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THE TROUBLE WITH DEMONS – Lisa Shearin 

www.lisashearin.com 

 

 

My shoulder took the demon queen in the midsection with a satisfying 

thud.  The Scythe flew out of her hand and skidded across the dais, 

disappearing over the side onto the floor below.  We both scrambled for it, 

but not before the queen’s foot gave me a solid kick in the head, and black 

flowers bloomed on the edge of my vision.  I shook them off and threw 

myself on top of her, grabbing for her throat, my weight and momentum 

taking her to the floor.  The demon queen hissed and twisted sharply, putting 

us face to fangs with her on top.  One of my arms was pinned between us, but 

the other got in two solid punches to the side of her face and she had a few 

less fangs. 

The second punch snapped her head to the side and gave me enough leverage to flip her onto her 

back.  Problem was I’d miscalculated how close we were to the dais stairs.  I think I hit every bone in 

my body rolling down those stairs entangled with the demon queen.  She was hissing; I was snarling.  

Her claws were going for my eyes; I was going for anything I could knee, elbow, or punch.  

Everything was pretty much a blur rolling down the stairs, but from what I could hear, the boys 

were giving as good as they got.  From the stench of burning demon flesh, I guessed that Vegard had 

gotten clear of the Hellgate distortion and was lobbing fireballs.  Piaras’s voice rang out in a single, 

imperious word, and a Volghul flew by overhead, arms and legs desperately flailing.  Tam’s sibilant 

incantations from the dais above us were tight with effort, fighting for control.  I’d taken on the queen, 

leaving Tam to replace the void of her power with his own, to single-handedly try to keep the Hellgate 

from exploding, imploding, or whatever it was that a loose Hellgate did.   

Tam was powerful, but he was mortal.  His power had limits, and time was not on our side.       

The queen and I rolled to a stop as a needle-thin shaft of white light exploded the head of the 

nearest Volghul.  I didn’t move.  It didn’t seem smart with skull-piercing lighting bolts flying around.   

My mistake.  A big one. 

 

BEWITCHED & BETRAYED – Lisa Shearin 

 

Then a lot of things happened.   

Shouts, the screams of panicked horses, and the hollow thumps and 

whistles of crossbow bolts.   

Shooting.  I couldn’t believe it; the Guardians were shooting at them.  

Surely Mychael had told them not to hurt Tam.  My eyes tried to look 

everywhere at once.  Mychael was nowhere to be seen.  I swore and ran for the 

main gate.  I heard the whistle of the bolt a split second before I flattened 

myself against the gatehouse to avoid being tacked there like a bug to a board.     

Khrynsani.  

So much for where the ones chasing us down the tunnel had gone.  But 

there were definitely more than four keeping the Guardians at bay.  Looked 

like Ghalfari had arranged some manpower to cover his escape.     
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They were firing on the Guardians, and Mychael’s boys were letting them have it with the same 

and more.      

Fire was the Guardians’ weapon of choice and magic was its fuel.  A Khrynsani timed his shot 

wrong and the next instant a thin shaft of blue fire punched a hole through him as clean as a lance. The 

fire didn’t go out but continued to spread and consume until the goblin was a dark stain on the 

cobblestone street.   

Two other Khrynsani went up in flames exactly the same way, but the others kept firing 

crossbows and throwing red flaming spheres.  The goblins were outnumbered and out-magiced, but they 

didn’t retreat one step. 

It was a suicide attack.  The crazed bastards were dying as a distraction so Nukpana and Ghalfari 

could escape.   

“Step aside,” Justinius told me calmly.     

I did.  I had no problem with that.  The old man was aiming for Khrynsani guards.   

I wanted their bosses.  

Justinius chose a target, pointed at it, and a fiery needle of molten silver shot from the tip of his 

finger, passing completely through a goblin in the act of summoning a red ball of flame.  He raised his 

other hand, palm out, and with a shaft of white fire, vaporized two Khrynsani who had the poor 

judgment to shoot at him.  I didn’t stick around to watch the old man have his fun; I had my own pair of 

goblin targets.   

The coachmen with the bad luck to have high-strung horses had all they could handle just 

keeping their teams from bolting.  If you asked me, the horses had the right idea.  I darted among the 

coaches, following Nukpana’s trail while trying to keep myself from being trampled by terrified horses.    

A surprised shout turned into a pained scream as a coachman went flying over the top of the 

coach parked next to his.   

I bared my teeth in a savage grin.  Found them.   

Janos Ghalfari quickly climbed into the now empty coachman’s seat, then stared directly at me.   

Oh crap. 

 

 

BREAKING THE RULES – Suzanne Brockmann 

http://suzannebrockmann.com/TS16BreakingTheRulesExcerpt.html 

 

 

The first shot took down the Marine officer who was running the 

rescue effort, and the cry rang out, repeated by all of the military personnel in 

the area. Dan shouted it, too: "Sniper!" 

 

Jesus, the civilian woman and her child were in the middle of the open 

marketplace, completely exposed. 

 

S. Anderson saw them, too, and instead of diving for cover inside of the bus, 

she jumped back down to help him help them. Dan could hear her, just a few steps behind him as he ran 

toward the woman, shouting, "Run!" 

 

But the woman had heard the shots, and she'd crouched down to shield her child, uncertain of which 

way to escape.  
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Because there was no cover anywhere near, and nowhere to run except... 

 

"Go!" Danny shouted, thrusting the child into S. Anderson's arms, pointing to the blast crater. If they 

could get to the edge of that gaping hole in the road, and slide down to the bottom and then hug the 

rubble and earth... 

 

The woman shrieked as her child was ripped from her, but his plan was a good one, because she 

immediately followed, no explanation needed. 

 

He tried to shield her with his body, tried to get her to run a zigzag path that was similar to the one 

Anderson was taking with the little boy. But the woman's mission to reach and protect her child was so 

single-minded, it was like trying to push a freight train from its tracks. 

 

From the corner of his eye, as he ran at the woman's top speed, Dan saw Lopez and Izzy pulling the 

fallen officer to cover onto the patio of what, in happier times, had once been a hotel.  

 

But then Dan saw Izzy turn to look out at him in disbelief. He heard the other SEAL shout his name, and 

Dan realized that the slap he'd just felt in the back of his thigh had been a bullet. 

 

And Jesus Christ, that was his blood exploding out through the front of his pants from the exit wound. 

And sure enough, his leg crumpled beneath his weight with the next stride he took. But they were close 

enough to the crater for him to push the woman the last few feet, down into Anderson's waiting arms.  

 

But Dan was still six feet away, with a leg that not only didn't work but, holy shit, was really starting to 

hurt. He had to crawl, pulling himself forward, his hands raw on the rough debris in the street, because 

he was not going to do this to Jennilyn. He was not going to come home in a coffin. 

 

But he saw all the blood, and he knew he was dead. There was no way he was going to survive, even if 

he made it to cover. The motherfucker with the rifle had hit an artery. Dan was going to bleed out before 

that sniper was taken down, and there was nothing anyone could do to save him.  

 

But he didn't quit because he didn't know how to quit. And then he didn't have to quit, because 

something hit him hard in the side, and he realized with a burst of pain that it was Izzy, singing at the top 

of his lungs, "Oh, the weather outside is frightful..." 

 

The freaking idiot had run all the way across that open patch of gravel and debris. He'd dived, as if 

sliding into home, right on top of Dan, and they'd tumbled together down into the blast crater. 

 

But it was too late.  

 

And wasn't this just the way it would happen? The last face Dan would see, the last person he would 

speak to before leaving this earth... 

 

Was Izzy fucking Zanella. 
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From The Apocalypse Troll by David Weber, Baen Books 

 

(I’d like you all to study Weber’s deft use of dialogue that ramps up pacing…) 

 

Commodore Josephine Santander's stern, composed face appeared on Captain 

Steven Onslow's com screen almost before the echoes of the alarm had died, 

though he knew she'd been in her quarters when it sounded. 

"Talk to me, Steve," she said without preamble. 

"Scan reports a Kanga force closing slowly from about sixty light-hours, 

Ma'am. Azimuth one-four-niner, elevation two-niner-three. I don't have a firm 

track yet, but it looks like they'll cross our wake about twenty light-hours behind us. Preliminary IDs 

look like an Ogre with escorts."  

"An Ogre?" Commodore Santander allowed herself a raised eyebrow. 

"Yes, Ma'am. It—Just a moment, Ma'am." He glanced at a side screen connecting him directly to 

Central Scanning, and his black face tightened. 

"We're getting better data now, Ma'am. Scan confirms the Ogre. It's a full battle squadron—so far 

we've picked up three Trollheims siding her."  

"I see. Put it on Battle One, please."  

Onslow touched a button, and the big holo tank on the flag bridge lit with a three-dee duplicate of his 

own display. Commodore Santander studied it for a moment. 

"We've got their course, Ma'am," Onslow said, and a thin red line appeared on the plot, predicting 

the hostile force's movements. "They're pulling about four lights relative and translating steadily."  

"Gradient?" the commodore asked sharply. 

"Steep, Ma'am. They're eight or nine translations out already. The computer estimates they'll break 

the beta wall in—" he glanced at his readouts "—about five hours."  

Commodore Santander frowned and swung her command chair slowly from side to side. It was 

unlike the Kangas to pile on that sort of gradient. They must be in one hell of a hurry to run that big a 

risk of acoherency. 

She wished there were someone she could turn this over to, but Admiral Wierhaus had detached only 

half of Battle Squadron Ninety for a badly needed overhaul, and she—for her sins—was the senior 

officer present. They were just over three light-years out of 36 Ophiuchi, and no one closer than the fleet 

base there could have taken the responsibility for her. She sighed silently. What she wished didn't 

change what she had. 

"All right, Steve. Get Commander Tho to work on a pursuit course. Maximum drive and optimum 

translation curve."  

"Optimum, Ma'am?" Onslow asked carefully. 

"You heard me. Toss out the safety interlocks. They wouldn't be translating that fast if they weren't 

in a hurry, and there wouldn't be three Trollheims riding herd on them if it wasn't important. So get that 

course worked out soonest, then put the squadron on it."  
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"Aye, aye, Ma'am," Captain Onslow said just a bit too expressionlessly, and Santander turned back 

to her plot, forcing herself to project an aura of confidence. She understood his unhappiness at pushing 

the multi-dimensional drive that hard and only wished she had another choice. 

 

And watch how Weber sets up the emotional angle in a breather (the beginning of this 

snippet), slams into action, and ends on emotion: 

 

She stank. She would have traded a year in hell for a shower, she thought, smiling wearily, and knew 

her crew felt the same, yet they hadn't complained once. Anwar had been her ESO for over two years—

long enough to understand the differences between them—and he hadn't argued even when she ordered 

him to sleep at regular intervals while she managed his systems as well as her own. 

Sergeant Goering hadn't been with her as long, but she, too, had done well. Indeed, it had been she 

who managed to deduce approximately when they were. Commodore Santander had succeeded in 

crippling the Kangas' planned Takeshita Translation; Sputnik's crew knew that, for Goering had 

monitored crude, old-style radio and microwave communications as they raced into the system at FTL 

speeds. They couldn't be much further back than the late twentieth century—yet it might as well have 

been 50,000 bc, for all the ability humanity would have to defend itself. 

Her crew knew that as well as Leonovna did, but their unshaken confidence in her had been a tower 

of strength. And she'd needed that strength. Human hardware surpassed the best the Kangas could build, 

but there were always tradeoffs. Sputnik was faster than the tender she pursued, but despite her more 

advanced drive, she was no faster and far less maneuverable than the Troll-crewed fighters which 

guarded that tender. They had no need for life support, nor for the gravity compensators a human crew 

required. They had more mass to spare for other purposes, and their tremendous drives made up for their 

lower efficiency with pure, brute power. In deep space, with room to use the superiority of her 

technology, her bird was the equal of any three Troll fighters, but not if the Trolls could pin her. Not if 

they could somehow close the range through her superior missiles and more deadly power guns and 

force her into maneuvering combat in range of their own guns. 

And that was exactly what they were about to do. 

Her mind flicked over her remaining weapons automatically. She'd expended all but one of her 

heavy missiles, and she dared not waste that one on a Troll. It was a ship-killer, the last nuke she had, 

and it could be used on only one target. To get into range of that target, she had only three of the "Skeet" 

missiles with their deadly powered flechettes designed for short-range snapshots—only the Skeets and 

her guns. 

She sighed and glanced over at her sleeping ESO. She would have to wake him soon, for she 

couldn't manage her electronic warfare systems as they must be managed if there was to be any hope for 

a shot. 

She'd begun the pursuit with only two wingmen, deliberately sending Casper Turabian and her other 

five survivors after the only other surviving Kanga tender when it broke out-system. It had been a cold-

blooded decision, but Casper had understood. His pilots stood a better chance against a tender which 

would be forced to turn back towards them if it was to reach its target before it expended its life support. 

They had a better chance to wait it out before fatigue crippled them. But by the same token, she'd known 

they would face a frontal attack by all sixteen of its escorting Trolls when the Kangas ordered their 

cyborgs to clear a path for it. 
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They had, and none of them had survived the encounter . . . but neither had the Kangas or their 

Trolls. Casper had lasted long enough, drifting in his crippled fighter, to confirm the kills. Then his life 

support had failed. She'd heard nothing from him in over a week. 

She pushed the grief aside again. There was no time, just as there was no time for so many things. 

The long, grueling pursuit had come down to these last fleeting minutes, and soon it would end. Her last 

wingman had died five days ago when a trio of Trolls whipped back and up before Lieutenant Durstan 

could rouse from the sleep she needed so desperately. Colonel Leonovna had destroyed her killers, but it 

had been cold comfort. She'd scored seven more kills during the long stern chase, but five remained, 

covering the tender, blocking every firing angle, and if she came close enough to use her remaining 

Skeets, the surviving fighters would close to gun range and nail her short of the tender. 

She sighed again and nudged her ESO. 

"Wake up, Anwar," she said gently, and his head jerked up, his eyes clearing almost instantly. But 

only almost, and it was that brief hesitation which would have killed a normal human pilot long since. 

"Time?" he asked, rubbing the last sleep from his eyes. 

"Just about," she said. There was no defeat in her weary voice, only a tinge of sorrow. 

"Think of anything better while I was napping?" he asked, yawning as he tugged his helmet back 

into place. 

"Sorry."  

"Oh, well. I always wanted to go out with a bang. Should I wake Prissy?"  

"Go ahead," Colonel Leonovna said absently, running deliberately back over her checklist. The 

process was normally so automatic she never thought about it, but her growing fatigue was yet another 

enemy she must defeat. 

"It's been a hell of a ride, Skip," O'Donnel said, reaching for the button that would wake Sergeant 

Goering in her isolated little compartment. "Love to do it again sometime."  

"You're a piss-poor liar, Anwar," she said affectionately, sparing him a smile, and he grinned back 

crookedly. 

"True. But at least Prissy may come through it."  

"I hope so," Colonel Leonovna said softly as he pressed the button, and there was no more to be said, 

for she and O'Donnel were about to die. 

She'd tried to find another answer, but she had only one weapon besides her missile which might 

take out the tender: Sputnik herself. It had worked for Defender, and it should work again, if only she 

could get a clear run. She and O'Donnel had discussed it exhaustively, and they'd reached the same 

conclusion each time. The best she could hope for was to cross over the Troll rearguard once they 

entered atmosphere, then turn back, blow her way through the lead fighters by relying on the blast effect 

of exploding her last nuke in atmosphere, and ram the tender head-on. The fireball as their drives 

overloaded would be hotter than any nuclear warhead ever fired. 

But she couldn't do it until they were in atmosphere, and she couldn't do it without Anwar to run 

ECM interference for her, so he would be included in her death. Yet it might be possible to save 

Goering. They had no more need for a communications officer, for there was no one with whom to 

communicate, and so Colonel Leonovna had decided to jettison the sergeant's escape capsule as soon as 

they entered atmosphere. 
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Goering had argued, but her commander over-rode her sternly. They both knew the com tech would 

have a poor enough chance, given standard Troll tactics, but it was the only one Leonovna could give 

her. 

"Atmosphere in three minutes, Skip," O'Donnel reminded her quietly. 

"Oh, yes. Thank you, Anwar. Prissy?"  

"Yes, Skipper," Goering said in a tiny voice. "I'm ready."  

"Good. Anwar will give you a five count."  

"I . . . understand," the sergeant said, and the colonel heard the tears in her voice. 

"Hoist one for us when you get down," she said. 

"I will, Skip. Nail the bastards."  

"I'll try, Prissy. I'll really try."  

"Count starts—now!" O'Donnel said. "Five . . . four . . . three . . ."  

"Good-bye, Skipper!"  

" . . . Two . . . Luck, Prissy!"  

Sputnik shuddered as the capsule blasted free, spinning away in a wild evasion pattern which blacked 

out its occupant instantly. Colonel Leonovna and her ESO held their breaths, following her with their 

instruments, willing her to safety. 

"Skip! Bandit Two!"  

"Goddamn it to hell!" Mental commands flashed to Leonovna's weapon systems, and two of her 

remaining Skeets dropped free, guiding instantly on the Troll fighter which had nosed up and around. 

They flashed towards their target, but too slowly, and a salvo of missiles ripped from the Troll, homing 

on the escape capsule. 

Sergeant Priscilla Goering died two seconds after her killer. 

There was silence in Sputnik's cockpit. A cold, hate-filled silence. 
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