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"The Flame Specter!"
Finola spun about in a tight circle, her hands reaching out. The
girl's fingers worked in curious patterns weaving magical spells to
ward off the powerful elemental. "It is hunting for you. The mark
is a gateway. It seeks to explode into the world, Brion, and it
will come through you!"

Rouwen doubled over,
clutching his belly as he tried to retch. Deep within his head he
heard echoes, echoes of pain and death. A part of him was beguiled
and wanted to explore more fully. Another part recoiled from the
stark, raw, hungry power drawing him ever inward. Rebellion and
iron will won out. Rouwen forced his way back from the brink of
being sucked into a blackness relieved only by a single glowing
spot.











The Flame Specter











The Accursed #3



by






Robert E.
Vardeman











[image: tmp_8b64927b5949cf1dd1207ca928d838ca_nZyk7x_html_78c6f83c.png]











The Flame Specter

©1994 Robert E
Vardeman






The Flame
Specter originally published by

New English Library
(ISBN: 0-450-58840-8)






This Smashwords
edition published by

The Cenotaph Press ©
2017

ISBN:






Cover © 2012 by
Robert E Vardeman






illustration

dreamstime.com











If you’d like to
learn more about the author, please visit the website at

CenotaphRoad.com






Smashwords Edition,
License Notes

This ebook is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only.

This ebook may not be
re-sold or given away to other

people. If you would
like to share this book with another

person, please
purchase an additional copy for each

recipient. If you’re
reading this book and did not purchase

it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please

return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy.

Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.
















Table of Contents






Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Sample chapter: To Demons Bound

Author
biography












Chapter l

 Death, More Death—and
Defeat






Rouwen found a dusty
ladder leading to a lower level and pressed his eye to a small
peephole. He chewed his lower lip at the sight of dozens of
soldiers patrolling the hall. When an officer approached the wall
and began fumbling at the secret catch, Rouwen knew his hiding
place was in jeopardy. He darted back to the ladder and considered
escaping to lower levels. From the dull thudding of boot soles
along the heavy stone corridors of Castle Gan he heard echoing from
below, and knew the entire guard had been alerted and were
searching for him. Escape was becoming more of a phantom.

Rouwen climbed back
to the level of the king's chamber, mind racing. A small wedge of
light shone past a secret panel; soldiers were entering the
passages. From his tracks in the dust, Rouwen knew they would have
little trouble following him.

"Attack, don't
retreat," he muttered. The need for Sosler's death burned brighter
than ever. He swung around on the rusty rungs of the ladder
embedded in the castle's stone and climbed to a higher level as
soldiers burst into the passage. Rouwen, fortified with new
resolve, squeezed through the ever-narrowing chimney and finally
found a small stone ledge. He swung about and sat on it. Through a
peephole he saw a tapestry-hung corridor.

Empty.

He tried to remember
the exact layout and believed this passageway led to the mezzanine
above the king's audience chamber. From that vantage Rouwen knew he
could drop near the throne and finish his deadly mission by slaying
Sosler. The mezzanine was seldom used by any but guards of the
Intrepid company trusted with protecting their monarch.

King Priowe was dead.
But Sosler had yet to install himself on the throne, even if he had
married Sorinne. There would be no reason for guards to patrol
these ways now. Or so Rouwen hoped. He squeezed through a small
opening and dropped onto the walkway. Crouching for a moment, he
prepared for what must be done. He drew the dagger at his belt and
tucked the spell casket inside his tunic where it would be
safe.

Rouwen moved quickly
along the narrow walkway and pushed past a tapestry, gaining a good
view of the audience chamber. His heart sank when he saw the room
was empty save for the bodies of Priowe, Diarra and poor Toit.
Where would Sosler have gone? The perfidious duke and his wizard
might be gloating. The duke's chambers? Rouwen wasn't sure where
Sosler thought it safe enough to sleep.

He started to retrace
his steps when Sorinne's voice echoed in the chamber. Rouwen sank
down, peering over the low wood railing. His heart skipped a beat
when he saw her blonde beauty enter the room below him.

"I don't remember
anything. What has happened?" she demanded of Sosler. The duke
walked at her elbow, gently guiding her away from the bodies of her
mother and father.

"The grippe, my
dear," Sosler said in an unctuous voice. "You were taken ill.
Luckily, Vutorian countered the sickness with a few magical waves
of his hand."

"Why does he glow
green?" Sorinne asked, a touch of irritability entering her voice.
"There is something happening and you are not telling me
everything."

"My dearest wife, you
know all you need. Now run along," Sosler said, pushing her toward
a side door. She had not seen her parents' corpses. Rouwen almost
yelled to draw her attention but held back. He would only put her
life in jeopardy, much as he wanted to reveal to her Sosler's true
character. The duke must have used powerful magicks to so befuddle
the woman's usually clear mind.

"Has she gone?" came
Vutorian's querulous tones. Rouwen straightened and peered directly
below to see the wizard striding into the audience chamber from a
side door. From the set of his body, Rouwen knew things were not
proceeding well for Vutorian—and that pleased him greatly.
Confusion and death to his enemies!

"She is so
troublesome," Vutorian went on. "Why you insist on keeping her
alive is beyond me."

Sosler sneered as he
replied. "She gives me much pleasure in bed, something about which
you know nothing."

Rouwen seethed. His
hand tightened on the dagger's hilt. He longed to drive the weapon
deep into Sosler's putrid flesh— and the chance presented
itself.

Vutorian turned and
walked off, drawing Sosler to a spot in the middle of the audience
chamber. Rouwen never hesitated. He got his feet under him, gauged
distances and launched into the air. His dagger point cutting
through the air ahead of his body, he drove directly for the duke's
body.

Rouwen cried out in
joy when he felt the dagger sink deeply into Sosler's torso. And
then he flashed past to land hard on the marble floor. The impact
dazed him for a moment. He shook off the shock and whirled around
to finish the killing.

Sosler stood before
him, hand on the dagger's hilt. A pained expression crossed
Sosler's hatchet-thin, pale face, but the cold blue eyes bored hard
into Rouwen's. The duke pulled the razor-sharp blade from his side
and cast it away, as if it meant nothing. It clanked on the stone
floor with an ominous sound, the peal of death and failure.

"That was your last
chance at murdering me, Rouwen," the duke said in a firm voice.

Brion Rouwen looked
past Sosler and saw a dozen guardsmen crowding into the chamber.
And from behind he heard Vutorian ordering more troopers to the
duke's aid. He was surrounded. And defeated.











 Chapter 2

Strange Fire






Brion Rouwen knew he
had only a heartbeat moment to strangle Duke Sosler. He launched
himself, trying to find the man's throat. He slipped on the slick
floor then felt swords pricking at his body. Flat on his belly, he
looked up at his nemesis.

"You are persistent,
if not too bright," Sosler said, stepping toward Rouwen now that
the guards had him pinned to the floor. He clutched the spot where
Rouwen had stabbed him, a small red splotch expanding, but Rouwen
saw that his blade had been robbed of death by hidden chain mail.
"I do admit, though, that I misjudged you. Your persistence far
outstripped my expectations."

"Is that all I was? A
diversion?"

"Oh, yes. I needed to
manipulate Priowe until I gained support within the castle, in the
courts of Mion and—" Sosler bit off his explanation. Rouwen's eyes
widened. Sosler's ambitions reached farther than he had thought.
King Nishor of Mion was a pawn; he had known that. But what other
realms turned to Sosler's will?

"You could have just
ordered my execution," Rouwen said, more to himself than to
Sosler.

"I could, but Priowe
needed a visible enemy. You and his unlamented queen provided a
grand opportunity. She was quite crazy, you realize. She might have
had the vision, as many claimed, but her nude wanderings of the
castle made even a loving husband believe the worst." Sosler
laughed harshly and circled Rouwen. He took a sword from a
guardsman and used it to prod his captive.

"You ought to have
died. I needed my wizards to practice their crafts, hone their
skills and find just the right incantations for my military
conquests. Who would have thought you could have reached the Isle
of Passing and retrieved this marvelous horn from a wizard as
powerful as the Lord of Death and Life?"

"He had his weakness.
He was afraid to die," Rouwen said. "That kept him on the isle— and
cowering."

"Ah, yes,
immortality. You tasted it. Perhaps I should have Vutorian practice
on you and grant you immortality once more?"

"No!" The word ripped
from Rouwen's throat. Along with the curse of death to his most
beloved, Sosler's wizard had prevented him from dying. Rouwen had
suffered maiming cuts that would have killed him half a dozen times
over. He touched the long scars on his belly where swords had run
him through. Almost as if magically activated, the spot in the
center of his back where a dagger had lodged began to. itch
unbearably. Never dying, killing those he loved, shunned in his
kingdom, Brion Rouwen had become a pathetic figure.

But the spark of hope
had never died. Whether it was need for revenge or the insane
belief that he might triumph, Rouwen didn't know. But faith burned
like a banked fire in his breast.

"So there is life yet
within you," Sosler said, pleased. "I enjoy thinking up novel
tortures. The combination of seemingly propitious spells to give
utter pain amuses me. Eternal life and the inability ever to
love—that was a master stroke, if I do say so. What other curses
might be placed on your head? What would vex you most of all?
Something concerning Sorinne, of course, but my use of her is not
at an end until I am secure on Gan's throne."

Rouwen had slain
Sosler's wizard, Kwuway, and been released from the scourge of
eternal life—what the Lord had sought and lost. And the spell
casket gave him hope that the second curse might be lifted, too.
That dream had died when he failed to kill Sosler and again fell
prisoner. Rouwen began to believe he might be better off dead,
freeing Sorinne of death at his hand.

Sosler's words about
sitting on the throne brought him back to his senses. Sorinne would
never be safe until the duke was worm food.

"She is nothing to
you? You married her only to secure the throne?" Rouwen spoke now
to keep Sosler from killing him outright. The longer he lived, the
better the chance for escape. A sword cut sharply into his side,
forcing him flat to the floor. Rouwen raged at his impotence. He
had been so close. To have failed at the last instant …

There seemed no
chance for escape from the guards he had trained himself.

"Nothing at all,"
Sosler said in an affected, offhand manner, as if other matters
were vastly more important. The duke waited for a moment to be sure
Rouwen seethed at his words, then added, "Oh, that's not quite
true, my dear, amorous Captain. What I said to Vutorian earlier is
true. She is quite good in bed. Did you teach her those things, or
did she practice with others? I suspect she had much practice
before you arrived at her bed."

Rouwen refused to be
goaded to anger. Sosler sought only to annoy him. That the slender
noble did only made Rouwen mad at himself. He remembered the
tortures he had endured in the dungeon after he had been arrested
for consorting with the queen. Sosler had arranged a fake escape
simply to give him hope and then dash it. There had been faint
whispers Rouwen had thought came from Sorinne, urging him to be
strong. Those came from the throat of some unknown minion of
Sosler's.

Or perhaps the
long-nosed Mionese Duke Drioway had been responsible for that
particular torment. Under the guise of an informant, he had
betrayed Rouwen more than once, the last time luring him into
Sosler's well-baited trap. There were so many whose lives were
forfeit, if Brion Rouwen only had the chance.

His hands clenched
and unclenched in futile rage. Rouwen looked up and saw the ring of
soldiers step back a half-pace, waiting for his attack. He read
nothing but determination and death in their expressions. With them
he had no quarrel. They obeyed orders, even if they followed the
wrong lord.

"Where the lovely
Sorinne learned her tricks matters little, my dear Captain. I am in
control of Gan now that Priowe and Diarra are dead, thanks to you.
And King Nishor is now no barrier to ruling Mion, also thanks to
you. The use of the Legion of the Air was a tactical
masterpiece."

"We destroyed Mion.
What is left will be of little use to you," Rouwen said, taking
some small satisfaction in that. He, Diarra and Vutorian had loosed
the wind warriors on Nishor's walled city. Tachre had been left in
ruins.

"What are the lives
of a few peasants to me?" asked Sosler. "And Tachre? Mion's capital
would have been plowed under to rid it of disease and infestation.
I intend establishing a capital farther along the coast, one of
enduring grandeur with a deep-water harbor. Lopin, perhaps. Do you
not agree, Vutorian? After all, that is near your precious Forest
of Kelnos." Sosler's gaze turned to Vutorian's green-glowing
figure.

"When I left the
forest to join forces with you, King Sosler, I abandoned all
interest in that petty kingdom." Vutorian spun about, sending a new
robe whirling away from his frame, preening like a peacock in
summer feathers. He seemed to revel in the new-found treasure,
though Rouwen had seen riches aplenty in the wizard's castle. Like
Sosler, the wizard played his own game. The grimoire that produced
the green glow surrounding Vutorian like a nimbus figured
prominently m that plan, though what it might be, Rouwen could not
say.

"I now have the most
powerful wizard in the world as my dearest friend and ally." Sosler
went to the wizard and slapped him on the back in a gesture of
camaraderie. Sosler's pale eyes widened slightly as his hand
brushed the fringes of the shimmering curtain of magic. Recoiling,
he pressed his stung hand against his tunic. He covered his
momentary lapse with an insincere smile.

Vutorian laughed, and
Rouwen wondered if the wizard was foolish enough to believe such a
blatant lie. Vutorian had the Lord of Death and Life's grimoire and
the whistle needed to control the Legion of the Air. Only for those
reasons did Sosler court his friendship. Rouwen wished he knew what
spells were contained in that grimoire. He had carried it and felt
its magical response many tunes, but he had used the spell book in
trade to Vutorian for what he now knew was even more treachery.
Vutorian had always been in league with Sosler, from the first
moment Rouwen had stumbled across Vutorian's pupil in the
forest.

Rouwen's cynicism
rose in a tide of choking bile. Was the young girl, Finola, also
Sosler's pawn? He had liked her when they had first met. She was
earnest and sincere for one so young —and she had sent Toit to him
as a guide and guardian. Rouwen's eyes slid along the floor to the
pile of burned feathers that had been the thouse bird. His love had
killed a valued comrade, even if Toit had not been human.

"How do you intend to
dispose of him?" Vutorian pointed at Rouwen, as if he were nothing
more than a horse's droppings.

"His death serves no
purpose, even if a public execution of a traitor to the kingdom
would be an object lesson for the grumblers. He has been my
experimental animal before. Why should dear Captain Rouwen cease to
give me great pleasure?" Sosler motioned to the guards, who moved
quickly to bind Rouwen's hands behind his back.

Rouwen winced as the
thin leather strips cut into his wrists and caused tiny trickles of
blood to flow. If the leather bands stayed on too long, the blood
would begin to dry, making them shrink. The agony would be
intensified tenfold. But Rouwen doubted he would live long enough
to enjoy such a commonplace torture.

"There, in the center
of the room." Sosler walked briskly to the throne and mounted,
seating himself heavily. A moment's pain crossed his face, the only
sign that Rouwen's dagger thrust had almost taken the duke's foul
life. "Now get away from him."

Sosler drew forth the
gold trumpet and put it to his lips. He paused long enough to
savour Rouwen's expression of horror and distaste. The duke laughed
gleefully.

"This is the sort of
life I intend living. Never again under the thumb of a petty,
stupid tyrant like Priowe!"

Sosler pushed the
horn to his lips and let forth a single long, clear note that would
summon an air elemental.

Rouwen struggled to
get his feet under him. Sosler summoned the tornado to where he
crouched. He might escape if the wind demon whirled off-center
enough to force back the soldiers. He blinked when he saw the misty
whirlwind beginning to form, but something appeared
different—wrong.

Rouwen had summoned
too many of the twisting minions of death not to recognize their
usual patterns of birthing. Deep within the core of this misty
whirlwind he saw sparks. The flecks of curious dark flame danced
and grew brighter. Worrying that Sosler's royal blood had allowed
him to summon a vortex of wind and flame, Rouwen fought to slide
away from the newborn tornado.

"Keep him in the
center. Feed him to that monster," ordered Sosler, relishing the
fear on Rouwen's face. "And Vutorian, bring over the whistle. I
need to control the wind warrior. There's no reason to let it rage
aimlessly when I can direct it wherever I desire."

Rouwen saw Vutorian's
hesitation. The wizard had stolen the gold whistle from Diarra. The
queen had been able to shepherd the wind warriors because of her
royal blood. Vutorian lacked even a drop, if Rouwen was any judge.
That meant the whistle was worthless to him, save as a bargaining
tool. Sosler sought to prise this loose while surrounded by
soldiers loyal to him. What possible reason could Vutorian have to
deny the duke the means of controlling and banishing the Legion of
the Air?

The wizard
reluctantly handed over the whistle, even as he clutched the
grimoire tighter to his body with his left hand. The hue of green
around the wizard deepened and took on alien shapes, hands reaching
forth and mouths gaping and eyes burning with manic intensity.
Rouwen found it impossible to look away from Vutorian and the
green, dancing cloud surrounding him, in spite of the wind warrior
bobbing and ducking a few paces away.

"Good, very good,"
crowed Sosler. He put the whistle to his lips and blew a few
tentative notes. The tornado kept growing and did not obey his
commands. Sosler frowned and blew harder, intent on sounding the
right number of notes.

The wind warrior grew
stronger and paid the duke no heed.

Rouwen looked from
the green-shrouded mage to the tornado and felt suddenly weak. This
was no powerful windstorm billowing up inside Castle Gan. It was
something more, something more horrible than mere air.

Fire lapped and
licked at the marble, turning the hard stone liquid. Molten trails
sluggishly flowed downward into a pit being dug in the audience
chamber and churned and bubbled like a caldron. As Rouwen watched,
the rotary motion strengthened and the tornado's core turned into
eye-searing fire.

"See!" cried Sosler,
standing in front of the throne. "See the power at my command. None
will dare oppose me now." He put the whistle to his lips and sent
forth shrill notes ordering the wind warrior toward Rouwen. But the
column of fire and air did not budge. It weaved and circled in
place, intent on consuming the marble floor—and growing in
size.

"Sosler, something's
wrong!" shouted Vutorian, backing from the tornado. "This isn't the
kind of wind warrior Rouwen summoned. It's different. There are
black flames within, as well as bright ones. Send it back to
oblivion!"

Rouwen kicked and
struggled to get away from the tornadic force building up between
him and Sosler. Vutorian was correct in saying that this wasn't the
magical guardian he had brought forth. The lightning searing from
side to side within the column of misty air was quickly hidden by
fire so intense the heat caused Rouwen's face to blister. He turned
away from it but could not escape the mounting inferno.

"How do you get rid
of it?" Sosler asked, still not frightened by his creation. The
duke seemed more curious than anything else as the tornado whipped
about in rising frenzy. He blew on the whistle and nothing
happened.

Vutorian screamed in
pain, dropping to his knees and clutching his chest. The grimoire
burned with a dazzling green light equalling the fire within the
wind warrior. It consumed Vutorian, ate at his flesh, turned him
into a skeleton by melting away his body. The wizard's shrieks of
agony were quickly drowned out by the thunderous roar of the
demonic thing Sosler had summoned.

The duke appeared not
to realize the full horror of what he had brought into the world.
He had not seen tornadoes mild in comparison that Rouwen had sent
against Tachre to destroy the Mionese capital. Sosler might have
believed this wind warrior was a magical norm. Rouwen shied back
even more, his flesh blistering more severely.

In spite of himself,
Brion Rouwen could not look away from the core of the whirling
column. The flecks of fire had become a raging inferno—and within
that white-hot blaze he saw—eyes.

−You are the one.

Rouwen had no idea
where the voice came from. It welled from deep within his brain and
soul. But those eyes! They were merciless and glared at him with a
hunger that frightened a man who had fought wizards and
courageously faced magical beasts of inhuman ability. For the first
time in his life, Rouwen knew true fear.

"Tell me what to do,
Vutorian. Get rid of it." Sosler's voice carried the sharp edge of
command, but the wizard wasn't listening. A huddle of glowing bones
beside the throne was all that remained of the mage. Or so Rouwen
thought until the skeleton stirred and rose.

Vutorian's eyes had
become those of the fire fiend. Although no flesh clung to the
wizard's bones, the hand rising to point a bony finger in the
direction of the tornadic column had a solidity to it far exceeding
anything made of bone. Tongues of fire jumped from the column and
blasted into Vutorian's outstretched finger, causing the wizard to
shine brighter than the sun itself.

Sosler's mouth worked
but no words came forth. He backed from his ally, realizing the
wizard had become something more than a dupe. The duke held out the
pitiful whistle, as if this might appease Vutorian. The wizard
turned slowly, sending pinwheels of fire about the huge audience
chamber. Everything touched by the fire melted or simply burst into
a million pieces. Rouwen thought he might escape m the confusion,
but he found himself the focus of Vutorian's unwanted
attention.

"Stop," the wizard
said. The command boomed in. Rouwen's ears, deafening him for a
moment. He fell to one side, his bound hands throbbing painfully.
Thinking to blot out the world by squeezing his eyelids tightly
closed, Rouwen found this tactic did not work. He still saw
Vutorian perfectly so brightly did the man burn.

The pillar of wind
and fire rose higher until it burned through the stained glass dome
of the audience chamber. Rouwen wondered if it might reach all the
way to the Lesser Moon. From the way the base thickened and energy
poured into the surging pillar, it might reach the Greater Moon and
never slow. Rouwen imagined the fire devouring the sun and stars,
the entire universe and still remain hideously, inhumanly
hungry.

"Vutorian, banish
it," Sosler said, his voice quavering as he began to fear that the
man who had once been his ally might now be his master. "Use the
whistle. This thing is destroying the castle."

Rouwen shielded his
eyes as he watched Vutorian take the whistle, but the wizard did
not put it to his mouth. He opened his arms and held the whistle
out, as if offering it to the wind warrior. A tiny golden mist
formed around the whistle, and then it vanished utterly.

"You fool!" shouted
Sosler. "You lost the only way we have of controlling this
monster." He stepped away as if to run and stumbled against the
throne he had plotted to ascend. Sosler reached around and lifted
the magical trumpet. The instant he touched it, a change occurred
within the column of fiercely. burning flame. It shifted slightly
and moved toward him.

"What's happening,
Vutorian? Tell me. If this is a joke, I am not amused." Sosler's
voice was shrill with fear. He tried to lift the trumpet, perhaps
thinking to summon a second wind warrior to do battle with this
wayward one.

Rouwen was blown
across the room when a tongue of fire blasted from the column and
engulfed Sosler's hand. The trumpet for summoning the Legion of the
Air puffed out of existence in a golden mist. The duke was wrenched
off the throne and tossed aside. He landed hard on the floor and
skidded, scrambling to regain his balance. As if ricocheting, the
lightning bolt of pure energy shot toward the green-glowing
Vutorian.

The wizard staggered
as the fiery bolt reflected from the grimoire he held in his hand.
Rouwen shrieked as the rebound of energy smashed into his chest.
The brilliance dazzled him, even as the pain in his torso exploded
with the force of a thousand battering rams. By the time Rouwen's
eyesight returned and the duke found his balance, the spinning
pillar of flame had disappeared. A few vagrant breezes blew through
the audience chamber, but the only evidence of the fire demon's
presence lay in the melted flooring, small black flames still
licking at the edges of the pit. After a few seconds, even the
curious black fire vanished.

Rouwen blinked and
tried awkwardly to wipe his eyes against his shoulder. Sosler
seemed stunned—but it was Vutorian who startled Rouwen most. The
wizard stood stock-still and completely whole. There was no sign
that the flesh had burned from his frame. And the green haze had
dissipated until only tiny clouds hung about his knees and
feet.

When Sosler saw that
Vutorian was not going to respond to his question, he spun and
angrily shouted for his guards. "Take that one to the dungeons.
Execute him!"

All hope fled Rouwen
when the guards seized him and dragged him from the room. He did
not understand what had happened, nor did it matter now. He would
be worm food before the sun rose again.












Chapter 3

 Soft Voices


"Get that traitor out
of here. Call Baron Chertude and have him perform the execution,"
Sosler said, his voice quaking with emotion. He glanced from Rouwen
to the molten, smoking crater in the middle of what had been the
king's audience chamber. The duke turned to his wizard. Vutorian
stood quietly, looking more composed than Rouwen had ever seen
him.

All hint of the
flesh-devouring magicks that had held Vutorian in their fingers was
gone. He might have just returned from a leisurely walk in the
castle gardens for all the distress he showed. The wizard held the
grimoire in his hand, and it had ceased glowing.

"What of it,
Vutorian?" demanded Sosler. "Did you banish it?"

Vutorian turned to
his lord and smiled beatifically. He heard but his attention was
focused elsewhere. Before the wizard could respond, Sosler turned
and angrily gestured to the guards surrounding Rouwen.

"I told you to take
him to the dungeons. Do it now or you shall join him. Chertude will
use your worthless bodies for his experiments!" Small red spots
appeared high on Sosler's cheeks. Other than this, he remained pale
and trembling. Any vestige of courage shown by the guards vanished
before his wrath.

They dragged their
former captain from the audience chamber, and Rouwen was glad to be
away from that magic-racked room. Sosler had thought to summon a
wind warrior and had brought into being something far worse than
the seemingly invincible tornado used by the Lord of Death and Life
to protect himself and his island hideaway. The stench of
dissolution hung heavily in that room, Toit having perished, but
Rouwen found himself more relieved by the separation from Vutorian.
The wizard had changed drastically in the few minutes between
Sosler's summoning of the Legion of the Air and the strange
banishment of the column of flame. Something within that turbulent
shaft of flame had sucked the energy from Vutorian's grimoire—and
been satisfied.

Rouwen worried that
the magical hunger might not remain sated long.

"You might be the
lucky one," a guard said as he dragged Rouwen along the corridor
outside the audience chamber. "Even if Baron Chertude takes his
time and lets you die slowly, you might be better off than the rest
of us."

"Hush, Bullo," the
second guard cautioned. "The duke hears everything we say." The
smaller guardsman looked about, as if Sosler would storm up and
order him beheaded for his opinions. Rouwen wondered if the
strength of Sosler's grip on Castle Gan had turned a fearless
fighting force into a gaggle of cowards. It seemed that way, and it
was a pity. The valley had been the finest place in the world to
live, and Castle Gan provided the strong core for the kingdom.

"I can walk, if you
let me stand." Rouwen's bound wrists had gone from painful
throbbing to numbness. Circulation had failed totally, turning his
fingers into swollen bulbs incapable of gripping a sword or even
wrapping around Sosler's throat to squeeze out the tyrant's life,
should he be given the chance. Almost as bad as this pain was the
burning m the center of his chest where the reflected energy bolt
had rebounded from Vutorian's grimoire to strike him. He tried to
rub the spot, but his bound hands prevented even touching his
chest.

"Let him," said
Bullo. "It's in the way of a last request, don't you know?" His
comrade grumbled about the duke's spies being everywhere, and he
refused to relent when he saw a diminutive officer striding toward
him.

"You've come a long
way in a short time, Smel," Rouwen greeted, still on his knees. The
small man looked Rouwen squarely in the eyes. Then Smel turned
angrily and shoved his face into Bullo's.

"Get Captain Rouwen
to his feet," Smel ordered sharply. "He is to be honored, not
…"

"Sosler ordered his
execution, Captain Smel," cut in the more frightened of the guards.
He looked behind him, again as if he expected the duke suddenly to
appear in full wrath to order more deaths—his death.

"So, that's hardly
unexpected, is it, Rouwen?" Smel looked up at his former commander
with a hint of sympathy.

"No, it's not,
Captain," Rouwen said, doubting he would get the one-time corporal
of the guard to aid him. Smel had never been an outstanding
soldier, but he had always executed his duty faithfully. There was
no reason for him to oppose his sworn liege lord to help a former,
disgraced officer. Especially one who had led an invading army to
the castle gates.

"I've been lucky, and
more than a few ahead of me in the chain of command have come to
untimely ends." Smel smiled crookedly, as if remembering how some
of the others had died. The leap from corporal to captain was
extreme, and Smel knew such a leap night happen again under
Sosler's rule for someone else.

"He is to be given
over to Baron Chertude," the nervous guard announced, too loud and
too shrill not to be noticed.

"The kingdom's
premier torturer will enjoy this task, I am sure," Smel said drily.
Of Bullo, he asked, "Is Sosler in his audience chamber? There has
been a disturbance deep within the castle." Smel frowned and shook
his head, speaking more to himself now. "It's as if the castle's
foundations burned. Stone cannot bum, but it did with a strange
black fire. This might be some evil weapon turned on us by the
Mionese."

"It's my doing,"
Rouwen spoke up. "But you should ask Sosler. Or Vutorian."

"You have your
orders. Take him to the dungeons," Smel muttered to the guards,
worried that Rouwen was giving him more information than he needed
or wanted.

Smel, Captain of the
Intrepid Guard, marched off without looking back. That suited
Rouwen. If the chance arose, Rouwen needed to be able to kill the
short captain without remorse. Any slight hesitation might doom
both Rouwen and the kingdom he sought to save from Sosler's
ambitions.

The journey down into
the bowels of the castle failed to provide Rouwen with any chance
for escape. When he reached the lowest dungeons, his moment of hope
had faded and despair replaced it. Bullo and the apprehensive guard
shoved him toward a cell with its door standing open. Rouwen had
been imprisoned here before, and his escape had been tainted by the
curses put on him by Sosler's wizard. The only way Rouwen had of
getting free of these heavily guarded cells was through death. Even
then, they might let him rot in the cell rather than give him a
decent burial or throw him from the castle's battlements onto the
Fingers of Providence, those needle-sharp spikes of rock almost a
mile below Castle Gan's uppermost turret.

"May your shade find
its way to Mount Glid," Bullo offered as he shoved Rouwen into the
prison cell. This was all the help Rouwen was likely to get. He
stumbled and dropped to one knee to keep from smashing into the far
wall of the stone dungeon. The door crashed shut behind him,
plunging him into heartless darkness. But the true sense of
futility came when the locking bar dropped into place, forever
barring him into the tight confines of his prison.

Rouwen dropped to the
floor and sat with his back to cold stone—or so he would have
thought. He let out a yelp and moved away when the rock ,proved
almost too hot to touch. Whatever demon Sosler had summoned chewed
its way up through the castle's center and left behind a fiery
trail. Rouwen remembered Smel's mission to find Sosler to tell of
burning stone throughout the lower reaches of Castle Gan. It was a
shame he wouldn't live long enough to see how Sosler coped with
this unleashed menace.

Rubbing against the
wall to cut through the leather straps binding his wrists proved
more difficult because of the heat and the strain it placed on his
burned chest, but he persisted until the leather gave way. He
gasped in relief when the band parted. Then he moaned in pain as
blood flowed once more into the cold, lifeless fingers. It seemed
that years passed before Rouwen could bear the misery of returning
circulation. Once it did, he became active, seeking any weakness in
the cell to exploit for his escape.

He swallowed hard
when he peered through a large crack in the door. All he could see
in the dungeon was a strangling post. Dangling from it were three
cords with bloodstained knots showing where the executioner had
been too eager and had drawn blood from his victims. Baron Chertude
was infamous for his ability as a torturer, and Rouwen doubted
those cords belonged to him.

That didn't remove
the threat of immediate torture and death. Did Sosler want him to
suffer more? Would Chertude be allowed to prolong his death through
endless hours of agony, or would the baron simply snuff out his
life and move on? Castle Gan faced dangers unknown in its history
and required every sword in its defense—if a sword was the
necessary weapon for defense. Rouwen shivered as he remembered the
fiery monster Sosler had summoned unwittingly.

He heaved a deep
sigh, then attacked the wooden door as hard as he could, putting
his shoulder to it. He smashed repeatedly into the thick planks,
once getting a small creaking sound from them. But his shoulder
yielded before the door gave way. Rouwen shifted his tactics to
more subtle attempts to make the door yield. Prising loose a long
splinter, he tried to move the heavy outer locking bar through a
small crack in the wood. After this attempt failed repeatedly,
Rouwen turned to the hinges, hoping to find a weakness in either
rock where the door was mounted or in the metal itself.

Exhausted after hours
of effort, Rouwen sank down. How long would it be until Chertude
strode arrogantly into the dungeons to carry out Sosler's execution
order? Rouwen felt the hand of time squeezing him tighter and
tighter, limiting his options and making escape look hopeless.

Rouwen wiped sweat
from his face and realized he was drenched from his efforts.
Usually, dungeon cells were cold and damp. The heat radiating from
the cell walls turned the cramped space into a sultry steam bath
that wore him down second by second. Rouwen tried to press his hand
against the wall but pulled it away, his flesh blistering even from
the lightest touch.

"What has Sosler done
to Gan?" he wondered aloud. Vutorian and the grimoire might have
banished the fiery demon this time, but its memory lingered. If the
demon returned, what would Vutorian—or Sosler—do then?

Rouwen sat in the
center of the tiny cell, arms around his drawn-up knees, head down.
The throbbing of his chest wound slowly died and permitted him to
consider sleep. He tried to take a nap, but the mounting heat
bothered him and a faint vibration beneath him grew in intensity
minute by minute. Rouwen shook himself out of his stupor when the
entire room trembled so hard he thought an earthquake had struck.
Never in the history of Castle Gan had such a disaster threatened.
The wizards had always assured Gan's rulers that nothing could harm
the lofty fortress, but then, never had such magicks prowled.

Reaching to support
himself, he was still tossed against the burning hot wall. He
kicked out and forced himself away from the dangerous stone, but
the quake continued to intensify until Rouwen's teeth were rattling
in his head. By the time the vibrations died, he found himself
wishing that Chertude would come to end it all for him.

"No," Rouwen said to
himself, summoning his courage and anger at Sosler, Nishor,
Vutorian and all the rest. Revenge would be his. How and when, he
couldn't say, but he would never surrender easily. If Chertude came
at this
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