
        
            
                
            
        


 

	 

	 

	Wind Catcher

	A Demon in Exile Novel

	By

	Rory Surtain

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Bad Flannel Divergent

	USA

	 

	






Copyright © 2021 by Rory Surtain

	 

	Revised 26.

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be copied, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the publisher’s prior written permission. The only exception is brief quotations for literary reviews.

	 

	Note: This is a work of fantasy fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, other-dimensional beings, and events are the products of the author’s imagination and are used in a purely fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental and not indicative of any real intention or reality. 

	 

	 

	 


Demon in Exile Saga

	 

	Firefanged

	The Scarred Man

	Sorrow’s Twin

	Wind Catcher

	Black Fortune

	The Gray Prince

	The Devil and Koki-Ten

	Storm Sister

	Vigil Storm (Finale)

	 

	 

	Please visit SURTAIN.NET for the latest from Rory Surtain.

	 


TABLE OF CONTENTS

	Prologue: Wolves of Summer

	Chapter 1: The Mad Black

	Chapter 2: Mystery Man

	Chapter 3: The Gifts

	Chapter 4: The Blood Pact

	Chapter 5: The Consul

	Chapter 6: The Ghost of War

	Chapter 7: Judgement

	Chapter 8: Honeymoon

	Chapter 9: The Akio Cut

	Chapter 10: The North Fort

	Chapter 11: Heading East

	Chapter 12: Lord Na’am

	Chapter 13: The Spider’s Lair

	Chapter 14: Only a Fool

	Chapter 15: Kyserville

	Chapter 16: Upriver

	Chapter 17: Catching the Wind

	Chapter 18: Tracking the Storm

	Chapter 19: The Night Finally Comes

	Chapter 20: Daybreak

	Chapter 21: Keepers of the Path

	Bar Sinister: The Hangover

	Chapter 22: The Quarry

	Chapter 23: Path’s End

	Chapter 24: The Ghosts of the Akio

	Chapter 25: Reunions

	Epilogue: Returns

	




[image: Map of the Akio Valley.]


	[image: Map of the Kingdom of Colivar]


[image: Map of the Realm of Fugaku]


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Don't confuse insanity for intent.


Prologue

	Wolves of Summer

	They’d eaten Becks. 

	Viren Drake staggered up the steep hill toward his hideaway cabin, Dagr’s bark leading him on. The wolf trap was a bloody mess of torn clothing and shredded boots. Nothing was left of her, nothing he could carry, nothing but her hunting knife, abandoned in some low-growing yellow pines on the edge of the trail. A black residue covered the handle and the tip of the blade.

	Wolves didn’t do that. If they escaped from a trap or snare, they would be halfway across the valley before sunrise. They didn’t wait around for payback, they didn’t take the time to make their prey an unrecognizable scattering of hair and bone fragments. And they didn’t bleed black.

	They’d eaten—FETH. Viren vomited bile and reheated coffee as he struggled up the footpath toward home. 

	The log house was sturdy, large, and built across the opening of an old smuggler’s cave, giving them plenty of room to work out their differences and sort out a living in between, safely tucked away in the densely wooded borderlands of northern Fugaku. Between Rebekah trapping the active game trails in the valley and Viren following his love of woodworking, the past six years had flown by, coming to a sudden stop with the howls of an unsettling dawn.

	Viren stood outside, frozen at the thought of entering the abode, knowing that he’d see her everywhere with a mind that couldn’t unsee the morning’s butchery. He shut his eyes and listened, a hand on Dagr’s head to keep him quiet. 

	“Becks, you home?” he called out—one last time.

	Silence answered, further branding him with the new reality.

	“She must be fishing the stream for our dinner,” he said to his wolfhound. “I bet her traps came up empty again.”

	Viren tried to chuckle at the stale words but coughed up more bile instead. The harsh sound echoed off the rocky hill above him, mocking his misery. 

	Dagr barked, getting his own faint echo and pulling Viren’s attention back to the present.

	“Sergeant Viren Drake reporting for duty, Sir,” said the man, no longer young but not yet old.

	He knew these woods before he knew Becks, having fought through them a decade before in the Short War, as it was known. The Fuga and Nantine forces had long decided that the Akio Cut was a strategic avenue through the Everest Mountains and into each other’s backyard. Neither side considered the many pitfalls and ambushes that lay waiting within the dense, shoulder-hugging terrain. Much like the Dungarr Basin on Fugaku’s western border, the valley, with its overwhelming growth, was a naturally deceiving landscape with little room to maneuver beyond the solitary River Road.

	As part of the Fuga Recon Corps, Viren had discovered the remote smuggler’s cave during the war, and he’d returned afterward to build his one and only cabin in the woods. Logs were plentiful, and he hauled in tools, as needed, from the mill located in Kyserville on the south side of the valley.

	Rebekah Tann had appeared two years later, finding him at the Twin Fountains Inn in Kyserville, where Drake had been building a new set of beds and dining room tables for the owner, a former squadmate of his. After one look, Viren didn’t need to be convinced, but she’d had her story all laid out and ready for him anyway. 

	Drake was twenty-six at the time, Rebekah twenty-two, and both needed quiet company and a sure retreat after experiencing too much of what the world had to offer. For him, it had been the war and the realization that in that darkened environment, war was Hell and he was the Devil. 

	For Becks, it was life in the Crown’s city of Tannoo and the demanding hunger of its most powerful inhabitants. She had fled, hoping never to be found again. She’d gotten her wish and, in doing so, had ended Viren Drake’s retreat from life.

	The sounds of a roaming wolf pack had become a growing concern over the past few weeks. Resembling winter hunts in their urgency, the beasts ranged closer and closer up the side of the Akio Valley. Becks had been sure she’d snag a nice pelt or two by trapping the lanes around their cabin. She even hung out strings of fish—but not too close to their front door.

	Drake took a deep breath, entered the cabin, and packed. Taking a few changes of clothes, he left the morning’s stale coffee, his tools, and the sturdy furniture in place for the next occupant. Rebekah’s Hell-stained hunting knife and her one prized possession, an amber necklace that she’d brought from her previous life, sat in the bottom of his pack. 

	Drake wore his own—more lethal—war-knife, a gift from the Army, and looped a belt over his shoulder for the tarnished saber that hung from the wall next to the fire pit. He also packed some dried food and gave plenty to Dagr to eat before they left. The rest would only rot.

	They’d had the hunting hound for three years, a birthday gift from Rebekah at a time when they were both feeling especially distant and in need of a bridge. She was insightful that way, always seeming to know the right remedies for their lives before he’d even noticed that there was a problem.

	Drake hadn’t needed Dagr’s sensitive hearing this morning; the unearthly howls that broke the dawn’s silence had caused them both to jump while he was working inside the cabin. They’d listened to the beastly sounds with fear until the pack finally faded into the distance to the south. Dagr had caught the kill scent first and led them to the hellish trap site where they’d found Becks’s knife and little else. 

	With the realization that the Akio Valley and its surrounding hills had become a tragic landscape, leaving was the easiest, if not the saddest, decision that Viren Drake would ever make. For him, the nightmare had only just begun. 


Chapter 1

	The Mad Black

	“How did you know?” I asked, and her answer made all the difference.

	Our trip back to the Checkered Flag—my manor in the Lower Districts of Maidenhall—had been long and uncomfortable. My crack company rode along in cheerful silence, the recognition by the King being everything that we’d hoped for and more. 

	Vigil Enricata Moon, the youngest Vigil ever, had been formally recognized by the King, hopefully dissuading any further detractors from a political standpoint. We’d also declared our intention to respond against any Peer that might threaten the Order or the Realm. It had all gone off without any visible hitch. 

	As for me, well, I’d surprised the Royal Quarter with my continued existence, a miracle in the eyes of many, and was eager to get back into my pajamas. That desire, in and of itself, bothered me to no end. 

	Hart called it ‘the Mad Black,’ a mind-bending soul sickness that I’d experienced in the Dungarr Basin during the spring campaign. The disease was chronic and debilitating, drowning my thoughts in shame and isolation while my personal connections and survival instincts fled. Luckily, I was stronger now and had a loyal set of companions to guide me home, almost intact. 

	Almost.

	In my long absence from Maidenhall, the succubus witch, Vigaila Grace, had returned and infiltrated the court of King Falbrenn. Knowing the King’s legendary libido, she’d taken on the appearance of an alluring blonde courtesan. The creature’s hunger—inadvertently unlocked by yours truly the previous year—was endless. Its ability to devour the energy of others had led to the destruction of an entire village in the Dungarr Drip before it had moved on to the court of the King of Colivar. 

	Fortunately, the ancient succubus had failed to heed her own advice, and that had led to her final, fatal mistake.

	What mistake? 

	She’d declared war on an enemy that she didn’t fully comprehend. The witch had assumed that I was weakened and alone, and powerless to stop her. She never surmised that as Vigil Ara Storm, I was more than just one man. As she was called out and cornered in the Grand Hall, the witch had taken her best shot, her invisible tendrils tearing through my defenses and my soul in hopes of crippling me in front of everyone that mattered. 

	Her vicious attack might have worked, but instead of two monsters facing off in the King’s court, there had been four. My half-elf beauty had a Kjaira’s soul wrapped around her heart, and I had another such soul imbued within my fang-dagger. The dark souls of the two death-demons had moved to defend me, striking at the head and the heart of the ancient succubus before anyone else could react.

	If only the battle had ended there.

	Standing beside the witch’s smoldering carcass, my inner balance shattered, the curse of the Mad Black returned with a vengeance. In that moment of Royal resurrection as Vigil Storm, I was a victor, blind and broken. Guided from the Grand Hall of the King under the care of Company Storm, I’d gone back home and straight to bed.

	My company should have been out celebrating at the Scarred Man Pub, just across the street from our manor house, but for some reason, nobody wanted to leave—not until I was ready to join them. They knew that I wanted to run and allow my soul to heal away from their worried, sympathetic eyes. They’d seen it all before and were having none of it. 

	I respected their decision.

	Now, upstairs in my bedroom, I waited for an answer from Raven. She had reacted; her Kjaira soul had taken over in the instant I’d staggered under the witch’s attack, and her black blade, Talon, had beheaded the succubus witch. My Beloved had somehow recognized the hidden peril and saved my life, but it still puzzled me how.

	Sitting on the bed beside me, Raven finally replied, “Hart says that she’s surprised you were still standing when the black cloud finally cleared. You weren’t healthy to start with, and that witch took more than her share.”

	Normally, my older sister Laila would be on hand to talk me through the schism and the pain of an episode of the Black. I assumed that she was on her way, but until then, I could be brave.

	I gently pressed on, “Rae, you don’t have Hart’s eyes.” 

	Hart Storm, my adopted sister, was also my company’s inquisitor, a young woman blind to all but the supernatural forces that flew within and around her vigil.

	She dodged again. “Cat has declared that the company will be sorting out additional security precautions with Ben Heck and Laila when they get here. You don’t threaten the Powers and Peers of the Realm without a response from those who felt slighted.”

	It had been a warning, not a threat, I thought.

	“I plan on making another statement—one that should set them back for good whenever they make their next move.” 

	“You barely have the strength to walk. How do you expect to do that?”

	“I have a backup plan. Do you want to hear about it before Laila arrives and kicks you out of here?”

	“Of course.”

	“Then tell me how you knew.”

	Raven sat up and stared into my tired eyes. I was exhausted, drained, but more tired of hiding the guilt and shame of an untold story from my Beloved.

	“Why did that woman, that thing, smell like you?” she finally asked. “She didn’t even try to hide it. Why was that?”

	“Camouflage,” I replied. “How could I detect her disguised as she was?”

	“But you did.”

	“In the end, I saw her mind boiling over with thoughts of hunger and domination. She displayed the same passion for my destruction in the Dungarr Drip.”

	I didn’t have the stomach to explain any of this to Raven before, but my heart needed to share it and get it out in the open.

	“Passion for destruction?” she echoed. “Her last words make more sense to me now.”

	And there it was. The truth had been realized, and I was free to run.

	Rae reached out for my hand. “Ara, where are you going?”

	Her touch caught me at the edge and helped push the Mad Black down, like a spider back into its burrow. 

	Still dressed in her finery for court, Raven wrapped herself around me in a protective embrace. “You really are a brave, stupid man.” 

	“You finally noticed? I thought that I was quite clear on that point from the first time we met.”

	After a moment’s thought, she kissed me, whispering, “Yes, yes, you were, and I’m alive today because of it.”

	Laila arrived a short time later, my oldest sister running up to my bedroom suite. She didn’t even knock. Somehow, I loved her for that.

	“I like your pajamas,” said Laila as she pushed open my window shades.

	“The dark blue silk? Or the court vixen who adorns them?” I spoke quietly, not wanting to disturb Raven’s nap.

	“My compliments to your tailor, now slide over. I need a bit of room.”

	My adopted older sister, who usually referred to herself as my aunt, was unwavering in her protective attitude toward me and the connection we shared. She took my hand and held it tightly. 

	Cat and Hart must have filled Laila in on my harrowing morning before sending her upstairs, but she acted otherwise. “How was court? Did you pass on my regards to the King?”

	Laila was one of the most powerful people in the city, hidden behind the Scarred Man and a permanent change of identity. She was a Power—her knowledge of the criminal underground unmatched. She’d once ruled the Gray House of Maidenhall, and now, she was an important part of mine, House Storm.

	“Sorry,” I said. “With Lady Ylamil putting every consort in the Grand Hall to shame, I couldn’t risk a fight breaking out.”

	“She does clean up well, doesn’t she?” 

	“Almost as well as you,” I chuckled.

	My aunt was a maven of fashion, knowing the influence a refined look offers in her line of work. 

	“Well, let’s just admit that she had a big head start in that department.” Laila knew Raven’s place in my life, the anchor that Rae provided, and my aunt did everything she could to support my better half.

	“It was rough,” I explained. “Vigaila Grace had moved back into Maidenhall during my—absence. The King owes me his life, though I doubt he’ll see it that way. I doubt he’ll be able to see it at all. It wasn’t a pleasant sight as the witch lost her head while declaring to the King and his court that I was her lover.”

	Laila didn’t smile as she replied, “Sounds like a fairly normal outing for you.”

	“The entire court has been warned. I’m hoping that the malcontents will make their move soon. Cat doesn’t leave this house until I give the OK.”

	“I’ll let Ben know. What about Ayla?”

	Ayla’dune Storm, my most recently adopted sister, was fourteen, a former daughter of a late king. We were still sorting out our bond, born in a place of death and insanity where only two souls had survived.

	“How’s she working out?” I said.

	“Ben loves her. Ayla’s a sharp girl, waifish and anonymous. She can go pretty much anywhere in the Lower Districts without a second glance from the watchers.”

	“You have a watcher at the Octopus?”

	“You worried that Durk is back in town?”

	“If that assassin steps one foot in the Docks, I want to know about it. Does Ben know him?”

	“Not well enough, but I have others that do.”

	“Laila, I want to know if and when Ayla meets with any contacts of Count Redding. She’s too young to be dragged into this.”

	Redding had secretly sponsored the killing of the last Vigil who kept watch over Maidenhall. The source of the assassination was a well-guarded secret, one that had remained hidden during the years of turmoil since, and we aimed to keep it that way—even as we planned for the count’s next move.

	“You don’t mess around, do you?” said Laila. 

	I knew my aunt. “Are you flirting with me again?”

	“Always,” she laughed.

	A low growl got our attention from the far side of the bed.

	###

	The following day, Keil Martell, a sentinel in Company Storm, arrived with a summons from the Judge of Maidenhall. Keil spent most of his time supporting Lynda Snow, the Company Storm Consul, at the Sturgess Courthouse compound. He acted as her temporary bodyguard until I could find someone better suited for the job. 

	Judge Roger Small had kindly requested an interview regarding the unfathomable events at court. We’d gone entirely off script, sure, but we’d also done our job.

	I said, “Keil, we’ll meet him at Sturgess Courthouse next week once my strength has returned. Or I’d be glad to see him here if it’s urgent.”

	Keil grinned. “If he comes here, will you be wearing those pajamas?” 

	Keil had been going easy on me for the past month. My drastically ill appearance had impacted everyone, and now that I was slowly returning to a more vital looking, less dead sort of self, I was glad to see the sentinel resume our friendly banter.

	“Please tell him that I’ll be properly dressed for the occasion if he gives me fair warning.”

	Keil nodded, sad that I didn’t have a snarky comeback. Some things just take more time to recover.

	“Lynda sends her regards,” he said.

	“How is she?”

	Lynda Snow was the twenty-year-old daughter of Lord Meryck Snow, Vigil of the North. Her auburn hair and green eyes, combined with a confident smile and a familiar warmth, left most of the men around her enthralled. 

	I’d been one of her biggest admirers from the first day that we’d met. Lynda’s ability to mask her emotions made her a potent diplomat for House Storm. As my consul, she owned our Vigil company’s relationship with the Judge of Maidenhall, a man who acts as a proxy for the King. 

	Keil grimaced. “I hate to say this, but she misses you.”

	Keil had long pined for the beautiful young woman, having known her since their days in Berykholt. He wasn’t alone in that regard.

	“It can’t be helped,” I reminded him. “Until things are safer, I don’t want Lynda to leave the Sturgess Courthouse compound. Even the Royal Quarter can’t be considered safe.”

	Keil surprised me with his next comment: “Queens and pawns.”

	He had the right of it. 

	My overprotective nature was entirely selfish, knowing that the women in my life kept me from falling off the board, or in Lynda’s case, kept me from starting a war with the wrong party. 

	She was usually successful.

	“Queens and pawns,” I echoed back. “I expect things to cool down soon enough, hopefully by the time I get out of these pajamas.”


Chapter 2

	Mystery Man

	Tila had just bought her brother’s birthday gift, a brown raw silk scarf that would be perfect for the dusty season out on the Fugaku Steppe. “Master Layne, would you happen to know where I can find the Scarred Man Pub?”

	There was a mystery Tila had to solve, and a month in the big city had given them little in the way of clues beyond the intriguing name of a pub in the Lower Districts of Maidenhall. 

	The innkeeper in Barringtown had been certain. He hadn’t seen an old man traveling with a young girl, nor was there an old man traveling with the Vigil company when they’d stayed there. As to the name of the Vigil, the innkeeper had been sure it was Moon. 

	Vigil Moon was part of a company of demon-fighters who had met with Tila’s father in the city of Dungarr, a stop halfway between Hollen and Maidenhall. The innkeeper had explained that the sentinels were on their way home and were riding heavy-hearted with the loss of their leader, Vigil Storm. It all fit together like a puzzle with one missing piece.

	With her brother Ram, Tila Na’am had followed slowly in the Vigil company’s wake down to the Capital of Colivar. She was a slender, sharp-eyed daughter of the governor of Hollen Province in the neighboring Realm of Fugaku. Her inherent abilities and influential father had earned her a commander’s rank in the Fuga Intelligence Corps. 

	Ram, her older brother, was still recovering from his hellish ordeal at the hands of the Heretics in the Dungarr Basin, an unfriendly, jungle-filled lowland on the border between Colivar and Fugaku. Ram was six years older than Tila, but there was still a friendly dispute between the siblings as to who was watching out for whom. 

	Maidenhall was monstrous and many-headed, organized into distinct areas and strung together by its main Circum Avenue that started and ended at the Docks after traversing the Warehouse, Military, Merchant, and Market Districts. The Royal Quarter reigned, central upon its broad, lone hill. With Royal Guardsmen covering the cardinal gates of a forty-foot curtain wall of sheer cut stone, the King and his court were shielded from the mundane concerns of the huge city that surrounded them.

	Ram Na’am was a sturdy, handsome sort, and, being a Major in the Fuga Recon Corps, he’d had tougher assignments in his career. He was enjoying his time in the foreign city. The warm taverns, the exotic, colorful women, and the availability of imaginatively brutal weapons were all to his liking. He loved exploring the many districts with Tila and the long walks they had to take to get anywhere, eschewing the use of their horses, which were stabled in a modest Market District inn.

	Ram’s assertive younger sister had been trained in the Fuga Intelligence Corps and knew how to fit in anywhere. Back in the grassy steppe of the eastern Realm of Fugaku, horses were a part of life for rich and poor, but Tila found that in Maidenhall, fine horses were a symbol of power and status that readily drew the locals’ attention.

	Tila also realized the need to dress like a local, or at least a merchant. Their eastern garb lacked any discernible style, making them look more like beggars than spies. That alone would be a certain giveaway considering they took their hygiene seriously when traveling. The last thing they needed was to be laid up with a disease from the Docks or the Markets, which, from the smell alone, were obviously bathing optional areas.

	The Vigil company that they’d followed was known to reside on far cleaner and safer streets inside the Royal Quarter—the bad news being that neither Tila nor Ram had any legitimate reason to access that zone. 

	They weren’t all that interested in the Vigil company but rather a crazy old man and his daughter who had seemingly wandered off from an inn in the city of Dungarr several weeks back. The unusual pair had been heading west by all accounts. Both siblings were certain that there was considerably more to the fellow than met the eye or the ear, and with the Dungarr Basin region suddenly lacking in threats, they had the time to try and discover the truth.

	The search for suitable attire had landed them in the Garden of the King, a crowded, contested neighborhood on the Market and Warehouse Districts’ border—a stone’s throw from the Docks. It was a buyer’s paradise of shops, a thief’s paradise of pockets, and a rogue’s paradise of vice. It was also the crossroads for the local criminal underground. The number of watchers that she’d spotted their first night in the area had made that perfectly clear, forcing her on an exceedingly circuitous route back to their inn later that night. Her brother Ram also had an eye for threats but had never been too concerned.

	Tila had gleaned from reports by her family’s doctor that the quarry they were stalking was a walking example of unspeakable abuse, a man scarred shoulder to shin in various ways and bearing considerable damage to both his mind and soul. It was this latter ugly fact that drove her on in her search. She’d met the man as he convalesced for a time in her father’s estate in Fugaku, and nothing about him fit, from his age to his daughter to his missing will to live. In a way, he was a walking ghost, and as such, he couldn’t be ignored.

	After weeks traversing the city, acting as merchants and traders from the East, their only lead was a local legend in the Garden about a Scarred Man and his defense of the Lower Districts against demonic forces that had once terrorized the zone. The locals spoke in awe of the man who had built and populated an orphanage with the surviving children of those he’d killed, but no one had seen him in months, and no one seemed to know who he was or where he lived.

	Far from giving up the search, Tila was seriously considering a visit to the local Fuga consul. The Ambassador might be able to arrange an introduction to someone that could connect them to the former officers of Vigil Company Storm. It would mean breaking protocol and revealing their presence, but at this point, it seemed like their only remaining option.

	Late that afternoon, Tila visited a small, elite tailor in the Garden. The siblings hadn’t been together to celebrate any one of their birthdays in more than five years, and she wanted to make it memorable. The pub in question—the Scarred Man—was another local legend. Whether it offered them another clue or not, Tila thought it would be a fitting place to eat, drink, and celebrate her older brother’s twenty-eighth year. 

	Master Layne brightened at the mention of the Scarred Man. “Well, of course, Dear! He’s one of my best customers. Let me write down the pub’s address. If you see him, please tell him that Master Layne wishes him good health for his birthday.” The tailor handed over a slip of paper with a number and a street name.

	Tila wasn’t sure what to think about Layne’s birthday wish but decided to go with it. “Oh, no!” she said. “I came here for my brother’s scarf, but perhaps you can recommend another color for the Scarred Man, with it being his birthday and all.”

	“If you ask me, he favors the darker colors but wears far too much black. I know just the thing for him.” Master Layne went into the back, returning with an undyed scarf made of raw silk, an unfinished off-white. “If he asks, tell him he can choose any color dye except black, and I will match it.”

	###

	“I have a special surprise for your birthday tonight.” Tila explained their destination as the siblings walked up the Garden avenue noted by Master Layne.

	“What if it’s a trap?” said Ram. “Who knows who that tailor truly works for?”

	“You won’t ever forget the Dungarr Drip, will you?” 

	Even though Ram’s tone had been more filled with humor than concern, Tila’s heart still held plenty of guilt. It had been her report that had sent Ram into harm’s way in the Dungarr Basin, leading to his imprisonment in the village of the Emperor’s Children. If the ‘Storm Lord’ hadn’t appeared and convinced the heretics’ chief to let Ram make a run for it, her brother would have been just another set of bones in an already enormous pile.

	“It seems that only our quarry managed to forget that place and himself in the process,” he answered.

	The heretics fed their prisoners to their predatory pets, harvesting the pain and fear of being eaten alive for their dark god, the Emperor. It left a deep mark on Ram’s mind.

	“Do you think we’re doing the right thing here?” Tila nudged her brother. “Maybe we should just leave the ghosts of the Dungarr in peace.”

	“What?” Ram laughed. “And listen to my sister lament our failed mission during the entire ride home? That’s something even I can’t survive.”

	As they neared the prescribed address, Ram pulled his sister across the wide street. He pointed out the checkered flag hanging on the gate of a three-story manor house. “A plague flag.”

	A busy pub’s sounds could be heard around the corner and up a small alley to their left. They turned toward the noise and the smells of a busy establishment and soon found themselves seated in the Scarred Man Pub with a good view of the front door.

	“Mission accomplished,” said Ram. His mug was already half empty. “I haven’t had ale this good since we arrived in Maidenhall.”

	Tila beamed at her older brother’s delight. Finding the pub had been the best gift she could have given him, even if it lacked in the fairer sorts of patrons that he enjoyed. 

	The place was busy, filled mostly with blue-clad Kingsmen and a few Royal Guardsmen. Several young men across the room seemed to be celebrating, based on the number of mugs sitting on their table. They wore gray tunics and carried their shields and axes across their backs.

	“Recognize any of them?” she asked Ram.

	“Sentinels of the Order. I spent two days staked into the ground beside one in Dungarr, but I don’t see anyone familiar.”

	“Well, it’s a lead. Perhaps I can give them the Scarred Man’s birthday scarf, and we can follow it home.”

	“You do realize that we were followed here and will likely be followed back to our inn later tonight?” Ram touched his nose. “Trying to tail anyone around here will only raise suspicions and end with us sequestered together in an extremely uncomfortable hole.”

	“Then what should I do with this gift?” she replied.

	“I’ll hand it to the barman when our food comes out. Let me see it.”

	The small, soft parcel had a tag which read: ‘For the Scarred Man. Pick any color but black.’

	“You have nice handwriting. Please give me your pen.” Ram gently crossed out ‘Scarred Man’ and wrote in ‘Lord of the Twisted.’

	It was a name few, if any, would know.

	“There. I’ll be right back.” 

	###

	The food was pleasing enough for a back-alley pub. The meat was fresh, and the ale washed everything down in a good way. 

	Ram caught Tila’s floundering mood. “We can come back another day.”

	His sister always became wistful after one drink, and she’d just polished off her second. Even with the food she’d eaten, Ram knew it would be a long, sad walk back to the Crow’s Feather Inn for both of them.

	“I’m sorry for working on your birthday, and I hope you liked this place,” said Tila. “It’s just that I feel like we’re getting close.”

	Ram noticed a new barman had taken over and gave his sister a nod toward the stern-looking man who was watching the gray-clad sentinels. 

	“I think that’s our cue to leave,” said Ram. “He’s keeping an eye on us, and I can feel his lethal intent from here. I’m not kidding.”

	Ram had a form of clear sight that aligned well with his role in the Fuga Recon Corps. He could sense harmful intent in the minds of others before it turned into destructive action. It had helped Ram and his Recon section avoid their share of deadly ambushes.

	“If we bail now, won’t it just make us a target for whoever is waiting outside?” said Tila.

	As if on cue, the front door swung open, and two sizable sentinels, one older, one younger, walked in, escorting what appeared to be a blind woman. Her arm was looped through the younger man’s, and the unnatural sheen of her eyes seemed to gaze upon the room without focus. They were followed in by two beautiful women—again, one older, one younger—and both were escorted by a captain of the Royal Guard.

	Ram’s attention was firmly snared by the women. “I see what you mean. I think we should stay a bit longer.”

	“Brother,” Tila said, nodding toward the bar.

	A man had appeared beside the bar, oddly dressed in dark blue silk. They hadn’t seen him enter. 

	The Guard captain escorted the younger of the two women over to the bar, handing her off to the man who was obviously hers. She planted a long kiss on his mouth and tugged him gently into the room, moving toward the group of Grays. She wore dark leathers with a longsword lashed across her back, and her eyes never stopped scanning the many patrons in the pub.

	Cheers erupted at the young man’s appearance, and he smiled, still hanging on the arm of his exotic beauty. He seemed almost frail. He didn’t drink.

	“Brother, brother, why are you crying?” Tila asked.

	“It’s him, as I first saw him. It’s him. The Storm Lord,” said Ram. “And this is his company. They found him, just as he said they would.” 

	Tila tried not to stare as she examined the man—no little girl, no beard, no gray hair but the same haunted eyes and a storm raging within him. 

	“Ram, you’re right. And he’s still wearing pajamas, just like we last saw him. What should we do?”

	“I think we should stand up. He’s coming this way.”
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