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Prologue

	The Hunted

	They couldn’t get to her husband, but they went after her with a determination that only dark elves could own. The Royal bloodline of Bastian was at stake, and elves from as far away as Lieve traveled throughout Colivar in search of the Gray Princess. Kill teams bearing weapons with the marks of major Houses stalked the roads. Assassins waited in the shadows of the cities while watchers reported any lead.

	To many, it was a game of bloodlines and thrones. To others, it was a war for purity and vengeance. To Raven Ylamil-Storm, it was simply a living Hell. 

	With every passing day, her cousin Andarion grew more deadly in his demeanor, as did her two brothers, Kestrel and Caolin. Beyond their tight circle, another killer roamed, a death-demon incarnate that outmatched the skill of any assassin. 

	Passing through the northern city of Stonnberg, their party had crossed the largest bridge over the Shetland River, taking the road south towards Maidenhall. 

	They didn’t have a choice. 

	Every choke point was being watched, and the small group soon found themselves ambushed by a band of hunters wielding crossbows, sabers, and long-bladed spears. Many of the attackers wore talismans that masked their presence from those that knew where to look, but the advantage was short-lived.

	The attack happened in broad daylight, and Kestrel Roush caught a bolt in his shoulder blade at the onset. Roush was a nearly unstoppable force in defense of Raven Ylamil, but the bolt’s poison, intended for an elven mark, took its toll on the young man. He could only cling to his horse and ride for his life with the rest. 

	Roush had been guarding the rear of their small group, and he’d been lucky. As the dark elves sprang the ambush, a snarling shadow with glowing red eyes emerged from beneath the bridge, destroying the aim of the concealed bowmen with a blur of razor-sharp claws. 

	Mounted elven hunters waited on the river’s far side. The brutal chase taxed every horse and rider until Kestrel finally fell from his saddle. The unfortunate event forced Raven and Andarion Ylamil to turn and fight. Caolin Sands defended his brother while Raven and Andy pitted their long exotic blades against eight elven spears, keeping them at bay. 

	Without their marksmen, the hunting party found itself at a disadvantage. Blade to blade, they didn’t have the overpowering skill and resolve of either Ylamil. Neither Raven nor Andarion would give in, and yet neither wanted to shed more elven blood. 

	The arrival of Sorrow quickly ended the melee; the death-demon shredded several attackers and scattered the surviving few with its growls, glowing red eyes, and unmatched fury. 

	An eastern black panther with the soul of a Kjaira, Sorrow circled the small party’s position, scouting for any lingering threats while Caolin helped Andarion round up the horses. They collected any weapons of note—the elven blackblades were priceless relics—and the fallen hunters’ mounts. They would use them in their flight south and east.

	Raven Ylamil hosted the soul shard of another Kjaira, a death-demon named Rei-Seeck, wrapped around her heart. Exiled from the Infernal Domain, the soul was a brood-sister of Sorrow. The connection between the two Kjaira kept each aware of the threats they faced and offered the small party a bodyguard fit to overcome any assassin. Its only limitation was that it couldn’t be everywhere at once.

	Caolin Sands had cut out the poisoned bolt and bandaged Kestrel’s shoulder. The brothers were polar opposites in size and personality, and yet they valued the companionship and better odds they found with each other. Where Caolin was the smaller, quieter, gut-you-in-the-night sort, Kestrel was a bull, and he’d certainly be letting everyone know how badly his shoulder hurt once they got moving again.

	Andarion checked the wound and shook his head. “They coated the dart in ash resin. We’re going to have to tie Kestrel to his saddle. The only good news is that they caught us riding south. That should be to our advantage if we can reach the Dungarr cut-off tonight and turn east.”

	Maidenhall was a week’s ride due south. They’d left the King’s city the previous month, knowing that they were being watched wherever they went. The capital of Colivar offered tall, guarded walls and a few trustworthy friends. With their business in the northern cities complete, Maidenhall was the most likely place for them to turn up, but the thought of drawing assassins into the lives of those more vulnerable than themselves led Raven to take a different path.

	Raven was trying to think ahead as she leaned against her horse. “We’ll have to circle east before we make the Dungarr road. They’ll be watching the cut-off too, but if we can slip by undetected, we might have a few days of peace.”

	“Rae, you don’t want to send Sorrow ahead?”

	Their demonic protector could easily destroy any threats in the black of night, but there was a cost for every choice they made.

	“No. For all we know, the next batch could be family.”

	“Rae, the last crew was led by a distant cousin. Salema Kazamil managed to get away.”

	“Every blackblade we face is a family member, isn’t it?”

	They’d already collected three of the rare blades on their circuit across Colivar. Caolin and Kestrel each carried one.

	“Yes,” said Andarion. He could see the cost sink into his cousin’s already ruined face.

	Raven had lost an eye defeating the demonic horde outside of Bastian, but the blindness on her right side didn’t seem to make her any less deadly when it came to wielding Gozan. The spatial awareness of her inner Kjaira demon and the Hell-knight within her sword offered a battle that few were lucky enough to escape once joined.

	“Andy, where is he?” she murmured.

	It was a question often repeated by Raven. The unending separation trounced her spirit more than anything else, leaving only melancholy. They never had the luxury to rest and recover at a time when she needed it most. 

	“Rae, Ayla will find him and bring him back.”

	“Will he still be himself when she does?”

	Andarion tugged on her smile, “Rae, I would like to think that he’ll be better than that.” 

	As dusk settled in, Andarion slowed their pace and took stock of the two brothers that rode with them. The pair had been sent south by Ara, and they offered a more human presence—both tough and admirable for their desire to protect. Each man’s face shared traits with Raven’s husband and coaxed her forward with a modicum of hope. They were rough, but beyond loyal, and like Ara, they both suffered from the blood curse of the Black Emperor. 

	The claw-dagger in Raven’s pack could sap the curse of its corruption, but she rarely brought it out otherwise. Raven had enough confusion without it. The weapon was a stark reminder of her husband’s checkered soul; once pure, Ara’s soul—like the dagger—was woven with alien strands of gray and black.

	“Andy, Jan is tired, and with Kestrel being poisoned, we’re going to have to rest tonight.”

	“Don’t worry, Rae. We’ll get there in plenty of time.”

	“I have to worry. The demon goes berserk whenever we’re threatened, and I can barely control myself.”

	“Is that why you won’t spar with the brothers?”

	“If it wasn’t for Gozan pushing the Kjaira back in line, I could hurt them or worse.”

	“Where is Ara when we need him?”

	Raven gave her cousin a tired smile, “That’s my line. Get your own.”

	###

	Bearing dispatches from Stonnberg and Berykholt, the riders cleared the guarded tunnel known as North Gate. More than a month on the road left them filthy and tired as they reached the Royal Quarter in Maidenhall, and yet they were ready to ride on in search of their quarry. 

	Evening settled over the King’s city as the pair dismounted in the courtyard of the Sturgess Courthouse compound and climbed the stairs into Sturgess Hall. The light of oil lamps and leather-clad Realm Guards greeted them.

	The nearest guard recognized their faces, “Captain Warric, Paladin Grey, welcome back. You’ll find Consul Snow in her rooms on the top floor.”

	“Master Lopp, is anyone else about?” said Grey.

	“Captain Dawe is at the courthouse with Judge Small, but he should be back soon. There’s about to be trouble.” Corvin Lopp pointed to a carriage rolling in through the compound’s heavily guarded gate.

	The horse-drawn coach stopped only yards away from the manor’s front stairs, and the near-side door popped open at the urging of a one-year-old boy. A hand reached out, snagging the eager toddler from behind.

	“Ram!” the boy screamed and pointed up the stairs.

	“Right on time,” said Lopp. “You’d best step out of the way.”

	Grey didn’t miss a beat. “Captain Warric, your sparring partner has arrived, though he is a bit bigger than you.”

	“Is that Lynda Snow’s child?” said Yseria.

	“No,” said Lopp. “That’s little Ram’s best friend, Jarr. He’s a real lion.”

	A nursemaid and a lady had managed to climb down from the carriage without damaging their charge. 

	The young boy held his mother’s hand and took each stair as a triumph, heading straight for Paladin Grey. “Giant!” he roared and pointed again.

	Yseria Warric was a diminutive dark-elf, but more than a match for the Paladin at her side. She bent down and whispered in the boy’s ear, “Ogre.”  

	“Ogre!” the boy shrieked.

	“Tell me that’s not baby Jarrla,” said Walker Grey. “Can he still ride a horse?”

	“Horse! Yes!” said Jarr. Obviously, he could.

	“It must be him, then, and a handsome fellow he is,” said Grey. 

	Knight-Guard Corvin Lopp framed the moment: “Lady Redding, please meet Yseria Warric, Captain of the Storm House Guard, and Paladin Walker Grey, a hero of House Storm and the Order of the Vigil.”

	Before the two companions could bow, the lady held out her hand. “I am Margot Redding, an old friend of Judge Small. I’m pleased to meet you both.”

	Paladin Grey was careful with her small hand. “After you, Lady Redding. It looks like we are all heading up to the same suite.”

	Lynda’s brother, Meryl Snow, greeted them at the door to the Consul’s rooms on the top floor, keeping another critter from making its escape beneath his feet. Meryl was used to juggling diplomats at the Duke’s court in Stonnberg. His narrow frame and soft demeanor hid a certain deftness that somehow translated to toddlers without a hitch.

	Meryl’s nephew Ram squawked at the appearance of Jarrla and crawled after him in a race around the large room. Ram shared his mother’s green eyes and auburn hair, though in a slightly darker shade. 

	Lynda Snow stood by the fireplace, enjoying its warmth in the cool autumn evening. “Margot, who have you brought with you? I don’t seem to recognize those two under all the dirt.”

	Yseria elbowed Grey, “Don’t fall for it.”

	In seconds Lynda Snow had her own layer of road dust across her cheeks, having given each traveler a long hug. “Any word from Niantia?”

	Walker Grey’s smile evaporated. “We’ve come bearing letters from your father and the Duke of Stonnberg. They confirm the existence of a horde to end all hordes in Niantia and ask that you be terribly discreet with the news.” 

	Lynda took a step away from Countess Redding, whispering, “So it’s true? The Infernal plague?”

	“We’ve seen it and felt it for ourselves. We understand why Ara told everyone to stay away.”

	“He hasn’t returned?”

	“Not yet.” 

	“Any word of Ayla?”

	“We met her at the Queen’s Hold in central Niantia. She’s a brave one. Found herself a man, too. Not a bad fellow,” said Grey.

	Lynda could only take that as a sign of salvation—or the world’s ending. “Is she safe? Is Sorrow with her?”

	“Oddly, no. Ayla sent the beast to keep an eye on Raven.”

	A light knock on the suite’s door announced the entrance of Lord Roger Small, Judge of Maidenhall. Behind him, Captain Anzor Dawe, formerly of the Nantine Guard Army, slipped in and closed the door.

	“Lord Small, you’ve come at a dangerous time. Lions be roaming about.” Paladin Grey had grown to feel at ease around everyone, which was a blessing for the once solitary and still heavily scarred demon-fighter.

	“It’s late,” Small replied. “I’d heard of your arrival and hoped there might be some word concerning Lord Storm.”

	“Only confirmation of what we all suspected. Captain Dawe, good to see you again.”

	“Paladin Grey. Captain Warric. I’m glad to see you’ve returned safe and sound. How was it?” If anyone already knew the answer to that, it was Anzor Dawe.

	Grey replied, “No offense, Captain, but the walls of Bastian felt like a family reunion compared to what we experienced around Qreyl.”

	Dawe’s face paled at the reference. He’d survived the defense of Bastian under the harshest of terms as the Nantine Guard Army died defending the crucial northern pass. 

	Margot Redding seemed to hover at the edge of the conversation, her eye catching Dawe’s reaction. The handsome Nantine captain always seemed to be around whenever she brought her son for a visit.

	“Paladin Grey, how do you know my son, Jarr?”

	“Know him? We shared a horse on the ride back from Stonnberg. I even let him hold the reins while I slept.”

	Yseria’s elbow ended Grey’s long-winded response. “Walker and I were there when Ara discovered Jarrla stashed away in a travel pack. Ara sent him on ahead to safety with Vigil Wind while we stayed behind to fight the Get of the Damogir.”

	Captain Dawe went from pale to ghost. “You fought Bengla and her Claws? You saw her die?”

	Grey forgot where he was. “I saw her head bounce into a ditch after she’d put a dagger into Ara’s shoulder. It was a brutal affair.” 

	Grey couldn’t have been more right, but the news had an obvious, almost crushing effect on Captain Dawe.

	Margot Redding had seen and heard enough. She stepped forward. “Captain, are you OK?”

	Dawe felt Lady Redding’s hand on his arm and rallied whatever was left of his courage. “Lady Redding, I must tell you of your son’s bloodline. He is the grandson of the Damogir of Niantia and the nephew of Lord Storm. I knew Jarrla’s mother, both before and after she became the Second Fang of Niantia. Though necessary, her death was a difficult blow.”

	Judge Small gave Margot Redding a chance to absorb the news. “Captain, would you happen to know what the babe’s name means?”

	“Jarrla comes from a rarely used Nantine dialect. The name means little lion. It was a plea for forgiveness from a woman that no longer existed.”

	Lynda Snow saw it first and caught Dawe’s other arm before he could turn away. “A plea for forgiveness from whom, Captain?”

	“The boy’s father.”


Chapter 1

	First Steps

	It was a deal for the damned. The torment of hellfire sealed it as I walked out the tavern’s front door and into the razor-like dust of the Infernal wasteland. My screams could be heard for miles if only there were ears on the empty plains of Oblivion. 

	Don’t drink with the devil and expect a farewell. That was a lesson I’d never forget.

	The grass felt cool against my cheek and utterly soothing after the unreal torture I’d experienced on my way out of the sinister domain. I’d been rolled onto my side, and I coughed, spitting the blood from my mouth. Having felt the wrath of my clenching teeth, my tongue was angry and abused.

	There was an unsettling taste to the morning mist, ashes perhaps, definitely bitter, mixed with the saltiness of my tears and the iron-rich scent of my breath. Fear was the final ingredient. 

	Three people stood frozen nearby, each suitably terrified by my convulsive outburst. 

	To the victor go the spoils. Feth that.

	I pressed myself up—feeling dizzy—and staggered to my feet. 

	Where was I? 

	Oh, yeah. Qreyl. The horde and the Infernal plague. A Black Emperor in my blade. Ayla. Rifter. Dania the Gray.

	Feth.

	Blood still dripped from my chin, and I complained to anyone that would listen, “What was that for?”

	Rifter had a strong heart and a right cross to back it up. He was the son of Mino Gaines, the Boss of Hamport, and a trusted friend. “Bridgeton,” he said. “You sold Ayla to the Gray boss of Bridgeton.”

	Before I’d abandoned her to make my trek north, Ayla had been given the rings of two cities. She’d traded one to Boss Keller for her freedom and complete control of her own domain.

	“Rift, I think you have it backward, but thanks for your concern.”

	The previous night had gone off without a hitch, until now, and even so, the trap remained; its Infernal weight was pressing heavily on us all. 

	The horde was hungry. 

	The plague was hungry. 

	The city was hungry. 

	Who was on the menu? Well, everyone still alive within the walls of Qreyl, followed by everyone else in Niantia, and eventually the rest of the continent. 

	As traps go, it was immense, and I’d merely begun the process of disarming it.

	As my eyes regained their ability to focus, I saw the uncertainty in my friend Rifter Gaines. He had his arm around Ayla. My not-so-little sister had grown up while I was gone. 

	Suddenly, it was my turn to feel terror beyond anything that hellfire could create. 

	I pointed to the sword that loomed across Rifter’s shoulder. It was my wife’s weapon. I may have done some things that ended badly for many, including Raven Ylamil-Storm.

	I coughed out one word: “Why?”

	Ayla unstrapped the blackblade Talon from Rifter’s back, taking her time. “Yseria Warric brought it north. She said it was a gift for you from your wife.”

	“Is Raven alright?”

	Ayla hesitated. Her face was a mess of colors and smeared with black dust. Her dress barely held her emerging form in place, and if I didn’t know better, I would say she was enjoying my rapt attention. 

	“She’s being hunted.” Ayla offered the truth, but not the whole truth.

	Hunted. That’s not possible. Not for a champion such as Raven Ylamil. I scanned around us in the fog, checking for threats, true predators.

	“Ayla, where is Sorrow?”

	I’d left the death-demon as a sisterly bodyguard for my youngest sibling. Ayla played the long game but needed constant protection against those that opted for more immediate results. 

	“With Raven and Andarion, but I don’t know where they are.”

	“Should I be worried?”

	“Yes,” she said. Truth.

	“Why?”

	Ayla was a master manipulator. She could steer anyone or any conversation in whatever direction she chose. “Because we’re sitting in a trap, surrounded by a plague and the Emperor’s Horde, and a witch is standing right behind you.”

	Dania cringed as I turned. She was the main source of fear that I felt. Rifter was confused, and Ayla was exhausted after her night of terror, but Dania the Gray remained in the middle of a nightmare, staring at her end.

	I said, “How’s Floyd?”

	Floyd was a local watcher with a well-tended crossbow and an eager trigger finger. We weren’t friends.

	Dania the Gray was my half-sister and a survivor of epic proportions. She took the hint and a small step forward. “He’s still breathing. Kepler, too.”

	“You’ve met my friend Rifter Gaines?”

	“Yes. We went to the reservoir yesterday, looking for clues about where you went.”

	“Rifter Gaines, you brought my little sister to Qreyl and dropped her at the door to the Damogir’s Hold?”

	“The Maiden’s Gate,” said Ayla. She crossed her arms, suddenly taking my side. “No one comes out of there a maiden.”

	A few would today, but that was beside the point. Ayla might as well have stabbed Rifter with her dagger. 

	I went for the kill: “Ayla, did you come out of there as a maiden?”

	We would always be even. 

	“No,” she whispered. “The Emperor stole that word from me years ago.” Ayla was sixteen but had grown up long before I’d met her. She had plenty in common with Dania.

	Rifter was eighteen. He’d seen his share of unclean living, but he didn’t travel lightly. He carried a true heart, one that beat rapidly for Ayla now.

	I waited for his reaction. We all did. 

	Ayla had voiced something she’d never shared with anyone before, and I knew it hurt her deeply. The Emperor’s Children had lived a twisted existence deep within the Dungarr Drip, and their ways had left her broken, discarded, and cursed. We were kindred souls searching for a way out.

	Fists clenched and ready, Rifter shook with anger. “Ara Storm, you may have a point when it comes to our unseemly actions, but if you think you can come between Ayla and me by pointing them out, you’ve got another thing coming.”

	“I believe him,” said Dania. “Don’t push it.”

	The wisdom of an older sister won out.

	“Rifter, Ayla’s my little sister and has been since the day we met.” I removed the shortsword from my belt and handed it to Rift. “Use the flat of this blade if she gets too bossy.” 

	I was pretty sure that it was already too late for that, and Ayla confirmed it. “The dowry has already been paid by my brother.”

	“So, Rift is more than a consort to you?”

	“Yes.” She hid her eyes and a fresh scar on her palm.

	“What happened to your hand?” I examined it closely and kissed it.

	“Pasco stabbed me with Sorrow, and I may have stabbed myself too.” 

	Another soul shard of the death-demon Sorrow lived within a dagger created from its monstrous fang. It feasted upon corruption and was a useful tool in guarding against a curse called the Mad Black.

	“May have? Does Rifter know what he’s gotten in the bargain?”

	“He was there and still is.” She looked up, catching Rifter’s eyes just to be sure. 

	He nodded and buckled on his new sword. 

	Ayla handed me Talon, an exotic blackblade of the dark elves and a veritable weapon of kings. “Yseria said you’d know what it meant. Raven had another sword on her back when I saw her.”

	“She took Gozan?”

	“It had a dark presence, but I don’t know its name. Is that important?”

	I had given away my imbued glaive, Exile, returning it to the Infernal warlord that owned it and severing a personal contract in the process. Talon was once the blade of King Janus Ylamil of Bastian. That Raven had sent it north rather than the hellsword Gozan was certainly important. 

	I just didn’t know why. Feth again. 

	I cleared my throat and spit. “How long have I been gone?”

	“Months,” said Dania. She didn’t sound sure.

	“Six months,” said Ayla.

	Rift agreed.

	Dania shook her head. “Months longer than that, now.” She had lived her life within the disintegrating capital of Niantia. “Time moves differently within the eye of the cyclone, but you look much better for it.”

	“There was a witch, one with an Infernal soul mate to guide it. I rejected their offer, and it seemed to shatter its hold over me.”

	Dania trembled, “What did it offer?”

	A twinge in my side answered. “An illusion hidden beneath a mountain of pain.” 

	The form of a dagger had pierced my side, sustaining me yet locking me in place. It had always been a trap in the jungles of Dungarr, and I’d never broken free—until now. The irony added to the mix of blood and unvoiced screams.

	The empty arena remained bathed in an alien mist. The city around us chittered and coughed in an unending death rattle. Beyond the outer walls, a gang of ten thousand hellions fidgeted and screeched, eager to be fed, and I could feel them all as the snare tightened further. 

	Every trap offers at least two options: the ensnared could lie in wait for the hunter to arrive, hoping to take down the enemy before they closed the deal. Or one could ignore the hunter and fight to break free from whatever held one in place. I chose a third option, knowing that anything else would be a calamity.

	First things first, the horde circled the city and, with its immense size, threatened the entire continent. I needed to dismantle it and couldn’t do so alone.

	“Dania, I’m going to need your help. Please find Buran and have him retrieve my kit from Careck’s manor house. Bring it here immediately.”

	My half-sister walked off without another word.

	“Rifter, hand me your claw-dagger.”

	It was empty, unimbued. 

	I looked at Ayla in surprise.

	“I gave mine to Raven,” she said. “We traded.”

	Ayla had indeed changed over the past year. She had carried her imbued dagger like a crutch and yet had given it away to a rival that demanded the time and attention of her brother. The young woman had grown far beyond anything I’d expected, and I told her so. 

	I dragged the tip of the claw-dagger across the palm of my hand and squeezed, trying to comprehend her selfless act. Using my tainted blood as a crude channel, I poured all the love I felt for Ayla’sen Storm into the weapon as a blessing of sorts, another dowry to be paid.

	“Take it,” I said to Rift. “Carry it for Ayla and use it on her whenever the curse gets too strong.”

	Drawing out Talon, I repeated the process, wiping my blood along the blade and thinking of Raven. She’d been abandoned in the harshest of ways, and with this blade, she offered me her forgiveness. It was a wishful feeling, and I pressed it into the blackblade as I placed it on the arena’s demonic altar. With the merest thought of a destination and nudge of dark energy, the weapon disappeared through the Veil, another message sent. Another deal brokered.

	“Brother.” Ayla held out yet another dagger. 

	Made from a death-demon’s fang, this weapon was different from the one my brother Pasco carried. It held the soul shard of an incredibly dangerous alpha named Koki-Ten. 

	“Ayla, how?” I almost cried as I held the familiar rogue blade.

	“Aunt Laila came for a visit in Bridgeton. She said its presence was keeping her awake at night.”

	Ayla had just handed me the key to our prison. The fang-dagger held another soul shard of Koki-Ten—the final piece of the puzzle called Qreyl. It gave me a chance to pay off an Infernal contract and end the plague that blanketed the city. 

	Laila Storm worked nights. Somehow, she had known what I needed most and sent it on, special delivery. More than that, she’d sent me Ayla, a new Ayla. I would thank her for everything after we sorted out the nightmare.

	The Infernal plague was only a symptom, as was the horde circling the walls of Qreyl. The Low Prince Kasaval, masquerading as the Black Emperor of Niantia, had bargained its way into our world and had begun building its own Infernal domain. Dania had called it an Infernal cyclone, a storm with many layers or rings, and each moved at its own speed with its own hunger. 

	My dagger, a weapon known as Second Fang, had become a prison, holding not only the largest soul shard of the death-demon Koki-Ten but also the souls of the Damogir of Niantia and the Infernal Prince Kasaval. Their metaphysical cage was made of black Fury, tormented rage, and the life imprint of thousands of lost human souls. 

	The death-demon had once chained the Damogir’s enforcers, the Get of the Damogir, creating inhuman monsters that terrorized and dominated the realm. Through an Infernal contract, Koki-Ten was chained to the Emperor and the Damogir. In the end, it had become chained to a sorcerer of the Black and a prince of the Gray, leaving me with the most devious of knots to unravel.

	Being super-empathic, I could read the emotions of others and heal the hearts of those that I touched. I could manipulate emotions and dark energy, twisting them to my use. With all the shortcuts I could take through life, my path seemed endless, and I yearned to be free of those that conspired to use me for their malevolent schemes. That had been my story from the start, and I had the scars to prove it.

	My control of Koki-Ten had helped imprison the rulers of this domain. Their souls’ presence seemed to hold the Emperor’s Horde and the plague in place around the city. I couldn’t send them through the Veil until I’d dealt with the horde, and I couldn’t control the horde without any Hell-knights at hand.

	I sighed, “Ayla, you’ve saved me again.”

	“Brother, we are always even.”

	I wrapped Ayla in one last hug. “I wish that were truly the case. Rifter, please go collect the fair maidens from the Damogir’s stronghold. I told Fergus, the House steward, to have them dressed and waiting outside the Maiden Gate. I’ll be here, guarding this lovely young lady, and when you get back, you will lead them all outside the city to safety.”

	As Rifter walked off, I felt the weight of the Emperor’s Horde stir and fell to my knees. There was little I could do now but wait at the demonic portal for a response. There were steps to be taken, one at a time, along a dangerous path to freedom. In between, I only needed patience.

	Ayla sat down beside me, leaning in close. “Brother, what are you doing?”

	“I’m contemplating hellfire.”

	“So, this might be a bad time to tell you about Bastian?”

	“Bastian is a perfect topic for learning the ways of hellfire. Tell me what happened.”

	“The King is dead, done in by a sneaky pair of hellspiders. There is a dark elf war of succession underway.”

	I knew another pair of hellspiders that lurked beyond the Veil. “Is that why Raven is being hunted?”

	“Your House is being hunted, and she’s the part that intersects the ruling bloodline.”

	“What aren’t you telling me?”

	“A thousand things, none of which will matter until you free Niantia.”

	“How was Kelton?” I had family in the city of Kelton. A curse-free family.

	“No longer in need of hellfire. Duke Asketil double-crossed us and ended up dead on a dark elf’s blade.”

	“The dark elves are in Kelton?”

	“They were. The captain of the Guard decided to stand against them, and the Harrows unhanded Gavan Ylamil moments after he killed the duke.”

	“Why would the elves want to kill the duke?”

	“They wanted to kill me. I was their target of opportunity from House Storm, but the duke confessed to the plot before they could finish it. The elves took offense. They also wanted to take the duke’s grandchildren as hostages.”

	“The twins? You brought them back to Kelton?”

	“See, I’ve only made you worry. I took care of it.”

	“Who’s in charge of Kelton now?”

	“I elevated the captain of the Duke’s Guard to Lord-Mayor. Nobody complained.”

	Captain Colum Jenkins was a solid man. He did what needed doing and hid his fear well in the process. That Ayla recognized his worth wasn’t a surprise. She’d always been a princess and knew the trappings of power.

	“Did you meet my family in Kelton?” I liked to surprise my younger, smarter adopted sibling. Among last night’s many revelations was the identity of my mother, a hard woman named Maeve that I’d met out on the Nantine plains. 

	Ayla, as usual, was already a step ahead. “Maeve Lundin is a remarkable woman. The way she puts up with her slower husband sort of reminds me of you, and my sister Runa is a total gem. Fever and Fell are both in love with her, but I think Pasco has the inside track.”

	“My sister and Pasco Gale?”

	Pasco was a charismatic sort, but he had work to do, and I could only keep an eye on one sister at a time. 

	“Yes,” said Ayla. “She saved Rifter’s life when we were ambushed on the road west of the Queen’s Hold.”

	“But her blood isn’t cursed.”

	“That didn’t slow her down one bit, and she misses you. I could tell.”

	“She knows?”

	“You think I can hide a secret like that?”

	I was sure Ayla could divert one’s attention away from anything if it fit her schemes. That she seemed to have bonded with Runa was another sign of the apocalypse, and we had plenty of those going around. 

	“And Pasco Gale?” I said.

	“He’s waiting for us in Branoctown. He sent everyone away on their own missions.”

	Rifter returned, leading ten scared young women, four confused young men, and Fergus, the steward of House Behcet. Haunted yet unquestionably handsome, the four young men were dressed like court pages and unarmed. Each seemed fit and had a fairly strong resemblance to the recent Damogir. They’d been backup bodies for whenever the Damogir or the Black Emperor managed to lose their current human shell. 

	To me, the four men seemed whole and unsullied. I couldn’t imagine the process that would hollow them out, and the death-demon on my belt wasn’t talking.

	“Gentlemen, I’m your brother, Ara Storm. Please tell me your names.”

	The tallest of the four answered, “We have none. We wait for the Damogir to adopt us and give us one.”

	“Your last brother was named Kinjo. The Damogir killed him.” 

	The tallest replied, “Kinjo means taken. It is a curse, not a name.” 

	“So is magata, yet you four have escaped the use of either.” I turned my evil eye to Fergus. He would know who they were. “Give them back their names.”

	Fergus looked confused, unsure of the game. Qreyl was sliding toward the edge of a cliff, and I was worried about four former captives. Struggling to stand up, feeling the blood rush back into my head, I took a step closer to the Behcet House steward. 

	Names were important; they were lighthouses in a land of hungry mists. They could curse or protect, and they could certainly invite a plague upon one’s soul. I was certain that Fergus knew that better than anyone. He’d served the Damogir’s evil desires without question and had kept his name in doing so. For that, he owed plenty.

	I drew the dagger, Second Fang, my symbol of power in this land. It always had room for one more soul. “Tell me your full name, Fergus.”

	“Fergus Ordun Behcet. I’m your uncle by blood, so put away that weapon.”

	I almost did, and that in itself was telling. The dagger remained pointed at his throat.

	“I won’t ask again. What are their names?”

	Fergus pointed them out: “Tornil, Alwyn, Octur, and Kent. All of the bloodline Behcet.” 

	Nephews and brothers.

	Fergus seemed surprised by the result of his simple declaration. His words broke the spell over the young men, and they each seemed to breathe of their own accord. Formerly docile and lifeless, their faces now took on confused expressions as if waking up from a bad dream or perhaps walking through a nightmare.

	“Rifter, please escort Ayla along with these men and women out of the city. Find
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