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The Demons Head

Amazingly well written. The character didnt have a name, but while reading it felt like I was the character. Strange huh? Super-awesome writing and story.

Reeses Reviews

Richard C. White knows how to write a story! Well-paced and flowing nicely...this is a sign of an awesome writer..

Cloeys Book Reviews and Other Stuff

The Mountain of Ice

This is fast-paced story filled with surprises. I admired our hero, empathized with the Queens slave, and hated the bad men, just like the author wanted me to.

Long and Short Reviews

Shades of Blue

Despite [its short length], ‘Shades of Blue feels like a full length novel.  The perfect choice for anyone who loves surprises.

Long and Short Reviews

Sword of Fate

A great read that had the main character learning that he is a better man than what he thinks he is. I enjoyed this story  It was easy to visualize the characters and find yourself rooting for them. I have no problem recommending this book to those that like this genre.

Drues Random Chatters & Reviews

Entertaining, old-school sword and sorcery, in the tradition of Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser.Jim C. Hines, author of the Magic ex Libris, Jig the Goblin, and The Princesses series

Richard C. White knows how to spin a great yarn. These stories do not disappoint.Bobby Nash, author of Evil Ways, Domino Lady: Money Shot, and Alexandra Holzers Ghost Gal: The Wlld Hunt
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			To my horror, I watched the red skull rise into the air like a hooded cobra slowly elevating to frighten its prey.The Demons Head
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It seemed like a simple taskwell, as simple as stealing something from a cursed temple gets.

The day found me wading through the Vectis swamp, spending half of my time forcing my way through the muck and the other half swatting away bugs the size of small rodents. Taking a short break, I wiped the muck off my blade and glanced at my surroundings. The overgrown morass I was passing through resembled an alien landscape, filled with mist and strange plants. This particular area was covered in cattails, giving the ground the appearance of a submerged porcupine.

A sudden roar startled me out of my reverie. A large lizardits mottled green and brown scales providing effective camouflage against the dark background of the swampvoiced its objection to my presence and charged from behind a sagging tree. It was amazing the minor details that went through your mind when death approaches. I could almost feel time slowing down to a crawl. It was a familiar feeling, one that comes from being in situations like this before. I could clearly see the water drops falling from its razorsharp claws as it closed in on me.

I braced, admiring its freedom of movement even as my own legs fought against sinking deeper in the mud and water I stood in. I felt the rush of adrenaline, and my body moved even before I realized how close the creature had gotten. I stepped to the right at the last second and brought my blade down on the back of its neck, nearly severing its head. The fivefootlong creature crumpled at my feet, black blood oozing into the damp earth. Only when it had stopped twitching and I was sure it didnt have any other buddies lurking around did I notice my hands were shaking. No matter how much I might have trained as a youth, nothing could prepare you for that instant when you either live or die.

I preferred to fight with a rapier. It was an elegant weapon, but useless in the tall grass and vines I was traversing. Once I knew I was going into the swamp, Id decided to take a falchion, its heavier blade reminiscent of a huge meat cleaver with a hilt. I wouldnt want to fence with it, but as a chopping instrument, it proved useful against both the vegetation and the thickhided inhabitants of the swamp.

After my heart rate settled down, I took quick stock of the situation. I wasnt missing any body parts, the creature was dead, I was still stuck in the middle of a swamp, and there was water in my boots. All in all, about the best I could have hoped for given the circumstances. I cleaned my weapon on the creatures scaly skin, wiped the perspiration off my brow, and pondered how I got into this situation.
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I no longer used my family name, and to be honest, Id used so many fake ones, some days I wasnt sure I really remembered what it was. I was born near the imperial capital, and my family had made a fortune both in trading and in backing the latest imperial faction. As I was the eldest son, Mother and Father had spared no expense in ensuring I had the finest education, both with books and with swords.

I was going to be leaving home for the Imperial College and possibly a commission in the Kings Hussars when I met Gisselle. Ah, Gisselle, with her flashing blue eyes, impish smile, and pretty face framed by that flowing blond hair. We began meeting without my parents knowledge and certainly without their permission. She never told me where she was from or what she did for a living, but I was in love, and her mysterious past only made her more desirable. We would accidentally bump into each other while I was shopping at the market, or perhaps I would encounter her as I was leaving the local tavern after dark and offer to escort her home. After all, it wouldnt be proper for her to walk home alone after dark. I know several of my classmates thought this was just a small fling, one last hurrah before heading off to college, but to me, it was so much more.

I hadnt realized how wicked her grin was until I saw her one day in the market. She rushed over to me and handed me a small pouch. I need you to hold onto this for me.

She seemed out of breath and unusually distracted, but this was Gisselle. There was nothing I wouldnt do for her.

Of course, but why?

She held up a finger to my mouth and winked. Its a secret. No peeking.

I laughed before responding, No peeking, I promise. But where should I meet you to return it?

She leaned in close against me, and I could smell the honeysuckle in her hair. Come by the Laughing Dolphin tonight. If you dont peek, I guarantee Ill make it worth your while. Which would you rather peek at, that little sack or me?

I blushed furiously, and before I could say anything else, she blew me a kiss and disappeared in the crowd, moving through the milling bodies as if they were standing still. I felt the weight of the pouch and then tucked it inside my tunic, wondering what game she was playing.

I soon found out.

A few minutes later, as I was looking over the menu at the local inn, five guardsmen burst in. One of them pointed at me. Seize him.

Before I could raise an objection, I found myself pinned to the floor and a halberds point hovering above my heart. I was bound in chains and bundled off to the local jail. I sat in that dark, damp cell for several days in only my breeches, completely ignorant of my crime until my first time being hauled in front of the judge.

It seemed my beloved Gisselle was a thief and she had liberated a sizable handful of precious gems. However, shed been spotted and passed them off to me while she made her escape. I dont know if she thought I would get away and return them to her, or if she knew Id be arrested, which would give her time to escape. In the end, Id probably never know. However, her intent meant nothing to the judge. My protestations of innocence fell on deaf ears. As far as he was concerned, if I was not the thief, I was an accomplice and possibly the fence for the gems. Either way, I was guilty of their possession and that was all the judge cared about.

The only advantage to my familys name was I was assigned to the prison galleys for five years instead of having my hands cut off. After the trial, my parents made it very clear that would be the last time I would use the familys name for my benefit. Should I survive my ordeal, I was never to return home.

On the way to the barges, fortune smiled on me, although I did not recognize it at the time. I was feeling pretty sorry for myself as we crested the hill leading toward the coast and the prison galley came into sight. Just then, the wagons wheels caught in a rut and the wagon overturned. The guards were thrown from the wagon, and the cage broke free of the bed, which rolled most of the way down the hill. It struck a large rock, and the door popped open at the shock. I took advantage of the confusion and hurried into a nearby copse of woods to hide. I managed to find a hollowed tree and scrambled inside. After several hours, I saw the guards force the few prisoners they had recaptured into the cage and remount it on the wagon.

With my escape, I was proclaimed an outlaw. By imperial decree, no one was allowed to provide aid to an outlaw. In fact, they were required to either kill me on sight or else immediately report my presence to the local constables. Should they not report me, they could be punished by forfeiture of all their property and banishment themselves, so Id gotten very good at creating a new backstory every time I met someone, changing my name and hometown on a moments notice. Through what felt like a series of small miracles, and using the skills Id learned at school, I made my way to the outskirts of the empire and found a place to live in a border town.

For the past eight years, Id become out of necessity the thief they accused me of being, and to be honest, it appeared I had a bit of talent for it. I preferred to work alone whenever possible, and I did my best to ensure no one could set me up again. Perhaps Id gotten more callous and a whole lot more suspicious, but being on the run did that to a man.

Id moved from town to town, one step ahead of bounty hunters, other thieves, jealous husbands, and creditors. However, I always seemed to be one step behind any rumor of Gisselle.

Yesterday, I found myself sitting in Adwalton Moors only tavern, musing about the intervening eight years. I had gone from being a pampered son to drinking abysmal ale and worrying if I would have enough silver pennies to pay for my room at the end of the week. Thinking about that debt, I began to consider the next move to Vinnovia, the town on the other side of this swamp; it was going to happen sooner than Id planned. The only thing less inviting than my prospects was the dilapidated tavern I was patronizing.

Looking out the window, I saw a storm brewing in the distance, turning the sky as gray as my thoughts. Id been in this village nearly a month, waiting for some unpleasant people in Wakefield to forget I existed. It was not a bad place as villages on the edge of a swamp go, if you didnt mind the smell and the constant rain. Still, opportunities to practice my trade were slim. I had reached the point where I actually contemplated looking for a job. That was when I knew how far I had fallen.

Taking a drink from my halffilled stein, I heard voices behind me. I couldnt make out who was sitting in the adjoining booth, but the intensity of the conversation encouraged me to pay closer attention. I leaned back in my seat and listened intently, a small smile creeping across my face as their voices became clearer. Any thoughts of getting a real job disappeared.

The first speaker was trying to keep his thin voice from carrying over the crowd noise. If the rumors are true, theres more treasure there than youd be able to carry out in two days.

That caught my attention.

And Im telling you, if youre wrong, therell only be one of us coming out of the swamp. Id heard that bass voice somewhere before. Now, youre certain you know how to find this place?

I do. Ive been there, but its dangerous. Three people died the last time. Thats why I need your help.

Theres a big surprise. So, let me guess: Once we get to the temple, the treasure is locked behind secret doors, and deadly traps await the unwary?

You know about the temple already?

I had to cover my mouth to keep from snorting out loud at the youths naïve reply. I motioned for the barmaid to bring me another drink to cover up any inadvertent noise Id made. It sounded like some kid playing treasure hunter, and it seemed the familiar voice thought so, too.

Look, kid, I dont have time for this. Either give me a reason to believe you or hit the road. Im not going into the damn swamp to look for an abandoned temple just because you think theres treasure there.

Just as the barmaid set the fresh stein in front of me, a solid thunk hit the table behind me, and the bass voice got friendlier.

Ah, I guess this might be a reason to believe you.

I cursed the fact I was sitting with my back to them. I hoped hed describe what hed seen, but no luck. There was some excited whispering I couldnt make out, and then the scraping of boots on the floor and the sound of shifting bodies told me their meeting was breaking up.

So, youll accompany me, then?

Kid, you got yourself a partner. Meet me here tomorrow morning, one hour after dawn.

We cant leave any earlier?

Sure, if you want to blunder around in the dark. Look, you said you needed someone who could get you to the treasure. Well, let me do my job and well both be plenty wealthy. I need to arrange some things first, so run along and Ill see you tomorrow.

I leaned forward, resting a hand against my forehead and letting out a groan, as though Id had too much to drink. While I had enough experience in other towns to ensure my act was believable, the way they watered the ale in this tavern, it took an acting performance worthy of the Royal Theater. From beneath the brim of my hat, I watched the young man make his way toward the exit. He was a tall, skinny kid, maybe in his twenties. I risked a glance around the bar to see where his partner was, but the owner of the deep voice was nowhere to be seen. After a few seconds, I guessed he slipped out the back door, but it didnt matter. I had placed the voice; it belonged to Blair Tynal.

Blair had become the bane of my life lately. Wed butted heads a few times back in Wakefield, and in Clifton before that. We were more or less in the same business; however, he was more of a headknocker. His motto was, if some force doesnt work, use more force. No finesse with his crimes, which probably explained why he was here in Adwalton Moor. However, hed interfered in two of my last jobs and had actually assaulted and robbed one of my companions back in Wakefield. Cost me half my take getting him nursed back to health. If Blair Tynal was involved, then I was definitely interested. Snatching this out from under his nose was going to make this theft all the more sweet.

I paid my bill at the bar and wandered out into the dimming sunlight. I glanced up at the clouds rolling in, thinking about the opportunity just presented to me. A smile played on my face as I made my way through the streets.

Temple in a swamp, eh? Someone must have heard about this place. I think its time to call in a few favors and get some supplies. I mean, its not like you can lose a temple.

Yes, I concluded, this could be the answer to my problems.
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I began to wonder if the solution wasnt worse than my problem. Here I was, standing in the middle of this godforsaken swamp, dodging mosquitoes the size of rocs, more carnivorous lizards than I knew existed, as well as quicksand, sawgrass, and every other natural pitfall nature could throw at me. About the only things I hadnt encountered yet was a tribe of cannibals or a jealous husband. If there was no treasure at this temple, Blair might have to wait in line to kill the kid.

I checked the sun every time I could spot it through the longtrailing vines and curtains of moss hanging from the trees. As long as I kept the sun to my left, I was moving in the right direction. According to the locals, an old paved road ran through the swamp somewhere south of town. If I took it west, it should lead me to the temple. Checking my bearings, I saw gray clouds swirling in from the north. A cool breeze hit me, and I shivered in spite of myself.

I looked up and felt a drop strike me in the face. I pulled my light cloak closer around my body and tried to keep as much of the cold water from running down my neck as I could. I had to slow down as I pushed on, hoping the swamp creatures would hate the cold as much as I did, because with the rain, the chance of spotting any of them smart enough not to roar was rapidly approaching zero. Another shiver hit me and a thought ran through my head. I may wind up killing this kid anyway. No treasure is worth all this.

Trudging through the cold, steady rain, I found the remains of the road. If I hadnt been looking for it, I easily would have missed it. The moss growing over the cracked stones made it blend in against the swamp. There wasnt much left of the road, but compared to what Id been trudging through, it looked like the Imperial Highway.

I hurried down the pathway, trying to find shelter before the road flooded. Even in the dim light, I could see the stone markers lined up like a group of drunks outside a bar. I examined one, but the swamps assault on the markers had taken its toll. The few surviving letters were in a language Id never seen before.

I crested a hillock, and the temple loomed out of the shadows, lurking in a grove of twisted and gnarled trees; the pools of water nearby were darker than the swamp water Id been trudging through all day. Staring at the temple, a cold shiver ran through my limbs that had nothing to do with the blowing wind. Back in town, people had warned me this place was cursed, but Id put it down to local superstition. Now, it was easy to understand their fear. The building loomed against the surrounding swamp like a crouching beast waiting to pounce on an unsuspecting traveler who drew too near.

Taking a deep breath, I tried to get my nerves under control. After a few minutes, the shaking in my hands subsided, and I hurried toward the abandoned building before I could change my mind. No matter how ominous, there was no ignoring the lack of coins in my pouch. Id spent the last of my money outfitting myself. There was no turning back now.

It was an imposing building with walls of rose marble. Impressive columns rose from the surrounding porch to support the massive roof. I hadnt seen architecture like this except in ruins dating back thousands of years. To my amazement, there was a visible line between the swamps vegetation and the grounds surrounding the temple. Either the temple still had a dedicated gardener, or else the swamp had more sense than I did.

I heard the sound of voices approaching and hid behind one of the columns as Blair and his young companion climbed onto the porch. They must have taken a different route to the temple. I noted with a touch of jealousy the lack of mud and detritus on their clothing.

You werent kidding, Taixa. This is impressive. Blair stared up at the temple from the edge of the steps. They dont build them like this anymore.

The younger man stood nearby, carrying a large backpack and a boar spear. Judging from the gore on it, theyd met some of my playmates also. It is impressive. However, we have to go inside to get to the treasure.

One step at a time. Blair put his hands out in front of him as though speaking to a wild horse. You want to ‘get to the treasure, or do you want to take some home with you? You said yourself, people have tried before, but none have returned. I intend to return.

Of course. You are the expert. My job was to get you here.

And you did a fine job. Blair walked around the front porch, examining the halfopen doors to the temple. He paused, a broad smile playing on his lips. He walked off the porch and shortly returned with a large stick in his hands. Tiptoeing back to the door, he pulled a large dagger out of its sheath and then pushed the door open with the stick.

A dark shape shot through the door in a blur of motion and sank its fangs deep into the stick. Before the creature had a chance to realize its mistake, Blair drove his dagger deep into its body. Blair pulled the large lizard out of the temple, its jaws locked in death.

This swamp seems to produce hungry creatures.

An odd expression crossed Taixas face before he spoke. Legends say hungrier things lurk in this swamp than the lizards.

Well, I hunger for gold. Lets go get some.

The two slipped inside the darkened temple. I waited a moment before tiptoeing to the door. This was working out well. Let Blair deal with the traps and take the risks. So what if he took the choicest treasures? As long as I had enough to live on and entertain the ladies once I reached Vinnovia, why should I deny him his spoils?

All right. Usually, I was not so magnanimous. In fact, I was honest enough to admit I was as greedy as the next guy. However, I was realistic. Blair was a better swordsman than me. Add in that Taixa looked as if he knew how to use that spear, and the odds were not in my favor. Better a live jackal than a dead lion.

Peering around the edge of the door, I spotted Blair and Taixa at a large mahogany altar covered with ornate carvings. Blair knelt beside the altar, working on something while Taixa held a lantern for him. I heard something and saw Blair throw himself backward, nearly knocking Taixa off his feet. The report of several objects hitting something hard echoed through the room. Taixa helped Blair to his feet, and they began pushing on the left side of the altar. It shifted under protest. Grunting and straining, they moved it almost three feet, revealing a hole in the floor. Blair took the lantern and descended.

Once theyd disappeared, I crept across the sanctuary and gazed into the depths. The dim glow of the retreating lantern showed steps leading down about ten feet. A narrow stone passageway lay beyond. I caught a glimpse of the far wall and saw three heavy metal darts sticking out of the wall, buried up to their fletchings. Swallowing a lump in my throat, I congratulated myself again.

I tiptoed down the stairs, determined to use their light as long as possible. I didnt want to light a torch of my own, which might alert them to my presence. A sudden exclamation of surprise echoed down the hallway. I knew theyd found the treasure room.

Easing forward, I had a sudden overwhelming desire to see if the kids story checked out. I liked to think of myself as someone who kept his emotions under control at all times, but I could feel the sweat breaking out on my brow just looking into the room. My most fevered imagination could not have prepared me for what I saw.

The room was almost the size of the sanctuary above. It overflowed with chests, kegs, and barrels of treasure. Gold spilled from containers onto rolls of silk and fine linens. Jewels lined the shelves, and beautiful carved ivory statuettes lay scattered throughout the room. Kingdoms ran on less treasure than what was on display here.

One treasure dominated the rest: a large red gem in the shape of a human skull, which rested on a pedestal against the far wall. Whoever had carved it had a macabre sense of humor. I could make out the small horns protruding from the skulls forehead. It must have been taken from an ancient idol, perhaps in one of the southern kingdoms.

The more I looked at this treasure, the more confused I became. This temple had been abandoned for a long time, that much was obvious. However, there was no explanation as to why this hoard was lying here untouched. Even though the swamp was unpleasant and the temple lined with traps, it was not impenetrable. The fact Blair was smart enough to figure out how to disable or avoid the traps proved that. Any halfway competent burglar could have hauled all of this out long ago. I had been able to find directions to this temple without much effort. The locals didnt seem to know about the treasure, but they knew where the temple stood. Surely, someone had visited this place in all the centuries this temple had been abandoned. Why was this treasure still here?

Mysteries made my head hurt, so I decided to worry about it later. I chose to concentrate on something more practical, like how much of this I could carry out. I scanned the room to see if I could hide and wait for the two to leave, but there wasnt anything large enough to hide behind. I was going to have to come back after Blair and Taixa were finished.

Turning to leave, I paused. Something had caught my eye. Suits of armor were strewn about the floornot the fancy ones youd find on display in a great hall, but simple, common suits of armor. In fact, many resembled my leather jerkin. Another familiar feeling swept over me, but unlike back in the tavern, there was no reason to fake this one. The hair on the back of my neck began to rise as I suspectedno, I knewthere was a trap wed overlooked somewhere nearby. I decided to hang around a little longer, although I did pull back farther into the hall, in case Blair set it off. If there was another trap, I wanted to know what it was before I came back.

Blair didnt seem to notice anything suspicious. Then again, he was more of a mugger than a burglar. If it moved, hit it and take its goldthat was his style. Maybe it was all that treasure, or perhaps it was Taixas constant chatter, but even he should have spotted the armor as soon as he entered. Although, the gods knew, I was having a hard time keeping focused myself.

Blair motioned for Taixa to get some of the burlap sacks theyd brought. Start over there while I inspect this stuff. Pick out the best for now. We cant carry all of this out in one trip.

I watched Taixa begin, setting aside a piece here, a gem there. This didnt set right with me, either. He should have been moving with more enthusiasm, considering how excited hed been in town. As the moments passed, I began imagining all the possible things that could go wrong. I could almost feel a pair of cold eyes staring at me from the darkness. To reassure myself, I glanced back over my shoulder. The passage was empty.

Great, now youre starting to frighten yourself.

I took one last glance at the room. It was time for me to find a place to hide up in the sanctuary before they spotted me. What did it matter if Taixa was being picky about the treasure he selected? Hadnt Blair told him to get the best stuff? Taixa moved closer to Blair and showed him something that caught his attention. As they spoke, a red glow filled the room. Blair stopped in midsentence, his body stiffening. He turned toward the rear wall, as if someone else was moving him.

To my horror, I watched the red skull rise into the air like a hooded cobra slowly elevating to frighten its prey. Blair seemed transfixed by the sight. To make matters worse, a low chuckle began to fill the room and the gems eyes began to glow. Blairs face was contorted in fear, but he stood perfectly still as the skull rose to a height even with Blairs head and slowly circled around his body, moving its gaze up and down like a farmer examining a large cow right before the slaughter.

This was no parlor trick; no one was manipulating the skull with wires. No matter how badly I wanted to believe otherwise, there was no questioning one fact: the skull was alive. My first instinct was to turn and run away as fast as possible. No matter how much money was in that room, I couldnt spend it if I was dead. However, something deep inside my head caused me to pause as the skull floated back toward its initial position and began to speak to Taixa.

Well done, Taixa, well done. He should do just fine. The voice spoke slightly above a whisper, but instead of sounding dry and brittle, it sounded powerfulcontemptuous, even.

Thank you, Lord Sorau. I am your servant to command. Taixa bowed his head toward the glowing skull. It was easy to lead him here. A hint of gold and they come running like lambs.

The skull chuckled softly. You are my most loyal follower. Have you been in contact with my warlords?

I have, my lord. Others from around the realm flock to your cause. The wizards and priests are striving to build you a new body to inhabit.

Id never seen a gem look smug before, but Lord Sorau managed it with his tone of voice. Very good. Do they know the purpose of their labors yet?

No, Lord Sorau. They believe youre just another warlord preparing a campaign against this realm. They have no idea theyre reviving the avatar of a god. Most are petty opportunists, but theyre useful for now. A few have demanded a meeting with you, but Ive managed to discourage them.

Do they know where I reside?

No, my lord. They believe your army is waiting in the Kessock Mountains.

Perfect. The skulls voice almost purred. I could imagine it rubbing invisible hands together in pleasure. Well deal with them once I have regained a body. Lead this pitiful creature to the proper spot so I may feed.

My emotions fought over the matteroffact way Blair was being led to his death. Wed been rivals for years, but he didnt deserve to be some vampires feast. Taixa cleared off a section of the floor, revealing a mystic circle carved there. Taixa moved Blair onto it, his limbs moving in a jerky fashion, as if someone else was manipulating them who was not used to it. The muscles in his face contorted as he tried to turn his head, to scream, to do anything, but whatever the skull was doing to him, it had complete control. Taixa turned him to face the skull, which began to pulse with alternating red and gold lights. Once Blair was in position, Taixa lightly rested his hands on Blairs shoulders.

I dont know when I went from shocked onlooker to active participant, but the next thing I knew, I was rushing across the room. Something screamed in my head I had to stop Sorau from gaining more power.

Taixa spotted me at the last second, but before he could move, I dove forward and struck Blair with my shoulder. I felt, as much as saw, twin beams of golden light passing just above my head.

Landing with an awkward thud, I rolled to my back and saw Taixa caught in the golden beams, his arms outstretched and his mouth twisted in a silent scream. He aged before my eyesmummifying, then turning into a skeleton before collapsing into dust. All that remained was a pile of clothing, just like the suits of armor Id seen earlier. Not even Blair deserved to die like that.

A scream ripped out of the skull as it absorbed Taixas life force. It shot around the room like a drunken sparrow. I didnt know how long it was going to be disabled, but if I was going to do something, now was the time to do it.

I spotted an oldstyle helmet that might have belonged to one of the skulls earlier victims and reached for it. After a few seconds, the skulls erratic flight began to slow. I waited a few seconds longer, then slammed the helmet on it, driving it to the ground. I curled up on top of the helmet, putting my entire body weight on it, but the helmet began moving beneath me as the skull continued its random flight. I fought to keep the helmet on the skull, hoping the metal would inhibit any additional rays it might be able to fire from those glowing eyes, but I could tell this was a losing cause. If I couldnt get some help, Lord Sorau would work his way loose, and I had a feeling he wasnt going to be too pleased about me swapping out his meal. I needed something heavy to put on this and soon.

Blair began to move, shaking his head to clear the cobwebs. After my second shout, he looked at me in surprise, but thank the gods he had the presence of mind to act. Just as the helmet was beginning to slip from my grasp, he rolled a stone idol over and eased it onto the helmet. I could feel the skull ricocheting inside the helmet, searching for a way to escape from the idols crushing weight. We gathered sacks of coins and piled them on until we were certain the helmet was not going to slip off and free the skull. Once we felt confident enough to relax, we collapsed on the floor, exhausted. The skull screamed muffled curses at us, but after a while it, too, grew silent, pondering this unfortunate sequence of events.

After he caught his breath, Blair turned to face me. What the hell are you doing here?

Youre welcome. Im following you, of course. You didnt think Id let you get all this treasure? Besides, I didnt save your life because I suddenly like you. I needed your help to haul this stuff back to Adwalton Moor. This is strictly business.

I guess I shouldnt complain since you saved my life. Damn that Taixa. I fell right into his trap.

You can soothe your hurt feelings over an ale with me later. I suggest we get what we can and get out of here.

You have a point.

So, no trying to kill each other until we get the treasure out of here?

He eyed me warily, but even his small brain realized two of us could haul out more treasure than one person could. All right. I guess I can trust you that much.

I could tell he was already trying to figure out a place to dump my body, but Id deal with that when the time came. The main thing was to get out of here before anything else went wrong. Spreading out the burlap sacks he and Taixa had brought, we hurriedly grabbed the choicest items. I dumped everything Id brought and began filling my backpack and pouches with smaller items. We made several trips up to the front door, stacking the sacks. We could have finished faster, but it was best to keep an eye on each other. Neither wanted to be the second one to break the truce.

As we came back for one last load, the skull began to speak, its voice echoing inside our heads. Before you go, you should understand what youre leaving behind. You came here seeking gold and baubles. However, youre ignoring the greatest treasurepower! You heard Taixa has assembled my followers. Warlords, priests, wizards, spiesall await my return. For those who aid me, there is much this weak, pathetic world offers.

We saw your plans for me. Youll pardon me if I dont volunteer to be your midnight snack. Blairs voice dripped with sarcasm.

The voice thundered in my head. Fool! You understand nothing. In this form, I have to absorb energy from a living body to sustain myself. Taixa reported they have prepared a new body. Once I join with it, I can be freed from this accursed tomb. Ill no longer need to drain energy from the living. Then, Ill begin to reestablish my reign in this world.

Once youre free of this tomb, youll have no further use for either of us. Are you ready to go, Blair?

Lets hear him out. Its not like we lose anything by letting him rant.

Listen to your friend. Not only can I offer you power, but I can offer you lifelife longer and more vital than you could dare hope for. Look at Taixa. How old would you guess he was?

A puzzled look crossed Blairs face. I dont know, twenty?

He entered my service over five hundred years ago. Every time I fed, I shared some of my life force with him. If you join me, I can offer you the same.

Come on, Blair, if were going to get out of this swamp before sunset, we need to leave now.

I saw his eyes glaze over. The skull was casting another spell on him, only this time it was the spell of greed. I brought my hand sharply across his face, rocking his head back. He lifted his hand to his cheek, recognition creeping back into his eyes.

Come on. Its time to leave. I pushed him toward the doorway before he fell under the sway of Lord Sorau again.

I will escape, thief. I will hunt you down.

Youll have to survive on rats and cockroaches for a long time. Taixa was the only one who knew where you were. I dont plan on telling anyone and neither does Blair. I think by the time one of your followers stumbles on you, Ill be long dead.

The skull showered curses on us as we made our way up the hall. Reaching the sanctuary, we set the altar back into place, sealing up the passageway. Blair and I did our best to destroy the release mechanism. Maybe someone smarter than us could repair it, but they were going to have to work for it. Once we were certain the passage was sealed, we trekked back through the swamp toward safety.
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As Adwalton Moor came into view, I thought back on the trip out of the swamp. Blair and I had different approaches to this job. Hed brought his alleged assistant to the temple to help carry goods. This meant their mules were unguarded while they were at the temple. On the way back, we found the remains of their abandoned mounts after some of the swamps denizens had gotten to them. It wasnt a pretty sight.

Me? I left my partner about halfway into the swamp, guarding our three mules. From the look of surprise on Blairs face, he had no idea I had a partnerat least, not until Rolfs crossbow bolt caught him in the stomach. Hed dropped facefirst into the muck. I knew thered be no trace of him come morning, so the secret of the temple was safe.

See, I was a lot more suspicious than Blair was, which might be why I was alive and he was not. I knew where I had left Rolf, and he had orders to shoot anyone who might come out of the swamp with me. I was certain Rolf understood his orders, but I made sure I was walking behind Blair just in case Rolf got some ideas of his own. I was surprised Blair hadnt made me walk next to him, but I suspected he was distracted by how he was going to spend his share of the treasure. Sometimes too much gold makes people forget the first rule, which is to know whats going on around you. Stay alert, stay alive, was the motto my old fencing master used to beat into my head.

Rolf and I redistributed the treasure to the mules saddlebags and tied the sacks to the pack mule. To Blairs credit, he had a great eye. Rolf and I would live well, even after the fences took their cut.

I felt the mule pick up speed as it recognized its stable in the distance. I agreed. It was time to go home. Ahead in the distance, Rolf turned and waved to me as his mule began its trek toward Wharburton. Per our plan, I would meet him in Vinnovia three weeks from now to fence the goods.

What? You thought I would let Rolf ride behind me?
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Clinging to the icy face of the mountain, one thought kept running through my mind: Never play cards with a wizard again.

One final hand and the next thing I knew, I was scaling Mount Rubidos, along with the three other players from the game, to pay off that damn wizard. Apparently, the owner of the small castle on top of this icicle had acquired some magical doodad before our benefactor could act. Losing the last pot meant we either had to fetch the bauble for him, or pay him more gold than Id seen in a long time.

If you ask me, I think he had that last ace up his sleeve.

A sudden blast of wind brought my thoughts back to the here and now. Climb first, plot revenge once we get back down. Climbing a mountain is tough enough . Trying to do it during the winter in the dark is insanity. However, the wizard had been rather clear as to what would happen if we didnt return with it within seven days.

I tugged on the rope two times to signal Id reached the first checkpoint. Pietor, is everyone secure down there?

These two have never climbed before. Its taking a bit to get the harness on them.

An exasperated sigh escaped as I thought about the upcoming climb. If given the choice, the other two would have remained in town, but the wizard made it clear the only thing that could separate us before we returned with the scepter was death. I wasnt that fond of any of them, but I didnt wish anything bad on them, either. We just had the misfortune of being at the same card table.

Pietors voice came out of the darkness, fighting against the howling wind. All right, theyre hooked up.

I cupped my hands over my mouth and called back: Give me five minutes, then start climbing. Im going ahead to set more spikes.

Turning to the icy rocks in front of me, I began checking for the finger and toeholds I needed to get up this cliff. Yes, it was stupid to try and climb in the dark, especially during an ice storm, but this storm might not lift before our deadline. At least the moon broke through the clouds and a pale light spread out over the cliff. Taking a deep breath, I found the first handhold and started up.

I stopped every twenty to thirty feet to drive a new spike into the wall before moving forward. Glancing down, I could make out the vague shapes struggling up the ropes. Anders was the next man in linea large, hulking man who was more comfortable with his fists than a weapon. I knew of him more than knew him. We didnt exactly run in the same circles around Pembroke, but he was supposed to be a bad person to cross.

A sudden noise made me hug the wall. Ice cascaded down the cliff only a few feet away from where I was perched. I clutched the wall until I was certain the ice had stopped falling. Looking up, I could see the section I was about to climb had sheared away, and I inched my way to the right until I found a less hazardous path, tugging the rope along with me. It was tricky setting a new piton with my rapidly freezing fingers, but there was nothing I could do. There was no way to make this climb with mittens.

Anderss voice came rumbling up at me. What the hell are you doing up there? Trying to kill us all?

Keep your voice down, I called back as softly as I could. I dont think the guards in the town two valleys over heard you.

Keep it up, smartass. Therell be time to deal with you after we get this damn wizard off our backs.

I returned to the task at hand and left Anders muttering to himself. I scanned the cliff above me, but I didnt see anything looking out over the edge. Even if there were guards patrolling, I doubt they could have spotted us. Still, halfway up a cliff face was not the time to draw the attention of the people we were trying to rob.

According to our benefactor, a cave just below the edge of the cliff led into the castles sewage drains. Not the most pleasant of routes, but it gave us the best chance to avoid detection. Unfortunately, I couldnt spot it from my current vantage point, so I returned to placing spikes into the wall.

Another hour passed before I finally saw what might be the cave entrance. I found a ledge about forty feet below the entrance and made my way there. I secured the rope and waited for the rest of the climbers to join me.

I motioned for the others to take a break. Rest here for a bit.

The fourth climber, Sakari, glanced at me with a puzzled look on his face. Why not push on? Were nearly there and its almost dawn. We need to get off this cliff before anyone spots us.

Youre absolutely right. Thats why were restingso I have enough strength to reach that opening. Do you see that shiny patch over there?

Yeah. So what?

Thats probably ice. Ive got to work my way around it before we can get to the cave. So, unless you think you can negotiate that climb on your own, Id suggest grabbing a seat and relaxing.

I motioned for Pietor to join me near the edge. Any suggestions?

He stared at the cliff, trying to examine it in the dim light. Going to be a tough climb. Might want to swing to the left and then work your way up. I cant really see anything, but I have a bad feeling about going straight across the lip right over there.

Probably as good a shot as Im going to get. Howre they doing on the climb?

Tired and cranky. Neither is built for this. Hopefully, theyll be more useful against any guards we run into once we get inside.

Im going to get started. Let them rest a bit more and then send them up. Have you been hiding the rope? We may have to leave in a hurry.

Pietor grinned before he answered. Shall I wash behind my ears too, Mother? Ive been doing this for a while, you know.

I ducked my head. All right, Im not used to having competent companions. See you at the cave. I began climbing before he could respond. Pietor might have been my rival in burglary, but he had a good eye for climbing, no denying that. He was notorious for reaching places no one else would even attempt.

I swung beneath the icy patch and made my way around to the left. The sky in the east began to lighten and the clouds slowly began breaking up. With the improving light, I saw I would have found no handholds if Id climbed over that lip to the right. Pietors suggestion had saved a half hour of wasted climbing. Still, the cold was taking its toll. What should have been a straightforward climb was rapidly becoming a fight for every inch.

My fingers and toes were not gripping like they had when wed begun. Gathering up what little reserve I had left, I forced myself to climb the last ten feet and clambered into the small cave. Never had limestone felt so good beneath my body. I drove a piton into the floor and tied the rope securely to it before leaning out to signal the others. With my last bit of energy, I rolled onto my back to rest.

I lay there halfasleep when I felt the cave getting colder. It was as if the wind wed been fighting all the way up the mountain was rushing over me and out the cave mouth. It felt like it was trying to freeze me solid. I shivered violently and sat up, forcing myself awake. In the dim dawn light, I thought I saw a young woman watching me from the shadows. She had a sad look on her face, but before I could say anything, she backed into darkness.

Was it a dream? I forced myself to my feet and drew one of the torches Id carried with me out of my pack. Striking flint and steel, I managed to get my frozen fingers to work enough to ignite the resinsoaked cloth. The torch burst into flame, blinding me for a second. Once I could see again, I realized there was no sign of the girl. In fact, there was nothing to show shed ever been there. I heard a noise at the mouth of the cave and saw Anders wedge his body onto the small ledge and roll into our shelter.

Arent you worried someone might see that light? he said, a sneer marring what might have been a handsome face.

I was more worried about what I thought I saw.

Sakari slowly climbed over the edge, the concern on his face obvious. Weve been spotted?

I dont know. I was resting here when I thought I saw someone in the cave. By the time I lit the torch, they were gone.

Pietor joined in the search once he made it into the cave. After a few minutes, he turned to me. I dont see anything. Look, he said, bending down, the dust hasnt been disturbed in years and no sign of footprints deeper in the cave. Are you sure you saw someone?

No. No, Im not sure. It infuriated me to admit it, but sometimes the cold and exhaustion can play tricks on a person.

Anders let out a sarcastic laugh. Great, now Im teamed up with someone who sees people who arent there. Bad enough were trying to steal a mystic item from a guarded palace. We cant fail.

Sakari pulled out a couple of throwing daggers and began sharpening them. I think Ill sleep with one eye open tonight. If your mystery visitor appears, Ill try to hang onto them until the rest of you wake up.

Anders and Pietor chuckled and I sheepishly joined in. Well, no sense in pushing on while were tired. Well all start making mistakes then. Find someplace comfortable and lets get some sleep.

We pulled the blankets from our packs and curled up to try to sleep. I waited until Anders chose his spot before I settled down. Given his attitude, I figured the farther I was from him, the less chance he might accidentally roll over in the night and hit me. I sat against the wall, resting my arms on my knees, and tried to keep an eye out for the mystery girl. However, my body betrayed me and I fell asleep as a cold wind filled the tunnel.

Several hours later, I felt someone approaching and jerked awake, dagger in hand. Pietor drew back warily. Once I finally recognized him through my sleepdulled haze, he whispered, Come here.

Puzzled, I flipped my blanket off and moved across the cave. Anders was leaning over Sakari and only turned to look at me when I arrived.

Hes dead.

I glanced at the body. There were no obvious wounds and his knives were lying within reach, but apparently untouched. His eyes were open and he had a curious expression on his face. Instead of pain or fear, it seemed his last moments had been pleasurable.

What happened?

No clue. This doesnt make any sense. I know it was cold last night, but theres no way he could have frozen this solid, and nothing happened to the rest of us. Anders poked on Sakaris chest, and his finger stopped dead, like he was poking the cave wall. Anders shook his head again, a faint look of fear settling on his face. I cant explain this.

Pietor glanced farther into the cave. Do you think it was your mysterious visitor?

I followed his glance with my own eyes. I dont know.

We wrapped Sakaris body in his blanket and left it near the cave mouth. It wasnt likely to be found here and we certainly couldnt bury him in the limestone. After securing our own gear, we followed the tunnel until it joined into the sewer system beneath the castle. Our shadows shifted as the faint air currents caused our torches to flicker, which only raised our paranoia level. I watched the water flowing in the channel we were standing next to, and pointed in the direction it came from.

Looks like we want to go this way.

Figured it all out by yourself, smart guy?

I recognized the fear in Anderss sarcasm. Rather than responding, I drew my rapier and moved along the walkway, holding my torch ahead of me. Anders fell in behind me, still muttering, as Pietor brought up the rear.

The sewer system resembled a maze as channels met and branched apart, but we continued to follow the flow of water toward the central point. After about thirty minutes, we reached the point where wastewater and refuse from the castle plunged from a large hole into the receiving pool. We knew there had to be a way into the sewers, so we began searching for an entrance. After several minutes, we spotted an opening in the ceiling and made out the rungs of the ladder extending into our chamber.

Pietor prepared a rope and I pulled a grapnel hook from my pack and unfolded it while Anders stood guard. Pietor and I took turns tossing the grapnel toward the small opening, trying to hook the rungs of the ladder. Six tosses apiece later, we snagged one and I steadied the rope as Pietor climbed toward the darkness above. He disappeared into the small hole and a few minutes later, the ladder descended from the ceiling. I motioned for Anders to begin climbing while I remained on guard. As soon as he disappeared, I made my way up.

Pietor waited for us at the top. A closed door barred further progress. It might have kept out honest people, but it was just another challenge for us. Pietor wedged a piece of steel into a gap between the door and the wall. As Anders pulled down on the wedge, Pietor wormed a small wire through the gap, presumably around a bolt holding the door closed. The ground diamonds glued onto the wire made short work of the iron bolt, and he was able to ease the door open enough to peer into the room.

After a few seconds, he motioned for us to follow. I found myself in what appeared to be a storage room. There were random boxes and chests and one wall filled with crates of vegetables. While I inspected the door on the far wall, my companions rearranged some of the boxes to create a hiding spot in case we stirred up the guards prematurely. The door was unlocked, and I pulled it open a few inches to peer outside. There was an unoccupied stone hallway beyond.

When I turned around, I noticed Pietor had pulled a small rod with a faintly glowing gem mounted on its tip from a sack on his hip. The wizard claimed the gems would glow brighter the closer we got to the scepter. That was the limit of the information he would give us. So, here we were, in a hostile environment, with no idea what exactly we were looking for, and no clue where it might be.

In other words, it was a typical situation for me.

Making ourselves as inconspicuous as possible, we headed into the palace to familiarize ourselves with the layout. We came out a side door into a courtyard where a trade caravan was setting up pavilions. Before we left town, I had discovered from some merchants that there would be a trade caravan arriving this day, which is why we were in such a hurry to reach the palace. A caravan would be the perfect cover for explaining our presence since theyre always hiring roustabouts and guards. A few more new faces shouldnt cause any alarms.

Sakari and Anders had fought with me about climbing the cliff to enter the palace since we could have just ridden in with the caravan. We could have done that. However, as I watched the guards inspecting everyone and everything going inand, more important, out ofthe gate, the odds of us getting the scepter through the front door were somewhere between nil and none. By entering through the cave and leaving the ropes hooked up, we had a reasonable chance of escaping with the item if the theft was discovered.

We mingled with the gathering around the pavilions in the courtyard and took advantage of the flow of people in and out of the main hall to infiltrate the building. We stayed in the public areas as much as we could to let Pietor continue to check for the presence of the scepter. Unfortunately, there was no sign of it on the main floor. We were going to have to find some way to get farther into the palace without drawing attention.

My attention was snared by a young woman who approached me. Her white hair and pale skin marked her as someone from the northern countries, which surprised me. Her pale blue eyes held mine for a moment, and then she said in a very soft voice, Excuse me, Im going to need some assistance carrying some purchases. Could you possibly

assist you? Id be honored to, milady.

Oh, Im no lady. Im a servant here, no different from the others, I just serve my mistress personally. Shes ordered some cloth, and I cant carry all the bundles.

I bowed deeply and fell in behind as she led me to one of the
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