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Introduction


Return of the Duke is the twentieth in a series of mystical tales and answers questions raised in the first two books. If this is your first reading of mine, set it aside and read Rogue Prince and Crystal Sorceress. You’ll have a better understanding of what The Duke and this series is all about.


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Epilogue
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His hands fisted by his side, he stared off into some landscape only he could see. He whispered an oath. “I have battled Ogres, Trolls, dragons and invaders most foul in the name of their majesties. I will not let everything I have fought for, everything I believed in, everything I sacrificed, be destroyed by that louse. This is my kingdom, my home. I will protect it from enemies without and those within, regardless of the cost.

Duke Adolph Asarlaís
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Chapter 1
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Time held no meaning for the Sluaghs incarcerated in Donn’s frozen netherworld. The numbing cold and the unlimited despair tortured the villains doomed to this barren place. Once human, they’d been condemned for heinous crimes, their mortal bodies destroyed by man and their souls sentenced by gods to suffer for eternity. Royal, noble, merchant and commoner, the lost souls ate the meat of hopelessness and drank the ale of bitterness.

All but one. One determined Sluagh searched endlessly for escape. He remembered rumors from centuries before of Sluaghs finding a portal to leave this hell to roam the earth in flocks of winged beings much akin to flocks of ravens. Hidden in the darkness of night, they performed needless mayhem upon man and animal and searched for unsuspecting souls to steal.

This Sluagh was different from the other lost souls in Donn’s frozen kingdom bemoaning their miserable fate. Foremost, he’d not been killed by man’s hand. His soul had been ripped from his mortal flesh by the eerie Council that judged heinous crimes committed against man by Royals. And, he was not interested in others’ souls. What he sought was revenge. Revenge on those who had sent him here, scraped out of the mortal realm like so much feces off the bottoms of their boots. 

In his heart, he felt he’d done nothing so egregious as to deserve this punishment. He’d been New Camelot’s greatest defender and had given everything he had in support of his king and country. Even his delicate wife and unborn child had been taken from him when he was in the field defending the kingdom against rampaging Trolls.

Because he’d cared so much for New Camelot’s safe future, he’d been sentenced to Donn’s netherworld. He’d taken the steps that condemned him because New Camelot was the only thing he felt any loyalty to after the death of his beloved Breda and son. Defending the realm from Gunnolf’s man-whore of an heir had put him in his present untenable situation.

Instead of killing Wolfrick, a nice clean solution that would prevent a civil war from following upon the heels of the Troll Wars, he’d contrived a bloodless coup. He’d manipulated events so that Wolfrick was sent away to the Old World in disgrace for the remainder of his life. He didn’t want to kill his brother’s boy, causing Gunnolf to suffer the pain he suffered hourly. He just wanted to keep that worthless piece of manhood from ascending the throne and igniting the nobility to riot. For his failed attempt to usurp control of the throne and keep New Camelot stable and at peace, he was condemned to Donn’s netherworld. As they say in both the New and Old Worlds, “No good deed goes unpunished.”

He was sentenced by the spectral Council without the right to present his case and challenge his accusers in a court of his peers. Bardou summoned the Council before the due process of law that was his right occurred and that mystical entity levied their verdict on him.

Seething about the many wrongs that had been done to him by those who should have loved him and understood his intentions, here in this cold hell, he’d refused to join the mindless mass of others that came before and after him. Instead, he searched for a way out. He did not know how much time had passed when Donn’s vigilance became slack. In one instance, the barrier between the two realms he was prodding was weak. He focused with every drop of the essence that had once made him the most respected warrior in the land and penetrated that barrier. He was free!

And such rich freedom! The air was full of heady currents of powerful magic. He’d never felt such potent magic before he was thrown into Donn’s netherworld. Pulling some of the magic into him he relished the feel of being powerful, more powerful than he was before he was incarcerated!

Soaring over the land of mortals, he enumerated the number of ills that had befallen him. He’d lost his life, his wives, all the children he’d sired and his estates. He’d lost countless years of his life and his strong, healthy body. It was time for a reckoning. They were all going to pay for what had befallen him. For when he was done with them, he would return to hell for he would have deserved this punishment.

First things first. There was a labor of love he needed to perform. Breda and their bairn deserved more than just a plot of ground. She deserved a burial crypt worthy of the woman he loved with all his heart, body and soul. With conflicting thoughts of revenge and lost love foremost on his mind, he adjusted course to a Troll outpost—to Omagh.
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Chapter 2
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Cody, Deputy to the High Sheriff of New Camelot, stood at rigid attention as King Wolfrick Asarlaís chewed on his arse in a fit of anger. Cody’s emerald-green eyes glittered with ire at the misplaced beratement. Bronson O’Toole, the High Sheriff, should have been standing here receiving this unwarranted denigration. But, that auspicious law enforcer was with his wife and family at an unknown location with her Romani clan.

Prior to his departure, Bronson had promised Wolfrick that Cody was capable of handling anything that came up. He could have handled anything of mortal or fey origin. But, who could have foreseen that an evil spirit would escape Donn’s frozen netherworld?

Wolfrick pounded the arm of his chair in his private chambers. He snarled in a roar, “Are you listening to me? Should the populace realize that a demon soul sucker has escaped Donn’s cold embrace, all will be in chaos with people suspecting their neighbor of being this Sluagh.”

Cody stiffened a fraction more in front of his king and his concerned queen. The only good thing about this humiliation was that it was being done in a private. Private, except for the troupe of Flower Fairies fluttering in the

rafters listening to every word with voracious attention.

Nodding in obeisance a head bearing shocking red hair he replied, “Yes, my liege. I will find the demon, kill or neutralize it, and send it back from whence it came.”

The strength of his avowal seemed to temper Wolfrick’s ire. His majesty offered, “Anything you need: warriors, Druids, specialty sorcerers, the army, any of my relatives—all you need to do is ask.”

The offer of his family’s talents was generous and indicative of the pressure Wolfrick felt to rectify the dire situation. The Asarlaís clan, the predominant rulers of New Camelot, were the most powerful of the sorcerers and sorceresses that called this magical land home. Wolfrick kicked up his lucrative support with, “Since this problem involves a non-human entity, I’ll even see if Bethany can convince the fey to assist you in your quest to find this...this...thing.”

Cody dared to elucidate, “It’s a Sluagh, sire. One of the soulless Royals that performed horrible crimes against commoners and were sentenced to Donn’s domain. In the Old World, they would flock at night in groups like malevolent crows, seeking mischief and souls. But my source tells me this is the only one that has escaped the netherworld since before New Camelot was created.”

He didn’t elaborate that his source was a flesh eater. Koosa was a fey Red Cap and resided in the capitol gaol feasting on the misery of the inmates and any abandoned bodies murdered and left unclaimed in the dark alleyways of New Camelot.

Bethany Regina, Queen of the Fey, had forbidden the eating of live human flesh. However, there were loopholes in her dictate. Dead flesh was fair game. And if the body in question was seriously injured, who would know if he died of natural means or was hurried along by a sharp dirk or claw? It was a loophole employed by dragons and other nefarious fey creatures that had awakened since Bethany revitalized the magical currents of New Camelot with her healing magic.

Depleted of ire, Wolfrick let out a tired sigh and leaned back in his chair. “Bless Danu that there’s only one evil demon afoot. A small thing to be grateful for.”

Cody noticed that Wolfrick’s beard and thick mane of hair was now liberally infused with silver. Running a kingdom as diverse as New Camelot took its toll and prematurely aged a man. The man’s onus was increased by a son and nephew reputed to be as irresponsible as he and his brother had been when they were young men. In their teen years, Crown Prince Cormac and Bethany’s Prince Quinn were following in their fathers’ footsteps and seeking ready mischief and agreeable wenches.

Queen Carla took Cody’s attention away from his liege’s tired face and offered, “The Flower Fairies are notorious gossipers. Perhaps they can guide you in your search. I’ll personally solicit Fox Glove to help us. Mayhap it won’t be necessary to have Bethany’s approval for them to get involved. It’ll be a lot quicker than sending a messenger out to Dragon’s Keep.”

Cody bowed to the golden-haired matron with brilliant topaz eyes. “Thank you, my lady. Any offer of support is deeply appreciated.”

Wolfrick flicked his hand, summarily dismissing him. Cody gave another bow to his liege and wasted no time in departing the castle. He didn’t feel the bite of winter’s bitter cold as he marched to the gaol, his thunderous mien proceeding him. Street venders moved out his way. Petitioners decided to seek him later. When he slammed the door to the gaol’s inner sanctum, he could hear Koosa’s laughter rolling up the stairs to greet him.

Stomping down the dungeon stairs, Cody found the Red Cap sitting atop a scarred oaken desk used by generations of overstressed High Sheriffs. The Red Cap was formed like a human dwarf with a normal-sized head, hands and feet. The rest of him was stunted. Another aspect different about Koosa from humanity was the array of sharp teeth he exposed when he laughed. They were pointed— genetically engineered for rendering human flesh.

Koosa must have been having a rollicking good time in Cody’s absence for his cap rested askew on his head. Parchment missives from outlying sheriffs and barons were sorted with an errant aim into two piles—mayhap serious and ridiculous—on the floor. He clasped one sheet in his hand and waved a bottle of spirits about with the other hand.

Cody eyed the bottle and asked, “Is that the good bottle for important visitors?”

“Aye. I saved it for last.”

“You drank the other bottle too?”

“Seemed best to save the good spirits for last.”

The fey creature laughed some more. “Spirits! Ye get it? I’m drinking spirits! Demons! Sluaghs!”

Cody snarled, “Your witty sense of humor missed the quintain.”

His caustic remark sent the Red Cap into another bout of laughter.

Cody slammed his muscled bulk down into the Sheriff’s chair behind the scarred desk, Koosa’s favorite perch. He asked with weariness tainting his voice, “How am I going to find a demon? A Sluagh?”

Koosa laughed so hard, he rolled off the table. Drawing in a snort of air he grinned exposing his array of canines. “Danu will provide.” He slapped the parchment down on the desk.

Cody’s head snapped to the little fey creature at the mention of their mother goddess. “Danu?”

“Aye. She’s very vexed with Donn at the escape of the Sluagh. She’ll send someone or something to aide ye.”

“What about the Flower Fairies? Can’t they be of assistance?”

“Bah! That pollen sniffing gaggle of gossipers will lead ye astray with their cryptic remarks. Yer gonna need a professional.”

“A professional what?”

Koosa broke out into gales of more drunken laughter. He hiccupped, “Ye’ll see. A real professional is being solicited to help ye.” On that cryptic remark, he vanished taking the bottle and the remainder of its contents with him.

His elbows atop the desk, Cody placed his face in his large hands. There was no doubt about it, his career with the sheriff’s force was doomed. Drawing in a deep sigh, he picked up the parchment Koosa had slammed on the desktop. After scanning the report twice, he sat back and pondered. Why would someone open an old grave and build a cairn of stone over remains laid out on an alter? And how did they do it overnight?

* * * * *

Isabella Pearce wove her way through the throng of first responders and up a concrete sidewalk. The residential yard and street were cluttered with patrol cars, paramedic trucks, and even a fire engine. All of them had their emergency lights ablaze. The excitement was drawing a crowd across the street where two officers were keeping gawkers at bay. Evidently, multiple homicides were rare in this established part of town.

While she walked, she donned her protective gloves. Flashing her ID to the guards, she passed an officer parked in an SUV. His ear was attached to a phone while his fingers danced across the onboard computer. Hopefully, he was pulling up some useful information for her.

After drawing in a deep bracing breath of winter air and tossing her blond braid behind her, she straightened her broad shoulders before stepping over the threshold of the open door and into the crime scene. Her large frame was immediately hit with a strong sense of evil as she passed the formal living room and dining room. In the den she felt that sense of evil on a much larger scale.

With violet-colored eyes her friends said were unique, and others behind her back said were eerie, she looked around for the source of the uncomfortable emotions and noted four technicians totally encased in protective clothing searching for evidence and dusting for fingerprints. A photographer was busy documenting the scene. The Crime Scene Officer stood at a far wall directing the evidence collection. The officer bore an intent frown as he listened to someone on the other end of his phone. Isabella wondered if he was listening to an upset wife or was more data coming in to aide her in her investigation?

Preoccupied heads swiveled as the crew of the Crime Scene Unit noticed her entrance. As she canvassed the room looking for the cause for the powerful emotions of wrongness, the occupants evaded her seeking gaze. She cast her wandering eyes on the Crime Scene Officer. He jerked as if she’d slapped him. He pushed away from the wall and walked toward her with recognition in his eyes. She introduced herself in a professional tone. “I’m Isabella Pearce. I’ve caught this case. How many victims?”

The man’s name tag identified him as Thomas Brown. “One here in the chair.” He nodded to the gruesome sight of a man in a recliner before a widescreen television airing a muted pro football game.

The deceased’s shoes were off revealing bare feet. He was attired in loose-fitting elastic blue shorts and a white stretch t-shirt to accommodate an expansive girth. A can of beer and a bowl of popcorn were within reaching distance beside the chair on a TV tray. It was a normal scene found in most households on wintery Sunday afternoons. Incongruous to the man’s relaxed posture was that his head was pulled back exposing a deep vicious slash across his throat. Spurting jugular blood had dried on the chair and streaked the surrounding area.

Brown waited until she had taken in the details of the beer-bellied deceased before saying, “The wife is in the kitchen. The coroner needs to confirm, but she appears to have died of blunt force trauma.”

“Who were they?”

“Harry and Stacie Templeton. Both retired. He was an electrical engineer. She was a middle school teacher. According to the next-door neighbors, there was one grown son around twenty-five years of age. Matthew moved out a year ago.”

Studying the deceased reclined in his chair, Isabella shuddered when the emotions hit her. She felt surprise, then anger, then horror assail her. She closed her eyes as disbelief ended the fusillade.

The responding officer from the SUV entered the room and caught her attention. His insignia identified him as a sergeant. His name was Bill Collins. “I went through the National Crime Data Base. The son has a record of B&Es, GBH and multiple thefts. He’s been battling substance abuse the last five years. Once a beta club member in high school, he dropped out of college in his sophomore year of college. Since then, he’s been in and out of jail and rehab. The last stint was three months ago after he attacked his father.”

Isabella asked, “Do you know if Matthew is back on the streets?”

The sergeant shook his head. “He’s not incarcerated at this time. His address is listed as a halfway house downtown.”

She looked around the room. To the human eye, nothing overtly seemed amiss for a vicious attack. However, her talent stated otherwise. “Take me to the kitchen.” She was eager to leave the miasma of evil that permeated the room.

The officer led her to a recently remodeled kitchen that boasted granite countertops, new plank-style tile flooring, freshly painted walls, new window hangings, and sparkling appliances. A side rack bore a display of cast-ironed pots and pans, relics passed down from generation to generation, or perhaps weekend flea market finds. There was a single void on a dust free shelf.

The couple had either dipped into their retirement fund to redo the room or they had taken on a serious amount of debt. Atop an island countertop were a raw chicken resting on a cutting board and some freshly cut vegetables in a bowl. A roasting pan and baking bag would wait forever before they were put into the oven. She studied the island scene more intently. Where was the carving knife?

On the other side of the counter, marring the kitchen’s homey décor, was the wife’s body. Wearing leggings, flipflops and a loose-fitting t-shirt, Stacie was pleasantly rounded with middle age. She lay face down on her new floor with the back of her head collapsed into her brain. The bloody weapons, the missing cast-ironed skillet and knife, were beside the body.

Another wave of emotions hit her. Surprise came first. Then surprise became happiness. In a flicker, happiness was run over by disbelief. The emotions changed to terror before they ceased.

From the looks of the two rooms, Carla was fixing Sunday dinner while Harry tossed back a cold brew and snacked. Then a monster had entered their pleasant domicile and killed them.

Needing to be thorough, she asked, “Bedrooms?”

Brown replied, “Three rooms upstairs. One master bedroom, a study and a craft room. You passed the stairs in the foyer.”

She nodded in acknowledgement. Retracing her steps she was greeted by whispers. All the surreptitious activity ceased in a flurry of righteous duty as she passed through the den and climbed the hardwood steps to the upper floor. Once she entered the first room, a wave of feminine relaxation and contentment washed over her. Stacie had been happy here.

The craft room was organized with stacks of sewing materials. One wall was a maze of cubbyholes holding various colors and textures of yarn skeins. In one corner were stacks of cloth bolts. Against another wall were serger and sewing machines. Racks mounted above the machines held posts bearing different sizes and colors of spools of thread. She stepped into the room and fingered a wedding gown laid out on a worktable. The beading and lace were being systematically removed or applied. Since she didn’t sew, she couldn’t determine which.

Brown cleared his throat. “Mrs. Templeton made things for children in the hospital. Surgical caps, blankets, dolls. The wedding gowns were repurposed for preemie shrouds.” He shifted his feet. “My niece’s daughter was buried in a bead and lace shroud from Mrs. Templeton when she died. The girl was a heroin addict. Her addiction killed the baby.”

Isabella’s shoulders sagged at the unnecessary loss of a new soul. She walked across the hall and studied the bedroom-turned-office as impatience and boredom hit her. A large oaken desk and highbacked leather chair commandeered most of the room. The desk surface was neatly organized with a laptop, pen holder, and...she unfolded a newspaper...today’s local newspaper. She opened the side drawers of the desk. Files and office supplies didn’t rouse her interest. Maybe the CSU could find something in them. The long center drawer held a pen tray with various sized paper clips and rubber bands in the smaller chambers. The main portion of the tray was empty. The void caused her lips to narrow in conjecture. What had been here? A checkbook? Or something else?

One bookcase against a wall held texts on engineering. Her eyebrows rose as she scanned another bookcase. Westerns, thrillers, and suspense novels were featured prominently among a host of romance authors. On the wall behind the desk were an assortment of professionally framed certificates, diplomas and awards. She read the information inked on them. Mr. Templeton was an overachiever and proud of it. She scanned the rest of the room. Nothing in this manly den prodded her senses.

The master bedroom was benign. Strong emotions did not permeate the neat room. A king-sized bed was pushed against the far wall. A large bureau and chest of drawers took up one wall. A short bookcase holding the cluttered debris collected over two lifetimes held up a plasma screen TV that faced the bed. She entered the closet. Carla’s attire occupied two-thirds of the walk-in. The bathroom was clean and had a remodeled shower fitted for the disabled.

A new kitchen and a bathroom built to ADA specifications told her the Templetons were preparing for their old age. She released a sigh of sadness at their premature departure. There was nothing upstairs to prod her emotional sense of wrongness. She returned downstairs.

After a cursory review of the formal dining room, the hall bathroom, and the living room, she returned to the den. What she sought was there.

The room grew quiet with intent curiosity as she walked around the confines. She studied framed family photos of a happy threesome on vacations, get-togethers and parties. A graduation photo of Matthew held a place of honor over a narrow athletic trophy case containing childhood awards for participation, but none for first place. Foremost on her mind was: Why had they done away with Matthew’s bedroom? Had he spread his wings or, had drugs created an irreparable riff?

She stopped at a small veneered table bearing a short squat lamp and an enameled shallow bowl that held two sets of car keys. It was the kind of table that was unnoteworthy. The single center drawer was cracked open, much akin to the fissure in this family. She felt an uncontrollable rage wash over her as she laid her gloved hands on the tabletop. It wasn’t her emotion she was feeling. No, this fury at being denied came from the murderer.

She took another slow circuit around the room, noting the newness of the drapes, hardwood flooring, and recliner. Older emotions of hatred, heartbreak, and determination wafted around her. She gasped at their intensity. After regaining her composure, she turned around to Brown and said, “Call for a drug dog.” To Collins she said, “Get an APB out on the son. Use caution when approaching the suspect. He’s armed and in desperate need of a fix.”

Filled with regret at the destruction of a family, she walked to the front door to await confirmation of her suspicions and to once again damn the extra sensory perception that led her to law enforcement and made her a phenom in the force. Behind her she heard the sounds of money being exchanged. It had become common practice to wager on how long it took the “Amazon” to uncover the perpetrator in a murder.

The last waves of emotion had made everything clear. To Matthew, his life had been a living hell with a domineering father demanding perfection and a meek mother acquiescing to her husband’s tyrannical dictates. Forced into athletics he despised, browbeaten into excelling in academia, pushed to perform better, he’d rebelled in college when he was freed of his shackles and out from under his father’s thumb. Unfortunately, his college rebellion led him into the path of abuse of another sort and rejection by his family.

Her head was down as she compared the nomadic life she had growing up and Matthew’s middleclass upbringing. Her life had been that of gypsy, traveling up and down the eastern half of the United States in a travel trailer. Her mother, grandmother, and the women before them were famed carnival fortune tellers and for a small charge, would answer any question you posed. The rest of her extended family members were medieval reenactors and craftsmen. They performed at renaissance festivals, chasing sunshine and living in a fantasy world.

Her tight knit clan was controlled by the firm fist of “Duke” Reginald Pearce. When she was a child, the troupe leader seemed to be bigger than life. He’d strut down the fairway in his full knight’s regalia as if the venue of recreated medieval history was his real world and the fantasy loomed outside the protective stockade. With a booming voice, a massive frame to compliment it, and dark good looks, he broke no disobedience among the family members and wasn’t adverse to using his fists to enforce his will. His face was marred by a pronounced scar from an altercation with a belligerent drunk who wanted to swordfight with him.

Uncle Reggie and Aunt Marcie adopted her after her mother was killed by a hit-and-run drunk driver. With her adoptive parents’ control over her severed after she got her GED, she broke free of the family clan’s domination, went into debt up to her eyebrows, and got a criminal justice degree in order to pursue her mother’s murderer. From her entry position of a patrol officer, it was a rocket ship ascent in the ranks to land a detective position.

The sound of a car door slamming jarred her from memories of growing up in a fantasy word that had the sound of a crashing jousting competition in the background and the smell of smoked turkey drumsticks wafting on the breeze.

An immediate sense of danger lifted her head. The bullet from the gun Matthew held spun her around with a mortal blow before she saw the flash or heard the retort.

* * * * *

Isabella recognized that she’d been hit and that she was in a hospital. Her clue to her dire predicament was the number of masked people in white rotating around her, plugging her up with wires and tubes to various contraptions. The invisible elephant sitting on her chest reminded her that she should have worn her bullet proof vest.

Intent voices swirled, faded in and out. Strangers’ efficient hands cut her clothing away from a body that wouldn’t respond to her command to move. Verbal orders were given for things she’d never heard of. Then another voice, deep and resonate, penetrated the urgent preparations of the medical staff.

Danu, do you really think she can send him back?

A female’s voice, soft yet bearing a tinge of iron replied, Of course she can. Had her family crossed over during the Great Schism, she’d have been born a Royal. Right now she’s a gifted human. Once she crosses through the time and space continuum, she’ll be a very powerful sorceress. And if you’d been minding hell like you should have been, coercing her assistance would not have been necessary.

Her? Who? Me? My assistance? For what? Isabella obeyed the heavy weight of her lids and closed her eyes against a white glare. Either the light in her eyes was a surgical lamp or she was headed to meet her maker. Either way, it was annoyingly bright. When the voices around her limp form called for anesthesia, she felt a modicum of relief. She was in an operating room. The prick in her arm confirmed it. Almost instantly, she felt the combined forces of warmth and lassitude envelope her. They’d given her the good stuff that was worth a fortune on the streets.

Isabella drifted away on clouds of oblivion until a soft hand caressed her cheek. The female’s voice was gentle. My child, you are dying. Their modern-day magic will not be able to repair the damage.

Aunt Marcie?

The woman’s voice was interrupted by a tense voice saying, “Heart rate’s flatlined. BP zero.”

“Get the defibrillator fired up. We’re losing her.”

“Clear!”

Isabella felt a mind-exploding surge of pain go through her body. She involuntarily arched against the table.

The disembodied voice resumed. In a way, I am your mother. I can save you. However, I need to take you to where there is magic. Then I can repair your body back to as good as before.

I hear a but in that offer.

The male voice broke in. Hurry, she’s almost gone.

The female snapped back, I can hold her soul until they clear the room.

Best hope they don’t linger, he quipped back.

Step back and let me do this.

Isabella smiled in fond remembrance. They had to be a married couple. Her aunt and uncle would squabble like that.

What do you want from me?

Ah yes. The favor. It’s a simple matter, actually.

Why do I have a bad feeling about this?

The woman laughed. You have good instincts.

“Again!”

“Clear!”

Another bolt of lightning struck her and she felt nothing as her numb limbs flopped in response.









* * * * *
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