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        Who was the man known as the Dark Savior? The numerous legends that have sprung up make the wheat of truth hard to separate from the chaff of hyperbole. I can tell you that, before the idea of Dark Savior ever came to be, he was a bitter and frightened young man.

        -Excerpt from lecture by Corberin of Draymed, given at the University of Straph

        

      

      Erick Darvaul sat in an uncomfortable iron chair on his manor’s second-floor balcony, stared at the cliff, and watched his parents fall to their deaths. Their bodies splashed into the raging ocean, never to surface. He relived the event in his mind and did nothing to stop them, as helpless now as the night it happened.

      A creature perched on the balustrade, clawed feet wrapped in between the spiked posts for support, barbed tail extended behind for balance. He did not look at the cliff. He stared at Erick, his creator, a pale, frightened man-child with a thin chest and skinny arms, dressed in the same dark shirt and pants he had worn since that fateful night a month ago. Erick’s brown, curly hair flared around his soft face in a tangled mass. Blue eyes stared, seeing nothing but pain.

      Created from Erick’s blood, body, and soul, the homunculus knew his master’s agony as if it were his own. At seventeen, Erick might be a man in years, but still a child in many ways; Blink feared for his master now more than ever.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Blink,” Erick said, his voice soft.

      “Perhaps you do. It’s the same thing I’ve thought all these nights.” Though they could share minds, Blink had not offered his concern to his master’s scrutiny.

      “You’re afraid I’m going to follow them.”

      “I’m afraid they left you ill-prepared.”

      “For what?”

      “For life without them.”

      Erick blanched. For a moment, his eyes locked with Blink’s, then returned to staring at the cliff’s edge. It would be barely visible to his master, even in this night’s full moon. On past nights, Erick had viewed the bluff through Blink’s eyes, using the familiar’s heightened senses to better see where his parents had jumped. Tonight he seemed content with his limited vision.

      “I’ll survive,” Erick said, but the words came out choked. “I’m glad you give a damn, because they didn’t.” A breeze blew, bringing the smell of salt from the ocean, eight hundred feet below. The ocean that swallowed Erick’s parents.

      Erick turned from the cliff and toward the town that nestled downhill of the manor. He frowned. “What’s that?”

      Blink shifted on the railing with his wings half spread in case the loose fencing gave way. Erick’s father Darric had often talked of fixing it, but it would likely remain forever undone.

      Pinpoints of light appeared from behind the town’s outer buildings. Torches, Blink realized. Lots of torches.

      “It’s the villagers,” Blink said. “What are they doing?”

      Erick sat up and pushed away the hair that fell in front of his eyes. “They must know my parents are dead. They think the manor’s empty, and they’re going to destroy it and burn out the ‘evil.’ They’ve always hated us, and now they have their chance.”

      The town of Draymed feared his family. It had been a constant lesson from his parents, confirmed by Corby, the one villager who dared to speak to him.

      “Do you think Corby told them?” Blink asked. “You wouldn’t see him, so maybe he became concerned.”

      “I couldn’t see him,” Erick said. “It was too much, too many thoughts.” Fear, despair, and hatred had warred through Erick, and he still didn’t know which would come out on top. He didn’t want his only friend caught in the storm. “He might be worried, but he wouldn’t betray me to the whole town. Would he?”

      Blink shook his head. “I don’t know.” He kept his voice soft as he asked, “What should we do?”

      Erick ran a hand over his round face and rubbed his chin. “We hope the fence turns them away,” he said, without conviction. Then he frowned. “If it doesn’t, I’ll let my undead show them they have every reason to fear us.”

      The cluster of torches bobbed toward the manor like a fiery glowworm. Erick connected with Blink and studied them through his familiar’s eyes. He recognized many of the villagers from Blink’s nighttime forays and Corby’s descriptions.

      Reflected light showed him the five guardsmen who led the way, flanked by their commander, Brannon. They wore gleaming chain mail, partially hidden by tabards of brown with a diagonal green slash. Stout wooden shields bore a silver rose in the upper left and a redfish in the lower right.

      Carn, the portly, balding mayor, wore a loose-fitting blue jerkin and gray breeches. He followed the soldiers, limping as quickly as his cane and game leg allowed.

      A contingent of villagers followed. Men, women, and children trekked up the hill. All had full hands, wielding scythe, sickle, or hoe. The children carried torches, leaving their elders with hands free for bloodshed. Erick’s previous bravado wavered under the impressive sight. He didn’t have the power to stop such a mass. “It’s the whole damn town,” he muttered.

      “You know, flying away is always an option,” Blink said.

      “To where?” Erick asked.  “Some other place where we’re hated.  No, I’d rather be killed defending my home than die among strangers.”  He looked at the cliff again, his mother’s scream echoing in his head.  “And it’s better than the way they chose.”

      In the midst of the throng came Fathen, priest of the Sun God Caros, wearing the bright yellow robes of his office, an orange sunburst upon the breast. He towered a foot above his followers and carried no weapon or torch. His hair, the color of old oak, was braided and twined with gold cord. It trailed to his waist and gleamed under the flames. Light flared off his robe and played against his face, his cheeks and brow jagged as the island cliffs, eyes shadowed from the golden glow.

      “Looks like the priest finally got his way,” Erick said. Corby had often mentioned Fathen’s vehement sermons about the evils of Necromancy.

      “I can swoop down and kill him,” Blink suggested. “Maybe the rest would lose their nerve.” He flared his wings, ready to leap at his master’s command.

      Erick considered how the villagers would react to Blink’s four-foot-tall form sweeping down on them, wings outstretched, clawed hands and feet swinging. His gray, gargoyle-like body would descend from the dark and send them fleeing, while he smashed into Fathen and ripped the priest apart with needle-sharp teeth. Erick smiled for the first time since his parents’ deaths, but it didn’t last. “It’s too dangerous. You’re fast, but a lucky swing could kill you.”

      The townspeople drew closer. A rush of sadness and anger radiated from Erick that almost swayed Blink off the balcony. He turned to find his master staring at the cliff.

      “You were right,” Erick said. “They said a day might come when we would have to defend against forces rising against us. But they never told me what to do if they weren’t here. If I wasn’t ready.” His voice cracked. “I was supposed to leave them, not-” He turned, and Blink saw tears gathered in his eyes. “They could have at least given me a reason.”

      Blink put a clawed hand on his master’s shoulder. “You still have me. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Erick swallowed, and Blink sensed a small portion of the anger drift away. “Yes, I have you, and I’m glad of that. If you hadn’t been here, I may...” he swallowed.

      “At least they taught me something useful before they abandoned me.” Erick watched the approaching villagers. “I’ll take as many as I can before they kill us.”

      The unpredictable ocean wind shifted, and the salt air grew tainted with burnt pitch. The smell reminded Erick of blood gone rank.

      With his eyes fixed on the approaching torches, Erick pressed his middle finger against one of the balustrade’s sharpened spikes. He winced at the sharp pain. Drops fell to the ground as he held his injured finger over the side. Erick spoke dark words in a low voice. “Mahorela, aldone mucalz col cnila, abramge voh.”

      His pain was soon rewarded. “We wake, young master Erick,” the priquana, the most common form of quana, said as they stirred in the open mausoleums behind the manor. Their quiet voices reached him, carried by blood and the power of his chant.

      Blink leapt to the balcony floor. His loose gray breeches slipped. He tugged them up and tightened the drawstring.

      Erick sensed his servants’ uncertainty at being awakened. They continued to call. “We are coming to you. Is all well? Why is our sleep disturbed?”

      The priquanas’ voices echoed across the yard, funneled between the manor’s wooden planks and the rows of herb trellises. Erick couldn’t see them, but he sensed them shamble past the barn. The livestock, roused from sleep, added to the voices with nervous squeals, bleats, and clucks.

      As the sound of the undead reached the mob, they stopped and cast uncertain glances toward Fathen. Where Erick heard words of anxious concern from his servants’ mouths, the townspeople heard only wailing groans.

      Good, they’re afraid, Erick thought.

      They aren’t the only ones, Blink thought back.

      Having second thoughts? Erick asked. The closeness of his priquana gave him courage. The dark energy of Elonsha, the power that infused his servants with an imitation of life, also protected them from the living. The villagers would have to go through them to get to him.

      No, Blink answered, but fear is healthy. Gives you an impetus to live.

      I want to live, but I’m not afraid of death. I know what comes after.

      For you, yes. But are you sure my fate’s the same?

      Erick put his finger to his mouth, tasting the coppery blood as he considered Blink’s question. When he died, Erick would go to the Heaven of Caros. But would Blink, who had been created from his master’s essence? Daric’s homunculus, Sniffer, had melted away minutes after Darric fell to his death. What had happened to Sniffer’s soul? Did he have a soul? Questions Erick never thought to ask his father, and now it was too late.

      But he wouldn’t take the chance. He would live so Blink would live, and do whatever he must to survive. If that meant having his servants kill the villagers, so be it.

      The undead came into view. The people of Draymed shrieked and muttered as they saw the glaze-eyed creatures, dressed in loose pants and shirts of unbleached cloth gray as their waxy skin. The villagers made a nervous retreat but stopped after several paces.

      “What do you wish of us, Master Erick?” Javer asked. An army commander in life over a hundred years ago, he performed as overseer of the manor’s priquana.

      Wait.

      The priquana stood and waited.

      After their short retreat, the townspeople held their ground. Even at this distance, Erick heard them muttering, droning like the beehives in the manor’s small groves.

      Fathen strode forward until he stood beside mayor Carn and commander Brannon. They spoke, the priest occasionally pointing toward the house.

      Erick wiped his finger on his trousers. I don’t like this. He’s either building up their courage or telling them how to get past the quana.

      Or both, Blink offered.

      Erick leaned over the railing and looked at the undead gathered beneath. He pointed toward the gate. “Quana, zacare.”

      They lurched across the lawn. Fearful shouts bounced against the manor walls as people noticed the advancing bodies. Erick saw the priquana as if they still lived, with firm flesh and bright eyes. Only the silvery-black glow around them revealed their true nature. He had to concentrate to view them as the town did: shuffling beings of taut, withered skin, and milky, lifeless eyes that absorbed the flickering torchlight.

      The mob withdrew further, but the guards held firm, their fear revealed in their nervous shifting.

      Brannon gestured, and the guards moved closer. After a moment of hesitation, they seemed to decide the iron fence and closed gate gave them a measure of security. They edged even closer. When they stood within two sword lengths of the barred portal, they stopped, shields at the ready but weapons still in scabbards.

      What are they doing? Erick asked.

      It’s a trap. They must have figured out a way to kill the quana. They’re trying to lure you into attacking.

      Impossible. They don’t have quana to fight with. Even if they found another Necromancer, he wouldn’t help them.

      The quana continued their advance. With a task to perform, they had ceased their questioning; the only sound now was the whispery shuffle of shod feet over grass. As the creatures moved into the torchlight, the main body of the mob backed away. But the guards and town elders remained in stubborn immobility.

      As Erick watched, the quana drew within twenty feet of the gate. The guards held their ground, swords undrawn. The villagers grew quiet, eyes alert with trepidation, hands tightened on axes and cudgels.

      A few of the guards coughed and staggered, gagging on the Elonsha, a force so strong it permeated the physical world with a smell of rotten onions. Long accustomed to the odor, Erick allowed himself a tight smile at the soldiers’ discomfiture.

      The undead loomed within ten feet of the gate, yet the armed men displayed no signs of panic or defense. No soldier had put hand to weapon, and none of the villagers had run into the night.

      Then, to Erick’s amazement, the guards lowered their shields and parted, leaving the community’s leaders exposed to the creatures.

      It has to be a trap, Blink thought, claws scratching at the balcony floor.

      “Quana, alar!” Erick shouted, halting them short of the gate. Faces under torchlight turned to search for him.

      You may be right, Erick thought. But if they’ve found some way to destroy the quana, why are they standing there? Shouldn’t they be trying to push the gate open?

      How am I supposed to know? Blink asked.

      Mayor Carn limped forward, supported by his thick cane. “Hello, the manor,” he yelled, his voice as deep and impressive as his bulkiness. “Can you hear me?”

      Quana, zacare.

      The creatures advanced; the people reacted with screams and prayers to Caros. The guards scurried to protect Carn, bringing their shields to bear. Two drew weapons.

      Erick smiled. The townspeople had no overarching strategy, but they didn’t have much sense either. Why offer their leaders to him when they must know his creatures could kill them all? Or maybe they didn’t. How much had the priest told them?

      Maybe they’re coming to surrender.

      Puzzled by the villagers’ behavior, Erick didn’t offer a direct answer.

      I don’t get it either, Blink thought, reading his master’s emotions. You could always ask them.

      It would be easier to destroy them and be done with it. They have nothing I want.

      Blink shrugged. Perhaps at one time, Erick’s words had been true. But Corby’s visits had opened Erick to the world at the bottom of the hill. The villagers did have something his master wanted: the companionship of living people.

      The quana reached the gate. Their hands stretched through the dark iron bars. Erick tried to imagine being on the other side, watching as withered, bony arms reached out to grasp him. It must be terrifying. Erick hoped it was enough to make the intruders leave.

      “Quana, alar.” The creatures stopped and dropped their arms to their sides. Living and dead stared at each other.

      Carn used his cane to push aside the soldiers who blocked his way. He stepped to the fore and came almost within reach of the undead. Several people muttered fearful protests, but the mayor glared them into silence.

      He yelled toward the balcony. “Kill me if you wish, and prove the people of Draymed righteous in their fear, but I wish to speak with the owner of this manor.”

      “Then speak,” Erick yelled back. His voice sounded reedy in his ears compared to the mayor’s stentorian tone.

      Carn stared toward the second-floor balcony and squinted. “How old are you, boy?”

      “Seventeen. I’m no boy, and you would do well to remember that if you want to survive this night.”

      Erick heard more mutterings but couldn’t tell if they were fear or anger.

      “Surely you are the owner’s son,” Carn yelled. “I would speak with the Necromancer Darric Darvaul.”

      “I am the owner’s son. I’m also now the owner.” Erick’s voice choked despite his efforts to control it.

      Carn hesitated and looked at Fathen, who shrugged. Carn turned to the manor. “Darric is dead?”

      “You know that both my parents are gone. They leapt to their deaths a month ago, driven insane by isolation and hatred: hatred created and fed by your beloved priest. I guess you hoped I would go with them, but since I didn’t, you’ve come to help the hell-spawn cleric finish the job.”

      Fathen stepped forward, his long stride putting him beside Carn in two steps. His sun-colored robes threw the mayor’s drab shape into deeper shadow. “The law of the Temple makes it clear the Necromancers are sacrosanct,” Fathen shouted, his voice more imposing than Carn’s. “I have never preached hatred or violence toward the name of Darvaul. As for you, I was not aware of your existence.”

      “You’re aware of it now,” Erick said. “I am Erick Darvaul, son of Darric and Olena. And you lie, so-called priest. I know well that you speak against my parents every chance you get. You forbid all in the town to approach the manor. You tell them we will absorb their souls and make them our thralls.”

      Surprise flared across the priest’s angular face. He no doubt wondered how Erick came across such knowledge. “It is true I warn people away from this hill, but it was not my idea.”

      “Then whose was it?”

      “Your father’s. Twenty years ago, he demanded no one in the town approach the manor, on pain of death.”

      Erick’s vision blurred; Blink recoiled from the pain within his master. “More lies! My father died because he longed for the town’s friendship.”

      “If he desired the town’s friendship, why did he not come to us?” Fathen asked.

      “He knew it would be his death.”

      The priest shrugged. “It appears that was the outcome anyway.”

      Erick’s eyes narrowed. The past month’s pain and grief, ignited by Fathen’s haughty comment, fused into rage. He didn’t care about the rest of the town, but the priest had to die. “Quana, quas alang de Caros!”

      “We obey,” Javer said, and the others echoed the words, setting up a chorus of assent. They slammed against the gateway, forty undead smashing into the iron as one. The lock snapped. The gates flew outward. The edge caught a guard and knocked him to the ground.

      Panic rippled through the crowd. The screaming villagers turned and fled. Several dropped their torches, where the dewy grass extinguished the flames.

      The guards surrounded Carn and began a swift retreat, carrying the lame mayor. Fathen backed away, his face pale as he muttered prayers and threw useless gestures of protection toward the quana.

      In the midst of the chaos, one person did not flee. A petite girl with long ebony hair walked toward the advancing creatures. A boy, taller but younger, his hair cut in the side-shaved manner of a scholar, tugged at her dark brown tunic. Erick recognized his friend Corby. Then the girl had to be his cousin, Elissia.

      Elissia shrugged Corby away and put herself in the path of the oncoming priquana. She stared at Erick, ignoring the certain death ten feet away.

      “Stop it!” she shouted, her commanding voice cutting above the crowd. “We didn’t come to destroy you; we came to ask for your help.”
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        I often wonder how different things might have been had I persuaded the leaders of Draymed to approach Erick differently. I have no doubt much sorrow would have been avoided in the short term, but it might have been at the loss of a dear friend, and ultimately the destruction of Krinnik.

        -Excerpt from The Journey to Twr Krinnik by Corberin of Draymed

        

      

      Stunned to see her in more than his imagination, Erick almost didn’t react in time. The quana had hands outstretched, reaching for her throat, before he yelled, “Quana, alar!”

      She never flinched.

      Using Blink’s superior night vision, he studied her, delighted at how much she matched Corby’s description. She was Erick’s age, and he could easily make out the mounds of her round breasts under her dark tunic. Her delicate but firm face offered a defiant stare, small nose wrinkled and lips pressed tight. Raven hair absorbed the torchlight, making her olive skin shine.

      Something about her stance, fearless while those around her fled, struck deep inside Erick. Loneliness washed over him, a sense of how much he had lost with his parents’ death. She’s even more beautiful than Corby said.

      Blink rolled his large eyes. Yes, she is, but she’s also stupid. She should have run.

      She’s not stupid; she’s brave.

      Thin line.

      Corby stood ten feet behind her, dressed in a rumpled brown tunic and pants, a haversack slung over one shoulder. Terror radiated through his pale, freckled face as he stood on the balls of his feet, ready to run.

      The fleeing townspeople noticed the immobile quana. Their panicked run slowed to a stop, and they huddled a safe distance away. The guards took up protective stances around the mayor. The pounding surf echoed from far below.

      Fascination with Elissia tempered Erick’s anger. “My help? How can you have the nerve after what you’ve done to my family? To me?”

      “I haven’t done anything to you or your family,” Elissia said. “I was told evil people lived here. It would be my life if I strayed too near.”

      “Lies told by the priest.”

      “They are not lies,” Fathen shouted. He strode forward until he stood behind Elissia, towering over her. “You are evil.”

      “What evil have we done? We speak to the dead and comfort them. We answer their questions about the living. We—”

      “You raise them from their graves and draw their souls from heaven,” Fathen accused. “It is blasphemy!”

      “The Gods gave their blessing to the Covenant,” Erick said. “As you well know, priest!”

      Elissia glared at Fathen over her shoulder. Her voice dropped but, still connected to Blink, Erick heard as if she stood beside him. “Are you trying to provoke him into killing us? Go back to where you were hiding and shut up.”

      Fathen returned her fierce gaze. “You can’t speak to me like that!”

      Her voice rose. “If you’re going to use me as a shield and hurl insults, I’ll speak to you any damn way I please. You’re not helping, so stay quiet.”

      Gasps and mutters of astonishment rose from the crowd, while Erick’s laughter rolled off the balcony.

      Brannon stepped away from the mayor and walked toward Fathen. He wore the same garb as his men, but a pin on his tabard, a cluster of three silver roses, marked him as a captain. “Elissia speaks the truth. We face a threat far greater than this boy, and we need his help. It’s time to put aside your prejudice. His actions prove he is not entirely evil.”

      “How is that?” Fathen said. “He sent his creatures to attack us.”

      “Only after we mobbed him with torches in the middle of the night,” Elissia said. She wrinkled her nose at the motionless quana. “They may stink, but we’re still alive.”

      With a snort, Fathen said, “That proves only he didn’t want to kill a beautiful girl. Perhaps he has other ideas for you.”

      Erick stepped back as a shock ran through his body. It was as if Fathen could read his thoughts, an unnerving idea.

      Brannon drew his sword and placed it on the ground. He grabbed the priest by the arm. More gasps came from the crowd.

      Carn thumped his cane. “Brannon, unhand him. You risk the wrath of Caros on all of us.”

      “I risk nothing worse than what has befallen us these past three nights. If the priest is true to his faith, he will do what he must, not what he wants.”

      As Brannon walked toward the gate, Fathen struggled to escape. Although he stood a foot taller than the commander, he could not wrestle away from the soldier’s grasp. Brannon twisted Fathen’s arm. The priest squawked in pain and ceased resisting.

      “Let him go,” a young man, standing in a cluster of yellow-robed men, shouted.

      Brannon pushed past the quana, Fathen in front, until they stood at the threshold of the gate. “Erick Darvaul, I am Captain Brannon, commander of the Royal Guardians assigned to this outpost. I am a soldier sworn to the warrior goddess Sangara. As such, I have taken a vow to speak no falsehoods. To my knowledge, no villager knew of your parents’ death. That is not why we stand before you. Fathen has spoken ill of your family. His motives for this are unknown to me. But in the ten years I’ve known him, he has never called for violence, only avoidance.

      “The whole town has been taught that evil resides within the manor and our lives would be forfeit if we approached. We are here now, and it is within your power to kill us and prove Fathen correct or to spare us and hear our request for aid. If you believe my words ill-spoken, then attack. I will not resist–”

      Fathen tried to struggle away, but Brannon applied more pressure to the priest’s arm, and he stopped with a grimace.

      “Leave him alone!” the yellow-robed man shouted, stepping into the torchlight. A scar ran a ragged weal under his right eye to the center of his upper lip. The five similarly dressed men surged forward as if they would attack the commander.

      “Sergeant, detain the acolytes,” Brannon commanded. “They speak above their station.”

      The sergeant turned to face the quintet, hand on his sword. The acolytes stopped, but remained in a cluster, shoulders hunched and faces tight.

      Brannon returned his attention to Erick. “As I said, I will not resist. But if you feel perhaps both you and the town have been living under a misunderstanding, then forestall your vengeance and listen to our plight.”

      Erick studied the people through Blink’s eyes. He tried to read the intention behind their faces in the crowd, but he kept coming back to Elissia. A beautiful name for a beautiful girl. She stared at him, hands on hips, eyes defiant.

      What do you think?

      I’ve already told you. Blink thought. She’s very pretty.

      I mean about the town, Erick shot back in annoyance.

      I don’t know. If Brannon’s telling the truth that means your father lied. Why would he do that?

      Erick’s whole world suddenly made no sense. His parents, his only source of human contact for seventeen years, were dead by their own hand. The townspeople--enemies full of hatred, according to his father--stood before him begging for his aid against something terrifying enough to drive them to seek him in the middle of the night.

      An urge to do as Brannon suggested swept through Erick. He would kill the captain. Kill the whole town, save Elissia, who he would keep as payment for the loss of his parents, and Corby, for his bravery in approaching the terrifying manor on the hill.

      That’s the Elonsha, not you, Blink warned.

      Erick nodded. You’re right. Thank you.

      Just doing my job, Blink thought.

      Erick nodded. He was susceptible to his power’s evil in his emotionally fragile condition, and it heartened him to have Blink stand vigil over him.

      He stared at the crowd, tired of it all. He didn’t hate these people. He couldn’t hate people he didn’t know. They reviled him out of fear because they had been told he should be feared. And they hadn’t killed his parents, no matter how much Erick wanted to believe it. His parents had killed themselves, for reasons Erick couldn’t fathom. He had spent a month trying to figure that puzzle out, with no success.

      Blink made a wonderful companion, but with his parents gone, Erick longed for contact with living people. His conversations with Corby had brightened Erick’s days before his parents had died and he had refused to see his new friend.

      Erick didn’t want to spend his life with his mother’s books as his only connection to the world outside his walls, and the dead, ageless and unchanging, as his only companionship within. The townspeople needed him.

      And, it surprised him to realize, he needed them.

      Brannon stood fearlessly amidst forty undead, holding Fathen, whose eyes gleamed with terror even as his sallow face radiated hatred.

      “Quana, zacam!” Erick shouted. Fathen flinched as the creatures moved, but this time they retreated.

      When his undead stood twenty feet back, Erick halted them and shouted to Carn. “Come to the manor. I’ll listen and help if I can.”

      A smile broke across Elissia’s face and burned into Erick’s heart.

      Carn limped forward, steadying himself with his cane. A guard tried to stop him, but Carn whacked him with the knotted wooden pole and continued through the gate. Brannon followed behind the mayor, dragging Fathen along. The priest, pale and sweating, eyed the quana as the group moved toward the manor.

      Erick sent Blink inside. The familiar soon returned with the bedroom lantern.

      The trio had walked halfway across the yard when a cold shiver broke over Erick. The overwhelming stench of onions filled the air, and Blink reeled back.

      A second later, a pale form leapt from the shadows and landed amidst the gathered villagers.

      “Run,” someone shouted.

      It was a vampire. Erick’s world tilted at the implications brought by the creature’s appearance.

      People scattered, screaming. The vampire looked up; its watery yellow eyes locked with Erick’s. Even at the hundred-foot distance, Erick recognized his father’s face.
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        The necromancers are, despite Fathen’s assertions, exceedingly ordinary, in as far as I can see from my hidden perch. Those they work with no longer live, but once I moved past the feeling of disconcert such an observation brought, I found their routine of manor chores fascinating in its very banality. The family consists of a man, woman, and young man certainly no more than two years my senior, along with some winged creature with which I’m unfamiliar. Rather than conjuring demons from hell or screaming blasphemies to the sky, they occupied their day with farming, manor maintenance, and care of livestock. Hardly the frightening beasts the priest has made them out to be.

        -From the journal of Corberin of Draymed.

        

      

      Erick stumbled backward and almost tripped over Blink. Malevolence radiated from the creature’s soulless eyes and leering face. Loss ripped through Erick as he stared at the bald, pale-skinned thing his father had become. His teeth had sharpened, his hands elongated into claws. Tattered brown clothing, wet and glistening with algae, spoke of a watery grave. Blink let out a wail, and a sob caught in Erick’s throat. He saw all undead as they appeared before death, but this ghoul was a mockery of his father, created from the deepest well of Elonsha. An aura of solid black surrounded it.

      “How?” Erick asked in a choked whisper.

      The vampire hissed, leapt at an old man hobbled by bad knees, and sliced open the elder’s neck with sand-encrusted claws. Blood sprayed in an arc, splashing those who ran nearby. The villager stumbled a few steps before he collapsed. The vampire licked blood off its pale fingers and lunged for the next victim, a young girl who stood frozen and whimpering.

      “Draw your weapons,” Brannon yelled, rushing across the yard as he reached for a sword no longer at his side; it still rested outside the gate.

      Guards dashed toward the monster. One of them placed himself between the girl and the beast. His sword thrust caught the vampire in the stomach, sliding through the mushy skin until it protruded from the creature’s back with a pop.

      The monster snarled, grabbed the soldier’s neck, and twisted. Bones snapped. The body fell. The creature searched for the young girl, but the guard’s bravery had given the mother time to grab her child and flee. The monster withdrew the blade and flung it away; the bloodless wound closed instantly.

      The other guardsmen moved in. One slammed his sword into the creature’s arm. Despite the severing fury of the blow, the blade bit shallow, the Elonsha absorbing the force. The vampire gave an irritated hiss.  A backhand snapped the soldier’s ribs and sent him sprawling. The guard screamed and clutched his injured chest.

      Erick stood paralyzed; the appearance of his father in this form shattered coherent thought. He witnessed the carnage but could not will himself to move. Blink tugged at his pants.

      Do SOMETHING!

      Erick staggered back as his familiar’s mental slap broke the paralysis. He turned and ran inside.

      “Help us!” Elissia screamed.

      “I’m going to,” he said, knowing a valiant death would probably be his only accomplishment. He stopped and returned to the balcony with a curse. If Brannon and his men tried to fight, the vampire would kill them before Erick could prepare an offense. The soldiers had no weapons to deter this creature. The prayers Fathen screamed as the vampire stalked them would hinder it even less.

      “Brannon, get your men away,” Erick shouted at the guard captain, who had reached the gate and retrieved his sword. Erick looked at his servants. “Quana, zacare mahornila!”

      The undead lurched forward, advancing on the vampire as the soldiers withdrew. Brannon and another guard stooped to pick up their comrade with the broken ribs. The vampire snarled at the shambling undead.

      Erick spotted Carn and Fathen, who stood in the yard. The villagers retreated down the hill, except Elissia. She ran toward the manor with Corby beside her.

      “Get inside,” Erick yelled. “I’ll be right there.”

      He turned and ran through his parents’ bedroom and down the hall, Blink on his heels. At the broad stairway, he descended the polished wooden steps two at a time while Blink flew ahead of him.

      “Open the front door and let me know what’s going on.” He ran into a side hallway, flung open a small mahogany door, and moved as fast as he dared down the dark, narrow stone steps. He took them one at a time, putting his hands on either side against the cool brick wall.

      At the bottom, he ran across the laboratory, the stone floor icy against his feet. Moonlight shone through a small window high in the wall. Erick knew the lab well, and he needed only that dim illumination to navigate around the numerous jar- and implement-filled tables.

      Erick grabbed a rack of vials and pulled jars from the wall, thankful he knew the location of everything. What’s happening?

      The quana have surrounded the vampire, and he’s trying to fight his way through, Blink told him. They’ve got him pinned. All the villagers are running down the hill, and the soldiers are guarding the inside of the gate.

      The quana wouldn’t keep the vampire trapped long. They were too slow and not aggressive enough to do more than minimal damage. With its quick reflexes and sharp claws, the creature would soon have the corpses at its feet, their power drained. If Erick survived, it would be at the cost of most of the manor’s workers.

      Erick hastened to assemble his philter. First, garlic to stun the creature. Its pungent smell made Erick’s eyes water as he crushed two bulbs and dropped them into the vial. He grabbed a small tormentil root and chewed it into a paste. The root’s bitter flavor filled his mouth, and he gagged as bile rose and soaked into the paste. He removed the sticky mashed herb and pushed it into the container. As he spit to clear his mouth, he sensed puzzlement from Blink. What’s happened?

      I’m not sure. The vampire is keeping the quana from hurting him, but he’s not hurting them. He’s trying to fight his way through. He’s knocked some of them down, but he hasn’t destroyed them.

      It’s father, Erick thought. Tears filled his eyes as he grabbed another vial and a dropper.

      What do you mean?

      Erick extracted ten drops of cayenne. Dad created those quana. Even as a vampire, he doesn’t want to destroy them. As he added the liquid pepper to the mixture, Erick’s soul wrenched. The thing with his father’s face would have no such reservations about killing him.

      Or would he? Erick wondered. Was there enough of his father left for Erick to reach? Could he free him from the vampire’s embrace?

      How did it happen? Blink asked.

      Blink offered the most important question. How had his father become this abomination? Elonsha, no longer existed in high enough concentrations for such powerful creatures to spawn without aid. Even if another Necromancer lived on the island--and none did--they would never willingly create such a monstrosity.

      Erick grabbed a bottle of lavender oil and moved to a cage set against the wall. Several rats occupied the wire prison. He opened the top, reached in for one of the dark, loathsome animals, and grabbed it by the back of the head to avoid its snapping teeth. Lifting it from the cage, he pried the animal’s mouth open with the bottle. It hissed and flailed as Erick poured lavender down its throat.

      It’s almost through. Blink thought. The quana are too slow.

      Where are the others? Erick desperately wanted to make the connection that would allow him to see through Blink’s eyes but didn’t dare take focus from his work.

      Elissia and Corby are inside, next to me. Brannon and two soldiers are guarding Fathen, Carn, and the wounded man. They’re still on the porch.

      Get them inside.

      I tried, but Fathen refuses. He threatened the others with holy condemnation if they came into this ‘evil house.’ Elissia dragged Corby in with her as soon as he said that.

      Despite his fear, Erick smiled at her defiance. He shifted his grip, grabbed the rat by its tail, and ran back to the table. With a quick spin, Erick smashed the rodent’s head onto the corner. It let out one sharp squeak and died.

      He pried open the rat’s cracked, paper-thin skull and flicked the broken pieces aside. With a crook of his finger, he scooped out the tiny brain and dropped it into the vial. He wiped the gore on his dark pants, grabbed two mint leaves with his other hand, and threw them in the vial to help hide the odor.

      A surge of excitement emanated from Blink, followed immediately by disappointment. One of the quana managed to knock the vampire down, but the vampire decapitated it.

      “Fuck,” Erick screamed in frustration. He held his previously wounded thumb over the vial and gritted his teeth as he reopened the sealed puncture. Blood dripped into the vial. When the glass had filled, he pressed the injured finger to his leg and recited the incantation that would draw the Elonsha into the mixture. “Mucalz col cnila pahmah, zodireda harga ae mucalz devonpho quana.”

      Elonsha whispered through Erick’s being, filling him with a sense of power. It spoke to him of much more, but the agonizing questions about his father’s fate gave him the ability to fight the temptation without Blink’s aid. The concoction swirled as energy flowed into it; the liquid turned black and viscous.

      It’s broken through!

      I’m coming. Erick slammed a cork into the vial, grabbed a small, square mirror, and ran up the narrow stairs. His shoulder struck the wall. He yelped as the rough stone tore his shirt and scraped his skin. When he reached the top, he shoved the glass container in one pocket and the mirror in the other.

      Everyone huddled near the open doorway--Elissia and Corby inside, the others on the porch--and Erick could almost see the fear that radiated off them as he dashed down the hallway.

      “Move,” he shouted. They scattered from the threshold.

      Erick reached the porch and stopped. His knees weakened as he locked eyes with the vampire. It stood at the foot of the stairs, less than twenty feet away, and hissed in malicious agitation. Erick shuddered.

      He looked at the others. Elissia and Corby had joined them on the wide wooden porch. They returned Erick’s stare. The hope of survival kindled in their eyes, a faith that rested squarely on his actions. “All of you get inside.”

      “Be careful,” Corby said. His voice broke, and he appeared on the verge of tears. Erick nodded, suddenly sorry that, distraught at his parents’ death, he had refused to see his new friend for the past month, abandoning him with no explanation.

      “Thank you,” Erick said, hoping Corby inferred all the meaning in the statement: gratitude for his friendship, thankfulness for their time spent in conversation, and appreciation that Corby risked the town’s wrath to visit him in secret. Erick wanted to say all that, but he had no time. And there might be no other chance.

      Erick walked to the top of the stairs, hands in his pockets, the left one clutched so tightly around the vial he had to force himself to loosen his grip to avoid smashing the glass.

      The quana, ten feet behind the vampire, shuffled toward the creature, continuing to obey their master’s order to attack. One lay on the ground unmoving and headless.

      The vampire, covered with scratches, glanced at the approaching undead. It hissed in outrage, turned, and charged up the stairs with bloodlust in its yellow eyes.

      Erick pulled the mirror from his pocket and held it out. As soon as the vampire saw the reflective glass, it let out a pitiful, chilling shriek and retreated.

      Emboldened, Erick moved down the steps. The vampire’s gaze swiveled between Erick--hissing at the hated glass in the boy’s hand--and the quana that closed in slowly but with a single-minded will.

      Halfway down, Erick stopped. Though hampered by the mirror, the vampire remained far from harmless.

      “Father?” Erick asked. “What happened?”

      The creature glared at him.

      “Are you there? How can I help you? What-”

      The creature leapt over Erick’s head. Drops of water, filled with the stench of rotten seaweed, fell from the beast and struck Erick’s shirt. It grabbed Corby by the throat and sprang away, dragging the startled boy along, all before anyone could move.

      With strangled cries, Corby fought the grip around his throat. The vampire hugged him to its breast and faced the advancing quana.

      “Quana, alar,” Erick screamed, stopping the undead. In their attempts to destroy the vampire, they would have shredded the scholar.

      “Corby,” Elissia screamed as she ran down the steps. Erick grabbed her arm. “Let me go,” she shouted, trying to shake his grasp.

      “It’ll tear him to pieces before you can help,” Erick said. “And then it will go for you.”

      Elissia shrugged free of his grip but stayed on the steps.

      With a triumphant hiss, the fiend turned its back on the motionless quana, Corby pinned against its chest. Corby, eyes wide and breath heavy, did not move.

      “Let him go!” Erick yelled. The vampire snarled. Its hand tightened around Corby’s throat, and he gasped as his pale face darkened.

      “Stop!” Erick advanced a few steps. The creature retreated. It pointed in Erick’s direction and placed its thumb and fingers apart as if it held something. It motioned violently toward the ground, and then spread the hand apart, showing it empty.

      Erick dropped the mirror. The creature offered him an evil grin. Erick’s heart stuttered, and he choked back a sob. Nothing of the father he loved existed in those heartless yellow eyes. His father was dead, a victim of his own weakness, and this creature no more than a parasite that used an honorable man’s death to its advantage. Erick resolved to destroy this fiend and put his father to rest.

      Its pitiless gaze still on Erick, the vampire lifted a foot and ground it into the dirt. Erick followed the mimed instruction, using his heel to avoid cutting his bare foot on the shattered silver glass.

      “Let him go,” Erick said, his throat tight. “It’s me you want, isn’t it?”

      The creature nodded; its fangs gleamed with saliva as it grinned even wider.

      “Then free him. Take me, but leave these people alone.”

      The creature hissed, puffed out its chest, and shook Corby, who yelped, voice high and terrified.

      “Okay!” Erick raised his hands in a placating gesture. “Stop!”

      The vampire held up one crooked finger and motioned Erick forward.

      Trying to ignore the dread building in his heart, Erick looked at Elissia, then at Carn. “All of you get inside the manor. If things go wrong, you’ll be safe there until morning.”

      “What are you doing?” Fathen asked. “That demon will kill you. If you die, we all die.”

      “If I don’t let it take me, it will kill Corby.”

      “Better him than everyone.”

      . Elissia moved again, this time toward the cleric, and Erick put out a restraining hand.

      “Quit grabbing me,” she said, stepping back.

      Erick stared at Fathen with undisguised contempt. “Once it kills him, then what? Do you think it will go away, never to bother you again? I have a chance of stopping it. Or I can leave now and let it kill you all.”

      Fathen glared back but offered nothing. Erick nodded. “Not so willing when it’s you being sacrificed, are you?”

      The vampire gave an impatient hiss.

      Erick turned back to the creature. “Release the scholar.” Elissia started in surprise, no doubt wondering how he knew such a thing.

      The vampire laughed, a harsh whispering sound that raised bumps on Erick’s arms. It lifted Corby into the air and slapped the back of his head with an open palm. Corby’s eyes closed, his head lolled forward in unconsciousness. With an almost casual flip, the vampire sent him flying toward the group.

      “Blink!” Erick yelled, but the familiar had already launched into the air. Despite his child-sized stature, Blink had the strength of a large, well-muscled adult; he caught Corby in midair and flew him into the manor.

      “Corby is safe inside,” Carn said. “Run for the house and hide until morning.”

      Having seen the creature’s speed, Erick didn’t consider the suggestion an option. “You came to me for help. Trust that I know what I’m doing.”

      Carn nodded, his face grim. “Strength of Caros go with you.”

      Do you know what you’re doing? Blink thought as Erick squared his narrow shoulders and walked toward the waiting creature.

      I’m doing the only thing I can. His entire being wanted to run, but such an act would be futile. Even if he reached the safety of the manor and prepared a better attack, the monster would be free to rampage until the sun rose or all of Draymed lay dead. Erick had to confront the vampire now, while he still had courage. Caros, lend me your strength to send this creature to its end, Erick prayed.

      When he reached the bottom of the stairs, the vampire motioned him to stop. Erick obeyed. The creature leaned forward. Its nose twitched with a repulsive snuffling sound. Erick stood rigid, not daring to move. The vampire was using its keen sense of smell to search for anything amiss. Erick closed his eyes and prayed to Denech, the God of Luck, that he had sufficiently concealed his hastily prepared mixture, and that the blood on his abraded shoulder would help.

      The sniffing stopped. Erick heard a shuffling sound; a waft of fetid, salt-tinged air passed him. He opened his eyes and almost screamed. The fiend’s grotesque face stood inches from his own. Erick backed away but two strong claws, damp and cold as an old cellar, gripped his shoulders and held him.

      Here was his best chance. He grabbed the vial and started to pull it from his pocket.

      The vampire’s fangs plunged into his neck.

      Pain, sharp but brief, was quickly replaced by a warm tingling feeling. Every nerve in Erick’s body came alive. He shuddered and moaned as pleasure, more potent than he had ever experienced in his life, coursed through his veins.

      Relax, his father’s voice, harsh yet persuasive, said in his mind. Release yourself to me, and you need no longer be alone and hated. Your mother is waiting for us. Join me, and you will be feared and respected. You will know the peace and freedom true power brings. And we will again be a family.

      Erick’s worries disappeared as the tingling pleasure continued. The truth in his father’s words comforted him, and he yearned to see his mother again. He had been so alone since their death. What reason did he have to continue living? Ready to give himself to the realm beyond, he prepared to surrender to the angel at his throat.

      His head lolled back, and he glimpsed the others through clouded vision. They had not moved into the manor. Corby lay in the hallway, but the rest stood on the porch and stared at another figure thrashing on the wooden floor.

      Distant, agonizing screams reached Erick’s ears, and a voice cried out in his mind. Erick, help. It hurts.

      It was Blink. Erick’s mind cleared as his familiar’s screaming and writhing shattered the mental haze like a mallet through glass. Fathen was right: if Erick surrendered, a horrid fate would befall Draymed. Erick’s death would render Blink catatonic, unable to help the others, and eventually kill him. Defenseless, the town--Corby and Elissia--would be easy prey.

      Through his weakening vision, Erick perceived the monster’s promises as the lies they were. This creature had no power but the power to kill and feed, no freedom but the freedom of damnation. The same fate lay in wait for him if he gave in to the beast’s dominion.

      His father’s voice spoke again, this time in its usual timbre. The voice Erick knew and loved. “Release me,” it said.

      Erick clutched the vial and drew it from his pocket. With the last of his strength, he smashed it against the creature’s bald head.

      The vampire yanked back. Its fangs ripped from Erick’s neck. Warm wetness coursed down his throat and a dull drumbeat throbbed in his head.

      Smoke poured from the vampire’s head. Its skin sizzled, burned by the garlic. The garlic Erick had carefully hidden with the mint leaves.

      “Quana, zacare.” Erick tried to scream, but his weakened state allowed only a croak, barely above a whisper.

      It was enough.

      As it whirled in agony, the sputtering and hissing vampire did not see the priquana move toward it, their dormant feeding instincts revived by the fluid’s contents: bile, brains, blood, and the dark power of Elonsha.

      Though still not quick, the priquana attacked with renewed aggressiveness, their strikes fierce and deadly to the wounded vampire. The fiend clawed and bit at its attackers, but the number of priquana soon overwhelmed it. The creature howled in impotent fury as the mass of undead flesh bore it to the ground.

      As Erick fell, his vision fading, he quickly recited the Litany of Release.

      “Toltorg deteloc de mahorela desa gizirom qaas. Caros, bilorax oi gah moad todriax.”

      A chill wind whipped through the common, but Erick couldn’t even work up the strength to shiver, too frail to be tempted by the Elonsha that passed through him. The vampire shrieked in searing agony as its lifeless soul ripped from its corpse. Darkness, blacker than the surrounding night, enveloped the body for the briefest moment, and then scattered in all directions, growing diffuse as the energy dissipated. The remnants of the tortured soul faded, and the body stilled. The priquana continued feasting.

      “Thank you,” a ragged voice whispered.

      Erick smiled through a choking cry. The soul, be it his father’s or that of some other damned being, had been released, free of its tortured existence. He had almost won. He only had to stop the priquana before they devoured the entire body, so he could examine it to determine how the vampire came to exist. Two words would render them immobile. “Quana, a-”

      Darkness took him.
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      He wasn’t alone. Another presence moved nearby, drifting around him, a malevolent entity that sought the destruction of all he knew. But the dark kept him safe; in the unconscious netherworld, the Master could threaten, but not harm.

      “You did well,” it whispered with the breath of damned souls. “But I know where you are. Soon I will know where all of you are. You think yourself safe, but I grow stronger, and sanctuary is an illusion. You are hunted. Prepare yourself, Necromancer. I will come and destroy your world.”

      Erick refused to respond, and the Master laughed with a sound of open graves. “You are right to be afraid. Enjoy your time of peace; it shall be gone much sooner than you would like.”

      The presence faded, leaving Erick alone in the dark with no memory but terror.
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        The Necromancer’s familiar, known as a homunculus, is, much like all things done by these foul sorcerers, an abomination. It is formed from a mixture of the Necromancer’s blood and semen infused with healing herbs. The Necromancer’s hellspawn-inspired powers further blaspheme this debased mixture. In contempt for all that is sacred to holy Krinnik, the creature spawns from this vile tincture and rises to do whatever its master desires, a base servant in thrall to a contemptible master.

        -Excerpt from On the Evil Ones by Howrena, Master Herbalist of Kalador

        

      

      Erick, are you in there?

      The voice reached toward him through the darkness. Its familiar sound promised a way out of the interminable void surrounding him. But he held back. The lonely, frightening darkness still felt safer than the intrusive voice.

      Erick, answer me.

      The hold of the darkness loosened, and memory grew stronger. An outline formed, something with wings and claws. A demon, come to take him to the Lower Hells? Erick retreated into the dark.

      Erick, please wake up.

      More details. Gray skin, a large, almost comical nose. Sharp-toothed grin. Not a demon, but someone he knew before the void took him.

      Erick, you have to come back now.

      The darkness lightened to a dull twilight. Details sharpened. Recognition came. He had to answer. He groaned as he tried to open his eyes, heavy as bricks.

      “He’s coming around,” the voice--Blink’s voice--said.

      “Thank Caros.” A quiet, feminine voice.

      “He’ll be wanting water, I’d bet,” a third voice, soft but male, said. “I’ll go get him some.”

      Erick heard footsteps, leather on wood, leave the room. He opened his eyes to find Blink and Elissia staring at him from opposite sides of his bed. Murky light filtered through the shears that covered his bedroom windows, a lantern glowed on his nightstand, and a clean linen sheet covered him to his waist.

      He closed his eyes as a stabbing pain shot through his head. “How...” He started to speak, but he sounded like a dying frog. Prickly heat ran through his throat as he swallowed.

      “Don’t try to talk,” Elissia said. “Corby’s gone to get you some water. I wanted to say thank you,” Elissia said.

      For what?

      “He wants to know for what?” Blink said.

      “How did...oh, that’s right, your mind connection.”

      How does she know about that? Erick asked.

      We’ve had lots of time to talk.

      Erick opened his eyes. Elissia smiled at him and took his hand. The warmth of her touch sent a thrill through his spine. She wore gray pants and a blue tunic that matched her eyes. The top clung to her chest, offering Erick a view he could enjoy waking to every day. She appeared even more beautiful than the last time he saw her.

      “I want to thank you for saving my cousin from the vampire.”

      Did I? Erick thought, offering a bemused smile.

      Don’t you remember?

      Erick shook his head but stopped as pain racked through it. Everything seemed hazy and unreal, someone else’s nightmare. But the ache in his head and throat told him it all happened. He tried to push past the fog in his mind and remember.

      A voice inside his mind chuckled, a mocking sound from his unconscious dreams. Remember it all, the laugh said, and like the sun, the sound burned away the mist of his muddled visions. The night returned to Erick in terrifying lucidity. He’d fought a vampire. A vampire that had threatened Corby. A vampire that had once been his father.

      The horror must have shown on his face. Elissia’s thin brows furrowed in concern. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m-” he tried to talk but shook his head in frustration.

      Corby walked through the doorway, carrying a glazed earthenware mug in one hand and brass pitcher in the other. As always, it surprised Erick how much younger than his fifteen years the scholar looked. His slender face, tight cheeks, and bee-stung lips gave him a feminine appearance. He had nutmeg brown hair, shaved close to the scalp everywhere except the crown, where it hung like a patch of weeds growing from a close-cropped lawn. Dark, bushy eyebrows stuck out against his fair, freckled skin, thick as the hair on his head. He wore a brown supertunic, cinched at the waist by a black leather girdle. A strap over his shoulder held a leather haversack against his side, and a small ruby pierced the top of his left ear.

      “This is my cousin Corby, but I understand you two already know each other,” Elissia said, an accusation in her tone.

      Erick reached out an aching arm to accept the proffered mug of water. She knows about his visits?

      Like I said, we’ve had time to talk.

      He drank the water, which cooled his throat but hurt to swallow. When he finished, he said, “I’m so sorry.” His voice came out barely above a whisper.

      Corby and Elissia exchanged confused glances. “Sorry about what?” Elissia asked.

      How could he even begin to tell them? They would hate him for it. He considered saying nothing, taking the coward’s way out. But that had been his father and mother, leaping to their deaths. Erick refused to accept that path.

      Blink put a claw on Erick’s covered leg. All you can do is tell them and hope they forgive you.

      Erick nodded. “My...” he coughed to clear his throat, which still burned with dryness. “My father was the vampire.”

      Corby didn’t seem particularly surprised, but Elissia’s face bunched in confusion. Erick could almost see her working her way through what he said and knew the exact moment the full force of his statement hit her. The shocked O of her mouth and widening of those almond-shaped blue eyes were a sight he would never forget.

      “Your father? Eight people dead. Frazen dead. Because of him?”

      “But-” Erick started to explain, to make her understand, but another bolt of pain hit him. He closed his eyes, trying to will it away. He heard Elissia walking toward the door.

      “Elissia, please wait,” Erick said, but the tightness of his throat made his plea so soft he doubted she heard him.

      Blink, stop her, he thought, opening his eyes in time to see her disappear through the doorway.

      Let her go and give her time to accept it. If I stop her now, it won’t do any good.

      As he heard the downstairs door slam, Erick said, “I’ve made a horrible mistake.”

      Corby still stood there, holding the pitcher. He raised his dark eyebrows and said, “I suspected as much, but I didn’t tell Elissia, because I feared that would be her reaction. Frazen, her only friend in this benighted village, was the second killed.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “How could you?” Corby asked. “That’s why she came that night, to ask for your help, like the rest of the town.”

      Erick wanted to scream. Both for the loss of life inflicted by his father, or whatever remained of his father, and for the chance of friendship ruined by his blurted admission.

      What were you going to say?” Corby asked.

      “What?”

      “You were going to say something before Elissia left. What?”

      “That the vampire wasn’t my father.”

      “Then why did you say it was?”

      “It came out wrong. I’m still not thinking straight.”

      Corby scratched at his head, and Erick caught a scent of the sandalwood oil the scholar always slicked in his hair. “But it looked like him, obvious deformities aside. Was it or wasn’t it?”

      At one time, Erick would have found Corby’s dispassion odd, but since they had come to know each other, he knew the boy kept his emotions under tight rein. Inside, Corby might be feeling as sad and outraged as Elissia, but he wouldn’t show it.

      “He was my father,” Erick said, “or at least it was my father’s body. But the change to a vampire destroys the mind, or at least the part that knows right from wrong, that experiences love and compassion. My father may have been in there somewhere.” Erick paused, pushing back the sorrow that wanted to close his throat. His father had been in there, unreachable, and Erick had done the only thing he could to free him. He had to believe that. “But the will of Elonsha gave him only the need to kill and feed.”

      “He seemed to recognize you.” Corby poured more water in the cup for Erick. “And he knew enough about compassion to recognize your friendship with me and use it against you. Also, thank you for saving my life.”

      “It’s my fault you were in danger in the first place.”

      Corby shook his head. “That’s the part I don’t understand. How is what your father did your fault?”

      Erick laid his head back on the pillow. His entire body moaned in pain. “I should have known something was wrong. I should have been able to stop them from killing themselves.”

      “You expect too much of yourself. That’s one thing you and Elissia have in common,” Corby said. He pursed his full lips. “Was your parents’ death the reason you didn’t want to talk to me this past month?”

      Erick nodded. “I wouldn’t have been good company. I had to try and work out what happened.”

      “I could have helped.”

      “Perhaps, but it doesn’t matter now. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I understand.”

      Something in Corby’s tone told Erick his friend accepted his reasoning but didn’t agree. He had heard a similar attitude in his parents anytime he explained why he needed to break away from them someday and live his own life, outside the confines of the manor. He realized he could now, and no one would stop him. But he didn’t know anymore if he wanted to.

      The sound of water pouring into his cup brought Erick back, and he realized he had drained the vessel a second time without realizing it.

      “Can suicide create vampires?” Corby asked.

      “Not that I’ve ever heard.”

      “So even if you stopped your father from killing himself, you might not have stopped him from becoming a vampire.” Corby frowned and ran a hand through his top fringe and wiped the hand against his tunic, just below the girdle. “Did you know he was a vampire?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know how he became one?”

      “I have ideas.”

      “Such as?”

      Erick hesitated, then realized he wanted to talk. Needed to talk. He had been so used to only his parents understanding; it just now occurred to him that others might be able to listen and help him. “There are three ways. One is that he performed a special ritual that would change him. Why he would do that, I have no idea. But much as it hurts, I hope that’s what happened.”

      “Why?”

      “Because another way is that a Necromancer created him, but there are no others on this island. That leaves only the possibility that Eligos turned him, which would mean the Inconnu have returned.” Despite the warmth of the blankets, Erick had to suppress a chill.

      “Fathen preaches that the Inconnu no longer exist. That they never existed, except as boogies the Necromancers used to justify their existence.”

      “Fathen is an idiot.”

      “Not a point I’m inclined to argue,” Corby said. “Do any of those methods involve you helping?”

      “No.”

      Corby shrugged. “Then I can’t see how it was your fault.”

      Erick stared at Corby. Put in such plain words, the scholar’s logic made great sense. The facts didn’t make Erick feel any less guilty, but it gave him hope that Elissia would eventually reach the same conclusion, and forgive him. “I know I’ve said it before, but you’re smart.”

      “Well, I am a scholar.” Corby offered a broad smile. As always, black spots dotted his small teeth, from his habit of tapping a quill against them.

      “Could you tell Elissia?”

      “That I’m a scholar? She already knows.”

      “No, that it’s not my fault.”

      “Oh, she knows it too. Or at least she’ll figure it out once she calms down. Aunt Beatru might be more of a problem, though.”

      “Who?”

      “My mother’s sister. Elissia lives with her, although she considers it more like being imprisoned.” He frowned. “That’s one thing she and I have in common.” After a moment, he shook his head and turned to Erick with a start, as if he had been caught telling a secret. “What do you do now, about the vampire?

      Did I stop the priquana in time? Erick asked Blink.

      No, Blink answered. They only left the bones, which dissolved as soon as the sun hit them.

      Erick shrugged. The motion made his shoulder hurt. “There’s nothing I can do since I don’t know how he was created. My chance at finding evidence disappeared when the priquana consumed the body.”

      Corby’s question worried Erick. It made him aware that he had no idea what to do if the Master of Shadows had broken his exile to menace the world again. His father had taught him how to combat the ancient evil, but not how to recognize it.

      It’s ancient evil, Blink thought. Something tells me it won’t be too difficult to spot.

      Corby set the pitcher down on the nightstand. “’No sense inviting trouble to your doorstep; it comes freely enough of its own accord,’” he said, quoting an old Zakerin expression. “I’m sure you can handle whatever happens.”

      Erick wished such confidence was justified.

      “I should apologize also,” Corby added.

      “For what?”

      “I should have warned you about the town somehow. Should have been brave enough to come up even if I did think you were angry at me.”

      “It’s okay, and I’m sorry you thought I was angry. But why did the whole town come, and in the middle of the night?”

      “Fathen had assured them you would be out working your foul magic in the dark of night.” Corby shrugged. “I couldn’t tell them any different.”

      “No, you couldn’t.” Erick smiled. “Guess we’re back to Fathen being an idiot.”

      Corby offered his stain-toothed smile. “Guess so. I imagine you’re hungry. I’ll leave you to get dressed and get something to eat. I suggest you talk to Elissia when you feel better. I’ll tell her to expect you.” He turned to walk out.

      “Which house is hers?” Erick asked.

      Corby turned back. “Small house near the temple. Ask for Oren and anyone can point you to it.”

      “Thanks. And Corby?”

      Corby smiled and waited, the question on his slender, boyish face.

      “Thanks for taking care of Blink and me.”

      Corby’s cheeks reddened. “You saved my life. It was the least I could do.”

      After Corby left, Erick pushed aside the dark yellow cover. “Why don’t I have any clothes on?” he asked.

      “You usually sleep naked,” Blink answered. “Although unconscious is a better word for what you’ve been the past three days.”

      Erick lifted into a sitting position, and a wave of dizziness ran through his head. When it passed, he said. “I’ve been out for three days?”

      “Almost four. It’s late afternoon.”

      “That would explain why I was so thirsty.”

      “I was out for a day and a half,” Blink said. “Elissia told me that Corby’s mother Hara stitched and bandaged your neck, and Brannon put you in bed. Corby and Elissia cared for us while I was out, and then I kept you clean, and Elissia fed you soup she made herself.”

      “She did? That was kind of her. I wonder if she regrets it now.” His face flushed. “Did she see me naked?”

      “Corby helped me change the sheets when necessary, but you were naked when I woke up, so she may have.”

      Erick’s face burned as he considered the possibility. His mind gladly provided him with enjoyable scenarios. Had she tended to him? Helped bathe him while Blink lay unconscious? Touched him in forbidden places? A surge went through him and made him light-headed.

      “I see you’re feeling better,” Blink said with a goofy grin.

      Erick followed Blink’s gaze and grinned back. “Just thinking about—”

      “I know what you were thinking about,” Blink said. “It’s what you think about the majority of your waking hours. You have a filthy mind.”

      “I think of it as a good imagination,” Erick said. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat fully upright. His muscles protested, and another wave of dizziness made him grab the iron bars of his headboard. “At least we won.”

      “Does it bother you?” Blink asked.

      “Father killed himself,” Erick said, voice tight. “I only killed the thing he had become. I only which I would have known about it sooner. And that I could have saved him.”

      “It was a close thing,” Blink said. “Next time, I’d rather you hit the vampire with the potion before he bites you.”

      “Next time, I’ll try not to get bitten at all.” Erick touched his neck for the first time since he awoke and sucked in a sharp breath at the intense pain. A thick cloth bandage encircled his throat, holding pads of cotton fabric against the bite marks. His hand brushed across soft, fuzzy stubble on his cheek.

      “Do you think Corby was right? Will Elissia think it wasn’t my fault?”

      Blink didn’t speak for a moment. He didn’t have to read Erick’s thoughts. The need for acceptance suffused his master’s eyes and face. Anger flashed through the familiar at what Erick’s parents had put their son through. How could they have kept him so isolated? How could they have left him like they did?

      He put a taloned hand on Erick’s knee. “I don’t know people any better than you do, but Elissia and I talked. I told her what a caring person you are. She said what you did for Corby was the bravest thing she had ever seen, and she wished half the people in her life had your courage. She stayed here day and night, against her aunt’s wishes, and made sure we were both cared for. She and Corby were the only ones in town to do that. It was their way of repaying what you did.” Blink paused and looked into his master’s eyes. “What do you think?”

      “I guess if anyone would give me a chance, she would.”

      “That’s what I think too.” Blink removed his hand and offered another wide grin. “But just in case she’s rousted the town, and they’re heading up here with torches and pitchforks, maybe you should get up.”

      Erick chuckled, even though it hurt. Blink always made him feel better, and talking with Corby had given him hope.

      He searched for his clothing and found nothing on the wooden floor, save the brown, woven throw rug that had been buried under his clothes since his mother’s death.

      Seeing the rug brought back a memory and broke something inside Erick. His smile disappeared as he sank to the bed. Tears flowed as the hammer of the past crushed his heart.

      The one chore his mother kept for herself was laundry. Everything else she left to the manor’s undead servants, but the laborious duty of scrubbing and rinsing clothing and bed linens belonged to her. She would take the dirty garments to the copper washbasin that sat beside the well as she whistled an old sailor’s tune, while young Erick tagged at her heels.

      “Are you okay?” Blink asked, alarmed by Erick’s sudden change. “Do you need something?”

      “I need Mom back,” Erick said as he opened his mind to let Blink share the memory.

      As a child, Erick helped—or tried to help—with the laundry, pulling the heavy linens from the basket until they draped over his head. He would stumble blindly toward the lines until his mother grabbed him, laughing her soft laugh. By the time everything had been hung, Erick stood soaking wet, and several clothes needed rewashing to remove the stains of grass and pollen. His mother would threaten to pin him up next to his shirts, chasing him across the yard as he squealed in delight and ran into his father’s arms.

      As he grew older, the fun disappeared and he quit assisting, but his mother never lost her enthusiasm for the chore, despite the monotony and difficulty.

      “It clears my mind,” she said once in answer to Erick’s questioning her pleasure at the tedious task. “When I’m cleaning, I don’t have to think about anything but the task at hand, and that’s nice sometimes.”

      Erick hadn’t understood the answer then but had appreciated the sentiment in the past month. He sometimes wished he could douse his dark thoughts like water on a fire.

      He wiped at his eyes, wondering yet again why his parents took their lives.  The months before their fatal leap ran through his mind; as always, nothing alarming presented itself.  Both Darric and Olena behaved as they ever had.  His mother tended the gardens and instructed Erick in his studies, both of them spending four hours a day in the manor’s extensive library.  His father passed his time working with the quana on the many physical chores around the estate: feeding livestock, splitting wood, and keeping the manse itself patched and presentable.

      His mother insisted their home remain at the height of respectability, both inside and out.  It was a request neither Erick nor Darric understood, but Darric accepted it with good humor and Erick with unreserved grace, as he did the many etiquette lessons his mother gave him.

      When he was not engaged with the manor, Darric spent time teaching Erick the art of Necromancy, filling Erick’s mind with herbs, formulae, and rituals.  Once the lessons were done, Erick would be sent away, while Darric remained late into the night.

      Erick’s eyes dried as the process of searching his memory for clues overrode his emotions. It was a fruitless exercise, but he hoped it might someday provide an answer. “Where are my clothes?” he asked Blink.

      “Elissia and Karin washed them and put them away.”

      “What? She worked with the quana?”

      “She did,” Blink said. “They bothered her at first, but she got used to them.”

      Erick considered this, amazed again at Elissia. He understood her appreciation at him keeping Corby alive, but she seemed to be doing more than necessary. Erick only knew about people from his parents and his mother’s books, and more recently from Corby, but Elissia seemed unique. And beautiful. He wanted her to be a friend, like Corby. And he had already stumbled. “Maybe I should have just stayed quiet.”

      “No,” Blink said. “You did the right thing, tough as it was.”

      “We’ll see.” Erick stood slowly and walked to the dresser. His legs wobbled, and the soles of his feet prickled as if they had pins stuck in them. He pulled a gray linen tunic, brown pants, and undergarments from the dresser and began to dress. As he pulled the tunic over his head, further dimming the room’s already soft light, something flickered in the back of his mind, a sense of unease at a dream he couldn’t remember but knew he should.

      He came back into the light, but the discomfort remained. “Bad things are going to happen.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know, I just feel it.” If he could remember the dream, he knew it would tell him everything, but it remained elusive.

      He tried to shake his dismal thoughts and decided standing in a gloomy bedroom that smelled of medicinal herbs and the almost oppressive cleanliness of fresh-washed sheets didn’t help. He turned up the lantern to brighten the room. “I think you’re right. I need some strength. Would you make breakfast? I’m starving.”

      “Right away.” Blink leapt into the air, flapped his wings, and disappeared through the doorway.

      Erick smiled, thinking about the connection he shared with Blink, a bond that had saved his sanity in the days following his parents’ death. A homunculus, created from Erick’s blood, semen, and soul, Blink was closer to his heart than any friend--or even a brother--could ever be.

      Darric, aided by his familiar Sniffer, had performed the familiar binding ritual shortly before Erick’s thirteenth birthday, speaking the words and slicing the boy’s wrist over the cauldron, while Erick loosed his seed into the metal pot.

      After the bleeding, they bound Erick’s wrist, and he went abed for three days while his mother fed him herbal concoctions to rebuild his strength. On the fourth day, he went to see the half-formed lump of gray flesh. For the next three days, he watched for hours as his progeny took shape, each day its body more complete than the previous.

      On the tenth day, the four-foot tall, oyster-colored body was formed: leathery wings, a squat torso with stubby arms, thin tapering fingers, short, powerful legs; and a long, thick tail that bulged near the end, terminating in a wickedly pointed tip. The oblong head had a wide, sharp-toothed mouth, sizeable rounded nose, bat-like ears, and almond-shaped eyes. Some might have considered his familiar ugly, but to Erick it was beautiful. Every lesson in his life was death and Elonsha, but this, a gift of the Covenant, was the one thing of life and creation Necromancers could do. He cherished it.

      That night, they performed the final ritual. As Erick lay beside his creature, Darric spoke words that seared into his mind, not with pain, but with love. The love of friends, couples, and family. His father spoke of bonds beyond love, bonds of devotion lasting through and past death.

      When his father finished, Erick felt a tug in his guts, as though something escaped.  His body tingled from scalp to toes, and his mind’s eye felt a stirring beside him as his creation came to life. He heard its first thought in his mind, a thought of adoration and everlasting devotion to the one who gave it life.

      Its eyes opened, and Erick saw the ceiling from two angles, each slightly displaced from the other. The double vision startled him, and Erick closed his eyes to clear his sight. But even with his eyes shut, he still saw the ceiling. Then the angle shifted, and Erick saw himself lying on the table. He turned his head and opened his eyes, staring at the creature that stared at him. It was like a view into two angled mirrors—he and his creation reflected across eternity.  Then the creature blinked, and the connection disappeared, but returned whenever Erick wished it.

      Erick immediately named the homunculus Blink.

      But as close as they were, Blink was only one being, and at times he and Erick were too close. Erick wanted to meet people that didn’t know everything about him. He wanted to share stories and divulge secrets and make discoveries. That’s why he had struck up the friendship with Corby when he found the scholar lurking outside the manor fence. Why he wanted to befriend Elissia. And why he hoped he hadn’t lost her permanently.
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