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When High Paladin Sorin discovers the brutally dismembered body of his cousin Alfrey, a much loved priest in the royal palace, he is left baffled as to who would do so terrible a thing to so good a man. But to find the answer to that question, he must cooperate with one of the highly despised necromancers, men who practice black magic, sleep in graveyards and feed upon souls …

The necromancer Koray, however, is far from what he expected. He is beautiful, stubborn, and possessed of a tongue sharp enough to cut down even the High Paladin himself. Koray is also possessed of a strength like nothing Sorin has ever encountered, and the power of the Goddess herself.

It does not take them long to realize that solving a murder is the easiest challenge they must face, and in order to save a kingdom they must first unravel centuries of lies and misunderstandings. 
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Prologue: Purification of the Soul

Gone. Rakken was gone. Dead by the hands of Ambrose's comrades; dead because he had tried to defend Ambrose; dead because they had dared to love where they were told love was impossible. Ambrose could not bring himself to care that his own death was only marks away. All that mattered had died with Rakken. Ambrose did not have to die, but he would sooner accept execution than renounce his love for Rakken.

Despair clawed at him, but he was too exhausted to cry again. He wanted it over and done with. Even the gentle warmth of the Goddess pulsing in his chest was not as reassuring as it might once have been. He loved his Goddess, but he loved Rakken more.

Let them burn him.

Ambrose stirred at the jangling of keys followed by the click of a lock being turned, the grating of the door and the tread of booted feet. As the steps inevitably drew closer, Ambrose slowly stood, noting the faint gleam of armor in the weak light of a small torch. He stayed well away from the filthy bars of the cell and stared out at High Paladin Levent, not bothering to hide his hate.

"Ambrose." Levent said his name gently, reassuringly, as though they were old friends. How had Ambrose ever thought him kind? Wise? Why had he ever thought Levent a worthy mentor? He did not deserve to be High Paladin, and Ambrose did not care if the Goddess took offense at the thought. Levent had cut down Rakken, despite begging, pleading, the bidding of the Goddess—

He realized that he still had a few tears left to cry.

"Ambrose," Levent said again. "Please, you are free now. I know you think you and that demon …" His lip curled. "He had you bespelled, Ambrose. You are free now. Please, just realize it and renounce your false feelings—"

Ambrose did not realize that he had screamed, or moved, until he felt the hot sting of power forcing him back, causing him to crash into the far wall with a pained grunt. Levent opened the cell door, hauled Ambrose to his feet, and embraced him. Ambrose shuddered with revulsion and pulled roughly away, but Levent did not entirely release him. Ambrose did his best to convey all of the hate he felt with his expression. Levent flinched, but stubbornly persisted in saying, "He was just a demon. A vile, deceptive demon. Why—"

"I loved him," Ambrose choked out. "He loved me. There was no black magic, no deception. The Goddess guided me to him, brought him to me, blessed our union—and you took him from me!" He managed to twist free and swung, catching Levent's nose. Levent pinned him to the ground and Ambrose screamed in rage and hate and grief. The Goddess's warmth pulsed in his chest, mingling with the sharp pain of her anguish. They were not behaving as her paladins should, nothing was as it should have been. He and Rakken should have been the start of something new and wonderful. Instead, they were just one more tragedy in a bitter struggle that had lasted far too long.

"Why?" Levent demanded, and the sudden anger and bitterness there drew Ambrose up short. "Why him and not—" He cut himself off with a muttered curse.

Ambrose drew a sharp breath as realization slammed into him. Levent? Had loved …

That just made it all the worse. Ambrose might have forgiven Levent anything once, but not the awful killing of Rakken. He could not even say he was sorry for not being able to return Levent's feelings.

Any man or woman would have gladly surrendered a limb or two for the chance at Levent's favor. Yet all Ambrose wanted was dark skin, a bare, smooth head riddled with scars left from sword and knife and burns and a body with more of the same. The worst scars had been those on his back, ragged edges where wings had been hacked off. Brutal, awful, cruel—that was the life Rakken had lived as a demon soldier of the Lost North. But then there had been his dark blue eyes; his sweet, hesitant smile; the infuriating smirk that had first goaded Ambrose; and the clawed hands that had shown a gentleness Ambrose had never known.

Gone. Gone forever.

"Renounce him, Ambrose," Levent pleaded. "You're too good a man to waste, to lose to demonic corruption. What of your brethren? What of your sister? I saved you, Ambrose. I can love you better than any—"

Ambrose screamed and threw Levent off, lost once more to blind rage. To hate. "I will never renounce!" He spat the words, flung them, watched with black amusement as Levent recoiled from them. "Rakken was a demon. I loved him. I loved him more than life. More than the Goddess. I will not renounce my love for Rakken. The Goddess blessed us, and I will go to that pyre knowing that She approved of my union with a demon."

"So be it," Levent said coldly and yanked Ambrose to his feet. He hauled him roughly from his cell and threw him at the feet of two paladins waiting just outside. "Bind him," he snapped. "Our brother Ambrose is too far gone to be saved. He must burn else he will become one himself."

"Yes, High Paladin," the paladins chorused quietly, looking miserable, but resigned.

Ambrose did not protest, did not so much as look at them. He did nothing, said nothing, felt nothing—not even when the high priest concluded his prayers and the pyre was lit.

He said nothing at all, even when he smelled his own flesh burning.


 

 

 

 


Part One: The Necromancer

 


Part One: The Necromancer

One

Sorin had seen blood before, more than he cared to recall. He'd seen men crushed, men dismembered, men more broken in spirit and mind than they could ever be in body. He'd seen people torn apart by demon hands, seen the damage black magic could do. He'd seen ten thousand nightmares and would see ten thousand more before he died. Women, children …  He still had nightmares about the children.

But none of it was as terrible as the gore and limbs and innards of his cousin, scattered and smeared across the confines of the small solar that Alfrey had favored when he wanted to work in peace and quiet.

Sorin slammed the door shut, belatedly sealing it so no others could enter, and then was immediately sick in the first chamber pot he found a couple of doors down the hall. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then belatedly recalled the handkerchief in his tunic. Pulling it out, he wiped his hand and mouth, striving to think and not simply recall that horrific scene. Thank Goddess She had led him to it before another had found it first.

Her warmth pulsed in his chest, bright and hot, and spread through his body to lend sorely needed comfort and strength. Sorin closed his eyes and balled his hands into fists to still their trembling. He swallowed, trying to wash away the acrid, sour-sweet taste of vomit lingering in his mouth.

Who, how, and why—those were the details that mattered. How had someone managed to commit such a crime in the heart of the castle while the king, high priest, and high paladin, not to mention the thousands of other inhabitants, remained oblivious? And why—why would anyone want to murder someone so good? Never mind the savage nature of the murder. Alfrey had no enemies to the best of Sorin's knowledge. Everyone had loved Alfrey.

Who would murder a man so close to Sorin, High Paladin of the Kingdom of Vindeia?

He realized he was trembling again and forced himself to stop. The king had to be informed, as well as the high priest. Sorin would have to figure out how to answer the questions of who, why, and how. He would have to go back into that terrible room.

Sorin would be able to tell the king right away. The high priest would be finishing the dawn ceremony, but by the time Sorin finished reporting to the king, the high priest would be available. Past that … Best that no one else knew, yet. It would cause a panic.

He made his way first to the kitchens, grateful that it was early enough the halls were still mostly deserted. Normally the smells of fresh bread, porridge, honey, cheese, and all the other myriad foods prepared for breakfast would have made him smile. Right then, they only made him nauseous. He quickly drank a mug of hot ale to rinse away the lingering taste of vomit before hurrying from the kitchens.

Slipping through the halls of the castle, Sorin at last reached the throne room. Like the halls, it was mostly deserted save for a small crowd gathered to speak to the king. Even King Rofell did not sleep long when there were so many problems to address, and people traveled long through dangerous lands to plead their cases.

Sorin pushed through the throng and motioned to King Rofell. Minutes later, the room was empty save for the two of them. "What's wrong now?" Rofell asked.

As quickly as possible, without sacrificing anything, Sorin related how he had woken earlier than usual to a painful throbbing of alarm and grief from the Goddess, causing his chest to hurt, his entire body to ache. Following the throbbing, searching the castle bottom to top, it had not taken him long to come upon the remains of Alfrey's body.

Rofell was silent when Sorin finished, grim-faced and still. At length, he asked, "No clues as to who has done this terrible thing?"

"I have not yet had a chance to search," Sorin replied. "I have sealed the room and will examine it and Alfrey's remains for clues in due course. For now, I must go and speak with the high priest. It is possible he might hear something from the Goddess that I cannot. I recommend we keep this between the three of us until such a time that we either have an answer or revealing it is impossible to avoid. I fear what will happen should people learn of the murder and the horrendous nature of it."

"Yes," Rofell agreed. "Speak with the high priest, then. Keep me informed. Find the murderer and kill him if you must. I grant you full license, High Paladin, to do whatever is necessary."

"Sire," Sorin said with a bow, then turned sharply on his heel and departed. He strode from the castle keep and across a small courtyard to the rear entrance of the royal cathedral. It was nearly as large as the royal castle, meant to accommodate every person in the city as well as the surrounding farmers for several miles around. Although the city and surroundings had long since outgrown the cathedral, it still remained the heart of the faith for those who loved the Goddess.

As Sorin reached the main room, the dawn prayers were just concluding and people were departing quickly in order to get started on their long days. High Priest Angelos was speaking to a small handful of people, but when he caught Sorin's gaze he immediately excused himself.

"High Paladin," he greeted when he reached Sorin's side. "I sensed something was wrong this morning when I rose, but it seemed I was meant to carry on and wait to learn of the problem. I see you are the unhappy messenger."

Sorin only nodded and motioned towards Angelos' office. When the door had shut behind them, he said softly, "Alfrey is dead. Murdered."

"Tell me," Angelos said quietly and sat down behind his desk.

Sorin forced himself to go through the tale once more, relating all from the moment he'd woken to the present. When he finished, Angelos sat white-faced and still, save for the faint trembling of one hand lying across his massive desk.

"I know nothing yet," Sorin continued. "But I will begin searching for answers …"

"No," Angelos said. The fingers of his trembling hand lifted to press against the center of his forehead, and his eyes went cloudy, distant, as they always did when he heard Her Voice.

Sorin felt her as a warmth, a pulsing, in his chest. He could sense in that warmth Her emotions and wants. The other paladins felt the same, but to a lesser degree. Priests could hear Her—whispers, snatches of things, never completely clear, but enough to convey her wishes. Angelos, of course, heard Her most clearly of all.

Angelos frowned in concentration, and then extended his other hand. Sorin placed his own in it, unperturbed by the suddenly tight, almost painful grip. Angelos' eyes slid shut, and for several minutes there was only silence.

As abruptly as he had gone into his trance, Angelos was out of it. His eyes held swirls of violet as they opened, the color of the Goddess, before slowly fading back to their normal soft brown. Sorin knew that in the heat of battle, when his power raged, his own eyes did the same thing.

"The mystery is not one you can solve," Angelos said. "From Her, I get that another will come who can help to provide the answer. But …" he frowned. "I sense something dark, something strange." His eyes met Sorin's. "Somehow, this thing—this person—is bound to you, High Paladin. It will not be you, or he, who will uncover Alfrey's killer. It will take the both of you."

Sorin frowned. "I do not understand."

"Neither do I," Angelos said ruefully. "But then, those of us who most directly serve Her are usually the last to understand anything."

To that, Sorin could only nod in agreement and smile faintly at the pulse of amusement in his chest. "So I do nothing until this person arrives. The body …" He swallowed and it was his turn to grip Angelos' hand too tightly. "I cannot simply leave him like that."

"I think that you must," Angelos said gently. Standing up, he moved around his desk and pulled Sorin into a tight embrace. "I am sorry, Sorin. I know how close the two of you were."

Sorin clung to him, finally allowing himself to feel the grief he'd been holding back. Alfrey. They'd grown up together, more like brothers than cousins. They'd entered the priesthood together. It had been Alfrey who'd pushed him to try for the knights instead, and Alfrey who had been the only one not at all surprised when Sorin had become first a paladin, and then High Paladin. "Why?" Sorin asked, wiping away tears. He was soothed by Angelos and the reassuring warmth of the Goddess pulsing in his chest. "Why would anyone murder Alfrey? I need to know." His mind began to race, pushing the grief away enough to be managed, intent upon finding a source, someone to make pay, and Angelos' words came back to him. "Who is going to help me? You said black magic was in it?"

Angelos shook his head. "I know only what I told you. I sense She does not want us to know much. Ignorance, sometimes, is useful:  it prevents us from making assumptions. If you want to get started, try examining his room. Surely there must be something there; such an horrific murder would leave behind some clue."

Nodding, Sorin said, "Yes. Thank you."

Reaching out, Angelos cupped Sorin's face and wiped the traces of tears away with his thumbs. "Be strong, High Paladin. The Goddess will not let this tragedy go unpunished, and she will not let his death be a waste."

"Neither will I," Sorin said roughly. "Thank you, High Priest. I … I will be back." Breaking away, he turned and left the room.

Sorin strode from the cathedral, not knowing where he was going until he found himself in the stables. He waited impatiently until a stable hand presented him with the reins to his horse. "I'll return by nightfall," he said shortly. "Light the signal should I be needed sooner."

A full mark's journey found him in his secret retreat in the Black Forest, a place he wished he visited more often, but simply could not due to its distance and his importance at the castle. Dismounting, he let his horse wander as it chose and walked over to the massive oak tree in the center of the small clearing. He did not know how old it was, but he sensed sometimes that it must be the oldest tree in the forest, or very nearly. He'd come across the small clearing by chance, several years ago, not long after he had first been made a paladin.

Legend held that the Royal Castle had once stood in the area, the stronghold of the Holy Kingdom of the Goddess—but then civil war had come, and the kingdom had split into two, and then three, and the old castle destroyed in the feuding. Hundreds of people had searched and searched for the lost castle, but their efforts had always been in vain. If the castle had existed, which Sorin doubted, all remainders of it had long since been eradicated by the Black Forest. Only the trees and the Goddess knew where it might have once stood.

Sorin had never much cared; his little clearing was all that mattered to him. There was something about it, something he could never place, but the pulsing in his chest always radiated warmth and sadness, a twisting, bittersweet ache that told him the Goddess held the place dear.

The clearing was not much in the end, but he was fond of it. A shallow little brook ran mere steps away from the oak, while the rest of the clearing was all grass and wildflowers. In a few more decades, Sorin suspected that the trees would consume what remained of the clearing.

He sat with his back against the trunk of the oak and propped his arms on one bent knee, his mind returning once more to that bloodied room. Why Alfrey? He had been destined for the priesthood since the day he was born and some said he would someday succeed the high priest. Alfrey had never harmed anyone in life, so … why?

Sorin realized he was crying again. He'd never felt more alone or lost in his life. Even the Goddess' reassurances, a gentle warmth easing through him and dulling the edge of his grief, did not truly help. If anything, She only emphasized the loneliness.

She also reminded him that in order to find Alfrey's killer, he would need the help of a dark stranger. That could mean many things, but black magic was the first that came to mind. Black magic made him think of demons, but that was impossible. Demons were the result of humans who fell into black magic and soon grew ravenous for the life and spiritual energies of the untainted.

Such foul feeding upon their brethren turned the corrupt into black-skinned, horned monsters. If they grew strong enough, they would grow wings and become so powerful that no one except a paladin stood a chance of defeating them. Maybe the stranger was instead someone who had been assaulted by a demon and so was forever haunted by that. Such victims tended to carry the taint of the beasts that had assaulted them.

It could also mean a necromancer, but that was as unlikely as a demon—necromancers were only steps away from being demons. Necromancers dealt in black magic and death. How could they possibly be of any use?

Sorin winced at the sudden, sharp throb in his chest. He'd somehow angered the Goddess, although he did not have the energy to decipher how. Instead, he rested his head against the trunk and stared up at the branches. The sky above was overcast, for which he was grateful. Sunlight seemed unbearable.

He should return to the castle, but just thinking about it knotted his stomach. All he wanted to do was rest, and it was entirely too easy to surrender to that urge and let his eyes fall shut. Sleeping in the middle of the Black Forest, far from help, was foolish, but he'd never known demons to lurk in the forest. The royal cathedral, the Heart of the Goddess, was too close to be comfortable for them.

Sorin focused on breathing slowly—in, out, in, out, trying desperately to clear his head so that he might be of some use to those who needed him. The Goddess' warmth spread through him, stronger than ever. Angelos was right:  she would not let the murder go unanswered. It was that realization that soothed Sorin and allowed him to relax enough to fall asleep at the base of the ancient oak.

The snap of a branch jerked him awake. Within the space of a breath Sorin was on his feet with his sword drawn. He looked around for the source of the sound, noticing that it was past dark and the forest was too still.

He finally saw the reason:  a figure stood in the shadows of the trees, right at the edge of the clearing. He was hidden by heavy, dark robes and carried a tall staff in one hand. "Who are you?" Sorin demanded. "Reveal yourself, in the name of the Goddess."

The only response was the rustling of fabric and the snapping of another branch underfoot. Around them, the forest remained silent. Had the stranger brought the odd current in the air that made the inhabitants of the forest too anxious to give away their presence? He was no demon, Sorin would have sensed that. He shuddered to think what might have happened to him if he had not woken.

Lifting his sword in warning, Sorin called out, "Reveal yourself, stranger, or suffer for your silence!"

"How like a high and mighty paladin," came a cold, sneering voice, "to opt for violence first and not care to ask the questions until later. I announce myself to no one, Paladin. I wanted only to assure myself you were nothing more than a fool, arrogant enough to fall asleep in the middle of the Black Forest." The man turned and disappeared into the trees.

Scowling, Sorin sheathed his sword and bolted off after him, whistling for his horse to follow. The power of the Goddess granted Sorin the ability to see well enough in the dark to traverse the treacherous forest, but the man he chased moved faster still, and far more easily.

Finally, Sorin managed to catch up, and he threw himself forward, catching the man about the waist—and tripping them both when his foot caught on a root. They went tumbling down a hill that Sorin had not previously noticed, and when they finally came to a stop, Sorin was not certain which way was up or which limbs were his. But there was no mistaking the lithe man tangled up with his much broader frame, or the hair which smelled of incense that covered his face.

"Bastard paladin," the man hissed, and Sorin recognized the accent of the East Mountains, the almost rolling, lyrical hint to it that was unique to that corner of the country. "You are lucky you did not kill us both, or that I do not shove a knife through your throat as you deserve. Unhand me at once!"

"All right, all right, I am sorry. I did not mean to send us tumbling so, I swear," Sorin said. He slowly started getting them disentangled—and froze in mortification when he accidentally touched where he should not have, until a hard smack made him hiss in pain and jerk away. Standing up, he righted his leather armor and shoved back his tangled, leaf-strewn hair to glare at the stranger.

"Paladins," the man repeated in obvious displeasure. "What in the name of Goddess are you doing out here at this time? It's not your style to go anywhere alone in the dark."

"Who are you, child of the Goddess, to go about in the dark? Demons will prey on you far sooner than they would dare touch me," Sorin retorted. He was arrogant? The man outpaced him by far.

He could practically feel the derision as the man replied, "I owe you nothing, Paladin, least of all my identity. Scurry back to your castle and leave the forest to those who can travel through it without practically killing people."

That was it; he'd had enough. Moving with a speed that was Goddess-given, he snatched the man close again and threw his free hand into the air, begging the Goddess, "Give me your light!" Pale violet light flooded the immediate surroundings—and Sorin stared in shock at the man in his arms. He was beautiful.

He was a necromancer.

Sorin abruptly let him go, causing him to fall to the ground in an untidy heap.

The man glared furiously up at Sorin. "Paladin—" He suddenly stopped, his own eyes widening in surprise. "You—you're the bloody High Paladin."

Like all necromancers, he was marked by the streaks of gray and white in his hair—hair that was unusually long. It was black as high-quality ink where necromancy had not stripped the color away. His face was elegant, delicate, but the familiar way he carried his sword and wore his lightweight leather armor indicated the fragility was deceptive.

Sorin also noticed that he was too thin and the clothes he wore were in poor condition. He might not have been fragile, but Sorin doubted he would be a real threat if it came to it. "Yes, I'm High Paladin," he said cautiously, not certain what the necromancer would do when he clearly disapproved of Sorin's status. Habit alone drove him to extend a hand to help the man up.

The man's pretty mouth curled, and he knocked Sorin's hand away before standing up by himself. "I would say that makes you even more of an idiot," he said scathingly. "What are you doing in the middle of the Black Forest in the dead of night?"

"Why are you?" Sorin countered, and when it looked like the man was about to brush him off again, added, "As High Paladin, I have the right to ask such of anyone in this forest, and I am not obliged to answer any questions. But since I am responsible for the tumble we took, I will answer:  I was here to find some solitude. Someone who mattered a great deal to me died today."

The man scowled at him, but after a moment, grimaced and said, "I travel this way because the Goddess bids it. That clearing with the tree—do you go there often?"

"As often as I am able, which is sadly rare," Sorin replied, confused.  What did the necromancer mean by that comment about the Goddess? Necromancers did not hear Her. "Why do you ask?"

"There's a deep sadness there," he said, sounding distracted. His head turned, as though something had caught his attention. He went to retrieve his staff from the hill, body stiff with tension.

"Sadness?" Sorin asked, startled to hear a necromancer echo what he so often felt himself when he was in the Black Forest. How would a necromancer sense such a thing? The feeling of sadness had always largely come from the Goddess, and necromancers did not commune with Her, not that he had ever heard. It made the man's earlier comment about doing Her bidding all the more puzzling.

Being largely confined to the castle, Sorin had never encountered a necromancer. He had seen them at a distance upon rare occasion, but all his knowledge was based on what he had learned from others. It was well known that necromancers absorbed dead souls to feed their dark abilities, not so different from demons who fed upon the living. Sorin found it hard to believe that such dark creatures communed with the Goddess and heard Her Voice.

He winced when something twisted sharp and hot in his chest—another reprimand.

"What do you mean by sadness?" he pressed when he realized the necromancer was going to say nothing further.

The necromancer glared at him and tersely replied, "Something tragic happened there, something that is carved now into the land itself, especially that oak tree. It will never die, not while that sadness remains. Such is the power of death and the way in which people die."

Sorin frowned and reluctantly confessed, "I'm not certain I understand any of what you just said."

"I did not think you would," the necromancer said. "Shall we to your castle? The sooner I am done with my duty, the sooner I can leave."

"Your duty?" Sorin repeated, wondering when he would stop feeling like a fish flopping mindlessly about.

The necromancer shrugged irritably and looked away, hand restlessly clenching and unclenching around the staff. "I was returning east last night, to my home there, but I woke to Her suddenly urging me to journey west instead. As I drew closer to the Royal Castle, I came to accept that it is my destination. I can only assume some ghost there requires banishment." He rubbed briefly at his forehead, as though it ached.

Sorin's confusion only grew. "Her? The Goddess? That is the second time you've mentioned Her, but how can that be when you—" He barely drew his sword in time to block the staff that came flying at his head. Eyes blazed at him, sharp with violet light, and Sorin drew a harsh breath, badly shaken. Only those empowered by the Goddess had such eyes. How could a necromancer …

"If you dare to tell me I practice black magic, High Paladin, I will slit your throat for the ignorant fool you are," the necromancer hissed. "You grabbed me and forced us down this hill, yet not once has it seemed as though your notorious sense for demons and foul magic flared. Do I look or feel like I practice black magic?"

Sorin knocked the necromancer's staff away and sent him stumbling back, putting plenty of space between them. "You do not like me, necromancer, I comprehend that, but like or dislike, I am the High Paladin appointed by the Goddess—the very same Goddess who apparently has bestowed powers upon you, although I have never known Her to dabble in darkness. You will show me the respect I am due, or the only portion of the royal castle you will see is its jail. Do you understand me?"

"Perfectly, My Lord High Paladin," the man replied, smile a baring of teeth.

He could not have possibly managed to sound more mocking and condescending. Sorin gritted his teeth until he had control of his temper. "So you do not use black magic, though all I have ever heard is that necromancers are master of that art. What business have you at the castle, and why in Her name should I let you anywhere near it?"

"Perhaps you should learn not to trust all that you hear, My Lord High Paladin," he replied. "I am a necromancer. My business is death. If She is pointing me to the royal castle, I can only surmise that a ghost is there which must be banished, as I already told you. Should the angry spirit remain, its presence will poison the castle and all the inhabitants—including you, My Lord High Paladin."

Sorin vowed he had known demons less irritating. "Possess you any manners, necromancer? Or are you this rude and difficult with all whom you encounter?"

"I have manners aplenty," the necromancer retorted. "But I only bother to employ them when I feel the recipient worthy."

Sorin turned away and whistled again for his horse, which had wandered away to find something more interesting. "Shall we to the castle, then?" And what a fine time he was going to have, explaining that a necromancer had been summoned—and by the Goddess, or so he claimed. After seeing that flash of violet in his eyes, Sorin could not doubt the man, however much he wished.

"I am not riding that infernal beast," the necromancer said, scowling at Sorin's horse. "I will walk and reach the castle in due course. I hardly need your escort."

Sorin whipped around to face him and snapped, "Must you be so difficult about everything, necromancer? I apologize again for the hill; it was not my intent to send us tumbling down it. I mean you no harm. I saw a stranger in a place where none but I ever come."

"None but you?" the man repeated with a laugh. "These paths are tread by necromancers frequently, My Lord High Paladin. The Black Forest is favored by those of us who have nothing to fear from the dark."

"A demon would feed upon and kill you as gladly as it would anyone else," Sorin said quietly.

"True," the necromancer replied, "but the rest of you kill us just as readily. Death is something I face every day, one way or another. If I feared death, My Lord High Paladin, I would not be a necromancer. Do go away and leave me in peace; I will see you again all too soon at the castle."

He turned away, but Sorin was on him in an instant. He grabbed the necromancer up and threw him over his horse before mounting behind him and urging his horse forward. The necromancer thrashed, bellowing, "Get me off this Goddess forsaken beast—" He cried out in panic when he nearly fell, causing Sorin to halt his horse and drag him upright, wrestling him into a seated position before wrapping one arm firmly about the necromancer's waist.

"Hold still!"

"Unhand me!" The necromancer's eyes blazed with fury and behind the hand Sorin clapped over his mouth, muffled curses spewed.

"I swear I have meant you no harm this night, necromancer. I promise that I will see you are well-treated when we reach the castle, but they will not let you in without my approval and all will go more smoothly if you arrive with me." Slowly he let his hand fall away, absently wondering why the man's skin was so cold. As much moving about as they had been doing, the man should not be so cold.  "Speak, but do not further vex me."

"What would you have me say, My Lord High Paladin?"

Sorin wanted very badly to shake him. Instead, he urged his horse into motion, tightening the arm he'd slipped around the necromancer's waist when he felt the man tense. "You may attempt to reassure me that I am not making a grave mistake in taking you home. Thus far, necromancer, you've given me little reason to trust you."

"That goes both ways," the necromancer replied. "What more can I say, when I have already told you twice now that She has guided me here. Why, she has not said. I only realized today that I was bound for the royal castle. Never have I been sent there. It is not a place we typically go, simply because we would not be well-received and problems are usually greater elsewhere. If I have been pointed to the royal castle, it can only be for a truly dire matter. Tell me, My Lord High Paladin, has anyone of extreme importance died of late?"

Sorin stiffened, and he swore loudly and colorfully as he realized what he should have realized much, much sooner. "Alfrey. You're here to help me solve the riddle of Alfrey's death. The High Priest said someone would come, someone who made him think of darkness. I did not think that meant someone who practiced blac—Stop that!" he said when an elbow was driven into his gut again.

"I do not practice black magic," the necromancer hissed. "Say or imply it again and I swear, High Paladin, the Goddess herself will not keep me from doing you serious injury."

"What you give, you will receive, I vow it, necromancer."

The necromancer did not reply.

Sorin subsided into silence, not certain what else there was to say. He signaled his horse to begin moving again, tightening his arm in reassurance when he felt the necromancer stiffen. "I won't let you fall, necromancer."

"I have a name, you know," the necromancer snapped. "Not that you would care, I'm sure."

Restraining an urge to throttle him, Sorin instead only said, "I did not think you would give it, if I asked. You've been nothing but rude and hostile since encountering me, necromancer."

They both fell silent then, tense and displeased, and likely the necromancer was as tired and hungry as he. It did not help that throughout it all the Goddess had only given an impression of extreme amusement, as though She watched children play.

"What is your—"

"My name is—"

They both stopped when they realized the other was speaking and lapsed into another silence.

Sorin finally sighed and tried again, asking quietly, "What is your name, necromancer?"

"Koray. You are High Paladin Sorin, correct?"

"Correct."

"Who is Alfrey? How far are we from the castle?"

"About a mark's ride. He was a priest, and my best friend and cousin. He was brutally murdered sometime in the night."

Silence greeted his words, and Sorin wondered why he had expected anything different from a rude, prickly necromancer. Then rough, calloused fingers touched his hand, ice cold against his warm skin, making him shiver. "I'm sorry," Koray said quietly. "Brutally murdered. Can you tell me how, precisely? Or should I ask another?"

Sorin was surprised by the kindness that one question displayed, especially in light of Koray's loathing. "No one save the king and the high priest know. I found the body so I am the best to recount it. He was torn to pieces," Sorin said raggedly, and for the third time that day, recounted the tale of finding Alfrey's body.

"That is definitely why the Goddess has led me here," Koray said when he had finished. "Too many things about the situation are wrong. But for what it is worth, such a cruel slaying will have left his ghost. Whatever happened to him, the ghost will be able to tell me."

Bemused—completely and utterly lost, really, for he had never dealt with necromancers and scarcely understood the things that Koray said—Sorin simply nodded and urged his horse to a faster pace, eager to be home.

He wanted nothing more than to crawl into his bed when he finally reached the royal castle, but he sensed sleep was still some marks away. At least all seemed well at the castle.

It was a masterpiece of craftsmanship, the castle. Home to thousands and built to protect the cathedral in addition to the royal family. The castle was defended by double curtains, fifteen feet high and regularly interspersed with massive towers that also served as barracks.

To breach the outer curtain, attackers must first overcome the moat, which was as wide as the curtains were tall and so deep Sorin could barely reach the bottom in a single breath. The moat was fed by the ocean, which was only a mark's ride away.  An enormous drawbridge was the only way in, and once it was raised for the night it did not lower again until sunrise without the permission of the high paladin or the king. Past the drawbridge was the first of two gates, and the immense gatehouses were the third largest structures in the castle, surpassed only by the cathedral and the keep itself.

Assuming anyone could breach the first gate, there was still a dark tunnel rife with traps and murder holes to get through before ever reaching the outer ward, and there were still that and the inner gate to conquer before finally breaching the inner ward, which in turn must be crossed before reaching the keep and the cathedral behind it.

Sorin glanced around the outer curtain, noting that all the guards were in place, the torches lit, and that everything was as it should be. All was well, it seemed. Good. He was in no mood for knocking heads together because they thought his absence meant duties could be neglected. Not that Emel would ever let such a thing happen, but it never stopped guards from trying.

Riding across the drawbridge, he called out to the guards to let him in.

"Ho, High Paladin," one of the knights called down from a gatehouse tower. "We were beginning to think you'd be sleeping outside tonight."

"It would hardly be the first time," Sorin replied with a laugh. "Let me in."

The guard, however, merely asked, "Have you a guest, my lord? No one mentioned you went to fetch someone."

"I did not know I would be," Sorin replied. "I met him in the forest, and the Goddess decreed he be my guest until She no longer requires his presence here."

"As you say, High Paladin," the guard said and vanished into the tower. Sorin heard the cry, and then the portcullis was raised. He rode through to the inner gate, where it was a much simpler matter to have the men raise it, and then he was finally standing in the inner ward.

Several knights came up to greet him, entirely too awake given the time, but the young ones were good for duty in the deadest parts of the night. "Hail, High Paladin. Did you have a good journey? Who's your friend?"

"My guest is named Koray," Sorin said—and only then realized that at some point Koray had fallen asleep. That surprised him; Koray seemed the suspicious type at best and downright hostile most of the time. Yet he'd fallen asleep.

"Help me with him," he ordered the men and carefully dismounted as they lifted down Koray.

Who immediately woke, brandishing the staff he had not released even in sleep. "Unhand me."

The men immediately backed away, drawing their swords. "Enough!" Sorin barked. "Koray, you are my guest here—act like it. Put your swords away, all of you."

"But-but he's a bloody necromancer!" one soldier said. "What's one of his sort doing inside the keep?"

Before Sorin could reply, Koray said, "That is not your concern, piddling knight."

"Piddling—!"

Sorin pinched the bridge of his nose and wished fervently for a cup of good beer. "Enough!" He said again. "You're dismissed. Koray, come with me." Turning sharply on one heel, he strode across the ward to the Cathedral, swiftly climbing the long, deep steps and entering the immense double doors into the Cathedral.

He was halfway across the sanctuary when he realized there was no one behind him. Turning around, he saw that Koray hovered in the entrance, looking…

Awed. Sad. Softened in demeanor. More beautiful than ever.

Something twisted, hard and sharp, in Sorin's chest, and it was not the Goddess conveying some message. He did not know what it was, and he was not in the mood to figure it out. "Koray?"

"What?" Koray asked, eyes snapping back to Sorin, features hardening again.

"Is something wrong?"

"No," Koray said tersely.

Sorin frowned. Two marks or so he had known Koray, and he'd yet to stop feeling confused. Who was he and why was he so confounding?  Sorin could only stare at him, looking for some clue that would lessen his confusion.

Koray was no polished knight, but the lack of spurs did not lessen the fact he was clearly a hardened soldier. Though his clothes and sword were worn, likely obtained second- or third-hand, they were obviously well cared for and valued. Various pouches were affixed to his belt, stuffed full of only the Goddess knew what. Even at a distance that smell of incense was apparent, intriguing. And the hair … he'd heard of necromancers countless times, the oddly streaked hair that marked them as plainly as armor marked the knights. It looked strange, but it somehow only added to Koray's beauty.

"If you're done gawking at the necromancer," Koray said, "might we move along with whatever you are about? Is this where …?"

Sorin made himself focus, furious that he'd gotten so sidetracked by staring like a halfwit. "No. That's in the keep. I am taking you to meet the high priest, and in the morning I will take you to see his Majesty."

Koray grimaced, but said nothing, finally leaving the entryway and slowly moving toward Sorin. He paused halfway there, obviously not aware he had done so, eyes on the windows.

If the keep was a masterpiece of defense, the cathedral was the heart of worship. A great deal of money had been poured into the cathedral back when it was built, and the people tithed generously to ensure it was maintained.

The floor was smooth, gray stone tile, alternately carved with the various symbols of the Goddess:  the sun, moon, stars, and blossom. The same gray stone also made up the walls, columns, and arching roofs. The walls alternated between panels carved with prayers and windows of colored glass depicting images that went along with the prayers. Those who could read the panels memorized the prayers that way, and those who could not read were able to learn them by way of recitation and the pictures.

At present, the Cathedral was deserted save for a handful of priests lighting candles and tending other chores while they stood the night watch. During the day, it could be anywhere from moderately full to completely packed, with people standing in clusters or sitting on chairs and cushions brought from home. Sorin always liked the quiet moments best.

Perhaps sensing his arrival, Angelos stepped through the door at the back of the main altar. His eyes landed on Sorin, and he nodded briefly. His gaze then shifted to look past Sorin and his eyes widened when they landed upon Koray.

"High Priest," Sorin greeted, sweeping him a courteous bow. "Your prophecy has already proven true; I introduce to you the necromancer Koray, bidden by the Goddess to come and assist me."

"I see," Angelos said, eyes still on Koray. "Sent by the Goddess, you say? I have never known necromancers to do the Goddess' work."

"That is because you're an ignorant fool," Koray snapped. "We have always served the Goddess the same as any priest, any paladin. Our magic may be strange—to serve a stranger purpose—but she guides me the same as either of you."

Angelos frowned. "If you were a servant of the Goddess, I think we would know—"

"When have any of you ever done more than dismiss us?" Koray cut in. "Ignore us? Beat us? We were always there, doing the work She bid us do."

"What, precisely, is the nature of your work?" Angelos asked, stepping down from the altar and drawing closer to them. "Necromancers deal in death. You banish ghosts, though I know not the purpose that serves."

Koray's lips curled. "Even the high priest himself is ignorant of us and the work we do to keep Vindeia safe. Pathetic."

"We will hardly cease to be ignorant if you are not willing to unbend and explain to us what we need to know," Sorin replied. "If people do not speak to you, it's because you are rude and condescending every time you open your mouth. Were you one of my knights, I would give you a thrashing sound enough you'd be too sore to sit down for a week."

"Do try," Koray taunted, smirking. "I am no one to trifle with, My Lord High Paladin."

Sorin started to give a cutting response—but his words were prevented when Angelos suddenly burst out laughing. "Enough, you two," Angelos said. "I will call for a late supper and you can eat it while you explain everything to me. Come." So saying, he turned and strode off, leaving them little choice but to follow.

Stifling an aggravated sigh, Sorin stalked after him, pointedly ignoring Koray as he came up on Sorin's left. He'd just put one foot in the High Priest's office when the bells began to ring with a fury, a cacophony of noise that had a single purpose:  to rouse every inhabitant of the castle.

Turning sharply, Sorin ran full tilt through the cathedral, outside, and down the steps, across to the stable where his horse was already being prepared. He ordered two men to fetch his equipment, and by the time his horse was ready, they were back with his full armor and additional weapons and helping him put it on.

A familiar form caught his eyes, and he looked over and up at his already mounted second-in-command, Emel. "Where? What?"

"The village of Greymore."

"Ride out, Emel. Take what you need. We'll catch up. Watch yourself."

Nodding, Emel turned his horse about and began to issue orders. Seconds later, the ward emptied of a significant portion of the men who had been filling it.

When the last pieces of his armor were strapped and buckled into place, Sorin secured his weapons and tools to his saddle, then climbed into it and looked out over all of those assembled—and paused when he saw Koray standing off to the side.  He started to say something, then realized he didn't know what to say. Leaving the matter alone, he bellowed, "Move out!" and signaled for his herald to sound the horn. Its haunting call echoed throughout the castle and the surrounding city as the knights rode out of the and headed northeast toward the village of Greymore.

By the time they arrived, everything was chaos:  fire, blood, screaming, the clash of steel against claw, the sharp stench of demon magic mingling with the bittersweet traces of Goddess magic, the tang of blood.

Sorin drew his sword and flung himself into the battle with a resounding cry that echoed through the rest of his men as they fought to drive back the demons. Their skin was dark, not quite black, not precisely brown. Their eyes glowed a deep maroon color when they used their magic, mouths bared to display teeth that seemed more animal than human, like the claws which tipped their fingers.

Many said demons could only be made when humans succumbed to black magic. Still others said demons could breed and that was why their numbers had grown so great. All Sorin knew for certain was that the demons fed upon the children of the Goddess, stole their souls and power away to sustain themselves. Cursed by the Goddess, or simply reviled, demons did not naturally possess magic. All they had, they stole from the people they slew.

A deep, vicious laugh drew Sorin's attention as he cut down one demon and threw aside another one already badly injured. Movement caught his eye and he whipped around, cutting down another demon as it swung wildly at him. He started to head for another cluster of them when the laugh came again and he saw a demon lord on the far side of the field.

Swearing, he spurred his horse into action even as he pulled his crossbow from its holster and fired. The bolt lodged in the Demon Lord's back. It did little more than anger him and caused him to turn to focus on Sorin—but that was exactly what Sorin wanted.

Bellowing his battle cry again, Sorin raced at the demon lord full tilt, magic flaring as he struck hard and fast. He swore as he was unseated and thrown to the ground. The demon lord turned on the horse briefly and Sorin hid a wince as his horse screamed in its death throes. Reaffirming his grip on the sword he'd managed to keep hold of, he climbed to his feet and threw himself back into the fight.

After that, he lost track of everything; the demon lord took all of his concentration, all of his energy. No one else there would be capable of single-handedly taking down such a powerful demon.

Why were the demons so close? They never ventured drew so near the royal castle. That they were growing so bold frightened him.

With a last, desperate cry, he managed to thrust his sword into the demon lord's gut. Not wasting any time, he drew a dagger from his belt and thrust it up into the bastard's throat. Grabbing up a sword left to fall when its owner was slain, he swung down hard, decapitating the demon lord.

Chest heaving with the need to draw proper breath, Sorin stumbled back away from the corpse. Blood and sweat dripped down his face, stinging his eyes, and he tried to wipe it away, but found that was impossible to do when the rest of him was smeared with more of the same, in addition to mud and Goddess alone knew what else.

He took one step, then immediately regretted it as the expenditure of power finally caught up with him—but before he could fall face first down upon the battlefield, an arm was around his waist, another hand dragging Sorin's arm over broad shoulders. Sorin smiled tiredly at Emel. "How?"

"As well as we could have dared hope," Emel said quietly. "Casualties are minimal, thanks to our swift arrival and the way you handled that demon lord. I do not know what we would have done without you here to take care of him. I'll have the final tallies for you shortly."

"Get started on the burning," Sorin said and groaned in relief as he was unceremoniously set upon a tree stump. He looked toward the battlefield, flinching at the bodies, the destruction—the way men had already been set to work finding survivors and killing those who would otherwise die a slow death.

Then something else caught his eye and he made to stand, but hissed in pain as his injuries chose that moment to fully present themselves.

Emel had seen the same, however, and bellowed out angrily, "You! What in the name of the Goddess do you think you are doing? Get away from there, you filthy necromancer!"

"Be quiet!" Koray shouted right back, and Sorin heard more than a few cries of disbelief as Koray's eyes flared with an unmistakable violet light before he turned away, resuming his walk onto the battlefield.

"His eyes are like yours," Emel said in disbelief.

Sorin jerked in surprise. "What do you mean? Anyone with the Goddess' blessing has eyes that turn violet."

"Not like that," Emel replied, eyes still wide and locked upon Koray. "They glow like yours and the High Priests'. The rest of us do not have anywhere near that power."

Unable to form a reply, Sorin instead forced himself back to his feet. Waving off Emel's fretting, he walked slowly through the carnage to where Koray stood in its center. "What is it you are doing? I only ask from curiosity."

"My duty," Koray said flatly. "Stay if you must, but keep out of my way." He turned sharply away, and pulled something from one of his various pouches.

Sorin immediately recognized the scent of incense, bitter and earthy, with the barest hint of sweet underlying it. A soft, whispered word set the resin to burning in a small metal dish which Koray then set on a small, clear bit of ground.

Rising again, he looked out over the battlefield, brow furrowed in … thought? Concentration? Sorin wasn't sure.

"What are you doing?" he asked again.

Koray sighed in annoyance, but said, "Purifying the field, banishing the ghosts of the fallen. If I do not, then more battles will come to this place, the land will suffer, people who pass through will always fall ill or find trouble, or suffer in some other manner. All things die, but not all deaths are right. Unjust deaths leave malcontent spirits, and such spirits poison the land and the people." He turned his head, scowling up at Sorin. "Can you not feel it? The sadness in the air, the wrongness? You're the High Paladin, can you not feel it?"

"Yes," Sorin said. "I can feel it. I always feel when lives are snuffed, taken away forever—when they are ripped away to feed demons."

The words seemed to soothe some of Koray's ire. "Then pay attention, High Paladin, and perhaps for once in your life you'll bother to learn something important. Generally, we can only do this after everyone else has gone. My brothers have tried before when knights remained…" His lips pulled into a grimace, and he said nothing further.

He moved forward a bit and pressed his hands together as though in prayer, murmuring softly, and Sorin's skin prickled as he felt the magic in the air, felt it twist and shift and twine around Koray—the same as the incense, which seemed as drawn to him as the magic he was summoning.

Slowly, Koray drew his hands apart, still whispering softly, until his arms were extended fully at his sides, fingers splayed. He opened his eyes, and Sorin had not even realized until then that they'd fallen shut. They glowed violet, just like when the High Priest was lost in a trance or Sorin was lost in a battle haze.

What did it mean that Koray was so much like them in terms of power?

Before he could follow the thought the wind kicked up, cold and sharp, tossing about the bitter scent of incense so strong that it mostly drowned out the stench of the bodies. The incense seemed to follow the spread of the magic, the fragrant smoke trailing out across the battlefield, covering everything, following the wind that seemed itself to be guided by Koray's whispered words.

Prayers, Sorin realized, or at least the flow and rhythm of the words reminded him of prayers.

He shivered as some strange sensation washed over him, and stared as shadows and hazy shapes appeared in the smoke. Whipping back around to ask Koray what was going on, he instead drew up short to see the brilliant violet of his eyes, the intense focus upon his face, and the way it was obviously taxing him.

No different, Sorin realized with a shock, than the way he'd exhausted himself fighting the demon lord.

In his chest, the Goddess' sudden excitement and joy was so hot it was nearly too painful. What was making her so happy? The realization that necromancers were a lot like him, like the priests?

The answering throb seemed to indicate that was, indeed, the reason.

Confused, exhausted, and not certain what he was supposed to say or do—and underneath everything, there was the grief over Alfrey, dead not even a day—he simply stood and continued to watch as Koray performed his necromancy. Several minutes later, the strange, shadowy figures faded away.

Sorin realized abruptly that he did not feel quite as … heavy as he had before, as he always felt after a battle. He still felt overheated, but not as burdened. Something in him eased, simple as that.

Before him, Koray seemed to droop. For a moment, it almost seemed as though he might topple right over. But even as Sorin reached out to catch him, Koray gathered himself, straightening his shoulders as glanced up.

"That was like nothing I've ever seen before," Sorin said.

Koray said nothing, only knelt and retrieved the incense dish and his staff.

"May I ask—why the incense?" Sorin asked, curiosity getting the better of him.

Koray eyed him suspiciously, but said, "It makes a good conduit between myself and the dead. The living are not typically meant to speak with the dead; we necromancers have the gift of that communication, but the incense makes it easier when we're able to get it." His mouth twitched, ever so briefly before all traces of unexpected humor were ruthlessly stamped out. "Much like having a sword to hand rather than being forced to fight bare-handed."

Sorin smiled. "They do make things a good sight easier." Clearly annoyed that he'd been caught in his flash of humor, Koray glared and said nothing further. Brief levity fading, Sorin wondered aloud, "Why is it we know nothing about necromancers?"

"Because—" Koray started to say, but was suddenly drowned out by a soldier.

"They're soul eaters," the soldier spat, shaking with anger, covered in blood and gore, a livid cut on one cheek. "They take in souls the same as demons—that's why no one wants the filthy bastards! They're no different than demons! I've seen them do it! Bugger off, you demon, no one wants you here!"

Sorin grabbed the man when he would have lunged and shoved him in the direction of some higher ranking paladins. "That is enough. I said that the necromancer Koray is my guest. He has met with and been approved by the high priest. His eyes are violet when he uses his powers, which means he is Goddess-blessed. No man with violet eyes is a demon, or close to a demon, and I bid you accept that or suffer my wrath. Do I make myself clear?"

A chorus of 'Yes, High Paladin' resounded, some more enthusiastic than others.

"Get back to the castle," Sorin ordered, motioning his officers to get to work, get the men home. He turned back to Koray. "I apologize."

Koray shrugged. "What do I care if he voices what everyone is invariably thinking? Anyway, only a few marks ago you would have taken his side."

"I do not take sides until I understand the situation," Sorin snapped.

"Ah, so running after strangers and nearly getting them killed in a forest in the dead of night—"

Sorin heaved an aggravated sigh, cutting him off, and said, "You were suspicious; I wanted to ascertain that you were no threat. Are you always so rude and inclined toward making wild assumptions?"

"Find yourself frequently reviled and beaten and practically starving to death, High Paladin, and you tell me how much patience you have with people," Koray hissed. "I have no love of knights who never bother to ask questions before they attack me. You were no different, for all you are Highest of all Paladins. Let us return that I might do my duty and be free of this place." Turning away, he strode off.

Leaving Sorin wanting to throttle him. Goddess in Heaven, what was next?

Exhaustion washed over Sorin then, and he recalled he'd already been hungry and tired before the sudden call to arms. He swayed on his feet as he walked to the horse Emel held for him and smiled weakly in thanks as Emel once again caught him. "You are determined to collapse in front of your men, my lord," Emel teased. "I promise it will not make them more obedient. Quite the opposite, I fear."

Sorin managed a laugh. "Help me up on my horse, miscreant. Koray, are you riding with me or would you like a horse of your own?"

Koray looked at him like he was an idiot. "I will walk. I want no part of those foul beasts."

"With me, then," Sorin said and snatched him close before Koray could move away, only laughing at Koray's futile efforts to break away. "Emel, help him up."

"Get away from me," Koray snarled. He cast one last, hateful look at Sorin, then seemed to decide it was easier to cooperate for the time being and mounted with a smooth ease that surprised Sorin. The way Koray acted about horses, he had assumed Koray had never learned to ride. "Are we going?"

Laughing again, Sorin mounted behind him, then paused a moment to make certain he would not fall off. Assured he would stay on the horse until he reached the castle, he spurred it into motion and followed the rest of the soldiers home again.

Dawn was breaking as they reached the castle, and Sorin was awake only in the sense that he was still moving under his own power. He garbled out an order for all soldiers who had ridden into battle to find their beds and for those who had remained at the castle to cover duties until those men woke—which had better not be later than midday.

Orders given, he left his officers to take care of the rest. He snagged Koray and dragged him off. "This way," Sorin said with a yawn, stopping briefly when everything went gray and fuzzy, slowly moving again when he thought all might stay as it should long enough for him to reach his room.

Forcing his mind to work, he tried to figure out where they could put Koray. Then he decided he was simply too bloody tired to figure it out. They could find a place for him in the morning. The afternoon. Whatever. "Come on," he said around another yawn, and tugged Koray with him up the stairs to his room. Inside, he locked the door and immediately began to strip, beckoning forward the young man who stood waiting to assist him. When he was free of his heavy armor and his weapons had been cleaned and put away, he dismissed the man and returned his attention to Koray. "Get in bed," he ordered, too tired to argue or deal with fussiness when he saw Koray still hovering, uncertain and hostile, by the door.

Koray scowled. "I can sleep in the stable—"

"Get in bed," Sorin snapped and did that very thing himself. "You can sleep in peace here, and we can find you suitable quarters in the mor—later on today. I swear to the Goddess, get in bed and sleep, or I will knock you unconscious."

Looking at him in annoyance, Koray moved further into the room and said, "I cannot see why you would want to sleep with one who deals in death."

"Right now, I'm so bloody tired that I would not care if I shared a bed with a corpse," Sorin said, eyes sliding shut simply because he was no longer able to keep them open. "Get in bed."

He listened to the sounds of Koray removing his own weapons and clothing and wondered idly if he would remove them all—and realized belatedly that perhaps he should not have removed all of his. But to hell with it, he did not care. He was not sleeping in filthy clothes, and he was not getting out of bed just to find clothes to preserve modesty he did not possess.

A brief chill struck his skin as the blankets were lifted, then he felt the weight of another in his bed—and jerked in surprise when cold skin briefly struck his leg. Sitting up, he looked at Koray through sleep-heavy eyes and asked, "Why are you so cold?"

Koray turned away from him. "The dead leech my warmth. It takes time to recover it. Thank you for the bed, High Paladin. Good night."

Bemused by the answer, startled by the display of manners, too tired to deal with any of it, Sorin settled back down and went to sleep.


Two

Koray waited until Sorin was asleep before he slowly sat up. He pushed back the long, messy strands of his hair, wishing he hadn't lost the thong he used to tie it back.

It was too dark to see much of anything, but Koray scarcely needed light to see Sorin's face; it was a face engraved in his memory, from the very first time he had seen the handsome, noble, much adored young high paladin.

That moment had been roughly ten years ago, when Koray was … by his best guess seventeen, but he could be off a few years in either direction. Not very old, at any rate, and still training as a necromancer. Sorin could not have been much older, though he'd been old enough to be a full paladin. He'd not yet become High Paladin then, but Koray remembered overhearing whispers that he was marked for it.

Koray saw him a second time a few years after that, not long after Sorin had been declared High Paladin. Though he had been admonished by other necromancers that it was foolish to think anything would change, Koray had let his hopes rise anyway … and felt his heart break when Sorin paid no mind as his paladins brutally drove two necromancers out of town.

Thanks to those black-hearted paladins, Koray had been forced to go down to the battlefield and purify it alone. That battle had been even worse than the one just past. His powers had not been at full strength then, either. The battle had lasted two days and killed hundreds. Purifying that battlefield alone had put a strip of white in his hair far more vivid than the dark and light grays that threaded it.

He reached up to comb through his hair, feeling a pang at all the gray, that lurid band of white. His life of ghosts and going hungry and suffering beatings, of sleeping on the ground and scrounging for everything he owned, had left him with little in the way of vanities. But he had always been foolishly proud of his black hair and wore it long no matter it was a frivolous and difficult indulgence.

Shoving it back, Koray sighed and looked at Sorin again, remembering that second encounter, the way Sorin's men had driven out the other necromancers, the way Sorin had never paid it the slightest bit of attention. The inaction did not seem to fit with the man who had brought him to the royal castle, had ordered he be left to his work on the battlefield … and ordered Koray to share his bed and get some rest.

Koray's hand went reflexively to his shoulder, the worst of his demon-bestowed scars. He, like everyone else, had thought all the men and demons on the field were dead. As it was too dark to clear them when the battle finally ended, they'd been left for the morning. Koray had slipped onto the field in the dead of night to do his work … and found himself assaulted by a demon. The demon had been badly wounded, and that was likely the only reason Koray had survived.

The paladins, of course, had made camp well away from the battlefield and so no one had come to his rescue. Not that they would have anyway. It had been Koray's first encounter with a demon, but far from his last. He had scars all over his body—from demons, villagers, soldiers, and the elements themselves. There was good reason his only vanity was his hair. A blind man would find him repulsive, even if he wasn't a necromancer.

Shoving the old, bitter musings aside, Koray let his eyes linger on the shadowed face not even an arm's span away. So many time Koray would have given anything to have someone like Sorin at his side—someone who could fight, was meant to fight, who had no fear of battle.

Koray reached out and gently touched the tips of his fingers to Sorin's bare arm, sighing softly at the unbelievable warmth of the man. He seemed near to bursting with heat. Koray's fingers tingled as they absorbed Sorin's warmth, and he could have wept as it spread through his entire body, warming him in ways that no fire ever could. He was so tired of being cold all the time, tired of always being so drained, because he—and every necromancer—fought a battle they had never been meant to fight alone.

He withdrew reluctantly after a couple of minutes, unable to ignore feelings of guilt. Though it seemed Sorin had warmth to spare, it was not right simply to take it. But just the thought of asking churned his empty stomach. He could all too easily imagine how the High Paladin, or any paladin, would react if Koray asked them to share their heat.

Sorin shifted, snorted, and murmured something nonsensical in his sleep. Koray tensed, but after another few seconds of shifting restlessly, Sorin settled down again. Shaking his head, Koray slowly climbed out of bed, too unsettles to remain in it a moment longer.

He retrieved his discarded clothes and pulled them back, grimacing as he noticed new tears in the hose and the mud and grass stains left by his tumble down the hill. He had just managed to wash the thing, and there was no telling when next he would get the chance. His gaze went to the discarded clothes on the floor near the fireplace, and he tried to ignore the pangs of envy and longing. Fine linen and the best wool, left on the floor as though they were fit only for the rag pile.

It reminded him that autumn was turning rapidly to winter, and if he hoped to survive it he would have to make for his mountain cabin soon. Hopefully his time in the castle would be brief. He ignored the ache in his chest that had no business rising up at the thought of leaving. He had barely been in the castle and his welcome had hardly been warm. Why should he feel anything, except eager to leave again?

Shrugging into his robe, he wandered over to the sole window and pulled back the heavy tapestry covering it. He stared down into the inner ward, shuddering at what he saw. The entire castle was crawling with ghosts. How did the inhabitants live with such a weight upon the place. Didn't they feel it? Surely it had struck someone's notice that it was always chillier than it should be, that illness was unusually bad, and fights broke out with uncommon frequency. Nightmares, sadness, confusion … the presence of the life-leeching ghosts added a fog of misery to the castle.

But given the number of ghosts, the inhabitants were probably so used to the misery that hung over them that they were unaware of it.

Letting the tapestry fall again, he quietly slipped from the room to explore the halls. He resisted the urge to pull up his hood, as it would only make him look more suspicious. It was probably not a wise move, because it would provide an easy excuse to lock him up, or beat him, or throw him out of the castle, but he was used to being awake at night. He was unaccustomed to both sleeping in a bed and with someone else in it. His home in the mountains had a hard-packed dirt floor, a fireplace, a work table, and a small chest to keep food from the animals. The table and the chest had been hard enough to obtain; a bed was a foolish waste of time and money.

Nearly every hall and room he explored featured at least two ghosts. Never in his life had he encountered a place so overrun with them. He could feel them picking away at his life force, stealing away the precious shreds of warmth he had taken from Sorin. Being open to ghosts, his ability to see and banish them made him a favored target, the same way any knight would be targeted first in a fight. Get rid of the big threat, then move on to the smaller ones.

Koray shivered, grateful he was in the lesser populated areas of the castle. He did not want to go down into the ward by himself, where he could not count the number of ghosts crammed into it.

The urge to banish them was strong, a burning need crawling across his skin, but purifying the battlefield had taxed him. He should not have done it, should have left it for the other necromancers he knew would be drawn to the area … but he had wanted the soldiers to see. He had wanted Sorin to see what a necromancer was meant to do.

He ignored the voice that whispered he had wanted Sorin to see him. Nothing lay down that road but pain. His duty was to speak with the ghost of Alfrey, learn the identity of his killer, and then put Alfrey to rest. Purifying the castle would take months of work, possibly even years for some of the ghosts were so old that it would take more than a basic purification. And the energy required to banish so many …

If he had help, it was possible to do it in weeks, at worst a few months. But he could not imagine anyone allowing him not just to stay, but to summon more necromancers.

Koray warded off an angry-looking ghost of a soldier as it approached him and continued his explorations. He paused as he came to a door that pulsed with Sorin's energies. Beyond it, he could feel death. The constant tugging sensation, the sorrow he had felt for days, finally eased. He rested his hands on the door, then his head, letting his eyes fall shut. Be at peace, Alfrey. I cannot restore your life, but I can grant you final peace.

Leaving the sealed door, Koray continued on down the hall—and froze in surprise when five men abruptly turned the corner. They stopped dead in their tracks and scowled as they realized who he was. "You there!" the one at the head of the group snapped and strode toward him, armor and sword belt rattling, creaking, boots scuffing on the stone floor. His dark purple tunic was stained, dirty, and what looked like dried blood covered the knuckles of his right hand. "What do you think you're doing, skulking about the castle?" He grabbed Koray's arms and shook him roughly, fingers biting hard enough to bruise. His breath was rank, smelling of cheap wine and meat and silversmoke.

In the wavering light of the torches, his face looked mean; it was the face of a man who kicked things just for the pleasure of their screams. How had such a man become a paladin? What possible purpose could the Goddess see in such a man? "Unhand me," Koray said coldly and tried to twist free—but that only made the man hold him tighter, and Koray only barely bit back a cry of pain. He would not give the bastard the satisfaction.

"What are you doing wandering the castle, soul-eater?"

"Nothing," Koray said. "I am used to being awake at night and could not sleep. I thought to familiarize myself with the castle, that is all."

Predictably, the men all sneered and jeered—except one in the back, who silently stepped away, then turned and quickly walked off, going back the way they had come. Koray tried to ignore the bitterness that welled up that the man had fled rather than stand up to his friends, but what had he expected?

Koray snarled as the men dragged him off, moving so quickly he could not gain a proper foothold, and they had such a grip on his arms that he could not reach for his dagger. He could only snarl and struggle to break free as they moved him along, out of the castle and out into the ward, where they threw him to the ground.

One of the men knelt and drew Koray's dagger, flipping it easily in his hand, catching it smoothly by the hilt with every toss. Then he threw it across the ward and mockingly smacked Koray's cheek. Koray continued to glare at them as he was allowed to stand up, drawing his magic to him, hoping he had enough to do something to break free without causing harm. If he hurt them, no one would ever listen to him.

His thoughts flitted to Sorin, but he banished that notion immediately. There was no help there.

Though the violence the men were intent upon was nothing to ignore, the ghosts were his real concern. Strong emotion brought more life energy to the surface, made it easier to leech away—and the more that was leeched, the more that rose up in a vicious cycle that would end unpleasantly if he did not stop it. "I mean no harm," he said. "I really was only—"

He cried out in startled pain as he was backhanded, the bastard paladin who struck him still wearing his gauntlets. Koray could feel the blood on his cheek, more in his mouth, and his eyes watered from the force of the blow.

"I've seen necromancers before. You sleep in graveyards and steal souls. You're filthy, almost-demons, and you shouldn't be in the castle, I don't care what the high and mighty Sorin says." He made to slap Koray again and Koray shoved him away.

"Leave me be!" he snarled. "Get a priest to verify I have done no wrong and do not touch me until you have proof I deserve to be punished."

Someone shoved him from behind, laughing cruelly, and rough hands grabbed him, smacked him, pinched and twisted, shoved him some more, and Koray heard the awful sound of his clothes tearing. Someone yanked on his hair, bringing sharp tears to his eyes—

And as quickly as that his, world was reduced to yet another nightmare. Koray did what he could to block and fight the worst of it and prayed silently that he would pass out sooner rather than later.

"Enough!" The single word was roared so loudly, and resonated with so much power, that the castle seemed to shake with it and everyone in the ward went still. Brilliant purple light flashed and the men assaulting Koray fell away with pained cries, dropping to their knees and holding their heads.

Koray looked up from where he lay huddled on the dirty stones of the ward and stared up at Sorin, who looked fierce and furious and beautiful. It made something in Koray's chest twist, ache. He hated Sorin for that.

He tensed as Sorin drew closer, held his breath—and let it out on a ragged sigh when Sorin began to administer a beating to his assailants that made what Koray had suffered look trifling.  When the men had been broken and knelt in a battered row before him, Sorin turned to Koray and helped him to his feet. He drew off his cloak and wrapped Koray in it. "Are you all right, Koray?" he asked quietly.

"I'm fine," Koray said.

Sorin gently gripped his shoulders and, meeting Koray's eyes, said, "I said you would be safe and that vow has proven false. I am sorry."

"Not—" Koray cleared his throat, licked his lips, and looked away as he said, "It's not your fault. It's not even entirely their fault. Their anger drew the ghosts in the ward and the leeching of their life energies made their anger worse. It's why ghosts are so dangerous—one of the reasons, anyway."

"Ghosts?" Sorin said. "I never realized—"

"Liar!" one of the men snarled. "We found him wandering the castle all sneak-like. He was going to do something—"

"I said enough!" Sorin roared again, and released Koray to round on the men, to address everyone still gathered in the ward. "I said the necromancer is under my protection. He is here by the will of the Goddess and is not to be harmed. If you suspected him of foul conduct, you should have detained him and summoned me. You are lucky that your comrade did come to fetch me, because if I found my necromancer dead then you would have joined him in death." The men recoiled at those words, real fear filling their eyes. Sorin glared at them. "There is never good cause to mindlessly torment and beat a man. You, paladins, I am especially ashamed of. You wear the Goddess' colors and fight in her name, and your behavior tonight brings dishonor to your fellow paladins and to Her Grace." He held out one hand, his eyes glowing brilliant purple. "Your powers I bind, your ranks I strip, and you will be locked away until I think you have paid suitable penance."

The men all glowed, crying out in pain once more, and then fell silent save for the occasional whimper. But the man who had first attacked Koray mustered a sneer. "Necromancers are little better than demons. Ghosts. There are no ghosts. He is lying and he is up to something."

Koray drew himself up, discarded Sorin's cloak, and gathered up the dregs of his power. Pressing his hands together in prayer, he closed his eyes and began to chant, slowly drawing his hands apart as the spell was cast.

As he finished and opened his eyes, casting his power out across the whole of the ward in a wave of pale, silver-violet light, every ghost the light touched shimmered into view. People screamed as they saw them, recoiling, drawing back, crashing into one another as they strove not to be touched by the ghosts.

Koray swayed on his feet and the ghosts winked out of sight as he fell—

But instead of hitting the ground, he was swept up against a wall of unbelievable warmth. "My Lord High Paladin," he said, eyes too heavy to open.

Sorin gave a soft laugh that made Koray feel strange, his voice warm and gravelly against in Koray's ear. "I was starting to think your sharp tongue had dulled. But even on the verge of passing out, you can still be rude. Is there anything I can do to help you, necromancer? Besides take you to the priests for healing?"

"Warm," Koray said, too weak to say anything else, barely aware he was speaking at all. "You're so warm."

"You're like ice," Sorin replied as Koray slid into darkness.


Three

The necromancer in his arms, pale and bruised, so fragile looking, so thin he scarcely weighed a feather, was nothing like the acerbic, rude man Sorin had met in the forest. That man had vexed him to madness—beyond madness. This man left him feeling inadequate and fiercely protective. It left him thinking mine and adrift in emotions he did not recognize.

Looking again to the bastards who had hurt Koray, Sorin used his powers to pitch his voice so the entire castle heard him. "The next person to harm the necromancer will die by my hand." Turning away, he strode off toward the royal cathedral.

Angelos was waiting for him on the steps, looking as angry as Sorin felt. When Sorin reached him, he turned without a word and led the way into the cathedral and through the sanctuary up to the altar. "Lay him on the altar; I can draw power from the cathedral itself to heal him. Did no one else step forward to help him? By the time I was woken, you were already there."

"Near as I can tell, the only one who tried to stop it was the man who came to me."

"I will be addressing that with my priests," Angelos said, eyes glowing faintly with dark, blue-violet rage. He moved around the altar, lighting candles and incense, then turned back to the dark stone altar table where Sorin had lain Koray. "Poor thing," he murmured, gently cupping Koray's bruised, battered face. "He looks far too young for the life he has clearly led." He fussed over the torn clothes barely clinging to Koray's too-thin frame. "I'll see to it that he receives new clothes. My men did nothing to stop his beating; they can certainly prepare him new clothes to begin making amends."

Sorin smiled faintly. "Why do I think the palace and cathedral are going to be the cleanest they have ever been?"

"That is only the beginning of their punishment," Angelos replied. He stepped back slightly and drew his hands together in prayer, and Sorin stepped down from the dais to let him work.

Soft chanting filled the cathedral as Angelos cast spells of healing, pouring his magic and that of the cathedral into it. He worked steadily for nearly two marks, and Sorin was nearly asleep on his feet from the combination of exhaustion and the rhythmic chanting.

Angelos yawned when he was finished, stepping away and motioning for Sorin to take Koray. "A few marks of rest and he should be fine."

Nodding, Sorin approached the altar table. He looked Koray over from head to toe, then reached out to twine his fingers through a dark gray strand of hair. "This one is new," he said softly. "I think it happened when he made it so we could all see the ghosts. I had no idea such a thing was even possible, and doing so clearly cost him. There were scores of them. If what he said about them affecting their environment is true … this place would be very different with the ghosts gone."

"He has a great deal of power," Angelos said pensively. "I could feel it as I healed him. It's depleted, but I only feel such a well of it when I heal you. I know that depth of power in myself." He shared a long look with Sorin.

Eventually, Sorin looked back down at Koray. "You are saying he's a … a high necromancer? Do you really think so?" But even as he asked the question, excitement and victory throbbed in his chest. Yes the Goddess told him. "High Necromancer," Sorin repeated quietly and slowly let go of the strand of hair wrapped around his fingers. "That is certainly interesting. Why do we … it is clear, now, that necromancers are not what we have always thought. Why the decades—I fear centuries—of misunderstanding?"

"I don't know," Angelos said. "Hopefully our new high necromancer will be able to tell us. For now, put him to bed, High Paladin. And …" Angelos cocked his head thoughtfully, clearly still mostly listening to whatever the Goddess whispered. "Keep touching him. The Goddess says it will help you both. I'll have the new clothes ready by morning." His smile boded ill for the priests he selected for the duty.

Sorin nodded and gingerly picked Koray up in his arms, cradling him close. "Thank you," he said and with the High Priest's nod, left the royal cathedral and made his way back to the castle. People scattered from his path like startled birds, no one dared to speak to him, and Sorin made it to his bedchamber with ease.

In his room, he gently deposited Koray on the bed and stripped away the ruined clothes. He stared in horror and dismay at the lurid scars covering Koray's body. Tears of shame and remorse stung his eyes as he delicately traced the gashes that could only have been left by demon claws. A set on Koray's shoulder, his hip, chest, both legs … he was not sure he could bear to see what further damage covered the skin he could not see. There was also a legacy of wounds from fire, knives, swords, and a few even he could not name.

No man deserved to endure so much pain. Did all necromancers suffer so?

The anguish that pulsed through him seemed to indicate that yes, they did. How had no one ever known? Sorin shook his head, setting the thoughts aside until they could be properly addressed when Koray was awake.

Everything was changing so quickly. In less than a day he had gone from despising necromancers like everyone to … he was not certain. But as he reached out to comb through the gray-streaked hair, he knew he would protect Koray with his life.

He sensed his men would not be so quick to do the same, but after what had just transpired, they also would not dare to defy him. If they tried it, he would remind them why he was high paladin and to be obeyed. There would be no more mindless beatings, not while he was the Goddess' battle avatar.

Sorin pulled the blankets up over Koray, did his best to see Koray was comfortable, and then went to stoke the fire. When it was going strong, he stood there watching it, lost once more to his whirling thoughts. His skin itched, almost seemed to burn, as though he was overheating and threatening to cook himself from the inside out.

It was a feeling with which he was long familiar, a price he paid for the power bestowed upon him as High Paladin. But suddenly all he could think about was Angelos' admonition to keep touching Koray and Koray's soft words before he'd passed out. You're so warm.

Double-checking that the fire would burn strong for some time yet, Sorin stripped off most of his clothes, leaving only his hose and undertunic, and doused the lamps someone had lit after he'd stormed from his room. He slid into bed and resettled the blankets over both of them, settling comfortably into the soft mattress and pillow. Keeping to his half of the bed, not wanting Koray to be alarmed or feel crowded should he wake, Sorin stretched out his hand and carefully took Koray's, tangling their fingers together.

He started to feel better almost immediately. How had he not noticed it before when he'd touched Koray? It felt like his body was actually easing, like all the pent up energy that overheated him had somewhere to go … and already Koray's ice-cold fingers were warming.

So much to think about. But later, Sorin decided, as sleep pulled him under.

He woke some marks later to the smell of food and a growling stomach. Climbing out of bed, he relieved him in the chamber pot and then walked to the table near the fireplace and took his seat. Koray did not look at him—did not even acknowledge him—save with the sudden tensing of his shoulders. "How are you feeling?" Sorin asked as he poured himself a tankard of hot cider and filled a plate with warm bread dripping butter and honey, and fat roasted sausages.

"Fine," Koray said. He looked up, then away again. "Thank you. For last night."

"I am sorry you were treated that way and that I betrayed my word to keep you safe."

Koray shrugged. "I should not have gone walking about."

Anger at his men filled Sorin all over again. "The royal castle is haven to all. You should have felt safe to wander its halls. You are a guest—you're my guest. More importantly, you were called here by the Goddess. That supersedes all else. My men were at fault for attacking you; you were not at fault for walking around." He eyed Koray's torn robes. "The High Priest said he would see new clothes were procured for you. Have they yet arrived? What is the time?"

"Tenth mark," Koray said. "Is that what that bundle is? It was here when I awoke, as was the food and bath."

Following the direction of Koray's nod, Sorin saw a large, black cloth bundle, recognizing it as the style of clothes worn by the priests. Standing up, he fetched the bundle and gave it to Koray. "If there are any problems with the clothes, just let me know. When we have time, we'll see that you are properly outfitted. We'll see about getting you a good winter cloak, too, since all too soon winter will be upon us and makes the castle miserably cold."

"Am I going to be here that long?" Koray asked, mouth twisting. "I am here to identify a murderer; that will not take more than a few minutes. We can go any time and be done in the span of a prayer or two. I hardly need to be properly attired to do that and I can be on my way before the castle breaks for the midday meal."

Sorin frowned, dismayed that Koray had no compunctions whatsoever about simply leaving before the day was out. But he supposed Koray had no reason to stay beyond duty. "What about the ghosts?" he asked. "Surely you would not just leave them now that you are aware of the problem."

The bitter set to Koray's mouth turned into a sneer, and Sorin wondered why he was relieved by the return of Koray's aggravating rudeness. "I am more powerful than the other necromancers I've met, but even I would require help to purify this castle, unless you want me to be stuck here for months on end. The ward alone would take an age because some of those ghosts are so long established. I doubt I could count the number of ghosts that infest this place. It's like the castle has not been purified in centuries."

Sorin shook his head. "Have so many people really died here? It does not seem …"

"This castle has been standing for longer than anyone can remember, so far as I have always heard. It is therefore not just possible, but expected that so many have accumulated over the centuries. Think of all the men who would have returned badly wounded after battling demons, wounds from which they never recovered. That alone would account for at least half the ghosts. Then there is disease, hard winters, starvation, and of course the usual assortment of murders, suicides, old age, childbirth deaths, executions … So, yes, it is quite possible that thousands of ghosts linger here."

"I see," Sorin said somberly. He pushed his food away, no longer hungry. "Well, certainly you have every motive to be on your way as soon as possible, but I would like for you to stay. If it is help you need, then help you should have, of course. But we can discuss that in more detail later. I am going to speak with the king and make my rounds. Enjoy breakfast and your bath and find me at your leisure."

Koray nodded.

Sorin smiled briefly at him, not surprised that Koray ignored him, and set about getting cleaned and dressed. When he was ready, he left his room and made his way quickly through the castle to the great hall. Why was it so much easier to breathe when Koray was not around?

Down in the great hall, conversation stopped with his entry. He ignored them all save to cast a stony look. If they thought his displeasure was going to subside any time soon, they would quickly learn they were grossly mistaken. Reaching the high table, Sorin frowned at the empty seat where Rofell should have been. "Where is the king?"

"In his chambers," the steward replied. "He awaits your report on what transpired last night."

Holding back a grimace, because it would not be a pleasant report and it sounded as though Rofell was already displeased, Sorin left the hall and headed for the king's solar.

Two paladins guarded the door, sparking his ire. Knights were for guard duty; paladins were never given such tasks because they could be called away at any moment, leaving such positions abandoned with a chance that no one would notice until too late. He had told Rofell that any number of times. The regular knights were more than capable of guarding his door; he did not need to keep stealing the paladins.

Nodding to the men, stifling his irritation, Sorin knocked on the door and stepped inside when it was opened.

"Leave us," Rofell ordered the servant who had opened the door.

The servant obediently departed, leaving Sorin alone with Rofell … and whatever unfortunate individual Rofell had in his bed, Sorin realized, mouth tightening. The sheer drapes of Rofell's bed hid details from his view, but did not hide the way Rofell brutally used whatever poor bastard he had ordered to attend him. Yet another thing about which Sorin had spoken to Rofell, another thing that Rofell ignored.

He listened as the king had his way, heard the muffled, dismayed noises of the other man, until finally Rofell managed to finish. Rofell slapped the man's ass and ordered him out, sliding from the bed and pulling on a robe as the door closed behind the shame-faced man who fled.

Weariness washed over Sorin, doing nothing to quell the familiar, deep burning rage he tried so hard to bury. The castle as it was bore no resemblance to the castle in which he had grown up, a place he had loved enough when he was only a page surviving on scraps to join the priesthood and then the knights.

Alfrey was dead, his men were increasingly volatile, winter was going to be particularly brutal, the demon attacks were worsening, and on top of all that, he had a prickly necromancer and an excess of ghosts. That was only the most obvious of his problems—problems he should have been helping the king address, not addressing for the king. Instead, he was struggling to do the king's job on top of his own while the king buggered unwilling men and ignored his kingdom.

He missed Cerant. Life had not been so dark and dreary before Cerant had been removed from the throne and exiled. But Sorin did not dare think of his lost friend—the rightful king, so far as he was concerned—or he would give in to the despair that ever loomed over his shoulder, just waiting for Sorin's guard to lower. "Sire, I came to report on last night's proceedings."

"I have heard there is a necromancer in my castle," Rofell said, ambling over to his bathing tub, discarding his robe, and sinking down into the steaming water. "Why would you invite a necromancer and then imprison your own men for beating him as he no doubt deserved? Why did you let him wander about without supervision?"

Sorin balled his hands into fists at his sides, and when he spoke, his words resonated with anger—his, and that of the Goddess. "He did not deserve to be beaten. I welcomed him into the Goddess' stronghold because that was Her will. I told all that he was my guest and to be treated accordingly. He was brought here by the Goddess to help me discover Alfrey's killer. Do you dare defy Her will and word, King?"

Rofell recoiled, pasty skin paling further. "No. I do not like the idea of those death-lovers here, but if She says it must be so then fine. But if he continues to be a source of contention and threatens disorder then he cannot remain. I do not need added fear and panic; there is enough of that already."

"Yes, Sire," Sorin said stiffly and bowed himself out of the room before he said something he would regret. Free of the king for the time being, he headed for the practice yards to see to his men.

They went still and silent when they saw him and lined up neatly in rows without his having to give the order. Sorin did not waste time with a long dressing down or dramatic speech. Instead, he simply said, "I am ashamed of you and the Goddess is ashamed of you. That you retain the title of Paladin, any of you, is only because there must be men equipped to fight the demons. If not for that, I would strip you of your honors here and now. I cannot do that, so I shall strip you of privileges and any ability to climb the ranks. Until you prove to me you deserve to be paladins, I will treat you like new soldiers. Am I understood?"

"Yes, High Paladin!" the men chorused.

"Get to your drills," Sorin said and fell back while they obeyed. He watched the proceedings from a distance, stony and silent where normally he would have encouraged, even helped, happy to join his men.

But he would not forget Koray's battered face any time soon, or the anguish of the Goddess that tore through him. So he set his jaw and watched his men work and ignored the looks on their faces conveying their remorse.

The bells had only just finished ringing the twelfth mark when the men nearest to him faltered, stopped—and one by one the others in the yard stopped as well, staring at something past Sorin. He turned and immediately went still himself, gawking, not certain he could drag his eyes away should a horde of demons saunter into the castle.

If he had not encountered Koray, dirty and hostile, in the woods, or seen his battered state the previous night, Sorin would have thought him a noble—a prince, even. To say that Koray cleaned up well was so vast an understatement it was absurd.

Angelos had not lied about working his priests to death to ready clothes for Koray. The result was an intriguing combination of priest and paladin, which Sorin supposed was apropos. Koray wore black hose and undertunic overlaid with what had once been a priest robe, but had been converted to a sleeveless tunic. It was deep violet, split up the middle and trimmed with runes in silver thread.

He had also pulled on an open robe of an even darker violet trimmed in more runes, the deep hood lined and the embroidered the same as the rest of the robe. Koray's hair fell perfectly straight, halfway down his chest. It gleamed blue-black in the afternoon light, and the streaks of gray and white seemed somehow to be a final touch to it all. His eyes gleamed violet, and held a power that definitely was the purview of the elite, the high avatars who served the Goddess most directly. He was truly a high necromancer.

"Good day, Koray," Sorin greeted. "How are you?"

"The same as I was when you asked me a few marks ago," Koray said. "Thank you for the clothes."

Sorin grinned. "That's the third time you've told me thank you, necromancer. Perhaps you have manners after all."

"A pity I cannot say the same for your wits," Koray retorted. "I believe there is a matter that begs resolving, High Paladin. Shall we?"

"We shall," Sorin said and led the way from the yard without bothering to bid his men farewell. "I'm glad the clothes suit," he said as they walked. "Is there anything lacking?"

Koray shook his head. "No, and I will try to return them in equal state when I leave."

"Whether you stay or go, the clothes are yours," Sorin said, irritated for a reason he could not name.

Koray said nothing, but Sorin could practically hear the argument anyway. He ignored it, irritation overcome by grief as they reached the room where he had found Alfrey's body. Stopping in front of it, he cautioned, "It is a gruesome sight, so brace yourself."

"I've seen worse than viciously dismembered bodies," Koray said. "Open the door."

Sorin did not know what to say to that, and so obeyed in silence, pressing his hand to the door and stripping the seal he had placed upon it. Immediately, the rank stench of death poured through it, and Sorin pressed his sleeve to his mouth to curb the worst of it as he threw open the door.

Koray slid past him into the room and looked around as though ensuring the servants had arranged all to his liking. But when he finally turned back to Sorin, the look on his face was one of—Sorin would have said fear, but he was fairly certain Koray did not know fear. "There's no ghost."

"What do you mean?" Sorin asked.

"Murder, especially one as brutal as this, always leaves a ghost. There is no exception. But the ghost is not here—someone removed it."

Sorin frowned. "What do you mean, removed it? How do you remove a ghost?"

"You don't!" Koray said, sounding frantic—dangerously close to panicked. "The only one who can properly banish a ghost and purify the space is a necromancer. To remove it without purification … that can only be done by a demon." He looked at Sorin with haunted eyes, and Sorin realized he'd been wrong about Koray and fear. It was not that Koray had no fear—it was that he had seldom known anything else. "Someone in this castle is using black magic and slipping closer and closer to becoming a demon."

Terror clouded Sorin's mind as the ramifications of a demon traipsing undetected through the castle ran through him. "Please tell me you're mistaken."

"I wish," Koray said bitterly. "But the ghost is gone. That means black magic, which always means demons."

"Goddess grant us mercy," Sorin whispered. "How could such a person be in our midst with everyone, even me and the High Priest, unaware?"

"It's because you're not looking for a demon, not yet," Koray said. "It is merely someone who can use black magic. A … demon novice, you could say. Have you never encountered one?"

Sorin grimaced. "I have, in a small village some days south of here, close to the border with Navath. Children too far gone to be saved, though we tried anyway. It was—still is—a nightmare."

Koray nodded, but did not say anything, for which Sorin was grateful. "We are looking for someone like that. They are not yet strong enough in power to stand out. Whoever it is knew that leaving the ghost would mean leaving a way to identify him, so it is someone familiar enough with necromancers to know the threat we posed to him. So it's someone smart enough to know how to hide."

"Marvelous," Sorin said with a sigh. "I have no idea what to say to the castle inhabitants. I guess we'll leave it alone for now, though Alfrey's absence will have been noticed." He sighed again. "We need to go speak with the high priest. He will know how to search out such magic."

"Will he?" Koray asked. "Why bring me here at all if I was never going to be of use?"

"I don't know," Sorin replied. "But I am used to not knowing where the Goddess is concerned. We can only move forward and wait for Her to guide which way to turn next."

Koray said nothing, only grimaced and led the way from the room. Sorin sealed the room again, silently sending apologies and prayers to poor Alfrey, who no doubt waited somewhere cold and miserable until he could at last move on to the Goddess' Hearth. He stepped back and made to head back down the hall when Koray stepped forward and added a seal of his own. "Smart," Sorin said. "One seal might be overcome, but not both of them—not easily, anyway. Merciful Goddess, I hope we find the culprit soon."

"We need the motive," Koray said.

"We need to discuss this somewhere else," Sorin replied. "Come on, to the high priest we go."

They were halfway there when panic and anguish filled Sorin's chest, a pulsing, pounding pain that made him wince and falter.

Koray frowned at him. "What's wrong?"

"I don't know, but it's much worse than Alfrey," Sorin said—ran.

His heart dropped into his throat as the Goddess guided him into the royal cathedral. Slamming through the doors, chest pulsing so hard it was hot, Sorin bolted through the Sanctuary, through the doors in the back—

And burst into the High Priest's office to find him dead on the floor, his throat so deeply cut his head was only barely still attached. Angelos. "No!" Sorin said and suddenly found it hard to breathe. Alfrey. Angelo. He couldn't—what in the name of the Goddess—

He jerked in surprise when a cool hand took his, whipped around—and froze, breath bursting out of him as he took in Koray. "He's dead."

Koray stared up at him, beautiful, haunting. The cool touch of his hand slowly permeated the haze of heat and grief that had threatened to overwhelm Sorin. "I'm sorry," Koray finally said.

Sorin shook his head. "His ghost?" he asked quietly.

"Not here," Koray replied, voice just as soft and somber. "He must have known something, or was going to learn something soon. Come, we should see who has come and gone."

"I must go tell the king," Sorin said dully. "We will have to tell the castle … everyone. Angelos, Alfrey … why would anyone want such good men dead?"

Koray's mouth twisted. "Good men pose the biggest threat to those guilty of black deeds."

Sorin closed his eyes, drew several deep breaths, then opened them again and went to do his duty.


Four

Koray stared out at the rain that was turning the ward into a lake. Something was obviously not draining correctly, but the rain was coming down too hard and cold for anyone to be able to go out to locate and fix the problem. Letting the tapestry fall back into place, he returned to the table where his books and a pitcher of mulled wine patiently waited for him to get back to work. The constant draft weaving through the castle made the fire and his candles flicker as Koray once more took his seat.

Two sentences into the tome he was studying, however, his mind started to wander again. Koray leaned back with a sigh and stared at the ceiling in frustration. He was supposed to be figuring out how to identify someone practicing demon magic, but all he could think about was Sorin.

His head throbbed and he rubbed at his temples, feeling as though he were going to go mad from the frustration. The Goddess was pointing him to something, but he could not pinpoint what. He had crawled all over the castle and come up with nothing. The closest he had managed was the royal library, to which Sorin had easily granted him access.

Sorin …

Koray sighed softly, eyes falling from the ceiling to look around his bedroom. It was more than he had ever owned in his life—and 'own' was over-generous, but until he left he supposed it was more or less his. A bed that was the most comfortable thing he had ever felt in his life, a fireplace, a chest, a wardrobe; someone had installed shelves a few days ago that he might be able to safely store his books. The room was cleaned regularly, as were the clothes that seemed to rapidly increase in quantity.

It was all quite disconcerting, but not nearly as disconcerting as the way everyone had started taking to calling him 'High Necromancer'. Koray had made his opinion of that quite clear, but Sorin had been frustratingly stubborn about it, the infuriating bastard. Koray scowled at his gleaming metal cup, then picked it up and drained the contents. The wine was sweet, fragrant, and sharp with mulling spices, warm in his gut.

Unfortunately, it did nothing to banish thoughts of Sorin. Koray refilled his cup and stared broodingly at his book, letting his thoughts do as they wanted so that maybe his mind would tire itself out and he could go back to doing what he should.

Thunder cracked, and he could see lightning even with the thick tapestry in place. The time of year was wrong for thunderstorms, and they had continued relentlessly for three days thus far. Koray could only take it as an ill omen and wonder morosely what it foretold.

He drank more of his wine, then tried yet again to focus on his book. The letters were faded, hard to read—and some of them he hated to admit he could not read. Necromancers were trained as best could be managed, but Koray had been nothing, but another waif on the streets until a passing necromancer realized what he really was and had taken him in. He'd been … ten or so, by the best guess of Tomane, the man who had found and trained him.

It was rather late to begin a boy in learning to read, and Koray rarely had time to improve the skill—and he certainly never had books with which to practice. But he would be damned if he asked anyone for help. If he had to hide away the primers he'd stumbled across, then so be it.

Sighing when he realized he had lost the thread of the book again, Koray started reading it out loud to force himself to get on with it. Someone, somewhere in history had to have encountered stolen ghosts and men hiding their steadily growing demonic powers. All he had to do was find the record of it.

He had just managed to get through the boring introduction chapter when his door quietly opened and Sorin's dark, sad eyes sought and found him. Closing the door behind him, Sorin gestured for Koray to join him.

"What's wrong?" Koray asked.

"A messenger just arrived from a little farm about a day and a half's ride from here," Sorin said. "Everyone on the farm is dead, sucked dry by demons. The place is … well, I'm sure I do not need to describe to you what a demon can do. I am sending men out to take care of the matter. I would go myself, but …"

Koray shook his head. "You should not leave the castle. But I take it you want me to go?"

"To purify the place, as you say," Sorin said, offering a weak, crooked smile. Though three weeks had passed since they had buried Alfrey and Angelos, Sorin still seemed lost in guilt. "If you do not mind, that is. I promise that the men I am sending will behave. Even those who did assault you, and might have again, have lost all ill will with the death of Angelos."

Snorting in reluctant amusement, Koray went to fetch his weapons and staff as well as a cloak suitable for the foul weather. "My Lord High Paladin, this is the first time anyone has ever asked me to purify something. I assure you I do not mind doing my job any more than you mind doing yours."

"Thank you," Sorin said, then added with a ghost of a smirk, "My Lord High Necromancer."

Koray swatted him with his staff as he walked past him, refusing to smile at the way that had elicited a laugh from Sorin.

Down in the ward, Koray joined the cluster of men waiting for him. He nodded to them before reluctantly mounting the horse a stable hand brought to him. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Sorin standing on the steps of the keep. Koray nodded at him, resisting a stupid impulse to wave—scowling when Sorin waved.

He followed the paladins out of the ward, through the gates, and out into the night, riding as hard as they dared in the dark and inclement weather. The horse he road was nothing like the terrifying monster with which he had been forced to learn riding, a horse that had thrown him so many times Koray wondered that he was still alive. After that long bought of misery, he had threatened to leave necromancy behind forever if he was put on a horse one more time. It was not as though there was much point to the lessons, anyway; necromancers could hardly afford to keep horses.

They rode until it grew too dark to travel and bedded down in the creaky, musty barn of a tired farmer. Koray tried to sleep, but every time he closed his eyes he just saw Sorin's haunted face and poor Angelos spread across his own desk with his head only barely attached to his body.

He wished he had known the High Priest longer, or at least had been able to thank the man for healing him, for giving him clothes. Whatever he had expected of the royal castle … well, he had gotten the beating he expected, but the unexpected kindnesses far exceeded that one horrible moment.

Then there was Sorin, who just left him feeling lost and yearning for something he could not—dared not—name.

Would Sorin be all right alone in the castle? The Goddess had not named a new high priest, which had not helped lift the clouds of fear and sorrow hanging over everyone. The king … Koray sneered, thinking of the oaf to whom he had been introduced shortly before the funeral for Angelos and Alfrey. Rofell was exactly what Koray had expected to encounter at the royal palace. The bastard seemed not to care at all about the tragedies inflicted upon his people, his home. Did not care that Sorin carried too much of the weight of the place—weight that would break him if someone did not step forward and help him.

The castle needed a new high priest. It also needed a new king—or, more accurately, an old king. Even Koray knew the tales of the crown prince who had been exiled, though no one was ever able to say why he had been exiled. But the whole kingdom had felt it when Prince Cerant left forever.

Sounds of movement drew him from his thoughts, and Koray watched as one of the paladins left the barn. Following a sudden, strong impulse in his head, Koray climbed to his feet and slipped from the barn.

The paladin proved to be Emel, Sorin's second-in-command. Koray had never interacted with him for more than a moment and always in Sorin's company. He was nearly Sorin's shadow, they worked so closely together. Koray refused to wonder what it was like to work so closely with someone; necromancers were too sparse in number to work together for long.

He was a handsome man, with short, dark brown hair and hazel eyes when they did not glow violet. If not for the scar across his nose and cheek and the crooked set to his nose from having been broken on at least three occasions from what Koray had heard, he would have been pretty. He was slighter than Sorin, but fast and brutally efficient. For all that, he seemed almost gentle in demeanor.

Emel scrubbed a hand through his hair and stared up at the clouds hiding the sky and casting down a light drizzle. Koray hoped the rain backed off entirely, but had no faith. Better rain than snow, he supposed, but was not entirely convinced.

"High Necromancer," Emel greeted when he saw Koray. "I did not mean to disturb your slumber."

"Necromancers work at night," Koray said. "I'm not accustomed to sleeping at this time; you are not bothering me. Why does everyone keep calling me that?"

Emel flashed a brief smile. "You are High Necromancer. I did not know such a thing was possible, but I've seen your power and I can feel it when you're close, the same way I can feel it from Sorin and the High Priest. Why we have thought so ill of necromancers all this time, I do not know. I regret now every necromancer I passed without a thought … and I am sorry for the way you were treated upon your arrival. I do not think any of us ever apologized to you directly; I do so now."

"Forget it," Koray dismissed, startled by the apology. "Why are you having trouble sleeping?"

"Restless thoughts, worries," Emel replied, another smile curving his lips for a moment. "The usual. Are you having any luck figuring out how our culprit is hiding that he can use demon magic?"

Koray shook his head. "Unfortunately, no. I think it will take someone of greater magical ability than I."

"It would take a high priest, and of course, the only two men of that caliber are dead."

"Whoever he is, he is regrettably not stupid," Koray said. "I think it would take an alchemist's sensitivity to energies to pick him out, though of course, I'm still hoping the books will provide another way."

Emel turned to look at him, shifting slightly, voice full of curiosity. "An alchemist could do that? You've met alchemists? It is true that they capture souls in jewels?"

Koray rolled his eyes. "I see the country knows as much about alchemists as it does about necromancers." Emel flinched, and Koray hated that actually made him feel bad. He had never felt bad about being scathing toward paladins, or anyone else, before. Sorin was definitely to blame for all of it. Curbing his tongue, Koray said, "It's not that they capture souls. An alchemist once explained it to me thus:  all living thing possess energy. There is what they call natural energies, which are contained in things like plants, the earth, even water and such. Priests and paladins have what they call magical energy, but which we would probably call spiritual energy, I think. Necromancers … the alchemist I spoke to said we have dark energy, some sort of reverse of the spiritual energy of priests and paladins. Demons are corrupt and have no energy of their own, so they must steal it, but of course everyone knows that."

"I wish I could see these energies," Emel said. "It sounds like that would be an extremely useful skill to have. So I guess they are not slaves, either."

"Most would say they are," Koray conceded. He looked out over the landscape. "Alchemists are what their government calls 'sponsored'. Magic is tightly regulated in Navath; only alchemy is permitted. All other forms are forbidden. It takes a lot of studying, training, and equipment to be an alchemist. Anyone with potential becomes a ward of the crown and is made to train as an alchemist. When their training is complete, they're sold off to sponsors. They're very cold about magic; they do not believe in the Goddess at all." His lips curled as he finished explaining, sneering at the foolishness of people who did not listen to and obey the Goddess.

Emel shared his derision. "I grew up very close to the border of the Lost North. If not for the Goddess I would be dead, probably one more ghost needing your touch, High Necromancer." He hesitated, then fell silent, looking up at the rain once more.

"Ask your question," Koray said irritably.

"Have you ever heard of … well, a demon that stops being a demon?"

Koray stared at him, shocked beyond words. Whatever he had expected, it was not that. But the pulsing in his head that had guided him to Emel eased away. "No, I haven't. That sounds like either blasphemy or a fool's hope, though why anyone would want a demon anything but dead …" He stopped when Emel gave an almost imperceptible wince. "Do not tell me you know a demon."

"No," Emel said. "I don't. But I knew someone once, as a boy, who I think became a demon. He fell into the magic and one day did not return from the woods. Some months later, I am fairly certain he was one of the demons that razed the village. He was killed by paladins, but I always wondered if he could have been saved. That's all. As you say, a fool's hope. I should never have mentioned it. Please, forget it, High Necromancer."

"Whatever you wish," Koray said, just so the man would relax. But he tucked the question away, because if the Goddess had commanded him outside to hear it then he would need to recall it later.

They both turned at the sounds of movement coming from the barn to see the others leading the horses out. "I guess no one is sleeping," one of the men said with a sigh.

"At least we'll get this all done sooner," Emel said and mounted up.

Koray made a face, but swung up into his own saddle. He raised his brows in question when he saw Emel watching him.

"Are you any good with that sword, High Necromancer?"

"I'm no paladin, but I'm not dead yet," Koray replied. "Why?"

Emel gestured dismissively. "I don't know your strengths as I know those of my men. There was no chance to ask before, and I need to know what you can and cannot do. Why the staff?"

"I do a lot of walking, and it can cause harm without the risk of killing," Koray said. "I deal enough in death without dealing death."

Nodding, Emel said nothing more, only spurred his horse into motion and led the way down the road.

It was still raining when they finally reached their destination, but though the rain might have dulled his ability to smell death, it by no means affected his ability to feel it. And he did feel it, so strongly it left him dizzy. It was not the number of bodies that struck him so hard—it was the amount of pain in which they had died. The anguish and the agony were what hurt, what left ghosts.

Reaching what remained of the farmhouse, broken and burned with decaying bodies before it, the group dismounted. "Wait here, High Necromancer," Emel said. "Let us be certain the area is clear, though I feel no demonic presence."

Koray nodded, more than happy to let someone else—someone better suited—have that unenviable task. He contented himself with going to the bodies piled like so much junk in front of the house, not surprised that he saw no ghosts about. The demons had no doubt been desperate to replenish their stores of spiritual energy and fed upon their souls, leaving nothing to make a ghost.

He looked up as the paladins reappeared, faces pale, mouths set with anger and eyes dark with pain. Emel looked at him. "Ghosts?"

"Not out here," Koray said quietly. "But I feel them, so probably in the house."

Emel shook his head. "If you do not have to go in there, don't. You don't want to see what these demons did." He pointed his sword at the carelessly piled corpses. "They were given merciful deaths by comparison."

Normally Koray would have snapped that he had seen far worse, but the look on Emel's face stilled his tongue. "I need to see the ghost, if only to learn if there is any information it can convey to us that we might need to know. It's strange for demons to be here, is it not?"

"Not so strange anymore," one of the other paladins said with a grimace. "It's getting worse, but damned if we can figure out why." Around him the others grumbled in agreement and worry, subsiding only when Emel motioned for them to do so.

Koray drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, bracing himself for whatever horrors faced him in the house. "I am going to find the ghost, I'll return as quickly as I can."

"I'll go with you," Emel said and led the way into what remained of the house.

The first body had been secured to the wall of the front room with the long, thin knives favored by demons when they did not simply use their claws. To judge by the blood, they had pinned the man while he was still alive—but death had not kept them from continuing to have fun with him. Koray turned away from the body, the bruises and claw marks and dried blood that had dripped from far too many places, and sought out the ghost he could feel. Opening up his senses, battling the sorrow and pain and rage that threatened to drive him to his knees, he pushed on through the house, careful of his footing, wrinkling his noses at the foul smells.

In what had clearly been a bedroom, a woman and child had suffered far more than the unfortunate man in the sitting room. All three ghosts were huddled in the room, the man clinging to the woman and child, trying to comfort them while looking hopelessly lost.

He met Koray's gaze and his eyes widened when he realized Koray could see him. Letting go of his family, he cautiously ventured closer. When Koray nodded at him, he beckoned his family to join him, all three of them watching Koray anxiously. Koray took out his bowl, placed incense inside it, and set it on a clear bit of floor. Lighting the incense, he let it waft around the room, then cupped his right hand over his left so that his arms were parallel with the floor, and began to chant. In his cupped hands, soft gold-violet light began to coalesce, shimmering where it slipped between his fingers. Opening his hands, fanning them out, apart, and finally down, the gold-violet light spread across the room and flashed blindingly as it touched the ghosts and lodged in their throats. "Speak to me," Koray said softly, holding his arms out invitingly, bidding them share their pain. "Let me hear what you need to say."

"The demons were scared," the child said, and Koray was not at all surprised. Children, while the most heart-breaking, adjusted better than adults. "They were scared of something."

"They had no magic when they arrived," the man finally said, his words coming slowly, like a river half-frozen by winter. "Stole all of the souls, had no need of ours by the end. But my daughter is correct—they had the air of terrified men, desperate to get away from whatever was on their heels."

Koray nodded and glanced to the woman, but she said nothing, only stared vacantly. "Thank you," Koray said and drew his hands together in prayer, then cast the spell of banishment and purification. It rippled through him, drawing on his spiritual energies, then flowed out, touching every ghost and bit of contamination that lingered across the house and fields. He felt all the negativity draw back into him, cleansing itself in his power and spirit, before spilling back out again, contamination purified and the ghosts shimmering away to go to the Goddess' embrace.

"I can't believe how different it feels after you do that," Emel said quietly. "It's become painfully obvious you're no demon, no enemy. Why are we only now learning of this?"

"Only the Goddess could say, I suspect," Koray said. Emel nodded and turned to lead the way out of the house.

Outside, the other paladins stood around the pile of bodies praying, offering what they could since the rain prevented burning the bodies. "Did the ghost say anything?" Emel asked. "I heard you bid them speak."

Koray looked out over the landscape, weighing his words, then opted for honesty of a sort. "There were three, and they did speak. What they had to say was troubling, but I must speak with Sorin first."

"As you say, High Necromancer," Emel said and motioned for everyone to mount up. They rode off, pounding down the muddy road, chased by the rapidly descending night and a cold autumn rain that showed no signs of relenting.

Halfway to the tree line, a cold sensation shot down Koray's spine. By the way the paladins tensed, they too had sensed the demons. Koray moved aside and fell back because he would be absolutely useless in such a fight. He could barely stay on his horse; the idea of fighting from one was laughable.

The demons burst from the trees as they drew close and flew at them from a dead run—literally flew. Koray had heard of winged demons, but had never believed so outlandish a tale. Goddess, he wished it had been just a tale.

Two of the paladins died instantly, attacked from above, their necks cruelly snapped and bodies tossed carelessly aside to interfere with the horses.  "Bloody demons!" Emel roared and threw one arm high, brilliant purple light bursting from the palm of his hand.

With screams of fury and pain the demons fell from the sky. Koray reeled out of the way as best he could, threw himself off his horse, and drew his sword before darting well away from the fight. He watched, terrified and awed, as the paladins proved their mettle as warriors of the Goddess.

A third paladin fell before the bloodshed finally ceased, but he took the last remaining demon with him in a roar and flash of silver-lavender light. Koray sheathed his sword and approached the battlefield, dropping to his knees beside the last paladin to fall. Drawing his hands together in prayer, he cast the spell of purification to put the ghosts of the paladins to rest and cleanse the poisoned battlefield.

When he finished, Koray fell out of his trance, staring numbly at the body before him, the others nearby.

"High Necromancer," Emel said softly and held out his hands.

Koray took them without thinking and let Emel tug him to his feet. He startled when Emel wiped tears from his face, realizing only then that he had been crying.

Being a necromancer, he realized, had been so much easier when he had not cared, personally, about the people who died. Was it better or worse that he was stepping out of the shadows and joining the ranks of the sacred who so brightly served the Goddess? "What do these demons want?" he asked. "They should not be here. They stay close to their border and the edges of the country where they can more easily hunt. Why did they go to so much trouble to travel around the royal castle and deep into the country to feast upon poor farmers?" The words they were scared echoed through his head, but Koray did not voice the words.

"I don't know," Emel replied. "We need to return to the castle and let the High Paladin know all that has transpired. We're pushing on to the castle. We stop only for the horses."

Koray nodded along with the five remaining paladins as he mounted his horse, using his heels to urge it forward. They rode off through the woods and into the night, bound for the castle and woe betide the demon or man who attempted to waylay them.

He was barely awake when they finally reached home, Emel and the other paladins in not much better condition, every last one of them exhausted from expenditures of power. His attempt to dismount only landed him in the water that was still flooding the ward. Shivering from the cold that plagued him from the inside and out, Koray fumbled for leverage, balance—and cried out, startled, when strong hands grabbed him and hauled him to his feet.

Looking up, he stared into Sorin's dark, solemn eyes. After a long moment of silence, he finally said, "My Lord High Paladin."

"Welcome home," Sorin said.

The words made something in Koray's chest ache—with longing, with want, with a burning desire he hadn't really known was there until Sorin said those two damn words. Burying the useless emotions, he said only, "I don't suppose there is a chance I could actually get dry? I've about had my fill of being soaking wet for you, My Lord High Paladin."

Something flashed, hot and bright, in Sorin's eyes, and his voice was a bit rough when he said, "I think something can be done about that, My Lord High Necromancer."

Koray cast him a scathing look, completely unamused that Sorin was able to use his own display of mockery against him. He brushed past Sorin and climbed the steps into the castle, trailing water as he made his way to his room. But when he stepped inside and saw his fire stoked and a hot bath waiting, all ire fled in the face of the hot tears stinging his eyes. "How did you know we would be home tonight?" he asked.

From behind him, Sorin said, "The Goddess occasionally conveys such things to me. Mild in comparison, to be sure, but no less important. Food is on the way. Do you mind if I share your supper after I've heard the reports?"

"No," Koray said. He waited until Sorin left before moving stiffly to the bath and stripping, then settled into the hot water with a soft sigh. He did not realize he had dozed off until he heard the clatter of dishes and smelled roasted meat and fresh bread. Jerking up, he groaned and sank back down.

Sorin chuckled softly, and Koray cast him a glare through the long fall of his hair. Grabbing the soap, he began to scrub himself clean, saving his long hair for last. When at last he was done, he rung his hair out and then stood up in the cooled bath water, letting most of the water run off before he stepped out and picked up the bathing robe waiting for him, warm from being hung near the fire. Belting it, he settled at the table and filled his plate with food.

"There's a new band of dark gray in your hair. Does that mean the purification was difficult, but not as bad as it could have been?"

Koray looked up, startled. "You noticed—" He shook his head. "I had to do two purifications right in a row. The farmhouse and then your fallen men. I am sorry."

Sorin accepted the words with a nod. "Emel said that the ghosts told you something, but you wished to convey it to me before anyone else."

"The ghosts said that the demons were scared of something," Koray replied quietly. "That they were terrified even as they brutalized the farm inhabitants."

"Scared?" Sorin repeated. "What in the name of the Goddess would scare a demon? They certainly are not scared of paladins. They merely find us annoying and insulting. Nothing scares a demon. I don't like the idea that something could."

Koray nodded in agreement and took a deep swallow of wine before bending to his plate of food in earnest. When his hunger was finally eased, he wiped remaining traces of grease from his lips and finally looked up—and froze to see Sorin watching him. "What?"

"I'm glad to see you doing so much better than when you first arrived," Sorin said with a shrug. "I do appreciate you riding out with my men as you did when I know you've no reason to trust any paladin."

"You're infuriating, My Lord High Paladin, but you keep your word. Your man Emel is steady enough. At any rate, I have been taking care of myself for a long time. I do not need to be fussed over and worried about and taken care of. Nobody coddles you or the priests."

"I would never dare to coddle something covered in thorns," Sorin said, smiling in that infuriating way of his. Koray hated that smile.

Scowling, he retreated to his wine. It was a good wine, though he supposed he would not really know good wine from mediocre. He only knew it wasn't bad wine, watered down by cheap tavern owners—and watered further so as not to waste too much on a filthy necromancer.

But he preferred not to think about that because one day that would be his life again and the thought of it left him depressed. "I will try to work faster on figuring out how to find someone using demon magic."

"I still cannot believe there is no priest who can do it," Sorin replied with a long sigh. "Such things are their purview, but then again, I cannot remember the last time one was called on for such a thing. Previous High Paladins did such a thorough job of eradicating black magic practitioners that we ceased to hunt them. Now those skills have dulled." He made a face. "That is definitely something I will correct once I know how to correct it."

Koray drank more wine, annoyed all over again at how insufferably difficult Sorin made it to hate him. He set his empty cup aside, pointedly not pouring himself more wine. "I suppose I shall study—"

"By study, I assume you mean sleep," Sorin cut in. "You look ready to drop, and from what Emel said, you used a great deal of magic after riding hard and sleeping little. Go to sleep, Koray. The books will keep another day." Standing up, he walked the length of the table to Koray's end and briefly rested a hand on his shoulder. "I'm glad you returned safely. Good night, Koray. Sleep well."

"Good night," Koray said, biting back the urge to ask Sorin to stay and share more of the warmth that had filled Koray with his touch.

Instead, he waited until Sorin was gone, then doused the lights, threw more wood on the fire, and tried to convince himself that the blankets on his bed were all the warmth he needed. Dissatisfaction chased him into a restless sleep filled with nightmares of flying demons and Sorin dead at his feet.


Five

Sorin gave up sleeping after two marks of tossing and turning. Throwing his covers back in disgust, he pulled on his clothes and decided he would catch up on some of the paperwork that had become yet one more thing for him to do since Angelos has been murdered.

How had Angelos done so much yet always been there whenever Sorin had strode in looking for him? Always been there whenever anyone needed him. Sorin heaved a sigh and pulled on his boots, glanced at the table piled with work … and headed for the door to go in search of what he really wanted. He had walked the path to Koray's room so many times that his feet did not require his mind to get there, leaving Sorin free to come up with an excuse that Koray, entirely too sharp for anyone's peace of mind, would believe.

When he reached Koray's room, however, he saw no excuse was necessary—Koray's door gaped open, and a quick peek in to ensure all was well proved the room empty. Shaking his head, amused by Koray's inability to sleep at night, Sorin began to prowl the castle in search of his errant, restless necromancer.

It did not take him long, as there were only a handful of places Koray tended to visit:  the library, the royal mausoleum, and the northeast tower that was too drafty to be of use to anyone. Sorin tried the library first and smiled faintly when the very last row resulted in a scowling Koray slowly moving along the shelves of books. His hair fell over his shoulders and down his back in loose waves, the pale streaks in it standing out in the dim light.

As though sensing him, Koray stopped and turned. "Do not tell me that My Lord High Paladin has taken to skulking about in the dark of the night."

"Only when I am too restless of mind to sleep, My Lord High Necromancer, and I never skulk. I would never dare to mimic you so."

Koray rolled his eyes. "You are not amusing, and I am no high necromancer. There is no such thing amongst us."

"Well, the Goddess has yet to cast her disapproval upon the title, so it must fit."

"She has not cast her approval, either, so I maintain you lot can keep your useless titles to yourselves and cease to foist them upon me," Koray retorted. He rubbed at his temples, briefly looking pained, then scowled at the books he had been carefully perusing.

Sorin cocked his head, watching, wondering what was going on. He had thought Koray simply wandering aimlessly, perhaps undecided on what to read, but that was clearly not the case. "Is there something with which I can help you, necromancer?"

Koray sighed then said stiffly, "I am being guided toward something that is definitely in this room, but I cannot figure out where exactly, or what it is—certainly not the ghosts I already banished since I could not work with their gloomy presence distracting me." He sighed again and went back to carefully perusing the books.

"Not a ghost?" Sorin asked, surprised. So far as he understood it—and Koray loved to point out how little he understood before correcting him—necromancers were divinely guided to the ghosts that required their particular touch. "Have you ever been directed to something not a ghost before?"

Though his scowl was answer enough, Koray said, "No, and I've never heard of it happening, outside of a necromancer being guided to a new necromancer. So I have no idea what I am looking for, though I have searched every bit of this library."

"I'll do what I can to help," Sorin said. "It looks as though you've made pretty certain it is not a book."

Koray shrugged. "I'm not sure. It's somewhere around this section of shelves, so what could it be except a book?" He gestured to the shelves he'd been examining, which were set against the wall and contained some of the oldest books in the library.

"Then there must be something else there if it's not a book."

"Like what?" Koray asked sourly. "The wall?" He had barely said the words when he gave a pained cry and pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. "Blast that woman."

Sorin sympathized. "So the wall, then?"

Koray's only reply was one of his more hostile looks.

Grinning, Sorin started removing books and carrying them to the large table in the middle of the room. When all the books had been removed, he examined the shelves. They were heavy and solid, and an ordinary man probably would have required help—but Sorin was high paladin and that came with a few bonuses. Setting the last of the shelves against a bare wall, he commented, "The master librarian is going to murder us when he sees the mess we've … Well now, what have we here? Somebody walled up a doorway."

He stared in surprise at the stones that did not match those around them, the etchings across the top that marked where another section of the library had once been. Koray stepped up to the wall and rested his hands upon the lighter, less worn stones. "This is it. Whatever is behind this wall is what I am meant to address."

"So it could be a ghost?" Sorin asked, overtaken by a wave of sadness. It seemed unbearable enough to be a ghost, but to be sealed up in a place forgotten by the world?

"Maybe," Koray said. "But ghost still does not feel quite right. How do we get rid of this stupid wall? Why was it sealed up?"

"We'll knock it down in the morning," Sorin replied. "As to why, I could not say. But I'm sure there must be records in the royal archives about it. Goddess knows every time I so much as want to repair the stones in the yard I must submit paperwork to the seneschal and all his ancestors." Koray made a choked noise that sounded suspiciously like a laugh. Sorin hid a triumphant grin and said only, "Did you want to go down to the archives, necromancer?"

Koray considered the question, then shook his head. "No. All I need is whatever is behind this wall. Why must we wait until morning?"

Sorin laughed. "I'll not wake up the whole of the castle to tear down a wall. It has waited this long, it can wait a few marks more." Huffing, Koray nevertheless conceded the point with a nod. "Come, necromancer. We'll fetch some wine from the kitchen and occupy ourselves another way until the master librarian seeks us out with vengeance in his eyes." Not giving Koray a chance to argue, Sorin grasped his shoulder and guided him out of the library.

Koray twisted free almost immediately, but went along without further protest. After successfully raiding the kitchen for wine and food, Sorin led the way to his room, quietly pleased when Koray did not comment, simply followed him inside and took up what had been his usual seat until he'd been given his own quarters.

"So do you have any ideas about what might be behind the wall?" Sorin asked.

"No," Koray replied. "I'm sure it's not good, whatever it is. If I'm involved, it's never good."

The worst part about his statement was that it was said so matter-of-factly. There was no bitterness or whine to his tone, merely a pointing out of an inarguable fact. It made Sorin's chest ache in a way that had nothing to do with the Goddess. "It seems to me, necromancer, that you only bring good wherever you go, however dire things might be upon your arrival. Have you not said yourself that purifying a place makes it a better place to be?"

Koray shrugged. "Speaking of what we do, should you not be sleeping? A high paladin too exhausted to fight is a fairly useless paladin."

"I have gone for days without sleep, losing a few marks tonight will not be the end of me or anyone else," Sorin replied. "I'll return to my bed in due course." He turned the conversation to easier talk, then, discussing the paperwork he was avoiding, a matter of food going missing that proved to be a boy stealing to provide for his sick parents, and a trio of drunken fools who had fallen into the moat.

When Koray finally nodded off in his seat, Sorin let the story trail off, a faint, fond smile curving his lips. Quietly standing, he carefully pulled Koray from his chair and carried him over to the bed, settling him comfortably. He then gathered up the dishes and stacked them neatly to be easily taken off in the morning, tended the fire, then stripped down to his hose before finally climbing into bed himself.

Reaching out, he twined his fingers with Koray's and almost immediately fell asleep.

He was jerked awake by a pounding on his door and a sharp, twisting sense of anguish in his chest. Sighing, wishing just once he could be awoken by something pleasant, Sorin dragged himself out of bed and opened the door. Emel immediately burst in, expression grim. "My lord, three bodies were found by the morning guard. They've been drained. I'm trying to keep it quiet, but that won't last long."

"Damn it," Sorin said and went to get dressed, grateful when Emel stepped forward to help him put on his light armor. "Order everyone into light armor and tell them to be ready to go to full armor. If we have a turning demon in our midst, we could have more than one. I want everyone prepared.

Sorin had just buckled his sword belt into place when Koray slid out of bed and began to straighten his own clothes. As he began to braid his long hair back, he asked, "Where were the bodies found?"

"Behind the stable," Emel replied, and if he was surprised to see Koray in Sorin's bed, he made no show of it past the barest smirk in Sorin's direction. "The night guards swear they were not there on their last patrol, and I believe them. They're good men, that's why I put them on the night guard. So it had to have happened in the mark between the last patrol of the night guard and the first patrol of the morning guard."

"So it's somebody familiar with the changing of the guard," Koray said.

Emel made a face. "Someone too familiar, I daresay."

"What do you mean?"

Sorin grunted. "The guards have been known to skip patrols, especially at the beginning and end of their shifts. Whoever drained those bodies was probably counting on them going unnoticed for some time yet—maybe even hoping to frame a guard. The murderer seems unaware that I've been wrathful and unbending with my men since you were harmed. Right now, no one dares forget to so much as polish their helmets."

"I see," Koray said, frowning. "Shall we go see the bodies, then? Afterwards I want that wall down, paladin."

"What?" Emel asked, baffled.

Mouth quirking briefly, Sorin said, "Find some men to knock down a wall. Send a knight to the library; tell him to stand guard at the place where a door was walled over."

Emel shook his head, but only said, "Yes, High Paladin. The bodies are in the empty room in the armory. I'll go see to the wall."

Sorin led the way to the armory, where paladins stood guard and the enormous room itself stood uncharacteristically empty. People milled non-too-subtly in the yard, waiting to be told what was going on.

Admonishing the guards not to let anyone, but Emel enter, Sorin led the way inside. They walked past all the weapons, armor, and additional equipment neatly stored to a room in the back that had once held tools and devices long ago outlawed.

The room gave him chills whenever he entered it, and he could feel the pain and regret of the Goddess herself; whatever had happened because of the items in that room, she hated it.

Three bodies lay on the floor, respectfully wrapped in their cloaks, purple goddess blossoms on their chests and over their mouths. Sorin knelt by the one in the middle, running the backs of his fingers along the man's cheeks. "He's only been a paladin a few weeks. His stepmother will be crushed; he was all the family she had left. There is a damned demon right beneath my nose and I cannot find the bastard. Where could he be?"

"We'll find him," Koray said and sank to his knees beside one of the others, reaching out to gently touch the blossom that had been placed over the man's mouth, secured with the stem between his lips. "There is not even a hint of the soul left. Whoever the bastard is he must be changing rapidly and starving for power to sustain himself. That means he'll kill more, but it also means he's not going to look normal for much longer."

Sorin grunted, horrified and angry that anyone in the royal castle would willingly let himself turn into a demon. That someone he knew, someone he had likely trusted, had skin slowly turning a mottled, unhealthy brown or black, nails turning to claws, body warping to accommodate a tail and the stubs where wings would grow should the demon live that long. "Why would anyone choose to be a demon?" Koray did not reply, but Sorin had not expected him to. Slowly standing up, he said, "We need to find the bastard before he kills again."

"Then get me beyond that wall," Koray said. "I feel whatever is there will tip this matter to our favor, though only the Goddess knows why."

Sorin started to reply, but the sound of footsteps halted his words. He went reflexively for his sword, though he knew by the rhythm of the steps that it was only Emel, who opened the door a moment later. "The wall is ready to be torn down whenever you are ready, High Necromancer," he said to Koray.

"Then let's go tear it down," Koray said and pushed by him to head impatiently for the castle. Sharing a look with Emel, Sorin then went after him, motioning for Emel to stay with them.

When they reached the library, Sorin cast the hovering master librarian an apologetic look, then gestured for the men waiting with mallets to begin their work. The banging of the heavy mallets against stone was near deafening in the small space, and by the time they were finally finished, the entire room was filled with a cloud of thick dust.

Sorin and Emel followed Koray into the newly revealed room, which proved to be filled with crates, chests, rolls of rotted fabric that might have been rugs or tapestries once, and other dust-covered items that Sorin could not immediately identify.

Koray ignored most of it and headed straight for a long, wide box that lay upon a stack of large crates. Pulling the box down, he laid it on two stacked trunks so that it was about at waist level. He scowled at something, and Sorin moved around the trunks to join him and saw that the box was locked. "Move aside," he said, and when Koray reluctantly did so, drew a dagger and smashed the old, rusted lock with the hilt. Stepping back again, he motioned. "My Lord High Necromancer."

Ignoring him, Koray opened the box—and stared, frowning. "A sword?"

Sorin stared at the sword in shock and heard Emel do the same on Koray's other side. It was a magnificent broadsword, polished and gleaming, the blade etched with runes, the hilt set with a dark violet stone, the pommel molded into a diamond shape. He had never seen it, but he knew it on sight—could not believe he was staring right at it. "That's not just a sword, necromancer," he said softly. "I would bet my life that's the sword of the Lost Paladin."

"The Lost Paladin?" Koray asked. "How dramatic. If he is lost, it is because he was too stupid to take his sword with him wherever he went."

Tearing his eyes away from the beautiful sword, Sorin said, "No, he is called Lost because he was seduced by a demon and fell upon the dark path. They were forced to burn him to save him. They say he died without making a single sound and that his death caused so much sorrow the high priest forbade anyone else to ever be put to the flame."

"Burning does not save the soul," Koray said flatly. "Purifying saves it, and burning is not the same as purifying." He reached out and touched the sword—and to Sorin's complete astonishment, tears began to spill down his cheek.

"Koray—"

Snatching his hand away, Koray wiped at his face. "There's a soul in this sword. The paladin you spoke of, was his name Ambrose?"

"Yes," Sorin said softly.

"His soul is in this sword. He died in agony, but not because of the flames. He cries out for someone called Rakken."

Sorin shook his head. "I don't know that name."

"It's a demon name," Emel said, startling them both. When they stared at him, he hastily added, "I mean, it's a name that used to be common to the area where I was born, really close to the border with the Lost North. You see it on gravestones. Nobody uses it anymore because it's become associated with demons. A lot of old-fashioned names are, because so many were taken and turned around the time those names were common."

Koray scowled pensively at the sword. "I see."

Sorin reached out and lifted the sword out, startled at the wash of pain that swept through him, so powerful it made his eyes sting with tears. "This sword seems forged from pain."

"The anguish of the soul bleeds out," Koray replied quietly. "It aches to be reunited with Rakken."

The pain of the Goddess matched the pain locked in the sword, and Sorin was forced to wipe his own tears away. "I still find it hard to believe that a human and a demon could … I have seen the things that demons do to us. Look what the monster in our castle did to Alfrey and the Angels, and he is not even fully a demon yet. Who could fall in love with something that tortures and violates and takes everything that we have to give just to satisfy his need for power?"

"Perhaps there is something we do not know," Koray said.

Sorin winced at the throbbing in his chest. "Perhaps," he conceded.

"May I see the sword?" Emel asked quietly. Sorin handed it over and was startled by the longing mixed with the pain that overtook Emel's face.

"I wonder why it came to be sealed away in here," Koray said. "Surely such a treasure—such a reminder—would have been kept out."

"There may be a reason recorded in the archives," Sorin said. "Something like this would have been written down somewhere. We'll start looking for it."

Koray nodded, but still did not seem satisfied. "What is the point? I cannot remove the soul—that would take the Goddess or an alchemist, maybe. I've never known an alchemist to bind a soul the way they bind magic, but if it can be done they would be the ones to know how."

"We'll figure it out," Sorin said. "Did you want to keep the sword in the mean time?"

"Me?" Koray sneered. "Do I look like I could manage a sword like that? No, thank you. I will leave overblown swords to overblown paladins."

Sorin grinned. "With a tongue like that, I'm surprised you need weapons at all, My Lord High Necromancer. If anyone could reprimand a demon into submission, it would be you."

Koray shot him a look violent enough to send the entire army running, but Sorin just grinned.

"Could I keep the sword?" Emel asked softly.

Sorin tore his eyes away from Koray. "What? Oh, yes. I don't see why not. I like my sword, and I am not being ordered to keep that one close. If you want it …" He paused, feeling, listening to the pulsing in his chest. "I think it is you who are meant to hold on to it, Emel. By all means, take the Goddess' scheming and enjoy it. I am happiest when she is not running me ragged."

That got him a sharp jab to the chest, but Sorin only grinned and rubbed away the ache. "Bodies and swords, and I've still not had any breakfast. What say we remedy that, and then we have funerals to arrange and archives to attend. Emel, make peace with the poor master librarian and have him fetch someone to start cataloguing everything else in this room. When they're done cataloging, I want it taken to my room until we're certain we do not need any of it."

"Yes, High Paladin," Emel said. He removed his sword belt and lifted out the belt and sheath in the bottom of the box that had held the Lost Paladin's sword. Buckling it in place, he slid the sword home and something about it made Sorin shiver.

Something was about to happen, the pulsing in his chest seemed to say, but as ever, the Goddess was infuriatingly silent as to what.


Six

Koray could just barely hear the bells tolling the first mark of the morning as he sifted through still more papers, pouring through the archive records, searching in vain for some clue as to why the sword had been sealed away.

He really wished the Goddess would lead him to something useful, like a nice, tidy explanation—that he could read. For all he knew, he could be missing it, though he was trying his best. Whenever he worked alongside Sorin, who read the archaic writing so easily, Koray was painfully aware of his feeble abilities and the vast differences between them.

Shoulders tightening with further tension, he turned the page and started on the next one. He was still struggling through the second paragraph when he heard the sound of footsteps trying not to be heard. It was a sound with which he was entirely too familiar. Koray drew his dagger and stood up, slipping away from the table and snuffing the lamp by which he had been working.

The room plunged into darkness, save for the silvery ghosts scattered about. Koray had wanted badly to purify them, but decided it would have to wait until the murders were solved. He could not risk wasting precious energy when there was a demon loose about the castle.

He waited, heart beating furiously, keeping his breathing too low to be heard as the careful steps drew closer. They were not Sorin or Emel—not any paladin or knight unless the man had been smart enough to remove his spurs.

As the figure reached the room where Koray worked, he lingered in the doorway. Cold fear abruptly sliced through Koray, a fear that only ever came from once source:  demons. So the bastard who had killed two priests and three knights had come for him, which mean he thought Koray knew, or was about to learn, something that would incriminate the bastard.

"Come out, come out, little ghost hunter," the man said in a sing-song voice, and shock shot through Koray even sharper than the fear.

Rofell. The Goddess-damned king.

"Do you think I can't see you?" Rofell asked in a sibilant tone. "You should know by now that I can see just fine in the dark, necromancer. How hard do you think my high paladin will cry when he finds your blood painting the walls of this room? How loudly will he scream when he realizes that I fucked you before I killed you? His pain will be very sweet, even sweeter than the screams that lodge in your throat when I choke you."

Koray laughed. Rofell drew up short, clearly startled by the reaction.

"You're not a demon yet," Koray said. "Demons don't waste time talking. You're still mostly an arrogant king. You want me? Come and get me."

With a snarl, Rofell obeyed, lunging across the remaining space between them—and only colliding into the wall as Koray dropped and rolled away. He regained his feet and bolted around the table, knocking over books and chairs as he went, desperate to slow Rofell down as best he could. He ran through the archives, room after room, Rofell's feet pounding behind him. His heart was in his throat and fear made it hard to breathe, but he pushed on up the stairs. He went down with a cry just as he reached the top, hitting the ground hard, Rofell's weight pressing down upon him. His cheeks scraped against the rough stone floor, then went slick with blood. Koray twisted and kicked, finally got his arm free enough to draw his dagger—

The blow to his face stole his breath, left him with a mouthful of his own blood and watery eyes, and his dagger fell uselessly to the ground. Rofell pinned him, and Koray blinked the tears away to stare hatefully into Rofell's blood-red eyes.

He spat blood in Rofell's face, which startled Rofell enough he loosened his grip. Koray gave a hard, desperate shove, screaming with the effort, and Rofell tumbled just far enough to the side that he was able to twist free. Koray clambered back to his feet, snatched up his fallen dagger, and bolted down the hall again.

Reaching the great hall, he ran to the guards at the far end—and recoiled in dismay to see one of them was the man most responsible for his beating some weeks before. "The king," he said anyway, "the king attacked me in the archives. He is the one responsible for the murders."

"You really think—"

"I don't have time for you!" Koray snarled and whipped around when he heard Rofell coming. "Damn you all!" he said and stole the bastard's sword right from its sheath. Ignoring the squawks of protest, jerking away from the hands that tried to grab him, he turned to face down Rofell.

Rofell wiped blood from his face and said, "Kill the necromancer! He assaulted me; he is the one guilty of all the deaths that have occurred since his arrival! Kill him!"

Koray darted away, despair beginning to mingle with his fear. Damn it, if he did not convince the paladins to believe him—

"What is going on here?" Sorin demanded from the entryway.

"Sorin!" Koray cried, relief pouring through him despite himself. And in that moment he let his guard down. Rofell lunged, firelight flashing on steel as he plunged his dagger into Koray.

"No!" Sorin bellowed, the power behind that single word setting the entire castle to trembling. He charged down the hall, sword glinting. As Koray sank to the ground, clutching at his side, he could not help but notice that Sorin had not even bothered to dress past throwing on a tunic.

His world began to go gray around the edges, and he could feel the hot blood seeping between his fingers where he held them to his wound. But he still watched as Sorin grabbed Rofell and threw him across the room as though he weighed nothing. Rofell roared, dropping all pretense, eyes turning red again as he fought Sorin as ruthlessly as any demon.

Sorin's eyes filled with violet fire, and Koray swore he could feel the heat pouring off him as he fought Rofell with equal ruthlessness.

In the end, there was no contest. Even Koray could see that Rofell was no match for the High Paladin. Sorin gutted him then removed his head for good measure. Covered in blood and sweat, he dropped his sword and ran to Koray. Dropping to his knees, he made the most painful, miserable sound Koray had ever heard. He realized he would give anything never to hear that horrible sound again.

"Damn you, necromancer. Why can't you sleep at night like a normal person? I'm going to tie you to my bed."

Koray laughed, not sure why he did exactly, and then passed out.

When he woke, it was to the irritation of bright sunlight on his face. Grimacing, he sat up and pushed away the blankets—and immediately winced, swearing loudly. Pushing aside the blankets and sitting up more carefully, he gingerly touched the bandages wrapped around his torso. He could still feel the ache of the wound, but they must have gotten healers to him in time to prevent its being fatal.

So Rofell had been the demon the entire time. Why had he killed Sorin's cousin?

Sorin …

Koray looked around and realized he was in Sorin's room. He spied his clothes piled haphazardly on a chest and slowly climbed out of the bed. Walking across the room, he pulled on the clothes, wincing and swearing the entire time. When he was finally respectable, he went to go find answers—and Sorin, though why the thought of seeing Sorin sped his heart up he could not say.

The great hall fell into a dead silence as he entered, and Koray scowled at all of them.

"Koray!" Sorin snapped and stood up from where he had been sitting at the far end of the left-most column of tables. "What are you doing out of bed?"

"Walking," Koray retorted as Sorin stalked toward him. "I am sufficiently healed for that, My Lord High Paladin."

Sorin just glared all the more and grabbed his shoulders. "You are going back to bed this instant."

"Do I look helpless to you?" Koray hissed. "I am fine. I want to know what happened."

"You can learn your answers just as well in bed!" Sorin said.

Koray jerked away from his hold. "Try to put me in bed, you rock-for-brains, and I will smother you with your own pillow."

"Try it," Sorin said. "And when you're done, I will tie you down until you're sufficiently healed."

"Try it," Koray mimicked. "I am not a child and I have dealt with worse wounds all by my little self, My Lord High Paladin. Stop fretting like a mother kitten, it does not suit you."

Sorin's eyes flashed in a way that made Koray shiver, though he did not feel afraid in the slightest. "Necromancer, I will throttle you."

"I can listen to my answer just as well from a seat as from a bed," Koray said.

"You will go to bed!" Sorin thundered and only moderated his tone slightly as he continued, "You barely survived, necromancer. You've been abed for the better part of a week. The priests gave strict orders that you were not to leave—"

"I do not care what the priests say. I will walk when and where I so choose." Koray stepped away when Sorin reached for him again. "Now, are you going to let me eat and answer my questions, My Lord High Idiot, or must we continue to bicker?"

Sorin lunged at him, but Koray darted away.

"Is this really how to behave in front of your men?" Koray taunted, dodging out of reach again. Sorin glared at him, and Koray added, "You can kill demons, but you can't catch one necromancer, My Lord High Idiot? I remember you had trouble with that in the forest, as well." He tsked—and then yelped when Sorin abruptly caught him. "Let. Me. Go."

Smirking, Sorin said, "No. And if you do not start using manners and showing me respect, My Lord High Necromancer, I will dull that sharp tongue of yours once and for all."

Koray sneered. "Go ahead and try, My Lord High Paladin, but I promise you will not—"

Whatever he had expected, it was not a kiss. Koray froze, shocked beyond words—too shocked to do anything, but acquiesce as Sorin pressed the kiss deeper. He whimpered softly as Sorin took his mouth, seemed to claim it, and startled himself all over again when he started to respond the kiss.

Sorin tasted like mulled wine and porridge, tasted like heat and sunlight and fire. Koray whimpered again, clinging tightly to Sorin's tunic—and stare dumbfounded when Sorin finally pulled away.

"Told you so," Sorin said.

Koray narrowed his eyes then swung hard, burying his fist in Sorin's stomach. He wasn't able to cause real damage, but it was enough to send Sorin stumbling back in surprise. "I want answers, paladin, and you will give them to me, or I promise I will show you that my tongue is not even remotely dulled."

He realized too late, as people laughed around him, that his words did not come out the way he had intended.

Sorin grinned. "If you will not go back to bed, necromancer, then come sit down and I'll tell you what you must know. But after breakfast you're going back to bed. That's an order."

"I don't take orders from you," Koray replied, but conceded for the moment, following Sorin to where he had been sitting and taking the seat across from him. "So tell me."

"There isn't much to tell, unfortunately," Sorin said. "Rofell left behind no clues as to why he killed Alfrey, and the rest he obviously killed because he was a demon. Likely he killed Angelos because Angelos was the only one who could have found him once we knew what to look for." Grief filled his face briefly, but before Koray could comment, Sorin continued, "We found some items in his rooms, things that were giving him power. They were probably given to him by a demon, or else he took them from a demon back when he still ventured onto the battlefields. It's probably been growing very slowly for a long time. Do demons leave ghosts, necromancer?"

Koray shook his head. "They do not have souls, and so cannot leave ghosts. A pity, for I could have forced the answers from him." He glanced around the hall, just in case, but Rofell's ghost was definitely not amongst them. "I do not see him here, so he was most assuredly too far gone to leave a ghost."

Sorin sighed in frustration. "That is that, then. I doubt we will ever know why he killed Alfrey."

They both fell silent, and Koray ate the porridge brought to him without enthusiasm. When he could take no more, he finally asked, "What will the kingdom do without a king?"

"The law says I am to act as regent until a suitable king comes along. I have sent out men to scour every corner of the continent for Prince Cerant, and others are preparing to look even farther afield. Unfortunately, there is no one else to claim the throne if we cannot locate him. The royal family has been dying out for years. If Prince Cerant is dead, or refuses to return, then … I don't know." He said the words quietly so they would not be overheard.

Koray nodded and went back to his porridge, unable to ask the only question he cared about:  what was he supposed to do now that the mystery was solved?

"Walk with me," Sorin said abruptly and stood up.

Startled, Koray obeyed, standing and following Sorin out of the great hall. They walked until they reached the king's solar, which was much cleaner and brighter than the only other occasion Koray had seen it. He also saw that many of Sorin's things were there. "So you're here now?"

"Only because it seems to make everyone happy," Sorin said with a sigh. "I am no king, but I seem to have no choice until we can find Cerant or someone else more suited to the throne. I fear if something is not done soon, people will start to compete and everything will get quite ugly. Only the fact the Goddess has made it clear that I am to act as regent has stayed the bickering so far."

Koray tilted his head, honestly puzzled as to why Sorin was telling him so much. The memory of the recent kiss stirred in his mind, made his face go hot, and he furiously shoved it aside. Sorin had been taunting, teasing—playing. "So what does any of this have to do with me?"

"I just—would you stay? I am sure you want to be gone from the castle, but you also said there were ghosts here to purify and you're welcome to call in all the necromancers you need to help you. You would draw pay the same as any royal official … whatever you want, necromancer. I would like for you to remain."

"I would like to address the ghosts," Koray conceded. "It's not as though I have anything better to do, and it's too late now to make it to my home before winter sets in. The Goddess is not directing me anywhere, either. So I may as well remain here, at least until spring or I am guided elsewhere. But no one else had better hit or stab me—and no more ridiculousness like that in the hall!"

Sorin's mouth tilted up on one side. "Ridiculous is not how I would describe it."

"Oh?" Koray asked, folding his arms across his chest. "How would you describe it, then?"

In reply, Sorin stalked across the room toward him. Koray took a step back, and then another, stopping only when he hit a wall. He put his hands up to stop Sorin and had no idea how that turned into more clinging to the front of his tunic as Sorin reclaimed his mouth. Koray shuddered and fell far too easily into the kiss, wondering what in the name of the Goddess was wrong with him.

When the kiss finally ended, they were both panting, and meeting Sorin's eyes was one of the hardest things Koray had ever done.

"How would I describe it?" Sorin echoed. "As a good start."

Koray shivered. "You're really quite mad." He pulled away when Sorin tried to kiss him again. "Enough of that for now. There is work to be done. Where are these objects Rofell was hiding? Who cleansed this room of demon taint? Who—why are you smirking?"

"Because you said 'for now', necromancer. The priests are keeping the items secured. I'll take you back to your bed so you can rest, and have the items brought to you."

"I don't need to return to bed!" Koray snapped.

Sorin ignored him, wrapping one arm firmly around Koray and leading him through the halls.

Scowling, Koray nevertheless held his tongue. Whatever. He would just sneak out of bed later. For the moment, there was work to do and answers to find, because if the sword had not been meant to catch Rofell then there was something else in store for them, and he dreaded learning what.





Interlude One

Emel dropped down from the inner curtain, rolling as he landed. He waited until the guards of the inner and outer curtain were well past and unlikely to see him then bolted across the wide expanse of the outer ward. Reaching the outer curtain, he quickly climbed it, heaved himself up over it, and dropped to the ground below. He just barely avoided tumbling into the moat, grimacing at himself for his sloppiness.

The moat was always the tricky part, but long practice had developed sound method:  climbing down the steep side of the moat, he slipped into the water and swam carefully across, then used the handholds he'd worked hard to put in place to climb back out again. Goddess strike him down if some demon ever used his own method to bring ruin down upon the castle. Guilt gnawed at him, but the desire—the need—to see Brekk overrode everything else. With fresh hope burning in him, fanned back to life by the Lost Paladin's sword, he could not resist going to see Brekk.

He walked for a half mark until he reached the old cabin tucked away in a grotto, the watermill beside it little more than a derelict reminder of the purpose the little house had once served. The horse he kept there nickered in greeting as Emel reached it, and he handed over an apple before saddling the horse up. Mounting up, he rode off, wending through the woods with the ease of familiarity, able to leave most of the work to the horse so that he could focus his attention on his tumultuous thoughts.

His fingers went briefly to the sword at his hip, emotions cutting through him, echoing every last one of his own:  fear, pain, and a bone-deep longing to fix something that he was certain would never—could never—be fixed.

As ever, the ride to the oak tree seemed to take forever. His breaths misted in the night air, but the ride and his own fear kept him plenty warm in the cold. Slices of moonlight cut through the dense canopy, just enough for Emel to see the barest outline of the figure waiting for him.

Reaching the oak, Emel dismounted. "Brekk."

Brekk held out one scarred, claw-tipped hand, tugging Emel close when he took it. "Good evening," he said in a rough, broken voice. "Long time no see, beauty."

Emel laughed at the endearment, for he was no such thing, and cupped Brekk's face, tugging him down for a kiss. Brekk's lips were rough and dry, but warm and familiar. The scars that covered his face and the top of his head were achingly familiar beneath Emel's fingers.

Claws ran lightly over the heavy layers of his clothes and lightweight leather armor. "I've missed you."

"I wish I could see you more," Emel said softly. "I keep hoping …"

Brekk kissed him again, soft and lingering. "Treasure the moments, beauty. Don't waste them dreaming for eternities."

Swallowing, Emel took another kiss, this one hard and desperate, containing every ragged emotion knotting him up or tearing him apart. Brekk held him tightly, fed back every bit of longing and fear. They trembled in one another's arms, beating back despair with desire. The air was cold as it struck his skin when Brekk began to strip their clothes away, but the heat of Brekk's body soon banished all hints of cold.

Emel hissed as those fine, razor-sharp claws scored his skin and sharp teeth sank into his shoulder. There would be a livid bruise there, he knew that well from experience, but did not mind. Hidden by layers of cloths and armor, it would also be all he had to remember Brekk until they were able to meet again.

He moaned when the teasing finally ended and Brekk slid inside him, hard and hot and exactly what Emel needed after three long months of not seeing his lover. He wrapped his arms around Brekk, dug his nails into Brekk's back right above the wing joints, and held tightly as Brekk began to fuck him hard.

It did not last nearly long enough, and Emel muffled his cry in Brekk's mouth, tasting blood as the force of the kiss split his lip. As they finally calmed, Brekk drew back and lapped the bloody away, his eyes glowing a soft yellow.

The first time they'd met there in the wood, Brekk's eyes had been dark red and glowing. Emel should have finished what the wound in Brekk's side had started, put an end to the damnable demon's life … but life was exactly what he had seen in Brekk's eyes. Not a demon, not a mindless monster, but someone who felt pain and did not want to die.

Emel had saved him instead and fled back to the castle before the reality of what he had done caught up to him. When he had eventually returned a few days later, he'd expected the demon to be long gone.

Instead, he'd been waiting. Emel's entire world had changed that day—and changed all over again when a cautious friendship turned into a love affair.

They slowly dressed again, then sat pressed together at the base of the oak. "The High Necromancer found a sword today," Emel said and dragged his sword belt close, displaying the hilt of his new sword, the gleaming purple jewel in the hilt.

Brekk frowned at it. "It radiates a strange energy."

"Oh? I only feel the sorrow in the blade," Emel said and held it out. Brekk shook his head, withdrawing from it.

"Why does a sword radiate sorrow and give off strange energies?"

"He says it contains the soul of a paladin who cries out for a demon named Rakken. We call him the Lost Paladin. He refused to renounce his feelings for a demon and was burned at the stake."

Brekk made a low, sad noise. "I do not want you to suffer such a fate."

"Burning was made illegal centuries ago," Emel said. "I'm terrified only of losing you. If they find us, they'll kill you before any questions are asked." He did not bother to say that it was less a matter of 'if' and more a matter of 'when'. He was not fool enough to think his secret would remain one.

The sword, though … He traced his fingers over the hilt, lingering on the jewel. The sword gave him a taste of hope, sweet and bitter and impossible to resist. "Everyone is starting to accept necromancers are not one step away from demons. And now this sword … do you think someday, maybe …"

Shaking his head, Brekk said, "I do not know, and I was never very good at being optimistic. But I do like it when I and my pessimism are proven wrong." He gave one of his rare smiles, so sweet an expression on his fierce face. He reached out and cupped Emel's cheek.

Emel's eyes stung as he stared into Brekk's, remembering with an ache the way everyone had laughed and cheered that morning when Sorin had kissed Koray. Men and women who called him friend, who stood by him in battle, who would die for him … they had taken necromancers into their fold, but every last one of them would not hesitate to cut Emel down when they found him consorting with a demon. Worse, they would slaughter Brekk without thought and never know or care about what they had lost.

Would there ever come a day when he could kiss Brekk openly and have it be met with cheers?

Holding fast to the sword in his lap, Emel leaned in and kissed Brekk, casting out a silent prayer to the Goddess that eventually that day would indeed come.


 

 

 

 


Part Two: The Alchemist

 


One

Cerant could tell by the way his head throbbed, and from the foul taste in his mouth, that he had drunk too much again. Sighing at himself, already dreading the quietly disapproving look he would get from Neikirk, he crawled out of bed and got himself cleaned up.

When he looked respectable, even if he still felt like death, he slowly made his way downstairs and into the kitchen. There was still a pot of warm porridge on the stove, thankfully, and half a pitcher of ale left. Fixing himself breakfast, he took it all to the table and began to eat.

He had just finished when Neikirk slipped inside, immaculate and precise and beautiful as ever. Cerant noted mournfully that Neikirk had trimmed his hair, cutting the dark blond strands so short that all hint of curl was gone. But the severe cut drew out his brilliant eyes—one amber, one violet and swirling with silver and purples and blues. A gold-rimmed monocle was affixed to his left eye, and he stared disapprovingly through it at Cerant. "Good morning, Master."

"Good morning, my dear," Cerant said, smiling as only Neikirk could make him—especially when Neikirk was annoyed with him. "You look as though you've had a productive morning. Set some new incantations?"

"Yes, Master," Neikirk said and fetched a cup to pour himself some ale. "How are you feeling?"

Cerant snorted and replied, "Would you prefer I be miserable or feeling better?

"Miserable."

"Ah, Neikirk, what would I do without you and your honesty?"

"Drink more," Neikirk replied in that implacable, matter of fact way of his.

Cerant could not stop wondering just how magnificent Neikirk would be when he lost that cool, collected manner of his. Or would he be all precise and measuring in bed as well? Either thought was enough to make Cerant suddenly uncomfortable. "I am sorry for drinking so much."

"You are free to do as you like, Master," Neikirk replied.

Cerant made a face at that because it certainly was not true. Even as a prince he had not been free to do as he liked. Unlike his damnable brother, but if he started going down that road, he would begin drinking again, and contrary to what Neikirk probably thought, Cerant did not enjoy escaping into alcohol.

There were just days when he simply did not know how else he was going to survive the memories that occasionally drove him to his knees. No matter the years that passed, no matter how much he loved Neikirk and so many other elements of his life in Navath, it was not home.

At least he was past the anniversary of his exile for another year. Cerant scrubbed at his face, finished his breakfast, and set the dishes aside to wash later. "So what spells did you work on this morning, my dear?"

"Healing magic," Neikirk replied as he rose to put his empty cup with Cerant's dishes. "I am trying a new combination of plant energies with those new roses you had planted. They seem heartier in spirit than the other bushes."

Cerant smiled at the undercurrent of enthusiasm in Neikirk's voice; the only time he ever lost his cool, precise tone was when he spoke of his work. "I'm glad they're proving of use. I cannot wait until spring when I can plant the additional roses and that peculiar bush with the thorns."

His garden, which occupied most of the land he had purchased years ago when he had settled in the town of Mellness, was one of the few things he loved. Nowhere near as much as he loved Neikirk, but it kept him occupied and provided a challenge. "What else do you plan to do today? Still fighting with your lightning incantation? I am surprised you are not working on it right now."

"Lightning can wait," Neikirk said calmly. "I intend to learn, once and for all, why you always get so ridiculously drunk on the same day every year."

Cerant sighed. "You would have more success with the lightning."

"I am more persistent than you," Neikirk replied, even tone never changing, but an all too familiar stubborn gleam in his eyes. He was, unfortunately, correct:  Cerant could not compete with Neikirk's persistence. "It is clear the matter troubles you deeply and instead of easing as the years pass, the pain just grows. You spend your life gardening, indulging me, and protecting the village, but it is clear this life does not make you happy. Yet you'll not speak of what troubles you; all I know is that whatever it is, it keeps you from going home again. This is not the life you were meant to lead, Master. Any fool can see that. You should be doing great things, not tending gardens."

"Great things?" Cerant laughed bitterly. "I am not meant for anything, not anymore. Assuming I ever was."

Neikirk frowned. "What life did you leave behind? Why do you not return to it? As long as I have lived with you, Master, I know very little about you. Not even where you are from, other than Vindeia."

"What is there to tell? That life is gone forever. I cannot go home. This is my life. I will never be sorry that it gave me the chance to meet you, Neikirk. You must know that."

"There is always a way to go home again, if that is what you really want."

Cerant's mouth twisted. "My dear, if I cross that border my life is forfeit. As I said, there is nothing to discuss."

"I would say there is a great deal to discuss, but let us switch to a different subject for a time. You are not sorry for the chance to have met me. Certainly I am grateful for that day you won my contract at auction. You spared me from men who would have used me and thrown me away before the year was out."

"My finest purchase," Cerant said with a genuine smile.

Neikirk did not return it. "Why, when it is clear all that lies between us, do you constantly refuse to act and make us lovers? Why have you turned down the attempts I have made myself to change that?"

Cerant sighed. "My, my, you are out for blood today, my dear."

"Strictly speaking, it is not blood that interests me," Neikirk replied. The unexpected jest made Cerant laugh briefly. Looking faintly pleased with himself for a moment, Neikirk pressed on. "My contract expires in three days, Master. I would like to renew it, but with that stupid clause you added removed. If you are going to remain stubborn, however, then I will not renew it."

"That would put you back in the auction pool," Cerant snapped. "No."

Neikirk stepped in close, the suddenness of the movement—the fact he could feel the heat of Neikirk's body, smell sweat and roses and the unmistakable tang of magic—stopped Cerant's breath. "Then stop making excuses, Master, and do what we both have been wanting you to do for a long time."

"You don't understand—"

"Then tell me!" Neikirk snapped, finally losing that calm of his. "I have waited and waited all these years and my patience has finally run out. I am not going to stand by and watch you drink that way, despair that way, again. Tell me what holds you back and take what has been offered to you, or cut me loose and let me move on."

"No!" Cerant snarled, blood running cold at the idea of Neikirk's leaving him. "You're not leaving. I won't permit it. You're mine."

Some of the tension in Neikirk's shoulders bled away. "Then what do you hold back that you think I could not bear to hear? Are you guilty of some terrible crime?"

"Yes and no, actually," Cerant said with a long sigh. "I—" He broke off with a cry when one of his damned headaches abruptly struck him, the world fading as it was drowned out by pain and the impression that someone was screaming in his ears.

"Master?"

"I'm fine," Cerant bit out, though he was not so certain. He was starting to feel sick and dizzy and the impression of screaming just would not ease up. "These damn headaches will be the death of me."

Neikirk reached into the small pouch he always wore at his left hip and withdrew a small amethyst bead. His violet eye shimmered as woke the spell sleeping within the jewel. A moment later, it trickled out like a whisper of silver smoke, curling around Cerant's head and easing the worst of his pain. "Master, just tell me what is slowly destroying you from the inside out."

Cerant swallowed. "I hate your stubborn persistence."

A small, fond smile curved Neikirk's mouth. "Yes, Master."

"Stop calling me that," Cerant groused.

The smile tipped into a smirk. Cerant wanted badly to kiss Neikirk, turn that smirk into a needy moan. He reached out and slid his fingers through Neikirk's soft, fine hair, then cupped the back of his head and tugged him close—

The sudden pounding on the kitchen door made them both jump, and Cerant almost laughed at the look of absolute hostility that flickered across Neikirk's face. Moving to the door, he pulled it open and stared in dismay at the terrified looking boy on his back steps. "What's wrong?"

"There's a dead demon in the graveyard," the boy said. "Mistress Wess said to get you and the alchemist."

Annoyance flickered at the way the boy said 'the alchemist', a small display of the Navathian practice of treating their alchemists like property rather than people. But he shoved it away for the moment, as there were more urgent matters to address. "We'll come at once." The boy nodded and ran off; Cerant strode into his bedroom and opened the chest at the foot of the bed. Stripping off the clothes he favored for lazing around his house, he quickly dressed for battle in a heavy tunic and light armor, shoving away thoughts of days when he had dressed in Goddess Violet and fought alongside the paladins.

He finished buckling his sword belt into place as he returned to the kitchen. Neikirk too had changed, his work clothes traded out for sturdy breeches and boots and the stiff, waist-length jacket of deep blue that marked those alchemists trained for battle. There were special pouches at his hips, buckled to his thighs, and a last at the small of his back. Jewels gleamed in his ears, and there were rings on his fingers, a strand of jewel beads around his neck—and every single glittering precious stone was a weapon.

They left without a word, walking quickly through the village to where the graveyard was located at the eastern edge of it. A cluster of people stood in front of the high, iron gates, arguing loudly, their fear palpable. They fell silent as they saw Cerant and Neikirk, and an old woman pushed through the group to greet them. "Thank you for coming."

"I am always willing to help however I may," Cerant replied. "Where is the demon?"

"Behind the Mother Statue," Mistress Wess replied.

Cerant nodded and resumed walking, Neikirk a comforting presence at his side. He headed straight for the statue of the Goddess in the middle of the graveyard, faintly and fondly amused, as ever, by the way Navathians called her 'Mother' without ever seeming to realize she was the Goddess.

Moving around the statue, he stopped short in disbelief. "A demon lord." One of its horns had been broken and the wings were torn beyond all repair. The demon must have died in unbelievable agony. Sympathy and pity rose up in Cerant, and the screaming in his head eased a bit.

No one, not even a demon, should die in such misery.

"Why did it die here?" he asked. "The poor bastard obviously lost a nasty fight. Where is the other demon? Why was the body left here?"

"It's been drained, Master."

"What?" Cerant asked, looking up at Neikirk in surprise.

Neikirk's violet eye glowed as he studied the demon. "It is devoid of energies; someone drained the demon, much like demons drain people."

Cerant felt sick and afraid. What in the name of the Goddess required so much power that it fed upon demons? He reached out to touch the demon, wincing at the terrible cuts and gashes covering its body. The damn thing would have bled out even if it hadn't been sucked dry. "No one deserves to be treated this way."

He rested his hand on the back of the demon's head and quietly recited a prayer for peaceful passage. Behind him, Neikirk said nothing, long use to Cerant's eccentricities. When he finished the prayer, Cerant stood up. "How do you think he got here?"

"I would say he was dropped, Master," Neikirk replied, squinting up at the sky. "He lost the fight and was carried away. Once he was drained of all his energies, his killer dropped the body."

Cerant pursed his lips in thought. "That implies the killer had wings, which means another demon or something as yet unknown. I do not like either option."

"No, Master," Neikirk agreed quietly.

"Let's keep the details to ourselves for now. Get anything useful you can off the body, then burn it," Cerant said and left him to it, making his way back to the villagers to assure them it was just a demon that had died of his wounds while trying to make his escape.

Calmed by the news and the reassurance that they would not soon have demons on their doorstep, the villagers dispersed to get on with their day. He watched them go, waiting patiently for Neikirk to reemerge. When Neikirk finally did reappear, they headed back home, walking in silence for a few minutes. Eventually, Cerant asked, "Learn anything?"

"The wounds he suffered are consistent with a demon attack," Neikirk said. "It is safe to assume, I think, that he was killed and drained by one of his own. I am not certain what that means. I have never heard of demons behaving so."

Cerant grimaced, both at Neikirk's comments and the way his head had begun to hurt again. "Nor have I. Demons are brutal bastards, especially the more powerful ones, but I have never heard of them resorting to what seems like cannibalistic behavior. Well, I suppose since they start out human, they are already engaging in such, but—"

"Demon!" Someone shrieked, and then the scream was abruptly cut off. He and Neikirk burst into movement, sprinting through the village toward the source of the scream. They followed it to the villages square, where the demon had already caused a blood bath; at a glance Cerant could see nearly ten bodies, all of them gored open, throats torn out—in some cases the heads had been torn clean off.

All of them had likely been drained of energy, for a demon attacked so wildly for no other purpose. Cerant drew his sword, saw Neikirk in the corner of his eye. "Demon!" he roared as it stalked a helpless woman and young man.

It whipped around and Cerant recoiled as he got his first real look it. Everything about the demon was wrong. Demons had black skin, occasionally smooth but more often mottled with grays, greens, browns, and reds. The demon in front of him had pale gray skin, nearly white in patches. Rather than two wings on its back, it had four, sickly looking where the veins stood out lividly against the pale gray skin. Its horns were an ill-looking yellow. Worst were its eyes, a bright, sickly green rather than the usual red. Cerant never thought he'd live to see the day he missed the usual demons.

He barely got his sword up in time as the thing moved, snarling and hissing, swinging faster than Cerant could keep pace. Cerant had never been so bitterly aware that he was merely a knight, not a paladin. Though he was adequate in battle, he had never been of the same caliber as his friends.

The demon snarled in fury as he was struck from behind. Cerant used the opportunity to lodge a boot in the damn demon's gut, sending him stumbling back and giving Cerant a chance to breathe and figure something out. He glanced past the demon to where Neikirk stood. His eyes shimmered as he connected with all of his jewels—dozens of them arrayed in the air in front of him, each glowing a different color, ready to be used on a moment.

Even as Cerant readied himself for round two, a ruby bead shone bright and in the next breath, a brilliant burst of fire engulfed the demon. It roared and turned to go for Neikirk, who stood his ground. Cerant pulled a dagger and threw it, catching the demon in the back, piercing one wing in the process. Neikirk's flames had further damaged them, but as the flames finally faded off, the demon did not seem otherwise harmed.

Neikirk's eyes flashed like sun on water and a sharp burst of light filled the square. Cerant ran at the demon, swinging his sword, but the demon turned and caught the blade as if it was little more than a stick, yanking it out of Cerant's hands and throwing it aside. It lashed out and Cerant only just dodged enough to avoid the gashes across his chest cutting deep enough to be fatal.

The scent of fire and magic filled the air and the demon let out a scream as it was consumed in white-blue fire. It turned toward Neikirk again, tail lashing back and forth, wings moving restlessly on its back. It made a sound that reminded Cerant of laughter in a chilling, frightening way.

Grimacing at the pain in his chest, the blood that seeped into his clothes and dripped down his torso, Cerant caught Neikirk's gaze and gave the barest nod, signaling he was ready for what he knew would come next. It was a harder incantation for Neikirk to bind to his jewels, but always a reliable one when the demons were on the ground, and they had at least ensured the bastard was grounded.

Neikirk's eyes flashed again and a small topaz dropped the ground as its incantation was released. Power rippled, shone, and the village square began to shake. Used to it, Cerant maintained his footing and ran for the demon, pulling out another dagger, throwing himself on the disoriented demon's back, and shoving the dagger into its neck all the way to the hilt.

Screaming, the demon bucked him off. It turned, green eyes glowing, and with a grin that displayed all of its sharp teeth, pulled the dagger from its neck and threw it aside. It stalked toward Cerant, who tried to scramble to his feet, pulling another dagger and bracing—only to be abruptly snatched up and thrown.

Cerant slammed into the side of a building on the far side of the square, then collapsed to the ground in a heap. He tried to move, to stand up, but could only moan and curl up in a ball of pain.

He heard the demon coming and struggled again to rise, but could only barely drag his eyes open. Then he heard a crack and a bolt of light struck the demon. Its scream ended nearly as soon as it began, and the charred remains fell to the ground mere steps from Cerant.

"Master!" Neikirk said and ran over to him. He dropped to his knees and ran his hands frantically over Cerant's body, fear in his eyes. "It will be all right, Master."

"My dear …" He tried to say more, but pain overtook him again and Cerant succumbed to the dark.


Two

Neikirk carried his fresh cup of tea into Cerant's bedroom and resumed his seat, reaching out for the hundredth time to trace the lines of Cerant's pale, bruised face.

Thank goodness the lightning incantation had worked. His body still ached from the effort of controlling it, and using it had been a greater risk than he was comfortable admitting even to himself, but it had worked.

His elation over the victory, the result of years of work, simply was not there, however. Anything he might have felt was drowned out by the terror of seeing Cerant thrown about like a rag doll, the smack and crunch as he had slammed into that stone wall. But the lightning incantation had worked, and Neikirk had gotten to Cerant in time to save him.

Forcing himself to sit back, Neikirk sipped his tea and tried to stop worrying. Cerant was alive and healing well. There had been no more demons that day and hopefully there would not be more any time soon. He could relax slightly.

But his hand still shook as he reached out yet again to touch Cerant.

Withdrawing again, he sipped at his tea and tried to put his mind on his work, picking up the lists he had started earlier about the supplies he would need to collect to begin creating the incantations. He should get started on gathering the items, but every time he tried, he looked at Cerant and terror flooded him all over again.

Helplessly drawn, he looked at Cerant again and froze in surprise to see that his eyes were open—until he realized that Cerant was still asleep, eyes hazy and far from lucid. They also glowed brilliant violet rather than their usual ocean blue.

Neikirk had seen Cerant's eyes turn violet before, but only in moments of distress, or when he got one of his headaches. Cerant never seemed to realize that his terrible headaches always came right before something went wrong. Neikirk had quietly questioned him about them before—and traditions from Cerant's homeland—but the topic upset him so much that Neikirk had never posed his theories. It was hard enough getting Cerant to admit he saw Neikirk as more than a friend.

He scowled, reminded all over again about the kiss that had almost happened. Damn those demons. Neikirk sighed and sipped again at his tea, enjoying the fragrant, spicy scent of it. He knew he was a fool, pining for a man who seemed content to wallow in misery and regret. But when he forgot to wallow, Cerant was nothing less than magnificent. Neikirk had liked him right from the start, wanted him nearly as long, and been in love with him at least half the years they had been together.

A knock at the door drew him from his thoughts, and Neikirk set his tea aside before rising to cross the house and open the door. "Mistress Wess," he greeted, keeping his eyes respectfully down, his tone quiet and level.

"How is your master?" she asked and shoved a cloth-wrapped bundle that smelled of roasted meat and vegetables into his arms. "You are taking care of him, I hope?"

Neikirk bit back an angry retort, furious at the insinuation he would fail Cerant in any way. Keeping his tone humble, he replied, "Yes, Mistress."

"You had better, especially in light of your failure to adequately protect him in battle. After all he has done for you, given you—this is what comes of his foolish tendency to indulge you. I may yet go to the council about all of this."

"The demon was out of the ordinary, a demon we have never seen before, Mistress. It was much stronger than even the toughest demon lord. But I am familiar with it now and can better perform my duties should we encounter another one."

He could practically feel her bristling with disapproval at his outspokenness, but she did not hold his contract and so could not punish him. "See that he gets a proper meal when he can eat." She left without further word, had probably not even thought to ask how Neikirk was feeling. Neikirk doubted she even knew that the incantations he'd cast had caused him pain.

But he had not really expected it. Neikirk was not sorry he had become an alchemist, but he was always painfully aware of what it had cost him. Alchemists were property, not people. Anyone born with the potential to be an alchemist was pressed into service, either serving the crown directly or sold off to private sponsors. Anyone caught performing magic unsanctioned suffered imprisonment at best. Magic was too dangerous to be in the hands of citizens, and so they were made property.

Despite that, Neikirk had, for the most part, always enjoyed his work. He was also extremely good at it, which was why he had been put up for auction, rather than just placed in the royal military. It had terrified him when he had been informed and he had felt close to passing out when he'd been put on the auction block and the bidding had begun. He could see by the expressions of most of the bidders just what they planned on doing with him. Alchemists were status symbols, play things; certain behaviors were easily overlooked by the government because turning a blind eye benefited them.

He had been close to tears when he saw who would likely win the bidding, a nasty looking fellow who had not once stopped leering, when Cerant's voice and its obvious Vindeian accent had cut through the crowd. The way he had almost lazily doubled the current bid had shocked everyone into silence.

Cerant had always treated him like an equal and never really understood or tolerated when others did not do the same. He provided Neikirk with his own rooms, his own funds, did not dictate his experiments or use him as a bed warmer. Neikirk had been thrilled with that in the beginning—and gone mad with frustration much later.

And of course, the moment he had been about to get what he had longed for, demons attacked.

Sighing, Neikirk left the food in the kitchen and returned to the bedroom. Cerant's eyes had closed again and he did not look as though he would be waking any time soon. Neikirk combed through Cerant's dark-auburn hair, smoothing out the tussled mess, then traced the lines of his face.

"Neikirk …" Cerant mumbled in his soft, sleepy voice, then seemed to sigh and settle even more comfortably into his rest. Neikirk permitted himself a small smile. Retrieving his tea, he sat down and finally picked up his lists, adding to them, starting new ones for incantations he wanted to modify to better work against the new type of demon.

He also made notes about people to contact about the new demon, though the list was woefully short. When he was done with all of his lists, he picked up his latest grimoire and flipped to the section where he had been logging all his work on his lightning incantation. Eventually, he knew, he would be ecstatic it had worked. At present, his only concern was being able to do it again.

Neikirk jerked awake when someone shook him and stared blankly for a moment at Cerant. Then he leveled Cerant with a stern look. "You should not be out of bed, Master. You need rest."

"I'm fine, if a bit sore. Better than you, I daresay, if you were idiot enough to sit in that chair all night after casting such powerful incantations. You must ache head to toe, my dear." He ruffled Neikirk's short hair. "Come on, I think we both need a good soak in the hot springs."

"Yes, Master," Neikirk replied and hid a wince as he stood up, almost wishing he had gone to bed—but more furious with himself for dozing off when he was supposed to have been watching over Cerant all night. "Are you truly feeling better, Master, or simply being stubborn as usual? I feared the healing would not help your internal injuries soon enough."

Cerant smiled at him and reached out to ruffle Neikirk's hair again. "I am fine, my dear, as ever when in your more than capable hands. Cease to worry about me and worry about yourself for once."

Neikirk nodded and headed for his own room, where he stripped off his clothes and pulled on an old tunic, then gathered up his bathing items. At the last minute, he carried along a bag of jewels on the chance they ran into trouble.

Joining Cerant in the yard behind the house, they walked along the footpath up into the foothills of the mountains. It was a good half-mark walk, but worth it on the rare occasion they felt like walking so far for a bath. Reaching the cluster of caves and outcroppings that formed natural pools of hot, bubbling water, they washed quickly in a nearby spring before settling in for a good soak.

Neikirk sighed as the springs did their work, slowly easing the aches of casting hard incantations at rapid fire pace followed by a night spent in a stiff chair.

"So do my memories deceive, or did you keep me alive by succeeding at your lightning incantation?"

"I did cast it successfully," Neikirk replied. "I am sorry—"

"Do not be sorry about anything," Cerant cut in. "You were magnificent and the only reason I am still alive. Without you I would be dead. I was never much a warrior and unfortunately it shows."

Neikirk said nothing.

Cerant gave him a look. "You've been working on that incantation for years. I have seen you try and fail more times than I care to count to create it, embed it, and properly cast it."

"It needs a lot of refining," Neikirk said. "I was only barely able to make it go where I wanted—to cast it at all. The incantation fights me every step of the way. It will be a long time before it is a reliable enough incantation for you to sell off."

"I have no intention of selling anything of yours unless that is what you want, and you damn well know it, brat," Cerant said. "Stop making up excuses and be happy with your accomplishment. You deserve to be happy about it."

Neikirk replied, "It will take weeks to rebuild and embed it, along with all the other ones I used up."

"My dear, do not cross a river until you come to it. Enjoy the moments that you can. You should be proud of yourself. The new problems we face should not hinder pride in your abilities."

Allowing a faint smile, pleased despite himself by Cerant's praise, Neikirk said, "Yes, Master."

"Good," Cerant said and relaxed, resting his head against a bit of smooth, curved stone and closing his eyes.

Neikirk stared up at the sky, the lazily drifting clouds and a cluster of birds, enjoying the comfortable silence.

He startled several minutes later when Cerant said quietly, "I have a younger brother."

Surprised jolted through Neikirk and sped up the beating of his heart, for Cerant had never offered up such information before. Neikirk knew only that he was wealthy and from Vindeia. He had long suspected that Cerant had not left home willingly and could not return. Cerant had finally confirmed that point right before the demon attacked. What was he had said—that his life was forfeit if he returned to Vindeia, that was it. But Neikirk said nothing, only let Cerant keep speaking, afraid he might stop if impeded.

"My brother always hated me, the attention I got, that I dared to be born first and left him to be the spare child. When I was eighteen, nearly nineteen, a young girl barely fourteen years old claimed I had gotten her with child. Though I can never prove it, I feel my brother was the one ultimately responsible for what happened with that poor girl."

"That makes no sense, Master," Neikirk said. He had always favored men and women himself, like most people. Cerant had never displayed any sort of sexual interest in women. It had always vaguely amused Neikirk, but suddenly it no longer seemed so.

Cerant's face twisted with unpleasant memories. "It caused an outrage, not least of all because the girl was from an important family. I was ordered to admit my foul deeds and marry the girl, but refused because I had done no wrong. Many stepped forward to defend me, but just as many came forward to verify events that I knew had never transpired. Most believed me, but the evidence to prove it could not be found. It was finally decided that the child itself would be the definitive proof—but the mother and babe both died in the birthing.

"I was already looked at askance because I tended to pity demons and was not as ruthless about removing their heads as the paladins. The whole of it resulted in my exile and might have ended in my death if not for the way the high priests spoke up for me and if the man believed to be the next high paladin—who is, in fact, now high paladin—had not stood up for me so staunchly. So here I am."

Something important was missing from the tale, and it niggled at Neikirk like missing some obvious bit of an incantation that kept failing. But try as he might, he could not make the missing piece come to him. He did not press for it, however, reluctant to abuse the information offered by demanding more. "You could have told me all of this years ago, Master. Of course I have absolute faith you are not guilty of such a terrible thing. As to the demons, pity has never kept you from killing them to save lives. I have no love of demons, but I respect your reverence for life."

Cerant grimaced. "I almost told you a thousand times, but I hate even thinking about it. I want to forget about it, accept my life here, but after a decade of trying, I think it will never be. I let a great many people down with my exile, and I cannot forgive myself that."

"You were betrayed, Master. No one is ever prepared for that—or to blame for it."

"I should have just kept the peace and married her."

Neikirk shook his head. "It would have only made things worse in the end, and if, as you say, your brother was behind it all, no doubt he had something else planned to prevent that being the end of the matter. The guilt lies with the betrayer, not the betrayed."

Cerant nodded, but it was apparent he remained unconvinced.

"You do not favor women, Master. You and she both would have been miserable. If nothing else came of your brother's scheming, a marriage made in misery would have been equally damaging in the long run."

Shrugging, Cerant replied, "A man of my station marries for business, not pleasure. It is not outside the realm of possibility that I would have married her someday anyway, though at least in that case she would not have been merely a child." He swept his gaze over Neikirk, then met his eyes and said softly, "But there is no point in denying I would not have been happy."

A man of his station? Well, given Cerant's bearing and the ease with which he handled his wealth, the careless way he just assumed he was in command of whatever group he joined, it was not really a surprise to hear that he was some sort of nobility—or had been, at least. "The past is the past, Master. You have lived in Navath for ten years. You should contact your family, perhaps the exile might be reversed after so many years."

"Not for me. I shudder to think of circumstances desperate enough I would be recalled. And what would I do with you were I to go home?"

The words were a blow, all the more painful for being completely unexpected. Neikirk could not breathe for a moment, they cut so deep. Cerant did not want to keep him if he returned to Vindeia?

Unable to remain still, afraid of what he might say or do, Neikirk turned to climb out of the hot spring—and yelped in surprise when he was jerked back, his balance upset so that he toppled both of them into the water. He came up sputtering and trying to glare. "Master!"

Cerant, of all things, laughed. Before Neikirk could inform Cerant of his opinion on that, however, Cerant leaned in and dropped a quick, hard kiss on Neikirk's mouth. "My dear, I did not want to simply make the assumption that you would leave your home for me. For one, remaining with me would be a rather complicated affair that no man should have forced upon him. Two, it would require leaving Navath forever, and given my own agony over leaving home, I would never expect it of someone else."

"Master, I have never wanted so badly to throttle you," Neikirk said. He settled for shoving Cerant down into the water again, somewhat mollified when he came up gasping for air.

"Why did you do that?"

"Master, I am property here. I was handed over to the government when I was five and was property of the crown until you won me. If you tired of me today, you could sell me back to the crown or hold an auction of your own, and there is nothing that I would be able to do about it. To the best of my knowledge, there are no such laws concerning magic users in Vindeia. I may still be under contract, but I would be a free man. More importantly, I have waited several years for you to admit there is something between us and act upon it. If you do ever return home, why would I not go with you?"

Cerant laughed, sounding relieved and delighted, and said cheerfully, "You're right:  I deserved the dunking."

"You will get yourself another one if you do not kiss me again, now we are done with all this discussion," Neikirk said.

Cerant smiled in a slow, hot way that promised all the things Neikirk had ever wanted, but had begun to believe he would never get. "Sometimes, my dear, I cannot tell who owns whom." He tugged Neikirk close to give the demanded kiss before Neikirk could reply. Shivering, Neikirk wrapped his arms around Cerant's neck and held him tightly, kissing back with everything he'd felt since Cerant had won him at auction.

"I think we should return to the house," Cerant said eventually. "Much as I would love to fuck you out in the open, we lack certain necessities and it is getting a touch too cold for such misbehavior."

Neikirk conceded the point, if with equal reluctance, and climbed out of the hot spring. He pulled on his tunic and gathered up his belongings, walking quickly back to the house, hastened by the looks and teasing touches that Cerant gave him the entire way. They had barely gotten through the door when Cerant took everything from him, cast it to the floor, and pulled Neikirk into his arms. Oh, Neikirk did approve of Cerant's finally letting go and giving in.

When Cerant fumbled with his tunic, Neikirk drew back just enough to discard it, then went right back to being pressed up against Cerant kissing him hungrily. "Bedroom," Cerant managed to get out eventually, though by that point Neikirk was more than happy simply to use the floor. But Cerant pulled away and tugged Neikirk across the wide front room to his bedroom.

He pushed Neikirk on the bed and then slowly climbed on top of him, mouth and teeth leaving a trail of fire as he worked his way slowly up Neikirk's legs, lingering at his ass to give it a firm bite before nibbling and sucking his way up Neikirk's spine. He finished with a sucking kiss to the side of Neikirk's neck, then pulled back enough to turn Neikirk over and begin all over again on the front.

Neikirk tried to do his own touching, but Cerant seemed determined to leave him too desperate and distracted to do anything except enjoy everything Cerant did to him. His fingers moved aimlessly over Cerant's skin as he was able, feeling the many scars that covered it—some Neikirk knew well, others were a mystery.

"Beautiful," Cerant murmured against his lips, licking them slowly before taking a proper kiss, ending it only when Neikirk was breathless and his lips throbbed.

By the time Cerant left off the teasing and pushed slick fingers into him, Neikirk was trembling with need and nearly ready to kill Cerant and take care of things himself. Cerant kissed his nose and snickered. "So patient when binding an incantation, but a total brat when you are in want of a fuck."

Neikirk glared at him and rolled his hips, taking Cerant's fingers deeper, satisfied with the look that put on Cerant's face.  Mercifully, Cerant took the hint, removing his fingers and replacing them with his cock. "Better," Neikirk said, raking his nails along Cerant's arms. "Continue to improve."

Laughing, Cerant gripped Neikirk's hips and obeyed, fucking Neikirk so hard Cerant's old, rickety bed seemed in danger of finally collapsing. Neikirk ate at Cerant's mouth, held him close as Cerant just pushed harder, deeper, and finally came in his arms. Neikirk followed in his wake, feeding his cry into Cerant's mouth. As they slowly calmed, breaths evening out, Neikirk savored the weight and feel of Cerant at last in his arms. "Master …"

Cerant groaned, burying his head in the hollow of Neikirk's throat. "Do not call me that in bed, Neikirk."

Hiding his smile in Cerant's hair, Neikirk said nothing. Cerant might constantly protest the formal address, but Neikirk saw the way his eyes flared—and had definitely felt his cock twitch.

"So can we remain here the rest of the day?" Cerant asked.

"You have never asked if you might behave lazily before," Neikirk replied. "Anyway, you should be resting. No more exertion for you, Master."

Cerant finally rolled off Neikirk, though he stayed close, running a hand possessively along Neikirk's skin.

Neikirk pinched him. Hard. "Rest," he said, then relented, "I promise you can thoroughly exert yourself after supper, if you rest until then."

"As you wish, my dear," Cerant replied.

Neikirk was not at all surprised when only a few minutes later, Cerant's soft snores filled the room. Squirming free, he kissed Cerant's brows and then went to go see about tea and food. When he had eaten a light meal of bread and cheese and fixed a second cup of tea, he carried it to his workroom to begin the laborious task of gathering energies to meld and bind them as incantations in his jewels.

He was thankfully spared the work of testing the energy levels of various components because of his Alchemist Eye. It was useless for normal vision, but it allowed him to see the energies of whatever he looked at, as well as the strength of those energies. Not many alchemists possessed the Eye—obtaining it required old-fashioned magic, which was outlawed save for a small handful of spells. It was a long, difficult, and extremely painful process. Neikirk had never encountered anyone else who possessed one, though he knew there were others.

Neikirk had just begun to prepare the components to bind his earthquake incantation when he heard horses thundering up the lane. Frowning because horses could only mean soldiers, Neikirk headed for the front door and opened it before any of the assembled soldiers had to dismount to knock. "Greetings," he said cautiously. "Welcome to the home of my Master. May I be of service to you?"

"Well, now. You've quite the Eye," the man in the lead said, sounding genuinely impressed. Then he shook himself. "Pardon. I am Captain Thrane. Our alchemists are depleted and we've three men in need of healing."

Neikirk stepped back and opened the door wide. "Come in. I will fetch my jewels at once." He did not wait for their reply, simply went to workroom and fetched the small box that held all of his healing jewels. Carrying it back to the main room, he immediately set to work on the three men laid out on the floor.

He had just started working on the second man when Cerant came out of his bedroom. "What happened?" Cerant asked, looking over the injured men and the battered state of those still standing.

"Demons," Thrane said. "Two of them, white as bleached bone. You could practically see through them, their skin was so pale." He shuddered. "I started with thirty men. There are only twelve of us left."

"We fought something similar yesterday," Cerant said. "It was gray, not white. Four wings, green eyes?" Thrane nodded and Cerant continued. "Neikirk is the only reason I am still alive. If not for him, it would have turned me to little more than dust."

Thrane looked at Neikirk, and he hastily bent back to his work, eager to avoid the speculative gleam to Thrane's eyes. "He has an Alchemist's Eye of a level I have never actually seen. I've only ever seen two others who survived that spell and their eyes were pale, weak. His Eye is of exceptional clarity and strength; he must be able to see a truly astounding range of energies and power levels."

"I would wager my fortune that Neikirk is one of the best alchemists in the country," Cerant said.

"He is wasted here in this little village, serving your whims," Thrane said curtly. "The army would pay you handsomely to have him. I am astonished he was not sold straight to us."

Cerant sneered at that. "Alchemists of his caliber are always sold at public auction, as well you know. They are best suited to furthering alchemy and creating new incantations. I appreciate why you are interested, Captain, but he is not for sale."

"The crown would easily offer you three times his worth, and you've hardly need for his level of skill all the way out here in the middle of nowhere."

"Two marks from the border with Vindeia is not the middle of nowhere, and as I said before:  he saved my life. He has also been with me for the past nine years, Captain. I am not inclined to part with him. He is not for sale and that is the end of the matter."

Thrane sneered. "Three times his worth."

"I would not sell him for an entire kingdom," Cerant said. "Do not make the matter into a source of contention, Captain. It will not end well for you."

Though clearly furious, Thrane gave a nod and said nothing further about it. Neikirk finished healing the last of the wounded soldiers, but his attention was mostly on Cerant's words, the absolute certainty in his voice when he had said he would not trade Neikirk for an entire kingdom. Obviously it was just exaggeration to make a point, but Neikirk liked hearing it.

He stood up and folded his hands together behind his back, head respectfully bowed. "Your men are healing, Captain. They should be well enough to travel by morning. Would you and the rest of your men care to join us for supper?"

Thrane grunted, ignoring Neikirk to turn to Cerant. "Your alchemist is forward. Do you always let him speak so directly?"

"He is certainly more polite than I," Cerant said, tone idle but eyes hard. "He is not a dog and if you cannot treat him as an equal, Captain, then you and your men can find your supper elsewhere."

Brows shooting up, Thrane looked Cerant up and down before snorting and saying, "Oh, I see. I knew there was something odd about your accent. It's very good, but no accent can hide Vindeia's peculiar views on magic. You're not Navath-born."

"No, thank the Goddess."

Thrane sneered, as most in Navath would and did—the way Neikirk had before he had spent time with Cerant and seen and come to appreciate the depth of his faith. "Goddess. An alchemist is an alchemist, my lord. They're so lost in their heads and incantations, it is best not to trust them to themselves. There's a long history of tragedies when they were left to govern themselves. I know you foreigners are uncomfortable with the idea that they must be controlled, but magic was outlawed for a reason. Alchemists are a danger to themselves and others. It's for the best they're controlled; you should not feel bad for being that control."

Cerant gave Thrane a brittle smile. "Please, join me in the kitchen. There is food and drink aplenty." When the soldiers had all vanished into the kitchen, leaving Cerant and Neikirk alone, he tugged Neikirk close and said, "I wish I could leave right now and take you with me; I am tired of this place."

Neikirk nodded in agreement, not trusting himself to speak.

"Come on," Cerant replied, kissing him softly. "I think I can smell that tea of yours and desperately want some. The sooner we feed those idiots, the sooner we are rid of them."

As they all sat around Cerant's large kitchen table, Thrane asked, "Have you spoken to anyone back home lately, my lord? I would be curious to know the veracity of the rumors I have heard lately."

Cerant snorted. "What rumors?"

"There is one about necromancers moving into the royal castle. I heard tell there's even one they have taken to calling High Necromancer. Some say it is only because he warms the bed of the high paladin you lot worship so much."

"I've never heard anything more ridiculous in my life," Cerant said with a laugh. "Necromancers in the royal castle! And one buggered by the high paladin? I suppose next you will say the high priest is buggering a demon?"

"They say the High Priest and the king are dead and that is why the high paladin has gone mad and let necromancers run amuck through the castle," Thrane replied.

The cup Cerant had just picked up slipped from his fingers and crashed to the floor, splashing wine all over the pale tiles. Neikirk stared, taken aback by the way all of the color had abruptly leeched from Cerant's skin. "What do you mean, the king and high priest are dead?" Cerant asked. "You must be mistaken."

Shaking his head, Thrane replied, "Now that I am certain is fact rather than rumor. A formal letter was sent, though it contained little information from what I heard. The king and the high priest are dead. That is why I asked if you had heard from home. I apologize for breaking it to you so callously."

Cerant said nothing, just stood and fled the room. Neikirk went after him, unsurprised to find Cerant amongst his roses in the garden. "Master …" Cerant did not reply, did not turn around, but Neikirk did not press him. He simply wrapped his arms around Cerant's waist from behind and held him.

What he wanted to do was bind a new lightning incantation and then cast it on Thrane, the heartless, thoughtless bastard. He should have realized that, if unaware, the news would strike Cerant hard. To be told in one blow that his king and high priest were dead … as fiercely loyal and devout as Cerant was, the words must have torn him apart. "I'm sorry, Master," he said softly.

"There's something I need to tell you," Cerant said quietly, voice rough with tears. "When the soldiers are gone. I—I should have told you earlier, at the hot springs, but … the reasons for my exile, that I was exiled at all, has always been a constant source of shame to me. There are things I prefer to forget, or at least ignore."

"Yes, Master," Neikirk replied, voice just as soft, keeping back his concern because Cerant seemed troubled enough.

Eventually, they returned to the house, where the soldiers had already bedded down, clearly sensing they should leave Cerant alone the rest of the night. Neikirk and Cerant made quick work of cleaning the kitchen, and Cerant followed Neikirk into his workroom when they were done, carrying two cups of fresh-brewed tea. He handed one to Neikirk and sipped his own.

"You are the only man I know, Master, who enjoys watching me work," Neikirk said as he moved to the table he had abandoned when the soldiers arrived.

Cerant smiled and shrugged. "Watching you is soothing, though I also brought a book. Don’t think, however, that I have forgotten I was promised exertion."

Neikirk smiled ever so faintly and set his tea aside before crossing the workroom to where Cerant sat in an old armchair Neikirk kept there just for him. It was clear Cerant sought distraction, rather than exertion, but either way Neikirk was happy to provide it. "I think I can give you a little bit of exertion, Master," he said as he sank gracefully to his knees, settling between Cerant's thighs.

In a matter of moments, he had Cerant's hose and tunic out of the way and Cerant's cock in his mouth. Fingers slid over his short hair, Cerant making a noise of frustration that there was not enough of it to grip. Neikirk laughed ever so briefly, but at the heated look Cerant gave him, he resumed his task. It was not something he had done in a long time, but to judge by every noise Cerant made, the restless hands that slid over him, he had lost none of his skill.

Cerant came hot and bitter down his throat, and Neikirk swallowed all that he could, idly wiping away what dripped onto his chin after he pulled back. He went easily when Cerant tugged him up, returning the hungry kiss, lost in the way Cerant moaned for him and pulled impatiently at Neikirk's clothes.

They both jumped as the door burst open, and stared at Thrane. "A foreign rider approaches, my lord, though I guess he would not be foreign to you."

Cerant swore loudly as Thrane left again—after giving Cerant a look that could only be described as approving in regards to what he was clearly doing with Neikirk. Cerant sighed. "I hope you will let me finish this later, my dear."

"Of course," Neikirk said, stifling a sigh of his own.

He followed Cerant to the front of the house, wondering why in the world someone from Vindeia would be visiting them at so late a mark. He could just hear the soldiers muttering that very question, tense on the chance there was trouble coming. As the rider drew close enough to fall into the lanterns lining the front of the house, Neikirk stared in surprise—and perhaps a touch of wonder, though he would never admit it to Cerant.

The man was not merely a rider—though Neikirk had never seen one, he had heard enough descriptions of the armor and swords and violet tunics to know a paladin on sight. The paladin's eyes widened in surprise when they landed on Cerant. "I heard there was a foreign man, but I did not dare hope—" he cut himself off and hastily dismounted. He strode up to Cerant, dropped to one knee and bowed his head. "Prince Cerant, I regret that I must deliver to you the unhappy news of your brother's demise. His lordship, High Paladin Sorin, begs that you return immediately and reclaim the throne so wrongly taken from you."

The soldiers all let out noises of surprise, and Thane scowled at Cerant. Neikirk jerked away from Cerant, staring at him in shock. "You—" The paladin's words spun around and around in his mind. Cerant was not merely an exiled lord, he was the exiled crown prince. Neikirk remembered rumors of it. How had he never made the connection? He felt like a fool. "You're royalty," he said sadly. There was no way the King of Vindeia, especially after being exiled for a decade, would be allowed to keep an alchemist at court. Never mind one who was his lover.

"Do you have a reply, Highness?" the paladin asked as the silence stretched on.

"Is it true High Priest Angelos is also dead?" Cerant asked.

The paladin nodded, then bowed his head low again. "Yes, Highness. The priest called Alfrey and the high priest were the first victims of the king, who was slain by the high paladin himself when he attempted to murder the high necromancer."

"I see there is a great deal that will need to be explained to me," Cerant said quietly. "One moment, paladin. Neikirk, come with me." He did not wait for the paladin to reply, and ignored Thane and the others altogether as he led the way into the house.

Neikirk followed him into the kitchen, unable to do more than stare, wholly at a loss as to what to say.

"I'm sorry," Cerant whispered, lightly touching his fingertips to Neikirk's cheek, brushing them over his lips. "I was going to tell you tomorrow, after the soldiers were gone and we were alone to discuss the matter at length. I never thought it would matter. I never thought I would be recalled."

"You're a prince," Neikirk said, still reeling from the discovery. "You're a king."

"I'm not anything unless I agree to return," Cerant countered.

Neikirk swallowed. "Going back is all you've ever wanted, Master. If you stay here, misery will kill you in the end. You love me, I know that, but that won't be enough to keep you happy."

"That's not true," Cerant said softly. "You were right in that I should have confessed all of this a long time ago. I don't know why I thought holding the misery in would eventually kill it. I won't return without you, Neikirk. I always thought being exiled was the worst thing that could happen to me, but I would rather have you and remain here than go home without you. But I cannot ask it of you, not when I will be returning to take the throne. It would be a hard life for you, being an alchemist and my lover. It won't stop certain obligations I will eventually have to fulfill. I meant it before when I said I would not surrender you for a kingdom."

Neikirk traced the lines of Cerant's face while he weighed Cerant's words and the hard reality they spelled out. Taking a deep breath, he said, "Take me to Vindeia, Master. But don't think you're not in trouble for keeping something so important from me."

Laughing shakily in relief, Cerant swept him up and kissed him hard. "I love you, alchemist."

"And I you, Master."

Holding fast to Neikirk's hand, Cerant led the way back to the front. He kissed Neikirk briefly, then stood before the paladin still patiently waiting, and said, "We return to Vindeia with all haste, that I may reclaim my throne and restore the order that has clearly been lost."

Thrane stepped forward. "Majesty, if you'll permit it, we'll escort you as far as we may—at the very least to the border."

Cerant nodded at him. "Thank you, the gesture is greatly appreciated." Turning to the paladin, he said, "Find someone who can journey ahead to let all know of my return."

Looking up, eyes gleaming with tears, the paladin declared, "Yes, Majesty. Long live the king!"

Neikirk tamped down on his own anxiety and went to start packing.


Three

Cerant's heart pounded so hard, he pressed a hand to his chest to make certain it was not about to burst. He stared as the royal castle came into view, not certain he would be able to tear his eyes away even if demons attacked. If he had not been surrounded by soldiers, he would have wept to see the home he had not stopped missing for ten years.

"It's amazing," Neikirk said, riding alongside him. "Nothing at all like the palace."

"Nothing is quite as pretty as the royal palace of Navath," Cerant said with a laugh. "It's a wonder all its own. But the royal castle of Vindeia has stood longer than any other building on the continent. Welcome to my home, Neikirk."

"It is good to be home," Neikirk replied with a smile that seemed almost shy.

Cerant smiled back. "I hope it does become home to you. I never thought I would see it again." He had to fight tears again as the passed over the drawbridge and through the gates, raising a hand to greet the cheering soldiers crowded onto the battlements.

Everyone fell silent as he rode into the ward. The first thing he saw was the high paladin on the top steps. Sorin grinned down at him as though not even a day had passed since they last met, then roared, "Long live the king!"

The answering roar was deafening—and humbling. Cerant had not expected such a welcome in light of the way he had left and the circumstances necessitating his return. He had not expected anyone but Sorin and Angelos to be happy to see him. Sadness swept over him again as he recalled that there would be no reunion with Angelos.

It was good to be home—and better that home had wanted him back. Dismounting as he reached the keep, Cerant climbed the stairs and embraced Sorin tightly. "Hail, brother."

"Hail, brother. Welcome, Sire. It is good to have you home at last."

Cerant gave a shaky laugh. "It is good to be home, though I have been told of the many troubles awaiting me."

Sorin nodded, levity fading into somberness. But he smiled faintly as he said, "I am sure that with you here we can set all to rights again."

"I hope so," Cerant said, casting his eyes around—brow shooting up as he took in a figure standing in the shadow of the doorway. He was slight of build, not especially tall, but utterly breathtaking in his beauty. He looked like one of the cathedral statues come to life. Most stunning of all, however, were the streaks of gray and white in his long hair. Though the paladins who had met them halfway home to escort him the rest of the way had confirmed the rumors of necromancers in the palace, Cerant still found it hard to believe what he was seeing. What had happened that necromancers and their dark magic were welcomed in the royal palace—when one of them was declared high necromancer? "So this is the necromancer about whom I have heard so much. You are the one they are calling High Necromancer. I never thought I would live to see the day a necromancer tread royal grounds—but then, I never thought to walk these grounds again myself. Hail, High Necromancer."

"This is Koray," Sorin said, reaching out and tugging Koray forward, blithely ignoring the scowl cast his way for the action. "Koray, I make you known to his majesty King Cerant—well, prince, but your coronation is set for tomorrow and you're king in fact if not in ceremony."

Cerant nodded, dismissing the matter and beckoning Neikirk close, amused by the stunned look that had actually slipped past Neikirk's guard to fill his face. "High Paladin, High Necromancer, I make you known to Neikirk St. Silver, my alchemist and lover."

"Alchemist?" Sorin echoed. "You've brought a real, actual alchemist home with you?"

"As opposed to what?" Koray demanded. "A fake alchemist? And he's not a dog to be brought home, even if they are bought and sold likes horses."

Cerant stared, brows raised high, at the acerbic necromancer and the callous way he spoke to Sorin—and the way Sorin did not seem the slightest bit troubled by it.  He badly wanted to know all that he had missed over the past decade. "Are you always so rude?"

Not bothering to cease his glaring at Sorin, Koray said, "I am rude where the situation calls for it. If he calls for it often, then perhaps he should fix those things which warrant the rudeness being inflicted upon him."

To Cerant's complete astonishment, Sorin just laughed and playfully chucked Koray under the chin. "I know how to silence you when you get too rude, My Lord High Necromancer. Remember that."

Koray just glared harder, but there was no missing the faint dusting of pink that appeared on his cheeks.

Snorting in amusement, as it was increasingly apparent there was nothing to worry about there, Cerant shifted his gaze to the man standing nearby, a familiar face though he could not quite remember the man's name. "Are they always like this?"

"They can be quite unbearable about it, Majesty," the man replied. "It's good to have you home again."

Nodding in thanks, Cerant gestured. "Shall we adjourn to quieter quarters before whatever feast I am certain has been prepared commences? I feel there is much I should know that cannot wait."

Tearing his gaze away from Koray, Sorin said, "Your solar has been prepared for you, and you are welcome to it. People found me more often when I was there. I cannot wait to return to my old rooms. Supper should be ready in another mark or so. Emel, tell the cooks to go ahead and bring out the ale and wine, whatever foods might be ready. Let everyone start the celebration early, but see to it there are reliable men standing guard."

"Yes, High Paladin," Emel said and slipped away.

Sorin led the way into the keep, through the great hall, and up a set of stairs to Cerant's quarters—the King's solar. He sat down at the large, round table in one corner and helped himself to the pitcher of wine set out, motioning for the others to join him. "I did not think I would ever return here; I did not think anyone would permit it."

"Everyone knows you were not responsible," Sorin said. "We could just never prove it and your father was too old and frail by that point to retain his wits. I am sorry you were not here when he passed."

Cerant nodded. "Me too, but it cannot be undone. Tell me what I have missed, what my brother has done. I knew he was evil, but I never thought him capable of murder. Not like that."

"He took up black magic. I wish I knew why he did such a thing, but we will probably never learn the answer," Sorin said. "As anyone could have told him, as he well knew, he started turning into a demon. He killed Alfrey—we know not why, though we can guess. He killed Angelos to prevent being discovered. He very nearly killed Koray, the only other person with the knowledge and skills to eventually identify him. Left to my own devices, I do not know how many more might have died before I finally figured it out. After all of that, anyone who believed you guilty of wronging that poor girl does not believe it now."

"Poor Angelos, poor Alfrey," Cerant said, grief twisting in his chest as he thought of the kindly man who had always made being the head of the cathedral, the seat of holy power, look so very easy. He had been one of the few to treat Cerant just as Cerant and not like a prince. The only other people to be equally unimpressed with him were Sorin and Neikirk. And Alfrey, Sorin's cousin and a fine priest, one of the best men in the castle.

Sorin shook his head. "Enough somber talk, Cerant. There will be plenty of that to come. Tell me of your alchemist. Your name is Neikirk, correct? I did not think Navath practiced religion as we do, and yet you bear signs of having been favored by the Goddess."

Neikirk's mouth quirked faintly. "My Alchemist Eye, you mean?" He touched the corner of his eye lightly. "It is the result of an incantation, nothing more. Purple is the most powerful magic energy, and my Eye sees energies, which is very high magic indeed. But no Goddess gave it to me. Only many painful, arduous marks of complicated incantation."

"There is no point in trying to convince him otherwise," Cerant said, casting Neikirk a fond smile. "He is quite stubbornly set in his Navathian ways on the point of divinity."

"You can see energies with it?" Koray asked. "What of ghosts, can you see those?"

Neikirk shook his head. "No, I cannot. I admit ghosts long seemed myth or the result of a fractured mind to me until I obtained the Alchemist Eye and noticed a distinct shift in energies from before and after a necromancer did their work. But I cannot see whatever it is you see."

Disappointment crossed Koray's face briefly, and he retreated to his wine, long hair falling to shadow his face.

"So a spell gave you that?" Sorin said thoughtfully. "I still say it looks awfully divine. You radiate a lot of power, at least according to Emel. He's quite sensitive to such things. Do all alchemists have eyes like that?"

"No," Cerant said, seeing that Neikirk was growing uncomfortable with all the attention. "The spell is excruciating from what I understand. I was not present when it was cast; alchemists are very private about such incantations. From what I understand, no one has one with the clarity and power of Neikirk's. They are usually much paler and weaker."

"I think you exaggerate, Master," Neikirk replied. "We live in a very remote region. I am certain were we to have gone to the cities, we would have found plenty to match me, if not surpass me."

Sorin scowled. "Master? Why do you call him Master?"

"I'll explain Navathian customs and law another time," Cerant cut in. "For the moment, I fear we must veer back to more unpleasant matters. Tell me about demons, Sorin. Have you seen anything strange? Are they acting oddly?"

Face flickering with surprise, Sorin said, "Yes, actually. Koray learned from some ghosts that the demons are all scared of something. It's making them more rash, more brutal—desperate, I would say."

"We found a demon that had been fed upon by another demon," Cerant said. "Only minutes later, the village where I lived was attacked by a demon the likes of which I have never seen. It was gray with green eyes and four wings, yellow horns. It was powerful—no demon I have ever encountered could match it, not even the one that crippled my father."

Sorin's mouth tightened and his eyes flashed violet. "I see."

"Not long after we were attacked, Navathian soldiers sought out Neikirk for help because their own alchemists were depleted. They were attacked by strange demons as well, white rather than gray—I think a more fully realized version of the gray demon Neikirk and I encountered."

"They're sacrificing their life energies," Koray said quietly, causing everyone to look at him. "They're losing too much of their stolen spiritual energies and drawing upon their actual life energies instead. They've probably done it for so long that they can't stop, and humans are no longer sufficient. They must feed upon each other not just for power, but to live. That is why they're skin is turning gray and white—it's a side effect of leeching their own life force. It can be renewed, under ordinary circumstances, but demons are hardly ordinary."

Sorin scowled at him. "Is that why your hair acquires those strips of gray and white?"

"All of us who serve the Goddess endure some pain," Koray replied, shrugging. "When I overexert myself, death lashes back and I lose a bit of color. So what?"

"Stop overexerting yourself," Sorin snapped.

Koray smiled in a way that made Cerant nervous. "I'm sorry, My Lord High Paladin. Who passed out after overextending himself in battle three days ago?"

"That is not—"

"If you try to tell me it is not the same thing, I will see to it you get such a thrashing it turns your hair bone-white," Koray snarled. "Honestly, paladin, you should not be allowed to speak." Sorin rolled his eyes, but obediently kept quiet.

Cerant chuckled and sipped his wine, setting it aside as he said, "We should see who else has seen the white demons." He winced as his head abruptly started hurting.

"Something is wrong," Sorin said, pressing a hand to his chest. "Wait here. That means you, too," added when Koray tried to stand. He left the room, calling to his men before the door had closed behind him. Koray rolled his eyes and rose, flicking his hair impatiently out of his way as he followed after Sorin.

"How is your head, Master?" Neikirk asked quietly.

Cerant shrugged. "Killing me. How did you know I had a headache?"

"You always get them before something goes wrong," Neikirk said. "I do not know how you have never made the connection."

"I—" Cerant stopped when he realized Neikirk was correct. "I don't understand why I would. I'm no magic user. Royalty has always been quite ordinary as regards such powers. Ours is to rule, not to wield the Goddess' power."

A pounding at the door stopped the conversation short and it opened before Cerant could bid the knocker enter. "Majesty!" A soldier said frantically. "White demons are attacking the castle! The High Paladin says come at once."

Cerant rose and sprinted across the room, down the stairs, and through the great hall, Neikirk right behind him as they burst out into the ward—and barely dodged out of the way as an enormous white demon swooped low and caught a less fortunate soldier, throwing the man across the ward to slam against the inner curtain.

The demon landed, eyes glowing a sickly yellow-green as it snarled at them—and screamed as, in the next moment, it was engulfed in green fire. Cerant ignored his sword in favor of taking a glaive from a fallen knight.

His skills had rusted, but combined with Neikirk, it made for a better option than the sword. It still took them too long—and too much alchemy—to kill just one demon. When it finally fell, they ran to the drawbridge and the gate towers, where most of the chaos seemed to be centralized. The gate of the inner curtain was ruined beyond repair, the area surrounding it littered with bodies. Cerant bit back curses and forged out, fighting his way through the chaos of the outer ward headed for the outer gate.

It was in even worse shape than the inner gate, and it looked as though the gate towers had been set on fire from within. "You men! Tend those fires!" He didn't wait for their reply, just pushed on, waylaid by another white demon.

The damn thing snatched the glaive from his hands—and screamed as a shower of sparks erupted on his face. Blood poured from its eyes and Cerant wasted no time. Drawing his sword, he drove it into the demon's gut. Leaving the sword, he drew his dagger and cut the demons throat, shoving it to the ground. He yanked his sword out while the demon writhed in agony and after several hacking swings managed to behead it.

Panting, wiping sweat from his face, he looked to see that Neikirk was well and then finally pushed on through the outer gate. White demons were everywhere—some dead, some on the ground, and still more in the air. Where had they all come from?

"Stand back, Master," Neikirk shouted and Cerant immediately obeyed. "Can you get the others out of the way?" Neikirk asked.

"Paladins withdraw!" Cerant bellowed. Sorin heard him and repeated the order without hesitation. The paladins backed off and Neikirk stepped forward, throwing a glittering diamond into the air, his eyes flashing as he broke the seal and released the incantation—

Lightning cracked, spread out in deadly fingers, and struck all of the demons. Neikirk dropped to his knees as the lightning tapered off. "Will you be all right?" Cerant asked.

"Go," Neikirk said, nodding faintly. Mouth tight, Cerant nevertheless went, helping the paladins finish what the lightning had begun.

"Master!"

"Cerant!"

He whipped around at the sound of voices—and went down hard as a demon slammed into him, throwing Cerant atop a pile of bodies and pinning him there, nails digging deep into Cerant's shoulders, making him scream. Vile green eyes glowed and a long, wet tongue snaked out. The demon's fangs were slicked with blood and its breath smelled of rotted meat as it lowered its head to tear Cerant apart and drain him.

Then he heard a demonic roar, heard panicked shouts from the paladins—and the demon was abruptly gone, snarling in fury as something pulled it away.

Cerant sat up and watched as the white demon was thrown to the ground by a normal looking demon lord. Its skin was black, its head bare, but riddled with scars, horns gleaming like onyx where they curved out from its forehead and reached high into deadly sharp points.

The demon lord's tail lashed back and forth, and its claws dripped blood, hands covered in gore as it faced off with the white demon. Both demons hissed, and then fell into the most brutal fight Cerant had ever witnessed.

Eventually, though, the white demon began to lose. Cerant had no idea how, because it definitely seemed the white demon was the stronger. Snarling as it tore off one of the white demon's wings, the demon lord slammed a fist into its face, then launched into the sky with it, climbing high and then letting it fall again.

The white demon screamed until it struck the ground and Cerant turned away from the results of the fall.

"Goddess damn it!"

Cerant turned and saw Emel glaring furiously off into the distance. "What's wrong?"

"One of those bastards fled—with my sword still in it! The sword of the Lost Paladin! Goddess strike me down for being so stupid."

Sword of the Lost Paladin? When in the world had they found that? Where had they found it? Cerant tucked the questions away to ask later. "If we are meant to have it, then to us it will return when the Goddess says it should. The sword is where she wants it to be, I have no doubt."

"Yes, Majesty," Emel said, but sighed again before he turned away to start organizing the survivors and getting a measure of the battle and all it had cost them.

Cerant left him and Sorin to it and went to go rejoin Neikirk, who was crouched before the body of a white demon. There was a troubled frown on his face and his Alchemist Eye glowed brightly enough that violet light bathed part of his hand. "What's wrong, Neikirk?"

"Something about these demons, Master …" Neikirk hesitated a moment. "There is something familiar, and something very wrong, but I cannot think what they remind me of." His frown deepened, but after a moment he shook himself and stood. "How are you, Master? When that demon grabbed you …"

"Yes, speaking of that—was I seeing things in what I thought were my last moments alive, or was I saved by a demon?"

Neikirk nodded, shook his head, then sighed and said, "You are not imagining things, Master. A demon lord has been fighting on our side. I saw him shortly before I cast the lightning, and saw him leave off the other demon he was fighting to save you. After he killed that one, he vanished."

Cerant started to say more, but stopped as Sorin approached him. "What is the total damage?" he asked, already knowing he would hate what he was about to hear.

"A hundred dead and of the one hundred and fifty injured, another ten or so will probably not survive the night," Sorin said, eyes dark. "There were only ten of those bastards and they did this much damage. It will take us working clear through the night to get the gates into a partially-secure state, and I don't know yet how long it will take us to properly repair them."

"Burn the dead," Cerant said. "It's too cold to bury them, and if I am not mistaken, those are storm clouds on the horizon. Pull as many as you can to get the gates tended. Tell everyone else to gather in the Cathedral."

"Yes, Majesty," Sorin replied and strode off.

Cerant looked at Neikirk and gestured with his head. "Come, my dear. I must figure out what to tell everyone. What a homecoming."

"I wonder if the demons followed us," Neikirk said. "Though I could not say why they would."

"A problem for later," Cerant said. "I am only grateful they were all killed and not able to raid the castle to absorb the energy of not just thousands of people, but all the paladins and priests. Can you imagine? Demons saturated with that much divine power? They would be like your lightning incantation multiplied a thousand fold.

Neikirk froze midstep, eyes going wide. "That's it, Master!"

"What?"

Instead of replying, Neikirk turned around sharply and bolted back the way they had come, leaping over bodies and shoving through knights. "Leave off that demon!" he ordered, and two startled paladins immediately dropped the demon corpse they'd just picked up.

Neikirk crouched down beside it and immediately began to examine it, muttering to himself, Eye glowing. Looking up at the still-gawking paladins, he ordered, "Turn it over."

"Yes, High Alchemist," one of the paladins drawled as they obeyed orders. Neikirk immediately resumed his work, fingers staining with blood as he examined every bit of the demon's skin.

Cerant shook his head when the paladins shot him silent, questioning looks. "You should see him when he's binding incantations."

"Is it true—"

"No questions right now," Cerant cut in. "I'm sure your brothers could use your help elsewhere. If not, see that people start heading for the cathedral. Your questions will be answered later, I promise."

The paladins bowed. "Yes, Majesty."

After they were gone, Cerant crouched down on the opposite side of the demon and watched his lover work, somewhat amused but mostly just worried. When Neikirk finally ceased with his examination, he looked up. Cerant had never seen Neikirk so openly furious. "My dear, what in the name of the Goddess is wrong?"

"Master … these demons are alchemical."

Cerant drew a sharp breath. "I'm not sure I really appreciate what that means, but I don't like the sound of it."

Neikirk looked close to tears—mostly of anger, but also of betrayal. "Someone turned demons into incantation vessels, master. Someone kidnapped demons and made them into alchemist jewels. Or tried to, anyway. I have only crude theories …"

"That is still more than we would have without you, Neikirk. Tell me."

"I think they tried to use the theory of incantation binding to create demons that fed off natural energies rather than the energies of humans, and then tried to also set spells to control them. Like puppet vessels, Master. Why, I could not say. Maybe to create their own versions of paladins, alchemical demons that could be controlled? We would have to return to Navath and all the way to the royal palace to know for sure, but that is my theory for the moment. Something obviously went wrong. They used a spell of binding, but at a much greater level. You can see traces of it here and here and in other places on his body where they did not so easily rub away. There is, unfortunately, not enough of it left for me to see all the ways they modified it to make a demon a vessel. I cannot imagine why they thought that would ever work. To hold energies without suffering corruption, the vessel must first be voided of energy."

Cerant blinked. "But demons are devoid of energy, my dear. That is why they drain humans."

Neikirk frowned. "That is not so. Demons have an energy aura. It's just … wrong. They drain humans and the fouled energies stabilize for a short time, but they're never truly right again." He and Cerant stared at each other. "Is that … not common knowledge, Master?"

"No, my dear," Cerant said softly. "That is most certainly not common knowledge. Do you need to examine this one any further? Then come, I need to go to the cathedral." He stood and leaned down to tug Neikirk to his feet, ignoring the blood staining their hands.

The inhabitants of the cathedral fell silent as he entered. Pain sliced through his head and Cerant faltered to a stop, hand tightening around Neikirk's. He just shook his head when Neikirk gave him a look and resumed walking. Leaving Neikirk at the bottom of the altar steps, Cerant began to climb. With every step the pain grew, until his eyes blurred from the agony and tears and he was driven to his knees. It felt as though hundreds of people screamed in his ears, clamored for his attention, each voice demanding a different thing. Cerant bit down on his lip to avoid crying out and was only distantly aware of the taste of blood in his mouth.

A hand landed on his back, right between his shoulder blades, and something cool was pressed to his lips. Water, he realized, as he swallowed a sip and the taste of blood was washed away. He forced his eyes open and stared at the priest kneeling in front of him. "Is this what I get for standing on the altar without permission?"

The priest laughed very faintly, and his words were pitched so only Cerant could hear him. "No, Majesty—this is what you get for inheriting the position of High Priest."

Cerant sucked in a startled breath and barely kept his own voice quiet as he asked, "What?"

"Surely you are aware …" the priest trailed off, staring at him. "You are not. But … you must have been hearing her voice for months, Majesty—High Priest—"

As suddenly and easily as that, realization came crashing down on Cerant. He called himself a thousand different kinds of fool for never putting the pieces together. Headaches that felt like shouting and always preceded something bad. The way he was poor in battle, but especially strong in faith. His pity—the empathy that was a hallmark of all priests. "How did I never …" He shook his head and stood up. "So what do I do now?"

But he knew the answer to that question. The priest who had helped him seemed to sense it and moved away instead of answering his question. Cerant moved to the altar, where someone had already lit candles and incense. Pressing his hands together in prayer, Cerant focused for the first time on not fighting the headaches, but accepting them.

The pain was like knives driven into his temples and the base of his head, but he ignored the tears that streamed down his face, the growing restlessness of the people behind him—everything. His attention was solely on breathing in, breathing out, slow, deep, taking in all the pain, focusing on the clamoring noise and accepting it.

Bit by creeping bit, the din in his head quieted down. The voice that came out of the noise was both thunderous and faint. Welcome home. Be at peace. Listen and I help.

Cerant let out a bark of laughter, lifting his eyes to the image of the five Goddess Blossoms over the altar. No image of the Goddess was permitted, but her symbols were used everywhere, especially the Blossom.

High Priest. Him. Cerant had never heard of anything more ridiculous.

Sharp pain cut through his head and he took it for the reprimand it was. If that was what She wanted him to be, then he would do his best to serve. "By the will of the Goddess, by the grace of the Goddess, and for love of the Goddess and her children, I do accept the sacred duties given unto my keeping."

He bowed his head, felt something like the brush of lips to his temple, and in a burst of light and swirling incense, his words were accepted and the position formally bestowed. Cerant turned, spread his arms, and said, "It is good to be home. I thank you all for the warm welcome, though that joy was quickly shattered. I can only hope that with the new duties given unto me, I can serve you all well and help to restore Vindeia to the better days for which we have so long struggled. Now, let us bow our heads and pray for all who were lost this night."

Cerant began the prayer of mourning, the words coming easily, smoothly, and it was no effort at all to move from leading a prayer to singing the hymn of farewell. The priests—his priests—took it up flawlessly, the Cathedral thrumming as it carried the song to all corners of the room and the castle beyond.

As the hymn neared its conclusion, Sorin and Emel stepped through the doors at the back of the Sanctuary. Under ordinary circumstances Cerant would have laughed at the look on Sorin's face. Instead of laughing, however, he finished the hymn and beckoned Sorin forward to join him. "High Paladin, explain what has happened this night and the precautions that should be taken."

Nodding, Sorin faced the congregation and explained in detail about the white demons and how much more dangerous they were, the fact that they were not easily defeated even by paladins, and much was still being learned about them. "Stay in your homes as much as possible. If something seems strange, contact the priests or the paladins at once. It's growing colder and snow has already begun to fall. Hopefully the weather will impede the demons as much as it impedes us, but do not assume that such will be the case."

They spent another two marks addressing concerns and two more after that were spent accepting congratulations and welcomes. By the time most of those assembled had come and gone and the priests had gently urged the rest away, Cerant was ready to collapse. When the sanctuary was empty save for himself, Neikirk, Emel, Sorin, Koray, and three priests, he sat down with a groan on the altar steps.

"High Priest, hmm?" Sorin asked with a grin. "No wonder you made such a poor swordsman."

Cerant rolled his eyes. "What am I doing as High Priest? What are we supposed to do about the empty throne? I cannot be both—should not be both."

Sorin just laughed. "You're the one who is supposed to answer questions like that, High Priest."

Groaning, Cerant rubbed at his temples. "Neikirk, do you have any lightning incantations left? When in the name of the Goddess did you have time to make that one you used?"

"While we traveled, Master," Neikirk said. He eyed Sorin speculatively and added, "I do not have spare lightning, Master, but perhaps a spark?"

Sorin replied cheerfully, "I have no idea what that means, but I've plenty of 'spark' of my own, alchemist. Don't think that having a high priest as a master will spare you my revenge."

"You two are very much alike," Neikirk commented.

Beside him, Koray tossed his head and narrowed his eyes at Sorin. "One is more than enough if you ask me. I trust the Goddess in all things, but I do question her tastes occasionally."

Cerant laughed. "My father often questioned the advisability of keeping us alive, I admit. But that only brings me back to wondering what we are going to do for a king …" He trailed off as pain slowly built in his head and let his eyes slide shut, focusing until the pain and the din turned once more into those strange, thundering whispers.

Rule not by one. Rule by five. No king. High Court. Room of the Star. Behind altar.

"First trance," Sorin said when Cerant opened his eyes. "You really are High Priest." He smiled faintly. "It suits you. What did our dear Goddess have to say?"

"Rule not by one, but by five. No king, but a High Court. Something about a Room of the Star behind the altar. But I've been into every room in this Cathedral, even the few that are not listed on any designs."

Sorin sighed. "That sounds like more upheaval we do not need—and yet probably very much need, blast the woman. Is it something that must be done immediately, finding this room, this court of five? Five what? Nevermind. I am more concerned with those demons. Do we know anything about them?"

"They come from Navath," Neikirk said, voice the flattest, coldest that Cerant had ever heard it. "I saw the markings on their bodies tonight. They were alchemical marks, used wrongly to try and force the demons to collect the sorts of energies used by alchemists."

Emel and Sorin both frowned, and Emel said, "I know nothing of alchemy and so do not understand what you are saying."

Cerant laughed, mostly at Neikirk's affronted look. He held up a hand to stay Neikirk's words. "Magic is entirely too complicated a subject for so late a mark and after all that we have survived tonight. Alchemists can draw out small amounts of energies from various things—plants, animals, inanimate things like rocks, even the very earth itself—and recombine those energies into what they call incantations, which are like spells, but slightly different. They then bind these incantations in various gems, called vessels, storing them to be used later. They cannot draw upon the vast sums of energy that is the mark of paladins and priests, and of course necromancy is a realm of its own. But what the alchemists lack in sheer power and flexibility to alter a spell with a word, they make up for in creativity and that ability to save up the incantations for later. What Neikirk is saying is that somebody tried to warp that alchemist ability so that demons could be used as living vessels."

"That sounds like black magic," Sorin said.

"By Navath's definition, it is certainly illegal," Neikirk replied. "Living things cannot store any energy except their own, or a compatible energy that can transmute into what they need, the way plants use sunlight to grow and humans and animals eat food. For example, by looking at those gathered here, I can see that priests and paladins are two variations of the same type of energy, like cold and hot. Priest and necromancer … are both cold, but different kinds of energy. And the cold of the necromancer compliments the hot of the paladin." He frowned thoughtfully. "I wonder if there is not something that should parallel necromancer and compliment priest, given what I see now. How strange, I never knew—"

Cerant reached out and tugged Neikirk down to sit next to him, startling him into silence. "Experiment later, my dear."

"Oh. Yes, Master," Neikirk said, but still stared at them all thoughtfully, clearly weaving theories and devising experiments.

"Stop calling me that," Cerant said, kissing his cheek. "People are going to think their high priest has gone mad and is keeping slaves or something."

"Yes, Master."

Sighing, Cerant turned back to the others and said, "We need to speak with Navath, but I think it safe to say that they will ignore any missives I send. We will have to send—"

"Me, Master," Neikirk cut in. "No one else here can navigate court the way I can, except perhaps you."

Cerant grunted. "Not me. I only the Navathian court once, and that was on neutral territory. Ordinarily I would go myself, but I need to remain here now that I have been named High Priest—and I can best act as leader until we figure out this court of five the Goddess mentioned." He sighed and conceded reluctantly, "You are right, my dear. I must send you."

"I'll go with him," Emel said. "I'm the second most powerful paladin in the castle and I may not know my way around the Navath court, but I can protect Master Neikirk and follow orders. I'll select a handful of paladins and knights to go with us, and perhaps a priest?"

"I can go," said one of the priests who had lingered. He stood and bowed. "Lisay, my lords. I grew up near the southern border and have some familiarity with their ways. I will accompany them."

"So be it," Cerant declared. "You'll leave in the morning, after opening prayers. For now, you're all dismissed." He sighed as everyone left, leaving him alone with Neikirk. "You did not seem especially surprised by my change in status, my dear."

Neikirk nodded. "Things you told me of your homeland, the magic performed by priests and paladins, made me wonder. I did not think of high priest, but I did wonder if perhaps you were meant to be a priest. When I realized you were royalty, though, I thought perhaps I had been wrong."

"You are seldom wrong," Cerant said with a smile and tucked a knuckle under Neikirk's chin, tilting his head up. He kissed Neikirk softly. "I hope you do not mind having a priest instead of a king or an exile."

"They're all the same man to me." He drew back when Cerant tried to kiss him again. "Are you allowed to enjoy intimacies?"

Cerant laughed. "The celibacy of priests is a rumor made up by you mad Navathians. If it was ever a law here, it was discarded so long ago no record remains. I'll probably find myself demoted if I fuck you on the altar, my dear, but I prefer a good bed, anyway." He yawned, eyes watering with it. "Though it will have to wait until another night, for I am quite beyond doing anything else with this one. Come, let us go see how everyone is faring and if anything else requires my attention for the night so that we can go to bed. We have only just arrived and already I must send you away again."

"I hope that I can find a solution to the white demons for you, Master," Neikirk said, twining their fingers together as they left the Cathedral.





Interlude Two

Brekk tore out the throat of the white demon, heedless of the blood that covered him, already covered in so much that it would take forever to scrub it away in the frigid creek. He yanked out the sword still lodged in the demon's chest—and jerked at the way energy jolted through him. Dropping the sword with a grimace, he settled for using his claws to finish the demon once and for all, tearing through its throat until he could tear its head off. After that was finally accomplished, he summoned a bit of precious magic and set the corpse on fire, not moving until there were nothing but ash and bits of bone remaining.

When the flames finally died away, he used the tattered remains of his own tunic to wrap the sword up. He held it tightly as he launched into the sky and flew back to the woods that were all he had to call home. He landed on his feet, but immediately sank to his knees, overcome with exhaustion. Thoughts of Emel flitted through his mind, but Brekk set them aside because he would not likely see his lover for days and preferred not to torture himself by dwelling.

Setting the wrapped sword on the creek bank, he stumbled into the water and scrubbed himself clean as quickly as he could, hissing at the biting cold. Climbing out again, he headed into his tiny cabin and called up a gentle fire, letting it wash over him, warm him. He needed to conserve his energy until he was able to replenish it, but damn it all he was cold. Retrieving the sword, he carried set it on the small table near the fireplace.

Once his cabin finally began to warm up, he returned his attention to the sword. Overcome with curiosity, for he had paid it little mind when Emel had first shown it to him, Brekk slowly unwrapped it. Touching the blade, power once more jolted through him, hot and uncomfortable. Clearly, he was not meant to touch it. Anguish and pain poured through on the heels of the power, all the sharper because he understood the grief of the trapped soul. Someday, he would be the dead demon and poor Emel the paladin left in agony.

If he closed his eyes, he could feel the throb of anguish in his chest, hear the voice of the devastated soul. That shouldn't have been possible. He was no priest or paladin to feel such things, had never been able to hear the ghosts though he could see them plain enough.

The stone glowed, shimmered, bathing Brekk's dark skin in violet light. There was so much power in it that he was left hungry and aching. It reminded him too much of being a demon. He did not want those cravings to get the better of him ever again.

But he was severely depleted, and if he did not replenish himself soon the demon haze would begin to creep upon him again. He sighed, wishing for the thousandth time that he knew how to truly restore himself. To be free of the demon haze was not enough; if he remained a demon even the slightest bit he would never be anything, but Emel's dirty secret.

Neither of them wanted that—but Brekk had no idea how to change it.

Sighing, he went to his cupboard and pulled out the last of the food Emel had brought him some time ago. Yet another reason he wanted to be free:  he wanted to stand on his own feet. He was not certain what he was anymore—some sad half-life between the demon he could not stop being and the human he longed to be.

He must have been human once, but he did not remember it. Brekk barely remembered anything before he began to fight as a young demon. He suspected he had been turned as a child, but had no way to be certain. The memories simply were not there, burned away in a demon haze.

Unable to bear his own depressing thoughts, Brekk ate quickly, then gathered up the sword and headed out, bound for the oak tree where his life had been saved and forever changed by a beautiful paladin.

Though he had not expected Emel to be there, disappointment rushed through him to see the clearing empty.

As he crossed the clearing, drawing closer to the oak tree that seemed to radiate its own sadness, the sword in his hand began to glow. Brekk frowned and stopped, staring at the glowing jewel set in the hilt. The whispers came again, as though the sword was desperate to tell him something, and a deep ache twisted in his chest.

The damned sword made him uncomfortable, but he could not seem to leave it alone.

What was wrong with him? He made a face, wondering if he was losing his mind. He was more than happy to let Emel have the sword back. It was clear from the way it kept reacting to him that it wanted no part of being held by a demon, even if its original owner had loved a demon. It was a paladin's sword, meant to slay demons. Hopefully Emel would visit him soon and Brekk could return the damned thing.

He turned to leave the clearing when the sword gave him another sharp jolt of power that seemed to settle in his chest, throb and pulse there. Brekk scowled, glared at it, and tried to leave again. But the further he got from the clearing, the more his chest hurt.

Sighing, he turned back around and reentered the clearing … and after a few steps he realized the sword was urging him closer to the tree. As he reached it, the pain in his chest eased. Brekk gripped the sword in his right hand and reached out with his left to touch the tree.

He hissed, surprised, as emotions and images flooded his mind.

Ambrose tasted like honey; he was shockingly warm against the miserable winter, the snow that came near to Rakken's hips. It had taken him an age to clear enough of it away from the oak so that they could sit with relative comfort beneath it. "Ambrose …"

"I've missed you," Ambrose whispered. "I did not think I would ever escape.  Levent granted me leave to go home for five days."

The words sent joy coursing through Rakken, that he would have Ambrose to himself for five whole days. So far from the royal castle, on the far side of the royal wood, no one would bother them. No one ever bothered them. The clearing with the oak and the creek was their place. Where he had fought and lost to the fiercest and yet most naïve paladin he had ever encountered. Ambrose's light had blazed through his haze, burned away his rage, replaced all of it with himself.

"I wish the day might come when you did not have to sneak away to see me," Rakken said as he pushed Ambrose down into the bed he had made of blankets and his own cloak, hiding them from the bitter wind with his great wings. "That we could just be."

"Me, too," Ambrose whispered before drawing him down into a long kiss.

Brekk tore away with a rough sound, moving to the creek and sitting before it, dropping the sword at his side to bury his face in his hands. Emel had said that it had happened before, but Brekk had not really believed him.

What had Emel said about them? That Ambrose had been burned at the stake. He wondered what the paladins had done to poor Rakken. Killed him, obviously, but Brekk could only imagine what sort of death had been given to a demon who dared to violate one of the Goddess' precious paladins.

His stomach churned at the thought. Shivering, Brekk retrieved the sword and stood up—and froze when an arrow came through the canopy and landed in the grass on the other side of the creek. Emel. Leaping neatly across the creek, Brekk pulled the arrow from the ground and scowled at the three notches on the shaft. Emel was leaving and would be gone for some time. If he was sending an arrow, then he was too busy or in too much of a hurry to find a chance to slip away. There was no telling when Brekk would see him again. Damn.

He broke the arrow in half and threw the pieces in the creek, then left the clearing to return to his cabin.

After Emel's message, the cabin seemed all the more desolate. Brekk weighed the merits of staying put versus going after Emel. He was certainly better equipped to fight those horrific demons, but his presence put Emel at risk because Emel would not hesitate to save him if Brekk came to real harm.

He would not risk his lover's life simply to be close to him.

Sighing, Brekk stowed the sword safely away in a hidden space beneath the floorboards by his bed, then added more wood to the fire before crawling into bed. Reaching beneath his pillow, he pulled out the necklace that Emel had let him keep so long ago—a purple blossom made of silver and colored glass on a gold chain. A gift from a grateful woman, Emel said, but not something he was inclined to actually wear himself.

He'd laughed, sweet and fond, when Brekk had become completely enamored of the trinket. Holding the necklace in his fist, ignoring the gnawing hunger for energy and the far deeper ache of longing for his lover, Brekk curled his wings around himself, closed his eyes, and willed himself to sleep.


 

 

 

 


Part Three: The Warlock

 


One

Koray stood on the battlements staring pensively at the distant woods and the glittering starlight slowly winking into being as the sky steadily darkened.

He had thought, back in the heat of battle, that he'd been mistaken. But catching Emel firing an arrow from the back of the castle where he had clearly hoped to go unobserved confirmed Koray had not been mistaken in the slightest.

The only remaining problem was figuring out what he was supposed to do with his discovery.

He briefly considered going to Sorin, but after pondering that, discarded the notion. Sorin was many things, but tolerant of what Koray suspected was not likely. Not immediately, anyway, the stubborn fool.

Thoughts of Sorin compelled him to turn to look down from the battlements into the inner ward, where Sorin was speaking with a cluster of paladins, laughing at something one of them said. Given how focused he had been upon Sorin during the fight, Koray was impressed he had noticed anything else at all.

What was he going to do? What should he do? If he was mistaken in what he had seen …

But he wasn't, he couldn't be, not when his head felt like someone had driven a dagger into it from the force of the Goddess' guidance.

Koray froze in surprise when Sorin abruptly looked up at him, scowling when Sorin smiled. His mind went, wholly without permission, to every kiss exchanged between them, and he felt a growing desire to do a great deal more than kiss. But what did he know of such matters?

Quick on the tail of that thought was the sour supposition that Sorin probably knew a great deal of such matters, and Koray would wind up just one more name on the High Paladin's list of conquests when the novelty of bedding a necromancer burned out. It was not a situation he had ever anticipated finding himself in, and Koray found he had no taste for it. Life had been much simpler when he was just one more necromancer going about his lonely work. Even ghosts were far less aggravating company than one infuriatingly fascinating high paladin.

Movement from the corner of his eye caught Koray's attention, and he gladly turned toward the distraction—surprised that it was the alchemist who walked toward him. The paladins patrolling the battlements gave them both strange looks, but left them alone.

"Good evening," the alchemist greeted in a tone of voice that reminded Koray of the necromancer who had trained him. Always so calm, so steady, Koray had very rarely heard his voice raised in anger or even relaxed.

The alchemist … what was his name? Nei … Neikirk, that was it. "Good evening," Koray replied. "Did you require something?"

"Were you watching for that demon that helped fight the white ones?" Neikirk asked. "I have never seen a demon fight with paladins before. It was quite unusual. Has such a thing ever occurred before here in Vindeia? His energies were peculiar, not as muddied as is typical with demons."

"You're very observant," Koray replied. "How did you note so much in the heat of a battle?"

Neikirk lightly touched the corner of his right eye and replied, "I am used to taking in a great deal of information. I constantly see the energies of everything, unless I cover my eye with a patch to find relief. And as I said, it was unusual—unheard of, I would theorize. The demon and his actions stood out even in the middle of that fight."

"Definitely unheard of," Koray said. "Demons feed on humans and they hate paladins. I have never heard tell of a demon siding with humans, except in the tale of the Lost Paladin. I'm sure the high priest could tell you that tale; I still do not know all of it myself. But we found his sword a few weeks ago, and Emel had kept it close—until tonight. Apparently it was carried off by one of the white demons."

"I would have liked to have seen this sword."

Koray shrugged. "It may yet find its way back to us." He stared at Neikirk, that glowing violet eye. "What spell gave you that eye?"

"I do not know it well enough to recite it, but I have it written down in one of my books. I would be happy to show it to you, if you'd like."

Nodding, Koray said, "I'd like that. Perhaps at breakfast tomorrow?"

"Yes, I will bring it." Neikirk gestured to the ward, where Sorin was walking toward them. "I think your presence is desired by your lover."

Koray scowled at that. "He is not my lover."

Neikirk gave him a faintly puzzled look, but before Koray could say anything further, Sorin reached the wall and cried up to them, "Get down here, necromancer! Supper is waiting and I know for a fact you're ready to fall over from banishing all those ghosts."

"Do go away, My Lord High Nanny," Koray snapped.

Sorin just grinned. "Get down here, or I'll come up there."

Huffing in irritation, Koray gathered up the folds of his robes and stormed to the stairs and then down them. He knocked away the arm that Sorin extended, then looked up to where Neikirk still stood on the battlement. "Goodnight, alchemist."

"Yes, goodnight," Sorin called. "And welcome to the royal castle of Vindeia."

Neikirk waved goodnight, and Koray strode off ahead of Sorin, heading for Sorin's room. At some point, all his belongings had been moved back into Sorin's room, even his shelves and books. Koray had almost protested, but he was so confused by the entire situation—High Necromancer, enough belongings he could fill a trunk, being given responsibilities, and those damned kisses—that it was easier to stay quiet and hope nothing happened to take it all away.

And, if he were honest with himself, he liked sharing space with Sorin. Far beyond the warmth of Sorin's paladin nature, even beyond the kisses—the man drove him to madness and needed his tongue removed, but Koray liked him anyway.

He absolutely dreaded the day his novelty wore off and Sorin dismissed, and he hated himself for caring about it.

The smell of food and wine made his stomach rumble, distracting him, and he wasted no time settling into his seat and helping himself. Sorin sat across from him and ate in silence as well until they both slowed down and settled for sips and nibbles.

"Have you ever known a demon to help before?" Koray finally asked.

"No," Sorin said. "It troubles me that one did—that something has gone so wrong that demons would tolerate us enough to kill those white ones. I hope Emel and the others are able to obtain answers from Navath."

"Maybe there's a chance not all demons are evil," Koray replied. "I mean the sword of the Lost Paladin is proof that there was once a paladin who loved a demon."

Sorin lifted one shoulder. "We know the Lost Paladin believed himself in love—"

Koray slammed his hands down on the table. "You cannot believe that it was a mistake. The Goddess herself has made it clear they loved one another. The anguish in that sword is not of someone who believed he was in love. It is the pain of someone who was in love and had that love denied him. You know it."

"I know what demons are capable of," Sorin replied flatly. "I've watched them tear men and women and children apart. I've seen them beat and break and rape. Demons are lost to a mindless craving for power, a hunger that never eases. If it is possible for a demon to come out of that, it will take more to convince me than a sword and one demon fighting against worse demons. You saw for yourself on that farm that, scared or not, demons acted like demons."

"You're a paladin, you should—"

"I should what? Go soft?" Sorin shook his head curtly. "That is not why I am High Paladin. I am the Goddess' war avatar, her voice in battle. I ever pray there will come a day when such as me are no longer needed, but that day is not coming any time soon."

Koray wanted to throw something at his head. "Why are you being so stubborn about this? You've touched the sword. You saw that demon today. That must mean there is a chance circumstances can change—are maybe even on the verge of changing."

"I am stubborn because I cannot afford to be wrong. It is not that I don't want it to be true, but if I am wrong and open up to the demons, it will be everyone else who suffers for it, necromancer. I will not risk the lives of everyone who relies upon me for a fanciful notion that our enemies are not our enemies."

"You took a chance on me. You defended me when your men attacked me."

Sorin pushed his plate away. "You're still human. Whatever we have believed about necromancers over the centuries, there was no mistaking you for anything, but human. Your eyes glow violet. The Goddess sent you to me. There was plenty of reason to take a chance on you, Koray. If the Goddess bids me hear a demon out, then I will, of course, do so. I don't like it, I would prefer just to kill them, but there is the sword as you said. But as I said, I remember all that demons have done to us. Suddenly trusting creatures that torture and slaughter is completely different than trusting strange men who see ghosts and sleep in graveyards."

Koray did not reply, sorry he had ever brought the matter up. What was he going to do if he was correct in his theory? More importantly, how in the name of the Goddess was he going to break the news to Sorin that his second-in-command was having an affair with a demon?

But maybe he was wrong. In the middle of a fight it was hard to judge anything and far too easy to misinterpret. Emel's expression as he had watched the demon fly off could have meant anything. What did Koray know about looking at anyone with longing, anyway?

"I'm going to bed," he said tersely and pushed away from the table, gathering the heavy folds of his robes as he stood. "Goodnight, My Lord High Paladin."

Sorin heaved a sigh and stood, catching up to Koray by the door. "I did not mean to upset you so much. Why are you arguing for demons? Last I checked, you liked them even less than I."

"I know well what it's like to be hated for what I am, to be hated for something I cannot help," Koray said. "I saw a demon today who helped us. That sword holds genuine pain. I am inclined to have faith that maybe not all demons are evil, or at the very least that there may be a way they can be brought out of evilness."

"Even if you're right, how do you forgive the things they've done?"

"How do you forgive the things you've done?" Koray snapped. "Killing is killing, whatever the motive, no matter how necessary it seems. You may have killed someone who in your eyes deserved killing, but somewhere, you have left someone pained by that loss."

Sorin's brows shot up. "They're demons. When pushed hard enough, apparently they will feed on each other. I doubt they care when one of them is slain. It means more food for the rest of them."

"You are the most frustratingly stupid man I've ever met in my life," Koray snapped and reached out to grab the door handle—and snarled, swinging out to strike, when Sorin grabbed him and turned him around to push him up against the door. "Unhand me."

"No."

"Paladin, I will render you incapable of having children if you do not unhand me at once," Koray hissed.

Sorin's mouth twitched. "You can't move enough to manage that, necromancer. Now, I am not letting you storm off to be angry with me the rest of the night. I am sorry I am not telling you whatever it is you want to hear. If there comes a day when I must concede that not all demons are evil, I will do my best to make that concession. I am only saying that so far, an old sword and a strange occurrence are not enough to tip my hand. Any animal, any person for that matter, will deviate from its nature in times of duress—but revert right back to that nature when all is normal again. That is my point, necromancer. May demons join with us to face these worse demons? Perhaps. But the moment they are safe again they will turn on us."

Koray sighed, giving up for the moment. "Whatever, paladin. Unhand me."

Instead, Sorin kissed him, and Koray hated how much better he immediately felt. His anger and tension slowly fell away, replaced by that pooling heat low in his gut, the undeniable urge to bury his fingers in Sorin's tunic and pull him closer so that Koray was trapped between the door and the vastly more appealing hardness of Sorin's body. Even the damned armor could not completely ruin it.

The knock at the door, however, could.

Sorin swore colorfully and tugged Koray away from the door so that he could open it. A knight bowed hastily and said, "High Paladin, High Necromancer, the High Priest requests your presence in the cathedral."

"We are on our way," Sorin said and sighed after the knight had departed. He shot Koray a heated look and said, "We'll resume this upon our return." Koray rolled his eyes and pushed past Sorin to lead the way to the cathedral.

"I thought you were going to bed," Sorin called out as they walked across the sanctuary toward the dais where Neikirk and Cerant stood waiting.

Cerant made a face. "That was the plan, yes. The Goddess had other plans, and I know better than to argue. Behold, behind the altar exactly as She said." Cerant gestured to the open bit of wall below the image of the Goddess Blossom at the very back of the altar dais. Picking up a lantern, Cerant vanished into the dark beyond.

Koray picked up another lantern and made to follow him, scowling when Sorin latched onto his arm and forced him to a halt. "I should be going first," Sorin said. "Cerant should have waited as well. There's no telling what is down there."

"You are an imbecile," Koray said. "We do not need the escort of the wonderful and mighty High Paladin." Pulling away, ignoring whatever Sorin said in reply, Koray stepped through the doorway and walked down the spiraling stairway revealed by his lantern.

It seemed to end, if he guessed correctly, right below the altar. He stood in a dark antechamber, just able to make out sconces where torches would have once been placed. The floor was rough in places, smooth in others, his lantern catching snatches of gleaming tile where time had not destroyed them. Lifting his lantern, he could just make out where words had once been carved into the space above the arched doorway. The only word he could sort of make out seemed to say Goddess, but he could not be sure. Perhaps it was a prayer; that would make the most sense.

He heard Sorin and Neikirk behind him and waited until they reached the bottom of the stairs before pushing on through the doorway, following the glow of Cerant's lantern. They wound up in a large, square room a little smaller than the king's solar. All around the sides were work tables, chairs, bookshelves, cupboards, cabinets … it seemed to be some sort of workroom for several individuals. There was little remaining in the way of items, only a few books and glass bottles, jars and the mostly-disintegrated remains of a robe thrown over one chair.

Koray wandered over to the table in the left-hand corner nearest the door, fingers running over the ancient robe. The table was caked in dust, as were the objects upon it:  an old mirror framed in silver and set with amethysts and a small book bound in black leather that had not weathered well after being forgotten in the dark, musty room for what was likely centuries.

He turned away from the table to examine the floor, and the Holy Star that took up most of it, more closely. The floor itself was white—or, at least, it had once been white. But set into it was the star, made from some black stone that gleamed in the lantern light. Each point contained a small Goddess Blossom in silvery-white. The blossoms almost seemed to be designating something, but Koray could not say what.

"Curious," Neikirk said, setting his lantern on one of the work tables before stepping closer to the star. "It's an energy void. I think it may be meant to be used as a vessel. The flowers mark the points where energy is absorbed. How fascinating, and what a strange place to find an alchemical working. I did not know, Master, that alchemy was ever practiced in Vindeia."

"It is certainly the first I have ever heard of it," Cerant said. "But I am coming to realize there is a great deal about magic that we have forgotten over the centuries. So if it is a vessel, my dear, what manner of energy is it meant to hold?"

"I'm not sure," Neikirk said. "There are no markings to inform me as to its purpose, either, so I will not know what it's meant to hold until that energy is supplied." His Eye glowed, head cocked as he thought.

After a moment, he stepped into one of the points. Another moment and he moved on to another.  They all jumped when he stepped into the topmost point and the entire star shimmered with white-silver light. "Curious," Neikirk said. "Master, try standing there." He pointed to the topmost point on his left. When nothing happened, he instead directed Cerant to the point opposite. The star shimmered with pale red light.  Neikirk looked to Koray. "Necromancer—"

"Koray is fine," Koray interjected.

Neikirk nodded. "Koray, stand at that lower point so you are next to Cerant." When Koray stepped into the designated point, it shimmered with pale blue light. Smiling faintly, clearly pleased about something, Neikirk motioned for Sorin to take the point across from Cerant. Koray was not surprised when the star shimmered, this time with dark red light.

"We are missing Koray's match," Neikirk said thoughtfully. "Cerant is a … priest of life, let us say for now. That makes Sorin a warrior of life. Koray would be the priest of death … which means we lack the warrior of death."

Cerant shook his head. "My dear, I am not entirely certain I know what you mean."

"You are the High Priest. We also have here the High Necromancer and the High Paladin. I must presume that I am the alchemical equivalent of those positions—a High Alchemist, let us say, for the purposes of consistency. But there are five points to the star, and whatever it is trying to do as regards our energies—which I can see it is certainly trying to absorb—it cannot do because that fifth point is empty."

"I follow that much," Cerant said.

Neikirk gestured to Cerant and Sorin. "The star flashes red for both you and Sorin. You are matched in that you both draw the same kind of energy, but you draw different aspects of it. One to heal, one to fight. You and Koray draw the same aspect of different kinds of energies. That is to say, you and Koray are both priests, but one of life and one of death. But there is no one to match Koray, no soldier who draws the same energy as him and shares the same aspect as Sorin. Who is that fifth person? What type of power or magic is missing? Alchemist, Paladin, Priest, Necromancer … and what?"

"What is your part in all this?" Koray asked. "We four intermingle, but you seem to connect to no one."

Cerant laughed and replied before Neikirk could. "He's a neutral. He can see and probably connect all the energies. He is the balance, but must have energies to balance. How clever. It's perfect. How was such knowledge lost?"

"The chaos of the civil war is plenty explanation," Sorin said. "Those were dark days and we still feel the effects in the way we have little to nothing to do with Navath. And then, of course, there is the Lost North. It comes as no surprise to me that the knowledge was lost. People probably died faster than they could pass the knowledge on."

"Yes," Cerant agreed sadly. "Perhaps now we can finally begin to set all to rights and find what was lost."

Koray said nothing, his mind flitting back to that moment when he had turned and saw Emel watching that strange demon with a look of longing, pain etched deeply into his face. He was tempted to tell the others what he had seen, to voice his thoughts, but the conversation with Sorin haunted him. What if he was wrong? What if any actions provoked by his words resulted in the deaths of the castle inhabitants? What if the demons were playing some elaborate game?

No. Best to hold his tongue and bide his time until he could slip away to test his theory himself. He had a feeling he knew exactly where he would find that demon. All he needed was a chance to be able to do it.


Two

"Be careful," Sorin said, embracing Emel tightly. "Watch out for more of those demons. I don't want to lose anyone else. And if you do not come back, who will keep the castle running smoothly?"

Emel laughed and stepped back. "We'll be careful, High Paladin. All set there, alchemist? I'll take care of him, High Priest, so stop scowling at me."

Neikirk gave Cerant a kiss before mounting his horse. "I anticipate a lot of frustration upon our arrival, but we will do the best we can as quickly as we can, Master."

"You have the royal ring; do not be afraid to use it," Cerant said. "If they get to be too difficult, use your lightning incantation. They'll be so desperate to have it they'll give you whatever you want."

Neikirk's mouth quirked. "Yes, Master."

They rode off, and Sorin watched them go until he could no longer see them, ignoring the uneasy feeling in his gut. "I sense things will get worse before we begin to see improvement," he said with a sigh, "but I suppose that is an apt description of the past many decades. Always getting worse, ever hoping the tide will finally turn."

"Everything changes eventually," Koray said. "I have not been beaten in weeks and nobody has tried to throw me on a pyre though I stand in the very heart of the kingdom. I would say there has been improvement, even if you can't see it."

Sorin made a face. "That is not what I meant. Why are you meaner than ever, lately?"

"I have no idea what you're talking about," Koray said, but the words were distracted, his eyes looking at the sky beyond the battlements. Whatever Koray claimed, the truth was that he had been distracted and distant—and meaner—of late. Sorin longed to know why, but dreaded learning the answer. He feared he already knew it—Koray was tired of being in the castle.

It only made sense, of course. Though he had never explicitly said, what little he had said was enough to make it clear that Koray led a wanderer's life, holing up in one place only to ride out the worst of winter. It must be strange to remain in a place like the royal castle so long, especially given his miserable reception.

And Goddess knew that just because Sorin enjoyed every single kiss they exchanged … well, it was never more than kisses and he was always the one to initiate. He sometimes wondered how much of a choice Koray really thought he had on the matter.

Koray turned away from him without further word, long braid swaying across his back. Sorin followed after him, reluctant to let Koray out of his sight. "So what are you planning to do today, necromancer?"

"Ghosts," Koray said. "Most of them must wait until spring when other necromancers can come assist, but there are still many I can purify alone. I may as well get started since there is nothing we can do about what we discovered last night until Neikirk returns."

Sorin reached out, unthinking, to run his fingers over the streak of white in Koray's hair. "Just have a care, necromancer."

"I don't need coddling," Koray snapped.

"I know. It's not coddling. It's caring." Koray scowled at him, but his cheeks were dusted the faintest pink as he stalked away.

A soft chuckle came from behind Sorin. "You have your hands full with that one, Sorin. I do not believe I have seen you work that had for affection since you were fourteen and attempted to court Winesta."

"That's Lady Winesta now," Sorin said with a grin. "The young temptress has become a grand lady, and I hear she rules her castle by the sea with a fierceness that would put mine to shame. A pity she has retreated from court these days. She would have been of great assistance."

Cerant smiled. "However did you come to be besotted with a necromancer?"

"I am not besotted," Sorin said. "He's beautiful and challenging. What is not to find appealing there? But besotted? I think you overstate things."

"Challenging, is it? I think that is a clever way to say that he is completely unimpressed with you, and that must drive you mad." Cerant laughed when Sorin rolled his eyes. "So tell me all that I have missed over the past ten years, my friend." He threw an arm across Sorin's shoulders and led him to the Cathedral, into his office.

Sorin tensed at the threshold, but all signs of violence—every touch of Angelos, even—had been removed. It hurt, seeing Angelos so effectively removed, Cerant already sliding into the role, but castle life had never been about lingering over what was dead and gone. Say farewell and keep going. Lingering only created more dead.

They settled at a round table in the corner, and filled their cups with mulled wine from a pitcher. "My priests—I cannot believe they are my priests—have been telling me many troubling things. Did my brother leave anything undamaged?"

"Unfortunately, I do not think so," Sorin said. "Angelos and I did the best we could, and of course our men helped us, but it is hard to completely thwart a king who will remove any head he pleases, and there was no one to take our places should we have fallen victim to that fate. I am glad that is behind us. If we can just solve the mystery of these new demons and perhaps route the usual assortment, life might be pleasant for the kingdom for the first time."

"I wish I had come home sooner," Cerant replied, staring into his wine. "I thought it for the best that I stayed away. I had done enough harm, even if I never intended it."

"I wanted to look for you every day, but I did not have the authority. I don't know that it would have done any good in the end. To defy your brother would have required bloodshed and there's already been too much of that. I wish the price of your return had not been Angelos and Alfrey, but they would be happy to know you have returned." He smiled and added, "Though I wish I could have seen their faces when they learned you were meant to be the next high priest. Poor Angelos would have retired to bed for the entire day, to know he had to endure training you in divine matters all over again."

Cerant smiled crookedly. "We were both terrible students as boys, but I don't know many boys who are good students—especially when one is the crown prince who can get away with anything and the other an orphan with no respect for authority. How did we wind up here?"

"Only the Goddess knows," Sorin replied and finished his wine. "But I think people are more encouraged to have you as priest than king."

"I think people are tired of weak kings," Cerant said. He looked around his office. "I thought it would feel stranger being here and not in the keep itself … but as much as I longed to be home and doing what I was born to do, this feels more right. Perhaps we all needed drastic change."

Sorin nodded. "I think it is a sign of how desperately change is needed that, minus a rough start, people are mostly accepting of having a necromancer—and now an alchemist—in their midst. But then, Neikirk was not here long—"

He broke off as Cerant's face shadowed, wincing at his own blunt reminder that Neikirk had ridden off into danger and would not be back any time soon. Sorin refused to consider that Neikirk and Emel and the others would not return at all. Eager to change the subject, he fumbled for a new topic and said, "So what are you planning to do today? I believe the feast to welcome you home is being held tonight since it was disrupted last night. People are desperate for a reason to have fun, especially after all the recent tragedies."

"I have to prepare for the ceremony of mourning this afternoon," Cerant said with a sigh. "My first truly official act as High Priest, since morning ceremonies really don't count. In the meantime, I am going to get better acquainted with my new role and my priests."

Sorin nodded and rose. "Then I will leave you to it, High Priest. I have duties aplenty to attend myself. I'll see you at the ceremony of mourning."

He made his way quickly through the Cathedral and back to the keep. In the great hall, one of the knights looked up from his meal with a grin. "If you're seeking the High Necromancer, he was last seen wandering about the west wing. I think someone said he was in the Princess Chambers."

"Thank you," Sorin said, but though the temptation to go see Koray was strong, he did have work to do and so he settled into it.

Work was severely hampered without Emel at his side, and Sorin missed him all the more. Perhaps the men felt his absence too, because they were far more quiet and obedient than normal. Even their good-natured ribbing was largely absent while they worked through drills and helped with cleaning the keep.

Sorin finally called a halt half a mark before the ceremony of mourning so they would have time to get cleaned up and properly dressed. Leaving them to it, he finally retreated to the castle to track down Koray.

He headed for the west wing, but was not surprised to find the Princess Chambers empty. It took only a few minutes to find Koray instead in an empty guest room. Back when Cerant's father had still been on the throne, the castle had always lacked enough space for all the people who crowded into it. Since Rofell had taken the throne, fewer and fewer had visited the castle each year, willing to take the higher risks of their remote estates rather than endure Rofell.

Sorin lingered in the doorway, oddly content to watch Koray work. Neikirk's words, his strange explanation the night before, rose to mind. Neikirk was correct:  Koray was a priest, a dark priest who healed and guided the dead. Strange the notion had never occurred to him before, when it seemed so suddenly obvious.

It was a pity Koray had braided his hair, but that was an entirely selfish complaint. Sorin had no idea why a man as ruthlessly practical as Koray kept his hair so long, but he would never complain. Running his fingers through it whenever Koray left it down had become one of his favorite things to do.

The smell of incense wafted about the room, a scent he had always associated with the priests before but that had become irrevocably bound to Koray. He sensed that if Koray ever left—because if he wanted to go he would and not even the Goddess would stop him—Sorin would still think of Koray whenever he smelled it.

More than a month had passed since he had encountered Koray in the woods and taken him to the castle. That did not seem time enough to grow obsessed with someone, but Sorin was not certain what else to call it. Besotted. He grimaced at the word, the memory of Cerant's teasing tone. He was not besotted.

Koray finished chanting and seemed to slump for a moment. His eyes still shone violet as he slowly opened them, the last of the light fading away as he turned to scowl at Sorin. Just once, Sorin wished Koray would look happy to see him. He didn't have to look excited or overjoyed, but happy would have been nice. "What?"

Stifling a sigh, Sorin replied, "I came to see how your purification was going and to let you know the ceremony of mourning is in about half a mark. Stop glaring at me, necromancer, unless you want me to kiss you."

"How does glaring lead to kissing?" Koray demanded.

"Because you seem determined to neither take what you want nor ask me for it, so I like to think your glares are a poor attempt at requesting what you want," Sorin replied with a grin. "Do correct me if I'm wrong, necromancer." He stepped into the room and walked slowly toward Koray.

"That is not—" Koray broke off, still scowling.

Sorin cupped his chin, tilted his face up, and said, "If you want to say no, necromancer, then say it. I'm not going to force a man." He fervently hoped Koray wouldn't say no. He held his breath and let it out in a soft sigh when Koray's scowl eased the barest bit.

Bending, Sorin kissed him, tasting ale and fresh bread and the sharp, bitter flavor of Koray himself. Kissing Koray was becoming one of his greatest pleasures, and each one made him hungrier for more, to see if the rest of Koray tasted as fine as his mouth, to learn the noises he made when lost in passion, to see his face when he found release.

There was always something that held him back, though. Some undefinable thing between them that kept him from going as far as he would like. Well, not entirely undefinable. He was never entirely certain just how invested Koray really was in all their kisses, in whatever they were building.

Sorin shoved the doubts away, determined to enjoy what he had. He slid his fingers over Koray's soft hair, along the folds of his wool robes to wrap his arms around Koray's waist and pull him closer. Koray's arms twined around his neck and Sorin swore that each kiss exchanged was tenfold better than the one before.

He licked his lips as they drew apart, barely biting back a groan at the dazed, unguarded look on Koray's face. Diving back into the kiss, Sorin lifted Koray off his feet and held him as close as he could, longing for a bed and the time to enjoy it.

But the sudden ringing of the cathedral bells reminded him that there was a funeral looming. Men were dead and his only thoughts were of bedding Koray. Sometimes Sorin thought he merited the contempt to which Koray so often subjected him.

Setting Koray back on his feet, Sorin turned and led the way out. In the cathedral, he kept to the back so that he could easily slip away if he must. On the altar, Cerant looked at home in the long, flowing, formal purple robes of the High Priest. His smooth tenor recited prayers and sang hymns with all the ease that Angelos had possessed. If anyone doubted the king was meant to be High Priest, Sorin did not see how those doubts could continue to linger.

He turned when movement caught the corner of his eye and silently slipped out of the Cathedral to join the grim-looking paladin who had beckoned to him. "What's wrong?"

"More of those white demons were found. Three of them, but already dead. The bodies are being brought to us and should be here soon. I thought you would like to know, High Paladin."

"Yes, thank you," Sorin said and sighed as the paladin left again.

"Do you think they were killed by that demon who helped us before?" Koray asked from behind him.

Turning to face him, Sorin shrugged. "I don't know. If so, I'm still not certain what that means. Demons are a crooked lot."

"Necromancers have always been thought evil, too."

"Yes, but necromancers are human and clearly not guilty of the things that have always been laid upon them," Sorin said, swallowing bile as foul memories rose up. "I was born the bastard son of a baron, necromancer. He could not claim me or pass his title on to me, but he did take care of me from what little I can remember. We were attacked on one our seasonal journeys here to the castle. Though we had many a fine paladin accompanying us, the demons slaughtered my family and everyone with us. I lived only by chance. I remember the things those demons did. I remember everything a demon has done since then. You are not going to convince me that demons are redeemable or that they might want to be."

Koray's mouth tightened and any warmth in his eyes faded away. "So be it, My Lord High Paladin. Be stubborn and stupid, you're good at that."

Sorin started to snarl an angry retort to that because he was damned tired of being maligned even if he was aware it was all Koray knew how to be, but then he head the guards cry out and realized the demon carcasses had arrived.

He did not know what they would tell him—if they told him anything—but better to feel he was doing something rather than arguing futilely with Koray, or worrying about Emel and the others. Not bothering to look at Koray again, he strode off to meet the cart.


Three

Koray waited until Sorin was occupied with his evening duties and then headed for the kitchen to obtain food for travel before making his way to the stable. The stable hands looked at him in surprise, but obediently prepared him a horse. "Is the high paladin accompanying you?" one of them asked as he brought Koray's horse to him.

"No," Koray said. "If he tries to fuss and come after me, tell him I have been doing the Goddess' work alone for many years and am still quite capable." The stable hands laughed and nodded. "Be careful, High Necromancer. Try to make it back before dark and have an extra care if you don't. Go with the Goddess' protection."

Startled, Koray could only nod before riding out, pulling up the hood of his cloak as he reached the inner gate. The guards let him by easily, but the guards of the outer gate gave him yet another admonishment to be back before dark—unlikely, as dark was less than a mark away and it would take him that long to reach the woods and find the oak tree. Why he was so certain the demon would be there, Koray did not know, but it felt right and the Goddess definitely was leading him in that direction.

He did not relax until the royal castle was well out of sight and it seemed clear that Sorin would not be chasing after him. Koray had given up hope on making him see reason with the demons. He was not certain why he was so willing to give them a chance himself. Sorin's story about his family being slaughtered was not the only such tale. Koray at least had not been old enough to remember his family, merely the priest-run orphanage where he had stayed until he'd been thrown out as being too strange, forced to live on the streets until he was found by a necromancer.

As he had expected, it was dark when he reached the woods, but Koray hardly needed light to see moderately well in the dark. He dismounted and walked the rest of the way, not wanting the horse to come to harm.

He always felt the place before he saw it, the heavy cloak of sadness that seemed eternally wrapped around it. Koray was immediately reminded of the Lost Paladin's sword and knew that he had been right to believe the oak was what he sought—or where he would find what he sought.

As he approached the oak, Koray's skin began to prickle with that awareness of demons, though normally it kicked in far sooner. For better or worse, the delayed awareness encouraged him. Pushing back his hood, Koray called out to the dark, "Hello? I am here to speak with you, demon. Only speak." No reply, but he had not expected one. Speaking more softly, he said, "I saw the way Emel looked at you, demon. I'm here to help if I can."

The sound of movement came from behind him and Koray turned. A small bead of silvery light rose up from beside the oak, then flared brighter, spilling over just enough of the clearing that Koray could clearly see the demon.

He looked less demonic, somehow, though the black skin and horns and wings were all there. Not just a demon, he remembered belatedly, but a demon lord. "You're a necromancer."

"So I am often told," Koray said.

The demon's mouth twitched briefly, as though he were fighting a smile. "What did you mean about Emel?"

"You helped us with those white demons at the castle. As you were flying away, he looked at you like he was worried about you, like his world would end if he lost you."

"Oh," the demon said, and the misery on his face matched the misery that had lined Emel's. "Did he send you?"

"He doesn't know I'm aware," Koray said. "No one does. I wanted to make certain I was right before I tried to convince anyone else that a good demon exists and is in love with the second most powerful paladin in the castle."

The demon gave a sharp bark of laughter. "You came all the way out here because of a suspicion? Without telling anyone? Necromancer, if I was still lost in the demon haze that ruled me for too long, I would have already visited every evil imaginable upon you and sucked you dry. You are even madder than Emel, I think. At least he came out here believing I had likely died from my injuries and so was no danger to him."

"It was worth the risk if I was correct and I am correct so the point is moot," Koray replied. "How did you summon that light?"

"You want to know about a child's trick?" the demon asked. "It's a basic spell. Can't your lot do it?"

Koray frowned at him. "Perhaps I can, though I doubt it. But the others, definitely not. You drew upon my kind of energies to do that."

"Your kind of energies? Necromancer, I'm just drawing upon basic demon energy. I know you lot think we have none of our own, but we do. It is only that we must steal other energies to transform into our own."

"But I felt it," Koray said. "You tapped spiritual energies, the same sort of thing I use to communicate with the dead. The energy that allows me to see ghosts."

"Can't everyone see ghosts?"

Koray shook his head. "No. Surely you know that from Emel."

"It's never come up. What's your name, necromancer?"

"Koray."

"My name is Brekk. You said you wanted to help, but you must know there is no way to do that," Brekk said. "I wish there was, but Emel and I have never come up with a solution. I'm a demon—"

"You might be a demon in form, but I think it safe to say you not a demon in spirit. Nothing can be done if no one will do anything, and hiding here in the woods is not doing anything. So you can see ghosts and use spiritual energy to cast spells?"

"Yes," Brekk said impatiently. "Is that so strange?"

Koray nodded, thinking of all that Neikirk had explained in that chamber with the star. "Yes. We always knew demons could see ghosts in some way, since you so often feed on souls when ordinary energies aren't enough. But to know you in fact use the same energy as necromancers … I cannot use the same energy as the paladins and priests. I cannot use magic to fight or heal as they do. They cannot see ghosts, speak to them, or banish them. My energy is inaccessible to them." Except for the way that he and Sorin seemed to replenish each other, but he could not think of Sorin right then. "You're like me, except a soldier."

"What does that mean?"

"I'm not sure yet, but it could be the key to everything," Koray said. "I am hoping it will help convince them that you are no longer evil."

Brekk sighed. "I look like a demon and so will always be seen as a demon. I'm not interested in your false hopes."

Koray said nothing, because it was true. But there had to be something they could do; the Goddess would not have led him to Brekk otherwise.

"Come on," Brekk said. "It is not safe to stay out here all night. I do not even know what compelled me to come when I knew Emel would not be here. There is no food or drink to offer you, but I can provide a warm fire and a roof for a time."

"I have food in my saddlebags, since I knew not how long I would be out," Koray said. "Lead the way."

Brekk nodded and turned around, leading Koray through the woods along a twisting route until they at last stepped out into a small clearing. In the center of it was the saddest little cabin Koray had ever seen, and that was even comparing it to his own.

He settled his horse behind the cabin, arranging the blanket he had brought for it over its back. Feeding it a dried apple and rubbing its nose, Koray then gratefully retreated to the house where Brekk already had a warm fire going. Sitting close to the fire, Koray dug into his saddlebags and pulled out the bread, cheese, salted meat, and dried fruit he had brought. He arranged the food neatly then pulled out a skin of mulled wine.

Going into the kitchens to request food for a short trip had made him nervous, stupidly so he knew, but he was still unused to his clothes being washed, his room cleaned, and food and drink available whenever he desired. He would never grow used to the way everyone called him High Necromancer and treated him with deference rather than fear.

How quickly would all of that change if—when—Sorin lost interest in him? But Koray had no desire to think about Sorin, not with all his comments on demons lurking and the uncertainty between them that seemed to worsen with every kiss. It had all become a mess and Koray had no idea how to sort it out.

For the moment, he settled for eating and warming up. He ate a piece of cheese and glanced at Brekk, curious despite himself, for he had never been so close to a demon unless it was dead or trying to kill him. Sitting there, looking so ordinary despite his appearance, Brekk was not wholly unappealing. He was no Sorin, but Koray thought he could see what appealed to Emel. He had a fierceness to him, and a somber air that belatedly reminded Koray of Sorin. It was something most paladins seemed to carry in fact. If Koray's growing suspicions were true, and Neikirk's theories on energy and how they related to each other were accurate … then Brekk was the key to finding the missing figure for the star.

He studied Brekk more closely and realized that the heat he felt when he stood close to Sorin, the fainter warmth he felt standing near the priests, was absent. No, when he really paid attention, when his mind moved beyond 'demon!' … it felt more like being close to another necromancer, and the faintest bit like being near a paladin, in that he could feel the power but not the heat.

Brekk was his match and Sorin's parallel. He was more certain of it than ever. "Do you feel cold all the time?"

"What?" Brekk asked, clearly startled.

"Cold," Koray said again. "Not like from the winter or whatnot. From the inside out, whenever you've used too much power."

Brekk nodded. "Of course. It's what happens when energy gets too low, when we have to pull too deep for it from the inside. That's when we get desperate, but stealing the energy of others only helps for so long. The black magic … constantly hungers, and if we do not feed it we die. But the cold is the first indication that we're beginning to go wrong. Cold and hungry is all we ever feel. Even now, without Emel around … and even he only helps the gnawing ache so much. I still do not know why the haze went away, but I live in constant fear that the hunger and cold will bring it back."

"If I had to guess about what freed you, I would say it was the combination of injury and being saved by Emel," Koray said. "If I am correct in how you two met?"

"Yes," Brekk said. "He saved me for no good reason at all. When I woke again, I felt … human, I suppose. But the demon is there, waiting to come out again. I'm not sure how to get rid of it once and for all."

Koray tilted his head thoughtfully, braid tumbling over one shoulder, nearly landing in his wine. He flicked it back over his head. "Perhaps you just need to be reminded—purified."

"Purified?"

"Mmm," Koray said thoughtfully, wondering if it could really be that simple. Probably not with demons still lost in the haze Brekk kept mentioning, but maybe it would work with Brekk. "When necromancers push too hard, draw too deep for too long, we get too cold to function. Tired, achy, even unable to move. It doesn't happen often because we're careful, but sometimes there comes a situation that just proves to be too much. Our energies get … scattered, or bent out of shape. It takes another necromancer to remind the body how those energies should be. We call it being reminded, but it is a purification of sorts."

Brekk looked entirely unconvinced, but nodded. "I guess it cannot hurt to try. How do you do this reminding?"

"Uh—" Koray flushed suddenly because he had completely forgotten the details of the process. "Um. Remove your tunic and all. It requires touching the major points."

"Major—never mind," Brekk said, shaking his head but obediently standing up and stripping down to his waist. Free of his clothes—and Koray wondered idly how hard it had been to craft a tunic that accommodated for the wings—Brekk looked much more like a demon. Koray shivered, but pushed away the instinctive fear. Brekk was nothing like he looked, and getting along with a demon still did not seem as strange as the twisting, aching longing to experience everything he knew Sorin could show him, everything promised by those kisses.

Shoving those thoughts away as well, Koray closed his eyes and clasped his hands, drawing his power to the surface as he whispered soft prayers. He focused his power, then opened his eyes and placed his hands, shaking only slightly, against Brekk's stomach.

Brekk tensed and jerked under his touch, but then went still. Koray poured his energy into Brekk there and then moved in closer, sliding his hands around to touch the focal point at the small of Brekk's back. Next he placed his hands on Brekk's chest, repeating the pouring of energy, then slid his hands up to press them to the back of Brekk's neck, right where it met his head.

He moved his hands around and slid them up Brekk's face, feeling the way the purification was working, heart thudding from fear and discovery and triumph—

The door slammed open and Koray jerked back, whipped around to stare into Sorin's blazing eyes, taking in the thunderous—even murderous—expression on his face. "What have we here?" Sorin asked, voice so cold that Koray took an instinctive step back, bumping into Brekk, who steadied him reflexively with a hand to his shoulder. "I was told you had to do the Goddess' work, necromancer. But I don't recall the Goddess ever demanding one of her own consort with a demon."

"Stop jumping to conclusions!" Koray snarled, fear and dismay burning away in a rush of anger. "You have no idea what's going on!"

"I don't? What else could possibly be going on here? You sneak away to the woods, you speak endlessly of demons, you seem constantly distracted and as though you are hiding something—and lo, I find you in the middle of the woods rubbing yourself all over a demon!"

Koray wished he had something to throw at the idiot. "You're making assumptions! I'm trying to help him. I'm trying to help all of us! If you weren't such a close-minded, stubborn fool I might have confided in you. What's the point in talking to someone who has already made up his mind? So like a paladin, so like all of you, to think you know what is going on. You beat us and throw us out and knock us down hills without ever listening."

"I've been nothing, but good to you, necromancer—"

"Because it suits your needs!" Koray snarled, drowning him out, shaking with anger. "What happens when I'm no longer needed, hmm? When the Grand and Mighty High Paladin decides his little necromancer is no longer useful and interesting?"

Hurt flickered across Sorin's face, but it was almost immediately replaced with anger. "What happens when you decide you have endured us long enough? You've made it quite clear you barely tolerate me and think us all idiots—no wonder you think so when we're so easily deceived by you, claiming and even seeming to be of the Goddess while your demon waits here for you. What was your plan this entire time? Get into the castle and then get your lover and many other demons inside? Is that why he helped us the other night—protecting his interest inside in the castle?"

"He's not my demon!" Koray snarled, shaking off Brekk's hand when he tried to hold him back. He stormed across the room. "He did not help us at the castle because of me! He's good. I've been trying to tell you that, you bloody damned idiot! But no, the poor paladin knows demons and won't listen to anyone else. You never listen to anyone. You just assume that what you want lines up with everyone else, that you could never be wrong."

"I'm so sorry you were forced to endure what you didn't want, necromancer," Sorin said bitterly. "Rest assured it won't happen again. I don't consort with demons or their necromancers." He grabbed Koray by the front of his robes and threw him outside. "Arrest him, for falling under the sway of a demon. You three, we have a demon to attend."

"No!" Koray screamed. "Goddess damn you, Sorin, listen to me. If you won't listen to me, listen to Her! Don't kill Brekk!" He tried to go after Sorin, but three paladins held him fast, only looking somewhat ashamed and reluctant as they fastened heavy manacles to his wrists behind his back.

Tears stung Koray's eyes. Why had he been stupid enough think a damned paladin would ever listen to him? That Sorin had meant anything he had said and done.

Shouts came from inside and there was a flash of brilliant purple-silver light. Brekk appeared in the doorway, then surged out of it. He snarled, eyes glowing purple as he attacked the paladins holding Koray. When Koray was free, Brekk scooped him up and launched into the air. Koray screamed.

"Calm down!" Brekk growled. "I'll drop you if you keep moving around like that and it won't be a pleasant landing. I've got you, just hold still."

Koray closed his eyes, but opened them again because that was much worse. "I think I hate this more than horses."

Brekk gave a ragged laugh. "I just want to get us far enough away they'll have a hard time finding us. Though what we are going to do from there, I don’t know." He started to say something more, but stopped and fell silent.

Silence was more than fine by Koray, even if it left him remembering all over again the horrible fight with Sorin. The look on his face, his cold words, the way he had ordered Koray arrested. He had known whatever they had would never last, but he had dared to believe it would not end so horribly. Sorin had ordered him arrested. Men he had started to believe might be on his side—had thought finally realized Koray was on their side—had put him in manacles.

Nothing had changed at all, and worse, he had been foolish enough to believe everything had changed to the point he'd left most of his few true belongings back at the castle. Koray forced back tears because he would be damned if he let that bastard reduce him to so low a point.

He never should have let his guard down, and he certainly would not be that stupid again.

When they landed, Koray jolted, clinging tightly, terrified of falling. "We're safe," Brekk said and set him down, slowly pulling Koray's hands from his shoulders. "We're on the ground again, Koray."

Koray pulled his hands into the folds of his robes and somehow, remembering the robes had been given to him by Sorin was just the one last little thing he could not take. He sank down to his knees and buried his face in his hands, struggling to get ahold of himself but unable to shake the memory of the recent fight.

It was over. Whatever fragile thing he had thought was there had been destroyed, if it had been there at all. Sorin, in the end, still thought him little better than a demon. Had arrested him, probably had planned to sentence him to execution, without ever giving him a chance to explain.

A hand felt on his shoulder, squeezed gently. "I'm sorry about your lover," Brekk said softly. "I wish you had not come to help me if it cost you so much." He sighed. "I wish Emel was here."

"I don't," Koray said bitterly. "Sorin would have had him arrested too and that would have hurt everyone in the castle. What happens to me makes no difference to anyone. Having to arrest his own second would have devastated everyone. Maybe when Emel gets back he can do something to get Sorin to listen."

But he couldn't believe his own words, he just couldn't, not when even saying Sorin's name made him want to scream and rage and cry. He'd been a fool, lesson learned. It would all be so much easier to bear if his head did not ache so fiercely, if he did not feel compelled to go back. But he wouldn't. Going back felt too much like begging, and Koray would rather die than beg Sorin for anything.

Drawing a deep breath, Koray let it out slowly before finally standing. "So what do we do now? We cannot go anywhere near the royal castle, even though that is where you—we—need to be. There's something there you need to see. If only that bloody moron had listened to me."

Brekk gave a snort. "I have not been free for long, necromancer, but I've been around long enough to know when a man is lost in a jealous rage. If I had walked into a room to see Emel standing close to another man, and that man half-naked and the enemy, I would have handled the situation even worse. It's not a flattering trait, and certainly not an excusable one, but I think perhaps it is understandable?"

"I think it just made clear that it was stupid to think—" Koray bit the words off. "It doesn't matter. Right now, we need to be safe, and we need to find a way to get it through to their stupid heads that you are good and the fifth person we are missing."

"We need Emel," Brekk said. "The two of you together …"

Koray shook his head. "Emel, maybe. Neikirk, definitely. He has understood all of this better than the rest of us from the start. He can make Sorin and the others see. But Neikirk and Emel have gone to Navath. They will not be back for weeks, more likely months. If we see them before spring I will be surprised."

"We're not waiting for spring," Brekk replied. "If they are headed to Navath, then that is where we will go. We're going to fly, though. It's the fastest way to travel, and the safest since it means we can travel at night. You'll have to get us supplies at some point though, necromancer."

"Fine," Koray said tersely. "Are you feeling any different?"

Brekk blinked. "Yes, actually. I still feel drained, but it's not the desperate, raging ache from before. I don't feel that at all except as a very distant memory."

A smidgen of Koray's tension eased. At least not everything that night had been a waste. "You just need rest and you'll feel better than ever."

Or, he thought miserably, Brekk just needed to curl up with a paladin and share energies, let cold and hot combine until both were warm. He balled his trembling hands into fists, blinked his eyes until the sting went away, and ruthlessly buried all memories of waking up lying next to Sorin.

Those moments were gone forever, and they had probably never been real. Pulling up the hood of his cloak, Koray returned to the necromancer he had been before he foolishly let a stubborn, clumsy-mouthed, beautiful high paladin make him think he could be anything else.

Brekk swept him up again, and Koray held fast as they flew off deeper into the night.


Four

The fire had gone out at some point, but Sorin did not bother to relight it. He had endured far worse temperatures while out hunting demons, or as a child when he had slept in the great hall with so many other children and servants.

His stomach churned as he thought of just how thoroughly one moment had ruined his life.

Every time he closed his eyes, all he saw was Koray in that demon's arms. He had never been a man inclined toward jealousy—or so he always prided himself—but apparently jealousy enough for a lifetime had been waiting to hit him in one damning blow.

Sorin scrubbed at his eyes with one hand and tried to think like a high paladin rather than a scorned lover. Because he wasn't a scorned lover, just a jealous fool sulking in a dark, cold room.

Whatever was going on with Koray and the demon, he would never know, and he had no one else to blame. Why had that idiot snuck off to see a demon? Why had Koray been touching him so? Jealousy rose up again, laced with bitterness and hurt. He should have listened to his own doubts about whether or not Koray really wanted any such thing to do with him.

Why would Koray be so easy around a demon and not around him? Sorin knew he excelled at saying the wrong thing at the worst possible moment, but was he really so much worse than a demon.

Koray's words played over and over again in his head.

"I'm trying to help him. I'm trying to help all of us!"

"What happens when I'm no longer needed?"

"You beat us and throw us out and knock us down hills without ever listening."

"You never listen to anyone. You just assume that what you want lines up with everyone else, that you could never be wrong."

The dinner he had choked down threatened to rise, but Sorin forced his stomach to settle with deep slow breaths.

With a sudden burst of rage, he threw his hand toward the fire, balled it into a fist, and the dead logs burst into brilliant flame. Sorin glowered for a moment then turned away with a rough sound. But everywhere he looked he saw Koray:  his book, his robes, his jar of incense. He had even left his precious staff. Sorin was relieved he had at least taken his sword.

Thoughts of swords drew his eyes back to the table and the bundle still wrapped in cloth that lay upon it—the missing sword of the Lost Paladin. His men had found it inside the demon's cabin and given it to him with everything else that the demon and Koray had left behind.

How had the demon come to possess it? Sorin had seen it fly off still buried in the chest of a white demon. The only possible way the demon could have gotten it was by chasing down the white demon and taking it … but to what purpose?

The pulsing presence of the Goddess burned in his chest, made him wince and clutch at it. He had messed up, badly. But Sorin had no faith in his abilities to fix it. There was no taking back or repairing what he had said. All the regrets and apologies in the world did not make up for such terrible words and actions.

Whatever he did, whatever he managed to set to rights, it would not regain him Koray. Sighing and scrubbing at his face, Sorin finally dragged himself to his feet and went to the door. He started to bellow for a servant when he saw that a guard was stationed outside his door. "What are you doing there?"

"Um," the knight said. "The high priest said to make certain you did not do anything stupid."

Sorin sighed. "Order me a bath."

"Yes, High Paladin," the knight said and ran off.

Closing the door again, Sorin stripped off his clothes, grateful that someone had already helped him with the armor. He pulled on a dressing robe and waited by the fire until servants arrived with a bathing tub and bucket after bucket of hot water.

His stomach growled as a plate of food was brought in as well, though he hadn't thought dinner had been so long ago. When the room finally emptied again, Sorin stripped out of his clothes and climbed into the tub, scrubbing down ruthlessly. Usually a bath made him feel better, but all the soap and water in the keep could not wash away the ashen taste of his destructive words. No matter what he did, his room—his bed—would always lack what he most wanted. Sighing, Sorin pulled on fresh clothes and settled at the table to eat.

He looked up when the door opened again, not really surprised to see Cerant. "Greetings."

"I was going to ask if you are all right, but you look about two steps away from throwing yourself out a window."

Sorin made a face. "If I thought it would help, I might. Angelos tried to tell me a thousand times that one day I would say something unforgivable. I should have listened to him."

Cerant regarded him with sympathy, but mercifully without pity. "You don't know for certain you can't fix it, Sorin. Not until you find Koray and speak with him."

"I never had him," Sorin said quietly. "You cannot get back what you never had in the first place."

"Do you know how long Neikirk and I have been lovers? Not even a day when that paladin found me to recall me home. Nine years we lived together, worked together, became the best of friends—and in all those years I wasted the chance to being something more because of the things I did not say. Still he stood by me and gave me a chance to say them. Do not be me. If your necromancers means so much to you then find him. Speak to him. I've only been here a couple of days and there was no mistaking the bond growing between you. Do not give up yet."

Sorin shook his head. "I don't think he ever really wanted me. I think he felt he had no choice and was making the best." It hurt to think that Koray had felt that way, that all Sorin had felt was not echoed, only endured. How was it fair to be so … besotted, he conceded … with someone who felt nothing in return? He could remember exactly how Koray tasted, how he smelled, how he felt … and the whole time Koray had just …

Had he really made Koray feel as though he had no choice in the matter? The very idea made Sorin sick, made him hate himself. It was not his way to force anyone, and yet that was how Koray had felt the entire time. "I am not certain I merit the position of High Paladin and I wonder now if I ever did."

"Now you're just feeling sorry for yourself," Cerant said sharply. "Stop wallowing in pity and be High Paladin, Sorin. You messed up—badly. Try your damnedest to fix it instead of giving up. The Sorin I grew up with would never have given up so easily. Do not quit now just because the mistake is so much greater. You are not the only one affected by your behavior. The kingdom needs Koray back—and that demon who was with him if I am hearing the Goddess' whispers correctly. So stop being a child and be High Paladin. Go after him. Make amends. Fight for him. If you just give up now, then there will come a day you throw yourself out the window and a chance to save the kingdom once and for all will die with you."

Sorin said nothing, but his knuckles turned white where he gripped his cup. Knowing he had failed and lost everything did not hurt nearly as much as the hope Cerant had planted. Or the reminder that so many people depended on him and that his jealous rage had hurt more than him.

But it was a reminder he needed. The hope, though …

"I don't know where to begin to look for them," he said quietly.

"Lucky for you, the Goddess wants everything set to rights as much, if not more, than you," Cerant said. "That is part of the reason I came to see you—you owe me mightily for the headache I am currently enduring. I lost my dinner it hurt so much. I suppose I'd best get used to it though, hmm?"

Sorin wanted to throw his cup across the room just to release the coiled tension. "Tell me," he bit out.

Cerant's humor died, warm sympathy in his eyes as he said, "According to the whispers I caught, Koray and the demon are heading to Navath. She mentioned Neikirk, or at least said 'alchemist' so I think they are trying to meet up with Emel and Neikirk."

"Why?" Sorin asked. "What do they seek from those two?"

"I guess we'll find out when we meet up with them," Cerant said.

Sorin shook his head, starting to feel like himself again as the goal settled and a plan began to take shape. "No. You're the high priest, and whatever the Goddess intends for the future, you are still technically the crown prince—the king. There is no one else to take care of the castle and the people while I am gone. We cannot risk everyone."

"I am going," Cerant said. "I've ordered horses and supplies readied, and men to ride with us. Something tells me we will need them. The castle is being left in the capable hands of the steward and my master priests. They will manage without us for a little while. The Goddess said that we need all five—"

"What do you mean all five?" Sorin asked, voice cracking out, breaking slightly as realization struck him.

Cerant's expression said he knew Sorin had figured it out. "Whoever that demon was, he belongs in that fifth point. Like I said earlier, the Goddess made it clear we need to get both him and Koray back. He is a High Something, though She has not said yet what. He is Koray's match, your parallel."

Sorin closed his eyes, self-hatred washing over him. "Koray kept trying to talk to me about how demons might be redeemable. I would not listen."

"You, of all people, have reason to loathe demons and believe them beyond redemption. You are burdened with being the Goddess' sword; you cannot show mercy where others may. No one blames you for your decisions tonight, Sorin."

"They should."

"At least they are not dead. Many would have slain Koray and the demon without giving them any chance to speak. You talked. You argued. That showed a hope, a distant belief," Cerant said. He stood up, rounded the table, and pulled Sorin to his feet. Holding fast to his hands, he stared up at Sorin and said, "You have always been so faithful. Do not lose that faith now."

Sorin shook his head. "I never lose faith in the Goddess."

"I didn't mean the Goddess," Cerant said and playfully smacked his cheek, smiling faintly, fondly. "I meant faith in yourself. You always had that. Don't lose it."

Sucking in a deep breath, Sorin managed a nod. "Let us go after them, then." He glanced at the sword on the table, still wrapped in cheap, dirty cloth. Picking it up, he unwrapped it and cast the cloth in the fireplace, admiring the sword as it glinted and shone in the light. Testing it with a few easy swings, he said, "It's a beautiful sword."

Cerant's eyes glowed. "Take it with you."

"I was going to," Sorin said, recognizing the hot pulse in his chest. "Come on. Let's hope I can fix things and am not putting the entire castle at risk for a fool's errand."


Five

Koray fervently hoped that when everything was over he never had to fly again. He was never traveling anywhere except by way of walking. No wings. No horses. Just his own two feet. He was going to walk far away from the royal castle, far away from everything, especially stupid paladins and their damned foolish mouths.

"That is them," Brekk said excitedly, breaking into Koray's daydreams of murdering Sorin.

Then the words registered. "It is? Where? How can you tell?"

Brekk laughed. "There is little point in flying if you cannot clearly see what is on the ground. That is definitely them. Come on, down we go."

Koray hated the going down part. Hated it more than he hated anything else in the world. Except Sorin, who would forever hold position one in Koray's list of hatreds.

When they finally touched the ground and his feet were firmly planted, Koray drew his sword and braced himself as a surge of paladins and knights came at them.

"Stop!" Emel bellowed and every paladin and knight crashed to a halt. After they'd recovered from the abrupt stop, they fanned out to form a tight circle around Koray and Brekk. Emel pushed through the group, snapping orders to stand down and sheathe swords. Rounding on Koray and Brekk he asked, "What are you two doing here?"

All around them the men gasped, taken aback by Emel's words, but at a sharp gesture from him they fell into a restless silence. Emel stared at Brekk. "Are you all right? What's wrong? Why are you with Koray? What has happened?"

"There is much to explain," Brekk said quietly, starting to reach out but at the last letting his hand fall. "We had to leave and it felt right to come after you."

"We had nowhere else to go," Koray said bitterly. "Your High Paladin is a thrice-damned fool."

Brekk made a face. "He's a jealous fool, which is something quite different."

Koray scoffed, but said nothing further. Emel just looked more confused.

"Captain!" one of the men said. "That's a bloody demon! Why aren't you letting us kill it?"

"Him," Emel said quietly, shadows of resignation and fear in his eyes. "His name is Brekk, and he's my … he's mine," he said, voice firming. Turning to his men he said, "I found him in the woods some months ago and he is free of whatever mad frenzy usually consumes the demons. He is on our side—do you not recognize the demon that helped to slay the white demons that attacked the castle?"

The men remained unmoved. Koray tightened his grip on his sword and braced for the worst, wishing not for the first time that he possessed the battle power of the paladins. But his was to purify and banish and speak with the dead.

Emel threw his arms out, sword still sheathed, and said, "If you do not want to trust me, if you prefer not to stay, then go. But no one here has caused you harm and I will not tolerate their being harmed in turn. If you want to return to the castle then you may."

"Captain, you're bewitched—"

"No," Koray cut in before Emel could reply. "He most certainly is not. Brekk is pure—and human, for all he still looks demonic. I will not let you hurt him. I stood up to the High Paladin to defend him; do you think you are of any threat to me?"

The paladins did not look convinced and the one who had thus far spoken stepped forward, raising his sword. "You've been bewitched—"

"No one shows any sign of what you call 'bewitching'," came Neikirk's level voice. He pushed past the two knights who stood in front of him into the circle with Koray and the others. Staring at Brekk, purple eyes shining, he said, "Your energies are not like a normal demon's. They look more like Koray's, but darker. They are dangerously depleted, but the yellow taint that all demons carry is gone. If my theories are correct then I believe a priest is what you need."

Emel frowned. "A priest? We have a priest. Lisay! Where is—there you are. Come here."

"No!" shouted the paladin who seemed to have assumed control of the others while Emel stood among the guilty. Koray glared at him, only somewhat mollified when the man fell back, dismayed by whatever he saw in Koray's face. Still, he glowered at Emel as Lisay obediently joined the circle. "You would corrupt a priest?"

"Barken, that is enough," Emel said. "No one here is corrupted, and the priest is the best one to confirm that if you do not trust the alchemist."

"I would not expect them to trust me," Neikirk said. "Certainly let the priest verify my claims."

Lisay's hands shook as he raised them, but he looked at Emel and then at Brekk. "I feel no demonic presence. Should not the paladins feel it as well if it was there? Yet no one has mentioned it." He pressed one trembling hand to Brekk's chest and after a moment withdrew, tears streaming down his face. "He's no demon. Neikirk, Koray, and Emel speak true." He looked up at Brekk, met his eyes, and said, "The Goddess seldom speaks to me so clearly; it is the honor and duty of the High Priest to hear Her words with true clarity. But she does so tonight, and she says 'Welcome home, High Warlock of the Court of Five.' As the Goddess wills, let it be." Lisay bowed and withdrew.

"The priest has partially restored your energies," Neikirk said into the startled silence that had fallen. "Much like the way Koray and Sorin replenish and strengthen each other, so too do you and the priests of the living. If you are High Warlock, then I suspect that Master will be the one who best replenishes your energies."

Emel frowned. "But … " he looked at Koray, dismayed. "Koray and Sorin are lovers. If Cerant and Brekk are like them …"

Mouth quirking faintly, Neikirk said, "Intimate involvement is not necessary, at least not so far as I can tell. Anyway, the High Priest is quite firmly taken. As is, I believe, the demon?"

"Yes," Emel said quietly, and the look on his face when he finally looked at Brekk without holding anything back made Koray turn away.

He did not linger to see how the rest of the conversation went, but sheathed his sword before striding through the paladins, who moved hastily to get out of his way. Abandoning the campsite he barely glanced at, he retreated to the bank of a small stream and sat beneath the bare branches of a large tree. The ground was cold, but mercifully free of snow, and the growing dark suited Koray's mood perfectly.

What was he going to do? That reminder of how warm Sorin felt, how right it felt to touch him, was not one he needed. Why had everyone else been so willing to listen and Sorin …

Koray swallowed as the pain overwhelmed him again, hands balling into fists, nails biting into his palms. Sorin had put him in manacles, had never given him a chance. What was he supposed to do when the problem of the white demons had been resolved and everyone returned home?

Ugh. Home. No, no, no. He did not want to think of the royal castle as home. He didn't need a home. Of what use was a home? He had let himself grow comfortable at the royal castle and what happened to him? Sorin had clapped in manacles without hesitation. So much for home. He closed his eyes, seeing the entire encounter all over again in his mind. Sorin's face. Sorin's words.

But Brekk's words nagged at him, too. I've been around long enough to know when a man is lost in a jealous rage. If I had walked into a room to see Emel standing close to another man, and that man half-naked and the enemy, I would have handled the situation even worse.

He had only been trying to help Brekk. Why had Sorin not given him a chance to explain? Yet the more time passed, the more he played the whole incident over, the harder it became to blame everything on Sorin. Koray sighed and opened his eyes, tilting his head back to look up at the moonlight through the tree branches.

A twig snapped, leaves rustled, and he dropped his head and turned to watch as Emel approached him holding a steaming bowl. He knelt in front of Koray and offered it. "Here, eat. You're still entirely too skinny, necromancer." After Koray had taken it, Emel settled down close to him and asked, "How did you know about Brekk? How did you find him?"

"Intuition and the Goddess, on the finding," Koray said. "That oak tree draws many necromancers. Sadness surrounds it—a sadness that resonates with us. I figured if I were a demon who was no longer a demon and in love with a paladin, then the oak might be a meeting point."

Emel's brows shot up. "You knew Brekk and I …"

Koray snorted. "You were not very subtle about the way you looked at him when he flew off after helping us at the castle. I am astonished nobody else noticed, honestly. Combined with your questions when we went to see those farmers … it really was not hard to deduce."

"I'm glad it was you and not anyone else," Emel said with a sigh. "I fear what may have happened if someone else had figured it out first."

"Like Sorin?" Koray asked bitterly, then snapped his mouth shut and scowled at his stew, annoyed with himself.

Whatever he had expected, it was not for Emel to laugh softly. "Brekk told me a little bit about what happened, and I wish I could say I am surprised, but I'm not. Sorin excels at everything but his own life. He can lead men to battle, run the royal castle, calm entire cities … but has never managed to keep a lover longer than a month."

"We aren't lovers," Koray said, still unable to kick the bitterness. "We never were. A few kisses does not mean more than a few kisses." Even he wasn't naïve enough to think those kisses had ever meant anything. Even before the cabin, he had known that Sorin would eventually lose interest in him. And hadn't Emel just confirmed it by saying Sorin never kept a lover longer than a month?

"Sorin is only a couple of years younger than me. I was already with the knights, training to be a paladin, when he left the priesthood to join the knights. It was not long before we were training side by side every single day. We slept in the same room in the barracks, our beds were next to each other, and we ate most of our meals together. We fought our first battle side by side and have done the same practically every battle since. There's little we don't know about each other, brothers in arms as we are …"

"And?" Koray asked, wishing the conversation was over already. He was not used to talking, did not think he wanted to grow used to it. Talking just seemed to cause problems.

Emel's voice took on a hard note when he replied, "And the Sorin I know was an emotional brat who would lose his temper the moment he was provoked. Patience and control are hard-learned skills for him, not natural inclination. He is mostly a cautious man these days, to the point most seem to have forgotten just how often he was punished for fighting or disrespecting a superior. The man who tried to have you arrested is very much the Sorin I grew up with, the kind of man who would throw cautious and sense aside to bring home a necromancer. What is out of character for Sorin is that he would put up with the way that necromancer never seems to have anything nice to say."

Koray flinched. "Then maybe it's for the best he no longer feels like putting up with me. An unpredictable high paladin can only be a bad thing."

Sighing, Emel said, "That is not what I meant, necromancer. I mean—Sorin cares for you. Every other man or woman I have seen him with, the relationship begins and ends with what they do in bed. No one else has ever made him change his mind on anything, yet he listens to you time and again. How would you have felt if you had walked into that cabin and seen him wrapped around a half-naked demon? After you chased after him because he had snuck away?"

"He still could have listened," Koray said. "He didn't have to order my arrest and have me put in manacles. I didn't deserve that."

"No, you didn't," Emel said. "But I think you both deserve a second chance to explain yourselves. I will do all that I can to help you, whatever you decide you want, necromancer. Because of you, my lover is sitting around a campfire with my friends eating in peace. There isn't—" He broke off, voice catching a moment. It was still a trifle unsteady when he resumed, "Nothing I can do compares to that. I was resigned to being found out and killed where I stood one day. You believed and took a chance where no one else would have. We don't have to hide anymore. Thank you. I promise, I will beat sense into Sorin if that is what I must do. But if I know him …" he paused to flash a brief grin. "He is already quite despondent and furious with himself. So stop hiding out here in the dark and come back to the campfire, High Necromancer. There are plans to make."

Koray looked up at the moon again, then nodded and quickly finished the last couple bites of his stew. Emel stood up and held out a hand. After a moment of hesitation Koray took it, letting Emel help him to his feet. He followed Emel back to camp and found a place to sit with Brekk and Neikirk. The paladins and knights were scattered around other campfires. They shot Koray's group frequent looks, but never acted on whatever thoughts were running through their heads.

"So how far are we from the border?" Koray asked. "Do you think it will be hard to get them to tell us about the white demons? Though it is probably best that Brekk and I do not remain with you past a certain point. Having a demon and a necromancer along will not do much to encourage anyone to cooperate." He flicked his gaze around the camp again, catching many a wary glance. "We are barely being tolerated here, even if Lisay did vouch for him. Navath will not take too kindly to it, either, I suspect. Not the places we're bound, anyway."

Neikirk nodded in agreement. "They will not take kindly to the paladins either, though, because all magic except alchemy is outlawed, and alchemists are legally property. I am, strictly speaking, still Cerant's property. That will make forcing them to listen to us hard enough, but it is better to show strength than to accommodate them. We are there to extract information they will not want to surrender. Best to show them we will take it at all costs. And who knows, perhaps having a demon on our side will demonstrate that we possess knowledge they have proven to sorely lack."

"Maybe," Emel said. "I guess we will see, because in answer to your question, Koray, we are only about a day from the border now. I cannot believe you two flew all this way. That must have exhausted you."

Brekk shrugged. "At least I had something to do and am not terrified of heights."

Koray glared at him then scowled at the fire. "I'm not terrified of heights; I just do not understand why we cannot keep our feet on the ground where they are meant to be." Everyone laughed, though Koray ignore them. He looked up again, however, when someone thrust a cup of what smelled like ale into his hands. "Thank you," he said to Lisay, who smiled and then withdrew.

The ale was hot and fought off what chill the fire could not. Eventually, the conversation buzzing around him lapsed and around the camp, men began to retire in ones and twos. Brekk and Emel eventually slipped away to sleep as well, followed shortly by Lisay, until Koray and Neikirk were the only ones remaining.

"So Brekk is definitely our missing fifth?" Koray asked.

Neikirk nodded, and even in the insufficient glow of the firelight Koray could see his pleased smile. "Yes, I do believe so. The priest himself said he was called 'High Warlock' though I am still finding it hard to believe that everyone is communicating with some 'Goddess'. I do not know the term 'warlock'. I wonder if there will be time to investigate it further once we are back in Navath. He is without a doubt your warrior equivalent, to parallel Sorin and restore energies with Cerant. I wish they were here so we could see it and have absolute confirmation. I do wonder what will happen when all five of us stand within the star."

"I could not even begin to say," Koray said. "I'm only a necromancer. I was never meant to do anything more than purify ghosts."

"You are entirely too powerful not to put that power to greater use," Neikirk replied. "Has no one else ever remarked upon it?"

Koray shook his head. "Of course not. Who would? Other necromancers? They have noted I have a great deal of ability, but all the power in the world does not get us invited to supper after we purify a house, or into the warmth and safety of a church. It gets us run off or beaten, forced to sleep in the woods or in graveyards. Who cares how powerful I am?"

"I see," Neikirk said. "At least you have support and recognition now and can put all that power to use. It will make your fellow necromancers happy to have a leader and acceptance, yes?"

"Yes," Koray said, too tired to point out that he wasn't a leader—wasn't even certain he would have a home anymore, save for his sad little cabin in the mountains. No matter what Emel said, no matter what the Goddess said, Koray would not forget that look on Sorin's face or the weight of the manacles around his wrists.

At the end of it all, he was still quite certain that his place in the Court of Five would be to return to his nomadic life. Once, that thought would have made him happy, brought relief. Thanks to Sorin, damn him, all it left Koray feeling was a sharp pang of loss. "I am going to bed," he said. "Goodnight, Neikirk."

"Goodnight," Neikirk replied.

Fetching a bedroll from a pile that had been near the center of camp—where only a few currently remained— Koray returned to the fire and spread it out, then lay down and wrapped himself tightly in his robes and cloak. Though he was exhausted, his mind constantly repeated the confrontation with Sorin and Emel's words, all the while taunting him with a hope he did not dare indulge because he truly did not know what he would do if he never reconciled with Sorin. Sleep, when it finally came, was restless and full of nightmares.

He woke feeling worse than when he had gone to bed, but it was not the worst he had felt in a long life of travel and sleeping in uncomfortable places. Whatever his internal turmoil, at least he was not burdened with fresh wounds from a demon attack or the bruises of a particularly unpleasant villager.

Around him, the camp was slowly stirring, the morning still dark, heavy fog making it even more difficult for the rising sun to penetrate. Koray bundled up his sleeping roll and handed it off to the men packing up camp, then went to the river to clean up. The cold water banished the cobwebs of sleep and he trudged back to camp to find food.

He had just finished a breakfast of trail bread and dried fruit when one of the knights brought him a horse. "We brought several spares and this is the quietest of the lot," the knight said with a grin.

Koray rolled his eyes that his loathing for horses had somehow become common knowledge, but managed to tell the man thank you. He mounted up when the others began to do so and resigned himself to a long, miserable day of riding.

Snow began to fall not long after they started moving, and Koray tried desperately not to think of how much he wished he was back in the castle—or even better, in bed, drowning in the warmth of blankets and Sorin's touch.

That thought set his cheeks to burning and Koray tried to shake his head to clear it, not even really certain what he wanted anyway. There had been a few necromancers who expressed interest and a couple of villagers who had made it clear they would let him stay for certain favors … but Koray had never been interested in the former and would have far preferred to kill the latter. Loneliness was a constant presence in his life, but he'd never felt it so acutely before. He wanted to throttle Sorin just because he had taken the loneliness away and then thrown it back at him.

Koray sighed again and tried to focus on his surroundings. They, however, were unbearably dull. The road was empty save for their party, and the nearest farmhouse was only a distant curl of smoke rising to meet the overcast sky.

Sticking a hand out, Koray let several flakes of snow land and melt upon his palm. Normally, he would be tucked away in his cabin, living off travel staples carefully collected and stored throughout the rest of the year.

His stomach promptly growled, thoughts of food reminding Koray far too sharply of just one more thing he'd gotten used to at the castle. He rolled his eyes at himself, disgusted that he could not stop dwelling. Though he dreaded the argument, he half-wished Sorin was there just so they could have it done with and he would be free to go on his way with the royal castle irrevocably behind him.

A cry to halt pulled Koray from his thoughts and he rode closer to the front of the group when he heard more riders pounding down the road toward them. He reached Emel and the others just as Brekk landed beside them and what proved to be thirty or so Navathian soldiers—a handful of them alchemists—reached them.

"Why do you approach our border?" demanded a man with marks that Koray did not know but hazarded made the man some sort of officer. "We have done nothing to merit a band of Vindeian soldiers approach us looking as though they are ready for war."

Emel gave the man an impatient look. "We are at war—with demons. We are of late at war with white-skinned demons that seem to be coming not from the Lost North, but from Navath, Captain. We are seeking answers and if I must fight my way past you to obtain them then I will do so."

The captain sneered and gestured. Behind him, the array of Navathian soldiers drew their weapons or pulled out glittering vessels to cast incantations.

"I am Captain Emel of the Holy Paladins," Emel said. "I am not here to fight unless I have no other recourse. All we want is answers."

"We have nothing to do with those white demons. They're something new and foul. Clearly the war you are fighting is a war you are losing, paladin," the captain replied scathingly. "Do not come here trying to blame us for it."

"Captain," Neikirk said, drawing up beside Emel. The captain stared in surprise as he realized there was an alchemist among them. "I know for a fact those white demons are the victims of alchemy." He withdrew a small book from a pouch at his waist and tossed it over to him. The captain caught it deftly. "The last three pages of writing," Neikirk said. "Consult your Master Alchemist there if you are not familiar with the markings. Someone in Navath is attempting to use demons as vessels and, if I not mistaken, attempting to make them puppets at the same time. As soldiers go, they make poor imitations of paladins. And the attempts, while admirable, are heavily flawed."

"I'm perfectly capable of reading alchemical markings," the captain replied and flipped to the indicated pages. His expression darkened as he read over Neikirk's notes. After a moment, he tossed the book to an alchemist who had drawn close to him—the Master Alchemist Neikirk had indicated.

As she read over the notes he looked even more alarmed than the captain had. "If this is true—" she broke off at the look the captain shot him. Turning to Neikirk, she tossed the book back and asked, "An incantation like that would take days to set and be even more painful, I would imagine, than your Eye. If Navath is responsible, and they must be if your notes are true, then it is not sanctioned work."

"Come on," the captain said irritably. "At the very least this matter will have to be taken to the crown. But you had better—is that a demon? And that is a necromancer. Why are you speaking of us mucking with demons when you practically have two of them right in your midst!"

Emel's eyes flashed violet as he moved to stand between the captain and Koray and Brekk. "They are friends, and though he looks a demon, Brekk is quite human. They will both be treated with respect, or you will learn manners at the end of my sword."

"I will not permit a demon and a half-demon to enter the royal palace," the captain replied. "So far as I am concerned, they can go and forage in the refuse piles with the rest of the vermin. I'm doing more than enough by putting up with the rest of you."

"You—" Emel adjusted his grip on his reins, hand flying to his sword—but then Brekk reached out and grabbed his leg. Emel scowled at him, but Brekk only stared patiently back. "Fine," Emel eventually bit out. "But I will not continue to tolerate anyone calling either of you vermin."

Brekk smiled fleetingly. "I know, but it's better to keep the peace. Koray and I will withdraw from the group, but we'll be close should you need us."

"Be careful," Emel said softly before turning to Koray. "You as well, High Necromancer. I know full well you will let yourself come to harm if you feel it necessary and I do not want to be forced to explain to the High Paladin why I let his lover come to harm."

Koray started to give that the reply it deserved, but then read the message in Emel's eyes. Nearby, the captain and some of the other Navathian soldiers had looked taken aback at hearing the nigh-legendary High Paladin had a necromancer lover. "I'll have a care," he said, not meaning a word of it.

Honestly, soldiers made no sense to him. It was their job to come to harm, but they took offense if anyone else did the same thing. All that time they spent knocking one another about in the yard must cause further damage to their already struggling minds.

Brekk moved to join him, and he and Koray stood aside as the others rode off. Koray's head began to throb, a silent urging to follow after them. "I was going to do that anyway," he muttered and winced when that just got him a sharp spiking pain behind his left eye.

"I don't like this," Brekk said, rubbing absently at his chest. "Something is amiss. I'm not normally inclined toward fear in such situations, but right now I feel it acutely."

Koray cocked his head thoughtfully. "Is it primarily in your chest? Hot, pulsing?"

Brekk's mouth twitched. "It is patently obvious you do not discuss hot, pulsing things very often."

"Answer the question," Koray snapped, ignoring his burning cheeks.

"Yes."

Koray nodded. "You are beginning to feel the Goddess. Welcome to being herded about like a witless sheep—" Pain spiked behind his eyes again, but he stubbornly finished with a mutter, "Witless sheep, that's all we are."

"I will gladly be a sheep if it means I am not a demon," Brekk said. "Well, if the Goddess is saying I have cause to fear for Emel then I am going after them. Though I would love to be able to fly, that would draw attention. Shall we ride?"

"Yes," Koray said and pushed back a sudden, sharp longing for Sorin. He did not need Sorin to fight his battles and he would do well to remember that.

They followed Emel and the soldiers as closely as possible, but did not dare draw too close. Koray kept a sharp eye out for anything in the surrounding fields where high grass could easily hide threats until too late.

The only thing he could not watch was his back. Koray felt the presence of demons, but before he could react the demons were upon them. He screamed as he was grabbed hard from behind, claws digging into his skin even through layers of fabric. He was hauled into to the sky at a dizzying rate, the wind and snow stinging his eyes and making it impossible to see.

He struggled anyway, drawing breath for a fresh scream, pulling upon every scrap of his spiritual energy in the hopes it would be able to do something—and screamed in stark-white terror when the demon let him go.

Then it grabbed his arm, left him dangling, and Koray began to cry. The demons claws bit into his wrist, but there was nothing he could do to escape the pain. He could feel warm blood trickling down his arm beneath his sleeves. "L-l—" He thought better of the demand and instead shouted, "What do you want with me, demon?"

It only growled and offered a smile that made Koray shudder. Off in the distance, directly in the path they currently flew, he could see a black-looking castle. The demon feigned dropping him again, but Koray no longer had the breath to scream. He was just too terrified.

Then he heard a more familiar snarl, right before a dark shadow slammed into the white demon. It let him go and rounded on Brekk, who raked his claws across its face and threw it aside. He dove, catching Koray up before heading rapidly toward the ground.

Koray cried out as Brekk abruptly dropped him, but it was cut off when he landed in a massive pile of snow and sank down into it. Then Brekk was gone again, growls filling the air. Koray struggled to his feet and clumsily dragged himself out of the snow bank.

A slaughter greeted him. He didn't know why the demon had snatched him, but while Koray had been in the air, a great many other demons had attacked the group of Navath and Vindeia soldiers. Most of the Navathian soldiers looked to have fallen as well as some of the knights and paladins.

Forcing his hands to steady, Koray drew his sword and plunged into the fray, though he spent most of his time just distracting the demons long enough to give the paladins and alchemists a fighting chance.

But the demons never seemed to stop coming.

A snarling roar filled the air and Brekk crashed down on top of a demon that was beating Emel. He sank his claws into the demon's throat. Blood gushed out, the demon thrashing wildly as it tried to buck or tear Brekk off. Brekk snarled again and his entire body seemed to shimmer—and the demon dropped dead to the ground. Letting him go, Brekk stood over the body, panting heavily, claws dripping blood, and his eyes shining dark violet.

Koray shivered as an unmistakable feeling washed over him. "You broke its spirit. How—how in the name of the Goddess did you do that?"

"I don't know," Brekk said and then the still that had fallen shattered and the fighting began anew. But whatever Brekk had done, it had woken all new powers in him.

Koray fell back as he became more hindrance than help, settling for getting the wounded out of harm's way, though he was impeded as he flinched and cowered every time the rush of wings passed too close.

When at last the fighting ceased, Koray felt sick to see how few remained standing. He helped Lisay with the last of the wounded and then stood up to do his part.

"That is the worst attack we have so far endured," the Navathian captain said, wiping blood from his face. His face twisted with grief and anger as he looked over his fallen men. An alchemist approached him, and when she lightly touched his chest, the captain hugged her tightly, burying his face in her hair.

Koray left them to attend the wounded and dead, pulling out his incense and the bowl to hold it. Lighting it, he set the bowl in a clear space in the middle of all the carnage and drew his hands together in prayer, eyes falling shut.

At first, the prayers would not come. Try as he might, he could not find his usual calm. Fear still made his heart pound as those awful moments of climbing and falling and falling again played over and over in his mind. It clogged his throat, clogged his thoughts, and more tears spilled from his closed eyes.

Longing for warmth, for reassurance, for the odd comfort of awkward words and steady arms, twisted through him. It was so sharp, so clear, that Koray was half-convinced that if he opened his eyes Sorin would be there.

He opened them and sagged when he saw nothing, but corpses and red-caked snow. Stupid.

The jarring realization that Sorin's warmth was well and truly gone and that his own actions had led to it cut away the fear. No fear, even of demons and falling from the clouds, was greater than the pain of knowing that he had lost the only thing that had ever really mattered to him.

Closing his eyes again, Koray summoned the appropriate prayers and began to chant, pouring out his energy, calling to the ghosts, reassuring them that all was well and they could move on. One by one, the ghosts departed, until Koray finally sank to his knees from utter exhaustion. He shivered with a bone-deep cold no fire would ease and tried not to think about what would.

Footsteps drew his attention and he looked up as boots stopped in front of him. Emel held out a hand and Koray immediately took it—but froze in surprise when Emel pulled him into an embrace that was, Koray realized, so much like those he was forever sharing with the other paladins. Brothers in arms. Tentatively, Koray returned it, absorbing some of Emel's warmth in the process.

"Come on," Emel said as he drew back. "Rosta—the Navath captain who has been escorting us—says there is a good place to make camp a short ways from here, a building of sufficient durability that  the demons will not be able to surprise us like that again. Are you all right?"

"I'll be fine," Koray said. "You've helped already."

Emel nodded. "Sorin told me before about the hot/cold thing whenever you touched, and I have heard some of Neikirk's theories on the matter. I admit it's all a bit overwhelming to me—and everything is moving so quickly—but I felt it when I helped you up. I feel replenished slightly, too. But I don't think I compare to sharing with the High Paladin." He winked, then moved away to begin helping those who needed it mount up.

It was still closer to a full mark before they were able to leave and the clouds were so heavy in the sky that it seemed night was already approaching. By the time they finally stopped, the snow had begun to fall so heavily that visibility was a matter of luck.

They poured into what proved to be an old guard tower, or at least so it seemed to Koray. It definitely was comprised largely of barracks. Emel and Brekk barred the door, and Rosta and the alchemist, who had not left his side since the battle, carried firewood out of a storeroom and got a fire lit.

Koray huddled against a bit of wall on a bedroll, bundling up in his cloak, grateful that it was of a good enough quality not to have been rendered useless by the weather. If it was the only thing he got to keep from his time at the castle … well, he would just keep it and care for it and make it last.

He closed his eyes, but could not settle enough to sleep. When he heard the unmistakable sound of Brekk's claws on stone he opened his eyes and looked up as Brekk settled down beside him. "You seem to be coming into your powers," he commented. "You looked like the necromancer version of a paladin, which I suppose is what you are."

"I'm still not certain what I did," Brekk said. "Only that I could feel him strangely. It almost reminded me of stealing energy, but instead of absorbing it I just … broke it and threw it out."

Koray nodded. "There's a particular kind of ghost that does not show up often, but can be extremely brutal when it does. We call them malcontents, so full of rage or hate when they died that the ghost retains enough of it to do real, physical harm to the world. Those spirits are not purified by prayers. They must be, as you say, broken and thrown out. I have not encountered one since I was young, not long after my training was considered complete. It was not what put the white in my hair, but it added a strip of gray." He tilted his head. "If you were not smooth-shaven, I would wager you too would have gray in your hair now. Breaking a spirit is exhausting, draining work. I think it is only because you are a warlock and not a necromancer that you endure it better than I."

"Why does your hair change?"

"It's just a physical side-effect of using too much energy, dipping into life energies when spiritual energies are depleted," Koray said with a shrug. "No different than working too hard and straining a muscle. Priests and paladins suffer their own version of side-effects, I'm sure, though I've never bothered to ask what they are exactly."

Brekk nodded—then abruptly winced and reached up to rub his shoulder.

"What's wrong?"

"Just sore," Brekk said with a shrug and let his hand fall. "My entire body aches. I think it is from all the travelling and fighting and strange new magic. No doubt the weather helps aggravate it further. I hate the cold."

Koray snorted. "Anyone who enjoys the cold is an idiot."

He looked up as Emel laughed, dropping down to join them. "Recalling our earlier, brief discussion of hot and cold, I am fairly certain the High Paladin enjoys the cold."

Rolling his eyes, Koray accepted the steaming bowl Neikirk held out, which proved to contain some sort of thin, cobbled together soup. Koray drank it gratefully, then finally said, "I have said a thousand times he is an idiot. That only confirms it."

Emel chuckled again and passed around a skin of mulled wine that had clearly been warmed by the fire. "Are you all right?" he asked Brekk. "You look to be in pain."

"No worse than anyone, though next time I will let you fly up into the sky and wrest the necromancer from the arms of a demon, then catch him and bring him back down before diving right back into battle."

"I'll leave the flying to you."

Neikirk looked as though he wanted to say something, but simply could not muster the energy, eyes drooping only to snap open before they began to droop once more. Koray knew how he felt, as exhaustion washed over him with food and wine settled in his stomach. But there was still something more he needed to say. "Those demons were trying to carry me toward a black castle, though I cannot begin to guess their purpose."

"I'll speak with Rosta about it," Emel said. "You should all get some sleep. Brekk, rest. I will join you shortly, I promise."

Leaving them to argue, Koray set his bowl aside and settled down on his bedroll, pulling his cloak tightly around him and his hood down over his face. Wishing he could banish the cold eating him inside and out, but long used to its presence, he quickly fell asleep.

The sound of someone whimpering jolted him awake, and Koray fumbled in the dark with his cloak and robes before he finally managed to sit up enough. He saw a dark figure shift and sit up, then hunch over in pain.

Brekk's wings fluttered restlessly for a moment before he settled them and climbed to his feet. He stood still for a moment, nearly doubled over as he whimpered again, before he picked his way through the room and slipped outside. Koray went after him, hesitating a moment over waking Emel, but deciding to leave him in peace for the moment. He followed Brekk outside, grimacing at the cold, and after a moment of searching found Brekk huddled in the corner of what remained of a wall. "Brekk?"

He looked up, eyes blazing violet, startling Koray into stillness. Then Brekk groaned, arms wrapping around his waist, bent over so far his head was practically in the snow. "I've never been in so much pain in my life," he said. "It feels like I am coming apart."

Koray drew close and knelt beside him. He lightly touched Brekk's arm, recoiling at the way he felt nearly too hot to touch—but not in the same way as Sorin, who felt like sun-warmed stone or a bath just shy of boiling. No, Brekk felt more like he had a dangerous fever. "Brekk—"

Brekk cried out then bit down on his lip to fight the scream, blood dripping where his teeth broke skin. "Make it stop!" he begged and tried to surge to his feet, wings flapping. But he only fell again, landing face down in the snow before he curled on his side, sobbing in agony.

"I don't know what to do," Koray murmured and went to go get help—but a sharp pain made him stop, turn back. "Damn you," he said with a sigh, but obediently dropped down beside Brekk again. Brekk jerked, screamed into the snow, and Koray reached out to drag Brekk into his lap.

He was half-surprised his fingers did not burn where he touched Brekk. After a moment, Koray realized Brekk's energies were fracturing as they tried to fight whatever was going on. He poured his own energy into Brekk, twining their energies together, calming Brekk's down.

That stilled Brekk some, though he still whimpered and writhed. Koray watched, horrified, as his skin began to … warp, somehow. It split, cracked, flaked and peeled away, leaving black skin and scarlet blood in the snow. Brekk moaned, looking up at Koray with pain-glazed eyes. Koray reached out to touch his face—and jerked back when one of Brekk's horns fell away and broke into pieces in the snow.

The other fell off shortly thereafter. Brekk tried to scream, but only a thin whine escaped, however, and Brekk jerked hard, turning over in Koray's lap so his face was buried in Koray's robes. Koray held his shoulders firmly, doing all that he could to keep Brekk steady though he felt completely helpless.

He watched, horrified and yet fascinated, as Brekk's wings seemed to fracture and then break, falling away the same way as his horns, leaving his back a bloody mess. Brekk screamed into his robes when next his tail fell away.

Koray looked up at the sound of boots crunching in snow and saw a pale-faced Lisay. "The Goddess bid me come," Lisay said. "What in Her name …" He swallowed, moved forward, and knelt beside Brekk. His eyes swept the blood, the peeling skin. Drawing a deep breath, Lisay placed his trembling hands on Brekk's back and let his eyes fall shut as he began to chant.

The soft prayers of healing filled the air and bit by agonizing bit, Brekk grew still. Koray felt it when he slipped into unconsciousness, but did not ease his grip. By the time Lisay finished his prayers, Koray was nearly asleep again himself.

Dragging his eyes open, he looked down at Brekk. His skin was still dark, but lighter than it had been; without the claws, horns, wings, and tail he looked … human. The Goddess had restored Brekk to full humanity. "Let's get him inside," Koray said, too tired to really comprehend what had just happened. "I can't believe the others slept through this, especially Emel."

"I do not think he would have taken well to seeing this happen, even if it is clearly to the good," Lisay said as they got Brekk up, carried between them, and slowly made their way back into the tower. "If it were my lover, I would not have wanted to see it—she would not have wanted me to see."

Koray did not agree, he would prefer to be there if … if it were Sorin, but he said nothing. By the time they had settled Brekk back on his bed roll, Koray was sweaty and exhausted. Returning to his own bed, he settled down and immediately fell asleep again.

He woke stiff and sore, hazy gray light spilling across his eyes from a narrow window set high in the wall. Grunting in annoyance, Koray rolled over and pushed himself up into a sitting position. He looked around the room, but most everyone else still seemed asleep. A glance at Brekk seemed to indicate that all was well. Koray was tempted to pull the blankets away and check on him but was loath to wake him.

Walking carefully over and around the sleeping bodies filling the wide room, he threw more logs on the fire and dug through the travel stores for a breakfast of dried fruit and bread. He also found the makings of tea and carried everything back to his bedroll once the tea was prepared.

Dried apples had always been one of his favorite things, a rare treat that he usually enjoyed only when someone took pity on him and gave him food. He was halfway through his tea when the bedroll closest to his stirred. A heavy cloak was thrown aside, and Koray got his first real look at the newly-transformed Brekk. His skin was no longer black, more a dark, woodsy brown. "Good morning," he said quietly.

Brekk ignored him—or, more likely, did not hear him, completely distracted by his own changed appearance. "What …" He looked up, eyes wide. "How did this … am I really …"

"Do you not remember last night?" Koray asked.

"Vaguely," Brekk replied quietly. "Mostly I remember pain; anything beyond that is foggy." Brekk shoved the cloak entirely aside and stood up. Beside him on the floor, Emel still slept. Brekk smiled briefly, fondly, but did not wake him.

He was no less fierce as a human, still all muscle and hard angles and the mien of a man who had seen and endured much brutality. But his soft smile was there, and the clear green eyes. Koray remembered how they had glowed violet as he changed. His head was still shaved smooth, but it was a look that suited him.

"Sit down," Koray said. "I'll get you breakfast." He did not wait for Brekk to reply, simply went back to the fire and prepared two cups of tea, bringing them back with food for Brekk. "How do you feel?"

"Better. Much better. Like all the pain was just stripped off and cast aside. I don't understand how it is possible to be human again. I always assumed the transformation was permanent. Is it really so easy to stop being a demon?"

Koray's brows lifted. "What part of everything that has happened to you would you describe as easy?"

Brekk laughed. "True enough." He started to say more, but the sound of his laughter caused those around them to stir. After a moment they all settled back down, except Emel. Sitting up, he shoved hair from his face and yawned, jaw cracking. Shaking himself, he stared blearily at Koray and Brekk. Then froze, stared harder. His eyes widened. "Brekk?"

"Still me," Brekk said, sounding suddenly nervous. Emel let out a soft cry and threw himself at Brekk, straddling his lap and wrapping his arms around Brekk's shoulders, head settling in the hollow of his throat.

Koray quietly relieved Brekk of his tea and went to go make more to give them some time alone. He was not surprised when Neikirk joined him a moment later. They glanced across the room at Brekk and Emel, then looked at each other. "Do you have any idea how that happened?" Koray asked.

Neikirk spread his arms. "You corrected his energies and since then, he has been able to absorb and regenerate them properly. I suspect his body is once more changing, rejecting the transformation that was necessary for him to survive before. He is no longer a demon, so no longer needs those things a demon requires. But if you prefer, I am sure you could go with your more standard, if less sound, theory of 'the Goddess did it'." He smiled faintly.

"She's only amused that you're so stubbornly determined not to believe in Her," Koray said with the barest smile. "Trust me when I say there is no point in arguing with the woman."

Frowning, settling his monocle into place, Neikirk said, "I do not see how a woman in whom I do not believe can have any say in my life."

Koray laughed. "You do not need to believe in the Goddess for her to believe in you. If that was a necessity there would be no hope for the demons, and it would seem that all this time she never once stopped believing they could be saved. Trust in the Goddess, Neikirk. She may drive you to madness, but she will never lead you astray."

Neikirk sighed and helped him make tea.

By the time they returned to Emel and Brekk, other soldiers had stirred around them. Rosta stood among the cluster, arms folded over his chest while he listened to Emel explain Brekk's change to him and the other Navathians. None of them look very pleased by Brekk's change, but given how on edge they already were from the demon attacks and the presence of magic they had declared illegal, they were taking it rather well. He just hoped nobody snapped and they all started fighting against each other; demons were enough to worry about without the fear that everything would collapsed into Vindeia versus Navath.

Eventually Rosta raised his hands and shook his head, ending the conversation. He dispersed the soldiers with orders that Koray did not catch, and looked wary as Koray and Neikirk drew close.

"So what is our plan?" Koray asked. "I assume we are headed to the black castle? Or are we still bound for the capital."

"I've sent men ahead to the palace to convey all that has happened and your reasons for coming," Rosta said. "But I think it best if those of us who remain head to the black castle and do what we can to stop the white demons and their makers once and for all. We've had more than enough of demons and magic." He dropped his folded arms, shifting slightly, clearly on edge. "The black castle is called Castle Shade. It was the first fortress built when Navath broke from Vindeia and became its own kingdom. According to historical accounts, it was finally abandoned as a place of ill fortune, whatever that means."

"Ghosts," Koray said. "Navath has long outlawed necromancers and we can only travel so far into the country to do our work before we are thrown out again—if not simply killed. If that castle is so old, then it is probably thick with ghosts, which saturates it in negativity."

Rosta grunted. "I don't know about ghosts, but it's hardly worth arguing. The point is that it was abandoned long ago and has been seen as a place of ill fortune ever since, though no one has ever ordered it torn down. I am not surprised that they would choose to hide there to conduct their foul experiments—whoever 'they' are. We should reach it in a few hours; it's not far from here."

"Let's be off, then," Emel said and let go of Brekk's hand to start getting the men up and ready to move out.

An hour later they were on the road, fighting against snow and wind as they traveled east and slightly south. Koray shivered through the layers of his clothes, trying to warm himself with thoughts of beds and fires and mulled wine. By the time they reached Castle Shade, he was half-hoping for a fight just to have a way to warm up.

He could feel the presence of death, so strong it made him dizzy. His head began to throb as they drew closer; he could see ghosts in the fields immediately surrounding the castle. They cluttered the rotting drawbridge, crowded on the battlements, and when they finally breached the gates, Koray swayed on his horse.

At a glance, the castle seemed abandoned. There was not even smoke billowing out, and surely they had to keep warm somehow. But the paladins were restless, and after a moment, Koray mastered the overwhelming presence of death enough to feel the presence of demons as well.

"No receiving party?" Emel asked. He dismounted and drew his sword, gesturing for his men to do the same.

The group had just climbed the steps of the keep when shrieking filled the air and demons dove upon them from the broken guard towers. Men screamed and scattered. Koray threw himself off his horse, barely avoiding a demon that had flown straight at him. He rolled over in the snow, wiping it from his face as he scrambled to his feet.

He drew his sword, but instead of trying to battle the demons, he raced toward the keep, shoving and darting his way through the chaos until he finally burst through the open doorway. Koray could see Brekk out of the corner of his eye, but did not turn to look at him, just kept all of his attention in front of him.

Stepping into the keep felt like walking through a wall of steam. Koray glanced around, noticing all the runes drawn on the walls of the great hall—drawn in blood. Koray felt sick. It was black magic on a level he had never seen before, a level of magic that left him nauseous and trembling.

There were runes for warmth and light, which explained why the room was so stifling hot and yet there'd been no smoke or flames to give the alchemists away.

Alchemists, he realized, who were notably lacking. They must have released the white demons to attack and fled. Brekk moved past him and further into the keep, heading for the back door where it seemed likeliest the alchemists would have fled. "I'll find them," Brekk called over his shoulder.

Leaving him to it, Koray focused on the nightmare in front of him. The great hall reminded him of the room where Alfrey had died and been dismembered, leaving blood and gore across the floor and walls. The alchemists had turned the great hall into something worse by a hundred fold. One corner held a pile of bodies rotting in their own fluids, and he could only assume some other spell kept back the stench. Arranged in two long columns were tables to which demons and even men had been strapped. The tables were in pairs:  one demon, one man, and Koray realized with growing horror that part of the process to convert the demons to vessels involved humans.

He saw the unmistakable robes of a priest on one table … and then he saw two necromancers on other tables, men he had known and even worked with. Sadness washed over, and then anger when he realized he could not find their ghosts because there were too many in the hall. The alchemists had left behind books and notes, and strange implements covered their work tables, caked in blood and other substances he did not care to identify.

There was so much blood on the floor around the tables that he could scarcely see the stones. Along the wall opposite the corpses were cages. Half were filled with demons, carefully bound and gagged. The rest of the cages were stuffed with priests, paladins, necromancers, and even alchemists.

Hot tears streamed down Koray's cheeks as the suffering, the pain, the anger of all who had suffered at the hands of the alchemists began to overwhelm him. Still more agony came from the oversaturation of ghosts, most ancient, some merely old, others new.

What he was supposed to do? How was he supposed to purify so much violence and pain?

Koray strode up to the nearest table, where a demon was still strapped down. He stared into its pain-glazed eyes. Its skin was dark gray and the runes upon its body fresh, still wet with blood. At some point its horns had been sawed off and its claws cut all the way down to leave its fingertips bloody.

The pleading look on the demon's face was impossible to ignore. Koray would have wanted the same in his place. Drawing the dagger at his waist, Koray slit the demon's throat. He waited until it died, whispering words of purification over its body.

Next to the demon on a second table, manacled to it with what looked like spelled silver, was another necromancer he had not noticed before. "Koray …" the woman whispered. Her curly hair was nothing but streaks of white and silver. She tried to speak again, but passed out. Koray studied the silver chain, reluctant to tamper with it until he understood the spell in it—and jerked away after touching it, entire body throbbing as he felt the searing burn of having his energy ripped away.

"Bastards," he hissed, wishing he could just swing a sword and break the damn things.

Instead, he turned to the smaller table that held the books and vile-looking tools and began to rifle through the mess. He nearly fell over in relief when he actually found a damn key. Unlocking the manacles, wincing when he accidentally touched them again, he wrapped them in a bit of his robe and pulled them off the necromancer's wrist. Lifting her off the table, Koray carried her away to a corner that was relatively clean.

Returning to the gruesome tables, he continued the grim duty of killing those who could not be saved and carrying the others away. When he was done with the tables, he finally turned to face the cages. The site of so many more people left broken and afraid of further breaking made him want to give up in despair.

Koray approached the nearest of the cages and tried his key, not really surprised when it did not work. A search of the tables did not turn up an additional key, but he supposed he couldn't be that lucky twice.

Damn it, where was a paladin when a brutal, goddess-backed hit would fix the problem rather neatly? He drew his sword and hefted it thoughtfully, wondering if it was even worth bothering to try, but though he was no weakling, he had never laid claim to brute strength.

A snarl, the sudden wide eyes of the pale priest on the opposite end of the cage, alerted him just in time to snap around and raise his sword to counter the long claws of a white demon. Koray looked into its glowing, sickly green eyes and realized he was going to die.

But that didn't mean he had to go quietly. As the demon drew back for another strike, tail lashing, wings fluttering, Koray summoned all the power he could spare and channeled it through his sword. The demon rushed him and Koray dropped down, fell back against the cage, and drove the sword up into the bastard's gut, releasing all of his stored power.

It wasn't enough to shatter the spirit as Brekk had done, he just did not have that kind of raw, warrior energy, but it was enough to cause unbearable agony. More than he had expected, in fact. Koray rolled away, gained his feet, and ran. Demons poured in through the main door and he wheeled around again. Still more demons came in the back doors, and Koray feared briefly for Brekk before concern for his own welfare reasserted itself.

No way to go out the doors at the far end of the hall. No way out, but up. Koray bolted toward and up the stairs.

Of course, stairs weren't much of an escape when demons could fly. Koray stumbled back as one of them landed in front of him. He didn't bother to turn around when he heard another behind him.

Stupid Sorin. Stupid him. If they'd acted like adults instead of children, he might have at least been able to die with happier memories. Koray called up all of his remaining power, ignoring the sting as he reached deeper than he should. He reached out to the ghosts, connecting to each one.

Throwing the energy out, he brought the ghosts into visibility and granted them his rage and strength. He felt cold, so much colder than he had ever felt before. The spell only lasted seconds before his strength gave out and the ghosts once more vanished from visibility.

But it was enough. Koray swayed on his feet, vision graying out as he heard men surge into the keep and work quickly to cut down the demons briefly paralyzed from an attack by ghosts. Koray turned, tried to see—but only went over the edge of the stairs.

He did not even have the energy to scream as he once more fell through the air—

And was caught by someone who radiated so much heat that Koray sobbed from the pleasure-pain of being washed in it. He forced his eyes open and decided he must be dead. But if he was going to die, there were worse ways to go than imagining he was in Sorin's arm. Smiling ever so faintly, Koray succumbed to the dark.


Six

Sorin pressed a kiss to Koray's temple, held him tightly until his own trembling eased, then reluctantly handed him off to another paladin. "Take him to safety, get the other wounded out."

"Yes, High Paladin," the paladin said and took Koray off without another word.

Retrieving the sword he'd dropped when he'd seen Koray fall, Sorin turned back to the slaughter of the white demons. He roared as two of them came at him, throwing the force of the Goddess into every slash and thrust, losing himself to the violet haze of battle.

How long the fighting lasted Sorin did not know, but it was dark by the time everything finally stopped. He wiped sweat and blood from his face, but realized his clothes were so filthy he'd only made it worse.

"What in the name of the Goddess happened here?" he demanded. He swept a thorough gaze over the nightmare that filled the hall:  the tables, the blood and bodies that had been there before the battle—and the cages. "Get those people out of the cages!"

He whipped around, sword raised, as movement came from the doors behind him—and stopped when a man in purple came out dragging two unconscious bodies behind him. Something about him made Sorin frown.

His chest began to pulse and burn so strongly it hurt, and at his back, the Lost Paladin's sword grew so hot he feared it was searing his skin. Sheathing his own sword, Sorin drew the Lost Paladin's from his back and held it up, not surprised that the purple stone was glowing so brightly it was hard to look at it directly.

He was surprised when it glowed ever brighter with every step the stranger took toward him. Sorin's frown deepened when the man stopped a few paces in front of him. "I killed most of the alchemists, but these two here seemed to be the ones in charge so I kept them alive. He threw them at Sorin's feet. "It's about time you got here, High Paladin."

"Who are you to speak to me so?" Sorin asked, confused. "How did you know I was coming?"

The man flashed a brief smile. "Intuition. If I had yelled at my lover the way you yelled at yours, I would have gone after him as well."

Sorin stared as the words sank into his head and then suddenly it came together. "You're the demon!"

"Until this morning, yes," the man said. "My name is Brekk. What do you want to do with these two?"

Sorin stared at him a moment, then decided there were more immediate concerns. Motioning to a cluster of nearby soldiers, he told them, "Secure these men in chains and make certain they're heavily guarded at all times. The rest of you, get all the wounded out and then burn this place to the ground. Everyone not involved in the razing can set up camp on the far side of the hills. Get to it." Gesturing sharply to Brekk, Sorin said, "Supervise them."

Immediate concerns addressed, he turned on his heel and strode out of the blood-drenched keep. He did not stop until he was over the hills to the field where they'd left their supplies and the castle was no longer in sight. Striding through the camp that was still in the process of being set up, he finally stopped when he reached his own tent and the campfire near it. "Where is Koray?" he asked the knight tending the fire.

"In your tent, High Paladin."

Ignoring everyone gathered nearby, even Emel and Cerant, Sorin strode into his tent. The knots in his chest eased slightly when he immediately saw Koray in his bed, buried under blankets and so pale he might have been a corpse. Sorin's hand trembled as he reached out—

And he immediately snatched it back, realizing he was still wearing his gauntlets and that they were covered in filth. Turning away from Koray, Sorin called for someone to help with the laborious process of removing his armor. The knight who had helped him carried the armor away and returned after a few minutes with hot water and soap. Sorin began to clean up, while the knight bustled about his tent and set out fresh clothes. Sorin thanked him and sent the knight on his way, grateful for the help but eager to be alone.

When he was no longer covered head to toe in the blood of demons, Sorin returned to the bed. Someone had gone to the trouble to clean Koray up as well and had settled him into bed in a clean priest robe.

Sorin reached out and twined the new, wide strip of white in Koray's hair around his fingers, heart twisting in remorse that he had not found Koray sooner. He traced Koray's cheekbone with his thumb, then reluctantly withdrew to let Koray rest. Koray was alive and safe, that was enough for the time being.

Everything else would have to wait, no matter how much he wished otherwise. Buckling his sword into place, retrieving the Lost Paladin's sword, Sorin left his tent and returned to the campfire where the others waited. He looked around at them:  Cerant, Neikirk, Emel, and … Brekk. "So you're truly the demon from the cabin."

"Yes," Brekk said. "I am sorry we met under such poor circumstances, High Paladin."

Sorin regarded him pensively, something about Brekk nagging at him. He stepped closer and the sword began to glow. Brekk stared at it and his eyes glowed violet. Realization struck Sorin. "You're like us—like me, Koray, Neikirk, and Cerant. You're the fifth."

Brekk nodded. "So it would seem. The Goddess called me a warlock. I'm Koray's counterpart. That's why he was able to help me. He knew what I was the moment he realized I could see ghosts."

"Demons can see ghosts?" Sorin asked. "How did we never know that? How are you human again? I did not know such a thing was possible."

"I think she just sped the process along," Neikirk said, sipping at a cup of mulled wine. "My theories are as yet untested, but I do believe that any demon freed from the 'haze', as they call it, begins to lose the exterior demonic elements as well. Over time they revert wholly back to human. I believe many will prove to be warlocks."

Sorin blinked at him, then looked at Cerant. "How does he do that? Isn't he as exhausted as the rest of us? I can barely muster the energy to think on necessities and he is spinning theories I am not certain I follow."

"He finds it relaxing," Cerant said with a fond smile. "How is Koray? I cannot believe we all let him go in there alone."

"Brekk went with him," Emel said and scowled at him. "What happened?

Brekk made a face and bowed his head. "I chased after what seemed to be the only threat. I thought he would be safe enough freeing those still imprisoned. I'm sorry."

"You couldn't have known all those demons were locked in the armory," Cerant said. "We should be grateful we did not lose more men than we did, though certainly too many have been lost."

Sorin nodded in agreement. "Speaking of the castle, I noticed there that this reacts to you, as it did just now." He tossed it to Brekk. "I think it is meant to belong to you."

Brekk took it, frowning. "It did not seem attached to me before when I had it." He jolted in surprised as he took hold of it, dropping it. With a grimace he retrieved the sword and drew it from its sheath. "It feels different now. Before, it only showed me memories of Ambrose and Rakken. Now I can feel the power in it. I do not understand."

"The Goddess says it is yours," Cerant said. "Though I admit myself I would have thought a paladin's sword would go to a paladin."

"Ambrose loved a demon," Emel said. "I think it makes more sense he would want it to go to another demon in the hopes that he would not die as Rakken did."

Sorin's eyes widened when he saw the look Emel and Brekk shared. He felt like an even greater idiot for everything he had said to Koray in that damned cabin. He twitched with a need to return to his tent, and only with great effort managed to make himself remain where he was. "So just how long have you two known each other, Emel?"

Looking abashed, Emel admitted, "A few months. I found Brekk injured in the woods and couldn't bring myself to kill him. I treated his wounds and left him, but wound up going back …"

"So this whole time you've been sneaking out to meet a demon in the woods? Are you a damned fool? You put all of us—" He cut the words off and shook his head. "Forget it. All is well now. I need to go see how all is proceeding with the razing of the castle. I also need to speak with those alchemists we captured. Has the Navath crown been contacted at all?"

"Captain Rosta of the Navath army said he sent men to convey word to the queen. I'm sure we'll have word from them tomorrow."

Nodding, Sorin said, "Keep me informed," and strode off without waiting for a reply. He stifled a sigh when Cerant joined him, not really surprised. "High Priest, you should not be putting yourself in more danger than strictly necessary."

"How is Koray?" Cerant asked.

"Not good, but he'll be all right," Sorin said. "There is a new strip of white in his hair. I am not sure if I only imagined what I saw, or if it really happened, but I think I understand better how necromancers came to be so feared."

Cerant frowned. "You can't mean he deserves to be feared."

"No," Sorin said sharply. "I said I can see what first stirred the superstitions. Not long after he arrived at the castle, he made it so we could all see the ghosts. That was terrifying enough. When I stormed the keep earlier … the ghosts were attacking the demons. Then they were gone, and I barely caught Koray before he hit the ground after falling from the stairs."

"I see."

They walked in silence the rest of the way out of camp and up the hill, stopping at the top to take in the sight below. His men had wasted no time in setting fire to the castle. After a moment, Sorin realized that even the stones were burning. He started to ask how that was possible when he saw a cluster of alchemists mixed in among the soldiers slowly making their way toward him.

"High Paladin, High Priest," one of the paladins called out as they drew close, lifting a hand. "The castle should be completely gone in a few more hours. The alchemists who have been helping us would like to beg sanctuary in Vindeia."

"Done," Cerant replied, and Sorin nodded in agreement. "Sorin, if you want to go interrogate the captured alchemists, I will supervise the castle. The real danger seems past, and I have men enough to handle it if something more occurs. We need answers and to know if there are more of them somewhere."

Sorin nodded and turned back around to head back to camp. He was met at the edge of camp by Brekk and lifted his brows in silent query.

"I wanted to say again that I am sorry for what happened in the cabin," Brekk said. "Koray has been quite miserable since it happened."

Sorin rested a hand on his shoulder, squeezing briefly. "You did nothing wrong. My behavior was my own fault. I'm still amazed you were that demon." He shook his head. "Thank you for your concern. Now return to Emel and enjoy the quiet while it lasts." He brushed past Brekk, wondering where the alchemists had been taken and who would be best to ask.

"Would you like some help with the alchemists?" Brekk called after him.  "They're being kept in one of their own cages at the far north end of camp."

Sorin stopped and turned back, nodding. "Assistance cannot hurt. Lead the way."

Brekk obeyed without a word, guiding him through the growing camp until they reached a comparatively quiet section of it. Three guards—one paladin and two knights—stood in front of a cage caked with dried blood.

Inside the cage, two alchemists dressed entirely in black stood watching them, eyes sharp with resentment. There was not a single scrap of remorse or shame anywhere to be seen, and that chilled Sorin far more than the resentment. As he drew closer, he saw that there was something strange about the manacles on their wrists.

Noticing the direction of his gaze, the paladin said, "An alchemist spelled them to cause immense pain should they be opened by anything except the key. She said to give you the key." He pulled it from where it hung around his neck. "I nearly forgot. My apologies, High Paladin."

Sorin waved the apology away as he slipped the key around his own neck and tucked it beneath his clothes. "Tell us everything pertaining to the white demons," he commanded.

The alchemists remained silent.

"They're tainted," Brekk said quietly, his eye shimmering pale violet. "Their own experiments, all the energies they've been mucking with and wrongly using …" He bared his teeth. "Get them out of that cage and strip them."

The alchemist glared as Sorin unlocked the cage and the knights dragged them out. A few deft slices with daggers and the alchemists stood naked in the snow. Sorin stared grimly at the places where their skin was already turning black and leathery. A closer look at their hands showed they had begun altering to sustain claws.

"Demons," he said quietly. "They've been so corrupted by their own work that they are turning into demons."

Brekk's lip curled. "If you ask me, they were already demons. They've been torturing and killing people for energy—is that not what demons do?"

Sorin felt sick. "Though he has a point, you are not quite demons yet," he said to the alchemists. "You are not so far along that you cannot be saved. Indeed, I think with Brekk that perhaps you could be saved even if you had progressed all the way. But I am still strongly in favor of killing you, if only to spare the world whatever dark knowledge you've gained. If you want to live and be saved, repent of your wrong doing and help us."

Still the alchemists said nothing, only stared at the ground, as though oblivious even to the cold pebbling their bare skin.

"They have no remorse in their eyes," Brekk said. "They're not demons yet, but they never fought it very hard."

"What?" Sorin asked. "You mean they're …" He could not get the words out, the very idea of it too unbelievable.

Brekk nodded, mouth pinched. "As I said, they may as well be considered full demons already. They want it. Some do. You'll not sway them."

"I want to know why they did such terrible things."

"So we would no longer be slaves," bit out the alchemist on the right. The words came out through chattering teeth, and Sorin ordered with a gesture for them to be given cloaks before the cold got the better of them. "The queen said—" he howled in agony as the other alchemist abruptly swung around and kicked him in the groin.

Sorin winced. "Secure the violent one. Get the other one on his feet. What were you going to say about the queen?"

"The king is dying," said a voice from behind Sorin.

He turned around and stared at two figures he vaguely remembered from battle, but had not actually met—one a Captain, the other an army alchemist. "You are?"

The man gave a short, but elegant bow. "Captain Rosta of the Navathian Royal Army, special alchemist unit. This is my Master Alchemist, Kirkland." He indicated the woman next to him. Her gaze was on the two captured alchemists and her expression could only be described as livid.

Striding up to them, she backhanded each one, leaving their mouths dripping blood. "You've killed hundreds, I would hazard even thousands! Why would you do this? What did you hope to accomplish? What does she hope to accomplish? Answer me!"

"You're telling me you would not do whatever it took to have your freedom?" asked the alchemist who had until then been silent.

Sorin reared back as Kirkland punched the man, dropping him to the ground. "Murder is unacceptable. Demons are unacceptable." She started to kick him, but stopped when Rosta touched her shoulder. Turning away, she strode off back into the camp.

"The one on the ground used to be a friend of Kirkland's," Rosta said. "They went very separate ways after they completed training. Kirkland was taken into the military, and this one—Issur—went into research. He's extremely talented. We also believed him to be dead after the manor where he lived with his master was burned to the ground. The right number of skeletons was found and it seemed a tragic accident. The other one I do not know, but he looks young enough not to be long out of training."

"We need to know what they ultimately hoped to accomplish," Sorin said. "Neikirk said they were attempting to use the demons as puppet vessels."

Rosta grimaced. "That is consistent with the marks we have been studying on some of the dead demons. We have been going farther and studying the people they kidnapped and killed in the course of their experiments as well. They are not just making them puppet vessels, they are trying to make them accept the energies of paladins, priests, and necromancers—especially necromancers, I think. There are fewer of them than the others, but they were the ones most brutally experimented on. We will not have definitive answers for some time, but I think the conclusions will not deviate far from the theories."

"You sound like Neikirk," Sorin said with a brief laugh.

"I spend a lot of time around alchemists; you start to pick up that way they have of speaking," Rosta replied, smiling. It faded as he glanced again at the mutinous alchemists. "Why does the queen want you to do this?" The alchemists did not reply. "I can and will beat the answers out of you," Rosta said coldly. "You are still property of the crown and can—will—be treated accordingly." They sneered in reply and he stepped closer to them, fisting a hand in Issur's hair, twisting hard.

Sorin gestured for Rosta to back off. "Violence against them only justifies their actions in their minds, trust me. We need to purify them, or they'll just use the anger to fuel their growing hunger and we'll have two more demons on our hands. Given all the experiments they've performed, there is no telling what they'll be like as full demons. Brekk, help escort them to Cerant. If he's not still supervising the razing of the castle he'll be in his tent. He can purify them."

"What are you going to do?" Brekk asked curiously.

"Prepare the camp to receive a queen," Sorin said and strode off to do exactly that.

By the time he was done, he was ready to sleep for a month. Returning to the campfire near his tent, he was not surprised to see Cerant and the others all gathered and waiting for him. "How are the prisoners?" he asked.

"Asleep," Cerant said, not bothering to lift his head from Neikirk's lap, though he did open his eyes. "The purification exhausted them—exhausted me. But I think that is how everyone feels. They should be fine to question in the morning. I have never seen so much rage, and though I can respect it to a point—no one deserves to be treated like property—I cannot make sense of their actions. They were only turning themselves from slaves of a crown to slaves of power."

Sorin made a face. "All I can think of is Rofell. A sick king? Alchemists using black magic to visit untold cruelties upon their brothers? I am not eager to meet this queen. I wish I knew what to expect."

Cerant let out a pained grunt and clutched at his head, eyes closing again. "I am never going to get used to this," he bit out. "How did Angelos …" he trailed off as he fell into a trance, listening to the words of the Goddess.

Relief swept through Sorin to know they had Her guidance. He waited in tense silence with the others—and startled when Cerant abruptly stood up and strode away from camp, off into the dark. They followed after him until he stopped in the middle of a clearing. His eyes shimmered violet as he looked at Neikirk and intoned, "Clear the snow. Draw the star."

Neikirk nodded and reached into one of his pouches, drawing out a ruby bead and throwing it. When it had landed in the snow, he spoke a few short, sharp words and flames abruptly burst into life. They spread out in a circle, clearing away the snow and leaving smooth, bare ground behind. "I am not certain how best to draw the star."

"The one from the basement?" Sorin guessed. "Rope to mark it and from there I can carve it into the earth with a knife." He turned sharply on one heel and strode back into camp to fetch rope. He returned quickly and crossed to the far end of the space Neikirk had cleared. Uncoiling the rope, he threw the end to Emel. After the star was shaped in rope, they drew daggers and set to work on carving the star into the ground.

When it was done, he was soaked in sweat and covered in dirt. He turned to Cerant for the next step. "Blood of the five," Cerant said and moved to take the same point he had before in the basement.

"The five?" Emel asked.

Sorin swore loudly. "We need Koray." He strode off again, heartbeat kicking up. As badly as he wanted Koray awake, as badly as he wanted to talk, some part of him dreaded the moment, certain he would ruin any chance he might have remaining. All he wanted was Koray back at his side, sniping at him, insulting him, every now and again breaking down and smiling at him. He had no idea how to go about accomplishing that goal, however.

Inside his tent, someone had put out all but a single lantern near the bed. There was a pitcher of wine and cups on a small table on the other side and a stack of reports for him to read beside it. Sorin felt even more exhausted looking at them.

But all exhaustion fled in the face of anxiety as he glanced at the bed where Koray remained fast asleep. Someone had propped his staff so that it was in easy reach. Sorin approached the bed slowly, then reached out to push the blankets aside enough to lightly stroke Koray's face and neck. He was warmer than he had been before, and a bit of his color had returned. Some of Sorin's anxiety broke away and he let his fingers linger just a moment longer.

Koray's eyes fluttered, glowing ever so faintly as they opened. "Warm," he murmured, then drifted off again.

Sorin did not have the heart to wake him, but the pulsing in his chest was insistent. Whatever they needed to do, they could not do it without Koray. Stifling a sigh, Sorin gently shook him awake. Koray groaned, whimpered, and turned to bury his face in the pillow. Sorin shook him again and Koray groaned a second time, eyes dragging open as he looked up. He immediately tensed, eyes going wide and dark. "Sorin?" he asked hoarsely.

"Koray," Sorin said softly. "How are you feeling?"

"I thought I was dead. I'm not certain I'm not," he said. They stared at each other until eventually Koray looked away and awkwardness filled the room like smoke. "What are you doing all the way out here? You shouldn't have left the royal castle."

"I came after you," Sorin said. "We have a great deal to talk about and, though I want to discuss them right now, there are more important matters for which you are needed."

Koray swallowed. "Of course." He slowly sat up and pushed the blankets away. "Where are my boots?"

"Here," Sorin replied and stooped to retrieve them where they were set by the bed. Ignoring Koray's protests, he helped put them on, then tugged Koray out of bed and got him on his feet. Though he was loath to let go of him, Sorin made himself do so and thrust Koray's walking stick at him.

The look on Koray's face was indecipherable, but it did not lessen an aching need to kiss him. But Koray's words were seared into his mind, and he would rather die than ever again take a kiss that was not really wanted.

Swallowing, briefly balling his hands into fists, Sorin asked, "Are you sure you're all right? It's not far, just outside of camp. After we're done you can go back to resting."

"I'll be fine," Koray said in a dull tone and drew himself up. But he made it only a single step before he stumbled, clearly still exhausted. Sorin moved without thinking, catching him up, holding him close. "Koray …"

"Let me go," Koray said.

Sorin started to argue, but then remembered he had thrown away all rights to such arguments. "Just be careful," he said, slowly letting go, trying to give Koray as much warmth as he could before Koray stepped out of reach.

Koray said nothing, just accepted the walking staff as Sorin handed it back to him and slowly walked across the tent and out of it. Sorin led the way to the clearing where the others waited. He ignored the silent question Cerant cast him and took his own position in the star when Neikirk indicated he should.

"Brekk, there, and Koray of course you know your spot," Neikirk ordered. "This one does not have the inherit power of the one in the castle, but it will suffice for whatever purpose it is intended."

As Neikirk stepped into his position at the topmost point of the star, it shimmered with bright violet light. Sorin felt as it began to pulse with power, could feel his power pouring out of him and into the star, feel the power of the others doing the same, all of it melding, merging, growing ever stronger with the merging.

It was like nothing he had ever felt, a hundred times greater than the heat that consumed him in battle. He trembled with the force of it—and then winced as it began to ache, then hurt, and then burn. His lip bled from the effort of holding back a scream. He almost broke the entire spell—or whatever it was—when he saw Koray collapse to his knees.

Just as he lost his remaining patience and nearly did so, the pain stopped. Sorin sucked in air, not realizing until that moment that he had stopped breathing. Neikirk and Cerant both sank slowly to their knees, breathing heavily. Brekk looked as though he were close to doing the same.

Energy thrummed through him and some prickling … awareness … though of what he was aware, Sorin could not say. He left his point in the star to go over to Koray, kneeling in front of him and reaching out—and stopping at the last moment. "Are you all right?" he asked quietly, drawing his hand back.

"Fine," Koray said in his usual, acerbic tone. "I was simply not expecting to gain back so much energy so abruptly." He looked up, stared at Sorin, mouth opening—then he closed it and dropped his gaze. Retrieving his walking stick, he slowly stood.

Sorin stood with him, watching carefully should he start to fall again. "Koray …"

Koray looked at him, expression as guarded and wary as the first day they had met. "What?"

Why had he ever thought he could make amends? Flinching at the cool tone, ignoring the ache of despair in his chest, Sorin said, "Nevermind. So your energy is full restored?"

Something that Sorin thought might have been disappointment flashed across Koray's face, but then was gone. "I'm fine, though I'm not sure I like being so aware of the rest of you."

Sorin blinked, realizing that was exactly what he was feeling. "I knew I was aware of something, but it was just a quiet buzzing at the back of my mind, like growing so used to the sound of locusts you scarcely hear them anymore."

"Yes, it's quite fascinating," Neikirk interjected. Beside him, Cerant chuckled fondly. Neikirk cast him a quelling look and continued, "I think it must be similar to the awareness of the Goddess that you three—four?—are always mentioning. Though obviously I cannot be sure, I think if you tried to focus on a particular person you would be able to convey emotions, even thoughts, strongly enough that person might hear them."

Koray made a face. "I have no desire to communicate so intimately with anyone. What is the point of such a thing?"

"The Court of Five," Cerant said, a faint glow to his eyes, not quite speaking as he would in a trance. "Bound together, to lead together, never to lose touch and fall apart."

Sorin swallowed at that, the ache in his chest growing. Awareness or not, he and Koray had already fallen apart. It had seemed so easy, when he had left to go after Koray, to imagine apologizing and setting all to rights. But every time he looked at Koray the words dried up and he was left floundering in uncertainty.

"It is strange," Brekk said. "I am not certain how I have gone from being a demon to being a warlock—"

"High Warlock, even," Emel said with amusement. "I think you might be too good for a lowly paladin." Brekk growled at that and pulled Emel close.

Sorin turned away from them, wishing there was somewhere he could go to be alone. "I am going to go check on the rest of the camp. Koray, you should go back to bed. Whatever just happened may have restored your energy, but you still need proper rest."

Koray sneered in his usual fashion, so familiar that Sorin almost smiled. "You look closer to collapsing than I, My Lord High Paladin. I have told you a thousand times that I do not require your damnable fussing. I am not one of your little soldiers—"

Emel's laughter cut him off. "I see you two are back to normal already. Good to know. It really has not been the same without your bickering. Strange how quickly that became ordinary." He clapped Sorin on the shoulder, then turned to Cerant. "Anything else you need to do with the star?"

"Not at present," Cerant said. "The purpose was to connect the five of us. The power and the connection will be necessary shortly, I think. By sunrise at the latest and possibly sooner." He looked at Sorin, eyes still glowing faintly. "Put your necromancer to bed and then go to bed yourself, High Paladin. Your sword will be needed sooner rather than later, so rest while you can."

Sorin nodded, but before he could say or do anything, Koray regarded them all icily and said, "I can take care of myself just fine." Turning around, he stalked off into the camp. Sorin sighed.

"Let me guess—you haven't talked to him, yet?" Cerant asked. "I suppose there hasn't been a chance, though."

"What is there to say, even if I had the chance?" Sorin asked.

Cerant lifted his eyes to the sky. "Plenty, if you are still sounding that forlorn. Go talk to him. Stop sneaking heartbroken looks at each other and talk."

Sorin raised his hands in defeat. "I will, I promise, but I think we have bigger concerns at the moment."

"Like what? The Court of Five is established, our captives are still sleeping off their purification, and I doubt we will hear from the queen before morning. I think there is time enough for you to speak with Koray and then go to sleep, Sorin."

"Fine," Sorin said and obediently left. Dread coiled in his stomach because it seemed to him that Koray had been clear enough thus far about wanting nothing to do with him. Even when they had first met he had not been so quiet and cold.

He was not surprised to find his tent empty, and for a moment he was tempted to go to bed and try to reconcile with Koray when he was rested. But he could not go to sleep until he knew the idiot was not hiding away somewhere uncomfortable and miserable because he would not assert his authority to obtain a decent bed.

Worse, he would not put it past Koray to have already started working.

In the end, a half mark of searching and inquiring eventually led him to where Koray was sitting with several other necromancers around a campfire. Sorin turned to leave, but one of the necromancers looked up and saw him. "High Paladin!"

Koray whipped around, scowling. "Did you need something?"

"I just wanted to be certain you were well, High Necromancer," Sorin said. "Did you need me to arrange a tent for you, or at least see that proper bedding is brought to you here?"

The scowl on Koray's face faltered, replaced by uncertainty. "Sorin …"

"Can we talk?" Sorin asked tightly.

Koray hesitated a moment, then nodded and stood up, gathering his robes about him as he stepped away from the fire. He called a farewell and promise to return to the other necromancers, then joined Sorin.

"My tent?" Sorin asked. "Unless you would prefer somewhere else."

"Your tent is fine," Koray said quietly. "I—thank you for saving me. I thought I was dead."

"I would never let you die," Sorin replied and led the way back through camp to his tent. Someone had been there and left a fresh pitcher of mulled wine in place of the cooled one. Sorin poured a cup and thrust it at Koray. "Are you certain you're feeling better? I have never seen you so pale and pale is your typical state." Koray glared at him for that. "Sorry," Sorin said with a sigh.

Koray sighed with him and sipped at his wine.

The silence stretched on as Sorin tried to remember all the words he had so carefully rehearsed. In the end, though, the only words that came together were, "I'm sorry."

"I—"

Whatever Koray was about to say, Sorin did not get to hear, as a knight burst into the tent and announced, "High Paladin, the High Priest says the prisoners have awoken and you should come speak with them at once as they are suddenly eager to confess all."

"Goddess damn them!" Sorin snarled and stormed from the tent before he gave into an urge to throw something. Of course the alchemists would choose that damned moment to wake up.

He headed for Cerant's tent, where the prisoners where tied to a post inside it. They looked exhausted and more resigned than remorseful, but Sorin cared little for why they were willing to give answers. "I am told you want to confess."

"Yes," said the first alchemist, the one who had been so stubbornly silent before.

"What are your names?" Cerant asked.

"I am Whitley. He is Issur," Whitley replied. "We are privately owned alchemists intended to spend our time experimenting. We were good enough at what we did that her Majesty bought us back from our masters and ordered us to begin performing certain experiments for her."

"The demons?" Neikirk asked, stepping up to Sorin's left, Cerant on Sorin's right.

Issur shook his head, shaggy hair falling in his face. "Not at first. They began as attempts at imbedding the energies of paladins, priests, and necromancers in vessels."

Neikirk frowned, eyes flashing. "It is forbidden to steal energies from people for the purposes of imbedding. It is forbidden to take energies where the taking causes harm."

"Small amounts cause no more harm than using that same energy to imbed incantations or activate them," Whitley said dismissively. "But whatever we did, we could not get it to work. We eventually learned more effective ways of taking energy—"

"And it never once occurred to you that stealing energy is what demons do?" Sorin demanded.

"Where do you think we learned how to do it?" Issur asked, sounding tired. "The queen had demons brought to us that had been injured in battle and snuck off by her men. Eventually, when we needed greater numbers of demons, and more often, she had soldiers start hunting them for us, the same as they brought us the others."

Cerant made an angry gesture. "You—your queen—kidnapped Vindeian citizens? How dare you! Vindeia has never troubled Navath; we have always left you in peace even though your treatment of alchemists is abhorrent. Why would you harm us?"

"We needed to study energies and how to make all energies do our bidding. The most frustrating part of being an alchemist is that we cannot tap into the vast stores of energies used by Vindeia. The priests, paladins, necromancers … we cannot compete with that, even though we can contain raging fires and great healings in tiny jewels. It takes time and the gathering all manner of different energies. We have variety, but we'll never possess your raw abilities."

"That is not a reason to visit atrocities upon other people—or even upon demons," Neikirk said. "Why would the queen permit it? If she wanted to make a more concerted effort to stop the demons—"

"It wasn't about the demons," Issur interrupted.

"Shut up," Whitley hissed.

Sorin scowled. "What was she really planning? What was her true purpose?"

"Vindeia," Koray said. Sorin half-turned his head to look at him. The alchemists cast him hateful looks, but Koray paid them no mind, eyes on Sorin.  "I was speaking with some of the necromancers who are back on their feet—the ones who were kept in cages. They banished what ghosts they could before they grew too tired to work. They said the ghosts they managed to speak with said something about growing stronger than Vindeia. I was going to mention it to you, but we …" He shrugged and fell silent.

"I see," Sorin said quietly, too angry to do more than hold still. "Why would she want to attack us? We have never done anything to warrant it."

"We have no political motivations," Whitley said stiffly. "Our interest was in the experiments. How the results are used is of no concern to us."

Neikirk grimaced. "That is exactly why I never had any intention of sharing my lightning incantation."

Whitley and Issur's eyes lit up. "You made a successful lightning incantation?" Whitley asked.

"We're getting off topic," Cerant cut in. "Why would Navath want to attack us?"

It was Neikirk who replied, "There has always been resentment for Vindeia, though it is much further into the country. Being as close to the border as we were, Master, you would not have really encountered it. Those close to the border know how hard Vindeia works to drive back and contain the demons and the 'live and let live' mentally with which they regard us. Further south, much deeper into Navath, they resent that Vindeia controls most of the continent and has always had an excess of power. Nor do they trust what they perceive as 'alarming pagan zealotry'.

Sorin laughed at the description of their worship of the Goddess. "Well, that is an opinion they share with a few countries. It does not bother us what people think of the Goddess or our love for her. The people of Navath once loved her too. It is saddening they have fallen so far from that faith that they would hurt their brothers for having it, for what that faith grants them."

The alchemists said nothing.

"Secure them," Cerant ordered another paladin standing nearby. "No one is to go near them save the five of us and Emel."

"Yes, High Priest," the paladin replied and called for a knight to help him take the prisoners away.

When they were gone, Cerant smiled ruefully at Sorin and said, "Shall we all try going to bed again?"

"I suppose it can't hurt to try," Sorin said with a sigh. "I do not anticipate success, however." He bid them all a good night and followed Koray out. They were halfway back to his tent when the horns announcing visitors sounded, and he let out a long groan. "I hate when I am right. All I want to do is make amends and go to sleep. Why am I not being allowed to do either of those things?"

"Amends?" Koray echoed softly, staring at him. Sorin stared back, afraid to hope, but doing it anyway. "I thought …" Koray stopped as the horns sounded again. Sorin heaved a sigh and headed for the front of camp.

Snagging a passing knight, Sorin said, "See that I am brought tea. Strong tea."

"Yes, High Paladin," the knight replied, sympathy in his voice, and dashed off to see the order carried out.

Reaching the front of the camp, Sorin watched as what proved to be fifteen riders burst into camp. By the markings on their horses, just visible in torchlight, and the uniforms of the soldiers and alchemists that comprised most of the party, the queen had arrived.

Sorin hid a grimace and folded his arms across his chest. Koray and Brekk stood on his right, and Cerant and Neikirk stood to his left. "Her Majesty," Neikirk murmured. "I did not expect that she would come herself."

"Oh, I think she had no choice, given what we found," Cerant said. The figure on the lead horse smoothly dismounted, then threw back her hood to reveal a face that might have been pretty were it not set with a cold, severe expression. "Majesty," Cerant greeted.

She narrowed her eyes at each of them before casting her gaze over the camp in general. "There is an alarming lack of respect in this camp. Do you not bow before your sovereigns back home? I am Queen Trellia and I will not tolerate such gross disrespect." On either side of her, four knights and alchemists assembled, tensed for violence.

"Only those who merit such respect receive it," Cerant said. "Our people will not be bowing before you, who brought about the white demons that have killed thousands. We most certainly will not bow before someone who made them with the hopes of eventually deposing us and taking control of Vindeia."

"Who are you?" Trellia snapped.

"High Priest Cerant, Voice of the Goddess and one of the Court of Five, the ruling body of the Holy Kingdom of Vindeia."

"Since when does the High Priest rule?"

"I rule as one of five, a recent decision handed down by the Goddess herself."

"Ah," Trellia replied, an entire country's scathing opinion voiced in that single word. "You have invaded my county without warning and without cause. If you do not return my people to me, compensate us for all the damage you have caused, and leave immediately, I will consider your actions a declaration of war. I have soldiers waiting not far from here and I promise that they greatly outnumber your small band."

"If you seek to start a war, it is one you will lose," Cerant intoned, eyes glowing.

It was the second—third?—time he had done that with no warning. He must have been getting better at it. Angelos would have been proud. Sorin made a note to tell Cerant that later. For the moment, he drew his sword and stepped forward. Brekk did the same, while Koray and Neikirk stepped back.

The guards surrounding Trellia attacked, flames erupting as one of the alchemists released an incantation. Sorin threw his arms up as the fire washed over him, but in the next moment it was gone and he was surrounded only by hissing steam.

Someone screamed and he heard Brekk's roar. Once the steam vanished and he was able to see again, Sorin found himself face to face with an angry soldier swinging his sword. Sorin brought his own up just in time, throwing power behind the swing, driving the soldier back to land on his ass. Sorin rounded on an alchemist, countered the strange green spell thrown at him with a burst of raging power, then sent the alchemist flying back—straight into Neikirk, who made short work of knocking her out.

It took them only minutes to subdue the rest of the guards and surround the queen. They stood, Sorin realized, as they would in their star, effectively trapping the queen in the very center of it.

Even as he thought it, they all began to glow. Lines of power poured out from them to form a star. Trellia tried to break out of it, drawing her own sword, but the center of the star had become a cage of light and eventually she dropped the sword in frustration and glared at all of them. "Is this what you do? Invade us and kill me and steal what is mine?"

"You are the one who bid your alchemists perform illegal experiments," Neikirk said.

"You kidnapped and tortured countless Vindeian citizens," Cerant said.

Brekk added, "You created the white demons."

"You left thousands of ghosts in agony, poisoning the living with it," Koray said.

"You were the one who wanted to destroy us. If you find yourself captive instead of captor, you've only yourself to blame," Sorin said. Power thrummed in his chest and understanding what the Goddess wanted was as easy as drawing breath. "In the name of the people, by the will of the Goddess, you are stripped of your power and Vindeia reclaims that which it lost so many centuries ago. Surrender peacefully or suffer the wrath of the Goddess."

"I choose wrath," Trellia said. "Why would I ever choose to return to living in your shadow? Navath has endured that too long already."

Cerant regarded her coldly. "Do not pretend to care about your country. A queen who cared would have put her people first. She would not enslave a portion of them and leave so many others to die in battles that never needed to be fought. She would not risk their lives and their wellbeing to overtake a country that never meant or caused them any harm. Do not pretend you are the maligned party here, Majesty. Everyone present knows that you're in the wrong, and the Goddess has had enough of seeing her people suffer."

Trellia remained unmoved by his words. "You pagans and your Goddess—" the words cut off as she dropped to the ground, out cold.

Brekk grimaced and stepped back. "She'll not wake any time soon. I'm sure killing her would be simpler, but …"

"There's been enough killing," Cerant said. He gestured to Emel. "Secure her, but make certain it's somewhere well away from the alchemists. I do not want them to so much as see each other. Goddess above, we are busy enough without trying to bring Navath back into our fold." He rubbed at his temples. "My head is killing me."

Sorin grunted, not feeling so great himself. As much power as he had used that day, even with the assistance of the star, he felt over-heated and so exhausted he could sleep where he stood. Movement caught his eye and he smiled fleetingly as the knight he'd spoken to earlier brought him a large cup of hot, dark tea. "Thank you."

"High Paladin," the knight replied and bowed before he strode off again.

Though the tea was hot enough it nearly burned his tongue, Sorin drank most of it down in several quick gulps. "You won't do anyone any favors if you die from choking on tea," Koray said scathingly.

Sorin grinned. "I'm sure you'll delight in saying I deserved it, necromancer. But here, spare me from my own stupidity for a few more minutes, by all means." He thrust the cup at Koray, then turned away so he could not hand it back, knowing Koray was probably miserable in the cold air but would never admit it. "So we have deposed a queen. That will not go over well."

"You might be surprised," came Rosta's voice as he pushed through a cluster of knights to join the circle. "Especially after learning she is responsible for those demons after all, when I said myself she would never do something so terrible. The king will be crushed."

"But will he fight our decision?" Sorin asked.

Rosta shook his head. "I doubt it, and if he tries I will handle it—if you will trust me. Certainly send some of your own soldiers with me. I think approaching quietly, without fuss, will go better than a giant fanfare though of course I understand if you prefer to go yourself."

"I'll go," Emel said, and at Brekk's look added, "There's no one else. I'll take care of everything here, with the help of those from Navath who will join us and whatever men you can spare from our forces. When all is well and in the hands of others who can be trusted, I'll return to the royal castle."

Sorin grimaced but nodded. "So be it, Emel, and thank you. I can think of no one better suited to the task." He sighed, then mustered his remaining energy. "Since it is clear by this point that no one is getting any sleep, let us break camp and head to where we need to be. Emel, take most of the men with you. I need only enough for caution's sake on the journey home, though we should not run into any serious threats now the white demons are all dead."

Emel nodded and left to start organizing the troops, Rosta falling into step beside him. Those Navath soldiers who had arrived with the queen, but not joined in the fight, slipped away to join their brothers. Sorin let them go after glancing at Cerant, who by his look shared the sentiment that they would cause no harm.

Turning to the knights and paladins clustered nearby, Sorin said, "I know you all heard me. Let's get this camp broken down. Someone bring me up to date on the burning of the castle. Where do we stand with food and equipment?" Exhaustion washed over him, only barely tempered by the tea. Sorin ignored it. There was too much to do and not nearly enough time to do it. "See the prisoners are escorted back to the royal castle under heavy guard. I want the queen watched by paladins at all times, and she is never to be unbound."

Brekk fell into step alongside him while they worked to sort out men and supplies, even as the sky began to turn a hazy gray. Sorin yawned and drank down still more tea when someone pressed it into his hands, trying not to think about how many more hours he would have to stay awake before everything slowed down enough that he could get some sleep.

And still he had not been able to speak with Koray, minus that jesting moment over the tea that had been so achingly familiar. That Koray had said anything at all, and in that scathing tone with little to no heat behind it, was heartening. The hope he was afraid to nurture strengthened a little bit more; he just hoped the delay in their talk would not hurt it.

Finishing the tea, Sorin handed the cup off and got back to work. The sooner they were home, the sooner he could make amends. If anything else impeded that goal, even the Goddess would not be able to control him.


Seven

Koray kept telling his heart to stop beating so quickly, but it simply would not listen—and it beat fit to burst every time Sorin looked at him with those haunted eyes. At first, he had taken it as disdain, as Sorin being quite content to be rid of him. Then he had not been certain. Why take care of him? Why fuss in that infuriating, but endearing way of his? Was he just trying to sooth the tension between the high paladin and the high necromancer?

But then he had made that comment about making amends, and Goddess how Koray wanted amends to be made. He just did not know how to do it, what to say. I'm sorry was a good place to start, but since he had woken they had scarcely had a moment alone together long enough for him to get the words out.

And the few moments they'd had, he had rather neatly wasted.

Koray jerked when he realized he'd started nodding off on his horse again. How did the paladins travel so hard and stay so awake? He resented every last one of them.

Nearby, somebody groaned, and Koray looked toward the exhausted looking woman with mostly gray hair. Nothing was left of her original color except a single wide strip of dark blonde. She and the other eleven necromancers they'd rescued from the castle travelled at the back of the caravan, what turned out to be a contingent of a hundred soldiers all told, an almost even mix of Vindeia and Navath. Even Sorin seemed surprised that so many Navathian soldiers had joined up with them. "Are you well?" Koray asked.

"I'm fine, High Necromancer," she said with a brief smile. "Only tired, and tired of the cold, same as everyone here."

Koray grimaced at her use of his title, still annoyed he had a title at all. "You need not call me that."

She laughed, as did the other necromancers nearby who could hear their conversation. "Why would we not? We necromancers have never had such cohesion, or a leader to call our own such as the priests and paladins possess. It makes us their equal in the eyes of everyone. No one will ever be able to deny that we serve the Goddess as faithfully as everyone else."

There was no way to argue with that, and so Koray dropped the matter. He tilted his head up to watch the sky, the heavy clouds that promised the snow would not be going away anytime soon. At least they would be home soon. Another day or two, ideally, and they would be home.

Home. His stomach knotted at the word, the way he dared to associate it with the royal castle. He had told himself over and over again that he was foolish for thinking of the castle as home, but it had never truly stopped him. The castle, and its confounding high paladin, had become his home. Koray looked down the lines of soldiers, but he was too far back to be able to see Sorin up at the head of the line. Home … if he were truly honest, he didn't really need the castle at all. He just needed the confounding paladin.

When the horns abruptly ordered a halt and caution, Koray frowned. He sensed nothing, and from the looks of those around him neither did they. "I will see what is wrong," Koray said. "Remain here." Leaving the lines, he rode along the side up to the front—and stopped in shock to see eight … no, nine demons in total collapsed in the road. Roughly half of them were on their knees, the rest completely passed out. "What's going on?" he asked, pulling his horse up alongside Cerant's. He flicked a glance to Sorin, who had dismounted and, with Brekk, was speaking with the demons.

"I have no idea," Cerant replied. "Neikirk said their energies were muddled—still corrupt, but struggling to correct. He says it looks like something jolted their systems. What could do that, I cannot imagine."

"The star?" Koray posed. "I definitely felt something when we stood within it, more than just the way we five have been bound together." Something he still did not like. It was bad enough to have the Goddess giving him headaches; he did not need the low, constant buzzing of awareness of the others at the back of his mind.  He supposed he would simply have to get used to it, though.

Cerant smiled in a way that said he knew what Koray was thinking. "We'll adjust. It will certainly come in handy to know who exactly is in distress should it ever come to that. Oh, what is happening now …?"

Koray turned back to the demons, watching as Brekk drew the Lost Paladin's sword, which had begun to glow. He felt a faint tugging on his powers and after a moment of hesitation, let it go. Brekk shot him a surprised look, but the sword in his hand glowed brighter still, until the entire clearing around him was bathed in purple light.

Turning back to the demons, Brekk held the sword aloft and slowly, awkwardly, spoke words that must have been given to him by the Goddess, a prayer of purification that was somewhere between those used by the priests and those used by the necromancers.

Growing bright enough to be near-blinding, the purple light spread out to encompass the demons. Koray finally had to look away, exhaustion washing over him as more of his power was borrowed to fuel whatever was happening. When he finally felt the light begin to fade, he looked back—and gasped along with everyone else to see that the purification had worked. Instead of nine demons, there were nine humans:  four women and five men.

He had never noticed that any of the demons were female, even though, in retrospect, it was obvious that at least some of them must be. Koray dismounted and pulled extra clothes from his saddlebags, striding up to one of the women and helping her into the spare robe. Paladins and soldiers quickly stepped forward to help the others. Koray handed off the woman he had helped before walking over to Brekk. "Are you all right?"

"Just tired," Brekk said. "You must be tired as well. Thank you for the additional power. I think with practice I will not need to borrow it, but right now I'm still not up to full strength."

Koray nodded. "Whatever you need." He smiled briefly, then headed back to his horse. He stopped when he saw Sorin waiting for him. "Yes?" he asked

Smiling crookedly, Sorin said, "I know you are only going to bite my head off for asking, necromancer, but I saw that Brekk needed your power and wanted to be certain you were all right."

"That's an amusing question coming from a man who barely sleeps more than a couple of hours a night and is starting to look darker and gloomier than me," Koray replied. "I'm fine, you halfwit paladin."

A real smile curved Sorin's face, and damn the man, Koray would never figure out why his being so rude and mean made Sorin smile. But Goddess, he was glad that hadn't changed.

If only all their interactions would go back to feeling … however it was they had felt. Every word exchanged felt tenuous. They were both holding back, but Koray did not know how to let go. He thought he might if there was some sign from Sorin that it was all right for everything to go back to normal.

Sorin stepped forward, as if to go past him, but then hesitated and stopped in front of him instead. Koray's breath caught in his throat as he looked into Sorin's eyes, recognizing the spark there. It was only a tiny ember of the fire they'd once held, but damn it that was still something.

He waited, tense and eager, when Sorin seemed to lean in—and flinched when he abruptly changed his mind and with an awkward nod, left Koray alone and returned to his own horse. Koray swallowed, all his earlier hope snuffed like a candle. Clearly he had imagined that ember, or Sorin had thought better of it.

Did making amends not mean as much as Koray had thought? Were they to be only comrades after all and never … never more? Koray stared after Sorin, wishing he knew how to fix everything. How to make Sorin want him again. But how was he supposed to do that when he still did not know why Sorin had ever wanted him to begin with?

Koray mounted his horse and without another word rode back down the line to rejoin his necromancers. He was surprised when, a few minutes later, one of the former demons joined them, escorted by a paladin. "High Necromancer, this one can still see ghosts, but the High Warlock says he does not fit amongst his men."

"Then he must fit with us," Koray agreed, and dismissed the paladin with a nod of thanks. Turning to his new necromancer, he asked, "What is your name?"

"Stray."

"Welcome to the necromancers," Koray said. "You can ride with me for now, come on." He held out a hand and Stray took it, awkwardly climbing up behind Koray and cautiously settling his arms around Koray's waist.

Refusing to show how strange he found the entire situation—that he was an authority figure, that he was riding with yet another foreign demon—Koray kneed his horse into motion as the group resumed moving. Snow began to fall heavily, but they pushed on.

They stopped to rescue demons six more times before the royal castle finally came into view. It was late at night, the snow still fell relentlessly, and Koray was so tired everything began to blur. When they finally reached the castle, greeted by the sound of the horns, he could have wept from the relief. Ecstatic cries came from the gate towers, and minutes later the drawbridge lowered to let them in.

Getting across it seemed to take an age, and Koray very nearly did cry to at last be back within the walls of the castle. The slamming of the drawbridge being drawn up again was a welcome sound, as though promising they would not have to leave again anytime soon. The inner ward teemed with people, soldiers and servants rushing out to help the new arrivals. Joyous cries and exclamations filled the night, bouncing off the walls, creating so great a din that Koray cringed away from it after a few minutes.

"The necromancers can have quarters in the cathedral," Cerant said abruptly, appearing seemingly out of nowhere at Koray's elbow. "Did you want quarters there as well, or are you returning to your old room?"

Koray's mouth tightened at the question, but he only asked one in return. "There is room enough for all my necromancers?"

Cerant grinned knowingly. "Yes, High Necromancer. Come, this way." He turned and strode off, surrounded by a cluster of priests. Koray gestured to the necromancers huddled nearby, watching everything with wide, wary eyes, and led them to the cathedral.

Bells rang in exultation at the return of those who had ventured south. Koray found himself staring in surprise more than once when various men and women stopped him to say welcome home. By the time he reached the cathedral, he was flushed and flustered and wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and stay there.

"Welcome, necromancers," Cerant said as he climbed the altar steps, then turned around to face them. "Be at home here. We will get you proper accommodations tomorrow. For now, there are beds aplenty if you will follow me." Leading them to the living quarters at the back of the cathedral, he opened up several rooms and gestured. "Take your pick. Food is being prepared in the great hall, but if you prefer to eat here in peace and quiet that can be arranged as well. I will leave you to get settled." He bowed and left.

"I can't believe …" one necromancer began, then shook her head and fell silent, fingers twining restlessly through a gray strand of hair.

Another necromancer grunted in agreement. "I keep waiting to be told to leave. How did you ever get them to listen, High Necromancer?"

"I gave the High Paladin very little choice in the matter," Koray said. "After a handful of soldiers beat me, he gave the entire castle very little choice in the matter." A smile briefly curved his mouth, but then slipped away. "If you have any troubles, let me know immediately, but I think you will have none. I'll be in the keep should you need me. Just send a page to fetch me."

They all bowed, startling him, and chorused, "Yes, High Necromancer."

"Ugh," Koray said, rolling his eyes and leaving to the sound of his necromancers laughing.

Walking back the way they'd come, he reentered the sanctuary and paused to see the others of the Court gathered there. Before he could ask why, he felt the same gentle tugging that had undoubtedly drawn them. Cerant opened the secret door and gestured them all down. Everything went completely dark as he closed the door behind him, but Brekk startled them all by summoning several soft, ghostly white balls of light.

In the secret chamber, the star was already thrumming and glowing faintly. Koray took his place, shivering as power washed over him, growing stronger with each person who joined the circle. Once they were all in place, the entire star burst into brilliant violet light, filling the room until Koray finally had to cover his eyes to protect them from it.

Then it seemed to rush out, away, spreading out from the star, from the castle. He wondered how far the pulse of energy would travel, what effect it would have—calming more demons? Perhaps saving them, or would they all have to be treated directly by Brekk?

He yawned, more exhausted than ever. The keep seemed farther away than ever, and Koray still had to figure out where exactly he was sleeping.

"Tomorrow we will have to hold a formal ceremony," Cerant said.

"And a banquet," Sorin said. "Celebration will ease more minds than pretty words—even your pretty words. But definitely tomorrow. We have … energized the star, cast out the energies that will either help demons or, I suspect, draw them to us for healing. I think all we can do right now is seek our beds and get proper rest. We're going to need it."

Cerant nodded. "Agreed. To bed I go. Coming, my dear?"

"Yes, Master," Neikirk said softly, and Koray listened with amusement as they argued over the fact that at some point Neikirk would have to stop calling Cerant 'master.'

"I can show you to Emel's room," Sorin said to Brekk. "Koray, there should be food and a bath waiting in our room."

Before Koray could reply to that, they were gone. Sighing, Koray left the secret chamber, closing the door to it before he left the cathedral and headed into the keep. The smells, the heat, even the feel of the place and all its myriad ghosts:  home. His eyes stung and he blinked furiously until the stupid fit subsided.

Heading upstairs, he walked through the halls until he reached Sorin's room. He lingered outside, staring at the door, hesitating. Sorin had said … but still it felt wrong when they were … whatever they were. All he knew was what they were not:  lovers, or even really friends. Had they ever been? Ugh, the man gave him a headache.

Finally giving up, at least for the moment, Koray slipped into the room. All his belongings were there, which was a welcome sight. He'd been afraid they'd been destroyed, or put somewhere else, but they were still right where they seemed to belong. Where he hoped they still belonged.

The smell of food struck him, made his stomach growl. Striding to the table, Koray nearly started eating right where he stood. With an effort, he made himself step away. He remove his weapons and equipment, setting it all aside to be cleaned later, then stripped off his clothes and stepped into the tub of steaming water in front of the fireplace. The feel of the hot water made him groan as he settled in. Oh, to be able to enjoy such warmth for hours upon end.

Thoughts of heat provoked thoughts of Sorin rose up then, making his skin heat in ways that had nothing to do with the water. He glanced at the door, half-expecting Sorin to suddenly burst in, and hastily sat up to begin cleaning. Whatever was or was not between them, he did not relish being naked should Sorin finally arrive.

By the time he was done, there was very little soap left, but he no longer felt as though he had been on the road for weeks on end without relief. Pulling on a clean robe, he sat at the table and poured a cup of wine before digging into his food with relish. When the plate was empty, he licked remaining juices from his fingers before cleaning his hands, and then drained the last of the wine in his cup. He tried to remain sitting, wait patiently for Sorin, but only a few minutes later he was up and pacing the room.

Where was Sorin? Was he avoiding Koray? The thought stung, but made sense. Maybe he had just offered the room to be polite and did not really want …

Biting back a scream of frustration, Koray climbed into bed. He would wait for the bastard and they would finally talk, and then he would go to his own room. But he would be damned if he continued to tolerate the chilly air while he waited. Settling beneath the blankets, Koray tried to keep his mind occupied with other thoughts, but even pondering his necromancers and what he was going to do with them did not long distract him from Sorin. Damn it, he wanted Sorin. He wanted to know if all the hope and frustration was leading to reconciliation or if he would have to figure out how to move on. Eventually, exhaustion got the better of him.

He jerked awake at the sound of the morning bells ringing. Sitting up and shoving back the messy tangle of his hair, he remembered where he was and looked around anxiously. Sorin wasn't there. Koray swallowed the hurt that rose up, cold and sharp. His face burned with humiliation when he realized he had waited all night—fallen asleep waiting—for a man who had never come.

Shoving the blankets away, Koray slid out of bed and looked around dully, cataloguing all the items that would need to be removed and taken to his own room. He wondered if there was still a room to spare, or if he would have to take a room in the cathedral.

Opening the chest where he stored his clothes, he drew out fresh clothes and set aside the robe he'd slept in. When he was dressed, Koray dug a comb out of the chest and began the laborious task of untangling his hair. It was only as he went to sit by the fire to do it that he noticed what he should have from the start:  Sorin's discarded clothes, a finished plate of breakfast, and a note to Sorin from an outlying village requesting assistance with food shortages.

Koray looked around the room and saw something else he should have noticed:  both sides of the bed had been slept in. Sorin had been there. Sorin had slept in the same bed. Koray swallowed at the emotions that struck him with the realization, and for once the hope clawing at his chest did not come laced with despair.

Finished with his hair, but suddenly too impatient to braid it, Koray left it loose and pulled on his boots. The castle was bustling with energy and was more crowded than he ever remembered it being. Down in the great hall there was nary a seat to be found—until Brekk beckoned him to the high table and gestured for him to take a seat.

"I am never going to get used to being in authority," Koray muttered as a servant came up to serve him a plate of food and a cup filled with hot ale.

Brekk laughed softly. "Try going from being a demon to being High Warlock. Speaking of which, I believe there is already talk of expanding the castle grounds to include additional rooms for the alchemists, warlocks, and necromancers. Certainly the castle is enormous, but it cannot accommodate the sudden, vast influx of people and three new branches of magic and defense. They say that the castle will be like the long lost castle of old. I've been hearing the old stories all day. Quite fascinating."

"Yes," Koray agreed. "I did not know many of them before I came here, but all the reading I did after I arrived taught me a lot."

Grimacing, Brekk said, "Yes, reading. Not a skill I needed as a demon."

It really should have occurred to him that Brekk would not be able to read. "I would offer to help you, but I'm not very good at it myself. I'm sure Cerant has already taken that duty upon himself, anyway."

"He has," Brekk said, smiling reluctantly. "Though where we will have time, I do not know. Speaking of time, the ceremony introducing the Court of Five and announcing our reclaiming Navath begins at sunset."

"Wonderful," Koray said, stifling a groan. "I came here because the Goddess wanted me to banish a ghost, not because I wanted to become a leader." He stabbed his porridge with his spoon. "But I know better than to argue with Her Holiness."

Brekk laughed. "Indeed. Sadly, not everyone is so accepting. Our prisoners are still putting up quite the protest. I think the former queen will have to be exiled. The alchemists … their fate is still quite uncertain. Cerant and Sorin hope they can be saved, but I do not share their faith."

"Nor I," Koray agreed. "I suppose we shall see. Anything else I should be braced for?" Did he have anything suitable for such a ceremony? Was he expected to do anything as High Necromancer? He scowled and decided not to think about it.

After a few minutes of silence, Brekk tossed him a smirk and said, "You look well-rested. Your paladin seemed in good spirits this morning."

"What is that supposed to mean?" Koray asked irritably. "I have not even seen the man and he certainly is not mi …" He trailed off, words forgotten, as the subject of their conversation strode into the great hall surrounded by paladins, knights, and alchemists. Anticipation curled through his blood, settled hot in his chest, making his heart race. Koray did not think he would be able to tear his eyes away from Sorin if a demon crashed through the ceiling. Sorin laughed at something the alchemist nearest him said, skimming the room out of habit—and stopped when his eyes fell upon Koray, locking gazes.

"Not yours, indeed," Brekk murmured.

Koray did not bother to look at him as he said, "Be quiet."

Brekk laughed as he said, "I am silence itself."

"Not a single one of you knows the meaning of that word," Koray retorted and slowly stood up as Sorin strode across the room toward him. "So I see you've managed to stay out of trouble for an entire morning, My Lord High Paladin. Wonders never cease."

"There are a few hours of the morning left, yet, My Lord High Necromancer," Sorin said lightly. "Might I have a word?"

Koray's brow rose. "I take it back—if you are being polite then you must have caused some sort of trouble." But he gathered his robes and left the high table to follow Sorin out of the hall and back to his—their—bed chamber. The sound of the door closing seemed shockingly loud.

"Feeling better?" Sorin asked quietly as he began stripping off his armor. At least it was his light armor, which he could put on and take off himself, rather than the full, heavy armor that required at least one other man to help him.

"I will feel better when we finally have done with this conversation," Koray said.

"Ah," Sorin said, sounding sad. "I had hoped I would be able to make amends for my behavior, but I respect that maybe it simply is not possible."

Koray rounded on him, scowling. "You have said that before—make amends. But every time …" You seem about to kiss me. "You change your mind. It's like you want nothing to do with me, can't bear to … to be too close to me. It seems pretty clear to me, paladin, that you are the one who is finished here."

"You said I never gave you a choice," Sorin said harshly.

"What?" Koray asked. "I never said any such thing!"

"Yes, you did!" Sorin snapped, eyes dark. "I remember every single word you said to me. You said:  You never listen to anyone, you just assume that what you want lines up with everyone else, that you could never be wrong."

Koray wanted to throw something at him and then beat his own head against a wall. "You—Paladin, you are going to be the death of me! I was referring to your attitude on demons, you half-wit. That you were so stubbornly set against them you would not listen to any idea that went against your beliefs. How in the world did you leap from demons to us?"

Sorin's mouth opened, then closed, and then he finally said, "I was never certain you wanted any part of 'us'. I always had to press you into anything; I was starting to wonder if you just endured it, if it was just one more thing you put up with until the Goddess granted you permission to leave. You never seemed to want to be here, to be … to be with me. When I saw you in the cabin …"

"You're the great and mighty High Paladin who can have anyone he wants at any time," Koray said. "You're the one who was going to get bored with me and cast me aside, and then what was I supposed to do? I would have been forced to return to my wanderings, quickly forgotten by the High Paladin and everyone else in the castle."

"Why would you think—I don't—it’s not about—" Sorin broke off, then just shook his head and stared. When he spoke again, his voice was quiet, somber. "Koray, how could I ever grow bored with you? I cannot even figure you out. I have not stopped thinking about you and all that I threw away after that entire stupid encounter in the cabin. I know I acted like a wretch, but I am trying to fix it. It just did not seem that you wanted anything to do with me."

Koray stared back, then looked away, hiding his shaking hands in the sleeves of his robe. "My behavior was no better. I'm too used to … keeping to myself. I'm sorry." Gathering up every scrap of courage he possessed, wishing suddenly for a demon attack or something because that would be so much easier to face, he closed the space between them and looked up. "Also, you're an idiot. I've never had a lover in my life. What am I supposed to do when I suddenly find myself wanting to be stuck with you, My Lord High Paladin?"

Sorin smiled at him—really smiled, like he hadn't for entirely too long—and Koray felt another coil of tension unwind. "Thank the Goddess—or curse her, depending on your perspective, I suppose."

"Oh, be quiet," Koray said and used what remained of his carefully gathered courage to lean up and press his lips to Sorin's. He suffered a brief, sharp moment of panic when it seemed like Sorin wouldn't—

But then Sorin's warm, familiar hands sank into his hair, cupped his head, and Sorin was kissing him like a man determined to storm a castle and take no prisoners. Koray shuddered and clung to his tunic, kissing back as well as he knew.

Sorin's hands slid down through his hair, along his back, then firm arms wrapped around Koray's waist and hauled him up and closer. Koray gasped at the movement, and Sorin took full advantage of the opportunity to press the kiss deeper still. He'd held Koray any number of times, but they had all been tame by comparison. Koray had never been so painfully aware of one person:  the warmth of Sorin's skin, the softness of his hair, the long planes of hard muscle beneath layers of wool and linen. He smelled like sweat and leather and metal.

Fingers pressed hard into his skin, hot even through layers of heavy fabric. Koray shivered and held Sorin tighter, body thrumming with nerves:  excitement, relief, a twinge of fear of the unknown that could not really compete with the joy of being exactly where he wanted to be.

Sorin drew back slowly, nibbling at Koray's lips as though savoring them. "Are you certain, Koray?"

"Shut up before one of us says something stupid and this takes even longer," Koray said, and it was easier the second time to initiate a kiss. The way Sorin groaned, fingers digging even harder into his skin. Koray suspected he might actually get used to initiating.

He froze, surprised and disappointed, when Sorin set him on his feet again. Before he could complain, however, Sorin was stripping, casting his clothes carelessly aside. Koray had seen him naked many times; it was hard not to when they shared a room and usually the same bath water. It was different, however, when he was allowed to stare, absorb the well-toned body, the places where sun-kissed skin had not yet been entirely faded by winter, the patches of skin the sun never saw. Every scratch and scar was laid bare, the hardened body of a lifelong soldier. Koray tried not to stare at the most obvious bit of Sorin, but it was rather hard to avoid. He nearly rolled his eyes at himself and dragged his gaze back up to Sorin's face, his own hot.

It burned even hotter when he took in the look on Sorin's face. He thought he knew how Sorin looked when he wanted Koray, the way his eyes went hot right before he hauled Koray close and kissed him breathless. Apparently all those looks had been Sorin holding back, because the look currently on his face seared Koray to the bone. It made him painfully aware he wanted everything that look promised even if he only hazily understood the details of the matter.

He was also very aware, suddenly, that he was still dressed. Ignoring a sudden wave of anxiety, Koray began to work on his own clothes. His fingers slipped and fumbled with the fastening, however, and his face burned with frustration and humiliation.

Then Sorin stepped in close, startling him, and used the moment of surprise to push Koray's hands out of the way and take care of the bothersome clothes himself. Koray looked up to say he could manage just fine, but the words were cut off by a kiss. He sighed softly into Sorin's mouth, fingers reached up to cling to Sorin's wonderfully broad shoulders, wondering how in the name of the Goddess he had thought he would ever be able to go the rest of his life without his paladin.

Cool air washed over him as Sorin shoved his robe open. Koray drew back, letting his arms fall so Sorin could push it off him entirely. He pulled off Koray's tunic and under tunic and added them to the growing pile on the floor. Resting a hand on Koray's chest, he bent to take another kiss, mouth hot, lips slightly chapped, exploring Koray's mouth with his tongue as though intent upon memorizing it.

He barely noticed they were moving until the backs of his thighs hit the bed and he went tumbling down upon it. He scowled in annoyance as he landed awkwardly on his hair, causing it to pull painfully. He sat up enough to sweep it out of his way and then lay back down. Sorin's eyes burned even hotter and his cock twitched. "You're beautiful," he said, voice husky.

Koray rolled his eyes because he most certainly was not. He was stick thin and badly scarred and entirely too hostile in demeanor, and nothing at all like Sorin, who was truly breathtaking. "You've taken too many knocks to the head."

"Most of them inflicted by a particular walking staff," Sorin agreed cheerfully as he pulled away Koray's hose, leaving him entirely bare. Koray flushed and looked away, but helplessly shifted his gaze back as Sorin slowly climbed atop him. He shuddered, hands fluttering as he struggled suddenly with where to put them. Sorin distracted him by lifting a handful of Koray's hair to his face and breathing in the scent of it as if there was something special about soap-scented hair.

Koray rolled his eyes again because honestly. "Is my hair going to be some sort of obsession with you?"

Sorin snorted. "Going to be some sort of obsession? My Lord High Necromancer, your hair has been an obsession since I first saw it. I've wanted to see it exactly like this, spread out across my bed and your naked skin, for a very long time."

"You haven't known me a very long time," Koray said.

"Be quiet," Sorin said and let go of Koray's hair to brace his hands on either side of Koray's head before bending to kiss him. Koray once more struggled with where to place his hands, but as Sorin shifted, pressed closer, the new and overwhelming sensation of their cocks sliding together made Koray gasp and cling reflexively to Sorin's shoulders.

If there was anything safer to cling to than Sorin's shoulders, Koray had never encountered it. He doubted he ever would. Sorin's mouth slipped away to press kisses to his skin, trailing along his jaw then dipping to explore his throat, lapping at patches of skin with his tongue. It gave Koray a sudden flurry of ideas about what to do with his own tongue someday, but right then he did not have the wherewithal to act upon those desires.

He settled for shyly exploring what bits of Sorin he could reach with his hands, squeezing tight muscles he would never tire of admiring, tracing scars that were smooth and puckered by turn. When his hands reached Sorin's lower back, he hesitated, but a sharp bite to his shoulder startled a moan out of him and provoked him into grabbing onto the ass he had secretly admired whenever a rare chance to do so arose.

Sorin thrust against him, making Koray moan and whimper and move with him, skin gleaming with sweat. How in the name of the Goddess had he gone so long without feeling such things? He groaned when Sorin's mouth shifted to his chest, nipping and licking and sucking in ways that Koray never would have thought of but desperately wanted to try in his turn.

Then Sorin abruptly pulled back, leaning in briefly to drop an oddly tender kiss on Koray's mouth, but Koray's reply was lost in a ragged moan of surprise when Sorin's deft, calloused fingers wrapped lightly around his cock. His hips move of their own volition, eager for more of that wonderful touch. "S-Sorin—"

"Beautiful," Sorin murmured, and Koray wanted to protest it again, but he simply did not have the ability to do so. All his breath, his every thought, was stolen by Sorin's touch, the flames in his eyes. Koray trembled, body coiled too tight with tension. Sorin let go of him and Koray whimpered in protest. The way Sorin skimmed his hands over Koray's body was no compensation, merely an infuriating tease, though he extracted another long moan when his hands dipped to Koray's inner thighs, fingers teasing more, touching in that torturous way before he gently spread Koray's legs and settled between them.

He dropped a kiss that seemed somehow playful on Koray's chest, then looked up through gold lashes. "You are beautiful, so stop arguing with me."

"Stop talking," Koray retorted, digging his nails into Sorin's back, urging him close. With a soft laugh, Sorin gave the silently demanded kiss. It was entirely too brief, but Koray could scarcely protest when Sorin resumed his attempts to put his mouth to as much of Koray's skin as he possibly could, seeming to lavish extra attention on every scar he encountered.

Koray got another hungry look through Sorin's lashes, his only warning before Sorin's mouth wrapped around his cock. He cried out, mind going white-hot, every thought burned away by a sensation he had not even known existed until that moment. He knew what it was like to come in his own hand, lonely and unsatisfied, half-imagining things he only barely understood and knew he would never experience.

Not once, even in his deepest, most hopeless fantasies, had he imagine a moment when he would burly his hands in a man's hair and thrust desperately into his mouth, spilling down his throat as he shuddered against sweat-damp sheets. Part of him still could not believe it, nor that the man bringing unknown fantasies to life was Sorin.

Koray lay panting as Sorin slowly pulled away, licking him clean before trailing wet, lazy kisses back up to Koray's mouth. His entire body shook when he realized he was tasting himself in Sorin's mouth. His nails bit into Sorin's skin again, but if Sorin noticed or cared he gave no indication save to kiss harder, deeper, leaving Koray's lips throbbing with an ache he half-hoped never faded. "You—" he broke off, not really certain what to say.

Instead, as Sorin just kissed him again, Koray let go of Sorin's shoulders, stifled his returning anxiety, and dragged his hands slowly down Sorin's body. Getting a generous feel of Sorin's chest was certainly no hardship, reminding him again that he would love someday soon to be the one tasting every bit of skin he could reach. For the moment, however, he focused on wrapping a hand around Sorin's cock, exploring it carefully, swallowing the noises Sorin made. He flushed with pleasure at knowing he was the reason Sorin made them and was determined to provoke more.

"Harder," Sorin said on a groan, and after a moment of hesitation, Koray obeyed, gripping his cock harder, moving his hand faster. Touching someone else was even more different than he had imagined, but he would do anything for more of those sounds, the needy, desperate look on Sorin's face.

When Sorin came in his hand, release spilling across their skin, Koray thought there was very little he wouldn't do to always be allowed to see Sorin look that way every day of his life.

Sorin kissed him again slowly, savoring, and Koray was more than happy to go along with it, hands curling around Sorin's hips, heedless of the mess. Finally, Sorin drew back, shifted to lie down alongside Koray, and pulled him so Koray lay nearly on top of him. He nuzzled Koray's cheek, nosed his hair. Koray snorted softly in amusement. "I think you only want me for my hair."

Sorin laughed. "Is that better or worse than apparently having a fondness for your habit of insulting me and calling me names at every turn?"

"Worse, because at least the fact I enjoy yelling at you balances that out. There's no excuse for being obsessed with my hair, paladin."

"Oh, I think I can get you to admit to a weakness before the day is over," Sorin said with a slow smirk, trapping Koray's hand where it had fallen to lay on his chest.

Koray glared at him, but it was hard to maintain it when he was enthralled, completely and utterly, with every single bit of Sorin, from his very fine chest to his silly smiles and stubborn ways, and most of all the way he made Koray feel there was no better place to be than exactly where they were. "Do not issue a challenge you have no hope of winning, My Lord High Paladin."

"I only issue challenges I intend to win, My Lord High Necromancer," Sorin replied, smirk growing, and he did not give Koray a chance to voice his scathing reply.

Fin
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