.
Max laughed. “For once, I am in complete agreement with the savage,” he said, “I think that perhaps Uncle knew what kind of man you could be, if only you were challenged enough to become that man. I am impressed, Garrett, and it takes a great deal to impress me these days.”
“It must be difficult to see through the glare of your own glory,” Cenick rumbled.
“Indeed,” Max chuckled, “Indeed it is.”
Garrett let his mind drift, grateful for the familiar banter of his old friends and the chance to set aside the responsibilities of being the Songreaver, or whatever it was the others were trying to make him. It was good just to be Garrett again for a while.
Max brought his zombie stallion to a halt as they passed through the gates of the Chapel Ward.
“What is it?” Cenick asked.
“You go on ahead,” Max said, “Garrett and I have some business to attend at the temple. We’ll see you at the party.”
“All right,” Cenick said, shaking his head, “but hurry. This party is in Garrett’s honor.”
“I’m well aware of that,” Max sighed, “We’ll be along presently.”
Cenick rolled his eyes and wheeled his pony around to continue up the lane.
“What are we doing at the temple?” Garrett asked.
“I have a surprise for you,” Max said, “I think you’ll enjoy it.”
Garrett said nothing more as Max rode up to the temple gates. The towers above still swarmed with skeletons working through the night to repair the damage caused by the dragon. The Templars at the gate waved them through, nodding toward Garrett with friendly smiles as he rode past. He gave the men a bemused wave, still unaccustomed to his new popularity.
Max helped him down when they reached the main complex, and together they followed an older Templar who seemed to be expecting Max’s arrival. Garrett walked behind Max and the Templar as they made their way inside and then down several flights of stairs into the tunnels beneath the Temple of Mauravant.
Garrett felt a growing sense of unease as their Templar guide lit a witchfire torch and led them down into what Garrett guessed to be the same dungeons where he had spent some time previously. Garrett half expected the guard to turn at any moment and shove him back into a cell, one without a convenient ghoul-hole in the floor.
They descended another flight of ancient steps into a narrow corridor with cold, damp walls that crowded in tightly on either side. The broad-shouldered Templar had to turn sideways in a couple of places just to make it through. At last he paused before a thick, ironbound door with a tiny barred window through which nothing could be seen of the lightless room beyond.
“How long do you need?” the Templar asked.
“Oh, I think a minute or two should do,” Max said. There was a dangerous edge to his voice that made Garrett suddenly afraid of what they might find beyond that rusty door.
“Torch is on the wall just inside to your right,” the Templar said, “We’ve been leaving it unlit so he can rest better.” The cruel smirk on his face told Garrett that this was a lie. Garrett shuddered to think of what it would be like to be imprisoned in one of these cells with nothing but darkness for a companion.
“Thank you,” Max said.
The guard unlocked the door and wrenched it open, igniting the torch within to illuminate the small chamber beyond. He stepped back and motioned for the two necromancers to enter. “I’ll come back in a few minutes,” he said, “They want him to stay alive for now, so I expect him to be that way when I get back. Other than that, I don’t really care what you do.”
“Of course,” Max said with an eager breathlessness.
The Templar nodded and stepped away to let them pass.
Garrett followed Max into the cell, gagging at the scent of rotten flesh within. His lips curled in disgust as he saw the dragon lord Graelle sitting, chained to the far wall, squinting his remaining eye against the witchfire light. A dirty bandage covered his left eye and he wore the stained and torn gambeson that he had once worn beneath his red armor.
The source of the sickly smell came from the gangrenous wounds that Garrett could glimpse through the awful, bloodstained rips in Graelle’s leggings. Both of his swollen blue feet were turned at odd angles to one another.
“Dear gods! You’ve really let yourself go, Graelle!” Max hissed.
“Who’s that?” Graelle growled, trying to see his visitors as his eye adjusted to the light.
“My apologies,” Max said, sounding almost pleasant, “Although I feel as though we already know one another, I suppose we’ve never actually been introduced. You may call me Zarathul.”
Graelle chuckled. “I always figured you for a dandy,” he said, “I guess I was right.”
“And I must say, you’ve lived up to my expectations as well,” Max chuckled.
“Who’s the other with you?” Graelle asked, squinting at Garrett.
Garrett stepped forward and pulled back his hood. “Remember me?” he asked.
Graelle fell silent, his gaze dropping to the floor.
“So, now that we’re past the introductions,” Max sighed, “I just wanted to ask you something.”
“Go to hell,” Graelle grumbled.
“I wanted to know what it feels like to have been sent to your death by those you trusted,” Max said.
Graelle laughed bitterly. “I wouldn’t know,” he said, “I never trusted those worms.”
Max looked a bit surprised. “So you knew they were sending you here to die?” he asked.
“Of course I did, you maggot-loving fop,” Graelle spat, “They took my legions from me and sent me here to be rid of me once and for all.”
“Why did you go then?” Garrett asked.
Graelle turned his eye to Garrett again, his jaw trembling with emotion. “Because I serve my God!” he said.
Max let out a long, loud laugh that continued on over Graelle’s muttered curses.
At last Max took a breath and sighed. “I thought I would enjoy this more,” he said, “but now that I see you… all I feel is disgust. All these years, I considered you a worthy foe, and all along, it was just the dragon doing the work for a simple-minded religious zealot.” He laughed again and shook his head.
The cell fell into silence again as Zara’s laughter died away.
“You, boy,” Graelle said, “have you come to gloat in your victory as well. You at least have earned the right… not like your cowardly friend beside you.”
Garrett heard Max’s glove leather creak on the steel of his staff, but he said nothing.
“No,” Garrett said, “I don’t really feel good about what I did, and I’m sorry you made me have to do it.”
“You defeated your enemy, boy,” Graelle said, “You took vengeance on me, upon my Kadreaan, for what we did to you and your people… don’t you want to laugh in my face and spit in my eye while you still have the chance? I’ll be dead of these wounds in a day or two, if your cultist friends haven’t sacrificed me to their false god sooner than that. This will probably be the last chance you’ve got, so go ahead and hit me with your worst… I’m long past caring.”
Garrett stared at the man who had taken his home from him, had taken his very flesh from him and left him only a scarred memory of the life he once had. He had lain awake for so many nights, dreaming of vengeance upon this man, and, now that he had it, he just felt a kind of sick hollowness inside.
“Go on, boy!” Graelle raged, “If you’re any kind of man at all, pull out your blade and put it through my heart! I killed your people! I burned your cities! Do it! Just do it!”
Garrett felt as though he might vomit. The pitiful sight of the man he had hated for so long, reduced to this… the smell of his rotting legs. Garrett shook his head and looked away.
“Don’t have the guts, do you?” Graelle shouted, tears streaming from his eye, “You need someone else to do your killing, the way you did… with my Kadreaan.”
“Perhaps he would just prefer to see you go on living and suffer as he was forced to suffer all these years,” Max hissed.
“Suffering is!” Graelle shouted, “The world is suffering! Life is suffering! I am simply the revelator of that truth.”
“You were, perhaps,” Max chuckled, “but now, I think, you will simply be an example of it… an exquisite example of true suffering.”
“I don’t care what you do to me,” Graelle sighed, “Take your vengeance as you will. I will not have long to endure it.”
“Such a defeatist attitude!” Max said, waving his hand, “I expected more from you Dragon Lord.” He paused in thought for a moment. “Though I suppose you aren’t, technically, a dragon lord anymore… I’m not really certain what to call you now.”
Graelle looked away.
“In any case,” Max said, “We must be going. We have a party to attend, you know. I hate to leave you on such a sour note.”
Graelle turned and spat at Max, but what little spittle the dehydrated Chadirian could muster fell short of Max’s black robes.
“I wouldn't want you to die so soon,” Max sighed, “It would be a shame for you to miss out on any of the quality suffering that awaits you in the future. So, for old time’s sake, I think I will leave you with a parting gift.”
Graelle eyed Zara warily.
Max clutched his black staff tightly in his left hand and stretched out his right toward the crippled dragon rider. The jewels of the staff flared a brilliant green as Max whispered a spell in something that sounded like Draconic.
Graelle’s eye bulged and his body stiffened. He gasped for breath, and his face went red, the cords in his neck standing out as he began to shake with convulsions.
Garrett looked at Max who was grinning cruelly as he chanted his spell.
Graelle let out an anguished moan as both of his legs stiffened, stretching out as the shattered bones within them popped back into place. His bloodless feet twisted back into their proper alignments as the big man screamed in agony and shuddered in the clutches of the necromancer’s spell.
Suddenly, Max fell silent and Graelle gasped and slumped forward like a dead man.
“You killed him!” Garrett cried.
“No,” Max laughed, “He may have deserved death, but instead I have saved his miserable life.”
Garrett looked at Graelle again as the Chadirian groaned, regaining consciousness. He stared down in confusion at his legs as he drew his knees up before him, seemingly uninjured.
“What… what did you do to me?” Graelle demanded.
“You know that little trick we necromancers do with corpses?” Max chuckled, “You know the one where we make dead things get up and move around again…”
Graelle stared down at the cold gray flesh of his legs and let out a pitiful cry. “No!” he gasped, “No!”
“You’re quite welcome,” Max said, “and don’t worry, the smell will go away soon enough. You’ll have plenty of time to enjoy your new legs in the days ahead.”
“Damn you!” Graelle moaned as Max turned to go, “Damn you to hell!”
“Come Garrett,” Max said, “or we’ll be late for the party.”
Garrett took one last look at the broken dragon lord who sat, writhing in his chains against the wall, before Max snuffed out the torch and plunged him into utter darkness.
*******
Garrett stood on the balcony and looked out over the city to the south. A few fires were still smoldering here and there, sending up little streamers of ash to join the eternal gray haze above the city. There was so much work still to be done, and he was wasting his time at some stupid party.
He had managed to slip away during Diggs’s retelling of the final moments of their battle with the dragon. The sounds of laughter and applause came from inside, and Garrett was glad that the richest citizens of Wythr would be so accepting of the fame-addled ghoul. Serepheni as well had her share of admirers. The people of the city were already beginning to treat her as though she were the new High Priestess.
He was happy for his friends, but he felt nothing but misgivings in his heart for what lay ahead. Without the dragon, the Chadiri might be weakened, but having rid themselves of their internal enemy, would they not then turn their formidable legions southward again?
And what of Marla? Had the messenger fox actually carried Garrett’s message to her? Even it she knew of his victory, would she be allowed to return? He thought back to what he had seen in that black room beneath the embassy, and he felt sick to his stomach. He remembered what master Jannis had said about the price of immortality. Was that really what Marla was?
He remembered the look on Graelle’s face when Max had animated his rotten legs. At this very moment, somewhere beneath the temple of the death goddess, the man was probably screaming in horror to have become the very thing that he had devoted his life to destroying. Max had laughed about it. What did that make Max? What did that make any of them?
He wondered if Banden was all right, if he would ever find the Peacebringers and find a way to end the war without killing. Garrett laughed to himself at the naivety of the thought and, just as quickly, felt ashamed for thinking it naive.
He sighed, looking away toward the south again, hoping that Shortgrass and the others would find their way home. Was Lampwicke there already? Would they tell her about what had happened? Would she even recognize Garrett if she saw him again now?
Somewhere inside the estate house, a band began to play, and Garrett’s thoughts drifted into the past once more.
“You’re going to miss the dance,” a girl’s voice spoke from behind.
Garrett turned to see the Girl in Brown, only she wasn’t wearing brown now.
She smiled shyly at him, her fingers fidgeting at the long skirt of her sky blue dress. She seemed awkward and unsure, her hand now going to tug at the neckline of her strapless top, her bare shoulders hunching together as if she were trying to withdraw into the dress like a turtle into its shell. She wore a single purple flower tucked behind her left ear where she had pulled back her short brown hair. She laughed nervously as he stared at her in amazement. She shifted her weight on the toes of her matching blue slippers.
“You look beautiful!” Garrett exclaimed.
She blushed red and looked away. “Thanks,” she said.
“I’ve never seen you in a… like this,” he said.
“But… you have seen me before?” she asked, lowering her face and then looking up at him again.
“Yeah… I have,” he said with a smile.
She walked to the edge of the balcony beside him and leaned out to breathe in the night air.
“Aren’t you cold?” he asked.
She shook her head. “Aren’t you?”
Garrett laughed at the absurdity of it and leaned against the balcony as well.
“I see you didn’t take my advice about getting out of the city,” she said.
“No,” Garrett answered.
“I’m glad you didn’t,” she said.
“I had to stay,” Garrett said, “People here needed my help.”
“I know,” she sighed, “I’m sorry I didn’t believe in you the way I should have.”
“What do you mean?” Garrett asked.
“I mean, I knew there was something special about you,” she said, “but I didn't trust it… I didn’t believe it was real… I should have believed in you. I could have helped you instead of...”
“What?” Garrett asked.
She looked at him and smiled again. “I’m glad you stayed,” she whispered.
“I’m glad you came back,” he said.
Her eyes fell and then she looked out across the shadowy gardens and rooftops of the heights. “I just wanted to see you again,” she said.
“I’m glad,” he said.
She nodded and smiled at him again.
“I like your dress,” he said.
“Thank you,” she said, “I stole it this morning… On a whim really. I didn’t exactly plan on coming to the party… then I just thought…”
“What?”
“It’s stupid,” she said.
“No it’s not,” Garrett said, “just tell me.”
“I just thought…” she said, “I wondered if, just for tonight, we could pretend that we really know each other… like we’re just two normal people at a party… like tomorrow we’re going to wake up and have breakfast and talk about how much fun we had together… like it won’t all be gone again as soon as we close our eyes.”
“I’d like that,” Garrett said.
She sighed and leaned close to him, and Garrett put his arm around her.
“I don’t know why I keep doing this to myself,” she whispered.
“You weren’t meant to be alone,” Garrett said.
“Yes, I was!” she scoffed, “That’s the problem.”
“If you were really meant to be alone,” Garrett said, “They wouldn’t have given you a name at all.”
“What good does it do if no one knows it?” she demanded.
Garrett smiled sadly at her.
“I don’t know,” she said, pulling away, “Part of me wishes that the dragon had destroyed the city… that I had finally died, and it would all be over… but then a part of me says this is enough… that these few moments that I steal with you are enough… that it’s worth all the emptiness in between.” She walked a short distance away and twirled, letting her skirt fan out and then bounce back into place as she turned to face him again.
“But it’s not enough!” she said, shaking her head, “I don’t want to be forgotten… if you can’t remember me, then I don’t want to be here at all! Can you understand that?” She looked at Garrett, her flawless brown eyes filled with pain.
“No,” Garrett said, “there’s no way I can understand it… The only thing I can do is to promise that I'll never forget you again… not ever.”
“But you can’t promise that, Garrett!” she cried, “You can’t!” She turned her back and walked toward the end of the balcony with a bitter sigh.
“Yes, I can, Haven,” Garrett said.
She froze mid-step. “What did you say?” she whispered.
“I'll never forget you again, because I know your true name now,” Garrett said, “Annalien told me.”
She turned slowly to face him, her eyes filled with disbelief.
Garrett crossed the balcony to reach out and take her hand in his. “I'll remember you tomorrow,” he said, “I'll remember you the next day… Haven, I will remember you until the end of time.”
She looked down and then up again, her lips trembling as she struggled to speak.
Garrett lifted her hand to his lips and pressed a gentle kiss upon her knuckle.
“You wanna dance?” he asked.
Haven broke down in tears and wrapped her arms around Garrett, clinging to him as she wept.
The first breath of winter swept down from the mountain, smelling of ash and snow, but she did not feel its chill, only the warm glow of something that she had never dared to dream that she would possess.
End of Book Four of the Songreaver's Tale
Garrett’s adventures will continue in Book Five.
####
Discover other works by Andrew Hunter at Freemancer.com


cover.jpeg
THEFROSTWOVEN

‘,,,;.::.:ﬁm;.ﬁ.mmm -

BOOK FOUR OF THE
SONGREAVER’S TALE

ANDREW HUNTER





images/00001.jpg
Western
Rhaema






