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      Danny’s stomach snarled at him as he marched steadily southeast. His clothes were filthy and he itched everywhere. He was sticking to the road in the hope that it would lead him to a town where he could get supplies and a bath. His lack of money was a minor problem, one easily dealt with by stealing whatever he needed. Any goodwill he’d harbored for the people of this world had died along with the hero. For now, only his survival mattered, and if anyone should get in his way, that was their bad luck.

      A day had passed since he came back to life only to discover his companions had buried him six feet underground. He’d been surprised by that, though why he’d been surprised he couldn’t say. Generally, dead bodies got buried. Or cremated. What would’ve happened if they’d decided to burn his body just in case? He didn’t know, but a certain morbid curiosity made him wonder.

      Would his wish have built him a new body? Given the power of the spell, he assumed so. After all, it couldn’t bring him back to life as a pile of ash.

      He glanced at the shadows. His best guess was three hours remained until dark. Another night without food, sleeping under the stars, didn’t appeal to him.

      Grinding his teeth in annoyance, Danny picked up the pace. He didn’t know exactly how far he had to go to reach the capital but on foot he assumed a couple of weeks. Part of him wanted to get there as soon as possible while another part wanted to savor the journey as he anticipated his reunion with the elf-blood bitch who murdered him. Lyra Shael would suffer for her betrayal, Danny swore it.

      “Well, well, what do we have here?” Half a dozen men even dirtier than Danny emerged from the trees on the side of the road. They held a mix of clubs and shortswords and were all grinning like idiots.

      Danny had been so preoccupied by his thoughts he didn’t even notice them. Pathetic. He needed to get his head on straight or he wouldn’t live long enough to get his revenge.

      “Don’t look like he’s got anything worth taking,” a different bandit said.

      “His clothes look pretty nice,” a third one said. “Once we wash them we can get a few coins for them.”

      The first bandit, the biggest of the lot at a hair over six feet tall, slapped his club into the palm of his hand. “You want to strip naked for us or do we kill you and strip your corpse? I’m good with either.”

      “I’ve already been killed once this week,” Danny said. “Can’t say I’m interested in dying again.”

      When the bandits looked at each other in confusion, Danny called the ether.

      Lightning blasted from his fingertips, arcing from bandit to bandit as it burned holes through their chests. In a few seconds the road was quiet again. Steam rose from the charred corpses. After demons and ogres, a handful of filthy bandits didn’t pose much of a challenge.

      Danny patted them down but came up with nothing. Hardly a surprise. Anyone desperate enough to rob someone as poor looking as Danny had to be in a rough spot. Maybe they had a camp around here.

      He opened himself fully to the ether and let his senses expand. A minute later he caught a whiff of smoke. Someone had a fire going. A fire often meant food. Curious and optimistic, Danny followed the scent off the road and into the woods. A fifteen-minute walk brought him to the edge of a clearing where a small campfire burned in a circle of stones. A single figure sat on a wooden trunk beside it drinking from a bronze mug. He was just as dirty as the bandits, but the broadsword beside him looked polished and well cared for.

      “Are you going to stand there staring at my back all night or are you going to step into the clearing so we can talk?” the bandit asked.

      Danny had been pretty quiet though he hadn’t bothered with magical stealth. How had the bandit known he was there? On this world, it was probably best to assume some sort of magic was involved. That being the case, Danny activated a number of defensive spells. Better safe than sorry after all.

      Preparations made, he took another step into the clearing. “You should be careful. I ran into some bandits out on the road a minute ago. They might have smelled your fire.”

      The big man got to his feet in one smooth, graceful motion before collecting his sword and turning to face Danny. “Those were my men, but I guess you figured that out already. Since you’re here and they aren’t, can I assume they’re dead?”

      “They tried to rob me, so I didn’t have much choice. Since you’re the leader of the group, I fear I have to hold you partially responsible for your underlings’ actions.”

      “You should’ve kept walking, stranger. See, I was an arcane knight before the demon king showed up. Decided to desert rather than let a demon kill me. Being a bandit’s not much of a life, but at least I survived.”

      The bandit lunged and slashed at high speed.

      Danny saw through the attack and caught the blade six inches from his neck. The edge of a normal weapon had no hope of cutting through his personal shield.

      The bandit stared at him, dumbfounded.

      “You’re right. With skills like those you wouldn’t have lasted long against a demon.” Lightning arced down the length of the sword and into the bandit, who spasmed before collapsing in front of Danny, somehow still alive. “I’m impressed you survived that spell.”

      The former knight twitched as his muscles clenched and locked. Danny flipped the sword once and caught it by the hilt. It wasn’t the hero’s sword by any means, but it would serve for now. He pointed at the bandit and a second lightning bolt finished what the first started.

      When he sensed no more life force, Danny bent and patted the dead man down. This time he had better luck, coming up with a handful of silver coins, the small ones, about the size of a dime back home. Not a fabulous fortune, but hopefully enough to get him a room and a meal should he ever have the good luck to reach a village.

      Leaving the corpse where it lay, he went to the trunk. An iron padlock was hooked through the latch, but not closed tight. He flipped it aside and opened the lid. Alas, no heap of gold and jewels greeted him. Instead he found three pairs of leather boots, a decent green cloak, a satchel, and a sheathed dagger. No doubt these were the spoils from the group’s victories. That they’d had any victories impressed Danny. Maybe their leader fought with them occasionally. Though no match for Danny, he would’ve been trouble for the average traveler.

      He opened the satchel and grinned. Dried crackers and jerky. Not a feast by any means, but he wasn’t about to complain. On the far side of the trunk he found a half-full skin of ale as well as the sheath and baldric for the bandit’s sword.

      Provisions in hand, Danny settled in for a bite to eat.

      Getting the dried food down was harder work than killing the bandits, but his body was grateful for the sustenance. When he finished, Danny put the remaining food back into the satchel. He still had a few hours of daylight and hoped to reach a village before dark. He took the dagger and cloak out of the trunk. The boots he had no use for.

      Now somewhat properly equipped and with a few coins in his pocket, Danny set out again. Leaving the forest behind, he turned down the road. The food had energized him and he was eager to make some time. Finding a former knight had been unexpected, but apparently every world had cowards and deserters. It was probably a universal thing. Wherever you had people you’d have good ones and bad ones.

      He kept his senses alert as he jogged along. Letting his angry thoughts distract him was foolish. Anger in general was a useless emotion. Much as he wanted payback, it was only a temporary motivator. He had his whole life ahead of him, so finding a reason to live it was important.

      Shaking off the distraction, he focused on the job at hand. This was still dangerous territory. Even though he’d killed the demon king, or queen in this case, there still had to be a lot of demons and monsters wandering around. Danny got damn lucky a bunch of weakling humans ambushed him instead of a squad of blackguards. Given his current equipment, he seriously doubted he’d have any chance of beating one of the dark warriors, much less a handful.

      An hour before sunset, Danny sensed the familiar darkness of demonic corruption, and not far away. He charged his sword with holy energy and increased the power to his personal shield before continuing on, every sense alert for danger.

      When he crested a hill, he spotted the source of the corruption. A village was under attack. He picked out a pair of hellhounds, as well as a trio of the lamprey-headed monsters. Not a particularly strong force, but more than enough to deal with a backwater village.

      He hesitated for only a moment before rushing into battle. He could’ve kept his distance and let the demons have their way with the village then gone in and taken whatever he needed for his journey. Part of him was tempted, but in the end, these people weren’t his enemy and Danny didn’t have it in him to look away when others were in danger. Sometimes he wished he did, but he wasn’t wired that way.

      Turning his physical enhancement up to about ninety percent, he kicked off and sprinted into battle.

      A hellhound spotted him first. It barely turned before Danny disintegrated it with a holy lance. A moment later the head of a lamprey demon went flying. His new sword didn’t cut anything like the hero’s sword, but enhanced with holy energy it was enough to deal with small fry like these.

      He grimaced as he went looking for more enemies. Danny wasn’t the hero anymore. If he acted like killing demons was simple, people would ask uncomfortable questions. There weren’t many arcane knights capable of defeating five demons on their own. In fact, he was pretty sure Lyra was the only one with that much power.

      He spotted the second hellhound chasing down a family of three who were running for all they were worth. The demon could’ve caught them at any time, but the monster seemed to be enjoying their fear. A second holy lance erased the demon from reality.

      Maybe it would make him stand out, but damned if he was going to let those bastards have their way.

      Between his magical senses and the screams, it was easy to locate the last two demons. Since a group of villagers was watching, Danny made it look like the fight was harder than it really was before finishing them off.

      He let his senses drift across the village, but found no more corruption. For the moment, the area was secure.

      His new sword was coated with gore and blood despite the magical aura he’d used to enhance it. He got busy burning it off with holy light. As he worked, one of the villagers he’d rescued, an older man around forty dressed in a tattered tan tunic and trousers, moved hesitantly closer. The rest stayed huddled together while watching him with nervous eyes.

      “Excuse me, sir,” the spokesman said. “Many thanks for the rescue. I feared we were going to be wiped out. Are you an adventurer?”

      Danny wasn’t sure how to respond, so he went with a heavily edited version of the truth. “No, sir. Not yet. I was on my way to the capital when I sensed the demons. I’m glad I was able to help.”

      “You did more than help, young man,” he said. “Our weapons, such as they are, couldn’t even scratch those things. You dealt with them as easily as I might a misbehaving child.”

      “Hopefully you wouldn’t be that hard on a child.” Danny grinned. “I was studying with a retired arcane knight. The plan was to join the army and fight the demon king’s forces, but I got word that the hero had defeated the demon king so I went to plan B, joining the Adventurers’ Guild. If you’re going to fight demons, might as well get paid for it.”

      The villager nodded like he believed Danny’s story. Whether he did or not, at least he wasn’t asking uncomfortable questions. The people behind him had relaxed a fraction as well.

      “You don’t need to go to the capital to join the guild,” the villager said. “There are branches at all the bigger towns and cities. Not ours unfortunately.”

      “I know,” Danny said despite not having a clue. “But I’m also going to visit an old friend in the capital. Two birds with one stone as my teacher always says. Would it be possible for me to stay here for the night? A hot meal wouldn’t go amiss either.”

      “Of course, that’s the least we can offer considering what you’ve done for us. My name is Val and I’m the headman of this village. You’re welcome to stay in my home.”

      Danny bowed. “I appreciate your generosity. My name is Ronin and I am at your service.”

      Where the hell did that name come from? It had just popped into Danny’s head, so he used it. Not many people knew the hero’s real name, but he figured it was best not to use it anymore. Ronin would serve as well as any other.

      Val got busy shouting orders to clean up the village and collect the bodies for burning, then he led Danny to a modest house with three rooms and a thatch roof. It was nothing fancy, but beat sleeping under the stars. After a meal of soup and bread, Danny settled on the floor of the main room.

      Though he was tired and full, he found sleep slow in coming. Helping the villagers had felt good. He’d had no plan to become an adventurer, but maybe that would be a better path. Revenge, satisfying as it might have been, wasn’t useful. He was a soldier and he’d sworn an oath to protect the Alliance. All the hero business had made him lose track of his duty. There was still a way he could protect his old world, and Lyra would be the one to help him figure out how to do it.

      She owed him that at the very least.
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      High Priestess Eve Carre knelt in front of Adonael’s altar in the Crystal Cathedral. She prayed to her patron with total devotion, not for any particular answer but rather for reassurance. Her heart had been troubled since Daniel’s death fighting the demon king. She knew it could happen of course. Considering it had already happened five times, the odds of his survival were painfully low. But still, her heart said she should’ve been able to do something to prevent it.

      She looked up at the altar. The white cloth covering it was pristine and Adonael’s halo on the front seemed to shine with an inner light. Last Holy Day people had packed the cathedral to bursting, all giving thanks for the hero’s victory. They didn’t even know his name. That struck her as wrong. Daniel wasn’t just a symbol, he was a person.

      At last she sighed and got to her feet. Looked like today wasn’t going to be the day Adonael answered her doubts.

      In addition to summoning the hero, the cathedral served another important purpose. There was a special chamber near the back which allowed Eve to survey the level of corruption in the Five Kingdoms. She needed to check it before her meeting with King Richard. Nearly a month had passed since Daniel’s victory and the level of corruption had yet to drop back to the pre-attack level. According to the histories she’d read, it should only take two weeks to get back to normal.

      Eve didn’t know what it meant and that worried her. Of course, everything worried her lately. With a little shake of her head, she left the chapel and worked her way deeper into the cathedral. Only members of the faith were allowed in here. They weren’t hiding any secrets or anything, but the tremendous flow of ether sometimes made people unused to it ill. Only Adonael’s grace had allowed Eve to withstand it when she first arrived.

      Golden energy ran through the walls, sparkling like fireflies. She slid a hand across the cool surface. The people’s prayers charged the building with energy and it took a hundred years to build up enough to trigger the summoning ritual. Eve thanked Heaven that only two more heroes would need to be summoned. Two more lives cut short to ensure five thousand years of peace. A small price for the greater good. Eve wished she could convince herself that was the truth.

      She stopped in front of a particular section of wall, summoned ether into her finger, and made the halo symbol over her head. The wall vanished and she stepped into a small, square room. It was completely empty and served only as a way to enhance Eve’s ability to sense corruption. The pure energy filling the air also served as insulation to protect her mind when she touched the darkness.

      Easing down to the hard floor, she centered herself and opened her awareness to the world. She focused northwest, toward Demon King Castle. As soon as she did, the dark wall of Fell Forest slammed into her awareness. The corruption remained so strong. It had only decreased by a quarter at most. The castle itself looked like a dark fountain in the ether, blackening everything as it spewed corruption.

      It was so wrong. The output was still double what it should be. King Richard would not be best pleased by the news. The constant raids on outlying villages and towns were wearing him down and he was quick to bark at anyone bringing more ill news. When she updated him at the meeting this afternoon, it would likely be Eve’s turn to get barked at.

      She started to draw her awareness back to her body, then something grabbed her and soon she was flying upwards. It didn’t feel evil, so she let it take her. A moment later she stood among white clouds. A golden gate glowed in the distance. A light appeared directly in front of her and took the shape of a beautiful, if stern, woman. She wore a white robe and white feathered wings jutted from her back. A golden halo hung over her head.

      “Adonael.” Eve tried to kneel but found she couldn’t move.

      “I must be brief,” the archangel said. “The hero failed to fully purify the demon king. The cycle isn’t over.”

      “What—”

      “I dare say no more lest it be considered a breach of the contract I made with the demon lords.”

      Eve blinked and found herself back in the focusing chamber. She didn’t know what to think. If the demon king survived and the hero didn’t, how would the Five Kingdoms win? And where was the demon king now? So many questions and so few answers. One thing she did know for sure: the king needed to be told at once. What he could do about it was another matter, one she’d worry about later.

      She scrambled to her feet and hurried out. This news wouldn’t keep until the meeting.
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      Lyra hated visiting Villipan Castle. She’d always hated it, but usually her presence wasn’t required between cycles. Unfortunately, things weren’t remotely usual right now. Demons and monsters beyond counting were scattered around the Five Kingdoms, causing havoc. New reports from military patrols came in daily and the news was never good. Farms burned, villages destroyed, fields corrupted beyond use—it was a nightmare. The other kings had returned to their respective capitals and the few reports they’d sent indicated that matters were no better elsewhere.

      The guards hardly even looked at her as she passed through the castle gate. She’d been visiting daily in the hope of helping come up with a solution to the current crisis. Unfortunately they all knew the only solution: kill the monsters roaming the countryside. She knew it, the king knew it, and the general knew it. Discussing the matter was pointless, yet discuss it they would for many tedious hours.

      “Lady Shael!”

      Lyra paused a few feet inside the gate and let Eve join her. The red-faced priestess looked like she’d run all the way from the cathedral. They still had an hour before the meeting, so what brought her here in such haste?

      “Eve, you’re looking worked up. Is all well?”

      “No, all is not well.” Eve looked at the guards then back. “I need to talk to you and the king, privately if at all possible.”

      Lyra knew the priestess well enough to recognize the panic she was barely keeping under control. Whatever had happened, it was serious. “Richard wanted to talk to me before the meeting. Some new plan to speed the hunt. It’ll likely be of no more use than all the others, but I have to listen anyway. You can come along and share your news. I’m assuming it pertains to the problem at hand.”

      “It definitely does. Thank you.”

      Lyra nodded and started walking again. She hadn’t done anything worthy of thanks, but perhaps taking a bit of the weight off Eve’s shoulders had been enough.

      As they crossed the courtyard Eve asked, “Are you holding up okay? You spent more time with Daniel than any of us. I’m sure his death hit you the hardest.”

      Lyra nearly flinched at the question. The most recent hero seldom entered her thoughts and on those occasions when he did, she made a point of banishing him quickly. He was not a subject she wanted to discuss with Eve.

      “This may sound harsh to you,” Lyra said. “But I’ve seen so many humans die over my fifteen hundred years that I’m hardly bothered anymore. Your lives are like flickering flames snuffed out in a blink. Daniel’s burned brighter than most for his brief time on our world. We should honor him but not dwell on it.”

      “I hadn’t considered it from your point of view before,” Eve said. “It must be difficult, living amongst people with such short lifespans.”

      Lyra wanted few things less than she wanted Eve’s sympathy. “Life is difficult and I do what I must to keep my people safe.”

      At the keep entrance the guards opened the heavy doors for them. As soon as they entered, Lyra headed straight for the royal residence. The only positive thing to happen over the past month was Alban Morel and his knights getting deployed out of the city. Not having the fool of a noble underfoot came as a huge relief.

      The halls were mobbed as servants and messengers came and went. The slap of their footsteps wore on Lyra’s nerves. Humans were such noisy creatures. Everyone hastened to make way for Lyra and Eve; one of the privileges of high rank.

      At last they reached the royal suite and the blessed quiet that came with it. Lyra knocked and a moment later Richard’s gruff voice said, “Come in.”

      Lyra pulled the door open and strode through with Eve on her heels. The king was seated at the dining table, alone as she’d expected. His hard, narrow gaze shifted to Eve. “I thought I said I wanted to speak with you alone.”

      “It’s my fault, Majesty,” Eve said. “I received an oracle from Adonael and needed to tell you about it right away.”

      This news surprised even Lyra. The archangel hadn’t given an oracle since before the first demon king. Whatever news she felt compelled to share, it had to be bad.

      The wrinkles in Richard’s brow grew even deeper as he glowered. “Very well, tell me.”

      “Adonael says Daniel didn’t fully purify the demon king. She’s still alive somewhere and that’s likely why the level of corruption hasn’t returned to normal.”

      Lyra’s jaw dropped. Nothing else Eve could’ve said would’ve shocked her more. She’d seen the deaths of six demon kings and they all looked exactly like what happened this time. The black pillar was the same, the castle doors closing, the same, everything was the same.

      And then she understood. It was the perfect trick. If you make everything look the same, no one would question what really happened. If Ardent Lilly knew about what Lyra did to the previous heroes, it would make perfect sense to pretend the hero had won, let Lyra strike the final blow, then have the demon king come back with no one to oppose her. It was brilliant, in a horrifying way.

      “What else did Adonael say?” Richard asked.

      “Nothing, Majesty. Other than that to say more would risk the contract she’d made with the demon lords. I assume if she breaks it, that would negate all humanity has done this past fifteen hundred years and the demon lords would be free to make another all-out assault on our world.”

      “This is not the news I was hoping for,” Richard said. “Is it safe to assume that the demon king is still guiding the creatures attacking my people?”

      “We can assume it if you like,” Lyra said. “But the truth is it doesn’t matter. Guided by the demon king or not, the demons still need to be hunted down, and the sooner the better. The dark pillar I saw likely carried her body somewhere safe to recover. No doubt somewhere far from the Five Kingdoms. This demon king is smart. She’ll bide her time, build an even bigger force, and eventually return and march all the way to the cathedral. And worst of all, we have no one capable of stopping her this time.”

      “It can’t be hopeless,” Eve said. “Why would Adonael even bother to give me an oracle if we had no chance of victory?”

      Lyra shook her head. That was a good question. Unfortunately, she had no answers.

      “Thank you, Eve, for bringing this important news to our attention,” Richard said. “I trust you know not to let anyone outside this room know what you've learned.”

      “Or course, Majesty. If word of the demon king’s survival got out, the panic would be tremendous.”

      Richard stood and walked over to Eve, gently guiding her toward the door. “Exactly. I knew I could count on your wisdom. Please, should Adonael have anything else to say, bring the news to me at any time, day or night.”

      “I will,” Eve said. “Is there anything else I can do to help?”

      Richard opened the door. “You can be a beacon of light for the people, as you have been. And you can pray for us.”

      “I will, Majesty. Do you wish me to remain for the meeting?”

      “Given the new information you’ve provided, I think we’ll postpone the meeting until tomorrow. I hope you’ll join us then, same time as today.”

      She offered a little bow. “Of course.”

      Richard closed the door and rounded on Lyra. She put a sound barrier in place before he spoke. “How could you possibly have failed me this badly? If that girl is correct, and, while I have my doubts about her competence in general, I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t mistake a divine message for something else, how in Adonael’s name are we going to win?”

      “I have no answers for you, Majesty,” Lyra said. “Nothing like this has ever happened. We find ourselves in wholly uncharted waters. For now, I suggest we focus on dealing with the enemies at hand. If the demons kill everyone, it won’t matter what the demon king does when she returns.”

      “That is not overly helpful.”

      She shrugged. Panicking would do no one any good. Though, even if she remained calm on the outside, on the inside, Lyra was as close to panicking as she’d ever been. “That’s the best advice I can offer at this time. We need more information. Until we get it, there’s nothing any of us can do.”

      Richard ground his teeth but nodded. “So be it. When we’re finished with the generals tomorrow, I want you to return to Demon King Castle. Figure out where the demon king went. You’re our best fighter and she’s bound to be weakened after her fight with the hero. Hunt her down and finish what he started.”

      Lyra knew from the tone of his voice that the king would accept no arguments. She didn’t have high hopes for success, but it couldn’t hurt to take another look around. There might be a clue somewhere.

      Though if this demon king was as smart as she feared, the odds of success didn't bear thinking about.
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      Not long after noon, Danny stood outside the hero’s mansion and stared at the beautiful, sprawling building. The stone looked as smooth as the day it was built and someone had recently given it a fresh coat of whitewash, probably the same elf-bloods who maintained the gardens. There had been a time not so long ago that he thought he might live out his days here. Lyra’s granddaughters were sweet kids and he found their innocence charming. It would’ve been nice to watch them grow up. Peaceful.

      His walk here had been far from peaceful. After saving that first village, he’d accepted supplies as payment and set out. Three times he’d been forced to slaughter groups of demons. They were weak things, no match for the hero. But their presence made it clear that defeating the demon king had done little to improve the situation on the ground.

      Well, once he officially became an adventurer he could make some good coin hunting them down. Or so he hoped. His funds were painfully low and he suspected he’d need a great deal more to fund his travels for his ultimate plan to have any hope of success.

      But first things first. He needed his ring. Opening himself fully to the ether, he examined the wards surrounding the mansion. They were quite strong. No surprise given who made them. But quite strong and strong enough to stop him were two different things.

      Danny formed ether into a hammer the size of a wagon and slammed it into the barrier. Cracks spiderwebbed through the spell. A second blow spread them further. The third sent the collected energy back where it came from.

      He wiped sweat from his brow and walked up to the door. Naturally, it was locked. A flick of the ether remedied that problem and he pulled it open. Okay, first things first. Expanding his senses, he located his ring. The magic was bound to his soul; no one had the power to hide it from him. Next he located the girls’ life forces. They must have heard him as they were running his way.

      Not terribly wise to run toward an intruder.

      Danny activated his stealth field and moved silently away from the door. He didn’t have to wait long before two little dark-haired elf girls came barreling into the entryway. They stared at the open door and as they did, Danny hit them both with a paralysis spell. They went rigid and he caught them with a telekinesis spell before they fell. Very gently he closed their eyes and muffled their ears.

      He looked down at the unconscious children. Nothing he could do would hurt Lyra more than killing these two. When he first climbed out of his grave, had they been in front of him, he might have strangled them both. Fortunately for the girls, he’d had time to think, and more importantly calm down. Their deaths would improve nothing. Better for the world if they grew up safe and happy.

      Using his magic, he carried the pair up to their room and put them to bed. His spell would last for a couple of hours, plenty of time to do what he had to.

      Now for his ring. Following the connection down to Lyra’s room, he opened the door and stepped inside. Aside from a dresser and bed, the room was empty. It might have been a room at an inn for all the personality it showed. Danny wasn’t sure what that said about Lyra. Probably nothing good.

      His ring rested on top of the dresser in a little glass bowl. And it wasn’t alone. Six others kept it company. She was like a serial killer keeping trophies. He plucked his out of the bowl and slipped it onto his right hand. As soon as he channeled ether through it, the linked pocket dimension opened. He reached in and pulled out the ethersword’s mithril hilt. His new sword had served him well, but it felt good to hold the ethersword once more.

      “Tara! Nora!” A terrified voice shouted from downstairs. The mistress of the house had returned.

      Danny reactivated his stealth field, including invisibility, and got ready for his reunion.
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        * * *

      

      Lyra massaged her forehead as General Gaul read the most recent reports. The numbers were depressing. Hundreds more killed across the Five Kingdoms. The details didn’t matter terribly much. To prove it, no
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