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	“Beyond this small war, there is a plague. The sooner we meet it, the better.”

	 




Part 1

	Daggers and Rings

	

	 

	 


Prologue

	The Scenic Route

	Past midnight, Laila Storm strode through the teeming Garden of the King district in Maidenhall. 

	Laila appeared smaller, almost fragile, but her scene-stealing form and perfectly cut attire tempted the eye of everyone. Walking beside her, my youngest sister scanned the chaotic crowd. Perhaps, that was what threw me off, the growth of Ayla, her self-assured and dominant appearance giving Laila a strong rival where the attention of others was concerned. The pair kept an eye on each other in my absence, but I still checked in on them from afar.

	Ayla was still healing, slowly drawing energy from the rest of our brood as her soul found its place around a mistreated heart. She noticed my distant gaze, and I could feel the self-conscious smile spreading across her face. 

	Our crude yet unbreakable connection was woven with blood and determination. It gave the young woman the confidence to act in a family like no other. 

	I didn’t know when I’d be back, if ever.

	The Garden of the King, a night-flower blooming even in spring with its nocturnal livelihood and vice, was Laila’s domain and the seat from which she watched over the Lower Districts of Colivar’s capital city. The far-reaching influence of the Scarred Man hadn’t surprised her after all, but knowing the high cost for such a feat, it had planted a stalk of fear in her heart. 

	It was only right that I distract them both.

	I pushed a whisper through the soul bond between myself and my surrogate aunt: “Ayla looks cold tonight. Perhaps you could find her something a bit less revealing.”

	Laila, for her part, hated when I did that, preferring a far more open thread between us. She spoke out loud, knowing that I could perceive her words as if I were right there, walking beside her, “I’m betting any assassin will take a good long look at her before they make their move.” 

	Ayla scoffed, “Ara’s complaining about my dress, isn’t he? Nobody would see my new boots if I wore something longer.”

	Laila’s influence had certainly taken hold in the young woman, already teaching her the more subtle methods of leverage and control. I was sure that there was plenty that I could learn from Laila, given a chance, but the harsher methods worked as well, and the dress just wasn’t my size.

	“Tell her that Raven is jealous enough without having more competition.” My aunt would love that response, knowing my ability to get in trouble with my better half—that and the ongoing rivalry between my adopted sisters.

	“You’re speaking with Laila again, aren’t you?” Raven touched my arm, seeking my undivided attention as if such a thing existed.

	Laila seemed worried. “Ara, when will you be coming back?”

	“Ask Ayla,” I murmured, closing the link to my family in Maidenhall. Three-way conversations were confusing enough. 

	“Just checking in,” I said to Rae.

	The intricate brood connections were a recent development, a parting gift from a once-powerful death-demon. The last shard of its soul had been consumed by an alpha demon named Koki-Ten during an epic clash on the road north of Stonnberg. 

	The stunning attack by five demon-driven assassins had remapped the landscape of my heart and soul in ways we’d yet to comprehend. The results could be found in the war-dagger strapped across my chest and the constant jealousy in my partner’s eyes. I still had nightmares from the battle with the Nantine Get of the Damogir, their eyes glowing a hellish red as they charged our small company. As for my own eyes, well, it was best if you just didn’t look. 

	Rae followed my loss of focus. “Everything all right in Maidenhall?” 

	“Nothing that I should worry about, but I do.”

	“Tila’s there. She’s the sane one of the bunch.” 

	‘The bunch’ was Rae’s way of referring to my sisters, by law or by brood. We’d all suffered plenty together, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything if it could be helped.

	“Hopefully, Tila’s keeping a safe distance from the more dangerous side of my family.”

	Raven, the half-elf daughter to a dark elf King, sat atop my family’s list of most dangerous persons, but a ferocious hunter didn’t always outlast a devious one, and I had plenty of both within House Storm.

	“Are you still with me?” Raven whispered, failing to mask her need. Hers was a question often repeated, one she whispered to avoid screaming it instead.

	“Princess Ylamil-Storm, you can doubt my sanity, but not what’s left of my heart. My life may have gotten a bit complicated lately, but that’s a good thing for your husband. It helps keep him out of trouble.” I wished the last sentence were even remotely true and that Rae would halfway buy it. 

	She knew better. The steel chains they’d clamped upon me were proof of that.


Chapter 1

	Gray of Winter 

	Laila Storm howled, “YOU DID WHAT?”

	I loved my aunt. I’ll say that upfront before getting into the many ways that she might kill me in the coming minutes. Most methods would begin with Laila pointing at her brother, Ben, or his new bodyguard, Fraim, and then at my throat or nether regions.

	I replied with an utmost certainty, “It’ll be safer there. I promise.” 

	Which, when I honestly thought about it, also ended with a ‘You did WHAT?’ moment. 

	Feth.

	Ben leaned against the kitchen wall with his arms folded, Fraim at his side, mimicking the former Major of the Realm Guard. Being an empath, I could sense their deep skepticism and enjoy the pitying looks on their faces.

	“Ara, you locked the black soul of an Infernal assassin in the basement of an orphanage. Makes perfect sense to me,” Cress deadpanned. She was seated to my left, directly across from Laila.

	We hadn’t gotten to full introductions yet, having started with the most immediate bits first. 

	I was glad that Raven and Ayla had been too exhausted to attend this late-night meeting—I was feeling plenty tired myself. It had been a terribly long trip home from Berykholt, and the conversation here was only getting started.

	“A shard. Half a soul, probably less,” I clarified, pulling out my fang-dagger. “Meet Koki-Ten, a Kjaira bound to serve the Damogir of Niantia.”

	Damogir was the Nantine word for Emperor. I’d never met the man, but his choice of weapons was exquisite, sourced from the mouth of an alpha death-demon incarnate. Now locked away, the Second Fang of Koki-Ten hosted yet another soul shard of the talkative Kjaira. While I owned the blade, the Emperor of Niantia still owned the demon, making it all the more dangerous to have around.

	I sheathed the weapon, not wanting to put off introductions any further. “Cressida Storm, please meet your sister Laila Storm. Laila is my second in Maidenhall, and she has the same hold on my heart as you.”

	“No,” Laila declared, standing up. She was shaken by the news, knowing the reasons for such a far-reaching connection. 

	Cress stood as well, facing my surrogate aunt and doing her best to mask her constant state of pain. Laila, for her part, stared into Cressida’s eyes, mirrors of her own in many ways.

	“Yes,” I replied. “Laila, I’m going to need your help, and things between us are going to change.”

	“Oh? Why is that?”

	I looked from Laila to Ben and tried again. “Laila Storm, please meet your sister, Cressida Storm née Magata. The leather wrap on her wrist is soaked in my blood, and a permanent Kjaira brood bond is woven between us. Both are needed for Cressida to survive. In Tannoo, she was known as the Gray Wind, an assassin destined for the Black.”

	I’d been anticipating Laila’s reaction to the two-headed introduction, knowing it could go either way. 

	Cress seemed to shrink as she sensed the powerful woman before her and the serious, deadly men that watched her back. I reached over and took her hand, adding a third, more powerful connection between us, one that gently pulled the fear from her heart.

	I opened my connection to Laila, allowing her to feel and see what I perceived at that moment. It was a rare event between us, and she quickly realized the carved-out nature of the young woman.

	Laila’s eyes watered in pity and disgust. “Who did that to her?”

	“House Rathven. The war in Tannoo ended with their demise.”

	Rathven, with their black deals, had demanded such an outcome. By being my adopted sisters, so had Laila and Cress. 

	“As my bodyguard, Cress is allowed to carry the fangs of her betrothed and no more. Her heart must heal before she can become herself.” 

	I carried the soul shard of Madd-Jak in my ring. Had I not intervened, the powerful death-demon would have been chained to Cress in an unholy marriage, giving her a violent, Hell-ridden life. Madd-Jak liked to play among its kind, and I offered it the chance on not-so-rare but dire occasions.

	Laila bowed to the young woman. “Cressida, we have much in common, and I’d like you to stay here with me. Ben, meet your new sister, Cressida Storm.”

	Ben Heck was Laila’s true brother, born of the same blood. His ability and commanding presence had lifted him to the post of Major in the King’s Realm Guard before he resigned to shepherd his long-lost sister. 

	His bodyguard and friend, Fraim Johns, was still in the Realm Guard, assigned to protect members of the Company of Vigil Storm. Four of his pack mates were stationed in the Royal Quarter protecting my consul, Lynda Snow.

	“Ara, you are a prince among thieves to steal her away,” said Laila.

	“Ara is a slow prince of the Gray,” Cress agreed quietly, quicker than me in her exhaustion.

	Laila eyed me with suspicion. “A prince of the Gray, is that what he is?”

	I hadn’t said anything to Cress about my Gray House connections or the influence I’d gained on my last eventful trip. My shocking gray hair was irrelevant to her assertion but poetic, nonetheless.

	“I am,” I confessed. “In more ways than one.”

	Laila’s concern spun from Cress to me. “Brother, in the name of the Scarred Man, how many ways will you ruin my night?”

	I shut down our connection, trying to hide the news, but Cress blurted it out for me.

	“Five,” she said. “Hollen, Hillsborn, Berykholt, Tannoo, and Maidenhall. Six if you count Lockrun where he’s practically the King.”

	That was fair, the part about Lockrun, but the others still needed work.

	I clarified: “I have only a partial hold on Tannoo, with Rhill being one of three remaining Gray Houses. And Angus Rhill is owed a visit to make our pact crystal clear.”

	“Should I head to the basement now or wait until you leave?” Laila looked more than pissed. “That haunted relic of yours should do nicely for ending all my troubles.”

	I strove to distract her. “Ayla has a new name. She is now Ayla’sen for the winds that her wings create.”

	My aunt ignored that important bit of news completely. She would experience it soon enough and wonder at it.

	“You don’t love me anymore. That’s what this is about, right?” Laila played dirty and always did, and it wasn’t the fun kind of dirty.

	“It was owed,” Cress and I said in unison. There was nothing freaky about that, not at all.

	“It was owed,” I repeated. “And as the Scarred Man, it came naturally.”

	Laila didn’t look convinced. “That’s why you carry the Gray Wind of Tannoo?” 

	“As your brother.”

	Laila considered my final answer, softening. “And the other changes you’ve mentioned?”

	“There is something that I owe you if you’re ready.” I wasn’t sure that I was ready, but I had to share my burden with someone.

	“Am I?” she replied.

	My view of Laila showed a heart almost healed, one connected to many, and a mind sharpened with the intent to survive and protect. Her perception of the world began with her extended family and ended with herself taking careful steps in every direction. She’d become a beacon for me to follow and a boon to the citizens of the Lower Districts. 

	While Laila had healed and grown in her humanity, I’d done the opposite, stepping into the path of the Infernal and carting off vast amounts of the Black—a demonic energy that buried me, heart and soul. My heart had become banded, wrapped in the touch of too many dark souls, and I needed to share it with the one person that would understand and accept it. Taking hold of Laila’s hand, I let go of my inner walls. 

	Laila froze as new sights and sounds greeted her; the whispers and fangs, the claws and connections—each flashing in her mind—were a burden and a prize of our trust. 

	She sat down under the weight. “Brother, I can see why you are gray.” She noticed my other hand still holding onto Cress. “And slow.”

	“Hart is concerned,” I offered up a vast understatement. “And she can’t carry her secrets alone.”

	“Send your inquisitor over here tomorrow. I still have some questions.”

	“I will do so in exchange for your help with Cressida and her misfitting man-clothes. Please tell Master Layne that it’s an emergency.”

	The best tailor in the Lower Districts was a long-time friend of Laila. Layne never forgot anyone’s measurements, and his shop never closed. Don’t ask me how he managed it.

	“Ara, that will be the best part of my day. Now, go home to bed before I have Ben carry you there. Your bodyguard will be fine staying here with me.”

	###

	Safely back in my bed at the Checkered Flag estate, I'd slept and I’d dreamed of demons best kept at arm’s length.

	“There are three reasons why you’d want me in your brood. First, you already have my claws, and with the brood’s connection, I could empower them fully with my soul. This would limit the Damogir’s ability to recruit new, powerful Get as his enforcers. Second, I could heal your sister and restore your power to full form. You’d no longer be so slow of mind or gray.”

	The fact that I held a soul shard of Koki-Ten imbued within my fang-dagger, may have explained her willingness to share, but I didn’t buy her story for a second. Being an alpha of the Infernal broods, the death-demon existed in our world as a dark soul divided among relics, weapons fashioned from her incarnate claws and fangs.

	“And the last reason?”

	“Your brood needs an alpha for direction and a true weaver to complete the six. Otherwise, your enforcers will dominate the stalkers with their power.”

	I almost took offense. “Are you suggesting that Madd-Jak is dominant over me or that I’m not worthy of being a brood’s alpha?”

	Well beyond my ability to fight in its physical form, Madd-Jak was still utterly terrifying with its soul-form and almost boundless power. As a soul held within my ring, it was always eager to play whenever I let it. 

	Following our battle against the Nantine assassins and my heart’s brutal unchaining from Koki-Ten, the burly Madd-Jak had conceded any question of dominance to me. It listened when I called and, more importantly, heeded when I told it to sleep within the ring. I didn’t believe for a moment that Koki-Ten, in all its glib glory, would be half as obedient.

	“As Firefanged, you’re a sorcerer of the Black, not a weaver of souls. Your domain is War, not connection.”

	“And my other sisters?” I asked.

	“Cressida Storm is an enforcer, once destined to pair with Madd-Jak, and Ayla’sen Storm, one so devious in her approach, has the aspect of a night-stalker. Her partnership with Fei-Krull is not a surprise.”

	Fei-Krull had been renamed Sorrow. It had become a hunter that protected rather than destroyed. 

	“Koki-Ten, why do I get the feeling that you’re a night-stalker as well?”

	“Alphas have many talents, so yes, you may be right.”

	“Why didn’t our brood bonds end when you destroyed Tao-Rien?”

	Tao-Rien, also known as Promise, had been the alpha Kjaira that created the brood bonds for my original brood-mates shortly before losing the fight of its long life.

	“The bonds are weavings of your souls. You didn’t perish along with the weaver, so, like your garments, they still exist.”

	By the alpha’s definition, I already had the six needed for my brood. Raven, my better half, most certainly held the soul of an enforcer in Rei-Seeck, the death-demon wrapped around her heart; her ferocity and need to protect were supreme, and our souls were bound in many subtle ways. 

	Sorrow, my original brood sister, was also a night-stalker and a hunter of demonic corruption. Our blood and souls had mixed after we’d snared each other in a midnight trap, each of us being more than the other could handle.

	I opened my gray eyes to those of Raven, the most beautiful woman in my world.

	“Good morning, sleep well?” A hint of jealousy leaked into her voice.

	I was startled to find the fang-dagger gripped tightly in my hand. Sheathing the blade, I set it on the table beside my bed. 

	“Still tired,” I replied. “The conversation with Laila ran longer than usual last night. It seems like my trip was a source of trouble for everyone.”

	“And speaking of trouble, how is Cressida Storm doing? I’m surprised you didn’t bring her home with you.”

	Sorrow lay spread across the foot of our bed, enjoying the sun streaming in through the open window. With the death of Promise, we were friends again—and brood-mates. I’d found her a surrogate form—that of a Dungarrian black panther—while her twin soul existed within a fang-blade carried by Vigil Moon up in Lockrun.

	“With Sorrow being here, I didn’t think the bed would have enough room.” 

	OK, perhaps that wasn’t the best observation to make at the moment. Being slow, I waited for a smile that never appeared. 

	Rae reached out and touched my upper lip, drawing attention to the scar left behind by another of my poor choices in life. 

	I had made several on my recent trip but couldn’t decide which I would change, given a chance. It had been a dangerous mission, an ever more unreal affair, and by the end, our goal had simply been one of survival.

	“Promise is dead and gone along with her brood claims.” I knew it wouldn’t do any good, but I tried. “As for Cress, she’s staying with Laila. My aunt was greatly concerned for her well-being, and you should be too.”

	I held Rae to a higher standard than I held myself at the moment. Her hair was still a deep, healthy black as opposed to mine, which made lifeless gray look good.

	“And why is that?”

	“She is your sister by law and a brood-mate of ours. Also, I may have caused a bit of a stir by taking her away from Tannoo.”

	“Caused a bit of a stir?” she echoed. “Like the stir that you caused in my heart during your trip? The episodes where you seemed to disappear, our connection going silent, or worse yet, flaring up with emotion, your heat and anger coming through to tell me you were causing more than a stir in Fugaku. Tell me, what kind of stir did you cause in that girl to get that beauty mark on your lip?”

	She’d waited a fortnight on the road to get that off her chest, not wanting to share her concerns in front of the rest of Company Storm.

	“Rae, I stabbed her in the heart.” 

	That may have been the lowest point in my life, doing what I did to Cress, and I was paying for it in ways that I’d never imagined.

	Raven wasn’t as slow as me, but my short remark forced her to think and breathe. “You did what the Gray Houses of Tannoo originally intended, granting Cressida the power of the Black.”

	“It kept her alive the whole trip home, even if our reunion and my health were ruined in the process. And now, Promise is dead and gone, and Cressida is empty yet linked within our little brood.”

	“What about that alpha death-demon hiding in your fang-dagger?” Rae recognized the most dangerous entity in the room.

	“Koki-Ten is too dangerous to allow out, but I can talk to it, and I’ve learned a ton about the brood, the Get of the Dam, and the Infernal contract in Niantia.”

	“My husband spends more time talking to the Black than to his own wife.”

	I’d been wed and divorced in an instant before her very eyes. Rae wasn’t taking the state of my being for granted, and neither was I. 

	“I talk with you all the time, even from half a continent away, it seems, and I am completely honest when I do.”

	“Did you kiss her?” Rae was exacting her revenge, one confession at a time.

	I could fight back and still be honest. “When I stabbed Cress, yes, I did, but don’t ask me to explain any further. I don’t think that I can, three-ways with demons being what they are.”

	“So, who bit your lip? Cressida or Promise?”

	“Both? I owed Cress one from the stabbing, and frankly, the girl really needed the boost.”

	Raven didn’t know whether to laugh or lash out at that last remark. “You’re telling me there was a threesome with the soul of a demon as if that’s OK?”

	Only Promise was OK, having been destroyed completely in our world. As the survivors, we still had a long way to go before reaching that vaunted state.

	“Rae, there was nothing even remotely level about that situation, nor is Cressida even close to being OK now. If I told you everything that was wrong with her, you’d be heading over to Laila’s before lunch to put the girl out of her misery.”

	“Why haven’t you?” She saw the truth in my words and was trying hard to avoid being moved by them.

	“It is owed to my sisters, Laila and Cat, and to my wife, the champion and protector of us all.”

	“Now, you’re overselling it,” she replied. “Laila and Cat were good enough for me.”

	“Am I forgiven?” Here I was, putting the fang before the night-demon.

	“Let me talk with Laila first. As Champion of House Storm, I must take part in the redemption of Cressida Storm.”

	And Ara Storm, I thought, though she failed to mention it at the time. I didn’t know what it would take to make things right before the coming spring campaign.

	“Rae, I’m open to anything if it helps Cress survive and heal.” 

	“Threesomes are still out of the question,” she smiled, “And you will follow whatever Laila and I decide.”

	I knew I wasn’t going to like what was next, but a kiss is a kiss, and as much as I had a right to choose my own path, Raven had the right to react and guide me forward.

	I had to be sure. “Was that last remark a question?”

	“No.”


Chapter 2

	The Scarred Allegiance

	A day later, they had it all figured out. 

	An after-breakfast Storm Company meeting didn’t have the same energy without Cynan Black and Vigil Moon haggling over the last cup of coffee. Still, Ben and Laila made up for it with their usual efficiency, and a couple of surprises kept us all on our toes.

	Laila began the discussion before Ben could sour my mood with his looks of disappointment. “The theme for today’s chat is distance,” she glanced in my direction. “I will explain why in a moment, but first, I would like to formally welcome my new sister, Cressida Storm, to Maidenhall.”

	Cress stood up, grabbing the attention of everyone in the room. Where my little sister Ayla was a gangly yet coordinated teenager, Cressida Storm was a woman with plenty of toned muscle beneath her perfectly tailored leathers, hand-dyed in bone and brown to match her hair. 

	While Laila was wearing a long, shielded leather coat over her dress and boots, Cress was fit for battle in an exotic leather jacket with crooked black stripes, an underlining of chain mesh armor, external steel vambraces, and custom sleeves for her eight-inch fang-daggers. Her leather pants were tucked into sturdy boots that were all that remained of her original man-clothes. 

	I was impressed and looked at Raven with surprise, knowing she’d helped stock Cressida’s closet the day before. Little did I know that this was all part of her revenge.

	Laila continued, “We’ve found that we have a lot in common and will be acting in the best interest of the Scarred Man as we plan our way through the current situation—that being the appearance of a Gray prince in the continent’s unsavory lower half. We expect many varied reactions and trouble to be arriving soon.”

	I sat between Raven and Viren Drake, keeping my eyes to myself and my hand in Raven’s lap. 

	Drake was a former Fuga Recon sergeant and the husband of Becks, Tila Na’am’s older sister. Drake was rock solid when it came to knife work and traveling through enemy terrain. Rebekah Na’am, legally my sister, was still a bit put off by the idea of having a younger brother, while her sister Tila had grown to know and support me. 

	I’d been present in Tannoo during the assassination of their father and probably felt worse about it than they did. Lord Na’am’s untimely death left the governor’s seat in Hollen unclaimed and factored heavily into this morning’s discussion.

	Already knowing the score about Cressida Storm, Raven had gotten an earful from my aunt about the newly unsettled situation. It wasn’t uncommon for a pair of bosses to form an alliance or partnership based on years of built-up trust and shared success. By the Gray rules, cooperation was allowed, and it wasn’t a cause for general alarm in the underpinnings of our society. 

	Unfortunately, in one very long month, I had gone off and eloped with the bosses of five domains across two different realms. Each of my claims was perfectly valid, but due to their number and rapid rise, word would be getting around, and other Gray Houses would have an inclination to object. We would be receiving visitors shortly and would have to decide whether to relinquish our claims or fight to hold them.

	Laila ended her pitch: “For now, the question is one of safe distance. Who stays, and who goes on behalf of Company Storm?”

	When no one spoke up, she looked at me for an answer. 

	I’d already decided that I would be going. “Shouldn’t we first agree to our path forward before drawing the lines for battle?”

	“My brother is a Gray prince and slow because of his effort to save me.” Cress seemed to apologize to the room on my behalf. “Ara, by the Gray, you have every right to hold onto what is yours, and for you to decline now, after your claims and connections have been made, would only invite others to view you as weak. Don’t incite a war by encouraging them to take what you hold dear.”

	Laila simplified, “Gray rule number one: never take what you can’t hold.”

	The Gray rules must have had close to twenty rules, all vying for that first slot, but I could get behind this one. I could preserve my connections—or I wouldn’t have made them—but I hadn’t counted on the rest of the Gray Houses pounding their way to my door to object.

	“No one can take what I hold dear without taking my heart,” I replied to the room. “As this is a matter for the Scarred Man and not the Order of the Vigil, we will divide the crew. Captain Hartwell will take command of our company and return to Sturgess Hall with Inquisitor Hart and Tila Na’am. You can train there as easily as here, and it’ll be far safer behind the Royal Curtain Wall.”

	Ben nodded, “I can reassign the wolves to cover the Checkered Flag and Laila’s place.”

	Our five Realm Guardsmen were often referred to as a pack of wolves, all alphas in their abilities and demeanor. They were younger versions of the King’s Royal Hounds and almost as lethal as our dark elf bodyguards.

	“Leave three to guard Lynda Snow. Company Storm must show a strong presence by continuing to focus on Maidenhall’s defense against the Infernal. It can’t be distracted by the wars of a wayward Vigil.”

	Ben looked uncertain for once. He had his own priorities and was concerned for his sister. “Why not move Laila and Cress into the Checkered Flag until things sort themselves out?”

	Laila answered, “Distance. For the health of all involved, distance is important. Isn’t that right, Raven?”

	I looked to my right while Viren Drake chuckled on my left, and I suddenly realized that Becks was my favorite of the Fuga couple. I’d be speaking with her later.

	“That’s right,” said Rae. “Ara will need some time to sort out his path and the scale of his new domain.”

	“He will?” I said, surprised that we agreed after all.

	Laila clarified, “It may be helpful to visit a few of the other Gray bosses before they decide to visit us.”

	“But we just got back. Yseria and Cress are exhausted, and Becks won’t let Drake leave her sight.”

	Raven agreed, “You’re right. They will all be staying here. Keeping a safe distance from the Gray prince is important.”

	Yseria, my sister and bodyguard, piped up, “Raven Ylamil, who are you to say whether I stay or go?” The platinum blonde dark elf looked like she could use a week of uninterrupted sleep, maybe two.

	“Do you really want to go?” Raven shot back.

	“Well, no. I’ll be lucky if I’m ready to ride for Bastian in a couple of months.”

	“Exactly. And Cress will need at least a year to recuperate.” Laila had obviously worked out the script beforehand with Rae.

	“A year? Then who will be my bodyguard?” I said.

	The slam of Rae’s hand on the table made us all jump, though I swear I flinched the least of all. 

	“Oh,” I frowned. “Of course.”

	Viren Drake and Yseria Warric had proven to be easy-going and non-judgmental companions for my adventures, always letting me sort myself out in the end. On the other hand, I had never been comfortable showing off my darker side to Raven.

	Not wanting to be left out, Ayla chimed in, “Being members of Ara’s brood, Sorrow and I will accompany my brother.” She was my fifteen-year-old wild card and a counterweight to Laila and Raven. Ayla knew what she was getting herself into, and I wondered at the look on Laila’s face as it grew into a smile.

	“What if another Kjaira hunter shows up?” said Laila. “We won’t have you or Raven here to protect us. We need Sorrow and Ayla to help defend the city.”

	For Ayla, I could tell that this idea flew about as well as the Stone Pigeon Inn in the upper Market District, but it made sense if you assumed the other bosses dabbled in the Black. 

	I had my doubts. 

	Ayla and Sorrow would be invaluable spotting and hunting interlopers, and my strong brood connection to Ayla would let me know if I needed to return in an emergency. Still, I had an even stronger connection with Laila, and Ben Heck had a small army in place for dealing with our rivals’ more mundane threats.

	Juno Hartwell voiced his opinion, “Ara, we’ll be on hand to counter any demonic entities, and Tila can keep watch for any ill winds, but I’m not comfortable being held at arm’s length again when it comes to a fight.”

	“Captain, what does Kol’rigan have to say about the situation?”

	Kol’rigan was Juno’s hellsword, home to the dark soul of a Hell-knight from the Infernal Domain. Kol’rigan, a General of the Infernal Hordes, was loyal to House Storm due to my standing as Firefanged.

	“We should be watching for a quick first strike from one of the stronger Gray Houses. Catch them in transit if you can. By finding them at their weakest and most unprepared, you can annihilate the threat before they reach their intended target.”

	“Why not sit back and set a trap for them here?” I replied. 

	“That’s what they’d expect a weak prince to do. Waiting allows them to call in favors, hire mercenaries, and pick the right time to hit us.”

	“Us?”

	Juno was loyal, confident, and had the hellsword to back it up. “We serve Vigil Storm, be it the demons or the devils that besiege us. Sturgess Hall has its high walls, the Kingsmen, and the Royal Curtain Guard to protect it. While I’m glad to escort Tila and Hart to a place of safety, please allow us to defend our home here from all threats.” 

	Only weeks before, Company Storm had stood face to face against a band of Infernal assassins on the road home from Berykholt. Maidenhall was their city too, and their axes would certainly deter any direct attacks.

	“We are all devils,” I said. “I will be glad for the help in protecting my tired sister, Yseria.”

	Andarion, Raven’s cousin and bodyguard, came in from the back garden looking for a break in the conversation. “Visitors have arrived. They’ve asked to speak with Mister Gray.”

	I looked at Laila. “Already?” 

	She shrugged. “Andarion, please show them in.”

	A moment later, coffee cups were dropped all around the dining room as Sergeant Caleb Masterson walked through our backdoor. 

	I might have been surprised at his appearance, but it was about time for an answer from Berykholt.

	I crossed my arms. “Sergeant Masterson, what brings you to Maidenhall? Here to square things in the sentinel recruiting department or knock some rust off of Sevin Martell?”

	Perhaps hoping for a more private meeting, Caleb Masterson was surprised to see several former recruits staring back at him. He was dressed in plain clothes, not the apparel of an Order of the Vigil sentinel-sergeant.

	I was still peeved with the man for dropping a foreign assassin into my lap—one leading four more demon-driven hunters. All five had been after my wife. I’d been expecting some of his best recruits and instead been handed an ambush of soul-stealing proportions.

	Masterson owed us all for that fun time. Even if it wasn’t entirely his fault, a small warning would have helped.

	The sergeant replied, “If Sevin needs it, sure, but first, I’m here to deliver a message from my sister Gena. She thanks Mister Gray for the gift and wears it proudly, waiting for his safe return.”

	I exhaled in relief. That was one less trip for me to make, and we’d be going north soon enough. 

	“Caleb, please meet my aunt, Laila Storm. She happens to be the second of the Scarred Man in Maidenhall. She’s visiting us today with news of a Gray prince.”

	Masterson offered us a warning, “Word has reached Stonnberg of the Scarred Man’s influence surging beyond Maidenhall, and a caravan from the East arrived, noting his reach as far as Tannoo.”

	My reach had erased an entire Gray House in Tannoo and its Black-bearing assassin. My reach had caused a formidable stir, or so I’d been told.

	“Mister Gray was horribly ill during his recent stay in Stonnberg but might be heading back that direction soon. Perhaps he can represent the Scarred Man on his way through, given the proper introductions.”

	“The Badger of Stonnberg is a weasel best to be avoided in his den,” said Laila.

	Caleb’s one good eye focused steadily on my surrogate aunt. “Well put, young lady. Few have the guts to voice such a truth.”

	I worked hard to keep a level voice, “Sergeant Masterson, while I’m glad to hear of Geneva’s gratitude and Laila’s wisdom, words can’t salve the many wounds that Mister Gray received during a furious encounter on the road north of Stonnberg.” 

	Masterson had seen us fight and knew my stories of success over the worst
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