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A man who shines with holy light...

High Paladin Sorin never sought the power and authority that he now carries. With a cold, cruel king on the throne, and the battle with demons ever worsening, the weight he bears is crushing. When he finds his beloved cousin brutally murdered, it is one more problem threatening to break him. The very last thing he expects or needs is the prickly necromancer that the Goddess herself bids him cooperate with to solve the mysterious murder.

A man who communes with the dead...

Koray has been alone all his life, cursed since he was young to be a necromancer, a branch of magic long considered an abomination, forcing him and the other necromancers to live apart, subject to abuse and other cruelties. When he is bid by the Goddess to journey to the royal castle, he wants no part of it—and he especially wants nothing to do with the loud, overbearing Paladin he's supposed to cooperate with.

Secrets that threaten to tear a kingdom apart...

It doesn't take long for them to realize that solving the mystery of the murder will be the easy part, and that if they cannot uncover secrets old and new, and overcome entrenched prejudices and misunderstandings, it's the whole kingdom that will suffer for their failure.
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Gone. Rakken was gone. Dead by the hands of Ambrose's comrades; dead because he had tried to defend Ambrose; dead because they had dared to love where they were told love was impossible. Ambrose could not bring himself to care that his own death was only marks away. All that mattered had died with Rakken. Ambrose did not have to die, but he would sooner accept execution than renounce his love for Rakken.

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

Let them burn him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gone. Gone forever.

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

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

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

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

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

He said nothing, even when he smelled his own flesh burning.
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THE NECROMANCER
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CHAPTER ONE
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Sorin had seen blood before, more than he cared to recall. He'd seen men crushed, men dismembered, men more broken in spirit and mind than they could ever be in body. He'd seen people torn apart by demon hands, seen the damage black magic could do. He'd seen ten thousand nightmares and would see ten thousand more before he died. Women, children ...  He still had nightmares about the children.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Sorin frowned. "I do not understand."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He was a necromancer.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Hold still!"

"Unhand me!" The necromancer's eyes blazed with fury. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The necromancer did not reply.

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

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

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

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

"What is your—"

"My name is—"

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

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

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

"Correct."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Piddling—!" 

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

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

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

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

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

"Is something wrong?"

"No," Koray said tersely. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"The village of Greymore."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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