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Prologue

	Daggerman

	Durk left the docks and the dirty barge behind. Oblivious to his salty scent of fish and sweat, the owned assassin made his way up through the River District and into Maidenhall, the capital city of Colivar. The trip upstream from the coastal city of Southport took a torturous fortnight to travel the two hundred miles, and he was sure that he could have walked it in half that time.

	From his perch in the barge’s bow, Durk had often imagined shooting the plodding tow team dead, one by one, with his trusted crossbow in hopes that the barge owner would buy a younger, faster set of mules. Fortunately for Durk, his crossbow remained packed away below decks, and knowing the consequences of a failed mission kept him in good graces with the shipping company.

	Maidenhall was a city of many faces, the riverfront docks being one with an organic perfume. Stevedores and river crews plied their skills to exchange cargo in all shapes, sizes, and scents: livestock, barrels of grain and fish, casks of ale, oil, and spirits, passengers, wood, textiles, and leather, to name a few. The workers of this district tended to live south across the Barrens Bridge on the Bull River’s far side, an area famous for its laundries.

	Hefting his heavy pack, Durk wended his way through the narrow streets en route to his meeting in one of the more mundane areas of the city. Entering ahead of the dinner crowd, he found a secluded table at the Loaded Wagon Inn, a local favorite on the edge of the Warehouse District, and ordered an ale or three while he waited. 

	It wasn’t until night had fully descended that a woman in a long, hooded cloak approached his table. She was unremarkable in all ways except for her eyes, which were mismatched in color—one sky blue, one milky white.

	“My regards to Boss Sarpa,” she said, taking a seat. “We are eager to conclude our business with the Coven.”

	Durk didn’t object to the newcomer’s presence, but he didn’t like it either. She didn’t smell right and her self-assurance, her pretense of complete control, clashed with their present situation. 

	He replied, “Sarpa wasn’t given a choice, from what I hear, and I’m not so eager to please.”

	“Come now; the contract is signed. We’re on the same side here. I’ve even brought you a bonus.” She slid a dark sheath across the table.

	Durk eyed the ornate dagger hilt with suspicion. “What’s this? My payment is due in Royal gold marks, not antiques.” 

	“Coin, of course, I wouldn’t forget.” She handed him a heavy pouch. “I offer the knife as a gift, that it might be sold back to us for an even greater reward, but only if you use it to kill the mark.” 

	Durk scowled at the woman’s new proposal. “Why don’t you use it? You know my weapon is the crossbow. You should have asked Sarpa for a daggerman to do the job.” 

	“The last daggerman sent was caught and executed in Stonnberg. Sarpa said you were more than capable.”

	Durk was tiring quickly of the woman’s games. “I’m plenty capable with my weapon. If you offered me another crossbow, I still wouldn’t use it.”

	“I’m not so thick as to suggest otherwise.” She hesitated, unsure of how far she could push the man. “Use your crossbow, but if you get the chance, use the dagger before they draw their last breath. Certainly, you can disable a mark as easily as kill, no?”

	“Is the mark guarded?” Durk damn well knew the answer to that.

	“Of course, heavily. But the target is young and won’t have the experience needed to avoid someone of your skills.” The woman stood to leave. “The offer is before you. You have been paid. If you ever want to be free of Sarpa, you know what you need to do.”

	Durk thought about that for the time it takes to drink another ale, and he left in search of a daggerman.


Chapter 1

	Road to Stonnberg

	After saying goodbye for the second time in two months, I was in a dark mood as we saddled up that morning. Cat stood with me, misty-eyed, yet determined not to cry.

	Who was she kidding? 

	The connection between Cat and me left us both feeling a double dose of misery. I had known Cat for eleven of my eighteen years, ever since she was a toddling one-year-old that I’d found trying to swim in the town’s fountain. Now, more than anyone I knew, she was a focus, a catalyst for my life and work. 

	I hated to leave her behind but expected the girl to be safer here in Lockrun with her father than on the road with my young company of sentinels. Knowing that the demons could make yet another attack, I’d do everything possible to make the frontier city more secure.

	Sister Kay would say that Cat was twelve going on thirty, and having seen Cat’s clear sight abilities begin to manifest, I understood how that could be the case. She had experienced more than her sheltered years should have allowed. It was my goal to allow her young age to catch up with the rest of her life.

	To our relief, Duke Ragir of Stonnberg had sent a full company of infantry and a medical troop to help Lockrun regain its footing after a small demon incursion had almost destroyed the town on the northeast edge of Colivar. A fortnight of hard work by my Vigil company plus a score of young sentinel-adepts from the Order of the Vigil had held things together until the duke’s reinforcements arrived. The clearing of the demons from in and around the small city had been the relatively easy part—happening on the first night we’d gotten here—but dealing with the aftermath and the political ramifications across the Realm would be a far tougher challenge.

	The Order’s sentinel-adepts would remain, permanently garrisoned here at the duke’s expense until everyone was satisfied that the city was no longer a target. In the meantime, we’d be escorting Sentinel-Captain Glenn and Inquisitor Loeb, both senior officers in Vigil Snow’s company, down to the regional capital of Stonnberg where we’d meet with the duke. While there, I intended to recruit a Paladin or two for Lockrun. Having some real experience and leadership on hand would be worth far more than the twenty sentinel-adepts.

	Paladins were the elite, heavily armed and armored, shock troops of the Order of the Vigil. Their select nature was such that they considered themselves a separate Brotherhood within the Order. 

	I had met a Paladin when I was recruited into the Order during the larger Lockrun campaign a few months ago, and I was plenty impressed with him at the time, even if the feeling wasn’t mutual. I’d put them up against the Hell-knight class of demons, and they would be more than capable of handling any lesser demons that might find their way into the city. 

	With its saddle in place, Daur, my black gelding, danced sideways, itching to hit the road. I couldn’t delay any further. I gave my company, Company Storm, the nod to mount up.

	Touching my chest, I gave Cat a small bow before pulling myself up into the saddle. I would feel her presence with me and see her face far down the road. As my team trotted out of the western gate, only Raven waited at my side. She knew the feeling of distant disconnections better than I and carried her sorrow as a reminder for us both. 

	If only empathy was a cure for a broken heart.

	“Never gets any easier,” I whispered as we left, the morning sun sitting warmly on our backs.

	###

	Mott Duncan, my sentinel-scout, had ridden out ahead of us, carrying urgent dispatches back to Duke Ragir and Vigil Snow. We would link up with Mott as we reached Stonnberg before traveling south to Maidenhall, the seat of the Kingdom of Colivar. 

	As we traveled west, the company trained and bonded as a small team, except for Inquisitor Loeb, who remained uncomfortably aloof throughout the trip. Also a doctor, Loeb was a middle-aged man of average build. He wore plain, comfortable riding clothes and carried a gaze of intense scrutiny wherever he went. His position in the Order as an inquisitor for Vigil Snow and his honed perception for corruption left me wondering what he thought about my abilities and plans. 

	Being new to the Order of the Vigil, I held my cards close to my vest. As Vigil Ara Storm, the youngest of the vigils for the Realm of Colivar, I was allowed.

	“Five Hell-knights?” said Captain Glenn, looking to shorten our ride down to Stonnberg. “With one arm in a sling?”

	My little group of sentinels and dark elves hadn’t heard the whole story, and I could see their horses ease up. Sergeant Gregor Volk led my detachment of four young but capable sentinels. He was a stalwart veteran of the eastern wetlands, fighting under Vigil Akila Thorn. His hard-nosed training and experience, none of which I could offer my company, were already rubbing off on my skilled sentinels. Even Keil Martell showed progress, and I owed Vigil Thorn big time for loaning me Volk.

	“I was extremely motivated and had my second on hand to even the odds.” I reached out for Raven, who was riding close at my side. “If you ask me, there were too many fiends to fit properly in that Hellish cave. In confined spaces, the Hell-knight’s wicked long hellswords tend to dismember each other as easily as their foes. I just had to make sure they got in each other’s way and be quick about it.”

	Inquisitor Loeb cut in, “Speaking of quick, Sergeant Masterson says you fight like a demon. Says you fought three of his best recruits at once and beat them down in less than a minute.”

	Sergeant Caleb Masterson ran the sentinel recruit training for Vigil Snow up in the northern city of Berykholt. Masterson had the personality of an angry bumblebee, but we seemed to get along. With his one remaining eye, he was irascible, yet more perceptive than most.

	“One of those best recruits is riding directly in front of us.” I pointed out Sentinel Brandon Hicks, doing my best to divert the focus of the inquisitor. “Hicks almost took my head off that day before I got inside his guard. He also took the heads off two actual demons during our advance into the Valley of Bastian.”

	We had never shared many of the details of that trip north through the Everest Range. It was a brutal, fast trek ending in a screen of rogue demons. Though only eighteen like me, Hicks had razor-sharp skills. He and Gunner Trew, a burly, proficient twenty-year-old, had watched my back while I had watched theirs. They’d each gotten their first demon kills and had shown the necessary discipline to carry on through the terror that the Hellspawn could dole out. We’d built up a significant level of trust on that trip and wouldn’t have survived it otherwise.

	“Did Sergeant Masterson mention that Ara was unarmed when he fought us in that training match?” Hicks remarked. “He moved instinctively, faster than any of us expected, and used our position and balance against us. He dropped us all in less than a thirty count. I bet he did the same against those five Hell-knights.”

	Did I mention Hicks was also one of the most perceptive on my team?

	Raven, my half-elf beauty, being as clever as she was fierce, rode beside me with a silent smirk on her face. Her long black hair and dusky complexion highlighted her deep red lips and bright gray eyes. She’d seen the truth in Hicks’ words firsthand when we’d fought to destroy that demonic altar outside of Lockrun. The hidden fact that I carried an imbued broadsword and dagger, weapons from Hell that hastened the killing of demons, was a big help too.

	I heard Yseria sigh behind me. 

	She rode beside Andarion, our two dark elf bodyguards bringing up the rear of the group. Yser was tall for a dark elf, but still a few inches shorter than Raven. She had wavy white hair and slightly darker skin than my betrothed. Exotic and lithe didn’t even begin to describe her. Yser was the only one present to have seen the aftermath of both of my ventures beneath the ground. The Hell-caves hosted some insanely tough demons in wicked combinations. In both cases, I came out far more damaged than I went in. 

	Fortunately, I’m an avid healer. On the other hand, Yser and Rae both carry their deeper scars on the inside, and, as is usual for dark elves, their hearts are far slower to mend. 

	Frustratingly so. 

	Inquisitor Loeb had attributed my empathic abilities to a form of supernatural clear sight. With it, I perceived the pain and the feelings of those around me. I also seemed to draw power from the destruction of Infernal enemies, culminating in a form of battle rage.

	Loeb was gifted with his own form of clear sight, able to see corruption and pain where others could not. It made him a great doctor and an even better inquisitor for the Order of the Vigil. He could sense the demonic origin of the fang attached to my war-blade merely by smelling it. The six-inch-long tooth had belonged to a Kjaira, a death-demon that had crossed over into our world from Hell. 

	My glaive, which was acquired later, under the Bastian Mountains, was a different story. That ancient blade was originally forged in this world, and even though it held a demonic soul, only those sensitive to magic—the dark elves and their shamans—picked up on it. To Loeb, it was only an ancient broadsword, and I was only one of five vigils of Colivar, not a weapon gifted by powers I couldn’t comprehend.

	“Yser, when we make camp tonight, would you show Keil how to use a sword?” I tried moving the conversation away from me and onto something more useful.

	The most surprising part of our week-long journey down to Stonnberg was the silence of Keil Martell, who rode along next to his younger brother Sevin. Both had completed their sentinel recruit training back in the spring. Keil was a sandy-blonde twenty-year-old with a wry smile and a tendency to swing first with his tongue, especially if there were women about.

	Sevin, a stronger, dark-haired version of his older brother, was a determined, quiet hand and an expert at fighting with a sentinel heavy axe, and much like Gunner, he had been the alpha of his sentinel recruitment class. He’d had the chance to put down a nasty spider-demon in Lockrun and didn’t hesitate to finish the job. The fact that he was stepping in to protect his older brother at the time might have had a more significant impact than Volk or I first thought.

	Captain Glenn would say that attacking with an axe is all about momentum. Well, Keil had lost his momentum during the fight in Lockrun, his first face-to-face encounter with entities of Unreality. Usually a fountain of confidence, he had taken on a more pensive, anxious mood. 

	On our journey up to Lockrun a fortnight earlier, Keil couldn’t stop himself from flirting with Yseria to the point where I worried about his safety. Tread lightly around deadly duelists and all that, but the young sentinel hadn’t been bothered by the black blade across Yser’s back or the look of disinterest on her face. Now, I was wondering if he’d ever talk to her again.

	Yseria Warric had issues of her own to face. Being the last of her dark elf line, she carried grief in an open challenge to all those around her. For her, having a distraction like Keil to balance things out was a good thing, and, like I said, there’s nothing like the road to bond with one’s companions.

	Yser finally replied, “Ara, why don’t you show me how you use your sword?” 

	Ouch. I really should have seen that one coming. Yser had fast become one of my dearest friends, regardless of the bond that Raven and I shared, and she exhibited a certain unkempt candor around me.

	Raven glanced back over her shoulder at that comment, giving Yser a be careful what you ask for look.

	Yser merely shrugged with a satisfied grin.

	Only one person in my crew had gone down a Hellhole to fight alongside me, and for that reason, Raven was my second. Sure, it helped that Rae and I were also betrothed, but trust was built, not gifted by an Elven King. This fact left my bodyguard Yseria as the target of my training lesson. I’d grown fond of her and cared for her deeply, but I had a vital experience to share with the company. Much like Keil, Yser continued to suffer from her first battle with the demon-kind a couple of years ago, and some things are better shown than described. By the time we reached our stopping point, I had a clear, if misguided, idea of what training would be like that evening.

	Divine forgive me.

	After getting the horses cleaned, fed, and watered, we drew a large circle in the dirt. The late summer day still offered us plenty of light, and I was about to take a page out of Caleb Masterson’s book about training as you would fight. It was our last night on the road before Stonnberg, and I wanted to share a truth that remained hidden among those of the Order.

	Unbuckling my armor and vambraces, I said, “Yseria, please step into the circle and bring your black blade. The goal here is to remain in the circle and subdue your opponent. If you leave the circle, you lose.”

	Yser nodded, took her place, and drew her blade.

	I wasn’t that easy. “What do I get if I win?”

	She replied with her usual confidence, “Anything you want.” 

	Intriguing.

	Turning to Raven, I leaned in for a short kiss, ramping up my heart rate and letting her know that I was about to push my limits. I removed my armor and walked into the circle.

	I wasn’t a dueler. My only talent was killing Hellspawn. On any given night, Raven, Andarion, or Yseria could probably wipe the ground with me in a one-on-one duel, but tonight, I fought dirty. I fought like a demon. 

	Feth me.

	I pulled off my undershirt and threw it to Keil, making sure that he was paying attention. 

	Around us, nobody said a word, but I felt the varied reactions of my crew as they took in the sight of my torso. My skin carried a raft of angry scars, including the branding marks of a Vigil raised in red, front and back. The group’s emotions ranged from pity to disgust and even fear, all of it feeding my dark hunger. 

	Raven controlled her surprise at my little exhibition, but I could feel her growing unease. More than anyone, she knew what it meant.

	Lifting Exile, my broadsword, I pointed it toward Yseria. “Do you like what you see?”

	Yseria completely missed the challenge in my voice. She’d never felt the bite of a fang or blade. She had seen my scars before but never confronted what they meant to her and how they ignited the inner pain and the loss she carried.

	I stepped forward. 

	Yseria took a step back. 

	Saints forgive me.

	The monster in me stepped forward, pushing its dark presence into the circle. 

	I called out, “Where were you when the spider demon attacked? Where were you when Jordarion fell?” 

	I pulled at her isolation, her shame and loss, tugging mercilessly on the black thoughts and the wounds within her.

	My words were harsh, and my eyes leaked as my Vigil scars started to burn in a sadistic warning. Shame flared up within me. The monster pushed it down, pulling in and devouring Yser’s dark emotions instead.

	Another step forward, another back.

	“Care to give me one more scar?” I tossed my blade on the ground at her feet. “A friendly reminder of our time together?” I wished she would cut me and slay the inner demons that plagued us both.

	Yseria retreated further. Unable to look at me, unable to fight back, she’d backed entirely out of the circle. 

	I pointed to the ground, to the line she had crossed, but thankfully, neither of us could speak. A miasma of pure, dark evil had saturated the circle—a spell to cloud everyone’s mind.

	Loeb yelled out in a disgusted tone: “You do fight like a demon, boy.” With his comment, somehow, he broke the curse.

	That was the hidden lesson, for me and everyone around me, that I was a monster who could cast Hell upon them with my intent as easily as my sword. I was Firefanged and yet still unsure what the Infernal title meant or how to survive it.

	I searched for Yseria and found the tear tracks on her face. She leaned against walls of grief and confusion. 

	The moment had gone further and darker than I’d intended. She had no warning, no chance to defend herself against my hideous attack, and I’d struck her heart, her long-broken heart, with tendrils of dark thought.

	Feth me again.

	Looking to Loeb and then the rest, I steeled my voice: “The Black’s touch extends past its teeth and claws and can dominate long after its physical presence has evaporated. Everyone must be ready for it.”

	Lesson almost over, I turned back to collect my shirt. I received a right hook to the jaw, knocking me clean out of the circle and onto my back. My shirt followed me a moment later.

	“I beg your pardon, Vigil.” Keil walked off to check on Yseria.

	Bearing a bucket of reproach, Raven came over to look at me. I figured I’d do my best by sitting on the ground, waiting until my head stopped spinning, and heck, the worst she could do was kick me down here.

	Rae scooped up my shirt and dragged it over my head as if I were a simple toddler. “Is your lesson over?”

	It took me a five count to recall the lesson and the reason for it. “Will I ever again be able to beat Yser or you or anyone else in the company that way?”

	She shook her head. “Probably not.”

	“Then I doubt a demon will be able to do it either. Is Keil still talking to her?”

	She nodded. 

	“Good, then my lesson’s over.”

	Rae stood silently nearby, waiting for me to fully regain my senses.

	“You could feel it,” I said. 

	It wasn’t a question. While I was in the circle, I had noticed Raven’s intense fear—of me.

	She touched her chest, where her Ylamil Royal amulet rested—one of two magical relics that connected us in unseen ways. “Of course, and I’d be grateful if you would never do that again.”

	I nodded in agreement. “Would you please help me up? I’ve got the first watch tonight—with Yser.”

	“Good luck with that.” 


Chapter 2

	The Duke’s Hold

	It seemed that I would always have plenty of demons to fight in this job, even if I carried my own supply. 

	Not having an appetite for dinner with the rest of the crew, I decided to take a walk. The lingering pain of fire on my breast was a welcome distraction from the shame I felt as I patrolled around another of the duke’s permanent military campgrounds. This particular campsite, less than a day’s ride from Stonnberg, was empty save for us, and I didn’t sense any threats prowling near or far.

	Not wanting to kindle any more difficult discussions or reports back to Vigil Snow, I had avoided the stare of Inquisitor Loeb. I hadn’t intended to throw such a heavy pall during the training session, knowing Loeb would surely feel it. Ironically, I’d been trying to shed some light on the damage done to our souls by the Infernal intruders and show how important it was for us to overcome it. 

	Feth, but one of us was new at being a Vigil.

	The peaceful tone of another night on the road descended over our camp. Heading back, I could see everyone bedded down in the open. Rae had found a safe spot in the middle next to her older cousin Andarion. 

	Andy acted like an uncle or a surrogate mother for Rae and me, and his loyal, light-hearted attitude was a welcome fit for Raven and our team. He had helped raise Raven after her mother died when Rae was only one year old, and, as an instructor for the Bastian Royal Guard, he had a lethal reputation with his blade. We’d be trading the watch with the two halfway through the night. 

	Yseria walked in my direction, and I was glad for the shadows around us.

	“Lift up your shirt,” she said in a quiet voice.

	I complied.

	Yser touched the branding scar on my breast, gently rubbing its outline of an eye within a sun. She walked around behind me and did the same, applying a balm to the raw scar on my shoulder blade.

	My flesh cooled.

	“And my jaw?” I said, holding back a grin.

	She smiled, reaching up to caress the side of my chin. Her touch lingered. 

	I reached for her hand and kissed it gently. “Thank you for that, but you still owe me from earlier, anything I want, right?”

	Yser remained silent, nodding, looking into my shadow-rimmed eyes. I hadn’t played fair—which was my point all along—but I'd seen the look on her face when it happened and knew I’d screwed up.

	“Your forgiveness,” I said. “That’s all I want right now.”

	“And what about Keil?” She was concerned for the brash young man.

	“I’ll thank him in the morning.”

	###

	The following day, we found Mott Duncan waiting for us on the outskirts of the duke’s city. The warm afternoon air churned with road dust and the lingering scent of thousands. The brightness of Mott’s eyes placed him in his early thirties, while his marble gray beard and bald head made him look at least ten years older. The scout was ready to guide us through to the duke’s compound in the heart of Stonnberg.

	Mott couldn’t help but notice the bruise on my jaw. “Safe trip down, I hope.”

	“Thankfully quiet,” I said. “No assassins or evil couriers lurking in the night this time. Training got a little carried away for me last night, and I ran into Keil’s fist with my face.” 

	Mott smiled uncertainly. “Well, let’s hope you didn’t hurt his hand too badly.” 

	“He’s likely to recover, I’m told.” I looked over at Keil. 

	He nodded back. 

	We had squared things earlier that day before hitting the road, and the unfledged sentinel was growing in my esteem. In short, he didn’t hold a grudge and neither did I.

	Mott glanced over my shoulder, forcing me to guess at the worried expression Andarion was sharing with our company’s scout.

	I didn’t look back. “Mott, I’m most eager to meet with the Duke.” 

	“Good—well—let’s get rolling. Next stop is the Duke’s Hold.”

	Stonnberg had outgrown its defenses. We’d ridden past an outer ring of houses, trading districts, and small businesses before reaching the defensible, heavily gated city wall. Still a mile from the city center, we were met at the city’s eastern gate by a detachment of the duke’s archers. Inside the ancient wall, one found the more permanent structures, residences, and the oldest firms of the city. Size, stability, and control outweighed everything else, and status seemed to be based on one’s distance from the center of it all.

	I’d passed through the city months before, on my way from Lockrun to Berykholt, but at that time, my head had been too full of other things to notice. Now, I could only wonder if the Black reared its ugly head in Stonnberg, would chaos or the Duke prevail? 

	The Duke’s Hold had its own even taller curtain wall—a last line of defense if the world was about to end. The hold sat adjacent to the military district and the block dedicated to the City Watch. Several broad avenues bisected the city, allowing a steady flow of traffic out west to the coast or south toward the capital of Maidenhall.

	Upon reaching the security of the Duke’s Hold, we met Meryl Snow, son of Vigil Snow. Meryl spoke with Captain Glenn and Inquisitor Loeb, explaining an urgent situation in Berykholt, and we said our goodbyes right there. I breathed a sigh of relief at the departure of the seasoned men along with their high standards and even higher expectations. 

	Meryl Snow directed us to rooms at the small yet comfortable Vigil’s Keep, where we could clean up before meeting Duke Ragir later that afternoon. I’d first met Meryl at the sentinel promotion ceremony the previous month up in Berykholt. His slender frame and friendly demeanor quickly put everyone at ease.

	“May I call you Ara?” Meryl was ever the diplomat. 

	I was simply Ara, a friend of his sister’s, before my Ascension to Vigil, and I didn’t see any need to complicate things. “Of course. Any word from Lynda? We all left quite abruptly last time and never had the chance for a proper goodbye.”

	“Lynda sends her regards and misses your company. She asked me to remind you that she will soon be of age to leave the Berykholt nest, and as a Vigil, you will require a suitable representative at the court of your sponsor, be it the King, a lord-mayor, or a duke.”

	Having Lord Snow’s level-headed daughter as part of Company Storm would do me a world of good. Besides her long-taught diplomatic skills, Lynda had a way of keeping me grounded, and I didn’t mind the sight of her dazzling green eyes.  

	“Meryl, I’m quite keen on the idea. While being sound where battling the demonic is concerned, I find myself sorely lacking in so many other aspects, especially those of a political nature. Besides meeting the duke on an urgent matter today, is there anything else I should be doing while I’m here in Stonnberg?”

	“As a first step, you should introduce yourself to the Order’s cadre of Paladins.”

	“First step?”

	“Unlike the sentinel-scouts, which operate more closely with the various Vigils, the Paladins tend to come only when properly called. Something about being able to kill a Hell-knight seems to get them all high and mighty, but please don’t tell them I said that. Anyway, as an Order resource, they can be invaluable if you have them on your side. Duke Ragir keeps them well housed and fed here, just in case.”

	“Let’s put that on the schedule for tomorrow.” I paused. “Did your father ever destroy a Hell-knight?”

	“As far as Vigils go, only Vigil Thorn has faced one on the field of battle, and I’m told she had plenty of help in taking it down. My father is far better known for his long-seeing eye and his stout heart than his axe. Besides, he would never think to risk a Vigil for such a dangerous task when a Paladin is available to do his bidding in a more efficient manner.”

	“Then I should have plenty to discuss with the Paladins. How do I go about meeting them? Must I request a meeting ahead of time? Or can we just show up uninvited?”

	“I will send over a request today. We wouldn’t want the Paladins to pretend that they’re indisposed when we arrive tomorrow at Cutter Hall. In the meantime, we’ve got that meeting with the duke. Please ask Raven to join us and include your bodyguards
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