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	The sun had risen red, the true color of mourning.

	 

	 


Part One

	The Shepherd

	

	 


Prologue

	The Horde

	The Hell-knight suddenly acquiesced, dropping to one knee, and the horde halted in its tracks around us.

	“What is your name?” I said.

	“I have none. The contract holder has taken it as payment for my release.”

	I hadn’t fooled the Damogir, and yet he had relented. I didn’t ask why. 

	I sheathed my fang-dagger. “You are Gozan, the Shepherd. You will serve my House until you are given leave.” 

	I was Firefanged, a lost sheep for the High Prince of Hell. Of that, I had no doubt.

	“An honor.” Hell-knights were a dry bunch, but Gozan may have been a desert.

	By destroying four of the five black knights, I’d weakened the chain that bound the horde. Already, a few demons at the fringes were wandering off in new directions. A single Hell-knight could steer the demonic army, but it would be the sole link. Once the knight was defeated, the remaining demons would become rogues, scattering everywhere in pursuit of easier prey. The good news was that Hell-knights knew this and fought from the rear in any battle.

	The Order of the Vigil considered every trade-off, and I trusted the clearer minds of our demon-slaying faction to handle the enormous threat as they thought best. I also trusted Gozan to follow my orders without fail.

	“Take your horde into the ruins of Trespass. Hold there for a fortnight before moving south into the valley and laying siege to the city of Bastian. If you fall, remain in this domain, and you will be honored by my House for your service.”

	“You seek to extend the domain of the Damogir?”

	“I seek vengeance.”

	A payment was made in power, my Fury bolstering the Hell-knight’s ability to control its minions. A sharp mind burned within its black-plated helm. That it lacked a heart was never a concern. 

	I had met its kind before.






Chapter 1

	Longbeard

	A family reunion should never be like this. 

	It was all Raven could do to breathe and not break down in front of her father, the King of Bastian. Her husband had walked out as if she didn’t even exist, showing nothing and leaving everyone in the room appalled. 

	Her uncle’s face seemed to say, ‘I told you so’ as he exchanged a glance with his brother on the throne, but no one had told Raven anything. Ara certainly hadn’t in their final moments together, not even a good-bye, and she didn’t have a clue as to when he’d be back. 

	Raven was the youngest daughter, a half-elf, barely twenty and a tenth the age of King Janus Ylamil. She was a baby in his eyes, immature, unblooded, and emotional, but she had grown up in the middle of a coldly contested court and had learned to defend herself almost as soon as she could walk. Her mother had made sure of that, leaving behind an inheritance that few would know about and even fewer would treasure. Through the Kjaira soul that she carried, Raven found herself bound to the broken heart of a demon-slayer, and in their short time together, she had spilled the blackest blood imaginable.

	Raven’s sister, Lorna, seemed almost pleased at the thought of the coming challenge. She’d once helped Ara clear a Hell-cave on the edge of the Valley of Bastian, though neither had come out unscathed. Lorna viewed Ara Storm as she viewed the world; he was a rival and a weapon, nothing more. 

	To Raven, Ara Storm was her world, not a weapon, not a threat, but a man that dealt with monsters beyond the nightmares of common folk and kings. Her father would most certainly disagree.

	‘Longbeard,’ an elven title of respect, had been bestowed on the aging King by Bastian’s major elven bloodlines. It was meant to remind everyone of the fact that Janus Ylamil’s days were numbered, and it had sparked plenty of uncivil disputes among the dark elves over the future of their northernmost domain. More than fifty years of eager debate had followed, growing the king’s beard beyond all expectations, and thinning the ranks of the contending bloodlines to the point that an heir from King Ylamil’s House would almost certainly assume the throne at his passing. 

	Barring a serious challenge from a more powerful House, the laws of the dark elves pointed to the ascension of the King’s oldest son, and lacking that, his oldest daughter. The fact that Ylamil had only one son left in line ahead of his three daughters hadn’t been missed, not by the king or his potential challengers. The wrangling had been bitter and violent, a tribute to Longbeard and the dark elves’ unbending nature. 

	Ylamil’s one remaining son, Jhute, had the inside edge for the throne but lacked his father’s resolve. There was still a question as to whether or not he had the mettle to take it. He’d been marked early on by Ylamil’s enemies and rarely been given a chance to experience the world outside the walls of Bastian. 

	On the other hand, Jhute’s wife, Phaedra, was a firebrand and a political champion of her mate. The elven woman wouldn’t allow Janus Ylamil to forget his duty but had yet to succeed in securing Jhute’s official anointment as Prince Regent. The couple was certainly skilled in defending themselves and, in the coming days, would be expected to defend the Royal House from new threats of a darker nature. 

	Tamira, Ylamil’s oldest daughter, was a gentlewoman, best fit to act as a counselor, not a queen. Lorna, the middle daughter, was twice Raven’s age and simply lethal. She led the Royal Guard and scouted the Valley of Bastian day and night, acting more like a sheriff than a princess. More than that, Lorna did whatever she was told, making her a favorite of many in the room.

	Khamros Ylamil, the King’s brother and Royal Counselor, was bound by law to serve in his current capacity for life. He’d fathered plenty of heir alternatives, but his direct line remained on the same level as the other elven Houses in Bastian when it came to succession. The Royal Counselor’s main concern was whether or not there would be a throne left to fill in the coming months with the rising threat in the north. The Nantine Realm had cut a contract with the Infernal Domain to cow its citizens and enemies alike. Dark elves were a devious bunch, but the use of a demonic horde was beyond anything Khamros had contemplated when it came to politics or war.

	To King Ylamil, there was no question that they would prevail, even if he had to partake in the defense of the city’s walls. Between his brother’s shamans, a skilled nephew known as Andarion the Blade, a brash human son-in-law, and two fierce daughters, Ylamil had plenty of deadly options to choose from in response to any coming siege. 

	His daughter Raven was a rare half-elf and the black sheep of the family in more ways than one. Ylamil had given Raven his blackblade, Talon, and enough painful memories for her to use it to full effect, though the king couldn’t take all the credit for the latter. Raven’s husband had done more than his share, and to be fair, Ara Storm had also provided the warning urging Ylamil to prepare for a potential invasion.

	Like all of the elven blackblades, the sword Talon was a muted relic made from substances unknown and tempered by the souls of ancient wielders. The major bloodlines and their most skilled guards wielded the unbreakable swords as a mark of honor, standing, and skill. The unique appearance of each sword acted as a stark warning that kept less determined threats at bay.

	Dark elves prided themselves on winning without a costly fight. Khamros had suspicions about how much influence the young demon-slayer might have on the Nantine horde’s future path. Perhaps Ara Storm’s control of the demon Careck would prove the trick needed to turn it away, but that didn’t seem likely. Both the King and Khamros were pondering their plans. They’d been dodging this fateful moment for years and were finally seeing the coming battle as inevitable.

	Raven knew all of this going in, and it helped her survive Bastian’s two most powerful voices after her mate had left the throne room in search of a caustic yet fraternal death-demon. 

	Don’t ask. It’s what he does.

	“What have you done? How could you have made him an heir?” Khamros’s eyes remained locked on his brother, the Longbeard of Bastian. 

	The counselor didn’t even try to hide his disdain, ignoring the rest of the hall’s chosen occupants as he pressed his stale complaint. 

	“Khamros, how could I not? He was already claimed by Colivar’s faction of Vigils, and it was apparent from the very first that he loved my daughter.”

	“He still does,” said Lorna Ylamil. “My little sister may have wed a monster, but in turn, she has been claimed by a rival House.”

	“He’s not a monster nor a rival.” Raven couldn’t deny any more than that. Her mind tore into the threads of her family’s conversation, their recent betrayal, and the choices to be made before the day’s end.

	King Ylamil made his position clear: “He’s practically a dark elf in all his gray-laden humanity. He will strengthen our line with his insight.”

	“Only if we survive what he has planned,” said Lorna. “And only if we survive your mistakes.”

	His mistakes might have earned Lorna’s cutting remark, but King Ylamil didn’t approve of his daughter’s challenging tone. “Lorna, please find Ara Storm and escort him to wherever Careck is being held. Make sure that neither of them leaves this city without my consent.”

	Careck was a sinister combination of death-demon and envoy from the Realm of Niantia. As such, it had been locked in a comfortable prison cell below. The rooms were built for members of the Royal family that got a step too far out of line. They were rarely, if ever, used. To do so would be a sign of weakness and a rift for their rivals to exploit. 

	In the background, little noticed during the family squabble, Yseria Warric crossed her arms and waited beside Andarion Ylamil. Lacking the blood of the Ylamil line, she existed beneath the King’s notice, but her heart was with the new prince, and she would watch Ara’s back regardless of the family’s schemes. Her one concern was Raven Ylamil’s loyalty and whether or not it could overcome her father’s strong will.

	Andarion Ylamil was Raven’s personal bodyguard and mentor. As a first cousin, the Blade of Bastian had plenty of standing but preferred to do his talking with his blackblade and piercing blue-gray eyes. Being outside the direct line of heirs, Andarion remained loyal to those closest to his heart.

	Raven glared at her father. “Should I go too? Unless things have changed, I am utterly unsure of my place in your court.”

	Born of a consort rather than a queen, Raven’s Royal standing had been an issue from birth. The fact that she had wed a human only made things more difficult, even after her marriage had been sealed through House Ylamil’s most powerful magic. By becoming a dark elf in full standing, she had become an heir, but so had her husband. None of the elven Houses would abide such an insult. 

	That the king had refused to officially anoint his successor only made things worse. Why was the king waiting? Why wasn’t Khamros more concerned about that? And where were Jhute and Phaedra?

	Raven’s husband, Ara, thought Raven’s place was elsewhere, and yet he’d brought her home to Bastian for a reason. His insistence that the line of Ylamil take a stand and counter the Nantine horde made as much sense as anything, but nobody forced a dark elf king into a corner without repercussions. Ara’s resolve might not be enough to overturn the politics and desperation of a twilight king.

	“Daughter, that was never a concern before, and with the Seal of Ylamil upon you, only my brother seems worried about you being here.”

	Khamros had had this conversation a dozen times before, and he dodged the king’s vague concern. “Your Royal Counselor has nothing more to say on the matter of Princess Ylamil, but what do we do about her husband and his Infernal threats?”

	Janus Ylamil took the opening and handed it off: “What does Raven think we should do with Prince Ylamil-Storm?”

	King Ylamil didn’t have the standing to decide on the fate of a rival House, at least not without declaring war first. The dark elves had their own rules to follow, and this was one. By following them, Janus Ylamil was forcing Raven to choose a side, not knowing that her mind had been made up long ago.

	She didn’t hesitate. “Let him go. He has a path to follow that serves both of our Houses.”

	Khamros cut in, “And how does alerting Niantia to your presence serve us?” 

	Raven drew a claw-dagger from her left sleeve. “Uncle, having already met the Get of the Damogir, I find your concern a bit late and utterly misplaced.”

	Khamros darkened. “And yet you’ve brought the Damogir’s First Fang here, holding him captive. Our best bet is to destroy what’s left of the fiend and burn the body before word gets out.”

	“I doubt that would prove effective in stemming the death-demon’s reach. Father, knowing my opinion, what do you intend to do with Ara?” 

	“Do? Nothing. He will remain safe and sound within our walls, leaving Niantia blissfully unaware of your presence and without any motive to visit our valley.”

	That the realm to the north would react badly to news of her presence spoke of another grave mistake on the part of the King, but he seemed fine with it.

	“Do you intend to chain Ara in place?” said Raven.

	More than enough shackles had been used in the past month.

	“Did he not do the same to you, daughter?”

	“From the first moment that we met,” Raven replied. “Now, I feel that I must set him free, or we will all pay the price. What if Ara promises to conceal my location from the Damogir and his minions?”

	Raven made sure to catch the eye of both the King and his brother. Each had their unassailable place within the world of the dark elves and the most influence within the city’s walls. Khamros was also in charge of the shamans, making him a dangerous person to cross. He wouldn’t be a direct physical threat to anyone in the Ylamil family, but he could still make their lives unbearable.

	The King’s Counselor considered her offer. “Perhaps, but I don’t have the same trust in the demon Careck as I would with Ara. Can he leave the First Fang here under our guard?”

	Raven knew none of it would work. “You would hold the Damogir’s Get hostage? Have you not seen the ruins of Trespass?”

	As a sinister message to Bastian, the city of Trespass had ceased to exist. The Damogir had destroyed one of his own cities, clearing a path for the demonic horde into the Rundil Gap and the Valley of Bastian. Company Storm had ridden through it on their way to Bastian and heard Ara Storm’s explanation of its destruction. The demon in his dagger knew of the Damogir’s intentions.

	Khamros replied, “The ruins only bolster our concern about letting either of them go.”

	Andarion Ylamil had heard enough. “Father, you’re missing a key point about Careck. It isn’t a man but rather a death-demon bound to the will of the Damogir. Simply holding it here, you risk the Nantine Emperor’s wrath.”

	King Ylamil was out of options, so he stuck with his first, knowing that Ara Storm would fight like a demon to defend his daughter. “Raven, if what Andarion says is true, then your husband must stay to defend our walls. I forbid you to release him.”

	By blocking her mate’s path forward, Janus Ylamil failed once more in the eyes of his daughter. He was shirking his responsibility, dropping it onto the shoulders of another. 

	Raven stared at the floor, knowing that she was a prisoner and a pawn. She turned around and held out her wrists. “Yser, please be gentle with the shackles. I am home, and I have nowhere else to go.”

	Newly chained, she walked from the audience chamber, Andarion and Yseria close on her heels. The King and his brother stared as they exited the hall.

	“That went well,” said Janus Ylamil. 

	The King had dreamt of his daughter in chains and never thought it would be his own doing. The elven shamans had called it prophetic, a form of clear sight, but Ylamil knew it for the nightmare it was and the future it portended.

	Khamros replied, “Why imprison the demon-slayer when we might need his loyalty the most?”

	“He can certainly vanquish a demon or ten, but can anyone conquer an Infernal horde? No. He put chains on my daughter and, whether he is an heir of Ylamil or not, he will face the consequences.”

	“Your daughter would have him freed, even as she accepts the chains that hold her here.”

	“Raven must get over the wounds of her exile and accept her place in our line. Until she does, she’s as dangerous and misguided as her husband.”

	“You have other daughters,” said Khamros. “Nieces and nephews, too.” 

	Khamros had sired ten children in his many decades at his brother’s shoulder, and eight still lived to bolster his bloodline. While Janus had four surviving offspring, Khamros still had five sons, one being Andarion the Blade. The oldest son, Leoro, remained in Bastian, fathering his own heirs. Three other sons had been sent abroad. Distance was a balm to an overcrowded family tree, and freedom offered each a chance to rise or fall on their own merits.

	Janus nodded. “Careck once told me the same, and I couldn’t disagree with the fiend. Still, I’d die before the House of Behcet laid one finger upon Raven. She looks far too much like her mother.”

	Khamros opted for a safer response: “Janus, I can see where Raven got her dramatic bent.”

	The king chuckled. “Queen Tiasa certainly made her mark.” 

	Decades before, Queen Tiasa had fled Niantia in search of a safe haven after the arrival of its Infernal Emperor. Though human, her beauty had captivated Ylamil to the point that he had made her his consort. She hadn’t lived long after the birth of her daughter, Raven. 

	“Khamros, please send for Andarion. He’ll take over the Bastian Royal Guard and lead our city’s defense. Lorna and her retinue will scout the passes north and south.”

	Having his own orders to dole out, Khamros offered a bow and departed.

	###

	Raven entered her suite within the Royal Keep. It was furnished as she had last left it, but it lacked the warmth of a home. The anteroom opened into a sizable bedroom with a private bath. A small window brought in fresh air. Exhausted and perplexed, she didn’t want to be here—facing the impossible. 

	She’d done everything she could to win him back and keep him at her side. Broken and filthy, yet true of heart, Ara was always her first and last thought to every day. How could she sleep here, alone?

	Yseria departed, having her own special tasks to perform while Andarion removed Raven’s chains and dumped them into a chest. 

	Raven remained within her personal dungeon, locked between walls of sorrow and confusion. “Andy, how long will he be gone?”

	“Niantia can’t be so large that he couldn’t cross it in a matter of weeks.” Andarion wanted to say more—wanted to point out that they would be occupied with their own challenges for most of that time and before they knew it, Ara would be back.

	“This last month or two, it’s been too much. I feel sick. Homesick.”

	“Where is your home, Rae?”

	She shrugged, “Beyond these walls, that’s for sure.”


Chapter 2

	The Anvil

	 “It is done,” said Andarion, his tone neutral in the face of the young woman’s somber mood. “Your company is waiting in the dining hall.”

	The night had been exhausting. They’d taken the first step up a mountain, and the air was already too thin.

	“My company?” Raven replied. 

	“Company Storm is now yours, Rae. I’ve got nothing against Captain Hartwell, but you are its heart. You will hold it together and lead us all home at the end of the day.”

	Her heart had departed in the middle of the night, leading his blighted half-brother away. She would have to borrow another’s resolve to get her through this day and the next. “Andy, please tell Juno that I’m on my way. Yseria, please stay for a moment and tell me of Ara’s last moments in captivity.”

	Having found a home outside of Bastian, Yseria Warric-Storm had shed the challenging chip from her shoulder. As the Captain of the Storm House Guard, she struggled to bridge the gap between the two sisters-in-law. Trust was built, not created through the will of another, and she figured a bit of torment would do the fierce woman some good. 

	“Last night, Careck broke his chains and attacked Ara. Your husband had given him a fang-dagger.”

	Raven crossed her arms and smiled, somehow seeing through the ploy of Saint Yseria and the dire threat she’d described. “And?”

	Yseria would never lie to her, but she could take her sweet time relating the entire truth. “Gunner and Hicks had to carry Careck to his horse. He didn’t stir as they bound him to it.”

	“And Ara? Was he injured?”

	“Not physically, no, but he suffered plenty at the sight of me.” Unable to swallow her own pain at the realization, Yseria crossed her arms. “His disappointment—I’d give anything to see him again.”

	Raven accepted her words and held her breath for a moment, hoping to regain her composure. She finally offered a weak smile. “I feel sorry for Careck.”

	Yseria nodded. “Or anyone that gets in Ara’s way. Even Lorna remained clear of the Rundil Pass last night.”

	“Did he leave any word for me before he left?”

	“He asked me to make sure you made it out of here alive.” Yseria didn’t know if that counted. 

	“My father wouldn’t allow anyone to touch me, and besides, I can defend myself.” She was correct on both counts but lacked a critical third.

	Yseria didn’t argue. Instead, she handed over a leather purse. “This is yours. Ara didn’t want you to have a reason to stay here any longer than necessary.”

	Raven inspected a pouch filled with finely cut diamonds. The gift lacked malice, but its effect on Raven was clear. The message was received, and she felt like puking on the king’s ransom, or at least that of an elven princess. 

	She handed it back. “Yser, I appreciate you receiving it first and turning the point of the sentiment. Andarion is now in charge of defending the city-state. You are in charge of defending everyone in Company Storm. We will follow your word when it comes to our well-being, allowing that my husband might have other ideas for us all.”

	“He’s my brother. I will forgive him for leaving and for whatever he sends our way.” Saint Yseria wanted Raven to do the same before the Black Wind arrived and began feasting on their souls.

	Raven shrugged. 

	Yseria knew the look. She took her time returning the diamonds to her shoulder pack. “Raven, I will walk the path with you when the time comes. Don’t leave me behind.”

	Resisting the urge to object to Yseria’s offer, Raven gave a quick nod toward the door. “Company Storm awaits us.”

	###

	Captain Juno Hartwell rarely lacked an air of confidence. Being hosted in a contentious, foreign city-state and cut off from a Vigil with local standing had left them all waiting for answers. Andarion, his blade-master and sparring partner, had been tasked by the elven king with the defense of Bastian but had offered nothing when it came to the position of Company Storm and their demon-fighting expertise. 

	The arrival of Raven Ylamil-Storm, even in her exhausted state, gave the captain hope. He said, “Raven, please sit with us. Yseria, too.”

	Raven smiled at the large gathering around her and jumped right in. “Yseria is now Captain of the Storm House Guard. Ara paid a handsome price for her services, or so I’ve been told.”

	More than fifty men, sentinels backed by a handful of elite scouts and Paladins, waited for word of their plight. Only a few in the hall knew Raven, the House Guard, or the two inquisitors and their bodyguards. All present were well-trained and dedicated to the fight. Given enough direction and respect, they would fight to the last man or woman.

	Paladin Walker Grey stood up, raising his mug of coffee and shouting to the room at large, “Captain Yseria Warric!”

	As one, the mass of Company Storm echoed his shout, completely embarrassing the lithe dark elf and brightening her platinum blonde curls. 

	Walker Grey was a legend among the faction of Paladins that served the Order of the Vigil. He went wherever needed and found himself completely at ease in their difficult situation. He was a staunch admirer of Raven, and he needled Yseria as only a friend could. “How much did Yser cost? I sure hope Ara paid by the pound.”

	“A princess’s ransom,” said Raven. “And worth every gem. Yseria is in charge of Company Storm security and calls the shots when it comes to guarding our lives. Captain Hartwell remains the company second and is in charge of spending our lives wisely in the destruction of the coming horde. Andarion Ylamil, my cousin and bodyguard, has been tasked by the King with the defense of Bastian. He has accepted the position, knowing it will allow us to best serve as the anvil on which the demons will strike.”

	Scout-sergeant Mott Duncan didn’t hesitate to test Raven’s mettle. “Will we be allowed outside the walls to scout the valley and the passes?”

	Raven looked at Andarion. “Andarion Ylamil, I offer the services of Vigil Storm’s Company in defense of Bastian and its surrounding estate.”

	Surprisingly, nobody questioned her right to do so. Mott Duncan nodded and waited for the formality’s completion.

	Andarion replied carefully, “As commander of Bastian’s defense, I accept your offer and recognize your captains’ authority. At this point, we know little in terms of the potential threat headed our way, but we will trust in the words of Vigil Storm and the trouble he is sure to find. I ask that you help us prepare.” 

	“Thank you, cousin. Mott and Cillian are tasked with ranging south through the passes in search of Vigil Snow’s forces. Paladins, please work with Captain Hartwell on how to best cover the walls. The rest of the scouts will report to Yseria.”

	“And what will you do, Rae?”

	“I will act as Company Storm Champion and liaison to the King.”

	“In that case, be gentle,” said Andarion.

	“Not with me,” said Walker Grey. “Ber’yl likes it a bit rough.” His eager smile was meant to cheer up the somber woman. 

	Raven’s world had become beyond rough, and she needed a distraction. “Master Grey, as much as I’d like to sate your sword’s lust, I’ve got a far more fitting mission for you.”

	“North?”

	“Yes. My husband has gone into Niantia, and now so must you. Please scout the land around Trespass and report back to me as you see fit.”

	“Would you like me to track Vigil Storm?”

	She shook her head. “He has his own path and his brother along to share it.”

	Grey frowned. “Careck isn’t really his brother. It’s only a demon-ridden shell.”

	“As is your hellsword. Good company is important, is it not?”

	“Quite. I will leave in the morning.”

	Andarion offered his respect, “Walker, be careful. Don’t end up on the far side of the horde. If you arrive back in time, you will be given the honor of holding our northern wall.”

	Grey nodded and looked to Juno Hartwell, “Captain, stay off of your horse for this one. Ride the high walls instead. Ber’yl thinks we’re in for our share of trouble.”

	“Well noted, Paladin. Andarion, where can we help?”

	Andarion was more blade-master than demon-fighter, but he’d fought his share of the Black. “Has the horde ever been known to lay siege to a city?”

	“Not in the classical sense,” said Juno. “It will surround a city and feed off the occupants. Properly guided, they will rush the walls. They will attack at night and are in the main impervious to arrows and fire, meaning they will reach the tops of the walls before you can land an axe or longsword to kill them.”

	“And what is the largest black legion the Order of the Vigil has ever faced?”

	“Five or six hundred is rare, but Ara seemed to think that the horde roaming the Nantine plains was at least that size based on the number of Hell-knights present. Supposedly, there are five that steer it.”

	“And how would Ara know this?”

	“His imbued dagger is somehow connected to the Damogir. Ara referred to the nearest Infernal mob as ‘the Damogir’s Horde’ as if there were more than one horde in Niantia.”

	“Well, we have smooth walls to protect us, and my cousin, with all her natural beauty, is present to lure it in. If Lord Snow can arrive through the southern passes in time, we could trap it between us and annihilate it.”

	Juno’s hand reached back to caress the hilt of his sword, a hellblade named Kol’rigan. “I dare say, that is the most obvious plan and one that the horde will certainly look to counter given a skilled enough general.”

	Andarion had lived most of his life within the Valley of Bastian. “Our walls are high, our gates are narrow, and our options are few. We are best suited to defend, and as Walker Grey pointed out, we’ll leave our horses stabled inside, closest to the southern gates.”

	“I agree,” said Juno. “The horde can maneuver as easily at night as in the middle of the day. It could turn upon our relief force and annihilate them first, or it could overrun our walls and destroy Bastian before any opposing force could react. Either outcome would be a disaster.”

	Sentinel Brandon Hicks was a member of the Storm House Guard. He usually caught on before the others, and this was no exception. “So, you’re saying that we’re the ones caught in the trap?”

	“Unless King Ylamil decides to abandon Bastian, we’re nothing more than the bait. It all comes down to the size of the horde and its Hell-knight contingent.”

	“What if we ambushed its generals?” said Andarion.

	Juno shook his head. “Unleashing the horde too soon would be a tremendous disaster. We must reduce it and trap it in place before making an attack on its Hell-knights. It is the Order’s most stringent doctrine when it comes to minimizing rogues.”

	“But it can be done?”

	“Andarion, Hell-knights lead from the rear. We’d need our horses and a big enough distraction to keep the mass of demons at bay, and it would still be a suicide mission.”

	“A trap within a trap within a trap?” 

	“Yes,” Walker Grey and Juno Hartwell responded in unison. 

	Raven couldn’t help but wonder at her cousin’s line of questioning. Certainly, her father had been offering his own take on their defense. “Andy, you have the expertise of Company Storm at your disposal. Heed it and respect it.”

	Andarion smiled at Raven’s assertiveness, knowing it to be her truest path forward. “Is that an order, Rae?”

	“We are all of Company Storm,” she replied, daring Andarion to contradict her. 

	When he didn’t, she continued, “Captain Hartwell will have command of the north wall. Yseria will be his second and Walker Grey his third. Andy and I will cover the east. Company Storm will defend the north wall while Andarion and the elves of Bastian cover the eastern battlement. There is an adjoining tower as a rallying point between us. Depending on its size, an army coming out of the Rundil Gap to the northeast could choose to scale one or both walls, but I don’t see it trying to maneuver to scale all four.”

	Andarion got the answer he was expecting all along. He was still a loyal member of Company Storm, and his heart belonged to his younger cousin. “Thank you, Rae. The Bastian Guard will help cover those walls and the curtain walls south and west. We have several hundred spear-blades to back you, and we expect the city’s major Houses to offer their own resources once a clear threat is sighted. Until then, we will begin bolstering the night watches and wait for news from Lorna, Walker, and Mott.”

	###

	The exact site of the City-State of Bastian was originally chosen for the bedrock that supported its outward-curving walls. It had taken the elves decades to carve the escape tunnels beneath the city, and enemy sappers would find any attempt at breaching from below to be hellishly difficult. Furthermore, the walls had been chiseled smooth, leaving little in the way of handholds for elves or other humankind to scale. 

	The city’s outer gates were positioned at each cardinal point on the wall, offering narrow and deep passages through the thick stone walls. As strong points to defend, they limited any sallies or counterattacks that might occur during a siege. 

	After her last foray into the Rundil Gap, Lorna Ylamil returned with word of the horde’s arrival and its daunting size. However, she hadn’t been sure of its reason for halting among the ruins of Trespass. As far as she could tell, the chaotic mass was locked in a struggle for direction, even as the Black Wind swept south into their valley.

	Why wait? The passes south would be open any day now.

	###

	As with every king, Raven’s father had the bigger appetite and would demand to be served first. It was also a question of reach. Janus Ylamil only ruled within the small, secluded valley. His controlling nature hemmed him in, leaving the king focused on his bloodline and the walls of Bastian. In a way, it was a prison for the most dangerous of the dark elves.

	Though he’d never admit it out loud, King Ylamil knew that the horde’s collision course with the walls of Bastian would be as much his own fault as anyone else’s. One way or the other, the coming battle would signal a changing of the guard in the northern realm of the dark elves. The King had a will of iron to ensure they persevered. 

	Hell-knights, the alpha demons that maintained the direction and cohesion of the demonic armies, held their own sway and were viciously tough to take down. Lacking a complex will of their own, the lesser demons tended to follow the Infernal generals’ commands without argument or hesitation. There was never any question of morale in an army of the Infernal, only hunger and supply, making it an almost perfect weapon. 

	King Janus Ylamil had a single trump card to play. With Talon in her hands and a Kjaira soul wrapped around her heart, Raven Ylamil could destroy the black knights and scatter the Infernal flock to the corners of the continent. Bastian would be spared. 

	As Royal plans go, it was perfect in its simplicity and self-serving nature, but it lacked plenty when it came to the long-term consequences for the Ylamil line.


Chapter 3

	The Hammers 

	 Offering the Paladin a constant companion beyond the hellsword, the dark soul, Ber’yl, often pointed Walker Grey towards trouble. In Grey’s mind, trouble was a welcome sight right up until he met its big brother. The Black Wind had reached him two days ahead of the demonic horde as it tramped south toward Trespass and Bastian. 

	“Niantia is well and truly fethed,” the Paladin muttered to his sword as much as himself. Taking the risk of being cut off, he had moved northwest, plowing through the psychic miasma in an attempt to get a better view and size up the enemy. “Let’s call it eleven hundred. I hope Vigil Snow brought an extra army with him.”

	Ber’yl responded, “You have a good eye. Take note that only a single Hell-knight holds it together.”

	“Not five?”

	“Correct.”

	Grey chuckled to himself, “Where was Cynan Black when you needed him?”

	The existence of a single alpha was a surprise and a dangerous lure, especially for the dark elves. Walker Grey would have to guard that fact carefully when he returned, but with the elves’ keen eyesight, it might not remain a secret for long. 

	“Four missing Hell-knights,” said Grey. “How could that be?”

	Ber’yl gave its expert opinion, “A Kjaira has left its mark on the horde.” 

	The horde rolled forward steadily, making a beeline for the Trespass bridge located twenty miles to the southeast. It contained the usual mix of Infernal minions—man-beasts of all sorts and worse. What Grey found strange was the way it seemed to huddle in a tight mass around its center, as if it were a family of hogs feeding from a single trough.

	“Niantia is ill-equipped to confront the Damogir’s Horde, so why not send it into Bastian where there’s a chance of destroying it? To fight it in the open plains would be a disaster for the Order of the Vigil.”

	“I was created for such a challenge. Be glad that we have met.”

	“Are there any other sights in Niantia that we should check out before we head back?”

	“Can’t you feel it? We are on the far edge of an Infernal cyclone. It turns with epic slowness, drawing in the realm’s energy, both light and dark. Even the horde is not immune to its appetite. By moving farther south, it escapes the plague.”

	“The Infernal plague is a cyclone?”

	“All Infernal domains have a cycle at their core. Decades in the making, this one is young, barely a seedling, and yet you can feel its hunger from here.”

	“Why don’t we feel it in Bastian?”

	“It is tied to the Realm of Niantia. If the horde vanquishes the dark elves, then the plague’s reach will spread further. It curses all that the Damogir has conquered.”

	“Shall we stay here and enjoy it further?” The Paladin lived for the challenges that the black forces supplied and carried an almost boundless, if not
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