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      Jaden flew through the beautiful blue sky along his patrol route, the wind whistling in his ears, his tan tunic snapping. Below him the vast expanse of the Western Ocean spread out as far as he could see in every direction, the blue-green waters broken occasionally by small, sandy islands or pods of playing dolphins. Silas, the other junior sorcerer stationed on Lookout Island, even claimed to have seen the serpentine shadow of the Leviathan once, but Silas lied so often that no one took him seriously.

      Jaden had seen no sign of the mighty water dragon nor did he have any great desire to. The sailors who brought supplies and replacement warlords to man the fort spoke of the Leviathan the same way they did a hurricane. They considered it a force of nature rather than an aware creature that made rational decisions. Jaden didn’t know the truth and he suspected no one else did either. They couldn’t exactly seek the creature out and ask.

      Today found Jaden on the northern patrol route. North a hundred miles, west fifty, then back to the island for lunch. The whole trip took about five hours. Master Soran had only begun to trust Jaden to make the patrol by himself in the last month.

      He smiled, remembering how proud and nervous he’d felt when his master told him he could go out on his own. That had been a tense, exhausting trip even though he’d seen nothing more threatening than a breeching whale.

      He paused to conjure a far-seer construct. It had taken Jaden a full two months of practice before he mastered the complex conjuring. Multiple, overlapping layers of soul force combined to mimic the effect of a spyglass, only much more powerful. Looking through his construct Jaden could see twenty miles out into the ocean like it was twenty feet.

      Nothing lurked on the western horizon. No ships, no dragons, just endless blue, exactly as Jaden preferred. He let his construct collapse and continued his patrol. Twice more Jaden paused to study the horizon and each time he found it every bit as empty as the last.

      What would the cook make for lunch today? Probably something with fish. The warlords spent most of their time swimming the clear waters with spears in hand. It was a rare day indeed when none of the ten men and four women brought anything delicious from the blue depths. Jaden only wished the cook’s skill equaled his father’s.

      Jaden loved his quiet new life, but he missed his parents a great deal and couldn’t wait for his next leave in two months. Dad had promised to make all his favorites. Thinking about it made his mouth water as he paused for his next scan of the empty horizon.

      It couldn’t be!

      Jaden shifted his construct from wide scanning to focused zoom. There, maybe forty miles out—four dark-hulled ships, their sails taut in the breeze. They came out of the west, from the direction of the Old Empire. In the 220-year history of Lookout Island no ship had ever been seen on the western horizon. The warlords and sorcerers assigned the post considered it either a punishment that kept them out of the real action or a reward that kept them out of the real action.

      How could this have happened less than a year into his posting? Jaden dug through the satchel hanging from his shoulder. Master Soran’s call stick had to be here somewhere. Pawing through the random shells, polished stones, and other junk he’d accumulated, never taking his eyes off the impossible ships, Jaden finally found it. The thin piece of wood snapped easily in his trembling hands.

      Master Soran arrived surrounded by a glowing aura and looking a bit out of breath. His long, wild white hair made the sorcerer look more like an island castaway than an expert soul force wielder. “What’s wrong?”

      Jaden hadn’t looked away from the four tiny ships bobbing out on the waves since he’d broken the call stick. He didn’t now, afraid if he did they’d vanish like a mirage. Instead he simply pointed. “Ships.”

      “It can’t be.”

      Jaden sensed his master conjuring beside him and a few seconds later he gasped. It sounded like he believed now. “What do we do, Master?”

      Master Soran didn’t speak for many long seconds. When he finally did he said, “For now we’ll keep watch, day and night. They’re still weeks away from reaching the island and more weeks yet from reaching the kingdom. The ships may turn back or alter their course. Until we know something for sure we do our job and watch them. If they haven’t changed course within a week we alert the archmage. After that it’ll be for her and the king to decide.”

      “At least there aren’t enough ships for an invasion,” Jaden said.

      “No. More likely they sent an envoy who’ll demand we rejoin the empire and if we refuse the invasion fleet will follow shortly.”

      Jaden swallowed. So much for this being an easy posting.
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      Damien sighed as he landed in the empty yard outside The Tower. Two feet of fresh snow forced him to conjure a platform under his feet or sink to his knees. Bright blue skies held a blinding sun that reflected off the white yard causing him to squint. Despite the light, the sun did nothing to relieve the bitter cold. Not that the chill bothered Damien. He’d surrounded himself with a pocket of warm air and little wisps of steam rose from his shield. To look at the clear sky today you’d never know two days ago it had been snowing three inches an hour. Damien found he missed the southern weather. He didn’t miss the bandits, poison, assassins, black knight, or corrupt barons. But the warm sunshine had been nice.

      He strode toward The Tower doors, extending the platform ahead of him. One of the guards on the wall waved, looking miserable huddled beside an inadequate brazier. Damien returned the gesture. He’d gotten to know most of the guards during his time studying and they generally recognized him when he visited.

      Damien had managed four days of rest before he couldn’t stand it anymore. The one small mercy of the past few days: Karrie hardly bothered him at all. She didn’t seem angry or anything, just distant. Maybe she’d accepted that he had no intention of marrying her. He hoped so. It would be a relief to go back to just being friends.

      When he’d gone to the archmage looking for something to do she’d sent him to The Tower with orders to learn all he could about Connor Blackman. Damien had never been much for research. He preferred action. Still, he’d gotten comfortable in the library during his studies and a handful of days amid the stacks would make for a nice change of pace after all the running around and fighting. And it would be nice to see Eli, Amanda, and Ann again.

      Damien used soul force to open the massive, black front doors and walked into the black and silver entry hall. He pulled the doors closed and turned toward the headmaster’s office. The tiny old man was expecting him. The archmage had sent a message detailing Damien’s mission and pending arrival so there should be no problem on that account.

      A wave of nostalgia washed over him as he walked toward the office. Had it only been three and a half years since he first visited the now-familiar hall, a nervous kid with no idea what lay before him? The bench where he’d first seen Eli sat empty this morning. That boded well for him getting right in to see the headmaster.

      Damien knocked and the office door swung open. The dry smell of parchment and ink rolled over him. The little man stood in front of his desk, a bright smile on his bewhiskered face. Damien had barely taken a step inside the room when the headmaster rushed over and grasped his hand, pumping enthusiastically. “Good to see you again, my boy. Sit down, sit down. Lidia told me all about your adventures down south. Remarkable, absolutely remarkable.”

      The headmaster bustled around behind his desk and sat. His head stuck up well above the surface of the desk. Did he sit on a stack of books or use a special chair? Damien eased into one of the guest chairs. Even after three plus years it took all his willpower to sit in the presence of a master. He’d learned, however, that the headmaster wouldn’t relax until Damien took a chair so he did it as much for the older man as his own comfort.

      “To think Connor Blackman would have resurrected the old Cult of the Horned One. That boy always did have an unhealthy fascination with the black arts. When he escaped after we discovered him experimenting with demonic artifacts I feared he’d come back to haunt us. But I never imagined something like this.”

      Damien forced himself to interrupt the flustered master. “Sir, did you assemble the list of Connor’s yearmates?”

      The headmaster shook himself, a little shudder running through his beard. “Of course, it’s here somewhere.” He rummaged around through myriad papers on his cluttered desk. Eventually he pulled out a crumpled sheet of parchment. “Here we go. Small class that year, only Connor and two others, Kat Gentul and David Weks. Both were good students and haven’t given us a moment’s grief. You’ll find their current assignments there as well.”

      Damien accepted the parchment. “Thank you, sir. Did your researchers have any luck at the goblin lair?”

      The headmaster harrumphed. “No. All their tests came back inconclusive. The only thing they learned for sure was that someone summoned the demon within the past ten years with primarily nonhuman sacrifices.”

      “Nonhuman?”

      “Mainly goblin and animal. Probably why the tribe was so small. Anything else I can do to help you?”

      “If it’s okay and they’re agreeable, I’d like to borrow Ann and Eli to help with my research. I don’t know how much reading I’ll have to do, but two extra sets of eyes would speed the process along.”

      “By all means, if they can help, use them.”
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      Damien stood outside Ann’s training room. How long had it been since he’d seen his teacher? Six months or so, the night they’d had dinner at the Dancing Pony. In fact, that night she’d told him about Connor Blackman. He’d have found the coincidence more amusing if the situation weren’t so bad.

      Damien rapped on the door and waited. He’d tried Eli first, but his former roommate wasn’t home. Probably training for another shot at the final test. Damien would try and catch up with Eli at lunch. After a few seconds of waiting it became clear Ann wasn’t in her training room. Damien frowned. So far his luck tracking down his potential assistants stunk. Hopefully the search for information on Blackman would go smoother.

      A short flight up brought Damien to Ann’s quarters and when he knocked this time the door opened a moment later. Ann stood in the doorway wearing nothing but a half-buttoned shirt, her long black hair disheveled like she’d just gotten out of bed.

      “Is this a bad time?” Damien kept his focus on her eyes, which twinkled with mischief.

      “It’s never a bad time for my favorite student to visit. Come in.”

      Damien hesitated a moment then slipped inside. Some spicy perfume filled the room, a jumbled mess of tangled sheets covered the bed, and a pile of clothes sat at its foot. Maybe he had woken her up. “I can come back later.”

      “Don’t be silly. Just sit down while I finish getting ready.” Ann walked toward the bathroom door. Halfway across the room she unbuttoned her shirt and tossed it aside. She glanced back at Damien and winked.

      He sighed. At least some things never changed. Damien picked a pair of lacy black underwear out of one of the two chairs in the living area, and sat. Water splashed behind the bathroom door. If Ann took as long getting ready as Lane he should probably get comfortable.

      Twenty minutes later she emerged from the bathroom in her favorite black dress, the one with slits up to both thighs and a deep neckline, her hair perfect, and balanced on four-inch heels. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit? I assume not just because you missed me.”

      “No, though I did miss you. I need you to help me do some research on Connor Blackman.”

      She frowned and sat across from him. “Why? No one’s seen or heard from Connor in six years.”

      Damien filled her in on his recent adventures. When he finished he said, “The archmage wants me to find out everything I can about Blackman. I figured I’d start in the library. Mistress Lenore is bound to remember what Connor used to read. That might give me some clues about his plans. I also need to track down his yearmates. Doesn’t sound like there’s much to them, but better safe than sorry.”

      “Lenore remembers everything, but she wasn’t the librarian when Connor studied here. She’s a year or two younger than me. I can’t believe Connor Blackman’s appeared again after all this time and as a warlock no less. I knew, I mean, everyone knew about his fascination with demons, but to go so far as to trade his soul to the Horned One…” She shook her head. “Anything I can do just tell me. I’m at your disposal.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate the help and the company. I’d hoped to grab Eli as well, but couldn’t find him. Have you seen much of him and Amanda?”

      “I see Eli occasionally in the dining hall, but Amanda Lee passed her final test last month. She’s gone out on assignment.”

      Damien stared. “No one told me. I would have liked to congratulate her.”

      “From the sounds of it you were unreachable last month.”

      “Yeah, but still. Well, forget it. Shall we head to the library?”

      They left Ann’s room and went down to the fourth floor. The library filled the entire level and at the center, behind a desk as perfectly ordered as Ann’s room was messy, sat Mistress Lenore. She wore her hair in a bun so tight it stretched the skin of her face. Some of the students whispered she did it to hide wrinkles. Damien doubted wrinkles would have nerve enough to form on her severe features. She looked at least ten years older than Ann. Damien had a hard time believing they were near the same age. Her perpetual frown deepened as he and Ann approached. What had they done to upset her?

      Mistress Lenore adjusted her round wire-rimmed spectacles. “Ann, Damien, what brings you two here?”

      Damien smiled his best smile. “We hoped you could help us. The archmage asked me to investigate Connor Blackman and I need to know what books he read before he left The Tower.”

      Thin lips pursed as she concentrated. Mistress Lenore had the gift, or curse, depending on who you asked, of never forgetting anything. She had a soul force so weak she barely qualified as a sorcerer, but her perfect memory made her an ideal librarian. She could find any book in the place in moments and summarize the contents for you.

      “Connor liked anything to do with demons. But his real obsession was the Mad King and the haunted lands. We don’t have much information on them, but he read all of it, more than once according to the records. In fact, he read one history seven times over the course of two years.”

      “He read these books when he was a student?” Ann asked.

      Mistress Lenore glared at Ann. It didn’t look like they got along. That surprised Damien as he thought Ann was liked by everyone. “Yes, and several times after he passed his final test. He’d visit every time he came back from patrol. I saw him myself right after I assumed my post and just before he disappeared. It’s like he needed to read them every so often.”

      “Can you show us?” Damien asked.

      Her expression softened. “Of course, but I’ll warn you, this isn’t pleasant reading. Some of the things the Mad King did…” She shuddered.

      Mistress Lenore led them around the library, collecting books as they went. Several students reading at the scattered desks looked up as the little group walked by, their gazes lingering on Ann who reveled in the attention. Damien smiled. Some things really did never change.

      When they’d collected fifteen thick leather-bound books he thanked Mistress Lenore and he and Ann settled in at an empty table. “Did you ever meet him?” Damien asked.

      “Who?”

      “Connor.”

      “No, he arrived after I passed my test and had begun field work and he had already left when I returned to teach.”

      Damien knew they had to hurry, but curiosity got the best of him. “How come you’re not still in the field? You’re young, beautiful, strong. I don’t know how the masters could design a better field sorcerer.”

      She patted his hand, but her smile seemed sad. “You’re sweet. I do have all those things you mentioned, but I discovered I lacked something important: the will to use my power in battle. I just didn’t have it in me to kill my opponents. In the field, that inability almost resulted in my master’s death and mine along with him. We were tracking down a rogue sorcerer. I hesitated in battle. She blasted my master and escaped. I healed him, but it became clear to me I was nothing but a liability in a real fight. I had all the necessary skills so Thomas accepted my request to teach. I find it suits me much better.”

      Damien nodded. Teaching did suit her. She had a knack for explaining things so others understood. If she couldn’t do what she had to, staying out of the field made sense. He grabbed the first book in the pile, a bestiary describing the most common varieties of demon, and started reading.

      An hour later Damien rubbed his eyes. Who would have thought you could fill an inch-thick book with demon varieties? From the sounds of it a demon could inhabit any host, but they preferred vicious creatures with fangs and claws. You could put a demon spirit into a bunny, but the demon wouldn’t have much to work with in terms of natural weapons.

      “Please tell me you found something interesting.”

      Ann shook her head. “A book full of nasty blood rituals. Heaven’s mercy! Who goes looking for stuff like this?”

      “A warlock in the making, I guess. Someone should write down the names of everyone that reads these books. We’d be halfway to figuring out who to keep an eye on.”

      “A little late now.”

      “A lot late now, but maybe we can spot the next Connor Blackman before he moves past research.”
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      Connor Blackman wrapped himself in an invisibility shield and flew into the cold morning sky. He sent a silent prayer to the Horned One that Mikhail didn’t destroy anything in his library or kill anyone with important information. The more he saw of the former merchant the more he feared Morana had been right to warn him away from the stupid young man. Unfortunately, Connor had invested too much time and power in creating the black knight to simply toss him away and start over. Phase two of his plan would begin in earnest within weeks if not days and Connor simply didn’t have time to make a new servant.

      Connor flew east toward the Barrier Mountains. His base was only a half hour’s flight from the steep mountain range and when he reached them he stopped and hovered, gathering himself for his second great trial. The tall, jagged peaks marked the eastern border of the kingdom. On the far side lay the haunted lands, a blasted land crawling with demons and undead. Unless you could fly over the mountains, the only way to travel between the kingdom and the haunted lands was a single, narrow pass. On the kingdom side the Order of the Shield, the largest order of paladins in the kingdom, had built a massive citadel.

      How he despised the holy warriors. Each of them was bonded to an angel, gaining its power and skill. They were powerful enemies, but arrogant and overconfident. No one had challenged them in many years and they believed no one could. Connor would set them straight in due time.

      The order had been formed three hundred and fifty years ago when explorers first discovered the haunted lands. The leader of the order pronounced the reclamation of the haunted lands his group’s reason for existing. The more practical members decided the first item of business was stopping the undead from wandering through the pass and into the newly formed kingdom. The citadel took five years to build, but when they’d finished, combined with the paladins’ holy power, it formed an impenetrable barrier.

      Connor grimaced and focused on his mission. He surrounded himself with a crackling barrier of dark energy that should protect him from the worst of the life-draining effects of the haunted lands. For the truth was, the haunted lands were an annex of hell on earth. The living, even a warlock like Connor, had no place there. At least he needed no food or drink like a mere mortal.

      The moment he passed across to the far side of the mountains, a familiar, crushing power gripped Connor with an iron fist. He pushed more power into his shield and snarled away the pain. It was nothing compared to the first time he visited the grim locale years ago as a simple sorcerer. He’d feared just crossing the border that first time would kill him instantly. It didn’t and he gained the first and most precious of his artifacts.

      He touched the bronze amulet that hung around his neck under his blood-red tunic. If he was right that amulet was the key to everything. If he’d miscalculated Connor would most likely die in the haunted lands, his soul consumed by the Horned One for his ignorance.

      Below him the bleakest environment imaginable sped by. No spark of life appeared anywhere in the gray wasteland. Here and there a shambling zombie or a darting, ravenous ghoul broke the otherwise empty landscape. The zombies ignored Connor as he flew over their heads, but the clever ghouls turned hungry gazes toward the meat above them.

      He didn’t fear the minor undead; none of them would last an instant longer than he wished. The danger lay with the sort of creature a display of his power might attract. Far mightier and more fearsome things lurked in the wastes than zombies.

      Forty-five minutes from the mountains Connor caught sight of the first sign that anyone had once called this land home. A flat-topped, step-sided stone pyramid thrust up from the gray sand. On the top the ancients had built an altar. The Horned One alone knew how many sacrifices that altar had accepted. This was what Connor had flown so far to find. Others had visited the pyramid, warlocks of the old cult, men and women slain long before Connor’s birth. Most considered them madmen and lunatics, but Connor honored them in his heart as his forebears. Everything he’d accomplished he owed to their early efforts. Unlike those pioneers, he didn’t intend to fail.

      Connor landed beside the towering pyramid. It rose at least two hundred feet into the air. Unlike stone structures in the kingdom, no sorcerer had fused the stone blocks together. Thin lines showed where the blocks fit. The few scribblings he’d found indicated the final pyramids had been constructed in a hurry.

      Connor raised a reverent hand and laid it on the polished stone. A hint of corruption flowed into him. Such power, and it constituted only the barest taste of what waited inside. Connor sent a stream of soul force into the stone, seeking the door. He found it in moments. An ancient ward kept the temple sealed against casual visitors. His power interacted with the ward. Black flames outlined the entrance thirty feet to his left. Massive stone blocks slid inward and to the right, revealing a black tunnel running straight towards the interior of the pyramid.

      He stood looking into the darkness, savoring the moment. Years of study and research had led to this and Connor wanted to enjoy it.

      A pair of glowing red eyes appeared ten feet above the ground, cutting his savoring short. Power gathered around those eyes and crimson flames flickered to life revealing the massive form of the guardian demon. Ridged plates covered a massive humanoid shape, but darkness obscured most of the details. Connor had expected to meet the monster in the heart of the pyramid, but it must have sensed his power and come hunting. Better to have his first test sooner than later.
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      Connor drew deep from the black pit that sat at the core of his body. Once, a golden sphere of energy as pure as the sun filled his core, but now it had been replaced by a tiny fragment of the Horned One’s own corrupt soul. Dark power, dense beyond the comprehension of mortal sorcerers, was his to command. That it had transformed him into something other than human was a small price to pay. With that power Connor could shatter castles, lay waste to whole villages. The question now was, could he dominate the demon blocking his path deeper into the pyramid?

      Time to find out.

      A river of black flames poured from Connor’s raised hands. The flames struck a deep red barrier and were pushed back. In the sanguine light Connor got his first good look at the creature that opposed him. Curved tusks grew from a distended jaw filled with jagged teeth. Red eyes glowed in a porcine face. Massive legs covered in bristly hair ended in cloven hooves. Behind it bat wings obscured everything deeper in the pyramid and a lashing tail tipped with a mass of spiked bone twitched from side to side.

      The demon roared and red flames pushed Connor’s dark fire further back. He sent more power into his attack. This would be so much easier if he could simply kill the guardian. Unfortunately, the demon’s life-force was inextricably bound to the pyramid. If Connor killed the guardian the pyramid would collapse, burying the secrets he hoped to collect.

      No, he needed to bind the demon, force it to submit to his superior power. Connor conjured a pair of black, clawed hands and had them clutch the demon.

      It snarled and shrugged massive shoulders. The constructs shattered into so many black sparks.

      The demon threw its head back then forward. A torrent of red flames spewed at Connor. He fell flat. Heat and vileness seared his back. Though he now possessed demonic soul force his body still retained some of its human frailties, and hellfire destroyed his flesh the way it did anything else it encountered.

      Connor didn’t know if he could win going blast for blast with the guardian. His eyes narrowed as he studied it. A crimson cord of power ran from its back deeper into the pyramid. That cord represented the link that bound the demon to the pyramid.

      He rolled right. Another blast of hellfire narrowly missed turning Connor to ash.

      The creature drew power from the pyramid, augmenting its already formidable strength. Worse, Connor couldn’t sever the link without destroying the very thing he sought to explore.

      Connor hammered the demon with a blast of dark fire, forcing it back a pace. The warlock scrambled to his feet. If he couldn’t sever the connection maybe he could block it.

      Before the demon regained its balance, Connor slammed a barrier into the cord, blocking the flow of power. Instantly the demon shrank by half. Its massive frame withered and it roared in pain. Not wanting to give it a moment to recover, Connor conjured black chains, binding the demon from neck to ankles. He poured almost all his power into the construct. The guardian tried to shatter it.

      Connor held his breath. If the chains broke he had nothing left to continue the fight.

      Strain and struggle as he might, the demon couldn’t escape in its reduced form. Connor let out the breath he’d been holding. He’d won. For now at least.

      He had to make sure the demon didn’t escape until he finished his search. He sent a stream of energy to maintain the rapidly deteriorating block and a second to maintain the chains. That left him with only a trickle to replenish his almost empty core.

      He grimaced. If there were more guardians he’d be in bad shape to fight, though it didn’t really matter. If the binding failed the demon would finish him. Anything beyond that remained speculation and he’d deal with it when it became fact.

      Connor waved his hand and the demon slammed into the left side of the tunnel. It let out a guttural snarl as Connor walked past.

      The warlock paused. “We serve the same master. Fighting amongst ourselves benefits no one.”

      The demon shook and after a moment Connor realized the monster was laughing. “Stupid human. Fighting, killing, consuming: it’s what we do. What we are. Demons have no allies. Only those more powerful that we serve to avoid being devoured and those weaker that we destroy to grow stronger. That is our essence. The pure meaning of being a demon.”

      Connor nodded, absently clenching his fist and tightening the bindings around the demon, drawing a snarl of pain. What the guardian said was true and it explained why the princes of hell, like his master, sought mortal agents. Humans understood what it meant to have allies and how to work with others. Demons would never be more than slave soldiers, constantly seeking enough power to challenge their master and take his place.

      Though he desired ever greater power and immortality, Connor had no interest in taking the Horned One’s place. No being in all existence had more enemies than a prince of hell. Better to stay in the mighty one’s shadow. Accumulate power by providing good service. If the time came that the Horned One fell from his throne, Connor would offer his services to whoever took the master’s place or, failing that, flee.

      The ambitious sought mastery over all, but the wise sought survival above all.
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      Damien closed another book. They’d been at it for five days and only three books remained in the unread stack. He now knew more about demons, warlocks, and cults than he ever wanted to and he remained no closer to finding Connor’s hiding place. The only things the books had in common were demons and the haunted lands, and he doubted even a warlock would try hiding in that undead-filled wasteland.

      He ran a hand through his hair. They were almost done. He just had to buckle down and finish up.

      The library seemed even quieter than usual; the soft rustle of pages being turned or the tapping of students’ shoes on the hard floor no longer filled the silence. They had the whole place to themselves, aside from Mistress Lenore. The library had the hollow, lifeless feeling of a tomb. Damien shook his head. That was the books talking. Spending fourteen hours a day reading about the worst of humanity could put a man in a dark mood.

      Ann slid closer to him on the bench, pressing her hip against his. Damien inched away and she slid over again until they were touching.

      Damien smiled. She played this game every time he showed signs of flagging and he loved her for it. He slipped his hand under the table and squeezed her bare knee. She flinched and slid back to her side of the bench. He’d discovered that, despite her flirtatious nature, if he showed any interest she backed off at once. Apparently she only enjoyed the game if he didn’t want to play. Knowing that made it even more fun to tease her back.

      “Find anything interesting?” he asked.

      “Does the fact that some people are every bit as awful as the worst demon count?”

      “No, I already knew that. I was thinking about something that might give us a hint where Connor is hiding.”

      “I can’t help you with that. Is there any way to unread all this horror? I never dreamed such awful books existed much less waited for anyone interested to find in our library.”

      Damien slid closer to her and put his arm around her.It seemed that, that despite her provocative dress and manner, Ann remained quite innocent about just how terrible the world could be. He felt a little bad about giving her a crash course.

      “You’ve been a huge help, you know. What do you say we finish these last three books then head over to the Dancing Pony. I’ll buy you that chocolate cake you like and we can split a bottle of good red wine.”

      She smiled, though her eyes still looked sad. “That sounds wonderful.”

      “Then it’s a date.” He kissed her on the cheek.

      Ann’s face turned red and he forced himself not to grin. Teasing was kind of fun. He understood why she enjoyed it so much.
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      Damien woke up in his old spartan room relieved not to have a headache. Ann had drunk more than her share of the wine the night before, saving him a hangover. He feared she wouldn’t be so fortunate. She’d fallen asleep halfway through the flight back to The Tower and he’d had to carry her up to her room and tuck her in. If she rolled out of bed before noon Damien would be surprised.

      For his part Damien was eager to track down Connor’s yearmates and see what they had to say. In all honesty he’d welcome anything other than reading in the library. If he didn’t set foot in the place for a year it would suit him just fine.

      Damien took his time with his workout, adding half an hour of meditation before heading downstairs to the dining hall. Jaden’s father had devised a new spice blend for his breakfast potatoes and Damien couldn’t get enough of them. He pushed through the swinging doors and found a line waiting. The scent of rosemary and sage filled the room and set his mouth to watering. It appeared Damien wasn’t the only one who liked the new spices. This was the first time he could remember getting to the hall and not being the first to arrive.

      He spotted Eli on a bench at the far end of the hall. When he looked up from his food Damien waved. His friend motioned him over and after he finally collected his breakfast Damien went to join him.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you with your research,” Eli said. “I’m retaking the final test next month and I really need to practice.”

      Damien waved off his apology. “It’s fine. We finished yesterday and didn’t find anything remotely useful. What discipline did you decide to focus on?”

      “I followed Jaden’s example and chose attack. My speed and accuracy are much better, but I don’t know if I can hit hard enough.”

      “Make your blasts as narrow and focused as you can. That’ll increase their penetration.”

      “That’s just what my teacher said.”

      All around them the room fell silent.

      Damien spun around and found the headmaster standing in the doorway. The old man looked as serious as Damien had ever seen him. The deep wrinkles in his forehead looked like canyons and the normally smiling face was turned down in a fierce scowl.

      “Got to go. Good luck on your test.”

      Damien left his half-finished breakfast and trotted over to the headmaster. “Sir?”

      “Come with me.”

      Damien followed the headmaster back to his office, neither of them speaking. That the old man could go over a minute without laughing or joking surprised Damien. It appeared he had a serious side after all. From the way he was acting Damien suspected he wouldn’t be staying long so he didn’t bother to sit once the door closed behind them. Damien accepted a scroll from him and started reading. The message wasn’t long. Ships had been spotted coming from the west. The archmage wanted him to return to the capital at once.

      He looked up from the scroll. “Is it true?”

      The headmaster nodded. “This isn’t something Lidia would joke about. We’ve long feared the Old Empire would try to make contact. It appears that day has arrived.”

      “What about the search for Connor?” It bothered Damien to leave his task half finished, but he knew his master wouldn’t have recalled him unless the situation were serious.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll send Lon to speak with his yearmates.”

      Damien dug the many-times-folded piece of parchment with the names and assignments of Connor’s yearmates out of his pocket and handed it back to the headmaster. “Tell him to be sure and ask about the haunted lands. Connor seemed to have an obsession with the place.”

      “I will. Anything else?”

      “No, sir. I’ll collect my gear and head out.”

      “Be careful, my boy. The Old Empire wasn’t feared throughout the world for nothing.”
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      John Kord stood in front of his mentor’s desk surrounded by the acrid, minty smell of alcohol and brewing potions. He’d gotten used to the odd combination over the past year and a half. Four tables covered with bubbling beakers and flasks sat in front of the back wall. His master, dressed today as was his habit in a blue-and-silver commander’s uniform, had gotten reassigned after the battle with the Ice Queen’s army. The two of them now worked out of the barracks built just outside the city of Jorgen, the capital city of the northlands. They did their best to reconstruct the damaged limbs of soldiers injured during the war. The slow, tedious work wore on John, but when he restored a man’s hand so he could tie his boots again, or hold a sword, the satisfaction defied description.

      Now it seemed he had to leave his task in the middle. John read the message Master Kane handed him for the second time. He’d been selected to serve as Princess Karrie’s personal healer. He was to report to the capital as soon as possible.

      It made no sense. John was an inexperienced sorcerer still in training. If Karrie really needed a healer there were dozens of sorcerers more qualified than him.

      John finally looked at his master. “Is this a joke?”

      Master Kane frowned. “No, though that was my first reaction as well. We have hundreds of injured men that need healing and as far as I know the princess is in excellent health. Whatever we may think, an order from the capital isn’t something you can ignore.”

      “What about my training? I still have five more months.”

      Master Kane’s expression lost some of its edge. “The truth is, John, I have little more to teach you. You have a natural gift for healing which time and experience will hone. I’m totally confident releasing you from your training early. Now you’d best pack your gear and get a move on. When the capital says jump, you jump.”

      “Yes, Master.” John bowed then held out his hand. “It has been a pleasure working with you.”

      Master Kane stood up from behind his desk and shook John’s hand. “Likewise. And don’t worry about things here. I’ll hold down the fort. You just focus on your new patient.”

      John left his master’s combination apothecary and office, closing the door behind him. Out in the gray stone hall the occasional groan of an injured soldier in the healers’ ward reached him. His instincts shouted at him to go help whoever was hurting, but he forced his steps the opposite way, toward the little room where he slept.

      Halfway there Mary Ann, a cute blond nurse that looked a little like Jen, rounded a corner, her arms loaded with clean towels. She smiled at him over the mound of linen and John winked. He’d miss their banter only a little less than his work helping the injured. Not that there was anything serious between them. A quick kiss and cuddle now and then, to break the tension of working long hours with men in horrible pain. She wouldn’t have any trouble finding a replacement for him.

      His room was little more than a monk’s cell. A narrow bed, footlocker, and nightstand with a wash bowl were his only furniture. He emptied his footlocker into a canvas rucksack and was ready to leave. Since beginning his training with Master Kane he’d gotten in the habit of traveling light. He had plenty of fancy clothes at home, but since everything he wore ended up with blood on it why bother dragging silk doublets and shiny boots around with him. That may have to change if he was to serve in the capital. He grimaced, not certain if he liked the idea of getting back into a role he hadn’t played in almost five years.

      Perhaps he could focus more on being a healer rather than the son of one of the four generals. Fat chance of that. The moment he arrived there’d be someone hoping to use him to get a favor from his father. Much as he’d prefer to avoid it, politics were unavoidable for him.
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      John landed his conjured horse well away from the castle. A few curious people glanced his way, but for the most part sorcerers arriving in the capital weren’t so uncommon that his landing drew much reaction. If he’d tried to land in the castle courtyard, on the other hand, he would have drawn the attention of the Crimson Legion. All in all he preferred to approach the front gates and deal with the regular guards.

      He guided his construct along the road up to the closed gates. Behind him a trunk loaded with a selection of his better clothes picked up from home on his way south floated on a disk of soul force. He had considered not bothering with the expensive outfits, but figured word would get back to his mother if he didn’t dress properly. In her own way his mother was every bit as fierce as the general. That probably explained why his parents had stayed married for so long.

      Four warlords stood guard outside instead of the usual two ordinary soldiers. The warlords looked tense, their hands never straying far from the hilts of their swords. John eased closer, not wanting to do anything that might startle the nervous guards.

      When he was ten yards from the gate one of the warlords stepped forward. “Halt! State your name and business.”

      “John Kord. I’ve been assigned as Princess Karrie’s new personal healer.”

      The guard looked back. One of the other warlords had unrolled a scroll. What in the world was happening? John had never seen security so tight. A few seconds later the man with the scroll nodded.

      “You’re expected. I’ll have to search your luggage.”

      John made the trunk move up closer and the top pop open. “Please be careful not to wrinkle my clothes.”

      The guard poked around for a minute then nodded. “Okay, go ahead.”

      The massive gate swung open and John guided his construct through. He dismounted and let the horse vanish. Groups of warlords, each accompanied by a sorcerer in red robes, patrolled the courtyard. Heaven’s mercy. Were they expecting an invasion?

      John shook his head and headed for the door to the keep. Two more warlords stood by the closed doors. They eyed John as though expecting him to start blasting everyone any moment. Despite their suspicious looks they opened the door as he drew closer.

      It had been a while, but the familiar entry hall hadn’t changed. Suits of armor still lined the path to the throne room. The message said to report to the castle, but not exactly to whom. His first thought was the archmage, but he had no idea where to find her. By the same token he didn’t know where Karrie might be either. He’d try the throne room. The king and his father had known each other for years, he’d help.

      He walked down the short hall and sighed in relief to find the usual guards on duty instead of more warlords. They probably figured if an enemy made it this far two more warlords wouldn’t make much difference. He frowned when the guards made no move to open the doors for him.

      “Is the king in court?” John asked.

      “He’s having a private meeting with the archmage,” the left-hand guard said. “He’s not to be disturbed.”

      John sighed and sat on his trunk. “Mind if I wait here?”

      The guards looked at each other and the one that hadn’t spoken shrugged. “I don’t see why not,” the spokesman said.
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      Wind whistled in his ears as Damien blasted through the leaden sky at top speed. If the headmaster had read the situation correctly he had little time to spare. How was it possible that they had a warlock getting up to who knew what and at the same time ships from the Old Empire were approaching the kingdom? Had the universe decided to see how much trouble they could handle at one time? If just one more thing happened he feared it might break them.

      The capital grew larger and soon filled Damien’s vision. He went straight to the castle, landing in the courtyard. Three groups of warlords, each paired with a sorcerer, ran towards him. What were they doing patrolling the courtyard? The empire ships must have everyone on edge.

      He recognized one of the Crimson Legion sorcerers. “Alden, what’s going on?”

      The red-robed sorcerer waved the others off. “It’s okay, he’s one of ours. The archmage ordered triple patrols as soon as we found out about the imperial ships. After the assassin slipped through, she’s not taking any chances and the captain of the guard agreed whole heartedly.”

      “She sent a message calling me back. Do you know where I can find her?”

      “I believe the archmage is in the throne room trying to convince the king she’s not overreacting.”

      Alden went back to his patrol and Damien headed for the keep. The warlords guarding the door must have seen him talking with the Crimson Legionnaire as they opened the door for him without a fuss. Damien offered them a nod, but didn’t break stride. He stopped at the entrance to the hall leading to the throne room. Seated on a trunk fifteen feet from the doors was the last person he expected to find here.

      “John?”

      His old friend turned toward Damien and offered a relieved smile. Behind John the guards reached for the doors. Damien gave a subtle shake of his head and the men resumed their positions. “Damien, thank heaven. I’ve been sitting out here for an hour waiting for the king to finish his meeting so I can find out where I’m supposed to go.”

      Damien frowned. “Why are you here, exactly? I thought you were assigned to the northern army.”

      “I was. I got a message reassigning me to serve as Princess Karrie’s personal healer. I rushed south and when I arrived I found more guards on duty than I’ve ever seen. Do you know what’s going on?”

      “Yes, but I’m not certain how much I can tell you. Come on, I’ll take you up to the royal quarters. If Karrie’s not there, someone will know where to find her.”

      “Thanks. Sitting in this hall is getting old.”

      They left the hall and took a side route to a flight of stairs. Damien had made the trip enough times he hardly thought about it. At least they didn’t have warlords all over the living quarters. Uncle Andy guarded his scant private time zealously.

      “So talk,” John said. “Why’s everyone so worked up?”

      “I’ll tell you, but you have to keep it to yourself. Ships were spotted coming from the west.”

      “From the Old Empire?”

      Damien smiled at the disbelief in his friend’s voice. Not that there was anything funny about the situation. “That’s the assumption. The archmage called me back from The Tower and my guess is we’re going to fly out and see what’s going on.”

      “Do you think that’s why they called me in? In case something happened to the princess, poison or an assassin or something?”

      “Possible, I guess. I had no idea you’d be here, but it’s good to see you.”

      They stopped in front of the door to the royal quarters. Damien knocked and a minute or so later Queen Audra opened the door. “Damien, what a nice surprise. Won’t you come in?”

      “I really shouldn’t. I was just playing guide for John.”

      “Good morning, Your Majesty.” John moved up beside Damien.

      “Hello, John. Damien, I insist you come in for a few minutes. Karrie would be so disappointed if she didn’t get to see you.”

      She stepped out of the doorway and Damien had no choice but to enter. He couldn’t exactly tell the queen he was too busy. A few minutes wouldn’t make that much difference, hopefully. “Is Karrie feeling okay?” Damien asked.

      “Oh yes, it’s just Lidia has been so busy lately we thought having a dedicated healer around would be a good idea. Better safe than sorry and all that.”

      “John! Damien!” Karrie stood in the doorway of her room wearing a frilly pink dress, a big smile on her face. She ran over and hugged them with one arm each. She kissed John on the cheek and stepped back. “If only Jen were here we’d have the gang back together. Come and sit down. I can ring for tea.”

      “I really can’t stay. The archmage is waiting for me.” Damien and John bumped fists. “Look after everyone for me. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but I feel better knowing you’re here.”

      “Will do. Be careful.”

      Karrie had her bottom lip stuck out. “You’re leaving again?”

      “For a little while. Don’t worry, Princess, John is much better company than I.” Damien offered Audra a little bow and slipped out the door.
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      Karrie stared at Damien’s back as he left. He’d just left. Left her alone with his best friend without a care in the world. Her plan was seeming more and more dubious by the second. How could she make him jealous if he wasn’t here to watch her cuddling with John?

      “I’ll leave you two to catch up.” Her mother strolled out of the sitting area and headed back to her sewing room.

      Karrie made a snap decision. She’d bring John in on her plan. He might make a better ally than a simple tool. She tugged the pull rope and a few seconds later when the servant knocked she ordered tea and a tray of snacks for them.

      John stood awkwardly beside his trunk, obviously not certain what he should do. Karrie smiled. “Sit down, please, no need to worry about ceremony here.”

      John slumped down on the sofa. “So what’s the deal with you and Damien?”

      She stared at him. How did he know? “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not blind. You couldn’t have looked more disappointed when he left.”

      Karrie sat beside him. “I’m going to level with you and maybe you can help me.”

      “I’m at your disposal, Princess.”

      “I’m trying to convince Damien that he should marry me, but I’m not having much luck. He’s either not here or not interested when he is.” She sighed. “I was planning on using you to make him jealous. I don’t know how that can work since he won’t be here to see us together.”

      “I’m afraid your plan is doomed. Damien’s already in love with another. I can’t think of anything that would convince him to move on.”

      “I know. He’s fallen for Lane Thorn.”

      John cocked his head. “Who’s Lane Thorn?”

      “The archmage’s daughter. I thought you said you knew he was in love.”

      “I do and he is, but I have no idea who Lane Thorn is. Damien has never mentioned her to me.”

      Now Karrie was really confused. A rap on the door gave her a moment to think. She went and collected a tray from one of the servants. Damien did say Lane was just a job, but they’d looked so friendly. Karrie set the tray on the low table in front of the sofa and poured two cups of tea for her and John.

      “If not Lane then who?”

      “Lizzenwar. Damien’s been in love with her for as long as I can remember.”

      Karrie blinked, more confused now than ever. “Isn’t that the name of his father’s sword?”

      “It’s also the name of the spirit that lives in the sword. She’s been his friend and companion since Damien was old enough to be aware of other people. Lizzy—that’s what he calls her—comforted him when he fought with his father. Held him when he got hurt in training. He’s totally devoted to her.”

      “How is that possible? She’s a sword! I’m competing with a sword!” Karrie wanted to pull her hair out. It wasn’t fair. When she’d thought Lane was Damien’s lady that was one thing, but a sword? She didn’t know what to do.

      “You need to stop thinking about her as a sword,” John said in a soft, calm voice, like someone trying to soothe a horse in danger of bolting. “Damien told me about her once. Lizzy can bring him into her world. He described it as an endless night sky. In that place she’s as real as you or me.”

      “You know Damien better than just about anyone. What do I do? I love him so much, but I can’t even get him to look at me that way.”

      “I don’t know, Princess. I doubt there’s anyone or anything in the world that could change Damien’s feelings toward Lizzy.” John squeezed her shoulder. “He’s my best friend and when I see how happy he is anytime he mentions her…I don’t think I want to try and change his mind.”

      Karrie sniffed. So much for making an ally out of John. Heaven’s mercy! She was competing with a sword.
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      The instant the door closed behind him Damien rushed back to the throne room, drawing the occasional concerned look from a passing servant. The guards opened the doors for him as he approached. Inside, Uncle Andy and the archmage stood together at a table with a map of the Western Ocean. The throne room was empty except for the two of them. He would have expected military strategists at least to be part of the meeting.

      Uncle Andy and his master both looked up as he entered. The king had dark circles under his eyes and pale skin. His clothes were wrinkled and Damien suspected he’d slept in them. His master stared at him with bright, eager eyes. Unlike Uncle Andy it appeared the archmage relished the coming challenge.

      “Where have you been?” she asked. “I sensed your soul force earlier then you left again.”

      “Sorry, Master. I took John up to the royal quarters. I’m glad he’s here. If anything should happen while we’re gone his healing skills will be useful.”

      “So you figured out why I called you back. If I’m going to meet with representatives of the Old Empire I want my strongest sorcerer with me.”

      “When do we leave?”

      “Now.”

      “Don’t do anything aggressive until we hear what they have to say,” Uncle Andy said. “Maybe they only wish to establish communication and trade.”

      “We won’t attack first, but if the empire only wants to talk and trade I’ll eat my robe. Come on, Damien. Sasha’s waiting for us in Valcane with Admiral McAllan.”

      “Sasha?”

      “Sorry, High Sorcerer of the West. I need to introduce you to them one of these days so you’ll know who I’m talking about. Let’s go.”

      “Be careful, both of you,” Uncle Andy said. “The kingdom can ill afford to lose either of you.”

      Damien followed his master out of the throne room and into the courtyard. The archmage conjured an eagle with a high-backed chair growing between its wings. She levitated up into the chair and the eagle lashed its wings, rushing skyward. Damien simply leapt up beside her and flew on his own without a steed.

      The eagle turned west and a little south and soared along at about half of Damien’s top speed toward Port Valcane. Damien had never been to the ocean before and despite the situation he was eager to see the vast expanse of water. Jen had told him about it of course, but hearing about it and seeing it were two different things.

      Damien accelerated up beside his master. “Do the admiral or high sorcerer have any thoughts about the approaching ships?”

      “They have lots of ideas. None of them particularly useful. The admiral wants to sail our meager fleet out and sink the ships before they get close to the kingdom. That’s what he says anyway, but the truth is he’s never had a real naval battle and he thinks this is his chance. Sasha wants to send sorcerers out to do basically the same thing.”

      “Aren’t they curious what the imperials have to say? I mean, we haven’t had contact with the Old Empire in over four hundred years. We can hardly judge them by the actions of their ancestors.”

      The archmage smiled and shook her head. “Just when I think I have you a little bit figured out you say something that surprises me. You’re right, of course. We need to talk to them even if it’s just to see what the empire intends. After we talk we can decide whether to sink them.”

      They flew southwest for most of the day. The temperature gradually warmed as they neared the ocean. The port sprawled for at least a mile along the coast. Damien’s eyes went wide at the sight of the sun sinking into the endless expanse of blue. Oranges and purples danced on the water. He’d seldom seen anything so beautiful. He only wished he could have shared it with Lizzy. He soaked up every detail so when he saw her again he could show her the memory.

      The archmage’s eagle descended toward the city. Damien forced himself to look away and follow. She guided her mount to the docks. A huge stone-and-timber fort sat at the northern edge of the city, right on the water. It had its own docks and six three-masted sailing ships bobbed in their slips. Was that the extent of the kingdom’s fleet?

      The eagle settled inside the wall twenty feet from the keep. The archmage flew down from her mount and Damien landed beside her. A small door beside the keep’s main door opened and two people emerged, a man with a drooping white mustache, blue-and-silver uniform, and a short curved cutlass at his hip. A step behind him came a broad-shouldered woman in blue robes with long white hair. Damien stayed a step behind his master, not certain how formal the meeting would be.

      “Admiral McAllen, Sasha.” The archmage inclined her head a fraction. “No new reports I assume.”

      The high mage nodded back. “Lidia. No, we’ve heard nothing new from Lookout Island.”

      “My fleet stands ready to attack at the king’s command.” The admiral had a gruff, blustery way that bordered on comical. Not that Damien so much as twitched while the others talked. He had no place in this conversation. Better to keep silent.

      “His Majesty appreciates the thought, but he prefers to try and make peaceful contact before resorting to violence. My apprentice and I will be flying out to meet them in the morning.”

      “Just the two of you?” Admiral McAllen looked at the archmage then at Damien, then back. “Is that prudent?”

      “I think we’ll be okay, Ken. Damien’s stronger than he looks.”

      Sasha turned her gaze on him. “The demon slayer. I’ve heard so much about you. You gave one of the most impressive displays we’ve seen in the final test in many years.”

      “Thank you, High Sorcerer.” Damien bowed.

      “And polite as well. Is there no end to your gifts?”

      Damien didn’t know if she was mocking him or teasing him. He’d noticed most sorcerers seemed unable to remain serious for long periods. He didn’t know if having so much power made them careless or if they all just suffered from the same character flaws. Either way he wasn’t stupid enough to rise to the bait.

      “Enough, Sasha.” His master appeared especially short on patience this evening. “We need rooms. I, for one, am exhausted. We’ll need all our wits for tomorrow.”
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      After days of exploring every inch of the pyramid, the black stone walls all began to look the same to Connor. Though he hated to admit it, doubt had begun to seep into his mind. The artifact he sought might not be hidden in this particular pyramid after all. Maybe he’d gotten his hopes too high. According to his research ten pyramids circled the haunted lands. That made the odds of any given pyramid being the one he sought quite long.

      Connor left the hall he’d just searched for the fifth time and returned to the central chamber. A red-stained iron cauldron sat in the center of the room, directly beneath a hole in the ceiling. All the blood channels in the roof’s altar drained through that hole and the blood and life force of the sacrifices gathered in the cauldron.

      He ran a finger around the rim of the iron vessel. Dried blood flaked up like rust. How many lives had drained into it over the years, the decades? People called the former ruler of the haunted lands the Mad King, but Xanatos Alexious VI wasn’t mad; he was a genius. A genius determined to live forever and with the will to make it happen. Connor admired that determination, admired everything about the great king.

      Many people wanted things that were hard to accomplish and they gave up, believing them impossible. King Alexious found a way. Granted, a case could be made that murdering the population of half the continent wasn’t an acceptable method to gain what he wanted. If the scattered records Connor had read were accurate, many of his people objected, violently, to being used as fuel for the single largest feat of sorcery in history.

      Those people served as the first sacrifices.

      Connor sighed. Another fact his research had turned up: King Alexious hadn’t intended to stop with just half the continent. He’d intended to sacrifice all life in the wild lands beyond the mountains, in what was now the kingdom, along with his lands to the east. The savage tribes of goblins and ogres that infested the kingdom before the colonists’ arrival held the pass while the Ice Queen sent her armies south. King Alexious had been forced to activate the ritual before he’d completed his preparations and only managed to do the job half way. Connor intended to finish the task and take his place beside King Alexious at the Horned One’s side.

      Connor hissed when an iron spur sliced his finger. His fresh blood glistened on the rim of the cauldron. A flicker of power awakened and a ruddy glow filled the chamber. Connor backed away from the cauldron and gathered his power. He had no idea what might happen next and didn’t intend to be taken by surprise.

      The room shook and a beam of corrupt black energy shot up from the empty cauldron. When the anti-light vanished the cauldron slid back, revealing a set of stairs leading down into hidden chambers below the pyramid. The meager light from the entrance didn’t reach into those stygian depths. His enhanced sight allowed him to see in near darkness, but in the absolute absence of light below the pyramid even Connor needed light. Though it seemed a sacrilege, Connor conjured a glowing globe and sent it down ahead of him. He paused a moment to make certain his binding on the demon guardian still held firm and it did. Connor didn’t need the creature breaking free and attacking him in the catacombs where he had no hope of escaping.

      Connor’s heart raced and sweat beaded on his neck as he descended into catacombs that hadn’t seen the passage of a human being in over a thousand years. What wonders or horrors or both lurked below? Like a child on solstice morning he hurried down, eager to discover what gifts awaited.

      At the bottom of the steps a single vast room spread out in all directions. Shelves filled with books and artifacts lined three walls. Two large stone tables tried and failed to fill the otherwise empty space. It resembled his library writ large. Connor ran to the closest shelf and reached for a tome bound in black leather. His eager fingers stopped inches from the thick volume. Keen though he was, Connor wasn’t stupid enough to touch anything in this place without first checking for traps.

      Streamers of black soul force shot out in all directions, brushing over everything in the room. The books all had a thin coating of some poison Connor didn’t recognize. The artifacts were charged with demonic energy that would kill any normal human that touched them. Lucky for Connor he wasn’t a normal human. His seeking tendrils found a small oval depression in the blank wall.

      He rushed over to the little divot. No poison or lethal energy protected the oblong depression. He ran loving fingers over the smooth stone. This had to be what he sought.

      Connor slipped the amulet from around his neck and pressed it into the oval. It fit perfectly. Another rumble shook the pyramid as a portion of the wall slid aside revealing a two-foot-square mirror of black glass. Clouds swirled in the depths of the mirror and slowly a face resolved. Cold and arrogant, with a hooked nose and eyes as crimson as Connor’s own, the face offered a disdainful sniff.

      “Name yourself, boy.”

      Connor stiffened at the insult. “I am no boy and I don’t take orders from spirits. If you want my name, share yours first.”

      A faint smile curled the spirit’s thin lips. “You’ve got a spine at least. I am Dominicus Lucious, governor of the western provinces. I dared speak against our king and his plans. This is my reward.”

      “My name is Connor Blackman. Tell me of King Alexious’s backup plan in the event the ritual failed.”

      “Backup plan? Our lunatic ruler had so many plans you can’t even begin to imagine. If you wish to know about one in particular you’ll need to offer more than that.”

      Connor ground his teeth. If he had more to offer he wouldn’t need the spirit’s help. “I don’t know anything else. It took me years to piece together what little I do know. The journals and histories mention a backup plan in case the grand conjuring failed. No specifics or other useful information.”

      Dominicus nodded. “I heard of a plan, perhaps the one you speak of, but as I was not one of the king’s favorites I know little more than you. My spies in the palace spoke of a demon army marching to war and consuming everything in their path. How he planned to accomplish the summoning I don’t know.”

      It took all Connor’s self-control not to smash the mirror to shards. What had he expected? That a regional governor, a man obviously an enemy of the king, would be privy to any of his deep secrets? The information he needed lay elsewhere, perhaps in the pages of the many books lining the wall. It would take time, a great deal of time, but Connor had no other choice. He covered his hands with a thin soul force barrier, grabbed a book, and settled in to read.
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      Damien joined his master on the wall surrounding the navy fort. Dawn had come and gone not long ago. The archmage stood silent in the cool morning breeze, her blood-red robes swirling around her, her gaze traveling over the ocean. She made no comment when he moved to stand beside her. Damien closed his eyes and breathed deep, enjoying the salt air and the crash of waves on the breakers. He’d slept well. His thin cot left much to be desired, but a little conjuring had taken care of it.

      “Shall we head out, Master?”

      She turned to face.The circles under her eyes looked dark than usual this morning. Had she gotten any sleep?

      “I suppose we should. Are you ready, Damien?”

      “I believe so, Master. All I’m supposed to do is stand beside you and watch for potential attacks, right?”

      “Yes, but just because the job is simple doesn’t make it easy. The histories say imperial sorcerers were known for their subtle conjuring.”

      “Perhaps Mistress Sasha should join us. Three pairs of eyes are better than two.”

      “I considered that, but I don’t want to risk three of the kingdom’s most powerful sorcerers at once. If, heaven forbid, something happens to us, the king will need all his high sorcerers to help deal with the empire. No, it’s just you and me, Damien.”

      He smiled and patted her back. “We’ll be enough, Master. I’ll bring you back to Lane safe and sound, never fear.”

      The archmage laughed and Damien feared he had offended her. “My daughter said you were an odd combination of sweet and tough. I begin to understand what she meant. Enough lollygagging.”

      The archmage conjured her eagle in front of the wall and leapt onto its back. They flew west together at a good clip. Lookout Island waited about two hundred miles off the coast and they reached it an hour later with no difficulties. The island was fair sized, but not huge. A wooden fort surrounded by a log palisade had been built on the north edge. A dock jutted out into the ocean for supply ships. Damien and his master landed there.

      Her eagle had barely vanished when a wild-haired man in his sixties burst from the gate of the fort and strode toward them. He wore ragged canvas pants and a torn, gray tunic. He waved as he approached like they couldn’t see him otherwise. Damien saw no soul force, which meant the man was a sorcerer. That shouldn’t have surprised Damien. It seemed sorcerers ran the gamut from “a little off” to “complete nut.” This guy looked like the nut had struck him on the head.

      “Lidia, what took you so long? Damn ships show no sign of changing course. What are we gong to do?”

      “Isaac, relax. My apprentice and I are flying out there just as soon as we get a first-hand account of what we’re dealing with.”

      Isaac turned intense blue eyes on Damien. “And who might you be?”

      “Damien St. Cloud, sir.” Damien bowed to the eccentric sorcerer.

      “The demon slayer? My apprentice mentioned you. I believe you were yearmates.”

      Damien winced at the demon slayer announcement. Even out here they knew about that? “You’re Jaden’s mentor?”

      “That’s right. He’s the one that first spotted the ships. Come on, you two have a lot to talk about and we can have something to drink.” Master Isaac spun and marched back the way he’d come.

      Damien glanced at his master. “How long has he been on this island?”

      The archmage fought a smile and lost. “Isaac’s been here close to forty years. He’s never returned to the mainland since he was first posted.”

      “That explains it.”

      The interior of the fort was basic, but comfortable. Each person had a cot and footlocker except one hammock, and Damien had a fair idea who that belonged to. The warlords stood at attention when the archmage entered and fled the moment she dismissed them. Jaden sat by himself at the long, rough-hewn table, looking for all the world like he wished he could escape with the warlords.

      “Hey, how’s island life agreeing with you?” Damien asked.

      Jaden managed a weak smile. “It was great until those ships showed up. It’s been crazy ever since.”

      “Hopefully the archmage can straighten everything out and you’ll be free of us. Don’t worry, she doesn’t bite.”

      The archmage sat facing a faintly trembling Jaden. “Tell me about the ships.”

      “There’s four of them, each with three masts. Each has a ballista mounted in the front. I didn’t get close enough to make out any details. As far as I can tell their course hasn’t veered more than a few degrees since we first spotted them.”

      “How about sorcerers or warlords?”

      “No, ma’am, but like I said I didn’t get that close.”

      “What about flags or heraldry?”

      Jaden frowned. “The lead ship had a pennant flapping from its highest mast. It was red, with crossed spears or pikes maybe.”

      The archmage nodded. “Thank you.”

      She got up and headed for the door leaving Jaden slumped in his chair. Damien grinned and waved to his nervous friend before following his master out of the fort. She stopped on the dock and tapped her toe.

      “That wasn’t especially informative,” he said.

      “In one sense it was.” Her toe stopped. “I studied a book of Old Empire heraldry before we left. What he described resembles no known imperial design. At least none in our records.”

      “Well, those records are almost five hundred years old. I imagine all sorts of things might have changed in that much time.”

      “Exactly. I had hoped to gain some hint of who we were dealing with, but it seems we’re going in blind.”
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      Lon Shen flew north through the cold, clear sky on the back of his golden griffin. According to Thomas’s information Kat Gentul served at an observation post ten miles south of the northern border. Lon had no idea what the woman would have to say about Connor Blackman. Maybe he’d get lucky and she’d mention a secret place he bragged about. Right. Nothing was ever that simple.

      To say he’d been surprised when Thomas called him into his office and explained his next mission would be an understatement. If his mission came as a surprise the announcement that ships from the Old Empire were sailing toward the kingdom stunned him. It made perfect sense that the archmage would want Damien with her. Having seen the boy’s power Lon would have wanted him along as well. Hopefully nothing would come of it, but no one Lon had spoken to seemed optimistic.

      Below him a vast expanse of white dotted with green spread out in every direction. Though spring had come in the south, up here winter still held sway. At least the Ice Queen hadn’t sent any more monsters south. After the slaughter four months ago it would take a while for her to rebuild her forces. He sent a silent prayer to any archangel willing to listen that his generation, and hopefully the next, wouldn’t have to deal with another invasion.

      A little ways ahead a gray tower jutted up from the snowy expanse. Smoke rose from a chimney poking out the roof. At least someone was home. He circled once and frowned. Something was moving maybe a quarter mile out from the tower. Something that blended in with the snow, and from the feel of their soul force not human either. Maybe some ogres or trolls that survived the battle had decided to try their luck on this side of the border.

      He conjured a sphere of energy and hurled it at the approaching figures. It hit the ground and detonated, sending snow and bodies flying. One of the monsters struck a tree and flickered, turning a greenish black. Before it disappeared Lon made out scales, an elongated jaw, and a tail. Crimson, hate-filled eyes glared at him a moment before the creature shimmered and turned white again.

      The shutters covering a narrow window high up on the tower opened and a confused-looking woman poked her head out, her tousled red hair sticking up every which way. She looked down at the spot where his sphere detonated then up at Lon. He descended and had his mount hover outside her window. Up close the woman seemed far younger than he’d first thought.

      “What the hell?” the girl asked.

      “You’re about to have company. I’ll meet you on the ground.” Lon flew down, leaving the semi-coherent girl staring at him.

      He hoped she hurried. Lon really didn’t want to be on the ground, out in the open, when those creatures arrived. Half a minute later the heavy oak door swung open. The girl had picked up an older companion, a tall, dark-skinned woman who looked little more than skin and bones. From the description he had, that would be Kat Gentul.

      Lon bowed. “Ladies, Lon Shen at your service. Can we speak inside? There are evil-looking creatures on their way to pay you a visit.”

      Kat moved aside and he scooted by her. Beside Kat the redhead glared. Kat slammed a heavy bar in place to lock the door. “So what are you doing here?” Kat asked.

      “Yeah!” the girl added for emphasis.

      Kat frowned at the girl. “Amanda, return to your post and watch for Master Shen’s visitors.”

      “Aww, come on. This is the first interesting thing that’s happened since I arrived.”

      Kat pointed at the stairs on the rear wall, silent and implacable. The sullen girl stomped across the room and up the stairs. When she’d gone Kat said, “The masters asked me to take the girl on to teach her patience. Amanda’s not thrilled with her assignment.”

      “No kidding. Kat Gentul, I assume?” Lon held out his hand.

      They shook. “How did you know?”

      “Thomas told me you were assigned here and asked me to come talk to you. We were hoping you could tell us something about Connor Blackman.”

      She flinched back. “No one’s seen any sign of Connor in years.”

      “Unfortunately that’s no longer the case. He’s emerged from hiding as a warlock and he appears to mean the kingdom harm. Anything you can think of, about what he’s planning or where he might be hiding, would be valuable.”

      Kat shook her head. Before she could speak something heavy slammed into the door.

      “Master!” Amanda shouted from above.

      Kat and Lon shared a look and raced up the steps. On the third floor the girl had her head and shoulders thrust out the window.

      Kat grabbed her and yanked her back inside. “How many times have I told you not to do that?”

      “I forgot. Anyway, if I don’t stick my head out I can’t see the lizard things trying to smash down the door. Can I blast them?”

      Kat growled deep in the back of her throat and thrust Amanda aside. Kat poked her head out a little ways, swore and ducked back in. “Take a look.”

      Lon took her place and peeked outside. Six of the black-scaled monsters stood in a semicircle facing the door while a seventh, bigger creature pounded it with a fist the size of Lon’s head. Corruption ran through the creatures’ bodies, but they didn’t appear to have a core of power to draw on. Not demons then, but if not demons then what?

      “Have you ever seen such creatures out here before?” Lon asked.

      Kat shook her head. “I’ve never even heard of things like them. Just looking at them I wouldn’t guess they belonged in a cold area.”

      “Let me blast them,” Amanda said.

      Lon followed Kat’s lead and ignored the girl. “Their aura is corrupt. That probably gives them the strength to function in any environment.”

      Lon sensed Amanda drawing on her soul force, but he turned too late to stop her from dropping an energy blast on the monsters’ heads. The golden energy streaked down. Lon braced himself, but nothing happened.

      Kat grabbed Amanda by the arm and yanked her away from the window. “Idiot! Did I give you permission to attack?”

      Lon looked out, curious to discover how much damage she’d inflicted. No crater marked the snow and no bodies lay broken around the base of the tower. One of the monsters glowed with power, its core full.

      Behind him Kat continued to dress down her apprentice. Lon tuned them out and focused on the energized monster. It looked like the creature had absorbed Amanda’s attack. The glowing monster brushed its larger cousin aside and struck the door. The crunch was audible from the third floor.

      Kat stopped yelling at Amanda and turned to Lon. “What was that?”

      “The front door. We need to go, now.”

      “How?” Kat asked. “We can’t fit through the window and the door’s blocked.”

      Lon stepped back and blasted a hole in the wall. “Sometimes violence is the answer.”

      Another crunch from downstairs.

      “Hurry,” Lon said.

      The click of toenails on stone reached them a moment ahead of the monster.

      Kat and Amanda leapt out the hole and flew a safe distance into the sky. Lon followed a moment later. Three hundred feet above the tower Lon sat on his griffin and Kat and Amanda stood on a glowing platform.

      Amanda rubbed her hands. “We can blast them from here.”

      Kat grabbed the scruff of the girl’s neck and shook her. “If you draw a drop of soul force without my permission, so help me I’ll feed you to those things. What happened?”

      The last was addressed to Lon. “They’re soul force eaters. I’ve read about them, but never imagined I’d see one. That monster absorbed Amanda’s blast and used the extra power to batter down the door. Those things are the perfect tool for killing sorcerers.”

      “Yeah, but where did they come from?” Amanda asked. She had the good grace to look abashed at almost getting them all killed.

      “That, my dear, is an excellent question.”
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      Lon brought his griffin down on the dirt patch inside The Citadel wall. He’d left Kat and Amanda at The Tower to make a full report to Thomas. Though eager to find David Weks, Connor’s other yearmate, he needed to speak to Fredric first. He strode past the students enjoying the warm afternoon sun while doing their forms in the yard and hurried up the steps to the main gate.

      He took the right-hand passage down to Fredric’s office. If he didn’t find the commandant there he’d have to go hunting for him and Lon really didn’t want to waste that much time. Fredric’s door was closed and the gold shield nailed to it polished to a mirror shine. Lon crossed his fingers and knocked.

      “Enter.”

      Finally a bit of good luck. He pushed the door open and smiled to find Jennifer standing in front of the desk, her hands clasped behind her back. She wore the sword Damien had made for her, his soul force pulsing from the hilt in time to her heart.

      “Lon, this is a surprise.” Fredric stood and the two men shook hands. “What brings you to The Citadel?”

      “I have two missions that require warlords, a hard one and a really hard one.”

      Fredric sat back down and gestured to the empty chair. “Why don’t you tell me about it?”

      Lon sat and filled him in on what had happened. “So I need a team to come with me to meet David. I have no idea if more soul force eaters will show up, but I mean to be ready. It’s certainly within the realm of possibility that Connor sent the monsters to kill anyone that might know something about him. Not that Kat did, in fact, know anything. The second group needs to hunt down the monsters near the border. Since I doubt they’ll hang around the lookout, that will be the harder task, if it’s even possible.”

      “So you got stuck finishing my son’s work.” Fredric shook his head.

      “It wasn’t Damien’s fault. When the archmage summons you, you go.”

      Fredric grunted.

      “I volunteer to take my squad to the border,” Jen said.

      “Actually, I hoped you and your team would come with me,” Lon said. “Truth is, I doubt anyone will find the first bunch of monsters and if a second group attacks David, I’d prefer to have a team whose abilities I know beside me.”

      Fredric nodded. “Good idea. I have people in the northern army that can check out the watch post. They’ll be more familiar with the territory so they’ll have a better chance of finding the creatures. Prepare your squad.”

      Jen saluted and marched toward the door.

      “I’ll meet you in the courtyard,” Lon said. “No need to bother with horses, we’ll be traveling a good ways.”

      Jen grinned back at him. “Edward will be thrilled.”

      When she’d gone Fredric said, “How is Damien faring?”

      “Fine. I’m sure you’ve seen the reports. I haven’t actually spoken to him since he started serving with the archmage.”

      “I have read the reports and I’m afraid it all might be too much for a sixteen-year-old boy to handle. She sent him virtually alone into a nest of vipers on the southern border.”

      “I’m told he acquitted himself brilliantly. Young as he is, Damien is already a masterful sorcerer. You need to stop seeing the boy who failed at being a warlord and start seeing the amazing sorcerer he’s become.”

      Fredric shook his head again. “Far easier said than done.”

      Lon left his old friend to brood and went out to the courtyard. He found Jen and her team waiting. A golden chariot appeared as he walked down the steps. Edward turned green as it formed.

      Everyone climbed aboard and Lon took his place at the front. David was stationed in the east, in a village not far from the Barrier Mountains. He served as an assistant to the local lord, handling healing and interrogations, helping out with the occasional bandit raid, that sort of thing. According to the report David wasn’t anything special as far as power went, but he had a solid reputation for getting his missions done.

      They left The Citadel behind and Jen asked, “So what are we dealing with if these things do show up?”

      The rest of the squad, save Edward who had his head over the side of the chariot, leaned closer.

      “The ones up north had a reptilian appearance, but that doesn’t mean much. Warlocks create them from a unique sort of demon called a Hungerer. They have no soul force of their own beyond what all living things have to stay alive. As long as no one attacks them with external soul force they shouldn’t pose much of a threat to you. You need to be careful they don’t stick their claws or fangs into your flesh. If they do they can draw out even internal soul force.”

      “Great,” Talon muttered. “Yet another thing iron skin is useless against.”
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      “That can’t be good.” Jen pointed at a thick column of smoke rising just ahead of them.

      Lon couldn’t argue with that. They’d been flying for two hours and unless he’d miscalculated the smoke came from the village where he expected to find David. Though he was sure his mission could have gone worse, he had trouble thinking how.

      As they drew closer the roofs of flaming buildings came into view. It looked like most of the town was on fire. People were running around shouting. One group had formed a bucket brigade that fought in vain to save a sprawling, two-story building that had the look of an inn.

      “What do we do?” Jen asked.

      The buildings were too far gone to save and they had a mission. Much as Lon wished to help the villagers, he or the warlords could do nothing. “We need to find David.”

      Lon guided the chariot toward the center of town. One of the few buildings not burning and the only one made of stone was the town hall. More creatures surrounded it. They were different from the ones that attacked the watch post. This bunch sported red scales and long, whip-like tails. One of the monsters thrust its head forward, jaws agape. Flames blasted the charred door, but it didn’t catch.

      “We’ll handle them.” Jen grabbed the side of the chariot.

      “Wait.” Lon guided the chariot over the roof of the town hall. A gaping hole revealed a collection of timbers and shingles scattered all over a red carpet. “Something’s inside already.”

      Lon transformed the chariot into a bubble and lowered them through the hole. They landed and he let the bubble vanish. The warlords drew their weapons and formed a circle around him.

      “Talon, which way?” Jen asked.

      The lean, wiry warlord studied the debris. While he worked Jen asked, “How did you know they were inside?”

      “I didn’t. I just wanted to check before we attacked the ones outside. It wouldn’t make much sense to kill the monsters outside if some had gotten inside already.”

      “Captain, I got something. One of them must have cut itself on the glass. There’s a blood trail heading deeper into the building and it’s fresh. Fifteen minutes, tops.”

      “Good work, Talon. You’re on point. Alec, watch our backs. Edward and Rhys, with me. Let’s move.”

      Lon debated surrounding himself with a barrier and decided against it. They jogged down the hall, glass crunching under their boots. Once they moved away from the hole it looked like nothing had been damaged or disturbed. Landscapes and portraits decorated the walls. The further they moved away from the hole the darker it became. Lon wanted to conjure a light, but feared the soul force eaters might sense it.

      If the gloom caused the warlords any trouble they gave no sign of it. Lon enjoyed using sorcery, but sometimes it would be handy to give himself night vision.

      A crash followed by a scream came from down the hall.

      Edward cocked his head. “That was close by.”

      “Move it!” Jen said.

      They ran toward the noise. A door blocked their path and Talon kicked it off its hinges. Inside was a meeting hall. A score of benches, most of them tipped over and broken, filled an open room. At the far end a raised platform with a chair for the lord faced the benches. Between the platform and benches five of the black-scaled monsters stood over a bleeding, almost-dead man. On either side of them five more badly mauled corpses lay on the floor.

      “One of them’s still alive,” Lon said.

      “Leave the monsters to us.” Jen took a step then seemed to vanish.

      The others accelerated to match her speed. One of the lizard creatures went flying. It slammed into the wall then bounced up, a shallow gash on its arm. A few seconds later the rest were forced away from the dying man.

      Lon rushed over and called up healing soul force. He knelt down and immediately looked away. The monsters had bitten half his face off. Lon poured power into the unfortunate man’s chest, trying to close the most pressing wounds first. All around him the clash of steel on scale filled the air.

      It took all his concentration to seal up the mass of wounds on the injured man. He had to trust Jen and her team to keep him safe.

      Lon sealed the last damaged leaking vein in his patient’s chest and looked up in time to see a black-scaled body three feet away.

      He staggered back.

      The monster opened its mouth.

      An instant later the tip of a long blade burst from its open maw. Jen shoved the beast to the ground and ripped her weapon free.

      “That’s the last of them,” she said.

      Lon wiped the sweat from his brow. That had been far too close.

      “How is he?” She nodded at the still-unconscious man.

      “Alive, though I’m not certain if that’s a blessing or curse. Keep watch, please. I need to return to healing.”

      Lon worked nonstop for an hour, sealing veins, mending flesh, and using every trick he’d learned to keep the patient alive. He hardly got one thing fixed when something else burst. At last, his soul force virtually depleted, a vein he thought he’d fixed ruptured again.

      He had nothing left to seal it. Lon pressed his hand to the gushing wound, trying to slow it enough that his power could recover. The man’s heart stopped before he could close the vein.

      Lon sat back, covered in blood. He’d failed.

      Someone patted his back. He glanced over and found Jen crouched beside him. “You can’t win ’em all. Is that our guy?”

      Lon looked at the dead man’s ruined face and quickly looked away. “I can’t tell. Wait. The description I received said David was known to wear a ring with his family’s crest, a red sword crossed over a black shield.”

      Lon looked down. No ring graced the dead man’s hand. He sighed. It wasn’t David. “Could you check the other bodies for me?”

      Jen nodded. She came back a minute later and held out her hand. “Like this?”

      Lon opened his tired eyes. The gold ring in her hand had the right crest. “Damn it! The body?”

      “He was in worse shape than this guy.” She set the ring beside him. “Sorry. We’re going out front to deal with those fire breathers.”

      Lon stood up and pocketed the ring. “Wait for me. I find I have some anger I need to work off.”
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      Once again Damien found himself flying out over the ocean. This time he was too focused on the mission to enjoy it. The archmage flew beside him, not bothering with her eagle for such a relatively short trip. Her shoulders were hunched up around her neck and she was clenching her fists and jaw. His master’s anxiety leached into Damien and he kept forcing himself to take deep breaths. He needed to be calm and focused, not jumpy.

      Damien moved up beside her. “If you don’t relax you’ll break your teeth.”

      With a visible effort she relaxed her posture. “Happy?”

      To Damien’s surprise he found he was a little happy. “You know, this is the first time we’ve gone on a mission like a proper master and apprentice.”

      She looked over at him and the fierce scowl eased a little. “I hadn’t thought about it. I guess I don’t make a very good master, sending you out on missions by yourself.”

      Damien waved a hand. “I don’t mind. It’s just I’m interested to learn how the other students feel, watching a more experienced sorcerer work.”

      The scowl returned, but with a mocking twist. “Are you calling me old?”

      Damien grinned. All the tension had gone out of her. “Perish the thought.”

      They shared a laugh then turned their attention to the matter at hand. The sorcerer keeping watch on the ships hung in the sky half a mile ahead, a multilayer construct in front of him. He must have sensed their approach as he turned to face them the instant they stopped. The young man bowed to the archmage and nodded to Damien. He looked of an age with Jaden and Damien, but Damien didn’t remember him from The Tower.

      “Ma’am, they haven’t changed course or slowed. I haven’t seen any activity beyond what you’d expect for a sailing ship.”

      “Where are they?” the archmage asked.

      He pointed west and a hair north. Damien squinted, but couldn’t make anything out. The construct he saw earlier must have been the far-seer Jaden had been so eager to learn how to make.

      “Keep watch and if anything should go wrong send a message to High Sorcerer Sasha in Valcane.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the sorcerer said.

      “Ready, Damien?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      The archmage flew toward the ships. Damien strengthened his shield and his master followed suit. A minute later the four ships came into view. As they soared closer Damien made out more detail. Built from dark wood and sporting three masts like Jaden had said, the ships were bigger than the ones tied up at the navy dock back in Valcane. Men stood in the ropes and pointed at Damien and his master as they approached. In the center of each ship a big brick oven with a soot-blackened chimney jutted out. He’d never heard of such a thing on a ship and couldn’t imagine its purpose. Perhaps the sailors liked fresh bread. A little closer and the stench of rotten meat filled the air.

      Standing in a raised area at the front of the lead ship, beside the unloaded ballista, a bald man in billowing white trousers and shirt waved at them. The archmage flew down until she was hovering even with the waving man.

      He beamed at them. “Hello! Welcome to the whaling vessel Longshot. Please come aboard.”

      The archmage landed beside the sailor and Damien joined her. If this fellow was a representative of the empire Damien would swim back to Lookout Island.

      “May I offer you food, drink?” the sailor asked.

      “No, thank you. Are you the captain of this vessel?”

      “I am. Anton Velco at your service. Please call me Anton. You are from the Lost Colony, yes?”

      “We haven’t been a colony for many years, but yes, we’re from the kingdom. I’m Archmage Lidia Thorn.” She nodded toward Damien. “My apprentice.”

      He nodded but remained silent. If his master didn’t want these people to know his name Damien wouldn’t enlighten them.

      “Are you representing the empire or have you crossed the ocean for your own purposes?”

      Velco threw back his head and laughed. “The empire? There is no empire. A dozen factions circle and spit at each other like angry cats, leaving the rest of us to survive as best we can.”

      “Then you’ve come for your own purposes. I’d be interested to know what could convince several hundred people to cross the vast ocean in hopes of finding something you weren’t even certain existed.”

      Some of Velco’s good nature dried up. “I’m not certain it’s any of your concern.”

      A slender woman with long dark hair and pale skin came up from the lower deck. She wore flowing blue robes that swirled in the ocean breeze. Damien detected no soul force so she had to be a sorcerer. She whispered in Velco’s ear and he nodded once. The woman stepped away, but remained on the platform.

      “I apologize for the interruption.”

      The archmage waved her hand in dismissal. “You were about to tell us why you crossed the ocean.”

      “I’m not certain I was. What business is it of yours?”

      “My king has dispatched us to discover your purpose. You may tell us or turn around. Refuse to speak and continue on your present course and I’ll be forced to consider you an enemy. Enemy ships go to the bottom of the ocean.”

      Velco laughed again. “I think we have you a bit outnumbered.”

      Behind him the sorcerer drew on her power, sending her robes flapping and surrounding herself with a blue aura. Power crackled around her hands and her eyes glowed. She was fairly strong, but not extraordinary.

      “As you can see we have our own sorcerers.”

      The archmage glanced back. “Damien.”

      He knew at once what she wanted. Damien drew deep from his core. Golden power crackled around him. The deck planks vibrated and several nails popped loose. Even the ocean below trembled. The female sorcerer took a step back, her blue eyes wide.

      “If you wish to go down this road I believe we can accommodate you,” his master said.

      The opposing sorcerer hurried over and whispered in her captain’s ear. He said something back and she nodded. Her aura vanished and the captain heaved a great sigh. “Very well. We wish to resupply in your kingdom. Our intention is to slay the Leviathan.”

      Damien gaped. Of the five dragons, all the books regarded the Leviathan as the strongest. Sailors called the mighty sea serpent the god of the ocean. Having seen how badly even a weak dragon overmatched him, Damien couldn’t imagine how Velco might harm such a creature, much less slay it. If he had another hundred sorcerers in his service it wouldn’t be enough. He absorbed his power and relaxed. He didn’t need to fight these fools. They intended to destroy themselves.

      His master must have had the same idea. “If you wish to commit suicide you’ve chosen an interesting method. Your odds of survival would be better if you turned around without resupply.”

      “We know some tricks on our side of the ocean that you may not. I’m convinced we can accomplish the task. Are you satisfied? May we purchase supplies in your kingdom?”

      “I’ll take your petition to the king, but I foresee no difficulties. Why should your gold sink along with your ships? My apprentice will guide you to our lookout post in case I don’t return before.” The archmage turned to Damien. “Don’t let them sail on until I return.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      She nodded once and leapt into the air leaving Damien alone on the whalers’ ship. The captain smiled. “Are you certain I can’t offer you something to eat?”
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      Damien sat with Velco in his surprisingly spacious cabin. A little glass-fronted cabinet filled with pieces of bone carved into elaborate shapes or with detailed seascapes inlaid into them sat against the back wall. Damien perched on the edge of the captain’s bed while Velco reclined in the room’s sole chair. A small fold-up table occupied one corner. Beside it rested a two-shelf bookcase filled with charts and logbooks. On a small table rested a tray covered with dried meat, biscuits, and some sort of withered fruit. Damien found no poison, but still had no particular desire to eat any of it. Even the red wine in his battered tin cup smelled sour.

      Damien took a nibble of dried meat just to be polite. “Why did you risk a fight with my master just to avoid telling her your intentions?”

      Velco tore a chunk out of his meat. “I wanted to see what she was made of. I have to admit I was impressed. Would she have sunk us if I continued on without answering her?”

      “No, she would have had me do it.”

      Velco laughed and almost choked on his half-chewed food. When the captain could breathe again he said, “You don’t mince words do you?”

      “I’m a warrior, not a politician. If I have something to say, I say it.”

      “Ha! You and I are going to get along. How far to this island of yours?”

      “I could fly there in half an hour, but sailing, maybe a day or two. I admit I have little experience with ships. Do you really think you can kill the Leviathan?”

      “The sorcerers I’ve spoken with assure me their plan will work. No guarantees of course, but they seemed confident.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d care to share?” Damien took another nibble of meat. If it took two days to reach the island he’d have to stomach the food for a little while.

      Velco devoured a biscuit, mold and all. “Your master tell you to ask?”

      Damien smiled. “Not in so many words, but she’d be disappointed in me if I didn’t try.”

      “I hate to dash your hopes, but I don’t exactly understand the process myself. Something about suppression and negation. I can pilot a ship, plot a course, or kill a whale, but sorcery is beyond me. When the time comes I’ll do what they tell me and hope for the best.”

      Damien shook his head. The captain had taken too big a risk to pin it all on hoping for the best. He either knew more than he let on or was desperate. Looking at the man Damien thought it might be a combination of both.

      “Why risk it? This trip, hunting a dragon, my master’s wrath. What’s so awful in the Old Empire that you would make such a gigantic gamble?”

      “Awful? On the contrary, things couldn’t be better. The guild’s business is doubling every five years. We’re rolling in gold.”

      Damien just stared, not understanding. “And?”

      “And what we’re not rolling in is whales. We’ve nearly hunted the safe areas clean. If we want to continue working we need to hunt out in the deep water where the big pods live.”

      “And the whales aren’t the only big thing that lives in the deep ocean.”

      “Yes, and the dragon doesn’t take kindly to us hunting in its territory. We’ve sent three flotillas out and only one came back with oil. The others vanished without a trace. The guild lost five hundred men combined on those ships. We can’t convince new crews to sign up unless we guarantee only shallow water hunting.”

      “Right. You eliminate the Leviathan and a whole ocean opens up to you.”

      “Exactly. This is our way of life. If we can’t find new hunting grounds we lose everything. I’ve staked it all on keeping our lifestyle going.”

      “Including your life?”

      “Including my life.”
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      Connor slammed the useless history book on the hard stone table. He’d been reading book after book for a week and had nothing to show for it beyond an intimate knowledge of the functioning of the western province’s economy. Why had anyone bothered to put such useless tomes in a hidden room? Unless a thief was suffering from insomnia he wouldn’t have any interest in them. No one would have any interest in them beyond a governor or other administrator.

      Wait!

      An administrator. Where was it? Connor flung aside several books until he found the one he sought. He rifled through page after page of lists until he found it, a list of high-value slaves sent to the palace. He scanned the columns of names and numbers until he reached a note at the end. Included with this shipment: Three artifacts of unknown providence for storage in the palace vault.

      The palace vault. If the artifact he sought was anywhere it would be in the vault. Connor collected his amulet from the niche in the wall. The hidden compartment slid shut, hiding the mirror away for however many hundreds of years it would take for another to find it.

      Now that he had a destination Connor was eager to move on. He slipped the amulet around his neck and rushed up the stairs. His power had recovered, thank the Horned One. Some enchantment woven into the stone shielded the interior of the pyramid from the energy-draining effect outside.

      He retraced his steps back to the exit, passing the snarling, still-trapped guardian as he went. The demon thrashed when he got close, but couldn’t escape the binding. Connor powered up his shield and stepped out into the desolate wasteland. Dry, acrid air parched his throat. Above, a dim spot of light showed where the sun struggled to penetrate the dismal clouds. A small winged silhouette passed in front of the light.

      Connor frowned and turned back to reseal the pyramid. No bird would fly into the haunted lands. Animals had sense enough to avoid the unnatural place. If it wasn’t a bird—

      A huge approaching power drew his gaze up in time to spot a black-scaled demon plunging toward the ground. Bat wings snapped open at the last second, flapped twice, and the beast settled light as a feather ten feet from Connor. Jagged horns jutted up from a head covered in bone spurs. Twin sanguine flames burned in deep-set sockets and a thick, reptilian tail thrashed behind it.

      Connor tensed, ready to lash out. This monster easily overmatched the one he’d bound inside. If it came to a fight he wasn’t certain he’d win. That the demon didn’t attack at once argued a peaceful resolution remained possible. Unlikely, but possible.

      “You serve the Horned One,” the demon said.

      Connor nodded, equally surprised and relieved to be having a conversation and not fighting for his life. “That’s right. Do you?”

      Bony lips peeled back, revealing three rows of razor-sharp teeth. “Focalor serves no master. I smelled the Horned One’s stench in your soul force.”

      “Forgive my misunderstanding. I assume you want something since we’re having this pleasant conversation instead of killing each other.”

      “As if you could harm Focalor. Focalor wishes to know what brings a puny mortal to this place.”

      “I’m looking for something.”

      “Focalor is looking for something as well. Focalor cannot gain access to the pyramids so his search has been frustrating. Perhaps Focalor and the warlock can help each other.”

      A demon that wished to work with someone rather than kill them on the spot. Of all the wonders Connor had seen this one surprised him the most. Having a demon to help deal with guardians and traps would make his task much easier. Of course once the demon found what it wanted Connor’s lifespan would be measured in seconds. But if he didn’t agree to work with Focalor his life wouldn’t last much longer.

      “That sounds like an excellent suggestion. I’m Connor, pleased to meet you. What, exactly, are we looking for?”

      “Focalor seeks a way back to hell. He has wandered this world in search of a gate, but has found nothing. The pyramids are Focalor’s last hope of finding one.”

      “If you wish to return to hell fly west until you find a great stone citadel. The holy warriors inside will be happy to kill you.”

      The demon flexed its wings and tensed. For an instant Connor feared he’d made a horrible mistake, but Focalor didn’t spring and rend him limb from limb. It shook like a wet dog and sighed.

      “Focalor does not wish to return in defeat, but to stride through a gate like a returning hero. The other demons will see how great Focalor is and fear and obey him.”

      Even by demonic standards this creature was insane. It also seemed to be searching for the same thing as Connor. If the demon helped him find the crystal gate key Connor would be more than happy to let it pass through the portal.

      “I’m seeking a gate key as well. It seems our interests are aligned. We work together to find the crystal and when the portal opens you go through and leave me in one piece to use it as I wish. Agreed?”

      “This arrangement suits Focalor. Has the warlock found the key inside?”

      “No, but I found a clue. I believe what we seek is in the Palace of Alexious.”

      “Focalor has seen the palace, but a barrier prevents him from entering.”

      Connor frowned. What sort of barrier would be strong enough to keep a demon as strong as Focalor out? And more importantly, would it also keep Connor out?

      “Let’s go take a look.”
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      The ship creaked as the sailors rushed to tie it up to the docks of Port Valcane. The flotilla had been within sight of Lookout Island when the archmage returned and told Velco the king approved of him docking in the kingdom and buying supplies. The captain had grinned and adjusted course away from the island. They had plenty of water and just enough food to make it. At his master’s order Damien had spent another ten days on the whalers’ ship eating dry meat, moldy bread, and sucking withered limes, but at last they’d reached the city.

      Down on the dock his master and Lane stood patiently, waiting for the sailors to finish their work. Damien grinned and flew down to join them. Lane hugged him and kissed his stubbly cheek.

      “This is a pleasant surprise,” Damien said when Lane stepped back.

      “I asked Lane to serve as Captain Velco’s guide around the city,” the archmage said.

      “I guess that fits within the area of diplomacy, though going from negotiating with barons to tour guide seems a bit of a demotion.”

      “Yes, well, I wanted someone I trust keeping an eye on Velco. I’ve conscripted the city guard to help as well.”

      “Mom also offered me dinner at the most expensive tavern in the city along with a guest of my choice.” Lane raised an eyebrow. “What do you say?”

      “I’ve been eating moldy bread and dried mystery meat for ten days. If you offered me chowder and rolls at a corner shack I’d say yes.”

      The gangplank clattered to the dock and Velco bounded down, ending their banter. He sighed when his feet hit the dock. “Good to be back in civilization.” He eyed Lane and smiled. “Who’s this lovely young lady?”

      “This is Lane,” the archmage said. “She’s a member of our diplomatic corps and will serve as your guide.”

      Velco chuckled. “My minder you mean.”

      The archmage shrugged. “If you prefer. In any case she can answer your questions and show you where you can buy your supplies.”

      “What about hiring more men?” Velco asked.

      “We’d appreciate it if you didn’t try to recruit.”

      Behind them a crowd had begun to gather on the nearest street. Shouts and the crack of a whip from a passing teamster opened a path which soon closed. The strange ships were drawing many curious looks.

      “What about my men? After three months at sea they deserve some shore leave.”

      “That’s fine, as long as they behave themselves. Understand that anyone breaking our laws will answer for it and most likely won’t be sailing with you.”

      “These are all good lads, never fear. Any other advice or threats?”

      The archmage shook her head. “No, but I’m sure I’ll see you again before you leave. Let’s go, Damien. Lane can handle it from here.”

      Damien offered Lane a parting smile and followed his master off the dock. They walked in silence through the crowds, making their way toward the city center. Damien had to force himself to match his master’s pace. He wanted to hear what Uncle Andy thought about all this, but if the archmage didn’t want to talk in the street he couldn’t blame her.

      They reached a large, three-story structure with guards constantly coming and going. No one challenged them as they pushed through a small side door and walked down a twisting hall. More than one guard paused as they went about their duties to stare at the passing sorcerers. At last they reached a room decorated with a large table covered with a map of the city, eight chairs, and not much else.

      She shut the door behind them and a sound barrier fell into place. “Report.”

      “They’re planning to try and kill the Leviathan. Apparently the sorcerers have convinced Velco they have the power to destroy the dragon. The captain thinks he’ll have access to unlimited hunting with the dragon gone.”

      “What do you think? Does this mad scheme have any chance of success?”

      “Not given the power of the sorcerer we met and I found nothing on board that might give them any advantage. I fear the good captain is leading his sailors to their deaths.”

      She waved her hand in dismissal. “The sailors made their choice back in the Old Empire. My concern is whether they might anger the dragon so that it retaliates against us.”

      Damien hadn’t even considered that possibility. “How could we know? I think the real question is: can we search their ships while the sailors are on shore leave? If they’re not hiding something this venture makes even less sense.”

      “I prefer not to antagonize them if I can help it. Now that we know the crossing is possible and that the empire as our ancestors knew it doesn’t exist, merchants are going to want to start trading. If word reached the Old Empire that we didn’t treat visitors fairly it might end a profitable situation before it begins.”

      “So what are we going to do?”

      His master looked like she had swallowed something sour. “I’m afraid we’ll need to send someone along to look out for the kingdom’s best interests.”

      Damien groaned. “Let me guess.”

      “Sorry. I hoped Lane would ask you to join her. You deserve a good meal before you go back to sea.”
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      Morana watched from the crowd as sailors poured off the four strange ships. Mixed in with the common riffraff were Connor’s allies, three sorcerers from the Old Empire. Her master had been a little vague about who got in touch with whom, but the important thing was they had arrived and now Morana had to make contact.

      A quick glance revealed three guards in uniform watching the ships. If there were three in uniform there were probably three or more times that many mixed in with the regular citizens. Connor said his people expected her to make contact; she just had to figure out how to draw their attention without alerting every guard in the area.

      Two women and a man with no visible soul force walked down the ramps of the ships. That had to be them. They picked their way down Shore Street towards the city, bodies tense and gazes darting about. Morana followed along behind, not too close, just another person out for a walk. She glanced casually around, trying to spot anyone following the three sorcerers. No one stood out, but any of the people walking along the side of the road could be a guard out of uniform.

      She clenched her teeth and gave it another minute. Still nothing stood out. If she wanted to accomplish anything she’d have to take a chance.

      Morana picked up her pace and walked right past the three sorcerers. The man looked at her and when he did she flashed a horned skull symbol in the air in front of her chest where no one else could see it. His eyes widened and she nodded. Morana continued on toward the Drowned Rat, trusting the others would follow.

      The run-down tavern made a perfect place to talk. The guards didn’t go there; if they did they’d end up floating facedown in the bay. It was too early in the day for much of a crowd and that worked against them. Not that it worried Morana one way or the other. She had an understanding with the bartender. He didn’t talk about Morana’s business and she didn’t kill him.

      The Rat slumped on the corner of Shore and Tide. Two stories tall and fifty feet wide, the tavern doubled as a two-copper whorehouse. Since it was before noon, the working girls were probably still asleep. Morana pushed through the swinging doors, nodded to the bartender, and slipped into her usual booth at the back of the common room. The table wobbled, forcing her to slide the little wedge of wood back under the busted leg. A pair of drunks snoring under the biggest table in the center of the room were the only other guests.

      A minute later the three sorcerers entered, spotted Morana, and made their way across the room, careful to avoid stepping in any of the nastier pools of liquid on the bare plank floor. The three of them sat on the bench across from Morana. No serving maid bothered them. The Rat was strictly self-serve.

      One of the three conjured a sound barrier. When it surrounded them the man said, “You’re our contact?”

      “Connor sends his regards. Everything is on schedule?”

      “Yes, we will collect the dragon’s soul force as agreed.”

      “The captain has no idea what you truly intend?”

      “He doesn’t care. As long as the Leviathan dies and he can hunt his precious whales the captain is uninterested in any other details. It would be useful if we had a few extra men loyal to us in case things should go awry.”

      The two female sorcerers had said nothing up to this point, seeming content to stare at Morana. She shuddered. The women had blank, doll-like expressions. They almost didn’t look human. Morana had never seen anything like it.

      Not her concern. At least now she had a use for the few Unkindness members that had survived her reminder of their loyalties.

      “I have six men that should suit your needs perfectly. When should I send them over?”

      “The woman that spoke for your kingdom asked the captain not to recruit from the populace. She said nothing about volunteers who offered to go on their own. Send them to the docks tomorrow morning. We’ll handle the rest.”
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      Damien stood on the dock a few feet from Captain Velco and the archmage who were busy arguing about whether he could join the expedition. Their shouting almost drowned out the lapping of the waves. Since he’d left all his gear back at the capital, Damien had gone shopping and now he carried a new canvas bag filled with clothes and other goods, most importantly a supply of parchment and pencils so he could keep his master up to date on the whalers’ activities. Considering what he’d seen on his first voyage with the good captain he didn’t expect to have much reporting to do.

      He stretched and yawned. Despite the early departure time he’d spent a late night chatting with Lane after a wonderful meal of fresh seafood. She’d been surprised by Captain Velco’s good manners as they went from shop to shop buying what the captain needed for his hunting trip. He hadn’t put so much as a toe out of line and Lane seemed to think he meant what he said about opening up new hunting grounds. If he had ulterior motives he hid them well. Damien and Lane finally said goodnight around midnight. Lane kissed his cheek and slipped into her room. She was a good friend and unlike Karrie seemed to harbor no ambitions beyond being his friend.

      “Damien!” The archmage waved him closer.

      They must have settled their differences. He didn’t know why the captain bothered arguing. He either had to do what she said or be stuck in port. “Master?”

      “Captain Velco has agreed to let you travel with him on his flagship. All you’ll have to do is stay out of everyone’s way. Clear?”

      “Perfectly.” Turning to Velco, Damien said, “I appreciate you letting me travel with you, Captain. I won’t give you a moment’s trouble.”

      “I’m sure you won’t. I booted my first mate to the common room so you’ll be staying in his cabin. Meals are served promptly so if you’re late you’ll have to do without. Any questions?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Good. Let’s board. I don’t want to miss the tide.”

      Captain Velco showed Damien to a tiny, cramped cabin with nothing but a hammock and sea chest for furniture. He barely had room to turn around without bumping into one of the walls. It was going to be a long trip.

      Damien put his gear in the trunk and sat cross-legged in front of it. With everyone busy this would be a good time to scout out the ship. He conjured a spy bug, linked it to a viewing rectangle, and sent it under the door and down the hall. Damien sent the bug into Velco’s room to have a second look around. It creeped and crawled over everything, but he found nothing interesting.

      The bug flew down a level to the hold. Scores of barrels filled every square inch. Some were filled with fresh water, but most were empty. It didn’t take long for him to conclude the hold was a waste of time as well. The crew quarters came next, a jumbled space of hammocks and footlockers. Some of the sailors had letters from home tacked to the wall beside their hammocks, but nothing of interest to Damien.

      The only place left to check was the sorcerer’s cabin and Damien didn’t know if he wanted to take that step yet. If she noticed his spy there’d be trouble, but nothing ventured, nothing gained. The bug flew to the opposite end of the ship where the sorcerer’s isolated cabin waited. Damien studied the closed door through the bug’s eyes. A barrier similar to the one he’d used at the border baron’s castle blocked anyone from going in. He could smash it easily enough, but didn’t dare, not yet.

      The ship lurched and Damien let the bug vanish. He’d check the other ships before he took any drastic steps. Damien got to his feet and went up on the deck. Behind them the city was slowly shrinking. Standing alone in the front, her blue robe swirling in the breeze, was the female sorcerer that had tried to threaten them when Damien and his master first arrived.

      Maybe he could talk his way into her cabin. He’d seldom met a sorcerer who’d pass up the chance to discuss their preferred techniques, and being from the Old Empire she had to be curious about how kingdom sorcerers wielded soul force. He certainly wondered about her style.

      Damien started across the moving deck, stumbling every other stride. Annoyed, he finally flew over beside her. When he landed she looked at him with wide, seemingly vacant blue eyes. Damien chewed his lip and tried a smile. “We haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Damien.”

      He held out his hand and her gaze shifted down to look at it. She reminded Damien of a sleepwalker. The lights were on, but nobody was home. Her whole body shuddered, she blinked, and stumbled back from him. “Where did you come from?”

      He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “You looked right at me when I landed.”

      “My body looked at you. My mind was otherwise occupied checking for obstacles in the water. What do you want?” She had gone from unaware to angry and Damien wasn’t sure which he liked better.

      “I wanted to introduce myself. I figured we’d be traveling together for a while and it might be nice to have another sorcerer to talk to.”

      “If I want to talk to another sorcerer I’ll fly over to one of the other ships and talk to my comrades.” She brushed past him and flew down to her cabin. The door slammed behind her a moment later.

      He sighed. So much for talking his way in. Steps behind him heralded the captain’s arrival.

      “Not very friendly, is she?” Velco said.

      “No, not very.”

      “Don’t take it personal.” The captain slapped him on the back. “Near as I can tell she don’t like anybody but her sister.”

      “At least she likes someone. How far out are we going to sail?”

      Velco tapped his chin. “Well past your island. I’d say we’ll be at least three weeks getting to where I plan to hunt. Here.”

      Damien caught a fist-sized white lump. “What’s this?”

      “Whale bone. Some of the sailors like to carve it. Thought you might like to give it a try, make the time go by faster.”

      “Thanks.” Just what he needed, something to speed him along to a battle with the most powerful creature on the planet.
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      Dry air blew across Connor’s face as he and Focalor flew east from the pyramid across the vast expanse of nothing that was the haunted land. Only the occasional movement of undead and minor demons disturbed the gray sand below. No water flowed and no plants grew. Connor didn’t know how King Alexious managed to sacrifice even water to the Horned One, but it impressed him none the less.

      For three hours they flew in silence. Connor found it eerie, flying through the empty sky. On the other side of the mountains birds and insects occasionally shared the sky with him, though always flying away from him as fast as their wings could beat. Combined with the constant drain on his soul force the haunted lands were taking their toll.

      At last the royal palace appeared on the horizon. The heart of the ritual that created these ruined lands, the royal palace was a huge, sprawling collection of courtyards and walkways surrounding a four-story keep with a red-tile roof and stone dragons perched on each corner. An ancient map showed the palace sitting in the center of a city twice the size of the kingdom’s capital. When the king triggered the ritual it wiped out everything not involved in the transference of energy.

      Once, Connor imagined, the palace probably inspired awe in the people and fear in visiting ambassadors. Now everything had faded, the color washed out to various shades of gray, the place more mausoleum than fortress. Even from this distance the barrier Focalor mentioned rippled and shimmered in his sorcerous vision. It didn’t look like demonic energy. What he couldn’t see was what sustained it and whether it would permit non-demons to pass through. If he couldn’t get in he would have expended a lot of energy for nothing.

      “You see it?” Focalor asked.

      “The barrier? Yes, it’s very powerful.”

      “Of course it is powerful, it kept Focalor out.” Demon and warlock landed just beyond the barrier. “But will it keep the warlock out?”

      Connor took a deep breath and let it out. “One way to find out.”

      He stepped forward. The barrier resisted, then flexed inward, like it couldn’t decide if it should let him through or not. Connor wouldn’t be denied. One grim step after the next he pushed ahead until the resistance vanished. The constant drain eased at once. Like the pyramids, the palace must be protected from the effect that drained his soul force.

      Connor turned back to face the demon. “I guess it won’t keep me out. I’ll try and find the source of its power.”

      “Focalor will circle above to avoid drawing unnecessary attention.”

      Connor nodded. The demon lashed its wings and soared into the air. More likely it wanted to make sure Connor didn’t try to escape without keeping his end of the deal. He’d do his best to follow through. The last thing Connor wanted was to have the powerful demon as an enemy.

      He put Focalor out of his mind and turned to face the palace. The barrier extended ten feet from the outer walls so Connor only had to take a few steps to pass through an open gate and into the first courtyard, a square area open to the sky. He suspected it had been a garden. A pair of eroded stone benches gave mute testimony that once upon a time people had lived here, children had played while parents sat on the benches and chatted. Connor could almost imagine the scene and the power that had ended them forever.

      Such power.

      He breathed out a sigh. He would have that power for himself. If not identical then equal. A covered walkway led from the square to the keep. Connor followed it to a closed door of petrified wood. The door didn’t budge when he pushed it. Nothing supernatural protected the entrance, at least nothing visible. He drew a bit of power and blasted the door. It exploded inward showering the empty room beyond with splinters.

      Connor stepped through the ruined portal into a foyer decorated with intricately carved chairs and tables. Faded banners hung on each wall. Aside from a thick layer of dust it looked no different than it might have when people still occupied the palace. The perfect condition of the interior room clashed horribly with the ruined courtyard.

      As he had no interest in physically searching the whole palace, Connor sat in one of the chairs and conjured a scout sphere. The sphere zipped through halls, past perfectly preserved bedrooms, store rooms, a huge kitchen. He reached a set of double doors intricately carved with abstract shapes and gilded with gold. When Connor tried to send his sphere under the door it bounced off another barrier, similar to the one surrounding the palace, but more powerful and focused.

      Connor left the sealed doors for the moment. His sphere continued up to the second level, then the third, revealing nothing but ordinary living spaces. On the top floor the sphere slipped under a door and Connor’s jaw dropped. A library that made the one at The Tower look like the collection in some backwater village stretched out before his disbelieving eyes. Connor could spend a mortal lifetime there and not read every book.

      He didn’t have a lifetime. If the other portions of his plan were on schedule he needed to find the artifact and return to his base in weeks, not months or years. Connor slammed his fist on the arm of the chair, shattering the wood. He guided the sphere slowly through the library. Maybe there was a section of more important books he could focus on.

      Row upon row of packed bookcases filled the viewing rectangle, none looking more or less important than another. In the center of the library he found an open area with chairs and small tables where people could read in comfort. A dark carpet covered the floor. It had some sort of design woven into it.

      Connor guided the sphere higher so he could look down on the carpet. He blinked, certain his eyes were playing tricks. Laid out in white thread was an image of a horned skull. It couldn’t be a coincidence. The Horned One’s symbol had to indicate something.
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      Connor stood in the library surrounded by musty parchment, looking down at the carpet. Dim light filtered in from windows built into the ceiling. Occasionally Focalor’s shadow would pass overhead. Could the demon see Connor standing in the library watching him fly by?

      Up close the carpet design looked less distinct. Whoever made it had woven the skull in as part of a larger design. If a person wasn’t expecting to find the marker they might look right past it. Hiding things in plain sight was a trick used by the Horned One’s cult and over the years Connor had gotten used to finding hidden symbols. Tentacles of soul force pushed the tables and chairs off the carpet then yanked it to the side. Underneath was an oval depression, a twin to the one in the pyramid.

      Connor took his amulet off and with trembling hands fit it into the oval. The floor vibrated then black flames spurted up between the cracks. Connor leapt back an instant before the stone sank down, forming a spiral staircase. He hadn’t seen any sign of it when his scout sphere searched the palace. The staircase had to run between the walls. There was certainly enough room that no one would ever notice if a wall was thicker than it needed to be. For all Connor knew hidden passages might have been the rage when the palace was built.

      He conjured a light and started walking. He had no idea how long he walked or how deep he went, but finally the enclosed stairs opened up into a dark, empty room. Connor frowned. Where were the artifacts?

      Light spheres streaked to the far corners of the room. He left the staircase and walked around the empty space, his footsteps echoing around the chamber. Was this some sort of joke? Was King Alexious having a final laugh at his expense?

      The room shook, a violent shudder that brought dust raining down on Connor’s head. Now what was happening? He spun, looking for the source of the tremor.

      Movement caught his eye. When Connor turned, a giant of black flame separated itself from the far wall. The construct—Connor had no doubt the giant was a soul force construct—lumbered closer. It was built like a man, with massive shoulders and long arms ending in three-fingered hands. It stood on legs as big around as full grown oaks. Its head was nothing but an oblong lump sitting on its trunk. Power surged down its arm and formed a flickering blade of black flame longer than Connor was tall.

      The construct strode toward him, raising its weapon as it came. Connor took to the air. The giant swung its blade.

      Connor darted aside. The passing of the blade raised a breeze. Before the giant halted its momentum Connor blasted it with a stream of hellfire.

      The construct absorbed the energy and grew taller. The sword whistled at Connor, faster this time. He just managed to avoid getting cut in half.

      Connor zipped around the giant like a bug, annoying but harmless.

      He avoided three more swipes. Though faster, the construct still failed to keep pace with him. Unfortunately, since it could absorb his attacks, Connor had no idea how to defeat it. They were at a standoff. That didn’t work for him at all.

      He flew around the construct, dodging its ineffective attacks, and studying it from every angle. There had to be a way to deal with it. Everything had a weakness, he just needed to figure out what the construct’s was.

      Connor squinted and peered closer. Something floated, just visible, inside the construct’s chest. The black sword swished past his head, only missing by inches. Connor snarled away his frustration. He had to focus.

      He was almost certain whatever floated in the giant’s chest was the key to stopping it. He took a breath, fortified his shield, and plunged toward the giant.

      The black sword came up.

      Connor ducked under it a moment before he struck the construct. His shield was stripped away in an instant. Cold and heat warred in their efforts to kill him.

      Connor fought the darkness. His skin melted and healed one second to the next.

      Even when the Horned One ripped his soul out and replaced it with a fragment of his own the pain didn’t come close to what Connor experienced as he fought through the construct’s body.

      A flicker of movement to his left. He flailed, hit something hard, and grabbed on.

      More pain as whatever he grabbed attempted to burn his hand off. Teeth clenched, Connor forced his way out the back of the construct. He fell twelve feet to the floor.

      Every inch of his body was screaming. He would welcome the giant’s sword if only it would end the agony.

      Seconds passed. Connor uncurled his pain-wracked body and looked up. The giant had vanished.

      Connor sent healing energy through his body, soothing his pain. Skin reformed and in minutes Connor had recovered. He loved many things about his new abilities, but the thing he loved most was that his demonic soul force worked as internal or external power, just like a true demon.

      He sat up and brushed dead skin off his arm. The battle and healing had drained him. He didn’t dare try to move on before he’d recovered. Connor opened his left hand. Almost imbedded in the flesh was a flat, rune-covered stone maybe three inches around. He probed it with a little tendril of soul force.

      The token had served as an energy storage device. Whoever created the giant had filled the token with sustaining energy then stuck it in the construct’s chest. Connor frowned. No way the little artifact had held enough power to sustain the construct for centuries. Whoever put it here had done so more recently. A few months ago perhaps. Certainly not more than a year. That begged another question. Who had set the trap?
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      When Connor’s wounds had fully healed and his soul force recovered he scrambled up from the floor and walked over to the wall where the construct had first appeared. He conjured more lights and in the bright glow spotted a circle on the floor engraved with faded runes. An outer ring filled with small runes surrounded a central circle filled with dozens more, all intertwined into a single pattern. Some of them he recognized from books he’d read about Alexious’s kingdom, others looked like runes used in summoning and binding demons, and still others—the majority, Connor reluctantly admitted to himself—he’d never laid eyes on before.

      He shook his head, crouched down, and traced a rune that resembled a thorny vine twisted into a spiral. What did that one mean? Connor had believed himself knowledgeable when he set out on this quest, but every day he learned just how deep his ignorance and arrogance ran. He felt like a child playing at being a warlock when he studied Alexious’s mastery. How much more had the warlock king known than Connor and how much had he learned at the Horned One’s right hand? Whatever his deficiencies, Connor’s commitment to his path remained unwavering. He would succeed, whatever it took.

      He paused in his tracing. A rune featuring a circle inside another circle connected by straight lines. He knew that one. It was a rune of opening. Connor bit his lip, then poured a wisp of energy into the rune, careful not to let any of his power spill over into the other markings.

      The rune of opening drank in his power like a dry sponge. He kept the flow going until the rune would accept no more. The now-familiar vibration ran through the room. Black flames outlined a door in the wall which swung open at Connor’s approach. He sent his lights through the opening and followed behind.

      His breath caught when he entered the room. The left- and right-hand walls were filled with niches, each of which held an artifact behind rune-etched glass. On the wall directly ahead hung a floor-length mirror of black glass. Connor’s distorted image stared back at him. In the center of the room a stone table sat empty.

      This had to be the vault mentioned in the book he’d found in the pyramid. Connor’s impatient gaze flew around the room. The crystal had to be here somewhere. He passed over tomes of power that crackled with corrupt energy, rune-marked gems so sodden with power they made his little black diamond back home seem a pale thing. Skulls seemed to form the bulk of the collection, inhuman, warped things with overlong jaws, too many teeth, horns and bone spurs.

      Connor had never understood the warlock fascination with collecting skulls. He had several of his own of course, but he’d never found any particular use for them, beyond decoration. He glanced over yet another skull, this one resembling a cross between a crocodile and a cobra.

      The next niche held a midnight-blue crystal the size of his fist. It looked like such a mundane thing compared to the more exotic artifacts filling the vault. Connor ran a hand over the glass protecting the crystal.

      After all his years of searching he’d found it at last, the soul bleed crystal, the key to his ascension. Connor slammed his fist into the glass. It didn’t so much as flex. He should have known it wouldn’t be so simple. He sent a focused blast of hellfire into the barrier.

      The glass turned inky black then spat his power back at him magnified tenfold. Connor flew across the vault and slammed into the wall. The room spun and when he reached around and touched his head Connor found thick, black blood. He scrambled to his feet, healing the minor injury as he went.

      Connor hadn’t come this far just to let a sheet of glass stand between him and his prize. He considered blasting it again, then rubbed the healed wound. Maybe a more subtle approach. He studied the runes cut into the glass. It seemed runes were always the key. Maybe he could find another rune of opening.

      Five minutes of searching later Connor found it, or rather he found a perfectly round opening in the pattern where the rune should have been. He punched the glass with no more success than the first time. There had to be a secret, something he’d missed.

      Connor abandoned the sealed niche and paced the room as he thought. What was it? What wasn’t he seeing? He paused when he passed in front of the mirror for the twentieth time. His reflection looked strange. He raised his hand and the reflection followed, but with a lag.

      Frowning, Connor moved closer to the mirror. The closer he got the more distorted his reflection became. When he met his reflected gaze the eyes in the mirror were black and hollow instead of red and glowing.

      “Who are you?”

      His reflection smiled even though Connor’s expression hadn’t changed. “Took you long enough to notice. Even the paladin noticed me faster than you.”

      The spirit shook its head. “Sad what’s become of the new generation of warlocks. In King Alexious’s day you wouldn’t have even qualified to serve as his court jester.”

      Connor clenched his fist and glared at the spirit.

      “What, are you going to try punching the mirror? That worked out so well for you the first two times you tried it with the barrier glass.”

      Connor took a breath and found his center. His shoulders relaxed and he unclenched his fist. “Tell me, spirit, how do I open the niches and retrieve the item I desire?”

      The spirit shook its head again. “You really are an idiot. You need the key.”

      “Where might I find the key?” Connor asked with exaggerated patience.

      “That bitch took it with her when she forced her way past the guardian. She’s hiding out up in the throne room. Hey, how did you get past her barrier?”

      “It only keeps out demons. I’ve still got enough mortal in me to slip through.”

      “Tell you what. You kill the paladin and fetch the key back here and I’ll let you talk to the master.”

      “The Horned One?” Connor hardly believed his good fortune. The demon lord hadn’t spoken to Connor since he made his pact twelve years ago.

      “No, stupid, not The Master. Master Alexious.”

      Connor slumped for a moment then brightened. It would still be a great honor to speak with King Alexious. “Very well. I’ll return with the key and the paladin’s head.”
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      Connor stood staring at the shimmering barrier between him and the throne room doors. The paladin had to be the source of the energy wall. He just needed to figure out how to bypass it. The warlock conjured a dart of hellfire and flung it at the barrier. The tiny speck of energy he used fizzled the moment it hit.

      So the paladin intended to keep corrupt energy out. That made sense considering everything in the haunted lands was brimming with the stuff, just like Connor himself. If he couldn’t burn his way through maybe he could sneak through. Connor extended his index finger and pulled all the corrupt energy out of it, no shield, no physical enhancements, just flesh and blood.

      He reached for the barrier again, embarrassed to notice his hand shook. The tip of his finger touched the wall and after a moment of resistance pushed through. The sensation wasn’t pleasant; it reminded Connor of washing in too-hot water, but he could bear it. The trick was going to be holding all his power as deep inside as possible, long enough to slip through the barrier. The only way to do it was to do it.

      Connor directed all his energy flows into his core. His shield faded away, his enhanced senses dulled down to those of a mere mortal. When he finally had his power as contained as he could get it Connor clenched his jaw and stepped through the barrier.

      The resistance was worse this time, like walking upstream in a swollen river, and the temperature had risen as well. His flesh turned red and blistered. Pain, raw and undiminished by any soul force techniques, assailed him.

      Connor took another step and reached for the doors.

      The temperature rose another fifty degrees. It took everything he had not to cry out. As bad as it was, the pain paled compared to diving through the black construct. While heavenly soul force had its uses, when it came to dishing out damage nothing beat corrupt energy.

      He shoved the doors open and staggered through. The pain and resistance vanished. Seated on the white marble floor in the lotus position, surrounded by a bright white aura, was a stunning woman in silver mail. White hair swirled around her and a great sword more suited to a northern warrior than a slender young woman sat on the floor beside her.

      Connor restored all his protections and enhancements then healed the minor damage caused by the barrier. Did she even know he was there? Maybe he could kill her quickly and finish his business downstairs.

      Crackling black hellfire appeared around his hands. The instant it did the woman’s eyes popped open then narrowed. White light shone from them.

      Connor hurled a ball of hellfire. The paladin snatched up her sword and cut the attack out of the air, negating it before it hit. She wielded the massive sword with one hand like it weighed no more than a dagger. Which angel had she struck her bargain with? A powerful one for certain, perhaps even one of the archangels.

      He drew more power. This should be a worthy battle indeed. Connor conjured a black dragon and sent it flying toward the paladin. Claws slashed and fangs snapped.

      None of them even came close. Her sword a blur, the paladin carved his dragon up. In moments the construct collapsed.

      Connor turned the residual energy into dark spears that streaked toward her heart. Perhaps taken by surprise, she missed one of the spears. It struck her mail and sent the paladin flying. She skidded across the empty throne, not stopping until she hit the far wall.

      He grinned. She wasn’t invincible at least.

      The paladin stood up, not a mark on her. Not even her mail was tarnished from the blow of his spear. His grin soured. He should have known such a weak attack wouldn’t phase a paladin capable of crossing the haunted lands and raising such a powerful barrier. The fact that her sword and armor both had heavenly energy bound into them didn’t help his cause.

      The paladin leveled her sword at him. It glowed white. Connor leapt, avoiding a burning arrow by inches. He rolled, spun, and dodged a storm of arrows. Lying on his back Connor sent a black scythe at her knees.

      The dark blade stopped when the sword slashed down through his attack. He sent blast after blast at his opponent, watching closely as she slashed each blast out of the sky. After the fourth attack he realized she was using only the power of the sword for both offense and defense. After the sixth blast he noticed the sword’s glow diminishing.

      He knew what he had to do now. Connor drew deeply from his core, increasing the power in each blast. If he could just force her to take a little power away from the barrier it might be enough to allow Focalor to break through. With the demon at his side it would be a whole new battle. From the tiny beads of sweat forming on her smooth brow the paladin knew it too.

      Connor sent another blast, the biggest one so far. She slashed through it. Her power flared an instant before a wave of white light came roaring at him.

      Connor raised his shield at the same moment the wave struck. Dark and light power clashed.

      The explosion sent Connor flying. Only his enhanced strength kept his ribs from breaking when he struck the wall.

      His opponent stood slumped over, leaning on her no-longer-glowing sword. Connor drew another chunk of power and hurled a black lightning bolt.

      She formed a white shield that shattered when the corrupt energy struck it. The barrier wavered.

      The ceiling exploded inward. When the dust settled Focalor stood in the center of the throne room.

      The demon’s knobby, scaled form shimmered. Bat wings turned to raven wings. The tail shrank and disappeared. The wide, thick body became slimmer and more human.

      So his erstwhile partner wasn’t a true demon at all, but a risen demon cast out of hell for the crime of not being evil enough. Should Focalor turn against him Connor wouldn’t last long against both the paladin and the former demon.

      For the moment it seemed Focalor had eyes only for the paladin. His gaze locked on the still-silent woman.

      “We meet again at last, my love,” Focalor said. “I have so missed you.”
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      “I should have killed you centuries ago, Focalor.” The paladin’s voice sounded dull and raspy from years of disuse.

      “Kill me! I gave up everything I was for you, Aowin. Now I’m trapped on this wretched world. But once I’ve killed you I’ll reclaim my place in hell.”

      Focalor’s power blazed around him, a muddy gray haze, not quite the corrupt darkness of a true demon and not the golden light of a mortal sorcerer. The ragged remains of the paladin’s barrier vanished as she drew the energy back into herself and her sword. Both weapon and wielder glowed with pure white light.

      If either of them remained aware of Connor they gave no sign. That suited the exhausted warlock. He scrambled back to the doorway and hunkered down to watch the show. He needed time to let his badly depleted soul force regenerate.

      Focalor raised his claws and a pillar of gray flames roared down on Aowin. The flames splashed down over her shield. When the torrent subsided she stood unharmed in a circle of charred stone.

      “You always start with the same attack.” She shook her head. “Poor, predictable Focalor.”

      She raised her sword and Connor expected the white arrows. Focalor blurred and reappeared beside Aowin. He backhanded her hard enough to snap her head aside. He hammered a fist into her stomach, doubling her over.

      “Predictable am I?” Focalor raised his hand high for a clubbing blow to her head.

      Aowin sped up. Her sword swung in a crossing slash.

      Focalor’s hand went flying, spraying black blood all over the white stone. He grasped his stump and snarled.

      Aowin sneered as her sword burned the black blood away. “Did I say predictable? I meant pathetic.”

      She showed no ill effects from the heavy blows. The great sword went up and power flowed into it. When it reached its highest point Focalor smiled and thrust his dripping wrist at her face.

      Mingled blood and flame sprayed into Aowin’s face.

      She gagged and staggered back, pawing at her face. Focalor formed a new hand of pure soul force. He drove straightened fingers into her stomach. When he ripped them back they were stained red.

      Aowin moaned and held a hand to her stomach. Focalor loomed over her. He seemed to be enjoying himself.

      Connor studied the paladin. Power flowed to her wound. “Finish her before she heals!”

      Focalor looked back at him.

      Bad move.

      Aowin chose her moment well. She drove her great sword one handed into Focalor’s chest up to the hilt. Purifying light burst from the blade. Focalor screamed.

      He tried to back away from the heavenly blade, but the paladin wouldn’t give him an inch. She poured more power into her weapon. White light burst from cracks in Focalor’s arms and legs. He roared even louder.

      Connor gathered his power. It wouldn’t be long now.

      Light shot out the demon’s mouth and eyes. A final blinding flash filled the throne room. When Connor’s vision cleared there was no sign of Focalor. Aowin stood panting, her soul force depleted.

      Perfect.

      Connor conjured a black blade of dense soul force and walked over. “That was impressive.”

      She looked up at him and he swung. Aowin’s head hit the ground, eyes wide with shock. Connor smiled down at her. Now where was the key?

      He patted her pockets, but found them empty. Four buckles held the silver mail in place and once he unfastened them he tossed it aside and shook his singed fingers. On a chain around her neck was a small round seal marked with the rune of opening. He yanked it and snapped the chain.

      Connor now had everything he needed to claim the crystal.
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      “You’re not dead.” The spirit in the mirror appeared the moment Connor entered the vault carrying Aowin’s severed head. “I’m modestly impressed. I was certain the paladin would kill you.”

      “Thanks.” He tossed the head in the corner. “When can I speak to King Alexious?”

      “I’ll need a few minutes. It’s not like he’s sitting around waiting to speak with every dimwitted warlock that wanders into his palace.”

      Connor ignored the insult and flicked his hand at the spirit. “Well run along and let him know I’ve completed the tasks you set.”

      The spirit stuck a shadowy tongue out at him and vanished. Connor shook his head and went over to the crystal’s niche. It took a moment to locate the empty circle in the runes. When he found it again Connor placed the key in it. Seconds passed and nothing happened.

      Had he done something wrong? Power gathered and the runes writhed, finally. A blast of power sent Connor flying across the room. He slammed into the far wall and slid to the floor. Again.

      Connor clambered to his feet shaking his head, trying to figure out what happened. In the mirror the spirit had returned. It wore a grin that almost split its head in half. “You tried to open the niche before learning the proper technique.”

      Connor snarled. “You might have warned me.”

      “Why should I warn someone too stupid or impatient to wait for the proper instruction?”

      Before Connor could respond the spirit shuddered and faded away. An armored figure took its place. This apparition appeared far more solid than the vaporous spirit. Connor took a knee. This had to be King Alexious.

      “On your feet, boy.” The king spoke in a deep sepulchral voice that seemed to echo as though coming from a great depth.

      Connor rushed to obey, not even thinking to be insulted by the boy comment. To a being of King Alexious’s age and power Connor was little more than a child. “Great King, it is an honor to meet you.”

      “My spirit guard seems to think little of you, but you have manners at least. That’s surprisingly rare among those who walk our path. I never understood it myself. You’d think by the behavior of some warlocks that snarling savagery and spitting curses somehow made you stronger.”

      While the king spoke of manners Connor took the opportunity to study the man, or perhaps former man, that had been his chief inspiration ever since Connor learned of him. The once king had a heavy build and crimson eyes shone out from slits in the horned helm. He looked closer. It wasn’t armor the king wore, not exactly. It appeared the plate, helm and gauntlets were fused to his body like a second skin or a demon’s scales.

      “What do you wish to know of me, boy?” King Alexious asked.

      “I want to finish your work and sacrifice the rest of the continent to the Horned One. I sought the soul burn crystal to complete your harvest.”

      The king chuckled. “Ambitious, I like that. The hell gate project wasn’t a backup plan. It was my first plan which I abandoned as unworkable and inefficient compared to my final project. What makes you think you can succeed where I failed?”

      The king’s voice held an edge when he asked the final question. Connor swallowed. He’d have to be diplomatic in how he answered. “I believe it’s my best chance to succeed. I have no army and no kingdom. If I attempted to duplicate your work with the pyramids my enemies would detect it at once and destroy me and my work. Creating the hell gate allows me to do most of the work in secret and once I’m ready I’ll have the army I need to crush my enemies. Once I subjugate the kingdom I can move on to building pyramids and offering the great sacrifice.”

      King Alexious nodded. “A thoughtful plan. Where will you find the energy sources you need to bring your army through the gate?”

      “Much has changed in the years since you ascended. What was once wilderness with savage natives is now a prosperous kingdom. I will have no trouble getting the soul force I need to summon an army.”

      “I honor your ambition and the Horned One’s decision to gift you a portion of his soul force. Succeed and I will welcome you to The Master’s court as a brother. To claim the crystal, place the key in the empty circle, charge it with hellfire, and spin it one full rotation right and two full rotations left. When you leave be certain to reset the guardian.”

      The king vanished from the mirror and the first spirit returned. “You two seemed to hit it off.”

      Connor ignored the spirit and walked back to the crystal’s niche. He performed the steps as King Alexious said then watched as the guardian runes faded away and the glass became insubstantial. He reached in and pulled the crystal out. It weighed more than he’d expected; more like lead than crystal. Connor sighed in satisfaction. Now his plans could proceed.

      He pocketed the key, surrounded the crystal with a soul force bubble, and let it drift beside him.

      “Wait,” the spirit said. “Take me with you and I’ll lead you to the cavern King Alexious planned to use to house the crystal.”

      “I already have a place picked out. Do you know how to reset the guardian?”

      The spirit gave a despairing shake of its head. “There’s a circle on the floor outside. Put the token in the center and pour hellfire into it. When it can’t hold any more it’ll reactivate. Are you really going to pass up the chance to set up in the location the master chose himself?”

      Connor walked out of the treasure room without a backward glance. He needed to return to his library and check on Mikhail. He didn’t trust the unstable young man to act on his own for very long.
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      The sun had long since slunk behind the mountains when Connor spotted the cave. He was relieved to find no bodies littering the ground outside. Either none of his agents had come calling or Mikhail had shown a shred of good judgment and let them be. Whichever way it turned out, a great weight lifted from Connor’s shoulders.

      The snow crunched under his boots when he landed and Connor sunk up to mid-calf. It must have snowed again while he was gone. He stepped out of the snow and walked down the long tunnel to his library. He sensed Mikhail there. Connor frowned. The black knight wasn’t alone. Another weak soul force was present. Who could it be? Despite what he’d told Mikhail, Connor hadn’t actually expected any of his agents to visit for weeks.

      Something must have happened.

      Connor picked up his pace, not running, that would be a sign of weakness and he didn’t dare show any weakness. He entered his library and found Mikhail, drawn sword held in his scaly new hand, standing over a man in dark brown and green robes. The unfortunate prisoner spotted Connor and sighed in relief.

      “Master, I have an important message,” the prisoner said.

      “Silence, worm. I caught this one prowling around outside two days ago, Master. Remembering your admonishment I detained him for questioning prior to execution.”

      “Good, Mikhail, I’m pleased you paid attention.” Turning his gaze on the prisoner Connor continued, “I assume Eleck sent you.”

      “Yes, Master.” The terrified man looked up at Mikhail then back to Connor.

      Connor attempted a reassuring smile. With his current appearance he wasn’t certain how well he pulled it off. “Don’t worry, Mikhail isn’t going to kill you. He was just acting out of an abundance of caution. Your message?”

      “Of course. Master Eleck says the project is on schedule, but he fears one of the Wise One’s followers may have discovered our work. A girl has disappeared, and hunters have been dispatched. He feels confident the girl will be found and dealt with, but wished to let you know what had happened.”

      Connor ground his teeth. If Eleck didn’t get the cave ready or, worse, someone from the kingdom learned what they were doing he’d have nowhere to set up the crystal. “Return and tell Eleck if he fails I’ll send Mikhail to kill the lot of you.”

      The trembling messenger popped to his feet and fled the library as fast as his skinny legs could carry him. Connor slammed his fist into the wall. Problems, problems, problems. Why did all his servants cause him nothing but problems?

      He stalked across the library and sat in his black chair. “It isn’t too much to expect my subordinates to do their jobs competently, is it?”

      “No, Master,” Mikhail said. “Say the word and I will punish them for you.”

      Connor rubbed his face. Was Mikhail so stupid he didn’t realize Connor was talking about him too? Probably.

      “I appreciate the offer, but Eleck still has important work to do. We’ll give him a chance to clean up his mess before we take more drastic measures.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 31

        

      

    
    
      Lon sat across the table from Thomas in the headmaster’s cluttered office. It had been an exhausting and frustrating couple of days. He returned Jen and her team to The Citadel before returning to report. Lon wasn’t exactly sure how Thomas got put in charge of researching Connor Blackman. Usually the headmaster looked after his students and teachers and nothing else. The archmage must have been too busy with the imperial ships to take care of this as well. Thomas and Lidia were old friends and Lon suspected if she asked him to look into this business for her Thomas wouldn’t hesitate to help.

      Thomas looked up from Lon’s report. “Not much here and Kat didn’t know anything. Huh. Quite remarkable, soul force eaters showing up at both locations at the same time as you. It’s enough to make a man think we have a leak in The Tower.”

      Lon had similar thoughts, but kept silent, uncomfortable giving voice to them. He couldn’t imagine who might help Connor and they certainly couldn’t just question people for no reason. It would kill morale and make everyone suspicious of everyone else. If that happened they’d never accomplish anything.

      “What do you want to do?” Lon asked.

      “If you’re willing I was thinking of setting a trap.”

      Lon frowned. “What sort of trap?”

      “There’s one last avenue we haven’t explored: the Blackman family itself. I want you to go talk to them. But before you meet, I’ll let the usual people know something’s happening, each with a slight variation, none of it the truth. Different times of the meeting, different locations, that sort of thing. You’ll go to each place at the appointed time. If you’re attacked we’ll have our answer. Once that’s sorted out you can talk to the Blackman clan safely.”

      “I’m not crazy about lying to our people, but I agree we don’t have much choice. Who do you trust to act as my backup?”

      “That, at least, I have sorted out. Before she left Lidia put three members of her Crimson Legion at my disposal, just in case. If we can’t trust them, we can’t trust anyone.”

      Lon feared his old friend was all too correct about that last bit. “How many people will you test?”

      “I only told six others about your last mission. Three of the high sorcerers, my assistant, Mistress Ann, and Lenore the librarian. I have my suspicions, but I’ll try them all to be certain. Since Sasha is already in Valcane I won’t inform her of your mission. The other five I’ll give different information about a meeting three days from now in the port. At least one of them will most likely be a trap. Are you certain you’re willing to take the risk, Lon?”

      Lon wasn’t at all certain, but they had limited options. They needed to sort this out if they were to have any chance of stopping Connor. “Don’t worry, a trap isn’t as dangerous if you know you’re walking into it.”
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      The cry of gulls mingled with the salty scent of the ocean. Bright sun shone down on Lon as he sat in the outdoor cafe which was to serve as the third potential ambush location. He loved it down by the ocean. The water kept the temperature more comfortable. He’d found a good spot. From his corner table Lon could keep watch for long distances in both directions. Right now all he saw were shoppers hauling baskets of fish or vegetables or whatever they’d bought that morning. None of them looked remotely threatening. He hadn’t seen a warlord or sorcerer that didn’t work for him at any of the ambush points.

      He smiled. The Crimson Legionnaires probably wouldn’t appreciate the implication that they were working for him. Speaking of which, here came one of them now. A stunning blond strode toward him, wearing a blue sundress that flapped in the breeze. She was assigned to play the part of his contact on the assumption that whoever was targeting them would be less intimidated by a woman than a man.

      Anyone stupid enough to think that deserved to die. She might have been smiling and waving at him like an old friend, but up close her blue eyes were as cold and emotionless as any killer Lon had ever met. When Alden, the lead sorcerer, had introduced him to Imogen Newall, one look at her hard features and flat eyes had made Lon very happy to have her on his side in the coming battle.

      They embraced like old friends and she sat across from him. A serving girl took their order and left them alone.

      “Anything?” Lon asked.

      Imogen shook her head. “Do you think this one will be a bust as well?”

      Lon shrugged. There was no way to tell what might happen. Alden and Chun had hidden themselves on opposite sides of the street and a squad of guardsmen were waiting a block over in case any soul force eaters showed up. If anything happened they were as ready as they could be.

      Lon and Imogen chatted about nothing in particular and sipped tea for an hour. They watched the pedestrians, the other guests, even the sky drew an occasional glance. There was simply nothing around.

      “I think we can call this a bust,” Lon said.

      “Agreed.” Imogen stood up and Lon joined her.

      He kissed her cheek and tossed a silver coin on the table to cover their drinks. They parted ways, Imogen heading toward the docks and Lon deeper into the city. He’d go to the next site and a little later she’d show up and do her performance again in a different dress with a different hairstyle. Lon was torn as he walked down the street toward a park a quarter mile away.

      Part of him was glad the first three sorcerers were honest, but another part wished the attack would just happen. He was getting worn down by the tension. This was why he’d never wanted to join the inquisitors. The constant stress was too much for him.

      He hadn’t gone more than a hundred yards down the street when he sensed power gathering ahead of him. He raised a shield an instant before a ball of soul force detonated five feet from him.

      Lon went flying to his left. Pieces of shoppers went every which way. He skidded to a stop against the wall of a dry goods store. Some poor woman’s torso landed beside him.

      Standing on a rooftop across the street was a burly man. Black veins crisscrossed his arms and power crackled around his fingers. His core was nothing extraordinary, but rings on both middle fingers seethed with demonic energy.

      He raised his hands and Lon sprang into the air ahead of another blast that sent cobblestones flying toward the fleeing shoppers. When Thomas had come up with this plan, Lon doubted this was how he pictured it going.

      A golden blast struck the stranger in the back, staggering him half a step closer to the edge of the roof. Alden shimmered into view. More power gathered in the air around him.

      Before he could renew his offensive, black flames roared down at him. Alden dodged with a hair’s breadth to spare, his attack ruined. A second enemy appeared in the sky above, a pale, dark-haired woman with black pits for eyes. She carried a scythe wreathed in black flames and sat on a pale horse with flames dancing around its hooves.

      The sorcerers circled the corrupted humans. Both sides knew whoever attacked first would leave themselves open to a counterattack. It was a standoff which worked to Lon and Alden’s advantage since they had reinforcements coming. Hopefully the strangers didn’t.

      More sorcerers approached from the east and south. He sensed no corruption so it had to be Chun and Imogen. Below him the people had fled the immediate area, thank heaven. At least they wouldn’t have to worry about any more noncombatants getting hurt.

      Imogen drifted to a stop beside him. She hadn’t had time to change out of her blue dress. “I thought we were expecting monsters of some sort.”

      “You don’t feel those two qualify?”

      “Good point.”

      The other power source was close. Lon scanned the sky. His breath caught.

      She had curly copper hair and went barefoot, just like he remembered. After their first encounter Lon had done his best to find a mention of a sorcerer fitting her description in The Tower archives, but he’d come up blank. Either she’d changed her appearance or she’d come from beyond the kingdom. In her right fist she clutched Chun’s long black hair. His severed head dripped blood on the stones below.

      The female sorcerer looked at Lon and grinned. “We meet again.”

      “You won’t escape this time, witch.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not how I remember it happening before. And this time I brought two friends along to play.”

      “As did I. Let’s see how you do in a fair fight.

      The redhead tossed Chun’s head to the street where it splattered like a melon. “Let’s hope they’re stronger than this one.”

      She sent a blast of lightning at Lon. He spun out of the way and the battle was on. Lon chased his opponent through the sky, dodging blasts and sending an occasional counter her way. She was as fast and strong as he remembered. Despite his boasting, Lon wasn’t certain he could beat her.

      Explosions rattled the buildings as his companions fought their own battles. The Crimson Legion was known to be a close-knit group. Seeing their comrade killed had probably put the others in the mood for a fight. They were lucky in one regard: the two corrupted humans together weren’t as powerful as the black knight that had faced Lon on his previous visit.

      A blast broke on his shield, forcing Lon’s full attention back to the redhead. He conjured a pair of griffins and sent them in to engage her. His opponent raised a shield in time to stop their initial rush. The constructs scraped their claws and beaks against the golden bubble to no effect.

      She poured a ton of energy into her barrier, more than she needed to stop his constructs. He discovered why when a pair of giant arms shot out of her shield and grabbed his griffins by their necks. Lances of power shot out from the shield, piercing his griffins and tearing them apart.

      As he watched, her shield shifted from a sphere to a ten-foot-tall humanoid figure that wrapped around her. He could just make out the woman at the center of the construct, tendrils of energy connecting her to it. It contained a lot of soul force and he doubted she had enough power to maintain it for very long.

      If he kept out of her reach and wore her down Lon might have a chance. He circled the construct, trying to read its structure. The woman had skill. He found no weak spots.

      With no better options Lon conjured a spear and hurled it at the construct’s left knee. It struck and shattered into splinters, doing almost no damage.

      She pointed the construct’s hand at him and golden arrows streaked toward him. He dodged, flying in a circle around her. His opponent spun with him, just a fraction too slow to catch him in the barrage.

      Lon almost flew into a second hail of arrows when she pointed the left arm in his direction. He dove at the last second. Two arrows clattered off his personal shield and then he was past.

      He hardly had time to take a breath before she shifted her aim again. Arrows smashed the buildings under him to rubble as he flew on. He needed to end this fast before they leveled the neighborhood.

      He conjured another pair of griffins, one on either side of her. They bit her construct’s arms and yanked them to the side. Lon raced into the gap, conjuring a sword with most of his remaining power.

      The blade struck her construct’s chest and pierced through. She fled out the back an instant before his sword would have pierced her chest. The golden giant vanished.

      The redhead hung in the air, gasping for breath.

      Lon leveled his sword at her. “Surrender, tell us everything you know about Connor Blackman’s plans, and you’ll be spared.”

      “As if I value my life more than my loyalty to Connor.”

      She pointed at a damaged building and a ball of energy streaked toward it.

      Lon hurled his sword, changing its shape as it flew. His power wrapped around hers. When it detonated his shield blew apart, but the building survived.

      He spun back, but the redhead was gone.
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      Imogen watched as Chun’s head fell to the ground and splattered. The cold fury that constantly burned inside her flared into a full-fledged inferno. Chun had been a good man, loyal comrade, and adequate sorcerer. That last was probably what got him killed. She’d often wondered, when they first met, why the archmage chose him for her Crimson Legion.

      He hadn’t been especially skilled or powerful. As they worked and spent time together Imogen had come to understand. He was loyal and dedicated. Give him any task, vital or minor, and he’d do it and do it well. The more people she met, the more Imogen realized that was a rare talent.

      And now he was dead. Murdered by one of Connor Blackman’s agents. Before Imogen could lash out at the traitorous sorcerer Lon flew after her. The two of them raced through the sky exchanging blasts. Imogen frowned. She wanted to kill the woman herself. Well, she had other options.

      Alden was locked in a sorcerers’ duel with the man on the roof leaving the girl on the demon horse for her. The pale, she hesitated to say woman as Imogen wasn’t certain her opponent still qualified, stared at her, head cocked at a forty-five degree angle, an insane smile stretching her face to its limit. The girl had no power of her own, but her scythe fairly crackled with corrupt energy. Had the weapon driven her insane? It could happen if an ordinary person laid their hands on a demonic weapon.

      The scythe slashed through the air, sending a ten-foot-wide blade of hellfire racing toward Imogen. The Crimson Legionnaire conjured a golden ax to hack a chunk out of it. Hellfire blazed past her on either side. Its inherent wrongness twisted her insides.

      Yes, handling such power could definitely drive a person insane. She had to put the woman down before she hurt anyone else.

      Imogen conjured golden armor and strengthened her ax. She raced to close the distance between her and her opponent. She was barely able to dodge out of the way when the girl countercharged, her flaming scythe sweeping toward Imogen’s neck.

      Imogen spun, her ax hacking at the girl’s back. The demon horse brought its rider around far faster than a normal horse could manage on the ground. Ax met scythe, the two grinding against each other, black and gold sparks flying.

      The demonic weapon immediately began to degrade Imogen’s ax, forcing her to spend more power to maintain it. The girl cackled and hellfire flared, disintegrating the ax and almost taking Imogen’s hand with it. The horse spat a stream of flame that drove her back. The golden armor held, but Imogen had to spend even more power to renew it.

      At this rate Imogen was going to use up all her soul force just staying alive. Perhaps she’d underestimated the scythe’s strength. She didn’t have a lot of experience dealing with demonic weapons. Her specialty was in questioning and extracting information, the same as Alden. They’d been assigned this mission assuming they’d have someone to interrogate. She doubted the grinning lunatic facing her knew anything useful or that Imogen would be able to extract it if she did.

      Imogen glanced toward Alden and found him backpedaling from a furious series of blasts from his opponent. The man’s back was to Imogen and she got an idea. It wasn’t exactly a fair way to fight, but it might work.
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      Alden barely managed to raise a shield before streams of hellfire slammed into it. Alden’s adversary stared up at him. The man’s face twisted into a grimace of pain and rage as he channeled his rings’ power. Alden’s golden counterattack was slapped away with contemptuous ease.

      He grimaced and dodged another stream of hellfire. The rings were killing the man a little with each attack. Unfortunately, he wasn’t dying fast enough to help Alden.

      Six golden blades spun out, streaking toward the dying man from multiple angles.

      His opponent roared and a pulse of hellfire burned them all to nothing. Alden blasted him again, finally getting through his defenses. Skin bubbled and sloughed off the man’s chest.

      The ring wielder roared at the sky. He seemed incapable of rational speech. A black skull formed between his hands before streaking toward Alden. He threw desperate power into his shield an instant before the skull hit and exploded. Alden’s skin blistered and burned. His stomach churned, but his shield held. When the flames faded Alden saw he had been blown back ten feet.

      His snarling opponent drew more power for another attack. Before he could release it Imogen flew up from behind him and buried her ax in his skull. On the roof the dead man looked at peace, his pain-twisted features now smooth and calm. Alden sighed his relief.

      Imogen flew past him. “Switch!”

      Switch?

      Imogen’s opponent galloped through the sky towards Alden.

      His relief gone, Alden conjured blades and sent them flying at the girl and her horse. She bashed half of them out of the sky, but the rest struck the horse in the belly and legs. The girl screamed like he’d hit her.

      They must be linked somehow. What affected one affected the other. That was good to know.

      She swiped her scythe through the air and a wave of hellfire shot toward Alden. It seemed weaker than her earlier attacks. He flew under the flames and sent more blades spinning toward her. They struck a dark fire shield and shattered.

      That explained it. The girl had reserved some of her power for defense. Alden wasn’t certain whether he should be grateful or not. At least he didn’t have to face her full strength with each blast.

      A golden lance of power struck the shield from above. Lon came flying down out of the sun. A second and third blast got deflected. Alden sent more blades. The first four splintered, but the last pierced the girl’s chest with enough force that the tip emerged from her back.

      She didn’t make a sound or appear bothered by a three-inch-wide wound in her chest. The scythe went up and a ring of hellfire blasted out in every direction. Alden and Lon went flying out of control.

      Imogen braced Alden a second later, stopping his tumble before he flew too far.

      “She’s already dead,” Imogen said. “The scythe is just using the body like a puppet.”

      “We need to cut her strings.”

      Imogen nodded. “You read my mind. You want to do the sword or the shield?”

      “I’ll do the shield. You were always better at cutting than me.”

      The black flames burned out. Lon had been blown fifty feet away, but he looked unharmed. A few wisps of smoke rose from Lon’s clothes and hair. Mostly unharmed, anyway.

      “Ready?” Imogen had conjured a golden ax that fairly thrummed with soul force.

      Alden nodded and said a silent prayer that he had enough soul force left to sever the connection between the scythe and its bearer.

      Imogen dove like a falcon, her body a blur as she powered down at the girl. The scythe went up. A second too late.

      The golden ax crashed through the girl’s hellfire barrier and sliced her hand off at the wrist. The weapon clattered to the roof below.

      The girl raised such a howl that Alden almost forgot to shield the scythe. He conjured a golden hemisphere around the weapon.

      The horse bucked and the girl continued to howl. For someone that didn’t breathe she certainly could raise a racket. Cracks formed as the scythe fought to reestablish the link with its puppet.

      Alden clenched his teeth and sent more energy into the shield. It wasn’t going to be enough. In a second or two the shield would collapse and the fight resume. He simply didn’t have enough strength to hold it.
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      When Lon finally regained his senses from the hellfire blast he found Alden struggling to maintain a shield around the scythe. Imogen clutched her abdomen and limped through the sky like a deflating hot air balloon. He hesitated a moment then reinforced Alden’s shield. He could help Imogen afterwards. If the shield broke none of them were in any shape to keep fighting.

      The girl’s howling was enough to drive a man mad and with her mount’s thrashing it was a wonder she stayed on its back. Gradually the horse slowed. Its chest sunk in, exposing ribs. As a disgusted Lon watched, both horse and rider rotted away, ending as nothing more than a puddle of liquefied meat and hair.

      When the ooze stopped bubbling Lon let his shield fade. Alden did the same, settling on the roof and bending over, gasping for air or gagging Lon couldn’t tell. He flew over to Imogen and helped her down to the roof.

      “Let me see.”

      She grimaced and moved her arm aside. “I wasn’t quite fast enough.”

      Her dress was slashed open and the flesh underneath gashed wide enough to expose her insides. Lon winced. Messy, but he could heal her, at least enough to make it safe to transport her to Sasha over at the navy fort. He wasn’t going to lose her like he did that poor devil back at the village.

      Lon had just finished sealing all the rents in her intestines when Alden managed to hobble over. “How is she?”

      “She’ll live.” Lon kept his focus on healing. “An inch deeper and we might be having a different conversation. How are you?”

      “Battered, burned, and almost out of power, but I’ll recover.”

      Half an hour later Lon had Imogen as healed as he could under the circumstances. She’d need one of the dedicated healers to take a look at her, but he’d reduced the danger of her dying to a minimal level. “Can you fly on your own?”

      Imogen winced and nodded. “I can make it to the fort. Thanks for the patching up.”

      Lon smiled. “My pleasure.” He turned to Alden. “I can manage the artifacts if you can get the bodies.”

      The three of them flew north, the remains of their opponents surrounded by soul force bubbles. When they landed in the courtyard Sasha and the sorcerer assigned to the navy base were there to greet them. Seeing their sad state Sasha immediately assumed control of the bubbles protecting the remains. The duty sorcerer helped Alden and Imogen make their ginger way into the fort leaving Sasha and Lon alone in the yard.

      “You three look like hell,” Sasha said. “Where’s Chun?”

      Lon shook his head. “Didn’t make it. There were some civilian casualties as well. And one of the enemy escaped, again. One of these days I’m going to corner that lunatic and make her pay for what she’s done. Well, at least now we know who the leak is.”

      “We think we know. Thomas will question her to be certain.” She nodded toward the bubbles. “What’s the deal with these?”

      Lon explained the artifacts and their bearers. “They didn’t have much skill. In fact we’re pretty sure the girl was already dead when we fought her. I’d like to know where they found such powerful weapons.”

      “I think we both know the answer to that,” Sasha said. “Connor Blackman.”

      “I meant I wonder where they came from originally. That scythe especially took a master of binding to create. I doubt Connor or anyone else living in the kingdom has the skill to create something like that.”

      “They need to be destroyed and the bodies purified.”

      “I know, but I haven’t the strength to do it myself and I’m afraid of what might happen if we break them in the city.”

      “Lidia went to the capital yesterday to consult with the king. She’s supposed to return tomorrow. When she gets here the three of us can deal with these artifacts. Until then we’ll have to take turns guarding them. I want a barrier around both the bodies and the weapons at all times.”

      “Good call. Can you take the first watch? I still need to talk to the Blackman family.”

      Sasha frowned. “That female sorcerer is still on the loose. Are you certain you want to go through with the meeting?”

      “Yes. It shouldn’t take long and if they know something and we don’t make the effort…”

      “Understood. If you’re not back in two hours I’ll send my subordinate to check on you.”

      “Thanks.”

      Lon conjured a griffin, climbed aboard, and flew towards Lord’s district. The Blackman clan lived three mansions down from the Santens. It took less than a minute for him to make the flight.

      The Blackman’s mansion wasn’t as sprawling as the Santen’s, but it was still bigger than the navy fort. Manicured grounds with white stone paths surrounded the white-painted main house. Lon brought the griffin down beside a bubbling fountain. Four guards in mail covered with black tabards surrounded him the moment his griffin touched the ground. Their spears trembled and they eyed the griffin with nervous glances.

      Lon hopped to the ground and let his mount vanish. “I’m Lon Shen, I believe your mistress is expecting me.”

      The youngest of the guards ran off toward the main house leaving Lon surrounded by the other three. He smiled and tried to look nonthreatening. “You can put those spears down. I don’t mean anyone here any harm and if I did those wouldn’t help you.”

      The guards pointed their weapons away from him, but the tension remained. They leaned on the spears and the four of them stood in awkward silence until five minutes later when the fourth guard returned.

      “You can go on up, sir. Apologies for the delay.”

      Lon waved his hand and the men jumped back three feet. He sighed. “It’s fine. Thank you for the welcome. Good afternoon.”

      Lon left the much-relieved guards to return to their posts and walked up to the main house. Three steps passed between white pillars. A boy in black servant’s garb stood at a set of polished double doors. He pushed them open at Lon’s approach. He nodded as he passed the young man who pulled the doors shut behind him. Inside the doors waited a white marble foyer. An elegant woman in a black dress wearing a string of pearls as big as Lon’s knuckles sat in a simple cherrywood chair.

      “Mrs. Blackman?”

      “Master Shen.” She gestured toward the empty chair opposite her. “Please sit.”

      Lon took her up on her offer. It seemed she didn’t plan to let him any deeper into her home than necessary. “I appreciate you speaking to me.”

      “I wasn’t aware I had a choice. Ask your questions and be gone.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Tell me about Connor.”

      Her thin face twisted into a scowl. “That again. My son disappeared years ago. What possible interest could you have in him after all this time?”

      “Connor has reappeared.” Mrs. Blackman’s sharply drawn breath appeared genuine. She was either a superb actress or she really didn’t know about her son. “Apparently with a hatred for the kingdom. He’s already done a great deal of damage and we hope to find him before he does any more. Anything you can tell me would help.”

      She leaned toward him, green eyes as hard as emeralds. “Connor was a good boy, Master Shen. He didn’t torture small animals or beat up the other children. Whatever happened to him happened after you people took him to The Tower. After he completed his training and returned home he wasn’t the same person.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “He was cool, distant, like he didn’t want anything to do with us anymore. In fact he only visited three times before he vanished. I was very close to my son and it hurt more than you can understand, watching him slipping away.”

      “I’m sorry.” That sounded lame to Lon so he could imagine how it sounded to her. “Did he ever mention anything he was working on? Anywhere he planned to explore?”

      “No. In fact he hardly spoke to us at all. I’m not entirely certain why he came home those last few times.”

      “Perhaps he was trying to convince himself not to go through with whatever he has planned.”

      “Perhaps. I like to think he wanted to visit me again before he left.”

      “Did he mention anyone, a friend or teacher he was especially close to?” Lon had a sick feeling and sent a silent prayer to the archangels that he was wrong. If Lenore was more than a spy Thomas could be walking into a trap.

      She cocked her head slightly as she considered. “Now that you mention it Connor did mention someone in his letters. It’s funny, I thought perhaps he had a crush. Her name was Lenore and she was two years ahead of him. Is something wrong?”

      She must have noticed his expression. “No, you’ve just connected a couple dots for me. You’ve been a great help, Mrs. Blackman, thank you.”

      Lon rushed out of the Blackman estate and hurtled into the air the instant he cleared the doors. He had to get back to the fort and warn them. Lenore was more than just a spy. She was most likely the one responsible for turning Connor into a monster. Thomas needed to be warned. If he went to her at less than full strength it could be a massacre.
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      Sweat dripped off Eli as he left Master Soren’s training room. The gray-haired master might be in his sixties, but Eli still had trouble keeping up with him. He’d pushed Eli hard, but he still managed to hit every target Master Soren had conjured. Eli grinned, stepped out onto the landing, and shut the door behind him. He’d pass the final test next time for sure.

      Eli barely managed to clear the doorway when he had to move aside for a grim-faced headmaster leading three teachers up the steps. They stalked past without so much as a nod of greeting. What had happened to put the normally happy old man in such a mood? Curious, Eli followed along behind.

      He didn’t have far to go. On the next floor the group exchanged nods and went into the library. Eli slipped in behind them and touched the headmaster on the shoulder. He paused while the other teachers continued deeper into the library.

      “Is everything all right, Master?”

      The wrinkles on the headmaster’s forehead deepened. “You shouldn’t be here, boy. Run along, now.”

      “Please, Master, I’d like to help.”

      The three masters had moved over to the central desk and were speaking with the librarian. Her eyes darted from one face to the next, her fingers drumming on the countertop.

      The headmaster grabbed Eli’s arm and spun him around. “There are four more students scattered around the library. If you want to be of use, find them and get them out. Quick now.”

      Eli nodded. “Yes, Master.”

      Curiosity burned in Eli, but he didn’t dare push the old man any further. Whatever was happening, it must be serious. He slipped through the stacks, eyes and ears straining along with his sorcerous senses as he searched for the students. He rounded a bookcase and found one of the first-year girls reading a book on basic shaping.

      She looked up when Eli approached. “Yes?”

      “We need to clear the library, headmaster’s orders.”

      “What’s going on?”

      An explosion shook the room. Books rained down to the floor and the girl squealed. Eli knew just how she felt. “Head to the door. I have to find the others.”

      She clutched his arm. “Don’t leave me alone. I’ll come with you.”

      He didn’t have time to argue with her. “Stay close.”

      She nodded, her eyes as big as tea cups.

      Eli led her by the hand deeper into the library. Through a gap in the bookcases he caught glimpses of black flames mingled with gold lightning. They were fighting a battle, but with who?

      The girl’s hand trembled in his grasp. “I’m scared.”

      Join the club. “Don’t worry, the headmaster’s here. Whatever the problem is, he’ll handle it.”

      They found the next student, a second-year boy, cowering under a table. Eli crouched down. “We need to go.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. It’s a war out there.”

      “All the more reason to go. We don’t want to get caught up in it. Come on, headmaster’s orders.”

      Eli sensed the power a moment before it struck. He threw himself on top of the girl and conjured a desperate shield. Black flames roared over them. Bookcases and their contents disintegrated in an instant. Even with the shield the corruption twisted his guts. It took everything he had not to throw up on the weeping girl.

      When the flames subsided Eli sat up. The boy was breathing, but his body was red and blistered. An alley had been burned through the library. At the end of it the librarian hurled handfuls of black flames at the teachers and headmaster. Her normally tightly bound hair danced like a nest of serpents and every few blasts she cackled like a madwoman.

      He pulled the girl up. “You have to help me. I need you to get this young man out of here. Can you do that?”

      She sniffed. “His name is Chad. He helped me with my constructs.”

      The girl concentrated and a golden disk appeared under Chad and lifted him off the floor. “I can do it.”

      “Good girl. Hurry.”

      Eli watched until the girl slipped out the library door. He sighed and moved on, glad he’d managed to get at least two people out in one piece. Another blast shook the room raining books down on Eli’s head. He clenched his jaw and kept going.

      A blast had blown apart three bookcases, leaving a hill of books and jagged wood in his way. After a moment’s hesitation he slipped around the left side, keeping the pile between him and the battle. Halfway around he tripped and staggered a couple of steps.

      He spun and found an arm jutting partway out of the pile. “Heaven’s mercy.”

      No soul force stirred under the debris. Whoever he tripped over was dead. Eli thought he should dig the unfortunate student out, but feared drawing attention. He touched the dead boy’s hand. “I’m sorry.”

      Feeling like a coward, Eli left the body where it lay and went to find the last student. Please let them be alive.

      He hadn’t taken more than a few steps when the library went dead silent. He peeked around a bookcase. No flames or lightning filled the air. The headmaster stood with his head bowed beside one of the teachers.

      Eli tiptoed their way. Three bodies lay on the ground, blackened and twisted. The only way he could distinguish the librarian was by her glasses. They’d partly melted and fused to her face.

      Eli stared at the corpses. He didn’t want to, but he couldn’t stop looking. He’d seen a dead body once, at his grandfather’s funeral, but he’d only looked asleep. This was beyond anything Eli ever imagined. And the smell, like rotten meat, was worse than the sight.

      The headmaster moved into Eli’s line of sight. “It’s unfortunate you had to witness this. Let’s get you out of here.”

      Eli was rooted to the spot. “What happened?”

      “Nothing you need to worry about.” The headmaster tugged his arm. “It’s over now. Come on.”

      Eli followed him toward the door. “I found one of the others. He’s buried under a pile of books. I didn’t even dig him out.”

      “You saved two of them. I need you to take them and yourself to the healers. I can rely on you do that, can’t I?”

      “Yes, Master.” Eli grasped the task the headmaster gave him like a starving man thrown a loaf of bread. “I’ll take care of it.
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      Damien sat in the front of the ship, a conjured fishing pole in his hands, the breeze blowing through his hair. Instead of bait he’d conjured a little viewing sphere and connected it to the rod by a thin line of soul force. It wasn’t really fair to the fish. Whenever he spotted one on his viewing rectangle he sent a blast of soul force through the line. It was a simple matter to pull the dead fish up on deck where the ship’s boy would grab it and run it down to the galley.

      Damien spent long hours each day pulling enough fish from the ocean so everyone on board could enjoy a fresh meal at supper time. His generosity had kept the crew in a good mood, but no one would talk to him. He suspected the captain had told them to keep their distance.

      Over the snap of the canvas came a creak from the deck boards behind him. Damien glanced over his shoulder to find Captain Velco striding up the stairs to the little raised platform where he sat. Today the captain wore billowing pants that appeared to be made of sail cloth and an unbuttoned leather vest that displayed his hairy chest. Damien shuddered and wished he had a traveling companion as attractive as Lane or better yet Lizzy, to keep him company.

      “Having any luck today?” Velco asked.

      “I’m halfway through the day’s catch. In my wildest dreams I never imagined this was how I’d be spending my name day.”

      “Happy name day. You’re in for a treat. We’re far enough out to sea now. As soon as the lookouts spot a pod of whales we’re going to start the hunt.”

      Thank all the angels in heaven. Though it wasn’t his place Damien needed to try one last time. “Are you certain you want to go through with this? I’ve seen what a dragon can do. If your sorcerers have miscalculated you might get everyone killed.”

      “Including you?”

      Damien smiled at the implication that he was scared. “No, not including me. I intend to fly a safe distance away from the ships when you start your mission. I’m here to watch, not commit suicide.”

      “Have no fear, my young friend. Everyone knew what they were getting into when they signed up for this voyage. I have a strong crew and I trust my sorcerers. Rest assured the dragon will die.”

      Damien nodded. He’d tried his best. Whatever happened now was on Velco’s head.

      “She blows to starboard!” the lookout shouted from up in the crow’s nest.

      Damien absorbed his rod and looked left. The ocean looked smooth and calm right up to the horizon.

      Beside him Velco chuckled. “Starboard’s the other way.”

      Damien turned right just as a white spout sprayed into the air followed a second later by a tail twice as wide as he was tall. He’d seen drawings of whales, but they paled in comparison to the reality of the beasts.

      Shouts from the crew distracted Damien from the display. Sailors ran around gathering supplies. Two of them carried twelve-foot harpoons, their razor-sharp tips gleaming in the sun. Sixteen men piled into two boats a quarter of the size of the whales they meant to hunt. While he didn’t think much of the brains of anyone that willingly signed up to hunt a dragon he couldn’t fault the sailors’ courage.

      Velco clapped him on the back. “Sure you don’t want to go along? It’s quite a thrill.”

      “No, thank you.”

      Velco left him in the front of the ship and made his way back to the wheel, barking orders as he went. Damien extended his awareness out into the wider ocean. If the Leviathan was anywhere close he’d sense it.

      The hunters had lowered their little boats and were pulling hard for the pod of whales. As they drew closer one man stood in the front of each boat, a harpoon ready in his hand. It looked like the boats were racing to see who’d reach the whales first.

      One of the smaller whales—smaller being a relative term when speaking of hundred-foot-long animals—breached twenty feet from the lead boat.

      The harpooner never hesitated. His harpoon flew true, piercing deep into the beast’s pebbly hide. The whale took off, towing the tiny boat along behind it like a toy, the sailors whooping and hollering as the spray blew over them.

      At the rear of the Longshot Velco barked orders and soon they were in pursuit. The other ships of the flotilla maneuvered as well. It looked to Damien like they planned to circle the smaller boats with the big ones. Not wanting to get mixed up in whatever was about to happen Damien flew three hundred feet into the air above the ships. His position afforded an excellent view of the maneuvering vessels.

      The whale stopped and the small boats rowed closer. The harpooner had a long slender spear in his hand. When the boat sidled up to the exhausted whale he thrust it deep into the beast’s head. The dying creature thrashed and its blood stained the water red. The harpooner continued to push his spear deeper until finally the whale stopped moving. A cheer went up from the men in the two boats.

      A spark of corruption drew Damien’s attention away from the slaughter and over to the ships. At the front of three of the larger vessels, sorcerers stood with what looked like black jars held above their heads. A potent aura of corruption surrounded the jars. Those had to be the weapons they planned to use on the Leviathan, but what did they do?

      A minute passed, then five, and still no sign of the dragon. Finally, the dead whale was dragged over to Velco’s ship and they began the process of rendering the animal’s fat into oil. A fire was started in the furnace on deck and when it was hot enough chunks of reeking blubber were fed into it. A roiling cloud of stinking black smoke soon wreathed the ships.

      The smoke and stench distracted Damien and he lost track of the sorcerers. Before he realized they had moved, the sense of corruption had vanished. The jars must be back in their rooms behind whatever wards they used to keep Damien from sensing their demonic aura.

      He needed to let the archmage know what was happening.
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      For two days, reeking black smoke billowed from the furnace as the crew worked around the clock to process the massive carcass. After several failed attempts Damien managed to conjure a filter that kept the smoke and most of the smell out of his nose, allowing him to breathe freely. If any of the process bothered either the captain or crew they gave no sign of it. In fact most of them seemed thrilled, none more so than Velco.

      The captain walked up to Damien where he stood in the front of the ship. “Quite a process, isn’t it? We’ll need to kill twenty to fill all four ships.”

      Damien shuddered at the thought of having to watch nineteen more whales rendered down. “The crew seems pleased, especially considering how nasty the job is.”

      “Ha! Are you kidding? No one’s seen a beast that big in our old hunting grounds in twenty years. And the one we killed was small next to some of its pod. There’s a fortune in oil just swimming around out here.”

      “What about the dragon?”

      Velco shrugged. “It’s a big ocean and if the stories are true the monster sometimes travels to other parts of the world. It’ll show sooner or later and if it doesn’t we’ll collect four shiploads of oil for our efforts. Win-win in my eyes.”

      Damien grunted. Hopefully it would be sooner rather than later. He’d come to the conclusion that the life of a sailor wasn’t for him. “What do you know about those jars the sorcerers were carrying?”

      Velco’s eyes narrowed. “Noticed those, did you?”

      “I’d have to be blind to miss them. They’ve got a nasty aura of corruption. You realize they’re demonic artifacts.”

      “The sorcerers tell me those urns used to hold the remains of an especially powerful demon and that’s what makes them appear corrupt. I don’t really care as long as they get the job done.”

      Velco returned to supervising the last of the rendering. Damien shook his head as he watched him go. Nothing good ever came from demonic artifacts. Unfortunately, short of sinking the ships and leaving the crew to drown, he couldn’t think of anything he could do to stop them from using the dangerous items.

      Damien flew down to the sorcerer’s cabin. Maybe he could convince her to let him take a look at the urns. The closed door had a pentagram engraved on it. He knocked and a few seconds later the door opened a fraction. A frowning face appeared in the narrow opening. “What?”

      “I’d like to take a look at the demon urn.” Damien offered his best smile.

      “No.” She slammed the door in his face.

      She wasn’t getting any friendlier with time. He knocked again.

      The door opened the same fraction. “Can’t you take a hint? I don’t want to talk. I don’t need a friend, and I’m certainly not going to show you such a rare artifact.”

      “Why not?” Damien asked before she slammed the door again.

      She blinked, surprised by the question. “It’s dangerous.”

      That was a weak excuse and from the twist of her lips he suspected she knew it. “Come on, I’m a sorcerer too. I’m not going to do anything foolish. I haven’t had another sorcerer to talk shop with in weeks. Please, I’m bored.”

      Her expression softened. “We can talk, but I’m not showing you the urn.”

      Damien grinned. “Deal.”

      She opened the door the rest of the way and he stepped inside. Her cabin wasn’t much different than his in general layout, but where his was almost empty hers was jammed full of trinkets, scrolls, books and every other bit of sorcerous paraphernalia imaginable. It almost looked like she wanted to prove how much of a sorcerer she was just with decorations.

      He looked around for a place to sit, but the only places were her sea trunk and a smaller box covered in runes that he suspected held the urn. He had no intention of sitting on it and burning his ass with hellfire.

      “You’ll have to forgive the mess. I seldom have company.”

      Damien conjured a chair in one of the few empty spots on the floor and sat down. “No problem. Besides, it’s nice to visit a lived-in room for a change. I can’t seem to stay in one place long enough to make a room my own.”

      She had a pretty smile, though it seemed she didn’t use it much. “The others tell me I’m a cluttered mess, but I like it like this.”

      “I’m Damien.” He held out his hand.

      She hesitated then shook with him. “Salem. I’m not very good at talking.”

      “You’re doing just fine. Don’t worry, like anything else, practice makes perfect.”

      Salem sat on the sea chest across from him. “You seem nice. The others said…”

      “What did they say?” He guessed they’d told her all sorts of things to make her too afraid to talk to him.

      She chewed her lip a moment then said, “They told me you’re a spy and that you’ll try and stop us from completing our mission.”

      “I am a spy, at least in as much as it’s my job to keep an eye on you and make certain you do nothing that might threaten the kingdom. Beyond that I have no interest in what you and your companions are planning.”

      “I guess that’s fair enough. We don’t have any interest in your kingdom, only in killing the dragon.”

      Damien had serious doubts, but she seemed to believe it. The others were clearly not telling her everything. “In that case there’s no reason we can’t be friends, right?”

      Her big, blue eyes stared at him. “You want to be friends? With me?”

      “Sure. You’re a sweet, pretty girl. Why wouldn’t I want to be friends with you?”

      Her pale skin turned pink. “I…I’ve never had any friends. Just my sister and then David. Our master lived in seclusion and we seldom saw anyone beyond the farmers that brought us food and supplies and they’d never speak.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s bad luck for a normal person to speak with a sorcerer. Everyone knows that.”

      Damien smiled. She spoke such absolute rubbish with complete conviction. It was sweet and sad at the same time. “How come you didn’t want to talk to me? Was it just because the others told you I was a spy?”

      “That and you scared me a little, when we first met.”

      “Ah, well, that was just to avoid a fight. Sometimes a little intimidation can save lives. I am sorry I frightened you. I’m a gentle soul once you get to know me.”

      She smiled again and this time it reached her eyes. “I believe you. I think, perhaps, we will be friends.”

      “Good. What about your sister and David? If you tell them I don’t intend to interfere they’d be willing to speak to me as well.”

      “David won’t.” Her smile faded. “Sometimes he’s not so nice, but Maishi is devoted to him. She does whatever he says, no questions.”

      “Does David have a last name?”

      “Weks. He doesn’t use it often, but when we first met him by the docks he introduced himself with his full name.”

      Damien only half heard her once she said David’s last name. It had to be the same David Weks from the headmaster’s list: Connor’s yearmate. How had he ended up in the Old Empire and then on a whale hunting ship? It couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “Are you all right?” Salem asked.

      He’d completely lost track of the conversation. “Sorry, my mind wandered. With all the smoke and stink I haven’t slept well the last several nights. I think I’ll head to my bunk and catch a nap. If you’re willing, I’d very much like to talk to you again.”

      “I…I’d like that too. Perhaps I could make tea.”

      “Tea sounds wonderful.” Damien rose, absorbed his construct, and bowed to Salem. “It’s been a pleasure.”

      She opened the door for him and Damien took his leave. He strolled away until she shut the door. The moment she did he rushed back to his room. He needed to let his master know David Weks was here.
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      Lon slammed his fist on the table when Sasha finished reading the letter Thomas had sent. They sat in a meeting room with the archmage. A full day had passed since the attack and Alden and Imogen had made a full recovery. The Legionnaires had returned to the capital to resume their duties.

      “I shouldn’t have sent the letter telling him we knew Lenore was the traitor,” Sasha said. Given where the attack took place it hadn’t taken much effort to figure out Lenore had betrayed them to Connor. When Thomas confronted her she attacked, killing two students, three masters, and herself.

      “Don’t,” the archmage said. “The only one who did anything wrong was Lenore. You can’t blame yourself.” She turned her intense gaze on Lon. “Either of you.”

      Lon slumped in his chair. He knew the archmage was correct, but he couldn’t keep from blaming himself. If he’d only gotten back from his interview with Mrs. Blackman sooner he could have warned them. Lenore was the one that corrupted Connor. She’d seen his interest in demons and twisted that childish curiosity into something monstrous. From the journals Thomas had found hidden in her room it appeared Lenore had been a member of the Cult of the Horned One for years before Connor first vanished.

      “They found nothing that would give us an idea of where to look for him?” the archmage asked.

      “Not according to Thomas,” Sasha said. “They’re giving everything a second and third look, but it doesn’t sound promising.”

      “How did she sneak a black ring into The Tower anyway?” Lon asked

      “She kept it in a box that hid its aura of corruption.” Sasha got up and paced for a second. “We badly underestimated her. We can’t make that mistake again.”

      Lon didn’t think she’d find anyone to argue with her on that. They brooded in glum silence, each thinking their own thoughts. Lon sensed a power approaching, not corrupt, thank heaven. He didn’t think he could handle another battle just now.

      The archmage perked up as well. “A message from Damien.”

      She concentrated, sending a beam of soul force to intercept Damien’s messenger. The beam zipped out the door and a second later returned with a small scroll. The archmage unrolled it and shook her head. “It appears rumors of David Weks’s death have been exaggerated.”

      “What?” Lon accepted the scroll when she offered it. He muttered to himself as he read then looked up. “How did he travel to the Old Empire and who did I find wearing his ring?”

      “Two excellent questions. We’ll have to be certain to ask him when he arrives.” Looking at the archmage’s stony expression Lon was glad she didn’t plan to ask him any questions.
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      “Why kill the dragon?”

      Damien was once again sitting on a conjured chair in Salem’s cramped cabin. Across from him the girl was using sorcery to brew tea. Considering how much paper she kept in her room it was probably a good idea to avoid fire. Damien had joined her for tea and conversation twice more since their first visit a week ago. Salem was gradually relaxing in his company and he’d managed to tease out a few more details of her life.

      Not a lot, but some. The girl was surprisingly hesitant to talk about herself. So far he’d learned that Salem and her sister were banished from their village when the local witch noticed they had external flowing soul force. Not that she put it that way. Apparently some of the details of how sorcery worked hadn’t made it to the remote village where they grew up.

      Anyway, once the village found out about their abilities no one would have anything to do with them. The last words their mother spoke to them was to tell them about a sorcerer who lived in the mountains. With no other options they’d traveled to find the sorcerer who took them in and trained them.

      Salem poured tea into a pair of battered tin cups and handed him one. Damien took a sip. Mint and lemon. He’d never tasted anything like it in the kingdom.

      She watched him over the rim of her steaming cup. “Is it good?”

      “Very, thank you. We have nothing like this back home.”

      “This variety only grows around my village.” She took a sip. “It reminds me of home.”

      They drank in silence for a minute. Damien was about to ask his question again when she said, “Our master told us before he died, ‘Man is capable of anything he puts his mind to.’ To honor him Maishi and I set out to accomplish the most difficult task we could imagine. We’d debated several other ideas when we met David and told him of our quest. He mentioned the Leviathan and suggested nothing could be more difficult than killing the most powerful creature on the planet. Maishi seized on that at once.”

      “You didn’t agree?”

      “I thought we could find a task that didn’t involve killing anything. But once my sister made up her mind nothing would change it. I wouldn’t abandon her so I had no choice but to accept her decision. David told us about the urns and the three of us set out to collect them. Once we’d done that it wasn’t hard to find Captain Velco and convince him to take us out hunting.”

      “It seems like a terrible risk. I’ve fought a dragon, a weak one, if there is such a thing, and I only hurt it. I doubt I’d have nerve enough to take on the strongest of the five.”

      Shouts from outside interrupted their chat. The lookout had spotted more spouts. Salem leapt to her feet. “I have to prepare.”

      Damien got up and put a hand on her arm. “Please be careful.”

      “I’ll be fine, don’t worry.”

      He left Salem to prepare and went out on deck. Sailors were readying their hunting supplies and loading the little boats. Captain Velco stood at the wheel and bellowed encouragement. Damien couldn’t get over how much noise the process entailed. Shouts and laughter mingled with the clanging of harpoons and spears.

      Damien flew up to three times the height of the mast and looked in the same direction as the lookout. From this height the whales were easy to spot. They resembled dark gray shadows on the water. Every minute or two one of the giants would blow a spout of water ten feet into the air.

      Below him the little boats settled in the water and the sailors immediately pulled toward the pod. Two more boats launched from another member of the flotilla. It appeared Captain Velco had decided if one dead whale wasn’t enough to draw the dragon’s attention, maybe two would do it. Damien shook his head at the stupidity of the whole proceeding.

      The boats from Velco’s ship reached the pod first and, like before, the harpooner did his job, sinking his weapon deep into a whale at the edge of the pod. A second later they were off to the races. The tiny boat hooked to twenty tons of angry animal flew north. The rest of the ships followed along.

      Damien was trying to figure out how the second group of hunters would coax their prey to swim in the same direction when one of the whales, a monster twice the size of the first one they harpooned, turned and charged the pursuing skiffs. The harpooner hurled his weapon, but the rushed shot didn’t hit square and bounced off the whale’s thick hide.

      The harpooner in the second skiff raised his weapon, but the whale dove. Its head went down and its tail came up. The shattered first skiff went flying one way and its occupants the other.

      The whale swam away, seeming content that it had made its point. Damien considered flying down to help when a massive power to the east drew his attention.

      His body trembled.

      He’d never felt anything this strong before. The combined might of every sorcerer in the kingdom wouldn’t equal the power drawing ever nearer. Every fiber of his being screamed that he should flee.

      Down below, the hunters were in the process of slaying the harpooned whale. Velco’s ships sailed into position, Salem and the others standing in the front of three of the ships. They had to sense the approaching dragon. It was so powerful he suspected the ordinary sailors might sense it.

      Damien studied the ocean. It didn’t take him long to spot the massive, sinuous shadow approaching. It seemed to go on forever. Three, four, maybe five hundred yards long. It didn’t seem possible such a huge creature could exist.

      It dove out of sight.

      Velco was still maneuvering his ships to circle the dead whale. Corrupt power radiated from the urns in the sorcerers’ hands. Despite himself Damien flew closer. Something titanic was about to happen and he needed to see it.
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      Damien hovered above the mast of Velco’s ship, the tension in the air almost visible. He wanted to shout at them to sail away, but it wouldn’t do any good. This was what they wanted.

      The Leviathan swam right below them. Damien sensed rather than saw the dragon speed toward the surface.

      A second later it burst from the water, jaws agape, the whole whale as well as the skiff and sailors caught between teeth so long they resembled ships’ masts. Two men leapt clear before those jaws snapped shut. Pieces of the less fortunate men fell to the water behind them.

      Black lightning shot from the three urns. The corrupt power surrounded the Leviathan. It hovered half in the air and half underwater.

      Corrupt lightning sparked off emerald scales. Everywhere the blasts hit a tiny spot of darkness appeared for a second before vanishing.

      A pained scream caught Damien’s attention. Dragging his gaze away from the dragon he spotted Salem on her knees in the front of Velco’s ship.

      He studied the flows of dark energy. All the corruption was focused on Salem. David and her sister were sending their overflow through the connection between the urns. It was killing Salem.

      The Leviathan roared. Jade soul force pulsed from its body.

      The black lost its coherence, the energy fading away to nothing. On the ships all three sorcerers collapsed. Their urns rolled around the decks of their respective vessels.

      Damien turned back and found himself staring into a yellow eye, the vertical, black pupil as long as the whalers’ harpoons.

      Damien knew there were no gods. He’d learned the stories as a child. The two true gods had died at the dawn of the universe and given birth to the races of angels, demons, and dragons. When he stared into the eye of the Leviathan he had no trouble believing this creature to be divine in origin. It radiated power so intense it made the ice dragon Damien had fought seem like a rock lizard.

      Was this how normal people felt when they encountered a sorcerer? No. Regular people couldn’t sense Damien’s power the way he did the dragon’s.

      Its gaze held no malice or anger. It also held no pity or remorse. The sailors’ tales, describing the dragon as a force of nature, were absolutely correct. This magnificent creature would destroy them all or swim away as its whim decided. Nothing a being as insignificant as a human could do would influence it.

      A dull thud broke the connection between dragon and human. Damien looked down to see a ballista bolt falling into the ocean. On the deck Velco and a pair of sailors worked frantically to reload the weapon. What could they possibly imagine that would accomplish?

      He dove for the ship, pushing with every drop of power he had. If Velco wanted to die out here he was welcome to, but Damien wouldn’t let the captain take Salem down too.

      Damien sent twin beams of golden energy streaking toward the deck.

      Above him the Leviathan plunged toward the ship. Heaven’s mercy, this was going to be close.

      Damien formed a bubble around Salem and another around the urn. He pulled them both off the deck and towards him. They had barely cleared the ship when the dragon’s head struck.

      The Longshot exploded. Splinters of wood went everywhere. Damien circled around. He wouldn’t try and fight the dragon, there wasn’t any point. He couldn’t help the surviving sailors with the dragon still circling the intact ships, but he wanted to collect the other two urns. Those artifacts were too powerful to take a chance on someone else finding them.

      He flew to Maishi’s ship first. Salem’s sister lay groaning on the deck, struggling to climb to her feet. Damien grabbed the urn with another energy beam and pulled it into the same bubble as the first.

      “Maishi!” he shouted.

      She looked up.

      Behind them the Leviathan rose from the depths again, a whole ship in its massive jaws. It bit down, crushing the ship without a sorcerer to pieces. Bodies and debris fell like overripe fruit into the water.

      “Your sister’s okay. We need to go.”

      “David!” Maishi flew away, ignoring both him and her sister.

      Damien raced after her, intent on claiming the last urn. He hadn’t flown far when the crash of the Leviathan smashing the ship they’d just left to splinters behind them filled the air. Damien grimaced and put on more speed. It wouldn’t take the dragon long to swing around and sink the final ship.

      Maishi reached the last ship a second ahead of him. David was stumbling around like a drunk after the urn as it rolled around on the deck. There was no sign of the crew. Damien suspected they’d had the good sense to jump overboard. Not like that would save them if the dragon decided it wanted them dead.

      Damien sent a beam after the urn. Golden hands appeared and tried to wrestle it away from him. David leaned against Maishi, a snarl of concentration twisting his face.

      They didn’t have time to play around. The dragon’s power was rising fast.

      Maishi must have sensed it as well. She yanked on David’s arm, trying to get him to leave. The idiot wouldn’t budge.

      Damien sent a blast of energy that smashed David’s construct to bits. The urn flew towards Damien and joined the other two in his bubble. Damien flew east while the other two sorcerers flew west an instant before the Leviathan rose from the ocean and claimed the final ship.

      With its work done the dragon dove deep and swam away like nothing had happened. Debris littered the surface of the ocean. David and Maishi floated above the water, staring at him. Rather David stared at him, hate burning in his eyes. Maishi was looking at her sister. Salem was sitting up in his bubble, but she still looked pretty woozy.

      Damien turned her bubble into a platform. “Can you fly on your own?”

      Salem tried to stand, wobbled and settled back down. “Not yet. Maishi.” She held out a hand to her sister.

      Maishi started toward Salem, but David grabbed her arm and dragged her back. “Forget her. We need to reclaim the urns.”

      “But my sister—”

      “I said forget her! She’s too weak to be of any use. Let the boy waste his power protecting her. It’ll make our attacks that much more successful.”

      The two sorcerers didn’t concern Damien. Their fight with the dragon had taken a lot out of them. If they were stupid enough to attack he’d kill them both. He really hoped they didn’t. The last thing Damien wanted was to kill Salem’s sister in front of her.

      “We should go,” Maishi said. “I don’t have much power left and neither do you.”

      “If we go to my master without the urns he’ll kill us.” David’s power gathered as he prepared to attack.

      Damien struck first with a raw blast of power that obliterated David’s shield and sent him tumbling through the sky. Steam rose from his body when he finally got himself under control. His face twisted into an ugly snarl.

      “Let’s go. I’ll see you again, boy.” David flew east toward the kingdom. With a final look at her sister, Maishi followed.

      “Maishi!” Salem shouted after her fleeing sister, her voice empty and forlorn.
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      When it became clear to Damien that David wasn’t coming back he turned his attention to the debris floating below. A few survivors drifted amid the ruins of the flotilla. He needed to fish those people out of the water and get them somewhere dry. On the platform beside him Salem sniffled and rubbed her eyes.

      “Are you okay?” Damien asked.

      Salem made one last swipe at her eyes before she looked his way. “She abandoned me. My own sister, after everything we’ve been through. How could she?”

      Damien had no idea how to answer that. He couldn’t imagine Jen ever abandoning him or if she did how he’d feel about it. “I’m sorry. If you want to go after them I understand.”

      “You’d let me go?”

      “You’re not my prisoner. I can’t let you have the urns though. They’re way too dangerous to have loose in the kingdom. I need to get the survivors out of the water. If you’re going now’s the time.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not strong enough to make the flight and anyway I have no idea where they’re headed. I’ll stay with you.”

      “That’s fine. I suspect you’ll see your sister again and if you stick with me maybe you can convince her not to do something that will make me have to kill her.”

      Salem flinched. Damien sighed. He really needed to take Lane up on her offer of diplomacy lessons. Well, sometimes the truth wasn’t very diplomatic.

      Damien flew down to the water. Sailors shouted and waved at him. He plucked them out one by one, transferring them to the platform he’d conjured for Salem. He picked up eleven men, some of them in rough shape. One had an arm bent at the wrong angle, another had a two-foot stake of wood driven through his calf.

      Nothing else moved, but near the edge of the debris field he sensed a weak soul force. Damien flew over and found Captain Velco clinging to the remains of his ballista. One of his arms was missing just below the shoulder. Something, probably the dragon’s soul force, had cauterized the wound so he hadn’t bled to death. Had the Leviathan left Velco alive on purpose? The captain’s remaining arm was tangled up with the ballista cable. That was the only thing that had kept him from going to the bottom when he passed out.

      Damien scooped up the unconscious man and flew him to the platform. The sailors sat around staring into space. A couple muttered to themselves, trying to make sense of what had happened. Salem had recovered enough that she was healing some of the worst injuries.

      One man sat huddled off by himself, watching the girl through narrow eyes. He grasped his forearm and from between the gaps in his fingers Damien saw something black. When Damien made a move to get a closer look Captain Velco coughed, groaned, and sat up.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living,” Damien said.

      Velco looked around the little platform. “Is this all that survived?”

      “Your other sorcerers fled to their true master. You were a pawn in something much larger, Captain.”

      Velco groaned again and lay back, his remaining arm over his eyes. “Any more good news?”

      Before Damien had a chance to answer, the sailor he’d been watching lunged for Salem and put a knife to her throat. “You’re going to give me them urns and fly us back to Port Valcane. Otherwise I’m going to cut this bitch’s head off.”

      On the sailor’s arm was a tattoo of a raven. How did a member of the Unkindness sneak aboard the whalers’ ship? Damien surrounded the sailor’s knife blade with an invisible sheath of soul force. He wouldn’t be able to cut butter with that weapon now.

      Salem locked gazes with Damien and gathered her power. He gave a slight shake of his head, hoping he could draw some more information out of the thug.

      “I can’t give you the urns. Let her go and you might live through this.”

      The false sailor pulled Salem closer to his body. “I know your type. You won’t let anything happen to this girl. The master will reward me for recovering her property.”

      “Her? You mean the sorcerer?”

      “Aye, she’s waiting for us back in port. When I give her the urns she’ll take me to her master and he’ll give me real power. Now hand them over.”

      Damien nodded.

      Salem lashed out with spears of power. They pierced her captor through the chest and stomach. He staggered back and dropped his knife.

      “I’ll kill you for that.” He spat blood onto the tattoo on his forearm. It burst into black flames that swirled around him, healing the holes in his body. The dark fire gathered around his hands.

      Damien opened a hole in the platform under the thug’s feet. He fell a hundred feet to the ocean below. The man thrashed his way to the surface, the water boiling around him. He shouted curses and screamed incoherent threats as he fought to stay above the water.

      “You’re just going to leave him to drown?” Salem asked.

      “His power will burn out in ten or fifteen minutes. When it does he’s dead. He chose to die the moment he activated that tattoo. That’s what corrupt power does to people, it kills them or turns them into monsters.” Damien shook his head and flew away, the platform trailing behind.
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      Port Valcane appeared on the horizon, much to Damien’s relief. The flight back had taken a day, a night, and part of another day. Even his enormous soul force was reaching its limit. When he had everyone back to solid ground he planned to sleep for a week.

      Salem flew beside him, testing her strength, trying to discover if the urns had done any permanent damage. So far she seemed fine. Her dark hair blew around her face, and every once in a while he caught a glimpse of a faint smile. Damien was mostly relieved she’d stopped crying.

      “You’re getting tired,” Salem said.

      “I passed tired some time last night. Right now I’m somewhere between exhausted and unconscious. You did good work getting the sailors all stabilized. You have a knack for healing.”

      “I’ve always preferred healing to fighting. Maishi’s the fierce one.” She sniffed, but didn’t start crying. Salem looked toward the horizon. “Someone’s coming. Someone strong.”

      “My master.” He’d sensed the archmage approaching minutes ago, but was curious about how sharp Salem’s senses were. “Don’t worry, I’ll vouch for you.”

      “Why? We’re practically strangers. You owe me nothing, yet you’ve been kind and thoughtful, treating me like a friend rather than an enemy.”

      “The truth is you’re a sweet girl and I think David tricked you and your sister into helping him. Maishi seems besotted with him and I don’t know if I can keep her from doing something stupid if he asks her to. My hope is that if you’re with me when they do whatever they’re planning to do, you can convince her to surrender. Maishi hasn’t actually broken any kingdom laws yet. If you can make her stop you both have a future here if you want it.”

      “We’re sorcerers. We have no place anywhere. We’ll be feared and shunned wherever we go.”

      Damien laughed. “Who fed you that nonsense? There are two hundred or so sorcerers in the kingdom, most of them loved and respected by their friends, family, and society in general. Only criminals are shunned.”

      “But David said—”

      “David said? Why would you believe anything that man had to say? He told you what he needed you to believe so you’d do what he wanted. I’m telling you the truth. You’d be a great addition to the kingdom’s sorcerers. With your gift for healing you’d be welcome anywhere.”

      “Really?” She sounded so desperate to believe him. Someone had her totally convinced she was a monster with no place in society.

      Damien made a little X over his heart. “I swear.”

      The archmage’s eagle swooped into formation beside them. Her gaze racked the miserable survivors then came back to him. “Damien. Do I need to ask how it went?”

      “It went as we expected. I brought you a present.” He concentrated and the bubble surrounding the urns flew over to her.

      His master assumed control of the sphere. “What have we here?”

      “Their secret weapon. The Leviathan wasn’t impressed. The urns seem to drain the wielder’s soul force at the same time they drain the target’s. I’ve never seen anything like them. Salem can tell you more.”

      The archmage turned her cool gaze on Salem who flinched. “I look forward to that conversation. Where are the other two?”

      “Best guess? I’d say they slunk back to Connor. They’ll be back. David was desperate to reclaim the urns. I hope you have a place to keep them. Somewhere deep, dark, and secure. I don’t know what Connor wants them for, but it can’t be good.”

      “I was planning to just destroy them,” his master said. “We acquired several other dark artifacts that need purifying. Three more won’t make much difference.”

      Damien chewed his lip. “Master, the way these things soak up soul force I have my doubts you can destroy them. It would be like trying to douse a fire by throwing oil on it.”

      The archmage glared at the urns, trying to unmake them by sheer willpower. If anyone could, she could, but Damien feared it wouldn’t be that easy.
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      John sprawled on the couch in the royal quarters and watched the princess pace. The king and queen had gone out for a ride leaving the pair of them alone. If she didn’t calm down she was going to wear a hole in an expensive rug.

      He’d been in the capital for over a month now and all he’d accomplished was healing the occasional overzealous guard injured in training. Most of his time seemed to be spent listening to Karrie plot how to get Damien to marry her. She’d considered dozens of plans, each more farfetched than the last. John was so thoroughly sick of it he was tempted to ask for a transfer back to his old post where he could do something useful. At least holed up in the royal apartment he hadn’t run into anyone looking for favors.

      Finally she stopped and rounded on him in a swirl of blue skirts. “You’re his best friend. Don’t you have any ideas how I can convince him that loving a sword is stupid?”

      John scrubbed his hand over his face. How many times was he going to have to explain this? “It’s not the sword, it’s the spirit bound to the sword. And I can guarantee you the one thing that would make Damien never speak to you again is telling him loving Lizzy is stupid. You know, instead of trying to trick, seduce, or otherwise force him to like you, you might try doing something nice for him without expecting anything in return.”

      She frowned as though the idea had never crossed her mind. Knowing Karrie it probably hadn’t. “Like what?”

      “Damien’s name day was a couple days ago. You could throw him a late party after he finishes his mission. Get Jen and Fredric to come. Fix a nice dinner, maybe a cake. Hell, I don’t know. If nothing else we’ll have a good meal.”

      The princess started pacing again. “A name day party. That might work. It’ll show him I care. That I can do things for him that some stupid sword can’t. John, it’s brilliant. But how will I know when to plan for?”

      “Can’t help you there. It’s not like a mission has an end day. You should probably ask Jen and Fredric to come now that way whenever Damien gets back you could have the party the next day.”

      Karrie smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “This might be just the thing to convince him to consider me. Things are finally looking up.”
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      Connor sat on his black chair, Mikhail at his shoulder, and stared at David and whoever the girl was that he’d brought with him. He must have misheard. Connor fingered the amulet around his neck. Over the years it had become a sort of worry stone for him. Whenever he needed to calm down he touched it. “Let me see if I understand. You lost the urns after failing to claim the dragon’s soul force then fled rather than fight a whelp of a boy to reclaim them. Did I miss anything?”

      “No.” David’s voice trembled. “Connor, please give us another chance to recover the urns. We were both badly depleted after the fight with the Leviathan and that boy has one of the strongest soul forces I’ve ever sensed.”

      Connor leaned forward, prompting the two sorcerers to step back. “Stronger than me?”

      David hesitated, probably debating whether to lie to him or not. “Stronger than you were before you became a warlock, yes.”

      Connor tapped his chin. If the boy was as strong as David claimed getting the urns back wouldn’t be a simple task. Nevertheless it needed to be done. “Do you know where the urns are now?”

      “I assume they’ve arrived in Valcane by now. Beyond that I have no idea.”

      “Sir, my sister. She’s with the boy.”

      Connor waved a hand and a gag of black flame appeared over her mouth. “The archmage can’t keep them in the city for long. There’s no safe place there to store demonic artifacts. She’ll have to transport them either to the capital or The Tower. My gold is on The Tower, but we can’t risk missing them. Mikhail, you will watch the road to The Tower. David, you and your girlfriend can watch the road to the capital. Whichever of you finds the artifacts contact the others and attack together. I want those urns back.”

      “Yes, Connor. I won’t fail again.” David grabbed the girl and hustled her out of the library.

      Connor shook his head. Competent help was so hard to find.

      “Let me attack the city, Master. I’ll kill anyone that stands in my way and bring the artifacts back.”

      Connor sighed and patted his servant on his armored wrist. “I appreciate the offer, Mikhail, but I have allies in Valcane and we’ve done quite enough damage to their city for the time being. Not to mention even you couldn’t handle a dozen sorcerers at once.”

      “As you say, Master. I’ll need a new mount.”

      “Have David transport you to a farm and take what you need. Just make certain you’re not seen.”

      “Of course, Master.”

      “And Mikhail, don’t fail me again.”
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      The explosion woke Damien from a deep sleep. He groaned and rolled over on his cot. Admiral McAllen had been kind enough to offer Damien a bunk for the duration of his stay. A faint glimmer of sunlight filtered through the barrack’s windows.

      She was getting an early start again today. For the past two days his master had spent from sunup to sundown on a small island half a mile out in the bay with Master Shen and Sasha blasting those urns with everything they could muster. Damien had offered to help yesterday. His soul force had fully recovered though his thoughts still swirled after going almost two days without sleep. The archmage had ordered him to rest. He’d shrugged and complied. If she wanted to blow off some steam blasting a pile of rocks and bird shit into gravel it was none of his business.

      Unfortunately blowing off steam was all she was accomplishing. Those urns shrugged off everything the three sorcerers threw at them. When they’d returned last night, stooped over, soul force drained to almost nothing, Damien had caught a glimpse of the targets of their wrath. The black enamel hadn’t suffered so much as a scratch. He didn’t think blasting them would work, but one look at his master’s flat expression had convinced him of the wisdom of silence.

      Damien dressed, picked up a sausage and biscuit sandwich at the mess hall, and headed outside. The brisk ocean breeze finished the job of waking him. He sighed. When they finally returned to the capital he’d miss the ocean breeze the most. Movement up on the fort wall caught his eye.

      Salem was staring out over the ocean, her hair blowing. Poor girl. Not only had her sister abandoned her, she’d had to spend two hours alone with the archmage getting questioned. She hadn’t complained, not that it would have done any good. When the interview was over his master was satisfied that Salem didn’t pose a threat to the kingdom. As far as Damien knew she hadn’t spoken to Salem since.

      Damien flew up on the wall and landed beside her. “Morning. Did you have breakfast yet?”

      She looked at him sideways through a veil of hair. “I wasn’t hungry.”

      An explosion lit up the sky out by the island. Damien tore his sandwich in half. “Here. You should know I don’t share with just anyone.”

      Salem smiled, accepted the biscuit, and took a bite. Another explosion echoed across the water. Further down on the docks a small crowd had gathered to watch the show.

      “She’s certainly determined,” Salem said.

      “I think stubborn is the word you’re looking for. I’m pretty sure it’s in the job description.”

      She laughed softly, her heart not really in it. “You like her, your master?”

      Damien swallowed the last of his sandwich and nodded. “She can be hard when necessary, but she has a kindness about her as well. I think we’re well matched. I hope she feels the same. At the very least she hasn’t complained about my efforts so far.”

      “Our master wasn’t a kind man. He pushed us hard and punished the smallest failure. Maishi took the brunt of it, protecting me the best she could. I miss her so much.”

      Damien put his arm around her. “I’m sorry.”

      At noon the explosions stopped and the weary sorcerers flew back to the fort. Master Shen’s face was drawn and pale. Even his master and the high sorcerer looked done in. Damien met them in the courtyard with a pitcher of wine and glasses. Beside him Salem carried a platter of fried dumplings she swore were favorites in her village. She’d offered the first real smile since her sister flew off with David while they were cooking together.

      Damien poured everyone a drink and Salem passed out the snacks. When everyone had drunk and eaten the archmage said, “We’re done. I can’t think of anything else to hit those thrice-damned urns with and the island’s smashed down to the waterline.”

      “Where will we take them?” Damien asked.

      “One’s going to The Tower, one to the vault under the castle, and the third I’m going to sink to the bottom of the ocean.”

      “I can fly that one out while you guys are resting if you want,” Damien said.

      “Apprentice, you read my mind. We’ll head out with the other two at first light.”
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      The sorcerers gathered once again in the yard surrounding the navy fort. The two remaining urns sat on the ground between them. Damien had sunk the third one twenty-five miles off the coast in about eight hundred feet of water. For good measure he’d buried it ten feet under the sea bed. If anyone was going to find that item they’d have to work for it.

      “Sasha and Lon, you two will take an urn to The Tower. I’ve already told Thomas to expect you. He has the key to the vault. Damien and I will take the second urn to the royal castle. Send a message to my office there when the artifact is secure. Questions?” When no one spoke up the archmage clapped her hands. “Good luck.”

      Lon formed a bubble around their urn, conjured a griffin, and took off. Sasha flew a little ahead of him on a blue dragon. Gaudy, but if they ran into trouble she could send it against any foe in an instant.

      His master formed a bubble around their own urn. “Ready?”

      Salem came running out of the fort waving her hands. “Wait for me.”

      She skidded to a stop beside them. “I want to help.”

      Damien glanced at his master who nodded. “Great, we’d appreciate it.”

      The three of them flew east and a little north. The archmage rode her eagle while Damien stayed in the lead on his own and Salem brought up the rear on a carpet of soul force. If they didn’t push it they’d make the capital an hour before sunset. That was a long time to be exposed, but since no one knew they were coming Damien wasn’t too worried.

      Noon came and went with no sign of problems. Below them The Great Green spread out for miles in every direction. The nearest civilization lay fifty miles north. At times like this Damien was reminded of just how big the kingdom was and how few people really lived here. There was so much emptiness.

      “Stop!” Salem said.

      Damien and his master pulled up short.

      “What is it?” the archmage asked.

      “My sister, she’s close. I’ve always been sensitive to her soul force.”

      Damien tapped his core and power crackled around his hands, ready to be shaped. “Is she alone?”

      Salem shook her head. “I can’t tell.”

      A golden speck rose out of the forest below and flew towards them. It moved closer and he recognized Maishi. There was no sign of David, but he had to be around here somewhere.

      Salem flew over to her sister, tears in her eyes. They embraced and Salem said, “Are you okay? I’ve been so worried.”

      “I’m fine.” Maishi glared at Damien and the archmage. “You’re the one that’s been a prisoner of the enemy.”

      “Oh, no, everyone’s been nice. They’re nothing like David said. People here aren’t afraid of sorcerers like they are back home. We can have a normal life, with friends and everything.”

      “They tricked you, Salem.” Maishi grabbed her sister by the shoulders and shook her. “We only have one friend in the kingdom and that’s David.”

      Damien sensed him and lashed out with a blast of soul force. David’s invisibility screen crumbled and he tumbled through the sky away from the urn.

      “Damn you, boy!” David screamed when he’d stabilized his flight.

      David hurled twin blasts of soul force. They had no real power behind them and Damien slapped them aside.

      “Tell us where Connor is and we can protect you,” the archmage said.

      “Ha! Connor has people everywhere. You can’t protect me, you can barely protect yourselves. Maishi!”

      A squeak from behind him drew Damien’s attention. Maishi had her arm around Salem’s throat. Salem fought, but Damien recognized at once that Maishi was the stronger sister.

      “Give us the urn. Don’t make me hurt my sister.”

      “Maishi, please—” Salem’s plea was cut off by a squeeze from her sister.

      “We’re not giving you the urn.” Damien shook his head. “I’m sorry, Salem.”

      A golden lance shattered Maishi’s shield and pierced her skull. Her power vanished and she tumbled to the ground, her wailing sister on her heels.

      Damien turned on David, his power blazing. “When I’m finished with you, you’re going to wish Connor had killed you.”

      “Take him alive.”

      Damien looked at his master in disbelief. “Alive?”

      “We need to find Connor and he’s the only one that can tell us where to look.”

      Damien ground his teeth. “Yes, Master.”

      David had flown a good half a mile north when Damien turned back. A beam of golden energy struck the fleeing sorcerer in the back and transformed into chains. Damien bound his prisoner from head to toe before reeling him in like a fat fish. David fought with everything he had, but his power was nothing compared to Damien’s.

      When he finally floated, bound and drained, in front of Damien his head hung and he gasped for air. “Just kill me now. It’ll be a kindness compared to what Connor or worse, his black knight, is going to do to me.”

      “Much as I’d like to oblige, that pleasure’s been denied me.” Damien punched him in the side of the head. No power protected his fist or enhanced his muscles. There was nothing but the simple satisfaction of knuckles on skin.

      “I have to check on her, Master.”

      The archmage nodded. “Quickly. We need to keep moving.”

      Damien flew down and found Salem kneeling in a bed of pine needles beside her sister’s body. He crouched next to her. “I’m sorry. I feared she might hurt you.”

      Salem sniffed and looked at him through red-rimmed eyes. “You were right. I felt the malice in her. Maishi would have killed me to get that urn. My own sister would have killed me. If I’d been stronger I could have fought her off. You wouldn’t have had to…” A sob cut Salem off mid-sentence and she wrapped her arms around him.

      Damien rubbed her back and let her cry for a little while. He couldn’t take too long. His master was right about that.

      After a minute he said, “We can’t stay here. Do you want to take her body to the city or bury it here?”

      Salem wiped her eyes and looked around. “This is a pretty spot. I think Maishi would have liked it here.”

      Damien conjured a rectangle of soul force and drove it into the ground. When it rose a perfect grave had been gouged out of the earth. Salem created a litter of soul force and slid her sister’s body into the grave. Damien covered it and found a three-foot boulder jutting out of the ground. A little brute-force shaping carved it into a headstone which he sunk into the ground at the head of the grave.

      Salem knelt beside it and carved her sister’s name and the short epitaph: Beloved Sister. She put her hand on the stone for a second and stood up. “I’m ready. Thank you for this. My sister was your enemy and I know you didn’t have to show her even this much kindness.”

      As they flew up to rejoin his master Damien said, “I didn’t do it for your sister. I did it for you. Friends look after each other.”
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      Lon followed Sasha due east toward The Tower. He’d heard rumors about the vault, everyone had. A place where the high sorcerers kept dark artifacts too powerful to be destroyed alongside equally dangerous divine items that might be of use one day. He’d assumed the rumors were just that, Tower gossip spread from one year to the next. Nervous as he was to be transporting the urn Lon was looking forward to seeing the vault.

      Lon flew through the clear blue sky, his every sense alert for potential trouble. He found it two hours out from port. A familiar, corrupt darkness he never wanted to experience again. Ahead of them a black speck floated in the sky.

      “Run for The Tower!” Sasha raced to engage the darkness.

      Lon swung out wide of the combat zone as fast as he could manage. Once he escaped, Sasha could disengage and flee. He’d seen the black knight’s power before and held no illusions about their combined ability to defeat him.

      A stream of black flames brought Lon up short. He tried to dive under them, but the fire shifted to block him. So much for running. It appeared he’d have to fight after all. Lon spun his griffin toward Mikhail and raced to back up Sasha.

      The blue dragon lunged toward Mikhail, jaws wide enough to swallow him and his mount whole. A single swing of the black sword followed by a burst of hellfire blasted Sasha’s construct to glittering shards. Lon clenched his jaw. She’d put a lot of her power into that dragon and Mikhail had destroyed it in seconds.

      Sasha sent a dozen beams of golden soul force hammering into Mikhail. Some he deflected with his sword and others he let bounce off his armor. None of the blasts so much as made him flinch.

      One of Mikhail’s arms had been replaced by a black-scaled demon limb ending in rending talons. Sasha attacked again and Lon added his own power to the effort with explosive orbs that detonated against Mikhail’s armored back with no more effect than Sasha’s beams.

      Mikhail was a nightmare and Lon had no idea how to end him.

      The black knight swept his sword through the air and a wave of hellfire hammered Sasha back. The attack left her body red and smoking. It looked like it was all she could do to stay in the air.

      They couldn’t stop Mikhail and they couldn’t flee. Lon saw only one option that didn’t end with him and Sasha dead. The archmage wasn’t going to be happy.

      Lon brought the urn up where Mikhail could see it. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

      “Give it to me and I’ll kill you quick.”

      “Catch!” Lon hurled the urn away with so much force it looked like a comet.

      “No!” Mikhail raced after the urn, his enemies temporarily forgotten.

      Heaven’s mercy, that was close. Lon gathered up Sasha and flew toward The Tower at full speed. When the black knight caught up to the urn Lon wanted to have a thick stone wall between them.
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      Damien and the others landed in the castle courtyard with two hours to spare before dark. Two patrolling Crimson Legionnaires had joined them as they descended. Damien didn’t know the two men, but they looked more like warriors than most sorcerers he’d met. They led David off to the dungeon where he’d be kept under constant observation by at least two sorcerers.

      The archmage let her eagle vanish and strode towards the castle. Damien and Salem fell in behind her, but she waved them off. “I can take care of this. Why don’t you get our guest settled in and rest up. Once David breaks we’ll be moving against Connor. It’ll take a few days to gather our forces. Until then you’re free.”

      Damien couldn’t have been more pleased. He was so tired, both mentally and physically, it took all his concentration to put two thoughts together. His master left them standing in the courtyard.

      “She doesn’t trust me,” Salem said.

      “If it’s any consolation I don’t know where the vault is either. Give her time. She’ll warm up to you. In the meantime let’s see if we can’t find you a room.” Damien’s stomach grumbled. “And something to eat as well.”

      They found the kitchen in full roar. Servants ran around with trays heaped with food. A dozen chickens roasted on spits by the oven. His favorite honey rolls were cooling on a rack. Damien spotted the head cook and waved.

      She scowled, her white hat cockeyed and flour over half her face. “No! Dinner will be served in an hour. I haven’t time to fix you anything.”

      If she was going back on their deal there was nothing to keep Damien from snitching a couple rolls. He concentrated and a pair of rolls flew across the kitchen and into his waiting hands.

      “How many times have I told you to leave my rolls alone?” The cook waved a wooden spoon at him.

      Damien waved back and led Salem toward the guest quarters. He handed her a steaming roll and bit into his. He sighed as sweet, yeasty, buttery perfection melted in his mouth. Of all the things he’d missed, honey rolls were near the top of the list.

      “These are wonderful,” Salem said. “I’ve never tasted anything like them. I don’t think that woman was very happy with you stealing them.”

      “It’s an old game and we’ve been playing it for years. I’m not certain where we’ll find Dale, the castle seneschal, but you can rest in my room until we track him down. There’s always several empty rooms in case of unexpected visitors.”

      “I wouldn’t want to put anyone to any trouble.”

      “It’s no trouble. Handling things like this is Dale’s job. My friend John’s around here somewhere. He’s a gift for healing as well. I bet you two would hit it off.” They reached the door to Damien’s room and he pushed it open. He conjured light globes, filling the room with golden radiance. Everything looked just the same as he left it. “Be it ever so humble.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Nothing.” Damien waved her over to the room’s lone chair and sat on the edge of the bed. “Hopefully, in time, you’ll come to think of the kingdom as home.”
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      Karrie and John sat at the dining room table in the royal apartment putting the finishing touches on their plan for Damien’s party. Her parents had loved the idea and so had Jen when she received Karrie’s message. Even Fredric had agreed to come. John had flown them over from The Citadel just that morning. Everything was pretty much set, they just had to decide on the menu.

      A knock sounded on the door. John opened it and a servant was waiting outside. She bobbed a curtsy. “He’s back, Princess.”

      All the servants knew she was anxious to hear when Damien returned so Karrie didn’t need to ask who. She beamed a smile at the girl. “Thank you so much. Where is he?”

      “I passed him headed to his room. Princess—”

      “I should go say hello.” Karrie brushed past the servant, walking toward Damien’s room as fast as decorum allowed. John was still talking with the servant, probably flirting. The man couldn’t seem to help himself. Not that any of the ladies minded. They all giggled and smiled whenever he paid them the least attention.

      John caught up to her halfway to Damien’s room. “Maybe we shouldn’t bother him right now. He’s probably tired after his mission.”

      Karrie waved him off. “I won’t stay long. I just want to poke my head in.”

      John shook his head and fell in beside her. It took only a minute to reach Damien’s door. Karrie straightened her dress and hair then knocked. The door opened a moment later revealing an exhausted-looking Damien. He mustered a weak smile. “Princess, John.”

      Karrie wasn’t listening. Her gaze was focused on the pretty brunette sitting in the chair beside Damien’s bed. Apparently he wasn’t too tired to bring a girl back to his quarters. Why was it every time he returned from a mission he was being overly friendly with a different beautiful girl? First Lane and now this…person.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce us?” Karrie said.

      “I was. You weren’t listening. This is Salem. She was a sorcerer on the ships from the Old Empire. Salem, this is Princess Karrie and my best friend, John Kord.”

      Salem offered a hesitant smile. “Hello. Damien has been very kind to me since the dragon sank our ships. Perhaps we could talk about healing sometime.”

      Beside her John brightened. “You studied healing as well? I’d love to hear about the Old Empire’s techniques.”

      “I don’t know that I could show you anything you don’t already know, but it would be nice to chat.”

      “How about right now?” Karrie grabbed Damien’s wrist and dragged him out of the room. “We need to catch up anyway.”

      “Good idea.” John eyed the girl like a hungry shark.

      Damien dug in his heels and Karrie couldn’t budge him. “Go easy, John. It’s been a long few days.”

      His voice held an edge Karrie hadn’t heard before. John must have noticed it too. His expression softened. “Kid gloves, Damien, no worries.”

      Damien nodded and turned his gaze to Salem. “I won’t be long.”

      She smiled. “I’m sure we’ll be fine. Take your time.”

      Damien let Karrie pull him down the hall. He was awfully protective of the girl. Was she yet more competition? Karrie wanted to scream. Damien collected pretty girls like a garbage bin collected flies. How come she was the only one he didn’t show any interest in?

      When they moved out of earshot Damien pulled away from her. “What was that about?”

      “I find you alone in your room with a strange girl and you ask me what it’s about?”

      “I don’t see that it’s any of your business who I bring to my room. You act like you own me. Let me make this clear: you don’t.”

      Karrie couldn’t have been more stunned if he’d slapped her. Damien turned to leave. She grabbed his arm and spun him around. “What about your precious Lizzy? Will you cheat on her with anyone as long as it isn’t me?”

      His expression darkened. Karrie didn’t care. She was sick of being ignored. “John told me about her. How you loved her so much I didn’t have any hope of winning you over. Looks like you don’t love her so much after all.”

      “You stuck up, arrogant brat. Salem’s in a strange place, surrounded by strange people. Four hours ago I had to stop her sister from killing her by blasting a hole in the deluded woman’s head. I dug a grave for her in a pine grove in the middle of The Great Green. I’m the only friend she has in the kingdom. What did you want me to do, leave her in the entry hall with a note around her neck asking Dale to find her a room?”

      Karrie didn’t know if she’d ever seen Damien so angry. After hearing everything that had happened over the last few days she didn’t blame him. She’d seen him alone with a girl and spoke without thinking. It was getting to be a bad habit where he was concerned.

      Damien yanked his arm free and stalked back toward his room. Karrie ran after him.

      “I’m sorry. Damien, please, I’m sorry. I overreacted, jumped to conclusions. I didn’t mean it.”

      He stopped and spun to face her. “That’s the problem. You did mean it. You meant every word. It’s like you imagine if you say or do something I’ll fall head over heels for you. I’ll forget about everything and everyone else I care about and focus all my attention on you. Well, I won’t. Even if I liked you the way you want me to I wouldn’t suddenly abandon everyone else.”

      Did she really think that way? When it came to Damien, Karrie guessed she did. She obsessed over him every minute despite the fact that he only liked her as a friend, and at this point she wasn’t entirely certain he even liked her that way. She had to do something to change his mind.

      “I’d like to meet her. Lizzy, I mean.”

      Damien just looked at her. “What?”

      “Please, I want to see what it is that makes you care about her so much. Your father is visiting Daddy and I put him in the room next to yours. Maybe you could borrow the sword and introduce me.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Desperate times and all that. “Yes. I know I’ve done some things that annoyed you. Well, more than annoyed you. I thought maybe if I understood what you like a little better it would improve our relationship.”

      Damien sighed. “All right. If she’s in the room next door that’s close enough for a psychic projection. If you really want to meet her come to my room after Dad and Uncle Andy finish telling war stories. I should have Salem settled in her own room by then.”

      Karrie almost danced in place. He’d invited her to his room. Just the two of them, more or less. Finally she’d have a chance to convince him, show him how much she loved him. Even better if she could convince the spirit that she’d be a better partner for Damien. If she won Lizzy over they could convince Damien to do the right thing.

      “Daddy’s not much of a night owl. Around nine sound good?”

      Damien nodded and left her smiling in the hall.
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      Damien lay on his soft mattress and stared at the ceiling. Tired as he was he found he couldn’t sleep. To say Karrie’s request to meet Lizzy had surprised him would be an understatement. He hoped the princess didn’t do something stupid, like demand Lizzy give him up so he could marry her. He didn’t think Lizzy would hurt her, but in the psychic world Lizzy was queen. He’d try his best to keep the peace.

      At least he’d gotten Salem settled in. Dale had found her a room four doors down from Damien so if she had any troubles or questions he was only a short walk away. After dinner she’d pleaded exhaustion and turned in for the night.

      A creak sounded outside and a moment later Damien was floating in the night sky with Lizzy. They wasted no words, but rushed together and shared a kiss. When they came up for air Lizzy had covered herself in black silks. Damien just looked at her, reveling in the fact that they were together again. Heaven’s mercy, it had been too long.

      “Far too long,” Lizzy said, reading his mind as was her habit. “I wish there was something to be done about that.”

      “You and me both. I have a favor to ask.”

      “Anything, you know that.”

      “Karrie wants to meet you. She’s gotten it in her head that she loves me and she’s hoping you can teach her how to get me to love her back. At least that’s the impression I got. Maybe she just wants to check out the competition. I’ve tried telling her every way I can think of that there’s no competition. I love you and no one else. I’m hoping if we both tell her maybe she’ll listen.”

      Lizzy tapped her chin with a black lacquered talon. “I haven’t brought a woman here in many years. I don’t suppose it could hurt. The last royal I spoke to was back in the Old Empire about five hundred years ago. It should be interesting to see what a modern princess is like. When will she be here?”

      “We said nine, but I have no idea what time it is.”

      “Another ten minutes. We could play for a while.” Her silks vanished, her wings lashed, and she flew through the endless night. Damien followed right behind.

      Lizzy stopped in mid-flight only minutes later, a little frown creasing her features. “She’s early.”

      Damien sighed and found himself back in his physical body. Probably just as well Karrie arrived when she did. If Lizzy had let him catch her Damien would have lost all interest in dealing with the princess. He heaved himself out of bed just as her knock sounded.

      Damien opened the door and found Karrie standing there, her fist raised for another blow. She’d changed out of her frilly dress and into a thin, loose-fitting top and billowy pants. “Pajamas?”

      “What? This is sort of like a sleepover, right?”

      Damien massaged the bridge of his nose and stepped aside to let her in. She brushed past him and sat on the bed, feet tucked up under her legs. “Do your parents know you’re here?”

      She nodded. “They both think us being a couple is a good idea. Anything that advances that cause is okay with them.”

      Damien did her the courtesy of not checking to see whether she’d lied. It wasn’t worth the argument. “I doubt this will take long, but you might as well get comfortable.”

      She slid across the bed and lay on her side facing him, smiling. “Just think, you could end every day like this if you played your cards right.”

      He lay on his back beside her, arms crossed. “Ready?”

      She put an arm across his chest and rested her head on his shoulder. “Ready.”

      Damien closed his eyes and opened them in Lizzy’s world. She floated five feet away from Damien and Karrie, wings flared wide open and naked as was her preference. Beside him Karrie gaped. He knew how she felt, Lizzy still filled him with awe. The princess was so stunned she hadn’t even noticed they were standing in midair.

      Damien found himself shifted fifteen feet away from Karrie. The princess squeaked in surprise then fell silent as Lizzy flew closer and circled her. When she’d finished her survey Lizzy turned to Damien. “Not bad looking for a mortal. Does she not tempt you?”

      Damien grinned. “I’m seventeen. All women tempt me, but I only love one.”

      Lizzy smiled his favorite smile, the one that made him want to get rid of Karrie right that second. Lizzy turned her attention back to the princess. “And you? You claim to love my sweet Damien.”

      Karrie brought her chin up, every inch the proud princess. “I do love him. I’ve loved him since we were little. I can do things for him you can’t. I can take care of him when he’s sick, give him a family. I think we’d be a good match.”

      “Perhaps. I can’t disagree with the family part of your argument though if he were sick I could heal him with my power. I’ve told him often enough that he can’t stay with me in this world. It’s not good for mortals long term.”

      “Would you give us your blessing?” Karrie sounded hopeful.

      Damien tried to understand what Lizzy was doing. He thought the plan was to tell Karrie to forget about him not get her hopes up.

      Lizzy flew over behind him and wrapped her wings around him. “Unfortunately I’m not willing to give him up.”

      Damien slumped with relief.

      “You don’t have to. I’m not greedy. We can share him.”

      Now it was Damien’s turn to stare. What was she thinking?

      Lizzy laughed and flew back to Karrie. She got so close their faces were only inches apart. “Hmmm. Now that’s something I haven’t done in centuries.” She traced the princess’s cheek with a long fingernail. “It might be fun. I suspect Damien would enjoy it.”

      Karrie hurried to put some distance between her and Lizzy. “No, no, not what I meant. You can have Damien here whenever you want, I won’t complain. After all, you only see him when Fredric’s here or Damien visits The Citadel. In the real world he agrees to marry me, saving me from having to deal with a bunch of greedy noble boys that are only interested in getting at the throne.”

      Lizzy tapped her finger against her chin. “That’s not a terrible idea. I’m not the jealous type and it might be good for Damien to have a flesh-and-blood woman in his life.”

      Damien had heard enough. “Is anyone interested in what I think?”

      “We both know what you think.” Lizzy turned her attention to Karrie. “Excuse us a moment, dear.”

      Karrie vanished, leaving Damien and Lizzy alone. Lizzy flew over and touched his cheek. “She makes a good point. The princess is terrified she’ll end up married to someone that will take advantage of her. I don’t know if she actually loves you or if she just trusts you to treat her kindly and with respect. Her thoughts on the matter are all jumbled up.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Damien asked.

      “The same thing I always want you to do, whatever will make you happy. You have this adorable notion that I’ll be offended if you enjoy any of the many women in your life. What I told the princess is the truth. I don’t get jealous. I’ve lived for millennia, done things you couldn’t even begin to imagine, many of them so horrific if I told you it would sicken you. I can’t and won’t judge your choices. There’s nothing you could do that would shock me or make me stop loving you. Live your life to the fullest. It’s so terribly short.”
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      Karrie blinked and sat up. She was a little stiff though they hadn’t been very long. Having met Lizzy, Karrie now understood what interested Damien about the demon sprit. The whole experience had seemed so real. And when she’d stroked Karrie’s cheek. She shivered. Down that path lay nothing good.

      Damien sat up beside her. When he looked at her she saw something new in his eyes, sadness maybe. What brought that on?

      “So what did you think of her?” Damien asked.

      “Stunning is the first word that comes to mind. It’s like someone took every feminine quality, combined them, and amplified them by ten. I suspect if you surveyed every man in the kingdom and turned the results into a person she’d look like Lizzy.”

      “I suspect you’re right. You should have seen the look on your face when she touched your cheek. That alone made the visit worthwhile.”

      Karrie touched her cheek. “It felt real.”

      “It was real. Out here everything you experience is filtered through your five senses to your brain. In her world the senses are bypassed and your mind is stimulated directly. In a lot of ways it’s a more intense experience. Sometimes when I return after a visit, the real world feels sort of flat and washed out. I think that’s why she doesn’t want me to spend too much time with her.”

      “I meant what I said, about sharing you. I doubt you’ll get a better offer.”

      “This isn’t an auction, and I’m not for sale.” Damien sighed and swung his legs off the bed. “Are you really that scared of marrying one of the nobles’ sons?”

      “Scared? Who said I was scared?” Her denial didn’t even sound believable in her own ears.

      “Lizzy. She can read the minds of anyone in her psychic range and if you enter her world your thoughts are an open book. She said you may have mixed up loving me with fearing them.”

      Karrie hopped off the bed and stalked around the little room. She spun to face Damien. “My feelings for you are real. I won’t deny being with you would solve my other problems, but that’s a bonus. There are a lot of things I’d like from you, but one thing I won’t accept is your pity.”

      He smiled a sort of sad half-smile. “Fair enough. Do you want me to walk you to your room?”

      Damien rolled off the bed and they walked to the door of his room. He opened it and she turned toward him. “Think about what I said. We’d be good together, I know it. I think Lizzy agrees with me. Daddy wants you to come to dinner tomorrow.”

      “I—”

      She pressed her finger to his lips. “Don’t say anything now. Think about it. We’ll talk again after dinner.”
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      When Mikhail entered the library carrying one of the urns Connor allowed himself a brief smile. At last something had gone right. It was a pleasant surprise to see Mikhail succeed for a change. Perhaps the fault for his earlier failures lay more on Connor for believing he could trust the unhinged young man with a complex task. On simple, brute-force jobs, Mikhail served as an outstanding sledgehammer to bludgeon Connor’s enemies.

      His armor creaked as he took a knee in front of the black chair and held up the urn. “Success, Master.”

      Connor accepted the urn and patted Mikhail on his armored shoulder. The power in the artifact made his fingers tingle. This was the first time he’d seen an urn of binding in person. Its power didn’t disappoint.

      “Well done, Mikhail. This success goes a long way toward making up for your earlier mistakes. You had no trouble?”

      “None, Master. The two weaklings protecting it were hardly worth my time.”

      “You killed them then?”

      The helmed head looked away. “No, Master. They hurled the urn in one direction then fled in the other. I allowed the cowards to escape rather than lose the prize.”

      Surprised and pleased, Connor let his smile grow. “You’re finally showing a bit of good judgment. Killing two sorcerers is meaningless compared to claiming this artifact. What about the other two?”

      Mikhail rose to his feet. “I received no message from the others. Perhaps the remaining urns slipped through their fingers.”

      “Perhaps. My spies will let me know eventually.”

      Eventually came sooner than Connor expected. A black crystal bird flew into the library, a message clutched in its beak. It appeared his spy in the capital had news. That didn’t bode well. He unrolled the tiny scroll and read the brief message. David was a prisoner and scheduled to undergo questioning within the hour. The urn was locked in the royal vault. Both were under heavy guard. His spy couldn’t get access to either and escape.

      Connor snarled and a burst of hellfire incinerated the message. So much for his good mood. David knew far too much to be allowed to talk and the second urn, at least, must be recovered. Two out of three would be sufficient if not ideal.

      “Master?”

      Connor shook his head. “Problems, Mikhail, always problems.”

      Connor gestured and a green crystal bird flew off one of his shelves and landed on the arm of his chair. A second motion brought two scrolls, a quill and ink. He jotted two short notes, gave one to each bird, and sent them on their way. He hated to burn his best spies, but the situation demanded it. He just had to hope Eleck did his part.
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      Damien paced in his room. Dinner would be served in the royal apartment soon, but he couldn’t get the previous night’s conversation with Karrie out of his head. He’d talked about it some more with Lizzy after the princess left, but she’d only say that whatever he decided was fine with her. He really wanted her to have a stronger opinion on the matter. He saw Lizzy’s point of view, though. Whatever they felt for each other, Damien’s life was just a moment in her eternal existence.

      He barely restrained himself from punching the wall. What should he do? Part of him wanted to help Karrie out of her predicament. Another part couldn’t imagine being married with kids, living in the castle, ruling the kingdom together. It was too much, too big to wrap his head around.

      Another problem was David. Damien had spoken to his master that morning and the sorcerer still hadn’t broken. Damien hadn’t thought he had that much willpower. Connor must really terrify him. The questioners were still working and would continue to do so until he broke. According to the archmage it was always when, not if.

      Screw it. Thinking wasn’t getting Damien anywhere. After dinner he’d just follow his instincts. His guess was they’d lead him away from Karrie, but who knew for certain. He left his room and made the short walk to the royal apartment. Nothing like an expertly cooked meal to take your mind off your problems. He knocked on the closed door.

      “Come in,” Uncle Andy said.

      Damien pushed the door open.

      “Surprise!” Jen, Dad, Uncle Andy, Queen Audra, John and Karrie yelled together.

      Damien grinned. “What’s all this?”

      “A late name day party.” Jen hugged him. “We haven’t had a real party for you in four years. I think you earned this one.”

      “He certainly did.” Uncle Andy came over and shook his hand. “You’ve done more for the kingdom in a year than some people do in a lifetime. And I’m not just saying that because you saved my life.”

      “Thanks,” Damien said.

      John was next in line. They bumped fists. “Karrie planned everything. She was very determined.”

      Damien glanced at the princess and raised an eyebrow.

      “It was John’s idea and he helped with the details. Were you surprised?”

      “Yeah. Any more surprised and I might have blasted everyone.” She stared and he grinned. “I’m just kidding. I would have sensed if there was any real threat.”

      She slapped his shoulder. “That’s not funny.”

      The queen came over, kissed his cheek, and whispered, “Did you and my daughter come to an understanding last night? It would be nice to make an announcement at her name day celebration next month.”

      So the queen was in on this as well. He couldn’t say that surprised him. “Nothing definite.”

      She frowned a little. “Decide quickly. The sooner the matter is settled the better for continuity purposes.”

      Queen Audra smiled and passed him off to the last person in line, his father. They shook hands. “I’m glad you came. All quiet back home?”

      “As quiet as it’s possible for a fortress full of young warlords to be. I’ve read the reports on your missions. You’ve down well, son.”

      Fredric pursed his lips and looked away. Damien had never seen his father so uncertain. “What is it?”

      “I’m proud of you and I love you. I probably should have told you that long before now.”

      Damien’s lip trembled. He hugged his father for the first time in seven years. “I love you too, Dad.”

      When they parted everyone was watching. Damien cleared his throat. “Isn’t there supposed to be food and perhaps gifts?”

      That brought a round of awkward laughter. “Dinner won’t be ready for a little while,” Karrie said. “So let’s do gifts. Me first.”

      Karrie handed him a small box and Damien said a silent prayer that it didn’t contain a ring. Inside was a gold coin, an old one, marked with a scepter on one side and a sword on the other.

      “It’s an Old Empire coin, to commemorate your adventure on the whalers’ ship,” Karrie said.

      Damien smiled and pocketed it. “It’s great, thanks.”

      Next came a flask from John filled with a healing potion he brewed himself. Uncle Andy and Queen Audra gave him a gold ring with the royal seal engraved on it. The moment he touched it Damien felt remnants of soul force stir in the depths of the metal. Someone had soul forged the ring.

      “Amazing, isn’t it? The third ruler of the kingdom was a sorcerer. He left a bit of his power in that ring so no one could counterfeit it. Anyone who sees it will know you speak with my full authority. I can’t think of anyone, except your father, that I would rather trust as my agent.”

      Damien’s mind reeled. With that ring Damien could command nobles, generals, even his master. Well, maybe not his master, but still it was a grave responsibility and one he didn’t take lightly. He’d have to weigh everything he said lest someone think he spoke in the king’s name. In fact it might be best to cover it with a glove except when absolutely necessary. One thing was certain, he’d never take it off. If someone got ahold of it they could cause a lot of trouble.

      “I’m honored by your trust. I won’t let you down.”

      Uncle Andy clapped him on the back. “I know you won’t. If I had any doubts I wouldn’t have given it to you.”

      Dad came next with a harness of exquisitely tooled back leather. It had two loops, one for his sword and one for his dagger. “I know you’re a sorcerer, but sometimes steel is still best. It’s always better to have a blade than not.”

      Damien smiled. That was such a typical Dad thing to say. “It’s perfect, thanks Dad.”

      Last came Jen. She approached with empty hands and a sheepish look. “I couldn’t think of anything as great as the sword you made me and anything less seemed like an insult. I thought about it so long I ran out of time and now I don’t have anything for you.”

      Damien hugged her. “I’m just glad you’re here. Best. Present. Ever.”
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      Karrie certainly went all in on the menu. They were all scrunched in around a dining room table designed for four people and laden with roast beef, vegetables, gravy, and his favorite honey rolls. A cake sat on the kitchen counter waiting for later. Damien piled his plate high and ate with enthusiasm. He sat between Jen and Karrie. If the table was just a little smaller the princess would have ended up on his lap. As it was the three of them were constantly banging elbows.

      Damien hadn’t been this happy in a long time. Surrounded by the people he loved, no one trying to kill him, and a plate full of his favorite foods. What could possibly be better? Maybe if Lizzy could leave the sword for an hour and join them.

      That’s sweet, but a demon at the dinner table might be a little awkward.

      Damien hid a smile at Lizzy’s comment. Sometimes he forgot she was a demon. He thought of her more as an angel that dyed her wings.

      A little tremor rattled the silverware. It seemed like they were getting more frequent. Damien’s wine glass shook and the tremor intensified. The table rattled and Karrie grabbed his arm.

      Soon the whole room trembled and the glowing stone lamp above the table threatened to vibrate loose. A horrible rumble, like the cry of a giant beast, filled the air as the shaking continued to grow worse. When a crack ran up the wall Damien had had enough.

      A golden bubble surrounded the group. Beams of energy shot out, stabilizing furniture and keeping the cake from crashing. The rumbling seemed to go on for far longer than it had any right to.

      Five minutes later the last tremor subsided and Damien let the bubble vanish. “Everyone okay?”

      Everyone was. Damien checked the strength of the walls and found the cracks shallow and the overall structure still sound. He fused the damaged stone back together and sealed the cracks.

      “That was the worst one yet,” Uncle Andy said.

      Damien hopped up from the table. “I need to check on Salem and the archmage.”

      “Good idea.” Uncle Andy stood up as well. “There may be injured. John, go with Jen and Fredric, make sure everyone’s okay. We’ll head to the throne room. Damage reports will be coming in and we’ll need to organize help for people living in less well built houses. I’m sorry, my boy. It seems your party is going to be cut short.”

      “No problem, but I was looking forward to that cake.”

      Damien left the others to their tasks and rushed down the hall to check on Salem. He stepped over paintings and repaired minor cracks as he went. It was a good thing they’d built the castle to last. It might have been much worse. He rounded a corner to the guest wing. Someone whimpered nearby. Sitting under a small table, clutching his legs to his chest, was one of the castle’s errand boys.

      Damien crouched down and looked the boy in the eye. “It’s over now. You can come out.”

      The boy shook his head. “Don’t wanna. Everything’s falling and cracking. I’ll get smushed.”

      “You won’t. It’s safe now. We’re starting to clean up and we’ll need your help. Can’t you be brave and come out of there?”

      “You sure it’s safe?”

      Damien nodded. He was as sure as he could be. “I’m sure. Come on.”

      The boy took his hand and crawled out from under the table. “What should I do?”

      “You could gather up all the paintings that fell and line them up against the wall. Someone will be along in a little bit to give you something more important to do. Okay?”

      The boy nodded. “Thank you.”

      Damien ruffled his hair. “Run along.”

      He left the boy to his work and jogged on toward the guest rooms. As he ran Damien sent out streams of soul force to check the walls and floors for damage. He found several fissures that required repair, but all in all the castle had come through with little damage.

      When he reached Salem’s door he knocked. “Salem? Are you okay?”

      The door opened a second later. Salem burst out and hugged him. “I was so scared. Does that happen often?”

      Damien rubbed her back. “We’ve been having small tremors off and on for a while, but nothing like this. As far as I know the capital has never experienced a quake this bad.”

      “What should I do?”

      “I’m going to check on the archmage. You’re welcome to come along. If anyone’s hurt it’d be handy to have someone with me who can heal.”

      “Couldn’t you handle the healing?” Salem asked as they quick-marched down the steps and along the back halls to his master’s office.

      “No, my soul force is too dense. I’m only good for causing wounds, not healing them.”

      Groaning servants and staggering guards leaned against walls or in some cases sat in the middle of the hall. No one looked hurt, just shaken up. They kept moving, weaving their way through the occasional knot of people. Whenever anyone asked, Damien sent them to the throne room. Uncle Andy would have a better idea of what needed to be done.

      They rounded a corner that led to the archmage’s office just in time to see her leaving. Damien waved. “Master!”

      She stopped and turned his way. “The royals?”

      “Everybody’s fine. They’re in the throne room organizing the cleanup. Dad and Jen are nearby.”

      “Good. I sent four Legionnaires as well. If someone wanted to attack this would be a perfect time. I’m headed to the dungeon to check on the prisoner. Come on.”

      Damien and Salem fell in behind the archmage who stalked through the halls with such a grim expression that cleaning servants and disoriented guards alike scrambled to clear a path. She almost seemed to take the quake personally, like nature had decided to annoy her on purpose. As if nature would dare.

      The door leading down to the dungeon was open and hung slightly askew. The quake must have shifted the frame a fraction.

      “Smells wet,” Salem said.

      Damien sniffed. The air did have a damp smell to it, damper than usual that is. He hoped the cistern hadn’t cracked, that would be a pain to fix.

      At the bottom of the stairs no lake waited for them to wade through, which came as a relief. All the cell doors appeared to be locked tight. There were three big puddles, but nothing major. If the archmage noted any of this she gave no sign.

      They rounded a bend to the interrogation room and found Alden and Imogen lying unconscious on the ground outside. Inside the room David slumped facedown on the table, blood from a slashed throat dripping to the floor.

      Soul force still flowed in the unconscious sorcerers. They were both still alive, thank heaven.

      His master slammed her fist on the table. “Damn it! He was our best lead.”

      Two cups lay on the floor beside the unconscious sorcerers, their contents spilled on the stones. A quick scan revealed poison. He couldn’t tell exactly what kind, but it must have been what knocked them out. “Salem, can you revive them?”

      “I can try.” A glow spread from her hands to Alden.

      Damien left her to work and joined the archmage beside David’s body. “Poison, Master.”

      She held up a dart. “Here too. Probably shot David from the intersection and while it was working the assassin brought our thirsty questioners some nice, cool wine.”

      “It must have been a servant.”

      “Or someone posing as a servant. How much do you want to bet our mystery person let the Soul Knife assassin sneak in as well.”

      “No bet. A spy in our midst would certainly explain a lot.”

      “Yes. It seems David was right to be worried.”

      A groan came from out in the hall. They turned in time to see Alden sit up and rub his head. Salem had begun healing Imogen.

      “What happened?” the archmage asked.

      “Damned if I know. One minute I’m sipping a lovely red wine and the next I’m waking up with the worst headache I’ve had in years.”

      “You’re lucky to be waking up at all.” Damien turned to his master. “Why wouldn’t the spy kill Alden and Imogen as well? A lethal poison would have done the trick even if they had a shield up.”

      “Most deadly poisons take longer to act. Our spy was in a hurry. The question is, why?”

      Damien’s stomach churned. “Master, how secure is the urn?”

      “Oh, no.”

      “Salem, are you good?” Damien asked.

      She nodded, not looking up from Imogen.

      “Alden, find the guards,” the archmage said. “We haven’t seen a patrol since we got here. They may be in trouble. Damien and I will check the vault.”

      Alden waved. “Will do.”

      The royal vault was off the throne room behind a thick iron door. A guard stood behind the locked door at all times. When they arrived the door hung open and the guard lay in a pool of blood. That would be the dead fellow at their feet. Damien and his master shared a look. Heavy, iron-bound chests filled the room, each holding several thousand gold royals. Smaller chests held jewelry and gems. None of them appeared tampered with.

      The archmage walked over to an empty shelf and ran her finger over it. She turned back to Damien. “We’re too late. The urn is gone.”
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      Damien flew over the dark city, a sliver of moon gleaming in the sky overhead. Outside the castle the damage from the earthquake looked more extensive. Many glow stone lamps had fallen and shattered, leaving the capital darker than normal. Scores of small fires, no doubt caused by smashed oil lanterns and collapsed chimneys, offset some of the lost light. Thick black smoke choked the air, forcing Damien to conjure fans to blow it away or suffocate.

      Hundreds of windows had busted, littering the streets with glass. He flew over a partially collapsed inn, where a group of people were digging frantically to reach survivors under the rubble. It was the third badly damaged building he’d seen in less than a minute. Survivors filled the streets, running around, shouting for loved ones. A piercing wail rent the air when someone found an injured victim or worse, a body. How in the world would they ever hunt down one thief in all this? It would take months to repair all the damage. At least they’d lucked out and winter had passed before the quake struck. Three months earlier and the people would be in even worse straits. Every time Damien had to fly on without helping pained him, but he had his mission and he’d see it through.

      Uncle Andy had ordered the gates sealed as soon as the archmage alerted him to the theft. Everyone hoped the order had gone out soon enough to prevent the spy from escaping with the urn. Their chances of catching, or at least preventing the escape of whoever took it were pretty good, unless the spy was a warlord or sorcerer, then forget it. The hunters needed to hurry. The gates could only remain sealed for so long before the city grew restless.

      The archmage had ordered Damien to patrol the perimeter of the city and detain anyone in the vicinity on the off chance the thief had gotten through the gates. He flew over the wall and sent dozens of lights drifting toward the ground. All the trees and brush had been cleared from around the wall for a mile in every direction. No one could hide in that open ground. It only took Damien ten minutes to circle the city. He saw nothing and sensed no soul force. The thief was either long gone or still inside.

      Damien turned to fly back to the castle when he sensed a hint of corrupt soul force. Something demonic lurked out there and it was growing closer by the second. Perhaps Connor had sent his spy reinforcements. Even if Damien couldn’t find the urn he could at least deal with whatever was slinking around out there before it caused any harm.

      Speeding northeast Damien flew towards the energy. He reached the tree line just as a cloaked and hooded figure burst from between a pair of evergreens. Whoever it was, they looked like a normal human. A few seconds later four huge wolves crashed through the undergrowth. Their eyes glowed red, and flames leaked from their mouths like saliva. The monsters charged.

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out whoever was down there had run out of time. Those demon-possessed wolves would catch their prey in moments. Damien couldn’t allow that.

      Golden lances rained down, piercing the wolves and pinning them to the ground like bugs in a collection. Despite being stabbed multiple times the beasts still thrashed and howled, spitting flames toward the sky. The stranger had stopped and stood bent over, panting.

      Damien drew deep from his core and burned the wolves to ash, leaving nothing behind that might cause trouble later. The immediate threat hopefully dealt with, Damien surrounded the stranger with a ring of lights. He landed a safe distance away and tried to look nonthreatening.

      “Heaven’s blessing on you, sir.” The woman threw back her hood revealing a plain, kind face surrounded by thick brown hair. Brown eyes twinkled in his lights. “I’ve been fleeing from those beasts for a day and a half. I feared they had finally caught me.”

      “I guess it wasn’t your day. Damien St. Cloud.” He held out his hand. If she replied with, “oh, the demon slayer,” he was going to scream.

      She smiled and shook his hand. “Leah Walks-in-Sunshine. I owe you my life and yet I fear I must ask you for yet another favor.”

      “Ask, but I can make no promises.”

      “I need to speak with the king. I and my people need help. If you wish the quakes to end you must help me.”

      Damien frowned. “Is that a threat? If it is, you have a funny idea about how to ask for help.”

      “Apologies. That didn’t come out the way I intended and I certainly don’t mean you or anyone else any harm.” She looked all around, anywhere but his eyes. “I’m not used to dealing with people.”

      They were getting nowhere slow and he needed to return to the castle. “Take a deep breath and tell me what’s going on.”

      “Yes. One day when I was out on a nature walk I happened across a member of our order sneaking through the woods. I would ordinarily never intrude on another’s journey, but he was acting so furtive that it aroused my curiosity. The wise one, the leader of our order, says I have far too much of it for my own good. His path led to a cave and inside, at the end of many twisting tunnels, was a ritual circle. I only caught a glimpse of it, but I saw enough of the runes to recognize their purpose. Someone is attempting to shift the local ley lines to create a convergence. The pressure on the flow is what caused the quakes. If they aren’t stopped I fear what will become of the land.”

      Damien just stared for a second. He’d only understood about a quarter of what she just said—if you included her name. The only thing he understood for sure was that one or more people had caused the tremor that damaged the capital.

      “You definitely need to talk to the king and my master. This matter is entirely beyond my understanding. Have you ever flown?”
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      Twenty-seven men and women dressed in black and silver servants’ uniforms stood in a neat row in the throne room. Some trembled, some were soaked with sweat, and all of them stank of fear and looked like they wanted to be anywhere else. In another row, hands clasped behind their backs, wearing blue and silver tabards over mail hauberks, waited thirty guards. They ran the gamut from youths straight out of training to a grizzled sergeant that walked with a limp and had a patchy salt-and-pepper beard.

      Jen hadn’t realized how many servants there were in the castle. Some she recognized, like the cook, with her flour-smudged face. No one that made such fantastic food could possibly be a spy. In fact, Jen doubted anyone here was a spy. Whoever stole the artifact was probably miles away by now.

      The archmage had agreed when she’d told them about the theft, but she insisted whoever did it might have an accomplice. Everyone would be questioned until she knew the spy had acted alone. At the end of the line Dale Allen fidgeted in his blue robe, his staff of office held loosely in his wrinkled hands. Jen felt bad for the old man. When the archmage had ordered everyone assembled Dale had taken it as a personal failure that one of his people had betrayed the kingdom. Beside him the captain of the guard held himself absolutely rigid, his hand clenching the hilt of his sword so tight she worried the wood might shatter.

      “Who’s missing?” Uncle Andy asked.

      Dale chewed his lip. “Merik Arcorn, he was in charge of the ovens and keeping us supplied with wood. Holly Linn, one of the chambermaids. Carmen Warren, she was in charge of sewing and linens.”

      “I’m missing an entire unit of dungeon guards,” the captain said. “Also Tom Right, who was killed in the vault and Jonathan Linn, one of the regular throne room door guards.”

      The archmage spun to face him. “Did you say Linn?”

      The captain nodded. “Holly’s his little sister.”

      “Hmmm.”

      Jen knew how the archmage felt. What were the odds a brother and sister would vanish at the same time as the urn. It also made sense that two people had teamed up to commit the theft. It was a big job for just one person.

      A rap sounded on the door and a moment later a Crimson Legionnaire poked his head into the throne room. “We’re ready to begin questioning, Archmage.”

      She nodded and servants and guards began filing out. It wouldn’t take fifteen sorcerers long to sort out if any of them were involved. The full twenty would have done it faster, but three members were stationed with the queen and princess in the royal apartment and two more were searching the grounds for the thieves, just in case they hadn’t managed to escape the castle grounds.

      When the door slammed shut Uncle Andy said, “You think it’s the brother and sister?”

      The archmage shook her head. “I refuse to go into this assuming anything. We’ve made too many assumptions that ended badly. Until I know for certain one way or the other, in my eyes they’re all guilty.”

      Jen winced. Talk about harsh.
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      Alden sent streams of soul force in all directions, probing the stone steps outside the castle for any sign of either the thief or the urn. Glowing spheres of light brightened the area, but revealed nothing. You’d have thought someone rushing out would have left some sign, a drop of blood, a torn piece of cloth, something. So far his efforts had been in vain. Beside him Imogen scanned the heavy doors, seemingly with equal results. They’d checked every inch of the castle before moving outside. If they had to search the whole city this way it would take the entire Crimson Legion a year. Somehow Alden doubted they had a year.

      “Why is it we can’t remember what the spy looked like?” Alden asked.

      Imogen cut off her flow of soul force. She turned to face him, her beautiful face twisted in a fierce scowl. “The healer said it’s because of the poison. It knocked us out and erased our short term memory. A useful tool for a spy.”

      “Yeah, but a pain for us. There has to be a way to speed this up.”

      “If we had some idea where to look. But since we don’t we’ll have to look everywhere.”

      Something clanked and the doors opened. The archmage stepped out, her expression hard and grim. “Anything?”

      Alden shook his head. “We’ve checked the whole castle inside and out. Whoever it is must be out in the city.”

      “I agree,” Imogen said.

      “Well that makes three of us. Before we start a random hunt through the city I have a list of names and addresses for you.” She handed Alden a rolled-up scroll. “Three servants and a guard remain unaccounted for. No one seems certain if they showed up at the castle today or if they left early. Whatever happened they’re our best leads. Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll be hiding at home.”

      Alden pursed his lips. “If they’re hiding the urn at home I’ll dance naked around the city.”

      “We have nothing else to go on. If you have a better suggestion I’m listening.” The archmage stared so hard at him Alden flinched.

      “No, ma’am. We’ll get right on this.”

      “Good. Start with the brother and sister.” The archmage slammed the door leaving them alone again.

      “Did you really try and joke with her under these circumstances?” Imogen asked.

      “I’ll grant you my timing could have been better.” He unrolled the scroll. It seemed the Linn family lived in a flat above a dry goods store. That was probably handy. “Do you know where Hammer Street is?”

      “The trade district.”

      “That’s thirty square blocks. I was hoping for something a little more precise.”

      “Let’s just fly there and ask the first person we see.” Imogen leapt into the air.

      Alden followed, shaking his head. He hated asking for directions.

      They landed at the edge of the trade district. Through the whole flight Alden didn’t think he’d seen more than a handful of undamaged buildings. Everywhere he looked people were picking through rubble, whether searching for people or things he couldn’t say.

      Imogen marched over to a stout, gray-haired woman in a smock and apron sweeping glass out of the street. Whatever else you might say about their crimson tunics, they drew people’s attention the moment they saw them.

      “Where’s Hammer Street?” Imogen asked.

      The woman looked up and squinted at them. She pointed toward the city wall. “Three blocks that way, two right, next left. Look for the sign, you can’t miss it.”

      Imogen stalked off without another word. Alden waved at the woman. “Thanks.”

      It was such a short distance they didn’t bother flying. At the appointed corner they found a four-foot-tall wooden sign carved to look like a hammer. Alden grinned. Talk about obvious.

      “What was the name of the store?” Imogen asked.

      Alden dug the scroll out of his tunic and conjured a small light. “Smitty’s Dry Goods. I doubt they’re open.”

      Imogen looked at him with her hard, blue eyes. “They’ll open for us.”

      Alden followed her down the street, his gaze darting from side to side. The area consisted mostly of businesses, which explained the lack of people. The shopkeepers and workers were probably home picking up. Once the sun rose he figured the place would be packed with people trying to figure out how much the quake had cost them.

      Imogen stopped, hands on her hips, staring at a half-collapsed two-story building. A broken sign lay on the ground near the door. It said “Smitty’s Dry Goods.” Three-quarters of the roof slumped down into the second floor. Alden had serious doubts anyone was hiding up there.

      They flew up and looked down into the ruined apartment. Alden sensed a faint soul force. Imogen looked at him and he nodded. They landed on a heap of mangled rafters and shingles. The soul force emanated from the undamaged portion of the second floor. Unfortunately half the collapsed roof lay between them and whoever was on the other side.

      “Hey! Are you okay?” Alden shouted.

      Imogen smacked his shoulder. “What are you doing? It could be the spy.”

      “The spy was in the castle when the tremors started. If that’s who it is how did they get over there?”

      “Hello?” A faint, feminine voice came from beyond the rubble.

      “I don’t know, but you still shouldn’t have shouted.”

      “Fine. Let’s argue some more after we dig her out.”

      The two sorcerers made short work of the pile of rubble. Hiding under a table on the opposite side was a terrified young woman who stared at Alden and Imogen like they were angels descended from heaven.

      “Thank you. I was afraid I’d never get out of there.”

      “All part of our job, miss,” Alden said.

      “Who are you?” Imogen asked.

      “I’m Holly Linn. I’d offer you a cup of tea, but…” She looked around at the ruins of her apartment and shrugged.

      “Why weren’t you at your job today?” Imogen asked.

      “I’ve been sick and Jonny insisted I stay home and rest today. He said they could get along without me for a day. Am I in trouble?”

      “Not at all, miss.” Alden smiled and patted her hand. “We’re just checking on any absent servants to make sure they weren’t hurt in the quake. You don’t know where your brother is by any chance?”

      She shook her head. “He went to the castle this morning the same as he does every day. I assumed he was there. Is he okay?”

      “We’re not certain. As you can imagine things are a little crazy right now. We’ll find him, never fear.” Behind him Imogen snorted.

      Holly hugged Alden. “Thank you so much, sir. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to Jonny.”

      Alden wiggled free of the girl and asked, “Do you have somewhere you can go? It isn’t safe for you to remain here.”

      She shook her head. “This place was all we had. Mom and Dad died four years ago and now it’s just Jonny and me.”

      “Would you like to go to the castle? We can find a place for you to rest away from everyone so you won’t make them sick.”

      “Yes, sir, I’d like that. I’m afraid I’ll fall through the floor if I stay here.”

      Alden looked around and was forced to agree with her. He conjured a wagon about Holly and the three of them took off. They hadn’t flown far when Holly let out a little squeak. She stared out over the devastated city, her hand at her mouth.

      “Holly, did your brother have any friends that might know where we can find him?” Alden asked.

      “Jonny had a few friends in the guards, but he spent most of his time with Carmen. He thought he was being sneaky, but I saw them together all the time. Usually kissing.” Holly’s face turned bright red when she said that last bit.

      “Would that be Carmen Warren?” Alden asked.

      Holly nodded. “Do you know her? She’s very pretty. Sometimes she even talks to the queen.”

      “How do you know that?” Imogen asked, a little sharper than necessary.

      “I heard her tell Jonny. I think Carmen liked to brag. Not that she’s a bad person. Getting to talk to the queen is a real honor after all.”

      “It certainly is.” Alden caught Imogen’s eye and they shared a nod.

      They landed in the castle courtyard and Alden got Holly settled in before joining the archmage in the throne room.

      “Is the girl being honest with you?” she asked.

      “I’m confident she is,” Alden said.

      “Agreed,” Imogen said. “She’s a bubble-brained kid, but she’s no spy.”

      “Good. We’ve also eliminated Merik Arcorn from the list while you were gone.”

      “How’d you manage that?” Alden asked.

      “A search party found him crushed under a pile of logs he was cutting into firewood.”

      Alden winced. “That certainly crosses him off our list. Carmen Warren and Jonathan Linn on the other hand I have a bad feeling about.”
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      Damien landed his conjured mount in the castle courtyard and helped Leah down. She’d held his shoulders in a death grip the whole flight and only his shield saved him from having her fingers imbedded in his flesh. He felt her strength through his soul force. Leah had a warrior’s grip. If she’d been running from those wolves for a day and a half she had incredible stamina as well. It was strange that she carried no weapon beyond a six-inch knife at her belt.

      A messenger ran out the open castle doors and toward the gate not sparing them a glance. Damien absorbed the construct and led Leah to the castle. The guards let him through without a fuss, though they gave Leah a second look. The throne room doors were open as well. Four warlords, two on each side, stood at attention. From a distance he spotted Uncle Andy slumped on his throne with Jen on his left and Dad on his right. Whether to keep him safe or from falling off the chair Damien couldn’t say. The king certainly hadn’t had an easy time of it the past year or so.

      His master was talking to Alden and Imogen, her face twisted into a particularly fierce scowl. What news had the two legionnaires brought that put the archmage in such a foul mood? All three sorcerers turned his way when he got close. One of the downsides of having such dense soul force: it made it impossible to sneak up on fellow sorcerers.

      “Damien, who’s this?” the archmage asked.

      “Leah, this is my master, the archmage. Master, this is Leah Walks-in-Sunshine. She was being chased by demon-possessed wolves. I had the good fortune to stumble across her just in time.”

      Leah bowed. “Your apprentice saved my life. I’m very grateful.”

      “Saving people is Damien’s job. Why did you bring her here?”

      “Because you and the king really need to hear what she has to say. Hopefully it makes more sense to you than it did to me.”

      “All right.” The archmage turned back to Alden and Imogen. “You two know what you need to do. Get going.”

      The two Crimson Legionnaires bowed and rushed out of the room. Whatever their mission it must have been important. When they’d gone she asked Damien, “Do you want to give me a preview?”

      “It’s about the earthquake. Apparently it wasn’t a natural event.”

      The archmage’s eyebrows leapt at that. “You were right. I do need to hear what she has to say.”

      His master led the way up to the throne. Uncle Andy’s head popped up as they approached and he managed a weak smile. “Damien. Everything secure beyond the wall?”

      “As far as I could tell, Majesty. I ran into a minor difficulty, but it’s resolved now.” Damien gave him a quick summary of his meeting with Leah. “Go ahead, Leah. Tell them everything.”

      Leah cleared her throat. “I suppose I should give you a little background. I’m a druid, a follower of the Green Path. We tend the wild places and make certain the earth force remains pure and flows as it should.”

      “Earth force?” the archmage asked.

      Leah nodded. “The energy that flows from the core of the planet and sustains all the things growing on it. That power flows in great rivers called ley lines that then branch into ever smaller flows that connect everything.”

      “If so much power is flowing right under our feet why can’t we sense it?” The archmage asked the question Damien was thinking.

      “The wise one says it’s because you’re too bright. Your power blinds you to what’s all around. It’s like staring into a fire at night. You can see nothing beyond it. Even people without power must spend many months meditating in the sacred groves before they become sensitive enough to see the earth force. It takes years to be able to manipulate it even a little.”

      His master seemed ready to ask another question but Uncle Andy coughed. “Perhaps we could get to the point of what, exactly, brought you here.”

      “Apologies, Majesty,” Leah said. “I’m here because someone or some ones have shifted a ley line. Subtle shifts at first, so that no one would notice. But a few hours ago they gave a great yank on the flow. That’s what caused the quake.”

      The king leaned forward. “Are you saying someone caused this catastrophe on purpose?”

      She shied away. “Yes.”

      “And that’s what brought you here?”

      “Not the earthquake specifically. I had almost arrived when that happened. The fact that someone was shifting the ley lines is why our leader sent me to ask for your help.”

      Uncle Andy shook his head. “I’m not certain I understand. Can’t you just put it back where it belongs? What do you need our help for?”

      “Druids have shifted the ley line, Majesty. We don’t know which ones. The wise one isn’t certain who he can trust. He determined it would be best to bring in outsiders to investigate. Once we deal with whoever betrayed the Green Path, the rest of the order can put the flows to rights. Please, can you help us?”

      The king leaned back on his throne. “Please excuse us for a moment, Leah. We have a great deal to discuss.”

      Damien escorted her to a bench at the rear of the throne room. When he turned to leave she grabbed his hand. “Do you think he will help?”

      He patted her hand then pulled his free. “The king is a good man. If he can help I believe he will.”

      “Thank you.”

      Damien smiled and rejoined his master.

      “Did you even know these druids existed?” Uncle Andy asked.

      The archmage shook her head. “I’ve never heard of them or read about them in any of the histories. The girl is telling the truth, at least she believes she is. I swear in less than a year I feel like my whole world has shifted.”

      “I don’t know about druids,” Damien said. “But those demon wolves were real enough and they wanted her dead. I can’t see anyone going to the trouble of siccing them on her if she didn’t know something someone didn’t want getting out.”

      “It bears looking into, certainly,” Uncle Andy said. “If they can do this much damage to us, what else are they capable of?”

      Damien glanced at Jen and raised an eyebrow. She nodded back.

      “Jen and I could investigate. We have some experience with demonic matters.”

      “Just the two of you?” Uncle Andy said. “I was thinking a bigger force.”

      “No, Damien has the right idea,” the archmage said. “If a dozen sorcerers descend on them whoever’s responsible will just disappear into the group then pick up where they left off once we leave. If Damien and his sister go in alone they might not even be noticed or at least not recognized as a threat. Also, we need everyone to help with the cleanup and to protect against anyone taking advantage of our current vulnerability.”

      “I suppose you’re right. Besides, if anyone can handle this, Damien and Jen can.” Uncle Andy sat back and sighed, looking far older than his forty-one years.

      His master led Damien and Jen away from the exhausted king. “Be careful. That young woman doesn’t have a clue what’s really happening. Don’t depend too much on her.”

      Leah bounced to her feet when Damien and the others reached her. “Has the king decided?”

      Damien smiled. “My sister and I will be returning with you to investigate. We’ll set out at first light.”
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      Alden and Imogen flew towards the merchant’s district. Carmen lived there with her parents in a modest two-story house on Scale Street. Alden didn’t expect to find Carmen home, but he hoped her parents might have an idea where she’d go if she was in trouble. Below them the wealthier section of the city hadn’t fared all that much better than the working class districts. Everywhere he looked buildings lay in shambles. No fires burned at least. Alden’s throat still felt raw from the smoke he’d breathed in. One thing about nature, she didn’t care how much gold you had.

      “What do you think of the archmage’s new favorite?” Imogen asked.

      “Damien? Seems like a nice kid. Works hard, doesn’t complain.” Alden shook his head. “He also scares the hell out of me. Some of the stuff he’s done in only a year doesn’t seem quite human.”

      “Do you think she puts too much faith in the boy?”

      “I don’t know. Why don’t you ask her?”

      Imogen’s lips quirked in what passed for a smile. “I think not. I’ve become quite comfortable in my position with the legion and have no desire to leave.”

      “Good call. Besides, as far as I know Damien’s never failed on a mission. When you think what they’ve asked the kid to do, that’s remarkable.”

      “It certainly is. I believe that’s the Warren house down there.”

      They landed and in the light of a conjured globe Alden compared the number on the post outside to the number on his scroll. “Yeah, this is it.”

      No light burned in the windows. The curtains were open, but nothing moved inside. The house seemed pretty intact beyond some smashed windows. They’d gotten off luckier than some.

      “You want to scout it or just head in?” Alden asked.

      “These are just normal people, certainly no threat to us.” Imogen strode down the path, up to the door, and knocked. “This is the Crimson Legion! Open up in the king’s name!”

      Alden joined her beside the silent house. “I thought you were against shouting?”

      “There’s a time and place for everything. I sense no soul force inside, do you?”

      Alden cocked his head and focused. He’d never been the best when it came to detecting others. He shook his head. “Nothing. What do you say we go in and have a look?”

      “My plan exactly.” Imogen conjured a blob of energy and pushed it into the keyhole. The blob shifted into a key and popped the lock.

      Alden sent a handful of lights in ahead of them. The foyer held nothing but an empty bench. They continued on into the kitchen. Alden opened a cupboard and found it empty. No dishes, no food, no sign anyone lived here.

      “Are you certain this is the correct place?” Imogen asked.

      “It’s the right address, but if a family of three lives here they’re the neatest family in history and they eat out a lot.”

      The living room couch had a thick layer of dust matched by the one on the empty bookcase. The hearth was clean and free of ashes. Alden shook his head. No one had lived here in a while.

      The second floor had three small, empty, dust-filled rooms. The only sign of life was a line of mouse tracks in one of the rooms. When they’d searched the house from top to bottom they returned to the foyer.

      “This was a waste of time,” Imogen said.

      “No, it wasn’t. We know Carmen lied about living here which makes her an even bigger suspect. Let’s see what the neighbors have to say.”

      Alden walked to the next house over, a two-story building identical to the one they’d just searched. Light spilled out from drawn curtains that blocked the broken windows. A trickle of smoke rose from the chimney. He rapped on the door and a moment after Imogen joined him it opened.

      A middle-aged man with a great belly and no hair squinted at them in the glare of their conjured lights. He looked first at Imogen. The men, and Alden reluctantly admitted, most of the women, always looked at her first. The man’s gaze shifted to Alden. “Can I help you?”

      “We’re with the Crimson Legion, sir. What can you tell us about the house next door?” Alden pointed at the abandoned house so the homeowner would know which one he meant.

      “Oh, the old Warren place. It’s been empty since the first part of winter. Old lady Warren died and no one’s been around since. Shame really. It’s a nice house.”

      “Did Mrs. Warren have any family?”

      “There was a young woman that used to come around maybe six months ago. Don’t know if she was kin or not and I haven’t seen her since the old lady died.”

      Alden dug out the scroll. “About five foot six, slim, long brown hair, mid-twenties?”

      “That sounds about right. I never talked to the woman myself. My wife caught me looking once and I ate nothing but beans for a week.” He offered a what-can-you-do shrug.

      “Did you ever see the young woman with anyone else?”

      “No.” The man pointed back up the street toward the castle. “She always came from that way and left that way.”

      Imogen turned and walked away. The bald man’s gaze locked on her ass and a smile crept across his face.

      Alden shook his head. “If Imogen catches you staring at her you’ll have bigger problems than beans for dinner.”

      “Not very friendly, is she?”

      “No, not very.”

      “Great ass though.”

      Alden stole a glimpse. “I can’t argue with you there.”

      “You know, that reminds me. There was another person that came to visit the Warren place.”

      “Oh?”

      “A redheaded sorcerer. She had a nice ass too. Not as nice as your friend, but not bad. That was just a week before old lady Warren died.”

      Alden’s stomach twisted. “How do you know she was a sorcerer?”

      “When she left the house she flew away. Damnedest thing was, she was barefoot. There had to be a foot of snow.”

      “Thank you, sir. You’ve been a big help.” Alden rushed to catch up to Imogen. “The redhead from Port Valcane was here a week before Mrs. Warren died.”

      “Are you certain it’s the same woman?”

      “How many redheaded sorcerers are there that like to go barefoot? It must be her.”

      “If a known agent of Connor Blackman came visiting then Carmen must be our spy.”
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      Imogen went to report to the archmage while Alden sought out Holly. He found her asleep in the little cot he’d set up for her right by the kitchen. The scents of baking bread and frying bacon mingled in the air and set Alden’s stomach rumbling. It had been close to twelve hours since he or Imogen ate anything. While his partner sometimes went days operating on nothing but anger Alden planned to grab a snack before they headed back out.

      He looked down at Holly. Her mouth hung partway open and she clutched her pillow like a stuffed animal. She looked so peaceful he hated to wake her. Unfortunately they needed information and she was the person most likely to have it.

      A gentle shake of her shoulder brought a groan and one open eye. When she registered his presence Holly rubbed her eyes and sat up. “Have you found Jonny?”

      “Not yet. I hoped you could help me. Was there any place your brother and Carmen liked to go? Somewhere special?”

      “You mean when they…you know?”

      “That or just somewhere they liked to have a drink and something to eat. Maybe somewhere they went on a date. Anything you can think of that might give us a place to look.”

      She tapped the tip of her nose, her face scrunched up as she thought. “Jonny didn’t talk to me that much about Carmen. It’s like he wanted to keep us separate. There was a bar called the Iron Pig where he went with the other guards sometimes, but I doubt he’d take Carmen there. It wasn’t fancy enough for her.”

      “She liked fancy things?”

      “Oh, yes. It seemed like every time I saw her she had a new silk scarf, or a new dress. I don’t know how she afforded it. After all she doesn’t make that much more than me and I couldn’t buy a new scarf if I saved for three months. Jonny didn’t buy it for her either. All his money went to keeping a roof over our heads and food in the kitchen. And now the roof is in the kitchen.” She let out a hysterical giggle.

      “Do you know any of Carmen’s friends?”

      “No. The girls in the linen room don’t like her. They always say she thinks too much of herself. Like she was better than them.” Holly shook her head. “I just don’t know.”

      “It’s okay.” He patted Holly’s shoulder. “You’ve been a great help.”

      Alden slipped into the kitchen, collected two bacon and egg sandwiches, and headed to the throne room. Imogen stood off to one side, arms crossed, scowling. If she didn’t let up her pretty face would develop some deep wrinkles. He walked over and handed her a sandwich.

      “Thanks.” She accepted the food and took a bite.

      When they finished eating Alden said, “What did the archmage have to say?”

      “Not much beyond keep at it. She sent three of the others to patrol the skies in case the redhead shows up to collect the urn. Damage reports have been coming in pretty steady. Sounds like just about every building in the city took some damage, but deaths have been minimal.”

      “Thank heaven for small mercies. Holly didn’t know much else, though it sounds like Carmen wasn’t very popular with her fellow workers. If any of them know anything they’ll probably tell us.”

      “Let’s find out.” Imogen led the way over to Dale Allen.

      The tired old seneschal was dozing on a bench on the far side of the throne room. If Imogen had any qualms about waking him she gave no sign. She bent over and shook him.

      Dale sputtered and sat up. “Yes?”

      “Where might we find the ladies that work in the linen room?” she asked.

      Dale yawned. “That’s a day job. I suspect you’ll find them at home cleaning up. I can look up their addresses if you like or you can wait a couple hours. They should all be in at dawn.”

      “We’ll take the addresses,” Imogen said in a tone that added, now.
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      Besides Carmen three women worked in the linen room. They called themselves “the linen ladies” and conveniently for Alden and Imogen they all lived within a block of each other on Steak Street near the slaughterhouses. Their street ran right along the outer wall as the slaughterhouses were built up against it. When Imogen questioned Dale he said each building had a grate that drained into the sewer to allow blood and offal to wash out of the city. He’d hastened to reassure them that the grates were fixed in place and that two more secured the exit from the city. Not to mention the drains were only a foot in diameter. Far too small for a person to slip through. Alden had shared a look with Imogen and thanked Dale before the two of them rushed out into the city yet again.

      “What a mess,” Alden said.

      He and Imogen floated in the sky above Steak Street surveying the damage. The working class district had suffered the greatest damage they’d seen so far. Whole blocks lay in ruins. Only the slaughterhouses themselves, being built of stone, had escaped the worst of the damage.

      “It’ll be a miracle if they’re still alive to be questioned,” Imogen said.

      Alden could only agree. In the distance thunder rumbled. All they needed now was a rain storm to add to their misery. They landed, he pulled the scroll out, and consulted the new information Dale had provided. Based on the nearest building numbers they were two blocks south of where they needed to be. Alden hadn’t taken more than a handful of steps when Imogen grabbed his arm.

      “Do you feel that?” she asked.

      Alden concentrated. He sensed a faint flicker of something, but couldn’t tell what. The lowing of cows came from a nearby building.

      “It’s coming from there.” Imogen crossed the street and went toward the cows. Alden clenched his jaw and followed.

      She hadn’t gotten over halfway across when the moos turned to pained screams. Alden had never heard animals make a noise like that. It reminded him a little of some of the prisoners he’d questioned.

      They stopped at the closed door of the slaughterhouse. “I sense corruption.”

      Alden felt it as well and if he could sense it the source had to be close. “Not too strong. Certainly not a demon.”

      “No, but if not a demon then what?”

      That was an excellent question. Unfortunately the only way to answer it was to open the door and take a look. Imogen conjured her golden armor and ax then looked at him. Alden sent power to his shield and nodded.

      Imogen pushed the door open and the coppery tang of fresh blood washed over them. Alden sent globes of light into the dark building. Ten stalls covered the back wall. Four of them held dead cows. A small stream of blood ran across the stone floor and down the drain in the center of the building. The grate lay on the floor about three feet away, the edges of the steel seemingly melted.

      “So much for the pipes being secure,” Alden said.

      A hiss came from one of the stalls along with the sound of tearing meat and smacking lips. Alden gagged, but swallowed his nausea. Imogen gestured and the stall doors swung open. The sounds stopped and three heads popped up from behind one of the carcasses. Burning red eyes bore into the intruding sorcerers.

      For a moment Alden thought they were dogs, but the muzzles were too long and narrow. The fur only grew in patches and where the fur ended bone spurs poked through the creatures’ flesh. One of them climbed up on the dead cow. It had a long, ringed tail that ended in a spike dripping greenish fluid. Everywhere the glop hit smoke rose.

      “They’re raccoons,” Imogen said, disbelief clear in her voice.

      “Maybe they were raccoons, but now I’m not so sure.”

      The other two climbed up beside the first and all three hissed. Another hiss came from above them. Three more pairs of red eyes stared down at Alden. He sent more lights up into the rafters. A trio of twisted animals leered down at them, their tails dripping acid on the floor.

      “You want the three in the rafters or the three by the cow?” Imogen asked.

      Alden wanted to go for reinforcements, but that didn’t appear to be an option. Imogen lunged toward the three on the ground, her golden ax flying ahead of her. The freakish raccoons dodged the whirling blade and split up.

      A stream of acid spattered against his shield, reminding Alden that he had his own opponents to deal with. He sent a handful of blades streaking into the rafters. One blade sliced a raccoon on the side, but the nimble creatures dodged the rest.

      Two of them raced for the open door. Alden concentrated and a golden dome surrounded the building. They couldn’t have demonic raccoons running around the city, the normal ones caused enough trouble.

      The two that ran looked back at him and hissed. A shout from behind him indicated Imogen was having problems of her own.

      Alden sent more blasts at the raccoon still in the rafters, but it dodged them all. He clenched his jaw. Ranged attacks weren’t going to get the job done. The targets were too small and fast.

      He conjured a globe around the raccoon. It lasted an instant before the monster shattered it with its tail. The acid burned through his thin construct like it was nothing.

      More acid spattered his shield and he had to reinforce it or get his back melted. His opponents outflanked him in every direction.

      Alden surrounded himself with a conjured sphere and put half his remaining power into it. The acid would take a while to burn through that. He spun and found Imogen standing over the corpse of one raccoon while the other two ran around her squirting acid and dodging her ax. Her golden armor looked ragged. She must not have enough power left to repair the acid damage.

      He flew down and brought her into his barrier.

      “What are you doing?” Imogen glared at him.

      “The two of us aren’t enough. I can’t even hit mine, much less kill them. We need help. I can maintain our defenses if you send a message to the archmage.”

      Imogen’s face looked like she’d bitten into a lemon. “Very well. I just hope they arrive before either the dome or bubble give out.”
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      Carmen Warren crouched amid the rubble of a collapsed tenement. She hated this part of the city. The stench of blood and offal made the air almost unbreathable. How the others lived amidst such filth Carmen couldn’t imagine. Nestled between the two broken timbers beside her rested a rune-stitched satchel holding a black urn. Carmen neither knew nor cared what the urn was for. All that interested her was the huge sack of gold she’d been promised for its delivery.

      Across the street two members of the Crimson Legion were approaching the slaughterhouse where her contact told her to meet the couriers. She didn’t recognize the two sorcerers. Whenever one of the legionnaires passed her in the castle she made certain not to meet their gaze. Morana had assured her when she brought the first pouch of gold that sorcerers couldn’t read her mind, but Carmen wasn’t taking any chances.

      The sorcerers disappeared inside. If they captured the couriers how would Carmen get the urn out of the city? And more important, how would she get paid? She didn’t want to have to go back to Jonny for help. He’d made it pretty clear after she tied him up that she was on her own. Maybe she could steal the crystal bird that brought his orders and send that for help.

      A golden dome appeared over the slaughterhouse and from inside came several explosions. Carmen slipped the satchel over her head and slunk back away from the battle. This was a waste of time. She needed to escape before the sorcerers finished their business with the courier.

      When she’d moved out of sight of the dome she turned and ran. She’d left Jonny tied to the bed in their favorite room at the White Stag inn. The cleaning ladies didn’t get started until midmorning and given the damage from the quake they’d probably start later yet today. She had plenty of time to sneak back and convince Jonny to help. If he refused and she got caught he’d be in as much danger as her. Carmen doubted she’d stand up under questioning and she planned to make that very clear to him.

      The inn had remained standing through the quake, but the front steps no longer connected to the building and all but two windows lay shattered on the dirt outside. She opened the door and leapt the gap between the doorway and landing. Inside the girls were working at setting up tables and sweeping glass. Two of them glanced up when she entered before returning to their tasks. Carmen came here a lot and no one gave her a second look. The scent of frying sausages and brewing tea wafted out of the kitchen.

      She forced her hunger aside and ran up the stairs to the second floor. Carmen slipped into room three and found her lover right where she’d left him, naked and tied to the headboard.

      “What the hell are you doing back here?” Jonny asked.

      “The legion got to the drop before me. They were fighting the courier when I left. I need help, some other way to get rid of this thing.”

      “What do you want me to do? I’m supposed to resume my post after they find me tied up. If I help you anymore there’s no way I’ll be able to go back to my position.”

      “After this conversation you’re doomed anyway. We both need to get out of the city. If either of us is caught the other’s had it.”

      “Damn it, Carmen, that’s why you weren’t supposed to come back. Fine, cut me loose. I know another way out of the city. We’ll deliver the package to my contact outside of town. I can send for Holly in a few months.”

      Carmen almost leapt for joy. Of course Jonny had a secret way out of the city. He’d been spying longer than she had. The prick might have mentioned it before now, but that was an argument for when they were safe.

      His clothes hung on the back of the door and Carmen dug the little knife he always carried out of the front pocket of his pants and sliced the cheap scarves holding him to the bed. He watched her through half-closed eyes and rubbed his wrists.

      “Hurry up. We need to get out of here.”

      Jonny sat up and punched her in the side of the head. The room flashed in and out of focus and the knife clattered to the floor. His big, strong hands wrapped around her throat and squeezed.

      Carmen tried to fight, but he spun her over and slammed her skull into the headboard. Everything went dark for a second.

      “Keep it down in there!” someone shouted from out in the hall.

      She tried to call for help, but no sound came out.

      “Sorry,” Jonny said. “We got a little carried away.”

      A muffled grunt then steps on the hardwood floor. No help from that direction. No help anywhere.

      The world went red then black.
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      Damien packed his spare tunic and pulled the drawstrings on his rucksack tight. Somehow he’d imagined he would have more than one night in his own bed before he went on another mission. He yawned and debated a nap, but dawn waited only a couple hours off and then he’d have to get going again. It wasn’t worth the fuzzy head he’d end up with. Times like this he wished he could wash the exhaustion away with soul force the way Jen did. Maybe he could order a cup of double-strength tea.

      He looked around his room and sighed. It could be anyone’s room. It looked the same as it had the day Dale first brought him here. Nothing decorated the wall, no knickknacks sat on his desk or nightstand. This wasn’t home, it was just a place to sleep. Not that he got to do much of that either.

      A knock on the door brought him out of his morose musings. He glanced at the door and it swung open. Jen stood outside, a tray of food in her hands. She’d traded her usual slashed, blue and silver uniform for a tunic and pants in mottled browns and greens. It looked similar to what Leah wore.

      “Breakfast?” Jen asked.

      Damien conjured a table and chairs. He sat and Jen joined him, setting a plate in front of him. His mouth watered when he smelled the eggs and roasted potatoes. She poured them each a mug of tea.

      He shut the door and smiled. “And you said you didn’t know what to get me for my name day.”

      She returned the smile and they ate in silence for a few minutes. When they’d cleaned their plates and only the tea remained Jen asked, “How are you holding up?”

      “I could have used another couple days to rest, but I’m fine. You?”

      “I imagined a day or two of peace and quiet with my brother when Karrie said she was throwing you a party. Investigating an earthquake caused by a group I’d never heard of didn't cross my mind.”

      Damien sipped his tea, the caffeine already washing away some of his fatigue. “Well, it’s not the sort of thing that comes up often.”

      She raised her cup in salute. “I’ll drink to that.”

      “Karrie still wants me to marry her. She even asked to meet Lizzy and said she was willing to share me. Can you imagine?”

      “No. How did you leave it?”

      “Twisting in the wind. We were supposed to talk more after the party, but the earthquake saved me. Heaven’s mercy! I don’t know what to do. Lizzy says Karrie’s afraid the noble boys will take advantage of her and try to take over. She seems to trust me, probably because I don’t care about being in charge of anything. If it was just a matter of helping her I wouldn’t mind, but there are expectations I don’t want to deal with.”

      “Expectations?”

      “Yeah, family expectations, you know…heirs. Not to mention I’d have to spend my time sitting in the castle listening to nobles or merchants or whoever bitch about their problems. I couldn’t do that and stay sane.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to chase down rogue druids with you and try not to think about it.”

      Jen shook her head. “The problem will still be here when you get back.”

      “True, but every day I delay increases the chances Karrie will find someone that will actually be a good match for her. Of course it would help if she was actually looking for someone else.”

      Damien sensed the soul force approaching a moment before the golden energy slid under his door and across the room to his nightstand. Letters formed. Throne room. Now.

      Damien sighed. “It appears I’m wanted in the throne room.”

      Jen gathered up their plates and her tray. “Go on. I’ll take care of this.”

      “Thanks.”

      He opened the door and found Salem waiting with a honey roll. She started and stepped back. “I thought you might be hungry.”

      “Jen brought me breakfast, but I always have room for a roll. Thank you.” He accepted the snack and took a bite. “I’m headed for the throne room. Walk with me?”

      “Okay.”

      The living quarters were mostly cleaned up. They passed the errand boy Damien had talked to earlier picking up pieces of a broken lamp. He waved at Damien before returning to his chore. Damien found Salem smiling at him.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. It’s just you seem to make friends so easily. I’ve never had any before I met you.”

      “No surprise considering where you came from. I trust you’re doing better here?”

      “Oh, yes. I’ve been helping John tend to the injured. They’re all so happy to see a sorcerer coming to help. People really do look at us differently here.”

      “Told you. Just wait, in a year or two you’ll have so many friends you won’t know what to do with them all.”

      They reached the throne room and the archmage waved him over.

      “Be careful,” Salem said.

      “It may not be something dangerous.”

      “If she wants you to do it I’m sure it’s dangerous.”

      What could he say to that? He waved goodbye and went to join the archmage at the map table. “Master?”

      “Imogen and Alden are in trouble and you’re the only sorcerer I can spare. I hate to send you out this close to your departure, but I’m out of options.”

      “Of course. Where are they and what’s the problem?”

      “They’re trapped in a slaughterhouse on Steak Street by some sort of demonic animals.”

      “Like the wolves? It seems unlikely it’s a coincidence.”

      “Agreed. Another reason I’m sending you is in the hopes that you’ll recognize the demonic energy. If it is the same I need to know.”

      “Understood. I’ll be back soon.”

      Damien marched out of the throne room and into the courtyard where he leapt into the sky. This was what he was meant to do. Fly out, find something evil, and kill it. He flew high above the city and soon spotted the golden dome surrounding a stone building near the wall. That had to be Alden’s barrier.

      He shot like an arrow straight at the target. When he reached the building a gap opened in the dome and he slipped through. He concentrated. There were five weak demonic energy sources surrounding Alden and Imogen. It felt the same as the wolves, but he wasn’t certain.

      The trapped sorcerers were in the center of the building so he went to the western edge and blasted a hole in the roof. Capering like deranged imps in a children’s story, five twisted raccoons ran around a golden bubble. Every so often one of them paused and squirted something from its tail at the shield where it would smoke and eventually slide off onto the floor to pit the stone.

      One of the creatures must have sensed him. It broke off and ran towards Damien. He tried to blast the ugly thing, but it dodged.

      He frowned and a hand appeared. His construct grasped the creature and squeezed so hard its head popped off. Golden bubbles surrounded the remaining four monsters.

      They tried to dissolve the traps with their acid, but he poured more soul force into the bubbles. A moment later he shrank them to a quarter of their starting size. The raccoons were reduced to puddles of black ooze.

      Damien gathered the carcasses, including a sixth one he spotted near a dead cow, and incinerated them. Alden and Imogen descended to the floor, and the sphere and the barrier outside the building vanished.

      “Excellent timing, Damien,” Alden said. The two men shook hands. “I don’t know how much longer we could have held out.”

      Imogen walked a little ways away, ignoring him completely. Damien shook his head. “What happened?”

      “We were tracking down a lead on the urn and Imogen sensed the monsters. We investigated and were overwhelmed.” Alden smiled. “You made it seem so easy.”

      “I was expecting trouble. If they’d surprised me I’m sure it would have gone differently.”

      “No it wouldn’t.” Imogen stared at him, arms crossed. “We do not require your pity.”

      “And lucky for me I don’t require your gratitude.” Damien nodded to Alden. “Be careful.”

      Damien flew up and out the hole he’d blasted in the roof. He had an hour or so before he had to leave. What more trouble could he get into?
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      Alden focused on the drain, his soul force drawing the stone down to form a plug so nothing else could slip through. Off to his left Imogen worked at checking all the stalls to make sure there were no other outlets. Alden sighed and finished his shaping. Who’d have thought the city would have to worry about demon raccoons? It sounded like a bad joke.

      He glanced over in time to watch Imogen send a bucket clattering across the floor. Getting rescued had turned her bad mood into a terrible one. At least her anger wasn’t directed at him, for the moment.

      “I’m done.”

      Imogen looked his way. “Me too. There’s no other way in.”

      They left the slaughterhouse and crossed the street to the ruined apartments. A little ways down the road a group of residents picked through what remained of the block. They must have just got there as he didn’t remember seeing them when he and Imogen arrived. Alden angled their way.

      As they walked he asked, “What’s your problem with Damien anyway? He saved our lives today.”

      “Yes, and he didn’t even break a sweat. I had always considered myself strong. Not at the level of the archmage, but still strong. Then I met Damien and saw what strong actually looks like. He does things impossible for anyone else without even trying. And he’s so damn polite. Anyone that powerful should at least be an asshole.”

      “So you’d like Damien better if he was weaker or a jerk? You know that sounds insane.”

      She managed a weak laugh. “I suppose it does. Since this Connor Blackman business began it’s become clear to me I’m nowhere near as equipped to deal with some of the threats out in the world as I believed I was.”

      Alden nodded. “You believed you were closer to Damien’s level and now that he’s shown you what that level is you don’t like him for it. Nothing like getting your illusions shattered to ruin your day.”

      “You don’t have to sound so happy about it.”

      Alden smiled as they walked up to the residents. “Excuse me. Has anyone seen the linen ladies around?”

      A pudgy woman with puffy eyes and a wattle under her chin raised a hand. “I’m Marsha Owens. I work in the linen room. The others were enjoying a night out with their husbands when the quake hit. They haven’t come home yet.”

      “Well, maybe you can help us,” Alden said. “We’re trying to find Carmen Warren. She’s not home or at the castle. Since you work with her we hoped you could tell us where we might find her.”

      “I don’t know if I can. Carmen isn’t very friendly. Ever since Master Allen put her in charge she’s gotten pretty full of herself. It didn’t help that she started going with that nice-looking guardsman either.”

      “Jonathan Linn?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Why did Dale put her in charge? She’s quite a bit younger than the other ladies. No offense.”

      “None taken. Carmen had a knack for fine stitching. Some of her work caught the queen’s eye. Word is the queen spoke to Master Allen and a couple days later Carmen was in charge. That’s the way it goes with the high and mighty.” Marsha shrugged as if to say, ‘what can you do?’

      “What about the guardsman? Did Carmen ever brag about somewhere they went or something they did?”

      Marsha glanced at the silently glaring Imogen before looking back at Alden. “She basically claimed they’d done it in every inn in the city. How much truth there was to it I couldn’t say. Are we expected to come in today? My uniform’s buried up there somewhere.” She waved vaguely toward the collapsed building.

      “I believe Dale is expecting everyone to come in, but I wouldn’t worry about the uniform. Thanks for your help.”

      Alden turned and walked away. That had been a complete waste of time.

      They hadn’t gone more than a handful of steps when Marsha said, “Did you talk to Jonathan’s best friend yet? Tommy’s a good boy, he could probably help you.”

      Alden turned back towards her. “Tommy?”

      Marsha nodded. “Tommy Jacobs, he lives in the neighborhood. He was digging out his uncle’s place over on Pullet Street.” She pointed up the street toward the wall.

      “Much obliged, Mrs. Owens.”

      Alden and Imogen quickstepped it down the street. Pullet Street was marked with a sign shaped like a chicken. Fifty feet down the way five men were busy pulling boards out of a pile that used to be a building.

      “Tommy Jacobs?” Alden asked.

      A young man in his mid-twenties looked up. The moment he saw Alden and Imogen he went rigid at attention. He clapped his fist to his chest. The rest of the workers had stopped and were staring at him.

      “At your service, Legionnaires,” Tommy said.

      Alden grinned. Every once in a while you came across a guardsman that still held the legion in awe. “We’re looking for Carmen Warren. Mrs. Owens thought you could help.”

      “Sure, Jonny’s girl. One of them anyway.”

      “One of them?” Imogen’s voice held its usual edge.

      Tommy nodded. “Jonny has three or four at a time as a rule. Carmen’s his current favorite though. She’s the first to last more than a month. Assuming it hasn’t collapsed, you can probably find them at Jonny’s love nest over at the White Stag.”

      “My thanks, Guardsman,” Alden said.

      The young man bowed. “An honor to be of service.”
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      Alden soared into the air and Imogen followed. “You didn’t get an address,” she said.

      “No need.” Alden turned toward the city center. “I’ve eaten there a few times. They make the best venison stew I’ve ever tasted.”

      “You never mentioned it.”

      After a thirty-second flight Alden descended. “We don’t generally talk about anything besides work. I didn’t even know you liked venison stew.”

      “I don’t. I find it gamey and tough.”

      They landed in front of the inn. It had escaped the worst of the quake. The only visible damage beyond the windows was that the front steps had separated from the building and the stag-shaped sign had fallen to the ground.

      Alden led the way up to the landing. They’d barely stepped through the door when someone screamed on the second floor. Alden ran for the stairs.

      At the top they found a girl in a white uniform standing in an open doorway, her hand to her mouth and her body trembling. Alden gently guided her to one side.

      Lying on the bed was a body. Female, dark hair. He had a sick feeling they’d found Carmen. He gently shook the servant girl until she looked at him. “Please wait downstairs. We need to have a look around the room. Don’t go too far, we might have questions.”

      She nodded and rushed away. Alden went to the body while Imogen scanned for signs of corruption. Carmen—Alden planned to operate under the assumption that it was her body—had bruises on her neck from someone’s hands. There was a patch of blood on the headboard where her skull bounced off it.

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out what happened here. Carmen came running to Jonny for help and he strangled her before fleeing the scene.

      “The room’s clean.” Imogen frowned at the dead girl. “If she had the urn with her it never came out of whatever’s hiding its corruption. Is it Carmen?”

      Alden shrugged. “I assume so. She fits the description at least. I’ve never met the woman so I can’t say for certain. Let’s poke around a little more then go talk to the staff. Maybe one of them can identify her.”

      Half an hour later they left the room no more enlightened than when they started. Someone, Jonny most likely, had cleaned the place out. There wasn’t so much as a scrap of cloth in the closet or bureau.

      Downstairs the second-fattest woman Alden had ever seen was pacing the dining room floor, her three chins jiggling with every step. The moment she spotted them the woman stomped over. “When can you get that body out of here? We’re planning to open soon.”

      Her concern touched Alden’s heart. “We’ll move it as soon as we can, Miss…?”

      “Stoltz, Miranda Stoltz. I own this place.”

      “Who rented that room?” Imogen asked.

      “Jonny ‘I’ll fuck anything with a pulse’ Linn. The son of a bitch is a day late on his rent and he knocked up three of my girls in the last two months. Now he leaves a dead body for me to clean up. If you see him tell him he can find a new place to play with his whores.”

      “Can you identify the body for us?” Alden asked.

      The girl from upstairs raised a trembling hand. Alden offered a hopefully reassuring smile. “Do you know her, sweetheart?”

      “Yes, sir. It’s Carmen. She was Jonny’s favorite. He brought her in a couple times a week.”

      Miranda laughed. “That asshole's favorite was whoever he could convince to spread her legs that night.”

      The girl blushed and looked away.

      Maybe the maid had filled in when Carmen wasn’t available. “Do you have any idea where Jonny might go if he was in trouble?” Alden asked.

      “No, sir. We didn’t really talk.”

      “When did he leave?” Imogen matched Miranda glare for glare.

      “About an hour ago. One of the other guests complained about the noise. Jonny and his slut were more enthusiastic than usual this morning. Really knocking the old headboard.”

      “Actually that was him beating her unconscious while he strangled her to death,” Alden said.

      The maid let out a squeak and dashed for the kitchen. He winced. The girl was upset enough. He should have been more careful.

      “Whatever.”

      “Alright. We’ll send someone by to collect the body.”

      “Tell them it’ll be in the alley. I won’t have that bitch’s corpse stinking up my place.”

      “What a charming woman,” Alden said when they’d left the Stag behind.

      Imogen grunted. “What now? We’re about out of places to look.”

      “Where’s the nearest gate?”

      “Why? They’re all sealed.”

      Alden turned toward the north gate, he was pretty sure it was the closest. “You don’t suppose he’d be arrogant enough to think he could talk his way out? One guard helping another?”

      They raced into the air. It was a twenty-minute walk, but they could fly it in a few seconds.
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      Four guards in blue and silver tabards leaned against the city wall beside the closed portcullis, their spears propped up beside them. They passed a flask between them and one laughed. They were the absolute picture of camaraderie and good cheer. What they weren’t the picture of was alert guardsmen on the watch for trouble.

      Imogen landed a little ahead of him and strode toward the guards, a second quake on legs. They scrambled to straighten up and hide the flask. The oldest of the bunch, a bearded fellow with a copper sergeant’s shield pinned to his chest, moved to intercept her.

      “Can I help you, ma’am?” he asked.

      She turned her piercing gaze on the sergeant, pinning him in place. “Is this how you man your posts when your king orders the city sealed? You stand around drinking?”

      While Imogen questioned the sergeant Alden put a block in his head to keep him from lying. It would be interesting to discover what excuses he came up with limited to the truth.

      “It’s been quiet. Been quiet all night. Couldn’t see any harm in having a nip to take the chill off.”

      “You couldn’t see any harm, could you?” Imogen levitated a foot off the ground glowering down at the sweating man. “I should take your shield for such dereliction during a city-wide emergency.”

      “No need to get all riled up—”

      One of the guardsmen groaned and collapsed flat on his face.

      “Jenson!” another man said a moment before he shuddered and collapsed beside his friend.

      Alden pointed at the sergeant. “Check him.”

      He went to the still-standing guard and sent a stream of soul force into him. It took only a moment to find the poison gnawing at the guard’s brain. Alden neutralized it and repaired the damage. The man still looked unsteady so Alden helped him sit.

      A thump drew Alden’s gaze back to Imogen. The sergeant had plopped down in the dirt, his eyes half closed, a trickle of drool running down his chin. Alden fished the flask out of one of the unconscious men’s pockets and scanned it.

      “What did you find?” Imogen asked.

      “Poison. How much you want to bet it’s the same stuff they used on us?”

      “No bet. Looks like you were right about Jonny stopping for a visit. I bet he’s close.”

      “Yeah, probably watching us right now.” Alden glanced at the buildings across the street. He didn’t see or sense anything. Assuming Jonny had seen them he’d probably run for it. The sergeant groaned, tried to stand up, and failed.

      “You talk to him,” Imogen said. “I’ll see if I can spot Jonny.”

      She shot straight up a hundred yards leaving Alden to deal with the guards. He sent his partner a silent, insincere thank you and turned his attention to the semi-coherent guard sergeant.

      “So what happened?”

      “Me and the boys were talking, trying to figure why the king would order the gates sealed when up strolls Jonny Linn, just as big as life, a shit-eating grin plastered on his face. Jonny says he needs to slip out for a little while and that he’ll be right back. I told him the gates were sealed, no one in, no one out. He puts on this big cock-and-bull story about how no one will ever know. I told him orders were orders. He shrugged, told us to forget about it, and gave us that flask of whiskey. Shit-bird tried to poison us, didn’t he?”

      “Actually he succeeded in poisoning you.” The sergeant’s eyes about bugged out of his head. Alden pitied him for half a second. “Don’t worry, it isn’t fatal, though you guys will all have a nasty headache for the rest of the day.”

      The sergeant grunted and rubbed his forehead. “Any more good news?”

      “Well, you’re not going to be hung for treason because you let a traitor to the crown escape. By the way, did he have anything with him?”

      “Just his gear and this strange-looking satchel.”

      “Strange how?”

      “It had a bunch of weird designs all over it. Never seen nothing like it.”

      That had to be where he was keeping the urn. “Okay. We’ll get a replacement squad out here as soon as we can.”

      Alden flew up beside Imogen. “See anything?”

      “Lots of damaged buildings and even more people out digging through the rubble. He could be hiding anywhere in all this.”

      “He’s got a rune-marked satchel with him. That must be what’s hiding the urn’s corruption. We need to get the word out to everyone, guards and regular people both, to be looking for Jonny and that satchel. He’s out of places to run. All he can do now is hide. It’s only a matter of time before we find him.”
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      It was only a matter of time before they found him. Jonny Linn carried a bucket filled with rubble away from a damaged meat market. He’d worked his way ten blocks southwest, helping for a minute here, five minutes there, trying to blend in. Plenty of other people filled the streets after the quake and the meager early morning light didn’t hurt his chances of escape. He’d lose that particular advantage in less than an hour.

      Once the sun was up and those sorcerers put the word out about him Jonny was doomed. He’d been certain he could talk his way past Fat Garrik and his squad, but they were determined to follow orders. Straight-arrow pricks. He figured the last of his poison would do the trick that pretty words hadn’t, but those stupid legionnaires had showed up before it kicked in. Now he was well and truly screwed.

      Stupid walls and guards! He knew people just ten miles south that could help him vanish. They wanted this…whatever it was in the satchel. If Jonny reached them he was set.

      “Hey! Give us a hand here.” Two stout workers were trying to wrestle a timber off a groaning man’s leg and losing.

      Jonny shrugged and adjusted his sword so the hilt was out of his way. Between the three of them they shifted the timber enough so the trapped man could drag himself clear. The man that had shouted gave Jonny’s hand a firm shake.

      “Much obliged, pal. Wasn’t sure if we were going to move that beam or not.”

      Jonny slipped into his hale-fellow-well-met routine. “Glad to help. What happened to you gents anyway?”

      “Same thing that happens every day of my life: bad luck. We were on our way home from the carter’s shop near the south wall when we decided to stop for a drink. Wouldn’t you know, ten minutes later the thrice-damned tavern fell on us. Took hours to dig free. We were almost out when some timbers shifted and pinned Dad’s leg. Lucky you came by when you did, Guardsman.”

      “Always glad to be of service. I’m on patrol, trying to make sure there aren’t any ways out of the capital. You know the king ordered the city sealed?”

      “Really? Why?”

      “I heard a prisoner escaped during the quake and they’re trying to keep him from getting away. You don’t know of any ways out of the city, do you?”

      “Nope, can’t say as I do.”

      The older man on the ground yanked his pant leg. Jonny looked down. “Yes, sir?”

      “You might want to check some of the businesses bordering the wall. If they collapsed your man might climb the rubble to freedom.”

      What an idiot! Jonny hadn’t even thought about going through one of the businesses near the wall. Most of them weren’t high enough, but several were three stories. If he could climb up on one of their roofs he might be able to jump it. It was certainly better than waiting around to get caught.

      “I hadn’t considered that, sir. I’ll be certain to let my superiors know. And thank you for the suggestion.”

      The old man puffed himself up. “Not at all. Always glad to help the guard.”
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      Damien found Jen and Leah in the throne room with the archmage. His sister carried Damien’s rucksack and she’d fitted his sword and dagger to the new harness Dad gave him. Leah and his master were talking about something, he couldn’t make out what from the door and they fell silent when he drew close.

      He took the harness from Jen and buckled it on. Someone must have convinced Uncle Andy to go to bed as Dad and the king had both taken their leave.

      “Everything sorted out, Damien?” the archmage asked.

      “Yes, Master. They ran into an infestation of demon raccoons. The monsters had Alden and Imogen trapped in a protective bubble. I arrived in time, though from the way she acted I almost think Imogen would have preferred to take her chances with the raccoons. I’m pretty sure their aura was a match for the wolves.”

      “That figures. Demon raccoons. Heaven’s mercy, what next?” His master sighed. “Imogen’s always been prickly. The important thing is they’re safe. No sign of the urn?”

      “Not that I saw.”

      “All right. It’s time you three were on your way. Keep in touch.”

      “Understood.” Damien turned to Jen and Leah. “All set?”

      Jen nodded. She had her bulging pack, sword, and new clothes. Leah spread her hands and smiled. “I have all I need.”

      Apparently it wasn’t much. “Okay. Where are we headed? I can have us anywhere in the kingdom by sunset.”

      “Oh no,” Leah said. “We can’t fly. If the guilty parties spot a sorcerer approaching they’ll know what the wise one has done. We have to sneak in.”

      They didn’t have time to walk or ride and Damien didn’t feel like it anyway. “Can we at least fly partway then walk in?”

      “I don’t know…” Leah frowned and looked away.

      “How long did it take you to walk here?” Jen asked.

      “Ten days.”

      “Do you think we have ten days to spare getting back?” Jen raised an eyebrow.

      “I take your point. I know a place where we can land. It’s two days from there to the grove.”

      “That sounds like a fair compromise.” Damien led the way out of the throne room and toward the main gate. “Which way?”

      “Northwest.”

      Damien conjured a platform surrounded by a waist-high railing. When they’d all climbed aboard he surrounded it with an invisibility shield and shot into the air. The city blurred below them as they streaked through the pink and orange sky.

      Jen stood beside him. “This is much faster than when we flew with Master Shen.”

      “Too fast?”

      “No. Did you think any more about what you’re going to tell Karrie?”

      “No. The demon raccoons distracted me then Imogen insulting me left me too upset to think about it.”

      Jen laughed. “All joking aside, you’re going to have to tell her something when we get back.”

      Leah joined them at the front of the platform, sparing him from having to answer. Jen was right of course, he couldn’t leave Karrie hanging forever.

      “So where do you want me to land?” he asked.

      “There’s a mountain meadow halfway up the slope of an especially jagged peak at the edge of the Crescent Ridge Mountains. From there we can climb down to the lowlands. The grove is about ten miles into the Great Green.”

      “Rough country,” Damien said. “No wonder it’ll take two days to walk.”

      Leah brightened. “Are you familiar with the area?”

      “I flew over it once. That probably doesn’t count.”

      They reached the meadow a little after noon. Damien settled his transport, the dry meadow grass crunching under the platform. He scanned the area for anyone that might be watching, but sensed nothing beyond a few small animals. Content that they were alone he lowered the invisibility shield.

      Leah set out downslope and to the east. She set a brisk pace and Damien found he had no breath for conversation. Damien had always considered himself to be in good condition, but compared to Leah he was way out of shape. He’d have to stop flying so much and run more.

      Near dark they stopped in a clearing at the border of the Great Green. Towering oaks just starting to bud surrounded them. He slid down the trunk of the nearest tree and closed his eyes. Heaven’s mercy, if tomorrow was as bad as today he wasn’t going to be in any shape to fight anyone.

      When he opened his eyes Jen was standing over him, her pack in her hand. “Unless you want a cold dinner you’re going to have to provide me with some heat.”

      Damien groaned. All he wanted was sleep, but from his sister’s tone he knew she was hungry. Warlords burned a lot of energy, two or three times more than a regular person, and needed plenty of food to use their abilities at full strength.

      He pointed at the center of the clearing and golden flames sprang to life. He set a trickle of soul force to maintain them and closed his eyes again. The scent of sizzling meat soon filled the air. Damien’s stomach grumbled and his mouth watered. He could sleep after dinner.

      Damien glanced at Leah. The druid sat off by herself, her legs crossed, a faint, green glow surrounding her body. It didn’t come from within her, but rather from the ground.

      “Is that glow the earth force you mentioned?”

      She looked his way and smiled. “Yes. This is one of the sacred groves where initiates come to meditate. The Green Path runs strong in this place.”

      “Weren’t you afraid one of your people might be here?”

      “If someone was here I planned to introduce you as new members.”

      “How come I can see the earth force around you? You said I was too bright and wouldn’t be able to spot it.”

      “You can see it because I concentrated it and gathered it around my body. I haven’t slept in four days. The earth force sustains me and will allow me to continue moving until we reach the grove tomorrow.”

      “What happens then?”

      “I’ll enter a trance for a day or perhaps two where my body will rest and recover. We call it the little death as it appears those in the trance have stopped breathing. Rest assured I will be fine.”

      Damien shook his head. It never ceased to amaze him how little he knew about the kingdom. The instant he imagined he knew what was going on he got hit over the head by druids and demon raccoons.

      “Food’s ready.” Jen poured stew into three bowls, handed them out, and set to eating. Damien smiled and tore into a chunk of beef. At least he could count on Jen not changing.
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      The sun was peeking over the walls when Jonny finally had everything he thought he’d need to make his escape from the capital. He adjusted the coil of rope he’d stolen from the ruins of a hardware store. Assuming he made the jump across to the wall he’d need the rope to climb down without breaking his neck. His first attempt had ended before it began. He’d planned to jump from the roof of the Red Rooster Inn, but when he arrived he found the third floor sunk into the second. The screams of the injured filled the air around the inn. Jonny had made himself scarce in a hurry.

      Now he was headed to his second choice, The Iron Path dojo. They had a flat roof where the students liked to train on nice days. Jonny hoped the masters and students were out doing their civic duty and helping with the injured.

      Every few steps he glanced up at the sky. The three sorcerers patrolling above the city had their eyes pointed up and out, not down. Jonny was just another speck on the ground. Far beneath the notice of such high and mighty people, or so he fervently hoped.

      The dojo was a beautiful red building with decorative tile on each floor’s overhang. Most of the tiles now lay on the ground around the building, smashed into so much rubble. At least the structure itself seemed intact. He looked up. It measured about twelve feet from the edge of the roof over to the wall. That was a hell of a jump, but if he got a good run at it he might just make it. It was his best option at the very least.

      He strode up to the big double doors with their bronze dragons and pounded on them with the hilt of his dagger. He waited a full minute before trying again. When another full minute had passed he slipped the thin blade into the narrow gap between the doors. He worked it up until he met resistance. He grunted and wrenched on the blade. A clatter came from behind the doors and they swung in a little. He shoved them open enough that he could squeeze through and closed and barred them again.

      He frowned. If the doors were barred from the inside, how did the students plan to get back in?

      “Can I help you?” An old man with a wispy white beard and wrinkled bronze skin hobbled into the entryway, leaning on a cane. He had to be at least ninety.

      “I’m with the city guard. We’re going from building to building, making sure everything is okay.”

      The ancient figure cocked his head. “You broke into our dojo to make sure no one had broken into our dojo?”

      Jonny had to admit when he put it that way it did sound pretty stupid. It would sound even worse if he backtracked now. “That’s right. If you’ll excuse me I need to check your roof.”

      “Is that what the rope is for?” The old pest made no effort to move aside.

      “It’s guard business. Please get out of my way.”

      “I think not. I think you’re a liar and a thief who stole that uniform along with the rope. If you truly are here in an official capacity we shall summon a squad of your comrades and ask them. I see no reason for an honest guardsman to object to that.”

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      Jonny reached out to move the old-timer aside. A moment later he found his arm pinned behind his back. Despite his apparent age the old man had a grip like iron. Jonny was shoved back toward the door. He stumbled and fell to his knees, the carefully coiled rope spilling to the floor.

      Jonny snarled, leapt to his feet, and dragged his sword free of its sheath. It had been a long night and he was out of patience. He’d killed one person already tonight. What was one more?

      “Just who are you anyway?” Jonny asked.

      The old man bowed. “Grandmaster of the Iron Path, Fo Shen.”

      Jonny swallowed, a good deal less confident about his chances of getting past now. “I don’t want to hurt you. I just want to get up on the roof.”

      “I have no wish to hurt you either, but you are clearly not who you claim to be. I have no objection to waiting for the actual guards to arrive and settle this peacefully.”

      “Unfortunately, that won’t work for me.”

      Jonny lunged at Shen. The old master dodged aside and tripped him. Jonny staggered and spun back to find his opponent leaning on his cane, a look of serene disinterest on his face.

      Jonny hated being mocked. He wanted to kill the old master now just to show he could.

      He eased closer, sword poised to dart in at the slightest opening. He lunged within striking distance and still Shen hadn’t moved. Jonny slashed at his opponent’s ribs.

      Far faster than someone that wrinkled should be, Shen stepped inside his swing, caught Jonny’s wrist, and sent him flying toward the door. He landed on his rope, barely hanging on to his sword. Jonny leapt to his feet, growling deep in the back of his throat.

      The old master offered a faint smile. “I haven’t had this much fun in years. Do you wish to go again?”

      Damn right he wished to go again. Jonny rushed at Shen, hacking and slashing, stabbing and thrusting. It was like trying to stab the air. No matter what he tried Fo Shen seemed to flow around his blade. Jonny couldn’t touch him.

      He backed up after his furious assault, gasping for air. His opponent wasn’t even breathing hard. Jonny seriously doubted Shen even needed his cane.

      “Your technique is adequate,” the old master said. “But you use too much muscle and your attacks are obvious. I know what you plan to do an instant after you decide to do it. In a year or two I could teach you to be subtle. Then you would be truly dangerous.”

      Jonny seethed as Shen offered his critique. He had always thought of himself as an above-average swordsman. He could stand toe to toe with any of the other guards in the training ring. Yet against a man old enough to be his great-grandfather he couldn’t so much as scratch him.

      He straightened up and strode forward. He had to get past Shen to escape the city, so he would. Jonny’s sword snapped out in quick, darting thrusts. Sometimes two or three in quick succession and never in the same spot twice.

      It didn’t matter. Shen was smoke and Jonny’s sword every bit as effective against him as it was against smoke.

      “Master!”

      Fo Shen’s concentration broke for a fraction of a second. Jonny’s sword pierced his stomach and punched out his back.

      Shen slumped to the floor. Jonny spun and found a teenage boy in a red and gold uniform standing in the doorway, his fists balled and his legs wide in a deep fighting stance.

      “You killed the grandmaster!”

      The wounded man groaned.

      “He’s still alive, boy. If you run for a healer he might be alive when you get back. Fight me and even if you win he’ll still die. Choose.”

      Every muscle in the boy’s body tensed then he turned and ran. Jonny sighed. He really hadn’t wanted to fight another Iron Path warrior. Especially a young one that actually wanted to kill him.

      He ran over to his rope, coiled it up, and ran for the steps.

      As he passed, Fo Shen grabbed his pant leg. Jonny stopped and looked down.

      “Thank you for sparing the boy.”

      Jonny shook his head and pulled his pant leg free. He looked at his sword then at the old man. Jonny cleaned the blade on his tabard and sheathed it. Whether Shen lived or died Jonny would be long gone. He’d let fate decide.
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      Alden and Imogen flew low above the city, getting a firsthand look at the destruction. This was what they’d been reduced to, flying around and looking. They had no idea where to go or who to talk to. Every lead they’d had was either dead or useless. As far as they were concerned Jonny Linn might as well be a ghost.

      “We should help with the cleanup,” Alden said. “We’d have as good a chance of finding him as we do just randomly searching.”

      “Do as you wish. I mean to keep looking.”

      Alden shook his head. Imogen was taking Jonny’s escape personally. He almost felt bad for the former guard. If she ever got a hold of him it wouldn’t be pretty.

      “Help! Please!”

      Alden didn’t know what it was about the desperate cry that made it stand out from every other call he’d heard in the past several hours, but whatever it was he focused on a figure in red waving his arms. It looked like a teenager and he was staring up at the two sorcerers.

      Alden started down.

      “What are you doing?” Imogen asked.

      “That boy’s signaling us. I’m going to check it out.”

      “It’s a waste of time.”

      “Maybe, but flying back and forth isn’t doing us much good. A two-minute conversation isn’t going to make or break us.”

      “It might,” Imogen said, her voice grim.

      Alden landed beside the boy and, despite her complaining, Imogen joined him.

      “What’s wrong, son?” Alden asked.

      “The grandmaster. He stabbed the grandmaster. It’s all my fault. If I hadn’t distracted him…”

      “Slow down. Take a breath. Who stabbed who where?”

      “The man was dressed like a guard. He stabbed the grandmaster in our dojo. I’m a student of the Iron Path. Please, the grandmaster is still alive. You have to help me.”

      Imogen and Alden looked at each other for a moment. She described Jonny to the boy. “Was that him?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Will you come?”

      “Lead the way,” Alden said.

      The Iron Path dojo was only a three-minute run away. They rounded a corner in time to see someone leap from the roof over to the wall. Imogen raced toward him. Alden watched her a moment then looked to the boy, his face a mask of concern. Imogen could handle a simple guardsman on her own.

      “Where’s your master?”

      The boy slumped with relief. He grabbed Alden’s wrist and practically dragged him through the doors into the dojo. An old man lay on the floor twenty feet inside, a pool of blood quickly spreading around him. Alden conjured more light and ran over to him.

      The grandmaster’s breathing was shallow and his hands were clenched around his stomach. Alden gently moved his hands aside to expose the wound. He winced. Jonny had run him clean through.

      A stream of healing energy leapt from Alden’s hands. It would take a while, but he could fix everything. Whether the grandmaster had the strength to recover after the healing was out of Alden’s control.
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      Jonny hurled the coil of rope across the gap between the dojo roof and wall. The coil slid across the walkway and stopped against a crenellation. Now if he could make the jump as easily he’d be all set. He unbuckled his mail and shrugged out of it. Every extra pound might be the difference between making it and falling to a broken leg.

      He backed up to the far edge of the roof, took a steadying breath, and sprinted toward the wall. He reached the edge of the roof and leapt. His legs flailed as he sailed across the gap, like he was swimming through the air. His midsection slammed into the walkway on the top of the wall, driving the air out of his lungs. His fingers scrambled and his boots skidded off the wall.

      Somehow, he managed to drag himself up over on to the walkway. He lay there for a second panting and counting his blessings.

      “Jonathan Linn!”

      What now? He turned his head to see a furiously scowling blond sorcerer flying toward him. Under any other circumstances the sight of a woman that beautiful moving in his direction would have filled Jonny with joy. Now all he could do was curse his bad luck.

      He scrambled to his feet. A moment later golden bands formed around his legs and chest, pinning him in place. Jonny struggled, but he had more hope of smashing down the wall with his head than he had of escaping the sorcerer’s binding.

      She landed beside him, no less terrifying and gorgeous up close than she had been at a distance. Maybe whatever was in the satchel could help. Jonny struggled to reach it, wrenching his torso and forearms around.

      “Don’t waste your time,” the sorcerer said. “There’s no way you can break those bands. You’re coming with me and before I’m finished you’ll tell me everything you know about Connor Blackman and his plans.”

      Now Jonny knew he was in trouble. Who the hell was Connor Blackman? No way the red tabards would believe he didn’t know anything. The tips of his fingers brushed the flap of the satchel. Just a little more.

      He gave a mighty tug and screamed in pain when his shoulder dislocated. His hand slipped into the satchel. Smooth, cold metal greeted his fingers. A moment later pain unlike anything he’d ever felt coursed up his arm and across his chest. It felt like the life was being ripped out of him.

      The bands vanished freeing his arms and legs.

      “No!” The woman screamed and sent blasts of golden light at him.

      They vanished just like the bands. Jonny smiled through the pain. Whatever he had kept the sorcerer’s power from reaching him. He dug the cylindrical object out—it looked like an urn—and held it toward her. Black lightning streaked out.

      She moaned and collapsed.

      Jonny wasn’t far behind, only sheer willpower kept him on his feet. He slammed the urn back into the satchel and tore his fingers free. The pain vanished along with the crackling lightning. He didn’t have long. Every sorcerer in the city probably sensed that outburst.

      He tied the rope around one of the crenellations and threw it over the wall. He grabbed it and slid down, his already raw hands burning. He hit the ground and ran for the tree line. If he got out of sight before they spotted him he could disappear, find his contact, and trade the urn for a new start. Somewhere far away from the capital.
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      Alden knelt beside the grandmaster, sealing his wounds and reconnecting severed intestines. The wound looked far worse than it was. Someone not trained in healing would have feared the patient had no chance, but he knew better. No major arteries had been hit so he had plenty of time to repair the damage. After a minute or two he had the majority of his patient’s wounds sealed.

      A deep, masculine scream pierced the air. Sounded like Imogen had gotten her man. He wasn’t worried about his partner killing their prisoner. Despite her constant anger, Imogen was a professional. While he wouldn’t put it past her to start the questioning a little early, she wouldn’t do him any permanent harm.

      Hopefully.

      He’d barely returned his attention to his patient when another scream echoed through the dojo, this one decidedly feminine in character. How in heaven’s name had a nobody like Jonny Linn gotten the drop on Imogen?

      Alden looked from his still-bleeding patient to where he’d heard Imogen’s scream. Imogen needed him, but he couldn’t just leave a bleeding man.

      He felt it then. The corrupt power of the urn. Somehow Jonny had activated it and used it on Imogen. How had he managed it? The little research they’d done suggested it required a sorcerer to activate the urn. That was why they hadn’t been concerned about Carmen using it.

      Damn it! What should he do?

      Alden checked the grandmaster’s wounds again and found most of them closed. The main gash in his abdomen still gaped open, but the bleeding had slowed. Some time during his treatment the old man had lost consciousness.

      He turned to the boy. “Stay with him. Keep pressure on the wound. I have to check on my partner, but I’ll be back.”

      The boy stared at him with wide eyes. Alden put him out of his mind, rushed out of the dojo, and flew up on the wall where he’d seen Jonny jump the gap. Imogen was lying unconscious on the walkway. There was no blood at least. She didn’t have so much as a bruise.

      Alden knelt beside her. Imogen’s soul force was still flowing, but her core had been drained. He checked her pulse to confirm what his sorcerous vision was telling him. He found it strong and steady.

      He let out the breath he’d been holding. She’d be okay. He couldn’t guess how long she’d be out, but he felt confident she would eventually wake up.

      A rope was tied to the wall, no doubt how their prey had escaped. Alden looked out across the open ground. A figure was running east toward the tree line. That had to be Jonny Linn.

      Alden ground his teeth. Everything in him screamed that he should pursue the man, but he couldn’t leave Imogen and the grandmaster. Not to mention it would be the height of stupidity to chase after Jonny before he knew how to counteract the effects of the urn. For now he had no choice but to let the bastard escape.

      But only for now. Sooner or later they’d catch him. He only hoped it was before Jonny delivered the urn to Connor Blackman.

      Alden conjured a disk under his partner and carried her back to the dojo. He set Imogen on the floor well away from the pool of blood. There was nothing he could do for her right now so he returned to his original patient.

      “Is your friend okay?” the boy asked.

      “She will be.” Hopefully. “Let’s see about getting your master back on his feet.”

      “Yes, sir.” The boy knelt and touched his head to the floor. “I don’t know how we can thank you for saving the grandmaster.”

      Alden patted his back. “No thanks are necessary. Looking after the peoples’ wellbeing is our job. I only wish I’d gotten here soon enough to keep him from getting hurt in the first place.”

      An hour later he had the grandmaster sealed up, and all his injuries fused back together. He’d be sore for a few days and have a nasty scar, but should make a full recovery. For the last five minutes of his healing Imogen had been groaning and thrashing around on the floor. Her core was almost full and he hoped she’d wake up soon.

      His young friend had run off a minute ago and just when Alden was starting to wonder where he’d gone, the boy emerged from a side door carrying a shallow basin of water. He set it beside Alden who gratefully began washing the blood from his hands. One of the advantages of a red tabard was the blood hardly showed.

      He’d just finished drying his hands when Imogen groaned even louder and sat up. Her head snapped toward Alden. “He escaped!”

      “I’m afraid so. I caught a glimpse of him entering the forest, but lost track of him after that.”

      “You didn’t go after him?” Imogen tried to climb to her feet and failed.

      “Considering what happened to you and the fact that I had a dying man to heal, I decided pursuit would be too risky. When you’ve recovered and we figure out how to deal with the urn, we can resume the hunt.”

      “I’m fine.” She made it to her knees this time before slumping back to the floor.

      “Clearly. What do you think about resting for another hour or two then going to talk to the archmage?”

      She sighed. “We don’t have much choice, but she’s not going to be very happy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    
    
      Eight hours of sleep did Damien a world of good. Twelve would have been better, but he wasn’t going to complain. They ate leftover stew and set out again. Leah stepped between two oaks so big he doubted all of them together could wrap their arms around one. Damien and Jen followed her into a twilight realm of towering oaks and maples, their tangled branches blocking most of the sun. In another month when the leaves came out the forest would feel like it was constantly night. Though the darkness was completely natural and he sensed no corruption, Damien found the atmosphere set him on edge.

      The first two hours went easy, the forest floor remained clear of brush and they only had to watch for the thick, snaking roots of the trees. It would have been much easier to simply fly over them, but Damien chose to honor Leah’s request and walk like a normal person.

      Gradually the trees became shorter and bushier, the path cluttered and choked with scrubby new growth. Damien couldn’t figure out why the trees would be younger in this part of the forest than they were at the edge.

      After thrashing through a patch of chokecherries he asked, “What happened here? I would have thought the trees would have gotten bigger the deeper in we went.”

      Leah stopped and turned back. “Not necessarily bigger, but the same size certainly. There was a fire thirty years ago during a bad drought. All the big trees died, many have crashed to the ground, and many more will fall in the years to come. This new growth, while less pleasant to walk through, makes wonderful forage for many animals.”

      “Couldn’t you have at least cut a path through it to your grove?” Jen asked.

      “That would make it rather obvious where we live. We don’t generally encourage visitors, and those chosen to walk the Green Path will find their way to us regardless. Don’t worry, it’s only another three miles. We’re making much better time than I expected.”

      “Didn’t think a couple city kids could keep up?” Damien asked.

      “No, you and your sister have been a nice surprise. Though the way you thrash through the woods you certainly won’t be sneaking up on anyone.”

      Leah continued on and Damien shared a look with Jen.

      Jen shrugged. “Can’t fault her honesty.”

      Damien grunted and started walking. Noon came along with a break for jerky and water from a stream. Two hours after noon Leah stopped in front of an eight-foot-tall briar wall. Some of the vines had thorns an inch long. No way was he going through that without using a little sorcery.

      “Want me to clear a path?” he asked.

      “No need.” Leah raised her hands and the green glow appeared again. The brambles parted, opening a path for them. “We’ve arrived.”

      They walked down the vine tunnel which closed behind them. Damien sensed many soul forces ahead, none of them strong. That fit with what Leah had told them in the capital. At the end of the thorn tunnel a simple village of single room huts greeted them. There was no smithy or gardens or anything that looked unnatural. Even the huts resembled heaps of sticks stacked up and tied together with vines. Over the whole thing spread the crown of the biggest oak Damien had ever seen. Some of the branches were as big around as the trees they slept under last night.

      A few people were walking around the village, mostly older people and very young children. They dressed like Leah, in browns and greens. The cloth looked rough and homespun. They had no weapons other than an occasional belt knife.

      Everyone stared as they walked amongst the huts. Several people called Leah by name and waved. She had a smile for everyone. A little girl ran up with a reed basket filled with roots. Leah took one and bit the end off.

      “Thank you, little one.”

      The girl held the basket out to Damien and Jen. Not wanting to be rude, Damien reached for the mystery food, scanning it for poison as he did. He detected nothing unnatural or toxic so he helped himself to a small, wrinkled specimen. He bit into it and found the inside juicy and slightly sweet. From the dark, woody exterior he wouldn’t have imagined it would taste so good.

      “Thank you.”

      Jen finished her snack and nodded thanks as well. The girl ran off to rejoin an old couple Damien guessed were her grandparents.

      “What was that?” Damien asked. “I’ve never had anything like it.”

      “We call it welcome root.” Leah resumed walking. “Whenever someone comes back from a long journey one of the children will offer them a taste of home. It’s an old tradition. The wise one lives in the sacred temple. We’re almost there.”

      Leah led them to the massive tree in the center of the village. At its base was an opening with stone stairs leading down into the earth. It shouldn’t have surprised Damien that a group that worshipped earth energy should have an underground temple, but that didn’t make him any happier about going down those steps. With all the earthquakes they’d been having it would be a good place to get buried alive.

      If Leah felt any trepidation she gave no indication. “Come on. The wise one is waiting.”

      Damien gritted his teeth and followed her down the stairs. At the bottom, stone gave way to dirt. A green glow suffused the tunnel providing light and casting everything in shades of jade. The tunnel continued to angle down, deeper into the earth.

      Jen put a hand on his shoulder. “I don’t like this, little brother.”

      “Me neither, but we’ve come this far. We can’t quit now.”

      Leah looked back at them from a little ways down the tunnel. “Please hurry. He’s anxious to meet you.”

      “How do you know that?” Jen asked.

      “He’s all around us, at one with the earth force. The whole temple is an extension of his body.”

      Damien shook his head. If she was trying to set them at ease, Leah was making a poor job of it.
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      Roots, some as fine as hair and others as big around as Damien’s forefinger, pierced an old man through the back, sides, and legs and held him against the wall, his feet sunk into the earth up to his ankles. His beard looked more like moss growing off a tree than hair. Most disconcerting were the wise one’s glowing green eyes. Despite the apparent wounds he showed no discomfort. Damien forced himself not to stare.

      The roots grew out of the wall in a round chamber Damien guessed sat at the center of the complex directly under the great oak. A damp, earthy scent—like after a rain storm when worms covered the cobblestone streets—filled the air. The whole place felt ancient, far older than anywhere Damien had ever visited.

      Leah fell to her knees on the dirt floor. “I have brought help, Wise One.”

      “Well done, Leah.” The emerald gaze turned to take in Damien and Jen. “Thank you for coming to our aid. In all our years of walking the Green Path no druid has ever committed such a crime. There can be no greater betrayal than to interfere with the earth force’s natural course.”

      “They didn’t do the capital any good either.” Damien did his best to keep his expression neutral. Considering he was talking to a man growing out of a wall he thought he did okay. “Do you have any idea who’s behind it?”

      The wise one spread his hands. “If I hadn’t felt the ley line shift I wouldn’t have believed one of us capable of something like this, and if one of us could commit such a crime then any of us could. There are only three I trust completely: myself; my granddaughter, Leah; and my second, Eleck. Everyone else I must remain suspicious of until they are proven loyal.”

      “So how many people are we talking about?” Jen asked.

      “The whole community is three hundred and twenty-seven people, but only forty have the ability to interact with the earth force to a sufficient degree that they could be a part of moving the ley line.”

      “That’s not so bad,” Damien said. “We can start interviews today and be finished in another day or two. Anyone that refuses to talk to us you can assume is one of the bad guys.”

      Damien sensed the newcomer a moment before he entered the chamber. “Forgive me, Wise One. I came as soon as word of the outsiders’ arrival reached me.”

      “Do not be concerned, Eleck. We’ve only just begun our discussion.”

      Eleck held out a gloved hand to Damien. “It’s good of you to come. This matter has left everyone most distressed.”

      Damien shook his hand. Eleck had a firm grip for a man that appeared well into his fifties. He wore his long, dark hair tied back in a tail, lines of gray shot through it. Fine wrinkles from a life in the sun surrounded brown eyes. Eleck wore the same brown and green outfit as everyone else in the place.

      He shook Jen’s hand and eyed the hilt of her sword. “I hope you won’t have need of that.”

      “Likewise, but in my experience it’s better to have it and not need it than the other way around.”

      “If you say so. We are not warriors here.”

      Leah groaned and fell on her face.

      Damien took a step toward her.

      “It’s all right,” the wise one said. “She’s used up the last of her strength and must rest. Did she explain it to you?”

      “The little death?” Damien asked.

      The wise one nodded. Beside him a nest of roots grew out of the floor. “Put her here, Eleck.”

      Eleck scooped Leah up, carried her over to the bed of roots, and set her inside. The roots closed around her like tentacles, a green glow suffusing the whole thing.

      “It might be best to wait until she recovers to begin your investigation,” the wise one said.

      Damien grimaced. Every moment they waited gave their enemies more time to cause trouble.

      “Can’t Eleck assist us?” Jen asked.

      “I’m at your disposal, of course,” Eleck said.

      “No, you have your own tasks and if you neglect them someone will certainly notice. Best to wait. I will speed her recovery so you can begin tomorrow.”

      Damien had been around enough leaders to know a final verdict when he heard it. He bowed to the wise one. “As you wish, sir.”

      “Eleck, show them to the guest quarters.”
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      Karrie sat beside her father on a little padded stool in the throne room and listened as guard after guard came in, reported on the rescue effort, and went. It seemed almost nonstop, one tale of catastrophe after another. To make matters worse Daddy had sent Damien and his sister to hunt down whoever caused the quake. As much as Karrie wanted to finish their conversation of two nights past even she recognized preventing another quake was the priority.

      Off to one side the archmage and a pair of sorcerers had their heads together, deep in conversation. After two days of going nonstop, even the invincible Lidia Thorn looked worn out. How was Damien holding up? Karrie knew she shouldn’t worry. Damien was young and strong. If anyone could figure out what had happened he and Jen could.

      Two of the door guards hustled in and announced, “Duke Iceborn and his heir, Sigurd.”

      What in the world were Sig and his father doing here? Daddy waved the guard he was speaking to away just as the duke and Sig entered. Both men wore blue and white robes trimmed with arctic fox fur. The hilt of a sword jutted up over Sig’s shoulder.

      Karrie had heard the story of his duel with Damien. How did he dare wear a sword after that? Maybe he counted on his rank and size to protect him.

      The duke swept through the room with Sig at his heels. It was easy to understand where Sig inherited his size; the duke stood well over six and a half feet tall. His thick, gray-streaked beard hung down to the middle of his chest. The duke paused before the throne and bowed to the king. Sig emulated his father, but by his sour expression he begrudged the effort.

      Her father stood up and he and the duke shook hands. “So good to see you again, my king.”

      “Rasmus, Sigurd. Nice of you to visit, though I wish the situation was better.” Her father sat back down. “We could have offered you a proper welcome.”

      The duke waved off his apology. “If there’s one thing we in the north understand, it’s that men are helpless before the wrath of nature.”

      “What brings you to the capital?” the king asked.

      “The weather finally cleared enough to make travel reasonable and things have calmed sufficiently that I deemed it safe to travel. We missed the ceremony honoring the young man that drove off the dragon and I wanted to thank him in person for what he did for my duchy.”

      As his father spoke Sig’s face twisted into ever uglier expressions. He clearly hadn’t come to thank Damien. For just a moment Karrie was glad Damien was out of the city. If he were here she suspected things with Sig could get very nasty very quickly.

      “Unfortunately Damien is out on a mission. He just left yesterday morning.” Her father shrugged. “Bad timing.”

      Rasmus smiled. “I’ll be in the city for a week or two, discussing business with some southern merchants. Perhaps he’ll return before I leave.”

      “Perhaps,” the king said. “Where are you staying?”

      “We usually stay at the Golden Dancer, but they’re still cleaning up. The owner says it will be at least two days before we can move in.”

      “Well, you’ll have to stay in the castle until then. We suffered some minor damage, but the sorcerers have repaired it already. Dale.”

      The castle seneschal shuffled over. “Majesty?”

      “We have guest rooms for the duke and his son, correct?”

      “Yes, Majesty. The servants have been concentrating on cleaning up the occupied rooms, but we can have them ready in an hour or two.”

      “Perfect. Karrie, be a dear and escort Rasmus and Sigurd up to our rooms until Dale has the guest chambers ready. You and your mother can keep them entertained for a couple hours, right?”

      Karrie would have preferred to swim in a pig trough than spend two hours entertaining Sig. She smiled and hopped to her feet. “Of course. I’m sure Mom will be thrilled to have guests.”

      He had the good grace to wince at that. They both knew Mom hated having nobles staying in the castle. Their presence disrupted the servants’ routines and made everything harder. It was one reason they so seldom had formal gatherings.

      “Your Grace, Sig, please follow me.”

      She led the two noblemen out of the throne room and up the back stairs to the royal quarters. She pushed the door open and found her mother sitting at the dinner table sipping a glass of wine. Mom had on her favorite white dress, devoid of lace or decoration. She had a small piece of embroidery with her and was studying the stitching in search of mistakes. John sprawled half-asleep on the couch.

      Karrie almost sighed in relief. John’s presence would make the next two hours much more bearable. “Hi, Mom. We have guests.”

      The queen looked up from her stitching, a minute frown creasing her lips. “Rasmus, Sig, this is a surprise.”

      “Audra, terribly sorry to impose.” The duke swept a deep bow. “You’re looking as beautiful as ever.”

      Her mother laughed. “And you’re as bad a liar as ever. Would you like some wine?”

      Mom slipped into full hostess mode. She’d trade witless prattle with the duke all the while trying to pry out of him his true purpose for visiting. Mom was brilliant at that sort of thing and Karrie knew she’d have to learn how to do it herself before long.

      The duke joined her mother at the dining room table and Karrie went to sit beside John on the couch. Sig sat in the chair across from them.

      “I hadn’t expected to find you here, John,” Karrie said. “I figured you’d be out healing the injured.”

      He groaned. “I just spent the last twelve hours fusing more broken bones than I can count. I’ve sealed cuts and plucked wood and stone from flesh. I’m so tired I can hardly see straight, much less set a bone. The queen was kind enough to offer me a place to rest while the servants finish putting my room back together.”

      Karrie patted his knee. “Sounds tough.”

      “I think the quake produced more wounded than the war, though thankfully fewer deaths. You know, Damien’s friend Salem has turned out to be a brilliant healer. We might have lost many more people if she hadn’t been here. Anyway I just need to catch a few hours’ rest and I’ll head back out.”

      “Why don’t you go rest somewhere else so Karrie and I can talk in private,” Sig said.

      Karrie didn’t like the way Sig was staring at her with his bright blue eyes. The last thing she wanted was for John to leave her alone with him. “We don’t want to chase John off. He was here first after all. Whatever you have to say I’m sure we can count on his discretion.” She looked at John and raised an eyebrow. “Right?”

      John must have caught the desperation in her look because he sat up straight and nodded. “Absolutely, I’m the soul of discretion.”

      Karrie offered a grateful smile. “So what’s on your mind?”

      Sig shot John a venom-filled look then turned his hot gaze on Karrie. “I think we should wed. I’m the strongest of the four dukes’ heirs. It only makes sense that I be the next king. With me on the throne you’ll be free to raise our children and do whatever else it is queens do. We can make the announcement tomorrow.”

      Karrie was so stunned for a moment she couldn’t speak. This arrogant prick thought he could march into her home and announce that she was going to marry him just like that. A moment later the irony that she’d done essentially the same thing to Damien last winter struck her. Was this the same anger he’d felt at her presumption? For the first time the true weight of what she’d asked of him settled over her.

      How had she presumed to command his heart? Did the fact that she loved Damien and Sig only wanted to use her make her actions any better? Karrie liked to think it did. She also hoped Damien would forgive her for what she was about to do.

      “I’ve already promised myself to another.”

      “Who?” Sig’s face turned red and the muscle at his jaw bunched. “I’ll kill him and we can move on from there.”

      “Damien. We were going to announce it when he returned from his mission.”

      Beside her John turned the start of a laugh into a cough.

      Sig’s face grew even redder and Karrie half hoped he’d collapse on the spot. “Damien. So he stands against me once more. When he gets back I will challenge him to a duel to the death. You’ll see which of us is the strongest and most worthy to be king.”

      “Good idea,” John said. “That worked out so well for you last time.”

      Sig growled like an angry dog. “This time will be different. We’ll have a true sorcerers’ duel and I will defeat him.”

      John shook his head. “You and three friends together couldn’t beat Damien in a sorcerers’ duel.”

      Sig leapt to his feet. “I will beat him!”

      He stalked to the door and slammed it behind him.

      Her mother and the duke looked over at her. Karrie shrugged as if to say she had no idea what had happened. How did they not hear Sig shouting? Must have been some sorcery trick.

      “So does Damien know you two are engaged?” John asked.

      “Not exactly.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be thrilled when Sig tells him then challenges him to a duel.”

      “I’m sure.” Karrie held her head in her hands. What had she done?
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      Damien and Jen followed Eleck through dirt tunnels, the roots of trees growing above breaking through here and there. Their steps made no sound on the soft floor. The silence was jarring after the constant clomping of hard soles on stone back home.

      Halfway up the wall a shrew stuck its head out, peered at them, and fled back into its little tunnel. What other vermin would pay them a visit in the night? Despite the crude surroundings there was no standing water, though a thick, loamy smell filled the air. Living like a mole wouldn’t have been Damien’s first choice, but the underground temple complex was nicer than it had any right to be.

      They met no others on their short walk. There should have been other druids, temple servants, someone just walking around.

      “Where is everyone?” Damien asked.

      “The wise one ordered the temple cleared, he said in preparation for a festival.” Eleck glanced back at Damien. “In reality he wanted as few people as possible to know you’d arrived. His hope is that whoever’s responsible for moving the ley line won’t realize who you are before you find out who they are.”

      “All the people we passed in the village know we’re here.” Jen said. “Some of them will almost certainly tell the ones we’re looking for about it.”

      “They’ll say two new acolytes arrived. All new arrivals are brought first to the temple, nothing strange in that. Only the five of us know your true purpose here. We hope to keep it that way as long as possible. Here we are.”

      They stopped in front of a curtained-off opening. Eleck pulled the green cloth aside revealing a dirt cave with two beds that appeared to have grown out of the floor. Moss was placed on top for bedding. Damien had thought his room lacked decorations. This place even made the room he shared with Eli look like a palace.

      “I’ll bring your evening meal shortly,” Eleck said. “Please remain in your room. The fewer people that see you the better.”

      “I thought the temple was empty,” Jen said.

      “It is, but why take chances? Good afternoon.” Eleck left them to explore their luxurious accommodations.

      They went in and Damien slid the curtain shut, adding a soul force barrier for good measure. Next he reinforced the walls and floor with another barrier. His shoes made a satisfying clunk when he stepped on it. They were essentially surrounded by a soul force box.

      Jen tossed her pack beside the right-hand bed and looked around at the glowing walls. “Overkill?”

      Damien made the walls invisible. “You want to be asleep in a dirt cave if a quake hits tonight?”

      “Huh. Good point. I also don’t want any mice burrowing in for a visit. What did you think of the wise one?”

      Damien shook his head. “I never thought to see a man growing out of a wall. I’ve seen some weird stuff the past year, but that’s near the top of my list. His peculiar circumstances aside, the wise one’s concern seemed genuine.”

      Jen nodded. “That’s the impression I got too. How do you want to handle the questioning?”

      Damien dropped his rucksack and sat on the remarkably comfortable moss mattress across from his sister. “I figured we’d bring them in one at a time, I’ll fix it so they can’t lie, and ask if they had any part in moving the ley line. Simple yes or no question. I learned the hard way if you make it too complicated a clever person can talk their way around an actual lie.”

      “Works for me. We should be able to question everyone in a day. Anyone that tries to lie or doesn’t show up we can assume is part of the problem.”

      “Yeah. That reminds me.” Damien dug through his stuff and pulled out a pencil and paper. “I need to let the archmage know we arrived safe and plan to begin our investigation soon.”
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      Damien lay on his bed of moss, one arm over his eyes, trying to fall asleep. He could hardly keep them open earlier and now he couldn’t relax. He sighed in the dark. Jen’s soft snoring was the only sign he wasn’t alone in the world. She didn’t seem to think it would be a big thing, finding whoever caused the quake. He hoped she was right, but the more he thought about it the more it seemed maybe he and Jen weren’t the best people for this job. It might have been better to send someone with more experience questioning people, someone like Alden or Imogen.

      Now if they already knew who was responsible he and his sister would deal with them in as efficient a matter as you could hope for. He sighed again. They were here now so they’d just have to make the best of it. At least the food had been edible. Eleck had brought them bowls of greens, some sliced-up crunchy white things, and a flat piece of bread covered in spices that burned the back of his throat. Not so much as a hint of poison.

      After he left Jen had dug some of her jerky out and added thin slices to the salad. Jen didn’t consider it a meal unless meat was involved. Damien either for that matter. Now, belly full, in his borrowed bed, Damien tried again to sleep.

      A noise out in the hall woke him from a light doze. For hell’s sake, what was it? He’d finally fallen asleep and now it sounded like a bellows wheezing outside. A hint of corruption twisted his stomach. It wasn’t strong enough to be a demon. He frowned and formed a viewing rectangle. Damien connected it to the barrier and shaped an eye.

      Out in the tunnel five black-scaled reptilian things slouched a short ways away. Eleck stood with them. He’d removed his gloves and underneath he wore four rings, two on each hand. On his middle fingers were black rings that crackled with corruption. Those had to be what he sensed. His barrier must be blocking the worst of the demonic energy.

      The other two rings weren’t demonic, at least not as far as Damien could tell. The one on Eleck’s right index finger was silver, or maybe platinum, and studded all the way around with chips of some black stone. The final ring was gold and studded with red stones.

      Damien conjured a hand and shook Jen awake. She sat up and looked over at him. Damien held a finger to his lips and motioned her over. Soul force flowed to Jen’s head as she washed away the effects of her short nap. She slipped out of bed and joined Damien. He held out the viewer so she could see.

      “Eleck?” she asked.

      Damien’s thought exactly. It looked like they weren’t going to have any trouble figuring out who was behind the quake after all. Eight more monsters came down the hall, red-scaled creatures similar to the black ones, but skinnier. Eleck’s lips moved, but Damien couldn’t hear what he was saying.

      “The black ones are soul force eaters,” Jen whispered in his ear. “The red ones breathe fire. We fought them with Master Shen last month while you were at sea. I never imagined this was where they came from.”

      Jen crossed the room, pulled on her boots, and buckled on her sword. Damien followed her example. He was just tightening the last strap on his sword harness when his barrier vanished. The curtain burst into flame an instant before the black-scales charged through the doorway. Jen met them at warlord speed and two instantly fell, their heads chopped off.

      Damien drew his sword and charged a third monster halfway across the room. The keen steel of his blade passed through its shoulder, but missed anything vital. He leapt back ahead of snapping jaws.

      One of the red-scales appeared in the doorway. It faced Jen, who was busy with the other two soul force eaters. Flames dripped from its jaws.

      Damien lunged at his opponent, piercing it through the throat. The monster went down in a heap.

      The red-scale threw its head back. As it started forward Damien conjured a bubble around its head. Flames blasted out, struck the barrier, and rebounded in the beast’s face. The red-scale collapsed, its face a charred ruin.

      Jen appeared beside him. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, no problem. It was nice to fight with a sword again. Come on, let’s check on Leah and the wise one.”
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      Jen poked her head out in the tunnel. No sign of Eleck or the other red-scales. She’d feared Damien would have trouble with the soul force eaters, but it looked like he remembered his lessons. She should have known better. Maybe some sorcerers didn’t know how to fight, but her brother was a St. Cloud. And if they knew one thing, it was how to swing a sword.

      “All clear. Let’s go.”

      Jen led the way back to the central chamber. Since there was no one in the temple besides the two of them, Leah, Eleck, and the wise one she felt comfortable assuming anyone they met would be an enemy.

      She rounded a corner and leapt back ahead of a blast of flame. She’d just caught a glimpse of four red-scales guarding the tunnel.

      Damien sidled up beside her. “Any soul force eaters?”

      “I didn’t see any.”

      “Let me go first.” Damien stepped around the corner and flames washed over him. Her breath caught in her throat. When the flames subsided he stood unharmed amidst dying embers. “Clear.”

      Jen rounded the corner. Scaled chunks of meat filled the tunnel. She ran past them, Damien hot on her heels. He might not be subtle, but her brother got the job done.

      Outside the wise one’s chamber waited two more red-scales. Golden beams streaked ahead of her, disintegrating them above the waist. Definitely not subtle.

      She burst into the chamber. The wise one lay on the floor, all the roots that had held him severed. Eleck spun to face them, halfway between the wise one and Leah’s bed.

      He raised his hands and a stream of black flames shot at her. She didn’t even have time to flinch. The fire blazed all around her, but didn’t touch her. When they ended Eleck was gone, a fresh hole in the wall where he’d blasted his way out.

      “You okay?” Damien asked.

      She nodded. “I assume thanks to your shield?”

      “I didn’t want you to get your face burned off if we ran into more of those red-scales. It never crossed my mind that Eleck could use hellfire. Good thing I put plenty of soul force into the barrier.”

      “I second that. You check the old man, I’ll get Leah.”

      Jen crossed the chamber and looked down into the wooden bed. Leah was on her back, eyes closed, sleeping just as if she had no idea a lunatic was about to kill her a minute ago.

      Jen reached in and shook her. Leah didn’t so much as shift her position. Must be some kind of sorcery. She should have had Damien check the woman and dealt with the wise one herself.

      “I can’t wake her up.”

      Damien picked up the old druid and carried him over to the bed. He lifted a trembling, wrinkled hand and placed it on the roots. They slid back into the ground leaving Leah in the dirt. Leah groaned and her eyelids fluttered.

      “You’ll have to carry her.” Jen could barely hear the wise one’s voice.

      “I’ll get them both.” Damien conjured a box around Leah and laid the wise one in beside her.

      “What now?” Jen asked. “We can’t stay here.”

      The wise one pulled himself up the side of Damien’s construct. “A hidden grove. A sanctuary for the wise one. No one else knows about it.”

      That sounded promising. “Where?”

      “Out the door and turn right. Go straight until you hit a dead end.” The wise one fell back gasping for breath.

      “I’ll take point,” Jen said. “You keep them safe.”

      Damien gave her a thumbs up and they set out. The tunnel immediately outside the central chamber was empty. Jen listened with her enhanced hearing, but heard nothing beyond their heartbeats. No danger threatened for the moment.

      She jogged down the hall, every sense straining to detect Eleck or his monsters. Damien guided his construct out next then brought up the rear. The tunnel seemed to stretch on and on. The further they went the dimmer the green glow became. If it grew much worse they’d be running in the dark.

      Golden lights sprang up on either side of them. She looked back and Damien waved. Having a sorcerer along on a mission really made life easier.

      A deep, snarling hiss filled the air behind them. Jen spun. Four black-scales appeared at the corner of the nearest intersection. They must have sensed Damien’s lights.

      Her brother drew his sword. Good as he was Damien couldn’t defeat four of the reptilian monsters without sorcery.

      She slipped back beside him. “Keep going. I’ll deal with these four and catch up.”

      Damien nodded. “Be careful. I’ll take away your shield so they can’t drain it.”

      A faint shimmer filled the air and then he was gone down the tunnel. Jen drew power from her core, raised her sword and attacked. Her blade took one’s arm off at the elbow and continued on to take another at the knee. She spun away from a third, its claws missing her back by inches.

      Jen had to watch herself. Unlike some enemies, she couldn’t count on her iron skin to protect her from the soul force eaters.

      She thrust her sword through the stomach of one of the uninjured monsters and ripped it sideways. Blood and bile soaked the dirt floor.

      Jen lunged for the last one and stumbled. The monster whose knee she gashed had its claws around her ankle. She spun and stomped its skull flat.

      Pain filled her leg and she went weak. The last black-scale had clamped its jaws around her left leg. Soul force rushed out of her core like water out of a leaky tub.

      Jen rammed her sword between its shoulder blades before she became so weak she couldn’t fight back. It hissed, opening its jaws enough that she managed to yank her calf free.

      She stumbled away from it. As she moved, the wound through its torso sealed up. Jen used the tiny bit of her remaining soul force to stop her leg from bleeding.

      The soul force eater stood two feet taller after draining her, its head now brushing the roots hanging from the ceiling. Jen had only what strength she could muster from her shaky muscles; her empty core wouldn’t regenerate for hours.

      The monster advanced and she hopped back down the tunnel. Her gaze darted left and right, hoping in vain to find something that might give her an advantage against the empowered creature. There was nothing but dirt and loose pebbles.

      The black-scale snapped at her, forcing Jen to jump back. Her legs swore at her. Her weak counter slash bounced off its thick scales without making a scratch. She didn’t have enough strength behind the blow.

      She backpedaled faster, a desperate plan forming. If it would just charge her, the monster’s own strength would do what she couldn’t.

      It snapped at her again. Jen dodged and slashed its lower jaw. Just a shallow wound but it snarled at her. Jen bared her teeth right back at it. Come on, you ugly bastard, come get me.

      She dodged two more swipes of its claws, opening a thin gash on its forearm in passing. It roared and charged. Finally.

      Jen set her back foot and drove into it. Her sword burst out its back. Somehow she managed to guide it to the side so the huge body didn’t crush her.

      She put a boot on its chest and ripped her sword free. Stupid monster. They were awfully lucky their opponents didn’t have brains to go along with their powers. Jen needed to catch up with Damien. If her brother ran into any more monsters he’d need her help.
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      Damien hurried down the tunnel. Jen wouldn’t have any trouble dealing with four monsters. The way she fought, he figured she’d catch up to them long before they reached…wherever they were going. The thud of steel on flesh mingled with hisses of pain. He grinned in the dim light.

      Go get ’em, sis.

      Five minutes later they reached a blank dirt wall and Jen still hadn’t caught up. Damien allowed himself a moment of worry before he brushed it off. No way she’d lose to some stupid monsters. Jen would be along any minute. Which begged the question: what were they supposed to do when she got here?

      Damien leaned over the box to check on his passengers. Leah was still out, eyes closed and breathing slow and steady. The old druid didn’t look so good. He wheezed and coughed, his eyes fluttered under his lids, his face was ashen and sunken in. Whatever Eleck had done to him it knocked him for a loop.

      Much as he hated to bother the wise one, Damien had no idea what they were supposed to do now. He shook the wise one and his eyes fluttered open.

      “We’re here. What now?”

      The wise one raised a shaking hand. “Help me touch the wall.”

      Damien guided the box over beside the tunnel wall so the wise one could reach it. The moment he did a glow surrounded his hand and a faint tremor ran through the tunnel. Damien drew power, ready to reinforce the walls should it become necessary.

      The end of the tunnel rattled, and clumps of dirt fell to the floor revealing a wall of roots and vines. The strands of wood pulled back, some going up into the ceiling and others down into the ground. When the shaking ended the tunnel continued on, sloping a little downward.

      Down didn’t seem like the way they wanted to go, but he had no other options except back the way they came and that seemed unlikely to take them anywhere safe.

      The wise one slumped back into the box. “We need to go.”

      “Just as soon as Jen catches up.”

      “Have to hurry.”

      “We will, but not until my sister gets here.” Damien didn’t care what the old man said, he wasn’t going anywhere without Jen.

      The minutes ticked by one after another and still no Jen. He was about to go looking for her when she staggered into view. Damien sighed in relief. She was still alive, but clearly the fight hadn’t gone as well as he’d hoped.

      A figure loomed above her. A black-scale. The biggest one he’d seen so far. Its core blazed with power. It must have drained Jen. That was why she looked so weak. Clearly she was in no shape to fight. Damien drew his sword and dagger and charged.

      Jen stared at his bared weapons. “What are you—”

      Damien drew a bit of soul force and flew over her head, sword leading. The giant black-scale twitched aside at the last moment. Instead of his sword piercing its eye he only managed to scratch its cheek.

      He landed behind it, rolled to his feet, and spun. Just in time to angle his sword between him and an incoming claw. Damien slammed into the tunnel wall, pinned by a hand big enough to wrap around his chest.

      He drove his dagger into its wrist three times in rapid succession. The monster roared and snatched its hand back.

      The bleeding wound sealed and vanished in seconds. Its core dimmed a bit as well. Damien raised his weapons. There was nothing for it. He’d just have to keep cutting until it ran out of healing energy.

      The black-scale roared again as Jen’s sword burst from its thigh. A backhanded swipe sent his sister flying toward the end of the tunnel. Her sword went one way and she went the other.

      Damien took advantage of the distraction to stab three deep wounds in its side. The black-scale shrank visibly as it healed the wounds, its core more than halfway depleted.

      It attacked again, quicker this time. Not warlord speed, but fast enough that it took all of Damien’s skill to dance around its claws. He didn’t even dare try and counterattack.

      Fortunately he didn’t need to. His opponent was burning through its stolen soul force in a hurry to increase its speed. It got smaller and slower by the second.

      Damien dodged a snapping lunge and countered with his dagger, opening a thin line along its jaw. The wound didn’t heal at once. Its core was empty.

      Damien grinned. He had the advantage in speed now. He feinted at the black-scale’s throat and when it twisted its head Damien dropped his sword tip, piercing it through the chest.

      He dropped back on guard, but the fight was over. The black-scale slumped to the tunnel floor facedown. Just to be safe Damien ran it through twice more. When neither wound closed he nodded, cleaned his sword on the hem of his tunic, and went to check on Jen.

      She groaned when he helped her sit up. A quick glance revealed the still-depleted state of her core. It would be hours before she could fight at full strength. He looked back up the tunnel. At least there were no monsters in the immediate vicinity.

      “Are you okay?” Damien helped her to her feet.

      Jen wobbled like a drunk then got herself under control. “I’ll live. Just need a few hours’ rest. I thought I killed that thing.”

      Damien put her arm around his neck. “Lean on me.”

      They hobbled their way over to the others. Damien conjured a seat on the edge of the box. “Take a load off.”

      “I can walk.”

      “You can barely stand. Sit down. We need to move faster than you can stagger.”

      It was a sign of just how exhausted she felt that his sister didn’t even argue. She slumped on the seat and Damien conjured a belt around her waist so she wouldn’t fall off. He sent out a tendril of soul force. The golden thread wrapped around the hilt of her sword and pulled it to Damien. He scoured the blood off it with a burst of power and slid it in the sheath on her back. Jen never even flinched. She’d fallen fast asleep.
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      Jonny woke to a bright glare filtering through the limbs of the maple he’d collapsed under the night before. Everything hurt, even his hair somehow. He hadn’t used the urn’s power for more than a second or two and it about killed him. He hoped that blond bitch he blasted was in worse shape than him at least.

      He struggled to his feet. His stomach was complaining and his tongue felt like sandpaper. Maybe he could find a stream to quench his thirst. Jonny staggered from one tree to the next. He couldn’t believe the sorcerers hadn’t chased him last night, especially after he blasted one of their own. Maybe they were afraid of the urn. He grinned then winced at the pain in his face. It would be nice if the red tabards feared him instead of the other way around.

      If he was honest with himself Jonny doubted he had guts enough to use the urn again or the strength to survive if he did. There were some things you should only do once in your life, like jumping in a frozen lake on a two-royal bet or sleeping with your best friend’s girl just because she’s willing. Using the urn’s power definitely fell into the one time only column.

      He needed to get out of these trees and figure out where he was. After the battle he’d been so messed up he couldn’t even remember which direction he ran. He thought east, but wasn’t willing to bet his life on it. His contact lived in the village Long Rest southeast of the capital. It was situated on a dirt side road off the main trade route. If he could only reach it everything would be okay.

      An hour of stumbling through the woods brought Jonny to a clearing where he finally got a good look at the sun. He’d been moving dead east, thank heaven. He only needed a minor correction to get back on track.

      Jonny had managed about three hundred yards when the splashing of water brought him up short. His head swung left and right, trying to home in on the noise. Five minutes later he found it, as pretty a stream as you could hope to find. His knees crunched in the grass beside it and he bent down to drink. Three handfuls slaked his thirst and cleared his head. Now that he could think again it occurred to him that he may have been out longer than he first thought. If that was true the lack of hunters surprised him even more.

      Never one to question his good fortune, Jonny started walking again. He had a long way to go on an empty stomach.

      Jonny managed to cover half the distance to Long Rest when he heard voices and people crashing through the bushes. He leaned against a tree and held his breath. They were growing closer by the second and Jonny was too tired to pick up his pace.

      Tired or not, if he didn’t hurry whoever trailed him would catch up. He pushed away from the tree and managed a limping trot. At least it wasn’t sorcerers tracking him. They’d be in the sky not crashing through the bushes. The red tabards had probably set his former comrades on him. Maybe if he saw someone he knew they could make a deal. On the other hand if they’d heard about him poisoning Fat Garrik and his crew at the gate maybe they’d run him through and ask questions later. Best not to risk making contact.

      A combination of grit and terror brought Jonny within sight of the village ahead of his hunters. He looked down at Long Rest from the top of a little ridge. His contact lived on a farm at the edge of town. Another half a mile and he’d be safe.

      Jonny started down the ridge, stumbled on a root and tumbled to the bottom. The urn flew out of his satchel and landed at the base of a small cherry bush. He reached for it, stopped, bit his lip, and grabbed it. Nothing happened. He slipped the evil thing back in the satchel and yanked it shut. Why didn’t it come to life when he touched it? He didn’t know and didn’t care. It wouldn’t be his problem for much longer.

      He dragged himself up and limped on, his ankle now hurting just a touch more than everything else. At the edge of the woods his contact’s farm came into view. It was a modest place, the sort of little farm you wouldn’t give a second look to. A small barn sat about ten yards from a one-room stone hut. Smoke swirled out of the chimney and in the field a small flock of sheep browsed at the new spring grass.

      He rapped on the door to the hut. Come on, damn you, open up. The door creaked in and a pinched, wrinkled face sporting a patchy beard appeared in the gap.

      “What the hell are you doing here? Our next meeting isn’t for two months.”

      “I need help. Everything went to pieces in the capital. I can’t go back. I have the artifact, but there are hunters after me. You have to hide me.”

      His contact’s jaw worked as he thought it over. “Get inside.”

      The door opened enough for Jonny to slip inside then shut behind him. The hut held nothing but a cot, a workbench, and an iron stove. “Where am I supposed to hide, under your bed?”

      “Something like that.” His contact pulled the cot out away from the wall and ran his finger along the floor. Something clicked and he lifted a door up revealing a space under the floor. “Get in.”

      Jonny crawled into the tiny space and the door slammed, leaving him in total darkness. Scraping came from above as his contact slid the cot back in place. Nowhere for him to run now. He just had to hope his contact didn’t betray him.
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      Damien followed the hidden tunnel down at a slight slope, the air growing damper and mustier the deeper he went. It stretched on and on for far longer than he would have preferred, but he’d sealed the entrance with a blast of soul force, so it was either keep moving or blast his way up to the surface. He could do it if he had to, but unless he ran out of tunnel he preferred to keep any sorcery to a minimum. Damien didn’t know how sensitive the soul force eaters were, but he figured less power was better.

      Jen and Leah were still asleep and the wise one went from conscious to unconscious and back one minute to the next. Though seldom lacking in confidence, as Damien made his way down the tunnel with nothing but the glow from his construct to light the way, he would have appreciated some reassurance that something was waiting for them at the end of the tunnel.

      So it was to his great relief when the slope leveled out then went up. He picked up his pace and ten minutes later came to another wall of roots. A faint green glow leaked out between the openings in the wall and he caught a whiff of water. Something glittered through the gaps in the roots.

      Damien reached in and shook the wise one until he woke. “I think we’re here. Can you open the door?”

      “Help me to the wall.”

      Damien guided the wise one’s hand over to the tunnel wall and soon the familiar green glow formed around it. The roots withdrew and Damien directed his construct into an underground grotto. A beautiful blue pool of water dominated the chamber. Green phosphorescence lit the grotto and gave it a sense of otherworldliness. Under different circumstances Damien would have enjoyed just taking in the sight, but for the moment he had business to attend to.

      “What now?” he asked.

      “Help me out and press my back against the dirt wall.”

      Damien lifted the wise one—the old druid seemed nothing but skin and bones—and carried him over to the grotto wall. He frowned and conjured a pair of extra hands. He managed, with considerable muttering, to maneuver him into place. The moment he did fine tendrils grew out and pierced the wise one’s flesh. More vines grew and wrapped around his wrists, freeing Damien from having to hold him. In two minutes he looked every bit as connected to this room as he had to the one they fled, and even his face had filled out more.

      The wise one sighed. “Put Leah in the pool. The water will restore her.”

      Damien looked from the old man to Leah back to the wise one. “What about her clothes?”

      “Take them off. It will be more effective if they aren’t clinging to her.”

      “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      Damien stripped her as quickly and methodically as he could, trying in vain to ignore the lean, fit body underneath. When he finished he wrapped her in soul force and slid her into the water before reabsorbing his power. Leah floated on the surface surrounded by a faint emerald glow.

      That left Jen, who, as far as he could tell, only required a good long nap. He shifted the box into a couch and set her to one side of the pool. Damien slumped beside the wise one and closed his eyes.

      “So what happens now?” Damien asked. “The investigation seems kind of beside the point since we know who’s responsible.”

      “I trusted Eleck like a son. I thought one day he would take my place as Wise One. To have him betray me, betray all of us like this is beyond my comprehension. I suppose the task hasn’t changed. We need to deal with Eleck and his followers then restore the ley line to its proper place.”

      “Followers?”

      “Yes. No druid, not even me, has the power to shift a ley line on their own. He needed a full circle to manage something so powerful.”

      “A full circle?” Damien felt like an idiot asking for constant clarifications.

      “One experienced druid to guide the ritual and seven acolytes to provide power.” The wise one shook his head. “I can’t believe he found seven others to betray the Green Path. Have I failed my people to such an extent that they’d follow someone as corrupt as Eleck?”

      Damien wasn’t quite certain how to respond to the wise one’s sad speech. Pep talks weren’t his specialty. Threats were more his speed. “Maybe Eleck tricked them, like he tricked you. After all you had no idea that he was involved or that he had betrayed you. Perhaps he convinced whoever helped him that what they were doing was the right thing. It doesn’t make much difference to me. They need to be dealt with to protect my home, so I’ll deal with them.”
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      Alden flew above the forest, trying in vain to see or sense Jonny and the urn. He missed Imogen, especially at times like this. She had a much stronger talent for detecting others at a distance. Unfortunately for him she still wasn’t fully recovered from her encounter with the urn. Her protests to the contrary aside, anyone could see she was still weak. Not that Alden was brave enough to tell her that. The archmage, on the other hand, was made of sterner stuff. She informed Imogen in no uncertain terms that she was staying at the castle until she returned to one hundred percent. Such was the power of Lidia Thorn’s personality that Imogen didn’t utter so much as a peep of complaint.

      Below him twenty young men and women wearing crimson vests and trousers tied with yellow silk scarves beat the brush for any sign of Jonny. When the grandmaster woke up he put the entire dojo at Alden’s disposal in gratitude for his saving his life. He’d asked for twenty volunteers from the hundred plus students that gathered in the training room. When they learned they were hunting for the man that stabbed their master every hand in the room went up. Alden chose from the older students in hopes that they’d capture Jonny the way he wanted rather than seek revenge. He was probably being ungenerous to the students. They had all shown great discipline and determination so far and he had no doubt the ones he didn’t choose would have done as well.

      Alden’s head snapped southeast. For a moment he had sensed the urn’s corruption. He couldn’t imagine why Jonny would take it out now, but it was the first sign that he hadn’t fled the area. Maybe he’d decided to abandon the artifact, use it as a distraction like Alden had done when he escaped Mikhail Santen. Even if that was the case Alden would gladly trade Jonny’s escape for the safe return of the urn.

      He flew down to where the leader of the searchers, an experienced teacher who Alden guessed was in his early forties, stood watching his pupils search. The bald man bowed to Alden. “Sir?”

      “Swing your people southeast. For a few seconds I sensed the urn. We have to check it out.”

      “As you say.” He whistled once, a high, sharp squeal. Quicker than Alden would have thought possible the searchers gathered around him. “Shift southeast. Be on your guard, we may be getting close.”

      Several of the students smiled. Alden sighed. Must be nice to be young and foolish. Alden sometimes missed it, not often, but sometimes. “Signal me if you find him. I don’t dare get too close until the urn is secured.”

      “As you say.”

      Alden flew back up to what he hoped was a safe distance. The students gradually approached the spot where he’d sensed the corruption. Time passed and no one shouted their success. Fifteen minutes later the bald master waved him down. Alden landed beside him in a small clearing.

      “Someone fell here, recently.” He pointed to some scuffed-up dirt that meant absolutely nothing to Alden.

      “Can you tell which way he went?”

      The master pointed south and a little east. Alden had seen a village that way, a little flyspeck of a place with more sheep than people. Was Jonny headed there for some reason or was it a coincidence? Alden didn’t have much use for coincidences and until he knew otherwise he’d assume the decision was deliberate.

      “Stay on his trail. I suspect he’s headed for a village perhaps a mile ahead. I’ll keep watch from a distance and signal you if he tries to flee.”

      “As you say.” The master bowed and strode over to his waiting students.

      Alden smiled and flew skyward again. Why couldn’t everyone be as easy to work with as the Iron Path students? It wasn’t just that Alden saved their grandmaster either. The students and teacher carried themselves with an exceptional level of discipline he’d found in no other group he’d ever worked with. Warlords came close, but sorcerers…their eccentricities didn’t bear mentioning. Trying to convince a large group of sorcerers to work together was like herding cats, big ones that could smash villages flat.

      Alden hung in the air over the sleepy village, the only movement a pair of shepherds guiding their respective flocks. Neither of them had a big enough build to be Jonny. From the edge of the woods the students emerged and walked toward a farm on the outskirts. They formed a semicircle around the place so no one could sneak out without someone noticing.

      Alden wasn’t keen on landing before they captured Jonny, but they’d need his authority to search the farmer’s house and barn. He said a silent prayer and landed a short distance from the stone hut.

      “We followed the tracks right up to the front door,” the master said.

      Alden nodded and knocked on the door. A few seconds later it opened partway and a grizzled face appeared in the gap.

      “What?”

      “Excuse me, sir. We’re tracking a dangerous fugitive and have reason to believe he came this way. Have you seen anyone?”

      “No.”

      “We’re going to have to search your property just to make sure.”

      The door opened the rest of the way revealing the simple, one-room interior. Not a lot of hiding places, that was for certain. “Go ahead. Shouldn’t take you more than half a minute.”

      The old farmer was a real charmer. Alden couldn’t understand why there wasn’t a line of women standing at his front door. Alden motioned the master and one of his students inside. Like the farmer said, the search didn’t take long. But Jonny had to be hiding here somewhere.

      Alden’s fist clenched and relaxed. Should he risk using sorcery to make sure? A well-disguised hidden chamber might be impossible to detect otherwise. They could just wait. Jonny couldn’t hide forever.

      Damn it!

      Alden couldn’t keep the Iron Path students out here for days. He had to risk it. Even if Jonny took him out with the urn the students should have no trouble capturing him afterward. Alden drew power from his core and sent streams of soul force snaking over the floorboards. A second later the world exploded in black lightning.
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      Koran Dane hated everyone and everything. When he learned about a cult whose goal was to destroy the world he decided he’d found a home at last. For thirty years he kept a safe house for members to use when they needed a place to hide. He settled in a little village close enough to the capital that he could keep a general eye on the goings on and report to his superiors. No one bothered Koran more than once. He lived alone and liked it that way.

      When the sorcerer showed up with a small army looking for the current occupant of his bolthole Koran figured his days of ease were at an end. The lid to the secret compartment fit perfectly with the floor, but it wouldn’t stop a sorcerer from finding it. When the golden energy leaked from the sorcerer’s fingers Koran eased his way closer to the door. Maybe he could escape while they were busy with the over-muscled idiot in the hole.

      The floor exploded. Koran leapt out the door and rolled as far from the hut as he could, as fast as possible for a man his age. The lads in red surrounding his farm ran toward the black lightning shredding the thatch of his roof. A remarkably brave and beyond stupid thing to do. Koran’s theory was proven a moment later when the hut exploded. Lightning and shattered rock went everywhere, including three or four chips that bounced off his head.

      In the center of the chaos stood his idiot boarder, waving a black jug around, screaming his lungs out and generally raising a horrible ruckus. Koran’s neighbors had never thought much of him and this certainly wasn’t going to put him in their good books.

      The idiot waved his jug at three young men in red sneaking up behind him and the lightning blasted them off their feet. They didn’t get back up.

      The one-sided battle lasted for less than a minute. When it ended the only person in the vicinity still conscious was Koran. He got slowly to his feet, knees creaking and complaining, and hobbled over to the nearest man in red, a young fellow with a shaved head maybe twenty years old. He touched the kid’s wrist and found a strong pulse. A quick slash of Koran’s belt knife put an end to that.

      Five minutes later twenty corpses decorated Koran’s yard. It served them right for destroying his home. Just inside the door the sorcerer in charge lay in a crumpled heap, wheezing in ragged gasps. Koran put him out of his misery and added one more to the body count. Sorcerers were much easier to kill when they were unconscious.

      The fool with the black jug lay in a heap in the center of what was left of Koran’s house. The item in question sat a little ways away, looking just as innocent as you please.

      Koran crouched beside his unwelcome guest, his knife dripping blood, and debated whether to kill him or not. They were technically on the same side, but the fool had ruined a cover that had lasted decades. For that indignity alone Koran wanted to kill him. Hell, Koran wanted to kill him on general principle, but he had a lifetime of practice forcing that impulse down. At the very least he’d keep his unwelcome guest alive long enough to tell him what that black bauble was worth. Koran guessed the answer was a lot.

      Koran poked his guest in the ribs with his knife. After that little display he figured they needed to move things along. Two more pokes brought the idiot around. He sat up and groaned. “What happened?”

      “You flattened my house and killed a bunch of kingdom men. You need to tell me what the hell is going on before some people we really don’t want to meet get here. Let’s start with who the hell you really are.”

      “Jonny Linn. I’m a castle guard stationed outside the throne room. We have to get the urn to the master. We won’t be safe until he has it.”

      “Looks like those kingdom boys wanted it pretty bad too.”

      Jonny nodded. It looked like he used the last of his strength to do it. “They’ve been hunting me for days. I need to send a message. Tell them to come get me.”

      “How you going to do that?” Koran asked.

      Jonny dug through his belt pouch and pulled out a black crystal bird. “Write a message and put it in the bird’s beak. It will fly to the master. Tell him where we are.”

      Koran eyed the little black bird and spat. Didn’t look like he had any other way out of this mess. He dug through Jonny’s pouch and pulled out a scrap of paper and a stubby pencil. He couldn’t tell them to come here. His hunting shack would do. It was secluded and no one else knew about it.

      Before he could start writing the half-dead idiot tugged on his pant leg. “What?”

      “The urn. Where?”

      “On the floor where you dropped it. Now shut up and let me write.”

      “Put it in the satchel. Sorcerers can sense it otherwise.”

      Koran raised an eyebrow. “I’m not touching that thing. It was a damn wonder I survived the first time you switched it on.”

      Jonny gave a feeble shake of his head. “Only works when sorcerers are around. Safe now.”

      Koran eyed the urn sitting there on his floor like a giant black turd. He found Jonny’s satchel and held it open while he poked the urn with his toe. After a bit of prodding he worked it inside and cinched down the ties. “Happy?”

      Jonny collapsed back on the floor. Koran took that as a yes. He wrote a brief note giving directions to the shack then stuck it in the bird’s mouth. Crystal wings fluttered and it took off, going north and a bit east.

      Koran turned his attention back to Jonny. What should he do with the idiot? He sure as hell wasn’t carrying him two miles through the woods. He fingered his knife. What was one more body amidst all this?
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      Imogen paced off to the side of the throne room while the archmage argued with a merchant about the damage to his warehouse. From the little she’d bothered to listen to it seemed the fat slob wanted them to use their vastly overstretched resources to repair his business before they found safe, warm places for those displaced by the quake. The man was lucky he wasn’t dealing with Imogen. She would have set his fancy tunic on fire and ordered him out of the castle. The archmage had to be more polite than that, though judging from her fierce scowling Lidia was on the verge of doing something Imogen would have approved of.

      The archmage had ordered her to rest, but Imogen was too anxious to lay in her bunk. After yet another argument her superior had agreed to let her pace as long as she stayed out of the way. How did the archmage think she could relax when Alden was out on his own hunting for someone that had already proven he could take out a sorcerer with no trouble? She should have been out there with him.

      A burst of corruption, distant but powerful, stopped Imogen in her tracks. She knew that power. Jonny had activated the urn again. The archmage stood beside her, her problem merchant forgotten.

      “Was that what I think it was?” the archmage asked.

      “Yes. I have to make sure Alden’s okay.”

      The archmage nodded. “We’ll go together.”

      The two women rushed out of the throne room and into the courtyard, leaving the protesting merchant behind. They sprang into the air and flew south. Imogen let the archmage take the lead. The truth was she couldn’t have outflown the older woman if she was in peak condition and as much as Imogen hated to admit it she was far from peak condition. At least the archmage hadn’t tried to force her to stay behind. Imogen appreciated the consideration. She’d worked with Alden long enough now that she felt responsible for what happened to him. If she hadn’t let Jonny get the best of her at the dojo nothing would have gone wrong.

      The trail of corruption ended at the edge of a small village near the border of the Great Green. Bodies dressed in the red and yellow uniforms of the Iron Path dojo littered the ground around a smashed hut. They landed near the ruin.

      Imogen gasped. Just inside the door was Alden’s body, his throat cut ear to ear. Deeper in was Jonny Linn, equally dead, with the exact same wound. There was no sign of the urn or the satchel that held it.

      Imogen backed away from the carnage, her whole body trembling. She wanted very badly to kill someone, but the only person in the area still breathing was the archmage. A strong hand grasped her shoulder.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” the archmage said. “If you’d been here you’d have died with him. The way things are going we can’t afford to lose anyone else.”

      Imogen threw her head back and screamed. When her throat was raw and her lungs empty she wiped the tears away. “What now?”

      “I’m no tracker and even if I were two sorcerers chasing after someone with the urn is suicide. By the time we fly reinforcements out here whoever has the urn will be long gone. I fear we have no choice but to accept our failure and move on. The enemy has two of the three urns so all sorcerers will have to be especially careful from now on. Help me prepare the bodies for transport. I don’t know the Iron Path’s preferred funeral rites. Since they died helping us it seems the least we can do is bring them home.”

      Imogen snarled and sent a blast of focused soul force into Jonny’s body, reducing it to a fine ash. Pity he wasn’t still alive to feel it.
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      Connor massaged his temples. The library was far too small for both him and the erstwhile merchant to share for long periods. He needed to find something for Mikhail to do before his clanking footsteps drove Connor to violence. It seemed he’d been listening to Mikhail pace for days. While Connor was content to wait for events to proceed, Mikhail had less patience.

      Connor cocked his head and honed in on an approaching energy. One of his messenger birds was returning. A moment later the black crystal bird flew into the library and landed on the arm of his chair, a message clamped in its beak. Connor grabbed the scrap of paper and gestured the little bird away. Mikhail clanked back to read over his shoulder.

      Apparently his agent had recovered the urn, but now required transportation to a safe location. It included directions to a remote location in the woods fifteen miles from the capital. Connor smiled and stood up. At last his patience had been rewarded.

      “So the spy succeeded,” Mikhail said.

      “I’m not so certain. I’ve read many messages from that particular bird and the handwriting on this note was totally different. Whoever has the urn, it isn’t my spy.”

      Mikhail straightened up. “You suspect a trap?”

      “Doubtful. Only the spy could have sent that bird. Morana linked it to his soul force. More likely he’s injured and had someone else write it for him. An ally of some sort.”

      Connor gestured the bird back from its perch on one of his shelves. It landed on his finger and he willed it to return to the spy. The bird just sat there staring at him with its black crystal eyes.

      “My spy is dead.” Connor returned the bird to its spot on the shelf. Until it was linked to a new person the little messenger was useless. “I believe I’ll go see who ended up with my property.”

      “Let me go, Master. It might be dangerous.”

      Connor laughed. He was by far the stronger of the two and he was curious about whoever wrote the message. If Mikhail went he’d kill whoever it was without learning anything. It wouldn’t do to cut down a potential ally. He’d just lost one spy, maybe he could pick up a new one.

      “I’ll be fine. Stay here and protect the library. This shouldn’t take long.”

      Mikhail bowed his head. “As you command.”

      Connor flew south, swinging wide around the capital. It took him miles out of his way, but he didn’t want to risk any Crimson Legionnaires or worse, the archmage herself, sensing his passing. While he certainly didn’t fear the sorcerers in the capital, he also didn’t want to risk an unnecessary confrontation at this stage.

      He landed in a clearing deep in the woods. A crude shed, its roof sunken in and its boards rotting, sat near the edge. This had to be the place described in the note. “Hello?”

      A weathered old man with a satchel slung over his shoulder emerged from the shack. He took one look at Connor and flinched. “You must be the master the idiot mentioned.”

      Connor raised an eyebrow at the old man’s insolence, but decided against killing him on the spot. “Indeed. I’m Connor Blackman. And you are?”

      “Koran Dane. Your man led a sorcerer to my home then leveled it with this…whatever it is. I been watching the capital for better than thirty years for the cult and that bloody idiot ruined everything in a day. What am I supposed to do?”

      Connor understood now. This man was a member of the original cult. Most of them were nihilists who hated everything, psychopaths that wanted to watch everything die. Connor smiled. It was so rare to meet one of the old guard.

      “For someone that has served the cult so well for so long I’m certain we can find a task for you. You know Morana?”

      He nodded. “The redhead. She’s been collecting my reports for the past two years. She’s a sight easier on the eyes than the last poxy son of a whore I reported to.”

      “Splendid. She’s working with some other members in Valcane. I’m certain you’d be a great asset for her. Now, the urn.”

      He shrugged off the satchel and handed it to Connor. “I forgot about it for a minute. Glad to be rid of the awful thing. You going to fly me to the coast?”

      Connor laughed again. “Hardly. I’ll send Morana a message and she’ll come collect you in a day or two. Just wait here and stay out of sight.” He undid the ties on the satchel and looked inside. The inky black cylinder glinted in the late afternoon light.

      Connor leapt into the air and powered back north with his prize. Now, once Eleck completed his task, Connor could begin the final phase of his plan.
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      Eleck paced in the small chamber that served as his quarters. Dirt trickled from the walls as roots came and went, slithering along like serpents. The wise one still lived. If it were otherwise the roots would be still.

      Damn the strangers! If they had simply died in the initial attack as they were supposed to Eleck could have announced the murder of the wise one at their hands and assumed command of the Green Path. If he made the announcement now everyone would know he was lying. The very existence of the still-squirming roots would denounce him.

      He clenched his fists, trying to ignore the pain in his hands. He used the black rings Master Connor had given him as little as possible, but even a single blast left his hands aching for days. He raised his sore hands and studied the black veins running along the palms and between his knuckles. The long gloves he favored hid them well enough along with blocking anyone from sensing their corruption. They were potent tools, but like anything, not without cost.

      Eleck concentrated on the silver ring studded with black gems. He felt nothing, no stirring, no hint that any of his soul force eaters survived their encounter with the outsiders. The red ring still pulsed with life. Four of the fire breathers still lived, though Eleck doubted their ability to slow his enemies. The demon-tainted beasts lurking in the newly corrupted portions of the Great Green might give them pause, but Eleck held out little hope of ultimate victory there. The only real chance he had was the powerful guardians securing the cave. As long as he kept the outsiders from interfering with the circle nothing else mattered.

      “Master?” Delia said from beyond the curtain that separated his room from the tunnel.

      “Yes?”

      “The people are gathered as you requested. They’re waiting and eager to hear you speak.”

      “I’ll be along in a moment.” As soon as I figure out just what I’m going to say.

      “Yes, Master.”

      Eleck sighed. His acolytes were obedient, but lacking in motivation. He shouldn’t complain. It was that very lack that made them so easy to persuade to his cause. Whispered vague promises combined with a show of force from his monsters convinced them that remaining loyal to the current wise one would be bad for their health.

      Fear did wonders to keep them obedient. Eleck should know, he was terrified of Connor and his black knight, and would do anything they said if it meant avoiding a face-to-face meeting. He didn’t know how much longer he could postpone that meeting. To assure his success Eleck feared he’d need reinforcements. Better to ask for more help than to fail, that was certain.

      Eleck pulled on his gloves and straightened his green robes. He couldn’t claim the wise one was dead, but he could still blame the outsiders for kidnapping him. The would give him temporary control of the group and turn them away from helping his enemies. He’d have to find some way to make the wise one’s disappearance permanent before anyone found him.

      He brushed the curtain aside and stepped out into the tunnel. Delia flinched away from him before remembering he was supposed to be a beloved leader not a figure of terror. That was the sort of slip that could give people the wrong idea if she made it around those outside their little circle. Chastising her would only make her more jumpy. Eleck put a gentle hand on her back.

      “Stay calm, Delia. This matter will be resolved soon. Always remember, outside the cave there’s no reason to fear me.”

      “Yes, Master Eleck.” The mousy blond couldn’t even look him in the eye when she spoke.

      He needed to order one of the others to take her place. She was the weakest member of the circle, but if she couldn’t even manage the simple tasks he set her, she’d be less of a liability tending the ritual.

      Eleck strode through the familiar tunnels with their boring dirt walls and floor, dangling roots brushing his hair. When he assumed full control he’d have the damned things trimmed back and maybe put some stones on the floor. What sort of leader had to walk in the dirt?

      He sighed. One who was connected with the earth force at all times, as a proper Wise One should be. Eleck could still see and manipulate the power, but he’d long since lost the easy connection he used to have with the Green Path. He sometimes missed the gentle energy flowing through his feet and up into his body.

      Eleck held up his hands. That weak energy was nothing compared to the strength he’d gained from the black rings. His rings gave him real power, real control. As long as he had them Eleck was master of his fate. At least as long as he obeyed Connor.

      Out in the clearing all the people of the Green Path had gathered around the entrance to the temple. Everyone wore nervous expressions, the gazes darting from one friend to another in hope of some reassurance.

      Perfect.

      Eleck would give them false reassurances and they would be all the more eager to believe him.
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      The wise one’s grumbling woke Damien from a light doze. The old druid was grinding his teeth and muttering obscenities. Who’d have thought the leader of the druids could swear like a sailor? Jen still slept on the couch he conjured for her and Leah floated in the pond, every bit as out of it as his sister.

      “What’s wrong?” Damien asked.

      “Eleck. He’s giving a speech, warning my people about you. He says you kidnapped me and that they need to be vigilant lest more outsiders sneak in and harm them. Lying fraud! If only I had the strength to get up there.”

      “He’s certainly clever. Give the people an external enemy to focus on and they’re less likely to notice the corruption within. That’s a tactic that’s worked many times, at least according to the history books. So what’s the plan once everybody’s finished with their naps?”

      “You’ll have to confront Eleck at his hidden cave. Leah can show you the way. I can’t leave the temple, but I can keep an eye on things here. I know you can’t do what needs to be done without violence, I only ask that you refrain from harming any of the innocent people Eleck has deceived.”

      “I don’t know what you think you know about people from outside your little group, but we’re not in the habit of slaughtering innocents. We’ll do what’s necessary to protect the kingdom and no more. Once the threat is eliminated cleaning up the mess your protégé made is your job.”

      “I’m sorry,” the wise one said. “I didn’t mean to imply you and your sister were particularly violent, I simply worry for what my people might do under Eleck’s influence. If they attack you I know you’ll have to defend yourself.”

      Damien grunted, not especially mollified. A splash from the pond ended the conversation before it became an argument. Leah pulled her feet under her and walked through the shallow water back to shore. If she felt at all awkward standing completely naked in front of two men she gave no sign of it. She used her cloak to dry off and then dressed.

      When she finished she stretched and joined Damien beside the wise one. “What happened?”

      The wise one gave her a quick summary. When he finished Leah was gaping like a fish on the deck. “Eleck betrayed us? I can’t believe it.”

      “Believe it,” Damien said. “He has two black rings and the corruption has already begun blackening his hands. Depending on how much he uses them he has at most a year or so to live.”

      “What if he stopped using them and threw the rings away, could he be saved?” Leah looked at him with sad, pleading eyes.

      “I don’t know. Healing isn’t my area of expertise and frankly I saw no sign that he’s in any way interested in tossing them aside. In my experience once people get a taste of power it’s very hard to convince them to give it up. I suspect Connor gave him the rings as a test. If he completes whatever task the warlock set for him a more permanent form of power will likely be his reward.”

      Leah turned her sad gaze on the wise one. “How could he do this? He would have eventually taken your place. Was that not power enough for him?”

      “I don’t know, my dear.”

      “Maybe he got sick of waiting and decided to move things along on his own. It doesn’t matter now anyway. He made his choice and now we need to deal with him. How do we get out of here once Jen wakes up?”

      “I can open a path for you out the rear of the grotto. We’re well away from the village so no one should see you leave. Once you’re out I’ll seal it up behind you.”

      Damien nodded. “How far to this cave once we’re out of here?”

      Leah tapped her chin for a second. “Perhaps a day. I was just wandering when I found it.”

      “Follow the disturbances in the Green Path,” the wise one said. “After that massive shift the power streams will be roiled and they’ll grow worse the closer you come to the source of the shift.”

      Leah slapped her forehead. “I never even considered that route. I can lead the way straight to it.”

      Damien grinned. “Guess that’s why he’s the wise one.”

      Leah returned the smile. “Yes it is.”

      Half an hour later Jen sat up and scrubbed her hand across her face. “Where are we?”

      “Safe for the moment,” Damien said. “How are you?”

      Jen waved off his concern. “Fine. I just needed to rest. Is that water safe to drink?”

      Damien checked it and found nothing toxic. “There’s nothing poisonous in it as long as you don’t mind the fact that Leah’s been floating in it for the last five hours.”

      Leah slapped his shoulder. “What are you implying?”

      “That none of us has had a bath since we left the castle.”

      Jen shrugged, cupped her hands and bent down to drink. There’d have to be something pretty nasty in there to bother a warlord anyway. When she’d drunk her fill Jen stood up and stretched. “So what’s the plan?”
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      The wise one’s tunnel opened into a small gap in the middle of a patch of thick brush. Damien followed Leah out, with Jen bringing up the rear. After what seemed like a long time underground, the fresh breeze and smell of evergreens made a welcome change. Judging from the shadows it was around midmorning. Damien’s stomach grumbled. Some breakfast would have been nice, but all their supplies were back in the temple and he wasn’t anxious to go and get them. Damien conjured a bird and added a transformation so it would shift into the letters “ok” when it reached the archmage’s office. It wasn’t an ideal solution, but at least she’d know they were still alive and working on the problem.

      The moment Jen’s foot cleared the tunnel it collapsed in on itself. No one could reach the wise one now, not without a lot of digging. Leah stared at the ground and spun in a circle. When she finished the slow-motion pirouette Damien raised an eyebrow. “Which way?”

      “East.” Leah walked toward the thick brush and it parted for her.

      Damien expanded his shield, conjured another around Jen to protect her clothes, and followed Leah into the brush. They hadn’t gone more than thirty feet when the thick scrub gave way to huge old trees that towered over them, blocking most of the light. Shadows danced in the corner of his vision as the wind made the branches sway. This would be a perfect place for an ambush. Lucky no one knew where they were.

      Leah trudged on, her gaze fixed on the ground like a hunting dog. Damien wished he could see what she saw, even just for a moment. He hated being completely dependent on someone else. The woods were open enough that Jen could walk beside him.

      “When you charged me with your sword drawn I thought you’d lost your mind.”

      Damien glanced at her and smiled. “Didn’t you hear the soul force eater coming up behind you?”

      “I was so drained it was a wonder I could put one foot in front of the other. You killed it without using sorcery?”

      “You sound surprised. I kept up with my training even while I studied sorcery. I might not be a warlord, but I can still fight.”

      “I know, but it would have been interesting to see the look on Dad’s face if you came home twenty pounds overweight and barely able to swing your sword.”

      “Interesting for you maybe. I doubt I would have survived.” Damien stopped. A faint hint of corruption swirled through the air. Weak and still distant, whatever he sensed lay dead ahead of them. “Leah.”

      Jen stopped, but Leah kept going like he hadn’t spoken.

      “Leah!”

      She stumbled and turned to face him. “What?”

      “Can’t you feel it? Maybe half a mile ahead of us. Something nasty is waiting.”

      She turned back and a few seconds later stiffened. “It’s so…wrong. I’ve wandered this forest my whole life and I’ve never felt anything like this. What is it?”

      “Demonic corruption. We’ve seen it before,” Damien said.

      “Is there another demon?” Jen asked.

      He couldn’t decide if she was nervous, eager for another shot at one, or a little of both. “It’s too diffused. When we fought the goblins the power was all in one place, this is different. Is there another way to our destination?”

      Leah turned back toward them, her forehead creased. “I’m sure there is, but the line I’m following leads straight through it. We might be able to find a way around, but I couldn’t guess how long that might take.”

      Damien grunted and looked at his sister. “What do you think?”

      “The longer this takes the better the chance of something else happening to the capital. I say we plow through and deal with whatever gets in our way.”

      Damien nodded, not especially surprised. It might be tricky. Jen could take care of herself, but Leah was just a normal woman, leaving aside her ability to see earth force. He’d have to keep a shield around her at all times. Somehow he doubted the plants up ahead would be inclined to do as they were told.

      The changes started ten minutes later. The trees turned scabrous and their bark started to peel. The ground cover thinned then vanished, leaving only dead ash behind. Birds fell silent—or more likely they’d abandoned this part of the forest. Over it all lay the perfume of rot.

      Ahead of them Leah trembled as she walked. She was probably more sensitive to the changes than he and Jen. She kept her gaze down and her step firm. If anything stopped them it wouldn’t be her lack of determination.

      A high-pitched shriek came from above them an instant before a gray blur struck Leah. She staggered and tore at whatever had hit her.

      Damien and Jen rushed to help. They reached her side just as she threw it away from her. The ball of fur scrambled to its feet and spun to face them. Red eyes glowed above the fang-filled mouth of the meanest looking squirrel Damien had ever seen. Its fluffy tail had been replaced by a clump of quills that would have made a porcupine jealous.

      It hissed and Damien blasted it. “You okay?”

      Leah touched her face, but Damien’s shield had held. “How can I be okay when things like that exist in the world? I never imagined such a thing was possible.”

      Damien decided not to mention the raccoons from the slaughterhouse. “If demon squirrels are the worst thing we run into we’ll be fine. How does the earth force look?”

      “It’s still pure. The energy comes from the planet core. I can’t imagine how much power it would take to corrupt that source. Thanks for the shield.”

      “Sure. If you’re ready we should move on.”

      Leah took a steadying breath and set out at a determined march. She had guts, no doubt about it. He suspected she’d need all she had before this unnatural hike was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 35

        

      

    
    
      Squirrels, raccoons, birds, a pair of wolves, and a nest of rabbits. Damien never thought he’d see monsters in so many shapes and sizes all in one place. He blasted and burned while Jen sliced and chopped. None ever came within ten feet of Leah though every one they cut down seemed to wound her just the same. They emerged from the corrupted forest near dark, exhausted and hungry.

      Ahead of them stretched an expanse of bare stone and dirt in which nothing grew and no spark of animal life showed itself. In its own way the emptiness was as horrifying as the tainted life of the dark forest. Damien would have liked to find a place for them to rest, but the only cover was back in the woods and he doubted anyone wanted to camp surrounded by demonic animals. About a hundred yards across the dead zone the slope turned steep and at the top of a rough trail was a cave.

      “Is that it?” Damien asked.

      “Yes.” Leah sounded weak and he feared she hadn’t fully recovered from her long sleep. “It wasn’t like this before. The terrain was rough, but there was life. Interfering with the Green Path has damaged all the life in this area. I can’t believe he did this. Eleck once revered the wilderness.”

      “You can discuss it with him after we set things right,” Jen said. “We need to find cover and scout their position.”

      Leah pointed at a clump of boulders half again as tall as Damien partway up the slope and a little to their left. “Perhaps behind them?”

      Jen frowned. “Not ideal, but we don’t have much to work with here. Let’s go.”

      They trotted across the open ground and up the slope as quick as they could without raising a racket. If the enemy had any lookouts posted Damien couldn’t spot them. They sat behind the stones and Damien conjured a scout bug. When he had the construct connected to a viewing rectangle he sent it toward the cave.

      Jen and Leah leaned in closer. He guided it through the opening and after a short flight the cave brightened. He tried to find the source of the glow, but it came from everywhere and nowhere at the same time. It didn’t have the same green tint as the light in the temple but Damien sensed no corruption.

      “What’s that light?” he asked.

      “The blood of the earth. It’s running through the walls close enough to the surface that the light oozes out fine crystals embedded throughout the tunnel. It isn’t a natural phenomenon. They’ve been working on this project for a long time, months at least. Even in the weeks since I first discovered this place it’s changed. We’ll need a lifetime to put right the damage they’ve done.”

      The bug continued down the tunnel until it came to a fork. “Which way?” Damien asked.

      “Left, I think.” Leah shook her head. “I roamed for hours in those passages. I can’t remember the exact path.”

      Damien shrugged and guided the construct left. If it turned out to be wrong they’d just have to check the other direction.

      It took almost an hour of staring at empty tunnels before the bug reached something interesting, a walkway that ran between two pools of lava. Blood of the earth, was she talking about lava? If the molten stone ran just beneath the walls of the whole complex they were essentially walking into a death trap. One wrong blast and they’d be burned to a crisp.

      “Damien, what’s wrong?” Jen asked.

      “Just thinking that we’re walking into a live volcano and how it might be better if I just blast the place and bury them all in a magma pool.”

      “You can’t,” Leah said. “If you destroy the circle our ability to fix the ley line will be greatly diminished. The flow of the earth force will be disrupted for years if not decades.”

      “Yeah, I was afraid you’d say something like that.”

      He guided the bug across the walkway and into the tunnel beyond. After thirty feet it opened into a cavern suffused with a green glow. In the center was a rune circle surrounded by six men and women in green robes, their bodies throwing off the same light he’d come to associate with druid sorcery.

      “They’re still moving it. After all the damage they’ve caused they’re still nudging the ley line further out of position.”

      “Wait. I thought it required a full circle to move the line,” Damien said. “They’re two people short.”

      “It takes a full circle to initiate the movement or to make a big change like the one that caused the quake, but once the ritual is underway a smaller group can keep it going. Though I’d say this is the minimum they’d need.”

      “Anything else you neglected to mention?” Jen sounded as annoyed as he felt.

      “No. I’m sorry, I didn’t think it would make any difference.”

      “Never assume anything,” Jen said. “The smallest detail could be the one that saves our lives, or gets us killed.”

      Damien let the bug vanish and turned to his companions. “I don’t think there’s anything else.”

      Jen frowned. “It’s too easy. There should be guards for something this important. I can’t believe they’ll just let anyone walk through the front door.”

      “Easy!” Leah stared at his sister, a slightly hysterical tone to her voice. “They set up in the middle of nowhere. The cave is surrounded by a demon-haunted forest that would daunt any normal person assuming they could even find it. That seems like pretty good protection to me.”

      “Maybe.” Jen’s expression didn’t soften in the least. “I hope you’re right, but even if you aren’t the only thing we can do is move forward.”

      Damien surrounded both women with shields strong enough to protect them even if they should fall into a pool of magma. It took a fair chunk of his power, but he wouldn’t let anything happen to either of them if he could prevent it.

      The little group left the safety of their hiding place and scrambled up the steep slope, bits of loose stone crunching under their feet. Damien went in first, his shield almost crackling with power. If there were any surprises waiting he intended to be ready. Leah followed him and Jen brought up the rear.

      The tunnel was wide enough to permit them to walk side by side, but that would have just presented a bigger target. Not that there seemed to be anyone around to attack them. No sound reached them. Nothing moved in the eerie reddish light.

      Maybe Leah was right and the renegade druids had depended on their remote location for the bulk of their defenses. More likely that Eleck had stripped the cave of its defenders to attack him and Jen at the temple. The preemptive strike wouldn’t have been a bad idea if it had worked. Now that decision had left his base vulnerable.
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      Damien would have expected a room with two open pools of lava to be hotter. Even with his shield he should have been sweating like a pig in a room like this. Instead it was no warmer than a midsummer day, probably not even a hundred degrees. Beyond the walkway the figures of the six druids stood in the dim green light. They seemed oblivious to the intruders’ presence.

      “This isn’t right,” he said.

      “I’ve been thinking the same thing since we set foot in the cave,” Jen said. “What do you want to do?”

      Damien conjured a ball of energy. “I could kill them from here.”

      “No.” Leah grabbed his wrist. “An explosion might damage the circle, plus they’re not bad people, just weak-willed ones tricked by Eleck.”

      “Besides, if there is a trap we’ll need to deal with it so our allies can get through to repair the damage,” Jen said. “I’ll go first.”

      Damien stepped in front of her. “I don’t think so.”

      “What?”

      He winced. Maybe that had been a little forceful. “At least let me check it for anything obvious.”

      He conjured a humanoid construct and gave it twice the weight of a regular person. If there were any pressure plates or hidden tripwires the construct would set them off. If the traps were sorcerous Damien figured he would have sensed them.

      The construct clomped toward the walkway. The moment its golden foot crossed from the cave floor to the walkway the lava shifted and surged up, forming a ten-foot-tall giant of liquid stone on either side of the path. Both giants brought their fists down on the construct. The instant before they struck Damien absorbed the energy rather than have it dissipate.

      Jen glanced at him, all traces of irritation vanished. “What are those things?”

      Damien shook his head. “I have no idea. There’s no corruption in them, so they’re not demons. I’ve never seen or heard of anything like them.”

      “I have,” Leah said.

      Damien didn’t dare take his eyes off the giants. So far the monsters seemed content to hold their places. “Don’t keep us in suspense.”

      “They’re earth guardians. Our oldest scrolls describe them being used to guard important ritual sites. They’re physical manifestations of the earth force, given purpose by a druid ritual. I never would have guessed Eleck possessed skill enough to accomplish such an advanced spell.”

      “How do we kill them?” Jen asked. She’d drawn her sword, for all the good it would do against creatures made of molten rock.

      “They’re not alive and therefore can’t be killed.”

      Jen ground her teeth. “You know what I mean. How do we stop them?”

      “The guardians are connected directly to the earth force. They can’t be stopped except by the will of the one that bound them or the destruction of the area to which they’re bound.”

      “Why don’t they attack?” Jen asked.

      “I can’t say for certain, but I’d guess the task Eleck gave them is to prevent access to the ritual chamber. So long as we don’t try and get in they won’t bother us.”

      “Wait, how do the druids get past them?” Damien asked.

      Leah shrugged. “A password or talisman most likely.”

      Damien nodded. “I guess we’ll just have to ask one of the druids inside.”

      Jen raised an eyebrow “How? We can’t get in there.”

      “We’ll have to bring one of them to us.” Damien conjured a small sphere and sent it across the walkway.

      The guardians swung at it, but it was too fast. Half a second later it was past and flying toward the circle of druids. They were fully engrossed with the ritual and didn’t even notice it approaching. Damien shifted its shape and formed a collar that he slipped around the neck of the closest druid. He crooked his finger and the collar dragged the unfortunate woman out of the circle and across the cave floor toward the walkway.

      She dug in her heels and tried to hold herself back, but she would have had a better chance stopping a horse by pushing on its chest. Damien’s power was irresistible. She reached the edge of the walkway and he stopped pulling.

      “Is there anything you’d like to say before I yank you across?” he asked.

      Her jaw clenched and she remained silent. Either she was willing to die for her master or she had a talisman hidden in the folds of her green robe. Damien shrugged and pulled her across.

      The guardians never flinched as she skidded across the walkway. When she was four feet away from the group he stopped the collar and inserted a mental block into her head to stop her from lying.

      Damien smiled. Not the nice smile he used on people he liked, but the cold, humorless one that Lane said gave her chills. “So, let’s get right to it. How do we circumvent the guardians?”

      The female druid just glared at him prompting Damien to sigh. “You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that. Do you guys think we should try torture first or should we strip her one piece at a time and keep running her past the guardians until they crush her?”

      “I vote torture first and if that doesn’t work we try stripping her.” Jen turned her head and winked at him. She knew the game as well as he did.

      Damien switched his attention to Leah. “What do you think?”

      “I think if you give me a minute I can probably find the talisman without torturing or stripping her.”

      “Works for me, though it doesn’t sound anywhere near as much fun.” Damien waved her over. “Have at it.”

      When Leah approached, the prisoner raised her hands like she planned to fight. Damien added shackles around her wrists and ankles that held her rigid. “There. Now behave yourself and maybe I won’t make you test Leah’s guess by running past the guardians without your talisman.”

      “Please, sister, don’t let him hurt me.” The woman had a pleasantly warm voice. He’d expected someone willing to betray her people to sound more shrill.

      “Don’t call me sister. You betrayed your oath and the Green Path. The only reason I’ll argue for your life is because even someone as horrid as you is a child of the path. Now be silent.”

      After two minutes of searching Leah pulled the prisoner’s robes open and slipped a pin out of the skin beneath her left breast. “This is it.”

      “You’re certain?” Damien asked.

      “As certain as I can be without walking across the path.”

      Damien turned his gaze on the prisoner. “Is that your talisman?”

      She remained silent.

      He shrugged, lifted her off the ground and floated her toward the path. Five feet short of the walkway she screamed, “Yes! That’s the talisman. Please stop.”

      He pulled her back to safety. “There. Wasn’t that easier?”

      “What now?” Leah asked.

      “Now I’ll fish the rest of them out of their hole and you can find five more talismans.”

      “What about her?” Leah nodded toward the prisoner. “We didn’t bring any rope to tie her up.”

      “No need.” Jen hammered the female druid in the back of the head with the pommel of her sword. The woman went limp in her restraints and Damien let her fall to the floor. One down five to go.
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      The master had barely set the second urn on an empty shelf in his library when a green crystal bird landed on the arm of his black chair. Mikhail reached for it then caught himself. He’d crushed one of Connor’s messengers months ago and now he was no longer allowed to touch them with his clumsy, armored hands. His master sat and pulled the little note from the bird’s mouth, his expression darkening as he scanned the tiny words.

      “Damn it! Useless, pathetic druid.”

      “Master?” Mikhail leaned in to try and read the note. Whatever Eleck had said it was the wrong thing.

      Connor disintegrated the slip of paper and rounded on Mikhail. “I warned him there would be a price for more failures. You remember, I said no more problems. Take care of your tasks or face the consequences. That’s what I told his messenger.”

      “I remember, Master.”

      “Now, not only has he not finished preparing the cavern, he’s also failed to deal with the runaway druid girl. She’s back with help from the kingdom. All the soul force eaters I gave him are dead along with most of the fire-scales. Do you know the final insult?”

      Mikhail took a step back. He’d never seen his master in such a foul mood. “No, Master.”

      “Eleck has the unmitigated gall to ask for more help!” Connor grabbed the front of Mikhail’s armor and yanked him down so their faces were even. Metal that had deflected some of the strongest soul force blasts Mikhail’s opponents could generate crumpled under the enraged warlock’s fingers. Mikhail tried to swallow and failed. “And the worst part, Mikhail? I have to give it to him!”

      Connor hurled Mikhail across the library to slam into the far wall where he clattered to the ground like a boulder tossed into a scrap metal heap. Connor stalked across the library after him. Mikhail stumbled to his knees and touched his head to the floor. He sent a silent prayer to the Horned One that his master would control himself before he destroyed Mikhail. He held his position, eyes squeezed shut, waiting to die.

      Connor sighed and patted his arm. “It’s not your fault, Mikhail. I shouldn’t have taken my frustration out on you. It’s just you’re the only thing here I didn’t fear breaking.”

      Mikhail risked looking up. Connor stared down at him with his glowing red eyes and a hint of a smile playing about his lips. “It’s okay, I’m over it now.”

      He grabbed Mikhail by his shoulder armor and jerked him to his feet with one hand. Connor brushed his breastplate and the twisted metal straightened and smoothed out like nothing had happened.

      Mikhail managed to work some spit into his dry mouth. “What will you do, Master?”

      The great warlock sighed again. “I’ll send the idiot help. He has a job to finish after all. Once the ley lines are in the proper position, however, it will be necessary to punish him for his constant failures. Him and all his useless tribe. You understand, Mikhail?”

      A slow smile spread under Mikhail’s helm. “I understand, Master. When the task is finished” —Mikhail dragged his thumb across his throat— “everybody dies.”
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      Damien looked at the pile of unconscious rebel druids lying on the floor in the corner of the cave. They’d stripped the prisoners of their protective talismans and any weapons they carried. Damien had been surprised by just how few there were: three unimpressive daggers and a pair of eating knives, not exactly an arsenal.

      He, Jen, and Leah each wore one of the talismans pinned through their clothes so they had nothing to fear from the guardians. The remaining pins were safe in Jen’s belt pouch. That only left one question. “So what now?” He looked from Leah to Jen, but neither of them spoke. “Are we done?”

      “No,” Leah said. “We need to hunt down Eleck and his final servant. We need all the talismans so another full circle can use the ritual to set the lines back in their proper place.”

      “That might be tricky,” Jen said. “All your people think we’re the enemy. They may try and protect Eleck. If that happens some of them might get hurt.”

      That was an understatement. Jen’s sword and Damien’s attacks weren’t especially discriminatory if it came to fighting in a crowd. They could kill Eleck easy enough. Damien had taken the measure of his power back in the central chamber. The black rings were strong, but nothing Damien couldn’t handle.

      “What if we wait here?” Leah said. “Eleck’s bound to show up sooner or later.”

      “I don’t think so.” Jen rubbed her face. “We have no food, no water, and no idea when he might arrive. The cave is a good defensive position, but with no supplies, it’s useless to us.”

      “What about these idiots?” Damien asked. “They must have had something to eat and drink.”

      “Maybe not.” Leah paced around the room. “The earth force from the ritual would have sustained them as long as they remained inside the circle. Still, it couldn’t hurt to take a look around.”

      They crossed the walkway without attracting much interest from the guardians. The green glow from the ritual circle was slowly dying. Damien conjured a handful of lights and scattered them around the chamber. It was much bigger than he expected. Perhaps three hundred yards across and so high he couldn’t make out the ceiling. They spread out and searched the whole chamber.

      Half an hour later they regrouped. Damien hadn’t found anything besides dust. Judging from the gray covering on her cloak Leah hadn’t fared any better. Jen on the other hand had six packs dangling from her hands.

      “Anything in them?” he asked.

      “Not much. Enough food and water to see us back to the village, but nothing beyond that.” They shared dried fruit and jerky and each drained a half-full water skin. Enough food remained for one more small meal and then they were out of luck.

      “We need to get out of here and back to town,” Damien said. “Can’t the wise one announce that Eleck’s a traitor and we didn’t kidnap him?”

      “He seldom speaks directly with the people,” Leah said. “Usually Eleck or I speak in his place. Since they all know I brought you to the village, no one would believe me if I spoke against Eleck. They might even think we’d forced the wise one to say what we wanted him to.”

      “Great,” Damien said. “So we’re right back where we started. At least we have the talismans so no one can resume the ritual.”

      “Actually,” Leah said. “Since Eleck still has two talismans, they can take turns crossing the path and tossing it back so the next pair can cross. I’m afraid as long as even one of the talismans is out of our control the danger remains.”

      “That’s it! I’m going to hunt Eleck down and end this.” Damien spun on his heel and stalked toward the exit.

      Leah chased after him. “Please, the villagers are innocent. I beg you not to hurt them.”

      “I’ll do my best, but this needs to stop and the sooner the better.”

      Jen poked one of the renegades with her toe. “What about this lot? They’ve certainly earned a quick death for their part in the quake.”

      “Fine with me.” Damien took two more steps then paused, remembering his conversation with the wise one. “Without their talismans they’re harmless. Why don’t we just leave them for now?”

      Leah offered him a smile, while Jen frowned. Damien knew as well as his sister that sparing the renegades’ lives went against their training, but in the end she followed them without commenting. Damien said a silent prayer that his generosity wouldn’t bite them in the ass later.
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      Eleck tried to swallow and failed. The hulking presence of the black knight had his throat as dry as any desert. When he’d asked Master Connor for reinforcements he’d devoutly hoped for almost anything other than the unstable man in black. The four red-scales standing at his side seemed like wholly inadequate protection. A good ten feet from them Delia trembled like a leaf in a stiff breeze. He knew just how she felt. It was only with a great effort of will that his own knees didn’t knock.

      They stood just outside the corrupted forest looking up at the cave that served as the entrance to Eleck’s base. He could remember a time when walking through the demon-haunted stretch of woods had twisted his heart and made him question everything he was doing.

      Now the dead trees and ash served as nothing but a nuisance to be gotten through as quickly as possible. Eleck was damned and no amount of feeling sorry for himself would change his fate. It astonished him that he could still interact with the earth force at all. Not that it should have. The energy flow didn’t care who he was or what he had done. It had no will or sense of morality. It simply was.

      “Where are the rest?” the knight asked. “I was under the impression there were more than two of you.”

      “The others are up in the cave, sir. It’s necessary for the bulk of my acolytes to remain at the ritual circle to keep the power flowing.”

      A hollow grunt from behind the mask. “Then they are most likely dead. Your enemies beat us here and one of them is very strong. I can sense his soul force from here.”

      Eleck’s mind raced. If his acolytes were dead how would he complete the project? And if he couldn’t complete the project how would he convince Connor to spare him? The answer was as plain as the skull on the knight’s breastplate. He couldn’t.

      “Can you complete the master’s task without your servants?” the knight asked.

      “Of course, sir. But first we need to evict the trespassers.”

      Delia tugged on his robe. “How, Master?”

      “Shut up and do not speak again.”

      “What is the worm mewling about?”

      “Nothing, sir. She’s just worried about her friends.” Eleck prayed to any and all powers that the black knight would believe him. The helmed head nodded and Eleck’s heart slowed to something approaching normal.

      “You are fortunate that I’m here.” The knight flexed the fingers on his scaled hand. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting this enemy again.”

      Eleck blinked. “You know our enemies?”

      “One of them at least. He cost me a great deal. Killing him will make this trip worth my time.”

      Eleck tried to imagine who would be stupid enough to challenge the armored giant. Whoever it was must have a death wish.
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      Damien, Jen, and Leah were almost to the mouth of the cave when he sensed it. A towering darkness he’d felt once before far to the south. Mikhail Santen was out there. Alone or otherwise Damien couldn’t say. His power overwhelmed everything else in the area.

      “Stop.”

      Jen had moved into the lead as he slowed. She paused and turned back. “What?”

      “We’ve got company waiting for us outside.”

      “Eleck?” Leah sounded both angry and nervous.

      “Maybe, but if he’s out there he’s not alone. The black knight is here for sure.”

      Jen reached for her sword. “Santen? What’s he doing here?”

      “I suspect Connor dispatched him to kill us so Eleck could return to work, but that’s just a guess. It doesn’t make much difference, he’s here and there’ll be blood before we’re done. He isn’t the sort you can reason with.”

      Jen had her sword clenched in one fist. “That’s the impression I got as well. How do you want to handle this?”

      “Alone.” Damien raised a hand to forestall her argument. “It’s going to take everything I have just to stay even with him. I can’t spare anything to shield you two.”

      Jen’s jaw tightened, but she didn’t argue. Damien knew she’d seen Mikhail’s power firsthand. That made a better argument than anything he could have said. “Let’s at least take a look before we make any decisions.”

      They covered the last couple hundred yards and peeked out the mouth of the cave. Mikhail loomed large at the edge of the rocky slope. Eleck and a woman stood behind him, four red-scales flanking the druids. The woman cowered away from the black knight, a perfectly sensible reaction for a normal person to the monster that was Mikhail Santen. They ducked back inside.

      “Who’s the girl?” Jen asked.

      “Her name’s Delia.” Leah chewed her lip. “She must be the last member of Eleck’s circle. I know her. We studied the Green Path together as beginning druids. I can’t believe she’d betray us.”

      Jen shook her head. “Eleck for me, Mikhail for you?”

      Damien nodded. He hated to have his sister fighting Eleck alone, but he couldn’t handle the druid and his black rings at the same time as Mikhail. “Deal. Just be careful.”

      Jen grinned. “I can handle him. Eleck might have power, but he’s no warrior.”

      “I’ll talk to Delia.” Leah clenched her fists. “Maybe I can convince her to give up her talisman without a fight.”

      “As long as she’s close to Eleck you need to keep your distance,” Jen said. “I can’t fight him if I’m worried about you.”

      She didn’t look happy, but Leah nodded.

      “You in there, boy?” Mikhail’s deep, booming voice echoed through the cave. “Thought we might have a rematch.”

      “Stay out of sight until I draw him away.” Damien reabsorbed the power from the women’s shields and stepped into the cave mouth. He’d need every drop of power to fight Mikhail. He raised his voice. “If it isn’t the greengrocer. Found a new arm I see. Not exactly human, but better than nothing I suppose. No horse this time?”

      Damien flew up into the twilit sky. If Mikhail had to fight from the ground it would give Damien a huge advantage.

      It seemed it wasn’t going to be his day for advantages. A dark aura surrounded Mikhail and he leapt into the sky. Black flames gathered around his monstrous blade a moment before they streaked at Damien.

      He dodged and cut them off at their power source with a blast of soul force before they snaked back at him. At least Mikhail hadn’t learned any new tricks since their last battle.

      They zipped through the dim sky, Mikhail blasting and Damien dodging and countering. Damien had the oddest feeling of déjà vu. Did Mikhail imagine he could win this time fighting the exact same way as last time, when he lost? Damien hoped so. It would certainly make his job easier.

      “Hold still, damn you!” Mikhail roared.

      “That wouldn’t be very smart.” Damien blasted him in the chest with enough force to send Mikhail wobbling off course and dent his armor. That was an improvement over last time. It seemed his breastplate was weaker than last time. Either that or Mikhail wasn’t spending as much power on defense.

      The thought barely crossed his mind before twin streams of black flame came pouring off his opponent’s blade, attacking him from left and right at the same time.

      Damien dropped straight down, the rivers of fire roaring over his head, missing it by inches. Now that was a new trick. When Damien tried to sever the connection between flames and sword Mikhail repaired them before the blast passed all the way through.

      Damien frowned. Maybe Mikhail had learned some new techniques after all.

      He flew a zigzagging path through the sky, the flames never more than a foot or two off his heels. Thinking while flying for your life was harder than Damien had expected. He spun and flew straight at Mikhail. Damien wasn’t optimistic, but it would be great fun to burn the black knight with his own flames.

      Damien whizzed past Mikhail. He did a split to avoid losing a foot to his opponent’s black sword. As he feared the flames simply separated and flowed around their master. Damien took the moment’s reprieve to blast Mikhail in his armored back to no effect. The back plate appeared stronger than the front.

      A third stream of flames brought his train of thought to an abrupt halt. All Damien could think about now was not getting incinerated.

      Damien spun around the third stream and winced when the talisman pinned to his tunic poked him through the fabric. He risked a glance at the ground. Jen was busy fighting Eleck. Good. The cave should be empty. Damien had an idea, but Leah wouldn’t like it.
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      When the first blast shattered the silence Jen poked her head out of the cave. Damien and Mikhail raced through the sky, exchanging blasts and generally scaring the hell out of the poor mortals on the ground.

      Speaking of which, half a mile away, Eleck was watching the aerial battle with rapt attention. If she was quick maybe she could cut him down before he was even aware she was there. Jen looked up at her brother battling in the air. Heaven’s mercy, she wished there was some way to help him, but she couldn’t fly and they were three hundred feet above the ground. All she could do was trust him and take care of her part of the plan.

      The crunch of gravel brought her back to reality. Leah was climbing down the slope and easing toward Eleck and the girl. Damn the woman! She was supposed to wait until Jen had drawn Eleck away. Well, there was nothing for it now.

      Jen drew power and accelerated toward Eleck and Delia. It would take Leah at least five minutes to cross the rough ground, maybe more. That should give Jen plenty of time to deal with Eleck. Boulders zipped by her as she ran at warlord speed across the desolate terrain.

      She drew her sword back as she got close. Eleck must have sensed her. Just before her blade would have taken his head off he shoved one of the red-scales in her path. Jen cut the creature in half, skidded to a stop, and spun.

      A burst of flames from one of the three remaining monsters forced her to sprint further away from her main target. When the torrent of flame stopped she kicked off and lunged, running the out-of-breath creature through.

      Using her sword as a lever she twisted the dead red-scale between her and Eleck. Black flames disintegrated the monster while Jen raced away, her hopes of a quick kill dashed. Out of the corner of her eye she spotted Delia hiding behind the trunk of a twisted tree, the whites of her eyes showing all around her dilated pupils. The woman looked so terrified Jen doubted she could take a step.

      She dodged flames from a red-scale and leapt over a blast from Eleck. She needed to take out the monsters so she could focus on the druid.

      Jen put on a burst of speed and hacked one of the remaining red-scales from shoulder to hip. It fell in two pieces, but she didn’t stay still long enough to enjoy her partial victory. Flames, both black and crimson, filled the air. Only Jen’s accelerated perceptions allowed her to stay a step ahead of them.

      Her break came when Eleck doubled over clutching his hands together and moaning. Jen slipped past the druid and sent the last monster’s head sailing off into the night.

      She spun to face the druid. Eleck sat on the dead earth, his twisted black hands in his lap. It didn’t look like he had any fight left in him. Jen laid the edge of her sword on his neck. It would only take a flick of her wrist to cut his throat if he tried anything.

      “You may as well kill me,” Eleck said, his voice strained with pain and fear. “I can’t use the rings anymore and the black knight will surely finish me in a much more painful way than you.”

      Jen would have been happy to grant his wish, but first she’d wait and find out how her brother did with Mikhail. If they could get Eleck out of here alive he could tell them about Connor.

      “No, Master!” The girl, Delia, finally gathered the courage to step out of her hiding place.

      Eleck waved a hand and Jen pressed her sword harder into his neck. “Best keep those hands still.”

      Eleck let his hand fall back into his lap. “It’s all right, Delia. I’ve earned death many times over. How did it all go so wrong?”

      “How did you think it would end when you took up with a warlock?” Jen shook her head. “Did you imagine if you obeyed Connor would shake your hand and that would be that? You seem like a reasonably intelligent man so I can’t believe you were that stupid.”

      Eleck barked a laugh. “I was exactly that stupid. Connor told me what I wanted to hear and I let myself believe it.”

      “Why?” Leah had finally reached them. Tears streaked her face and her voice trembled. “You would have taken Grandfather’s place when his time ended. You would have led our people, been Wise One, if you had just waited.”

      “I was sick of waiting. Sick of listening to your grandfather’s lectures and sermons. Sick of being told to be patient. I was sick of all of it.” He blew out a great sigh and held up his blackened hands. “Now I’m just sick.”

      “Take off your rings and talisman,” Jen said. She looked to Delia. “You too.”

      Delia clutched her hands to her chest, but made no effort to remove anything.

      “Please, Delia,” Leah said. “If you don’t give it to her she’ll take it.”

      Eleck tossed a silver pin on the ground at her feet, but when he tried to tug one of the black rings off it wouldn’t budge. The metal had fused to his flesh. “I’m afraid the rings aren’t going anywhere.” He held them out to prove it.

      Jen’s sword swished through the air and the fingers on Eleck’s twisted hands clattered to the ground.

      “Master!”

      Jen leveled her sword at Delia. “Your talisman, now.”

      “Delia, please.” Leah was crying openly. “No one else has to die tonight.”

      Jen wasn’t entirely certain that was true, but she decided to give Leah a chance to persuade the woman. Eleck sat staring at his maimed hands. They didn’t even bleed, not really. A few drops of some black fluid oozed out to sizzle on the stones in front of him. Jen might have been doing him a favor if she killed him at this point.

      Delia ripped a silver pin that was a twin to the one Eleck wore from the inside of her robe and threw it at Jen. “Take it!”

      She scrambled over to Eleck. “Master, are you okay?”

      Eleck looked from his hands to the woman. “It didn’t even hurt. I feel nothing below my elbows.”

      Jen gathered up the talismans and kicked the rings a safe distance from her prisoners. She’d let Damien deal with them when he finished with Mikhail.

      “What happens now?” Leah asked.

      Jen looked up. Damien was flying towards the cave mouth, Mikhail in hot pursuit. They both vanished into the mountain.

      “Now we wait to see who comes back out. If it’s my brother we celebrate. If it’s Mikhail we run.”
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      Damien raced through the cave mouth half a second ahead of a blast that shook the mountain. He’d been so busy dodging for his life Damien hadn’t had a chance to study his opponent’s remaining energy, but if the rate at which Mikhail was pouring hellfire at him was any indication, he wasn’t getting low. Maybe he had so much power because he wasn’t wasting any of it maintaining a mount. Damien had dared hope that without a horse Mikhail wouldn’t be able to fly. He’d been quickly reminded of the value of hopes.

      A stream of fire seared his shield, but didn’t do any damage. Damien grimaced. He still had plenty of power, but he wanted to save it for one last attack. If his plan worked, maybe he could rid the world of the monster on his tail.

      He darted around a corner ahead of a splash of flame. Not far now. He rounded another corner and the glow from the lava pools filled the air ahead of him. Finally.

      Damien flashed past the pools and the unconscious druids. The guardians had sunk back into their dormant state and since he had on one of the talismans they didn’t rise up. He flew into the ritual chamber and spun to face Mikhail. The black knight stood a few steps from the path between the guardians. It looked like Mikhail had used around three quarters of his power.

      Damien grinned. His opponent had no notion of how to hold back. Ordinarily that probably served him well, but against someone who had a passing understanding of tactics, it made Mikhail woefully easy to predict. Unfortunately for Damien, knowing what he was going to do didn’t make beating him much easier.

      “You’re out of places to run, worm.” Mikhail said. Flames dripped from his blade to sizzle on the stone floor.

      “Then why don’t you come get me, greengrocer?” Damien flew up toward the ceiling out of Mikhail’s view and said a little prayer that he wouldn’t just flood the whole chamber with hellfire.

      The clank of iron boots on stone reached Damien’s ears followed by a roar. Spurts of hellfire flickered in the chamber opening. Damien flew down and out the cave mouth. Mikhail was flailing at the guardians, his sword cutting them to pieces and the lava guardians reforming just as fast.

      Liquid stone engulfed Mikhail from the waist down and struggle as he might the black knight couldn’t free himself. Damien allowed himself a moment’s amusement.

      “When I get free you’re dead, worm,” Mikhail roared. “No tricks will save you from my wrath!”

      Did Mikhail have any idea how pretentious he sounded? Probably not, as he always seemed to talk that way. “What do you think would happen if I dropped a mountain on your head?”

      Mikhail stopped struggling for a moment. “What?”

      Damien drew all but a fraction of his remaining power. If there was lava running through the walls the main pool had to be fairly close to the surface. He fired a blast at the floor and another at the ceiling.

      The cavern trembled.

      Huge boulders fell from the ceiling and bubbling magma erupted from the floor.

      It was time for Damien to go. He shot a little salute at Mikhail, wrapped the unconscious druids in a bubble, and raced for the exit.

      All around him lava burst from the walls. Some spattered his shield, but none penetrated.

      The roar of tons of falling stone pained his ears until he could hear nothing but the mountain’s death. Ahead of him he caught a glimpse of the night sky. With a final burst of speed he shot out of the cave. Damien spun and watched the mountain collapse in on itself.

      The jagged peak trembled then burst as lava spewed into the sky. All along the ground cracks opened and magma oozed out.

      Maybe he’d overdone it a bit.

      He spotted Jen and Leah still far too close to the crumbling mountain. Damien drew from his badly diminished core and scooped his sister and the others up in a bubble. When they were far enough away to be safe Damien shifted the bubble into a platform and landed beside Jen.

      “How’d it go?” He put his arm around her shoulders.

      Before Jen could answer Leah ran over and grabbed his tunic. “What have you done? I told you not to destroy the circle. Now it will take months if not years to repair the damage to the ley line.”

      Damien frowned. “But you can still do it, right?”

      She blinked and stared at him. “Yes.”

      “If I’d lost and Mikhail had killed you all, how long would it take to repair the damage?”

      She slumped down to the platform. “I take your point.”

      Damien watched the magma ooze towards the corrupted forest. “This may work out better in the long run anyway. The lava will burn away the tainted earth and leave the forest healthier.”

      “What about us?” Delia asked.

      “If it was up to me, I’d drop you both in the lava, but we’ll let the wise one decide your fate. You lot no longer seem like much of a threat.”

      Eleck stared up at him, the stumps of his hands held like a supplicant. “What will become of me?”

      Damien studied his soul force. The bulk of the corruption was below his elbows, but some had worked its way further. “If I amputate your arms at mid-biceps, you have a chance of surviving. If you do nothing you’ll be dead in a week.”

      Eleck chuckled without humor. “Your bedside manner is appalling.”

      Damien shrugged. “I’m not a healer. Truth is I’m surprised Jen let you live.” He glanced at Delia. “Either of you.”

      Jen shook her head and smiled. “Just following your example. Without the rings or talismans they’re no threat. Perhaps the wise one will want to make an example of them. Hang them in the public square from some of those roots he’s got everywhere. Either way I think our work is done here. Let’s drop them off and go home.”
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      Damien and Jen flew along in a bubble above the Great Green on their way back to the capital. They’d spent another night in the temple at the wise one’s insistence. The wise one had decided, for whatever reason, to spare Eleck and the others. Letting them run around loose seemed like a poor notion to Damien, but it wasn’t up to him. Damien had sliced Eleck’s arms clean off just below the shoulder. He felt pretty confident that he’d burned out all the corruption.

      They’d spent an hour talking with the fallen druid, getting all the details—at least all the details Eleck had—about Connor’s plans. The truth was he didn’t know much beyond the fact that the warlock wanted him to create a conjunction of ley lines in that huge cavern so he could draw on the deep well of power. What Connor wanted all that power for Eleck had no idea, though Damien doubted it was for anything good.

      Eleck had also provided them with rough directions to Connor’s base in the Crescent Mountains. Though he’d only been there once and wasn’t exactly sure how to get back to it. Even without exact directions, as long as they could get close, any competent sorcerer would sense Connor’s corruption. Damien was pretty sure the archmage would be pleased when he gave his report.

      “What are you smiling about?” Jen asked.

      “I was just thinking that all things considered our mission went pretty well. It would be great if Uncle Andy let us work together more often. We complement each other really well.”

      “I’ve thought the same thing. Isn’t it strange how seldom sorcerers and warlords team up? Every time I’ve worked with a sorcerer, either you or Master Shen, my missions have ended in success, more or less.”

      “I will admit that when we go after Connor I’m not sure I want you to come. He’s going to be even stronger than Mikhail and I’m not certain how you could fight him from the ground.”

      “Yeah, some enemies are simply beyond a warlord, but if you tell Dad I said that I’ll deny it. Speaking of enemies, have you decided what you’re going to tell Karrie?”

      Damien groaned. He’d done his level best to forget about the unreasonable princess, but now that they were finished with their mission he couldn’t put it off much longer. “I don’t know. What do you think? I could be king and you can be my champion.”

      They both laughed at that. If there was something that needed fighting and Damien couldn’t handle it they would both be in trouble. His good mood vanished as quickly as it arrived. He really did need to tell her something.

      Audra didn’t spend that much time in the throne room with Uncle Andy. If Karrie were willing to handle the politics and let him spend his time in the field it might not be so bad. She’d get what she wanted and he wouldn’t have to do anything he didn’t like. If that suited her he might just take her up on the offer. Since Lizzy didn’t seem to mind everyone would end up happy, or at least content.

      The capital appeared on the horizon a little after midday. From so far away the damage didn’t look quite as bad. Damien knew it was just an illusion. There’d be no shortage of work once they dealt with Connor.

      He landed the bubble in the castle courtyard. Guards and workers were scrambling around on various errands. A Crimson Legionnaire waved at Damien from her place on the battlements. If you concentrated on the castle and ignored the rest of the city everything looked pretty normal.

      “Want to try the throne room first?” Damien asked. “If my master is there we can make one report and have it over with.”

      Jen shrugged. “Fine with me.”

      They’d barely taken a step when the castle doors slammed open and Sig stormed out. What the hell was that idiot doing in the capital? Damien had enough to handle without that fool getting underfoot.

      Sig stalked straight toward them, his power crackling around his body. Damien increased the power to his shield just to be safe. He doubted Sig would start something in the castle courtyard, but on the other hand the giant from the north wasn’t exactly known for his prudence.

      Sig stopped three feet from Damien and Jen. Damien raised an eyebrow. “Sig. Something I can do for you?”

      “Die slowly, gnawed by a thousand ice trolls.”

      Damien winced. “I think I’ll pass on that, thanks. Who put the bug up your ass?”

      Sig snarled. “She’s mine. Do you understand? Mine!”

      Damien and Jen shared a look. “Could you run through that one more time, with clarity?” Damien asked.

      “Princess Karrie. I know you’re engaged to be married. I won’t let you get away with it. I’m more worthy to be king than a runt like you. I’ll kill you and claim her for myself.”

      Damien had only heard every other word after “engaged.” What made Sig think they were engaged? He’d never even answered her. Damien slowly clenched his fists. Whether he married her or not, loved her or not, he wouldn’t let anyone treat the princess like some side of meat for the dogs to fight over.

      “I don’t see how it’s any of your business who Karrie marries. And she certainly doesn’t belong to you or me for that matter. She’s her own person free to choose as she wishes.”

      Sig backhanded him hard enough to make Damien take a step back, more from shock than pain. “I challenge you to a sorcerers’ duel to the death!” Sig shouted. “The princess will have no choice but to acknowledge the survivor as the better mate. And that will be me.”

      Damien stared at Sig for a moment. He couldn’t have heard right. “You’re challenging me to a duel?”

      “Yes, damn you. Name the time and place of your death.”

      Damien shook his head. This had to be a joke. He expected John and Karrie to run out any moment and yell “Surprise!” When no one appeared after several seconds it became clear Sig wasn’t joking. It seemed an extravagant way to kill himself, but who was Damien to question it? “Noon tomorrow, halfway between the tree line and north gate.”

      “Fine! Enjoy your last night breathing.” Sig leapt into the air and flew away.

      “He’s insane,” Jen said. “Are you really going to fight him?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll see what Uncle Andy, the duke, and my master have to say about it. Then I think I need to talk to Karrie.”
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      Darkness surrounded Mikhail. He couldn’t breathe or move. There was no sound and all he smelled was scorched earth mingled with sulfur. He feared, feared for the first time since abandoning his mortal self, that the intense heat would consume him. Mikhail never should have doubted the master’s power. Despite the pain his armor had kept him alive.

      The boy had tricked him again. Twice he’d lost to a mere whelp. A child! If the heat didn’t kill him the embarrassment might. He let the anger rise and pushed out with hellfire. His left arm came free and soon after his right popped free as the dark fire carved out a pocket of space around him. In less than a minute Mikhail’s body was free of its stone tomb.

      He straightened his legs and banged his head on the stone above. The tiny space he’d made for himself was barely adequate. He’d lost his sword somewhere in the earth. Mikhail didn’t care how long it took, he wouldn’t leave until he regained it. Bad enough the master had had to provide him a new arm, he wouldn’t return without his weapon.

      Mikhail concentrated and soon sensed the blade. It was as much a part of him as his hand or foot and every bit as important, maybe more important. He followed the connection, burning away earth and stone until after an unknowable time he reached the hilt of his weapon. Mikhail grabbed it and ripped it free of the confining rock. Now he felt whole again. There remained the task of burning his way free. He had no idea how deep his tomb was.

      Mikhail growled in the back of his throat. He would kill the boy next time. There was no question of it.

      He raised his black sword and flames poured forth. Foot by agonizing foot Mikhail rose through the crumbly black stone. Hours later, exhausted and nearly drained of soul force, the tip of his sword burst through the outer crust of the lava field. Mikhail smashed the last of the stone away and climbed out.

      All around him looked like a scene from the end of the world. Black, still-warm stone covered everything. The mountain where the weak druid and his servants worked had collapsed into a pile of rubble. He would give the boy this much credit: when he destroyed something he did a thorough job. Mikhail appreciated that.

      He turned first toward the druid village then back north to the master’s library. Conflicting desires warred in him. Mikhail badly wanted to slaughter the villagers, but he also needed to hurry back and warn the master that his enemies may now know where his library was hidden.

      Mikhail willed himself into the air and grimaced. He hated flying without a proper mount, it was beneath his dignity as a knight, but he had to do what he had to do. Mikhail turned north. The villagers would have to wait.
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      Damien watched Sig fly off and shook his head. What had he gotten himself into? Or more accurately what had Karrie gotten him into? Sig was a problem for later. For now the king needed to know what had happened.

      “That wasn’t the sort of greeting I expected,” Jen said as they walked toward the castle.

      Damien shrugged. “Whoever expects to be challenged to a duel to the death?”

      The guards opened the outer doors for them and Damien nodded as they strode past.

      Jen glanced his way. “I wonder whatever possessed Karrie to tell that idiot you agreed to marry her.”

      “That’s an excellent question. After we finish talking to Uncle Andy and my master I intend to find out.”

      The next set of guards opened the door to the throne room. The king sat on his throne, the archmage on one side and the captain of the guard on the other. Damien had expected to see his father, but there was no sign of the king’s champion. Instead a giant of a man in blue and white fur-trimmed robes waited in front of the throne and a little to the left. Damien didn’t know the man, but judging from his size and dress he was probably Sig’s father. This could be awkward.

      Damien and Jen stopped ten feet from the throne and bowed. “Majesty, we’ve completed our mission,” Jen said.

      “Report,” Uncle Andy said.

      Between them Jen and Damien gave a full accounting of the past few days. When they finished his master was smiling her evil smile. “Now we know where to find the son of a bitch. I’ll need two days to assemble a strike force. With your permission, my king.”

      Uncle Andy nodded. “By all means. The sooner we can put an end to Connor Blackman the better I’ll feel.”

      The archmage bowed and hurried out to, Damien assumed, send messages to both The Tower and whatever other sorcerers she might need. He hadn’t seen her so eager in weeks. Not that he blamed her—now that they had a solid lead on the warlock’s location they needed to act. That made Sig’s challenge seem even more of a waste of effort.

      “There’s one other thing, Your Majesty,” Damien said.

      “It’s about my son, right?” the big man said.

      Damien glanced his way. “You’re Sig’s father?”

      He nodded and the king said, “Damien, this is Duke Iceborn. He came south to thank you for what you did in the war last winter.”

      “Nice to meet you, my lord.” Damien bowed to the duke. He wanted to ask how he raised such an ass of a son, but that didn’t seem politic. “Sig just challenged me to a sorcerers’ duel to the death.”

      The duke flinched and made a strangled sound. “What did you say?”

      “I accepted, of course. Tomorrow at noon between the forest and the north gate.”

      Uncle Andy sighed and shook his head. “I know Sig made the challenge and not you, but would you mind backing out?”

      Damien cocked his head. He didn’t especially care about Sig one way or the other, but he didn’t want to have to spend the rest of his life looking over his shoulder, especially since Sig would eventually become a duke. If the king made it a direct order he would have to, but Uncle Andy made it sound like it was his choice.

      “I don’t know how I can and retain my honor. He struck me in front of a courtyard full of witnesses. If I back down it will make me seem a coward.”

      The duke grabbed his arm and spun Damien around to face him. “Please. I know my son can be difficult and overly proud, but I love him. Please show him mercy.”

      The show of fatherly warmth surprised Damien. It appeared even Sig had at least one person that would miss him. Damien sighed. “Do you have another child, my lord?”

      The duke flinched and Damien understood how he might have misinterpreted the question. “I have a daughter, three years younger than Sig. Why?”

      “I’ll make a bargain with you. You must know Sig lacks the temperament to be a good ruler. If you name your daughter your heir I won’t kill Sig in the duel tomorrow.”

      Everyone in the room stared at him.

      When he regained the ability to speak the duke said, “You want me to disinherit my son?”

      “I don’t care what he inherits as long as it isn’t authority. Bad as he is now, can you imagine Sig with real power? I don’t say this to be cruel, but he’s a bully and as a duke he’d be a nightmare. In your heart you must know what I say is true.”

      The duke groaned. “I do know it. I’ve known for years Sigurd wasn’t suited to rule the north, I just lacked the courage to do anything about it. I accept your terms. I’ll name Ingrid my heir and you back out of the duel with Sig.”

      “No. I said I wouldn’t kill him and I won’t. But I can’t let him insult the princess and strike me in public. If he gets away with it once he might do it again. And I swear if he touches me again it will be the last time he touches anyone.”

      The duke hung his head. “So be it. Excuse me, my king.”

      The duke slunk out of the throne room like a whipped dog. When he’d gone the king said, “That wasn’t terribly diplomatic, Damien.”

      Jen swatted his shoulder. “Bargaining with a duke, that’s rather bold, little brother.”

      Damien looked from one to the other. “I thought I was pretty generous. By law I’m within my rights to simply kill Sig in the duel tomorrow. That would have eliminated him as heir and threat in one go. I figured offering the deal would put the duke in your debt. Should I have just killed him?”

      “No, Damien.” Uncle Andy shook his head. “What you did wasn’t the real problem, it was the way you did it. Offering a bargain then dictating the terms to a man as powerful as Duke Iceborn was rude. He’s used to a more subtle touch.”

      This was why Damien hated politics. “I’m not good at subtle. I prefer direct and honest. Unless you need me for anything I have to talk to Karrie.”

      Uncle Andy waved his hand. “You’ve got a busy day tomorrow. Take the rest of the day to rest. Outstanding work, both of you.”

      They both bowed and left the throne room.

      When the doors had closed behind them Jen grinned. “I wonder what Karrie will have to say.”
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      Karrie paced and chewed her lip. John was right, if she kept this up she’d wear a hole in the rug, but she was too nervous to sit still. A servant had just left after informing her of Damien’s return. It also seemed he’d run into Sig on his way in and they had a confrontation. Sig must have told Damien what she said. He was probably furious.

      Someone knocked and she spun to face the door. From the sewing room her mother said, “Get that, won’t you, dear?”

      “Yes, Mom.” She straightened her hair and dress, took a breath, and opened it. Damien leaned in the doorway, a little frown on his face. He didn’t look furious, but he didn’t look happy either. “Hi.”

      “Hi. Got a minute?”

      She stepped aside and waved him in. Karrie went over to the couch and he sat beside her. She clasped her hands together. “How’d your mission go?”

      “Fine. I caused a volcano to erupt. It was a first for me. Anything interesting happen while I was gone?”

      Talk about a loaded question. “I heard you ran into Sig.”

      “I did. He threatened to kill me. Apparently he’s under the impression you and I are engaged. How do you suppose he got a crazy idea like that?”

      “About that, I admit I told him. He barged in here and started making demands. He said I was going to marry him like I had nothing to say about it.”

      “Imagine that.”

      “I know, the irony wasn’t lost on me. Anyway I said the first thing that popped into my head, that I was already going to marry you. He didn’t take it very well.”

      “No kidding. I had barely landed when he burst out of the castle and challenged me to a duel. He said the winner would marry you.”

      Karrie gritted her teeth. “What did you say?”

      “I told him you weren’t a piece of meat for us to fight over and whatever happened you were free to marry whoever you wanted.”

      He’d stood up for her. Even after she used him to deflect Sig. Heaven’s mercy, she loved him. Karrie didn’t deserve to marry someone so decent. “You said that?”

      “I have an offer for you. If you’re willing to handling the politics and let me stay out in the field as much as I want I’ll accept your proposal.”

      Her heart stopped for a moment. He was accepting. Even if he had conditions she couldn’t believe he was accepting. “You’ll marry me? Really?”

      Damien nodded. “I can’t stand the idea of anyone treating you the way Sig tried to. I don’t love you, I won’t lie about that, but I do like you. You’re a sweet girl and you deserve better than to be treated like a prize pig at auction. We’ll get engaged and if between now and your eighteenth name day you find someone you prefer, well, that’s fine with me. Deal?”

      She stared at him. It wasn’t the most romantic proposal, but he was giving her what she wanted and Karrie wasn’t about to complain. It was really going to happen. She couldn’t believe it.

      Karrie leapt at him and wrapped her arms around his neck. Damien held her gently and she kissed his cheek. There was no passion in his reaction, but that was fine. They’d made a start and they could build on it. The important thing was they’d taken the first step.

      After a moment he let her go. “I need to clean up. Will you be watching the duel tomorrow?”

      “Since you’ll be fighting for me it would be rude if I didn’t.” She looked away then back. “Will you be okay? Sig’s really going to try and kill you.”

      Damien snorted at that. “I suspect I’ll be fine. It would be easier if I was fighting to kill, but nevertheless I think I can handle it. See you later.”

      He stood up and walked out. When the door had closed behind him Karrie leapt up and turned a pirouette. She’d won! Damien would be hers. She heard a noise and a moment later her mother’s arms wrapped around her from behind.

      “Congratulations, Karrie. I told you Sig or John would be the key to convincing him. Who would have imagined protective instincts would beat out a hunger of power? He’s a rare boy. As long as you don’t mess up you’ll never have to fear anything again.”

      Karrie clasped her mother’s hand. Damien was a rare boy. He wanted nothing from her and he’d even gone out of his way to stand up for her. Karrie wasn’t sure she was worthy of someone like Damien, but she’d do her best to make him happy.
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      Damien woke after an excellent night’s sleep, calmer and more relaxed than he had been in weeks. Making a decision about Karrie took a huge weight off his mind. He wasn’t at all certain he’d made the right choice, but he’d committed now so all he could do was follow through and hope someone swept her off her feet before the vows were spoken. He held little hope of that, but stranger things had happened.

      He dressed, headed to the kitchen to collect a pair of breakfast sandwiches, and walked downstairs to check in with his master. Her door was partway open so he stuck his head in.

      She looked up from the paper she was reading. “Don’t just stand there, come in. Do I smell bacon?”

      He guided the bubble with her sandwich over to the desk. “I figured you’d be so wrapped up in planning that you’d forget to eat, again.”

      She devoured a quarter of the sandwich in one bite. “You were right. How come you never bring orange juice?”

      He shrugged and dropped into the empty chair. He’d gotten comfortable enough in her presence that he could sit without feeling like it was a breach of protocol. “I didn’t know you liked orange juice. How’s the mission planning going?”

      “It’s done. I sent a summons to everyone I want. With any luck everyone will be assembled no later than tomorrow at noon. Speaking of noon, did you really have to fight that blond idiot the day before a major action?”

      “It wasn’t my idea. Don’t worry, I can handle Sig and still have plenty of time to recover before tomorrow. I assume you want me to come along?”

      “You assume right. You’ll be leading the first squad through the door.”

      Damien looked up from his food. “I don’t think caves have doors.”

      His master scowled at him. “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. Are you coming to watch the duel?”

      She waved a greasy hand. “I don’t have time to waste on that foolishness. Just be careful. Even a weak opponent is dangerous if you underestimate them.”

      He stood up. It didn’t look like she had anything for him to do today. “I never underestimate my opponents. What time is the muster, tomorrow?”

      “An hour after noon, but I expect you in my office by ten at the latest.”

      “Understood. If you need me just send a message.”

      She waved a hand and turned her attention back to the papers on her cluttered desk. Damien went outside for some fresh air. He hated the time before a battle. The minutes seemed to drag by.

      He traveled the back corridors, meeting no one, following the same path he took last winter when he went looking for Lane. Damien stepped out into the courtyard and flew up on to the wall. He walked the perimeter, looking out over the bustling capital. When he reached the north gate Damien squinted, trying to see past the outer wall. Was Sig there waiting? The arrogant noble didn’t seem like the type to arrive early for a fight.

      He sensed a presence a moment before John landed beside him. His old friend had dark circles under his eyes. It didn’t look like he’d gotten much sleep of late.

      “I thought I might find you here,” John said. “I can’t believe he challenged you again.”

      “Me either. He wanted a duel to the death, but I made a deal with the duke to spare him.”

      John cocked his head. “Deal?”

      When Damien finished explaining John stared, dumbstruck. “You might better kill him. If his father disinherits him Sig will be devastated.”

      Damien couldn’t dredge up much sympathy for the giant Northman. “If he challenges me a third time I’ll do just that.”

      John flinched. “Did you talk to Karrie?”

      “I agreed to marry her. She seemed pleased.”

      “I bet. You don’t seem all that thrilled.”

      Damien shrugged. “Not thrilled” described how he felt pretty well. “It’s done now. Maybe it won’t be so bad. At least she won’t be nagging me all the time.”

      “Not about that at least.”

      They shared a laugh.
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      Damien landed at the appointed place, a flat patch of ground with trampled grass. Behind him the castle battlements were crowded with people that wanted to watch the two sorcerers duel. This sort of thing usually happened at the arena near The Tower, so it was a rare chance for non-sorcerers to watch a duel. When he flew over Damien had spotted the king and his family along with John, Jen, and a morose Duke Iceborn. Karrie waved when he flew over and Damien returned the gesture. She looked so happy and he wished he shared the feeling. The more time that passed since he agreed to her proposal the more he feared he’d made a horrible mistake.

      He was saved from further brooding by the arrival of a familiar giant form. Sig cut a gallant figure in his blue and white tunic and matching trousers, a pale blue, fur-trimmed cloak billowing behind him. Damien had seen no point in dressing up and so he wore a rumpled black tunic he’d fished out of his rucksack.

      “Ready to die, runt?” Sig asked.

      Damien sighed. Why did everything have to be a production? “Let’s get on with it.”

      Sig drew power and conjured a fifteen-foot-tall bear with exaggerated fangs and claws. The construct threw its head back in a silent roar. The bear charged, tearing up clods of dirt as it raced toward Damien.

      Damien frowned and a massive blade of soul force appeared in the air in front of him. With a wave of his hand the blade sliced the bear in half and scattered its energy around the battlefield in a shower of sparks. He reabsorbed the soul force in his blade and raised an eyebrow at Sig. “Is that it?”

      Sig snarled and hurled a blast of raw soul force at Damien. An angled shield appeared in front of Damien, sending the blast ricocheting off into the nearby forest. An explosion sent bits of shattered trees flying. Impressive, he hadn’t thought Sig capable of generating that much power. His shield vanished when Damien absorbed the power. Sig gasped for air, an incredulous look on his once-haughty face.

      “You want to call that good?” Damien asked. Even to someone as dense as Sig the futility of continuing the battle had to be obvious.

      “I’m far from done.” Power flowed around Sig’s hands and he hurled a rapid succession of golden daggers at Damien.

      Their power was so weak Damien didn’t even bother with an extra barrier. The daggers broke on his personal shield one after another until Sig fell to his knees.

      “Why? Those were my best attacks.” Sig hung his head and Damien feared he might start crying again. “Are you really that much stronger than me?”

      “Yes.” Damien spoke with a complete lack of emotion or pride. His power was nothing to be proud of. He was born the strongest of his generation. No amount of training would make him any more powerful than he was when he came into the world. From the moment you’re born to the moment you die, barring a demon contract, your power was fixed. What you did with it was what mattered.

      “Go see your father,” Damien said. “I know he’s worried about you. And don’t challenge me again.”

      “Wait! This was supposed to be a duel to the death.”

      “If you’re so eager to die find someone else to kill you. I’m not interested in the job.” Damien leapt into the air and flew back to the castle. He needed to prepare for the real battle tomorrow. Somehow he doubted Connor Blackman would go down as easy as Sig.
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      Connor rested his chin on his hand, lost in thought, as he sat alone in his library. He hated waiting for news, but he could only be in one place at a time and right now he had to rely on his subordinates to complete their tasks before he could activate the crystal and begin summoning his army. He sighed. It truly was a nuisance, but what can you do?

      He got up off the black chair and strolled around the shelves, pausing now and then to caress a favored item. The black gem emitted a shadowy spark when he brushed it. He still remembered vividly the day Morana had picked it up and started tossing it from one hand to the other. How she’d screamed when he corrected her. It had been a shame to scar up that lovely, pale skin, but you couldn’t expect your servants to learn if you didn’t provide the proper correction.

      Mikhail’s presence jangled his nerves. Connor frowned. He hadn’t expected the black knight back so soon. Something must have gone wrong. If Mikhail was involved there was no other conclusion possible. He returned to the black chair and shook his head. Whatever mistake his unreliable servant had made, Connor would rectify it. Nothing would stop him from completing his great task.

      Mikhail staggered through the library entrance, his armor charred and ash covered. It looked like someone had roasted him over a bonfire, a really hot one.

      “Master.” He staggered over and collapsed to his knees. “The druid has failed and the cave is lost.”

      “Damn it!” Connor leapt to his feet. He needed that cave and the repositioned ley lines to power his crystal. “We must reclaim it.”

      Mikhail shook his head. “Gone. The boy destroyed it with me inside. I only survived by the slimmest margins.”

      “The same boy that defeated you before?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      Connor snarled. This youth was getting to be a pain. “What of Eleck?”

      “Taken prisoner. I fear he lacks the will to resist questioning.”

      That was a considerable understatement. Eleck had less spine than a jellyfish. If anyone questioned him hard he’d tell them everything he knew. “This place is finished. We need to move, now.”

      “Yes, Master.” Mikhail struggled to stand and failed.

      His servant was useless in this condition. Connor grabbed him by the breastplate and yanked him to his feet. The warlock poured a small measure of his power into the demon armor. Mikhail straightened at once.

      “Thank you, Master.”

      “Keep silent. I have too much to do on my own. Collect the artifacts and place them in the trunks for transport. Carefully. If anything’s damaged I’ll shred what’s left of your soul. And leave the black gem. I’ll have need of it before we leave.”

      While Mikhail packed Connor collected his three remaining crystal birds and set about warning his servants not to return to this place. He looked at the three tiny messengers. He’d lost so many of his minions over the past year, most to the same brat of a boy. It defied reason that someone so young could cause so much trouble. No matter, he’d deal with the brat in due course. For now he needed to find a place to set up the crystal. He had one option left, but it involved doing the one thing he hated most: swallowing his pride.

      An hour later Mikhail had everything except the black gem packed safely in two leather trunks. Connor allowed himself a moment of nostalgia before they set out. He’d built this place with his own power. It was the first thing he’d claimed that wasn’t created by his forebears in the Horned One’s cult. Oh well. Nothing lasted forever.

      Connor set the black gem on his chair and sent a pulse of hellfire into it, priming the destructive energy inside. The first person to enter that didn’t possess corrupted soul force would receive a nasty surprise.

      “Let’s go.” Connor gestured and a black globe appeared around the luggage. They left the cave and once outside he conjured a pair of shadowy horses. The two of them mounted up and flew into the air heading east.

      “Where are we going, Master?”

      “The haunted lands. I believe an ally there might help us.” After he’s done mocking me. “I had hoped not to have to rely on the creature, but with Eleck’s failure we have little choice.”

      They galloped through the night sky, crossing over the mountains and into the haunted lands just before sunrise. There was no need to muck about at the pyramids this time. Connor knew exactly where they needed to go and how to get there.

      They reached the palace just before midday. Without the paladin’s barrier Connor had no trouble flying through the hole Focalor had smashed in the ceiling and landing right in the middle of the library. He let their mounts vanish and pulled the bronze amulet out of his tunic.

      “Guard the entrance. I don’t want anything following me to the vault.”

      Mikhail drew his sword. “Nothing will get past me, Master.”

      Connor set the amulet into the oval depression and the stairs formed. The walk down gave him plenty of time to think of the best way to approach the spirit in the mirror. He feared a bit of groveling might be necessary. He’d left Mikhail up above as much so he wouldn’t witness Connor negotiating with the spirit as to prevent anything from sneaking along behind him. Dealing with the spirit would be embarrassing enough without an audience.

      After the long trudge down the stairs he reached the open chamber where he’d fought the guardian. Today the hellfire construct remained still. It probably recognized Connor as possessing the same corrupt soul force as that which sustained it. Whatever the reason he was glad not to have to fight the monster again.

      It took only a moment to find the rune of opening and unseal the vault. It looked exactly like he remembered. Today Connor ignored the treasures hidden behind the rune-etched glass and focused his attention on the black mirror hanging on the back wall. His distorted reflection stared back at him.

      “Are you just going to ignore me?” Connor asked.

      His reflection wavered and shifted into a vaguely defined humanoid shape. “The court jester has returned. Come to help yourself to another of the master’s toys?”

      “No. I’ve been considering your generous offer to show me where the wise king planned to activate the crystal. Upon further consideration I’ve decided your location might be best after all.”

      The spirit’s glowing eyes narrowed. “Why the sudden change of heart?”

      Before he could reply the spirit laughed, a grating sound like nails on slate. “Your efforts to secure a different location fell apart. So you’ve come crawling back, pretending you reconsidered, when you’ve really failed. Am I wrong?”

      Connor clenched his jaw and bowed his head. “Your perceptions are keen, as expected of a servant of King Alexious. Indeed my initial efforts to secure a staging area didn’t work out. Are you still interested in getting out of this vault and going on a trip?”

      “My first thought is to tell you to go to hell, but I badly want out of this vault. I haven’t seen anything but these three walls for hundreds of years. I will show you the way, warlock.”
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      “Eli?” Damien was surprised to find his former roommate among the group summoned by the archmage to go after Connor Blackman. He stood beside Master Shen at the edge of the gathering in the royal castle courtyard.

      Eli waved. “Damien. I figured you’d be here. I passed my final test and Master Shen took me on as his apprentice.”

      They shook hands. “Congratulations. I told you you’d nail it the second time. Is this your first mission?”

      Eli nodded. “Yeah. Not exactly an easy way to start. Though I heard your first official mission was a solo bodyguard job that ended up with a huge battle in the badlands. At least I have plenty of help.”

      That was an understatement. In addition to Eli and Master Shen, eighteen sorcerers, including the archmage and one of the high sorcerers, were going out on this mission. They had enough power gathered to take on an army. Damien just hoped it was enough to defeat Connor. At least he’d managed to bury Mikhail, so they wouldn’t have to face both of them at the same time.

      His master levitated five feet above the crowd. When she had everyone’s attention the archmage said, “You know why we’re here. Through the efforts of my apprentice and his sister we have finally acquired Connor Blackman’s general location. When we reach the mountains we’ll divide into groups of two. If anyone finds anything report at once. Do not try and engage Connor on your own. Our combined force should be enough to completely overwhelm him. Clear?”

      Heads bobbed in acknowledgement. Damien really hoped they took her orders seriously. If Connor really was stronger than Mikhail there was no way any of them could handle the warlock on their own.

      The assembled sorcerers sprang into the air, some on conjured mounts and others flying along under their own power like Damien. He flew over beside his master. “I assume we’ll be searching together.”

      “No, I’m going to stay in a central position with Zahara to coordinate. You’ll be searching with Imogen.”

      Damien winced. Imogen hated him. He was surprised the archmage had allowed her to come on the hunt. “I’m not sure we’re a good pair and who’s Zahara?”

      “I keep forgetting. Zahara’s the high sorcerer of the east and we’ll be working in her area. Imogen just lost her partner and since I didn’t want to bring any other members of the legion I figured you’d be the most familiar with her. I didn’t want to include her on this mission, but I doubt if I ordered her to stay she’d obey me. At least this way she’ll have someone to keep an eye on her.”

      Damien was familiar with her. She yelled at him every time they got within sight of each other. He still had no idea why and now he’d gotten stuck with babysitting duty, great. “Wait, what happened to Alden?”

      “He was killed in an attempt to recover the urn. She took it pretty hard so go easy on her.”

      Go easy on her. Right.

      “I’ll do my best, Master.”

      It took four hours for the gathered sorcerers to fly to the mountains. Eleck said the cave was near the eastern edge of the range and more north than south. That still left hundreds of square miles of territory to cover. Nine groups of sorcerers should make quick work of it. It wasn’t like they had to check every square inch. If they just got close any member of the group would sense Connor.

      When the archmage brought them to a halt Damien flew over beside Imogen and smiled. As usual that only earned him a scowl in return. Orders were given and they flew out to search their assigned quadrant.

      After ten minutes of glacial silence Damien said, “What did I ever do to you anyway?”

      Imogen glanced at him, her blue eyes sparkling in the bright sun. “True. I don’t like you because you remind me of my own weakness. Try not to take it personally.”

      Damien stared at the back of her head, his mouth partway open. When he’d recovered from the surprise he said, “What kind of stupid reason is that? Are you saying we’d get along better if I was a weakling?”

      Imogen stopped and turned to face him straight on. He would have sworn the ice maiden had a tear in the corner of her eye. “That’s just what he said to me the day before he was killed. Alden said it was foolish to hate you for such an absurd reason. As was usually the case he was right. Knowing it and doing something about it are two different things.”

      “Alden said that?” Damien shook his head. “I always thought he was too nice a guy to be a questioner. I don’t think I’ve had a chance to tell you how sorry I am that he died.”

      “Damn it! Stop being nice to me! I’ve never treated you with anything but contempt. I don’t deserve your kindness.”

      Damien bit his lip, flew over, and put a hand on Imogen’s shoulder. Every muscle in her body was tense. “It’s hard to lose someone you care about. Whatever I may think about you in general, everyone deserves a bit of kindness under these circumstances. When this is over, if you need someone to talk to, well, I’ve been told I’m a good listener.”

      Imogen wiped her eyes and they flew on. When she looked his way again he imagined a hint of a smile. “You make it very hard for a person to hate you.”

      Damien grinned. “If you need pointers look up Duke Iceborn’s son. He seems to have hating me down to an art.”

      Imogen laughed then clapped her hand over her mouth.

      “Careful, your face might break if you keep smiling like that.”

      She opened her mouth to retort, but Damien held up a hand. “Do you feel that?” He sensed a hint of corruption to the east and a little south.

      Imogen nodded. “It doesn’t seem strong enough to be a warlock.”

      “Let’s have a closer look.”

      She nodded and they followed the hint of corruption for another two minutes before a cave appeared below them. It matched the description Eleck gave perfectly.

      “This has to be it,” Damien said. “I’ll send the archmage a message.”

      Imogen’s face was twisted in a grimace. He’d never seen such a look of hate. “It’s his fault Alden is dead. One of Connor’s flunkies cut his throat while he was unconscious. He’s going to pay for what he’s done.”

      “Yes, but we have to wait for the others.”

      Imogen’s shield flared, blinding him for a moment. When his vision cleared Imogen was almost to the cave.

      “Damn it!” Damien frantically conjured a message for his master. She’d have no trouble following it back to this spot. That done he plunged after Imogen. He’d just started to like the woman, he couldn’t let her kill herself now.

      Damien caught up just as she landed in a little flat spot outside the cave. “What are you doing? The two of us aren’t enough to take on a warlock.”

      She held up a finger to her lips, like Connor hadn’t already sensed their presence. “Come with me or wait here, I don’t care, but I mean to get my revenge.”

      Imogen advanced into the cave. Stupid woman. Did she have a death wish? Damien followed a step behind. This was absurd. His only hope was that he could protect her long enough for them to escape or for help to arrive. Damien conjured a weak light when they moved beyond the entrance. The floor of the tunnel was worn smooth by the passage of many feet. It looked like Connor had a lot of company.

      They continued deeper, but the corrupt power neither moved nor fluctuated. Damien frowned. Either Connor somehow didn’t know they were there or he was disguising his true power somehow. A little ways ahead the tunnel opened into a larger cavern.

      Imogen drew power from her core and lunged through the opening. Damien joined her in an empty room filled with shelves. At the far end was a black chair with a gem on it. The gem pulsed.

      Damien grabbed Imogen and pulled her tight to his body. This was going to be close.

      He drew all but a fraction of his power and wrapped them in a cocoon of soul force.

      The gem exploded and darkness filled the cave.
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      Damien didn’t know if darkness could be angry, but if it could the roiling energy trying to smash its way through his barrier felt angry. A strong sense of hate permeated the miasma. Imogen held tight to him, her eyes squeezed shut. Out of the corner of his eye he caught glimpses of spectral skulls swirling through the darkness. His shield was down to half strength and the darkness showed no sign of dissipating.

      He redirected all his energy to maintaining the barrier which strengthened it considerably. Imogen whimpered and Damien stroked her hair. He’d never seen the normally unshakable woman so out of sorts. It had to be an effect of the darkness trap. It made his knees weak and stomach roil, but his emotions stayed steady. Just as well; if he lost focus they were both dead.

      Gradually the pressure on his barrier weakened. A minute later the melted remains of the stone shelves grew visible in the light of his shield.

      Imogen looked at him. “Is it over?”

      “Getting there. We’d best wait another minute before leaving the barrier. You okay?”

      She looked away. “Fine. I just got a little overwhelmed for a while. You saved my life, again.”

      “You’re not going to yell at me, are you?”

      “No. Thanks for coming after me. It was stupid coming in here on my own. I just felt so angry and I wanted revenge so bad. Or maybe I hoped Connor would kill me and end the pain.”

      “Don’t say that. Once you’re dead there’s no way things can improve. As long as you’re alive there’s always the hope that when you wake up the next day will be better. We’re teammates now. I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      Imogen broke down in tears and he held her. She must not have given herself a chance to grieve after Alden’s death, running on rage and hate. It looked like she’d hit her limit. Of all the terrible times for her to have a breakdown, she couldn’t have picked a worse one than this. He almost would have preferred an angry Imogen, at least until they retuned to the castle. After that she could cry on his shoulder as long as she needed to.

      When Imogen calmed down she looked back to him and their gazes locked. Before he knew it she kissed him. Not a quick thank you kiss on the cheek either. The kiss matched her personality, rough and aggressive. She ran her hands over his chest. Given their proximity he was going to have a difficult time hiding his reaction.

      When she came up for breath the darkness had fully cleared. He gave a full-body shiver. Damn, that was a kiss. With Imogen smiling at him in a way that made his knees weak Damien opened a tiny hole in the barrier. He stuck his finger out, and it didn’t disintegrate or even burn.

      “I think we’re good to go.” At least his voice didn’t tremble.

      Imogen licked her lips. “What’s the rush?”

      Oh, boy. He didn’t want to just reject her, that might send her back into a depression. On the other hand, a corruption-infused cave in the middle of nowhere didn’t make the best trysting spot. Not to mention he was technically engaged, even if it was to someone he didn’t love. If he did anything with Imogen it would be a horrible betrayal to Karrie. They needed to escape and the sooner the better.

      And how would he explain this to Karrie? It didn’t seem to argue well for their future that he didn’t feel especially guilty about kissing Imogen. He did worry about upsetting Lizzy even though she’d made it pretty clear that he was free to do whatever he wanted and she wouldn’t hold it against him.

      Damien absorbed the energy remaining in the barrier—it wasn’t much—and put some distance between them. The tunnel leading out had melted closed. If they were going to escape it wouldn’t be that way.

      “What’s wrong?” Imogen closed the distance between them and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Don’t you want to finish what we started?”

      She’d completely lost her mind. Must be the stress. He looked around the ruined cave. “This isn’t exactly the place for that sort of thing. The lingering aura of demonic energy kind of kills the mood.”

      She kissed the side of his neck. “I think I could revive the mood most anywhere.”

      Damien didn’t doubt that for a moment. For a woman that had never given a man a second look, at least that he was aware of, she had a talent for teasing. Unfortunately that wasn’t going to get them out of here.

      “What do you say we escape first and when we return home see if we still want to go down this path?”

      She stuck out her bottom lip and pouted. Imogen. Pouted. If he lived a thousand years Damien wouldn’t have considered that a remote possibility. “Fine. But we will pick up where we left off. I promise.”

      He swallowed. The way she said it made it sound more like a threat than a promise. Whatever, he’d deal with it later. Once they were safe and she had a chance to think it over he hoped she’d come to her senses. Well, most of him hoped she’d come to her senses.

      “How do you want to get out of here?” she asked.

      The pout vanished along with the sultry tone, thank heaven. “I say we just blast our way out. It can’t be more than a hundred yards out of here.”

      She stared at him for a moment then shook her head. “You’re serious.”

      “Sure. My soul force has mostly recovered. I’ll dig and you stabilize the tunnel.”

      “Okay.”

      Damien drew power and sent a twisting blast at the wall. His drill cut through the stone easily enough. When the tunnel was ten feet deep Imogen conjured a reinforcing barrier. Damien didn’t know how long it took, but it went faster than digging into the bandit castle in the badlands.

      They flew out into the clear blue sky and found the rest of the search parties waiting. The archmage flew down, a fierce scowl twisting her face. “What the hell happened? I thought I said no one goes after him alone.”

      Imogen flew in front of him. “It’s my fault. I lost control and went in without thinking. If Damien hadn’t followed the trap inside would have killed me.”

      That brought his master up short. “Trap?”

      “There was no sign of Connor,” Damien said. “But he left a black gem filled with corrupt energy. It detonated when we got close.”

      “How could he have set a trap if he didn’t know we were coming?” The archmage gave voice to Damien’s thoughts.

      “Someone must have warned him. Maybe I didn’t bury Mikhail deep enough.”

      “It might have been Eleck,” the archmage said.

      “I doubt it.” Damien shook his head. He couldn’t imagine Eleck having the nerve to contact Connor after his massive failure.

      “Whatever happened we clearly missed him. Are you two okay?”

      “Yeah, no problem,” Damien said. Imogen nodded once, her face a blank mask.

      In a louder voice the archmage said, “The mission’s a failure. Let’s head home.”

      When the archmage turned her back Imogen reached over and stroked Damien’s arm. When he looked toward her she smiled in a way that set his heart racing. It reminded him of Lizzy. Maybe he should have introduced Imogen to the demon spirit instead of the princess. That would have been a night to remember.
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      “How do I free you from that mirror?” Connor stood, hands on hips, staring at the spirit. He could have taken the whole mirror with him, but it would be a nuisance plus it appeared to be fused to the stone wall.

      The spirit shook its head. “I’m not in the mirror, stupid. The mirror is a viewing gate to hell. You need to fetch the portable gate over there and touch it to this one so I can connect my consciousness to it.”

      Connor let the insult pass and looked where the spirit pointed. A hand-sized black mirror rested in one of the sealed alcoves. He took out the key and followed the great king’s instructions to retrieve the mirror.

      “All I have to do is touch this one to the big one?”

      “Yes, even you should be able to manage that much.”

      Connor again let the insult pass. As long as he needed the miserable creature’s aid he had little choice but to accept the abuse it seemed to enjoy heaping on him. When the mirrors touched a little thrill of power shot through his hand. When he took the little mirror away the large one was empty. Connor flipped the hand mirror around and found a tiny version of the spirit leering at him.

      “Congratulations,” it said. “You finally did something right. The cave is northeast, in the Barrier Mountains.”

      It would take half a day to fly back and Connor was eager to go. He started to secure the mirror in a large inside pocket of his robe.

      “Hey! The inside of your robe is less interesting than the vault. Carry me in front of you so I can see where we’re going.”

      “Of course.” Connor held the mirror as the spirit wished. He just needed to bear with the obnoxious creature for another day or so. Once it led Connor to the cavern he’d have Mikhail throw the mirror in the nearest river.

      Connor flew upstairs where he found Mikhail standing right where he’d left him. “Success, Master?”

      “What is this travesty?” the spirit asked. “It looks like a mockery of the master’s famous knights. If King Alexious saw this pathetic figure he’d destroy the poor man out of pity.”

      Mikhail growled deep in the back of his throat.

      “Don’t mind our guide’s wit, Mikhail. All quiet while I was gone?”

      “Yes, Master.” The black knight shot one last glare at the spirit. “Do we depart?”

      “Yes.” Connor conjured mounts for them both and they flew out the ceiling, turning northwest as soon as they cleared the roof.

      Night had fallen when they reached the Barrier Mountains. They hovered in the sky, Connor scanning the area for any sign the spirit hadn’t led them on a pointless trek.

      “Where now?”

      A moment of silence then, “A little more north. Look for a short peak flanked by a taller one on either side. They’ll almost look like horns. The cavern is at the foot of the smaller mountain.”

      Connor waved Mikhail further into the range then they flew on. In the dark every mountain looked like a horned head. Just when Connor had begun to despair of ever finding it he spotted the small mountain the spirit described.

      If his heart still functioned like a normal mortal’s it would have raced. At the foot of the mountain was a wide opening, much like the cave he’d abandoned. Connor took that as a good sign. He landed just outside the opening and let his mount fade.

      “This is it,” the spirit said. “Aren’t you glad you relied on me now?”

      Connor forbore comment and summoned Mikhail. When his knight arrived they entered the cave. They’d barely taken ten steps when it widened out into a vast, multilevel cavern. Paths had been carved into the stone to allow easy access to all levels even to those who couldn’t fly.

      “The crystal chamber is on the top level,” the spirit said.

      Not willing to walk, Connor flew up to the highest point in the cavern. There he found a level, open space perhaps thirty yards in diameter, a raised pedestal in the center. He motioned Mikhail to his side and handed him the mirror, no longer caring if he smashed it into a million pieces.

      Connor crossed the chamber, pulling the Soul Burn Crystal out of a secure pocket of his robe. The crystal felt even heavier in his hand than when he’d first picked it up. The weight of long expectation perhaps. He set the crystal on the pedestal. A small dent accepted the base of the blue stone like it was made for it, which it probably was.

      Now all that remained was the awakening. Connor pulled a knife with a blackened silver blade from a sheath at his belt. The ritual dagger was a relic from the Old Empire. It held no special properties, but Connor decided a special weapon should be used for the final task.

      He held his hand over the crystal and dragged the blade across his palm. Thick, reddish-black blood dribbled out and covered the stone. Connor held his breath. It had to work. After all this time, all the setbacks, it had to work.

      The crystal began to glow and slowly the blood sank into the surface. A moment later the crystal expanded, forming a blue sheath around the pedestal.

      It didn’t stop there. Faster than it had any right to the crystal spread, covering the floor and continuing over each level of the cavern. In less than an hour a thick layer of blue crystal had coated every inch of stone. Directly above the pedestal a black disk appeared, identical to the one he’d opened in Valcane, only ten times larger. A great, devouring maw ready to consume everything.

      Connor just needed something to feed it.
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      And so we reach the end of Volume Two. 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’ll join me for Volume Three.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by James E Wisher

        

      

    
    
      Other Books in the Disciples of the Horned One Trilogy:

      Darkness Rising

      Harvest of Souls

      A complete list of my books can be found at

      www.jamesewisher.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      James E. Wisher is a writer of science fiction and fantasy novels. He’s been writing since high school and reading everything he could get his hands on for as long as he can remember. This is his eighth novel.

    

    
      
        	
          [image: Facebook:]
        
        1737442319845035
        

      

      
        www.jamesewisher.com

        James@jamesewisher.com

      

    

  

cover1.jpeg





