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	“And you are named Firefanged, so poetic in your decay.”

	 

	


Prologue

	Sentinels in Winter 

	The pub’s door slammed behind him, jolting the crowd within. Winter was waking up fast. 

	The tall, armor-wrapped fellow shrugged off the noise and the chill, grabbing the attention of many around the smoky room with his handsome smile.

	Juno got a few whistles from a couple of long-lost mates and a few more winks of admiration from some of the fairer lasses that flirted among the evening’s warm, boisterous crowd. More than a few friendly faces called Juno’s name as he spied his uncle sitting quietly at a table in the back. 

	The older man waved and pointed over Juno’s shoulder. The young man spun to look at the phantom he knew wasn’t there, drawing a smile from his uncle as the sheath and shape of the long sword came into view.

	It was prudent that the blade itself remained hidden, or Juno would never have made it to his meeting across the pub. The weapon’s sleeve was made from the most exotic leather that the thirsty patrons had ever seen, a cured gray hide adorned with jagged black stripes, but beneath it rested an impossibility.

	It had been a year since the young man had last visited the White Rope Pub of Berykholt, a year since he’d joined Company Storm and left all his preconceived notions of sentinel life behind. His uncle would be proud, if not a bit jealous, of the adventures he’d missed and the trophy Juno carried.

	“Juno, Captain, you’ve gotten taller,” said Gabriel Hartwell, the Warden of the North. “Your father would have been so proud of you.”

	Captain Juno Hartwell enjoyed the familiar greeting. “Uncle, for once, something occurs as expected. It’s great to be back for the winter ceremony.”

	“Son, I hope you didn’t get yourself in over your head. I signed off on your posting, not knowing how Vigil Storm would operate.”

	“Why do you think I keep growing? I’ve gotta keep my head held high, or we all might drown.”

	“That bad?”

	Juno grimaced. “No, not bad. I’ve given you the wrong impression. It’s been a challenge, trying to lead by the book when nothing we do follows Order of the Vigil doctrine.”

	Even Juno’s promotion to captain had skipped normal channels and the years of experience needed to achieve such an honor. It had only taken a single, pivotal battle—a victory over a breakaway horde—and the trust of a newly minted Vigil who’d been trying to heal a company’s shattered morale in the aftermath of the Dungarr Campaign.

	“Juno, I’ve seen the reports. You and your company have been outstanding. The defeat of the Third Lockrun Horde was unprecedented; being outnumbered and without a Vigil to guide you, Company Storm still saved the city.”

	“Sevin Martell killed the final Hell-knight to break the Horde’s seal, and we saved the town, but Paladin Black was the real hero. He’s here this week, by the way, with Vigil Enricata Moon. The man is almost worth a Vigil, given his skill and experience and how he can read a horde in the field. He challenged the entire legion by himself at midday before the battle, hoping he could take down one of their two Hell-knights and give us a chance to survive. The Horde came straight in that night and onto our only defended wall.”

	Warden Hartwell nodded, his heart beating a notch faster at the details being shared. “A desperate move, but perfect for the tight spot that he was in.” He took a long sip of his warm ale, imagining the flow of the battle before continuing, “The Horde has long been a threat to Lockrun. The horde that arrived the year before last was a monster—at least five Hell-knights and five hundred hellions. Vigil Snow rightly brought in over two thousand of the Order’s men and the duke’s best to face it. It was the hardest campaign I’d ever run, maneuvering for every advantage we could get against those Hell-knights. Without throwing a single claw strike or a sentinel axe blow, we fought for position and timing until finally, I claimed the sun, catching them at their weakest in the afternoon, and they claimed the broken ground that favored their chaotic formation and thwarted our horses.” Warden Hartwell paused. “We lost over seven hundred men that day, half of those from the Order, even with a full company of Paladins and a squad of the King’s Realm Guard to take down the Hell-knights.”

	“Was Cynan Black there?”

	“I believe he was, though Paladin Byrne was commander of the Brotherhood’s contingent.”

	Vigil Storm had somehow plucked a diamond from a coal-black heart when he found and healed Paladin Black, and Warden Hartwell considered it a boon along with whatever else the young man might bring to the fight against the Infernal.

	“Uncle, what they didn’t tell you in the reports was that Paladin Black didn’t even know we were there. He didn’t know that we’d been tracking the Horde and coming in hot behind them. Months in advance, Storm had placed his two Paladins where he expected the Horde to appear. Cynan Black and Walker Grey, along with twenty sentinel-adepts and a smattering of local militia, planned on facing a mass of demons thrice their number. As it was, we caught the fiends between us and marked them with fire on the walls of Lockrun.”

	It was an apt and memorable image of that night. Vigil Moon said she saw the company snuffing out candles as she viewed the battle in her dreams from hundreds of miles away.

	Gabriel Hartwell’s eyes glowed in the dim pub light. “You’ll be glad to know that Duke Ragir came through, and they’ve rebuilt the wall that Paladin Black torched in his effort to save the town. Another brilliant, desperate move on Cynan’s part. I wonder why he was overlooked all these years.”

	“Cynan suffered a curse of the Black until it was burned from his soul by Vigil Storm. Now, he worships at the temple of Vigil Enricata Moon, and I fear he may be lost to us for good.” Juno laughed softly at the thought.

	“And Walker Grey?”

	“Also a devoted uncle of Cat, though Raven Ylamil-Storm has a way of making him focus. He wields a most dangerous blade, and he rivals Cynan’s ability on the field of battle.”

	“Who gave you that sheath? And what the hell is it made of?”

	“Vigil Storm collected it from a Hell-cave in northern Fugaku in the middle of a border war. It comes from a demon he calls a Black Fountain.”

	“Oh?” said the Warden.

	Disintegrating rapidly along with a hellion’s body upon its demise, demon hides were beyond rare. 

	“Ara found the Greol-hjag demon hidden away in a quarry. Scared the piss out of everyone when we found out afterward. Inquisitor Hart was in tears at the news.”

	“But not him?”

	“No, I don’t believe so. Ara doesn’t hesitate to do what needs doing, be it sane or not, and he trusts that the rest of us will do our jobs and pick up the pieces.” Juno stopped there, not wanting to share the company’s standing orders and the details of their struggles to keep Vigil Storm safe and sound.

	“From what I know of the young man, he’s more terrified of himself than he is of the demons he tackles. Speaking with you tonight, I believe you and your company are the keys to keeping him on the board for us all.”

	“Well, we’d better. As you’ve probably heard, another dark game is about to begin.”


Chapter 1

	Dark Rider 

	The rider left his horse at an inn near the city’s eastern gate. It was a borrowed mount, and he was glad to be rid of it. 

	Yan Magata would be moving on foot for the rest of the night and eventually meeting a local hand with a fresh string of mounts outside the northern gate. He strolled through the cool evening of the provincial city, not caring to hide his presence or the long, black sword sheathed across his back. His path circled toward the city’s center, his legs taking him ever upward toward the governor’s estate. 

	The few citizens that saw him quickly glanced away, not wanting to capture his attention. It was an instinctive move, not a conscious one, with Magata’s alien presence frightening them on a level that they seldom, if ever, experienced. They would surely recall seeing him tomorrow as word of his deeds spread, but until then, the timing of the assassin’s approach was crucial. 

	He intended to arrive as the Tannoo delegation was leaving. The manor gates would be wide open, and his mark would be standing in the courtyard, paying heed to the departing guests.

	If there was one thing that Yan Magata hated, it was chasing down his target. He was a legend among the Fuga Gray Houses and a cornerstone of House Rathven. A quick mention of the assassin’s name usually brought the other Gray families into line. Mono Rathven knew when to issue a threat and when to send his assassin. He rarely did both. 

	Magata’s strong but aging frame could still fulfill any mission, but his stamina wasn’t always keen on a long, drawn-out hunt; his mind often demanded more from his body than it could supply over the long run. It was a secret he carefully guarded, being sure to finish whatever he began as quickly as possible.

	The Royal Sovereign had marked the House of Na’am for elevation, citing reasons of great importance to the Realm of Fugaku, and while some parties, including Lord Na’am, were untouchable, House Rathven had a score to settle through the governor’s remaining daughter.

	Magata’s mission tonight was simple: he would destroy the scion of the House of Na’am in the most brutal way possible. Killing the woman in front of her suitors would remind the other Gray Houses of their limitations when it came to brokering deals behind the back of Tannoo’s most powerful boss.

	###

	Hilo wouldn’t leave, and Almer Na’am was beginning to sweat. His brother’s ghost usually arrived late in the night to visit and chat—its endless laughter always interrupting the governor’s dreams. Now, standing in the far corner of the dining room, Hilo’s ghost didn’t make a sound. 

	The dinner was going well; the script was being followed perfectly by both sides as they came to an agreement on a new alliance between their Houses. 

	Before the event, Almer Na’am had been anxious about Tila’s participation, but she’d been as elegant and amiable as ever throughout the negotiations with the House of Rhill. Anders Rhill couldn’t keep his eyes off of the radiant seer while his older brother, Angus, stuck to business, and Hilo Na’am stuck to his corner, mute.

	“Father, Master Rhill is wondering if you are alright,” said Tila.

	Lord Na’am’s eyes returned to the table, finding a silent entourage waiting expectantly. The distraction had appeared at a critical moment.

	“My apologies, Angus. No slight was intended by my inattention. Having recently lost my son in the Akio Valley conflict, I often find myself haunted by gray thoughts.”

	The higher the House, the greater the sacrifice required in the Realm of Fugaku. Everyone present would understand that sentiment with the deal they were completing.

	Almer Na’am gave Tila a worried glance, hoping she’d get the hint. Something was terribly wrong. He signaled to Tiso Lin, whispering in his housemaster’s ear before resuming the meeting. The Governor of Hollen Province stood and unbuckled his ornate sword. 

	“Count Rhill, this family relic belonged to my brother and my son.” Na’am held out a finely balanced battle saber. “Given our agreement to the proposal you’ve shared, please accept this as a token of our joint future.”

	Left with but a single daughter, Lord Na’am was rebuilding his House through the avarice of certain Gray Houses, those that existed somewhere between the Royals and the criminal underlords of Tannoo. While not House Rathven, the House of Rhill was one of the stronger contenders within the Fuga capital and would be a potent ally as House Na’am’s stature broadened into the domain of Sovereign Doyne.

	Under the Gray rules, by offering the weapon, Lord Na’am was declaring his acceptance of a new vassal, an agreement binding until the death of either House’s untouchable head.

	Angus Rhill took his time examining the blade and showing his appreciation for it before helping his brother Anders buckle it around his waist. By accepting the weapon, Rhill had officially aligned his House with Na’am and expected Governor Na’am to use his newfound influence with the Crown to further the position of both Fuga Houses. 

	The planned marriage was a symbolic gesture, adding weight to the arrangement but not as binding under Gray House rules as the transfer of the Na’am family sword. Steel swords were clearly harder to break than in-laws.

	Angus Rhill closed the meeting: “Thank you for the gift and the fine evening, Lord Na’am. Let us conclude here and plan to meet again, perhaps in the Crown’s capital.”

	Tannoo, a port city on the realm’s eastern coast, was the heart of the Crown and the Gray Houses that vied for rulership of Fugaku, while the House of Na’am governed the grassy Western Steppe region of Hollen Province.

	The attendees began making their way toward the front of the manor, house guards and bodyguards preceding them into the courtyard. 

	Tiso Lin intercepted Tila Na’am, pulling her aside. “Lord Na’am mentioned an urgent matter for you to attend at the stables.”

	“Master Lin, what are you talking about? Do I look like I’m dressed for the stables?”

	Tila wore a crème-colored gown with long, lace sleeves and a mottled brown silk scarf around her neck. Beneath it all, she’d hidden her feet in her favorite boots, not one to forgo more comfort than necessary. 

	Tiso Lin gave her a look that was anything but comfortable. Standing inside the front door, she felt the wind shift and recognized his concern but not the reason for it.

	Tila peeked outside, and there it was, a black wind blowing through the open front gate and swirling around the yard. 

	The courtyard exploded into chaos. 

	Guards drew sabers and rushed to meet the sudden attack while Tiso Lin pulled Tila back, dragging her away down the long hall toward the manor’s side door.

	###

	The men at the front gate had their backs turned as Yan Magata raced through the opening into the middle of the gathering attendees. Ignoring the complacent gate guards, he struck first at those attempting to draw their weapons. With the long black sword already freed from his back, the assassin killed six bodyguards in the same number of heartbeats before turning back to finish off the pair that was moving in behind him.

	The remaining guards formed a line in front of their employers, and no one thought to retreat. They’d recognized their foe and knew they had nothing to gain by trying to flee.

	“Hold!” shouted Angus Rhill. “Yan Magata, give us your declaration before you strike us down.”

	The assassin appreciated the man’s nerve and the moment it gave him to catch his breath. He scanned the crowd. His mark wasn’t here. Where could she be?

	“Bring the scion outside, and I’ll leave the rest of you alive,” Magata replied. “A Na’am daughter is owed for trespass and a life taken.”

	Angus was shaken, but he didn’t back down. “You took my brother tonight. How can you ask Lord Na’am for his only remaining get?”

	Anders Rhill had drawn before anyone and lost his head in the process. The fine sword that he carried, a gift, lay on the ground silently between his killer and his betrothed.

	“Some things aren’t meant to be,” Yan Magata declared, proud of his work and the timing it required. “Especially if Mono Rathven decides otherwise.”

	Lord Na’am finally found his tongue, “What claim does Mono Rathven have on my youngest, a Seer of the Fugaku? What you attempt is treason!”

	Magata laughed, “I don’t attempt anything. I serve my House as I am told. Where is your daughter?”

	Lord Na’am’s worst fears had been confirmed. There could be any number of reasons for the assassin’s presence. The emerging alliance between Na’am and House Rhill was the most obvious, but the reappearance of Tila’s sister Becks, a woman who recently relocated to distant Colivar, might also be at the heart of the matter. 

	For Lord Almer Na’am, it was an easy choice. “On my honor, the daughter you seek isn’t here. She’s in Colivar—in Maidenhall.”

	“I believe you, Lord Na’am, but I detest the long hunt and Rathven marked the one you’ve got.”

	The crack of a whip echoed throughout the courtyard, and a dappled gray horse, its saddle empty, bolted past the assembled men. 

	Magata realized his mistake too late.

	A rider pulled herself up into the saddle as the horse cleared the front gate and galloped down into the city at large. It was a young woman with a pale dress flowing behind her.

	The assassin spat, “Feth, but she won’t get far. I’ll take her down before the night is over.”

	Magata sprinted from the yard, a part of him longing for the hunt, his senses already reaching outward for the woman. Having locked her appearance and her scent in his mind, he was intent on chasing her down before she could escape the city’s walls. Magata raced like the fiend he was through Hollen’s narrow streets in his bid to catch her.

	Tila had listened in on the conversation in the courtyard and knew the name Magata. The legendary assassin was known to have chased down riders on foot. With his unnatural abilities and black sword, he was an unstoppable force for Tannoo’s top House and a nemesis for the Fuga Intelligence Corps in which she served. Now, having seen the man in person and noting the alien wind howling in his heart, she knew the source of his power and saw only one chance for survival. It was a long shot—her only shot—and she didn’t hesitate to take it.

	The sporadic lighting of the city’s oil-filled lamps pulsed past her as she rode for her life. Tila wasn’t a fighter, and even if she were, she would have ended up as dead as the guards back in her father’s courtyard. As a rare Fuga seer, she thought herself untouchable, protected, and now, having realized that that wasn’t the case, panic chased her through the night, closing in even faster than the dark assassin.

	She knew the city better than her pursuer and knew that the nearest gate was north, her best chance of escaping the walls and reaching the wide-open steppe. Her horse, Fusa, could run longer than any other she knew, but the wild steppe at night would be a challenge. Once clear of the city, she’d have to stick to the road at least until dawn.

	A woman screamed behind her, and the crash of pottery rattled the street only a block away to her right. It was the clue that she needed, and she veered hard left at the next corner, racing west, hoping the assassin would overpursue. Two blocks later, she crossed a small bridge and galloped through the vast Market Square. The path ahead was wide and empty. She risked a glance back, catching a wisp of movement on the far side of the plaza, a fiend flickering from shadow to shadow. 

	Her sister Rebekah had been hunted by the Gray House of Rathven and had escaped, losing them in the wilderness at the northern border. Rebekah had the training and confidence of a fighter and plenty of relevant experience. Tila only had her fear and a hardened determination to keep it at bay until she saw the light of dawn. The seer whispered into Fusa’s ear and told her the way, letting the horse do the rest.

	Before she knew it, she was screaming, “Open the gate! Open the gate!” 

	The guards scrambled to comply, feeling the force of command in her voice. 

	Tila didn’t wait, slipping through the opening as soon as it began to part. Her horse galloped unhindered, moving westward into the Steppe with a black beast fading at her back.

	###

	Yan Magata collected his horse from Rimo Luk, and the pair began their longest hunt together. The assassin had been sure that he could run down the fleeing woman before she broke away into the countryside, and having failed, he focused his frustration on the task at hand. 

	It would be more effort than originally planned, but the assassin would pace himself, letting his horse and Rimo do most of the work. He’d make sure to extract every shred of life that he could from the young woman before finishing the job. With the night-stalker chained to his being, he wouldn’t lose the scent of his quarry and, thanks to Lord Na’am, he already had a good idea of where she might be going. Maidenhall had a killer’s reputation—Murderhall, by those in the know—but they’d never seen the likes of Yan Magata. Of that, he was sure.


Chapter 2

	Audience

	It all landed in the lap of the King. 

	After returning from Fugaku, we’d been allowed a fortnight to settle in under the watchful gaze of Ben Heck and his team securing the Garden of the King for the Scarred Man.

	Ten days wasn’t enough time to rest and recover from our eastern campaign and honeymoon. Raven, my beloved, had made sure of that. There’s one thing to be said for the stamina of dark elves and yet another for their assertiveness. 

	Raven was the half-elf daughter to King Janis Ylamil of the City-State of Bastian, located a few days north of the Realm of Colivar in the Everest Mountains. Rae had a newly minted prince for a husband, one more akin to chaos than the Royal bloodline of Ylamil, and, as such, we both had dark elf bodyguards and heavy demands on our time. 

	Lynda Snow, the Storm Company Consul, had returned to her post in Sturgess Hall, living across the busy courtyard from Lord Roger Small. Lord Small was the Judge of Maidenhall and first cousin to King Marius Falbrenn. Lynda managed to shield me from the official debriefings and numerous reports for the Judge and our distant peers in the Order of the Vigil. Still, there were some things that I couldn’t ignore, and the ire of the King of Colivar was one of them.

	It hadn’t taken long for the news of our return and our foreign exploits to reach the King’s attention. Lord Small was our Royal sponsor in the capital city, and Lynda always kept him abreast of any important news. 

	A war between two of our neighboring realms, Fugaku and Niantia, was considered important news, especially given the demonic nature of the Nantine’s attack and the role we’d played in ending it. My standing as a Colonel in the Colivarian Army added another wrinkle to the fabric of the situation.

	While good news travels fast, bad news travels even faster, and threats, well, they just seemed to appear out of thin air. A Fuga delegation had reached Maidenhall with their own demands, and I was certain that Lynda Snow was cursing my name for the diplomatic trouble I’d managed to stir up during our time in Fugaku. 

	We didn’t know that this was only the start of an even more twisted scheme, but we certainly knew where it had gotten us: the Grand Hall and an audience with the King. 

	King Falbrenn sat upon his throne, a good eight feet higher than the rest of us, as we waited for Lord Small to introduce the parties at hand. Lynda Snow seemed flushed and haggard from the week’s unending stress, while behind me, my bodyguard, Yseria Warric, watched the room with a cool, confident eye. 

	I felt the constant stares of the King’s Realm Guards, ‘Royal Hounds’ to my mind, as two new faces, clearly gentlemen of eastern origin, stood to my right, staking a claim to my body and soul.

	King Falbrenn listened to their words through a wall of Royal disdain. “Tell me again why you feel that you have a right to claim Vigil Storm.”

	I appreciated his suddenly possessive nature.

	The older of the two envoys replied, “Ara Storm is now the son of Lord-Governor Na’am of Hollen Province in Fugaku. As such, he has become a citizen of Fugaku and part of House Na’am, which in turn is beholden to our Sovereign in Tannoo.”

	Lynda Snow wasn’t buying any of it. “Ambassador Howa, Ara Storm has already been claimed by the Order of the Vigil in Colivar and cannot agree to any further demands on his time. His agreed-upon relationship with Lord Na’am was entirely personal and did not entail any further responsibilities on the part of House Storm.”

	The other Fuga representative cut in, “So, you agree that there is a formal relationship? The well-being of House Na’am may depend on it.”

	I still didn’t know how this other man fit in beside the Fuga ambassador. Tall of frame, Justis Rathven had a mind that churned far too fast for me to follow. Still, I could see his heart, and it hosted the soul of one cold, gray bastard.

	Everyone looked at me. Had I said that out loud?

	While the sentimental yet devious mind of Lord Almer Na’am might puzzle me, he and his family had befriended me and offered kindness at a time when I needed it most. They’d honored a debt owed, and in the grand scheme of things, I owed them nothing in return.

	“I feel like I’m standing in the wrong Court,” I said, ignoring the man’s clear threat. “While I owe nothing to House Na’am or the Realm of Fugaku, Sovereign Doyne should be hearing my demands for compensation for the services we rendered in the Akio Valley. As I understand matters, my unexpected adoption into the House of Na’am was not approved by the Sovereign until after the hostilities there had ended.”

	Judge Small coughed. 

	Lynda, for once, seemed to nod in agreement at my words. 

	King Falbrenn watched impassively as the two Fuga men began to struggle for a response. 

	“But you’re the Wind Catcher,” Ambassador Howa tried to explain. “You’re an entity of great importance in our domain.”

	“Let’s be clear about that,” I began. “First, I may be the Wind Catcher, but by ‘entity,’ you really mean ‘weapon,’ and, as Consul Snow has already explained, I’ve been claimed by Colivar’s own Order of the Vigil.

	“Second, if I really am an entity of great importance in Fugaku, how can any of the Houses of Fugaku claim me or threaten those with whom I claim a connection?” I spoke to Ambassador Howa only, letting the other man stew.

	Neither man attempted to answer, and I assumed that this was a prudent thing.

	Judge Small finally stepped forward. “Gentlemen, lacking any answers to Lord Storm’s concerns, I believe we have concluded today’s discussion.”

	King Falbrenn waved, brushing a bit of air from his armrest and officially ending the audience.

	OK, I wasn’t getting away that easily. Immediately following our audience with the King, Lord Small requested a meeting in his Sturgess Courthouse Manor, and Lynda asked for Becks and Viren Drake to sit in. As citizens of Fugaku, they might be able to provide us some insight.

	Small offered us seats in a far more comfortable setting, a private den with its own pair of sentries outside the door. 

	Introductions were made and the judge jumped right in: “Ara, are there any other surprises we might stumble upon? Any warnings you could provide us would be most helpful.”

	“Lord Small, I’m beginning to think you don’t relish the frequent visits with your cousin. Regarding the Fuga, I have a personal interest in the fate of House Na’am, but I’m at a loss as to the threat that was made today.”

	Being a distant daughter of House Na’am—distant only in the physical sense—Becks spoke up, “What threat?”

	Her husband, Viren, sat quietly beside her with his arms folded across his chest. If I had mentioned knives, he would have been the one to jump in first.

	“A man named Justis Rathven seemed to think that he could threaten House Na’am if, as the vaunted Wind Catcher, I didn’t comply with the Fuga ambassador’s demands.”

	“FETH.” Rebekah Drake’s face paled at the mention of Rathven. She’d had a history with the Fuga underworld—one that had been trumped by her time with Viren Drake, a former Fuga Recon sergeant. Her choice of language was likely a product of both.

	Lord Small replied to the coarse word, “What?”

	“I said FETH. Justis Rathven represents the most powerful of the Fuga Gray Houses. They fill the gap between the Crown and Fugaku’s more murderous society. His brother, Mono Rathven, is almost as powerful as Sovereign Doyne and vastly more driven by self-interest.”

	I said, “Could he harm your father? According to Ambassador Howa, the Fuga Sovereign has formally confirmed the status of House Na’am’s newest son, one that’s now officially the Wind Catcher of Fugaku.”

	There might have been a better time to break that news to Becks.

	“FETH.” Becks still meant it. She’d lost her twin brother and wasn’t too keen on having another—especially one as ugly as me.

	“You can say that again.” I chuckled, watching Lord Small from the corner of my eye. “Good thing we got out of Fugaku when we did. I’ve already got enough scars.”

	The Order of the Vigil had a suitably barbaric ceremony for inducting a new Vigil into the faction of demon-fighters. I couldn’t wait to see what the Fuga powers that be had planned for me.

	Lynda Snow had to cut off this line of discussion—I think she was going to vomit. “Rebekah, we’ll discuss that last comment of Ara’s later if Lord Storm is available. In the meantime, what interest would the House of Rathven have in the Wind Catcher?”

	Lynda had hit the mark, but nothing was forthcoming from Becks, so I slowly raised my hand.

	“Ara.”

	“What interest did the late Count Redding have in Vigil Storm and the Scarred Man?”

	Lord Small sat up at this remark. Things were getting interesting. I hadn’t filled in Becks and Viren on the Scarred Man’s identity or its implications. Sure, I’d given them a few hints, but they were on their honeymoon, and I didn’t want to ruin it further.

	On the other hand, Lord Small understood perfectly. “Miss Drake, would the Gray Houses ever dabble in the darker arts?”

	Becks held a puzzled look, and my mind itched. She was hiding something. I looked to Viren for support, and he shrugged.

	I decided to be more direct. “For your family’s sake and ours, Becks, do they deal in the Black Wind?” 

	Viren Drake reached out and pulled Becks’s hand away from her throat, revealing the shaded amber necklace that was looped about her neck.

	It was my turn. “FETH. Becks, what sort of wind do they call?” And by wind, I meant demon. 

	The Fuga were a visceral, yet poetic bunch.

	“Death,” she whispered. Rebekah Drake broke down and wept in front of us all. 

	I almost joined her.

	“That’s bad?” said Lord Small. His experiences with the Infernal forces had been few, but total nightmares, nonetheless.

	I filled him in, “A Kjaira is a death-demon. It would toy with the black-eyed fiends and the Wolves of Summer that you’ve all seen before. As demonic assassins, Kjaira hunt the Hell-knights that lead the hordes and will go after anything in the Infernal Domain beneath the High Prince.”

	Lord Roger Small knew some of my history pertaining to one Kjaira and the many scars I carried because of that single Hellkind encounter. He nodded. “So, we understand where Rathven gets its power and how they have material control over Tannoo.”

	“And we also know why the Fuga Sovereign has elevated the House of Na’am and claimed me as Wind Catcher.”

	“Why?” Becks had to know the answer to that. 

	Several years earlier, on a mission for the Fuga Intelligence Corps, Becks had been tasked with infiltrating the Gray Houses of Tannoo. It hadn’t ended well for her.

	I had seen it all before in Maidenhall. “Your Sovereign is a Royal hostage.”

	“And House Na’am?” said Small.

	Simply a cord to be cut. 

	The epitaph stuck on my tongue; I tried something more positive, “Viren Drake, are you keeping that new axe of yours sharp? How about joining us for our daily training sessions back at the Checkered Flag?”

	Viren and Becks both nodded at the offer. 

	I’d been keeping them at arm’s length and out of my troubled world since we’d all arrived in Maidenhall. That scheme had ended with the menace of Justis Rathven and the claim by Fuga’s cornered Crown.

	“Lord Small, before we go, there is one tiny thing that I forgot to mention. Yseria Warric has become my sister, Yseria Ylamil-Storm.”

	“It is witnessed,” he replied, suddenly catching my new last name. “Ara Ylamil-Storm. That doesn’t seem like a small thing at all.”

	Fugaku wasn’t the only rival domain to claim me, but when it came to the dark elves of Bastian, they left the final decision up to me.

	“No, no, it doesn’t,” I said. “In fact, knowing Falbrenn’s disdain for surprises, you may want to mention it to the King.”
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