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      Nora peeked out from behind a big pine tree. She couldn’t hear the human knights that had been chasing her for what seemed like forever. They’d taken Tara away a few days ago. She didn’t know where or why, only that the memory of her sister’s screams woke her every time she fell asleep. Not that she slept much. The forest got cold at night, the ground was hard, and there were all kinds of noises.

      She very much wanted to go back to the mansion. All she’d eaten since she got away was a few berries. Nora didn’t usually eat a lot, but even for her, that was too little.

      “Are you sure the brat came this way?” a gruff, angry voice said.

      Nora slapped a hand across her mouth to keep from crying out. She’d been careful to sneak around like Grandma taught her.

      “Something came this way,” a second voice said. “Maybe it’s her and maybe it’s a woodchuck, but this trail’s the only sign of life we’ve seen in hours. If you’ve got a better idea, I’m all ears.”

      “We ought to have a magic user with us,” the first voice said. “A wizard would sniff the little shit out right quick.”

      A branch snapped and one of them cursed.

      “If you want to go back and complain to the mistress,” the second voice said. “I wish you the best of luck.”

      “No, I don’t think I’ll be doing that. I’ll thrash around in these woods forever before I say a word of complaint to that woman.”

      “I knew you were clever.”

      The voices had gotten so close now that Nora hardly dared to breathe. She pressed against the pine tree so hard the rough bark scraped her back.

      “Aw, shit.” That was the second voice. It sounded like he was right on the far side of the pine. “The trail ends here. Some damn animal must’ve climbed the tree.”

      “So what now?” the first man asked. “I’m a knight, not a forester. We should’ve brought dogs.”

      A little tear leaked out of Nora’s eye.

      “No one planned for one of the kids to escape and your complaining isn’t making this any easier. If you don’t have anything useful to say, do me a favor and shut the hell up. Come on, let’s backtrack a ways and see if we can find any other signs.”

      The two men stomped away and when she couldn’t hear them anymore, Nora took her hand away from her mouth. Maybe one of her ancestors in Heaven was watching out for her. That had been too close.

      Nora frowned. Why hadn’t Heaven been watching out for Tara too? It wasn’t fair. None of this was fair. They never bothered anyone.

      She wanted to cry but refused. Once she got going, she’d exhaust herself. Tara liked to tease her and call her a scaredy-cat. And maybe she was, a little. But now was the time to be brave, like Daniel.

      When she thought of the gentle human that had played with them, Nora smiled. They’d all eaten lunch together that day and she’d asked him if he wasn’t scared to fight the demon king. Daniel nodded and said he was scared, but that was okay. You were supposed to be scared when you had to do something dangerous. Being brave meant doing the scary thing anyway.

      Nora had never thought about it that way before. She always thought that being scared was bad, but if even Daniel, the hero, got scared, maybe it was okay if she did too.

      Yes, it was okay, but only if she was brave too. Nora wiped the tears from her eyes and forced herself to move.

      She would be brave like Daniel and find someone to help her save Tara and find her grandmother. How such a miracle would come to pass she had no idea, but in her heart she believed it would and that was enough for now.
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      The warmth and crackle of the fire gave the inn’s common room a homey feel that Danny liked. It was late summer and not especially cold in the evenings, but the heat still felt good. And he wasn’t the only one that thought so. The room was crowded tonight. Three-quarters of the tables were occupied along with all but two of the bar stools. Best of all, the smell of roasting meat filled the air. The innkeeper had announced dinner would be ready shortly. In a world without clocks, Danny had no idea how long that might be, but he was looking forward to it all the same.

      He yawned and stretched, leaning his chair back against the wall. His sword rested a few inches to his right, readily to hand. Peaceful as the town appeared, he wasn’t about to get caught unarmed, not after what happened on his first mission. He shook his head and put that unpleasant experience out of his mind. Danny had already checked everyone he’d met and found no sign that anyone’s mind had been tampered with. As far as he could tell, this town was exactly what it seemed.

      And that suited him fine. He’d been running and fighting and killing for so long that a little break was most welcome.

      He closed his eyes and let the murmur of voices lull him to the edge of sleep. Not all the way of course; he remained fully aware of everything going on and would sense any approaching corruption. No, he just wanted to clear his mind and enjoy the ambience.

      His enjoyment lasted for all of five minutes before a faint clicking drew his attention to his tablemate. Eve was tapping her nail on the table as she chewed her lip. Clearly Adonael’s high priestess wasn’t enjoying the relaxed atmosphere as much as Danny. Eve wasn’t much older than Danny’s host body. At sixteen, she’d been chosen by the archangel to oversee his summoning to this world, ending his previous life on Earth.

      Danny liked her anyway.

      “Could you possibly calm down?” Danny asked. “We’re safe for the moment. Let’s savor it. Heaven knows it’s not likely to last.”

      Eve peered at him through dark, bloodshot blue eyes. Looked like she hadn’t been sleeping well. “Lady Shael should be here by now. We’re only a couple days north of the capital. Making her report shouldn’t have taken this long.”

      “You don’t know what else might’ve come up.” That sounded lame to Danny, and Eve’s skeptical frown indicated she didn’t think much of his reasoning either. The truth was he wanted his break to last as long as possible, so the longer Lyra took to rejoin them, the happier he’d be.

      “Even if it did, she wouldn’t leave us wondering. We should go check on her in the morning. There’s one main road to the capital. We might meet her on the way.”

      That sounded like a horrible idea to Danny. He pitched his voice low. They were at a corner table well away from the nearest party, but he still didn’t want anyone to hear him. “I can’t exactly go to the royal castle. Someone’s bound to recognize my voice no matter how much I changed my looks. The hero’s dead and I’d like as many people as possible to keep believing that. Though since the cult of Ardent Lilly knows I survived, I suppose it’s only a matter of time before word gets out.”

      “Come on, please? I’ll go to the castle on my own. I can’t stop worrying about her. With all the craziness in the world right now, you never know what might’ve happened. What if she’s hurt and needs our help?”

      Lyra was the most powerful person in the Five Kingdoms after Danny. The odds of her getting hurt, even if she was ambushed, were slim. Unfortunately, based on Eve’s determined tone, he wasn’t going to change her mind.

      At last he sighed. “If I agree to leave in the morning⁠—”

      “Thank you!” Eve grabbed his hands, a big smile on her face.

      He swallowed a second sigh. Looked like his break was coming to an end.
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        * * *

      

      Nahia, the most loyal servant of the demon king, and dedicated priestess of Ardent Lilly, watched with disgust—and it took a lot to disgust her—as the replacement king stuffed his face from a spread of food large enough to feed an entire family. The gluttonous creature served an important role, at least for now. Should they find some way to replace it, Nahia would happily cut the monster’s heart out and offer it to her mistress.

      The fake king looked up, butter dripping from his face. “How much longer do I get to play this part? The food is excellent and the accommodations more than adequate. Since my family took up with the cult, this is easily the best job you’ve given us.”

      “You will play the part until the demon king returns to claim this land. How long that will take I have no idea. Recovering from her near death at the hero’s hands will not be a speedy process. Even I, her most trusted aide, don’t fully understand how the quadripartite resurrection works.”

      The fake king nodded then frowned. “Why do you call her demon king instead of queen? That never made sense to me.”

      Nahia shrugged, smoothed her black robe, and sat at the far end of the table. “The leader of the current demon lord linked to Demon King Castle is called the demon king; their gender is irrelevant. There’s only one per cycle and they are the most powerful wielder of corrupt magic in the land. It has been so since the rise of the first demon king. My mistress will be the last to hold the title.”

      “You seem awfully confident given that she already died once.”

      Nahia’s flawlessly arched eyebrows drew down and corruption gathered around her right hand. A black collar formed around the neck of the impostor and she squeezed. He gagged and clawed at his throat, eyes bugging further out of his head than any human’s ever had.

      When his face turned blue, Nahia decided her point had been made and released him. As he gasped for air she said, “ You may be too useful for me to kill outright, but never forget that I can and will punish your foolishness. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Absolutely! I meant no disrespect to you or the demon king, may she rule forever. I simply wished to understand why you seem so confident in her. If I expressed my curiosity poorly, I offer my most heartfelt apology.”

      Nahia doubted the creature’s sincerity, but at least it said the right things. “I’m confident because no demon king has ever survived a battle with the hero. My mistress is the first. She will return and end the cycle once and for all, claiming this world for Ardent Lilly.”

      The fake king nodded and went back to eating. Wise decision on his part. Whenever he said something that wasn’t part of the role he was playing, it took all of Nahia’s self-control not to kill him.

      The worst part was that the fake’s doubts were, partly, in the deepest recesses of her mind, echoed by Nahia. The plan was going largely as expected, but one major, unforeseen problem still stood in their way: the hero. He wasn’t supposed to be resurrected as well. Two of her sister priestesses had fallen by his hand already and she feared that the way things were going, more might join them.

      An acceptable price to pay for ultimate victory, but a price none of them expected.

      Someone knocked on the suite door and she stood. The illusion of the queen settled around her and she opened it. Outside waited one of her personal guards. “Do you have a problem?”

      “No, Mistress,” the guard said. “But it has been a couple days and no one has fed the prisoner or brought her water. While I am unfamiliar with elf-bloods in general, if you wish her to remain alive, it seems something must be done.”

      Nahia frowned. She’d been so focused on preparing for the upcoming ritual that she’d forgotten about her precious sacrifice. While the elf-blood wasn’t strictly necessary to make it work, offering her and the brat would increase the magic’s power considerably. Speaking of the child, the knights she sent should’ve returned with the second one long before now. How hard could it be for two grown men to find one kid?

      “Mistress?”

      She’d been staring off into space as she thought. It was never a good idea to let your subordinates see you distracted. Among demon worshippers, any sign of weakness could signal the leader was ripe for replacing. Not that the weakling before her would have any hope of defeating her even if she was sleepwalking.

      “I’ll deal with it. Return to your post.”

      He bowed and strode away.

      Some of her sister priestesses would’ve punished him for daring to point out her potential mistake, but that, in Nahia’s eyes, was a worse mistake. No one, save Ardent Lilly herself, was all knowing and all seeing. Having subordinates willing to speak was useful and, as long as they showed the proper respect, she encouraged them to do so.

      But no matter, she had a prisoner to feed.

      Nahia collected a roll and a carafe of water from the fake king’s table before leaving the suite. The fake looked up at her but wisely stayed silent. This should be enough to keep the prisoner alive but still weak enough to be dealt with should she do something foolish. Not that she was likely to as long as they had her granddaughter as a hostage.

      Smiling to herself, Nahia slipped out of the suite. Yes, there had been a couple of minor slipups, but all in all the plan was proceeding nicely. Once the ritual was complete, she wouldn’t even need to fear the hero.
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        * * *

      

      Lyra had known despair before. During a life as long as hers, it was inevitable. But as she sat in the dark of Castle Villipan’s dungeon without so much as a rat for company, she wasn’t sure she’d ever felt it as deeply as she did now. If it had only been her, Lyra wouldn’t have been so miserable, but Tara was upstairs, under the control of those monsters. Her sweet, innocent granddaughter was suffering and she could do nothing.

      Even worse, she had no idea where Nora was. At least she didn’t appear to be a prisoner at the moment. Lyra took some comfort in that, assuming it didn’t mean she was lying in a shallow grave somewhere.

      No! She refused to think about the possibility. Nora was a clever girl. Surely she had escaped. Surely one of the children she’d sworn to protect was safe.

      A creak was followed by a light that nearly blinded her for a moment. When her vision cleared she found the priestess who’d captured her standing in front of the bars. The darkly beautiful human smiled at her with cruel delight.

      “I brought your feed. Best make it last. I won’t be back for a couple more days.” The woman tossed Lyra a roll and set a jug of water down outside the bars.

      “How long do you mean to keep me locked up down here?” Lyra didn’t expect an answer but felt the need to talk. An unusual thing for her.

      To her surprise the priestess answered. “A little while longer. Ritual preparations are painfully time consuming and if you don’t get them just right…” The woman shrugged. “Your granddaughter is a well-behaved little thing. You trained her well. Most children are less obedient than demons.”

      “Raised. The word you’re looking for is raised, not trained. She’s not an animal.”

      “That’s where you’re mistaken. All living things, no matter how intelligent, are, at some level, animals. You can train them with pain or sex or whatever they happen to want. If you do it right, you can control anyone without resorting to magic. Though the latter is far quicker and easier.

      “Look at you. You could break out of your cell anytime you wanted to and we both know it, but you won’t because you know what would happen if you did. See? No magic necessary.”

      The priestess turned and walked away, her harsh laughter seeming to echo in the dark long after she’d gone.

      Lyra grimaced and took a bite of her meager repast. The roll was fresh at least. That was a welcome bonus. She hated how right the priestess was. These cells were nothing but stone and steel, neither an obstacle for her.

      Just to prove it to herself, she went over to the bars of her door and bent them enough for the water jug to fit through. She drank then sighed as the cool water soothed her parched throat.

      For now Lyra would play the good prisoner. But eventually they would take her out of this cell and bring her and Tara to wherever they planned to sacrifice them. That would be her moment to strike.

      And when she did, she’d make the priestess pay for hurting her girls.
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      Despite his wishes to the contrary, Danny found himself on the road again early the next morning. They were on the main trade route in the hopes of meeting Lyra partway to the capital. Merchant traffic hadn’t gotten back to normal yet so he didn’t worry about running into anyone.

      He and Eve were off to check up on Lyra. No doubt she was stuck in some boring strategy meeting. It was a pretty standard thing, or so Danny’s former CO had said. The higher-ups acted like talking about the problem meant they played some part in solving it.

      Well, whatever. It wouldn’t take too long for Eve to find out what was going on. For his part, Danny planned to hang out at Lyra’s mansion. He wanted to make sure the girls were okay. Even if they were elves, they were still far too young to be left alone as often as they were. He wanted to suggest Lyra hire a babysitter, but it wasn’t his place to butt in.

      “Do you think we’ll get to the city before dark?” Eve asked.

      “I think so, but I’m not very familiar with this part of the kingdom. Or my body isn’t at least. Based on our pace and the map in my head, I’d say we should be within sight of the walls by midafternoon at the latest. I do want to swing by the mansion to make sure she isn’t spending one more day with her granddaughters.” Speaking of, the trees of the little woodland behind the mansion were visible not far ahead.

      “Good idea.” Eve smiled at him. “No sense going all the way to the castle if we don’t have to. The walk has been so nice you could almost forget demons were running around everywhere.”

      “Yeah, it’s weird. We haven’t seen anything nasty since Moreton and I don’t trust it. A small army of demons and monsters doesn’t just disappear. They have to be up to something and I’m sure we won’t like it when we find out what.”

      “Don’t be so negative. We’re allowed to have good news once in a while.”

      “I’m not being negative, I’m being realistic.” He paused and cocked his head.

      He sensed life forces, two human and one not. Was that an elf? It wasn’t Lyra, the presence was too weak and Danny knew the flavor, for lack of a better word, of her life force well enough to not mistake it for anyone else. This was similar but different.

      Danny drew his sword. “Get behind me.”

      “What’s wrong?” Eve asked as she obeyed.

      “Not sure. Maybe nothing and maybe a lot. We’ll find out in a minute.”

      To his considerable surprise, a little elf girl came running toward the road. He couldn’t tell from this distance which one it was, but he had no doubt it was one of Lyra’s granddaughters. Lumbering behind her were a pair of knights dressed in the Villipan colors. They were armed but didn’t have their weapons drawn. The men weren’t especially fast, but their longer strides were closing the gap.

      Why were they chasing the girl and where was her sister? Danny had no idea, but he meant to find out.

      He strode forward.

      The little girl spotted him. He watched fear and hope warring on her guileless face. At last she ran to him and clutched his leg.

      “Help me. Please.” She panted for breath. Up close it was clear she’d been through a rough time. Her dress was torn and filthy and her hair was a mess. The skin of her calves and hands was scratched and scraped.

      “Don’t worry, dearheart.” Danny used the same term of endearment he remembered Lyra saying. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

      She looked up at him with wide, dark eyes. “Daniel?”

      Danny patted her head. “Stay with Eve and don’t look this way.”

      With that final admonition he moved to intercept the now warily approaching knights. He hoped to deal with them without killing them, but when you had to fight, there were no guarantees.

      They stopped a few feet apart. The knights didn’t look much cleaner than the girl. One’s mustache had twigs in it and the other’s hair looked like a hedgehog. How long had they been trying to catch her?

      “Hand the girl over and there’ll be no trouble,” Mustache said.

      “The girl is a friend of mine and she’s asked for my help. I’ll be escorting her to her grandmother. You two look like you could use a bath and a good night’s sleep. Leave her to me. I promise she’ll be perfectly safe.” As he was talking Danny studied their minds. As he feared, they’d been tampered with.

      “Those are not our orders.” Hedgehog drew his sword and a moment later Mustache followed suit, sighing as he did so. “It’s your bad luck that you chose to stand in the way of the finest knights in Villipan.”

      Danny had met some of the knights and he doubted these two buffoons were the cream of the crop. That said, they were just dupes being controlled by someone. It wasn’t their fault they were weak-willed dimwits.

      The knights charged.

      They were pitifully slow. Danny shifted right and swung a hard left fist into Mustache’s temple. He dropped like he’d been hit by a sledgehammer.

      A quick parry turned aside an awkward thrust before Danny laid out Hedgehog with an uppercut that lifted him off his feet before crumpling him to the ground.

      “Daniel!” The little girl came running toward him.

      Danny sheathed his sword and scooped her up. She wrapped trembling arms around his neck.

      “I was so scared, but I remembered what you said about being brave and I didn’t give up.”

      Danny smiled. That conversation over lunch with the girls was one of his truly good memories from his time in this world. “You did well, Nora. Can you tell me what happened?”

      She let go of his neck and wiped her eyes. “A group of knights came to the mansion and said they were bringing us to see Grandma at the castle. Grandma never brought us to the castle and always said to never go with anyone if she wasn’t with us. Tara refused to lower the wards and slammed the door in their faces. I don’t know what they did, but somehow they forced their way through the wards. Knights shouldn’t be strong enough to do that, but they did.”

      No, knights wouldn’t be strong enough, but a high-tier demon would be. Danny had a sick feeling in his stomach but he didn’t interrupt her story.

      “We hid, but they found us. When we ran, Tara wasn’t fast enough and they grabbed her. I made it out the back door and into the woods. I’ve been playing hide and seek with those two for days. I’m tired and hungry.”

      Danny opened his storage and pulled out a pouch of jerky. He offered a strip to Nora. “This is the best I can do for now. Once we get somewhere civilized I’ll see about fixing you a proper meal.”

      Nora got busy chewing on the jerky like it was the best thing she’d ever tasted.

      “What about the knights?” Eve asked.

      “Yes, what about them. Someone used psychic magic to control their minds. If I dispel it, the caster will likely sense it. I’d like to avoid tipping our hand for the moment.” Danny shrugged. “We’ll lock them up in the mansion for now then continue on to the city. I’m not sure what’s going on, but I’ve got a really bad feeling.”

      “This shouldn’t be possible,” Eve said. “These men are dressed in the king’s colors. How could a demon or priestess make it into the city to take control of them?”

      “That’s an excellent question, one of many we need to sort out. For now, let’s ditch our prisoners, find Nora some clean clothes and a proper meal, then we’ll head for the capital.”

      “Going right to the castle doesn’t seem like the best idea anymore,” Eve said.

      “It certainly doesn’t. The problem will be finding someone we can trust, assuming such a person exists.”
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      Villipan City looked peaceful enough to Danny, at least from a distance. Guards patrolled the wall, four wagons were waiting to enter the north gate, and nothing was on fire. What more could you ask for?

      Nora hadn’t wanted to walk after her late lunch, so he ended up carrying her the whole way. Not that she was especially heavy. He’d given a vague explanation about his resurrection, claiming Heavenly magic was responsible. Nora asked no questions. She just seemed happy he was there to protect her. She also seemed more at ease with Danny holding her. After everything she went through, he was more than willing to offer what comfort he could. They’d left the knights in a magically induced coma back at the mansion. They wouldn’t wake up for three days unless Danny died.

      “I don’t want to go to the city,” Nora said. “Grandma always said we should stay away.”

      “That’s generally good advice,” Danny said. “However, with the mansion’s wards shattered and no one to look after you, I’m afraid you’re stuck with us. But don’t worry, Eve and I will keep you safe.”

      “No creature of corruption can enter the Crystal Cathedral,” Eve said. “Once we’re inside, we’ll be in no danger. Finding out what’s going on at the castle is another matter. Going up to the front gate might not be wise.”

      “It’s a terrible idea,” Danny said. “But me sneaking in while using my stealth field is a much better one. You two can stay in the cathedral while I get the lay of the land. With any luck I might be able to rescue Lyra and Tara as well. If I can bust them out, we’ll be in much better shape.”

      “Do you think you can save them?” Nora sounded so desperate it cut at Danny’s heart, but he wouldn’t lie to her.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to give it my best shot.”

      About an hour before sunset they fell in at the rear of the line to enter the city. Not that three wagons loaded with summer vegetables was much of a line. The farmer driving the nearest wagon looked back at them.

      Eve offered a friendly wave which he returned.

      For his part, Danny checked the man for psychic magic and found he was clean. So far, so good.

      When they were one wagon away Danny said, “Is it okay if I set you down? I want to have my hands free in case we run into trouble.”

      Nora nodded. “I’m okay now. Thanks for carrying me.”

      Danny lowered her gently beside him. It took only a moment to use an illusion to smooth the points of her ears. Nora looked human enough now. She held out her hand and Eve hastened to take it. Good, hopefully those two wouldn’t get separated if things went to hell.

      The final wagon trundled through the open gate and then it was their turn. He let Eve take the lead. No ordinary guard would dare question Adonael’s high priestess. Just to be safe, Danny checked all six men-at-arms and found them free from magical influence.

      The squad commander, a man about Danny’s father’s age if the gray hair was any indication, stared at Eve as if he was seeing a ghost.

      She smiled. “Good evening. I’m pleased to see that the capital is peaceful.”

      The guard sputtered for a moment then said, “High Priestess Carre, welcome home. No one sent word to expect you. We would’ve brought you to the front of the line. Are you here for the celebration?”

      Eve shook her head. “No. A minor matter came up which made it necessary to return ahead of schedule. I didn’t even know there was going to be a celebration. When is it?”

      “Next Holy Day. I believe that’s the day after tomorrow. The king has declared the war at an end. The demons and monsters have all scurried back to Fell Forest or wherever they came from. We haven’t received word of an attack in weeks, thank Adonael.”

      Eve made the sign of the halo over her head. “Indeed. It’s a relief to know the danger is past. May I enter?”

      “Of course, but first, who do you have with you?”

      Eve patted Nora on the head. “This is an orphan I’m taking to the cathedral. The gentleman behind me is Ronin, an adventurer I hired to guide me here and act as my bodyguard.”

      Danny held out his guild card and the guard gave it a cursory inspection. He was the high priestess’s bodyguard after all; that was a strong endorsement of his good character.

      “Shouldn’t you be traveling with a larger entourage, Holiness?” The commander made a somewhat dismissive gesture toward Danny. “One adventurer seems insufficient.”

      “Since we made it here safe and sound, he was clearly more than sufficient.” Eve’s tone was sharp and the guard swallowed hard.

      “I meant no disrespect, Holiness. Please, go right in.”

      Eve’s bright smile returned. “Thank you.”

      When they’d left the gate behind Eve blew out a long sigh. “I hate lying.”

      “You didn’t lie,” Danny said. “Nora is technically an orphan, even though she’s been adopted. Everything else you said was vague enough to be interpreted however the guard wanted. You handled the whole thing brilliantly, so relax.”

      “Thanks.”

      They walked through busy streets filled with calm, happy people. Everyone seemed to believe the war was over. Maybe they just wanted things back to normal and so didn’t question the announcement. More likely they figured if word came down from the castle saying all was well, then it was.

      Oh how wrong they were.

      Other than a few shouts and friendly waves to Eve, they had no trouble reaching the area around the cathedral. Unfortunately, when they were a couple blocks away, things got more complicated.

      “Hang on, you two. I sense some corruption. It looks like we’ve got some unwelcome company waiting for us. Let’s get you out of sight then I’ll take a peek.”

      “What is it?” Eve asked.

      Nora stared at him with worried eyes.

      “Not sure, but from the corruption in the air, I’m guessing a demon of some sort. Probably keeping an eye on the place in case you show up. Assuming you have no other way in, I’ll need to take it out.”

      Eve shook her head. “I don’t. The front door is the only way in or out. I’m not sure why the angels made it that way, but they did.”

      Danny frowned. “What do you mean the angels made it?”

      “Exactly what I said. Adonael sent angels here to use the power of creation to forge the Crystal Cathedral and connect it to the summoning circle. It’s not something mortals could do.”

      Danny had serious doubts about the accuracy of her story given what he knew about summoning magic, but now wasn’t the time for a theological debate.

      He guided the pair to a nearby cafe and got them settled at a table. “I shouldn’t be long.”

      “Be careful,” Eve said.

      Danny nodded. Being careful was a tricky thing when you were hunting for a demon. The thing that worried him was the summoner knowing he’d killed it and going on full alert. If that happened, sneaking into the castle would be much more difficult.

      He left the cafe and stepped out into the street. A moment of concentration left him shaking his head. The corruption felt too diffused to be a demon. But if it wasn’t a demon, he couldn’t imagine what would be strong enough for him to notice. No doubt he’d find out soon.

      Ambling along at a relaxed pace, Danny took his time approaching. The closer he got, the easier it was to feel the new magic. At a minimum he was certain no demon awaited him. That was a relief. A block from the cathedral Danny turned down a side street. He saw no one and sensed no hidden life forces.

      Perfect.

      His stealth field activated, turning him invisible and silent. Now, time to see what he could see.

      Danny snuck closer, each step allowing him to analyze the corruption in more detail. It looked like the magic formed a circle all the way around the cathedral. It didn’t appear to be offensive. Maybe a detection ward? Several points of slightly thicker corruption drew his attention. He wasn’t far from the nearest one now.

      He turned down another side street and found a knight standing at attention, a thread of corruption running through him. Closer examination confirmed the knight was dead and a demon spirit was using his body. A thrall of some sort then. Though one without any outward signs of its transformation. He wished he was more surprised, but these dead things were useful for long-term guard duty. Since they looked human, the locals wouldn’t pay much attention.

      A full search of the perimeter confirmed a dozen thralls serving as anchors for the detection spell. No one would be able to enter the circle without the thralls and likely their master noticing. That might work to Danny’s benefit. Assuming Eve was strong enough to shatter the ward.

      It would be the perfect distraction to let him slip unnoticed into the castle.
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