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      Fredric St. Cloud sat in his hardback chair and stared at the report in his hand. He’d been struggling to read it for the past twenty minutes, but his mind kept wandering. He tossed the parchment down on his spotless desk and rubbed his face. How could it be that his son was now engaged to wed the princess and eventually become king? Fredric had warned both his children, more times than he could remember, that they should avoid politics like the plague. At least the demon sword forbore comment.

      Damien was deep in it now. Fredric had refrained from recalling Jennifer to allow her to stay in the capital and support him. Not that there was any shortage of work for either of his children. In the six weeks since the quake, repairs had accelerated, but there still remained a great deal to do. He’d even gone so far as to send all the older students to the capital to help with the cleanup and repairs. The Citadel seemed too quiet with almost half his students and most of the other warlords away.

      Someone knocked on his door and Fredric let out a great sigh, happy for any distraction from his muddled thoughts. “Come in.”

      Rhys stuck his head in. He’d reassigned the veteran to serve as his assistant until his daughter returned. “There’s a farmer here I think you need to speak to.”

      Fredric nodded, at this point he would have talked to anyone about anything. “Send him in.”

      The door opened the rest of the way and a man perhaps fifty years old stepped through the door, the stink of manure crossing the office ahead of him. He wore dirt-caked trousers and a ragged tunic, both the color of grime. He was twisting a shapeless, broad-brimmed hat in his hands. The farmer glanced back at Rhys who nodded and shut the door behind him.

      Fredric motioned his guest to the empty chair. He suppressed a wince at the dirty boot prints the farmer left as he crossed the office. The man sat like he feared someone might yank the chair out from under him.

      “So, what can I help you with?” Fredric asked.

      “Well, sir. The thing is I seen a demon and I didn’t know who best to tell. The Citadel is the closest bit of real government around and since you helped us with the goblins I figured you’d be the ones to see.”

      Fredric frowned. If this was a joke it was in poor taste considering all the important problems in the kingdom right now. The farmer certainly seemed in earnest, but a demon? The odds of such a creature appearing in this area, especially after Damien and Jennifer had killed one less than a year ago seemed staggering. Not impossible though and if true it fell to Fredric, as the strongest warrior in the area, to deal with it.

      “Describe this demon.”

      The farmer looked away then back. “It was black, tall, kind of indistinct. Its eyes glowed red, that’s what I remember most.”

      “How is it you survived encountering such a creature?”

      “I only seen it, from a fair distance at that. I was chasing a lost calf in the woods when I stumbled on the monster. It moved through the trees like a ghost. It didn’t make no noise and it didn’t seem to notice me, thank heaven. The demon ducked inside a cave dug into the side of a hill. Soon as it got out of sight I ran. Never did find that calf. Someone needs to kill the thing before it gets one of us.”

      “Will you excuse me for a moment, Mister…?”

      “Smyth, sir.” The farmer scrambled up out of his chair. “I’ll wait outside, sir.”

      He fled like a rabbit before a fox. When the door shut Fredric asked, “Was he telling the truth?”

      He believes he saw a demon. Whether he actually did, who can say?

      The demon sword seemed in a poor mood today. Her voice, if the silent words appearing directly in his mind counted as a voice, had an acid bite that set his teeth on edge. Fredric had no idea why. It seemed the fickle creature’s mood shifted like the weather.

      “Are there demons that fit his description?”

      There are demons that fit every description. What he saw is well within the realm of demonic possibility.

      That seemed as close as he would get to a confirmation. He had already made up his mind to check it out, even if it turned out to be nothing Fredric needed to escape the office and this made a perfect excuse to go on a little hike. If he got to kill something at the end, so much the better.

      He grabbed the sword from its stand and slipped it through the loop on his belt. Thus armed he went out into the hall and found a patiently waiting Smyth. “Can you lead me to where you saw the beast?”

      “Of course.” A shiver ran through the farmer. “I’ll never forget that place as long as I live. It’s a long walk though. Half a day from my farm which is twenty miles south from here.” Smyth tapped his chin with a dirt-crusted finger. “We might make it before dark if we cut across country rather than retrace my route.”

      “Can you ride?” Fredric asked.

      The farmer’s eyes widened. “A plow horse, maybe.”

      “Our destriers operate on the same principles, they just have bad attitudes. As long as you show them who’s boss you’ll be fine.”

      The farmer trembled a bit. “If you say so, sir.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Right there, sir.” Smyth pointed, his hand shaking, at a dark opening in the side of a hill. It resembled a shadow on the slope more than a real cave, but that might have been a trick of light and distance.

      The two men crouched behind a clump of holly bushes. The spicy, evergreen smell lay over everything, thankfully canceling out Smyth’s odor. They had made the trip—a ride to the forest edge then a hike of several miles—in about eight hours.

      The sun hung low in the sky casting long shadows over everything. At the edge of his awareness, Fredric noticed the skittering of small animals in the branches above him. A good mile separated the cave from their position, but even so, the presence of animals seemed strange.

      Maybe Smyth had led him on a false quest after all.

      No. I can sense the demon from here. Whatever it is, there’s no doubt something is there.

      Fredric frowned. He hadn’t fought a demon in years and the last one had almost killed him. The prudent thing to do would be to summon help, but with the sorcerers already stretched thin due to the quake who knew how long it might take for someone to arrive.

      He gripped Lizzenwar’s hilt. He’d boasted often enough that the two of them could defeat any opponent. The time had come to prove it once again.

      “Smyth, go back to the horses. If I’m not back in half an hour return to The Citadel and let them know I failed. They’ll summon more help and you’ll have to lead them back here. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir. Be careful.”

      Smyth hotfooted it back the way they’d come leaving Fredric alone in the darkening forest. It seemed these sorts of confrontations always happened either at dusk, or midnight, or some other awful time of day when he had to rely on his enhanced vision to see what was trying to kill him. It couldn’t be helped. You had to fight the battle when you reached the field. Besides, it wasn’t like the time of day would matter inside the cave.

      Fredric drew the demon sword, eased out from behind the shrubs, and started through the trees toward the cave mouth. They had covered three-quarters of the distance when Lizzenwar intruded on his thoughts again.

      I don’t know about this, Fredric. The demon feels stronger than I first believed. Perhaps we should fall back for now.

      “We’re too close to just run away. At least let’s have a look at what we’re dealing with.”

      Lizzenwar’s anxiety filtered into his mind and Fredric forced it aside. With the sword’s power he could defeat any enemy. He had to believe that.

      Fredric set foot in the dark opening. Sensing his thoughts the demon sword began to glow. In the crimson light the rough stone walls appeared covered in blood. The stench of rot and corruption filled the air, giving him the impression that he’d entered a charnel house.

      He reached out and ran his hand along the stone. Moisture clung to his fingers and when he rubbed them together they felt tacky. Was there actual blood on the walls? That would help explain the smell.

      His grip tightened and he kept moving. Whatever covered the walls it posed no threat to him. The tunnel snaked its way deeper into the hillside. He wasn’t aware of any mining in this part of the kingdom, so why was the cave here? Perhaps it occurred naturally.

      It’s close, Fredric. Not more than ten yards away.

      Fredric enhanced all his senses as much as he could and sped up his perception. Ahead of him the tunnel opened up into a wide chamber. A dark haze filled the room. It swirled around, but he felt no breeze. Over several seconds the darkness gathered and formed into a hazy humanoid shape. When the final speck of darkness joined the mass, crimson eyes blazed to life.

      Fredric accelerated to warlord speed, then drew on Lizzenwar’s power to reach the blinding pace that gave him his nickname. Like lightning Fredric slashed through the monster in front of him.

      Twenty, thirty, forty slashes in a second.

      No resistance met his blade. He might as well be cutting air.

      We’re not hurting it. Flee, Fredric, now.

      He raced for the exit. It galled him, but the demon sword was right. If he couldn’t cut it he had no hope of winning.

      A curtain of darkness covered the cave entrance, bringing Fredric up short. He spun and raced to the side just ahead of an insubstantial claw.

      Dark tentacles shot from the demon’s body.

      Fredric tried to sever them, but the demon sword affected the tentacles no more than it had the main body.

      He dodged and ducked, running around the chamber like a dog chasing its tail. If he couldn’t retreat even his tremendous soul force would run out.

      He had to break through the dark curtain.

      Fredric, no!

      Lizzenwar’s warning came too late. Fredric plunged into the haze.

      Cold unlike anything he’d ever experienced chilled him right down to his core. Soul force rushed out of him.

      Fredric staggered to the ground, his strength gone. He tried to stand up, but couldn’t move.

      He rolled over on his back. The demon loomed above him, its burning eyes boring into him. A clawed hand plunged through Fredric’s chest.

      The last thing he heard was Lizzenwar’s scream in his mind.
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      Lizzy screamed when she felt Fredric die. It wasn’t the first time one of her bearers had died, but that in no way lessened the shock. When the last of his life drained away Lizzy did one of the hardest things possible. She sent her power into the blade that served as her physical host and made it fly.

      Down the tunnel and into the night air she went. Like an arrow out of a bow, she streaked across the sky toward The Citadel. Moving on her own drained her power faster than any other task she was called on to perform. It would be a close call whether she made it back to the armory or not.

      The dark stone fortress appeared in her extended perceptions. She couldn’t see exactly, but she did have a certain spatial awareness. She flew around to the rear of the keep until she located a six-inch-diameter hole in the wall, carefully hidden from casual view, and constructed specifically for her use in case her bearer died in the field. In The Citadel’s two-plus-century history she’d only had to use it once before today. She flew down her emergency entrance and into the darkness.

      Lizzy slipped along the tunnel, flew to the first-floor armory, and landed on a stone slab raised four feet off the ground. She settled in place an instant before her power ran out. Soon now someone would arrive. She’d shattered several sorcerous barriers on her flight in. Whoever came would know at once what had happened. That person would tell Damien. Would he weep for his father? They hadn’t had the best relationship, but it had improved over the past few months.

      If Lizzy had had a real body she would have sighed. Poor Fredric, he hadn’t been bad as bearers went. Now they would try to foist another man on her, but this time she would choose. No one would dictate her fate.

      She would have Damien and no other.
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      Damien formed a bubble around the small mountain of cracked timbers, shattered shingles, and other random debris the workers had piled up in the street and flew away with it. Beyond the outer wall a massive fire burned around the clock, consuming the rubble from the capital. Smoke filled the sky, more smoke than when the fires still burned in the city. Not that there was any help for it. They had no other way to dispose of so much rubble.

      Over the past month and a half Damien had added a great deal of fuel to this particular pyre, most of it wood, but some the bodies of victims discovered as they demolished damaged buildings. Many of the bodies were mangled so badly no one could identify them. A lot of people who lost friends and family would never know for certain what happened to their loved ones. Damien had gotten lucky. No one he loved had been injured in the quake.

      It wasn’t just tearing down now at least. The sound of hammers and saws filled every corner of the city as carpenters from all over the kingdom worked to put the capital back together. Skeletal rafters of new roofs were popping up everywhere along with bare walls and stone foundations. If the pace continued maybe everyone would have a roof over their heads before winter.

      Damien landed in the castle courtyard and wiped sweat from his brow. It was only midmorning, but the summer heat already covered the city like a damp blanket. He walked around to the back side of the keep. The castle well drew its water from a deep spring that stayed cold even on the hottest days. A long drink followed by a bucket dumped over his head sounded like just the thing.

      He stepped into the shade of the keep and sighed. It had to be twenty degrees cooler here. Maybe he’d just rest a moment before getting his drink. He closed his eyes, leaned his hot back against the cool stone, and let the chill soak into his body. Sometimes the small things really were the best.

      He sensed a familiar soul force approaching a moment before soft lips pressed against his. The kiss ended and he opened his eyes to find Imogen smiling at him. She wasn’t wearing her crimson uniform, instead she had on a simple white dress and sandals, her long, golden hair loose and waving in the light breeze. She looked absolutely stunning.

      “I thought we talked about this. I’m engaged to Karrie. We can’t be sneaking around behind her back.”

      Her smile widened. “You’d rather do this where she can see us? I’m game, but I’m not sure how she’d take it.”

      Damien pushed off the wall and headed for the well. “You know what I mean.”

      She latched onto his arm and walked along with him. Since they’d gotten back from the failed attempt to capture Connor Blackman, Imogen had started acting like a love-struck girl. It was such a change from what he’d gotten used to. Before, it had been easy to forget she was only a year older than Lane and four years older than him.

      “I know you don’t love that girl. That you’re only marrying her out of pity. Why should you have to give up your happiness for her?”

      Damien pulled the well bucket up to give himself a chance to think. He’d tried explaining everything to Imogen once already. The night after their return from the mission he’d gone to his room after a long conversation with his master only to find a naked Imogen lounging in his bed waiting for him. She had been intent on finishing what she started back in the cave. It had taken all Damien’s considerable willpower not to take her up on the offer.

      Instead they spent the evening talking. They shared their histories and Damien explained his promise to Karrie and how he felt about Lizzy. He’d thought Imogen understood and she’d left with nothing more than a passing kiss.

      He’d been mistaken. It appeared Imogen had made it her new mission to convince him to forget his promise, abandon the princess, and fall into bed with her. It seemed whenever he was alone she’d appear and start kissing him. She left him constantly on edge. If Karrie ever discovered them, even though it hadn’t been his idea, she’d never forgive him. And while Imogen was right that Damien didn’t love the princess, he also had no desire to hurt her.

      The bucket reached the top of the well. Imogen grabbed the dipper out of the bucket ahead of him and took a sip before letting the rest run down her chin and neck to soak the front of her thin dress. The wet material clung to her flawless curves. Damien forced himself to look away.

      “I thought you were thirsty.” She pressed herself against his back and kissed the nape of his neck with her cool, wet lips. A shiver ran through him. He needed to get away from her before his wavering resolve shattered.

      He sensed the energy of one of his master’s message constructs approaching. The golden orb flew around the wall and formed the words “Throne room.” Damien sent his master a silent thank you.

      He stepped away from Imogen. “Duty calls.”

      She licked her lips and smiled. “Another time.”
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      The energy from the archmage’s message faded and Damien fled. When he glanced back he found Imogen watching him with one hand on her hip and a hungry gleam in her eyes. He seriously doubted anything he said had made an impression on her. Maybe his master had a mission for him. Something that would send him out of the capital until the wedding. Fat chance of that.

      He walked around to the front of the keep, his mouth dry and his throat scratchy. At least she could have let him get a drink. He had almost reached the steps when he spotted Jen coming from the opposite direction. She had on her slashed uniform and the hilt of the sword he made her jutted up over her shoulder. Even out on a work crew the weapon never moved far from her hand. That was one of the first lessons Dad had taught them. Damien paused at the bottom to let Jen join him.

      “She called you too?” Damien asked.

      “Uncle Andy sent a guard for me. You know what’s going on?”

      “No clue. I just got a message from the archmage calling me to the throne room.”

      They walked up the stairs, past the guards, and down the armor-lined hall The usual two guards stood on duty and opened the door for them. Damien nodded to them in passing. They refused to meet his gaze, which was weird. Usually the guards were friendly. There must be something serious going on to put them in such a bad mood.

      They entered the all-but-empty throne room. No messengers waited for instructions. No one was lined up to ask for a favor. Even Uncle Andy’s guards had gone off somewhere. The only people in the room were the king on his throne and the archmage standing at his right hand. Whatever they had to say must be dire. Uncle Andy looked even more wan than usual.

      They bowed and Damien said, “You called us, Master?”

      The archmage looked to the king who nodded. “I’m afraid I have bad news. Your father has fallen in battle.”

      Damien’s knees wobbled and beside him Jen gasped. He reached out and grabbed her hand. She squeezed back with unconscious and desperate strength. Only his shield kept her from crushing his hand.

      He tried to speak, but no words would come out. He glanced at his sister. Jen stared at the archmage then the king then back to his master. She didn’t seem to understand. Damien was having trouble with it himself.

      After a third try he managed to gasp, “What happened?”

      “We’re not exactly sure,” Uncle Andy said. “We know a farmer came to The Citadel two days ago and claimed to have seen a demon. Your father went to investigate. Sometime that night the demon sword returned on its own to the armory. The master of arms discovered it yesterday morning.”

      Beside him Jen’s whole body was shaking. Damien conjured a sofa and the two of them sat, protocol be damned. She started crying and buried her head in his shoulder. Damien put his arm around her and rubbed her back. She’d always been closer to Dad. Damien had just started to turn their relationship into something more than awkward silences and shouting. Now he’d never finish that process.

      “Has anyone spoken to Lizzy?” Damien asked. “She’d know everything that happened.”

      “Tradition holds that no one can touch the demon sword until the four generals select a new bearer for it,” Uncle Andy said. “That could take a while.”

      “I need to talk to her.” Lizzy would be upset after Dad died and she didn’t have anyone to talk to all alone in the armory.

      “The generals will all come to your father’s memorial.” Uncle Andy massaged the bridge of his nose. “I’ll encourage them to decide quickly.”

      Jen sniffed and looked up. “When will the memorial be?”

      “It will take a few weeks for everyone to arrive. Mid-July at the earliest,” the king said.

      Damien clenched his fist. He couldn’t wait two weeks to see Lizzy. She’d think he had abandoned her. Damien frowned and considered the layout of The Citadel. The healer’s quarters shared a wall with the armory. Maybe if he visited Miss Ella he could get close enough to connect with Lizzy. As long as he didn’t touch her it wouldn’t break any stupid traditions.

      “Since there’s no body—” Uncle Andy’s voice broke. He cleared his throat and continued. “We’ll put a plaque in the royal mausoleum. He’ll have a place of honor for all time.”

      “I think Dad would have liked that,” Jen said.

      “If it’s okay, I’d like to go to The Citadel and carve his name below Mom’s on the family headstone. Jen and I can fly there and be back in a day.”

      The archmage nodded. “We can manage without you for a while. Take as long as you need.”

      They stood up. “If there’s nothing else…” Damien looked from one to the other.

      The king and the archmage both shook their heads. Damien and Jen walked out of the throne room, leaning on each other for support. When they reached the courtyard Damien asked, “Are you ready or do you need to pack?”

      “Most of my stuff is still in my room back home. I guess I’ll need to gather everything up to make room for the new commandant.”

      “I don’t think they’ll kick you out in the next day or two.” Damien conjured a platform under their feet and they flew up over the wall.

      “I didn’t even think about putting his name on Mom’s headstone. That was sweet of you to suggest.”

      Damien winced. “It was more of an excuse to visit The Citadel. I need to talk to Lizzy.”

      “We both need to talk to her. She’s the only one that can tell us what happened to Dad.”
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      The Great Green whizzed by as they flew from the capital to The Citadel. Jen sat slumped against the waist-high rail he’d conjured around the platform. Damien didn’t fly at his fastest pace. He needed time to collect himself and he was certain Jen did as well. What in the world had Dad been thinking? Even a warlord as strong as his father couldn’t handle most demons alone. He couldn’t imagine Dad thought he had anything to prove at this point in his life. Everyone already regarded him as the best warrior of his generation. What more had he wanted?

      Jen sniffed and Damien looked down at her. “You okay?”

      She craned her neck to meet his gaze. Her eyes were bloodshot and tears streaked her face. “No. I can’t believe he’d do something so stupid.”

      “He must have been confident he could handle it. Dad had killed demons before. He probably thought what was one more.”

      “One more was one too many. I swear, I’ll finish what he started. I’ll hunt down the monster that killed him and bury it.” She sounded so angry Damien took a step away from her. Angry or not he couldn’t let her do something foolish.

      “Not alone you won’t. This thing already killed Dad and he had Lizzy to help him. Together they were twice as strong as you are by yourself.” Maybe he should have been more gentle, but he needed to get through to her before she did something unwise.

      “Don’t try to stop me. I can’t just stand aside and do nothing.”

      “I don’t want to have to carve your name under Dad’s.”

      She fell silent, her hard glare softening. Jen had to know he was right. It was just her grief talking. The St. Clouds were all alike. When in doubt, take action. Damien knew he had a tendency to make that mistake as well. He fought it constantly.

      “How about we wait to hear what Lizzy has to say before we make any decisions? Once we know what we’re dealing with we can make a real plan.”

      She let out a long sigh. “Alright.”

      An hour or so later The Citadel appeared on the horizon, the imposing structure looking especially intimidating today. They landed outside the walls on a flat stretch of land screened from the keep by a wall of spruce. Hundreds of stone monuments of various designs spread out in front of them.

      Each one represented a master of The Citadel that had died while in the crown’s service. Most were simple granite rectangles with shields carved into them above the name of the master and the date of his or her death. Some were more ornate, resembling swords or axes. Without fail the stones were spotless, each cleaned and polished several times a year by the first- and second-year students. The cemetery served as a constant reminder of every warlord’s eventual end.

      The St. Cloud family headstone was a black rectangle with a large shield in the center. The shield was crossed with a sword and spear, their parents’ favored weapons. Someone had carved Mom’s name a little below the emblem with Damien’s birth date beside it. He bent down and ran his finger over the letters and numbers.

      It was his fault she died. If he’d never been born she’d still be alive, maybe Dad would be too. Damien had no doubt his father had believed that. He never said it, but it was always there, just below the surface.

      Damien conjured a small chisel of dense soul force, its edge so sharp it would carve the stone like soft wood. The construct floated up to Jen.

      “Do you want to do it?” Damien asked.

      “I don’t think I can. Once I carve the numbers it becomes real.”

      Damien looked up and found his sister holding the chisel in trembling hands. He stood and put his arms around her. She cried into his shoulder, the chisel floating forgotten to one side. He didn’t know how long they stood like that, but when she finally pulled away from him her gaze met his, steady and strong.

      Jen snatched the chisel out of the air and took a knee. With deft strokes she carved Dad’s name along with the date of his death. When she finished Damien absorbed the chisel. He helped her to her feet and they stood in silence for a moment, each thinking their own thoughts. Damien wished he’d had a chance to build on what they started at his name day party, but wishes were as worthless as regrets.

      “Let’s go talk to Lizzy,” Jen said.

      It was a short walk to the outer gate from the cemetery. The guard on duty nodded and waved them through, a sad frown on his face. He wore a black band on his left arm. The first- and second-year students were out in the yard doing their forms while the masters looked on. Every one of them had a matching black band on their arms.

      One of the sword masters noticed Damien and Jen. He bellowed something and all the students stopped and faced them. As one they brought their fists to their hearts. Damien and Jen came to attention and returned the salute. Damien glanced at his sister and found her jaw clenched so tight the muscle looked like a small ball.

      The students returned to their practice and Damien and Jen went on their way. Beside him Jen cleared her throat. “One more display like that and I’m going to start crying again.”

      “We should be good now.”

      The doors stood open and they walked through without anyone seeming to notice. Damien allowed himself a hint of a smile as he strode the familiar path to Miss Ella’s room. This was the first time he’d ever visited the infirmary when he didn’t have an injury. The next door down two warlords stood at attention with their swords drawn. It looked like they were taking the tradition seriously. The two men couldn’t stop Damien if he really wanted to get in, but they could keep him from doing it quietly. He really hoped Lizzy was close enough to the infirmary wall to allow a connection.

      Damien knocked on the closed door and a moment later Miss Ella opened up. She had on her familiar blue dress and white apron with the red cross on it. When she saw them she burst into tears. Damien looked at Jen who looked back with an uncertain expression.

      He put his arm around Miss Ella and guided her back into the room. Damien helped her sit on her stool. She had settled down and was wiping her eyes. “You must forgive me. It was such a shock hearing about Fredric. Are you two holding up okay?”

      “Considering the circumstances I guess so,” Damien said. “We need a favor.”

      “Anything I can do, just ask.”

      Damien smiled. “I need to talk to Lizzy. I’m hoping she’s close enough to the connecting wall for my thoughts to reach her. Can you keep anyone from bothering us for a little while?”

      “No problem there. I seldom have visitors since you left.”

      Damien winced at the backhanded compliment. He had visited her so much because he was constantly getting hurt. “Thanks. Jen, let me see if I can find her then I’ll ask her to bring you in with us, okay?”

      His sister nodded and Damien flew along the wall separating the two rooms. Damien trailed his fingers against the wall, murmuring Lizzy’s name over and over as he drifted. Come on, where are you?

      He was almost to the far end of the room when he felt her presence.

      Damien?

      He was floating right above Miss Ella’s desk when her voice reached him, faint but clear. He settled on the desktop. “I’m here. Am I close enough for you to bring me in?”

      No. You’re right at the edge of my consciousness. I can sense those guards. Will they not let you in?

      “No. No one can see you until the generals decide who your next bearer will be. It might be a little while.”

      I’ll make it simple for them. Tell the generals the only one I’ll accept is you.

      His heart skipped a beat. “Me? I’m not a warlord.”

      Her laugh made him smile.

      I’m a demon spirit, remember? I have divine soul force. It can be used either internally or externally. My first bearer was a sorcerer after all. Tell them, Damien. You and no other.

      “Damien?” Jen had moved to join him by the desk. “Is everything okay?”

      “We’re too far away to enter Lizzy’s world. I can just make out her psychic voice. We’re going to have to wait to find out what happened.”

      Jen snapped a tongue depressor in half. “I hate waiting.”
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      Damien flew north, his thoughts whirling. First Dad got killed then Lizzy demanded that Damien be her next bearer. It was too much too fast. He couldn’t process it all. Damien focused on the one thing that really mattered, figuring out how to make Lizzy’s wish come true. If they could be together it would make Dad’s death mean something, maybe. Damien didn’t know. All he was certain of was that he wanted to be with her more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life.

      Uncle Andy had agreed to have the memorial within the week and he ordered sorcerers to go and fly the generals to the capital. Damien had volunteered to collect General Kord. He wanted a chance to talk to one of them alone and he only knew John’s father well enough to risk it. Luckily for Damien the general had moved back towards the northern border and away from Duke Iceborn. The last thing Damien wanted was to run into Sig or his father.

      Compared to the capital, the Northlands had just awakened from the long winter hibernation. A green field surrounded the army’s camp instead of gray snow and the air didn’t try to steal your breath when you drew in a lungful.

      The general’s tent sat right where he remembered. No sorcerers patrolled the skies above and no one challenged Damien when he landed just outside the three-chamber tent. Two young men stood on either side of the flap, hands clasped behind their backs, blue and white uniforms spotless.

      The blond-headed boy took a step forward. “Is the general expecting you, sir?”

      “No, but I have a message from the king so I expect he’ll want to see me right away.”

      “Of course,” the boy said. “One moment, please.”

      He ducked inside and a few seconds later emerged again. “Go right in.” He held the flap open for Damien who nodded and stepped through.

      The interior held the familiar table and maps. The only difference now was a lack of markers for opposing armies. The general was sitting with his head down, a book in his lap. He looked up at Damien’s approach.

      “I hadn’t expected you to be the king’s messenger.” The general smiled and stood up. “Don’t they have more important things for you to do?”

      “Not at the moment, and besides I volunteered.” Damien pulled a scroll with the royal seal out of an inside pocket of his cloak. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      The general took the scroll and broke the seal. “What sort of something?”

      “You’ll understand better if you read the message first.”

      General Kord shrugged and unrolled the message. His eyes widened a few seconds later. He looked up from the scroll. “Your father. What happened?”

      “A demon apparently. I’m uncertain of all the details.” Damien struggled to keep his tone cool and professional.

      The general returned his attention to the scroll. When he finished he set it on his table and sighed. “I never imagined Fredric would die so young. He always seemed invincible. I guess no one is truly invincible, are they?”

      “No, sir.”

      “So what did you want to talk to me about?”

      “Lizzy. She told me she wants me to be her next bearer and that she wouldn’t accept anyone else.”

      The general laughed. That was about what he’d expected in all honesty. “Damien, swords don’t give orders to swordsmen. The demon sword is a tool to be used as we see fit. It doesn’t have any say in the matter.”

      “The thing is, General, she does have a say. Lizzy has her own will. She shares her power with her bearers because she chooses to. After all, you know she won’t work with a woman. No one has ever questioned that. If Lizzy refuses whoever you choose, all she’ll be is an exceptionally well-made sword.” Damien didn’t add that if she wished she could do far worse than remain dormant if anyone picked her up against her will.

      “It’s never done that before. Why would it do so now?”

      “I don’t think she ever cared before.” Damien shrugged, not wanting to talk about his relationship with Lizzy. “Considering the fact that she’s been a loyal ally to the kingdom for hundreds of years it doesn’t seem too much to ask that you respect her wishes on this.”

      “Even if I agreed with you, I doubt the other generals would vote to give the sword to you. We each have our favorites. We all agreed years ago that if anything happened to your father each general would choose a champion and they’d fight to see who inherited the sword. They won’t change their minds on your say-so.”

      “I understand. I just wanted to fill you in on the situation. Should the generals change their minds I’d be delighted to succeed my father as Lizzy’s bearer.”
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      Uncle Andy had given a fine speech extolling Dad’s virtues and ignoring all of his faults. Damien had attended enough funerals to expect this. He and Jen had sat in the front row and spent two hours shaking hands, accepting condolences, and staring at an empty coffin. Every noble and merchant in the capital had turned out to offer their well wishes.

      Damien had no idea who most of them were and he doubted many of them had ever met his father. The funeral was more of a social event for them than anything. The whole proceeding couldn’t have ended fast enough to suit him.

      After the noon meal, in an attempt to lighten the dismal atmosphere, the king had declared the tournament to select Lizzy’s new bearer would be held in the courtyard. If some found the timing in poor taste they kept their concerns to themselves. Damien was happy for anything to take his mind off Dad’s death and he suspected Jen felt the same.

      The tournament rules were simple. The captain of the guard drew a rough circle in the center of the courtyard where two of the generals’ champions would square off. The loser was the one that got tossed out first. The last one standing won the right to be Lizzy’s new bearer. Fat lot of good that would do him.

      Servants had brought the chairs from the funeral outside and laid them out in a circle facing the ring. Five members of the legion raised a soul force barrier to protect the spectators. Damien took a place of supposed honor between Jen and Karrie.

      The princess reached out and twined her fingers with his. Damien offered her a smile. She’d been trying really hard to make him feel better and he appreciated that, but only time and an incinerated demon would put his heart at ease.

      When everyone had settled in Uncle Andy said, “Let the tournament begin!”

      General Kord’s champion entered the ring first, an almost seven-foot-tall blond man with so much muscle he must have weighed four hundred pounds. He had a strong, but not overwhelming, soul force. Lizzy would look like a toy in his hands. What was the general thinking, choosing someone like him as his champion?

      Admiral McAllen’s champion entered next, a short, whip-thin man with a drooping mustache and a soul force that matched Jen’s. He probably fought with the sort of style that would mesh well with Lizzy and with such a powerful soul force he should have no trouble beating General Kord’s giant.

      “What do you think?” Damien asked his sister.

      “I think this farce is a waste of time. We should be demon hunting, not sitting here watching these fools dance around for a prize they’ll never be able to collect.” Typical blunt Jen.

      The combatants accelerated to warlord speed and vanished from Damien’s sight. Various cracks and thuds sounded from the ring as they fought. All around him spectators were staring, trying to figure out what was happening. Unless they were warlords they couldn’t follow the action any better than Damien.

      “How long will it take Lizzy to convince them that you’re the only option they have?” Jen asked.

      “Not long. The real question is how stubborn the generals want to be about it. I warned General Kord, but I don’t think he really believed me.”

      Speaking of the general, his champion came flying out of the dust, slammed into the barrier, and slumped to the ground. The admiral’s champion raised his fists in victory. The second match ended in a quick win for General Taos’s champion who ended up losing to Admiral McAllen’s man.

      The barrier vanished and Uncle Andy went down to congratulate the winner. In the morning the generals and their champions would fly to The Citadel for a ceremony presenting the winner with Lizzy. Damien would have liked to be there to see what she did, but it was a private matter for the army, no sorcerers welcome.

      The gathering broke up and Damien headed toward his room. Karrie showed no intention of letting go of his hand so they went together. All Damien wanted was to close his eyes and turn off his brain. Jen went the opposite way, probably to find someone to fight. He pitied anyone that took her up on the invitation.

      When they reached the cool interior of the castle Karrie said, “What will you do now?”

      “I’m going to take a nap.”

      She smiled. “I meant in the days and weeks ahead.”

      Damien stopped and turned to face her. He knew what she meant, but like his father, Damien wasn’t especially good at dealing with his emotions. He preferred to bottle them up and hope they went away. “I’m going to keep doing what I’ve been doing until things calm down, then Jen and I will hunt down the demon that killed Dad and take care of it. After that there’s still Connor Blackman to deal with.”

      “What about us?”

      Damien stroked her cheek and she leaned into his hand. “There’re two more years until you have to be married. You may yet find a better match than me. There’s no need to rush.”

      “You’re the only one for me. We could get married tomorrow and it would be fine as far as I’m concerned.”

      Damien sighed and hugged her. He hadn’t yet told Karrie that Lizzy wanted him to be her new bearer. When she agreed to share him somehow he doubted she meant full time. “There’s too much going on now. With the repairs to the city and everything, it would be awfully self-indulgent to be planning a wedding. Don’t worry, two years isn’t that long.”

      “I guess. It’s just I’m sick of waiting.” She was mumbling into his chest so Damien only half heard what she said. Still he shivered a little when she repeated Eleck’s words. The fallen druid had done horrible things because he couldn’t wait any longer to be Wise One.

      Damien didn’t think Karrie would do anything foolish, but you never knew. They resumed walking and Damien escorted her to the royal quarters.

      When they stopped by the door Karrie said, “Why don’t you stay for a while? Mom and Dad will be busy meeting and greeting for hours.”

      From the glint in her eye he suspected she had more than talking in mind. Since they were officially engaged no one would say anything if they went for a tumble, but Damien would feel guilty about it. He still harbored hopes that she would find a man that loved her. Or maybe he just wanted someone to get him off the hook. At the very least he had to wait until the business with Lizzy got sorted out.

      “Tempting, but I’m exhausted. See you at dinner?”

      She pouted for a moment then nodded. “You can’t put me off forever, you know.” She kissed him then slipped into the royal apartment.

      Damien stared at the closed door and shook his head, all too aware that she was right. Sooner or later he was either going to have to call the whole thing off, which would break her heart, not to mention seriously angering her parents, or accept that there was no good way out and make peace his new role.

      He trudged towards his room. Damien didn’t want to think about Karrie anymore. He didn’t want to think about Dad, Connor, demons, or anything else. He just wanted to close his eyes and forget it all.

      When Damien reached his room the door stood partway open. He sent power to his shield and readied a blast. With his defenses ready, Damien shoved the door open and lunged through, ready to obliterate anything waiting.

      “Not exactly the greeting I expected.” Imogen lay naked on his bed, a little smile playing around her lips.

      Damien gestured and the door closed. The last thing he needed was for some servant to walk by, see the two of them together, and tell Karrie. While he wanted to find a way to end the engagement, that wasn’t a method he found acceptable.

      “Why are you here?” Damien tried to focus on her eyes and failed. He tried to look away and failed again. Her body was like a magnet that drew his gaze. As long as it only drew his gaze he supposed it would be okay.

      “I thought you’d be sad.” She rolled out of bed and slithered across the room toward him. Imogen wrapped her arms around his neck, their lips only inches apart, her breath warm on his face. “I wanted to cheer you up. We are teammates, right?”

      Damien’s mind raced as he tried to think of a way to escape Imogen without touching her. If he touched her he was finished. No man had enough willpower to resist her under these conditions. Only the mental image of a weeping Karrie and furious Uncle Andy kept him from accepting Imogen’s offer. He owed them both better than what he was contemplating.

      “I told you I’m engaged, right? I know we’ve had this conversation before. While I appreciate the gesture…” Damien’s whole body shivered. He really appreciated the gesture. “I won’t go behind Karrie’s back, however you tempt me.”

      Imogen stepped back, but kept her hands on his shoulders. “You know this sort of honorable behavior only makes me want you more. When you get tired of pretending with the princess, I’ll be waiting.”
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      Once all the activities surrounding his father’s funeral wound down a relieved Damien returned to work. Even hauling debris to the fire was better than listening to people who never even knew his father telling him what a great man he was.

      While Damien would never claim Dad wasn’t great, the areas of his greatness were extremely narrow and revolved around killing and teaching others how to kill. In a lot of other areas, Dad was a jerk. He had all the warmth of the steel he wielded with such skill. Despite their issues, Damien found he missed his father. It felt like one of the few constants in his life had been yanked out from under him.

      He landed beside a wobbling structure that looked to have once served as a feed store. Half of it had collapsed and five guys wielding long gaffs were yanking on what remained, trying to pull it down.

      “Give you fellas a hand?” Damien asked.

      “We’d appreciate that,” said the group spokesman, a gray-haired man in his mid-fifties.

      “Anything inside you want to salvage?”

      A brief discussion ensued. When they came to a consensus the spokesman shook his head. “I doubt anything’s usable after this.”

      Damien nodded, conjured a box around the ruined structure, and crushed it down to a manageable size. If only they could do the same with every damaged building the cleanup would be finished by now. The workers stared at Damien with open awe.

      Damien saluted and flew off to the fire. He’d only passed the three-quarter point on his flight when a globe of his master’s soul force appeared and formed the familiar summons: throne room.

      When he’d made his delivery Damien headed for the castle. Once more the throne room had been cleared of everyone but the king and archmage. Damien glanced at the archmage and raised an eyebrow. “Master?”

      “The generals want you back at The Citadel as soon as possible. It seems the demon sword is giving them some trouble.”

      Damien sighed. “I told General Kord Lizzy wouldn’t accept their champion. He didn’t pay me the least attention. What happened?”

      “They didn’t offer details, only that they wanted you there, now.” The archmage rubbed her temples. “We’ve got other problems as well, but they’ll keep until you return.”

      “Damien,” Uncle Andy said. “When you arrive try not to say ‘I told you so.’ The generals can be prickly about that sort of thing.”

      He smiled and put a hand on his chest. “I’d never do such a thing.”

      That brought a smile to the king’s weary face, just as Damien had hoped it would. “Just mind your manners.”

      “Will do. Any messages for them?” When both his master and Uncle Andy shook their heads Damien said, “I should probably head out now.”

      The familiar flight to The Citadel took only a couple hours and he arrived before noon. Not wanting to waste time Damien landed just in front of the keep doors and marched inside. The entry hall was empty as all the students remaining were out in the yard training which begged the question: Where were the generals? He shrugged and headed straight to the armory. If they weren’t there the guards could probably tell him where to go.

      Damien’s footfalls echoed in the empty hall. The two warlords on guard duty straightened as he approached. He stopped and crossed his arms. “Are the generals inside?”

      “We were told to send you to the commandant’s office,” the older of the two guards said. The warlord looked up and down the hall to make sure they were alone. “If you can resolve this business we’d appreciate it. We’re thoroughly sick of standing out in this hall doing nothing.”

      Damien grinned, such a warlord thing to say. “I’ll do my best, guys, but I can’t make any promises.”

      He left the guards and jogged across the hall to his father’s old office. They’d left the door partway open so he poked his head in. The generals, along with two of the four champions, packed Dad’s office. General Kord sat behind the desk and waved Damien in. Seeing someone else sitting in his father’s chair shocked Damien for a moment, but he shook it off. Someone else would be sitting in it from now on so he might as well get used to it.

      It seemed the northern general would serve as the group’s speaker. Probably because he knew Damien the best.

      Damien bowed to the room. “Gentlemen, you summoned me?”

      “Damien.” General Kord gestured to the empty chair in front of the desk. “Thanks for coming so quickly.”

      Damien settled into the hardback chair. “Of course, sir. How can I help?”

      “You can tell that damn sword to stop being so unreasonable and do its duty,” Admiral McAllen said. His champion was one of the two that were missing.

      Damien craned his neck to look back at the admiral. “As I told General Kord, Lizzy has her own will. I can’t command her to do something she doesn’t want to any more than you can.” He turned back to General Kord. “What exactly happened?”

      General Kord sighed. “When we arrived Lieutenant Stevens went directly to the armory to collect the sword. The moment he touched it his face went slack and a minute later he dropped it and told us it wouldn’t accept him and further warned him not to touch it again. Admiral McAllen ordered him to ignore the sword’s warning and take up his blade.”

      Damien winced. “That might not have been the best idea.”

      “No. Lieutenant Stevens was blasted into the armory wall with enough force to crack it. His core was damaged by the power overload and he hasn’t yet recovered, though the healers are optimistic.”

      “I noticed another champion is also missing,” Damien said. “Did someone else attempt to pick Lizzy up against her will?”

      General Kord studied the top of the empty desk. “General Taos said that as runner-up his man should have a chance to wield the demon sword. He’s still unconscious.”

      Damien shook his head. “So is everyone now agreed that I should be Lizzy’s bearer?”

      The generals all began shouting so that Damien couldn’t make out what any individual was saying. General Kord raised his hands, trying to calm everyone down. When the noise subsided he said, “We hoped you could convince the sword to work with our champion.”

      “I thought I made it clear before. Nothing I say will change her mind. It’s me or no one.”

      “You’re not even a warlord.” A slender man with deeply tanned skin and a trimmed and oiled beard leaned over Damien. “How could you even begin to use the demon sword?”

      Though Damien had never met General Taos before today he recognized the man from descriptions he’d heard. The way he stood indicated he thought it possible to intimidate Damien into doing the impossible.

      “Lizzy is a risen demon spirit. Her soul force is divine in nature.” Damien sounded like one of his teachers giving a lesson to a first-year student. If the generals resented the lecture they said nothing. “Divine soul force can be used either internally or externally. Therefore she can augment my powers just as well as a warlord’s, perhaps better as she was originally created by a sorcerer in the Old Empire to be his partner. In any event she’s chosen me to be her partner and unless you want one of the kingdom’s most powerful weapons to sit around gathering dust you don’t really have much choice.”

      “There’s no record of the sword ever being used by a sorcerer,” General Taos said. “We have only your word. Unless you can prove you can use the sword I see no reason to allow you to have it.”

      There were murmurs of agreement from the other generals at this suggestion. General Kord raised an eyebrow. “What do you say, Damien, are you willing to prove your claim to the sword?”

      Damien shrugged. If this was what it took to get the generals’ approval he’d put on a show for them, though it seemed like a waste of time. “Would it be sufficient to pick her up and not get knocked unconscious?”

      General Kord smiled at that. “It would certainly put you ahead of all the other contenders, but I think we’ll need something a little more dramatic. When your father used the sword he could kill a hundred enemies in a few seconds.”

      “I can already do that, depending on the enemy.”

      “Just use your imagination,” General Taos sneered. “I’m sure a sorcerer with your reputation can think of something suitable.”

      The meeting ended with everyone following Damien back to the armory. Seeing the group approaching the warlords on guard duty hastened to pull the door open. Inside dozens of racks held thousands of weapons of all sorts, from dirks to great swords, longbows and crossbows with such heavy draws a normal person couldn’t even think of pulling one. All by herself, floating above a stone table, surrounded by smoke-colored flames, waited Lizzy.

      The warmth of her mental touch caressed Damien the moment he entered the room. There were too many people around for her to bring him into her world, but the moment they were alone he looked forward to seeing her. Lizzy flew across the armory, causing the generals to flinch, and settled into his hand. He ran the first two fingers of his left hand along the length of her polished blade, soothing her and causing the flames to vanish.

      “I missed you,” Damien whispered.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/harvest-of-souls---e--book-cover---final.jpg
o

'\

JAMES E. WISHER®







