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      Harper Gale stood in front of her mother’s memorial, head bowed, hands clasped in front of her. A simple wooden plaque carved with Mom’s name and the date she died marked the spot where Mom’s ashes had been spread. It was nothing fancy, but Harper and her father had carved it together and their tears had soaked the wood as they worked. Those tears consecrated the plaque in a way that no priest with his holy water could hope to match. Or so Harper believed.

      They’d chosen a little hill within sight of their cabin as Mom’s final resting place and Harper came out every day to pray.

      She raised her head and made the sign of the inverted sword. “Branik protect your soul.”

      “You know your mother worshipped the goddess Lady of Healing.” Her father’s gentle hand settled on Harper’s shoulder.

      “I know, but if Mom’s soul needs protecting, I’d prefer Branik do it. Besides, I follow Branik and I assume he’d be more likely to hear me than the goddess.”

      “Maybe so. Hard to believe it’s already been a year.”

      “A year and twelve days.” Harper finally turned to look up at her father.

      He stood a good head taller than her and had a brawny build appropriate for an ex-soldier. A scruff of beard covered his face and a leather patch concealed the empty socket of his missing eye. She’d never forget him coming home from his last deployment, when that horrible wound was still fresh, the scarring around it red and angry. She’d been a little scared but did her best not to let it show.

      Today he wore his green-and-black hunting leathers. That meant a trip into the woods. Ordinarily, Harper would join him and the Parrville Rangers, but today she had to get her beaver pelts ready for the fall fair. The buyers would be here for the annual trade market this weekend and she hoped to get good coin.

      “You never come to pray.”

      “No.” Dad had a faraway look in his eye. He always got that look when he thought about Mom. “It’s not my way. I honor your mother’s memory in my heart. She lived a good life and her soul has become one with heaven. She’s moved beyond our mortal cares. We serve her memory best by following her example.”

      She knew he didn’t mean it as a criticism, but his last sentence stung all the same. Harper’s mother had the patience of a saint. Which was lucky for Harper, who had the patience of a drunk teamster and a vocabulary to match. Her father never tried to change her, Branik bless him. She was already eighteen, so change seemed unlikely at this point.

      “Are you going after that bear that’s been raiding the farms near Tom’s Creek?”

      Her father nodded. “It’s getting bolder by the day. Best we deal with it before someone ends up dead. I may be back late.”

      “I know. Bears are tough. Took me two days to track down and finish off my first one despite putting my first arrow through its lung. Remember Mom’s expression when I brought the pelt home?”

      Her father chuckled. “Who could forget? Her sixteen-year-old daughter, who she thought should be chasing boys not bears, comes up the path dragging a pelt that weighed half as much as she did, dried blood on her face, grinning from ear to ear. She was horrified. I couldn’t have been prouder.”

      Harper hugged him. “I love you, Dad.”

      He hugged her back. “I love you too, sweetheart. Hopefully tonight we can have fresh bear steaks for dinner.”

      Harper wiped her eyes and smiled up at him. “Can’t wait, Dad.”
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      Dawson Gale slipped through the evergreens, an arrow nocked and ready on his bowstring. His green-and-black uniform blended perfectly with the dappled shadows. The spicy aroma of spruce and pine filled the air. He breathed deep and let out a silent sigh. He loved the woods around Parrville.

      As sheriff it was his duty to keep the people safe, and patrolling these woods was a big part of that task. At least he used that as his excuse for taking daily hikes in the wilderness. In the ten years since King Irving granted Dawson’s request to leave the legendary Montage Rangers to become his hometown’s sheriff, the most dangerous thing to happen was the arrival of a group of overly ambitious bandits that wandered into the area three years ago.

      Dawson, along with a group of six archers he’d dubbed the Parrville Rangers in honor of his old unit, had made short work of them. The rangers acted as his deputies when necessary, but they mostly worked at their regular jobs farming and hunting in the fertile Parr River Valley.

      A twig snapped and he turned right, shooting a harsh glare at Tobias, the nearest ranger. Though only twenty-five, Tobias could handle both a longbow and a sword with equal skill. Pity his woodcraft was still so lacking. Today Tobias, along with the rest of the Parrville Rangers, was dressed in the mottled leathers identical to Dawson’s that served as their official uniforms.

      At least they weren’t hunting bandits. If they had been, Tobias’s carelessness might have gotten someone killed.

      No, today’s prey was a rogue black bear that had attacked several farms near the forest. It killed livestock and one man’s wife barely made it inside their cabin when it showed up at their farm. That sort of thing couldn’t be allowed, thus today’s hunt.

      An earlier sighting by one of the farmers led him to believe this was the right area, but so far they’d seen neither tracks nor scat. If the bear had been in the area, it must’ve moved on already. Of course, that was the thing with hunting. There was never any guarantee that you’d find your prey.

      A short, piercing whistle stopped him midstride. The whistle sounded like a blue jay that had its neck wrung. The only ranger so poor at that signal was Barrett Boyd, their oldest member. At almost fifty he had four years on Dawson himself. Barrett had been hunting in this forest before Dawson left to join the rangers and knew his way around better than anyone.

      Dawson and the rest of the group hurried over to join Barrett, who crouched beside a gnarly jack pine.

      “Did you find tracks?” Dawson asked.

      “Yep, but not bear tracks. Men come through here and not that long ago.” Barrett pointed out a boot print outlined perfectly in a patch of dirt free from pine straw.

      No hunter would be so careless. It was a matter of pride to leave as little sign of your passing as possible. There was no tread on the boot either. That, combined with the depth of the heel, argued riding boots. No one with any woodland experience would wear that sort of thing hiking or hunting.

      “Not a local,” Dawson said at last.

      “Nope.” Barrett spat a line of tobacco juice into the needles.

      “And not alone.” Tobias stood about ten feet away. “Looks like a fair-sized group came through over here.”

      Dawson gave Barrett a clap on the shoulder before moving to join Tobias. Sure enough the ground cover had been badly disturbed. Whoever passed through, they weren’t woodsmen. No effort at stealth had been made. Even foot soldiers in the army had better woodcraft than this.

      “What do you reckon?” Tobias asked.

      Dawson shook his head. “Wish I knew. Though I suspect the mystery men are the reason our prey hightailed it out of here. We won’t be killing any bear today.”

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

      “No one’s come through town in the last week,” Dawson said. “Despite their lack of stealth, I doubt whoever they are wants to be found. That makes me think they’re up to no good. We’d best track them down and have a chat.”

      Following the mystery men’s tracks proved no challenge. Even with one eye, Dawson could tell where the group had gone. What he couldn’t figure out was why some of them were shuffling along. It looked like they lacked the strength to lift their feet off the ground. Everything about the current situation made him uncomfortable.

      He couldn’t have been more relieved that Harper was home scraping and stretching beaver pelts. His little girl had grown into a fine hunter, but whatever was going on, he didn’t want her mixed up in it.

      Noon came and went, but the rangers had yet to catch up to whomever they were following. The signs were getting fresher, so the strangers couldn’t be that far ahead of them.

      Dawson had never been this deep in the forest before. The trees were so tall and thick that the sun barely penetrated to the floor. A chill ran through Dawson that had nothing to do with the weather.

      He raised his right fist, signaling a break, and motioned Barrett over. While the others drank from their waterskins he asked the older man, “Have you ever been to this part of the forest before?”

      “Nope. None of the hunters come here. It’s got a bad reputation. The last group to come this way never returned. That’s just a story, you understand? This was back before my time. Your grandfather might’ve known the people involved. Pity he’s not still around to tell us about it.”

      Dawson nodded. His grandfather and namesake had been a legendary hunter a hundred years ago. Dawson’s father told stories about his adventures, but he’d been dead ten years when Dawson was born. That was a shame, since he would’ve loved to hear some of those stories firsthand.

      His index finger unconsciously traced the side of his eye patch. The last time he went somewhere taboo it had cost him plenty. Hopefully things wouldn’t be same this time.

      In any case, he couldn’t let some old superstition keep him from doing his job.

      After a quick swig from his own waterskin, Dawson made a circle in the air with his right index finger, signaling everyone to get back into formation. They set out again with him in the lead.

      Less than an hour of hiking later, voices drifted through the trees. Dawson again signaled a halt and he cocked his head to listen.

      “It has to be here!” an angry male voice said. “Keep digging.”

      “Are you certain you translated the text correctly?” a second voice, also male, asked.

      “As certain as I can be given that it was written nearly seven hundred years ago. The tower is here, so the urn should be as well. It’s just a matter of searching until we find it.”

      Dawson turned to Barrett and mouthed the word, “Tower?”

      Barrett just shook his head. He clearly had no more idea what the strangers were talking about than Dawson did. As far as anyone knew, the wilderness ran for fifty miles north of Parrville with nothing resembling civilization to be found.

      Dawson grimaced. Only one way to find out for sure. He pointed at Tobias and the two men nearest him, then gestured for them to circle right. He sent the remaining men left. When they’d moved out of sight, he took the arrow off his bow and returned it to the quiver on his back. Next he unstrung his bow and slid that into the holder on the side of the quiver. Lastly he loosened his sword in its sheath.

      As far as he knew, these people had committed no crime. Dawson didn’t want a fight if it could be avoided. But as sheriff, it was his job to know what was going on in the area, so he had to at least make contact, introduce himself, and find out their business.

      Satisfied that his men should be in place and that he’d made himself as non-threatening as possible, Dawson strode forward toward where he’d heard the voices.

      Forcing his way through a particularly thick patch of white cedar, Dawson emerged in a clearing nearly as big as the entire town. There was a foundation along with a line of rubble he guessed represented the remains of a four-story tower.

      Two figures in gray robes entirely inappropriate for walking in the woods stood overseeing the work of a dozen ghouls that were busy digging and shifting stone out of the way. What they hoped to find, beyond the mysterious urn they mentioned, he couldn’t begin to guess. But if they were using undead for labor, it meant trouble. No one in their right mind kept the vile things around.

      He debated withdrawing, but one of the ghouls stopped digging, sniffed the air, and stared right at him.

      No choice now.

      “Hello!” Dawson said.

      Both men’s heads snapped up and they glared at Dawson. Neither of them had a strand of hair on their head, though the larger of the two did have a long goatee that had been formed into a dagger shape. The rest of the ghouls stopped their digging and focused on Dawson with faintly glowing red eyes.

      “Name’s Dawson Gale and I’m the sheriff of Parrville. I was out hunting a rogue bear when I cut your tracks. Since no strangers had visited town, I was curious who was out here.”

      He waited for either an introduction or an attack.

      “My companion and I are researchers,” the man with the goatee said. “A wizard once called this ruin home. We’ve come to see what knowledge can be recovered.”

      Dawson nodded. So far this was going better than he’d hoped. “Interesting. I didn’t even know this ruin was here. Are you two affiliated with the college in Montage City?”

      Goatee nodded. “Are you familiar with it?”

      “Somewhat. I served in the military and spent my share of time in the capital. Can’t say I enjoyed it, but when you’re in the service, no one asks your opinion about that sort of thing. Who did you say you were?”

      “I didn’t say.” Goatee’s eyes narrowed. “We have a lot of work left to do here, so if you could leave us in peace, Sheriff Gale, we would be most grateful.”

      “Sure, but I really will need your names. Also, you’re using undead for labor. Raising and keeping undead for any reason, even simple labor, is illegal. Since this is your first offense, I don’t have to run you in or anything, but they will need to be destroyed.”

      Goatee shook his head. “Pity. Had you simply walked away, I would’ve been content to let you go. Now, I fear, you’ll need to die. Kill him!”

      The ghouls surged forward in a wave of rotting flesh, fangs, and claws. The stink from their breath turned Dawson’s stomach. He’d fought undead before, but only twice. They weren’t especially common in Montage, thank Branik.

      Dawson drew his broadsword and swung, cutting the first ghoul in half.

      Arrows arced in, hammering into the ghouls’ flesh but doing them little real harm.

      Dawson took the head of a second ghoul with his back cut. He’d gotten his sword as a reward from the king, but seldom had a chance to use it. The blade was made of silver steel, highly effective against undead and demons.

      Unfortunately, no matter how effective his sword might be, a dozen ghouls was a tall task.

      He danced back, severing a grasping claw as he did so.

      The crack of lightning confirmed his fear that the unnamed researchers were wizards.

      Dawson cut down another ghoul, jackknifed out of the way of a claw that would’ve gutted him, and spun to avoid another swipe that passed so close to his face that he could see the dirt under the ghoul’s nails.

      The situation looked bleak. He had no idea how his men were doing. The arrows had stopped hitting the ghouls, which was fine since they weren’t doing anything anyway.

      He ran a ghoul through then slashed at another one to drive it back.

      They needed to retreat, but if Dawson turned his back, the ghouls would tear him apart. He worked his way over to a large pine tree at the edge of the clearing and put his back to it.

      Fighting defensively to buy time, he racked his brain trying to come up with a plan.

      A few seconds later an invisible force struck him.

      Every muscle in his body locked up.

      The last thing Dawson saw was the fang-filled mouth of a ghoul closing in on him.
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      Maddox Maze glared at the ghouls that had begun to feed on the late sheriff. Of all the rotten luck—to have him show up in such a remote place when they were in the middle of their search. The odds of such a thing had to be vanishingly small.

      Well, whatever. Done was done and they still had a task to complete. The archers appeared to have fled when their commander fell and Maddox doubted they’d have the courage to return before he and Luca finished their search. Speaking of which, the cursed undead could eat later. He wanted to get out of this wretched forest as soon as possible.

      He channeled ether into the black amulet hidden under his robe. “Keep digging!”

      The ghouls, of which only half of his original pack remained, fought the order. There was fresh meat to be had and they would very much prefer to eat than to dig. Maddox didn’t care what the ugly things preferred. Exerting his will, he forced them back to work.

      The urn had to be here somewhere and he wasn’t leaving until he found it.

      Maddox turned to his useless excuse for a junior partner and said, “Luca, go to the other end of the tower and search there. We’ll meet in the middle. Those archers will probably be back with reinforcements and I’d prefer to be elsewhere when they arrive.”

      Luca’s pale, pasty face twisted up in a grimace. The man, and Maddox used the term loosely, never failed to remind him of a spoiled child on the verge of a tantrum. “Don’t call me that, Elgan. We’re not supposed to use our dead names now that we’ve been made full members of the group.”

      Maddox shook his head and snarled. “You’d best get to looking or your new name will be as dead as your old one.”

      Luca let out a decidedly unmasculine yelp and hurried to the far end of the ruined tower. Maddox seriously doubted the idiot would find anything. The urns were enchanted in such a way that their very magical nature was hidden. That was why the group had so much trouble locating the stupid things.

      Speaking of the group, the Acolytes of Darkness, as their leader had dubbed them, required new members to take a different name when they were elevated from apprentice to full acolyte. The group’s leader, Wargoth the Black—Maddox nearly threw up every time he thought of a grown man willingly calling himself something so pretentious—said taking a new name symbolized leaving their old life behind and being born again in darkness.

      What tripe.

      Maddox had no idea who Wargoth used to be and he didn’t care. All that mattered was the collection of ancient scrolls and tomes the man had found. Those held secrets of great value, including the location of this long-forgotten tower and the treasure its former owner had been protecting. Maddox didn’t even know exactly what was supposed to be in the urn that made it so valuable, though he could certainly make a good guess considering the group’s founding purpose was the resurrection of an ancient wizard called the Immortal Apprentice.

      What he did know was that the more success you had, the more access you were granted to Wargoth’s library. The few books Maddox had been allowed to read convinced him that gaining unrestricted access would get him a long ways toward his personal goal, a path to immortality.

      Maddox planned to live forever and he’d happily kill as many people as necessary to reach that goal.

      “Elgan!” Luca called out from the tip of the tower. “Elgan, I found it! At least I think I did. Come look.”

      Maddox smoothed his expression and strode over to Luca. “Where?”

      Luca pointed at a shiny bit of silver metal jutting partway out of the ground.

      A couple swift kicks from Maddox’s boot sent the urn tumbling out of the dirt. This was certainly proof that even a blind squirrel occasionally found a nut.

      “Careful!” Luca said. “What if you break it?”

      “The urn is made of mithril. You could drop an asteroid on it and not scratch the surface.” Maddox took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was a pity they hadn’t found it an hour sooner, but they had their prize now. “Well done, Ucazar.”

      Luca beamed when Maddox used his new name. It was nearly as stupid as Wargoth’s, but sometimes you needed to offer the carrot as well as the stick. It was a small enough thing and would make the idiot easier to bear on the ride home. It was a long trip back to the group’s base and anything that kept Luca’s whining to a minimum was welcome.

      Of course, with Maddox’s luck, they’d have a posse on their tail the whole way.
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      Barrett Boyd scratched his beard and considered the remains of the Parrville Rangers. There weren’t much fight left in them, that was certain. Poor Calvin Law caught a lightning bolt to the leg and could barely walk. Couple others were grazed and burned, but still functional. What really took the fight out of them was the sheriff getting killed.

      Just thinking about it turned Barrett’s stomach. Dawson Gale was the best man Barrett had ever known and he deserved one hell of a lot better than to get eaten by ghouls. At least Barrett assumed that’s what those things were. He’d never actually seen one, only heard Dawson’s stories about them.

      Branik help him, how was he going to tell Harper? That little girl lost her mother a year ago and now this. It was too much. The rangers would all do what they could for her, but it wasn’t like they were family.

      Tobias gave Calvin a reassuring pat on the shoulder then joined Barrett a little ways from the others. “What’s the plan?”

      “Wish I had one. Probably best if we get back to town and send a message to the capital. Wizards and undead are a little bit beyond our ability to deal with.”

      Tobias’s laugh was short and bitter. “I’d say that was made clear. But we can’t leave Dawson out here. We owe Harper better than that.”

      “So we do, but I’m not getting men killed to retrieve a corpse.”

      “What if we just wait until those two and their monsters leave? You saw how they were dressed. Whatever else they might be, those were no frontiersmen. They won’t hang around once they get whatever they came for. We can sneak back, get Dawson’s body, and skedaddle.”

      Barrett didn’t like it, but he wouldn’t be able to look Harper in the eye if he didn’t at least try and get Dawson’s body back. “You and me then. Send the rest of the boys home. Given the state of Calvin’s leg, we might catch up to them before they get to town.”

      “I’ll spread the word. Thanks, Barrett.”

      “Don’t thank me. We’re just too stubborn for our own good.”

      Tobias grinned at that and went to talk to the other rangers.

      Five minutes later Tobias and Barrett were sneaking their way back toward the ruin. It said something about the other rangers’ condition that none of them even tried to volunteer to come along. Not that Barrett would’ve let an injured man join them. If they had to run, he didn’t want anything to slow them down.

      The two rangers approached the ruin like it was a deer they didn’t want to spook. Take a step, pause, listen, and repeat. That quarter mile took nearly an hour to cover. Barrett heard and smelled nothing to make him think the monsters and their masters were still around.

      Even so, when he peeked through the branches, he held his breath and tensed, ready to flee.

      Barrett blew out a breath. They were gone, thank Branik. He motioned to Tobias and the two men stepped into the clearing. A quick look around revealed only dead, rapidly rotting ghouls and tore-up dirt. Nothing to indicate what the wizards were after.

      “What the hell you think those two were doing out here?” Tobias asked as if reading his mind.

      Barrett shook his head. “Don’t know and don’t want to. Unroll the tarp and let’s get this over with.”

      Tobias prepared the canvas they’d brought to wrap Dawson’s body while Barrett eased over for a closer look.

      He wished he hadn’t. The ghouls had bitten Dawson’s throat out. They also took bites out of his thigh and chest. Barrett needed every drop of self-control he possessed not to toss the jerky he’d eaten into the bushes. Heaven’s mercy, could they really bring him back to Harper like this?

      “Branik be merciful,” Tobias whispered when he joined Barrett beside the body.

      “Yep. Let’s get it done.”

      Working together, they wrapped Dawson in the canvas then tied it with rope to make sure his body didn’t fall out. Out of sight wasn’t really out of mind, but it beat the alternative.

      Tobias walked a little ways away and crouched. When he stood he held Dawson’s sword. “Why didn’t those bastards take this? It’s worth a fortune.”

      “Hell if I know. Bring it along, we’ll give it to Harper. She can sell the sword and live comfortably for the rest of her life.”

      Tobias snorted. “More likely she’ll belt it on and declare herself the new sheriff of Parrville.”

      Barrett finally cracked a smile. “Yep. And if she did, every member of the rangers would follow her.”
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      Harper Gale rolled out of bed to a beautiful fall morning. The sun shone bright through her window, which meant she’d slept later than usual. No surprise since she didn’t turn in until after midnight. She’d hoped her father would make it home last night, even if he was late. But given that he was on a bear hunt, it was no surprise when he didn’t. No way would her father let a wounded animal, especially an already aggressive bear, get away.

      Hopefully he’d be back by lunch time. She had enough leftover stew for both of them.

      Harper pulled on her sturdy leather pants and swapped her silk pajama top for a simple brown tunic. She never wore dresses, much to her late mother’s chagrin. It was too hard to climb trees and fight in them after all. She grinned and ran her fingers through her hacked-off hair. Now all she had to do was brush her teeth and her morning ritual would be complete.

      Half an hour later, fed and ready for the day, Harper made the short walk from the log cabin she shared with her father to the nearby hill where her mother’s memorial plaque waited.

      She made the sign of the inverted sword over her heart. “Branik watch over my mother’s soul that she might know peace and contentment in heaven.”

      A few silent moments passed before she made the sign a second time and turned for home. Dad had told her many times that her mother’s soul had become one with heaven when she died, but Harper still liked to think some tiny spark remained somewhere out there. If it did, she hoped the Sword Lord would look after her.

      Back on the front porch she stretched, yawned, and considered her options for the day. All the pelts had been dealt with yesterday and were ready for the fair. A heap of firewood in need of stacking awaited her attention out back.

      Harper grinned. That would keep until later. Time for archery practice.

      She went inside and collected her sixty-pound longbow and a quiver of practice arrows from the rack beside the back door. Harper could just draw a seventy-pound bow, but her accuracy was so poor with it, she no longer even bothered to try unless it was for strength-training purposes. She’d been stuck for over a year at this weight and feared it was going to be her max. She touched the empty slot where Dad’s hundred and twenty pounder usually rested.

      Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t even string that one. She’d asked her father once what she needed to do to get strong enough to use that bow and he just smiled and said not to worry about it. Men were just naturally stronger than women and she should focus on her accuracy.

      That bit of advice hadn’t suited fifteen-year-old Harper at all. Three years later she now understood that it was the simple truth. Her sixty pounder was plenty for everyday hunting and she’d gotten accurate enough to put an arrow into a one-inch circle at twenty strides eight out of ten shots. Even her father seldom beat her at that range. Though every time he lost, he pointed out he was an old, one-eyed man and that she should go easy on him.

      Harper didn’t know the meaning of “go easy,” even where her father was concerned.

      Smiling at the happy memories, Harper stepped out the back door, walked around the pile of firewood and over to the archery range. Which was just a fancy way of saying a clear path with a hay bale at the end. She used stiff wires to attach a four-inch steel hoop to the bale then paced off thirty yards.

      Her typical routine was one hundred shots at thirty yards then another hundred at forty. That would be enough to leave her shoulders aching. A good day would be ninety-five out of a hundred at thirty yards and eighty out of a hundred at forty. Her plan was for today to be an excellent day.

      Half an hour later she blew out a breath. Ninety-six out of a hundred, not a bad start. She was about to pace off another ten yards when a familiar voice from the front of the house called, “Harper?”

      “I’m out back, West!”

      A slender young man in a tan tunic and trousers nearly identical to Harper’s came around the side of the cabin. His shoulder-length blond hair was tied back in a neat ponytail and the goatee he was trying to grow had filled in a little more since Harper last saw him. Though if you didn’t know to look, you still might miss it.

      West Meyer was the first friend Harper made when her family moved to Parrville ten years ago and they’d remained close ever since. Not as close as West wanted, which he’d made clear on several occasions, but as close as Harper had any intention of getting. She was in no rush to marry and have a family of her own. Having watched her mother and the tedious daily routine she endured, Harper was happy to put that off for as long as possible.

      “Should’ve known you’d be on the range,” West said when he’d joined her. “Dawson back yet?”

      Harper shook her head. “Figured he wounded that bear and had to track it. Tracking a bear is a pain.”

      “Why?”

      Harper shook her head at his lack of woodcraft. “They’ve got so much fat under their skin that it seals up the wound so the blood only drips out. Especially this time of year when they’re getting ready to hibernate.”

      West grinned. “Trust you to know all about tracking a bear. Got plans this afternoon?”

      “I’m going to hang around here until Dad gets home. But I’ve got no plans after that.”

      “Want to go apple picking? I fixed Old Lady Daggit’s back steps and she offered me a basket of apples as a thank-you. We can split ’em.”

      Harper brightened. While she was by no means the cook her mother had been, she made a mean apple pie. “You’re on.”

      West gave a little fist pump. Anytime they did anything alone, he considered it part of their courtship and a step on the path to convincing her to marry him. That Harper had explained his error many times didn’t discourage him in the least.

      “Harper? You here, kiddo?”

      “Sounds like Barrett,” West said.

      Harper nodded and turned toward the cabin. She had a little flutter in her stomach. Why was Barrett here and not her father?

      She picked up speed as she went and soon found herself at a dead sprint as she rounded the side of the cabin. Barrett and Tobias stood in the gravel in front of the porch, heads hanging and looking as solemn as she’d ever seen the usually rowdy pair.

      Harper’s gaze shifted to the ground where a body-shaped bundle lay between them.

      “No.” Harper shook her head.

      West put a hand on her shoulder but she brushed him off without even realizing.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      They were hunting a bear for Branik’s sake and there were seven of them. Her father would never get taken unaware, especially by a wounded bear.

      “I’m so sorry, lass,” Barrett said at last.

      Harper took a deep breath to steady her racing heart. She wasn’t a little girl to lose herself like this. “What happened?”

      Barrett started slowly and as he went Harper’s pain crystalized into anger. It wasn’t a hurt beast that did this, but men and monsters. Men and monsters that were still out there. Men and monsters that she could hunt and kill.

      When he reached the end of the story something sat wrong with her. “How long ago was this?”

      Barrett and Tobias shared a look before Tobias said, “About a day or so, why?”

      Harper needed another deep breath. “You cut his head off, right?”

      Both rangers stared at her in horror.

      “We would never—” Barrett started.

      “He was killed by ghouls!” Hopefully they still had time. She finally noticed Dad’s sword in Tobias’s hand. “Give me that.”

      She hurried over and snatched the sword away from him. “Unwrap him. Quickly.”

      “Harper…” Barrett stared at her like she’d gone crazy.

      “Don’t you remember Dad’s lessons? Anyone killed by a ghoul is cursed to rise as one the next day unless their head is cut off, the body burned, or they’re blessed by a priest. Since I assume you didn’t stop by Branik’s temple on the way here, you know what we have to⁠—”

      A low moan interrupted her speech and a moment later the canvas wrapping her father’s body was torn apart. The ghoul glared at them with one glowing red eye.

      Harper’s heart skipped a beat before her anger kicked in. This…thing wasn’t her father. It was an abomination wearing his flesh.

      She charged.

      The ghoul swung a clawed hand at her.

      Harper parried, slicing it off with ease.

      Her back cut sliced a deep groove in the monster’s chest, but didn’t slow it.

      She leapt back, avoiding its remaining claw, before darting in again and slashing hard. Its head landed with a wet plop followed a moment later by its body.

      A flick of her wrist shook the ghoul’s black blood off the blade. “Rest in peace, Father.”

      She unbuckled the sheath from his body and slid the silver steel broadsword into it.

      “Harper, lass, I never…” Barrett trailed off, clearly not sure what to say.

      She shook her head. “It’s okay. After everything that happened, I’m sure it didn’t even occur to you. Can I ask a favor?”

      “Anything,” Barrett said.

      “Prepare a pyre for Dad? There’s plenty of wood in the back. I’m going to get my gear together.”

      Barrett cocked his head. “You going somewhere?”

      “I’m going to find those wizards and their pets and then I’m going to send them to whatever hell is waiting to claim them.”

      “That’s crazy!” Tobias said. “Arrows can’t even hurt them. They beat Dawson…”

      “I’m not asking you to come with me. Get a message to the capital. They need to know what happened here.”

      “I’ll go with you,” West said.

      Harper shook her head. “You’ll only slow me down.”

      “You’re going up against wizards. Without a wizard of your own, you won’t even get a chance to fight. I might be an apprentice, but I can still buy you a few minutes. It’s the only way you’ll have a chance.”

      Harper hated to admit it, but West was right. “Okay, get your stuff. I want to be on the trail in an hour.”

      West nodded and hotfooted it down the path toward town.

      “You sure about this, lass?” Barrett asked.

      “I’ve never been so sure about anything in my life. Mom’s gone and now Dad. I can’t get revenge on whatever disease took Mom, but by Branik I can find these wizards and make them regret killing my father.”

      Barrett finally nodded, seemingly having given up on changing her mind. “We’ll look after things here. The cabin will be just like you left it when you get back.”

      Harper smiled. “Thanks, Barrett. If I might impose on you just a little more, my pelts are ready for market.”

      “I’ll see you get a good price, never fear.”

      Harper hugged him. “Thanks.”

      She left the rangers to handle everything. Before she got ready, Harper had one more thing to do. She went up to her room, jammed her face in her pillow, and screamed out her rage and pain.
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      West hurried through the patch of trees separating Harper’s cabin from the dirt road that led to Parrville proper. Not that the town was anything to get excited about, but he’d lived here his whole life, knew every name and face, and now was on the verge of leaving for the first time. Everything had happened so fast, not that he regretted offering to help Harper find the men that murdered her father.

      He couldn’t imagine what she was feeling right now, but he swore to himself that he’d be there for her in any way possible. Of course, knowing Harper, she wouldn’t even try to lean on him. The fact that she’d asked Barrett to sell her pelts surprised him.

      West knew all the village girls and none of them were like Harper. Which was probably why she got along so poorly with them. Harper wanted to make her own way, hunting and trapping like the men in the rangers. And she was good at it. He overheard Tobias at The Bear one night after a few drinks complaining that she could outshoot him without even trying. He sounded rather bitter about it. Most men disliked it when a woman could do things they thought of as men’s jobs better than they could.

      That’s why West and Harper got along so well. He hated hunting and archery and so felt no need to try and compete with her. West liked books and magic, which of course explained how he ended up becoming an apprentice wizard. His master claimed he had potential. He assumed it was true since in the fifty years Maggie Blackrock had been serving as Parrville’s sole wizard, she’d never taken an apprentice. Not until West showed up and asked her.

      His acceptance had been the talk of the village for a week, with his mother bragging to anyone that would listen. For his part, West had been a bit embarrassed by all the fuss, but was very happy to become Maggie’s apprentice.

      Parrville didn’t have a wall or anything. You knew you were in town when buildings appeared at the side of the road. He waved at a couple of shopkeepers but didn’t slow to chat. If he didn’t get back before Harper was ready to go, she’d leave without him.

      Blackrock Arcanium sat three doors down from the town’s only inn. The two-story building had a shop on the first floor that sold herbal cures, minor magical items, and Maggie’s own services as a spellcaster. The second floor was an apartment that Maggie and West called home.

      He went right in, causing the silver bell over the door to jingle. The astringent smell of herbs mingled with dust made his nose curl. Five years on he still wasn’t totally used to it. Rows of shelves were covered with odds and ends, much of it junk, some of it valuable, a few pieces actually magical. Maggie hid the magical items amongst the junk. It was a test for potential customers. If they couldn’t see the ethereal glow coming from the magical items, then they had no business buying them. Or so Maggie always told him.

      He hurried down the center aisle and found Maggie herself seated behind the counter smoking a pipe and petting the black cat that worked as the shop’s mouser. If Maggie was a day under eighty, West would be shocked. Her entire body was basically one huge wrinkle. Her dark eyes were set so deep in her face the sockets almost looked empty. She scared some of the younger kids, but she was really a sweetheart.

      “Back so soon? You usually hang around longer. Was she not home?”

      West had been debating how best to tell Maggie what happened ever since he left Harper’s. In the end he figured direct was best.

      When he finished repeating Barrett’s story he said, “I offered to help her find the men responsible. I know it’s reckless, but Harper’s going whether I join her or not and alone she’ll have no chance.”

      Maggie shook her head. “Bad business. Messing about with undead shouldn’t be done lightly. That girl’s snakebit. I never seen anyone with such awful luck.”

      West cocked his head in surprise. “You said undead shouldn’t be messed with lightly. Don’t you mean at all?”

      “I mean what I said. The law is what it is and the creation and use of undead is illegal. That doesn’t mean they can’t be useful in the right circumstances, as long as the wizard that made them keeps tight control.”

      West would’ve been delighted to delve more deeply into the subject, but he didn’t have time. “You’re not going to try and stop me from going?”

      “Would it do any good?”

      “No.”

      She shrugged. “There you go. I’ll simply wish you luck and tell you to be careful. You’re an adult now. Hardly my place to be telling you not to do something stupid.”

      “I appreciate that, I guess. I need to pack a bag and write a note for my parents. Can you give it to them for me?”

      Maggie wheezed a laugh. “Afraid to tell your mother face-to-face?”

      “Not afraid so much as pressed for time. You know how Mom is, first she’ll try to stop me, then she’ll keep hugging me, and finally she’ll try to give me so much food I won’t be able to walk. By the time I escape, assuming I do, Harper will be halfway to the capital.”

      “Your call, just don’t do something you’ll regret. Considering what you’re about to start, you might not see your parents again.”

      He winced. “I’ll think about it while I pack. Thanks, Master.”

      She waved a hand, sending the smoke sideways. “I only gave you a few pointers. Small price to pay for the free labor. You’d best get going, or your girlfriend will leave you behind.”

      He smiled and headed for the stairs up to their apartment.

      “And West.” He paused and looked back. “Don’t get yourself killed.”

      “As you command, Master.”
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      After screaming herself nearly hoarse and crying her eyes out, Harper felt like her emotions were at least mostly under control. Anger still burned in her heart, bright and hot as the sun. Nothing save the deaths of the men responsible for her father’s murder would quench it.

      She climbed out of bed and washed her face. Her eyes were still bloodshot, but that was unavoidable. As she looked at herself in her mother’s silver hand mirror, her expression hardened. She was alone now. Whatever happened next was her responsibility and no one else’s. No one would be there to tell her the right thing to do. Not that she needed to be told. The right thing was as obvious as the hole the ghouls bit out of her father’s throat.

      The mirror went back into her dresser drawer and Harper hurried down the stairs. Her pack hung beside the back door with her other gear. She grabbed it and went to the kitchen. They always kept plenty of preserved food on hand since Dad never knew when he might have to set out in a hurry. She loaded up enough for two people to last a week. Knowing West, he wouldn’t even think to bring food.

      A slow smile spread across her face when she thought about her dear friend. West hadn’t hesitated to help even though he hated this sort of thing. Harper appreciated the thought even more than she appreciated the help, though West’s magic would certainly come in handy given that the ghouls were largely resistant to non-magical weapons.

      Harper slung the pack over her shoulder and left the kitchen. Lucky for her she had her father’s sword. The silver steel blade would cut through just about anything, including ghoul flesh. Unfortunately for Harper, she would be at a considerable disadvantage if it came to close combat. She was damn good with a sword, but lacked her father's pure strength. Better for her if she could thin them out a bit with her bow before moving in.

      With her bow and quiver attached to her back, Harper settled her father’s sword at her waist. Though she’d wielded it often enough in training, wearing it, and knowing it was hers now, made the weapon feel heavier, like a lead anchor she’d be carrying her entire life.

      Dad told her once that you could sometimes tell the quality of a person by the burdens they were willing to bear. This was one that Harper would carry without hesitation.

      As ready as she’d ever be, Harper strode out into the backyard. The rangers had built a pyre at the very edge of the property and set her father’s rewrapped body on top of it. Knowing Barrett, he probably intended to return for the funeral. Harper had no desire to hang around or talk about her feelings. Actions would speak for her, not words.

      She went back in and grabbed the lantern that sat near the door. The reservoir was full and she dumped all the oil out on the dry firewood. A few clicks of her flint and steel set the wood ablaze. Her father’s body soon vanished behind the flames.

      When it did Harper said, “Bye, Dad. I’ll make them pay, I swear it.”

      Not the most dramatic vow ever, but she meant every word. Either the killers would die or she would. There was no middle ground.
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      Barrett led the way down the dirt road to Parrville. Tobias trudged along beside him seeming more sullen than usual. Not that Barrett could blame him. Having to build a pyre for not only your boss, but also a friend, would do that to you. Not to mention getting scolded by an eighteen-year-old girl would leave any man hanging his head. He’d thought grief had driven Harper out of her mind when she asked if they cut Dawson’s head off.

      At least he thought it right up until Dawson—no, the ghoul—had ripped its way out of the tarp they’d wrapped him in. He shook his head. None of the rangers ever believed they’d end up having to deal with something like that ghoul. Dawson’s lessons had gone in one ear and out the other. So not only did they end up bringing Harper back Dawson’s corpse, Harper ended up being the one that had to cut him down a second time.

      To say the rangers hadn’t covered themselves in glory would be understating their failure by a ton.

      “Are we really going to let her go off hunting those bastards with only a wet-behind-the-ears boy for backup?” Tobias asked.

      Barrett raised an eyebrow. “You think you could stop her?”

      Tobias barked a laugh. “Hell no. I thought we might go with her. You’re done hunting for the season, right? I’m just a day laborer, I’m not going to be missing much.”

      Barrett chewed on his lower lip as he thought. Part of him agreed with Tobias. Another part, a part he was ashamed to admit even existed, wanted nothing whatsoever to do with the mystery wizards and their monsters. The sons of bitches were gone, best to let them go.

      ’Course it wasn’t Barrett’s father that had been murdered. He’d seen the look in Harper’s eyes. She wouldn’t stop until they were dead or she was.

      He understood that. Respected it. That girl had more iron than most men. More than Barrett himself if he was being honest.

      “We can’t just up and leave,” Barrett said at last, hating himself more with every word. “With the rest of the rangers hurt, it’ll be on us to keep Parrville safe until a new sheriff is sent from the capital. The others won’t be up to full strength even after they’re healed, especially Calvin.”

      Tobias grimaced then nodded. “Right. Shall we head to the temple and see how they’re doing?”

      “You go ahead. I need to talk to the mayor so he can get a letter out. I’ll join you after, then we can go back and stand with Harper when she lights the pyre.”

      “Right, later then.” Tobias broke off and turned down a side street that led to the town’s temple.

      Barrett blew out a long sigh and cursed himself as a coward. Everything he said to Tobias was the truth, but to him it was really just a mouthful of excuses. He didn’t want to fight those monsters and that was the end of it.

      With a shake of his head Barrett made his way to the town hall. Dawson and the mayor shared the space and there were two cells in the back generally occupied by drunks sleeping off a bender. Parrville was small enough that the mayor didn’t really have to do all that much. Which was just as well since Brady McCloud was the dimwitted son of Baron McCloud, who ruled this territory.

      The boy—Barrett called him that but he was actually older than Tobias—ended up with the job as an honorable way to get him out of his father’s hair. Lucky for the people of Parrville, Brady was just smart enough to realize he was an idiot. He did his best to stay out of everyone’s way, collected the taxes for his father, and drank too much apple brandy. This suited everyone perfectly well. Mayor and citizens had been happily ignoring each other since two days after he arrived.

      Well, Barrett couldn’t ignore him today. Idiot or not, Brady was still a noble, which meant that, unlike Barrett, he could write. Hopefully.

      The town hall was kept unlocked from sunup to sunset so Barrett just went right in when he arrived. Lucky for him the honorable Mayor McCloud was in. He was also snoring with his feet up on his desk. That the chair, balanced as it was on two legs, still managed to support Brady’s near three hundred pounds gave mute testimony to the quality of its craftsmanship. He’d have to give Tom the carpenter his compliments at The Bear tonight.

      Barrett cleared his throat.

      The mayor didn’t even stir.

      Grimacing in annoyance, Barrett opened the door back up and slammed it shut a second time.

      Brady snorted, wobbled around, and somehow managed to get his feet on the ground without falling over backwards. An impressive accomplishment all things considered.

      Barrett cleared his throat a second time and finally got Brady to look his way. The vacant, wide-eyed expression didn’t fill Barrett with confidence, but he was determined to make the nitwit understand the seriousness of the situation.

      “Did you need something?” Brady asked at last. “The sheriff is out right now.”

      With a silent prayer to Branik for patience Barrett said, “I know, Your Honor. I’m a member of the rangers.”

      Brady smiled. “Does that mean you’ve dealt with the bear?”

      “No, sir. Something else came up. Would it be okay if I made my full report then answered your questions?”

      Brady’s brow furrowed and any moment Barrett expected to see steam coming out of his ears. “That’s fine.”

      Barrett offered a little bow and told him everything that had happened. When he’d finished, he said, “We need to get word to the capital. At a minimum a new sheriff needs to be appointed.”

      Brady stared, his mouth working like a trout fresh out of the stream. At last words emerged.  “I can’t write the capital. No one there will pay me any mind. I’ll write Father. A baron’s word will carry more weight.”

      Barrett nodded. Having made his report, the responsibility was now someone else’s and that was all that really interested him. “If there’s nothing else, your honor, I need to check on the other rangers.”

      “Okay. Come back in the morning and I’ll have the letter ready for you to take.”

      Now it was Barrett’s turn to stare. “For me to take?”

      “Yes, you need to take it to Father. He may have questions about the incident that I didn’t think of. He often chides me for my lack of cleverness.”

      Barrett nodded. That made a surprising amount of sense given the source of the suggestion. Not that he had any desire to visit the McCloud estate, but even a nitwit nobleman was still a noble. Barrett couldn’t just tell him to shove it.

      “I’ll be here at first light, your honor.”

      “I’ll still be in bed, but the letter will be on my desk. Just show the seal to the guards at the estate and you won’t have any problems.”

      Barrett seriously doubted that, but he forced himself to nod again. Despite his best efforts, it seemed extracting himself from this mess would be harder than he first hoped.
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      Prince Jackob Irving the XXII, or Prince Jack as he preferred to be called, made his way through the halls of Montage Castle for a private meeting with his father. Servants in green uniforms bowed to him as he passed. Jack ignored most of them, his gaze lingering on the cuter female ones for a second before moving on. The strides of his fine leather boots made no sound as they struck the thick carpet covering the floor. Tapestries and paintings of his ancestors covered the walls in this part of the castle.

      The hall ended at a set of closed double doors guarded by two knights dressed in mail covered with green-and-black tabards. They weren’t really there to offer protection to the king. If an intruder was powerful enough to reach the heart of the castle, two more knights wouldn’t make a difference. Their presence was symbolic, or so Jack’s tutor had informed him years ago. He was twenty now and his tutoring days were long behind him.

      The guards stared straight ahead as Jack stepped off to one side and examined himself in a mirror placed there for exactly that purpose. Anyone attending an audience with the king, even his son, was expected to look their best.

      Jack smoothed his green-and-black tunic, adjusted his ponytail, and checked his nose. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, he went to the door and looked at the right-hand knight. “I believe my father is expecting me.”

      The knight bowed. “As you say, Highness.”

      He reached for the door and pulled it open. Jack strode through and it closed behind him with an ominous thunk. Why the thunk should strike him as ominous today he couldn’t say. It was just a feeling. Jack got them from time to time and he’d learned to trust them.

      The king’s private audience chamber was nearly as big as the throne room itself. Instead of an actual throne, his father sat in a far more comfortable leather chair, one of several placed around a coffee table in the sitting area to the right. There were also tables, an overloaded bookcase that held leather-bound tomes his father never read, and a desk covered with papers awaiting the old man’s attention.

      Jack called his father an old man, but he was still strong and tough. At only forty-five years old, King Jackob Irving XXI still had a lot of years left in him. Given Jack’s disinterest in anything resembling responsibility, that suited him fine.

      “Morning, Father,” Jack said before dropping into the chair across from him.

      “The finance minister tells me you skipped another meeting.” Father shook his head, his steel-gray, shoulder-length hair swaying. “That’s unacceptable.”

      “It’s so boring. Alfred knows what he’s doing and he’s been finance minister since Grandfather was king. Clearly there are no trust issues. Why do I need to listen to him drone on for an hour when a five-minute summary will tell me all I need to know?”

      “As king you’ll need to understand the condition of the land in detail. That means regular meetings with Alfred, the generals, and the dukes. You need to attend the meetings so that when you take my place, you can hit the ground running.”

      “We’re decades away from that being an issue.”

      “Lucky for the people of Montage,” Father growled. “You will not miss another meeting. If you do, so help me I’ll have you locked in the library until you finish copying the history of the Irving line back to the founder.”

      Father wore his “try me if you dare” snarl. Perhaps Jack had been taking it a bit too easy lately. Training and messing around with the serving girls was fun and all, but he was the crown prince. He should try and set an example for his little brother. But it sounded so tiresome.

      “Was that all you called me here to discuss?”

      “No. It wasn’t even the main thing. I just happened to hear from Alfred before you arrived and figured I’d get that out of the way first. What I called you here for was to begin your training with the Sun Sword.”

      “I’ve been training to use a sword since I was five,” Jack pointed out.

      “Any idiot can learn to swing a sword. But only an Irving can use the Sun Sword’s special abilities. No one’s had to use it since Jackob the Tenth, but knowing how to call the power forth, should it ever be necessary, is your responsibility as heir. And the only one that can show you how is me.”

      All of this was news to Jack. He knew about the Sun Sword of course, everyone that had studied Montage’s history did. It was the family’s hereditary sword, forged to defeat some rather ill-defined darkness hundreds of years ago. It was possible that the texts did describe the darkness and Jack just wasn’t paying attention that day. He was honest enough to admit that, at least to himself.

      “Sounds more interesting than finance,” Jack said. “What do I do?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      Father stood and walked over to his desk. From underneath it he pulled out a sheathed sword. The hilt gleamed like silver and a round, glowing yellow gem was fixed to the pommel. When he drew it, the shining blade seemed to glow with an inner light. Runes had been inscribed along the fuller.

      “The Sun Sword is your legacy. Mithril swords are rare to begin with and enchanted ones rarer yet. I doubt there’s a weapon in Colt’s Land that can equal it. Since I assume you’re familiar with the physical properties of a mithril blade, I’ll jump right to the magic.”

      It was generous of Father to assume that, but when it came to weapons, Jack was better informed than usual.

      “The sword has two special abilities,” Father continued. “The first.”

      He leveled the sword at a blank section of wall. The runes glowed and a beam of yellow light shot out.

      “That’s called the Solar Flare and it will instantly destroy any undead or demon it strikes. An ordinary human or animal will be unharmed so it’s safe to use in a melee. It can be used three times per day. Second is the Solar Barrier.”

      Father raised the sword over his head and a golden bubble formed around him for a few seconds before vanishing.

      “That barrier will keep any demon or undead at bay for up to twelve hours or until your concentration lapses. It can also be vastly expanded, up to one hundred yards in diameter. As I’m sure you’ve guessed from the names, both of these abilities are powered by the sun. The yellow gem absorbs the sun’s energy during the day, so that it’s available to be used later should it be necessary.”

      Somewhat overwhelmed by his father’s display, Jack took a moment to process everything. Clearly the sword had been forged to defeat some undead or demonic threat. That was most likely something he should already know from his history lessons. Since he couldn’t for the life of him remember what the histories said, he figured it best to keep his mouth shut.

      “That is certainly impressive, Father. Is using it to wield the magic so difficult?”

      “Difficult enough. It requires concentration and mental acuity, so I suspect you’ll have a hard time learning to do it.”

      Jack winced, but really, what could he say in response? When it came to focus, he knew he was lacking.

      “I’ll do my best, Father.”

      “Yes, that’s what worries me.”
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      It was a three-hour hike from Harper’s cabin to the edge of the Lonely Forest. At least that’s what everyone called it. She didn’t know if it had an official name. Ordinarily the hike would only take two hours, but she held back a little out of respect for West. He was huffing and puffing beside her, but hadn’t uttered a word of complaint, so far at least.

      After lighting her father’s pyre, Harper had gone to the road to wait. To her surprise and delight, West had only delayed her departure by five minutes. That was far better than she’d expected. He had a loaded pack, sensible clothes, a dark cloak, and a heavy oak walking stick. He was the very picture of a traveler and she felt considerable pride when she saw him. Why she was proud of him was another matter. West was a grown man; managing something like this wasn’t a big deal.

      She paused before they reached the trees. Barrett said they’d encountered the wizards near a ruin in the forbidden section of the forest. As with the forest’s name, that was just what the locals called it. There was no law against going there, just tradition. Dad thought it a foolish custom, but never said anything. Despite being born in Parrville, the locals looked at him like an outsider. A respected one, but still an outsider.

      “You hanging in okay?” Harper asked.

      West, bent at the waist and gasping for breath, gave her a thumbs-up. “No problem. But would it kill you to look at least a little tired?”

      Harper grinned. “In the summer I’m out hunting from sunup to sundown. It’ll take a lot more than this to tire me out. I keep telling you that you need to come with me instead of always hunkering down with your books.”

      “And I keep telling you that reading is a vastly greater pleasure than walking. That said, right now, I’m at least somewhat regretting my choices. How much further?”

      “It’ll probably take until dark to reach the ruin. We’ll camp there and start the hunt in earnest in the morning.”

      West straightened. “Right. I’m good to go.”

      Harper had her doubts about that, but she respected West enough not to question him. She took a moment to string her bow and ready an arrow. Not so much because she expected trouble but more in the hope of getting a couple rabbits or a turkey for supper.

      She slipped between a pair of spruce trees and into the forest proper. The scents, the sounds, everything was exactly the way it should be. That seemed wrong. Despite knowing otherwise, she imagined that her father dying should have a bigger impact on the world. But in the end, the world went on, indifferent to the lives of men.

      Harper put the pointless thoughts out of her mind. She had her mission. Until her father was avenged, nothing else mattered.

      An hour into their hike, Harper gave up on fresh meat for dinner. West made so much noise thrashing through the trees that every animal in the forest knew they were here. She was fairly sure he also made a point to break every branch on the ground for good measure. Clearly, sneaking up on their targets was going to be an issue.

      “Hey, Harper,” West said. “Did you ever hear the phrase, ‘he who seeks revenge should dig two graves’?”

      “No, and I don’t intend to dig any graves. After I kill those bastards, their pet ghouls can eat them for all I care.”

      “It’s not literal. It’s a warning not to kill the good parts of yourself in your quest for revenge. Don’t let the anger turn you into a monster.”

      “Relax, West, I’ll be fine.” Harper said it to reassure him rather than because she really believed it. If she had to kill the good parts of herself to get her revenge, Harper would drive the blade in as deep as necessary.

      The sun was low and the shadows long when they stepped into the clearing where the ruined tower waited. It looked exactly as Barrett described. There was still enough light to check for tracks.

      “I’m going to have a quick look around and see if I can figure out where they went.”

      “I’ll take a look at the ruin. If a wizard lived here, there might be something valuable left behind.”

      Harper nodded and went to work. Since West was more likely to mess up the trail than do something useful, she was happy to let him search the ruins. From the looks of the place, it had been here a long time. The odds of finding anything valuable had to be slim. Of course, if those bastards had come here looking for something, clearly they considered success possible.

      She passed areas of freshly churned dirt. That had to be where the ghouls had dug around during their search. The claw marks were obvious and made her shudder as she remembered what her father had turned into.

      At last she reached the far end of the tower. A path as clear as the finest pane of glass led away from the ruin. The murderers had made no effort to disguise their passing. It was like they didn’t care if they were followed. Either that or they assumed no one would have the guts to hunt them down.

      Either way, Harper would have no trouble following them in the morning.

      She turned back and found West digging through the rubble. Had he actually found something? As she approached, he fell over backward and landed on his rear end. He had a leather-bound book clutched in his hands.

      “Do you really think this is the time to be adding to your library?” Harper asked.

      West stood and brushed himself off. “It’s always a good time to add to your library. Anyway, this book has been enchanted with preservation magic. That means something valuable is inside.”

      “You hope,” Harper said.

      West grinned at her. “I do indeed.”

      “Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”

      He cracked the book open, studied the first page for a few seconds, then shook his head. “I don’t recognize the language. Maggie might know what it says and if she doesn’t, she can cast a translation spell.”

      “You can’t?” Harper asked.

      “Not yet. The trick is, if you’re too aggressive with your spell, you can erase what you’re trying to translate. Maggie says I don’t have patience enough.”

      “I’m hardly one to criticize someone for lack of patience. Let’s make camp. I found their trail and I want to get after them as soon as the sun is up.”
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      After eight hours of tossing and turning through nightmares, Harper was relieved to be up and on the hunt. She and West had eaten a cold breakfast and set out as soon as the first rays of the sun appeared. As she’d seen the night before, the wizards and their pet ghouls made no effort to disguise their tracks. That let her set a brisk pace. She hadn’t bothered to string her bow this morning, but she did keep her sword loose in its scabbard.

      An hour into the hunt West said, “I’m far from an expert, but it doesn’t seem like they’re in much of a hurry.”

      “They’re not. Barrett said they weren’t exactly dressed for the woods. The wrong sort of gear can slow you down quite a bit. That, combined with everything else I’ve seen, makes me think they’re pretty arrogant.”

      “Two wizards capable of controlling and maybe even creating ghouls might have reason to be arrogant.”

      “Maybe, but I mean to see that it comes back to bite them in the ass.”

      Harper set a steady pace and slowly the signs grew fresher. Catching them in the forest would be ideal, but she didn’t hold out much hope for that. The trail slowly curved west. Try as she might, Harper couldn’t think what was out this way. Her favored hunting grounds were south of the Lonely Forest in a swamp where beaver ponds were common. Meat hunting was fine, but she found pelts more profitable.

      At noon they stopped for a short break to eat lunch. West was holding up better than she’d expected.

      “Are you using magic?” she asked.

      West shook his head and swallowed a mouthful of jerky. “Magic can make you stronger, but only for short periods after which you’re even more tired. If I tried to maintain a body strengthening spell on a hike like this, I’d be doomed. Why do you ask?”

      “You’re holding up better than I expected, so I was curious.”

      “It’s only been a day and a half. What sort of weakling do you take me for?”

      Harper raised an eyebrow at that.

      “Okay, fine. I admit this isn’t my forte, but as long as we’re just walking, I think I’ll be okay for a little longer.”

      “Good, because we’re catching up to them. I’d say we’re about four, maybe five hours behind.”

      “Where do you think they’re going?”

      “Not a clue. We’re still in Baron McCloud’s territory. If Barrett got word to Mayor Brady, maybe we’ll get some help.”

      West snorted at that. “I wouldn’t rely on it. Brady is doing well when his socks match. Counting on him for much more is just asking for disappointment.”

      Harper pushed away from the pine tree she’d been leaning against. “I’ve never spoken to the man, so I have no idea. The handful of times I saw him at The Bear he struck me as good-natured buffoon.”

      “Your father didn’t talk about him?” West asked. “They worked out of the same building after all.”

      Harper turned toward the trail. “Dad didn’t talk about work much. Certainly he seldom mentioned the administrative aspects. I know he considered any day he had to spend in City Hall a bad one.”

      “Probably because he had to deal with Brady.”

      They set out again and the conversation ended. Harper didn’t mind talking about her father as much as she’d expected. Instead of sad, the memories made her feel warm inside, like he was there with her.

      An hour before sunset they emerged from the edge of the woods. The grass was torn up by what looked like hooves.

      “Great, they had horses waiting.” Harper knelt for a closer look. “Not mechanical horses judging by the depth of the hoofprints.”

      She looked back at West, who had his hand raised and his eyes narrowed. “Looks to me like they were riding some kind of undead mount. There’s too much lingering corruption for just the ghouls.”

      “I’ve never even heard of such a thing.”

      West shrugged. “They’re not that hard to make, assuming you know how. Basically you just kill a horse then bind a minor demon spirit to the corpse and boom, undead mount. If you handled the process carefully, ordinary people wouldn’t even be aware that you were riding anything other than a regular horse.”

      “Wouldn’t the fact that it wasn’t breathing be kind of a giveaway?”

      “There’s no reason you couldn’t order it to make its chest move in and out. The real giveaway would be the smell, but there are ways to cover that up, at least for the first few weeks.”

      “Great. I can track them from here no problem, but once we reach the road, there will be too many other prints for me to be sure which way they went.”

      “I can follow the corruption, but it’ll slow me down since I have to divide my focus.”

      “I’d rather go slow in the right direction than fast in the wrong one. Let’s see how far we are from the road then make camp.”

      West nodded and they set out again. As they did, Harper smiled to herself. She’d feared that West would slow her down, but now it looked like she’d have to rely on him.
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      As promised, Barrett was at the town hall just after sunrise and, as expected, there was no sign of Mayor Brady. That suited Barrett fine. He found talking to Brady exhausting and did it as seldom as possible.

      Inside he flicked a glance at Dawson’s empty desk. Who would the capital send to replace him? Barrett had no idea, but depending on what they got, the time might be right to retire from the rangers. After Dawson Gale, pretty much any man would be a disappointment as a leader.

      But that was a matter for the future. It would be a bloody miracle if they sent someone out here before next summer. Parrville wasn’t exactly on anyone’s priority list.

      Barrett shook his head and focused. A rolled-up scroll sat on the edge of the mayor’s cluttered desk. It had been closed with the mayoral seal, a stylized B over the top of an equally stylized M. Barrett snatched it up, turned on his heel, and marched back out. It was a two-day hike to the baron’s estate, and he wanted to make as much time as possible.

      Outside, Tobias was leaning on a walking stick. “Was His Honor around?”

      “What do you think?” Barrett strode past him and Tobias fell in alongside. They’d be making the trip together. Even though the area was reasonably safe, two men were far less likely to attract trouble than one.

      “I think Brady sleeps until at least ten.”

      “Sounds about right. I’ve got to give him credit though. He had the letter ready just as he said he would.”

      “Thank Branik for small favors.” Tobias made the sign of the inverted sword over his heart.

      “Small favors seem like the only kind we’ve gotten lately,” Barrett said.

      They left town and followed the dirt road west. It would link up with the main trade route about ten miles from Parrville. Once they reached it, all they had to do was keep going until they arrived at the estate.

      “Harper lit the pyre yesterday before we even got back.”

      Barrett nodded. “Can’t blame her for not wanting to hang around. Too many ghosts in that log cabin.”

      Neither of them spoke for a few miles, but finally the silence grew too oppressive.

      “Looks like Calvin will make a full recovery,” Tobias said. “The others are already back home.”

      “That’s a relief. How many do you think will stick around?”

      Tobias grimaced. “I don’t know. Without Dawson, the rangers won’t really be the rangers. No one will quit until the new sheriff gets here, but after that, your guess is as good as mine.”

      “My guess is most of the boys will quit. And so will I. I’m too damned old to train another batch of rookies.”

      “Those wizards shook everyone bad,” Tobias agreed. “I won’t tell you the nightmares I had.”

      “Why do you think I was hitting the apple brandy so hard last night?” Barrett asked. “Figured it was the only way I’d get to sleep.”

      “We’re a mess, aren’t we?”

      Barrett’s chuckle was bitter. Calling them a mess would be generous.
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      Much as Harper hated to admit it, once they reached the main trade road, she was forced to rely entirely on West’s magic to determine where the killers had gone. She and West had settled on a system where he’d pause once an hour to make sure they were still on the trail as well as at any crossroad. So far, the wizards were heading right along the main road with no sign that they intended to veer off anytime soon.

      Harper and West were far from the only ones traveling on this fine fall day. They walked past dozens of merchants driving loaded wagons, farmers hauling carts filled with freshly harvested vegetables, and a handful of individuals with laden packs. Whether the final group were small-time merchants, or just travelers, Harper didn’t know.

      A few people called out and waved. When they did, she responded with polite nods but never conversation. They had a job to do and no time for distractions. One group of merchants with a three-wagon caravan had guards that eyed West and Harper with suspicion, but they passed on without incident.

      When the next check time arrived, the pair stepped off the road. West wiped the sweat from his brow. “At least the walking’s a little easier on the road.”

      “Are we getting closer?” Harper asked.

      “Not much. Unless they stop, I doubt we’ll gain much until they reach their destination.” West closed his eyes and did whatever wizards did. “They’re sticking right to the main road. The faint trail of corruption looks exactly the same as when we set out. I’d say they’re eight hours ahead of us, give or take an hour.”

      “What I can’t figure out is how they’re hiding the ghouls. I mean, even if you put cloaks over them, surely someone would notice they weren’t human.”

      They got going again and West said, “The trail of corruption is too weak for the ghouls to still be with them. I’ll wager they sent the monsters along a different route, through the woods and fields, with orders to meet up at their ultimate destination.”

      That thought perked Harper up even as it annoyed her that she hadn’t noticed their tracks leaving the road. Bloody wizards and their magic. On the plus side, if the wizards had separated from their undead, it would make killing them that much easier. Assuming they could catch up.

      What she wouldn’t give for a mechanical horse.

      Her father had told her stories about the enchanted mounts. They could gallop for twelve hours without rest, covering many more miles than a person could on foot in a day. Unfortunately, they were damnably expensive and only the rich or members of the military had access to them. Even the largest merchant group they’d seen was using live animals. She might as well wish for a flying ship while she was at it for all the good it would do.

      Harper and West kept going until nearly dark when they were forced to make camp in a little cutout at the edge of the road. And they weren’t alone tonight. Two merchants with loaded wagons but no guards and another lone traveler were making use of the camping location as well.

      Once the stew pot was bubbling Harper said, “I’m going to say hi to the neighbors, see if any of them passed our friends.”

      “Have fun. I’m not moving until the sun comes up.”

      She smiled and stood. Poor West. He was doing so well and if he hadn’t come along there was no way she would’ve been able to stay on the murderers’ track. She had definitely underestimated him and that made her feel a little bad. Assuming they survived their eventual encounter with the wizards, she’d have to make a point of being nicer to him. Starting with that apple-picking trip he mentioned.

      The nearest merchants sat huddled around their own fire and one of them looked up at Harper as she approached. He smiled at her which wasn’t uncommon. She’d found that people considered women less threatening. It used to bother her, but tonight she’d take advantage of their foolishness.

      “Can I help you, young lady?”

      “I hope so. My friend and I are trying to catch up to some acquaintances of ours and I was wondering if you saw them on your travels.” Harper described the wizards based on what Barrett had told her.

      The merchant shook his head. “I’m sorry, I haven’t seen anyone fitting that description. We only joined the main trade road a couple hours ago, so it’s possible we missed them.”

      “That’s okay. Thank you for taking the time to speak with me.” She nodded and moved on to the next group.

      Harper’s luck didn’t improve, so she moved on to the last man. The lone traveler hadn’t bothered with a fire and she could barely make him out in the glow of the distant flames.

      “Excuse me⁠—”

      “Piss off,” he said before she had a chance to even ask her question.

      That was considerably ruder than she was used to.

      “I’m looking⁠—”

      “What part of ‘piss off’ did you misunderstand?” He looked up and his eyes gleamed yellow in the dim light.

      “Good evening to you too,” she muttered and went to rejoin West. When she glanced back over her shoulder, she found the shining yellow eyes following her.

      “Making friends?” West asked when she sat beside him.

      “Sounded like someone had a worse day on the road than we did. Nobody’s seen the wizards.”

      “Does that matter?” West asked.

      She thought for a moment then shook her head. “No, I guess not. I mean to find them, it just would’ve been nice to have some confirmation that they were still on the road.”

      “If they turn off, I’ll see it. I promise I won’t lose them, so don’t worry.”

      Harper smiled and ladled them up bowls of stew. “I know you won’t and I’m not worried. I might not have said it, but I really appreciate you coming with me.”

      “Of course.” West took the bowl and their fingers brushed against each other. “What are friends for?”
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      With his belly full of stew, West found he could hardly keep his eyes open. He spread his cloak on the ground and stretched out. The only good thing about making camp in these prepared areas was that the people that made them smoothed the ground enough to keep any rocks from jabbing him in the back. That was a small, but welcome, improvement from sleeping in the forest.

      Before he closed his eyes, he stretched invisible threads of ether around their campsite. He’d done the same thing every night since they left as having a wild beast wander too close while they were sleeping would be a problem. Having so many people around made him doubly cautious. Luckily, once set, the alarm spell required no energy to maintain. It would wake him the instant anyone snapped one of the threads.

      Satisfied with his precautions, West quickly fell asleep.

      It seemed he’d barely dozed off when one of the threads snapped. He opened his eyes and found a shadow approaching. Keeping his body very still, West flicked his iron ring and sent a thread of ether into the shadow, binding it in place.

      He felt the man—at least he assumed it was a man since he hadn’t seen any women with the merchants—struggle against the spell. Pity for him that only another wizard could resist an iron bind spell.

      With the intruder secure, West reached over and shook Harper awake.

      The next thing he knew, West found the edge of a dagger at his throat.

      “Harper, hey, easy, it’s just me.”

      She relaxed at once. “What’s the big idea? It’s going to be another long day tomorrow. You need to sleep.”

      “We’ve got an uninvited guest. I captured him for questioning.”

      “What? Who?”

      West shook his head. “No idea. He tripped the alarm spell I set and I bound him before I woke you up. That’s all I know.”

      “Stoke up the fire and let’s see who we’ve got.”

      Harper shook off her cloak and stood while West tossed a few sticks of kindling on the still-glowing coals. The dry wood quickly flared to life revealing a hooded figure in all black, a curved dagger held in his rigid hand.

      West shivered. Seemed to be his night to be threatened with daggers.

      “Let’s have a look.” Harper yanked the man’s hood off. “You!”

      “Who is he?” West didn’t recognize the doughy little bald man. He certainly didn’t look like what West imagined an assassin should.

      “It’s one of the merchants. It seems he might’ve been less than honest with me when he claimed not to recognize the men I described. Can you make it so he can talk?”

      West nodded and adjusted the spell to free the prisoner’s head. “There you go.”

      “Who are you and why did you sneak into our camp?”

      The merchant worked his jaw and a little black spark shot out of his mouth. An instant later he collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut.

      “Heaven’s mercy.” Harper knelt and touched the side of his neck. “He’s dead.”

      “That black spark must’ve been a suicide spell.”

      Harper twisted her head a fraction so she could look at him. “What black spark?”

      If she didn’t see it, then it must have only been visible in the ether. West explained what he saw then added, “I’ve read about such things, but never imagined I’d see one in real life. What sort of person kills himself just like that?”

      “A crazy or desperate one. I’m going to tell his friends what happened. I don’t want anyone to think we killed him.”

      “Are you nuts? If they’re in on it, you might be walking into a trap.”

      “If they’re in on it, they would’ve come to help. Relax, I’m not asleep and helpless anymore. If they want to kill me, they’ll have to earn it.”

      West shook his head but understood where Harper was coming from. If the dead man was the only member of the group that meant them harm, then it would look really bad if they left the body and snuck away.

      There was a bit of commotion at the merchant wagon and soon enough another fire was kindled.

      West ignored it and turned all his focus on the dead man. A search through the ether revealed nothing else magical about him. A lingering aura of corruption confirmed that some sort of dark magic had killed him. Not that he needed much confirmation having seen that black spark.

      He debated waiting for Harper to return, but then shrugged and started riffling through the dead man’s pockets. There wasn’t much to be found, a pouch with a few coins and a small eating knife being the most remarkable items. He wore a plain gold ring. West’s first thought was that it was a wedding ring, but it was on the wrong finger. More likely it was an emergency source of funds.

      Eventually Harper returned with an older man dressed in leathers with a duster over them. He looked down at the dead man and shook his head. “I never would’ve guessed he had it in him. I hired Jaxon a few weeks ago to work as a clerk on this trip. He was good with numbers. Didn’t talk much, but didn’t cause trouble either. I’ve certainly had worse employees. Or so I would’ve said before the attempted murder thing.”

      “So you’re satisfied with my explanation?” Harper asked.

      “Given that Jaxon is lying there dead with a dagger still in his hand and not a mark on his body, I’d be hard pressed to come up with another explanation. Now, if you’d snuck into our camp that would be another matter, but this?” He waved at the scene before him. “I’m content to leave matters as they are. Jaxon had no family, at least not that he mentioned. I’ll take his body to the nearest town and speak to the sheriff.”

      Harper’s face twisted. “If you’re talking about Parrville, the sheriff was recently killed.”

      The merchant let out a little gasp of surprise. “Dawson was? That’s terrible. He was a good man. Do you mind if I ask what happened?”

      Harper told him, making it sound like she was repeating a story rather than having lived it. “How did you know him?”

      “We weren’t friends or anything, but I chatted with him a few times over ale at The Bear during my regular visits. One of the best sheriffs around if I do say so myself. Some of them get full of themselves once they get a taste of power. Not Dawson. Aw, he’ll be missed.”

      “He certainly will,” Harper whispered.

      The merchant dragged Jaxon off and Harper settled back down.

      “You okay?” West asked.

      “Sure. The would-be killer was bad enough. I didn’t expect to have to talk about Dad too. I’m going to try to sleep and fail. See you in the morning.”

      “Right. ’Night Harper.” That seemed like such a lame thing to say, but West couldn’t come up with anything better.

      Instead he renewed his defensive spell and settled in to try and get what rest he could. If tomorrow was anything like today, he’d need it.
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      Barrett Boyd paused at the entrance to the dirt path that led to Baron McCloud’s estate. Two days of steady walking had brought him and Tobias here to deliver Brady’s letter. The trip had been easy enough. For men used to walking through the forest from dawn to dusk, a two-day hike down a smooth dirt road was nothing.

      No, the reason he paused was to settle his nerves. Barrett had lived his whole life in Parrville and never met a noble beyond Brady McCloud. And that nitwit was far from intimidating. His father, the baron, on the other hand, had a reputation as being clever and tough. The sort of noble that could see right through to your soul.

      Barrett shivered and tried again to calm his racing heart.

      “What’s the holdup?” Tobias asked. “Let’s get this over with. If we’re lucky maybe the baron will let us sleep in his stable tonight. A nice soft pile of hay would be a lot better than the ground.”

      “I wouldn’t get your hopes up.” Barrett steeled himself and started walking. “I doubt a noble would want the likes of us hanging around.”

      “What, you saying we’re not even as good as his servants?”

      “We’re strangers, which makes us potential threats.”

      “Bah! Any noble threatened by the two of us isn’t much of a noble. Besides, you’ve got the mayor’s letter. That makes us messengers, not strangers. By the way, does the baron have any daughters?”

      Barrett shot Tobias his harshest glare. “I know what you’re thinking, and you’d better get it out of your head right this instant.”

      “What? I just wondered if he had a daughter to go with his idiot son. I wasn’t thinking of anything inappropriate, I swear.”

      Barrett doubted that but said, “Good. I beg you not to even mention the subject when we meet him.”

      “No worries there. I plan to let you do all the talking.”

      They rounded a corner and the baron’s sprawling estate came into view. The main house was so huge it would’ve held half the buildings in Parrville with space to spare. There was a stable, various outbuildings, and what Barrett assumed was a barracks all neatly placed inside a white stone wall about twenty feet high. There were two gates, one to the north and one to the south. The path they were taking led to the south gate where two men in mail and armed with spears and swords stood on either side.

      “Branik’s blood,” Tobias said, amazement clear in his voice. “It’s a damn fortress.”

      “What did you expect?” Barrett asked. “It’s the baron’s home as well as the base for his patrols. Naturally it would be secure.”

      Barrett tried to sound calm, but inside he was every bit as impressed as Tobias. He’d never seen, let alone visited, a noble’s estate. His heart started racing again, but not as badly as before. A few breaths calmed him and the pair set out again.

      A five-minute hike brought them to within a few yards of the gate, a heavy wooden door that looked thick enough to withstand a battering ram.

      The right-hand guard raised his hand while his partner took a tighter grip on his spear. “State your business.”

      The guard’s calm, matter-of-fact tone helped calm Barrett’s nerves.

      “Beg pardon, sir. We’ve brought a message for his lordship from his son Mayor Brady.” He offered up the sealed scroll.

      The guard took it, studied the seal for a few seconds, then nodded. “Looks like the real thing. Wonder what sort of mess he’s made now.”

      The second sentence was muttered so low that Barrett barely heard it. He forced himself not to smile. Clearly the guard had met Brady before.

      “Run that in to Mr. Whist.” He held the scroll out to his partner. The second guard leaned his spear against the wall, took the scroll, and trotted inside. “You’ll have to wait until we know for sure if his lordship wants to speak with you.”

      Barrett offered an awkward bow. “We’re at his lordship’s service, of course.”

      The guard chuckled. “You’ve got the right attitude anyway. Don’t worry. Despite his reputation, our master isn’t the sort to punish the messenger. Whatever Brady did, it won’t reflect on you two.”

      “We appreciate that, sir,” Barrett said. “Can I ask who Mr. Whist is?”

      “That’s his lordship’s personal aide. Sort of a butler and secretary all rolled into one. He decides what’s important enough to require the baron’s personal attention. Anything to do with his son will almost certainly go right through. Been pretty quiet here anyway.”

      “Is that unusual?” Tobias asked.

      “Kind of. His lordship returned early from his annual tour of the barony, so he didn’t have anything scheduled until next week. Makes it easy for us, but just standing out here ten hours a day gets bloody boring I can tell you. Not having to deal with visiting nobles, on the other hand, does reduce the stress.”

      “I bet,” Barrett said. Having to deal with the high and mighty would’ve finished Barrett off in a month. Just visiting the estate, he felt certain, would shave a year off his life.

      Ten minutes after he left, the second guard came trotting back. “Mr. Whist says the messengers should come in and wait in the parlor. He’s confident his lordship will wish to speak to them after reading Brady’s letter.”

      Barrett wanted few things less than to visit a noble’s parlor. Just hearing that reminded him of that poem about the spider and the fly. He knew without a doubt which sort of insect he was in this instance.

      Not that he could refuse of course.

      He and Tobias fell in behind the guard while his companion offered a little nod, Barrett hoped wishing them good luck. He would certainly take all he could get.

      The parlor wasn’t as ostentatious as Barrett had feared, though he didn’t dare sit in any of the leather chairs for fear of getting them dirty. He also kept his distance from the selection of alcohol covering the bar on the rear wall. Tobias, on the other hand, eyed the amber bottles and licked his lips.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Barrett said. “And I’d like you to stop thinking it right this second.”

      “Come on, he wouldn’t even notice if we took a little drink.”

      “You really want to talk to the baron with whiskey on your breath?”

      Tobias winced. He probably hadn’t even thought of that. When the possibility of a drink was presented, he was very much a “partake first and ask questions later” sort of person.

      The parlor’s door opened and two men entered. One of them stood over six feet tall, had massive arms and shoulders that bulged through his white silk shirt, and looked the two men over with sharp blue eyes. The second man was thin to the point of emaciation, with sunken cheeks, hollow eyes, and pale, thin skin that made his veins prominent. His black robe immediately put Barrett in mind of an undertaker.

      “So you’re the messengers my son sent,” the bigger man said, making him the baron. “Did you read what he wrote?”

      “No, your lordship.” Barrett tried to move his tongue around and work up some spit. “I did tell him everything that happened when Sheriff Gale was killed, so I assume that’s what he wrote down.”

      “You were a witness then?” the baron asked.

      “Yes, your lordship.”

      “Why don’t you walk me through it in your own words.” The baron shook his head. “To think we’d lose Dawson of all people. He was a good man.”

      “He certainly was,” Barrett agreed. He went on to recount everything that happened that day. “I reckon we’ll need a new sheriff and I figured the capital will want to know there are wizards with pet ghouls running around.”

      “You’re perfectly correct. Rest assured I’ll get word to Montage City as quickly as possible. When you get home, please extend my deepest sympathy to Miss Gale.”

      “That’ll mean a lot, your lordship, thank you.”

      The baron motioned toward the door from which they’d entered in an unmistakable, time for you to leave gesture. That suited Barrett and he hurried to obey.

      He opened the door and had barely taken a stride when two familiar figures in gray robes stepped around the corner.

      Barrett opened his mouth but before anything could emerge some force latched on to him and rendered his body rigid. Off balance and unable to move, he fell to the floor. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted Tobias in a similar state.

      “What rotten timing,” the baron said.

      “Who cares?” That was the man that spoke to Dawson. “Two more corpses at this point don’t matter.”

      “Don’t be a fool,” the baron said. “If these two go missing, more will come looking for them. My guards saw them enter and they need to see them exit. It would’ve been simple enough to take the letter, destroy it, and write something less damning for the king. If two more people vanish so soon after the sheriff is killed, it’ll raise uncomfortable questions. The sort of questions even my power will be inadequate to fully quell.”

      “Then what do you suggest?” the wizard asked. “They’ve seen our faces, so we can’t just let them go.”

      “What about memory modification?” That was an unfamiliar voice, but judging from the direction it came from, it had to be Mr. Whist. “Can’t you just erase the memory of them seeing you here?”

      “That’s complex, time-consuming magic,” the wizard said. “I wanted to spend one night here, collect supplies, and be on our way in the morning.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have let them get away in the forest,” the baron said. “Now we need to clean up your mess in a way that won’t jeopardize the mission. At least I think that’s what Master Wargoth would say.”

      Barrett had never heard the name Wargoth before. Sounded like he was the man in charge.

      The wizard let out a little growl. “Fine. I’m tired from the journey. Store them somewhere and I’ll start in the morning. Assuming their mental fortitude isn’t too great, I should be able to do one per day.”

      “What about your partner?” the baron asked.

      “I can’t do that sort of complex casting yet,” a nervous, trembling voice said.

      “He’s proven to be quite the useless burden,” the first wizard said. “I’m going to my room. Send a servant with food. The pretty one.”

      “As you wish,” Mr. Whist said.

      Baron McCloud crouched so he could look Barrett in the eye. “I apologize for this. I had hoped to keep any innocent bystanders from getting involved with this mess. It seems you’ll be my guest for a couple of days. Rest assured no harm will come to you beyond the loss of a few memories.”

      “I’m going to release the binding spell now,” the nervous wizard said. “Don’t do anything aggressive. I can restore it in the blink of an eye.”

      “Take these two to the special guest suite,” Baron McCloud said. “Make sure the servants know not to approach it.”

      “As you command, my lord,” Whist said. “Stand up, gentlemen, and follow me.”

      Barrett’s limbs were reluctant to obey, but he managed to reach his feet. The way he felt now, he wouldn’t have been able to run even if there wasn’t a wizard present to stop his escape. Tobias joined him a moment later and together they trudged along behind Whist. Barrett barely noticed the decorations as they walked down a long, lonely hall. The younger wizard trailed along behind them, his magic an unmistakable threat should they feel an urge to flee.

      At last they reached a door with a bar across the outside. Whist opened the door and motioned them through.

      When they were inside Whist said, “Behave yourselves and I will do my best to ensure that your time with us is comfortable. Cause trouble, and you will be punished. Clear?”

      Barrett nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

      “Good.”

      Whist closed and locked the door, leaving Barrett and Tobias alone in the dim room. What little light there was came from a barred window. No escape that way.

      “What are we going to do?” Tobias asked the question like Barrett had some experience at breaking out of locked rooms.

      “Beats me. But if you have a suggestion, I’m all ears.”

      It seemed Tobias had none, so they settled on the cots that were the room’s sole furnishings. Barrett hadn’t been eager to visit the baron in the first place, but he never imagined something like this happening. Now he needed to decide if trying to escape was better or worse than having his memory erased.
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      Harper and West had been steadily gaining on the murderers all day, or so West said. As a hunter, tracking her prey was something Harper did nearly automatically at this point. Being largely useless on her own hunt wounded her pride. But the situation was what it was and if she had to rely on West to have her revenge, then she’d do so without hesitation.

      At least they hadn’t run into any more would-be killers. Not that the fake clerk had been much of an assassin, but even the most incompetent person could stab an unconscious victim. Happily nothing more had come of the event in the campground, and the merchants took the killer’s body with them to a town with a sheriff.

      She grimaced for a moment before forcing her pain away. Dad was gone and nothing would change that. Getting upset every time she thought about him wouldn’t do her any good. At least that’s what she told herself. At this point it was a case of easier said than done.

      “We’re really close,” West said. He stopped at a dirt road that branched off the main road. “They turned here. I have no idea what’s down there. But I suspect it’s their destination.”

      Harper nodded. “Let’s go see.”

      Now that they had a target in mind, she took the lead. Rather than follow the side road, she slipped into the woods and snuck along silent as a mouse. A few hundred yards brought them to the edge of a clearing. Another fifty yards away waited a walled compound. There was a large house and many outbuildings. Most worrisome were the guards stationed at the two gates.

      West frowned. “This is a nobleman’s estate. Mostly likely Baron McCloud’s. Do you think he’s mixed up with the wizards?”

      Harper shook her head. That was an impossible question to answer with the information they had on hand. “Let’s keep watch here. It’s only about an hour until dark. Sneaking in will be easier at night.”

      “Sneaking in? Are you crazy? If we get caught, we’ll be executed.”

      Harper shot him a hard look. “Are the wizards in there?”

      “Most likely,” West said, his reluctance clear.

      “Then I’m going in. If you prefer to wait for me, that’s fine.”

      “No! No, I’m in this to the end. The main reason I came in the first place was because you wouldn’t have a chance against a wizard on your own. That hasn’t changed.”

      “Thanks.” She clapped him on the shoulder and settled against a tree to watch.

      Not that there was much to see. The guards stood around. No one approached the estate from either direction. All in all, it seemed an incredibly tedious job. Still, being a noble’s guard probably paid well and as her father used to say, when you’re a soldier, any day no one’s trying to kill you is a good day.

      At dusk, the guards opened the gates and went inside. Patience was a hunter’s virtue and Harper figured it would be best to wait until at least midnight to make her move.

      Half an hour later, five shambling shapes appeared around the estate. Where they had come from, she had no idea.

      “The ghouls,” West said. “That clinches it. No way would they be here if the wizards weren’t.”

      “Yeah, but having those monsters outside will make sneaking in a problem. If we take them out, will the wizard know?”

      “Impossible to say for sure. If he’s awake and paying attention, he’ll notice their presence getting snuffed out. But if he’s asleep, there’s a fair chance he won’t realize something happened until he wakes up and tries to control them.”

      “If he senses them dying, assuming that’s the right word, and it brings him running, that’ll make our job much easier. Either way, they need to be eliminated. Thoughts on the best way?”

      “I can charge your arrows with ether. When they strike, the energy will be discharged. You’ll need to hit them in the head to ensure a clean kill.”

      “In that case we’ll need to get closer. How long to enchant the arrows?”

      “I can do three at a time, five seconds per batch. But you need to shoot quickly. The arrows will lose potency in about ten seconds.”

      Harper took six arrows out of her quiver and handed them to West. Next she strung her bow and loosened her sword in its scabbard. “Start on the first batch as we get closer to the first target. Hand them to me one at a time as the ghouls appear.”

      “Sure, but as with the wizard, I can’t say for sure if killing one of the ghouls will alert the others.”

      “So when I kill the first one, the other four might come in a rush?”

      “Exactly.”

      Harper swallowed a curse then shrugged. “There’s nothing to be done but move forward. You ready?”

      “Just a sec.” West touched her back and the dim light from the stars suddenly became as bright as dusk. “The nightvision spell will last about three hours. I’ll be concentrating on enchanting your arrows, so please don’t say anything until you need one.”

      “Understood. Thanks, West. Whatever happens, I’m glad you came with me.”

      “There’s nowhere I’d rather be.”

      They set out with Harper in the lead. She made a roundabout approach to the nearest ghoul in the hope that it wouldn’t notice them until she was in range.

      Forty yards out it lifted its head and sniffed.

      She froze and held her breath. If it raised a ruckus they were done.

      Finally the ghoul lowered its head and turned so its back was all the way to her.

      Harper let out a silent sigh of relief and edged forward.

      At thirty yards she tapped West and held out her hand.

      He set an arrow into it without a word.

      Harper nocked and took two more steps.

      The ghoul’s head popped up again.

      She drew and loosed.

      The instant the arrow hit, a dull whump sounded and the ghoul’s head vanished in a gory mist.

      Harper immediately held her breath and listened. No howls rang out, no scraping of claws filled the air. After a full minute passed she relaxed a fraction. It looked like the ghouls couldn’t tell when one of their own was destroyed.

      Confident now in both her weapons and the terms of combat, she set out to hunt down the remaining monsters. It was her good luck that they were so stupid. An hour of cautious stalking saw all five ghouls reduced to headless corpses.

      West handed her back the extra arrow and she slipped it into her quiver.

      “What now?” he asked.

      “I’ve got a rope in my pack. Can you magic it up the wall and tie it to something?”

      “Sure, assuming we can find a good anchor point.”

      They ran over to the base of the wall, keeping well out of sight of the south gate. There were no guards patrolling the wall, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be any on the grounds inside. Silence was still their best friend.

      Harper took the rope out of her pack and handed one end to West. It was lightweight but strong and knotted every yard to make climbing easier.

      West closed his eyes and the rope started to rise. Harper was familiar enough with magic that the trick didn’t cause her jaw to drop, but she was reminded again how lucky she was that West had offered to come with her. It shamed her slightly that she had feared he might slow her down.

      After a couple of minutes West blew out a breath and opened his eyes. “I tied the end to some kind of metal grommet pounded into the stone. Not sure how secure it is, so you’d better give it a few yanks and test your weight just to be sure.”

      Harper did as he suggested and the anchor didn’t give in the least. “I think we’re good. I’ll go first and make sure the way is clear. Wait for my signal.”

      Climbing hand over hand, she made it to the top of the wall in under a minute. A quick peek left and right confirmed that the wall was empty. She rolled over the battlement and onto a walkway, careful to keep her body from forming a silhouette. Dad aways said that was the easiest thing for someone on watch to spot.

      The inside of the compound seemed as empty as the wall. Baron McCloud must’ve had a lot of faith in the ghouls.

      Harper reached over the battlement and waved West up. Grunts along with huffing and puffing followed. She helped him over the top and onto the walkway where West sat, gasping for air.

      “That took more out of me than the magic,” he whispered.

      She smiled but forbore comment. “Is there any way to tell which room the wizards are in?”

      “If they have active spells, I should be able to spot them, but otherwise, no.”

      “Let’s take a walk around the main house. If you see anything, let me know.”

      West gave her a thumbs-up and they hurried, hunched over, to a set of stairs that led down to the yard. Harper tiptoed down to the ground, wincing at every squeak West made. She paused at the bottom and listened. Still no sign that anyone had noticed their infiltration.

      She’d imagined a baron would have tighter security.

      With a shake of her head, Harper led the way to the main house. They didn’t get too close as they circled around. When they reached the rear she froze, grabbed West, and pulled him to the ground. There was someone standing in the back doorway lit from behind by a lamp from inside. She couldn’t make out anything beyond the shape.

      At least West had sense enough not to ask her any questions. After five tense minutes whoever it was went back inside and closed the door.

      Harper swallowed the lump in her throat. She could breathe again at least.

      After waiting five more minutes just to be sure, she stood and snuck around to take a closer look at the back of the house. There was one window on the first floor that had bars across it. It was the only window in the house like that. Curious, she moved in for a closer look.

      Thanks to West’s nightvision spell, she could see two familiar figures lying on thin cots in a sparse room. Of all the possibilities Harper had envisioned, finding Barrett and Tobias here hadn’t even crossed her mind.

      She motioned West closer so her lips were right next to his ear. “We need to get them out. Can your magic remove the bars?”

      “Probably, but not quickly. The longer we hang around here, the better the odds that we’re caught. What about finding the wizards?”

      “Rangers stick together. I can’t risk their lives even for my revenge. Dad wouldn’t want that and neither do I. We’ll get Barrett and Tobias out, then watch the estate. We can jump the wizards when they leave. Realistically that’s the safer option anyway, especially since at least one person inside is awake.”

      “Your call, Harper. If you’re sure, I’ll get started.”

      She nodded. Much as Harper hated to let the bastards that killed her father live for another day, getting her fellow rangers to safety took priority.

      “Do it.”
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      Barrett rolled over, trying to get comfortable on the hard cot. He’d slept in worse places. No doubt that what was waiting for him in the morning had more to do with his inability to nod off than the quality of his bed. Beside him, Tobias snored away, out like a light. He couldn’t help feeling a bit of awe that Tobias could sleep so soundly at a time like this. Clearly his friend had some sort of mental problem.

      He rolled over on his back and stared at the ceiling. What would memory modification entail? What the name implied of course, but would it hurt? The little he knew about the two wizards made Barrett think it would.

      Stop thinking about it!

      His psychic command did absolutely nothing to slow his racing thoughts. On the one hand, having their memories erased would be far better than dying. On the other hand, if some of the memories he most valued were destroyed by accident, that would be horrific, assuming he even realized they were gone.

      A sharp tap from the window distracted him from his grim thoughts. He sat up on the edge of the bed, but didn’t see anything.

      Had he imagined it?

      Another tap convinced him that he hadn’t. He didn’t see a bird. What was making that noise?

      He got up and went for a closer look. His heart nearly stopped when Harper’s face popped up in front of him. That was when he noticed the bars were gone as well.

      Harper touched her lips and he nodded. He certainly wasn’t about to call for help in this cursed place.

      She put her hands on the glass for a moment then pointed at him and put her hands back on the glass. Barrett had no idea what she was thinking, but under the circumstances decided not to argue. He put his hands on the pane directly opposite hers.

      Harper pushed and the glass popped inward. She started to slide her hands to the edge of the pane and he mimicked her until she reached the edge and he grasped it. She backed away and he gently set the glass against the wall.

      They had a way out of their prison at least.

      Harper gestured at Tobias and he nodded.

      Barrett tiptoed over and clamped a hand over his friend’s mouth.

      Tobias struggled for a moment then stared at him with wide eyes. Barrett pointed at the window and Tobias turned to look. The wide eyes got even wider when he saw Harper waiting.

      Barrett let go and the pair hurried over and climbed out. He spotted West a moment later keeping watch at the corner of the wall.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Harper whispered. “Can you see okay?”

      The half-moon had partially risen, providing enough light to keep Barrett from tripping over his own feet. He nodded and Tobias joined in.

      Harper led the way across the yard and up onto the walkway that allowed the guards to patrol the wall. Speaking of which, where were the guards? Barrett hadn’t seen a single one, living or dead. Had Harper cut their throats and hidden the bodies? He hated to think of the girl doing something like that, but at the same time had no doubt she had the will to do it if necessary.

      A little way from the stairs Harper pointed at a knotted rope hanging over the wall.

      Barrett didn’t need to be told twice. He grabbed the rope and quickly climbed down. Tobias came next followed by West and Harper.

      He watched as West closed his eyes and a moment later the rope came tumbling down. Harper coiled it up and led them on a dash for the tree line. Twenty yards in she paused and turned to face him.

      Shaded by the trees, Barrett couldn’t see her expression. He doubted it was as happy as his own.

      “Many thanks, Harper lass. We’d have been in real trouble if you didn’t show up when you did. Them wizards that killed your father came in just as we were getting ready to leave.”

      “How’d you find us anyway?” Tobias asked.

      “We were tracking the wizards. I had no clue you two were here, though I’m glad we arrived in time.”

      “You and me both,” Barrett said. “We brought a letter from the mayor about what happened. Never figured Baron McCloud would be in on it.”

      “The baron is working with the wizards? You’re sure?” West asked.

      “They didn’t act like old drinking buddies or anything and when the wizards wanted to kill us, the baron spoke against it. Still, he was clearly a somewhat willing associate at least. Whether he’s being forced to help them, I can’t begin to say.”

      “Blackmail, you think?” West asked.

      “I wish I knew,” Harper said. “Wait, the baron has another kid, right? A daughter. Did you see her?”

      Barrett shook his head. “Afraid not. If the wizard, or his boss maybe, had her, that would explain a lot.”

      “Hey,” Tobias said. “We’re out now, but no way will they just let us go. We need to put some distance between us and the estate before morning.”

      “But where will we go?” Barrett asked. “The baron will send someone to Parrville just as sure as hell.”

      “You need to get to the capital,” Harper said. “Someone in authority has to be told what’s happening.”

      Barrett swallowed a laugh. “Who’s going to listen to the two of us? We’re a couple nobodies from the sticks accusing the local lord of conspiring with a pair of unknown wizards. Anyone we talk to will laugh us out of the city.”

      “Not anyone,” Harper said. “One of Dad’s rangers got transferred to the castle to help with magic armor research. I’ll write you a letter of introduction. Elias will get you in to talk to someone and vouch for you. It won’t be enough to convict Baron McCloud, but it might be enough to start an investigation. At a minimum, as witnesses, you two will need to be kept safe. I’m sure hunkering down in Montage City isn’t high on your list of things to do, but even those wizards would have to think twice about making a move there.”

      Barrett and Tobias shared a look. Harper was right about him not wanting to go to the city. He’d been avoiding cities his whole life. Unfortunately, she was also right about not being able to go home. They’d told the baron all about themselves. He’d find them in days.

      “What about you, lass?” Barrett asked.

      “Nothing’s changed for me,” Harper said. “Those wizards are going to die by my hand. West, do you have a pen and paper?”

      West rummaged around in his pack and came out with the requested items as well as a twelve-inch square of smooth wood. He conjured a tiny light not much brighter than a firefly and Harper started writing. Barrett couldn’t read what it said, but from the length he guessed Harper was putting down everything she knew.

      When the letter was dry, she rolled it up and handed it to Barrett. “Elias used to live over a tavern called The Plowman. It’s been a while, but hopefully even if he moved, someone there will know how to find him. I’m counting on you to get word to the right people.”

      “We’ll do our best.” Barrett wasn’t all that optimistic that they’d succeed, but considering everything that had happened, he was convinced that Harper had the right idea about this being their best chance of surviving. “You take care, lass.”

      “It’s the wizards that need to take care,” Harper said in a voice far too hard and cold for a girl her age. “Off you go.”

      Barrett set off for the road. They’d make better time in the open and the meager light would be better as well.

      About a mile down the road Tobias said, “I don’t know about this, Barrett.”

      “Me either, but it’s not like we have so many other options.”
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      You wouldn’t have thought that an hour of training with his father would leave Jack more exhausted than four hours in the sparring ring, but you’d be wrong. Every day Jack dutifully marched off to his father’s private chambers. Father would give him the Sun Sword and tell him to quiet his mind and feel the connection between himself and the sword.

      It should be the simplest thing in the world, Father insisted. Jack had Irving blood; therefore the sword was bound to serve him. All he needed to do was connect his mind to the magic and the rest would happen automatically. And yet over a week had passed and he still hadn’t felt even a hint of the magic’s presence.

      It probably didn’t help that Jack’s weakest skill was sitting still and concentrating. After two minutes, his mind started wandering, usually to how much longer he needed to sit around before he could leave and do something more interesting. Even copying the family history would be more entertaining than sitting silently holding a sword that seemed determined to ignore him.

      “That’s enough!” Father barked at last. “All this time and effort and you can’t even get one rune to light up. That’s a sad result even for you. Are you trying to silence your mind like I told you? If you’ve got a bunch of random thoughts running through your head, the sword won’t be able to speak to you.”

      “The sword can talk?” Jack asked.

      “Not literally. It has, not a personality, exactly, but an awareness. It’s what allows it to follow your commands as well as confirm that you’re an Irving and so eligible to wield it. That’s how your grandfather explained it to me when I began my training at least.”

      “How long did it take you to make contact with the sword?” Jack sheathed the Sun Sword and stood. He felt a little stiff from sitting still for so long.

      “Three days until I felt the first hint that something was there. Ten days to fully connect, by which I mean I got all the runes to light up. And that was just the minimum I had to do before I could begin actually training to use the sword’s powers. Mastering those took most of a year.”

      A year? Branik help him. “So I’m not that far behind, right?”

      Father shook his head. “You haven’t even initiated contact yet. That is the very simplest aspect of using the sword. If you can’t clear your mind enough for even that minimal result, I have little hope that you’ll ever master the sword. I’d ask Lachlan, but only the eldest child will do.”

      Jack’s jaw bunched. Of course his perfect little brother would be able to do whatever was necessary. Lachlan never came up short in anything. It was like his perfection served no purpose other than to make Jack feel bad about himself.

      He forced the bitter thoughts away. It was stress talking. Lachlan worked harder than anyone Jack knew. Thinking ill of him because of that was unworthy of him.

      “I will master it, Father.”

      Father waved his hand. “Words are cheap, boy. You spit them out as easily as you breathe. You want to impress me? Make at least one rune light up next time. Now get out of here.”

      Jack leaned the sword against his father’s desk and took his leave before the old man could change his mind.

      As soon as he was out in the hall, it felt like the boot of one of the suits of magical armor was lifted off his chest. He never, in a million years, would’ve imagined that clearing his mind of the constant random thoughts that flitted through it all the time would be so difficult.

      Father’s explanations weren’t much help either. Focus on the sword. Let nothing else intrude on your thoughts. Right, if it was that easy, Jack wouldn’t be struggling so damn hard.

      Maybe a visit to the Temple of Branik was in order. Surely the priests of the Sword Lord could offer him some useful advice on how best to use a magical sword.

      “Hey, Jack!”

      Oh no.

      He turned to see his younger brother trotting his way. Lachlan had just turned eighteen, though he looked younger given his slight build and short, sandy hair. He was dressed in all black as was his habit. The outfit seemed gloomy to Jack, but his brother never seemed out of sorts and black was one of the official colors of the kingdom’s heraldry, so he wasn’t even wearing anything inappropriate.

      “Lachlan, I’m surprised to find you in this part of the castle. Did you need to see Father?”

      “No, I came looking for you. I thought we might have a sparring match before lunch. You promised me a rematch and you’ve been so busy that we haven’t gotten to it.”

      “Sure, why not.”

      Lachlan grinned and the brothers set out for the training yard. The princes didn’t train out front with the regular soldiers. There was a private spot for them and their instructors in the back of the castle. It was surrounded by a tall hedge so no one could watch without their permission.

      That was fine with Jack. His brother might look unimpressive, but he was wiry and quick with a natural instinct for fighting. He won three out of four of their matches. The swordmaster lavished praise on him which annoyed Jack no end.

      “So how’s the training going?” Lachlan asked.

      “Considerably less well than Father would like. I’m not even sure training is the right word for what we’re doing. Mostly it’s me failing to do what he wants me to do and getting yelled at for it. The yelling does nothing for my mental state which makes the task even harder. I prefer swinging swords to having psychic conversations with them. I’d best figure something out before Father decides to lock me in the dungeon with the damn thing until I succeed.”

      “Think he’d let me give it a try?”

      “Doubtful. Father said it had to be the older son and that the sword has some way of telling us apart. It’s all magical nonsense to me.” Jack shrugged as they rounded the corner that led to the training ground. “You can ask if you want. Just don’t get your hopes up.”

      “No, if I bug him about it even after you explained, I’ll be the one getting yelled at.”

      Jack couldn’t fault his logic.

      Two guards stood at attention in front of the door to the training yard. They bowed to the royal duo and opened the door without comment. That meant the yard was empty. If someone had been there, the guards would’ve mentioned it. Since only Jack and his brother and father used the area, it was pretty much impossible that they’d find anyone present.

      A cool blast of air hit Jack in the face, smacking some of the gloomy thoughts out of him. It was a beautiful day, he had no more stupid magic sword training until tomorrow, and he was about to try and get a second win in a row against his brother. Things could certainly be worse.

      A gravel path led to the screen of hedges. They walked around to the gap and stepped into the dueling circle. It was nothing special, just a circle of sand with a small shed off to one side that held their safety gear and wooden swords.

      “Same rules as last time?” Lachlan asked.

      “One fatal touch is a win, best two out of three matches. Sure. We call our own hits?”

      Lachlan pulled the shed door open. “Unless you want to find a referee.”

      “No need, I trust you.” Lachlan didn’t need to cheat and wasn’t the sort to do so even if he did. “Shall we make a bet or are bragging rights enough?”

      “Bragging rights are enough for me.”

      Jack buckled on his leather breastplate and a padded helmet. Father insisted they always wear them in the ring, especially after a particularly rough match ended with Lachlan knocked out for half a day. For a weapon he selected a hand-and-a-half broadsword with a straight blade. Probably because it reminded him of the Sun Sword he’d been holding so much lately only heavier.

      Lachlan took his usual one-handed arming sword. He didn’t bother with a shield, though that would’ve been standard for a soldier. His brother claimed a shield slowed him down too much. If there were archers to worry about, that would be another matter.

      With both men armed and armored, they took stances three paces apart. Lachlan started, as was his habit, in low guard with the tip of his sword nearly touching the sand. Jack went with a standard middle guard, his sword angled a bit right to left.

      “Say when,” Jack said.

      “On three?” Jack nodded and Lachlan counted.

      At three, Jack immediately stepped back and to the right.

      A lightning thrust from Lachlan confirmed the wisdom of that decision.

      He quickly changed the thrust into a slash that Jack turned aside.

      Four quick impacts and Jack’s heart was racing and sweat plastered his tunic to his back.

      Had his brother gotten faster? Heaven’s mercy, he didn’t think that was possible.

      Jack was fully on the defensive as they circled each other.

      Lachlan leaned back and lunged again.

      It came so fast Jack didn’t have time to dodge and his desperate parry came up short. The tip of Lachlan’s sword tapped his chest right above his heart.

      Jack sighed and lowered his sword. “First round is yours. Have you been training without me?”

      Lachlan grinned. “Every chance I get. You’re too good for me to rest on my laurels.”

      After that pathetic display, Jack figured his brother was just being kind. Fighting was the only thing Jack was good at and he wasn’t even close to his brother who was two years younger. If he was the sort to whine about things being unfair, this would certainly qualify.

      The second round went just as badly for Jack and the match was over. As they were stripping off their protective gear Jack said, “Were you just going easy on me last time? After this, I can’t imagine how I ever got a win.”

      “I would never. Though I will admit that I was trying some different techniques last time, stuff I’d never used in an actual fight. That might be why I wasn’t totally on my game. The swordmaster said I need to expand my skill set or I risk becoming predictable. Like my opening thrust. You knew it was coming before we even got started. Not a big deal in a match, but if I was fighting someone that actually wanted to kill me, that sort of thing might get me in trouble.”

      “I only knew it was coming because I’m so familiar with your moves. A stranger wouldn’t have that advantage.”

      “True.” Lachlan replaced his dueling sword, grabbed a similar model with a lead core, and closed up the shed. “But I wouldn’t have the advantage of knowing their moves either. No offense, big brother, but I can read you like an open book. Your shoulders and gaze give everything away. That’s something you need to work on.”

      Jack knew Lachlan didn’t say it in a mean way, but he had so many other things to worry about right now, the idea of adding one more thing to his plate made him want to throw up.

      “Don’t suppose you’d like to take my place at the finance meetings?”

      Lachlan laughed. “I actually wouldn’t mind, since I enjoy math, but I think Father might object. I’m just a spare after all, you’re the crown prince.”

      Once again Jack had to admit his brother was right. It was getting annoying. “I’m off to Branik’s temple. See you later.”

      He left Lachlan to his practice and made his way to the exit. If he’d had as much time to practice as his brother, would Jack be a match for him? His ego wanted to say yes, but the rest of him doubted it.
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      Luckily for Jack, the Temple of Branik was on the same street as the castle and only three doors down. He didn’t even need to take guards with him since this close to the castle there were patrols all over the place. And so he left by the front gate, nodding to the guards as he passed, and turned right down the street. He passed two noble’s estates, both unoccupied at the moment save for servants left behind to tend things.

      This was a quiet time in the capital. The vast majority of the nobles were back home overseeing the fall harvest. Most often they’d hunker down at home for the winter and return when summer court got going after the end of planting season.

      Jack pitied the city-states that weren’t primarily agriculture based. They probably had nobles underfoot at their capitals year-round. Not that they were all bad. The lower-ranking members were more interesting since they never felt the need to try and introduce him to their daughters. Jack knew his fate was to marry a high-ranking lady. Which one, Father had yet to inform him.

      The thought of marrying any of the candidates interested him only a little less than attending Alfred’s next lecture. He found them all so boring.

      The Temple of Branik was the only building in Montage City made of stone. There was a downward-pointing sword in the steeple and stained glass windows showed the archangel battling various types of demons. It was all allegory rather than history. As far as he knew, Branik never left Heaven and if he did, he certainly had never come to Montage.

      Three steps led to the front door. At the top he pushed through the double doors and entered the quiet chapel. Three women were praying silently, huddled in a little group at the rear. One of them glanced at Jack before lowering her gaze again.

      He swallowed a sigh. A soldier must’ve died. The families always came here to pray after a soldier died. After the war with Audin, the church was packed with mourning families. He didn’t know how Father stood the responsibility of sending so many people to die at his command. Jack would’ve rather fought himself than have to give that order. Of course, when he assumed the throne, he wouldn’t have that option. Much like learning to use the Sun Sword, commanding the army into battle was the king’s duty, one he needed to exercise with the utmost discretion.

      Leaving the women to their mourning, he headed for the altar at the front of the chapel. A red cloth embroidered with the upside-down sword draped it. In keeping with Branik’s warrior aesthetic, there were no other decorations. There was also no priest on duty at the moment. That was weird. He’d never visited the temple and found it unattended.

      As if he heard Jack’s thoughts, Marshall Wright, the high priest of Branik, emerged from the door behind the altar. Standing well over six feet tall and sporting massive shoulders, Marshall looked like the archangel he served. A dark beard and steel-gray eyes that seemed to know your every weakness combined with his build to create an intimidating appearance. Though the fact that he was brushing pie crumbs off his red tunic sort of ruined the effect.

      Marshall grinned at Jack. “Highness. What a nice surprise. It’s been some time since you paid us a visit.”

      “Lord Wright, I apologize for my lack of devotion.”

      “Bah, Branik is honored every time someone picks up a sword. You’ve been training regularly?”

      “I have. Though it’s a sword that brings me here today. A very particular sword.”

      “I told your father he should’ve started your training with the Sun Sword earlier, but he said you’d be more focused when you were a little older. I take it things aren’t going well?”

      “They are not. I’ve been at it for days with nothing to show for my efforts. I could really use your advice, Marshall.”

      Marshall waved him into the nearest pew then sat beside him. “Why don’t you tell me all about it and we’ll see what we can come up with.”

      Jack gladly did so, his mind feeling more focused as he told the high priest his story. “I try my best to clear my mind, but it’s not so easy. Every few minutes some random thought flits through and I have to return to square one. No matter how hard I try, it’s always the same.”

      “Some people have more trouble with meditation than others. I recommend you stop trying to sit still and focus. Do your forms instead. Keep at it until you become one with the sword. Branik may even offer his aid should he favor you.”

      “I wouldn’t turn it down. Thanks, Marshall. I’ll give it a try when I meet with Father tomorrow. It’s not like I can fail any harder than I already have.”

      Marshall chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder nearly hard enough to send him tumbling off the pew to the floor. “That’s the spirit. I know your old man well enough to guess that he’s pushing you hard for results. That’s the worst thing you can do if someone’s trying to meditate. Tell him I said so if he keeps it up.”

      Jack might do it just to see the look on Father’s face. “I better get back.”

      “How’s Lachlan?” Marshall asked before Jack could stand.

      “Good. Getting better with a sword every day. I lost another match to him before I came here.” On a whim more than anything Jack asked, “Do you think he could be favored by Branik? His skill seems greater than what anyone his age should possess.”

      “Maybe, but if Branik had blessed your brother, it seems like I would’ve sensed it. Unless Branik didn’t wish me to for some reason. Would it be possible for you two to put on an exhibition match for me? If I could see him fight, then I’d know for sure.”

      “I’ll mention it to Father and Lachlan at dinner tonight. I can’t see why it would be a problem.”

      “I appreciate it, lad.”

      Jack stood and bowed. He appreciated how Marshall always treated him like a person rather than a prince. “Until next time.”

      Jack left the temple feeling more optimistic than he had since Father first told him he’d be learning to wield the Sun Sword. Hopefully Marshall’s plan would work.

      Because if it didn’t, Jack didn’t know what he was going to do.
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      When Maddox woke, the first thing he did was reach out to confirm that the ghouls still patrolled around the perimeter of Baron McCloud’s estate. The second thing he did was panic when he found them absent.

      He leapt out of his comfortable feather bed and touched the black iron skull amulet hanging around his neck. No matter how much ether he forced into it, there were simply no ghouls within range to command. He knew they arrived last night and that they were still there when he fell asleep. What the hell happened to them in the eight hours he’d been sleeping?

      The baron kept no wizards at his estate and the soldiers were all terrified of the ghouls, so even if they had weapons capable of killing them, they lacked the guts to use them.

      Maddox snarled and tossed his gray robe over his head. Next came boots and his satchel. The mithril urn sat on top of the dresser. After a brief debate he left it there. Finally, he activated an ethereal shield. The odds of being attacked here were slim, but slim wasn’t the same as nonexistent. Maddox hadn’t put in years rising through the acolytes’ ranks only to die from carelessness.

      He yanked his door open and strode out. There was nothing more to be learned from his room. He needed to get outside and see for himself what had happened.

      At the bottom of the steps a serving girl hastened to get out of his way before offering a respectful curtsy. Maddox ignored the rather plain young woman and went straight for the door. The guards were just emerging from their barracks. One of them spotted Maddox and hastened ahead of him to get the gate open.

      A little smile creased Maddox’s lips. They were so well trained now. When he and Luca first arrived at the estate, the guards wouldn’t do anything without Baron McCloud’s approval. He’d ended up having to murder three of them in the most gruesome way to make it clear that the baron wasn’t the one in authority here. However, contrary to what people seemed to belive, Maddox didn’t enjoy pointless killing. Frightened people tended to not think clearly even as they obeyed. Willing servants were so much more valuable than terrified stooges.

      “Elgan, wait!” Luca came running out of the house, waving his hand.

      Of course, there were exceptions to every rule.

      Maddox paused by the gate. “What is it?”

      “The prisoners are gone. One of the servants took them breakfast this morning and found the window open and the bars removed.”

      First his ghouls go missing and now this? He wanted to scream, but held it in. Looking out of control wouldn’t help.

      “How did they manage that?”

      Luca cocked his head. “I have no idea.”

      Maddox’s teeth ached he was grinding them so hard. “Why don’t you go find out?”

      “I’ll try, but I’m not really good at that sort of magic.” Luca hurried back the way he’d come.

      Luca wasn’t good at any sort of magic. He’d be more use to the acolytes’ cause as a sacrifice to summon a demon. A no doubt equally weak demon, but a demon nonetheless. Unfortunately, useless though he was, Luca had achieved the rank of full acolyte and Wargoth would never allow one of their own to be so used.

      Dismissing his useless partner from his thoughts, Maddox strode out of the compound. Ether rushed out at his command and he soon located a source of lingering corruption. When he reached it, he found a headless ghoul lying unmoving in the grass. The head itself was nowhere to be seen. He couldn’t imagine the swordsman that did this would keep a ghoul head for a souvenir, so where was it?

      He searched the area with both his eyes and his magic. It didn’t take long to find a few gobbets of flesh and shards of bone. This had to be the remains of the ghoul’s head, which made the possibility of a swordsman killing them unlikely. More likely a wizard had done it. Even a weakling like Luca could handle a single ghoul and if he could, then pretty much any wizard worth the name could.

      The real question was, why did a wizard show up here and was he or she still in the area? The missing prisoners argued that the wizard had come to rescue them. Was it some flunky of the baron’s? Maddox couldn’t imagine how anyone else might get word that the two villagers had been captured.

      He had a whole bunch of questions with nary an answer in sight.

      Just to be sure, he searched the entire perimeter. The other four ghouls were in the same pitiful shape as the first one, with their heads blown to bits. Interestingly, Maddox had found a few stray pieces of wood, metal, and feathers. Enough to make him think an archer with some kind of magic bow had killed his servants. The fact that Maddox had never even heard of a bow with that sort of ability made him question his deduction, but in the end, he couldn’t come up with a better one.

      He returned to the estate and walked around the house to find Luca standing outside the window that led to the room that had held their prisoners. The nervous little man was manipulating the ether to no good effect that Maddox could see. The metal bars that had secured the window were leaning against the wall off to one side, seemingly unharmed.

      “Did you learn anything useful?” Maddox asked.

      Luca jumped six inches off the ground then spun to face him. “Are you trying to stop my heart?”

      If Maddox had wanted to stop Luca’s heart, he had far more efficient ways of doing so. He shook his head. “Well?”

      “There are lingering traces of magic on the bars and the window frame. Not much, but enough to make it clear a wizard was here and used a spell to remove both the bars and glass.” Luca looked around then licked his lips. Sweat glistened on his bald head despite the morning chill. “What are we going to do? This was supposed to be a secret mission. Bad enough we got spotted in the forest, but if our alliance with the baron is exposed, it could set us back years.”

      Calling the acolytes’ relationship with the baron an alliance would be vastly overstating the latter’s willingness to cooperate, but Maddox understood what Luca meant. The only saving grace in this mess was that the odds of a second mithril urn being located in Baron McCloud’s territory were vanishingly small. Losing his influence would be a pain, but hardly a fatal one.

      “There’s nothing more we can do here. Let’s eat and be on our way. The sooner the urn is delivered to base, the better.”

      Luca gave an enthusiastic nod and followed Maddox around to the front door and into the dining room. They found Baron McCloud himself at the head of the table waiting for them.

      “I understand our guests have left early,” the baron said.

      “Looks like they had help,” Maddox said. “Don’t suppose some pet wizard of yours did something foolish like stick his nose into our business.”

      The baron smoothed his beard and glowered. “I understand perfectly well the consequences of interfering with your business. No one under my command would do something so foolish. Whoever it was, they weren’t one of my people.”

      Maddox held the baron’s angry gaze for long seconds. The ether confirmed that he was telling the truth.

      “Well enough. We’ll be leaving after breakfast. When we reach Wargoth, my report will make your cooperation clear. But if the villagers somehow speak to someone in authority, there may be blowback on you.”

      The baron waved a hand. “Two grubby peasants are no threat to me no matter who they speak to. Just to be safe, I’ll send a rider to the capital to warn them of the madmen running around claiming I’m a traitor.”

      Maddox smiled. “You’ve got it all figured out, huh?”

      “I’ve ruled this barony long enough to know my business. Do you have any special requirements for supplies?”

      “No, just food for a week and full waterskins.”

      “Easily done. I would offer to have your mounts saddled for you, but my stablemaster says you didn’t bother to remove them. That seemed to offend him on a professional level.”

      Maddox chuckled. “Undead horses don’t care about saddle rash or abrasions, and you don’t have to feed them or let them rest. They’re the next best thing to mechanical horses, lacking only in the speed department.”

      “That being the case,” the baron said. “I’m surprised more people don’t use them.”

      “Unless you’re a wizard, they’re hard to control and they do rot after a while, making them easy to detect in public. As I said, they’re useful but not perfect.”

      After a fine meal Maddox and Luca collected their supplies and headed out. Losing the ghouls put Maddox on edge. He had a bad feeling in the back of his mind. While it may have simply been his imagination, he couldn’t shake the thought that some unseen enemy had it out for them.
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      Harper crouched just inside the tree line and watched as one of the bald wizards came out to investigate the remains of his pet ghouls. Everything in her screamed to put an arrow through his skull, but she wasn’t that stupid. Even if she killed the man, the many now-active guards would be on her in moments. Assuming they were right about the baron’s daughter being held captive, she would likely find herself quickly handed over to whoever the wizards worked for.

      That would not end well for her and West she felt certain.

      In the moments after she learned of her father’s death, Harper wouldn’t have thought anything of dying as long as she took the killers with her. Now that her rage had cooled, she’d begun to see that something bigger than her private family drama was going on. She needed to learn more. If they could somehow spring the baron’s daughter, so much the better. It would deny her enemies a powerful bargaining chip.

      When the wizard had worked his way around to the far side of the estate, Harper backed up further and rejoined West.

      “How did he take the loss of his ghouls?” West asked.

      “I couldn’t tell from here, but I hope badly. How are you holding up?”

      “I wouldn’t complain about twelve hours’ sleep on an actual bed, but other than feeling tired, I’m fine. How do you think Barrett and Tobias are doing?”

      “Barrett’s as tough as old leather and Tobias isn’t far behind. They’ll make it to the capital, I’m sure of it. Whether they can get someone to listen to them I’m less confident about. Hopefully Elias can point them in the right direction.”

      “He served with your father in the real rangers?”

      Harper sat with her back to a big pine tree. “That’s right. After Dad’s unit went their separate ways, he moved to the magical armor testing department. As the only person to have piloted the armor they stole from Audin, the magical engineers were eager to study him. All that magic stuff is over my head, but Dad seemed happy for him.”

      “I’ll bet.” West sat beside her. “Less danger and probably better pay, what’s to complain about?”

      Harper turned her head a fraction to study his profile. The trip had aged West already, starting with his dark eyes. “Why didn’t you study magical engineering? It’s a guaranteed payday and there’s always a ton of work.”

      “I know a little bit about magical engineering, but Maggie says it has too many weaknesses to be a primary vocation. She said I need to master traditional wizardry first, then if I want to focus on magical engineering, at least I won’t be completely useless in a fight.”

      “That sounds like Maggie.” Harper grinned when she thought about the fierce old woman. “Though Lord Colt did okay as a magical engineer.”

      “Lord Colt didn’t start as a magical engineer either. The history books say he invented it after becoming an Arcane Lord.”

      There was movement around the south gate. Harper stood for a better look. “I didn’t know that.”

      “I’m not surprised. The magical engineers don’t exactly publicize it. What’s going on?”

      Two figures in gray robes on horseback came trotting out of the gate. “They’re coming. Get ready to move.”

      West scrambled to his feet. He kept silent as the wizards rode past them. Harper waited a long ten count to follow.

      As they made their way through the woods parallel to the road West said, “I was sure you’d want to hit them when they passed us.”

      “I’ve got a new plan.”

      “Am I going to like this?”

      “I don’t know. I want to follow them back to their base and see if we can rescue the baron’s daughter.”

      “Mila.”

      “What?”

      “Her name is Mila McCloud. She came through town with the baron once when you were off hunting, maybe a year ago. It was right after your mom died, so I doubt you were very interested.”

      “I wouldn’t have been very interested anyway. Is she our age?”

      “Younger. I think she was twelve at the time. Cute little thing, red hair, freckles, still carrying a bit of baby fat. She seemed really excited to be waving to the crowd that had gathered to greet them.”

      “Well, if we see a chubby red-haired girl with freckles, we’ll know who to rescue.” They reached the main road and Harper studied the tracks. The freshest ones were headed southwest, which was the direction the wizards had been going since they reached the main trade road. “Which way?”

      West confirmed her guess immediately and they kept going.

      “About the rescue. What made you change your plan? When we left Parrville you were dead set on killing those two as soon as possible.”

      “I’ve had a chance to calm down. A little anyway. I still plan to kill them, but Dad would be disappointed in me if I didn’t try and figure out what the hell is actually going on here. Getting my revenge only to have something far worse happen to the kingdom wouldn’t make him proud. So the new plan is recon, rescue, then revenge.”

      “The three Rs, very good. Though I can’t help thinking the mission just got even more dangerous.”

      Harper couldn’t even make an argument against that since she was pretty sure he was right.
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      Baron Donovan McCloud ran a hand through his beard and sighed. It was always a relief when the wizards left. He hated them both, but the elder especially rubbed him the wrong way. It was his arrogance. Donovan wasn’t used to people speaking to him with anything less than the utmost respect. Leaving aside the king and his brother of course. Fortunately he didn’t see either of them often enough for it to bother him.

      What did bother him was the escape of the two peasants. He remembered them introducing themselves, but damned if he could recall their names. While he had no desire to see any of his people harmed when they’d committed no crime beyond having poor timing, if the pair somehow kicked up trouble in the capital that blew back on him, it might put Mila’s life in jeopardy. That had to be avoided at all costs. Since his wife died, Mila was the only thing worth a damn in his life and he’d do anything, including betraying his kingdom, to get her back safely.

      He got up and made the short walk to his office. Whist was waiting along with a letter ready for him to sign. While he might look like some sort of undead creature, Whist was the most efficient secretary Donovan had ever employed. Never a wasted word, whatever Donovan needed was always at hand, and his loyalty remained beyond reproach. Even after Donovan decided to throw in with the wizards to save Mila, Whist hadn’t so much as blinked.

      Whist bowed as Donovan settled in his chair. “Please check to make sure I made no mistakes, my lord.”

      Donovan snorted and started reading. Whist never made mistakes, but it hurt nothing to make sure. Besides, if a question ever arose, it would be useful to know what was in the letter he’d signed.

      The letter basically described the two villagers along with a note saying they had a grudge against him and were planning to stir up trouble in the capital. Donovan signed it, folded it up, then sealed the letter with wax before pressing his signet ring into it.

      He held it out to Whist but didn’t let go when he tried to take it. “I did everything they wanted. Do you think they’ll give her back?”

      Whist shook his head, looking glum. Not that that meant anything since he always looked glum. “I wish I could say for sure, my lord, but alas, the minds of those men are beyond my comprehension. For your sake, I wish to say yes, of course they will. Yet I worry that they may hold on to Lady Mila out of fear that you’ll oppose them as soon as she’s free.”

      “It seems we share the same worry. I’ve offered them my word, but who would trust the word of a father desperate to get his daughter back? They probably assume I’d say anything to get the result I want and they wouldn’t be wrong.” Donovan let out a long sigh. “Dispatch the rider. As ever we’ll simply have to play things by ear and hope the archangels are watching out for us.”

      He finally let the letter go and Whist bowed. “As long as Lady Mila is alive, there’s hope. I beg you not to give up, my lord.”

      “I’ll never give up as long as there’s any chance to get her back.”

      When the door closed behind Whist, Donovan held his head in his hands. He wouldn’t give up, but keeping his hope alive got harder every day she was gone. His deepest fear was that the wizards would send her head back to him. If that happened, he didn’t know how he’d survive.
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      Riding from sunup to sunset, it took Maddox and Luca four days to get within sight of the acolytes’ base, a partially collapsed fortress abandoned after a long-ago war with Port Settle. The aboveground section had been reduced to little more than a ruin, but they’d renovated and expanded the basement into something useable if not especially comfortable. The best thing the fort had going for it was its distance from anything resembling civilization. The nearest town was a full day away.

      Maddox couldn’t wait to deliver the mithril urn to their leader. He dearly hoped to be able to take part in the opening ceremony. The first urn had already been in Wargoth’s possession and open when Maddox joined. Wargoth wouldn’t even tell the rest of the acolytes what was inside. Maddox had his doubts from time to time. They weren’t serious enough to make him second-guess his commitment to the cause. And even if he did reconsider, Maddox had dedicated half his life to his goal of gaining immortality. He had nothing else.

      “I wasn’t sure we were going to make it back this time,” Luca said.

      Maddox guided his undead mount off the road and up a grass-covered hill to the ruin. “Why?”

      “Well, first the business in the forest, then the trouble at the baron’s estate. It just seemed like our mission didn’t go very smoothly.”

      “Stop whining. If the task was easy, the acolytes would’ve freed the Immortal Apprentice years ago.”

      Luca flinched. “Sorry. Say, don’t you think it’s strange that no one knows the Apprentice’s name?”

      “What makes you think no one knows?”

      “I… Well no one told me what it is. So I assumed…” Luca turned to face Maddox. “Do you know what it is?”

      “No, but I’ll wager Wargoth does. He knows a great deal and keeps far too much of it to himself to suit me.”

      “Yeah, but as long as we do what he says, everything will be okay, right?”

      “Tell yourself that if it makes you feel better.” Maddox reined in just outside the broken outer wall.

      He pulled the black amulet out of his tunic and channeled ether into it. When he did the wards appeared in his magical vision. He found the master thread and tugged it with an ethereal hand. The wards shimmered away and he urged his mount forward.

      The ward wasn’t lethal, but it would alert the acolytes should anyone cross it. They could watch whoever arrived and deal with them should they get too close to figuring out how to gain access to the basement. Deactivating them sent a different message.

      When Maddox and Luca reached the entrance, a young man with a bald head and dressed in gray robes bowed to them. “Welcome back. Lord Wargoth will be most pleased to see that you’ve succeeded. Allow me to tend to your mounts.”

      Maddox got down, slung his satchel over one shoulder and tucked the bundle containing the urn under the opposite arm. “They’ve about reached the end of their useful life. I recommend feeding them to the ghouls.”

      The youth bowed again. “I noticed the smell. Pity there isn’t some better way to preserve them.”

      “There is,” Maddox said. “But it’s too difficult and time consuming to bother with in the field. Besides, it’s not like horses are hard to find. Did any of the other teams return yet?”

      “No, Master. You are the first.”

      Maddox nodded, pleased to hear it. Their target had been the closest and if he’d shown up after any of the others, it would’ve been embarrassing. Though they were all supposed to be equal, Maddox knew better. Every acolyte was constantly jockeying to be Wargoth’s favorite. Maddox hated the game, but loved power and access to hidden knowledge. So he played it the best he could.

      “We’ll make our report.” Maddox left the young man to deal with the undead horses and made his way through a fallen archway. Inside, the hatch that led to their base was wide open, revealing the stairs down.

      “He really shouldn’t have left it open,” Luca muttered.

      “Why not? We’re the only ones here and if the apprentice had closed it, we would’ve just had to open it again anyway.” Maddox started down the stairs, ignoring Luca’s muttering about security. They were in the middle of nowhere. No one had even visited this ruin in a decade and the last group that did never came close to finding the trapdoor.

      At the bottom of the stairs, they arrived in an eight-by-eight stone box. There were murder slits on either side, but no one was manning them. Personally, Maddox would’ve liked half a dozen zombies equipped with spears on either side. The danger was that they might accidentally stab an apprentice unable to control them. Given their manpower shortage, Wargoth deemed the risk unnecessary.

      Maddox shoved the door directly ahead of them open and strode right down the empty hall. After ten paces it branched left and right. He went left. Wargoth’s chambers along with the labs, ritual chamber, and the acolytes’ living quarters were this way.

      He passed three doors before pausing in front of one marked with a black pentagram. A single hard knock was followed shortly by the door opening and revealing Wargoth himself.

      The leader of the Acolytes of Eternal Darkness stood a fraction over six feet tall, had a bald head, handsome, chiseled features, and an even longer goatee than Maddox. He wore the standard uniform of a gray robe and black leather boots. Only Wargoth’s silk robe marked him as different than Maddox.

      Their leader raised his arms as if he planned to hug them. “Welcome back, brothers. I can feel the urn from here. Congratulations on your success.”

      Maddox offered a polite if unenthusiastic bow while Luca nearly touched his head to the stones.

      When he straightened, Maddox eased the urn out from under his arm and offered the wrapped bundle to Wargoth, who eagerly accepted.

      “I trust your mission went smoothly?”

      “Not as smoothly as I would’ve liked, but we got the job done. I heard the others haven’t returned.”

      “Unfortunately, no. Yaemon has yet to locate his target. Alazad has reached the capital, but finding a way into the royal castle is no easy feat. And, alas, poor, sweet Serina has passed on.”

      Maddox’s brow furrowed at that. Serina was the only woman that had reached the rank of full member of the group and Maddox had great respect for her talents as a wizard. If she died on her mission, then he wouldn’t be eager to volunteer for the assignment.

      “But, enough of that. We should celebrate your success,” Wargoth said.

      “I’d like to celebrate by helping you open the urn,” Maddox said.

      Wargoth cocked his head. “Are you certain? The ritual is trying, to say the least.”

      Sounded like he was willing to let Maddox join in, which came as a surprise. He figured he’d need to be more insistent. “I’ve never been afraid of a challenge.”

      “Indeed, that’s what drew you to my attention in the first place. Very well, follow me to the ritual chamber.” Wargoth turned to Luca who still hadn’t mustered the will to speak. “I fear you are not yet up to participating, Brother. Go to your room and rest. The three of us will take the evening meal together to celebrate this momentous event.”

      Luca bowed low again. “As you command, Master Wargoth.”

      “Brother, not master. All the acolytes are equal.”

      Luca smiled like the idiot he was. The acolytes might all be equal, but some were more equal than others.

      Maddox followed Wargoth down the hall to the ritual chamber.

      As soon as he could figure out how to arrange it, Maddox meant to be the most equal of them all.
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      Harper frowned as she watched the wizards turn off the road and guide their mounts up a low hill. She’d lost track of how long they’d been following the pair, but Harper seriously doubted they were in McCloud Barony anymore. She and West had been keeping their distance, but when the wizards slowed, they hurried to catch up and hide in a clump of trees barely within sight of the pair.

      The forest extended as far as she could see in either direction. It wasn’t old growth. Someone had cut the logs this century, but they were growing back nicely. Foresters could return any time and make a good living. Hunters too, judging by the many deer tracks she’d seen.

      “Why in Branik’s name would they bother to stop here?” she muttered. There wasn’t a town within a day’s march. Now that she stopped to think about it, that might be exactly why. If you had a base you wanted to hide, this was a fine place for it.

      “A ripple just went through the ether,” West said. “Our wizards must have done something.”

      “Like what?”

      “I can’t tell. Best guess, they deactivated some kind of protective ward.”

      “Perfect. Let’s get over there before they turn it back on.”

      West didn’t have time to complain before she darted out into the road and sprinted for the turnoff. Once Harper reached the trail the wizards had taken, she slowed and eased her way up the hill. Halfway there she heard voices. It was too far to hear the details, but clearly the wizards had met up with someone.

      Maybe their base really was hidden around here.

      When the voices stopped, Harper looked back at West and touched her finger to her lips. He nodded and Harper turned back. Telling West to be quiet was sort of a waste of time. He was the least stealthy person she knew. Still, it couldn’t hurt to remind him.

      She tiptoed up the hill until she could see over the peak. The ruins of an old fortress sat in the clearing at the top. The outer walls had tumbled down years ago and, through the gaps, what she could see of the keep wasn’t in much better shape. It was rare to see a stone fortress in Montage, but she immediately dismissed her curiosity to focus on the problem at hand.

      As she watched, a figure in gray robes moved through a gap in the rubble leading a pair of horses. That clinched it. This had to be the wizards’ destination. Even better, there was someone here she could interrogate. She’d bet her bow the guy leading those horses was some low-level lackey that kept an eye on the surface.

      Harper trotted around the outside of the wall, checking every so often to see if she could spot the horses. Whoever he was, he seemed to be headed to the far side of the fort. Harper picked up the pace in hopes of setting an ambush.

      She glanced back at West and got a thumbs-up. He was hanging in there, bless him.

      A few minutes later she spotted a sizable gap in the wall rubble. That had to be where he’d emerge.

      Harper crouched behind some debris and drew her sword, keeping it low to the ground so the sun wouldn’t glint off of it.

      West took a knee beside her and leaned in close. “There’s a big source of corruption about fifty yards beyond the fort. Not sure what it is, but I’ve never felt anything just like it.”

      “Is it something we need to worry about?”

      “I’m certainly worried about it.”

      “I mean it’s not moving and doing anything aggressive, is it?”

      “No, the source appears fixed in place.”

      “That’s fine then, we’ll just avoid it.” Harper fell silent when the lackey emerged from the ruin.

      “He’s a wizard.” West barely breathed the words.

      Harper wasn’t surprised though she was disappointed. “I want to question him. Think you can block his magic?”

      West shook his head. “I have no idea how strong he is, but I’ll do my best.”

      When the target had moved a few yards from the ruin Harper leapt up and sprinted toward him.

      He turned when she was still ten strides away. Wide, frightened eyes stared at her, or more precisely her naked sword. He looked younger than Harper.

      He dropped the reins and raised his hands palms out toward her.

      Harper didn’t slow and nothing tried to hurt her.

      When she reached him, Harper swung her sword with all her might, cutting the heads off both undead horses with a single blow. Using the momentum of her swing, Harper spun and slashed, stopping a fraction of an inch short of the frightened young man’s neck.

      “I have questions. Answer them honestly, don’t give me any trouble, and you might get out of this alive. Understand?”

      His answer came in the form of a wet patch slowly expanding across the front of his robe.

      She moved the sword closer, touching his skin just hard enough to draw blood. “I said, do you understand?”

      “Yes! Yes, I understand. Please, I beg you don’t kill me. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

      Harper’s smile held no hint of warmth. “That’s the sort of attitude I can appreciate. Let’s start with something simple: who are you people and what are you hoping to accomplish?”

      “We’re the Acolytes of Eternal Darkness and we’re trying to resurrect the Immortal Apprentice.”

      None of that meant a thing to Harper. “West, do you know what the hell he’s talking about?”

      “I’ve never heard of either of them. Also, why would someone that’s immortal need resurrecting?”

      “I don’t know, that’s just what Master Wargoth told us the group’s goal was. Brother Elgan and Brother Ucazar just brought back one of the five artifacts necessary to complete the ritual.”

      “How many artifacts do you have?” West asked.

      “Two. There are three other groups out hunting for the rest of them right now. I don’t know where they went, I swear.”

      He was so terrified Harper believed him. “Where’s Mila McCloud being held?”

      “Who?”

      “Teenage girl, red hair, freckles? Any of this ringing a bell?”

      “Oh, her. No one told me her name. She’s locked in cell one. We didn’t hurt her or anything.”

      “Do you have the key?” Harper asked.

      “No, the key is hanging from a hook outside the dungeon.”

      “Are there any wards?” West asked.

      “Yes, but the key also deactivates them. Are you here to rescue her?”

      “Something like that.” Harper was pretty sure they’d gotten everything of value out of this quivering lump of cowardice. “Do you have any questions, West?”

      “Where were you taking the horses?” West asked.

      “The ghoul pit. It’s where we dispose of bodies…” He trailed off as if realizing what he’d said.

      “Disposing of bodies, huh?” Harper said. “That sounds useful. How about you show it to us?”

      “No, please. I told you everything you wanted to know.”

      “I appreciate that. However, your friends murdered my father. I thought just killing the two of them would be enough, but it seems there are more of you involved than I first assumed. Now show us that pit.”

      He turned slowly away, his whole body trembling. As soon as he was facing fully away from her, Harper swung her sword.

      His head landed beside the horses and his body collapsed.

      She flicked the blood off the blade and sheathed it. Killing the lackey filled her with a sense of cold satisfaction. It was a start on her revenge, but nothing more. Nothing less than the death of every member of the Acolytes of Darkness would satisfy Harper.

      “I thought you were going to feed him to the ghouls.” West had gone pale and he was staring at the dead man.

      “I considered it, but feared he might’ve had a way to control them. Are you okay?” When he didn’t respond she said, “West, look at me. Are you okay?”

      He finally dragged his gaze away from the body. “Yeah, it’s just a little more real now, you know? The whole revenge thing was just words before this moment.”

      “It was never just words to me. Since we have no idea how many wizards are in there, I say we grab Mila and get her home. Maybe her father will want to join me in the hunt.”

      “You don’t mind sharing your revenge?” West sounded surprised.

      “As long as they die, I don’t care who does the killing. And frankly, this might be more than we can handle on our own.”

      West let out a long sigh. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear you say that. When it became clear that we were dealing with more than two guys, I was afraid you might try and take them all on your own.”

      “I may be vengeful, but I’m not suicidal. Shall we go see about rescuing Mila?”

      “One moment.” West made a face but bent down and started patting the dead man’s body. After a moment of searching, he came up with a black amulet shaped like a skull. “I thought he might have something like this. I bet it’ll let me deal with any defenses.”

      “Good thinking.” Harper turned back toward the ruin.

      “Wait,” West said.

      “What?”

      “We should destroy the ghouls first. It’ll be one less thing to worry about when we’re trying to escape.”

      “What do you suggest?” Harper had no intention of fighting the monsters if she could avoid it. “We don’t have a lot of time. If someone notices the dead guy is missing, we’re done.”

      “If they’re all concentrated in one area, I should be able to burn them pretty quickly.”

      Harper nodded. Getting rid of these people’s foot soldiers wouldn’t be a bad idea. “Lead the way.”

      West took point and they soon arrived at a smooth section of ground. “There’s an illusion. Hold on.”

      He touched the skull amulet and the ground shimmered. A moment later a twenty-foot-diameter pit appeared. Ten ghouls stared up at her with glowing red eyes. They didn’t make a fuss, or even seem aware that she and West were there.

      “Looks like someone put them on standby. Convenient for us.”

      West rubbed his fingers together and a moment later a stream of flames shot from his right hand. The ghouls didn’t struggle or make any attempt to escape. They just stood there and let West burn them to ash.

      The process took longer than Harper would’ve liked, but in the end the undead were destroyed. As soon as the flames stopped, Harper turned back toward the ruin.

      She couldn’t escape the feeling that the clock was already running down.
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      Barrett stared up at the walls of Montage City and shook his head. They were huge beyond anything he’d ever imagined. It looked like massive logs had been cut to length and stood up before having their tops sharpened like stakes. The soldiers patrolling the battlements looked small from the ground. A line of ten wagons and twice that many people on foot waited to enter the western gate. Barrett and Tobias were at the end.

      “How tall you reckon those are?” Tobias asked.

      “Fifty feet at least. Must’ve been a bitch to stand them up like that.”

      Tobias scratched his head. “I thought big cities had stone walls.”

      “Some do, I suppose. As far as I know, Montage doesn’t have an active quarry, so we probably got stuck having to use wood. Branik knows we have enough trees.”

      “That can’t be right.” Tobias stomped on the gravel they were standing on. “If there’s no quarry, where’s all this come from?”

      “I didn’t say there weren’t rocks. Get enough prisoners with sledgehammers and making gravel is easy. A quarry gives you nice, smooth blocks for building and carving. That’s what I think we don’t have.”

      “Oh. I suppose you might be right.” Tobias looked around to see if anyone was paying them any attention then said, “You think we’ll be able to find Elias?”

      Barrett looked at the huge city again. Finding one man in a place this size seemed impossible, but Harper had given them a place to start looking at least. After what happened, it wasn’t like they could go back to Parrville anytime soon. Between him and Tobias, Barrett hoped they had enough coin to avoid sleeping on the street for at least a few nights. If they hadn’t found Elias by the time they ran out of money, he wasn’t sure what they’d do.

      “I don’t know,” Barrett said at last. “Our options are sorely limited. We’re both hunters. Finding a man should be easier than finding a deer, right?”

      Tobias snorted at that and Barrett agreed. He was just trying to convince himself they weren’t on a fool’s errand.

      It took half an hour, but finally Barrett and Tobias reached the thirty-foot-tall gate. Both men gawped at it like the country boys they were. The ten guards dressed in heavy mail covered by green-and-black tabards on duty shared a chuckle at them, no doubt amused by their reaction.

      Barrett took no offense. Standing outside all day dealing with incoming traffic had to be boring. He’d have laughed too had their positions been reversed.

      “State your names and business,” one of the guards said, sounding as bored as Barrett imagined he must be.

      “I’m Barrett Boyd, my companion is Tobias Cross. We’ve come to look up a former ranger named Elias. We served under the same commander and we wanted to let him know that he passed recently.” That was the story Barrett and Tobias had come up with on the long walk east. Hopefully it would be enough to convince the guards to let them in.

      The guard made the sign of the inverted sword over his heart. “I’m sorry to hear that. My condolences on your loss. You can both head on in. Good luck finding your comrade.”

      “Thank you, sir. We’ll take all the luck we can get. My friend and I have never been to the capital.”

      “So I guessed. Do you need directions?”

      Barrett nearly slumped with relief. “That would be wonderful. We’re looking for a tavern called The Plowman. Elias lives above it.”

      “I know The Plowman, best mutton stew in the city.” The guard proceeded to give them detailed directions that Barrett did his best to memorize. “Anyway, if you have any trouble finding it, just ask one of the guard patrols, they’ll point you in the right direction.”

      “Much obliged, sir. You’ve been a great help.”

      “All part of my job.”

      With a parting nod of thanks, Barrett led the way into the city. The castle in the distance looked like a giant log cabin only in the style of a fortress. It was surrounded by another wall, though one that looked tiny compared to the one surrounding the city.

      The cobblestone street directly beyond the gate was filled with people and wagons, many of them trying to occupy the same space at the same time which led to several shouting matches.

      “There are more people on this one street than in all of Parrville,” Tobias muttered. His voice sounded as overwhelmed as Barrett felt.

      “Just ignore them and keep your eyes peeled for Otter Street. That’s where we’re supposed to turn right.”

      It took twenty minutes, but at last they found themselves standing in front of a building with a sign featuring an old man guiding a plow through his field. This had to be the place. At least Barrett hoped so since neither he nor Tobias could read. At the very least, judging by the savory smells coming out of the building, it was a tavern.

      “I’m starving,” Tobias said. “I don’t care if this is the right place or not, I need something to eat.”

      That sounded like a good plan to Barrett and he led the way through the open front door. The place had about twenty tables and half of them were occupied at the moment. A bar ran along the back wall and a set of stairs at the rear led to the second floor.

      The crowd looked like mostly laborers with their leather aprons, high boots, and dirty tunics. A few people turned to look at the new arrivals, but most kept their heads down and shoveled the food in front of them in as fast as possible. No doubt so they could get back to work.

      A cute blond girl in her early teens waved at them and said, “Sit at any empty table. I’ll be right over.”

      Barrett did as he was bid, selecting a small two seater near the bar and as far from the other occupied tables as he could get. It wasn’t that they had anything secret to discuss, Barrett just felt uncomfortable with so many strangers around. The sooner they could finish their business and go home, the happier he’d be. Assuming, of course, they could ever go back home after learning the baron’s secret.

      He shuddered at the thought of never seeing the familiar forests again.

      The blond girl arrived at their table and offered a snaggletoothed smile. “Today’s lunch is mutton stew with a small beer for three coppers a serving.”

      “We’ll take two bowls, thank you,” Barrett said.

      “Of course.” She stared at him expectantly. Right, payment must come first here. Whether that was for everyone or only new faces he didn’t know, but Barrett slapped a small silver coin on the table. “Thank you. I’ll be back with your food and change.”

      She skipped off with the coin.

      “What if the food stinks and we’ve already paid?” Tobias asked.

      “I’m sure it’ll be better than trail rations. Besides, the food’s a bonus. We need to ask about Elias.”

      Tobias grumbled but shut up when the serving girl returned with two steaming bowls and two glasses of beer. She set the food in front of him along with his change. “Here you go.”

      “Thank you,” Barrett said. “Would it be possible to speak to the owner at some point? We’re looking for a man that used to live here named Elias. We’ve brought a letter for him.”

      “Elias moved out three years ago, but Dad might know where he went. I’ll ask if he wants to talk to you. In the meantime, enjoy your meal.”

      The girl left them to their food which Barrett gladly dug into. The gravy was rich and thick and the mutton melted in his mouth. The main flavor came from vegetables and salt, but it was still delicious and he quickly cleaned the bowl. Even the beer was decent. He’d eaten far worse meals for three coppers.

      Tobias belched. “Totally worth the coin.”

      Barrett nodded and glanced around. The crowd hadn’t thinned any, but it wasn’t any busier either. Most importantly, no one was paying them the least attention. He didn’t know why he imagined anyone would be, but ever since the estate, he’d been on guard, constantly looking over his shoulder. That no one could possibly know they were in the capital much less at this particular tavern didn’t help his twitchy feeling in the least.

      He was just starting to wonder if The Plowman’s owner planned to ignore them when a broad-shouldered man in a bloody apron emerged from behind the bar. He had short, thinning hair, a scar over his right eye and a hard set to his mouth. Everything about the man screamed “former soldier” and “be polite.”

      He stomped over to Barrett’s table and he and Tobias hastened to stand.

      “My little girl says you two are looking for Elias. What’s your business with him?” His tone suggested they’d better have a good reason for asking if they didn’t want to end up thrown out on their asses.

      “My friend and I served in the Parrville Rangers with Sheriff Gale. His daughter told us that Elias served with him as well. We brought a letter from Harper as well as the unfortunate news that Sheriff Gale has died. Harper told us he used to live here, but it seems he’s moved on. Could you direct us to his new home?”

      “You two served with Dawson?” the tavern keeper asked.

      “Yes, sir. Did you know him?” Barrett said.

      “Not personally, but Elias used to sit at the bar and tell stories of his time in the rangers. Of course, I knew Dawson as First Ranger Gale, not Sheriff Gale. His passing will hit Elias hard. It was good of you to bring word to him.”

      “Harper asked us to and after everything she’s been through, it was the least we could do. Will you take us to Elias?”

      “I’d better. His new place is a little off the beaten trail. He’ll be at the castle until dark, so you’re welcome to stay here until then.”

      “Thank you kindly, sir,” Barrett said.

      “Mark.” The tavern keeper held out his hand.

      “Barrett.” They shook and Mark took his leave.

      “He seemed nice,” Tobias said as they sat back down.

      “Yes. Everyone we’ve met has seemed so. Yet I keep feeling like the other shoe is about to drop any second now.”
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      Elias White flexed his right arm and the suit of magical armor mimicked the move. He was in the armory, surrounded by giant suits of magical armor, once again strapped into the unit he’d piloted back to Montage City ten years ago. This was pretty much his job now. Six days a week he came to the castle and the magical engineers watched him put the suit through slow-motion movements. He understood just enough about the situation to know it wasn’t actually him they were watching, but the ether around him and the armor.

      He also had a good idea what they were looking for. Despite ten years of effort, Elias was the only person that could get the armor to power up. Once he did that, one of the kingdom knights could take his place and pilot the armor with no trouble. At least until it ran out of operating time. When eight hours were up, the suit went dormant until he fired it up again.

      None of the magical engineers knew why and a decade of trying to figure it out left them in an awful mood most days. Elias himself was as ignorant as anyone. He remained a wretched pilot. No mistake had been made during his early assessment. He had almost no skill at operating the giant suits of armor. But for some reason this suit had a thing for him.

      Thus his new career.

      At least it paid good and no one was actively trying to kill him. That was a big improvement over his old post in the rangers.

      “Lower the right arm and lift the left leg,” the magical engineer on duty said.

      Elias obliged and checked the center-right display. One hour of operation time remaining then he could go home, get something to eat, and finish the book he’d been reading. The center display showed a green outline of the armor. If any of it took damage, that outline would change from green to yellow to red depending on how badly the suit had been damaged. To the center-left were two crystals; the top one powered up the armor and the bottom one put it on standby.

      “That’s enough for today, Elias,” the engineer said. “If I stare at the ether any longer my eyes will start to bleed. Put her back in her niche and power down.”

      “Roger.”

      Elias carefully, with painstaking precision, backed the massive suit of armor into a wide slot along the wall then touched the lower crystal. The Mark V took a knee and the chest opened up. He pulled his arms and legs free of the control harness and climbed down to the ground. The armory held ten other suits of armor, all of them bulky and primitive looking compared to the Mark V.

      Well, bulky or not, at least the knights could use them without Elias having to start them up first.

      “Good work today.” To his left, a woman in green robes was climbing down a set of stairs that led to an elevated room where the magical engineers watched him pilot the Mark V.

      Even if he hadn’t seen the only female engineer in the armor corps, the compliment would’ve made it clear Octavia was on duty today. None of the other engineers had a kind word to offer Elias. He was pretty sure they blamed him for their inability to figure out the problem with the armor.

      “Thanks, Octavia.” He walked over to meet her partway. “Did you get any new insights?”

      She brushed her long, dark hair aside giving him a good look at her plain but kind face. Her green eyes met his and she smiled. “No, I’m afraid not. Looks like your job is secure for another day.”

      He smiled back. If fraternizing between knights and magical engineers wasn’t discouraged, he’d have liked to invite her back to his place. That was just a pipe dream of course, but a nice one.

      “When are you on duty again?” he asked.

      “Day after tomorrow. I’ve got to replace a power crystal in a Mark III tomorrow, so the chief engineer will be overseeing your drills.”

      Elias’s face twisted for a moment before he caught himself. Chief Engineer Ian Reed made his disdain for Elias clear at every opportunity. What Elias had done to deserve it, he had no idea, but clearly he’d badly offended the chief at some point.

      “Something to look forward to,” Elias said.

      Octavia looked around then leaned in closer. “It’s not really you he hates. His wife left him for a minor noble and it made him bitter.”

      “When?” Elias whispered back. “He’s hated me for at least nine years.”

      “Nine years ago sounds about right. He loved her something fierce and the loss broke him. All he has left is his work and I think he blames you for his failure to recreate a Mark V of our own.” She hastened to add, “Not that it really is your fault. All of us together aren’t as smart as Illsa Watt, Audin’s genius engineer.”

      Elias cocked his head. “How do you know about Audin’s magical engineers?” He didn’t really care about the answer, Elias just didn’t want the conversation to end.

      “Every magical engineer worth the name knew about Illsa. Everyone said she was the greatest since Lord Colt died. She was my hero, not that I can say that after Audin broke the compact.” Octavia waved a hand. “Anyway, I’ve got to go. See you in a couple days.”

      “Sure, see you.”

      Octavia hurried toward the exit and Elias followed at a more leisurely pace. She was probably off to meet her lover. He didn’t imagine for a moment that a successful magical engineer would lack for companionship.

      Outside the armory he took a deep breath of cool evening air. A little chill ran down his back when a breeze hit his sweat-damp clothes. A line of soldiers was marching out of the castle and heading toward the barracks as the day guards were replaced by the night guards. Elias wished he was allowed to live in the barracks sometimes. His little apartment got lonely at night. On the plus side it didn’t smell like several hundred sweaty soldiers.

      He shook his head and made his way to the front gate. A hot meal and a good night’s sleep would set his mood to rights.

      “Elias!” One of the soldiers stepped out of line and waved to him.

      He grinned and hurried over. “Jackson.”

      The two men shook hands. Both of them had served in the rangers and both took transfers after Dawson left for his new position as sheriff.

      “You won’t believe what happened today,” Jackson said. “I was on throne room duty and a messenger from Baron McCloud came in. Turns out a couple guys from First Ranger Gale’s hometown are spreading rumors that the baron has betrayed the kingdom. Word is they’re headed for the capital to try and tell the king.”

      “That’s insane,” Elias said. “First off, no commoners would ever have a hope of seeing the king. And second, even if they did, by some miracle, get an audience, without iron-clad evidence no one would believe them.”

      “I know. What I can’t figure is why, given all that you just said, the baron bothered to send a message at all.”

      Elias shrugged. He knew damn little about the nobility and wanted to know even less. “The only thing I can think of is that he wanted to cut off any of his enemies using the rumors to hurt him at court.”

      “I guess. Must be nice when nasty words are all you have to worry about.” Jackson looked back at the rapidly departing line of soldiers. “Shit, I gotta go. I’m off this Seventh Day, what do you say we meet up for lunch at The Plowman? Just like the old days.”

      “You’re on.”

      Jackson ran off to rejoin the line, leaving Elias alone again. Lunch with Jackson would be nice and he hadn’t seen Mark in a couple months.

      His mood already improved, Elias set out for home. It was a good twenty-minute walk through the busy city streets. His green-and-black uniform got him plenty of friendly nods from the locals. Unlike some places, the residents of Montage City and the guards were on generally good terms. Crime was rare, food was plentiful, and taxes low. Those three things combined to make a happy populace.

      When he reached the street outside his boarding house, he frowned to see Mark and two unfamiliar men standing outside the door.

      He walked over and shook hands with Mark. “This is a surprise.”

      “I brought a couple fellas that served with Dawson. They’ve got bad news.”

      Elias frowned and turned his focus on the strangers. “What sort of bad news?”

      The older of the two offered him a rolled-up scroll. “Name’s Barrett and I served in the Parrville Rangers under Sheriff Gale. We weren’t much compared to the real rangers, but we did our best to keep the town safe. A little over a week ago, two wizards leading a pack of ghouls killed Dawson. That letter’s from his daughter, Harper. You can read what she wrote for yourself. I have no idea exactly what it says.”

      Elias couldn’t wrap his head around what Barrett had just said. Dawson was dead. It seemed impossible, yet these men wouldn’t be here with a letter from Harper otherwise.

      “I’ll leave you three alone,” Mark said.

      “Thanks, Mark. Jackson and I were planning to stop by next Seventh Day. It seems our reunion will be less happy than I’d hoped.”

      “You’re both welcome anytime.” Mark waved and set out.

      “You two should come up to my apartment so we don’t have to talk in the street.”

      Barrett nodded. “We’d be much obliged. The quiet one beside me is Tobias. He was a Parrville Ranger too.”

      Elias smiled. “Can’t say the name of your town’s deputies surprises me. Dawson was a ranger to his bones. I never knew a stronger or braver man. Harper must be heartbroken. Sorry, let’s go inside.”

      He led the pair up to his second-floor apartment. It wasn’t much, just a sitting area, bedroom, and tiny kitchen he seldom used. A battered sofa and coffee table were the only decorations in the sitting area.

      “Take a load off,” Elias said. “I’ll grab a chair from the kitchen.”

      When he returned and sat facing the new arrivals he said, “Do you want to tell me about it?”

      “Maybe you should read Harper’s letter first, then we can fill you in on anything you don’t understand.”

      Elias nodded and unrolled the paper.

      The penmanship was clean and easy to read—that would be Sophia’s influence. Elias had seen Dawson’s henscratchings a time or two; this was miles better than that.

      She opened with a description of Dawson’s last mission, the ghouls and wizards that killed him and her plan for revenge. She’d tracked them to Baron McCloud’s estate where she found Barrett and Tobias being held prisoner. After the rescue, she sent them here to warn the kingdom that they had a viper in their midst. She added her fear the baron was being blackmailed and asked him to do what he could to help Barrett and Tobias get word to someone in authority.

      So the two spreading rumors were Barrett and Tobias, only it seemed the rumors were true. Harper’s letter was enough to convince Elias, but it wouldn’t be enough for anyone else. At least now he understood a little better why Baron McCloud had sent that messenger.

      At last he lowered the letter and set it on the coffee table. “That is one hell of a story. You probably don’t know this, but a messenger arrived today to warn the court that two troublemakers were spreading rumors about Baron McCloud and that they should be ignored.”

      “I wish that surprised me more than it does,” Barrett said. “You still seem to believe us.”

      “I believe Harper. She put enough little details in this letter to make it clear to anyone that knew Dawson that either she or another member of the rangers wrote it. If you’d shown up on my doorstep without that letter, I’d have called the guards and had you arrested. As it is, I have no idea how I can help you.”

      “Harper said you worked at the castle,” Barrett said. “You must know some of the nobles.”

      “I know exactly one noble, our chief magical engineer, and he hates me. The rest of them avoid the armory and anything that seems like work.”

      “Then what are we going to do?” Tobias asked.

      Elias shook his head. “I wish I knew. It’ll be tight, but the two of you are welcome to stay here as long as you wish. Given the situation with the baron, returning to Parrville might not be wise. I’m meeting a fellow ranger this Seventh Day. If you’re okay with it, I’ll talk to him about the situation and see if he has any ideas.”

      Barrett nodded. “We’ll take you up on that. And if you think your comrade can help, by all means tell him whatever you think best.”

      Elias folded the letter back up. It seemed Dawson had one last mission for them. Pity it was delivered from beyond the grave.
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      Jack was finally making progress with the Sun Sword. Kind of. Keeping well away from the fine furniture decorating his father’s private office, he swung the sword in a series of forms, all of them designed to get his mind focused on nothing save his connection to the weapon in his hand. Along the flat of the blade, half the runes were glowing with golden light.

      That was the most he’d managed so far. There was a faint buzz in the back of his mind he’d come to recognize as the sword’s presence, for lack of a better word. They’d made some sort of connection, which was far more than he’d managed meditating the way his father wanted him to.

      The fifth rune burst to life and Jack grinned. As soon as he did, all five went dull again.

      “Damn it all!” He snapped the sword to the side.

      “Maybe you should try it blindfolded,” Father said from his place behind his desk. “That way you won’t be distracted every time a rune lights up.”

      That wasn’t a terrible idea, but Jack worried about what might happen to the furniture if he couldn’t see where he was swinging. Maybe they could put something over the runes instead.

      “It has to be a good sign that I got a fifth rune to light up,” Jack said.

      “I admit it never occurred to me to have you do forms as a way to focus your mind. Conferring with Marshall was a good idea.”

      That was as close to a compliment as Jack was likely to get. Speaking of the high priest… “My match with Lachlan is today. Will you be joining us?”

      “Yes. If Lachlan is truly blessed by the Sword Lord, I want to see it for myself.”

      Jack wasn’t sure what his father thought he was going to see, but chose not to comment. “What will it mean if he has the blessing?”

      Father shrugged. “I have no idea. As far as I could find in the records, it’s never happened in Montage’s history. Or in the history of any of the other city-states for that matter. Given the endless number of worlds Branik oversees, I can’t imagine what would draw his attention to our little kingdom. Assuming the blessing is real, that’s something I’ll need to discuss with Marshall. It might be an omen of bad things to come.”

      “After the war with Audin, we need no more bad things to come,” Jack said.

      “I second that. Put the sword away and we’ll get going. Marshall should be here soon. Have you spoken to your brother?”

      “Not since breakfast. That might’ve been the most nervous I’ve ever seen him.”

      “It’s not every day you get to spar under the gaze of Branik’s high priest. I’m surprised you’re not more nervous.”

      Jack laughed. “I’m not the one that might be blessed. Once the match gets going, he’ll be fine. Unlike me, Lachlan is good at focusing.”

      Father grunted and led the way out of the office. They followed a meandering path through the castle to the entry hall where Marshall sat waiting in an overstuffed leather chair. He stood as Father approached.

      “Majesty,” Marshall said. “Been too long. You really should honor the church with your presence this Solstice Eve.”

      “We’ll see. Since Mary died, I’ve had little taste for holy things. Speaking of which, do you really think Lachlan has been blessed by Branik?”

      “That’s what I’m here to find out. If he has been, there’s no way it won’t show when he fights. I’ll be counting on you to bring out his best, Highness,” he said to Jack.

      Jack grinned. It was always weird hearing Marshall talk formally. “I’ll give it my all, though lately I can barely give him a decent workout.”

      They left the entry hall and made their way toward the rear of the castle where the door to the private training ring waited. There had been a time, not that long ago, that Jack had resented his brother for being so much better than him at the one thing he really loved, fighting. But if Lachlan had been blessed by the Sword Lord, there was no point in worrying about it. A mere mortal had no hope of defeating someone with a divine blessing.

      It took about five minutes to make the walk and when they arrived, Lachlan was waiting, already geared up and ready.

      “That eager to trounce me, little brother?” Jack asked.

      “I couldn’t relax, so I figured I might as well come out here and loosen up. Morning Father, Lord Marshall. Um, is there anything I need to do? Say a prayer or something?”

      Marshall laughed. “You don’t need to do anything, son. Just fight your best and I’ll know if you’ve been blessed or you’re just a really good natural talent.”

      “Would that be better?” Lachlan asked. “I mean, if I’ve been blessed won’t that mean I’ll need to do stuff with the church? Offer blessings before battle or something?”

      It looked like it was taking everything Marshall had to keep from breaking down, rolling around on the ground, and laughing like a five-year-old. “Not at all. The Sword Lord’s blessing is between him and you. It concerns no one else. Though if you truly wish to explore any potential connection, I will be happy to guide you.”

      Jack finished gearing up. “I’m good to go. Do you want us to do anything special, Marshall?”

      “No, whatever you usually do in a sparring match is fine.”

      Jack took his standard starting position facing Lachlan with his sword at middle guard. Lachlan went with a high guard this time, his wooden arming sword angled down toward Jack’s chest.

      “Begin!” Father said.

      If he was going to lose anyway, Jack decided to be aggressive. He swung left to right at Lachlan’s chest.

      His brother swayed back, avoiding the blow by a hair.

      Taking advantage of his slight lack of balance, Lachlan lunged, driving Jack back two strides. In the process Jack regained his balance.

      And lucky for him because the blows came raining down.

      Left and right, high and low, Lachlan gave him no room to breathe. Only a combination of retreat and total defense allowed Jack to survive the onslaught. He didn’t even think of countering.

      “Stop!” Marshall said.

      Lachlan immediately retreated and lowered his sword.

      “Is everything okay?” Jack asked. “We haven’t even been going a minute.”

      “I saw what I needed to see,” Marshall said. “Lachlan hasn’t been blessed by Branik. He is, in fact, a wild talent, which is almost as rare.”

      Jack didn’t know what that meant and judging from his expression neither did Lachlan. They moved closer to their father and Marshall.

      “Explain,” Father said.

      “Lachlan is using the ether unconsciously to make his body stronger and faster. Not a lot either, just enough to give him an overwhelming advantage against Jackob. I’ve never seen such a thing myself, but I did read about it during my studies. More experimentation will be necessary, assuming you wish to know the limits of his ability.”

      “You mean I could do more than this?” Lachlan asked.

      “Not more,” Marshall said. “Everything I’ve read indicates that a wild talent is focused on one particular skill, body strengthening in your case. My guess is that your power will vary depending on how hard pressed you are. Unaided, your skill is about equal to Jackob’s, therefore even a small increase in your base ability is enough to let you win easily. If you were fighting, say, three skilled warriors at the same time, it would take a great deal larger increase in your basic abilities to defeat them. If you ever find yourself in a life-or-death fight, knowing your upper limits might be the difference between surviving or not.”

      “What do you propose?” Father asked.

      “I think regular training at the temple would be a good start. We have many skilled warriors, all of whom are dedicated and loyal. If I order them to say nothing about the prince’s situation, they’ll die before they speak. There’s one more reason that more testing is necessary. Are you familiar with the phenomenon among wizards known as backlash?”

      Jack shook his head. He’d never heard of such a thing, but what he knew about wizards didn’t amount to much. Father and Lachlan looked equally uncertain. That made him feel a bit better.

      “Basically, if a wizard manipulates too much ether for too long, he or she enters a state of debilitating weakness called backlash. Severe headaches are the minimum symptoms. I’ve read about instances of wizards ending up bedridden for days after overdoing it. I have no idea if a wild talent would face a similar risk, but finding out seems prudent.”

      “I’ll say,” Lachlan blurted out.

      Father and Marshall shared a look and Father said, “We need to work out the details. Come to my private office. You two take your gear off and rest for a while. I’ll call you when we’re ready.”

      “Yes, Father,” Jack and Lachlan said as one.

      King and high priest strode off, leaving the princes on their own.

      “You know they’re going to talk about stuff they don’t want us to find out, right?” Jack asked.

      “Probably.” Lachlan pulled off his leather breastplate. At this point he hardly needed to bother with it given the odds of Jack scoring a hit. “I don’t think there’s much we can do about it though.”

      “That doesn’t bother you? I mean, whatever this power is, you’re the one that has to figure it all out.”

      “Whether it bothers me or not is irrelevant. You know better than me how much arguing with Father accomplishes.” Lachlan had him there.

      “I’m going to see what I can scrounge up for lunch. Interested?”

      “No thanks. I’m going to the library to see what I can learn about wild talents. Father and Marshall aren’t the only sources of information out there.”

      “Good luck.” Jack had to admit, his brother was far more dedicated than he was. All Jack wanted was something to eat and a long nap.
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      King Jackob kept his expression carefully neutral as he listened to everything Marshall had to say. There was a lot to take in and he had no idea whether having a wild talent was better or worse than being blessed by Branik. Either way, keeping the matter quiet was of the utmost importance. The last thing he needed was anyone looking too closely into Lachlan’s background.

      When Marshall finished his explanation Jackob led the high priest back to his private office. The room was enchanted so that no one could eavesdrop. Of nearly equal interest were the many comfortable chairs inside. After today’s revelation, Jackob needed to sit and think. He also needed a drink.

      At the sideboard he poured himself a glass of whiskey before turning to Marshall. “Would you like one?”

      “Make it a double. Though the king really shouldn’t be pouring his guest a drink.”

      Jackob poured and handed the tumbler to Marshall. “Under the current circumstances, the presence of servants wouldn’t be welcome. I’ve poured plenty of drinks over the years and my ego isn’t nearly as fragile as some among the nobility seem to think.”

      Marshall raised his glass in salute and drank the contents. “Ah, that’s the stuff.”

      They finally sat, facing each other with a coffee table between them. “Where did you find Lachlan?”

      “Far from Montage, just as you asked. He was abandoned at a Temple of Branik in Port Francis as a newborn. The birthing cord was still attached when the priests found him. No idea about the mother. He was perfect for your needs, so I asked few questions. In retrospect, maybe I should’ve asked a few more.”

      “It doesn’t matter now. Will this wild talent of his cause us trouble?”

      “As I said, if he overuses the magic, it might cause issues.”

      “That’s not what I mean. If he uses it where others can see, will they know what he’s doing?”

      “Anyone capable of seeing the ether would, assuming they’re looking at it when he’s using his power. But that’s all and such people are few and far between. It’s not something I’d worry about were I you.”

      “How can I not worry about it? If anyone finds out Lachlan is adopted, it’ll be a scandal.” Jackob raised his hands. “I know the odds of anyone looking seriously into the matter are tiny, but with magic and ambitious nobles, the chances of someone learning the truth aren’t zero.”

      “It is true that a wizard with samples of blood from Lachlan and another member of the royal family would be able to tell that they weren’t related,” Marshall said. “But the chances of anyone making such a connection hardly bear thinking about. I know you’re worried, but that’s not something you need to concern yourself with.”

      “You’re probably right, but he’s supposed to be my son and backup heir. If anything happens to Jackob, Lachlan won’t be able to wield the Sun Sword.”

      Marshall chuckled. “Who cares? No one’s had to wield it in centuries.”

      “It would also mark the end of my direct line, so no one will ever be able to wield the sword again. I know the risk is small, but it’s not zero.”

      Marshall shook his head. “If the only requirement is that the wielder be of the royal bloodline, I wouldn’t worry. Over the centuries, your family has spread its seed far and wide. I suspect it wouldn’t take long, should an emergency arise, to find someone with the right connection to wield the sword. There are texts that describe the process as well, so don’t worry about that.”

      “You make my concerns sound foolish.” Jackob fought to keep the anger out of his voice. It annoyed him no end that Marshall wasn’t as worried about the situation as him.

      “Not foolish. There are potential problems lurking out there. I don’t deny that. I just think they’re small enough that you shouldn’t let them influence your thinking. Should one crop up, deal with it. Otherwise continue on as you always have. Any change you make is more likely to draw attention than Lachlan’s power.”

      Jackob had to admit that there was something to what his old friend said. He forced the anger away then nodded. “Well enough. We’ll arrange a regular schedule of training for Lachlan at the temple.”

      “Splendid. I look forward to witnessing his development.”

      Jackob nodded and they finished their drinks in silence. If Lachlan became an outstanding warrior, it would help keep his brother safe. The trick would be making sure he didn’t decide that he’d make a better king than Jackob. With his gift, who would be able to stop him should he decide to seize the throne by force?
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      Maddox had never seen the inside of the ritual chamber and hadn’t really known what to expect. The interior was unimpressive. A waist-high stone slab dominated the center of the room. Workbenches lined the rear wall. A mithril urn sat on one of the benches with its lid leaning against the wall. Weirdest of all was a leg that sat twitching on the slab. The skin was dark bronze and hairless. The toes wiggled and flexed. The calf bunched and relaxed as did the thigh and buttock. The bare knob of the thigh bone stuck out of the flesh as if waiting for a hip to attach itself to.

      “Remarkable, isn’t it?” Wargoth asked as he closed the door and placed the second urn on the slab near the leg. “The Immortal Apprentice isn’t just a legend. That’s his leg, still alive despite the rest of the body being missing. It reacts to stimulus as well.”

      Wargoth pulled a black-bladed dagger from the sheath at his waist and stabbed the leg, opening an inch-long gash in its thigh. The wound didn’t bleed and closed up in less than a second.

      In fact, there was no blood to be seen anywhere. Even the raw meat at the end of the thigh didn’t so much as drip.

      “Remarkable,” Maddox said. “Where did you find the first urn?”

      “I didn’t, my former master did. And I don’t know exactly where. Despite being my teacher, he kept many secrets. When he opened the urn, the process weakened him badly. That made it easy to kill him and seize all his power.” Wargoth shook his head. “He really should’ve locked the door. Ah well, his arrogance was to my advantage, so I can’t complain.”

      “Are you not worried I might do the same to you?” Maddox asked.

      “Not at all. Since we’ll be working together, you’ll end up as exhausted as I do. Likely more so since I’m stronger than you.”

      Maddox bristled at the insult but made no comment. Much as he disliked it, Wargoth wasn’t wrong in his assessment.

      Wargoth continued as if he didn’t notice Maddox’s annoyance. “I’m hoping to find his head. That would allow us to talk to him and gain his wisdom. Pity the urns aren’t labeled.”

      “Indeed. So what do we need to do?”

      “Unscrew the lid.”

      Maddox raised an eyebrow. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it. Your expression makes me think that you believe the task to be an easy one. Try it on your own if you wish. Succeed and I’ll give you any book in my collection.”

      There were any number of priceless tomes in Wargoth’s collection. If he was willing to offer one as a reward, then opening the urn must be impossible. Still, with such a carrot dangling in front of him, Maddox would be a fool not to at least give it a try.

      Ether flooded into his body and he grasped the urn. He twisted with all his might, but the smooth surface made a good grip impossible. He tried creating ethereal clamps, but they made no difference.

      Ten seconds of effort was enough to convince him that he was wasting his time and energy. “I give up. What do we need to do?”

      “The lid is fused to the urn. In order to free it, we need to heat the mithril enough to break the seal. Given that the melting point of purified mithril is ten times hotter than steel, you can understand why it takes a great deal of power. Reach out with a single thread and outline the bead of mithril, then apply heat. Keep applying it until the bead melts. As soon as it does, use an ethereal claw to twist the lid off. The rest will happen automatically.”

      Maddox took a deep breath and followed Wargoth’s instructions. He found the bumpy bead of mithril easily enough. As soon as it was outlined, he rubbed his fingers to create heat and enhanced it with more ether. He used all eight threads he could summon and still the metal resisted.

      “You see, this is why two people are needed. Pull back to seven and I’ll add seven of my own.”

      Maddox did as he was ordered and the pressure building in the back of his head eased at once. Wargoth’s power joined with his and the mithril finally reacted, turning red then blue.

      That still wasn’t enough.

      Maddox struggled for breath as the temperature in the ritual chamber rose. Though not his max, maintaining seven threads was rapidly wearing him out. If the lid didn’t yield soon, he wasn’t sure what they’d do.

      “Hold steady,” Wargoth said. “We’re getting close.”

      Maddox panted like a dog and cleared his mind of everything save the ether. He would do this. If he failed now, what little worth he’d gained in Wargoth’s eyes would be washed away.

      Later—he knew not how much time had passed—he felt the mithril soften.

      A moment later came the shriek of metal on metal.

      “I have it,” Wargoth said. “Release your spell.”

      Maddox gladly obeyed.

      He opened his eyes in time to watch a fine gray dust rise out of the urn. It swirled around, gradually taking on the shape of an arm plus a bit of chest. Dust transformed into muscle, bone, and finally skin the same shade as the leg. The muscles immediately began twitching.

      Wargoth sighed. “Not the head. Disappointing, but the odds were against it. You did well. Your stamina exceeded my expectations.”

      “Mine too,” Maddox said. “How many threads can you wield?”

      Wargoth shook his head. “That’s a terribly rude question. But, since I know your max is eight, I suppose it’s only fair that I tell you. I can use eleven. My master topped out at fourteen, but he was a true monster. Killing him was a favor to the world.”

      Maddox doubted Wargoth was an improvement, but kept the observation to himself.

      When he’d recovered enough to think straight, he stared at the twitching arm. The way it was holding its fingers was odd. The thumb and forefinger were pressed together like it thought it was holding something.

      “I think it wants to write,” Maddox said.

      Wargoth crowded over beside him. “Could it be possible?”

      “What?”

      “Even without his head, is the Apprentice aware of our presence and able to communicate? It seems impossible, yet I see what you mean about the way his fingers are held. Wait here.”

      Wargoth hurried out of the chamber leaving Maddox alone with the twitching body parts. Though far from squeamish, he found the situation rather uncomfortable. The thought of self-aware body parts that could function in any way without a brain to guide them was so far beyond anything Maddox had ever considered that his mind rebelled at the idea.

      Less than a minute later Wargoth returned with a blank journal, quill, and ink pot. “We’ll see if your theory is correct.”

      He opened the journal, dipped the quill, and placed it in the arm’s fingers. It grasped the quill and went still. Wargoth picked up the arm and held it over the page.

      As soon as the tip of the quill touched the paper it started to write. It was a messy effort, with Wargoth trying to move the arm down as it went across. The first sentence was nearly illegible, but the second was clear. It read, Where am I and who are you?

      They shared a look. Even if they answered, how would it hear with no head?

      Wargoth shrugged and said, “I am Wargoth, leader of the Acolytes of Darkness. You are in our base. We have freed your arm and leg from their prisons and my agents are seeking the remaining pieces.”

      The arm tried writing again, but the pen was dry.

      “One moment, please.” Wargoth took the pen, dipped it, and gave it back.

      Why do you seek to free me? the arm wrote.

      Maddox’s eyes widened. It really could understand them.

      “We desire knowledge and power. You came close to carving out a kingdom on your own. With our help, your second attempt should succeed. In exchange, we desire to learn from you and serve in high positions in your kingdom.”

      Your terms are acceptable, the arm wrote. As a sign of good faith, I will share my army of wraiths with you. Use them to collect the rest of my body. The arm tried to keep writing but the pen was dry again.

      “One moment.” Wargoth dipped the pen and gave it back.

      You can find them in the Oblivion Deep in the heart of the Blighted Lands. The wraiths are sealed behind an ethereal barrier. Only one who knows the correct ritual can free them and in doing so gain the ability to control them. Anyone else will die in the process.

      Wargoth looked at Maddox who shook his head. The names Oblivion Deep and Blighted Lands meant nothing to him.

      After another dip of the pen Wargoth said, “Those names are unfamiliar to us.”

      How odd, the arm wrote. The Blighted Lands were well known when I first arrived in this country. I find it hard to believe that such a famous location has been forgotten. But no matter. You will find them in the northwest section of the Great Forest near the border of the Wildlands. I assume both of those are known to you.

      “They are,” Wargoth said. “We will begin the search as soon as you tell us how to free your army.”

      The necessary ritual took five dips of the pen and covered two full pages of the journal. Maddox considered himself knowledgeable, but the spells and ethereal figures needed to deactivate the barrier and assume control of the wraiths were complex beyond anything he’d ever imagined. The ritual looked like something an Arcane Lord would devise.

      On a fresh page the arm wrote, I will not communicate with you again until my head is found and set free. That will be a sign of your good faith. Best of luck.

      The arm went still and Wargoth set it back on the stone slab. He grabbed the journal and nodded toward the exit. Once they were outside and the heavy door shut, he said, “This is a great day. We’ve made contact with the Apprentice. That was something I didn’t dream possible until we’d freed his entire body.”

      “It certainly is remarkable,” Maddox agreed. “And I don’t want to rain on your excitement, but have you ever seen anything like the ritual he described?”

      “I have not. It will be necessary to perfect each phase of the ritual before attempting the entire thing. There may be something useful in my late master’s library. Doing the necessary research and preparation will be my task. You and Ucazar will travel to the Great Forest and find the wraiths’ prison. Once you’ve found it, send a message and I’ll join you as quickly as I can.”

      Maddox wanted to argue and demand that he be allowed to learn the ritual as well, but he didn’t waste his breath. Wargoth would never grant that much power to anyone. If Maddox wanted the army for himself, he’d have to find a way to take it.
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      After destroying the ghouls, Harper led the way back to the ruined fortress. She snuck along, hiding as much as possible behind piles of broken stone. Every few strides she paused and listened for any potential danger. Other than West’s heavy breathing, the ruins were silent.

      During her third stop, Harper turned to look at West. “Are you okay? You sound like leaky bellows.”

      “Burning the ghouls took more out of me than I’d expected. I’ll be fine, let’s just get this thing over with as quickly as we can.”

      “You realize we’re going to have to run for it as soon as we free Mila, right? Are you going to be up for it?” It wasn’t like they had a lot of options, but Harper wanted to hear him say it.

      “I can certainly keep up with a spoiled noble, even in this shape.”

      Harper nodded and left it at that. She got moving again, working her way toward the center of the ruin as she checked every nook and cranny they passed for the entrance to the acolytes’ base.

      It came as no great surprise when she found the trapdoor pretty close to the center of the ruin, partially hidden by the only section of the keep still mostly intact. A set of steep steps led down into the dark.

      She started to take a step, but West caught her shoulder. “Let me check for traps. I doubt there’ll be anything since the cultist was likely planning to return immediately, but better safe than sorry.”

      Harper moved aside to let West take the lead. He held the black skull amulet and narrowed his eyes. A few seconds later he nodded. “All clear. I’ll renew your darkvision spell then we can descend.”

      A faint tingle ran through her then West motioned for her to lead the way.

      The steps led to a square room lined with murder holes. No one tried to kill her, so she assumed they were unmanned. A door led to a straight passage that branched left and right at the end.

      Harper paused to listen, but heard nothing. She should’ve asked the cultist for directions to the cells. Stupid, but too late now.

      “Wait here,” Harper whispered. “I’m going to scout around.”

      “I’ll come too.”

      “Stealth isn’t your thing. I won’t do anything crazy, I promise.”

      Harper left West at the intersection and turned right. She slunk down the hall, every sense alert for trouble, her hand resting on the hilt of her sword. Quick draw was one of the techniques her father had taught her and Harper was quite good at it.

      The passage ended at another closed door. This one had an opening filled with bars around head high. She peeked through it and spotted another bald fellow in a gray robe seated in a chair, legs crossed, looking half asleep. He was the very caricature of a prison guard. He was also likely a wizard. That fact called for a bit of caution.

      She drew her sword and took a knee. Steeling herself, Harper scratched at the door like a cat that wanted to come inside.

      She did it twice more, each time progressively louder until a muffled voice asked, “Someone there?”

      Harper stayed silent and listened.

      Footsteps came next and when they stopped, she thrust up and through the door at a sharp angle.

      A gurgling groan was followed by the meaty thud of a body hitting the floor.

      Harper yanked her sword free of the door and smiled at how easily it cut. Silver steel really was amazing. Standing on her tiptoes and looking down, she could just see the dead guard bleeding out on the floor.

      When she tugged, the door rattled a little but didn’t open. It had to be barred from the inside. This looked like a job for a wizard. Since there were no more cultists visible, she returned to get West.

      “I found the prison,” Harper whispered. “But the door is barred. Can you open it?”

      “One way to find out.” West followed her to the barred door. A puddle of blood had oozed out from under it. “I think you left out a detail.”

      “None that mattered,” she countered.

      West shook his head then raised his hands. His brow furrowed as he concentrated. Soon enough a soft thud sounded and West let out a breath. “Got it.”

      She put her shoulder to the door and shoved it and the body out of the way. Lucky for her the guard was a skinny little rat of a man. Just beyond the door a black iron key hung from the wall. Harper grabbed it and made her way down the hall. The first cell she glanced in was empty. The second held a petite figure who sat on a rough cot holding her head. Harper couldn’t make out much detail given the limits of the darkvision spell, but the size was right for the baron’s daughter.

      “Mila?” Harper whispered.

      The girl’s head popped up and she stared into the darkness. “Who’s there?”

      “My name’s Harper Gale. My friend and I are here to bring you back to your father.”

      She leapt off the cot and ran to the door. The bars were too high for her to see out, not that she could see much in the near total darkness anyway. “Really?”

      “Really. Move back a little and I’ll get the door open.”

      Harper unlocked the door with the black iron key and pushed it open. A moment later she was nearly tackled to the floor by a trembling teenage girl.

      Mila hugged Harper with all her might. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I feared those men might kill me.”

      Harper patted her awkwardly on the back. “I don’t think they would’ve hurt you since they wanted to use you as a bargaining chip with your father. Now, let's get out of here before someone shows up.”

      “Just a moment,” West said.

      Mila stiffened. “Who’s that?”

      “It’s okay, West is my friend.”

      “I just need to cast a spell to let you see in the dark. It won’t hurt or anything.”

      Mila relaxed a bit. “Okay.”

      West touched her shoulder and a moment later Mila said, “Heaven’s mercy.”

      Shit, she was staring at the dead guy.

      “Sorry, I should’ve warned you about him. Just hold my hand and don’t look too closely when we leave.”

      Mila took Harper’s hand, but when they passed the corpse, she paused to kick it before moving on.

      Prioritizing speed over stealth, Harper led them out to the trapdoor as quickly as she dared. As soon as they were outside, she let out a breath of relief. They weren’t safe by any means, but at least they were out of the dungeon.

      They headed for the road at a quick walk. Now that her vision was restored to normal, Harper took a closer look at Mila. Her red hair was filthy as were her clothes. The once-fine skirt was torn and her blouse—Harper couldn’t even tell what color it was supposed to be—had an arm missing. While she didn’t look hurt, clearly the cultists hadn’t taken especially good care of Mila.

      “Why did you kick the dead guard?” West asked.

      Mila glanced at West, seeming uncertain what to think about him. “He used to stare at me through the bars. I couldn’t actually see him, but I heard him panting. It was disgusting.”

      “He didn’t touch you, did he?” Harper asked.

      “No, but he wanted to. The leader told him if he did, he’d end up in the ghoul pit. I don’t know what that is, but it couldn’t have been a horrible enough punishment.”

      “Yuck,” West muttered.

      Harper knew what he meant. She went from not feeling guilty about killing the guard to feeling good about it.

      They reached the main road and turned east. It was at least a four-day hike to the baron’s estate and with Mila along, there was no way they’d be able to maintain their usual pace. Harper figured if they made it in a week they’d be doing well. And given the near certainty of enemy pursuit, just surviving might be tricky.
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      After the conversation, if you could call it that, with the Apprentice—or his arm at least—Maddox found his mind rushing with possibilities. None of them were especially realistic, more’s the pity, but at least he had options. Beside him Wargoth was silent, clearly deep in thought, no doubt contemplating the same possibilities as Maddox.

      They were only a few strides away from Wargoth’s suite when Luca came running around the corner, his bald head glistening with sweat. “Brother!” Luca said. “Something terrible has happened!”

      “I thought I told you to rest in your room,” Wargoth said, his tone sharper than what he usually used with a brother.

      Luca flinched like a dog that had been kicked once too often. “You did and I tried, but I couldn’t still my mind and finally decided to check on the prisoner. She’s gone and Apprentice Finn is dead.”

      “What?!” Wargoth demanded. “How?”

      “Someone stabbed him through the door,” Luca said.

      “I meant how did an intruder get in here without the wards going off?” Wargoth said.

      Luca frowned. “I have no idea.”

      Maddox growled in the back of his throat. “Let’s check the trapdoor. If that idiot didn’t seal it properly when he finished disposing of the horses, I’ll feed him to the ghouls myself.”

      Maddox stalked off but heard Wargoth say, “Get Apprentice Zane. We’ll see what he has to say for himself.”

      At the intersection Maddox glanced toward the prison. The door lay beyond the range of his darkvision, but he could just make out bloody footprints, three sets of them. The prisoner, along with a wizard and an archer perhaps? It seemed too unlikely that a different duo from the ones that freed the commoners would show up here and rescue the baron’s daughter.

      He reached the entry chamber and stared up at the wide-open trapdoor. Faint signs of blood were visible on the stairs. Not enough to call them tracks, but he felt certain that’s what they were.

      “Apprentice Zane isn’t in the dormitory,” Wargoth said from behind him.

      “Astaroth take his useless soul.” Maddox turned. “What do you want to do?”

      “Send a pack of ghouls after them,” Wargoth said. “It won’t take them long to track the prisoner down, not with a trail of fresh blood to follow.”

      “If we send just the ghouls, they’re liable to tear Mila apart along with her saviors,” Maddox said.

      Wargoth shrugged. “We have no further business in Baron McCloud’s territory. And it’s not like I planned to send her back to him. As far as he’ll know, she’s safe and sound in our care. Before he learns otherwise, we’ll have an army of wraiths at our disposal.”

      Out loud Wargoth said “we” and “our,” but his tone said “I” and “mine.” But whatever, that was a discussion for another day.

      “I’ll be right back.” Maddox marched up the steps and headed straight for the ghoul pit.

      They were down to ten of the undead. Not nearly enough for all they needed to do. Maddox, along with each of the other teams, had taken a dozen to help with their missions. All of his had been destroyed, and if Serina was dead, hers were no doubt gone as well. They needed to create more, but there was no one with the time and skill to do it right now. If only they had even two more full acolytes.

      Useful ones, unlike Luca.

      He stopped three-quarters of the way to the ghoul pit. The undead horses were sprawled on the ground with Zane’s headless body on top of them. Useless though he was, Maddox still regretted the loss. Even an apprentice would be missed given their manpower shortage.

      A strange scent drifted on the air. Stronger than the hint of rot from the corpses. Smoke? No, charred flesh. Maddox had smelled it often enough that he should’ve recognized it at once. His busy mind had distracted him.

      Shaking his head and fearing the worst, he continued on to the ghoul pit. At the bottom of the now undisguised pit lay the burned remains of their ghouls. Clearly they would not be sending them after the baron’s daughter.

      Thoroughly disgusted by the entire situation, Maddox marched back to base. When he closed the trapdoor behind him, he made sure to reset the wards. He found Wargoth and Luca waiting outside the former’s chamber.

      “Did you send the ghouls?” Wargoth asked.

      “They’ve been destroyed, burned beyond recovery. I found Zane’s body as well, headless.”

      “Both our apprentices gone and no ghouls,” Wargoth said. “It’s down to the three of us then. Hardly an ideal situation.”

      That was putting it mildly.

      “Do you want me to delay leaving for the Great Forest and go after them?” Maddox asked.

      “No, finding the Oblivion Deep is too important.” Wargoth turned his gaze on Luca. “You will hunt them down, Brother Ucazar.”

      Luca stared stupidly for a moment. “Me?”

      Though he remained silent, Maddox was thinking the exact same thing. Luca was marginally useful setting up camp and detecting magic, but the idea of him hunting down the girl, even if she’d been on her own, was a joke. If she had protectors as capable as these two seemed to be, Luca wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Stupid as he was, Luca seemed to realize it as well. “I’m not sure I’m the best one for this mission.”

      “Alas, Brother, you are the only one available. Brother Elgan and I both have our own work to do. If Mila reaches her father, he will be free to act against us and in doing so bring the wrath of the entire kingdom down on our heads. Should that happen, we’ll have no hope of restoring the Immortal Apprentice to his proper place as ruler of this land nor will we be able to take our places at his side. All our hopes for the future ride on your shoulders.”

      Luca looked like he wanted to throw up.

      “Do not fear,” Wargoth continued. “I have no intention of sending you after such dangerous foes all on your own.”

      Luca’s expression went from sick to confused. There, at least, Maddox was in agreement. As far as he knew, they had no resources to spare.

      “What do you intend?” Maddox asked.

      “Excuse me for a moment and I’ll show you.” Wargoth slipped into his private chambers and closed the door.

      Luca stared at Maddox. “I can’t do this, Elgan.”

      Maddox wholeheartedly agreed, but figured he’d better not say so directly. Luca had no confidence as it was. Anything Maddox said would only make it worse. He debated offering a pep talk, but doubted his ability to make it sound believable.

      Wargoth emerged a minute later, a skull-shaped black iron amulet in his hand. Unlike the ones the acolytes usually wore, this one had gems in its eyes and nearly burst with corruption.

      “Here you are,” Wargoth said. “A special trinket I’ve been saving for an emergency.”

      “I already have one of those,” Luca said.

      Wargoth chuckled. “This one is a good deal more useful than the imitation you’re wearing now. The original is Hell forged and the crystals hold bound demons that the wearer can summon. The left eye holds a hellhound and the right a black skeleton, both summoned and bound by my late master decades ago. Summon the hellhound to hunt the girl then summon the black skeleton to help finish them off. Simple.”

      Luca trembled. “I don’t know how to summon a demon.”

      Wargoth put a reassuring hand on Luca’s shoulder. “It’s simple. Funnel ether into the crystal holding the demon you wish to summon. As soon as the demon appears, stop. As long as you wear the amulet, the demons will obey you. There’s nothing else you need to do. There is, however, an important limitation.”

      “Limitation?” Luca said.

      “Yes, the demons can’t stray more than fifty yards from the amulet. That’s why I can’t just summon them myself and order them to hunt down the girl and her rescuers. You need to work with the demons to get the job done. Feel free to make contact with any of our intelligence gatherers should you need their help.”

      Luca swallowed hard and nodded, looking as determined as Maddox had ever seen him. Nothing like being given a couple of pet demons to stiffen your spine. Maddox would’ve liked to get his hands on that amulet himself.

      “A couple more things,” Wargoth said. “Should you need to enter a village or go anywhere else that requires subtlety, you can return the demons to their gems by pulling the ether back out of the gem. Finally, the amulet has the same abilities as the lesser version you’re wearing now, so you won’t need both.”

      Wargoth held out the amulet. Luca took his current amulet off, swapped it for the new one, and slipped it back on.

      He hissed. “It burns.”

      “Hell-forged black iron is hard on mortal flesh. Best wear it outside your tunic. The layer of cloth will protect you.”

      Maddox smiled inwardly at the subtle, pointless cruelty. It was easy to forget just what a bastard Wargoth was given his lofty talk about brothers and equality. In the end he was a power-hungry maniac that would do anything and use anyone to get what he desired. No different than Maddox himself.

      “Why don’t you summon the hellhound now?” Wargoth said. “It needs to get the girl’s scent from her cell anyway. It’ll be good practice and we’ll be here in case you have any trouble.”

      “I just put ether into the left eye until the demon appears, right?” Luca asked.

      Wargoth offered a reassuring smile. “Exactly. Have a little more confidence in yourself, Brother. You wouldn’t have made it this far if I didn’t have faith in your talents.”

      Maddox could only marvel at Wargoth’s ability to lie. Luca became a full acolyte because they needed the help and he was the least incompetent of the apprentices. He could only control two threads and not particularly well at that. Only absolute desperation kept Maddox from hoping the hellhound would eat him.

      Two threads of ether flowed into the skull’s left eye. At least he kept it steady. Even so, the process took nearly five minutes. Finally a burst of blue flames appeared a few yards up the hall and when they died down a five-foot-tall beast stood staring at them with glowing red eyes. Maddox had seen a hellhound once before and it looked nothing like this gaunt, emaciated thing. The demon Luca summoned resembled a skeletal mastiff that someone had stretched skin over.

      Luca trembled as the demon stared at him waiting for orders.

      “You need to get Mila’s scent, remember?” Wargoth asked with great patience.

      “Right.” Luca edged around the hellhound, pressing himself against the wall to stay as far away from it as possible. “Follow me?”

      Luca fled down the hall with the hellhound trotting along behind him.

      Maddox turned to Wargoth. “He’s going to faint before he makes it outside.”

      “Once he’s given a few commands and seen that the demon will obey, Ucazar will gain confidence. We need to encourage him as much as we can. Mainly because we have no other options.” Wargoth strode off after Luca and his new pet.

      Speaking of which… “What’s wrong with that hellhound anyway? It looks nearly dead already.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with it. My late master summoned the demon from Astaroth’s hell. Everything from there looks like an undead. It’s part of the demon lord’s aesthetic, I suppose.”

      They rounded the corner in time to see Luca step over the corpse still partially blocking the door. He pointed into the cell and said something Maddox couldn’t hear. The hellhound stuck its head into the room.

      When it pulled back, Luca led it to where Maddox and Wargoth waited. “It has the scent. I’m not certain how I know that.”

      “The amulet connects you to the demon,” Wargoth said. “Not tightly, but close enough that you get a sense of what it’s thinking. Since it can’t speak to you, that sense is necessary for you to properly control it. You’re doing very well, Brother.”

      Luca beamed at the compliment, clearly either not hearing or choosing to ignore the utter contempt with which Wargoth said it.

      “You should go before the girl gets any further away. Kill her as well as her saviors. Make sure the bodies are destroyed. Understand?” Wargoth asked.

      “I won’t let you down,” Luca said with surprising strength.

      He turned toward the exit and walked out with his new pet.

      When he heard the trapdoor thunk shut, Maddox turned to Wargoth. “Five gold pieces says he’s dead by the end of the week.”

      Wargoth shook his head. “Don’t be so pessimistic.”

      “So you’ll take the bet?”

      “No.”

      Maddox grinned. He rather thought not.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      A day after his demonstration with Jackob, Lachlan found himself trudging his way over to the Temple of Branik an hour after dawn. It was to be his first day of training his wild talent. A few hours spent reading in the library had revealed a little bit about his gift, if you wanted to call it that. Three others in the history of Montage had been identified as having a wild talent and none of them were the same as Lachlan’s. In fact, none of them were even the same as each other.

      One woman could control fire. There was a man that could see or hear what was said from a mile away. And finally, a third man that could lift a full-grown horse over his head. That one came the closest to Lachlan’s ability, though from the sounds of it, the strong man hadn’t been a warrior.

      Well, whatever. It was heartening to be part of such a small group. It was even rarer than being a member of the royal family. Not that the wild talents came with any perks. On the contrary, all three of them were forced to join the military and use their abilities for the glory of Montage, whether they liked it or not. As a member of the royal family, Lachlan already did everything for the glory of Montage, so at least that wouldn’t change.

      When he entered the temple, the chapel was empty save for High Priest Marshall who sat on one of the pews waiting for him. He wore steel-gray vestments with a black symbol of Branik on the chest. “Morning, my boy. Ready to begin your training?”

      Lachlan nodded despite his apprehension. Sparring with his brother was fun, but he wasn’t sure how he’d do with more experienced fighters.

      Marshall chuckled. “No need to be nervous. It’ll be wooden swords and plenty of armor, just like you’re used to. Your father insisted, after all.”

      “I appreciate that, sir. I’m ready whenever.”

      Marshall stood. “That’s the spirit. And no need to stand on formality. You can call me by my first name just like your father and brother. Come on.”

      Lachlan fell in behind Marshall and they passed through the door into the private area of the temple. Not that there was much to see: stone halls and an occasional hanging sword for decoration.

      They soon emerged in the backyard where a pair of men waited. Both of them were dressed in familiar training armor and they had helmets under their arms. In a little heap off to one side was an identical suit of protective gear for Lachlan.

      Both men snapped to attention when they spotted Marshall approaching. “Ready for duty, sir,” they said in unison.

      Marshall rubbed his face as if tired. “Gentlemen, as I’ve told you more than once at this point, you’re having a friendly match with His Highness, Prince Lachlan, not getting ready for a battle to the death. We just want to get a feel for what his talent can do to begin with. Once a baseline is established, we can start upping the pressure.”

      Lachlan didn’t care for the hint of glee in Marshall’s voice when he said “upping the pressure,” but let it pass without comment.

      When he finished putting on his gear he asked, “Where do we fight? There’s no sand or circle marked out.”

      In fact, the backyard of the temple looked literally like a house’s backyard. There was grass, a few trees, even a table and wooden chairs if you wanted to have a picnic. Not exactly what Lachlan expected to find in the rear of a temple dedicated to the Sword Lord.

      “Don’t worry,” Marshall said. “The whole yard is yours to use. The grass will be dead soon anyway.”

      Lachlan approached the two warriors, both men twice his age, with scarred faces and hard eyes that looked like they’d seen plenty of death. They put their helmets on and buckled the straps. Each man carried a two-handed longsword a foot longer than the hand-and-a-half type Jackob preferred. He’d never fought someone with such a reach advantage. Should be interesting.

      “You’ll begin at my command,” Marshall said. “And I’ll call any fatal hits. Everyone take your positions.”

      Lachlan stood two paces from his opponents, who separated a bit and raised their swords to middle guard. Still uneasy about fighting two opponents, both armed with weapons well longer than his, he settled on high guard before steadying his mind.

      See and react, just like his swordmaster always said. The fundamentals didn’t change no matter what.

      “Begin!” Marshall shouted.

      The church warriors sprang into action.

      Their longswords moved far too quickly for such huge weapons.

      Lachlan ducked one slash and deflected another.

      Darting right, he maneuvered so that only one could attack him at a time. At least for a moment.

      Taking advantage of the reprieve, he lunged forward in the hope that his shorter weapon would be an advantage.

      He nearly took a pommel to the head for his trouble.

      The second man circled around and attacked him from the back.

      He must’ve taken pity on Lachlan because the blow came in at about half speed, allowing him to leap over the blade, roll, and pop to his feet.

      His breathing ragged, Lachlan met the next rush.

      A thrust came in at his chest.

      Lachlan spun away and counter slashed, landing a solid blow to his opponent’s chest.

      “Thomas, you’re out!” Marshall called.

      The man Lachlan hit backed out of the combat zone.

      Lachlan had no time to savor his success. The second fighter came in even harder.

      Unlike when it was two against one, Lachlan had no trouble focusing and ended the match a second later with a solid blow to his opponent’s helmet.

      “That’s it!” Marshall shouted. “Lachlan takes the first match. Well done, my boy.”

      Lachlan bent over panting, trying to catch his breath. That had taken so much more out of him than fighting Jackob.

      A gentle hand on his shoulder prompted him to look up at Marshall. “Are you okay, Lachlan?”

      “Yeah, just tired. The fight didn’t seem that long, but it really wore me out. Your men are very talented.”

      “True, they are the best the temple has to offer, but that isn’t why you’re tired. About a third of the way through the fight you started channeling more ether into your body. Quite a lot more. Did you notice any changes as you fought?”

      “They did seem to slow down. I assumed that was to prolong the fight since I was struggling.”

      Marshall shook his head. “They didn’t slow down at all. You sped up. I’ve never seen anything like the way you fight. And we’ve only scratched the surface. As you get more used to using your power, it will continue to grow. I don’t know what your limit will be, but I am certain it will be astonishing. That said, having seen the toll it takes on you, I think we’ll build up slowly. You can return to the castle and rest. We’ll try again tomorrow.”

      “I have duties tomorrow,” Lachlan said.

      “No, you don’t. Your father made it clear to me that this is to be your priority. You have nothing to do that will distract you from mastering your gift.”

      Lachlan wasn’t about to complain about not having to greet some baron from the middle of nowhere, but if Jackob got stuck with the job, he wasn’t going to be in a good mood. Not that there was anything Lachlan could do about Father’s orders.

      “In that case, same time tomorrow?”

      Marshall nodded. “We’ll keep things the same for a few days then add a third opponent when you’re used to using the current amount of ether.”

      Lachlan had no idea how he’d manage with three opponents, but it wasn’t like there was any real danger. They were just training and Marshall was skilled at healing. If this was to be his new reality, Lachlan would just have to accept it.

      And maybe apologize to his brother for the extra work he was making for him.
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      It was a little after noon on Seventh Day and The Plowman was jammed. A babble of voices filled the air along with a savory scent from the kitchen. The only reason they even had a table was Elias’s friendship with Mark, the owner.

      Barrett hadn’t expected to find himself back here again so soon. He and Tobias had tagged along with Elias. The former ranger planned to speak with a friend of his about the current situation. Elias didn’t know what, if anything, Jackson could do to help, but since he worked in the throne room from time to time, it wasn’t impossible that he might know a trustworthy noble.

      Barrett smiled at the thought. He wasn’t sure such a thing existed, but as commoners, their options were limited. And by limited, he meant basically nonexistent.

      The front door to the tavern opened and Elias whistled and waved his hand. The new arrival, Jackson, Barrett assumed, waved back and wove his way through the crowd to their four-person table. It was tucked into the rear corner near the entrance to the kitchen. It was about the worst seat in the house, assuming you didn’t want to have a semi-secret meeting. If you did it was perfect.

      Jackson and Elias shook hands. Both men had short hair and the worn look of men that had spent a lot of time outside in bad weather. Barrett knew that look well as he saw it every time he glanced at a reflective surface.

      “Didn’t know you were bringing guests,” Jackson said.

      “Some things happened,” Elias said. “Take a load off and I’ll fill you in. The older gentleman is Barrett and the younger Tobias. They served with Dawson in the Parrville Rangers.”

      Jackson grinned and shook hands with them before sitting down. “Figures First Ranger Gale would name his deputies rangers. If you two serve with Dawson, then you’re brothers in my book.”

      Barrett nodded his thanks. “It was an honor to serve with him.”

      “Was?” Jackson said.

      “Dawson was killed in action,” Barrett said.

      Jackson snapped his head around to look at Elias. “Is that what you wanted to tell me?”

      “I didn’t even know Dawson was dead when I suggested we meet up. My plan was to get drunk and reminisce.” Elias offered up the letter Barrett brought. “Read this. It’s from Harper.”

      Jackson took the letter and unfolded it. His eyes slowly grew wider and his jaw dropped as he worked his way down the page. “This is⁠—”

      Elias touched a finger to his lips as a youthful serving girl approached. Barrett guessed she was about Harper’s age. Looked like all she had to worry about was a pinch from an overly enthusiastic patron. He envied her not knowing what horrors were out there.

      “We’ve got cottage pies and fresh rolls for lunch today,” she said.

      “We’ll take four and ales all around.”

      “Sure thing.” She smiled and hurried away.

      When she’d gone Jackson shifted his gaze to Barrett and Tobias. “You two are the ones the baron’s messenger warned the court about. You mean it’s all true?”

      Barrett kept his voice low enough that only his tablemates could hear him. “If you mean, is it true that Baron McCloud is working with the people that killed Dawson, then yes. Though it looks like he’s being blackmailed into it if that helps.”

      “It doesn’t,” Jackson said. “Blackmailed or not, the bastard is at least partly responsible for Dawson’s death. That’s not something we can overlook.”

      “It’s also not something we can do anything about on our own,” Elias said. “Only a duke or the king himself can make a move on Baron McCloud. Officially anyway. You work the throne room. Is there anyone you’d trust enough to share this with?”

      “In court? Hell no. Anyone you told would be more likely to use it to blackmail the baron himself than bring him to justice. That’s assuming you could even get one of the nobles to speak with you, an unlikely prospect at best.”

      “So what are we going to do?” Tobias asked. “I want to go home.”

      Barrett put a hand on his young friend’s shoulder. “I do too, but as long as the baron is hunting us, returning to Parrville is suicide. Don’t know about you, but I doubt Harper saved us just so we could do something so stupid.”

      “Then what are we going to do?” Tobias asked.

      “Be patient. No one knows we’re here. I’m sure there’s work to be found for two strong backs. It’s not what I’d choose, but for now we’ll just have to do our best.”

      Jackson scratched the back of his neck. “I’ll keep my eyes and ears open. Maybe something will come up that I can use.”

      “I’ll do the same,” Elias offered. “Prince Jackob sometimes trains in the magical armor. No one has ever let me get close enough to talk to him, but you never know. With all of us working together, there’s bound to be some way for us to bring Dawson’s killers to justice.”

      Barrett sat up straighter. The former ranger’s determination shamed him. He wouldn’t give up no matter how long it took. Harper deserved nothing less for saving them.
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      Around midafternoon on their second day traveling together, Harper led her weary companions through a no-name village even smaller than Parrville. She didn’t bother to count, but if there were more than thirty buildings she’d be surprised. Happily, one of the buildings, the largest by far and the only one with two stories, was a tavern. Hopefully it would have at least a few rooms for rent, and a bucket of water to wash up in would be a joy.

      To Harper’s surprise, Mila kept up just as well as West. Granted that wasn’t the most difficult mark to hit, but it impressed her nonetheless. What impressed her even more was the lack of whining. The girl hadn’t offered a single word of complaint since they freed her from her prison. Perhaps just getting away from the cultists was enough to make her appreciate freedom. Whatever the explanation, Harper was happy to accept the gift.

      The streets were empty at this time of day, most likely because everyone was busy at whatever they did for work. A hint of movement caught her eye, but when she turned to look saw only a swinging curtain in the window of one of the more rundown houses. Just someone curious about the new arrivals. She felt certain they’d be the talk of the town by sunset.

      That was how it worked when strangers arrived in Parrville anyway. This place probably got even fewer visitors.

      “Are you sure it’s okay to spend the night?” West asked. “We can make a few more miles before dark.”

      “We all need a good night’s sleep not to mention a proper cleanup. No one’s stupid enough to try something in the middle of a village. If they’re trying to be stealthy, a huge incident with dozens of witnesses won’t suit their purposes. Besides, I’ve seen no sign of pursuit. Have you sensed anything?”

      “I haven’t and that worries me,” West said. “There’s no way they’ll just let us go.”

      Harper agreed, but considered an ambush on the way to the baron’s estate more likely. The cult knew where they were going, which made setting a trap easier.

      “What do you think?” she asked Mila.

      Mila flinched then turned to look at Harper. “You want my opinion? No one ever wants my opinion.”

      “Not even your father?” West asked.

      “Especially my father.”

      “You spent more time with the cult than anyone,” Harper pointed out. “That must’ve given you some insight.”

      “They kept me in that dark cell, so I didn’t really see much. From the little I heard, there don’t seem to be many members. I don’t know if they’d have much of a force to send out after us.”

      “Especially considering we killed two of them and all their undead,” West added.

      Mila’s opinion meshed with Harper’s. Despite all the horrible things they’d done, nothing she’d seen led her to believe there was a large number of people involved.

      Harper turned toward the tavern and pushed through the front door. The heat from the iron stove in the middle of the common room washed away the autumn chill. There wasn’t a soul to be found at any of the dozen or so tables. That suited Harper fine as the fewer people that saw them the better she liked it. The lack of employees was another matter.

      A bar ran along the rear of the common room and she strode up to it. A handful of bottles sat on a shelf behind it and two large barrels sat on the floor, their lids slightly askew. One sniff at the sour alcohol scent wafting out of them convinced Harper that the contents of the barrels were best left mysterious.

      She slammed her fist on the scarred wood surface twice. “Hello? Can we get some help out here?”

      A door to the left of the bar swung open and a harried-looking woman emerged, her hair sticking out here and there from under a bandana and a stained apron covering her from neck to knees. Harper guessed her age at midtwenties, though the dark ridges under her eyes made her look older.

      “Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in. I was prepping for dinner. How can I help you?”

      “Do you let out rooms?” Harper asked.

      “We have two bedrooms upstairs available for travelers. They might be a little dusty since we don’t get much traffic here.”

      “I don’t care about dust as long as we can each get a bucket of water to wash up in,” Harper said.

      “That’s no problem, though you’ll have to draw it yourself from the well out back. Do you want both bedrooms or just one?” The tavern keeper shot West a pointed look.

      Despite her youth, it seemed the woman was the old-fashioned sort. Pity for their reputation Harper had no intention of dividing their group. “We’ll take one room. How much for the night?”

      The woman’s lips turned down. “Two silver pieces. Food’s extra, but the water for your bath is included.”

      Harper dug two coins out of her meager savings and set them on the bar. “We’ll eat later. Which room is ours?”

      “Top of the stairs on the right. I run a proper establishment here, so you three had best behave yourselves.” She scooped up the coins and dropped them in her pocket before ducking back into the kitchen.

      “No orgy tonight I guess,” West said.

      Harper slapped him on the shoulder. She wasn’t sure how educated on those matters Mila was and didn’t want to have to explain anything.

      “Let’s see what two silver coins buys us.” Harper led the way upstairs. The lack of a key worried her, but hopefully the doors locked from the inside.

      At the top of the steps she turned right and soon found herself facing an open door. Light streamed through a window, revealing a pair of narrow beds and a table with a wash basin on top. Not exactly the comforts of home, but it beat camping.

      “I think you’ve been cheated,” Mila said. “Our servants have nicer rooms than this.”

      Harper smiled. Having seen the baron’s estate, she had no doubt that was the truth. “We’ll just have to make do. I’ll get the water, you two wait here.”

      “Don’t let the tavern keeper see you,” West said. “She’ll really be worried if she finds out Mila and I are up here alone.”

      “What did I just tell you?” Harper asked.

      “It’s okay,” Mila said. “One of the maids explained sex to me. I promise I won’t ask you any awkward questions. Though I am curious what an orgy is. I believe I understand based on the context of the discussion, but a clarification would be nice.”

      “This is your mess, you clean it up.” Harper shut the door and stalked back downstairs to find the well.

      Who’d have thought that traveling with a little girl would be more stressful than hunting wizards?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Luca Harris—and he loathed to admit this but he still, in the depths of his mind, thought of himself by his dead name—rode along on the back of the hellhound Master Wargoth had loaned him. His heart had nearly beat out of his chest when he first climbed on, but an hour out from headquarters it became painfully clear that he had no hope of catching up to the girl at his meager walking pace.

      When he ordered the hellhound to let him climb on its back, the beast hadn’t made a sound or motion of complaint. It even used illusion magic to make itself look like an undersized horse. Despite his fear, it seemed fully obedient to his will. Even knowing that, Luca expected it to turn on him at any moment and bite his throat out.

      That fear and weakness was why he couldn’t fully embrace his new identity as Ucazar. He’d been a full acolyte for over a year now and yet he still acted like an apprentice. It was contemptible. That’s why he never said anything when Elgan looked down on him. He deserved to be looked down on.

      That and Elgan scared the living hell out of him.

      His sometime partner was everything a true acolyte should be, powerful, confident, skilled, and merciless. There was a reason he was second only to Wargoth in strength. Luca would do his best to live up to the example he set.

      This mission would finally prove to everyone, including Luca himself, that he really was worthy of joining the Acolytes of Darkness as a full brother. If he succeeded.

      The hellhound slowed and loosed a low growl.

      Luca had been so engrossed in his own thoughts that he’d lost all track of his surroundings. That could be a deadly mistake, even with the demon to protect him.

      Ahead of them he could clearly see what drew the demon’s attention. There was a little village about a hundred yards down the road. It was nothing special, one of hundreds dotting Montage. Luca himself came from a place not much different.

      “They went in there?” he asked.

      Through his connection to the demon he sensed its positive reply.

      “You’d better stop and let me down.”

      It obliged, lying down to make it easier for Luca to reach the ground. He doubted demons were so considerate which meant it probably sensed his desire even though he didn’t speak the order out loud. Luca found the idea that it could read his mind to that extent troubling, but there was nothing to be done about it as long as he wore the amulet.

      Feet firmly on the road, Luca considered his options. Since this was supposed to be a stealth operation, sending both demons in to kill everyone probably wasn’t the way to go. If even one person escaped, it would draw scrutiny down on them from the capital. For that matter, if no one escaped, eventually someone would show up and find a village full of dead people. Also not ideal.

      No, better for him if he went in and had a look around first. He walked on, holding an illusory rein. Night had fallen and the town’s street was empty. The only real source of light came from the windows of a large, two-story building. The town’s tavern he assumed. Luca had visited many small towns over the years and had yet to find one so small that it didn’t have a tavern of some sort. In a lot of the smallest, it would even serve as the town hall.

      If there was information to be found, he would find it there.

      He pretended to tie the demon to the rail in front of the tavern. In reality he just manipulated the illusion to make it look tied, but the demon wouldn’t wander off anyway. Leaving the hellhound with a silent admonition to behave like a horse, Luca pushed through the tavern door.

      The first thing that hit him was the savory scent of roasting meat followed by the sour stink of many unwashed people gathered in too small a space. Every table was filled and four people sat at the bar that ran along the back wall. A few people glanced up at him, but quickly went back to their meals. The only advantage Luca had over Elgan and Master Wargoth was his nonthreatening appearance. No one ever gave him a second look. On a mission like this, that was ideal.

      It didn’t take long to confirm that his targets weren’t in the common room. Just to be sure, he shuffled ahead to take a better look at everyone. He debated asking the harried-looking woman behind the bar about her guests, but assumed she’d just tell him off.

      That, of course, was the downside to looking like you weren’t a threat. When Elgan approached someone with a question, he quickly got an answer.

      Halfway across the room a rather unhealthy-looking fellow with a sallow complexion and deep-set eyes dressed in a dirty tunic and trousers stood and said, “If you’d like to join me, there’s plenty of room.”

      Luca wanted few things less than to join the filthy fellow. Then Luca noticed he’d lifted the left sleeve of his tunic and subtly tapped his forearm. Shifting his view to the ether, the glowing skull that one of the acolytes had placed there became visible.

      This disgusting person was one of their intelligence gatherers? He couldn’t fathom why anyone would bother to recruit someone in such a dinky, backwater village.

      But whatever, his presence worked to Luca’s advantage and he had few enough of them that he wasn’t about to pass one up.

      “Thank you,” Luca said. “Rather crowded in here.”

      “It’s always busy this time of night,” the spy said. “You should see it after the spring smelt run. The locals sometimes have to eat standing up.”

      Luca pulled out a chair and sat facing him. Curious despite himself Luca asked, “Smelt run?”

      “Yep. Every year after ice out, there’s a huge run of smelt. Fishermen catch and preserve them to sell all year. Plenty of people pass through here that time of year.”

      Luca nodded. So the spy was here to keep an eye on whoever came and went in the spring. He still couldn’t fathom why Master Wargoth would care, but it didn’t really matter to his current mission.

      Leaning closer and pitching his voice low Luca said, “I’m on the trail of a girl, red hair, freckles, about thirteen. She would be traveling with at least one other person.”

      The spy nodded. “I saw her arrive this afternoon. And she has two companions, a man and a woman. The woman carried a bow and sword and looked like she knew how to use them. The man had a dagger but no other visible weapons. They entered the tavern and the woman emerged to collect water from the well, I assume to wash with. I haven’t seen any sign of the man and girl, so I assume they’re still in a rented room upstairs.”

      Luca’s eyes widened at the detailed report. Despite his appearance, the spy clearly knew his business. Offering a mental apology for his rude thoughts Luca said, “That’s very helpful, thank you.”

      “An honor to serve. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      Luca considered for a moment then said, “Would it be possible for me to sleep at your home? I want to leave before sunrise to get ahead of them and set a trap.”

      “Of course, you’re more than welcome. My home isn’t much, but the cot is yours. I’ll keep watch on the tavern all night and wake you at whatever hour you wish. I’d begun to wonder if anyone was ever going to call on me. You will tell the master that I was useful, won’t you?”

      “I’d be happy to, but I don’t know your name.”

      “We’re not supposed to tell anyone our name,” the spy said. “For security reasons, you understand. This is the Smelt Run post. The master will know who I am from that.”

      “Understood,” Luca said. “And thank you for your help.”

      Luca felt reassured now that he had a human partner, even if it was only for one night. His confidence as high as it had ever been, he would certainly succeed in eliminating the girl and her companions.

      Luca couldn’t wait to see the look on Elgan’s face when he came back victorious.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddox finished washing the blood off his hands, dried them, and wiped the sweat from his brow. It had taken most of a day, but he now had a pair of enhanced ghouls to take on his journey north. The undead were nearly indistinguishable from a normal ghoul, but he’d used a more complex ritual to summon a stronger demonic spirit to inhabit the bodies. They could take more damage, heal faster, and raise spawn in less time than ordinary ghouls. All in all, well worth the effort despite Wargoth’s constant nagging that he needed to leave for the Great Forest as soon as possible.

      He ducked out of his unremarkable chamber and walked up to Wargoth’s. A couple soft knocks drew no response. He must’ve gotten sick of waiting for Maddox to finish up and retreated to the ritual chamber to practice.

      Perfect.

      A little ether around the hinges ensured that no sound emerged when he opened the door. Wargoth set no wards on his private chamber, believing, rightly for the most part, that no one would dare enter without his permission. Maddox was a bit more daring than the rest of the acolytes. He respected Wargoth’s power, but didn’t hold the man in awe the way the other acolytes did.

      Maddox slipped inside and marveled once again, just for a moment, at how much nicer Wargoth’s room was than the rest of theirs. Bookshelves covered two walls and a fine walnut desk sat facing them. One door led to a separate bedroom and another to a private garderobe. As in all organizations, it was good to be at the top.

      Putting the relative luxury out of his mind, Maddox went right to the desk where an open journal waited. It was on the page to the ritual the Immortal Apprentice wrote down for them. Whenever he practiced, Wargoth used a copy just in case the magic ran out of control and he damaged it. Prudent, and in this case, it would work to Maddox’s advantage.

      Pulling a scroll out of his satchel, Maddox quickly but accurately copied the instructions. If he could master it on the journey north, he’d claim the army of wraiths for himself. Once he had them, taking Wargoth’s place at the top of the group would be easy.

      Relatively easy anyway.

      As soon as he finished and the ink had dried, he put the scroll back and hurried out of the room. No sign that anyone had noticed the intrusion. Good. He went to the ritual chamber and knocked harder.

      It opened a minute later and a sweaty Wargoth glared at him. “What?”

      “The ghouls are done and I’m heading out. You said I should contact you when I find the Oblivion Deep. How do you wish me to do so?”

      Wargoth wiped sweat off his bald head. “Right, I didn’t give you the artifact yet. Follow me.”

      They returned to Wargoth’s room. Maddox’s breath caught in his throat, but he let nothing show in his expression.

      He needn’t have worried. Wargoth ignored the desk and went straight to one of the shelves where he picked up a jewelry box and brought it over. From inside he took out a perfectly round crystal about the size of a hen’s egg and handed it to Maddox. Another one just like it remained in the box.

      “This is another of my late master’s toys. Charge it with ether then speak up to twenty words. When you release the flow, the ether will rush out, carrying the words back to this crystal where they’ll stay until I listen to them by pulling the ether you sent back out. I can then reply by the same method. We can do this until we run out of strength to charge the crystals. The only issue is, once you listen to a message, it’s gone forever, so you need to pay attention.”

      Maddox put the crystal in his satchel. “Handy. Pity we don’t have a few more sets. We’d be able to tell how the other teams are doing.”

      “That would be ideal,” Wargoth said. “However, I don’t know how to make them, only how to use them. I’m not entirely sure my master knew how to make them. My guess is he found them somewhere and figured out how they worked. A magical engineer might be able to reverse engineer the crystals, but that’s not my area of expertise.”

      “Nor mine.” Maddox had always considered magical engineering a weak, poor substitute for real wizardry. That said, there were times that its unique skill set would come in handy. Unlike Lord Colt, Maddox didn’t have eternity to learn everything there was to know about magic. At least he didn’t yet.

      “If there’s nothing else, I’ll be on my way,” Maddox said.

      “Best of luck, Brother. I look forward to hearing good news.”

      Maddox nodded and strode out of the room, down the hall, and out of the dungeon. His ghouls were waiting silently outside. He’d worked through the night and now it was a few hours after dawn. He’d have to walk until they reached a farm. Then it would be a simple matter to steal a horse.

      It was a long ways to the northern edge of the Great Forest and he didn’t have forever to get there.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      A hand on his shoulder shook Luca awake. It took him a moment to remember where he was since the pitch-black room and hard cot weren’t all that dissimilar to his room at headquarters. Then he sensed the hellhound’s looming presence in the back of his mind and it all came rushing back.

      “It’s an hour until dawn,” the spy said.

      Luca just barely made out his silhouette against the open door. “Has there been any movement?”

      “None, sir. The village is as silent as always at this time of day. You can leave with no one the wiser. I have a hot cup of tea and a biscuit ready for your breakfast. My apologies for not offering something finer.”

      Luca swung his legs out of bed and scrubbed a hand across his face. An effort of will agitated the ether enough to make a small light. “That will be fine. I’ll eat and be on my way. I’m sure you’re anxious to reclaim your bed.”

      “Not at all. It’s been a great honor for me to host you in my humble home. This is the first time I’ve been able to do anything for the group, so your visit has been very satisfying for me.”

      Luca nodded, surprised by the man’s enthusiasm. He’d long assumed that all the spies were just interested in the potential gains they’d accrue should the acolytes succeed. It had never crossed his mind that they’d be as dedicated to the mission as Luca himself.

      He pulled on his socks and boots, stood, and went to the kitchen. A five-minute meal did wonders to wake him fully. When he finished, he said, “I doubt we’ll see each other again, but thank you for your help and rest assured that I’ll tell Master Wargoth of your good work.”

      The spy bowed, a surprisingly courtly gesture for someone that looked like a grubby farmer. “Good luck in your hunt.”

      Luca went outside and found the hellhound standing exactly where he left it. At his mental command, the demon crouched to make it easier for Luca to climb on its back. Despite the illusion, it didn’t actually have a saddle or reins, which left him to basically cling for his life as it trotted along. Luckily for him, the demon was vastly smarter than a horse and it did its best to make the ride smooth for him.

      Leaving the no-name village behind, Luca let out a soft sigh. On his own again. During his brief stopover, it had been nice having someone to share the burden, even if it did only ease the weight a tiny fraction. When it was just him, Luca always felt right on the edge of being overwhelmed. It did nothing for his confidence when he imagined Elgan’s response to his weakness.

      He rode an hour east down the main trade road until he spotted a stand of trees about thirty yards off to the side that would make a good hiding place. He dismounted there and ordered the hellhound to turn invisible at the edge of the road.

      Should he summon the second demon? He debated for a moment then decided not to. The hellhound attacking with surprise should be enough to deal with three people, especially since one of them was a teenage girl. Not to mention that if the worst happened and both demons were destroyed, he’d be totally alone.

      No, better to keep something in reserve just in case. Now all he needed to do was wait for his prey to arrive.
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      Harper put the last stitch in Mila’s blouse and tied off the thread. That closed up the biggest hole. Though she couldn’t do anything about how dirty her clothes were, a few minor repairs made the girl a little more presentable.

      Despite ending up on the floor, Harper got a decent night’s sleep. The stress of the rescue and traveling while expecting an attack at any moment had left her exhausted. Their little rented room with its barred door made her feel safer than she had since before her father died.

      The sun had risen half an hour ago and they were finally ready to hit the road again.

      “I didn’t know you could sew,” West said.

      “I’m useless for fine work, but I tried my hand at making sheaths and other items out of buckskin last year. The results were functional, but not beautiful. I did get a little more coin for my work than I would’ve for the leather on its own, but in the end decided I’d make more money hunting than I could sewing.”

      “Thank you for fixing my shirt,” Mila said. Since she’d washed up it was clear just how pale her skin was. Harper figured she’d burn up in an hour during the height of summer.

      “You’re welcome. Shall we see about breakfast before we move out?”

      “What do you suppose they have?” West asked.

      Harper shrugged. While she had her favorites, as long as it was edible, Harper wasn’t fussy. She led the way out with Mila behind her and West bringing up the rear. They’d settled on this marching order as soon as they left the dungeon. It made the most sense and kept Mila safest.

      The tavern keeper was puttering behind the bar when they reached the ground floor. The woman scowled at them, no doubt imagining all the impure things they’d gotten up to last night. Little did she know that even if they were inclined to do that sort of thing, they were all too tired to indulge.

      “Do you offer breakfast?” Harper asked.

      “I’ve got griddle cakes with sausage or eggs. One silver coin per plate. It includes a small beer or tea.”

      “I’ll have sausage with mine,” West said at once. “And tea.”

      “I prefer eggs and tea,” Mila said.

      “Same for me.” Harper put three coins on the bar. Her money pouch was still plenty heavy, but if they stayed at taverns like this on a regular basis, it wouldn’t remain heavy for long.

      Halfway through the meal, the tavern door opened and a dirty man wearing a tunic and trousers that made Mila’s outfit look like a ball gown settled at a table off to one side. Harper put him out of her mind and focused on the surprisingly tasty food. Though prudish and lacking in personality, the tavern keeper was a fine cook.

      As soon as they were done, Harper led the way out of the tavern and up the road. She kept to the main road east until the town was out of sight. Then she paused and looked left and right. The fields looked like easy walking and she’d prefer to avoid the road if at all possible.

      “What’s up?” West asked.

      “We’re turning north.”

      “Why are we turning north?” he asked.

      “Because anyone looking for us will assume we’re headed straight east to the baron’s estate. We’re going to go north then swing east and approach by way of Parrville. Even if someone laid a trap, they won’t expect us to come from that way.”

      “If you’re thinking about asking my brother for help,” Mila said. “I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed.”

      “Yes, I’ve met Mayor Brady and no I don’t plan on asking him for help. I don’t even plan on stopping in town. I just want to approach your father’s estate from an unexpected direction. It might not even do any good, but taking at least basic precautions seems wise given that we’re on the run from wizards with a penchant for murder.”

      She looked from West to Mila but no more questions were forthcoming. Satisfied, Harper left the road and set out across a field that, judging from the stubs sticking up had been planted with oats.

      Harper dearly hoped she was wrong and that the cultists had given up on capturing or killing Mila. That would be ideal. But in her heart, she refused to believe it. And deep, deep down, in the dark part she’d never tell anyone about, she hoped one of the bastards that had killed her father showed up to take a shot at Mila.

      If they did, she’d be ready.
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      Luca wasn’t much of an outdoorsman, but even he knew that when the shadows got as short as they were now, noon was fast approaching. He’d been hiding in his little clump of tree for hours watching the occasional farmer walk past and generally being bored out of his mind. What in the world could be taking so long? This was the only road that went east for scores of miles in every direction. If the busybodies that rescued her wanted to get Mila home, they had to come this way. Since it was impossible that they snuck past both him and the hellhound, only two things remained: either they hadn’t left yet or they weren’t traveling by the road.

      Neither option struck him as likely, yet one of them had to be true. With no other reasonable options, he left his hiding place and walked over to the invisible demon. It shimmered into view, the horse illusion in place, and bent down to let him climb on. Luca was glad the amulet only gave him the vaguest hint of what the demon thought as he doubted it had a high opinion of its temporary master at the moment.

      Luca didn’t have an especially high opinion of himself, so they had that in common. “Head back toward the village and keep a lookout for the girl’s scent.”

      The hellhound trotted back the way they’d come, head swinging left and right as it sniffed the air. They hadn’t even gotten within sight of the village when the hellhound stopped and turned north. Luca got a strong impression that Mila had left the road here. He checked the ground and sure enough there were tracks in the field.

      He scratched his bald head and found some stubble had grown in. His grooming issues aside, why would they turn north? It was well out of their way given that the estate was to the southeast.

      It seemed impossible that they knew Luca was on their trail.

      He snapped his fingers. They might not know that he was on their trail, but it would make sense that someone would be trying to get Mila back. He hadn’t even considered that possibility. The more wary his prey, the harder it would be to catch them by surprise.

      “Let’s get after them,” Luca said.

      He had two demons at his disposal. Even if he couldn’t take them by surprise, that should be plenty to get the job done.
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      Hiking across a farmer’s fields wasn’t any harder than following the road. Harper regretted the tracks they were leaving behind, but there was nothing she could do about that given the softness of the ground. Since anyone after them would likely have access to magic, worrying about something so mundane seemed rather pointless. She put it out of her mind and focused on keeping them on the right track. That was simple enough considering she planned to head due north until they reached a road running east. If she was right, that would be the road that ran straight to Parrville.

      Pity she didn’t have a map. That would’ve made her life a little simpler.

      Harper glanced back at Mila and found the girl trudging along, head down and looking determined. She’d shown far more grit than Harper had expected from a baron’s daughter. Her time in captivity, combined with a desire not to return to it, no doubt did wonders for her attitude.

      “Harper.”

      Her gaze shifted to West. She knew him well enough to recognize the worry in his tone. “What’s up?”

      “There’s something coming up behind us. A powerful source of corruption. And I mean seriously powerful. It makes the ghouls look like nothing in comparison.”

      Harper stopped and looked along their back trail. Nothing there as far as she could see. But that meant little given the number of little swales they walked up and down.

      Mila looked from Harper to West and back, her once-stoic expression twisted by fear. “It’s them, isn’t it?”

      “Probably.” Harper saw no point denying what they all knew. “How far, West?”

      “Quarter mile maybe. If I can sense it from that distance, it gives you an idea how strong the creature is.”

      “Shit!” Harper looked around, but they were literally in the middle of a harvested corn field. There was nowhere to hide and no defensive position to assume. It was about the worst-case scenario for a battle.

      “I see someone,” Mila said.

      Harper and West both turned to look and sure enough a figure in a gray robe was riding toward them on an undersized, rather broken-down-looking horse. The pair didn’t look threatening in the least.

      “The horse is the source of corruption,” West said. “There’s an illusion hiding its true appearance. The rider has a weak ethereal barrier protecting him. He’s almost certainly a wizard and my best guess is the horse is really a demon of some sort.”

      “Heaven’s mercy,” Mila whimpered.

      Harper drew her sword. Silver steel would cut a demon just as well as a ghoul.

      “We’re not dead yet. West, watch the wizard. If he tries anything magical, do your best to stop him. Mila, stay behind West. I’ll deal with the demon.”

      “You’ll need my help,” West said.

      “What I need is to not have to worry about the wizard. From the sounds of it, that’s what got Dad in trouble.”

      The wizard and his pet were only a hundred yards away now. Harper could make out his bald head and smooth-shaven face. Was this one of the ones that killed her father? She dearly hoped so. Sending him, along with his demon, to whatever hell was waiting to claim his soul, would please her a great deal.

      Harper took ten strides and stopped, facing the approaching wizard.

      The wizard brought his mount to a halt she guessed about forty yards away and got down off his… whatever the hell it ended up being.

      The answer came a moment later when the horse wavered and vanished, revealing a disgusting rotted dog-looking thing with glowing red eyes. If this wasn’t a demon, then Harper had no idea what it might be.

      She raised her sword. They were too far away to talk and she had no desire to do so anyway.

      The wizard pointed at her and the demon roared, blue flames streaming out of its mouth.

      Harper shuddered as some force rolled over her.

      “That was a wave of corruption!” West said. “It shattered on your sword.”

      She didn’t really understand what that meant, but was glad the sword had offered her some protection. The next phase of the battle, she feared, would be less easy.

      The demon leapt toward her, claws digging into the earth as it charged, fangs bared and blue flames dripping like saliva from its mouth.

      Harper stared it down, not moving an inch.

      Six feet out the demon sprang, claws leading.

      Harper spun away and slashed.

      Her sword bit, slicing a shallow line along the demon’s ribs.

      It whined and hopped away. Something greenish oozed from the wound; she assumed it was the demon’s blood.

      Harper squared up again, ready for the next round.

      The demon’s eyes had shrunk to pinpoints as it stared at her. It moved left and she shifted to stay between it and her companions.

      “What’s the matter, you ugly mutt? Not so brave now that you know I can hurt you?”

      The demon bared its teeth and growled.

      Had it understood her? Despite its appearance, this thing was clearly smarter than a mere beast. Not a very reassuring thought.

      The demon’s mouth opened and blue flames shot out at her.

      Harper dove out of the way.

      Not quick enough.

      The flames grazed her arm.

      Cold so intense her whole body shivered ran through her as her arm went numb.

      Thank Branik it was her off-hand side. If that blast had hit her right arm, she’d have been in serious trouble.

      “Harper!” West shouted.

      “I’m fine! Focus on the wizard!”

      That was all she had time to say.

      The demon leapt at her again.

      Harper made a weak, one-handed slash that it dodged.

      They circled again. As she watched the ugly thing, Harper flexed her fingers, slowly working some feeling back into them. Hurt like hell, but she could almost use them again.

      The demon gathered itself and sprang at her.

      Harper dove and slashed at its belly, cutting deep into the black flesh before jumping to her feet again, both hands once more on the hilt. She couldn’t fully wrap her left hand around it, but at least she could use it for extra leverage.

      It was hard to read the body language of a monster, but she thought it looked more wary than before. Whether that was a good thing or not, she had yet to determine.

      The demon opened its mouth, but this time Harper was ready.

      She dodged the blue flames and sprinted in, hacking hard at its neck.

      The silver steel blade cut deep, nearly decapitating the creature.

      Not at all inclined to give it a chance to recover, Harper struck again, this time fully taking its head off.

      The demon dissolved into a puddle of ooze the same color as its blood.

      “The wizard’s doing something!” West shouted.

      “Well, stop him!” Harper gathered what little energy she had left and sprinted toward the man in gray.

      She didn’t know if West would be able to stop the wizard, but she felt confident that two feet of steel through his guts would do the job.

      The wizard fumbled with something in his hand, before giving up and pointing at her.

      There was a spark from his finger, but nothing else happened.

      Panic filled his weak, frightened face. On anyone else, the expression might have filled Harper with pity. But for this man she felt only rage.

      He collapsed in front of her and Harper put her sword to his throat. “If I see so much as a spark, you’re dead, get me?”

      “Please don’t kill me. Please, please, please. I only came after you because Master Wargoth told me to.”

      “Did he also tell you to join the Acolytes of Eternal Darkness? Did he tell you to go to the forest north of Parrville?” She pressed hard enough to draw blood. “And did he tell you to murder my father?”

      “Elgan did that. You have to understand, I’m a nobody in the group. I only became a full brother a year ago. I do what I’m told, I help where I’m told to help.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel the least bit better.”

      “Harper!” West called out to her before she could hack the bastard wizard’s head off. He and Mila came jogging over. “Are you okay?”

      “More or less. My arm hurts, but I’m in better shape than this piece of shit is about to be.”

      The wizard let out a little whimper at that.

      “Maybe we should take him prisoner,” West said. “He might know something useful.”

      “No, he just finished telling me how he was a nobody that only became a full member a little while ago. I doubt he’d know anything more than what the other one told us. Besides, keeping a wizard as a prisoner is just asking for trouble. You’re the only one that can tell when he’s up to something and you’ll need to sleep at some point.”

      “That’s true. I guess I don’t like the idea of just killing him.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be happy to handle that part of the job. Mila, you might want to look away.”

      Mila shook her head. “I’ve seen men beheaded before. Father insisted it was something a noble needed to get used to. I got sick the first time, the second time wasn’t so bad, and by the third I barely felt anything. Criminals need to die and this is the most efficient means to go about it.”

      The wizard was staring at Mila in absolute horror. Maybe he figured the little girl would be the one to beg her to spare him. Looked like he’d miscalculated there.

      “What’s that necklace? It reeks of corruption,” West asked.

      “It’s a magical artifact Master Wargoth gave me. It’s what allowed me to control the hellhound. No one told me you’d have a mithril blade. It’s not fair. If I’d known, I’d have made different plans.”

      “Poor baby.” Harper glanced at West. “Any other questions?”

      West shook his head.

      Without another word Harper swung. The wizard’s head fell to one side and his body collapsed.

      That was one down and one to go.

      West flipped the body over and took the necklace carefully by the string. “We can’t leave this lying around. Heaven knows who might stumble across it. I can’t detect anything else magical on his body.”

      “Check him for coin. The bastard might as well pay our way home.” Harper winced. Her arm was really hurting now that the rush of battle was past. “Don’t suppose you’re any good at healing?”

      “Sorry,” West said as he patted the body down. “But now we really need to get to Parrville. Maggie will be able to do something for you. I do have some bandages so we can wrap your arm up and keep it from getting infected. Your injuries look more like really bad frostbite than burns.”

      “I felt the cold from those flames.” Harper shivered when she remembered. “Let’s get out of here. I want to put some distance between us and the body before dark.”

      “Should we bury him?” West asked.

      “We have no shovels and he’s not worth the effort in any case.” Harper turned away and started walking. She’d hoped that getting part of her revenge would help ease her mind. Instead, all she felt was emptiness that she doubted would ever be filled.
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      Elias reached Montage Castle at his usual time and was waved through by the guards. Everyone knew him now and no one felt like wasting their time asking the same questions over and over again. That suited Elias fine as he had plenty of things on his mind already. Namely how he was going to get word to someone in authority about Baron McCloud’s betrayal.

      It had been days since the Parrville Rangers—he still smiled whenever he thought about that name—had arrived to deliver the bad news about Dawson and neither he nor Jackson had come up with an idea. The simple truth was that getting a meeting with a nobleman, when you were a commoner, wasn’t easy. And by not easy he meant nearly impossible. Elias hadn’t even seen a member of the nobility since they got the news, much less had a chance to talk to one of them.

      The courtyard was empty at this time of the morning, but in an hour or so, the new recruits would file out of their barracks and begin the day’s training. Hours of marching, swinging a weighted practice sword, and sparring with each other and the older soldiers would leave the recruits exhausted.

      Elias remembered his own training what felt like a lifetime ago. He’d thought it was the hardest thing ever, at least until he joined the rangers. Basic training was playtime compared to what Dawson put them through.

      He swallowed a sigh and put his former commander out of his mind. The armory waited just ahead and he had to focus or he’d catch hell from whichever magical engineer he was working with today.

      As soon as he stepped through the human-sized side door he froze and stared. All the magical engineers and their assistants were swarming over a pair of Mark IVs like they were expecting to have to fight a battle in the next hour. He’d never seen such a frenzy of activity at this time of day. Usually it was just him and whichever magical engineer drew the short straw of having to work with him and the Mark V.

      A squire loaded down with polishing rags rushed through the door and nearly collided with Elias. He steadied the boy and asked, “What’s going on?”

      The youth stared at him in disbelief. “You haven’t heard? The princes are having a mock duel today at noon in magical armor. Even the high priest of Branik is coming to observe.”

      The squire trotted off to join the chaos. Elias just shook his head at the stupidity of the whole thing. Surely the princes must have something better to do with their time than showing off for the high and mighty.

      As soon as the thought popped into his head, Elias realized his foolishness. They were both spoiled noble brats. In truth, they probably didn’t have anything better to do. Montage wasn’t at war and there were no famines or plagues. Life was good. Good enough that if the princes wanted to waste the entire day of everyone that worked in the armory, it wouldn’t really matter.

      Even better, if Elias got lucky, maybe he could pass some useful information on to the crown prince. He might not believe a note tucked into his magical armor, but at least someone in authority would be warned about what was going on. If nothing else, it would make Elias feel like he’d finally accomplished something.

      The trick would be getting close enough to put a note in the control chamber. With all the hustle and bustle, someone was bound to notice him mucking around.

      First things first. He needed to find paper and ink to write the note in the first place. There was an office used by the magical engineers to organize their research, that should be free at the moment.

      Leaving the madness of the armory floor behind, he strode off to the side where a set of steps led to the observation booth. At the top he pushed the door open and stepped inside. The last thing he expected to find was Octavia standing with arms crossed glaring down at the preparations being made.

      She looked his way and her expression softened into its usual kind smile. “I fear we won’t be getting much work done today.”

      “So I noticed. It all seems like a terrible waste of time.”

      “Yes! Exactly my words. And do you know what I was told?” Elias didn’t even have a chance to shake his head before she went on. “The courtier that showed up said it wasn’t like we were accomplishing anything anyway, so what difference did one day make? He said we should be honored to be prepping the princes’ armor.”

      “What did Chief Reed say?”

      “All the right things, but he’s a nobleman himself, so he didn’t really have a choice. What brings you up here? I don’t think you’ve ever visited the observation room before.”

      Elias only debated for a moment. “There’s something I’d like to share with you, but you might think it sounds crazy.”

      Octavia frowned and said, “Go on.”

      Elias told her everything he’d learned about Baron McCloud and Dawson’s murder. When he finished, he added, “I was hoping to sneak a note into the crown prince’s armor. Probably won’t do any good, but at least someone will know what’s happening.”

      “That’s crazy. Are you sure these people are telling you the truth?”

      “As sure as I can be. There’s no way Harper would make up a story about her father being killed, and I’m sure she wrote the letter based on what’s in it. As for the rest, I just can’t imagine why two guys from the middle of nowhere would come all the way here with a made-up story about their baron. What could they hope to gain? If anything, they should be running for their lives toward the border with Port Settle. That would be safer anyway.”

      “True. Assuming they’re not insane and from what you’ve told me they don’t seem to be, then they’re almost certainly telling the truth.”

      “Then you believe me?” The weight on Elias’s shoulders lifted a bit. If he could get someone as smart as Octavia on his side, surely they could think up some way to set things right.

      “I do. The problem is with your plan.”

      Elias cocked his head. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “The crown prince is what’s wrong with it.” She went over, closed the door, and hung a disk made of bronze from the handle.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s a privacy disk. As long as it’s there, no one can listen in on our conversation. What I’m about to tell you could get me into serious trouble, like the kind of trouble that ends with my head no longer attached to my neck.”

      Elias swallowed hard, but didn’t tell her to stop. She’d listened to his crazy story, the least he could do was return the favor. “Go ahead.”

      “Prince Jackob is an idiot that thinks he’s far smarter than he is. He has no patience or dedication to anything other than fighting. The problem is, he’s not even as good a warrior as his younger brother. We’re all very lucky that the king is in good health. If anything were to happen to him, Montage would be in a great deal of trouble.”

      Now Elias understood why she didn’t want anyone to overhear them. “So telling him about Baron McCloud would be a waste of time?”

      “At best. At worst the prince might leap to conclusions and rush around doing things that would make it more likely that the baron’s daughter would end up killed rather than rescued. Granted, if she were killed, that would at least remove a pressure point from the baron, but it might also turn him against the Crown for real. No, I fear telling the prince what’s happened would only make the situation worse.”

      “Okay, so what should I do?”

      “I wish I had a good answer for you, Elias. Tell you what, give me a day or two to think about it. We can get together again one evening after our shifts end to discuss other options. Perhaps at my home?”

      Elias’s heart leapt at the way she asked that last bit. “I’d like that very much. And thank you for your advice. I’m glad I decided to trust you with this.”

      Octavia’s smile was genuine and warm. “I am too. You should get back downstairs. We wouldn’t want anyone getting curious about us being alone together.”

      “We certainly wouldn’t. Until later then.” Elias slipped out of the observation room and nearly danced down the stairs.

      None of his problems had gone away, but now he had a reliable, clever, charming, and pretty ally. Surely together they could find a way out of this mess.
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      Jack sent a silver coin dancing across his knuckles. He was sitting in the prep room near the armory where the knights stored their magical armor. Lachlan hadn’t arrived yet, but they still had nearly an hour before their match.

      Today was going to be a good day no matter how it turned out. Not only had he finally gotten all the runes on the Sun Sword to light up, but he was also getting to fight in a mock battle with Lachlan. And not just any mock battle, but one fought in the giant suits of magical armor. He hadn’t had a chance to pilot one in far too long.

      Father said it was a waste of time since Jack would never be allowed to use the armor in an actual war. And he was right, princes and kings didn’t fight on the front lines. But it was so much fun. He never felt more powerful than he did when controlling the giant armor. And he was good at it, or so the knight that used to train him had claimed. Naturally, as a prince, people told him what they thought he wanted to hear all the time, so he took it with a grain of salt.

      Still, there were few enough things that he got to do that he really enjoyed and this was one of them. It annoyed him only a little that the reason he got to do it was to help with his brother’s ongoing training. He had no idea what Lachlan had been doing at the temple, but having seen him return so exhausted he could barely walk, Jack hadn’t been envious.

      The door burst open and Lachlan came in. “I’m not late, am I?”

      “Nope, we’ve still got nearly half an hour to go. What kept you?”

      “Marshall had some last-minute instructions for me. Stuff he wanted me to try, that kind of thing. I’m not really sure how my power’s going to operate since the armor does all the work.”

      Jack shrugged. “The whole point of this test is to find that out, right? I say we just have fun and let Marshall worry about it. This is the first truly fun thing I’ve gotten to do in far too long and I plan to enjoy it.”

      “What about the chamber maid you were⁠—”

      “Okay! Second fun thing. The point is, let’s not stress the details. Have we ever sparred in the armor before?”

      “No. Father wouldn’t let us on the off chance we might damage them. I think the peace along with Marshall’s request combined to change his mind.” Lachlan grinned. “At least it’ll be one on one. I’m sick of fighting three guys at the same time.”

      “You’re what?” Jack asked, hardly believing his ears.

      “Marshall has me sparring with three veteran warriors at the same time. He says the amount of ether I can use has already doubled. I even win two out of three matches. The problem is, all I want to do is sleep when we’re done. Apparently, much like with anything else, I need to build up my stamina.”

      “And here I thought training to use the Sun Sword was tough. At least you don’t have Father breathing down your neck.”

      “Marshall’s no pushover, though he is nicer about it than Father.”

      Jack snorted. “That’s faint praise.”

      The brothers shared a laugh and Jack grinned. It felt good to spend time with Lachlan, just relaxing like brothers. They got to do that far too seldom.

      Someone knocked and the door opened revealing a knight dressed in a green-and-black tunic. “The armor is prepared for you, Your Highnesses.”

      Jack jumped out of his hard chair. “Time to play.”

      They followed the knight down a passage that led to the armory. Montage’s collection of magical armor filled the massive building. Two Mark IVs had been cleaned and polished until they gleamed. Some of the servants were still busy carting supplies out of the way while on a platform above, two figures, a man dressed in a standard uniform and a woman wearing the green robes of a magical engineer, were watching them approach. It felt like the pair was looking right at Jack. This bothered him less than it might have since as a prince, people stared at him all the time.

      “The right unit is yours, Prince Jackob. Prince Lachlan, yours is the left,” their guide said. “You remember how to power them up?”

      Jack gave him a thumbs-up. “No problem. What are we using for weapons?”

      “Training staves. The ends are padded to keep any damage to a minimum.”

      Not as much fun as swords, but Jack wasn’t about to complain. Given the cost of repairs, he was lucky Father allowed them to use staves.

      Jack shot his brother one final grin and hurried over to his unit. It rested on one knee and the control chamber had been opened for him. He clambered up its leg, using decorative depressions that also served as hand- and footholds to climb up. He settled into the control chamber and thrust his legs into the slots that allowed him to control the armor’s legs.

      Now to power it up. A line of crystals ran along the front of the armor. He touched the central crystal until it started to glow. A display lit up showing an outline of the armor. Okay, primary power-up was complete. Now, he touched the leftmost crystal and a faint charge ran through his legs. He could now feel the armor’s feet standing on the stone floor.

      Finally he pressed the rightmost crystal and leaned back. His arms slid into their slots and the control chamber sealed around him. His mind fully linked with the armor and he could now see through its helmet.

      It was like being a giant.

      “I’m all set.” Jack stood and found himself steady on his massive feet.

      A couple minutes later Lachlan stood as well. “Me too.”

      The knight nodded. “Go out the door and turn right to the training ground. The area has been cleared, but do be careful where you step.”

      Jack stomped out ahead of his brother and made his way across the yard to the training grounds, basically just a huge open area between the castle and the northern wall. A large group had gathered a safe distance away to observe, including Father and Marshall. Now that Lachlan had magical abilities to draw on, Jack figured his odds of winning were even smaller, but he was still determined to give it his best.

      Magic didn’t decide everything after all.

      A pair of staves the size of small trees and wrapped in hundreds of yards of cloth were held upright by six soldiers on opposite sides of the training area. Jack went right and Lachlan left. He wrapped his hand around the staff, but didn’t move until the soldiers had let go and run away. The way everyone acted like he might step on them was hurting his feelings.

      “How are we going to handle this?” Jack asked.

      A knight approached and said, “This will be a simple sparring match. Three strikes ends it. Don’t hit each other with anything other than the staves.”

      “Got it,” Jack said.

      “Understood,” Lachlan said.

      The knight trotted off the field and Jack said, “Want to call it?”

      “Sure. Ready?”

      Jack raised his staff in a two-handed grip and Lachlan did the same.

      “Go!”

      Jack charged, closing the distance between himself and his brother in three strides.

      His staff came down at Lachlan’s shoulder only to be turned aside at the last moment.

      Lachlan stepped in and slammed the butt of his staff into Jack’s chest, staggering him a step.

      “That’s one for me,” Lachlan said as they returned to their starting positions.

      Jack muttered about overconfident, magical little brothers and raised his staff for the next round.

      At Lachlan’s go command, he approached more cautiously. A few probing blows were turned aside by each of them.

      This time Lachlan took the initiative and swung a hard, overhead blow.

      Jack raised his staff to block, then caught himself as he was about to kick Lachlan in his exposed stomach. That’s exactly the right move in a real fight, but against the rules here.

      Instead they jostled for position, pushing back and forth. The two suits of magical armor were perfectly mirrored and neither prince could take the advantage.

      Jack waited until Lachlan made his next surge and stepped back.

      His brother stumbled and took a blow to the side from Jack’s staff.

      “Ha! One each.”

      Jack barely caught Lachlan mutter, “Gotta watch my balance.”

      The duel continued for another five minutes, ending with Jack winning three to two. He could hardly believe it, but didn’t plan to complain. He seldom beat Lachlan at anything these days, so any win was a good one.

      They returned the armor to their slots in the armory and climbed down. Both men were covered in sweat from the heat of the control chambers. Lachlan grinned and trotted over. “Good match.”

      They shook hands and Jack grinned back. “You too.”

      Jack glanced around to make sure they were alone. “Did the magic do anything for you?”

      “Not so far as I could tell. I’ve got to meet with Father and Marshall and see what they say. Want to have lunch together afterward?”

      “You’re on. Meet you at the usual place?”

      Lachlan nodded and trotted off toward the castle.

      Jack went outside and took a deep breath. He had no lessons or plans today. That was rare enough that he planned to enjoy it as much as he could. Hopefully Lachlan would get good news, though what good news would look like for him under the current circumstances, Jack had no idea.
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      After the princes’ sparring match, King Jackob led Marshall back to his office where they settled once more in the overstuffed leather chairs. He wanted to get the high priest’s impressions of what happened before Lachlan arrived. To say that the younger prince’s loss had been a surprise was putting it mildly. The one with the magical ability wasn’t supposed to lose to the one without.

      “So what happened?” Jackob asked.

      Marshall frowned at the question. “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t give me that. Lachlan lost. That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      “Ah, no. You misunderstood the purpose of the test. I wanted to see if his talent would manifest outside of direct combat. In this case while he was piloting a suit of magical armor. It didn’t, not in any meaningful way at least. The ether did stir as he fought, but making his body stronger and faster doesn’t do much good when the moves are naturally slowed by the armor’s reaction time.”

      “So he has to be fighting someone toe to toe for it to work?”

      “Likely. We haven’t tested archery yet, but I doubt that would be intense enough to trigger the magic. Danger is the key. At least, I believe it is. The range of archery and the protection provided by the magical armor both serve to reduce his sense of danger. That’s also why the magic reacts weakly when Lachlan fights his brother. He really doesn’t feel threatened by him.”

      “Why does it work that way?”

      Marshall shook his head. “No one knows why any given wild talent works the way it does. It just does. I hate to say because it’s magic, but that’s basically it.”

      Jackob grunted. Even though it was his responsibility as king, he hated dealing with things like this.

      There was a knock on the door. “It’s Lachlan.”

      “Come in,” Jackob said.

      The door opened and his younger son slipped inside. He offered a sheepish look and bowed. “Sorry I lost.”

      “We discussed this,” Marshall said. “Winning or losing wasn’t the point. It was an experiment and as such the information I gained was valuable. I now understand better how your talent works.”

      Lachlan brightened. “That’s good, right? How does it work?”

      Marshall went over everything he’d already told Jackob. “We’ll try archery next session. I appreciate your dedication to this project.”

      “Not at all. Knowing how all this works might save my life one day. Was there anything else? Jackob and I were going to have lunch together.”

      “Go ahead,” the king said. “The rest of the day is yours.”

      “Thank you, Father.” Lachlan bowed and hurried out.

      When he’d gone Marshall said, “He’s a remarkably good person. Lucky for everyone that someone like Lachlan gained such a dangerous wild talent. Can you imagine if he had the temperament of an assassin or, worse, a mad killer? I shudder to think.”

      Jackob grunted. “Too much kindness is no good thing for a warrior. On the other hand, his lack of ambition is ideal for a second son. I’ll call it a toss-up for now. Keep me informed as your tests continue.”

      Marshall stood and bowed. “Of course. I feel like I’m pretty close to fully understanding his talent. Going forward the task will be to help him hone it as much as possible.”

      Jackob waved his old friend out. Interesting as all the magic business was, he still had a kingdom to run and he needed to get back to work.
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      West walked through a dark forest. Mist shrouded everything, making it hard to see more than a few feet in any direction. He was dreaming. West knew that because he’d visited this exact same forest last night as well. Now, as then, nothing presented itself beyond trees and darkness. Try as he might, West couldn’t imagine why his mind had conjured this particular dreamscape. The forest wasn’t a place he liked to visit. Maybe if Harper was with him, it would make more sense, but him, alone in a forest?

      No, that made no sense at all.

      Since he had only two options, walk or stand still, West kept moving. Maybe there was a way out of his dream. Waking up would do it, but he didn’t know how to wake himself up. Since no one else was doing it, he assumed he hadn’t started screaming or thrashing. Harper kept watch right now, so if he did anything strange, she’d see it at once.

      For no other reason than to see if he could, West tried whistling. Turned out he could, but the mist dampened the sound, making it seem weak and timid. He didn’t care for the implications and fell silent.

      Cold, dark laughter filled the air. He stopped and spun in a circle, hands raised and ready to cast.

      “Your magic doesn’t work here, boy.” The voice sent a chill up his spine. He’d never heard anything so evil.

      “You have no idea what evil is,” the haunting voice said.

      West looked all around, trying to figure out where it was coming from.

      “This is your mind, boy. I’m coming from inside you.”

      “Liar! There’s nothing in me that sounds anything like you. Whatever you are, you’re not a part of me.”

      “Silly mortal. All humans have a bit of darkness in them. Don’t believe me, just take a look at that girl you like so well. Sweet Harper killed those wizards as easily as you might an ant. She wasn’t even upset afterwards. What sort of eighteen-year-old girl murders three people without blinking an eye?”

      “The sort that just had her father killed by those same people. Harper isn’t a bad person, just angry and determined to find the ones responsible for that crime. She’ll turn back to normal once it’s done.”

      The cold laughter came again and even West was honest enough to recognize the lie he’d told himself. Harper would never be the same, not after losing Dawson the way she did. It would be unreasonable of him to expect her to be. But even if she wasn’t the same, she was still Harper and that was all West cared about.

      “You’re too weak to be with her.”

      West spun and found himself standing face to face with another him. A harder, sneering version dressed all in black, his eyes sunken and dark, his skin pale like he hadn’t seen the sun for months.

      “You don’t have to be weak,” the dark version said. “I can make you strong. Strong enough to stand beside Harper instead of holding her back. Strong enough to protect her from any danger. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

      “Who are you?”

      “I am the version of you that isn’t a weak, pathetic excuse for a man. I am the version of you that had the courage to pour ether into the amulet’s eye and summon the demon within. I am the version of you not afraid to embrace true power.”

      West’s mind reeled. He knew there was something dark about the amulet when he felt it burning through his pocket, but the idea that it held a demon was too much for him to process. Some of the things it said were true. He did want to be strong enough to protect Harper and make her happy.

      Of course, if he tried to protect her, the last thing it would do was make her happy.

      “Choosing evil won’t get me what I want. You can stay in your prison and rot for all eternity.”

      Dark West smiled. “You say that now. Every mortal says that at first. Well, maybe not every mortal, but most of you. Once in a while you find a human willing to embrace their true nature immediately. Those people are treasures beyond compare. But the rest need time to accept the truth. And if there’s one thing a demon has, it’s time.”

      West sat up with a gasp. The light from a small fire illuminated the clearing where they’d set up camp. Mila was sound asleep, one arm under her head. Nothing like walking for hours on end to assure a good night’s rest. Assuming you weren’t carrying a necklace with a demon inside.

      “Bad dream?”

      He flinched and turned enough to see Harper sitting in the shadow of a maple. She held her father’s sword across her knees.

      “Yeah. I guess the fight with that wizard and his pet freaked me out worse than I thought. I can take over if you want to turn in.”

      “It’s only been an hour. You won’t last half a day if you don’t get more sleep than that.”

      West doubted he was going to get any more sleep at this point and said so. What he didn’t point out was the demon’s presence. He wanted to talk to Maggie about it first.

      “Want to tell me about it?” Harper asked.

      West shook his head. That was the last thing he wanted to do. “I might not sleep, but I will try and rest.”

      “Good idea. I’ll give you a shake when it’s your turn to stand watch. One more day should put enough distance between us and the dead guy that we can go back to just using your ward at night. On the off chance some of his friends came looking for him, I didn’t want to get caught unaware.”

      West nodded. “You’ll hear no complaint from me. No one ever died from an excess of caution.”

      He lay back down and closed his eyes. But as he both hoped and feared, sleep refused to come.
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      Maddox made excellent time traveling north on his undead mount. The farmer he’d taken the horse from had objected by leveling a pitchfork at Maddox, which gave him all the excuse he needed to kill the man and his wife before adding them to his collection of ghouls. He burned the farmhouse down for good measure. Hopefully it would keep anyone from looking too hard for the bodies. Not that he especially cared if anyone realized the bodies were gone. He’d visited the farm in the middle of the night and none of the neighbors lived within two miles of the place.

      Now the edge of the Great Forest was in sight. Evergreens taller than the ruined tower he and Luca had visited jutted into the sky. What separated the Great Forest from every other collection of trees in Montage was the old growth. No one had ever logged here. At least not in hundreds of years. That would change of course. Montage’s hunger for timber was inexhaustible and the massive trees were too tempting to ignore for long.

      He shook his head. All men wanted something, but most lacked the will to do whatever it took to get it. Maddox wasn’t so weak.

      That said, figuring out the complex ritual he’d copied in Wargoth’s chambers was taking far longer than he’d hoped. He spent a few hours studying it every night when he made camp and still barely understood the first paragraph with its multilayered ethereal construct. Wargoth might be stronger than him, but Maddox didn’t think the man was smarter. Though if they were to have any real hope of unraveling the Immortal Apprentice’s puzzle, maybe he’d better hope Wargoth was as smart as he thought he was.

      At the edge of the woods, where the trees were still short and scrubby, Maddox reined in and dismounted. The horse would be more of a hinderance than a help in the forest. He grabbed his laden pack, handed it off to one of the lesser ghouls, and ordered the undead horse to remain in place until he returned. For the last two days he’d seen no sign of civilization, so the odds of someone stumbling onto the creature were minimal.

      With a mental command he sent the greater ghouls forward to rip a path into the woods. The monsters tore at the flexible limbs, ripping them to pieces and quickly making a path for Maddox. The ghouls seemed to enjoy shredding the trees nearly as much as they did flesh. Destruction for the sake of it was very much a ghoul trait. Actually it was a trait of all undead with even a hint of personality and demons were worse.

      As long as they destroyed what he told them to and only what he told them to, Maddox didn’t care what they felt. In the end they were tools to be used as he saw fit and discarded when no longer of value.

      Speaking of disposable tools, Maddox wondered how Luca was doing. Giving that weakling demons was a bit like giving a toddler alchemist’s fire. You just knew nothing good would come of it.

      Banishing all his extraneous thoughts, Maddox focused. The Blighted Lands, assuming they lived up to their name, must be rife with corruption. That should make them easy to find for a wizard. Of course, the Great Forest wasn’t called that because it was small and he only had a vague direction to work with.

      He shrugged and kept moving. An hour after he started, the forest opened up under the old growth canopy and the walking became easy. His every magical sense alert for any hint of corruption, Maddox marched along steadily, pausing only once for lunch. By the time darkness fell, he’d gotten miles from where he started yet he felt no closer to his destination.

      No one ever said the search for power would be an easy one.

      His camp consisted of a small fire contained by magic and a bed of spruce needles. After eating, he dug out the copied pages and studied the spell. Feeling at least somewhat confident with the first stage of the ritual, he summoned six threads and did his best to recreate the layered design.

      And failed miserably.

      Two more attempts left him exhausted and frustrated. Falling back into his slightly prickly bed, Maddox released the ether and dismissed the ritual from his mind. Time to sleep and get a fresh start in the morning.
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      Wargoth sat on the floor of the ritual chamber and focused on maintaining the first part of the spell while putting the second part in place. So far this was where the whole project fell apart. And a moment after he thought it, the ether exploded into glittering sparks that quickly faded. He glanced at the arm and leg sitting on the stone table and swallowed a curse. If the Apprentice’s consciousness was truly present in his limbs, he was no doubt laughing hysterically at Wargoth’s pathetic failure.

      Not that he needed to justify himself to an arm and leg, but unlike the Apprentice, Wargoth hadn’t been trained by the most powerful Arcane Lord of them all. His master had been powerful and skilled, but a powerful and skilled human was still little more than a child compared to one of the lords.

      A faint warmth on his chest distracted him. Wargoth pulled the black skull amulet out and found the eyes glowing red. Unlike the sad imitations he’d provided to his followers, Wargoth’s amulet had a number of other useful abilities. The glowing red eyes, for example, meant that one of his agents in Astaroth’s hell wished to speak to him. They weren’t carrying out any projects for him at the moment, so he couldn’t imagine what prompted the contact.

      He shrugged. One way to find out. He poured ether into the eyes and concentrated. Wargoth recognized the magical signature as the weaker of his two demonic servants, an imp bound to watch over the area of Hell nearest their world. The imp’s job was to ensure no one from that side interfered with Wargoth’s plans in secret. It wasn’t strong enough to stop anyone, but at least it could alert him to the danger.

      “Go ahead.”

      “A human soul just arrived from your world, Master, along with a hellhound.”

      Wargoth swallowed another curse. That had to be Ucazar. Damn Elgan for being right about the useless fool. Now he had to assume the worst, that Baron McCloud would be coming for payback. Strong as he was, Wargoth couldn’t fight off all the baron’s soldiers on his own. He’d have to make arrangements to relocate. The question was, how to go about it?

      “Well done,” he said when he remembered the imp was still connected to his amulet. “Keep me posted as usual.”

      Releasing the imp, Wargoth considered the best way to get all his precious books as well as the Apprentice’s arm and leg out of here by himself. At least he had a place to escape to. His late master had a redoubt for just such an emergency. Naturally, when Wargoth killed him, he inherited that along with everything else.

      Offering a faint shake of his head, Wargoth stood. He had so many more pressing matters to deal with. Now the incompetent nitwit had added to his burden. But then again it was the burden of all great men to be dragged down by fools.

      He left the ritual chamber and returned to his room. Inside he collected the crystal that would let him send a message to Elgan. His less-than-loyal follower needed to know what was happening. The rest of them did as well, but Wargoth had no way to contact the other teams. It looked like they’d be in the field for the foreseeable future anyway, so he saw no reason to worry about them for the time being.

      Taking a moment to compose his thoughts, Wargoth said, “Ucazar has failed. Abandoning base and moving to emergency hideout. Continue the search.”

      Satisfied with that, he sent the message off. Now to get to work. His collection wasn’t going to move itself.
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      Walking down the dirt road to Parrville seemed strange to Harper. On the one hand she was happy to be home and on the other it didn’t really feel like home with her father gone. At least she’d sent one of his killers to whatever hell awaited him. She took some small satisfaction from that.

      She winced as a pain from her arm stabbed her. The burned—if that was the right word—arm had been jabbing her more and more the last day and a half. She tried her best not to think what that might mean. West assured her that Maggie would know what to do.

      Hopefully Maggie could do something for West as well. He looked exhausted, worn down to a nub from lack of sleep. Something was bothering him, obviously, but he wouldn’t share whatever he had on his mind with her. Probably because he didn’t want to add to her burden or something equally foolish. As if seeing him like this didn’t add to her burden.

      Only Mila, to her surprise, remained in good shape. The girl walked along without complaint, slept like the dead no matter how hard the ground, and generally did nothing to make Harper regret getting her out of her cell. And thoughts of that cell no doubt played a big part in her excellent attitude. When you’d been kidnapped and locked up by a bunch of crazed cultists, there really was nowhere to go but up.

      When the first building appeared in the distance Harper asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to see your brother?”

      Mila shook her head. “Brady and I never got along. He thinks it’s my fault Father shipped him off to this backwater village. No offense.”

      “None taken.” Harper grinned. “Parrville is without a doubt a backwater village and we like it that way. Generally we have nothing worse to worry about than an occasional bandit or poorly behaved bit of wildlife. Insane, murderous wizards are, happily, a rarity.”

      “Not rare enough,” West muttered.

      Harper couldn’t argue with that.

      Noon was fast approaching as they strode down the main street. West picked up the pace, practically jogging in his haste to reach Maggie’s shop.

      “Calm down,” Harper said. “It’s not like she’s going anywhere.”

      West slowed to a quick walk. “Right, sorry. I’m just so tired.”

      Harper bit her lip and stayed quiet. They’d had some variation of this conversation half a dozen times since that first night he woke up from the nightmare. A seventh attempt wasn’t going to make any difference.

      Mila looked from her to West and back, clearly ill at ease. Harper did her best to plaster on a smile. “Don’t worry. As soon as we get my arm sorted out, we’ll have you back with your father in no time.”

      “I’m grateful for everything you two have done for me,” Mila said. “It’s strange though. I want to go home and see my father, yet I can’t help wondering if I’ll feel safe once I get there given what’s already happened.”

      Harper wished she had an easy answer for Mila, but the ugly truth of the world was that you were never completely safe anywhere, including at home surrounded by people that loved you, servants, and soldiers. Life just didn’t work that way.

      But how did you tell a thirteen-year-old girl that?

      Before she could come to a conclusion, West angled across the street to Maggie’s shop and pushed the door open before they had a chance to join him. Harper caught the faint tinkle of the bell as West went through.

      “Maggie! Are you here?”

      Harper and Mila walked into the shop and Harper took a deep breath of the many dried herbs hanging from the ceiling. She came here once in a while and the smell always soothed her nerves. For all she knew, Maggie may have hung them there for exactly that purpose.

      “What’s got you so riled up?” Maggie emerged from the back room and stared at the three of them. “You’re back and sooner than I feared.”

      “Harper’s hurt, Maggie. Can you take a look?”

      “Sure, but you’d be better off over at the Temple of Branik. The priest on duty will get you healed up lickety-split.”

      Harper made no comment as West stared at his mentor with his mouth partway open. “I never even thought… I was so eager to get here.”

      “Why don’t you and Maggie have a talk,” Harper said. “I’ll head over to the temple. I’ve known Father Enzo almost as long as you.”

      “I… Sure. That might be best. Thanks, Harper. I know I haven’t been much help lately.” West sounded as miserable as he looked.

      “I wouldn’t have gotten as far as I did without your help. Get yourself sorted out and we’ll meet at The Bear for lunch. A hot meal and a mug of ale will do you good. Hell, it’ll do me good too. Nice seeing you, Maggie.”

      Harper led Mila out of the shop and turned toward the side road that led to Branik’s temple. Heaven’s mercy she hoped Maggie could get whatever weighed on West’s mind out of him.

      “Will he be okay?” Mila asked.

      “I hope so. West is my best friend and seeing him like this hurts. What makes it even worse is that I can’t do anything to help him. If the problem, whatever it is, could be stabbed or shot with an arrow, I’d happily take care of it. But clearly the problem is in his head and I’m much less use with that sort of thing.”

      “It was nice that you humored him and went to his master’s shop first. Especially with your arm so messed up.”

      Harper shook her head. “Physical pain is nothing compared to emotional pain. I’m much better at dealing with the former than the latter.”

      The Temple of Branik was a sight for tired eyes. It always looked the same. Same scarred wooden walls, same door hanging slightly askew, same two windows in constant need of washing. The place remained as unchanging as the archangel she followed. At the door Harper made the sign of the inverted sword over her heart and noticed out of the corner of her eye Mila doing the same.

      “Do you follow Branik?” Harper asked.

      “Not especially. My family has always followed the Queen of Coins. But Father said that we need to show proper respect to all the temples. As nobles we can’t show favoritism lest we give offense.”

      “Your father sounds like a wise man.” Harper pushed the door open and stepped into the chapel.

      “He is, usually. He can be a little overprotective when it comes to me and a little bit sharp-tongued when it comes to Brady. But for the most part he does his best to tend his lands for the good of all the people. Having met a few of the other nobles, I can say with confidence that my father is one of the better ones.”

      Harper figured he was just on his best behavior around his beloved daughter, but she kept the thought to herself. After all she’d been through, there was no reason to disillusion the girl now.

      “I thought I heard someone come in.” Father Enzo stood in the doorway that led deeper into the temple. A little over six feet tall and built like a warrior, he was exactly what you’d imagine when you thought of a priest of Branik. Of course, he always carried a one-handed arming sword at his waist.

      Beyond the door were healing quarters as well as the little apartment where he lived, along with other rooms Harper had never visited.

      “Hello, Father Enzo,” Harper said.

      “Harper! This is a surprise. My condolences on the loss of your father. Dawson was a good man, maybe the best I’ve ever known. He’ll be missed.”

      “He certainly will. Though I hope his soul takes some comfort in the fact that one of the people responsible for killing him is dead. Unfortunately, I didn’t come out of it unscathed.”

      “Branik curse my thick skull. I was so surprised to see you I didn’t even notice your arm.” Enzo motioned toward the pews. “Have a seat and let me see.”

      Harper gratefully did so. Enzo knelt beside her and passed a hand over the bandages. The pain vanished and he started to unwrap them.

      “That was quick,” Harper said.

      “I didn’t heal anything, only blocked the pain. If I hadn’t, unwrapping these would’ve hurt like the nine hells.”

      “Appropriate, considering how I got the burns.”

      Enzo grimaced. “Looks pretty bad. Why don’t you tell me about it while I get started.”

      His hands started to glow and Harper began her tale. She also, after a quick glance at the blackened flesh of her arm, decided not to look that way anymore.

      The healing took a bit longer than her story and when Enzo finished, he said, “Sounds like a hellhound summoned from Astaroth’s hell. Unlike most, their flames are super cold rather than hot. Nasty things. As for the cultists, I’ve never heard of them. Flex your arm for me.”

      Harper did so. Everything seemed to work okay even if she was a little stiff. “They didn’t look like a very big group and West and I killed a few of them before and after we rescued Mila. Wish I knew what they were after.”

      “Nothing good, you can be sure of that.” Enzo stood and straightened, his back popping. “I did the best I could and the damage is repaired. The aesthetics, on the other hand, leave something to be desired. Don’t be shocked when you look.

      Harper gritted her teeth and shifted her gaze. Her arm was now covered in dark blotches, making it look almost camouflaged. At least the pain was gone and everything seemed to work like it was supposed to. A little skin discoloration didn’t matter much.

      “It’s fine, Enzo, thanks for the healing. I know it isn’t much, but the temple is welcome to the furs I trapped last season. I fear I might never get around to selling them.”

      “The temple looks after its own,” Enzo said. “And payment is not required.”

      Harper stood and made the sign of the inverted sword over her chest. “I’m most grateful. Now I need to get something to eat.”

      “Be sure to have plenty of meat,” Enzo said. “It’ll help you regain your strength. Lady Mila, it was a pleasure to meet you.”

      Mila curtsied. “The pleasure was mine, Father Enzo. I’ll be sure to tell my father the baron what a fine job the temple is doing in Parrville.”

      Enzo grinned. “I can see you’ll have a great future. Alright, off you go. Harper, don’t be a stranger.”

      “I’ll do my best.” Harper said that, but the truth was, she doubted a quiet day of prayer would be in her future anytime soon.
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      When Harper and Mila had gone, Maggie flipped the sign on the door to closed before turning to West, “Tell me everything.”

      Some of it he didn’t mind telling her. He was actually pretty proud of rescuing Barrett, Tobias, and Mila. Slaying the ghouls had been a definite good deed. Killing the wizards probably was too, but they were also still living humans and part of West balked at the idea of killing them. A smaller part of him didn’t think it would be so easy for Harper to do what she did, but then he wasn’t the one whose father had been murdered.

      West finally blew out a long breath and started talking. Maggie sat on her stool behind the counter and listened without comment until he got to the fight with the wizard and hellhound. He glossed over both the amulet and his nightmares. Whatever she saw on his face gave away the game.

      “I said everything.” Maggie glared at him the way she used to when he was first starting his lessons and claimed he understood some principle better than he really did.

      “I took a second amulet off the dead wizard,” West admitted. “Every night since then I have nightmares where a demon that claims to be bound in the amulet’s eye tells me I can have everything I want if I’ll just set it free.”

      “Sounds like something a demon would say. Since there’s no insane demon running around Parrville, I assume you were smart enough to ignore its promises.”

      “I’m not sure ignore is the right word.” West hated himself for what he was about to say. “Some of what the demon told me sounded so good. If I was stronger I could do more to help Harper. I know demons are evil, but using evil to defeat evil isn’t wrong, is it?”

      “Yes,” Maggie said in her typically blunt way. “Any interaction with a demon, especially summoning and commanding one, risks tainting your soul. Some wizards take minor demons as familiars and it does give them a power boost. Only the strongest-willed ones can resist the temptation to summon another, stronger demon after they see what the first one did for them. After that it’s a downward spiral that ends with you becoming like the men Harper’s hunting. Don’t make her do to you what she had to do to her father.”

      West grimaced and put a hand on his chest as he remembered the ghoul Dawson had become. He couldn’t become a monster like that. Harper was strong, but losing one more person she cared about might be too much even for her.

      “What should I do?” West asked.

      “Let me see the amulet. Maybe I can destroy it before anyone can use it to do something really stupid.”

      West pulled the carefully wrapped amulet out of his pocket and set it on the counter. It had already blackened the once-white cloth he’d used to keep it from touching his skin.

      Maggie shuddered. “I can feel the wrongness of it already.”

      She carefully unwrapped the bundle, making sure her skin didn’t make contact with the amulet itself. When Maggie finished exposing it, West was reminded again how ugly the thing looked. The black iron skull seemed to suck in the light around it save for a faint glow from the crystal in its right eye.

      Maggie passed a hand over it, lightly brushing the amulet with ether.

      She immediately jerked her hand back as if burned. “It’s worse than I thought. This is Hell-forged black iron; just keeping it close to you corrupts the ether. No bloody wonder you’ve been having nightmares. Even without the demon trapped in it, having this nasty thing would mess with you.”

      “Harper and Mila seemed fine.”

      “They’re not wizards and so aren’t sensitive to the ether the way you are. The first amulet you mentioned caused no issues?”

      West pulled it out from under his tunic and laid it beside the first. It seemed like a pale imitation now that he saw them side by side. The black metal lacked the luster of the Hell-forged iron and the eyes were dull and empty.

      “No, the one I took from the first cultist doesn’t have the same feeling as the second. I don’t know why.”

      Maggie made an identical pass over the second amulet. “I know why. The first is Hell-forged black iron. The second is regular old iron someone stuck in a fire until it turned black. It has a very minor enchantment that I suspect has only one purpose, to let the wearer activate and deactivate the wards at the cult’s base. You can wear that one or not as you prefer. There’s no danger.”

      West nodded, feeling a bit better since he’d been wearing the safe amulet for days longer than he’d been carrying the other. “So can you destroy it?”

      “Not a chance. Now that I’ve seen it, I’m confident that the amulet is too powerful for me to deal with.”

      “Then what?”

      “Someone else will need to take care of the horrid thing. We can’t leave it lying around where anyone might find it. Heaven knows what sort of mischief a wizard with less willpower than you might get up to with a demon under their control.”

      West snapped his fingers. “I was so wrapped up in the amulets that I forgot to show you the book I found in the tower ruin. I can’t make heads or tails of it and didn’t want to risk destroying any of the writing with a translation spell.”

      He dug the book out of his satchel and set it on the counter. Though battered, some magic had preserved it in surprisingly good condition.

      Maggie flipped it open, paged through it, and closed it again. “I don’t believe in fate, but if I did, I’d say it was fate that you found both the amulet and this book.”

      “Can you read it?” West asked.

      “No, but I recognize the language. It’s the writing alchemists use.”

      “Alchemists?”

      “They’re refugees from the Celestial Empire. A group of them came to Colt’s Land a few decades after the Arcane Lords vanished. Montage’s king at the time granted them asylum in exchange for them supporting the kingdom. They have a hidden village in the Great Forest to the northeast.”

      “If it’s hidden, how do you know about it?” West asked.

      “Every year they send a small delegation to the capital with their annual tax, one hundred of the finest healing potions. My master was in the city during a yearly visit. He had a chance to talk with one of them, a rather attractive lady as it happens. You never met him, but my master fancied himself a lady killer and I suppose he was handsome enough. He received an invitation to visit, though whether he did or not after I completed my apprenticeship, I can’t say. Anyway, the alchemists will know how to destroy the amulet and read the book.”

      “But if their village is hidden, how will I find it?”

      “You won’t. The royal family knows how to find it. You’ll need to go to the capital and speak with them. Baron McCloud will be the perfect person to introduce you. Since you rescued his daughter, he should be grateful enough to oblige with a little polite coaxing.”

      West’s stomach churned. This was turning into something far bigger than just Harper’s quest for revenge. He didn’t feel up to it. He’d barely left Parrville before this mess began, for heaven’s sake.

      “Don’t underestimate yourself,” Maggie said as if reading his mind. “I know it sounds hard and if I wasn’t older than dirt, I’d take this responsibility off your hands. But the truth is, I’m in no shape to do anything more than run the shop and help out where I can here. You youngsters are going to have to carry this burden yourselves.”

      “Right. I need to talk to Harper.” West waved at the counter. “What should I do with this stuff?”

      “Leave them with me. I’ll work up something that will hopefully let you carry the amulet without getting nightmares.” She thrust a finger at him. “But don’t think that removes the temptation. As long as the amulet exists and you know about it, a little bit of you will think you can handle the demon and that its power would be more help than curse. I’m telling you right now both of those things are wrong. You can never listen to that voice. It’ll lead you down the road to hell. Literally.”

      “I got it, Maggie, believe me I do. I’ve never felt anything as nasty as the demon’s touch on my mind. If I never feel it again, that would be fine.”

      Maggie nodded, seeming satisfied. “Good. Talk to Harper and make sure you visit your parents tonight. They’ve been worried about you.”

      “I will. And thanks, for everything. My mind is more at ease than it has been for some time.”

      “What else is a teacher for?”

      West smiled at that and took his leave. A hot meal at The Bear would be just the thing. Figuring out how much to tell Harper about his dreams, on the other hand, would be another matter altogether.
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      Three days on the road saw Harper and her companions within sight of the baron’s estate. The sprawling compound looked exactly like it had on their first visit minus the ghouls. The midmorning sun shone down on the many buildings and glinted off the guards’ armor and spear tips.

      They paused for a moment at the top of the gentle slope that led to the southern gate. It seemed strange to be back again so soon. After their late lunch at The Bear and West’s confession about the black amulet, she’d brought Mila home for the night. West got an invitation as well, but he wanted to see his parents before they left for the baron’s estate.

      And now here they were, about to complete at least the first part of their mission. Going to visit the village of alchemists West told her about was another matter. It sounded like something out of a story to Harper, but if Maggie said it was so, then it was. There were few people living that Harper trusted more than the old woman. Considering all West had done to help her in her quest for revenge, the least she could do was accompany him to the village. Destroying that cursed amulet would be an unquestionable good.

      Right, time to stop fooling around. “Ready to see your father?”

      Mila nodded. “Very ready.”

      “Then let’s go.” Harper led the way down the slope.

      Fifteen minutes found them striding up to the gate. Mila hurried to the front of the group. After a moment of stupid staring, the four guards snapped to attention and saluted.

      One of the guards took a step forward. “Lady Mila. This is a surprise. Your father will be so pleased to see you safe. He’s been beside himself with worry. Who are these people with you?”

      All four guards eyed Harper and West with suspicion at a minimum. Not that Harper could blame them under the circumstances.

      Mila introduced them. “Harper and West rescued me from the Acolytes of Darkness. If not for them, I’d still be locked in a cell in the dark. I’ll thank you not to look at them as if you fear they might steal the good forks.”

      The guard winced. “Apologies, Lady Mila. It’s our job to be suspicious of strangers after all.”

      “Fair enough,” Mila said. “Would it be possible for us to enter and see my father?”

      The guard scrubbed a hand down his face. Clearly he was not having a good day. “Of course. Open the gate! It is good to have you home, miss.”

      “It’s good to be home.” Mila led the way through the open gate, two of the guards falling in beside them.

      For her part, Harper was happy to let the young lady take the lead. She knew damn little about dealing with the nobility. Mom had tried to teach her manners before she died, but Harper had been less interested in them than she had her math lessons and she hadn’t been interested in them at all.

      “What should we do when we meet your dad?” West asked. “The only noble I’ve ever met is Mayor Brady and he was half drunk at the time.”

      Mila laughed, for a moment sounding like the girl she was. “My brother hardly counts as a proper noble and if you met him only half drunk, you caught him on a good day. As for Father, just be polite and answer his questions honestly. As long as you do that, I’m sure he won’t complain.”

      At the door to the residence, one of the guards clanked the knocker and backed away. A minute later the door opened and a man in black robes so thin and sunken in that Harper nearly mistook him for an undead stepped out onto the porch.

      “Hello, Whist,” Mila said. “Is Father free?”

      The cadaverous fellow smiled, a more unnatural expression Harper had never seen, and said, “Even if he was busy, I’d interrupt him to let him know you were home and safe. Should I do otherwise, I’d soon be looking for a new job if not facing the lash.”

      After a quick, dismissive glance at Harper and West, Whist led them into the house. A few twists and turns down rather unremarkable halls brought them to a closed door. Whist knocked then slipped inside.

      “I thought a baron’s mansion would be fancier,” West whispered.

      “Father’s not fond of pointless decorations,” Mila said. “Practicality and comfort are his bywords. He’s gotten worse since Mother died.”

      “I can relate to that,” Harper said. “As long as things were neat and tidy, Dad didn’t care about much else. Not that he was home enough to worry about decorating. I fear I’ve inherited his preferences.”

      The door burst open and a man built like a warrior emerged and swept Mila off her feet, hugging her and kissing her cheek. “I feared I’d never see you alive again. Branik be praised, it’s a miracle.”

      Mila hugged her father back and a lump formed in Harper’s throat. What she wouldn’t give to hug her father one last time.

      West put a hand on her shoulder and Harper covered it with her own.

      When the touching scene finally broke up Mila said, “Father, let me introduce you to Harper and West. They freed me from the acolytes and escorted me until we got back safe. I am greatly indebted to them.”

      Baron McCloud looked them over, his gray eyes hard and his expression, what little she could see of it behind his beard, stony. “We certainly do owe them. Step into my office, all three of you. This is a story I need to hear in detail.”

      Harper bowed and marched into the room. Like everything else she’d seen, the room was utilitarian, with a desk, chairs, a bookcase, and little else. The baron sat behind his desk and motioned Harper and her companions into the empty chairs in front of it. Mila sat in the middle between Harper and West. Whist stood behind the baron looking for all the world like a vulture waiting for someone to die.

      “Alright,” the baron said without preamble. “Let’s hear it. Those bastards took my little girl and forced me to betray my king and my country. I’m sure I will pay a price for my decisions, but first I’ll see every last one of them put to the sword.”

      “My name is Harper Gale, and two of the wizards murdered my father, Dawson.”

      “I knew Dawson,” the baron said. “We met when he first arrived as sheriff and we spoke regularly. He seemed a decent, solid man. As expected of a ranger. My condolences for your loss.”

      “Thank you, my lord.” Harper told him everything that happened with West chiming in with a magical detail here and there, including the amulet with the demon trapped inside. “And so, after getting my arm healed, we came here to return your daughter. There’s one more wizard that I need to kill. How many other members the cult might have, I can’t begin to guess.”

      “I don’t know how many members the cult has myself,” the baron said. “I always dealt with the two you followed here. Quite bold of you to sneak into my estate and rescue those two men.”

      “Rangers never leave a man behind,” Harper said.

      Baron McCloud laughed, a deep booming sound that filled the room. “You’re Dawson’s daughter and no mistake. Understand that I’m not upset. When morning came and they were gone, I was relieved that no more of my people would suffer at the hands of those lunatics.”

      Harper didn’t care if he was upset or not. She wouldn’t have left Barrett and Tobias behind no matter what. “Will you introduce us to the king so we can get directions to the alchemists’ village?”

      “No need for that,” the baron said. “I know the way.”

      Harper’s eyes widened a fraction. She certainly hadn’t expected that.

      “Maggie said only the royal family and a few high-ranking nobles knew how to find the village,” West said. “No offense, my lord, but I assumed that meant the dukes.”

      “Oh, I’m sure the dukes know. As for me, when I was younger, I was in the capital when the alchemists’ representative came to the city with the yearly tribute. One of the man’s guards was a lovely woman named Feng. She was Mila and Brady’s mother. When she died, I was given permission to return to the village to tell her parents. So as you can see, we’ll have no problem there. As soon as the cultists are dealt with, I’ll guide you myself. It’s the least I can do for you saving Mila.”

      “If you’ll forgive me for saying so, my lord, neither Brady nor Mila have very exotic looks,” West said.

      “Brady has his mother’s dark eyes.” The baron got a faraway look in his eye. Harper would’ve gold against copper he was picturing his late wife just then. “Mila is the spitting image of my late mother. Any sign of Feng is hard to see.”

      Harper and West both offered a seated bow.

      “We’re very grateful for your offer to guide us, my lord,” Harper said. “The Acolytes of Darkness’s base is a few days west of here. I’m pretty sure it’s outside your lands. Will that be a problem?”

      “No, I’m on excellent terms with Baron Lambton. If he’s even aware of us crossing the border, a quick explanation will sort things out. I will need to send him a letter once it’s done, but there’s no need to concern yourselves about that.”

      Harper nodded. “When do we leave?”

      “First light tomorrow.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddox had been wandering the Great Forest for days. How many days he wasn’t exactly sure. Enough that, had he the power, he would’ve happily burned every tree to ash. So far he’d seen nothing that indicated a section of the forest was less than healthy, certainly nothing that screamed Blighted Lands. He’d begun to believe the disembodied arm had sent him on a wild-goose chase.

      He shook his head. That made no sense and he recognized his impatience talking. The Great Forest was a huge area and the directions he’d received were vague at best. If the entire team was here searching, that would speed things up, but even then, there weren’t so many acolytes that they could quickly search the entire forest.

      A faint smile quirked his lips when he thought about poor, dead Luca. The incompetent waste of magic wanted so badly to be something he hadn’t the least inclination toward. Maddox had often wondered what prompted a weakling like Luca to join in the first place, but he didn’t actually care enough about the answer to ask.

      He shrugged and turned his attention to the massive evergreens shading the ground. Each of them stood at least two hundred feet tall and were so big around all his undead together wouldn’t have been able to get their arms around them. Clearly there was nothing blighted about this section of the forest.

      Closing his eyes, Maddox sent ether out in every direction. If there was any corruption within half a mile, he’d sense it.

      Of course, there wasn’t. The ether felt as pure here as any he’d ever worked with.

      And so he marched on, surrounded by his ghouls, and feeling as bored and frustrated as he ever had. His work with the stolen ritual did nothing to improve his mood. He’d mastered the first part of the process and felt like he understood the second. The problem was, he lacked the power to maintain the first while forming the second ethereal construct. How he could even begin the third and final process he had no idea.

      For all his confidence, right now Maddox was accomplishing every bit as much as his late, unlamented former partner.

      A few more hours of fruitless searching passed before he stopped for lunch. He’d barely pulled out one of his minimally palatable dried sausages when a faint vibration ran through the ether. He recognized the magic at once and dug out the message orb in the hope of good news.

      “I’ve completed evacuating the ruined fortress. Everything is secure at the secondary base. Send progress update.”

      Maddox didn’t consider having to abandon their base good news, but at least it had been done with no loss of resources. All things considered, that wasn’t a terrible result. As for the update, that wouldn’t take long.

      “Still looking. No sign of corruption.”

      Message sent, Maddox got back to gnawing on his uninspiring lunch. As he chewed, one of the greater ghouls snuffled the air.

      That was new. The ghouls never reacted to animals, not unless Maddox sent them hunting. Only an approaching human or a magical threat would interest them. And what were the odds of running into someone out here?

      Long odds or not, Maddox meant to find out for sure. He closed his eyes and sent his sight flying up and out of his body in the direction the ghoul had been looking. A hundred yards from where his body sat, a pair of humans, a man and a woman, both dressed in orange-and-gold robes, walked through the trees peering left and right as if searching for something.

      Maddox shifted his vision to the ether and sure enough both of them had the telltale glow of wizards using magic. No way were wizards just randomly wandering around out in the middle of nowhere.

      His meal forgotten, Maddox sprang to his feet. “I want the humans alive. Paralyze them, but do not kill them.”

      The greater ghouls bobbed their heads, acknowledging his order.

      “Circle around behind them and attack at my signal.”

      The greater ghouls hurried away to get in position. Maddox strode toward where he’d spotted the humans. The lesser ghouls stayed well behind him out of sight. They were too weak and stupid to be of any use against wizards. Better to keep them as backup and out of the way.

      Maddox quickly spotted the pair in their brightly colored robes. They had deep-bronze skin, lean builds, and dark hair and eyes. You seldom saw that particular combination of features in Montage.

      They spotted him a moment later and turned his way.

      “Greetings,” Maddox said. “My name is Maddox Maze and it’s good to see a human face out here.”

      “Greetings to you as well,” the man said without offering his name. “What brings you to such a remote place?”

      “I’m a scholar of ancient magic. In my research I came across the name the Blighted Lands and a general location. As is my habit when something piques my interest, I came to investigate. So far, I’ve begun to think it’s more legend than reality.”

      The two shared a look and Maddox had dealt with enough people trying to hide something to know exactly what it meant.

      “This forest can be dangerous,” the man said. “It would be wise for you to return to civilization.”

      Maddox sensed the ghouls getting closer. They weren’t in position yet, so he decided to play along a little longer. “Really? I’ve been wandering around for most of a week and have yet to see anything more dangerous than a small herd of deer. Unless you’re threatening me.”

      “Not at all,” the man said. “There are brown bears, wolves, and the occasional mountain lion. We have also heard rumors of more unnatural things, demons and the like.”

      Maddox smiled. He almost sounded offended that Maddox would suggest that he was making a threat despite the fact that he certainly was, albeit in a roundabout way. “What about you two? Surely if it’s dangerous for me, then it’s also dangerous for you.”

      “We’ve lived here for many years and are familiar with the dangers. We know how to avoid things that would take you by surprise.”

      “Well, much as I appreciate your concern, I think I’ll continue my search. No one ever found a great secret without facing some risk after all.”

      The man took a step closer and his voice hardened. Ether gathered around him. “Won’t you reconsider?”

      “I don’t think I will.”

      With all their attention focused on him, Maddox gave the order. Now!

      The ghouls roared and charged from the rear.

      As soon as they did, both strangers spun to face them.

      Lightning lanced out, but greater ghouls could handle far stronger magic than their lesser cousins and they shrugged the spells off.

      Maddox hit the man from behind with a seven-thread force blast that picked him up and slammed him into the trunk of the nearest tree.

      He slid to the ground and didn’t rise.

      Shit! Did he kill the man? It was damned difficult to get information from a corpse. Not impossible of course, but he preferred to save that for a last resort.

      His ghouls had the woman down and one of them wrapped a clawed hand around her throat.

      “Try anything else,” Maddox said. “And you’ll wish you hadn’t.”

      She stiffened and the ether around her dissipated.

      “Good. Behave yourself while I check on your companion. Husband? Boyfriend? Lover? Help me out.”

      She remained silent and Maddox swallowed a sigh. He was going to have to torture the information out of them. That didn’t surprise him, but it was disappointing. Unlike some of the more depraved acolytes, Maddox took no particular pleasure in hurting people. As far as he was concerned, torture was just another tool to get what he wanted. He used it where it would serve and didn’t give it another thought otherwise.

      When he reached the unmoving fellow, he was happily still breathing, though completely insensible. At Maddox’s mental command, the lesser ghouls came loping closer. They grabbed the unconscious figure and dragged him into an open space between the giant trees.

      A single thread’s worth of lightning to the genitals brought him quickly awake and screaming. The man jackknifed into a sitting position.

      He tried to form a spell, but Maddox smashed it apart. “None of that, not unless you want to watch my ghouls peel your lady friend like an apple. Greater ghouls are surprisingly adept with their claws. I imagine they could get her arms and legs done before she died.”

      “What do you want?” the man asked.

      “I want to know where the Blighted Lands are, specifically the Oblivion Deep. Please don’t waste both of our time claiming you don’t know what I’m talking about. I saw the way you two looked at each other when I mentioned it earlier.”

      “You’ll just kill us both anyway,” he said.

      “True, but I promise to stop your heart painlessly. Rest assured that the alternative will be anything but.”

      “Better to die painfully and keep my honor. Both of us would rather die than tell you what you want to know.”

      Maddox shrugged. “Have it your way.”

      He shaped the ether into a complex spell and smashed it into the man’s head. He shuddered and frothed at the mouth. As the magic continued to do its work he fell on his back and flopped around like a fresh-caught fish.

      Maddox watched the process impassively, keeping the flow of ether to the spell slow and steady. Extracting the information would leave the man’s brain little better than pudding.

      “What are you doing to him?” the woman asked.

      “Shut her up.”

      There was a loud crunch then silence. It took another ten minutes for the spell to run its course. When it finished, the information Maddox needed flowed into his mind. It seemed there was a little collective, only ten—now eight—people, working to purify and restore the Blighted Lands to healthy forest. Most interestingly, the people were all from the village of alchemists.

      Maddox had heard of it. Anyone at all involved with arcane matters knew about the refugees from the Celestial Empire. It simply surprised him that some of them would be here. He had always believed they seldom left their village.

      Interesting as the information was, it didn’t really matter for his purposes. Eight people shouldn’t be much of a challenge for his ghouls. Especially once he transformed these two.

      Maddox’s enthusiasm had returned now that he had a definite target and some hope of actually completing the mission.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      The trip back to the ruined fort took a good deal less time on horseback than it had on foot. Especially since they didn’t need to avoid detection. Not that a hundred fully armed and armored soldiers would be much good at sneaking around.

      The baron had proven a pleasant traveling companion, spending each evening after the group made camp chatting with Harper and West. No doubt their rescue of his daughter had made him well disposed toward the pair. Or maybe he just wanted someone to talk to other than a servant or soldier.

      Harper found the situation awkward, but did her best not to give offense. They reached the turnoff to the fort at midmorning on a clear, chilly fall day. It was far too pretty out to be hunting cultists, but that was the job and she meant to see it through.

      The force dismounted and a handful of men remained behind to see to the horses.

      “If you wish to stay here,” Baron McCloud said. “I won’t order you to come. The two of you have already done the kingdom, and my barony in particular, a great service.”

      Harper shook her head. “I appreciate your consideration, but I mean to finish what I started. My father won’t be able to rest easy until all the bastards are dead. Pardon my language.”

      The baron chuckled. “I’ve heard worse. You two stay in the center with me. I brought a pair of magical engineers from the estate; they should be able to handle anything we encounter.”

      West pulled the amulet out from under his tunic. Not the one with the demon inside, that was locked in a magical box Maggie made and safely tucked away in his saddlebags. “They’ll need this to help detect and deactivate any magical wards.”

      The baron’s lips twisted in distaste when he looked at it. Not surprising given the amulet’s appearance. Though compared to the cold aura of the other one, the plain amulet was hardly anything to worry about.

      “Are you certain that thing is necessary?” the baron asked.

      West shook his head. “I’m certain of very little. All I know for sure is that having it helped me when we snuck in the first time. I’m sure your wizards have far more experience than I do, so if they say they don’t need it, they probably don’t.”

      The baron whistled then waved over a pair of men that had their heads together at the edge of the gathering. They were the only people among the baron’s group lacking armor. Instead they wore green robes with a black stripe on the sides. “My lord?” one of the wizards asked.

      Baron McCloud repeated West’s offer. “Do you want the amulet or no?”

      “No, thank you,” said the older of the two, a slightly chubby fellow with streaks of gray in his thinning hair. “We’ve prepared a device to detect and deactivate any wards we might find.”

      “That’s fine. If you two are ready, let’s move out.”

      West slipped the amulet back out of sight and shook his head.

      Harper eased over a little closer and whispered, “What’s wrong?”

      “Probably nothing. I have a bad feeling that they’ll have trouble without the amulet. Probably just me being a worrywart.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. If you don’t mind, I’d feel better if you checked their work.”

      “My very plan, rest assured.”

      Harper found she felt much reassured knowing West would be backing up the baron’s wizards. He’d proven a reliable partner on this mission and she was happy he’d stuck with her.

      A group of scouts set out along with the wizards. The bulk of the soldiers followed after a minute with the baron, Harper, and West in the center of the formation. The silence was broken only by the crunch of their footsteps. It gave Harper an eerie feeling she couldn’t quite explain.

      Shaking it off, she focused on the mission. They stepped out of the woods and into the clearing filled with tumbled-down stone ruins. Nothing attacked them or gave any sign that there was anything here.

      “This is old,” the baron said. “Several centuries at least. Montage hasn’t built an all-stone fortification in at least three hundred years.”

      A scout came running. “We found the trapdoor, my lord. The wizards are inspecting it now.”

      At the baron’s command, the bulk of the force fell in behind the scout. They wove their way through the rubble before reaching the partly intact entrance. Everything looked exactly the way Harper remembered.

      Beside her West had the amulet out and his eyes were narrow. At last he shook his head. “I can’t sense anything, including the wards that were here last time. I think our prey has fled.”

      Harper grimaced, but wasn’t really surprised. As soon as they freed Mila, the person in charge, assuming he wasn’t a total idiot, had to know payback would be coming. Relocating was the only sensible move.

      “The entrance is safe, my lord,” the chubby wizard said.

      “Take ten men and search the ruin,” the baron said. “I want to know everything, especially where the sons of whores have gone.”

      The wizard bowed and led the way down the steep stairs that led to the underground lair. Harper didn’t bother asking to join them. There was nothing she’d see that a wizard and ten professional soldiers would miss.

      “Our delay in Parrville may have cost us the chance to catch them,” Harper said. “I’m sorry for that.”

      The baron waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t be. You were in need of healing and consulting with Maggie Blackrock yielded important information. The rats might have fled, but we will find them eventually and make them pay, both for killing your father and kidnapping my daughter.”

      Harper nodded. One thing was certain, she wouldn’t be giving up the hunt until they were all dead.

      “Something’s wrong,” West said. “Corrupt ether is gathering in the ruin.”

      “What!?” the baron demanded.

      “We need to run. Right now.” West grabbed Harper’s hand and dragged her away from the entrance.

      The baron and his men hastened to join them.

      And not a moment too soon.

      A pillar of black energy shot up into the sky.

      When it vanished, everything looked the same.

      “What the hell was that?” the baron demanded before Harper had a chance to ask.

      “A burst of pure corruption,” West said. “I fear the men you sent below are lost.”

      The baron snarled a moment before his expression smoothed. “Looks like you were wrong about that last bit at least.”

      Harper spotted figures climbing out of the trapdoor. They weren’t moving right.

      “They’ve been transformed,” West said. “Those aren’t your men, my lord. The magic killed them and changed them into undead. Though I can’t tell exactly what sort.”

      West had barely finished talking when the first creature roared and charged the group, its fellows right behind it.

      Harper drew her sword as the soldiers formed up in a defensive line, shields locked.

      The first monster hit the line, forcing the soldiers back a step before they firmed up.

      Someone stabbed the beast, his sword sinking in up to the hilt and seeming to discomfort the monster not in the least.

      The undead grabbed the soldier’s wrist and yanked him out of the formation. Three other undead fell on him, ripping the unfortunate man to pieces.

      The rest of the soldiers quickly closed ranks as the undead resumed their attack.

      “Don’t try to kill them,” Harper shouted. “Normal steel is useless. Hold them down for me.”

      “You heard her!” the baron bellowed when the soldiers ignored Harper. “Tackle those things and bind their limbs. We’ve got them outnumbered nine to one.”

      The soldiers leapt at their former comrades, knocking them to the ground and wrestling them into submission.

      One clever man stabbed a downed monster through the chest, pinning it to the ground like a bug.

      Harper hurried out and decapitated the trapped undead, ending their struggles.

      “A fine sword,” the baron said.

      “My father’s. King Irving gave it to him as a reward for completing his last mission.”

      Baron McCloud eyed the still-open trapdoor. “I’m not sure another search is worth the risk. I’m confident there’s no one alive down there and the odds that anything useful made it through that blast seem slim.”

      Harper agreed and even if she didn’t, no one would go back in that hole on her say-so.

      “I’ll mention what happened here to Baron Lambton when I write him. His wizards can make a closer study of the site should they be so inclined.” Baron McCloud looked down at the headless men and sighed. “What a mess this turned into. Bury them and let’s get out of here. Until we get a new clue, we’ll focus our efforts on reaching the alchemists. Hopefully they can tell us something useful about the situation.”

      Harper and West moved a little ways away so as not to intrude on the solemn work. She kept her frustration carefully concealed. There was nothing to be done at the moment. Her prey would surface again, she felt certain of it.

      And when they did, Harper would be waiting.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Drawing on the memories of the now-dead man, Maddox led his force of six ghouls west. The collective lived only a mile or so from the site of their encounter with the wizards. Apparently Maddox tripped some unseen ward when he got too close. That he hadn’t noticed it argued for some sort of magic he’d never encountered before. No surprise given that these people were the descendants of refugees from the Celestial Empire. Perhaps he’d luck into some new magic that would help him defeat Wargoth when the moment of their final conflict arrived.

      Given what little he knew, this healthy, growing land should be dead and blackened earth. Clearly the alchemists had made great strides in repairing whatever damage the Immortal Apprentice had done.

      Ten minutes of sneaking through the trees and brush of the new growth forest brought Maddox within sight of a circle of five huts. Some sharp, spicy scent wafted out of the circle and smoke rose from the northernmost hut. Something nasty was no doubt brewing in there.

      Where were the people? It seemed like at least some of them should be outside.

      He shrugged. “Go. Kill everyone.”

      The ghouls surged into the clearing.

      One of the lesser ghouls ducked into the nearest hut and was immediately blown back out, now in several pieces.

      A man in orange-and-gold robes emerged, a vial in his hand ready to throw.

      Before he could, Maddox bound him in place and one of the greater ghouls ripped his throat out.

      Maddox left his hiding place as more screams rang out. Another explosion sounded, and he hurried deeper into the village.

      Another alchemist, a woman this time, hurled a vial at the second greater ghoul. It dodged, but was still knocked off its feet by the explosion.

      Maddox blasted her with a seven-thread lightning bolt, burning a hole through her chest and dropping her to the ground.

      A few seconds of total silence convinced him that the fight was won, for the moment at least.

      “Drag the bodies into the center of the clearing. Be sure and check all the huts for survivors.”

      The ghouls hastened to carry out his commands and when they finished, six mangled corpses littered the ground. Along with the two he killed earlier, that made eight. So there were two stragglers around here somewhere.

      With a mental command he ordered one greater ghoul and one lesser to hunt down the strays. The pair charged into the forest, snuffling as they went.

      Satisfied for now, Maddox ducked into the hut from which the smoke emerged. As he suspected, it was an alchemy workshop. Nothing complex, but enough to perform the basics. Maddox himself wasn’t especially well versed in this particular form of magic. He knew enough to create a handful of simple potions, but it was generally easier to do what he needed to with direct magic.

      A flick of ether deactivated the heat stone under a bubbling flask. Whatever it was, he didn’t want it overconcentrating then blowing him up.

      Leaving the primary workbench, Maddox went to the rear of the hut where a small end table sat. A leather-bound tome rested on top. He flipped it open and grimaced. Of course it was written in the language of alchemists. Well, he was familiar with the translation spell. Hopefully what he wanted to know would be near the start as it was a thick tome.

      To his considerable delight, he found what he sought after only an hour of reading. A mild headache had started to form, but that was an acceptable price to pay. The Oblivion Deep lay five miles west of the huts. Apparently they deemed it unsafe to build any closer to such a concentration of corruption.

      That very much confirmed his assumption that the army of wraiths was hidden there. Slamming the book shut and rubbing his tired eyes, Maddox left the hut and headed west, his ghouls falling in beside him.

      The walking was considerably harder in the thick new growth of the reclaimed Blighted Lands, but with the ghouls tearing apart anything that might get in his way, they made pretty good time. By midafternoon he could sense the corruption. Half an hour after that, he spotted a black circle in the earth. It was a pit that descended straight down for as far as Maddox could see.

      A set of stairs ran around the pit, but there was no railing and they were only two feet wide. A bit iffy he had to say. On the other hand, there was no other way down.

      Maddox only debated for a moment before starting the descent. He refused to contact Wargoth only to learn that he’d found the wrong place. Not that Maddox could imagine anything else being the Oblivion Deep.

      With his greater ghoul in the lead and the surviving lesser ghouls behind him, Maddox kept one hand on the rough stone wall and his feet as far from the edge of the steps as he could manage while still making steady progress.

      The descent seemed to take hours, but that was probably the stress talking. When he finally reached the bottom, Maddox let out a long sigh and looked up. The sky looked like little more than a bright dot. The entrance to a tunnel was barely visible directly across from the last step.

      A darkvision spell allowed him to see well enough to proceed, once more with the ghoul in the lead.

      Even for someone used to dealing with undead and demons, the amount of corruption filling the air sickened him. Much as Maddox wished it were otherwise, he remained painfully human. Focusing his will, he formed a bubble of pure ether around his body. Maintaining it would be no easy task, but at least he could breathe freely and no longer feared losing the contents of his stomach. Hopefully the wraith army wouldn’t be too far from the entrance.

      His hopes, it seemed, were doomed to be dashed.

      An hour of walking through the silent darkness, avoiding stalagmites and listening hard for anything, anything at all, that might give him a clue where the army waited, and still Maddox found nothing.

      He considered conjuring a light to take a proper look around, but somehow that felt wrong down here. Like the light would be an insult to the darkness.

      Ludicrous of course, but that was how he felt.

      A few minutes later the lead ghoul stopped dead in its tracks. Since Maddox had given no order, he assumed something else must have stopped it. No physical barrier impeded them. Shifting his vision to the ether, Maddox found a massive ethereal construct blocking the way. He’d never seen anything even close to this in all his years of study. In fact, he doubted anyone had seen anything like this since the time of the Arcane Lords.

      He made a slow survey of the construct. Maddox had been so focused on the path directly in front of him that he hadn’t noticed that the tunnel had opened up into a cavern. The construct filled most of it, leaving only a four-foot-wide path around the perimeter. Though he couldn’t see them, Maddox assumed the wraiths were inside. On the far side of the cavern, he found markings carved into a stone column that rose all the way to the ceiling out of range of his spell. They were a match for some of the markings in the control ritual.

      This had to be where the ritual was meant to be performed.

      Nowhere near stupid enough to try and perform a ritual he hadn’t fully mastered, Maddox retraced his steps and made the nerve-racking climb out of the pit.

      Back in the sun, he took in deep lungfuls of clean air. How long had he been down there? It felt like hours, but the sun was still up. The darkness must have warped his perception of time.

      He turned toward the collection of huts. That would make as good a place as any to set up while he waited for Wargoth. Hopefully his hunters had succeeded in killing the last two alchemists.

      When he got back, he found the two ghouls he’d sent, but no extra bodies. That being the case, they shouldn’t have returned until he summoned them. Talking with a ghoul, even a greater ghoul, was impossible. But he could get a rough idea of what happened by contacting it mind to mind.

      He commanded the undead to kneel in front of him and touched the center of its forehead with his index finger. As best he could determine, the ghouls had lost their prey’s scent along with any indication of where they’d gone. Magic of some sort had to be involved.

      No matter. Two alchemists were no threat to him and by the time they got wherever they were going and returned, he’d either have the army or be long gone. Either way, they were irrelevant.

      Maddox ordered the ghouls to protect the clearing and went into an empty hut. The search had left him exhausted and the rough cot looked exceedingly comfortable right now. But first he needed to let Wargoth know what he’d found.

      Digging out the communication sphere he said, “Found the Oblivion Deep. No sign of the wraiths, but did locate the ritual site.”

      He released the ether and sent the message on its way.

      Wargoth must have been waiting for it as his reply came only moments later. “On my way. Activate ethereal beacon.”

      He returned the sphere to its case and lay down. Setting up the beacon would keep until tomorrow, when a good night’s sleep had restored his strength. Once he was done, he’d have until Wargoth arrived to master the ritual and seize the army for himself.
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      After a one-day stop at Baron McCloud’s estate so he could take care of some odds and ends and spend some time with his daughter, Harper and West, along with the baron and ten guards, set out for the village of alchemists. Harper found herself slightly ambivalent about the side trip. On the one hand, she was anxious to resume the hunt for her father’s second killer and on the other she felt like she needed to return the favor and support West on his mission to destroy the demon amulet. Besides, it wasn’t like she had any clues to follow. The killer could be just about anywhere.

      Shoving all the thoughts out of her head for now, Harper made up her mind to enjoy the cool, crisp fall weather and take whatever happened as it came.

      West eased his horse up beside hers. They were riding a little bit behind Baron McCloud in the center of the formation. Harper wouldn’t have minded a few more soldiers, but the baron said the village wouldn’t welcome so many visitors. In fact, when they got close, only the three of them would be allowed to make the final leg of the journey.

      “You okay?” West asked.

      Harper cocked her head. “Yeah, why?”

      “I know this isn’t what you’d prefer to be doing.” She was pretty sure West couldn’t read minds, but that comment got him pretty close.

      “Granted I would prefer to be cutting out the heart of the bastard that killed my father, but he could be anywhere. This, at least, is something I can do. And destroying that amulet will certainly be a good thing. I noticed you’ve been sleeping better. No more nightmares?”

      West shook his head. “The demon hasn’t tried to contact me again since Maggie put the amulet in the sealed box. I dearly hope the magic holds until we get where we’re going. The end of the nightmares has been most welcome.”

      “I’ll bet.” Harper still had nightmares about the ghoul her father had become, but at least she didn’t have a demon poking through her head.

      Hours turned to days as they rode steadily northeast. McCloud Barony was way behind them when they reached the edge of the Great Forest. The weather had also gotten noticeably cooler, cool enough that Harper had added a fur-lined cloak to her hunter’s leathers.

      The pace slowed considerably as the baron studied the massive, towering spruce. Harper had seen some big trees in the forest near Parrville, but they looked like saplings compared to these. If she didn’t know better, she would’ve sworn they’d been growing here since the dawn of time.

      “What’s he looking for?” West asked as if Harper had any idea.

      She shrugged. “You’re the wizard, you tell me.”

      “I’ve been checking the ether on a regular basis, both for corruption and any sign that we’re getting close to the alchemists. So far, I’ve seen nothing to indicate either.”

      “I won’t complain about the lack of corruption,” Harper said. “We haven’t had to fight a demon or undead for nearly two weeks.”

      “It does make a nice change of pace,” West agreed. “But I don’t trust it to last.”

      “Nothing good ever does.”

      The baron reined in. “We’re here.”

      Harper brought her own horse to a stop and looked around. This stretch of forest looked exactly the same as every other stretch of forest. She glanced at West who shook his head. Nothing magical then. Well, that made a certain amount of sense. If you wanted to keep your village hidden, having some sign that any wizard might spot by accident wouldn’t be prudent. As long as the baron knew where he was going, the how was irrelevant to Harper.

      Everyone dismounted and she slung her pack over her shoulder opposite her quiver.

      “Find a good place to make camp,” the baron said. “I don’t know how long it’ll take us to deliver our message and return, so you might as well get comfortable.”

      The soldiers saluted and Baron McCloud waved Harper and West over. “We’ll be going on foot from here. Barring any issues, we’ll reach the edge of the village before sunset.”

      “What sort of issues might we expect?” Harper asked.

      “Nothing in particular beyond wild animals. It’s important to remember that this is untamed country. The villagers encourage that to keep the curious away. I’m on good terms with them, but they aren’t the sort to invite random people to stop for a visit.”

      “Sounds like my dad,” West muttered.

      Harper swallowed a smile. Having met West’s dad on several occasions, she could attest to the truth of that statement. Mr. Meyer was even less sociable than Harper’s own father, and he hadn’t been the sort to hang around at the tavern after work.

      “Light’s wasting,” the baron said. “Let’s get a move on.”

      He took the lead and Harper brought up the rear as they passed between the massive trees. The temperature immediately dropped about fifteen degrees as the canopy blocked out the sun. Harper shivered. It felt like a bad omen, not that she believed in such things.

      The trio marched through the shadows at a steady clip. Harper kept all her senses alert for any of the dangers the baron mentioned. As hours passed, it became clear that nothing was going to try and kill them today. Aside from the occasional bird cry, the forest was silent, eerily so. Usually there would be more wildlife calling out. Everything about this forest seemed a little bit off to Harper.

      Early evening felt like night when the baron finally stopped. He ran his hand over the rough bark of a towering pine and nodded to himself. “We’re here.”

      For the second time Harper hadn’t the slightest idea what he was talking about. This section of the forest looked just like every other part.

      “Pass this pine on the right side and you’ll enter the village.” The baron followed his own advice and vanished.

      Harper and West shared a look. If her face looked anything like West’s slack-jawed expression anyone seeing her would laugh.

      “There’s no magic I can see,” West said.

      “I have no desire to be left behind.” Harper hurried to follow the baron.

      As soon as she walked by the tree her eyes nearly popped out of her head. Scores of round houses had been built in the branches of the giant trees. Walkways connected them and small, drifting lights like giant fireflies gave the village a magical feel. Harper had never seen anything like it and doubted she ever would again.

      She staggered when West ran into her back.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “I should’ve moved. I was a bit overwhelmed.”

      “No kidding.” The awe was clear in his voice.

      “Come on, you two,” the baron called from a few strides away. “The welcoming committee is on its way.”

      The welcoming committee, as the baron called it, consisted of three men and a woman, all dressed in orange-and-gold robes that flowed around them as they walked. They had darker, bronze complexions, sharp facial features and black hair and eyes. Harper had never met anyone that looked just like them.

      The baron bowed and Harper and West hastened to do the same.

      “Welcome, Donovan McCloud,” the woman said. “How long has it been since you last paid us a visit?”

      “Nine years, Lin. Matters in the barony have kept me busy, but an emergency has arisen and we need to call on the wisdom of you and your people.”

      Harper never imagined hearing a nobleman speak so respectfully to anyone not immediately superior to them in the kingdom hierarchy.

      Lin turned her intense gaze on Harper and West. “And who have we here?”

      The baron introduced them and Harper elbowed West in the side when he hesitated to speak.

      West cleared his throat. “My master, Maggie Blackrock, said you could help me destroy a Hell-forged black iron amulet with a demon bound inside. I also have a book written in what she says is the language of alchemists.”

      Lin’s expression never flickered. “Perhaps it would be best for us to speak in greater detail. Follow me.”

      Lin’s companions never said a word as they turned and led Harper and her companions deeper into the village.

      West leaned over and whispered, “Those four nearly glow in the ether. Not like wizards. Not sure what to make of them.”

      Harper shook her head. She didn’t know what to make of any of this.

      They reached a set of stairs that appeared to have been grown out of the side of a giant tree, its railing made of branches. Everywhere she looked and everything she saw surprised Harper. If someone had said she’d come to another world, she wouldn’t have doubted it.

      Glancing back at a trembling West she asked, “Are you still afraid of heights?”

      He muttered several curse words that, had his mother heard them, would’ve gotten him slapped upside the head. “I’ll be fine.”

      Harper nodded and said nothing more. West had his pride after all and she’d do nothing to step on it.

      When they reached the top, Lin led them into one of the round houses. Inside, the first floor was all one room. It had a table big enough to seat twenty, though no one else was present. There were no other decorations or furniture. Weird, but who was Harper to comment?

      Lin motioned them over to the table and they all sat facing each other.

      “Please,” Lin said. “Tell me everything.”

      “You start, Harper,” the baron said.

      Harper took a deep breath and did so. No one else spoke until they mentioned the tower in the forest and the book West found.

      “May I see it?” Lin asked.

      West dug the book out of his satchel and handed it to her. “I can’t make heads or tails of it.”

      “I’m not surprised. You’d be hard pressed to find someone outside of this village that could.” She opened the book and flipped through a few pages before closing it again. “I’ll need to study this in greater detail. Do you know what the wizards wanted at that tower?”

      “They had a silver urn with them when they reached my estate,” the baron said.

      “As I feared.”

      “What did you fear?” the baron asked.

      “Finish your story first. I wish to know everything before I speculate.”

      Harper resumed her tale with West and the baron chiming in now and then. When she reached the end Harper said, “That’s it. We have no idea where the rest of the cultists are or what they have planned.”

      “I fear I know what they have planned,” Lin said. “The urn you described, assuming it’s what I’m thinking of, and I can’t imagine it being anything else, holds the ashes of the Immortal Apprentice. He was an apprentice to Amet Sur, greatest of the Arcane Lords. His real name is lost to history, but one of the urns is here.”

      “If he’s been burned, what possible use are his ashes?” West asked.

      “He’s immortal. Once freed from the mithril urn, his body will reform and he’ll live again. Considering the damage he did last time, we want to prevent that at all costs. Word needs to be sent to the capital. They guard an urn as well, though I’d be surprised if the current king truly knows or understands the danger it represents.”

      “How many are there?” the baron asked.

      “Five. And before you ask, I don’t know where the other two are hidden. Only three were known to the guardians: ours, the king’s, and the one at the ruined tower. The kingdom’s greatest wizard called it home at one point, though clearly he and all his apprentices are now dead.”

      The door to the meeting room burst open and a bald man in orange-and-gold robes entered, panting as he did. “A messenger has arrived. The reclamation camp has been raided and all but two of our people slain.”

      Lin’s face twisted in a pained grimace. “It appears our enemies also seek to claim the Apprentice’s army.”

      “What sort of army could be of any use now?” Harper asked.

      “An army of the dead. It seems the war that we believed won centuries ago is about to begin again.”
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