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      Malice Kincade didn’t know exactly what to make of her situation. She was surrounded by endless darkness. Her feet weren’t resting on anything solid. In fact, as far as she could tell, she didn’t even have feet. When she tried to turn her head to look around, it didn’t feel like she even had a head, much less a neck or anything connected to it. In her many years, she had never experienced anything like this. Even when she freed her spirit from her body, she could feel the old, worn-out husk waiting to welcome her back to its painful embrace.

      In the absolute darkness, time meant nothing. For all she knew, she might have been hanging around this place for days or decades. The last memory she had before arriving here was a wall of white flame roaring toward her, an instant of pain as it consumed her flesh, then nothing.

      If she’d had a face, she would’ve snarled. Conryu Koda had controlled the white fire. That boy had caused her nothing but trouble since she first had the ill luck to set her gaze upon him. Despite all the potential that his genes carried, she would’ve been better off killing him out of hand. But no, she’d been so damn confident, so proud, so certain that the Kincades’ power would eventually allow her to bend him to her will that she’d schemed and plotted instead of acting.

      And now look what had become of her. She was dead. The power of those white flames allowed no other explanation. But everything Malice knew about the afterlife indicated that she should have become one with Hell’s essence as soon as her soul arrived. She’d made no prior arrangement with the Reaper after all.

      Becoming one with Hell’s essence while retaining her awareness was about the worst fate she could imagine.

      “Then you need to expand your imagination, mortal.” A deep voice, heavy with power, spoke from all around her. “I had expected more from the great Malice Kincade.”

      The way the voice said “great” held so much derision it was almost a physical thing. Malice’s pride bristled at the insult.

      “Who are you?”

      Endless jungle replaced endless darkness in the blink of her eye.

      Eye? She had eyes? Her hands went to her face before she had time to be surprised to have either. Everything felt as it should, neither improved nor degraded.

      Malice lurched as her body rose into the air. She was standing on a hand bigger than her favorite limo that appeared to be made of vines and rotted wood. The hand connected to an arm longer than Kincade Manor. At the end of it was a body the size of a skyscraper, made of the same jungle detritus.

      When she reached a place a few feet from the giant’s face, it glared at her with glowing red eyes twice as big around as she was tall. Malice swallowed and tried not to let her nerves show. She’d dealt with many demons over the years, but nothing on the scale of this creature.

      “Who am I?” Breath that stank of rot washed over her. “I am Baphomet, Lord of the Corrupt Earth. And you are in my hell.”

      “Not the Reaper’s?” she asked before thinking better of it.

      “You were slain in my temple; snatching your soul and bringing it here was a simple matter. Perhaps you would prefer to be in Null’s hell? Given your relationship to his Chosen, I’d think you’d be pleased with your final destination.”

      A demon lord. One of the most powerful beings in existence. For all her years of experience, nothing could’ve prepared Malice for this. Still, if Baphomet had snatched her soul out of the Reaper’s grasp and deigned to speak to her face-to-face, it had to mean he wanted something. And if he wanted something, Malice had room to negotiate.

      Baphomet’s laughter knocked Malice on her backside. “You think you can negotiate with me? Pathetic wretch of a mortal, your soul is mine, to shape, torment, or destroy as I see fit. The only reason you retain your will is because I allow it. The task I require will be easier if you have your full range of faculties. Easier, mind you, but don’t think for a moment that I won’t punish you should you make my life difficult.”

      Malice worked her way back to her feet. “I’m already dead. What sort of punishment could you give me?”

      “Perhaps you’d like a demonstration.”

      Pain unlike anything she’d experienced raced through Malice. Spasms wracked her body as her essence was shredded an inch at a time. It made the white flames’ embrace feel like a sunburn.

      And then the pain vanished and she was once more standing on Baphomet’s outstretched hand. “I can make the pain eternal. I can make it worse. Defy me, wretch, and I will show you torments beyond imagining. Pain so vast it would drive you mad. Only I won’t grant you that mercy. You will be awake and aware for all time, with no respite from your agony.”

      “I understand. Your point was well made.” Malice took a small measure of pride at how calm she sounded. “How may I be of service?”

      “Much better. That’s the sort of attitude I like to see in my slaves.”

      Malice didn’t even take offense at the description. Doing so would’ve been like an ant taking offense at the human that flicked it off the picnic table.

      “Very soon, my Chosen on your world will complete a summoning ritual. You will pass through it and serve as his guide. A new temple must be built and consecrated. An army of thralls raised. And at last the world conquered. My Chosen is strong, but not wise or worldly. That’s where you come in. Guide him well and you shall help him rule your world. Guide him poorly and you know what awaits you here.”

      Malice nodded. “Will I still have my magic when I return?”

      “In a manner of speaking. All your magic will come from my hell. Only darkness and corrupt earth will answer you now. The other elements will be closed to you and should you attempt to use them, they will punish you for it.” The demon lord chuckled again. “You are a clever woman, for a human. I have great confidence that you will master your new abilities quickly and make the most of them. Highly motivated slaves tend to be fast learners. In fact, you can practice here until the ritual is ready.”

      Baphomet turned his hand slowly over and soon Malice found herself falling far too quickly toward the distant ground. While she doubted the impact would destroy her, she felt certain that it would hurt like hell.
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      Despite the late hour, the forest teemed with activity. Owls hooted, insects buzzed, and every once in a while, the faint scream of something dying filled the air. And animals weren’t the only busy ones; Miguel, the Chosen of Baphomet, also labored. He had been working to create a magic circle powerful enough to connect this world to his master’s hell. It had to be done in a specific way, or so his master had indicated during his occasional visits to Miguel’s dreams. The why remained a little vague, but he knew better than to question his master.

      He was also forced to work at night when the druids slept lest the wizards among them realize what he planned.

      The magic was vastly more complex than anything he had tried before. That complexity had led him to numerous failures, but now he’d nearly completed the circle. With any luck and another hour of work he could finally summon the demon that would guide him in furthering his master’s goal.

      Miguel sighed and took a deep lungful of the slightly damp air, spicy with the scent of cedar and spruce. He liked it here, so different than the little island where he grew up, with its harsh heat, salty wind, and grinding poverty. Sometimes, in the very deepest, most secret part of his mind, he wondered if it wouldn’t be better to just forget about Baphomet and resign himself to a quiet life with the druids.

      He snarled the thought away. Miguel would never go back to being such a weakling. Besides, his soul belonged to the demon lord and when he died, a horrible fate would await him should he fail.

      Not that Miguel had done much besides fail since becoming a hellpriest.

      He clenched his fists and banished all thoughts of weakness. They belonged to the old him. That simple fisherman was as dead as his parents. He would conquer this world for Baphomet and rule it as a king.

      Focusing himself, he made the final ethereal connections. The summoning circle filled the clearing the druids called home. It glowed with an ugly red light, the intricate runes seeming to writhe around like living things. Now he had only to activate it.

      And to do that he needed sacrifices.

      But first he concentrated and the black robes that marked him as a hellpriest appeared around him. He’d hidden his true nature for far too long.

      Miguel raised his hands and the ether sped his will into the plants surrounding the clearing. Vines rushed out from every direction, smashing into the crude huts that served as the druids’ homes. Men and women were yanked out, wrapped head to toe by the black vines.

      Their mouths were covered to keep them from asking questions Miguel didn’t want to answer. Bad enough that he had to answer those questions in his own mind.

      When all the druids had been dragged into place around the circle, Miguel shifted the flow of ether into the circle. Life force flowed down the vines, reducing the sacrifices to lifeless husks. Moment by moment the circle glowed brighter.

      A black globe appeared in the center of the circle and slowly expanded until it had grown nearly as tall as Miguel. Then it popped like a balloon, leaving behind an old, hunched-over woman in a black robe. She had more wrinkles than anyone Miguel had ever seen and he’d seen eighty-year-old men who’d spent their entire lives trying to wrest a living from the ocean.

      The old woman looked around, the wrinkles shifting as her scowl deepened. Finally her crimson gaze settled on Miguel. She looked neither impressed nor subservient. Miguel hadn’t known exactly what to expect when his new demon guide arrived, but an elderly human certainly wasn’t it.

      “So, you’re the Chosen of Baphomet.” Contempt dripped from her every word. “I understand why he thought you needed a guide. I doubt I’ve ever seen anyone so unsuited to his current role. What’s your name, boy?”

      That was one insult too many. “Miguel, but you may call me Master.”

      “Make me.”

      He stared for a second, uncertain he’d heard correctly. “What?”

      “I said, make me. Use your magic to compel me to obey. Surely that’s not too much of a task for the great and powerful Chosen of Baphomet.”

      “I summoned you.” Miguel hated how weak and trembly his voice sounded. “That should be enough to make you obey.”

      The old woman shook her head. “Why in the world did Baphomet pick an ignorant whelp like you for his Chosen? There had to be better options. We’ll just have to make do. Where are we, boy?”

      “Washington state.” Exasperated by the situation, Miguel said, “At least you could introduce yourself.”

      “You may call me Malice. Washington is better than I’d feared. Our West Coast campus is in California, not that far south, especially for someone that can use magic. Well, someone that can use it properly. That leaves both of us out. Who’d have thought there’d be so many limitations after being reborn as an immortal demon?”

      She seemed to be talking more to herself than Miguel, but he asked, “If you’re a demon, why do you look like that?”

      “I didn’t start out as a demon, boy, I was reborn as one in Baphomet’s hell. This is what I looked like when I was human. Do you at least know how to make thralls?”

      “Yes, though it’s much harder without the Black Eternals.”

      “That’s something at least. Animate the corpses and I’ll see about turning them into something useful.”

      Why was the demon giving orders to her summoner? Probably because the summoner lacked the strength to do anything about it. He swallowed a sigh and sent Baphomet’s power into the bodies. Black vines, tiny as threads, quickly spread through them. They had barely started to rise when the vines he’d summoned to collect his sacrifices impaled them and ripped them apart.

      Miguel was about to ask what she was doing when the amalgam of flesh and wood began to shape itself into something else. His jaw dropped as wings and a wide, flat body appeared along with a skinny pair of legs.

      “It’s a bird. But it must be too heavy to fly.”

      “You really are a fool,” Malice said. “So much power and no skill to wield it. What a shame. I’d need a decade to properly educate you, but our master isn’t the patient sort, so this task will go more smoothly if you just do as I say. Once we rule the world, I can give you proper lessons.”

      Since he had no real rebuttal to make, Miguel decided it would be less embarrassing for him to stay silent.

      A moment later he nearly landed on his ass as a massive vine carried him onto the bird’s back. Malice landed beside him a moment later.

      The creature beat its wings and they were soon airborne and heading south. He didn’t know how far they could get before sunrise, but doubted it would be a good idea to go flying around on this thing when people might see them.

      For now, much as Malice suggested, he was content to let her take the lead. It seemed she had a plan at least. That was more than he could say despite having weeks to think of one.

      Some Chosen he was turning out to be.
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      Conryu lay in bed and stared at the white ceiling, a big, dopey grin on his face. The source of his grin shifted in her sleep, snuggling deeper under the covers. Maria had helped him thoroughly test the effectiveness of the dragon bone ring the forge master had made for him. The tiny ring rested comfortably on his right little toe and absorbed the corruption he constantly shed since his brief time serving as the Reaper’s replacement. As long as he wore it, Maria felt no pain when she touched him.

      All aspects of the test had been glorious, totally worth the wait. In fact, last night had been so glorious that as soon as Maria woke up, he hoped to perform the test again just to make sure he hadn’t missed anything.

      He yawned and turned his head a fraction. On the nightstand beside the bed, a digital clock flashed nine o’clock. Somehow, he’d thought it was later. They didn’t exactly get to sleep early last night. From the closed drawer he sensed Prime’s annoyance at being locked up. His ill-mannered familiar never appreciated having to keep out of sight, but last night Conryu had needed at least the illusion of privacy.

      If this was going to be a regular thing, and he dearly hoped it would be, they might have to get their own place. Shacking up in a hotel room was okay for a night here and there, but it was going to get expensive after a while. They could’ve gone to his cabin on the floating island, but there was no cell service up there and Maria didn’t want to be out of contact.

      Like the most beautiful gopher ever, her head popped out from under the covers. “Hey.”

      “Hey yourself.” Conryu kissed the top of her head, getting just a hint of citrus from her favorite shampoo. “How are you feeling?”

      “Slightly sore, but mostly awesome.” She wiggled closer and rested her head on his chest. “I was starting to think last night was never going to happen.”

      “You and me both. I’m going to have to buy the forge master a bottle of whatever demons drink in the Reaper’s hell.”

      “Buy him two, I’ll chip in.”

      “Speaking of seconds…” He leaned in for a kiss.

      Their lips were just inches apart when Maria’s cellphone rang. She pulled away and reached for it.

      He groaned. “Let it go to voicemail.”

      “Can’t, that’s Dad’s ringtone. Might be an emergency.”

      She reached for the phone and he stared at the pale curve of her back. Hopefully it was just some routine matter and they could get back to the fun.

      Since when do you have that sort of luck?

      He shot a very pointed and unkind thought at his familiar. Prime was right, of course. A hellpriest had probably gone on a rampage somewhere. Or a demon portal opened in downtown Central. Or the Reaper alone knew what else.

      “Hey, Dad. What’s up?” She listened for a moment. “How late is he? Okay, I’m on my way. Yes, I’ll bring him with me.”

      Conryu swallowed a sigh. That hadn’t sounded good and if Mr. Kane wanted Maria to bring him along, it had to be serious. So much for seconds.

      “What was that about?”

      “Jonny missed his last check-in and his handlers have lost track of him. He’s been fighting his way up the rankings and last night he was supposed to be meeting the person behind the underground fighting ring. Dad sounded worried.”

      “What about you? I know you’d pretty much given up on him after he sold me out.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m still pissed at him, but that’s not the same thing as wanting him dead. Jerk though he might be, Jonny’s done his best to help out however we asked since he was assigned to the team. I’d feel bad if anything serious happened to him.”

      “What if something minor happened to him?”

      Maria grinned, kissed him on the cheek, and rolled out of bed. “That’s what healing magic is for. I’m getting a shower.”

      “Want some company?”

      “No time. I’ll take a rain check though.”

      Conryu sighed as the bathroom door closed behind her. Someday he was going to do something enjoyable without getting interrupted. Tossing his covers aside, he collected his clothes but didn’t put them on. Instead he let Prime out of the drawer and summoned the library door.

      “Ugh,” Prime said. “Couldn’t you have at least spared me the sight of your nakedness?”

      “You’ve seen me naked plenty of times. What’s the big deal?”

      “The previous times you were in a less excited state.”

      Conryu looked down. “Oh, right. Don’t worry, that won’t last long now. Come on, we’re going back to the island so I can clean up. I want to be ready when Maria’s done.”

      The shift from their hotel room to the floating island took only an instant. He emerged in front of a pool with a waterfall splashing down. It made a perfect natural shower not to mention looking gorgeous. Pity he didn’t have time to enjoy it.

      Ten minutes later he was washed, had dried himself off with a combination of wind and fire magic, and gotten dressed.

      “Why go to any trouble for that traitor?” Prime asked as they entered the library.

      “I never really thought of him as a traitor. He’s a soldier and he was following orders. The situation sucked, but Jonny and I have been friends pretty much our whole lives. You can’t let one little disagreement get in the way of that.”

      “He led you into a trap that might well have ended with your death. That’s a good deal worse than a little disagreement.”

      Conryu stepped out into the hotel room. The shower was still running, just as he knew it would be.

      “Do you really think I’m weak enough that a handful of soldiers, magic-blocking crystals or not, would’ve been able to take me, especially with Kai keeping watch?”

      “Perhaps not, but it’s the principle of the thing.”

      “Your offended principles are duly noted. Melina.”

      Maria’s ninja bodyguard appeared and took a knee, followed a moment later by Kai. “I’m at your service, Chosen.”

      “I need you to swap places with whoever’s on duty keeping an eye on Maria’s dad and send her here. I want to know what’s going on with Jonny.”

      “As you command.” Melina vanished into the borderland.

      “Do you think there’s going to be trouble?” Kai asked.

      “How long have we been together, Kai?”

      “A little over four years, Chosen.”

      “And in that time has there ever not been trouble?”

      The black mask covering her face twitched. Someone that knew her less well wouldn’t have noticed, but Conryu recognized that as a sign that she was smiling.

      “No, I suppose there hasn’t.”

      “Exactly. Until I know what’s going on, I’m going to assume the worst: that we’re about to run into some horrible monster in need of killing. If it turns out I’m wrong, so much the better.”

      A ninja appeared and took a knee. “You summoned me, Chosen?”

      “Indeed I did. I’m not sure if we’ve met, but if we have, I fear I’ve forgotten your name. I apologize for that. Please introduce yourself and tell me what Mr. Kane has been saying with regard to Jonny’s disappearance.”

      “My name is Min, Chosen. Chief Kane had a very tense conversation with someone named Ronan this morning. I only heard one side, but from what I gathered, this fellow was supposed to handle communication between the backup team and Jonny. The most recent check-in window passed with no word from him. Mr. Kane encouraged him and the rest of the team to find out what was going on in no uncertain terms. He then slammed the phone down.”

      Conryu chewed his lip. “Not a lot to go on. Well, I’ll get more details from the chief. Thanks, Min.”

      She lowered her gaze to the floor. “I wish I could have offered more details, Chosen. And please, never feel like you need to apologize to me. It is a great honor to speak to you.”

      Conryu grinned. That was one thing you could always count on the ninjas for—they never complained. “If I mess up, I apologize for it. It’s simple politeness. You can swap back with Melina. And keep up the good work.”

      She vanished and Kai said, “You spoil them, Chosen. My sisters will get soft.”

      “I doubt Kanna will allow that.” He cocked his head. “Shower’s off. Maria will be ready in a few more minutes.”

      “As will I.” Kai bowed and vanished.

      Conryu was pretty sure Kai was always ready, but he knew what she meant.

      A few minutes turned out to be ten, but when Maria emerged from the bathroom she was dressed in a gray pantsuit and her hair was tied back in a neat ponytail.

      “Where did you hide that outfit? You were wearing the robe your mother made for you last night.”

      “In my pocket. One of the Department wizards taught me a spell that lets you change the size of an object of limited mass. One of my outfits is about the max I can handle. It is handy though. Shall we head for the Department?”

      “Sure.” Conryu opened the library door and they stepped in. “Prime, do you know how to shrink things like that?”

      “No, Master. That’s a light magic based spell, I believe, and outside my area of expertise. I’m certain you could manage it with little more than force of will.”

      Conryu nodded. He didn’t really use spells as such anymore, instead he commanded the ether to do what he wanted and it did. Handy for him, but he couldn’t teach anyone else to do it. With a thought he shifted them to the Department and opened the door in front of Mr. Kane’s office.

      “I’ll never get used to how convenient that is,” Maria said as she reached out to knock on the door.

      “How many times have I told you to use the front door?” They turned at the sound of the disagreeable voice to find Mr. Kane’s secretary, Amy, glaring at them. Middle-aged and plain, she generally had the temperament of a pit bull with arthritis.

      “Sorry, Amy,” Maria said. “Dad called and it sounded like a bit of an emergency.”

      “Just don’t make a habit of it.” Amy’s sour expression smoothed and she pressed the intercom. “Your daughter and Mr. Koda are here, sir.”

      “Send them right in.”

      Maria pushed the door open and Conryu followed her into her father’s office. For a Department head, it wasn’t all that plush. A sprawling oak desk dominated the room, and behind it, a couple of overloaded bookcases strained under the weight of many volumes. The only truly remarkable thing about the office was the view. You could see most of Central from here.

      Mr. Kane stood and motioned them into the empty chairs in front of him. “Thanks for getting here so quickly. Conryu, I know you’re not on the best terms with us, but I appreciate you coming in.”

      Conryu swallowed a snarky reply and sat beside Maria. “So what’s the deal?”

      “I’d better give you a little background first. Word of bodies that had been beaten to death reached us about a month ago. Normally that isn’t something the Department would be worried about, but every body had a lingering aura of magic—different elements, but always tinged with dark.”

      Conryu’s eyes narrowed. That sounded like how the new demon lords’ magic worked.

      “It was strange enough that we agreed to join the Central police’s investigation. Not long after, word began to spread about an underground fight club that specialized in death matches. Given the state of the bodies, everyone involved agreed that this was a likely avenue to pursue. We took the lead and Mr. Salazar, being our best hand-to-hand combatant, went undercover to try and find the people behind the fights.”

      “You sent Jonny in knowing this might be connected to the new demon lords?” Conryu asked, a cool edge to his tone.

      “He was the best choice and we took every precaution.” Mr. Kane didn’t sound the least bit contrite. That surprised Conryu less than he would’ve liked. “Anyway, the investigation was proceeding well. Jonny quickly found a place where they held… I suppose you’d call them preliminary matches, and started winning. There was no magic involved yet, but he had drawn the eye of one of the big shots.”

      “Who?” Conryu asked. “Sounds like someone I might want to talk to.”

      “We don’t know his actual name, but he goes by Big Bob.”

      “You’re kidding,” Maria said.

      “Don’t I wish. Big Bob invited Jonny to the main event two days ago. The fight was supposed to be in the basement of a gym called Fists of Steel. He went in and never came out. We’ve had no contact since. The rest of the team searched the area and found nothing. An interview with the gym owners—this was done under magical observation so we’re certain they didn’t lie—made it clear that they know nothing about the fights. And that’s where we are.”

      “Just to confirm,” Conryu said. “What you’re asking is for me to look into this, find Jonny, and deal with whoever’s behind it all, right?”

      “Exactly.” Mr. Kane ran a hand over his bald head. “I shouldn’t be saying this, but there are things you can do that we, constrained as we are by the law, can’t. I would’ve brought you in at the start, but we didn’t really know enough then and you were busy with the vampire thing in the Dragon Empire.”

      “Okay,” Conryu said. When Mr. Kane’s face lit up in a huge smile, Conryu continued, “I’ll need you to pull your people back. I don’t want them underfoot while I’m working.”

      “That’s a problem. We’re still trying to build a case against the operators of the underground fight ring. If you find anything relevant to the case, we’ll need to take it into custody.”

      “If there’s a hellpriest involved, and from what you said about the magic, it’s almost certain there is, your people will be in danger. I can’t do what I need to if I’m worried about them. If they show up or get in the middle of things, that’s on them.”

      “Fair enough.” Mr. Kane stood and held out his hand. “Thank you again for helping us out with this.”

      Conryu shook with him. He was fairly sure the Department was just using him to clean up their mess, but if they’d uncovered a hellpriest, everything else went out the window.

      Besides, he couldn’t just let Jonny get himself killed.
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      Orin Kane rubbed his tired eyes. Having Conryu on the job should’ve taken the weight off his shoulders, yet he couldn’t deny that he still felt like he was on the edge of a disaster. Of course, since the business with the new demon lords began, he felt like that every day. He didn’t sleep well anymore. Instead, he lay awake staring at the ceiling and imagining all the potentially horrible things that might happen.

      His stomach gurgled and acid burned the back of his throat. He was also fairly sure he was developing an ulcer. Given his own state, he wondered how Conryu remained so calm.

      He was debating an early lunch when the phone rang. By everything holy and good, please let it not be another problem.

      “This is Kane.”

      “Director Kane, my name is Anders, out of the Seattle office. We’ve had a bit of an incident here and when I did a background check, your name popped up.”

      “The thing with the druids or whatever they
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TERMINATION
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DISCLAIMER
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