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Part One

	The Darkest Divide

	

	 


Prologue

	The Emperor’s Meal

	It was only a nightmare, thought Carter Briggs. That’s all it could be, but why couldn’t he wake up? Why couldn’t he stand up and run? Why hadn’t he run before?

	Out of the night stalked a predator, blacker than the mist that swirled around him. The taste of iron lingered in the sentinel’s throat as a low growl vibrated across the clearing. The sound prodded at his fear, stoked it, brought it fully awake in his mind.

	The beast circled him twice, tasting his terror with every turn. It finally pounced, clamping on Carter’s lower leg, biting but not killing. Not yet. The giant cat’s jaws crushed his shin bone. It slurped at the blood and marrow spilling forth. 

	Carter’s screams rang through the surrounding jungle—his thrashing held in check by the ropes on his wrists and ankles. The stakes which held him were planted deep into the muddy ground. 

	The pain gave Briggs a moment of clarity. He was the last of his patrol. Mattson had met his end at the hands of a forest monster, a rock bear of epic size. Carter could stomach the pain, but the image of Sergeant Mattson’s demise was more than his mind could endure, and his sanity fled, losing its way in the blanketing haze of the jungle.

	As the panther continued its work, a clinging black cloud leaked from Skarim the elder’s mouth, rivaling the color of the old bone-man’s eyes.

	Chief Tilikum waited impatiently nearby, hoping for something new, for anything other than the Emperor’s last word, too often repeated by the elder at his feet.

	‘Firefanged’ echoed again in their minds. Always that and nothing more. 

	Skarim thought it a warning and stuck to his pipe—trying to suck out the truth.

	Tilikum raged.

	Perhaps his shaman had lost his touch, or perhaps the fuel which fed the Emperor’s tongue had grown weak. The incessant dry-landers were failing him. That must be it. Their crusade was burning out in the face of his tribe’s success. Yes, that had to be it!

	The Chief chuckled to himself, savoring the insight. 

	“Skarim!” Tilikum slapped the elder hard across the face, knocking the man into the blood-strewn mud of the village clearing. “Put away the pipe and bring me your youngest son. We have a delivery to make.”

	Unnoticed, the screams of Sentinel Briggs had ceased.


Chapter 1

	Mid-Winter

	Crossing bridges had never been a concern before, but as predictable chokepoints, they were an assassin’s dream and an obstacle well worth scouting in advance. Ben Heck, the newest member of Company Storm and head of our security, didn’t have to tell me twice.

	Ben was older than the rest of us, at least twice my age, and had come with a recommendation of complete trust from my sister Laila. Besides Gideon Weeks, Laila’s current business manager, I couldn’t think of anyone else with such rare approval. Ben lived in the apartment above The Scarred Man Pub and acted as its owner-in-residence. He had hired the bar staff and used the operation to gather news about the Lower Districts of Maidenhall. Instead of wearing my company badge, he’d opted for a Storm insignia tattoo under his shirt, blended in with several ink markings for martial effect. 

	I liked his style and commitment. I also relied on his eye and experience for the company’s security wherever we went.

	Ben had set the order of march. Our most vulnerable or valuable members were relegated to the middle of the column, surrounded by thick sentinel shields. I rode up front with my bodyguard, a dark elf named Yseria Warric, while Raven Ylamil, my second and Beloved, covered the tail end with her cousin Andarion. 

	My innate ability to sense predators gave me an edge when it came to sniffing out assassins hired to cross our path as we traveled north through the Realm of Colivar. Having already failed once in that regard, I took to the task with utmost care.

	As such, we found ourselves halted fifty yards short of the bridge over the Westever river, gazing at Berykholt in the distance. With the sun still high overhead, the city was enjoying a clear winter’s day. Besides the extra visitors on hand for the Order’s upcoming promotion ceremony, the broadway up through the town looked perfectly normal. 

	I wanted to puke.

	The last bridge on any trip always seemed to do this, clouding my mind with harsh memories and indecision. I looked back at my troop—everything in perfect order.

	I called out, “Shields, please. We’re almost home.”

	I said this last bit for Meryl Snow, who was positioned a few horses behind mine. Being the Order’s liaison to Duke Ragir, Meryl had joined us for the ride up from Stonnberg. We’d all be attending his sister’s coming of age celebration in the stronghold of his father, Meryck Snow, the Vigil of the North.

	I spoke to the man seated directly behind me, “You first, Ben.” 

	Ben wore a broadsword, a reinforced leather overcoat with an underlying steel mesh, and a focused brow. He knew his business. He filled in the gaps when I was overwhelmed.

	Ben’s horse trotted forward. 

	I gave him thirty yards before bringing our column into motion. As we crested the bridge, my view expanded upon a familiar scene and one beautifully familiar face waiting for us on the north side of the river. Lynda Snow sat upon her horse, Fenny, and showed off her enchanting smile, which, even from forty yards away, could steal a man’s heart.

	Ben’s mount suddenly bolted forward, the man slashing his reins at Fenny’s hindquarter as he galloped past. 

	Yser and I dodged foot traffic on the bridge as we raced to intercept Lynda’s spooked horse. Fortunately, the confines of the bridge kept the animal running straight at us. My horse Daur turned it and brought it to a stop as Yser got ahead of us, raising her shield toward the busy town. She hated the heavy shield but had given in to my demand that she carry it whenever we traveled.

	“Hello, Lynda,” I said to the newly disheveled and anxious young woman. “Please hold on tight.”

	I grabbed her reins and galloped northward, off the bridge and into town; a small stream of horses pounded loudly on the cobbled streets behind me. 

	At the first chance, I veered right and swung away from the main thoroughfare. The side streets were narrower, but traffic was lighter, and our column could move faster as we continued our way around towards the castle and its relative safety. Having shields on our left arms would further protect many of us. 

	As we broke into the clear, I could see that we were expected, the gate into the castle standing open for our immediate use. 

	The company finally ground to a halt in a spacious courtyard, horses huffing and excited by the fun ending to our long trip. Hopping off Daur and handing the reins to an eager stable hand, I helped Lynda Snow down from her skittish horse and received a warm embrace for my efforts.

	“Lynda, are you OK?” I squeezed her tight. “It’s so good to see you again.”

	“And you, Ara.” She leaned back. “You’ve grown since last summer.”

	It had only been six months since my ascension from Ara to Vigil Ara Storm at the age of eighteen, but plenty had happened since.

	“Hurry up, you two!” Meryl grinned, looking over my shoulder at his sister. “There’s a line forming here, and everyone wants to meet the honored lady.”

	Raven and Andy hopped up behind Meryl, reinforcing his point.

	“I will see you later, Lynda.” I kissed her on the cheek. “I need to find out what all the earlier fuss was about.”

	A loud voice echoed from above: “Hey, who let the devil into the courtyard!”

	Looking up, I spied Vigil Akila Thorn, leaning out the fourth-floor window of the keep for visiting dignitaries, one of four main keeps within Snow’s castle walls. Thorn’s comment told me that Raven had been keeping her informed of recent events in Maidenhall.

	“Well met, Akila,” I yelled back. “I hope we didn’t wake you!”

	“Ha! You and I have a date with your friend, Sergeant Masterson, as soon as you shake off the road.”

	“Gladly. I’ll see you here, midafternoon.”

	Moments later, as we were busy handing travel packs to pages, Ben Heck arrived with a scowling teenager in tow.

	“Ben, who’ve you got?” I asked.

	“A watcher, and not a subtle one. Local lad. Says his name is ‘Tanner.’ It seems that he was being paid to hang out on a certain corner near the bridge and report any Vigil activity he saw, count heads, weapons, that sort of thing.”

	“Talkative, wasn’t he?”

	“Not at first,” Ben replied.

	There were several good reasons for having Ben Heck as head of security. His sister, Laila, had failed to mention most of them.

	I remained at arm’s length from the captive. “Tanner, tell me about the men that paid you.”

	He frowned. “Well, they haven’t paid me yet, the fething ghosts.”

	“Ghosts?”

	“Pale fethers from the north.” He picked a direction and pointed.

	Men from the Kingdom of Niantia were often called ‘ghosts’ for their light-skinned appearance. That Nantines had been seen in Berykholt was odd, besides the fact that they were spying on the Vigil. The Everest Mountains to our north provided a natural barrier to all but the most diligent smugglers, demons, or spies.

	“How were you to report back to them?” I asked.

	“I’m supposed to meet them on the south end of the bridge, midnight tonight.”

	“Ben, please escort Tanner home. I’ve got his scent now. Take Gunner and Hicks with you. They’ll enjoy stretching their legs.”

	The rest of my day was fully booked, and suddenly it looked like my night might be its own reward.

	###

	We’d gotten settled in, two floors below Vigil Thorn’s retinue, and washed up. Raven and I shared a room, one of ten bedrooms lining our floor in the dignitaries’ keep, with a large common living room in the middle and baths on the far end. Sergeant Volk was sent upstairs to rejoin Vigil Thorn and his former crew. He’d been on loan from the Vigil of the East for the past half-year, and with the lull that winter brought, it was a good time to offer him back. 

	I’d asked Volk to keep his Storm pin in case he got tired of the jungles or Vigil Thorn’s all too abrasive voice—knowing that comment would surely get back to his boss.

	“Nice tan, Ara.” Lynda Snow admired the spotted skin of my right forearm as I removed my vambraces.

	A hellfire burn from an incredibly toxic demon beneath Maidenhall had provided the lovely pattern and the pain to match.

	Yser was never far from me or the truth. “If Ara starts to growl, call for Raven. She knows how to keep him off the furniture.”

	Once a member of the Royal Guard in the City-State of Bastian, Yseria had all but worn out her welcome due to the sizable chip on her shoulder. King Ylamil of Bastian was glad to drop her into my lap, and I ended up with a master-level duelist as a friend.

	Raven was a half-elf, her father being King Ylamil of the City-State of Bastian and her mother obviously human. She was taller than Yseria and had curves that the slender dark elf lacked. Rae’s toned skin and blood-red lips combined beautifully with her gray eyes and straight black hair, but it was the weapons that she carried that made her even more special. One, a long black sword named Talon, was strapped across her back, while the other, the soul of a death-demon, was wrapped secretly around her heart, adding to her already fierce demeanor.

	“Lynda, have you checked out my bodyguard’s beauty mark?” I shot back, knowing Yser was admittedly proud of the new scar on her forehead.

	Lynda grimaced. “I read Raven’s reports. Maidenhall was a rough time, wasn’t it?”

	She wasn’t simply curious. She was one of my first friends in the big world and as perceptive as anyone I’d ever met. She searched my eyes, which were earnestly looking out the window.

	“Ara doesn’t speak of it, not anymore,” said a voice unfamiliar to Lynda Snow. “Not since they opened the new orphanage in his name.”

	I reached out for Hart’s hand and guided her forward. For the moment, her bodyguard, Sevin Martell, was nowhere to be seen.

	“Lynda, this is my sister and Inquisitor, Hart Storm. Hart, this is the first friend I ever had outside of Lockrun. Lynda Snow.”

	Lynda blushed at the reference, perhaps at hearing something so personal shared in front of a total stranger.

	I continued, “Lynda, while certain topics are off-limits, I’ve gotten into a terrible habit of speaking candidly about many other things, hence my need for a skilled diplomat to take charge in the courts and negotiations in Maidenhall.” 

	I’d been pursuing Lynda for the role of Storm Company consul but had yet to receive a hint of her decision.

	“I see,” she replied. “I have been considering your offer—among several others. It seems that my father has been advertising my services widely in hopes that I will end up somewhere safe, and by safe, I think he means far away from Vigil Ara Storm.”

	“I’m due to speak with Lord Snow later today, and I’m willing to sway him in any way possible.”

	Keil Martell—and his outspoken manner—cut in, “Ara, aren’t you supposed to get down on one knee first?”

	Keil was one of my sentinels, and his younger brother Sevin was another. Keil was better with his mouth, while Sevin reigned supreme with his heavy axe and his interest in Hart.

	Lynda blushed furiously at the remark. 

	After a quick nod to Keil for his perfectly cheeky comment, I jumped in to save her: 

	“Lynda, you see what I’ve been dealing with for the past half-year. You can’t imagine what it’s like seeing Keil Martell’s face first thing every morning with the latest request from the Judge of Maidenhall.”

	After a bit of a contentious start, Keil and I had fallen into a pattern of friendly raillery, and if we weren’t giving each other a hard time, something was awfully wrong.

	Lynda laughed, a faux shocked look on her face. “You two have grown close, haven’t you? Does Raven know?”

	“Well, it’s a long story, but we have Yseria to thank for the matchmaking. We realized how much we had in common, both chasing after Yser’s exotic personality and feisty looks, or was it the other way around?”

	There was only one reason that I could joke in such a way with my close-knit company. Her name was Raven, and she was standing at the door, giving me her best look.

	“Did I come at a bad time?” Rae, smiling, walked in with her cousin Andy. “Lynda, I will have to apologize for Ara. He’s gotten a bit too comfortable with himself since we ended our betrothal.”

	From the look on Lynda’s face, I could see this news hadn’t been shared in Raven’s regular reports to the Vigil in Berykholt, and from the look on Raven’s, my Beloved had been saving the news for the perfect time. Her father was a dark elf, and Rae was as devious as the next when she wanted to be. She may have suddenly won the day’s round, and a disappointed grin from Keil confirmed it.

	Hart was having none of our antics. “In an incredibly real manner, Ara returned Rae to the world, and it seems that Rae’s healthy heart has given Ara the chance to be himself and heal as well. As to the end of their betrothal, well, they are still sharing a room.”

	Hart, though physically blind, saw what needed to be seen through her inner eye. She was my most constant companion and my sister by legal decree. As my inquisitor, she kept watch over my chaotic soul and diagnosed the ill effects that fighting demons had on my mind.

	I was the youngest of the Colivarian Vigils. My position had its perks when it came to bending reality. Not even the King could object to the decree of a Vigil of the Order. That’s not to say that King Falbrenn wasn’t the prime ruler of Colivar or that his word didn’t carry more sway within the court and the Realm, but there was a careful balance and plenty of politics to go around.

	“Hart, we’ll be meeting with Lord Snow and Vigil Thorn before dinner. I want you to be there, and Lynda too. Oh, and everyone brings their bodyguards wherever they go. There are presently three Vigils in Berykholt. Foreign agents have been found lurking, and I’ve already got a busy night planned.”

	###

	We were each handed a list. Vigil Thorn’s had twenty names covering the best sentinel-adepts from the autumn and winter recruitment classes. Mine had two.

	I looked over Akila’s long list and back at mine. Then I looked up, catching Sergeant Caleb Masterson’s gaze.

	“What? You gonna complain?” he said in his usual surly manner. Masterson’s one remaining eye was as legendary as his short temper when it came to training talented demon-fighters.

	I cleared my throat. “Sergeant, I’m only concerned for Akila here. We don’t want her walking away feeling slighted or anything. I mean, I’m sure she sent you a few dozen recruits from the swamps along the eastern border—like I do every season.”

	“Ara, my boy,” he smiled, “I handed Vigil Thorn twenty of the best-trained recruits to come out of Berykholt this year. You, on the other hand, got two of the best recruits I’ve seen in the last five years, maybe ten, so if we do the math, you come out square.”

	“Sevin Martell’s level?” I liked where this was going.

	“Who’s Sevin Martell?” said Thorn.

	“My inquisitor’s bodyguard,” I replied.

	All my sentinels being twenty years old or less, Sevin was nineteen and likely the best axe of the bunch. If I had to pick one that would eventually be anointed Paladin, it would be him. That he was watching over Hart Storm was certainly no accident.

	Thorn couldn’t let the news slide. “You have an inquisitor now? It’s about time. The world feels a lot safer to me, knowing that.”

	“You like Sevin, do ya?” Masterson glanced down at my list. “Well, neither of those two are Sevin Martell, but you don’t need another one like him. As I see it, you need two things right now: another competent scout and someone that’ll grow into a sergeant or maybe a second. Juno Hartwell could go head-to-head with Sevin and make him work for it. While Sevin has a cool, efficient knack for fighting and always being a step ahead of his opponent, Juno will share his mind candidly, and let me tell you, he has a sharp one at that. My best guess is that you have too little in the way of good advice being given to you when you probably need it the most. Juno Hartwell is your man.”

	“And his last name?” I asked.

	Snow’s Warden, the commander and tactician that steered the Vigil’s northern forces during a horde battle, was an extremely smart man named Gabriel Hartwell.

	Masterson nodded. “Warden Hartwell’s nephew.”

	“I already have a second.”

	“My boy, what you have is a princess and a heart of gold. Eventually, you may find yourself in need of someone else.”

	“And the other adept?”

	“Not an adept. A full-blooded sentinel when he graduates this week. Cillian Redd tracked and killed a demon on a recruit company adventure in the Everest. A day or two north of here, while most of the team was either resting or building a travel shelter, he found a cave that happened to still be in use. He was lucky that there was only one straggler, but he kept his head while the demon most decidedly did not.”

	“What’s the catch?”

	“The boy may have a few anger issues, but like someone else I know, he knows how to apply his axe most effectively. Make him a scout and let him grow with it. Mott Duncan will know what to do with him, if you don’t.”

	Duncan, formerly a senior scout in Berykholt, had signed on with Company Storm as my only sentinel-scout. His candid oversight kept me moving forward between the demons, ditches, and roadblocks that I encountered.

	I folded my list and tucked it into my ever-present pack. “Sergeant Masterson, you’ve made my walk back to Snow’s Hold that much longer, what with Akila moping beside me all the way there.”

	Thorn bristled. “Stow it, Storm. We both know that we got what we needed. I needed bodies, and you needed brains. Now, aren’t we running late for the Conclave with Lord Snow?” 


Chapter 2

	Split Decisions

	Due to the numbers present, we met in the over-sized dining hall of Snow’s Keep. 

	Vigil Snow seemed genuinely glad to see me, and Sentinel-Captain Glenn, head of Snow’s House Guard, trapped me in a bear hug. Inquisitor Loeb was more distant but seemed to relax a bit with the presence of Inquisitor Hart Storm. The leopard pelt design on the skin of my right arm caught everyone’s attention, but being certain that they’d all read the same dispatches, I didn’t elaborate.

	At present, Colivar had five Vigils to aid in its ongoing fight against the incursions of the Infernal Domain. For centuries, the Order of the Vigil hunted and fought the demonic hordes that crossed the Veil into our world, but the number of Vigils, those with rare abilities to detect and counter the hordes, had slowly dwindled as politics and power added to the dangers that we faced. 

	Of the three Vigils in the dining hall, Vigil Meryck Snow had a gift for sensing Infernal hordes at the farthest distances but was less precise in his ability to pinpoint the Enemy. He relied on his sentinel-scouts to run down the sizes and exact locations of the hordes as they crossed over from the Infernal Domain. 

	Vigil Akila Thorn seemed to have a shorter range in detecting the incursions but had a knack for rallying and managing her troops once the battle had begun, and she acted as her own Warden when it came to tactics. Both Vigils managed sentinel troops by the hundreds and had long dealt with the dukes and the Crown for additional support when needed.

	I was more in line with Vigil Thorn in terms of detecting the Enemy at a modest distance. Still, I also had the strongest sense of what I was seeing within my limited range and could apply that to non-demon entities as well, discerning the distant presence of predators versus prey of all sorts.

	My fledgling company was the smallest, barely a dozen sentinels and bodyguards. As such, I was still in recruiting mode, looking for a few more key individuals to complete us. We were trouble-shooters, looking to arrive before the horde could fully form and capable of diving into hell-holes with the worst of the demons. 

	Vigil Snow began the Conclave by sharing the costly results of his autumn campaign into the Everest Mountains, where they had found and destroyed a demonic portal buried deep in a seemingly man-made cave. The cave structure was similar to one that Raven and I had tackled outside Lockrun last summer. Snow had lost four vaunted Paladins in the effort with another dozen wounded as they’d fought their way through to the Infernal altar. With winter coming on, things were mercifully quiet.

	Vigil Thorn took the floor and gave us an update on the East. She was based out of the city of Dungarr, but her army was semi-permanently stationed at a frontier fort a day’s ride farther east in the Dungarr Basin. The dense terrain of jungle and swampland made it difficult to track and engage the heretics. 

	Akila found that the enemy’s numbers along Colivar’s eastern border were significantly larger than she first believed. The heretics used curse-twisting bone-men and altars to procure demons for their cause, and the sentinels had noticed larger predators in the region becoming more aggressive. This last item couldn’t be what I thought it was, so I kept my mouth shut.

	When it was my turn, I looked at Raven and Meryl Snow, knowing that they had been keeping everyone informed of my activities. I decided to add some color to the meeting, asserting my candid self, and diving into an issue that had long plagued the Order of the Vigil.

	“The Black. Doctor Loeb, have you seen it?”

	As Snow’s inquisitor, Loeb was tasked with sniffing out corruption among those that served, and by addressing him directly, I made it clear I wasn’t talking about the demonic factions—the incarnations that plagued our world.

	Loeb didn’t answer.

	Blank stares radiated around the room. 

	I tried again. “Snow? Thorn? Any comments?” I grew frustrated by the silence. “Has anyone here ever met Cynan the Fething Black?” 

	I knew full well that some had.

	“Of course,” said Vigil Snow. “He’s one of the more capable Paladins in our arsenal. You’d stashed him in Lockrun, last I’d heard.”

	“And sick as a demon’s tick when I met him last summer in Stonnberg—right before my company left for Maidenhall. Cynan’s soul was cloaked in a curse, one that follows a sentinel after he has killed his share of demons. While most sentinels appear to grow in strength with each successive kill, some also carry a dark cloud that attaches to a strong negative emotion in their mind. It spares their body but corrupts their spirit.”  I paused. “Does this not ring any bells, Doctor Loeb?”

	“It does.” He frowned. “But we have no way of treating it.”

	“Paladin Cynan Black was such a case, so I stabbed him and sent him to live in Lockrun.” I drew Sorrow from its sheath. “You remember this, don’t you? It’s the imbued fang of a Kjaira, and it eats the Black. There’s a second one in Lockrun, hanging around the neck of the lord mayor’s daughter. She is officially claimed as a member of Company Storm. I say this purely for her protection and yours, should you take the wrong interest in her. The powers of Hell certainly have, and they’ve paid for it.” 

	I paused again, shaking out the wrinkles of my thoughts and gauging what I could safely share with the other Vigils.

	“Raven Ylamil is my second. In her short career, she rivals many Paladins by having killed two Hell-knights. She is beautiful in every way, and yet her heart mirrors this dagger. Any guesses, Inquisitor Loeb?”

	Hart stood up. “Ara, I don’t think that he can see it. Nor can he completely see you. Doctor Loeb can only see the Black as evidence of a soul’s corruption. Right now, you are clean, making him completely blind to the power and the energy that moves you, that moves us all when you are around.”

	I had picked my company and my family well.

	I turned and bowed to Hart. I held up my hand, showing the piercing scar that adorned my palm. “I suffer from the Black. Sorrow, my dagger, and Hart, my inquisitor, are my constant guardians in case I step into another hell-hole or the basement of a crypt in Maidenhall. My Vigil brands are also with me to give the alarm whenever the Infernal curse flares up. My Vigil’s scars begin to burn—literally—until I’m cleansed.”

	Inquisitor Loeb stood and bowed to me. Meryck Snow did the same. They’d been the ones to brand me with the Vigil marks, front and back, and I took their gesture as a small sign of respect. Snow, for one, would never apologize for the brutality and its long-term results.

	Never one to hide her feelings, Akila Thorn spat, “About fething time.”

	“On a different note, the Witches Divine no longer operate in Maidenhall. The Mother Divine has fled to warmer seas, wherever they may be. Seems that there wasn’t room for the two of us in that huge city.”

	Inquisitor Loeb leaned forward. “Did she mention anything more about Firefanged?” 

	“No, but there was plenty about a Lord of Pestilence by the name of Baron Maltheus. Heard of him?”

	Loeb nodded, waiting for me to continue. 

	“Maltheus was the dark power behind the Maidenhall breach and also the entity driving the two incursions around Lockrun this past year. I can’t begin to understand his Infernal schemes, nor can I be sure what he’s after.”

	Loeb remained tight-lipped.

	“Before I finish, I have two important requests to make. First, Warden Hartwell, I have received the assignment of Sentinel Juno Hartwell and wanted to ask for your blessing on the matter. I believe he’ll be a great fit for Company Storm.”

	I couldn’t fully justify my need for his nephew, not with Raven in the room, but hoped that my record spoke for itself.

	“Granted.” The Warden stood and bowed.

	“And the other request?” Vigil Snow already knew what it was and had been working hard to hide his concern.

	“Simply put, Maidenhall needs a formal Vigil presence. Everyone in this room knows that I’m the last one you want dining with the Royal Family, especially without proper supervision.”

	That received a few chuckles and nods.

	“Lord Snow, I have the finest bodyguards and the fiercest sentinels to advance our cause. What I don’t yet have is a formal voice with the King and the dukes. My rapport with the Judge of Maidenhall has grown through great personal sacrifice and the performance of Company Storm. I ask for your blessing in having your daughter Lynda join Company Storm in Maidenhall as my diplomat and consul.” I wanted to say, ‘House Storm,’ but hedged at the look on Snow’s face.

	Snow had to know that this was his best option. Having his daughter in Maidenhall would also give him a presence that would work to his advantage. I had forgotten that Snow would do or say whatever it took to get what he wanted.

	“Ara, would you please explain the events surrounding the Death Valley Massacre?”

	As if I needed a reminder of that night—FETH.

	I looked at Raven. Had she truly conveyed that name in a dispatch north?

	She shook her head.

	I looked at Lynda Snow—her confusion in full display. She hadn’t seen everything, and her father was asking me to clue her in.

	And then it hit me: Walker Grey had been through Berykholt at my request. He had heard an abbreviated version of Maidenhall’s ugly events, enough to scare the man back into health and back onto the road.

	An awkward silence hung over the room. 

	Not wanting her to stand and bail me out yet again, I put my hand gently on Hart’s shoulder. She’d experienced enough that day in Murderhall and the next. Everyone on my team had, and they were all still with me.

	Snow would get what he asked for—maybe more.

	I took a deep breath. “Lord Snow, you are right to ask. Nothing is more pertinent to us than what happened that night and the days that followed.” I took a short step toward his daughter. “Lynda, I must apologize to you for skipping the details of those events before extending my offer of the consul position. I regard you as one of my dearest friends, and yet I have been lying to you by omission. I warn you that is about to change—whether you join us in Maidenhall or not.

	“As for the Vigils here, I assume you’ve all seen the numbers from many sources, including Raven. A Vigil entered a secluded gorge on the edge of Maidenhall, our King’s semi-Pestilent Capital. Infiltrating the local crimelord’s stronghold, he killed thirty-one demons and possessed, including two Hell-knights and a powerful entity—a demon known as a Greol-hjag, a fountain of Black to those of us that experienced its power. The death count that night included an additional four-hundred and ninety-five citizens of Maidenhall, Coven criminal agents all.”

	I lifted my hand from Hart’s shoulder, not wanting her to feel it shake and needing her to leave the room.

	“Sevin, please assist Hart. She’s already seen the next part. We’ll meet you back in our rooms shortly.”

	Giving my inquisitor the time to depart, I began anew: “Has anyone here ever seen hellfire?”

	I gave them the full drop, covering the fact that the Valley was a trap intended to destroy me and that for a while, it had done just that. I explained how my inquisitor and my team found me and brought me back. 

	I described the presence of an Infernal Pestilence and the visions that the Greol-hjag had slammed into me, the blighted landscape of Maidenhall if Baron Maltheus had won that night, and the self-sanctioned rampage of the demons that slaughtered everyone in Death Valley. 

	I finished by reiterating the requirement for an on-going Vigil presence in Maidenhall. If a plague took hold, the Realm would surely fall.

	I’d kept my vision locked upon Vigil Snow the entire time I spoke, pulling on his calm demeanor and his inner drive to do whatever it took to stop the horde in our domain. As I completed my telling, the room sat in stunned silence. Raven was taken aback, not because of the specific details that I shared, but because I had shared it all. 

	Vigil Snow dove right into his next question: “And who is the Scarred Man?”

	I sighed at the mention of him—me. Snow had an inside source, whoever they were. 

	“My presence and persona in the Lower Districts of Maidenhall.” 

	I’d killed three of the demon-possessed—locals called them black-eyes or rippers—in a pit fight in front of hundreds. I’d taken off my armor and my shirt to make a point and the name stuck.

	I continued, “The Scarred Man
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