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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Daisuke Kugo speared a chunk of syrup-drenched pancake with his fork, the sweet aroma mingling with the savory scent of bacon. Sunlight streamed through the cafe window, casting long shadows across the table he shared with Helena. An extravagant assortment of breakfast dishes covered it from corner to corner. Ruq, invisible near Daisuke’s right arm, only betrayed his presence when the occasional morsel of food vanished into nowhere.

      Eager as he was to begin the hunt for Razak’s prison, Daisuke had no intention of going into battle at less than his best, especially against the Devil Man backed up by a member—well, former member—of the Blood of Solomon. His first fight with the pair had made it clear they were not to be underestimated. Thus the need for a large meal to make sure he had enough energy.

      Since when do you need to make excuses to enjoy a sugary meal?

      He ignored Ruq’s comment and grabbed a glazed doughnut. Before taking a bite he turned to Helena. “How’s your magic?”

      “Fully recovered.” The beautiful blond wizard shot him a glare but it held no real heat. The cult of Abaddon had stripped her of her ability to cast for a little while and she didn’t like to be reminded of it. “Do you really think finding the prison will be as simple as casting a tracking spell and following it?”

      Daisuke shook his head. “Of course not. No one would be stupid enough not to neutralize such an obvious vulnerability, much less an experienced wizard like Remi. The truth is, I tested the spell this morning before I left my apartment and I couldn’t detect the prison at all. I might be able to break through the barrier when we’re closer, but I’m not counting on it. If this doesn’t work, I’ve got a couple other ideas we can try.”

      “Care to share?” Helena took a sip from her steaming cup of tea.

      “Sure. Rin says Vixen is recovering nicely.” That bit of information brought a frown from Helena. She hadn’t quite decided if Daisuke’s decision to rescue the beautiful former assassin was a good thing or not. He hurried to press on before that argument could flare up again. “Assuming she’s awake when we get back, I thought she may have some idea where Remi would run to. But option one is Vito. The Devil Man has been selling bound demons to criminal gangs. There might be some intel drifting around the underworld. The Italians owe me a favor, so they should be willing to share anything they know.”

      “I’m more worried about what sort of trouble the Blood of Solomon is going to cause,” Helena said. “There’s no way Vanessa will let what they did to her slide.”

      Daisuke glanced around the cafe but no one was paying them the least bit of attention. This was a known wizard hangout and everyone had better manners than to poke their nose into another wizard’s business. It was basic etiquette in their world.

      He blew out a sigh and finished off his doughnut. “I’m sure she won’t. I kind of hope she finds them before we do and they kill each other. That would make collecting the prison so much easier.”

      More likely they’ll make a deal and you’ll end up fighting all three of them at once. Push the waffles a little closer.

      Daisuke nudged the last two waffles over so his familiar could reach them. There was no way Vanessa would make a deal with Remi. The members of the Blood were all fanatics. Nothing could be worse in their eyes than betraying the cause. No, Vanessa wouldn’t be satisfied until Remi was dead.

      Helena’s hand trembled as she set her cup down, her gaze darting between Daisuke and the table. Her brow was furrowed and she bit her bottom lip. “I won’t slow you down, I promise. Despite what happened in Paris, I’m sure I can handle the mission.”

      “Hey, we’re in this together. You’ve never been a burden and I’m sure you won’t be this time.” He reached out and touched her arm. “So let’s not have any more of that kind of talk.”

      “Right.” Helena exhaled, the tension seeping from her shoulders. “Together.”

      They polished off their breakfast. Well, technically Daisuke and Ruq polished off the breakfast. He didn’t know how Helena managed given how lightly she ate. His magic drained so much energy that if he took in less than five thousand calories a day he’d start burning what little fat reserve he had. Once that was gone, he was screwed.

      Their meal complete, Daisuke stood and tossed forty euros on the table. Ruq flew up on his shoulder and the trio stepped out into the bustling streets of Zurich. People hurried here and there, most on their way to work at this time of day. Work at a normal job where the fate of the world was in no way on the line should they make a mistake. Some days he envied them even as he knew a normal life would bore him to death in a month.

      “Let’s go.” He set out for the nearest shadow. The Devil Man was waiting and it was time to begin the hunt.
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        * * *

      

      Remi Velung strode into the Devil Man’s sanctum. He offered a silent laugh at the name. The “sanctum” was little more than a glorified office. Much like the rest of this underground temple, it was a sad imitation of their former headquarters. Remi vastly preferred the space and comfort of Castle Ravenclaw. Of course, what he liked was irrelevant. When you were running for your life, any port in the storm was welcome.

      Some nasty incense filled the air. It stung his nose and burned the back of his throat. How the Devil Man stood it he’d never understand. The room itself was filled with mystical junk. Fancy leather-bound grimoires mingled with relics made to look impressive by a variety of illusions lay scattered among parchments covered with gibberish scrawls written by some lunatic cultist from ancient times. It was the sort of collection designed to impress the ignorant, which described most of the followers of Abaddon.

      And speaking of the cult, their leader, the Devil Man, an imposing figure swathed in obsidian robes, sat behind the desk. His hood was thrown back revealing the handsome face underneath. The man radiated charisma, unlike Remi, which explained why he was the face of the group. And it wasn’t just the good looks and deep, sonorous voice. The Devil Man was clever and ambitious, a fact you forgot at your peril.

      With a languid motion the Devil Man gestured toward the chair opposite his desk. “Remi, take a seat.”

      The words, softly spoken and slightly slurred, made Remi wonder if the incense had some effect beyond making the air smell foul.

      Doubt etched deep furrows in Remi’s brow as he paused to consider his options. Not that he had many. They were being hunted, both by the Circle of Sorcery and, he felt certain, his former comrades in the Blood of Solomon. There was no way Vanessa would let him escape after he betrayed the group, not to mention locking her in the dungeon of Castle Ravenclaw.

      “Remi.” The Devil Man’s voice, as quiet as before, held a more demanding tone.

      “Right,” Remi muttered. He had to keep up appearances as the loyal second. Since Vixen’s defeat, he had no allies save the cult. Only survival mattered for the moment. His own plans would keep for now. He took his seat, the leather creaking beneath him.

      The Devil Man leaned forward, the candlelight from behind casting strange shadows across his face. “Remi, if we’re to restore the cult and find a way to free Razak, we need more resources. The only place we can hope to get them is the gangsters who bought our demons.”

      Remi frowned and nodded. They’d discussed this before.

      “I’m counting on you to convince them to provide those resources,” the Devil Man continued, hands steepled before him.

      “The gangs are likely to object since they paid in full for their demons already,” Remi said. “What else can we offer them to sweeten the deal?”

      “We can offer them their lives.” The Devil Man’s lips curled into a smile devoid of humor. “They’re ignorant thugs. Tell them if we don’t perform regular maintenance on their black rings the demons will break free and go berserk.”

      “That would’ve been more believable if we’d told them at the time of purchase.” Remi was somewhat annoyed that he hadn’t thought to do so in the first place. Such a basic source of ongoing profits was obvious in hindsight. Of course, he’d expected to have a greater demon under his control at this point and thus no need of anything else.

      “Tell them you forgot to mention it.” The Devil Man’s dark chuckle filled the air. “They’re so afraid of us they wouldn’t dare argue.”

      “You might be right,” Remi said. “But there are risks beyond the gangsters’ reactions. Once I’m outside the wards, I might be detected.”

      “Doubtful,” the Devil Man said. “They’re tracking the prison, not us. As long as I keep it here with me, you should be free to move about as necessary.”

      Remi wasn’t nearly as confident as his would-be master, but there was something to what the man said. At the end of the day, someone had to do something if they were going to move the project forward. The Devil Man didn’t exactly blend in with ordinary society and the acolytes were too weak and stupid to intimidate anyone. No, it seemed it would have to be Remi.

      Hellfire danced in the Devil Man’s eyes when his gaze met Remi’s. He leaned back in his chair, which groaned under his weight. Somewhere deeper in the temple the cultists began to chant in Infernal. It was distant enough that Remi couldn’t quite make out what they were saying.

      At last Remi said, “Fine. What will you be doing while I’m out risking my life for the cause?”

      “Something only a hellpriest can do. You heard the chanting? When the preparations are complete, I’ll contact Lord Abaddon and ask for guidance. There must be some other way to open the cursed prison and free Razak. If anyone would know how, the master would.”

      Remi wasn’t optimistic on that point. If Solomon the Great hadn’t figured out how to open the prisons without the seals, it probably wasn’t possible. Still, couldn’t hurt to ask, especially since it wasn’t Remi’s job. The idea of meeting a demon lord face to face didn’t appeal to him.

      He stood and said, “If I’m going, I’d best not delay. The sooner I get what we need the sooner we can summon reinforcements.”

      “That’s the spirit,” the Devil Man said. “I wish you good luck and may Abaddon bless your efforts.”

      Remi grimaced, but didn’t comment as he turned toward the door. So far, the demon lord hadn’t done much to bless their efforts and he doubted that was about to change.
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        * * *

      

      Flickering torches cast an uneven glow on the ancient stone walls as Vanessa Warhawk trailed a white-robed apprentice through the twisting corridors of Castle Solomon. The apprentice, one of the handful of youths who dealt with the mundane tasks necessary to maintain the castle while they studied to master their magic, led her toward the meeting room where Lord Solomon awaited.

      Despite her urgency, Vanessa’s gait was measured, even as her mind raced. Why had Lord Solomon delayed her pursuit of the traitor? Her magic had fully returned yesterday yet her request to begin the hunt was denied. Given the importance of finding Remi, she couldn’t understand it. Not that she would ever question the wisdom of Lord Solomon. If he told her to delay, there was a good reason for it.

      The meeting hall waited just ahead. It took all her self-control not to rush past her youthful guide. The apprentice knocked then pulled the door open, bowing as she gestured for Vanessa to enter.

      She stepped into the room, her attention drawn to the figure seated at the head of the long table. Solomon the Great. His white hair and beard, perfectly combed, was stark contrasted against the tan fabric of the Robe of Power. His eyes were shadowed with dark ridges underneath. Whatever he’d been doing since she last spoke to him had taken a toll.

      Solomon beckoned Vanessa to sit beside him. The chair scraped softly against the floor as she pulled it out. Vanessa took her place by his side. “You summoned me, Lord Solomon?”

      “Indeed, Vanessa,” Lord Solomon said. “I know you’re eager to begin your pursuit of our wayward brother. I apologize for making you wait.”

      Vanessa’s eyes widened. Had her impatience been so obvious? She cursed her foolishness. Of course Lord Solomon had seen right through her. “Please don’t apologize, my lord. My lack of patience is always a struggle.”

      “We all have our struggles. In any case, Remi has finally showed himself. I sensed his appearance only an hour ago.”

      A surge of exhilaration coursed through Vanessa. At last. She would be able to make up for her previous failure.

      Vanessa frowned a moment later. “How did you find him, my lord?”

      “A tracking spell utilizing the blood of Solomon we all share.”

      “I thought the link was too slight for such magic to work.” The idea that Daisuke could hunt them down so easily filled her with dread.

      “No need to fear.” Again it seemed he’d read her like an open book.

      Lord Solomon reached into his robe and pulled out a device from a hidden pocket. It looked a bit like a compass, albeit a crude one. There was a brass disk marked with the cardinal directions and an arrow made of some black substance she didn’t recognize. The device sparked faintly in the ether, confirming its magical nature.

      “It requires more than a simple spell to track us. This compass is one of a kind and amplifies the connection. As long as Remi remains outside whatever barrier hid him, this will locate him wherever he tries to run.”

      Vanessa accepted the compass, her fingers wrapping around the artifact as gently as they might an egg. The metal was cool, almost icy, against her warm skin. A moment later the chill vanished and the arrow fell so it pointed down.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I’ve set it to track Remi, but you have to provide the power to make it work. Simply channel ether into it and the compass will activate. As soon as you stop, it stops. Very simple.”

      So it didn’t work on its own. Disappointing, but far from a surprise. Most magical devices worked the same way. She sent ether into it and the chill returned. A moment later the arrow spun back to its original heading, northeast.

      “I swear I’ll bring back Remi’s head.”

      “No need for anything so dramatic. Just kill him and retrieve Razak’s prison.” Lord Solomon let out a soft sigh. “What we do is necessary, but also tragic. Remi has betrayed us, yes, and such treachery must be answered. But to hunt down one who is of our blood... It grieves me despite all he’s done.”

      Lord Solomon was a better person than Vanessa. As far as she was concerned, Remi had died the day he decided to betray them. She was just burying the body.

      “Good luck, Vanessa,” Lord Solomon said.

      “Thank you, my lord.”

      With the artifact clutched in her grip, Vanessa stood and left the meeting room. The teleportation chamber was waiting and beyond it, Remi. She didn’t care who or what got in her way. No matter what she had to do, Remi would die and she would claim Razak’s prison.

      Heaven help anyone who got in her way.
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      Daisuke and Helena emerged from the shadow paths in an alley between the only two businesses in the village of Tamaz. The town’s eerie silence always gave him a chill. There was a part of Daisuke that wanted to tear the place down. People shouldn’t live in a place like this. The looming presence of Castle Ravenclaw cast a shadow over everything. Even abandoned, the castle held a dark presence.

      Daisuke set Helena on her feet. Unlike Jinx, she lacked the power to travel through shadows on her own, which was why he had to carry her. Not that he minded holding the beautiful woman in his arms, but should it ever be necessary for them to escape in a hurry, it could be a problem.

      A simple detection spell confirmed nothing living or demonic within his range. They might have been alone in the world.

      “This place gives me the creeps,” Helena said.

      “You and me both,” Daisuke said. “On the plus side, nothing’s trying to kill us, so that’s nice. I need to get the staff. Keep your eyes peeled. There are ways to evade detection spells.”

      “Just because I got captured once doesn’t mean I forgot how to do fieldwork.” Helena’s tone was sharp. Clearly she was still a bit self-conscious about her recent stint as a prisoner.

      “You also almost got killed by Cristo and Itsuko not too long ago,” Ruq said, not at all helpfully.

      Hoping to end an argument before it began, Daisuke said, “Ruq, behave yourself.”

      The imp grumbled something unintelligible in Infernal before turning invisible. He and Helena had never gotten along, but this was a mission and they couldn’t be distracted by pointless fighting. There would no doubt be plenty of the real kind soon enough.

      Daisuke took out his wallet and removed a piece of metal about the size of a credit card. He charged it with ether then tossed it on the ground, where it transformed into a trunk which looked a little like a coffin. Buried under his clothes was a black staff made of gnarled wood, the Staff of Law, one of the three treasures of Solomon. The few smooth spaces on it were decorated with unique demon symbols. Those were the spots where he’d fused demon seals to the staff. Razak’s was among them.

      He returned the trunk to its card form and put it away. “Razak’s prison is here somewhere. Let’s see if I can find it.”

      He muttered the tracking spell, a simple one as such things went then charged Razak’s seal with ether before sending the power back out. The resonant link should lead him right to the prison. “Should” being the operative word. As he expected, the spell fizzled.

      “Nothing,” Daisuke said.

      “No surprise there, right?” Helena asked.

      “Yes, but I don’t have to be happy about it,” Daisuke said.

      “Maybe we should take another look around Castle Ravenclaw.” Helena’s voice held a tremor of fear. Her confident words aside, she was still on edge. Not that pointing it out would be prudent for him.

      Daisuke considered for a moment. “No need to go back inside that hellhole. We need to find the Devil Man’s escape hatch. There has to be a tunnel exit beyond the castle walls.”

      “Right,” Helena said, a hint of relief in her tone.

      Taking the lead, Daisuke used a spell to sharpen his senses as they walked up the road to the castle’s front gate. It was a fair distance and passed through the nearby forest. It would be a perfect place for an ambush. Of course, to set an ambush you needed to know someone was coming. Daisuke could’ve appeared anywhere, making it difficult to anticipate his arrival.

      Fortunately for them, his magic hadn’t been deceived and nothing was lying in wait. A couple hours of walking brought them within sight of the castle. The ruined front gate looked exactly as he left it. Unlike last time, no claw demon came roaring out to attack them.

      Twenty yards from the gate he turned right. They’d circle the wall and see what they could see.

      “Ruq, take the high ground and let me know if anything catches your eye.”

      The imp launched himself off Daisuke’s shoulder without a word of complaint. One good thing about Ruq, he always knew when to complain and when to shut up and do the job.

      After a hundred yards of nothing save dirt and saplings Helena asked, “Do you think we’ll find anything?”

      “Sure.” Daisuke’s eyes never stopped scanning the ground. “Whether what we find leads to their hidden lair is another question.”

      “If he knows we’re coming after him,” she said, tucking a stray lock of hair behind an ear. “Wouldn’t he cover his tracks?”

      “I’m sure he’ll have made all sorts of efforts to hide his new base. The odds are we’re going to strike out. But the arrogant prick isn’t perfect. We may find something, though I doubt a wizard as skilled as Remi would be foolish enough to let a gap in the wards go unplugged. And if we don’t, at least we’ll know this avenue has been thoroughly covered.”

      “Are you always this methodical on a mission?” Helena asked.

      “Depends on the mission. Sometimes you can skip a step or go right to the target. Though it helps if you know where the target is. When I’m tracking down someone who doesn’t want to be found, it’s best to go point by point. You never know which clue might be vital.”

      They continued their search, tracing the perimeter of the castle with meticulous care. This was the sort of tedious work Daisuke hated, but it was still better than a stakeout. At least he was moving.

      A couple hours after noon Ruq’s
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