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      In a dark place between realities, two beings of limitless power sat facing each other. Usually there would be nine, but today seven of the demon lords were absent. Null, the Reaper, would’ve happily ignored the request for a meeting, but he was curious about what the whore Ardent Lilly wanted. Though given the arrogant way she was strutting around the space, he had a strong suspicion. She was pleased about something and he could only think of one game where she was far in the lead at the moment.

      Null turned his cowl to face her. As always, Ardent Lilly wore the form of a beautiful naked woman. Her dark hair seemed to shine with an inner light and her bloodred eyes glowed especially bright.

      “Well?” he said. “You asked for this meeting. Say your piece.”

      “You’re never any fun.” Ardent Lilly pouted. “Given how your Chosen on Earth 73 has crushed every challenger so far, I would’ve thought you’d be in a better mood.”

      Null said nothing. His Chosen had indeed performed well so far, but the battles never ended and neither did the great game.

      “Fine. I want to know your intentions toward the hero of Valindor.”

      “My intentions? What makes you think I have any?”

      “He’s from Earth 73 and I know you’ve been keeping an eye on him. Any interference will result in the game ending.”

      “Any direct interference,” Null said. “You’ve already pushed the boundaries of the rules by resurrecting your demon king. I doubt the others will care if I decide to push back. The game can only be ended if a majority agree and you can convince Adonael to surrender, a possibility I consider dim.”

      Ardent Lilly’s perfect face twisted as she scowled. Somehow she even made that look beautiful. “I’ll make you a side deal. Leave the hero to his own devices and when my demon king rules Valindor, I won’t launch an invasion of Earth 73.”

      Null considered for a moment. He wanted to punish Valindor for daring to invade his Earth, and letting them suffer under Ardent Lilly’s rule would certainly be a sort of punishment, albeit an unsatisfying one. As for avoiding an invasion, he doubted she’d keep her word even if she gave it. Demon lords weren’t known for their honesty and she’d never submit to the sort of binding necessary to make it a guarantee.

      Most importantly, if she was making the offer, she couldn’t be very confident of her demon king’s chances of success.

      He would roll the dice.

      “I decline. This hero seems strong. I’ll wager on his success. I will not directly interfere in the matter. Let the mortals fight it out as we always do.”

      She hissed and bared her fangs at him. “You will regret this. I swear, once Valindor is mine, I will send an army of such size Earth 73 will be reduced to a lifeless husk.”

      “We shall see.” With that, Null vanished back to Black City. It seemed matters on Valindor were about to become a good deal more interesting. He could hardly wait to see what happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Danny paused just outside the border of Fell Forest and grimaced as the aura of corruption washed over him. It had thinned out a bit since his last visit with Lyra. Closing the hell portals that had powered the dome of corruption enclosing Villipan City no doubt helped. Nevertheless, the place still turned his stomach.

      Speaking of places that turned his stomach, he spun around for one last look at the Five Kingdoms. He had few good memories of his time here, but Danny liked to think he’d left the people better off than when he’d arrived. With a shake of his head, he turned back and strode down the Western Trade Road, eager to put both the land and his time as its hero behind him.

      The fall weather already held a chill, but the shadows of Fell Forest made it feel even colder. He pulled his cloak tighter around him. He could use his magic to heat the air, but it wasn’t that cold yet. Besides, a fair chunk of the chill was in his head rather than the atmosphere. Corruption had that effect. Once he finished the three-day journey through the forest it should get better.

      Should being the operative word.

      Hour after hour he hiked through the dappled shadows. No matter how high the sun rose, it never got any brighter. He was going to have three days of twilight. Luckily for Danny, he’d never been afraid of the dark.

      He didn’t bother stopping for lunch and eventually it began to grow properly dark. He’d have to make camp soon.

      As if summoned by the thought, a faint whiff of woodsmoke tickled his nose. He paused, listening. The forest was silent as always. Monsters and demons had no use for a campfire. That meant a person had built it. Who the hell would risk traveling through Fell Forest so soon after the demon king’s defeat?

      Danny smiled. Other than him, of course.

      His hand went to his sword hilt and he crept forward. Through the trees, a flickering orange glow appeared. Danny crouched, moving silently toward the light. He spotted the source a moment later, a small campfire, a lone figure huddled next to it. He scanned the surrounding shadows with both his mundane and magical senses and found nothing. Any enemies in the vicinity would’ve noticed the smoke from miles away, which meant the area was secure, for the moment at least.

      Danny rose and approached, keeping his hands well away from his sword. Ten strides out it became clear the mystery camper was a woman. She sat, arms wrapped around her knees, staring into the flames. If she heard his approach, she gave no sign.

      Not wanting to frighten the woman, Danny stopped and said, “Good evening.”

      The woman’s head jerked up, eyes wide as she stared at him.

      Danny held his hands out to the side to show he meant no harm. “I caught a whiff of your fire and thought I’d see who else was crazy enough to be traveling through Fell Forest.”

      The woman watched with seeming indifference. She should’ve been tense, ready to run, but after her initial reaction he saw nothing but dull lifelessness in her.

      He waited for a response but after a minute it became clear he wasn’t going to get one. “Would it be okay if I approached? I don’t want to intrude, but when you’re traveling alone it can be nice to have some company by the fire.”

      Finally, she gave a nearly imperceptible nod. Danny moved closer to the warmth and light. “I’m Ronin, a traveling adventurer.”

      She was staring at him more intently now, a hint of life in her eyes. “My name is Lise. You saved my life.”

      Danny frowned. He saved a lot of people during his time in the Five Kingdoms. He had no memory of this woman in particular. “Forgive me, but I don’t remember you.”

      “I’m not surprised, it’s not like we spoke. I was part of a larger group being marched through Forte by a gang of demons. You and another adventurer, a woman, set us free.”

      “I remember now,” Danny said. “We were on our way to Forte City on a job. I’m glad you all made it to safety.”

      The very smallest hint of a smile tugged at her weary face. “I should be saying that to you. We all thought you’d never come back from that horrible place. As soon as we reached the village you mentioned, we offered prayers to Adonael for your safe return. It seems the archangel heard us.”

      He had serious doubts about that but appreciated the sentiment too much to say so. “Thanks. Mind if I sit?”

      Lise shrugged and gestured at a spot across from her. Danny slipped off his pack, pulled his sword out of its baldric, and settled beside the fire.

      “Don’t know about you, but I’ve been walking all day and could use a bite to eat. I’ve got plenty if you’d like to join me.”

      She didn’t reply so he got out his supplies. Soon sausages were frying over the fire. The smell of fennel and onion filled the air, washing away some of the nastiness of Fell Forest.

      Danny studied Lise as he cooked. He’d seldom seen such a lifeless expression. Her clothes were dirty and ragged, but once upon a time they’d been decent. The war had clearly taken a toll on her. Not that she was alone in her suffering. He shuddered to think how many others were in similar circumstances.

      Curiosity got the better of him and as he turned the sausages he asked, “What brings a lady like you to a place like this?”

      He doubted she was going to answer but at last she heaved a great sigh and said, “Desperation. I lost everything when the demons attacked. My husband, my children, my home, all of it. I only survived because they separated us into groups and mine was sent north while the others were killed on the spot. Pure dumb luck set me in your path. If it hadn’t, I would’ve been sacrificed the same as they were.”

      Danny’s heart ached for her. He knew what it meant to lose everything. It was a small kindness he hadn’t left any kids behind when the summoning ritual dragged him to this world.

      Lise let out a short, bitter laugh. “I say it was luck. Perhaps I was cursed. To survive while they all died is no kindness. Anyway, once I’d regained my strength, I set out for the Western Trade Road. I had nothing, no plan, no hope, nothing. I just knew if I stayed in the Five Kingdoms I’d go mad from the memories. Whether I made it somewhere safe to start over or died on the way, it didn’t matter. All I cared about was being somewhere else.”

      Danny took out a spare fork, speared one of the sausages, and held it out to her.

      “Thanks.” She accepted the fork and took a big bite of sausage. “It’s very good.”

      Danny nodded. “Food always tastes better when you have someone to share it with.”

      They ate in silence and when they finished Lise sighed.

      “Which were you hoping to find?” Danny asked. “Death or a new life?”

      She stared at him, clearly taken aback by the question. Maybe he shouldn’t have been so blunt, but he had to know what she wanted if he was going to help her.

      And Danny had already made up his mind to help her. Given all she’d suffered, he felt a need to do something. There was no reason for it. He didn’t know her; she wasn’t his friend or family member. But when he saw her pain, he knew he had to do something for her.

      “I honestly don’t care which I find,” Lise said. “I only want the pain to end. What of it?”

      “If you truly want to start over, I’ll escort you to the nearest village beyond Fell Forest. It’s on my way and I’d appreciate the company. If not, I’ll be on my way in the morning. Fell Forest will no doubt grant your other wish before long.”

      “You’ve already saved me once. You owe me nothing.”

      “I know that. Like I said, it’s on my way. And… I’d like to help if I can. I saw a lot of death and destruction during the war. So many lives were destroyed. If I can help one person rebuild, I’d like to. So, what do you want? Deep down, what do you want?”

      She gazed into the fire, fresh tears glimmering. “I want to live.”

      He barely heard the words, but even so he made out the iron in them. She was strong, no doubt about that.

      “Good. Get some rest. We’ve a long journey ahead of us.”

      Lise nodded and looked at him across the fire. “Thank you, Ronin, for everything.”

      Danny smiled. “You’re very welcome, Lise. See you in the morning.”

      As she stretched out on the ground, Danny spread out his bedroll. It took only a moment to set a ward around their camp. Fell Forest might seem empty but he didn’t trust it for a moment and now he had another life depending on him.

      Whether that would turn out to be a good decision or not remained to be seen, but he wouldn’t regret it regardless.
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      Danny sat bolt upright, all signs of sleep washed away in an instant. The only thing that would cause such a reaction was the activation of his ward. He opened himself to the ether and confirmed that something had triggered the spell. Checking the area with his magical senses, he found no lingering threats. Whatever had gotten too close had already paid the price.

      He pulled his boots on and climbed to his feet. The pre-dawn stillness held an eerie kind of quiet. Fell Forest was always like that. It was the lack of ordinary animals. No birds chirped and no squirrels barked from the branches. Only predators called this forest home.

      Collecting his sword, Danny strode toward the edge of the ward. He’d set it big enough to make sure Lise wouldn’t trigger it if she had to visit the bushes during the night.

      His nostrils flared when the stink of charred flesh reached him. With an effort of will he summoned a globe of shimmering light that hovered above his head. Its glow revealed the blackened corpses of two massive crimson ogres just beyond the boundary of his ward.

      Despite their size, the ogres were among the weakest enemies calling the forest home. You didn’t even need magic to kill them, just skill and good steel.

      Still, he was glad he’d taken the time to add a lethal component to his usual protections. Until he and Lise parted company, he’d continue to add it.

      Turning his back on the grim scene, Danny walked toward the remnants of last night's campfire. He knelt, gathering a handful of dry twigs and leaves. A small incantation coaxed a flame from the kindling, and soon a fire crackled before him. The warmth did little to dispel the chill that clung to his bones—not from the morning air, but from the constant vigilance that Fell Forest demanded.

      Danny placed a skillet over the flames and soon bacon was sizzling and popping merrily away. The savory scent filled the campsite, pushing some of the gloom away. No matter the world, nothing beat starting the morning with bacon.

      A little ways away, Lise stirred, her eyes fluttering open as she groaned awake. Her gaze drifted across the campsite before landing on the charred remains of the ogres just beyond the ward's perimeter.

      She let out a squeak of surprise. “What…”

      “Relax,” Danny said without looking up from the skillet. His hands were steady as he flipped the slices of meat. “The ward did its job. Hungry?”

      Lise’s throat worked as she swallowed and drew her knees up, wrapping her arms around them as she watched Danny cook. “I’ve never seen magic like that.”

      “Have you seen much magic?”

      She let out a slightly nervous chuckle. “No, not many wizards or arcane knights visited our little village. We did have a priest of the Goddess, but his magic was nothing outstanding.”

      Danny took the bacon out and poured some thick cornmeal batter in. The griddle cakes fried up quickly and he handed half the food to Lise before digging in himself. They ate in relative silence, only the crackle of the fire punctuating the stillness of the forest. It was almost peaceful, at least as peaceful as Fell Forest ever got.

      “Before the demon king,” Lise began out of nowhere, her voice barely above the sound of the fire, “we were a regular family. My husband, my daughter…”

      She trailed off, her gaze distant. Danny said nothing. He was happy to listen, but pushing her would be a mistake.

      “We had a farm. It was small, but it was ours. The life of a freeholder isn’t easy, but we were generally happy. We didn’t even know the demon king had returned until the monsters showed up. They destroyed everything. Killed anyone that fought and took the rest prisoner. It was a nightmare.” Her fingers clenched in the fabric of her tunic, knuckles whitening. “I want— I need to do more than just survive.”

      “Surviving’s the first step,” Danny said. “Eventually you’ll find a new purpose. It’ll take time, but the pain does fade.”

      A glimmer of life sparked in Lise's eyes and she offered what might have been the first smile he’d seen on her. It brightened her rather plain features and made her almost pretty.

      “How does someone so young sound so wise?”

      “Sounding wise is easy, being wise is harder. If you’re done, we should get moving. We’ve got at least two more days to the edge of Fell Forest and I’m eager to put this place behind us.”

      “I second that,” she said, new steel in her voice.

      Leaving their camp behind, Danny set out down the Western Trade Road at what he hoped would be a comfortable pace for Lise. At a minimum, she didn’t complain and her breathing was steady. If she lived on a farm, she was no doubt in good shape.

      “Thank you.” Lise’s voice had a different tone, one he hadn’t heard before. “For everything. You’ve given me more than just protection, Ronin. You’ve given me a chance to... to find purpose again.”

      Danny grinned. It was good to see her showing a bit of spirit. He had sufficient experience with loss to understand it was only a start and that she’d have plenty of bad days ahead of her, but it was a step in the right direction.

      “Glad to help. I—” He froze. A source of corruption was headed right toward them.

      “What is it?” Lise asked when she noticed he’d stopped.

      “Trouble. Get behind me.” He drew his sword and conjured a holy ward around her. It wasn’t as strong as the ones Eve made, but it should hold as long as they didn’t encounter anything too strong.

      Next he charged his weapon with the same energy and drew ether into his body, enhancing his strength and speed.

      The source of corruption was getting closer by the moment.

      He homed in on it and raised his sword to the ready position.

      “Don’t move, no matter what happens. I can’t fight and worry about you too.”

      Lise nodded, her whole body tense and her hands clenched into fists. Putting her out of his mind, Danny readied himself for battle.

      With a guttural roar, two of the lamprey-headed demons that had been an endless thorn in his side since the first battle he fought on this world came snarling out of the depths of Fell Forest.

      Danny’s grip tightened around the sword’s hilt.

      The first demon leapt at him.

      He spun and slashed, cutting a deep groove in its side. His back cut drove the second demon back long enough for him to finish off the first one with a slash to the neck that sent its head tumbling to the dirt.

      Undeterred by its companion’s death, the surviving demon lunged with a high-pitched screech that hurt Danny’s ears. That was a new trick, but not an effective one. Ignoring the noise, he cut the demon in half from right shoulder to left hip.

      Both bodies immediately started dissolving into black goo.

      As soon as he confirmed the area was clear he released all his spells. As fights went, it was far from the hardest he’d fought since arriving on Valindor, but without the hero’s armor or his ethersword, it made for a bit of a challenge.

      He sheathed his sword and turned to Lise. “We’re good. You okay?”

      The tremors in Lise's hands made it clear she was far from okay. She hurried over and clung to Danny, her fingers digging into his dark tunic as she hugged him.

      “Those were the same ones that attacked our village. I thought… I thought…”

      She didn’t seem capable of finishing the sentence. Danny well understood the triggers of PTSD. He just hugged her and waited until the trembling stopped.

      “If you’re up to it, we need to get going.”

      “Right.” She backed away and looked up at him. “I’m okay now.”

      He let the lie pass and they continued on, the road stretching endlessly before them. Thankfully the rest of the day and the next night passed without incident.  Around midafternoon the next day, Fell Forest opened up, revealing an expanse of fields and rolling hills.

      They’d made it through.

      Unfortunately, there wasn’t a sign of civilization to be found as far as he could see. That wasn’t a surprise since no one in their right mind would build close to Fell Forest.

      “What now?” Lise asked. “I wasn’t sure we’d make it through the forest and now that we have, it doesn’t feel real.”

      “Oh, it’s real. I figure if we stick to the road we’ll reach a village eventually. Once we do, you can start your new life. As for me, my destination is still a long ways from here.”

      “Maybe you could settle down instead.” She looked up at him, seeming a bit nervous.

      Danny swallowed a sigh. He was afraid of this. Even though he’d tried his best not to encourage her, it looked like Lise had gotten attached to him. While he would never regret helping her, this was a complication he didn’t need.

      “No, my mission can’t be set aside. Too much is on the line. You’re a strong, capable woman. I’m sure you’ll find your place in no time.”

      She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “Right. We’re practically strangers after all. Not to mention I’m old enough to be your mother. Forget I said anything.”

      Forgetting about it struck Danny as an excellent idea. “I’d like to put some distance between us and Fell Forest before dark, assuming you’re up to more walking.”

      “I’m good. Let’s go.” She set out down the road and Danny followed along behind.

      Whoever ended up marrying her was going to have his hands full in the best way possible.
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      Danny stopped on the crest of a low hill and shaded his eyes against the glare of the noon sun. Five days of steady walking had put Fell Forest well behind them. While he knew no one would build a village close to the corrupt forest, he never imagined they’d have to walk this far to find civilization.

      Lise's stamina had proven a welcome surprise. She’d kept up without a word of complaint. Danny didn’t set a blistering pace, but he’d walked right along. His best guess put them a hundred miles from the forest.

      “We found something. Finally,” Danny said.

      The little village nestled between two hills wasn’t huge by Five Kingdom standards. A rough dirt path turned off the main trade road and ran down to the village. It had a palisade fence surrounding it and a wagon served as a sort of gate. From here, despite using a spell to enhance his vision, he couldn’t see a soul moving around either in the village itself or in the nearby fields.

      “Looks abandoned,” Lise said.

      “Yup, but let’s take a closer look to make sure.” They turned down the path and Danny moved a little ahead of Lise. If there was trouble he wanted to reach it first.

      He needn’t have worried. The village was as still and silent up close as it had been at a distance. It also stank to high heaven. The wagon blocking the entrance had been turned on its side. Whoever put it there clearly didn’t want anyone moving it easily. A crude white skull with an X through it had been painted on the wagon bed. The sight triggered a memory in Danny’s host.

      That was a plague sign.

      The memory sent a shiver down Danny's spine. He cast a sideways glance at Lise, and saw her expression was twisted in disgust.

      “What’s that smell?” she asked.

      “Rotting bodies.” Danny didn’t need his host to provide the answer. He’d smelled the same stench in a slaughtered village his team stumbled on during his first deployment. That was a memory he’d never forget. “You recognize the plague mark?”

      She nodded but didn’t speak.

      “I can’t imagine someone’s still alive in there, but let’s take a look just to be sure,” Danny said.

      “Going in there’s a bad idea,” Lise said. “I don’t even like being this close to it.”

      “You can wait here. My magic will keep any disease at bay. I won’t be long.”

      Lise shook her head and grabbed his arm. “I’m not staying out here alone. Whatever’s waiting, I prefer to face it with you.”

      “Alright.” He wasn’t going to insist she stay behind. A village full of corpses should be safe. Assuming they were properly dead and not just waiting for some unlucky sap to show up so they could attack.

      A moment of concentration surrounded him and Lise with a golden aura of Heavenly magic. Though it would stop any illness from reaching them, it did nothing to stop the smell.

      A hard, magically enhanced shove moved the wagon out of the way, allowing them to enter. Danny kept the lead as they walked down the village’s lone street. Lise had a death grip on his left arm, as if she thought he might disappear on her.

      They approached the first house, a simple structure that couldn’t have more than three rooms. Its door was partway open as if in unspoken invitation to enter.

      Danny stuck his head in and grimaced. Three bodies lay on the floor in pools of fluid he preferred not to examine too closely.

      He jerked his head back. “You don’t want to look.”

      “I certainly don't,” Lise agreed.

      Methodically, Danny checked each dwelling, finding only bodies. Given the level of decay, he figured this place had been sealed up for a month or so. As far as he could tell, no animals had come sniffing around. That was strange. Crows at least should have been feasting.

      When they’d checked the last house Danny said, “Nothing living.”

      As he expected, but it was no less depressing for the lack of surprise.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Lise said. “I’ve had enough of dead villages to last a lifetime.”

      Danny nodded, happy to leave the place behind.

      When they’d put a hundred yards and the worst of the smell behind them, Lise let out a long breath. “That was so much worse than what happened to my village.”

      He reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Lise. I didn’t intend to bring up bad memories.”

      “No.” She swallowed hard. “We needed to be sure. I understand that.”

      “Stand still.” He opened himself to the ether and bathed them both in the white glow of holy energy. He was confident the barrier kept any disease at bay, but after what he saw in those houses, Danny wasn’t taking any chances.

      “Let's get out of here,” Danny said. “Maybe we can find some living people to tell us what’s going on.”

      “Settling around here suddenly seems a good deal less appealing than I first thought,” Lise said.

      Danny couldn’t fault her logic.

      Leaving the forsaken village, they retraced their steps back to the trade road. He had no idea how far apart villages were spaced in this part of the world, but hopefully it wouldn’t take them another five days to find out.

      “I’m getting sick of this road,” he muttered.

      “As long as it takes us somewhere alive,” she said. “I don’t care about anything else.”

      He smiled despite the grimness of their situation. Lise had a knack for cutting to the heart of the matter.

      They continued on, determined to put as much distance between themselves and the plague village as the sun would allow. Tomorrow was another day. If heaven stood with them it would be a better one.
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      A new village appeared on the horizon in the middle of the afternoon two days after they left the plague village behind. From a distance it looked pretty much the same as the first one: same palisade, same simple houses. The main difference was a crude gate in place of the wagon. That and the living people outside the gate.

      That the four men held crossbows cradled in their arms was less encouraging. Though given what Danny had seen so far, it was hardly a surprise. At least the walk hadn’t been as long as Danny feared.

      “What do you think?” Lise asked as they pressed on.

      “I think living guards are an upgrade from a plague-marked wagon. Hopefully they don’t shoot on sight. It wouldn’t do any good, but I’d still prefer to avoid violence.”

      “I second that.”

      They turned off the main road and made a beeline for the village.

      Twenty yards out, the center guard shouted, “Stop where you are!”

      Danny obliged, raising his hands in a gesture of peace as he did. The guards had their crossbows raised, fingers on the trigger ready to fire. That was terrible trigger discipline, but he saw no point in saying so. Judging from their ragged leathers and rusty bits of mail, these weren’t the finest soldiers in the land. At least Danny hoped they weren’t.

      “We mean you no harm,” he said.

      “State your business!” the same guard said. His eyes were narrow and suspicious beneath the brim of his iron helm.

      “We’re travelers,” Danny said, keeping his tone calm and even. “A hot meal and a bed would be most welcome if you can spare them.”

      “Travelers?” The guard spat the word. “What sort of fool travels when the plague is spreading?”

      Danny understood the guard’s fear. He couldn’t do anything about it, but he understood it.

      “We didn’t know about the plague when we set out and we can’t go back in any case.” Danny shrugged. “Is there any way we can convince you to let us in? It’s been far too long since we enjoyed a bit of civilization.”

      The guards exchanged uneasy glances, their fingers twitching above the triggers of their crossbows. They clearly had no idea what to do. Fear seldom led to good decisions, but, so far at least, they’d refrained from shooting. That had to be a good sign.

      “Hang on a minute,” the central guard said at last. “Len, go fetch Father Wolter. He can tell us if these two are safe.”

      The youngest of the guards slipped under the bar that blocked access to the village and hurried out of sight.

      Minutes dragged by. Danny took some comfort in the guards lowering their weapons. It seemed they’d calmed enough to recognize Danny and Lise weren’t an immediate threat.

      “Do you think they’re going to let us in?” Lise asked, her voice pitched low so there was no danger of the guards overhearing.

      “Hopefully, once their priest confirms we’re not sick. At least, I can’t see any reason they’d refuse us once it’s safe.”

      At last, the young guard reappeared, along with a skinny, middle-aged man dressed in a white robe featuring the red cross of the Goddess, Lady of Healing. Father Wolter looked them all over. Danny could feel the ether filling his eyes, though he didn’t recognize the specific spell.

      “They’re clear,” the priest said, a note of relief in his voice. “No taint of plague upon them.”

      The guards relaxed, shoulders slumping and crossbows dipping toward the ground. The center guard waved them closer. Up close, it was clear he’d seen plenty of years. His scruffy beard was flecked with white and a nasty scar ran down the side of his face.

      “In with you then,” he said, motioning them through. “We don’t have a proper tavern, but I’m sure someone would be willing to sell you a meal. Mind your manners and don’t cause trouble. Branik knows we’ve seen enough of it. Welcome to White Hall.”

      “Thank you and rest assured we’ll be on our best behavior,” Danny said.

      “If you’re willing,” Father Wolter said. “I’ll introduce you to Mayor Rik. I’m sure he’ll be eager for news of the outside world.”

      “That works for me,” Danny said. “I’d like to know more about what’s happening around here before we resume our journey.”

      Father Wolter bowed to them and led the way into the village. As they walked down the dirt path that divided the village in half, Danny spotted nervous people peeking out at them only to pull back when he looked their way.

      “Don’t mind their curiosity,” Father Wolter said. “We seldom had visitors before the plague. Now, a new arrival is a potential threat as well as a diversion.”

      Danny didn’t mind in the least and resolved to ignore them.

      Soon they arrived outside the largest house in the village. Not that it was anything special, just a bigger version of the standard design. Father Wolter knocked and a moment later the door opened, revealing a woman in her fifties dressed in a tan dress with a white apron over it. She looked them over, a little frown creasing her forehead.

      “Is Mayor Rik available?” Father Wolter asked. “We have guests and I’m sure he’ll want to speak with them.”

      “Of course he’s available,” the woman said. “The lazy lout has nothing to keep him occupied now. He sits around muttering to himself until I can’t stand it and kick him out for a few hours. Then he comes back and starts all over again. Come in and I’ll fetch him.”

      She shuffled off deeper into the house while Danny and his companions waited in the central room. There were a few chairs around a rough table. He figured it served as both a dining room and living room.

      “I’m guessing that’s the mayor’s wife,” Lise said.

      “You would be correct,” Father Wolter said. “If she doesn’t drag him out by the ear I’ll be impressed.”

      “Welcome, travelers.” Danny started when the first fat man he’d seen in a long time entered the room. Mayor Rik wore a billowing tunic that would’ve been called a muumuu back home. “What brings you to our cursed land?”

      Father Wolter sighed. “Don’t be so dramatic, Rik. Terrible though it might be, a plague isn’t the same as a curse.”

      “We’ve come from the Five Kingdoms.” Danny paused but the name brought no reaction. “I’m Ronin, an elite adventurer, simply passing through on my way further west while Lise is looking for a place to settle. Neither of us had any idea what to expect when we left Fell Forest behind. Then we came across a village.” Danny laid out everything they found.

      “We hoped Green Rock had simply hunkered down, the same as us.” The mayor scrubbed a hand across his face. “Three of our own have fallen ill. We keep them isolated, but the longer the illness goes on, the greater the chance of others catching it. The power you used to purify yourselves, could you use it to cure them?”

      “Your healer…” Danny turned toward Father Wolter.

      “He has done all within his
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