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      The sun shone down through a cloudless sky, bathing the training yard in warmth. Damien St. Cloud wanted to turn his face up to the light and let the sun warm him, but that would be a breach of protocol and the last thing he needed was to get yelled at for something so simple. There were plenty of other things for the masters to yell at him about.

      He took a deep breath, enjoying the sweet scent of spring blossoms blowing in over the wall. He stood at the end of a line of thirty-six other boys and girls, all thirteen years old and third-year students at The Citadel, the kingdom’s training school for warlords.

      Whoosh crack!

      Damien managed not to wince when the master brought a wooden training sword down on the collar of the first boy in line. The Master of Fitness was a great bear of a man with huge muscles made even more massive by the infusion of soul force. He wore a blue tunic trimmed in silver with matching pants, the same as all the students, the only difference a silver shield pinned on his broad chest that marked him as a master of The Citadel.

      The sword snapped in half, the broken-off chunk flying across the yard, kicking up dust when it hit the dry dirt of the yard. The student never flinched or cried out; he’d mastered his soul force enough to make his bones as hard as steel and his skin tougher than leather. Strengthening the body was one of the most basic skills a warlord learned during his training at The Citadel. All the third years could do it—all except Damien.

      Whoosh crack!

      The next student in line, a fit girl named Tenna, took the blow as stoically as the first. She had short blond hair and a mean streak. Tenna liked to punch Damien whenever she got close to him, which was as seldom as he could manage. Tougher than most of the boys, she could take on anyone and usually win.

      Back when they were first years, before anyone had use of their soul force, Damien had been the best student in his class. He could take anyone, hell any two of his fellow students, in a fight, barehanded or with practice weapons. But now, everyone else had mastered the basics of using their soul force except Damien, leaving him the weakest student in the class. He’d only made it through his second-year graduation tests because of his exceptional skills and the fact that none of the tests required him to use soul force to complete them. Not this year. This year he had to demonstrate the ability to toughen his body enough to take a blow on the collar without getting hurt.

      Whoosh crack!

      Another student, a giant idiot of a boy named Stan, who wouldn’t know decent technique if Damien drove it through his stomach, took the blow without batting an eye. Stan might be an idiot, but he was better than anyone at strengthening his body.

      Damien turned his focus inward, to the great, seething mass of power in his core. For as long as he could remember everyone had told him he had the greatest soul force in his generation; fat lot of good that did him. He tried to coax the power out and run it along his bones, wrapping them in a matrix of power that would make them unbreakable. The masters all said this was the simplest technique and any third year and most second years should be able to do it with no trouble.

      Damien focused all his mental energy on moving the power through his body. He’d spent countless hours studying and meditating, trying to get the power to obey his commands.

      Nothing.

      His power just sat there, mocking him. So much power he should be able to smash a hole through The Citadel wall with his bare hands and he couldn’t coax so much as a flicker of movement out of it.

      At last, the master stood in front of Damien, a final wooden sword clenched in his massive right fist. All down the line, every eye focused on him. The master raised an eyebrow a fraction. Damien gave an equally minute shake of his head. The master closed his eyes and heaved a sigh. Damien’s collarbone was about to get broken. Again.

      He held no ill will toward the master; he was only doing his job.

      The failure lay with Damien and no other.

      The wooden sword went up over the master’s head. Damien tensed, determined not to pass out this time. The sword came down. At the instant of impact, Damien let his knees buckle to absorb some of the force.

      It didn’t help.

      Bone snapped and pain raced through his body. His vision swam. He clenched his jaw to hold in a scream of pain. Despite his best efforts, a groan escaped his lips. He didn’t collapse this time, didn’t tumble to the ground unconscious and wake up in the healer’s quarters. He salvaged some pride from that.

      Slowly, painfully, Damien climbed back to his feet, left arm useless at his side. The master held up the unbroken sword. “Fail.”

      He didn’t know who laughed first, but that first chuckle was joined by another and another, soon his whole class was laughing at him. Damien didn’t say a word, didn’t dare, fearing if he opened his mouth a scream would erupt.

      So much for the army’s famous motto: “For the person beside you.” Damien believed in that motto. He’d heard it his whole life. His classmates either didn’t believe in it or didn’t consider him a comrade. Either way, he just stood there, left arm hanging limp at his side, and waited for the master to give him permission to go to the healer.

      The master shook his head. “Go on.”

      Damien nodded an acknowledgement, a proper bow beyond him at the moment. He walked across the yard, his boots scuffing through the dirt, toward the towering stone fortress that gave The Citadel its name. It served as a school and home for both the students and the masters and their families.

      Like all the fortresses in the kingdom, sorcerers had built The Citadel out of dark gray granite, quarried in the northern mountains. The blocks were transported south, then fused together to make a single, solid piece of stone.

      The main door stood open during daylight hours, thank all the angels in Heaven, so Damien didn’t have to wrestle the giant oak-and-iron thing open with one hand. Beyond the door, the entrance hall was empty, no surprise given the early hour.

      Straight ahead, a flight of stairs led to the second-floor living quarters. On either side lay passages deeper into The Citadel. Damien eased his way down the right-hand hall. He knew the way to the healer’s quarters almost as well as he knew the way to the family suite upstairs.

      The first door on the right led to the servants’ barracks. He passed it and went to the first door on the left. It was open and inside, holding a healing elixir and wearing a familiar, sad smile, stood Miss Ella, The Citadel’s healer.

      Damien and Miss Ella had spent a great deal of time together since he began his training. She wore her usual white healer’s robe, a red cross embroidered over her heart, her gray hair up in a bun. Behind her sat six empty cots separated by curtains. A locked chest against the far wall held all her healing supplies, not that she needed many. Warlords could heal themselves from almost any injury with soul force, so besides looking after the new students and Damien, Miss Ella had little to do. Maybe she was so nice to him because he provided her with job security.

      “I figured you’d be along.” The wrinkles around her blue eyes crinkled in concern. “How bad was it?”

      Damien caught himself before he shrugged. “I didn’t pass out this time.”

      She handed Damien the vial filled with red, bubbling liquid. “Drink up, then I’ll adjust the bone.”

      He tossed back the potion. The strong peppermint flavor burned his throat a little. Damien didn’t care. The instant the healing elixir touched his mouth, the raging pain in his shoulder cooled to a dull ache. Whichever sorcerer had enchanted the potion, Damien owed him a thank you.

      Miss Ella gave him no chance to savor the loss of pain. She put one hand on his neck and the other on his shoulder and guided his collarbone into the proper position. When the broken ends of bone touched, they vibrated as they knit back together. No matter how many times it happened, Damien never got used to feeling his body heal.

      Damien sighed, the pain nearly gone. “Thanks, Miss Ella.”

      She waved a hand, her face stern. “You know the drill. No strenuous activity for a day while the bones finish healing. Anything doesn’t feel right, come see me.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Dad’s not going to be very happy with me failing again.”

      Miss Ella’s lips turned down. “That man expects too much from you. You try your best, no one can ask more than that. He gives you any grief, you send him to me. Master of The Citadel or not, I’ll set him straight.”

      She sounded so fierce, Damien thought she might daunt the great Fredric St. Cloud, King’s Champion and Master of The Citadel. But more than likely, his father would ignore her, the same way he did everyone who said something he didn’t want to hear. “Guess I’ll head home and get a nap.”

      “Make sure you drink a couple glasses of milk at lunch, you need the minerals to help the bones heal.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He bowed to her and left the infirmary.

      Damien retraced his steps back to the staircase and went up to the second floor. Well away from the public and student areas of the school sat the quarters assigned to the masters and their families. Damien, his sister and his father lived together in the largest suite: one of the few perks of being the son of the Master of The Citadel. On the downside, it was all the way at the end of the hall. That made it quiet, but when every step jarred his healing shoulder, quiet wasn’t as important as proximity.

      He pushed the unlocked door open—no one would be stupid enough to mess with Dad’s room—and went in. He’d barely shut the door behind him when the mental voice of Lizzenwar, his father’s demon-possessed sword, appeared in his head.

      You’re hurt again.

      Damien smiled at Lizzy’s concern. She hung over their little fireplace in her lacquered black scabbard. If Dad hadn’t taken her today, he must be training with the fifth years. Damien walked between the couch and Dad’s favorite ragged, overstuffed chair to the fireplace and ran his index finger along the cool, smooth scabbard. Lizzy’s mental shiver tickled his brain. He didn’t know if she actually felt it when he touched her, but she liked to pretend.

      “It’s just a broken collarbone. Miss Ella patched me up.”

      That’s the third time this year. How many times are they going to hurt you?

      Damien sprawled on the couch, kicked his shoes off, and closed his eyes. An instant later, he floated in a star-filled night sky. Lizzy flew beside him, black-feathered wings spread, tail lashing behind her, and naked as a newborn. Damien smiled. She liked to try to shock him by appearing nude, but she’d done it so many times, he hardly twitched. Not that Lizzy wasn’t worthy of a great reaction. She had a perfect, voluptuous figure, smooth pale skin, bright red lips and smoldering red eyes. She was easily the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. The fact that she was a mental projection didn’t bother him in the least. When she brought his consciousness into her psychic world, they were both real.

      “I get one more chance to pass the test of endurance. If I fail it again, I can’t advance to fourth-year studies and will have to repeat the third year. I can’t see much point. If I haven’t accessed my power by now, what are the chances another year will make any difference?”

      “None, I’m afraid.” She had a husky, sultry voice that oozed sex. Centuries ago, before her first lover bound her soul to the sword rather than let it return to Hell, Lizzy had been a lust demon, her purpose to seduce and corrupt mortal sorcerers. He suspected she was really good at it. “What will you do?” she asked.

      Damien shrugged. In this world, his shoulder caused him no pain. “What can I do? I’ll train hard and hope something jars my power loose. If I fail, I’ll be back in three months with another broken collarbone.”

      The air around Lizzy shimmered and she cloaked herself in sheer black silks. She stuck out her bottom lip. “Don’t say that. It kills me a little every time you come home hurt. Maybe if you spoke to Fredric, you could convince him this isn’t the right path for you.”

      Damien laughed. “Dad decided this was the right path for me ten seconds after I was born and Mom died. I have to become a great warrior to make her death mean something. If I fail or quit, then she died for nothing. If I tried to walk away, I think Dad might kill me.”

      Lizzy flew over and hugged him, her wings wrapped around him. She felt so warm and soft and real. He closed his eyes and breathed in the spicy, cinnamon scent of her hair. “I wish I could stay in this world with you.”

      She drifted back. “You know you can’t. Human souls can’t be bound to objects like demons. Your place is out in the real world. But you can visit me as often as you like.”

      She lashed her wings and raced through the infinite night sky. With a thought, Damien flew after her. In this place, anything he imagined became possible. He chased her and they played tag through the sky. For a few minutes, he forgot about the test, his father, and everything else beyond Lizzy’s mental world. He loved her for that gift, among many others.

      Lizzy stopped and hovered in the sky, her head cocked slightly as if listening to something beyond his hearing. Damien stopped beside her. “What is it?”

      “Your sister’s coming. I’m afraid our play time is over.” She sounded as disappointed as he felt.

      Damien kissed her, savoring the softness of her lips. “I love you.”

      He blinked, and found himself back in his physical body, lying on the couch, shoulder aching, and wishing he could go back to the only place he was ever really happy.

      He shook that depressing thought out of his head a moment before the door opened and a tall, stunning girl with long, flowing blond hair, a slim build and a uniform just like his, rushed through. His sister Jennifer kicked her shoes off next to his and sat on the couch beside his feet.

      “I heard about the test. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, nothing I haven’t dealt with before. Dad’s going to be pissed when he finds out.”

      Jen grinned. “Also something you’ve dealt with before. What happened?”

      “Nothing, that’s the problem. No matter what I try I just can’t get the power to respond.” He ground his teeth. “What’s wrong with me?”

      She squeezed his knee. “Nothing. You’ll make it work eventually.”

      The door slammed open. Damien didn’t have to look to know his father stood there, scowling. “Another failure, boy.”

      Damien sat up and peaked over the back of the couch. Sure enough, Dad stood in the doorway glowering, shaved head red with anger, his uniform flawless, his commandant’s gold shield gleaming. If he got any madder steam would probably shoot out his ears. “Yes, sir.”

      “You’re a disgrace.” He stepped into the room and slammed the door closed. “A disgrace to me, your sister, your mother’s memory, and the name St. Cloud.”

      Damien winced at the barrage, but held his peace. What could he say? If Dad measured his worth by his ability as a warlord, he certainly was a disgrace.

      “On your feet when I’m speaking to you!”

      Damien jumped up and clasped his hands behind his back at parade rest. “Sir?”

      “I’ve had enough of you embarrassing me. One more failure and you’re done. The Citadel is a school for warlords. Weaklings have no place here.”

      Damien blinked. Was his father threatening to expel him? For another student that would be bad enough, but he could always go back home to a normal life. But Damien didn’t just study at The Citadel, it was his home. Maybe it wasn’t much of one, but he had nowhere else to go.
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      Damien leaned on the table in the little kitchen in their quarters and nibbled on a slice of bread covered with blueberry jam. The normally sweet jam seemed bitter this morning. He hadn’t slept much last night. After his father’s pronouncement Damien had thought of little else. Jen and Lizzy both tried to convince him Dad didn’t mean it, but after seeing the disgust in his face Damien knew he did. Barring a miracle Damien would be homeless in a few months.

      He flexed his shoulder; the pain had vanished overnight, but it still felt a little stiff. His class had sword drills this afternoon and he felt good enough to join in, though he’d have to sit out morning calisthenics or face Miss Ella’s wrath. From behind the door to his sister’s room came the sound of hard-soled shoes on stone. Damien covered a second slice of bread with jam and poured a glass of milk. Jen appeared in a swirl of blond hair. He handed Jen her breakfast and they ate for a while in silence.

      Halfway through her bread Jen said, “I heard you tossing and turning last night. Did you get any sleep?”

      Damien shrugged and washed the last of his breakfast down with a swallow of milk. “Not much. Busy mind, you know?”

      “I’m sure he didn’t mean it, Damien. Dad would never kick you out. He was just upset.”

      Damien washed, dried, and put away his dishes. “He didn’t come home until early this morning and stayed just long enough to grab Lizzy. He can’t even stand to be in the same room with me. I think he meant every word.”

      “Try not to worry about it. Walk with me to strategy class?”

      “Sure.”

      They left their quarters and went downstairs. Students from all years milled around the entry hall, talking, arguing and flirting. Every boy and many of the girls turned their heads to stare when Jen walked down the stairs, the boys in open awe and the girls with a combination of annoyance and jealousy. She ignored them all with her usual cool indifference. No one gave Damien so much as a second glance. Walking with Jen he never had to worry about getting too much attention.

      They turned down the left-hand hall towards the strategy room. Damien had a class there once a week, though they only covered basic, small-scale stuff. He loved strategy class. Since it didn’t require soul force he excelled at it.

      Jen stopped halfway down the hall. “Damn it! I forgot my paper. I’ll be right back.” She turned and ran back down the hall about three times as fast as a normal person. She must have pushed soul force into her legs to enhance her speed. He shook his head as she disappeared around the corner. Just once he’d like to run that fast.

      “Well, well, well.”

      Damien turned to find a pair of fourth-year students ambling his way, soul-force-enhanced muscles straining against their uniforms. The tall blond with close-cropped hair was Dirk and the shorter bald one his idiot cousin Donk. Now would be a good time to be able to run like his sister.

      “Our favorite punching bag, out and about without his big sister to protect him,” Dirk said, prompting an evil chuckle from his cousin. “Word is you failed your endurance test again.”

      “What’s it to you?”

      Dirk’s lips curled into an ugly sneer. “Tsk, tsk, you should show your seniors more respect. Perhaps we can give you some practice toughening up. What do you say, Donk?”

      Donk chuckled again and cracked his knuckles. Damien grimaced. This could get ugly in a hurry. “Don’t you two have anything better to do than bother me?”

      The two bullies shared a look then turned back to him. “Not just now. We need our morning workout and you’re it.”

      Damien brought his fists up in a futile gesture. He had no chance of beating them one on one much less together and judging by their grins, Dirk and Donk knew it.

      They lunged for him. Damien ducked and shot between Donk’s legs. He scrambled away then spun to face them. The older boys weren’t using any speed enhancements, which was the only reason Damien managed that move.

      “Slippery, ain’t he?” Donk said.

      “Indeed. Shall we try again, cousin?”

      Dirk blurred and before he could react Damien slammed into the wall, Dirk’s fist snarled in his uniform. His captor leaned forward. “A weakling like you didn’t think you could get away from us, did you?”

      Damien flicked a glance down the hall and grinned. “I wasn’t trying to escape. I was trying to delay you.”

      Dirk frowned as he tried to understand. “Why?”

      Damien nodded back toward the entry hall. Dirk turned his head just in time to catch Jen’s fist with his face. Dirk flew down the hall, bounced twice, and crashed to a halt when he reached the far wall. Damien straightened his uniform. “That’s why.”

      Jen turned her furious gaze on Donk. Dim as he was, Donk had brains enough to make himself scarce. He ran to collect his cousin as fast as his soul-force-enhanced legs could carry him. When they’d gone Jen relaxed. “You okay?”

      Damien nodded. “I figured you’d be back in a hurry. Funny, they didn’t seem so interested in fighting two on two.”

      Jen snorted. “Those two aren’t interested in anything resembling a fair fight. Are you good to go to training on your own?”

      “Sure. I doubt those two will bother me for a while.”

      Jen scowled. “If they do I won’t go so easy on them.”
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      Fredric watched the gold griffin circling in the bright noon sun. It was hot again today, too hot for this early in the year. If they didn’t get some rain soon the crops would wither in the fields. He stood just inside the great granite wall that surrounded The Citadel grounds, next to the open space—nothing more than a patch of dirt really—they’d set aside for visiting sorcerers. Far from the fortress and training grounds, sorcerers were able to arrive with a minimum of disruption. That suited Fredric as he despised anything that interrupted the smooth operation of his school.

      Master Shen’s griffin got lower with each circle. As sorcerers went he was a good one. They fought together during the last northern invasion. He both liked and respected the man, one of the few sorcerers whose company he enjoyed. Master Shen had a case of healing potions for the infirmary, luckily for his incompetent excuse for a son. Why couldn’t the boy be more like his sister?

      Damien works harder than any two students in The Citadel. He’s kind, courteous, and has more pure skill than men twice his age. You’re far too hard on him.

      Fredric scowled, not appreciating having his sword commenting on his thoughts. That was the price you paid for having a demon living in your weapon. “You’re always making excuses for him. If he’s trying so damn hard, why can’t he do what he needs to?”

      I don’t know, but threatening to kick him out of the only home he’s ever had is hardly likely to improve his focus. He didn’t get more than a couple hours’ sleep last night.

      “I’m desperate. The masters have tried every trick in the book to coax Damien’s power out and they’ve all failed. Perhaps the fear of losing everything will force him to break through whatever’s holding him back.” The griffin landed in the dry patch of dirt, kicking up a cloud of dust. “Now be silent. I have to deal with the sorcerer.”

      Master Shen hopped off the griffin and waved a hand. The great golden beast vanished. Fredric shook his head. He’d never get used to sorcerers. Creating something out of nothing wasn’t natural. Master Shen wore loose-fitting gray trousers and a matching tunic. His long dark hair hung in a tail that reached down to the middle of his back. That’d make a handy place for an enemy to grab and yank his head off. Over his shoulder the sorcerer carried a leather satchel.

      Fredric held a hand out. “Master Shen, welcome.”

      They shook; he had an excellent grip for a sorcerer. Some of the soft, doughy saps they sent turned Fredric’s stomach. “Commander St. Cloud. What’s it been, three years?”

      Fredric grinned. “Almost four. It’s good to see you, Lon. How long are you staying?”

      The slender sorcerer shrugged. “As long as I can be of use. Training your students to deal with sorcerers is important, even if the best strategy for them is to escape as fast as possible.”

      Fredric’s grin faded at the implied insult. “I’ve killed a sorcerer or two.”

      Lon laughed and shot a pointed glance at the sword at his waist. “You’re hardly an average warlord, Fredric. What’s practical for the King’s Champion is a little different than what’s practical for most of your students.”

      Fredric grunted. Lon had a point; he just didn’t like the idea that there were things out there a skilled warlord with a sharp sword couldn’t handle. He started toward the fortress, angling toward the training yard to let Lon have a look at the second and third years that would get their first taste of sorcery over the next week or two.

      A hundred plus boys and girls stood in neat rows, practice swords in their hands, as they made the five primary slashes, one after the other, over and over again. In another year they’d be able to make all those cuts, as well as any variations, without needing to think. At the far end of the first row his son performed them flawlessly. Fredric watched the boy flow from cross cuts to diagonal to vertical and back to the beginning. Despite his failings with soul force, Fredric found nothing to criticize in Damien’s technique. He allowed himself a moment of pride. His son wasn’t a complete failure.

      You should tell him that sometime.

      Lon stopped, his gaze locked on Damien. Fredric ignored Lizzenwar’s comment and moved to join his old friend. “Something wrong, Lon?”

      The sorcerer nodded toward Damien. “Why is that boy training as a warlord?”

      Fredric stiffened. “That’s my son.”

      Lon tore his gaze away from Damien. “He’s a sorcerer, Fredric. A very powerful one.”

      It wasn’t possible.

      If Lon had hit him over the head with a sledgehammer it wouldn’t have stunned Fredric as much as that statement. Shala had been a mistress of the spear and a warlord almost as powerful as Fredric himself. That they’d had a son who was a sorcerer defied belief. “The seer. When Damien was born, the seer said he’d be a warlord.”

      “That much power contained in an infant’s tiny body, I doubt the seer got an accurate reading of which direction Damien’s power flowed. He figured you and Shala were warlords and so assumed Damien would be as well. It’s rare, but seers aren’t perfect. Your son is an external soul force wielder: a sorcerer, just like me.”

      It took all Fredric’s considerable will not to fall to his knees on the spot. He’d pushed the boy so hard, threatened to kick him out of their home, all because he couldn’t make his soul force work. To find out now, after all these years, that no matter what he did or how hard he pushed, Damien would never be a warlord…

      His stomach churned and he feared he might be sick. All the masters had tried everything. It never occurred to any of them that Damien might have gotten misclassified.

      “My friend, I’m aware this is a shock, but Damien needs to go to Sorcery. If he should accidentally tap that massive power and release it with no control he’d level The Citadel and kill everyone here, including himself. I have to take him as soon as he can get ready.”

      Fredric nodded, pulling himself together. An untrained sorcerer was a grave danger. Lon had the right idea. Damien needed the proper training as soon as possible. He put his fingers in his mouth and blew a shrill whistle. The masters looked his way and Fredric pointed at Damien then gestured for him to come over.
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      Out of the corner of his eye Damien watched his father and the strange man chat as they walked along the edge of the practice field. A moment later he felt the weight of the stranger’s regard. Damien turned his head and locked gazes with the long-haired man. What the hell did he want?

      The stranger broke the connection between them and said something to his father. He wished he could hear what they were saying.

      While Damien watched, his body kept making the proper cuts without conscious direction from his mind. He’d been doing them since he could stand. They required no more concentration than breathing. His father raised his hand to his mouth and blew a whistle.

      Everyone stopped. His father pointed at him and waved him over.

      What had he done now?

      The Master of Swords turned to Damien. “You saw the commander, move out.”

      Damien sighed and trotted over to join his father and the stranger. Behind him the others resumed their training. Damien clasped his hands behind his back and faced his father. “Sir?”

      “Relax, Damien, you’re not in trouble. This is Master Shen, an old friend of mine. He has something important to discuss with you.”

      Damien turned his focus on Master Shen. “Sir?”

      The strange man smiled, a warm expression filled with kindness. The sort of expression his father never wore. “I understand you’ve been having trouble with your soul force.”

      Damien nodded. So this was some expert Dad had brought in to fix whatever was wrong with him. “Yes, sir, it doesn’t work.”

      “That’s because you’ve been using it wrong. Do you know about sorcerers, Damien?”

      He hesitated at the odd question. “A little, from what I’ve read and rumors, of course.”

      “Would it surprise you if I said you were a sorcerer, like me, and not a warlord?”

      A sorcerer! He snapped a look at his father, who nodded.

      It’s true, Damien. I’m sorry I didn’t realize it.

      When Lizzy confirmed it he accepted that they weren’t joking. A sorcerer. How was it possible? “Is that why my soul force doesn’t work?”

      “It works fine, Damien, just not the way you’ve learned. Sorcerers like us use our powers outside our bodies, the exact opposite of a warlord.”

      Damien tried to process what Master Shen was saying, but failed. “What happens now?”

      “You’re going to train at The Tower of Sorcery, the school for sorcerers,” his father said. “Go pack your things and Master Shen will take you.”

      “Yes, sir.” Damien ran for the fortress before they changed their minds. He leapt once as he ran. A sorcerer! He wasn’t a failure after all. His father and all the masters thought they knew so much and not one of them realized he couldn’t do what they wanted him to. It wasn’t that he wasn’t trying; his power just didn’t work like theirs. Everything finally made sense.

      He ran through the front door, up the stairs, and down the hall to their quarters. He didn’t have much in the way of clothes or possessions; Dad thought things just held you down and forced his preferences on him and Jen.

      Damien’s bedroom held little save a bed, table and chair for studying, and a chest of drawers for his clothes. He dug his rucksack out of the bottom drawer and set to filling it. Small clothes, two tunics, two pairs of pants, and dress boots. A horn comb that had belonged to his mother he wrapped carefully in the tunics. Of his meager belongings, he treasured that one the most.

      He opened the top drawer and hesitated before taking the sword and dagger set his father gave him when he began training as an official cadet. The sword was almost identical to Lizzy, from its straight, thin blade right down to the lacquered black sheath. He sighed and hung it over his shoulder. The only people he’d miss were Lizzy and Jen. He touched the hilt of the sword. Too bad he couldn’t trade with Dad and take Lizzy with him. He couldn’t of course. She was far too powerful to leave in the hands of a kid.

      The dagger had a short, curved blade and a sheath that matched the sword. He clipped it to his belt. Damien started for the door then hesitated again. He was still wearing his uniform. Only cadets and instructors wore the silver-and-blue tunics and after today he wouldn’t be a cadet anymore.

      Best to make a clean break. He took off his weapons, dug out his black tunic, and tossed his uniform aside. He’d never wear the damn thing again.

      The door burst open and Jen ran in. “You’re leaving?”

      “Dad told you? I’m a sorcerer, apparently. I have to go to a school for sorcerers.”

      “When will you be back?” She sounded so worried it tore at him.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know anything except that I have to go. Hopefully, when I finish my training, I’ll be able to come home.” Damien turned toward the door, his father stood in their watching. “Of course, I may not be welcome.”

      She put her hands on his shoulders. “You’d better come back. This is your home whatever anyone says.”

      Damien hugged her and whispered in her ear. “I’ll miss you too.”

      What about me?

      Just for a moment Lizzy brought him into her world so they could talk without anyone overhearing. “I’ll miss you even more, Lizzy.”

      She hugged him with both arms and wings. “What will I do without you?”

      “I was thinking the same thing. I love you, Lizzy. As soon as they let me I’ll come see you, I promise.”

      “You’d better.” The instant before she returned him to his body he could have sworn she was crying.

      Master Shen entered the room. Damien kissed his sister on the cheek and stepped away. “I’m ready, Master.”

      He walked out past his father. They exchanged no words, didn’t even make eye contact. Dad was probably as glad to be rid of him as Damien was to leave his father’s disapproving glare behind.
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      Damien walked across the training yard beside Master Shen, his rucksack slung over his shoulder. It took all his focus to maintain a stoic expression. He’d never need to stand in line waiting to get a broken bone again. No more orders and instructions he couldn’t carry out. He was through with the place and all his father’s expectations. If Jen and Lizzy could’ve come with him he would never even consider returning.

      The stables sat at the rear of the grounds, the opposite direction from their path. Was Master Shen planning to walk all the way to The Tower or had he brought horses of his own? Or better yet, did he plan to summon a flying beast? Damien figured it wouldn’t hurt to check, just in case he had gotten lost. The sorcerer didn’t live here after all.

      “Master, shouldn’t we collect mounts before we leave?”

      Master Shen chuckled. “No need for that, Damien. Sorcerers have faster means of travel.”

      They reached the dirt patch near the edge of the grounds where the sorcerers always landed. Damien’s heart raced. Master Shen was going to summon a flying beast. Damien could hardly contain his excitement.

      Master Shen raised his right hand and a golden glow appeared in the air in front of him. The glow expanded and shifted, forming into a great griffin. Damien stared at the huge beast. Would he be able to create such a thing? The prospect thrilled and terrified him in equal measure.

      Master Shen lowered his hand. “Have you ever flown, Damien?”

      Flown? He’d never considered such a thing possible for him outside Lizzy’s psychic world. “No, Master.”

      “I think you’ll enjoy it.” Master Shen waved his hand again and three golden steps appeared from the ground. “Climb aboard.”

      Damien went up the steps and found a pair of saddles had formed on the creature’s back. He swung his leg over the back saddle and found it every bit as comfortable as sitting on a horse. The weirdest thing was the griffin didn’t breathe or tremble. It felt like sitting on a statue.

      Master Shen climbed up in front of him and a moment later a golden belt appeared around Damien’s waist holding him tight. Right, if they were flying the last thing he wanted was to fall off the back of this thing.

      “Ready?” Master Shen asked.

      Damien nodded and the griffin leapt into the air. Seconds later Damien peered over his shoulder. The Citadel looked like a child’s toy; the students training, bugs gathered around a sugar cube. Master Shen circled The Citadel once, perhaps imagining that Damien wanted a moment to say goodbye. If Master Shen believed that he was seriously mistaken. Damien was happy to leave the place, with its bullies and expectations, far behind.

      Master Shen made one last pass then turned east, the beast picking up speed. After a minute Damien realized there wasn’t any wind and the griffin’s wings, while spread, never beat.

      “Master, why does your beast not breathe or beat its wings?”

      “It’s not alive, Damien. The griffin is a soul force construct. I like to use a griffin, but I could have made it look like anything.” Master Shen put his hand beside the griffin’s flank and the creature flowed like soft clay. A moment later the griffin had shifted and Damien sat on a horse with no wings. The movement and feel of the thing hadn’t changed a bit. “See, nothing to it. The construct is just to give us a place to sit while we fly. I could’ve shaped a couch for all the difference it would make, but a flying couch is beneath the dignity of a sorcerer.”

      Damien couldn’t see his face, but he suspected from Master Shen’s tone he was smiling. “Why is there no wind?”

      “Since I don’t care to pick bugs out of my teeth, I wrapped us in a windscreen.”

      Amazing. The things a warlord could do astonished Damien, but this, this seemed impossible. “Will I be able to do this sort of thing, Master?”

      “Of course, conjuring soul force constructs is a basic skill for a sorcerer. You should be able to manage a flying mount by the end of your first year.”

      A year? Damien goggled. In a year he’d be able to fly around like a bird whenever he wanted to? It was beyond comprehension.

      He looked down and watched the green treetops whiz by. That had to be the Great Green, the largest forest in the kingdom. It was over a day’s ride from The Citadel and they were already well into it. How fast did the griffin fly? Ahead of them the edge of the forest raced closer, the lumber camp that sat beside the tree line resembling nothing so much as markers on the map in strategy class.

      “We’re almost there.” Master Shen turned his head to look at Damien. “How are you?”

      Damien grinned. “Eager to learn how to fly on my own.”

      Master Shen smiled as well. “I remember that feeling. Hang on to it when you get frustrated.”

      The sorcerer turned back and pointed ahead and a little to the right. A great black tower jutted into the sky. Around it several smaller buildings huddled in the shadow of the surrounding wall. North of the complex sat a circular amphitheater, a well-worn path connecting it to the northern gate. A few miles distant from the tower, a little town had sprouted up. Like the one near The Citadel, it sat close enough to provide services for the masters, but far enough away to keep from tempting the students to sneak out and play.

      Their mount descended and as they flew closer to the school Damien got a sense of just how huge the tower was. It had to be a hundred and fifty feet tall and a hundred feet on each side. Though the shape differed he suspected the tower was every bit as big as The Citadel.

      Master Shen brought the horse in for a gentle landing. The belt holding him in place faded away and Damien hopped down to the ground. The sorcerer joined him and a moment later the horse vanished. Damien turned a slow circle. The yard was empty. Up on the wall he saw an occasional guard carrying a crossbow and wearing a sword strapped to his back. The way they were slumped suggested to Damien they didn’t expect trouble. Lucky for them his father wasn’t here. Even if they weren’t expecting trouble he’d have given them a thorough talking to about staying alert on duty.

      “Where is everyone, Master?”

      Master Shen glanced at the shadow of The Tower. “It’s about three so I’d guess they’re in class. Sorcerers don’t train much outside. The yard is used during flight practice as a place to take off and land. Sometimes the guards drill, or the students get a game of Long Ball going, but other than that it’s usually empty. Come on.”

      Master Shen headed toward the tower and Damien followed a step behind and to his left as was proper for a new student. Halfway to the tower the sorcerer noticed him and laughed. “No need to hang back, Damien. You’ll find Sorcery a good deal less formal than The Citadel.”

      “Yes, sir.” Damien quick-stepped until he reached the sorcerer’s side. “I’ve gotten so used to the rules of The Citadel it’ll take a while to learn new ones.”

      A set of double doors made of some dark wood Damien didn’t recognize marked the entrance to the tower. Master Shen pushed them open and they swung inward without a sound and the two of them stepped through, the doors shut behind them.

      The tower’s entry hall was smaller than the one at The Citadel. Polished black stone with silver veins running through it covered the floors, walls, and ceiling. It felt like standing in the night sky. Doors made of the same wood as the outer doors waited on each wall. Master Shen turned left and pushed a door open. Behind it, a hall covered in the same black stone led deeper into the tower.

      “Down this hall are the administrative offices.” Master Shen led the way. “I sent a message to the headmaster so he should be expecting us.”

      They passed several closed doors before stopping in front of one marked with a silver pentagram. On a bench opposite sat a boy Damien’s age, with sandy brown hair, a brown tunic, and tan pants. Brown eyes stared at Damien, unblinking.

      He was about to ask the kid what his problem was when Master Shen pushed the door open. “Come on.”

      Damien put the boy out of his mind and stepped into the headmaster’s office. A huge cherry desk dominated the room, covered with books, parchments, quills and ink. Behind it waited a tiny man with a pointed white beard, dressed in a black robe embroidered with stars. Two small, dark chairs waited in front of the desk and matching bookcases stuffed from top to bottom with leather-bound books lined the walls.

      Damien bowed. “Sir, Damien St. Cloud reporting for instruction, sir.”

      The little man hopped out of his chair and rushed around the desk. He couldn’t have been over four and a half feet tall. He grabbed Damien’s hand and pumped it enthusiastically. “No need for such formality, my boy. Have a seat.” His voice matched his stature: small and squeaky. “Excellent work finding him, Lon, thank you.”

      “My pleasure, Thomas,” Master Shen said. “I’m heading back to The Citadel to resume their training.”

      “Of course, of course.” The headmaster waved his hand towards the door.

      Master Shen turned away from the desk. Damien said, “I don’t know how to thank you, sir, for telling me what I am.”

      “As I said, it was my pleasure.” Master Shen favored him with his warm smile. “If you put in half the effort training in sorcery that you did at The Citadel, you have a bright future ahead of you. Good luck.”

      Master Shen left the office and closed the door behind him. Damien swallowed, suddenly nervous. This place was different from home in every way and the only person he knew at all had just left.

      “You seem a bit anxious. Sit down, please,” the headmaster said. He stepped back around his desk and Damien eased into one of the chairs. It seemed wrong, sitting in the master’s presence. He’d have taken five lashes back home if he’d dared sit in one of the masters’ offices.

      “I suppose I am, sir. This is all so new, so different. I’ll do my best to settle in quickly.”

      The headmaster waved an indifferent hand. “Don’t worry about it. Everyone has a first day and everyone’s nervous. Some settle in fast, others less so, but sooner or later everyone settles in. When Lon said he found you I was pleased to have a fourth member for the first-year class.”

      Damien blinked. Perhaps he’d misheard. “Excuse me, sir, did you say my class is only four people?”

      The headmaster nodded. “That’s about average. Last year we had five, the year before only two. We currently have twenty-three students in various stages of training.”

      Damien had over thirty in his class alone at The Citadel. “Why so few, sir?”

      The tiny sorcerer chuckled. “No need to add ‘sir’ every time you address me, son, Thomas is fine.”

      Thomas? He’d never considered calling a master by his given name. Damien doubted he could force himself to do it. “Yes, sir.”

      The headmaster shook his head. “We’ll work on it. As to your question, the reason we have so few students is that a sorcerer is born only rarely. In any given year only a handful of children with externally flowing soul force are born, and often fewer than half of them are powerful enough to serve as an effective sorcerer. The biggest first-year class we’ve ever had was six and that was over a hundred years ago.”

      Damien had no idea so few sorcerers were born every year. He’d thought warlords were rare, but compared to sorcerers they were common. “How do you have classes with so few students?”

      “We don’t have formal classes, not the sort you’re used to. Some students learn best with a study partner, others in small groups, and still others benefit from individual instruction. That’s what you’ll be receiving, at least for the foreseeable future.”

      “I’ll be receiving individual instruction, sir?” Were they afraid he’d slow down the other students? He’d never been popular back home, but he liked having comrades to train with, even if, later on, he couldn’t fight at their level.

      “That’s right. I fear you don’t realize just how tremendously powerful you are. Until you can control your power it’s very possible you might accidentally hurt or kill an unskilled partner. Working one on one with a skilled teacher will give you the best chance of bringing your power under control with the minimum amount of danger to anyone else. Okay?”

      Damien couldn’t fathom that these people thought he was powerful enough to be a danger to the other students. No one had ever considered him powerful, much less a threat. “Yes, sir.”

      “Any questions?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Excellent.” The headmaster gestured and the door swung open. The boy on the bench stood up and at the little man’s beckoning entered the office. “Damien, this is Eli. He’s another first year. You two will be roommates and Eli will help you settle in. Once he’s shown you around he’ll take you to Mistress Ann’s training room. She’s expecting you so don’t dillydally.”

      Damien stood, bowed to the headmaster, and slung his rucksack over his shoulder. “Thank you, sir.”

      The little man nodded again. “Off you go.”

      Damien followed Eli out of the office and the door closed behind them on its own. That would take some getting used to. The boys walked back to the entry hall.

      “Sorry for staring earlier. I’ve never seen soul force as dense as yours, not even the masters’,” Eli said.

      “That’s fine.” Damien didn’t know what dense soul force meant, but Eli seemed impressed. He pointed to the right-hand door. “What’s back there?”

      “Meeting rooms. When the masters meet with nobles or merchants or whoever, that’s where they do it. The first floor is the public portion of the tower. Everything above is for sorcerers and students only.”

      Eli opened the center door and behind it waited a curved staircase leading to the next floor. Damien took the steps two at a time and halfway up had to stop to let Eli catch up. The boy didn’t look like he was in bad shape, but he wasn’t warrior trained either. They continued up to the second-floor landing where they found yet another dark wood door. Inside was a black stone hall branching left and right. Eli went left.

      When they reached an arch he turned right down a door-lined hall. “This is the students’ dormitory.” Eli went to the third door on the right and pushed it open. “Here’s our room.”

      Damien followed his guide inside a rather plain room. Brown carpet covered the stone floor and two narrow beds sat ten feet apart. There was a footlocker for his gear and two tables and chairs. Spartan, even by Damien’s standards.

      “I thought my room back home was empty.” Damien stowed his gear, putting his sword and dagger at the bottom of the trunk and covering them with his clothes.

      “We just sleep and study here, so we have all we need.”

      “I guess. How long have you been here?”

      “Two months. I was the third to arrive this year and everyone figured I’d be the last.”

      “What are the others like?”

      “Amanda’s the only girl and she’s fierce, she wants to be an artillerist. Blowing things up with sorcery is her fondest wish. Jaden’s quiet, short and round. He’s decent enough as long as you’re not into conversation. He likes books. In fact, he has a flawless memory for anything he reads. You’ll meet everyone at dinner. Come on, I’ll show you the dining hall then we can go up to Mistress Ann’s room.”

      They left their shared room and retraced their steps back to the stairway, and down the hall the opposite way. The scent of garlic and cooking meat reached them long before they arrived at a pair of swinging double doors. They pushed through into a large open room with tables and benches in neat rows. At the far end was a counter with plates and utensils. Damien grinned. This at least was the same as back home. Even sorcerers needed a place to eat.

      They went back to the staircase and climbed up another floor. The third floor looked much like the second: halls and doors and no people. Straight across from them was a door labeled Master Stine in silver letters. Eli led the way to a door labeled Mistress Ann.
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      “Can you find your way back to our room on your own?” Eli asked.

      Damien spared his roommate a glance. It was one floor down and two turns. He’d manage. “Yeah, no problem. Thanks for the tour.”

      Eli patted him on the shoulder. “Good luck.”

      His guide walked back down the hall and soon disappeared around a corner. Damien adjusted his tunic and knocked. The door swung open and standing behind it was a beautiful, dark-haired woman about thirty. She had a slim, graceful figure and wore a long black dress slit on both sides up to mid-thigh. A plunging neckline revealed her considerable cleavage.

      Damien bowed. “Damien St. Cloud reporting for instruction, ma’am.”

      She laughed—more of a witchy cackle really—and said, “So formal. I’m Ann and since we’ll be spending a lot of time together you should probably relax. Come on in.”

      She moved aside and let him enter the small, nearly empty room. The teachers were certainly strange. They had no interest in any sort of discipline that he could see. Ann led him over to the two chairs set three feet apart that were the room’s sole furnishings. She sat in one and gestured to the other.

      When Damien took his seat she said, “I assume Thomas explained the school rules to you.”

      Damien shook his head. “No, ma’am, no one’s explained much of anything to me beyond the fact that I’m to live and train here for some time. Everything’s so odd. There are no uniforms, no classes, no real structure. The headmaster wants me to call him by his first name. If any student called the Master of The Citadel by his first name he’d soon be picking himself up off the floor.”

      Her smile held the same warmth as Master Shen’s. “I see. You’re the first student we’ve ever had that spent time at The Citadel. We’re not as rigid with our training because we can’t be. Every sorcerer learns their art at a different pace and in their own way. All sorcerers must find his or her own path. Our job as masters is to teach the basics, offer advice, and keep everyone from getting hurt. The last one is the most difficult. The only hard and unbreakable rule is that you’re not allowed to use your powers on another student or master. Break that rule once and you get twenty lashes. Break it a second time and the punishment is banishment in the Northlands. Clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am. If we’re not to use our powers on other students how do we practice?”

      “Practice is different. Training in combat techniques with a master overseeing happens all the time, though not until you finish your first year of training. What I’m talking about is unsupervised mischief or violence. Also your movements are restricted to The Tower grounds until you complete your training.”

      As rules went those two seemed fair, after all the last thing they’d want is two boys fighting over a girl to blow up the dining hall. But it didn’t sound like he’d be visiting Jen and Lizzy anytime soon. “Is there anything else?”

      “Not really. Want to try a basic technique?”

      Damien’s heart fluttered. To finally tap his soul force was something he’d dreamed about for years. Now that it was going to happen his mouth felt dry and his hands trembled. “What do I do?”

      “Imagine a bit of your power, about the size of a grain of rice, above the palm of your hand.”

      Damien imagined the speck of energy flowing through his arm and out his palm. Nothing. His soul force remained as inert as ever. He slumped in his chair. It wouldn’t be any different here.

      “Not like that.”

      Damien looked up at his teacher. “Ma’am?”

      “Don’t try to push the energy through your body. That’s the way warlords use soul force. Our power can’t travel through our bodies. Picture the grain of energy appearing just above your hand like it came out of nowhere.”

      Damien frowned, held out his hand, and imagined the power just appearing. A blinding light like a second sun burst to life above his hand. He looked away and squeezed his eyes shut.

      “Douse it, douse it!”

      How the hell was he supposed to do that? Damien clenched his fist around the speck of energy and willed it to return to where it came from. He opened his eyes and spots danced before them. At least the light had vanished.

      Ann gaped at him.

      “Sorry, ma’am. What did I do wrong?”

      She threw back her head and laughed. “Not a thing, Damien. In fact you did something amazing. You recovered your unused energy and returned it to your core. That’s a rare skill. The excessive light was my fault. You used the exact right amount of energy; I failed to allow for how dense your soul force is. I need to adjust my instructions down by at least four times when I work with you.”

      She held out a hand and a ball of warm, golden light appeared above it. “This is what I expected. I used the same amount of soul force as you, but mine is so much less dense it only makes this little light.”

      “I see,” Damien said, though in truth he had no idea what she was talking about.

      “Don’t worry about it now. Let’s try something else. This is a mental trick unique to sorcerers that lets you see another’s soul force.” She held her hands together in a circle just above her belly button. “Focus here and try to look through my dress, skin, and muscle to the core of my body.”

      Damien stared, trying to imagine the thin black cloth parting, then the skin and muscle under it. He squinted and soon a ball of golden energy became clear. He flinched and it vanished. It seemed so different from what he sensed inside himself. His power felt roiled and agitated while hers seemed smooth and calm.

      When he pointed this out she said, “Everyone’s power is different. Yours will calm in time. Part of your problem is you’ve been prodding it to do things it can’t. Now that you’re using it properly it should smooth out. With time and practice you’ll be able to do more than see soul force, you’ll also be able to sense it as well. Now try again.”

      He focused and her soul force appeared at once, smooth and serene as the surface of a pond on a calm day. Then it vanished. Damien squinted, trying to get the image to reappear.

      “You can stop now. I raised my shield to block your vision. That’s another trick sorcerers developed to hide their power from each other. Of course, if you see someone with no visible soul force you’ll know they’re a sorcerer, just not how strong. Building your shield is the final thing I’ll teach you tonight. You’ll want to get your power hidden before you meet the other students.”

      Damien nodded, remembering how Eli had stared at him when they first met. “What do I do?”

      “Take a small ball of soul force, about the size of a marble, and imagine it turning into a liquid. Once you have that, imagine the liquid covering your whole body, always a little above your skin.”

      Damien did what she said and soon a golden second skin covered him. “Like this?” He couldn’t be doing it right. Her shield was invisible.

      “Exactly. I can’t see your core anymore. Now we just need to make your personal shield a little less obvious. Focus on the shield and imagine it turning clear, like water.”

      Damien did as she said. The light vanished, but he could still sense his shield. It was wavering like it wanted to shatter. “The power’s running out.” He tried and failed to conceal his concern.

      “That’s okay. You have to do one more thing to make it sustaining. Do you sense the power flowing into your core to replace what you used?”

      He turned his focus inward and sensed a rushing power, like a river with no origin, flooding into the small empty space in his core. “Yes.”

      “Good. Now imagine most of that flow going to your shield instead of your core.”

      Damien frowned as he tried to redirect the river. He divided it into small streams and sent them out just above his skin and below the shield. He sent a stream to each of his extremities, then some to his back and chest and finally his head. With the streams in place he sent little tendrils of power into the shield and it stopped wavering. He let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. Sweat covered his back and neck. He’d run ten miles without getting this worn out.

      Ann was staring at him again. Now what had he done? “Ma’am?”

      She gave herself a little shake. “Sorry, but whatever you’ve created here is far more than a simple shield to hide your core. Your body generates more soul force every minute than some sorcerers can contain in their core. With that much power running through your shield I could probably drop a boulder on you and not break your skin. It’s absolutely amazing.”

      “Thank you?”

      Ann smiled. “I know a little about warlord training. While our powers work differently, the focus and mental discipline you’ve gained through your earlier training has clearly made this transition easier for you. I’ve worked with many students and no one has used their power as naturally as you. I think you’ll find your training serves you well as we continue your studies.”

      She yawned and stretched. Damien tried to ignore her breasts straining to escape out the top of her dress. “I’m beat and you look all in. Let’s call it a night. Come back in the morning after breakfast and we’ll pick up where we left off.”

      Damien leapt to his feet and bowed. “Yes, ma’am. Any time in particular?”

      She got up and waved a hand. “Whenever you get done eating is fine.”

      They walked together to the staircase. When they reached the landing she turned to continue up. “Good night.”

      Damien nodded. “Ma’am.” He started down the stairs to his room.

      He’d only gone a couple of steps when he heard her mutter, “So formal.”

      As he walked down stairs he reflected on what Mistress Ann had said. Maybe all the time he spent meditating and failing to move his power would turn out to be time well spent after all.

      When he reached the second-floor landing his stomach rumbled. He’d completely lost track of time. Was dinner over? Damien turned toward the dining hall, hoping he hadn’t missed his chance. He smelled garlic and onions, but heard nothing that suggested anyone was in the hall. He pushed the doors open and sighed. The room was empty of students. A pair of women in black-and-white servants’ uniforms scrubbed the tables and a third person, a bald man as wide as he was tall and wearing a grease-stained apron, stood behind the serving counter.

      Damien put on his best smile and ambled up to the counter. “Excuse me, I was late finishing my day’s training and missed dinner. Is there any chance you have some leftovers?”

      The man scowled at him. “I don’t know you.”

      “No sir, this is my first day.”

      “Ah, you’re the one everyone was talking about. They seemed disappointed you weren’t here.”

      Damien blinked, surprised anyone besides Eli was even aware he was here. “Well, I’m sure I’ll see them at breakfast. So, do you have anything? Please?” His stomach growled its own request.

      “Just a minute.” He ducked back into the kitchen, grumbling all the way. Damien smiled, relieved to find at least one normal person in this place. He’d feared the kingdom had gathered up all the oddballs and sent them here. The cook returned a minute later carrying a plate with a roll heaped with meat and onions. “This’ll have to do. There’s water in the barrel down at the end of the counter.”

      Damien accepted the plate and bowed. “Thank you, sir.”

      He ate quickly and returned his plate and cup to the cook. He yawned and headed for his room. It had been a long, strange day and he was ready for a good night’s sleep. He met no one on his walk back. Inside his room he found Eli sitting at his desk reading. His roommate glanced at him and smiled. “Got your shield up I see.”

      Damien nodded, sat on the edge of his bed, and kicked his shoes off. “Did you break into a sweat the first time you made a shield?”

      Eli laughed and closed his book. “Are you kidding? It took me three days to get mine to work. How’d you manage it in an afternoon?”

      Damien shrugged. “I just did what she said and it worked. It was one hell of a relief, let me tell you. I’ve been beating my head against the wall for a year and a half trying to get my power to move. It helps if your teacher tells you the right way to use it.”

      Eli snorted. “I imagine it does. Everyone will be jealous of you. Not only did you get your shield to work on your first day, but you got assigned to Mistress Ann. Talk about lucky.”

      “Lucky?” Damien thought he understood what the other boy meant, but wanted to be certain.

      Eli held his hands out in front of his chest. “Don’t tell me you didn’t get a good look at her. It’s a wonder you could concentrate on your lesson.”

      Damien thought about Lizzy constantly appearing naked whenever they met. A woman with her clothes on, even one as well proportioned as Mistress Ann, wasn’t enough to break his focus. “She certainly wasn’t what I was expecting.”
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      Damien woke at five. There was no window in the room he shared with Eli, but he’d woken at five every day for as long as he could remember and, sunlight or not, his body knew when to get up. In the pitch-black room the only sound was Eli’s deep, steady breathing. Damien slid out of bed, dressed by feel, and slipped out as quietly as he could. Outside, glow balls hanging from the ceiling in glass jars lit his path. Damien walked down to the dining room hoping to get his breakfast and get to training.

      He pushed through the swinging doors and found the hall silent and empty. He’d have thought the cook would be up and started at least. Maybe he could get in a workout before breakfast. Eli hadn’t shown him a gym yesterday, but they had to have something.

      Damien went down to the ground floor and out into the yard. The morning was cool and clear, the sun just turning the sky above the wall gray. It was a beautiful late spring day.

      A few guardsmen stood on the wall and Damien ran up the steps to talk to them. If anyone knew where he could find the gym it seemed like it would be the guards. He trotted up to the nearest man, a middle-aged fellow with a pot belly and salt-and-pepper beard. On closer inspection maybe he wasn’t the best one to ask.

      Not wanting to be rude now that he’d approached Damien said, “Excuse me. Do you know if there’s a gym or somewhere for the students to exercise?”

      The guardsman laughed. “Not so far as I know, young sir. Sorcerers aren’t much for exercise.”

      Coming from a fat guardsman that was a laughable statement. “Would you guys mind if I ran the wall?”

      The guardsman waved his hand. “Be my guest.”

      Damien shook his head and jogged away. He did ten circuits, about five miles give or take. The guards all stared at him in disbelief as he kept running. It was like they’d never seen someone exercising before. Given their lack of conditioning Damien guessed most of them certainly hadn’t run in a while.

      He stopped beside the same guardsman. “What time is breakfast?”

      The man grumbled and glanced at the sun just peeking over the wall. “Another hour at least.”

      Damn, they didn’t get started very early here. He grabbed the lip of the wall and swung over, hanging by his fingers. He did forty pull ups, then reversed his grip so his back was to the wall and did forty more. Damien pulled himself back up on the walkway and rolled his shoulders. What was he supposed to do for another hour?

      He jogged back inside and up to the dining hall. Pots were clanging in the kitchen, so that was progress. He dropped to the floor and did some crunches. The doors squeaked and a familiar voice said, “I figured I’d find you here.”

      Damien grinned and kipped up to his feet. Standing by the door, a matching grin on his face was a boy a year older than him with long brown hair, a lean, fit build, and a chiseled, handsome face. John Kord, his oldest and best friend.
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      “John! What’s it been, three years?” The boys bumped fists. Damien hadn’t seen his childhood friend since he started training at The Citadel and had forgotten John was supposed to be studying at The Tower. “How’s it going?”

      “Good, turns out I’ve got a gift for healing. The old man didn’t like it much, he wanted an artillerist. What about you? I thought you were going to be a warlord.”

      “You and everyone else. Apparently the seer screwed up when I was born.” Damien shook his head and sat on one of the benches. “A year and a half trying to use internal soul force and all the time I was a sorcerer. To say Dad wasn’t thrilled would be an understatement.”

      “I can imagine. How many generations of your family have been warlords?”

      “Since the first colonists came over from the old empire.”

      John laughed at his impression of his father. “Well, we can’t help how we’re born, can we?”

      “Nope. Anyway, Jen can carry on the family tradition. She’s a better warrior anyway.”

      John’s expression turned wistful when Damien mentioned his sister. His friend had always had a crush on Jen. That she was completely indifferent to him made it even worse. “She can’t inherit the demon sword though, can she?”

      “No, Lizzy won’t work with a female partner. What’s the general up to these days?”

      John sat across from Damien. “Dad’s up north, keeping an eye on the ice trolls and ogres. Some days I’d swear he wants them to attack just so he’ll have something to do.”

      “Really?”

      “Nah, he’s too fond of his men to want any of them to die in some stupid war. He’s just bored.”

      Damien got up and did a handstand followed by pushups. Between reps he said, “This is a weird place, John. There’s no gym, no real schedule. Mistress Ann said to just show up for training whenever I finished breakfast.”

      “You got paired up with Ann? Lucky dog. She’s the best-looking teacher in the tower.”

      It looked like Eli wasn’t the only one with a crush on his teacher. Of course, John had a crush on most every woman he laid eyes on. Pots clanked in the kitchen and Damien rolled to his feet. “So I’ve heard. Who’s your master?”

      “I’m in a group of three studying healing with Master Jones: tall, skinny and bald.” John sighed. “Still, he’s regarded as one of the finest healers in the kingdom.”

      “Is he by any chance in charge of making healing potions?”

      John nodded. “Yeah, why?”

      “I wanted to thank him. I’ve drunk enough of the damn things over the last year and a half.”

      John laughed again though Damien found nothing funny in his broken bones. The kitchen door swung open and the cook came through carrying a steaming pot. Behind him the two women he’d seen the night before followed with trays covered with bread, fruit, and jars of golden honey. Damien turned and jogged to the pile of bowls at the start of the line. His morning exercise had left him starving. The cook filled his bowl with oatmeal which Damien then topped with blueberries and honey. He added a slice of bread, collected a cup of water, and headed back to their bench. John joined him a moment later and they set to eating.

      Damien hadn’t managed more than a mouthful when the doors swung open and half a dozen students poured through. John waved to one of the girls, a cute brunette, before turning back to his meal. Damien raised an eyebrow.

      “Marie’s in my healing group. She’s a third year. Nice girl, but kind of shy.”

      Damien had eaten half his food before the door squeaked again. He looked up to see Eli leading two others into the hall. There was a girl with flaming red hair and a tiny build and a stout boy with sandy hair and a dusting of freckles across the bridge of his nose. Those two had to be the other first years. Eli waved and Damien returned the gesture.

      “Friends of yours?” John asked.

      “My roommate and the other first years. Eli said he’d introduce me today. Have you met them?”

      “John!” The redhead leapt at his friend and wrapped her arms around his neck. “How’s my sweetie pie this morning?”

      John grimaced and disentangled himself from the girl. “I’m not your sweetie pie.”

      Eli set a bowl down in front of the girl. “Amanda, behave yourself. You know John doesn’t like it when you do that.”

      She stuck her tongue out at Eli. “I’m going to marry him, just wait and see.”

      The blond boy with the freckles sat beside Damien across from Amanda. He held out a hand and Damien shook it. “Jaden Orn, my dad’s the cook.”

      Damien nodded. The family resemblance was obvious. “Damien St. Cloud. It must be nice to have your family so close.”

      He nodded. “We’re both real busy, but at least I can sleep in my own bed.”

      “Hey!” Amanda leaned across the table so her face was only inches from Damien’s. “I want to see your soul force. Eli said it was really strong. Show me.”

      Eli grabbed the back of Amanda’s tunic and yanked her into her seat. “That’s so rude. You’re not supposed to ask people to show you their soul force. I’m sorry, Damien.”

      Damien shrugged. He didn’t realize it was rude to ask, so it never occurred to him to be offended. He turned his focus inward and found his shield and the flows sustaining it working just like he left them the night before. Truth was he didn’t know how to lower his shield without removing it completely and he didn’t want to do that since putting it up was such a chore. He said as much to Amanda.

      “It’s not fair.” Amanda glared at Eli. “You got to see it. How come I don’t get to?”

      Eli looked pained as he tried to think of an explanation.

      “I’ll show you as soon as Mistress Ann teaches me how to open a hole in the shield. Okay?”

      She whipped around to focus on him. “Promise?”

      Damien nodded.

      Amanda grinned. “I like you. We’re going to be friends.”

      Without giving him a chance to respond she darted across the table and kissed him square on the lips. Too stunned to speak, Damien stared at the odd girl. Who kisses someone they just met on the lips?

      “There.” She nodded, seeming satisfied. “Now it’s official, we’re friends.”

      Eli put a hand over his face and sighed. Damien finished his breakfast before anything else strange happened. Which, considering what he’d seen so far in this place, was a small miracle.

      He was about to get up and take his dishes to the counter when the door opened again and a blond giant walked in flanked by two smaller, but still huge boys. The blond boy had to be over six feet tall with broad shoulders and thick legs. Damien had seen a picture of an ogre once in one of his father’s books, and this boy wasn’t much smaller.

      “That’s Sigurd Iceborn,” Eli said. “His father’s the duke of the northern territory. He’s very proud, so watch what you say to him.”

      Damien shot a look at John who shook his head. “Sig’s an ass, just like his father. Dad says it’s a wonder they have any snow up north considering the amount of hot air the duke blows.”

      Eli winced at John’s lack of tact and Amanda laughed. The shrill noise caught Sig’s attention and he angled away from the counter and toward their table, his companions flanking him. A slender dark-haired boy started to get up, but Sig shoved him back into his seat. Damien tensed. He knew this type.

      Sig stopped a few feet from their table, hands on his hips, looming over them. The dining hall fell silent. The giant Northman turned his ice-blue eyes on Amanda. “Something funny, first year?”

      “John told us a joke.”

      Sig turned his gaze on John and his lips twisted. He couldn’t count on his rank helping him with John, whose father, the general, was equal in rank to the duke. Technically Damien’s father, as King’s Champion, outranked both the duke and the general, but it didn’t filter down to Damien.

      “John.” Sig inclined his head a fraction, acknowledging John as his equal, but clearly resenting it.

      John returned the gesture. “Sig.”

      No love lost between those two. Sig shifted his gaze again and Damien found himself under the nobleman’s intense glare. “You must be the new guy. You don’t look like much. Rumor is you’ve got strong soul force, but I doubt you’re anything special.”

      Damien shrugged. “That’s your opinion.”

      The minion on the left stepped closer to Damien. “Mind your manners when you speak to Master Sigurd.”

      Damien stood up. These weren’t warlords he had to run from. They were just boys. Arrogant boys who thought they could push around anyone they wanted. Well, Damien had gotten pushed around enough. He’d be damned if he let a new batch of bullies pick up where the last bunch left off.

      He took a step closer, so he was nose to chin with the older boy. “Or what?”

      The minion glanced at his master and Sig nodded. The boy grabbed Damien’s tunic with his left hand and reared back with his right. Damien crouched, tucked his chin, and leapt up, driving the top of his head into the bully’s nose. Cartilage crunched and blood gushed. The boy’s grip on Damien broke and he clasped both hands to his face, trying to stop the flow of blood.

      Minion number two rushed toward Damien, intent on avenging his bleeding comrade. He stopped, planted his front foot and threw a punch at Damien’s face. Damien slipped past the clumsy blow and kicked the boy in the side of his locked knee. Another crunch echoed through the silent hall and the second henchman fell to the floor howling and clutching his busted knee.

      Damien looked at Sig and raised an eyebrow. “Well?”

      The muscles in Sig’s jaw worked as he glared at Damien. Finally he said, “Pity you’re only a first year. If you had a little more experience we could have a proper duel and I’d show you your place.”

      Damien shrugged. “There are other sorts of duels. Hand fighting, swords, bows. Name your weapon and I’ll accept the challenge.”

      Sig threw back his head and laughed. “You’d dare take me on with a blade? I was trained by the finest sword master in the north. A runt like you wouldn’t last ten seconds against me.”

      Damien smiled. “You choose swords then?”

      Sig stared at him. “Did you not hear what I said?”

      “All I hear is a lot of noise. If you don’t have the guts to back up your big talk, get lost. I’ve got to get to class.”

      “Fine, swords. Where and when?”

      John got up and stepped between them. “If you two are serious about this I know a master that specializes in creating soul force weapons. The blades only interact with each other, they won’t cut flesh. I doubt either of your fathers would be happy if you killed each other. I’ll speak to him and if he agrees, tomorrow at noon in the arena. Sound good?”

      Damien nodded, not in the least concerned about Sig’s skill. “Works for me.”

      “Fine. Tomorrow at noon I’ll crush you in front of the whole school.” Sig spun and snarled at his bleeding companions. “Get yourselves to the healers.”

      Damien watched the three of them walk, and in one case limp, out of the dining hall without bothering to get something to eat. “Charming fellow.”

      “I see you’ve inherited your father’s tolerance for fools,” John said. “Did you really have to pick a fight your second day here?”

      All around them conversation picked up. Damien suspected he was the main subject. “Technically I got here yesterday afternoon, so this is still my first day.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Sure. Let me know what the master says?”

      “You bet.” They bumped fists and John left to handle the details.

      Whatever he said, Damien felt certain John would persuade whoever he needed to in order to make the fight happen. Damien grinned. He hadn’t fought a normal person in a couple of years. Tomorrow promised to be fun.

      “Are you crazy?” Eli stared at him, his face pale.

      “No, why?”

      “Why? You just picked a fight with the biggest kid in the school and the son of a duke at that. He’ll kill you.”

      “You think? John said the soul force weapons wouldn’t cut flesh.”

      “That’s not what I–”

      “Don’t pay any attention to him.” Amanda talked over Eli. She swung her tiny fists around, barely missing giving Eli a black eye. “That was amazing the way you took those two down. I bet you can beat Sig with one hand tied behind your back.”

      Damien smiled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. I need to get to class.”

      He left the dining hall and made his way to Mistress Ann’s training room. He knocked on the door and it opened on its own. His teacher sat in the same chair as the day before, wearing a similar dress only in red instead of black.

      Damien bowed. “Ma’am.”

      She smiled and waved him over to the empty chair. “You’re an early riser. I saw you running the wall this morning. That sort of thing isn’t required here.”

      “Yes, ma’am, but at some point I assume I’ll return home and if I show up at The Citadel out of shape I’ll never hear the end of it.” He sat and faced her.

      “You’re the first boy I’ve taught who focused above my neck and not below. Do you not think I’m pretty?”

      Damien coughed, trying to cover his discomfort. What kind of question was that for a teacher to ask a student? He wasn’t sure how to answer her. “You’re very pretty, ma’am, but my girlfriend wouldn’t appreciate me ogling another girl.”

      “You have a girlfriend, how sweet. Back at The Citadel?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “What’s she like?” She leaned forward, her cleavage once more threatening to spill out of her dress.

      How did one describe a demon soul bound to a sword that you could only interact with on a mental level? Damien had never really thought about it. He’d loved Lizzy for as long as he could remember. “She’s beautiful, sharp, with a wicked sense of humor. She doesn’t always get along with Dad though.”

      “That’s nice. Okay, I see your shield is holding. Let’s try the trick with the light again. Remember, a quarter of a grain of rice.”

      Damien did as she said and this time the light didn’t blind them. He grinned. He could do this.

      “That’s excellent, Damien. Now let’s try a simple soul force construct. You understand what I mean by that, right?”

      “Like Master Shen’s griffin?”

      “Exactly, though we’ll try for something a little simpler. Watch me.”

      Damien focused like she’d taught him and watched her form a blob of golden energy into the crude likeness of a cat. It landed on the floor and ran around the training room, jumping and batting the air with its paws.

      “Now you try.”

      “Do you want a cat?”

      She waved her hand. “Whatever you want, just not too big.”

      Damien took his own blob of energy and formed it into a four-legged shape with a muzzle and tail. When he finished, the golden dog towered over the little cat, its head barely missing the ceiling. He winced. “Too big?”

      “A little. Try compressing it. Don’t take any energy away, just squish it down smaller.”

      Damien concentrated and the dog shrank, but glowed brighter. “Like that?”

      She smiled and nodded. “Amazing. Well done.”

      They spent the rest of the day trying different shapes, sometimes having them battle and chase each other around the room. A few times he lost control and his construct ran into the wall and bounced off. He understood now why the room held minimal furnishings; anything other than stone would probably end up smashed to bits. When Mistress Ann called a halt to the training Damien felt like he’d spent a day in the field digging trenches. “That’s harder than it looks.”

      “You did well and the more you practice the easier it gets. Your homework is to make the little light until you can conjure it without having to think through each step. Any questions?”

      “Do you know a sorcerer who specializes in making soul force weapons?”

      She frowned. That was apparently not the question she expected. “Yes, his name’s Sagan. Why?”

      Damien told her about the duel and John making the arrangements. “I just wondered if he’d be a fair judge of the contest.”

      “Sagan’s an honorable man, you need not fear on that score. What were you thinking, challenging that brute to a duel?”

      “I was thinking I was sick of people pushing me around. I hope this will nip it in the bud.”

      She nodded, her face troubled. “If Sagan agrees you’ll need a master to serve as your second. I’d be happy to stand beside you.”

      “I’d like that, Ann.”
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      Someone jostled John from behind as he tried to make his way down the stone steps. Eli had gone early to grab their little group seats above the south entrance where Damien planned to enter. Everyone else should be there already, but he’d stopped to buy a bag of glazed walnuts on his way and was running behind. The sun shone bright in a clear sky. All in all it was a lovely day to make some easy money.

      The excited chatter of students and sorcerers entering the stands filled the air. The main topic of conversation seemed to be how fast Sig would crush Damien. John grinned. Man, were they in for a surprise. None more so than the kids who’d been taking bets for the last day. When he’d bet his and Damien’s money he’d gotten five-to-one odds and the sixteen-year-old oddsmaker had almost hugged him when he proved willing to take the other side of the wager. He’d be considerably less thrilled in a few minutes.

      John dodged a chubby third year and finally reached Eli and the others. They’d gotten seats directly above the doors, perfect. Amanda smiled as he approached and patted the leather seat between her and Eli. John sighed. Maybe not perfect. The moment he sat, a tiny hand shot in and snatched some walnuts.

      “If you weren’t so cheap you could get your own.”

      She popped the sweet treat into her mouth and ignored him. He shook his head and ate a few before she stole them all.

      “Did you make a bet?” Eli asked.

      He swallowed his snack. “Yeah, a hundred royals on Damien, got five to one against. I’m going to clean up.”

      Eli stared at him. “You bet on Damien?”

      John smiled at his incredulous tone. He clearly had no idea what Damien could do with a sword. “You didn’t?”

      “I put five on Sig.”

      John turned to Amanda. “What about you?”

      “Ten on Sig.” She snitched another walnut.

      “What about all your cheering for Damien and telling him how great it was that he beat up those two thugs?”

      She shrugged. “Cheering’s one thing, money’s another. I’ll cheer my lungs out for Damien, but Sig’s huge.”

      John looked across Eli at Jaden. “How about you?”

      Jaden shook his head. “I don’t have any spare money for gambling.”

      John grinned. That was a nice way of saying he didn’t want to bet against Damien. Jaden would be feeling better about that decision soon.

      “Damien St. Cloud!” The announcer’s voice, amplified with soul force, echoed through the arena. Time for the fun to begin.

      When Damien and Ann entered John and the first years cheered. Damien looked bored and Ann looked stunning. Where did she get those outfits? It was going to be hard to concentrate on the match and not stare at her. Damien spoke with Master Sagan for a moment.

      “Sigurd Iceborn!” the announcer said.

      Sig entered from the far doors, his chest bare, and a pretty, pale master a step behind. No surprise Sig would choose Mistress Ingrid as his second, she was the only master from the northern duchy at the tower. She was cute, but nowhere near as beautiful as Ann. Judging by the little frown on her otherwise expressionless face she’d rather be just about anywhere else. But when the son of your duke asks you to be his second you couldn’t exactly refuse.

      Beside him Amanda shook her head. “Look at the size of him. I’m afraid you threw your money away.”

      “Want to make a side bet?” John asked.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “What kind of bet?”

      “If Damien wins you don’t hug me anymore and if Sig wins I’ll give you a kiss.”

      She blushed then frowned. “You really think he’s going to win?”

      “I know he will.”

      “Then no bet. I like hugging you too much to risk it.”
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      The sun was high overhead as students and sorcerers made their way to the arena. The founder of Sorcery had shaped the arena out of a single huge chunk of granite. It was amazing. He’d cut it out of a mountain then ten sorcerers combined their power to bring it back here where he carved it out over four days. Damien couldn’t imagine someone having that much control.

      Word had quickly spread about Damien’s duel with Sig. John told him over breakfast that he was a huge underdog. Damien had given his life savings, twenty-three gold royals, to his friend to bet on him. If the odds against him were as bad as John said he stood to make a nice bit of coin.

      Damien stretched and bounced in place, trying to get his blood pumping and his muscles loose. He wore a simple black tunic and pants, the same set he’d worn the day before in fact. According to John, Master Sagan’s weapons were harmless unless he wished it otherwise so protective gear was unnecessary.

      “Are you sure you want to go through with this?” Ann stood beside him just outside the south entrance to the arena. Instead of her usual dress she wore tight black pants and a red silk top. She’d informed him that red and black were the proper colors for this sort of occasion.

      “Yup. Watch this.” He made the little light appear in front of him without even raising his hand then drew the power back in. “Not bad, huh?”

      “How can you be so calm? He’s three times your size.”

      Damien shrugged. “Size doesn’t mean much in a sword fight. It just makes him a bigger target.”

      A roar went up from the crowd and a much amplified voice said, “Damien St. Cloud!”

      Damien grinned. “Shall we?”

      Damien went first and Ann followed a step behind and to his right. The tall double doors opened at their approach and the roar of the crowd washed over Damien. One hundred and seventy-five sorcerers and students filled the seats. In the sand at the center of the arena floor a grizzled old man with a scruffy beard and missing left hand waited, Master Sagan, Damien assumed.

      He bowed to the master. “Thank you for doing this, sir.”

      Master Sagan shook his head. “Boy, I’m not sure if you’re brave or stupid. I know the man that trained Sig and he’s one of the best in the kingdom.”

      “Really? The man who trained me claims to be one of the best as well. This should be a good match.”

      “And who might that be?”

      Before Damien could answer the announcer said, “Sigurd Iceborn!”

      The doors on the opposite end of the arena opened and Sig entered, his chest bare to show off his muscles. He had plenty of them, Damien wouldn’t deny that. Lucky for him they weren’t having a wrestling match. The crowd cheered even louder, telling Damien everything he needed to know about how they’d bet. Behind Sig a master Damien didn’t know, a woman with pale skin and hair so blond it almost looked white, regarded the whole scene with bored, half-closed eyes.

      He turned to Ann. “Did you bet on me?”

      She looked away. “I don’t like to gamble.”

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      Sig reached the center of the arena and stopped a couple of paces from Damien, a grin plastered across his pale face. “Well you had the guts to show, I’ll give you that.”

      “I was about to say the same thing.”

      Sig’s grin turned to a snarl. “I’m going to crush you, you little speck.”

      Damien nodded, not at all impressed.

      Master Sagan raised his hands and the arena fell silent. “Here are the rules. I’ll provide the weapons. Any hit I deem fatal will count as a point. Three points wins. Clear?”

      They both nodded and Master Sagan turned to Damien. “What’s your weapon?”

      “Dai Chi long sword.”

      Master Sagan blinked, seemingly surprised by the choice of such an exotic weapon. He recovered quickly and a long, thin, straight blade appeared in front of Damien. It looked exactly like Lizzy, right down to the sharkskin wrapping on the hilt. He grasped the hilt and swished it around a couple times like a kid with a stick playing knight. The weight and balance were perfect. When did Master Sagan get a chance to see Lizzy? He’d have to ask after the match.

      Seeing him swing the sword Master Sagan whispered, “Do you know how to use that weapon?”

      Damien held up the sword and gave it a close look. “I believe so.”

      Sig laughed and Master Sagan shook his head. He turned to Sig. “Weapon?”

      “Claymore.”

      A four-foot blade a hand wide with a two-handed grip appeared in front of Sig. He grasped it, whirled it around over his head and roared to the crowd. They cheered and he waved like he’d already won the match. Damien smiled at the display. Sig was so overconfident he could probably win using his off hand.

      “Take your positions.”

      Damien stood four feet from Sig, his sword in front of him, wrist cocked. Sig took a wide stance, sword raised at middle guard.

      “Begin!”

      Sig flinched back to begin his swing. The instant he moved Damien lunged, burying a foot of illusory steel in Sig’s throat. The arena fell silent. Damien recovered and returned to his position. He glanced at Master Sagan and raised an eyebrow. The old man shook himself and said, “First point to Damien.”

      Damien smiled. “See, nothing to it. I didn’t get a chance to answer you earlier. My father trained me. His name is Fredric St. Cloud. You probably know him better as Fredric the Lightning, King’s Champion and Master of The Citadel. You guys must have met at some point. The sword you created for me is an exact replica of the demon sword he carries.”

      Master Sagan stared at him, Sig stared at him, and it seemed everyone in the crowd was staring at him. Guess they really hadn’t thought he had a chance. He faced Sig and resumed his stance. “Ready when you are.”
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      John rubbed his hands together, eager for the match to start. Down on the sand Master Sagan conjured a long thin sword for Damien. It looked just like his father’s demon sword. Did Master Sagan know or was it just a coincidence? Damien swished it back and forth, playing around. Beside him Eli groaned.

      Sig got his weapon and roared for the crowd. They took their positions. “Begin!” Master Sagan said.

      John blinked and Damien’s sword was in Sig’s neck. Stunned silence surrounded him. Students and sorcerers gaped at Damien’s speed. From the intense look on several of their faces he suspected they were trying to figure out how Damien used his soul force without them noticing. Amanda grabbed his sleeve and tugged. “What happened?”

      “Damien won the first point.”

      “I barely saw him move then it was over.”

      John nodded. He’d dueled Damien once when they were little. He was nine and Damien eight, and he hadn’t fared any better than Sig. If the match lasted another full minute he’d be shocked.
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      “Luck won’t save you this time.” Sig raised his blade so the hilt was near his right ear and the point aimed at Damien’s chest. Why didn’t he just put a sign around his neck saying he was going to thrust the instant Master Sagan gave the signal?

      “Begin!”

      Sig thrust, just as Damien expected. He spun and parried, pushing the huge blade to the left. Sig staggered past and Damien slashed him across the back of the neck.

      “Second point to Damien.”

      Sig regained his balance, spun and snarled at Damien. Such a scary face. Damien smiled. “I don’t imagine this is how you expected our match to go.”

      “My master said I was his finest student, the best in the Northlands. I can’t lose to a skinny runt like you.”

      “Did your father pay him to train you?”

      Sig’s snarl turned to a look of confusion. “Of course.”

      “You don’t think his continued employment might have depended on him telling you and the duke what you wanted to hear?”

      “He lied to me?”

      “Either that or the Northlands are in serious trouble the next time the Ice Queen sends her army south.”

      “No! I will beat you.” Sig took his stance, sword held in a two-handed grip on his right side. This one was a little harder to read at least.

      Damien raised his sword and nodded once.

      “Begin!”

      Sig roared and swung his blade in a horizontal slash that would have cut Damien in two if the blade was real. Damien leapt straight into the air, pulling his legs up tight. The sword passed under him with inches to spare. He landed and thrust his weapon through the side of Sig’s head.

      “Match to Damien.”

      And that was that. He tossed his fake sword to Master Sagan who let it fade away. “Thanks for overseeing the match, Master.”

      Master Sagan inclined his head. “An impressive performance, young man. Your father would be proud.”

      Damien smiled. His father would be disgusted that he’d wasted his time fighting someone as unskilled as Sig in the first place. He could hear Dad now. Find someone worth your effort. Getting praise for defeating that boy is worthless.

      The crowd stood, getting ready to leave the arena and cry over their lost money. How much would he and John collect for his trouble? Damien started for the doors.

      “Stop!” Sig faced him, his face red and furious. “This isn’t over. I’ll pound you with my bare hands. Your tricks won’t help you then.”

      A murmur ran through the crowd and they turned back to the arena.

      “You fought a fair duel and lost,” Master Sagan said. “Don’t dishonor yourself with this tantrum.”

      “Stay out of this, old man. I’m going to teach this snot you can’t insult the heir to the North and get away with it.”

      Sig ran toward him, arms out wide. It appeared he planned to crush Damien like a great bear. Damien waited, perfectly at ease, until the last second when he dodged left, grabbed Sig’s outstretched arm and dropped his full bodyweight to the sand. He dragged Sig down with him, twisted his arm and wrenched it up, stretching the shoulder joint just short of dislocation. He planted his knee in his opponent’s back. Under him Sig groaned.

      “It’s not fair,” the giant boy whimpered. “I’m the strongest.”

      “Strongest?” Damien stood up and pulled his tunic off. A gasp from behind him said Ann saw the scars crisscrossing his back from his failure to master iron skin. His chest sported a matching set. “You dare claim to be strong yet you haven’t got a single scar. Your master didn’t train you, he let you play with a sword and told you you were a soldier. We’re done here. Leave me and my friends alone or so help me I’ll send you to the healer for a month.”

      Sig buried his face in the sand and his body shook. Damien slipped his tunic back on and walked away. The last thing he wanted was to sit and listen to the boy cry.

      Ann came over to him and put her hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay? Your back…”

      “I’m fine and the scars are old.” He looked at his feet, embarrassed that he’d lost control. “Thanks for standing with me.”

      “You didn’t need much help. I feared I might have to carry you out of the arena.”

      Damien smiled and held out his arm. “Your confidence in my skills warms my heart.”

      She linked arms with him and they walked out of the arena together.
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      Damien sat on the edge of his bed holding his sister’s letter and read it again. He’d been studying at The Tower for a little over three years and would be taking his final exam in an hour. Ann said she had no doubt he’d pass with flying colors and have all his restrictions removed. That would be nice since Jen wanted him to come home for the summer solstice the day after tomorrow and celebrate with her and Dad. Unless the masters removed his restrictions he wouldn’t be allowed to leave the tower.

      He grimaced and tossed the parchment on his desk. It would be great to see Jen and Lizzy again, but he didn’t know what sort of reception to expect from Dad. Maybe it wouldn’t be too bad. Now that there was no chance of him becoming a warlord there’d be no pressure on either of them. They could just be father and son rather than master and student.

      A quick pace around his little room did nothing to relieve his anxiety. He stopped in front of his footlocker, dug out a pair of thin leather gloves, tossed his tunic on the bed so it wouldn’t get sweaty, and pulled on the gloves. A pair of curved sabers appeared in the air in front of him. Damien grasped the hilts and ran through some basic forms. He’d discovered after his duel with Sig that if he wore gloves he could grip weapons he conjured himself, as long as they didn’t actually touch his skin.

      He leapt, spun, and twisted, swirling the blades around his body. Lost in the movements, his worries fled to the back of his mind and vanished, at least for a few minutes. A thin sheen of sweat soon covered his chest. Though he’d never be fast enough to stand toe to toe with a warlord, Damien felt pleased that he’d maintained his form for three years without a sparring partner.

      After a couple of minutes he stopped and blew out a breath. “Enjoying the show?”

      “I didn’t think you’d noticed me.” Ann pushed the door the rest of the way open and sauntered in. She wore one of her typically snug, low-cut dresses. “With everything a sorcerer can do, why do you insist on using those swords?”

      Damien reabsorbed the energy in the blades, stripped off his gloves, and dug a towel out of his trunk. Why did he keep using swords? With what he’d learned the last few years he could destroy a small army with a thought, but somehow the sword still called to him. “I guess it’s the discipline. To be a good swordsman you need perfect focus and balance. When I do forms it drives out all other thoughts.”

      He finished drying off and reached for his tunic. It jumped out of his hand. He looked up at Ann, who smiled. “No need to put that back on so soon.”

      Damien shook his head. He’d have to introduce Ann to Lizzy, they were a lot alike. With a thought he formed a bubble around his tunic and severed whatever thread of energy she’d attached to it. He pulled it back to his side of the bed and threw it on.

      She stuck out her bottom lip. “You never let me have any fun.”

      “Staring at your students without their shirts on might get you into trouble.”

      She looked around. “There’s no one here but us. Are you going to turn me in?”

      Damien grinned. He thought of Ann as an older sister; a somewhat perverted, often inappropriate older sister. He’d never do anything to get her in trouble and would happily cut the throat of anyone that did. “Of course not. Should we head up? Eli’s probably just getting started.”

      She heaved a dramatic sigh. “I suppose, if you’re not going to leave your shirt off so I can enjoy the view, we might as well.”

      They left Damien’s room and headed for the stairwell. It was fifteen floors up to the testing chamber. Damien could have jogged up easily enough, but Ann wouldn’t appreciate it, especially since she wore her ridiculous four-inch heels. “Want me to handle transportation?”

      “Save your strength for the test.”

      Damien raised an eyebrow at that. He could replenish any power he used carrying them up in seconds and she had to know that by now. “Is it that bad?”

      She turned serious for the first time. “No, it’s not bad, exactly, just challenging. I know you can handle it. You’re the most gifted student I’ve ever trained and your power still terrifies me a little.”

      She conjured a little basket around them and it lifted them up one floor after another, until they reached the fifteenth-floor landing. The basket vanished and Damien opened the door for her. Beyond the door waited a short, black-stone hall. No silver broke the dark surface of the tiles. A little shiver ran through him. The atmosphere gave him chills.

      At the end of the hall a black door marked with a rune of forbiddance blocked their path. Except on test days no one but the high sorcerers entered the chamber. A few feet from the door, as though to lift some of the foreboding a student must feel on his approach to the testing chamber, rested a pair of perfectly ordinary leather chairs.

      Ann sat in one, but Damien was too anxious to sit down. He paced the short hall, eager to get on with it. After his tenth trip back and forth Ann said, “Will you please sit down? You’re making me nervous.”

      He sat beside her and patted her knee. “Sorry. I don’t do well with waiting.”

      “I see that. Have you heard from your friend?”

      “Not since he left this spring.” John had passed his tests and gone north to apprentice to the master healer in the northern army. He’d also be stationed close to his father, which might be good or bad depending on the general’s mood. “I’m sure he’s fine. John has a knack for getting along with people. So, how does one go about becoming a high sorcerer?”

      “It’s simple enough. Every ten years all the sorcerers in the kingdom come to The Tower for the gathering. Any full sorcerer interested in the job can stand for high sorcerer. We then hold a vote and the five with the most votes become high sorcerers for ten years.”

      “I thought there were only four high sorcerers?”

      “We select five then they chose amongst themselves who to promote to archmage. The archmage heads to the capital to advise the king on supernatural matters and oversee the Crimson Legion, the sorcerers in charge of protecting the king. There’s a lot of politics involved and most sorcerers aren’t interested in the job. That’s why Lidia has held the post of archmage for the past sixteen years.”

      The black door creaked and swung open. Damien leapt to his feet a moment before a slumped-over Eli walked through. He looked up at Damien and shook his head. He’d failed. Damien clapped him on the back as he headed for the stairs. Eli was a solid sorcerer, and even if he failed this time he could try again in six months and pass it for sure.

      “Damien St. Cloud.” A disembodied voice spoke from inside the testing chamber. “It’s time.”

      He glanced at Ann, who shook her head. “You’re on your own. I’ll be here when you finish.”

      Damien entered the dark chamber and walked to a circle of light in the center of the room. Looming over him, one at each of the four cardinal directions sat the four high sorcerers. Three women and one man, all older than Ann, but not by as much as he’d expected. He put them all in their late forties or early fifties.

      He bowed to each in turn then clasped his hands behind his back and waited. He didn’t have to wait long.

      “Mistress Ann has recommended you for the final examination,” the Master of the South said. “Do you feel you are ready?”

      Damien faced the master. “Yes, sir.”

      “Very well,” the Mistress of the East said, her voice almost as deep as the master’s. “You must demonstrate competence in four of the six primary skills. Where do you wish to begin?”

      “Shielding.” Protection and attack were Damien’s strongest skills so he planned to start there and make a good first impression.

      “Form your shield and we will attack. Resist as long as you can,” the Master of the South said.

      Damien conjured a golden globe around himself, wasting neither time nor energy to make it invisible. He spent a quarter of his power on it and felt certain it would hold against anything but a full-power assault. Energy blasts from each master struck his shield in succession. Their attacks didn’t even cause it to flex. So far so good.

      Next they attacked it together. Dents formed, but the shield held. Damien let out a breath. A moment later a golden giant appeared, a club in its hand. It swung down at him and an instant before it struck he reinforced the top of the sphere. The club skipped off without breaking through.

      “Well done,” the Mistress of the North said. “You pass the first test.”

      Damien reabsorbed the shield energy remaining and diverted some of the power from his personal shield to restoring his core. It wouldn’t take long for his power to replenish.

      Damien passed attack easily, hitting multiple moving targets and shattering every shield they conjured. Detection was harder, but he found the poison in every sample they brought and neutralized it. He was almost through. Sweat stained his tunic and stuck it to his back.

      “Next?” the Mistress of the North asked.

      “Shaping.” Damien took a few deep breaths to steady himself and a chunk of stone floated down from somewhere in the darkened recesses above him. “What do you wish me to make?”

      “Whatever you like,” the Mistress of the East said. “Impress us.”

      Damien studied the stone, both with his eyes and his soul force. It was taller than it was wide and a couple of fissures ran through it. If he hit those wrong the rock would crumble and he’d fail the test. Luckily for him both flaws ran along the edge of the stone so he could use most of it. When he had the image of what he wanted firmly in mind he sent out streams of soul force and carved.

      He had no sense of time as he worked, his focus on the task absolute. When he finally finished, a statue of a nude, winged female sat on the floor. The face was a little crude and the feathers on the wings could have used more texture, but overall it was a pretty good likeness of Lizzy.

      Around him the masters applauded. “The finest example of shaping we’ve seen from a candidate in many years. That’s four passed out of six,” the Master of the South said. “Congratulations, you’ve passed your final test.”

      The master looked at the three women and each nodded. He continued. “We remove all restrictions from you. You are now free to use your powers at your discretion. Finally, you’ll need to find an experienced sorcerer to mentor you for two years of field work before you’ll get missions of your own. Well done.”

      The door behind him opened, he bowed to each of the masters, and left. Ann stood beside her chair, a worried frown on her face. Damien grinned and she smiled. “You passed?”

      “Sure did. All credit to my teacher. How long was I in there?”

      “Three hours. I was afraid they’d killed you for a little while.” They went back downstairs in her basket. As they descended Ann asked, “What will you do now?”

      “I’m going home for a visit. Jen invited me for the Solstice festival and I’m eager to see her and Lizzy.”

      She leered at him. “You’re not afraid your lover has moved on in three years?”

      Damien had never told Ann Lizzy was a spirit bound in his father’s sword and he didn’t feel the need to now. “I don’t think so.”

      “Well if she has, let me know. After today you’re not my student anymore so anything goes.”

      Damien shook his head and the basket hit the second-floor landing. She never quit. “Thanks. Though I’d be too afraid of the other guys to try anything with the object of their affections.”

      She laughed, hugged him again, and rose up to the sixth floor and her apartment. Damien sighed. When he got back from The Citadel he’d have to find an apartment in the upper levels. He was a sorcerer now, which meant he couldn’t stay in the students’ rooms anymore.

      He made the familiar walk back to the room he shared with Eli and pushed the door open. His roommate lay on his bed, an arm over his eyes. When Damien entered he rolled on his side. “How’d you do?”

      “Passed. Took damn near three hours. What happened to you?”

      “My shield broke, I missed half the moving targets, and my construct lost its mock battle.”

      Damien winced. He’d failed attack, shield, and conjuring, the three primary skills for a sorcerer, not good. “What about the rest?”

      “I passed detection and shaping no problem and I could have passed healing, but I failed the other three first.”

      “Sorry. Want some advice?”

      Eli shrugged, sighed, and said, “Sure, what could it hurt?”

      “Chose one of the three you failed and focus on it for the next six months. When the time comes you’ll have your skills ready to go.”

      Eli got up and they shook hands. “Thanks, Damien, you’ve been a good roommate and friend. I suppose I’ll get a new bunkmate now.”

      “Only for six months, then you can get an apartment on my floor, whichever one I end up on. I’m heading out for a few days. See you later.”

      “I saw your sister’s letter on your desk. You must be excited to finally go home again.”

      “Yeah, excited and terrified, the same as when I arrived here.”
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      Damien circled The Citadel once to have a look around. It was late afternoon on a dull, gray summer day. He’d gathered his gear and taken off a couple minutes after his talk with Eli.  His rucksack and weapons hung off his shoulder, just like when he’d left, but he didn’t bother with a mount. Instead he flew on his own like a bird, his shield keeping the bugs out of his mouth and nose. He went full blast, pushing as hard as he dared. He ended up making the return trip in under an hour.

      Below him, tiny figures practiced their forms in the training yard. A wave of nostalgia hit him, just for a second, before he remembered all the bad things he had to put up with. He descended and landed on the dirt patch beside the wall. No one greeted him, of course. He’d come early hoping to surprise Jen and Lizzy.

      He skirted the practice field, pausing a moment to look the students over and make sure no one was a sorcerer. Nope, all happy little warlords. That was good. He wouldn’t have wished the frustration he went through on anyone.

      He angled toward the fortress. Classes would end soon and Damien wanted to avoid the press of students in the entry hall.

      He walked through the doors and sighed in relief. The hall was empty; he’d beaten the rush. He jogged up the stairs and down the hall to his family’s quarters. He raised his hand to knock then hesitated. Three years, what would it be like to walk through that door again after three years?

      Stop being such a wimp.

      He pushed the door open.

      Jen stood in the kitchen setting the table, her familiar golden hair swirling around her as she worked. She’d grown since he last saw her. She stood close to six feet tall now and her figure had filled in. He suspected the guys still drooled when she walked by. Especially if she walked by wearing an outfit like the one she had on now. Sheer blue fabric billowed around her and slits in the arms and legs revealed smooth skin. A lot of female warlords dressed in revealing outfits to distract their opponents, their iron skin defense better protection than any armor.

      “Hey, sis.”

      The plate in her hand fell to the kitchen floor and shattered. She spun, eyes filled with tears. “Damien.”

      She covered the distance between them in an instant, lifted him off the ground, and spun him around. She cried openly as she hugged him. He had a tickle in his throat, but managed not to cry. “It’s good to see you too.”

      She set him down. “I didn’t know if you were coming. Why didn’t you write?”

      “I didn’t know if I was coming either until I passed the final test this morning. I’m a full sorcerer now. I still have to do fieldwork with a more experienced sorcerer for two years before they’ll give me my own missions, but I have no restrictions on my power beyond good sense.”

      “Congratulations.” She stepped back and looked at him. “You’ve grown so much.”

      “So have you,” he said, eyeing her ample chest.

      “Ugh! Why is it every boy, even my brother, notices those first? I swear they’re nothing but a nuisance. Still, they make an excellent distraction when I fight men.”

      “I bet. What’s for dinner?”

      “Roast venison and vegetables. I need to clean up that plate.”

      “I’ll get it.” Damien focused on the plate and the pieces glowed and lifted off the floor. He heated the edges and fused the chunks together. The small bits he melted and used to fill the cracks. Finally he polished the surface and it looked good as new. “There, all fixed.”

      She looked at him then at the plate floating in the air in one piece. “Neat trick.”

      “Thanks.” He lowered the plate into the sink and released his power. “How’s it feel to be a proper warlord?”

      “Great.” Jen finished setting the table, adding a place for him. “They gave me my own squad. There’s only five of us, but I’m in command.”

      Damien sat in his usual place at the table. “Congratulations. From your letters I got the impression you didn’t care much for working with the watch in Port Valcane.”

      She grimaced. “No, the commander was grabby and it took all my self-control not to knock him through the wall of his office. That was a long year.”

      “I’m impressed you managed it. What’s your squad like?”

      She grinned and sat across from him. “They’re great. Tough, smart, and determined. One of them graduated this year, two are my yearmates, and the fourth is a veteran of twenty years.”

      Damien offered a knowing smile. “Is he there to keep an eye on you?”

      “Probably, but he’s never undercut me with the others and he follows orders like any other soldier so I can’t complain.”

      A creak from the door stopped Damien before he could ask another question. He glanced over his shoulder to see his father walk into the room, Lizzy held easily in his left hand. He spotted Damien and stopped. Here it comes.

      “Hi, Dad, I’m home.”

      “Damien. You’ve completed your studies?”

      Not the warmest greeting, but at least he hadn’t yelled or threatened to throw him out. “Yeah, I’m a full sorcerer now.” Damien conjured a little light and made it vanish.

      His father hung Lizzy over the fireplace and took his seat at the head of the table. “Sending you there was the right decision. Good. When’s dinner?”
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      Damien lay on his old, lumpy bed, legs crossed, staring at the ceiling. Dinner had been an interesting sort of awkward. He and Dad had no idea how to react to each other. Jen had tried to fill the silence, but only sounded pained. They ended up eating without conversation and after he helped Jen clean up Damien retreated to his room. It would be a long visit if he and Dad couldn’t figure out some way to get comfortable with each other.

      He closed his eyes and found himself floating beside a beautiful, naked Lizzy. He sighed at the sight of her. They stared at each other for a moment then came together. The feathers of her wings tickled the back of his neck and her tears soaked his shirt. He held her, her body soft and familiar in his arms. Damien had dreamed of this reunion for three years.

      When they parted she wiped her eyes. “I wasn’t sure you’d ever come back.”

      “You didn’t think I’d forget about you, did you?”

      She sniffed. “Not really, but we were so far apart. You might have found another girl.”

      Damien grinned. “As though a girl exists that could compare with you.”

      She smiled. That appeared to have been the right thing to say.

      “In fact I used you as the model for my shaping final. The masters seemed impressed with the little statue I made of you.” He concentrated and a replica of his final project appeared in the air between them.

      She flew around the statue, looking it over. “Not too bad.”

      She lashed her wings and flew away. Damien let the statue vanish and chased after her. They played the old game, racing through the endless sky. When he caught her this time, she made his clothes vanish and wrapped them both in her wings.

      Later they drifted together, her wings around them like a blanket. Damien had always known this day would arrive, but now that it had, it felt more perfect than he’d dared hope. Lizzy rested her head on his chest and he put an arm around her. Not for the first time Damien wished he could stay with her like this forever. It would certainly be preferable to having to try to talk to his father again.

      “He regrets having been so hard on you.” Lizzy’s glowing red eyes looked up at him. She must have read his thoughts. “He just doesn’t know how to fix it. Emotional matters have never been Fredric’s strong suit.”

      Damien laughed, short, bitter and humorless. “No kidding. After the Solstice I’ll head back to The Tower and he’ll be free of me again.”

      “Do you have to leave so soon?”

      He stroked her hair. “I’ve got to start my fieldwork. I wish I could take you with me.”

      She sighed and nuzzled his neck. “I can’t project myself more than fifty feet, and I know of no sorcery that would allow us to connect over such a distance.”

      “I can try to visit more often. Maybe me and Dad can figure out some way to talk to each other that doesn’t resemble pulling teeth.”

      “I think he would like that. I certainly would.”

      Lizzy’s head lifted off his chest and listened to something beyond his perception.

      “What is it?”

      “Someone came to the door and now your sister’s getting dressed.”

      “Trouble?”

      “It’s after midnight, so I assume so.”

      Reading his mind again Lizzy returned him to his body. Damien rolled out of bed and went to the door in time to see Jen walk out of her room, her sword strapped to her back. Just inside the door stood a tall, broad-shouldered boy with a maul over his shoulder. “What’s up?”

      She turned back. “Goblins. They burned a farm eight miles north. I’m taking my squad to investigate. Go back to bed.”

      “Be careful.”

      She threw a wave over his shoulder and walked out with the stranger. Damien went back to bed and sighed. Goblins, so close to The Citadel. That was certainly strange. Usually they kept to the wild lands. The green-skinned monsters were stupid enough, but he thought they had more sense than to hunt near a cluster of warlords. He fell asleep still musing on what had prompted the little brutes to do something so foolish.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jen cinched the buckles on her back sheath tight as she walked down the hall beside Edward Mark, one of her squad members. They strode through the hall outside the living quarters, the only sound this late at night their boots on the stone floor. Glow globes set every twenty feet lit their path. Edward had drawn the short straw and received the task of fetching her when word of another goblin raid arrived at The Citadel. A little after midnight a night patrol had seen flames and when they went to investigate, discovered the attack. The little bastards had burned a farm an hour’s ride away. They did it to mock her, she knew it.

      The raids had started two weeks ago. Local patrols had failed to deal with them; three soldiers were killed in the first attempt to handle the green-skinned monsters. After that the patrol leader put in a request to have warlords handle the matter. Hunting down a few goblin raiders should have been a simple matter, so Dad assigned Jen and her squad to the mission, her first as a commander. Three burned farms later Jen had begun to doubt their ability to even find the miserable wretches.

      She clenched her jaw and sent soul force through her brain to burn the last of the sleep from her mind. She needed her full focus tonight. No way would her prey escape this time. Outside the fortress’s main doors the rest of her squad waited with saddled horses. Dim light from a near-full moon lit the yard. Jen sent soul force to her eyes to enhance her vision and the scene before her became clear. Three warlords sat astride their horses, weapons and other gear secured, eager and ready for a fight. Jen leapt onto the back of her black gelding. None of them were more eager than her.

      “Let’s go!”

      They thundered through the main gate and turned up the dirt road, following the directions the patrolman provided. Between the moonlight and smooth road they made good time for the first part of the trip. Sparks leaping into the air showed the location of the burning farmhouse. Jen reined in her mount and turned off the main road and onto a rutted wagon path that led down to the farm.

      As they got closer the smoldering remains of the house came into view along with three patrolmen who were placing a shroud over an uncovered body. Jen frowned. More bodies on her watch. Each one pained her, as much because of the failure they represented as the loss of life. Jen hated failing, probably because she’d done so little of it. That’s what Damien would say if he could hear her thoughts.

      She didn’t yet know what to make of her little brother. He’d changed in the three years he spent at Sorcery. His trick with the plate showed he’d learned to use his soul force. She smiled at that. He’d struggled so long to get his power to work. That he’d finally found a way forward pleased her.

      The group stopped short of the patrolmen and dismounted. Jen caught Talon’s eye and nodded toward the farmhouse. The lanky warlord nodded and rushed over, soul-force-enhanced eyes scanning for tracks. Talon had a knack for hunting, having grown up the son of a woodsman at the edge of the Great Green. If anyone could figure out where the goblins went it was him. The patrolmen left their grisly task and walked over to the warlords.

      “Report,” Jen said.

      Two of the patrolmen looked at the third man, an older fellow with a salt-and-pepper beard and tired eyes. He cleared his throat. “We were riding our usual patrol an hour or so before midnight when we saw the glow from the fire. When we arrived the house was fully engulfed and we saw no goblins. This is the second farm attack I’ve seen so I figured it had to be the same bunch as before. I sent Mica to The Citadel and the rest of us searched for survivors.” He nodded toward the bodies. “Didn’t find any.”

      Jen patted him on the shoulder. “Thank you. We’ll take it from here.”

      “Get them bastards, ma’am. Don’t know how many more farmers I can tell to lock their doors at night and they’ll be fine before I throw up.”

      Jen knew just how he felt. Every time they arrived too late to save a family then failed to track down the creatures responsible she felt sick and angry, mostly angry. “We’ll get them. They can’t hide forever. Head back to town and get some rest.”

      “If it’s all the same, I think we’ll finish our patrol. Doubt I’ll get any sleep tonight anyway.”

      Jen nodded. “Whatever you think best. Thanks again.”

      Talon stood by the corner of the burning farmhouse. When she finished with the patrolmen he waved her over. When she arrived he pointed at the dirt. Short, wide prints covered the ground. She’d visited enough goblin victims to recognize their tracks. “Talk to me.”

      He pointed northeast. “They came from that way, across the farmer’s fields, and smashed down the back door. They dragged two people out here and the third ran toward the outhouse. Looks like the goblins ran that one down about halfway across the yard. They didn't haul away any loot. They came, killed, burned, and left. I can’t see much point to it.”

      “Since when do goblins need to make sense?” The others had gathered around and they chuckled at her comment. Talon had a point though. These goblins acted even stranger than usual for their insane kind. Not that it mattered to her why they did it, all she cared about was finding them and putting an end to it. “Which way?”

      “Same way they arrived, back across the fields. They didn’t make any effort to hide their tracks. It’s like they don’t care if we follow them. It’s kind of insulting.”

      They left their horses tied to an old elm a safe distance from the burning ruin. In the dark, moving across rough ground, they’d be better off on foot. Talon led the way, the others a few steps behind. They left the yard and entered a field with what Jen guessed was wheat; most of the farms around here grew wheat. She shook her head. What a stupid thing to think about.

      Focusing on the situation at hand, she used her soul force to sharpen her hearing and smell, either one of which would be more likely than her sight to warn her of an approaching enemy in the dark. Talon led them on, never hesitating, along the goblin trail. From her position behind him she saw the path the goblins had left as clear as the wagon ruts that led to the farmhouse. Talon was right, they didn’t seem to care if anyone followed them. If she was following an enemy that wasn’t obviously insane she’d fear an ambush. In this case she’d welcome it, at least they could come to blows with the goblins instead of chasing them all over the countryside.

      They arrived at the edge of a forest. It was of fair size and consisted mainly of evergreens. No one had bothered to name it since, despite its size, it was tiny compared to the Great Green. Talon paused a moment at the edge of the forest and crouched down for a closer look at the tracks. A couple minutes later they were on their way again, angling more east than north. For an hour they marched through thick, young evergreens. Finally they stopped at a thicket of brambles and blackberry bushes. Some of the vines had inch-long thorns.

      “What’s the problem?” Jen asked.

      “The tracks lead in there.” He pointed to some broken vines where the goblins had pushed them aside. “Gonna be a bitch forcing our way through. You want to stay on their trail or circle around and try to cut it on the opposite side?”

      “Keep on them.” There was no way she’d let the little bastards have a chance of sneaking past them now. “Our iron skin will protect us from the thorns.”

      Talon nodded and pushed his way through the brush. Jen followed a step behind. She felt the sharpness of the thorns, but when she yanked them aside they broke off on her impenetrable skin. Her very penetrable clothes, unfortunately, grew ever more shredded with each step. Jen grimaced and kept going. She had plenty of clothes back home. Fifteen minutes of hard slogging later Talon stopped and stared at the ground.

      “What’s wrong?” Jen stood beside him and looked where he was looking.

      “The trail ends here.”

      She studied the area, but saw nothing except brambles and thorns. Where the hell could the goblins have gone that their trail just vanished? It didn’t seem possible. “Explain.”

      He shook his head. “The trail ends. One minute it was there, now it’s not. I can’t explain it.”

      Rhys yawned. They’d been at it for hours. Jen hated to quit, but with no trail to follow she couldn’t think what to do next. She snarled at the heavens. How did they do it? Every time she thought she was close the trail vanished.

      “Let’s go back, get some food and new clothes, and head out again,” she said. Maybe her brother the sorcerer would know something. Heaven knew she needed the help.
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      When Damien walked out of his room he found Dad and Lizzy already gone and Jen not back yet. He sighed. So much for a family breakfast. He found bread and jam along with milk from the icebox and fixed himself a snack. He’d finished half of it when Jen pushed the door open and trudged through, her clothes torn and her sword dragging behind her.

      “Hard fight?”

      She shook her head and tossed the sword on the couch. “We tracked them through the forest, brambles, and thickets for hours then lost them. I don’t know how they do it! It’s like magic.”

      Damien fixed her a slice of bread and jam then poured a second glass of milk. He didn’t have enough hands to carry everything over to the couch so he conjured an extra pair. Glowing, golden hands zipped Jen’s breakfast over to her. She flinched when the disembodied hands appeared before her, then took the food. Damien joined her and they ate together on the couch.

      “Dad would have a fit if he saw us eating on the couch,” Jen said around a mouthful of bread.

      Damien finished his breakfast. He was in too good a mood after last night to care what his father thought about him eating on the couch. “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know.” She sipped her milk. “We’ve tried everything, but we always lose them after a few miles. Can you take a look? You don’t have to fight, just help us find them.”

      “If they’re using sorcery there might be residual energy I can track. I’m not sure what the masters would say, but since this isn’t a proper mission there shouldn’t be any problem with me helping you out. When do you want to go?”

      “Right now.” She kissed his cheek, leaving a spot of sticky jam. “Let me wash up and get some new clothes. My team’s getting breakfast and we were planning on heading back out anyway.”

      “Okay. I’ll meet you in the hall.”

      Damien left Jen to get cleaned up. He locked the door behind him so no one would walk in on her and headed down the hall toward the entry. He didn’t bother with his sword. In a real fight a steel sword was about his weakest option. In the entry hall a couple dozen students stood around chatting. He saw no one he knew. His class would have graduated last year and received their first assignments so it was no surprise everyone was a stranger.

      “Well, well, what are the odds?”

      Damien groaned at the familiar voice. He turned and saw Dirk and Donk coming from the general direction of the mess hall. He hadn’t expected those two idiots to be here. They were a year ahead of him and should be out on whatever assignment the military had chosen for them. “Dirk. What’s the matter, no one want you two in their command?”

      Donk clenched his fist, but Dirk laid a restraining hand on his shoulder. “On the contrary, we completed our third successful mission and are waiting for our next assignment. Good of you to come home and provide us a little entertainment while we wait.”

      Damien grinned. He wasn’t some scared kid looking to run this time. He was a sorcerer, with full access to all his powers. If these clowns thought they could push him around now, they were in for a surprise. “All right, let’s play that game you two liked so well. You remember, the one where I hit you as hard as I can then you hit me as hard as you can. I’ll even let you go first.”

      “Brave of you, punching bag.” Dirk balled his fist.

      “What’re you two doing?” Jen stood at the top of the stairs. She had changed into an identical outfit, this one free from rips, and carried her sword over her shoulder.

      Dirk and Donk stepped back from him. Damien looked up at Jen. “It’s okay, sis, we’re playing a game. No need to worry.”

      Damien poured power into his shield. “Don’t worry, boys, she won’t interfere. Right, Jen?”

      Jen looked at him. She wasn’t a sorcerer and couldn’t see the power surrounding him, but she must have gotten a sense of his confidence. “You sure?”

      “Absolutely.” Damien tapped his chin. “Go ahead, give it your best shot.”

      Dirk shrugged. “Your funeral.”

      He swung with all his might. Soul force coursed through his body as he put everything he had into it. Dirk’s fist hit Damien’s shield and stopped. He could have punched a mountain and done more damage. The dumbfounded Dirk pulled his fist back and stared at it like it had betrayed him.

      Damien turned to Donk. “Your turn.”

      Donk tried an uppercut to Damien’s stomach with the same results as his cousin. They looked at each other then back at Damien. It would have been comical if it wasn’t so pathetic.

      “My turn.”

      Damien shaped a golden gauntlet around his right fist, then covered his arm and shoulder in more golden armor. He pumped a third of his power into the construct. Little sparks and jagged mini-lightning bolts sparked off the armor. Excess power caused the floor and walls to vibrate and dust to fall from the ceiling. It seemed like the whole fortress was shaking. He drew his fist back.

      Dirk and Donk ran back the way they’d come as fast as their soul-force-enhanced legs could carry them. The assembled students and Jen all stared at him with wide eyes. Damien reabsorbed the power and the vibrations stopped. He glanced up at his sister. “Ready?”
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      Damien and Jen walked out the doors together and turned toward the stables. He couldn’t stop grinning about the way Dirk and Donk had run off. That made his visit home even sweeter.

      “What would have happened if you’d hit one of those idiots with that thing you made?”

      Damien had been pretty confident the cousins would run at the sight of his construct, so he hadn’t given it much thought. “It probably would have blasted them into a fine red mist. Don’t worry, if they hadn’t run I would have pulled the power back enough to only break a few bones.”

      “You scared me half to death when you let them hit you. I guess you don’t need me to protect you anymore.”

      Damien reached out and squeezed her hand. “I’ll always need you to protect me. That’s what big sisters are for.”

      She squeezed back. “Thanks.”

      Damien winced when the familiar stink of the stables reached them. The Citadel kept fifty horses on site for the masters and students to use in their training and on missions. The stable itself was a long narrow building with an exit on either end. Four men stood beside five horses near the door. They had the horses saddled and ready to go. When they spotted Jen they snapped to attention. Good discipline, Dad would approve.

      “Guys, this is my brother, Damien. Damien, this is my squad.” She named them one after another. The tall one with the maul on his shoulder was Edward Mark. He had come to fetch Jen the night before. Next came Talon Wrath. He wore a pair of swords belted at his waist and had a fit, but not bulky build. Talon regarded Damien with cool, appraising eyes. Standing beside Talon was a grizzled, scarred veteran who looked older than Dad, named Rhys. He carried a mace in a loop on his belt and wore a shield on his back. Last was a whip-thin kid Damien’s age with a staff, named Alec Wright. The way he looked at Jen told Damien everything he needed to know about Mr. Wright. He’d fallen head over heels for his lovely sister.

      “Why’d you bring the kid?” Talon asked.

      “Damien just finished his training at Sorcery. He’s going to help us find the goblins.”

      “More likely he’ll slow us down,” Edward said.

      Damien hadn’t expected a warm welcome, but he figured at least they’d give him a chance. “If you guys think you can find the goblins on your own that’s fine, but so far all you’ve done is make my sister look bad.”

      Edward’s hand tightened on his maul and soul force coursed through his body. Damien sighed. None of them had enough power to concern him. He could lay them all out without breaking a sweat, but that wouldn’t help Jen deal with the goblins.

      “Kid’s got a point,” Rhys said. “I don’t fancy spending another day thrashing through the woods with my thumb up my ass. If he can find them I’m glad to have him along.”

      Jen grabbed Edward’s leather shirt and yanked his head down so his eyes were level with hers. “Damien’s coming. We’re not having a debate or a vote, clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Damien forced himself not to smile. She had a way of getting her point across.

      “I’ll saddle another horse,” Alec said.

      “No need.” Damien concentrated and a golden horse appeared beside him. He spent another moment turning it black to match his sister’s then leapt up into the saddle. “Ready when you are.”

      The others mounted up and Jen led the way through The Citadel’s main gate. She guided them north along a well-worn dirt road. The horses went at an easy canter and Damien matched their pace. His construct’s hooves never touched the ground, instead he glided along just above the road. It made for a smooth ride, certainly better than bouncing along on a living horse.

      He eased up beside his sister. “Where are we going?”

      “The thicket where we lost the trail.”

      “It’ll be better if we go to the site of the attack so I can track them from the beginning. If they are using sorcery they might have led you down a false trail.”

      She looked over at him. “Can you do that?”

      He nodded. “Easily. Make some fake goblins the way I did my horse, send them off through the nastiest patch of forest around, and laugh while you guys got shredded by thorns.”

      “You think that’s what happened?”

      “Maybe. Best not to take chances.”

      They reached the still-smoldering farmhouse an hour later. Blackened timbers stuck out of the basement and three shrouded bodies lay on the ground a few feet away awaiting burial. It was a mess. Damien studied the ground. Small tracks covered the soft dirt. A strange black energy swirled around the bodies; not much, more like the remnants of a casting.

      Damien had never seen the soul force of a goblin and had no idea if that’s what the energy was. He circled the ruins and soon found wisps of the same power leading toward the distant woods. He guided his mount in that direction, following the wisps. When he reached the edge of the trees, thicker blobs of dark energy went left while fainter flecks went straight ahead.

      He turned to his sister. “Which way did you guys go?”

      She pointed left and Damien nodded. “They laid a false trail for you. The real path goes straight ahead, deeper into the woods.”

      “There’re no tracks that way,” Edward said. It looked like he was going to play the part of second guesser.

      “Look under my horse’s hooves. Do you see any tracks? If the goblins have a sorcerer, which it’s clear they do, then hiding their path is simple. I’m tracking the remnants of the sorcerer’s casting and it goes straight ahead.”

      “The forest is too thick for horses.” Jen swung down off her mount. “We’ll leave them and continue on foot.”

      Damien dismounted and reabsorbed the construct. While the others hobbled their horses Damien concentrated on the trail. The sorcerer must have surrounded the goblins with a shield that brushed the branches aside and let them snap back into place without breaking. That was tricky work, making a path through the thick evergreens and breaking no branches. The enemy sorcerer had skill, no doubt.

      When they’d finished tending the horses Jen said, “Lead on.”

      Damien expanded his shield so it was outside his clothes and started forward. The prickly spruce limbs made no more impression on his shield than Dirk’s punch. The little group tromped through the forest until well past noon, following the twisting trail of dark energy.

      “Look here.” Talon bent down to examine the ground. “Tracks.”

      Sure enough, as though out of nowhere, the tracks of a group of goblins appeared in the soft dirt of the forest floor. “They must have figured they were far enough away that we wouldn’t stumble over their trail.” Jen patted Talon’s shoulder.

      Talon assumed the lead, his eyes focused on the now-obvious trail. Damien made no complaint about the warlord taking over the tracking duties. He focused on the dark energy, making sure it continued to follow the tracks and they didn’t veer off on another false path.

      They continued on for another hour, the residual energy getting thicker with each step deeper into the forest. Around them the scrubby evergreens had given way to towering, mature pines. If they got the goblins cleaned out, some loggers would drool over the tall, straight trees.

      “Damien.” Jen walked by herself a little ways from the rest of her squad.

      He went over to join her. “What’s up?”

      “I wanted to thank you. We’d have never found their trail this deep into the forest.”

      Damien grinned. “No problem. This is the sort of thing we’re trained for. Maybe you can write me a little recommendation for whichever sorcerer I end up serving with.”

      “Of course, I—”

      He held up a hand to stop her. Up ahead a pillar of dark energy rose out of the forest. No goblin sorcerer put out that much energy. Whatever they were approaching it was powerful, and evil. “We’re getting close, sis. Whatever’s out there, it isn’t just goblins.”

      “What do you see?”

      Damien described it to her. “We need to be real careful.”

      She nodded. “Talon! Don’t get too far ahead. Weapons out and eyes focused. Alec, you’re on rear guard. Damien, stay with me in the center.”

      The squad drew their weapons, formed up, and made their cautious way onward. The closer they got the thicker the miasma appeared. Damien’s stomach clenched. He’d never seen anything so wrong. Around them the trees reflected the corruption; bark peeled and drooped from drying trunks, the limbs twisted like arthritic hands. The grass and shrubs had withered and curled up. He tapped a dry bush with his toe and it disintegrated.

      They climbed up a little rise and stopped. Ahead of them, in a clearing, sat a jumbled up pile of trees, branches, and mud. Easily forty yards in diameter and twenty feet tall, the goblin lair resembled a giant beaver lodge. Like a lodge, the inside would be hollow with chambers and passages. A large opening about eight feet in diameter faced them and to Damien’s enhanced sight it looked like a chimney belching corruption.

      “Let’s go get ’em.” Talon started down the far side of the bank.

      “Wait.” All Damien’s senses screamed that danger waited in the lair. “At least let me scout it so we have some idea what we’re walking into.”

      Edward looked at him, a dubious frown twisting his lips. “You think you can sneak in there?”

      “Not me.” Damien held out his hand and a golden wasp appeared above it. He concentrated and the color shifted so it looked like a black wasp. “A scout bug. They’ll never notice it and we can see what’s in there.”

      “Good idea.” Jen motioned them back down the bank. “Send it in.”

      “It’s nothing but a bunch of stinking goblins. Just because they set up in this nasty stretch of woods doesn’t mean anything. We go in and carve them up, like we were trained.” Talon stood a little below the top of the bank, his swords clenched in his fists. He looked tempted to ignore Jen. Heaven help him if he did.

      Jen glared at him. “Get down here and keep quiet. They’ve got at least one sorcerer and who knows what else. A little scouting seems like just the thing to me. It’s not like the ugly monsters are going anywhere. Go on, Damien.”

      He nodded and conjured a flat rectangle of soul force and connected it to the wasp with a hair-thick strand of energy. An image of the surrounding forest appeared on the viewer. Satisfied with the connection, Damien made the thread invisible and sent the wasp toward the mouth of the lair. The image shifted as the wasp flew, showing whatever the little construct looked at.

      Jen stood beside him and studied the image. “That’s amazing. I didn’t know sorcerers could do something like this.”

      “It’s a handy trick.”

      The wasp entered and the image went dark. Damien frowned and adjusted the wasp’s eyes through the link, making them bigger and reflective to increase the light they collected. The image brightened. The inside of the mound looked just like you’d expect a hollowed-out pile of wood to look like. Branches jutted into the tunnel and a rough, worn path led deeper into the lair. Damien had expected the tunnel to narrow soon after the entrance. Given the goblins’ small stature a narrow tunnel would give them an advantage in a fight, instead it maintained its size the whole way.

      Ten feet in, the bug reached the first branch in the tunnel. Damien guided it down the side tunnel. A couple feet further on it widened into a round room filled with trash, animal skins, and half-eaten gobbets of meat. Damien shuddered, glad he couldn’t connect a thread to transmit smell.

      No other paths led out of the chamber so he guided the bug back to the main tunnel. Over the next five minutes they passed two more branches leading to living chambers like the first, but still no goblins. The main tunnel led to another round chamber three times the size of the smaller ones. Ten goblins gathered around a giant creature seated on a crude wooden throne. It had curved tusks and long six-fingered hands ending in black talons. Rolls of fat under coarse black fur covered its body. Through the link Damien saw the corruption rolling off the monster. The goblins’ eyes resembled black pits as they stared, enraptured, by the horror on the throne. They’d absorbed the monster’s corruption.

      “What the hell is that?” Jen asked. She stared at the monstrosity on the projection, her mouth partway open as though she wanted to say more but couldn’t find the words.

      “It’s a demon. That’s the source of the corruption.” Damien shuddered. Demons were an abomination that had no place in the mortal world. Over time, just by being here, they twisted everything and everyone around them, turning their surroundings into a little slice of hell on earth. Only rarely could a demon overcome its innate corruption and transform into something purer, a risen demon, like Lizzy. “Looks like it’s taken control of the tribe. See the especially wrinkled one closest to it?”

      “Yeah. Man, that’s one ugly goblin.”

      The withered goblin beside the demon’s throne had bones driven through its earlobes, lips and nose. Sharp fangs protruded from its upper lip. Withered, sagging breasts argued it was female, but Damien had no intention of getting close enough to make sure.

      “That’s their sorcerer. There’s a connection between her and the demon. She’s not a full warlock, but her power’s been enhanced by the demon’s corruption. The regular goblins have absorbed it as well. They’ll be much more dangerous than anything you’re used to.”

      “They’re nothing but shit-stinkin’ little goblins.” Talon’s knuckles were white, he was gripping his swords so tight. “Let’s go get them.”

      Jen ignored Talon and pointed at a pair of dark arches at the rear of the throne room, for lack of a better word. “What are those?”

      Damien guided the wasp along the ceiling, hoping neither the sorcerer nor the demon would notice it. It reached the closest arch and flew through. A long, narrow, twisting tunnel led to a small opening to the surface. Looked like a back door. He searched beyond the second arch and found another exit. It was too small for the demon, but the goblins could escape through them easily enough.

      “That’s it.” Damien let the wasp dissolve. “A demon, a sorcerer, and nine corrupted goblins. We should get out of here and collect some reinforcements. I can fly to The Tower, get some more sorcerers, and be back in a day.”

      “What if they attack another farm tonight?” Edward said. “While you’re collecting reinforcements people might die. We’re here now. Let’s deal with them before they do any more harm.”

      “I agree,” Talon said.

      “I don’t know.” Alec chewed his lip. “If there’s a demon…”

      Rhys remained silent, his gaze on Jen. Whatever the others thought, it was her call. Damien watched the muscles of her jaw work as she thought. “Edward’s right,” she said at last. “We need to deal with them before anyone else gets hurt. We can’t fight them in their lair. Damien, can you flush them out so we can fight in the open?”

      “Sure, I can blast them out easy enough. What are you going to do about those other exits?”

      She turned to Edward. “Take Alec and cover the left side. Talon, you and Rhys take the right. We’ll cover the main entrance. Kill anything that comes out then fall back here to reinforce us.”

      “How are we supposed to find them?” Talon asked.

      Damien conjured two glowing spheres. “Follow the lights. When you’re in position crush them and I’ll sense it. My blast will follow a minute later. Be careful. Their aura of corruption will make your iron skin vulnerable. Don’t count on it to protect you.”

      “How about you let us worry about the fighting?” Talon said.

      Damien sent the orbs out toward the small tunnels. It would take a couple minutes for them to get in place. He wished Jen had let him get help. During his studies he’d read a lot about demons. Even a weak one would be a huge challenge. If he had to fight the sorcerer at the same time he didn’t know what might happen.

      “We can do this, right?” Jen sounded like she needed some encouragement. In truth he didn’t know if they could do it and he didn’t want to lie to his sister.

      “It’s not too late. You can call them back, we can retreat, and return with more help. There’s no guarantee they’ll attack again tonight.”

      “But there’s no guarantee they won’t. Edward was right about that much. We’ve been hunting these monsters for a week. The people rely on us to protect them and we’ve done a poor job of it. We’ll take them down together. I can count on you, right?”

      “Do you even need to ask?”

      They shared a smile. A few seconds later the first then the second orb shattered. The others were in place. Damien conjured a ball of energy and hurled it at the entrance.
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      A golden ball of energy raced toward the entrance to the goblins’ lair. It flew out of sight down the tunnel and Damien detonated it. The explosion shook the clearing and sent bits of wood flying out. Dust and debris marked the openings of the secondary exits. Jen drew her sword and he increased the power to his shield.

      Damien focused on the entrance. When the demon came he’d have no trouble detecting it. Beside him Jen held her long sword in a two-handed grip, soul force surging through her body, strengthening her muscles and bones to many times the power of a normal person.

      He grabbed Jen’s arm and yanked her behind him.

      A golden shield appeared before them an instant ahead of a blast of dark fire. Raging black flames swept by on either side of them. They didn’t feel hot so much as wrong, an abomination that didn’t belong in this world.

      When the flames subsided he absorbed the minimal energy remaining in his shield. From within the lair three small energy sources raced ahead of two bigger ones.

      Sounds of battle from deeper in the forest indicated the others had engaged their opponents.

      “Here they come.”

      Three goblins, their eyes filled with corruption, the tips of their crude spears burning with the same black flames that had shot out of the tunnel, came screaming out of the exit.

      Quick as thought, golden swords fell from the sky and pierced them through the head and chest. Damien reclaimed his power the instant the goblins died.

      “Aren’t you going to leave any for me?”

      “You’ll get your chance. You have to keep the demon busy while I deal with the sorcerer.”

      As if summoned by his call the goblin sorcerer flew out of the mouth of the tunnel. A beam of darkness streaked toward Damien. He raised a shield to deflect it and leapt into the air after the goblin.

      Streaks of golden energy shot from his fingers, detonating around the monster, but never making a solid hit. They chased each other through the late afternoon sky, golden energy hammering dark barriers.

      The little bitch was fast, Damien had to give her credit.

      Damien conjured a wall in her path. If he could slow her down and get in a clean hit he’d be able to end this fight.

      The goblin surrounded herself with an aura of dark power and smashed right through his wall.

      So much for that.

      At the edge of his awareness the seething power of the demon raged. He hoped Jen could keep it busy. A dark beam streaked past his head, missing by inches.

      He didn’t dare worry about his sister now. If he did his opponent might get lucky and hurt him and then they would all be in serious trouble.

      The goblin dodged another of his blasts. The thing was too fast to hit that way.

      He conjured a pair of golden angels and sent them after the goblin. He didn’t worry about them getting hit, instead focusing on getting them close to the enemy sorcerer.

      Lances of dark energy punched holes through his constructs, but they didn’t falter. Damien poured more power into them, closing the holes and increasing their speed.

      One of them got a hand on the goblin’s ankle. She turned to blast it. The moment the goblin stopped, the second angel grabbed her arms.

      Damien released the power in both constructs. The double explosions tore the little goblin to bits.
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      Jen stood, trembling, watching her brother exchange blasts with the wrinkled goblin. When the blast of dark fire shot out of the tunnel and she took cover behind Damien’s shield, she had feared they’d be incinerated. That his power blocked it amazed her.

      Jen knew her brother was powerful, his demonstration in the hall that morning made it clear enough, but the ease with which he blocked those flames then killed the goblins without batting an eye amazed her. It had always been her job to protect Damien, but now it seemed she was the one who needed protection.

      A roar sounded from the tunnel, drawing her back to the matter at hand. The demon lumbered into view. Its head brushed the top of the tunnel as it stepped out into the clearing, yellowish-green saliva dripping from its tusks. The sight of an enemy she could fight jolted Jen out of her stupor.

      She was a warlord and she had a job to do.

      She pushed soul force into her legs and sprinted toward the monster. Her sword sliced across its chest then she was past, its claws missing her by inches. The demon spun to face her, the wound on its chest closing as she watched.

      Jen shook her head. Her father didn’t even heal that fast.

      She lunged toward it and sliced its knee. A taloned hand swooped down to tear her apart.

      Too slow.

      She leapt back and before it recovered darted in again, cutting its arm.

      It went like that for half a minute, her darting in to cut it and the demon healing the shallow wounds an instant later. She put some distance between them and took a deep breath. She could keep this up for hours, but it didn’t seem like she was accomplishing anything.

      Jen blinked and the demon was before her, its clawed hand rushing toward her stomach.

      So fast!

      She got her sword between her and the monster’s talons an instant before it sent her flying halfway across the clearing. The rough ground tore her clothes, ripping the left sleeve of her tunic off as she skidded through the dirt.

      She sprang to her feet in time to meet the brute’s next charge.

      Claws met steel.

      Jen poured more soul force into her muscles to hold the demon back.

      How could it be so strong? She’d hoped to save some power in case she needed it later, but if she held back the demon would kill her.

      Power flooded her body as she let all her soul force go. She shoved the demon back and hacked a chunk out of its side.

      Her sword blurred and thick black ichor flew as she hacked at her opponent.

      The demon took a step back and roared.

      Got you now, you ugly monster.

      Dark power rushed from the demon, its wounds closed in an instant, flames burst from around its hands and the ground under its feet blackened.

      Her body trembled as corruption poured from the beast. It had just been playing with her.

      Standing face to face with the demon, its full power revealed, Jen saw her death.

      Why hadn’t she listened to Damien?

      This creature was so far beyond anything she’d ever imagined. She felt like a little girl. A terrified little girl, facing a hungry bear.

      She would be devoured and there wasn’t a thing she could do about it.
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      A surge of dark power drew Damien’s attention back to the ground. Jen stood a few feet away from the demon, staring at it and not moving.

      Its power had overwhelmed her.

      Damien had read about that in his studies, but never imagined it happening to his sister, strong as she was.

      The demon raised a claw.

      Damien drew out half his remaining power and conjured a golden serpent. His construct wrapped around the demon, binding it in place.

      He let out a breath. He’d made it in time.

      The demon’s corruption was rotting his construct by the second. He needed to finish it, but didn’t want his sister to feel like he’d saved her. She needed to be part of its defeat to regain some of her confidence.

      “Jen!”

      She shook herself and looked up at him. Damien dragged his finger across his throat and pointed at the demon. Jen looked at the bound monster and nodded.

      She leapt.

      All her power flowed into her arms and back as she swung her sword at the demon’s neck. Its head shot up into the air and Jen rolled clear.

      The serpent snapped the head out of the air and Damien detonated it, sending the power into the sky instead of outwards into the clearing. A great pillar of golden light consumed the demon so nothing of it remained.

      Damien sighed. He sensed no other sources of corruption outside the lair.

      It looked like they’d won.

      Thank heaven for that. He only had a third of his power left.

      Jen knelt a little ways away from the shallow crater that marked the demon’s grave. He landed beside her, taking a moment to shift the flow of his soul force so half went to replenishing his core rather than the usual trickle. “You okay?”

      She stood, sheathed her sword, and nodded. “It didn’t hit me. Damn, that thing was strong. I know Dad’s killed a demon or two, but I can’t see how he managed it. I couldn’t do much more than scratch the thing.”

      “For one thing, Dad’s got more soul force than you. Not a lot.” He raised his hands when she glared at him. “He’s also got Lizzy, which doubles his strength. She can also send her power through the blade so it cuts better than normal steel. Those are huge advantages.”

      She didn’t seem convinced, but screams, growing closer by the second, ended the conversation. Rhys burst into the clearing, Talon slung over his shoulder. The younger man was clutching his leg and screaming with each breath.

      “What happened?” Jen rushed over to check on her subordinate.

      Rhys lowered Talon to the ground. “One of the goblins got through his guard and jabbed him in the leg. Didn’t look like much of a blow, but the spear pierced him deep. He fell screaming on the spot. I killed the little bugger, but I couldn’t do anything for Talon.”

      Jen tore the cloth away from the wound. The goblin had stabbed Talon in the lower thigh, six inches above his left knee. Black lines ran out from a raw, red wound. Talon gritted his teeth, trying to hold in the screams.

      He managed it for a couple of seconds.

      Jen put a hand on his forehead. “Talon, you have to focus on healing.”

      He thrashed and gasped. “Can’t. Hurts, so much pain.”

      Edward and Alec emerged from the woods and rushed over. While Rhys filled them in Jen led Damien off to the side. “Can you heal him?”

      Damien shook his head. Despite his considerable skills, healing was the one thing he couldn’t do. His soul force was too dense for such fine work. “I’d be more likely to blow his leg off than cure him. There’s one thing I can try, but I make no promises. The corruption’s deep in his flesh.”

      “He’s dying. Do whatever you can.”

      Damien nodded and knelt beside the thrashing Talon. He put his hand above Talon’s wound and sent his soul force into the injured man’s body, blocking the flow of pain from his injury to his brain. Talon went still and lay back. He sighed. “The pain’s gone.”

      “It’s not gone,” Damien said. “I blocked it so you can concentrate. Now focus on healing. The corruption is still spreading. Purge the darkness first, don’t worry about the wound.”

      Talon closed his eyes. Soul force flowed from his core down to his leg. His muscles shrank as he pulled every drop of power and sent it to battle the corruption in his leg. The dark lines drew back ever so slowly.

      Over the course of three minutes Talon purged the corruption and partly closed his wound. He fell back, covered in sweat, every speck of excess soul force used up.

      “You’ve cleansed the wound. I’m going to restore the link between your leg and brain. Brace yourself.”

      Damien removed his barrier and Talon winced, but didn’t thrash or scream. A little blood oozed out of the remaining gash, clean and red, with no sign of infection. Rhys dug a healer’s kit out of his satchel and set to work binding the injury.

      Damien started to get up, but Talon grabbed his sleeve. “Thanks. You saved my life. You were right. That goblin’s spear went through my iron skin like it was nothing. I’ve never felt such pain.”

      “Save your strength.” He patted Talon’s hand. “You’ve still got healing to do.”

      Jen turned to Edward and Alec. “Get a stretcher built. He won’t be walking anywhere for a while.”

      Damien left them to their work and walked through the late afternoon shadows toward the goblin’s lair. That demon hadn’t appeared from nowhere. He needed to search the lair for a clue as to its origin.

      He hadn’t taken three steps when Jen grabbed his wrist. “Where are you going?”

      “To have a look around.” He nodded toward the lair entrance.

      “I’ll come with you. The guys have things under control out here.”

      They continued on together. At the mouth of the tunnel Damien conjured a globe of light without breaking stride. He winced at the stench of rot and corruption. He hadn’t expected a goblin lair to smell of perfume, but this was nasty.

      They turned down the short branch to the sleeping chamber. It looked the same as they’d seen through his bug’s eyes.

      “Thanks for helping Talon. He might be a jerk, but he’s a good soldier.”

      Damien turned back toward the main corridor. “I’m glad I could do something. If John were here he’d have purged that wound and had Talon sealed up in ten minutes.”

      “Could he have handled the demon too?”

      Damien headed toward the central chamber. “Probably not. The best healers rarely have dense soul force. It lets them refine their power enough to affect a body on the cellular level, but that sort of control doesn’t help much in a fight.”

      “If we stumbled on this place alone, could my squad have beaten that demon?”

      “Maybe.”

      She grabbed his shoulder and spun him around. “Tell me the truth.”

      Damien looked into his sister’s eyes and saw something he never thought he’d see, doubt and fear. The battle with the demon had shaken her more than he realized. “No, I don’t think so. The sorcerer would have cut you to pieces while you tried not to get killed by the demon. The goblins, even corrupted as they were, you could have managed. But the demon and sorcerer, with their ability to use external soul force, no.”

      Her lips trembled and he thought she might cry. “My decision to attack might have gotten them all killed, might have gotten me killed.”

      Damien covered her hand with his. “We’re all okay. The goblins are dead and no longer a threat to the people. You held your own against a demon. Things could have been much worse.”

      “Thanks, little brother.”

      The central chamber, like every other chamber in the place, was a mess. Damien’s explosion hadn’t helped any. Bits of broken wood mixed with rotted flesh and strips of skin. Damien ignored most of that and went right up to the throne.

      It was a crude thing, roughly built from scraps of wood and bound with leather thongs. It was a wonder it supported the demon’s weight. At its base was a stone slab.

      Damien leaned in for a closer look. On the edge of the slab it looked like someone had engraved runes. He conjured a blast of energy to smash the throne off the slab. On the top of the altar was a carving of a horned skull.

      “What is that?” Jen asked.

      “A sacrificial altar. A cult of the Horned One must have operated here at one time. The goblins built their lair around the altar. The question is, did the cult summon the demon or did it enter the area on its own?”

      “How would you know?”

      “I wouldn’t, but there are sorcerers who specialize in this sort of thing. I’ll report what we found and they’ll send someone out to investigate. But first I have to ward this place so no one wanders in.”

      Damien conjured a ball of energy and left it floating in the central chamber. As they walked back out, he put a similar ball in each chamber they passed, linking them together with strands of energy. When they reached the exit he put up a barrier so no one could enter.

      “There. Can you guys make it back to The Citadel on your own?”

      Rhys had Talon bandaged up and Edward and Alec were putting the finishing touches on a stretcher. Jen nodded. “We’ll make camp and head back in the morning. Will you return for the festival tomorrow?”

      “Depends what the masters have to say, but I’ll try.” Damien leapt into the sky and flew back towards the tower to report.

      The sun had set when Damien landed in the empty yard outside the tower. He hoped the headmaster would still be in his office as he had no way to get in touch with the high sorcerers on the top floor. The doors opened at his approach; he’d gotten in the habit of opening them unconsciously using his power.

      He turned down the left-hand corridor and found the headmaster’s door closed. He knocked and when there was no response tried the handle and found it locked.

      Damn it! Where could he be?

      He left the administrative area and headed upstairs to the dining room. Perhaps the old man was getting something to eat. He pushed through the double doors and looked around the room. Nothing but students.

      He ground his teeth in frustration. Where else? Ann would know, if he could find her.

      Damien made his way up to the third floor but when he reached her training room found it empty. Cursing the universe in general and teachers in particular, Damien went up to the sixth floor to try her apartment. He knocked on the closed door and after a few seconds, to his immense relief, it opened.

      “Damien?” Ann stood in the doorway, dark hair dripping, wearing a short robe that left her legs bare. “I thought you went to see your family.”

      “I did. I helped Jen and her squad track down some goblins. Turns out they were led by a demon. We killed it, but inside their lair I found an altar to the Horned One. I couldn’t tell if the demon was summoned there or not, so I came back to report after I warded the lair against intruders.”

      “Slow down. You killed a demon? By yourself?”

      “Jen helped.”

      “Really?”

      “A little.”

      Ann stepped away from the door. “Come in. I need to get dressed then we have to go talk to Thomas.”

      Half an hour later found Damien and Ann seated at the headmaster’s coffee table, warm cups of tea in their hands, and Damien repeating his story for the second time. When he finished the headmaster said, “This is troubling news. We’ve seen nothing from the Horned One’s cult in years. I’ll send a team to investigate first thing in the morning.”
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      Damien walked down the familiar black-and-silver hallway towards the dining room. A pair of first-year girls saw him and crossed to the other side of the hall, their eyes wide. He sighed.

      Two months had passed since the demon incident and word had spread that he’d killed it on his own. The reactions to the news varied from fear to awe, with fear being by far the most common.

      Having the people you saw every day regard you as a monster made life awkward to say the least. Even worse, none of the more experienced sorcerers would take him on as an apprentice. He asked everyone he saw and to a person they found some excuse to deny his request.

      Well, he couldn’t do anything about it, so he trained on his own and hoped for the best. The truth was Damien didn’t really know what he wanted to do with his new skills. He had power enough to serve almost anywhere, but he hated the idea of being stuck in a fort somewhere, waiting for trouble to find him. Joining the inquisitors appealed to him. Wandering the kingdom, rooting out corruption, generally helping the people who didn’t have connections among the rich and powerful. Damien couldn’t imagine a more satisfying use for his power.

      He pushed through the dining hall doors and the room fell silent as every gaze focused on him. Damien wanted to shout boo, just to see if they’d flinch. Eli was sitting at the end of one of the benches and waved to him. Damien collected his meal, mystery meat and potatoes covered in gravy, the same as usual, and went to join his friend. The three students seated at Eli’s bench made themselves scarce when Damien arrived.

      “Maybe I should just eat in my room.”

      “Don’t pay any attention to them. Have you heard anything more about the cult?”

      Damien sat down. “No one has said anything to me. You’d think since I was the one who discovered them they’d keep me in the loop.”

      “I’m sure if there’s any fighting to be done you’ll be the first to hear. What’ve you been doing to keep busy?”

      “Practicing on my own. Ann recommended a book on shaping. I’m going to check it out after lunch.”

      “What’s it about?”

      “Shaping materials other than wood and stone. She says working with more complicated materials will help me learn to better control my power.”

      Eli shook his head and smiled. “I can barely manage stone and you’re already looking for more complex materials to work with. I’m jealous.”

      “Don’t be. At least no one’s terrified of you.” Damien hated the bitterness in his voice. He’d thought Sorcery would be different than The Citadel, and it had been. For three wonderful years he was just another student, stronger than average, sure, but nothing extraordinary.

      Now, thanks to the demon incident, he found himself alone most of the time, the other students too uncomfortable to want to be near him. Even Amanda and Jaden treated him like a snake that might bite them if they did something wrong. Only Eli still acted the same as before. They finished their meal in silence, Damien’s bitter comment having spoiled the mood.

      Damien got up to return his plate and Eli grabbed his arm. “You’re joining us tonight for Jaden’s after-testing party, right? We’ll either congratulate or commiserate depending on whether he passes or not.”

      “You sure you want me to come? I know I make the others nervous.”

      “Don’t worry about it. They need to get used to the new reality. It’s one thing to know you’re strong and another to learn you can kill a demon by yourself.”

      “It doesn’t seem to bother you.”

      Eli offered a rueful grin. “Remember, I saw your unshielded soul force the day you arrived. I’ve had over three years to accept the fact that you terrify me. Give the others some time. They’ll come around.”

      Damien laughed. “All right, everyone’s meeting in our room, right?”

      “Yeah, and Jaden’s dad is fixing the food. See you tonight.”

      Damien nodded, returned his plate to the counter, and went to the library to fetch the book Ann recommended. His quarters were on the eighth floor. As he walked down the silent hall he shook his head. The reason they assigned him this room was because all the other sorcerers living there were out in the field. He essentially had the whole floor to himself. Well, to hell with them, he’d enjoy the peace and quiet.

      The apartments they provided for full sorcerers weren’t much of an improvement on what they gave the students. Same bed, same minimal furniture; the only difference was no roommate and if he wanted to pay for it he could decorate however he wanted. His twenty gold royals a month stipend would buy some nice furniture, but Damien preferred to save his coin. You never knew when the government might decide sorcerers needed a pay cut.

      He kicked his shoes off and plunked down on the narrow, lumpy bed. Perhaps he’d splurge on a nice featherbed at least. The book he’d retrieved from the library had a black leather cover and measured at least two inches thick; not exactly light reading.

      He opened to the table of contents and scanned down the list of chapters. Shaping organics, crystals, living animals and plants. He stopped when he reached the last entry: forging weapons without heat. Damien had read about swords created by a sorcerer using only soul force. Lizzy was soul-forged and her blade was the purest steel in existence.

      Troubles forgotten, Damien flipped to the back of the book and started reading. Jen’s name day was coming in a few months. What would be a better gift than a soul-forged long sword?
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      Eli sipped cider and wondered when Damien would arrive. Amanda had walked in fifteen minutes ago wearing a typically gaudy orange-and-red dress. She pounced on the plate of little sandwiches Jaden’s dad had prepared for them the moment she spotted it. He didn’t bother scolding her. Amanda did what she wanted regardless of what anyone said. He’d begged a couple of extra chairs from one of the masters so no one would have to sit on a bed.

      They’d decided to have the little party in his room because the masters hadn’t assigned him a new roommate yet. In fact he didn’t expect to get a new roommate this year as they only had three first years and they were all girls. That suited Eli fine as he was an only child and enjoyed being alone. Not that Damien had been a bad roommate, even though he got up every morning at five.

      “Is he coming?” Amanda had a half-eaten almond butter sandwich in her left hand and an untouched ham sandwich in her right.

      Eli didn’t need to ask who she meant. “Damien said he’d be here. I didn’t tell him a specific time so we’ll just have to wait and see when he shows up. Try not to act so nervous when he gets here.”

      “I can’t help it! No one should be that powerful. It’s not natural. The fact that he’s also good with a sword makes it worse. Damien could kill you so many different ways it’s terrifying.”

      “Don’t say things like that. He’s our friend…he’s my friend anyway. John’s not afraid of him, that should tell you something.”

      “I guess.”

      The door swung open and a stiff, sweat-soaked Jaden stood in the doorway, his round face glistening. Eli was starting to ask if the test was that bad when Damien appeared behind him. If Amanda was nervous around Damien then Jaden was flat-out terrified. Eli couldn’t figure out why since Damien had done nothing remotely aggressive toward either of them. If anything, he stood up for them when Sig picked on them. Maybe to them it was like living next to a volcano; you never knew when it might erupt and when it did you couldn’t do a thing about it.

      Eli set his cup down and shook both boys’ hands. “I wasn’t sure if you’d make it, Damien.”

      Damien smiled. “I got to reading. I wish the tower had windows so I could tell what time it is. I met Jaden on my way downstairs. Tell them the good news.”

      Jaden opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came out. He cleared his throat. “I passed.”

      Eli grinned and clapped him on the back. “That’s great. Apparently everyone’s going to pass on their first try except me.”

      “Don’t jinx me.” Amanda came over with the tray of sandwiches and offered one to Damien. “They’re pretty good.”

      “Thank you.” Damien took a ham sandwich. Eli handed him a mug of cider and he nodded, his mouth too full to speak. When he swallowed he said, “Which disciplines did you choose?”

      Jaden sat in an empty chair and sipped cider. “Detection, shaping, healing, and attack.”

      Damien raised an eyebrow and Eli knew how he felt. He figured the last skill the shy young sorcerer would choose would be attack. Eli would have guessed shielding.

      Seeing their surprise Jaden offered a weak smile. “Master Zora recommended I do attack over shielding or conjuring since it requires less sustained power.” He glanced at Damien. “What book were you reading?”

      Damien finished his sandwich and sat across from Jaden. “Advanced shaping. There’s a chapter on soul-forging weapons. Since I have nothing better to do I thought I’d make a sword for my sister’s name day gift.”

      Jaden smiled and the tension seemed to melt out of him. “That’s nice. I should shape something for my mom. Her name day is next month.”

      The next hour passed with no tension and lots of laughs. Damien yawned and asked, “Do you have a master lined up?”

      Jaden nodded. “I volunteered to do a one-year posting on Lookout Island. The master there knows how to shape a viewer powerful enough to let you see a hundred miles away. I want to learn that conjuring. Besides, nothing ever happens out there. That’s the sort of job for me.”

      Damien grinned and everyone stood. They all shook hands and somehow Amanda made off with the leftovers. How did she eat so much and still remain so tiny? When the others had gone he and Damien stood by the door.

      “Thanks for this,” Damien said. “I think they’re a little more comfortable with me now. When I met Jaden on the stairs I was afraid he might have a heart attack before we got here.”

      Eli smiled, glad he could ease a little of his friend’s worry. “It was fun. I think when you mentioned your sister it reminded everyone that you’re just a regular guy who has a huge soul force. Good luck with her sword.”

      Damien started down the hall, his step lighter than Eli had seen it since before the demon. He threw a wave over his shoulder and Eli thought Damien would be okay after all.
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      Damien flew towards the Crimson Caldera. After the get-together he felt better than he had in a while and he’d slept like the dead. He woke up rested and eager to get started on his project. He’d left the tower at first light hoping to make the long journey in one day. Noon had come and gone an hour ago along with any chance of getting home before nightfall. Below him the mountains of the Crescent Range sped by.

      Situated in the northeast corner of the kingdom, the Crimson Caldera took its name from the red-scaled drakes that nested on the lip of the pit. In the bottom magma bubbled, providing the heat necessary to hatch the great winged lizards’ eggs. What drew Damien to the inhospitable place was a report in the library that said a meteorite had struck the caldera a decade ago and no one had gone to collect it for fear of the drakes.

      Meteoric iron was the purest in the kingdom and he wanted to get enough to make Jen’s sword. A shimmer of heat rose from the pit and Damien angled toward it. Though it was still August, this far north it was already getting chilly. It felt like they’d have a bad winter this year. He was eager to slice off a chunk of iron and head back.

      Along the rim of the pit sat half a dozen stone nests formed from boulders as big as Damien was tall. Three of the nests held mature female fire drakes, their dull red scales, small head crests, and forty-foot length separating them from their brighter, smaller mates. Damien wrapped himself in invisibility. If the females were sitting on their nests they must have eggs and he certainly didn’t want to anger a nesting drake.

      He flew over the pit. Down in the bubbling magma, bobbing like a cork on a pond, floated the meteorite. It was twice as big as his head and glowed cherry red. Damien conjured a thin disk of energy, set it to spinning, and launched it toward the chunk of iron.

      It hit with a wicked shriek and started cutting into the metal. On their nests the drakes screamed and arched their necks toward the sky. Guess they don’t like the noise. He didn’t blame them, the blade squeaked worse than nails on slate.

      A bright red shape hurtled down out of the sky, missing Damien by a couple feet. The male drake rushed toward the cutting blade, intent on killing whatever was bothering his mate. Its wings snapped open a five feet from the magma and it lashed out with a talon.

      The black claw hit Damien’s disk and got sliced off. The drake shrieked and swooped around for another pass.

      Stupid beast, it couldn’t hurt his blade. It could only cut up its talons. Damien poured more power into the blade, hoping to get the metal he needed before the drake finished wheeling around for another pass.

      The increased speed of the blade’s rotation made the screeching even louder, prompting the drakes to scream at greater volume. Damien conjured ear covers before he went deaf. The male finished its turn and once again dove at the blade, this time with its fanged mouth leading.

      Not good.

      The beast was about to lose its bottom jaw. He didn’t want to hurt the drake; he just wanted to get the iron.

      Damien wrapped the drake in soul force and sent it plunging into the magma. It flopped around, annoyed but unharmed by the intense heat.

      His blade finished cutting and the small chunk of iron slipped into the magma. Silence fell in the caldera, much to his relief. He formed a bubble of soul force around the small chunk and lifted it out of the magma. On a whim he grabbed the sliced-off talon as well. It might make a nice pommel for the sword.

      Damien flew off with his prize and when he was a safe distance away released the male drake. The creature roared, trumpeting its victory over the now-vanished blade.
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