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​Glossary

[image: ]





There are some words that are foreign and relate only to this book and therefore we have decided to put the glossary in the front to familiarize readers with these terms. 





Black fire – Fire that burns black flames instead of orange or yellow.



Brightside – The human world.



Bright eye – The sun.



Dark Land – The Demon world.



Glacias - Element of ice.



Ignis – Element of fire.



No-eye-night – New moon.



Terra – Element of Earth



Ventus – Element of wind. 



Weeling – Very young person/demon. Said as an insult to teenagers. 
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​Prologue
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HE ASKED, and the winds came. He asked, and the clouds came. He asked, and the rain came. Then he asked them, and they refused.

Hungry. Wet. Cold.

Furious, Asmara set on this new path and turned away from his people, the Serenite, ancestors that fell from the sky, and cursed by those they would conquer but failed to do so.

Once more, Asmara asked. And this time . . . a demon came.

Enslavement was not a crime to his people, and therefore he could not name the thing that took over him—them. But whether the thing that possessed him had a name or not, Asmara referred to the demon as “It.”

But It didn’t care. Asmara was not his own person anymore—not in mind, or flesh, or will. They were two minds in one body—Asmara and It.

The monster was inside him now, eating Asmara from within. Eating things for him. Eating humans despite him.​

It shouted commands in Asmara’s mind. It forced Asmara’s body where it wanted. Both wrought destruction upon the land during their fight for control.

Asmara’s desperation to regain his own motor functions back forced him to use an unknown power. He wielded a spell forming a contract made from blood, bone, skin, and a soul all its own.

This contract was a wall. But it was not supposed to be a living, breathing entity. It was supposed to be brick, stone, and protection against the demon.

The contract’s name was Marcus. He was a combination of Asmara and . . . It.

Where two had been, now there was a third.

Marcus was alive, a being all his own. Three minds now congregated in one body. But there was a tentative peace.

Only peace had come too late.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 1
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MARCUS WAS NOT the demon.

Yet he bore the claws of the one inside him. He kept his talons hidden in his greatcoat and his iridescent eyes concealed under the brim of his hat so that the people he passed would consider him human—if he did happen to pass anyone at this hour.

Despite his efforts, those in the palace had seen his not-so-human qualities. No one in Benicar had ever seen Tiecus, the demon inside him. Left up to Marcus, no one would.

To further complicate his life, he held another entity within the walls of his own body. A mage. A very salacious, pompous, and arrogant mage. Asmara would test the patience of a drunken monk. Therein resided the reason for Marcus’s existence. Without Marcus in the middle, the demon and the mage could not coexist. They needed a buffer, a translator, a referee, and counselor. Together, Asmara the mage and Tiecus the demon had “made” him. Because It wasn’t a viable name, he took half from both creators. “Mar” came from the mage, and “cus” from the demon forming a name that was as human as possible. Thus, “Marcus.”

Oh, look how Marcus, the all-powerful demon keeper, runs to a human’s every beck and call. Asmara tutted in thought. The mage’s ridicule was in full force this evening.

Against the moonlit illumination, Marcus passed a three-story stone tower. The pillar stood in mockery of Asmara, who claimed it a place for only those who possessed true power.

“Are you still sore about a magician occupying the mage tower?” Marcus goaded.

Ardin is an undeserving hack. He’s not a mage, not worth the light that shines on him.

Asmara went on about the differences between mages and magicians, but Marcus listened only partially. Passing the offending building, he walked toward the palace.

The late hour afforded amenity. Instead of crouching in the cramped space of the damp underground tunnels, Marcus could stand to his full six-foot-five-inch height above ground on the cobblestone roads. He despised traveling during daylight hours, when humans cluttered his path like too many dinner plates on a table made for three.

The demon inside came alive when the humans pressed up against Marcus, making him writhe and whisper thoughts that would break several agreements. Agreements made between him and the two personalities taking residence in Marcus’s head.

Sometimes, he liked the demon’s whispered thoughts, and that scared him most of all. Once a deed was justified, he couldn’t count on his conscience as a measure.

He stayed away from humans the best he could. Thus, he slunk through organized rows of shops and past thatched-roof homes during human sleeping hours. People were safe from him in their beds. They were safe believing him a rumor, something with which to scare their younglings.

Are you even listening? Asmara’s voice overpowered Marcus’s brain.

“I’m not here to quibble about who has more right to own the tower.” Marcus trudged past a set of trebuchets nestled by the inner castle walls. He begrudged their ingenuity; the tools were a reminder of his pact with a human. He’d made the choice by entering an agreement with the king of Benicar.

Humans were food, but they also wielded weapons like crossbows that could kill at a distance. Specifically, they could kill Marcus, a host that held both a demon and a mage inside of himself. He wasn’t exactly sure if he was mortal, or what he was, but he didn’t want to find out the hard way.

Oh yes, King Eric Valder called for you on “urgent matters.” If Asmara were in the forefront, he’d be crossing his arms with his nose in the air. I suppose that makes you feel important.

Marcus shook his head. “I am important.” It wasn’t bravado, only fact, in his case. He cut his conversation short with Asmara after passing the tower and carried on to the high arched hallway of Benicar Castle. Making haste between marble pillars, he identified each immobile guard by scent. He didn’t know the names of all the Blackened Elite, but he knew their fighting style. Marcus also knew their alpha—or was Cornelius their beta? Humans had too many confusing classifications to remember.

Would you say there were as many demon types as human titles? The mage thought he was funny. He was not.

Marcus sneered at Asmara’s inward comment in time for Cornelius, the king’s most trusted seneschal, confidant, and personal guard, to respond with his own look of distaste.

“Finally. You make our majesty wait too long.” Cornelius was the only one brave enough to stand against Marcus with only a shield of honor for protection. The seneschal was a beast of a man, with his barrel chest, meaty arms, and a fanatic sense of loyalty to a young king just past his teenage years.

“Your king can wait until his subjects have cleared the road,” Marcus snapped.

Valder had requested discretion, which was fine. Marcus’s needs were the requirements of the two inside him—the mage, Asmara, and the demon, Tiecus.

“You know your way around our back tunnels.” Cornelius’s red-and-white-peppered beard bristled with his words.

Crouching in musty five-foot-tall passageways made Marcus roll his head and pop the vertebrae in his neck for relief.

Cornelius was never intimidated by Marcus. Nor did the seneschal look away from a challenging stare. This was one of the demon’s favorite games; whoever blinked first was the loser.

“You make him wait longer.” Marcus stared back at Cornelius. “May I enter, or shall we settle our differences now?”

Murky-blue eyes flashed in anger, but the seneschal raked a meaty hand over his bright-red hair. More importantly, his short sword remained in its sheath. The seneschal opened the door to Valder’s quarters and waved Marcus through. “Remember, I’ll be outside.”

The threat was not even worth a scoff.

Marcus entered King Eric Valder’s modest sitting room decorated with sparse furniture of wood and bloodred velvet. Designs and knotwork trimmed the walls. Plush chairs carved by a delicate hand depicted Valder’s oak tree family emblem. Furniture chiseled or embroidered with small touches hinted at wealth without becoming a beacon of jealousy. Tall, thin windows opened to a myriad of hearth lights in the town of Benicar. Fine muslin drapes cascading from the high ceilings framed the windows and floated in the soft fall breeze.

Two finely crafted seats sat before a hearth. Next to the tall-backed chairs, a fire grate with intricate patterns of entwined roses muted the attention unto themselves but, to the refined eye, were a statement of craftsmanship only wealth could afford. Even with his sophisticated tastes, Asmara defined the room in one word. Grace.

Fire crackled, and embers spurted against the iron shield. The greeting from the element Tiecus controlled didn’t go unnoticed. Marcus smiled at the hearth where the element of fire, Ignis, hailed him.

Valder positioned his chair to enjoy both the warmth and view of the moon through his veranda. The king wore clothes as modest as his room. Darkened leather pants and an undyed silk tunic adorned Valder’s sleek frame. Wisps of short brown hair twitched when sharp blue eyes turned to Marcus. The king was scarcely beyond his youngling stage but had already proven his power worthy to follow.

“Come.” Valder waved a hand to the other chair. “Sit.”

Asmara remained quiet inside of Marcus as exposure to the king would put the rest of his race in jeopardy. The mage wasn’t sure if the king held magic or not.

Marcus sat upon a plush velvet seat next to the fire, as commanded.

After a few pleasantries, Valder dropped all pretense and his boyish smile. “I need you to go to the town of Reginhart.”

Marcus stared at his ally. King Valder had a knack for disarming others with his innocent face. “You wish to send me away?”

“The Tier Naug are on the move. If we lose Reginhart, we lose a port. If they gain that port city, the inland road leads straight to Benicar. I have on good authority they will attempt another assault soon.” Valder tucked his chin in a conspiratorial air and leaned close to Marcus.

Tier Naug were the bane of Valder’s existence. They were roving sailors that came from across the sea to pillage. The king’s claim of assault seemed zealous.

Uncomfortable with Valder’s proximity but unwilling to acknowledge the invasion of personal space, Marcus looked away. “I have nothing to do with that.”

Valder’s regal face gave away nothing, but for a king, his words unfolded as close to a plea as they would ever come. “You are one of my strongest allies. Once they hear of a demon roaming the coast, they’ll move along.”

“I don’t want to leave.” Benicar had been home for months now, and Marcus had finally gained a hold over the demon. Their bloodlust sated by the enemies of Benicar’s king kept Tiecus in check. “An attempt on your life was made just last week.” Marcus smiled, exposing his blocky teeth and pointed incisors.

Valder returned his own threatening smile. “Assassins have been coming for me long before you helped yourself to them. I will be fine.”

They stared at each other for a time before Valder pulled on one of the terms of their agreement. “Friends help each other.”

Marcus slid his thumb claw down the other four talons on his right hand, a shhhiiink ringing out with each passing claw. Valder implied unbecoming terminology. “Don’t use our agreement as manipulation to do your bidding.”

Valder leaned back and sighed. His forlorn eyes tightened at the corners.

Marcus couldn’t go back to the way things were. He couldn’t bear to hear the dying screams of human victims when Tiecus drained them of their blood. He couldn’t allow the demon in him to meander from place to place, leaving every town he left demolished in his wake. Leaving Benicar meant less supervision. Less supervision meant Tiecus, the demon, would tempt him into breaking his agreements with the mage. Since Marcus was the agreement, he would be the one to face the consequences.

King Valder had given him a chance to be redeemed when he had offered Marcus to stay in his castle. Marcus had a chance at a new life. One without Tiecus’s bloodthirsty attacks. But it seemed his time in sanctuary was coming to an end.

Valder glanced at the square table commissioned to hold his marble chess set, and his charming smile returned. “How about a challenge then?”

Marcus raised an eyebrow.

“If I win, you go to Reginhart.” Mischief twinkled in Valder’s eyes. “If you win, I’ll give you the mage tower.”

Marcus’s jaw went slack. Valder’s temptation was genius, but why? How?

Asmara clamored inside. Yes, Marcus! Say yes! With my help, you can win.

I don’t like this, Marcus thought as he regained composure.

“You would evacuate Ardin?” Even Marcus heard the eager lilt to his own voice.

“I’m sure he would threaten me with some ailment like an accelerated form of leprosy.” King Valder nodded and leaned forward. “But if you win, I’ll expect you to protect me from anything he sends my way.”

Marcus smiled and knelt toward the hearth fire, gazing into the element he knew best. “Why me?”

Tongues of flame reached beyond the fire-shield to touch him.

“Your skills would be invaluable in Reginhart.” Valder smiled, ignoring the flames’ sudden burst.

Of course, they would, Asmara scoffed in his head. He wants you to eat the Tier Naug.

Branches of fire stretched for his caress, and Marcus raked his talons against the iron barrier.

King Valder sat in his chair seemingly uninterested. “I have discovered Tier Naug agents coming in from the shores of Reginhart. I need you to neutralize them. I suspect they will invade there first, and I want you to be my initial defense. You could be paramount in thwarting their efforts.”

“Why not your seneschal?” Marcus glanced at the entrance and imagined Cornelius listening with an ear to the door.

“Marcus . . .” King Valder caught his eyes, the steady gaze was like a physical touch that reached through and brought emphasis to his words. “You are a demon. You’ve done me a great service, but . . . I’m running out of enemies, and my court grows suspicious.”

There it was. A heavy weight crushed him from all sides. They could not blame the king for protecting his subjects. Of course, the demon liked the idea of endless blood, but Marcus did not.

A war with humans brought meaningless destruction. The sea of blood would make Tiecus impossible to control. Even with Asmara’s magic, Marcus wasn’t sure he could rein in the bloodlust the demon—the real demon—would suffer from. After being allowed to kill without restraint, Tiecus would not understand peace, only blood. Marcus had done everything to avoid conflict with humans for that very reason. But the trust King Valder placed in him confounded him.

Valder was putting the triad back into the same situation that had gotten them to make agreements with humans in the first place.

Why for all the stars in the heavens would a king trust a demon not to break his word? And trust him to be the guard and first defense from invaders? But the three of them valued Valder’s trust.

I must have that tower! Asmara pleaded in the background. It’s the principle of the thing.

Marcus turned his head, brought his hand up to cover his mouth, and whispered, “But if we lose, we lose more than our redemption.”

They could not rise to King Valder’s challenge. He could not go back to the insanity of imbibing whomever he found. He could lose control over the demon’s need for food. Tiecus would force his way to the forefront and hurt the innocent, the young, and the old. The humans would rise against him. Another army would form for the sole purpose to stop him. Tiecus would kill them, or worse, turn them into demons.

Asmara took over Marcus’s tongue, turned to the king, and answered for them all. “I accept.”
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​Chapter 2
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“SHALL WE BEGIN?” King Valder waved a hand at the chess table.

Marcus dug his claws into the palms of his hands. A trickle of blood slid down his fingers. Gritting his teeth, he looked to the window. Mirrors and glass revealed what Marcus tried to hide. The mage and the demon could be exposed by reflection. The window was open, and Marcus bypassed the glass as he strode over to the table.

The king’s personal board and pieces were crude and made of unpolished marble, matching some of the furniture in the room. White pieces with swirls of gray posed on one side. Forest-green counterparts sat opposite them. Marcus moved his black waist-long hair to one side and sat before his favored white pieces.

“I’ve won the past three games.” Marcus licked the dripping blood from his hands. “It’s only fair that you begin.”

“I must warn you . . .” Valder glided across the room to his seat. “The stronghold in Reginhart is currently damaged, but you should be able to stay there.” He set two green velvet pouches next to the table. The contents inside rattled with a metallic ring. “Masons have been commissioned to repair it. Otherwise, you can stay at the inn. Ask for Bolden Pillar. I believe he has room for you.” The king’s first move was his green pawn in the middle of the board forward two squares to e5.

Marcus, tall and lanky, didn’t have to lean forward to direct his pieces. With a long arm, he imitated Valder’s move manipulating his claws carefully around the individual pieces. Both pawns were now locked at their squares.

“How long does your magician need to get out?” Marcus grated his incisors. “A day?”

The king slid another pawn—the one in front of his bishop nearest the king-figure—up two spaces to f5. A brazen move.

How appropriate, Asmara whispered. A king’s gambit. This time it will cost him more than pride.

“Do you think you can do better than Ardin?” Valder looked up from sculpted eyebrows.

“Are you looking for a replacement?” Marcus captured the green pawn at f5, accepting the risk his opponent made. A hole to attack the green marble king was now available.

Valder slid the green bishop to c5. Marcus saw something carnal sweep across the king’s face. Within a flash, it was gone. “If one proves worthy of the task and can excel much further than the magic user I have, it would be advisable for me to consider the options.”

Marcus kept a smile on his face despite the flustered feelings inside. The king wasn’t going to “castle” this time. In any other game, Valder would never have left the main piece vulnerable. The king was using a different tactic.

Tiecus began to stir within him. The demon did not often communicate with words. Instead, feelings, emotions, and memories were used as a means to “talk.” The gnawing sensation of angst was a familiar one.

You’ll be fed soon enough, Marcus admonished. He half closed his eyes and sent images to Tiecus, conveying that what he was doing now was more important than food. Convincing the demon of this was not an easy task. Nothing was more important than blood to the demon.

When Marcus looked down at the board, Asmara had taken control of his arm and moved the queen—diagonally to the center of the board—to h5. Valder’s main figure-piece was now in jeopardy. “Check.”

Silently, he spoke to Asmara. Should I bring you to the forefront so you don’t have to go through me?

You were talking to it, Asmara said. I saw the next move. I said I would help, and I am.

Marcus looked up.

Valder returned his gaze. A thumb and forefinger cradled his chin. Hunger and pride showed in the king’s stare, making Marcus uncomfortable. “A great many things I do not know about you, Marcus.” The relief in Marcus was palpable when Valder looked and continued, “Things like where you learned to play.” Valder slid his green marble representative of himself one square to his right to f8, where Marcus’s bishop had been.

Marcus said nothing and intended to remain quiet. His claws clicked against each other while moving the pawn in front of his knight forward to b4 to threaten the green bishop.

“Should I believe what Ardin tells me about demons?” The green king piece captured the pawn at b4 and slipped beyond losing the green bishop. Another piece lost.

Marcus brought forth his knight to f3. The stone walls seemed to curve in as if they wanted a better view of the game. “What does he say?”

Valder jumped his knight over his own pawn to f6. Marcus saw his queen could be taken by a knight and felt a lurch in his stomach.

“He says not to trust them,” Valder said. “Even though they always tell the truth and make unbreakable vows.”

Eric has learned something from our sessions. Asmara spoke of Valder as if he had known the king for more than the three months they’d been in Benicar.

Marcus snorted and then quieted, realizing Valder might have thought he was reacting to his statement. “Your magician told the truth.” Breathing in relief, he moved his queen back beyond the green knight’s reach to h3. “You should not trust a demon.”

Valder, ever in control, pushed the pawn in front of his queen forward one square to d6.

Marcus gazed at the face opposite of him. He felt wretched for letting Ardin be Valder’s only advisor on demons.

Humans knew precious little about demons. No demon had ever lived among humans. But Ardin was not a warlock. Ardin did not call demons forth and use humans to host them. Nor was Ardin “riddled” with a demon. Ardin was a magician. What would a human who studied illusion know about demons?

Marcus moved his knight to h4, and as he stared down at the figure, he felt a sense that Valder shielded him, from what he couldn’t say.

Eyes downcast, Valder gave the board a doleful nod, his disappointment unsuccessfully hidden. He moved his green knight in front of the white knight to h5.

“Unbreakable bonds are exactly that.” Marcus decided a tidbit of information was harmless. “But that doesn’t mean a demon can’t find words that are or aren’t there. Even specific agreements will not keep you safe. There is no way to foresee every possible outcome.” He slid his queen to g4 threatening Valder’s knight. “Although . . .” He considered and picked his words carefully. “Phrasing does matter. There is a difference between always telling the truth and not being able to lie.”

Valder’s eyes turned from despondent to a proud softness. The expression made Marcus wonder if he was telling the king something he’d already known.

“Ardin also says agreements that demons make are magical bonds.” Valder’s mischievous smirk returned. “The magic is what makes them unbreakable.”

“You could say that.” Uncomfortable with how much truth he had revealed, Marcus shifted in his seat but kept his face a mask. “It’s more of a compulsion.”

Valder moved his threatened knight to f4. “So, our agreement is more of a driving need than a want.”

“I rather think of it as learning how to be a friend.” Marcus moved the pawn before the bishop—on the queen’s side—to c3. He had his eyes on Valder’s green bishop and was poised to take it.

Valder moved his pawn from g7 to g5, effectively threatening Marcus’s knight. He would not get the green bishop this move. “I’ve always wondered, my friend, whether you appear to us as the demon or the warlock.”

He clenched his jaw. “I am not a warlock.”

“So, you are the demon then.”

“I am neither.”

Asmara stung him with a mental lash. Enough! Keep your useless gob trap shut.

Marcus looked down at the board to calculate his options. Valder was taunting him. Not only was the green marble king undefended, but also Marcus’s white knight could be taken by a pawn. If he captured the pawn with his queen, she would be in direct line to be captured by Valder’s queen. He had been pinned.

Asmara’s fury reverberated through Marcus’s body. The mage’s words in his head were loud and distracting. That scheming human thinks he can take me! Asmara hissed.

Marcus calmed his breathing and waited for the mage to finish his wrath. His queen and knight were surrounded, cut off from escape, and at the edge.

Like the stronghold in Reginhart, his chess pieces were up against a cliff with nowhere to go. Remembering how the building stood proudly over the sea protecting the village below, he looked down at the board and imagined his marble queen unamused but holding firm. Then he moved his knight to f3. He looked up for any expression his opponent would give away.

Valder wasn’t paying attention to the board. The king was inspecting Marcus. Valder’s stare drew Marcus back. This challenge the king presented was uncomfortable.

Tiecus held firm, peeking out through Marcus’s eyes. The demon wouldn’t let Marcus lose this game of “blink” and held a steadfast stare. Marcus got the sense Valder could see through him, to the other entities inside, and the urge to look away was hard to resist. But Marcus shook the thought from his head. It wasn’t possible for the king to see what, or rather whom, he held within the confines of his body. He hadn’t allowed either the demon or the mage to come to the forefront. He also had been careful to avoid every reflection and sneak by any window that would give them away. The two inside had not been seen nor would he allow either of them the exposure in Benicar.

Valder watched the board again, pushing his rook closer to his own king to g8.

Relief from the king’s penetrating gaze was short lived. In every scenario he played out, he saw Valder capturing his queen. The clothes on his back felt weighed down and damp. If he lost his most powerful piece, he might lose the game.

Through images, Tiecus suggested letting the figure be captured. The demon was asking what the fascination was with the queen anyway.

Asmara mentally pushed the demon aside. More involved in the game, the mage argued with Marcus over the next move. In anger more than logic, he captured Valder’s bishop at b4.

With deliberate motion, Valder picked up his pawn from h7 and plunked it down, diagonally from the white queen at h5.

Valder had set him up.

Marcus’s white queen could be taken by a mere pawn. He would have to waste more moves to save his cherished piece.

A roar from the mage reverberated in his head, making him squeeze his eyes shut. Marcus clamped down on Asmara before he squirmed to the forefront and blasted Valder with a mage’s magic ice arrow. He had no doubt Asmara would do it even with the curse of the Serenite, which would make the mage violently ill.

When mental order was restored, he opened his eyes. His clenched fist was inches away from his face, his nose flared, and a dull ache rang in his mind. A cool and rigid item poked into the middle of his fist. It was his white queen. The soft-sloped edges were very sharp. He was relieved she had not been crushed under his inhuman strength.

Looking at the figure up close, he could see the marble really wasn’t white but many shades of gray. The different contrasts swirled together in a spiral motion with black veins that reached upward.

“Are you all right?” Valder looked genuinely concerned. The King’s bright-blue eyes gave him a strong but compassionate acknowledgement.

“Yes.” He set his queen down gently at g3. The possible moves for him on the checkered board looked grim. All he could do now was run and keep his queen from being captured.

Valder lingered his hand on a piece as if calculating and chased the white queen by pushing his pawn up to h4.

“Why me?” He moved his queen back to g4.

“You can stop them, Marcus. They may have numbers, but you . . .” King Valder hesitated then cleared his throat. “You can stop him.” Valder slid his queen to f6.

Marcus pulled his knight back to its home at g1. “Am I the first one you asked?”

“You are the only one I’m going to ask.” Valder slid his bishop from c8 to f5 capturing the white pawn, threatening the queen yet again.

Marcus moved his queen out of danger to f3. “So, you do wish to send me away.”

“Marcus.” Valder shook his head and tapped the marble symbol of himself. “Ask me why the king can move only one square at a time even though it is the most important piece.”

Marcus said nothing but gave the king his undivided attention.

Valder moved his knight to c6. “It mimics the life of a real king. You may see this regal statue giving orders to all his subjects, but he’s also trapped by them. For all the directions a king can go, he can’t make a move without advisors clamoring for an audience before a decision is made. A king can’t make a statement without his subjects taking every word to heart. A king is surrounded at all times, has precious little secrets, has secrets he doesn’t even know he possesses. Did you know I can’t even perform husbandly duties without being watched? Even now”—Valder waved a hand in empty air—“we are truly not alone.”

Marcus slid his bishop from f1 to c4 and held the piece’s top while he said, “Ah, I see. You want me to leave because of human politics.” He leaned back and watched Valder’s face.

“If only it were that simple, Marcus.” Valder moved the same knight to d4. “You can move anywhere. Do anything. If an opponent comes along, you crush him without question. You’re not impeded by golden shackles everywhere you go.”

Marcus kept his eyes averted and thought how very much in common they had. He slid his queen diagonally down the length of the board and captured a green pawn at b7.

The king moved his bishop to d3 and then looked up as if he had just remembered something important and asked, “What if you make two agreements that conflict?”

Marcus took note of the move Valder made and anticipated a close race to checkmate. He was one move ahead of the king, and that was all the difference he needed. He slid his bishop across the board to g8 and captured Valder’s rook.

Think of all the books I can horde in that tower, Asmara chirped.

“I would most likely not agree to conflicting agreements,” Marcus sneered.

The hearth fire crackled and blew out sparks. Marcus looked closer at the green marble king. Surveying Valder’s face, he looked at the resemblance the dark marble had to the man in front of him. The king’s calculating eyes fiercely concentrated on the board. Fire light and the deep shadows on Valder’s face gave him the look of creatures of the Atra Solumn, where Tiecus was born. The Atra Solumn, a place of darkness, a place where demons walked and no human ever went. Not unless that human had serious magic abilities and a death wish.

Valder’s face relaxed when he slid his pawn one square to e4. “What if they don’t conflict directly, but circumstances make it so you have to choose one or the other?”

The complex question combined with the trivial move confused him. It astonished him that Valder did not try to save his rook.

He doesn’t see we’ll have him in check. Asmara relaxed, confident of the outcome. Or mayhap, he just wanted an excuse to place us in the tower.

“For me, the agreement that was made first matters more, in most cases.” He looked at the board but saw no reason not to take the rook. He moved his queen to a8 and captured the second green rook. “Check.” Marcus smiled.

He had the winning moves in his mind. He would have the mage tower. Ardin would be gone, or maybe Valder would let him drain the magician. He wouldn’t mind eating the poor excuse of a magic user. Besides these were modern times. Humans employed the use of trebuchets. Magic of old wives’ tales was the past.

Valder moved his king to e7. “Ah, so seniority counts for something.”

Marcus nodded not taking his eyes off the board. There would be plenty of time to chase the king figure-piece into a corner. But he needed pieces out to do it. He moved his knight to a3, avoiding the middle of the board. It was the fastest piece to aid him.

Valder’s knight captured his pawn at g2.

“Check.” Valder was gracious and didn’t smile.

Marcus grimaced and pushed his king over to d1.

Valder moved his queen to f3. “Check.” Valder pointed at the velvet coin bags. “Don’t forget the currency. I know you say you don’t have want for it, but it comes in handy when you don’t want to kill for something you need.”

Marcus stared at the board. He swallowed. No. This isn’t over. He captured Valder’s queen-figure with his knight, moving it from e1 to f3.

Valder moved his bishop to c2. “Checkmate.”

Marcus’s vision was hazy. Could this be true? Had he lost? Forcing his vision to see through the fog, he saw he was cornered by the two green knights and a bishop. An agonizing moment later, he stared into Valder’s eyes. There was no pity. No remorse. Only hard blue stone. The king was as cold as a demon’s killing blow.

The room was silent except for the fire crackling. Ignis laughed at him through the grate.

In a harsh whisper, Valder said, “Always protect your king, Marcus.”

Marcus swallowed. Valder’s expression punched a hole through him. “This is my home. I can’t—”

“You will honor your agreement.” Again, Valder pointed at the green bags.

It had been called a challenge, another word for binding contract. Marcus had agreed to the terms, and the agreement was real. “How long do I need to stay there?” he sneered.

“Until I ask you to return.”

Marcus tried to use guilt to get out of his new agreement. “You must not care for the inhabitants there.”

“Every war has its price.” Valder rose and started to walk away.

“As you wish, friend.” Marcus longed for a different outcome, for Asmara to have kept to the background instead of taking over him like a demon and agreeing to this game.

Valder spun around. “Go to Reginhart. Search and destroy the Tier Naug there. Try not to let any of them get past you. Leave. Now.”

Marcus shot up from his chair, grabbed the two velvet coin bags, turned, and barreled out of the room.
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​Chapter 3
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EVERYTHING HE HAD worked for, the life he had built, the tenuous mental peace, all faced his backside. The never-ending enemies the king acquired meant Tiecus had never found want of blood when they had lived within the king’s capital city. The demon’s satiation created a fragile balance between Tiecus and the mage behind the walls of Benicar. Now that they were traveling to this new place, Reginhart, Marcus didn’t expect peace between the two inside him, much less balance.

His inferno steed, Selkie, drove onward while Marcus brooded over his situation. Just another cog in the wheel of a king. Even a demon could learn something about manipulation from Valder.

Marcus slowed Selkie to a stop at a fork in the road. He squinted at a weathered wooden sign for direction. The trees here grew in an uncultivated manner. Winter rested upon the trees, weighing down limbs with snow. Knotted branches reached out, pointing accusations at Marcus. The crisp air settled in, chilling his bones from the exhaustive pursuit to his new place of rest.

Steam rose from under Selkie’s dancing hooves. Snow gave way to patches of dry ground the size of hoof prints. Marcus’s steed gnashed his teeth, grunting his annoyance, heaving breaths, sending fog into the air. Selkie’s pace shortened a three-rides’ distance in half. Still, the inferno steed pranced in anxious patience, willing to run longer, faster, more.

Marcus folded his clawed fingers against his palm and stroked Selkie with his knuckles. Valder had commanded an immediate departure and that compulsion had pushed him to exceed Selkie’s limits.

“Walk the rest of the way.” After his manic ride to Reginhart, Selkie deserved an easier pace, even though the creature resisted it.

Asmara had wondrously been silent the entire way. The mage had fallen asleep. But even dreams did nothing to break their mental connection. Still, Marcus experienced Asmara’s feelings. Anger. Doubt. Resentment.

Humility came and went, but the lessons never retained longevity beyond a memory.

Marcus had not fed Tiecus, and hunger made the demon’s influences sharper. Now would be a good time to hunt.

His left forearm tingled, and he pulled his overcoat and tunic sleeve back to relieve the itch. There, etched in his skin, like a brand, written in script, were the exact words last spoken to him.

The scars of every agreement between the mage and the demon were written upon his skin in the mage’s cursive handwriting. He was littered with writing all over his body. Words scrawled over his chest, his arms, his legs, his stomach, his back. With exception to his face and hands, sentences crawled over his shoulders, his sides, his thighs, and stretched over elbows, knees, and feet, detailing in writing all the agreements Marcus had ever made. In essence, Marcus was a scroll of promises.

The part inscribed Go to Reginhart began burning, embossing itself deeper into his flesh. The words Leave and Now regained form and etched themselves into his arm.

He let go of his coat sleeve and sneered at the punishment for breaking an agreement. Parchment. As if he were a book to write important notes.

Marcus steered Selkie forward, and within a few steps, the burning ceased. He was inside the boundary of Reginhart.

Selkie swiveled his ears forward and jerked to a halt. The inferno steed held his breath and honed his focus to the distance.

A sudden glimpse of a shadow. An erratic heartbeat. They were not alone. The musky scent of a human teased his nose.

“Soon,” he said to Tiecus.

The demon growled his displeasure.

“We hunt big game.” Marcus pictured a large moose.

No innocent ones, Asmara snapped.

“Be quiet, he doesn’t understand your thoughts or speech.”

How hard is it to understand “no”? Asmara huffed.

The image of a half-wolf, half-ram, shaggy-haired nightmare—the vision of Tiecus himself—eating grass flitted through their minds.

It was the dead of winter, and the breeze chased a new day’s first light. The only grass to be found was dried twigs. Marcus understood the demon’s point. Might as well eat straw if the food did not run on two legs.

Tiecus had made a joke.

Good.

A demon mindless from hunger did not make sarcastic remarks. Or, in this case, sarcastic thoughts.

Billows of steam floated in the air betraying a human gasp from a nearby tree.

He nudged Selkie forward and plodded further down the path revealing a man leaning against a redwood as though he’d run a great distance.

There was no mistaking the man’s heritage. The Tier Naug reminded him of Cornelius, Valder’s seneschal, with red hair and freckled pale skin. If he could see his eyes up close, they would likely be murky blue.

He stroked Selkie with a closed fist and continued forward. The novelty of a random human standing in his presence threw him for a loop. Usually, humans looking into his eyes were prone to panic.

Selkie nickered.

The Tier Naug heaved himself upright and took a step forward, his face expectant.

Perturbed by the Tier Naug’s lack of fear, Marcus peered down at the human. As he suspected, murky-blue eyes with a harsh glint stared back at him. Instead of a look of horror, the man assessed him and waited.

Burning flesh and smoke rose from his sleeve. He was willing to bet the passage tattooed on his right arm stating, Search and destroy the Tier Naug there, burned a hole through his skin. The agreements magically appeared as tattoos on his body as soon as he made them. It wasn’t the mage or the demon that burned him but the agreements themselves. Marcus was the parchment and glue holding the two entities inside him together. If he broke the agreements or allowed the others to break the agreements, that specific tattoo on Marcus’s body would burn.

In disgust and pain, Marcus gave away his intentions and sneered, “Tier Naug.”

The man bolted through the thicket.

Selkie leaped forward. Low hanging branches slapped Marcus in the face. The scent of his quarry left a wake wide enough to fit a throng of big-horn demons. Tiecus’s euphoric thrill of the chase drowned Marcus’s angst. His intentions of keeping Reginhart’s population whole evaporated in the surge of pursuit.

The Tier Naug scrambled, darting around trees, trying to shake the hunter.

In accordance to the agreement with Valder, Marcus allowed Tiecus his joy of the chase, but he did not relish hunts.

He bounded behind the human, tiring his prey until finally the freckle-faced man pressed his back up against the bark of an older redwood. Out of the shadows, Marcus dismounted and faced the Tier Naug. The pursuit was over. Time for a swift, honorable death. Marcus readied his talons and walked toward the man.

The Tier Naug lifted a shiny hollow branch, thick as a sapling oak that retained an unnatural straightness, toward Marcus. Something was off, but Tiecus pushed Marcus for the kill.

The shiny branch blew puffs of smoke, then made a sound like thunder, and flashed like lightning.

Marcus landed face-first in mud.

Temporarily blinded, he lay unmoving. Pain stabbed him in the chest. Hooves rushed past. Marcus forced air into his lungs. Fire sliced him at every breath. The world tunneled, and soft light blurred his surroundings. Boulders, attached to his shoulders, weighed him down. His legs denied his commands. With more effort than it was worth, he rolled on his back and greeted the slicing-hot pain akin to knives in his chest. He lay in wait for his strength to return. But the consequences of mending the wound would be paid by blood.

Marcus flung his hand and buried his claws into a trunk. Snow from low hanging branches shook loose and dusted his greatcoat. Winded and waiting a moment, Marcus hoisted his torso upright. His other hand reached out, his claws digging into the tree, and he pulled himself up the trunk. He repeated the steps until he could gain his feet underneath him.

Head pressed against the redwood, Marcus stayed there for what seemed like eternity. The wound ached in his chest but no longer bled. The world spun halfway around and then zipped back into place, only to rotate again and again. Incoherent, he went to walk and stumbled to the ground. This time he remained on all fours until the world straightened out.

Tiecus was pushing his way to the forefront, stretching to come out and pulling Marcus to the background, inside Tiecus’s body.

“No . . .” Marcus protested the demon forcing his way out into the physical world.

Marcus was hurt, and the demon didn’t want to show weakness, not even in his riddled host.

But for all the shortcomings of his abilities, for all the useless negotiating with a beast, Marcus had control over this.

Tiecus would not come to the forefront.

Marcus would not let the demon roam. Tiecus would remain inside of him. He refused to let the demon out.

Though Marcus was delirious, his determined obligation prevented the catastrophe of letting the demon run roughshod. Shock overwhelmed his sense. He pushed Tiecus back to the background, inside himself, and bent a knee for support. When he rose the second time, he was more balanced, but his body trembled.

Aimless, he tripped over a fallen branch camouflaged by snow and reached out to a tree for support. Hunger motivated his course of direction. The need for blood had never been so dire. Now with Tiecus using all his effort to heal Marcus, the demon needed to be fed.

The musk of human intertwined with a vanilla scent called to him. Marcus used a pine tree as a crutch to stand back up. He pushed off his support and landed on another trunk. Again and again he traveled from tree to tree until he got to a clearing near a stream. The scent led him to a young woman loitering over a patch of snow berries. He didn’t wonder if she was a villager, and he didn’t care. She was vital. Food.

He breathed in, stood straight, and pushed off the redwood. Grateful his hat remained on during the ordeal, he kept the brim over his eyes. Making every effort not to show weakness, his movements were slow and deliberate.

At first sight of him, the girl startled but settled and spoke in soft tones. He wasn’t coherent enough to understand, but she was a gem of her species. Long white-blonde hair down to her waist, eyes large and round, like a gentle doe, she coaxed him toward her. Unaware of his intentions, the little creature walked forward and gestured her willingness to help.

As soon as she was within reach, he grabbed her. Marcus cut a slit across her jugular with his index claw before she could scream. Blood ran off her neck. Like a starved wolf, mindless from hunger, Marcus imbibed her blood. Every gulp was like a gasp of air—one breath in for his life and one breath out for her death.

When her heart stopped squeezing life liquid, he eased her body down, moved her platinum hair out from underneath her backside, and wrapped it down the length of her torso. Seeing the madness done to this frail creature, he caressed her face with a knuckle. She seemed so young and at the start of life.

Tiecus gave no solace to him. Humans were food. But ever since the agreement with Valder, Marcus had formed a different opinion. Humans could be companions. He mourned the little doe. She had been kind. She hadn’t run from a stranger.

Reginhart was full of oddities.

He held on to her long after the cold absorbed the little doe’s body heat. The stone corpse was still frail and beautiful. Humans called out a name.

The crunch of snow from heavy footsteps brought Marcus back to his original task. He didn’t want to leave her, but he set her body down.

“This did not have to happen.” He rubbed his knuckle over her cheek. “You will be avenged.”

Anger overrode his sadness. He would kill that worthless retch of a Tier Naug for this beautiful human doe’s sacrifice. While most people all looked the same to him, this girl was different. Her grace and innocence set her apart.

Marcus uttered apologies to the lifeless body until the callers came close. He climbed a tree trunk, clawing his way to the first branch, and made his way along the tree canopy for his unseen departure. The burning on his arm compelled him to destroy the escaped Tier Naug. He vowed to set off to find Benicar’s enemy and tried to forget about the little doe he had left behind.
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SELKIE TOOK ANOTHER hunk of flesh from the dead Tier Naug. Marcus stood a respectful distance away. He bowed his head and honored the fact that the kill belonged to the inferno steed. Even if he himself wanted revenge, his one satisfaction was that Selkie liked to rip the flesh off his food while his victim was still alive.

Tiecus would have bled the Tier Naug to the point of just above consciousness before handing him over to Selkie, but Marcus had arrived at the scene too late.

Selkie severed the forearm with the “lightning stick” still in the grasp of the dead man’s hand and flung the offering over to Marcus. It seemed trite compared to the life Marcus took. He squatted down and examined what was left of the weapon.

Now that he could see the item up close, the mutilated wood and metal resembled Selkie’s meal. The forearm-length stick was made of unpolished metal perched on a wooden stock. Thick wire bands held both wood and metal together. Teeth marks confessed Selkie had “tasted” the weapon, but since it wasn’t devoured, the thing must have been found wanting. The barrel was crushed and tweaked. The middle was bent inward.

The demon steed seemed fine. No open lacerations, no contusions. Marcus held on to his trophy and waited.

After Selkie left no trace of the human behind, they continued to the stronghold in a leisurely pace. As the forest line pulled away, he saw the west-facing towers of the keep had crumbled, like a rock eater had come and had its fill.

Sunlight revealed more damage when they got closer to the only standing tower. When he climbed the hill to the grounds, he was surprised the east tower stood at all. Bricks littered the courtyard. Remains of a crumpled wall faced the sea. Ash and charred wood might have been the great hall. Worst of all, there wasn’t a stable.

As he dismounted, he could hear Asmara scoff. Not much like Benicar, is it?

Marcus was too angry to retort.

Selkie didn’t seem to mind about the integrity of the stronghold. The inferno demon stood poised with his ears and eyes to the ever-beckoning sea.

Marcus couldn’t tell whether the demon steed’s trance was in longing or in fear. He stood waiting for any sign that Selkie would go charging down the hill into the waves or opposite and into the trees. The tightness in his chest urged him to show dominance over his charger.

“Friend,” he said, barely audible. “Don’t leave me.”

At his plea, Selkie turned his neck, and the glow of his eyes shone. Marcus met the steed’s empty, sad eyes. Selkie nickered, and Marcus relaxed. The inferno steed would not abandon him today.

Officially, the mage and Selkie had a history before Marcus had even been created. In Asmara’s memories, a half-fish, half-man discarded its skin in favor of a land animal. That land animal was the demon steed in front of Marcus. The mage, knowing the stories of selchies, had stolen the seafaring skin. Imprisoning Selkie had never sat well with Marcus, but Asmara charmed and hid Selkie’s skin in favor of the demon steed’s service. If Marcus ever found Selkie’s outer shell, he’d give it back to its rightful owner.

“He hasn’t revealed his hiding place, but I’ll find it.” Marcus stepped forward and stroked the steed’s neck under his long black mane.

The charger nickered. Done with his job, Selkie walked over to the most comfortable looking piece of stone and curled up like demon horses do when tired, worn, and not in the first watch.

Marcus let out a sigh and turned his attention to the carnage of the castle. Valder had said it was damaged, but did he really expect Marcus to stay here? Only one roofless tower stood. Despite Valder’s recommendation, he was not going to contact Bolden Pillar.

“No.” Marcus collected the materials left to him. “Only Tier Naug. He meant for me to eat the Tier Naug.”

He removed his coat and set it over a half-burnt chair lying on its side in the middle of the courtyard. Then Marcus collected slivers of a broken mirror and puzzled them together until the mismatched pieces were large enough to show his face.

Three forms stared back at him in the reflection. His own long face and iridescent, shimmering eyes were most prominent. Behind his own image floated the ghost of a humanlike face with wide eyes, corkscrew-curly short hair, and ears that slanted upward and twisted like a swine’s tail at the ends.

Beyond Asmara, a larger creature lurked behind them both. Tiecus was not just a monster, but a nightmare. A creature so ugly, so fierce, so utterly terrifying that he caused paralysis in humans. Tiecus loomed in the background over the two of them. The entirety of the demon’s face didn’t fit inside the mirror, but a single shimmering eye examined itself. Tiecus was as ugly as ever with a wide snout, shaggy face, and horns that now began a slow curl, bending from the demon’s temple to behind his canine-like ears. The demon had grown since the last time Marcus had glanced at his reflection.

Asmara, taking the chance to admire his profile, turned his head left then right. The Serenite paid extra attention to the twists at the tips of his long, sensitive ears.

“You’re still old,” Marcus smirked.

I’m still handsome, Asmara quipped.

Watching all three of them in the mirror was odd. They possessed the same body, and yet they were free to move within Marcus. He was one, and they were three.

With his index claw, he circled around the mirror clockwise three times. With each circle, he called out Ardin’s name and used all his concentration on the magician in his mage tower. The mirror inside turned to haze. He waited for the reflection to reveal Ardin’s lab before casting his gaze back into what was now a connection to Benicar.

You’re getting better at scrying, Asmara purred.

Marcus didn’t reply. He looked down, where the mirror no longer was a mirror but a passageway back to the king’s palace.

On the other side of the connection, herbs and books littered the room. Feathers, globes, pots, and a general pile of disarray filled the mirror, but no Ardin. He called out the magician’s name, but no one answered. He would have to sit and wait. His only other company, besides the two always inside his head, twitched his ears to the incoming surf.

“This inconvenience is your doing,” Marcus snarled.

You’d rather have to avoid every single mirror in Benicar? Asmara snarled back.

As a friend, the mage, through Marcus, had informed Valder how mirrors could be used by demon spies. His sly deception to conceal Asmara and Tiecus had worked. The king had removed all the mirrors from the castle except the one in the mage tower. If Marcus wanted to talk with anyone in Benicar, he’d have to deal with the magician.

From the other side of the mirror, a door opened and slammed closed. Ardin’s voice muttered in a language Marcus did not recognize. A round metal object flew in and out of the mirror’s line of sight and then landed with a clang in Ardin’s lab. Whatever project the magician had jettisoned across the room had obviously failed.

“Ardin?” he said.

The swearing stopped, and a thin hooded cloaked figure padded over to the mirror. The glint of his eyes reached beyond his hood, but his features were masked in darkness.

“Ah, the great demon, Marcus.” Ardin’s voice conveyed a hint of smug satisfaction. “Are you in Reginhart yet?”

“Yes.” Marcus drawled out his spite.

“I’ll tell his majesty you’ve arrived. Goodnight.” Ardin turned his back and started to walk away.

“Ardin, wait.” Marcus wanted to climb through the portal and claw the magician’s backside. “I have unusual news.”

Ardin stopped.

“The stronghold is in great need of repair.”

“So, repair it. Or can you not do that? I suppose you wouldn’t know anything about creation.”

Marcus gritted his teeth and retorted, “Valder said it was damaged, but this is... not a stronghold. It’s more like a pile of rocks.”

“That’s none of my concern.” Ardin turned around to face him. “But I will tell him just the same. Goodnight.” The magician raised a hand to cut the connection.

“I’m not finished.” Marcus lunged for the mirror, stopping before hitting the glass.

Ardin lowered and crossed his arms.

“A Tier Naug had something.” Marcus reached for the broken equipment. “A lightning stick of some sort.”

“Show me.” Ardin walked forward.

He held the destroyed piece in front of the scrying mirror and whispered the words that would transform the two-way connection into an actual portal.

Marcuuuusss . . . Asmara warned.

“I have to show him,” Marcus whispered.

This is dangerous. You could lose your hand and the tool.

“He wants to see it,” Marcus hissed, pushing the weapon through the mirror gateway so that Ardin could examine the lightning stick live instead of trying to show him through a hole the size of a dinner plate.

Slow, the mage warned.

I know. Marcus gritted his teeth, holding the tool as the portal pulled it through, wanting to take everything, including Marcus, and deposit everything to the other side.

Let the connection grab it.

Will you let me concentrate? Marcus snapped.

The weapon, along with Marcus’s hand, became enveloped in silver. He felt a tug and let the lightning stick slide into the mirror through the boundaries of the connection.

Good. Breathe. Don’t rush.

Marcus huffed like a scolded child.

Scrying was hard enough. Concentrating on keeping the connection open between two places taxed his mind. Asmara’s coaching wasn’t helping.

As Marcus advanced his arm further, the contraption went beyond the miniature worm hole toward the other side of the mirror in Benicar.

Stop. Anymore and it will pull us in.

Asmara was right. The lightning stick and Marcus’s hand hovered in midair inside Ardin’s lab.

The magician stepped back, grabbed a nearby dirk, and threatened the protruding mass that had just come through the mirror and into his room.

Marcus gave a wicked smile to the magician. “Still want to petition Valder about bringing mirrors back?”

Ardin hesitated and lowered the dirk. He examined the piece in Marcus’s hand. Ardin tried to grab hold of the lightning stick, but his hand went through the silver representation of the weapon and Marcus’s hand like through water.

“An optical illusion,” Ardin said. “You’re more a magician than you think.”

How little the man knows.

“I could make it materialize on your end if I wanted,” Marcus sneered.

“Useless.” Ardin sheathed his dagger. “Can’t you do anything right?”

Marcus growled and slowly pulled his hand and the lightning stick back.

“I need an arquebus intact.” Ardin waved his hand. “You believe a broken one is going to do me any good?”

“So, it’s called an arquebus.” Sensing opportunity, Marcus gave a wicked smile. “I can find one in working order.” Another agreement was not what he wanted, but he’d do anything if it led him back to Benicar.

“What do you want?” Ardin crossed his arms.

“I will bring you a working arquebus if King Eric Valder asks me to return. If we don’t have an agreement, then I will destroy any I find.” Marcus held up the broken arquebus and waited.

With a hint of malice, Ardin said, “So, you can come all the way through the mirror?”

Asmara sniffed in disapproval. Should have anticipated your childish remark would give him more information than we wanted him to have.

“Do we have a deal?” Marcus strained to smile.

Asmara swore in Serenite, Why settle for an arquebus when you can transport an army wherever you want?

Marcus then understood what Ardin really wanted but would never ask for and sighed. “It’s only fitting a magician know this trick of the light. Do you want to learn how to carry into the scry?”

“Carry into the scry?” The magician’s hood turned as if Ardin were tilting his head.

“It’s the ability to carry things from one mirror to another.”

“How is that possible?”

“You don’t need to know the specifics . . . yet.” In truth, it was dangerous to cross from one mirror to another. In addition to a disciplined mind, it required traveling into the Atra Solumn—the place where demons lived.

“How far can you travel?”

“If there is a mirror there, you can go.”

“So, I could travel from this mirror in Benicar to that mirror in Reginhart?”

“Technically, if both mirrors are large enough.”

“That’s over two hundred miles.” Ardin sounded skeptical.

“So?”

“And you can use any mirror?”

“Yes, Ardin. Any mirror. If there is a mirror there, you can go.”

Silence.

He’s waiting for terms, Marcus. We shouldn’t teach humans . . .

“If you barter King Eric Valder for my return, then I will teach you how to carry into the scry. Do we have a deal?”

“An arquebus for your return and to teach me this mirror trick.”

“Say it,” Marcus ground out. “Nothing arbitrary.” Loose agreements could leave him in ashes. A demon couldn’t be too careful.

“I will convince King Eric to bring you back to Benicar in exchange for a working arquebus and teaching me how to carry through the scry.”

Passive agreements couldn’t always be proven. It would do nothing even if Eric called him to Benicar. If the king didn’t confess that Ardin had convinced him to bring Marcus back, the agreement would be nullified.

“Agreed.” Marcus noticed a tingle running along his ribs. Inside, he groaned at yet another tattoo. But this one would not set him on fire for failure.

With three counter-clockwise hand motions over the mirror, Ardin disconnected their communication. The triad graced a reflection once more.

Marcus assessed the repairs needed on the stronghold.

“Let’s see if we can’t find another arquebus.”
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IT WAS A snide comment and a personal affront, Asmara said.

Marcus picked up another stone and hauled the rock over to the east tower. “So, now you’re using me as a mule because a magician irked you?”

You’re going to prove creation is not beyond your repertoire.

“So far, all I’m doing is moving rocks.” Marcus laid the fist-sized boulder on top of the neck- high wall of stones. Small patches of ivy weaved their way in between the rock layers, holding each stone in place, acting as mortar.

Moving rocks is part of the process. Asmara projected his teacher tone. Now, show me. Just like I showed you. Weave the vine around the stone.

Marcus stroked the dark leaves, willing the plant to grow.

No, no. The mage fluctuated from the background of Marcus’s body. Asmara poured forth, threatening to morph himself into physical form. Foliage doesn’t have consciousness. You must propel the growth from the light inside you. You make it grow. You need to visualize the result and pour your desire into it.

Marcus stroked the leaves again and visualized as he’d been shown, but the vine didn’t grow.

Pull its growing force toward your fingers, Asmara coached. Remember, think abstract.

Marcus looked over at the very edge of the crumbled wall. Selkie stood and stared with ears locked toward the sea.

“This is a waste of time.” Marcus shifted his feet.

He could feel Asmara purse his lips. You’re still young, the mage said, as if being in this triad for near two decades didn’t feel like a century of hell.

“We should be looking for an arquebus.” Marcus ground a talon down his foreclaw, leaving a metal scraping in the air.

Selkie’s longing gaze toward the reef never wavered.

“We’re just going to leave as soon as I get one. Why bother?”

In a rush to get back to Benicar so you can shove me into the background? Asmara’s tone mocked. I like being able to see the stars at night.

“It’s my sole purpose to keep you safe. Benicar is safe.”

A faint nicker slipped from Selkie’s muzzle. Every wave and rippling of the water held the inferno steed in rapt attention.

“If we don’t get this done today, Selkie’s not going to wait for you to give him back his skin.” Marcus slid his thumb claw down the length of his middle talon. “He’ll rejoin his brethren, burning fire and all.”

He wouldn’t be that foolish, Asmara hissed. Don’t try to avoid the lesson.

“We’ve never been this close to the ocean before. Why don’t you just give it back to him?” Marcus sneered. “Or is he another demon for your collection?”

From the background, Marcus felt Asmara’s gritting teeth, eyes slit in contempt and his tall, slender ears wiggling in agitation.

Puppis, Asmara said. If you don’t want to learn how to do this, then I won’t force you.

“I didn’t say I didn’t want to learn.” Before Marcus’s eyes, the vine grew at an accelerated speed and intertwined around the stone layer. Asmara didn’t need to take control over their body to call upon his power, but any unassuming human would believe Marcus was the mage. “I simply think that now is not the appropriate time.”

I’m not giving back his skin. Asmara continued to let the vine expand, weaving in and around itself growing into a wall of foliage.

“Hence the demon steed’s prison.” Marcus couldn’t hide his agitation. He stepped back from the stone-and-vine cave they had made. “You have stone walls. What about a gate?”

Selkie clomped inside the stone structure. The defeat in the demon steed’s flame-flickering eyes killed Marcus.

Clear water gathered in a puddle around the stone cave opening. Marcus watched the liquid crawl up the sides and freeze within a matter of seconds. The thin ice patch crackled as another layer of water bubbled over the frozen layer as if climbing over a bed sheet. The pattern repeated, defying nature, gravity, and logic, each new layer forming another thicker, wider patch of ice. Layer by layer, water pooled at the top of the growing ice block and froze in sections until the mass created a thick, impenetrable door of ice.

Marcus stepped back from the rugged stone barn. The building was made of rock and ivy while the entrance was made of frozen water. Asmara was making the door to the barn out of his mastered element. Ice. Much like the mage’s heart.

“Won’t he just melt it?”

It’s elemental water, living ice. Asmara’s answer droned with the flat resonance of tiredness. No matter the heat, it won’t melt.

Marcus shrugged. He assumed the vine holding the rocks together wouldn’t burn either.

Keep still, Asmara admonished.

Marcus sighed.

Asmara’s voice became less monotonic. Tell me you haven’t forgotten how to ward the place.

The element of wind responded faster to Marcus. He stood imagining a dome around the stronghold. Ventus, known as elemental air, obliged Marcus as naturally as breathing.

An ocean breeze played with his black locks. The air tumbled, swirling clockwise. The breeze caressed the walls in a continual circle. Air flowed around the stronghold high up into the sky. A low whistle moaned as Ventus blew across the crumbling towers and through the courtyard.

“Satisfied?” Marcus sneered.

The mage gave a mental grunt. You trust too much.

“Why?” Marcus grinned. “Does the noise irritate your sensitive ears?”

Ventus is a viper. An element that will kill you for laughs. It’s a double-edged sword.

“Air is also the element of freedom.”

Be wary, Marcus. Ventus is not your friend.

“We should concentrate on finding an arquebus.” Marcus felt the weight of anxiety as both the sun and Tiecus awoke. “And I need to find a Tier Naug.”

Mmmmm. Asmara hummed.

Marcus admired the new oak door to the roofless tower. He’d fashioned it himself.

Proud of your handiwork?

“I am.”

Good. There’s an entire roof to make.

Marcus huffed, “Then we feed Tiecus.”

He opened the door to a sparse stone tower. To the right was a large empty circular space. Directly in the path of the door, a stairway swept up and connected to a landing where it continued and disappeared through to the second and third stories. The left side of the room branched into a hall where a six-person dining table, a hearth, and a makeshift kitchen lay in tatters. But the roof needed attention, and with each step up the three storied spiral staircase, his stiff joints cried out for mercy. He missed the rope bed in his dank cave under Benicar.

Low hanging clouds darkened the sky, which wasn’t a problem. Seeing the coming storm through the third-story ceiling was the issue.

The air around Marcus shifted, and the wind whistled a high-pitched whine. The small hairs on his arms tickled. Ventus was not playing mischief. Someone was climbing up the steep incline to the keep.

Marcus peered through the window to the hill leading up to the castle.

A not-quite-grown man, yet no longer a youngling, eyed the open portcullis. His tawny hair fluttered in the wind. The dark-eyed, pale-faced, slightly built teenager adjusted the flaps of his sheep-lined coat as he strode through the courtyard.

Must be one of the villagers, Asmara said.

“I wonder if he’ll be missed.” Deliberations such as those were telltale signs Tiecus was influencing his thoughts.

Let’s not eat the town, shall we.

“Like you care,” Marcus uttered.

Oh, I care. I cared when that mob in Dorslin came to churn us out, Asmara retorted.

Marcus licked his teeth and leaned further over the ledge. This was the first human that would knock on his door. The thought brought a warmth he had never known he’d wanted before. A home was more than brick and wood, but having a place to defend brought out the pride Marcus had never let himself feel before.

He waited and watched to hear a knock and greet his first visitor as the youngling traversed the courtyard to the door. Marcus had a mind this time and could negotiate with the townspeople. They’d leave him alone. He’d leave them alone. Everything would be fine.

That knock never came. The pint-sized youngling checked the latch, opened the door, and stepped into the tower.

Marcus stood aghast. It was as if a weeling had lifted a leg and peed on him. “Did he just . . . ?” But Marcus could not finish his sentence. His jaw had gone slack. The human might as well trample him backward and forward. Entering without invitation was just . . .

Yes, Asmara said. Humans are rude.

Tiecus nudged Marcus into movement.

“Hello?” The youngling’s voice resounded throughout the cylinder tower. “Lord Reginhart?”

Marcus could not hold Tiecus’s fierce growl, and a snarl echoed through the tower. He crossed the third-story room and started to descend the stairs. The fight to control Tiecus was like holding fire. Flames of the demon’s instinct flickered hot and danced around capture. Marcus continued to grasp for control.

At the last flight of stairs, Marcus took hold of invisible reins and stood at the top of the first-level landing.

One foot extended, paused, and then struck the stair below. Marcus took each stride in deliberate restraint. He squeezed his claws against his palms so hard he could smell a familiar tangy odor of his own blood.

Frost poured from his sleeves and floated down the stairs. Cold mist drifted over the first floor, pushing a weighted humidity into the air. Sparks crackled at the edges of Marcus’s fingertips. Two opposing elements, ice and fire, hissed at each other under his footfalls. As Marcus made his way down the flight of stone stairs, the familiar mantra consisting of the fifth agreement held him back. No unnecessary violence.

Marcus wanted to prove Reginhart could be different. That he could keep Tiecus from eating the townspeople. Only Tier Naug.

He stood at the bottom of the stairs, towering over the intruder, and acknowledged the youngling with a scowl under his hat. “Why are you in my home?”

“This isn’t your home.” The pip-squeak of a human stood proud, unyielding to intimidation. Years would pass before he filled out. But the youngling’s dark eyes had a fierceness Marcus recognized—determination.

“You should leave while you can,” Marcus growled.

“You should leave before the king’s men get here.”

Marcus chuckled and leaned forward exposing his eyes to the human.

The boy flushed and stomped his left foot. “I’m serious. We have sent a horseman to Benicar. When Lord Reginhart comes back, he’ll rip your head off and shove you down a piss hole.”

Is everyone in this town insane? Asmara blanched.

Excluding Valder, Cornelius, and Ardin, this was more conversation than Marcus ever had with a human. But those were men of power, confidence, and stature. This youngling’s mouth hurled him into a death sentence.

His hold on Tiecus attenuated, and the boy’s quick movement accelerated the thinning line of his control.

“King Valder got your message. He sent”—Marcus smiled—“me.”

The boy stepped back as his face went from scarlet to white paste.

Marcus felt his smile go from wide to painful.

“No. No, he wouldn’t have sent you. You’re lying.” The boy took another step back. “That’s what you monsters do.”

“Oh, you’re a bona fide warlock.” Marcus strained to remain standing. “You should be careful, young one. You’re all alone up here.”

“Morgan wasn’t enough for you?”

The crystal-blue eyes and flaxen hair of the girl flashed through his memory. She had been willing to help him, unafraid. Morgan must have been her name. The flavor of her blood rolled over his tongue, and he licked his teeth while the weight of guilt anchored his feet. “She was a mistake.”

The boy’s eyes flared. “She? There’s more than one?”

“The girl . . .” Marcus’s anger waned, allowing him a stranglehold over Tiecus. “Heart-shaped face, waist-long blonde hair, blue eyes with the expression of an angelic doe. She is this Morgan?”
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