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Chapter 1
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“Michele? Ten minutes.”

Michele nodded—a tiny, practiced movement as he smiled blandly, his curved lips grazing the rim of his wine glass. That said, the pale little smile wasn’t practiced at all, given how utterly bored he was while waiting for the time. 

“I’ll get Ignazio. With any luck, he’s still sober.”

Michele’s glance followed Evelina as she swept away, pushing past costumed revelers who were well on their way to full inebriation. She wore a vivid red bauta and tabarro; even her tricorn was red, and Michele had to stifle a chuckle at the sight. His twin sister had always been a very subtle, understated young woman, but once in a rare while, she didn’t mind shedding all those protective layers in order to make a point—though, admittedly, without having to breathe a single word. The lurid color of her chosen costume was enough in this case. For his part, Michele had donned the more traditional all-black ensemble but only because he’d never been a very imaginative sort. Besides, he’d always tell himself with a weary sigh, with regard to masquerade parties, if he’d seen one, he’d seen them all—a fact that could easily squelch any and all enthusiasm in anyone. 

A short, pudgy young man in a harlequin costume swept up to Michele with a triumphant burst of laughter. 

“Enjoying yourself yet, Michele?” he trilled. 

He plucked the empty wine glass out of Michele’s lax hold and set it down on a table standing a few inches away in one smooth move. Taking both of Michele’s hands in his, the ridiculous fellow tried to waltz off with him, and it didn’t require Michele much energy to tug his friend back.

“Come, come, let’s dance. I’m bored. I’m restless.”

“You’re drunk.” Michele made a face despite his mask. “What is it? Spanish? French?”

The answer didn’t come right away. “Uh—I think so. Damned good stuff, whatever it was. Michele De Santis, will you marry me?” A belch followed the question, and it would have been a pretty loud and obnoxious one had it not been for the mask and its much-welcomed muffling qualities.

Michele laughed softly as he held his friend steady on very unsteady legs. “Ettore Cattaneo, I’m afraid I can’t.”

“Oh, hell. It was worth a try. How’d I do? Too forward? Too subtle? I don’t think I’m dressed the part, though.” Ettore wobbled again, and this time Michele had no other choice but to wrap an arm around his poor friend’s shoulders and move away. 

“Dreadful. Which means it’s time for you to retire, you idiot. Another glass of whatever it was you’ve been having, and you’d pickle yourself alive. Easy now. Easy.”

They hobbled and stumbled along the ballroom’s periphery, with Ettore—being a very happy kind of drunk—waving cheerfully at whoever happened to clap eyes on them. Now and then he’d blurt out encouragement for lots of dancing and eating and drinking, half of which fell on indifferent ears, though those who did respond were just as drunk and happy as Ettore was, and they let out whoops of triumph and gratitude to the son of their most generous host. 

“Talked to Mama again,” Ettore gurgled. “She told me she still loves me. I also found a new dance partner. Don’t know where he’s gone, but he’s rather brilliant.”

Michele sighed inwardly at hearing his friend say something so nonsensical regarding his mother—a woman who’d been dead for twelve months now. But Ettore had been a devoted son to her, and she’d always been a doting mother to him. Hearing Ettore drop a random ridiculous claim like this once in a while, particularly when he was deep in his cups, was expected but heartbreaking all the same. It was all Michele could do to let his poor friend indulge in nonsense like this as long as it helped Ettore get over his loss. 

“And she’ll always love you, friend. Now be careful. Watch your step.”

At length Michele spotted a footman, and with a quick wave, he beckoned the fellow over. 

“See him to his room,” he said as he handed his friend over. “Make sure he’s given no more alcohol, and please give Signor Cattaneo my deepest thanks for a wonderful party.”

The footman inclined his head while Ettore sagged against him, muttering something under his breath. “I will, signore. You’re leaving, then?”

“I am—we are. My sister and my cousin as well. I’ll come and visit tomorrow, see how Ettore’s faring.” 

“Very well, signore.” With another inclination of his head, the footman withdrew, expertly taking a disoriented Ettore with him. Happily enough, Michele’s friend didn’t seem to be inclined to resist, and he was easily led away to the quiet and safety of his bedroom. 

Michele didn’t need to identify himself to the footman, being a far too familiar sight thereabouts. He and Ettore had been close friends since childhood, and Michele had spent countless hours in the Cattaneo family’s expansive home, so much so that the running joke had been of Michele being Ettore’s long-lost third part of a brood of triplets, even emphasizing their clear physical differences for ironic and comic effect. Or something silly, borderline cruel, and stupid like that. Unimaginative and tasteless adults had laughed at the joke, of course, but not Michele. As for Ettore—well—he’d wrinkled his nose at the thought, but not out of cynicism; rather, Ettore had always thought it rather incestuous, seeing as how he’d developed a hopeless infatuation with his long-time friend. 

Michele had given up on him, feeling utterly lost on how best to convince Ettore he wasn’t remotely interested in the poor fellow beyond a more brotherly kind of fondness and affection. Or that he simply couldn’t be interested—couldn’t afford to be interested—in anyone, for that matter. And it was to Ettore’s great credit that he didn’t force the issue, though his occasional lapse into melancholy silence when in Michele’s company always scored a painful mark on Michele’s heart. It was only when Ettore got drunk that he’d blurt out a word or two of his unrequited feelings for Michele, and even then, continued gentle discouragement from Michele himself had taught Ettore to buffer the sting of rejection with a joke thrown in at his own expense. It only served to make Michele’s guilt worse. 

Things had reached the point where Michele began to hope and pray that the right man would show up for his friend, at times nudging an unwitting candidate or two in Ettore’s direction, only to have said candidate fleeing the other way once Michele’s purpose was laid bare or at least suspected. Poor Ettore, indeed, and it took Michele everything he had to shake off guilt-ridden thoughts and fix his mind elsewhere instead. In the end, time itself proved to be a most worthy ally. 

The mournful chiming of the ballroom’s clock marked thirty minutes to midnight, easily drawing Michele’s attention from doleful thoughts about his friend to the present moment. Michele stood by the exit, waiting for Evelina and Ignazio, his gaze moving across as he idly took note of the rowdy guests. Disdain coursed through him at the sight of heedless, self-absorbed strangers in extravagant costumes. What fools, he thought with a curl of his lip. What a bunch of thoughtless, selfish monsters with enough money between them to buy everyone’s souls ten times over. Did they even have a sliver of an idea of what went on outside the glittering confines of the ballroom? What would they use their boundless wealth for once they found themselves outside, exposed to the heavy darkness and the dangers of the fog as it crept steadily across the crumbling, mossy stones of a bloated city sinking under its own self-indulgent weight?

“Michele—your misanthropy’s showing again,” a low voice said nearby, and Michele almost jumped out of his skin. 

He blinked and turned to find Evelina and Ignazio standing at the door, watching him with bemusement pouring right out of them, their costumes absolutely ineffective in hiding their reactions to his surly presence. 

“Where on earth did you come from?” 

Ignazio grinned after exchanging looks with Evelina. “We walked right in front of you, yet you didn’t even notice us. I swear, cousin...” 

“A blind man can see my costume a mile away,” Evelina piped up, her voice wobbly from suppressed laughter. That much was true, Michele had to admit, finding himself once again outgunned by his companions. 

“Took you two long enough to show up,” he retorted instead, earning himself a burst of bubbly laughter from his sister and his cousin. He sighed and walked past them through the door. “Let’s go.”

* * * *
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Decima was an old, old city forced upon water, a vanity project of monumental proportions meant to satisfy the narcissistic whims of a mad and long-dead duke who’d fancied himself the ruler of an isolated, grand city sitting some distance from the mainland. It was rock and stone held together by mortar said to be tainted with dark magic, thus dooming a city ironically named after a life-weaver from myth with a curse no one could either verify or contradict. Proof either way didn’t exist, at least to those who lived with not much ambition besides the continuation of their bloodlines. 

But rumors had floated around a century or two ago regarding a select few who moved in the shadows and knew better and saw all, but bound by a desperate secrecy, they willingly gave up the liberty to speak the truth about the night world and the sickly fog rolling in from the black waters surrounding the city. Along with distant, murky knowledge regarding Decima’s founding, these other rumors sank under a peculiar kind of inertia, one affecting mind and senses, until generations walked about in a state of mental torpor when it came to true, clear knowledge of their city’s history as well as day-to-day oddities that truly shouldn’t be dismissed out of hand.

An unseen presence, perhaps, had whispered words of subtle but inescapable influence among Decimans once upon a time, so that memories or any scrap of understanding of the past had been cast in murky shadows, leaving indifference and vague confusion in its wake. Year after year, century after century. 

The lack of proof regarding strange incidences happening in the cover of night, of course, stemmed from the fact that nothing physical or measurable could be brought out into the clear light of day. There were hushed gossip and wild, colorful accounts that changed according to the whims of the storyteller, but nothing more than ridiculous hearsay had been the common thread. 

That said, there would always be something—a small sign, usually so subtly placed or left that no one would catch anything till after a stretch of time had gone by. A scrap of curiously stained cloth, a piece of expensive jewelry, even an ominous clump of hair torn from someone’s scalp—items that, when regarded individually, meant nothing to any casual observer. Such things could easily have been left behind by their owners, pieces of clothing ripped out by a jutting nail or sharp rock, a ring or bracelet misplaced by a heedless wearer, or a clump of hair from a badly made wig or a haircut whose remnants had escaped the rubbish heap. 

Such items, however, when regarded as a group, left a quiet undercurrent of dread among a handful of locals, though their worries had also been brushed off as the workings of uneducated, superstitious, and gullible minds. Those who tried to dig deeper came up with nothing—deaths, births, and a steady flux of immigrants and emigrants had dictated Decima’s dynamic numbers through the years, though perhaps people coming in had diminished considerably, outnumbered more than three to one by those who left. In many ways, one might say, Decima was a dying city. Perhaps in another century, it would stand empty, its moss-covered and crumbling stones echoing lives from a distant past. 

One could certainly argue that the city’s doubtful origins and sinister reputation had been key to its dwindling number of residents, dark legend turning into fact among a good number of them, thanks to the sluggish and putrid evening fog that had driven people indoors once the sun vanished in the horizon. No one knew where the fog originated other than the distant waters, but it made stomachs turn with its thick, yellow-brown, swirling curtain that carried with it a faint yet discernible essence of organic decay. The fog itself hadn’t caused any real physical harm beyond nausea and perhaps some dizziness or disorientation among those who ventured out into the night for business or pleasure, though a lingering illness following exposure had also been recorded. Others had talked about feeling uneasy and unaccountably terrified when forced to venture out at night and find their way around in the fog. Even birds and stray animals had been known to disappear and hide from the fog once it crept up the rocks and onto dry land. 

Science experts hailing from the mainland had tried and failed several times in determining not just the source, but the nature of the fog. But as it stood, no one really wanted to deal with Decima, the island city having developed a reputation for isolationism with little to no interest in anything else happening up and down the rest of the country, let alone the continent. After a dozen or so years of failed attempts, scientists threw up their hands in surrender and declared the fog to be nothing more than an unfortunate environmental anomaly of some kind, dictated by the tides and natural processes occurring in the deeper waters of the vast ocean beyond. 

Then they turned their attention elsewhere, leaving Decima to sort through their bizarre natural phenomena on their own. Not that residents cared too much, apparently, particularly the wealthy and titled, who loved their specially placed home on the water and thought that to be a sign of their privilege, being cut off and, therefore, elevated above the crass rabble in the mainland. Their less moneyed neighbors simply road their coattails, having developed the fine art of flattery generation after generation. And they were richly rewarded for their fawning attention with guaranteed support in the form of purchases of basic daily supplies or an occasional indulgence only the rich could afford.

And that, perhaps, was Decima in a nutshell: pleased with its distinguished solitude, grown lethargic and passive from centuries of unchecked self-indulgence, and terribly sure of their fortune, so long as no cretinous upstart attempted to undo the faded and lightly frayed silk threads of their fanciful tapestry. 

And yet...

Somewhere in the maze of narrow homes and wide palazzos, narrower stone streets and dank alleys, three figures emerged from a weathered door of a rundown structure standing at the very edge of the city, just a crumbling path away from the black and restless water. Silence prevailed over the area—really an uninhabited campo left to ruin—save for the occasional soft splashing of water against the mossy rock. Even the wooden door barely whispered, but a few impossible things could easily be had with a carefully planted spell. 

With the time being past midnight, the yellow fog had risen high enough to allow only the highest domes of nearby churches or the topmost floors and symmetrical, box-like roofs of grand palazzos. In that particular campo, however, no murky indoor light broke through the fog, but there was enough light conjured by the lead figure as the trio walked softly across old stones. The light—referred to as a “phantom light” by those who displayed a natural talent for, and were trained to wield, elemental magic—was really a swirling globe of fire, meant to illuminate within a set parameter and no more. It hovered above and in front of the lead figure, a perfectly contained natural element that was both a life-giver and a destroyer. 

Behind the lead figure walked one dressed in a vivid red cloak, and the one behind it appeared to melt in the shadows, determined to disappear among them had it not been for the coldly gleaming iron band it wore around its left middle finger. All three, in fact, wore that peculiar ring on the same finger of the same hand. All three, moreover, carried weapons: small, light crossbows specifically designed for a special kind of a hunt, leather quivers of bolts and long knives strapped around their lower waists, and in the case of the third figure, an old leather bag holding a wooden mallet and five crudely shaped stakes. The bolts, knives, and stakes were all made of iron as well, a very specific metal chosen for a very specific purpose. 

For that evening, said purpose had been fulfilled, and the three figures emerged from the depths somber in exhausted triumph, their costumes both soiled and torn.

Without exchanging a word among themselves, they walked in a line over crumbling, neglected streets, past dark and long-emptied houses, and an occasional stone statue drowning in vines or weeds shooting up around its broken feet. Unlike Decima’s five bronze guardians, these old relics were nothing more than decrepit ghosts created to celebrate the city’s long-dead, glorious past. Scattered around the city, marking larger intersections of major commercial streets, they’d become lonely, weathered figures looking out in mute apathy at a world that was slowly fading around them. 

The abandoned campo was one of a growing number of desolate spots all over Decima, the very fact of its existence requiring the residents’ full and guarded attention. But centuries of unchecked self-indulgence had a way of spinning thicker and thicker curtains around a golden, make-believe world till those crowded inside found themselves hopelessly woven into a pattern too intricate and clever for escape and safety. And the spinning would continue, the weave thickening with endless layers, and those caught in the murderous, gleaming silk slowly filled their lungs and screaming mouths with thread dyed with blood and midnight shadows. 

The three silent figures had exchanged grim words along those lines in the past, and after that night’s activities, it was inevitable that they’d speak of such things again. It was a pattern none of them gladly welcomed.  
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Chapter 2
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“Dear God, that was a dreadful trip.” 

Gabriel looked around him, curiously taking in the remarkable scenery. “Well—this city appears to be—rather quaint, uncle.”

“And very much cut off from the rest of the continent, hence my pick,” Vincent Latham replied breezily. He paused and took a deep, filling breath while patting his round belly, a habit that used to tear a delighted giggle from a five-year-old Gabriel. Not anymore, though. When he met his nephew’s gaze, he grinned, round face vanishing under wrinkles that lent him a good-naturedness rarely seen within academic circles, of which he was a long-standing member. “Now—what would you like to do? Are you hungrier or more tired?”

Gabriel shrugged vaguely, his gaze dropping to his two large bags, both impossibly packed with his clothes. The reminder of his presence at his uncle’s side dragged his spirits down yet again. 

“I don’t know,” he said at length, resignation deepening. “Whatever you want to do, uncle.”

“Oh, come, come, lad. Cheer up. You’re with me now, not your grandparents. I won’t be shadowing your every step and holding that ridiculous threat of disinheritance over your head.” Uncle Vincent gave Gabriel’s shoulder a friendly, albeit hard, slap. Then he leaned closer and dropped his voice to a near-whisper. “For the record, young man, I do think your grandparents are utterly, unforgivably wrong in their displeasure with you. Sometimes one can’t help but fall in love with a villain, but such is life, and one hopes to learn from that sort of mistake. I’m just glad you were able to break things off before he had a chance to ruin you for good.” 

“I hope not to make the same mistake again,” Gabriel muttered, unable to meet his uncle’s gaze as he went back to regarding his overstuffed bags. He shoved his hands in his jacket pockets and idly toed the weathered stone, dislodging a few small bits from their spot. Gabriel found some dull amusement at the thought that the stones underfoot could easily crumble from a light jab of a shoe. “Grandpapa and Grandmama never believed me, though.”

“And that’s why you’re here with me now and not locked away in their home like some poxy nun.” Uncle Vincent harrumphed. “I mean, really—treating an intelligent young man like a dull-witted, decrepit unfortunate? I’ve no words, I tell you.”

“I thought you brought me here to help you with your research and do a bit of studying for myself.”

“That’s half of it. The other half involves maintaining my poor nephew’s sanity by placing some distance between him and his tormentors.” He paused and sighed, and Gabriel felt his uncle’s hands suddenly resting on his shoulders. He looked up and found a very earnest-looking gentleman pinning him in place with a frown. “Listen to me, Gabriel. You’re only nineteen. All right? You’re impossibly young and, alas, quite prone to being easily fooled by undesirables—like that blasted wretch Roger Davenport. That said, you’re also able to bounce back from such an experience and move forward, hopefully a good deal wiser than before. But that’s the point—it’s not the end of the world, my dear boy. Let your grandparents stew for a time and pretend as though they’d never once made a horrible error in judgment. You and I have an excellent adventure ahead of us—two months of travel and study, as a reminder.”

Gabriel listened, softening a little at the warmth and support he was getting from his, apparently, one and only ally in the family. He sighed and relaxed, smiling at his uncle as he nodded. “I know, uncle. Thank you. Really—thank you. I really do look forward to an enjoyable time outside the kingdom.” 

“Of course you do! You’re nineteen! You’ve got the world at your feet! You want to know everything! Now come—let’s get out of everyone’s way.”

Uncle Vincent then nodded at their bags and bent down to retrieve his—two crammed carpet bags like Gabriel’s—and then stumbled-staggered away from the pier, grunting from his burden. Gabriel followed, huffing as he carried his things, stammering apologies as he pushed his way through the endlessly moving crowd. He never realized just how busy Decima was as an island city. It had always been his understanding that it was quiet and slow, its movements as languid as the waters surrounding it.

Before long the two found themselves in what would be one of the larger squares in the city, gazing around them in wonder while shaking their hands or massaging their wrists. Gabriel, whose mood had been dark since Uncle Vincent first burst into his room, bellowing orders for him to pack for a “rather lengthy” trip south, wasn’t sure how to feel about his new environment at the moment. The change had been far too quick and sudden, from wild and picturesque moors with their vast, open space to the grass-less and hill-less confines of a city barely held together on clearly decaying rock. While no horses and vehicles were allowed on Decima, the narrow main thoroughfares and even narrower alleys linking neighborhoods together left Gabriel dizzy and feeling too closed in. 

“What do you think so far, Gabriel?” Uncle Vincent piped up all of a sudden. 

“Um—it’s quaint,” he stammered, drawing a loud burst of laughter from his unflappable uncle. “Perhaps we should rest for a little bit before venturing out and finding something to eat. Do you know where our lodgings are, uncle? Is someone supposed to meet us?”

Uncle Vincent nodded, clapping a hand against Gabriel’s shoulder again. “I do know where they are, but we’re supposed to be met by someone from Signora Sartori’s establishment. Help us with our bags, you know, and all that. Ah—I do believe I spot the very people. Over there, Gabriel. See the pair of them?”

“Oh, lord, they’re giants,” Gabriel breathed, eyes widening at the sight. 

Indeed, the two figures approaching them were quite hulking, a pair of men who stood a good head above the average person moving about in the square. Like most of the locals Gabriel and his uncle had come across, these two had dark, intense features and were distinctively from that part of the world. Gabriel could hear Roger’s voice in his head: “Ugh. Brutes, the lot of them. No doubt they’ve descended from those rotten gypsies.”

With an irritated little huff, Gabriel dismissed his former suitor’s typical and rather depressing reaction to anyone who didn’t hail from the kingdom—or England, to the rest of the world. Then again, Roger Davenport had never harbored good opinions on anyone who didn’t fit his awfully limited world view, which seemed to include only those with pale skin and preferably with blond hair and blue eyes to boot. 

“Signor Vincent Latham?” one of the men asked upon nearing them, his voice low a little gruff-sounding but friendly. He even acknowledged uncle and nephew with a respectful touch of his hat and a slight inclination of his head. His companion did likewise, dark eyes darting back and forth between the two visitors with curiosity and interest lighting them. They spoke remarkably fluid English, their accent adding a unique edge to their speech patterns. Gabriel found it strangely alluring, and he wondered what Roger would say to that. 

“At your service, sir,” Uncle Vincent replied, stepping forward and returning their salute. “And this is my young nephew, Gabriel Latham.”

Uncle Vincent soon had the two men engaged in conversation—light and polite, mostly limited to their families’ general health, Signora Sartori’s general health, and just about the rest of Decima’s residents’ general health. There was a brief interlude on the weather, which appeared to be something spontaneous. 

Before long Uncle Vincent and Gabriel were following the two gentlemen—Cecilio and Este (though Gabriel wasn’t able to catch their surnames)—down one of the smaller side streets fanning out from the square. The men carried the bags as though they weighed nothing, and in fact, Cecilio even swung the bags he carried as though with playful energy, leaving Gabriel gaping in spiraling amazement. They also spoke non-stop once they’d grown comfortable with their visitors, sharing anecdotes about life on Decima, which left both Uncle Vincent and Gabriel eating up their words like a pair of starving children suddenly handed a magnificent buffet. 

Well—Gabriel did, anyway, and it didn’t take long for him to join his uncle in laughing at one silly story after another, thoughts of his grandparents and his disastrous romance with Roger Davenport fully purged from his mind, at least for that moment. 

* * * *
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Pia Sartori’s establishment lay a bit of a distance from the pier, and wonder upon wonder continued to grip Gabriel’s mind as he struggled to determine just how Cecilio and Este could manage carrying their great burdens on foot. The two fellows were quite fit, of course, judging from their size and the fact that neither appeared to have an ounce of fat about them, which led Gabriel to guiltily compare his uncle and his own self with the two strong men. With any luck, he thought, he and his uncle would be able to benefit greatly from the lack of vehicles in Decima, the daily walks through the city’s capillary-like streets a boon to their own lagging fitness. 

Signora Sartori’s establishment was really a large home, whose two spare rooms the lady rented to visitors whenever any deigned to stay in Decima for more than a day. She’d never re-married after her husband passed away twenty years before, and she’d never cared much for the idea of being “shackled” to another man for the rest of her life. Unlike many women Gabriel knew where he grew up, Signora Sartori was passionately devoted to her husband, even after death, and was apparently loth to have another man usurp his place in her life and her heart. She was also an extremely devout woman who’d get up before the sun rose to walk to her favorite chapel for an hour of prayers, sometimes more than an hour. 

Besides those two facts, neither Gabriel nor Uncle Vincent knew anything about their landlady, and it was nothing more than a stroke of remarkable luck that Uncle Vincent had chanced upon the good lady’s name while he was scouring Decima for lodgings. Being a bit of an absentminded sort, he couldn’t quite remember the hows and whats of his search and eventual discovery, so Gabriel wasn’t bothered by their overall ignorance on the matter. “Adventure awaited them” had been Uncle Vincent’s rallying cry, and no one was ever immune to the good gentleman’s energy and enthusiasm once he put his mind on something.

Besides, from what Gabriel could glean, Signora Sartori was only one of maybe two dozen people in Decima who were fluent in English, and perhaps the only one running such an establishment for tourists, though he wouldn’t be surprised if he were proven wrong on that point. Uncle Vincent knew how to speak Italian fluently, thanks to his endless travels, but Gabriel wouldn’t be surprised if his uncle had specifically chosen the Sartori lodgings for his sake. 

The house was a two-story, narrow structure reminiscent of those terraced houses so common in the larger cities up and down the kingdom. It was attached on either side to other narrow houses, their old paint having long faded and chipped off, leaving dully colorful scars on their façades. It was certainly a clever thing for the owners to take to lavishing their otherwise monochromatic homes with exuberant bursts of color from window gardens. 

Gabriel couldn’t help but stop and stare. “These are beautiful,” he breathed. “Is it difficult to maintain these gardens?”

“Ah—a little, signore,” Este replied, looking up to follow Gabriel’s gaze. “Unfortunately the fog makes things a little challenging for us.”

“Oh. That’s unfortunate. Are you forced to replant too often?”

“In a way. We’re also forced to seek hardier breeds from the mainland, but whenever we think we’ve just discovered something appropriate, the fog overcomes it, and it’s gone in a fortnight. As you can see, even our paint never lasts. It’s almost as though the fog refuses us beauty or joy from simple things.” 

Gabriel nodded, sighing, as everyone walked a little farther forward and finally stopped before Signora Sartori’s front door. Cecilio knocked, and it was almost immediately that the door flew open, a string of chirpy Italian flowing out from the shadows within. After a brief exchange with Cecilio, Signora Sartori welcomed them all inside, stepping aside and grinning brightly at the men. She stood at medium height and was rather thin and haggard-looking despite her perfect grooming, making Gabriel wonder if she was a sickly sort. 

“Signor Latham,” she said, her hands suddenly fluttering around her hair in what could only be a nervous sort of gesture. Her dark gaze was firmly fixed on Uncle Vincent, who’d taken off his hat and bowed. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you and your—son?”

She darted a glance in Gabriel’s direction, the question—hopeful question—quite easily read. She rested her hands on her skirts, and Gabriel noticed one of them bandaged around the palm and wrist areas, though she didn’t appear to be hampered by her injury. 

“Nephew, ma’am,” Gabriel replied before Uncle Vincent could speak. “I’m Gabriel Latham. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Nephew, you say? Oh, well, that’s a relief, then. It’s a pleasure to meet you, too. And how was your journey here?” If it was physically possible for a bright grin to grow even brighter, Gabriel had just borne witness to the process as their landlady again turned her attention back to Uncle Vincent. 

Gabriel had to bite back a chuckle or two. The lady was openly flirting with his uncle, who didn’t seem to notice, his obliviousness apparently doing a wonderful job stoking the fires further. A challenge, then, was what Uncle Vincent seemed to offer the amiable Pia Sartori, whose legendary devotion to her deceased husband had apparently loosened its hold on her. His uncle had courted a couple of ladies in the past, but Uncle Vincent’s passion for antiquaries had easily ruined any and all chances at a long-term relationship. Not that the jolly fellow cared, really, as his past courtships had always been glib and half-hearted, and it was truly best for all parties involved that he’d step away and allow other, more earnest gentlemen a proper chance.

“I’m heartily glad, my dear boy, that your father kindly took on the mantle of happily wedded family man away from me,” Uncle Vincent had once said, dropping his voice to a whisper as he sidled close to his baffled nephew. 

Gabriel couldn’t have been older than twelve when his uncle confessed to that, and he’d learned through the years the smaller details of the Latham men’s lives. Uncle Vincent was the older of two sons, the gregarious intellectual and the free-thinker, who flitted about restlessly in a mad, insatiable bid to acquire as much knowledge of all things obscure and even fantastical, hence his obsession with antiquaries. Gabriel’s father, Hartley Latham, was the quiet intellectual who adored his older brother and proved to be Vincent’s equal in all things scholarly, though perhaps Hartley was a great deal tidier, more focused, and more methodical. 

Uncle Vincent had been the one to undergo the pressure from his parents to settle down, marry, and sire offspring who’d carry on the Latham name. When all efforts came to nothing, Hartley gladly and without complaint stepped up, having long fallen in love with the daughter of a professor who taught mathematics at a small university. Everything had fallen neatly and happily into place, Gabriel’s birth being the apex of the family’s triumph, until tragedy struck, with Hartley Latham succumbing to an illness, his grieving widow following him to the grave exactly a year after. Death from a broken heart, many had said, and Gabriel, who was fourteen then, clung to that idea, allowing it to shape his own views on love. Or, rather, true love.

Perhaps, he thought with a wistful little smile, Uncle Vincent would finally allow himself the chance to enjoy what Hartley and Edith had been blessed with. He’d been there for him for as long as Gabriel could remember, and Uncle Vincent’s devotion to his nephew remained strong and unwavering. Gabriel would truly, dearly love to see his uncle as happy as he could be in the company of the right person.

Gabriel had to step away and distract himself with a thorough inspection of the room while the other two talked and laughed and talked some more. The faded wallpapers and weathered wood paneling and furniture spoke of a home rich in history, which was further enhanced by the presence of several discolored portraits in heavy gilt frames. The air also smelled of old paper and aging wood, with a vague hint of something else mixed in. Gabriel couldn’t quite make out what that something was, no matter how many times he surreptitiously sniffed the air. 

Whatever it was, he thought, wrinkling his nose, it certainly made his stomach turn ever so slightly. It was his first journey away from the comforts of home, though, and most certainly his first exposure to an environment so wholly foreign to him. It should take him a little time to get used to the strange smells and sights of Decima. 

“Come along, Gabriel,” Uncle Vincent said, his words easily drawing Gabriel’s attention back to his companions. “Let’s get ourselves settled in.”

Signora Sartori inclined her head, eyes twinkling and darting back and forth between uncle and nephew. Then she was sweeping up the narrow stairs in a rustle of skirts and petticoats, chattering on and on about the house’s history. None of what she said interested Gabriel, but then again, it was quite clear she was directing her accounts to Uncle Vincent, who still appeared insensible to her efforts. 

Poor doomed woman, Gabriel thought, suppressing yet another chuckle and shaking his head as he followed his uncle up the stairs, which creaked alarmingly under their collective weight. Behind them, Cecilio and Este followed with the luggage, the two men lost in conversation in a rich flow of Italian. 
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Chapter 3


[image: ]




Michele scowled at the scattered pieces of paper before him. Nothing was making any sense, no matter how many times he rewrote and rearranged the symbols. His hoped-for spell hadn’t come together yet, and it had been a struggle from the start, and Michele couldn’t quite figure out when his difficulties began. It could have been a week ago. A month or a year. Longer, even. Unfortunately, in Decima, one tended to lose all sense of time, particularly when such person divided his time between mundane day activities and nightly hunts. 

“Goddamn it,” he hissed, stepping away from the counter and forcing his thunderous gaze elsewhere. In order to settle his spiraling anger, he took stock of his shop, wondering if his merchandise required an inventory count. How long had it been since the last time he’d done something as mundane yet important as that, anyway?

Michele scowled even more as he cudgeled his brain. 

Two months ago? Three? 

He had to sigh, his temper deflating to exhaustion and depressed resignation. He hadn’t been keeping up with his own stock, which was invaluable to his fellow Decimans. Michele and Evelina had inherited their parents’ business, a small, unique shop peddling healing and other, more custom, spells and a collection of herbs, teas, and a smattering of random arcane objects offering nothing of any value besides comfort and faith to those who believed in the more shadowy world of magic. 

Neither Michele nor Evelina had ever “blessed” those objects with spells or charms of some sort. Carved stone statues, small masquerade masks, miniature versions of day-to-day household items or even generalized likenesses of dogs and cats—there was something for anyone who sought a bit of hope or relief, however displaced it might be. 

Decimans, as far as the De Santis family was concerned, were a doomed lot, ignored or shunned by the mainland though much of the fault lay in them. With the reluctance or even outright avoidance of practicing professionals to venture into the city during times of need, residents—at least the poorer ones on whose weathered homes the sprawling and ostentatious palazzos had forever cast their shadows—usually had no other recourse besides old-fashioned magic and folk remedies. There were only two actively practicing medical doctors living in the city, and they were at least in their fifties and often complained of being forced to go to the mainland for additional patients who could afford to pay them. 

Michele and Evelina, by tradition, had grown up studying and mastering the art of spell-casting for healing and protection, but such rudimentary magic was strictly limited to only those uses—at least when the sun was up. More often than not, brother and sister chafed under the forced parameters, but they also understood too well that, like their neighbors, they could only manage so much, their resources, despite their natural skill, sadly deficient. Other secrets, of course, were forced upon them by virtue of their birthright and the dark privilege that came with it. 

Michele sighed as he went through his shelves, a yellowing and half-torn record book in hand. He was barely paying attention to his task, half of his thoughts flying back to his current difficulties in putting together a protection spell meant to help the city withstand the quiet but deadly scourge he, Evelina, and Ignazio had been fighting for far too long now. 

He’d just reached the farthest wall of the shop when the little bell rang, signaling the entrance of a customer. 

Michele turned around and watched as a young man entered—crept inside, more like, to Michele’s bemusement—and gazed around him, wide-eyed and nearly drop-jawed in pure wonder. 

“Good morning, signore,” Michele called from where he stood. “How may I be of service to you today?”

The young man, startled, visibly jerked to a stop. He’d just reached a small table filled with six-inch stone gargoyles and other grotesquely designed statues that looked more demonic than anything. 

Their gazes met, and an awkward silence hung in the air for a handful of seconds. Even in the muted light, Michele could tell the gentleman was blushing and squirming in speechless mortification, and it took him a moment to realize his own mistake. Breaking out in as welcoming a smile as he could manage, given his dour mood, Michele stepped forward and closed the distance between them, but only to a point. The young man appeared damned near terrified as he stood there, frozen and mute. 

Michele’s smile widened, and he pressed a hand against his chest, bowing slightly. “Forgive me,” he said, “for defaulting to my native tongue. I rarely have the pleasure of meeting foreigners here. Well—my city on the whole doesn’t enjoy a lot of visits from foreigners, anyway. I hope my English is passable.”

The young man blushed even more, but he relaxed and smiled back. Realizing his hat was still on, he let out a tiny sound of surprise and immediately took it off his head, blessing Michele with an even rarer sight of blond hair. The young man nervously touched his hair, ensuring every strand stayed in place, apparently. 

“I—thank you,” the gentleman stammered. “Yes, your English is lovely. I mean, it’s quite good. I’m only sorry I never had the chance to learn Italian and be more courteous to you and your neighbors. My visit to your city was rather—sudden.”

“It’s not a problem at all, signore. I grew up studying English, and my parents had always insisted that my sister and I master the language in case we crossed paths with Englishmen or needed to travel up north.” Michele shrugged carelessly. In truth, his parents had insisted on English lessons because of their desire to see their children flee Decima and even Italy for safer space, believing wholeheartedly that the kingdom isolated from the continent—England—was the proverbial Promised Land.

He would, if he could, go off and begin his usual “merchant’s talk”, which involved the breathless extolling of his merchandise in order to make as big a sale as he could. Standing in his shop, after all, was a foreigner who appeared to know absolutely nothing of magic and spells and simple folk healing. This young man could easily be persuaded to buy a bag full of stone gargoyles if Michele were to go full-on with his charm, which was something he’d always been so good at. 

Michele found that he couldn’t, however, his attention wavering and insisting on narrowing itself to the stranger standing in hushed expectancy before him. Blue eyes—Michele had never seen blue eyes before. Blond hair, perhaps, and only rarely as he’d spot it in the crowd when Decima was overrun by tourists, but not once had he come face-to-face, let alone this close, to someone who was blond and blue-eyed. 

“Sir?”

“I’m Michele De Santis—owner of this silly little shop of magic and healing.”

The young man stared at him, his eyes widening again. At least the blush had faded away, and only lightly rosy spots could be seen on his cheeks. “Magic, you say? Oh—I’m sorry—I’m Gabriel Latham. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

Gabriel offered a hand, which Michele gladly engulfed in his and pumped with some energy. Michele’s hold lingered a second or two before he reluctantly let go, and he now felt strangely aware—too much, in fact—of Gabriel’s physicality. For the briefest moment, as quickly as he could, Michele took stock of Gabriel’s features as well as his bearing and attitude, the last item not quite clear as Gabriel seemed overly cautious. Not that Michele blamed him, being a visitor in a very strange city, but Gabriel’s obvious reserve and wariness did nothing in dissuading Michele from absorbing as much of him as possible—for future contemplation, that is. 

“Yes, signore, magic. If you’ll follow me...” 

Michele inwardly winced at his defaulting to silly formality when he led Gabriel around the shop, indicating different merchandise and describing each item’s purpose to his fascinated guest. Now and then he’d hand Gabriel a small bundle of herbs or a bag of tea, encouraging him to experience the item in question by feeling, sight, and smell. Gabriel, bless his curious heart, proved to be a very eager student, willingly following directions and voicing his approbation. Not once did he offer criticism or anything vaguely negative about Michele’s merchandise, but then again, perhaps it was because it was Gabriel’s first time in such an establishment, and he’d never been exposed to arcane things before. 

“So you do spells as well?” 

“I do, yes.” 

Michele watched Gabriel walk over to the counter, where the scattered pieces of paper awaited his attention. Gabriel stared at them in silence, raising a hand to touch one before suddenly realizing what he was about to do and snatching said hand away. With an unexpected surge of delight, Michele watched the partly awed and partly terrified move happen twice, as though Gabriel, so caught up with his wildly swirling thoughts, was only half-attentive to his own physical responses to the still-unfinished spell. 

“Do they include spells for love, too?” 

“I beg your pardon, signore?”

“Love spells—love charms. Or something like those.” Gabriel turned around and pinned Michele with that remarkable blue gaze. “Do you make them?”

Michele didn’t answer right away, mildly taken aback by the question despite the fact he’d been asked that dozens of times in the past. People had even all but begged him for love spells, much to his dismay. 

“Ah—no, signore, I’m afraid not. Healing and protection, yes, but not love.”

The blue gaze darkened. “Why not? I’d imagine unhappy people everywhere wishing for something good and promising in their lives.”

“That’s true, yes, but in my practice, the human mind, heart, and soul are sacred. Minor sorcerers such as my sister and I are absolutely forbidden from creating or casting spells meant to manipulate a person’s feelings or thoughts,” Michele replied. He didn’t want to pursue that road suddenly opening up to him as he knew it wasn’t his business, but he suddenly felt reckless enough to want to know Gabriel’s own heart. “I hope, signore, you aren’t planning to win the affections of a young lady that way.”

The blush returned, and for a second or two, Michele regretted his impertinence despite the lightness of his delivery. Gabriel’s face had turned an alarming shade of red—much deeper than his initial show of embarrassment and mortification—and Michele wondered if the young man was in danger of fainting. 

Gabriel shook his head, clearing his throat. “Um—no. I was thinking of helping my uncle find love. I—there aren’t any young ladies in my case, sir.”

He cleared his throat again, his gaze dropping to the hat he held in his hands, and he started kneading the brim gently. Michele frowned as he tried to read into what Gabriel said as well as what he’d left unsaid. 

“In your uncle’s case, I’m afraid he’ll have to go about things on his own,” he piped up in as soothing a tone as he could. Something told him he’d just struck a nerve in Gabriel, and he absolutely refused to be beaten back by a clumsy effort at reading his visitor’s heart. “As Nature intended, so to speak. Trust me, I’ve thought the same about my sister, and it’s landed me into trouble in more ways than one.”

Gabriel looked up again, surprise and relief now brightening his features. “I suppose I should do as you advise,” he replied. “Though I can be a bit impulsive when it comes to love, but—my uncle will say it’s because I’m impossibly young and don’t know any better. Impossibly young, indeed.” Gabriel rolled his eyes as he spoke, earning himself quiet laughter from Michele. “What does that even mean?”

Another awkward and rather heavy silence followed, with both of them looking directly and without blinking into each other’s eyes. Michele’s mouth went dry from the palpable tension simmering between them, which he could blame on the dormant magic surrounding him. It had a tendency to take hold, isolate, and magnify feelings mirrored between two people, feelings sitting just under the surface, whether or not it was anger, joy, or sadness. Attraction? Yes, Michele thought—it was an initial surge of attraction. 

“So—if you don’t mind my asking, Signor Latham, what brings you to Decima?”

“Gabriel, please. I don’t mind it if you address me—um—by—by my Christian name.”

Michele grinned, inclining his head. “Very well, then, Gabriel. You must call me Michele.”

Gabriel echoed Michele’s name in a soft whisper, even carefully enunciating under his breath not twice, but thrice. “I’m here with my uncle. He’s an antiquarian, you see, and—unfortunately I’m afraid I’m in desperate need of a holiday. Um—diversions, I suppose. And I hope to help my uncle in his endless search for old, arcane things.” 

Michele listened, arching a brow at yet another layer of mystery surrounding Gabriel.

“Well—Michele—I’d hate to leave your shop without purchasing something after taking up so much of your time. Unfortunately, you can see I’m awfully ignorant of your country’s ways and Italy’s brand of magic. Would you—would you mind it so much, guiding me to an item or two? No love spells necessary, of course.” 

Michele chuckled at that and raised a hand, indicating the little stone gargoyles. “Then I say one of these might suit your fancy,” he said, drinking in the sudden sparkle in Gabriel’s eyes as the young man walked up to the table without hesitation this time, and he picked up one statue after another for close inspection. “Gargoyles are meant for protection, but these little stone creatures are nothing more than inert replicas of the real things.”

“Inert?” Gabriel asked without looking up, his attention wholly fixed on the statue he currently held. 

“Not actively magical, I mean. These statues are simply harmless tokens, I suppose, meant for nothing else but another physical representation of a person’s need for comfort. Solace. Life, as you know, is too unpredictable, and people around here understand the value of these stone guardians. Having a miniaturized version is as close as we can get to having the real ones in our homes, even if its presence is nothing more than symbolic.” Michele shrugged, smiling ruefully and realizing it was now his turn to blush. “I hope I’m making myself clearly understood.”

Gabriel looked up then and held his gaze. Michele would, if he could, halt time and stare into those eyes all day, map out certain details and intricacies not easily observed at first glance. 

“Your English is flawless,” Gabriel replied, smiling lightly. “I understand perfectly, and I suppose I’d like to have a couple of stone guardians of my own.” He paused to search the collection and pick out two gargoyles, which Michele took from him. “I daresay they might help me sleep through the night.”

Michele led the way back to the counter, carrying the statues while pressing his long-ignored ledger under one arm. He allowed Gabriel to chatter on as he cleared the countertop of the scraps of paper and began the process of calculating the sale and wrapping up the items. 

“I didn’t realize how windy it can get hereabouts, particularly in the dead of night,” Gabriel continued. He’d aimlessly wandered over to a nearby shelf showcasing additional bags packed with loose tea, and he inspected each as he talked. 

“Hmm? Wind?”

“Why, yes. I understand Signora Sartori’s home’s quite old, so I suppose it’s only natural for the windows in my room to rattle so much with the wind going.”

Michele frowned but didn’t stop his calculations. He glanced at Gabriel briefly. “I don’t remember it being windy last night,” he replied. “I stayed up till maybe two in the morning, and from what I recall, it was a very calm night.”

“Oh? Well—perhaps it was just in our area. Do the buildings somehow block or redirect the breeze coming in from the sea? I mean—they’re all built quite close to each other, after all.”

Michele hesitated, and he paused in his work, his body tensing up slightly as he considered his answer. “I believe so. Yes, you’re probably correct in that. It had to be the architecture that somehow blocked the winds in some parts.”

“Yes, it must have been a very strong current or something,” Gabriel continued, sniffing each bag he took from the shelf before gingerly placing it back. “Judging from the light scratching and knocking on the glass, I think there might have been a great deal of debris picked up and thrown around. I know it wasn’t a tree branch scraping against the window. There’s no tall tree with expansive branches in the little courtyard outside, beyond my bedroom.”

Gabriel’s attention was drawn to something a little farther away, and as he turned his back to the counter, Michele, responding to a sudden urge, quickly and quietly chanted a spell, resting each hand on a stone gargoyle. The cold stone turned warmer and warmer till it was nearly scorching, and the warmth receded as the little statues fully absorbed the spell—a basic protection spell—Michele cast on them. 

He took a deep breath as he removed his hands, his gaze still on the pair, his mind whirling a hundred miles a second with ideas he didn’t want to entertain but couldn’t ignore so easily. When Gabriel suddenly appeared at the counter, beaming and nearly blinding Michele with his smile, Michele was obliged to feign a careless cheerfulness as he gave the final price, which Gabriel happily paid. 
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Chapter 4
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Gabriel and his uncle had allowed themselves two days of nothing but idle hours, whiling away their time simply wandering around Decima, sampling food from different establishments, watching a traveling troupe of entertainers play their strange instruments and show off their impressive juggling skills, window-shopping, and even sitting on the rocks at a quiet, abandoned area and simply watching the sea. Uncle Vincent, after enjoying lunch with Gabriel, would leave his nephew to do what he would with his time while trotting off in search of certain old churches the eager antiquarian had heard of in hopes of studying relics or taking general notes of items of interest to him. 

Gabriel, for his part, didn’t at all mind being left to his own devices. Having stumbled across Michele De Santis’s remarkable shop on the third day following their arrival, he found himself suddenly disinterested in whatever other hidden treasures he’d yet to unearth in his explorations. Cradling the two paper-wrapped gargoyles in his arms, he walked around the city, mindlessly following one street after another till he realized he was standing somewhere in the less frequented areas. 

In fact, his attention distracted by Michele De Santis’s curiously restrained manner—which only served to render his dark, rather stern, features all the more alluring—Gabriel’s automatically moving feet had led him to a dreadfully quiet and ominous part of Decima. He now stood before the gates of the city cemetery, blinking in surprise and confusion as to how he’d managed to get that far. 

His brain slowly settling itself, Gabriel turned around and took in a general inventory of the immediate area. 

It was a desolate place, to be sure, and he thought how curious it was that the cemetery was a particularly tiny one compared to what he’d been used to seeing back home. A thick and crumbling stone wall about waist-high marked the perimeter of the cemetery, the entrance a taller stone wall decorated with barely visible carvings of angels and vague floral patterns, housing a couple of rusty iron gates. Gabriel stepped forward to peer through the thin bars, ruefully wishing there weren’t so many rambling vines festooning them. 

The graves were in a state of utter neglect, judging from the stone crosses’ dilapidated condition. Moss, weeds, more rambling vines, and overgrown grass practically buried the tilted and, at times, broken crosses everywhere. A collection of weeping willows barely maintained what little dignity they had, looming over the graves with their drooping and rather balding branches. It was a heartbreaking sight, to be sure, Gabriel noted, wondering why a city would allow its dead to be treated so shabbily. 

He set his burden down near his feet and then tested the iron gate, gently shaking it and finding it locked. A quick check of the second gate revealed the same thing. Judging from the grating feeling of rusty hinges struggling against a barrier, Gabriel decided the locks—though he could see nothing anywhere remotely signifying a keyhole of some kind—hadn’t been used in ages. He wouldn’t be surprised if the last time they’d been secured was the very day the cemetery was permanently shut away from the rest of the city.

Gabriel reclaimed his packages and wandered over to the wall and looked in. 

“So—the gates are locked, but the walls aren’t high enough to keep trespassers out,” he muttered, bemused, scanning the length of the wall as it stretched out in one direction. “It’d be so easy to scale this...”

Gabriel staggered back a step or two with a startled little sound in his throat. He’d just tried to demonstrate to himself just how easily one could scale the wall when something—an unseen barrier of some sort—met his effort and forced him back down. 

He stared in confusion at the wall. No, it wasn’t a barrier so much as it had felt as though a pair of invisible hands had taken hold of his shoulders and pushed him back. But there wasn’t anyone there, standing inside the cemetery, waiting for him to trespass. 

“Wait...” he muttered, frowning now. Setting his burden back down, Gabriel walked back to the wall and tried to climb it once again. 

“Oh, lord!” he cried, and he lost his grip and flew backward, landing on his backside when his feet failed to set themselves securely on the ground, and he lost his balance. “Ouch! Oh, damn, that hurts!”

Mortified and red-faced, Gabriel grimaced as he shifted and stumbled to his feet, wincing and biting back a curse or two as he rubbed his throbbing buttocks. Ignoring the pain, he turned his attention back to the cemetery and thought about what had just happened. 

He’d been pushed back again, this time more emphatically and even violently with a hard blow against his chest. Even worse was the whisper that came with it.

“Do not tempt them again!” a disembodied voice had hissed in his ear. Gabriel could have sworn he’d felt a gust of chill air blow against his ear as well, as though whoever—or whatever had whispered fiercely had breathed against it. 

Gabriel stood frozen in place for a moment, unable to find his voice as he stared, wide-eyed, at the cemetery. Again, there was no one there, but the feeling was so distinct, and he knew he wasn’t hallucinating. 

“Magic?” he breathed once his brain had righted itself. “Was that it? The cemetery’s protected by magic?”

That certainly explained the graves’ state of neglect. Little by little, Gabriel’s shaken mind pieced things together, and calm finally took over as he analyzed things further. Yes, of course, he told himself, the cemetery was tiny because all the new burials had been moved elsewhere, to larger, more accommodating land, perhaps. Maybe another island had been dedicated to the purpose of offering the dead residents of Decima a quiet, protected place for their final rest. The island city only had so much space, after all, and allowing the dead to be buried there generation after generation simply couldn’t be sustained. 

It made a good deal of sense. 

As to the cemetery’s protective spell and its abandonment—an effort to keep the graves from being vandalized by troublemakers, the latter detail telling Gabriel the graves were likely very, very old, the families of those buried there no longer around, either through death or an exodus to the mainland. Regardless, people had long stopped looking after the desolate patch of ground, and the protective spell cast on it ensuring the graves remained undisturbed. 
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