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      The Western Trade Road, snow covered and endless, stretched out before Danny as he rushed onward, his legs pumping with magically enhanced speed. Skeletal trees flashed by in a blur of white and gray. There were no markers to indicate where the road ended and the surrounding trees began, but the tufts of grass jutting up through the snow let him know he was still on track.

      He’d been running for two weeks, stopping only briefly to rest and eat, leaving Discourt far behind. A few villages had come and gone, but Danny ignored them and kept running. With his luck, if he stopped, he’d be certain to find trouble. While he was curious to learn whether or not the plague had spread this far yet, he wasn’t that curious. Elfhome couldn’t be more than a week away and he wanted to get there as soon as possible.

      Noon was fast approaching when shouts pierced the stillness, halting him midstride. It was the first sound he’d heard in days aside from the pounding of his feet and it jarred him.

      He cocked his head, listening, as he reached out with the ether. Off to one side of the road, he sensed a dozen life forces. Mostly human, but one nonhuman. Danny had spent enough time around the beastfolk that he was pretty sure the final life force was one of them.

      The thuds and yelps continued in a steady rhythm of pain. Danny’s jaw clenched. Whatever was going on, it was none of his business. He should just keep moving, but...

      But he couldn’t walk away if someone was in trouble. Stupid, but it was who he was. Cursing himself all the way, he turned off the road toward the commotion.

      He spotted the group at the base of a little hill. Eleven men surrounded a fallen figure, kicking and jeering as they beat the shit out of him. The crumpled beastfolk—the thick hair on his arms and legs confirmed the victim’s identity—curled into a ball and tried to shield his head with his arms.

      Danny hated few things more than he hated bullies. “Hey!”

      The men whirled around, their victim forgotten for the moment. Danny closed the distance in seconds and crossed his arms. They weren’t warriors, that was clear at a glance. The men wore no armor and only carried modest daggers on their belts. They were likely farmers or shepherds from a nearby village.

      “You think eleven’s enough of you to beat up one person? Takes a lot of guts with those odds.”

      “Stinking beastman came begging at our village,” one of the men said. “Everyone knows their kind carry the plague. We figured we’d make it clear he wasn’t welcome around here. Or anywhere else for that matter.”

      Danny stared at the man. He couldn’t be that stupid. Then again, given what they were doing, maybe he could.

      “Let me get this straight,” he said. “You think this beastman is a plague carrier, and, having come to this conclusion, you thought surrounding him and making physical contact would be a good idea?”

      “I… Well, no. We wanted to make sure he didn’t come back.” A lot of the man’s anger had been replaced by trepidation as he realized what they were doing.

      “And if you’re right, you’re likely all infected, and when you return home, you’ll end up killing your whole village. Brilliant.”

      “What else could we have done?” The fear and desperation in his voice made Danny sigh.

      “Spoke to him from a distance and asked him to move on? Does your village not have a priest who could tell if he was sick?”

      “No, Father Alex died three months ago. Not from the plague!” the man hastened to add. “He was about ninety. The temple hasn’t assigned anyone else to our village yet.”

      Danny nodded. That certainly explained their anxiety. “I understand your fear, truly, I do, but you can’t use it to justify this sort of behavior. I’m an arcane knight and I can confirm that he isn’t sick and neither are any of you. Go home, protect your families, but don’t let your fear turn you into monsters. We have enough of those already.”

      “He really isn’t sick?” the spokesman asked.

      “No, he really isn’t. You nearly beat a harmless man to death.”

      They hung their heads and muttered amongst themselves. Danny said nothing, content to let them work it out for themselves as long as they didn’t start kicking the beastman again.

      At last the men turned and trudged off without so much as a word to him or an apology to their victim. Not what he would’ve preferred, but at least they weren’t still beating the poor guy.

      Danny watched until they disappeared from view before crouching beside the beastman. “Hang on, I’ll get you sorted out.”

      He sent holy energy into the beastman, accelerating his healing until the many cuts and bruises faded away. “Better?”

      The beastman rolled over on his back and stared up at Danny. “Why help me and not your fellow humans? I hate your kind and you clearly hate mine.”

      He sounded young. At first Danny thought he was an adult, but his voice combined with a relatively slight build made it clear he was an adolescent.

      “If I hated your kind, I wouldn’t have bothered healing you. I’ve met plenty of beastfolk and gotten along with all of them. Don’t let the bad actions of a few sour you on the whole species, that’ll make you just as bad as the idiots who hate beastfolk for being beastfolk and not humans.”

      The youth sat up. “Who did you meet?” He sounded eager rather than sullen now.

      “I’m on good terms with Rafe’s pack and I met another pack leader named Val, though he⁠—”

      “You met Val! Where is he? Is he okay?”

      “He was fine when we parted company.” Danny gave him a brief rundown of his rescue of Val and the other beastfolk slaves. “They should be safe in that elf outpost for as long as they care to stay. How do you know Val?”

      “He’s my pack leader. When they separated us, I feared he was being taken to execution.” The youth finally looked Danny in the eye. “My name is Briggs. Thank you for saving them.”

      Danny stood and held out his hand. “Ronin, and it was my pleasure. I told Val I’d keep an eye out for the still-missing beastfolk, but I haven’t had much luck finding them. You’re the first I’ve met since parting company with him.”

      Briggs took his hand and Danny pulled him to his feet. His leather vest was torn and his trousers weren’t in much better shape. If he’d had a cloak at some point, he’d lost it. Briggs looked like a beggar and smelled almost as bad.

      “I know where they are, more or less, but I’m too weak to save them. That’s why I’m going to the elf forest. Legends say the demons will give you power in exchange for your soul. I’ll do anything for the strength to save my pack.”

      “As it happens, I’m on my way to the forest as well. Perhaps it would be wise for us to travel together. We can share stories.”

      “I would like that, Ronin. I’ve been wandering, struggling to survive as I worked my way west after escaping the slavers. Every pack between here and the forest has been taken and the humans wouldn’t let me approach their villages, though this is the first where I was attacked.”

      “The slavers didn’t send anyone after you?” Danny opened his satchel and offered Briggs a strip of jerky. The young man stuffed it in his mouth whole, half chewed it, and nearly choked as he swallowed.

      “They had over a hundred prisoners from ten packs. I doubt I was worth the effort. One youth, on his own, at this time of year? They no doubt assumed I’d be dead before long. But I survived.” Briggs shot him a fierce look. “And I’ll make them pay for what they did to my pack.”

      Danny couldn’t fault his determination, though the whole “trading your soul for power” thing didn’t sound like the best idea. But it was Briggs’s choice, not Danny’s.

      He held out a second strip of jerky. “More?”

      “Thank you.” Briggs took the second strip and ate it at a more reasonable pace.

      Danny set out for the trade road, a piece of jerky in his own mouth. It seemed he’d acquired another traveling companion. Much like Lise, Briggs would slow him down, but if he got information about the missing beastfolk, it would be worth it. Plus, Danny kind of liked the kid’s spunk. You had to respect that sort of dedication.

      He decided if there was some way he could help Briggs, he would. It would also let him keep his promise to Val which made a nice bonus.
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        * * *

      

      The biting wind cut through Danny’s heavy cloak as he led Briggs off the trade road toward a small clearing nestled at the base of a low hill. It looked like a good spot to set up camp for the night. Hopefully the hill would protect them from the worst of the wind. Danny blew out a white breath when they passed behind the hill and it did indeed cut the wind down to little more than an annoyance.

      He glanced at his companion. Briggs appeared unfazed by the cold despite his lack of a cloak. It seemed beastfolk weren’t only immune to illness, they were also tougher than humans. Must be nice.

      A frozen-over stream ran not far from his chosen campsite. Though he hadn’t planned it, Danny wouldn’t complain about a convenient source of water.

      A wave of his hand blasted the snow away, giving them a clear space to make camp. Danny only had his one-person tent which he pulled out of storage and started to set up.

      “Will you be okay sleeping outside?” Danny asked.

      “Of course, I’ve been doing so since I escaped.” Briggs thrust out his thin chest. “We beastfolk are a tough lot. It’ll take more than a little cold to get the best of me.”

      Danny smiled at his bravado and ignored the faint shiver shaking Briggs from head to toe. He gathered an armful of firewood from storage and set about building a small campfire. Once that was going, Danny put some sausages on to sizzle. The way Briggs hovered behind him, sniffing loudly at the scent of the food made it clear he was more interested in eating than the warmth of the fire.

      “The sausage will take a little while to cook through,” Danny said. “Why don’t you tell me what happened to your pack?”

      Briggs blew out a long sigh. “There’s not much to tell. We were asleep in camp. I don’t know what time, but late at night. Human soldiers came rushing in, burning tents and beating unconscious anyone who didn’t immediately surrender. It happened so fast. I tried to protect my mother, but someone hit me on the side of the head. When I woke, I was chained up along with everyone else.”

      That meshed with what Val had told him and what he saw firsthand in Rafe’s camp. “What happened next?”

      Briggs’s youthful face twisted into a snarl. “They separated us. Val and two other hunters were taken away. The rest of us they marched north. After four days they grew overconfident. Mom helped me escape my shackles. I didn’t want to leave her, but she said if no one escaped, there would be no hope of rescue.”

      He paused, hands clenched into fists. Danny turned the sausages. Stories like this couldn’t be rushed.

      At last Briggs said, “So I ran away. I left the others behind and flew like a coward. I didn’t have a plan other than putting as much distance between me and the soldiers as possible. Eventually I remembered the stories our shaman used to tell about the demon forest. She said it as a warning, but I saw hope. With the power of a demon, I’ll find my mother and the rest of our pack and save them.”

      Danny nodded. The kid had guts, no question. Making a deal with a demon wasn’t the wisest strategy, but Danny wasn’t foolish enough to imagine Briggs would listen to him. He was too angry and filled with thoughts of revenge. Maybe that would change in time. Hopefully not before he did something he couldn’t undo.

      When the sausages were nice and crispy on the outside. Danny speared one on a fork and handed it to Briggs then took a second for himself. They were the spicy ones he’d gotten a taste for in Discourt. Hopefully they wouldn’t be too much for Briggs.

      The kid showed no signs of discomfort and soon the food was gone. “Very good. I’ve never eaten food like that. Is all human food so full of flavor?”

      Danny grinned. A fellow chili head, cool. “Not all of it, but the best of it is. Have you ever had bacon?”

      Briggs shook his head. “Is it good?”

      “My young friend, you are in for a revelation at breakfast.” Danny swallowed a sigh. “But for now I suppose I should tell my part of the story.”

      Danny laid out everything he’d learned as it related to the beastfolk. “I’m optimistic that there won’t be any more kidnappings, now that I’ve dealt with the leaders of the group. I fear freeing those taken will be more difficult. From what I’ve heard, the northerners are well known for their embrace of raiding and slave taking. I can’t go to war with an entire people.”

      “I wouldn’t ask you to,” Briggs said. “You’ve already done more for my people than any other human ever has. This battle is for beastfolk to fight. Any help you can offer would be welcome, but we won’t ask you to fight our battles for us. If you can help me reach the demon forest then show me where Val and the others are, that will be enough.”

      “I can do that, no problem. In fact, we should reach the forest in another week to ten days.”

      Briggs flashed a predatory grin. “Then I get my power and those who hurt my family will suffer.”

      Danny hoped it worked out the way he wanted, but when demons were involved, nothing went as you’d expect.
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      The towering trees of Elfhome loomed ahead. Danny had visited a redwood forest on Earth and those trees couldn’t hold a candle to these. They had to be at least twice as big as that tree you could drive your car through.

      He and Briggs had left the Western Trade Road behind a couple of days ago when they first spotted the trees in the distance. Now that they were only a few miles away, Danny could sense the forest’s corruption. Any doubts he’d had about the presence of demons was long gone.

      “I don't like the look of this,” Briggs said. “I got a chill and not from the cold.”

      “It’s the corruption,” Danny said. “Non-wizards experience it in different ways. Some feel a chill, others feel nauseous, and many just want to run away. The last group are the smart ones. You can’t hurt a demon without magic or mithril.”

      “I came here to make a deal, not to fight.”

      Danny’s smile held no humor. “What you want and what the demons want aren’t necessarily the same thing. A lot of them are too stupid to think about making a deal, they only know how to rend and tear.”

      “That’s not very encouraging.”

      Danny shrugged. “I wasn’t trying to be encouraging. This is your last chance to turn back.”

      Briggs straightened and looked him in the eye. “I’m not turning back.”

      “Okay.”

      With each step the sense of corruption grew stronger. It was different from Fell Forest, more focused, like the source was in the center and from there it radiated out in waves. Which made sense if the city was hidden in the middle of the forest.

      A few strides from the first tree Danny drew his sword. “Stay close.”

      “Don’t worry,” Briggs said. “I plan to.”

      The dirt road they’d been following gradually narrowed, dwindling to a rough path strewn with roots and vines that twisted underfoot like serpents. The trees closed in around them, blotting out the sun and making the cold even worse.

      Danny glanced at one of the massive evergreens as they passed. Despite the corruption emanating from the woods, the trees themselves appeared unchanged. There were even chirping birds in the canopy. A few yards deeper in the skittering of some small animal caught his attention. This was definitely different from Fell Forest, more controlled. Weird for a place run by demons.

      The shadows thickened around them as they ventured further into the forest. The deep grooves of the bark reminded him of a giant’s knuckles. Not a pleasant memory. Danny’s eyes darted from side to side. It felt like everything was a threat, but he couldn’t let the feeling overwhelm him. His instincts screamed that the moment he did, it would be the end of him.

      As if summoned by the thought, a dark shape leapt out from behind one of the trunks, lunging toward them with terrifying speed.

      Danny reacted before he could think, his sword flashing out in a deadly arc, its blade charged with holy energy.

      The demon died silently as the blade sliced through its torso.

      As it slowly started to dissolve into the familiar black goo, Danny gave it a closer look. The demon had black skin like polished obsidian. Its features were poorly formed; a vague protrusion served as a nose and two depressions above that as eyes. It had no mouth or ears. It was screwed up in a completely different way from the other demons he’d encountered during his time on this world.

      “Is that a demon?” Briggs asked. “I’ve never seen one before.”

      “Consider yourself lucky. The vast majority of people who see them never see anything else. Come on.”

      They pressed on, the corruption growing thicker and more oppressive with each step. The attacks came at irregular intervals. The demons, all of them identical to the first one he killed, grew stronger and more numerous with each attack. But never so strong that Danny felt pushed to the brink. He hadn’t even needed to use the ethersword.

      It was weird, but he wasn’t about to complain about the enemies being too weak.

      Fifty paces from the site of his most recent battle, the forest started to thin before giving way to a sight that stole Danny’s breath. Gleaming steel towers like miniature skyscrapers filled a huge clearing. This had to be the elf-blood capital.

      A shadow passed over them before a figure of dark beauty descended from the sky. The female demon was stunning. She landed in front of them, her black raven wings folding behind her. What he could only call a black ninja costume hugged her curves like a second skin and a sword hilt jutted up beside her right ear. Her perfect, heart-shaped face was pale and her eyes glowed red.

      This had to be the demon Avius mentioned. Based on her looks, he feared she might be a servant of Ardent Lilly.

      Danny readied his sword. He had no doubt this would be a far harder battle than any he’d fought so far.

      “Welcome to Elfhome, Daniel J. Smith,” she said. “The master is eager to speak with you.”

      Of all the possibilities Danny had considered, a polite welcome hadn’t made the list.

      “I thought you said your name was Ronin,” Briggs said, snapping Danny out of his stupor.

      “Ronin is my adventurer name. Daniel was the name my parents gave me.” He shot the demon a hard look. “How do you know it?”

      “The master told me. You came here from his Earth, so of course he knows your name.”

      “You serve the Reaper.”

      “Yes. My name is Riko and I have the honor of serving as one of his black-winged angels.”

      “How did the Reaper know I’d come here?” Danny asked.

      “He’s been watching you since the moment you were taken from his Earth. The master dislikes few things more than when someone steals from him. While I was told to expect you, I wasn’t told to expect him. Who is your companion?”

      Danny took a breath to introduce Briggs, but before he could speak, Briggs stepped up and did it himself. “My name is Briggs and I’ve come to pledge my soul for the power to save my pack. I was told the demons of this forest had the power to grant my wish.”

      Riko looked from Briggs to Danny and back as if uncertain what to think about his request. Finally she said, “I think you may not know what you’re asking for, but your determination is strong. Is it your wish that I help him, Daniel?”

      Danny shook his head. “Briggs is his own man. Whatever he decides is up to him.”

      “So be it. As it happens, we have a demonic blade without a wielder at the moment. If young Briggs has the strength and will to master the demon spirit within, it will grant him all the power he can handle. If not…”

      “I will accept any risk,” Briggs said. “Show me this weapon.”

      Riko snapped her fingers and a black ball appeared beside her. When it vanished, a two-foot-tall demon that looked a bit like a toad walking on two legs stood waiting. “Take Briggs to Grimshadow’s chamber. He wishes to attempt to claim it.”

      “I will claim it!” Briggs said. “Whatever happens I wanted to thank you, Daniel or Ronin or whatever you want to be called, for everything you’ve done for me and the beastfolk in general.”

      “Ronin will do, and it was my pleasure. I’ve had great respect for your people ever since I met them and you’ve only added to the good impression. I wish you the best of luck in getting what you want.” Danny held out his hand and they shook in the beastfolk way.

      Without a backwards look, Briggs followed the toad demon deeper into the city.

      Danny put the boy out of his mind and focused on the matter at hand. “I need access to the elf-bloods’ library.”

      “First you must speak with the master. My orders were to bring you to him as soon as you arrived. We’ve already delayed too long.”

      The last thing Danny wanted was to speak with a demon lord, but he also knew better than to offend a being that powerful, if only because he might be able to stop Danny from accessing the library.

      “I’d love to speak with him. Lead the way.”
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      Riko led Danny deeper into the oddly modern looking city of Elfhome. The tall steel towers blocked off what little light made it through the canopy, making the city feel like it was in permanent twilight. Their footsteps were the only sounds breaking the eerie silence. The corruption was thick enough here that animals weren’t willing to approach. Wise of them.

      “This place reminds me of an Earth city only the buildings are missing windows. What is it with elf-bloods and not wanting to look outside? I thought they were supposed to be into nature.”

      “Yes, I remember being surprised when I was summoned here. I never lived in a city, but my duties took me to both Paris and London, so I have seen them. As for the view, elf steel can be made transparent. From the inside you can see out perfectly. It’s much more secure than adding glass.”

      “Wait, you’re from Earth?” Danny figured she’d lived on this world when she was alive.

      “From your Earth specifically. All the black-winged angels are. The master has a powerful connection to your world and we, the Daughters of the Reaper, are his most loyal servants. When we die, this is our reward.”

      Danny wasn’t sure if ending up as a demon was much of a reward, but she seemed happy enough.

      As cities went, Elfhome wasn’t huge. Most of the buildings were roughly the same size and shape, but in the center of the city one tower rose above the rest. The council he read about probably lived there. Danny assumed it would be their destination, but Riko led him to the right where a low, blocky structure radiated the strongest corruption yet. Above the door, an upside-down sword had been bent at a strange angle.

      “Did this used to be a temple of Branik?”

      “Indeed, the hellpriest who summoned me repurposed it to serve as the master’s temple. Not that we have anyone here to offer their prayers.”

      “Is that a thing demon worshippers do?” Danny asked. “For some reason I always assumed demon worship was more a practical thing than one of faith.”

      “You’re not wrong, but a temple makes it easier for the master to speak with his followers should it be necessary. It serves as a focusing device, for lack of a better description.” Riko pressed a rune on the wall and the door dropped out of sight. “Go on in. It’s a great honor to speak with the master personally. Despite my years of service, I have only had the honor twice.”

      Danny wasn’t sure how much of an honor it was to speak with a demon lord, but he wasn’t about to mock her faith, that would be pointlessly rude.

      Steeling himself, he strode into the temple. An ambient red glow left the pews, made of metal, just like everything else, look like they were covered in blood. At the front of the chapel a black stone statue of the Reaper, his scythe clutched in a bony hand, glowered at Danny. The atmosphere was oppressive. It felt like weights had been attached to his ankles. Every stride took all his willpower.

      For someone so eager to talk, the Reaper sure didn’t make it easy.

      One stride from the statue his vision blurred. Reality shifted as darkness swallowed him. When his vision cleared, he found himself standing in a cavernous throne room carved from black stone. More demons like Riko lined the walls. The beautiful women all stared at him with their unsettling red eyes.

      And speaking of unsettling, at the far end of the room, on a raised dais, the Reaper himself sat upon a throne of bone. He held his scythe exactly as the statue had.

      The empty hood shifted to look at him. “Welcome, Daniel.”

      That voice, deep, cold, and emotionless, did nothing to make Danny feel welcome. “Thank you, um, sir, for inviting me. What did you want to talk about?”

      “You and your mission. Your kidnapping from my Earth and you being used and betrayed by people too stupid to see your true value.”

      Danny swallowed hard. He knew a recruiting pitch when he heard one. “About my mission. I was hoping to access the elf-blood’s library. Will that be a problem?”

      “No, you’re welcome to read whatever you like. Finding a way to destroy the summoning circle will be no easy task, but if there’s a way to do so, you will find it here.”

      He got permission at least, so far so good. “You’re okay with me destroying it?”

      “Indeed. I have no wish to see anyone else from my Earth taken away.”

      Danny frowned. “Is there no way you could’ve stopped it?”

      “No. While I am omnipotent within my hell, beyond it I am forced to act through other, lesser beings. You are the first with both the motivation and the potential power to sever the link. And even then your chances of success are not great.” The Reaper shifted on his throne. “Should you choose to pledge your soul to me and become a hellpriest, the additional power you’d gain would improve your chances greatly.”

      And there was the pitch. It was at least an easy one to answer. “Thank you for the offer, but I’ll have to pass. Our philosophies are too different for it to work out.”

      “I knew you were going to say that. A few words of warning then. I can’t be specific for various reasons.”

      Danny nodded. “The Goddess said something similar. Anything you can tell me would be welcome.”

      “Aren’t you popular. Very well, here are my warnings. One, Ardent Lilly’s champion is still alive.” Before Danny could point out his disinterest in hunting the demon king down, the Reaper continued. “Some of her hideouts are near sites of power you will need to visit to complete your task. You would do well to be cautious.”

      That wasn’t what Danny expected him to say. “I will be, thank you for the warning. Was there something else?”

      “Yes. Adonael will not allow you to take away her advantage without a fight. Expect her followers to do everything they can to stop you.”

      “When you say everything, I assume you mean they’re going to try and kill me.”

      “Without a doubt.” A dark chuckle emerged from the hood. “Heaven can be as merciless as Hell when it’s for their precious greater good. Though I cannot aid you directly lest I violate the rules of the game, I can promise that none who serve me will stand in your way. Best of luck.”

      Danny blinked and found himself back in the temple, his whole body stiff with tension. As meetings went, that one wasn’t so bad. Having a demon lord cheering for him felt strange, but it was certainly better than the alternative.

      He rolled his shoulders and headed for the door. Riko was waiting for him outside. “How did your conversation go?”

      “Well enough, all things considered. He approves of my mission and promised not to do anything to inhibit my success. He also offered to make me a hellpriest, which I turned down.”

      “Why? It’s a great honor.”

      “Philosophical differences. Could you show me to the library now?”

      She favored him with a slightly confused look then shrugged and headed for the large central tower.

      Danny had no idea how big the library might be, but he hoped it wouldn’t take too long to find what he needed to know.
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