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      Fredric St. Cloud sat in his hardback chair and stared at the report in his hand. He’d been struggling to read it for the past twenty minutes, but his mind kept wandering. He tossed the parchment down on his spotless desk and rubbed his face. How could it be that his son was now engaged to wed the princess and eventually become king? Fredric had warned both his children, more times than he could remember, that they should avoid politics like the plague. At least the demon sword forbore comment.

      Damien was deep in it now. Fredric had refrained from recalling Jennifer to allow her to stay in the capital and support him. Not that there was any shortage of work for either of his children. In the six weeks since the quake, repairs had accelerated, but there still remained a great deal to do. He’d even gone so far as to send all the older students to the capital to help with the cleanup and repairs. The Citadel seemed too quiet with almost half his students and most of the other warlords away.

      Someone knocked on his door and Fredric let out a great sigh, happy for any distraction from his muddled thoughts. “Come in.”

      Rhys stuck his head in. He’d reassigned the veteran to serve as his assistant until his daughter returned. “There’s a farmer here I think you need to speak to.”

      Fredric nodded, at this point he would have talked to anyone about anything. “Send him in.”

      The door opened the rest of the way and a man perhaps fifty years old stepped through the door, the stink of manure crossing the office ahead of him. He wore dirt-caked trousers and a ragged tunic, both the color of grime. He was twisting a shapeless, broad-brimmed hat in his hands. The farmer glanced back at Rhys who nodded and shut the door behind him.

      Fredric motioned his guest to the empty chair. He suppressed a wince at the dirty boot prints the farmer left as he crossed the office. The man sat like he feared someone might yank the chair out from under him.

      “So, what can I help you with?” Fredric asked.

      “Well, sir. The thing is I seen a demon and I didn’t know who best to tell. The Citadel is the closest bit of real government around and since you helped us with the goblins I figured you’d be the ones to see.”

      Fredric frowned. If this was a joke it was in poor taste considering all the important problems in the kingdom right now. The farmer certainly seemed in earnest, but a demon? The odds of such a creature appearing in this area, especially after Damien and Jennifer had killed one less than a year ago seemed staggering. Not impossible though and if true it fell to Fredric, as the strongest warrior in the area, to deal with it.

      “Describe this demon.”

      The farmer looked away then back. “It was black, tall, kind of indistinct. Its eyes glowed red, that’s what I remember most.”

      “How is it you survived encountering such a creature?”

      “I only seen it, from a fair distance at that. I was chasing a lost calf in the woods when I stumbled on the monster. It moved through the trees like a ghost. It didn’t make no noise and it didn’t seem to notice me, thank heaven. The demon ducked inside a cave dug into the side of a hill. Soon as it got out of sight I ran. Never did find that calf. Someone needs to kill the thing before it gets one of us.”

      “Will you excuse me for a moment, Mister…?”

      “Smyth, sir.” The farmer scrambled up out of his chair. “I’ll wait outside, sir.”

      He fled like a rabbit before a fox. When the door shut Fredric asked, “Was he telling the truth?”

      He believes he saw a demon. Whether he actually did, who can say?

      The demon sword seemed in a poor mood today. Her voice, if the silent words appearing directly in his mind counted as a voice, had an acid bite that set his teeth on edge. Fredric had no idea why. It seemed the fickle creature’s mood shifted like the weather.

      “Are there demons that fit his description?”

      There are demons that fit every description. What he saw is well within the realm of demonic possibility.

      That seemed as close as he would get to a confirmation. He had already made up his mind to check it out, even if it turned out to be nothing Fredric needed to escape the office and this made a perfect excuse to go on a little hike. If he got to kill something at the end, so much the better.

      He grabbed the sword from its stand and slipped it through the loop on his belt. Thus armed he went out into the hall and found a patiently waiting Smyth. “Can you lead me to where you saw the beast?”

      “Of course.” A shiver ran through the farmer. “I’ll never forget that place as long as I live. It’s a long walk though. Half a day from my farm which is twenty miles south from here.” Smyth tapped his chin with a dirt-crusted finger. “We might make it before dark if we cut across country rather than retrace my route.”

      “Can you ride?” Fredric asked.

      The farmer’s eyes widened. “A plow horse, maybe.”

      “Our destriers operate on the same principles, they just have bad attitudes. As long as you show them who’s boss you’ll be fine.”

      The farmer trembled a bit. “If you say so, sir.”
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      “Right there, sir.” Smyth pointed, his hand shaking, at a dark opening in the side of a hill. It resembled a shadow on the slope more than a real cave, but that might have been a trick of light and distance.

      The two men crouched behind a clump of holly bushes. The spicy, evergreen smell lay over everything, thankfully canceling out Smyth’s odor. They had made the trip—a ride to the forest edge then a hike of several miles—in about eight hours. The sun hung low in the sky casting long shadows over everything. At the edge of his awareness, Fredric noticed the skittering of small animals in the branches above him. A good mile separated the cave from their position, but even so, the presence of animals seemed strange. Maybe Smyth had led him on a false quest after all.

      No. I can sense the demon from here. Whatever it is, there’s no doubt something is there.

      Fredric frowned. He hadn’t fought a demon in years and the last one had almost killed him. The prudent thing to do would be to summon help, but with the sorcerers already stretched thin due to the quake who knew how long it might take for someone to arrive.

      He gripped Lizzenwar’s hilt. He’d boasted often enough that the two of them could defeat any opponent. The time had come to prove it once again.

      “Smyth, go back to the horses. If I’m not back in half an hour return to The Citadel and let them know I failed. They’ll summon more help and you’ll have to lead them back here. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir. Be careful.”

      Smyth hotfooted it back the way they’d come leaving Fredric alone in the darkening forest. It seemed these sorts of confrontations always happened either at dusk, or midnight, or some other awful time of day when he had to rely on his enhanced vision to see what was trying to kill him. It couldn’t be helped. You had to fight the battle when you reached the field. Besides, it wasn’t like the time of day would matter inside the cave.

      Fredric drew the demon sword, eased out from behind the shrubs, and started through the trees toward the cave mouth. They had covered three-quarters of the distance when Lizzenwar intruded on his thoughts again.

      I don’t know about this, Fredric. The demon feels stronger than I first believed. Perhaps we should fall back for now.

      “We’re too close to just run away. At least let’s have a look at what we’re dealing with.”

      Lizzenwar’s anxiety filtered into his mind and Fredric forced it aside. With the sword’s power he could defeat any enemy. He had to believe that.

      Fredric set foot in the dark opening. Sensing his thoughts the demon sword began to glow. In the crimson light the rough stone walls appeared covered in blood. The stench of rot and corruption filled the air, giving him the impression that he’d entered a charnel house.

      He reached out and ran his hand along the stone. Moisture clung to his fingers and when he rubbed them together they felt tacky. Was there actual blood on the walls? That would help explain the smell.

      His grip tightened and he kept moving. Whatever covered the walls it posed no threat to him. The tunnel snaked its way deeper into the hillside. He wasn’t aware of any mining in this part of the kingdom, so why was the cave here? Perhaps it occurred naturally.

      It’s close, Fredric. Not more than ten yards away.

      Fredric enhanced all his senses as much as he could and sped up his perception. Ahead of him the tunnel opened up into a wide chamber. A dark haze filled the room. It swirled around, but he felt no breeze. Over several seconds the darkness gathered and formed into a hazy humanoid shape. When the final speck of darkness joined the mass, crimson eyes blazed to life.

      Fredric accelerated to warlord speed, then drew on Lizzenwar’s power to reach the blinding pace that gave him his nickname. Like lightning Fredric slashed through the monster in front of him.

      Twenty, thirty, forty slashes in a second.

      No resistance met his blade. He might as well be cutting air.

      We’re not hurting it. Flee, Fredric, now.

      He raced for the exit. It galled him, but the demon sword was right. If he couldn’t cut it he had no hope of winning.

      A curtain of darkness covered the cave entrance, bringing Fredric up short. He spun and raced to the side just ahead of an insubstantial claw.

      Dark tentacles shot from the demon’s body.

      Fredric tried to sever them, but the demon sword affected the tentacles no more than it had the main body.

      He dodged and ducked, running around the chamber like a dog chasing its tail. If he couldn’t retreat even his tremendous soul force would run out.

      He had to break through the dark curtain.

      Fredric, no!

      Lizzenwar’s warning came too late. Fredric plunged into the haze.

      Cold unlike anything he’d ever experienced chilled him right down to his core. Soul force rushed out of him.

      Fredric staggered to the ground, his strength gone. He tried to stand up, but couldn’t move.

      He rolled over on his back. The demon loomed above him, its burning eyes boring into him. A clawed hand plunged through Fredric’s chest.

      The last thing he heard was Lizzenwar’s scream in his mind.
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      Lizzy screamed when she felt Fredric die. It wasn’t the first time one of her bearers had died, but that in no way lessened the shock. When the last of his life drained away Lizzy did one of the hardest things possible. She sent her power into the blade that served as her physical host and made it fly.

      Down the tunnel and into the night air she went. Like an arrow out of a bow, she streaked across the sky toward The Citadel. Moving on her own drained her power faster than any other task she was called on to perform. It would be a close call whether she made it back to the armory or not.

      The dark stone fortress appeared in her extended perceptions. She couldn’t see exactly, but she did have a certain spatial awareness. She flew around to the rear of the keep until she located a six-inch-diameter hole in the wall, carefully hidden from casual view, and constructed specifically for her use in case her bearer died in the field. In The Citadel’s two-plus-century history she’d only had to use it once before today. She flew down her emergency entrance and into the darkness.

      Lizzy slipped along the tunnel, flew to the first-floor armory, and landed on a stone slab raised four feet off the ground. She settled in place an instant before her power ran out. Soon now someone would arrive. She’d shattered several sorcerous barriers on her flight in. Whoever came would know at once what had happened. That person would tell Damien. Would he weep for his father? They hadn’t had the best relationship, but it had improved over the past few months.

      If Lizzy had had a real body she would have sighed. Poor Fredric, he hadn’t been bad as bearers went. Now they would try to foist another man on her, but this time she would choose. No one would dictate her fate.

      She would have Damien and no other.
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      Damien formed a bubble around the small mountain of cracked timbers, shattered shingles, and other random debris the workers had piled up in the street and flew away with it. Beyond the outer wall a massive fire burned around the clock, consuming the rubble from the capital. Smoke filled the sky, more smoke than when the fires still burned in the city. Not that there was any help for it. They had no other way to dispose of so much rubble.

      Over the past month and a half Damien had added a great deal of fuel to this particular pyre, most of it wood, but some the bodies of victims discovered as they demolished damaged buildings. Many of the bodies were mangled so badly no one could identify them. A lot of people who lost friends and family would never know for certain what happened to their loved ones. Damien had gotten lucky. No one he loved had been injured in the quake.

      It wasn’t just tearing down now at least. The sound of hammers and saws filled every corner of the city as carpenters from all over the kingdom worked to put the capital back together. Skeletal rafters of new roofs were popping up everywhere along with bare walls and stone foundations. If the pace continued maybe everyone would have a roof over their heads before winter.

      Damien landed in the castle courtyard and wiped sweat from his brow. It was only midmorning, but the summer heat already covered the city like a damp blanket. He walked around to the back side of the keep. The castle well drew its water from a deep spring that stayed cold even on the hottest days. A long drink followed by a bucket dumped over his head sounded like just the thing.

      He stepped into the shade of the keep and sighed. It had to be twenty degrees cooler here. Maybe he’d just rest a moment before getting his drink. He closed his eyes, leaned his hot back against the cool stone, and let the chill soak into his body. Sometimes the small things really were the best.

      He sensed a familiar soul force approaching a moment before soft lips pressed against his. The kiss ended and he opened his eyes to find Imogen smiling at him. She wasn’t wearing her crimson uniform, instead she had on a simple white dress and sandals, her long, golden hair loose and waving in the light breeze. She looked absolutely stunning.

      “I thought we talked about this. I’m engaged to Karrie. We can’t be sneaking around behind her back.”

      Her smile widened. “You’d rather do this where she can see us? I’m game, but I’m not sure how she’d take it.”

      Damien pushed off the wall and headed for the well. “You know what I mean.”

      She latched onto his arm and walked along with him. Since they’d gotten back from the failed attempt to capture Connor Blackman, Imogen had started acting like a love-struck girl. It was such a change from what he’d gotten used to. Before, it had been easy to forget she was only a year older than Lane and four years older than him.

      “I know you don’t love that girl. That you’re only marrying her out of pity. Why should you have to give up your happiness for her?”

      Damien pulled the well bucket up to give himself a chance to think. He’d tried explaining everything to Imogen once already. The night after their return from the mission he’d gone to his room after a long conversation with his master only to find a naked Imogen lounging in his bed waiting for him. She had been intent on finishing what she started back in the cave. It had taken all Damien’s considerable willpower not to take her up on the offer.

      Instead they spent the evening talking. They shared their histories and Damien explained his promise to Karrie and how he felt about Lizzy. He’d thought Imogen understood and she’d left with nothing more than a passing kiss.

      He’d been mistaken. It appeared Imogen had made it her new mission to convince him to forget his promise, abandon the princess, and fall into bed with her. It seemed whenever he was alone she’d appear and start kissing him. She left him constantly on edge. If Karrie ever discovered them, even though it hadn’t been his idea, she’d never forgive him. And while Imogen was right that Damien didn’t love the princess, he also had no desire to hurt her.

      The bucket reached the top of the well. Imogen grabbed the dipper out of the bucket ahead of him and took a sip before letting the rest run down her chin and neck to soak the front of her thin dress. The wet material clung to her flawless curves. Damien forced himself to look away.

      “I thought you were thirsty.” She pressed herself against his back and kissed the nape of his neck with her cool, wet lips. A shiver ran through him. He needed to get away from her before his wavering resolve shattered.

      He sensed the energy of one of his master’s message constructs approaching. The golden orb flew around the wall and formed the words “Throne room.” Damien sent his master a silent thank you.

      He stepped away from Imogen. “Duty calls.”

      She licked her lips and smiled. “Another time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      The energy from the archmage’s message faded and Damien fled. When he glanced back he found Imogen watching him with one hand on her hip and a hungry gleam in her eyes. He seriously doubted anything he said had made an impression on her. Maybe his master had a mission for him. Something that would send him out of the capital until the wedding. Fat chance of that.

      He walked around to the front of the keep, his mouth dry and his throat scratchy. At least she could have let him get a drink. He had almost reached the steps when he spotted Jen coming from the opposite direction. She had on her slashed uniform and the hilt of the sword he made her jutted up over her shoulder. Even out on a work crew the weapon never moved far from her hand. That was one of the first lessons Dad had taught them. Damien paused at the bottom to let Jen join him.

      “She called you too?” Damien asked.

      “Uncle Andy sent a guard for me. You know what’s going on?”

      “No clue. I just got a message from the archmage calling me to the throne room.”

      They walked up the stairs, past the guards, and down the armor-lined hall The usual two guards stood on duty and opened the door for them. Damien nodded to them in passing. They refused to meet his gaze, which was weird. Usually the guards were friendly. There must be something serious going on to put them in such a bad mood.

      They entered the all-but-empty throne room. No messengers waited for instructions. No one was lined up to ask for a favor. Even Uncle Andy’s guards had gone off somewhere. The only people in the room were the king on his throne and the archmage standing at his right hand. Whatever they had to say must be dire. Uncle Andy looked even more wan than usual.

      They bowed and Damien said, “You called us, Master?”

      The archmage looked to the king who nodded. “I’m afraid I have bad news. Your father has fallen in battle.”

      Damien’s knees wobbled and beside him Jen gasped. He reached out and grabbed her hand. She squeezed back with unconscious and desperate strength. Only his shield kept her from crushing his hand.

      He tried to speak, but no words would come out. He glanced at his sister. Jen stared at the archmage then the king then back to his master. She didn’t seem to understand. Damien was having trouble with it himself.

      After a third try he managed to gasp, “What happened?”

      “We’re not exactly sure,” Uncle Andy said. “We know a farmer came to The Citadel two days ago and claimed to have seen a demon. Your father went to investigate. Sometime that night the demon sword returned on its own to the armory. The master of arms discovered it yesterday morning.”

      Beside him Jen’s whole body was shaking. Damien conjured a sofa and the two of them sat, protocol be damned. She started crying and buried her head in his shoulder. Damien put his arm around her and rubbed her back. She’d always been closer to Dad. Damien had just started to turn their relationship into something more than awkward silences and shouting. Now he’d never finish that process.

      “Has anyone spoken to Lizzy?” Damien asked. “She’d know everything that happened.”

      “Tradition holds that no one can touch the demon sword until the four generals select a new bearer for it,” Uncle Andy said. “That could take a while.”

      “I need to talk to her.” Lizzy would be upset after Dad died and she didn’t have anyone to talk to all alone in the armory.

      “The generals will all come to your father’s memorial.” Uncle Andy massaged the bridge of his nose. “I’ll encourage them to decide quickly.”

      Jen sniffed and looked up. “When will the memorial be?”

      “It will take a few weeks for everyone to arrive. Mid-July at the earliest,” the king said.

      Damien clenched his fist. He couldn’t wait two weeks to see Lizzy. She’d think he had abandoned her. Damien frowned and considered the layout of The Citadel. The healer’s quarters shared a wall with the armory. Maybe if he visited Miss Ella he could get close enough to connect with Lizzy. As long as he didn’t touch her it wouldn’t break any stupid traditions.

      “Since there’s no body—” Uncle Andy’s voice broke. He cleared his throat and continued. “We’ll put a plaque in the royal mausoleum. He’ll have a place of honor for all time.”

      “I think Dad would have liked that,” Jen said.

      “If it’s okay, I’d like to go to The Citadel and carve his name below Mom’s on the family headstone. Jen and I can fly there and be back in a day.”

      The archmage nodded. “We can manage without you for a while. Take as long as you need.”

      They stood up. “If there’s nothing else…” Damien looked from one to the other.

      The king and the archmage both shook their heads. Damien and Jen walked out of the throne room, leaning on each other for support. When they reached the courtyard Damien asked, “Are you ready or do you need to pack?”

      “Most of my stuff is still in my room back home. I guess I’ll need to gather everything up to make room for the new commandant.”

      “I don’t think they’ll kick you out in the next day or two.” Damien conjured a platform under their feet and they flew up over the wall.

      “I didn’t even think about putting his name on Mom’s headstone. That was sweet of you to suggest.”

      Damien winced. “It was more of an excuse to visit The Citadel. I need to talk to Lizzy.”

      “We both need to talk to her. She’s the only one that can tell us what happened to Dad.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      The Great Green whizzed by as they flew from the capital to The Citadel. Jen sat slumped against the waist-high rail he’d conjured around the platform. Damien didn’t fly at his fastest pace. He needed time to collect himself and he was certain Jen did as well. What in the world had Dad been thinking? Even a warlord as strong as his father couldn’t handle most demons alone. He couldn’t imagine Dad thought he had anything to prove at this point in his life. Everyone already regarded him as the best warrior of his generation. What more had he wanted?

      Jen sniffed and Damien looked down at her. “You okay?”

      She craned her neck to meet his gaze. Her eyes were bloodshot and tears streaked her face. “No. I can’t believe he’d do something so stupid.”

      “He must have been confident he could handle it. Dad had killed demons before. He probably thought what was one more.”

      “One more was one too many. I swear, I’ll finish what he started. I’ll hunt down the monster that killed him and bury it.” She sounded so angry Damien took a step away from her. Angry or not he couldn’t let her do something foolish.

      “Not alone you won’t. This thing already killed Dad and he had Lizzy to help him. Together they were twice as strong as you are by yourself.” Maybe he should have been more gentle, but he needed to get through to her before she did something unwise.

      “Don’t try to stop me. I can’t just stand aside and do nothing.”

      “I don’t want to have to carve your name under Dad’s.”

      She fell silent, her hard glare softening. Jen had to know he was right. It was just her grief talking. The St. Clouds were all alike. When in doubt, take action. Damien knew he had a tendency to make that mistake as well. He fought it constantly.

      “How about we wait to hear what Lizzy has to say before we make any decisions? Once we know what we’re dealing with we can make a real plan.”

      She let out a long sigh. “Alright.”

      An hour or so later The Citadel appeared on the horizon, the imposing structure looking especially intimidating today. They landed outside the walls on a flat stretch of land screened from the keep by a wall of spruce. Hundreds of stone monuments of various designs spread out in front of them.

      Each one represented a master of The Citadel that had died while in the crown’s service. Most were simple granite rectangles with shields carved into them above the name of the master and the date of his or her death. Some were more ornate, resembling swords or axes. Without fail the stones were spotless, each cleaned and polished several times a year by the first- and second-year students. The cemetery served as a constant reminder of every warlord’s eventual end.

      The St. Cloud family headstone was a black rectangle with a large shield in the center. The shield was crossed with a sword and spear, their parents’ favored weapons. Someone had carved Mom’s name a little below the emblem with Damien’s birth date beside it. He bent down and ran his finger over the letters and numbers.

      It was his fault she died. If he’d never been born she’d still be alive, maybe Dad would be too. Damien had no doubt his father had believed that. He never said it, but it was always there, just below the surface.

      Damien conjured a small chisel of dense soul force, its edge so sharp it would carve the stone like soft wood. The construct floated up to Jen.

      “Do you want to do it?” Damien asked.

      “I don’t think I can. Once I carve the numbers it becomes real.”

      Damien looked up and found his sister holding the chisel in trembling hands. He stood and put his arms around her. She cried into his shoulder, the chisel floating forgotten to one side. He didn’t know how long they stood like that, but when she finally pulled away from him her gaze met his, steady and strong.

      Jen snatched the chisel out of the air and took a knee. With deft strokes she carved Dad’s name along with the date of his death. When she finished Damien absorbed the chisel. He helped her to her feet and they stood in silence for a moment, each thinking their own thoughts. Damien wished he’d had a chance to build on what they started at his name day party, but wishes were as worthless as regrets.

      “Let’s go talk to Lizzy,” Jen said.

      It was a short walk to the outer gate from the cemetery. The guard on duty nodded and waved them through, a sad frown on his face. He wore a black band on his left arm. The first- and second-year students were out in the yard doing their forms while the masters looked on. Every one of them had a matching black band on their arms.

      One of the sword masters noticed Damien and Jen. He bellowed something and all the students stopped and faced them. As one they brought their fists to their hearts. Damien and Jen came to attention and returned the salute. Damien glanced at his sister and found her jaw clenched so tight the muscle looked like a small ball.

      The students returned to their practice and Damien and Jen went on their way. Beside him Jen cleared her throat. “One more display like that and I’m going to start crying again.”

      “We should be good now.”

      The doors stood open and they walked through without anyone seeming to notice. Damien allowed himself a hint of a smile as he strode the familiar path to Miss Ella’s room. This was the first time he’d ever visited the infirmary when he didn’t have an injury. The next door down two warlords stood at attention with their swords drawn. It looked like they were taking the tradition seriously. The two men couldn’t stop Damien if he really wanted to get in, but they could keep him from doing it quietly. He really hoped Lizzy was close enough to the infirmary wall to allow a connection.

      Damien knocked on the closed door and a moment later Miss Ella opened up. She had on her familiar blue dress and white apron with the red cross on it. When she saw them she burst into tears. Damien looked at Jen who looked back with an uncertain expression.

      He put his arm around Miss Ella and guided her back into the room. Damien helped her sit on her stool. She had settled down and was wiping her eyes. “You must forgive me. It was such a shock hearing about Fredric. Are you two holding up okay?”

      “Considering the circumstances I guess so,” Damien said. “We need a favor.”

      “Anything I can do, just ask.”

      Damien smiled. “I need to talk to Lizzy. I’m hoping she’s close enough to the connecting wall for my thoughts to reach her. Can you keep anyone from bothering us for a little while?”

      “No problem there. I seldom have visitors since you left.”

      Damien winced at the backhanded compliment. He had visited her so much because he was constantly getting hurt. “Thanks. Jen, let me see if I can find her then I’ll ask her to bring you in with us, okay?”

      His sister nodded and Damien flew along the wall separating the two rooms. Damien trailed his fingers against the wall, murmuring Lizzy’s name over and over as he drifted. Come on, where are you?

      He was almost to the far end of the room when he felt her presence.

      Damien?

      He was floating right above Miss Ella’s desk when her voice reached him, faint but clear. He settled on the desktop. “I’m here. Am I close enough for you to bring me in?”

      No. You’re right at the edge of my consciousness. I can sense those guards. Will they not let you in?

      “No. No one can see you until the generals decide who your next bearer will be. It might be a little while.”

      I’ll make it simple for them. Tell the generals the only one I’ll accept is you.

      His heart skipped a beat. “Me? I’m not a warlord.”

      Her laugh made him smile.

      I’m a demon spirit, remember? I have divine soul force. It can be used either internally or externally. My first bearer was a sorcerer after all. Tell them, Damien. You and no other.

      “Damien?” Jen had moved to join him by the desk. “Is everything okay?”

      “We’re too far away to enter Lizzy’s world. I can just make out her psychic voice. We’re going to have to wait to find out what happened.”

      Jen snapped a tongue depressor in half. “I hate waiting.”
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      Damien flew north, his thoughts whirling. First Dad got killed then Lizzy demanded that Damien be her next bearer. It was too much too fast. He couldn’t process it all. Damien focused on the one thing that really mattered, figuring out how to make Lizzy’s wish come true. If they could be together it would make Dad’s death mean something, maybe. Damien didn’t know. All he was certain of was that he wanted to be with her more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life.

      Uncle Andy had agreed to have the memorial within the week and he ordered sorcerers to go and fly the generals to the capital. Damien had volunteered to collect General Kord. He wanted a chance to talk to one of them alone and he only knew John’s father well enough to risk it. Luckily for Damien the general had moved back towards the northern border and away from Duke Iceborn. The last thing Damien wanted was to run into Sig or his father.

      Compared to the capital, the Northlands had just awakened from the long winter hibernation. A green field surrounded the army’s camp instead of gray snow and the air didn’t try to steal your breath when you drew in a lungful.

      The general’s tent sat right where he remembered. No sorcerers patrolled the skies above and no one challenged Damien when he landed just outside the three-chamber tent. Two young men stood on either side of the flap, hands clasped behind their backs, blue and white uniforms spotless.

      The blond-headed boy took a step forward. “Is the general expecting you, sir?”

      “No, but I have a message from the king so I expect he’ll want to see me right away.”

      “Of course,” the boy said. “One moment, please.”

      He ducked inside and a few seconds later emerged again. “Go right in.” He held the flap open for Damien who nodded and stepped through.

      The interior held the familiar table and maps. The only difference now was a lack of markers for opposing armies. The general was sitting with his head down, a book in his lap. He looked up at Damien’s approach.

      “I hadn’t expected you to be the king’s messenger.” The general smiled and stood up. “Don’t they have more important things for you to do?”

      “Not at the moment, and besides I volunteered.” Damien pulled a scroll with the royal seal out of an inside pocket of his cloak. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      The general took the scroll and broke the seal. “What sort of something?”

      “You’ll understand better if you read the message first.”

      General Kord shrugged and unrolled the message. His eyes widened a few seconds later. He looked up from the scroll. “Your father. What happened?”

      “A demon apparently. I’m uncertain of all the details.” Damien struggled to keep his tone cool and professional.

      The general returned his attention to the scroll. When he finished he set it on his table and sighed. “I never imagined Fredric would die so young. He always seemed invincible. I guess no one is truly invincible, are they?”

      “No, sir.”

      “So what did you want to talk to me about?”

      “Lizzy. She told me she wants me to be her next bearer and that she wouldn’t accept anyone else.”

      The general laughed. That was about what he’d expected in all honesty. “Damien, swords don’t give orders to swordsmen. The demon sword is a tool to be used as we see fit. It doesn’t have any say in the matter.”

      “The thing is, General, she does have a say. Lizzy has her own will. She shares her power with her bearers because she chooses to. After all, you know she won’t work with a woman. No one has ever questioned that. If Lizzy refuses whoever you choose, all she’ll be is an exceptionally well-made sword.” Damien didn’t add that if she wished she could do far worse than remain dormant if anyone picked her up against her will.

      “It’s never done that before. Why would it do so now?”

      “I don’t think she ever cared before.” Damien shrugged, not wanting to talk about his relationship with Lizzy. “Considering the fact that she’s been a loyal ally to the kingdom for hundreds of years it doesn’t seem too much to ask that you respect her wishes on this.”

      “Even if I agreed with you, I doubt the other generals would vote to give the sword to you. We each have our favorites. We all agreed years ago that if anything happened to your father each general would choose a champion and they’d fight to see who inherited the sword. They won’t change their minds on your say-so.”

      “I understand. I just wanted to fill you in on the situation. Should the generals change their minds I’d be delighted to succeed my father as Lizzy’s bearer.”
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      Uncle Andy had given a fine speech extolling Dad’s virtues and ignoring all of his faults. Damien had attended enough funerals to expect this. He and Jen had sat in the front row and spent two hours shaking hands, accepting condolences, and staring at an empty coffin. Every noble and merchant in the capital had turned out to offer their well wishes. Damien had no idea who most of them were and he doubted many of them had ever met his father. The funeral was more of a social event for them than anything. The whole proceeding couldn’t have ended fast enough to suit him.

      After the noon meal, in an attempt to lighten the dismal atmosphere, the king had declared the tournament to select Lizzy’s new bearer would be held in the courtyard. If some found the timing in poor taste they kept their concerns to themselves. Damien was happy for anything to take his mind off Dad’s death and he suspected Jen felt the same.

      The tournament rules were simple. The captain of the guard drew a rough circle in the center of the courtyard where two of the generals’ champions would square off. The loser was the one that got tossed out first. The last one standing won the right to be Lizzy’s new bearer. Fat lot of good that would do him.

      Servants had brought the chairs from the funeral outside and laid them out in a circle facing the ring. Five members of the legion raised a soul force barrier to protect the spectators. Damien took a place of supposed honor between Jen and Karrie.

      The princess reached out and twined her fingers with his. Damien offered her a smile. She’d been trying really hard to make him feel better and he appreciated that, but only time and an incinerated demon would put his heart at ease.

      When everyone had settled in Uncle Andy said, “Let the tournament begin!”

      General Kord’s champion entered the ring first, an almost seven-foot-tall blond man with so much muscle he must have weighed four hundred pounds. He had a strong, but not overwhelming, soul force. Lizzy would look like a toy in his hands. What was the general thinking, choosing someone like him as his champion?

      Admiral McAllen’s champion entered next, a short, whip-thin man with a drooping mustache and a soul force that matched Jen’s. He probably fought with the sort of style that would mesh well with Lizzy and with such a powerful soul force he should have no trouble beating General Kord’s giant.

      “What do you think?” Damien asked his sister.

      “I think this farce is a waste of time. We should be demon hunting, not sitting here watching these fools dance around for a prize they’ll never be able to collect.” Typical blunt Jen.

      The combatants accelerated to warlord speed and vanished from Damien’s sight. Various cracks and thuds sounded from the ring as they fought. All around him spectators were staring, trying to figure out what was happening. Unless they were warlords they couldn’t follow the action any better than Damien.

      “How long will it take Lizzy to convince them that you’re the only option they have?” Jen asked.

      “Not long. The real question is how stubborn the generals want to be about it. I warned General Kord, but I don’t think he really believed me.”

      Speaking of the general, his champion came flying out of the dust, slammed into the barrier, and slumped to the ground. The admiral’s champion raised his fists in victory. The second match ended in a quick win for General Taos’s champion who ended up losing to Admiral McAllen’s man.

      The barrier vanished and Uncle Andy went down to congratulate the winner. In the morning the generals and their champions would fly to The Citadel for a ceremony presenting the winner with Lizzy. Damien would have liked to be there to see what she did, but it was a private matter for the army, no sorcerers welcome.

      The gathering broke up and Damien headed toward his room. Karrie showed no intention of letting go of his hand so they went together. All Damien wanted was to close his eyes and turn off his brain. Jen went the opposite way, probably to find someone to fight. He pitied anyone that took her up on the invitation.

      When they reached the cool interior of the castle Karrie said, “What will you do now?”

      “I’m going to take a nap.”

      She smiled. “I meant in the days and weeks ahead.”

      Damien stopped and turned to face her. He knew what she meant, but like his father, Damien wasn’t especially good at dealing with his emotions. He preferred to bottle them up and hope they went away. “I’m going to keep doing what I’ve been doing until things calm down, then Jen and I will hunt down the demon that killed Dad and take care of it. After that there’s still Connor Blackman to deal with.”

      “What about us?”

      Damien stroked her cheek and she leaned into his hand. “There’re two more years until you have to be married. You may yet find a better match than me. There’s no need to rush.”

      “You’re the only one for me. We could get married tomorrow and it would be fine as far as I’m concerned.”

      Damien sighed and hugged her. He hadn’t yet told Karrie that Lizzy wanted him to be her new bearer. When she agreed to share him somehow he doubted she meant full time. “There’s too much going on now. With the repairs to the city and everything, it would be awfully self-indulgent to be planning a wedding. Don’t worry, two years isn’t that long.”

      “I guess. It’s just I’m sick of waiting.” She was mumbling into his chest so Damien only half heard what she said. Still he shivered a little when she repeated Eleck’s words. The fallen druid had done horrible things because he couldn’t wait any longer to be Wise One.

      Damien didn’t think Karrie would do anything foolish, but you never knew. They resumed walking and Damien escorted her to the royal quarters.

      When they stopped by the door Karrie said, “Why don’t you stay for a while? Mom and Dad will be busy meeting and greeting for hours.”

      From the glint in her eye he suspected she had more than talking in mind. Since they were officially engaged no one would say anything if they went for a tumble, but Damien would feel guilty about it. He still harbored hopes that she would find a man that loved her. Or maybe he just wanted someone to get him off the hook. At the very least he had to wait until the business with Lizzy got sorted out.

      “Tempting, but I’m exhausted. See you at dinner?”

      She pouted for a moment then nodded. “You can’t put me off forever, you know.” She kissed him then slipped into the royal apartment.

      Damien stared at the closed door and shook his head, all too aware that she was right. Sooner or later he was either going to have to call the whole thing off, which would break her heart, not to mention seriously angering her parents, or accept that there was no good way out and make peace his new role.

      He trudged towards his room. Damien didn’t want to think about Karrie anymore. He didn’t want to think about Dad, Connor, demons, or anything else. He just wanted to close his eyes and forget it all.

      When Damien reached his room the door stood partway open. He sent power to his shield and readied a blast. With his defenses ready, Damien shoved the door open and lunged through, ready to obliterate anything waiting.

      “Not exactly the greeting I expected.” Imogen lay naked on his bed, a little smile playing around her lips.

      Damien gestured and the door closed. The last thing he needed was for some servant to walk by, see the two of them together, and tell Karrie. While he wanted to find a way to end the engagement, that wasn’t a method he found acceptable.

      “Why are you here?” Damien tried to focus on her eyes and failed. He tried to look away and failed again. Her body was like a magnet that drew his gaze. As long as it only drew his gaze he supposed it would be okay.

      “I thought you’d be sad.” She rolled out of bed and slithered across the room toward him. Imogen wrapped her arms around his neck, their lips only inches apart, her breath warm on his face. “I wanted to cheer you up. We are teammates, right?”

      Damien’s mind raced as he tried to think of a way to escape Imogen without touching her. If he touched her he was finished. No man had enough willpower to resist her under these conditions. Only the mental image of a weeping Karrie and furious Uncle Andy kept him from accepting Imogen’s offer. He owed them both better than what he was contemplating.

      “I told you I’m engaged, right? I know we’ve had this conversation before. While I appreciate the gesture…” Damien’s whole body shivered. He really appreciated the gesture. “I won’t go behind Karrie’s back, however you tempt me.”

      Imogen stepped back, but kept her hands on his shoulders. “You know this sort of honorable behavior only makes me want you more. When you get tired of pretending with the princess, I’ll be waiting.”
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      Once all the activities surrounding his father’s funeral wound down a relieved Damien returned to work. Even hauling debris to the fire was better than listening to people who never even knew his father telling him what a great man he was.

      While Damien would never claim Dad wasn’t great, the areas of his greatness were extremely narrow and revolved around killing and teaching others how to kill. In a lot of other areas, Dad was a jerk. He had all the warmth of the steel he wielded with such skill. Despite their issues, Damien found he missed his father. It felt like one of the few constants in his life had been yanked out from under him.

      He landed beside a wobbling structure that looked to have once served as a feed store. Half of it had collapsed and five guys wielding long gaffs were yanking on what remained, trying to pull it down.

      “Give you fellas a hand?” Damien asked.

      “We’d appreciate that,” said the group spokesman, a gray-haired man in his mid-fifties.

      “Anything inside you want to salvage?”

      A brief discussion ensued. When they came to a consensus the spokesman shook his head. “I doubt anything’s usable after this.”

      Damien nodded, conjured a box around the ruined structure, and crushed it down to a manageable size. If only they could do the same with every damaged building the cleanup would be finished by now. The workers stared at Damien with open awe.

      Damien saluted and flew off to the fire. He’d only passed the three-quarter point on his flight when a globe of his master’s soul force appeared and formed the familiar summons: throne room.

      When he’d made his delivery Damien headed for the castle. Once more the throne room had been cleared of everyone but the king and archmage. Damien glanced at the archmage and raised an eyebrow. “Master?”

      “The generals want you back at The Citadel as soon as possible. It seems the demon sword is giving them some trouble.”

      Damien sighed. “I told General Kord Lizzy wouldn’t accept their champion. He didn’t pay me the least attention. What happened?”

      “They didn’t offer details, only that they wanted you there, now.” The archmage rubbed her temples. “We’ve got other problems as well, but they’ll keep until you return.”

      “Damien,” Uncle Andy said. “When you arrive try not to say ‘I told you so.’ The generals can be prickly about that sort of thing.”

      He smiled and put a hand on his chest. “I’d never do such a thing.”

      That brought a smile to the king’s weary face, just as Damien had hoped it would. “Just mind your manners.”

      “Will do. Any messages for them?” When both his master and Uncle Andy shook their heads Damien said, “I should probably head out now.”

      The familiar flight to The Citadel took only a couple hours and he arrived before noon. Not wanting to waste time Damien landed just in front of the keep doors and marched inside. The entry hall was empty as all the students remaining were out in the yard training which begged the question: Where were the generals? He shrugged and headed straight to the armory. If they weren’t there the guards could probably tell him where to go.

      Damien’s footfalls echoed in the empty hall. The two warlords on guard duty straightened as he approached. He stopped and crossed his arms. “Are the generals inside?”

      “We were told to send you to the commandant’s office,” the older of the two guards said. The warlord looked up and down the hall to make sure they were alone. “If you can resolve this business we’d appreciate it. We’re thoroughly sick of standing out in this hall doing nothing.”

      Damien grinned, such a warlord thing to say. “I’ll do my best, guys, but I can’t make any promises.”

      He left the guards and jogged across the hall to his father’s old office. They’d left the door partway open so he poked his head in. The generals, along with two of the four champions, packed Dad’s office. General Kord sat behind the desk and waved Damien in. Seeing someone else sitting in his father’s chair shocked Damien for a moment, but he shook it off. Someone else would be sitting in it from now on so he might as well get used to it.

      It seemed the northern general would serve as the group’s speaker. Probably because he knew Damien the best.

      Damien bowed to the room. “Gentlemen, you summoned me?”

      “Damien.” General Kord gestured to the empty chair in front of the desk. “Thanks for coming so quickly.”

      Damien settled into the hardback chair. “Of course, sir. How can I help?”

      “You can tell that damn sword to stop being so unreasonable and do its duty,” Admiral McAllen said. His champion was one of the two that were missing.

      Damien craned his neck to look back at the admiral. “As I told General Kord, Lizzy has her own will. I can’t command her to do something she doesn’t want to any more than you can.” He turned back to General Kord. “What exactly happened?”

      General Kord sighed. “When we arrived Lieutenant Stevens went directly to the armory to collect the sword. The moment he touched it his face went slack and a minute later he dropped it and told us it wouldn’t accept him and further warned him not to touch it again. Admiral McAllen ordered him to ignore the sword’s warning and take up his blade.”

      Damien winced. “That might not have been the best idea.”

      “No. Lieutenant Stevens was blasted into the armory wall with enough force to crack it. His core was damaged by the power overload and he hasn’t yet recovered, though the healers are optimistic.”

      “I noticed another champion is also missing,” Damien said. “Did someone else attempt to pick Lizzy up against her will?”

      General Kord studied the top of the empty desk. “General Taos said that as runner-up his man should have a chance to wield the demon sword. He’s still unconscious.”

      Damien shook his head. “So is everyone now agreed that I should be Lizzy’s bearer?”

      The generals all began shouting so that Damien couldn’t make out what any individual was saying. General Kord raised his hands, trying to calm everyone down. When the noise subsided he said, “We hoped you could convince the sword to work with our champion.”

      “I thought I made it clear before. Nothing I say will change her mind. It’s me or no one.”

      “You’re not even a warlord.” A slender man with deeply tanned skin and a trimmed and oiled beard leaned over Damien. “How could you even begin to use the demon sword?”

      Though Damien had never met General Taos before today he recognized the man from descriptions he’d heard. The way he stood indicated he thought it possible to intimidate Damien into doing the impossible.

      “Lizzy is a risen demon spirit. Her soul force is divine in nature.” Damien sounded like one of his teachers giving a lesson to a first-year student. If the generals resented the lecture they said nothing. “Divine soul force can be used either internally or externally. Therefore she can augment my powers just as well as a warlord’s, perhaps better as she was originally created by a sorcerer in the Old Empire to be his partner. In any event she’s chosen me to be her partner and unless you want one of the kingdom’s most powerful weapons to sit around gathering dust you don’t really have much choice.”

      “There’s no record of the sword ever being used by a sorcerer,” General Taos said. “We have only your word. Unless you can prove you can use the sword I see no reason to allow you to have it.”

      There were murmurs of agreement from the other generals at this suggestion. General Kord raised an eyebrow. “What do you say, Damien, are you willing to prove your claim to the sword?”

      Damien shrugged. If this was what it took to get the generals’ approval he’d put on a show for them, though it seemed like a waste of time. “Would it be sufficient to pick her up and not get knocked unconscious?”

      General Kord smiled at that. “It would certainly put you ahead of all the other contenders, but I think we’ll need something a little more dramatic. When your father used the sword he could kill a hundred enemies in a few seconds.”

      “I can already do that, depending on the enemy.”

      “Just use your imagination,” General Taos sneered. “I’m sure a sorcerer with your reputation can think of something suitable.”

      The meeting ended with everyone following Damien back to the armory. Seeing the group approaching the warlords on guard duty hastened to pull the door open. Inside dozens of racks held thousands of weapons of all sorts, from dirks to great swords, longbows and crossbows with such heavy draws a normal person couldn’t even think of pulling one. All by herself, floating above a stone table, surrounded by smoke-colored flames, waited Lizzy.

      The warmth of her mental touch caressed Damien the moment he entered the room. There were too many people around for her to bring him into her world, but the moment they were alone he looked forward to seeing her. Lizzy flew across the armory, causing the generals to flinch, and settled into his hand. He ran the first two fingers of his left hand along the length of her polished blade, soothing her and causing the flames to vanish.

      “I missed you,” Damien whispered.
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      With Lizzy comfortably settled into his hand, Damien turned to the generals. “I don’t suppose that’s enough of a demonstration that I’m an acceptable bearer?”

      They all exchanged looks before General Taos and Admiral McAllen separated themselves from the group. “I need to see more,” the admiral said.

      “As do I,” General Taos said.

      “All right, but if we’re going to do this we’d better go outside.” Damien strode past the generals and toward the doors. Under his breath he muttered, “Any ideas what we can do to convince them we’ll be a good team?”

      Perhaps a soul force construct? Something bigger than anything they’ve ever seen? I recommend a dragon.

      That might work. “How do I use your power?”

      When you draw power from your core I’ll add my power to the stream then you shape the combined energy just like you would your regular power.

      That sounded simple enough. Of course talking about a thing and doing it were totally different. Well, if this was what he had to do to convince the generals then he’d do it.

      The little group left the keep and walked across the yard. The students had stopped their drills and everyone turned to stare at the generals. It wasn’t every day that four of the most powerful men in the kingdom gathered in one place. When they were a good fifteen paces from the keep Damien stopped.

      “What are you going to do?” General Kord asked.

      Damien grinned. “I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”

      One of the champions standing behind the generals snorted. Damien moved a little ways away from his audience and raised Lizzy over his head. Since he was going more for show than effect why not have a little fun?

      Gray fire blazed around her. Damien drew power from his core. The moment he did a second stream of power entered the flow. Far faster than he expected a golden sphere streaked with gray the size of a small house appeared above his head. He shaped the sphere into a dragon, adding power constantly.

      By the time the construct actually looked like he wanted it to the dragon’s wings blocked out the sun and it towered over the keep. He and Lizzy still had power left, but from the shocked muttering behind him he figured he’d made his point. Just to be sure Damien had the dragon throw its head skyward and breathe gray flames.

      “Is that sufficient, gentlemen?” Damien asked.

      Everyone stared at the dragon, seeming unable to speak. Damien absorbed the construct, separating his power from Lizzy’s as he went. When the dragon had vanished the four generals were gaping at him.

      “I never dreamed such a thing could be done,” General Taos said, all traces of his previous disdain gone. “With such power at his disposal, why would the king even need armies?”

      Damien had no answer for that and the general didn’t seem to expect one. General Kord scratched his beard. “I vote we let Damien keep the sword.”

      The others quickly concurred, whether because they really thought the idea a good one or because they feared what he might do if they tried to take Lizzy away from him Damien didn’t know. The only thing that mattered was that they were together again.

      The generals dismissed Damien and he flew back toward the capital. When he was well out of sight of The Citadel he found a small clearing in the Great Green, landed, conjured a chair, and settled in. The moment he was comfortable Lizzy brought him into her world.

      Damien’s psychic image had barely solidified when she wrapped her arms and wings around him and started crying. He’d never seen her so upset. Damien stroked her hair as they drifted through the night sky. When she got herself under control Lizzy moved a few feet away. She looked amazing as always, with her black hair and wings and flawless figure.

      “I’m so sorry, Damien. I couldn’t save him. I gave Fredric all the power he could hold, but it wasn’t enough. The demon was too strong and by the time we realized it, it was too late to escape.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Damien said. “I know you did everything possible. Some things are simply beyond anyone’s control.”

      They embraced again and when they finally came up for air Lizzy said, “I knew you’d understand.”

      “Can you show it to me? The demon I mean.”

      “Why?”

      “Jen means to kill it and I have to help her. If this thing defeated you and Dad together then she doesn’t stand a chance on her own. Not to mention leaving such a dangerous creature to wander around is just asking for trouble.”

      Lizzy frowned, but a moment later an insubstantial black figure appeared a few feet from them. The creature’s glowing red eyes were the only distinct feature on it. Damien flew around the illusion, trying to get a better look. He’d seen something like this before, in the books he read when they were looking for clues about Connor. What was it?

      His eyebrows shot up. “It’s a smoke demon!”

      Lizzy flew up behind him and rested her head on his shoulder. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.” Her breath tickled his ear.

      “They’re insanely difficult to create. According to a book I read in the library at The Tower, a warlock has to fuse a demon’s essence to the tiny particles drifting in a cloud of smoke. Its form renders it immune to any sort of physical attack. Outside of an actual demon lord, the two of you couldn’t have come up against a more difficult opponent. It’s almost like someone intended for you to fail.”

      She flew around in front of him. “Do you think someone tricked that farmer into telling us about the demon?”

      “Maybe, or maybe he was a willing participant in setting the trap. Either way, after we deal with the demon we have to have a chat with the good farmer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    
    
      Damien lingered in Lizzy’s world for a thoroughly enjoyable hour before returning to his physical body and flying back to the capital. He reached the castle around mid-afternoon. The guards all gave him searching looks as he walked across the courtyard with a bare blade in his hand. Lizzy had lost her sheath when Dad fell, but he figured she’d fit well enough in the scabbard he used for his ordinary sword.

      He jogged through the halls to his room, Lizzy wrapped in an invisibility field so he wouldn’t scare the servants. Damien reached his room, shut the door and sighed. His sword sat on his desk where he’d left it the night before. He only remembered to grab it about half the time unless he was on a mission. Lizzy floated beside him while he yanked the old sword out of its scabbard and tossed it on the bed. She fit perfectly, just as he’d hoped.

      Smiling, Damien sat in his soft chair with her across his knees and remembered the day four years ago when he first went to The Tower. How badly he had wanted to swap out his old sword and bring Lizzy with him.

      He hadn’t been able to fulfill his wish that day, but today he had. They were partners now, he’d see her every day not just a handful of times each year. The only thing that would have made it perfect was if Dad had just retired and left Lizzy to him. But he hadn’t and Damien needed to accept that, for Jen’s sake as much as his own. Her almost overwhelming rage worried Damien. He feared she might do something she’d regret.

      Damien yawned. He needed something to eat then he had to find his master. He hoped she’d give him permission to hunt down the smoke demon with Jen. If she didn’t he feared Jen might try to handle it herself and he couldn’t allow that. She was the only family he had left. Damien couldn’t let her throw her life away against an opponent she had no hope of beating.

      He was about to get up when someone knocked on the door. Maybe Jen had heard he’d returned and come to find him. That would make things easier.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened and Karrie stood in the doorway, her normally smiling face creased in a frown. She stepped inside and closed the door. “So it’s true. Daddy said you’d gone to try and convince the generals to let you have your father’s sword. I see you succeeded.”

      She didn’t sound happy for him.

      “Yeah, it took a bit of doing, but in the end they saw things my way.” Damien stroked Lizzy’s hilt.

      Karrie stared at his hand, her frown deepening. “When I agreed to share you this wasn’t what I expected. You were only supposed to see her occasionally. Now you’ll always be together. You hardly pay any attention to me as it is. How are we supposed to make this work if she’s always with you? It’s not fair.”

      She had a point. It wasn’t fair, but Damien had no intention of spending less time with Lizzy. When this whole business began Karrie knew she wasn’t his first choice. If she had a problem with that he’d be happy to end their engagement. In truth he’d had nothing but second thoughts since the day he agreed to it.

      “What do you suggest?” Damien asked. “If you want to call the whole thing off I understand.”

      She stared at him. “Call it off? Would you really choose that spirit over me?”

      Damien cocked his head. “I thought I made that clear when we first discussed this. I love Lizzy. While I don’t mind helping you out with Sig and the other noble boys that have been bothering you, I’ve never thought of you as more than a friend.”

      She slumped on the edge of the bed, missing the razor edge of his sword by inches. “I’ve been lying to myself all this time, haven’t I? I kept thinking once our relationship became official, became real, you’d discover you loved me too. If I just kept smiling and gave you time you’d start to look at me the way I did you. That’s never going to happen is it? You’ll never see me as anything more than a little girl you need to protect.”

      A thin trickle of soul force moved his old sword to the corner of his room and leaned it against the wall. Damien scooted his chair over so their hands were almost touching. He reached out and lifted her chin until their gazes met. “It was never my intention to hurt you. I thought we both understood that this was an arrangement of convenience for you. While I knew you harbored some illusions that it might become more, when you agreed to share me with Lizzy I thought you’d made peace with our relationship. If you want to end this we should do it now. The longer it goes the harder it will be when you make up your mind.”

      She sniffed back tears. “Do you want to end it?”

      Damien wanted to shout yes at the top of his lungs, but he’d given his word. He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Whatever you decide I’ll accept. I promised to help you and I won’t go back on that unless you say it’s okay.”

      “I appreciate that, but what do you want?”

      What did he want? He thought about Lizzy and how he certainly wanted to be with her as much as possible. He also thought about Imogen lying naked where Karrie sat now and how different his reaction to the older woman had been. Could he sit there and say he’d ever think of Karrie as anything but a friend? Even though she was sixteen, when he looked at her he saw the eight-year-old girl that used to chase him and John around when they were kids.

      “I want you to be happy, but I can’t pretend I’ll ever feel the way you want me to. You should try and find someone who can love you the way you deserve. That said, you’re welcome to introduce me to any of the boys that don’t treat you properly. I’ll explain the error of their ways.”

      She smiled and laughed. “This really was a stupid idea, wasn’t it?”

      Damien brushed her tears away. “Sometimes you have to try the wrong thing before you find the right thing. I may not be the best husband for you, but I’ll always do my best to keep you safe and happy.”
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      “Master?” Damien stuck his head in the archmage’s office and found her at her desk reading from one of the score or so scrolls littering its surface. Damien had walked Karrie back to the royal apartment before turning toward the stairs and heading down to find the archmage. As he’d walked through the halls he couldn’t stop smiling. Lizzy fit perfectly in the harness Dad bought him for his name day. It almost felt like he’d known Damien would end up with her. He shivered at the thought.

      Once he reached the first floor he’d detoured past the kitchen to collect whatever he could wheedle out of the cook for a late lunch, making sure to collect enough to share with his master on the assumption that she’d forgotten to eat again.

      The archmage looked up. “Come in. Is that stew?”

      Damien had a soul force basket full of leftovers to share with her. “Yeah, chicken and sausage. I brought enough for both of us.”

      He conjured a second surface above the tabletop and spread out bowls of stew along with crusty bread, a half bottle of red wine and mugs. They ate in silence for a minute before the archmage said, “How’d it go with the generals?”

      “Good. They agreed to let me keep Lizzy.” Damien reached back and patted her hilt. “Not that she gave them much choice. Also I learned a smoke demon killed Dad. I need to find my sister and make preparations to hunt it down, assuming it’s okay with you. We also wanted to check out the farmer that led him to the demon and make sure he’s not involved in anything he shouldn’t be.”

      His master frowned around a mouthful of stew. “I had a mission for you, but hunting down a demon is certainly a priority as well. Considering it killed your father I suppose it’s only natural for you to want to deal with it yourself. All right, I’ll assign someone else to help Imogen with the other mission. Maybe Lon, they’ve worked together before.”

      “Thank you, Master. What was your other mission?”

      “Searching for missing sorcerers. Six inquisitors have stopped reporting in over the last month. It’s not unusual for one or two of them to lose track of time, but six is unheard of. If it’s nothing, fine, but I’m afraid it’s more than nothing.”

      “More soul force eaters? Jen and I killed all the ones Eleck had, but who knows how many more there may be.”

      She shrugged and ate the last of her stew. “Who knows. Anything I said would be total speculation at this point. Lon and Imogen will get to the bottom of it. Go find your sister and hunt down Fredric’s murderer. I need your mind clear and focused for when we find Connor. Good luck, Damien. And leave the wine.”

      Damien bowed, gathered up the remnants of their lunch, and took his leave. Imogen wouldn’t be thrilled that he’d ducked out on a mission with her. He wasn’t certain how he felt. It might have been fun to introduce her to Lizzy.

      I’d like to meet her as well. You’ve certainly thought about her often enough.

      “For someone that doesn’t get jealous you do a good imitation.”

      I’m not jealous. This is just the first woman you’ve ever shown any real interest in. I’m curious to see what makes her so special.

      “For starters Imogen reminds me a little of you.”

      Me?

      “Sure. She’s beautiful, complicated, and about half the time I see her she doesn’t have any clothes on.”

      Lizzy’s laughter filled in his weary mind like cool water on a burn. If anything would get him through this she would. He left the castle to find Jen. Maybe killing a demon would cool her anger.
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      Karrie closed the door and leaned against it. It was over. She knew it, maybe in her heart she’d always known it wouldn’t work. Especially after Sig had tried to do to her what she’d done to Damien. She’d basically bullied, nagged, and cajoled him into agreeing to marry her. Even after she knew he didn’t love her, she’d kept at him. She’d been an idiot to think things would change.

      Her mother emerged from the back room and swept into the living room. She had on a simple cream dress without jewelry or decoration and somehow she made it seem elegant. Karrie didn’t know how she managed it.

      “How’d your visit with Damien go, dear?”

      Karrie slogged over to the couch and collapsed into it. “I think we’re calling off the engagement.”

      Her mother rushed over and sat beside her. “Have you lost your mind? After everything you went through to convince him to agree, you decide to let him go after only six weeks. What happened?”

      Karrie told her and when she finished her mother shook her head. “You really are a child. Love has nothing to do with marriage when nobles are involved. It’s about power. I don’t care if Damien sleeps with every woman in the kingdom except you, at least after you conceive an heir or two. As far as his bizarre fascination with that sword, who cares? The spirit in the sword is no different than any other fantasy woman a man might have. As far as the world is concerned it’s just a weapon.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I don’t care what you need to do, what you promise him, just get Damien to go through with the marriage. After that all you need to do is coax him into bed enough times to get a kid or two out of him. Once that’s done you can be married in name only for all the difference it makes. If you don’t see this through there’s no telling who you’ll end up with. Most likely a manipulative schemer who will undercut you at every opportunity or a bully that will try to force you to do what he wants, like Sig tried to.”

      Karrie sighed. Mom made it sound so simple. Maybe it was. Damien said it was up to her. If she explained the situation to him just like Mom did for her, he’d probably do it as a favor. “A manipulative schemer, huh? Sounds like that sort of person would be a good match for me.”

      Her mother grabbed Karrie by the shoulders and shook her. “You need to let go of these childish ideas. There can only be one schemer in a marriage and since you’re not a warlord or a sorcerer it needs to be you. Go now, before he gets too used to the idea that he’s free to do whatever he wants.”

      “He’s heading out on a mission. I doubt I’ll catch him before he leaves.”

      Her mother stood, dragging Karrie to her feet. “Try.”
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      Damien strode through the slowly recovering city, the sounds of hammers and saws mingling with the crash of buildings being demolished. The piney scent of sawdust lay over everything. Three new lumber camps had opened up only a few miles from the city to try and keep up with demand from the builders.

      After inquiring of several warlords on duty Damien learned his sister commanded a cleanup crew in the northeast quadrant of the city near the slaughterhouses. From the sound of it the crews were still pulling bodies out of the rubble.

      Damien shuddered. Every day it seemed the body count rose by ten or twelve. He didn’t envy whoever had to keep track of that list.

      Everywhere he went smiles and waves greeted Damien. He returned the greetings and kept moving, not entirely comfortable with all the attention. He couldn’t avoid it, after all he had received the Medal of Valor and later Uncle Andy announced him as the princess’s fiancé. Maybe if she gave up on the wedding he could go back to being anonymous. Damien laughed at himself. It wasn’t like anyone would forget him just because he wasn’t marrying Karrie anymore.

      As he walked Damien kept his eyes peeled for an intact shop where he might pick up a large flask of steel or silver. Ten blocks from the castle he finally found a general store that was open and appeared well stocked. Five minutes of searching the shelves turned up a quart flask in etched silver. It was far fancier than what he needed and Damien feared the etching might weaken the sides, but that was nothing he couldn’t fix with a little shaping. He almost balked at the two-royal price, but he didn’t feel like searching the rest of the day so he paid up.

      It seemed prices on everything had gone up since the quake, though not as much as they might have. After a gouging merchant had been horsewhipped by an angry mob none of his compatriots had dared charge too much, especially for necessities. Damien eyed the silver flask with its ivy etching. Apparently the merchants were trying to make their extra profits off luxury buyers. Probably a good idea. No one pitied rich people.

      I’m not sure how much I’ll be able to help you. I’ve never been very good at precise targeting of soul force.

      “Don’t worry, once we get it in the flask, I can handle the rest.”

      Now that he had his flask secured in his belt pouch Damien focused on the remnant of his soul force living in Jen’s sword and flew the rest of the way to join her. His sister’s crew surrounded a badly damaged tenement. Jen was standing well back and barking orders to the six men and two women yanking on ropes to try and coax the back wall of the building to land where they wanted.

      She noticed him approaching. “Everyone take a break.”

      The workers sighed and trudged over to sit in the shade of a nearby slaughterhouse. Jen stared at him with her arms crossed. “Well?”

      “They agreed to let me keep Lizzy and she knows where we can find the demon.”

      Jen offered a predatory grin and thrust a fist in the air. “When do we leave?”

      “It’s a little late in the day. I say first thing in the morning. The last thing we want to do is face a smoke demon at night.”

      “Smoke demon?”

      Damien nodded. “That’s what killed Dad. They’re immune to physical attacks so no matter how fast he cut he couldn’t hurt it.”

      “Then how am I going to kill it?”

      “You’re not.” Damien showed her the flask. “I’m going to trap it in here and break the bonds connecting the demon spirit to the smoke particles. Once that’s done the demon won’t be able to exist in this world and its energy will return to hell.”

      Jen frowned. “That doesn’t sound very satisfying.”

      “What can I tell you? That’s the only way I’ve seen to destroy one of these creatures. If there were some way to let you hack it up I’d be only too glad to oblige.”

      “At least I’ll be there to see it captured.” Jen glared at him. “You weren’t thinking of trying to talk me out of going, were you?”

      He’d been thinking exactly that. “It never crossed my mind. This is as much your revenge as mine.”

      “Good. We’ve got a few more hours of daylight. I might as well finish up here.”

      Damien glanced at the wobbling walls. “Want me to pull it down for you? It’d be good practice for Lizzy and me.”

      It certainly will be. It took your father and I months to fully sync our powers.

      “Knock yourself out. I’m sure the others won’t mind.”

      Damien frowned. How best to safely pull down those walls? He conjured a pair of hollow claws with his soul force then filled them with Lizzy’s power. When they grabbed the walls the wood shattered under the pressure.

      Gently, Damien. Your power’s been doubled. You have to be careful.

      Damien winced, both at his failure and Lizzy’s admonition. He’d only used a fraction of their potential power. How much gentler could he be? This reminded him of when he first started to learn how to use his soul force. It seemed everything he tried he ended up using too much strength. After several more crumbling efforts he brought the walls down with the equivalent of a butterfly kiss.

      The workers all cheered and Jen shook her head. It wasn’t his most impressive effort, but at least the walls were down and no one had gotten hurt.

      Well done.

      Lizzy’s praise meant more to him than all the cheering in the world.
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      Karrie wandered the halls in a daze. Several passing servants gave her confused looks, but no one approached her. She didn’t feel angry, not even upset, just lost. Mom thought it didn’t matter that Damien didn’t love her and probably never would. The odds of her finding someone that both loved her and was an appropriate match were so slim they hardly bore thinking about.

      In that case Mom’s point about simply selecting the strongest acceptable match that would let her do as she pleased made sense. And there was no one in the kingdom whose power even came close to Damien’s, especially now that he had the demon sword.

      She sighed. And there was the problem. Lizzy, the demon sword, his one true love. Strange that the notion of him loving the spirit hadn’t bothered her so much when it was hundreds of miles away in his father’s possession. Now that they were together and would be all the time it made it seem like they were a real couple, perhaps the strangest in history, but a couple nonetheless.

      Could she really reconcile the practical considerations her mother thought so important with the fact that just thinking about Damien and Lizzy together all the time made her heart ache? She simply didn’t know.

      Her wandering brought Karrie to a window on the second floor that looked out over the city. Everywhere she looked new construction jutted up, freshly hewn beams gleaming pale in the bright sun. Everyone was out there working hard while she moped about, trudging around like a zombie. She needed to find something to do, something useful, to take her mind off Damien. If she didn’t think about it so much maybe a solution would appear like magic.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      Karrie turned to find Salem standing in the entry of the hall. She had on a bloodstained apron over a gray dress and was holding a plate filled with meat, potatoes, and rolls. Seeing the food made Karrie’s stomach rumble. She must have been wandering longer than she thought.

      “I didn’t mean to intrude.” Salem turned to leave.

      “Wait. Please join me.” Karrie waved her in. “I was just looking out over the city, thinking.”

      Salem tiptoed closer, looking like she expected Karrie to turn and bite any moment. Considering their first meeting she couldn’t blame the woman. Salem brought the food closer prompting Karrie’s stomach to rumble again.

      Salem smiled. “Would you like to join me? I took too much anyway.”

      “Thank you. I believe I will.”

      A small table and two chairs appeared in the hall and Salem set the plate in the middle. Karrie sat first and Salem joined her. Salem grabbed a roll off the plate, took a bite, and sighed. “These really are delightful. Damien got me hooked. He says your cook makes the finest rolls in the kingdom and I don’t doubt it for a minute.”

      Karrie nibbled a piece of ham. “Do you see much of Damien? I know the two of you are very busy.”

      “From time to time. When he’s not on a mission Damien checks in on me now and then to make sure I’m settling in okay and that I have everything I need. He’s very sweet.”

      Karrie finished her meat and managed a smile of her own. “He is, isn’t he.”

      “And you two are engaged now.” Salem finished the roll and moved on to the potatoes. “I haven’t had a chance to offer my congratulations. I had a little crush on him myself you know.”

      “Really?” Karrie raised an eyebrow.

      “Not that he ever did anything to encourage it,” Salem hastened to add. “He was so strong, but also kind and gentle.” Her smile turned wistful. “Anyway, I’m sure I’m not telling you anything you don’t know.”

      “No.” Karrie stood up from the conjured table. She wouldn’t force him to do something she knew he really didn’t want to do. Damien was too good a person to take advantage of like that. Besides, even if they weren’t married she had no doubt he’d support her any way she needed him to. “Thank you for the snack.”

      “You’re leaving already? I didn’t mean to chase you off.”

      Karrie shook her head. “You didn’t. In fact I have to thank you. You helped me sort out something that had been troubling me.”

      “I did?” Salem stared at her, clearly not understanding.

      Karrie waved and walked back toward the royal apartment. Her mother wouldn’t like it, but she was going to call off the engagement.
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      Karrie paused in front of the apartment door and gathered herself. She’d never gone against her mother’s wishes before, but in this case she felt she had no choice. It wasn’t right to coerce Damien into doing something he didn’t really want to. Karrie realized that now, and after talking to Salem she realized she didn’t have to.

      Damien would support her even if they weren’t married. True, she still had to find a husband within the next two years, but that was plenty of time to find someone she could live with and who wouldn’t try and force her to do what he wanted. Perhaps the son of a minor noble house that would be so happy for the increase in status he wouldn’t dare try and question her decisions.

      She nodded once and pushed the door open. Her parents sat at the dining room table together sharing a lunch of cold meat and salad. Perfect. Her timing couldn’t have been any better.

      Her father smiled when she entered. “Hello, sweetheart. Will you join us?”

      She crossed the entryway and sat beside her father. Not because he was closer, but because she wanted a little space between her and her mother. She took a piece of bread, a slice of roast beef, and made a small sandwich. When she’d eaten half of it she said, “I’ve decided to call off the wedding with Damien.”

      Her mother took a sip of wine and frowned. “I thought we discussed this.”

      “We did, but I thought about it some more and I simply can’t get over the fact that it’s a mistake. I love Damien and I realized forcing him into something this important is wrong. It’s selfish. What sort of queen will I be if I give in to my petty desires? How will I be able to do the right thing when it really matters? I have to do what’s right, and now’s a good time to start.”

      “You foolish girl,” the queen said. It wasn’t her mother that was looking at Karrie through eyes as hard as gems. “Tell her, Andrew. Tell her she’s being a willful child.”

      Her father smiled and patted Karrie’s head. “I’d say this is the most grownup thing she’s ever done and I couldn’t be more proud. Putting someone else’s happiness before your own, that’s exactly the sort of thing a good ruler has to do. When the time comes, hopefully many years from now, you’ll make a fine queen.”

      Karrie’s heart lurched and tears ran down her cheeks. He understood. Not only did her father understand, he approved and was proud of her. She dropped her sandwich on the table and hugged him.

      “Thanks, Daddy,” she whispered.

      “Two noble fools.” Her mother stood up, leaving her plate still half full. “I find I’ve lost my appetite.”

      She stalked off to her sewing room. Her father sighed. “Don’t worry, she’ll calm down in a day or two. Have you spoken to Damien yet?”

      “Not yet. I thought I’d wait until he finished his mission.”

      “That’s fine. I really am proud of you, sweetheart.” He kissed her cheek.

      “I love you, Daddy.” Karrie sat beside him and finished eating, her heart lighter than it had been in months.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    
    
      The next morning found Jen and Damien flying over the forest on a soul force disk toward where Lizzy said the demon lived. A pack of supplies sat between them. Damien wouldn’t be able to fly them home until after he finished destroying the demon. He said he’d spent a few hours the night before using sorcery to reinforce the flask to the point he felt confident it would hold the demon long enough for him to banish it. Jen didn’t understand the process, but he seemed satisfied it would work and that was enough for her.

      Heaven’s mercy, she wanted badly to slice that monster up for what it had done to her father. Jen leaned forward over the rail, her hands clenching and relaxing. “How much further?”

      Another hour or so. We need to walk part of the way since there’s no place to land right next to the cave.

      A shiver ran through Jen. How did Damien stand having that voice in his head? Not that it sounded unpleasant, sort of smoky and sultry. Maybe if you were a man it held more appeal, but as for Jen it sent a chill up her spine.

      “You okay?” Damien asked. He’d been glancing at her off and on since they left the castle at dawn.

      “I’m fine, little brother, just worry about dealing with the demon.”

      He nodded and looked away, his frown not lessened in the least. She appreciated that he didn’t call her on the obvious lie she’d just told. Jen hadn’t been okay since they first got word of Dad’s death. She couldn’t concentrate. She wavered from furious to borderline sobbing one minute to the next. Her one slim hope was that putting an end to the creature that killed him would grant her some sort of peace.

      In truth she held little faith it would make any difference.

      It’s down there.

      The demon sword’s voice brought Jen out of her depressed musings. “Where?”

      She studied the forest and hills below them, but nothing stood out even to her enhanced senses. Beside her Damien’s gaze locked on one of the hills. “There’s a cave.” He pointed at the base of the hill.

      Jen followed his finger and finally saw it, little more than a shadow on the face of the steep hill. The cave didn’t look like much. In fact she could hardly imagine a less remarkable place for such a remarkable man to die. “Is it in there?”

      Damien nodded, his face a little pale. “It’s there and it’s way stronger than I expected. Even after Lizzy warned me…Wow. It makes the one we fought look like an angry puppy beside a mastiff.”

      Damien brought the platform down in a flat meadow halfway between the tree line and the cave. The transport vanished and Jen started straight for the cave. She hadn’t taken more than a couple steps when Damien’s hand fell on her shoulder.

      “Go easy. It may be in the back or it might be just past the opening. It’s putting out so much power I can’t tell its exact position.”

      They fell in shoulder to shoulder. Jen wanted to say how much it meant to her that they were doing this together, but when she tried her throat closed up and no words emerged. Maybe she’d tell him after.

      The two of them stopped a few feet from the cave entrance. Just inside, two glowing dots hovered in the air at head height. She couldn’t make out any details of the creature. Damien drew his flask out, but he didn’t have a chance to do anything before the creature stepped out into the light.

      Jen gasped. This was no creature of smoke and haze. It was Dad, or at least his body.

      That thing was using her father’s body. The flesh had a waxy look and brown liquid leaked out of his nose, mouth and ears. The eyes had long since deteriorated. In their place glowed crimson pits, like someone had put burning embers in his skull.

      Rotten lips split and spilled stinking fluid down his face as they pulled back from yellow teeth in a mocking smile. A sword of black energy, an exact duplicate of the demon blade he’d carried in life, sprang to life in his right hand.

      Jen had her own sword drawn in an instant. Her rage boiled over and a torrent of soul force flowed from her core through her body. Not a moment too soon either. The thing inhabiting her father’s body accelerated to warlord speed and rushed them.

      Jen tried to block the black sword, but it passed through her blade like smoke. Only her enhanced speed allowed her to dodge at the last second.

      She raced to put some distance between her and the dead thing in front of her. She spun to face the creature.

      It leered at her, clearly enjoying her panic. How could she fight if her weapon was useless?

      She barely completed the thought when a golden glow surrounded her blade. A safe distance in the air, Damien was pointing at her, his hand glowing. Her sword vibrated as the power he left in the weapon at its forging resonated with the new energy he provided.

      The monster wearing her father’s body shifted its expression from a leer to a rage-filled snarl.

      That’s right, you ugly son of a bitch. You’re going to pay for using my father’s body.

      They accelerated at the same instant. When she went to parry this time her sword hit with a satisfying crash.

      Thank you, little brother.

      They hacked at each other, making ten passes in as many seconds.

      The monster had speed, but lacked both the demon sword to augment its innate power and her father’s natural skill. If it had possessed either she would have been dead already.

      As it was Jen stayed even with it. Her anger pushed her to be too aggressive. She needed to calm down and fight like her father had taught her.

      Jen didn’t attack.

      Deep breath.

      She didn’t parry.

      Deep breath.

      Her mind calmed. She flowed around her opponent’s blade.

      It was so clumsy. How’d she ever imagined this pale fraud retained any of her father’s spirit?

      Each time she dodged the monster’s attacks it grew more aggressive. It swung with all its might, giving no thought to defense.

      Jen spun away from an overhead slash and countered. Her glowing blade hacked the creature’s arm off at the elbow.

      Black mist sprayed from the wound. Jen raised her hands to cover her face.

      The mist never reached her. When she lowered her hands the darkness was surging into the air. She looked up to see Damien with the flask in one hand, Lizzy in the other, both pointed at Dad’s corpse.

      A golden tornado ripped the darkness out of his body through the wound she’d made. The monster pulled back, trying to stop Damien from tearing out its essence.

      Jen knew exactly what she had to do. Her sword flashed and the monster’s limbs fell, one after another, to the ground. Soon only a stump remained and black mist sprayed from each wound before flowing up into the flask.
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      Damien conjured a soul force seal over the mouth of the flask and landed beside Jen. She’d handled the battle with Dad’s animated corpse better than he feared when he first saw it. He’d expected her anger to get the best of her, but she mastered it. That horror was a poor imitation of their father, but if she’d gotten careless it would have killed her all the same.

      “That wasn’t so bad.” Jen leaned on her sword, her core almost empty, gasping for air.

      Damien couldn’t help smiling at her attempted bravado. He doubted she could fight again if their lives depended on it. The smile faded when he thought about the massive amount of corrupt energy pulsing in the cave. “That was only a fraction of the demon’s essence. The majority of it is still inside. I’m afraid our work is nowhere near done.”

      Jen pushed herself straight and rested her sword on her shoulder. “We’d best get to it.”

      She wobbled when she took a step toward the cave. Damien guided her to a flat boulder and helped her sit. “Why don’t you rest here and let your soul force recover?”

      “We’re doing this together.”

      “Yes. You finished your part, now I have to do mine. It’ll be a fifty-fifty split. You can’t ask for a fairer deal than that.”

      Her face twisted like she wanted to argue some more, but exhaustion defeated stubbornness. “If you haven’t returned by the time I recover I’m coming in after you.”

      “Deal.” If he wasn’t back by the time Jen recovered he’d never be back, not alive anyway.

      Damien paused on his way to the cave and waved Lizzy at Dad’s dismembered body. It disintegrated in an instant. No one would defile his father’s remains again.

      He had barely set foot in the cave when the oppressive presence began to bear down on him. Damien pushed through, sending more power to his shield just in case the demon tried to attack before he reached its main body. That was the problem with an opponent that lacked a physical form: it could attack from anywhere.

      Damien reached the end of the tunnel. The instant he entered the final chamber a hazy curtain formed over the exit.

      That’s what it did last time.

      Yeah, but unlike Dad, Damien had more weapons at his disposal than Lizzy. Ahead of him the smoke demon began to take on a humanoid shape. Before it fully coalesced Damien conjured the same tornado he used outside. The small end emerged from his flask and it grew wider as it spun toward the demon.

      Particles were sucked into the vortex. Damien felt the corruption in the flask getting stronger and more dense. He divided his power, using a portion to reinforce the flask. If it broke then his efforts were for nothing.

      The moment he withdrew a portion of his strength the demon pulled away from the vortex. Damien snarled and leveled Lizzy at the creature. Streaks of gray fire mixed with the golden vortex as she infused her power.

      The demon’s form bent and stretched as it fought the suction. Soon, instead of a human-sized, broad-shouldered form it resembled a piece of overstretched rubber. A third of it was inside, but the rest still resisted.

      “Give it all you’ve got!” Damien shouted.

      Lizzy’s power rushed out. The tornado expanded and engulfed the demon, drawing it into the flask. Damien spun and pointed the flask at the haze blocking the exit. The barrier vanished instantly. When he no longer sensed any corruption, Damien capped the container with a plug of dense soul force formed from the remains of his portion of the vortex. He didn’t dare try and use Lizzy’s power to reinforce it. He needed more practice weaving their power together before he’d trust that he could maintain the dual flows.

      Lizzy’s gray flames vanished. Damien allowed himself a moment to breathe. The hardest part was over. A slow, steady stream of power would gradually shatter all the bonds holding the monster in this world. It would take time, but that he had.

      When Damien had collected himself he trudged back down the tunnel. Jen was silhouetted in the opening as she strode up the little slope to find him, her core mostly refilled. She looked no worse for her battle.

      “Is it done?” she asked.

      Damien nodded and offered a weary smile. “It’s caught. All I have to do now is finish it off.”

      “Halt, villains, and accept your judgment!”

      Damien spun toward the unexpected voice. At the base of the hill stood a woman similar in age to Damien and Jen. She had strawberry blond hair and wore shining mail with a white tabard bearing the device of a blue shield surrounding a black fortress. In her small hands she held a maul. The weapon’s haft measured five feet and its head alone must have weighed fifteen pounds.

      The young woman lifted the weapon like it weighed nothing and charged. It seemed they were about to meet their first paladin.
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      Angelic soul force filled the paladin’s core to bursting. She had been chosen by an angel to be its mortal representative, much the way a warlock served a demon lord. The only difference was an angel would only agree to work with the most pure-hearted mortals, while a demon lord would make a contract with any mortal stupid enough to risk their eternal soul.

      If only the woman would listen for a second Damien could explain that they weren’t villains and in fact most likely were working toward the same goal: destroying the demon. He didn’t have a chance to speak before Jen raised her sword and accelerated to warlord speed.

      In short order the clash of steel on steel rang through the meadow. Damien groaned at the pointless fight. He and Jen weren’t enemies of the holy warrior. If he could just explain…

      The force of their impact sent a shockwave through the air and shook the ground. The two women skidded away from each other, slowing down enough for Damien to see them.

      “Excuse—”

      Warlord and paladin both raced back together. At this rate one of them would kill the other. Damien needed to end the fight before then, but how? Neither of them seemed interested in listening to him. If they'd just stop fighting for half a minute! He could stop them easily enough, but all his power was going to maintaining the integrity of the flask.

      Did you forget about me?

      Damien grinned. In fact he had forgotten about Lizzy’s extra power. That should be enough to get the job done. In response to his silent request Lizzy’s power flowed into him. Damien sent it down the outside of his leg then stomped on the ground.

      The earth shook.

      Jen and the paladin both staggered and fell to their knees.

      “Enough!” Damien said.

      “What are you doing?” Jen asked. “She threatened us.”

      “This trick won’t save you, villain,” the paladin said, her face set in a grim line.

      Damien ground his teeth. What had the world come to when he was the reasonable one? “Do you really want to kill a paladin, sis?”

      “As if a mere warlord could defeat a holy knight.”

      Jen’s hand tightened on the grip of her sword. Damien had to act fast.

      “And you.” He turned his attention to the paladin. “Did you even use your soul sight before you attacked?”

      Her stern visage cracked. “I…That is, I saw the demon and you were carrying it from this place and…and…”

      “And you assumed the rest. You haven’t been a paladin very long, have you?”

      “I, no, I mean, yes. The holy one invested me with a portion of his spirit three months ago.”

      Damien nodded. “Uh-huh. Do your superiors even know you’ve left the great fortress?”

      “I felt drawn to the life of a wandering knight errant. The holy one said I should serve however I thought best. Hey!” She finally got her bearings back. “How do you know where I was invested?”

      “Your heraldry. We studied the paladin orders at The Tower. How about you use your powers to study our auras before someone really gets hurt.”

      The paladin huffed out a sigh. “Fine. But if you’re evil I’m still going to smite you.”

      “Fair enough.”

      While the lady knight concentrated Jen walked over beside him. “What’s soul sight?”

      “Paladins can see a person’s aura and determine if they’re generally good or evil. Doesn’t The Citadel have a class on paladins?”

      “Yeah, but it mostly covers how to fight them. I don’t remember the master mentioning any powers that didn’t involve combat.”

      Damien sighed, not terribly surprised. Citadel training was effective, but very narrow. The paladin had scrambled up on her heels and was staring at them with glowing white eyes.

      “Talk about creepy.” Jen shuddered.

      When the glow faded the paladin hung her head. “I am so sorry. Without a closer look I couldn’t separate your auras from the demon’s. I might have killed you both.”

      Jen snorted, but forbore comment. She sheathed her sword and tugged on Damien’s sleeve. “Come on.”

      Damien turned to follow his sister. They hadn’t gone far when the paladin caught up. “So, what are you doing with that demon?” she asked.

      Damien rubbed his face. “Let’s find a place to set up camp. We’ll get comfortable and Jen can explain everything.”

      “Me?”

      “I’m going to be busy, remember?” Damien turned to the paladin. “Do you have a name?”

      “How rude of me. I’m Marie-Bell.” She bobbed a little curtsy that looked totally bizarre coming from a woman in mail. “Let me run and grab my pack. I believe I have some tea left. I can fix us a pot while we chat.”

      She ran off to the opposite side of the field where, presumably, she’d left her gear. Jen looked at him as they swung around to pick up their own supplies. “She’s nuts.”

      Damien nodded. “Odd at a minimum. I’ve never heard of a paladin leaving their post to become a knight errant. Everything I’ve read suggested the Orders acted with great discipline.”

      “Ha. I doubt that girl even knows the meaning of the word.”

      “Don’t be too hard on her. Marie-Bell is just getting started in her role as a knight. No doubt she’ll improve with time and practice.”

      “You’re getting soft, little brother.”

      They found a good spot at the edge of the woods. Damien leaned against an old oak while Jen set up camp. He needed to start the process of banishing the demon or they’d never get out of here. He fed power into the flask, slowly replacing the corrupt energy with pure soul force. The demonic energy resisted, but as it did some of the dark fragments shattered. This might take longer than he thought.
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      Jen had a good fire going by the time Marie-Bell came skipping across the field, a bulging pack over her shoulder, a battered tin kettle in one hand, and her huge hammer in the other. The damn thing was bigger than the one Edward used, but the girl wielded it with skill. She had talent, but what sort of warrior skipped? Jen hadn’t skipped anywhere since she was five.

      Marie-Bell plopped down beside the fire, filled her kettle with water from a skin in her pack, and set it over the heat. She sighed. “Nothing like a hot cup of tea to go with a conversation with new friends.”

      “Friends?” Jen couldn’t believe this girl. “We just met and you attacked us.”

      “I admit it wasn’t the best first impression I’ve ever made, but I did apologize and since you’re not evil there’s no reason we can’t be friends now, right?” She offered a bright smile.

      Jen scowled in return. “Did the other paladins train you in the warrior arts, Marie-Bell?”

      She coughed. “No, not exactly. I wasn’t a trainee before I was chosen. Any skill I have is totally due to the holy one that bonded with me.”

      “If you weren’t a trainee, how did you get selected to become a paladin?”

      “Pure chance.” Marie-Bell looked away, her cheeks flushed. “I was a maid to the fortress commander. One day the boy that usually cleaned the chapel fell ill and the commander ordered me to do his chores. I didn’t mind since the chapel is the only beautiful room in the fortress. Have you ever seen it?”

      Jen shook her head. “I don’t think they let outsiders stop in for a tour. In fact I’ve never even seen the fortress itself, though I was in the area once back in the spring.”

      “If you get the chance you really should visit. The walls are filled with stained glass images of the archangels. When the sun is bright the floor and ceiling resemble a kaleidoscope. The altar is polished white marble chased with gold and all the hardware, candleholders and the like are platinum. Row after row of polished oak benches sit facing the altar.” Marie-Bell sighed. “Anyway when I was cleaning I paused a moment and thought how wonderful it must be to go out and fight evil. To be able to help people. One of the holy ones must have been listening, because the next thing I knew a white glow filled the chapel and a voice asked me if I truly wished to battle evil. I said I did. The light entered me and filled me with a strength I never imagined.” Tears gleamed in the corners of her eyes.

      “What did the other paladins think about a maid joining their ranks?” If they were anything like any other exclusive group Jen doubted they were thrilled to have someone join that they didn’t pick themselves.

      “There were a few that got angry, but since the holy one chose me, what could they do? To criticize me would be to criticize the angel that bonded with me. Whatever they might have thought, none of them would ever say anything against a holy one. Is your brother okay?”

      Jen glanced at Damien. He held the flask in his lap, a golden glow surrounding both the flask and his hands. He hadn't so much as looked their way since the conversation began. His gaze focused solely on the flask. From the grim set of his jaw she would have thought he was fighting a battle. And maybe he was, just not one visible to her.

      “He’s working on destroying the demon. My brother can be single minded when he’s working on something important.”

      Marie-Bell looked over at Damien and her eyes took on that white glow. “He really is. The black aura is weaker now. Imagine a mortal sorcerer capable of purifying a demon. There are those among the Order that would claim such a thing was impossible.”

      Jen smiled. “Damien does a lot of things people claim are impossible.”

      “Why were the two of you hunting a demon in the first place? That is more properly a task for paladins.”

      Jen’s jaw tightened. “That demon killed our father. This is family business and no outsider is necessary for us to take care of it.”

      Marie-Bell flinched away from her then reached for the steaming kettle. She poured the hot water into a tea pot with an infuser inside. “It’ll just be a few more minutes.”

      “Do you always travel with a full tea service?”

      “Of course. No matter how rough the territory there’s no reason to abandon all civilization. A cup of tea is a reminder that we’re better than mere beasts.”
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      Lon led his apprentice down the back hall to the archmage’s office. He’d visited her enough times now that his hands didn’t even shake. Eli, on the other hand, wasn’t doing so well. He’d thrown up twice on the flight to the capital. Being summoned by the archmage twice in as many months could put a man on edge, especially a young man with as little field experience as his apprentice. Lon had hoped to break the boy in with easier missions or just simple patrols. It wasn’t to be apparently.

      Beside him Eli wheezed like a broken bellows. “Take a deep breath,” Lon said. “If you pass out before we learn what she wants us to do you’ll make me look bad.”

      “Sorry, Master.” Eli took two deep breaths. At least his teeth stopped chattering. “I wonder if we’ll get to work with Damien again.”

      “I hope not.”

      “Why? I thought you liked Damien.”

      “I do. He’s a fine young man. But if the mission is dangerous enough that the archmage feels the need to send him with us, well, I know we’ll be in for a real battle. I’d rather avoid that sort of thing until you have a little more experience.”

      Eli’s throat worked as he tried to swallow. “I see. I hadn’t thought of it that way. I just figured we’d be better off with Damien along in case we ran into trouble.”

      “I’d prefer to avoid trouble in the first place.” Lon stopped in front of a closed door. “We’re here.”

      He knocked and the door swung open. The archmage sat behind her desk and Imogen sat in the only extra chair. As usual the room was a cluttered mess, not that anyone would ever dare point this out to her.

      Imogen turned her cold blue eyes on them. “Lon.”

      He nodded. “Imogen. Archmage.”

      “Lon,” the archmage said. “Thanks for getting here so quickly. We’ve had six inquisitors go silent over the past month. I want you three to find them or find out what happened to them. No splitting up.” That last she directed at Imogen whose frown deepened. She didn’t seem happy to be working with Lon and Eli, not that Imogen ever seemed happy about anything.

      “Be sure to keep me informed,” the archmage said. “I don’t want to have to send searchers out for my search party. Off you go.”

      Imogen got out of her chair and brushed past them without a word. Lon shook his head and followed. He and Eli made no effort to keep up with the quick-marching Imogen.

      Eli turned to him. “That’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen yet the thought of spending a minute alone with her scares me to death.”

      “You and me both. Imogen has that effect on people. The only person I’ve ever seen her treat remotely well was her partner, Alden, but he was killed just before the hunt for Connor Blackman last month.”

      “Wait, isn’t she the one that rushed ahead with Damien? When the two of them dug their way out of that mountain they looked friendly enough. At the time I felt a little jealous.”

      Lon frowned. Now that his apprentice mentioned it, Imogen and Damien had seemed awfully close. Why hadn’t it registered at the time? Probably because they were all worried about where Connor had gotten off to.

      “Just keep your distance and you two will get along as well as possible.”

      They found Imogen standing in the courtyard tapping her toe and holding a rolled-up scroll like a dagger she wanted to stab them with. Technically since Imogen served in the Legion she outranked Lon so he let her take the lead. He also preferred it to arguing with her.

      “Where to first?” Lon asked.

      Imogen unrolled the scroll. “All six missing sorcerers were patrolling well away from any major settlements, mostly in the north and east. Maria Von Kade has been missing the longest. She was due to check in three weeks ago. Her last communication came from a village two hours’ flight from the Barrier Mountains called Shadows in the East.”

      Lon frowned. “Was the village by any chance undergoing construction after an attack by fire-breathing monsters?”

      Imogen looked up from the scroll. “It doesn’t say. Why?”

      “Just curious. I visited a village in that area last spring and fought some fire breathers. Damien’s sister and her squad backed me up. I never knew the name of the place and I wondered if it was the same village.”

      Imogen’s face twisted when he mentioned Damien’s name, but it soon smoothed into her usual scowl. What had Damien done to get on her bad side? Probably the fact that he existed was enough.

      “I guess we’ll find out when we arrive.” Imogen leapt into the air.
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      The village was indeed the same one Lon had visited with Jen and her squad two months ago. It appeared most of the damage from the fires had been repaired, though a handful of buildings still showed charred spots. At least the burning stink from last time was absent.

      They landed around noon, after a four-hour flight, in the town square. The town hall had new doors to replace the burned ones and Imogen strode right toward them. Lon and Eli fell in a few steps behind just to be safe. Lon wanted to offer to take the lead with the mayor since the man would probably be well disposed toward him after he’d helped kill the monsters that raided his village. He couldn’t quite work up the courage to say anything.

      Imogen pulled the new doors open with invisible threads of soul force and entered without breaking stride. Lon knew full well that Imogen specialized in interrogation, but he hoped she’d take a more gentle tack with the mayor. They were looking for the man’s help. It wasn’t like they suspected him of a crime. After all, what were the odds of a small-town mayor being involved in the disappearance of a kingdom sorcerer?

      They walked down the hall toward the meeting room. All the damaged paintings had been replaced and the hole in the roof repaired. If Lon hadn’t been there himself he never would have guessed anything happened. It never ceased to amaze him how fast people could recover from even the most traumatic events. He hoped the capital recovered as quickly.

      The meeting room doors were open and a small gathering filled the chamber. About a dozen people sat on the benches while another pair stood before a stout man in somber black robes seated on a raised chair at the front of the hall. A pair of men with clubs at their waists raised their hands to stop Imogen as she started across the room.

      She didn’t even speak. One glare from her icy gaze and the guards shrank back. Imogen didn’t need sorcery. Her presence alone would intimidate any normal person. You just didn’t expect a woman that looked like her to have such a fierce air about her. The man in the robe noticed the commotion and stood up.

      “What’s going on back there?” he asked.

      Imogen conjured a golden shield in the air above her hand. “We need a word with the mayor on a matter of some urgency.”

      The citizens all edged away from them. Lon doubted they were even aware they did it.

      The man in the robe stepped down from his raised chair. “I’m the mayor and of course I’d be delighted to speak with you. We’ll postpone grievance day until tomorrow, thank you everyone. My chambers are this way. Please follow me.”

      The mayor led them through a door to the left of his chair and into a comfortable if mundane office. He shrugged off his robe and hung it on a hook beside a large, almost empty table. When he’d sat in the soft leather chair behind the desk he motioned for them to sit in the two smaller chairs in front.

      He offered an uneven smile. “I’m sorry I don’t have enough seats for everyone. I seldom have more than two people here at the same time.”

      “It’s fine, sir.” Eli bowed and leaned against the wall beside the door.

      Lon smiled. What his apprentice lacked in power he made up for in manners.

      “An inquisitor passed through here several weeks ago.” Imogen began without preamble. “Do you remember her?”

      “Maria, certainly, she’s visited us on several occasions. We’re one of a number of villages on her regular patrol route. She wanted to see how the repairs were progressing. There was also a little girl with a fever she healed. All very routine, if you’re a sorcerer, I suppose. Is everything all right?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Lon said.

      “Did she mention anything unusual happening?” Imogen asked. “Warn you to be careful, that sort of thing?”

      The mayor held his hands out to the sides in a helpless gesture. “No, nothing like that. As I said, her visit couldn’t have been any more ordinary. She arrived in the late afternoon, stayed one night at the inn, and left around noon the following day for the next village on her route.”

      “Which village and which way did she fly?” Imogen asked.

      “The village is called Loud Water, apparently they have some geysers to the north that make quite a racket when they blow.” The mayor’s chuckle came to a strangled end at Imogen’s impatient glare. He cleared his throat and adjusted the collar of his tunic. “Anyway that’s where she went, only Maria didn’t fly. She likes to travel the roads so she can check for bandits or washouts or whatever else might be wrong. She took the western trade route. Assuming a normal pace the trip takes three days in good weather.”

      They all stood.

      “Your assistance is appreciated,” Imogen said.

      Lon and the mayor shook hands before the three sorcerers left the town hall. Imogen’s polite if curt thank you surprised Lon. He’d expected her to simply get up and leave without a word to the poor man. Maybe she had better manners than he first believed.

      “Shall we leave now or wait for morning?” Lon asked.

      “Now. We’ve still got a good five hours of daylight.” Imogen conjured a horse and climbed up on its back. “Somewhere between here and Loud Water something happened to Maria. Whatever it was I don’t want to waste time figuring it out.”
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      Damien blinked bleary eyes. The sun hadn’t set yet so the process of banishing the demon hadn’t taken anywhere near as long as he feared it might. His shoulders ached and his back popped when he straightened up. He didn’t know how long he’d been pouring energy into the flask, but the last bit of corruption vanished seconds ago. In his lap the flask that had been his whole world for the past however many hours had blackened and the silver flaked off. The container had lasted just long enough and not a moment more.

      A fire burned not far away, bacon sizzling over it in a cast iron pan. His mouth watered at the savory scent.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living,” Jen said. Damien turned his stiff neck and found his sister standing a little ways away, arms crossed, a skinned rabbit hanging from one hand.

      “Thanks. Rabbit for dinner?”

      “Breakfast.” Jen put the rabbit in the pan along with the bacon to fry it in the fat.

      “Breakfast, how long have I been working? One rabbit’s probably not enough for all three of us.”

      “This is for you. We ate a while ago. You’ve been working for about fourteen hours. I was getting a little worried.” She nodded toward the flask. “Is it done?”

      “Yeah.” Fourteen hours, no wonder he was so stiff. “Where’s the paladin?”

      “Marie-Bell is watering the flowers.” Jen flipped the rabbit over. “How are you?”

      “Tired, but fine. Marie-Bell?”

      Jen rolled her eyes. “Long story. She’s a nice girl, but a little innocent for her chosen line of work.”

      “Good morning,” Marie-Bell said in a bright, piping voice. She’d traded her mail hauberk for a soft cotton dress that ended just above her knees. One look at her soft, petite figure and you knew her strength came from a supernatural source. She looked about as much like a warrior as Jen did a handmaiden. She turned her attention to the flask and her eyes turned white. “You did it!”

      “I was pretty sure I did, but I wanted you to check before I removed the final seals.” Damien reclaimed the last of his soul force and the flask disintegrated. “By the way, you owe me a royal, sis.”

      “How do you figure?” Jen put the rabbit on a plate and handed it to him with a mug of warm water.

      “That flask cost two royals. You said you wanted to be partners in hunting the demon so you owe me half the cost.”

      Jen sat beside him. “Gah. You’re even cheaper than Dad. Besides, sorcerers get better pay than warlords. You should be good for it.”

      “Next time we go out to dinner you’re picking up the tab.”

      “Deal.”

      Marie-Bell laughed. “I wish I had a brother to argue with. You two are adorable.”

      Damien and Jen shared a look. No one had ever called them adorable. The little group fell silent while Damien finished his food. He tossed the bones away and stood up, his knees protesting as loudly as his shoulders had.

      Marie-Bell’s soft hands touched his back and warmth flooded into him. The aches and pains vanished along with his fatigue. She stepped back and smiled. “Better?”

      “Much, thank you. I’ve never been healed by a paladin before. It’s much more effective than sorcery.”

      “Healing is one of our primary skills, along with banishing demons.”

      “Speaking of demons,” Jen said. “I think it’s time we go have a talk with Farmer Smyth.”

      “I don’t suppose you know where to find him,” Damien said.

      I do. I overheard his conversation with Fredric. He lives twenty miles south of The Citadel.

      Lizzy’s voice startled him for a moment. He still wasn’t used to having her with him. “That should be easy enough to find.”

      Jen nodded. “Let’s go.”

      “Excuse me,” Marie-Bell said. “Would it be all right if I came along? This is just the sort of thing I wanted to do when I left the fortress. I don’t really want to start over with a new mission.”

      “I don’t care. Sis?”

      “Sure, her skills might come in handy.”

      Marie-Bell clapped and hopped around. “Just let me put my gear on.”

      Damien said a silent prayer that he wouldn’t regret inviting her along. If they ended up in a fight, her healing power would be useful. Not to mention she went toe to toe with Jen, even if it was just for half a minute. At the very least she was strong enough not to get in their way.
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      The location Lizzy provided waited only a ten-minute flight from their camp. Damien flew the platform around the area, but nothing resembling a farm was visible. Beside him Marie-Bell rode a conjured white horse through the sky. He’d offered to let her ride with him and Jen, but she insisted she preferred her own mount.

      Damien hovered over what looked like a small pasture that no one had grazed in years. Small evergreens poked up here and there, blowing in the breeze. No matter which way he looked there was simply nothing here.

      “Are you sure this is where he said his farm was?” Damien asked.

      He said it was. I didn’t peer that closely into his mind as I had no reason to believe he’d lie.

      Clearly the good farmer hadn’t been honest with Dad. That alone made Damien suspect he’d had a willing part in leading him into a trap. How were they ever going to find Smyth, assuming that was even his real name?

      “Is that a basement?” Marie-Bell pointed to a stand of scrubby pines.

      Damien flew lower. Sure enough the remains of an old farmhouse peeked out from amongst the trees. “Shall we have a look?”

      “Might as well, long as we’re here.” Jen leapt over the rail and landed lightly beside the rubble.

      Damien set the platform down a few feet away, but didn’t bother dismissing the transport. They wouldn’t be here long enough to make it worthwhile. The three of them split up and looked around for anything that might indicate anyone had been here in the recent past. He kicked over chunks of rotten timbers and poked through the collapsed house. He found nothing but debris that had sat there for a long time.

      “Hey guys,” Marie-Bell called.

      Damien followed the sound of her voice and soon located the paladin standing in front of a pair of headstones. Jen joined them a moment later and crouched down for a closer look.

      “John Smyth and Clara Smyth, died over a hundred years ago.” Jen stood up, a deep crease in her forehead as she scowled. “When we catch up to whoever led Dad to that cave I’m going to enjoy beating a confession out of him.”

      “I don’t think we’ll find him here,” Damien said. “We flew over a little village on the way. Maybe someone there saw him.”

      “We might as well ask around,” Jen said. “It’s not like we have any better leads.”

      The little group flew back to the one-tavern village and landed in the town square. This time both Damien and Marie-Bell let their transports vanish. Villagers who had been outside doing chores or running errands paused to watch the three of them. Their arrival was probably the most interesting thing to happen in this village all year.

      “Did your patrol route ever bring you here, sis?”

      “Sure, we rode through once a week, but there were never any problems so we didn’t stay long. I’m not even sure who’s in charge.”

      “Who cares?” Damien headed toward the tavern. “I doubt our man checked in with the mayor after all. If anyone’s going to know something it’ll be the tavern keeper or the serving girls.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Marie-Bell asked.

      Damien paused and glanced around the tiny village. “Where else would a stranger go in this place? When we go in, stay a step or two behind us. While everyone is looking at Jen and me use your soul sight to scan the room. Lizzy, can you provide me with an image of Smyth to show around?”

      A tingle ran up his back as Lizzy drew on her power. In the air beside him a life-size image of a man in filthy clothes appeared. He couldn’t have been any less imposing.

      Jen’s knuckles cracked as she clenched her fists. “That’s him, huh? I really hope we find him alive.”

      Marie-Bell cocked her head. “I would have thought the opposite.”

      “No. If he’s already dead I can’t kill him myself.”

      The blood drained from the paladin’s face. “I see.”

      They continued on, Marie-Bell hanging back a little like Damien asked. Jen reached the door first and yanked it open with a little more force than strictly necessary. At least she didn’t rip it off its hinges.

      Inside they found a typical tavern layout, scattered tables, most empty, with a bar along the back wall beside steps leading to the second floor where he figured there were rooms available for the occasional visitor.

      Damien couldn’t help smiling. “A paladin, warlord and sorcerer walk into a tavern. Sounds like a bad joke.”

      “I’m glad you’ve held on to your sense of humor.” Jen glared at him without a hint of a laugh.

      “One of us has to. I think you’ve got angry covered.” Damien tried to make light of the situation, but the truth was he didn’t know how to feel. He envied Jen her anger, such a clean, simple emotion that overwhelmed everything else. He missed his father, sort of. What he really missed was the chance that they might have had a real relationship one day. At least they’d made a little progress before Dad was killed. It was something to hold on to when he felt depressed.

      They walked over to the bar, every gaze in the place following them. The tavern keeper had a bald head surrounded by a ring of short hair. His gut hung about a foot over his belt, stretching the seams of a once-white shirt to the limit.

      “Can I help you folks?” The keeper smiled a lazy smile. “Rooms are half a crown an hour.”

      Damien caught Jen’s wrist. It wouldn’t be good to rough the man up before they had a chance to talk. “My sister and I are here on business.” The image of Smyth appeared in the air beside Damien. While the keeper gaped at the illusion Damien slipped a mental block in his brain to keep him honest. “Seen this guy before?”

      “Nn…Agh.” The barman gagged on his lie.

      “Better try the truth this time. Lie to me again and I’ll let my sister ask the questions.”

      He looked at Jen’s furious expression and swallowed.

      A loud crash sounded behind them. Damien spun to find Marie-Bell holding one of the patrons pinned to his table, one arm cranked behind his back. She met Damien’s gaze. “This guy’s aura is as black as your tunic.”

      “How’s everyone else?” Damien asked.

      “The fat guy’s a little iffy, but everyone else is okay.”

      “Everyone out!” Damien addressed the room. The seven remaining patrons were only too happy to comply.

      When the place had emptied and Marie-Bell dragged her prisoner up beside them Damien returned his attention to the keeper. “So, you were saying.”

      “Okay, he was here a week or so ago. He had on different clothes, but it was definitely your man. He stayed for three nights, met some others the second night, and left. I don’t kno…Agh!”

      Jen’s hand shot out, grabbed the keeper by the back of the neck, and bounced his face off the bar.

      Marie-Bell gasped.

      When the keeper straightened blood was pouring down his face and his nose bent to the left. He groaned and probed his broken nose with his finger, wincing when he touched it.

      “I warned you not to try and lie to me again. Who did he meet with?”

      “Keep your mouth shut, Callum,” Marie-Bell’s prisoner said.

      Damien glanced his way and a golden gag appeared over the prisoner’s mouth. “We’ll get to you shortly.” Damien returned his attention to Callum. “Please continue.”

      Callum’s throat worked as he tried to swallow. “I can’t say. If I do they’ll kill me.”

      Damien shook his head. “The man in question led our father into a trap that got him killed. If you know something, you’re going to tell us, otherwise, when we’re finished, you’ll be begging for death.”

      The keeper’s flab jiggled as he trembled. “I didn’t have a choice. All I did was provide a place for them to meet. I’m not involved in the cult, they just use my basement from time to time. Please, I had no idea what they were up to, I just wanted to live.”

      “Finally, a little truth, outstanding. Let’s have a look at this meeting place.”

      Marie-Bell’s prisoner thrashed in her grip, but to no avail. Divine soul force enhanced her strength making her every bit as powerful as Jen, which meant he had no chance of breaking her grip.

      “Where’s your hammer?” Damien asked.

      “I left it outside. Don’t worry, I took precautions to keep it from being stolen.”

      Damien bound the prisoner with golden chains from neck to foot. “Maybe you better go get it. I have no idea what we might be walking into.”
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      With Jen’s sword pressed firmly to his neck, Callum led the little group to a trapdoor in the empty kitchen. Apparently the cook and servers had fled along with the patrons. That was just as well as Damien had no desire to have to look over his shoulder while they searched.

      “Is there anything down there we need to worry about?” Damien asked.

      “It’s just cold storage,” Callum said. “I never go down when they have their meetings.”

      It appeared the tavern keeper had decided to be honest with them. Smart move on his part. “Let’s hope you’re right. You’ll be going down first.”

      Jen gave Callum a poke with her sword. He opened the trapdoor revealing a set of steps leading down into a dark cellar. “Somebody want to grab the lantern?” Callum pointed at a battered hurricane lantern sitting on a shelf nearby.

      Damien conjured a handful of glowing orbs at the same time Marie-Bell caused the head of her hammer to glow. “I think we’ll manage without it. Move.”

      The steps creaked under the keeper’s weight, but nothing broke. The cellar spread out around them, sides of meat hanging from hooks in the ceiling. Crates of vegetables were stacked high along one wall and kegs of ale lined the other. All in all Damien couldn’t have imagined a more mundane scene.

      When they were all gathered in the basement Damien removed the prisoner’s gag and inserted the mental block to prevent lies. “Tell us all about it. Who you meet with and when would be a good start.”

      “Go to hell, sorcerer.”

      Damien shook his head. “That’s not helpful.”

      “Let’s cut off one of his hands.” Jen brandished her sword. “That ought to loosen his tongue.”

      “I’m okay with that.” Damien gestured and the prisoner’s arm rose from behind the chain and went rigid.

      “Wait!” Marie-Bell waved her hands, making the shadows dance. “You can’t just torture him for information. It’s wrong.”

      Damien glanced at Jen then back to the paladin. “Do you have an alternate method to get the information we need?”

      “I…No, but it’s still wrong.”

      “I appreciate your sense of morality,” Damien said. “But if he doesn’t talk we’re at a dead end.”

      I could retrieve the information you need directly out of his mind.

      Judging from Jen’s frown and Marie-Bell’s bright smile Lizzy had spoken to everyone. “Works for me. Sis?”

      “I don’t care, as long as we find out what he knows.” Disappointment filled Jen’s voice. She’d clearly been looking forward to cutting a few chunks out of the uncooperative cultist.

      Damien understood how she felt. This son of a bitch was the first person they’d encountered that they could tie to Dad’s murder, naturally she wanted him to suffer. Damien wanted the same thing, but he also didn’t want to alienate a potentially powerful ally.

      “Okay, Lizzy, we’re counting on you.”

      The prisoner stiffened and his face twisted into a grimace. Beads of sweat covered his forehead. He tried to thrash, but the bindings held him fast. A low moan escaped his lips and his face went slack.

      “What’s happening?” Marie-Bell asked.

      “I’m not certain, but I think he’s trying to resist Lizzy’s psychic probe. Since he’s only an ordinary person he has no hope of blocking her. All he’s doing is causing himself unnecessary discomfort. Perhaps I should have explained that to him before she started.” Damien shared a smile with his sister.

      Behind the third barrel from your left there’s a hidden compartment.

      Jen went over, picked up the almost full barrel of ale like it weighed nothing, and set it aside. Damien sent several lights over before joining Jen. He trusted Marie-Bell to watch Callum, and the other guy, slumped in his bindings, a trickle of drool running down his chin, was clearly in no shape to wander off.

      Jen felt around and a moment later something clicked. She pushed a small door in and to the side, revealing a slender compartment containing a ledger, several pouches, and a long narrow box. Jen grabbed the box. When she lifted it another click sounded before a blade snapped down from a hidden slot above the door. The blade clanged off her iron skin without cutting.

      She ripped the blade free and tossed it aside. “Pathetic.”

      “To you maybe, but I bet if old Callum had gotten curious he’d have wished he hadn’t.”

      “You’d think demon cultists would have more impressive traps or maybe a guardian of some sort, like those lava monsters.” Jen stood up, the contents of the secret compartment in her hands.

      “I can live with weak traps and no guardians. All I worry about is whether there’s anything valuable behind the meager defenses. There’s nothing else, is there, Lizzy?”

      No. This one didn’t know about the trap or I would have warned you. He also doesn’t know the real names of his fellow cultists.

      “Yeah, that would have been way too convenient.” Damien sighed. “Let’s go upstairs and see what we’ve found. Maybe have a drink. On the house, right, Callum?”

      “Of course.” Callum offered a sour smile.

      The prisoner still hadn’t come to when they walked back up the stairs to the kitchen and Damien had serious doubts about his mental state even if he did. He didn’t especially care as long as the surprisingly quiet Marie-Bell didn’t raise any complaints. They could hang the man regardless of whether or not his brain worked correctly.

      Damien guided Callum to an empty chair and bound him there before collecting a bottle of red wine and three glasses. He checked for poison before filling the glasses and passing them out. Jen had spread everything over an empty table. She accepted her glass and took a swig before opening the box. Inside, a blackened silver dagger with a horned skull for a pommel rested in a bed of red velvet.

      Marie-Bell slammed the lid shut. “That thing reeks of evil.”

      Damien nodded and took one of the pouches. “Sacrificial dagger. Probably quenched in demon blood judging by the color. Nasty. I’ll deal with it permanently before we leave.”

      The paladin stared at him as though in shock.

      “What?”

      “You both accept everything so matter-of-factly. It seems like you should be more outraged.”

      “If I got outraged by every evil thing I’ve seen over the last year I wouldn’t be able to think straight. Don’t worry, we get plenty outraged at the really bad stuff, right, sis?”

      Jen thumbed through the ledger and didn’t seem interested in their conversation. Damien shrugged. “Anyway, take my word for it, we’ll be outraged at the proper time. And when we do feel free to join in.”

      Marie-Bell’s cheeks dimpled when she smiled. “You’re much nicer than I first thought.”

      Damien grinned back. “Don’t tell anyone.”

      He dumped the pouch over and a gray crystal bird clattered out onto the table’s surface. Damien focused on it. Some sort of sorcery swirled in the depths of the crystal, but he couldn’t say exactly what it did.

      He moved on to the second pouch. It didn’t weigh nearly as much as the first. Damien tipped it out. Dozens of small strips of paper tumbled down. Marie-Bell grabbed one and smoothed it out. “It’s a date and time.”

      Damien tossed the one he’d been reading on the table. “This one too.”

      Ten minutes later they’d checked them all and found they all held dates and times. Damien frowned. What was the point of saving such useless information? All the dates had come and gone.

      “Hand me one of those.” Jen reached out and Damien gave her one of the strips.

      She paged through the ledger, paused and ran her finger down the column. “They’re a code. When you compare the numbers in the date and time with the columns in the ledger it gives a location. What do you want to bet these all lead to other meeting places?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised, but why would they leave something like this just lying around for someone to find?”

      “It wasn’t that big a risk,” Jen said. “We never would have caught the cultist without Marie-Bell, and we never would have gotten the truth without you and Lizzy. What are the odds of this particular combination of people arriving here at this time?”

      “Good point.” Damien yawned. “What do you say we finish decoding these messages, turn these two over to whoever runs this town, and go check out those other locations?”
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      Lon, Eli, and Imogen raced along the western trade road at about twice the pace of a galloping horse. Trees whizzed by in a green blur. Lon kept his senses fully alert for any sign of corruption. The shadows were getting long and soon they’d either have to stop or travel by conjured light. That wouldn’t be a problem, but it increased the risk that they’d miss something. From her position in the front of the group Imogen must have come to the same conclusion. She slowed then guided her construct into a cutout on the side of the road.

      “Let’s camp here for the night,” she said.

      No one argued so while his apprentice set about collecting firewood Lon and Imogen placed wards to secure the campsite for the night. Lon set twice as many as he ordinarily would have. Since Maria had disappeared somewhere in the area, extra precautions were in order.

      He and Imogen finished side by side facing the road. “Looks pretty secure,” Lon said.

      Imogen nodded, but her mind seemed far away. She stared off into the twilit sky, an almost wistful expression on her usually stern face.

      “Crown for your thoughts.”

      “I was just wondering what Damien was doing right now.”

      Lon cocked his head. What an odd thing for her to be worried about. “I’m sure he’s fine. The list of things that boy has to worry about is a short one.”

      She actually managed a smile. “I didn’t think he was in danger. It’s just he only lost his father a couple weeks ago and now he’s gone with his sister to hunt down the creature that killed him. That kind of thing has to take a mental toll regardless of how strong a sorcerer he is.”

      Heaven’s mercy, she sounded genuinely concerned about Damien. Lon never expected to hear such a thing from her lips. “You care about him.”

      “You say it with such surprise. Damien saved my life. I don’t mean just from the trap. I was in a dark place, maybe the darkest place I’ve ever been and he reached in and pulled me out. It wasn’t even anything big, just a kind word and a hug. But the fact that he made the effort despite how I’d always treated him gave me a little hope. I’ll never be able to repay him for that.”

      She didn’t just care about Damien, Imogen loved him. Lon couldn’t wrap his mind around what he’d heard. Associating such an emotion with the hard-edged woman he knew stretched his mind too far.

      “Damien’s engaged to the princess, isn’t he?”

      Imogen waved a hand. “That’s a sham. He doesn’t love that girl, he’s just helping her out. I’ve read the reports on his missions and considering how many people he’s killed, Damien’s quite a sap for a woman in trouble.”

      “So speaks the voice of experience.”

      Imogen’s expression hardened. “Yes. I’ll thank you to keep this conversation to yourself.”

      Lon nodded. Who would he tell? Anybody that knew Imogen even a little would think he made the whole thing up.

      “You know, I never had a chance to thank your late partner for saving my grandfather’s life.”

      “Your grandfather?”

      Lon nodded. “Fo Shen, Grandmaster of the Iron Path. Alden healed him. I wish I had a chance to thank him myself.”

      Imogen made no reply. Behind them the snap and crackle of a fire spared Lon from further conversation. He needed food and sleep. Perhaps he could convince himself he’d dreamed the conversation.

      Nothing disturbed their wards in the night and when the sun rose they polished off the leftover stew from dinner and set out. They hadn’t traveled more than a mile from their campsite when Imogen drew up short. A second later Lon sensed it as well. A lingering hint of corruption.

      “Master, what is that?” Eli asked.

      The boy’s face had a green tint to it. Was this his first exposure to corrupt energy? No, Eli was there when the librarian went insane and killed several students and masters. Perhaps he simply had a greater sensitivity to dark energy than some. Lon had built up a considerable tolerance for it after his exposure in Port Valcane last winter.

      “This is where it happened,” Imogen answered for him. “Maria was attacked here, whether by a demon or warlock I can’t tell. Whoever did it ambushed her so she didn’t have a chance to counterattack.”

      “How can you be sure?” Eli asked.

      This time Lon answered. “Look around. Does it look like a battle took place here? No trees are damaged, there’s no sign of blood. No, Imogen’s right. Whoever attacked took Maria out with the first blast. The important question is: is she dead, captured, or in hiding?”

      “Dead or captured,” Imogen said. “Even in hiding she could have gotten out a message calling for help.”

      “Agreed, but now what? There’s no point heading on to the village.” Lon scratched his chin. “Should we just move on, look for the next person on the list?”

      “Unless you have a better suggestion.” Imogen took a strip of paper out, wrote a quick note, and sent it off with a conjured messenger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 27

        

      

    
    
      Connor watched as the Soul Burn Crystal continued to expand. It had already covered the entire cavern and now it spread to the ceiling, coating the stalactites like ice. The process was glorious and after a month plus of study Connor still had no idea how it worked. And while his innate curiosity compelled him to watch the corrupt energy sparking like lightning through the crystal matrix, deep down Connor didn’t really care about the process. It worked, nothing else mattered.

      After setting the crystal in motion Connor had more thoroughly explored the underground complex. In addition to the massive cavern carved out to house the crystal, a maze of tunnels extended deeper under the mountains. He hadn’t gone down every tunnel, but those he checked out appeared largely empty. That was another surprise. It seemed nearly impossible to set foot in a cave in this part of the world without running into something that wanted to kill you. Perhaps the inhabitants sensed his power and had chosen to retreat. That worried Connor even more as it implied intelligence.

      The clank of Mikhail’s boots across the crystal path heralded the black knight’s arrival. He’d left the armored guardian at the cave entrance to protect against any of the haunted land’s nastier inhabitants entering and making a nuisance of themselves. In truth it shocked Connor that none of the demons or undead he knew lived in the wasteland had put in an appearance yet. Perhaps Mikhail had been forced to kill something and wanted to report it. With the overwhelming power coming from the crystal blocking out everything else Connor wouldn’t have sensed anything short of a major demonic invasion.

      The armored figure arrived at the entrance to the portal chamber. “A message, Master.”

      What could it be? He had a number of pieces in motion, but most of them knew their tasks and had the wit to adapt to anything short of a total disaster. He doubted it came from Morana. Perhaps one of his cult agents. Connor had reassigned several crystal birds that had belonged to dead agents to cult spies scattered here and there throughout the kingdom. One of them might have discovered something interesting.

      The crystal didn’t need his constant observation to complete its transformation. The message might make for an interesting diversion. The crystal still had days or maybe weeks of growth to undergo before he could fully activate it.

      Connor walked along beside his servant back to the entrance. The half dozen energy sources he’d collected so far didn’t make so much as a peep as he passed by. He assumed from the way they’d thrashed when he connected them to the energy matrix the process was quite painful. Perhaps they’d simply passed out. Whatever the cause, the quiet pleased him.

      They reached the entrance and the black bird landed on Connor’s outstretched hand. He’d placed a barrier at the entrance to keep the little crystal creations from entering. He feared the energy in the cavern would cause them to shatter and he only had so many.

      Connor plucked the message from its beak and unrolled it. As he read his smile grew. More targets had presented themselves. He sent the messenger back without a reply. That agent couldn’t do anything in the current situation beyond providing him with more information.

      A few steps from the cave entrance Connor had carved a secure niche to hold the trunks with his collection. It took only a moment to retrieve the messenger he needed. Much as Connor would have enjoyed handling this mission himself, he wasn’t yet ready to leave the crystal unsupervised and leaving Mikhail to deal with it…He shuddered at the thought. If something went wrong Connor wasn’t certain he could set it right, so leaving someone else in charge would be foolish to the point of madness. He sent a brief message to Morana. She should have no trouble taking the new prey.
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      Damien yawned as he guided the platform through the predawn sky. The three of them had been up half the night decoding all the messages they’d found, and when they finished they ended up with seven unique locations. Considering how many scraps of paper there’d been in the second pouch he considered them lucky to only have seven to scout. If every piece had led to a different location it would have taken the rest of the summer to check them all out. As it was they should be able to roll them up in half a week, assuming no major resistance.

      After four hours’ sleep they’d headed out to the nearest meeting place, a circle of standing stones three hundred miles north of the village. The stones appeared plunked down in a random clearing in the forest, even further into the wilderness than the druid village he and Jen had visited. If they found a single cultist there Damien would be shocked.

      “Talk about the middle of nowhere.” Jen leaned over the rail and looked down at the passing trees. “Who in their right mind would have a gathering out here?”

      “We’re hunting a cult that worships demons and wants to bring about the end of the world. I’m not sure ‘in their right mind’ would describe any of them.” Damien kept a watchful eye on the thick trees below. They were getting close to the location described in the ledger. A circle of standing stones wouldn’t be easy to spot in all this wilderness.

      Marie-Bell brought her white horse up alongside him. She pointed with her hammer to a spot about a mile ahead. “Do you feel it?”

      Damien had been focusing so hard on what he saw that he’d let his sorcerous senses lapse. When he concentrated the queasy feeling of corruption washed over him. “I do now, that must be our target.”

      “I’ll go in first.” Marie-Bell’s mount raced ahead of them.

      “Wait!”

      Too late. She streaked like a pale comet to the source of corruption. Damien accelerated the platform to try and keep up. From this distance he couldn't tell if there was an active source of corruption like a demon or if it was something old like a former ritual site. Whatever waited down there he didn’t want the paladin to face it alone. He also didn’t want her to destroy anything that might give them a clue about what they were dealing with.

      “It’s no wonder the other paladins let her go off on her own,” Jen said. “She has no sense of tactics or teamwork.”

      Damien grinned. “She should have been a sorcerer. Marie-Bell would fit right in at The Tower.”

      An explosion shook the air. Both the corruption and Marie-Bell’s holy aura had ramped up by three or four times. Whatever she’d found down there, it wasn’t an old ritual site.

      A stream of hellfire shot past the platform, missing them by a foot. Damien swerved to avoid the next blast. He raced toward the ground. Two black shapes like ravens the size of horses rushed to meet them.

      “I’ll help Marie-Bell.” Jen leapt over the rail and plummeted the remaining fifty feet to the ground.

      Damien shook his head and let the platform vanish. That short a fall wouldn’t bother Jen, he just wished he knew what she faced.

      He drew Lizzy from the sheath on his back. This would be the first time they’d fought a proper battle together and he was anxious to see what they could do.

      The giant bird demons breathed hellfire at him. He dodged the clumsy attack and surrounded Lizzy with a chunk of his soul force. Her power merged with his as she read his mind and learned what he had planned.

      He swung her at the nearest demon. A curved blast of gold and gray soul force swept out, annihilating the demon in an instant. The attack continued on, hammering into the ground, scattering trees, and blowing a thirty-foot crater in the ground.

      Damien winced. Looked like he still needed practice modulating their combined power.

      Hellfire shattered against a gray barrier.

      Focus on the battle. There’s still one left.

      Right. Damien orientated on the monster diving toward him, curved black talons extended. Lizzy’s blade burned with gray fire. This time Damien added just enough of his own soul force to give it the shape he wanted.

      He slashed and a serpent of gray fire struck at the demon, crushing and rending it in a fang-filled maw. The demon vanished.

      With the skies clear Damien turned his attention to the ground. He still sensed corruption, weaker now, but still active.

      Damien drifted in the sky above the battle. How best to help? With Jen and Marie-Bell down there any sort of heavy attack would blow them away as well. Maybe if he used Lizzy the same way Dad did, as a sword…

      You’re not a warlord, Damien. Fighting like your father will only get you killed.

      “Not just like Dad. If I pierce the demon then release external soul force I can blow it to pieces with minimal overflow.” Damien dove toward the battle. “Until we improve at combining our power and controlling the results I think it’s the safest course.”

      The serpent you made worked pretty well.

      “Yes, constructs are an excellent way to use our power. When I was first learning to use soul force Ann suggested I focus on creating constructs to use in battle.”

      Twenty feet from the ground Damien spotted Jen and Marie-Bell battling a dwarf with a beard made of black quills, wearing black armor similar to Mikhail’s and carrying a red ax that pulsed with corrupt energy. Damien was probably the only one that saw the swirling tendrils of energy running from the dwarf to the standing stones surrounding it.

      The dwarf staggered and dents appeared in its armor as if from no where. The women moved so fast Damien could only make out hints of their positions. The dwarf swung, hitting nothing. It appeared the creature couldn’t keep up with Jen and Marie-Bell’s speed, but by the same token as far as Damien could see they hadn’t accomplished anything beyond denting its armor.

      Damien turned his attention to the standing stones. Deeply incised runes covered them from top to bottom. He didn’t know if he could read them, but he also didn’t want to destroy them before he tried.

      “New plan. We’re going to encase the stones in a barrier. That should cut off the dwarf’s energy source. We also won’t risk hurting Jen with an attack.”

      Damien leveled Lizzy at the megaliths and an instant later a shifting, gray and gold shield appeared around them. All the tendrils of corrupt energy vanished.

      The next crash revealed Jen’s sword piercing through the dwarf’s chest followed an instant later by Marie-Bell crushing its head with her glowing hammer.

      Jen looked up and Damien waved. He landed between the girls a few feet from the dwarf. “I’d best deal with the body before I release the barrier. I’d hate to have that thing come back to life.”

      Jen nodded, but Marie-Bell said, “Can I do it? I’ve been wanting to try a purification technique, but haven’t had a chance.”

      Damien waved at the corpse. “Be my guest.”

      She smiled and did a little dance that brought a corresponding smile to Damien’s face. He loved how excited she got. When he’d first discovered his powers, after the initial nerves wore off, Damien had felt the same sense of excitement. He still felt the excitement, but a constant fear of what might happen if he lost his concentration mixed with it.

      Damien and Jen moved a few steps away when Marie-Bell raised her hammer. The glow surrounding the head grew until the light devoured her figure. When the light became so bright he had to squint a resounding crash sounded.

      The light vanished along with the dwarf and all its gear. Not bad and it spared Damien from having to use any more of his power.

      “Good job,” Damien said.

      She beamed. “Thanks. It’s a hard thing to use in battle as it takes a while to build up the energy.”

      With no vessel remaining to receive their corrupt energy Damien lowered the barrier around the standing stones. Dark power swirled around them, making Damien a little sick, but nothing worse.

      Marie-Bell made gagging noises and ran for the bushes outside the circle. When she’d collected herself she said, “I can’t stay in there. The darkness is too thick.”

      “That’s fine. I just want to see if I can decipher any of these runes then we’ll get out of here.”

      The paladin conjured her mount and galloped into the air away from the sickening corruption. Beside him Jen muttered, “It doesn’t seem that bad to me.”

      Damien traced a rune that resembled a twisted vine. “As a paladin she’s probably more sensitive to corruption than we are. It makes her a good hunter, but if she can’t learn to block it out she may get into trouble one day. Lizzy, do you recognize any of these runes?”

      Some of them are the personal sigils of various demon lords. The majority appear to be crude pictographs used by savage tribes. The rest I’ve never seen before.

      Damien grimaced. This site could be a valuable resource to The Tower’s scholars. It also seethed with demonic energy. If anything with ill intentions wandered in now that they’d destroyed the circle’s guardian they might end up having to eliminate another monster before they could study the markings. Should he level the place or leave it for now?

      Even if another guardian should be born, it will be bound to the circle just like the first one. The risk to the area is minimal.

      “Good point. We’ll leave it for now.” Damien turned to his sister. “Ready?”

      She nodded. “We’ve wasted enough time here.”
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      Imogen glanced at her traveling companions with a faint grimace of distaste as they flew from the site of Maria’s capture. Why couldn’t Damien have come with her on this mission? She would have loved to spend a week or two in the field with him. No princess to distract him, no one to interrupt. She licked her lips. It would have been the best mission ever.

      Instead she was stuck flying over the middle of nowhere with Lon, who she acknowledged as a fine sorcerer, and his apprentice who was considerably less impressive. The boy—she found it hard to believe that he was the same age as Damien—didn’t have a great deal of power and when his field work was complete Imogen suspected he’d end up working in The Tower or as an advisor to some minor noble. He seemed a steady young man so that might actually be a good fit for him.

      The little group was currently flying toward the last known location of Kormac Slider, a veteran inquisitor who’d been patrolling the kingdom since before Imogen was born. He’d missed his last check in a few days after Maria. At first no one had thought much of it. Apparently Kormac was known to be less than diligent about checking in, but when he went a week overdue someone decided there was a problem and put him on Imogen’s list. If he was just futzing around in some backwater village and had forgotten about reporting in Imogen would be upset.

      Below them a desolate expanse of rugged mountains and scattered mining camps spread for miles in all directions. According to the report Kormac had actually requested this wasteland as his patrol area. It looked more like a punishment, but to each his own.

      His last message came from a flyspeck town called Last Tailings. The town apparently served as a sort of hub for all the others where assayers bought the miners’ ore and taverns and whorehouses separated them from their newly acquired coins.

      “I believe that’s it.” Lon pointed to a scattering of rough-built one- and two-story buildings. He rode, as was his habit, on a golden griffin, his apprentice behind him.

      A single, central road ran through the town. Not a soul stirred in the streets and no sound reached Imogen’s ears. Granted it was still early afternoon, but there should be some signs of life. There didn’t appear to be any damage to the buildings so an attack seemed unlikely. Where the hell was everybody?

      “I don’t like the looks of this,” Lon said, echoing her thoughts.

      She sensed the corruption a moment before hellfire streaked up from the town. The blast missed them by a comfortable margin, almost like whoever fired it was trying to not hit anyone. Lon and Imogen dove. Imogen conjured her golden armor and an ax appeared in the air beside her. She was looking forward to carving chunks out of whoever had begun collecting sorcerers.

      “Do you see anything?” Imogen asked.

      The streets rapidly approaching looked just as empty up close as they did from above. The corruption she sensed didn’t have a definite source, instead it seemed to come from all around them. Either they faced multiple enemies capable of wielding hellfire, or their opponent had prepared the town before they arrived, seeding it with dark constructs so Imogen and her companions wouldn’t be able to sense where the attacks came from.

      “There, Master!” A soul force blast shot from Eli’s outstretched hand. The golden dart struck the ground near a two-story hardware store.

      They landed opposite where Eli’s blast had struck. No sign of an enemy presented itself.

      “What did you see?”

      “I thought it was a woman. She ran into the alley across the street.”

      Lon hopped off his construct but left the creature intact for use in the coming battle. Imogen had no doubt a battle was coming. She’d been in enough of them to know when someone was toying with her. She didn’t like it, and when she got ahold of whoever was out there they wouldn’t like it either.

      “You didn’t try to hit her very hard,” Imogen said. “A blast like that wouldn’t even dent ordinary armor, much less a warlock’s shield.”

      “If it was a civilian I didn’t want to risk hurting her. And if it was a warlock my strongest blast wouldn’t have taken her out anyway.”

      “It’s fine.” Power gathered around Lon’s hands for ready shaping. “The important thing is you gave us a place to start searching.”

      They crossed the street, the griffin construct in the lead and Eli bringing up the rear. He didn’t complain and Imogen found his lack of bravado a pleasant change from some of the people she’d worked with. Knowing your relative strength was an important skill for a sorcerer.

      The alley between the two buildings was narrow and dark. Lon’s construct gave off enough light for them to see, but it also cast flickering shadows that made it hard to tell which movements were real and which illusions.

      Imogen studied the hard-packed dirt, trying in vain to spot anything that might be an enemy’s track. She had no skill at hunting and since Lon kept his eyes ahead she doubted he did either. The scuff marks in the dirt could have meant anything or nothing for all she knew.

      “Where’d she go?” Imogen asked.

      If the others had any ideas they kept them to themselves. They were probably as confused as Imogen. She reached the end of the alley and caught movement to her left. She spun in time to see a swirl of cloth disappear inside a saloon.

      Her jaw clenched. The bitch was playing with them. Whoever she was, Imogen would make her pay for the insult. She stalked down the loose boards that made up the sidewalk and pushed through the swinging doors. Inside sixteen bodies littered the floor. There was no blood, but she sensed no soul force either. The people were certainly dead, but what had killed them?

      A gasp came from behind her.

      “Heaven’s mercy. What happened?” Eli asked.

      No one had any answers for him. A floorboard above them creaked. Maybe whoever lurked up there knew what happened.

      Imogen blasted a hole in the ceiling and flew through it. Standing there barefoot and staring back at her with glowing red eyes was a petite woman with straight black hair, pale skin with black veins running close to the surface, and a deep blue dress. She held her hands behind her back and her blue-tinged lips were turned down in a slight frown.

      Lon and Eli landed beside her. “You!” Lon’s lips peeled back in a snarl.

      The girl’s solemn expression brightened. “We meet for a third time. How nice. The only shame is Master Connor forbade me to kill you.”

      “You know her?” Imogen looked from Lon to the woman.

      “Her appearance has changed and she’s become a warlock, but I’d never mistake the she-devil that captured me in Port Valcane then murdered one of our comrades.”

      The three of them drew power at the same time. They’d obliterate the witch with a single combined attack.

      The woman swung her hands in front of her body. She held one of the black urns.

      Black lightning shot out. Pain filled Imogen as her soul force was torn from her body. Beside her Lon howled and Eli collapsed. Imogen and Lon slumped beside him a moment later.

      The pain stopped and Imogen blinked up at the woman standing over them.

      “You’re still conscious. How impressive.”

      A second blast of lightning sent Imogen to oblivion.
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      Damien, Jen, and Marie-Bell hovered over a small village named Shadows in the East, the third location described in the ledger. The second had turned out to be an abandoned hunting shack twenty miles from anything resembling civilization. There wasn’t any sign of cultists or guardians. The only living things in the vicinity were a pair of perfectly ordinary squirrels that growled at them from the branches of an old oak. If anyone had used that place for a meeting it was many generations ago.

      “I know this place,” Jen leaned over the rail for a better look at the village. “My squad came here with Master Shen to fight soul force eaters and red scales.”

      Damien had just been thinking this might be another bust, but if those monsters had been here they must have had a reason. It wouldn’t be unusual for a cult hideout to have monsters like that for guards.

      Damien turned to Marie-Bell. “Do you sense anything?”

      “No, but we’re still quite high. Perhaps something will stick out when we land.”

      They descended to the town square, drawing looks from the few people out and about that morning. Damien waved at a little girl who ducked behind her mother’s skirt.

      “You’re the one who’s been here before,” Damien said. “Want to lead the way?”

      Jen nodded and strode toward the town hall. Hopefully the mayor or militia captain would know if anything strange was happening. Since they didn’t have a particular target in this town it probably wouldn’t do much good to check the inns and taverns, but depending on what the officials had to say it might be worth showing Smyth’s image around.

      “Do you want me to check auras as well?” Marie-Bell asked.

      “Please,” Damien said. “You were a huge help with that earlier.”

      She lit up when he offered the compliment. Damien had a hard time believing she was older than him. When he interacted with her, Marie-Bell gave off the impression of a much younger person.

      “Who should I check?”

      Damien grinned. “Everyone.”

      Though it was early the town hall doors stood open for the day’s business. Damien glanced around as he followed his sister down a hall lined with paintings. He kept his sorcerous senses fully awake and as sharp as he could make them. He didn’t intend to miss anything this time. The hall ended in an open set of double doors guarded by a pair of men armed with smooth clubs.

      One of the guards, an emaciated fellow with lank brown hair, blocked their way. “The mayor isn’t seeing anyone until the meeting begins at nine. You’re going to have to wait.”

      “We’re here on crown business,” Jen said. “And it won’t wait.”

      The guard licked his front teeth as he thought. Finally he turned to his companion. “Go see if the mayor will see these… Say, who are you people anyway?”

      The flow of soul force in Jen’s body surged an instant before she grabbed the guard by the tunic and lifted him off the ground with one hand. “I’m Jennifer St. Cloud. This is my brother Damien, apprentice to the archmage. The young woman behind him is Marie-Bell, a paladin of the fortress. Impress on your master that we are not of a mind to wait.”

      Frantic now, the skinny guard waved at his companion. “Why are you still here? Go get the mayor. Now!”

      “Thank you.” Jen set the first guard back on his feet as the second ran for a door set a little ways to the side of a raised chair, stumbling over one of the benches filling the chamber in his haste. Looking at that elevated seat one might almost think the mayor had pretensions to a throne, but of course he’d never admit that.

      The messenger rapped on the door and when it opened he spoke with whoever waited on the other side. The young man nodded then waved them over. The three of them walked across the room and when they arrived the door opened the rest of the way revealing a heavyset man with dark eyes and a weary bearing.

      “Come on in.” He stepped out of the doorway.

      They entered a small office dominated by a large desk and three chairs. The mayor moved behind the table and slumped in his seat. “I’m going to have to get another seat in here.”

      Damien waved the ladies to the two chairs already present then conjured a third for himself. When she brushed past him Marie-Bell whispered, “Evil,” and nodded to the mayor.

      Damien raised an eyebrow prompting a slight nod from the paladin. So, maybe they’d found their cultist. Hopefully he wasn’t just an especially corrupt official. Damien wouldn’t mention anything for now. It would be interesting to see what the mayor had to say for himself if he didn’t know they were on to him. Damien sat in his conjured chair and slipped the lie block into the mayor’s mind. He’d done it so many times now it took almost no effort.

      The mayor sat up and adjusted his collar. “Well, this is certainly our week for visiting sorcerers. How can I help you?”

      “What other sorcerers have visited?” Damien asked.

      “I only knew Master Shen. With him were a young man and perhaps the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. The woman wasn’t inclined to introduce herself.”

      “That would be Imogen, she’s an acquaintance of mine. What did they want?” Damien asked.

      “They were looking for a sorcerer who passed through here a few weeks ago. I’m afraid I wasn’t much help.”

      “Perhaps you can be of more help to us,” Jen said. “Has anything unusual happened lately in the vicinity? We have reliable information that the Cult of the Horned One is active in this region.”

      The mayor flinched. Was it just a natural reaction or did he know something?

      “No one has said anything to me about any unusual activity. This is a quiet community. Little of interest happens here.”

      “Are you a member of the cult?” Damien asked.

      “Of course n…Agh.” The mayor grabbed his throat and stared at Damien.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Damien conjured bindings around the mayor’s chest so he couldn’t get out of the chair.

      “Help!” A gag appeared, but too late.

      The door burst open and the two guards stared from the mayor to Damien’s group. Their moment of confusion allowed Jen to accelerate to warlord speed and knock them both unconscious. She dragged them inside and shut the door.

      “Getting crowded in here,” Jen said as she sat back down.

      Marie-Bell hadn’t even managed to get out of her chair before the confrontation ended. “The guards aren’t evil.”

      “Just a pair of unlucky guys trying to do their jobs for someone they had no idea didn’t deserve their protection.” Damien conjured a sound barrier, something he should have done the moment the door closed, and removed the mayor’s gag. “Now where were we?”

      The mayor licked his lips, his gaze going everywhere except to the three angry people staring at him. When he’d gathered his nerve the mayor said, “Okay, I’m a member, but it’s not what you think. I never killed anyone. The organization has changed. We’re not butchers like the old timers. It’s more of an information network. A lot of trade goods pass through here. I send information to my superiors in Port Valcane which they use to buy and sell goods to make the maximum profit. I get a cut of every deal. It’s easy coin.”

      Damien leaned forward. “That’s all you do?”

      “Ye…Agh.”

      Damien shook his head. “Did you not notice you can’t lie to me?”

      “All right. I don’t just send information about trade goods. I also tell them about people of interest passing through town.”

      Damien’s fist clenched. “Did you pass along any information about Imogen and her team?”

      “Yes.”

      “Son of a bitch! If anything’s happened to them I’ll see you hang in the town square.”

      “Please. It’s not my fault. I only provide information.”

      “In that case.” Jen put her hands on his desk and smiled an evil smile. “You can provide us with a little information. For example the names and locations of your superiors and any other cult members you know about.”
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      Morana flew east toward the haunted lands, her three unconscious prisoners in a black soul force bubble behind her. A black bubble. She smiled every time she saw an example of her new power. Connor had finally kept his promise and transformed her into a warlock like him. The pain had been exquisite, the results beyond her wildest dreams.

      She felt no pain, hunger, or thirst. She could run naked through a blizzard without using her powers and have no discomfort. Her physical strength had increased as well. Not as much as Mikhail’s, but still far more than anything she’d ever experienced before. The change made her feel more like an ally instead of just a tool. Of course that was no doubt entirely in her own mind. Connor hadn’t shown any more interest in her after the transformation than he did before. Her duties hadn’t changed much either. She still worked out of Port Valcane. The main difference was she had to keep more to the shadows and back ways. Any sorcerer she encountered would know at once what she’d become. It was still a small price to pay for the increased power.

      Below her the Barrier Mountains streaked by. Morana turned north toward the cavern where Connor had set up his new base. The shock of entering the haunted lands punched her in the chest. Her power started to drain at once. She needed to transport the prisoners to the cavern quickly. Connor would be angry if she arrived with corpses that couldn’t generate soul force.

      Ten minutes later Mikhail’s armored form became visible outside the cavern entrance. Morana descended quickly, brushing past the black knight and gliding inside, giving him no chance to speak, thus sparing herself an unpleasant conversation. Despite her transformation, Mikhail still didn’t think much of her power. It would have been interesting to see which of them would win in a real fight. Morana feared it wouldn’t be her.

      Her master’s presence descended from the chamber above. Connor landed in front of her, his expression cool as always.

      “No problems, Morana?”

      “No. They hardly even put up a fight. The urn is an amazing weapon. I see now why you wanted it so badly.”

      “Indeed. Let’s see what you brought me.”

      Morana gestured and the bubble vanished, spilling her three unconscious prisoners on the stone floor. Connor examined them with a faint look of distaste. “Not terribly impressive. The woman is strong at least, but the boy is hardly worth the effort of hooking up. Still, every little bit helps I suppose.”

      Connor pointed at the prisoners and bands of dark energy surrounded their wrists and ankles, lifting them off the floor. He flew up a level and Morana followed. It never ceased to fascinate her when he connected another sorcerer to the matrix.

      They stopped ten feet from a weathered old man with a gray beard who hung limp and unresponsive. The boy drifted over against the crystal-covered wall. When his wrists touched the blue crystal it grew around them, forming a sort of shackle. The moment the bindings had formed his soul force flow shifted from his core to the bindings. The power ran up and away as fast as his body generated it.

      Connor repeated the process with the other man then the woman. Morana allowed herself a moment’s relief at Connor’s lack of reaction to the beautiful woman. It wasn’t just her that didn’t interest him.

      When he’d finished his work Connor turned to her. “Excellent job as always.”

      Morana beamed. “Thank you, Master. What should I do now?”

      “Take Mikhail and return to the city. More prey will be arriving soon, assuming my agent knows what he’s talking about.”

      Morana’s smile withered. “I don’t need his help. With the urn I can defeat any kingdom sorcerer.”

      “This is no ordinary sorcerer and I’m not asking your opinion. Now go.”
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      Damien, Jen, and Marie-Bell left the mayor and three other cultists in the town jail. They’d impressed upon the commander of the town guard the importance of the prisoners and what would happen to her if they escaped. When they’d finished Damien doubted the woman would let the mayor out while she still had breath in her body.

      Damien sent an update to the archmage and the three of them settled in to wait for a reply. If the mayor had sent Imogen and the others into a trap Damien needed to check in on them. Fortunately the archmage must have been in her office as a reply arrived within the hour. Assuming Imogen and her team had gone to the next location on the list his master gave them they should have headed toward the mountains and a mining town.

      They took off from the now leaderless town and turned north. They hadn’t gone far when Jen said, “Is this really necessary? The longer we delay getting to Port Valcane the longer the cult will have to find out about us.”

      “That’s true,” Damien said. “But if Imogen, Eli, and Master Shen are hurt or in trouble we’re the closest group able to help them. I know you’re eager to hunt down the people responsible for killing Dad, I am too, but we can’t abandon our allies if they’re in trouble.”

      “We don’t even know they are in trouble.”

      “Also true, but we do know they were flying into a potential trap. Look, if they’re fine this is at most a three-hour side trip. We fly up there, check in, and head over to the coast. But if they are in trouble, maybe we save their lives. Isn’t that worth a side trip?”

      “Of course it is.” Jen slammed her fist on the transport’s rail. “I’m just so frustrated. I thought for sure we’d have found Smyth by now. How can it be so hard to find one grubby farmer?”

      Damien laughed. “People that don’t stick out are the hardest ones to find. If he was a warlock or some other sort of evil creature everyone that saw him would have remembered and we’d have found him in no time. Try to be patient. We will find him eventually.”

      A little over an hour later the mining town of Last Tailings came into view. Even from hundreds of feet up Damien sensed the wrongness of the place. There was nothing powerful. Instead it felt like the whole town was soaked in darkness.

      He glanced over at Marie-Bell. She was biting her lip so hard he feared she’d draw blood. Her already pale skin was dead white.

      “You okay?” Damien asked.

      She shook her head. “Something horrible happened down there. I don’t know what. I don’t think I want to know.”

      “We’re going down to investigate,” Damien said. “I can’t sense my friends’ soul forces from up here. Your skills would be a great help in the search.”

      Her expression hardened. “I’ll help. It’s my duty as a paladin to investigate places like this and to help people in need. And if there was ever a place where people may be in trouble this is it.”

      “Thank you.”

      They descended and landed in the center of town beside a broken fountain that looked like no water had sprayed out of it for decades. The whole place had a worn out, used up feel. The oppressive darkness they’d sensed from above was twice as strong on the ground. Marie-Bell’s lips pressed tight together, but at least she hadn’t run for it yet.

      “Where should we check first?” Jen asked.

      Damien shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Marie-Bell, do you sense anything we should check out first?”

      “It’s everywhere.” The paladin trembled in place. “So much darkness, pressing down on me. Can’t breathe, can’t think.”

      “Okay, I think you’ve done enough searching.” Damien went over and forced her to meet his gaze. “Pull your senses back. Focus on me. Just me. There’s nothing else but my eyes. Come on, focus.”

      Her breathing gradually steadied and the trembling stopped. “Thank you. It was all too much.”

      “It’s okay. Keep your sorcerous senses drawn in tight. The town isn’t that big. We can search the old fashioned way.”

      “Old fashioned way?”

      He nodded. “We’ll look around.”

      When the dimples reappeared he knew she’d be okay. The three of them crossed the plaza and approached a weathered two-story building with balconies overlooking the town square. The sign outside called it The Dancing Kitty.

      They pushed through the swinging doors. Inside bodies littered the main room. Some sprawled on the floor, others slumped in their chairs, mugs of ale spilled in their laps. On the stage to their right four women dressed in ruffly green dresses lay in a heap.

      “Heaven’s mercy.” Marie-Bell clapped a hand over her mouth.

      Damien sent out streams of soul force, but found no poison in the air or any disease festering in the bodies. Whatever killed them was gone now.

      They walked through the charnel house, stepping over bodies as they went. One blond woman lay face down near the bar. Teeth gritted, Damien poked her over with his toe. The unfortunate woman had twisted teeth and a pock-marked face. He sighed. Not Imogen, thank heaven.

      Damien crouched down and sent probes of soul force into the body. He was no healer, but maybe if he took a closer look he’d find what killed these people. All the major organs remained intact. He found no wounds, beyond what you’d expect on a body that collapsed to a hard wooden floor. It was like someone had cut the strings on a puppet.

      He refined his probe, making the streams as fine as his dense soul force would allow. A minute later he found it, a subtle and pervasive remnant of corrupt soul force. Now that he knew what to look for Damien found the dark energy throughout the body.

      “Have you ever seen anything like this?”

      I’ve seen something similar. It’s like a crude attempt to create zombies.

      “Zombies!”

      Jen and Marie-Bell looked his way. “Did you say something, little brother?”

      Something struck him with unnatural force, sending Damien sprawling and a table flying. The dead woman shambled upright. All around the room the dead rose to their feet.

      Damien shook his head. The blow hadn’t hurt him, just took him by surprise. Jen had her sword out and sliced the head off a broad-chested former miner. The body kept stumbling toward her, unperturbed by its loss.

      Marie-Bell struck it with her hammer. White light burst forth and the body fell back to the floor.

      Jen hacked and slashed, sending body parts flying. A legless zombie continued to drag itself toward her and a severed hand crawled after it like a spider.

      Marie-Bell’s hammer proved more effective. Each blow of the holy weapon sent a zombie to the ground, unmoving. The divine energy in the hammer’s head burned out the corruption in each body she struck. His sister was stuck carving them into pieces small enough that they no longer posed a threat.

      Damien blew a hole through the nearest wall. “Everybody out!”

      Jen and Marie-Bell accelerated to warlord speed and vanished through the opening. Damien disintegrated a pair of zombies and followed.

      Outside dozens of undead poured from every building in the town. Damien conjured a platform, Jen leapt on, and the three of them flew to a safe height.

      “How are we going to search now?” Marie-Bell asked.

      “We’re not.” Damien looked down at the horde of shambling monsters. “There’s no way Imogen and the others are still in the town and alive. If they were I suspect the zombies would have already been up and walking around.”

      “So what now?” Jen asked. “We can’t leave the town like this. Some poor miner wanders in to get drunk and he’ll end up getting eaten.”

      Damien drew Lizzy. “You’re right. We can’t leave the town like this. The whole place is tainted with corruption. I need to purify everything.”

      He guided the platform higher then walked to the edge, gathering power as he went. Lizzy joined her power to his and in seconds a gold and gray sphere appeared at the tip of the sword. When he’d put half his power and three quarters of Lizzy’s into the blast Damien released it.

      The ball struck the fountain in the town square and detonated. The town vanished in an instant. Zombies and buildings atomized and blew away. When the dust cleared nothing remained but a crater.

      Jen and Marie-Bell stared at him, their mouths hanging open. Damien knew just how they felt. He hadn’t even used his full power for that blast. Just what were the two of them capable of now?

      “Do you sense any corruption remaining?” Damien asked. He didn’t, but he wanted to have Marie-Bell check.

      She blinked a couple times and closed her mouth. Her eyes turned white and she flew down low enough for a good look. When she’d traveled from one end of the town to the other she rejoined them.

      “There’s nothing left down there, corrupt or otherwise.”
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      Damien sent a note to his master, informing her that they couldn’t find Imogen and the others. With that done, the three of them left the crater and turned southwest. They stayed silent, each thinking their own thoughts. He needed to put the zombie attack behind them and focus on their mission. The mayor reported to a wealthy merchant in Port Valcane who went by the name Paymaster. The business in the mountains had only taken an hour and Damien wanted to capture him before word got out about the roundup of cult members.

      The warehouse in Port Valcane hadn’t been mentioned in the ledger Jen decoded so the Paymaster must be part of another cell or, if they got really lucky, maybe one of the real leaders of the cult. If he was a leader and he had information about all the kingdom cells they could eliminate the cult, root and branch. It was also the only way they’d probably ever find Smyth and avenge their father.

      Marie-Bell had transferred over to the platform to ride with Jen and Damien since she said she’d never flown for as long as it would take to reach the city and she didn’t want to run out of power halfway there. Given the strength of her divine soul force he doubted it would be an issue, but if she preferred to ride on his transport he didn’t mind.

      “I’ve never been to Port Valcane,” Marie-Bell said, trying to make her voice light. “What’s it like?”

      “Sprawling, smelly, crowded and noisy,” Jen said. “The only thing that stinks worse than the docks is the politics.”

      Marie-Bell winced. “That bad, huh?”

      “Worse actually. My words hardly do it justice. I can’t imagine a better place for the cult leaders to set up shop. There’s so much slime they blend right in.”

      Marie-Bell looked at Damien. “Is there anything nice about it?”

      “The ocean is very pretty at dawn and dusk.”

      “Is that all?”

      “I was only there for a couple days, but that’s all I saw. Sorry. And I doubt we’ll find anything better this visit.”

      Marie-Bell hung her head. “In the three months I’ve been traveling the kingdom it seems I’ve found a lot more bad things than good. I thought I could make a big difference in people’s lives, but there’s so much going on, so many problems. Even if I spent forever wandering around, doing what I can, it wouldn’t amount to anything.”

      “You can’t think that way.” Damien glanced at her then back to where he was flying. “You can’t focus on everything that’s wrong. You have to look at the individuals you help. Even if it’s one here and one there, you’ve still made their lives better. There will always be challenges, but the important thing is to keep moving forward, and don’t give up.”

      He looked toward his sister and found Jen smiling at him. “What?”

      She shook her head. “I never imagined you as a deep thinker. St. Clouds tend toward action.”

      Damien laughed at that. “I’m no deep thinker, but after some of the stuff I’ve seen this past year I’ve had my moments of depression. Looking after one person at a time is what I thought up to fight it. Not exactly earth-shattering stuff, but it helps me on the bad days.” Like when I have to annihilate a whole town.

      Something pressed on his shoulder and out of the corner of his eye Damien saw blond hair. “Thank you,” Marie-Bell whispered in his ear.
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      They arrived above Port Valcane late in the evening. Damien had wrapped the transport in an invisibility screen so any non-sorcerers keeping watch wouldn’t see them. According to the mayor the Paymaster’s warehouse sat in an industrial area ten blocks from the docks beside a wagon maker’s shop. He’d only visited his superior twice and that was many years ago when he first joined the cult so he had no idea what sort of defenses the place might have now. If the warehouse was a working business Damien doubted there’d be much in the way of traps. After all, you wouldn’t want your employees accidentally killing themselves.

      Marie-Bell gasped and Damien stopped the platform and spun to see what the problem was. She was staring out across the ocean, watching the setting sun color it pink and purple. “It is pretty.”

      “Told you.”

      “We should probably concentrate on the matter at hand,” Jen said.

      “Right.” Damien turned away from the view and started the platform moving again. “Do you think we should check in with the guard captain?”

      Jen grimaced. “We should, but I’d rather not. There’s no way to know if anyone in the guard is a member of the cult or if they just talk too much. I say we catch as many as we can and present them tied up in a neat bow. If Tosh wants to complain let him do it when we’re finished.”

      Damien shrugged. Jen knew the city better than he did. If she thought handling things on their own was the best way he’d follow her lead. If things became too complicated he still had Uncle Andy’s ring.

      Five minutes of hunting turned up the warehouse. Both the target and the wagon maker next door looked closed for the day. That could be good if the civilians were out of the danger zone, but if the Paymaster had gone home for the night they’d end up camping out in the warehouse, not a proposition that thrilled Damien.

      “How do you want to handle this?” Damien asked. “I can send in a scout bug, see if anyone’s home.”

      “Scout bug?” Marie-Bell asked.

      “You’ll see. Jen?”

      Jen nodded. “Do it.”

      Damien conjured a wasp and connected it to a viewing rectangle. The little construct buzzed down toward the warehouse, everything it saw appearing perfectly on the rectangle.

      Marie-Bell leaned over his shoulder. “That’s amazing.”

      She really was young in a lot of ways. Damien guided the bug through an open window high up under the eaves. The interior of the building was one big, open space filled with boxes, bales of cloth, and bins of clothes. No movement showed through the bug’s eyes.

      “There should be an office,” Jen said.

      Damien guided his spy lower, weaving through the stacks. It flew over an empty wagon and on the other side found a door. The bug crawled under it and sure enough an empty office waited on the other side. There was a table covered with papers, an ink pot and quill, four chairs, and three bookshelves filled with ledgers and binders.

      He severed the connection. “Nobody’s home. Shall we go have a closer look?”

      They flew down and landed on the back side of the warehouse opposite the street. It was getting darker by the moment, but he didn’t want to risk a light until he had to.

      “There’s a small door over here.” Jen’s eyes gleamed with the light of soul force.

      He followed Jen to the door, conjured a screen so no one would see the tiny light he used to find the keyhole. The light flew into the lock and a moment later it clicked open. The three of them slipped inside, then closed and relocked the door.

      The interior of the warehouse looked exactly the same as it had through the bug’s eyes. The main difference being the acrid smell of cleaning solutions. They made their way by the light of a tiny glowing globe to the office door which Damien opened with the same ease as the first.

      “You two would make fine thieves,” Marie-Bell said.

      Damien grinned and waved her through the open door. She had a point. Any sorcerer that wanted to take up a life of crime would have no trouble with the ordinary precautions available to the average citizen. However, if the thieving sorcerer got found out, every other sorcerer in the kingdom would hunt him or her down and see them punished. Sorcerers in the kingdom had a responsibility to use their powers for the good of the people. Anything less would lead to mistrust and anger. People would come to hate and fear sorcerers and they’d end up shunned like the sorcerers of Salem’s homeland. He’d do everything in his power to prevent that from happening.

      “Think it’d be worthwhile looking through these ledgers?” Jen asked.

      Damien shrugged. “We have hours to kill before morning. Couldn’t hurt to page through them.”

      The office had no outside windows so Damien blacked out the small window in the door and conjured a glow globe bright enough to read by. Next he conjured a couch for Jen who promptly collected an armful of ledgers and slumped down on it.

      He glanced at Marie-Bell, but she seemed content to sit in one of the office chairs. Damien lifted his sister’s feet up, sat down, and put them back in his lap. Just like at home when they’d had classwork. He grabbed a ledger from her pile and set to reading.
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      The crash of the warehouse door opening combined with the sickening arrival of corruption woke Damien from a light doze. Jen sat bolt upright beside him. Across the room Marie-Bell stared back at them, one eyebrow raised.

      Damien put a finger to his lips then crooked a finger, beckoning her over to join them. She slid silently between Jen and Damien. He conjured another rectangle and bug and sent it out into the warehouse. Six people pushed the empty wagon aside while an identical number watched. Two of the watchers carried lit lanterns that created dancing shadows throughout the warehouse.

      They all wore black masks and hooded gray cloaks. One of the watchers stood a little apart from the rest. He or she—the voluminous black robes they all wore made it impossible to tell even the gender of those present—gave off the aura of corruption. Not especially powerful, like a demon or warlock, but enough to mark whoever it was as the leader. Most likely some sort of dark artifact or weapon served as the source of the corruption. Whatever it was, its power level didn't concern Damien, especially since he had Jen and Marie-Bell to back him up.

      “What are they doing?” Jen muttered.

      Damien ignored her question and focused on the workers who had finished pushing the wagon out and were now shutting the main doors. When they had them closed and locked the leader placed a gloved hand on the bare stone floor. Hellfire leaked out and traced a rectangle in the stone. A moment later the stone shifted and sank into the ground forming steps.

      Impressive. The cultists had hidden the entrance to their base so only someone with the use of demon magic could open it. That both prevented those they didn’t want finding it from doing so and reinforced the leaders’ power as they were the only ones able to open the way.

      When the stairs finished forming one of the lantern bearers went down first, followed by the leader, then everyone else. When the last head bobbed down the steps Jen said, “Send the bug after them.”

      “No can do. If they have a ward set at the entrance my construct might set it off and alert them. I need to see for myself and if there is one disable it before we head down. Give them another minute to move out of earshot then we’ll follow.”

      Jen nodded, her mouth set in a grim line. At some point she’d drawn her sword without him noticing. Maybe she thought Smyth was amongst the group. He couldn’t deny the possibility. If he was down there Damien would hate to be him when Jen got her hands on him.

      The minute felt more like an hour, but finally the last of the lantern’s light vanished from the warehouse. Damien nodded and the three of them slipped silently out of the office and over to the entrance to the basement.

      Damien crouched down three feet from the threshold and looked for any markings or concentrations of energy. He found nothing beyond a faint, lingering hint of corruption from the opening. Just to be certain he sent a thin stream of soul force out to probe both sides of the stairs. It appeared unprotected. The cultists must have considered the fact that the entrance was hidden and sealed sufficient. Under other circumstances they’d have been right.

      “It’s clear.”

      The tunnel at the bottom of the steps was pitch black. Even with her enhanced vision Jen wouldn’t be able to see. Much as he hated to risk it Damien sent his conjured light down the steps first. Jen went next, followed by Damien and Marie-Bell.

      As they walked the tunnel sloped slightly downward. The walls, floor and ceiling were smooth, quarried stone, fused into a single piece with soul force. Whoever built the tunnel had gone to a lot of trouble to make it secure.

      The farther they went the more obvious it became that while Damien and Jen had training in quiet movement, Marie-Bell didn’t. Her armor jingled and her boots thunked hard with each step prompting a wince from Damien. If any of the cultists were listening they’d hear her from half a mile away in these echoing tunnels.

      Damien paused, looked back, and whispered, “I don’t suppose you can move any quieter?”

      “Sorry. Paladins are taught to charge in forthrightly, confident in the righteousness of our cause. The bad guys sneak around.”

      “Sometimes the good guys need to sneak in or the bad guys will sneak out before they can be captured. Try to be a little quieter, please.”

      “Are you two coming?” Jen asked.

      Damien and Marie-Bell got going again, the jingling and stomping a little softer than before. The tunnel kept going with no sign of an end. By Damien’s estimate they’d crossed under the street and were now beneath the feed store across from the warehouse. How far did they dig this tunnel? And worse, he was pretty sure they were still angled down.

      Jen hissed and waved at them. Damien doused his light so only the faintest glow remained and slipped up beside his sister.

      “What is it?” He barely breathed the words, confident her enhanced hearing would pick it up.

      “Voices up ahead. Douse your light.”

      Damien’s glowing globe vanished. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness a faint, red glow became visible at the end of the tunnel. He couldn’t hear the voices Jen mentioned, but Damien trusted his sister.

      “I’ll sneak ahead and take a look,” Jen said. “You and Jingle-Bell over there wait for me.”

      Damien wasn’t crazy about Jen going ahead, but he knew better than to argue with her too much. She moved away silent as a breeze, leaving Damien and Marie-Bell standing in the dark.

      “I’m not that noisy,” Marie-Bell said.

      Damien smiled in the dark. Fortunately Damien hadn’t seen any warlords among the group they followed. If there were any warlords among the cultists they could hear a heart beating at ten paces. Marie-Bell might as well be swinging a cowbell as she walked.
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      Jen left Damien and Marie-Bell huddled by the side of the tunnel and snuck toward the red light. It wasn’t very bright, but with her soul force enhanced sight Jen could see everything clearly. The chanting became louder and the light brighter with each step. Jen didn’t recognize the language, but it was clear that the same words were being repeated over and over again. The words sent a chill down her spine. It was probably just as well that she didn’t know what they were saying.

      After fifty paces the tunnel ended at the rim of an amphitheater. Four broad-shouldered cultists carrying saw-toothed swords patrolled a walkway that ran around the perimeter. Every twenty or so paces a set of steps went down to the floor. Three more tunnels spaced equally around the rim led away from the gathering.

      Jen did a quick count of the robed figures and came up with over a hundred, and that was just the ones visible from her position. There had to be that many more she couldn’t see. Down on the floor of the amphitheater rested an altar with a naked man bound to it face up. Four robed figures stood around the altar. Jen couldn’t see corruption like her brother, but she would have bet a year’s pay that those four all had a weapon or device capable of producing the black flames.

      She allowed herself a moment of doubt. She’d expected to find a dozen cultists and instead found a hundred plus. That was a lot of people for the three of them to handle. On the other hand she’d just watched Damien reduce an entire town to dust along with scores of zombies. How hard would it be for him to handle these cultists? If they didn’t care about taking them alive she suspected it would be much easier.

      The thing that bothered Jen was that she and everyone else kept relying on him. It wasn’t fair to expect so much of a seventeen-year-old man. She wanted to make life easier for her brother, but in so many instances there was nothing she could do to help beyond staying out of his way. That galled her more than she liked to admit.

      She eased further back into the tunnel as one of the guards moved closer. He looked at ease, his gaze wandering the gathering with no particular target. When he reached the entrance to her tunnel he stiffened and Jen held her breath.

      The guard peered into the tunnel then vanished.

      Jen’s soul force surged and she drew her sword just in time to block the enemy warlord’s attack. Teeth clenched, she drew more power and forced her opponent back. She had to finish him quickly. The other guards would arrive soon.

      She spun and slashed, hoping to cut the guard down when he lost his balance.

      The cultist was too skilled for such a simple ploy. He lunged deeper into the tunnel, avoiding her slash, and regaining his balance. Rapid footsteps from behind her announced the arrival of more enemies.

      A glowing white hammer hit the first guard in the side of the head with enough force to reduce it to pulp. Light filled the tunnel as Damien and Marie-Bell arrived on the scene, weapons drawn.
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      Damien sensed Jen’s soul force surge and a moment later the clash of weapons filled the tunnel. Damn it! She’d been discovered.

      He conjured light spheres and Marie-Bell sent holy energy into her hammer’s head. The paladin accelerated to warlord speed. Damien rushed after her, drawing Lizzy as he went.

      Let’s try something different. Lizzy’s power surged into his core, mingling with his soul force. Try wielding our combined power just like you would your own. Maybe it will give you better control.

      Damien skidded to a stop beside Marie-Bell who from the looks of it had just smashed one of the cultists’ heads in. Jen glanced back and smiled. She always seemed happiest just before a fight.

      Ahead of them three more figures in black robes blocked their path. All three had strong internal soul force.

      “Some poor son of a bitch is about to be sacrificed in there,” Jen said. “Marie-Bell and I can handle these three. Get going.”

      Jen vanished and one of the guards was knocked to the left. Marie-Bell did the same, knocking the center guard into the one on the right. Trusting his sister’s battle judgment, Damien flew through the gap.

      He entered a cavern with an amphitheater in the floor. Robed cultists streamed toward three other tunnels like cockroaches before a torch. Damien slammed barriers into place, stopping the exodus.

      Damien didn’t know how many had escaped, but no one else would be joining them. Down on the floor masked cultists reeking of corruption surrounded an altar where a naked man struggled against hellfire bonds. The four leaders argued back and forth, seeming unaware of Damien’s arrival. That confirmed to him that he wasn’t dealing with warlocks or any other creature capable of sensing soul force.

      Damien shattered the prisoner’s bindings, wrapped him in a soul force bubble and sent him up near the cavern roof to keep him out of harm’s way. The leaders stared up at him. One raised a hand wreathed in hellfire.

      A stream of black flames shot toward Damien. He conjured an angled shield that sent the blast safely into the cavern wall. Stone shattered and fell to the walkway.

      The other leaders had drawn their weapons, two black daggers and a skull-topped iron rod. Hellfire swirled around all three items. The rod shook in the cultist’s hand.

      Maybe he could end this without further loss of life. Damien amplified his voice with soul force. “Lay down your weapons and surrender. Comply now and you will not be harmed.”

      As he hoped the iron rod clattered to the stone floor and the holder fell to his knees. Damien turned his gaze on the other three.

      “Coward!” One of the knife bearers, a woman judging from the voice, stepped behind the leader on his knees and cut his throat.

      The hellfire surrounding her weapon blazed hotter. She swung toward Damien and a torrent of black flame rushed at him. The two survivors joined their power to the woman’s, making the stream of fire a river. Damien raced toward the ceiling, swinging wide of the intended sacrifice. Chunks of stone crashed into the cultists below him.

      Damien grimaced. At this rate there wouldn’t be anyone left alive to question. He couldn’t say if that’s what the leaders had in mind or if they just didn’t care who else they killed as long as they blasted Damien.

      Either way he needed to end this quickly. Damien sent his own blast down at the leaders. The cultist without a weapon shifted the flow of hellfire, forming a shield around the three of them while the other two continued to try and burn Damien to a crisp.

      He flew too fast and their control wasn’t sufficient for them to do anything beyond wave at him with their flames. It was a standoff and he couldn’t break it without using a lot stronger of an attack than the first one he tried.

      There was nothing for it. He drew ten times the power he used the first time, shaped it into a spear, and hurled it at the cultist maintaining the shield.

      The gold and gray construct pierced the barrier like it was made of paper and kept going through the cultist’s chest. The force of the attack drove the robed figure into the wall and pinned them there for an instant before Damien detonated the energy contained in the spear.

      The explosion shook the cavern. The cult leaders lay in small, smoking pieces, their weapons reduced to twisted metal. The ordinary cultists that had been pounding on his barriers to try and escape all fell to their knees and raised their hands. Damien let out a sigh of relief. Only a small group of cultists had gotten crushed by falling rock. There should be plenty of survivors to interrogate. It would have been nice to capture at least one of the leaders alive, but when dealing with fanatics you couldn’t always get what you wanted.

      Jen and Marie-Bell stepped out onto the walkway and Damien landed beside them. Neither of them bore any wounds.

      “Are you okay?” Jen asked.

      “I’m fine, but the leaders refused to surrender. I hope we can get something useful out of the regular members.”

      Marie-Bell looked left and right. “There certainly are a lot of them.”

      “Did you save the sacrifice?” Jen asked.

      “I forgot all about him.” Damien gestured and the bubble descended from the ceiling. When it settled on the walkway beside him Damien shifted it into a simple smock to cover the naked man. He had a gaunt, almost skeletal frame and long stringy brown hair that hadn’t been washed in days if not weeks. Bruises covered the left side of his face. “Are you all right, sir?”

      “Thanks to you, young man.” The prisoner’s voice sounded surprisingly strong considering the state of him. “You have my most sincere gratitude.”

      “You’re welcome, sir. We’d like to discuss this matter further with you, but right now we need to get these prisoners to the city jail.”

      “You didn’t mention your name,” Jen said.

      “Pardon my manners. I’m Giovanni Blackman.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 38

        

      

    
    
      Mikhail rode on a proper mount as he and Morana approached Port Valcane several hours after midnight. He hadn’t been thrilled when the master ordered him to return and help Morana capture a powerful sorcerer for the crystal. He wished to remain at Connor’s side until the end, but if the witch wasn’t capable of doing her job alone there was no help for it. Whatever the master required of Mikhail he would do. He would not fail again.

      “I don’t know why Connor made me bring you along,” Morana said. “You’re too big and noisy. How am I supposed to hide your presence until the target arrives?”

      “I’ll kill anyone that sees me.” Mikhail glared at the witch. “That should solve the problem.”

      Morana shook her head. The contempt on her face almost sent him into a rage. How dare she look down on him. If the master didn’t find her useful he’d tear her head off.

      “You can’t just kill everyone that sees you. Most of the people you encounter will be Connor’s servants. Not much value in dead servants, is there?” She waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t worry, I’ll think of something.”

      Mikhail growled deep in his chest. Arrogant bitch! As if he needed Morana to solve his problems. He was just about to tell her what he thought of her when he sensed a familiar, hated presence. Mikhail brought his mount up short.

      Morana flew a little past him, stopped, and came back. “What now?”

      “An enemy. I will deal with him and meet you at the worms’ base.”

      “We don’t have time for this. You know how important this mission is to Connor.”

      The witch’s argument almost swayed Mikhail, but this was a personal matter. Twice the whelp had bested him. This was too good an opportunity to pass up. This time Mikhail would be the victor.
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      Morana watched the fool knight galloping toward the docks on his ridiculous horse. She sensed the towering soul force he flew toward. Unless Morana was badly mistaken that had to be the target. Connor hadn’t told Mikhail who they were supposed to capture for exactly this reason. He was entirely too stupid to be burdened with excess information.

      She should have gone with Mikhail. That’s what Connor would have wanted. But she had everything all worked out. Morana knew just how she’d capture the boy, nice and quiet with no one the wiser. Attacking with Mikhail would probably rouse the whole city. She knew of at least six sorcerers living in Port Valcane and if even one of them showed up while she was trying to capture her target it would make failure much more likely.

      No, her plan was perfect. Mikhail had already been defeated by the boy twice. She had no fear of him winning this time. He’d get beaten and flee with his tail between his legs, then they’d follow her plan like they should have from the start.

      She nodded once and flew toward the city center. She landed ten blocks from the government building beside a grate that led to the city drainage system. Pincers made of soul force lifted the grate aside. Morana flew down, hovering just above the filthy water flowing down the stone tube. When the grate slid back in place she glided downstream two blocks before pausing in front of a particular stretch of blank wall.

      A stream of hellfire opened a section of the wall revealing a connection to the labyrinth the cult had constructed over the years. She sealed the wall behind her and continued on through the newer, cleaner tunnels.

      The cultists had been remarkably active considering their chief beliefs revolved around destruction and the end of everything. You’d think doomsday cultists would be more slipshod in their building techniques. Then again, even if you wanted the world to end that didn’t mean you wanted a tunnel collapsing on you.

      Eventually the man-made walls gave way to rough, natural chambers. According to some of the older members they’d found these natural caverns when the first members arrived in the kingdom, back when it was still an imperial colony. Savage worshipers of the Horned One used the cave complex as a lair. Naturally the humans had killed all the goblins and taken over the complex, eventually expanding it as the city grew so they had access to all parts of the sprawling port.

      Morana flew into one of the occupied chambers. Workers and sympathetic sorcerers had leveled the floor and brought in tables, chairs, and couches for sleeping. A handful of robed cultists stood around one of the tables studying an unrolled scroll. One of her servants saw her fly in and bowed deeply. “Mistress. Welcome back.”

      The rest of the cultists bowed as well before returning to whatever they were looking at so intently. From the next chamber over a bearded, grubby fellow with his hands thrust into the pockets of his ragged pants sauntered in, not showing her the least respect.

      “Did he like your presents?” Koran asked.

      Morana grimaced at the old cultist Connor had saddled her with. She’d seldom met such a coldblooded killer, but would it have hurt him to show her at least a little respect, or better yet take a bath?

      “Connor was satisfied. More importantly is everything ready for the new prey?”

      “Yeah. The Keeper of the Keys knows what he has to do. The rooms are all prepared. Now all we need is someone to show up.”

      “He’ll show. Unlike you, he has proper respect for his superiors.”

      Koran barked a laugh. “In that case he deserves to get captured.”
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      Damien led what had to be the least entertaining parade ever. One hundred and twenty-seven cultists, their masks removed and soul force collars connecting them together, trudged through the tunnel back to the warehouse Damien and the others had staked out. Whenever they slowed down a tug on the neck encouraged them to start moving again. Luckily for him, Jen, and Marie-Bell, the sight of Damien taking out all of their leaders had knocked the fight out of them. The fact that he could pop their heads off with a thought probably helped too.

      The little troop had almost reached the warehouse entrance when Jen trotted up beside him. “I’m going to run ahead and fetch Tosh. You and Marie-Bell can handle this, right?”

      The paladin currently marched at the rear of the column, but Damien answered for her. “Sure, no problem. You know it’s like three in the morning. The guard captain isn’t apt to be there.”

      “No, Tosh certainly won’t be there this early, but when I explain the situation the duty officer will send someone to fetch him. I promise you even Tosh will rouse himself for this many prisoners.”

      “He’s liable to be pissed that we raided this place without even telling him.”

      “Sure, but what’s he going to do, tell us to let them go?” Jen shook her head. “He’ll take it quietly. If he gives me any crap I’ll remind him he had a hundreds-strong demon cult active in his city and he did nothing about it. That’ll shut him up.”

      Damien grinned. “You’re enjoying this aren’t you?”

      Jen held her thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Little bit. I’ll be back soon.”

      She vanished up the tunnel at warlord speed. Damien was glad he and his sister got along. He’d hate to have Jen for an enemy.

      They reached the stairs up to the warehouse and he went up first. One by one the cultists climbed the stairs. Several of them looked around, clearly surprised to see where they’d emerged. Damien directed them to form neat rows until Marie-Bell emerged, her glowing hammer held high.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “Now we—” A powerful source of corruption approaching in a hurry stopped him dead. He knew that power. The monster had survived after all.

      “Damien?” Marie-Bell stared at the roof as though trying to see Mikhail through it.

      “I know. Can you manage the prisoners? I can’t spare a bit of power against this opponent.”

      “I can help.”

      “I know, but if we both go out there the cultists will escape. I can handle Mikhail if you watch them.”

      The prisoners’ collars turned from gray and gold to pure white as Marie-Bell assumed maintenance of the constructs. “I have them. Please be careful.”

      Damien gave her a thumbs up and flew out the warehouse door. He’d barely cleared the entrance when a stream of hellfire streaked past, missing him by inches, and blasting a hole in the yard.

      He spun and there was Mikhail, sword leveled, sitting on a black horse, hellfire dancing around his armor and weapon.

      Damien put on a burst of speed and soon had the high air. When no attack came he raised an eyebrow. “Planning to surrender, greengrocer?”

      “Just enjoying your last moments on earth. You won’t escape me this time, boy.”

      Damien laughed. “Escape you? The first time we fought I cut off your arm and the second I dropped a mountain on your head. I’m surprised you had the guts to come after me a third time.”

      A bass growl came from deep inside Mikhail’s armor. “You were lucky, worm. You won’t be this time.”

      “We’ll see. Catch me if you can.” Damien flew toward the ocean at top speed. Hopefully he’d made Mikhail angry enough that he’d follow without thinking too much. He needed to draw the black knight far enough out over the ocean that he could use his full power without worrying about hurting anyone else.

      A rage-filled roar preceded a stream of hellfire. Damien dodged the first blast and when it snaked back toward him he slashed with Lizzy and blew it away.

      He couldn’t help smiling. With her help that had been almost too easy. Mikhail wouldn’t escape him this time.

      The docks whizzed by below him. Another mile and he’d feel comfortable turning and fighting.

      Twin blasts of hellfire struck his shield and engulfed him. Damien didn’t slow. Lizzy shifted her power to reinforce the barrier.

      It wasn’t fair. The two of them made a perfect team. Lizzy read his mind and reacted in an instant. No one else could work with him so perfectly.

      A burst of soul force blasted Mikhail’s hellfire away. Damien spun and twisted away from the next attack. Out of the corner of his eye he caught a glimpse of the city, nothing but a twinkling of lights in the distance.

      Just to be safe he flew around so the city was at his right hand. Lizzy blazed with gray fire in his grip. Mikhail’s sword dripped hellfire. If Damien had had a mount they would have been perfect mirrors.

      “Finally accepted your fate, boy?”

      Damien grinned and drew deep from his core. His power mixed with Lizzy’s and he charged.

      Their blades clashed then Damien was past. Two feet of Mikhail’s blade splashed into the sea.

      “Impossible.” Mikhail seemed to be speaking as much to himself as to Damien.

      Damien ignored his opponent and concentrated their combined soul force into the edge of Lizzy’s blade.

      He slashed and a blade-shaped wave of power leapt at Mikhail. The concentrated energy cut his mount’s head off and continued on, hitting the black knight in the midriff.

      The rest of his mount along with his legs tumbled out of the sky. Mikhail’s head, arms, and chest remained flying, the ruined sword still clutched in his hand.

      “Impossible,” Mikhail muttered again. His voice no longer held the depth and power it had. He sounded like a mortal man. A frightened one.

      Damien slashed Lizzy twice more. The concentrated soul force overlapped and cut Mikhail into four more chunks.

      His power faded to nothing as the pieces fell to the water. Damien let out a sigh of relief. If Mikhail lived through that he was truly invincible.

      Are you okay?

      Damien smiled at the concern in her voice. “Yeah, just tired. It’s been a long night, and we’re not done yet.”

      Once you find somewhere to sleep I’ll give you a special treat.

      His smile grew. Now that was something to look forward to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 41

        

      

    
    
      An exhausted Damien landed in the warehouse yard. He found an empty crate and slumped down on it. He didn’t even have enough energy to conjure a comfortable chair. This was the first time he’d wielded Lizzy’s power in a fierce battle. Using it exhausted him far more than just drawing on his own. He didn’t know why that should be. It seemed like using someone else’s energy instead of his own would be easier not harder.

      Marie-Bell rushed out of the warehouse and ran over to him. “Are you hurt? I felt that monster die. It must have been a terrible battle.”

      “Yeah, but I’m fine, just tired.”

      She moved around behind him and pressed her hands against his back. Warmth and energy flowed into him. A few seconds later she moved around to the front. “Better?”

      “Yes. That’s wonderful. A man could get totally addicted to your touch.”

      She blushed and looked away.

      He winced. “That didn’t come out the way I intended. Thanks for the boost.”

      She turned back, but kept her eyes lowered. “You’re welcome.”

      Eager to change the subject Damien said, “Did the prisoners give you any trouble?”

      “No.” She finally met his gaze. “I studied them with soul sight. In general they’re less evil than I expected. They’re not saints by any means, but I don’t think they’ve done anything really horrible yet either.”

      “Isn’t watching an innocent man be murdered horrible enough?” Giovani Blackman walked over to join them. He’d liberated a mismatched set of pants and tunic from the warehouse inventory. Damien hadn’t even noticed the man standing in the shadow of the warehouse. That showed him more than anything just how tired he was.

      “Oh, yes,” Marie-Bell said. “But just watching something vile doesn’t stain your soul the way participating does. I don’t say this to excuse their actions, just to explain. I don’t especially understand why it works that way, it just does.”

      He nodded, not seeming especially mollified. “So what happens now?”

      “Now we wait for my sister to return with the city watch. I’m sure they’ll want to talk to you as well. If you don’t mind telling your story twice, I’m curious how you came to be in the possession of the cult.”

      His angry sneer turned into a rueful smile. “My own stupidity mostly. I wanted to find my cousin, to ask him why he left us behind like so much trash. We all loved that boy. Anyway I figured the easiest way to find Connor was to join the Horned One’s cult.”

      Giovanni was right, that was stupid. So stupid Damien wondered if he was lying. The flow of soul force in his brain didn’t indicate it, but Damien slipped the psychic block in anyway. “Let me guess, they were less than forthcoming about Connor’s location.”

      “Yes. The truth is I doubt the evil buggers had the least idea where my cousin had gone. The more time I spent with the cult the clearer it became to me that they wouldn’t be of any help in my search. Finally I decided to quit and find another way to locate him. The leaders didn’t take that well at all. They locked me up and tortured me for weeks. I received just enough food and water to keep me alive. I can’t for the life of me figure out why they spared me for these many weeks instead of killing me right off.”

      “How long has it been?” Marie-Bell asked.

      “I’m not entirely certain. They locked me up in the middle of winter. What month is it anyway?”

      “July,” Damien said.

      “Wow. I guess it’s been about five months. Seemed like longer to me.”

      “I’m sure.” Damien stood up and stretched. Jen was close so he wanted to wrap up their conversation. “To answer your question, I suspect the reason they didn’t kill you was fear of what your cousin might do. If Connor still felt kindly disposed toward you he might have taken vengeance on the cult for killing you.”

      “Then why sacrifice me now?”

      Damien patted him on the back. “The cultists probably finally figured out Connor was just using them. No doubt their anger overrode their caution.”

      Lights were coming down the street. Damien went to join his sister. He hadn’t gone a step when Giovanni grabbed his hand. “Have you seen Connor? Is he okay?”

      Damien pulled his hand free. “I haven’t seen him face to face. As to being okay, Connor traded his soul to a demon lord. I think it’s safe to say he isn’t okay.”

      Jen entered the yard with a small army of watchmen in tow. Each man carried an armload of irons and they set to work binding the cultists. The sun was coming up when the twenty watchmen finished replacing the soul force bindings Damien had used with regular wrist and ankle irons. Three enclosed wagons with iron bars pulled by four-horse teams clattered into the warehouse yard to transport the prisoners back to Watch Headquarters. Across the street some of the locals had gathered to gawk. They stood in little knots, muttering amongst themselves.

      Damien was too exhausted to care what they were saying. He sat with Jen and Marie-Bell on a conjured couch and watched the men do their work. None of them offered any help beyond Marie-Bell removing the soul force collars one at a time.

      “What have you done now?”

      Damien turned his head toward the angry voice. A short, barrel-chested man in a disheveled uniform strode toward them, his hands waving and his face red.

      Damien turned back to his sister. “Tosh?”

      She nodded, not bothering to stand up.

      Tosh stopped in front of the couch, hand on hips. “Well? Answer me.”

      “Your job,” Jen said. “If you spent half as much time working as you did chasing skirts maybe you would have noticed a demon cult operating in your city.”

      “How dare you!” Tosh sputtered in his anger.

      “How dare I what?” Jen asked. “Tell you the truth? I know you don’t hear it much from your toadies, but I promise it won’t do you any permanent harm. Now why don’t you go pester someone that cares what you think?”

      Tosh snorted and stalked off to bark orders at a group of watchmen who were busy loading one of the wagons.

      “He’s a real charmer,” Damien said. “I don’t suppose you know a good inn? I could sleep for a week.”
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      When Damien woke he had no idea what time it was and for a moment couldn’t even remember where he was. He looked around the sparse room and sighed. Right, he, Jen, and Marie-Bell had checked into an inn twenty minutes after the last prison wagon had clattered off. Damien smiled when he remembered Lizzy’s surprise last night. She really was a wonder.

      Sunlight streamed through the room’s one lonely window and dust motes danced in the light. Apparently he hadn’t slept the whole day away. He rolled out of bed, washed his face, and threw on some clothes. He needed to let his master know what they’d discovered. He doubted the high sorcerer of the west would be overly thrilled that they’d acted without letting her know, but maybe their results would placate her.

      He’d barely set pencil to parchment when someone knocked on his door. He opened it with soul force and Jen poked her head inside. “Hey, I heard you moving around. Tosh sent a messenger to fetch us. He wants us to stop by headquarters before we leave.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “The kid he sent didn’t offer much detail. You want to join us for supper before we head over?”

      “Sure. Just let me finish this note and I’ll be right down.”

      “I’ll order your favorites.” Jen closed the door behind her.

      An hour later, stomachs full and mostly awake, Damien and his companions made the short walk to Watch Headquarters. Jen had said she chose the inn for its proximity since she figured they’d have to deal with Tosh before they left. It seemed despite her dismissiveness toward the watch commander she accepted this as a necessary evil.

      The watchmen standing on either side of the entrance must have been expecting them as they waved them through without a fuss. Inside, every one of the six interrogation rooms visible from the entrance was occupied by a cultist and a watch investigator. If they could only handle them six at a time it was going to take the investigators a while to interview the whole group. What interested Damien was just how many more there were out in the kingdom that they knew nothing about.

      Tosh waited for them in his office on the third floor. The little man had found time to oil his beard and change into a crisp uniform. He looked up from a report once his secretary closed the door behind them.

      “What took you so long? I sent that messenger over an hour ago.”

      Jen ignored the jibe. “We’re here, what did you want?”

      Tosh reached into his desk and pulled out a scroll. He unrolled it and read, “In gratitude for your excellent work in uncovering this threat festering beneath our fine city please do me the honor of joining me for a drink this evening. Yours truly, Mayor Solomon. I hope you saved room. It seems you’re expected at Public House this evening.”

      “Public House?” Damien looked from Tosh to his sister.

      “That’s the name of the mayor’s official residence.” Jen shook her head. “Ugh. I really don’t feel like shaking hands and getting my back slapped. Maybe we could just skip it.”

      Tosh’s smile held no hint of humor. “You might ignore me, but do you dare ignore the ruler of the largest city in the kingdom? If you insult him it might make trouble for the king.”

      “Damn it!”

      Damien patted her shoulder. “Let’s just put in an appearance, have a drink, and get out of there as fast as possible.”

      “Yes,” Marie-Bell said. “I’ve never met a mayor before. It might be fun.”

      Damien seriously doubted it would be fun, but he feared it was necessary. At the very least he didn’t want to cause any trouble for Uncle Andy.

      “Fine,” Jen said. “What time are we supposed to be there?”

      “Sunset.” Tosh chuckled at her displeasure. It seemed the two of them genuinely despised each other.

      Hoping to cut off another argument Damien asked, “What have you learned from the cultists?”

      Tosh blew out a sigh. “Not much. They always wore masks to the meetings so no one really knew anyone else. I will acknowledge, reluctantly, that we’ve found three watchmen among the group you caught. Maybe I have been lax. How could I not know three of my people were mixed up in something like this?”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Marie-Bell said. “There’s no way for you to have known what they did after work. You’re not their keeper after all.”

      Tosh looked at Jen. “This is what a woman should be like, gentle and forgiving. Maybe she can give you lessons.”

      Jen snorted. “If you learn anything useful be sure to pass it along. Let’s go. If we take our time we should reach Public House right around sunset.
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      Public House was certainly an impressive structure. The three-story mansion sprawled over an acre of manicured grounds. Weathered gargoyles leered down at them from every corner of the roof. A fifteen-foot-tall wrought iron fence surrounded the grounds. It was more for decoration than anything since anyone with a modicum of physical ability could climb it with no trouble. Even the spikes at the top didn’t look very sharp.

      “Wow!” Marie-Bell stared up at the mansion.

      It seemed the large stained glass window that dominated the front of the building especially drew her attention. Not that Damien was surprised, the window depicted a blond woman in mail that might have been her cousin.

      “She was the first mayor of the city,” Jen said when she noticed where they were looking. “A warlord of some skill and if the rumors were true the imperial governor’s lover. Her name escapes me.”

      Damien glanced at his sister, surprised that she’d bothered to learn even that much about a place she didn’t like. “Where’d you hear that?”

      “When I was stationed in the city I did a week of guard duty here. The other guy was a local and he liked to talk.” Jen grimaced. “He really liked to talk. Besides Tosh, he was the only person I wanted to strangle during my time here.”

      Damien chuckled. That was more like it. The three of them approached the fence gate. A warlord stood on either side of the entrance, ceremonial halberds in their hands and more practical swords strapped to their backs. The two men weren’t especially strong, but even weak warlords would be a match for any number of normal citizens.

      The guards crossed their halberds to block the gate. “Name and business,” the taller, blond one said.

      “Jennifer St. Cloud. My companions and I were invited to have a drink with the mayor.”

      They moved aside.

      “Go on in,” the blond guard said. “The head butler is waiting just inside the door to guide you to the great hall.”

      Jen nodded and the three of them passed through the gate and crunched their way up the twisting gravel path to the mansion. A hedge grew on both sides of their route. If someone wanted to ambush them this would be a good spot. Damien found he had unconsciously strengthened his shield and smiled at his foolishness.

      “What’s Mayor Solomon like?” Marie-Bell asked. She was the only one that seemed eager for this meeting.

      Jen shrugged. “He’s a big, broad-shouldered guy. Bald as an egg, but not bad looking. I’ve never spoken to the man, so I have no idea what sort of personality he has. Being a politician I assume he acts however he needs to at any given moment.”

      Marie-Bell cocked her head. “You served as a gate guard for a week and he never spoke to you? I would have thought he walked by dozens of times.”

      Jen smiled and shook her head. “The mayor generally travels by carriage. The gate guards are little more than living decorations, and ignored as such. As far as I know there’s never been an attempt on the mayor’s life or even someone trying to sneak onto the grounds.”

      They reached the ten-foot-tall main doors and paused. “Do we knock or just go in?” Damien asked.

      Jen reached out and tugged the bronze handle. The doors swung open revealing a large foyer framed by marble columns, with a red carpet running down the center toward a hall. A tall, gaunt man dressed all in black stood to one side of the door and bowed to them. “Welcome ladies, sir, His Lordship the mayor is waiting along with a small gathering of notables. I believe everyone is eager to meet the new heroes of the city.”

      Damien sighed. This sounded familiar. At least he wouldn’t have to dodge Karrie for the whole evening.

      The butler turned and shuffled along deeper into the mansion. Damien and the others followed. The interior was dimly lit with intermittent glow lamps. Given the opulence of the fine wood paneling and gold trim you would have thought they could afford more lights.

      Wanting to have a better look at the place Damien conjured two floating lights and let them bob around on either side of the group.

      The butler gave a pained expression. “If you wouldn’t mind, sir, the master prefers the mansion kept dark after sunset. He feels too much light is showing off in front of those unfortunates that can’t afford glow lights.”

      “That’s very considerate of him, however I like to see where I’m going. I’ll put them out before we reach the gathering.”

      The butler sighed and took the next left. “As you wish, sir.”

      They continued down the empty halls, paintings of previous lord mayors decorating the walls. It felt like they were staring down at Damien. The empty eyes gave him the creeps.

      Their guide took a right and led them down yet another empty door-lined hall. It was a convoluted path to take to reach a party.

      Halfway down the hall a door creaked open. “You!” Jen shouted. Her soul force surged and she vanished into the room, slamming the door behind her.

      “Jen!” Damien spun back to face the closed door.

      “What happened?” Marie-Bell stood beside him.

      The door on the opposite wall opened and head-high clawed hands shot out, wrapped around Marie-Bell, and dragged her into the room. The door slammed shut.

      Damien whipped around to face the butler. “What—”

      A trap door opened under his feet.

      Damien fell fifteen feet before catching himself in midair. He looked up, but there was no sign of the trapdoor. He could blast his way out, but if he used too much power he might bring the whole place down around his ears killing who knew how many innocent people.

      He swung his fist, but found nothing to hit. Maybe he could carefully cut his way through the floor.

      Below him corruption flared, a potent darkness just a little weaker than Mikhail. What the hell had he fallen into? Damien conjured more lights and sent them out into the darkness. All around was nothing but empty space. One of his lights reached a wall.

      Damien flew closer. It was rough stone, like a natural cavern. Did the people who built the mansion even know about this chamber under their feet? They must have, no competent engineer would fail to check for such a thing and account for it in their design.

      The corruption was getting closer. The source was below him and to the right. Damien sent his lights down until they reached the floor. Someone had smoothed the floor many years ago and made a path through the stalagmites and loose rubble. The path almost felt like an invitation.

      He looked up again. Jen and Marie-Bell could handle themselves. He needed to deal with whoever or whatever was putting out that demonic energy.

      Besides, it’s not like you’re alone.

      Damien smiled. No, as long as he had Lizzy he’d never be alone.
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      Jen brought up the rear of the little procession, thoroughly bored with the whole proceeding. The sooner they got this meet and greet over with the happier she’d be. At least the paladin seemed to be enjoying herself. Marie-Bell looked here and there, her gazing darting from one ostentatious decoration to the next. It was hard not to be amused by the girl’s sheer exuberance.

      The soft tread of a boot caught her attention a moment before the door to her right opened with a faint creak. She turned her head, keen for any change in the monotony. Staring back at her was the familiar, bearded face she’d only seen in an illusion.

      “You!”

      Rage boiled up in Jen and she charged the rapidly backpedaling Smyth. She slammed the door shut behind her so he couldn’t easily escape. Smyth leaned against the far wall, a twisted smile on his ugly face.

      Damien destroyed the demon, Smyth was hers. “I’ve been looking for you, Mr. Smyth.” She didn’t bother drawing her sword. Jen planned to kill him with her bare hands.

      The man’s eyebrows went up then he laughed. The son of a bitch actually laughed at her.

      “I suppose it’s no surprise you only know me by that name.” He had a normal voice, average build; if not for the shaggy beard there’d be nothing noticeable about him.

      Jen’s fists clenched and unclenched. “You seem calm for a man that’s about to die.”

      He laughed again. “You think it’ll be that easy, girl? I’ve been killing people since before you were born—got a knack for it, you see. I’ve even killed warlords. Mind you I don’t count your father since I just led him along by the nose to his executioner.”

      Jen took a step toward him, preparing to lunge across the room and strangle Smyth or whoever he was.

      Smyth touched something and the section of wall behind him spun. She just caught a glimpse of him running down a hidden passage before the secret door spun shut.

      “No!”

      She slammed into the secret door with enough force to blast it off its hinges and send broken shards of wood bouncing down the narrow passage behind it. She just caught sight of Smyth as he ducked down another passage to the left.

      Jen raced after him, not quite daring to move at full speed for fear of missing something. She rounded the corner, again just in time to see him duck down anther passage. He was running her around, using the twisting passages to slow her. Whoever he was, he wasn’t stupid. In an open space Jen would have killed him in an instant.

      She considered drawing her sword, but the tight quarters would make the long blade more of a hindrance than a help. Instead she drew a wide-bladed dagger from her belt sheath. Not as good as strangling him, but it would do.

      Jen rounded another corner and ran smack into a hard-swung mace. She staggered back, unharmed but stunned. Another blow hit her shoulder and another her back. More annoyed than hurt Jen shook her head to clear it.

      The mace descended again. This time she grabbed it and yanked it out of the hand of the black-masked man pounding her. The cultist staggered closer. Jen rammed her dagger into his chest three times in the blink of an eye. Hot blood ran down her fist.

      Jen took off after Smyth before the cultist’s body hit the passage floor. The murderer’s plan became clear to her now. He’d run her around these passages and into ambushes in hopes of wearing her down. He was bound to be disappointed. She could go for days at this pace. Unless they had something stronger than ordinary men with steel there was no way Smyth could stop her.

      She rounded another corner, following the faint disturbances in the dust. Her skills as a tracker didn’t compare to Talon’s, but between her enhanced vision and the little she did know, following Smyth’s trail didn’t pose much of a challenge.

      Halfway down the passage a trapdoor opened under her. Jen slammed her hands and feet into the sides of the chute. Fingers as hard as iron dug into the wooden sides of the chute stopping Jen’s fall after only a few feet. Her dagger kept falling. It clattered off something metallic in the bottom of the pit. She had just enough light to make out the gleam of needle-sharp spikes.

      Jen turned her head back just in time for a spear to jab into her face. Razor-sharp steel scraped against her cheek without penetrating her iron skin. That didn’t discourage the man in black standing in the passage from repeatedly jabbing her with it.

      Annoyed, Jen let go with one hand, grabbed the spear, and yanked. Instead of letting go the idiot fell screaming down the shaft. Jen dropped the spear and dug her free hand into the wall before the cultist slammed into her.

      His additional weight forced her a foot further down into the pit. The man scrambled for purchase, finally wrapping his legs around her waist. They hung there facing each other. Jen raised an eyebrow and the cultist punched her in the face. His fingers shattered against her nose.

      While the cultist shook his broken hand Jen sent soul force into her hair. The golden strands glowed and rose up around her head before lancing out like hundreds of tiny snakes. The strands, made tough as steel by the infusion of soul force, burrowed into the man’s face.

      He screamed. A second later the strands reached his brain and sliced it to bits. The cultist went limp and fell onto the spikes below.

      Jen shuddered. When this was over she was going to have to give her hair a thorough washing. She climbed up out of the chute. No more enemies presented themselves.

      The tracks in the dust had gotten all scuffed up from the second cultist’s passage, but she thought she knew where Smyth had gone. She set out again, more cautious this time. Jen regretted the loss of her dagger, but it changed nothing.

      The passage ended in an intersection that apparently saw a great deal of traffic. The dust was so disturbed she had no idea which way to go. Down the right-hand branch was nothing but closed doors. She at first thought the left side exactly the same, but when she narrowed her eyes a crack of light leaked out from under one of the doors.

      It was almost certainly a trap, but Jen didn’t care. If some more cultists wanted to die, she’d be happy to accommodate them. Despite her acceptance of the danger Jen still approached the lighted door cautiously, soul force surging through her body. She kicked it off its hinges and across a richly decorated bedroom.

      The coppery tang of spilled blood assaulted her. A dead bald man lay slumped in front of a massive, four-poster bed, his throat cut ear to ear.

      “Heaven’s mercy.” Even though he didn’t have on his usual silk and brocade Jen recognized the lord mayor. The front of his white undershirt was soaked in blood down to his waist.

      “You appear shocked.” Smyth stepped out of the shadows on the opposite side of the bed. “The high and mighty Keeper of the Keys gave me one order too many.”

      Jen looked away from the body. Smyth stared at her with glittering eyes. He was completely insane. “Keeper of the Keys?”

      “Oh yes. His Lordship was the second highest ranking member of the cult in this city. If you’d seen some of the things he’d done you’d thank me for killing him.”

      “Perhaps someone will thank me for killing you.”

      Smyth grinned. “No doubt. But not today.”

      His toe tapped the floor and he started to fall.

      With her soul force fully active Smyth seemed to move in slow motion.

      She lunged across the bed and grabbed his beard and face just before it disappeared down yet another secret passage. With one arm she yanked him out of his hole and hurled him across the room.

      Smyth smashed into a floor-length mirror, shattering it, and sending pieces of glass everywhere. Jen wiped the stiff hair off her hands and walked over to the fallen man. It was time to end this.

      Smyth sat up and laughed. Blood covered his lips and his face bore a dozen cuts. “Perhaps this is my day after all. You asked if anyone would thank you for killing me. I thank you, for sparing me another day in this shit-house of a world. My parting gift is Koran Dane, my real name.”

      A boom reverberated through the floor. Koran smiled. “It seems I’ve done my job after all.”

      “What job?” Jen grabbed him and yanked him off the floor.

      Koran just laughed. He didn’t stop until Jen snapped his neck.
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      Marie-Bell turned when Jen shouted. She barely registered the warlord’s movement then she was gone, the door slamming shut behind her. Marie-Bell stood beside a confused Damien, both of them facing the door.

      “What happened?” Marie-Bell asked.

      Overwhelming corruption washed over her. The world went dark and she found herself flying backwards. Something slammed and she stumbled free.

      “Damien! Anybody?”

      Darkness and silence were the only reply. Her heart raced and she took great gulps of air. Another crash reverberated through the darkness. The noise shocked her out of the panic that threatened to overwhelm her.

      “Heaven’s mercy. What’s going on here?”

      She concentrated on her hammer and the head burst into pure white light. The holy glow pushed back the darkness, but nowhere near as much as it should have. Something was suppressing her power. Marie-Bell pushed more soul force into the hammer and the light grew in response.

      Holding her weapon above her head, she explored the room she’d been dragged into. Furniture was stacked in piles and covered with white cloths. There was a heap of chairs, another of end tables, and a pair of long dining room tables.

      She worked her way around the perimeter until she reached the door. Instead of wood she found a rune-covered sheet of steel. That must have been the second crash. She tried to read the runes, but they writhed and went in and out of focus. The wavering images made her nauseous and a headache began to form behind her eyes. Marie-Bell looked away before the effects got too bad. She hadn’t recognized any of the markings anyway. If Damien were here he could help her decipher them, but she was on her own.

      Marie-Bell shrugged. If she couldn’t think her way out, brute force might do the trick.

      She charged the head of her hammer with even more holy power then swung it with all her might. The hammer’s head struck the metal without a sound. Darkness formed where steel struck steel and the light vanished from her weapon.

      Marie-Bell yanked the hammer away from the metal plate. Trembling, she sent more power into the hammer’s head and it burst once more into light. She let out a breath. The barrier had only drained the energy charging the weapon, not her whole core. If she couldn’t bash the door down, how would she escape the sealed room?

      Haunting, half-mad laughter echoed through the darkness. It came from everywhere and nowhere. She spun a frantic circle, trying to locate the source.

      A wave of corruption washed over her, dropping Marie-Bell to her knees. She’d never experienced darkness this heavy. It felt like someone was holding a wet rag over her mouth. She couldn’t breathe. The room spun.

      She leaned forward until her hands hit the floor and focused on breathing. The darkness was only in her mind. It wasn’t a physical thing. Whatever she thought, it couldn’t smother her.

      Slowly, one breath at a time, she mastered her breathing and with it her fear faded. She climbed to her feet and sent more soul force into her weapon, forcing the darkness back.

      The laughing stopped and a cold voice said, “Well done, little paladin. My master said you were weak, but I didn’t believe a mere cloak of darkness would stop a member of one of the holy orders.”

      “Show yourself and you’ll see how weak I am.” Her grip tightened on the haft of her hammer.

      Again the humorless laugh. “I don’t think so. Direct confrontation isn’t my style. If you want a fight, you’ll have to find me. I’m not in the room with you. Are you clever or strong enough to escape my trap? It will be amusing to see.”

      Her tormentor fell silent, leaving Marie-Bell with nothing but her own thoughts in the oppressive darkness. That creature—she refused to believe it was a human being speaking with such a voice—indicated there was a way out. Perhaps more than one if she could escape by either strength or cunning. Of course that assumed it had told her the truth.

      She shook her head. Thinking like that would drive her crazy. There had to be a way out. Anything else meant she was stuck here until help arrived and Marie-Bell refused to just sit around and wait to be rescued like some princess in a fairytale.

      She paced the length of the room, tossed aside the furniture in hopes of finding a trap door, and tapped the walls to check for hollow spots. All her efforts came to nothing.

      Marie-Bell pursed her lips and tried to think. There were no secret doors and she couldn’t bash down the steel plate barring the exit. Maybe if she moved down a little ways beyond the steel she could go through the wall.

      With no better ideas she walked to the steel plate then took three big strides to the left. Here goes nothing.

      The wood made a satisfying crunch when her hammer crashed into it. Marie-Bell grinned and struck again enlarging the hole. She poked her head into the hole in hopes of seeing out into the hall. Three inches from the paneling waited another rune-covered steel plate.

      Marie-Bell shouted her frustration, drawing another amused laugh from the creature. If the paneling covered steel plates she had to assume the floor and ceiling did too. If that were true, how could strength help her escape?

      Her eyes went wide. Maybe it didn’t mean physical strength. If she purified the room the steel plates wouldn’t be any obstacle to her escape. The technique that destroyed the dwarf’s armor should work just as well here. That was the most powerful purification technique she knew, and Marie-Bell had all the time in the world to gather power.

      The hammer went up above her head and she closed her eyes to better concentrate. A steady stream of power flowed from her core to the hammer’s head, pulsing in rhythm to her heart. The heavy darkness descended over her again, but this time she knew what to expect. Her breathing remained steady and the power continued to flow.

      “That won’t work,” her tormentor screeched. “You’ll never get free that way.”

      Marie-Bell ignored the creature as she did the darkness. If anything its protests encouraged her. When the hammer couldn’t hold another drop of power, Marie-Bell slammed it into the floor.

      A wave of holy light rushed in every direction. The runes on the door sizzled and burned away. A pained scream was followed a moment later by a foot-tall creature resembling a wrinkled old man covered in white flames falling out of a niche in the ceiling. It rolled around on the floor swatting at the flames covering its chest and legs.

      When it managed to extinguish the flames it climbed to its feet and whirled toward Marie-Bell. Her hammer struck it on the top of the head and crushed it flat. The creature turned to black mist and vanished back to hell where it belonged. Now all she had to do was batter down the door and find Jen and Damien.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 46

        

      

    
    
      Damien settled on the narrow path, drew Lizzy, and started toward the source of corruption. As he walked he poured power into his shield while Lizzy charged the edge of her blade with gray fire. Whoever or whatever awaited them, they’d be ready.

      The path sloped steadily downward. Damien strained all his senses, both sorcerous and mundane, but detected nothing beyond the roiling corruption. The source had stopped moving which suggested it had reached the battlefield of its choosing. Damien wasn’t thrilled about having to fight on unfamiliar ground, but since he’d never seen this cavern before the whole place was unfamiliar. He’d just have to adapt.

      As he drew closer to the source of the corruption his lights continued to dim, forcing Damien to spend more energy to maintain them. It wasn’t a ton of power relative to what he had available, but he begrudged every drop lost before a battle. Unfortunately, walking blind into a fight was an even worse option.

      The path began to widen and the stalagmites grew less frequent until they disappeared all together. Damien came to a steep slope. When he’d clambered up to the top a stunning sight spread out below him. An ancient ruin filled an endless cavern. It seemed like someone might have mentioned a hidden city to him.

      Cold, blue ghost lights drifted through the tumbled towers and crushed homes. Everything was made of stone, or at least everything that had withstood the passage of time. And one look at the place told Damien it was ancient beyond anything he had ever heard of. It reminded him of the stone circle they’d investigated two days ago. It would be interesting to see if the ledger mentioned this place. Even if it didn't the scholars at The Tower would be drooling when he told them about it.

      He glided down to the cavern floor and set out once more in the direction of the corruption. Damien sensed no life and only one source of corruption. Could it be Connor Blackman himself? No, whatever it was it was weaker than Mikhail.

      Damien sighed and stopped speculating. He’d see soon enough and deal with it accordingly.

      Even damaged the stone building loomed above him. Who had lived here? The ruin obviously predated the arrival of the first imperial colonists. No books he’d read made any mention of it. That suggested it was already buried when the colonists first arrived. Perhaps an earthquake had sent the whole city down into the cavern below. Damien looked up at the undamaged ceiling. If the city came from above who had fixed the roof and more to the point how had they done it?

      So many questions and not nearly enough answers. He rounded a corner and a plaza opened up before him. A woman stood alone in the center facing him, her hands behind her back. She was the source of the corruption. Black veins ran under her skin and her eyes glowed red. A warlock then, one of Connor’s servants.

      “Damien St. Cloud?” she asked.

      “That’s right. And you are?”

      She smiled, displaying perfect white teeth. “I’m Morana. You’ve probably heard of me.”

      In fact Damien hadn’t heard of her. He frowned. Jen mentioned a redheaded sorcerer that worked with Mikhail. Maybe this was her. “Didn’t you used to be a redhead?”

      She ran the fingers of one hand through her limp black hair and sighed. “Yes. My curls are the only thing I miss about being human.”

      Morana seemed a little sad to him. Being transformed into a monster with demonic soul force would do that to you. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to surrender and come along quietly?”

      She brought her other hand around to the front. It held one of the black urns. “I don’t suppose I would.”

      Black lightning surged out. Damien caught most of it on Lizzy’s blade. His soul force rushed out and pain rushed in. Lizzy reinforced his power and between her and his own rapid regeneration of energy he broke even with the drain.

      Morana stared at him, her mouth hanging partway open. Damien leaned into the lightning and pushed forward. His muscles spasmed and vision blurred. Everywhere the lightning touched felt like a red-hot poker striking his skin, but he bore it.

      One step after another he closed the distance.

      He couldn’t attack with soul force, the urn would absorb it in an instant, but he still had a perfectly good sword in his hands. He just had to get close enough and he’d cut her goddamn head off.

      “Are you okay?” he muttered as he pushed through the storm of lightning.

      I can no longer feel physical pain.

      Damien grunted. “Lucky you.”

      He was only three steps away when another, monstrous source of corruption approached. He turned just in time to take another blast of lightning in the side. The last of his soul force rushed out and Damien collapsed.

      A man appeared above him. At least he had been a man at some point.

      “Connor Blackman,” Damien gasped out.

      “Yes. Damien St. Cloud, this meeting has been a long time coming. You have proven yourself a worthy adversary. But our conflict has ended the only way possible. Now go to sleep.”

      The most powerful surge of lightning yet tore into Damien and everything went dark.
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      Morana had arrived in the plaza exactly as she planned. Her subordinates had the target’s allies under control up above. All she had to do was wait for him to arrive, use the urn, and fly him back to Connor. Her master would be so pleased when she returned with his prize. Of course Mikhail had gotten himself killed, but Connor couldn’t blame her for the black knight’s stupidity. It wasn’t Morana’s fault he flew off on his own to confront Damien.

      She nodded to herself. It most certainly wasn’t her fault. Maybe if she said it a few more times she’d start to believe it.

      A shiver ran through her as the target’s soul force drew closer. Outside of Connor himself she’d never felt a presence as powerful as Damien’s. If Morana hadn’t had the urn she would have fled already. As it was it took all her willpower to remain standing in the plaza and not tremble.

      A scuff of boots on gravel alerted her to his arrival. Just looking at the boy you wouldn’t have thought he was anything special. Average height, lean, sinewy build, and hard, cold eyes. His gaze locked with Morana and she had to clench her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering.

      They had a brief conversation, surprisingly pleasant. He even asked about her hair. Morana had really loved her coppery hair. When Damien offered to let her surrender she whipped out the urn and fed corrupt soul force into it.

      Black lightning shot out and she directed it toward him. Unlike a regular person or sorcerer, a warlock like Morana could control the urn’s power without suffering any ill effects.

      She expected him to drop just like all the others she’d fought. He didn’t. Most of the lightning was deflected by the demon sword and while it did drain some of his power he regenerated so fast the urn couldn’t drain him dry.

      Damien leaned forward and took a step toward her.

      Morana stared. It wasn’t possible.

      He took another step, his face set in a pained scowl, proving her thought a lie. There would be no surrender offered her now. If she didn’t finish draining him, Damien would kill her without a second thought. She saw it in his eyes.

      He was only five paces away when a familiar, dark presence approached. Master?

      Four steps away. Connor drew close. Would he arrive in time to save her or avenge her?

      Three steps away. A second stream of lightning struck Damien in the side and finally put him down. Not out though. He still glared at her through pain-filled eyes.

      Connor said something to the boy, though she only half heard, before hitting him with another blast and rendering him unconscious.

      “Connor, I—”

      He rounded on her. “Be silent. And be grateful that I still have a use for you. Otherwise I’d kill you where you stand for disobeying me. Bad enough your stupidity cost me a useful tool, but you almost failed to capture the boy. If I hadn't sensed Mikhail’s death or if I’d been any later getting here he would have killed you. Why do you think I said to have Mikhail help you?”

      “It’s not my fault, Master. Mikhail went after the boy on his own the moment he sensed his soul force. I couldn’t stop him.”

      “You should have gone with him. After Mikhail weakened Damien you could have struck him down easily.” Connor shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now. We have what I need. Keep your urn ready and stay close to him. I’ll transport us back to the cavern.”

      “You don’t think he might wake after that?”

      “How much more evidence do you need that we’re not dealing with a normal sorcerer? Now do as I say.”

      Morana stood beside Damien and a black bubble formed around them. She glared down at the young man. He’d cost her Connor’s good will, but at least she’d survived. Considering she was surrounded by monsters, that was something.

      They flew over the ruined city, down a tunnel and out into the sky half a mile from Port Valcane. Even with Connor’s speed it would take them half a day to return to the cavern. Damien groaned and tried to sit up.

      Disbelieving, Morana hit him with a blast from her urn. The boy collapsed again. How could he have recovered in less than an hour?

      She shook her head and kept the urn primed with dark soul force. Monsters, they were both monsters.
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      Jen stood over the corpse of the man that led her father to his death. She’d hoped to feel some satisfaction when she avenged Dad’s murder, but the sight of the dead body just turned her stomach. Not that she regretted killing him, the man had been a psychopath of the first order. Killing him would have been a good service to the kingdom even if she hadn’t wanted to do it for her own reasons.

      Her gaze moved from Koran to Mayor Solomon, The Keeper of the Keys. She never would have guessed the man was a member of the Horned One’s cult. He’d had the reputation of being one of the least corrupt lord mayors in recent memory. The blood had almost dried on his shirt and the death stink was growing stronger by the second in the closed-up bedroom. Time to find Damien and Marie-Bell and get out of here. No way she could avoid anther visit with Tosh, but at least she didn’t have to shake hands with a bunch of local officials. Sometimes you had to take pleasure in the little things life handed you.

      She pushed the bedroom door open and stepped out into the empty hall. Considering everything that had happened this evening, Jen wouldn’t have been surprised if the only person in the mansion was the butler that led them into the trap. She frowned. Speaking of the butler, she’d need to have a chat with him, see what he knew about his master’s loyalties.

      Jen looked left and right. They’d taken so many twists and turns she had no idea where she’d ended up. A loud thump reverberated through the hall. Another followed soon after. Jen followed the sound, alert for more trouble. Four more blows rang out before she reached the section of corridor where the trap was sprung. An odd bulge had formed in one of the doors.

      Another crash was followed by the bent door slamming to the hall floor with a heavy steel plate on top of it. Marie-Bell stepped out into the hall, her hammer raised. She spotted Jen and lowered her weapon.

      “Are you okay?” they both said at the same moment.

      Jen smiled for the first time since she killed Koran and some of the pain melted out of her. “I’m fine.”

      “Me too.” Marie-Bell looked up and down the hall. “Where’s Damien?”

      “I have no idea. Can’t you sense his soul force?” Jen asked.

      Marie-Bell’s eyes went white and she spun a slow circle. Finally she shook her head. “I don’t sense him anywhere. He’s either miles away, being shielded from detection, or…”

      “Or dead?” Jen asked, her throat tight. He couldn’t be dead. Jen refused to believe she’d avenged her father only to lose her brother.

      Marie-Bell nodded. “I’m sorry. I wish there was something else I could do.”

      “I don’t suppose you sensed the butler?”

      Marie-Bell blinked. “I did detect a weak soul force deeper in the mansion. I ignored it since it couldn’t be Damien.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Jen followed Marie-Bell deeper into the mansion. She set a more direct course, confidently choosing a direction at each intersection. Their path followed monotonous, picture-lined hall after picture-lined hall. Finally Marie-Bell shoved open a door.

      The butler sat slumped in a simple leather chair that was dwarfed by the massive ballroom around him. He held a half-full glass of wine in his hand. Jen frowned when he didn’t look up. Even from a distance the butler’s heart sounded sluggish.

      She turned to Marie-Bell. “I think he poisoned himself. Can you heal him?”

      Marie-Bell rushed across the room and skidded to a stop beside the dying butler. She placed her hands on his chest and white light streamed into him. Jen held her breath until the butler drew a deep, trembling breath.

      Marie-Bell moved back away from him. “He’ll live. I read his aura and found nothing evil. He’s just a big, indifferent, gray blob. I’ve never encountered anything like it.”

      Jen joined Marie-Bell beside the butler. She didn’t especially care about the man’s aura. All she cared about was whether he could tell her what happened to her brother. The old man still looked half out of it.

      Jen slapped him hard across the face. His eyes popped open. “What?”

      “That got your attention, did it? Where’s my brother?”

      He groaned and the wine glass fell out of his hand to shatter on the floor. “Why didn’t you just let me die? I’m so very tired.”

      Her backhand snapped his head around. “You don’t get off that easy. Rest assured if you don’t answer my questions dying is still very much an option. Now where’s Damien?”

      He shrugged. “Gone, I assume. His capture was the whole point of this charade. I listened in on the planning, to better understand my role, simple as it was. They wanted to separate the three of you and keep you ladies busy long enough that you couldn’t help the boy. Since you’re here and he isn’t I guess it worked.”

      Jen snarled an obscenity. She’d been so intent on killing Koran she’d never even considered the whole point of him showing himself was so she’d chase him away from Damien. It had never been some elaborate trap to wear her down, he’d just wanted to keep her busy long enough for his masters to capture Damien. And she’d done exactly what they wanted. Her useless revenge had cost Jen her brother.

      “How were they planning to capture him?” Jen asked. It wasn’t like any ordinary person could overwhelm Damien.

      “I wasn’t privy to the details beyond what I just told you. The cult leader seemed confident her plan would succeed.”

      “Her plan. The redhead?”

      The butler nodded. “Mistress Morana did indeed have red hair once upon a time. I’m not entirely certain she’s even human any longer. She left for a time and when she returned her appearance had changed and she had an unnatural feeling around her. Everyone had always been cautious around her, but now it was like walking across burning coals, you never knew when you might get burned.”

      “Can you describe the changes?” Marie-Bell asked.

      Jen whirled around. “Who cares?”

      “If he describes the changes I may be able to figure out what has happened to her and what sort of creature we’re dealing with. If we have to rescue Damien, it would be useful to know what we’re up against.” Marie-Bell spoke in a calm, soothing voice.

      Jen took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Marie-Bell was right of course. Jen couldn't let her emotions overwhelm her again. She should know better, acting on emotion had allowed Damien to get captured in the first place.

      “Well, what about it?” Jen asked.

      The butler sighed. “Her skin grew paler, and black veins became visible under the surface. She no longer ate or drank anything that I saw, and her red hair turned limp and black.”

      Marie-Bell chewed her lip. “She’s become a warlock. There’s no doubt of that. The question is has she become a true warlock or a subordinate one.”

      “What’s the difference?” Jen asked.

      “A true warlock has made a deal directly with a demon lord and a subordinate one has gained the use of a true warlock’s power. A subordinate warlock is far weaker than a true warlock.”

      “You can bet your last royal that she’s the weaker one. I doubt Connor Blackman is the sort to risk one of his servants becoming as powerful as he is. Where did she attack my brother?”

      “The catacombs.” The butler appeared to have resigned himself to answering all their questions.

      “How do we get there?” Jen asked.

      “There’s a hidden passage in the basement or you can jump down the trapdoor in the hall. That’s the way your brother went.”

      “We’ll take the stairs,” Marie-Bell said. “Lead the way.”
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      In the light of Marie-Bell’s hammer Jen gaped at the massive space under the mansion, under the city really. The cavern clearly covered far more than a single acre. At the bottom of the hidden staircase they’d followed a short tunnel that emerged on a level area above the floor of the main cavern. Steep stairs had been carved into the cavern wall, allowing easy access to the rest of the chamber. Though they hadn’t taken time to confirm it Jen wouldn’t have been the least surprised to discover the tunnels they found earlier connected to this space. It was a maze filled with rats. She devoutly hoped that the rats showed themselves. Her anger needed an outlet.

      After the butler showed them to the stairs they had left him unconscious in a closet near the hidden door. He appeared to have given up all resistance, but Jen had no intention of risking him running off or attempting to kill himself again.

      “Where do we start?” Jen asked.

      “This way.” Marie-Bell led the way down the steps and at the bottom turned left.

      As they walked the paladin’s gaze constantly darted left and right, like a hound on a weak scent. Jen had no idea how long they walked in the dark, but eventually they scrambled up a steep slope. When they reached the ledge a ruined city spread out before them. Jen stared, marveling at her ignorance. There was so much in the kingdom that she simply had no idea about.

      Marie-Bell paused only a moment before skidding down to the ruins and resuming her hunt. Jen drew her sword and followed. There were too many places in the ruins for ambushers to hide. They made it to an open plaza before Marie-Bell stopped.

      “It happened here. Powerful demonic energy was unleashed not that long ago.”

      Jen looked around for some clue as to what happened, but the bare stone gave away nothing. She closed her eyes to better hear, but there was nothing beyond their heartbeats. Damien was gone and at least for now she could do nothing about it.

      “Can you tell which way they went?” Jen asked.

      Marie-Bell pointed the opposite way from where they’d come. “The trail is weak. Not much energy was spent after the battle.”

      “Then we’d better hurry.”

      Jen ran in the direction indicated at warlord speed, the ruins little more than a blur around her. Marie-Bell followed a little behind and to her right. She assumed the paladin would correct her if she got off course.

      After half a mile or so the ruins ended and it became natural stone again. The cavern narrowed down to a tunnel, still wide enough for the two of them to run side by side with no trouble. The floor was smooth and free of obstructions. Someone had worked the stone, no way was the tunnel naturally this perfect.

      Five minutes later they emerged from a hidden shaft sunk into the ground at an angle. Jen spun. Behind them Port Valcane’s lights glimmered in the dark. This explained how the cultists moved people and supplies into the city without anyone noticing. How many more surprises were waiting out in the night?”

      “I can’t sense them anymore,” Marie-Bell said. “The tunnel concentrated their energy, but out here it’s already dissipated. I’m sorry, Jen.”

      Jen clenched her fist for a moment before forcing herself to relax. Getting angry wouldn’t do her brother any good. If anything it had already done him a great deal of ill. “It’s okay. Can you fly us back to Watch Headquarters? I need to tell Tosh about the lord mayor and see if he’s learned anything useful from the cultists. Until the king appoints a new mayor, Tosh is in charge of the government, heaven help them.”

      Marie-Bell conjured a pair of white horses and Jen leapt on her mount’s back. It took only a moment to realize she had no actual control over the construct. It flew beside Marie-Bell’s mount regardless of what Jen did. While it felt odd riding a horse she couldn’t control, the warmth and vitality that flowed into her as she sat on it more than made up for her lack of control. When they landed beside Watch Headquarters Jen felt energized and ready for anything, even Tosh.

      They’d only been gone about an hour and the guards on duty waved them right in. Jen marched straight up the stairs. Tosh’s secretary raised an eyebrow at their return.

      “We need to see him, now,” Jen said.

      Whether in appreciation of Jen’s urgency or fear that she might simply kick the door in if made to wait, the secretary hopped to her feet and hurried over to the closed door. She knocked, poked her head in, and a moment later waved Jen and Marie-Bell over.

      Jen smiled her thanks as she passed and stepped into the familiar office. Tosh sat behind his desk frowning at them. “I figured you’d still be shaking hands and accepting well wishes.”

      “It was a trap,” Jen said. “The lord mayor is dead along with a handful of cultists. My brother has been captured and I have no idea where he might be.”

      Tosh’s jaw dropped and for perhaps the first time in his life appeared speechless. When he finally collected himself Tosh said, “Maybe you’d better start at the beginning.”

      Jen told him everything that happened to her and Marie-Bell added her own battle to the mix. When they finished Tosh said, “The mayor was a cultist? I can’t believe it. If word gets out there’ll be chaos.”

      “That’s why I told you in private.” Jen ran a hand through her hair, still stiff in places from the blood of the man she’d killed. “I recommend saying the cult killed him and not mentioning his connection. It’s irrelevant now that he’s dead.”

      Tosh wore a thoughtful frown. “That’s probably best. What do you want in exchange?”

      “I always knew you were smarter than you looked. Have any of the prisoners mentioned The Keeper of the Keys?”

      “We’ve only interviewed half of them, but I know I’ve read that name in the reports. Who is it?” He shuffled through the papers on his desk, sorting them into two piles.

      “Who do you think?” Jen asked.

      “The mayor?”

      Jen nodded and accepted one of the piles.

      “That’s every transcript that mentions him. You’re welcome to read them, but you can’t take them out of here. What am I going to tell the nobles? Everyone liked Mayor Solomon.”

      Jen glanced up from the paper she was reading. “Tell them the truth, or at least a little of it. Turn him into a hero murdered by cowards. Use his death to make everyone hate the cult even more. It’s the least he can do after all the trouble he caused us.”

      “Are you sure you’re not a politician?” Tosh asked.

      Jen glared at him. “I’ll forgive you that insult just this once. Now be quiet so I can read.”

      Jen and Marie-Bell spent more time reading reports than they did exploring the cavern under Public House. Precious little was said about the mayor beyond naming The Keeper of the Keys as a hidden figure of menace that the regular members seldom saw and that they knew even less about. One phrase stuck out in a majority of the reports Jen had read and Marie-Bell mentioned it as well: The Harvest. It sounded ominous and few details were given beyond a cult rumor that death was coming from the Kingdom of Alexious, wherever that was. They had a great deal of data and nowhere near enough actual knowledge.

      Jen tossed her stack back on the desk and rubbed her eyes. They’d learned all they could here. It was time to fly back to the capital and tell the archmage and Uncle Andy what had happened. Who would be more upset, his master, the king, or Karrie? Jen didn’t know, but she doubted any of them could come close to matching her anger.
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      Connor flew directly to the space he intended Damien to occupy. He sensed no change in the crystal matrix and saw no sign that anything had entered the cave during his absence. The loss of Mikhail rankled even more since it meant he risked leaving the cave open to any invaders that wished to enter and were strong enough to overcome his ward. Connor grimaced. There was nothing to be done about it now. Once he had his army nothing would be able to stop him.

      The bubble vanished the moment he set it on the crystal path. Morana straightened up and looked at him with wide eyes. “He woke up five times over the course of the trip. How is that even possible?”

      “He’s a remarkable young man.” Connor gestured and Damien was lifted up into place by bands of dark soul force. When his left wrist touched the crystal a shackle grew around it. Damien’s right hand still clenched the demon sword, just as Connor had hoped when he ordered Koran to lure the father to his death. When it was in place Connor sent a stream of hellfire into the crystal, altering its growth so Damien’s whole right hand was encased in crystal. That would prevent him from releasing the sword and denying Connor access to its additional power.

      Once he’d secured the bindings soul force rushed out of the boy and up the wall toward the portal chamber. With that much energy flowing into it Connor could begin building his army at once. In a week or two he’d control the most powerful force the continent had ever seen. After all the problems and delays, at last everything had fallen into place. It was time to begin The Harvest.
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      Damien groaned and his eyes fluttered open. Everything hurt. What had happened and how did he end up here, wherever here was? His shoulders especially were screaming at him, probably because his arms were above his head. When he tried to move he found he was stuck. He craned his neck and found his wrists were bound by some sort of blue crystal. Everywhere he looked the shiny stuff covered everything. Small flickers of energy appeared below and then ran through the crystal accompanied by crackles and sizzles. It almost sounded like someone was frying bacon at too high a temperature.

      At least his feet were flat on the ground so he wasn’t hanging by his wrists. An electric ozone smell filled the air, like after a lightning strike. It was mingled with something else, something unnatural.

      It’s a mixture of sulfur and brimstone. There’s an open hell gate around here somewhere.

      He turned to the right. Crystal completely covered his hand and Lizzy jutted out above the binding. The blade didn’t look damaged, but he couldn’t let go.

      “You okay?”

      Fine, but my power is being drained as fast as I generate it.

      Damien turned his focus inward and found he was in the same state. His soul force along with Lizzy’s rushed out of him at a frightening pace, faster than when that witch attacked him with the urn. The battle with Morana all came back to him, including Connor’s last-second arrival. That explained how he ended up here, but not where he was.

      He leaned as far forward as the restraints allowed and looked both ways. A curving path led up and away to the left. To the right there was another person connected to the crystal. He squinted and tried to focus in the unsteady light. It looked like…

      “Imogen?” It was her, but she’d seen better days. She slumped in her restraints, eyes closed and unresponsive. He could just make out the faint rise and fall of her breast. How many more of his fellow sorcerers were shackled to this place?

      Damien straightened back up. He couldn’t help her now. He needed to do something for himself, and getting out of these restraints would be an excellent start. He tugged on his left hand. There was a little play between his wrist and the shackle, but not much. The other hand was so totally bound he had no hope of getting it loose.

      “Can you get a sense of where we are?”

      With my power being drained I’m even more limited in my perceptions.

      “Swell. Do you have any suggestions?”

      I’m sorry, Damien. We appear thoroughly captured. I don’t see any options beyond outside assistance.

      They’d probably be dead before help arrived, if it ever did. No, they were on their own.

      He twisted his wrist back and forth. If he could gash it the blood might provide lubricant enough to get him out. He winced when he found a spur sharp enough to draw blood. It wasn’t a deep cut, but the warm liquid ran down his arm in enough volume to make things slick.

      He pulled and twisted, grimacing through the pain. In truth, the additional discomfort was only a tiny bit worse than the constant pain that filled every inch of him. It didn’t seem like it could get much worse.

      Damien shouldn’t have thought that.  A moment later an electric burst of pain ran through him. Every muscle clenched, turning his body into a giant cramp. His vision dimmed for a moment, but he fought through it and the pain let up.

      What in the hell was that? And more importantly, would it happen again?
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      Connor couldn’t restrain his smile when he watched the energy flowing through the crystal matrix. Since he added Damien and the demon sword to his collection the energy available had more than doubled. It was a rare bit of good luck. The only way he could have used the demon sword’s power was to draw it through a human sorcerer. He stood at the apex of the cavern, the swirling darkness of the hell gate above him. On its pedestal the Soul Burn Crystal pulsed with stored energy. He ran a loving hand over the smooth blue surface. It reminded him of a giant sapphire, burning with an inner light.

      “Are you going to play with it all day, or are you going to start building an army?” Connor had hung the spirit in the mirror from a jutting rock spear off to one side of the crystal chamber. In his pleasure at having collected enough power sources, he’d forgotten all about the obnoxious creature.

      “I’m savoring the moment. Now be silent.”

      The spirit snorted, but made no further comments. It had a point though. After all this time Connor had waited long enough. He sent his will along with a trickle of hellfire into the crystal. The ground shook and a pair of oblong crystal growths with simple protrusions that resembled facial features poked up. They were followed shortly by boxy shoulders, long arms, massive chests, and legs.

      In less than a minute Connor had grown two crude humanoids out of blue crystal. Ugly things, but they should prove sufficient hosts. They didn’t need to be pretty, just strong. With the hosts complete, Connor released a portion of the collected soul force from the crystal into the hell gate. Energy swirled and crackled overhead. Two bolts of black lightning struck the crystal figures. The lattice shifted and reshaped. Crude features twisted in cruel, hate-filled sneers. Eye sockets filled with red light.  Talons and spurs of razor-sharp crystal grew from their hands and feet.

      “Kneel.”

      Connor held his breath. For a moment he feared they might not obey, that he might have to destroy his new creations before he could use them. To his considerable relief, after a brief hesitation, the crystal warriors went down on one knee. Connor blew out the breath he’d been holding. So far so good.

      The spirit cackled. “Congratulations, you can manage two of them. Let’s see you make an army.”

      Connor debated for perhaps the thousandth time blasting the mirror and once again decided against it. It wasn’t that he cared about the spirit so much as that he didn’t want to smash one of King Alexious’s treasures. It felt rude. Instead, he conjured a dark globe around the mirror that muted the spirit’s grating laugh. Not as satisfying, but sufficient.

      Now for the next test. He placed a finger on the side of the crystal and drew out a small ring.

      “Come with me.”

      He left the portal chamber and walked along the spiral path down towards the cave entrance. The crystal demons made every bit as much noise as Mikhail ever did filling him with an odd nostalgia. He never imagined missing the dimwitted knight, but the cavern seemed empty without his hulking presence.

      Connor paused when he reached his newest power source. The boy glared at him with hate-filled eyes. More interesting was the simple fact that he somehow remained conscious. Remarkable durability and willpower. A trickle of blood had dried on the prisoner’s arm.

      Connor stepped closer and wiped it off. “You must be more careful. If you accidentally kill yourself it will be very inconvenient for me. Please refrain from struggling in your restraints.”

      “I’m going to kill you, you pasty-faced son of a bitch,” Damien said. His gaze darted to the crystal soldiers then back to Connor. “What are those things?”

      Connor thought for a moment then shrugged. What could it hurt to tell him? Besides, Connor seldom had anyone, besides Morana, to talk to who actually understood what he was doing. It might be fun to brag a bit.

      “They’re demonic vessels. I grew them out of the blue crystal then animated them with a demon spirit.”

      Damien raised an eyebrow. “Like golems?”

      Connor smiled. He really was a clever boy. “Very similar, yes. I’m impressed you drew the parallel. Many young sorcerers wouldn’t have had a clue. You must have studied a great deal.”

      Damien nodded. “Mostly when I was trying to figure out what you were up to. I read every book you read during your time at The Tower. Some pretty dark stuff.”

      Connor could hardly contain his excitement. “It’s fascinating, isn’t it? Divine creatures are simply amazing in their adaptability and power. I’ve been entranced with them ever since I discovered what they were capable of. Yet for all their power they are at their most basic simply energy and that energy can be controlled by humans. To a certain extent anyway.”

      “You still consider yourself human?” Damien asked.

      “Not purely human, no. A warlock represents the best of both worlds. A human mind and body controlling divine soul force. We’re not so different, your protests to the side.” Connor looked from Damien to his sword. “We both control demonic soul force. And we’re both made greater by its infusion into our bodies. Do you deny it?”

      “I don’t control Lizzy. She has her own will and chooses to use her power to help me for which I am grateful beyond words. You, however, are nothing but a tool for a demon lord.”

      Connor shrugged. “I traded service for power. I’m no different from any human knight serving a king, it’s just that my lord is so much stronger than any mortal ruler.”

      Damien sighed and shook his head. “You can believe that if it makes you feel better, but we both know it’s nonsense.”

      Connor had grown bored with the conversation. In the end, the boy was no different than all the others. He simply couldn’t understand Connor’s greatness. No amount of explanation would help. It was time to resume his work.

      He took a step down the ramp and Damien said, “Your cousin Giovanni says hello. He seemed quite anxious about your wellbeing.”

      Connor spun. He hadn’t thought about his dear cousin in years. “Where did you see him?”

      “Under Port Valcane. Your allies were about to cut his heart out as an offering to your precious lord. I talked them out of it.”

      “Talked?”

      Damien grinned. “Boom!”

      “Is he okay?”

      “Yeah. Looks like he might have missed a few meals, but other than that he seemed fine. Were you two close?”

      Connor smiled at Damien’s disbelieving tone. Giovanni had always understood him better than anyone. They’d been inseparable as kids. When Connor went to The Tower and started down his true path he tried to convince Giovanni to join him, but in the end his cousin had been too pedestrian in his thinking, unable to wrap his mind around the glory Connor had offered him. Giovanni would have been a much better knight than Mikhail: more brains, less arrogance. They went their separate ways years ago, but Connor continued to miss his dear friend. It would have been nice to find a way to save Giovanni when it came time for the final sacrifice, but Connor saw no path for that. Pity, but that was why they called them sacrifices.

      “I know it doesn’t mean much coming from me, but thank you for saving him.”

      Connor continued on past his unconscious prisoners and out of the cave. Morana sat on a conjured stool and was staring off into the emptiness of the haunted lands. She hopped to her feet when he drew close.

      “It’s boring out here.” She looked past him at the two crystal demons. “Are those the first?”

      He nodded and handed her the ring. “Here, practice commanding them. All you need to do is concentrate and they should do what you want. At the very least the ring will keep them from attacking you.”

      She stared at him then down at the ring. “Are you sure?”

      “Reasonably. This is all a first for me as much as it is for you. Good luck.” Connor started back inside and the crystal demons followed. He stopped and pointed to the ground in front of Morana. “Stay!”

      Connor took a couple steps and when it became clear the constructs weren’t going to follow nodded once. It was time to get serious about making his army.
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      Jen and Marie-Bell dismounted from their conjured horses in the courtyard of the royal castle. They had flown through the night to reach the capital as quickly as possible. Every moment Damien was gone Jen feared what might be happening to him. The castle grounds looked perfectly normal; no additional guards roamed the grounds and no sorcerers flew through the sky overhead. Dad was dead and Damien captured, but the world went on just like normal.

      “It’s rather plain, isn’t it?” Marie-Bell seemed a good deal less impressed with the castle than she had been with Public House.

      “It was built for defense first. The city just grew up around it over time. While it isn’t pretty, I’m reasonably sure no one inside wants to kill or capture us.”

      “That’s certainly a point in its favor. What now?”

      “Now we see the king and tell him everything that’s happened.”

      Jen walked toward the main entrance with Marie-Bell and was waved through. The throne room doors were open at the end of the hall and a few dozen people filled the space. It looked like Uncle Andy was having court early today. The archmage was beside him on the left and the captain of the guard on the right. That was both convenient and a pain. She knew where everyone was, but now they needed to draw their attention and clear the room. She very much doubted Uncle Andy would want what they were about to say to get out to the public.

      They had barely stepped into the crowded room when the archmage spotted them. She’d probably sensed Marie-Bell’s unusual soul force. She leaned over and whispered in Uncle Andy’s ear as he listened to a pair of merchants argue about lumber prices. Jen massaged the bridge of her nose. How the king managed to listen to everyone’s problems and not scream or start swinging his sword was beyond her comprehension. It must have been part of his training.

      Uncle Andy stood up and the nattering merchants fell silent. “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, for coming in early this morning, but an urgent matter has come up so I’ll have to ask you to clear the room.”

      With considerable grumbling, the assembled petitioners were directed out by the guards flanking the doors. They’d seen Jen visiting enough times to know she was probably the bearer of the urgent news. When the room was free of citizens and guards Uncle Andy waved them up before the throne.

      They had barely stopped when the archmage said, “What’s happening and where’s my apprentice?”

      Jen took a breath and told them everything that had happened in the city. When she reached the part about the lord mayor Uncle Andy’s grip tightened on the arm of the throne so much Jen feared he might rip it off. She finished with Damien’s disappearance and their fruitless search.

      “Tosh was still processing the cultists when we left, but two things came up consistently. An event called The Harvest and a place called the Kingdom of Alexious.” Jen held her hands out. “Neither means anything to me, but I suspect they are the key to finding Damien.”

      The archmage frowned, clearly deep in thought. Uncle Andy’s emotions were far closer to the surface. He slammed his fist on the arm of the throne with enough force to crack it. “I knew something was wrong in that city. How did our people miss something that big?”

      The archmage shook her head. “No one knew anything about the hidden tunnels and on the surface the cultists acted perfectly normal. As long as everyone kept their mouths shut the only way our agents would have learned anything was dumb luck. If not for Connor Blackman accelerating their actions we probably still wouldn’t know anything.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” the king asked.

      “It’s not about how you feel, it’s about what we can do now to fix things. We’ve lost our ace and the enemy is advancing plans we know nothing about. This isn’t a remotely good position for us. We’ve been behind Connor since the beginning. It’s time to get ahead.”

      “How are we going to do that, ma’am?” Jen asked.

      The archmage sighed, suddenly looking her age. “I wish I knew.”

      “I will return to the fortress and see if the senior paladins know anything that might be of use. I’ll contact you as soon as I learn something.” Marie-Bell held out her hand and Jen shook it. “It’s been a pleasure battling with you.”

      “Likewise, and thanks for your help.”

      Uncle Andy stepped down from the throne. “Indeed, we all thank you. Would you be kind enough to carry a message to your leaders for me?”

      Marie-Bell bobbed a curtsy. “Of course, Majesty. I’m at your service.”

      “Excellent.” He turned to the captain of the guard. “Fetch my signet, wax, and a scroll from the desk in my office.”

      The captain bowed his head and rushed off at warlord speed. The archmage had barely finished conjuring a desk for the king to write on when the captain returned with the requested items. Uncle Andy sat at the desk and wrote a brief letter before sealing it with wax. When the wax had hardened he handed it to Marie-Bell.

      She accepted it with a bow. If the paladin was curious what he’d written she had the good manners not to ask. Marie-Bell turned on her heel and marched out of the throne room. Jen hadn’t known the other woman long, but she couldn’t help feeling she’d lost her last friend.

      “You’re right about us needing more information,” the archmage said. “I’d like to send you to The Tower so you can talk to Mariela. The demon scholar is there giving a talk to the students about cults and how they operate. She’ll be your best option for information.”

      “It’ll take me a week to travel there by horse.”

      “I’ll have a Crimson Legionnaire transport you, then continue on to Port Valcane to retrieve a copy of the cultists’ statements. There might be something in them that the regular investigators missed.”

      Jen nodded. “I’m ready.”
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      Jen had never been to The Tower before. The black stone structure loomed over her, filling her with foreboding. How had Damien felt when he first arrived? Probably less nervous since Master Shen was with him. The Crimson Legionnaire that dropped Jen off hadn’t hung around for a second longer than it took Jen to climb down from the back of the oversized horse he flew. She knew he was in a rush, but she’d still hoped for an escort to the Headmaster’s office.

      Oh, well. How hard could it be to find? According to her brother, non-sorcerers were only allowed on the first floor anyway. She’d just knock on every door until she found him or someone gave her directions.

      The empty courtyard seemed a stark contrast to the usually bustling grounds of The Citadel. What purpose did the walled-in space serve if no one used it? The guards patrolling the wall watched her as she walked to the short flight of steps up to the tall black doors. Jen was used to men staring at her, but for some reason it bothered her more than usual today. Worrying about Damien had made her especially short-tempered. She shot the most brazen guard a one-fingered salute and yanked on the doors. Despite their size, they swung open with only a modest effort.

      Inside, waiting in a foyer that reminded her of the night sky, was a beautiful woman in a scandalous black dress. She had to be Mistress Ann. Jen couldn’t imagine another sorcerer fitting Damien’s description so perfectly.

      “Mistress Ann.” Jen bowed to the sorcerer.

      “Just Ann, please. You’re Damien’s sister. I’ve been so looking forward to meeting you. Your brother is a wonderful young man. Will he be joining us?”

      She didn’t know about Damien. Jen debated telling her then shrugged, unable to think of a reason not to. “Damien’s missing. We believe he’s been captured by Connor Blackman.”

      The blood drained out of Ann’s already pale skin. “No. What happened?”

      Jen gave her a condensed version of events. “I’m hoping Mariela can shed some light on the situation. Can you show me to the Headmaster?”

      “Of course, he asked me to wait for you. He received a message from the archmage alerting him to your arrival.”

      They started down the left-hand hall. As they walked Ann said, “I can tell you a little about the Kingdom of Alexious. When I was helping Damien research Connor I came across the name several times. It’s what they used to call the haunted lands before they became the haunted lands. King Alexious was the last ruler and a warlock. Apparently, he sacrificed the entire kingdom to power his ascension to the Horned One’s side.”

      “So he’s like Connor’s idol.”

      Ann nodded. “You could say that.” They stopped in front of a closed door marked with a pentagram. “This is it. I’ll wait out here for you.”

      “Thanks.” Jen knocked and the door swung open on its own. She stepped inside a cluttered office and the door clicked shut behind her. “Headmaster?”

      The small, white-bearded man behind the desk smiled at her. “That’s right. Pleasure to meet you, Jennifer, though I wish it were under better circumstances. The archmage has provided me with a rough idea of what’s going on. I’m so sorry about Damien.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      The old man chuckled. “You’re a great deal like him. I remember the first day he arrived, so stiff and proper. In fact, he was still stiff and proper when he graduated. Never could convince him to call me by my first name. Anyway, we’re at your disposal. Mariela is waiting in conference room one. Just tell Ann and she’ll show you the way.”

      Jen bowed and turned to find the door already open. Sorcerers, heaven’s mercy, they were an odd bunch. Damien hadn’t been kidding about that.

      Her jaw clenched. The Headmaster talked like Damien was dead. Jen refused to believe that. Damien was too strong to fall easily.

      “Did your meeting go well?” Ann asked.

      “He was very polite, but the conversation didn’t really amount to much. Can you show me to conference room one?”

      Ann turned back the way they’d come, crossed the foyer and went through the opposite door. She stopped just inside. Through an open doorway, Jen saw a familiar face. Mariela’s dark hair had grown shoulder length and all signs of her near-death had vanished.

      She got out of her chair and walked around the long table that dominated the room. “Jennifer, so good to see you again.”

      Jen held out her hand, but Mariela brushed it aside and hugged her. Jen tensed, not used to such intimate contact. She should have expected it. After all, Jen had saved the woman’s life.

      Mariela stepped back, but kept her hands on Jen’s shoulders. “What can I do for you?”

      Jen glanced back at Ann who was still standing in the open doorway. “You’re welcome to join us. You studied this stuff with Damien so anything you can think of would help.”

      Ann smiled and slipped into a chair. Jen and Mariela sat side by side. Jen repeated her story for the third time and when she finished Mariela said, “Since you already know the Kingdom of Alexious is the haunted lands, I can’t add much there, but The Harvest is a much more obscure reference, at least among people that aren’t members of demon cults. It generally refers to a mass sacrifice.”

      “Like Alexious did when he wiped out his kingdom?” Ann asked.

      “Yes, though not usually on that scale. The king’s sacrifice is the largest harvest ever recorded. More often it refers to the members of one cult slaughtering the members of a rival.”

      That rang a bell in Jen. “You mean like the Horned One’s followers killing the followers of the Binder in Chains?”

      “Exactly. The question now is, does The Harvest referred to by the captured cultists reference what Connor Blackman is doing, or to another slaughter altogether? There I can’t help you.”

      Jen rubbed her temples. She hated this stuff. There was too much going on that she didn’t understand. All she wanted was to know where Connor had taken Damien so she could rescue him. “Let’s assume it refers to whatever Connor has planned. What part would the cult have played in it?”

      Mariela gave her a blank look. “I couldn’t say. From what you’ve told me all the leaders are dead and as a general rule cult leaders don’t share more information with their underlings than necessary.”

      “So I’m no further ahead than when I got here. Great, what am I supposed to do now?”

      “There’s one person who might be able to help, but I must warn you, he’s a little eccentric,” Mariela said.

      “I’ll take my chances.” Jen leaned forward, eager to seize any opportunity.

      “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. Dorius was my mentor when I first began studying demonology. He teaches at King’s College, though about half the time he’s out prowling around some ruin or cult hideout. He’s a genius in his field, but like many geniuses has a one-track mind. Still, if anyone can help you he can.”

      “If you’d like I’ll send a message to the college to make certain he’s there before you leave,” Ann said.

      “How can you be sure I’ll go?” Jen asked.

      Ann smiled though it looked a little sad. “What other options do you have?”
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      Marie-Bell landed outside her old home, the massive fortress that blocked the only pass leading from the kingdom to the haunted lands. On the kingdom side the stone walls rose only thirty feet and measured fifteen feet thick. Formidable to be certain, but nothing beside the tiered triple walls that sealed off the pass. Those massive ramparts were twice as high and three times as thick. While the fortress was no barrier to flying demons, it did serve to stop everything else that tried to pass by. And should any demon try to fly anywhere in the area the paladins on duty would sense its presence and fly out to attack. Not that any demon powerful enough to fly would be so stupid that it would approach the fortress too closely.

      The paladins manning the wall had spotted her and gathered above the portcullis. Marie-Bell dismounted and let the white horse fade away. She shouldered her pack, hefted her hammer, and walked the last few yards to the gate.

      On the other side of the bars a severe woman glared at Marie-Bell with angry blue eyes. Approaching fifty, her blond hair shot with gray, she had three scars crisscrossing her face. She wore the familiar silver plate engraved with a stylized fortress that was the symbol of her office as commander. Considering that Marie-Bell snuck out in the night rather than asking permission she hadn’t expected a warm welcome.

      “So you’ve come crawling back already,” Commander Kendy said. “I’m surprised you lasted this long on your own. Give me one good reason I should let you back into our sacred fortress.”

      Marie-Bell fished the king’s message out of her pack and held it out. “I’m not crawling back, ma’am. The king himself asked me to deliver this message and fill you in on the current situation.”

      Commander Kendy moved closer to the bars and studied the seal. Her jaw bunched. “Open the portcullis!”

      A moment later the heavy iron barrier clanked up into the slot above. Marie-Bell ducked under the portcullis and handed the letter to her superior. The commander snatched it out of her hand.

      “Come along.”

      Marie-Bell followed Commander Kendy across the courtyard and into the main keep. Behind her she felt the glare of the wall guards burning into her back. Everyone was so regimented and orderly. They’d never understand the feelings that compelled her to leave the fortress and seek her destiny in the wider world. Marie-Bell didn’t fully understand it herself, but she knew she’d done the right thing.

      Everything looked just like she remembered; the three-story fortress where the paladins and initiates lived and trained; the stone forge, quiet today, but ready to fire up at a moment’s notice. Unlike normal knights, the paladins had no use for ordinary mounts so there was no stable, which pleased the initiates as they would have been the ones to have to clean it. Deeper in, out of sight, was the spare armory where the paladins guarding the walls could have easy access to replacement weapons.

      The commander pushed the fortress doors open and led Marie-Bell through the entrance and past the chapel. Marie-Bell paused and glanced into the beautiful room. The light from the sun filtered through the stained glass windows sending multicolored lights dancing through the pews. The stone altar gleamed, its precious decorations polished to a high shine.

      “I never should have let you go in there.”

      Marie-Bell turned back to her former mistress. “It was fate. If it hadn’t been that day it would have been another. The angels had decided to make me their agent well before you sent me to clean the chapel.”

      “Why? You were just a servant girl.” Commander Kendy almost pleaded for an explanation she could make sense of.

      Unfortunately Marie-Bell had nothing to offer her. The will of the holy ones wasn’t shared with mortals. The angel that bonded with her offered her only the hints she’d already shared. “I’m sorry, Commander, I have no idea why they chose me. I like to imagine they wanted to send a message.”

      “What message?”

      “That goodness and honor belong to everyone, not just those who train for it. After all, if a serving girl has the potential to become a paladin, anyone does.” She offered a bright smile as she shared her personal theory. That theory was also the reason she decided to leave the fortress and explore the kingdom. If she couldn’t share her story it couldn’t inspire anyone.

      Commander Kendy blew out a breath. “More likely you’re a prank the holy ones decided to play on us. Come on.”

      They left the chapel, made a right, and stepped into the commander’s office. She closed the door and sat behind her ornate walnut desk. “All right, let’s hear it.”

      There were no other chairs forcing Marie-Bell to stand before the commander. She briefed her on everything that had happened since she met Damien and Jen. When she reached the part about Damien banishing the demon Commander Kendy let out a disbelieving snort. Marie-Bell didn’t blame her. If she hadn’t seen Damien do it with her own eyes she wouldn’t have believed it either.

      When she finished Marie-Bell said, “So do you know anything about the Kingdom of Alexious or The Harvest?”

      The commander had a faraway look as she stared at the ceiling. Marie-Bell frowned, but held her peace.

      Finally Commander Kendy shook her head as if to clear it. “The Kingdom of Alexious is the old name of the haunted lands. If a warlock is indeed active out there it would explain the strange energy we’ve been sensing. It was a weak new source of corruption until a day or so ago when the power spiked. That corresponds to the time your companion was captured.”

      Marie-Bell grew excited. Maybe Damien was in the haunted lands. Jen would be so happy to hear he might still be alive.

      Commander Kendy broke the seal on the king’s letter. Her frown grew as she read it and when she finished she crumpled it up and threw it in the basket beside her desk.

      “Commander?”

      “Just politics, nothing you need to concern yourself with. I will have someone look up The Harvest in the archives. When we know something you can take a message back to the king. Why don’t you go rest? Help yourself to one of the guest rooms.”

      Marie-Bell bowed. “Thank you, Commander.”
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      Morana wiggled the blue ring on her right middle finger. It fit her perfectly. How had Connor known? Probably the same way he knew everything: he was a genius. She’d been practicing with her new toys out in the hot, dry air for the past half a day. About twice each hour a massive spike of corrupt energy came from the cave and she knew Connor had created another pair of soldiers.

      She returned her attention to training. Getting the constructs to march was simple enough. She suspected if she ordered them to kill they’d know exactly how to do it.

      Time to get back at it. She focused on Big Eyes and mentally commanded it to stand with its back to Broken Fang. Broken Fang picked up on the order and twisted around to make it easier for the first construct to obey her command. That was both useful and a failure. Her goal was to gain precise control over the two constructs. She couldn’t do that if they both reacted to her orders even when she only wanted one to. Her thoughts were too unfocused.

      When Fang and Eyes stood back to back Morana tried to really focus her will just on Eyes. She commanded it to walk in a circle around Fang. The construct obliged and Fang didn’t move. Morana grinned at her success before she realized the only way Fang could have helped was by standing still, thus rendering her experiment useless.

      Morana was about to try another command when something dark appeared in the distant sky. She couldn’t make out much at this distance, but it looked a great deal like a demon and it was approaching fast. With the corruption from the crystal overwhelming her senses she couldn’t tell how powerful it was, but even a weak demon wasn’t something she wanted to handle on her own.

      As she watched a second and third figure appeared in the air beside the first. A minute later she counted ten demons flying toward her. That was enough for Morana. She ordered Fang and Eye to guard the cave entrance and ran inside to find Connor.

      She reached the portal chamber just in time to watch a burst of soul force fire into the portal and forks of black lightning come out and strike a pair of constructs that resembled shoulder-high wolves. Connor stood bent at the waist and gasping for air.

      Morana doubted he’d be thrilled that she’d seen him in such a weakened state, but there was nothing to be done about it. “Connor.”

      He spun to face her, straightening as he moved. “I told you to guard the entrance.”

      “About that. There are at least ten demons flying this way in a hurry. While I don’t underestimate my new powers, that’s a little much for me to handle.”

      “Ten?”

      She nodded. “At least.”

      Connor grimaced. “Let’s go see.”

      They flew down to the cave, constructs converging on the opening. A few seconds after they landed a dozen of the creatures had gathered behind them. Connor stepped out onto the gray sand. About a hundred yards from the cave a line of twenty demons stood waiting. Morana didn’t know a great deal about demons, but that struck her as odd behavior.

      “Connor?”

      “They want to talk.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because they’re not trying to kill us. Let’s not keep them waiting.”

      They could have waited until hell froze over for all Morana cared, but she walked along beside Connor like she was confident they weren’t about to be rent to pieces. Even with the constructs and their combined power twenty demons was a lot.

      Connor stopped ten feet from the center of their line. One of the demons, a massive creature fully nine feet tall and five feet across the shoulders, stepped in front of the group. It had bat wings, the head of a praying mantis, and shiny black plates covering every inch of its body. Morana could feel its power now and she shivered. It nearly matched Connor all by itself.

      Her master showed no sign of concern as he bowed to the monster. “Welcome. I am Connor Blackman, a humble servant of the Horned One. How may I help you?”

      “We have felt your conjuring and wished to discover what was happening.” The lead demon’s voice whined like a high-pitched vibration. It hurt Morana’s ears to listen. “Little enough happens out in this wasteland. You roused our curiosity.”

      Connor briefly explained his intentions, speaking calmly for all the world like the demon standing before him was just another person. “If you would like to join my army I’d be honored to have you. We have no flying troops so your help would be a great boon.”

      “You’re ambitious, mortal, I grant you that. We swore to never again be bound in the service of a master, but when you attack I and any of my companions that wish it will fight your enemies.” The massive demon flexed hands bearing six-inch talons. “It has been far too long since I have torn flesh and feasted on blood.”

      “I thank you. I assure you if you fight beside my army there will be plenty of tearing and feasting to enjoy. Will you join us here? There’s plenty of space in the cavern.”

      “No. We are flyers and don’t care for closed spaces. Never fear, little warlock, we will be close by.”

      The demon leapt up, lashed its wings, and sent sand blowing every which way. Morana instinctively raised her arm to protect her eyes even though her personal shield kept out all the dust. When the sand finally settled there was no sign of the demons.

      She glanced at Connor and found him smiling. Morana had expected the monster’s insults to have put him in a bad mood. “Not very friendly, was he?”

      “For a demon that was downright cordial,” Connor said. “They don’t understand the crystal’s power which makes them hesitate to simply kill us. My confidence in the face of their superior numbers and power reinforced that hesitation. By offering them an outlet for their desire to destroy I provided the excuse they needed not to simply attack us.”

      “How did you think of all that so quickly?” Morana stared at him with open awe.

      “I’ve dealt with enough demons to understand how they think. The more intelligent ones can, at times, be reasoned with. Nevertheless I’ll be happy to have several hundred crystal soldiers at my side the next time I encounter our new allies.”

      Morana heartily seconded that plan.
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      It was so late when the reply from King’s College arrived that Jen ended up spending the night at The Tower. It sounded like the old professor was out in the field exploring a recently discovered ruin. The administrators had provided a rough location and the Headmaster promised to assign someone to fly her there. That offer was enough to make up for any discomfort she might have felt at the sleeping arrangements.

      Ann had conjured her a bed in the conference room and provided linens. When Jen asked Mariela why she was allowed to have an actual room upstairs the scholar replied that since she worked with sorcerers so often they considered her an honorary member of the family. Not that Jen especially cared about her sleeping accommodations, she’d slept far rougher than what the sorcerers provided. The Headmaster’s discomfort at her situation amused her no end. He was like an innkeeper who ran out of rooms and was forced to put guests up in the stable.

      After a good night’s sleep Jen left her makeshift bedroom, her pack slung over one shoulder, and crossed into the foyer. Ann was waiting with a plate of food which Jen gladly accepted. She’d eaten most of it when the Headmaster emerged from the direction of his office with two women in tow.

      In the lead was a lean woman in her late twenties. Her cheeks were sunken in and she had fine wrinkles around her eyes that gave the impression of an older woman. Beside her was a young woman around Jen’s age with bright red hair wearing an acid green dress.

      The younger woman brushed past the Headmaster and marched right up to Jen. “You’re Damien’s sister. I’m Amanda, we were yearmates. I’ll do my best to help you find him then blow up whoever took him.”

      She thrust her hand at Jen who shook it. Her brother hadn’t mentioned Amanda, at least not that Jen remembered. The woman was blunt, but she seemed to mean well.

      “I’ll take all the help I can get, thanks.”

      The older woman grabbed Amanda by the collar and yanked her back. “Don’t mind her. Amanda often leaps before she looks. I’m Kat Gentul, her mentor. We’re at your service for as long as you need us.”

      The Headmaster looked from Kat and Amanda to Jen then back again. “I guess that takes care of the introductions. Kat can send updates to me and I’ll pass them on to Lidia. If you need additional resources please don’t hesitate to ask. Finding and recovering your brother and the other missing sorcerers is our highest priority.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Jen bowed to the Headmaster. Even if he did think Damien was dead, at least he was making the effort to find out for certain. She turned to Kat. “You know where we’re headed?”

      Kat nodded. “Approximately. Once we get close we should be able to sense his soul force.”

      “And if we can’t we could just burn down the forest until we spot the ruins.” Amanda smiled at the prospect in a way that made Jen question her sanity.

      Kat grabbed Amanda and forced the younger woman to meet her gaze. “Remember what we discussed. You don’t blast anything unless I say so, got it?”

      Amanda pouted for a moment then said, “Fine. Can we go now?”

      “I’m ready,” Jen said.

      Kat led them out into the empty courtyard. “Good luck!” the Headmaster shouted after them.

      Kat conjured an oversized chariot that would easily fit all of them and Jen stepped aboard. It reminded her of the transport Master Shen used, only a bit smaller. When Amanda had joined them the chariot shot into the air and turned south and a little east.

      They hadn’t gone far when the Great Green appeared below them. The huge forest soon covered everything for as far as they could see in every direction. How could anyone find anything down there? The trees grew so dense the ground only rarely appeared through the canopy. Jen tried to catch a glimpse through the gaps, but even with her enhanced senses all she made out was leaves.

      They reached the target area around midmorning and began circling. Everyone remained silent, straining with all their senses to detect some sign of the professor.

      After almost an hour of circling Amanda said, “I sense something down there.” She pointed a little to the left of their current course.

      Kat looked in the direction her apprentice indicated then nodded. “I do too, but I’m not certain it’s human.”

      Amanda frowned. “I sense no corruption.”

      “No, it’s not a demon either. I’m not certain what it is.”

      Jen had heard enough. “Why don’t we go down for a closer look? If it’s the old man, great. If not we can keep searching.”

      Kat nodded and a golden dome formed over the chariot as they descended toward the trees. The chariot crashed through the canopy, sending branches falling to the forest floor. It was a good thing they weren’t trying to sneak up on anyone.

      Once they smashed through the canopy there was plenty of space between the massive hardwoods for them to land. “There’s the ruin,” Jen said.

      It really was a ruin too. Tumbled stone from what she guessed was once a crude fort lay scattered amongst the trees. The most intact bit of construction looked like a doorway. Since most of the building behind the opening had collapsed she couldn’t imagine where it went. There was no one immediately visible and no sign of a camp. Jen wanted to call out for the professor, but didn’t dare after Kat’s mention of something nonhuman in the area.

      “The soul force I sense is coming from over there.” Amanda pointed at the opening then walked toward it.

      Jen shrugged and followed along behind. When Amanda reached the doorway she conjured a ball of light and sent it through. “There’s an opening in the floor with a rope dangling down it.”

      Jen reached the opening and sure enough someone had tied off a knotted rope to a boulder that probably weighed three tons. She didn’t know what the sorcerers sensed, but that rope was exactly the sort of thing a human explorer would have with him.

      “Looks like the professor’s here after all,” Jen said. “Let’s see if we can find him.”

      Jen grabbed the rope and swung over the lip of what looked like an old trapdoor to the cellar. She climbed down hand over hand while the sorcerers floated along beside her providing light. When she’d gone thirty knots down it became clear that this was no basement.

      “Can you summon a little more light?” Jen asked.

      Amanda conjured a light that resembled an underground sun and sent it floating away. A massive cavern spread out around them for hundreds of yards in every direction. Jen shivered. It seemed her lot to spend her time crawling around underground. She finally spotted the floor about ten feet below. It had to be fifty feet back up the opening. She was impressed an old professor could manage the climb down, much less the climb back up.

      When they reached the floor Jen asked, “Can you still sense whatever you sensed up above?”

      Amanda shook her head. “I sense something, but it’s not the same as before.”

      “No, this is human for sure.” Kat turned to her right about thirty degrees. “It’s this way.”

      They walked along behind Kat across the smooth stone floor. They didn’t light up the whole space, but here and there hints of tumbled buildings appeared in flashes. This felt a great deal like the ruined city under Port Valcane. It was too remote to be of any great use to the cult, but that didn’t mean something else didn’t live here.

      The three of them made their way through the darkness for half an hour before Kat stopped and directed her light globe up and off to one side. Hanging fifteen feet above them, an indistinct shape struggled in a crude net suspended from a mostly intact tower.

      “Professor Dorius?” Jen asked.

      The trapped individual stopped struggling. “That’s right. Good to see a human face down here. Surprising, but good.”

      “Hold still and we’ll help you down.” Kat conjured a disk under the net and Amanda severed the rope holding him up. When he was free Kat lowered him to the ground. “There you are.”

      Jen helped him free himself from the net. When the last restraint was gone Dorius stood up, brushed his khaki trousers off, and peered at them through filthy spectacles. He had white hair jutting out from under a broad-brimmed hat, a scruffy beard covering a deeply lined face, and a lean, muscular build. A long knife hung from his belt and he had a satchel over one shoulder.

      “You three are certainly the most attractive rescuers I’ve ever had. Thank you for your assistance. I assume the college sent you.”

      “In a manner of speaking,” Jen said. “They provided your location. We need your help on a very important matter.”

      “Really? It's been many years since I was asked to consult. Perhaps this isn't the best place to discuss it.”

      Amanda popped up and spun around slowly. “Master?”

      “I sense them too. We’ve got company.”

      “Ah, yes,” Professor Dorius said. “I forgot to mention there are goblins in this ruin. I've been dodging the little buggers for a day and a half.”

      Jen drew her sword and peered into the darkness. “You didn't think to mention that in the beginning?”

      Shining eyes appeared in the darkness all around them. They were surrounded.
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      After Marie-Bell left for the guest room Kendy dug the king’s message out of the waste bin. He was making a formal emergency declaration, placing the Order under the direct command of the eastern army. If King Andrew was going that far he must have been more worried about the situation than Marie-Bell indicated.

      She slammed her fist on the table, rattling the inkwell and making papers jump. No king had commanded them to direct service in over a hundred years. The three orders of paladins, while certainly under the king’s authority, the same as any other citizens, were always treated as independent operations free to use their powers as they saw fit, as long as it was done in the best interest of the kingdom.

      As the commander of the largest and most organized order, Kendy chafed at the idea of being under anyone’s direct command. She needed to resolve the matter before anyone actually arrived to assume control. If the paladins dealt with the problem in the haunted lands on their own, quietly, they could simply announce their success when it was done.

      Kendy closed her eyes and tapped the power resting inside her. Her mental summons went out to her three sub-commanders, nothing urgent, just that they should meet in her office when their current tasks permitted. If they dropped everything and ran to her it would rile everyone up and Marie-Bell would notice. Dealing with that girl would be the trickiest part of the mission. There was no way she’d simply go along with Kendy’s plan. She was too independent to blindly accept orders, curse her.

      It took two hours, but finally her lieutenants had assembled, two men and one woman. With four of them present the office felt close and uncomfortable. Kendy stood along with the others so they wouldn’t feel like she was using her position to manipulate them.

      “Commander, what’s happening?” Captain Zane asked. He was twenty-five when he was chosen and had not aged a day since. He’d served as Kendy’s second for almost thirty years. Of the three she felt most confident that Zane would agree to anything she suggested.

      Captains Samantha and Harry leaned closer, eager to hear her answer. They’d only been with her fifteen and seventeen years respectively, but both were loyal and eager for action. That combination would serve Kendy well.

      “There’s trouble in the haunted lands. A warlock has set up shop and is getting on with who knows what. The king is sufficiently concerned that he’s ordered us to join with the eastern army.”

      She let them mutter for a few seconds. “I have an alternate proposal. I suggest we gather our forces, march out, and deal with the warlock ourselves. You all know we’re the best suited to this task. The regular army would just get in our way. Once it’s done we can present the villain’s head to King Andrew as a gift.”

      “Would it be a proper crusade?” Samantha asked. “There hasn’t been one in seventy years.”

      “Indeed,” Harry said. “We’ve been lax in our duties. Cleansing the haunted lands is our reason for existing. I’ve often thought it is a disgrace how defensive we’ve become, no offense, Commander.”

      Kendy let her brief annoyance at the critique wash over her. “None taken. I too have wished to be more proactive in our mission, however going out into the haunted lands isn’t something to be done lightly or without a definite purpose. We now have both. I propose we gather our forces and march in two days.”

      “Hear, hear.” Zane threw his fist in the air.

      The others raised their fists as well. When Kendy joined them that made it unanimous. Kendy smiled. They’d show the capital that the paladins didn’t need regular soldiers to help them complete their mission. She would lead the first crusade in their generation and wipe out the enemies of men plotting out in the wasteland.

      “There is one other matter,” Kendy said.

      Zane cocked his head. “Commander?”

      “Marie-Bell has returned. She brought the king’s message with her. I fear she will not go along with my orders. If she leaves and alerts the capital it would ruin everything. While it pains me I fear we will need to restrain her until we return from our mission.”

      Harry glowered at that. “What do you propose? We can’t just clap the girl in irons and we don’t even have a dungeon to throw her in. Not to mention the fact that she hasn’t done anything wrong.”

      “Nothing wrong?” Kendy matched her subordinate’s glower with a fierce scowl of her own. “Since when is failing to obey your commander’s orders nothing?”

      “She declared herself a freelance and as far as I know hasn’t asked to rejoin the Order. Since she’s just acting as a messenger she isn’t subject to our authority like a member would be.”

      “She fled in the night,” Samantha said. “At the very least some punishment is appropriate for that cowardly act. It’ll only be until we return anyway. A few days, maybe a week of solitary meditation will do her good. Certainly it will do her no harm.”

      Harry grunted. “Perhaps a few days wouldn’t hurt her. I assume you’re planning to use one of the penance chambers.”

      Kendy nodded. “There’s nowhere else we can keep her. I suggest we deal with Marie-Bell tonight so she can’t interfere with our preparations.”

      Zane once more raised his fist. “Seconded.”

      Samantha raised hers at once and Harry, reluctantly, added the final vote in favor.
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      Marie-Bell lay on the unfamiliar bed, in the dark, staring up at the unseen ceiling. The guest room was for visiting officials so it was far bigger than the little cell she used to sleep in when she served the commander. It felt strange having so much space all to herself. It also smelled stale and musty from disuse. The fortress didn’t even have visitors annually, much less often enough to justify regular cleaning of the room.

      She sighed and rolled over on her side. Hopefully tomorrow Commander Kendy would have the information she needed and Marie-Bell could return to the capital and share the possible good news with Jen.

      It surprised Marie-Bell how quickly she’d come to think of the warlord as a dear friend, especially considering how they’d first met. While Marie-Bell didn’t have a great deal of combat experience, she’d been taught that paladins were the strongest warriors in the kingdom. The fact that even a strong warlord could not only go toe to toe with her, but put her on the defensive had shocked Marie-Bell and forced her to wonder what else she’d taken as truth that actually wasn’t. Watching Damien banish the demon had really driven her inexperience home. She had so much to learn and she wasn’t going to do it here.

      A noise outside her door drew Marie-Bell’s attention across the room just as the door burst open and four figures rushed in. She couldn’t make out any detail, just dark silhouettes against the light coming through the door.

      How had enemies gotten inside the fortress?

      She scrambled for her hammer.

      White light burst from the intruders and bound her in place.

      Holy energy? Marie-Bell tried to call on her own power, but found the path blocked. Her heart raced and sweat broke out on her back under her shift.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her thoughts going fuzzy.

      “We’ve decided you’re to be punished for the means you chose to leave us,” Commander Kendy said. “The vote was unanimous. Do not fear and please don’t resist. Several days in the punishment chamber meditating on your mistakes will benefit you a great deal. Just relax.”

      Marie-Bell didn’t relax. She fought the lethargy flooding her body with everything she had. Her efforts were in vain. Eyelids drooping, she flopped to the bed, conscious, but unable to move. Muddy thoughts tried to piece together what had been done to her, but she couldn’t concentrate.

      She groaned when strong arms lifted her up. Vague, broken images of walls and ceiling, movement, bouncing down the hall.

      The light hurt her eyes. She tried to call for help, but no words emerged.

      Time passed, how long she couldn’t say. Marie-Bell lay on a hard floor. Everywhere she looked was white tile engraved with holy symbols.

      Weak, wobbly arms tried to push herself up and after three tries succeeded. She rubbed still-blurry eyes. When she tried to draw on her power she ran into a barrier between her will and her core.

      Marie-Bell staggered to her feet and stumbled over to the wall. A thin line indicated the door’s location. She pounded on it, feeble blows that wouldn’t have broken glass much less the heavy, tile-covered door.

      She spun around and slumped down in front of the sealed door. Why had the commander locked her in here? She said it was punishment for leaving the fortress at night, but as far as Marie-Bell knew that wasn’t an offense. She knew the commander didn’t like her and resented the fact that she was chosen as a paladin in the first place, but Marie-Bell couldn’t believe Commander Kendy would go so far as to punish her for following her convictions.

      As her mind cleared she realized where they’d taken her: the punishment cell. Everyone in the fortress had heard of the chamber where paladins couldn’t access their powers. The creators of the Order had built the room as a place where members they felt had fallen from the path of light could meditate on what it meant to lose their powers as that’s what would happen if they didn’t get back on the proper course.

      Marie-Bell didn’t think she was on the wrong path, but that didn’t matter. Once a paladin had been locked in the chamber the only way to escape was to be released from the outside. She just had to hope the commander came to her senses. At least the sorcery that prevented her from using her soul force also provided for her physical needs. Now she just had to hope she didn’t go insane before they let her out.
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      Jen counted fifteen pairs of eyes shining in the darkness all around them. That many goblins could definitely pose a problem for a single old man, but for a warlord and two sorcerers it shouldn’t take more than a minute to wipe them out. That was assuming Kat and Amanda had at least average skills.

      “Can I blast them?” Amanda’s hands crackled with soul force and she bounced from foot to foot like a kid that needed the outhouse.

      “We can’t even see them yet,” Kat said. “Don’t attack until you have a clear target. Maybe they just want to check us out. If we can avoid a fight that would be best.”

      Amanda groaned and Jen silently agreed with her. Goblins that weren’t looking for a fight didn’t exist, at least not in Jen’s experience.

      “If you could avoid damaging the ruins I would very much appreciate it,” Dorius said. “This place is a treasure trove for a scholar.”

      “More like a death trap,” Jen muttered.

      A twisted, hunched over, gray-skinned creature stepped into the light. It didn’t look like any goblin Jen had ever seen. The ones she was used to tended to be green and shorter. If this one straightened up it would be near six feet tall. The goblin wore only a loincloth made from the uncured hide of some small animal and carried no weapons. It hissed and raised a misshapen hand sporting three-inch claws to shade its eyes. Jen didn’t wait for it to get used to the light or decide to attack.

      She lunged and slashed, not bothering with acceleration. The light-dazzled goblin twisted away, avoiding her attack.

      Jen spun, expecting to take its head off with a backhand slash.

      It ducked the blow and darted toward her, taloned hands leading.

      She pumped soul force through her body and sprinted clear, inches ahead of the monster’s talons. She skidded to a halt, reversed course, and drove her blade through the goblin’s chest. It let out a gurgling hiss and grabbed her blade with surprising strength.

      An explosion behind her indicated the sorcerers had engaged the other monsters. A second goblin lunged at her out of the dark.

      Jen gave a harder yank and her sword came free along with all the dying goblin’s fingers. She met the new threat at warlord speed.

      It ducked her high slash and leapt over a back cut that should have taken its legs off at the knee. How could it keep up with her? She was moving at least three times as fast as a normal person and her opponent didn’t appear to be using any physical enhancements.

      She drew deeper from her core. If it could keep up with warlord speed she would see if it could match lightning speed. Using the technique that made her father a legend Jen went to double warlord speed.

      In an instant it appeared that the goblin simply fell apart. Legs went one way, arms another, and its head a third.

      Jen’s heart raced and her body trembled. Lightning speed took a lot out of her. No new enemies immediately appeared so she took a moment to study the battle. Kat and Amanda stood on either side of Dorius, golden light shimmering around them.

      A dozen goblins surrounded their little group. Two of the goblins rushed in and clawed at the barrier. Jen’s eyebrows shot up when scratch marks appeared in the smooth energy field.

      A small hole opened in the barrier and Amanda fired an arrow of golden energy through it. The goblin she’d aimed at dropped flat and the blast flew over its head without causing any damage.

      The arrow changed direction and plunged down at the prone goblin. This time it struck the creature square in the chest. It shrieked and leapt to its feet, pained but clearly not seriously injured.

      Jen’s gaze darted around. There should be one more around here somewhere. She spotted its eyes in the dark, watching the battle. Since when did goblins watch anything? All Jen had ever seen the stupid things do was charge into battle, counting on numbers to carry the day. Everything about this felt wrong.

      “Hey!” Jen shouted. When Kat looked her way she pointed toward the hiding goblin. “Light!”

      Kat obliged, sending a golden sphere streaking toward the watching goblin. Jen followed it at warlord speed.

      The waiting monster was a head taller than the others. It met her charge and struck her blow aside with the back of its hand. Hard, dark scales covered it from knuckles to shoulder and ankles to groin. Its chest was broad and deep with massive muscles that rippled when it moved. It smiled, revealing a mouthful of needle-sharp fangs.

      Jen attacked with a flurry of blows at warlord speed. It met every attack with an arm or raised leg. Despite her strength, speed, and razor-edged steel, Jen couldn’t draw so much as a drop of blood. She narrowly dodged a counter that might have disemboweled her.

      Another explosion rocked the cavern. She hated to use lightning speed again, but there was little choice. She drew deep once more. The instant she did the goblin leapt away. It clung to the side of a tower, clambering up it like a spider. Had it known what she was about to do?

      It let out a shrill, high-pitched whistle. The surviving goblins faded away into the darkness. When Kat and Amanda sent out spheres of light there was no sign of them.

      Jen walked over to the others, but didn’t sheathe her sword. “What the hell were those things? No way were they goblins.”

      All eyes turned to Professor Dorius. He cleared his throat. “I have a theory. In all honesty I have no idea exactly what they are, but at one point they were goblins. Perhaps talking about this out in the open isn’t the best idea.”

      He looked over Jen’s shoulder prompting her to glance back. Golden eyes flashed in the darkness. Suddenly getting somewhere with sturdy walls struck her as an excellent idea.
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      “It’s not fair.” Amanda’s whiny voice cut through the remains of a stone house they’d holed up in. Jen knew how she felt. She’d never heard of a goblin capable of keeping up with a warlord or shrugging off a sorcerer’s blast like it was nothing more than an inconvenience. She glanced out the opening through the shimmering field Kat had raised to keep their pursuers at bay. Golden eyes blinked back at her. If there was one out there, the rest probably weren’t far away.

      “So let’s hear this theory,” Jen said.

      The professor sat up straight. “I believe they’re modified goblins. Improvements over the original creatures.” He cleared his throat. “I may have accidentally freed them from some sort of holding field when I was poking around a half-collapsed citadel three days ago.”

      “You let those things out?” Kat leaned forward like she wanted to punch the old man and Jen didn’t blame her. Unfortunately they needed him intact until he told them about The Harvest.

      “As I said, it was an accident. Things happen when you’re doing fieldwork. You need to learn to roll with the punches.”

      “I’ll give you something to roll with.” Amanda lunged at him, but Jen caught her before she reached the professor.

      “Easy.” Jen eased the short-tempered sorcerer back into her place. “What altered them and how do we either kill them or escape?”

      “As to what altered them I’m not entirely certain. The builders of these ruins certainly, but who or what they were I have yet to find definitive evidence. I believe the shapers—that’s the name I gave the unknown individuals, catchy isn’t it? Anyway, I believe the shapers used a combination of sorcery and demon blood to strengthen and alter the appearance of those goblins to create a more useful class of servant or soldier.”

      “They aren’t demon blooded,” Kat said.

      Dorius drew himself up to his less-than-intimidating height so he appeared to be looking down his nose at her despite sitting on the ground. “How would you know?”

      Kat shrugged. “No aura of corruption. If they had even a drop of demon blood in them I’d sense it. I don’t know what they are. They don’t even have a core, their soul force is evenly distributed through their bodies. I’ve never seen anything like it. That’s what makes them so hard to sense, the power is diffused, like a sorcerer using invisibility.”

      The professor’s mouth dropped open. “But, but, then how? If demon blood wasn’t the catalyst and certainly angel blood wouldn’t result in such monstrosities, what did they use?”

      Kat shrugged again. “Don’t know. Like I said, I’ve never felt anything like those things.”

      Dorius held his head in his hands and rocked back and forth. “I was so sure. I’ll have to rewrite my paper from scratch,” he muttered.

      “Professor!”

      Jen’s shout shook him out of whatever funk he’d fallen into. “I’m sorry, my dear. Learning years of work has just fallen to pieces overwhelmed me for a moment. I’m fine now.”

      “Good, because we’ve got a dozen nasties out there and you’re the only one that has any experience with them or familiarity with the area,” Jen said. “We’ll be relying heavily on you to get us out of this alive.”

      He puffed himself up. “Of course. You ladies may depend on me.”

      Amanda groaned. “We’re doomed.”

      Kat swatted her shoulder. “Quiet.”

      “Are there any other exits?” Jen asked.

      “I haven’t found any.” Professor Dorius’s forehead crinkled as he thought. “But I’ve only been here five days, so who can say for sure?”

      “Why don’t we just fly out of here?” Kat said. “Those things didn’t have wings.”

      “I thought about that,” Jen said. “But if we leave them alive and there’s another exit, even if we seal the one we found, those things might still escape. I know we’re a long way from civilization, but eventually they’ll find a village or caravan and when they do a lot of people will die. We either need to seal every exit or figure out how to kill them all.”

      “Let’s blast them from the air.” Amanda bounced to her feet. “It’ll be good target practice.”

      “How much did you hold back when you hit that one earlier?” Jen asked.

      Amanda frowned. “I don’t know. I used the same amount of power I generally do. I try not to use too much soul force in any one blast as it will drain my core too quickly. Why?”

      “Your regular blast didn’t do much more than annoy the one you hit,” Kat said. “If we try to blast them from above we’ll have to use way stronger attacks than normal.”

      “So?”

      “So they’re fast enough to dodge my attacks at warlord speed,” Jen said. “I doubt you could hit one of them from any sort of long range. We either need a trap or to kill them up close.”

      “A trap you say.” Dorius chewed his lip. “I came across a pit a couple days ago, maybe twenty feet deep. Would that suffice?”

      “It might.” Jen was cut off by a screech followed by enraged screams.

      Three goblins raced across the path and began scratching at the barrier. Their claws slowly cut through the soul force wall.

      Everyone leapt to their feet. It wouldn’t take a minute for them to open it up enough to get through.

      Jen thrust her sword through one of the gaps they’d cut in the barrier. She nicked one of the monsters, but it avoided a lethal blow.

      “Should I reinforce it?” Kat asked.

      “For a second anyway.” Jen turned to Dorius. “Where’s this pit?”

      “About half a mile back toward the entrance. I can guide you.”

      “Good. Can you two scoop the goblins up and carry them that far?” Jen had to raise her voice to be heard over the goblins’ screams and the scrambling of their claws.

      “I think so,” Kat said. “What do you have in mind?”

      “You dump them in the pit and I’ll cut them down as they try to climb out. If they’re smart enough to not try and climb out we drop boulders on them until they’re nothing but bloody smears.”

      Amanda grinned. “I like this plan.”

      Kat nodded. “I’ll handle the primary containment, you plug any holes they make. Okay?”

      “Got it. But how will we convince the rest of them to show themselves?”

      “I’ll draw them out,” Jen said. “Be ready to act as soon as they all show themselves.”

      “We will,” Kat said.

      “Open a gap on my mark.” Jen drew deep from her core and sent soul force through her body. “Now!”

      The instant an opening appeared in the golden barrier she shot out at lightning speed, screeching goblins on her heels. Jen slowed to warlord speed and set to work playing with her opponents.

      She ducked and dodged, avoiding openings that would leave her exposed to an attack from one of the other goblins. With her accelerated senses she had no trouble telling when the other goblins joined the fun.

      Soon she was dancing around eleven of the ugly brutes. Where was the leader? As she spun and ducked her gaze darted all around the area. There was no sign of him. She couldn’t keep this up much longer.

      Damn it! They’d just have to hunt the leader down after they handled the others. “Now!”

      Golden bubbles appeared around each goblin and dragged them together into a single large container. Immediately the captive goblins scratched and tore holes in the field. Amanda reinforced the gaps, but at this rate they didn’t have much time.

      “Dorius! Let’s go,” Jen said.

      “Right.” The old man emerged from the shelter and set off at a brisk walk back the way they’d come.

      Jen ground her teeth. They’d never make it at this pace.

      Amanda must have realized it as well. A disk appeared at her feet. “Everybody on.”

      She guided the construct through the ruins as the professor indicated. Both sorcerers were sweating like they were running a marathon.

      Come on, come on.

      If they didn’t hurry the sorcerers would pass out before they reached the pit.

      “There it is.” Dorius pointed.

      Jen spotted the deep hole he’d mentioned. It was about ten feet across with vertical sides. Perfect.

      The sorcerers guided the writhing, goblin-filled sphere over the pit and let it vanish. Wailing monsters rained down into the hole.

      Jen leapt off the transport and took up position at the edge of the pit. If these ones climbed anything like the big one she was going to be busy. Behind her the sorcerers slumped to the ground. Transporting the goblins must have completely exhausted them.

      Movement caught her eye. The goblin leader stepped out of the shadows of a tumbled-down structure. It focused shining yellow eyes on her.

      Uh-oh.

      How was she going to deal with the trapped goblins and the leader at the same time?

      Jen glanced back. Both sorcerers had their heads between their knees sucking air. No help to be found from that quarter.

      She was on her own.
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      Commander Kendy looked over her assembled troops. One hundred and twenty paladins and seventy initiates in perfect, gleaming mail. Their weapons were honed to a razor edge and polished to mirror shines. White tabards with the stylized fortress centered on their chests fluttered in the faint breeze. The sight filled her with pride.

      The excitement of a new crusade was palpable. With such great motivation her troops had prepared for battle in record time. Just under a day had passed since she gave the order.

      They had gathered just inside the final gate leading to the haunted lands. The sixty-foot-tall outer wall loomed over them, casting a shadow over the gathering. Kendy refused to take it as an ill omen. These noble warriors would set out with her at their head and smite the evil growing like a tumor on the world. With such a fine and noble purpose how could they fail?

      Some of the younger members fidgeted, eager to get underway, but the veterans stood stock still, like statues. These men and women had hard eyes and the scars of past battles. They knew some wouldn’t be returning covered in glory, but on shields carried by their comrades. That was an unfortunate truth in any war.

      Kendy drew her sword and thrust it into the air. The blade burned with white fire. The assembled paladins raised a cheer.

      “Friends and comrades,” she said. “We prepare to march for a glorious cause. Not for pleasure or gain, but to secure the safety of the kingdom and the innocents under threat. It is our sacred duty and we will not shirk it.”

      Another cheer went up. Whatever she might say they all understood that success would bring great honor and fame to everyone involved. Perhaps it wasn’t appropriate for holy warriors to think of such mundane concerns, but they were still human and the quest for acknowledgment existed in everyone.

      When they quieted Kendy continued. “This will not be an easy fight, but I trust everyone here to do their best. And if you do that we can’t fail.”

      Another cheer.

      Kendy conjured a white horse and swung up on its back. They’d fly most of the way before landing and approaching the enemy on foot. The energy required to maintain a mount might be the power you needed to survive the battle. The initiates climbed up behind the strongest paladins who would both carry them to the battlefield and protect them from the negative effects of the haunted lands.

      She’d considered leaving those who hadn’t been chosen behind, but in the end decided to take them. The battle would be good experience for the young warriors. Hopefully when they returned a holy one would consider them worthy and a new generation of paladins would rise from the glory of this crusade. That was Kendy’s most devout hope as she flew over the wall at the head of her troops.

      Kendy gasped as the evil of the haunted lands washed over her. It had been six years since she last entered the wastes. That time was to wipe out a band of ghouls that wandered too close to the fortress. She hadn’t been deep into the lifeless emptiness in thirty years and that scouting mission had resulted in five slain demons to only one fallen brother. A good day’s work by any measure.

      She felt the new evil pulsing to the north like a rotten tooth. They would yank that tooth out before it poisoned the body. She smiled like an initiate even though she knew the darkness they faced. This was what it meant to be a paladin. To fly out and destroy evil wherever it hid. Perhaps that was why she so disliked Marie-Bell: the girl had the courage to go out in the world while Kendy dared only to do her duty and protect the fortress.

      The commander gritted her teeth. No, if everyone did whatever they wanted no one would protect the pass and demons and undead could enter the kingdom at will. The loss of one paladin was a nuisance, but if others followed her example it would be a disaster. When news of Kendy’s victory spread they’d have more initiates than they knew what to do with. The Order’s future would be secure.

      “Commander.” Zane drew her out of her musing. “Look.”

      He pointed ahead of them. Demons had risen from the ground and were flying to meet the paladins. Kendy counted twenty. She couldn’t determine just how strong they were from this distance, but the paladins had the advantage of numbers. Pity they couldn’t fight on the ground like she originally wanted to.

      “Have everyone carrying an initiate land and advance on foot. The rest of us will deal with the flying demons. Zane, you’re in command of the ground force.”

      “Understood.” Though he didn’t sound thrilled, Zane began barking orders and directing his forces to land.

      Kendy drew her sword and leveled it at the approaching demons. “Charge!”

      Fifty of her strongest paladins rushed towards the enemy at her heels. Time to slaughter some demons.
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      Jen eyed the oversized goblin across the pit. It stared back, making no move to attack. She tightened her grip on her sword. For once she didn’t mind waiting. The longer it took the more chance her allies would have to recover and lend a hand.

      A goblin head appeared over the lip of the pit. Jen rushed forward and swung. The creature fell back before her sword could connect.

      She looked up and found the leader ten feet away and closing fast. She rushed to meet it.

      Sword met claw and despite her enhanced strength Jen couldn’t force it back. Though she wanted to conserve energy for the long fight, she couldn’t win like this.

      When a clawed hand appeared on the lip of the pit Jen abandoned all caution and tapped her full power. The goblin leader went flying one way and Jen ran the other, severing the claw and sending the goblin tumbling back down.

      She spun back in time to see the leader back on its feet. Jen raced toward it at lightning speed.

      Even at her maximum speed it managed to leap clear of her slash. It clung to the side of a half-ruined tower.

      Jen leapt after it. Her sword cut a gash in the stone, missing the leader by inches.

      The goblin fell back to the ground.

      Jen followed, always seeming half a step behind no matter how fast she moved. She had to accelerate beyond lightning speed. Surpass her father.

      She shifted power from her iron skin to her legs. The world blurred even further as she raced toward her opponent.

      It raised a scaled arm.

      Her sword struck. Somehow it stopped the blow without losing its arm.

      In the instant she was stopped it countered, cutting four shallow groves in her abdomen. Jen winced and wrenched her sword free of its scales.

      She’d made a crease, but it didn’t look serious. Blood soaked her shirt, but she didn’t dare use a drop of power on healing. She was barely holding her own as it was.

      Movement caught her eye. Jen darted over and beheaded a goblin that had almost cleared the rim of the pit.

      The leader screamed. Did it actually care about its minions? That would certainly be unusual.

      It charged her again. Jen raced to meet it. In a blinding exchange sword and claw came together. She dodged and slashed, it blocked with armored forearms, clawed and kicked at her.

      Neither could land a decisive blow. Jen’s soul force was getting dangerously low and her opponent showed no sign of slowing.

      A shimmer in the darkness caught her eye as a lid formed on the pit. Jen risked a glance back. Kat and Amanda were sitting up. Amanda gave her a thumbs up.

      Jen grinned. Now that she didn’t have to divide her focus she’d see just how good the monster was.

      They came together. Openings appeared before Jen’s eyes that she hadn’t noticed before. She nicked its cheek, sliced off an ear, and gashed its inner thigh where the scales stopped.

      It leapt away. Jen thought she saw fear in it for the first time.

      She gave it no chance to recover. The tip of her sword darted in and out like a mongoose. Blood appeared everywhere there wasn’t scales.

      Narrow yellow eyes now stared at her wide and scared.

      That’s right, you son of a bitch, you’d better be scared.

      Jen thrust at its throat. It dodged, but she adjusted the tip of her sword at the last second. Her sword went into its eye and burst out the back of its head.

      She hurled the corpse aside and fell to her knees, totally drained.

      “Are you okay, young lady?” Professor Dorius helped her wobble to her feet.

      “Fine. Just need to catch my breath.”

      He nodded, clearly not believing a word she said. He was wise not to. Her legs barely held her up and her sword felt like it weighed twenty pounds. Perhaps this was why her father never went beyond lightning speed. The aftereffects were brutal.

      The professor guided her to a flat rock where she sat, grateful to be off her feet. Kat came over and healed the wounds on her stomach.

      “That was foolish, taking power from your defense,” Kat said.

      “Yeah, but it worked. I doubt I’d have beaten that thing otherwise.”

      “Master?” Amanda’s voice held a note of concern.

      Behind Kat, Jen spotted a goblin trying to force its way through the lid. “I’ll be okay. Deal with those goblins before they escape.”

      Dealing with them was a simple if brutal process. While Amanda maintained the barrier around the lip of the pit, Kat used a six-foot chunk of fallen stalactite like a battering ram. The pointed end went up and down over and over. Jen stopped counting after twenty impacts.

      When nothing remained moving in the pit the four of them hastened away. No one wanted to remain near the bloody opening.
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      Professor Dorius led them through the maze-like ruin to an intact stone shed where he’d set up his basecamp. It was a simple, square building, the roof long gone. Dorius had tied a tarp over the opening, leaving a gap for smoke to escape. There was no wood underground so they had to cook over a special oil lantern designed to heat a single cooking vessel.

      It was a snug fit for four of them, but Jen didn’t care. All that mattered to her was she had a soft place to sit, a pot of food was on the fire, and nothing wanted to kill them at the moment. For those small mercies she would have traded all the coin she’d saved since graduation.

      While Kat tended the stew, Amanda leaned against the shed wall, half asleep. Dorius held his hands out to the lantern then rubbed them together. He sighed. “Nothing like a nice fire after a bit of excitement. Sorry I don’t have any wood for a real campfire.”

      Jen shook her head at his good cheer. Either he didn’t understand how close they’d been to dying or he was choosing to ignore it.

      “So what exactly brought you ladies down here to find me? Something about a consultation?”

      Jen couldn’t help but marvel as the old man cleaned his glasses and spoke like they were sitting in his office back at King’s College rather than huddling in a stone shed in the middle of an underground ruin. “Eccentric” seemed a more than fair description of him.

      “That’s right,” Jen said. “Mariela told us you could help figure out more of the Cult of the Horned One’s intentions. We discovered information discussing an event called The Harvest and that it somehow relates to the haunted lands. Anything you can add would be a great help.”

      “The Harvest certainly relates to the haunted lands. In fact it created them. The mad king sacrificed all life on the eastern side of the continent, harvesting it for the Horned One. That is the single largest mass sacrifice ever recorded. Our best estimate indicates twenty million people lost their lives in five minutes.”

      “Heaven’s mercy,” Kat muttered. “How could anyone do something so horrible?”

      “That’s not even the worst part. Alexious wanted to sacrifice the entire continent, but was forced to activate the ritual before he could subdue the primitive tribes on the western side of the mountains. Now any time a large sacrifice is planned by a demon cult they call it a harvest. Though the largest ever documented after the mad king’s was still under five hundred.”

      “If King Alexious is Connor’s idol then it stands to reason he’ll want to finish his work, harvesting the western half of the continent,” Jen said.

      “That’s the kingdom!” Amanda sat up from where she’d been dozing.

      “No need to get too excited,” Dorius said. “King Alexious spent over a century constructing pyramids to help focus the ritual. I can’t imagine the king would let this Connor person build a handful of massive structures without opposing him. And without a focusing system the ritual can’t be completed.”

      Jen frowned as she thought. If the professor was correct then what did Connor have in mind? And more importantly to Jen, what did he need her brother and the other sorcerers for? “So there’s no way he can perform the same ritual?”

      Dorius chuckled. “Not without conquering the kingdom first. And he’d need a powerful army indeed to do that.”

      Jen gasped. “Like an army of demons? How many do you think are wandering the haunted lands? If Connor could harness the sorcerers’ power and subjugate the demons of the wastes that would give him one hell of a start at building an army.”

      Dorius stared at her. “No one knows how many monsters are in the haunted lands. Anyone stupid enough to try and explore them ends up never heard from again. That’s why I turned my research toward these ancient ruins from demonology. Up until I found those mutated goblins it was much safer.”

      “Wait,” Kat said. “Connor couldn’t just use the others’ power on his own. He’d need some way to gather and control it. I’ve never heard of an artifact capable of doing that.”

      “I’d never heard of a goblin with black scales capable of fighting a warlord to a draw before,” Jen said. “But that didn’t mean one didn’t exist. We need to alert the king and archmage then head over to the paladins’ fortress. They need to be told of the possible invasion.”

      “They aren’t known for welcoming outsiders,” Kat said.

      “Don’t worry, I have a friend that will vouch for us.” Whether anyone would listen to Marie-Bell Jen had no idea.
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      Lidia Thorn sat at her cluttered desk and stared at a report from an inquisitor detailing the status of the border barons following the events of last winter. She’d been staring at it for half an hour and still had no idea what it said. She tossed it on the pile for later.

      Her stomach grumbled, reminding her she’d skipped breakfast again. She glanced at her closed door half expecting Damien to walk through with a sandwich for her. Of course, he didn’t. Her apprentice was missing and she knew by many presumed dead. Lidia didn’t include herself amongst that group. That boy was too strong and too tough to count him out. Until she saw a body, Lidia would assume he was alive and do everything in her power to find him.

      Which wasn’t much as it turned out. Her responsibilities kept her in the capital and even if she went looking Lidia had no idea where to start. All she could do was hope and trust Jennifer to figure out where he’d been taken. And when she did, heaven help whoever had Damien. Lidia would bring all the power of the Crimson Legion down on their heads.

      Lidia sensed a message from Thomas approaching and willed the door open. A moment later a scroll held in the beak of a raven construct flew in and landed on her desk. The raven vanished, leaving the scroll behind. It must have been important if Thomas sent a full scroll.

      She unrolled it and started to read. She paused halfway through and began again, certain she’d misunderstood. The information didn’t change the second time through. According to Kat, a demon invasion from the haunted lands appeared not only possible but likely. The theory they’d developed after speaking to a Professor Dorius, an expert on demonology, sounded crazy to Lidia. She’d never heard of an artifact that could store and redirect soul force. That said, she also couldn’t deny that such an artifact might exist. It sounded similar enough to the power of the urns that she didn’t dare discount it completely.

      Lidia rolled the scroll up and headed to the royal apartment. The king had indicated that he was taking the day to rest and had scheduled no meetings. She hated to bother him, the poor man had been working himself day and night, but this wasn’t the sort of decision she dared to make on her own.

      As she made her way through the back halls to the residence, servants eyed her with nervous looks. Everyone sensed the tension that had filled the castle these past few days even if they didn’t know exactly what was happening. Lidia ignored them all and picked up her pace.

      She knocked on the apartment door and after a brief wait Karrie opened it. She started, obviously not expecting to find Lidia there. “Archmage. Is everything okay? Is it about Damien?”

      “I don’t know. Is your father free?”

      “Yes, please come in.” Karrie opened the door the rest of the way and Lidia stepped into the apartment.

      The king must have heard them talking as he emerged from deeper in the suite. “Lidia, what is it?”

      She glanced at Karrie and raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s all right. She needs to learn the threats that face the kingdom and now’s as good a time as any.”

      “As you wish, Your Majesty.” Lidia proceeded to lay out everything her agents had learned so far. When she finished she said, “We need to decide how seriously we wish to treat this potential threat.”

      “A possible demon invasion is about as serious as it gets. I’ve already mobilized the eastern army and ordered them to relocate closer to the pass. I suppose we could order the northern and southern armies to send their nearest divisions to assist, but it will take weeks for them to arrive and we may leave ourselves open to trouble elsewhere.”

      “True, but if this is bigger than we think trouble elsewhere may not matter. With your permission I’d like to take half the legion along with another twenty inquisitors east to reinforce High Sorcerer Zahara and her team. If you approve I’ll need two or three days to gather everyone and fly out.”

      The king nodded. “Do it. I’ll feel better knowing you’re overseeing things. But please be careful. I’d hate for anything to happen to you.”
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      Holy power flooded through Kendy as she sped across the sky on her conjured mount. The demons were close enough now that she could make out their various forms. They were as motley an assortment of horrors as you could hope to find. The largest and closest had the head of an insect and its body was covered with black plates. Corrupt power burst from it in almost visible waves.

      It was strong, perhaps as strong of an opponent as she’d ever faced. The creatures on either side of it were the typical collection of monsters: goblins and the like, transformed into more suitable hosts by their demonic occupants.

      Kendy grinned. It would be a glorious battle.

      Hellfire burst from the hands and mouths of the demons. Kendy shaped her power into a white shield and her companions did the same all down the line.

      Black flames broke on the glowing barrier like waves on a cliff. The initial clash was a draw.

      The two sides came together with a mighty crash. Kendy met the bug-headed leader at the center of the melee. No other demon approached and the paladins were too busy fighting their own battles to lend her a hand.

      Kendy wouldn’t have had it any other way.

      She leveled her sword and searing white light streaked out at the demon. It lashed its wings and her blast flew under it.

      Its counter blast of hellfire splashed over her shield without penetrating.

      Paladin and demon chased each other through the sky, exchanging blasts, neither making a dent in their opponent’s defenses. Kendy’s frustration grew. The demon was too fast for her to hit with a ranged attack. She needed to close and attack directly.

      She willed her mount to turn and charge the demon. It appeared as eager for hand to hand combat as she was. Six-inch talons had sprouted from its fingertips and curved, chitinous blades sprouted from its forearms.

      They came together. Her sword swooped in toward its neck.

      The demon batted her blade aside with one hand and countered with the other. It shredded her barrier, but the holy energy slowed its attack enough for her to lean back out of the way.

      How could anything that big be so fast?

      All around her shouts of pain mingled with snarls and shrieks. She wished she had a spare moment to check on her people.

      She blocked two more swipes, just as fast as the one that almost gutted her. Her arm was growing weak. Her power couldn’t be running out already. The battle had only just begun.

      Kendy slashed again. The power behind it was feeble.

      The demon caught her sword on the curved blades covering its forearms and ripped it from her grasp. Kendy stared as her weapon tumbled to the gray sand.

      She willed her mount to dive. An instant later she screamed as talons ripped through her mail and plucked her from the back of her white horse. Kendy struggled, but the demon’s grip was like iron. Her remaining strength leaked out along with her blood.

      A high-pitched whine filled the air. It took her a moment to realize it was the demon’s laughter. “Stupid human. This place drains your strength and feeds mine. You should have stayed in your castle and cut your own throat. It would have been less painful.”

      Kendy spit at it. A minor, pointless act of defiance, but all she could manage. It ignored the saliva running down the shiny plates covering its chest and spun around, forcing her to watch the rest of the battle.

      She could have cried, but refused to give the monster the satisfaction. How had her glorious battle come to this? Her comrades were being slaughtered one after another. A pair of demons that resembled wild boars grabbed Harry and tore him in half.

      Another that had certainly been a goblin at some point ripped the head off a young woman who’d received her holy spirit less than a year ago. Kendy focused through the blinding pain in her shoulder and counted. Seventeen demons remained. At least they’d managed to kill three.

      Fifty paladins and they’d killed three demons. She’d go down in infamy as the worst commander of the fortress in history, assuming the kingdom had a future in which to remember her fatal error.

      “Just kill me and have it over with,” she said.

      “Oh no, that would be far too generous. Don’t you want to see how the warlock’s new toys handle your soldiers on the ground? I’m certainly curious to find out what happens.”
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      Connor rushed down from the portal chamber, mentally summoning his crystal soldiers as he went. How could the paladins be here now? When he’d first sensed the mass of approaching energy he feared he’d gone mad, but Morana had confirmed it before running back outside.

      “Trouble?” Damien asked as he flew past.

      Connor ignored the hint of amusement he heard in the boy’s voice and flew on. The helpless had to find what small pleasures they could after all. He emerged from the cave entrance and, spread out perhaps a quarter mile away, was a force of knights in armor, all of them burning with holy light. Behind them he could just make out a dome protecting another group.

      He frowned. Who would they have brought that couldn’t protect themselves from the dark energy of the haunted lands? It didn’t matter. If they couldn’t fight Connor would ignore them. In the sky above, more paladins battled with his new allies. Since his crystal soldiers couldn’t fly he’d have to trust the demons to handle their business alone.

      “What now?” Morana asked.

      “Now you lead your soldiers out to destroy my enemies like a good general.”

      Morana stared at Connor and the hundred or so crystal soldiers behind him. “You want me to lead them? I can barely manage to get Big Eyes and Broken Fang to do what I want.”

      Connor shrugged. If she couldn’t handle a handful of paladins under the best possible circumstances how could he trust her to lead his army in conquering the kingdom? “Just do your best. Think of it as practice.”

      “Practice?” she muttered.

      The paladins were marching towards the cave, weapons out and shining with holy light. “Best get going. I don’t want them to come too close.”

      “Right.” Morana pointed at the approaching enemies with her ring hand. “Attack!”

      The crystal soldiers lurched forward and broke into a trot. Morana flew along behind them leaving Connor alone to observe the fight. It would be interesting to see how his crude efforts performed. The information would be of great help as he decided how to improve their shapes.

      He glanced up and found the battle in the sky already over and most of his allies still alive. The leader clutched a figure in his massive hand and pointed it toward the soon-to-begin battle. Curious, Connor flew up toward them.

      He paused a safe distance from the demon. “A prisoner?”

      The demon’s high-pitched laugh grated on Connor’s nerves. “I just wanted the woman to watch her people die before she joined them. I’m surprised you’re not leading the battle yourself.”

      The woman groaned. Dark magic held her eyes open so she couldn’t look away from the battle below.

      “This will be a good test for both my soldiers and my general. Up until this moment all my plans for the crystal constructs have been theoretical. This is where the true test happens.”

      “If they fail your plan dies with them,” the demon said.

      “No, I will find a way to join the Horned One. If this doesn’t work I’ll try something else. But it will work. The crystal bodies are immensely strong when powered by demonic energy. My only real concern is their durability.”

      “Oh?”

      Connor nodded. Below, the two sides were separated by only about twenty yards. “When the demon spirit enters the crystal body it fuses all the fault lines creating a seamless whole. I’m curious to see if any residual weakness remains in the points.”

      The paladin raised her head and glared at him. “How can you talk so calmly when scores of good men and women are about to die? Is there no shred of humanity remaining in you?”

      “Little enough or far too much, depending on your point of view. Now be silent. It’s time to enjoy the show.”
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      Morana couldn’t believe Connor had simply thrust her into the role of general. Two days of practice ordering two crystal soldiers around hardly qualified her to command over a hundred of the things. She didn’t know whether to be honored by his trust or angry that he hadn’t given her more time to prepare. Perhaps a little of both.

      It didn’t matter now. Her forces were rapidly closing with the sixty some knights filling the sand before her. The crystal soldiers stomped forward at a quick march. It seemed to be the best pace they could manage.

      One paladin was a little faster than the rest. He reached the lead soldier and brought his glowing blade down on its shoulder. The blade snapped into three pieces. In his instant of shock the soldier thrust its clawed hand through his mail and into the flesh beneath. It hurled him aside with an eight-inch hole in his chest.

      From her position at the rear of the battle Morana marveled at how easily the construct killed one of the kingdom’s elite soldiers. Up and down the line her soldiers battered and tore the paladins to pieces.

      One fellow glowing with more power than the rest attempted to order them into some sort of formation. Morana doubted it would matter, but she didn’t want to take any chances. She sent mental commands to the constructs closest to him to focus their attacks on the leader. Ten soldiers turned, surrounded the unfortunate man, and tore him limb from limb.

      His death seemed to knock the wind out of the rest of the army. Their resistance, pitiful as it was, crumbled. In under five minutes she had completely wiped out her opponents. Morana smiled. It appeared the constructs didn’t need minute-by-minute orders. She just had to point them in the right direction and order them to kill everything they encountered.

      The crystal soldiers turned their attention to the young knights behind the enemy line. They rolled around in the sand, overwhelmed by the corruption of the haunted lands. They wouldn’t last a minute.

      She blinked, not quite believing it when Connor landed in front of the young knights and raised his hand. The soldiers stopped dead. A dome of dark energy formed over the enemy.

      Morana flew up to him. “Connor?”

      “No need to waste this bunch. They aren’t true paladins yet and thus will make good sacrifices for the crystal. They probably have enough combined soul force to summon fifteen or twenty new sprits. Well done commanding your first battle. You didn’t lose a single construct.”

      Morana basked in Connor’s approval. She hadn’t actually done anything that impressive, but no need to point that out. The demon landed a few feet away and Morana unconsciously edged back from it.

      The creature held an almost-dead paladin in its claws. The woman looked like she’d fought a war all by herself. Blood covered her white tabard, obscuring the design on it.

      “You really are a monster,” the woman somehow found the strength to gasp.

      Connor was busy inspecting the soldiers for damage and paid her no mind.

      “Do you have any use for this one?” the demon asked.

      Connor glanced their way. “No. Her holy energy wouldn’t be compatible with the crystal matrix.”

      The demon’s insectoid features were incapable of anything resembling a human expression, but Morana sensed its pleasure at Connor’s answer. It grabbed the woman around the neck with its free hand and squeezed until her head popped off before discarding her dead body like so much garbage.

      “Hardly a mark on them.” Connor’s pleased voice drew her attention away from the fresh corpse. “They’re every bit as sturdy as they are strong. We need to move quickly to secure the pass before the kingdom sends replacements to guard it.”

      “Who could they send that would be a match for the constructs?” Morana asked.

      Connor turned his sharp gaze on her. “Don’t be too confident. This battle was fought under ideal circumstances for us and the worst possible for them. When you reach the fortress you’ll lose the advantage of the haunted lands’ corruption strengthening your troops.”

      “I won’t fail,” Morana said. She clenched her fist. She wouldn’t! No matter what it took she wouldn’t let Connor down.

      He nodded once and turned his attention to the demon. “Will you join my forces in assuming control of the fortress?”

      “No. I’m sure your” —the demon laughed—“general can handle it. I lost three of my cohort in the battle. I’m going to try and round up some replacements. We will join you soon.”

      Connor nodded. “It will take Morana a full day to reach the pass anyway. She will hold there until you join her.”

      “What will you be doing?” the demon asked.

      Morana had been wondering that herself.

      Connor gestured and the dome containing the captured people rose into the air. “I’ll be busy enlarging my army.”

      As he flew away, out of the corner of his eye, Connor caught a glimpse of the twisted, emaciated forms of ghouls waiting at the edge of the field for the mightier demons to leave so they could feed.
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      Damien watched the warlock fly away after ignoring his jibe. Something was happening outside. The crystal constructs were all rushing toward the exit. Damien had no idea what was going on and he didn’t especially care. All that mattered was anyone in a position to stop him from getting free of his restraints was gone.

      You have a plan?

      “Yes, but it isn’t going to be pleasant.” Damien had been trying to work his hand free by getting it slippery with blood, but despite cutting himself several times he just couldn’t manage to fit through the tiny gap. His thumb stuck out too far.

      You’re not.

      “Afraid so.”

      Damien clamped his jaw shut and yanked. The skin tore and bone flexed. He kept pulling with all his might. His thumb crunched. Damien moaned as his hand slipped out.

      The flesh of his left hand looked like he’d run it through a meat grinder. He wiggled his thumb and winced. Hurt like hell, but it still moved a little. He wouldn’t be doing any fine work with it, but it should be enough.

      He wrestled with the buckles of the harness and finally got it free. The buckles had corners honed to a fine point. Damien smiled. Dad always wanted everything to be able to serve as a weapon in a pinch. Damien said a silent word of thanks and, with the steel buckle held as firmly as his injured hand could manage, hammered it against the crystal binding his right hand.

      Like a deranged woodpecker he slammed the buckle into the restraint. Blue flakes tumbled to the ground. Every blow sent jagged spasms of pain through his injured thumb. Damien ignored the pain—he’d been hurt worse plenty of times in his training—and kept swinging. He had no idea how long Connor would be gone and he wanted to be anywhere else when the warlock returned.

      After more strikes than he cared to count a crack formed in the crystal. A fierce grin curved his lips. I’ll show you, you bastard.

      He focused on the crack, imagining it was Connor’s mouth, and kept pounding.

      He was going to get out of here.

      Then he was going to get his strength back and when he did he was going to hunt down Connor Blackman and cut him into bloody chunks.

      The restraint shattered and Damien slumped to the ground. He took a moment to gather himself. His soul force didn’t immediately begin regenerating which surprised him.

      “Is your power returning?”

      Not yet. The effects of the crystal may have warped our flow. It’ll take time to return to normal.

      Damien scrambled to his feet. “We don’t have time.”

      It takes as long as it takes. Some things simply can’t be rushed. You need to find somewhere to hide.

      That was putting it mildly. Without his soul force Damien was nothing more than a slightly above average swordsman. He walked a few steps and stood in front of an unconscious Imogen. Her flawless face was drawn and sunken, her golden hair filthy and clumped together. He wanted to set her free, but Damien could barely look after himself. Even if he got her out of her restraints he had no strength to carry her away or protect her if he had to fight.

      He sighed and stroked her cheek. He couldn’t help her now. Damien glanced at Eli and Master Shen. He couldn’t help any of them.

      Damien, we have to go.

      “I know.” He turned back to Imogen. “I’ll be back for you, all of you, I promise.”

      He ran deeper into the mountain, away from the crystal, and his friends, and Connor. Soon, he promised himself, soon he’d be running back, his power restored, to drop this mountain on Connor’s head just like he did Mikhail. Only this time he’d make sure his enemy stayed buried.
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      Jen, Kat, and Amanda walked toward the massive main gate built into the wall that guarded the kingdom side of the fortress. The sun had barely risen and, despite the softness of the inn’s bed she had awoken in, Jen hadn’t wanted to waste a moment more than necessary. They’d decided to spend the night in the village of Knight’s Rest rather than risk approaching the fortress after dark. It would have been rather embarrassing to be knocked from the air by mistake.

      After they left the ruins they’d flown east through the late afternoon sky. They’d only been underground for a few hours, but it felt like longer. Jen had ached everywhere, but at least her midriff had healed. They’d offered to give Professor Dorius a ride back to King’s College, but he insisted on continuing his research. Now that he knew what to watch out for he wouldn’t accidentally release any more goblins, or so he insisted. Next time he’d probably release something worse, Jen had thought but didn’t say. Whatever the risks, the professor seemed content to remain underground and putter about the ruins and they were too busy to waste time worrying about him. Whatever happened to Dorius was someone else’s problem.

      “What sort of greeting should we expect?” Amanda asked.

      “Beats me.” Jen eyed the empty battlement. There ought to be someone keeping watch on this side. A queasy feeling twisted her stomach. “I’ve never been to the fortress before. I have a friend that’s a paladin, but she’s not on the best terms with those stationed here.”

      “I was warned during training to give the place a wide berth,” Kat said.

      “Who told you that?” Amanda asked. “I don’t remember my masters giving it more than a passing mention.”

      “It wasn’t the masters, it was my mentor. You wouldn’t know her, she died years ago. In truth I think she had a grudge of some sort against the paladins so anything she told me should be taken with a grain of salt. How do you want to approach them?”

      Jen planned to go straight up to the doors and demand to speak to the commander. “I think I’ll just knock and see what happens. There must be someone inside.”

      “I don’t know,” Kat said. “I can’t sense anyone. Paladins are strong enough that I should be able to detect even one.”

      Jen shrugged and marched up to the portcullis. “Hello!”

      She waited, straining to hear any sign of life. The twist in her stomach got worse. Had they arrived too late? No, Kat would have sensed the presence of demons just as well as paladins.

      She drew her sword and hammered the iron cross-guard on the portcullis bars. The hideous clamor would have woken the dead much less any guard.

      “Nobody’s home,” Amanda said. She moved up beside Jen and peered inside. “I don’t see anything.”

      The dirt yard was empty and the keep door closed, nothing moved behind any of the arrow slits. Where was everybody?

      “Let’s go have a look around,” Jen said.

      She sent soul force into her legs and leapt straight up and over the battlements. She landed lightly on the opposite side and waited for someone to challenge her. Kat and Amanda landed beside her a moment later.

      “This is foolish,” Kat said. “If they find us wandering around the paladins will attack on sight. We should just return to the capital and let them know what’s happening.”

      “We don’t know what’s happening.” Jen started toward the fortress. “And even if there is someone here they won’t attack without using their soul sight.”

      Hopefully.

      “What makes you so sure?” Kat’s head swung left and right, trying to look everywhere at once.

      “Nothing. The only thing I’m sure of is that I’m not going anywhere until I find out what happened to my friend. If you two want to wait outside I don’t mind. I can search the whole place in an hour, maybe two. Something happened here. Why would the paladins leave this place totally unprotected?”

      “I’ll help you search,” Amanda said. “We’ve come all this way. I want to see what’s inside.”

      “Thanks.” Jen looked over at Kat and raised an eyebrow.

      “Fine, someone has to keep you two out of trouble. Let’s get this over with.”

      They reached the keep doors and Jen shoved them open. She shook her head. They hadn’t even sealed up the keep. How careless could you be? Did they really expect their reputation to keep the fortress safe?

      Inside everything was gray stone with little in the way of decoration. They walked down the empty halls, pushing doors open as they went. Jen’s breath caught when she opened the chapel door. It was every bit as beautiful as Marie-Bell had said. Some of the archangels depicted in the windows she recognized and others were new to her.

      On the altar rested enough gold and platinum for a thief to retire on for the rest of his life. Amanda took three steps through the door before Kat grabbed her collar and yanked her back.

      “What?”

      “I think we can say no one is in there without touching anything. Let’s keep moving.” Kat nudged Amanda further down the hall.

      “Come on. When are we going to have another chance to poke around this place? This is a once in a lifetime opportunity. You don’t want to waste it.”

      “No.” Kat pointed down the hall. “What I don’t want is for a paladin to come home and find us mucking about in their chapel.”

      “Fine.” Amanda stomped down the hall to the next door. She thrust it open with a good deal more energy than necessary. “Hey, this is an office. Maybe we can find something useful in here.”

      She ducked into the room before Kat could snag her collar again.

      “That girl will be the death of me,” Kat muttered as they hurried after Amanda.

      “Look at this.” Amanda had the trash bin in one hand and a crumpled-up scroll in the other. “Isn’t that the royal seal?”

      Jen took it and examined the broken seal. “Yes. This is the scroll the king gave to Marie-Bell. She made it this far at least. Whoever she gave it to didn’t like what it said. Maybe this will tell us where the paladins went.”

      She set to reading, growing more confused rather than less as she worked her way down the page. When she finished Jen looked up. “The king ordered the paladins to stand fast and await the arrival of the eastern army whereupon the combined force would be placed under the command of General Gauge.”

      Kat winced.

      “What?”

      “Paladins tend to be very proud,” Kat said. “I doubt they took the news that they’d be under the command of an ordinary man very well.”

      “Even if they didn’t like it I can’t imagine they’d abandon their post.” Jen tossed the scroll back in the bin and Amanda set it back beside the desk. “Let’s continue searching.”

      An hour later they’d completed the first floor and the basement. Jen led the way up a narrow staircase to the second floor. When they reached the landing Kat stopped and cocked her head.

      “I sense something. It’s weak, but definitely there.”

      Jen reached for her sword, but Kat stopped her. “It’s nothing dark. In fact I’m pretty sure it’s a paladin.”

      “Finally. Maybe we’ll get some answers. Lead the way.” Jen pushed the door open and motioned Kat through.

      As Kat led the way through the equally empty second floor, her head turned this way and that trying to hone in on whatever she sensed.

      Amanda asked. “So who are we looking for, the night watchman?”

      Jen didn’t know and Kat was too focused to bother replying. Kat slowed then stopped in front of a closed door with a heavy wooden bar holding it shut.

      “I sense it now,” Amanda said. “Must be someone really weak.”

      Jen grabbed the bar but before she could lift it free Kat put a hand on her arm. “Are you sure this is a good idea? The paladins locked up whoever’s in there for a reason.”

      “There’s three of us and one of whoever’s in there. I’ll take my chances.” Jen removed the bar, tossed it aside, and yanked the door open.

      Seated lotus style in a white-tiled room was Marie-Bell. She looked up at Jen and tears ran down her face. “Thank you.”
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      Kat took a step back from the open door prompting an enquiring look from Jen. “What?”

      Kat shook her head. “Nothing. It’s just with the door open I can sense her true power and it’s greater than I first thought.”

      Jen dearly wished the Headmaster had assigned her a less jumpy sorcerer to work with. Beggars couldn’t be choosers so she’d just have to make the best of it. At least Kat was competent and reasonably strong. That was what mattered.

      Jen sighed and turned back to Marie-Bell who had climbed to her feet and wiped the tears from her face. Her hair was a mess and she had on nothing but a simple shift. It looked like someone had dragged her out of bed and brought her straight here. Jen took a step deeper into the white-tiled room. Marie-Bell rushed over to her and threw her arms around Jen’s neck.

      “I thought I was going to be stuck in here forever. They’re all dead, Jen. I felt them vanish one by one.” She sniffed and Jen feared Marie-Bell might start crying again. “It was horrible. Heaven’s mercy, what was the commander thinking?”

      “Slow down, take a breath.” Jen guided the distraught young woman out of the room and into the hall. “Now tell me everything, slowly.”

      “After I delivered the king’s message Commander Kendy and her three sub-commanders broke into my room, captured me, and stuck me in the punishment chamber. The next day, at least I think it was the next day, time is really hard to figure in the room. Anyway, after a while I felt the paladins leave the fortress. All of them. I couldn’t believe it.”

      “Where did they go?” Kat asked.

      “Into the haunted lands I think. That’s the only thing that would account for the sudden drop in their soul force. The haunted lands aren’t a good place for paladins, though we can withstand it better than most. They grew farther and farther away then I sensed dark power before the paladins began to disappear. I felt them die one by one.”

      “Sounds like they walked into an ambush.” Jen scratched her head. “Any idea why the commander led her forces out into the haunted lands?”

      Marie-Bell shook her head. “I think it had something to do with His Majesty’s letter. Commander Kendy didn’t like it at all. And no way did they walk into an ambush. Any of the paladins would have sensed demons long before they encountered them, especially ones of sufficient power that I could detect them from here.”

      Marie-Bell led the way back downstairs. Jen, Kat, and Amanda fell in behind her.

      As they walked Jen asked, “Did you read the king’s message?”

      “No. The commander didn’t see fit to share the contents with me. The way she crumpled it up and tossed it immediately into the garbage told me everything I know.”

      Marie-Bell pushed a closed door open and stepped into a simple bedroom. Her armor and other gear sat on a bench opposite the door. “They took me out of bed before I even knew what was happening. Four of them used a suppression technique reserved for capturing rogue paladins for punishment. They threw me in the chamber and sealed the door.”

      “They sound like real jerks,” Amanda said.

      Marie-Bell tried a half-hearted smile, but failed. “Yes, and now they’re dead. All dead. Even the initiates.”

      She plopped down on the bed and held her head in her hands. Jen had no idea what to say in a situation like this. Her talents lay in other directions. Maybe if she could distract Marie-Bell it would help, keep her focused on solving their current problem rather than worrying about something she couldn’t change.

      “We found the message. The king ordered the paladins to stand fast and await the arrival of the eastern army. When they arrived you were to fall under the command of General Gauge.”

      Marie-Bell looked up at her with red-rimmed eyes. “Well that helps explain it. Commander Kendy isn’t…wasn’t, the type to accept a lesser position. She probably figured they could deal with Connor on their own. All the older paladins liked to talk about past crusades and how they wished they’d been around to participate. I doubt the commander had much trouble convincing the others to head out and bring the battle to the enemy.”

      “That’s insane,” Kat said. “The haunted lands are the worst place on the planet. No one in their right mind would go out there, especially looking for a warlock building a demon army.”

      “Demon army?” Marie-Bell set about putting on her armor.

      That’s right, Marie-Bell didn’t know what they’d learned from Professor Dorius. “That’s our working theory,” Jen said. “And your observations pretty much confirm it.”

      “I need to alert the Headmaster,” Kat said.

      “Question.” Amanda raised her hand like a little kid in class. “If the paladins are dead and the army is who knows how far away, who’s going to protect the fortress when the demons arrive?”

      “We are.” Marie-Bell cinched down the last buckle on her armor.

      Amanda groaned. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”
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      Connor couldn’t have been more pleased with his servants’ first efforts. He shook his head at the paladins’ stupidity. What were they thinking, coming out here after him? He flew through the cave with his prisoners.

      Something was wrong. He laid a hand on the crystal wall. The energy flow had dropped to a trickle. What was going on? Had something happened to his prisoners?

      Connor flew up to the second level and stared, stunned, at the empty slot that had once held his finest power source. Blood dripped from the intact restraint while the binding that had held the demon sword lay in glittering pieces on the floor.

      He landed and examined the smashed crystal. How had the boy managed it? He must have almost severed his own thumb to get it out of that shackle. Where had he found the strength? The other prisoners couldn’t even remain conscious, much less think about escaping.

      His fist slammed into the wall. Damn it! Without Damien and his sword Connor’s production of crystal constructs would drop to almost nothing. At best he could summon two or three a day now. He needed the boy back and he needed him now.

      Connor flew up to the portal chamber with his bubble of prisoners. He’d intended to take his time and make them proper sacrifices, but now he didn’t dare linger. Every moment he delayed Damien got farther away. Connor had no idea if there were other exits deeper in the mountain, but given the size of the tunnel complex he had to allow for the possibility.

      If Damien found a way out and regained even a portion of his strength he could fly back to the kingdom and warn them about Connor’s army. That would be a disaster. No, Connor wouldn’t allow that to happen. He was so close to the fruition of his plan nothing could interfere.

      Connor placed his hand on the Soul Burn Crystal and fed it power. He hated having to use his own soul force, but time was of the essence. Ten crystal wolves, each as tall as his chest, grew up out of the floor. Next he guided the sphere so it hung directly under the gate and crushed the prisoners inside to pulp. Their soul force streamed into the gate. A moment later the black lightning struck the wolves.

      Bloody lights appeared in their eyes. Crystal lips pulled back in snarls.

      “One of my prisoners has escaped,” Connor said, focusing his will on the constructs and imprinting an image of Damien in their consciousness. “Bring him back alive.”

      The wolves threw back their heads and howled, a hollow, echoing sound that filled the chamber and sent a chill up Connor’s spine. The demon wolves raced off, their nails clicking on the crystal-covered path.
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      Damien leaned against the rough stone wall and grimaced at the throbbing pain in his left hand. He’d tried to keep track of each twist and turn as he ran through the dark tunnels and he managed pretty well at first. The light from the glowing crystal had showed him his surroundings in minimal detail. Not that there was much to see, just rock and more rock. It hadn’t taken long for him to outrun the light and he soon found himself staggering around in the dark with only his injured hand trailing along the wall to remind him that he was still making progress. Progress to what, he had no idea other than away from the crazy warlock that wanted to use his soul force the way a miller used a stream to power his wheel.

      Speaking of his soul force… Damien turned his focus inward. His core remained empty and his energy flow continued to run all over the place. He concentrated on directing the flow into his core, but it resisted all his efforts. Ann had never mentioned something like this and he didn’t know how to fix it.

      Time will fix it. Be patient.

      “I’d love to, but time isn’t something we have in abundance either.” A faint, distant howl echoed down the tunnel. “What was that?”

      Nothing good, I’m sure. You should keep moving.

      Damien pushed away from the wall and staggered on. Keep moving, she said. That was all well and good, but he wished he had a destination, or even a light so he could see where he was staggering to.

      A weak, flickering red light appeared in the air beside him. The rough stone became visible along with a few feet of the tunnel floor. Though he couldn’t make out that much more than before, Damien found the light a comfort.

      “Has your power recovered?”

      A tiny bit. That light is about all I can manage.

      “It’s more than I can manage. How come your soul force is recovering faster than mine?”

      I can only guess. Probably the fact that I’m a spirit and I have divine soul force has something to do with it. Your body has also sustained serious internal damage. I’m not certain how you’re still on your feet.

      “When the alternative is death, you’d be amazed what you can do. Besides, pain and I are old friends.”

      Damien kept going, slow and steady. Lizzy’s light slowly grew brighter as her power regenerated. After a moment of jealousy he said, “You should store some of the energy. I only need enough light to keep from tripping.”

      The howls grew louder behind them. Where did Connor find wolves? Could he simply create any sort of monster he wanted from crystal and summon a demon spirit with the powers he required? Damien shivered. If that was possible it would give Connor a huge advantage, not that he needed any more.

      Damien paused again and tried to figure out how far off his hunters were. The howls echoed through the tunnels, making distance impossible to figure and he couldn’t sense anything. Not only did he have no power to fight with, but even his sorcerous senses were useless.

      Those things are connected. Regain the use of your soul force and the rest will follow.

      Great, was that all he needed to do? The click of stone on stone sounded behind him. “Douse the light.”

      The tunnel went pitch back. One of the hunters was close. Every step it took sounded louder. It wasn’t running. The creature must be having trouble locating him.

      You have almost no soul force for it to detect.

      So there’s at least some upside to losing his strength. Damien moved deeper down the tunnel, as silent as his warlord training could make him. He needed to find a side passage. Maybe he could set a trap and if Lizzy had enough strength gathered he might even live through it.

      I only have about one percent of my full power. I doubt that will be enough to pierce the crystal shell.

      “I’m not going to blast it.” Damien finally felt an opening and slipped through it. It wasn’t an actual passage, more of a small chamber. If this didn’t work they’d be trapped between a stone wall and an angry demon wolf. “Reinforce your tip. When I pierce the shell release all your power into it.”

      You could just keep running. The hunter is still a little ways away.

      “No more running. If I do nothing else it will catch us in a minute anyway. If I’m going to die, I prefer to do it fighting.”

      I prefer you stay alive.

      Damien smiled in the dark. He couldn’t argue with her.

      The sounds of the demon wolf were close now, saving him from having to answer.

      He took a tight grip on Lizzy with his right hand and put the heel of his left hand under her pommel. The broken bone in his hand shifted, forcing him to swallow a scream.

      A glowing red eye appeared in the dark tunnel, giving off just enough light to reveal the sharp, savage features of the shoulder-high construct.

      Damien thrust with everything he had. Lizzy hit the hard crystal shell and flexed before her hardened tip pierced its shell.

      “Now!”

      A feeble surge of power and the crystal wolf shot across the tunnel and slammed into the far wall. It scrambled to its feet and shook all over.

      Damn it!

      He raised Lizzy, ready to bash the creature to pieces with her hilt if he had to.

      It turned burning eyes on him. If it were possible for a stone figure to show anger the demon wolf did it. The construct crouched and gathered itself.

      Damien snarled back, ready to fight to the end.

      A red line appeared on its flank followed by a second. Soon it looked like a red spiderweb covered the wolf.

      Damien threw himself to the tunnel floor an instant before the construct exploded. Razor-sharp shards of crystal sliced his arms and back. Just shallow nicks, but enough to sting. He scrambled to his feet and jogged away from the site of the battle. If the demon wolves had senses as sharp as he feared, it wouldn’t take them long to find their departed brother.
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      After stumbling through the dark for so long, Damien at first thought he was imagining the pale, green glow that filled the tunnel ahead. It looked familiar, but without his sorcerous senses everything seemed washed out, the important details missing. He’d only been a true sorcerer for a little over a year and his extra senses had awakened three years before that, but even so he found it hard to cope with their loss. Dad would laugh if he could see Damien stumbling, weak and pathetic, like a child taking his first steps. Damien wanted to laugh at himself, but he lacked the energy to spare.

      When he got closer he realized what the light was: concentrated earth force. He hadn’t had any training so according to Leah he shouldn’t be able to detect the energy.

      She also said your own light blinded you to it. You’re a lot less bright than you used to be.

      “Is that an insult or compliment?”

      An observation. Hurry up. My awareness has expanded enough that I can sense the wolves getting closer. We need a defensible position.

      Another wave of jealousy washed over Damien. He ignored it. His happiness at having Lizzy with him and recovering far outweighed his distaste at his own weakness.

      The light grew brighter and eventually the tunnel widened into a grotto. The source of the glow was a shallow pool at the far end of the cavern. It reminded Damien a great deal of the pool that had restored Leah. Perhaps it could do something similar for him.

      There’s no time. This chamber is too open. There are at least three wolves less than a minute behind us. If we fight here you’ll be torn to pieces.

      “How much power have you gathered?” Damien studied the ceiling near the tunnel entrance. Eight large stalactites dangled there like oversized icicles.

      This is a bad idea, Damien. If you seal the tunnel we’ll be trapped.

      “Doesn’t matter. If the pool heals me the stones will be nothing more than a nuisance. If it doesn’t we’ll be no less dead than if we tried to fight off three of those wolves with the power available. Get ready.”

      Lizzy projected wordless distress, but gray energy gathered along her blade. Down the tunnel three pairs of glowing eyes appeared, getting closer by the second.

      Damien slashed Lizzy, releasing the power. The blast hammered the hanging stones. All eight stalactites came crashing to the floor along with boulders the size of huts. When the dust cleared the entrance was sealed tight. It would take weeks for the wolves to dig through that, if they could do it at all.

      What now?

      Damien walked over to the pool, set Lizzy down at the edge, and stripped. When all his filthy, ragged clothes sat on the edge of the pool beside her, he eased into the water. It was warm and pure. His minor aches vanished in an instant. The mass of pain in his hand dulled to a throb. He lay back and floated on the surface, eyes closed.

      It felt like the light of the world had flowed into him. He understood now why the druids were so secretive. Who would want to share such a wonderful resource? A sort of euphoria filled him and time became an irrelevant, abstract idea.
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      Jen stood on the battlements above the outermost wall. It towered sixty feet above the ground and had to be forty feet thick. The wall completely filled the pass. The blocks had been carved precisely so that they butted up tight enough against the mountain that a bug would be hard pressed to fit through. Above the gate hung a stone block held up by a combination of chains and sorcery. It could be released in the event the fortress commander deemed the gate indefensible. Jen planned to drop it at once and have the sorcerers fuse the stone together.

      You could pound the wall for months with conventional siege equipment and not put so much as a dent in it. Pity Connor wasn’t sending catapults and ballistae against them. With sorcery at their disposal stone walls didn’t mean a great deal. Of course that begged the question of how the paladins had kept the creatures of the haunted lands out for so long.

      Behind them the pass sloped upward and two more walls, each every bit as tall as the first, blocked an approaching army from reaching the fortress. It would take a conventional force months to surmount such obstacles if it was even possible. With paladins defending it Jen could understand now why no demonic force had ever breached the fortress and entered the kingdom.

      The narrow pass extended east from the outer wall another fifty yards before opening out into dead, gray sand. Just looking at the empty nothingness drained her will. That was what Connor wanted to do to the kingdom and the son of a bitch was using her brother to help him. No way was Jen going to let him get away with it.

      Marie-Bell stood an arm’s length away staring out over the pass, a faraway look in her eyes. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what she was thinking. Jen had to keep her focused. If her emotions got the better of her the paladin would be worse than useless, she’d be a liability.

      “What’s to keep the demons from just blasting this wall to rubble?” Jen asked. “Damien could turn it to so much gravel in a blink.”

      Marie-Bell gave a little shake of her head and faced Jen. “Holy wards protect it from corrupt magic. There was no other way to secure it from some of the nasties out there. Normally fifty paladins would hold this wall. How will the four of us manage?”

      “For starters we’re not going to defend the gate. I need you to drop the stone.”

      Marie-Bell stared for a moment. “If we do that a large portion of the wall will need to be rebuilt to make it usable again.”

      “If that’s the worst thing that happens before this war is over we can consider ourselves fortunate. Drop it, please.”

      Marie-Bell’s trembling chin firmed and she nodded. The young paladin headed for the enclosure that protected the stone’s bindings. She disappeared inside and a few seconds later the stone dropped. When it hit the ground, the wall shook and gravel fell from the sides of the pass. The vibration shook Jen to her bones.

      Jen turned to Kat. “Can you fuse the stone in place?”

      “No problem. Come on, Amanda, time to show me what you learned in shaping class.”

      “I failed shaping in my final test.” Amanda flew down beside her mentor and soon golden beams shot out from the sorcerers’ extended hands.

      Marie-Bell rejoined Jen. “What now?”

      “Now we wait and hope our reinforcements arrive here before the enemy.”

      “What are the odds of that?”

      Jen couldn’t meet her hopeful gaze. “Not as good as I’d like.”
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      Morana flew at the head of her army. She glanced back at the hundred and thirteen crystal constructs stomping along behind her. Every once in a while a streak of red lightning ran through one of the soldiers as the demonic spirit shifted, making itself more at home in its host.

      Fang and Eye were in the lead; she’d developed an odd fondness for the slightly misshapen creations. It was a small army as such things went, but she’d put them up against ten thousand normal men and be perfectly confident of their victory. Back beyond the constructs, just in sight, the darting shapes of ghouls trailed them like sharks behind a fishing trawler. Disgusting creatures, but maybe she could find some use for them.

      In a satchel at her side rested the black urn. If they ran into sorcerers Morana would make short work of them before sending unconscious bodies back to add to Connor’s collection. Between the urn and her crystal soldiers Morana doubted anything or anyone in the kingdom could stand against her. They were going to do it, her and Connor. They were going to change the world.

      After marching through the night the mountain pass appeared in the morning light. It really was narrow. Morana had flown over it twice, quickly, and with her power suppressed, but seeing it up close at ground level made the size clear. No wonder the paladins had never failed to repel an attack.

      Her eyes crinkled in delight. There’d be no paladins to stop them today. After they seized the fortress Morana would have liked to move straight into the kingdom and begin subduing the population, but Connor had ordered her to wait and she wasn’t foolish enough to disobey. Besides which a little over a hundred soldiers wasn’t enough to pacify an entire nation no matter how strong they were.

      The moment she crossed into the shadowed recess of the pass the weight of the haunted lands vanished. It was a relief to her in one regard, but a curse in another. Without the corruption to feed them, the demon spirits would be weaker. Of course weaker was a relative term. They were still far superior to any forces they were likely to encounter.

      The first wall waited only a little ways into the pass. Morana stopped and stared. The gate was plugged by an immense stone and unless her eyes were playing tricks, someone had fused it to the wall. She couldn’t imagine the paladins had dropped the stone before they left. What sort of idiot would seal their own entrance?

      She squinted. Four figures walked along the battlements. Morana had been so intent on her soldiers and her plans for the fortress she hadn’t been focused outward. Now that she concentrated she could sense a paladin, a warlord and two middling sorcerers. Not the most awesome force ever assembled, but more than she expected. She shrugged. Another quick battle would be good for her and her troops.

      At Morana’s mental command the crystal soldiers stopped. She flew up even with the battlements, but stayed a safe distance away.

      “Surrender and I’ll let you run away.” It sounded like something Connor would say which pleased her.

      The beautiful blond warlord spat over the edge of the wall. “March back wherever you came from and we’ll let you live.”

      Morana couldn’t help laughing. It was the most ludicrous threat she’d ever heard. “Have it your way. But don’t say I didn’t give you a chance.”

      She flew back to her soldiers and ordered them to attack. She would overwhelm these fools and complete her mission.
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      “They’re coming,” Marie-Bell said.

      Jen scrambled up from where she’d been napping on the wall. “Where?”

      “They’re not in sight yet, but I can sense a great mass of corruption getting close.”

      Jen paced back and forth like a caged animal, eager for the fight to start. There was no reason for her to be eager considering how her last battle with a demon had gone, but she couldn’t help it. Waiting was the worst. Once the fight started she wouldn’t have to think, just react.

      “How come you’re just sensing them now? Earlier you could feel them from miles away.”

      Marie-Bell rubbed bloodshot eyes. “The punishment chamber suppresses your abilities by channeling all your power into your senses. It’s supposed to expand your awareness or something. Anyway, out here my senses are much more limited.”

      Kat and Amanda flew up on the battlement from the fortress where they’d been resting. Amanda carried a satchel bulging with food.

      “They’re coming,” Kat said.

      Jen nodded toward Marie-Bell. “So she said. How many do you think?”

      Kat shook her head. “No idea. I can’t pick out their individual soul forces.”

      “Guess we’ll just have to count them when they get here.” Amanda grinned and set the supplies down. “More enemies means more targets. Targets I can blast.”

      Kat groaned, but didn’t warn her off this time. Apparently demons were fair game when it came to target practice. Jen was glad to have the sorcerers with her, but she would have given anything to have Damien by her side. Not only because of his tremendous power, but because she’d know he was still alive.

      Movement caught her attention. She sent soul force to her eyes then rubbed them. “What are those things?”

      “I’ve never seen anything like them.” Marie-Bell was the only one capable of enhancing her sight the way Jen did.

      “What do you see?” Kat asked.

      “Yeah! I want to see them too.” Amanda leaned out over the wall as though getting a few feet closer would make any difference.

      “They look like crystal statues brought to life,” Jen said. “Is that the demon army?”

      “Yes.” Marie-Bell shaded her eyes as she stared at the approaching things. “Each one is filled with demonic energy. I didn’t realize a demon spirit could inhabit a stone statue.”

      Jen shrugged. “If they can hold together a cloud of smoke why not a statue? Lizzy lives in a sword and she can make it fly. I guess this isn’t so different. I just wonder where they found so much crystal.”

      “Perhaps there’s a mine in the haunted lands,” Kat said.

      “Wow! Those are some wicked looking things,” Amanda said. The enemy force had moved close enough that the sorcerers could make them out.

      Jen had been so distracted by the statues that she hadn’t even noticed the pale-skinned sorcerer flying at their head. She must be the replacement for Mikhail since Damien killed the black knight. She looked vaguely familiar, but Jen certainly wouldn’t have forgotten someone that looked like her.

      The army stopped and the sorcerer flew up even with them. “Surrender and I’ll let you run away.”

      What a stupid thing to say. Where could they run when she and her master wanted to destroy the kingdom? Jen spat over the wall. “March back wherever you came from and we’ll let you live.”

      The sorcerer laughed and said something else but Jen wasn’t listening. She turned to Marie-Bell. “My sword will be useless against those things. Are there any more hammers like yours in the armory?”

      “I doubt it. Mauls aren’t very popular, but you might find something blunt.”

      “Here they come,” Amanda said.

      “I’ll be right back.” Jen leapt off the wall and raced to the nearby armory at warlord speed. The trip took only seconds. She ripped the door off its hinges in her haste and tossed it aside. Inside she found every type of sword you could imagine, crossbows, shields, and a ha! A pair of iron-headed maces. She pulled them down from their place on the wall and rushed back just as fast as she arrived.

      The crystal demons had only covered half the distance between where they’d stopped and the wall. A streak of golden lightning struck a demon in the front row.

      “Ha! Take that.” Amanda pumped a fist.

      The monster didn’t even break stride, its outer shell remaining undamaged. It seemed basic sorcery wouldn’t be enough to stop them. The first demon reached the wall, dug its talons into the stone, and began to climb. Soon ten then twenty of them were crawling up the wall like spiders. They weren’t fast, but they didn’t stop.

      Kat conjured a pry bar of pure soul force and ripped one of them free. It crashed to the floor of the pass, got to its feet, and resumed climbing.

      “How do we stop them?” Jen asked as she raised her borrowed maces. The first wave reached the top of the wall before anyone could answer her.

      She ran at warlord speed, hammering their talons as they appeared on the lip of the wall. One after another they fell from the wall only to pop back up and start climbing again.

      Marie-Bell charged her hammer with holy energy and brought it down on the head of a crystal demon when it appeared above the edge of the wall. A horrible crunch was followed by the statue exploding.

      Marie-Bell staggered back. Jen darted in when a demon appeared and tried to take advantage of the opening. Her maces hammered the creature, forcing it back and eventually sending it over the wall. She hadn’t even been able to dent it.

      “You okay?” Jen asked.

      Marie-Bell nodded. “Destroying them releases the corrupt energy. It’s not pleasant. But I’m fine.”

      “Good. You only have to do that a hundred and twelve more times.”

      Marie-Bell offered a wan smile. “If I can do it five more times today I’ll be pleased. That took almost all my power.”

      The next wave reached the top of the wall ending their conversation and sending Jen racing along, bashing hands and heads, and accomplishing next to nothing. It was tremendously frustrating, but she took some solace in the fact that the sorcerers weren’t having any better luck. The demons shrugged off their blasts as easily as they did Jen’s blows. At this rate it was going to be a long day.
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      Morana stared in disbelief as her soldiers came raining back down to earth. The crystal constructs climbed the wall easily enough, just as she’d known they would, but the moment they reached the top that horrid warlord knocked their claws free and sent them sprawling to the ground.

      A blinding flash was followed by a burst of corruption. One of her soldiers had been destroyed and judging by the white light that preceded it the paladin had been the one to do it. She clenched her teeth so tight her jaw ached. Morana couldn’t allow these pests to impede Connor’s efforts, for her own sake as much as his.

      She summoned a handful of soldiers and conjured a black disk under them. They flew up toward the wall. When they were at their highest point a jolt ran through her and the disk vanished, sending them tumbling like the others.

      “Damn it!”

      She traced the source of the jolt and found the red-haired sorcerer waving down at her, smirking. Morana snarled and darted into the air. The soldiers didn’t need her constant attention. She could deal with the arrogant little sorcerer and her mentor then turn her full attention to the paladin and warlord.

      The female sorcerers met her well away from the wall. They spread out so she could only focus on one at a time. It appeared they weren’t quite as stupid as she hoped.

      A golden blast from the young one broke on Morana’s personal shield. If that was the best she could do there was nothing to fear.

      Morana countered with a burst of hellfire. The girl dodged and blasted her again with a feeble energy bolt.

      She sent burst after burst of hellfire at the speedy sorcerer, but none of them connected. A construct appeared around Morana’s leg and needle-sharp extrusions tried to punch through her shield.

      Morana shattered it and sent a burst of hellfire at the older woman who deflected with a golden shield. A blast from the young one, much stronger than the first barrage, sent her tumbling through the sky. Morana righted herself and sent a wave of hellfire in every direction. She’d burn the insects out of the sky.

      When the hellfire died out she found her opponents floating in a sphere of their combined soul force and looking none the worse for wear. Morana had used half her power chasing the obnoxious gnats with nothing to show for it. She needed to bring the urn to bear, but she couldn’t use it and fly at the same time.

      Gah! What was she supposed to do?

      Down on the wall her soldiers were falling as fast as they climbed. This was a waste of time. She needed to smash the wall or at least blow a hole in it. Once that was done the sorcerers wouldn’t matter anyway.

      She flew back to rejoin her soldiers. The sorcerers seemed content to let her escape. It was clear to Morana that they were just playing for time, all of them. Of course there was only four of them so they didn’t have many other options. Did they have reinforcements already on the way? She had to assume they did. If more sorcerers and warlords showed up her army could be bottled up for weeks. Worse, if she hadn’t claimed the fortress by the time that bug-headed demon arrived she’d have to listen to its mocking laughter.

      Morana issued a mental command recalling the constructs. When they were all clear of the wall she drew deep from her core and fired a river of hellfire at it. An instant before her attack would have struck, a white glow appeared. It sucked up her fire and when she finally ran out of soul force there wasn’t so much as a scorch mark on the cursed barrier.

      If pure rage could have destroyed the wall it would be so much dust, but her anger was no more effective than hellfire.

      Morana pointed at the wall. “Smash a hole in it!”

      Her army surged forward. When they reached the wall some pounded with their fists and other clawed with talons as hard as steel. Thin lines and shallow scrapes appeared where they struck. In ten years they might tunnel through it.

      Morana stretched. She’d let them work for an hour while her soul force recovered and she tried to think up another tactic. The urn was the key. If she could somehow fly up there and knock out the defenders her problems would be solved.
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      After an hour of her soldiers pounding on the accursed wall all Morana had to show for it was a throbbing headache and a restored core. Hopefully the defenders were suffering from the noise as much as she was. Morana touched the crystal ring with her thumb and began to form the order for the soldiers to stop. She changed her mind and dug out the urn. If her crystal demons could keep the defenders distracted it would make the task of flying up onto the wall that much easier.

      She wrapped herself in an invisibility shield and tried her best to diffuse her soul force. With three people up there capable of detecting her Morana doubted the precaution would make much difference, but she saw no reason not to try.

      Hugging the wall of the pass, she eased her way slowly up to the edge of the wall. She was going to make it. The pests would never know what hit them.

      A blast of soul force slammed into her, bouncing her off the wall of the pass. Her invisibility vanished. Morana spun, unharmed but enraged, to find the sorcerers both flying a little ways away. The younger one was smirking like an idiot. Maybe she’d just kill that one and send the other back to Connor alone.

      She dodged a blast from the young one and flew toward the wall. If she could just make it up on the battlements. Another blast battered her shoulder, but didn’t make it through her shield.

      Ten feet from the wall she ran into an invisible barrier and stopped cold. A line of soul force connected it to the older sorcerer. Curse the woman. She must have known Morana couldn’t use the urn and her powers at the same time.

      Morana slapped a third blast aside, channeled power to her shield, and slammed into the barrier. It flexed under Morana’s assault, encouraging her to push even harder.

      “Help me!” the older sorcerer shouted.

      The barrier’s strength increased when the younger one added her power to it. Morana focused and poured more energy into her effort. She had to get through. It didn’t matter how much strength she had left.

      “It’s not going to hold,” the younger one said.

      She was right. Morana smashed through the barrier and landed on the battlements.

      The younger one rushed down.

      “Amanda!”

      The instant she landed Morana sent a blast of black lightning from the urn into the girl. She twitched and collapsed.

      The older sorcerer circled above her, well out of range. She raised her hands and sent a blast of golden lightning at Morana. The urn absorbed the attack like it was nothing. The sorcerer nodded as though she’d confirmed something.

      Morana smiled an evil smile. Her opponent was clever, but would she be ruthless enough to sacrifice the younger sorcerer to save herself? Morana walked toward Amanda, drawing a curved dagger as she went. She would cut the girl’s throat with considerable pleasure.

      Morana only managed a handful of steps before the unconscious woman began to move. She couldn’t have recovered already. Then Morana noticed the threads of soul force the older sorcerer was using to drag Amanda to a safe distance. Morana brushed them away with the urn’s power and continued to advance.

      “If you want to save her you’ll have to come down here,” Morana taunted the annoying sorcerer as she moved closer to the helpless Amanda.

      Morana stopped, one foot on either side of the unconscious girl. The older sorcerer made no move to descend. Perhaps she’d underestimated the woman’s will to survive. She crouched down and a blast of holy energy hammered her back and sent her skidding across the battlements.

      Morana scrambled to her feet. The paladin stood over Amanda, her hammer glowing. Why hadn’t the urn absorbed her attack? She looked down at the urn feeling like her best friend had just betrayed her.

      Morana’s lips twisted into an ugly snarl. She pointed the urn at the paladin and sent black lightning screaming towards her. The glowing hammer went up and the lightning struck a white shield and vanished.

      “No!” Morana sent more lightning streaming into the paladin’s shield to no effect.

      “My power negates yours,” the paladin said, her calm tone enraging Morana further.

      Bitch! Nothing could stand against her urn. Its power was absolute.

      The woman strode through a storm of lightning toward a terrified Morana. No, no, no! Her trump card was useless against the holy knight. The paladin was only a few steps away when Morana ended the lightning and used the fraction of her power remaining to fly straight up and back toward her soldiers, dodging a pair of weak blasts from the older sorcerer. As she went she willed the crystal demons to attack.

      She may have lost the battle, but she’d still managed to eliminate one of the defenders. Only three remained now. It was only a matter of time before she wore them down.
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      Lidia flew on her eagle construct above The Tower along with thirty other sorcerers gathered from all over the kingdom. Pulling one here and one there had taken longer than she would have preferred, but she didn’t want to strip any of the provinces of all their sorcerers, so it was necessary. With Thomas’s help she’d selected the strongest sorcerers in the kingdom, not the strongest, he was still missing, but the strongest available. Most of them were skilled fighters with many years’ experience. Men and women Lidia was confident going into battle with. In addition to great fighters she’d grabbed John Kord as well. He was the most gifted healer she’d ever seen and before this was over his talents would be needed.

      They knew nothing beyond the fact that she needed them. She’d been vague in her orders just in case a scroll was intercepted by an enemy agent. She’d chosen to hold the gathering at The Tower instead of the capital for the same reason. Lidia was fairly certain they’d cleaned out all the spies back home, but she wasn’t inclined to risk it, especially for something this important.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for responding so quickly. We’ll be heading east to reinforce the army. The paladins guarding the pass are all dead and the fortress is now held by four very brave people.”

      A murmur ran through the assembled sorcerers. Lidia had known the loss of the paladins would shake them. That’s why she selected her most experienced people for this mission. If they let fear dominate their reactions the mission was doomed before it began.

      “We’re going to relieve them and make damn sure nothing from the haunted lands enters the kingdom. We’ve always depended on the paladins to keep us safe, but now it’s time to step up and protect ourselves. Let’s go!”

      Nods of grim determination followed her speech. Just as she’d hoped. These were the right people for the job. They flew east at a comfortable pace. Lidia could have easily doubled her speed, but she didn’t want to arrive with her forces worn out.

      She didn’t set a course directly for the pass. Lidia wanted to meet up with Zahara and the eastern army so they could approach together. It took most of the day to cross the kingdom, but finally, just before sunset, they spotted the army camp.

      Tents and cook fires spread over a camp a quarter of a mile in diameter. The army was only five miles from the fortress. The eastern army numbered twelve thousand, but most of those were normal men and women, skilled fighters, but no match for demons. This battle would come down to the sorcerers and warlords which made up a small subset of the army. A very small subset. Zahara commanded twenty sorcerers and there were two hundred warlords assigned to the force. Nowhere near as many as Lidia would have preferred, but she’d make do. It wasn’t like there was any other choice.

      A small, slender figure rose up from the camp and flew out to meet them. High Sorcerer Zahara was the youngest of the four high sorcerers at only thirty-nine. Her long, dark hair swirled around her heart-shaped face as she flew up to greet them.

      Lidia didn’t let the delicate appearance of the high sorcerer fool her. Zahara was strong and fierce. There was no one, well almost no one, Lidia would have rather had on her side in a battle.

      Zahara hovered a few feet from the approaching sorcerers. “Lidia, we got your message. General Gauge is eager to speak with you as am I. I’m sorry about your apprentice.”

      “Thank you, but I haven’t given up on the boy yet.” Lidia turned to address the sorcerers that had accompanied her. “Get some food and rest. I expect we’ll be heading out early.”

      The sorcerers flew down to beg a meal off the camp cooks. When they’d gone Zahara asked, “Were all the paladins truly wiped out?”

      “According to Kat there’s a single survivor. Hardly enough to make much difference. I’ll explain everything when we join the general.”

      “I assume you’ll be assuming command of the sorcerers.” Zahara didn’t sound any happier about it than Lidia had expected her to.

      “We’ll probably end up fighting in the air against strong opponents. I doubt there will be any time for complex orders. Each sorcerer will simply have to fight the best way he or she can. Any commands either of us give won’t matter five seconds after we engage.”

      “I’ve never fought demons,” Zahara said, her earlier anger now tinged with fear.

      Lidia had little in the way of advice. Every demon was different and all of them were horrible. All you could do was fight hard and try to stay alive. Usually survival as much as victory was the goal when fighting demons. This time simple survival wasn’t enough. They had to win or risk losing everything.

      “Let’s go talk to the general.”
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      Jen battered the last statue of the most recent wave off the wall and paused for a few seconds’ rest before the next line reached the top of the wall. She and Marie-Bell had been fighting nonstop since the pale warlock was driven off the day before, almost twenty-four hours of continuous running and smashing. Kat helped as she could, but the sorcerer couldn’t increase her stamina with internal soul force so she was forced to rest every three or four hours or risk collapsing. Even with her prodigious strength, Jen was approaching her breaking point. A nice long nap would do wonders, but there was no way she could leave the wall for that long.

      Beside her Marie-Bell looked as bad as Jen felt, her pale skin making the dark circles under her eyes stand out even more. Swinging that heavy hammer and wearing mail, even with enhanced strength, had to have turned her arms into limp noodles.

      “You okay?” Jen asked.

      Marie-Bell nodded. “No sweat. I could do this all week.”

      Jen grinned.

      A shining blue head popped up over the wall and Jen hit it three times in a heartbeat, sending it crashing to the ground before she moved on to knock the next one off. You’d think falling sixty feet to the rock below would at least damage them a little, but as far as she could tell, aside from a little dust, the crystal demons were in perfect condition. Marie-Bell hadn’t dared use enough power in a single strike to destroy one again for fear of not being able to continue the defense.

      They finished clearing yet another wave and Marie-Bell said, “She’s up to something.”

      Jen looked where the paladin pointed. The warlock stood at the rear of the pass, a large black sphere on the ground beside her. What was that supposed to be?

      “Kat!” Jen shouted.

      The sorcerer flew up from where she’d been napping at the foot of the wall. “What?”

      Jen nodded out toward the warlock. “What’s she doing?”

      “Can’t tell. The sphere isn’t dense enough for an attack.”

      If Kat had more to say Jen couldn’t listen. The next wave reached the top of the wall and she set about knocking them off. Halfway through the battle Kat sent a blast streaking up into the sky. Jen risked a glance, nearly getting gutted for her trouble. The black sphere sailed over the wall, untroubled by Kat’s attack.

      Jen bashed the construct that tried to tear her open off the wall.

      “It’s full of ghouls,” Kat said. “A dozen at least.”

      A blast shook the air, but Jen didn’t dare turn. “Go help Kat.”

      Marie-Bell’s hammer sent a demon to the ground. “Are you sure? It might take a while to hunt them down.”

      “Less talking more hunting. I’ll handle the wall.” Jen accelerated, further draining her depleted soul force. She cleared the wave in five seconds.

      More explosions mingled with the crash of Marie-Bell’s hammer. Jen had never fought ghouls, but she assumed a sorcerer and a paladin could handle them. If they couldn’t the three of them were in trouble as there was no way Jen could go help, not unless they were willing to sacrifice the outer wall.
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      Marie-Bell’s hammer crashed into a demon and sent it flying. During a brief respite she glanced at Jen. Could she really leave her friend to defend the whole wall on her own? “Are you sure?”

      “Less talking more hunting.” Jen’s silhouette blurred as she sped up and battered the whole wave off the wall.

      Marie-Bell nodded once, uncertain if Jen even noticed, and leapt down. The ghouls gave off a distinct flavor of corruption, different in intensity from that produced by either the demons or warlocks. Marie-Bell had no trouble tracking them. Not that it mattered, they were stuck between the two walls with nothing but a hundred yards of bare earth and stone in which to hide.

      Kat flew above them and tried to blast the darting figures. She managed to hit one about every fourth shot. Two of the undead lay in rotting chunks, a testament to her effectiveness when she managed to make a strike. Dealing with them that way would take too long. She had to get back to Jen as quickly as possible.

      “Can you round them up so I can hit them all in one go?” Marie-Bell shouted the question at Kat so she could hear over the snarling of the ghouls and explosions of her blasts.

      “Too many and too fast.” Kat blasted the leg off another one and Marie-Bell darted in to crush its head with her hammer.

      A pair of ghouls ran toward the second wall. They must have sensed Amanda back in the fortress. If they made it that far the girl wouldn’t stand a chance. Kat must have noticed them as well.

      Golden bubbles formed around the undead and hurled them away from the second wall. Marie-Bell rushed into their path. When the bubbles vanished she charged her hammer with holy energy and swung. The ghouls exploded like overripe grapes.

      “Keep doing that,” Marie-Bell said. “We’ll have them cleaned up in no time.”

      No time turned out to be five minutes. When the last ghoul burst Marie-Bell spun and raced back to the wall. An overwhelming wave of corruption stopped her in her tracks. Heaven’s mercy, what now?

      She ran up the steps to the battlements. Jen stood with her hands on her hips staring out over the wall. Her core was almost fully depleted, but not a single demon had made it over the wall. The rush of constructs had stopped and combined with the arrival of the new power source, Marie-Bell had a bad feeling. Out beyond the wall eighteen massive winged demons stood in the pass surrounding the warlock. Each of them was immensely strong, but one, an insect-headed monstrosity as big as an ogre was easily the strongest she’d ever sensed.

      Kat landed beside Jen and clasped her hand to her mouth. “Where did they come from?”

      “The haunted lands,” Jen said. “The lot of them landed a minute ago. As soon as they did the attacks stopped. I can’t say I’m thrilled to see reinforcements on the enemy’s side, but the rest is welcome.”

      Jen appeared far too calm considering what they now faced. Perhaps because she couldn’t sense just how powerful the new enemies were. More likely she was just putting on a brave face.

      Jen looked over at Kat. “How do we stop them?”

      Kat’s laugh held a hysterical edge. “Stop them? I couldn’t stop one, much less eighteen. And unless the good paladin has some hidden depths she hasn’t shown yet I doubt she can either.”

      Jen turned to Marie-Bell who shook her head. She hated crushing Jen’s hopeful look, but Kat had the right of it. This battle was over. They had to run.

      “If we fall back to the fortress we can hold out for a while,” Marie-Bell said. “But out here they’ll simply overwhelm us. We need to go.”

      Down below powerful wings flapped as the demons took to the air.

      “We need to go, now.”
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      Morana couldn’t believe what she was watching. Somehow the warlord was holding off her entire force of crystal soldiers by herself. She’d been certain hurling the ghouls over the wall would distract them enough to allow her forces to get a foothold on the first wall and maybe even force them to fall back to the second wall. But no, that infuriating woman raced around so fast Morana could barely follow her movements and sent every demon tumbling to the ground. It wasn’t human.

      What was she going to do now? Morana should have had the fortress secured already. She knew she wasn’t a great leader, but with the forces available to her three defenders should have been nothing.

      As yet another rank of soldiers went tumbling down Morana stiffened. She recognized the approaching power. A mental command stopped the futile assault and recalled the soldiers. No way would she face the insectoid demon and its minions without her forces by her side. She ran a hand over the urn and debated taking it out before deciding against it. Having the weapon in hand seemed like too much of a show of weakness. If the demon sensed her fear it would put her at a serious disadvantage. Morana didn’t think it would attack her since she was the only one that could command the crystal soldiers, but then demons weren’t known for their logical thinking.

      An approaching black cloud resolved itself into eighteen distinct shapes. So it had only managed to find one new recruit. That minor failure was something she could use if it started pushing her too much. This was going to be tricky. She didn’t want to antagonize the powerful demon, but she couldn’t let it run over her either. For a moment she wished Connor or even Mikhail were here with her. The black knight had been too stupid to fear demons.

      The massive creature landed a few feet from her. Morana steeled herself. Neither of them were here; she’d have to manage on her own, just like always.

      “Why are you still in the pass and not in the fortress?” the demon asked.

      “The wall combined with a small, but skilled, group of defenders has proven to be a greater challenge than I expected.”

      The demon looked up at the wall then back at her. “There are three humans up there. Are you saying three humans have held you up for a day and a half?”

      “There were four to begin with. I eliminated one.”

      Its high-pitched laugh pained her ears. “You killed one human in a day and a half. That is your great accomplishment? Pathetic.”

      Morana didn’t rise to the taunt. Neither did she point out that she hadn’t killed the girl, only rendered her unconscious. She hated to admit it, but her results were kind of pathetic. Connor was right, she’d been far too confident in the power he’d given her.

      “Now that you’re here we can defeat them together,” Morana said.

      It laughed again. “We do not require your help to deal with three humans. We will rend them limb from limb then open the door to the fortress for you. Can you at least manage to lead your toy soldiers up there on your own?”

      “I’ll manage.” Morana clamped her jaw tight to keep from saying something that might get her killed.

      “Now watch how you go about killing humans.”

      The demon lashed its wings and leapt into the air. Arrogant monster. She hoped the paladin split its ugly skull in half. She’d turn it into a lamp and put it on her nightstand back in Port Valcane.
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      Jen sprang onto the disk Kat had conjured and they flew away just ahead of a blast of hellfire that would have turned them to cinders. She hated retreating, hated giving ground to the enemy without making them bleed for it. But as Kat and Marie-Bell said, there was no way they could fight flying enemies in such numbers. Not if they wanted to survive.

      A stream of hellfire narrowly missed them as they passed over the second wall and zoomed toward the third. Marie-Bell raised a holy shield just in time to protect them from a pair of converging blasts. The black flames splashed over the shield, causing it to tremble.

      Kat put on a burst of speed, but the demons kept up easily. It was lucky they had a head start, otherwise they would have been caught by now. The third wall came and went. The fortress was in sight now. Once they got inside it would be close-quarters fighting: dirty, ugly, close-up killing. She doubted the three of them would last long in that sort of battle against demons. This bunch looked designed for close combat.

      More hellfire streaked by, some Kat dodged and some splashed against Marie-Bell’s shield. Jen felt useless in a fight like this. It wasn’t like she could throw her sword at the demons and even if she did she only had one. She had to count on her companions to keep them safe for a few more seconds then run like hell for the fortress gate. How long a wooden door would last against eighteen demons Jen couldn’t say, but she’d feel better to have it between them for however many seconds it lasted.

      Kat landed ten feet from the door and the instant she did Jen sprinted for it at warlord speed. She yanked it open and held it for the others. A burst of hellfire blackened the stone over her head. Jen wasn’t certain if the demons were poor shots or if they were toying with her. If it was the latter she’d do her best to make them regret their arrogance.

      Kat went through first followed by Marie-Bell. Jen slipped inside and slammed the heavy door shut. While Jen hunted for a bar Marie-Bell placed her hands on the door. White light filtered through her fingers and glowing runes appeared on the door. It swelled in place, seeming to become part of the frame.

      When Marie-Bell stepped back Jen asked, “What did you do?”

      “When this place was built the founders wove holy wards into the stone as well as all the openings. While no one believed a force could make it past the walls, the first paladins were nothing if not thorough. They knew if catastrophe should strike and they had to fall back to the keep it would be the worst possible scenario so they reserved the most power for the protection of the fortress itself. Our enemies will find it no easy feat to gain entrance.”

      “So we’re stuck buying time again,” Jen said. “I guess it could be worse.”

      “Sure.” Kat slumped against the wall. “We could be dead.”

      Jen walked past the exhausted sorcerer and patted her shoulder. “That’s the spirit. How’s your apprentice?”

      Kat closed her eyes and her brow furrowed. “Alive, but still unconscious. The urn really messed her up. Still, she doesn’t have any physical damage so in time she’ll recover.”

      Kat didn’t add “hopefully,” but Jen heard it in her tone. Despite their disagreements, she clearly cared about the younger woman. Jen hoped they lived long enough to see Amanda wake up.

      An explosion rocked the fortress. That hadn’t taken long. “Is there somewhere we can watch what they’re doing?” Jen asked.

      “We can peek out one of the second-floor arrow slits.” Marie-Bell led the way to the nearby stairs. Kat heaved herself up and followed along behind Jen.

      “Where did you leave Amanda?” Jen asked.

      “I put her in the first bed I found on the first floor. It was a good-sized room, lots of weapons on the wall.”

      “That’s Commander Kendy’s room,” Marie-Bell said. “I polished those weapons once a week for five years before I was chosen.”

      “Any of them enchanted?” If the paladins kept holy weapons in the fortress they’d give Jen a better chance if any demons made it inside.

      “They’re just plain steel, sorry. The commander carried our last holy sword. Before that we had a suit of armor and a great sword, but long ago a hero of the Order took them and marched alone into the haunted lands. She never returned. Every so often one of the new paladins quests to recover the relics, but none have ever been seen again.”

      They reached the first arrow slit and gathered around to look out. Massive winged demons soared past. They shot bursts of hellfire seemingly at random. A demon that resembled a humanoid toad must have noticed them. It spat hellfire at the arrow slit. Jen flinched back. The black flames splashed against an invisible barrier and dissipated.

      “Can I attack through that?” Kat asked.

      Marie-Bell nodded. “The barrier only blocks corrupt energy.”

      “Good.”

      Kat raised her hand and sent a golden blast streaking at the toad demon. The attack struck it square in the chest and sent it tumbling through the sky. A snap of its wings brought the demon back under control. It flew off, seeming none the worse for wear.

      “Damn it!” Kat lowered her hand. “What’s it take to kill one of those things? How’d your brother do it?”

      Jen shrugged. She had no idea how Damien did half the things he did. “He wrapped it up in a giant golden serpent then made it explode. When he finished there was nothing left.”

      “Look!” Marie-Bell pointed out beyond the kingdom-side wall.

      Jen enhanced her sight. “It’s the eastern army. Heaven’s mercy. If they didn’t bring extra sorcerers with them it’ll be a slaughter.”

      “They did,” Kat said.

      Jen cranked her neck up. Flying above the army were fifty sorcerers led by the archmage herself. Some of the tension drained out of Jen. Maybe they’d live through this after all.
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      For a moment Lidia stared at the huge demons circling the fortress, at a loss for words. She’d fought demons before of course, but never so many powerful ones all at once. She was starting to wish she’d brought every sorcerer in the kingdom and damn the consequences. Even with fifty of them it would be a close fight. She conjured a viewing construct to get a better look at the blue things surrounding the fortress. Lidia had never seen anything like them.

      They were certainly demonic, she could sense their corruption from here, but they were also inorganic, some sort of animated crystal. Where in the world had Connor found such things?

      “What are those?” Zahara had flown up beside Lidia and was looking through her construct.

      “I have no idea. I’ve never seen anything even remotely similar. Best warn the warlords not to bother with edged weapons. I can’t imagine hitting one of those things would do a sword blade any good.”

      “Right. Can we beat them?”

      “Of course we can.” Zahara gave her a doubting look. “We have no other choice. Talk to the general then join us. We have to attack before the demons decide to bring the fight to us.”

      Zahara descended to talk to General Gauge. The grizzled warrior hadn’t been thrilled when Lidia told him the bulk of his forces needed to stay out of the fight, but when she explained the nature of the enemy, he’d deferred to her judgment and agreed to keep the regular fighters a safe distance from the pass and form a containing line. He promised not to let a single enemy get past.

      While Lidia appreciated the sentiment, she doubted the whole army could stop even a handful of those crystal constructs. If they got past the warlords the rest of the army was doomed. And if Lidia and her sorcerers couldn’t stop the flying demons the warlords wouldn’t stand a chance.

      “All right everyone, it’s time to show what we’re made of. Fight smart and watch each other’s backs. Let’s get them.”

      “What do you want me to do?” John asked. “I’d only be a hindrance in a fight with demons.”

      “Go to the fortress and make sure Jennifer and the others are okay. They may have need of your talents.”

      John nodded. “Will do.”

      Lidia strengthened her shield and flew toward the gathered demons. All around her she felt the others doing the same. How many of them would survive this? She feared the answer to that question was not many, but she couldn’t let it stop her. If they failed a lot more people would die, beginning with the eastern army.

      The demons turned from the fortress and raced toward the sorcerers. It always amazed Lidia how ugly the things were. Only once in her career had she seen a beautiful demon and that one had been the toughest fight of her life.

      She dove under a blast of hellfire and countered, burning a hole through the wing of a crocodile-looking brute nearly as wide as it was tall. It spiraled halfway to the ground before the wound healed and it flew into the fray once more. That was why Lidia hated demons: they attacked like sorcerers, but healed like warlords. It wasn’t fair.

      An insect-headed demon grabbed a fair-haired young sorcerer in its taloned hands. Lidia fired a blast at its face, but her attack struck an invisible shield and fizzled.

      The demon ripped the young woman’s head off and dropped to the ground. Lidia snarled and powered toward it. She’d kill this one herself, whatever it took.

      The monster looked content to oblige her. Black wings lashed and it rushed toward her like an avalanche. Hellfire swirled around its outstretched talons.

      Lidia conjured a gold dragon and sent it at the demon. If she could bind it maybe she could land a solid hit. The demon slashed its claws through the air and a wave of hellfire burned her construct to nothing. It flew through the flickering remnants of soul force and plunged toward her.

      Lidia’s eagle dove and it passed over her, missing her head by a good foot. She spun in her chair and sent a blast at its back which was deflected by its shield. Another of her sorcerers’ soul forces vanished from the battlefield. That was the fourth one so far and she still sensed all the demons. They were losing and losing badly.

      Her opponent made a long swooping run before turning back towards her. A gray-haired sorcerer sent a golden sword at it, but the demon obliterated it with a single swipe of its clawed hands.

      Lidia gathered a ball of energy between her hands, compressing it for maximum damage, and hurled it toward the approaching demon. It tried to dodge. She adjusted the orb’s trajectory and struck the demon square in the chest.

      The orb detonated and sent the demon tumbling. Her tight-lipped smile vanished when the smoke cleared, revealing the unharmed demon. Its soul force had diminished, but there wasn’t even a crack in its carapace.

      A giant fist dropped down on its head, driving the demon towards the ground. Zahara flew up beside her. “How about we tag team this monster? I’ll hold it and you hit it with everything you’ve got.”

      “Good plan.” Lidia compressed more power, draining half her core. If this didn’t kill it they were in worse trouble than she thought.

      The golden fist opened and snatched the demon out of the air. One leg stuck out between the first and second fingers and its head poked out around the thumb. Zahara winced. “Hurry. I can’t hold it for long.”

      Lidia hurled her compressed energy blast at the demon’s exposed head. It screamed through the sky and struck. With impeccable timing Zahara detonated her construct at the instant of impact. The combined attack sent shockwaves rippling through the battlefield, sending demons and sorcerers alike tumbling like leaves. The mixing of light and dark energy created mist like clouds that obscured the demon’s location.

      “Did we get it?” Zahara asked.

      “No.” Lidia couldn’t believe it, but the monster had survived. Its soul force was greatly diminished, but she still sensed it. “How much power do you have left?”

      “A little over half. You?”

      “Nowhere near as much as I’d like.”

      A gust of wind dispersed the mist revealing the demon, its black armor cracked and one arm hanging limp by its side.

      “Impressive—”

      Lidia blasted it in the head. “Keep attacking. We can’t give it a chance to recover.”

      Zahara sent whirling blades of soul force at it. The constructs hacked at the demon’s good arm. Lidia blasted it again and again. She didn’t use a great deal of power with any of them, just enough to keep the demon from concentrating on healing. They had to wear it down. The demon was too strong to take down with a single blow.

      One of the lesser demons, an especially ugly brute that looked like it had possessed a warthog, slammed into Zahara and bore her off into the melee.

      The insectoid demon conjured a dark sphere around its body. Lidia kept attacking, but to no effect, the barrier deflected every blast.

      Desperate now, Lidia surrounded its barrier with a bubble of her own. If she could time it right.

      The black sphere vanished and Lidia detonated her bubble. The demon flew out of the explosion, its black carapace gleaming and injured arm moving freely. Only its vastly weakened soul force gave Lidia a glimmer of hope.

      The demon grabbed one of its allies that resembled a toad and rammed its claws into the creature. Soul force flowed from the toad demon into its captor. In less than a minute the toad demon vanished and the other had mostly restored its core.

      “Shall we go again, mortal?”
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      John flew around the edge of the battle, an invisibility screen the only thing between him and a quick death at the hands of the most horrible group of demons imaginable. The battle was like something out of his worst nightmares. There were times in John’s life when he wished he was stronger, strong enough to take his place on the front lines of a great battle and hold his own. This was not one of those times.

      A demon that resembled a winged ape grabbed a cute brunette by the arms and tore them off before crushing her skull in its massive jaws. He winced and looked away. From the little he’d seen it didn’t look good for his side. He should have more faith. The archmage and a high sorcerer were both out there fighting. Surely they could turn things around.

      John paused when a dwarf demon with tentacles in place of arms flew a little close for comfort. It hovered ten feet from him and appeared to be sniffing the air. He held his breath and silently wished for it to move along.

      A giant gold dragon snatched the demon out of the air and carried it off. John glanced around, trying to figure out who had come to his unknowing rescue, but couldn’t determine which sorcerer had conjured the dragon. Whoever it was he was grateful.

      John waited another second just to be sure. When no other threats presented themselves he flew on towards the fortress. The skies around the fortress were clear of demons, but he didn't let down his invisibility just yet. He flew around peeking into the arrow slits. When he reached the third one he found Jen looking back out at him.

      “Jen?” He let his invisibility fade.

      “John? What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “The archmage sent me to check on you guys. Is anyone hurt?”

      “Amanda was knocked out and hasn't woken up yet, but the rest of us are fine.”

      John looked all around. “How do I get in?”

      A nice-looking blond moved over beside Jen. “The only way in is the main gate.”

      John flew around to the front of the fortress. The main gate was surrounded by blue crystal monsters battling a force of warlords. He couldn’t get in that way.

      He went back to the arrow slit. “There's a huge battle going on out front. They’ll kill me if I go that way.”

      The blond shrugged. “It’s still the only way in.”

      “What's happening out there?” Jen asked.

      “The eastern army’s warlords are battling whatever those blue crystal things are.”

      “How are we doing?”

      “I didn’t look that close. What do you want me to do?” John asked.

      Jen turned to the other woman. “We need to get out there and help. Will the wards hold if you’re not inside the fortress?”

      “Of course,” Marie-Bell said. “They’ll reactivate as soon as I close the gate.”

      “I can slip in when you guys go out. I’ll check on Amanda and make sure she’s okay. Where’s Kat?”

      “I’m here,” a rough voice said from further up the hall. “Doesn’t look like our sorcerers are doing very well.”

      “No. It didn’t look too good when I flew by.”

      Kat blew out a sigh. “Guess I’d better go out and lend a hand. Amanda’s on the first floor, second right then a left.”

      “Got it. Meet you guys out front. I’m sorry about Damien.”

      “Thanks,” Jen said. “But I’m not giving up on him until someone shows me a body.”

      John wrapped himself in invisibility and flew back to the front of the keep. The warlords pounded the crystal constructs with great enthusiasm and speed. The noise was horrendous and the damage negligible. There wasn’t a single broken statue in the yard. There were a handful of dead warlords littering the dirt.

      John landed beside the door and a few seconds later it swung open. Kat flew out followed by Jen and the blond.

      He brushed by Jen and whispered, “Good luck.”

      He slipped through the door and it shut a moment later. The interior of the keep was dim so he conjured a small light globe. The main hall was stark in its lack of decoration. Not that John should have been surprised. An order of warrior priests naturally wouldn’t go in for ostentation.

      He followed Kat’s direction to a bedroom that was also part armory. Amanda lay on the bed, her red hair spread over the pillow, not moving, barely even breathing.

      John sat beside her on the edge of the bed and passed his hand over her. Physically she was fine, but her core was empty and the flow of her soul force was disrupted. It reminded him a bit of the time Damien used every drop of his power to blast that dragon. He felt certain she’d make a full recovery in time, but maybe he could hasten things along.

      He nudged her streams of soul force so they ran into her core like they were supposed to. Her core began to fill a fraction at a time. A couple minutes later her eyelids twitched then opened.

      Amanda groaned then noticed him. “I must be dreaming. Or dead. But if I’m dead then you must be dead too. You’re not dead, are you, sweetie-pie?”

      “I am not your sweetie-pie.”

      Amanda smiled. “I guess I’m not dreaming or dead after all.”

      “No.”

      “Too bad. If I was dreaming you’d be ripping my clothes off now.”

      “You’re definitely not dreaming. But if things don’t improve soon we might all end up dead. Our side isn’t doing well.”

      “What happened? How long was I out?”

      “Kat didn’t say how long ago you fell unconscious.” John brought her up to date on their situation. “So there you go. Lots of demons everywhere and we’re trapped in here. All we can do now is hope for the best.”

      “Let’s go to the arrow slit.” Amanda sat up. “The least we can do is cheer them on.”

      “Sure, why not?” Not only was it the least they could do, it was all they could do.
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      Lidia glared at the restored demon. It hovered in the air facing her, not even pretending it needed its massive bat wings to fly. While she expected neither honor nor fairness from a demon, Lidia didn’t know her enemy could simply drain one of its own kind like a vampire to regain its strength. That fact put a whole new twist on the current battle. Why were things always so complicated?

      A pencil-thin beam of golden energy lanced out from thin air. The attack shattered on the demon’s shield. It didn’t even bother to move. Arrogant thing.

      Streams of hellfire burst through the air all around Lidia. She flew at full speed, weaving and dodging, trying to stay alive. One of the blasts burned the eagle construct out from under her. She kept going without it. Flying on her own made her a smaller target anyway.

      Lidia hurled a pair of disks made of compressed soul force at the demon. One struck low from behind and the other high in front. The attacks hit the demon’s shield, but instead of exploding they spun, grinding away at the shadowy shield.

      She sent more power to the blades while avoiding unending streams of hellfire. If she could just cut through, there was enough power in those blades to at least crack its shell again. Even a single dent would give her a place to focus her attacks.

      A wave of corrupt energy obliterated her disks and sent Lidia tumbling out of control. She sensed the attack a moment before it arrived and dropped like a stone. The demon’s claws swiped through the air where she’d been an instant before. The proximity of the creature sickened her for a moment then she was clear.

      Lidia sped away, her opponent right on her heels. A wall of hellfire appeared in her path.

      She pulled up, spun and sped straight at her pursuer. Darts of soul force streaked from her fingertips and bounced off its carapace. Its shield was down.

      The demon shrieked and swiped at her as she flew by. Lidia ignored it and fired lances of compressed soul force. Without its shield she might get in a lucky shot.

      All but one lance bounced off its shell. The last found a chink at its elbow and pierced through.

      Lidia detonated the energy in the lance, blowing the demon’s right arm off at the elbow. It roared.

      A pillar of hellfire fell toward Lidia. She darted away and strengthened her shield at the same time.

      The skin of the arm and side closest to the flames blistered and blackened even through the barrier. She clenched her jaw against the pain, then she was past.

      Lidia spun, ready to resume the battle. A black talon shot out and grabbed her by the throat.

      How had it closed the distance without her noticing? She shifted all her power to the shield around her neck.

      “I’m going to pop your head off, witch.”

      The shield weakened as the demon sent corrupt energy through its talons. This was it. Lidia hadn’t imagined dying in the grasp of a demon, but then who does?

      Her shield cracked and shuddered.

      A few seconds more. Lidia wished she had strength enough to counterattack, but if she drew even a drop of soul force from the shield she’d die in an instant.

      A blade of dense soul force appeared out of nowhere and sliced the demon’s arm off at the wrist. The pressure on her throat vanished.

      Lidia blasted the stunned demon with everything she could muster. It was nowhere near as much as she would have liked, but the demon’s black shell cracked in four places.

      A powerful blast struck the cracked shell, blowing it open and exposing its gut sack. A stream of golden blades sliced into the creature’s innards. Its shriek almost deafened Lidia. She still had a little power left. Golden flames rushed from her outstretched hands and into the demon’s shell. Power surged into a stream of flames then more yet.

      Flames burst from the demon’s eyes and mouth. They didn’t let up until it had been reduced to ash.

      Strong hands grasped Lidia’s shoulders and a platform appeared under her feet. Just as well as she doubted her ability to remain in the air on her own.

      “Apologies for the delay, Archmage,” Zahara said. “It took me a while to escape that thing that grabbed me.”

      Kat joined them. “I got here as quick as I could. Are you okay, Archmage?”

      “Thanks to you two.” Lidia winced when Zahara brushed her burns. “How fares the battle?”

      They swung her around so she could take a look. Sorcerers and demons chased each other through the sky. Gold and black flames clashed. Lidia tried to count the survivors, but so much movement made it difficult. She decided thirteen demons and thirty-five sorcerers remained. Not especially good odds.

      Healing energy flooded her side and arm, bring blessed relief to her burns. Her power was slowly returning, but there was no way she’d return to full strength without a long rest. Somehow she doubted she’d get it any time soon.

      “What are we going to do?” Kat asked.

      Lidia clenched her fist. “The only thing we can do. Fight.”
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      The instant Jen cleared the keep gate she accelerated to warlord speed. Her maces crashed into the nearest crystal statue ten times in a second. Vibrations ran up the hafts and into her arms. She could be pounding granite blocks for all the impression she made on the demons.

      She darted back, evading a rending slash, then back in to pound out another string of worthless attacks. Up and down the line the other warlords were having just as much luck as she was. They had the damn things outnumbered two to one, but it didn’t make any difference if their attacks didn’t do any damage.

      After two more fruitless efforts Jen stepped back. Her opponent turned its attention to a closer warlord who found himself beset on two sides. She grimaced and battered the demon across the back of the head drawing its attention back to her. With quick, darting attacks Jen baited the construct away from the bulk of the battle.

      When she’d drawn it a good twenty feet from the general melee Jen enhanced her vision as far as she could and really studied the crystal demon. It slashed at her, but Jen’s speed was more than enough to keep her safe while she examined its body. They had to have a weakness.

      There! A thin line running around one of the crystal’s facets. It was so faint she couldn’t see it even with normally enhanced sight.

      Jen ducked a slash, darted in, and hammered the line. A thin spiderweb of cracks formed before repairing themselves. So she could damage them after all. Now she just had to break them faster than they healed.

      Jen struck the same spot once, twice, three times in rapid succession.

      The cracks spread and grew wider.

      She was doing it. Her maces struck over and over in the same place.

      Chips flew and crimson light showed through the gaps.

      Almost there. A chunk the size of her fist broke out and went flying. The head of her mace went through the opening.

      The demon shuddered and exploded. Jen went sprawling across the dirt and rolled to her feet, a fierce grin on her face. She knew how to beat them now. They weren’t invincible, just really tough.

      She sent soul force into her voice box and lungs then shouted as loud as she could. “Enhance your sight. Find the fracture lines. Strike the same point as hard and fast as you can.”

      Jen’s enhanced voice rang out over the battlefield even louder than the sounds of fighting. She’d told them how, now all she could do is hope they had the strength to do what she said. And where was Marie-Bell? The paladin was nowhere to be seen.

      She couldn’t worry about it. Jen chose another target and went to work.

      Now that she knew what to look for, finding the fault line was really easy. She managed three solid hits before an attack from her left forced her to spin and batter a claw aside. She spun back and found all the damage she’d caused already restored.

      Damn it! One on one she knew she could handle any of them, but with enemies on her flanks she couldn’t focus, not if she wanted to stay alive.

      An explosion down the line told her someone had heard what she said. The very human scream that followed made her wince. Jen sometimes forgot that not all warlords were as fast as her. It was far too easy to get ripped to shreds if you made even the smallest mistake.

      Another scream followed the first then Jen was too busy fending off a trio of statues to even think about landing a blow of her own, much less listen for the deaths of more comrades. This was impossible. Fighting so many at once left you vulnerable. They needed to separate them from the army and attack one on one.

      “Skirmish line!” Jen shouted at full volume. “Don’t attack, just hold them back.”

      It was a credit to their training that the warlords immediately moved to obey her command. Whether their commander was desperate or dead, no one countermanded her order.

      Jen held her breath and watched. Slowly, with much shouting and smashing, shoving and shuffling, the warlords formed a line free of gaps with all the crystal demons in front of it. She waited half a minute before she felt certain they’d hold.

      Now for phase two. “Center line, gap.”

      Four warlords in the middle of the line stepped back and to the side; their heavy iron hammers never stopped moving. They batted aside claws and fanged mouths until a single construct had forced its way through the opening.

      Jen charged in and began battering it before it could slash at the warlords’ exposed backs. “Close gap!” she shouted between blows.

      The warlords shifted again, sealing the opening. Jen drew the construct a handful of steps from the line and began her attack. Her maces sounded like a mad drummer as she pounded its weak spot. A minute later it exploded. This time Jen had braced herself and didn’t end up on the ground.

      She wiped the sweat from her forehead. Only a hundred or so to go.
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      Morana floated, invisible, above the rear of her line. She felt the leader of the demons die and couldn’t have suppressed a smile if she’d wanted to. Even though they were supposed to be on the same side she was tired of the arrogant creature mocking her, laughing when he called her general. She still sensed plenty of demons out beyond the wall. The loss of the strongest didn’t doom the rest. The monsters only followed the dead one out of fear anyway. Now that they were in the fight they’d keep killing because they were demons and that’s what they did.

      Her focus turned back to her own troops where it belonged. The crystal demons held their own nicely against a superior force of warlords. The elite warriors were fast and strong, but they couldn’t hurt her soldiers no mater how much they battered them. Every minute or two one of the warlords went down under the claws of a demon. It wouldn’t happen quickly, but eventually her servants would wear the warlords down and finish them off, assuming the speedy fighters didn’t decide to run for their lives.

      A painful jolt ran through the ring and up her arm. So, they’d managed to destroy one of her demons. It had to happen at some point. She still had over a hundred left, more than enough to handle whatever threats presented themselves.

      Another jolt brought a frown. The destruction of one could be chalked up to luck, but two in such a short time…She didn’t like the feel of that.

      The enemy fighters shifted, forming a tight defensive line. A familiar female form stood behind them, barking orders. As she watched, an opening formed and one of her soldiers slipped through. It almost looked intentional, but why would they let an enemy get behind their line?

      Her answer came a moment later when the female warlord lunged in and started battering her construct, drawing it away from the line. As Morana watched the warlord smashed her soldier apart until it eventually exploded.

      She didn’t believe it. How could a single warlord defeat one of her crystal demons? If it had been the paladin Morana could have accepted it. The holy warrior had already destroyed one of her soldiers after all, but that one, using nothing but ordinary weapons? Impossible.

      Impossible or not, another demon was separated and destroyed in the span of several minutes. The woman had obviously discovered some weakness both Morana and Connor had overlooked. She needed to kill the warlord before she did any more damage to the army. Morana doubted a single warlord could destroy over a hundred demons, but she might do enough damage that the plan would be delayed, giving the kingdom time to increase its defenses. That wasn’t an eventuality she wanted to explain to Connor.

      Morana soared down, gathering hellfire as she descended. She’d burn the warlord to ash. The woman wouldn’t know what hit her.

      A ball of roiling black flames streaked toward the warlord. Halfway there they splashed against a white shield. The paladin’s hated voice said, “I’ve been waiting for you to show yourself.”

      Morana spun and found the blond paladin seated on a white horse twenty feet away and thirty feet in the air. Her hammer glowed with white light and from the set of her jaw she looked ready for a fight. Morana was happy to oblige.
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      From the moment Marie-Bell followed Jen out of the keep gate she knew what she had to do. The warlords could handle the crystal demons, hopefully. What they couldn’t deal with was the female warlock. She had to be here somewhere and when she showed herself Marie-Bell planned to be ready.

      A conjured mount appeared and Marie-Bell wrapped both of them in invisibility before taking to the air. She couldn’t detect any sign of the warlock, but she’d show herself sooner or later. She was probably invisible, like Marie-Bell herself. She flew over the melee, wincing when one warlord after another fell under the claws of the crystal demons. As badly as she wanted to help there was only so much a single paladin could do. She might blow away one, maybe two of the constructs, then she’d be helpless for hours. No, better if she kept alert for the warlock.

      A burst of corruption drew her attention to the battlefield. Jen had found a way to destroy the demons. She directed the warlords, making order out of the chaotic battle. Marie-Bell smiled at her friend’s leadership abilities. Jen was a natural, people followed her instinctively.

      Another demon shattered. It wouldn’t be long now. The warlock couldn’t allow her troops to be wiped out.

      Sure enough, less than a minute later, corrupt energy gathered in the sky above the battlefield. It seemed to come from nowhere, but when a black ball appeared and roared at Jen the warlock became visible as well.

      Marie-Bell conjured a shield above Jen and the hellfire splashed against it. The warlock spun to face her. Marie-Bell tensed her jaw. It was time for her battle to begin.

      The warlock agreed. Black serpents flowed from her hands, lengthening and growing thicker as more and more power ran into them.

      First one then the other snapped at Marie-Bell. She bashed them aside, her holy energy smashing chunks out of them with every impact. The damage didn’t last.

      Corrupt energy flowed and repaired the constructs as fast as she could hit them. The right-hand serpent darted in.

      She brought her hammer around. An instant before it struck the serpent split, revealing a second head.

      The one she targeted vanished in a cloud of sulfurous smoke, but the second clamped on to her leg. Her armor stopped its fangs from piercing her skin, but the pressure brought a snarl to her lips.

      The second serpent dove in, taking advantage of her predicament. Marie-Bell ignored the one trying to gnaw through her armor and hammered the second with a burst of holy light. It was blown away in an instant. She ran a second pulse through her body and blew away the second serpent.

      Marie-Bell charged the warlock. The slender woman wouldn’t last long once she brought her hammer to bear directly. A single blow would crush her to pulp.

      The warlock fled, leading Marie-Bell a merry chase through the sky above the battlefield. A corner of Marie-Bell’s mind registered the deaths of warlords and the destruction of demons, far too many of the former for the number of the latter.

      If she killed the one controlling them, maybe Marie-Bell could turn the tide. Unfortunately the warlock showed no sign of tiring as she evaded Marie-Bell’s attempts to close the distance. She couldn’t keep this up forever. Eventually the demons would overwhelm her allies and it wouldn’t matter if she killed the warlock or not.

      Marie-Bell sent more power into her mount and put on a burst of speed. She covered the distance between her and the warlock in a blink.

      Her hammer went back then hurtled forward.

      The warlock spun and grabbed the haft, stopping her swing dead.

      The pale witch sneered in her face. “Thought I was too weak to fight face to face, bitch?”

      The warlock breathed a bout of hellfire in Marie-Bell’s face. She flinched away from the black flames. The warlock ripped her hammer from her grasp and flung it away.

      A small fist struck Marie-Bell in the face, snapping her head back with enough force the blow might as well have come from an ogre.

      How could such a tiny woman be so strong?

      A second blow crashed into her armored torso. A rib snapped, drawing a pained gasp.

      A third punch raced for her face. Marie-Bell charged her gauntleted fist with power and swung.

      The impact sent her flying back, mount and all. When Marie-Bell got herself under control she found the warlock clutching the ruins of her hand. The fingers were twisted every way but straight.

      Before her opponent could recover Marie-Bell blasted her again with focused holy energy. The stream of light hit a black wall. The two opposing energies swirled and fought before bursting in a shower of gray sparks.

      The warlock dove toward the melee, disappearing amidst the churning statues. Marie-Bell muttered a very un-paladin-like curse and directed healing energy to her face, rib, and leg. The pain soon faded.

      She flew towards Jen’s side of the line, pausing long enough to collect her hammer. No way the warlock would show herself again. And if she did attack Marie-Bell could still protect Jen while she smashed some statues.
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      Damien.

      He floated in comfort and warmth. A gentle peace filled every inch of his body. Nothing hurt. It seemed he couldn’t remember a time when nothing hurt.

      Damien.

      That was his name. Damien knew that voice, loved it. Why was the one he loved trying to pull him back to pain and violence? That didn’t seem right. She should join him. They could enjoy the peace together.

      DAMIEN!

      He blinked and stared at the stone ceiling. Green light stained everything, making the stone appear covered in moss. He still didn’t hurt as he floated in the warm water, that was a welcome surprise. Damien put his feet down and stood up. The water came just to his chest.

      A horrible screeching, like nails on slate, filled the cavern. “What is that?”

      I’ve been trying to tell you for the past half hour. The demon wolves have almost dug through the stone sealing the cavern.

      Damien shook his head, trying to dislodge the last of his peaceful dream. Heaven’s mercy, it would have been nice to stay in the pool for a week or two. Lizzy lay on top of his clothes where he’d left her.

      He turned his attention inward. His core was full and his soul force was flowing correctly. That was a relief. Damien climbed out of the pool, vaporized the water covering him with a burst of soul force, and restored his shield.

      As he dressed he asked, “Is your soul force restored?”

      Yeah, I’m good to go. Like I said, without a body I’m less susceptible than you to physical damage. Are you okay?

      “Yes, the pool did wonders.” He picked Lizzy up and slipped her into his harness. “How long was I out?”

      Time’s a little hazy down here, but I’d say a day and a half, maybe two.

      “Heaven’s mercy! It felt like minutes, or an hour at most.”

      The scratching got louder. Damien drew power and formed a spear of energy that floated at his shoulder. It felt good to use his power again. Not as good as it would feel to slice Lizzy through Connor’s neck, but still good.

      A wolf’s head made of blue crystal broke through the rock pile. Damien hurled the spear at it. The spear skewered the wolf from nose to tail. The construct exploded in a burst of corruption. Damien smiled. How wonderfully satisfying, and if his restored senses weren’t lying to him, there were eight more out there to smash.

      As if reading his mind another wolf appeared in the tunnel. It lunged out just in time for a golden hammer to crush it to bits.

      Don’t hog all the fun.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Damien drew Lizzy, mingled their power, and slashed at the rubble pile. The blockage burst outward, scattering stone and constructs a hundred yards down the tunnel. The remaining constructs scrambled to their feet just in time to get blasted with focused beams of gray flame. They all shattered, filling the tunnel with a sulfurous miasma. Blasting the things was like stepping on stink bugs.

      “We’re all out of wolves.”

      There’s still Connor.

      “There certainly is.” Damien looked left and right. “Any idea how we get back to him?”
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      Connor paused in his gathering of the meager energy provided by his remaining prisoners. All his hunters had died in rapid succession. He rubbed the Soul Burn Crystal as he thought and it gave off a few desultory sparks as if to show its disappointment with the meal he was providing. Clearly the demon wolves had found their prey, or more accurately their prey had found them. What Connor didn’t understand was how the boy had recovered so quickly. The crystal’s effects should have left him incapacitated for weeks. Perhaps the demon sword had recovered and he was using its power. Connor had no idea how the crystal would affect a spirit.

      “Troubles, oh mighty warlock?” The imp in the mirror cackled.

      Speaking of difficult to deal with spirits. He would have dearly loved to test the crystal on the mirror demon, but it was only a window into hell not a proper portal, and demonic energy wouldn’t serve his purposes anyway. He doubted he could draw so much as a drop of useful soul force out of the stupid creature.

      “No, my prisoner is returning to surrender.”

      “Ha! If that’s true I’ll never speak another word.”

      That statement was enough to make Connor wish his jest had been true. But a jest it remained. There was no way Damien would allow himself to be captured again, and since Connor only had one urn he wouldn’t be able to overwhelm the boy. Pity to kill him; Connor would never find a power source as potent as Damien. Still, at least dead he would no longer be a threat, and there were sorcerers aplenty in the world. He’d just have to replace quality with quantity.

      He tested the energy gathered in the crystal, almost enough for a final summoning before the battle. What shape should his final ally take? Connor smiled when the obvious answer came.

      He concentrated and crystal grew out of the floor, flowing into an armored figure wielding a large sword. Pity it wasn’t black, but the construct was a fair likeness of the late Mikhail Santen. The crystal demon wouldn’t have nearly the power of the true black knight, but maybe its appearance would give Damien a moment’s pause; the two of them had fought often enough after all.

      The collected soul force reached sufficient levels and he sent it pouring into the portal over his head. Black lightning struck the crystal Mikhail. The crystal shifted as the demon spirit made itself at home. It didn’t alter the basic shape too much which pleased Connor.

      When the corrupt energy had fully integrated with the crystal lattice he ordered it to take up position at the entrance of the cavern. A rather feeble first line of defense, but it was something. Connor flew down to the bottom level, retrieved his urn from a narrow niche he’d carved in the cavern wall, and flew back up to the prisoners’ level. The soft-hearted boy would certainly pause to rescue them. That would be the perfect time for Connor to strike.

      He drew dark power from his core and shaped a little trap for Damien. The boy would never see it coming.
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      “I think we’re lost.” Damien turned back after reaching the third dead end since leaving the earth force chamber. All the tunnels looked the same and he’d been so out of it when he escaped he’d totally lost track of the way back. Now they were rambling from tunnel to cave to dead end. “It shouldn’t be this hard to find a giant cavern filled with blue crystal.”

      I know right where it is. That much corrupt energy is impossible to miss. I just don’t know how to get there.

      “Knowing where it is, but not how to get there isn’t very useful.” He retraced his steps back to what he thought was the main passage—at least it was the biggest. Tunnels branched off left and right along its whole length. “How far would you say it is?”

      Not more than a quarter mile.

      “That’s what I think, but we’ve gone at least half a mile already. I have a new plan.”

      I don’t like the sound of that.

      He strode down the main passage, slowly gathering and mixing his power with Lizzy’s. The corruption moved closer and closer until he reached yet another dead end. It was right beyond that wall. He knew it.

      I’m not sure this is a good idea, Damien.

      Damien didn’t know if it was either, but he was so sick of hunting for the path he no longer cared if the whole mountain came crashing down on him as long as he escaped these miserable tunnels. He sent power to his shield just in case and slashed Lizzy at the wall.

      A wave of gold and gray flames rushed out and crashed into the stone. The tunnel shook at the impact. A boulder the size of his head bounced off his shield along with many smaller stones. When the dust cleared he caught a glimpse of blue crystal through the jagged hole he’d blasted in the wall. The opening wasn’t huge, but he thought he could wriggle through.

      So much for sneaking up on him.

      “Funny. Do you think Connor wouldn’t know we were coming?”

      I suppose not. It doesn’t matter now anyway.

      Damien ducked down, twisted and pulled, smashed a particularly difficult chunk of rock to dust, and finally emerged into the crystal chamber. He craned his head around. Nothing looked familiar.

      This isn’t where we left.

      He looked down, the lowest level was below them. No wonder he couldn’t find the exit tunnel. They had somehow gone up a level. Below them an armored figure made of blue crystal guarded the tunnel they were supposed to emerge from. It was an uncanny likeness of Mikhail.

      “Seems as though you’re not the only one with a sense of humor.” Damien leveled Lizzy and a pulse of combined energy blew the statue to shards. “They’re not so tough when we’re at full strength.”

      That one was especially weak. Connor must not be getting enough power from his remaining prisoners.

      “Speaking of which, we’d better go free the others.”

      Damien focused all his senses, but detected no sign of Connor. The overwhelming power of the crystal overshadowed everything. He hoped that meant Connor couldn’t sense him either, but he feared he wouldn’t be that lucky.

      He flew over and landed on the crystal path. Crouching down he eased his way further along, Lizzy leading and charged with soul force. His steps made no noise as he edged closer to where the prisoners hung.

      “You needn’t try being sneaky.” Connor’s voice came from a little ways ahead. “I can sense every move you make. Your mortal soul force makes a stark contrast to the background of corruption. It seems my guardian didn’t impress you.”

      Damien sighed and stepped away from the wall. There was no sense hiding now. He strode boldly up the ramp and found Connor standing beside Eli, a curved dagger at his friend’s throat.

      “I didn’t find the real Mikhail especially impressive, that fake you made was more pathetic yet.”

      Connor barked a laugh. “What a blunt young man and durable too. I can hardly believe you’re still moving, much less fully recovered.”

      “How about you step away from my friend and I’ll show you just how recovered I am.”

      “I don’t think so. Surrender and I’ll spare him.”

      Damien frowned.

      Lizzy brought him into her psychic world for a moment, enabling them to talk without Connor overhearing. “What do you want to do?”

      “Can you use just your power to move him aside? He might not notice if my soul force isn’t mixed in.”

      “I can try. I don’t have much strength when I act alone.”

      “You don’t need to do much. Just give Eli a little breathing room. The minute you do I’ll blast Connor to smithereens.”

      “Okay.”

      Damien was back in his body. Less than a heartbeat had passed. “I’m not going to surrender. The second you put so much as a mark on my friend I’m going to blow you to pieces. Eli would understand that sacrifices are sometimes necessary for the greater good.”

      Connor laughed again. “Generous of you to volunteer him.”

      A hand of gray flame struck Connor’s arm and pushed the knife blade clear of Eli. Damien lashed out with a massive blast. He struck Connor full in the chest. The warlock dissipated into a cloud of black mist.

      Son of a bitch, a construct!

      A breath of air brushed Damien’s cheek. He dropped flat just as a burst of black lightning shot over his head. Damien rolled off the walkway and flew around the bend. Connor stood holding one of the urns a little further up the path. That had to be the real one. A construct wouldn’t have enough soul force to control the urn’s power.

      Connor shifted his aim, forcing Damien to fly away or get blasted. He landed on a higher level where an outcropping protected him from Connor’s lightning.

      Now that he had a moment to breathe Damien wasn’t certain what to do. Connor would blast him the moment he tried to move and he couldn’t escape without exposing himself to the urn. Damien grinned when the solution came to him.
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      Morana ducked down amidst her army and cradled her damaged hand. She hated that paladin. When they finally won Morana would take great pleasure in cutting her heart out. Healing soul force eased her pain and repaired her mangled fingers. Demonic soul force was so much more useful than her old power. Much as she hated the woman it was impossible to deny her power. She made a worthy adversary. Maybe too worthy. Another jolt ran up her arm when a construct exploded.

      Damn it!

      First things first. She needed to take direct control of her soldiers and prevent them from walking into the warlords’ trap. The constructs were far stupider than she’d first hoped. Their power compensated for a lot of weaknesses, but right now their lack of intelligence was what was getting them smashed.

      She ordered four demons to form a screen around her, conjured an invisible viewing orb, and sent it up to have a look. As she watched the warlords made a gap, just like earlier, and one of the moron constructs walked right through it where the warlord and now paladin as well waited. Well, we’ll see about that.

      Morana concentrated on her connection with the demon and ordered it to turn and slaughter the warlords on the line. The crystal soldier obediently turned, rammed razor sharp claws into the back of the nearest warlord, and ripped his spine out.

      The paladin rushed in and blasted the demon to shards while the line shifted to close the gap. One for one and Morana doubted the paladin could do that very many times. She just hoped the warlords were dumb enough to try the same trick again.

      A minute passed and the line held, unmoving. It seems they didn’t plan to make the same mistake twice. Pity, but that was what happened when you fought smart opponents. Morana would have to seize the initiative. She ordered her remaining eighty constructs to form a wedge and smash through the enemy lines.

      Mindlessly the demons formed up behind Big Eye who had somehow made it through the battle so far. Big Eye hit a warlord and trampled him under foot. More of the enemy fighters stacked up two and three deep to try and stop the charging mass of demons.

      Big Eye bogged down for a second, but the press of demons behind it soon forced the warlords back. Strong as they were, the warlords weren’t enough to stop the concentrated mass of her soldiers. Three warlords went down and were promptly torn to pieces.

      Morana smiled. She was winning. The blond warlord shouted something and her enemies all seemed to vanish. The field was hers for now. At her command the constructs halted and formed a defensive circle. She made her way to the center of the formation and took up position. It was clear now that she needed to be ready to adjust to the enemy’s tactics directly. It wouldn’t surprise her if those sneaky warlords circled back and counterattacked immediately. Well, let them. Her forces were ready to spill some more blood.
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      “Gap!” Jen shouted. She was running on the last drops of her soul force, but she’d managed to destroy over twenty of the crystal demons while keeping the losses in the front line to a minimum. It was a relief to have Marie-Bell back beside her. She’d caught an occasional glimpse of the paladin and warlock battling through the skies.

      The warlords shifted, opening their line to allow a demon through. It hadn’t taken more than a single step before it twisted and ripped a warlord nearly in half.

      That was new. They had always come straight for Jen before this. Marie-Bell rushed over and smashed the demon to pieces with a single blow. The demons were moving as well. Instead of a long narrow line they fell back then in behind a single construct in a narrow wedge.

      Jen didn’t even have to give an order for the warlords to change their formation to meet it. They stacked up, eight across and fifteen deep. At a moment like this Jen wished more warlords used shields. If any of them lived through this she’d have to make a suggestion to the masters at The Citadel to include more defensive training.

      The opposing forces came together with a thunderous crash. For a moment the warlords held then the demons pushed them back. First one then a handful of warlords fell under the demons’ claws. She shook her head. They couldn’t fight head to head like this. The enemy was too strong.

      “Fall back! Regroup behind the keep,” she said.

      The warlords accelerated, there one second and gone the next. When the last one disappeared she and Marie-Bell joined them. They all paused behind the keep, some gasping for breath, others clenching wounds they didn’t have enough soul force to heal.

      They were proud warriors one and all, but the majority had reached their limit. If they’d had a day to rest Jen wouldn’t have hesitated to take them back into battle. As it was, going back after the constructs was suicide.

      “What now?” Marie-Bell asked.

      “We need a new position. Somewhere they can’t come at us from every direction.”

      “Why not just flee and take up the fight another day?”

      “If we lose the pass every nasty thing in the haunted lands will come pouring through. Packs of ghouls, zombies, minor demons, you name it. Things that wouldn’t cause you or I a moment’s grief, but could slaughter an entire village of regular citizens.” The other warlords had gathered around to listen. “We have to hold them here. Everyone’s counting on us. If we can last until the sorcerers finish with the flying demons they’ll make short work of these things. Many lives are depending on us. Will we let them down?”

      “NO!” everyone shouted in unison.

      “Damn right we won’t. Everyone up on the wall. I’ll take ten volunteers to hold the gate.”

      Every hand went up forcing her to choose who she wanted. Jen couldn’t have been more proud. She took Marie-Bell and nine more around their age. Men and women she thought most unlikely to have families.

      Crystal constructs poured around either side of the keep. This was it. They’d make the monsters pay for every inch.
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      Lidia flew behind a demon that resembled a melted candle with eight flailing tentacles and a single central eye and blasted it before it could reel in a captured sorcerer. The bound woman flew away and Lidia got clear before a bout of hellfire blazed through the space she just vacated. The wound on the demon’s back healed in a second before it flew off to find new prey.

      She was down five more sorcerers, three injured, one totally drained of soul force, and one dead. The enemy hadn’t lost an individual since Lidia killed the bug-headed leader. It wasn’t looking good and she couldn’t think of anything to do about it. Her first thought was to simply fly away and collect reinforcements, but that would take a day at least, and by the time they returned the eastern army would be nothing but corpses. The demons that crossed over from the haunted lands had proved to be far stronger than she’d ever imagined. Even the weakest one was easily a match for any four of her sorcerers.

      “Archmage.” Zahara paused beside her. Blood dripped from a shallow wound on the outside of her left thigh. “It’s not looking good.”

      Lidia sealed Zahara’s wound with a little burst of soul force. It wasn’t proper healing, but at least the bleeding had stopped.

      “No, it isn’t. I’m open to suggestions.”

      Zahara stared at her. That had obviously not been what she expected to hear. At this point Lidia would have listened to a good idea from one of the demons; unfortunately none of the remaining creatures appeared interested in conversation.

      “What about the fortress? Can we fall back there and make a stand?” Zahara asked.

      “That’s not a terrible idea. Watch my back while I check on the warlords.”

      Lidia spun toward the pass and conjured a viewing construct. The moment it appeared she winced. The warlords had been pushed back to the western wall and were barely holding against the crystal creatures. There was no safe harbor to be found there.

      A scream rang out as a young woman was blackened by hellfire. There was no safe harbor here either. Maybe if they pooled their resources with the surviving warlords, destroy as many demons as they could before they were all killed.

      Her face twisted in a bitter grimace. That wasn’t the most optimistic line of thought. Her eyes widened. Maybe there was another way.

      “Zahara, contact everyone and have them join up with the warlords on the wall. Have all but five put up a defensive barrier overhead. Have the others wipe out the crystal monsters as fast as they can. You lead the attackers.”

      Zahara sent a blade of soul force scything into the ribs of a twisted goblin demon. “What are you going to do?”

      “Keep an eye out for surprises. Go!”

      Zahara set about conjuring small message orbs. Lidia watched for demons, but most of them seemed to have realized her and Zahara were the strongest and they kept their distance. That was both a blessing and a curse. It gave her a moment to replenish her soul force, but it subjected her weaker subordinates to more attackers.

      The orbs went out to their intended recipients and in twos and threes everyone started flying backwards toward the western wall. They all gathered together and pooled their power to conjure a dense shield. Hellfire splashed off it and several of the madder demons bounced clear when they charged bodily into it.

      Below them warlords fought a desperate battle to prevent the crystal demons from either climbing up the wall or charging up one of the two staircases to reach the battlements. Lidia frowned. They were too spread out. She blasted the northern staircase, sending a handful of demons crashing to the ground. There, that would slow them a bit on that side.

      Should she blast the southern staircase as well? No, maybe the enemy commander would funnel the bulk of her forces that way, making them easier targets. That was probably wishful thinking, but they could use a bit of good luck, heaven knew they’d had enough bad.

      Lidia and Zahara landed on the battlements. When the others reached the wall the shield shifted, forming a bubble that wrapped around the top of the wall to protect the warlords and surviving sorcerers from airborne attacks. So far so good. Up above the demons blasted away at the shield, but without concentrating their hellfire in a single spot it would take them a long time to burn through. Thank heaven for the demons’ inability to work together. That weakness might just save all their lives.

      Explosions sounded down on the ground as Zahara and her team turned their attacks on the crystal demons. Most of the energy blasts were turned aside by the demons’ crystal skin. While the rain of destruction continued Lidia scanned the area for Jennifer. She hadn’t seen Damien’s sister since they landed. Hopefully nothing had happened to the young woman. With Damien gone and Fredric dead she felt oddly protective of his sister.

      She felt holy energy from the area of the gatehouse. When Lidia traced it to its source she spotted a single paladin fighting with eight warlords, one of which was Jennifer. Thank heaven, she was still alive. Alive and hard pressed. A force of demons was attempting to smash their way past the warlords and out the gate. Only the narrowness of the gate kept them from being totally overwhelmed. And even with that advantage they couldn’t hold out long.

      Lidia drew deep from her near-empty core and hurled a sphere of destructive energy at the massed demons. It exploded and sent them flying. The warlords seized the moment and rushed out, bashing the fallen constructs at a blinding pace. One after another they exploded.

      A warlord went down with his leg severed at the knee. The paladin dragged him back into the gatehouse. The rest paid no attention and kept pounding. Lidia flew down to lend a hand.
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      Damien put the final touches on his construct and stepped back. “What do you think?”

      An excellent likeness. Even the soul force matches.

      He nodded. That had been the hardest part, dividing his soul force as well as the sustaining flow exactly in half. If Connor noticed any difference the trick wouldn’t work.

      A blast of corrupt energy shook the platform where he stood. Time to stop fooling around.

      He sent his construct to fly around behind Connor then went the opposite way for a direct attack. Damien swooped down below Connor’s level while the decoy came in from above. Come on, damn you, take the bait.

      Damien sensed the black lightning gathering a moment before it streaked down at him. He just managed to twist aside. Even a near miss stripped a portion of the power from Damien’s shield.

      Before Connor could adjust his aim the construct slammed into him. Unlike Connor’s decoy, Damien’s was dense enough to hit hard.

      The warlock staggered.

      Damien flew up and swung Lizzy at the urn. The foul thing went flying across the cavern.

      His back cut should have taken Connor’s head off, but instead struck a dark shield harder than steel. The vibration numbed Damien’s fingers.

      Damien’s construct had Connor wrapped up, but even though he couldn’t move he still wielded his power with no trouble.

      Corrupt soul force gathered. Damien read the flow and reclaimed the power in his decoy a moment before a massive burst of hellfire would have blown it away. The influx of power instantly repaired his shield and refilled his core.

      Damien drew deep and sent a dense blade of soul force screaming at Connor. The warlock blocked it but went flying across the cavern. Connor used the momentum to flee up to the top level.

      After a moment’s thought Damien flew back to the prisoners. Everyone was still breathing, though they all looked gaunt. He tapped each person’s restraints with Lizzy’s tip and shattered the bindings with a small burst of soul force.

      One by one each prisoner slumped to the floor. When he’d freed them all Damien wrapped the group in a protective barrier and sent a stream of soul force to maintain it.

      Are you sure? You might miss that bit of power when we catch up to him.

      Damien wasn’t sure about much, but he couldn’t let the other sorcerers die if he could help it. Without the threat of the urn he felt pretty good about his chances of defeating Connor. His master would probably snort and say something about the arrogance of youth. Luckily she wasn’t here to see him do something potentially stupid.

      If you get yourself killed I swear I’ll tell her.

      Damien put a hand to his heart. “Cold-hearted woman. Don’t worry. I won’t be leaving you anytime soon. Let’s go get him.”

      He conjured a second shield with enough power to turn aside anything he could imagine Connor sending his way. The third level was empty so Damien continued on to the top. A small doorway shaped from crystal, barely big enough for a single person to pass through, waited at the top. An ominous aura radiated from the room beyond.

      Connor had to be in there, but Damien couldn’t separate him from the corruption that filled the air. What was causing that aura?

      It’s a hell gate. What you feel is a fragment of the true power of hell.

      Damien’s face twisted. “And you used to live there. I’m so sorry.”

      He charged Lizzy’s blade and stepped through the narrow opening. The room beyond was pure crystal with a pedestal in the center. Connor stood beside it, his hand resting on a slightly darker piece of crystal protruding out of the pedestal, his head thrown back so he could stare into the swirling black void that covered the ceiling. He wore an ecstatic look unlike anything Damien had ever seen.

      Damien shuddered. What in the world was Connor doing?

      Whatever it was it couldn’t be anything good. He slashed Lizzy in the warlock’s direction, releasing the stored energy in her blade. The wave of soul force struck an unseen barrier and blew apart, sending golden motes drifting around the chamber as they winked out.

      That blast would have killed an average demon, but Connor didn’t even blink. In fact it didn’t look to Damien like he was breathing.

      Damien extended Lizzy and took a step. He found nothing. Another step then a third, still nothing. On the fourth step she hit what felt like a solid wall, but there was nothing there. What was he supposed to do now?

      A deranged cackle drew Damien’s attention to his left. A black mirror hung on the wall and a blurry figure stared at him from its hazy depths.

      It’s an imp, Damien. Trust nothing it says.

      Damien hardly needed the warning. The ugly thing had to be a demon of some sort. Connor didn’t look to be going anywhere and Damien seemed unable to attack so he walked over to the mirror.

      “Who are you, another of Connor’s minions?”

      The imp huffed. “Hardly. I serve the great King Alexious and sometimes the master himself.”

      “The master? You mean the Horned One?”

      “You’re a smart one. Did you figure that out all by yourself or did your tame spirit tell you?”

      Lizzy’s anger radiated through her hilt. Damien was tempted to smash the mirror on the spot, but he wanted to see if the creature knew anything useful.

      “I deduced it from the company you keep. Speaking of which…” Damien jerked a thumb towards Connor. “What’s he up to?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “A surprise?”

      “Mmmm. I fear you won’t like it. You’re about to meet the master. Have fun.” The imp vanished.

      “Did you understand that?”

      I assume it was implying that Connor was summoning the Horned One himself. That’s impossible. Even if Connor sent the entire planet’s soul force through the portal it wouldn’t be enough to allow a demon lord to pass through.

      “Then what?”

      A tremor shook the chamber and Connor howled. Black mist drifted down from the portal and entered the warlock’s eyes, ears, and mouth. His face contorted in paroxysms of mingled rage and pain.

      Damien risked slamming Lizzy into the invisible barrier to no more effect than the earlier blast. Whatever was happening they were nothing but observers for the moment.
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      Connor’s flesh warped and flowed like clay in a master sculptor’s hands. Long, curved horns grew out of his head, his arms and legs elongated, but his body remained the same, making him look completely out of proportion. His mouth doubled in size and filled with needle-sharp fangs. The warlock’s look hadn’t been especially appealing before, now he was a real horror.

      A deep, inhuman laugh welled up from Connor, if Connor he still was. “Long has it been since I tasted the air of this reality.”

      The voice matched the laugh: inhuman. It appeared Connor was long gone.

      He traded his life to allow more of the demon’s soul force into his body. This isn’t the Horned One’s true self, but an avatar.

      “What does that mean for us?”

      “It means,” the demon lord said. “You are about to die.”

      Damien leapt aside as a massive burst of hellfire streaked out and splashed against the crystal behind him. The hard blue stone melted like snow in the summer. The flames were more intense than anything he’d dealt with before.

      A weak counterattack struck the unseen barrier and dissipated.

      Don’t bother trying to attack. There’s no way Connor’s body will be able to host that much demonic power for long. You don’t need to win, just survive.

      Damien’s lip curled. If there was one thing he hated it was being told he couldn’t win. Another blast sent him sprawling. It looked like he didn’t have many options in this case.

      Flesh dripped like wax from Connor’s hands and arms, exposing the bone underneath. It looked like he was starting to disintegrate already. Damien rolled and lunged out the chamber door. An explosion was followed by a boulder striking him in the middle of his back and sending his sailing halfway across the cavern.

      The rock didn’t penetrate his shield, but damn, that was some blow. A feeling of approaching corruption prompted him to dive under another blast of black flames. He twisted and stared. The crystal chamber was gone, blown to smithereens. All that remained was the pedestal and the swirling portal above it.

      Curious, Damien sent a little bit stronger blast streaking in at the demon lord. The attack hit him in the chest without effect. The shield was gone.

      It doesn’t matter. He’s still too strong.

      “He is, but what about that pedestal? Unless I’m mistaken that’s the source of the portal. If I smash that it’ll sever the connection between them and close the gate.”

      I doubt he’ll give you a clear shot at it.

      Damien doubted that too, but if he could just force the monster to move a few feet one way or the other he might be able to sneak a shot through. That was all he needed, a little gap.

      The Horned One raised Connor’s skeletal hands and hellfire gathered around them. The flames shot up and formed into giant bats. The constructs rushed toward him. There wasn’t room enough for a drawn-out chase in the cavern.

      Damien slashed Lizzy at them and released a potent burst of soul force. It sliced through the bats, opening a foot-thick gash which closed an instant later. His attack hadn’t bothered them in the least. They were like Mikhail’s flame serpents only stronger.

      He flew in an endless circle, around and around what was left of the crystal chamber, thinking furiously. If he couldn’t smash them maybe he could remove them from the battlefield. Damien wrapped both bats in soul force bubbles and hurled them back at the Horned One.

      Connor’s face had melted off in places, exposing the skull. Gah, how much longer could he hold that body together? The bats flexed their wings and destroyed the bubbles. Too long for Damien’s liking.

      The bats rushed him, gnashing their fangs. Time to get aggressive.

      Damien turned toward the demon and flew full speed in his direction, the bats in close pursuit. He’d take a certain perverse delight in crashing his opponent’s constructs into his head.

      Alas it wasn’t to be. A wall of hellfire sprang up and Damien barely turned in time to avoid getting burned to a crisp.

      He flew all the way around the pedestal. The hellfire surrounded the whole thing.

      “Can he see us through that?”

      He can see through the bats’ eyes, the same way you use your spy bugs, plus he can sense your soul force.

      “But he can’t actually see through the fire.”

      I don’t think so.

      “Perfect.”

      This is a bad idea, Damien. You have no idea how strong those flames are.

      “True, but if we don’t do something while we’re still near full strength we’re going to lose this fight. I don’t need to tell you what happens then.”

      No.

      “So are you with me?”

      Always.

      He grinned. As long as he had Lizzy’s support Damien could do anything.

      He drew power and wrapped the bats in opaque golden bubbles then dove for the wall of fire. As he accelerated he sent most of his power to his shield layering it and pushing it out from his body. Lizzy sent her power to the edge of her blade.

      They hit the flames.

      Even with his multilayer shield the corruption burned and sickened Damien. An instant later they burst through.

      He skidded across the platform and slashed. Lizzy sliced the base of the crystal pedestal like it was pudding.

      The hell gate winked out, prompting the Horned One to howl in rage. His wall vanished. Connor’s body seemed to melt as Damien watched, going from reasonably intact to meat soup in seconds.

      When nothing tried to kill him for a few seconds Damien started feeling pretty good about the situation.

      A tremor ran through the chamber and corruption gathered under the stub of the pedestal.

      Damien!

      “I know.” He leapt aside an instant before a torrent of corrupt energy erupted from the ground. The geyser of darkness struck the roof of the cavern, burned its way through and shot into the gray sky.

      Damien raced for the exit, pausing long enough to collect the still-unconscious sorcerers as he went. Outside the hill looked like the volcano he’d set off only it spewed darkness. It was a shame to waste all that power.

      He conjured a bubble over the geyser, expanding it as the darkness filled it. It grew and grew, forcing Lizzy to reinforce his bubble with her power. When the flow stopped the bubble was almost as big as the royal castle. Damien flew up, shaping the bubble into a dragon as he went. He landed between its wings and settled the sorcerers behind him

      It took every bit of strength he could muster to maintain the construct.

      What now?

      “Now we go see if Jen needs a hand. She’s not that far away.”
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      Jen pounded her mace through the chest of the last construct in her immediate vicinity and bounced back before it exploded. While they had a moment to breathe she looked around for the sorcerer that launched that blast. Whoever it was had saved them all.

      She spotted the archmage behind her leaning against the wall. She looked all in.

      Jen trotted over. The remaining crystal constructs appeared focused on the wall and would probably remain so until the witch ordered them to shift around. Golden shafts of light rained down on the constructs as they attempted to climb the wall, sending them sprawling. The overall results weren’t that much more impressive than when the warlords knocked them down the old-fashioned way. Their outer shells were just too tough for a regular blast.

      “Archmage, you really saved us. Thank you.”

      For the second time Jen thought the archmage looked her age. Her skin was pale and sallow, her eyes bloodshot, and she bled from a small cut on her arm she appeared unaware of. The battle was taking a toll on everyone, but the archmage was getting the worst of it. At least they were still alive.

      “Glad to help. Unfortunately, I put most of my soul force into that blast. I won’t be much use for a while.”

      “And after that?”

      She managed a wan smile. “I still won’t be much use, but at least I won’t be in danger of falling over.”

      Jen grinned back. There wasn’t anything amusing in their situation, but she couldn’t help feeling a strong connection to the archmage just then. Maybe it was the sharing of danger, or the suddenly vulnerable look in her eyes, but Jen was seeing her as a person and not The Archmage.

      “If it’s any consolation my hands are so numb from pounding on those crystal statues I can barely hold my weapons.”

      “Oddly that doesn’t make me feel at all better.”

      “Here they come!” Marie-Bell shouted.

      Jen turned and found ten more demons headed their way. It appeared rest time was over. “If you go into the gatehouse we’ll cover you while you rest.”

      “The archangels’ blessing on you. I’ll take that deal.”

      While the archmage limped into the gatehouse Jen said, “Form up. Defensive positions.”

      The seven surviving warlords formed a curved front blocking the gate. No one groaned or complained, not that it would have done any good. Jen would have appreciated a quip or even some gallows humor, but no one had the strength to spare. At this point everyone’s soul force was so depleted they weren’t much more than highly trained regular soldiers. Still, that little burst they could draw on in a pinch was a major advantage.

      Jen took her place at the center of the line beside Marie-Bell. The two women shared a look and nod. They’d been fighting together for so long now no words were necessary. If this was to be their final stand Jen was glad to have the paladin beside her. It would have been nice to see Damien one last time, maybe give Uncle Andy a hug.

      The demons were only five feet away. They looked as strong and implacable as when they first appeared at the entrance of the pass. Nothing seemed to bother the constructs.

      Two paces away they raised their claws. Jen tightened her grip on her maces, determined to take as many of them with her as possible.

      The demons stopped. They trembled in place. One spun around and around like a giant top. What the hell was this? Were they being mocked?

      “Jennifer?” The archmage stuck her head out of the gatehouse door. “What’s going on? I sensed a change in the demons’ soul force.”

      Jen stepped back from the nearest demon. It showed no reaction, just stood there with its claws raised staring into space. She ran back to the archmage while the others kept an eye on the constructs.

      “They just stopped moving. As to why, your guess is probably better than mine. Whatever it is, I’m not complaining.”

      “Heaven’s mercy! What is that?” Marie-Bell pointed up into the sky above the haunted lands.

      A huge gray shape hung in the air. Massive wings spread to either side for over a hundred feet. A narrow, serpentine head swept left and right.

      “It’s a dragon!” one of the warlords said.

      What sort of dragon had a pot belly? This one looked like it was about to give birth to twins. Jen’s sword pulsed on her back, a faint vibration steady as a heartbeat.

      “It’s Damien.” She spoke barely above a whisper and even then the words caught in her throat.

      The archmage stepped out of the gatehouse and put a hand on Jen’s shoulder. “I believe you’re right. Ha! I knew that boy was too tough to die easily. What I don’t know is what he’s doing with that giant construct.”

      A warlord screamed and went down under the claws of a crystal demon. Two of the other demons hammered at each other, every blow of their clenched fists sending bits of crystal flying.

      “Everybody back!” Jen shouted. “Up on the wall.”

      The warlords leapt up from the ground to the battlements while the archmage flew. They landed together and leaned over to watch the chaos. With no human enemies the crystal demons turned on each other, clawing and battering to little effect.

      “They’ve gone berserk.” The archmage tapped her chin.

      Jen would have given a great deal to know what she was thinking, but movement halfway across the yard drew her attention. Four crystal demons went flying revealing the female warlock in their midst. The woman’s clothes were torn and she bled from dozens of shallow cuts.

      Jen grinned. Looked like her pets had turned on her. She didn’t seem inclined to give them another chance. The warlock shot into the air and flew towards the haunted lands before turning south.

      “Should I go after her?” Marie-Bell had moved up beside Jen. She stared after the warlock, a look of distaste twisting her lips.

      Much as Jen hated letting her flee, they couldn’t spare anyone to chase after her, especially one of their healers. “Let her go. We’ll hunt her down eventually, you can depend on that.”

      Her gaze shifted. Damien was closer now. With her enhanced vision Jen could see him standing between the dragon’s wings, Lizzy gripped in his right hand, a pained grimace straining his features. Even from this distance he didn’t look well. A scruffy beard covered his face, and his black tunic hung in shreds. Heaven’s mercy, what had Connor done to him?

      A cacophony of shrieks and roars drew Jen’s attention to the skies above the sorcerer’s barrier. The flying demons had noticed Damien approaching. Wings beat the air as they rushed to meet him.

      “Can we send help?” Jen asked. “Even Damien can’t handle ten demons.”

      The archmage shook her head. “The others are as depleted as I am.”

      A quick look down the wall revealed the truth of it. Sorcerers were slumping where they stood. Several appeared to have passed out completely. No help there. If he turned and flew away, maybe Damien could outrun them. Even if the demons returned and finished everyone off, at least her brother would survive.

      The dragon opened its mouth.

      A blinding flash forced Jen to shield her eyes.

      When she lowered her arm all the demons were gone and the archmage looked even paler than before.

      “What happened?”

      The archmage shook her head. “I’m not entirely certain myself.”

      Damien’s dragon hung over the fortress. Every warlord and sorcerer had their gaze trained on him.

      “Everybody out!” Damien’s voice was magnified to such a degree it almost hurt her ears.

      “Are we just supposed to abandon the fortress?” Marie-Bell asked.

      No one was waiting for orders or permission. Those sorcerers still able to conjured disks to transport those too exhausted or injured to walk. The warlords loaded wounded on to them before leaping off the wall.

      An explosion from the keep was followed by John and Amanda flying out on a winged horse. They waved once then flew on.

      “Let’s go,” the archmage said.

      “Do you know what he’s going to do?” Jen asked, not taking her gaze off her brother.

      “Judging from the power in that dragon it’ll be something dramatic and we won’t want to be anywhere nearby when it happens.”
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      Jen ran a hundred yards, stopped, and turned back. The archmage, who had been flying beside her, paused and grabbed her arm. “Keep going.”

      “Further than this?”

      “All the way to the army and I may have them back away. I want at least a mile between us and the pass.”

      “Heaven’s mercy.” Jen had to trust the archmage on this. Unlike the sorcerer she couldn’t sense the power Damien had gathered.

      They ran on, Jen easily matching the archmage’s pace. The two of them were the last to reach the army. General Gauge stomped up to her, a fierce scowl on his face.

      “What’s the meaning of this? Abandoning the battlefield is a grave offense.”

      “The battle’s over, General.” The archmage turned her back on him to stare at the now-glowing dragon. “My apprentice is going to clean up the mess.”

      “I thought he was dead.”

      Jen wanted to slug the pompous jackass, but restrained herself. She narrowed her eyes, trying to spot Damien, but the glare was too much. The dragon glowed like a second sun.

      “You’re not the only one to believe that,” the archmage said. “But he’s alive. Watch the pass. You’re about to see something…impressive.”

      An explosion of light forced Jen to look away. The archmage was wrong. They weren’t going to see what Damien did after all.

      They heard it however. It sounded like the end of the world, like an earthquake mixed with the loudest explosion she’d ever encountered. The noise seemed to go on forever though it couldn’t have been more than half a minute before silence fell.

      “Heaven’s mercy.”

      If not for her enhanced hearing Jen wouldn’t have made out the general’s whispered exclamation. She turned back and found the fortress gone along with the pass. Shattered stone filled the gap. The mountains on either side had been reduced to so much broken rock. Damien had crushed thousand-foot mountains and used the rubble to fill in the pass.

      “How?” It was the only thing Jen could think to say.

      “Why don’t we go ask him?” the archmage said.

      Jen squinted and sure enough there was Damien, seated at the mouth of the pass, head hanging between his knees, Lizzy resting on the ground beside him. She looked closer. Were there seven others lying beside him?

      At warlord speed it only took her ten seconds to skid to a stop beside her brother. Jen dropped to her knees and wrapped her arms around him. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      “Everyone thought you were dead, but I didn’t believe it, not for a second.”

      Damien stroked her hair. Jen let go and moved back so she could look at him. She winced.

      “That bad, huh?”

      “You’ve looked better.”

      That was an understatement. The bones of his skull stood out under his waxy, sunken skin. His eyes were bloodshot and the skin around them black. His clothes and hands were caked in dirt. He looked like a miner that had just been rescued after a cave in.

      John, Marie-Bell, and the archmage arrived and the two healers set about looking her brother over. He grimaced, but endured it. When they seemed satisfied that he wasn’t about to drop dead they moved on to the still figures beside him.

      The archmage stood with hands on hips glaring down at him. “Where have you been? There was a war that needed fighting.”

      “Apologies, Master. My host was reluctant to let me leave.” He looked over his shoulder then back. “I did chip in a bit at the end.”

      She smiled and patted his head. “A bit. And your host?”

      Damien dragged the tip of his thumb across his throat. “Consumed by the Horned One.”

      He filled them in on his escape and the battle with Connor. Jen listened in mute awe. It was a miracle he made it out of that cavern alive, much less bring the others with him.

      “I’m impressed you managed to contain that much corrupt energy,” the archmage said. “You certainly put it to good use.”

      “Yeah. I feel a little bad about blowing up the fortress, but I didn’t have much control when I released all that power. That’s why I wanted you to get clear.”

      The archmage stared out over the rubble filling the pass. “I sense no corruption beyond the background of the haunted lands.”

      “I was pretty sure I got them all. I think I’m going to need some time off.”

      “I can arrange that,” the archmage said.

      “They’re all going to be fine.” John stood up from where he knelt beside Imogen. “Their soul force flows are messed up, but that will repair itself eventually. They each had hundreds of minor internal injuries that we healed and they’re in need of food and water, but all things considered everyone’s in good shape.”

      The archmage finally smiled.
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      After two days resting in the eastern army’s camp, Damien, Jen, John, the archmage, and six surviving members of the Crimson Legion, along with the still-unconscious sorcerers, headed for home. Marie-Bell decided to stay behind and try to recover any artifacts from the paladins’ fortress that survived the blast. Damien hadn’t wanted to discourage her, but he’d dumped the majority of the corrupt energy straight down on the fortress. If anything bigger than his fist remained of the place it would have surprised him.

      The capital appeared on the horizon and Damien had rarely been so happy to see anything in his life. As they flew closer it became clear that repairs hadn’t stopped despite the battle in the east. It was somehow heartening to find things proceeding as normal. Most of the citizens probably had no idea the eastern army had even deployed. Uncle Andy would have wanted to keep it quiet to avoid a panic.

      “What are you going to do first?” Jen asked. She was riding on a transport disk beside him.

      “Honey roll. I swear if I never have to eat camp food again it would suit me fine, though after a week of nothing even stringy beef stew and stale bread has its appeal.”

      “I should say so, considering the way you wolfed it down.”

      When the group landed in the castle courtyard a crowd was waiting to greet them. Uncle Andy and the royal family, Lane, Salem, and the rest of the Legion crowded together on the courtyard. Damien glanced at his master and raised an eyebrow.

      “I may have sent a message letting them know we were on our way back.”

      Lane rushed over and hugged her mother. Salem ran to John, threw her arms around him, and they shared a kiss. When had that happened?

      The thought barely formed before Karrie tackled him and started crying into his chest. Damien patted her back and looked over her head at a smiling Uncle Andy. The king winked at him and Damien smiled back. It was good to be home. Only Queen Audra looked less than thrilled. It seemed you couldn’t please everyone. Oh, well.

      Karrie sniffed and looked up at him. “I thought you were dead and I’d never see you again. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. All things considered it could have been way worse.” He kissed her forehead. “Sorry I worried you.”

      She wiped her eyes. “Stop being so nice. I’m trying to figure out how to stop loving you and you’re not making it easy.”

      “Did I miss something?”

      “I told Mom and Dad I was calling off the engagement. Forcing you to do it was just selfish. It’s not something I’m proud of. Maybe we can at least be friends?”

      “Of course we can.” Damien glanced at the queen. He understood her bad mood now. Having him and Karrie get together had been as much her plan as her daughter’s. “You know when you’re queen, married or not, I’ll stand with you.”

      “I know, and I appreciate it more than I can say.”

      Lane left her mother’s side and walked over. She had on snug brown leggings that showed off her long legs to good effect.

      “Can I borrow him a moment?” Lane asked.

      Karrie moved away from him, gave her eyes one last wipe, and nodded. “I should say hi to the others anyway. You’ll join us for dinner?”

      Damien nodded. He wouldn’t have missed one of the cook’s dinners for any amount of gold. Karrie smiled and bounced over to hug Jen.

      He turned his attention to Lane. “Hi.”

      Before he could say anything else she grabbed the front of his tunic and kissed him. When she stepped back his head was spinning. “I thought you were dead.”

      “You and everyone else apparently. If that was my reward for not being dead I intend to keep it up.”

      “Mom never doubted you were alive. She said you were too tough to die. As usual she was right. I don’t know what all you went through the past week, but if you need to talk look me up.”

      After that brief conversation she walked back to her mother. Damien sighed and headed over to Uncle Andy and the queen.

      Damien started to bow, but Uncle Andy grabbed him and pulled him into a bear hug. Damien patted his back, his gaze darting around to see if anyone noticed the breach of protocol. The king stepped back and slapped his shoulder. Audra managed a cool, grudging nod. Damien was happier than ever she wasn’t going to be his mother-in-law.

      “Word is you ended another war. Not bad for a dead man. There’ll be a second Medal of Valor in it for you.” Uncle Andy grinned. “You gave us some sleepless nights. I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Me too. Could we skip the medal? If anyone deserves it, it’s Jen and the survivors. I didn’t really do that much.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve already spoken to your sister. She’ll be receiving one as well. And no, you can’t get out of it. The people need heroes, Damien. It helps make them feel safe. With your father gone that role passes to the two of you. It’s a big responsibility, but you and your sister were born for the job.”

      Damien blew out a sigh. Clearly there was no dissuading him. “Karrie invited me for dinner. Is that okay?”

      “Absolutely. If she hadn’t I would have.” Uncle Andy leaned in close so no one could hear. “Is it over?”

      “There are a few loose ends to tie up, but yes, it’s basically over. There are still cultists to hunt down, but without Connor they’re not a great threat. I’ll look into finding them in a day or two.”

      “I don’t think so,” Uncle Andy said. “You’ve earned a good, long rest. There are plenty of others that can round up the small fry. Let them handle it.”

      Damien grinned and bowed. “As the king commands.”
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      Two weeks had passed since they returned to the capital from the pass. The unconscious sorcerers all woke three days after their return, though they remained weak. To no one’s great surprise Imogen had pushed the hardest to get back on her feet. After watching her struggle for several days and enduring her glares whenever he tried to help, Damien had offered to take her and the others to the druid village to ask if they’d share access to the earth force pool under the temple. Considering Damien had saved their village he felt pretty good about his chances of convincing them. Only Imogen had agreed. She was so anxious to get better he suspected she would have agreed if he suggested bathing in the blood of a slaughtered cow.

      So here he was, leaning against the dirt wall of the grotto, watching Imogen’s flawless figure drifting across the surface of the pool. She looked asleep, and as he recalled Leah had slept through most of her treatment as well. Damien yawned just thinking about it.

      If you’d asked him the day before he would have denied the possibility, but now he was getting bored with watching. With any luck her healing wouldn’t take as long as his did.

      If anything it should take longer. After all she was attached to the crystal for longer than you.

      “You got me there.” Damien yawed again. “Any ideas on how we might make the time go by faster?”

      I have a few thoughts.

      Damien spent a thoroughly pleasant hour with Lizzy after which they drifted in the night sky together. It had been too long since he felt her wings around him. Damien had missed the softness of her skin against his.

      “You like her,” Lizzy said.

      “Imogen? Yes, she’s vulnerable, never mind the tough exterior. I like to think when we’re together she’s more stable. Alone I fear she might do something self-destructive. That would be a shame. She’s a basically good person.”

      “And beautiful.”

      “The second most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” He kissed the nape of her neck.

      Lizzy let out a sigh that was almost a purr. “Don’t try and distract me. Will you marry her, start a family?”

      Damien laughed then caught himself when he realized Lizzy was serious. “I doubt Imogen is the marrying kind and I’m no more interested in marrying her than I was Karrie. I had more of a working partnership in mind. We could go on missions together, keep each other company if we got lonely. That’s more a problem for her than me since I have you.”

      “I think she has more than a working relationship in mind for the two of you.”

      “Yeah, she’s made that pretty clear. I’m hoping if I explain the situation enough times she’ll accept it.”

      “She tempts you,” Lizzy said. Though he couldn’t see her face the way they were situated he heard the smile in her voice. “More than any of the others this damaged woman calls to you. Why?”

      Now it was his turn to sigh. “I don’t know. Maybe because I spend so much time blowing stuff up and killing things the thought of saving someone appeals to me.”

      “What if she can’t be saved?”

      “I don’t know. I feel like I have to try. Do you understand?”

      “I understand. You remind me so much of my first love, sometimes it hurts. He had a big heart. Big enough to save a demon from her own corruption. Maybe you can save her the way he saved me. I’ll support you any way I can.” Lizzy cocked her head. “She’s awake.”

      They kissed once more and Damien found himself back in his body just in time to watch Imogen sink under the surface of the pool then stand up in a spray of water, her hair flying back from her face. She looked like something out of legend.

      Imogen noticed him leaning against the wall and smiled. “How long was I out?”

      Damien shrugged. “Hard to tell underground. A while.”

      “Sorry to keep you sitting around. Were you bored?”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “I found a way to pass the time. More importantly, how are you?” Her core was full and her soul force flow looked correct, but he wanted to hear it from her.

      She climbed out of the water and posed for him, water dripping off her. “I’m good. In fact I haven’t felt this good in ages. It was nice of the druids to share it with us.”

      Damien nodded and tossed her the towel Leah had given them before they started down the tunnel. “Too bad the others didn’t want to come along.”

      She snorted and dried her legs. “Fainthearted, every one of them. I expected better of Lon at the very least. Still, I don’t mind having a little time alone with you. Especially now that you and the princess are officially through.”

      Damien gestured and her crimson tunic floated up from the floor. “We don’t want to overstay our welcome.”

      She flashed a wicked grin. “Another fainthearted sorcerer. Later then.”

      While she dressed Damien pushed himself off from the wall and stood up. His back popped when he straightened. How long had he been sitting there? Damien stuck his head out into the tunnel. Not a soul around. He hadn’t really expected anybody. This part of the temple wasn’t used often.

      Imogen hugged him from behind and kissed his ear. “I’m dressed. Happy now?”

      Relieved might have been a better word, but he kept that thought to himself. “Let’s say our goodbyes and head for home. Maybe we can help hunt down some cultists.”

      Her arms tightened around him. “I’d like that. Those bastards need to pay for what they did to me and the others.”
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      Damien and Imogen stepped out into the bright morning light. The clean smell of growing things filled the air. After caverns and demons it was a refreshing change. The village was nearly empty, but he spotted Leah standing in her rumpled brown and green robe a little ways to the left of the entrance. She smiled and waved them over.

      “Thanks again for letting us use the pool,” Damien said. “I’d hoped to thank the wise one in person, but we couldn’t find him.”

      “Yes,” Imogen said. “I’ve never felt so energized.”

      Leah bowed her head. “The wise one is in communion with the earth force, trying to figure out how to set the ley line back to its proper position. When he emerges I’ll pass on your thanks.”

      She dug around in her robe pockets, finally coming up with a small strip of paper. “A bird of glowing energy brought this for you. It seemed unable to enter the temple and after several attempts vanished, leaving the paper behind.”

      Damien accepted it with a nod of thanks. Imogen read over his shoulder. The archmage’s agents had spotted the female warlock in Port Valcane. She had the urn with her and his master wanted Damien to handle her capture.

      That made sense. One on one they were equally matched. With Imogen’s help he shouldn’t have any trouble. There was an address where they were to meet the sorcerer in charge of rounding up the remaining cultists.

      “Vacation’s over.” Damien glanced back at Imogen. “Ready to return to work?”

      She bared her teeth. “More than ready.”

      Damien bowed to Leah. “Thanks again.”

      “Feel free to visit anytime. The druids you saved are doing well now that they’re free of Eleck’s influence.”

      He nodded and hurtled into the air with Imogen. When they were fifty feet high Damien said, “Think you can keep up?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.” She shot west at a good clip. Damien grinned and raced after her.

      It took them an hour and change to make the flight. Imogen’s power remained steady and strong the whole way. Damien didn’t go full blast, instead letting her set the pace. Imogen probably wouldn’t appreciate anything resembling gentle treatment, but why push her so soon after her healing?

      It was just noon when they landed outside a two-story tavern called The Hungry Carp. The building sat in a quiet neighborhood, neither rich or poor, near the city center. Damien glanced left and right at the people coming and going from their lunch break. It couldn’t have been a more ordinary setting.

      “Is this the right place?” he asked.

      “It’s the address she provided and the tavern name is the same.” Imogen looked up at the carving of a fat carp over the door. “Let’s see if he’s here.”

      She pushed the door open and stepped inside. Damien shrugged and followed. The inside looked like a checkerboard as the windows cast patches of light and shadow.

      “There you are!” A fat bearded man stood up and rushed over. He kissed Imogen on the cheek. “I’ve been waiting for you. Please, let’s have a seat.”

      He wasn’t a sorcerer, that was clear at a glance. Why had Damien thought the chief sorcerer would meet them himself? The poor guy probably had plenty to do with hunting down all the cultists that escaped.

      Imogen wiped her cheek off and they followed him to a table in the corner well away from all the others. When they’d settled in he waved over a barmaid. “Drinks for my friends.”

      The haggard woman nodded and headed for the bar. When she’d gone their new best friend said, “We expected you sooner. Is everything all right?”

      Imogen nodded. “We were indisposed for a while. We got here as quick as we could.”

      The agent looked from Imogen to Damien and back. “It doesn’t really matter. Our mutual acquaintance has settled in at the Drowned Rat. She started drinking last night and hasn’t moved or stopped since.”

      The barmaid returned with three mugs of ale. The agent tossed her a royal, swatted her on the ass, and sent her on her way. He took a long pull and continued in a low voice. “She made no effort to avoid being spotted. We feared a trap so sent for reinforcements. The artifact is sitting on the table beside her. Take a drink for heaven’s sake. You both look like someone died. We’re trying to blend in here.”

      “Someone did die,” Damien said, his voice low but hard. “Lots of someones, many because of her. Tell us how to get to the Drowned Rat and we’ll take care of it.”

      The agent shrunk away from him and took another drink of his ale. “It’s down near the docks. We’ve turned away everyone coming and going so you can’t miss it. Try and be gentle. A solid kick to a support column might bring the place down around your ears.”

      Damien and Imogen stood up.

      “We’ll keep that in mind.” Imogen leaned in so their faces were only inches apart. “If you ever kiss me again I’ll rip your tongue out.”

      She patted his cheek and straightened up. They left the tavern and took to the sky. Half a minute later Damien sensed the warlock’s corrupt soul force. It felt weaker, even from a distance.

      “Do you feel it?”

      Imogen nodded. “She’s different than before. We should still be careful in case she’s hiding her true power.”

      Damien kept his relief from reaching his face. He’d had visions of her rushing in like she did back at Connor’s base. She seemed to have her self-destructive impulses under control. Thank heaven for that.
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      The Drowned Rat was every bit as run down as the agent had implied. From the room to the steps, everything slumped. An actual dead rat hung by its tail to the right of the door. Damien shuddered, they might catch something just from looking at the place.

      “What a dump.” Imogen summarized the tavern perfectly.

      “Morana’s the only one in there.”

      “Agreed. How do you want to handle this?”

      “I’ll go in the front and draw her lightning. You hit her from behind.”

      Imogen nodded and slipped around the back of the tavern. If there wasn’t a door she could always make one. Damien counted slowly to thirty, drew Lizzy, and kicked the door down.

      Morana sat at a table, a mug in one hand and a pitcher beside her. The shiny black urn rested at her elbow on the table. She made no move to grab it.

      She drained her mug and slammed it down. “I figured they’d send you. No one else has the guts to approach while I have this.” She patted the urn.

      “I don’t suppose you want to hand it over and come along quietly?”

      She snatched the urn off the table and hurled it at him. Damien snagged it out of the air and set it beside him. “Thank you?”

      “Might as well invite your friend to join us. Make sure she doesn’t touch any of the knives in the kitchen. They’re liable to give her tetanus.”

      “It’s okay, Imogen. Doesn’t look like we’re going to have a fight after all.”

      Imogen emerged from the kitchen surrounded by golden armor, a matching ax floating at her side. The warlock looked back at her. “You look familiar. Did I capture you?”

      “Yes. Me and two others. I’d like to kill you for that, but the archmage wants you alive.”

      Morana barked a laugh. “You’re both out of luck. I’m already dead.”

      Damien sheathed Lizzy and sat across from her. “What do you mean?”

      “My soul force is slowly draining and with Connor dead it won’t regenerate. At the rate it’s going I’d say I have two, maybe three days left. I couldn’t use that damned urn on you if I wanted to.” She grabbed the pitcher and poured herself another mug. “Have a drink with a dying woman?”

      “I’d rather drink out of the bay.”

      She laughed and drained part of her mug. “So what happens now?”

      “Do you have family?” Damien asked.

      “My family’s all dead. Connor was all I had and now he’s dead too. Not that I have to tell you since you killed him.”

      “I didn’t. Connor allowed an avatar of the Horned One to enter his body. It burned him out. He sacrificed himself to his master for one last chance at victory.”

      She sniffed, half a laugh and half a sob. “That sounds like Connor.” She finally looked up and her crimson gaze met his. “What happens now?”

      “That’s up to you. We could sit here, enjoying this establishment’s fine wares while you tell us everything you know about the surviving cultists, or we can take you somewhere more pleasant and ask you in a less pleasant way.”

      She shrugged. “Don’t know much, but I’ll tell you what I do know in exchange for one thing.”

      “What?”

      Her lip trembled. “I don’t want to die alone. Will you stay until the end?”

      Damien reached out and patted her hand. It was ice cold. This poor woman, seduced, used, and ultimately betrayed by Connor Blackman. Once so fierce, she was more pathetic than anything now. She’d lost it all and despite everything she’d done Damien felt bad for her.

      “I will. I don’t suppose the owner has anything resembling a scroll and ink around here?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Will you excuse us while we fetch some? I won’t be a minute.”

      Morana waved a hand and returned to her mug. Damien picked up the urn then he and Imogen slipped outside. When the door closed Imogen said, “Why are you being so nice to her? We should bring her in and rip what we need out of her screaming head.”

      “If we try to bring her in she’ll fight with every drop of soul force she’s got.”

      Imogen snorted. “I could take her in the shape she’s in now.”

      “I don’t doubt it, but didn’t you see she has no flow? Morana wasn’t lying about being unable to regenerate her power. When it’s gone she dies. Fight her and we get nothing. A little kindness buys us everything she knows. Not to mention, I feel bad for her. She’s lost everything.”

      “It’s no less than she deserves. I’ll fetch writing supplies then leave you to it. I can’t stand the sight of her.” Damien handed her the urn before she left.
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      Damien went back in alone with a notebook and pencil. Morana looked up when the door closed. “Where’s your girlfriend?”

      “Imogen had other matters to attend to.” Damien sat down. “Shall we begin?”

      Morana talked for hours, a long rambling account of her work with the cult. Damien was curious about her past, but his time was limited so he kept his questions to the point.

      She didn’t know many of the small fry by name, but those she did know she gave up. He kept a constant watch on the flow of soul force in her brain and she never lied once. The sun had set and most of a keg of ale had been downed, all of it by her, when she finished her account. Morana didn’t look any more drunk than when they entered the first time.

      The light in her eyes flickered. When Damien checked her core he found it almost depleted. “I thought you had a day or two.”

      She sighed. “I’ve been using a trickle of power to heal the alcohol poisoning. I don’t care about lingering for another day.”

      The light in her eyes went out. “Are you still there?” she asked.

      “I am.” Damien held her hand.

      “Thank you for staying with me. It’s more than I deserve.”

      “It’s all right.”

      The last of her soul force flickered away and her hand went limp. Damien reached out and closed her eyes. Poor, deluded woman.

      He collected his notebook and pencil, conjured a little light, and left the building. Imogen met him a few feet from the stairs. “She’s dead?”

      Damien nodded and handed her the notebook. “There are seventeen names in there, not as many as I’d hoped. Will you see that the chief sorcerer gets this?”

      “Of course. What about you?”

      “I need to clear my head. Meet you at watch headquarters in an hour?”

      “Sure.” Imogen touched his arm then flew away.

      Damien sprang into the sky and flew out over the ocean.

      Why did you stay with her?

      “Can’t slip anything past you, can I?”

      Not a thing. Now talk.

      Damien lay on his back and stared up at the sky. “I told Lane once that Dad taught us to fight and kill without mercy or hesitation. And he did. All the masters hammered that into Jen and I for most of our lives. Over the last year and a half I’ve seen a lot, done a lot, killed, blasted, and destroyed. The only thing that kept me from turning into a monster like Connor was the occasional moments of kindness and knowing I had friends and family and someone I loved waiting for me.”

      Damien.

      “I didn’t stay with Morana for her sake. I did it to remind myself that I’m still human, still capable of showing kindness, even to an enemy. I fear what will happen to me if I ever lose that ability.”

      I won’t let that happen. I promise.

      “I know you won’t. That’s why I love you so much.”

      The moon danced amid the waves and sparkling stars. It was a beautiful night and Damien breathed deep of the cool salt air. It was a good night to be alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Author Notes

        

      

    
    
      And so we reach the end of our story. I hope you’ve enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you’d like to get a free story telling more about how Lizzy went from flesh and blood demon to sword spirit please sign up for my newsletter. I promise no spam, I hate it too. Just a monthly newsletter and, if anything interesting, like a new release, happens between letters I’ll let you know. I end this note by thanking you very much for reading my story and with the hope that you will join me again when my next book is released.

      

      James
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