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	The choice is yours, but the plague is mine, wherever it leads.

	 


Prologue

	Escape

	 ‘The path from desperation to hope is paved with stones of light’ had been a common maxim of Pastor Albyn right up until the light ran out and the demons consumed him. As the steel door slammed shut behind us, I realized our path would be more of the same; the pitch-dark tunnel offered nothing for us to see. 

	We felt our way forward using the rough-hewn walls, stopping every ten steps to calm our breathing and double-check our count. There were turns and drops to make and plenty of other potential exits to use, but we only had one in mind, the one nearest to Sanctuary Bay and the untended lighthouse. If there were sails in the bay, they needed to know that we were still here, that we still existed in our bodies, if not our minds, and we hoped that they might carry something to sustain us all.

	While there were two simple ways into the Duke’s Hold, both gates through the deep curtain wall being guarded and barricaded, others allowed for a hidden escape out into the surrounding mountains or down into the port. The route we’d been given offered us little in terms of actual escape. If all went well, our exit would drop us in the Wharf District, a few short blocks from our final destination. 

	The castellan had agreed to the mission and shared the secret route knowing that our trek would be one way only. He’d barred our use of light to avoid attracting any unwanted visitors and any trouble backtracking up through the tunnels.

	Feth him.

	I’d take my chances, going quickly rather than fading away inside Duke Asketil’s ‘Prison for the Privileged.’ As Captain of the Duke’s Guard, I’d enjoyed the same security as a warden of sorts and could have sent another of my men on this trip, but the curtain walls were shrinking daily, and the space between them was a cauldron brewing darker thoughts for everyone to drink.

	The Duke of Kelton, the old buzzard, lived in his tower—well clear of the growing desperation of the overfilled keeps. It was his daughter, Miraa, whose eyes had seen what no one else could: sails on the horizon. Of course, she’d noticed them at dusk; the setting sun outlined their presence for mere moments before they disappeared somewhere near the mouth of the enormous bay. That she still gazed west, searching for hope after so many months, was merely one more testament to the fact that Lady Miraa was far above us all.

	Feth her too.

	“Captain!” Corporal Jenkins tugged me back. “That’s twenty.”

	Sure enough, sliding my foot forward, I found the edge, and my next step forward found nothing but air. I turned around and lowered myself over the edge, dropping the last five feet into another section of tunnel and landing gracefully on my ass. 

	“Nothing to it, Jenks. Short drop once you let go.” I scurried out of the way and listened, searching for the hiss or rumble of a rill.

	Jenks landed beside me, keeping his feet and pissing me off in the process. “No worries, Captain. We’ll get you cleaned up once we get back.”

	Had I mentioned that Leni Jenkins was my younger brother and always a bit too wise for his britches? My lack of response only fed his grin. Sure, I couldn’t see it, but I knew it was there, just like Jenks knew about the filth on my backside. 

	Brothers were like that, and we’d grown up knowing each other better than ourselves.

	“Start the next count,” I said, trying to focus. “Fifty-five steps and then a right turn.”

	We’d both memorized the crude map in terms of steps and directions, not being allowed to bring a lamp or even a torch. An hour after our first drop, we found it, an underground stream that, with the pending arrival of spring, was pretending to be a river of liquid ice. 

	Tell me a demon is going to swim up that. Not a chance. Maybe in summer, it could throw a party in the tunnel below us, but not tonight.

	“Jenks, do you feel that?”

	“What? The icy water?”

	“The pitch-black nothing. No worries, no whispers, no evil buzz weighing on our minds down here.”

	“So, Colum, either we’re safe for the moment, or we’re already dead.” Jenks always had a knack for hitting the mark.

	That feeling of safety had eluded everyone in the city of Kelton for more than a year—starving their hearts of hope and the will to live. Once enough of the demons had arrived, breaching the northern wall, a hunger had settled in across the city to vie with the terror that everyone already felt. As we considered the last leg of our journey, Jenks and I felt nothing, and that, in and of itself, was a boon, a kind gesture ahead of whatever waited beyond the unseen rill’s frigid flow.

	“Jenks, I couldn’t have said it any better. Now, let’s catch our breath and decide who’s going to jump in first.”

	We both knew it would be me.


Chapter 1

	Welcome to My World

	I spun, raising Koki-Ten in time to catch its twin as it plunged for my neck. My palm punched outward, knocking Raven back and forcing the air from her lungs. The fang-dagger tumbled out of her hand, and for a moment, the sound of it hitting the stone floor and skittering to a stop was all that existed.

	Careck hissed out a laugh, “Welcome to my world, brother.” The demon lunged, diving for the free dagger.

	A numbness was already settling in, an utter lack of care on my part, as the beast blurred forward. The sharp crack of its chain going taut halted its reach a foot short of its prize. The demon’s angry snarl seemed to restart time, allowing me to move. 

	I spun and kicked, driving my boot into the side of its head and flinging it back into the corner of its prison cell.

	I snatched up the fang-dagger from the floor and backed out of the room. Yseria, my dark elf bodyguard, tackled Raven, pushing her back against the rough stone wall a few feet away. That cell wasn’t big enough for the four of us, and now, perhaps, the world wasn’t either. If Rae wanted the death-demon, she could have it. I had better places to be.

	Feth.

	I didn’t have better places to be. In fact, I had far worse, but there, time wouldn’t stop, and the daggers of broken death-demons wouldn’t shatter what little I had left of my sanity.

	Feth.

	Reaching the end of the corridor, I screamed for one of the Bailiff’s men to let me out of this wing of the Duke’s jail. Far behind me, I heard the slamming of the cell door, its heavy steel enough to contain whatever was left inside. The upper wing was only one flight of stairs below ground level, and soon I found myself running for the stables in search of my horse.

	Feth.

	The stables were a mistake; the faces of fifty sentinel-adepts, each a year or two younger than me, looked on in shock as sentinel-scout Mott Duncan tackled me to the ground. Cillian Redd, another sentinel in Company Storm, piled on at Mott’s insistence, pinning my dagger-bearing arm with his full weight. More adepts joined in until I was completely disarmed and immobile. 

	As standing orders go, it had to be a Company Storm record in terms of efficiency.

	“Find Captain Hartwell, find Walker Grey,” Mott doled out orders to the young men gaping around us, not easing up for a second on my arm or my neck.

	“Who is it? What did he do? Who did he kill?” 

	The murmurs around us were honest, sincere, and more than a little embarrassing for the guy at the bottom of the pile—if he could even feel embarrassment. That emotion would have to get in line behind a whole murderous stack of others.

	The late winter ground was soft, a trap made of mud and other pleasant things. Fifty horses had recently ridden through the exact spot where I lay sodden and shunned. 

	And then it happened. 

	The cold steel of a manacle bit into my wrist, and Paladin Walker Grey secured the clamp in place. My eyes chased the chain, hoping for the best, but they ended at the arm of Captain Juno Hartwell. There was no way I’d be able to drag his body far. 

	Not far enough. Feth.

	“What brings you here, Captain?” I grasped for anything other than murder, but I’d take that too, hoping to hold a thought steady in my mind.

	Juno eyed me intently. “Something about the devil and a campaign in the North. We didn’t want to miss it this time.”

	“Nor do I. And your trip over from Lockrun?” 

	And how was the weather?

	“Not at all pleasant. Seems like the devil we were hunting was with us most of the way into Hamport.”

	“Well, kudos to Mott for his quick thinking and his ever so tender touch.”

	“What are you doing to him?” A new voice ran into the stable yard. “Captain Hartwell, why do you have Vigil Storm chained again?”

	“Inquisitor Stone, if I wasn’t attached to Captain Hartwell, you’d have a difficult time keeping me away.” I offered her my best smile, but it never reached my eyes; nothing could at that moment. Nothing had in weeks.

	Jillian Stone was three years younger than me. She’d be seventeen come summer, but she’d seen enough harsh moments to understand how wrong things had become. She didn’t even flinch at my sordid remark. 

	“Master Grey, please help Vigil Storm to his feet.” Her voice held an unnaturally calm tone, like the wall of a garden in winter, offering cold stone to lean one’s cheek upon. “Everyone, please stand back—farther back—and secure those weapons.”

	Walker Grey lifted me up and brushed me off—mainly rearranging the filth. I’d only just bathed, for Divine sake, and there goes my morning.

	“Ara, look at me. Not at the ground, not at the chain, but at me, and remember what you did for me. Find that thread in your mind, and don’t let go.” Jillian fiddled with the raw leather band that adorned her wrist, rubbing on one of the many crude spots of blood that connected us. The sound of her voice plucked at the threads between us, lulling me from my rage.

	Juno had seen enough. “Scout Duncan, give me Vigil Storm’s weapons and take the sentinels to the barracks. They’ll share space with the ducal guards until we sort things out. And track down Inquisitor Hart. We’ll need her too.”

	Juno looped my broadsword over one shoulder and juggled a pair of fang-bladed daggers. To Juno, the fangs appeared identical, but I could tell which was which by holding them. They were imbued with the twin souls of a Kjaira death-demon, an Infernal assassin sent into my world to serve a rogue Prince of Pestilence. Once the same shade of Black, the soul shards had become entwined with the souls of two vastly different human beings and diverged.

	I’d spent the past couple of months doing everything possible to control the demon in my fang-dagger and build a relationship, one weapon to another. My heart was off-limits—as tangled and broken as it could be—so we kept things simple and at an unsafe distance. So far, I was still breathing, and for that alone, I counted my efforts as a success.

	In many ways, demons and humankind are alike, but they vary in one key aspect. Every human has a heart to share in the creation of our reality. Demons do not; their souls remain lonesome and bleak because of it, bringing only death, disease, and strife to whatever they touch. They lack volition. When they cross the Veil into our world, utter chaos ensues.

	“Juno, for Saints’ sake, don’t let Raven touch either of those fangs.” 

	I wasn’t in charge at the moment but felt certain about my advice. Something had triggered her attack, and the dark soul in the fang-blade she’d been holding was the most likely candidate. 

	They started walking me back toward our keep, and I had the feeling I was heading back to bed with a manacle for company. I couldn’t waste any more time. I had things to do and places to go. 

	We all did.

	“What’s the name of my sword?” said Paladin Grey.

	“Ber’yl,” I replied. “It means Night’s Bane. I negotiated its service for my House much like I negotiated yours.” 

	Grey knew all of this already. I didn’t even have to tell him the first time. He was unusually fearful as he walked at my side, almost poking me to see if I was real.

	He said, “Why’s Ber’yl so eager to board a ship heading north?”

	Don’t ask me how Ber’yl knows what it knows, but Walker Grey knew well enough to listen to its musings. Funny, I’d never thought of chaining him for it.

	“Grey, are you thinking what I’m thinking? We could reach Niantia in less than a week, get some scouting done before the others arrive. The harbor is down that way.” I pointed into the vast city of Hamport. Given Raven’s helpful nudge, I was more than ready to sail.

	“Remember what happened the last time two fethers jumped in without any proper support?” Walker Grey still sported a mess of facial scars as testament to his hard-learned wisdom. 

	I halted, searching around for Jillian Stone. She was standing right beside me.

	Feth.

	“Jillian, please forgive me for what I said to you in the stable yard. I wasn’t quite myself.”

	“Ara, what happened? You were fine an hour ago. Did bath time go that badly?” Of all the people I’d met this past month, my new inquisitor knew exactly how to keep me afloat.

	Not being ready to discuss my hygiene with the young woman, I skipped straight to the heart of the matter. “Walker’s long-lost love tried to kill me. She’s been cavorting with a Nantine assassin, one bound to an alpha Kjaira. Its brethren attacked us a couple months ago, and we killed them all, the Get of the Damogir of Niantia. Paladin Grey was there, and he should know better. How could he let one live?”

	I bit my tongue as several other ‘how could he’ questions piled up in my sordid mind.

	Feth.

	“We need to see Lord Chase,” I said, eyeing Captain Hartwell at the Paladin’s side.

	“Uh, what?” said Grey.

	“The Duke of Breen, please. We can’t waste another day. I’ll grab a bath later. Right now, my body matches my mind, so nobody will be surprised.”

	We were led to a private meeting room in the duke’s keep and told to wait. It gave me time to stare down Juno, silently begging for the return of my weapons.

	“Captain Hartwell, how is Kol’rigan working out?” 

	Juno carried a longsword across his back; the hellsword was another of my Black faction recruits, and it fit the tall captain well. 

	“We have our moments,” he replied, refusing to take the bait.

	“My bodyguards seem to be missing. Jillian, would you find them for me? I find myself hunted and defenseless at the moment. My wife could arrive at any moment to finish me off.”

	“No,” she said. “I must stay here in case you slip, but perhaps Captain Hartwell will return your blades.”

	I had one dependable friend in the room. That she was the newest and knew me the least was beside the point.

	Juno finally acquiesced, helping me buckle on Exile, my broadsword, over my right shoulder. It was a quiet weapon when not in use, as opposed to my dagger. Juno handed over one of the two fang-bladed daggers. He hadn’t really been keeping track. 

	As I grasped the dagger’s hilt, it shrieked in my mind, “Magata!”

	Everyone in the room felt the unworldly pressure of the taunt and looked away. 

	I placed the dagger on the table. “That isn’t mine. Please hand me Koki-Ten.”

	I sheathed the second fang-blade across my chest and rested my hand on its hilt, enjoying the achingly familiar connection. 

	The thoughts of a death-demon slid into my head: “Magata, I see you’ve met First Fang, once my twin.”

	Silently, I answered back, “What is Magata? I’ve heard that name before.” 

	My adopted sister Cressida was once named Magata before she changed her name to Storm. 

	“You are barren, empty, lacking a true owner. It should not be so.” The demon’s words rang true yet lacked the biting zeal of its evil twin.

	“The First Fang owns Careck?”

	“The First Fang is Careck, the ranking Get of the Damogir.”

	“Don’t you mean the last Get of the Damogir?”

	“There will be more. Once Careck returns to the Emperor’s city, there will be a call for ascension. The Damogir still owns plenty of my claws for those of his seed that are deemed worthy. Each claw contains a small shard of my soul to do the necessary weave.”

	“How did Careck become the ranking Get?”

	“He was born of the Emperor’s seed and has yet to meet his match in skill or resolve.”

	“Walker Grey, how did Raven convince Careck to play along with her?”

	“Ara, there was no play about it. Careck attacked Cressida as soon as it saw her, and it took the four of them—Raven, Cress, and the dark elves—to subdue it. Raven couldn’t do it alone. We had to fight it a second time outside of Lockrun, and it took the whole of Company Storm to escort it safely here, chained as it was.”

	I lifted my arm. “Like this?”

	Grey nodded, his face suddenly uncertain.

	“Then why would my wife be taking its side over her own husband?”

	Grey looked me in the eye for a long moment. “Jillian, is it safe?”

	Something inside me was beginning to boil as Walker Grey’s mind continued to harbor an unrelenting fear. I’d never seen that before, coming from that man, and I’d never done anything to deserve it, at least not to him, recently.

	“It would probably be more dangerous if you didn’t free him,” said my inquisitor. “You’re hurting him. You’re treating him like a demon, like a weapon, like a Get of the Damogir, and he is none of those.”

	Feth, right.

	Awareness was half the battle. I swallowed my anger and took Jillian’s hand, holding it gently until Juno nodded his consent and Paladin Grey unbolted the manacle from my wrist. Jill didn’t mind, and that was half the battle, too, maybe three-quarters.

	I said, “Juno Hartwell, what do you know?”

	Juno had remained coy throughout our little meeting. He was the sharpest mind in Company Storm, and what he couldn’t see, he could deduce in the most uncanny of ways. 

	He replied, “Raven couldn’t have attacked you without good reason. She’s our company’s Champion and yours most of all.”

	OK, maybe he was slipping.

	I pointed at the other dagger in the room. “Raven was aiming that for the back of my neck.”

	“And yet, Ara, you’re still here. Did you forget what Sentinel Early Vale told you, told us all, about who was the most dangerous person in Company Storm? Didn’t you believe him?”

	Early had said it wasn’t even close.

	My stomach plummeted for the second time that morning. “So, Rae was protecting Careck from me.” I returned to my original question. “Captain Hartwell, please tell me why.”

	“She was obviously confused,” said Walker Grey.

	Not what I wanted to hear. Not even close.

	“She’s not confused. Not at all. And she wasn’t protecting Careck.” Juno was as sure as I’d ever seen him. “Ara, Raven was protecting you.”

	Disrupting my thoughts, Koki-Ten interjected, “The captain is probably right.”

	I took my hand off of the hilt, its comfort having fled. “The beast had one good arm, and it was chained to the wall. It would have been a clean, quick kill. For a Kjaira, that would have been a first.” 

	I knew more than anyone the difficulty in taking down a wounded death-demon, and Raven had stepped in. Why?

	Jillian Stone held my hand and wept, seeing something none of us could fathom. “I watched it destroy my father, and it would have destroyed you too.”

	“Jill, your father couldn’t have known. He couldn’t have guarded against the vision of the Infernal plague that took your mother.”

	“I know. But afterward, he had to end her suffering. She was gone, her mind nothing more than chaos and disease, and he had to wield the blade that freed her.”

	I had known that the plague’s visions had destroyed her mother’s sensitive mind but hadn’t realized the rest. Vigil Stone’s fall into disrepair made more sense to me now, and Jill’s mention of the plague’s distant effects forced me to act.

	Using our physical link, I dove into her heart and mind, searching for anything I might have missed, any scars from her exposure to the alien visions that lived inside my head. 

	The initial damage had been harsh, but what I found, new strands of gold and gray, formed a mesh of psychic armor in a familiar weave. It was a gift. Our weeks together had healed her and made her stronger. I breathed a sigh of relief and let go.

	More than a year before, my sister Hart had suffered from an Infernal vision as well, a careless moment on my part, and lately, she spent her days afraid to be around me. She’d offered hints, almost begging me to look inside her, to notice the wounds, knowing that I could heal her with my touch. And yet, I’d thought she needed privacy with her growing love for Sevin Martell and her constant anxiety. I had been elsewhere and had missed the real reason for it all. 

	I wasn’t an inquisitor, but I should have figured it out. In that same vein, I should know why Raven Ylamil, my wife and beloved, had tried to stab me in the neck.

	“Jillian Stone, from the moment we’ve met, I have failed to inform you of how slow I can be, and by sharing your father’s ordeal, you have opened my eyes to yet another unforgivable blunder of mine. We must remedy it together. In the meantime, please tell me what the death of your mother has to do with Careck, the First Fang of the Damogir.”

	“It was my mistake,” said Walker Grey. “I wasn’t supposed to let you off the chain until Raven arrived this morning to explain things. I didn’t realize the danger, and, well, folks were a bit on edge around you.”

	With my blank stare blanketing the room, Juno Hartwell finally ended my ignorant ordeal. “Ara, there’s a good reason that everyone is terrified of you right now. We’ve been on the road fighting your near twin for weeks, looking into those same haunted eyes and encountering nothing but a beast. As broken and dangerous as Careck is, it almost destroyed Raven to bring the man—obviously your brother—across the entire continent to meet you.”


Chapter 2

	Untouchable

	Needing a moment, I sent everyone out. 

	The dagger on the table before me took on a new meaning, one of connection as well as hatred. I held perfectly still, counting in my head but quitting when that failed to lead me anywhere better. I’d seen nothing but a threat, an evil assassin bred to harm my family and me. The manacles and the wounds should have been a hint, but the glowing red eyes and inhuman voice buried whatever existed behind them.

	“You are of his seed, but not his Get. Untouchable, your heart and soul denied the chaining of your being,” said Koki-Ten. “That is why you must travel north to confront the Damogir and end the Infernal contract.”

	I replied to the voice in my head. “Why do you care?”

	“Lacking a heart, I am unable to care, except through the heart of the Damogir. The Emperor ignores its cries for an ending to that which it started, and it bleeds for the realm it has destroyed.”

	“Niantia is magata,” I thought. “Bereft of a heart and the people to fill it.”

	“It’s a fitting name for the realm; its ruins and vast emptiness offer little hope for those that still live there.”

	I released the hilt of Koki-Ten and picked up the other dagger, Careck’s fang. “Do I have a sister?”

	“You killed the Second Fang of the Damogir, leaving her ashes buried in the hills,” a new voice assaulted my head. It was similar yet plainly different from the soul shard of Koki-Ten. The soul that filled this dagger was a weave of a shard of Koki-Ten and Careck’s original human essence. The entity existed separately, yet connected, in both the dagger and the beast in the cells below.

	“Bengla was from the seed of the Damogir?”

	“Yes. Otherwise, one could not wield the relic named Second Fang.”

	I hardly knew the woman but would mourn. “Are there others?”

	“Always, magata.”

	To be magata was to be empty, barren, cursed, but to be bound by a death-demon was an abomination.

	“You’ve met them?” I said.

	“One. She was most pathetic, yet still lives; the bonds of a phantom brood sustain her.”

	“The bonds of my brood sustain her, yet you tried to kill her, didn’t you?”

	“Of course, but a brood enforcer stepped in to protect her.”

	“It was the enforcer of my brood. The same champion that stepped in on your behalf this morning. Do you admit a debt?”

	“I must, but I cannot release my grasp on your brother, for that is what you seek, is it not?”

	I wasn’t that naïve. “No. I only ask that you sleep until you are called.”

	“That, I can do.”

	I placed the fang-dagger gently on the table and screamed, pushing fury and pain in every direction as I tried to deal with the twisted turn of events. 

	I opened the window, letting a cold, end-of-winter breeze carry the rage away as quickly as it poured off my brow. Again, I began counting and, on every heartbeat, checked whether or not I had regained custody of my mind. 

	Feth.

	A hand touched my shoulder, empty of any weapon yet full of control. 

	Lady Annette spoke first, “Lord Storm, Ara, we received your messages and had thought you were gone from our shores with the morning tide.” 

	A remarkable person to know, Lady Annette Chase had become a friend and had helped with Jillian Stone’s recovery in my absence. She deserved far more than I could share.

	“My apologies, Duke and Lady Breen. It seems that I’ve been having one of those days we all dread, and I shouldn’t have gotten out of bed.” 

	I waved my hand, the red and white bandage covering a wound from yet another dagger. It was one I deserved and understood completely, a parting gift from a blind woman and a black curse.

	“Your company has arrived in full,” said Lord Chase. He was older than his wife by at least a decade, maybe two, but still her equal in energy and foresight. “I have met with Captain Hartwell in planning the coming invasion. He is as eager as you to sail north.”

	“We will not leave Hamport undefended. A section of fifty sentinel-adepts arrived this morning and will remain here along with a pair of Paladins to lead them.” 

	“And the wagon in the stable yard?”

	The wagon contained a weasel’s weighty ransom in gold.

	“My business in Stonnberg went better than expected. The Nantine children, the orphans and refugees, will need a place to live and go to school. I hope that the wagon holds enough to fund the endeavor.”

	“Lord Storm,” Chase replied. “It holds five times the amount needed. What should we do with the rest?”

	“Build a bigger school and a Vigil’s Keep so that Company Storm has a place to live and train when the coming war is over.”

	“Lord Storm, we’ve already decided to sponsor your official presence here. What else can we do to help?”

	“If Annette would be so kind as to sit with me for a while, I think that will get me through the day. That, and a dinner tonight where you can both meet my wife and extended family.”

	The Duke smiled and nodded to his partner, leaving us alone.

	“Ara, what does your wife think of Jillian Stone?” Lady Breen was an insightful person and usually more subtle in her interrogation of others. 

	Needing someone to ask the right questions, ones that I could answer, I was counting on her. The room was private; the only other participant was the breeze from the open window. 

	“We haven’t discussed Jillian, but Raven tried to stab me with that earlier this morning.” I spun the fang-dagger as it slumbered innocently on the polished wooden table.

	“She tried to kill you over Jillian Stone? Doesn’t that seem a bit harsh, if not completely short-sighted?”

	“Well, I compete well when it comes to being both. I thought she was siding with my brother.”

	“And what does your brother say about all this?”

	“We haven’t really spoken, ever, but I’m looking forward to the conversation.”

	“So, who have you spoken with besides Jillian?”

	“There seems to be a period of adjustment needed for my extended family. They’re concerned that I will leave them, and yet they are terrified to be around me.” I showed Annette my bruised wrist where the manacle had been, offering all the colors of my world.

	“So, you’re saying that tonight’s dinner will be an even better event than our last one?” Lady Annette reached for my other wrist and began untying the scarf I had there.

	“One can surely hope. Of course, it all depends on the seating arrangements, and I already have some requirements in that regard.”

	It was amazing how easily I could brighten the day of Lady Breen, and she did the same for me as she fit the scarf around my bruised wrist and gently tied it into place.

	“Now it’s official,” she pronounced. “The bloody, beautiful scarf has sealed our friendship. Did you not hear it speak?”

	I took a moment to smile and listen to the scarf. For a man that only listens to weapons, it wasn’t such a stretch. 

	Annette seemed perfectly pleased with my reaction.

	The scarf was a Royal keepsake rescued from a trove of relics and had little value as far as I could discern—other than it had belonged to a queen. Its exotic, smooth gray silk held a foreign design speckled with brown-red blood. It also carried the psychic imprint of a formidable soul. I wore it as a comforting guide and for the warmth it seemed to impart. 

	“I won it in Stonnberg and have named it Summer.”

	“Ara, do you have a habit of naming personal objects?”

	“Only those that have souls, or imprints of souls.” I kept my answers honest, giving her exactly what she wanted.

	Annette was a collector too—a glutton for information—acting as a spy for her husband. “And what do you call that gruesome blade on your back?”

	“Exile. It holds the soul of an Infernal Warlord and consumes the blood of its victims.” I smiled when I said it, giving her pause to decipher the truth of it.

	“And the dagger across your chest?” 

	“Its name is Koki-Ten. It’s imbued with the soul of an alpha death-demon.”

	She offered her winning smile, masking the uncertainty she felt. “An alpha. Is it more dominant than you?” 

	I fiddled with the scarf. “In its current state, no.” 

	That response left her puzzled. 

	She pointed at the dagger on the table. “What’s its name?”

	“That blade isn’t mine. It belongs to my brother, Careck. It is called First Fang.”

	“The brother to whom you’ve never spoken? How do you know this weapon’s name?”

	“Our sister told me its name right before I killed her.” I watched the luster slip from Annette’s eyes.

	“You killed your sister?”

	“Two months ago. She was an assassin for the Damogir of Niantia, sent to kill my wife, and I only found out today that she was also my sister, right after I tried to kill my brother and my wife tried to kill me. Makes a lot of sense when you think about it, doesn’t it?”

	“Ara, what makes sense in any of that?”

	“How bad I’m feeling right now.”

	“Do you have things you must do today?” she asked.

	“Only a thousand or so.”

	“Great, then let’s have a quiet lunch before you get too busy.”

	Lady Breen guided me to a private dining room, one completely empty of all servants and guards. Located on an upper level of the Duke’s Keep, it offered large windows and pale wood floors to brighten the room. 

	It reminded me of Lady Annette. 

	The whole city, stretching down to its misty harbor, could be seen below and beyond the hold’s thick walls. The dining table was intimate in that it only had room for four but was set for two on adjacent sides.

	“Ara, please give me a moment to send for our lunch. In the meantime, please enjoy the magnificent view.”

	I took that moment to find the nearest bathroom and
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