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The Slithering Spark

Wood shouldn't smell like dust. Garnett scowled around the remains of the library he'd been assigned to examine. The entire place was a loss. Obviously. The shelves had tumbled from the cases eons ago. What books had been here had long since been taken away. Many of them to the Last Winter so they were truly gone, burned to ash.

No, there was nothing worth bothering with here. There had, at one point a very long time ago, been spells on the bookcases and floor. The walls and ceiling, too, but they were destroyed by the passage of time. Water had seeped through the roof and washed the paint way. Mold had consumed the plaster. Animals had destroyed whatever was left.

The great Knutson library that had once been the prize of the continent was long since dead.

Abiah Knutson had to be rolling in his grave, if only he'd had one. The thought of it made Garnett snort. He'd read every book there was about Abiah Knutson, a man after Garnett's heart. Born with indeterminate gender, Knutson had refused to be treated as a girl. He'd battled against the requirements of his family, killed his father when his father tried to force a marriage on him, and then taken over the Knutson family despite his mother's scheming.

If there had been any magic to Abiah's assumption of a male role, Garnett didn't know of it despite all his reading. Not that it really mattered. To Garnett, what had made Abiah so fascinating was his refusal to allow anyone to use him. His iron-willed determination to set his own path in life.

Which only made his eventual disappearance that much more interesting. He'd been murdered, certainly. The name Abiah Knutson had been reviled in his lifetime, more because of his stubborn refusal to obey others' dictates than for any of his actions as the ruler of the Knutson family.

Educating all the children, making sure everyone had food and shelter, and ensuring that their enemies couldn't invade to enslave them all were actions of a hero, not a villain.

Records of the time cast Abiah as the villain despite that. History was always written by the victor and despite Abiah's many successes, he'd lost in the end. He'd been murdered, his body secreted away in the night, and his family destroyed when the invaders finally got past the defenses that Abiah had raised.

"Anything?" Prince Cyrille called up the stairs from the lower level that he'd been checking.

"Dust and ruined bookshelves," Garnett called back to him. "Nothing else. There's not even an aura of evil left from the books removed from here."

"Oh, they didn't come from here," Prince Cyrille said, his voice carrying up the stairs as he cautiously climbed them to join Garnett in the remnants of the library. "There was a laboratory that was found out in one of the stables. The evil books were there. All the books that were here were just books. Nothing magic to them at all. I checked with the librarians and bureaucrats to be sure before we came."

Garnett glowered at him when Prince Cyrille appeared at the door. "If there was nothing significant here, why check it?"

"Because this is where people see the fires," Prince Cyrille said entirely too reasonably for how Garnett glared at him. "Every night since the eclipse, people have seen fires burning in this room. The windows are gone, most of the outer walls, too. Only this core part of the building remains. And it's up here that they see it."

That did change things. 

Garnett frowned around the library, looking for any sort of spell that could have caused fires that didn't burn anything. Nothing. No signs of fire, either, which was another issue. If there was nothing to burn and no signs of a fire happening and yet people saw something here, there had to be magic involved. Divine, mortal, monstrous, otherworldly, some sort of magic had to exist.

And yet as Garnett tapped his many tattoos to activate them, he saw… nothing.

No signs of magic. No signs of fire. No indication that someone had been here with a torch and a sick sense of humor, intent on pranking their neighbors.

There was nothing at all to explain the ghostly fires.

Which meant that it had to tie back into the energy they'd released at the eclipse. Perhaps not directly. There were thousands of little problems cropping up all over the continent that had emerged or worsened after the eclipse. Garnett was relatively certain he was never going to sleep in his own bed again.

This, though, was a new one. He literally had no idea what might have caused this entire situation. Garnett shook his head before turning to Prince Cyrille who sighed, shut his eyes and then started as Keanu appeared next to him, quite literally beaming light around the ruined room.

"Goodness, what a mess," Keanu said, eyes wide. "This is strange. How long as it been abandoned? I thought you were looking for a fire, Cyrille."

"We are," Garnett said before Prince Cyrille could do more than lean into Keanu's side for an affectionate hug that made Keanu's light shimmer much like a hug would make a puppy's tail wag. "I can't feel anything in here. Neither of us have found a thing. Do you sense anything?"

"Oh, no, of course not," Keanu said. 

He blinked like the slowest, stupidest person in the world, face ridiculously open and guileless. It made the skin on the back of Garnett's neck crawl because he knew for a fact that Keanu was not this innocent. Yes, he was innocent, to a degree, but not like this. He'd grown quite a bit over the last few adventures and lost much of that childlike transparency that had annoyed Garnett so much when they first met.

"Why?" Garnett asked, only growling a little bit.

"This is a null zone," Keanu replied. He frowned ever so faintly and then started. "Oh, of course. You can't feel it. Because it's a null zone. There's something here that keeps all magic and divine energies out. Probably, I would guess anyway, that's why it was abandoned. Something happened and this place became a spot where nothing magic could live. And as all people have some magic in them, they left. Really, we should leave. It's not healthy to be in such places. It's safer for Cyrille, of course, but for the two of us, no. It could harm us."

Garnett stared at him and then let both Prince Cyrille and Keanu herd him out the door and down the stairs towards the courtyard which, apparently, was outside of the null zone. Keanu lost that blank, empty expression. Prince Cyrille took a deep breath and rubbed his chest while frowning as if he'd only just realized that he'd missed something.

And Garnet stood exactly where all the senses and magic he relied on had flared back into life.

Upstairs, he couldn't sense anything. But here, in this spot, his tattoos and the magic that would someday change him into the God of Transformation screamed.

Danger. Danger and loss. Loss and hate and fury and time, so much time.

Something was very wrong indeed with this null spot. With this entire situation. Now they just had to figure out what it was so that they could fix it.

 

+++

 

The shack where the evil books had been resonated with magic. Vibrated, quivered, walls shaking and floorboards rattling with it. Not loudly. Not after nearly five hundred years. But even that much later the magic done in that place shook the world.

Garnett stood in the center of the shack, eyes shut against the sunlight that tumbled unwillingly through the hole-filled ceiling, and felt. He didn't need his tattoos. Not here. The magic was so strong and thick that he only needed to still his mind and focus the way idiot magic instructors with ridiculously weak students advised.

As if focusing your mind was all that it took to perform magic.

Someone filled to the brim with hate, overflowing with it, had cast a great spell here. Something dark. Something evil. Something well able to make their notebooks and ledgers gain sentience. It was all grounded in fury. Hate. Revulsion. A bit of lust mixed in but only a tiny bit. Whomever the spellcaster had lusted for had been hated far more.

When he opened his eyes again, Garnett hummed quietly. The beams of light had shivering dust motes drifting in them. Away from the beams, the shack was so dark that it looked as black as night. Garnett stepped out of the central light spot and into the dark.

It took a moment for his eyes to adjust but then he picked out bookcases, shelves cast down to the floor. Walls whose paint had washed away and whose plaster had been eaten by rats and mold. The floor was clear of everything other than dust and the faint scuff marks left behind when Prince Cyrille and Akuchi had cautiously explored the shack earlier.

"Got anything?" Xun asked from the doorway.

"Remnants of an old spell," Garnett said as he thoughtfully crouched to run a finger over one broken bookshelf. "And an oddity. A very interesting oddity."

"Yeah?"

Xun's question wasn't encouraging. Or discouraging. She stood in the doorway, thumbs hooked through her belt loops and perpetually bloody ax hanging at her side, with all the lethal calm that Garnett refused to admit that he found comforting. 

No badgering. No nagging. No fluttering worry with Xun. She watched. She waited. She acted.

It was oddly comforting to know that she would kill whatever came after them and then flitter off to coo over the abandoned kitchen garden and its overgrown heirloom vegetables.

"Oh yes," Garnett said. He stood and wiped his finger on his pants, raising an eyebrow when no dust appeared on his thigh. "This is where the fire is. Not up in the library. This is where the null zone is based. The interesting thing is that I believe that space and time are folded here. Every night, somehow, the fold weakens and we see the fire that must be raging here."

"Huh."

He joined her outside of the shack rather than wait for her to enter it. If she'd been willing to enter, she would have done so long ago. Garnett raised an eyebrow as Xun kept staring
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