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      The call of the wagon and cart drivers echoed up and down the long stone road.

      “Yaw!  Yaw!”

      “Get on!”

      “Get out of the way!”

      That last call was not for the draft animals but for me.  I scooted against the wall where my other companions already stood and watched the cart scurry by.  Like many of the wagons, it was empty and headed for one of the ten gates that led into this city of noise and solitude.

      Quite a mismatch, huh?  But that was the perfect description of Urbas Sophia, home of the Central Library and guarded by an army of Blue Binds.

      The noise came from the carts that came in constant waves through the ten arched gateways of the city’s massive walls.  The fortifications rose up some fifty feet and were twenty feet thick.  They were plenty large enough for the mix of defensive machines that pointed outward at the fields beyond the walls.  There were trebuchets, catapults, and an odd cannon or two, a rarity in a world that hadn’t progressed past the dark ages in terms of toilets.

      The silence came from the very center of this stone metropolis.  There, etched into the sky like giant daggers, were the towers of the Central Library.  The complex was itself surrounded on all sides by steep walls of craggy stone, but their high peaks showed a style similar to High Gothic.  There were high gray arcades, or arches that could barely be seen over the twenty-foot wall.  The long bodies of the buildings denoted a nave, or central aisle within them, and there were enough tall, wide windows to make even a narcissist happy.

      It was near one of these exterior craggy walls that we found ourselves pinned.  The only gate into the Central Library’s compound was close by, and the exiting wagons turned onto this narrow street to leave.

      Sage leaned forward and looked across me at Caius who stood on my other side.  “I believe our guide should be severely reprimanded for bringing us in this direction.”

      Caius sheepishly smiled at him and shrugged.  “You said you wanted to blend in and get a good look at the gate.”

      “That will be quite difficult without getting run over,” Sage pointed out as another set of carts rolled by, forcing him back.

      “You just have to have timing,” Caius scolded him as he stretched his neck to peek around a nearby corner across the street.  Another pair of carts rounded the corner from the left and drove past us.  “Now!”

      We pushed off the wall and scooted over to the other side just as another pair of carts flew by.  Their drivers gave us dirty looks before they rolled down the street and out of sight.

      I craned my own neck to see what they might have held, but there were only stacks of tarps in the beds.  “Why are there so many carts going in and out?”

      “They’re the daily deliveries of charta and pachero, along with copies of log books from the libraries,” Caius explained.

      Another pair flew past us.  “How many libraries are in the system?”

      “The number is known only to the Central Library librarians,” Sage revealed as he scooted in front of my grandmother.  “Pardon me, dear.”

      She gave him a sly smile.  “Dear, is this really the time?”

      “Keep it clean, Bee,” Sage scolded her as he peeked around the corner.  “There are children present.”

      At that moment I wished for bleach to be invented, but I shook off their teasing conversation and returned us to the matter at hand.  “Do you see anything?”

      Sage drew back and nodded.  “Yes.  There appears to be a large gate blocking our way.”

      “Couldn’t we get in through one of the full wagons?” I suggested.

      He shook his head.  “Unfortunately, no.  There are at least eight guards at the gate, and they are doing a rather fine job of scouring the contents.”

      “Lemme see.”

      I scooted down the line and Sage made room.  I peeked around the corner and saw what he meant.  The gate was forty feet wide with a tall arch.  A central column separated the wagons going in and out, with those going out in the road closest to us.  The far road had the eight guards, and two wagons stood abreast.  The tarps that covered the wares were pulled aside and every book and barrel was searched with a thoroughness that would have put a drug dog to shame.

      I drew back and looked to my grandfather.  “You’re not kidding about that searching.”

      Sage cupped his chin in one hand and furrowed his brow.  “Without entrance into there I cannot think of how we would find Ennius.”

      Caius sighed and shrugged.  “Then we’ll just have to go talk to Naso.”

      I pressed my back against the wall as more carts rushed past us.  “Who’s Naso?”

      “A friend of mine,” Caius revealed.

      “Would this friend be the source of your knowledge of the grounds?” Sage guessed.

      Caius grinned.  “Mostly.  There was this pretty little librarian in there who I got to know pretty well-” He noticed the dark look on my face and cleared his throat.  “But yeah, he’s the one who told me about the papers being here.”

      “Can he be trusted with so delicate an operation as we required?” Sage wondered.

      “If you give him enough knowledge about any obscure topic that has his fancy then yeah, he’ll bite,” Caius assured us.

      Sage sighed.  “Then I suppose we should go see this ‘Naso.’”  Another pair of carts flew past.  “If only to prevent our demise beneath the wheels of these wild carts.”

      We hurried of that street and into the well-organized street system.  The entire city, trapped as it was within the fortification walls, had been built in a perfect square.  The blocks were aligned perfectly with those walls, and the houses were close together in perfect lines.  The houses, too, were of a plain sort.  Most were townhouses with shared whitewashed walls.  The few homes with yards sported clean-cut lawns and pristine porches.

      “How old is Urbas Sophia?” I asked my companions as we rounded another perfect corner onto another ramrod straight road.

      “The Library has controlled the area for a thousand of its three thousand year history,” Sage told me.

      “Has it always been this. . .this-”

      “Boring?” Caius suggested.

      I nodded.  “Pretty much.”

      “The Library razed much of the older portions some five hundred years ago, leaving only the buildings that currently stand on their campus,” Sage told me.  “The rest of the city was made in the image of the analytical minds of the Librarian notia, or notaries, thus the grid layout and pristine houses.”

      “So what happens when a blade of grass tries to jaywalk onto the streets?” I wondered as we passed by one of the few homes with a lawn.

      Sage smiled.  “They take the Red Queen’s advice and have off with their heads.  With a pair of garden sheers, of course, not a sword.  That they reserve for the owner.”

      I jerked to a stop and my eyes bulged out of my head.  “Seriously?”  My companions turned to me, all grinning.  I glared at them.  “You guys are picking on the weak link, aren’t you?”

      Sage chuckled.  “You are far from our weak link.  Your close relationship with memories saved us on our last adventure.”

      My face fell as I recalled those final scenes in the Casglade Citadel.  “Yeah, but they didn’t save Alex.”

      Bee walked over to my side and wrapped her arm around my shoulders to give me a squeeze.  “You did wonderfully there, dear, and don’t you think otherwise.”

      Sage nodded.  “She’s right, Jane.  None of us is psychic, so who could have foreseen Ennius’ betrayal?  Or even that he was a foe?”

      “That explained how he arrived not too long after I did,” Caius reminded us.

      “Yes, well, that doesn’t help us find your informant, either,” Sage reminded him.

      Caius looked around and smiled.  “No worries.  We’re almost there.”

      “This informant of yours must be pretty important,” I mused as I studied the three houses with lawns, more than most of the blocks through which we’d passed.

      Caius led us onward and nodded.  “Yeah, but don’t remind him of that.  He’s got enough ego.”

      “That explains why you two are acquainted,” Sage mused.

      Caius shook his head.  “Not really.  We met in a pub.  He’s got a weakness for binskey, and I happen to have been delivering a case of the stuff to the pub when he came in.  He bought the whole case and as thanks treated me to a bottle.”

      “Why should he thank you and not the pub owner?” I wondered.

      Caius flashed me one of his impish grins.  “Let’s just say binskey isn’t really allowed in Urbas Sophia.”

      “Then binskey was contraband,” Sage surmised.

      Caius winked at him.  “And the best kind.  That stuff was good.”  He glanced down the street.  “Looks like we’re getting close.  It’s the house with the gray door.  Just don’t look at it, we don’t want to catch anyone’s attention.”

      I faced ahead, but my eyes flickered over the houses on our left.  One of them had a gray door.  The windows were covered by equally gray curtains and the shutters were painted gray, as well.

      “So is this guy the resident librarian mortician?” I whispered.

      “He’s a little odd,” Caius admitted as he continued leading us down the street.  “We’ll give a knock at the back door.”

      We followed him to the corner where we turned left to continue on the block.  Every block had an alley that divided the rear of the buildings from one another, a safety precaution in case of fire.  The blaze wouldn’t spread to other buildings as quickly with the twenty-foot wide road between them.

      The back of the townhouse had a set of steps that led up to the rear door.  We climbed to the small patio and Caius knocked on the door.  “Naso?  You there?”

      He tried the handle.  The door gave way and Caius swung it open.  The rear of the house had the plain kitchen with its wood stove and cupboards.  All of it was covered in dust, and a few dirty dishes sat in a pan.  Everything also lay in a deep shadow due to the gray curtains over every window and no candle in sight.

      Caius stepped into the eerily quiet house.  “Naso?  You in here?”

      “Perchance he is out,” Sage suggested.

      Caius shook his head.  “Naso rarely goes out, and he wouldn’t leave the back door unlocked if he was.”

      He walked further into the house and we followed.  I was in the back of the line and stepped into the room.  I froze and my eyes widened.

      The cold barrel of a gun was pressed against my temple.  A small voice came from the darkness.  “Don’t move or you die.”
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      I slowly moved my eyes in the direction of the cold barrel.  A shadowy form stood beside me.  Their face was so pale that I could make out most of their features.  It was a man of about forty with bushy eyebrows and sharp eyes that had a strange glint in them against the dim light from the open door.

      “Naso!” Caius shouted as Sage grabbed the man’s arm and pushed it backward.  The cold metal moved off my head and I was finally free to breathe.

      My attacker shrank back before he paused and blinked at my dragon lover.  “Caius?”

      A sly smile appeared on Caius’ lips.  “You fool.  What were you going to do with that?”  He nodded at the man’s ‘weapon.’

      I looked down at his hand and my face fell.  The man held a long cylinder made of metal.

      The man sheepishly smiled at him as he raised the rusted cylinder of metal.  “It would have worked, too, if you weren’t here.”  He looked to me and bowed his head.  “Sorry I startled you, miss.”

      I managed a shaky smile.  “Just don’t make it a habit.”

      The man chuckled before he walked over to a small table.  He moved as lithe as a cat in the darkness, but soon the light was lit and the room was revealed to us.  The space was filled with cubby holes that were stuffed with rolls of paper.  Some rolls were short and barely stuck out.  Others were so long that their ends drooped out of the holes.  I saw that many of the rolls used the same metal cylinder as Naso held to keep the paper tightly rolled.  The furniture, likewise, was covered in unrolled papers.  Some were the width of tapestries and others were long scrolls that draped over half the room.

      The papers were in various states of decay.  May had seen better days before my grandfather’s days, what with their yellowed, torn trims and patched parchments.  However, there was a small stack of perfect scrolls neatly tied and bundled into a box beside the left of the door.

      Naso turned to us with a smile, but his eyes were sharp and curious, especially when they fell on Caius.  “Now what can I do for my old compatriot?”  He stiffened and his eyes widened just a little as I noticed he drummed the fingers of his left hand against his hip.  “Or perhaps it’s something you can do for me?”

      “The first one,” Caius told him.

      The fingers stopped drumming and his posture slackened.  “I see.  What is it you want?  An ancient tome?  A manual on how to be an ass?”

      Caius flashed him a grin.  “I’ve written half of them, if I could write, but this is a bigger favor than those.  I need you to get us into the Index.”

      “The Index?” I repeated.

      “A nickname we who walk its halls call the Central Library,” Naso explained as he studied Caius with the look of someone who doubted my dragon lover’s sanity.  “But you can’t be serious.  It would be hard enough to get one person in, but four?”

      “Could you get one of us inside?” Sage wondered.

      Naso wrinkled his nose.  “Perhaps when the guards were fewer, but they’ve had some recent high-level security breaches that have caused the vilicus to increase the number.”

      “The vilicus?” I wondered.

      Naso arched an eyebrow at me.  “Yes.  He leads the Index.  The current vilicus is Magnus van Petrus.”

      Both of Sage’s eyebrows shot up.  “Of the House of Petrus from the Flavian Coast?”

      “Who else but one of that house would hold the position?” Naso countered with a bitter smile.  “He took up the lofty position when his uncle passed away at the ‘young’ age of four hundred, having been in the seat after his father.”

      “So what do you do?” I asked him.

      Naso puffed out his chest and raised himself to his full, short stature.  “I may not have the blood of a renowned shifter family, but I am rather skilled at reading the most archaic pieces of literature, and I’m also a master at repairing scrolls.”

      “That’s good for the scrolls,” Caius spoke up as he nudged the box of clean scrolls with the side of his foot.  “But I don’t think you’re going to get us into one of these boxes so we can get inside that place.”

      Naso frowned at Caius.  “Be more careful with those!  It took me a good month’s work to repair those scrolls!”

      Sage scooted between Caius and the box and bowed his head to Naso.  “My apologies for our brutish friend.  However, if money is a problem, we will gladly pay it.”

      The air escaped Naso’s chest as he sighed.  “You really are intent on getting in there, aren’t you?  Why is that so important?  What are you looking for?”

      “We merely wish to peruse some documents submitted by one of the High Librarians,” Sage assured him.  “Nothing damaging nor illegal but the entrance.”

      Naso cupped his chin in his hand and furrowed his brow.  “Well, there are the ancient catacombs.”

      Sage arched an eyebrow.  “Are they safe enough to traverse?”

      Naso dropped his hand and shrugged.  “I wouldn’t bet my life on it, for that would surely be what I would be risking, but I can think of no other way inside.”

      “Why are there catacombs underneath a library?” I spoke up.

      Naso turned to me with upraised eyebrows.  “Don’t you not know the sage history of the Index?”

      Sage grasped my shoulder and smiled at the librarian.  “My friend here has led a rather sheltered life, but a refresher course wouldn’t hurt any of us, if you would do us that honor.”

      Naso’s ego was inflated along with his chest, and he cleared his throat.  “Well, you see, the fine city in which the Central Library is located, Urbas Sophia, was once called Pantainos, and was itself a primitive library system created by a simple group of people called the Graius.  They had a small collection of research volumes, but were more interested in the science of sorting them, of which I am an avid practitioner of such arts.”

      I glanced around the messy room.  “It looks like it.”

      A little bit of Naso’s air left him, but he rallied.  “That is, I respect their interest in such organization.”

      “As did the leaders of the Library,” Sage added.

      Naso nodded.  “Indeed.  The early Library leaders wished to share their knowledge, and when the Graius refused, a small war commenced.  The Library with their Blue Binds were victorious, and the contents of the older Graius library were emptied.”

      “Stolen,” Sage corrected him.

      “Removed as spoils of the struggle,” our acquaintance amended himself.  “The existing buildings were created to house the new collection, and thus was the Index born.”

      “And now they stock the shelves with relics just as dusty as those from the ancient crypts,” Caius quipped.

      “That’s a neat story, but it still doesn’t explain why the Librarians built the Index on top of a bunch of dead people,” I pointed out.

      “The Graius, as was their custom, had buried their dead in crypts and catacombs under the hardest stone in the area,” Naso explained.  “That spot proved to be wonderful ground for a stone foundation, so the Index was built atop the dead.”

      I wrapped my arms around myself and shivered.  “So has anyone ever seen a ghost in those halls?”

      “Ghosts don’t exist, pumpkin,” Sage reminded me.

      “That’s what you said about lumina,” Caius reminded him.

      Sage coughed into his fist.  “Yes, well, in this case I’m sure we shouldn’t have to worry about the dead.  The living is troublesome enough.”

      “Should we expect to meet some trouble getting to one of the catacomb entrances?” Caius asked Naso.

      “Do you mean from the Blue Binds?  I highly doubt it,” Naso replied.  “While the Blue Binds have an inordinate amount of control over Perdico, the Index is still safely within the grasps of we Librarians and other than the front gate and walls of the Index we discourage the Blue Binds from making an appearance in the city.”

      “This sounds too easy,” I commented.  “I mean, no guards at an entrance into the basement of the Index?  Why not?”

      Naso shrugged.  “I don’t know about easy.  You still have to navigate the halls to the storage room with the research material.  However, I do know that nobody I’ve ever heard of has come out of those catacombs.”

      “Magic traps?” Sage guessed.

      Naso shook his head.  “I don’t know.  Nobody does.  There has been rumors of shadows lurking in those cold corridors for ages.”  He paused and chuckled.  “The locals have come to call the area the Kingdom of the Darkness.”

      “A nickname isn’t really going to scare us off,” Caius assured him.

      Naso sighed.  “If you insist on getting yourselves killed by the unknown than I will give you a chance at success by showing you the halls after you exit the catacombs.”  He turned his attention to the papers plastered to the walls and nodded at a large map.  “There.”  He led us over to the poster and I saw that the lines drawn on its crusty, stained surface mapped out a large building.  Naso stepped to the side and turned to us before he tapped the back of one finger against the map.  “This is the layout of the Index.  I don’t know where you’ll come out for the catacombs, so you’ll have to memorize-”

      “Did it,” Caius announced.

      Sage looked to him and arched an eyebrow.  “Have you prior knowledge of the layout?”

      Caius flashed him a smile.  “Nope, but I’ve had a lot of practice.  You just have to know the patterns and it’s easy.”

      Sage sighed.  “Then I suppose we must ensure you survive the catacombs, should we find any danger.”

      “I’ll lead you to one of the entrances,” Naso offered.  “It’s in the residential district, so there shouldn’t be anyone around from the Index.”
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      Naso led us out into the streets, and I sidled up between my grandfather and Caius.  “So what kind of shifters are the van Petrus family?” I asked my companions as we made our way through the grid-like streets.

      “A rather stoic owl,” Sage told me as he studied the tall buildings around us.  Unlike most of the houses of the Shifting World, around us there were several buildings that reached five stories tall.  All of them were square with equally square windows.  “A magnificent architecture, though I wonder what it looked like before the great renovation.”

      “We’re probably going to find out when we go into those catacombs,” Caius quipped as he swept his eyes over the area.  On occasion a Blue Bind passed us, but didn’t give us a second glance when Naso bowed his head to them.  Caius moved to walk beside our guide and lowered his voice.  “You sure it’s a good idea for you to lead us?  You could just tell us where to find it.”

      “And miss this chance to study some of the interior of the catacombs?” Naso pointed out.

      Caius frowned.  “You’re not coming with us.”

      Naso lifted his nose in the air and looked straight ahead.  “Of course I am.  As a scholar of the Index this will be a very unique chance to decipher its contents.”

      “Or get yourself killed, or worse,” Caius countered.

      Naso swept his eyes over our group and smiled.  “I believe I am in capable hands, or would you have me not believe that the Beastly Bee and Storm Sage are-”

      In one swift movement Caius clapped his hand over Naso’s mouth and drew him into a nearby alley.  We slipped inside after them and Caius pushed Naso deeper into the narrow path.  “Don’t go blabbing it to everyone or the only thing you’ll get is the sharp end of a Blue Bind’s sword.”

      Naso cleared his throat.  “Yes, well, I merely wanted to show that I’m not amateur in adventuring and ‘know my histories,’ as it were.”

      “Adventuring is a little more than histories,” Caius snapped.

      I peeked around the corner.  “Guys, I hate to break up your good bickering, but the sun isn’t going to get any higher.”  Indeed, the opposite was true.  The sun was on its descent and in a few hours the city would be in darkness.  A perfect time for sneaking.

      Naso smiled at Caius.  “There is an advantage to taking me along which my map didn’t show.  The guard patrols inside the Index.  They’re rather too complicated to show on a map.”

      “You are risking your entire career, and perchance your life, on your curiosity,” Sage pointed out.

      Naso shrugged.  “Then I can say I have lived once and will be glad to say it was not in the pages of another person’s memoirs.  Now shall we be off?”

      Sage glanced up at Caius who shrugged.  “All right, it’s your skin.  But don’t go expecting us to save your hide if you do something stupid with it, got it?”

      Naso bowed his head.  “I completely understand, and will follow your instructions explicitly.”

      We continued on our journey into the bland residential district.  The houses were all alike with their square shapes and boxed windows.  A few stood out for their flower boxes, but they were otherwise copies.

      Naso turned us off into another alley and toward the walled off portion of the city that denoted the Index.  The ground sunk at an angle and I noticed that the homes, though still square, were less taken care of.  Dirt specked their faded paint and the windows were grimy.

      We reached the end where the alley met the wall.  The smooth gray stones that marked the front gates weren’t used in this lesser area where rough boulders had been stacked to keep the masses out.  The dirt of the ground smothered the boulders with black soot-like dust and rose up like a black wall some fifty feet above us to end on a cap of neat, smoothed stone.

      Naso nodded at the top of the wall.  “Those are the gardens where the vilicus likes to take his evening strolls.”

      Sage’s eyes widened and he ducked down.  “Down!”

      We obeyed his order and I looked up.  My breath caught in my throat when I noticed the figure lean over the wall.  The fading light made it difficult to make out any features, but their eyes stood out.  Their pupils were so pale as to be white so that their eyes looked like hollow lights in the growing darkness.

      I jumped when a hand slipped into mine.  I looked to my right and found it was Caius.  His eyes glowed a soft red that made me flinch.  He gave my hand a squeeze and the rest of me a wink.  I gave him a shaky smile.

      The figure above us looked out on the city for a few moments before they drew back out of sight.  I took my first breath in a long while and noticed Naso creep along the wall.  He beckoned to us and we followed his lead along the rough stones.  They cut into my back and scratched my arms, but I bit my tongue and eventually we reached a large stone arch nestled into the wall.  The entrance was covered by a few crossed bars that hung on hinges.

      “Was that the vilicus?” I whispered to my companions.

      Naso nodded as he grasped the gate.  “Yes.  He’s a rather frightful person, isn’t he?  His eyes are an uncommon trait even among his house.  An inside joke among we Indexians is that he gained the position through fear of his eyes.”  He drew back the door and nodded at the interior.  “Ladies first.”

      I leaned forward and peeked inside.  The arch led into a narrow passage wrapped in cold walls of rough stone dripping with condensation.  The water pooled in the center of the dirt floor and, through countless centuries, had carved a ditch into the mud.  Trash and mold littered the water and dirt, and the smell hit me like a skunk in hell.  It was a rat’s paradise.

      “Have I mentioned that I hate rats?” I whispered to my companions.

      “Then I suggest we not visit the island of the rat shifters,” Sage mused before he slipped inside.

      “You’re joking, right?” I asked him as I grasped the edge of the arch.

      Sage lit up the area with his fiery hand and gingerly walked forward, careful to avoid the sludge-filled ditch.  The fire made the shadows over his face flicker as he turned to me with a mischievous smile.  “Perhaps.  Perhaps not.  But let us explore these ruins as quickly as possible.”

      I looked at my grandmother as she passed me.  “He was joking, right?”

      She kindly smiled at me.  “No, dear.”  Then she ducked inside.

      I sighed and followed Naso inside with Caius bringing up the rear behind me.  We side-stepped the wide trench as best we could, which in the case of my short legs meant I had to keep jumping from side-to-side when the trench wound its way left and right.

      I pressed my palm against one of the walls to give me balance, but yelped when my hand sank into gooey muck.  The gunk was also slick and my hand slid forward, causing me to tumble with it.

      Caius wrapped his arm around my center and caught me before I went head-first into the putrid punch in the ditch.  I turned around and smiled at him.  “Thanks.”

      “My pleasure,” he returned as he righted me.

      Sage had stopped and half-turned to us.  “A little more care, pumpkin.  We can’t be sure that the contents of that water aren’t magic in some way.”

      “Magic in what way?” I asked him.

      He leaned down and squinted at the muck.  “Perhaps in a way that would change your morphology.”

      “The Librarians of the Index have been known to experiment with alchemy,” Naso informed us.

      I sighed.  “Why can’t even sewers be simple?  Like just poison or gangrene.”

      Caius flashed me a mischievous grin.  “I could carry you.”

      I snorted.  “You’re just trying to make up for lost time, aren’t you?”

      Sage cleared his throat.  “I fear we’re not making up for lost time if we don’t continue onward.”

      We continued on — without me being in Caius’ arms — and journeyed deeper into the cavernous Kingdom of the Darkness.  A few yards inside the tunnel we found the beginnings of the catacombs.  Long, deep niches appeared in the walls on either side of us.  Their only occupants were dust, but a few fragments of bone bespoke the former dead dwellers of the slots.

      “What happened to the bodies?” I asked my companions.

      “Rats and age, I imagine,” Sage mused as he gingerly stepped over the dead body of said rodent.

      I bit my lower lip to keep from squealing and leapt over to the opposite side.  The floor was slick and I had to catch myself on one of the niches.  A pair of beady rat eyes glared back at me from the darkness.  I yelped and scurried forward while Caius laughed behind me.

      Bee caught me in her arms and smiled down at me.  “These rats won’t hurt you, dear.  They’re actually very curious to know why we’re down here and only want to see us.”

      “Could you tell them we’re just tourists and not to gawk at us too much?” I pleaded.

      “And might you ask them what dangers may lead ahead, dear?” Sage requested.

      Bee looked back at the rat I’d whom I’d made its acquaintance and made some squeaking noises.  The rat replied with his own squeaks and she pursed her lips.  “She says even the rats don’t go too deep into the Darkness.  Whenever they do they don’t come back.”

      Sage sighed.  “Comforting, but I suppose we can do better than rats.  Let us continue.”

      We crept onward into the impenetrable darkness.  I wouldn’t have gone a foot farther without the warm glow of my grandfather’s light and the soft touch of my grandmother at my side.  It helped to have my dragon shifter husband at my back, too.  Naso wasn’t going to be of much help, but he could be used as fodder for any creature of darkness.

      A noise caught my attention.  I paused and tilted my head to one side.  There it was again.  I heard it more clearly, and this time it made my skin crawl.  The sound was the mournful cry of some terrified creature.  It loosed a soft wail up and down the dripping corridors.  I couldn’t tell if it was ahead or behind us.

      I wrapped my arms around myself to stop the shaking.  It didn’t work.  “D-did you guys hear that?”

      My companions had all stopped.  Sage scowled at the ceiling.  “We are not alone.”

      “But what is it?” I persisted as I looked around the darkness.  “A kid?”

      Caius shook his head.  “I’ve never heard anything like that.”

      Naso whipped his head to and fro, and his wide eyes glistened in the weak light.  “Alvars’ Horrors.”
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