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    Chapter One


    The priest extended a quivering finger. “I think I see something.”


    I was skeptical that Father Feeny had seen anything, but not enough to relax. I stared in the direction he had pointed. It was a scene more appropriate for Halloween than February. My gaze roamed across a cemetery that was wreathed in spectral fog, cold moonlight ghosting its way through leafless, jagged tree branches and glistening off of the snow that crusted the ground. Overhead, a full moon the color of blood hung in the sky, and while I’d never subscribed to the old South Sider superstition that the full moon signified bad luck, it still gave me the creeps.


    I knew what Feeny was looking at: a crypt, a big stone structure that loomed on the other side of the cemetery like a lurking monster. The crypt that, if Feeny was to be believed, held an actual monster. I guess someone who went to school with me was one of his parishioners, and they had told him I was someone who was occasionally involved in some strange goings-on and might be able to help. I’d developed something of a reputation lately; most people never dreamed I was a wizard, of course, most people couldn’t point to any reason why, but they’d begun to develop a sense that in times of trial and tribulation, I might be able to lend a hand. Lucky me.


    Feeny had called me in a fluster yesterday; it had taken him a few minutes to get over his aversion to talking to a supernaturally-shady sixteen-year-old, but once he did, the words came pouring out: there was a demon in his church’s cemetery, lurking in the crypt and coming out at night to terrify innocent priests. He’d seen it twice, he’d said, and the second time it had “growled” at him. He hadn’t known what exactly he’d seen, but he knew he’d seen something. Something “not of God’s earth,” as he had breathlessly put it.


    Once, I might have believed it was his imagination playing tricks on him after a particularly fire and brimstony sermon; contrary to what superstitious types think, most encounters with the supernatural can be chalked up to booze, night terrors, or the power of suggestion. But given how lousy Williamsport had been with demonic entities in recent months, I couldn’t take the chance.


    Or perhaps the goblin was making him nervous. Tall, green, and pointy-eared, Amrath Blackaxe stood at my left shoulder, peering in the same direction as Feeny and I. “What do you see?” I asked him. Goblins, I knew, could see better in the dark than humans.


    He squinted his yellow eyes. “Nothing to worry about. Looks like what the shaman saw was just a tree branch blowing in the wind.”


    “Well, that’s good news.” Feeny had given up trying to correct Amrath calling him a shaman, which seemed like progress. It was certainly an improvement on the first time they’d met, when I’d had to chase Feeny four blocks while he shouted what I assumed were hurtful things in Latin.


    If I’d had reason to doubt Feeny’s stories of demons, I’d gotten the sinking feeling he might be onto something when he’d told me in a conspiratorial whisper about the rumor he’d heard when he’d first moved here: how every once in a while, through the years, someone had disappeared. Someone who had last been seen in the vicinity of the cemetery. He hadn’t believed it, he’d said, but now…


    There was probably more truth to the rumor than he realized; if anyone had disappeared in Williamsport, no doubt the North Siders who ran the place would have covered it up, if they took notice of it at all. You see, Williamsport has its own, shall we say, unique way of doing things. The Williams River splits the city in half, dividing us into North Siders and South Siders, the proverbial haves and have-nots, who spend their lives at one another’s throats. The North Siders are at the top of the food chain, the cops, the paper, everybody who’s in charge of anything on their payroll, covering up all sorts of sordidness, and it’s unwise to cause them any trouble. Everybody knows that; what most people don’t know is that they cover up a lot more than the usual embezzlements and sex scandals. See, the people who really run things in Williamsport know all about the supernatural, and they’d used that knowledge to keep the gravy train rolling into the station for centuries. You’ll be shocked to find out they didn’t like me much.


    Amrath showing up a few hours later had clinched things. An old friend of my Familiar, Catrick Swayze, he’d shown up looking for a new lair—he had alluded to gambling debts—and just when he’d found some prime real estate in the Williamsport catacombs, more goblins had shown up and jumped him. He’d barely gotten away with his life. I’d met him once before, so, of course, he had to come seek me out.


    If the appearance of one goblin had caught me off guard, his story about more of them made me downright anxious. I’d never seen any evidence of goblins in Williamsport, which meant either they’d just moved in, or they’d been here all along and done a damn good job of concealing themselves. I didn’t like the sound of either option. Goblins aren’t all bad any more than humans are all good, but something about this didn’t feel right. Combined with Feeny’s story, it had become clear that, once again, Something Was Going On.


    So there we were, crouched outside the wrought iron fence that circled St. Bridget’s Cemetery, shivering in the cold. “Okay,” I said. “We’ll work our way closer and check out the crypt. Maybe we’ll get lucky and nothing will be there. You stay here,” I told Feeny, “just in case.”


    “Stay here?” His gaze swiveled around at the empty night.


    “Well, would you rather come along?”


    “Um…” He glanced towards the crypt. “No, not particularly.”


    “Good. If I’m not back in ten minutes, call my cat.”


    He was still a little fuzzy on the idea of a conversation with a talking cat, and figuring that another explanation wouldn’t do any good, I pushed through the creaking metal gate and made my way deeper into the cemetery. Behind me Amrath pulled his titular axe free of his belt, a wicked-looking weapon with a black haft and a blade shaped like a crescent moon and followed. I let my magic flood into me, an invisible torrent into my soul from the spirit worlds, a chain of power through reality itself. I could feel it humming within me, my senses growing sharper, the sights and sounds of the winter night growing more distinct.


    I tried to stay low, in the shadows, but there wasn’t much cover. If something was lurking around the crypt, I didn’t know if we could prevent it from seeing us. What the hell was in the crypt, anyway, if Feeny had truly seen a monster? I couldn’t hazard a guess. Unfortunately, the suspect pool was quite large. The only description I’d been able to get was “big” and “evil.” Had Feeny seen a goblin? That seemed the most reasonable explanation, but I didn’t know why goblins would be hanging around a cemetery, and words like “reasonable” tend not to apply to magic.


    I weaved my way around tombstones, trying to take in the whole place as magic sizzled in my veins.


    It didn’t take long. We split up, to come at the crypt from two directions. I anxiously approached the looming black shape and circled the structure warily. It was properly big and gaudy, complete with a pillared porch in front, designed for some long-ago North Sider to hit the afterlife in style. They’d probably had their servants buried with them, like the Vikings. My stomach tightened as my fears were confirmed; there was only one entrance, and if I wanted to check the place out, all I could do was go in.


    I spotted Amrath as he came around the other side. “I guess you didn’t find proof that this was all some wacky misunderstanding,” I said.


    “Nope. Afraid not.”


    “Me either.” I edged my way towards the door, still looking around, trying to spot anything dangerous, but saw nothing except Feeny’s dim outline fidgeting around outside the fence. And then I came across my first real piece of bad news: the door of the crypt was open. Only a crack, easy to miss, but there. I sucked down a cold breath and quivered back a pace. “See that?”


    “Aye.”


    “An open crypt door can’t be good news, can it?”


    “It seems hard to believe.”


    A memory stirred in the back of my mind, a voice whispering I saw you die. It was a phrase I’d been remembering a lot lately. Abby had seen me die, long ago. But it wasn’t in a crypt. Not that that made me feel any safer. I guessed it wasn’t too surprising that a death prophecy didn’t make a person optimistic.


    Reluctantly, I pressed forward, pushing the door open, allowing me to enter. It made a hideous groaning sound that sent goosebumps shooting along my skin. I realized I’d made a mistake: my eyes had adjusted to the darkness of the night, but here in the crypt it was even darker without the moonlight, and my vision was choked with gloom. I flung myself out the door, pressing against the stone wall, breathing heavily, convinced I was about to get eaten by a monster. Nothing happened. My shields were already glowing around my body, magical energy that had protected me from more nastiness than I could remember, but it still took me a minute to get my breathing under control. “I, uh, don’t spot any immediate threats,” I said to Amrath, who watched me incredulously. I hesitated briefly, then conjured a fist-size fireball to hover in the air in front of me. It might alert whatever was in there to our presence, but that still sounded better than blundering around in the dark.


    Steeling myself, I made my way back into the crypt, musty air tickling my nostrils. Amrath followed with his axe in the chopping position. This was the first crypt I’d ever explored, but I could already tell I didn’t like them.


    I was in a little stone antechamber, with a short flight of stairs leading down to a narrow door. It looked like a good place to ambush a wizard. I crept down the stairs, muscles coiled, then, when I hit the bottom, I gave the door’s handle an anxious turn. It didn’t move, so I cast a blast of levitation that blew the door off its hinges and sent up a cloud of ancient dust. The door hit the stone floor with an echoing, ringing whump. I grimaced. Hopefully I hadn’t just woken the thing up from its nap, if thing there truly was.


    Nothing pounced through the opening, so I made my way through, the fireball accomplishing little except creating eerie shadows that followed us around. The place was big, bigger than you could tell from the outside, a wide square tunnel sprawling off into the dark. Coffin-slots, or whatever you call them, lined the walls. I spotted the name on one of them: Ronald Williams. It took me a moment to place it, then it clicked. I was in the presence of lofty company: the Williams family, who gave Williamsport its name. This was their ancestral crypt. No wonder it had to outdo all the other local crypts. Captain Elijah Williams had founded the place back in the 1600s, and his descendants had lurked around Williamsport for a couple hundred years before dying out under circumstances that were, come to think of it, gruesomely suspicious.


    Since no other plan presented itself, I kept on down the tunnel, following the little fireball. I wasn’t sure how big the place was, though it clearly stretched under much of the cemetery. Nothing jumped out at me, and, I was relieved to note, all the doors of the coffin-slots were nice and shut like they were supposed to be.


    The tunnel stretched on for a ways. The walls grew crumblier, the words on the plaques too faded to read, the passage of time evident the farther we walked. We reached the end of the tunnel without encountering any monsters. “Check that out,” Amrath said, pointing his axe. I spotted what he meant, half-illuminated by the flame: a towering stone door with a coat of arms in its center, far too old and faded to discern what it looked like. I didn’t know much about mausoleum architecture, but I doubted that was standard issue. For all I knew, this crypt connected somehow to the catacombs that snaked here and there under Williamsport. That wouldn’t be a surprise. It sounded just like the kind of goofy scheme some long-ago North Sider would dream up.


    “That’s not goblin work,” Amrath said.


    “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”


    “Me either. What in Hades have we gotten ourselves into here?”


    “I don’t know. Nothing good. It never is.” I tried to think what to do. I didn’t relish the idea of exploring a creepy pit in a mausoleum, but I needed to know what we were dealing with. Amrath, I was dismayed to note, seemed to consider me the leader of our expedition.


    “Okay,” I said. “Here’s what we’re gonna do. If this tunnel connects to the catacombs, it’ll be a suicide mission; there are too many places to get ambushed or lost. We’ll check the place out, and if it does, we get out of here and think of something else.”


    “Sounds reasonable enough.”


    I wasn’t sure “reasonable” was the right word. “Look at the dust,” I said.


    He nodded. “I see it.” The dust coating the floor in front of the door had been stirred up. Someone—or, yes, something—had come through here recently.


    Amrath and I exchanged looks. I didn’t see a way to open the door; there was no handle or lock. So, I twisted levitation through the air, and pried it open with the aid of magic. Dust gushed around the door, accompanied by a brutal grinding sound as it whined in protest. There was a snap as it came free, and we both had to sidestep as the door slammed to the ground. My throat tightened: the door, I noticed, had a handle. On the inside. Amrath and I peered into the yawning pit before us. It was predictably spooky: an ancient, narrow, lichen-covered stone staircase slanted downwards at a steep angle, disappearing into shadow.


    “I don’t like the look of that,” muttered Amrath.


    “Me either. Still want to check it out?”


    “What’s the alternative?”


    “Well, we could try flooding the place, but I don’t think I could get my hands on a water truck. If we don’t go in, the only alternative I can think of is to go topside and see if that thing comes out.”


    “That sounds like a solid plan.”


    I swallowed. “Yeah. But if we wait for something to come out, it’ll have the initiative. We don’t know where it would strike or what it would do. We don’t know how many exits this place has. I’ve learned that the best way to deal with attacks from unspeakable evil is to get out in front of them.”


    He peered down the stairs. “Makes sense for a wizard, I suppose.” He grunted, then shook his head. “And a goblin too, by the gods. We’re warriors, not frightened mice. I’ll go with you, wizard.”


    “Great.” I’d sort of been hoping we could chicken out with clear consciences. “Well, let’s go.” I cast out my shields, lifting the magical energy off of my body and holding it in front of us, shifting it into a square shape, like one of those riot shields. My shields were powerful, I reminded myself, they could stop all kinds of magical and mortal weaponry, and had. That improved my confidence only a little. With the blue-green sheen hovering in front of us, I made my way into the opening and down the stairs, Amrath following, slowing as I slipped on a crumbling step.


    The stairs wrapped around and around, the fireball illuminating our path and announcing our arrival to whatever slobbering horror waited down here. I was shaking; this was the perfect place for an ambush, no matter how careful we were being. No ambush came, but all that did was convince me we were being lured deeper into a trap.


    The staircase wasn’t too long, soon depositing us into another tunnel, stretching onward. “Well, it hasn’t been so scary so far,” muttered Amrath.


    “Don’t say that, you’ll jinx us.”


    “I’m pretty sure that’s not how magic works.”


    “You leave the wizardry to me.”


    Water dripped from somewhere I couldn’t see. My sense of direction was toast, but wherever we’d ended up, we were clearly more than the usual six feet under the cemetery and may have left its grounds altogether.


    “Look at that,” Amrath said, pointing his axe at the wall. “That’s not goblin work, either.” I squinted, trying to make out what I saw. Symbols danced across the wall, old and faded and impossible to make sense of. “Ever seen anything like it?”


    “No.” I flinched. “But I know what that is.”


    The light from the fireball had illuminated a skull. Human, in case you were wondering, dusty and yellowed and grinning at us from a nook in the wall. My stomach lurched. There were several of them on either side of the tunnel, watching us with empty eyes. I suspected we’d found those missing people Feeny had talked about. There was a moment of creepy silence. “Anyone you know?” Amrath muttered.


    I wheezed an uneasy laugh. “Well, not so far.” They were just bones, I reminded myself as we walked on. They couldn’t hurt us. Although history suggested otherwise, which was why I kept one eye on them as we walked past. They didn’t do anything out of pocket, though, and soon receded into the distance. I just hoped we weren’t about to join them.


    “There are no rats,” Amrath said.


    “Huh?”


    “No rats. Seems like a nice place for them to hang out, but there aren’t any.”


    I glanced around the floor, and no, there were no squeaking furballs scurrying in the shadows. “I guess they’re smarter than us.”


    We crept on, through the eerie, ratless darkness, until Amrath spoke again. “It looks like you were right,” he said.


    Up ahead was another opening, where the tunnel sloped downwards and branched off into at least two different corridors. “Damn it,” I sighed. “Well, we didn’t accomplish much, but it’s not smart to blunder around down here. Let’s go before we get eaten. We’ll catch up with Feeny and figure out something else. I’ll talk to my friend Rodriguez, see if he knows anything, or maybe Swayze could—”


    Amrath’s hiss of warning cut me off, and I banished the shield and the fireball as we flattened ourselves against the wall. I glanced to my side to find myself nose to nose with another dusty skull. I gave it a wary glare. I hadn’t heard anything, but goblin ears are keener than human ears. It didn’t take long. Shuffling, thumping footsteps echoed down the corridor, accompanied by distinctly inhuman growls and yelps. I had a feeling those were the sounds goblins made. An instant later, a pack of them came storming down the tunnel, moving fast, and I tensed up, prepared to start firing magic, but they took no heed of us, their hulking, pointy-eared figures passing us by.


    Well, they weren’t all pointy-eared. My heart sank and I slumped against the wall in dismay, as I realized one of them looked distinctly like a Catholic priest. It was only a second before the sight disappeared, but in that instant, I got a look at an astonished, babbling Feeny, being hustled along by the goblins. The silhouettes disappeared from view, and a moment later, the sounds of their passing did as well, leaving us in tense silence once again.


    “By any chance, was that Feeny?” Amrath asked.


    “You saw him too?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Oh. I was hoping it was just a goblin who happened to look like him.”


    We exchanged uneasy expressions. “I guess we’re going after him, huh?” Amrath said.


    I sighed a long, exasperated sigh, no doubt like countless wizards before me down through the centuries. “Yeah, I guess we’re going after him.”


    I peered down the tunnel again but saw and heard nothing. No more goblins seemed to be roaming around. This was a mess, a complete fiasco. What was supposed to be a simple look around had turned into a suicide mission into the temple of doom to save a priest in distress. “You go first,” I said. “Your eyes are sharper than mine, and it’s too dangerous to keep using the fireball.”


    If Amrath was nervous about leading the charge, he didn’t show it. I cast the shield in front of us again, and he slid around the corner into the next tunnel, axe at the ready. I moved along behind him, watching our rear. My nerve endings tingled with every step. “So, uh… Feeny. Are they planning to eat him or something?”


    “Uh… I’d like to say no to dispel stereotypes about goblins. But yes.”


    The faintest of creaking noises caught my ear, and I knew it meant danger, but before my brain could squirt out any coherent thoughts on the matter, a dark wooden beam snapped free from the wall, which wouldn’t have been so bad except it was lined with vicious rows of spikes.


    I was taken by too much surprise to cast magic. I flopped out of the way, narrowly avoiding anything worse than a slash on my left ass cheek. Maybe I’d leave that part out when I told the story to all the other wizards.


    “Are you okay?” I asked Amrath, but before he could respond, there was another grinding sound, and another spiked beam chopped down, this time at an angle from the ceiling. I sidestepped, the trap slashing past me, close enough for me to feel its breeze.


    “What’s setting it off?” Amrath yelled from farther down the corridor.


    “I don’t know,” I said haplessly, then Amrath was leaping, avoiding another beam that swung in low and would have dismembered him. As if to mock me, another beam snapped free, barreling right towards me, and as the long spikes flashed towards my eyes, I frantically cast a bolt of levitation that hit it with a crunch, breaking the beam in half and sending it to the floor. I peered at it, stomach churning. There was no telling how long these things had been down here, but the spikes, I was disturbed to note, didn’t show a speck of rust and had points that looked as sharp as the day they were made.


    “Shit,” I groaned. There was another shout of alarm from Amrath as he avoided yet another beam, this one leaping straight up from the floor, and I had to fling myself face down onto the dusty stone floor as another came at me from an angle.


    “Don’t move,” I rasped from the floor. “Just stop moving.”


    “NO SHIT!”


    I stuck my head up, looking around like a frightened gopher, and when it didn’t get chopped off, I stood. Amrath and I looked at each other, afraid to twitch. I took a risk, carefully making my way to him, managing not to set off more traps in the process. Then I did the best thing I could think of and cast levitation into the floor at our feet ahead of us. It was more precise than I was used to, but this seemed like the time to learn on the job. Trying to be careful not to bring the roof down on us, I sent the vibrations through the floor, producing a little rumbling sound and sending a little dust down from the ceiling in a flurry. Two more traps leaped to life, spraying dust but presenting no danger. Then, nothing.


    I swallowed. “Well.”


    “Yeah,” Amrath said. “I am not the goblin for this sort of thing. Watch out!” Amrath rammed a shoulder against me and thrust us both out of the way as a long stream of filthy black liquid sprayed out of an opening in the wall. It sizzled and hissed as it scored the tunnel’s opposite wall, the liquid already eating holes in the stone.


    I looked at the nasty black puddle, from which smoke twisted upward, its hissing still audible. “I don’t even have a wisecrack,” I mumbled.


    We wound through the tunnel, still alert, though we didn’t find any more traps, until carved stone gave way to the walls of a cave. And we saw a light. Just tiny yellow pinpricks at first, hovering in the air like glowing ghosts, but quickly expanding to cast the tunnel into golden hues. The yellow pinpricks soon materialized into torches, burning in rusted holders extending from the walls. No, not boring old candelabras, I realized as we got closer. The interior decorator had gone for something more ostentatious: ancient skeletons were lined at regular intervals along the walls, holding the torches in outstretched hands. In their other hands, the skeletons pressed swords flat against their rib cages, the blades still sharp like the ones on the booby traps, gleaming wickedly in the torchlight. My stomach twisted, and I edged away from the bones, convinced they were about to come to life and start chasing me. “Watch out,” Amrath said, pointing upward. “Could be another trap.”


    Dimly visible in the torchlight, a few ancient leather bags hung from the ceiling. I peered closer. It almost looked like they held some sort of liquid. I waved a cautious, exploratory hand, but nothing happened. I risked a step closer without incident, and allowed myself to believe we might have gotten lucky. It took us a moment to work up the courage, but we kept going.


    I licked my lips, trying to work some moisture back into my dry mouth. “Skulls out there, full skeletons in here,” I said. “The inconsistency kinda throws off the whole thing, doesn’t it?”


    “Maybe it was a cost-cutting thing. At least there are no goblin skeletons.”


    “Oh good, maybe you’ll come through it okay.”


    “And that’s not goblin work either. I’ve never seen goblins decorate their lairs with skeletons this way.”


    “Is there anything down here that is goblin work?”


    “If there is, I haven’t seen it.”


    “Weird.” There was more to this than just some stray goblins, and whatever it was, it was sending shivers up my spine. No one knew Williamsport’s weirdness better than I did, but even I hadn’t imagined it was “skeletal torch holders under a cemetery” weird. I thought I saw something out of the corner of my eye and jumped, staring daggers at one of the skeletons. I watched it for long seconds, but it didn’t move. It was just my imagination playing tricks on me. I didn’t like it down here. I had never been claustrophobic, but the idea of dying in this place, ending up alongside these skeletons with the rest of the world going on without me above ground, left me unsettled. But perhaps it shouldn’t have. I recalled Abby’s prophecy again, about my death in the parking lot of the local high school. Somehow, that seemed like an even gloomier place to die than this.


    A pulsing sound came echoing down the tunnel, its rhythmic thump seeming to make the flames dance in their torches. “Those are goblin drums,” Amrath said.


    “You gonna have any qualms about fighting your fellow goblins?”


    He snorted. “You don’t know anything about goblins.”


    We followed the sound of the drums, swelling louder and louder the closer we got. I caught myself nodding along to the beat as we walked. I spotted an opening ahead, and Amrath and I pressed our backs against the wall, creeping closer. I tried to scope the place out for sentries but didn’t spot any. Maybe that meant we still had the element of surprise.


    We found ourselves in front of a jagged round opening in the rock, with a wide set of stone stairs sloping downwards into a cavern. Dark shapes shuffled around, dimly lit by more torches. My stomach lurched. The cavern was full of goblins. Lots of them. The drums kept pounding, the sound filling my head. Luckily their attention didn’t seem to be focused on our direction. I saw Feeny off to one side, half-submerged in shadows, locked in a round wooden cage hanging several feet off the ground, looking more bewildered than anything else. I pointed him out to Amrath, who nodded. “Do you know what they’re doing?” I asked.


    He shook his head. “Not really. I don’t think it’s a formal ceremony. Just looks like some kind of rally.”


    I took in the cavern, trying to find some way to get Feeny out from under them, or at least spot something that would tell me what they were up to. I spied another tunnel on the opposite side of the cavern, leading off to gods knew where, and there were three or four nooks set into the wall here and there that held more skulls, one of which, I noted, had horns.


    There was a dark, jagged pit on the far side of the cavern that I doubted held anything positive, and nearby sat a large black stone covered in markings, with a carved idol sitting atop it, something with tentacles and two heads. I’d never seen anything like that before, and it left me unsettled. I knew enough about magic to know I’d only encountered a tiny fraction of it, and there was a lot of stuff out there that I couldn’t even imagine and was better off not knowing about.


    My eyes widened as I spotted something else: treasure. That was the only word for it. Little grottos dotted the walls of the cavern, all of them overflowing with heaps of sparkling gold. In a few of them, red and blue winked amongst the shine, jewels perhaps.


    Amrath saw it too, and we exchanged slightly acquisitive looks. Look, I won’t claim that wizards are above such petty concerns as money.


    Then I realized what the crowd of goblins was focused on, and all thoughts of tomb-raiding were banished from my mind: it was an upraised section carved from stone that molded its way into a sort of chair. A chair that bore a distinct resemblance to a throne. A human form sat atop it, staring down at the goblins. A human form. But not a human. More like some monstrous creature trying to dress up as a human for Halloween. It was tall and draped in a tattered black robe with a hood. I guess those things are standard issue when you’re a fiendish monster. It had skin, but the skin was an unearthly dark blue hue that stretched tight across its face, making it resemble one of those skulls we’d seen, and there wasn’t much in the way of recognizable features. Hands sat perched on the arms of the throne. Even at this distance, I could see they had claws. Yeah, Feeny had been onto something when he’d said “big” and “evil.”


    The sight turned me cold. I’d never seen anything like that, but knowledge of what it was slammed into my brain, and it made my stomach clench so hard that for a moment I feared I’d throw up on a goblin’s head. I tried to swallow, fighting past the clenching of my throat and my watering mouth. “I-it’s a draugr,” I said.


    Amrath’s yellow eyes stared into mine, bottomless wells of fear. “I know,” he said. “I’ve never known them to ally with goblins, or anyone.”


    My gaze was fixed on the creature, sitting motionless atop its throne. “I guess this guy’s a trailblazer.”


    Draugrs are hard to classify. Typically starting out their lives as normal humans, they extend their lifespans through all sorts of foul magic, growing increasingly demonic and hostile as they do. They’re somewhere between a demon, wizard, vampire, and zombie, managing to get the worst of all worlds from all of those. They’re rare, thankfully, but clearly not rare enough.


    “I don’t like it, goblins working with draugrs,” Amrath muttered. “Draugrs are dangerous.”


    I couldn’t recall ever hearing such a pointless statement. I knew we had to do something, anything, but my brain was stuck in neutral. Goblins, I could handle, or was at least prepared to try, but this creature slithering out of myth changed the game completely. In a sudden blaze of panic, I banished my shields, in case the draugr could sense my magic. I stood rooted in place and quivering for long seconds, watching him, body tense, but he made no move to attack me. I tried to think. The draugr took us to a whole different level of scariness, but it didn’t really change anything: we had to bust Feeny out of there, then haul ass back to the surface, and if we might not be able to defeat the draugr and his goblins in the process, maybe we could at least slow them down. Amrath could fight, but I was a wizard: I was the real weapon. I had to find some way to hit them where it hurt. The first thing that came to mind was as simple as it was dramatic: levitation. Every wizard has a spell that comes naturally to them, that becomes second nature to them almost immediately, and that was mine.


    I had been using magic only a few years now, and I hadn’t exactly been the favorite in any of the fights I’d been in, but I knew one thing: I was good at levitation. Very good. Good enough to unleash a physics-defying miniapocalypse if I felt like it. I eyed the roof of the cave. I could cause a cave-in, drop the ceiling on their heads before they knew what hit them. It may have been shaky, but I thought I could pull it off. I opened my mouth, about to tell Amrath my idea to save us all. Then I closed it. Feeny. Damn it. He might dodge the debris, if I kept my magic contained enough, but he might not. And containing it could be a problem. “I could levitate the cage,” I muttered. “Pull it off the ceiling and across the room, over their heads.”


    “Wouldn’t work,” said Amrath. “I doubt you could get it across without somebody spotting it, especially that damn thing on the throne.”


    Well, it hadn’t sounded good when I said it out loud anyway. “I guess we could charge them,” I said dubiously. “Death before dishonor, live free or die hard, blaze of glory sort of thing.”


    He looked uncomfortable. “We could. But perhaps we could try something more strategic first.”


    “I was hoping you’d say that.”


    “I’ll sneak down there, blend in. Work my way closer to Feeny and set him free. You open up with magic, cause a diversion.”


    “That sounds… workable. Good thinking.”


    He thumped my shoulder with a clawed hand, which stung. “Great. I’ll head down there. Give me a few minutes, then go wild.”


    I returned his shoulder thump with my own unclawed hand. “Good luck, dude.”


    “Thanks.”


    We took one more look at the goblins. They still didn’t seem to have noticed us, so Amrath crept forward, keeping to the shadows as best he could. I watched him, ready to cut loose, tension knotting in my guts and bones, convinced the whole time someone would let out the hue and cry, whatever that is, but nobody did, and I lost sight of him as he disappeared into the crowd.


    I fidgeted, trying to stay calm, or at least keep from freaking out. This was iffy; we couldn’t coordinate with each other and both of us were going to have to wing it. I had done that before, with, shall we say, mixed results. I snapped my eyes back and forth, from the draugr to Feeny’s cage. I still didn’t see Amrath. There was one thing I was certain about: when the fireworks started, I was going to bypass the goblins and direct all my fire at the draugr, hit him with everything I had before he could enter the fray. I didn’t know much about draugrs, no one did, but I knew enough to have the sinking sensation that that still wouldn’t be enough to get the job done.


    Draugrs. Fucking draugrs in Williamsport. The place sure never changed for the better. The drums continued to thump. Then they went silent, the abrupt change causing me to twitch. I cast about the chamber, convinced that Amrath was wearing the wrong gang color or something and someone was about to start screaming about intruders.


    Instead, the draugr rose from his lichen-covered throne. He had to be at least eight feet tall, another freaky side effect of whatever dark magic he’d been messing with. He surveyed the mob of goblins in front of him and they let out a screeching howl of what I took for approval, stomping their feet against the floor, waving weapons. The draugr raised long, skeletal arms, claws outstretched, and they went silent. He reached to his side, then I squeaked in fright as he drew a sword, holding it over his head, producing another roar of approval. Swords. Why did it have to be swords?


    My gaze fixed on it, the torchlight flickering off the long blade. The pommel and crosspiece were intricately worked, and symbols were etched on the lower part of the blade, too far to make out what they were, but easy to spot thanks to the fact that they glowed with an unearthly green light. I swallowed and tore my gaze away, reminding myself I wasn’t slated to be killed by a draugr, but by a guy named Trevor, though that did little to calm me down. Looking into the future is a tricky thing, and I wondered if Abby’s prophecy could have been wrong, then realized I’d better not start wondering about that.


    The draugr spoke, the sound raising goosebumps on my skin. His voice was like nothing I’d heard before. Deep, but with a hissing quality, like his throat had been cut but he was trying to speak anyway. It made him hard to understand, his first words indecipherable, and I strained my ears.


    What I could make out seemed like pretty standard stuff; I heard “kill” and “triumph” and “battle” and something that sounded like “Walker, Texas Ranger,” which I probably misheard. My dread mounted; it sounded like they were about to launch an attack on Williamsport. He couldn’t just be content to live down here in his cave and scare the occasional priest. He had to act like a tough guy and go around trying to loot Williamsport with a bunch of goblins like some medieval army.


    What would happen, I wondered, if they marched down the streets of Williamsport, starting fires and eating people and ripping the tags off mattresses? Goblins alone would be dangerous, but most of them, I’d heard, preferred medieval weapons, rather than guns, and between me and the Williamsport P.D., we could probably see them off. But with a draugr leading them… that could turn into a pretty hot night in Williamsport.


    Whatever he was saying, the goblins were eating it up, letting out bloodthirsty roars at every other line he hissed. After this had gone on for a while, they got really into it, and began chanting, just a few at first, before coalescing into a single huge roar that drowned out the draugr’s battle speech. I tried to figure out what they were chanting. It took a moment, but to my surprise, it coalesced into a name: Elijah. They shouted the name over and over, the sound pounding against the cave walls and bouncing around through the air.


    Elijah? The name tugged at my brain. Then I placed it. Captain Elijah Williams. The man whose family crypt I’d just tomb-raided. The man who was apparently standing two hundred feet away, delivering a state of the union address to a bunch of goblins.


    My head spun and my jaw hung slack as I tried to process what was going on. Of course the guy who founded Williamsport and began its conspiracy with the supernatural world had gotten hold of some magical freakiness to turn himself into a draugr. The more I thought about it, the less surprised I was. It sounded just like a North Sider.


    Why now, I wondered. He had to have been down here for hundreds of years. Why had he decided to make his comeback tour now? Something to do with the blood moon, I suspected. Perhaps it strengthened his powers somehow, or maybe there was some prophecy about how he was guaranteed victory if he fought under a blood moon, I didn’t know, but it didn’t seem like a coincidence.


    I could have thought of a million more questions, but I ignored them and tried to get my head back in the game. It didn’t matter that I was in the presence of Williamsport royalty; I had to fight.


    I braced myself, trying to get a better look. Elijah’s speech seemed to be wrapping up, and after that, it probably wouldn’t be much longer until they marched out of the tomb and into Williamsport. Unless they stopped to eat Feeny first. This couldn’t wait much longer. Whatever we were going to do, we had to do it now.


    Amrath must have been making the same calculations. From the corner of my eye, I spotted a ripple in the milling crowd of goblins. Then the ripple grew larger. The ripples, I noticed, were in front of Feeny’s cage.


    I managed to glimpse what was happening: Amrath dodged a sword thrust and hacked his axe into the throat of the goblin who’d thrust it. As the other goblins began to turn, realizing something was wrong, I slammed magic from the spirit worlds deep into my soul, until my skull hummed and my bones vibrated, until my feet seemed to float off the ground and I could have sworn I was glowing. I wrapped my shields around me again, then, a heartbeat later, I cast the biggest firestorm I’d ever conjured straight at what was left of Elijah Williams.


    Levitation may not have been an option, but in my experience, fire really makes a statement. The heat and force of the spell drove me back, searing my skin, burning even through the protective energy of my shields. The light burrowed into my eyes to drench my vision in purple spots, so that for a moment I felt like I was looking through a giant lava lamp.


    The goblins still got the worst of it. The flames tore through a knot of them, swallowing some, blowing others off their feet, sending a few careening across the cave, golden flames eating away at them. A pungent stink like old meat thrown on a barbecue grill assaulted my nostrils, and I tried not to puke. Others stampeded around, colliding with each other. Feeny’s cage fell from the ceiling to crash atop a goblin.


    The fire crashed over the draugr in a golden wave, sweeping over him until I could make out only a twisting, glowing silhouette in the flames. An inhuman, growling scream howled through the corridor, echoing off the stone walls.


    I was up and moving, bounding down the stairs into the cavern, trying not to slip on the stone floor. I still wasn’t entirely sure what we were going to do, but we needed to do it fast. Screams of goblin pain assaulted my ears, and wisps of greasy gray smoke stung my nose. I had to hustle, because I had no doubt a little wildfire wouldn’t be enough to kill a draugr and once he entered the fray… well, that would be further proof that however bad things are, they can always get worse.


    We’d hit them hard, but not enough to annihilate them. A goblin charged out of the smoke, aiming for me, a spiked club cocked back in his hand, and I fell back as he leaped at me, casting levitation, snatching him out of the air. Bones snapped, and he went limp, the club clattering across the stone floor, and I ran on. I finally caught a glimpse of Amrath, hacking and slashing at the enemies trying to hem him in, their blades darting towards him, forcing him to dodge. Amrath swung his axe at a goblin who lunged at him but succeeded only in knocking a chunk from an upraised shield, then fell back and grunted as a sword slashed his hip. Another goblin loomed behind him, wrapping a burly green arm around his windpipe, but Amrath chopped his axe down, burrowing its blade into the goblin’s leg, then tearing it free in a spurt of black blood that splashed to the floor with a hiss. The goblin screamed and collapsed. Two more of them pounced, weapons raised, taking advantage of Amrath’s distraction. I cut it too close: if I’d been even a fraction slower, they would have butchered him. But I wasn’t. I picked the goblins up off their feet and flung them towards the ceiling. I didn’t see where they ended up, but I thought I heard a smack. Clutching his bleeding hip, Amrath glowered at me. “What the hell took you so long?”


    “Me? You’re the one who stood there and let him do his whole speech.”


    Feeny groaned, catching our attention, trying to haul himself out of the wreckage of his cage. I sent a great shuddering wave of levitation punching through the air, not aimed at anything in particular, just trying to keep any would-be attackers away from us, then Amrath and I wedged our arms under his shoulders and hauled him free. A clamor of confusion and fear echoed off the cavern walls. We shambled along as fast as we could, the three of us tangled together, stumbling over the corpse of a goblin.


    Then the draugr was there, looming like a giant, soulless black eyes staring down at us, fangs bared and sword raised. The sight of the blade nearly made me vomit in fear. Smoke still wisped off his cloak, but he didn’t seem any worse for wear. I squeaked, colliding with Feeny, and Amrath, reacting faster than any of us, sent his axe spinning end over end through the air. On paper, it couldn’t have gone better, the axe burying itself in the top of the draugr’s head with a crunch.


    The draugr didn’t flinch. He didn’t bother ripping the axe out, just ignored it and left it jutting out as he grabbed up Amrath and flung him out of sight, before turning his gaze back towards us. Since my fireball hadn’t done any good, I hoped levitation would be more effective. As the draugr drew back his sword, I sent a blast of it punching into his center mass with a brutal thud. If he’d been a good, old-fashioned human, it would have shattered his bones and sent the jagged pieces tearing through his heart, killing him before he could so much as glare at me. I knew that wouldn’t happen, but it got results nonetheless: his robes flapping around, he was doubled over and lifted off his feet, pummeled across the room to smash brutally against the stone floor, sliding away.


    There’s something comical about seeing a black-robed supervillain tossed through the air like he’s just been shot out of a t-shirt cannon, but there was no time to point and laugh. A small army of goblins had finally gotten themselves in gear and were charging at us at full speed, screaming and waving pointy objects, leaping over stray fires and the charred bodies of their comrades. Feeny helped Amrath to his feet; Amrath was bent in pain, but I had the feeling he’d still be able to run for his life.


    And you better believe we did. We ran like hell, the clamor of the goblins nipping at our heels. I sent a blast of levitation behind us, causing some yelps, but I didn’t see how much damage it did as we hurtled toward the stone stairs. As I ran, something caused me to stumble, something that produced a strange clinking sound. I looked down to see a spray of gold coins fanned out across the floor. Trying not to break stride, on impulse, I bent and scooped up one of them and stuffed it into my jeans pocket. Salvaging any fortune and glory from this fiasco may have been too much to ask, but at least I could manage a souvenir.


    We clambered up the precipitous steps as fast as we could manage without falling and busting our heads open, then we burst into the tunnel, the torchlights up ahead wobbling. Something was strange about them, but I was too scared to wonder what it was.


    I figured it out when the flames grew closer. There was a strange click-clack sound and then the glow illuminated the skeletons, no longer decorating the walls, but on their feet and charging us, and, to make matters even more ridiculous, on fire. They left trails of burning fluid in their tracks as they rushed us, and I guessed we’d finally learned the purpose of those sacks of liquid. Fire snaked down their arm bones, thigh bones, and everything else in that bone song. One of them locked his gaze directly onto mine, his empty sockets now filled with flame.


    “Yack!” I shouted. There was something more than a little unnerving about getting swarmed by a flaming horde of ex-people, their swords now hoisted murderously and drenched in flames like the rest of them, but they were nothing a little levitation couldn’t handle. A vibration thumped in the air, then there was a series of crackling pops and sprays of dust and fire where the magic impacted. Jagged gray bones were snapping through the air to clatter against the walls, a burning sword clanging to the ground that I had to leap over. A few flare-ups seared close to me, then we were past.


    I hoped we wouldn’t get lost; it’s hard to keep your sense of direction when you’re running from goblins, and blundering the wrong way would lead us to certain doom. We raced back the way we had come, the yips of goblins echoing after us, the sounds traveling ahead of the creatures that made them. Given what was behind us, we didn’t stop to worry about booby traps this time. It felt a little ridiculous, all of us fleeing in terror this way, but one of the first things one learns as a wizard is the importance of the strategic withdrawal.


    Dread settled in the pit of my stomach as I realized we weren’t going to make it; I didn’t dare look back, but I could tell the battle-hungry shouts of the goblins were coming closer. We didn’t have long until they were on us.


    Being that I was the only wizard here, I feared I was the one expected to do something about it. Why am I in charge of anything, I wanted to shout at the gods. I don’t even do my own laundry.


    I turned, shouting at Feeny and Amrath to keep going as the first of the goblins swarmed closer. The goblins didn’t seem to have any magic users with them, and even with their numbers, my magic might have let me defeat them in a straight-out fight.


    Of course, the draugr had other plans. As I planted my feet to start casting spells, the goblins parted like the Red Sea and the draugr came sweeping out of the opening, his inhuman features snarling at me, the tattered hem of his robe swirling at his feet. Amrath’s axe still protruded from his head. I thought he might say something villainous like “Who dares disturb my slumber?” but he seemed to think the time for talk was over. He hoisted the sword, the sight seeming to devour my brain. Could he do magic, like a wizard? What could hurt him and what couldn’t?


    I wished I knew how to handle a draugr, but unfortunately that must have been a topic for Advanced Wizardry instead of Wizardry 101. I gave ground and flung levitation because it had worked before and I didn’t know what else to do. I sent one blast after another, from different directions, trying to confuse him. He glided away from one surge of motion, the spell taking down a couple goblins before fading into silence, dodged the next with a bizarre quickness. The third struck him, driving him back with a monstrous shout, but he didn’t go down. The goblins kept cheering him on, and the runes on his sword glowed brighter.


    And as they did, I was suddenly certain that I couldn’t take this thing. It was something too powerful, too arcane. Something that had come slithering out of an older, darker era of magic than mine, and however much stronger I had gotten, this thing was still out of my league.


    I gasped as he hammered the sword at me, tripped and fell, feeling the wind of the blade’s passing against my cheek. Almost frantic now, I cast more levitation. Not aiming at the draugr, I flung it into the stone overhead. As I cast the spell, it occurred to me that maybe I should have taken a moment to think this through, that I might bring the roof down on my head, like I’d feared to begin with, but it was a little late for that. A grinding rumble sounded through the cavern. As the draugr drew closer, dust spilled out, then, suddenly enough to startle me, a stream of stones fell from the ceiling, sending me fleeing back, dust and little bits of stone spraying after me, a fist-sized rock banging against my ribs. In one massive, ear-ringing crash, it slammed down, directly on top of the draugr. Goblins howled and retreated, the mob disappearing from view as the torrent crashed down to separate us.


    After all that terrifying buildup, the collapse was shockingly fast. One minute the draugr was standing there with bad intentions, and the next, he was cooling his jets under a heap of rubble.


    I jumped up as the rocks were still tumbling and hoofed it after my fleeing friends, leaving the avalanche behind, my breath ragged. Our uncontrollable terror had given wing to our feet (a rather elegant turn of phrase, if I do say so myself), and I yelped in triumph as we approached the entrance. I felt the welcome touch of cool night air against my face.


    Half-expecting the draugr to grab my ankle, we reeled out of the crypt into the nighttime, which seemed far less spooky compared to the place we’d just escaped, and we didn’t stop until we’d cleared the fence, leaving the cemetery to shrink into the distance.


    Eventually, our exhaustion and our wounds did their thing, and we were forced to slow our pace. “Is everybody okay?” I slurred, lungs bursting.


    “I’m fine,” grunted Amrath. “Never really envisioned myself doing something like that. Thought that kind of thing was for those heroic goblins you hear about in songs.”


    “Maybe you’ll get your own song. Feeny, you okay?”


    “I… I think so.”


    The priest had made his way over to us, looking worse for wear. “Well, at least you didn’t get eaten by goblins,” I said. “I know it’s a low bar, but that seems to be where we’re at.”


    “Th-thanks Sam. And you, Amrath. I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you.”


    “Don’t mention it,” Amrath said.


    I looked back towards the mausoleum, though I saw only a tangle of shadows. “What about the rest of the goblins? I think some of them are still alive.”


    “I doubt they’ll be a problem now that the draugr is dead,” Amrath said. “How did you take him?”


    “It wasn’t very heroic. I dropped about a million pounds of rocks on his head.”


    “Thank God for that,” Feeny said.


    Amrath shook my arm in congratulations. “Well done,” he said. “Most can’t say they took down a draugr and lived.”


    I nodded, still too weary and frightened to celebrate. “How can you be sure the goblins won’t fight again?”


    “Goblins only follow the strongest,” Amrath said. “He was the leader of the pack, and you defeated him. I’ll have a talk with the survivors later, but I’m sure they’ll be reasonable. I’ll drop you a line if it looks like there’ll be trouble, but they’ll most likely move on.”


    “I guess you know more about goblins than I do,” I said uncertainly.


    “And I’m moving on, too,” Amrath grumbled. “Williamsport is clearly not the place for peace and quiet.” I could have told him that.


    Feeny looked nervous, casting a glance over his shoulder. “What will I tell the diocese?”


    “Personally, I wouldn’t bring it up,” I said.


    He still looked queasy. “If anybody suspected that I was associated with a…” He motioned towards me.


    “I guess I’m one of those mysterious ways that you always hear about.”


    He swallowed. “Yes. Well. Maybe I can use this as inspiration for a sermon on fighting the forces of darkness or something.”


    I motioned to the wound on Amrath’s hip, still bleeding. “I can heal that for you.”


    “Thanks,” he said. He looked around. “Anybody want something to eat?”


    “I could eat something,” I said.


    Feeny shrugged. “Why not?”
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