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      An impossible bounty. An eldritch horror out for blood. A murder that could kickstart a civil war…

      After saving the people of Ironmoor, Boyd Knight thought he was finally getting a handle on this whole Vigil thing. Bounties were rolling up. Monsters were dying in droves. Plus, he convinced his chaotic pixie familiar, Renholm, to stop committing random acts of arson.

      But defeating the fabled Hexblight of Ironmoor is child’s play compared to the tests Boyd will face in Wildespell, home to the Citadel of the Vigilant.

      Something foul has infiltrated the city. Rampant fear is spreading like an infection and tensions are steadily mounting between the Vigils of the Citadel and the Royals who rule the Freehold province. Boyd’s been tasked by Raguel, the Five-Faced God of Justice, to put a stop to the killings before it ends in an all-out civil war, but there are powerful forces hellbent on seeing the downfall of the Vigilant. He’ll need to team up with a grizzled veteran and an unlikely crew of miscreants to find the answers before Wildespell goes up in flames.

      Oh, and he’ll also need to figure out how to stop Renholm from stealing left shoes. Pixies are just the worst.
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      The wind howled like a dying animal as I trudged through calf-high snow, winding my way through the narrow streets of Grimwerp. The simple stone houses were dark, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d assume the residents of the quiet hamlet were tucked into their beds and sleeping soundly through the raging snowfall. But I did know better. An unnatural, almost oppressive, silence rested heavily on the night, giving voice to the lie.

      No noise came from any of the houses.

      The glow of firelight didn’t wink from behind the shuttered windows.

      No clouds of fragrant smoke drifted from the chimneys.

      The houses were empty. All of them.

      With a grunt, I pulled my cloak tighter around my shoulders and readjusted my grip on the reeking burlap sack in my hand.

      “That thing was so gross,” Cal said while keeping pace beside me. Renholm had stayed behind, refusing to endure the frozen chill since he staunchly disagreed about this particular mission. Just leave them for dead, he’d insisted. Cal was always in my corner, however, and as a specter he wasn’t bothered by the cold or the snow. His other senses worked just fine, though. Including his nose. The rancid stink wafting off the bag was nausea-inducing, even for someone who didn’t have a stomach. “I don’t think I’ll ever feel clean again.”

      “You and me both,” I replied, pushing myself up a short hill.

      The old crypt we’d found the Fouling inhabiting would haunt my memories for weeks to come. Maybe months.

      Perched at the top of the rise was a large two-story building of gray stone and wooden beams with a thick thatched roof. Unlike the rest of the houses, bright jags of orange firelight seeped through the battened-down windows and out from beneath the stout wooden door. The massive chimney spewed a constant plume of gray smoke, and thanks to my enhanced hearing, it was easy enough to hear the uneasy mutters drifting out from behind the Twisted Pig, Grimwerp’s combination inn and pub.

      Every resident of the sleepy hamlet—from gray-haired Vilhelm to blond-headed Alexi, who was just starting to toddle around on uncertain feet—was tucked away behind the safety of the doors. This was a dangerous world for human beings, and there was a certain safety in numbers.

      I crested the stone steps and thumped at the door loud enough to rattle the rough frame.

      “Who goes there?” came a reply after a tense moment. I knew the voice on the other side. Bendt, the owner and proprietor of the Twisted Pig. I could hear the fear in his bass rumble.

      “Just me,” I said, exhausted. Then, “It’s done.”

      There was another long pause followed by the sound of a metal bolt sliding open. The door creaked and I shuffled in, shaking the snow from my cloak. Inside, a sea of anxious, dirty faces peered out at me. The residents of the town were all pressed in tightly together, the children and elderly kept toward the back while the handful of Grimwerp’s fighting-aged men were lined up in the front. These men weren’t soldiers—they were farmers and bakers and innkeepers. They wore simple linen garb and carried pitchforks, wheat scythes, or butcher knives. Tools of the trade, not designed for war or battle.

      Still, they were ready to fight to protect their own, no matter the cost. That, I could respect. That kind of courage was worth fighting for.

      I met their grim looks and offered them a fierce, if tired, smile. I reached my free hand into the burlap sack at my side, grabbed a handful of greasy black hair, and pulled out the head of an ashen-skinned humanoid creature with a jagged, too-large mouth filled with an assortment of razor-sharp teeth.

      There was a collective intake of breath as their gazes locked on the grisly trophy.

      Instead of recoiling in shock or disgust, a cheer erupted from the crowd. Tears fell, husbands turned to hug wives, and children let out cries of pure unadulterated relief and joy.

      “Justice has been served for the people of Grimwerp!” I thundered, hoisting the head high and shaking it. Black blood dribbled down, splattering across the floor.

      No one had a single shit to give. The thing that had been hunting their village, murdering their neighbors, was finally gone. That was all that mattered.

      Elder Vilhelm, a bent old man with a wispy beard that trailed down to his waist, hobbled forward on his gnarled cane, thrusting a bag of coins into my hands before pulling the gory prize into his.

      “This is for Brian, for Liva, and for poor, sweet, innocent Sarah most of all.” He turned and tossed the head to Bendt, who’d made his way back behind the bar. The innkeeper slammed it unceremoniously onto a pitted spear that had seen better days and raised it for everyone to see.

      “Tomorrow,” Bendt said, his voice gruff and raw with emotion, “tomorrow we shall grieve. We shall pay respects to the fallen. Cry over those robbed from us. But tonight… Tonight we celebrate!” A thunderous shout rose around the room, shaking the rafters. “Tonight, we shall drink, revel, and dance on the grave of the creature who took so much from us.” He brandished the spear in a white-knuckled fist. “And the Vigil, he shall be our guest of honor!”

      Another enthusiastic round of cheers went up at the declaration. Elder Vilhelm shuffled over to my side, hooked one scrawny arm through mine, and gently nudged me into motion, drawing me over to a nearby table.

      Meanwhile, the house band set up on a small raised stage near the fireplace and jangled to life. A woman with a face as weathered and lumpy as the underside of a rock belted out a tune with the voice of an angel. Her portly husband struck a chord on a hammered dulcimer, which was a bit like an ol’ timey harp, laid flat on its side and played with what looked like a pair of wooden spoons. It was a rousing ballad I’d heard in more than one village. It told the tale of a world-weary Vigil who rolled into town at the hour of need and proceeded to kick the shit out of a terrifying Mortka who’d been hunting the land.

      Unfortunately, it was such a common ballad because the story itself was so painfully common.

      Turned out Ironmoor wasn’t the only place with Mortka problems. Unlike Earth, which Cal and I had once called home, Alkran was a literal death trap. Life on this world was short, brutal, and shitty unless you had bucketloads of money or shitloads of magic. It seemed like Mortka were hiding behind every bush and under every goddamned rock in this world, just waiting to pop out and maul folk at the drop of a hat. Sure, they weren’t all as bad as the Hexblight that had nearly murdered me and worn my skin as a blanket, but they were nasty enough to kill anyone without access to fancy spells or enchanted weapons.

      And because I wasn’t a total bastard, I couldn’t just pass them by and leave them to their grisly, ugly, murdery fates. I was a sucker that way.

      Serving women swept out from behind the rough-hewn bar, bearing platters of warm ale and slabs of slightly warmer bread. A handful of men and women took to the dance floor, twirling and stomping in time to the beat, while others drifted back to their own tables, eager to celebrate by burying their heads in a flagon of free ale. A few others tossed around the knuckle-bones—a game that was equal parts chance and skill that involved the use of real bones, all salvaged from Mortka.

      Thanks to my preternaturally enhanced dexterity and agility, the kindly folks of Grimwerp had banned me from playing the very first night.

      One of the serving girls, a curly brunette with a pair of killer dimples, dropped two pints off at the table, one for me, one for Vilhelm. As she was departing, she reached down and traced her fingers across my shoulder and up my neck, in clear invitation. Then she giggled and swished away through the crowd, dodging dancers and drunkards with expert footwork. I lifted my drink and threw my head back, taking a great swig of the brew, which was a hundred times better than the sour swill Maggie had served day and night back in Ironmoor.

      “Well, lad, you’ve done it,” Vilhelm said as he hefted his drink in salute. “I’m ashamed to say I doubted you, but you’ve proven me wrong, and I’ll eat my own words gladly enough. Me and the others, we can’t thank you enough for helping us get rid of that beast. Would’ve been the death of us all, if not for you.”

      “Hey, just doing my job,” I said, shrugging off the praise.

      “No, no you weren’t, lad,” he said with a grimace and a shake of his head. “I can see the fire burning in you. I may be old, but I’m not blind. You have places to be. There is an urgency about you.”

      I sighed and took another pull of my mug. He wasn’t wrong. I idly glanced out the window and watched the angry flurries of snow pour down from the black sky overhead, blanketing the streets, transforming the normally muddy roadways into hard, frozen dirt. I did have someplace to be, and I was already late.

      After taking out the Hexblight back in Ironmoor I’d gotten a letter from the Citadel of Custodians—the ruling body that oversaw the Vigilant—demanding I ride to the city of Wildespell and turn myself in for judgment. Impersonating a Vigil was a “sacrilege” and punishable by death and dismemberment—not necessarily in that order. I knew I wasn’t faking. I had the magical powers to prove it, plus I’d literally had a face-to-face with Raguel, the Five-Faced God of the Vigilant after taking a grenade to the gut and dying back in Fallujah.

      The other Vigils didn’t know that, however.

      They’d given me a deadline—make it to Wildespell by the first snowfall or they’d come gunning for me. The first snowfall had come and gone more than two weeks ago. I’d been moving more or less in the direction of Wildespell since leaving Ironmoor, but things had come up along the way that had put me significantly behind schedule.

      And by things, I mean Bounties and Monsters. Like the Fouling that had waylaid me in this backwater town for the past few days. This particular breed of Mortka was a creepy, hunched-over humanoid dickhead that usually skulked about in cemeteries and stole sheep and goats. Except this one had gotten real ballsy. And hungry. A week past it had raided an outlying farm, snatching up a wife, husband, and their two-month-old baby, Sarah. The bodies of mom and dad turned up a day or two later, partially eaten, but there was no sign of the baby.

      The people of Grimwerp were still looking for the kid when I ambled through, and even though I should’ve quickly put the town in my rearview mirror, I couldn’t stop myself. Kids were a line in the sand as far as I was concerned.

      Hurting dogs, cats, and children was the quickest way to wind up on the business end of an enchanted shotgun barrel. No exceptions.

      “You could’ve just as well offered us a trite blessing and ridden off into the sunset without batting an eye,” Vilhelm continued, drawing me from my thoughts. “I’ve known Arbitrators that have done less than that. A Vigil’s purpose is higher than ours, yet you stayed to help us in our hour of need. Stayed to see Justice served, even though I have my suspicions that you may suffer for it yet. For that, as well as slaying the beast, you have my sincerest gratitude. Still, although you owe us nothing and we are forever in your debt, I have one last favor to request.”

      “I can’t promise anything,” I said, bracing myself for whatever fresh hell they needed, “but I’ll hear you out.”

      “Please, stay through the night, eh?” He fished a silver coin from his pocket and slid it across the table to me with gnarled, arthritic fingers. “It’s cold out there, lad. And dark. I know you can handle yourself well enough, but one night in a warm bed won’t kill you, I reckon. It’ll also lift the spirits of everyone here. You’ve done so much for us, and we can offer so little in return. Please let us give you this.” He paused and stole a look at the bar. “’Sides, I saw the way Josephine was lookin’ at you. You’re only young once, lad.” He reached forward and patted me on the hand. “Don’t squander an opportunity like that—you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

      “Thanks for the advice, old-timer,” I replied, taking the coin and standing, the chair letting out a groan of relief. I shot him a wink, then ambled over toward Bendt.

      “You should’ve let them all die,” Renholm said as he fluttered over to me from the bar. He’d been entirely against this mission from the very beginning, even though I’d received a Bounty directly from Raguel. “This was a truly remarkable waste of time, and the hunched old fool is astute if nothing else—we do have places to be.”

      The pixie’s cat, Sir Jacob-Francis, darted out from beneath the table and jogged along beside me, avoiding clomping feet with a feline’s grace while rubbing his tabby shoulders against my boots.

      “You jeopardized your own safety—which means you are jeopardizing my safety—and for what, hmm?” the pixie asked scornfully. “A pouchful of grimy pocket change? The warm bed of a woman who bathes less than once a month? The good will of ignorant, stinking hill-people who have never traveled past their own sheep pastures? If you had enough sense to listen to your mentor and advisor”—he puffed his chest out—“then you would’ve left the whole lot of them for dead. That Fouling wasn’t even worth the time it took to hunt it down. You spent more Affinity Scales vanquishing it than you looted off its corpse.”

      “Not everything is about money,” I growled. “We did it because it’s the right thing to do. Sometimes that’s enough.”

      Renholm rolled his eyes and threw up his hands in frustration. “I’ve bonded myself to an absolute imbecile.”

      “Naw,” Cal said from my other side, “Boyd’s not dumb, just as stubborn as a donkey.” As an etheric being he didn’t even try to avoid people. Nope, he just walked through them, leaving a wave of startled expressions in his wake. He’d walked through me a handful of times, and I had to admit, it was a deeply unsettling experience. Almost like getting splashed in the face with a bucket of ice water. “I’ve known Boyd a long time—we’ve been best friends since elementary school—and when he gets it into his head that something is right, he’ll just keep going no matter what.

      “When we were in sixth grade, there was this bully that would come over from the high school. Callen McKinny. This guy was a junior, but the sumbitch was built like a college linebacker. Great big ol’ bastard, and Boyd hadn’t hit his growth spurt yet, so he was just this scrawny little redneck kid with more balls than good sense. Anywho, Callen comes over to our school every day to pick on this Special Ed kid named Eddy Ward. Everyone just called him Special Ed, which was super messed up. Well, Boyd here sees what’s going down and decides then and there to put the kibosh on that shit.

      “Callen is pushing Eddy around, knocking his books out of his hand, giving him wet willies and shit. Boyd gets right in front of Callen and tells him to pick on someone his own size. Bear in mind that Boyd barely comes up to this kid’s nipples. Callen laughs, tries to push his way past Boyd. Boyd punches him right in the dick without even batting an eye. As you might expect, Callen beat the shit out of Boyd every day for the next three weeks, but he never fucked around with Eddy again. Boyd will do the right thing, even if the right thing is stupid as sin.”

      “Is that story supposed to impress me?” Renholm asked, canting his head to the side in apparent confusion. “If anything, it only proves my point. You see my young, naive protégé, there is a pecking order to life—the strong prey on the weak, just as I continue to take advantage of you, because you are too ignorant to know any better. You, in turn, are far more elevated than they”—he swept a tiny hand outward, gesturing at the bar goers—“which gives you every right to abuse, swindle, or ignore them as you please. This is a cruel, unforgiving land, and coddling the weak and poor will only prolong their suffering. Once you learn to embrace your place in the world you will be better off.”

      I ignored the pixie as I sidled up to the bar and plunked my empty mug down on the countertop.

      “Another, please,” I said to Bendt. The man was as thick as Vilhelm was thin and looked like he should’ve been swinging a hammer at a foundry instead of slinging pints at a tavern. Despite his gruff appearance, Bendt was a good guy with a helluva sense of humor. Reminded me of more than a few senior enlisted Marines I’d known once upon a time.

      Sir Jacob-Francis leapt onto the bar top, lazily flicked his tail, then turned in a circle and settled down beside me. I sighed and scratched his head, because holy shit he was cute, even if he was also almost as big of an asshole as Renholm. Those two really were made for each other. Bendt eyeballed the beefy orange tabby with no small amount of disgruntlement.

      “Normally, I don’t allow animals up on the counter—” the barkeep said.

      “If he touches my faithful steed,” Renholm muttered darkly, “I will stab him in the face with a white-hot cattle prod.”

      “—but given the circumstances,” Bendt continued, almost as though he sensed that he was in imminent danger, “I suppose I’ll give you a pass, Vigil.” He grabbed a pitcher from behind the bar. “Suppose this means you’re going to be moving on, then?” he asked as the ale splashed into my glass.

      “Yeah,” I said with a nod, “but not until the morning.” I took out the silver Vilhelm had gifted me and slid it across the wood.

      With my enhanced vision, I’d be able to navigate the dark without much problem, but the snowstorm blowing around outside was a nasty, mean son of a bitch. Riding out into a potential blizzard was asking for trouble I didn’t need. The platoon commander in me loathed the idea of further missing the deadline and insisted I press on despite the danger. In the Corps, you were fifteen minutes prior to fifteen minutes prior. Period. End of story. But getting myself killed would accomplish nothing.

      There was also that brunette to consider—she was still shooting flirtatious glances at me from across the bar. Vilhelm was right, I probably wouldn’t be back this way again, and I wouldn’t have another shot like this. No point in throwing away a good thing for a miserable night, mired down in a snowbank.

      “The way I figure it,” I said, “I’m half dead from exhaustion and two weeks behind schedule anyway. One more night probably ain’t gonna kill—”

      The sentence died on my lips as the front door exploded inward with a boom, and snow swept into the tavern along with a red-eyed woman decked out in spiked plate mail. A blood-red cape swirled at her back, and the warhammer clutched in her hand burned with an unearthly golden power.

      “Or maybe it might just kill me after all,” I muttered.
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      “We are so boned,” Cal whispered, staring wide-eyed as four red-eyed, armor-clad men followed the woman into the common room, blocking out the chill of the night with their bodies. They all looked very different from one another. Dark-skinned and light-skinned. Tall and short. One guy was as wide as the doorframe while another was lithe and slim—he had the build of a long-distance runner. Likewise, their armor ranged from dusty leathers to gleaming steel plate mail.

      But one and all, they had the telltale burning red eyes that marked them as Vigils. That and a metallic sigil branded against their foreheads, though I immediately noticed that the sigils were as different as the people who wore them. No two were the same. A dark-skinned man of maybe forty was branded with the same golden, sword-like symbol that I had. The symbol for Justice. The remaining four symbols, I knew from my time in the Soul Vault, represented the other faces of Raguel: Valor, Wrath, Balance, and Truth.

      Arturo, the Arbitrator of Ironmoor, had mentioned once that Vigils typically traveled in teams of five, called Fists. There was no doubt who these people were, and there was no doubt what they’d come here to do.

      Renholm took one look at the set of assembled Vigils and quickly took to the air. “Good luck, Count! I’ve just realized I forgot about something very important… Back in the Faewylds. I believe I may have left my fireplace on.”

      “What? You can’t just abandon me now,” I grunted at him.

      “I’m not abandoning you,” he hissed in reply. “I’m just honoring the pecking order. Sir Jacob-Francis, attend to me!” The pixie bounded onto the cat’s back and immediately the feline darted off the counter, disappearing behind the bar. Great, the little traitor had jumped ship. I shouldn’t have been surprised—Renholm was amazingly consistent in his treachery and was very open that he was out for himself and no one else. I knew he’d come crawling back, eventually, assuming I survived this clusterfuck.

      Sadly, Renholm wasn’t the only one. Cal had disappeared too. Dissipated back to the Etheric Plane that he called home. That stung just a little, though I knew it was the smart move. There was no telling what a group of trigger-happy Vigils might do to an unfamiliar spirit guide. Arturo had accidentally banished him after he and I tried to pay a late-night visit to the Arbitrator’s chapel. Cal still remembered the sting. He wouldn’t be able to help me if these guys nuked him out of existence before I even had a chance to explain myself.

      “Are you the pretender, Boyd Knight?” the woman who appeared to be the de facto leader of the group boomed. She was the shortest of the bunch, but she radiated confidence and authority. Her heavy silver-and-white armor also added to her stage presence. She had a sharp, angular face and metallic golden hair, which was pulled back into a short ponytail, revealing the emerald Valor brand on her forehead. I would’ve called her cute if not for the fact that she looked like she wanted to spit roast me alive over an open fire.

      “Nope,” I said on instinct, working to keep my face straight. “Believe it or not but you’re actually looking for my brother. I’m Lloyd Knight. I’ve always heard that there is a very strong family resemblance, so it’s an easy mistake to make. But no harm done—I won’t lodge a complaint with your manager. Hell, I’d even be happy to buy a round of brews for you and your friends, since you’ve come all this way out here for no reason.”

      “Do you think this is a joke?” she snarled as her hand tightened around the grip of her warhammer. “Vigil Telent,” she said to the man in dark leather armor, “put him to the question. Now.”

      Vigil Telent stepped forward, lowering his cowl. He had a pale face framed by silvery white hair and the pearlescent sigil of Truth on his furrowed brow.

      “You’re in a lot of trouble, friend,” he said, voice slick and oddly soothing. He was playing good cop to her bad. “Things will go best for you if you work with us. You will answer all of our questions truthfully and honestly, yes?”

      Even though it was a friendly suggestion, I instantly knew it was more than that. He was using the Honeyed Words ability on me. Every syllable was laced with Arcana, turning the simple question into a subtle command. I could feel his words tugging at something inside my chest, compelling me to talk. To answer truthfully. After all, I was in a lot of trouble and his suggestion just seemed so reasonable.

      But the compulsion didn’t stick.

      I’d been busy since taking out the Hexblight and I’d managed to push myself up to Disciple, Gold Rank. I was just on the cusp of ascending into the Adept Ranks. Hell, I could’ve hit Adept Bronze weeks ago, but I’d chosen instead to sacrifice some of my accumulated Essence to increase my stats. Including Insight, which was now at 19. That added bonus allowed me to see through his magic and gave me a minor degree of resistance against the spell. I also happened to be running the Master Mentalist skill while wearing my Grass Hound Armor, augmented with an Arcanum Token of Deceptive Presence.

      My gear further boosted my Insight stat by one point and gave me an additional +5% resistance against mental magics.

      “This doesn’t need to get ugly,” Vigil Telent continued, sounding like a parent talking to an unreasonable toddler throwing a temper tantrum. “Tell us true, are you Boyd Knight?”

      “Yeah, I’m Boyd,” I replied with a nod. I could see the smugness on his face. But two could play at this game, especially since I also had Honeyed Words currently equipped. “And I have a suggestion of my own. How’s about you go eat a dick.”

      The smug grin withered and disappeared. Overt shock rippled outward from him in a ring, briefly flashing across the faces of each of the other Vigils in turn. They could feel me flexing my metaphysical muscle, just like I could feel theirs.

      Telent fell back a step and cast a confused look at the woman leading their party. What the hell is going on here, that look said in no uncertain terms. They’d come expecting to find some washed-up adventurer hoping to cash in on the Vigil name, not someone who could sling real power.

      The woman frowned.

      “Stand and be judged,” she declared, voice even and steadfast. My little demonstration had ruffled the others, but not her.

      With a sigh, I begrudgingly complied, raising my hands to show I was unarmed—though I could change that in a second. After dying, I’d reincarnated butt ass naked, with nothing but a magical K-Bar in one hand and an enchanted Colt 1911 in the other. I’d since learned that those weapons were more than just weapons, they were extensions of my soul and were bound to do my bidding no matter the distance or the circumstances. With the slightest effort of will, I could have both in hand inside the blink of an eye.

      I’d also learned I could upgrade my weapons by using specialty crafted weapon skins, which could be swapped out within my Soul Vault. My current weapon set consisted of a Benelli M1014 Shotgun and a flame-enhanced flanged mace, which could punch through steel armor like a hydraulic piston. Things could get real ugly, real fast if I wanted them to.

      “Boyd Knight, you have claimed the title of Vigilant, one of the Chosen of Raguel.” She unrolled a parchment, holding it in both hands as she read. “You have done so in Cammart, Dimbrook, and Bellsummit, as well as the city of Ironmoor, where you further passed judgment on a woman named Annelli Dalgaard, or possibly Annelli Iskrati. You executed her, claiming her possessed by a Hexblight—”

      “Yeah, because she was possessed by a Hexblight,” I replied, lowering my hands, “and you’re welcome by the way.”

      She turned a frosty, withering glare on me. “You will not speak during the pronouncement. Do so again and Vigil Jori”—she nodded toward my dark-skinned counterpart bearing the Justice Sigil—“will be forced to restrain and silence you.”

      “I’ll do it gladly,” the man said with a wicked glint in his eye.

      “That’s quite enough,” she said, glaring at Jori. “You will comport yourself. Just because this miscreant doesn’t respect our ways doesn’t mean we need to lower ourselves in the process. Now, where was I?” She paused and scanned the page. “In addition,” she continued, “you deposed Magistrate Gustav and State Alchemist Sigge Wikstrum, charging both with murder, conspiracy to obstruct justice, willful endangerment of the public, and tax fraud against the Kelkadian Crown. In punishment, you had them arrested and had their properties seized. Yet, you are not one of the Vigil Bound and in no position to render such a pronouncement. A crime punishable by death.”

      “Yep, that sounds just about right,” I replied with a bob of my head. “I don’t know who your sources are, but they’re good. Good but not perfect. They missed Landren. I stopped there for a day and killed a pack of Hollow Maw. And obviously you missed Grimwerp,” I added, sweeping a hand around at the bar. “Just finished hunting down a Fouling.”

      “Indeed he did,” Vilhelm said, shuffling over to my side with his gnarled cane in hand. There were five pissed-off Vigils staring me down and the old man stood by my side without even breaking a sweat. “You say he is not a Vigil,” the old man creaked. “I do not know of your magics, but he looks no different to my eyes than you lot. Moreover, he came and saved us when no one else would.” He turned and gestured at the creature’s decapitated head, displayed by the bar.

      A fierce pride burned inside my chest at the old man’s words. I shot him a thankful nod in appreciation.

      “I think he makes a good point,” I said. “How exactly do you know I’m not a Vigil, huh? I look like a Vigil, fight like a Vigil, and kill Mortka like a Vigil. We have this saying where I come from about ducks, and I’m thinkin’ it might apply right about now.”

      “A worthy question,” she said coolly. “Yet, despite your track record, you cannot be what you claim. I know this because I am Kerra the Valorous, Justiciar of Training at the Akademy of the Vigilant.” She slowly and carefully rolled up the parchment and slipped it back into a pouch at her side. “I know the name and face of every Vigil Bound the Citadel has turned out in the past fifteen years because I administer the test they must pass to receive the brand. Your name and face I do not know. So, contrary to appearances, you cannot be what you claim. You will return to the Citadel, where the Custodians will render their verdict. Disobey and face summary execution, as is my authority as a Vigil of Raguel.”

      She reached into her pouch and pulled out a pair of iron handcuffs riddled with spikes and runes. Just looking at them set my teeth on edge. She hurled them across the room as though they weighed nothing, but they landed with a heavy thunk that dented the wooden floorboards.

      “Put those on,” she said.

      I glanced at her, then at the handcuffs. A pop-up immediately appeared in front of me.
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        Arcana Suppression Manacles

      

      

      Type: Heavy, Reinforced Mortka Steel

      Class: Sage

      Ability: Suppress

      Masterfully crafted in the Citadel of Custodians, these Arcana Suppression Manacles are built for a singular purpose: cutting off both the physical and arcana abilities of those with access to the True Gift. The barbed siphon spikes and the host of suppression runes radically reduce the power of Vigils, Warlocks, Sorcerers, Magi, and even Steelborn.

      Primary Effects:

      
        	Arcana and Stamina Suppression: While equipped, siphon spikes continuously drain and release Arcana and Stamina Reserves, preventing those with the True Gift from casting spells or activating physical abilities.

        	Crippling Alignment: While equipped, siphon spikes cripple the arcane meridians that circulate throughout the body, temporarily decreasing the wearer’s Verve, Brawn, and Finesse Characteristics by 5 points.
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      I whistled through my teeth as I read over the description. Yeah, fuck those things.

      “Sorry, that’s gonna be a hard no from me,” I said, folding my arms across my chest. “I get that you might not know who I am, but that’s because I’m not from here, lady. I didn’t go through your ritual test, because I’m an Inkarnate. Raguel personally summoned me.” I looked back down at the manacles on the floor. “Not sure he would appreciate you locking me up.”

      Telent slipped up beside her and whispered furiously into her ear. He looked nervous. Since he was branded with the rune of truth and was running Honeyed Words, my guess was that he also had access to some of the other skills from the Ward of Truth, like Master Mentalist and Wyld Wisdom. Which meant he knew I wasn’t lying through my teeth and that I was an Inkarnate just like I’d said.

      “It’s irregular, Telent.” She hissed it under her breath, but it was still loud enough for me to hear, on account of the fact that I was a Vigil with supernatural hearing. “The rules are the rules.”

      “Yes,” he argued softly, “but is it not our job to exercise discretion in all such matters?”

      “Not in this matter,” she replied sternly. “Our personal feelings have no bearing here. We’ve been tasked by the Exarch and the Custodians, and we will follow their orders.” She paused, lips pressed into a thin line, and glanced at each of the Vigils in turn. “I know this is difficult. Confusing. But the hierarchy exists for a reason. We must heed those who know better than we.” She turned her frosty gaze back on me. “If what you say is true, Boyd Knight, then you have nothing to fear. We will deliver you safely to Wildespell, and those with greater insight than ours will discern the veracity of your claims. Now, put on the manacles and come peaceably.”

      “And if I say no?” I asked.

      I wasn’t in the habit of being a dick just to be a dick—I’d served in the military and knew how the chain of command worked. If a full bird colonel gave a lawful order, even if it was dumber than dog shit, you did what you were told. But the idea of being bound with magical handcuffs that sucked the life out of me while they hauled my ass through a blizzard was deeply unappealing. Especially over a technicality.

      With a lopsided smile, I reached out through the Etheric Realm, feeling for my Soul Bound weapons. I could sense them, waiting for me just out of sight. They were connected to me by an invisible tether of Essence, and when I tugged at the tether like an intangible fishing line, my Mortka-Forged Flanged Mace appeared in my outstretched hand. It burned with glowing orange embers, courtesy of the Fire Spark Arcanum Token set into the weapon.

      I wasn’t the only one getting ready for a brawl.

      Vilhelm hefted his cane and gave out a sharp whistle. Chairs scraped across the wooden floors and patrons pulled out hammers, scythes, knives. Those who didn’t have ready-made weapons lifted beer mugs or picked up stools.

      “This man is our guest of honor,” Vilhelm said, unphased. “He killed the creature that claimed the life of my son, daughter, and granddaughter.” Now his voice cracked. “He helped us when he didn’t have to. If he chooses to go with you, so be it, but if you want to lock him up like a prisoner, you will have to do so after striking me down. We remember our friends, and we fight for them accordingly.”

      “Please,” another of the Vigils said, stepping forward.

      The guy was enormous—had me by three inches, easy, and had muscles on top of his muscles. His wore medium leather armor, augmented with bulky furs and chunks of bone and antler. He could’ve walked off the set of a period piece about Viking hordes. Despite his fearsome appearance, his eyes were pleading. He had the cobalt sigil of balance on his forehead.

      “Friends, I implore you all not to do this. Brother”—this time he spoke to me—“we truly mean you no harm. As Justiciar Kerra said, we are only executing a grave task entrusted to us by the Custodians of the Citadel. To fight us would be folly. You can’t defeat us in combat. It… it would be a bloodbath.” He was damn near pleading with us.

      “Vigil Kol is right,” Kerra said, though there was no malice in the statement. Just cold, hard facts. “Even assuming you are what you claim to be”—she eyeballed the glowing, rune-covered weapon in my fist—“which I will concede may be true, you are most assuredly new to your powers and we are not. One half-trained Inkarnate will not survive long against a Red Right Fist of Raguel.” Her expression softened just a hair. “The rules are the rules. Please don’t do something everyone will regret—you most of all.”

      “Perhaps we could make an exception about the cuffs,” Telent said softly.

      I could see the conflict play out across her face. Let me walk out of the inn uncuffed, or fight an entire room full of villagers to get me to comply?

      “Considering the circumstances,” she growled, “if you accompany us freely and of your own volition, I will not force you to wear the manacles. For now. That, however, is the only leniency you will see from me.”

      I scanned the dirty faces surrounding me. The people of Grimwerp really would fight for me if I asked them to. Even though they’d just lost loved ones, they would die for a relative stranger because that was what their honor dictated. I couldn’t ask them to do that. I couldn’t risk their safety to save my own skin. Besides, as much as this sucked sweaty nutsack, I also didn’t want to start my relationship with the Citadel by picking a fistfight with the people they’d dispatched to bring me in.

      I sighed reluctantly and let the mace vanish.

      “Yeah, okay, I’ll come with you but I’m not wearing those things.” I kicked the manacles and sent them rattling across the floor. I turned, catching Vilhelm’s eye. “Thank you, old-timer.”

      “A hundred times over, lad,” he replied, clapping me on the shoulder. “Be safe.”
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      Flanked by the behemoth Viking in furs on my left and Kerra “the rules are the rules” on my right, I was escorted like a common criminal out into the night. Kerra kept her hand clutched firmly around my elbow the whole time as though I might try to bolt the second I got a chance. Telent was the last to leave the inn and paused in the entryway, cloak snapping in the blustery wind, the snow silhouetting him against the dark. He fished out a fat leather sack and casually tossed it to Bendt with a flick of his wrist.

      The pouch landed on the bar top and silver and gold coins spilled across the wood, glittering in the firelight.

      “Our deepest apologies,” he said, voice thrumming with potent power. Even though his words weren’t turned on me, I could feel the force of his will like a heavy pressure settling around my shoulders. “There was a misunderstanding here, but all is well now. You will go about your night and remember this only in passing.”

      I stole one last look at the patrons of the Twisted Pig, all standing around in stunned silence. They had a hazy look plastered across their faces, almost as though they were collectively waking up from a long and especially bizarre dream. Even Vilhelm, who was ready to wage war on my behalf moments ago, now looked like he was ready for a long nap by the fire. I’d become accustomed to using Honeyed Words over the past couple of weeks. It was one of the skills from the Ward of Truth and allowed the wielder to imbue suggestions with Arcana, making the caster seem more agreeable and persuasive than they normally would.

      What I was witnessing was more than that. This had to be Greater Suggestion, which was basically Honeyed Words on bath salts. It could also be wielded against multiple targets.

      “The coin is for both the door and the disturbance,” he continued, nodding toward the bag. “Please, continue your celebration, knowing that all is right and well in the world.”

      “I hope you plan to reimburse me for the disturbance,” I said as Telent joined us and my “escorts” frog-marched me toward a line of enormous warhorses secured to a nearby hitching post. “Not that anyone asked, but I had a room booked for the night. I just spent all night hunting down and killing a Fouling, but instead of celebrating by a fire, you’re gonna make me ride through a goddamned blizzard. That’s the real crime being committed here, but sure, I’m the bad guy.”

      “Keep talking and I’m going to reconsider the manacles,” Kerra said as we came to a stop in front of one of the horses. “Now mount,” she barked, nodding toward an inky black stallion. “We have a ways to travel yet before the night is through.”

      Being from Kentucky, I knew a thing or two about horses, and this animal in front of me was a prize. He had a broad, powerful chest, muscular and symmetrical shoulders, sleek legs, and bright, intelligent eyes. The big bastard also stood at least nineteen hands at the shoulder. The sumbitch was the size of a draft horse but had the build of a racer. The other horses, all with heavy-duty saddles and boiled leather armor, were no less impressive.

      “You and I will ride double,” Kerra said, “so that I can keep my eye on you. And ensure your safety, of course.”

      “Hey, if you wanted to snuggle, you just had to ask,” I replied, hoisting myself into the saddle. I’d spent years riding, so this was second nature. “Though, and maybe I’m reading into things a little too much, but I feel like we might be moving a little too fast, Vigil Kerra. First you want to use handcuffs on me, now you want to ‘ride double.’ You could buy me a meal and a drink first.”

      “Insufferable,” she whispered under her breath. Then, louder, “Utter another word and I’ll gag you.”

      “And now we’re adding gags. Yeah. Definitely moving too fast.”

      She glowered at me, a snarl on her lips, hands balling into fists.

      “Let it pass,” Telent said to her, placing a reassuring hand on her forearm. “He is just goading you.”

      “Nope,” I replied, “this is just my natural disposition. And for the record, I just call ’em like I see ’em.”

      She ground her teeth, and for a second, I thought she might actually deck me, but she was a professional if nothing else. She unclenched her fists, took a deep breath, then effortlessly swung up into the saddle behind me. It was especially impressive considering she was a foot shorter than the horse at its shoulder. The others had already mounted. Peals of laughter and gales of song drifted out from the Twisted Pig.

      Telent’s magic worked fast, it seemed. The fact that Vilhelm and the others would remember me only as a stranger passing through in the night honestly bothered me more than I wanted to admit.

      We set out into the night, the Viking taking point, while snow drifted down in a soft sheet. The wind screamed and howled, cutting through my cloak and armor as though they were made from wet toilet paper. I hated the cold. Our command had once forced me and Cal to attend arctic warfare training in Bridgeport, and I’d never been more miserable. Being in Bridgeport was like ice-skating on Satan’s frozen taint in the ninth circle of hell. Taking a grenade to the guts was more painful overall, but at least it didn’t last for a whole month.

      But if arctic warfare training had taught me anything, it was how to endure the cold, which was the true secret to surviving in a frozen, inescapable hellscape. The goal was never to be warm. Get too warm, and you would sweat. Sweat would freeze. Frozen sweat eventually resulted in death. Instead, you learned to embrace the suck. To only ever be warm enough to prevent hypothermia.

      Even with my training, it was a miserable ride, made worse since I was tired and a little drunk. The fact that everyone was as silent as a funeral procession didn’t help either. Not that talking would’ve been possible anyway. I tried for the first fifteen or twenty minutes, but the wind stole away every word as it left my mouth. There was no sign of Cal or Renholm, which was probably for the best. Kerra struck me as a shoot-first-ask-questions-later sort of gal and I had no doubts that these guys could probably nuke either of my buddies into oblivion if they had half a mind to.

      After three hours of steady riding, Kerra finally called our party to a halt.

      We dismounted in a small clearing ringed by towering snow-brushed pines and a smattering of large boulders. Kerra and I dismounted—which was great because my legs and ass had fallen asleep an hour earlier, and the rest of my body was numb from the cold. Turned out, even with supernatural strength and stamina, riding double through a blizzard in the middle of the night sucked balls.

      The rest of the team immediately set to work making camp. They moved with the purposeful and methodical motions of people who had done this a thousand times before.

      Telent took care of the horses. He loosened the girth on the saddles and rubbed them down with a stiff-bristled brush, removing sweat, snow, and accumulated dirt. In my experience, most horses hated getting a post-ride rubdown, but even exhausted, frozen, and half drunk, I could tell that he was using a spell to help the process along. Probably the Calm Emotions ability from the College of Rhetoric. The horses let him work in peace, nickering softly as he moved on to their legs and hooves, searching for signs of rubbing, chafing, or other obvious injuries.

      Kerra mostly stood around, watching me as though I might transform into Godzilla and sack a city, but at one point she did head over to a dark chestnut-colored gelding. After a few quick muttered words with Telent, she placed a hand against the horse’s side, fingers splayed wide. A trickle of gentle golden power seeped out from her palm and into the animal beneath. It shook its head, then gently tested its left foreleg. It let out a snort of approval then nuzzled Kerra, earning a small smile from the otherwise stern Vigil.

      Meanwhile, the Vigil of Justice quickly disappeared into the tree line, a silver, single-edged sword gripped in his hand. Dollars to donuts he was going to secure the perimeter and make sure there was nothing nasty camped out nearby.

      Without a doubt, the headliner act had to be Kol, my giant, fur-clad Viking pal. The guy stood in the center of the clearing, his arms stretched out to the sides, his head tossed back, eyes closed tight in concentration. He chanted softly under his breath and the ground began to tremble and shake, the boulders around us shifting with a life of their own as rocky outcroppings jutted up from the freshly fallen powder. The boulders pressed and squeezed together, forming a rough earthen dome, with an entry just wide enough to accommodate a stooped man.

      From my vantage, I could see there was also an opening in the top of the earthen structure. It connected to a stone chimney that would funnel out smoke from a fire. Kol continued to chant, pulling his arms in towards his sides, hands running over the air as though he were smoothing out a ball of clay. The conjured structure responded in turn, the rocks melting together as though they were made of playdough instead of granite. Finally, the Viking dropped to his knees, panting as he wiped away a fine sheen of perspiration that dotted his brow.

      That had to be the Earth Sculptor ability, from the Ward of Balance.

      I’d read the description countless times but had never tried it out myself for a couple of reasons. First, being able to shape and mold earth didn’t seem like a super practical ability when it came to monster hunting. According to the spell description, it had a long cast time and was meant for creation, not destruction. Second, the Arcana and Verve requirements were insanely high. I could see why now—it looked like the poor guy had just pushed a dump truck up the side of Mount Everest.

      Even if it wasn’t as flashy as launching a javelin of fire from your palm, I had to admit it was a pretty useful skill.

      The last of the Vigils, this one a willowy guy wearing light armor and a heavy cowl pulled up over his face, helped Kol to his feet before pulling out a glimmering Affinity Scale the size of a half-dollar.

      Affinity Scales were powerful tokens that often remained behind after a Mortka was slain in battle. Arturo had explained to me that Mortka weren’t born like natural animals. Rather, they were the physical manifestations of Wild Essence that had leaked into the Material Realm from the Etheric Plane. That Essence was what Vigils absorbed after making a kill, allowing us to advance and ascend from rank to rank and class to class. But when that Wild Essence leaked through, it bonded with the hundreds of different Affinity Types present within the Material Realm.

      Everything from earth, wind, fire, and air to more esoteric types of energy, such as grief or faith or fear. The physical location usually determined what type of affinity would be present. A graveyard might be rife with death affinity, while animal dens were often brimming with hunger affinity.

      Whatever type of Affinity the Essence bonded with dictated what type of monster eventually formed. When a Mortka was killed, the Essence that powered the creature returned to the Etheric Plane—either that or was siphoned up by whoever killed it—while the various affinities that shaped the Essence remained behind in the form of Scales. Those scales could be consumed by those with the True Gift to temporarily replenish Arcana, heal the body, or even grant powerful abilities that aligned with the Affinity type consumed.

      I had a pouch full of Affinity Scales—though Telent had confiscated it from me for obvious reasons. They were all basic. My most powerful Scales were squirreled away back in my Soul Vault where no one but me could get to ’em.

      Without being closer, I couldn’t tell what type of Affinity Scale Kol had consumed, but he was back on his feet in no time flat and looked like he was ready to run a triathlon then go ten rounds with a Maui Thai fighter.

      Such was the power of the Scales.

      The Vigil of Justice returned a short while later with a bundle of firewood and kindling stretched across his arms. He gave a brief report to Kerra that I couldn’t hear, then deposited his load of sticks and twigs inside the stone hut. The willowy guy who’d given Kol the Affinity Scale stretched out a hand and conjured a small orb of flame, setting the wood alight. The flair of orange and yellow allowed me to get a good look at his face for the first time. He was clean-shaven with gaunt cheeks and deep-set eyes. The crimson sigil of Wrath blazed brightly on his forehead like an ominous warning sign.

      With the horses tended, the camp secured, and shelter provided against frostbite and misery, Kerra pushed me inside the squat structure while the other Vigils shuffled in behind me.

      “I’m going to make another pass,” Kerra said. “Best not to take any chances.” She paused and canted her head to one side. “There’s something off about this night. Jori”—she stared at the Vigil of Justice—“keep the watch until I return.” She turned without another word and disappeared into the tree line, quickly swallowed by gloom and shadow.

      The rest of us settled in around the blaze, except for good ol’ Jori. He stood ramrod straight by the entryway, eyes fixed on the shadowy landscape. The cloaked Vigil of Wrath sat directly across from me, his legs crossed, hands resting in his lap in some sort of meditative pose while he stared unblinking death at me.

      “Ah, don’t mind Amherst,” Telent said, waving at the man who looked like he was wishing ruin and damnation on me and my whole household. “He’s the quiet sort. And by that, I mean he’s taken a vow of silence—it’s one of the rights of his sect, the Order of Immolation. Helps him to control and channel the fiery Wrath of Raguel burning inside him.”

      “So he doesn’t want to disembowel me and set me on fire?” I asked, meeting the man’s unflinching gaze.

      “Oh no,” Kol replied with a chuckle, “he definitely wants to disembowel you and set you on fire, but you shouldn’t take it personally. He wants to do that to everyone.” Kol opened a rough leather satchel and pulled out bits of dried jerky and hard bread, which he passed around the circle. “He and I were teammates for years before he stopped actively desiring my death, isn’t that right, Amherst?”

      Amherst didn’t blink, but he might’ve bobbed his head a fraction of an inch in agreement.

      “Vigils of Wrath are always the oddest ducks, I’ve found,” Telent said, tearing off a big chunk of bread and forcing it into his mouth. “They’re not bad, mind you, just very intense. Wrath is the darkest aspect of Raguel, and wrestling with it takes a toll over time.”

      “I think it’s their affinity with death,” Kol said thoughtfully. He pulled out a teapot and set it on the ground. “Communing with those who have passed beyond the veil, it eats at the mind and spirit.” He twisted his hand and a clump of snow drifted into our hut on magic currents of air. With a flick of his wrist, he dropped the snowball into the pot, which he placed on the fire. “Ah, there we are. I do so love a good cup of tea.” He offered me a smile that split his heavily bearded face. “Nothing better to warm you up after tromping around all night in the snow.”

      “Yes, well I disagree,” Telent replied. “I’ll take a strong flask of whiskey over a cup of tea any day of the week, thank you. Tea will warm your spirits for a few minutes, while brandy will warm them for a night. It also has the added benefit of thawing even the most frosty of dispositions.”

      We fell into an easy quiet as the tea burbled.

      The crunch of snow announced Kerra’s return. She ducked into the hut with the spiked manacles in hand. She tossed them over, and I eyed them like they were a viper, waiting to strike.

      “Time to put them on,” she said simply.

      “Nope,” I said, pushing them away with the toe of my boot. “We already did this song and dance. I’m not wearing those fucking things.”

      “We’re bedding down for the night,” she said, pushing them back over toward me with her boot. “Whether you are what you claim to be or not, it is clear that you are both powerful and dangerous. I won’t risk you killing me and my men in the dark hours of the night while we try and rest. So, you can either wear the cuffs or I can have Telent drug your tea.” She folded her arms and glanced toward the pot. “Pick your poison.”

      I grunted and weighed my options. This was asinine, but I also understood her reasoning. I’d spent more than my fair share of time guarding prisoners, and night would be a perfect time to strike, especially if there was only a single guard or two keeping watch. She was hedging her bets and protecting her men. The idea of slipping on the manacles made me want to vomit, but after giving it a little thought, it still sounded better than getting a cupful of actual poison.

      “Fine,” I growled, picking up the manacles.

      They were as frigid as blocks of ice and it wasn’t just because of the snow falling outside. These things radiated an unnatural cold. A cold that felt hungry. Reluctantly, I clicked them into place and grimaced as the spikes lining the interior of the manacles bit down into my flesh, piercing through my skin with ease. I inspected my wrists expecting to see blood running down in rivulets, but there was nothing. That’s because the shackles were sucking up the blood like a pair of hungry little vampires. Both my blue Arcana gauge and my green Stamina bar appeared in the corner of my vision, draining slowly but steadily as the manacles feasted.

      “Thank you for your cooperation,” she said. “I’ll stand first watch, the rest of you get some shut-eye.” She turned and stalked out of the hut, not bothering to duck through the door because… well, she didn’t need to. Tiny but fierce.

      “Don’t mind her either,” Kol said, tracking her as she vanished into the dark. “She may not be as angry as Amherst, but only by this much.” He held his index finger and his thumb half an inch apart. “She can be rigid, this is true, but understand that she would slap those same manacles on any one of us if that was what the mission dictated. Vigils of Valor are just as curious in their own way as Vigils of Wrath. There are none fiercer in the face of danger, but their courage is rooted in a single steadfast principle.

      “For some of the Valorous, it is beauty or the sanctity of life or the need to protect the weak. For Kerra, it is the law of the Citadel. She has absolute belief and confidence in the leadership of the Custodians. That is the singular guidepost that drives her—the thing that allows her to face any danger undeterred. For her, the rules of the Citadel is the lens through which she sees the world—a lens that turns everything to black and white. There is no room for shades of gray with her, but such a worldview also gives a tremendous clarity of purpose.”

      “That’s why you frustrate her,” Telent said, nodding along as Kol talked. “We came expecting a criminal, instead we found what might well be a legitimate Inkarnate.” He shrugged. “Either that or a powerful Warlock we’ll have to execute with extreme prejudice.”

      The kettle let out an ominous whistle.

      “Tea?” Telent asked, as though he hadn’t just expressly said he might murder me.

      Kol had several small cups, which he filled and passed around. I accepted the offer because he wasn’t wrong—a good hot cup of tea did wonders to warm up your core body temperature. It wasn’t coffee, but it would do in a pinch.

      “So you really are a Vigil then?” Telent asked me between sips of tea.

      I shrugged. “That’s what everyone tells me,” I replied, taking a slurp. The taste was sharp and slightly bitter. I wrinkled my nose but took another slug anyway. “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      “Well, no one in living memory has ever met an Inkarnate before,” he replied with a shrug, “and Vigils tend to live a very, very long time. The last verified Inkarnate died over two hundred years ago. But I’ve yet to meet a magi alive who could convincingly summon a Soul Bound weapon. Perhaps a Warlock could manage it, but then I highly doubt a Warlock would tromp around the countryside, vanquishing Mortka, only to let himself be apprehended by a Fist of Raguel without putting up a fight.”

      I took another sip and pleasant warmth flooded through me. It did more than just warm me up, it also eased some of the soreness in my muscles and took the edge off the throbbing pain in my wrists, which came courtesy of the suppression manacles. I blinked, and golden words swam across my field of vision.

      [Temporary Enchantment! You have been affected by Stamina Affinity Brew. Stamina Affinity Brew is a potent natural enhancer created from the petals of Whiteleaf Rose Petals and pure, refined Affinity Scales. Consuming the brew temporarily boosts Stamina Regeneration and heals minor injuries and eases the weary soul.]

      I glanced down at the empty cup then back up at Telent.

      He offered me a knowing smile.

      “I’m sorry we can’t do more, but hopefully that will ease a little of the discomfort from the manacles. Now, get some sleep.” His words settled over me like a heavy, warm blanket. “Kerra will want to move out early, and without your enhanced abilities, you’ll need all the shut-eye you can get. You’ll wake up in the morning feeling better than ever and without so much as a hangover. Rest well, Boyd Knight.”

      This time, I was too tired to resist his Arcana-amplified suggestion. My body moved on autopilot, and I found myself curling onto my side and my eyes sliding shut with a will of their own.
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      Turned out, Telent—Vigil of “Truth”—was full of horseshit.

      I did not wake up feeling “better than ever.”

      Nope, I woke up feeling like an angry gorilla had pummeled my skull and Jacob-Francis had taken a dump in my mouth. It was the manacles at my wrists, sucking the life from my body. It didn’t help that the brand on my forehead burned worse than a case of super gonorrhea.

      I glanced around the manufactured stone hut and saw that everyone was gone. Blankets, furs, and bedrolls were all laid out, but there wasn’t any sign of Kerra and her friends. The fire had died down to cherry embers and crackling coals, which helped to banish some of the chill. The snowfall had stopped while I was down for the count, and the gray light of predawn lingered above the pines.

      I reached up and ground the palm of my hand into my forehead, trying to quench the pain to a dull roar. After a few seconds, the blinding headache tapered off and I could think straight again, which was good. Because I’d learned the hard way that when my brand started acting up, it invariably meant something nasty was poking around in my immediate vicinity. I silently gained my feet, crept toward the narrow opening, and pushed my way out into the frosty morning. Kerra was waiting for me, leaning her forearms against a rectangular tower shield, its bottom edge dug into the snow.

      “Hope you’re not thinking about making a run for it,” she said, though she didn’t bother to look at me. “It would be such a shame if I had to slice your Achilles tendon and sling you over the back of my mount.”

      “Good morning to you, too,” I said, “and no, I wasn’t thinking of running.” I reached up and tapped a finger against my forehead. “Could be I’m wrong, but my gut says something bad is about to happen.”

      Finally, she looked at me, her eyes hard, her lips just a thin line. “Curious,” she said. “I was wondering whether you would feel it. Aside from a visible display of our connection to Raguel, our brands serve as a natural warning mechanism. I’ve found the pain is always the worst when a creature comes upon me while I sleep.”

      “Phrasing,” I muttered.

      She cocked her head to one side and glared at me. “Raguel watches over us even when we slumber. When a creature with ill intent approaches, the sigil lets us know. The fact that you felt Raguel’s presence is a good sign. Not even the most powerful glamor could replicate that.”

      “Wait, so you know there’s a monster sniffing around?” I asked.

      She just stared at me. “I’ve been tracking its approach for an hour or more,” she replied. “All of us have. I suspect our senses are more finely tuned to the presence of Mortka than yours are. Assuming you are what you claim to be, your awareness will grow in power over time.”

      She sounded like she was coming around to the idea that I was indeed a Vigil, but that didn’t completely ease the tension that had settled into my body. There was a monster out there and it was getting closer by the second.

      “Hey, just spitballing here,” I said after a beat, “but since there’s a monster literally hunting us right now, maybe you could consider cutting me free so I can help out.” I lifted my hands and jangled the manacles at her. “That and not die horribly in case this thing guts you and your whole team.”

      “Not a chance,” she replied, shaking her head. “We’re about to be quite preoccupied, and without the manacles the chances of you trying to escape are extremely high. Consider it a small insurance policy.” She paused. “For what it’s worth, you are in no danger. I’ll protect you.” She patted a hand against her shield and shot me what almost could’ve been a playful wink.

      Her words trailed off as a crunch and a crack echoed through the air and the trees across from me shook and swayed as though something monstrous was forcing its way through the foliage. The stomp of enormous feet reverberated through the ground and up into the soles of my boots. Whatever this thing was, it was big with a capital B. Another crack followed—the sound of a snapping trunk—and then the pine trees parted, revealing the head and shoulders of the biggest grizzly bear I’d ever seen.

      The thing was as wide as a M1A1 Abrams tank and had to stand eight feet, even trundling forward on all fours. It was so big that it made the warhorses look like a bunch of petite show ponies. Shaggy white fur covered its muscular body and swirling blue runes ran across its broad shoulders, down its limbs, and up onto its back. Great curling horns protruded from the side of its head, and four burning cobalt eyes sat above a muzzle filled with blue fangs that burned with arctic power.

      We’d somehow managed to attract a prehistoric demon bear, because of course we did.

      “Now!” Kerra thundered as the beast edged into the clearing.

      Four Vigils burst from the tree line, and with a wild roar, Kerra surged to the front of the battle lines, immediately planting herself in the path of the oncoming beast. A crimson cloak burning with Arcana erupted from her back, billowing out behind her and snapping in a half-felt breeze. A watery halo of crimson light settled over each of the other Vigils. In the same instant, the ground trembled and thick spike-covered vines and roots erupted from the earth, snaking around the bear’s shaggy limbs, then climbing upward, miring the creature in place.

      They didn’t hold for long, though.

      The son of a bitch was just too powerful to be stopped by some overgrown foliage. The creature surged forward, dropped his head, and rammed his horns into Kerra’s upraised shield. Kerra was tiny by anyone’s standards. Compared to Rabid Smoky the Bear? She was a gnat. The hit should’ve sent her flying across the clearing like a golf ball. Instead, the bear slammed into her with a thunderous clang. She didn’t budge an inch, while the bear stumbled back, staggering from the blow. Spikes of gold radiated off her, slashing across the bear’s snout and leaving wide gashes in their wake.

      I had to admit, it was a pretty impressive display.

      Despite her ridiculous size, she clearly played the role of tank. She was probably running Matchless Endurance and Spiked Shell—both from the Bastion of the Protector—as well as some other assortment of skills I couldn’t identify. Maybe Unmoving Bulwark and Mantle of Sanctuary? Hard to say.

      The bear shook off the recoil and lunged again, but this time Kerra pivoted and stepped right, avoiding the assault. Conjured replicas of Kerra sprang up around the monster in a ring. I spotted Telent hanging back, muttering under his breath. That was probably his handiwork. The bear lumbered in a slow circle, sniffing at the air, trying to decide which Kerra to attack. While it made up its mind, the three remaining Vigils went on the offense. Jori, the Vigil of Justice, darted in with surprising speed and summoned his Soul Bound weapon to hand—a short spear with golden runes running over the shaft.

      The spear was a blur in his hands, spinning and twirling with impossible speed as the blade opened up ferocious wounds across the bear’s legs, chest, and sides. Whenever the bear twirled toward him, Jori danced away, avoiding the creature’s lumbering swipes with ease. It was clear what fighting style he ascribed to—hit hard, don’t get hit in return.

      Kol, the enormous Viking of Balance, took a slightly different approach to the fight.

      He threw back his head with a bellow and his body appeared to rip apart at the seams as a monster emerged from the human shell. In a blink Kol was gone, replaced by a creature seven feet tall, covered in black scales, with a flicking reptilian tail and the powerful crushing jaws of a crocodile. A shaggy lion-like mane of what appeared to be green moss enveloped the monster’s head while bits of rocky stone protruded from his shoulders, chest, and forearms like earthen armor. His back was covered with even more moss, along with sticks, vines, and bits of boulder.

      Obviously, Kol was using Totem Transformation, though I’d never seen a monster quite like that one before. It looked more suited to swampy marshland than the frozen tundra, but Kol didn’t seem to mind the cold. He launched himself at the bear’s rear flank, claws carving deep festering wounds in the monster’s hide while his jaws took out great chunks of meat, which the crocodilian murder machine gladly choked down its gullet. Having a few battlefield snacks seemed like an odd choice, but I definitely didn’t want to see the bipedal swamp gator hangry.

      The final, remaining party member, Amherst, Vigil of Wrath, stood well away from the main battle. He held both hands up, no weapon visibly present. But then, he was the weapon. He dealt out a dizzying array of spells. Most of his spells were offensive in nature—javelins of red-hot flame, sledgehammers of raw force, spikes of ice that punched through fur and muscle. But he also played a fair bit of defense, casting Warded Shield, saving his fellow Vigils from devastating physical attacks, or using Life Siphon to eat away at the monster’s Essence and funnel it into his teammates.

      Seeing them fight together was like watching a finely tuned engine fire on all cylinders. Everyone had a role, a purpose, a mission, and they executed them flawlessly.

      Maybe Kerra was right. Maybe I really had nothing to worry about. Honestly, all I wanted was a bucket of popcorn to go with my ringside seat.

      At least, that’s what I thought until the creature reared up on its hind legs; its head cleared even the tallest pines surrounding us, and its belly split open from sternum to groin, revealing a giant tooth-studded maw.

      What the unholy fuck was I even looking at?

      “Fall back!” Kerra yelled, still holding her ground.

      The bear’s belly mouth let out a deafening roar and then it vomited out a trio of smaller, horned bears. Though small is subjective. They were smaller than Grizzly Prime, but still as large as a run-of-the-mill Alaskan grizzly. It didn’t even make sense. What about conservation of mass? The nasty son of a bitch was big, no doubt, but not so big that it could puke out three full-size grizzlies without deflating like a carnival balloon. But nope. Grizzly Prime dropped back down onto all fours, and as he hit, a shock wave rippled out in a circle, felling trees and knocking over Vigils like bowling pins, myself included.

      Golden words swam into view.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Bounty

      

      

      Untimely Ambush: Your party has been waylaid by an Elder Fell Bear. Act now and dispatch the vile beast before it kills any of your fellow Vigils.

      Reward: +500 Essence

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Just like that, I wanted to trade in my metaphorical bucket of popcorn for a Legendary Can of Elder Bear Mace. My mind raced. What in the hell was I supposed to do here? Kerra and her band of well-intentioned assholes had shackled me with manacles that literally sapped away all my divinely granted magical powers. I couldn’t do shit.

      But I wasn’t alone, I reminded myself.

      “Renholm! Cal! You shitheads hiding around here, because if so, I need you now!”

      There was a flash of movement on my right as a Barbie-sized glimmer of light darted in from the forest. Cal materialized beside me a second later.

      “I knew you guys hadn’t abandoned me,” I said.

      “Never, dude,” Cal said solemnly. “I was just biding my time until I could elbow drop these douchebags from the top rope. I’m always in your corner, dead or not.”

      “Yes,” Renholm said, “and I couldn’t leave you behind—not because I like you,” he clarified before I could get the wrong impression, “but because you still owe me Affinity Scales.”

      “Well if you want to get paid,” I growled, “then you need to help me not die. Which means helping these dickheads not die. That guy over there”—I nodded toward Telent, who was busy desperately fighting off one of the smaller, though still enormous, grizzlies—“took my scale pouch. Inside are my Transformation Tokens. Get one to Cal, then you two help wherever you can.” I turned to look at Kerra, who was going toe-to-toe with Grizzly Prime. “I’m gonna go get these goddamned cuffs off.”
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      Knowing that it was a terrible idea, I ran straight toward Kerra, who was crouched down behind her shield, weathering a relentless onslaught of furious blows from Grizzly Prime. The creature saw me coming and aimed one of its enormous paws right at my face. I dove below the swipe and rolled to a stop, momentarily protected behind Kerra’s tower shield.

      “Cuffs, now!” I yelled, brandishing the manacles at her as though they were a weapon.

      “That’s not how this works,” she grunted, sweat rolling down her face, her skin ashen. She was holding it together, but I could tell she was shaken. Clearly, this was not how she’d envisioned this fight going down. “You could escape.”

      “Yeah, but I won’t,” I said. “I willingly came with you, and I’ll willingly let you cuff me once we turn this fucker into bear jerky. But we’re losing out there. Let me help save all of our collective asses!”

      Still, she hesitated.

      “Besides,” I said, “if I do escape, you’ll track me down in like five minutes and beat the shit out of me anyway. But if you let me die here, I’m betting the grand poohbah of the Vigils is gonna be pissed that I don’t get my day in court.” I could see something visibly click inside her head. Letting me out was against the rules but letting me die while in their custody was worse.

      “Fine,” she said, fishing out an odd signet ring tethered around her neck on a leather cord. “But be assured if you escape, I will indeed hunt you down in five minutes and beat the shit out of you.” She pressed the ring to the cuffs. The spikes digging mercilessly into my skin retracted and the manacles popped open, dropping to the snow.

      Instantly, I felt power flood into my limbs. My Stamina gauge and Arcana bar were still down, but now they were now steadily rising.

      “You won’t regret this,” I yelled, darting into the open as I reached through the veil between worlds and summoned my enchanted combat shottie. The gun appeared in my hand and the sudden boom rocked the clearing as I unloaded a trio of Stoneform Affinity Rounds into Grizzly Prime’s stupid bear face. The first two Affinity slugs punched a couple of fist-sized holes in the monster’s muzzle while the third blinded one of its hateful eyes. It reared back, shaking its head in pain. The attack wouldn’t put this ugly SOB down, but it bought Kerra a little breathing room.

      Unfortunately, she wasn’t the only one who needed a helping hand.

      Kol, still in crocodilian form, was wrestling with one of the lesser demon bears. He was holding his own, but his attention was entirely occupied. Jori and Amherst were tag-teaming another one of the killer grizzlies, but Telent was currently on his own against the third demon bear, and things were not going well. Telent wore light leather armor, carried a slim rapier, and seemed to be predominately specialized in the Ward of Truth. The Ward of Truth had approximately zero combat skills. Telent would’ve been great in a court, fighting against a snooty nobleman. That or backstabbing someone in a dark alley.

      Against a demon bear with a chip on its shoulder? Not so much.

      Cal was standing nearby with a crimson marble clutched in his hand while Renholm hovered above his head, holding a leather coin purse twice as big as he was. That was dangerous. The pixie was ravenous for Affinity Scales and would eat every scale in the bag if he thought he could get away with it. Our formal Sidhe Pact was the only thing preventing him from going to town like a platoon of hungry Marines at a Golden Corral. I closed the distance and snatched the bag from his tiny fists before temptation could get the better of him.

      I pulled free a pair of Scales—a Glamor and a Stoneform. I flipped the Glamor Scale to the pixie.

      “Eat up, then go make a nuisance of yourself.”

      His eyes burned bright with greed as he slammed the scale into his mouth.

      I put Renholm from my mind and clenched the second Scale in my palm, drawing its power into my body in a sweet rush. Both my Arcana and Stamina gauges rocketed upward, refilled by the sudden influx of Essence, but that wasn’t the only thing that happened. A thin layer of granite crept across my skin. That was one of the side effects of Stoneform working on my body; it transformed my flesh into natural armor at the expense of agility and speed.

      Beside me, there was a squeal as Cal consumed the Transformation Token and manifested as a gangly, potbellied creature with burnt red skin. A Crave Ghoul—the very first monster I’d ever squared off against. Crave Ghouls were fast, agile, and strong, though not nearly as strong as the bears we were dealing with.

      “Get Telent to safety and guard his back,” I yelled.

      Cal couldn’t talk while transformed, but he chittered excitedly and bobbed his head in understanding, then scampered off on all fours. I lumbered into motion, just a few paces behind him.

      “Telent, the Crave Ghoul’s with me,” I thundered half a heartbeat before Cal tackled the Vigil of Truth around the waist and took him to the ground—

      Saving him from losing his head to a bear paw.

      I dropped my shoulder low and barreled into the grizzly. It felt like running into a solid brick wall. Still, I was a helluva lot stronger than I had been back on Earth, and I was also coated in stone. My hit knocked the murder grizzly back a few paces. The creature staggered and turned its rage on me, Telent completely forgotten. It took a wild swing at me, but I called my mace to hand, smashing the flanged head into the beast’s forearm, shattering the bone on impact. The creature retreated another step, which was a mistake.

      I raised my shotgun and peppered its torso, neck, and face with my five remaining Stoneform Rounds.

      Stoneform turned my skin into natural armor, but when used to enhance my shotgun, it gave every round a chance to inflict internal petrification, causing the target’s joints to temporarily calcify until they were essentially paralyzed. Joint calcification was an extremely painful process, though probably not as painful as getting blasted five times at point-blank range from a magical Marine Corps-issued combat shotgun. Huge bloody wounds bloomed along the grizzly’s body, and its lower jaw just… vanished.

      Both gross and strangely cathartic.

      The bear was some kind of tough, though. Even with half its face missing it was still ready to go another three rounds.

      The Mortka dropped onto all fours and charged, snarling with its shattered jaws. Cal, in Ghoul form, leaped in from the right, landing on top of the bear like it was a braying donkey. He chattered maniacally as he grabbed hold of the bear’s mangled ears and yanked them back.

      While the bear was distracted by the rodeo ghoul, I dismissed my shottie, wound back with my mace, and brought the blunt head down with every ounce of force I could muster.

      I triggered Rend and Crippling Strike just as the mace connected with the bear’s temple. Both were melee skills that came from the Ward of Justice. When activated, Rend allowed any melee weapon to partially plane-shift, causing the strike to ignore non-planar armor, dealing up to twenty-five percent more damage on contact. Crippling Strike unleashed a burst of raw power, which obstructed the target’s Arcana meridians, slowing them by twenty percent and simultaneously preventing them from casting spells for a short while.

      Combined, the pair were a wicked cocktail of ass-kickery.

      The mace connected with a satisfying crunch, and the bear’s head crumpled like a soda can. The glowing blue runes swirling across its fur faded and the light in its eyes promptly flickered and died as its body collapsed under its own weight. The son of a bitch was dead before it hit the ground. Exhaustion hit me like a hammer blow. Unlike my magical spells, Rend and Cripple burned Stamina, not Arcana. The power for the attacks came directly from my muscles and dropped my Stamina gauge close to empty, leaving me feeling as weak as a day-old kitten.

      But now was no time for a breather.

      Jori and Amherst had sliced, diced, and charbroiled their bear, and Kol had damned near decapitated his opponent with his crocodilian jaws, but we still had Grizzly Prime to deal with.

      I jammed one hand into my scale pouch and fished out an oily black Plague Affinity Scale. I clamped my hand closed and drew the power down, feeling a renewed wave of energy roar through me. When directly consumed, Plague Affinity cured all instances of disease or poison afflicting the user. In this case, Stoneform counted as a disease, and the stone layer covering my skin flaked away. The scale also replenished my waning Stamina gauge, leaving me feeling refreshed.

      Kerra was back on her feet, somehow managing to keep the great big grizzly focused entirely on her. She was holding her ground, but it was clear that she wasn’t in a position to hurt this thing, much less kill it. From what I’d gathered, dealing out a shitload of physical damage was the job of a Justice, and I saw an opening.

      “Amherst!” I bellowed to be heard over the din of battle. “Cast Warded Shield near the bear! Chest height!”

      The Vigil of Wrath looked confused and conflicted, but then nodded and thrust one hand out. A glimmering dome of golden light, covered in crimson runes, exploded into existence a handful of feet away from the bear. What I was about to do was dumb as shit, but I didn’t wind up as a Vigil by making smart, life-affirming choices. I took off at a dead sprint and leapt straight up, landing on the top edge of Amherst’s shield. The shield was a construct of metaphysical power, but it felt solid enough beneath my foot.

      With a grunt, I pushed off, using the magical shield as a springboard, and propelled myself onto the mega bear, just as Cal had done with the smaller bear a moment before. The creature hardly noticed as I landed—at least until I called forth my shotgun, pressed it into the base of its skull, and pulled the trigger again and again and again. I was out of Affinity Rounds, so the shotgun siphoned power directly from my core, slow draining my blue Arcana bar in the process. But I’d jacked up my Arcana stat to 23 over the past few weeks, so it was uncomfortable instead of crippling.

      The rounds blew apart fur and chunks of bear meat. That got its attention. It roared, the sound rattling my bones, and reared back, trying to throw me off like an enraged bull.

      I acted on instinct, dismissing my weapons and unleashing one of my newer magical abilities, Arctic Spike. A three-foot length of pale blue ice blasted from my palm and slammed deep into the bear’s meaty shoulder. As my feet went out, I grabbed onto the spit of ice and hung on for dear life while the monster shook, twirled, and generally rampaged, trying to dislodge me.

      “Just hang in a second longer!” I heard Kerra yell. “Its belly is its most vulnerable spot. We’re almost there!”

      There was a whomp and a flash of blinding light.

      Suddenly the bear teetered drunkenly.

      A moment later it let out a deep mewling sound and keeled over onto one side, landing with enough force to send a tremor racing through the ground, shaking the snow from all the nearby pine trees. I collapsed, panting from the exertion, but I didn’t stay that way for long. A swirling cloud of golden light wafted up from the immense Mortka’s corpse and washed across the battlefield. A roaring column of the golden mist bored into my mouth, lifting my body into the air in a fist of brilliance as melodic chiming rang out, filling the clearing with the sound of a heavenly orchestra.

      [You have assisted in killing an Elder Fell Bear! The world has been cleansed! You have been blessed with 2,321 Essence!]

      How about that? I’d just ascended, finally leaving the Disciple Ranks behind.
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      Untimely Ambush: You have helped slay the Elder Fell Bear that ambushed your party and saved your fellow Vigils from death. As a reward for a job well done, you have been granted an additional 500 Essence.
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      The torrent of golden light faded, gently setting me back on my feet.

      In front of me, Kerra, Telent, and Kol were all staring in slack-jawed amazement.

      “Well now, I suppose that answers the question of whether he is truly a Vigil or not,” Kol said with a shrug, finally back in human form. He stroked his beard and eyed me with renewed interest and respect. “Warlocks consume Essence, there is no doubt, but never have I heard of a magic that can replicate the ascension of the Vigilant.”

      “That is not for us to—” Kerra started to say, only to be cut off by a yell from Jori.

      “We’ve got one more!”

      I turned to find the spear-wielding Vigil closing in on Cal, who was currently in Crave Ghoul form. Transformation Tokens didn’t last all that long—anywhere from five to thirty minutes, depending on the quality of the token—but that would be more than enough time for a fist of Vigils to banish him from our realm. Worse, Renholm was on his shoulder, brandishing the little sword I’d crafted for him from a Grass Hound Quill. This could go real bad, real fast, if I didn’t act.

      Telent beat me to it.

      “Stay your hand!” he said, imbuing the words with enough Arcanum to get everyone’s attention.

      It worked. Jori hesitated, right on the verge of trying to harpoon Cal like the White Whale of yesteryear, and stole an uncertain look at Kerra. She was the leader, the shot caller. What she said was law.

      “They’re with me,” I hastily explained, darting around the enormous bear corpse and positioning myself in front of Cal and Renholm.

      “And you would have us believe you’re a Vigil,” Kerra hissed, her face suddenly a thunderhead of fury. “Partnering with a monster?”

      “That’s super rude,” I said. “I mean, sure, Cal is a butterface with a head shaped like a potato, but I wouldn’t go so far as to call him a monster.”

      The Crave Ghoul shimmered beside me and the Mortka form dissipated, leaving my best friend standing awkwardly beside me.

      “Butterface? Are you kiddin’ me, dude?” Cal asked as he glowered at me.

      “I’m not sure what a butterface is,” Renholm said, “but I assume it means you have a hideous visage which is reminiscent of melted butter, to which I am in complete agreement. Looking at you makes me nauseous, and as a being of the Fae Wylds I don’t even have a stomach to be nauseous with.”

      “Wow, wow. Okay, you guys are dicks,” Cal said, throwing up his hands. “Besides, even if my face hypothetically were a five, my body is at least an eight. Probably a nine if I didn’t skip leg day so much. And, for the record, I had chicks complimenting me on the reg.”

      “Your grandma doesn’t count,” I replied.

      “Low blow, Boyd. There’s no need to bring Memaw into this, and we both know I’m not talking about Memaw. I mean, I guess from an objective standpoint, my head is sort of potato shaped—I’ll give you that—but I still pulled way more ass than you when I was alive.”

      “Enough,” Kerra barked, driving her shield into the frozen ground with a reverberating clang. “What is the meaning of all this?”

      “Cal’s my spirit guide,” I replied, genuinely confused. “Maybe I didn’t get the memo, but I was under the assumption all Vigils had spirit guides. And the pixie is… well, it’s complicated. I wouldn’t say we’re friends exactly. He would definitely kill me and eat my corpse if he could get away with it—I know because he’s told me so like fifteen times—but we have an arrangement.”

      “Impossible,” Kerra spat.

      “No,” I said, “me and the pixie made a deal. There’s even a spell for it, called Sidhe Pact.”

      “Not the pixie,” she said, sounding exasperated. “Many Vigils have such arrangements, though why you would pick a pixie is beyond my comprehension. What I meant is your spirit guide. It’s in the name. They guide. They are beings mired firmly in the Etheric Realm. They cannot participate in battle. It’s simply beyond the scope of their involvement in the affairs of our realm. It’s not possible. Kol”—she rounded on the bearded Viking—“have you ever heard of such a thing? Or of a spirit guide capable of consuming a Transformation Token?”

      Kol regarded Cal thoughtfully, still stroking his beard. “No, I will admit I have not, but there can be no doubt that Boyd is a Vigil. If he truly is an Inkarnate, as he says”—he shrugged again—“then who knows what is possible?”

      “Perhaps the Custodians will be able to tell us more,” Kerra said, picking up the manacles and tucking them back into a pouch at her side. She surveyed the steely-gray skyline. “Best we break camp now. Wildespell is just half a day to the north, so let’s mount up and ride. The Exarch awaits…”
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      Kerra and the others looted the bear and processed its enormous corpse—slicing off the white pelt and collecting claws, teeth, and even an odd assortment of organs—while I sat on the sidelines and watched. I hated the fact that Kerra was still treating me like a criminal, but not having to get elbow deep in demonic bear entrails almost made it worth the price of admission. I didn’t get any of the loot, of course—on account of the fact that I was a potential blasphemer and general scoundrel—but Kerra assured me that if the Custodians cleared me of the charges, she would personally see that I received my fair share of the bounty.

      I believed her.

      She was uptight, anal-retentive, and had the same sense of humor as a Catholic nun, but she was also a straight shooter. She followed the rules. If the top brass cleared me of wrongdoing, which they would, then she’d pony up what I was owed.

      By first light, we were in the saddle and riding along a wide dirt road, lightly dusted with snow, which cut northward.

      Despite the fact that Kerra still harbored suspicions that I was secretly a powerful Warlock, trying to trick my way into the heart of the Citadel, the mood in the party was much lighter. Saving the party’s collective asses had engendered me a lot of good will. Instead of clopping along in brooding silence with the howl of the wind at our backs, everyone laughed, joked, and generally bullshitted around. Turned out, soldiers were soldiers no matter where they were. Eventually all the bullshittery devolved into everyone telling their most hilarious war stories.

      Like the time Kol got ambushed by a pack of feral Ashcats while he was taking a dump behind a rock. Poor guy had to square off against a pack of what essentially amounted to fire-breathing lions while Donald Ducking it with his bare ass hanging in the breeze.

      Or the time Telent attended a royal banquet while investigating a string of grisly murders, only to get drunk and be seduced by a countess who ended up being an Undead Spectral Lich. He had to fight her off while simultaneously having both hands tied to the bedposts.

      There was a truly surprising, borderline gratuitous, amount of nudity in most of their stories.

      I swapped tales right along with them, though many of mine were from back on Earth. I hadn’t been doing this Vigil thing long enough to have anything to joke about. I mean, I guess there was that one “hilarious” time where I tried to fight a Hexblight, thinking it was an Elder Changeling, and it broke my spine by throwing me into the side of a building. So funny. Although the other Vigils did find it genuinely hysterical when I told them about the punishment I’d served Gustav Hultgren, the high magistrate who was largely culpable for all the heinous shit that had happened in Ironmoor.

      After seizing Gustav’s estate, I’d thrown a three-day bender but only invited the poor, and then I gave away his mansion and had it turned into an orphanage. By the time I was done talking, Jori was doubled over, clutching his sides as tears rolled down his face. As a Vigil of Justice, he really appreciated the poetic justice of the whole situation.

      The next four hours passed in a blur as we chatted about the world I’d left behind while I asked questions about Wildespell and the Citadel—although Kerra put the kibosh on that real quick. Sharing intel with a potential Warlock was a big no-no in her endless book of rules. Not that I could blame her for being cautious. Before dying, I’d been part of Force Recon—the closest thing the Marine Corps had to Special Forces—and operational security was a matter of life and death. I couldn’t count the number of times that Drill Instructor Screw Y’All had screamed “Loose lips sink ships” at me.

      We ate lunch in the saddle. The meal consisted of stale bread and jerky that was tougher than old boot leather. Not exactly a gourmet dining experience, but I’d eaten worse. The Veggie Omelet MRE literally tasted like refrigerated dog vomit covered with fake cheese. This was top-notch by comparison.

      What everyone really wanted to know about, though, was Cal. Apparently, spirit guides served most Vigils in a more ceremonial capacity. They made their own hours, showed up whenever they felt like it, and occasionally imparted the odd tidbit of heavenly wisdom before disappearing back into the Etheric Realm. Basically, they were OFP—Own Fucking Program—and if you really needed to talk to them, it required days’ worth of prayer and fasting. Even then, it was a coin toss, and they might still leave you hanging high and dry.

      Spirit guides certainly didn’t just hang around and bullshit, and they never, ever, under any circumstances, helped in battle. The rest of the Vigils seemed genuinely shocked that Cal even could help in battle. That’s how bizarre it was.

      They also had a shitload of questions about Renholm, who was nowhere to be seen. The pixie had taken off on Sir Jacob-Francis the second our scuffle against the demonic grizzly ended. He didn’t want to try his luck with a bunch of religious zealots with magical powers and a hard-on for killing monsters, which was probably a wise choice. Considering Kerra’s general attitude toward doing things by the book, I was willing to bet she would incinerate him if given half a chance.

      It seemed a Vigil partnering with a pixie was about as odd as a spirit guide who could turn into a monster. According to Telent, pixies were capricious, manipulative, impulsive, bloodthirsty little buttholes who would steal anything not nailed down to the floor and that was only because they couldn’t pry out the nails, since they were cold iron. Pixies also hated authority and avoided Vigils like the plague. I found myself nodding along in agreement as he spoke. I mean, none of that was news to me, nor would it be news to anyone who had spent even five minutes with Renholm.

      There wasn’t any specific rule against creating a Sidhe Pact with a pixie, but it just wasn’t done because why would anyone subject themselves to such a nightmarish, toxic relationship for almost no tangible benefit? Pixies weren’t particularly strong and though they had access to a wide variety of Fae magics, they were more unreliable than a boot Marine fresh to the Fleet.

      I couldn’t believe it, but I found myself vigorously defending the pixie, trying to explain how useful he was. And he was. He’d saved my life on more than a few occasions, he knew a lot more about magic and the world of Mortka than Cal did, and his ability to go places unseen and sniff out clues like a bloodhound was invaluable. What was a little petty thievery, arson, and murder compared to all that? But no matter what I said, they just wouldn’t believe it. That I was from another world where people didn’t have magic, but could fly around in giant steel dragons?

      Yeah, sure. Whatever.

      That a pixie could be useful? Not in a million years.

      Kol even suggested in all earnestness that I was bewitched—though Telent assured everyone that he couldn’t find any indication of mental magicks being employed against me.

      At around noon, Cal said his goodbyes and disappeared, heading back to the Etheric Realm for a little R and R. Like Renholm, Cal was getting stronger the more I fed him Affinity Scales, but sunlight was still hell on wheels against his spectral form. It took a lot of Essence for him to pierce the veil between worlds—maybe that was the reason the other spirit guides did it so rarely?—and even more to hang out in the Material Realm for prolonged periods of time. Even talking burned through valuable Essence that he needed in order to hold himself together.

      Just like when I burned through all of my Arcana, Cal needed time to recoup Essence, and the only way to do that was to consume Affinity Scales or loiter around in the Etheric Realm. Manifesting during the night was far easier for him and so was breaching the veil in areas that were especially dense with Essence. Like Mortka dens. Which honestly made perfect sense in my mind. Mortka dens always appeared in areas where the boundary between the material and the etheric was already as thin as cheap Porta John toilet paper.
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      It was late afternoon when our party finally crested a hill and our destination came into view for the first time. So far, I’d spent most of my time in this world puttering around rural villages and dusty backwater towns. The only proper city I’d seen so far was Ironmoor, and even that had a population of ten or fifteen thousand people at the most.

      Wildespell was on a whole different level.

      Rolling green farmland stretched out in the valley below, dotted by farms, storehouses, and cattle pens. The road we were on carved through those fields, eventually crossing over a broad, meandering river that was fed by a large waterfall that rained down from the jagged cliff face of a mountain range to the west. The river, in turn, spilled into a placid bay to the east with a series of large stone docks poking out into the surface like arthritic fingers. Schooners, sloops, and flat-bottomed trading boats were moored for the winter.

      Wildespell butted up against the snow-dusted mountains on one side and was hemmed in by the bay on the other. It occupied a naturally fortified position that would make sieging the city nearly impossible. An enormous gray stone wall, thirty feet high, ringed in the southern border, separating the city proper from the sprawling farmlands.

      Outside the walls and running along the edge of the bay was a second city—smaller and grimier. The streets were dirt instead of cobblestone, the houses were constructed from wood more often than stone, and the roofs were covered with thick sheets of thatch. A palisade wall of sharpened logs surrounded the overflow encampment, offering it some protection from wolves and wandering Mortka.

      I recognized a slum when I saw one.

      We skirted well away from the run-down overflow camp and headed into the city through a set of enormous gates large enough to accommodate an army of war elephants.

      Inside, the buildings were built from gray stone, likely mined from the nearby mountains, and were covered with wooden slat roofs and red ceramic tiles. Many of the houses and shops were painted in a variety of eye-searing color combos that made me wince. The other thing that made me wince was the reek of unwashed bodies, which mercilessly assailed my heightened senses. Based on the gutters, which ran with sludgy fluids, I was gathering that Wildespell hadn’t figured out indoor plumbing yet.

      The streets bustled with activity. The clop of hooves on cobblestone roads. The echoing clang of hammers on steel and the distant cry of street vendors announcing their wares. It was chaos waltzing with civilization. What stood out above all else was the dirty-faced people who parted for us as we passed, staring up in worshipful adoration. In every town and city I’d visited so far, Vigils were regarded with a wide degree of both veneration and fear, which occasionally bordered on hostility.

      Vigils were monster hunters, but they could just as easily strike down men and women as a rogue Mortka. Vigils sniffed out the truth and punished evil assholes no matter who they were or where they lived. What I’d done to Gustav Hultgren was a prime example. Thing was, everyone had secrets to hide and skeletons lurking in their closets. Even though Raguel was mostly concerned with monsters, murderers, and systemic greed, everybody and their brother seemed to think he cared about that one time they banged the maid or that other time when they sold their neighbor a lame goat.

      Most people believed their petty misdeeds were worthy of an axe to the neck, which explained why everyone was so cagey whenever a Vigil rolled into town.

      But not here. Not in Wildespell.

      Nope. The fine folk of this city loved them some Vigil Bound.

      They treated us like rockstars or maybe priests. Or maybe the legendary rock band, Judas Priest. It was nuts. Some outright cried as we passed. Others dropped to their knees and prayed openly in the street. A few begged for blessings on them or their household or their businesses or their children. The list of supplications was endless, and the sheer number of random-ass babies that were thrust toward us was astounding. Sometimes two or three babies at once. Who the hell even had that many babies? Life before birth control was wild.

      Kerra and the others were only too happy to oblige. They blasted off holy invocations like they were .50 cal rounds, and at a nod from Kerra, Telent showered the masses with handfuls of copper and silver coins. That elicited even more cheers from the onlookers.

      And if these people loved Vigils in general, they lost their goddamned minds over Kerra. Everyone knew her name and more than a few rounds of “Kerra the Valorous” and “All Hail the Justiciar” followed in our wake as we wound our way through the warren of streets and toward the fortified Citadel that looked down from its lofty perch among the mountains.

      My main takeaway was that Kerra was a big fucking deal ’round these parts.

      The crowds thinned out and eventually died away completely as we approached the pearly white walls and the shining gates that separated the Citadel from the rest of Wildespell. Guards decked out in scale mail with bleached bone tabards proudly bearing the five sigils of Raguel patrolled the ramparts above. I’d seen a spattering of caravan guards and city soldiers since winding up in this world, and nine times out of ten they were old, out of shape, and using gear that had seen its best years a decade or more ago.

      These guys were different. They were professionals.

      Their armor gleamed, their tabards were spotless, and they looked like they knew their way around the halberds in their hands. More than a few also carried crossbows, many of which were fixed on me as we rode past. Knowing there were so many people ready to shoot me down if I so much as looked at someone wrong made the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention.

      The outer gates were made from gleaming bronze and they were thrown wide open in reception. A pair of steely-eyed guards snapped to attention and thumped gauntleted fists to chests as we passed. The gates fed into a mustering yard big enough to hold a battalion of troops. The yard was enclosed by more walls, and a second, interior gate led deeper into the complex. I glanced up. The walls were crawling with more armored soldiers. A pair of enclosed towers were also perfectly positioned to rain down arrow fire on any enemy unlucky enough to make it past the first set of gates.

      Unlike the polished bronze gate that separated the Citadel from Wildespell, the second gate was heavy steel, covered with thick spikes and glimmering runes that burned with Arcana. This entryway was presided over by a pair of Vigils, though neither had a brand, which I thought was weird as hell. I’d gotten the distinct impression that all Vigils had a brand of one kind or another. There was no mistaking those red eyes, though. One of the guards caught sight of the mark on my forehead, and instantly I could feel malice radiating off him in palpable waves.

      If looks could kill, I was convinced he would’ve set me on fire in the saddle. He nudged his partner then nodded toward me. The second Vigil openly glowered then leaned over and spit onto the cobblestones.

      They didn’t try to stop me, though, not with Kerra by my side. She was my golden ticket.

      We plodded on through into another courtyard, even bigger than the first.

      More guards in white tabards milled about here, some practicing with swords, spears, and halberds, while others tended horses or trickled in and out of an enormous circular building topped by a golden dome. Based on the layout, I was guessing that was the enlisted barracks and likely housed all of the non-Vigil soldiers I’d seen patrolling the premises. I’d half-expected the Vigils themselves to do that, but it made way more sense that they would have their own private army to handle the day-to-day security bullshit.

      They had Mortka to hunt down and evildoers to beat the shit out of.

      This courtyard also had a set of gates, though these were reinforced wood, not steel or bronze. There was a line of plain-dressed townsfolk and merchants with carts, all waiting to be searched or questioned. The Citadel took security very seriously, which I could respect the hell out of. There wasn’t a single point of failure, and there were a ton of fallbacks and fighting positions on the off chance that the fortress city was ever overrun.

      The guards at the inner wooden gate were of the regular variety and waved us through without a word, even going so far as to bow deeply as we trotted past. On the other side of the doors was… well, a sizeable village in its own right. There were stables, shops—everything from seamstresses and apothecaries to blacksmiths and restaurants. Not to mention a three-story inn, with a wooden sign that read the Blessed Nugget. This little town was nowhere near as big as Ironmoor, but still, there had to be close to a thousand people.

      We threaded our way through an open-air market and across a literal moat with its own drawbridge that ushered us through a final section of wall, fifty feet tall and twenty feet thick. A handful of Citadel soldiers patrolled the ramparts, but most of those looking down on me in judgment were more of the red-eyed Vigils, none of whom had a brand to call their own. That was an interesting tidbit, which I stored away for later. After passing through a long tunnel riddled with murder holes, we found ourselves in a third courtyard, hemmed in on the left by the rocky cliff face and the right by the outer curtain wall. Beyond the wall was the bay.

      No one would be trying to take the walls here. Not unless they could fly.

      The Citadel fortress, carved from slabs of gray granite and white marble, dominated the northwestern section of the skyline. Jutting up from the fortress like a hitchhiker’s thumb was a looming tower that depicted the five faces of Raguel, all looking out over the city with stony eyes that saw every wrong, every injustice. The monolith cast a slender shadow down onto the courtyard—a constant reminder of its presence.

      Brandless Vigils sparred in the yard. Drilling various weapons forms. Practicing hand-to-hand fighting techniques. Trying their skill at the archery range or scrambling and flipping along the agility course with preternatural grace and dexterity. The age range ran from as young as eight or nine all the way up to the late teens and early twenties. There were a couple of older Vigils, branded and decked out in badass armor, overseeing what I assumed were Citadel trainees.

      As we clopped across the pavers and past a hulking fountain with a statue of Raguel at its center, the would-be Vigils stopped cold. They turned as one, barked out a formal greeting to Kerra, then slammed fists against their chests in perfect unison. She saluted them in return, before guiding our party away from the training yard and into the stables.

      “Good luck with your trial, Boyd!” Telent said as he dismounted.

      “Indeed, you seem like a fine fellow!” Kol boomed. He gave me a broad smile and handed off the reins of his horse to a young boy of maybe ten with red eyes and a dirt-smudged face. “For what it’s worth, I hope the Custodians don’t execute you.”

      “You and me both,” I said as Kerra clamped her hand over my elbow and dragged me unceremoniously toward a servant’s entrance.
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      Instead of taking me on a guided tour of the Citadel, Kerra pulled out the suppression manacles, clamped them back onto my wrists, then put a musty burlap sack over my head. The spikes bit down like hungry piranha teeth, draining the Arcana and supernatural Stamina from my body once more.

      “Really?” I asked, my voice muffled. “I thought we were past this.” I winced as the spikes chomped into my skin.

      “My personal feelings are irrelevant in the matter,” she said. “The Citadel’s rules and laws exist for the safety of our order and the Exarch most of all. Although your assistance on the journey is appreciated, I will not break protocol. What’s to say that this wasn’t all a ruse, specifically intended to lure us into a false sense of security, thereby allowing you to get into the presence of the Custodians, unshackled?”

      “Is that really what you think is going on?” I asked, voice dry and flat as the Serengeti.

      “No,” she admitted, “but the risk is too great. For what it’s worth, I do believe the veracity of your claims, and I will give an honest report of what happened to the Custodians, but I cannot and will not betray the mission that has been entrusted to me. Now stop delaying the inevitable and walk. We are expected shortly.”

      After climbing twenty flights of stairs and trudging up half again as many sloping hallways—bumping face-first into more than a few walls along the way—we reached our destination. I knew because I could hear the gentle scuff of boots on tile and the whispered murmurs of other people.

      “They’re ready for you, Justiciar,” said a voice I didn’t recognize, deep and gruff.

      “Thank you, Morgan,” Kerra replied formally, prodding me into motion once more as a door ever so softly squeaked open in front of me. The groan and scrape of chairs followed in short order.

      “Honored Custodians of the Citadel,” Kerra intoned as she pulled on my arm gently, motioning for me to stop, “I bring before you Boyd Knight, the false Vigil we have been receiving widespread reports about. Before you proceed with your judgment, honored Custodians, there are extenuating circumstances that warrant your immediate attention. Most notably, the accused claims that he is not a false Vigil at all, but rather is an Inkarnate, hand-chosen by Raguel, and called from a different world.”

      She paused and took a deep breath as though bracing herself for a punch to the solar plexus. “As unlikely as that may seem,” she continued, “I believe he is being forthright in his claims. Vigil Telent interrogated the man extensively and found no guile to his words. Furthermore, the accused has demonstrated a host of notable powers and abilities, which, to the best of my knowledge, would be impossible for even an accomplished Warlock to replicate.”

      “You forgot about the part where I saved you from that giant bear,” I said, my voice muffled by the hood.

      “I didn’t forget,” she growled quietly in my ear. “I was getting to it.” She cleared her throat. “As the alleged Inkarnate mentioned, he also assisted the retrieval team after we were waylaid by a Fell Bear just south of the Rifthorn pass, which had an…” She faltered. “An uncommon ability I haven’t seen before—”

      “Did it conjure a series of smaller bears, then?” a wizened old voice asked, a note of mischief in his words.

      “Yes,” she replied, surprised.

      “Aye,” the voice replied with a chuckle. “I’ve seen it before—must’ve been an Elder. They get craftier as they get on in years, much like we Vigils. More unpredictable, too. Some eventually develop a rare ability called Lesser Replicant, which allows them to instantaneously spawn several junior Fell Bears. It’s a truly nasty surprise if you’re not prepared for it. In truth, you’re lucky to be alive.”

      “Yes,” she replied matter-of-factly, “in part thanks to the accused. I am still convinced we would’ve defeated the creature on our own, but we may have suffered casualties without his assistance. It should also be noted that he had an opportunity to escape after the battle but chose instead to come with us once more and face his judgment. He has shown himself to be honorable, if annoying.”

      “Aw, you say the nicest things, Kerra,” I said through the hood. “I think you’re pretty awesome too.”

      “If there is no indication that he is being dishonest,” another voice said, this one female and hard as an iron battle-ax, “then why is he being detained and treated in such a fashion? We all know how thoroughly unpleasant the suppression manacles are, yet you have forced a potential Inkarnate to wear them, even after he proved himself in combat and defended our brothers and sisters from harm? If what he says is true, then he should be treated as an honored guest, yet we have shown him the hospitality of a wanton criminal.”

      “That is protocol, Custodian Thrane,” Kerra replied evenly, shrugging off the scorn in her voice. “It was not my job to determine whether he is or is not what he claims to be. The Citadel dispatched me with the task of finding Boyd Knight, a man claiming to be a Vigil, and bringing him in so that he could be judged by the collective wisdom of the Custodians. That is what I did. Nothing more, nothing less. Given his potential power and the possibility that he is a Warlock, shackling him for the safety of the Custodians was the only reasonable course of action.”

      “Enough of this,” a third voice boomed. “Let us not bicker amongst ourselves, Custodian Thrane. What is done is done and cannot be undone, and in the meanwhile, we’re talking about the man as though he is not standing before us, bound and hooded. Justiciar Kerra has given us her testimony, now let us see the truth for ourselves.”

      A second later, Kerra pulled the hood off my head.

      I squinted and blinked against the harsh glare of torchlight, letting my eyes adjust after being in utter darkness for so long. I was in a circular chamber with a golden dome high above me. The floors were marble and inlaid with a gold-and-silver relief that depicted the fivefold sigil of Raguel. Stained glass windows, showcasing each of Raguel’s faces, were set into the walls, interspersed by golden sconces that burned with unnatural flames. Blue. Green. Red. Gold. Silver.

      There was an enormous crescent-shaped table directly in front of me with five stern-faced individuals seated directly behind it. There was a collective round of surprised gasps when they saw my bloodred eyes.

      “Incredible,” the man at the center of the table said, standing slowly. The guy had a full head of silver hair and fine crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes. He was older. If I had to guess, I’d say he was in his late forties or early fifties, though it was impossible to tell for sure. He planted his hands on the table and leaned forward, brow furrowed as he studied the symbol on my forehead.

      I studied the symbol on his right back.

      It was an exact mirror of my own. The golden sigil of Justice.

      “It’s not a fake,” he declared after a beat. “I’m sure of it. Kerra, release him from the manacles in you please.”

      “But Exarch,” she said, “are you sure that is—”

      He held a hand and silenced her with a look. “Although I am getting up there in years, Justiciar, I am not as frail as I might appear.”

      Frail? The dude was jacked. He looked like he could bench press a pickup truck, then go for a ten-mile fun run with a full rucksack. Plus, he was decked out in glossy red scale mail that looked like it had come from an actual dragon. Frail was not the word I would’ve used, older or not.

      “Besides, even if he has ill intentions toward our venerated Custodians, I feel reasonably certain we could stop him. Yarran,” he said, gesturing toward a lanky Vigil at the end of the table with the sigil of Truth on his forehead, “question the young man, if you will.”

      Kerra grimaced but did as she was told, using the signet ring around her neck to free me from the shackles. They dropped to the floor with a thunk, and palpable relief rushed through me. Sweet Lord Almighty, but that felt good. The bloody gouges in my skin, courtesy of the sharpened iron spikes, immediately started to heal over while my Stamina and Arcana pools filled.

      Yarran skirted around the far edge of the table and approached me with his hands folded behind his back. I felt like a prized poodle getting looked over by one of those fancy dog show judges.

      “Remarkable,” he said after a moment. “If this is Warlock magick, it’s of a type I’ve never seen before. He has access to the Ascendant System yet…” He paused, lips pressed into a tight line. “Yet it is different from anything I’ve seen before. He is both like us and utterly unique from us. Unless I am mistaken, he has recently ascended to the Adept Class, which is a remarkable achievement considering the circumstances.”

      He prodded my forehead with a spidery finger, then circled around me, poking at my ribs, chest, and shoulders. “Yes,” he continued thoughtfully, “there is no doubt in my mind that he has been touched directly by Raguel. I can see his life thread, plain as the nose on my face. Clearly, he is a grown man, but based purely on his life thread he is but an infant to our world. It is as if he was recently born anew.” He shook his head. “Truly, I’ve never seen the like.”

      He stepped directly in front of me and locked eyes with me.

      “It is considered bad form to use any form of mental compulsion against our fellow Vigils,” he said apologetically, his voice warm and fatherly, “but we must discern the truth of this matter. Best if you don’t resist. Besides, it is in your own best interest that you speak the truth, do you understand?”

      It was the same line Telent had used on me back in the Twisted Pig, but the power radiating off this guy—permeating every word—was a hundred times more powerful. I’d been able to resist Telent’s suggestions, but this hit me like a bomb blast. Like the weight of a mountain pressing down against my chest. My knees trembled and my vision swam. In a flash of sudden insight, I knew he was right. Telling him the truth was in my own best interest, and I wanted to help this man in any way I could.

      “Yes,” I said, my mouth numb.

      “Very good. Now, is it true that you are from another world?” he asked. “That you are an Inkarnate as you claim to be?”

      “Yes,” I grunted again. There was some part of me that didn’t want to speak on general principle, but the request just sounded so reasonable. Besides, I didn’t have anything to hide. This is for your own good, Boyd, a quiet voice whispered over and over again in the back of my head like a song playing on repeat.

      “Tell us everything,” he commanded.

      Before I could even think about resisting, the words poured from my lips.

      I told them about Earth, about growing up in the backwoods of Kentucky, and my time in the Marine Corps. I told them about Fallujah, about Cal, about the IED that took his life and the grenade that ripped apart my guts. I told them about the shadow demon that had come to ferry my soul through the cosmos and my half-remembered face-to-face with Raguel. Yarran asked me questions as my story unfolded. He grilled me about Cal and Renholm—wanted to know if I was a pawn for the Fae Courts—then moved on to a series of questions about Arturo and Ironmoor.

      I answered every single question without hesitation.

      I would’ve told him anything. Hell, I would’ve confessed to breaking my gran’s fine china back when I was eight—a secret I’d never told another living soul. Even from a galaxy away, I was pretty sure my gran would’ve found a way to whoop my ass if she knew I broke those plates.

      “I sense no guile,” Yarran declared as I finally fell silent.

      I was hunched over, hands on my knees, sweat pouring down my face. My stomach was knotted into a fist, and I felt like a dishrag that had just been wrung dry.

      “He is telling the truth. This man is indeed an Inkarnate, snatched from the claws of death and called from across the stars by Raguel.”

      There was a moment of stunned silence as the Custodians of the Citadel all shifted uncomfortably in their high-backed seats. Everyone looked mortified. Everyone except for Kerra. She looked exactly as composed and unruffled as she had when we marched in here.

      “I suspect we owe you a great apology,” the man in the center said, breaking the stillness, “so let me formally offer you one. I am Exarch Gerhard, and on behalf of all the Custodians of the Citadel, we are truly sorry for the discourtesy you have suffered under our care. I’m sure adjusting to our world has been no easy task, and instead of being welcomed to our order with the honor and respect you deserve, we have debased you terribly. Both by questioning you in the manner we have, and in the way Justiciar Kerra has treated you.”

      I stole a sidelong look at Kerra.

      This was my chance to be a dick and rub her face in the fact that she’d been wrong. But… I didn’t want to. She’d just been doing her job and, as far as I was concerned, she’d done it well. She’d executed her mission objective, hadn’t let her personal feelings get in the way, and she’d done it all to protect others. Sure, I might’ve done things differently had I been in her shoes, but I could understand why she’d made the choices she had.

      If that wasn’t enough, it was clear the people of this city loved her, and I suspected she’d come by the adoration the honest way—by helping people when they needed it.

      “Naw, no hard feelings,” I said, shrugging one shoulder. “From the sounds of it, you guys don’t get a lot of Inkarnates turning up on your doorstep. You were just trying to do the smart thing, and for what it’s worth, Justiciar Kerra did a bang-up job of getting me here. I mean, I did almost get eaten by a demon murder bear, but that could’ve happened to anyone.”

      “Thank you for your graciousness,” the Exarch replied with a nod. “It is a high mark on your character and speaks well of your temperament. Now, I am sure you are tired. Though you may be from a different world, you are one of us in spirit and are welcome here. You will be given quarters appropriate to your station within the Citadel and will have access to any of the services and shops on the premises. Obviously, you will not be forced to undergo the Ascension of the Vigilant since you have been personally marked by Raguel, and by all accounts, you have done an admirable job since arriving here.

      “Slaying a Hexblight is no small feat, even for a Fist of Vigils. To do so with only the aid of an Arbitrator is quite astounding.” He paused, tapping thoughtfully at his chin. “Still, I suspect there is much you need to learn about this world and about the inner workings of our esteemed order.” He turned his gaze on Kerra. “I want him paired with a senior trainer—someone to help guide him as he adjusts. Run him through the basics. Weapons, our unarmed martial disciplines, Fist tactics and composition. Let’s also make sure he gets a few formal contracts under his belt as well. Kerra, as Justiciar of Training, I will defer to your recommendation, but I think Niels might be a good fit.”

      I felt a spirit of dickishness well up inside me as a plan formed in my mind.

      “Actually,” I said with a completely straight face, “if you’re going to pair me with a trainer, I’d like to be partnered with her.” I hooked a thumb toward Kerra.

      I fought against the overwhelming desire to openly laugh at the indignant, disbelieving look that flashed across her face. True, I didn’t want her to get in trouble for doing her job, but she had handcuffed me with magical vampiric shackles, forced me to ride through a blizzard, and stuffed my head into a burlap sack. She had a little payback coming her way, and I knew babysitting me would chap her ass, which was the exact level of dick I wanted to be.

      “But that’s… I have duties,” she stammered. “Responsibilities…”

      “Look,” I said, raising my hands in concession, “I’m sure this other guy, Niels, is awesome, but I want the best of the best. I mean, Kerra oversees your entire training program, so who could be better than her? You even trusted her to hunt me down, which says a lot about the kind of faith you have in her. Also”—I leaned in and dropped my voice—“I think she might have a crush on me.”

      “What? No… That’s… I most certainly do not,” she said, bristling like an angry porcupine.

      “Methinks the lady doth protest too much,” I replied, shooting her a wink.

      “Exarch, noble Custodians, you can’t seriously be entertaining this,” Kerra said, her face like an angry thunderhead. “I’ve already spent too much time away from the initiates. I am far too busy—”

      “I think it’s a wonderful idea,” the Exarch said firmly, his tone ringing with a sense of finality. “It’s not every day we receive an Inkarnate, and after the disservice we’ve done him, this seems like a small consolation, all things considered. Having him work directly beneath you—”

      “Phrasing,” I muttered.

      “—is an excellent idea,” he continued, though I thought I saw a slight smile at my remark. “There is no one better suited to instruct him, Justiciar, and perhaps he has something to teach us in turn. There is surely a reason Raguel, in his infinite wisdom, has decided that our paths should cross. Vigil Niels is more than capable of overseeing your administrative duties until this special assignment is concluded. Be welcome to the Citadel of Custodians, Boyd Knight. You both are dismissed.”
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      With a scowl tattooed across her face, Kerra ushered me away from the judgment chamber and down what felt like a thousand stairs. This time I had the benefit of not having a musty bag over my head, although there wasn’t much to look at. Just winding, windowless spiral staircases and dusty back corridors illuminated by odd blue-white orbs covered in runes, which were affixed to the walls at regular intervals. They were almost like medieval light bulbs, and I could feel Essence radiating outward from them with a dull buzz.

      Those had to be powered by Affinity Scales, though I wasn’t sure how the process worked.

      “I know you think you’re getting back at me,” she said as we walked, “but you won’t be laughing come morning. In case you haven’t figured it out yet, I take my job very seriously, and if they want me to train you, you will be properly trained—and you have about fifteen years’ worth of meditation, drills, weapons form, and combat technique to catch up on.”

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time,” I replied.

      I could practically hear her jaw clenching.

      The staircase finally bottomed out and Kerra angrily shouldered her way through a wooden door that led to what I could only describe as an indoor city. I let out a low whistle as I stared up at an immense crystalline dome that showcased a brilliant sunset of pinks and purples and oranges. The complex was four stories high, with a circular open courtyard in the center, and was equal parts Sistine Chapel, Vegas casino, and Midwest shopping mall. The floors were cut tile, the walls marble inlaid with gold and silver.

      Everywhere I looked were statues, fountains, idyllic koi ponds, and indoor gardens that boasted huge trees and beautiful flowerbeds. There were benches and walking paths that weaved through the greenery, and more than a few of them were filled with red-eyed Vigils talking softly or curled up by themselves with a book. The upper levels of the fortress consisted of a wide assortment of vendors, all perfectly tailored to fulfill any and every need a Vigil might have. There were restaurants and taverns, armor shops, and weapons stalls. And huddled in the nooks and crannies were bookstores and apothecaries with dried herbs and Essence-infused meat hanging in the window.

      “Listen, I need to make some arrangements,” Kerra said, rounding on me. “I’ve been gone for several weeks already and regardless of what the Custodians believe, I do have some administrative duties that require my immediate attention. Especially if I’m going to be taking a protracted leave of absence to oversee your training. I’ll leave word with the attendants to set up sleeping arrangements for you. The Residence Halls are in the eastern wing—you’ll be in the Adept Quarters on the fourth floor. If you get lost, ask any of the people wearing the gray-and-gold livery. They all work in the Citadel and can point you in the right direction.

      “In the meantime, if you are hungry, there are a number of different rank-appropriate restaurants you can eat at on the second floor, or you can head to the mess hall down that way.” She waved toward a hallway snaking off into the distance. “The taverns cost coin, but the mess hall is free to all Vigils, regardless of rank or status.” She pulled a small leather pouch from her belt and flicked it to me. “The Citadel has its own form of currency. That should be enough to hold you over until morning.”

      “What about an altar?” I asked, tossing the coin pouch idly from hand to hand. “I need to pop by the ol’ Soul Vault and take care of a couple of things.”

      “Yes, of course. There are several chapels you may visit, which operate at all hours of the day or night. Each will have an altar that should suit your needs. Although you didn’t ask, there are also public baths on the first floor in the Residence Hall.” She paused, a ghost of a smile flickering across her lips. “I would recommend you avail yourself of them.” She turned on a heel, red cape fluttering as her boots clicked on the tiled floors. “Remember, tomorrow, first light in the training yard. Don’t be late or you’ll regret it sorely.”

      She walked away, circling around a large fountain, before disappearing down one of the huge corridors that trailed off to god only knew where.

      I opened the leather pouch and spilled the money out onto my palm—a handful of silver and bronze coins, branded on one side with a set of scales while the other was marked with the fivefold symbol of Raguel, embossed in flawless detail. I had no idea what the going rate for goods or services was around these parts, so I decided to stow the coins for the time being and stick to the free options.

      I found what passed for a medieval cafeteria after a solid fifteen minutes of wandering.

      It was an enormous banquet hall, filled with stately wooden tables, polished high-backed chairs fit for royalty, enormous chandeliers dangling from the rafters, and all the vitality and excitement of a morgue. The handful of Vigils using the hall talked in hushed whispers while somber-faced attendants in gray livery padded silently through the room, bearing serving trays piled high with food and flagons of ale.

      The servers all looked miserable, and I couldn’t blame them one bit.

      There wasn’t a smile to be seen anywhere.

      The last time I’d seen a group of people with so many collective sticks shoved up their asses, it had been in the Officer’s Mess in Fallujah. The brass were always worried about appearances, about maintaining decorum and keeping things perpetually professional, and it sucked the life out of everything. Meanwhile, the enlisted guys would be making fart jokes, bare-knuckle boxing over a pack of Skittles, or turning their MRE heater packs into improvised explosive devices just for shits and giggles.

      If they expected me to act prim and proper, they had another thing coming.

      I earned a few curious stares, but I didn’t stay long. I loaded down a silver plate with a slew of chicken drumsticks broiled in a rich garlic sauce and half a loaf of fresh baked bread slathered with butter. Instead of beelining for the tables, however, I took my plate and walked right out of the mess hall. Or, at least, I tried to.

      A frazzled attendant with her hair tied up into a tight bun stopped me at the door with an apologetic smile.

      “Deepest apologies, Vigilant One,” she said, refusing to meet my gaze, “but generally it is not permitted to remove the dining ware from the hall.”

      I could’ve just ignored her or I could’ve activated my Honeyed Words ability and talked my way out without batting an eye, but I didn’t. Mostly because that would’ve been a dick move. You don’t hurt kids, you don’t hurt cats or dogs, and you treated service personnel with respect because their jobs were hard enough without entitled customers being douchebags. I’d worked at Subway before enlisting, and personally, I would’ve taken a combat deployment in Iraq over a six-month pump behind a Subway counter any day of the week.

      So instead of bullshitting her, I leveled with her.

      “Look, I’m new here,” I said, leaning in conspiratorially, “and all those Vigils over there look like they’re about as much fun as a goddamned mule kick to the nuts.”

      Her eyes widened and she let out a giggle, before slapping her hands over her mouth in shock.

      “Please forgive me, Vigilant One,” she said. “I didn’t mean to laugh.”

      “That’s too bad,” I replied, giving her an easy smile, “because it was supposed to be funny. Name’s Boyd. What’s yours?”

      “Rebecca,” she said shyly.

      “Well Rebecca, I don’t suppose you know somewhere else I could go to eat? Someplace that has a pulse and a sense of humor, maybe?”

      She fidgeted for a second, looking around uncertainly. “It’s not exactly proper,” she said quietly, “but the attendant mess is just down the hall a bit. I’ve never heard of a Vigil eating there, but it isn’t against the rules strictly speaking. Just against tradition.”

      I grinned. “Hey, now you’re talking my language. Tradition is overrated, anyway. Let’s go bend the rules and have some fun.”

      She cleared her throat, took one last nervous glance at the other Vigils in the banquet hall, then quickly turned and ushered me down a short stone hallway and through a set of thick wooden doors marked Attendant Mess.

      As the door swung open, it was like stepping into an entirely different world. The furnishings were roughhewn wood, and platters of communal food lined the center of the tables. Smiling guards and liveried servants on break were pressed together on long benches, nudging and jostling each other good-naturedly as they talked and ate and joked. Fresh hay covered the floors—perfect for handling muddy boots or soaking up spilled bear. A pair of red-faced guards, more than a little drunk, were belting out a raucous tune while a serving girl sat on an overturned barrel, playing a simple lute.

      The atmosphere buzzed with vitality.

      One of the singers caught sight of me and fell silent, his face draining of color as he frantically elbowed his buddy.

      “What in the bloody hells is wrong with you, Kenwyn?” the other singer asked, swaying drunkenly.

      The first singer licked his lips and nodded toward me.

      “Oh, bugger me good,” the red-faced guard muttered in horror. The lute cut off with an abrupt screech and every eye turned on me.

      An older man, thin as a reed and balding, shot to his feet. “Deepest apologies if we were being too loud,” he said, his voice a full baritone. “We truly meant no offense, Vigilant One.” He braced himself, as though prepared for me to bring down the hammer of judgment right onto his head.

      I just rolled my eyes and laughed. “Are you kidding me?” I asked. “If anything, the music ain’t loud enough. Let’s crank the tunes and get this party started!”

      The singers looked uncertainly between themselves, but then the red-faced bear of a man shrugged beefy shoulders. “Fuck it,” he said, before starting up right where he’d left off. The other singer joined in, followed by the lute player when it became clear that I wasn’t going to set them all on fire with my mind.

      “Don’t suppose y’all have room for one more?” I asked, lifting my plate.
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      I spent the next hour eating until I felt like my stomach might explode while I chatted with the guards and the other attendants. They were reserved at first, but as soon as I started cracking jokes and challenging anyone in the room to a drink off, they finally relaxed and opened up. Word had already started to spread about an Inkarnate, and because these people weren’t morons, it wasn’t long until they put two and two together. I wasn’t trying to hide anything, so I told them the truth, fielding a flurry of questions in between bites of food and gulps of ale.

      I was just as interested in them as they were in me, and they were only too happy to tell me anything I wanted to know. I learned a shit-ton about the Citadel and more about the surrounding city of Wildespell, which wasn’t actually ruled by the Custodians like I’d originally thought. The Citadel of the Vigilant had a close working relationship with the Monarch of Wildespell, but they were distinct and separate entities. Like the Vatican and Rome. Even more importantly, I learned that there was trouble in paradise.

      They had themselves a monster problem.

      There was something nasty in Wildespell and it had already killed four people. A merchant over in the Sprawl—which is what they called the overflow city outside the fortified walls—a kid of twelve or thirteen, and a big-wig political appointee to the king. The most shocking victim of all, however, was the one that had died not but two days ago. Dogan the Shieldbreaker, Justiciar of Seekers. Turned out, that was the reason everyone was so tense. One of their own was dead, the creature responsible was still roaming the city, and the Vigils were no closer to bringing the creature to justice.

      It probably also explained why Kerra had been such a stickler about cuffing me—although it was distinctly possible that was just the way she was.

      Honestly the story seemed too crazy to be believed. I mean, what kind of Mortka was powerful—or stupid—enough to hunt in a city bursting at the seams with pissed-off monster slayers? The thing had to have brass balls the size of monster truck tires. I would’ve dismissed it flat out as typical rumor mill bullshit if not for the fact that golden words swam through the air in front of me as they talked.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Bounty

      

      

      Avenger of the Fallen: Something foul has infiltrated the freehold city of Wildespell, High Seat of the Citadel of Custodians. Already the beast has claimed four lives, including that of a chosen Vigil of Raguel. As a result, fear is infecting the city like a plague and tensions are mounting between the Custodians and the Royals who rule the city. Find the creature and slay it in the presence of at least one witness, before the growing anger spills over into bloodshed and civil strife.

      Reward: +20,000 Essence, 1 x Gravitational Affinity Scale (Sage Class), 1 x Seraphic-Forged Saint-Class Armor Item, 1 x Legacy Tome (Fatemarked Class)

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Well, screw me sideways.

      I’d come here expecting to learn the ropes, get a little on-the-job training, and take a breather. Instead, I had a monster to hunt down, and if it had already killed one Vigil, that meant no one was safe. Including me. I wasn’t scared, however; I was excited. You don’t kill kids. The Mortka in Grimwerp had learned that lesson just a few days ago, and now it was time for this thing to learn it too. I was more than ready to roll up my sleeves and get to the monster killing.
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      I finished my meal, said my goodbyes, then headed over to the nearest chapel, which happened to be dedicated to the Aspect of Valor. I’d learned from the attendants that there were five chapels, one for each of the various aspects of Raguel, and one enormous cathedral where they held continual vigils to honor the fivefold nature of Raguel. The Chapel of Valor was mostly empty at this hour, though there were a couple of quiet, contemplative souls that probably didn’t appreciate it when I stumbled, half-drunk, up to the altar.

      Thanks to my heightened Brawn it took a lot to get me drunk these days, but I didn’t see that as a bad thing so much as a challenge, especially since I fucking loved drinking. Back on Earth, it would’ve sucked balls because even on a sergeant’s salary beer was expensive—even the garbage shit like Natty Ice—but as a Vigil, everybody and their brother was willing to buy me a round. Which was doubly good considering the water around here should’ve come with a dysentery warning label.

      I’ll take black-out drunk over a case of never-ending runs any day of the week.

      “Don’t mind me,” I slurred, stifling a burp with one hand, “I’ll be out of your hair in just a second.” The altar stood in the center of a raised dais. It was a slate-gray pedestal with five sides, and each side depicted a different face: a matronly woman, a grizzled veteran, a bald fanatic, a young maiden, and an androgynous mannequin. Gadriel, Face of Justice. Voch, Face of Valor. Thuriel, Face of Wrath. Lero, Face of Balance. Akora, Face of Truth.

      Floating above the pedestal was a glassy black orb, about the size of a softball.

      The chapel, the stained-glass windows, the carved statues, the embellished columns, even the pedestal itself—all of it was just for show. That black orb was different. It buzzed with divine life and potent power. For Arbitrators like my buddy Arturo, the orb served as a conduit of prayer. According to Arturo, that was how the bounty system worked. When Mortka got ballsy enough to attack, priests would use the altars to contact Raguel, who would then disseminate bounties to Vigils. For priests, the altars served as a glorified interdimensional pay phone.

      For people like me, it was something else entirely. For Vigils, it served as a doorway to their own private pocket dimension.

      Essence thrummed around me and the faint scent of ozone lingered in the air, perceptible only to my heightened senses. I slapped my palm up against the stone like I had so many times before. The whole world trembled and energy surged along my limbs. The Chapel of Valor fell away, and I abruptly found myself in a circular chamber of crystal, gold, and glass.

      My Soul Vault, which was equal parts Fortress of Solitude, Batcave, and private medieval cathedral.

      Fluted columns rose up around me, connecting to a domed ceiling overhead that appeared to be made out of the same fabric as the universe itself. Pinpricks of starlight dusted the velvety backdrop, and when I focused hard enough, I could see galaxies spinning away in the distance. No matter how many times I came here, the sight of those endless constellations took my breath away. I was happy here, but every once in a while, I missed the rolling green hills of Kentucky. I missed my family and friends, missed barbecuing on a hot summer night while fireflies blinked on and off around me.

      Looking at those stars reminded me that although I would never see those sights again, they weren’t gone. My momma was still out there in the vastness of space, laughing and drinking and moving on with her life. At least I hoped so.

      In the center of the main chamber was a modestly-sized reflection pool of white marble, and filling the basin was the bluest water I’d ever seen, along with a pair of koi, one gold and one silver, swimming in graceful, looping arcs. Those fish were more than simple house pets—together, they represented the state of my body and soul. Silver for body, gold for soul. Both were looking fit and healthy, their fins sleek, their scales polished, their eyes bright.

      Rotating in a slow and steady circle above the reflection pool was a perfect replica of myself. Same scars, same golden hair and unnatural red eyes. Everything was identical, including my current armor set.

      A stat screen appeared beside my floating avatar.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Boyd Knight

      

      

      Race: Vigil Bound

      Level: Adept, Bronze Rank

      Current Essence: 1,321

      Next Ascended Rank: 35,000

      Attribute Points: +4

      Ward Points: +20

      
        
        Characteristics

      

      

      Brawn: 22

      Verve: 21

      Finesse: 19

      Arcana: 25

      Insight: 19

      
        
        Vigil Wards 

      

      

      Ward of Justice: Soul Bound Weapons (Boon), Rend, Crippling Strike, Armor Evocation

      Ward of Valor: Diamond Body (Boon), Combat Sense, Matchless Endurance

      Ward of Wrath: Arcane Insight (Boon), Warded Shield, Arctic Spike

      Ward of Balance: Language of the Heavens (Boon), Sidhe Pact, Fae Tether, Spectral Roots

      Ward of Truth: Threads of Fate (Boon), Master Mentalist, Honeyed Words

      Expand Ward List 

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I whistled as I looked at the cost to ascend to Adept Silver. Fuck me. 35,000 Essence was an insane amount, especially considering that it had cost me only 7,500 Essence to move from Disciple Bronze to Silver. I’d been grinding out bounties and slaying monsters like it was going out of style since Ironmoor, and I hadn’t come close to hitting those kinds of numbers. Though, honestly, I wasn’t too stressed about advancing. I’d had a real come-to-Jesus moment of revelation after killing the Hexblight.

      Thing was, I didn’t need to ascend. Not the way other Vigils needed to.

      The benefit of ascending was twofold. When a Vigil advanced from one rank to another, they gained +1 Free Attribute Point and +10 Ward Points to spend however the hell they wanted. And when they jumped from one class to another, they got a bonus of +3 Attribute Points and +20 Ward Points. Attribute Points were used to increase our base stats—Brawn, Verve, Finesse, Arcana, and Insight—which made us stronger, faster, more agile, and more capable of accessing and molding Arcana, which fueled spells.

      Ward Points, on the other hand, could be used to unlock the various abilities located in each of the Five Vigil Wards: Justice, Valor, Balance, Wrath, and Truth. Those skills were what truly set Vigils apart and gave them the extraordinary magical spells and superhuman physical prowess that allowed them to hunt Mortka and not get dead. I was sure that most Vigils were highly incentivized to ascend through the classes as fast as humanly possible so they could unlock more and more Ward Points, which were finite and incredibly valuable.

      Me though? Not so much.

      Ward Points were still important, sure, but because I had the Threads of Fate Boon, I could Respec my build once every twelve hours, reclaiming my spent Ward Points. Admittedly, doing that felt like skinny-dipping in a vat of acid filled with ravenous red-bellied piranhas, but it was worth the pain. Five minutes of wishing I was dead in exchange for recycling my points over and over and over again—changing my kit to suit whatever battle or monster I was facing—was one thousand percent worth it.

      Because of that flexibility, I didn’t need to power level. I just needed to play smart and that was exactly what I was doing.

      There wasn’t any real way to get additional Ward Points, but that wasn’t the case for Ability Points. I only got one of those per level, but I could “Sacrifice” accumulated Essence to bump those Attributes up. A ten in any given category was equivalent to an average, healthy adult, while a score of nineteen was reserved for elite, Olympic-level athletes. With a Brawn score of 22, I was firmly into superhuman territory. I could outlift the strongest strongmen, outrun the fastest sprinters, and do agility routines that would make those plucky little gymnasts have a brain aneurysm.

      Thing was, though, the more I elevated my Characteristic stats, the more costly they became. For example, it cost 200 Essence to raise a given stat from ten to eleven, 1,000 to go from eighteen to nineteen, and an eye-watering 3,100 points to make the jump from nineteen to twenty. None of the spells and abilities had a Level requirement, but all of them had recommended attribute requirements. So instead of focusing on Ascending, I’d been sacrificing all the Essence I could get my hands on to raise my stats, while banking my free Attribute Points. I would spend those once my stats got into the high twenties or low thirties.

      As for my current build, I was running what I called my “Jack of All Traits Load Out,” which consisted of a wide variety of skills—some combat, others magical, many utility—taken from all five Wards. The build wasn’t optimal for anything, but it was great for a little bit of everything.

      Rend and Crippling Strike added bonuses to Melee damage and dealt some nasty debuffs that could lay low even powerful enemies. Armor Evocation, also from the Ward of Justice, was a utility skill that allowed me to swap armor sets stored in my Soul Vault. It had the added benefit of using Arcana energies to scrub and mend my gear when I swapped it out, which was great after hacking apart a roomful of Mortka. Combat Sense granted me preternatural reflexes in battle, and Matchless Endurance let me fight through even debilitating pain while temporarily boosting my Verve and Health Regeneration Rate.

      Warded Shield let me conjure a mystic dome that was a genuine lifesaver when shit hit the fan, and Arctic Spike skewered my enemies while also slowing their movement rate. Master Mentalist heightened my senses off the field of combat and helped me subconsciously catch things other people would naturally miss. A twitch of the eyes, a pause in speech, an elevated heart rate, a nervous tic. All were signs that I could read with ease, allowing me to know when someone was up to their eyeballs in horseshit. I wasn’t Sherlock Holmes, but I’d make a damn fine Watson.

      With Honeyed Words, I could talk my way out of just about anything, and if that didn’t work, I could always hold assholes in place with Spectral Roots before beating the ever-living shit out of them.

      As for my last ability, Fae Tether, it had no direct combat application, but boy howdy did it make my life easier. And it was hard to put a price tag on convenience. So far, I hadn’t found any bags of holding, which meant I had to lug around everything I scrounged and looted while monster hunting. Fae Tether allowed me to send items and relics directly into the Soul Vault no matter where I was. I couldn’t get items back out without making a trip to the Soul Vault, but after schlepping around a sack of reeking monster meat, I knew Fae Tether was worth every point.

      I honestly didn’t know what Kerra was going to have me do come morning, so I decided to leave things be for the now. But, I had unlocked twenty extra Ward Points and there was no reason to camp on those. Plus, I had a pretty damn good idea of what I wanted to use them for.

      I hoofed it over to my library, grabbed my Grimoire of Virtues—a thick, leather-bound tome that described my various abilities—and flipped to the Expanded Ward List at the front of the book.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Expanded Ward List

      

      

      Ward of Justice

      
        	Boon of Gadriel: Soul Bound Weapons (Unlocked)

        	Ranged Weapon Mastery

      

      
        
        
        — Overcharge; Cost: 4

        — Quick Hands; Cost: 6

        — Maximum Penetration; Cost: 9

        — Guided Shot; Cost: 15

        — Automated Sentinel; Cost: 20

      

        

      

      
        	Melee Weapon Mastery

      

      
        
        
        — Rend; Cost: 3

        — Peerless Warrior; Cost: 5

        — Crippling Strike; Cost: 8

        — Festering Wound; Cost: 15

        — Juggernaut; Cost: 25

      

        

      

      
        	Warforged Mastery

      

      
        
        
        — Armor Evocation; Cost: 6

        — Weapon Mastery: Unarmed; Cost: 10

        — Weapon Mastery: Blades; Cost: 10

        — Weapon Mastery: Blunt; Cost: 10

        — Weapon Mastery: Range; Cost: 10

      

        

      

      Ward of Valor

      
        	Boon of Voch: Diamond Body (Unlocked)

        	Bastion of the Protector

      

      
        
        
        — Combat Sense; Cost: 4 

        — Matchless Endurance; Cost: 6  

        — Purity of Form; Cost: 10

        — Spiked Shell; Cost: 14

        — Unmoving Bulwark; Cost: 18

      

        

      

      
        	Bastion of the Healer

      

      
        
        
        — Empathetic Healer; Cost: 5

        — Plague Doctor; Cost: 10

        — Heal Wounds; Cost: 15 

        — Circle of Restoration; Cost: 20

        — True Resurrection; Cost: 27

      

        

      

      
        	Bastion of Presence

      

      
        
        
        — Mantle of Strength; Cost: 5

        — Mantle of Authority; Cost: 8

        — Mantle of Sanctuary; Cost: 10

        — Mantle of Scales; Cost: 14

        — Mantle of Healing; Cost: 22

      

        

      

      Ward of Balance

      
        	Boon of Lero: Language of the Heavens (Unlocked)

        	Bestial Magics:

      

      
        
        
        — Totem Transformation; Cost: 2

        — Bestial Vigor; Cost: 5

        — Ravenous Feeding; Cost: 12

        — Rabid Infection; Cost: 18

        — Totem Bound; Cost: 22

      

        

      

      
        	Fae Magics

      

      
        
        
        — Fae Tether; Cost: 4 

        — Sidhe Pact; Cost: 5

        — Pierce Veil; Cost: 10

        — Cunning Glamor; Cost: 12

        — Fae Footed; Cost: 28

      

        

      

      
        	Elemental Magics

      

      
        
        
        — Spectral Roots; Cost: 4

        — Absorb Elements; Cost: 6

        — Water Wright; Cost: 10

        — Earth Sculptor; Cost: 10

        — Metallurgy Manipulation; Cost: 10

      

        

      

      Ward of Wrath

      
        	Boon of Thuriel: Arcane Insight (Unlocked)

        	Path of Violence

      

      
        
        
        — Warded Shield; Cost: 5 

        — Kinetic Blast; Cost: 5  

        — Unbound Blaze; Cost: 12  

        — Arctic Spike; Cost: 12

        — Electro Arc; Cost: 12

      

        

      

      
        	Path of Retribution

      

      
        
        
        — Upheaval; Cost: 12

        — Rain of Fire; Cost: 15

        — Storm Caller; Cost: 17

        — Circle of Banishment; Cost: 20

        — Raguel’s Divine Retribution; Cost: 30

      

        

      

      
        	Path of Death:

      

      
        
        
        — Life Siphon; Cost: 4

        — Soul Jar; Cost: 6

        — Mind Vault; Cost: 10

        — Ritual Reanimate; Cost: 22

        — Soul Storm; Cost: 28

      

        

      

      Ward of Truth

      
        	Boon of Akora: Threads of Fate (Unlocked)

        	College of Rhetoric

      

      
        
        
        — Master Mentalist; Cost: 4

        — Calm Emotions; Cost: 8

        — Honeyed Words; Cost: 10 

        — Greater Suggestion; Cost: 16

        — Grave Communion; Cost: 24

      

        

      

      
        	College of Deception

      

      
        
        
        — Stealth Step; Cost: 5

        — Deft Touch; Cost: 8

        — Wyld Wisdom; Cost: 15

        — Dream Thief; Cost: 15

        — Crystalline Shell; Cost: 25

      

        

      

      
        	College of Reason

      

      
        
        
        — Sage Smith; Cost: 10

        — Mortka Forger; Cost: 10

        — Affinity Retrofitter; Cost: 10

        — Arcane Transmuter; Cost: 10

        — Alchemic Mastery; Cost: 10

      

        

      

      
        
        <<<>>> 

      

      

      I traced a finger down the page. Cunning Glamor, from the Ward of Balance. I riffled through the pages until I found the entry.

      
        
        Cunning Glamor

      

      

      
        
        Sight, smell, sound, touch, all are but wonderful tricks, played on the mind by the senses of the body. As the Fae know all too well, nothing is real, the physical least of all. By tapping into the deep magic of the Wylds, the Vigil can craft masterful illusions capable of fooling even those with the keenest of eyes and sharpest of minds.

        Perfectly mask your appearance. Unleash blinding lights and thunderous sounds to disorient the senses. Conjure a flawless image of an object, a creature, or even a location that seems bafflingly real to the uninitiated—the only limitation is the imagination and the strength of your magic. Illusions, whether whimsical or terrifying, appear, sound, and even smell real but cannot touch or harm the physical.

        Recommended Attribute Minimums: Insight, 20; Arcana, 24

        

      

      The recommended Insight Minimum was higher than what I had at the moment, but so long as I had my Grass Hound armor equipped, I’d be fine.

      And, after reading over the description, I decided I couldn’t afford not to have it.

      If I wanted to get to the bottom of these killings, I was going to have to do some serious digging, and with the way that the people of Wildespell treated Vigils, there was no way I would be able to get the info I needed. At least, not without alerting the Mortka hunting the city that I was on its trail. Anything that was bold enough to prowl these streets and powerful enough to kill an experienced Vigil was probably punching above my weight class. Which meant I needed the element of surprise if I was going to stand any chance at all of walking away from a confrontation.

      I needed to keep my cards close to my chest for as long as possible. With Cunning Glamor, I could look like anyone and could go anywhere without attracting unwanted attention. At twelve points, it was expensive, but given my current predicament, it was a must-have. That left me eight points. I really wanted Mantle of Scales, but at fourteen points, it was out of reach for the time being. I briefly kicked around Overcharge, which let me deal ten percent extra damage with ranged projectiles, but finally decided to go with a tried-and-true option.

      
        
        Kinetic Blast

      

      

      
        
        Draw from your Arcana Pool to unleash a blast of primal, concentrated force directly at a given target. Although this is among the most basic techniques in the Wrath Ward, it has innumerable uses and can be deadly effective against enemies of all levels. The maximum force you can exert is directly tied to your available Arcana Pool.

        Recommended Attribute Minimums: Arcana, 14; Finesse, 15

        

      

      Kinetic Blast wasn’t as flashy as something like Unbound Blaze or Storm Caller, but it was a solid heavy hitter. With a thought I could conjure a battering ram of pure force capable of breaching doors, taking down walls, or sending an unlucky enemy flying like a line drive. In my experience, it was also a great spell to have tucked away up my sleeve in case I found myself in a corner with my back against the wall. And, since I’d jacked my Arcana up to 25, I could get some real mileage out of the Kinetic Blast before running dry.

      Satisfied with my upgrades, I dismissed my character sheet then suppressed a yawn. It had been several weeks since my last trip into my Soul Vault—altars could be damned hard to find in the smaller backwater towns—and I wanted to take stock of all the shit I’d accumulated. But I was tired as hell, it had been a brutally long day, I had to be up balls early to train with Kerra, and I still didn’t know where my room was.

      Doing an inventory check would just have to wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

        

    

    







            Lodgings
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      I pulled out a silver medallion, engraved with a cobalt sigil, which the on-duty floor attendant had given me. It buzzed in my palm with a subtle, barely felt energy. I’d had to prick my finger and smear a drop of blood against the rune. The blood immediately disappeared into the metal. Each medallion was unique, paired to a Vigil’s private chambers and then attuned to a specific user so that no one else could gain access to their lodgings. Turned out that Vigils were a paranoid bunch who really valued their privacy.

      A sentiment I could appreciate.

      I pressed the medallion against an unremarkable ironwood door. There was a barely audible click, and when I pushed, the door swung inward on silent hinges.

      My new digs were located on the fourth floor in the eastern wing of the fortress. The Residence Hall had a total of nine levels; the first held the public baths, a large common room, a small kitchen, and a few other basic amenities. Each class had their own floor, and I learned there was also a penthouse level with accommodations for the Exarch and the Custodians. Even though I was still low on the Vigil Bound totem pole, my rooms were nicer than any place I’d stayed so far.

      Hell, they were nicer than my barracks room back at Pendleton, and it blew away the condemned squad bay that we’d called home in Iraq. There was a large, well-appointed sitting area with a leather chair, a wooden desk, several bookcases, and a large fireplace that crackled and roared with a heat, banishing the wintery chill that had crept into the stone walls. Separated from the sitting room by a pair of open French doors was a bedroom, complete with a wooden four-post bed, a large wardrobe, an armor stand, and a weapon rack.

      “Nice of you to finally show up,” a high-pitched voice squeaked.

      “You’ve got the be shitting me,” I muttered.

      Sitting in the center of the bed was the great orange furball, Sir Jacob-Francis, and lounging beside him was Renholm. We were on the fourth floor in a secured fortress, behind a door locked with potent magic, and somehow the pixie had still found a way in. It was as impressive as it was annoying. Even more annoying? Cal was there too, sprawled out in a high-backed velvet chair.

      “I was starting to get bored,” Renholm said, slowly sitting up. “The specter is bland company without you.” He leaned forward and cupped a hand around his mouth. “I suspect he may be soft in the head. Was he dropped on his skull as a small child? Perhaps repeatedly?”

      “It’s like you’re not even trying to whisper,” Cal said, folding his arms across his chest as he stared at the pixie.

      “This is what I’m talking about,” Renholm confided. “He actually believes that I care what he thinks, a sure sign of head trauma.”

      I snorted.

      Cal patiently ignored the pixie’s dig. “How’d the trial go?” he asked.

      “See, this is what I’m talking about,” Renholm drawled. “Bland and stupid. Clearly, he survived, or else he wouldn’t be standing here. Plus, they upgraded us to accommodations that befit our station, which must also be a good sign.” He craned his head back. “I don’t offer praise lightly, but I will concede this is vastly superior to the pig troughs you’ve been staying in since Ironmoor. Certainly not as richly appointed as my quarters in the Oblivion Court, but much more spacious. Good legroom.”

      I reached out a hand and pst-pst-psted at Sir Jacob-Francis. The huge tom stared at me with unimpressed golden eyes, tail flicking back and forth as he silently judged me. Finally, the cat chirped, apparently finding me a worthy subject of his affections, and lightly leapt from the bed, entwining himself through my legs. I bent and scooped him up, holding him in one arm while I ruffled his head with my free hand. The cat purred like a motorboat in appreciation.

      “How the hell did you two get in here anyway?” I asked. “The floor attendant implied that these places are the next best thing to impossible to break into.”

      Cal shrugged. “That’s just one of the many advantages of not being shackled to a meat suit. I can’t eat or drink. The world is a gray blur and life largely feels meaningless and empty. Also, whenever I try to sleep, an inexplicable sense of existential dread slowly spreads through my whole body. But hey, I can walk through walls and my irritable bowel syndrome is all cleared up, so I have that going for me.”

      “Are… are you okay, man?” I asked.

      “What?” he said, seeming to come to his senses. “Yeah. Totally. Being a spirit is fine.”

      “That still doesn’t explain how you got in here,” I said, looking at the pixie. “Especially with a cat.”

      “Please,” Renholm replied, rolling his eyes, “there is not a lock made or a prison strong enough to contain the power of the Fae. Especially not a monarch of his own court.”

      “Except a birdcage,” I said, thinking back to the dilapidated wire cage I’d discovered him in.

      “Don’t be a crass, ignorant slut,” he replied with a sniff. “Your pettiness is unbecoming and reflects poorly on your character. You and I both know I was on the cusp of escaping from that damnable Crave Ghoul prison. Now, if we are done casting foolish and patently untrue aspersions, you were telling us about the outcome of your legal troubles. Which, let me be clear, I only care about because it also pertains to me.”

      God, but he was a world-class butthole. With a disgruntled sigh, I quickly rehashed the trial and ensuing fallout—including my impending partnership with Kerra.

      “You’re into her, aren’t you?” Cal said, more statement than question as I finished talking.

      “No,” I replied evenly. “She’s just the best trainer they have. Why would I settle for less?”

      “Right, yeah. No, I totally get that,” Cal said. “The fact that she’s smoking hot has nothing to do with it.”

      “Speaking of the She-Devil,” Renholm said, “she brought your effects up while you were away.” He waved a little hand toward the footlocker.

      I shuffled over and propped up the lid.

      Sure enough, piled inside were the items that had been confiscated from me when Kerra and the others had arrested me back at the Twisted Pig. But that wasn’t all. There was also a large stack of items with a note perched on top.

      As promised, your share.

      —Kerra

      I grinned, set the note on a nightstand, then dove into all the loot I’d missed out on. First up was a small leather coin purse filled with a mix of Disciple and Adept Class Affinity Scales and a single Master Level Elder Fell Bear Transformation Token.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Rabid Affinity Scale

      

      

      Type: Refined Rabid Affinity

      Class: Adept

      Ability: Consume

      Primary Effects:

      
        	When consumed directly, Rabid Affinity enhances the user’s strength and speed, temporarily increases Verve by 2 points, and unlocks the passive ability Infectious Rage.

        	When the user lands a melee attack, the target has a 20% chance of contracting Infectious Rage. When afflicted, the target flies into a blind rage attacking anything in range, including its own allies.

        	Patient Zero: When an enemy inflicted with Infectious Rage hits any of its own allies with a melee attack, there is an additional 10% chance of spreading Infectious Rage.

        	Channel Rabid Affinity into a metaphysical focal point, imbuing the item with unique benefits for a limited duration.

        	Note: The strength and duration of the effect is directly proportional to the quality of the Scale consumed.

      

      
        
        <<<>>

        Transformation Token

      

      

      Type: Elder Fell Bear

      Class: Master

      Ability: Consume

      Primary Effects:

      
        	Consume Elder Fell Bear Transformation Token to temporarily polymorph-self into the form of an Elder Fell Bear; duration, 10 minutes.

      

      Restrictions:

      
        	Must have the Totem Transformation ability to activate this Transformation Token.

      

      
        
        <<<>>

      

      

      I’d never come across Rabid Affinity before, but it was badass squared.

      The physical buffs seemed to mimic the effects of my Matchless Endurance ability, but the real prize was the Infectious Rage ability. I could easily envision using the scale against a large group of Mortka, infecting one, then watching as the disease spread like wildfire and all the monsters lost their collective minds and slaughtered each other in the pandemonium that followed. As for the Transformation Token, who the hell wouldn’t want to transform into a giant demon grizzly bear for ten minutes?

      There were also a bunch of raw fabrication ingredients tucked into a canvas sack that I could use to craft new weapon and armor skins: [8 x Raw Silver Ore, Fabrication Ingredient], [2 x Iceblood Ore, Fabrication Ingredient], [3 x Mortka Horn (Adept), Fabrication Ingredient], [1 x Mortka Horn (Master), Fabrication Ingredient], [2 x Titanium Ore, Fabrication Ingredient], [4 x Mortka Steel Ore, Fabrication Ingredient], [1 x Elder Fell Bear Pelt, Fabrication Ingredient]. The pelt—thick leather hide covered in coarse white fur—was folded up neatly like a throw blanket. It would make an awesome cloak or would serve as fantastic lining for some of my armor.

      I had to guess that bear pelt was great for blocking out the cold.

      The last item was a pair of badass white-fur bracers studded with yellowed bear fangs. Basically, the Viking version of Batman’s gauntlets. I turned them over in my hands and inspected the teeth-like protrusions. The outer portion of each tooth had been honed to a razor-sharp edge while there were rough serrated notches on the inside of each tooth. Curious. I slipped them on and tightened the leather straps. They fit perfectly, as though they’d been crafted just for me, and I had no doubt that the teeth on the outside would fuck some shit up if I got in close enough to use them.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Elder Bear Sword-Breaker Gauntlets

      

      

      Type: Medium, Leather

      Class: Adept

      As light and flexible as the supplest of leathers, these Gauntlets are strong enough to turn even the sharpest blade. When used properly, the serrated spikes on the outer edge of the gauntlet can also be employed as a traditional Sword Breaker—a weapon used to trap an enemy’s blade and disarm them in the process. Those truly skilled in the use of Sword-Breaker Gauntlets have even been known to snap sword blades entirely.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      “Dude, those are wicked. Like Viking Batman gauntlets,” Cal said, seeming to read my mind. There was a reason we were best friends.

      “Right?” I dropped into a boxer’s stance and took a couple of swipes. They were a little restrictive, and those spikes would take some getting used to—I could see them getting accidentally snagged on my gear if I wasn’t careful.

      “There’s one other little thing I didn’t mention.” I pulled the gauntlets off and dropped them back into the footlocker. “I got a bounty. Looks like Wildespell has a monster problem of its own.”

      “Get the hell out of here,” Cal said. “This is a literal city full of monster hunters. How do they have a Mortka problem?”

      “My thoughts exactly,” I replied, “and whatever is dicking around here is dangerous because its last victim was a Vigil.”

      The pronouncement seemed to suck all the air out of the room. I could feel Cal tense and even Renholm looked a little worried. Or not. That might’ve been my imagination.

      “I’m sorry,” Cal said, hunching forward, forearms resting against his thighs, “but dude, how in the hell is that our problem? We’ve been in this world for like two months and inside this city for like two hours. If I had to gamble, I would say that literally any other Vigil is more qualified to handle this than you.”

      I was silent for a beat. True, I was wholly unqualified to deal with something of this magnitude, but then I’d also been equally unqualified to take out the Hexblight, and I’d accomplished that with a little elbow grease and grit.

      “Oh fuck,” he said, rolling his eyes, “you’re thinking about looking into it, aren’t you?”

      “I mean, there’s gotta be a reason Raguel tasked me with the bounty,” I said. “He wouldn’t have given me the task if he didn’t want me to take a little looksee under the hood, right?”

      “Wrong, dude,” Cal said. “You don’t know that because you, like me, don’t know jack shit about being a Vigil. For all either of us know, Raguel gave that exact same assignment to every Vigil in Wildespell.”

      I grunted. That was actually a pretty solid point. It was possible that this was one of those all-hands-on-deck type deals. Surely the Custodians wouldn’t let a bunch of suspicious monster-related deaths happen right under their noses without retaliation. Maybe I was jumping the gun here. It definitely seemed out of my league. I mean, the bounty had mentioned royals and politics and civil strife. I knew even less about this city than I did about being a Vigil. Maybe poking my nose in where it didn’t belong would make things worse instead of better.

      “Fine,” I finally conceded. “I’ll talk to Kerra about it tomorrow. See if she can’t shed some light on things. Still…” I trailed off, glancing at Renholm. “Why don’t you start looking around a little. Just see if you can find out anything that might help me down the road.”

      “I want hazard pay,” the pixie replied matter-of-factly.

      “That’s not in the deal,” I said.

      “When we struck our original bargain,” he shot back, “there was no mention of a city full of Vigils. You may not be aware of this, but our two peoples don’t have the longest or healthiest relationship with one another. My people try to exist peacefully, your people try to murder us all and suck up our life Essence. I’m willing to do as you ask, but greater risk warrants a greater reward.”

      “What’s your price?”

      “Instead of a Novice-Class Affinity Scale per week, I want Disciple Class or better. Novice Class is barely worth my time anymore.”

      I snorted. I’d seen this song and dance more times than I could count. “No deal. One Novice-Class Scale per week, but I’ll let you choose what Affinity type you want, and I’ll give you one bonus Disciple-Class Scale per month.”

      He threw back his head and cackled. “You fool. So gullible. So easily manipulated. You have much yet to learn, my protégé. Come, Jacob-Francis, we have work to do!”

      I shot a look at Cal. “Maybe keep an eye on him, would you? I have a feeling he’s going to get himself into a whole lot of trouble if he isn’t careful. Plus, I’d hate to see anything happen to the cat.”

      “The things I do for you,” Cal replied with a sigh before disappearing through the far wall.
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      After everything that had happened, I should’ve slept like the dead.

      Instead, my rest was fitful, filled with constant tossing and turning along with uneasy dreams. I kept seeing Kerra along with flashes of some dark figure that seemed to haunt the recesses of my mind, stealing from shadow to shadow. I woke up well before sunrise and decided that if I wasn’t going to get any sleep, I might as well do something productive. I headed down to the first floor and hit the bathhouse, which was blessedly empty at this hour, save for a single bleary-eyed attendant who gave me a pair of towels and waved me in.

      I’d learned in Ironmoor that bathhouses in this world were a privilege that only those with some serious money to spend could afford. Most people washed once or twice a month and did it in a freezing cold river or, at best, a tepid lake. Because bathhouses were so rare, they ended up being coed, and the people around here were not at all shy about mixing it up with their whole ass hanging out, regardless of gender. Not that it bothered me a whole helluva lot. The Marine Corps was a sausage fest and I’d already been scarred for life. At least here there was an equally good chance of getting an eyeful of something worth looking at.

      Still, bumping into Kerra would’ve been awkward. Enjoyable but awkward. Plus, after a long and shitty night of restless sleep, I appreciated the quiet.

      There were several large hot spring pools, which burbled with sulphureous smelling water that melted away all of the tension in my muscles. There was also a cold freshwater pool and several steam rooms. I hadn’t bathed properly since leaving Ironmoor in my rearview mirror, and it felt like heaven to scrub away the layers of dirt and grime that had accumulated in the weeks since. I took an experimental sniff under my arm and I didn’t want to throw up in my mouth, which was a good sign.

      When you can smell your own stink, that’s when you know you have a problem.

      After drying off and gearing up, I hit the attendants’ mess hall, grabbed a quick meal that consisted of runny oats and blackened sausage, then headed over to the training yard. It was an hour before sunrise, and I wanted to get some warmup exercises in before Kerra started running me through the wringer—and I was a thousand percent positive she was going to try and run me through the wringer.

      That was always the way these things worked.

      In Boot Camp, the first real day of training was called Black Friday, and for good reason. It was black and bleak and goddamned miserable. I could still remember Drill Instructor Screw Y’All screaming in my face, two inches from my nose, spit flying. It was a day filled with flipped racks, endless push-ups, and mass chaos. The process was specifically designed to break down fresh recruits, shotgun style. The sheer chaos simulated the stress of a battlefield, teaching future Marines how to think under extreme conditions and maddening pressure.

      I’d experienced an even shittier version of Black Friday when I battled my way through the Recon Indoctrination Program or RIP. The acronym was well earned. Every elite unit had its own version. Both the Seals and the Green Berets had Hell Week, and though I’d never experienced either, I was sure they left you wanting to die.

      This would be no different, but I would survive whatever Kerra had planned. Some of the meanest sons a bitches in the world had tried to break me more than once, and none of them had ever succeeded because I was either too stupid or too stubborn to let ’em.

      When I got down to the training yard, the sky was still clouded with the slate gray of predawn. I expected things to be quiet and still, the world hitting the snooze on the alarm one more time before the day began in earnest.

      I was dead wrong.

      The training yard was already buzzing with activity. Younger children, clad in simple white tunics, rotated between drilling various hand-to-hand techniques and performing some brutal-looking calisthenics. Weighted push-ups, muscle ups, tiger bends, handstands, diamond impossible dips, balancing planche push-ups, and rope climbs. They even had people hanging from suspension rings, performing the iron cross. I’d seen some damn brutal training routines and even I had to admit it was impressive. All the more so because this just looked like a normal day, nothing out of the ordinary at all.

      Meanwhile, groups of older Vigil recruits, these decked out in heavy armor, sparred with all manner of live weapons, some of which I didn’t even have names for.

      Overseeing it all was Kerra, wearing simple practice armor instead of the enchanted stuff she’d been sporting while out on assignment. She was talking with a stocky sparkplug of a man who was nearly as broad across the shoulders as Kerra was tall. He looked like a human cube, loaded down with more muscle than any human could ever possibly need. He had the Sigil of Justice branded on his forehead. His crimson eyes caught mine and he nodded, just a dip of the chin, before nudging Kerra and pointing her my way like an attack dog.

      “I’m surprised to see you up this early,” she said as she crossed the courtyard, recruits reflexively moving out of her way. “You seem like the kind of man who enjoys drinking late and waking up even later.”

      “You ain’t wrong on either account,” I replied, “but I’m also a Marine. Training at times that should be against the Geneva convention just comes with the territory. Now, unless you want to chitchat a little more, I came here to work. Could be I’m misremembering, but don’t I have about fifteen years’ worth of experience to catch up on? We’re not going to do that standing here, flappin’ our lips.”

      She grunted but the barest hint of a smile flashed across her lips. “We’ll see if you feel the same way after the warmup.”

      First, came a grueling physical conditioning circuit course presided over by both Kerra and the human cube, Niels—the guy the Custodians had originally wanted to oversee my training. Despite looking like he ate iron ingots for breakfast and shit out horseshoes and nails, he wasn’t at all the hard-ass I was expecting him to be. Instead, he was gregarious, loud, and had a helluva sense of humor. I was sure the big bastard could fold me into a human pretzel without breaking a sweat, but I was equally sure that he would laugh good-naturedly while doing it.

      As the sun rose along the eastern horizon and traced its way toward its zenith, I sweat until I felt like there wasn’t a drop of moisture left in my body. It was a barrage of painful exercises, many of which I’d never heard of and a few of which seemed humanly impossible. Kerra, however, assured me that they weren’t. Just a matter of training, perseverance, and raw determination. She would wave over one of the recruits—sometimes a kid no older than eleven or twelve—and smirk in smug satisfaction as said recruit would demonstrate the exercise without so much as breathing hard.

      With my enhancements in Brawn, Verve, and Finesse I could keep up, but only just barely. Which is when she really put the screws to me. She produced a pair of silver bracelets that were nearly identical to the suppression manacles she’d used to detain me. When I inspected them, I realized they weren’t nearly identical… they were completely identical. The only difference was they didn’t have a chain connecting the cuffs. If I put them on, however, they would drain my Arcana Pool, gut my Stamina Reserves, and slash five points from Verve, Brawn, and Finesse.

      Not to mention, they would hurt like a son of a bitch.

      To my mind, I’d been a remarkably good sport about wearing them before, but I wasn’t going to do it again. This time, I crossed my arms and flatly refused.

      To my surprise, her smug smirk only grew wider. She slipped a pair on herself, completely unfazed, and proceeded to do everything she was asking me and more. She was showboating, and honestly the whole thing was both slightly intimidating and arousing.

      Lots of confusing emotions.

      “Having superhuman strength and agility means nothing if you don’t have complete mastery over your body,” she explained, while climbing up a rope using only her arms. “You don’t know our ways, but none of the unmarked recruits you see here have superhuman abilities.” Once she got to the top of the rope, she used her body weight to launch herself through the air, performing a corkscrewing backflip, then landed in a crouch like a bona fide superhero.

      “Though all of our recruits are the scions of Vigils past,” she said, standing and brushing off her hands, “not all scions end up as Vigils. Some inherit only a half-portion of the gifting. Increased physical abilities or inborn magickal talents. Such are the Steelborn and Sorcerers. But there is no way of telling which will be which. At seven or eight summers, those chosen by Raguel receive the crimson touch.” She tapped at the corner of one eye. “Our eyes change. Some children—bastards, in particular—don’t even know they are called of Raguel.”

      There was something jaded and hard in her words, though I wasn’t sure what it meant.

      “When they receive the touch,” she continued after a beat, “they are collected by Arbitrators and sent here, where they begin their training in earnest. Aside from the crimson touch, however, they are no different than other men and women.” She stretched a hand out, gesturing toward the other trainees. “None of these initiates have your enhanced powers or your abilities. The Vigilant are more than just their powers. They are the weapon. Our abilities only augment and enhance what is already best within us.”

      “Wait, so none of these kids can do magic?” I asked.

      “A few of the older ones,” she replied, “but they know only basic cantrips, commonly taught to the magi. The True Gift awakens in most prospective Vigils at sixteen or seventeen summers. Until then, they are called the unawakened. Still, they train. Learning politics, mathematics, intrigue, strategy, weapons, literature. Even the art of magic. And, of course, they hone both body and mind in preparation for the Ascension.”

      “Is that when you get a brand?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “What happens?” I pushed.

      “No one knows,” she replied with a nonchalant shrug. “Candidates pass through the grand archways at the top of the tower and disappear. No one remembers what happens within. Some don’t pass whatever challenges lie beyond and never return. Those that do, come back marked. Sealed by Raguel with the Ward that most closely reflects their personality and calling. Valor in my case”—she touched her own brand—“Justice in yours. Now, if you’re done catching your breath, perhaps we should get back to your training?”

      “Pfft, I was waiting on you,” I said, shooting her a wink. “Let’s see if you can keep up.” As much as I hated doing it, I clicked the suppression bracelets in place and took off at a sprint toward the agility course. Did I like wearing them? No. But I’d never been one to turn down a challenge, especially a difficult one.
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      The next several hours were best measured not in time, but in buckets of sweat. And holy shit did I sweat. By the time I was done, every muscle burned and ached, including muscles that I wasn’t even aware I had. Kerra had done every exercise right beside me, never pushing me to do something that she couldn’t do herself. She glistened with sweat as well but didn’t seem nearly as beat as I was. At noon, we took a short break and ate a quick meal in the shade of the grand tower of the Citadel.

      Once we finished up the scant meal, Kerra ushered me away from the exercise yard and over to the weapons field, where Niels was waiting for us with a huge smile on his face. He was so plucky it was sickening, but I couldn’t be mad at him. He was just too likable.

      “I’m the Citadel’s resident weapons master,” he said. “If it has a blade, a blunt face, or can be fired at range, I can kill you with it.” Delivered from anyone else, I would’ve taken it as cocky. Coming from him, with his giant cheery smile, it was just a statement of the facts. “It will be my job to teach you about these weapons. Not just how to use them, which is crucial of course, but when to use them and why. There are thousands of different types of Mortka out there, some of which no one has ever laid eyes upon. Selecting the right weapon for the job can be the difference between life and death.”

      “But before he can do that,” Kerra said, “we need to get a baseline assessment of your abilities and skills. As we say, the Vigil is the weapon, everything else is only an extension of that core truth. We need to figure out what kind of weapon you are before we can begin to properly hone you.”

      “So, for this next lesson,” Niels said, “you and the Justiciar will spar while I observe.” He deactivated the suppression bracelets hugging my wrists and slipped them into a pouch at his side. Instantly, relief flooded through my body. My Stamina and Arcana gauges appeared, creeping back toward full, while preternatural strength surged along my limbs. “Prepare yourself for battle, honored Inkarnate.”

      “I’ve been waiting for this since the Twisted Pig,” Kerra said as she thrust out a hand. A hefty silver warhammer appeared, blazing with golden runes.

      I cracked my neck, rolled my shoulders to release some of the tension, then summoned my mace. “I’ll try not to hurt you,” I said with an easy smile.

      “Trust me, that isn’t going to be an issue.” A malicious gleam burned in her eyes. Silvery smoke swirled around her, whisking away the training garments she’d been wearing before. In their place was her heavy silver plate mail.
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      Two can play at that game, I thought.

      With a slight effort of will, I triggered Armor Evocation, which allowed me to swap preassembled gear sets the same way I could call and dismiss my Soul Bound weapons. My Arcana gauge dipped by a fraction of an inch as a cloud of silvery mist enveloped me, wrapping around my arms and legs, slithering over my chest and back. As the magical mist dissipated, my training attire was gone, replaced by my Leather Grass Hound Armor. I could just as easily have summoned my heavy Stone Spider forged plate mail, but I had a theory about how to beat Kerra.

      I’d seen her go toe-to-toe against the Elder Fell Bear, so I already knew a thing or two about her skill set and how she fought. Despite her diminutive stature, she was an immovable tank. Her job was to draw aggro, take a hit, and buff her teammates with a variety of spells that came from the Ward of Valor. She was damned good at what she did, but she wasn’t built for speed, and she wasn’t built to inflict massive amounts of damage. These Vigils worked in teams for a reason—they were all hyper-specialized, and from what I’d gathered so far, the Vigils of Justice were the primary melee damage dealers.

      A notion further reinforced by the fact that the Citadel’s weapon master was also a Vigil of Justice.

      I had no doubt Kerra was more proficient with her warhammer than I was with a mace—she’d probably been using the weapon every day for the past twenty years. I, on the other hand, had been using my mace for all of a month, and despite my combat training as a Marine, medieval battle weapons weren’t part of the curriculum.

      None of that mattered if she couldn’t land a hit.

      With a roar, I rushed forward, bringing my mace back high over my shoulder.

      She planted her feet and thrust the warhammer out, the wicked spike at the top meant to impale me. At the last second, I sidestepped right and brought my mace screaming down, knocking the warhammer aside. With a twist of my wrist, I reversed the direction of the blow, sending the flanged mace head directly into her armored chest. I connected with a thunderous clang that should’ve knocked her on her ass, Vigil or not. She didn’t budge an inch—didn’t even seem to feel the blow.

      But I did.

      Steele-gray spikes of Arcana erupted from her body the second my attack landed, kicking me in the chest like an angry mule.

      I stumbled back, wheezing.

      Shit. She was running Spiked Shell, a Ward of Valor passive ability that reflected melee damage back on the attacker. I’d used it during my battle against the Hexblight and knew exactly how useful it was.

      “What the hell?” I growled, retreating a couple of steps. “I thought this was a weapons exhibition. No one said anything about using our Vigil abilities.”

      “It is weapons exhibition,” she said, slowly circling left, “but remember, you are the weapon, not the mace in your hands nor the spells at your disposal. I want to see what you can do. Now, have at me.”

      “Okay. If that’s the way you want to play,” I said, “then game fucking on.”

      “There is no other way to play it,” she replied.

      Instead of remaining rooted to the spot, which is what I expected, Kerra immediately went on the offensive. The warhammer in her hands blurred into a never-ending series of arcs and spins, the momentum always growing. Even in heavy plate armor, she was as fast as a methed-out forest boar and just as goddamned mean to boot. She brought the weapon careening toward my head, and I danced back, narrowly avoiding the blow, then threw myself into a roll as she swung the hammer at my chest.

      I rolled up on a knee and lashed out with the mace again, this time connecting with the side of her leg. Another flare of gray Arcana lashed out, sucker punching me in the teeth.

      I scrambled to my feet, deflected another swipe with a clumsy backhand, then tried to open up some distance between us. Tried was the operative word. She was a tiny, relentless whirlwind of hammer strikes and spike thrusts. I stepped left and found my foot literally rooted in place by a grasping vine that had sprouted from the courtyard. I’d seen her use Spectral Roots in the battle against the Fell Bear, so I should’ve been expecting it, but she was so damned subtle about it.

      Instead of conjuring a small forest’s worth of grasping brambles, she’d summoned something just big enough to minorly inconvenience me. Something so small and unobtrusive I’d missed it until it was too late.

      It was a smart move, which only pissed me off more.

      She swung her warhammer over her head and brought it down on me again. I couldn’t afford to let her connect with a solid blow or this fight would be over.

      I thrust my free hand out and dipped into the well of energy nestled inside my chest. Power surged down my arm, draining a quarter of my Arcana bar, and exploded out from my palm. A glimmering dome of golden light, covered in a flurry of crimson runes, intercepted the hammer strike. The blunt head smashed ineffectually into the barrier, releasing a shower of disorienting golden sparks. Kerra winced against the sudden flash.

      It was her first mistake and I planned to make her pay for it.

      I dismissed the conjured Shield and lashed out with Kinetic Blast.

      An unseen wave of force exploded from my upraised palm, sideswiping Kerra like a battering ram. My Arcana gauge drained by a fifth, leaving me momentarily reeling. I’d upped my Arcana significantly, but burning through a big chunk of energy still took a nasty toll. The blast should’ve sent her petite ass sailing across the courtyard, but she merely grunted and held her ground. On the plus side, hammering her with magic had two positive effects. One, because it wasn’t a direct melee attack, her Spiked Shell didn’t retaliate against me, and two, she’d lost focus and her Spectral Roots had withered and died as a result.

      I bolted right.

      I couldn’t afford to stay in one spot for more than a few seconds, otherwise I ran the risk of getting snared again and that was as good as a death sentence. Speed and distance were the two factors I had going for me.

      “You can’t run forever,” she taunted, hammer still whirling like mad.

      “Not running, just buying time,” I shot back, and I was. Arctic Spike was a badass spell, but there was no way it would penetrate her heavy plate armor, and the only other offensive spell in my arsenal was Kinetic Blast. Problem was, I’d already hit her directly in the chest and I’d done it at damned near point-blank range. She’d barely even flinched and hadn’t budged an inch. Clearly, a magical solution could buy me time, but if I wanted to win this sparring match, I was going to have to do it with the mace in my hands.

      Maybe there was a way.

      First things first. I needed to give her a little taste of her own medicine. As she closed the distance, I activated Spectral Roots. I was far less subtle about it than she had been.

      The ground rumbled and thorn-studded vines erupted in a spray of dirt and stone, reaching up like the fingers of some angry Ent. Whatever Kerra had been expecting me to do, it wasn’t that. Her eyes flared wide as the brambles, roots, and vines wrapped around her legs, crawled along her torso, and fought to pin her arms in place. She struggled frantically, ripping at the vines with incredible strength, but it was pointless. Plus, her warhammer was next to useless. It didn’t have a cutting edge and she couldn’t swing it around.

      I was just getting started.

      Renholm had fought by my side countless times, and although he didn’t have a lot of physical attacks, he was great at one thing. Distractions.

      Time to see just how effective Cunning Glamor could be in a combat setting. I envisioned what I wanted to happen—lights, sounds, even the acrid stink—and cemented it in my mind. The whole while, my Arcane gauge sunk lower and lower, channeling energy away from my core, feeding it into this illusion that I was willing into the world. After a handful of seconds, something clicked inside my head and the energy rushed out all at once in a brilliant Fourth of July fireworks display. A barrage of fiery Catherine Wheels, twinkling sparklers, and blooming silver peony clusters lit up the air all around Kerra.

      And it wasn’t just the beautiful lights. The thunderclap of the explosions rattled the stone walls, and the sweet stink of spent gunpowder loitered in the air, assaulting the senses.

      It was fucking glorious.

      I took off at a sprint, circling around her while she fought off my roots and shielded her eyes against the blinding redneck rave. Trying to keep the Glamor and the Spectral Roots running at the same time was just too much, so I gave up on my roots, letting them wither and die. They were still a great nuisance for the time being, dead or not. Once I was behind her I darted in and took a page out of my fight against the Fell Bear. I called up another Warded Shield and used it as a springboard to launch myself high into the air, over the tangle of blackening roots.

      I brought back my mace and readied both Rend and Crippling Strike.

      Since Kerra had Spiked Shell active, there was no way to avoid taking a nasty hit that was gonna hurt like a Mike Tyson punch to the nutsack, but it was gonna hurt her even more. Spiked Shell returned a quarter of all melee damage dealt, which meant seventy-five percent of the total damage would still plow into her like a Mack Truck. This was going to suck, but it was a price I was willing to pay, because there was no other way around it. Plus, I liked to win and I really wanted to wipe the smug look off Kerra’s face.

      I brought the weapon down with every ounce of strength I could muster.

      Then my light show disappeared in an eyeblink, here one second gone the next.

      I had no idea what she’d done, but something had just slashed through my illusion.

      Time stuttered and took on a languid dreamlike quality. This was one of the secondary effects of my Combat Sense ability, Precognition. For every thirty seconds I spent in battle, I had a two percent chance of triggering the effect, which would allow me to momentarily foresee what my enemy was going to do before they did it. This time, what I saw was Kerra staring up at me with victory etched into the fine lines of her face. She’d freed her arms from the remainder of the roots and was winding up her hammer for a strike that was going to rock my world.

      I watched, frozen, as a shadowy version of Kerra’s Essence traveled outward from her body and into the space she planned to inhabit.

      Unfortunately for me, she planned to inhabit her warhammer right into the center of my chest.

      The worst part about it was that there wasn’t a single thing I could do to stop her. I was airborne. There was nothing to push off of, no way to redirect my momentum. Even with magic, physics was still a factor, and my twelfth-grade science teacher, Mr. Adams, had successfully drilled the Newtonian Laws of Motion into my head. Number one applied to my current situation. An object in motion stays in motion unless acted upon by an outside force. In short, I was boned. And with how low my Arcana pool was at the moment, I couldn’t even try to intercept the attack with another Warded Shield.

      There was no way I could avoid the hit, but maybe I could brunt the damage it dealt. With the last wisps of my Arcana, I triggered Armor Evocation, exchanging my leather Grass Hound armor for my far studier Stone Spider plate mail. The silver mist coalesced and hardened just as time resumed its normal pace and Kerra’s weapon collided with my sternum, driving me to the ground. I felt something snap inside my chest, followed by a wet gurgling noise that spread into my lungs. Goddamn it. It felt like I was being waterboarded by an angry chimp.

      Matchless Endurance was the only thing that kept me from passing out on the spot. It allowed me to fight longer and harder, numbing my body against physical pain while temporarily boosting my Verve score and my Health and Arcana Regeneration rate. Even with all of that, I landed on my back in a heap, white stars dancing across my vision while black pressed in from the edges.

      Screw me sideways, but she hit hard.

      I blinked and wheezed, trying to sit up. I couldn’t. Kerra stepped over me, glowering down at me as she raised her warhammer.

      “Yield,” she said softly.

      I licked my lips. They were wet and I could taste the copper on my tongue. Blood. It hurt to breathe, to talk. Didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to let her win.

      I coughed up blood and lifted a shaky hand, motioning for her to come closer.

      She bent down, canting her ear toward me.

      “Eat a dick,” I said.

      I dismissed my mace and summoned my magically enhanced shottie in the same instant. I didn’t want to kill her. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I could kill her—she was built to absorb damage like a sponge soaking up water. I was convinced I could hurt her, though, and she had a little payback coming her way.

      I leveled the barrel, pushed the barrel up against her breastplate, and pulled the trigger twice in rapid succession.

      She’d been ready for my Kinetic Blast, but she wasn’t ready for two enchanted slugs to the chest. The rounds punched into her plate mail like a pair of pistons and lifted her off her feet. She landed a few feet away in a clatter of armor and angry curses. I let the shotgun vanish as I coughed up a gout of blood and closed my eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

        

    

    







            Unexpected Revelations

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Someone poked me in the cheek. “Stop pretending like you’re dying,” Kerra said.

      I cracked one bleary eye. She was kneeling beside me, her armor scuffed, though otherwise she didn’t look much worse for the wear. Even two shotgun slugs to the chest weren’t enough to slow her down for long. Impressive.

      “I think you broke half of my ribs and turned my sternum into sawdust,” I grunted.

      “We need to work on your Verve then,” she said, laying both hands against my chest. “That was a love tap.”

      “Then it’s true what they say,” I replied. “Love hurts. Like a goddamned artillery round to the face.”

      She snorted softly. Golden light bled from between her fingers and seeped down through my armor and into my body. The effect was immediate. And painful. Really fucking painful. Bones shifted, twisted, and realigned beneath my skin, which was exactly as fun as it sounds. I could feel a shard of rib pull free from my left lung and air rush back in as my organs shivered and knit themselves together. She was using some type of healing ability on me, and clearly, it had been designed by a cosmic sadist who hated people and enjoyed tearing the legs off of bugs just for the sheer joy of it.

      That was the only possible explanation.

      Once my organs and bones finished playing musical chairs inside my chest cavity, sweet, delicious relief washed through my body like a balm and I shot up with a gasp. Sweet baby Jesus but I felt good. Not only had my wounds healed, but the soreness in my muscles was gone and even the exhaustion from the day had packed its bags and hit the road.

      She stood and offered me a hand, which I gladly accepted.

      “Good first effort,” Niels boomed as he tromped over, “I can honestly say I have never seen a fighting style quite so… unconventional.”

      “Unconventional?” Kerra said flatly, rubbing at the bridge of her nose. “That is a polite way to say that you have a broken build. You do realize you’re a Vigil of Justice, do you not?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow at me. “Because during our battle you used Kinetic Blast, Warded Shield, Spectral Roots, and Cunning Glamor of all things.” She stuck up finger after finger as she listed off my skills. “Not one of those abilities comes from the Ward of Justice. In fact, I’m not sure I saw you employ even a single ability that does come from the Ward of Justice.”

      “First off,” I said, raising my hands to stop the onslaught, “let me just set the record straight. I was about to wreck you with Rend and Crippling Strike. Second, I don’t see what the big deal is.” I shrugged. “I think I managed to do pretty good, all things considered, and I can always switch things up depending on what the job is. I ended up using a bunch of Valor-oriented skills when I tangled with the Hexblight back in Ironmoor—Spiked Shell, Matchless Endurance, Mantle of Scales—but I usually Respec as soon as I figure out what I’m dealing with.

      “Right now, I’m running what I call my Jack of All Traits Load Out, but I can change that if you want to go for round two. Now that I’ve seen you fight up close and personal, I would probably lean more toward ranged offense. Go with Overcharge, Maximum Penetration, Guided Shot, and then throw in some nasty wrath spells. Arctic Spike won’t get through that armor of yours, but I bet Unbound Flame would cook you alive like a lobster. I’d probably also toss in Storm Caller for good measure since I bet all that metal conducts electricity like no one’s business.”

      Kerra and Niels had both fallen silent and I could see the confused looks passing between them. I’d gleaned from Arturo that being able to Respec abilities was fairly uncommon among Vigils, but not this uncommon. Kerra was looking at me like I’d just grown a dick from my forehead. Admittedly, what Arturo didn’t know about Vigils could fill a barn, mostly because they were a bunch of secretive sons a bitches.

      “Perhaps you should sit down,” Niels said kindly, motioning to a stone bench nearby as though I’d just suffered a serious head injury. “I’ll get you some water. You just sit and relax. I’ll send a runner to fetch another healer to come and take a look at you.”

      “Why?” I asked. “I feel fine. Awesome, actually.”

      Kerra and Niels shared another uncertain glance.

      “Then explain yourself,” Kerra said, openly studying me, “because absolutely nothing you just said makes any sense. It was the ravings of a madman. A Vigil can’t change their skills any more than a fish can grow wings or sprout feathers. That’s just… Well, it’s not how any of this works. Unlocking a new ability opens an ascension node along your meridians. When a Vigil channels Arcana or Stamina through those specific nodes, they produce the tangible spell or ability effect. Opening a node is extremely painful, and once done, it cannot be undone. It simply isn’t possible.”

      “Yeah, trust me, I know exactly how painful opening nodes is, and locking them is about ten times worse.” I grimaced as I thought of the crippling, gut-wrenching pain that I experienced every single time—it was like having a piece of my soul cauterized over and over again. “I’ll admit, it’s about as much fun as having my ribs caved in by your warhammer, but believe you me it is definitely possible. The Threads of Fate Boon allows me to reclaim my spent Ward Points once every twelve hours.” I paused when the utter lack of confusion didn’t disappear from their faces. “Am I missing something here?” I asked slowly.

      Kerra and Niels shared a long, guarded look.

      “What you’re describing…” Kerra said after a beat, “it shouldn’t be possible. It flies in the face of everything I know about Vigils. I’ve never even heard of the Threads of Fate Boon. Niels?” she asked, looking at the weapons trainer.

      He grimaced and shook his head. “If you don’t mind me asking,” he said, “which Ward does this Threads of Fate Boon come from?”

      “Truth,” I answered. I had a sinking feeling in my stomach as though I’d just found myself wading into a pit of quicksand. “Arturo said that not every Vigil has the same skills.”

      “That’s true, but all of us have the same Boons,” Kerra replied. “They are the gifts, bestowed upon us by Raguel, and act as the foundation upon which all else is built.”

      A lance of pain shot through the back of my head, and a brief, hazy, half-remembered conversation skipped across my mind like a rock over the surface of a placid lake.

      “When you enter your new life, you will be granted access to many powerful spells and abilities, which you will be able to unlock over time. But these boons we grant are the foundation upon which all else is built. Arcane Insight gives you the ability to interface with the Ascendant System, and all that it entails, while Diamond Body will allow you to survive the many horrendous physical challenges that will surely face you in the coming days and months.

      “We five are bound by pacts older than time to grant only a single boon apiece, yet there are so many to choose from. For the first time in living memory, I am going to let you select which boon you would like to receive from me. Some of these boons are never granted because they are too dangerous, others because they are useless. Choose as you will, knowing that whatever decision you make will have eternal consequences…”

      As quickly as the memory resurfaced, it vanished again, leaving a dull throb in its wake.

      “If you don’t have Threads of Fate,” I asked, shaking my head free of the sudden pain, “what Boon do you have?”

      She shared another reserved look with Niels.

      “Hey, come on now,” I pressed, “I showed you mine, it’s only fair you return the favor.”

      “I don’t see the harm,” Niels replied with a shrug. “He is one of us, so there is no point in keeping it from him.”

      “Fine,” Kerra grumbled, though she looked far more shaken than I’d ever seen her before. “The True Alignment Boon,” she said begrudgingly. “For every skill I choose that is in alignment with my true nature, I gain an additional Ward Point to spend however I please. It also reduces Arcana and Stamina cost when using skills that conform to my true alignment. The same is true for Niels, for Kol, for Telent. For all of us.

      “Vigils are meant to operate in teams, and True Alignment helps reinforce that notion. I’m not sure why Raguel would bestow such a unique gift upon you.” She paused, staring at me thoughtfully as she tapped at her bottom lip. “Let’s keep this revelation between us for the time being. This is something best left for the wisdom of the Custodians, I suspect. I’ll be sure to inform them straightaway, but in the meantime, tell no one else.”

      “Hey, I know how OpSec works. I’ll keep my trap shut, Scout’s honor,” I said. “Can I ask how I did otherwise?”

      Niels seemed to visibly relax now that we were back on familiar terrain once more. “The fact that you survived and even managed to hit her is quite impressive,” he said, nodding enthusiastically. “She is a full class more advanced than you are and has considerable experience under her belt, yet it wasn’t the massacre I was initially expecting. Well done!”

      “Thank you,” I said, offering Kerra a toothy smile.

      “I always believe in offering praise first,” Niels replied, “but I will say you are also, without a doubt, one of the worst melee weapon fighters I have ever seen. You lack any semblance of a coherent style, your footwork was terrible, your swings wild and reckless.” He looked at me with a mixture of concern and pity. “I mean this with deepest respect, Inkarnate, but I’ve seen unskilled farmers with better fundamentals. I am truly shocked that you have survived as long as you have, especially given the caliber of Mortka you have battled since arriving in our lands.”

      “Huh, I feel like that was way meaner than the nice stuff you said,” I replied.

      “I believe honest, unflinching evaluation is the only way to push ourselves to achieve what we are truly capable of,” he said, smiling as though he hadn’t just charbroiled me. “But do not worry, honored Inkarnate. Although you are a bit rough around the edges, your raw potential is obvious for all to see. If anyone can bring that potential to fruition and hone your skills until they are sharper than Mortka-forged steel, it is Justiciar Kerra. There is much work to be done yet, but we are well matched to the task. I will personally start with weapons training tomorrow, bright and early.”

      He offered me another friendly smile and a brief bow, which I readily returned.

      “Come on,” Kerra said, mopping a sheen of sweat from her forehead with a linen cloth. “I need to talk to the Custodians, but I owe you a more thorough tour of the Citadel first.”

      Without waiting for a reply, she turned on a heel and swept out of the training yard, cloak flapping behind her. She didn’t even look back to see if I was following.
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      “As you’ve probably figured out already,” Kerra said, “the first floor of the Citadel is a communal area. We have gardens, walking paths, reflection pools. The southern wing is filled with suites for visiting dignitaries and traveling Arbitrators. There are also basic services such as the mess hall and the Library Supreme, which are accessible to anyone visiting the Citadel—even those outside the ranks of our vaunted order. Travelers from all over the world come to the Citadel to seek answers that cannot be found anywhere else. Only the Custodians’ Athenaeum contains more secret knowledge.”

      She guided me toward a sweeping staircase carved from white marble that ascended to the second floor.

      “As an Adept in our order, this is the only floor you are allowed to visit within the main complex. But rest assured, you’ll find everything that you need—pubs, restaurants, armorers, smiths, alchemists, merchants of every kind.”

      We marched down a broad hallway flanked by shops and stalls. It was like an upscale, indoor flea market. Most of the places were small and cramped, selling everything from fabric and boots to plates and silverware. Non-Vigil merchants in plain robes and simple doublets smiled at us as we passed. A few even motioned to wares displayed on long wooden tables, but they didn’t yell, shout, or generally harass us like the hawkers on the streets. The atmosphere was far more reserved and respectful.

      “Unlike the markets and bazaar you might find out in the city, the vendors that operate within the Citadel have all been thoroughly vetted and offer the best deals you’re likely to find,” Kerra said. “None of them will cheat you—they all know better than that. The Vigils of Truth would sniff them out inside the hour, I’d wager. With that said, it is against the rules to use Honeyed Words to negotiate for a better price point. A little haggling is fine, but our magic should be reserved for ferreting out evil.” She paused and stole a look at me over one shoulder. “Not that I expect you to be some sort of degenerate rule-breaker.”

      Eh. A rule bender. Definitely not a rule-breaker. Unless it was a really dumb rule. Like the kind of asinine rule a butter-bar lieutenant might pass down to a Master Gunnery Sergeant with twenty years of experience. Those rules existed for bureaucracy’s sake and not only deserved to be broken but set on fire with an arc welder.

      So fine, maybe I was a slight degenerate rule-breaker. Whatever.

      We kept walking and headed into a section with more established sellers. Instead of open stalls, these were actual shops with wide frosted windows, thick doors, and dangling wooden placards that gave the name of each business. The Elder’s Quill showcased a thousand different varieties of writing quills, pots of colorful ink, reams of creamy parchment, blank book bindings, and sealing wax. Faerie Fire specialized entirely in Fae Artifacts—cloaks, talismans, runes, the whole nine yards.

      There were so many more. Embers and Ashes. The Wise Seal. The Hourglass.

      Kerra paused in front of an enormous shop of carved marble with a bronze scale hanging above the entryway.

      “This is the Junior Chapter of the Goldleaf Trust,” she said, gesturing toward the shop. “They’ll also have an altar you can use to access your Soul Vault.”

      “Goldleaf Trust? Are you telling me you have your own bank?” I asked, eyeing the entryway warily.

      “We do, along with our own currency. Out in Wildespell you can trade in whatever coinage you like, though Kelkadian crowns are the most common. Within the confines of the Citadel, however, only Custodial marks are accepted. That and barter. There are several shops run by Vigils. The Steel Griffin deals in weapons and armor. Portal Apothecary will be able to meet your alchemy and potion needs. Relics and Rarities sells an assortment of odds and ends—it’s your best chance at finding Arcanum Tokens, Affinity Scales, and Legacy Scrolls. Any of them will deal in Scales, weapon skins, or fabrication ingredients if you have some you’re willing to part with.”

      “This place is wild,” I said, running a hand through my lank hair. “Makes me wonder what’s up on the other floors.”

      “More of the same,” she replied with a shrug, “just better. As I mentioned before, the Citadel has a strictly enforced hierarchy. Everything you’ll find on this level is appropriate for your station. The third floor is reserved for Masters and Sages while the one above that is for Saints and Fatemarked. There is a fifth level, much smaller than the rest, used only by the Custodians and the Exarch—that’s also where the Athenaeum is located, though that entire area is strictly off-limits to you.” She paused, her lips pressed into a thin line. “Just to be abundantly clear, every level other than this one is also strictly off-limits to you. Regardless of your celebrity status as an Inkarnate, I don’t want to hear you’ve ventured any higher into the Citadel, is that understood?”

      I offered a polite smile and nodded.

      To me it was dumb, but the Marine Corps had been no different. Troops didn’t mingle with Non-Commission Officers, Non-Comms typically avoided the Staff NCOs, and everyone left the brass alone to do whatever the fuck it was they did. Mostly push papers and type up reports. And there was a good reason for that. As a commander or platoon sergeant, it had been my job to not only fight but to direct and disperse troops across the battlefield. Sometimes that meant commanding a Marine to take a critical strategic objective, knowing full well they might die in the process.

      Having a little physiological distance made it easier to issue those difficult orders.

      “Excellent. There’s just one more thing I need to show you.” She waved me on, and we left the bank behind and entered a section filled with an assortment of pubs and eateries. In the center was a wide courtyard with a burbling marble fountain. Beside the fountain was a large board covered with notices. “This is the Bounty Board.” She pulled down a sheet of paper and handed it over to me. The notice was handwritten in intricate flowing script on thick parchment.

      
        
        Bounty

      

      

      
        
        A Sickly Harvest: Over the past six months the people of Stagpoint have seen their crops wither and die for no apparent reason. Healthy fields blacken seemingly overnight and an entire orchard has contracted inexplicable blight. The local Arbitrator, Juliette de Vaal, suspects a brood of Rot Slimes have moved into the area. With Winter’s heavy hand upon Stagpoint, starvation is setting in and the Arbitrator fears impending violence. Find and eliminate the Mortka responsible and provide the townsfolk with aid to see them through to the next harvest.

        Contract Rating: ۞۞ — Two-Man Team Recommended

        Reward: 5 Gold Custodial Marks, payable upon completion

        

      

      After I read over the parchment, a new notice appeared in front of my eyes.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Would you like to accept the Bounty A Sickly Harvest? Yes/No?

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I hit no and handed the paper back to Kerra.

      “Although there are several thousand Vigils, we are spread far too thin to be everywhere at once,” she said, pinning the notice back on the board. “Arbitrators act as our eyes and ears. We train them to handle trivial matters and to adjudicate when the need arises, but when Mortka attack that are outside of their abilities, they use an altar to pray to Raguel. Those prayers are then passed on to the Exarch, who has them transcribed by the Keeper of the Books.”

      “Who’s the Keeper of the Books?” I asked. “Is that one of the council members?”

      “Not officially,” she said. “The Keeper is the head administrator for the Custodians. He is also the head librarian of the Custodians’ Athenaeum and maintains the Bounty Boards. Additionally, it’s the Keeper’s job to assess and evaluate each bounty and assign them an appropriate rating. You’ll be dealing with him whenever you accept or turn in contracts, so it’s best not to piss him off.”

      “What makes you think I would piss him off?”

      “Do I really need to answer that?” she asked.

      I chuckled. “Fair enough.”

      She tapped on the two symbols next to the contract rating. “Two Star means it is appropriate for Disciple-Class Vigils and above. The Keeper of Books always adds a manpower recommendation, and you would be wise to heed her warnings. Many a young Vigil has wound up dead thanks to overconfidence. It’s important to remember that the details for these bounties come from local Arbitrators who are themselves often passing on second- or third-hand information. The details are notoriously unreliable, and it is easy to find yourself facing off against a Mortka far more dangerous than the one originally reported.”

      I absently rubbed at my lower back, remembering my mangled spine. The Hexblight had taught me that lesson the hard way, and I didn’t intend to make the same mistake again.

      “What about the bounties that come straight from Raguel?” I asked.

      She squinted and canted her head to one side.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” she said.

      “This is all great,” I said, waving at the board, “but when I get a bounty directly from Raguel am I supposed to report it or what? Like just last night I got tasked with hunting down the monster that’s been killing people here in Wildespell. Seemed strange to me that there weren’t other Vigils already on the case, but I figured it might be one of those all-hands-on-deck type situations.”

      Her face visibly paled as I spoke. “Gods, it’s one thing after another with you, isn’t it? First a new Boon, now this.” She rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “Look, bounties aren’t supposed to work that way. Individual Vigils don’t receive bounties. It’s just… Well, it’s not done. It shouldn’t even be possible. Raguel communes with the Exarch through divine augury. The Exarch relays that information to the Keeper of Books, who transcribes it. We come to the Bounty Board and accept a mission appropriate to our rank. Once we complete it, we turn the bounty back in for a payout from the Custodians. That is the process.

      “It is becoming readily apparent that you, however, are a special snowflake sent straight from Raguel to try my patience to its utmost limits.” She let out a long, resigned sigh. “Look, I need to go talk with the Custodians, but for now I would respectfully ask that you leave that particular bounty alone. You’re new here, but Wildespell is a tinderbox at the moment. Political instability. Food shortages. These killings are strange and have everyone on edge. It’s a big part of the reason I was so cautious when I brought you in.

      “The deaths might be enough to spark a fire that could burn down the city if we aren’t careful. In light of recent circumstances, a new team has already been assigned to deal with the threat. It’s a five-star bounty, Boyd. Master Rank and well outside your pay grade. The team working it is more than capable of handling things, and you should know that better than anyone, because it’s the same team that helped me apprehend you.”

      “Wait, so Telent, Kol, Jori, and Amherst are the ones working the assignment?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said tersely. “They have indeed been personally assigned to the case.”

      “Does that mean you’re leading the investigation since they’re part of your team?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t have a team. The Justiciars work directly for the Citadel in an administrative capacity and thus fall outside the typical structure. Telent is the leader of that particular fist. They were just acting as my escorts on the mission since I don’t have a team of my own. Suffice it to say, the issue is in good hands, and I can assure you that they won’t appreciate some reckless outsider blundering into their investigation.”

      I kept my mouth shut, but I was floored on the inside. Kerra was bound by the letter of the law, but Telent and the others seemed like guys who were far more concerned about the spirit of things. In that way, Telent was like me—the how didn’t matter quite so much, as long as the mission got done. He’d probably be ecstatic if I could turn up some dirt that helped point him in the right direction.

      “Besides,” Kerra continued, drawing me from my thoughts, “this bounty has already cost us one Vigil. And, because you strike me as the reckless sort, let me emphasize that Dogan the Shieldbreaker wasn’t just any run-of-the-mill Vigil. He was Sage Class and he also happened to be the Justiciar of Seekers. I’m sure that means nothing to you, but the important takeaway is that you should be scared. If you get involved, you will end up dead. I can assure you that the Custodians will not want to compound the loss of one of our Justiciars by sacrificing the first Inkarnate we’ve had in over two hundred years. So please, for my sake and yours, stay well away from this mess. Are we clear?”

      “Crystal,” I replied, shooting her a thumbs-up.

      “Good. Now, unless you have any other world-shaking revelations that will needlessly complicate my life, I have a great many things to do before I can turn in for the night.”

      “Hey, don’t let me keep you from getting your beauty rest,” I said. “I’d hate to see you cranky.”

      “I have never been so sorely tempted to stab someone in the kidney,” she said, hands curled into fists, “but I suspect the Custodians wouldn’t appreciate that either.”

      She unclenched her hands and took a deep breath.

      “I’ll be busy for the next few days,” she said after composing herself. “I’m setting up a training excursion for a group of newly initiated Vigils who have just recently passed their Ascension Ceremony. I’d like you to accompany us as equal parts chaperon and trainee. I think some fieldwork, under a watchful eye, would do you some good.”

      What she didn’t say was that getting me into the field also meant getting me away from Wildespell and away from this Bounty.

      “We’ll be leaving in a few days’ time,” she said, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “In the meantime, I’ll be making our travel arrangements, so you won’t see much of me until we depart. Niels will oversee your training in the interim. Until then, you have the run of the Citadel and city—but be on your best behavior, yes?”

      “I’m always on my best behavior,” I replied, already thinking about how to get out of the Citadel without being noticed.
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            Wheeling and Dealing
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      I watched Kerra disappear down a connecting hallway, feeling a sweet sense of relief wash through me.

      Honestly, having her occupied for a little while was a godsend. I had no doubt that Niels would beat me into the ground, but once we were done training for the day, I was confident he wouldn’t try and babysit me. A day or two was more than enough to start digging into these killings, especially if there wasn’t someone constantly looking over my shoulder. I couldn’t be reckless, though. Kerra wasn’t wrong about that.

      Whatever was hunting in Wildespell had already killed one Vigil, and although I didn’t know what a Justiciar of Seekers was, I assumed it meant he was a certified badass.

      Back in Ironmoor, I’d rushed headlong into a confrontation with the Hexblight, not knowing what I was up against, and I’d been lucky to walk away. Technically, I hadn’t actually walked away at all, since the Hexblight had turned my spine into a pretzel. If not for my Diamond Body passive ability, I would’ve bled out on the cold cobblestones, half a galaxy away from my home. Fact was, I’d gotten damned lucky.

      Making mistakes was one thing, not learning from them was another. I wasn’t going to put myself in a situation like that again. Not if there was any way to avoid it.

      So before I started investigating in earnest, I needed to prepare. According to Kerra, the Citadel had potions, fabrication components, weapon skins, Affinity Scales, and a hundred other items that might give me an edge. I’d be an idiot not to at least see what this place had to offer. As Drill Instructor Screw Y’All was wont to say, Prior preparation prevents piss-poor performance.

      I had plenty of gold and silver Kelkadian crowns, but apparently my money was no good here, which meant my first stop was the bank. I backtracked through the warren of hallways until I found myself standing outside the Goldleaf Trust, bank of the Citadel. I felt vaguely uneasy as I shouldered my way inside. I’d had a deep-rooted distrust of banks for years. Cal had been one of those dumb boots who bought a car with a ridiculously high APR the second we hit the Fleet. A Dodge Challenger, of course.

      He'd done it on a weekend I had barrack duty, or else I would’ve talked him out of it.

      Unfortunately, his bank had been only too happy to process a financing plan that would’ve made a loan shark blush in shame. Cal had gotten his ass reamed ten ways from Tuesday by our Command, and although it was a dumb mistake, I’d always blamed the bank more than I had Cal. Fact was, eighteen-year-old kids did stupid things. Big predatory banks that were willing to prey on them knew exactly what they were doing and did it anyway. Kerra had told me that no one in the Citadel would try to screw me, but I was of the trust-but-verify mindset.

      The interior of Goldleaf Trust was even flashier than the other banking institutions I’d had the displeasure of visiting in the past.

      Sleek marble floors. Counters edged in gold. A giant crystalline chandelier that was as excessive as it was pointless. I relaxed a little when I saw that the people staffing the counters weren’t goblins or dragons or pixies. There was no Harry Potter shit afoot, which was a relief. Honestly, if I’d seen pixies manning the stalls, I would’ve turned tail and hauled ass as fast as my legs could carry me. But no, it was just regular ol’ people.

      A blond young man wearing a black doublet smiled at me as I made my way over. He was polite and cordial and almost suspiciously helpful. Too helpful. He had a sheet of parchment with up-to-date currency exchange rates. At the moment, Kelkadian crowns and Custodial marks were trading one for one. I decided to swap out two-thirds of the crowns I had in my coin pouch for marks, then excused myself and made a quick trip to my Soul Vault.

      Kerra had mentioned that some of the shopkeepers around here were willing to barter, so I grabbed an extra bagful of Affinity Scales—including my single Sage-Class Seraphic Scale—and some of the Mortka weapon skins I’d crafted over the past month. I didn’t intend to trade the Seraphic Scale, but now was an excellent time to figure out just how valuable Sage-Class items were. As for the weapon skins, I had several that were just gathering dust, including a Chinese-style Hook Sword that was cool looking but wildly impractical and an unwieldly Mortka-forged chain weapon called a kusarigama.

      After accidentally smacking myself square in the balls with that thing I decided it wasn’t for me.

      Items in hand and coins at my side, I headed back out into the marketplace, ready to see how far my money would spread.

      First stop was the Steel Griffin.

      I was a sucker for high-speed low-drag gear, so weapons and armor seemed like a natural choice. The Steel Griffin wasn’t a stall or a booth like some of the other vendors who sold knickknacks or bolts of cloth. It had large windows, hardwood floors, and a steel sign hammered into the shape of a winged griffin. The left half of the store was filled with armor-clad mannequins wearing everything from heavy plate mail to crude leathers. Thick wooden tables displayed helms, bracers, and an odd assortment of other wearable accessories.

      Including what looked like used underwear. That was gonna be a hard pass from me.

      The right side of the shop housed scores of weapon racks, which cradled nearly every conceivable melee weapon I could imagine. Axes in various styles. A legion of swords. Spears, halberds, and quarterstaves aplenty. Plus, enough blunt weapons to club a small army of baby seals. They all radiated the faint thrum of Arcana, which told me they were weapon skins. Problem was, they were also all garbage. I picked up a simple broadsword and turned it over in my hands, examining the blade’s edge with my thumb. Might as well be a blunt weapon.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Standard Hand-and-a-Half Sword

      

      

      Type: Steel, Bladed Weapon

      Class: Novice

      This standard Hand-and-a-Half Sword is a light and versatile blade, well suited for offensive and defensive combat. The wooden handle is long enough to easily accommodate a two-handed grip, though the sword can also be wielded one-handed. Sharpened on both sides, this blade can slash at lightly armored foes, while a well-timed thrust with the tip can pierce through the joints of more heavily armored enemies.

      Primary Effects:

      
        	Weapon Skin: Item can be applied to any base Soul Bound melee weapon, transforming it into a Standard Hand-and-a-Half Sword.

      

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I set the blade down with a grimace. Basic bitch shit all around. A starter weapon for someone just getting their toes wet for the first time. The worst part was that I couldn’t even break down the skin in order to harvest a blueprint, which would allow me to make something better myself. Every skin I had in my Soul Vault was higher quality than what they had on display here. The armor was no different, though that at least I could harvest for blueprints, assuming I wanted to go through the hassle.

      “Finding everything you need?” came a voice from across the store.

      I turned and spotted a lanky old-timer without an ounce of fat on his whole body staring at me from across a counter in the back. He had the red eyes of a Vigil and was branded with the silvery Sigil of Truth. That aside, he didn’t look like any of the other Vigils I’d seen so far. Instead of armor, he wore a heavily stained white shirt, rolled up to the elbows, and over the top of that was a thick leather apron, tied tight around his toothpick-thin waist.

      “Can’t say as I’ve seen you around here before, lad,” the man said, adjusting a pair of odd glasses that rested at the very tip of his nose. “You recently Ascended?” he asked, though he sounded uncertain.

      “Guess you could say that,” I replied.

      “You seem unimpressed with my wares,” he offered, more statement than question.

      I shrugged. “Not trying to offend, I was just hoping for something a little more advanced. I figured you’d have some Mortka-Forged Weapon Skins or Enhanced Armor, but I’m not seeing anything like that around here.”

      “Well’a course not,” he replied, folding wiry arms across his slight chest. “Items like that are rarer than a wife who won’t stab you in the back, I reckon. You can find ’em, sure, but you gotta know where to look, and it ain’t here, I’m afraid. ’Sides, items like that’ll cost you something fierce.”

      “Let’s say that I wasn’t worried about the price,” I said, sauntering over to the wooden service counter that framed in the back wall. “Then where would I look?”

      The merchant grinned and pointed a finger straight up.

      “Could be you’re lost, lad. The type of items you’re in the market for are on the master’s level.” He squinted and frowned as he studied me. His red eyes roamed over my armor, and after a second, he grunted. “Mortka-Forged Stone Spider plate mail. Don’t see a lot of that around, especially not on a freshly ascended Acolyte.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose. How in the hell could he tell all that just by looking at me?

      He chuckled as though reading my mind, then tapped at the corner of his eye. “I’m a Vigil of Truth, lad. I see things far more clearly than most. I’ve also used more than a few Legacy Scrolls, including one on Master Mentalist. Not much makes it by me. Based on your gear and the confused expression plastered across your face, I’m thinking you must be the Inkarnate I’ve been hearing whispers about. I was wondering whether you might turn up on my doorstep. I’m Pascow.” He extended a leathery hand. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “Boyd Knight,” I said, giving his hand a brief but firm shake.

      “Well Boyd Knight, do you mind if I ask how you came by that plate armor?” He cocked an eyebrow as he admired the runes and spikes jutting from my pauldrons.

      “I’ll be happy to tell you, if you answer a few of my questions in turn.”

      “Fair ’nough, lad. Fair ’nough,” he said, waving me around the counter. He settled down onto a wooden three-legged stool, then motioned for me to do the same.

      “Not sure why it matters, but I made this armor,” I said as I sat down. “I harvested Silver Partial plate mail for a blueprint, collected and refined all the necessary fabrication components from a Stone Spider nest, then followed the recipe.” I shrugged. “Took eight hours to build and gave me a hand cramp like you wouldn’t believe. Especially placing all the rivets.”

      “Oh, I can believe it, lad.” Pascow held up his own hand, which looked gnarled and slightly arthritic. “Been doing this for the better part of sixty years. I know exactly what kind of toll it exacts. What I cannot believe is that an Inkarnate of Justice would have the skill set or the inclination to build his own gear.” He shook his head in disbelief.

      “How else would I get weapon skins or armor?” I asked, genuinely confused.

      “Why you buy it, of course, just like everyone else does,” he replied as though saying water was wet. “You’re new to our ways, so this might come as something of a surprise to you, but very few Vigils bother to unlock the crafting skills in the College of Reason. Most Vigils will have a single utility skill. Perhaps even two. But five? No.” He waggled his head. “It’s too costly and doesn’t square with the preapproved combat builds the Custodians tend to endorse.

      “Might be, you’ll find a Vigil walking around with Sage Smith or Alchemic Mastery,” he continued, “but none that have Sage Smith, Mortka Forger, Affinity Retrofitter, Arcane Transmuter, and Alchemic Mastery. And truthfully, that is only the beginning. To truly become a master craftsman—to push your abilities to the edge—you also need Absorb Elements, Water Wright, Metallurgy Manipulation, Unbound Flame, Arctic Spike, and Electro Arc, not to mention a host of expensive Legacy Scrolls. Taken together, those skills make for a truly shite combat build. That also makes it hard to ascend, since slaying Mortka is the most efficient way to gather Essence. That’s why Vigils like me exist. The Builders Guild, we call ourselves.

      “Our place isn’t on the field of battle, but in the foundries and back rooms, crafting weapons, armor, potions, or using our prowess to maintain the Citadel itself. We run the shops and dedicate our lives to this work so that other Vigils can focus on Raguel’s broader mission outside these hallowed walls. There aren’t many of us, though.” He tapped at his nose. “As a result, there is much work, and not many hands to do it. But I don’t need to tell you, you already know how labor-intensive this business is. Building even a basic weapon skin can take hours, especially when you have to refine all the materials by hand. Mortka-Forged weapons and armor take even longer to construct. From there, it’s a simple issue of supply and demand.”

      “Lots of demand, little supply,” I replied.

      “Aye. You’re smart enough. Plus, we need to barter or purchase fabrication ingredients since we rarely venture outside the walls of the Citadel. Mortka-Forged weapons and armor are both costly and time-intensive to make. Newly minted Vigils who haven’t advanced into the upper echelons rarely get their grubby little hands on armor like yours. Not unless they get lucky enough to loot it off the corpse of a powerful Mortka. Those items are generally reserved for those with a bit more clout than new fish like you.” He paused and rubbed at his chin. “Given the circumstances, however, I might be willing to show you my private collection—though I’ll warn you now, it won’t be cheap.”

      “Good quality gear rarely is,” I replied.

      He chuckled. “Like I said, you’re a smart lad.” He stood, knuckled his back with a wince, then ushered me through a door and into his private quarters. I was shocked to see an altar on a pedestal in the back.

      “The fuck?” I said, nodding toward the pillar with its accompanying floating orb.

      “You can set up an altar anywhere if you have a mind to,” he replied offhandedly, waving away my shock. “It’s a costly process—and I don’t just mean money—but I can’t well be tromping back and forth to a chapel every time I need to get a little work done, now can I? That’s not what you’re looking for, however. Feast your eyes upon these beauties.”

      He waved toward a neatly lined up row of mannequins decked out in a wide array of armor made from an even wider array of materials. Light armor crafted from gray gossamer spider silk. Medium mail crafted from cobalt lizard scales. A full suit of hulking black plate mail riddled with spikes and horn-like protrusions. He also had individual set pieces—a cloak, seemingly built from shimmering peacock feathers caught my eye, even though I knew I could never pull it off. It would be perfect for Renholm if he weren’t the size of a Ken doll.

      “Why don’t you display these things out front?” I asked.

      Pascow snorted and rolled his eyes. “Not an Adept around that could afford ’em. If I put these on display, the only thing that’ll come of it is that I’ll have to clean off all the greasy fingerprints from looky-loos. These are destined to be shipped to the upper floors for those with the skill and coin to properly appreciate them.”

      My Grass Hound Leather Armor was already top-notch—at least compared to the stuff he had on display out front—and my Stone Spider Plate had seen me through some tight spots relatively unscathed. Both were great, but they also had some drawbacks. The Grass Hound Armor was ideally suited for stealth missions, but it wouldn’t stand up to even a single blow from powerful Mortka. My Stone Spider Armor could survive a direct hit from a wrecking ball, but it also gave me the speed and maneuverability of a dump truck.

      I needed a middle ground option—something just a tad more versatile—and the shimmering blue scale mail was calling my name.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Mortka-Forged Basilisk Brigandine Armor

      

      

      Type: Medium, Reinforced Basilisk Scale Mail

      Class: Master

      This shimmering coat of scale mail is constructed of heavy canvas and reinforced Harpy Leather, then painstakingly overlaid with Basilisk scales. The combination offers superior resistance against slicing and piercing weapons such as swords or claws, without being as restrictive or clunky as full plate mail. Reinforced by both Harpy Leather and Basilisk scales, this armor further grants additional movement buffs and fortifies magical resistances.

      Primary Effects:

      
        	Harpy’s Grace: +1 Finesse Bonus while equipped. The ranged skills Quick Hands, Maximum Penetration, and Guided Shot are 6% more effective.

        	Basilisk’s Reflection: The scales of a Basilisk are naturally resistant to Arcane Magics and reflect 8% of all spell damage back upon the caster.

      

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I whistled through my teeth. If my Stone Spider Armor was perfect for tanking, this stuff was built for a mobile fighter who could mix it up at close range or sling spells from a distance.

      “How much?” I asked, nodding toward the glimmering blue armor.

      “You’ve got expensive taste,” Pascow replied. “I can let that set go for…” He seesawed his head back and forth as he scratched at the underside of his chin. “Call it twenty-five gold marks.”

      The words left me reeling. Twenty-five gold marks?

      Fuck me. Over the past month or so, I’d figured out more or less how much things cost in this world. It was ten bronze coins to one silver crown. One silver Kelkadian crown, in turn, would get me three hots and a cot for a day, while a golden crown would set me up for a month or buy me a decent, non-enhanced breastplate. Two golden crowns would get me a horse complete with tack—saddle, stirrups, and bridle. Most regular folk never saw more than fifteen golden crowns a year, while miners and day laborers usually saw even less.

      Since the exchange rate between marks and crowns was currently at a one-to-one ratio, I knew exactly how much he was charging, and it was nearly two years’ worth of wages. Total, I had a little more than half of that, but it would clean me out.

      “I can do seven gold up front, but I also have some items to barter if you’re willing to trade.” I pulled out the two Mortka-Forged Soul Skins and placed them on a nearby table and added in some miscellaneous fabrication ingredients that I had an overabundance of. Mortka-Forged Steel, Refined Silver Ore, tanned Grass Hound Leather, and some leftover pieces of Stone Spider Chitin. I also had a bunch of Raw Selitrium Ore I didn’t know what to do with, so I added that to the table. Selitrium was a key crafting component and was primarily used to leech away impurities, drain Affinity, and prime other materials so they could be infused with Arcana.

      I didn’t know what the street value of the stuff was, since only Alchemists had any interest in it, but considering the lengths that Gustav and Sigge had gone to smuggle it out of Ironmoor, I figured it had to be rare.

      “You make these yourself?” Pascow asked, evaluating the Soul Skins.

      I nodded in reply.

      “Nicely constructed,” he said in approval. “I can give you three Gold apiece for them and another three for the assorted fabrication elements.” His fingers brushed over the Selitrium Ore. “Now this here is a different story,” he said, more to himself than to me. “Raw Selitrium is hard to come by, even in the best of times. I could give you four golden marks, one for each piece of ore.”

      Damn. Suddenly I was starting to see why the miners had been willing to risk life and limb to get their hands on this stuff. One decent-sized chunk would be enough to take care of a small family for a month or two.

      “With the seven marks you’re bringing to the table, that brings you up to twenty-one gold marks,” he said. “Still four short, I’m afraid.”

      I hesitated for a beat, then reached a hand into my pouch and pulled free my trump card. The Sage-Class Seraphic Scale, given to me by Raguel as part of my reward for killing the Hexblight and bringing justice to Annelli.

      “What if I threw this in to sweeten the pot?” I asked.

      Pascow accepted the Scale and turned it over in his hands, running a thumb along its pearlescent face. After a beat, he pushed it back into my palm.

      “That would do it alright, lad, but I can’t accept it. Sage-Class Scales go for a premium. You need to kill a truly epic class of Mortka to receive such drops. But for it to also have Seraphic Affinity? I would be robbing you blind if I accepted that, and I won’t take advantage. Much as it pains me, you should hang on to that.” He sighed. “Give me what you have, take the armor. I’d rather see you wear it than some smug Sage who turns his nose up at a Builder like me.”

      “I appreciate the offer,” I said, “but I won’t accept charity. If it’s worth twenty-five, then that’s what I’ll pay, even if I have to wait.”

      “It’s not charity, lad. Come give me a day of your time. I could use an extra set of hands around here. I’ll put you to work, have you churn out a couple of Soul Skins using some of my blueprints. The work will make up the difference plus interest and you might even learn a thing or two in the process. Fair trade?” he asked, extending a hand.

      I’d be an idiot not to accept a deal like that. I grabbed his hand with a grin. “Deal.”
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      The morning dawned bright and early.

      Painfully early, on account of the fact that the tubby tabby, Sir Jacob-Francis, was the one to wake me up. By sitting his furry cat-ass right on my upturned face. It was like being smothered by a Wookie. I shot up with a muffled string of curses on my lips and frantically tried to push the oversized furball off, which earned me a feral growl and a flurry of scratches across my neck and face. Finally, I managed to dislodge the hissing demon before tossing him unceremoniously onto the bed beside me. The cat landed gracefully and immediately flopped onto his side, licking his paws and eyeballing me like I was the bad guy in this whole situation.

      Meanwhile, I found Cal leaning up against the wall nearby, damn near doubled over as he laughed at my misfortune.

      “You’re right,” Renholm said from the nightstand, “that was worth the effort.”

      “Hey, you chuckle fucks, that cat could’ve clawed my goddamned eyes out,” I growled, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed.

      “Don’t be a crybaby,” Cal said, wiping away a tear as he straightened. “You’ve done way worse things to me, and I didn’t have supernatural, Wolverine healing factor either. Remember that time you and Roddey duct-taped me to the wall after I drank that entire jug of Boone's Farm Watermelon Wine and passed out?”

      “Hey man, how could we have known that a possum was going to try and build a nest in your hair?” I asked. “Also, that was partly on you. I told you not to drink all that jug wine like fifteen times. It doesn’t even taste like watermelon.”

      “Yeah, because it tastes better than watermelon,” he said. “It’s like eating a delicious, alcoholic Jolly Rancher—”

      “Maybe if a watermelon Jolly Rancher fell beneath the seat of a gutted El Camino,” I grumbled.

      “The point is,” Cal continued, “you’ve done way worse and this was funny. Plus, in my defense, I was super bored. There’s a lot of downtime being a spirit. Also, Renholm is a bad influence on me.”

      “If anything,” Renholm offered, “I would say the imbecilic spirit is a shockingly good influence on me. I suggested murdering you and stealing all of your succulent Affinity Scales and he managed to talk me down to the cat thing.”

      “God, you’re both the absolute fucking worst,” I muttered under my breath. “Why did you even wake me up?” I eyed my window. “I have like an hour before I’m supposed to be down in the courtyard.”

      “Because we found something,” Cal said, nearly bouncing on his toes. “Since you’ve been busy around here, I decided to go snooping with Renholm for clues about the whole murder situation. It was way more interesting than watching you get your ass kicked—although there was a lot more larceny than I expected. I mean, I expected some larceny for sure, but this was next level. And weird. He stole every left shoe he could find and just chucked ’em through a portal. I also watched him pry out some poor schlub’s molar, and then there was this one guy’s fake eye…”

      “One should never leave body parts unattended,” Renholm replied, deadly serious. He flitted over and settled down beside Jacob-Francis. The cat purred and flicked its tail back and forth as the pixie scratched at his ears. “Blood, teeth, hair. Anything tied to the corporeal form can be used by Fae with ill intent to work powerful magics.”

      “So what are you gonna do with it?” I asked.

      “Well, nothing,” the pixie replied with a shrug. “Like the spirit, I was also bored. Stealing that man’s eyeball was just funny. But I could work powerful magics if I wanted to. I could bewitch his dreams or track him halfway across the face of the world.”

      Good to know that Renholm was just as petty and vindictive as ever. With a groan, I headed over to the washbasin and splashed some cold water across my face. “How’s about you get to the part where you tell me why I should care about any of this,” I said, before toweling off the moisture. “Not sure if you’ve noticed, but I’ve got shit to do.”

      “Ozlap Erdemir,” Cal said with a proud grin.

      “Should that mean something to me?” I asked.

      “It’s the name of one of the murder victims,” Cal replied. “Ozlap Erdemir was the merchant they found dead, but it turns out he wasn’t strictly a merchant at all. What he sold wasn’t of the material variety.”

      “Meaning?”

      “He was an information broker, dude,” Cal said. “The guy traded in secrets. The whole merchant thing was a cover.”

      Hmm. Now that was interesting. One of the other victims was a prominent political advisor to the king, Lord Esben Menhennick. I couldn’t help but wonder if they were somehow connected.

      “Any chance this guy was some kind of covert agent working for the Crown?” I asked on a hunch. If so, maybe there was a political bent to these killings.

      “Not likely,” Renholm replied drily. “My steed and I were also able to track the man’s Fate back to a slum in the Sprawl, which is the dank, ramshackle, filth-encrusted den of human misery located outside the city proper.” The pixie materialized an intricate golden ring that looked like a coiled serpent with a pair of tiny ruby eyes. “Before his death, he frequented what appeared to be an unmarked flophouse.”

      “But it’s not,” Cal said excitedly. “The place is crawling with lookouts, and all of them have rings just like that one.”

      “Did you get a look inside?” I asked while manifesting my training attire with a swirl of silvery smoke.

      “Tried and failed,” Cal said with a shake of his head. “That was the other red flag. This flophouse? Looks like a bag of ass on the outside but it has spirit sigils all over the place, just like Arturo’s chapel. I don’t know what the hell that place is, but it’s warded to the gills and I’m positive there’s some shady shit going down inside.”

      “Cat-ass aside, good work, you two.” I pulled out a pair of Glamor Scales from my coin pouch and flicked one to each of them. “I’m pretty sure Niels will break my legs if I miss training. You two can hang out here if you want. Just keep a low profile and please avoid stealing anything from any of the Vigils while I’m gone. If I hear about an eyeball or a boot turning up missing, I’m gonna lose my shit. Tonight, we’ll head over to the Sprawl and start kicking over rocks—see what comes scuttling out.”
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      I left the pair of them behind and shut the door tight, engaging the warded lock while muttering a silent prayer that they would behave themselves and not actively set anything on fire.

      With Cal and Renholm together, it was a complete coin toss.

      I grabbed a quick bite to eat at the mess hall—just a couple of hardboiled eggs and some goopy bland oatmeal—then headed over to the training yard. By the time I got there, the faintest edge of sunlight was starting to peek its face above the horizon. Vigils-to-be were milling about near the fountain of Raguel while the last few students trickled in like a leaky faucet. Naturally, Niels was already waiting, beef-slab arms folded across his barrel chest. There was no sign of Kerra, which wasn’t unexpected, but I found myself a little sad. She was annoying, overbearing, and had an asshole that was puckered up tighter than a snare drum, but she was starting to grow on me.

      We waited for a few minutes more before Niels called us to attention with his booming voice.

      “Today is training rotation day four,” he said without any preamble. “Cohort One, you’ve got conditioning, and don’t be slacking off just because Justiciar Kerra is absent this morning.” He paused and stared at a young man with a mop of red hair. “I’m looking at you, Jansen.” The young man squirmed under Niels’s unwavering gaze. “Cohort Two”—Niels glanced at a group of younger Vigils somewhere between ten and twelve—“Section Overseer Blackmore will run you through the agility course. I don’t want you rushing things. Speed will come in time. What is it we always say?”

      “Slow is smooth, smooth is fast,” came an echoing reply from every mouth in the courtyard.

      I felt a moment of shock because that was a saying I’d had drilled into my head a thousand times before. I could picture Drill Instructor Screw Y’All on a knee beside me as I snapped in, my rifle pressed firmly into my shoulder pocket, my cheek plastered against the buttstock. “Don’t rush it,” he would snarl. “Remember, one shot, one kill. Make it count. Slow is smooth, smooth is fast.”

      “Cohort Three, you’re working hand-to-hand,” Niels continued, drawing me from my memories. “Overseer Neira will be reviewing Lyvaski ground fighting techniques since I know several of you have been struggling with the takedowns and counters. Pay particular attention to the leg locks. Don’t want to see any torn ligaments. Fourth and Fifth, you’ll be switching between the range and the melee weapons. Work in half-hour intervals—and I want to see good fundamentals out there. No shoddy footwork and keep your weapons in guard, eh? We all remember what happened last time.”

      There was a good-hearted chuckle that trickled through the crowd.

      “Vigil Boyd, you’re with me.” He hopped down from the fountain and waved for me to follow him. We zigged and zagged between groups of Vigils rushing to their various training stations. There were already several students practicing with melee weapons, but they quickly made space for us. I was in no way surprised to see that Niels had a pair of suppression manacles waiting for me. I felt a little better when he snapped a pair around his own thick wrists as well, wincing a little when the spikes sank down into his flesh.

      “I know it is unpleasant,” he said, “but I have learned over the years that it is best to train without the use of enhancements. Strength, speed, power, all can be used to gloss over a lack of solid fundamentals. Enhancements are like a coat of polish: they make everything look better, shinier. But all the polish in the world will not improve a sword forged with flawed metal.”

      I couldn’t disagree with his assessment even if the manacles were a pain in the ass, or wrists in this case. I snapped them on and felt power and life drain out of me.

      “Very good. Before we can begin your weapon training, I need to see your unarmed combat. So…” He trailed off and smiled. “Have at me.”

      I grinned and a small flash of excitement rushed through me. I didn’t know jack shit about how to fight with a sword or the best way to use a mace—other than to clobber the shit out of someone with it—but I knew how to brawl. Everything I’d learned prior to the Marine Corps came straight from the street of hard knocks. I’d been a fighter since the day I could walk, and I’ve always had a big mouth. So needless to say, I fought a lot as a kid.

      I’d worked my way through the Marine Corps Martial Arts program, earning a black belt in the program, but I’d learned the most while sparring and fighting with other Marines. Corporal Holmes had studied Muai Thai for years before enlisting. Staff Sergeant Eddy Lamb had a black belt in Brazilian jujutsu and had been a wrestling state champion three years running in high school. Sergeant Murphy, with EOD, could throw your ass through a brick wall using judo, and Lance Corporal Palmer—a Motor T Operator by MOS—was a golden gloves amateur boxer that hit like an angry gorilla.

      Though I didn’t have years of formal training, I had years and years of personal lessons from all of them. My fighting style was a Frankenstein monster of all the best pieces from all of those martial arts. I was tall, lanky, and fast, so I preferred to keep things on my feet if I could. Quick jabs and powerful kicks to maintain distance. If we ended up in a clench though, I was more than happy to throw knees and elbows until the cows came home, and I could put a sumabitch on the floor with a quickness if I needed to.

      If I had a weakness, it was definitely my ground game. I knew my way around a good triangle choke and could apply arm bars and leg locks without much trouble. But against someone like Staff Sergeant Eddy Lamb, who lived and breathed ground fighting, I wouldn’t last long unless I could land a couple of solid elbow strikes and get back to my feet.

      I’d done this a thousand times before and didn’t shy away from the challenge.

      I came in aggressive, aiming to control the fight. Then I reverted to what I knew so well. Niels was powerfully built, but without his preternaturally enhanced abilities, I was faster and I had a significant reach advantage. I threw jabs and crosses alongside big Muai Thai–style shin-kicks aimed at his thighs. He bobbed and weaved, dancing away when he could and absorbing blows when he couldn’t.

      He was exploring, I knew. Trying to get a sense of me.

      After a few seconds, he shot in fast and low, going for my legs.

      He caught a knee to the chin for the trouble and while he was reeling from the blow, I switched things up. I darted in, grabbed his arms, and pivoted sharply, dragging him across my hips in a brutal O Goshi judo throw. He landed hard but used his momentum and upper body strength to drag me down on top of him. Not ideal, but I’d manage. I immediately sprawled out, then snaked his arm. Before he could recover from the force of the fall, I pushed up with my hips, swept my leg around his head, and turned, dropping onto my back with the arm bar already locked in place. He tapped a moment later and I released the hold and quickly gained my feet.

      I wiped a little sheen of sweat from my face and noticed that the Vigils all around the practice yard had stopped doing… pretty much everything. A few were still pretending to drill, but most were stealing unbelieving glances in our direction.
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      Niels smiled as he gained his feet and slapped away the dust on his arms and legs.

      “Take a good look,” he called out. There was surprise evident in his voice, but no malice. “Let this be a lesson that no matter how much you know, there is always someone who knows more. Stay humble, work hard, learn your lessons well.” He clapped. “Now back to training.”

      He eyeballed me with fresh approval. “I saw your raw potential before, but it is now clear that you are indeed a master in your craft, even if weapons aren’t precisely your expertise.”

      “Hey, you put a rifle in my hands, and I’ll show you what expertise looks like,” I said, hooking my thumbs into my belt. “I can put a round in the black at five hundred yards with iron sights and not even break a sweat.”

      “Is that the weapon you used on Justiciar Kerra?” he asked, sounding genuinely curious.

      “That was a shotgun,” I replied, “but they’re in the same ballpark.”

      “Ah, so you’re predominately a ranged weapon fighter. That certainly makes sense, although I’ve never seen a ranged weapon with such speed or sheer damage output. It was an impressive display. Still, even ranged fighters such as Vigils of Wrath typically have a melee weapon specialty. As a Vigil of Justice, I would recommend having at least a passing familiarity with all manner of weapons, but we each have our preferences. Believe it or not, but your unarmed style told me much about you as a fighter. As Justiciar Kerra said, the Vigil is the true weapon. Everything else is but an extension of that truth, and I am starting to understand what type of weapon you are.”

      He headed over to a long line of weapon racks framing in the training yard.

      “Falchion, gladius, dao, bastard sword, longsword, rapier, claymore, saber.” He listed off each of the various swords as he passed them. “Bladed weapons such as these are among the most popular weapons chosen by the unawakened. They scream warrior to all who see them and capture the populist notion of the quintessential hero. Swords are flashy, light, and admittedly nimble, of that there is no doubt. Against even a lightly armored foe, however, their sharpened blades are rendered nearly useless, and their main advantage is in their ability to thrust and pierce.”

      He moved on to another rack, tracing his fingers along each weapon. “Then we have the blunt weapons. Morgenstern, bludgeon, greatclub, warhammer, kanabo, flail, crescent moon axe, halberd, spear, war scythe.” He plucked a quarterstaff off the rack and sent it spinning through the air with a series of lightning-fast twirls and flourishes. “Each weapon has its own specific advantages and disadvantages. The spear, halberd, and staff are ideal for keeping an opponent at a distance, opening them up for spells. An axe or a warhammer require great strength, and though they are not as fast or maneuverable as a saber, say, they can deal truly devastating blows when a hit lands.”

      He paused and backtracked a few steps, then finally plucked a crescent-bladed war axe with a long spike jutting out the back end and a second spike protruding from the top.

      “At first, you kept your distance, effectively throwing kicks and punches. This is what I would expect from someone built for the broadsword or even the slender rapier. As I closed the distance, however, you didn’t shy away, but rather embraced my assault. Elbows and knees—close in and brutal fighting for someone who isn’t afraid to take a blow in the midst of battle. But you weren’t done. No, no, no.” He shook his head with a grin.

      “When I tried to take you to the ground and eliminate your strategic height and reach advantage, you neatly flipped me right onto my rear—which is a damned impressive feat, let me say. More impressive still, you were willing to follow me down. Instead of panicking, you improvised and adapted, quickly shifting away from hard strikes, and instead applied a seemingly effortless armbar. You are a generalist in the truest sense of the word. I have seen better pure strikers than you, and I have experienced the power of a specialist ground fighter. But you are willing to do anything to win.”

      He spun the axe in his hands and sent it flying through a series of easy loops. “This is you as a weapon. It doesn’t have the raw blunt striking force of a mace or warhammer, but flip it over”—he twisted the axe and struck with the spike—“and it can pierce even heavy plate. It is sharper than most swords, but because the blade is shorter, it lacks slashing power. Yet thanks to its weight, the blade is far more effective against enemies in leather or even scale mail. As for the top spike, it makes for an excellent thrusting weapon and, in the right hands, can be used to fend off creatures like a short javelin.”

      “It’s a generalist,” I said slowly.

      “Exactly,” he replied. “It is not as specialized as any of those other weapons, but it is far more effective in a wide array of situations. Most Mortka have a weakness against specific types of weapons—heavily armored creatures will be invulnerable to slashing or piercing damage, while swords will be especially effective against creatures with a more malleable form, including slimes, plant-based Mortka, and insectile creatures. If you master this weapon, it will give you adaptability.”

      I accepted it, feeling its weight in my grasp. I’d been instinctually switching between mace and axe since getting here for exactly the reasons he’d mentioned—even though I wouldn’t have been able to articulate why in the way Niels had. The axe felt right. Like it belonged to me.

      “I can see the spark,” he said with a soft smile. “Come, let me show you some basic forms and foundational footwork to get you started on your journey…”

      For the next several hours, Niels taught me about the axe and ran me through a handful of different katas designed to teach my body how to move with the weapon. How to utilize it most effectively. Even though the axe had a blade, it was classified as a blunt weapon. “It would, perhaps, be better to think about them as hefted weapons rather than blunt weapons,” he told me.

      Turned out, the axe had far more in common with a warhammer or a halberd than it did with a spear. It was a heavy weapon, with the bulk of the weight balanced at the far end of the handle—the exact opposite of a sword, which would typically have a weighted pommel.

      As a result, putting the weapon into motion and stopping a blow mid-swing took a lot of energy. Which is why Niels taught me to never stop the momentum. If I missed with a big slash, it would leave my back and flanks temporarily exposed to a counterattack, so instead I redirected the force of the weapon, switched hands, changed directions, and let the weight work for me instead of against me.

      “Once you decide which school of weapons best suits you, it is important that you select a Weapon Mastery from the path of the Warforged Mastery. Unarmed, Blunt Weapons, Bladed Weapons, or Ranged Weapons.”

      I’d read over all four skills more than once during my downtime in the Soul Vault but hadn’t ever used any of them. They were passive abilities that provided additional bonuses when employing specific weapon types or fighting unarmed. They weren’t bad, but with so many awesome active skills to pick from, they’d just been low on the priority list. Why would I care about doing ten percent extra damage against armored foes when I could blow shit up with my mind?

      “I haven’t unlocked any of those yet,” I said. “Should I?”

      “Oh, most certainly. Vigils, no matter their Ward, all pick at least one Weapon Mastery to specialize in. Each skill provides its own unique benefits. It will make your blade sharper, your mace hit harder, your bolt strike truer. Weapons will feel more natural in your hands. The single greatest advantage, though, is that unlocking one of the masteries will allow you to absorb a Weapon-Style Legacy Scroll.”

      Legacy Scroll?

      That wasn’t the first time I’d heard the term. Kerra had mentioned it the other night when taking me on the tour of the Citadel. She’d specifically said that Relics and Rarities was my best chance at finding one. And Pascow—the Vigil-Blacksmith who ran the Steel Griffin—had said that he’d used one on Master Mentalist. But I’d never seen anything about them in the Soul Vault, and in all the rush since getting to Wildespell, I’d neglected to ask what they were. That didn’t mean there wasn’t something about them tucked away in a dusty old grimoire somewhere, but I’d had my hands full fighting monsters and trying not to die horrifically.

      “You do know what Legacy Scrolls are, yes?” he asked, seeing the confusion evident on my face.

      I grimaced and shook my head.

      “I forget how new and strange this must all be to you, honored Inkarnate,” he said sympathetically. He patted me on the shoulder. “I doubt I am the best instructor to explain them since such arcane artifacts lie outside my area of expertise, but I will do my best to help. You are clearly familiar with the Ward System, which allows us to selectively unlock our magic, yes? But those skills are not static. They can grow more powerful as you use them over time. If you use a skill long enough—nurture it like a small child—you will gain true mastery. Such mastery can make those skills far more powerful and effective than their base counterparts.

      “Diligent and steadfast study is not the only way to advance such skills, however. The second path is known as Legacy Revelations. At times, Vigils find themselves in dire straits, where death is almost inevitable. It can happen for any number of reasons, but when it does Vigils often push their abilities to their limits. Sometimes, out of pure necessity, they push past the limits, twisting an ability through sheer willpower to do something it was never intended to do. It is a Revelation of Raguel. And once that new pathway is formed, the Vigil can twist their power in that same way over and over again.

      “These are known as Legacy abilities, and no two are exactly the same,” he continued. “But, as you can imagine, unlocking an ability in such a way is fraught with peril. There is a third, safer option—though it is expensive. When Vigils with Legacy Abilities pass away or perish in combat, that knowledge remains behind in a codified Legacy Scroll. It is the culmination of all their knowledge about a specific skill or ability. Reading the symbol enshrined on the scrolls imprints that knowledge directly upon your soul, granting you the same Legacy ability so long as you have the base skill first.”

      “Fuck me,” I said absently. This was like some Matrix, I know Kung Fu shit. “So all I need to do is find one of these weapons scrolls, and then I’ll be an axe master?”

      Niels pursed his lips. “Yes and no. You will absorb the fighting knowledge of that particular master, but not their muscle memory. There is a vast difference between knowing something and executing it. You will still need countless hours of practice to perfect the techniques, but it will save you years and years of study and repetition. Of all the Legacy Scrolls available, Fighting Styles are the most common, since every Vigil specializes in at least one. But be careful, because once you pair a Legacy ability with a base skill, you cannot bind another, and as I am sure you know, not all masters are of the same caliber.”

      I grinned as I resumed my fighting stance, thinking about what a game-changer this was.
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      As the sun began to sink behind the Citadel’s walls, I toweled off my face and returned the practice axe to its spot on the weapon rack. I’d spent the better part of eleven hours executing kata, combat drills, and counterattack techniques, when I wasn’t sparring with Niels. I may have taught him a lesson in humility during our hand-to-hand session, but he returned the favor in spades when it came to melee weapons. It didn’t matter what weapon I used. Or what weapon he used, for that matter. Even with everything I’d learned so far, he beat my ass with a spear, a sword, an axe, a whip.

      I was ninety percent sure he could turn a pair of chopsticks into a weapon of mass destruction. Guy was a goddamned animal.

      Still, I was feeling a thousand times more confident than I had when I stepped onto the training yard at sunrise.

      After a quick goodbye to Niels, I headed out toward Wildespell. What I really wanted to do was make a beeline for the Citadel, take a hot bath, then spend the night trying to hunt down a Legacy Scroll or two. Unfortunately, there was a monster fucking around in the city and Raguel had tasked me with bringing it to justice. With Kerra indisposed, making arrangements for a field expedition, I wasn’t gonna get a better opportunity to launch my investigation. Especially since I had an active lead to chase down.

      Getting out of the Citadel complex was far easier than I’d initially expected.

      I’d been scheming about how I could potentially scale the walls or sneak out, tucked away in the bed of a merchant’s wagon. Turned out I could just walk my happy ass right through the front gate. All of the gates, sentries, and checkpoints were designed to keep people from entering, not leaving. The guards lazily waved through merchants, peddlers, and travelers as they trickled back out into the city, barely giving any of them a second look. When they saw me coming, they bowed and scraped as though I were royalty, and immediately cleared the way so I wouldn’t even have to wait in line with everyone else.

      It was the ultimate VIP experience.

      The people outside the Citadel weren’t much better. Sure, I didn’t receive the fanfare that Kerra had, but people still muttered prayers as I passed and made way for me like I had the plague. That wouldn’t work at all if I wanted to get to the bottom of these killings. I needed people to talk with me, and that was never going to happen so long as I looked like the red-eyed embodiment of judgment. The second there was a break in the traffic, I slipped into a narrow alley, devoid of prying eyes, and swapped out my gear using Armor Evocation.

      My training attire disappeared in a flash of silver mist, replaced by some plain linen pants, rough leather boots, and a baggy woolen shirt with a leather doublet over the top. It was the kind of outfit that wouldn’t stand out in a crowd. I wouldn’t look like a beggar, but neither would I look like a merchant, or worse, a Vigil. It was the kind of outfit a day laborer or a wagon driver might wear.

      That done, I tapped into my Arcana and let power flow out from my core.

      Kerra might’ve given me a ration of grief for having Cunning Glamor in my arsenal, but it was good for more than just disorienting enemies during a battle.

      I formed an image in my mind—a nondescript man, my same height and build, with light brown hair and brown eyes. His hair was longer than mine, greasy and slightly matted. The outfit I was wearing was meticulously clean thanks to the nature of Armor Evocation, but with a little thought, I added the suggestion of dirt and dust and grease stains. In theory, I could’ve made myself look like anything I wanted to. Hell, I could’ve convincingly cosplayed Kerra if I had a mind to. Thing was, the more drastically I changed my appearance, the more power it took. Adding dust was a helluva lot cheaper, magically speaking, than trying to disguise magical scale mail as cheap leather armor.

      The picture I had in mind wasn’t me, but he could’ve passed as a close cousin or even a brother. Any Vigil with even moderate Insight would probably pick through the illusion in a second, but it would work like a charm on the normal folk of Wildespell. I slowly began to feed Arcana into the image until I felt something click and a barely perceptible shimmer rippled across my body. I quickly slipped out of the alley and headed over to a nearby shop, glancing at myself in the cloudy window.

      Perfect.

      Not that I really needed the window to confirm that my glamor had taken hold.

      The fact that everyone on the street had transformed from awed-inspired worshipers to indignant assholes was proof enough. Instead of prayers, someone cursed me as they elbowed their way past.

      “The sidewalk’s for walking, ya greasy sod,” a slump-shouldered man growled at me.

      Ah, a man of the people, at last.

      I stepped into the flow of traffic, letting the press of bodies carry me toward the western gate, which connected with the Sprawl. I’d gone a few blocks when the chirp of a cat and the swish of a bright orange tail caught my attention.

      Cal, Renholm, and Jacob-Francis were waiting outside a tavern called the Blue Heron.

      “I was starting to wonder if you guys were going to bail on me,” I said softly.

      “Naw,” Cal said, falling in on my right, while Renholm and Sir Jacob-Francis fell in on my left. “We got bored waiting in your room, so we decided to do a little more reconnaissance on the flophouse. The place is buttoned up tighter than a nun’s habit, but this little dickhead found a way in.”

      “Indeed,” Renholm said with an indignant sniff. “The sigil work was competent enough for a human, but far less than adequate for even a novice Fae spellcaster. Maintaining a plurality of separate defensive wards is a taxing process, which is why whatever mage crafted these particular wards took a shortcut. Instead of attaching each ward to its own energy source, these were interconnected on a circuit that drew from a single Arcane Diffuser Box, powered by an Affinity Scale.”

      “So when one ward trips, they all trip?” I asked.

      “Got it in one,” Cal said.

      “So how did you trip them without getting nuked?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “Simple,” Renholm replied with a shrug. “I summoned forth a lesser sprite, new to this world, and offered it an Affinity Scale for crossing the threshold.”

      “What happened to the sprite?” I asked, bracing myself for his response. I just knew it was gonna be terrible.

      Renholm shrugged. “I presume it was instantly incinerated,” he said, “though, really, how should I know? Moreover, why should I care? The sprite was nothing to me. It hadn’t even earned a proper name yet. The important thing is, I breached the wards, and honestly, you should be ashamed of your whole race for how easily I managed to do it.”

      “You literally sacrificed a sprite to accomplish it,” I replied. “That doesn’t sound easy.”

      He sighed and patted the toe of my boot. “One day we shall break you of your antiquated notions about the inherent value of life, my protégé. But apparently, that day is not today.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “So what did you find out?”

      “Best guess is it’s some sort of criminal organization headquarters,” Cal said. “Equal parts drug den, dive bar, illegal fighting ring, gambling hall, and marketplace for stolen goods.”

      “It’s the goddamned thieves guild, isn’t it?” I asked flatly.

      “Hey, I didn’t say that,” Cal protested. “Would they say that if you asked them?” He seesawed his head back and forth. “No. But only because they are one hundred percent the thieves’ guild and they wouldn’t want to blow their cover.”

      “Great,” I said. “I’m sure this isn’t gonna bite us in the ass.”
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      It was full dark by the time we made it through the eastern gate and into the rough overflow city known as the Sprawl. The city itself was enormous but the real reason it took so long was that following Renholm was like trailing a golden retriever with ADHD looking for a lost tennis ball. The pixie ushered us onward with complete and utter confidence, but nothing he did made a lick of sense to me. We took turns seemingly at random, walked up and down interconnected alleyways, and occasionally doubled back before setting off in the direction we’d just come from.

      It was the most nonsensical path I could possibly imagine.

      I decided that the opposite of “as the crow flies” was “as the pixie flies.” It did give me a good sense of the city, however. Despite the stink of sewage and the lack of indoor plumbing, it was clear that Wildespell was prosperous. There were far fewer dirty-faced street orphans tucked away in the alleys than what I remembered from Ironmoor. The houses were relatively clean, food was plentiful, and people walked without the fear of muggers or thugs hanging around every corner. Apparently, life under the watchful eye of the Citadel had its perks.

      But there was a darker, uglier reason, I soon learned.

      Wildespell didn’t have dirt or orphans or thugs, because they’d all been crammed into the ramshackle three-mile block known as the Sprawl.

      If Wildespell stank like open sewage, walking through the Sprawl was like trudging directly through the sewers themselves. Instead of cobblestones, the roads were a mire of frozen muck, mixed with human waste, all churned up by lumbering horse hooves and the passage of countless feet. The alleys were overflowing with gaunt boys and girls who looked on with haunted eyes that had seen far too much for their years. Vendors sold ragged, winter-bitten vegetables or fried meat, more likely to come from a rat or a dog than a chicken or a cow.

      More than a few passersby looked at Jacob-Francis with hungry expressions etched into the lines of their faces.

      Rough men, covered with scars and a patchwork of tattoos, prowled the shadows, carrying crude clubs or pitted daggers. They scanned the passing pedestrians, openly searching for easy marks. Several eyeballed me in passing, not even bothering to hide what they were doing. I’d spent plenty of time in places like this—both back home in Kentucky and in dusty cities scattered across the Middle East. These people weren’t necessarily bad, but life was hard here, and they had to fight for everything. Nothing was free. Nothing was easy. Respect was never given, only earned. And it was earned through strength and violence.

      Any sign of weakness would be as good as an open invitation to fuck around.

      I projected power. I met their eyes without flinching. I let my body language do all the talking. You can fuck around all you want, but you sure as shit are gonna find out.

      Murderous gazes shifted away from me, continuing to roam and search for easier prey.

      Eventually, we ended up on a dark, narrow street standing in front of a nondescript-looking two-story, half-timber house with chipped plaster siding and a sagging thatch roof. It looked exactly like fifty other run-down buildings we’d passed on the way in and was indistinguishable from the houses on its left and right. The door was plain wood, heavily scuffed, but otherwise unmarked. No one loitered around outside, which might’ve signaled that this house was somehow unique amongst its neighbors.

      That was only because the sentries were better concealed. Even in the dark, my eyes were more than keen enough to make out a dark figure lingering behind the chimney. A flutter of movement on top of the house directly across the street revealed another scout. A third was tucked away in an adjacent alleyway. If Cal and Renholm were right—and I had no doubt they were—there were probably several more guards that I didn’t see. I knew this was dangerous, but I also knew that if I wanted to make any headway with these killings, my answers were inside.

      “This the place?” I asked Cal softly.

      “The one and only,” he replied. “You sure you want to do this, dude?” he asked after a second. “You’re gonna be flying blind in there.”

      “Indeed,” Renholm added. “They’ve reset the wards, and since I doubt I’ll be able to find another sprite as foolish as the first on such short notice, you’ll have to venture forth without my aid.” He frowned and tapped at his chin. “I imagine you’ll perish immediately without my assistance, so I would like to be paid for services rendered in advance.”

      “I’m not going to die,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m also not going to give you shit.”

      He sighed. “Fine. I shall send Jacob-Francis along in my stead. Should something terrible happen to you, he will seek me out.”

      “You got this, Boyd,” Cal said. “This is just like that time we snuck into the Officers’ Mess. Pretend you belong and no one’s gonna say shit.”

      I took a deep breath to settle my nerves, pulled out the golden serpent ring that Renholm had tactically acquired—which was Marine Corps’ slang for stealing—and slipped it onto my finger.

      “Don’t worry, guys, I got this.”

      I made straight for the door, wearing confidence like a cloak, and rapped sharply on the wood three times.

      There was a rustle of movement, and a few seconds later, the door squeaked halfway open, revealing a thin man with beady suspicious eyes and a sneer tattooed on his mouth.

      “Help you?” he growled, eyes darting around furtively, searching the street behind me.

      “Yeah, you can let me in,” I said, investing my words with Arcana. I could feel my power slither into his mind, but there was resistance waiting for me.

      “I don’t know you,” he said, shaking his head. “Whatever you’re looking for, mate, it isn’t here.” He moved to shut the door. I was quicker. I slammed my hand against the rough wooden door, easily preventing him from closing me out. The golden serpent ring glimmered in the waning light coming from the house. The tiny ruby eyes seemed to flash in displeasure.

      “This is exactly where I’m supposed to be,” I replied evenly.

      The man’s eyes landed on the ring, and something broke a little inside of him. He licked his lips and hunched in on himself in uncertainty.

      “You come up from Helgen, then?” he asked. The question was straightforward, but I could hear the lie on his tongue. This was a test. A trap. Thank God for Master Mentalist.

      “We both know I didn’t. I’m here on official business,” I said, playing a hunch. “It’s about Ozlap’s death. Now, are you gonna keep throwing questions at me, or are you going to let me in?” It was phrased as a question but wasn’t. The last part was a command. “We don’t want to draw any unwanted attention now do we?”

      He flinched as though I’d just hit him in the face with an open-hand slap.

      “Yeah, of course, mate. Of course.” He ran a shaky hand across his stubby head. “Can’t be too careful, especially after what happened with… well, you know. Welcome to the Drunken Crow. Head straight on. Door’s on the right.”

      “Much appreciated,” I said, shoving my way in.

      “What’s with the cat?” he asked, sounding half in a daze, as Jacob-Francis lumbered in behind me.

      “He’s with me,” I replied, waving away the question. “And it’s best if we keep this between us, yeah?”

      “Of course, mate,” he stammered. “You, me, and the grave.”
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      The interior of the Drunken Crow was bare, dusty, and poorly lit. In short, it was the perfect disguise. The basement, on the other hand, couldn’t have been more different. I wandered through a massive bar that buzzed with laughter and manic energy. Alcohol flowed like floodwaters, and clouds of pungent blue-gray smoke hung thick in the air. Dangerous-looking men and women crowded around long tables, drinking, shouting, gambling. The rattle of dice and the clink of coins changing hands could be heard even over the boisterous laughter and the occasional threat of violence.

      “Pull another Matriarch, Roland, and you’re liable to lose a finger, you dirty whoreson!” a man bellowed from across the bar. He had a voice like a cement mixer and looked like a second cousin to the Elder Bear we’d killed.

      This place was more than just a bar, however.

      There were several wooden stalls set up, manned by a variety of shifty-looking merchants. Fences, if I had to guess. Fences were basically the ye-olden equivalent of money launderers. They took stolen property that couldn’t be sold anywhere else without raising eyebrows and turned it into spendable cash—for an appropriate fee of course.

      A huge group of especially rowdy patrons was crowded around a sunken pit near the back of the main hall. I slipped between tables and edged past drunks and servers until I could get a glimpse of what was going on below.

      Dug down into the ground was a sandy, bare-knuckle fighting ring. A pair of bloody, shirtless men beat the absolute shit out of each other while a bookmaker at the far side of the pit scribbled out rapidly changing odds on a chalk-covered blackboard. One of the combatants—a lanky redhead with the build of a boxer—landed a devastating haymaker right in his opponent’s mouth. His opponent happened to be a scrawny kid, who couldn’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen. Blood and teeth flew in a grisly crimson arc and the boy staggered in pain, teetering for a long moment before pirouetting like a ballerina and faceplanting in the dirt. His eyes fluttered closed.

      A thunderous boom went up, shaking the rafters overhead as some people cheered and others jeered, coins and paper notes changing hands.

      “Alright, alright,” the greasy, rat-faced man writing the odds barked, his voice as pinched as his face. “Settle up and go grab a drink. Next round starts at nine bells.”

      The crowd dispersed with muted grumbles.

      I let the press of bodies sweep me toward the bar, where the patrons were doing as they were told—buying rounds and talking shit while they waited for the next fight to start. It was a perfect opportunity. I bought a flagon of amber honey mead, which was just the right amount of sweet, and started circulating through the crowd, looking for people who were drunk enough to talk freely, but not so drunk that they were incoherent. It was a fine line, but it didn’t take long to find what I was searching for. A small group of five had congregated around a table and had sullenly broken out a deck of cards.

      From the glassy sheen in their eyes, I could tell they were drunk, and from the dejected looks plastered across their faces, I knew they’d just lost big on the fight. Bingo.

      “Mind if I play?” I asked, turning the question into a suggestion with a subtle use of Arcana. I plopped down without waiting for a reply and pulled out a leather coin purse filled with bronze and silver crowns. “Just won a heap, so I’ve got coin to burn.” I enhanced only the last part so that the words would stick in their heads. These guys were thieves and now I was a mark.

      “Course, friend,” said a man with basset-hound jowls for cheeks. He went from looking dejected to nearly salivating in the blink of an eye. He shot a quick look to each of the other group members, an unspoken message passing amongst them like Morse code. “The more the merrier, innit governa? Game’s Bahjang, you ever play?”

      Bahjang was like the unholy lovechild of Texas Hold ’Em, Rummy, and Spades, and it also happened to be the card game of choice in the vast majority of inns and taverns I’d visited over the past month. When deployed, if Marines weren’t fighting or training, they were smoking, bullshitting, and playing cards. There wasn’t a card game I’d met yet that had bested me, and Bahjang was no exception.

      “Eh, once or twice,” I replied with a shrug. “Never did quite get the knack for it, but what the hell.” I jangled the bag. “It ain’t my money I’m spending now, is it? Deal the cards!”

      My new buddies were only too happy to oblige in separating a fool from his coin. Truth was, I could’ve wiped the floor with them without batting an eye. Not only were they drunk, but they were also terrible players and had about a million tells apiece. One had a nervous finger twitch. Another licked his lips when he bluffed. A third subconsciously tapped at the table any time he had a decent hand. Between Master Mentalist and my natural aptitude, these goat humpers never stood a chance.

      But I didn’t beat them.

      Instead, I used every trick in the book to lose. If anything, losing was harder than winning with how bad these jokers played.

      Thing was, if I cleaned ’em out, they would’ve turned angry. Angry and mean. Everyone likes to win, though. So instead, I fed ’em drinks and lost my coins, winning only often enough to keep me in the game. In no time they were singing like songbirds. With a little touch of Honeyed Words, I gently guided the talk from fights, cards, women, and heists to politics, monsters, and, most importantly of all, Ozlap Erdemir, the dead information broker. They didn’t know much more than I did, but they had the names of five people who they swore up and down had seen the whole thing themselves.

      Knowing I wasn’t going to get any further with them, I cashed out with a pained wince and excused myself from the table.

      I worked the bar crowd some more and found the first name on the list, Sabo Sandor. Naturally, ol’ Sabo was passed out at a table in the corner, snoring loudly enough to wake the dead. I grimaced. He was as useless as tits on a bull. After a little asking around I found out that the second name on the list, Olgeir Lokason, was out on assignment and wasn’t due back for a week or more. That was a dead end, too. Unfortunately, I never got to name four or five, because witness number three found me first.

      It was the big ol’ hulking sumbitch I’d seen earlier who clearly shared a common ancestor with the Elder Bear. He also hadn’t come alone. Four more thugs built like a squad of brick shithouses accompanied him. They were covered in tats, and from the billy clubs and daggers they were carrying in scar-riddled hands, I knew I was elbow deep in shit.

      “Name’s Bramin, heard you might be looking for me. Well, you’ve found me. What I wanna know is who the fuck you are and why in the bloody fuck you’re asking around about Ozlap.” He crossed his thick arms, trying his best to intimidate me.

      “It’s nothing to be alarmed about,” I said, keeping my tone flat and soothing. “I’ve been sent to ask around about the killings. I’m here to help.”

      He snorted. “Been sent by who, I wonder? Because I know it bloody hell wasn’t me, and I’m the co-owner of the fine little establishment you happen to find yourself in, friend-o. Bet you’d know that if the member’s ring on your finger actually belonged to you.” He paused and leaned forward, a sneer on his lips. “Which it don’t. You ain’t a blooded member of the Society of Vicious Whispers, no sir. So how’s about this? You want to know about Ozlap, and I want to know about you, so let’s have ourselves a friendly little chat down in the ring, eh? See if maybe we can’t get some straight answers out of you. Boys!”

      He snapped his fingers, and the thugs closed in around me.

      Meaty, calloused-covered hands grabbed at my arms and wrists and dragged me unceremoniously through the crowd. Drunks and rabble-rousers alike jumped over themselves to get out of our way. My Brawn was up at twenty-two—three points outside the range of even elite human athletes and strongmen. If I’d had a mind to, I could’ve gotten their grubby hands off me, but not without bringing the whole club down on my head. They pulled me over to the edge of the fighting pit, then gave me the old heave-ho and tossed my ass right down into the sand.

      I turned an easy flip and landed in a crouch before straightening.

      It was an impressive display. At least, it was impressive to everyone except Bear-Fucker.

      He jumped over the rickety wooden retaining wall and landed with a thud that rattled the floor.

      “I consider myself a fair man,” Bramin said, pacing slowly as he talked, “so here’s the wager I have for you, buddy boy. You beat me in a legitimate, bare-knuckle brawl—no weapons, no shifty chicanery—and I’ll tell you what you want to know about Ozlap. Or, and I suspect this is the more likely scenario, I beat the horse piss out of you and start breaking your fingers and your toes until you tell me what I want to know.”

      A bloodthirsty cheer erupted from the assembled bargoers and gamblers, who’d all packed in around the pit to see the mayhem.

      “How’s that sound to you, then?” he asked. Before I could answer, he continued, “It doesn’t matter how it sounds, because that’s how it’s gonna be. Before we begin, I feel obliged to let you know that I happen to be the reigning pit fighting champion here. I’ve never lost a bout. Not in ten years. Some say it’s because I’m a man of great talent, others say that it’s because I’m Steelborn.” He reached up and cracked his knuckles. “Me? I say it’s both. Now, with the formalities outta the way, how’s about we have that chat...”

      I smiled. This was not exactly how I’d envisioned this night going, but I was never one to turn down a good brawl, Steelborn or not. Honestly, I almost felt bad about what was going to happen.

      But only almost.

      “Let’s rumble, dick noodle,” I said, raising my guard.
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      Bramin came at me fast, head low, shoulders square, hands up in guard. It was a classic boxer’s pose. He was big, with arms like a gorilla and fists like a pair of honey-baked hams. Based purely on his build and the way he moved, I knew he favored throwing punches. He closed the distance fast and tried to push me up against the wall, where I wouldn’t be able to retreat from his bludgeoning knuckles. I saw what he was doing and circled right so that he wouldn’t be able to plant his feet and just rage on me.

      With a grunt, he darted forward but I launched a sharp front kick, catching him in the gut, then followed it up with a wicked shin-kick to his thigh. His leg buckled from the impact and his eyes widened in shock. With my strength, a clean, well-placed kick like that to anyone who wasn’t Steelborn would’ve broken the leg, but he shook off the blow without even a wince. Still, I could see the gears cranking away inside his head. His eyes narrowed, his nostrils flared, and his forehead creased in a mixture of concentration and worry.

      With just a couple of kicks, I’d gone from being an easy exhibition match to entertain the boys, to someone who was a real threat.

      Suddenly, all the playfulness in his posture was gone, and he was all business. He lunged in, bringing up a punishing knee aimed at my sternum. I brought my forearm smashing down into the top of his thigh, unbalancing him before the knee could ever land. He recovered quickly, completely unfazed, and immediately unleashed a flurry of jabs and crosses.

      He was unnaturally fast—especially considering his size—but with my enhanced Finesse I was able to duck, juke, and sidestep each blow before they could land. He faked with another jab-cross combo, then followed it up with a big hook, meant to cave in a few ribs. Agile as I was, I couldn’t avoid the hit, so instead I hunched in, turned my shoulders, and dropped my elbow, intercepting the punishing blow with my arm instead of letting it collide with my side. Bramin hit like a sledgehammer. Bright lances of pain raced down my arm and made my fingers tingle.

      But now I was inside his guard, where his reach wouldn’t be as much of a strategic advantage.

      I gritted my teeth, adrenaline surging through me, and peppered his torso with a counter barrage of lightning-fast punches. My fists landed with meaty slaps against his bare skin. It was like hitting a brick wall. Unfortunately for ol’ Bear Fucker, though, he wasn’t the only one who hit like a sledgehammer. He staggered back at the onslaught, each blow chipping away at his stamina and his confidence. He’d come into this fight expecting to pound away at some mongrel street dog, but now he was learning the hard way that the mongrel street dog was actually a rabid pit bull with a helluva bite.

      Still, he was strong and absorbed punches that would’ve leveled a lesser man.

      I kept right on lobbing fists, knowing that eventually he would break.

      Instead, he let out a barrel-chested roar that rippled out like a bomb blast. My bones rattled and my stomach tried to twist itself inside out. I had no idea what ability that was, but I could feel the ebb of Arcana and spent Stamina lingering in the air like a haze. Bramin had just used some sort of enhanced Steelborn ability on me.

      Before I could recover, he dropped an elbow into the back of my spine—an attack that would’ve been fatal to anyone other than a Vigil with Diamond Body. Anger surged through me. This son of a bitch would’ve killed me on a whim to show off in front of his thugs, all because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time, asking about the wrong thing. Red-hot rage invaded my vision, and I no longer cared that this was supposed to be a straight-up brawl. This chucklefuck had just tried to kill me, and I wasn’t gonna let that stand.

      I launched myself upward with explosive speed, driving the top of my head directly into his nose and his stupid, grinning mouth.

      The sharp crack of bone ripped through the fighting pit like the report of a shotgun blast and a hot wave of crimson blood splashed through the air.

      He fell back with a shocked cry, giant fingers groping at his ruined face, trying to contain the deluge of blood. I didn’t relent for a second. I drove another front kick into his guts, this time activating Rend. I wasn’t entirely sure the ability would even work without a melee weapon equipped, but sure enough, I felt primal power surge along my arm and erupt from my fist. He doubled over with a whoof. At the same instant, I brought my knee up, slamming it into his face with every ounce of strength I could muster.

      With a strangled cry he toppled, landing on his back like a felled tree, a great plume of dust billowing up around him. I could’ve stopped there. Probably should’ve. But in the Marine Corps, fighting wasn’t about self-defense. It wasn’t about disarming the opponent. It was about maximum damage. It was about survival. And this was a fight for survival because this guy would’ve killed me for shits and giggles.

      I couldn’t kill him, because I needed the intel he had and I also didn’t want to bring the wrath of every man and woman in this place down on my head, but I was going to make sure he couldn’t try to kill me again. I planted a boot in his ribs, knocking the air out of his lungs, then straddled his chest. He was clutching his face, struggling to gulp air. I drove a fist into the side of his head, then another. Bramin fought back, bucking and struggling beneath me, but his movements grew more lethargic every second.

      I raised my hand, ready to deliver a final blow—

      “Enough,” a stern female voice boomed a split second before an unseen wall of force sideswiped me, lifting me up and slamming me into the wooden pit wall.

      Someone had just hit me full force with a Kinetic Blast.

      I stood, searching the crowd for the threat. She was easy enough to find.

      Willowy, long auburn hair, green eyes sharp enough to cut glass, and long flowing satin robes with a thick golden chain draped around her neck. Bramin had said he was co-owner of this joint, and I had no doubt that the lady standing above me was the other half of that partnership. She radiated danger. But that wasn’t the only thing I had to worry about. The crowd of spectators was looking down on me with shocked expressions.

      A moment later a murmur began to ripple through the crowd.

      “Vigil…”

      “He’s a bloody Vigil…”

      “Best we get our asses out of here…”

      That’s when I noticed the fragile Glamor I’d been holding in place had shattered like a crystalline vase.
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      “Should’ve known as much,” Bramin said, pushing himself up from the dust and standing on wobbly feet. “No normal human could’ve taken a punch like that, and there’s not a man alive who could lay me out.” He reached up and swiped a hairy hand across his bloody lip. “Why didn’t you just say you were a Vigil, then? Would’ve saved us a whole mess of trouble, eh?”

      “Stand there and tell me with a straight face that you would’ve talked to me if I had,” I replied.

      Bramin considered it for a beat, then grinned and spit a fat, bloody wad of phlegm into the dirt. “That’s a fair enough point, I suppose. I wouldn’t have told you any more than I do anyone else outside of the Society.”

      “But that’s not the only reason you were hiding your face, is it?” the woman asked, eyeing me from above the retaining wall of the fighting pit. “I have a keen memory for faces, and I don’t recognize yours. Which can mean only one thing… You’re him, aren’t you? That new Vigil. The Inkarnate.”

      Goddamned but news had a way of traveling fast around these parts. Considering the line of work these people were in, maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      “Could be,” I said.

      The female spellcaster frowned and planted her hands on shapely hips. “Well, that’s a wrinkle I wasn’t expecting.” She sighed, clearly coming to some sort of decision. “Come on, Bramin, let’s get our new friend out of that damned pit. I’ll have Lysander put on the kaffkae.”

      The man who’d been trying to cave my skull in a heartbeat before helped me clamber out of the sandy ring, then pulled himself up with crazy gorilla strength. I’d pummeled him into a bloody pulp not but two minutes ago, and already he was looking better. The cuts littering his creased and worn face were knitting themselves closed. The guy might not have been a Vigil, but obviously, he had some powerful natural Steelborn abilities, including increased physical regeneration.

      “No hard feelings,” he said, before waving me along. “Business is just business, you understand how it is.”

      Together we followed the willowy female spellcaster down a short corridor to a private office.

      In the center of the room was a large wooden desk covered with maps, sheaves of paper littered with precisely scrawled notes, and used quills. An ornate bookcase framed in the back wall; decorating the shelves were a host of leather-bound volumes, many of which were obviously arcane tomes. She also had a sprawling stone-topped workstation covered with everything someone would need for alchemy: an oversized mortar and pestle, brass scales for weighing ingredients, clean glass vials, and oblong test tubes in metal racks, all filled with a variety of drab liquids I couldn’t put a name to.

      The woman flopped into a padded leather chair behind the desk, primly crossed her legs, then adjusted her flowing robes. She waved me toward the only other chair in the room—a wobbly wooden stool that looked like it should’ve been pitched into a fire years ago. The stool was at odds with the finery of the room at large, but I saw through the ruse. It was purposely built to be uncomfortable, to leave those visiting the office constantly shifting in their seat. It also reinforced the power dynamics at play—this was her space.

      Here, she was the boss.

      Bramin posted up by the door, leaning nonchalantly against the frame. That was a ruse too. Having the hulking thug at your back, lingering just on the edge of vision, was another trick to unnerve anyone unfortunate enough to find themselves in this seat.

      “The name’s Stefana Natalis, and my partner there is Bramin Otho. Now that all the necessary pleasantries are out of the way, I want to know why you’re in my establishment.”

      Clearly, she wasn’t one for idle chitchat, but she didn’t beat around the bush, which I could appreciate.

      “You were in here for more than two hours,” she continued without giving me a chance to answer, “and the only thing you consistently inquired about was the death of Ozlap Erdemir, one of our former members who had the misfortune of being ripped limb from limb by a Chaos Aberration. Bramin there”—she jerked her chin toward her partner—“is half brain-dead from all his brawling and even he figured out what you’re looking into. Thing is, Vigil, I know for a fact that you’re not assigned to this bounty. You’re here of your own accord.” She leaned forward. “Why?”

      “How do you know I wasn’t assigned the bounty?” I asked, letting Arcana bleed into my words.

      She grimaced and rolled her eyes. “You’re new around here, so I’m not going to have Bramin break your fingers, but don’t try to ply your Honeyed Words on me, Vigil.”

      That caught me off guard.

      “Fair enough,” I said slowly, releasing my grip on the Arcana ebbing out from my core, “but for the record, I’m not scared of your buddy. I beat his ass once already, and I wasn’t even using my full powerset.”

      “Fair enough,” she replied in turn. “Let me rephrase, if you try to ply me with Honeyed Words again, I will personally break your fingers. You’re probably stronger than me, but do you really want to find out? And, be assured, I will know if you try to get inside my head again. In case you haven’t put the pieces together, I’m not some lowbrow, self-taught hedge mage. I’m a first-generation Sorcerer and a bloody powerful one. It would take a Vigil significantly more powerful and insightful than yourself to pull that dirty little trick on someone of my pedigree and caliber. Do we have ourselves an understanding?”

      I mulled it over for just a second before nodding. Chances were good that she was bluffing about breaking my fingers, but I didn’t want to risk it. Especially since, if things turned south, I wouldn’t get the answers I needed.

      There was a small commotion at the door as a mousy serving girl with short-cropped hair entered with a tarnished silver serving tray. Balanced on top was a black clay pot, and wafting from the spout was the aroma of heaven. It was a scent I’d been sure I’d never smell again.

      Strong black coffee.

      The serving girl deposited the tray on Stefana’s desk, then slowly poured the steaming black liquid into a pair of small oriental porcelain cups. Once the task was done, she silently bowed her way from the room, never turning her back on us, keeping her eyes fixed firmly on the floor. Stefana pushed one of the cups toward me, before pulling the other over to her.

      “Sugar?” she asked, taking the lid off a small ceramic dish and spooning in a pile of brown, granular sugar.

      “I’ll pass.” I pushed the cup of coffee away even though all I wanted to do was snatch the entire pot off the tray and upend it into my mouth. I didn’t, though, because a good rule of thumb is to never accept drinks from people who might have a vested interest in killing you.

      “Oh, just drink the bloody kaffkae,” she said, exasperated. “You’re staring at the cup like you’ve just been reunited with a long-lost love. So drink. It’s not poisoned if that’s what you’re thinking. Bramin and I are thieves, scoundrels, and occasionally killers, but we’re not barbarians. Kaffkae is a peace offering. Besides, it would be suicide to kill one of you lot, wouldn’t it? Having one Vigil crawl around in my business is bad enough—I certainly don’t want a Fist descending on me, picking through my affairs.”

      Even without Honeyed Words, I knew she was shooting straight with me. I could read it in her face, in the tilt of her shoulders and in the angle of her body. It wasn’t poisoned, and she wanted me gone, not dead. I was interrupting her business and that was costing her money.

      “Fine.” I picked up the cup and took a sip. Hot, strong, bitter, and un-fucking-believably delicious. “You still didn’t answer my question,” I said, setting the cup down. “How do you know I wasn’t assigned to the bounty?”

      “We’re information brokers, care to take a guess?” she replied, cocking an eyebrow. “We have eyes and ears everywhere, love, including more than a few inside the Citadel itself. I’ll tell you what you want to know if you tell me why you want to know it.”

      The fact that they had informants inside the Citadel itself shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but it did. Not only did the Citadel have top-notch security, but they also had a small army of wanna-be Sherlock Holmeses sulking around, who could spot a liar at a thousand yards. Not to mention, the people of this city venerated the Vigils themselves—surely spilling their secrets would be seen as a crime or, at the very least, some sort of betrayal of faith.

      It just proved that people were gonna be people no matter where they were.

      “Okay,” I said, after weighing my options. “I get bounties direct from the man upstairs. He gave me the assignment, and I’ve been told by the higher-ups at the Citadel to leave it be. That doesn’t sit right with me. I know the team assigned to the mission and they’re good at what they do, but there’s got to be a reason Raguel tasked me with the job. So I decided to poke around and look for some answers. Simple as that.”

      “Hmmm, very interesting.” She smiled and rubbed at her bottom lip. “So we have ourselves a rule breaker amongst the ranks of the Vigil Bound. That I can appreciate. And that you can bypass both the Keeper and the Exarch is icing on the cake. What exactly it is you’re hoping to find out about Ozlap Erdemir?”

      “Well, for starters, what can you tell me about the thing that killed him?”

      “Come dear, that is already common knowledge. I expected better. But I suppose, given your newness to our world, your ignorance can be forgiven this once. As I mentioned before, the creature that attacked our dear Ozlap was a Chaos Aberration. They are powerful beasts and quite cunning, too, though I will admit I have never heard of an Aberration hunting a city in the way this one has. And, if I haven’t heard of something happening, then it hasn’t happened.”

      “If you don’t find Chaos Aberrations in cities, where is their normal stomping ground?” I asked.

      “There is no typical for their ilk,” she said. “They are Aberrations as their name implies. I assume you have a working understanding of how Raw Essence bleeds through the Etheric Realm and pools in areas rich in Affinity, which, in turn, produces the plethora of Mortka that plague our land. Chaos Essence works very differently. Outside the Etheric Realm is another realm. A darker realm. Oblivion.

      “It is a place of madness and endless shadow. Just as the Fae call the Etheric Realm home, there are powerful, wicked, twisted things that dwell in Oblivion. Under normal circumstances, the beasts of Oblivion cannot move freely between their realm and our own. Occasionally, however, extraordinary circumstances will open a tenuous rift that allows the creatures to pass through.”

      “What kind of extraordinary circumstances?” I asked, leaning forward on my stool, forearms resting against my thighs.

      “It is unpredictable,” she said with a shrug. “An astrological alignment of the heavenly bodies. Fresh battlefields where many have recently perished. The use of massive amounts of Arcana. The direct intervention of a deity of the Celestial Realm. That is the true reason Raguel does not interfere directly, you know. He is powerful beyond understanding, but his direct involvement in our world increases the likelihood of opening rifts and spawning Aberrations. Should a Celestial open a big enough rift, it could even allow a Chaos Titan to slip through, which would be the doom of us all.”

      Huh. Not only did these thieves know more than me, they were also surprisingly helpful.

      “Is that why Raguel uses Vigils?” I asked.

      “Indeed it is,” she replied with a nod. “And not only him, but other Celestials as well. They are powerful but they draw much of their strength from our realm. An invasion of Chaos Titans would hurt them just as surely as it would hurt us. Investing mortals, such as yourself, with a small portion of their power is a clever way for them to circumvent many of the restrictions regarding direct interference. It is also the reason Raguel uses intermediaries such as spirit guides to communicate and pass along information. Loopholes. The Celestials are all master solicitors at the end of the day.”

      That explained so much. Still, as useful as this all was, it wasn’t what I’d come here for.

      “And you’re sure that’s what you saw?” I asked.

      “Without a doubt. There is no telling what form a Chaos Aberration will take. Whenever they come through a rift, they bind with whatever material Affinity is at hand, which allows them to remain in our realm. As a result, each is unique but there is no hiding the miasma of Chaos Essence they release. I felt its corrupted presence firsthand. Myself and four others also happened to witness the murder. I saw the beast with my own eyes, not but fifty feet away.

      “The creature came for Ozlap at dusk, just on the street that runs in front of our humble establishment. A scaly, hunched beast with terrible fangs and leathery wings that looked like the night sky. It rushed him from an open alleyway and its bloody work was done in a matter of seconds. It took to wing and fled with a terrible screech before I could even try to cast a spell in retaliation. I can tell you, it was a precision strike, not a random killing. I’ve been in this business a long time, and I know a hit when I see it.”

      I grunted.

      None of this made a lick of sense based on what I knew about Mortka. Why would a monster attack so brazenly and out in the open like that, especially with a host of witnesses who could easily identify it? That would only raise its profile and increase its chances of getting caught and exterminated. It also raised a lot of new questions. But it did tell me one thing—this wasn’t random. I wasn’t sure why Ozlap had been targeted, but clearly this thing had been carrying out some sort of agenda.

      “Any way it was a glamor?” I prodded, trying to think of other possible solutions.

      “None. I’m a Sorcerer, not a fool. The creature was a Chaos Aberration as plainly as the nose on your face.”

      “Can you think of any reason why someone might want Ozlap dead?”

      She snorted and took another long sip of her coffee. “More than I could count. Ozlap Erdemir was a complicated and often infuriating man. There are likely two dozen or more nobles that would fancy his head on a pike just for the wives he’s slept with. He was also an extremely connected informant.” She paused, drumming her fingers on the tabletop.

      “Recently, he was digging into something potentially lucrative, though he wouldn’t say what. But that’s normal in our line of work. Once a piece of sensitive information is widely known, it immediately loses its value. I can tell you that I had men trailing him—always good to keep eyes on the competition. I don’t know what he’d uncovered, but I can tell you he was spending a lot of time over in the Baker’s District.”

      “Which is where they found the second victim,” I said. “The kid.”

      “Just so,” she replied with a slight nod. “Whether that is the connection between the two, I cannot say for certain, but in my line of work I’ve found that there are rarely such coincidences.”

      I drained the last dregs of my coffee and stood, the stool squeaking as it slid back behind me. “Thanks for the intel and the coffee. It’s much appreciated.”

      “I wouldn’t thank me so quickly if I were in your shoes,” she said, eyeing me from behind steepled fingers. “There’s one other thing you should know. You’re not the first Vigil to come poking around about Ozlap. Dogan the Shieldbreaker learned far less than you and it was still enough to get him killed. I’d tread carefully if I were in your shoes…”
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      It was well past midnight by the time I finally made it out of the Sprawl and back to the Citadel. The guards waved me through with minimal questioning the second I dropped the glamor concealing my identity. The safety protocols were meant to keep others out, but being a Vigil was a rubber stamp that moved things right along. Knowing that I needed to be up in just a handful of hours, I headed to my room, brushed my teeth, washed the dried blood from my hands and face, then passed out.

      I slept rough, tossing and turning in my sleep, which was odd because usually I slept like a rock. Images of scaly monsters with wings like the night sky chased me through my dreams, and a shadowy figure lurked in the crevices of my head.

      I crawled out of bed a few hours later feeling like a bag of shit. Honestly, it was like I had the worst hangover of my life. Sure, I’d downed a couple of brews the night before while gathering intel, but not near enough to explain why I felt the way I did, especially with my enhanced Verve.

      I decided to hit the baths on the first floor and take a quick soak in the sulfurous hot springs to clear my head.

      Despite the early hour, there were a few other Vigils sulking around, but they didn’t seem any more interested in chitchat than I was. The hot springs did wonders for the knots in my muscles, and once some of the tension had melted away, I braced myself and dove headfirst into a pool of crystal-clear water.

      Icy liquid sluiced over my skin and my heart tried to jump right out of my chest, but it did wonders to wake me up. Better even than a good cup of piping hot morning joe. I swam a few laps, letting my body loosen up, then hopped out and toweled off, feeling significantly better than I had when I pulled my exhausted, sleep-deprived ass from bed.

      Like the morning before, I snagged a light breakfast at the attendants’ mess hall, then leisurely ambled over to the courtyard while I munched on a fried egg and some succulent ham, splayed out across a chunk of crunchy, freshly baked bread.

      I finished licking my fingers free of grease and crumbs by the time I got to the fountain, and I was still fifteen minutes early to formation. Niels was waiting for me, a beaming smile on his face, just like always. This morning he wasn’t alone. Kerra was there too, doing some light warm-up stretches in her linen training garb. She curtly informed me that she’d finished with the preparations for our upcoming hunting excursion into the countryside. She and I would be leaving tomorrow with a group of bright-eyed, bushy-tailed Vigils who’d all just recently earned their brands.

      While Niels gathered the assembled recruits and barked out the day’s training routine, Kerra pulled me aside and put me to work immediately. She slapped a pair of suppression bracelets around her wrists without so much as a grimace, then handed me a pair and waited patiently for me to follow suit. With the lingering specter of a hangover still haunting me, I loathed the idea of putting the damned things on, but if she could do it, so could I. Especially since I’d brought this down on myself by requesting her as my personal trainer.

      Still, as the cold steel clicked in place and the spikes bit down, I was seriously regretting my petty, dickish behavior.

      Without my supernatural Verve and Stamina, the slow building headache returned with a vengeance and so did a renewed wave of exhaustion. But it wasn’t like I could ask her to take it easy on me. Kerra was the nosy sort. She’d want to know why I was feeling so shitty, and I couldn’t exactly tell her that I’d been out until the ass-crack hours of the morning, pursuing leads on the bounty she’d explicitly told me to drop. Instead, I gritted my teeth and pushed through, just like I’d done during a thousand drunken PT sessions back in the Marine Corps.

      We ran the agility course once, twice, three times, until sweat matted my hair and trickled down my skin in a sheet, plastering my training garments to my chest and back. Then we moved on to the calisthenics portion, working through the same set of grueling routines we’d performed during our initial training session. Endless variations of push-ups, prolonged L-sits, handstands, balancing routines, and weighted rope climbs. I’d assumed that she’d been trying to break me that first day, but it turned out that was just an average workout for Kerra the Valorous.

      She was a machine, but that was a feature, not a bug, as far as I was concerned.

      Yeah, it was brutal, but she also pushed me to the edge of my limits, never letting me stop before I’d left everything on the training yard. We took a small break after the first two hours, removed the suppression bracelets, which gave me a second wind, then went for a run, which was a little out of the ordinary. For being so short, Kerra was surprisingly fast and set a demanding pace, but with my long legs, natural aptitude for long distance running, and significantly enhanced Verve, I kept up without too much trouble.

      At first, the run was nice.

      We left the Citadel behind, taking to the streets of Wildespell. The city woke up almost as early as the Vigils did, it seemed. Even though the sun was just barely above the horizon the streets buzzed with the hustle and bustle of activity. I enjoyed watching the shopkeepers and street peddlers plying their trade while workers scurried about, heading to their jobs, and wagons plodded along the winding roadways, loaded down with everything from hay and livestock feed to vegetables and fabrics and huge casks of ale.

      The run became less fun as I realized the path we were tracing almost perfectly mirrored the same route I’d taken through the city the night before. When we passed through the eastern gates and headed directly into the Sprawl I knew it wasn’t a coincidence. Kerra didn’t say anything, but she didn’t need to. The message came across loud and clear—I hadn’t been nearly as slick as I’d imagined. I was a little offended that she’d had me tailed, but I also wasn’t surprised. Not only was Kerra a rule follower, she was also competent, capable, and, most of all, thorough.

      We stopped for a breather in front of the thieves’ guild headquarters. Bramin was standing in the deep shadows cast by the overhead awning, watching us through hooded eyes. Kerra gave him a little wave.

      “It has become clear to me that you’re going to do whatever you please, regardless of what I tell you,” she said, eyes still fixed on Bramin. “That’s fine. I’m your trainer, not your babysitter, Boyd. You’re a grown man—a Vigil chosen by Raguel, as everyone keeps reminding me—and quite capable of choosing what you will or won’t do. I warned you to stay out of this mess for your own good and for the good of our order, but if you feel compelled to hunt the Chaos Aberration then I won’t stop you. No matter how foolish I think your choices are. And they are foolish, make no mistake about that.

      “But if you’re going to do something stupid, at least try to be smart about it. You’ve just barely reached Acolyte Class, and Bramin there”—she nodded to the hulk who’d tried to pulverize my spine the night before—“is a well-known Steelborn who’s been breaking legs, and worse, on behalf of the Society of Vicious Whispers for years. I’ve never been on the receiving end of his fists myself,” she said pointedly, “but I’ve heard plenty of stories. Last night could’ve gone extremely poorly, and you’re lucky that I didn’t end up fishing your corpse out of the Cut this morning.”

      “I’m not trying to make stupid choices,” I said, folding my arms as I leaned back against the wall, “but I’m not going to drop this either. Something about this whole situation rubs me the wrong way, and I aim to keep kicking down doors until I found out why.”

      “As I said, that’s your choice. All I’m asking you for is a week. It won’t make up for the years of training you missed, but if you listen to me, I can at least give you a fighting chance against something like an Aberration. Then, even if you die—which you likely will—at least I won’t feel culpable in your untimely demise. I’ll know that I’ve discharged my duties as your trainer to the best of my abilities and I’ll be able to sleep at night. Give me a week and I’ll leave you alone to do as you will. Do we have a deal?”

      I only kicked around the offer for a moment. Kerra was uptight, but I got the feeling that she’d genuinely tried to do right by me so far. She took her job seriously and was only doing what she thought was best, just like me. I’d asked her to train me and now she was asking me to give her a week. It wasn’t a hard choice, especially since we weren’t going to be in Wildespell anyway.

      “Yeah, okay,” I said, extending my hand. “We have ourselves a deal…”
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      Heart-to-heart concluded in the Sprawl, Kerra and I headed back to the Citadel in relative silence then switched gears from conditioning to weapons training with Niels. We ran through the same katas and forms we had the day before, then spent some time sparring at half speed with the suppression bracelets latched in place. Even after only a day under Niels’s tutelage, the axe I’d been training with felt more natural and fluid in my hands. Kerra watched my progress with a critical eye, critiquing my footwork or my hand placement.

      Any time I made the same mistake more than once, it earned me a trip up the “Reinforcement Rope.”

      It was fifty feet of coarse rope, reinforced with a frayed metal wire that sliced at my palms, scoured any exposed section of skin, and caught constantly at my clothing. After a few trips up, my hands were a bloody mess and gripping the axe became a real and painful challenge. I quickly learned that I hated that rope and wanted to make as few trips to the top as possible, so my form improved quickly. I’ve always been a fast learner, so long as I’m properly motivated.

      Pain is a good motivator.

      After a sparse lunch, we launched into another hour of weapon forms—I even managed to land a blow against Niels during a sparring bout—then we spent the rest of the afternoon working on an odd meditation routine and hand-to-hand combat techniques.

      I might’ve had a lot to learn about medieval melee weapon combat, but Kerra was as surprised as Niels had been when we sparred for the first time and I submitted her with a leg lock in under a minute. Given, we were wearing suppression training bracelets, and I did have at least a hundred pounds on her, but she was impressed all the same. She and Niels spent almost as much time asking about my fighting methods as they spent teaching me theirs.

      There were a lot of similarities but some significant differences as well. Although they did incorporate some kicks and a variety of hard strikes, their system most closely resembled a combination of Krav Maga, Brazilian Ju Jitsu, and LINE training, which the Marine Corps had employed from 1989 to 1998. I’d never personally mastered LINE—the Corps had switched over to MCMAP a year or two after I’d enlisted—but I’d spent plenty of time with Senior Staff NCOs who knew it inside and out.

      Like LINE training, Vigil Combat wasn’t flashy, wasn’t meant for sport, and focused entirely on combat effectiveness. Although there were some techniques designed to disable or restrain, most of the moves were purpose-built to kill or, at the very least, maim.

      The techniques were meant to be performed in low light conditions, or environments where visibility would likely be impaired since Mortka often lived in places of complete darkness. They largely disregarded skills that necessitated fine-motor control—such as wrist locks or precision strikes—since many Mortka didn’t have wrists, arms, or any semblance of human anatomy. And every move was designed to be executed while physically exhausted and wearing medium or heavy armor.

      I taught them a couple of Judo-style throws and sweeps and picked up a few solid tips in return.
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      A few hours before sunset, Kerra called our session to a premature halt.

      “You’re still rough around the edges,” she said as I mopped sweat from my face, “but you’re no longer hopeless with a melee weapon. And your hand-to-hand skills are admittedly impressive. What do you think Niels? Is he ready?”

      The bald weapons trainer regarded me for a long moment before finally nodding. “I suppose so,” he said. “He’s got all the basics down and he’s personally cleared more bounties than most Gold-Ranked Acolytes. He’s ready enough.”

      Niels left Section Overseer Blackmore in charge, then he, Kerra and I turned our backs on the courtyard and headed into the Citadel proper. I had no idea what the hell was going on or why they were being so secretive. My confusion mounted even further when they ushered me to a nondescript spiral staircase, marked “Ascendant Vigilant Only,” which led down instead of up for a change. I hadn’t even realized the Citadel had a basement, especially since Kerra had left out any mention of it during our formal tour.

      The staircase corkscrewed into the earth and the air grew noticeably cooler as we descended. We must’ve dropped four or five stories before the narrow passage finally ended at a curved archway that let out into a huge subterranean complex, complete with weapons and training armor, an expansive archery range, and a depressed circular sparring ring that reminded me of the sandy fighting pit I’d brawled in the night before. A Vigil in scale mail was duking it out with what appeared to be a faceless, animated suit of armor. More of the lifeless suits were lined up against the far wall.

      “They’re Soul-Forged Constructs,” Kerra said, waving to the hulking suits of armor. “See the talismans embedded in their chests?” I did. Each had a small clay token about the size of a silver dollar inlaid into the metal. “Those are Soul Jars. Vigils with the right skill set can trap a dying Mortka’s Essence in a Soul Jar instead of absorbing it. Those can be used by reanimators to summon Remnants or power things like the Faceless.”

      There were also several archways that connected to additional rooms.

      One chamber was filled with a random assortment of doors and chests. A Vigil in dark leathers was crouched in front of a massive iron gate that looked like it had come off a prison cell. His back was to me, so I couldn’t see exactly what he was doing, but it wasn’t hard to guess that he was practicing Deft Touch—learning how to pick increasingly more complex locks. Another such room, crisscrossed with thin beams of light and pools of dark shadow, seemed custom built to practice Stealth Step and Crystalline Shell.

      A Vigil in flowing robes, marked with the sigil of Wrath, slung spells in a dome-shaped room with dimpled walls and ceilings that reminded me of a golf ball. Gold and silver sigils were engraved into the wall panels, glimmering with unearthly power. A lance of fire burst from her palm, slamming into the wall, then quickly dissipating.

      “That’s the Arcana Dampening Chamber,” Kerra said, noticing the direction of my gaze. “It was designed by the Builders as a way to enhance core cultivation and practice spells. The sigil panels suck up Arcana, then recycle it and release a portion of it back as Raw Essence. It allows Vigils to practice casting dangerous magic in relative safety, and the constant influx of fresh Essence means Vigils can cast Arcana-intensive spells more frequently.

      “Welcome to Fury Hall,” she continued with a slight smile. “The unawakened recruits train up top, perfecting their bodies and mastering the fundamental basics of Citadel warfare, but this is where Vigils train.” She pointed toward the fighting pit with the faceless mannequins. “Those are Sigil Constructs, animated by the souls of fallen Mortka. They are completely compliant and lie dormant until you feed a trickle of Essence into their sigil port. Then they serve as the perfect sparring partner. There are rooms suited for practicing every path.

      “Truth.” She gestured toward the shadow and lock room. “Valor.” Another room, fixed with small cannons, launched heavy steel balls at a Vigil in plate mail. “Wrath.” She nodded at the spellcaster hurling fireballs. “You will find the truly dedicated down here, honing their abilities to a razor’s edge. Preparing for any obstacle the world may throw their way. The real treasure, however, lies there.” She headed over to the far end of the hall, which had a beefy steel door that looked like it was built to keep out an army of angry Mortka. Large crystalline glass windows flanked the door on both sides. “Come. Watch.”

      I stepped up and squinted.

      My breath caught in my throat when I spotted a couple of familiar faces inside.

      Telent and Kol. Two of the four Vigils who’d helped Kerra “escort” me to the Citadel for my trial.

      The pair of them were in the fight of their lives.

      Silver mist crawled through what appeared to be an otherworldly jungle with purple trees and swaying, burnt orange grass. A huge simian creature with six arms gnashed its teeth and lashed out at Kol with a fist covered in stone. He ducked below the strike, sidestepped a powerful haymaker, then danced away from an uppercut. The creature whiffed, suddenly unbalanced, and Kol crooked a finger. Tangles of brown vine erupted from the loamy earth, wrapping around the monster’s legs.

      I lurched toward the steel door, but Kerra caught my arm.

      “Just watch,” she said. “They know what they’re doing.”

      Telent bounded in with a rapier in one hand and a slim dagger in the other. He slashed at the overgrown monkey’s face, leaving a shallow cut beneath one eye, then bolted under a clumsy overhand attack and dragged his dagger across the creature’s belly. The blade easily cut through skin, muscle, and fat, splitting the monster from navel to groin. Ropes of blue-gray intestine spilled out in heaps. Kol’s summoned vines shot out like striking snakes. They wrapped around the tangles of guts then slid up into the monster’s chest cavity.

      Honestly, it was as disgusting as it was impressive.

      Kol bent over and slammed his fist into the ground.

      The earth rumbled, responding to his will. The Vigil of Balance righted himself a second later and his entire forearm was encrusted in thick slabs of stone. He charged forward with a roar and slammed his newly reinforced fist into the reeling creature, shattering its jaw and breaking its neck with a single blow. The Mortka’s eyes went vacant, glassy, and it toppled over, the life already gone from its body. It hit the ground with a thud and broke apart in a cloud of swirling smoke, disappearing as if it had never been there at all.

      “You were right, Kol,” Telent said casually as he dismissed his sword and dagger. “That was a much more effective tactic than I would’ve thought.” He ambled over to the wall and hit his palm against something just out of sight. The jungle flickered like a dying lightbulb then disappeared entirely, replaced by a circular cavern the size of a football stadium.

      The ground was rough gray stone, and at the center of the cavern were five concentric golden circles inlaid directly into the floor. Above was a vaulted patchwork dome, constructed of huge interlocking opal tiles. Hanging from the ceiling was a series of huge golden arms with large crystal lenses attached to each end. Honestly, it looked like some a giant baby mobile made by an overeager, occultist Hot-Topic mom.

      The steel door released and swung outward with a soft hiss, fine tendrils of silver mist clawing their way into the room.

      “Kerra,” Telent said as the door fully opened and came to a stop. “I was wondering when you’d finally show up—though I didn’t expect to see the old battle-ax tagging along. How in the bloody world are you, Niels?” He slapped the weapon master on the shoulder like an old friend. “It’s been ages since the last time you kicked my arse. I must say, you’re looking well. All that unbearable exercise you swear by is keeping you spry.”

      “It’s good to see you too.” Niels offered the man a broad smile in return. “It has indeed been a while, though my training yard is always open. Even for renowned Vigils such as yourself. Whenever you have some free time, you’re welcome to stop by. I’d be happy to teach you a thing or two, if you ever have a mind to learn.”

      Telent winced and clutched at his side playfully. “The offer is much appreciated, but I remember the last lesson you taught me a little too well, I think. Hope old Ironsides here is treating you better than he used to treat me,” Telent said, shooting me a wink. “All things considered, training with him might be a touch more painful than a good clean headsman’s axe to the neck. Still, I’m damned glad to see they decided to keep you alive. We owe you for saving our arses back with the Elder Bear, and I hate having outstanding debts.”

      “Yes!” Kol boomed. “That is how you end up with an angry ghost haunting you. But don’t think we’ve forgotten about you, friend Boyd! We’ve just been busy, busy with our current assignment.”

      “That’s actually why we convinced Kerra to bring you down here,” Telent admitted sheepishly. “Me and the boys, well we felt bad that we haven’t had time to pop by and give you a proper welcome. So we conspired with Kerra and Niels to commission a thank you present of sorts. It’s not a beer, but it’s not nothing.”

      Kol lumbered forward and pulled out a crescent-bladed axe similar to the one I’d been training with for the past couple of days. It had a gleaming blade that drew down to a sharp point at the bottom, a wicked spike jutting from the top—perfect for thrusting attacks—and a second curved spike protruding from the back, custom designed to punch through even heavy plate armor. The haft was crafted from polished ebony wood and the handle was wrapped with strips of leather. Gold and silver sigils burned along the surface of the axe head and ran down the shaft of the weapon.

      Not just an axe, but a weapon skin. A Mortka-forged weapon skin.

      I silently accepted the weapon, turning it over in my hands. I ran my thumb over the sigils etched into the metal. The skin was solid, but it weighed nothing at all.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Mortka-Forged Raven Peak Axe

      

      

      Type: Mortka-Forged Steel, Blunt Weapon

      Class: Master

      The Raven Peak Axe, so named for its distinctive curved beak head, is lighter and far more maneuverable than its larger, two-handed brethren. Its keen blade, crafted from Reinforced Mortka Steel, will never lose its edge. Favored by both mounted cavalry and frontline infantry, the Raven Peak Axe is a versatile weapon suited for battle against a wide array of foes.

      Primary Effects:

      
        	Weapon Skin: Item can be applied to any base Soul Bound melee weapon, transforming it into a Mortka-Forged Raven Peak Axe.

      

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      “Are you sure?” I asked, squinting at the weapon, then looking between Telent and Kol. “This thing must’ve cost a fortune.” Probably not as much as the blue basilisk armor I’d bartered for at the Steel Griffin, but not cheap either.

      “We’re plenty sure, and we all chipped in. Me, Kol, Amherst, Jori. Hells, even Justiciar Kerra helped,” Telent replied with a shrug. “We felt like it was the least we could do, considering. Niels picked the weapon out for us. Said it would be a good fit for you.”

      I side-eyed Kerra. She shifted uncomfortably from side to side.

      “Besides,” Telent continued, “you deserve it. Word on the street is you managed to lay Niels there out on his back in a hand-to-hand bout.” He cocked an eyebrow at the weapons trainer. “If there’s any truth to it, you’ve earned that weapon a hundred times over just for all the laughs you’ve provided us.”

      Niels spread his hands in admission. “I was as surprised as anyone else, I can assure you.”

      “Ha! Wish I could’ve been there to see it.” Telent chuckled. “That smile of his used to haunt my nightmares back before I ascended. The man doesn’t have a mean bone in his body, but he’s still one of the scariest, most tenacious opponents I’ve ever faced.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” I replied, clutching the handle tightly.

      “You don’t have to say anything, friend,” Telent replied matter-of-factly. “Just do us a favor and put it to good use, eh? There’s a lot of bad things out in the world and we could use more good men like you out there handling them. Now, much as I would love to stay and chat a little more, we have a rather pressing meeting with the Keeper. There’s something nasty out there killing folk, and we aim to put a stop to it.”

      “But we do still owe you a beer,” Kol said gravely. “Once we slay this beast that hunts Wildespell, we shall all celebrate together and drink mead from its skull! Consider the axe a down payment until then, friend.”
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      We watched the two men until they disappeared up the spiral staircase.

      I rounded on Kerra, axe in hand. “Thank you,” I said in earnest. “Seriously. This is an amazing gift.”

      “It’s nothing,” she replied gruffly. “Like Telent said, it’s just a small token of gratitude for your assistance with the Elder Bear. That and for any hard feelings about the way you were treated.” She cleared her voice. “Now, if we’re done being overly sentimental, maybe we can get back to what I really came down here to show you?” She waved at the odd chamber behind us.

      Clearly, she couldn’t just say sorry like a normal person, but I knew that’s what this really was. A peace offering and an apology. I didn’t want to make her feel more awkward than she already did, so I dropped it. “By all means,” I said, gesturing toward the door.

      “This is the crown jewel of the Citadel.” She pulled open the door and strutted in, waving for me and Niels to accompany her. “It is the ultimate training room.” The air inside the chamber felt thick and humid. Charged with potent energy. “As I assume you know, Mortka manifest in areas where the veil between the Etheric Realm and the Material Realm are thin. This room is called the Nexus Simulator and it is even older than the Citadel. It is a thin place that overlaps with the Celestial Plane instead of the Etheric Plane.

      “The First Custodians, under the guidance of Exarch Angwin, built the Citadel on this spot in large part because of its proximity to the Nexus. Being so close to the Celestial Realm allows Raguel to speak more clearly here than anywhere else on Alkran. But it also has a secondary benefit. Celestial Essence is much more malleable than Etheric Essence, which means that with the right magic, alchemy, and engineering we can perfectly shape this space to suit our needs.”

      Against the wall, sitting beneath the crystalline window, was a hulking bronze box studded with levers, gears, buttons, and glowing runes. She tweaked a few of the controls and the vast golden arms overhead shifted, accompanied by the soft mechanical whirl of gears. She pressed another few buttons and the circular crystals flared to brilliant life. Abruptly, we were no longer standing in a cavern beneath the Citadel. Instead, we were on a windswept dune of black sands with an unnerving green sky overhead and the noonday sun at its zenith.

      “The lens crystals are made from a substance called Ulacart, which is used by the Fae to amplify the power of their glamors. When combined with the pliable nature of a Celestial Nexus, we can phase-shift the entire chamber and project a wide variety of environments over the cavern topography.” She pointed toward a series of dials. “These are the location indicators. There are eleven hundred possible dial combinations, and each represents a unique landscape. These gauges here control time of day, elevation, and temperature.”

      She reached over and touched a circular tray protruding from the right side of the machine. “This is the Generator Plate. The machine itself can mimic almost any environment, but it cannot manifest a Mortka without a little assistance. A blueprint. But if you place a Transformation Token on this, the room will conjure a Remnant version of the Mortka for you to practice against. Be aware that the console will consume and destroy the token. Killing a Remnant won’t give you the same burst of Essence either, but it is an invaluable tool for learning to battle against common creatures that you may find out in the wild.”

      “Holy shit. This is incredible.” I bent down and scooped up a handful of onyx sand. It trickled through my fingers and pooled in a small pile below. It felt perfectly real and so did the heat hammering down on me from the false sun. This was just like the X-Men Danger Room or the Holodeck on Star Trek. “It feels real.”

      “Indeed it does,” Niels said, kicking up a puff of dust with one foot. “But it is not. Remember that. It is only a very advanced form of glamor, combined with a very unique location. Once your Insight hits the high thirties, you’ll be able to see it for what it is. But even though it isn’t real, the things in here can be deadly, so treat it with caution. Remnant Mortka are typically only half as strong as their living counterparts, but in some cases that may still be strong enough to kill you if you are unwise.”

      “In case you find yourself in such a predicament,” Kerra said, “there is a cutoff switch on the summoning console.” She cranked on a bright red lever sticking out of the machine and the whole image guttered and died. “Just pull that to deactivate the unit and dispel anything conjured by the Soul Plate.”

      “And I can train down here whenever I want?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said with a nod. “Now that I feel reasonably certain you won’t kill yourself by accident, you may use Fury Hall whenever you would like. I’m going to give you the rest of the day off to explore the facility and prepare for our trip.” She paused and gave me a long, hard stare. “Don’t be late in the morning and please don’t do anything I wouldn’t. Remember, all I’m asking for is one week.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said. I’d promised her a week and she was going to get it.
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      I spent the next six or seven hours screwing around in Fury Hall. I sparred with the training dummies, tried my hand at the archery range—impressing a handful of other Vigils with my automatic shottie—and messed around inside the Nexus Simulator. I still wasn’t sure how all the controls worked, but I knew enough to summon a random location, load a Transformation Token into the Soul Plate, and watch a Mortka pop out on the other side. So far, I’d battled my way through a Crave Ghoul, a Hollow Maw, and a pair of Boneshrieks—apparently, you could shove more than one Transformation Token into the machine at a time, which was good to know.

      I was exhausted to the core when I finally left the training hall with my new Raven’s Beak Axe and made for the nearest chapel, which happened to be dedicated to the Aspect of Wrath. There was a service in session, presided over by a somber-looking Arbitrator with a lean face and salt-and-pepper hair. A handful of visitors were milling around in respectful silence as he read a short passage from a huge leather-bound book plated with gold and studded with gemstones, then launched into a droning homily. The Arbitrator had all the personality of an old tree stump and absolutely none of Arturo’s panache or flair for the dramatic.

      Still, I found myself listening intently to his message. Both because I didn’t want to be an enormous dick by interrupting a religious service—my mama had taught me better than that—and because the content of the message piqued my interest even if the method of delivery left something to be desired.

      “Wildespell is on the precipice of Raguel’s Wrathful judgment,” he said. “Is it a coincidence that a creature of Oblivion haunts our streets?”

      He let the question hang in the air, the tension building like a storm cloud.

      “No. I think not,” he finished sharply. “Who’s to say that Raguel has not allowed this beast to descend upon us as a judgment for the wayward disobedience of the heir apparent, hmm? The king is on his death bed and instead of seeking the wise consul of the Custodians, the prince has surrounded himself with murmuring fools who speak against our righteous Vigil Bound. They say we should pay more taxes. That our glorious Vigils are not doing enough for this city. That the church takes more than it gives, even though we cleanse the world of the countless unspeakable evils which bubble forth from primordial places.”

      There was a chorus of angry grumbles from the assembled congregants.

      “Prince Andreas, in his shortsighted arrogance,” the Arbitrator continued, his tone building to a fever pitch, “says that the Custodians should heel before his royal advisors like leashed hounds. That we should beg and grovel for scraps at the edge of his table. That we should serve the throne and secure it against Virtarun hostility like common street thugs. Disgraceful.” The disgust in his voice was plain. “And what is the result I ask you, hmm? His right-hand advisor, the source of so many of these hideous blasphemies, now lies dead in a shallow grave and a creature of Chaos hunts the streets.

      “Raguel is patient. He seeks justice, embodies the most noble traits of valor, and loves truth above all else. But balance… Well, balance only stretches so far. When corruption festers at the highest levels of power and the throne issues heavy-fisted threats and spreads insidious lies of the vilest sort, the only thing that remains is wrath.” Spittle flew from his mouth and his eyes bulged slightly as he said the last word.

      I’d seen more than a few religious zealots before—both fighting against the insurgents in Iraq and because I’d grown up in the South. This guy qualified in spades.

      I cleared my throat and stepped forward from a pool of dim shadow, catching the Arbitrator’s gaze for the first time. He fell silent and immediately dropped to a knee, head deeply bowed. A ripple of shock worked through the crowd as they spotted me and followed the Arbitrator’s lead, kneeling in reverence. Seeing them prostrated before me made my goddamned skin crawl. I was a brawler and a trigger puller, not a god.

      “Vigilant One,” the Arbitrator said, raising his head just enough to look at me, “you bless us mightily with your presence. And surely you are more blessed than all others. You are the Inkarnate, hand chosen by Raguel. Have you come to share your wisdom with us?”

      I cleared my throat and shifted uncomfortably under the hot, fervent gazes of the people assembled before me. I had zero desire to get embroiled in local politics, no matter how fucked they were. That was one of the first rules I’d learned while fighting overseas. It was impossible to save everyone, especially not the locals. The world was a broken place, and if I let myself get too invested, it could break me too. The best thing was to show up, do the job, finish the mission, and let the higher-ups worry about hearts and minds, nation building, and all that happy horseshit they liked to show on the news.

      Except, now I was the higher-up, I reminded myself. I was a Vigil, and apparently, I was one of the very few Vigils who had direct access to Raguel. So even though it felt like I was wholly unqualified and walking through a potential minefield, I couldn’t, in good conscience, keep my mouth shut.

      “There’s a lot I don’t know,” I said slowly, “but I’m one of the few people in this world who has ever met Raguel face-to-face, and I can tell you this—he isn’t a dickhead who would kill innocent kids just to send a message. I don’t know what is at the heart of these killings, but I do know for a fact that it ain’t Raguel.”

      Something dark and angry flickered across the priest’s face. This was not the message he’d been expecting to hear. Well fuck him. This was the truth.

      “The other thing I know,” I said after a pause, “is that I’m gonna plant a boot firmly in this monster’s ass before this is all through. You can take that to the bank. Now I think it’s best if you all clear out of here. This service is over. I need the chapel for Raguel’s business.”

      The congregants murmured soft acknowledgements as they stood and shuffled out. The priest wasn’t quite so fast to jump. The flash of anger I’d seen before had transformed into something ugly that crawled just behind his bright, fervent eyes. This guy was as dangerous as a cottonmouth.

      Finally, he offered me a tight-lipped smile, bobbed his head just a fraction of an inch, and departed, the hem of his black cassock swishing around his ankles as he walked. He faltered and glanced back at me over one shoulder. The thin smile was gone and he didn’t even try to hide his sneer. I gave him a little one finger wave, fuck you too, then slapped my hand against the floating orb above the altar. Power rushed through me, and the chapel vanished, replaced by my Soul Vault.
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      According to Kerra, we were going to be gone for a week or maybe a little longer, depending on how smoothly things went with the various bounties she’d selected. Even after our chat, I still had some mixed feelings about leaving. Thanks to my time down in the Sprawl, I was surer than ever that there was some serious tomfuckery afoot.

      Whatever was happening in Wildespell was more than just a random-ass series of monster attacks. Ozlap was an information broker, and my guess was that he’d stumbled onto a piece of intel important enough that someone was willing to kill him over it. I was also reasonably certain that Dogan the Shieldbreaker, Justiciar of Seekers, had started to put the puzzle pieces together, and that had cost him his life. I wasn’t sure how any of that tied into the death of the kid over in the Baker’s district or the obvious assassination of the advisor to the heir apparent, but I had no doubt they were connected.

      Another political faction or foreign operative taking aim at the monarchy, maybe?

      Destabilizing a country during periods of transition was straight out of the CIA playbook, and if the king really was about to die, there would be no better time to sow a little chaos. Or maybe there was someone else in line for the throne that wanted to thin out their competition. But if that was the case, why not just target the heir apparent directly?

      I wasn’t sure. There were still too many clues missing. But as much as I hated to drop this case, I’d given Kerra my word and I intended to honor it. While we were on this training op, I was going to put the happenings in Wildespell onto the backburner and focus on learning the ins and outs of being a Vigil.

      And although the timing was a little frustrating, it wasn’t like we were going to be doing bullshit busywork.

      The contracts Kerra had selected represented real threats to real people. As I’d learned far too well over the past weeks, Mortka were everywhere, and they were none too shy about killing whenever the hell the urge struck them. Were the people of Wildespell any more important than the countless farmers, merchants, and villagers who inhabited the towns scattered around the countryside? Nope. And those people didn’t have a fortress full of monster hunters within spitting distance.

      Wildespell would just have to take care of itself for the time being, and if anyone could track down the Chaos Aberration, other than me, I had confidence it would be Telent and his team. From what I’d seen, they were experienced, tough, and competent—a truly powerful combination.

      Like it or hate it, I needed to focus on the mission at hand.

      Thanks to Threads of Fate, I could respec my skills once every twelve hours, but the biggest catch was that I needed to use an altar to do it. Most small cities had a temple dedicated to Raguel, but many of the smaller towns and hamlets didn’t. When I got back, I needed to ask Pascow—the Vigil who ran the Steel Griffin—how exactly I could go about setting up an altar. He’d implied that they were expensive, but whatever the cost, it might be worth it in the long run.

      For the time being, I needed to assume I wouldn’t have access to an altar until I got back.

      Among the countless pearls of wisdom Drill Instructor Screw Y’All had screamed into my face was, plan for the worst and you’re never disappointed. It had served me well. That meant whatever armor, weapon skins, and skills I rode out with were the ones I was gonna be stuck with until we returned. There was one other vital piece of intel I knew as well. I wasn’t going alone. Kerra would be with me and so would a couple of other, newly ascended, Vigils.

      She hadn’t given me a brief about what type of Vigils they were, but since the Vigils tended to operate in Fists composed of all five Wards, I was guessing we’d have a Vigil of Wrath, Truth, and Balance. Working off that assumption, I headed over to my spinning avatar and pulled up my character sheet.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Boyd Knight

      

      

      Race: Vigil Bound

      Level: Adept, Bronze Rank

      Current Essence: 3,167

      Next Ascended Rank: 35,000

      Attribute Points: +4

      Ward Points: +3

      
        
        Characteristics

      

      

      Brawn: 22

      Verve: 22

      Finesse: 20

      Arcana: 25

      Insight: 19

      
        
        Vigil Wards 

      

      

      Ward of Justice: Soul Bound Weapons (Boon), Rend, Crippling Strike, Armor Evocation

      Ward of Valor: Diamond Body (Boon), Combat Sense, Matchless Endurance

      Ward of Wrath: Arcane Insight (Boon), Warded Shield, Kinetic Blast, Arctic Spike

      Ward of Balance: Language of the Heavens (Boon), Sidhe Pact, Fae Tether, Spectral Roots, Cunning Glamor

      Ward of Truth: Threads of Fate (Boon), Master Mentalist, Honeyed Words

      Expand Ward List 

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I gave my stats a quick glance, then froze when I noticed that something was off.

      Way off.

      The last time I’d been in my Soul Vault had been after my trial before the Custodians. My Current Essence had been a little over a thousand, but now it was three times that amount even though I hadn’t killed any Mortka or directly absorbed any Essence over the past two days. That wasn’t the only change either; my Verve and Finesse skills had both increased by a full point apiece, and I hadn’t spent any Attribute Points to do it. I squinted, fully confused.

      The changes were all for the good, but I didn’t have a clue how they had happened.

      The only thing I’d been doing over the past couple days was combat and endurance training. Sure, Niels and Kerra were putting me through my paces, but I’d been pushing myself to the point of exhaustion damn near every day since I arrived in Alkran and I hadn’t seen any natural gains like that…

      I grunted as a thought smacked me in the side of the head.

      The training wasn’t the only difference. How I was training was different.

      Whenever I used the Arcane Suppression Manacles they hit me with Crippling Alignment, which decreased my Verve, Brawn, and Finesse by 5 points apiece. Essentially, they stripped away all of my supernatural abilities—no enhanced strength, stamina, or rapid regeneration. Kerra and Niels hadn’t just been torturing me for the sake of being dicks, they’d been using the bracelets to push my natural, unenhanced abilities higher. I’d come into this world with 17 Brawn, 18 Verve, and 15 Finesse. An average Joe had around ten in each of those categories while an Olympic-level athlete at the top of their game would be at a nineteen.

      With the additional Attribute Points the Ascendant System had granted me, I’d already blown past what was humanly possible in most of those categories. But if those additional points were suddenly, and painfully, removed? Then I was just a regular guy again. Well, not regular. But even as an elite Marine, I couldn’t go toe-to-toe with a competitive strongman or a world-class sprinter. Without those enhancements, their grueling training regimen was allowing me to increase my base physical abilities—the stats I’d come into this world with in the first place.

      That was the only thing that made any sense.

      And the gains were so damned fast because when I removed the bracelets after beating my body into a bloody pulp, my Rapid Regen kicked into overdrive, healing all the muscular damage I’d endured. That increased recovery meant I was packing exponentially more growth into every single session. Three days with them was like three weeks of intensive conditioning under normal circumstances. This technique probably wouldn’t allow me to naturally push my stats up into the high twenties, but maybe it would grant me a couple extra points apiece in Brawn, Verve, and Finesse.

      Kerra might’ve been a hard-ass, but it turned out she was also a helluva trainer.

      I quickly pulled up my Attribute Point Advancement Table.
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      With 3,167 Essence available, I had enough to bump my Insight score up to 20, which was a no-brainer. The better my overall stats were, the more competitive I would be, and the greater access to skills and abilities I would have.

      You must Sacrifice [3,100] Essence to increase Insight to 20. Proceed with Soul Sacrifice? Yes/No

      Sacrificing Essence to advance my stats was never fun, but worthwhile things rarely are. I gritted my teeth, ready to get metaphysically shanked in the kidney, and accepted.

      A wave of frigid ice exploded inside my chest and spread through my limbs like crippling frostbite. I dropped to the deck and just lay on the floor shivering, teeth chattering, thinking I was dying for a good ten minutes. Sacrificing Essence hurt, and the more I burned in a single go, the sharper and more brilliant the pain became. Eventually, the horrific feeling passed, leaving a hollow pit in the middle of my stomach as though I hadn’t had a meal in a week or two. This wasn’t my first rodeo, however, so I knew exactly what I was in for.

      I shook my head to clear away the white stars dancing at the edges of my vision but didn’t bother picking myself up off the floor. I really needed to get a couch or something in here, since I spent so much time curled into the fetal position, praying for the sweet release of death.

      Time for round two of the pain Olympics.

      I focused on Threads of Fate and another notification appeared.

      Action: Activate the Boon Threads of Fate to Reclaim some or all of your spent Ward Points. This action can be performed once every twelve hours. You currently have the ability Sidhe Pact marked as an exemption. Proceed reclamation with current exceptions in place? Yes/No

      Since I had an official pact with Renholm, if I reclaimed those points, it would nullify our arrangement, which I didn’t want for lots of reasons. For one, loyalty was ingrained in my bones, and for another, the pixie was continually useful. Besides, if I did nullify our pact, I had no doubt the pint-sized maniac would go out of his way to make my life a living hell, and I didn’t want to be constantly looking over my shoulder for the murderous Fae.

      There were a couple other go-to abilities and invaluable utility skills I routinely used such as Master Mentalist, Combat Sense, Fae Tether, and Armor Evocation. I already had those abilities unlocked, so there was no good reason to go through the pain of purging them, only to reequip them in a few minutes. Work smarter, not harder, I thought. Using my interface, I added each of them to a separate Exemption List I labeled General Loadout - 1. Glancing through the rest of my current spells and abilities, I also exempted Rend and Matchless Endurance, since I’d be using both during my trip with Kerra.

      If sacrificing essence felt like getting stabbed in the kidneys with a razor-sharp icicle, reclaiming my Ward Points was liking having my soul doused in napalm.

      As I accepted the Threads of Fate prompt, the hurt hit like a barrage of hammer blows.

      I watched—body trembling, sweat rolling down my face and chest—as the avatar slowly rotating above the pool of water strobed and changed. My physical body disappeared, replaced by a human-shaped circulatory system comprised of a complex network of multicolored threads.

      A series of blazing symbols were tattooed at various points on the tangle of circulatory threads—several in my head and torso, many more dotting my arms and legs. Four gold, three green, four red, five blue, and three silver, all corresponding to the five wards: Justice, Valor, Wrath, Balance, and Truth. The tattoos themselves represented the skills, abilities, and spells I’d already unlocked.

      I knew, for example, that the crimson sigil overlaying my right wrist corresponded to Kinetic Blast—the hand being the primary focal point for that type of offensive magic—while the circular blue ward positioned over my lips represented my Language of the Heavens Boon. Those tattoos weren’t placed randomly but served to unlock specific internal Essence channels. Without those sigils in place, the channels snapped closed, cutting off my ability to access that specific source of magical energy.

      Closing each of those channels—which is what Threads of Fate did—felt like having a limb amputated in a single cruel blow. I lay on the ground, groaning in pain, body convulsing from the trauma as I silently reminded myself that this would be worth it in the end.

      Pain was just weakness leaving the body.

      Once the tsunami of soul-searing misery faded away, I sat up and leaned back on my palms. After all the exemptions I’d made, I was left with a total of sixty-seven Ward Points—a small fortune, but one which would go all too quickly. Some of the most powerful abilities, like True Resurrection, Fae Footed, and Soul Storm, would eat through a third of that total without batting an eyelash. Not that I could use most of those abilities anyway—the recommended attribute requirements were through the roof.

      I gained my feet, swaying and lightheaded, nabbed my Grimoire of Virtues, and scanned my Expanded Ward list, carefully selecting the skills I thought would be best suited to the upcoming assignment.

      What Kerra had in store for us was some good ol’ fashion monster hunting, so I started by eliminating the skills I knew wouldn’t help me accomplish the mission. Things like Cunning Glamor, Honeyed Words, Stealth Step, and Deft Touch were all at the top of the list. The only talking we’d be doing was a little shotgun diplomacy. Likewise, I quickly dismissed the rest of the non-combat utility skills, such as Sage Smith, Mortka Forger, Water Wright, and Earth Sculptor. Anything that focused on healing was also out—Plague Doctor, Heal Wounds, Circle of Restoration.

      Each of those was valuable in its own way, but they weren’t going to help me survive the next week.

      I figured my primary role in the group would be as the muscle. I needed skills like Rend and Peerless Warrior, which would enable me to deal massive physical damage against anything stupid enough to get in my way. I briefly considered Crippling Strike as well. It obstructed and disrupted a target’s Arcana meridians, effectively slowing their movement rate and preventing them from spell casting for a short period of time. It was a solid skill, but I only had so many points, so instead, I opted for the more expensive, but deadlier, Festering Wound ability.

      
        
        Festering Wound

      

      

      
        
        Every combatant knows that even a small wound, left untreated, can have deadly consequences. Festering Wound is a passive ability that automatically sends a concentrated burst of necrotic energy into the victim any time an open wound is inflicted, creating an oozing sore. The necrotic energy slowly seeps and spreads through the body, reducing health, stamina, and arcana regeneration rates while simultaneously afflicting the victim with Hellflayer Rot—a disease which, in its early stages, causes intense pain, nausea, muscles spasms, and internal bleeding. Each subsequent attack causes the Hellflayer Rot to advance, making the symptoms more severe, eventually leading to asphyxiation and heart failure.

        Recommended Attribute Minimums: Verve, 19; Arcana, 16

        

      

      Brutal, and I was here for it.

      I also decided to pick up Overcharge, which let me expend Stamina to deal an additional ten percent damage with ranged projectiles.

      For a minute, I kicked around the idea of adding Guided Shot into my lineup. It was an active ability that siphoned off a small portion of Stamina in exchange for turning any ranged projectile into an honest-to-god homing missile. Every shot would be in the black. I knew Marine snipers that would’ve given their left nut for a skill like that. Paired with a sniper rifle or a machine gun, that ability would be absolutely devastating, but with a shotgun?

      Eh… Not so much. It was already damned hard to miss with a combat shottie, especially since the maximum effective combat range was only thirty yards. At fifteen points, I decided to pass.

      Last from the Ward of Justice, I chose the Blunt Weapon Mastery.

      I’d overlooked all of the various weapon masteries up until now, but after training with Niels and Kerra I knew that wasn’t an option any longer.

      Blunt Weapons included axes, hammers, maces, clubs, staves, and halberds—pretty much anything that used a pole or club-like handle—and added a couple of extra benefits, such as increased attack speed, decreased Stamina usage when executing special attacks, and accelerated muscle memory progression. It also came with a passive perk called “Mangle,” which temporarily increased my Stamina Regeneration Rate by .2% for every successful blow I landed with a Blunt Weapon while in combat. That didn’t sound like a lot, but it would add up quickly, especially if I ended up fighting a lot of opponents at once.

      In short, Blunt Weapon Mastery would make me better, stronger, and faster and would allow me to utilize Legacy Scrolls, assuming I ever found one.

      With that done, I had twenty-eight Ward Points left to play with—just enough for a couple of hard-hitting combat spells. Sure, I was a Vigil of Justice, but in my experience so far, nothing was more devastating than raw, unbridled magic, and with an Arcana score of 25, I’d be a world-class idiot not come prepared with at least a few spells in my arsenal. I could’ve gone with a collection of lower-level spells like Kinetic Blast, Warded Shield, and Spectral Roots, but since I was going to be working with a team of noobs, those were probably the same skills they would have.

      After scanning my options a few more times, I settled on one powerful single-target spell, Electro Arc, and one nasty high-level AoE spell called Rain of Fire.

      
        
        Rain of Fire

      

      

      
        
        Fire is the great equalizer of nature, for all things burn. The more fire, the greater the blaze. Call upon vast elemental forces to conjure a Flame Cloud and rain a flurry of fiery lances on all those unfortunate souls below. The radius of the Flame Cloud and the duration of the storm is directly tied to your available Arcana Pool. Feed more Arcana into the spell to increase its overall intensity. But be warned, flame is an undiscriminating foe and will harm all those below—be they friend, enemy, or even the caster themselves.

        Recommended Attribute Minimums: Arcana, 25; Finesse, 20

        

      

      I glanced at my character sheet one more time.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Boyd Knight

      

      

      Race: Vigil Bound

      Level: Adept, Bronze Rank

      Current Essence: 67

      Next Ascended Rank: 35,000

      Attribute Points: +4

      Ward Points: +2

      
        
        Characteristics

      

      

      Brawn: 22

      Verve: 22

      Finesse: 20

      Arcana: 25

      Insight: 20

      
        
        Vigil Wards 

      

      

      Ward of Justice: Soul Bound Weapons (Boon), Overcharge, Rend, Peerless Warrior, Festering Wound, Weapon Mastery: Blunt, Armor Evocation

      Ward of Valor: Diamond Body (Boon), Combat Sense, Matchless Endurance

      Ward of Wrath: Arcane Insight (Boon), Electro Arc, Rain of Fire

      Ward of Balance: Language of the Heavens (Boon), Sidhe Pact, Totem Transformation, Fae Tether

      Ward of Truth: Threads of Fate (Boon), Master Mentalist

      Expand Ward List 

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Satisfied with my choices, I left my spinning avatar behind and made my way deeper into the Soul Vault.

      There were six large alcoves that connected to the central entry hall: A large library that held a wide variety of books, including my Grimoire of Virtues and my weapon skin blueprints. A storage room filled with shelves, pedestals, and display cases—that’s where all the items I sent through the Fae Tether ended up. A simple barracks room, complete with slick floors, a simple metal cot, and a beat-up footlocker positioned at the end of the bed. The Soul Forge, with its glossy onyx walls and crystalline forge.

      The last two rooms were the ones I needed now.

      With my shiny new Raven Peak Axe skin in hand, I stopped off at the armory, where my Soul Bound weapons waited. Weapon racks ran along the walls, housing the handful of skins I’d crafted since coming to this world. A glowing, doubled-handed axe held the top position, while a gleaming Mortka-Forged bastard sword rested below it. Prominently displayed along the back wall like trophies were my Soul Bound weapons. A spectral image of a morning star currently overlaid my K-Bar, while a ghostly combat shotgun covered my Colt 1911.

      I left the shottie skin in place but swapped out the mace skin for the axe Telent and the others had gifted to me. Burning at the heart of the mace skin was a small orange-and-gold marble that pulsed with gentle warmth; it was the Elemental Arcanum Token I’d looted off the body of the Stone Spider Matriarch. I placed the mace skin onto the overflow racks with the rest of the skins I’d acquired so far, then unceremoniously plucked the orb from the mace and connected it to the axe skin.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Elemental Spark: Fire

      

      

      Token Type: Weapon Inset, Infernal

      Class: Adept

      The heart of a young Fire Elemental—a divine spark, born of the earth, crushed by the weight of a mountain, and baptized by churning waves of magma. In time this Spark will grow and mature into a fearsome creature—an avatar of nature itself. Or its potent power may be harnessed, granting the wielder a taste of the World Forge.      

      Effect 1: Equip to a Soul Forged Weapon Skin to add fire damage to all attacks.

      Effect 2: When wielding a weapon equipped with Flame Elemental Spark, Fire Resistance increased by 13%.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Now my axe burned with gentle, pulsing orange light. It was a thing of beauty, like hot brass falling or an artillery strike.

      That done, I beelined toward the statuary chamber to double-check all of my mission-essential gear.

      Inside was a quartet of marble mannequins. Three lined the back wall while one stood in the center of the room like a platoon sergeant addressing his troops. As my gaze brushed over the figures, a customary and familiar notice appeared.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Armor Display Statuary

      

      

      The monsters and horrors a Vigil must confront through the course of their duties varies wildly, and often the difference between victory and a painful death is the armor they wear. Some creatures hit hard—requiring the protection of heavy plate—while others are fast and nimble, requiring lighter gear to keep up. Custom Armor Sets can also be enchanted by applying Arcanum Tokens, which offer a legion of useful effects, ranging from powerful magical resistances to potent ability buffs. By unlocking the Armor Evocation Skill from the Justice Ward, a Vigil can instantly swap between up to four designated Armor Sets at will, even when away from the Soul Vault. This gives them unmatched versatility when in the field.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I waved away the message, which I’d read countless times before, and focused on the mannequins themselves. The one in front was wearing my current outfit: Basilisk Scale Mail, Elder Bear Gauntlets, reinforced pants with matching basilisk greaves for my lower legs, and heavy-duty leather boots. A leather belt covered with pouches all filled with useful items was slung around the hips while a dark fur-lined cloak hung around the shoulders and trailed down the back.

      The other three mannequins were similarly dressed. One was decked out in my Grass Hound leathers and the other sported my heavy spiked Stone Spider armor. Each one had boots, cloaks, and pouches filled with various odds and ends. Fae Tether allowed me to send items to the Soul Vault, but it didn’t let me take anything out, which sucked a wrinkled nutsack. Armor Evocation was a hack around that. With a thought, I could toggle between gear sets, and any items stored on the various mannequins would come right along when I made the exchange.

      Each gear set had a variety of build-specific Affinity Tokens, extra money, common alchemic ingredients—including ol’ timey water purification tablets—and enough dried rations to last me a few days in the field. Basically, the shit any good Marine would have in a life-or-death scenario.

      The fourth and final statue was what I’d come to think as my Mule Build.

      Instead of wearing spiked armor or the skulls of my enemies, that mannequin could’ve passed for any day laborer in any city or town I’d passed through so far. Simple linen pants and a tunic. A worn worker’s doublet, soft boots that went up to my calves, and a heavy cloak to block out the cold. There was a simple short sword at the hip and a huge rucksack on his back. That’s where all the real goodies were. A wool blanket, a woven grass bedroll, a leather tarp to rig a pop-up tent, pots and pans for cooking, flint and kindling to start a fire, food, water, Affinity Scales, and coinage for barter.

      I wouldn’t fare long in battle with the shit the Mule was packing, but I knew from experience that monsters weren’t the only danger the wilderness had to offer. Dehydration, hunger, hypothermia, and exposure could all kill just as readily as a Mortka’s claws if I wasn’t careful. Plus, sometimes it was nice to have something to wear that didn’t scream “I’m a fucking monster slayer” at the top of its lungs, especially when I was trying to grab a drink with some locals. I’ve found people have a hard time relaxing around a game of cards when the guy across from them is dressed like a goddamned death paladin.

      I made a quick round, refilling pouches and tweaking my Arcanum Tokens. Once I was happy with my preparations, it was finally blessedly time to call it a night.
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      The day dawned bright and cold as I made my way to the stable. The sky was crystal clear with brilliant streaks of pink and purple reaching up from the horizon like probing fingers. A thin layer of frost coated the cobblestones, but that would burn off by the time the sun fully climbed its happy ass out of bed and got to work. I gave a brief wave to Niels, who was already on the other side of the courtyard, getting ready to start the day’s training session for the unawakened recruits. He returned my wave with a broad smile, which put an extra little bounce in my step.

      When I got to the stable, four mounts had already been pulled from the stalls, fitted with riding tack, and hitched to a post out front. There was a light bay with a brown mane, a silvery strawberry roan with a shock of golden hair, a dappled gray with a white starburst on its forehead, and a muscular black horse as dark as the void. The last wore heavy silver armor and looked meaner than a rabid lion with sore teeth. I was guessing that was Kerra’s mount.

      None were breeds I immediately recognized, but they were good stock. They had the size and height of draft horses—the black was at least eighteen hands at the withers—but boasted long legs and graceful necks, which marked them as riding horses.

      Milling nearby, talking in excited whispers, were three young, bright-eyed, bushy-tailed Vigils. Two boys and a girl. One boy was broad-shouldered and dark-skinned with short silvery-white hair. He had a smooth, baby face but still looked like he was built to take a beating and dish it out in return. He wore unadorned scale mail and a white tabard, emblazoned with a circular cerulean brand that matched the Sigil of Balance on his forehead. The other boy was slight, just this side of scrawny, with a mop of raven-black hair and plain leather armor that told me he was a Vigil of Truth just as sure as the sigil on his skin.

      The girl gave me the longest pause.

      She was willowy, taller than either of the two boys, and had flowing metallic copper hair that framed in her face and cascaded down her shoulders and onto her back. She looked… perky? No, bubbly. She reminded me of the popular, high-energy cheerleaders that always made the varsity team back in high school. Her personality stood in glaring conflict with her brand, Wrath. She was the exact opposite of Amherst—who literally wanted to kill everyone and had taken a vow of silence to contain his rage. She wore a combination of stylish leathers and flowing robes that could’ve passed as avant-garde fashion back on Earth.

      “She’s a cutey,” Cal said, appearing beside me. He leaned up against a wooden post and shoved his hands into his pockets.

      He wasn’t wrong. If she’d been back on Earth, she would’ve been modeling on a catwalk instead of getting ready to set out on a monster hunt.

      But to me she looked like a kid, even though I knew she wasn’t.

      All three of them were probably in their late teens or early twenties—just a few years younger than me and Cal—but the difference between us was legion. I’d fought wars, killed men, lost friends. Hell, I’d already experienced death once, and faced it head-on without even flinching. Einstein was right, time really was relative, and hardship had a funny way of ageing you fast. These kids had the same look and bearing as young Marines fresh out of basic training. Eager, gung-ho, and ready to prove themselves. They were also completely unaware of all the terrible shit lurking out in the real world, just waiting for a chance to maul their plucky innocence.

      “Maybe we should go say hi,” Cal said, kicking off the post. “’Cause I’m pretty sure these are our new teammates.”

      The three of them fell silent as Cal and I sauntered over. The slight Vigil of Truth pretended not to care, but it was all an act. The nervous twitch of his fingers, the way his back straightened. He wanted to make a good impression. The other two didn’t even try to pretend. The big ol’ Vigil of Balance lumbered over, a palm outthrust.

      “Vigil Boyd,” he said, grasping my hand then giving it several firm pumps, “it’s truly an honor to meet you. I’m Vigil Berk. That’s Vigil Marina”—he turned, waving toward the willowy woman—“and the sullen, self-important one over there is Vigil Colin.”

      “I’m not sullen,” Colin bristled, shooting a glare at Berk. “I’m just taking this seriously. This is our first real assignment. We should be focused, not falling all over ourselves in front of the Inkarnate.”

      “Don’t mind him,” Berk said with an easy grin that instantly made me like him. “He’s just nervous.” Berk leaned in close. “He’s got a crush on Marina and he’s trying to look cool.”

      Marina blushed while Colin looked like his head might explode from sheer embarrassment.

      “That’s not… No, I don’t,” Colin protested a little too eagerly.

      Berk ignored him and finally released his death grip on my hand. “Is that your spirit guide?” he asked, nodding to Cal, who was standing a few steps behind me. “Everyone’s been talking about him. I thought it was just a rumor…”

      “Yes,” Cal said, “I am his spirit guide, and I can also hear you. Name’s Cal, and I’m the better, more handsome, part of this partnership.”

      “That’s debatable,” came a high-pitched reply. Sir Jacob-Francis, in all his fat, tabby glory, padded out from a narrow alley that ran beside the stable. Astride his back was Renholm, wearing a small suit of armor that appeared to have been fashioned from the hide of a rat. His tiny Grass Hound quill sword rode at his hip. “Clearly, I am the brains and beauty. You’re a distant fourth in both departments, squarely behind my faithful steed.” He patted the cat’s head, earning an appreciative chirp.

      “Oh my god, is that a pixie riding a cat?” Marina squealed. She dropped onto a knee and extended a hand, tsk-tsk-tsking at the tabby. Jacob-Francis batted his eyes at her, flicked his tail a few times, then slowly padded over, demonstrating that he was gracing her with his elevated presence.

      There was a commotion from the stall that drew my attention.

      Kerra had finally arrived, and she was leading a fifth mount, though this thing wasn’t a horse. It was an honest-to-god saber-toothed tiger—only its stripes were metallic silver and burnished gold, and it was as big as an Alaskan grizzly bear. Brushed silver plate armor, etched with sigils and runes, covered the big cat’s chest, head, and flanks, while a leather saddle was strapped to its back along with a pair of bulging, heavy-duty saddlebags.

      “Please tell me the pixie is not coming with us,” she said by way of greeting.

      I simply nodded in reply.

      “Of course the pixie is coming,” she muttered, rolling her eyes, “why wouldn’t the pixie be coming?” She sighed. “Fine. But listen here, you miscreant,” she said, eyeing Renholm. “This is my mission, so you do what I say, when I say, and keep your grubby, thieving fingers off my stuff or I’ll skin you and turn you into a pommel ornament for my warhammer. Now, let’s mount up and get moving—we’re burning daylight and I hope to make it to the outskirts of Bellwind by nightfall.” She paused, eyes hazy as though peering into some unseen future. “If we push hard enough, we might even be able to knock out our first Bounty before we set up camp.”

      She swung onto the tiger’s back while the other Vigils hurried to comply.

      “You’re riding a goddamned tiger,” I said, more statement than question. “Is no one even going to mention the tiger?”

      “Oh my god, thank you,” Cal said, throwing up his hands. “I thought I was the only one.”

      “It’s not a tiger,” Renholm said, eyeing the beast, “it’s a Fanged Sith.”

      “Shockingly,” Kerra said, “the pixie is correct. It’s a creature of the Faewylds and it happens to be my bonded mount. I don’t often ride her through town since she can be quite intimidating to locals, but since we are going to be skirting around most populated areas over the next few weeks, there’s no reason not to bring her out.” She reached over and scratched between the cat’s shaggy ears.

      “She’s a fine beast.” Renholm guided Sir Jacob-Francis closer with a flick of the tiny reins. The Fanged Sith was a hundred times the size of the tabby, but the street cat had exactly zero shits to give. It didn’t even bat an eye at this monster that could easily swallow it whole. The asshole feline stopped directly in front of the enormous beast, offered a couple of disinterested sniffs, then turned around and flicked his tail, clearly unimpressed.

      Not for the first time, I wished I had the unearned confidence and sheer moxie of an average house cat.

      The other Vigils had mounted up on three of the four horses, leaving the enormous black one, who looked like he ate souls instead of hay.

      “Wait, this is my horse?” I asked, hooking a thumb toward the stallion.

      “Yes,” Kerra answered simply. “The Custodians wanted you to have a mount suitable to your celebrity status, so I made sure to get you the very best in the Citadel’s stable. That is Darksilver. He is exceptionally rare—a Mortka-breed stallion, one of only a handful in our care.” The horse snorted and gnashed his teeth at me in a snarl. The other horses took a few nervous steps away from the black mount and the other Vigils eyeballed the monster horse with a mixture of trepidation and pity. Pity for me, obviously.

      “He has your same disposition,” Kerra said with a playful smile. “Stubborn, headstrong, and brash. I imagine the two of you should be thick as thieves in no time.”

      Ah, so that was the way she was playing this. The Custodians had demanded she give me the best of the best, so she’d given me a horse that met the letter of the law if not the spirit. I was guessing that Darksilver was going to be a nightmare and clearly Kerra was trying to get a little payback on me for requesting her as my trainer.

      “Pardon, Justiciar Kerra,” came a wizened voice. An old man, whip thin, with wisps of white hair hobbled out from the stables.

      I knew him the second I saw him. His name was Miko and I’d taken more than a few meals across the table from him in the attendants’ mess hall. Some of the younger Vigils-in-training helped with the stables—mucking stalls, tending the tack, that sort of thing—but Miko ran the show. He wasn’t a Vigil, didn’t have any supernatural abilities whatsoever, but he was still a better horse handler than the next five Vigils combined.

      “Forgiveness, I hate to hold up your departure, but I need to have a quick word with the Inkarnate. Darksilver… Well, he has rather delicate feet and will need a little extra care when you’re done riding for the night. Best I give him instruction now—wouldn’t want to lame such a prize.” He bowed apologetically and dry washed his hands. “I’m sure you understand, Justiciar.”

      I could see a dark look flash across Kerra’s face. She was probably envisioning Darksilver mule-kicking me in the chest as I tried to scrape out his shoes at the end of every ride.

      “Yes, of course,” she replied. “Please, take all the time you need.”

      Miko waved me over into the stable.

      “Is there really an issue with the horse’s feet?” I asked in a voice low enough that Kerra wouldn’t be able to hear.

      The old man snorted. “That mean ol’ son of a bitch could walk across a lava flow without even noticing. He’s tougher than Justiciar Kerra, if you can believe it, and he’ll throw you, bite you, and kick at you any chance he can get…” Miko paused, a sly grin stretching across his leathery face. “Unless you know how to handle him.” He reached beneath his tunic and pulled out a sack full of circular orange berries called Jetru. I’d tried a couple back in the mess hall—they were atomically sour. “Darksilver loves ’em. And between you and me, don’t try to break him. Can’t be done, and he’ll fight you tooth and nail. Ya gotta baby him, understand? He loves being pampered and he’ll do anything for one of them berries.”

      I grinned and tucked the berries into a leather pouch at my belt.

      “Miko, you might just be the best human being on the planet.” I slapped him on the shoulder. “When I get back, I owe you a pint or ten.”

      “No need for that, Vigil Boyd,” he replied, offering me a toothy smile. “I’m simply returning the kindness you’ve shown me. If you truly want to pay me back, just take care of my boy. He’s one of our most valuable steeds and I’d hate to see any harm come to him…” He eyed the horse, who was busy snorting and pawing at the ground as though trying to murder the earth itself. “Not that I’m convinced anything could actually harm him.”

      I headed back out into the courtyard and fished a Jetru berry from the pouch, palming it so that Kerra couldn’t see what I had. Kerra watched, a malicious gleam in her eyes, as I approached Darksilver. The horse snorted and bared his teeth at me, promising pain if I took another step closer. I slowly extended my hand, fist still closed.

      “Oh, I can’t watch,” Marina mumbled, refusing to look.

      “Who’s a good boy,” I said all of a sudden, then slipped the berry into the horse’s mouth. He slurped it down and instantly his demeanor changed. His ears, which had been pinned back before, shot up and twitched happily as he slurped up the fruit. “You’re a good boy,” I said, scratching at his nose, then reaching up behind his ears. “We’re gonna be good friends, aren’t we?” I asked. The horse grunted and nuzzled me in response. I palmed another berry and slipped it to him. “That’s right we are,” I cooed.

      Then, without missing a beat, I grabbed his bridle and hoisted myself into the saddle. Darksilver danced for just a moment then knickered softly and settled without trying to throw me.

      “Okay,” I said while the others looked on with awestruck expressions, “let’s ride.”
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            On the Road Again
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      The morning passed by in a haze. It was a beautiful day for riding, the skies clear, the sun beating down from above, warming the air and the ground, which made it easier for the horses. Kerra seemed to be in a sour mood—probably because her pet murder horse hadn’t mauled me—but the rest of the kids were buzzing with barely restrained excitement. This was their first proper bounty as branded Vigils and they were brimming with optimism and grand dreams. For them, this was a great adventure, like Frodo setting off from the Shire for the first time.

      Knowing Kerra, I was sure she’d picked missions that would push us to the edge of our abilities, but I didn’t want to crush their spirits yet, so I just let them enjoy the moment.

      Keeping up with the mounts was no easy task for Cal or Renholm—Sir Jacob-Francis had short little kitty legs, after all—so eventually Cal wound up riding in the saddle behind me while the tabby took an honored position right on top of the Fanged Sith, much to Kerra’s annoyance. Currently, the tabby was curled into a ball just behind Kerra’s saddle and Renholm was snoring loudly without a care in the world. Meanwhile, Darksilver and I really had become besties in no time at all. He was a fierce monster who trampled anything that got too close—bunnies, squirrels, people—but thanks to Miko, a bag of fruit, and a little baby talk, he now adored me.

      Which also pissed Kerra off, much to my amusement.

      Although Kerra set a demanding pace, it didn’t stop me and Cal from chatting with the newly minted Vigils. They were full of questions and wanted to know about everything. About Earth, about the Marine Corps, about how I’d died, and what kind of monsters I’d battled since incarnating in this world. Like Telent and the party of Vigils who’d arrested me, they were also obsessed with Cal. Not only was he a spirit guide, but Cal had come face-to-face with Raguel more than once. For the young Vigils, it was like meeting some kind of Old Testament Prophet—except this prophet cussed and told fart jokes.

      I thought Kerra might have a brain aneurysm when Cal said, with a completely straight face, “I wouldn’t say we’re friends exactly, but if I needed help moving a couch? I think Raguel might show up for that. Well, not Gadriel. I always get the sense that she doesn’t like me very much, which is super weird considering that Boyd is like a Vigil of Justice or whatever. Thuriel, though. That guy is wild. He’d help me move for sure as long as I hooked him up with a six pack of High Life and a bag of whip-its.”

      I heard Kerra mutter “blasphemy” under her breath more than once.

      My new teammates were also happy to overshare about themselves in the way that only teenagers can. Berk was laid-back, easygoing, and the most grounded of the three—fitting for a Vigil of Balance. He’d grown up fatherless working at a bakery with his mother in a dusty southern town called Lockegami. It seemed his upbringing was actually pretty common. Apparently, there were a lot of deadbeat Vigil dads who needed a lesson in how condoms worked. It was common for them to roll into town on a prospective Bounty, bed single women like the horny bard in every DnD campaign, then roll right on out and on to their next contract.

      Not that I could cast too many stones. I’d certainly been playing things a little fast and loose since getting here.

      I learned that Colin was a late bloomer, at least so far as Vigils went. A fact that some of the other Vigils still teased him about. Most kids experienced the crimson touch at around eight or nine. He’d been twelve when his eyes changed, which was nearly unheard of. He’d grown up in Lyshaven, one of the provincial trading towns that bordered Ironmoor, and had apprenticed under a Solicitor and Deputy Castellan who worked for the Kelkadian Crown. Colin’s main job had been bookkeeping and accounting, since he had a nose for numbers and sniffing out bullshit.

      Everyone in Lyshaven had been shocked when runty, little Colin woke up one morning with hellfire-red eyes. The local alchemist initially thought he had a bad bout of pink eye and had tried to treat him with painful salves for nearly a month before an Arbitrator finally came to evaluate him. Even though the signs were obvious, no one in his family could believe that he might be a Vigil in the making. He’d always been small, weak, and bullied by the other children of Lyshaven.

      Colin had a chip on his shoulder the size of the Grand Canyon and it wasn’t hard to guess why.

      Vigil Marina—the bubbly cheerleader who apparently had a wrathful streak a mile wide—couldn’t have been more different from the other two. In some ways, she remined me of my buddy, Arbitrator Arturo. Her mother, Lady Johanne, was Viscountess of Clearharbor, an accomplished scholar and a powerful Sorceress. Her father, a Sage-level Vigil who’d been permanently stationed in Clearharbor, held fewer titles but was no less accomplished than his lady wife. Unlike Colin and Berk, Marina had grown up wanting for nothing, and had received private instruction, studying under the watchful gazes of her parents before eventually transferring to the Akademy of the Vigilant at sixteen.

      Despite her royal upbringing, I got the sense that she had just as much to prove as the others. Maybe even more.

      The only one who didn’t do much talking or sharing was Kerra. After our little chat in the Sprawl, I’d thought things between us were getting better, but she seemed distracted. As cold and distant as ever. I knew her goal over the next week was to train me and teach me to play nice with others. My goal over the next week was to get her to smile once or twice. I wasn’t sure which mission was going to be the tougher of the two.
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      We rode due south throughout the morning, then adjusted course and bore slightly east while eating a brief lunch in the saddle. We saw a couple of small towns and villages as we rode, but Kerra took great pains to steer our party around any human settlements even when it cost us extra time. She insisted that it would actually save us time in the long run, since every town would want to host us for a meal or, worse, would have some petty dispute they’d want a Vigil to issue judgment on. We couldn’t afford to get bogged down arbitrating about property lines or whether a goat belonged to one family or another.

      The weather changed the further south we headed, the cold slowly giving way to warmth, the ground thawing a little more with every mile.

      We had a few hours of daylight left to our names by the time we made it to the outskirts of a small logging town called Willowbend. The streets were dirt and mud, while the houses were predominately built from the towering lodgepole pines and squat spruces that blanketed everything to the west and north. There were a handful of larger, cobblestone houses with large timber roofs—probably inns and smithies, but I couldn’t be sure. We never went inside the town. Kerra guided us into the tree line. We found a rough clearing with a small brook meandering not far off and enough canopy overhead to keep the snow off of us if the weather decided to turn shitty and take a dump on us.

      She dismounted from her battle tiger, made a quick trip around the perimeter, then nodded in satisfaction.

      “This will do,” she barked. “We’ll make camp here for the night.”

      “Or we could stay at the town inn,” I suggested, “which is just five hundred feet thata way.” I pointed toward the quaint buildings huddled together like a Thomas Kinkade painting. Well, much dirtier than a Thomas Kinkade painting, but in the same ballpark anyway.

      “From the way you talked about this Marine Corps of yours,” she said, “I would’ve thought you’d relish every opportunity to sleep out under the stars.”

      “See, that’s where you’re wrong,” I said, dismounting from Darksilver then giving him an appreciative pat on the snout. “Marines don’t mind being in the field, but I think I speak for every Marine former and current when I say I’d rather be on liberty, punishing my liver like it owes me money. I’ll take the inn and a beer over a lean-to and no beer any day of the week.”

      “It’s true,” Cal said, nodding along in agreement, “and training ops are even worse. No one likes training ops, no matter how necessary they are. I mean, we’ll do ’em but we reserve the right to bitch about it the entire time. That’s one of the sacred rights granted to all service men by the Geneva Convention.”

      “Look, they need to learn how to survive in the field,” she said softly, glancing between me and Cal. “They all learn basic wilderness survival skills as part of their training, but these kids have spent most of their lives tucked away safely behind the walls of the Citadel. Or worse, behind the walls of a palace.” She shot a look at Marina. “They need to get used to a certain amount of hardship. Besides, it’s quite obvious they already adore the two of you—if you two tell them to do something, they will fall all over themselves to see it done.” She paused, pressed her eyes shut, and took a deep breath. Finally, she said, “Can you help me? Please?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, okay. Cal and I will handle it.”

      “Thank you.” She said the words awkwardly, as though they were foreign syllables that she was speaking for the first time. “I’ll touch base with our contact while you get camp set up.”

      She left her mount behind and headed into Willowbend.

      “Alright, you heard her,” I said, turning on my wet-behind-the-ears teammates. “Let’s get our asses in gear, we have work to do.”

      Unfortunately, Berk didn’t have access to the Earth Sculptor ability yet, so there was no insta shelter for us. Instead, we had to do it the hard way.

      Still, things went quickly enough, since all three of the Vigils were hard workers and took direction well. Cal couldn’t help even if he wanted to, since he didn’t have a body, but he excelled in “delegation.” Renholm absolutely could’ve helped but would’ve committed seppuku before doing an ounce of manual labor. Instead, the pixie resigned himself to lounging on a large toadstool near the stream, sipping from a tiny flagon of wine he’d brought along while making shitty comments about our craftsmanship.

      Perfectly on brand.

      In short order, we cleared our future sleeping quarters of stones and sharp sticks, flattened the area, then set up a simple wooden A-frame structure using a combination of deadfall and small saplings that we cut down. We laid down lush green pine boughs as insulation for the floor and used more to cover the walls of the A-frame. Not only would it help to keep the biting cold out, but it had the added benefit of making the shelter smell amazing, which would be a plus since the space was a touch on the cramped side.

      Not that I minded too much. I’d spent plenty of time sleeping shoulder to shoulder with other Marines while in the field.

      Colin, on the other hand, seemed mortified when we unrolled our bed mats and he realized he was going to be snuggled up next to Marina. Thing was, I noticed that Marina blushed too. Her tells were far more subtle, but they were obvious enough to me. A glance out of the corner of her eye when she thought Colin wasn’t looking. The way she laughed a little too hard at some of his jokes. How she subconsciously canted her body toward him while he talked.

      She was almost as lovestruck as he was.

      We dug out a shallow hole five feet from our shelter and constructed a ring of large stones around it, turning it into a firepit. With a couple of deadfall logs, some loose kindling, and a few sparks courtesy of Unbound Blaze, we had a hearty fire up and going by the time Kerra came trudging back through the trees. Marina even had a kettle on, brewing some hot tea for everyone.

      Kerra dropped down onto a stump we’d set up around the exterior of the firepit and pulled out a rolled-up slip of parchment, bound with a band of red silk. She casually tossed it to me with a flick of her wrist.

      “This is the place, alright,” she said while I carefully untied the silk cord and opened the scroll.

      
        
        Bounty

      

      

      Sinister Grove: Something dark and twisted has moved into an old wood grove located in the forest outside of Willowbend Township. The town serves as part of a larger logging operation, but in the past month, thirteen loggers ventured into the woods never to return. Another logger, Benjamin Jeppesen, was assaulted but managed to escape. Jeppesen is convinced that the trees themselves are behind the attack, finally taking vengeance for their fallen kin. Find and eliminate the Mortka responsible for the disappearances.

      Contract Rating: ۞۞ — Four-Man Team Recommended

      Reward: 8 Gold Custodial Marks, payable upon completion

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Would you like to accept the Bounty Sinister Grove? Yes/No?

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I hit accept then passed the scroll over to Berk so he could take a look next.

      “That’s a two-star,” I said, brow furrowed as I stared at her. “Disciple Rating or higher.” Aside from a hearty round of bullshitting, Cal and I had also talked at length with our new teammates about their abilities. It was important to know what kind of weapons you had in your arsenal before you went blundering into a combat situation.

      Berk was working toward the Beast Incant build, which screamed Classic Druid to me. He had Totem Transformation, Bestial Vigor, Ravenous Feeding, and Spectral Roots thrown in for good measure as a crowd control option. With the right Transformation Tokens, he’d be okay in a fight. Without the right Tokens, he’d be as useless as a screen door on a submarine.

      In terms of rank alone, Colin was the most “powerful” of the three noobs. He also had the least combat utility. He was pursuing a Truth Seeker build, which focused heavily on extracting information from unwilling informants. Perfect for detective work, not so good for fighting Mortka, especially not with the skills he currently had on deck: Master Mentalist, Stealth Step, and the Blade Weapon Mastery. He did have the Pierce Veil ability from the Ward of Balance, which could potentially come in handy, but only in very select circumstances.

      As a Vigil of Wrath, Marina was walking the path of the Wrath Weaver, which was simple and straightforward: deal out shit-tons of magical damage at range. She would be a legit powerhouse one day, but unfortunately, her ambitions didn’t quite fit her skill set just yet. As a Novice Silver Rank she had Warded Shield, Kinetic Blast, and Unbound Blaze—all low-cost and relatively basic Wrath Spells. They’d trained far longer than I had to be monster slayers, but I knew there was a world of difference between training and the real thing.

      I had the sinking feeling that Kerra was throwing us into the deep end here.

      “Are you sure they’re ready for it?” I asked.

      “No,” Kerra said flatly, “but when confronting Mortka for the first time, Vigils rarely are. Were you ready when you woke up surrounded by hungry Crave Ghouls, with nothing but your weapons and your wits?”

      “Point taken,” I replied.

      “The purpose of this outing is not to coddle you four, it is to fix you,” she said. “I’ve had a direct hand in all of your training. In some ways, I know you better than you know yourselves. I know your strengths, and just as importantly, I know your weaknesses. You all survived the Ascension, which means Raguel has deemed all of you fit to serve. Surviving the Ascension, however, doesn’t eliminate our inherent weaknesses. That’s my job.

      “Berk, you are a natural-born leader, an excellent communicator, and one of the toughest, most resilient young men I have ever trained. You are also stubborn”—her eyes darted toward me— “often to your own detriment. And though you have tremendous strength, you rarely use it for fear of hurting others. In time, those qualities will make you an excellent Vigil of Balance. Right now, they make you a liability to your teammates.”

      She turned her gaze like a hammer blow on Colin.

      “You are smart—perhaps too smart—and you have a sharp mind when it comes to ferreting out things others would keep hidden. It is as impressive as it is annoying. You also have a streak of loyalty that runs all the way to your core. On the other hand, you’re deeply suspicious, cuttingly sarcastic, and rarely let others in. These traits will both serve and hinder you as a Truth Seeker, but a Vigil who cannot trust their comrades in arms will cause endless tension and friction.

      “As for you, Marina… You are perfect.” She let the words hang in the air like a curse instead of a compliment. “You grew up wealthy. You were educated in a noble court by the finest tutors and some of the most accomplished warriors in the world. You have a firm grasp on law, history, poetry, and politics and have studied more about spellcraft than most Magi of the White Light.”

      I could’ve been wrong, but I thought I heard a soft note of bitterness in Kerra’s voice.

      “On the outside you are supremely confident and capable,” Kerra continued, leaning in close. “On the inside, you are a writhing ball of uncertainty. No matter your accomplishments, you feel like a fraud. An imposter. And the fact that you ended up as a Vigil of Wrath instead of Valor further undermines your own self-confidence.”

      “Holy shit,” Cal muttered. “This lady is dropping nuclear truth bombs. Do Boyd next!”

      Kerra ignored him. “Every bounty we take on was hand-selected to rectify these faults. To push you to the very edge of what you’re capable of. I feel confident the four of you will survive this encounter, even without my intervention.”

      “What the hell do you mean, without your intervention?” I asked, eyes narrowing.

      “You’re rash, not stupid,” she said. “You know exactly what it means. I haven’t trained with you long enough to make a proper, professional assessment of your abilities, but I know you need to learn how to work in concert with other Vigils. Sometimes the tasks we’re entrusted with by Raguel are too large for any one Vigil alone, no matter how capable they may be. Which is why you will be leading this team, not me.

      “A Fist is typically composed of five members,” she said, taking on the tone of a schoolteacher. “One Vigil from each Ward. Every Fist also has a Senior Battle Warden, responsible for selecting appropriate Bounties, reporting to the Custodians, handling administrative duties, and, most importantly, leading their fellow Vigils into battle.” Now she spoke to all of us. “For the purpose of this training exercise, Vigil Boyd will be the acting Fist Battle Warden while I will be a noncombatant observer. I am here to evaluate and offer constructive feedback, but your survival is in your own hands.

      “There are a few additional details that you should know,” Kerra continued, taking the bounty scroll back from Marina. “Willowbend doesn’t have its own Arbitrator—the mayor had to venture over to Wrighthold to lodge his report, which means much of the information in the bounty itself may be rather dubious. I did, however, meet with the lone witness, Benjamin Jeppesen.” She paused, a thin frown on her lips. “He is quite mad, I’m afraid. I tried to heal him, but the sickness is of the mind, not the body. Whatever he saw out there broke him, but his ravings do track with what is recorded in the Bounty.”

      “Any idea what we’re dealing with?” I asked.

      “Oh, I have many ideas,” she said, nodding, “but, as I said, I’m not the leader of this mission. You are. Although I have my suspicions about what you’re dealing with, I’m going to leave you to handle the situation fully. Learning to improvise and adapt on the fly are both critical skills for any field operative. The only thing we know for sure is what Mr. Jeppesen has told us. First, he has disclosed the location where the incident happened—two miles from here, in an ancient grove of trees. Second, he insists the trees themselves assaulted him. Third, he also believes he saw some of the missing miners alive, being held hostage in some fashion within the grove.”

      “Could be a Corrupt Dryad,” Colin said, rubbing at his chin. “Fae creatures,” he added, when he saw uncertainty flash across my face, “that are often drawn to old-growth groves. They can tap into the well of Essence that gathers in such places.”

      “A terrible guess,” Renholm replied dismissively. “I’ve never heard tell of a Corrupt Dryad that keeps hostages. Of all the Fae, few detest humans more than they. A Corrupt Dryad would eviscerate any human that dared venture into a claimed grove and water the ground with their blood. More likely a Moss Hag or even a pack of Forest Gnolls.”

      Kerra’s brow knit as she eyed the pixie with surprise. “Those are both surprisingly competent guesses.”

      “I’m lazy, not incompetent,” the pixie replied with a sniff.

      “Regardless of what it is,” Kerra said after a beat, “I wouldn’t spend too much time in idle speculation. We are camped within range of the grove and the sun is quickly setting. Unless you want to be waylaid in the middle of the night, I’d suggest you make haste…”
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      Twilight had settled over the forest and the looming trees cast long, crooked shadows by the time we got to the grove. One glance and I knew we were in the right place. The forest we’d come through consisted mostly of coniferous trees like pines, firs, and spruces, with the occasional spattering of maples and cottonwoods thrown into the mix. Not the grove. We found ourselves staring down into a perfectly circular valley that reminded me of a bullseye target. At the center of the depression was a tangle of hulking, twisted trees that looked like they’d been ripped out of a dark fairy tale.

      Huge cedars, sprawling elms, broad-leafed sycamores. At the center of the grove, one stately tree rose high above the others. It had a broad dome-shaped canopy, an impossibly thick trunk, wide boughs, and what looked like an army of roots dangling down from the myriad of branches.

      “Dude,” Cal said, “that’s one of those trees from Cobra Gold. Banyan trees, I think they’re called.”

      He was right. Once upon a time, our unit had participated in a multinational Jungle Warfare training operation in Thailand. The locals taught us the ins and outs of conducting combat operations in a wet, humid rainforest filled with creeping bugs, a host of deadly critters, and the constant threat of monsoon downpours. We’d learned the hard way that surviving in the deep jungle was a helluva lot different from backpacking through the Appalachians or fighting in a desert.

      I couldn’t image what a banyan tree would be doing in a climate like this; even though we’d moved south, it was still very much winter. Most of the other trees nestled inside the grove weren’t evergreens either, but there were vibrant green leaves on every single branch.

      By contrast, there was a wide ring-shaped space sandwiched between the grove and the edge of the forest that was completely barren of life. There had been plants once, but the grasses and flowers had withered and died long ago, leaving only frozen dirt and skeletal stalks behind.

      “Rally on me,” I said, waving for the other Vigils to draw close. Kerra stood nearby but didn’t participate in our team huddle. “Since I have a working pair of eyes, it’s obvious that something unnatural has taken up residence in there. Chances are good that we’re gonna get swamped the second we get inside the tree line and that we’re going to be facing multiple enemies.”

      “Maybe we could lure out whatever is inside?” Colin suggested.

      “It’s a good thought,” I replied, quickly mulling it over, “but I don’t think that’s gonna work for a couple of reasons. Our survivor buddy mentioned that the trees are behind this, and looking at that giant tree at the center, I’m guessing that’s at least partially true. Which means we can’t lure the Mortka out of the forest, because the forest is the objective. Back where I’m from, we have these things called Venus flytraps—it’s a type of carnivorous plant—and I’ll bet dollars to donuts this is the Mortka equivalent. We’re gonna have to walk our happy asses in there, even if it means we’re heading into an ambush.”

      “Or we could just try to set the forest on fire,” Marina suggested innocently with a little shrug.

      “Oh, I like this one,” Renholm said in approval. “I too agree that we should set the whole thing ablaze. It’s the most efficient solution. Plus, I love to watch things burn,” he cackled.

      “Wow, that got real dark, real quick,” I muttered, “but we’re not gonna set it on fire. Don’t get me wrong, I like where your head’s at, Marina. Never go with half measures. Problem is there might still be people alive in there. If we torch the place, they’ll die too.”

      “I’m still not seeing the problem here,” Renholm said, idly stroking Jacob-Francis’s head. “A few peasants seem to be a small price to pay for convenience.”

      “No one asked you,” I replied flatly, “and we’re not killing a bunch of innocent people. Which leads us back to the ambush. We go in heavy, classic V-formation. I’ll take point. My job will be to draw the bulk of the aggressors to me. Cal and Berk, you’re my two flank guards. Plug the holes, keep them from encircling us. If we get hemmed in, we’re boned. Marina, since you’re our resident spell slinger, your job is going to be rear area support—hang back from the heart of the action and cast as many offensive spells as you can. Hammer these motherfuckers. Maintain a clear line of sight and keep an extraction route open if you can.”

      “What about me?” Colin asked, a defensive edge in his voice. He was the weakest member on the battlefield and he didn’t want to get benched on our first mission.

      “Don’t worry, kid, I haven’t forgotten about you. Marina has all of our backs, you have her back. Stick to her like glue. You take out anything that gets into striking range, you tracking?”

      He nodded, jaw set in determination. The kid was a lovestruck puppy—he wasn’t going to let anything happen to Marina.

      I conjured my war axe and pushed through the trees, pine needles and forest detritus crunching softly underfoot. Sir Jacob-Francis padded along silently beside me, Renholm in the saddle with his tiny sword drawn. I tracked Cal and Berk in my peripheries, one off to my left, the other to my right, both about five feet back from me. A cloying, sickly-sweet aroma hung thick in the air like rotting fruit, and I could feel this place brimming with Essence.

      There was something in here, alright. Watching. Waiting. Biding its time for us to venture in a little deeper. Too deep.

      The press of trees eventually gave way to another ring-like clearing with the enormous banyan tree directly in the center. Its huge canopy blocked out the last, fleeting rays of sunlight and cast the ground into a perpetual murk. All around the base of the tree were heaps of bleached bones, some human others not. Thick tangles of vines covered with purple, star-shaped flowers twisted through the skeletal remains and crawled up the trunk of the banyan tree. Those flowers buzzed and quivered restlessly in the corner of my eye.

      “Contact right!” Cal hollered.

      A corpse, dried and desiccated almost beyond recognition, shambled out, followed in short order by two more undead. Their clothes were in tatters, their skin waxy and tight. More of the choking green vines snaked around their limbs, and a purple flower sprouted from each vacant eye hole. Necrotic fingers were wrapped tightly around large axes. Based on those weapons alone, I was guessing these were some of the missing loggers.

      “That’s you, Berk,” I said.

      “On it,” he called back.

      There was a flash of power from his hand as he consumed a Transformation Token. His body swelled, and coarse hair sprouted along his arms. His mouth elongated into a pig snout and huge tusks punched upward from his lower jaw. The change only took seconds, and when it was over, a squat, bipedal boar-man stood where Berk had moments before. He let out a squeal, lowered his head, and charged into the encroaching zombies. He hit the first one in the chest with a bone-crunching snap that sent the zombie flying backward into the trees like a wet noodle.

      The second one came at him fast, followed in quick succession by another and another and another. Berk’s job was to hold the right flank and keep anything from swarming us, but in an eyeblink he was surrounded, enemies clawing at him from every side. Damn it.

      Movement on my left announced the presence of more creatures, though these weren’t logger zombies, these were something else entirely. Shambles, crafted from tree branches, deadfall wood, boulders, and a loose amalgamation of bleached bone, all tethered together with the creeping vines and purple flowers. There were five of them, with another three lumbering toward Berk. Double fuck. Like Berk, Cal consumed one of the Transformation Tokens I’d given him, morphing into one of the Hollow Maw he and I had exterminated back in Landren.

      The Hollow Maw were built like jumbo-sized bulldogs and—as their name implied—had an enormous maw and gullet lined with spikes. They could eat damn near anything. Despite the overwhelming opposition, Cal kept his cool, zigzagging back and forth along the line, harrying the shambles without ever really focusing on any one creature in particular. His job was all about crowd control, and unlike Berk, he was doing exactly what needed doing. Eight more of the shambles lurched out from around the trunk of the banyan tree dead ahead, inhuman arms reaching, purple flower eyes locked onto my position.

      “Renholm,” I yelled, tossing the pixie half a Rabid Affinity Scale, “go help Berk not die.”

      The pixie snagged the Scale from the air and popped it into his mouth like a greedy dog getting a treat. His body went rigid and his tiny eyes flared, seeming to grow two sizes. A vicious grin stretched across his narrow face.

      “Madness! Bloodshed! Haaaavoc! I am become Death, destroyer of worlds!” He turned, midair, and took off like a bullet, shrieking the whole way. He slammed into the face of a zombie and instead of trying to stab him, the pixie just went to town with his teeth, gnawing on what remained of the undead creature’s nose.

      I put Renholm and Berk from my mind and surged forward with my axe in hand. The shambles came at me as one, but they were slow, awkward, and had all the grace of a rock—which is mostly what they were made from. I danced through their ranks, executing the weapon forms that Niels and Kerra had drilled into my head. Gone were the wild and unwieldy swings. Instead, the axe moved in a blur of constant motion, chopping through reaching arms, taking off overextended legs, and cleaving torsos in two as I triggered Rend over and over again, slowly burning through my Stamina.

      [You have killed a Wither Bloom Husk! The world has been cleansed! You have been blessed with 115 Essence!]

      [You have killed a Wither Bloom Husk! The world has been cleansed! You have been blessed with 115 Essence!]

      [You have killed a Wither Bloom Husk! The world has been cleansed! You have been blessed with 115 Essence!]

      The words flickered across my vision as fast as I could swing my axe, and clouds of golden light eddied around my feet and swirled into my nostrils and mouth. A heady rush of raw power pushed me on as Essence replenished the Arcana and Stamina reserves I’d burned through so far. But with every Husk I killed, two more stumbled into the open, ready to join the brawl. Worse, they weren’t focusing on me, but rather were seeking out easier targets.

      Cal was still holding his own, his slathering jaws grinding through limbs like an industrial-strength garbage disposal while his hooked claws slashed through the vines with brutal efficiency. Nothing else was going to plan.

      Even with Renholm’s help, Berk was on the verge of getting murdered. There were now a full dozen of the Wither Husks surrounding him and half again as many of the zombified vine corpses. The pixie was a lightning bolt of manic energy, darting around, slashing at flower-eyes and leaving deep scratches in shriveled flesh. Not surprisingly, Jacob-Francis was also getting in on the action. He was literally just a cat, but that didn’t seem to deter him in the least as he contended against supernatural forces far more powerful. He was clinging to the back of one the zombies, teeth savagely latched onto its neck.

      A thunderclap ripped the air as several of the husks clawing at Berk were batted away by a blast of unseen force.

      I spun and found Colin and Marina standing side by side, not but five feet away. Colin had a slender rapier in one hand and a double-edged dagger in the other. Marina carried an ornate white staff, polished to a dull gleam.

      “What the hell are you doing this close!” I yelled, axe still hacking and slashing.

      A husk emerged from behind them and charged. Colin shouldered Marina out of the way and sent his rapier flicking through a rapid-fire series of thrusts, slashes, and parries.

      Marina thrust her staff out and unleashed another wave of force—the creature exploded, limbs cartwheeling through the air as golden mist flowed into her mouth.

      “Creeping vines erupted from the ground,” Marina yelled in reply. “It was either retreat or advance, so we decided to advance.” She thrust her staff forward and another wave of force swept out, swatting aside an encroaching Husk.

      “And there’s something else,” Colin said. “We’ve found the survivors.”

      He dismissed the Soul Bound rapier with a flick of his wrist. He closed his eyes for a beat, breathed out through his nostrils, then brought his hands together in a clap that sent out a barely felt ripple of Arcana. The trees surrounding us shimmered as he dispelled a glamor that had been blanketing the clearing.

      Several of the gnarled trunks had gaping holes, like open wounds, gouged into their centers. Inside were the few remaining loggers who hadn’t already been turned into zombies. From the looks of ’em, they were barely hanging onto life at this point. They were breathing, sure, but flower-covered vines pinned them in place, digging into their skin like medical IVs. The plants were draining the humans like juice boxes.

      As horrific as human sippy cups were, it didn’t even hold a candle to the banyan tree. A purple flower as big as an SUV had appeared in the leafy canopy, and at its center was a single yellow eye.

      Ethereal purple lines of energy glowed just beneath the surface of the ground, connecting the banyan tree to the endless swarm of shambles and zombies coming out of the woodwork.

      What. The. Fuck.
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      I quickly composed my thoughts as I stared at the Eldritch garden flower. That unholy, arboreal abomination was the real culprit here. Those ethereal purple lines, pulsing beneath the surface of the ground, were like magical marionette strings, and the flower was clearly the puppet master. Much as I hated to admit it, Renholm and Marina were right. The only way we were going to end this was to burn this whole grove right to the ground. Sometimes scorched earth is the best—nay, the only—policy.

      I’d come equipped with exactly the right spell for the job, but first we needed to try and save as many lives as we could.

      “New plan,” I bellowed at the top of my lungs. “Fall back on Marina’s position. Colin, keep her alive. Marina, blow shit up. Everyone else, work to get these loggers out of the grove while I take a magical weed whacker to these things.”

      Without waiting for a reply, I pivoted right and darted toward Berk.

      The boar-man was drowning beneath the press of rotting flesh and vine-covered limbs. Losing one of my newly minted Vigils was probably frowned upon, so first things first, I needed to save his ass. With a thought, I activated Armor Evocation. Silver mist swirled around me and my blue brigandine armor was whisked away, replaced by my clunky Stone Spider plate mail. I dropped my shoulder and rammed into one of the zombies.

      I swapped my axe for my shottie—currently filled with Rabid Affinity Rounds—and went to town. I pressed the barrel against a sunken zombie chest and pulled the trigger. Rotten meat and chunks of vibrant green foliage spiraled out from its back as the creature fell.

      [You have killed a Wither Bloom Corpse! The world has been cleansed! You have been blessed with 150 Essence!]

      I swiveled, leveled the shotgun, and blew off a second zombie’s head. Or, correction, most of its head. A portion of jaw and one eye socket remained along with a purple eye flower. Tendril-like green roots protruded from the remaining section of skull, wriggling in the air like angry spider legs. Instead of attacking me again, the creature turned and leapt onto a third zombie, pummeling its former ally with closed fists. That had to be the Infectious Rage effect of the Rabid Affinity round taking hold.

      I temporarily dismissed my shotgun and grabbed Berk by the shoulder, jerking him away from the mass of Husks and reanimated corpses.

      The boar-man turned with a frenzied gaze but seemed to calm down when he recognized me.

      “Pull back,” I said. “Go help Colin and Cal with the survivors.” I waved toward the hollow trees cradling their catatonic prisoners. “I’ll take care of these shitheads.”

      I spotted Jacob-Francis not far off, his hackles raised as he spit and swiped at a Husk closing in on him. He was one mean ol’ sumbitch, but he was still just a cat. I surged forward and blasted the Husk in the side with a brutal front kick that sent the creature sprawling. I bent over, scooped up the still hissing kitty, then shoved the furball into Berk’s hairy arms. “And take my cat with you.”

      Berk grunted and followed instructions, taking off toward where Marina, Cal, and Colin were already gathered. They had managed to extract several of the loggers from the tree trunks and had them laid out in a line, but there were still a few more to go.

      I spun back toward the wall of meat and vines moving toward me like a slow-moving tidal wave. Fifteen, maybe more at a quick glance. Several were now rolling around on the ground or wrestling with former allies—Infectious Rage spreading with every hit, bite, and scratch—but the body count wasn’t racking up quite fast enough for my liking.

      Time to fix that.

      Kentucky doesn’t get a whole lot of natural weather disasters. Aside from the occasional tornado, we don’t have earthquakes, hurricanes, or forest fires—it’s just too damned green and too damned wet for those things—but man oh man does Kentucky get some lightning storms. They can roll in out of nowhere, a single white puffy cloud transforming into a roiling mass of black-and-gray doom in the time it takes to walk home from school.

      Back when I was sixteen, just such a storm descended on our little slice of backwoods, and a bolt of lightning, brighter than the noonday sun, lanced the colossal old oak tree that grew in our backyard. I happened to be scrambling under the protection of the porch when the blast hit. The ground rumbled and the tree blew apart on impact, sending chunks of smoking, wooden debris flying outward in every direction. I took a small bit of shrapnel to my right calf and still had to scar to prove it.

      Lightning was a helluva thing, and as fate would have it, trees were pretty good conductors.

      I manifested my axe, raised it high, and buried it right in the upturned face of a Husk. The blade sunk home, and as it did, I triggered Electro Arc, feeding every ounce of Arcana I had through the weapon and into the vine-covered hunk of wood and stone and bone. Blue-white light sparked and spit from the blade and the Husk began to sizzle and crack, wood splitting and burning from the intense surge of heat and power.

      [You have killed a Wither Bloom Husk! The world has been cleansed! You have been blessed with 115 Essence!]

      The Husk was dead in a second, but I didn’t stop.

      I forced more energy into the spell, watching my Arcana gauge plunge steadily, even while golden essence refreshed me. The world seemed to take a stutter step and time slowed as a jagged bolt of searing electricity erupted outward from the Husk, connecting to the next Husk and the next in a zigzagging line of brilliant blue and white. A collective, inhuman howl went up from the flowers all around me as the monsters snapped and burned under the strain, falling into heaps of charred wood, splintered bone, and smoldering ash on the forest floor.

      Notices flashed across my eyes in a constant stream as I finally cut the power, panting hard from the exertion.

      There were still Husks milling about, but they seemed reluctant to get any closer to me. I glanced at the enormous yellow eye nestled in the leafy boughs of the banyan tree and saw a combination of fear… and anger. The ground trembled as huge roots, thicker than my thigh, tore themselves free from the earth in a shower of dirt.

      As far as I was concerned, that was my cue to get outta Dodge.

      The others had liberated the last of the remaining loggers from the surrounding tree trunks and were busy loading them up onto Cal’s broad, hound-like back.

      “Move your asses!” I hollered, making a break toward my party as the roots started to flail and strike, smashing into the earth behind me.

      Seeing the chaos that was already unfolding, the others didn’t need to be told twice. Berk, still in hog-man form, bent over and picked up the last two loggers with effortless strength and tossed one emaciated body over each shoulder, then he was running through the trees. Monstrous roots darted after us like pursuing serpents, and one wrapped a tendril around Colin’s ankle, sending him face-first into the ground.

      Marina wheeled around at the sound of his startled cry and thrust her staff out like an accusatory finger. A huge root whipped through the air, ready to turn Colin into meat paste, but a glowing golden shield of Arcana burst to life in front of the fallen boy.

      “No one hurts my friends,” she growled, her red eyes flashing in genuine rage. I’d had my doubts that this petite, bubbly woman could really be a Vigil of Wrath, but not anymore. Gone was the cutesy, soft-spoken cheerleader. In her place was a vessel ready to pour out righteous judgment. “Taste the pain you have caused others,” she cursed as a javelin of Unbound Flame erupted from her staff, dousing the writhing roots. The tendril that had ensnared Colin recoiled from the attack, waving frantically in the air.

      This thing liked fire even less than it liked lightning.

      I quickly helped Colin to his feet then coaxed Marina into motion with a gentle nudge. “Don’t worry, we’ll sort this shithead out,” I said, “but let’s get clear first. Burning to death is not a good way to go, just ask Cal if you want to know…”

      Her jaw tightened in defiance, and for half a second, I thought she was going to demand to stay and fight. But finally, she just nodded and ran with Colin and me, dodging past trees, ducking outstretched branches, and carefully avoiding exposed roots that tried to trip us up at every step.

      The three of us skittered out past the tree line. Cal, Berk, Renholm, and of course Jacob-Francis were waiting for us a hundred feet off. Berk had reverted and was busy laying out the loggers in a line, while Kerra worked her way through them, administering doses of healing power with every touch. She’d refused to help us in the battle itself, but she couldn’t just watch those poor people die because we didn’t happen to have a Vigil of Valor of our own along for the ride.

      The battle wasn’t quite over yet.

      Marina and I wheeled around as the ground trembled, sending tremors running up through my boots like a massive earthquake. The great banyan tree with the colossal eyeball flower was walking toward us, its domed canopy swaying as it lurched and forced its way past lesser trees. It was pissed and it was coming to get some vengeance, but it was also slow as balls.

      “Ready to finish this thing, kid?” I asked, looking at Marina.

      “I’ve never been more ready,” she replied.

      I reached into the pouch at my side, pulled free a Pure Affinity Scale, and pressed it into her palm. Scales like that didn’t occur naturally, and there were no Mortka who dropped them. They had to be manufactured in the Soul Vault by stripping away and condensing the inherent Affinity Type with the Affinity Retrofitter ability. Pure Scales were necessary to power the Soul Forge and create most Mortka Forged weapons and armor, but they could also be consumed. And, although they didn’t offer any secondary benefit—no stone skin or plague resistance—they had one huge upside.

      Consuming one allowed a Vigil to channel a dump truck’s worth of Arcana.

      “You go low, I’ll go high,” I said as she clamped her hand closed and absorbed the Scale in a flash of golden light.

      She offered me a feral grin and unleashed a constant stream of Unbound Flame. Honest to god, it looked like she was wielding a magical flamethrower.

      I’d never been more proud.

      The trees at the front of the grove went up as the blaze took hold, tongues of flame dancing among the dried pine needles and devouring the brittle branches. Another unearthly shriek rose from the forest as the banyan tree continued its plodding escape.

      My turn.

      I raised my palms heavenward and unleashed the Wrath of God.

      An overflow of Arcana poured out from my core—powered in part by the small army of Bloom Husks I’d just eradicated—and surged along my limbs. Golden strands of twisting power burst forth from my hands. It was so much power. Too much power. Sweat poured down my face, my arms shook, and my knees trembled. The recommended attributes for Rain of Fire were right on the border of what I could handle, and I was feeling the strain. It was like the magic was pulling me apart and turning my insides into my outsides.

      I braced myself like a cowboy trying to saddle and ride a tornado and held on for dear life as Arcana rampaged through me.

      A great, churning cloud of reds and oranges and yellows formed over the grove and in a blink the spell tapered off, leaving me trembling and empty.

      The storm had arrived out of nowhere, just like they always had back home. Suddenly, it began to rain. But not the gentle pitter-patter of early spring droplets. These were the fat, heavy drops of a monsoon, and they were crafted of molten flame that reeked of brimstone. Fire poured down in a sheet, pockmarking the treetops below and burning great holes through the thick foliage of the banyan canopy. The purple flower caught flame and a thick plume of acrid smoke drifted up.

      Fire from above met fire from below, and in an instant, the grove was gone, engulfed in a choking inferno as unseen purple flowers shrieked and shriveled and eventually fell silent.

      [You have assisted in killing an Eldritch Wither Vine! The world has been cleansed! You have been blessed with 1,975 Essence!]

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Bounty Fulfilled

      

      

      Sinister Grove: After investigating the ancient grove outside of Willowbend Township, you discovered that an Eldritch Wither Vine had infested the trees. Many of its victims were already dead and reanimated by the necrotic power of the Wither Vine, but you did manage to find several missing loggers alive and burned the Wither Vine, eradicating its vile corruption and cleansing the land in the process.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Renholm flitted over and touched down on my shoulder, watching the unrelenting blaze with pure joy in his eyes.

      “Told you we should’ve just burned it.” He patted me on the shoulder. “Someday you will recognize my genius, protégé, and how the world will tremble when you do.”

      I grunted noncommittally. I hated how often the little turd was right. But the truth was, sometimes there really was no better solution to a problem than a bathtub of homemade napalm.
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      The next week passed in a series of long days spent either in the saddle or on the ground, hunting down increasingly deadlier Mortka, in increasingly bizarre scenarios.

      Our second mission, which took place inside an abandoned chapel just outside the township of Bellwind, was relatively straightforward. A Profane Dread Shadow had taken up residency in the formerly sanctified building and had started multiplying. According to Colin—who was surprisingly well versed in Mortka lore—that was straight out of the Profane Dread Shadow Operating Manual. But instead of Daddy and Mommy Shadow having their own little brood of Shades after a night of heavy drinking and poor decision-making like regular folks, Dread Shadows replicated by stealing shadows from the living.

      It was like a nightmare-fuel Peter Pan bedtime story.

      The attacks were subtle at first. One day the pets of Bellwind, mostly barn cats and the occasional house dog, started getting sick. They didn’t bleed from their eyes or projectile vomit like cast members in the Exorcist. Nothing quite so dramatic. Instead, they just refused to move. And if they did move, it was listlessly, lethargically, as if they’d simply lost the will to keep going. They wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t drink. Hell, most wouldn’t even bother getting up to go to the bathroom.

      They just lay there in their own filth and withered away, dying an inch at a time.

      And, because they moved so rarely, no one noticed that there was something else subtly wrong with the animals. Not a one of them had shadows.

      The more stolen Shades the Dread Shadow recruited, the stronger it got, and it wasn’t long before it started moving right up the food chain. Chickens, goats, cows, horses. Then people. Two of them by the time we arrived in Bellwind and intervened. Of course, the victims were an old woman and a young boy, because, like the disease they were, Mortka disproportionately affected the weak, the young, and the elderly. Those who couldn’t defend themselves.

      The Bounty was also a two star and recommended a three-man team. There were four of us, not counting Cal or Renholm. Berk and Marina were both Novice Silver Ranked, Colin was Novice Gold Ranked, and I had already hit Adept Bronze. And, to no one’s surprise, our skills were well balanced to boot, because Kerra was nothing if not a stickler for following standard operating procedures.

      If left to fester, the Shades could turn into a nasty infestation, but they were individually weak. An errant beam of sunlight could end them on the spot, and they were vulnerable to silver weapons and were extremely weak against fire damage. The goal was to nip the infestation in the bud before it got out of hand. On paper, this mission should have been easier than the Eldritch Wither Vine from Willowbend, especially with Marina covering our six with Unbound Blaze.

      Should have been were the three operative words.

      I had Renholm run Recon for us—there was no sign of the Shades, but the church itself wasn’t all that large. A main sanctuary, a small library, and a simple rectory that would’ve acted as the sleeping quarters for the resident priest. The walls were fortified stone, so we couldn’t just set the place on fire, but clearing the building wouldn’t be tough. I’d take point, Cal and Berk would sweep left and right respectively, and Colin and Marina would hang back toward the rear, ready to act as our heavy ranged support if things went sideways.

      It was the same basic wedge formation we’d used against the Eldritch Wither Vine. The problem was, we’d messed it up during our last fight, so I wanted to make sure we had a chance to get it right before complicating things with new tactical formations.

      For the time being, we were following Drill Instructor Screw Y’All’s KISS doctrine—Keep It Simple, Stupid.

      Our initial game plan worked for all of about thirty seconds.

      Then the Shades swarmed out from beneath the rotten pews and from behind moth-eaten wall tapestries and everyone and their brother panicked. Colin immediately leaped into the thick of things, eager to prove he could fight as good as anyone. Naturally, he was instantly buried in shadows. Cal had to break formation to save him, which allowed more Shades to flank us, get behind our lines, and launch a direct blitz on Marina, who was as squishy as a stuffed animal. She lashed out wildly with gouts of fire, scorching the encroaching Shades… and accidentally set Berk on fire in the process.

      The poor kid—who’d had the terrible luck to transform into a large simian creature covered in oily hair—went up like a tiki torch and ran around, screaming at the top of his lungs, waving his lanky arms in the air, which only made things worse. Apparently, Vigil training had not passed on the sacred wisdom of Stop, Drop, and Roll. That left me to fill in the gaps in our defense and do the bulk of the heavy lifting on the offense. It took twenty minutes to rein in the chaos, save Colin, extinguish Berk, and kill the Profane Dread Shadow behind the scenes.

      Needless to say, we had a very thorough after-action debrief with lots and lots of notes.

      Our next bounty was better than the second, but the second had been an absolute shitstorm of the grandest proportions, so that wasn’t saying much.

      We headed south and west to the rugged township of Eastmouth, which served as the main trading outpost between Bimura and Reverren. Eastmouth had few farms, produced no real goods of their own, and existed almost entirely to serve the near constant stream of merchants that ebbed and flowed through the city. Those caravans were the beating heart of the town, the blood that kept Eastmouth alive and the citizens fed and cared for. There was a slew of inns, brothels, mercantile stores, and blacksmiths that specialized in crafting horseshoes, wheel struts, and wagon axels.

      Anything and everything a merchant train could need while on the road and far from home.

      But Eastmouth had a big problem. One that couldn’t be solved with a blacksmith’s hammer or a penicillin shot to the ass. Over the past couple of months, merchant caravans had started going missing. They hadn’t merely been robbed. Nope. These caravans had vanished. At first, the town Arbitrator had assumed it was the work of bandits operating out of the abandoned mines that littered the mountainous hills surrounding the town. A good guess, given the circumstances. Robbery was part and parcel of the life of traveling caravans—especially during winter when food was scarce and men were desperate.

      There were a couple of problems with that theory, however.

      Generally, bandits and caravan raiders weren’t outright mass murderers. Slaughtering a caravan of innocent people was the best way to get a disgruntled Vigil to show up on your doorstep ready to dish out some of Raguel’s justice in the form of a holy lightning bolt right up the ass. No one wanted that. Besides, most bandits weren’t bad people, just hungry people who wanted to survive like everyone else. For the most part, they were happy to set an ambush, take what they could, and beat feet back to their hideouts.

      So the question was, what had happened to the merchants and their guards?

      After the third caravan went MIA, the Arbitrator organized a hunting party to scour the hills and drive the raiders from whatever boulder they were hiding under. They didn’t find any bandits, but they did find the merchant wagons. They’d been driven deep into the forest and seemingly abandoned with all the supplies and goods completely untouched. There was no sign of the horses or cart mules but also no indication of overt violence. There was no blood, no gore, no lopped-off body parts. What kind of self-respecting bandit waylaid a merchant train but didn’t bother stealing any of the goods they were carrying?

      None of it made any sense.

      After another few days of searching, the Arbitrator eventually found the corpses. The bodies were bloated, the eyes glazed in death. According to the priest there had been trails of blood running from their ears and their throats had been ripped out. The strangest thing of all was that the wounds appeared to be self-inflicted. For all practical purposes, the merchants and their guards had driven their wagons into the forest, hoofed it five miles through dense forest, sat down at the mouth of a small natural cavern, and ripped all of their throats out by hand.

      It was the work of a coven of Ettersirens.

      Ettersirens were female, sprite-like Mortka that typically lived in small communities called covens. They had the ability to charm travelers, luring them to their deaths by conjuring illusions of deceased loved ones and speaking through their stolen voices. It was all one big con. Victims would follow the ghostly apparitions for miles right to the foot of the Ettersirens’ lair, where they would sit down, happily rip out their own throats, and offer up their vocal cords to the monsters.

      The whole thing was fucked.

      Thankfully, Ettersirens were about as dangerous as wet toilet paper to Vigils. Their spells and illusions were pitifully weak against someone with an even slightly elevated Insight stat. I saw my memaw lingering near a dimly lit trail, a broad smile stretched across her leathery face, a platter of freshly baked cookies in her hands. The image lasted until I took a single long blink, then dissolved in a glimmer of dust like fog burning away in the morning sun.

      All it served to do was piss me off.

      It took us an hour to find their lair, which ended up being a natural cavern tucked away in a rocky crevice. There were twenty of ’em holed up inside, each about the size of Renholm. Even without Colin’s Pierce Veil spell, we all saw through the conjured lies, and Ettersirens were one-trick ponies when it came to offense. There was one little wrinkle, though. The nasty little sons of bitches were completely immune to our weapons, which meant we had to spend three hours chasing them down and popping them like blood-filled water balloons with our bare hands. Utterly revolting but also strangely cathartic.

      By the time we were done, everyone was covered in a sheen of fairy blood.

      It was still better than the Dread Shadows.

      Every mission got a little more difficult, but we got a little better too.

      We went toe-to-toe with a Metalflayer holed up in an iron mine outside of Aldermore. It was a giant centipede as long as a school bus, composed almost entirely of metal. Marina hated bugs with an unholy passion, but when push came to shove and the creature had us pinned down in a tunnel with no way out, she stepped up to the plate and blasted the flayer with enough fire to turn it into smoldering slag. In that moment, she proved to herself that she was more than just a pretty face wrapped in a privileged upbringing. She was a certified badass.

      Berk led the charge against a vicious pack of demonic, ember-eyed Craighounds that had taken up residency in the moors surrounding Velipan. The Mortka were like werewolves but built from stone and earth instead of muscle and fur. They were pack hunters by nature, smarter than most humans, and had a better understanding of the terrain than we could ever hope to achieve. We managed to take one down, earning a Transformation Token in the process, and Berk used it to help us beat the Craighounds at their own game.

      Colin got to flex his Truth Seeker muscle when we found ourselves confronting a Gluttonous Devourer who’d managed to bewitch an entire village using dark magics.

      The secluded hamlet of Plainscross was tucked away on the edge of a foreboding forest on the very outskirts of human civilization. The place was tiny, maybe a hundred people all told, and when we stumbled in just after dark we found every single resident in the center of town, sitting around a series of enormous wooden tables, celebrating with a seemingly endless feast. Beautiful lanterns festooned every house, casting the town in warm light while happy music jangled in the air. The people seemed genuinely welcoming, inviting us to join the feast and eat our fill.

      But there was a curious thing. None of them would leave their seats.

      Still, the aroma of delicious food tickled at our nostrils and enticed us toward a series of empty benches.

      Colin was the first to catch on. The people were real and so were the tables, but the food was all rotten, diseased, and covered in maggots, worms, and plump spiders. The portly “town mayor” was really a Mortka in a cheap skinsuit, slowly siphoning the life from the partygoers as they gorged themselves to death on the rancid meal.

      We learned our individual strengths and weaknesses.

      Learned to work together as a team.

      Learned to trust each other even when it seemed like the odds were stacked against us.

      Each encounter was perfectly suited to help us overcome our own shortcomings and I knew that wasn’t by accident—Kerra knew exactly how to get the best out of people.

      And speaking of Kerra, she had started to thaw toward me as the days passed. As she slowly lowered her guard, I found myself likewise warming up to the person who was buried beneath the rigid, no-nonsense exterior. She was too serious by half and was more than a little OCD when it came to rules, but that was only because she genuinely wanted to help people. She intensely cared about the well-being of others, and not just the would-be Vigils entrusted to her charge. To her, the world was a dark, evil, chaotic place—a cruel beast that chewed up the poor, the weak, and the overlooked.

      In her eyes, it was our job to bring some measure of order to all that chaos. To care for those who fell through the cracks and were, invariably, the first to get preyed on by hungry Mortka.

      In some ways, she reminded me of Pascow, the Builder from the Steel Griffon. Both wanted to be out in the world, saving people, killing monsters, righting wrongs, fulfilling bounties. Both had sacrificed their personal desires to better serve Raguel and the Citadel. Early on, Kerra had recognized that she could do more good for humanity as a whole by making sure that every Vigil who left the Akademy was properly trained, than by galivanting off to kill monsters.

      My gut told me that was part of the reason she didn’t like me. Because she wanted to do what I was doing… and couldn’t. Not with all the other responsibilities she had.

      Still, by the time we rolled into Sarugia for our last mission, some of that resentment had disappeared and I even caught her smiling a time or two. A far greater achievement than any of the other bounties we’d cleared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            30

          

          

        

    

    







            Final Assignment

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “This is a terrible idea,” Kerra said. “I thought we were finally making some real progress.” She pressed her lips into a tight line, arms folded across her chest, as she watched me scoop up another handful of liquified whale fat. “Clearly, I was mistaken…”

      My breath formed a small cloud in front of me as I slathered the rancid sludge onto my chest and arms. It smelled like a combination of rotten fish guts and old motor oil. It took everything I had not to projectile vomit all over the ground from the rank stench. Kerra was right, this was a terrible idea. It was also the best idea I could come up with.

      We’d survived every Bounty she’d thrown at us, and now, all that stood between us and heading back to Wildespell was one last mission. Our final assessment. And holy shit was it a doozy. A three-star bounty with more red flags attached to it than Cal’s ex-girlfriend.

      After taking out the Gluttonous Devourer in Plainscross, we’d angled north and ended up in the tiny fishing village of Sarugia. Something nasty had moved into the pristine lake that stretched out in front of me like a blue diamond, glittering in the afternoon sun. According to the residents, the fish had dried up over the course of just a handful of weeks. When Kerra had first given me the bounty brief, I’d assumed it was probably a simple case of overfishing. As someone who loves to cast a line into the waters and sit back with a beer in hand, I knew it only took one or two greedy dickheads to ruin the entire ecosystem for a year or two.

      A little poking around and a few Honeyed Words from Colin quickly disproved my “greedy dickheads” theory.

      Sarugia was a small village with a population of less than five hundred and, according to locals, they’d been sustainably fishing these same waters for the past hundred years or more without anything like this ever happening. Mostly, they were subsistence fishermen, and their main export was actually wheat, which grew in golden fields to the west. No one new had moved into the region, and the local aldermen were diligent about monitoring how many fish were removed from the lake.

      The whole system was surprisingly efficient in the way only small-town bureaucracies can be.

      Then there was the missing boat.

      Henri Lindholm was a local elder who’d spent more time out on the waters than most of the other residents of Sarugia had been drawing breath. Henri was a fishing legend in these parts and no one knew the lake better than him. He’d gone out on his boat on a crystal-clear day without a single cloud in the sky, just the same as he’d done ten thousand times before. He’d said goodbye to his grandchildren in the morning with a smile on his wrinkled face and had never come back. They hadn’t been able to find his boat, his body, or any sign of what had happened.

      It was like the lake had swallowed him whole.

      Lakes could be finicky I knew and although this particular lake didn’t freeze—it was too big for that—the waters were colder than a witch’s tit, especially in the winter months. Even an experienced fisherman could accidentally go over the side and wind up in the drink. And for an old-timer getting up in years, the sheer shock from the temperature was often as good as a death sentence. Your limbs would seize up, your lungs would refuse to draw breath, and in seconds you’d be gone. Swallowed by the indifference of Mother Nature, who didn’t give two shits about how squishy and fragile humans were.

      In my mind, that was the most likely scenario. Except it didn’t account for the missing fish or the missing boat. Occam’s razor suggested the simplest explanation for all three things was that there was a monster hiding in the waters.

      Which meant we needed to search the lake. But, funny story, hunting monsters at the bottom of a lake in the winter is tougher than it looks. Not only was the water just one notch above freezing, but none of us had gills, and freediving in plate mail is problematic even with supernatural strength. Thankfully, I had a ghostly sidekick that didn’t have to worry about things like air or water temperature. Cal descended into the depths and found the culprit after a few hours of trolling the bottom.

      Sarugia had itself a bona fide Lake Kraken.

      According to Cal, the son of a bitch was a huge squid-like creature with rubbery, suction-covered tentacles, one enormous eye, and a tearing beak big enough to take off a leg or an arm like a guillotine blade.

      It was also two hundred feet down, nice and safe in an underwater cavern in the deepest part of the lake, which posed some significant logistical problems.

      Hence the terrible plan.

      “Don’t suppose you’d be willing to slather this on my back?” I asked Kerra, raising a hand. Some of the sludge dripped through my fingers and splashed across the ground.

      “Noncombatant observer,” she said, taking an extra step back so the stuff wouldn’t get on her boots. “And even if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t help. This is a terrible idea and I endorse no part of this plan. Whatever awful fate befalls you is on your own head.”

      “Don’t worry, Vigil Boyd,” Berk said, lumbering over. “I got your back.” He dunked both hands into the slop pail and slapped the stuff against my shoulders. “Get it? I got your back?”

      I shuddered from both the atrocious pun and the nauseating sensation as he rubbed the whale blubber along my shoulders and pushed it down onto my lower back. I’d stripped all the way down to a pair of skivvies and the rest of my body was already fully covered in the atrocious goop. I’d even had to squish it into my hair, which I knew would take me weeks of washing to get rid of.

      “I think we’re as ready as we’re going to get.” I surveyed my body to make sure I hadn’t missed any obvious areas, then picked up the end of the thick rope on the ground beside me and looped it several times around my arm. On the end was a meat hook, bigger than my hand. Berk moved, rejoining the others, who were standing by with the other end of the rope already in hand. “Renholm, you ready to do this?” I asked the pixie.

      Like me, he’d stripped down, though he hadn’t bothered with a pair of underwear. He was proudly letting his bait and tackle hang free for all the world to see. Like Cal, Renholm didn’t need to worry about the water temperature, and although he couldn’t go without air indefinitely, he could hold his breath for twenty minutes or so. More than long enough to doggy paddle down to the kraken’s lair and launch some colorful and annoying illusions to lure the tentacled son of a bitch out and into open waters.

      But there was no way that was going to be enough to get the kraken to surface and walk his tentacled ass onto the shore where we could kill him. So, instead we were going fishing.

      I gave the rope a tug, then tentatively headed out into the water.

      “Make sure you don’t let go of the line,” I said over one shoulder. The end of the rope was anchored around an enormous boulder that weighed a couple of tons. The other Vigils would use their supernaturally enhanced strength to reel me in once I got the kraken on the hook. “I don’t want to have to do this more than once.”

      “You won’t survive doing this more than once,” Kerra muttered, rubbing at the bridge of her nose.

      “Don’t worry,” Colin said, ignoring the Negative Nancy, “we’ll be ready the second you give the word.”

      I was extremely worried but decided to keep my opinion to myself. Kerra was already doing a phenomenal job of undermining our confidence and I really needed everyone to be fully on board or this plan was going to fall apart like a wobbly Jenga tower, and if it did, I was liable to end up as fish food.

      Renholm wheeled about in the air and shot toward the surface of the lake, disappearing beneath the placid surface in a blink. The water lapped around my ankles and already it was biting cold. I braced myself, knowing this was going to suck colossal monkey nuts, then dove in headfirst. Just like ripping off a Band-Aid. Shock raced through my body, white stars exploded across my vision, and for a long second I couldn’t inhale. My lungs refused to work and the rest of my body had likewise decided to join the general strike.

      With a gasp, I pushed off the bottom and brought my head and shoulders out of the water.

      The sting of the air was even worse than the water. But slowly, the shock receded and my chest begrudgingly inflated, sucking in a sweet mouthful of oxygen.

      “You okay?” Marina called from the shoreline. She was wearing her robes and a thick, fur-lined cloak that helped block out the cold. I hated her a little bit. “How’s that whale blubber holding up?” she asked when I didn’t answer.

      I couldn’t answer because my teeth were chattering too fiercely. Instead, I gave her a thumbs-up, then gritted my teeth and pushed myself out deeper. As much as I hated to admit it, the rancid whale blubber was the only thing keeping me alive. True, it smelled like the dumpster behind a raw sushi bar, but the thick oil had special alchemic properties that helped block out cold and trap in latent body heat. I walked out until the sandy shelf beneath my feet disappeared then began to swim, heading out deeper and deeper until I felt the rope tug at my arm.

      I was fifty feet or so from shore. As I waited, treading water with the meat hook in my hand and a black, monster-filled expanse directly below me, I was seriously starting to second-guess some of the life choices I’d made up to this point.

      But there really hadn’t been any other way. Lake Kraken were tremendously territorial and voraciously hungry. But they only hunted live prey and they preferred human over anything else. My pasty flashing legs would be more than enough to goad the son of a bitch into taking a nibble, especially since we’d mixed bloody fish chum into the whale oil I’d rubbed all over my body. We’d toyed around with the idea of tying a rope to a cow, slathering it up, and trying to force it out into the middle of the lake, but animals had a surprisingly good sense of self-preservation.

      Besides, like most Mortka, Lake Kraken were smart. Chances were we’d lose the cow without ever getting the slimy son of a bitch hooked on the line. Regardless of what Kerra said, this was the best way, even if it was dangerous.

      I pushed the thought away as I felt the water swirl. Something huge passed below me. A second later, a naked pixie shot out of the water like an arrow, surrounded by a nimbus of white light.

      “It’s coming fast,” Renholm called, “and it is extremely disgruntled. Hope you don’t die!” He wheeled around in midair and blasted off toward the shoreline and safety.

      The waters rippled again. Thanks to Combat Sense, I felt more than saw the colossal creature charge toward me from below. A rubbery appendage grazed my calf and I triggered Armor Evocation, summoning my Stone Spider plate mail. It appeared in a swirl of silver mist just in the nick of time. One huge tentacle wrapped around my waist like a striking boa constrictor while the creature’s sharp, tearing beak clamped tight around my left leg. Crushing pressure like a vice grip enveloped my thigh, and I was certain the plate armor was the only thing that kept my limb attached to my body.

      The creature immediately yanked me down in a fit of rage. I managed to take a long deep breath before my head vanished below the surface. The water was frigid but marvelously clear, so when I blinked my eyes open, I had no problem seeing exactly what we were dealing with for the first time and holy shit was it so much worse than Cal had made it sound. The kraken was bigger than an elephant and although it only had eight main legs jutting from its bulbous body, a hundred more smaller tentacles writhed in the water. Its skin was pebbly purple, its flesh-rending beak a shiny obsidian.

      It regarded me with a giant black eye that oddly reminded me of the Eldritch Wither Vine we’d battled during our first outing.

      The pressure around my leg eased for a second, then the kraken crunched down again, trying to break through my armor like the shell of a nut. The metal let out a distressing groan and crumpled, digging into the meat of my leg. Holy hell this thing was strong. Meanwhile the fat tentacle wrapped snugly around my waist was squeezing tighter and tighter. The Stone Spider plate mail was tough stuff, but it hadn’t been designed for this. It was purposely built to deflect an incoming blade or arrow, not withstand the steady and consistent pressure of an industrial strength car compactor.

      My lungs burned and I knew I needed to do something quick or this thing was going to kill me. I summoned my shotgun, praying that it would work under water, pressed it against the creature’s tentacle, and pulled the trigger.

      It didn’t. Because why would it?
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      I dismissed my shotgun and swapped it out for my axe. None of my weapon forms would work while stuck under the water with a tentacle wrapped around my gut and a hungry kraken beak clamped over my thigh, but the axe still had a sharp blade and a wicked spike to work with. I flipped the weapon over and drove the spike on the back directly down into the rubbery appendage, then ripped with my enhanced strength. A jet of inky black blood erupted into the water like a geyser, and the tentacle unwrapped and retreated like a hand that had just touched a hot burner.

      Veins of black quickly spread outward from the site of the wound.

      [Lake Kraken afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x1]

      Despite the wound and the Hellflayer Rot, the kraken’s beak, tenacious and bloodthirsty as ever, didn’t let up on my thigh for a second. Instead, the creature barrel-rolled, dragging me along for the ride. The world spun, flashing by in a carousel of brilliant blue sky above and fathomless dark depths below. My lungs felt like they were on the verge of exploding and black creeped in along the edges of my vision. I needed to get to the surface.

      Finally, the death roll stopped.

      My head was still spinning as another fleshy tentacle reached for me.

      I took a swipe at the kraken’s bulbous noggin, but its pebbly hide turned my axe blade with ease. I just couldn’t generate enough force under the water to cleave through its skin. But there was one point of vulnerability I could exploit.

      I dismissed my axe, unwrapped the rope from around my arm, and clutched the meat hook with my right hand. The original plan had been to try and get the kraken to swallow the hook and reel it in that way, but since it wouldn’t let go of my leg, I needed to come up with a new plan. I pulled my arm back and drove it forward like a piston, triggering Rend as my gauntleted fist connected with the glassy surface of the monster’s single black eye. Unlike the rest of the creature’s body, piercing its eye was like punching into a wet sponge. There was an audible pop and more inky blood jettisoned out in a cloud.

      [Lake Kraken afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x2]

      This time the beak released my leg as the creature squealed and thrashed in pain.

      I desperately needed to get to the surface for air, but this was my one shot to hook the kraken and I knew I wasn’t going to get another. I forced my hand deeper into its gelatinous eye until I felt a rigid chunk of bone or maybe cartilage. I wasn’t sure which, and it didn’t really matter. The important thing was that it felt solid. I triggered Rend again and drove the barbed tip of the hook into the bony structure, then yanked my hand free.

      The creature reflexively pulled away, trying to retreat back into the depths below, but the hook held.

      My Stone Spider armor was too heavy for me to swim in, so I activated Armor Evocation again and switched into my much lighter Grass Hound leathers. Though lighter than full plate mail, the leather armor—complete with boots, pauldrons, and pouches loaded down with coins and Scales—was still heavy as hell. I used my fleeting Stamina Reserves to trigger Peerless Warrior, which temporarily increased my Brawn and movement speed by ten percent. With a surge of new power rushing through me, I kicked frantically, pulling my body through the water with my arms.

      I breached the surface a handful of seconds later and greedily gulped down a lungful of air, savoring every sweet breath. Fuck water levels, I thought.

      I turned and hollered, “Reel it—”

      A tentacle wrapped around my calf and dragged me back down.

      I caught a brief glimpse of my teammates scrambling into action, pulling at the reinforced rope with every ounce of strength they could muster. Water swooshed around me as the creature hauled me back toward its beak. Nope, not this time. I had exactly zero plans of getting anywhere close to that meat grinder of a mouth.

      I slipped my hand into a leather pouch and pulled free a break-glass-only-in-case-of-life-or-death-emergency item that I always kept handy for the absolute worst-case scenario situations. Like being dragged into a lake by a tentacled horror. Clutched in my hand was a tiny glass marble. A True Form Transformation Token.

      Unlike most other Transformation Tokens, this one wouldn’t allow me to become a monster I’d already killed, but the monster that lived inside of me. Just as every Vigil was bound to a weapon, each was likewise bound to a fearsome totem creature. There were a thousand different possible forms—all as unique as the Vigils themselves—but they were one and all killing machines. There were two small catches, though. One, the tokens were damned hard to come by, and two, the transformation took a grueling toll on the body.

      But the way I figured it, things couldn’t get much worse than they already were.

      A wild, chaotic blast of energy surged through me, racing along every inch of skin, every fiber of muscle. My limbs lengthened and bulged, bones snapping and cracking as they morphed. My armor and weapons transformed with me, melting into my body. Claws erupted from my fingers and talons burst from my toes while my mouth elongated into a muzzle filled with vicious cutting fangs. Fissures of yellow and orange light zigzagged across my forearms and legs, bleeding terrible heat like rivers of magma.

      I was eight feet of muscle, fur, fire, and rage. I was an actual Devil Dog.

      Even under the crystal-clear lake waters, my claws glowed like hot coals. I punched them down into the tentacle wrapped around my legs and sliced through the rubbery flesh like a knife through a pad of hot butter.

      [Lake Kraken afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x3]

      The creature howled in pain, bubbles shooting up from its mouth, as pieces of the appendage drifted down into the murky gloom. Instead of retreating for the surface, I launched myself like a torpedo at the kraken, which was straining mightily against the rope that connected to its ruined eye.

      I landed on the creature’s head and went to town, carving through its flesh with my claws and tearing huge chunks out with my teeth. It had tried to take a bite out of me; I was only returning the favor. Creeping, toxic black veins crawled and snaked across the kraken’s skin as more and more instances of Hellflayer Rot stacked up.

      x4 … x5 … x10 … x15…

      As I scrambled across the creature’s body, avoiding its beak and fending off its flailing limbs, I noticed we were moving. The waters parted around us and we breached the surface as my teammates strained against the taut rope, pulling us closer to shore. Cal had transformed into a hulking Sasquatch-like creature and had joined the effort. We were twenty-five feet out now and the kraken was already starting to waver. I wasn’t surprised. It had lost several limbs, had a ruptured eye, a litany of deep gouges carved into its rubbery hide, and twenty or more instances of Hellflayer Rot rampaging through its system.

      I threw back my head and howled in triumph.

      This battle was over and what remained was a formality.

      I renewed my assault while the others finally beached the kraken. The oversized squid lashed out in a blind rage with its suction-covered tentacles, but now that it was on our turf, it didn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell. Berk maintained control of the rope and Cal slipped behind the monster, ensuring it couldn’t fall back into the icy waters of the lake. Marina kept her distance, unleashing concentrated javelins of fire while Colin took the beast head-on, dancing among the hammering tentacles, narrowly avoiding every blow as he severed the smaller tendrils with his razor-sharp rapier.

      In one final, wild effort, the kraken reared up, towering over the Vigils on the beach, and let out an undulating cry. Its body pulsed with an otherworldly green light, and I could feel a massive surge of Arcana building in the air. It was preparing for some kind of final assault.

      I needed to stop this thing now.

      With a bestial roar of my own, I sank my claws deep into the kraken’s head and let loose a magical attack. Electro Arc surged out from my core, sprinted down my arms, and exploded from my claws, sending a concentrated blast of electricity directly into the kraken’s body.

      It bucked and shuddered, tendrils flailing wildly. Then, before I could cut the flow of power, the kraken swelled like a birthday balloon and exploded beneath me.

      [You have killed a Forlorn Lake Kraken! The world has been cleansed! You have been blessed with 5,000 Essence!]

      Raven-black blood drenched me as I flipped through the air and landed on the sandy shore amongst smoking chunks of supernatural squid meat. The power of the True Transformation left my body as quickly as it had come. My rocky hide disappeared, my claws vanished, and my fangs reverted. I groaned as I tried to sit up. I couldn’t. It felt like I’d been hit by a freight train. Even worse than the pain was the stench that filled my nostrils. It smelled worse than I felt, and I felt like a bag of hot garbage.

      Still, as far as I was concerned, it was the scent of victory.

      There was a crunch of boots on gravel as Kerra appeared. “It was still the worst plan I’ve ever seen.” She glanced around at the pools of black gore and the chunks of squid meat. The tiniest smile stretched across her lips. “But I suppose the results speak for themselves.” She offered me a hand, even though I was covered in kraken entrails. “Tonight, I think we’ll splurge for an inn and a bathhouse. As a reward for your hard-fought victory.”

      “I’m sure that’s the reason,” I replied, accepting her hand, “and not because you don’t want to share a tent with me tonight since I smell like a slaughterhouse.”

      “Why can’t it be both?” she shot back, quirking an eyebrow playfully.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      True to her word, Kerra booked us rooms for the night in Sarugia. We all shared a bathhouse, scrubbing away a week’s worth of grime, on top of rancid whale blubber and kraken guts. Just like everywhere else, the bathhouse was co-ed. Marina and Colin had grown quite a bit closer during our time in the field, and both looked horrified at the prospect of bathing naked together. I felt almost equally horrified when Kerra joined us, wearing nothing more than the grimace that usually graced her face.

      She had the tight, sculpted body of a professional gymnast, but the army of scars covering her shoulders, arms, legs, back, and chest told me she was a warrior through and through. I saw her openly eyeing some of my own scars in clear appreciation. At least, I think that’s all she was admiring.

      After that we hit up the inn, where the people of Sarugia were in full-on celebration mode. And they had plenty of reason to celebrate.

      Not only had we avenged Henri’s death, we’d killed the kraken and hauled in enough Essence-infused Mortka meat to feed the village for a month. Regular people couldn’t absorb Essence in the same way those with the True Gift could. A small portion of a Mortka’s Essence lingered behind in the meat and bones, however, and they could absorb that through consumption. Essence-infused meat could cure sickness, strengthen the body, and fix pesky old wounds that refused to heal. I’d heard it could even cure things like chronic arthritis.

      If cooked right, it also tasted pretty damned good, and the people of Sarugia knew their way around a fish fry. Or a supernatural squid fry in this case.

      We listened to music, soaked up the warmth of the fire, filled our stomachs with fried kraken, and stayed up later than we should’ve playing cards and getting hammered on watery beer. Or as hammered as Vigils ever get, anyway. Even Kerra lightened up and let her hair down as the evening unfolded. With a few beers in her, I managed to get her out onto the dance floor. Eventually, I hit the rack and slept better than I had in ages. No sharp rocks poking into my ribs, no guard watch in the middle of the night, and no bad dreams.

      We woke up late and set off without much fanfare.

      The trip back to Wildespell took two days, but we rode at a rather leisurely pace, enjoying the unseasonal bout of good weather while we divvied up the spoils from our week together.

      We’d recovered a large variety of different armor types—banded mail, scale mail, studded leather armor, full plate—plus helmets, shields, and a small arsenal worth of swords, axes, spears, and bows. None of the items were especially impressive to me, but Colin, Marina, and Berk were over the moon with the haul. Since none of that gear came even close to my own enchanted equipment, I let them have it all.

      I was more interested in the small fortune worth of Affinity Scales, Transformation Tokens, and fabrication components we’d collected from all the various bounties.

      There were twenty-odd Wither Husk Transformation Tokens, six Dread Shadow Tokens, and ten Craighound Tokens, which I split evenly with Berk, since he was the only other Vigil who could use them. I was bummed that we hadn’t picked up a Lake Kraken Token—the thought of feeding one of those to Cal and unleashing him on the Chaos Aberration gave me a chuckle. But some things were not to be, apparently.

      We also brought in over a hundred and fifty Affinity Scales in total, which we divvied up evenly amongst the four of us. I restocked my supply of Glamor Scales from the Ettersirens and Hunger Scales from both the Gluttonous Devourer and the Lake Kraken, but I also ended up with several new types of Affinity Scales that I’d never seen before.

      The Dread Shadows dropped Umbra Affinity, which, when consumed, allowed the user to slip from one pool of shadow to another and dramatically increased the Stealth Step, Deft Touch, and Crystalline Shell abilities. We picked up Razoredge Affinity from Metalflayers, which increased weapon damage and conjured a whirling aura of metal shrapnel that refracted melee damage back for a short period.

      The biggest haul by far came from the Wither Husks. They’d dropped Barkform Affinity, which had an active effect similar to the Stoneform Scales I’d harvested from the Stone Spiders back in Ironmoor; these caused a thin layer of bark to form along the skin, granting extra protection against slashing and piercing weapons. Even better, they drew Essence directly from the earth itself, increasing passive health regeneration while the Scale was active.

      I’d put all of those to good use.

      I also ended up with a bagful of raw fabrication components—almost enough for me to finally craft one of the other firearm weapon skins I had waiting for me back in my Soul Vault. [15 x Raw Silver Ore, Fabrication Ingredient], [4 x Mortka Horn (Adept), Fabrication Ingredient], [7 x Mortka Steel Ore, Fabrication Ingredient], [5 x Wither Vine, Fabrication Ingredient], [13 x Wither Bark, Fabrication Ingredient], [7 x Umbra Elixir, Fabrication Ingredient], [1 x Lake Kraken Hide, Fabrication Ingredient].

      Other than the crafting components, the real prize was the friends I made along the way.

      That and the two Sage-Class items I’d received for finishing off the Eldritch Wither Bloom and the Kraken. The first was an Arcanum Token, which came in the form of a small purple flower with a yellow marble at its center.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Eldritch Wither Heart Seed

      

      

      Token Type: Weapon Inset, Infernal

      Class: Sage

      The heart seed of an Eldritch Wither Vine brims with powerful Fae Magics and lies dormant, waiting for the ideal conditions to take root and spawn once more. In the right hands—or the wrong ones—its potent power may be harnessed, bound, and forged into a devastating weapon.

      Effect 1: Equip to a Soul Forged Weapon Skin to add Vampiric Leech to all attacks, allowing you to harm enemies and absorb a portion of their health with every successful hit.

      Effect 2: Plant the Wither Heart Seed into fertile ground and reawaken the power of the Eldritch Wither Vine.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      According to Renholm, Eldritch Wither Vines were creatures of the Faewylds, and would routinely move from location to location, corrupting a new area and sucking the life from the place before shriveling up and going dormant. Eventually, some hapless wanderer or witless animal would pick up the majestic, brightly colored purple bud that remained behind and carry it to some new location where the cycle would begin anew. The one we’d killed in the grove outside of Willowbend had been through the cycle countless times and had likely killed scores of people during its existence.

      And now I had its seed in my Soul Vault.

      I’d need to take great pains to make sure the flower never made it back out into the wild, but the Vampiric Leech ability was too good to ignore. It was easy enough to envision attaching that to an assault rifle and going to town on a pack of hungry Mortka, mowing them down and stealing their life force with every shot on target.

      The other prize I’d received wasn’t an Arcanum Token or a piece of armor, but an enchanted ring that I’d taken off the smoldering corpse of the Lake Kraken.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Sage Ring of the Fisherman

      

      

      Token Type: Jewelry, Enchanted

      Class: Sage

      In his youth, the great fisherman Henri Lindholm managed to reel in a behemoth of a fish from the depths of Lake Sarugia. This was no ordinary fish, but rather a Divine Wishspring Catfish, an intelligent and benevolent beast, which generally dwells in the Plane of the Celestials. How this creature came to be in Lake Sarugia, no one knows. In exchange for its freedom, the great Catfish offered Henri a celestial boon, the Sage Ring of the Fisherman.

      Effect 1: Grants the wearer a movement bonus of 15% while submerged in water environments.

      Effect 2: Bestows the wearer with the Water Breathing ability while the ring is equipped.

      Effect 3: The ring exudes an unearthly aura that bewitches fish within the area of effect and draws them toward the ring.

      
        
        <<<>>> 

      

      

      I couldn’t help but grin as I read over the effects. Henri had managed to hook a Divine Catfish and all he wanted was a ring to help him catch more fish. That was my kinda guy. If I ever got a chance to take a vacation, I knew exactly what I’d be doing. I just hoped I’d never have reason to use the ring’s other benefits. Fuck water levels.
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      We rode into Wildespell around noon like conquering heroes, our spirits high, everyone excited to get back to the Citadel and hit up an altar. Berk, Colin, and Marina had all ascended to the Disciple Ranks and I’d managed to jump from Acolyte Bronze to Acolyte Silver. I had extra Ward Points to spend and Essence to burn, but best of all, I figured I finally had enough hard-earned cash to pick up a Legacy Scroll, assuming I could find one over at Relics and Rarities. Once I was done with that, I’d swing by the Steel Griffin and settle up with Pascow.

      I owed that man some sweat equity and I figured it was past time to settle our accounts.

      Unfortunately, our good mood didn’t last long.

      Colin and I noticed it right away, but the others were quick to follow. Something was wrong in the city. The streets were eerily quiet and no one cheered for us as our horses clopped along the cobblestone walks. There were no people pleading for our benediction. No babies thrust out at us for blessing. Instead, the good folk of Wildespell averted their eyes and shrank away as we passed, recoiling and flinching like abused dogs. Just what in the holy hell happened here? I wondered as we wound our way closer to the looming fortress of the Vigilant.

      A dark cloud had settled over the city like a mourner’s veil, and by the time we got back to the stables we knew why.

      “What do you mean, it attacked the prince?” Kerra growled at a red-eyed Vigil standing guard outside the main entryway to the Citadel. That was new too. The Vigils pulling guard duty. It seemed everyone was on high alert.

      “Three days ago, Justiciar,” the young man said. He gulped and shifted uncomfortably under Kerra’s unnerving gaze. Poor kid wasn’t much older than Berk, Colin, or Marina, which meant he was probably freshly ascended himself. “The Chaos Aberration attacked in the middle of broad daylight while the prince was addressing a crowd about the killings.”

      “Impossible,” she said, shaking her head. “No Mortka would be so bold, not even an Aberration. Especially not with a Vigil present.”

      The guard licked his lips and looked like he might melt through the floor.

      Kerra’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “There was a Vigil present, correct?” she growled. “It’s standard operating procedure to have at least one Vigil on rotation with the Royal Guard at any given time.”

      “I… well, maybe I shouldn’t be the one to tell you,” he stammered. “I’m sure the Custodians—”

      “If I wanted to hear from the Custodians,” she said coolly, “I would already be talking to the Custodians. Just tell me plain what happened.”

      He gulped again then nodded.

      “No Vigils were present, Lady Justiciar. As far as I understand, Vigil Garret was assigned the duty, but the prince… well, he sent him away in protest over the murders. As I said before, Prince Andreas was giving a public address, calling out the Custodians for their apparent inaction regarding the deaths, which is precisely when the creature struck.”

      “Tell me, did he survive the encounter?” she asked, sounding genuinely worried.

      “Did who survive?” the young Vigil asked, trembling.

      “The prince, you fool,” she snapped. “Who else? Did he survive or not?”

      “Yes, Lady Justiciar. That’s the only piece of good news. The Royal Guard leapt into action the moment the creature touched down, but they never stood a chance. The heir managed to escape unscathed, but it was a bloody massacre. Fifteen soldiers, all dead.”

      Kerra’s face paled visibly by the word and her hand trembled slightly as she smoothed out the tabard that ran down the front of her armor.

      “And what of the captain of the Royal Guard? Sir Erling Rask? Did…” This time she was the one who faltered. “Did he survive the attack as well?”

      The guard grimaced and shook his head. “I’m not certain, but I believe I heard his name listed among the dead. They’ll be honoring the fallen at a royal dinner in two days’ time, I believe.”

      “I see,” she replied, but the words were quiet and oddly detached. “Thank you for the report, Vigil. I need to go speak to the Custodians at once.” She tossed her reins to Bert. “Please see to my mount.” Jaw clenched tight enough to break steel, Kerra set off like an angry hornet.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Something was wrong here. Kerra had ice in her veins. She stared death in the face on a daily basis and it didn’t even ruffle her feathers, but they were sure as hell ruffled now. I tossed my reins to Bert as well. The young Vigil of Balance glanced between me and my murder horse in wide-eyed horror. Darksilver immediately started to dance in irritation, snorting as it gnashed its teeth and pawed at the air.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said.

      “Nope. You killed a Lake Kraken,” I said, taking off at a run to catch up with Kerra. “You can handle a horse,” I called back over one shoulder. I darted through an archway, and I heard her boots reverberating off the stone corridor ahead. I picked up the pace, raced around a blind corner, and followed her into a narrow servant’s hall.

      “Kerra, wait up,” I called.

      “Go away, Boyd,” she said, not even bothering to look back. “This doesn’t concern you.”

      “Agree to disagree.” I lunged and grabbed at her arm, pulling her up short. She spun on her heel and launched her body at me, lashing out with a series of rapid strikes while her lips pulled back into a snarl. I deflected each, batting away her fists, but refused to strike back in retaliation.

      “You’re being unreasonable,” I said, backing up slowly as she advanced. “Let’s just calm down and talk through this. This isn’t like you.”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” she snarled. But she deflated a little with every word, as though she knew deep down that what I was saying was true.

      “Then tell me,” I said softly. “What has you so rattled?”

      Finally, her fists stopped coming altogether. She turned, pressed her back against the wall, and slid down until she was sitting on the floor with her knees tucked in against her chest as though she were a small child.

      I lowered myself to the floor across from her.

      “Why wouldn’t I be rattled?” she asked, glancing up after a long beat. “You heard him. Fifteen good men are dead. Fifteen. That’s the most bloodshed Wildespell has seen inside its walls since the Hundred Years’ War. It happened under our watch, and it couldn’t have happened at a worse time. There is already tremendous tension between the Crown and the Citadel. An attack like this could escalate things into a full-blown civil war. And if something had happened to Prince Andreas…” She trailed off.

      “Exactly what would happen?” I pushed. “I don’t see how it could be worse than civil war.”

      “Oh, it could be worse,” she said, tone darkening. “Much worse. Wildespell is one of the seven freehold cities that earned their sovereignty while fighting against Isabella the Ghostblood. Originally, Wildespell was an occupied outpost, but after Duke Andreas Skovgaard marched his legion through a blizzard and held the Ghostblood army at the Rifthorn Pass for three days, the monarch of Virtarun granted Wildespell its sovereignty—but sovereignty with conditions. Notably, the decree would be upheld so long as a blood son of Skovgaard sat upon the throne.”

      “And?” I asked, still not quite seeing the whole picture.

      “And Prince Andreas, fourth of his name, has no brothers and no heir. If he were to die it wouldn’t be civil war, it would mean a full-out invasion from Virtarun…”

      Well screw me sideways.

      That certainly opened up a world of possibilities. I’d dismissed the idea of a foreign enemy orchestrating these attacks, but that was starting to make more and more sense. The person with the most to gain from any given murder was usually a good suspect, and suddenly that looked like a Virtarun operative. But how in the hell would someone control a Chaos Aberration? Was it possible there was a dark Warlock behind this whole shitshow? A dark thought suddenly occurred to me. Or what about someone who could look like a Chaos Aberration?

      With the right Token, any Vigil with the Totem Transformation ability could appear to be a Chaos Aberration. What if the person behind this whole thing was a Vigil?

      The idea should’ve been absurd. It wasn’t.

      But what would a Vigil have to gain from taking out the prince? Fomenting civil war wouldn’t benefit the Citadel and neither would orchestrating an invasion from a foreign power. I was missing something important, but I wasn’t sure what.

      Honestly, it didn’t matter. The damage was already done and right now I needed to focus on Kerra. She was hurting, I could see it in the unshed tears lining her eyes.

      “There’s more that you’re not telling me,” I said, pushing away my dark thoughts. “This isn’t just about the death of some guards or potential political fallout. This is personal. You asked about one guard by name. Sir Erling Rask. Why?”

      She visibly flinched when I spoke his name.

      “Who is he to you?” I asked.

      She didn’t answer for a long time.

      Instead, she just sat there, staring at the floor, running a thumb over the lip of her boot. This time, I didn’t push her. Clearly, she was going through some heavy shit, and sometimes you just needed to sit and be quiet. To give people the space they needed to talk. To think.

      “He was my brother,” she said after a time. “Or as close to a brother as I ever had.” She looked up at me and tears started to roll down her cheeks. “I’m not like them.” She waved a hand back toward the stables. “Berk, Colin, Marina. I didn’t grow up with a family or learn a trade. I was one of the bastards.” Her lips curled at the word. “I was the daughter of a whore that no one wanted. I don’t even remember my mother. My first recollections are picking through a waste bin outside of a tavern in the dead of night. I was maybe three or four.

      “I always moved during the night. It was safer that way. Panhandling during the day would get you beaten or worse. Picked up and tossed into one of the workhouses. No one survived the workhouses, and those few that did weren’t ever quite right after. They’d come out missing arms or legs or eyes. Sometimes the damage wasn’t on the outside. It was on the inside.” She tapped at her temple. “But there was always damage. I grew up unwanted. In filth. In chaos. There were no rules on the streets, except survival.

      “No one cared for anyone else. It was always about making it one more day. Not dying of cold or starvation. That or being killed by the other kids who called the streets home. Rask was different. He was older than me. Only eight to my three, but at the time he seemed to tower over me. He knew everything. Rask found me shoeless in the middle of winter.” She rubbed at one boot. “I had butcher’s paper wrapped around my feet and a burlap sack slung around my shoulders. I would’ve died of exposure that first year if not for him. He was like me, orphaned, abandoned, unloved.

      “But he didn’t let it break him. Didn’t let it make him hard and mean like everyone else who lived in the slums. There was a light inside of him. He was the only one in the world who cared about me. We spent five years together. Scrounging for bread, running cons. Doing whatever we had to do to survive and take care of each other. Then, it happened.” She blinked. “The touch. My eyes changed, and all of a sudden, the worthless daughter of a whore that no one wanted was a commodity. The Arbitrators came for me. I thought they were going to arrest me.”

      She grinned.

      “Can you imagine it? Me, a lawless little savage? Well, I was. They dragged me here kicking and screaming the whole way. I was expecting the workhouse. The Citadel could not have been more different than the streets I’d grown up on. Here there were rules. Dorms. Training schedules. Everything fit. Everything had a purpose. Everyone knew their place. It was order. Stability. It was everything I’d never had. Rask followed me, of course. Trailed the Arbitrator all the way from Veradonia and managed to sneak into the city in the bed of a merchant wagon.

      “You would’ve liked him, I think,” she said slowly. “He was a mischievous sort and had a penchant for doing things his own way. The Citadel wouldn’t take him in. He was too old and he wasn’t marked. That didn’t matter to me, though. We were kin. He’d helped me and I returned the favor. I’d bring him food from the mess hall in the evenings.” She paused, gaze distant as though staring into the past. “He was my first recruit, you know. At nine, I started training him. Teaching him how to fight with his hands and with a blade. I taught him how to read and coached him in politics.

      “By the time he was eighteen, Rask was an orphaned street urchin who could read as well as a solicitor, fight better than a guardsman, and recite the epic poems of Vivyan like a scholar. He managed to make it into the Citadel Legion under his own merits, and after I’d ascended, I pushed for him to get transferred into the Royal Guard Corps. He made captain after just three years, and he did it on his own. He was one of the best, kindest, most determined men I’d ever met. He was my brother and now he is dead. Dead because of me.”

      The words were cold and rang out like a death knell, reverberating off the arched ceilings.

      “That’s not true,” I said, gently touching her elbow. “You can’t shoulder that burden. We all make our own choices, Kerra, and those choices have consequences. I died in the line of duty, but I don’t blame the recruiter who signed me up for the Marine Corps. I don’t blame the general who deployed us to Iraq. And I sure as shit don’t blame the Marines that were with me when that grenade went off.

      “Just the opposite,” I continued. “Every step along the way I chose to be there, and I chose to jump on top of that grenade because I didn’t want my friends to die. Your brother? He died doing what he was trained to do. He died serving and protecting others. He earned his rest. Chose it and paid for it in blood. Don’t strip him of the dignity and honor of his sacrifice. This isn’t on you, Kerra.”

      She nodded and raised a hand, scrubbing away the tears glistening on her cheeks.

      “You’re right,” she said with a sniffle. Then she stood. “It’s not on me, and Rask wouldn’t want me to blame myself. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t blame to go around. There was supposed to be a Vigil present, whether the prince wanted one or not. Those are the rules and they’re the rules for a reason. Someone disregarded them and I intend to find out why.” She paused and looked down on me. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, there are some Vigils I need to have a friendly chat with…”
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      Like Kerra, I also intended to get some answers, but before I went kicking the hornet’s nest, I figured it was best to put some boots on. No point in getting stung worse than I had to. That meant I needed to pay a trip to the Soul Vault and swing by a couple of stores before I got busy. I am the weapon, I reminded myself, and I needed to hone my edge. Just because I had shit to do, though, didn’t mean I couldn’t send out my bloodhounds to start sniffing around.

      “Cal, Renholm,” I said, calling over my two minions, “I’ve got a couple of jobs for you to do.”

      Cal rolled his eyes. “Dude, I’m your spirit guide, not your bellhop. It’s always, ‘Cal, I have a job for you to do,’ and never a ‘Cal, how are you doing? We should hang out and get beers.’”

      “Dude, you can’t even drink beer anymore,” I said, “and it’s not like you have anything else to do. Besides, you said it yourself, you’re my spirit guide and I need guidance. Very specific guidance that might require a little legwork. And larceny. Maybe some light finger breaking. I feel like that’s right up your alley. Come on.”

      “Yeah, fine. Whatever,” he said, tossing up his hands in indignation. “I’ll do your stupid mission, but only because I am bored and don’t have anything better to do.”

      “As long as there’s stealing involved, I won’t say no,” Renholm said. “Stealing is one of my favorite hobbies, second only to murder.”

      Every conversation I had with Renholm left me a little more disturbed. I was just glad he was the size of a Barbie. The thought of a human-sized Renholm with magical powers was legitimately terrifying. But he was on my team, so I was willing to gloss over the notion that murder was his favorite hobby.

      “Right. I’m just going to pretend I didn’t hear any of that,” I said. “First, I need to know more about these Chaos Aberrations. Something about this whole thing feels wrong, but I’m not sure why. Kerra mentioned something called the Library Supreme, which is supposed to be accessible to anyone visiting the Citadel. She said people come from all over the world to look for answers, so if there’s a book on Chaos Aberrations, I bet we can find it there. And if not… Well, she also mighta mentioned a second library, bursting at the seams with secret knowledge.”

      “Do you mean the Custodians’ Athenaeum?” Cal asked with a sly smile. “The special library that only the Custodians are allowed to use and which she told you not to set foot in under any circumstances?”

      “Yeah, that’s sort of ringing a bell,” I said. “Thing is, I’m technically following the letter of the law. I’m not going to put one toe into that library. I’m merely seeking guidance from my deity-appointed spirit guide, and if that guidance should happen to be located in the private Custodians’ library, well who’s fault is that?”

      “Excellent!” Renholm cackled. “Perhaps I really am starting to rub off on you after all, my protégé. Being technically correct is the best kind of correct, in my opinion, especially if it helps you break the law.”

      Damn, he really was a bad influence.

      “There’s one other thing that’s been bugging me. About a week or so back, I walked in on this Arbitrator giving this hellfire and brimstone sermon over in the Chapel of Wrath. Lean guy, real serious looking, had salt-and-pepper hair. He was spouting off a bunch of bullshit about how the Chaos Aberration is divine punishment from Raguel. The whole thing rubbed me the wrong way. After you guys check the libraries, I want you to take a look into this guy and see if you can’t find anything out.”

      “Can we murder him if he ends up being a dangerous miscreant?” Renholm asked hopefully.

      I frowned. If this Arbitrator was the goathumper behind these attacks, then I had no problem with Cal and Renholm smothering him in his sleep. It didn’t have to be some grand battle for all the world to see, so long as justice was served and the killings stopped. Problem was, Renholm was a devious little shitbird and would probably classify a dangerous miscreant as someone with unpaid parking tickets. Best to rein him in as much as possible.

      “No,” I finally said, “but I’ll happily let you help me kill him if the situation calls for it. Now, get moving, but be careful. There’s no telling what kind of wards the Custodians will have on their library, so keep your heads on a swivel, okay?”

      “Aw, he does still care,” Cal said. “But don’t sweat it, dude. It’s not like this is our first magical B and E. We’ll be fine. Just don’t get yourself killed before we get back.”
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      With Cal and Renholm deployed and Kerra on the warpath, I headed over to the Chapel of Justice to go handle some business of my own.

      In short order, I found myself staring down my avatar with my stats displayed before me.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Boyd Knight

      

      

      Race: Vigil Bound

      Level: Adept, Silver Rank

      Current Essence: 18,435

      Next Ascended Rank: 50,000

      Attribute Points: +5

      Ward Points: +12

      
        
        Characteristics

      

      

      Brawn: 22

      Verve: 22

      Finesse: 20

      Arcana: 25

      Insight: 20

      
        
        Vigil Wards 

      

      

      Ward of Justice: Soul Bound Weapons (Boon), Overcharge, Rend, Peerless Warrior, Festering Wound, Weapon Mastery: Blunt, Armor Evocation

      Ward of Valor: Diamond Body (Boon), Combat Sense, Matchless Endurance

      Ward of Wrath: Arcane Insight (Boon), Electro Arc, Rain of Fire

      Ward of Balance: Language of the Heavens (Boon), Sidhe Pact, Fae Tether

      Ward of Truth: Threads of Fate (Boon), Master Mentalist

      Expand Ward List 

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I whistled through my teeth in appreciation.

      Once again, I had to admit that Kerra knew how to train for optimal results. I’d almost died several times over the course of the past week, but the key word was almost, and the results were more than worth the pain and trauma I’d endured. Not only had I cleared another level threshold—ascending from Adept Bronze to Adept Silver and earning another Attribute Point and ten more Ward Points in the process—but I’d gotten a third of the way toward Adept Gold.

      I planned to sacrifice all of that accumulated Essence to bump my stats, but those were still some impressive gains. I took a deep breath then plopped down on the floor, stretched my legs out, and braced for the pain marathon I was about to endure.

      With over eighteen thousand available Essence, I could raise quite a few of my stats. Up until now, I’d been keeping things relatively well distributed—I didn’t want to be a lopsided, min-maxed bitch, since this was real life—but now that I’d pushed all my stats up to an acceptable, superhuman level, it was time for an honest, come-to-Jesus assessment of my abilities. And if my time training with Kerra and the new Vigils had taught me anything, it was that I excelled in two areas: hitting shit hard and blowing it up with magic.

      That was where I needed to focus.

      My Arcana was already at 25, which was upper tier for my current rank, but my Brawn score could stand some improvement. For 14,200 Essence I could push that right through the roof and all the way up to 26. I still wouldn’t be at Superman levels of strength, but I’d probably be solidly into the Captain America Range of asskickery. I could live with that. And I’d still have just enough Essence left over to increase my Arcana by another point, bringing that up to 26 as well.

      Hit shit hard, blow shit up. My new Vigil motto.

      You must Sacrifice [14,200] Essence to increase Brawn to 26 and [3,800] Essence to increase Arcana to 26. Proceed with Soul Sacrifice? Yes/No

      I hit “Yes” before I could think of how bad this was going to suck, then settled in for the ride down Fuck-You-In-Particular River. For the next few minutes, I underwent a spiritual and physical metamorphosis, much like a butterfly. Not the part where I grew wings and emerged from a silky cocoon majestic as fuck. The part where it felt like my body was being liquified by acid. Good times, good times. But when the pain finally passed and faded away to a dull ache behind my eyeballs… holy shit was it worth it.

      I could feel strength coursing through my muscles and Arcana energy buzzing in the center of my chest like a car battery.

      I stood and flexed, feeling my bicep strain against my armor. I looked over my avatar, spinning slowly before me. I was noticeably bigger than I had been just a few minutes before. I didn’t have the physique of a bodybuilder—that would be too slow and lumbering—but rather the body of a Greek god. One of my buddies back in the Corps, Pauli Hoyt, had damn near lived at the gym—the guy had worshiped at the altar of fitness. Even after years of working out, slamming protein shakes, and eating bland chicken and boiled broccoli for every meal, he’d never even come close to this.

      I took one last glance at my elevated stats:

      
        
        Characteristics

      

      

      Brawn: 26

      Verve: 22

      Finesse: 20

      Arcana: 26

      Insight: 20

      I grinned. It was damned good to be a Vigil.

      With my Essence reserve wiped out, I reclaimed my Ward Points—enduring another round of hellish soul flaying—then clambered to my feet and got busy picking out my new skill set, this time with a crafter build firmly in mind.

      I had a hundred Ward Points to play with, and the first forty points went into the College of Reason: Sage Smith, Mortka Forger, Affinity Retrofitter, and Arcane Transmuter.

      Sage Smith was the basic skill employed by those who wanted to master the Soul Forge. When unlocked, the ability allowed me to destroy items and generate detailed blueprints that could be used to replicate the item or—in the case of weapons—create a “Soul Skin” that could be applied to my Soul Bound weapons. Sage Smith by itself was powerful, but it really shined when combined with Mortka Forger.

      Who wanted a dagger made of iron when they could have one crafted from Grass Hound Talons? That’s what Mortka Forger did—instead of fabricating basic-bitch items with only run-of-the-mill ores and ingredients, I could incorporate Mortka elements into my designs to craft things that were far stronger and more durable, with innate properties that could be further augmented by Arcanum Tokens.

      And speaking of Arcanum Tokens, that’s where Affinity Retrofitter came into play. Getting my hands on powerful tokens of faith—such as the Eldritch Wither Heart Seed I’d earned—was pure luck. Affinity Retrofitter allowed me make my own luck by stripping Scales of their Affinity and distilling it into manufactured Arcanum Tokens of my own design. Even better, the process left behind Pure Affinity Scales, which were necessary to manufacture items and were worth more than their weight in gold, since there was no natural way to obtain them.

      Next came Arcane Transmuter, a seemingly mundane skill with a ton of hidden potential. Crafted items required very specific ingredients, some of which were incredibly hard to come by. Getting enough Master- or Sage-Class Affinity Scales to build a .50 cal was a legitimate nightmare, as I was coming to discover. Arcane Transmuter was a shortcut that allowed me to combine lower-quality fabrication elements and Affinity Scales of the same type into higher-quality fabrication elements.

      For example, I could take four Novice-Class Glamor Affinity Scales and mash them together to forge one Disciple-Class Glamor Affinity Scale. The same was true for Transformation Tokens, metal ores, Mortka horns, and any other fabrication component.

      Pascow had also casually mentioned that to be a true master Builder, I would need the skills Absorb Elements, Water Wright, Metallurgy Manipulation, Unbound Flame, Arctic Spike, and Electro Arc. I had no idea why I would need those things, since the specific spell descriptions didn’t mention anything about crafting, but I was going to take his word and go all in. The worst thing that could happen was that I wouldn’t need them and then I’d reclaim my points in twelve hours, which I was going to do anyway.

      It was a no-lose scenario.

      Unfortunately, unlocking all of those spells and abilities cost sixty-two total points. I only had sixty points left to my name, which meant I had to pick between the three Ward of Wrath spells available to me. I wasn’t sure what I was going to be using them for, so I just closed my eyes, twirled my finger, and jabbed at the page in my grimoire. You know, the scientific method. I ended up cutting Arctic Spike and used the remainder of my Ward Points to pick up the rest of the abilities Pascow had casually suggested.

      That done, I headed over to my storage room and rummaged through all of the goodies I’d picked up over the last week. I had a variety of mundane weapons and armor that I didn’t have any use for; I broke those items down into blueprints to sell off, which only took me a couple of hours. And since I was running Affinity Retrofitter already, I spent a little extra time stripping down Affinity Scales, manufacturing Arcanum Tokens, and combining the heaps of low-quality fabrication ingredients I had in my storage room into better quality materials.

      By the time I was done, I’d created Hunger and Barkform Arcanum Tokens, which could be inserted into any of my gear for added bonuses, and a slew of Pure Affinity Scales. The same kind of Scale I’d given to Marina during our battle against the Eldritch Wither Vine. With Arcane Transmuter, I further compressed several of the lower-grade Scales into a handful of Master- and even Sage-Class Scales. Those could be used to manufacture more weapon skins or traded at a premium for cash or other rare items.

      Satisfied with my work, I grabbed a couple of the excess weapon blueprints I’d made, along with extra coins and Scales for trade, then left the Soul Vault behind and headed over to the marketplace, where I could hopefully find what I was looking for.
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      Relics and Rarities was a stuffy store that smelled like sandalwood and old leather. The walls were dark mahogany, the floors hardwood covered in sprawling, drab gray rugs. A crystal chandelier dangled in the center of the room, suspended from a rectangular coffered ceiling, while bronze wall sconces held Essence-fueled lamps. Towering bookcases held a wide array of gilt-edged books, and narrow display tables had been arranged to showcase a selection of carefully placed trinkets.

      There were broaches and coins, moth-eaten gloves and even an old wooden comb.

      The vast majority of the items were the ordinary, everyday things that sat on top of dressers or filled a junk drawer, but one and all radiated a faint aura of power. I picked up a large brassy war medal, suspended on a strip of green fabric that looked like it had come off a soldier’s formal dress uniform. On the front was a picture of an eagle in profile with its wings spread wide, and the words Honor the Living ran around the outside edge.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Miksa’s Courage

      

      

      Token Type: Armor Inset, Blessed 

      Rarity: Master

      This medal was awarded to Miksa “Ol’ Gimlet Eye” Domonkos, Under-Commander of the Kelkadian Whispering Blades, for exemplary acts of courage while repulsing the Westgarde Rebellion during the battle of Hightop Hill. Ol’ Gimlet Eye carried the medal with him in every engagement going forward and never lost a battle. In time, the medal became more than a mere token of good luck and was blessed by Voch, the Aspect of Valor.

      Effect 1: Increase the effects of Matchless Endurance by 10% while this item is equipped.

      Effect 2: A divine aura of fearlessness radiates from this Arcanum Token, stirring conviction and courage in the hearts of friendly forces who see it.

      
        
        <<<>>> 

      

      

      Holy shit, all of these items were Arcanum Tokens.

      And that wasn’t all the shop had either. A large glass-fronted case ran along the back wall and inside were crystal bowls filled with various Affinity Scales and Transformation Tokens. I wandered over, the medal still clutched in my hand.

      “That’s quite a find you have there,” came a whispery soft voice. A mousey man with stick-thin arms and spidery fingers slipped behind the glass counter. He wore flowing, voluminous robes that looked far too big for his slight frame and had a set of odd mechanical spectacles with several colored lenses perched on top of his head at a rakish angle. He wasn’t branded, but I could feel Essence and Arcana burning through him all the same. He might not have been a Vigil, but he wasn’t your average shopkeep, either.

      “Believe it or not,” he said, “but I served for a short while with Miska. This was after the battle of Hightop Hill, of course. Very few of the Whispering Blades survived that particular encounter other than Miska, unfortunately. I’m Bakos Barna, Magi of the White Light, and the proprietor of this humble little emporium of curiosities.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I replied with a nod. “I’m—”

      “Boyd Knight,” he finished before I could even get my name out, “Inkarnate of Raguel.” He offered me a fidgety grin. “Everyone in the Citadel knows who you are by now. You’ve become quite famous, I’m afraid. It’s not every day that a warrior from another world shows up on our proverbial doorstep.” He tittered, sounding more than a little crazy. “Why, it’s not even every century that it happens. Quite a spectacle indeed. One can’t help but wonder why now, especially considering the terrible turmoil we find ourselves in. But listen to me”—he waved his hands through the air—“prattling on about politics when you’re just trying to do a little shopping. How can I help you?”

      “I don’t mind at all,” I replied, setting the medal down on the countertop. “I’m still new to all this, so I greatly appreciate how helpful everyone has been... For the most part,” I amended, thinking of Kerra hauling me through a blizzard in the middle of the night. “I’m looking to pick up a few things that might help give me an edge.”

      “Then you have come to the right place, indeed,” Bakos replied, nearly bouncing on his toes in excitement. “At Relics and Rarities, we specialize in small edges. Cumulative advantages, I call them. You see, my friend, no one trinket, no one Arcanum Token, no one Affinity Scale is likely to tip the battle in your favor. They are small things taken by themselves. A slight boost to disease resistance here, a minor increase to piercing damage there, but when combined? Combined, such small benefits can morph into the difference between life and death, oh yes.

      “Observe.” He pulled out a half-dollar-sized Scale with a silvery sheen. “These are Mist Affinity Scales, harvested from a Juvenile Mistling Adder. When consumed they allow you to become incorporeal for a short while. In such a form, no weapon forged by man can harm you, though neither can you harm others—mist is an ethereal thing after all. But combine it with this…”

      He scurried away and plucked an odd spider brooch from a nearby shelf. “Why, you can trigger an active effect once per day that allows you to exhale a potent toxic mist. But if you are mist when you trigger the active effect, a curious thing happens… Your whole being will become a toxic cloud, capable of choking the very life from your foes. Enough small things, applied consistently, can result in extraordinary changes. And there are many such combinations for those willing to experiment…” He cackled and drummed his hands against the counter in glee.

      Clearly, this guy had done a little too much experimenting and was as mad as a hatter, but honestly? This was exactly my kind of crazy. I’d had a buddy back from Kentucky, a guy named Nick Mattill, who’d spent too much time making homemade shine in a bathtub in the backwoods. He wasn’t working with a full toolbox, but despite that the man could fix anything. The crazy ol’ son of a bitch had built a combination all-terrain lawn mower/golf cart with a sound system that could rival an AC/DC concert and it had a built-in beer cooler just for shits and giggles.

      Bakos Barna was giving off strong Nick Mattill vibes, and I was here for it.

      “And what if I’m looking for something with a bit more of a substantial edge—like say a Legacy Scroll or two? A little bird told me your fine establishment would be my best shot at finding one.”

      “Expensive tastes, the Inkarnate has,” Bakos replied. “Rare and dangerous.”

      “I was told they could be hard to come by,” I said with a shrug. “If you don’t have any in stock, I understand.”

      “No, no, no, I didn’t say that.” He reached a spidery hand into the neck of his robes and pulled out a fat brass key, suspended from a silver chain. He scampered over to a cabinet behind him and unlocked it, revealing a shelf with four ornate leather scrolls, which sat in a neat line like Marines awaiting inspection. “Unfortunately, even if you have the coin for these, I’m afraid they will do you little good.”

      Bakos faltered and leaned in close, eyes shifting left and right as though he were searching for potential eavesdroppers. “Absorbing the direct Soul Knowledge of the Dead is a dangerous gamble for someone of your level. Pushing beyond your limits is a good way to break things that not even magic can repair.” He licked his lips and tapped at his temple. “The minimum attribute restrictions are too high for anyone under a Master Class, and even most Master Vigils are unable to handle many of these, not without Mind Vault in place to insulate you from the fallout.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, knowing full well that I had more going on in the stats department than most. I might’ve been an Adept on paper, but only because I’d been sacrificing all the Essence I could get my hands on. “But let’s say, hypothetically, that I’m a man who likes to live dangerously and has disposable income to burn. What do you have?”

      “Oh, I like the cut of your jib,” he said, nodding vigorously. “Yes, yes I do. A man who likes to live dangerously. Why would I expect anything less from an Inkarnate?” he muttered to himself. “Well, for such a hypothetical Vigil, I have Legacy Scrolls for Crippling Strike, one for Empathetic Healer, another for Dream Thief, and—most potent and rare of all—a General Weapon Mastery tome.”

      I ran through the list and instantly eliminated Empathetic Healer. I had absolutely no intention of playing the part of combat medic, and Empathetic Healer was a nightmare of a skill, which was why I’d avoided it so far. It was the cheapest Healing Spell, available at only five Ward Points, but there was a reason for that: in order to heal someone else, you had to absorb their affliction, taking their wounds into your own body. In essence, it was a health swap ability, and I wasn’t enough of a masochist to go in for that kind of thing.

      Crippling Strike sounded promising, the General Weapon tome was too intriguing to pass up, and I wasn’t completely ready to rule out Dream Thief, even though I’d never used the skill before.

      “How much for Crippling Strike, Weapon Mastery, and Dream Thief?” I asked, rubbing one hand along the counter.

      “Very expensive tastes indeed,” the man said, appraising me with fresh eyes. “Thirty gold for Crippling Strike, forty for Dream Thief, and fifty for the General Weapon Mastery Tome.”

      Screw me sideways. Those prices were even more outrageous than the custom armor I’d picked up from Pascow. I should’ve figured Legacy Scrolls wouldn’t come cheap. After all, they couldn’t be readily produced like armor, but damn, I could get a starter house in Kentucky for that amount.

      “Why is the General Weapon Mastery Tome so steep?” I asked. “I thought those were the most common around, since every Vigil specializes in a Weapon Mastery.”

      “Yes, yes,” he said energetically, “but also no. This beauty is different.” He waggled a finger at the brilliant cobalt blue scroll in the middle. “Most Weapon Mastery Tomes can only be applied to a specific skill—bladed, blunt, ranged, or unarmed—but the Scroll of Twin Shadows is an augmentative skill, which is applied directly to the Soul Bound Weapon Boon. If you dare to glimpse at what is contained within, you will be able to conjure a twin, shadow version of your Soul Bound weapon. Dual wield a blade or a mace or even conjure two repeating crossbows if you have the skill for it.”

      Color me interested with a box of camo green crayons. I couldn’t pass up an opportunity like that, even if it was going to break the bank.

      “It’s a very irregular skill,” he continued. “I’ve been holding onto it for just the right person to come along. Perhaps you?” He hunched forward and licked his lips. “I will say that, for a Vigil of Justice, it is well worth the price of admission, though few can afford it.”

      “What about the others?” I asked idly, even though I was pretty well decided on the Scroll of Twin Shadows.

      “A man who wants to know all of his options, I can appreciate that.” He straightened and waved at a scroll covered in golden silk. “The Scroll of Replenishing Soul augments Crippling Strike—as you block your enemy’s meridians you also drain a portion of their power, refilling your Arcana pool in the process. Also an excellent choice for a Vigil of Justice and a powerful tool in the right hands. And then there is this.” He gestured grandly at a velvety black scroll. “The Scroll of Night Whispers.

      “Quite a curious and unconventional choice for a Vigil such as yourself, but to each their own, I say.” He hunched forward and dropped his voice. “It is impossible for even a powerful Vigil to read the mind of a man. To know when he lies and when he speaks the truth? Yes, certainly. But to discern the true thoughts of another?” He grimaced and shook his head. “No. Not while they are waking, at any rate. The mind is resilient and senses the intrusion of another. But in our dreams? Well, in our dreams, our minds are laid bare, rendered defenseless and vulnerable.

      “Dream Thief on its own allows a Vigil to reach out through the Etheric and into the mind of others. Allows them to glimpse unvarnished thoughts and memories. To steal powerful secrets others would keep hidden. The Scroll of Night Whispers allows a Dream Thief to do just the opposite. Instead of stealing glimpses of thought, a skilled Dream Thief can leave false memories behind, implant subconscious suggestions—even against those with high Insight who are normally immune to tricks of the mind.”

      Huh, this was like Honeyed Words on steroids.

      “Is there any way to protect yourself from something like that?” I asked. The thought that someone could potentially be rooting around inside my noggin was deeply disturbing.

      “With high enough Insight, you will naturally become immune to such tricks, but for those who worry about the prying eyes of Warlocks or others with ill intentions, Mind Vault can further insulate you.”

      “Good to know,” I said and meant it. As interesting as the other scrolls sounded, I couldn’t pass up the chance to snag the Scroll of Twin Shadows. A relic that would bind to my Boon instead of one of my skills also meant I’d have greater opportunity in the future to pick up other Legacy Abilities. At fifty gold, it was extremely pricey, but after my dealings with Pascow, I knew that I had advantages most other Vigils didn’t. I pulled out a leather pouch filled with refined Pure Affinity Scales.

      A lot of them. And thanks to Arcane Transmuter, I had four Master-Class Scales and two Sage-Class Scales.

      I spilled them out across the counter and watched as Bakos gasped and his eyes bulged.

      “But how?” he asked, then chuckled. “Never mind. You are a very curious Vigil indeed.” He rifled through the Pure Affinity Scales, plucking out three Master Scales, two Sage Scales, and five Adept Scales. “This should cover the cost, and at fifty gold worth of Pure Affinity Scales, I’ll throw in the Arcana Token for good measure.” He tapped at the war medal on the counter. “I didn’t know the man overly well, but I have a feeling Miksa would’ve wanted someone like you to have it.

      “One other word of warning, my new friend,” he said while handing over the cobalt scroll. “Although it is clear you are a man who likes to live dangerously and gamble boldly, heed well the minimum attribute requirements on that scroll and only activate it in a location where you feel… safe. The pain will be intense and absorbing such knowledge will likely render you unconscious for several hours or more.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up,” I replied.

      “You are most welcome,” he said, bobbing his head in a short bow. “It was genuinely my pleasure.”
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      The door to the Steel Griffin let out a subtle groan as I pushed my way into the shop. This time around there were a couple of young Vigils I hadn’t met yet, perusing the barrels of Soul weapon skins while talking in muted tones as they compared various swords and axes. I ignored them both and weaved my way toward a rather glum-looking Pascow. His face brightened the second he saw me coming.

      “Well now, if it isn’t the Inkarnate come to grace my humble shop once more,” he said, back straightening.

      “Why the long face?” I asked with a grin.

      “Just dark and troubling times is all, lad,” he said, waving away my question. “A Chaos Aberration haunts our streets, fifteen good men lie dead, and the city is on the verge of eating itself.” He sighed. “And here I sit, puttering about in the forge, selling basic skins to kids who’ve hardly ever seen a Mortka. At times like these, I find myself wondering if I made the right choice is all. Our order needs Builders, I know that, but sometimes it can leave an old man feeling rather powerless.” He chuckled ruefully. “I can create untold weapons of might, and hardly use a one of them myself. There’s just a certain irony in it, is all. But what of you, lad? Have you come in search of weapons or better armor, perhaps?”

      “On the contrary,” I replied, “I’m here to pay my pound of flesh.” I rapped my knuckles against the cobalt scaled armor covering my chest. “This stuff is top-notch and saved my ass more than once out there. Wanted to make sure that I pay my debts, and I figured there was no better time than the present.”

      “Excellent,” he said. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t looking forward to this. The idea that an Inkarnate would have the skills of a Builder is still baffling to me. Not saying I don’t believe you, lad—I know you’re not lying—but I’d still like to see it for myself is all. Why don’t you go head on back while I close up the shop?”

      He ushered me behind the counter and into the back room while he hustled over to see the other patrons off.

      “Sorry about that,” I said, waving toward the showroom. “Didn’t mean to scare off any potential sales.”

      “Think nothing of it, lad. Elowen and Martyn come in here at least once a week, staring moon-eyed at everything, smudging up all my displays with their greasy fingers. Good kids, but they never have bought anything. Although I run this shop, the majority of the money I make comes from selling my finer wares to the Vigils on the higher levels.”

      “So do you run shops other than this one?” I asked.

      “Run ’em? No.” He shook his head. “But I own ’em all.” He thumbed his nose conspiratorially. “Little known secret, but I’m the senior head of the Builder’s Guild. The vast majority of the weapons and armor that move through the Citadel are my handiwork.”

      I felt my jaw drop at the revelation. “Then why in the hell are you down here, working on the lowest level?” I asked.

      “Because it’s easy, lad. Masters, Sages, Saints. The whole lot of ’em walk around with their noses stuck in the clouds, and they don’t care that I’m a Sage-Ranked Vigil myself. They talk down to me, treat me like hired help on account of the fact that I’m a Builder. The newer Vigils, at least, show some modicum of respect. Besides, working down here gives me plenty of time to tinker around in my forge—it’s the best of both worlds. Now, let’s give you a tour of the ol’ Soul Vault, shall we?”

      He grabbed my hand in a rough, calloused grip and slapped his other palm against the altar stone hovering above the pedestal.

      The world vanished and I stumbled into a Soul Vault… Except it wasn’t my Soul Vault.

      The central hub was similar to what I was so used to seeing: a wide marble basin filled with shockingly blue waters and a pair of fish, constantly circling; a domed ceiling, showing a brilliant expanse of glittering stars and twisting galaxies; an avatar, slowly rotating in the air. Not my avatar, though. It was Pascow. And everything else about the place was as wildly different as the avatar. I never would’ve considered my Soul Vault to be barren, but after spinning in a slow circle, I realized I was living in the Vigil equivalent of a dilapidated shack in the middle of the Kentucky backwoods.

      Pascow had the same type of rooms as I did—a forge, an armory, a library, storage accommodations, and living quarters—all just bigger and better. His library had vaulted ceilings, frescoes, and a second story that looked like it belonged in a Swiss castle or some shit. And speaking of castles, his living space wasn’t some dingy barracks room with a single wardrobe, a squeaky metal cot, and a tired old footlocker, it was the actual interior of a castle, fit for royalty.

      “Awfully impressive for a simple Builder, no?” he asked.

      “The fact that you can apparently drag people into your Soul Vault or the fact that you somehow managed to turn your Soul Vault into a manor house from the French Riviera?” I asked. “Because both are damned impressive, and I didn’t know you could do either.”

      Pascow chuckled in evident amusement. “As an outsider to our world there are so many things yet for you to learn. Bringing others into your Soul Vault is a simple thing. Merely hold onto someone and will them into your Vault when you access an altar. But a word of caution from an old soul—be very careful about who you bring with you. Your Soul Vault is your seat of power, a realm unto itself, and while within it, you are as a god of sorts.

      “You will never be stronger than when you are within the hallowed walls of your Vault. Your abilities are more effective, you regenerate Health and Arcana at an accelerated rate—in many ways, the world itself is subject to your whims within this place. But it is a double-edged sword, because even though you are strongest here, you are also exceedingly vulnerable in many crucial ways. As for customizing the appearance of your Vault, it is a relatively simple thing to accomplish, though, like everything, it comes at a price.”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Scales or Essence.”

      “A very keen wit indeed.” He grinned.

      “I don’t remember reading anything about that in any of the training manuals.”

      “There is no manual, lad, and I suspect you’ve been looking in the wrong place,” he said. “The Vault customization console isn’t a book secreted away on a dusty library shelf, it is an object you interact with in much the same way you do your avatar.” He waved at the rotating version of himself. “It should be somewhere in your private sleeping quarters—typically it takes the form of a box or a safe.”

      The footlocker, I thought immediately. I’d walked past the drab green box countless times over the past month, and I’d never once opened it. Why the hell would I? I had an entire room dedicated to storage inside my Vault. It had never occurred to me that it might have some other purpose. I thought it was interior decorating, like a useless end table or a piece of motel wall art.

      This whole time I could’ve been living in a hillbilly mansion instead of slumming it in run-down inns with straw mattresses and sour beer. Thinking about it, that was actually pretty on brand for my life. Instead of winding up in a cushy Air Force Base with air conditioning and swimming pools, I’d opted for the Marine Corps and a condemned Iraqi squad bay in the middle of a war zone. I seriously needed to start making some better life choices…

      I stashed the info about upgrades away for later and followed Pascow over to his Soul Forge.

      Surprisingly, of all the rooms within Pascow’s Vault, the Soul Forge actually looked the most similar to my own—just bigger. And with more awesome stuff. The room had glossy onyx walls on every side and a host of benches, tables, and tools. An enormous crystalline forge sat in one corner with a large set of leather bellows jutting out from one side. Beside it was a hulking black anvil and several barrels all lined up in a neat row against the wall. Each was filled with a different material—Aqua Fortis, Oleum Fortis, and Selitrium—all used for quenching crafted materials.

      To the right of the forge was a large fabrication table with a stool. Hanging on the wall above the workstation was an odd assortment of tools, which were used for Arcana manipulation. With those tools in hand, any Vigil with the proper Wards could take refined fabrication components, overlay them on a three-dimensional blueprint, and manipulate them with mind and magic, transforming them into deadly weapons or powerful armor.

      But he also had several pieces of equipment that I didn’t:

      A circular grindstone with a bench and a small bucket of water dangling above it from a hook. An oddly shaped brick stove that looked almost like a kiln, except it was covered with pipes, valves, and steam vents. A circular table with runes engraved into its face. A workbench strewn with beakers, vials, rows of test tubes, and jars brimming with Alchemic ingredients of every sort. Another covered with neatly assorted boxes filled with metal balls, clay pots, curling lengths of wick, and bags of what smelled like gunpowder.

      I squinted as I studied that last table. This guy didn’t just make weapons and armor—he was making homemade bombs in his Soul Vault.

      Pascow guided me to large storage cabinet and pulled the doors open, revealing boxes and bins filled with carefully labeled fabrication components.

      “These are all raw ingredients, in need of processing,” he said. “That cabinet over there”—he turned and hooked his thumb toward a second cabinet towering beside the main crafting table—“is where the finished components go.” He slapped me good-naturedly on the shoulder. “Work your way through this mess, and once you get most of it sorted, I’ll walk you through a couple of projects. Critique your form a bit. That sort of thing.”

      I swapped my heavy armor for a leather blacksmith’s apron and a heavy-duty pair of leather gloves that would protect my hands from the intense heat, then got to work.

      The fabrication cabinet was near to overflowing with items, so I just started at the top, grabbing a hunk of Mortka Steel Ore then heading over to the crystal forge. There were a variety of crucibles crafted from a wide array of materials. With a grunt, I loaded the Mortka ore into the correct one. Once it was loaded down, I used a set of industrial-sized tongs to place the crucible into the flickering yellow fires of the forge.

      Thanks to Pellervo’s Guide to the Soul Forge, I knew that yellow and orange fire burned cooler and was perfect for softer metals with a low melting point, such as gold, silver, and aluminum, while red and purpled flames were ideal for iron ores and steel alloys. Purple, blue, and green flames, on the other hand, were required for exceptionally hard metals likes titanium, Mortka Steel Ore—which had a melting point of 3,500 degrees—and any Arcana-infused items, like Affinity Scales. The color system made the forge damn near dummy-proof, even for a crayon eater like me.

      Hell, especially for a crayon eater like me, since I knew my colors so good.

      Getting the flames to burn at the right temperature was still an assload of work. I steadily worked the bellows until sweat poured down my face and my arms and chest burned from the effort. It was more than just a physical strain, however. After a few seconds, my Stamina bar and Arcana gauge appeared, slowly dropping as the process siphoned off a sliver of my power with every pump, feeding it into the forge to purify and refine the contents within the dancing flames. I needed to keep the temperature perfect while the material melted—not too hot, not too cold—or I risked destroying the material in the process.

      It was a fine balance that took quite a bit of finesse.

      After ten minutes the Mortka Steel was ready to come out and be poured into a rough mold that I placed on top of the nearby anvil. Before the metal could fully cool, I used another set of tongs to submerge the newly formed ingot into a barrel filled with Oleum Fortis, or fortified oil. Quenching was a crucial step in the process and had to be performed while the metal was still hot. If the ingot cooled too slowly it would form a weaker metal; dunking it in this solution created a vapor layer around the ingot which, in turn, meant the material would be stronger, harder, and more durable.

      The barrel filled with water cooled the material much faster, which put additional strain on the material. That was fine for something like iron or even silver, but for more delicate components like Mortka steel, the oil was needed.

      After twenty seconds, I fished the ingot from the Oleum Fortis and unceremoniously dunked it into another barrel, this one filled with a powdery black sand as fine as flour. Powdered Selitrium, which was as fine as the moon dust back in Fallujah. This was the same Selitrium Gustav and Sigge had been mining back in Ironmoor. It was incredibly rare and valuable as a crafting component because it had the unique ability to leech away impurities while simultaneously priming the material to be infused with Arcana and shaped via the workstation fabricator.

      I ferried the finished ingot over to the other cabinet then started the process over once more.

      “Might be there’s a quicker way to do that,” Pascow commented as I stoked the flames once more, preparing them for the next piece of ore. “Don’t suppose you have Unbound Flame now do ya?” he asked. “I know it’s an odd question for a Vigil of Justice.”

      I held out my hand, conjuring a little ball of flickering fire in answer.

      “Why would I think any different?” Pascow replied, as much for himself as for me. “Keeping the fire temperature constant is a tough nut to crack and makes the process go much slower. Instead of using the bellows, try feeding the flames directly using Unbound Flame. It’ll cost you more Arcana, but it’ll save your arms and back and it’ll cut your fabrication time in half.”

      Damned if he wasn’t right.

      And not just about that.

      Pascow was indeed a master of his craft and he had countless tips to streamline the process and get the most out of every ingredient. Metallurgy Manipulation allowed me to create new alloys and form the ingots more smoothly. And while Unbound Flame let me control exactly how hot the flames were while forging, Water Wright allowed me to leech heat through the quenching process, cooling the material to exactly the right temperature, which made every ingot hard without being brittle. Run a charge from Electro Arc through the Selitrium? That slightly increased the number of impurities removed, which in turn meant any Arcana effect was amplified.

      After four hours of steady labor, I could produce a refined ingot in two minutes instead of ten and it was of a substantially higher quality than when I first started.

      “Well, lad,” he said, eyeballing a cabinet full of refined fabrication components, “you’ve earned what you owe ten times over. I’ll admit, I was a bit skeptical when you first sauntered through my doors, claiming you’d crafted that Stone Spider plate mail yourself, but my eyes tell the truth of the matter. Not only do you have the skills, but you have an even hand and the right temperament to become a true master Builder if you stick with it. And, because I believe people ought to be fairly compensated for their labor, I want to give you a few extra lessons, free of charge.”

      He gestured for me to follow him over to the crafting bench, then handed me a blueprint for a Mortka Forged Poleaxe, which was a long-hafted, two-handed weapon with a wicked axe blade on one side, a blunt hammer face on the other, and a spear-like protrusion jutting from the top.

      “I’ve heard whispers that you’ve taken a liking to axes. This monster is slow, but what it loses in speed it makes up for in reach and damage. Make it,” he said.

      After toiling away refining the crafting components, I was only too happy to comply. I plopped down on the stool and placed the poleaxe schematic on the workbench, which instantly conjured the ghostly blue 3D model into the air. Pascow wasn’t joking, the weapon really was enormous. I scanned over the requisite materials list, then quickly grabbed the appropriate items from the cabinet and added them to the bench along with the blueprint. Once I had everything I needed, the job was relatively straightforward and simple.

      I snagged a silver glove off the tool wall above the workstation. It looked like metal but felt like silky cloth; engraved into each digit was a series of small runes, and another such symbol decorated the palm. I slipped the glove onto my right hand then picked up a thin metallic rod, not much larger than a pencil. These didn’t at all look like the tools a blacksmith would use to forge a weapon, but in the right hands they could do wonders.

      With a flick of my wrist, a refined silver ingot rose into the air and hovered there. The metal rod allowed me to lift, rotate, and spatially manipulate any of the materials on the workbench, while the glove let me shape them—forming small, detailed pieces that could then be superimposed onto the ghostly image of the poleaxe. Honestly, it felt more like working with soft, malleable clay than metal.

      Using an infused mixture of silver, iron, and Mortka steel, I shaped the metal into a long shaft, a foot taller than I was, with a sharpened Hyanacorn horn sticking out from the bottom. The head of the weapon was constructed in two pieces, first a mounting that held the spear-like spike, then the axe face and the hammer head, which were built from a single piece of Mortka steel and reinforced with Nether Talons. I carefully wrapped tanned Harpy leather around much of the exposed weapon shaft.

      I added a single Master-Class Pure Affinity Scale to power the fusion of elements, turning the odd assortment of metal and monster parts into a singular weapon perfectly suited for killing. Golden light pulsed out, momentarily blinding me. When the light faded, the ghostly image was gone and all that remained was the weapon, floating in the air, calling out to be used. I reached out a tentative hand and grasped the handle, pulling it free from the workstation. Like all weapon skins, it seemed to weigh nothing as I gave it a twirl.

      “Well done,” Pascow crowed, slapping me on the shoulder as he appraised the poleaxe. “Well done, indeed. But that wasn’t the lesson. May I?” he asked, extending a hand and raising a bushy eyebrow.

      I handed him the skin and followed in his wake as he plopped the weapon down onto the odd circular table with deep, angular runes gouged into its wooden surface.

      The second the weapon touched the tabletop, the runes lit up like a Christmas tree. Instead of brilliant gold, the sigils burned in a multitude of colors—pinks, oranges, red, blues, purples, and greens. A faint thrum began to build as he picked up a thin engraving awl, crafted from wood and bone, and ever so carefully etched a flowing series of jagged script into the metal head of the weapon. There was no way the bone awl should’ve even left a scratch, but the metal melted away as though it were made from butter.

      He paused and glanced over a shoulder at me. “I know you have access to Unbound Flame and Electro Arc. Don’t suppose you have any other spells or abilities that you fancy, do ya? I can add one more script if you have something in mind, though it needs to be low level.”

      I didn’t have anything else, since I’d come ready to work, not battle, but I blurted out “Kinetic Blast” because why the hell not.

      “Good enough,” he said, turning back to his work, awl scritch-scratching over the surface as he layered on more and more sigils in increasingly complex designs. I watched in silence for ten minutes while he worked. Finally, Pascow grunted and straightened. He set his awl down and swiped a hand across his forehead. “Do me a favor, lad,” he said, handing the poleaxe over to me. “Conjure Electro Arc and feed it into the weapon, same way you would a Mortka.”

      I squinted at the unusual request but did what he asked. I focused on the weapon in my hand and let energy surge out from my core, calling forth a brilliant lance of lightning that could rip apart bodies and scorch the earth. Except it did neither of those things. The energy disappeared into the weapon like water into a wet sponge. After a second the poleaxe pulsed once with a weak silvery light, and I cut off the flow of the energy.

      Pascow offered me a sly smile. “This is a secret known only by a handful of master Builders. These sigils”—he tapped a finger against the blade of the weapon—“are letters of the Celestial. The language of the gods. They can’t generate power of their own, but with a little finagling they can store it and release it. Certain kinds of power any way.” He traced a finger over the first spiral of symbols. “This one is a command, allowing you to store Electro Arc. That one there,” he said, pointing to a second set, “is for Unbound Blaze, and the last, of course, is for Kinetic Blast.

      “This fourth rune is the trigger mechanism that binds ’em all together. You can store the spells inside here in advance, and if you channel just the tiniest trickle of Arcana into whichever sigil you want to use, it’ll activate in battle. These spells are only good for one shot apiece, but in my experience, having a few extra spells up your sleeve can be useful in the right circumstances. Especially since you can cast all three spells simultaneously if you had a mind to. The weapon’s yours, as a gift.”

      “I can’t accept this,” I replied, pushing it back toward him.

      “Like hell you can’t,” he snorted. “Do you know how much work you saved me? All that fabricating was worth twice over what a weapon like that would run you. I also got one other thing.” He reached beneath the table and pulled free something else. Not a weapon, but a golden scroll, tied shut with a piece of cord. A Legacy Scroll. “The Scroll of Celestial Scrivening. It’ll augment your Sage Smith skill—allow you to do what I just did. I can’t use it because I’ve already got my own version.”

      “No,” I said, with a firm shake of my head. “I don’t want charity, and I just went Legacy Scroll shopping, so don’t try to bullshit me and tell me that thing is worth a couple of hours of fabrication work.”

      “Gods above no,” he said, shaking his head. “This is a treasure of the rarest sort. But I’ve been hanging onto that scroll for more than two decades, lad. Waiting for an apprentice I could pass it along to.” His face fell. “In two decades I haven’t found a single soul worthy and only a handful of Vigils that were even interested in taking on the mantle of a Builder. I told you, there’s no glory in what we do. The other Vigils, they would die without our handwork, but they look down on us with a mixture of pity and scorn.

      “But not you. I can see that you know the value of our work. My gut tells me it couldn’t be in better hands. All that I ask in return is two things. One, you put that scroll to good use. It would pain my heart to know it was languishing on some shelf or that it got sold off to ol’ Bakos Barna for a pittance of coin.”

      “And the second thing?” I asked.

      “Stop by every once in a while. There are a great many lessons I have to pass on and no one who seems interested in learning,” he said with a shrug. “But you’ll have to upgrade your Soul Vault first. Once you’ve unlocked the Enchantment Table, the Grinding Stone, the Scrivener’s Bench, and the Sapper’s Table, come back and see me. I’ll show you how to use them good and proper like.”

      “It’s a deal,” I said, accepting the scroll.

      “Good. Let’s call it a day, eh? It’s late, my bones are tired, and I’m overdue for a long nap…”
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      After we got done, I used Pascow’s private altar to pay a quick visit to my Soul Vault. I dropped off my new weapon skin and spent a handful of minutes respecing once again. I’d given Kerra her week of concentrated training and now that I was done paying off my debt to Pascow, it was time to get back on the job and figure out how to stop the Chaos Aberration that was tearing up Wildespell. I sure as shit couldn’t do that with a bunch of utility crafting skills, so I opted for a more generalist build with a good mix of combat and investigation abilities.

      Master Mentalist, Combat Sense, Honeyed Words, Sidhe Pact, Fae Tether, Rend, Blunt Weapons Mastery, Totem Transformation, and Armor Evocation were all givens. I also tacked on Festering Wound, to round out my build with some solid DPS, then added in Warded Shield and Kinetic Blast since both were cheap and had tons of practical value even inside the city walls. That ate through seventy of my available Ward Points. I used the rest on two new and somewhat unconventional abilities.

      The first was a high-level skill from the Ward of Truth called Grave Communion. At twenty-four Ward Points, it was one of the priciest spells I could unlock but it had one hell of an upside: it let me talk to the dead. I mean, it wasn’t like picking up a cell phone and connecting a call to the underworld, but it was the next best thing.

      
        
        Grave Communion

      

      

      
        
        Not even death can stop a Vigil from finding the answers they seek. Grave Communion allows a Vigil to leave their physical body behind and travel in spirit to seek out souls who have passed beyond the veil and into the Etheric Realm. For Grave Communion to succeed, the Vigil must have a physical Focus Object from the deceased, preferably a piece of their earthly body—though occasionally items with strong sentimental value will also work.

        Once inside the Etheric Realm, the Vigil can use the Focus Object to create a visible tether to the deceased soul which can be followed. But be warned, the Etheric Realm offers untold dangers for the bodiless spirit, and if a Vigil lingers too long from their flesh, they run the risk of losing their way back and being stranded as an incorporeal entity. Additionally, when Astral Projecting, a Vigil’s body is rendered unconscious and is vulnerable to attacks.

        Recommended Attribute Minimums: Verve, 22; Insight, 20; Arcana, 28

        Recommended Skill Selections: Mind Vault

        

      

      The idea of Astral Projecting into the land of the dead definitely seemed like a big gamble, but even if it was dangerous, I figured the ability to interview victims directly could be an added benefit.

      Lastly, I snagged Mind Vault from the Ward of Wrath, which was a passive utility skill that had a couple of big perks. One, it would insulate my mind and prevent me from going batshit insane when I tried to reach between the veil of the living and the dead to talk with the deceased. Two, it would likewise prevent me from having a mental breakdown when I read my new Legacy Scrolls. And three, it would keep people from messing around inside my noggin. It granted an almost total immunity to mind-based magics, so spells like Honeyed Words, Greater Suggestion, and Dream Thief wouldn’t work on me anymore.

      I’d already been mentally probed once by the Custodians, and it hadn’t been a pleasurable experience. I’d love to avoid going through that again and I also had the gnawing suspicion that maybe someone had been checking up on me via Dream Thief. I couldn’t be sure about that, but I had been sleeping like absolute dogshit ever since I got to Wildespell. But during my week away from the city, I hadn’t had a single nightmare. Not one. I wasn’t prone to nightmares in the first place and the timing was certainly suspicious.

      Maybe I was just being paranoid. Or maybe not. It’s like that old adage goes, it’s not paranoia if someone really is out to get you.

      I was bummed that I couldn’t afford Cunning Glamor, but there were only so many points to spend.

      Business done, I headed back toward the dormitory wing, ready to pop the seal on the Scroll of Twin Shadows—just a little light bedtime reading—then pass out for a few hours. Now that I’d completed Kerra’s training assignment, I was off the hook and free to do whatever I wanted. Tomorrow I’d have a full day to start busting in doors and turning over rocks to see what wriggled out. The plan was to hit the streets early, maybe head over to the Baker’s district and see if I couldn’t turn anything up about the dead kid.

      When I got back to my room, all thoughts of the investigation fled my mind. There was a trail of iridescent blood splattered across the floor and Renholm was caterwauling at the top of his lungs like an angry racoon.

      I slammed the door and took off at a sprint for the bedroom.

      “Don’t overreact,” Cal said, looking up at me from beside the bed as I slid around the corner. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”

      It looked really bad.

      The pixie was sprawled out on my sheets. Half his body was a charred mess and he was missing his left leg below the knee. Sir Jacob-Francis was crouched beside Renholm, his fuzzy orange face pressed against the pixie’s shoulder, his tail flicking back and forth in agitation. The cat’s back was covered in more of the pixie’s iridescent blood, probably from hauling him from the field of battle.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I growled. “It looks like someone shoved him into a miniature woodchipper.”

      “Yeah, that’s pretty accurate actually,” Cal said with a nod. “Hidden magical ward, custom built to stop Fae, but definitely inside the same ballpark.”

      I rushed over and knelt down beside the bed.

      “Renholm,” I said, leaning close, “what can I do to help?”

      Every Marine knew basic field combat medicine. I could stop a sucking chest wound, knew how to apply a tourniquet, and could patch up a bullet wound with Quikclot and a field dressing, but none of that helped me right now. Aside from superficial similarities, pixie anatomy was wildly different than human anatomy, plus he was the size of a Barbie doll. Even if I wanted to apply a tourniquet to his leg, I’d need tweezers and dental floss.

      The pixie blinked open his eyes and waved for me to draw closer.

      He coughed and sputtered, taking deep labored breaths. “I know I’ve never been especially nice to you,” he croaked in a hoarse whisper, “and I just wanted you to know…” He paused and hacked again, frothy blood dribbling from his thin lips. “I just want you to know that’s because I don’t respect you and I find it deeply amusing.”

      “Not where I expected that to go, but okay,” I muttered.

      “There’s one other thing,” he said. “Swear that you’ll avenge me,” he hissed, before shutting his eyes dramatically, his chest going still.

      “Renholm!” I yelled, shaking his chest with my index finger. “Don’t you dare die on me.”

      He blinked one eye open. “There’s no need to scream, I’m not dying.”

      “What do you mean? You just said avenge me.”

      “Yeah, he’s been asking me to avenge him for like two hours,” Cal said.

      “Just because I’m not in immediate threat of death doesn’t mean I don’t need to be avenged!” Renholm said, propping himself up on his elbows. “That ass-headed coxcomb of an Arbitrator set me on fire! Count Boyd, your liege has been beset and I demand satisfaction! Bloody and terrible vengeance! I don’t think that’s too much to ask, do you?” He flopped back onto the bed.

      Now that I knew he wasn’t actually dying, some of the tension drained out of my shoulders.

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine, Cal and I will exact an appropriate level of vengeance, assuming you didn’t do something to bring this down on yourself.”

      “That was an extremely political and noncommittal answer,” Renholm replied, regarding me thoughtfully. “I approve. You’re getting better at lying and conniving all the time.”

      “Uh, thank you, I guess?” I said, not sure if that was supposed to be a compliment or an insult. “But I feel like we’re getting off track. The important part is that you’re going to live, right?”

      He grimaced. “Yes, I’ll live, but the damage is severe. I’ll need to evolve to have any hope of repairing the damage, and I’m not certain even that will bring my leg back. Usually, losing a limb is a minor inconvenience at most to one of my kind, but the damnable priest employed a type of Chaos magic that is antithetical to Etheric beings. It leaves behind a taint that stunts our regenerative properties.”

      Chaos magic? Ding, ding, ding. I wanted to know more, but first I needed to take care of Renholm.

      “What do you mean you need to evolve?” I asked.

      “Much like insects, my kind go through a metamorphosis as we age. Young sprites are essentially the pupa form of my species. They eventually reach adolescence and evolve into pixies, such as myself.”

      “Wait, you’re a goddamned teenager?” I asked. Oh my god, that explained so much. Maybe all Fae weren’t raging, petty, narcissistic thieves after all. Maybe that was just teenagers being teenagers.

      “I’m one hundred and seventeen,” he shot back. “Now please don’t interrupt your elders or your betters. As I was saying, pixies evolve not merely through time, but through circumstance. Once we lay claim to a qualified territory and amass enough Affinity, we evolve again. It is a much less linear transformation, since it largely depends on what type of Affinity we have cultivated. The process should take a day or perhaps two, and during that time, my body will undergo a rapid series of changes, which in theory will heal the damage done by that cursed priest.”

      “Great,” I said, “so what are you waiting for? Evolve already and stop bleeding all over my bed.”

      “Yes, about that.” He looked up at me and gave me a wide smile. “I haven’t quite amassed enough Affinity yet. I need a Sage-Class Affinity Scale.”

      I grunted. Why was I not surprised?

      I had two Sage-Class Scales—both bounty rewards from taking out the Hexblight—and according to Pascow, they were worth a legitimate fortune.

      Still, none of that mattered to me. No one would argue that Renholm wasn’t insane. Or that he wasn’t an asshole. Or that he wouldn’t kill and skin me in my sleep if it benefited him in even the slightest way. But he was also my friend. Part of my crew. And he’d been hurt in the line of duty, doing something I’d asked him to do. A Sage-Class Affinity Scale was a small price to pay if it meant he’d be able to walk again. I quickly swapped out to my Mule Build, which was where I kept all my good shit, and pulled both Sage Scales from a pouch inside my pack.

      I held a luminous pearl Scale in one hand and a dull obsidian Scale in the other. Seraphic and Chaos. Order and disorder. Light and Darkness.

      “Take your pick,” I said.

      Renholm’s eyes bulged and he let out a strangled choke. “Truly?” he asked, sounding utterly shocked. “You would freely give one of these most precious tokens to me?”

      “We’ve fought together. Bled together. You’ve saved my life more times than I can count. As far as I’m concerned, that makes us brothers, and I’ll do anything for my family.”

      For a long beat, the look of disbelief lingered on Renholm’s face, as if I were playing some especially cruel joke on him.

      “I taste the power of chaos in the air,” he said slowly. “Oblivion magic is one of the rarest of all affinities. I’ll take that one.” He thrust a bony finger at the jet-black Scale. Once again, why wasn’t I surprised? I leaned over and pressed it into his outthrust hand, then stowed the Seraphic Scale back into my pack.

      “You’re not jesting,” Renholm said, gaze flicking back and forth between me and the Scale.

      “Nope.” I shook my head. “It’s all yours.”

      “You truly are the queerest of men, Boyd Knight—”

      “Still shouldn’t say that,” I muttered.

      “—but you are also admirable,” he finished without missing a beat. “I have stayed by your side until now in order to take advantage of you and siphon as much Essence and Affinity from you as possible, like a dashing and handsome leech. No longer. As your idiot spirit friend says so often, we are ride or die now. My kind have long memories, and you shan’t regret this, Boyd Knight.”

      He slammed the Chaos Scale into his mouth and bit down. Purple light strobed in his mouth and spidery black veins raced through his frail body like lightning strikes.

      A second later he exploded, splattering iridescent gore all over my bed.

      Goddamn it.
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      “What the fuck?” Cal and I both said at the same instant.

      Had I accidentally just killed Renholm?

      “Holy shit, look at that,” Cal said, hunching forward.

      Pieces of exploded pixie were crawling and snaking their way back across my bed, forming into a ball of pulsing flesh. It was one of the most disgusting things I’d ever seen. And there were still pixie guts strewn all over my bed. Already, I was regretting giving him that damned Scale.

      “Wow, I did not see that coming at all,” Cal said, finally straightening.

      “You and me both,” I replied. Great, my bed was toast and you couldn’t pay me enough money to sleep anywhere near the pulsing ball of pixie parts. So much for a good night’s rest. Seriously, what the actual fuck? With everything else going on, this was the last thing I needed to deal with. I sighed, headed back into the foyer, and plopped down into the padded armchair. I dragged a hand down my face. “Okay, now that he isn’t in imminent danger, care to tell me what the hell happened out there?” I asked.

      Cal settled down on the couch across from me.

      “You know how these things go,” Cal replied with a shrug. “Everything was going fine, until it wasn’t. The night started off good enough. We definitely hit a few snags early on, but nothing life-threatening, and we eventually managed to track down a book about Chaos Aberrations.”

      “Where’d you find it?” I asked.

      He paused and frowned. “Look, I’m gonna be honest with you, it’s better if you don’t fully know the answer to that question. Getting our hands on that book took some gumption and elbow grease and—because you’ll probably hear about it sooner or later—Renholm and I may have had to set a fire. Or several fires. The quantity of the fires really isn’t that important. The point is, significant property damage was done, and it’s better if you have some degree of plausible deniability. But between you and me, someone really doesn’t want that book getting out to the general public, because we had to raid the restricted section of a certain, already restricted, library.”

      Huh, now that was an interesting wrinkle.

      “Still, getting the book was a cakewalk compared to all the bullshit we had to go through to get to that Arbitrator you wanted us to look into. His name is Nazer Maux and he’s crazy as hell. Like ex-girlfriend-throw-your-dresser-into-the-pool-and-set-your-house-on-fire crazy. He’s part of some Sect of Wrath that’s all hellfire and brimstone called the Order of Immolation.”

      “The Order of Immolation?” I asked. I couldn’t quite place it, but I was sure I’d heard that name somewhere before. But when?

      “Yeah, they’re a bunch of super intense weirdos,” Cal replied. “Real strong Jim Jones, Heaven’s Gate vibes. Wouldn’t want to touch this dude with a ten-foot pole. He studied with the Magi of White Light for a while, so he can definitely sling a little magic, but I don’t think he’s a Sorcerer. He is a one hundred percent certified asshole, though. The Order of Immolation basically advocates for what amounts to a Vigil-run theocracy and they have a serious hard-on for ‘smiting’ the wicked.”

      “Any chance he could be powerful enough to summon something like a Chaos Aberration?” I asked.

      Cal frowned and seesawed his head. “Eh. Hard to tell, but I don’t think so. Not saying he’s not involved, but I don’t think he’s ringleader material. He’s a zealot. A follower. But maybe that’s all a ruse, because he’s also secretive and paranoid. And did I mention paranoid? Because yeah, paranoid. He had a metric assload of wards set up around his quarters. We accidentally tripped one when we were rifling through his stuff. That’s how Renholm ended up down a leg. Just wrong place, wrong time.”

      I grunted. Wrong place, wrong time. Story of my life.

      “Whelp,” I said, slapping the padded armrest, “let’s spin the prize wheel and see what a Sage-Class Affinity Scale buys me.”

      Cal and Renholm had stashed the book they’d stolen in my wardrobe. Like everything else in my room, it was covered in pixie blood, but I could still clearly make out the title, etched in gold sigils on the front cover. A Treatise on the Fell Creatures of Oblivion. Yay. A Treatise. That sounded absolutely riveting and not at all like it would make me want to jump off a bridge in sheer boredom. With the book in hand, I returned to my seat and cracked the dusty pages.

      It was twice as thick as a phone book. This just kept getting better and better.

      I scanned the first few pages and thought my eyes would shrivel inside my skull from how dry the material was. Damn but I wished I had a pot of coffee, because it was going to be a long, tedious night.

      There was no handy dandy table of contents, so reluctantly, I started working my way through, page by page and chapter by chapter. Mostly, it was a bunch of rambling, half-coherent philosophical musings about the nature of reality and the interplay between the Celestial and Oblivion. The Divine and Profane. A lot of it was a bunch of boring navel-gazing, but there were a couple of interesting reflections about Raguel. According to the author, Cnaeus Avidius Galvisius, the Celestials and the Chaos Titans were locked in an eternal war, being played out on a cosmic scale.

      There were a number of core worlds situated along what Cnaeus called the Central Finite Arc, and whoever controlled them basically got to shape the rules of reality. The Celestials were currently the shot callers and they’d banished the Titans eons ago into the outer darkness of Oblivion, but the Titans were grinding and hustling to get a toehold back in reality. The world I was on, Alkran, was the key world node in the Cantorii Prime System. Cnaeus believed that if the Titans could subdue enough key world nodes, they’d be able to flip the script, exile the Celestials into Oblivion, and impose their own vision of reality on the universe.

      None of that helped me, but it was interesting.

      After about four hours—right when I was on the verge of a boredom-induced brain hemorrhage—I found what I was looking for. An obscure passage that talked about an even more obscure ritual called the Sacrament of Oblivion.

      
        
        Just as the Celestials have mortal agents who serve as their hands and feet, seeking to impose divine will upon the world nodes, so too do the Chaos Titans. What would motivate an individual to serve such cruel, capricious, and unpredictable beings is a mystery I have yet to unravel, but serve they do. It is rumored that the Warlocks of Shadowvale can commune directly with Titans, receiving unholy blessing and unspeakable power in exchange for performing profane rites.

        I can neither confirm nor deny the validity of such claims, but I suspect there is at least a spark of truth to the tales.

        More common, and a matter I can speak of with some authority, is the summoning and binding of Chaos Aberrations. The Great Titans are only too happy to dispatch the Beasts of Oblivion in service to those who would seek their aid. The very presence of such creatures within the Material Realm weakens the barriers of Oblivion and, over time, causes additional rifts which, in turn, release additional Aberrations. In theory, such “Rift Ripples” can result in an exponential influx of Aberrations and the eventual collapse of a world node.

        That is why the Vigilant, and those of other holy Celestial orders, take such great pains to eliminate Aberrations whenever they appear.

        Still, summoning one is surprisingly easy for those willing to pay the price. Through a ritual known as the Sacrament of Oblivion (which I shall not document, for obvious reasons), a supplicant can sacrifice an “offering of the flesh and spirit” and open a rift within their very soul. Fingers, hands, eyes, even tongues. The amount of “flesh” sacrificed often determines how powerful the summoned Aberration will be. Once the Sacrament is complete, the Aberration will manifest and do the will of a supplicant without question or moral compunction.

        Such a pact may seem extreme, yet Aberrations make for powerful allies. They are deadly, cunning, have access to a wide array of Chaos magics, and are virtually unkillable. Unlike other types of Mortka, not even decapitation or complete dismemberment will stop the Beasts of Oblivion for long. The only way to truly rid yourself of such a creature is through a greater banishment ritual or by slaying the supplicant, thus closing the rift and sending the Aberration back to Oblivion, from whence it came.

        

        — Cnaeus Avidius Galvisius, 753 KIY, Year of the Basilisk

        

      

      I closed the book with a thump. Finally, I was getting somewhere. About time.

      The passage didn’t conclusively prove anything, but it did confirm that it was possible for someone with enough motivation to conjure an Aberration. Cal had said this Arbitrator, Nazer Maux, wasn’t powerful enough to be behind these attacks, but I wasn’t ready to cross him off the list just yet. This didn’t tell me everything I needed to know, but it was a step in the right direction.

      I rubbed at my eyes and set the thick tome on the reading table beside the chair.

      More than anything, I wanted to call it a night, but unfortunately my bed was full of pixie guts and there was still one thing I had left to do. A task that couldn’t wait until morning. I had two Legacy Scrolls in my possession, and Bakos Barna had warned me not to read them unless I was in a secure location. He’d said that absorbing the knowledge contained in a Legacy Scroll would knock me on my ass for a few hours, at least.

      If I was going to use one, there was no better time than now.

      The Scroll of Celestial Scrivening would augment my Sage Smith ability, but since I didn’t currently have that skill activated, I’d have to hold off for a while. But there was nothing stopping me from reading the Scroll of Twin Shadows. I slipped it out and lightly traced my fingers across the brilliant cobalt fabric. A gentle heat drifted from the scroll, warming my hand. A flutter of nervousness worked its way through my belly as I carefully unbound the soft leather strips tying it shut.

      
        
        Scroll of Twin Shadows

      

      

      
        
        The Path of Twin Shadows is an ancient martial technique which allows a Vigil to duplicate their Soul Bound weapon, crafting a flawless shadowed version that deals additional Torment damage with every hit. The conjured weapon will be identical in all other ways and will have the same inherent properties as the original, including any enchantments derived from Arcanum Tokens, Affinity Scales, or Ward abilities.

        Legacy Binding Location: Soul Bound Weapon Boon

        Recommended Attribute Minimums: Insight, 20; Verve, 20; Brawn, 24

        Recommended Skill Selections: Mind Vault

        Would you like to proceed by reading the Scroll of Twin Shadows? Yes/No

        

      

      I hit yes and the glimmering golden words faded from the air. I unfurled the scroll expecting to see more text, or maybe some sort of training-style manual with step-by-step pictures that even a crayon eater like me could follow.

      There were no words. No pictures.

      Instead, there was an intricate circle and thousands of sigils and incomprehensible occult diagrams, all interconnected through an elaborate series of overlapping geometric patterns. It also appeared to have been written in blood, which was somehow still glistening and wet. When I ran a thumb over the page in curiosity, it came away clean.

      What the hell was I supposed to do with this?

      I squinted and looked closer, closer, closer, until I was nearly pressing my nose against the page. There was something hiding just beneath all the cryptic images and purposely confusing patterns. A faint glimmer of light, which seemed to swim on the edges of my vision. If I could just get a good look at whatever was causing that light, I’d be able to understand what I was supposed to do.

      I didn’t blink, didn’t breathe.

      If I twitched, I would miss it.

      The light grew more intense, more insistent as I stared at the scroll.

      I had no idea how long I sat like that, entranced and unmoving, but eventually my eyes began to water. Except it wasn’t water. Bloody streaks ran down my cheeks and fat drops of crimson splashed onto the page. Instead of marring the surface of the scroll, the blood disappeared, absorbed into the parchment. Slowly, the symbols, shapes, and patterns began to change. To swirl and dance and move, rearranging themselves as the light emanating from the scroll intensified.

      Then the scroll was gone and I was falling into the images, like Alice tumbling face-first into the rabbit hole. Slowly, the sigils resolved into a face made of stars, the eyes swirling galaxies teeming with untold life. She was an older, stern-looking woman with a hard jawline. It was a face I’d seen before; a soft voice whispered a name in the back of my head. Gadriel. The visage of Justice. My patron and the same aspect who had blessed me with the Soul Bound Weapon Boon.

      She spoke three words, but they weren’t in English or any human language for that matter. They were primal. The sound of a hurricane. The death of a neutron star, collapsing under its own weight. The distant echo of the Big Bang bouncing around the universe.

      Still, I understood her.

      “SEE. KNOW. COMPREHEND.”

      Cal had told me shortly after I’d reincarnated that creatures of flesh and blood weren’t physically equipped to handle the complexities of ultimate reality. Apparently, that was the reason I couldn’t fully remember my original encounter with Raguel. I hadn’t really been able to understand the offhanded comment, but now… now I did. My eardrums ruptured and warm blood poured down the sides of my face. My eyeballs burned as though I’d just looked into the face of the sun for an hour without blinking. An onslaught of powerful, overwhelming images ripped through my mind like a hurricane as Gadriel imparted her wisdom onto me.

      In a flash of revelation, I instinctively knew how to split my Soul Bound weapon. How to draw apart its shadow in a process not terribly dissimilar from what the Profane Dread Shadow did when expanding its brood.

      Then, as quickly as it came, the flood of images halted. The roaring sound of the universe whisked away. I was back in my body and when I glanced down at the scroll, I saw it had turned to dust in my hands.

      That wasn’t so bad, I thought.

      Then I projectile vomited a gallon of blood down the front of my chest and passed out in the chair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            38

          

          

        

    

    







            Tiers of Delight

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The game plan was to wake up early.

      To spend the whole day breaking down doors.

      Finding answers.

      Kicking ass and taking names.

      Instead, I slept for sixteen hours. Sixteen. Hours.

      By the time I got up and hosed the dried blood off, it was sunset. The whole day was gone, there was a pulsating lump of black flesh on my bed, my room looked like a set piece for Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and I still didn’t know any more than I had the day before. To top it all off, Cal had also gotten extremely bored and had decided to draw a dick on my forehead. Except there were no sharpies, so he opted to use black paint. Oil-based black paint.

      Needless to say, things weren’t exactly going according to plan. Yet, somehow, they were also exactly par for the course. Next time I read a Legacy Scroll, it would be in the comfort of my Soul Vault, where I’d be safe from Cal’s shenanigans.

      Grumbling and bitching the whole while, I tidied up my quarters as best as I could, futility attempted to scrub the painted dick off my face—there was still a faint, ghostly image plastered right over my Vigil brand—then struck out for the city, hoping to make up a little lost ground.

      The bodies were piling up, things were spinning out of control, and even as an outsider, it was obvious that these killings were both targeted and politically motivated. But there were pieces of the puzzle I was still missing. Murdering the prince’s advisor seemed almost self-explanatory—as did the attack against the prince and his guards—but how did the information broker from the Sprawl and the kid from the Baker’s District fit into the picture?

      I wasn’t sure. But if I could figure that out, maybe I could also determine who would benefit most from these deaths.

      The Baker’s District was inside the inner city but bordered the outer wall, which separated Wildespell from the Sprawl. The neighborhood encompassed roughly three square blocks, and as the name implied, the entire place smelled like freshly baked bread and homemade pie. Most of the shops were closed for the night—already preparing for the day to come, I had no doubt—but street carts dotted each corner. Apron-clad sellers hawked loaves of bread, day-old meat pies, and sugary fried dough balls to passersby.

      It seemed there were at least three constants no matter what world you ended up on: people loved fighting, beer, and fried dough. People also happened to include me.

      Since I’d skipped dinner and my stomach felt like an angry black hole, I picked up a couple of pastries while casually asking around about a murder. Just another glorious day in the life of a Vigil. The meat pies were heavenly, and the off-brand, medieval donuts were hot, fresh, and tasted like poor life choices. I couldn’t stuff my face fast enough, and thanks to my enhanced metabolism I didn’t have to worry about the thousands of calories I was shoveling into my pie-hole.

      Unlike the tight-lipped thieves and thugs at the Society of Vicious Whispers, the vendors practically begged to give me any information they had, especially if it got me away from their carts. It seemed the presence of a glowing-eyed monster hunter was bad for business. Everyone had heard about the attack, of course, but I had to ask at four different stalls before I finally found someone who knew the mother of the dead kid.

      A lady named Terrwyn.

      When I asked where I could find her, the vendor got a little squirrely, but after a very direct suggestion using Honeyed Words, they pointed me toward a stately four-story building at the end of the street called Tiers of Delight. A hulking door, sturdy enough to withstand a battering ram, was flanked by a pair of oil lanterns that spilled watery light onto the cobblestone street. Frosted glass windows displayed elaborate, multitiered cakes fit for royalty, and despite the late hour, the shop appeared to be open.

      I watched from the shade of a canvas awning as a wealthy-looking gentleman furtively approached the door. He had salt-and-pepper hair, a strong nose, and the bearing of a soldier, but his clothes said noble. He wore a crushed velvet doublet and a top hat, though the sword at his hip was all business. He knocked sharply at the door five times.  There was an odd, halting cadence to his knock that seemed unnatural. Probably a passphrase.

      After a few seconds, the colossal door swung silently inward and a stern-looking middle-aged woman wearing wide black petticoats quickly ushered the guest inside.

      “Well, that’s not in any way suspicious or unusual,” Cal grumbled beside me. “Might as well put up a neon sign that says, ‘Shady Shit This Way.’”

      He wasn’t wrong. I glanced up at the sky. Twilight was already fading fast, and true night was starting to set in. “Yep,” I agreed. “Seems like an awfully weird time to go cake shopping.” The door thunked shut and, thanks to my enhanced senses, I could hear a heavy metal bolt slide home.

      “Those cakes must be made out of diamonds,” Cal said, “because hot damn is that some good security.”

      “Interesting clientele, too,” I whispered. “Cake shopping doesn’t strike me as the kind of thing a guy in a top hat would be doing. Tomfuckery is definitely afoot here.” Like the Drunken Crow over in the Sprawl, it was quickly becoming apparent that Tiers of Delight was more than it appeared. I really didn’t want to spend another night squaring off against a bruiser like Bramin if I could avoid it, but unfortunately, there was no way to tell what I was getting myself into until I was already elbow deep in the shit.

      “Okay, you go case the perimeter,” I finally said. “Make sure I’m not walking into another trap or stumbling into a bakery-themed death cult dedicated to summoning a frosted god of chaos.”

      “Oddly specific,” Cal said, “but you can count on me.”

      I waited for him to disappear around back, then stepped out of the shadows and quietly made my way toward the front door with my cowl up and my head down. I knocked, matching the same halting rhythm as the gentleman with the top hat. The bolt clanked and the door opened a couple of inches, revealing the stern-looking woman from before. Her eyes widened in shock.

      Obviously, I wasn’t whoever she’d been expecting.

      “Vigilant One,” she said, voice husky. She was trying valiantly to hide her dismay, but I could see the signs. “What brings one of the exalted ones to my humble establishment at this hour? There is no trouble, I hope.”

      “No trouble at all,” I replied easily. “Just planning to throw a surprise party for a friend of mine and decided I needed a fancy-ass cake to set the tone. I was hoping you could help me out.”

      “I do so apologize,” she stammered, “but I’m afraid we are closed for the evening. You are welcome to try back tomorrow, however.” She made to shut the door, but I slid my boot forward, jamming my toe into the crack.

      “That’s funny,” I said, offering her a wide smile, “because I could’ve sworn I saw another patron enter not but a handful of minutes ago. Guy wearing a top hat and a fancy doublet.” It was a statement not a question.

      This time a look of unadulterated panic flashed across her face, but it was gone almost as quickly as it had come. She was a pro at keeping her composure. This wasn’t her first brush with the law.

      “I’m afraid you must be mistaken,” she said simply, this time flat-out lying.

      “Maybe.” I nodded. “Still, it’s so hard for me to get time off. The Custodians can be real sticklers about Vigils taking personal days. Surely you can make an exception this one time? Let me in.” I coated the words with Arcana and watched her resolve sag beneath the weight of my magically reinforced will.

      “Yes. Yes, of course. How could I say no to one of our city’s exalted champions? Please, right this way.” She stepped aside, back stiff as a board, and motioned for me to enter.

      The interior of the shop was exactly what I expected of a high-end bakery that specialized in layered cakes. It was all frills and white lace with several tables sitting out, displaying cakes of various colors, styles, and designs. Along the back wall was a glass counter, meticulously clean and well-maintained, which offered elaborate silver cutlery and floral plateware. A nondescript door behind the counter presumably connected to the kitchen.

      There were two problems.

      One, this was a four-story building and from all appearances the shop itself only took up the front half of the first floor. Assuming there was a bakery attached at the back, that still left three floors unaccounted for. That was a lot of space for a bakery. Problem two, the shopkeeper and I were the only people in the store, and contrary to what she claimed, I knew for a fact that the guy in the fancy jacket had waltzed in here not but five minutes ago.

      So where in the hell was he?

      Something wasn’t adding up.

      “What type of cake are you interested in looking at?” she asked, swishing behind the counter so that her body obscured the door to the back. “We offer a variety of different flavor profiles and texture types. Chocolate, vanilla, sponge and marbled. We also have an excellent orange and lemon cake or a rich, earthy Kaffkae-flavored cake if your tastes run more toward the exotic.”

      Cal slipped in through the wall, invisible to the matronly woman, but plain as day to me.

      “Yeah, this place ain’t no bakery, dude,” he said. “It’s a front, just like the flophouse over in the Sprawl. Behind here is a kitchen, but the rest of the building is some kind of classy brothel. The whole second floor is a bar and lounge, and the top two floors are all private rooms. Lots of women and a handful of guys that look like they have permanent memberships at their local country club. I didn’t see any magical wards. There are a couple of bouncers, but nothing that you can’t handle.”

      I should’ve guessed. With a name like Tiers of Delight what else would it be? I nodded at Cal in acknowledgement but said nothing.

      “I’m interested in a very specific flavor,” I told the woman, resting my forearms against the counter. “Terrwyn.”

      Her face went pale and her back went rigid. “We’re not doing anything illegal,” she said suddenly. “The Citadel might not look kindly on our work, but there are no laws on the books against pleasure establishments. If you’re on some sort of crusade, looking to hassle working women, why don’t you go over to Red Paint Row? You’ll find all manner of degeneracy there. We run a respectable establishment. No drugs. No fights. All of our girls are clean.”

      I had no idea what kind of laws Wildespell had regarding prostitution, but her body language told me that she wasn’t lying this time around. “If it’s not illegal,” I asked, dropping my voice a notch, “then why all the secrecy?”

      She seemed to battle internally for a moment. She didn’t want to tell me, but the power in my words compelled her. Finally, something broke inside of her and she slumped forward in defeat.

      “Nothing we do is illegal,” she said again, adjusting her petticoats, “we just cater to a more sophisticated clientele. The kind of clientele who appreciate absolute discretion and are willing to pay a premium for it. You can’t very well expect men of means to go tromping through the muddy slums of the Sprawl, now can you? They’d be robbed blind by those hooligans in the Society the second they stepped foot outside the safety of Wildespell’s walls.”

      “Look,” I replied, straightening. “I don’t give a shit that you run a brothel or a pleasure establishment or whatever the hell you want to call it. So long as everyone here is a consenting adult, what you do behind closed doors is none of my business. All I want to do is talk with Terrwyn, okay?”

      “She’s not in trouble, is she?” the woman asked before licking her lips nervously. “Right hand to Raguel she doesn’t have anything to do with the killings and she’s already lost so much…”

      “Listen, lady,” I said flatly, “if she hasn’t done anything wrong, she doesn’t have anything to worry about. I aim to put a stop to the monster that killed her kid and I think she might know something that can help me. That’s it.”

      The woman’s face softened. “Brand was such a good boy,” she said. “He had the sweetest nature. He loved helping with the cake batter. He’d wake up early and would run to the market for fresh eggs and milk, then help prep the dough.” She faltered and glanced up at me through hooded eyes. “You’re really only here to ask about the killings? To try to help?”

      “Like you said, right hand to Raguel,” I replied. I could’ve used Honeyed Words to make sure she knew I was on the level, but I didn’t. I wanted her to see my sincerity for what it really was.

      “Very well. Follow me.”

      The rest of the first floor really was a kitchen, complete with multiple stoves, large wooden paddles hanging from the wall, and counters covered with mixing bowls and wooden rolling pins. We didn’t linger in the bakery, but instead marched up a set of wide stairs that dumped us into a lavish salon. A barely clad server loitered behind the bar while three men reclined on upholstered chaise lounges and padded leather sofas. Soft music and clouds of fragrant pipe smoke danced in the air as more half-naked women circulated through the room.

      Everyone froze and the music cut off with an abrupt screech as the madam marched through the room with me in tow.

      “Don’t mind our newest guest,” she said, voice light and bubbly. “Just another honored patron looking for a good time and a bit of discretion. Please, right this way.” She waved toward a staircase that connected to the third floor.

      A round of hushed but excited whispers broke out as we left the room. Murmurs of “Vigil” and “Inkarnate” followed behind me like accusations. Great. Perfect. There was no way that this wasn’t going to come back to bite me in the ass. But honestly, I didn’t give a shit what anyone thought, so long as I got to the bottom of these killings before the city imploded and people started eating each other.

      The madam took me by the hand and half dragged, half guided me to the last room on the third floor. She rapped softly on the door and opened it without waiting for a reply.

      There was a soft sniffle. “I’m sorry, Domina,” came a reply from within, “but I’m still not ready yet. I know it is so much to ask, but I beg for just a little more time.”

      “Hush, Terrwyn,” the woman scolded softly. “You know you can take as much time as you need. This isn’t about work. This is…” She paused. “Something else. I’ve brought someone who wants to help…”

      The woman on the bed turned and looked at me as the door fully opened. “Dogan?” she asked, breathlessly.
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      “Excuse me?” I said as the matronly madam excused herself.

      The woman on the bed sniffled and swiped at tear-filled eyes with the back of one hand. She was a slight woman, maybe a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet, with a Mediterranean complexion and short, wavy black hair. She was wearing a silken shift, wrinkled and dirty. Her eyes were bright green, but lined with red. It looked like she’d been crying for days. Maybe weeks. Her cheeks were gaunt and I got the sense that it had been a good while since her last meal, too.

      “Deepest apologies, Vigilant One,” she said, sitting up on her mattress and swinging her legs out over the edge of the bed.

      The room was larger than I expected and lavish compared to most inns I’d stayed at. The bed was queen-sized, with silk sheets and a pillowy comforter. Colorful throw pillows lined the wooden headboard. There was a dresser in the corner, painted in red and gold and festooned with a variety of silk scarves. A four-panel, folding partition screen blocked off one corner of the room. It was perfect for changing, but I also spotted the telltale signs of a sleeping pallet tucked away on the floor.

      Probably where her kid had slept.

      “Why did you call me Dogan?” I asked.

      Dogan the Shieldbreaker had been the Vigil looking into these murders before me. He was also dead now. Killed by the same Chaos Aberration he’d been hunting. During my training session with Niels, I’d managed to learn a thing or two about the man.

      Like me, he was a Vigil of Justice, and according to the Weapons Master, there were few who were his equal in a fight. Before being appointed to the position of Justiciar of Seekers, Dogan had been one of the most active hunters in the Citadel and had cleared more contracts than the next three Vigils combined. Interestingly, the bounties he took were rarely renegade Mortka. Dogan had specialized in hunting down a different sort of monster: rogue Warlocks, unscrupulous Steelborn, and corrupt politicians.

      His predilection for rooting out corruption was what eventually earned him the post of Justiciar, since the position was equal parts Wildespell sheriff and head of Citadel internal investigations. Long story short, he was a certified badass and was considered by damn near everyone to be above reproach. So why in the world was Terrwyn on a first-name basis with him?

      “Why did you call me Dogan?” I asked again, this time more insistently.

      “I didn’t mean to offend,” she murmured, pulling her legs up against her chest and wrapping her arms around her shins. She looked like a kicked animal. “You just looked like him at a glance. You both have the same hair. The same build. But it’s only a passing resemblance,” she continued after a pause. “All of you Vigils have a certain look about you, I suppose. You’re clearly much younger than my Dogan was.”

      “My Dogan?” Cal said. “That’s not the way you talk about someone who came by once to ask about a murder. No way they weren’t sleeping together.”

      “How exactly did you know Dogan?” I pressed.

      Again she hesitated. “Please, sir, I don’t want to get him in any trouble,” she protested weakly.

      “He’s already dead,” I said solemnly. “There’s nothing you can say now that is going to hurt him worse than what’s already happened.”

      “I know I can’t bring him back,” she said, glancing at me from over her knees, “but I don’t want to tarnish his legacy.”

      Yep, Cal was right on the money. She and Dogan had definitely been sleeping together. But it was also more than that. You didn’t worry about tarnishing some random client’s legacy—you only cared about that if you loved someone. Whatever they had was more than just sex. It was a relationship.

      “I’m not interested in getting you in trouble or dragging Dogan’s name through the mud,” I said. “From all accounts he was a stand-up guy, and I couldn’t give two shits about who he loved. I just want to figure out who killed him and why. If you really cared about him, then help me get him the justice he deserves. Help me get justice for your son. For all the people who’ve died to this monster. Please, help me. Now, I’ll ask again. How exactly did you know Dogan?”

      She wilted like a flower.

      “He was my partner,” she said softly. “Has been for more than ten years.” She glanced down. “Not that I could tell anyone. Not that anyone would believe me even if I did. That someone as good as him would love someone like me. Someone who does what I do for a living.” I could hear the disgust in her voice.

      “But he didn’t care,” she continued. “Dogan first came around a few months after my boy, Brand, was born. I was surprised as anyone when there was a knock at my door and I opened up to find this bear of a man standing there with his bloody eyes and that golden mark on his forehead. He had the very same mark as you.” She laughed softly, her gaze distant. “In truth? I thought he had come to smite me for my wickedness.” She smiled, just a small quirk of the lips. “But no. He was kind. Surprisingly gentle. He also wasn’t like my other clients. He didn’t want sex.”

      Huh. Now that was strange.

      “What did he want?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “To check in on my boy. Brand’s father wasn’t a Vigil, but for some reason Dogan took a shine to him. He would come by once a week or so. Bring a bit of extra coin to make sure we had what we needed. Eventually, things between Dogan and I… changed. I don’t think he meant for it to happen. He was a lonely man, my Dogan. The mantle of Justiciar weighed heavily on him.

      “He carried so many secrets, trusted so few people.” She tucked a loose strand of dark hair behind one ear. “But he trusted me. Discretion is as much our business as pleasure. After a couple of years, he and I became involved. Then, he would visit twice a week instead of only once. But never more than that. He said it wasn’t safe. I always assumed he meant it wasn’t safe for him. For his reputation. Now I think maybe he meant it wasn’t safe for me. Or my son.”

      A few things were starting to click into place.

      Stefana, the Sorceress from the Society, had told me point-blank that Dogan had been sniffing around, asking about Ozlap’s death, and now it was apparent that Dogan was somehow connected to the second victim, Brand. This both simplified things in some ways and complicated them in others.

      Was it possible that Dogan was always the intended target of the attacks and that the kid was just an unfortunate bystander, in the wrong place at the wrong time? But why had Dogan taken an interest in Terrwyn and her son in the first place, especially if he hadn’t been looking for sex?

      “Don’t suppose you know a man by the name of Ozlap Erdemir?” I asked, taking a wild shot in the dark.

      “Of course,” Terrwyn replied. “Everyone with even a loose connection to the Society knows of Ozlap. He was only one of the most well-connected informants in Wildespell. He had his fingers in every pie and he was also a frequent visitor here—though he never took up with me,” she added quickly. “He had odd tastes and was always more interested in Sophia and Emiri.”

      “Any chance he knew about your relationship with Dogan?”

      “Dogan was always extremely cautious about his coming and goings, but Ozlap is—excuse me, was—an astute fellow. Although…” She trailed off. “Several months back I do remember seeing him down in the bakery when Dogan was leaving.” Terrwyn shrugged. “I suppose it’s possible Ozlap spotted him.”

      Maybe Ozlap had found out about the Dogan’s relationship with Terrwyn and had been trying to blackmail him? If that was the case, I could easily see Dogan going after the information broker, but that still didn’t fit with the rest of the evidence, and it also didn’t explain the attack on the royal advisor or the prince.

      “What about your son?” I asked, trying a different angle. “Can you tell me a little about him?”

      “I don’t know what there is to tell,” she said, spreading her hands. “Brand was a sweet boy—not like the street rats crawling all over the Sprawl. Dogan made sure of that. He taught the boy manners. Taught him how to fight. Even how to read and write. Brand would help Mistress Domina in the kitchen and never caused any trouble. I can’t imagine why anyone would want to hurt him.”

      “Why do you think Dogan took an interest in your son in the first place?” I pressed.

      She frowned and was quiet.

      “I asked him the same thing once,” she finally said. “This was several years later, mind you. After we were already together. Brand was probably five or six at the time. Dogan smiled and told me the boy was special. That ‘Raguel had designs for him.’ Those were the words he used. I always assumed that meant he would be like one of you lot. It’s no secret that many a bastard has ended up as a Vigil. And Brand did have flashes of the True Gift. He could move things with his mind. Conjure a flame to light the stove. Little things like that. His eyes didn’t change, but I never got the sense that Dogan was disappointed. It was almost like he knew something I didn’t.”

      “I’d like to try something a little unconventional,” I said. “Do you have any personal effects of either Dogan or your son? A lock of hair? Or maybe some of their remains.”

      “Nothing from Dogan,” she said sadly. “A couple of other Vigils came around after he died, scaring off all the other customers. They took everything that belonged to him.” She absently touched a pale band of flesh encircling her finger. “Even took the promise ring he gave me. They said it was all the rightful property of the Citadel and that they needed it for the investigation.”

      “What other Vigils?” I asked, eyes narrowing.

      “There were two of them. A handsome talkative fellow and a hulking man with a great bushy beard. Neither gave their names.”

      I didn’t need their names. Based on her description, that had to be Telent and Kol. Who else could it be? And since their Fist was officially tasked with the investigation, it made sense that they’d be the ones running point. But that also meant they knew Dogan had been having an illicit relationship with Terrwyn.

      “What about your son? Don’t suppose you have any keepsakes from him?”

      She nodded, the gesture halting and jerky. She stood and disappeared behind the room partition. A moment later she returned to the bed with a small urn and a single sheet of parchment clutched in her hands.

      “This is all I have left,” she said sadly. She turned the paper over, showing me a rough sketch of a young boy of twelve or thirteen with a strong jawline, a bold, hooked nose, and jet-black hair. “I had one of the local street artists do that for me after he passed,” she said in explanation. “These are his remains.”

      “You had him cremated?” I asked, surprised. Cremation wasn’t at all common here. Almost everyone buried their dead and only burned bodies when there was fear of disease or plague.

      She grimaced. “Not by choice. Blessings on Raguel, but I follow Dulhekit, Celestial of the Resurrection. Those of my sect believe that in the last days we shall all be raised from the dead and given new life. Destroying the body is a desecration and violation of our faith. This… This jar of bitter ash is all that remained of my sweet Brand after the creature killed him in cold blood.”

      “Hold up,” Cal said, visibly perking up. “That’s weird. There was no mention of any of the other corpses being burned. Why burn this body and not the others?” he asked me.

      “Because you want to cover something up,” I muttered under my breath. Cal was right, this whole situation stank like a tire fire. Someone was trying desperately to hide something.

      “I know you’ve already gone through a lot,” I said, “but would it be possible for me to use a small amount of your son’s ashes?”

      She recoiled in horror and clutched the urn even tighter to her chest.

      “I know it’s a lot to ask,” I said, raising my hands to placate her, “but I have a spell that lets me commune with the dead. But I need to be in immediate contact with the body of the deceased. I’m not even sure if this will work since it’s just his ashes, but it’s the best chance that we have to get some answers.”

      Her lips stretched into a tight line of disapproval, but after a long tense pause, she begrudgingly handed the urn over.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Now, if you could give me the room. I can’t have any distractions for this next part.”

      Terrwyn stood and straightened her wrinkled shift.

      “I’ll be just outside if you need me,” she said, shuffling forward. “Please find out who killed my boy,” she said over one shoulder, before stepping out into the hall and closing the door behind her.

      I grabbed a high-backed chair from the corner of the room and shoved it against the door. I liked Terrwyn but I sure as shit didn’t trust her, and while I performed Grave Communion, I was going to be totally vulnerable. The spell was powerful but simple. Essentially, it allowed me to Astral Project, forcing my Soul outside of my body and into the Etheric Realm. According to my Grimoire of Virtues, the soul and the body were tethered together even past death. By utilizing Brand’s remains, I would be able to illuminate the unbreakable bond between flesh and spirit, creating a path I could follow right to the kid’s soul.

      In theory that was how it was supposed to work.

      Nice. Simple. Easy.

      In reality? The Etheric Realm was home not only to the vastness of the Fae Wylds but a thousand other dangers as well. The kid’s soul could be anywhere and since he’d died violently and abruptly, there was a good chance he would be wandering aimless. There were a hundred ways this could go south, but thankfully, I had an expert guide to help show me the way.

      “Alright, Cal. I’ll see you on the other side.”
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      I channeled a steady stream of Arcana into the urn. Pins and needles raced up and down my arms and legs as a chilly numbness invaded my body and the world faded, all the color draining away, leaving behind a dull, monochromatic landscape.

      “Here, let me help you up,” Cal said, extending a hand.

      I blinked and regarded the offered limb.

      It was far more solid than it ever looked in the waking world. It was also inhuman. His skin was an ashen gray and long black talons extended from each one of his fingers. I slapped his hand aside and rocketed to my feet. I stumbled back, passing through the chair and partially through the door. I had a terrible moment of déjà vu when I looked down and saw my slumped form in the chair, chin resting against my chest, my fingers dipped into the open top of the urn. The last time I’d had an out-of-body experience like this, I’d been floating through the cosmos, staring down on my bloody corpse.

      I quickly pushed away how weird all this was and returned my eyes to Cal. The monster in front of me somehow had Cal’s face, but everything else was wrong. Curling horns jutted from his head and wispy blue wings of energy floated from his back. A long lashing tail with a stinger on it trailed down from his waist. His left arm was pale gray and waxy, though otherwise human, and his right arm looked like it had come off a dead gorilla.

      “What the hell are you? Where’s Cal?” I growled, reaching for my Soul Bound weapon. A glimmering golden version of my axe appeared in my outstretched hand, but it wasn’t the weapon as I knew it. Instead, it was made of pure light, with a thin tendril of energy connecting it to my chest.

      “Sorry, you can’t summon your actual weapons here, dude. Not while you’re in the spirit, anyway. Soul Bound items have a material component—the weapon skin—and the spiritual component. Right here, right now you’re all spirit. But you can shape your spirit into different forms, which is pretty badass, amiright?”

      “Don’t try to distract me, dicknoodle,” I said, brandishing the axe as I sidestepped right. “Where’s Cal?”

      The creature in front of me sighed. “I am Cal. When I materialize on the other side of the veil, I can choose to look however I want. So I choose to look the same way I did before I died. But this is what I really look like, and for the record, this shit is mostly your fault. I’m a being of pure Essence, so feeding me all those Affinity Scales and Transformation Tokens takes a toll. They’ve made me way stronger, but they’ve also changed my nature.

      “Spirits are like a cup of clean water. Clear, pure, pristine.” He lifted a hand and a glass filled with water appeared. “Feeding me scales and tokens is like taking a dirty paintbrush and sticking it in the cup.” A brush, soaked with red paint appeared in his other hand. He jammed it into the cup and gave it a swirl. Brilliant crimson streaks coated the glass and twirled in the liquid. “All that foreign energy leaves a residual stain behind. This is the stain.”

      He dismissed the cup and brush and gestured at his body.

      “Thanks to you, I’m no longer technically classified as a human. I’m a chimera. If it’ll make you feel better, though, I can put on the ol’ meat suit.” His skin bubbled, stretched, then pulled in on itself. The Cal I knew now stood in front of me. “As much as I’d love to bullshit about the Etheric Realm, we have to get moving. The longer you stay here, the greater toll it’ll take on your physical body. Right now, you’re fueling this little excursion with Arcana, but if you stay disconnected from your body for too long, it’ll start to drain your Stamina. Once that’s tapped out, it’ll suck up your life Essence until there’s nothing left.”

      In front of me, a glimmering trail of dust snaked away from me and dead-ended at the far wall. “I’m guessing that’s what we’re supposed to follow?”

      “Give Sherlock Holmes a gold star!” Cal said.

      I flipped him the bird in reply and followed the twisting beam of dust motes to the wall then took a deep breath and stuck my head right through the side of the room. I felt the slightest tug of resistance as I passed through, but it wasn’t unpleasant. Below were the lifeless cobblestone streets of the Baker’s District. The world was gray, white, and oddly washed out. Except every once in a while, there was a glimmer of color.

      A flash of purple or blue.

      A sliver of green, which disappeared around a corner.

      A brilliant crimson starburst in the distance, gone as quickly as it came.

      A thin layer of silver mist crawled along the ground and eddied in the alleys.

      Something shoved me hard from behind and I stumbled the rest of the way through the wall, arms pinwheeling to regain my balance. But I didn’t fall. I just hung there in the air, completely unsupported.

      Cal emerged from the side of the building, laughing as he grabbed his sides.

      “You should’ve seen your face.”

      “Dick,” I said, still scanning the streets below. “It’s so empty.”

      “Nope.” He shook his head. “Trust me, it only looks empty. There are all kinds of nasty turdbags hanging out down there, watching us. Stay out of the deep shadow. Avoid the mist whenever you can—lots of things like to use it for cover—and stick close to me. A couple of other things.”

      He pointed toward the silvery trail snaking away into the night.

      “That leads to the kid.” He grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me back toward the building. A vibrant golden trail ran from my chest and vanished into the wall. “That goes to your body, so you shouldn’t get lost. But make sure to pay attention to your tether. It’ll start to fade over time and when it begins to look like the ghost trail we’re following, that means you’re boned and need to get back to your body ASAP. Now, without further ado, off we go!”

      He wrapped one arm around my shoulders and suddenly we were flying, rushing above the city. Except, it didn’t really feel like we were flying. There was no wind whipping at my face. No scent in the air. No sense of motion at all, other than the ground zipping by below us. If anything, it felt like we were motionless and the world itself was rotating beneath us. In seconds Wildespell vanished and we were cruising over the placid harbor, peering down on huge shipping boats and high-masted schooners moored in the docks.

      In the lifeless depths of the harbor waters something enormous rippled and flashed in the corner of my eye. When I tried to get a good look at whatever was down there, it was already gone.

      Halfway across the harbor a silver wall, composed entirely of mist, cut the sea cleanly in half and rose into the sky, slicing through a fluffy cluster of pale white clouds.

      “What is that?” I asked, studying the barrier.

      “Boundary Fold,” Cal replied nonchalantly, still flying straight toward it like a cruise missile coming in hot. “The Etheric Realm isn’t like the Material Realm. Everything here is sorta disjointed. Distance and space aren’t linear. The Material Ream is like a blanket that’s all stretched out and flat. You want to move from one corner to another, you have to go across the entire blanket.

      “The Etheric Realm is like if you took that same blanket and scrunched it up into a giant, messy ball. Things connect and touch in ways that don’t always make sense. That wall is a fold in the cosmic blanket, and it connects one zone with another. No telling what’s on the other side until we go through. Could be the Fae Wylds. Could be Denjinn Territory. Hell, it could even be a different continent.” He shrugged. “The Etheric Realm is funny like that.”

      We hit the wall head-on.

      I fully expected to pass through it the same way I’d phased through the wall of the brothel. Nope. It felt like having every inch of my skin flayed from my body while simultaneously being squeezed through the birth canal of a chipmunk. Even worse, when I emerged, I was coated in a layer of putrid clear slime that smelled like dog farts.

      “What the shit!” I yelled, pulling away from Cal. I noticed he didn’t have any of the goo on him. He had undergone some other superficial changes. His skin was now blister red and he had cloven hooves like a goat-legged demon. The horns sticking up from his head were now made of gnarled tree branches, and coarse white fur covered his back and shoulders. The change only lasted a second, then Cal was back, human as ever.

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” he said. He didn’t sound even remotely sorry. “There are proper Boundary Crossings, but we didn’t have time for that. Fording your way through a fold sucks a wrinkly nutsack, which is why I didn’t say anything. ’Cause I figured you’d be a crybaby Sally about it. The important thing is we’re here.”

      “Where the hell is here?” I asked, glancing at the utterly alien landscape stretching off into the distance.

      The ground was desolate, cracked yellow hardpan. Jagged purple rocks, like the teeth of a colossal sleeping dragon, jutted out of the dirt. Floating islands, defying all the known laws of gravity, dotted the sky. A sprawl of lush purple, blue, and red vegetation covered the air-bound islands, transforming each into an otherworldly jungle. Unseen things and vague, shadowy shapes moved within the foliage. The sky was dark and cloudless, and a crescent thumbnail of a moon spilled weak silvery light on the earth.

      “Beats the shit outta me,” Cal replied with a shrug. “I’ve never been here. Could be the Savage Expanse, maybe.” He turned, apparently confused. “But this all looks wrong. I’m getting bad feelings about this, man. And look at your tether.”

      I glanced back. The cord trailing away from my back was still golden, but it looked thinner than it had before. Like a colored shirt sent through the wash one too many times. We couldn’t turn back now. We were close. The spell trail twisted down and into a spikey cluster of rocks not but a couple of hundred feet off. We had more than enough time to finish this.

      “Who’s being the crybaby Sally now?” I asked. “Come on, we need answers and maybe that kid can tell us something we don’t already know.”

      Cal grumbled for a moment before finally nodding. “Fine, but I’m telling you this is gonna blow up in our faces. Just you wait and see.”

      We descended onto the dusty, hardpacked earth. Eerie green light seeped up from the deep cracks zigzagging their way across the surface. We followed the spell trail into a claustrophobic box canyon, walled in on either side by sheer rock faces. The narrow cut eventually dumped us out into a circular dead end, surrounded on all sides by more cliffs. The ghostly silver shape of a young boy sat in the middle, his knees pulled in tight, his face buried against his thighs. It was the same pose I’d seen Terrwyn use back in her room.

      Even at a distance, the similarity between her and the ghostly figure was uncanny.

      “Dude,” Cal whispered urgently, grabbing me by the arm and pulling me up short. “All jokes aside, I’m telling you, something is off about this. I can’t put my finger on what’s wrong, but something definitely is. This reminds me of that time outside of Ramadi. Remember? With the little girl and the goat?”

      As if I could ever forget the little girl and the goat.

      That’s where we’d lost Sergeant Martin.

      Our convoy had been passing through Ramadi on our way to TQ, when we came across a little girl in a black hijab with a white veil wrapped around her hair. I could see her so clearly in my mind. She’d been maybe eight or nine, her face smudged with dirt, her eyes wide with fear at the thunderous approach of our trucks and Humvees. She’d had a rope in one hand and on the other end was an ornery goat that seemed hell-bent on staying in the road. I’d been manning the machine gun turret on the second truck and had a perfect view of the scene.

      She’d been tugging frantically at the frayed rope, pleading with the goat to come.

      He was indifferent to her pleas because he was a goat and goats are universally assholes.

      Our convoy crawled to a stop, the trucks peeling off in a typical herringbone formation, .240s and .50 cals pointing outbound. Staff Sergeant Martin was the assistant convoy commander. He dismounted from the lead truck and approached the girl slowly, hands raised to show he didn’t mean her any harm.

      The insurgent shitheads hiding in the hills hadn’t been so well-intentioned.

      The second Martin was in the open, an enemy sniper shot him right in the throat. The deafening crack of the gun startled the goat, who bolted into the brush. The girl followed suit. As soon as she was off the road, a remote-detonated IED exploded, taking out the middle truck in our convoy. A secondary IED triggered when one of our Corpsmen, Santos, tried to retrieve Martin’s body.

      We lost five Marines and a doc that day outside Ramadi.

      Cal was right. This felt the same. Sure, there was no overt sign of an ambush, but there never was if the enemy was half-competent.

      “Yeah, okay,” I replied. I took a step back, away from the little boy crying silently in the moonlight. My foot crunched against the dirt and immediately the boy’s head popped up, his silvery eyes fixing on me like a laser beam. He hadn’t looked up once until now.

      “Where are you going, mister?” the boy asked softly. His voice buzzed like the droning of some giant bee.

      I froze then licked my lips. “Is your name Brand?” I asked. As the words left my mouth, I immediately regretted them. It felt like something had just taken a giant chomp out of my soul.

      “No magic, Boyd,” Cal hissed. I glanced back at the tether and saw it was a faint yellow now. “You’re here in the spirit, dude. Don’t burn any Arcana. You might as well just set yourself on fire.”

      Check. No magic.

      “Brand,” the ghost replied as though tasting the name. “Is that who I am? Everything is so hazy in my head, mister. Maybe you can help me remember?” He unfolded his legs and stood. He had a passing resemblance to the boy from the sketch, but his body was off—the arms and legs too long to be natural. “Help me remember.” This time it wasn’t a question. It was a demand. He inched forward and the ground trembled minutely. I didn’t know what was going on, but I knew bad news when I saw it.

      “Don’t take another step, you gangly crotch goblin,” I growled while edging back toward the canyon.

      “No, you can’t leave me,” the kid said, this time taking several unsteady steps toward me. A huge tremor ran through the ground and up into my legs. “I’m so hungry.”

      Instead of running at me, the spectral child lurched straight up into the air as the hardpan erupted in a spray of dirt and rock. Something as big as a school bus that looked like the unholy love child of a giant toad and a deep-sea anglerfish crawled out from a smoking crater on huge webbed feet. A hundred milky white eyes regarded me from above a cavernous mouth studded with fangs longer than my K-Bar. Protruding from above the creature’s head was a large, nearly translucent antenna, and suspended from the end like bait on a fishing line was the kid.

      Or rather, a glowing lump of flesh that resembled a kid.

      I’d never seen one of these things before, but Renholm had told me about them while investigating the Ettersiren murders in Eastmouth. These giant frog-faced monsters were called Wil-O-Wisps, though they sure as shit weren’t the cute balls of mischievous light I’d heard about back home. These things could swallow a cow whole and had giant fleshy lures, which they could mold into deceased friends and loved ones. Then, when its unsuspecting prey wondered too close, the Wil-O-Wisp would emerge from its burrow in the earth and chow down on anything unlucky enough to be in range.

      Wil-O-Wisps were grade-A nightmare fuel, and they were world-class dangerous.

      More disturbing than the gaping maw, the army of eyes, or the fact that it was trying to use a kid as bait, was the thing dangling around its girthy neck. There was a silver chain, covered in sigils, with a small clay talisman attached. It was a Soul Jar.

      This particular Wil-O-Wisp wasn’t your average garden-variety demonic anglerfish, and the ashes in the urn weren’t from Terrwyn’s son at all. This was a Mortka Remnant and the ashes were its charbroiled leftovers. Someone had killed this thing, enslaved its ghostly shade, then left it here as a trap for anyone ballsy enough to come looking.

      Like me.
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      “Cal,” I hollered, “we need to shatter the Soul Jar. If we can break that, I think the Remnant should dissipate.”

      “Don’t sweat it, Boyd. This is my territory and I’m about to make this freak my bitch.” With a deafening roar, Cal launched himself toward the Wil-O-Wisp, his body transforming once more as he ran. His shoulders and chest swelled outward. His arms and legs lengthened and bulged until he stood eight feet tall. It seemed that inside the Etheric Realm, Cal didn’t need Transformation Tokens to shift. As a spirit guide, he could alter his body at will.

      And what had he done with all that awesome power?

      He’d turned himself into a lumbering, fur-face Sasquatch and he’d even taken a moment to accessorize. The son of a bitch had added a gold velour tracksuit, complete with a golden neck chain and a pair of voluminous MC Hammer parachute pants.

      “It’s hammer time, chode gobbler,” Cal bellowed, leaping into the air. “MC Squatch is here to wreck your shit!” A hairy fist the size of a Thanksgiving turkey coldcocked the Wil-O-Wisp in the side of its bulbous frog face, knocking the creature to the side. The monster opened its maw and shot out a slime-covered tongue that had the honest-to-god head of a python at the end. It wrapped its serpent tongue around Cal’s waist and began to squeeze, attempting to drag the tracksuit-clad Sasquatch into its mouth.

      Cal squawked as he pummeled the Wil-O-Wisp’s lumpy, misshapen head with his oversized fists.

      “I do not consent to tongue!” he bellowed at the top of his lungs.

      I tried to ignore how simultaneously absurd and horrific this was and circled to the right. My tether was fading faster by the second. It only had the faintest tinge of yellow left, which meant I couldn’t risk using any of my Wrath spells. And according to Cal, once my Arcana went, my Stamina would be next, so that meant my physical Justice abilities were out as well.

      Still, I wasn’t completely powerless.

      I focused on my arm and willed my axe into existence. The golden weapon of pure spirit formed in my palm. My Soul Bound weapons were inherently limited by the material skin component, but there was no weapon skin here. With a thought, the axe melted and reformed into a K-Bar, then expanded into a massive war maul. Maybe I didn’t have Cal’s spiritual, shape-shifting prowess, but I could still mess some shit up.

      The weapon morphed again, this time taking the form of a sleek javelin.

      I took two steps then hurled the weapon. With the way the Wil-O-Wisp was positioned, the Soul Jar was tucked up beneath a roll of fat, so there was no way I could hit it. Thankfully, my supernaturally enhanced accuracy had carried over, because the weapon flew true, punching a hole straight through the creature’s extended tongue. As the weapon emerged from the other side, I recalled it to my hand. A great bloody wound appeared in the frog-fish’s tongue and with a heave, Cal ripped his way free.

      The snake head unfurled from Cal’s torso and dropped to the ground, vanishing in a puff of silver mist. A fountain of thick green blood sprayed out in a geyser from the tongue stump, drenching Cal’s tracksuit.

      “Gross,” he shouted in his gravelly voice. “That shit got in my mouth!”

      “That’s what she said!” I yelled without thinking.

      But I didn’t have time to laugh—I had places to be and monsters to kill. The javelin in my hand shimmered and changed, transforming into a long rope with a clawed grappling hook on the end. I swung it underhand and lobbed it up onto the side of the rocky cliff face, then I scurried up until I found a small sheaf of rock, protruding out like a lip. I was thirty feet above the creature’s back. Hopefully the added height would give me the sheer momentum I needed to pull off my terrible plan. With a battle cry I jumped, my rope and hook abruptly transforming into a huge spear, six inches thick and ten feet long.

      As I came down like a meteor, I slammed the spear through the Wil-O-Wisp’s back, using the added weight of my fall to drive the weapon all the way through the monster’s chest cavity. The tip of the weapon slammed into the rocky ground below with a clang that vibrated through my hands and into my teeth. The fall had knocked the air from my lungs—which was weird since I didn’t even have lungs—but it was worth it, since the giant frog-fish was now pinned to the ground.

      It struggled and bucked to free itself as I rolled to the right and off its side, landing in a crouch.

      “Not so tough now, are you?” Cal boomed as he launched a brutal combo of Sasquatch fists into the monster’s face.

      “Keep it distracted!” I barked, ducking between the two murder machines in search of the Soul Jar.

      The Wil-O-Wisp bucked again, and I felt my spear dislodge from the ground. A huge webbed foot lashed out, nailing Cal in the chest and batting him effortlessly through the air. Its legion of beady eyes fixed on me with extreme prejudice. Not ideal since I was directly in front of its garbage disposal mouth. I recalled the spear and reformed it into the familiar shape of Kerra’s tower shield just as the creature struck. It bit down, but the shield lodged firmly in its maw. Now it was a battle of wills. The pressure from its jaws was immense, and I could feel my spirit draining away, my shield cracking under the strain.

      That was okay, I didn’t need to last much longer. I had this son of a bitch right where I wanted him. I focused, feeding more of myself into the soul-forge shield. I glanced at my tether and saw it lose the last remaining bit of golden color. The added energy was just enough to do what I had in mind. A series of sharpened spikes erupted from the top and bottom edge of the shield.

      The creature squealed in pain and outrage, rearing back on its hind legs as the spikes punched through the roof of its mouth. For the first time since the battle started, the Soul Jar was clearly visible.

      And it was out of my reach.

      Shit.

      The energy I’d used to reinforce my shield had taken everything I had left in the tank. I could barely stay on my feet.

      There was a flash of movement in my peripheries as Cal bolted in. “Eat a bag of dicks,” he yelled in victory as his huge fist slashed upward and slammed into the clay talisman. There was a burst of cancerous green light and the jar shattered. As it turned to dust, so did the Wil-O-Wisp. The monster fled like a bad dream, transforming into a wall of fog that blew away in an unfelt breeze. The only sign the creature had ever been there was the smoking crater and the ruined landscape it left in its wake. And, because it was a Remnant and not the real deal, it didn’t even have the good grace to give me a little much-needed Essence.

      I reabsorbed the shield into my core, but the slight bump of energy wasn’t enough to keep me on my feet. I dropped to my knees, barely able to keep my eyes open.

      “Don’t worry, buddy,” Cal said, his voice a distant rumble. “I gotcha…”

      He scooped me up in giant hairy arms and then the world was spinning by, moving beneath me at lightning pace. It all felt like it was happening to someone else. Like I was sitting in the back of an empty movie theater, watching this all play out on the big screen. A green sky gave way to a black one while flashes of light danced across my vision like a fever dream.

      The Etheric Realm continued to slowly leech away my little remaining body heat and just when I thought it was all over, we rushed through the wall of the brothel and Cal spiked my soul into my lifeless body, like a running back scoring the winning touchdown.

      My eyes shot open. I gasped, taking a deep breath, and immediately tipped over onto my side. My teeth chattered and my arms and legs seized, shaking uncontrollably. I accidentally kicked over the chair blocking the door in the process, and the urn in my lap toppled onto the floor, ash spilling out across the wooden floorboards.

      “Is everything alright in there!” Came a panicked cry as the handle jiggled and the door tottered open with a creak.

      Terrwyn rushed in and dropped to a knee beside me. Then she saw the urn and she immediately abandoned me.

      “No, no, no,” she moaned, trying to sweep the ashes back into their container with one trembling hand.

      With a groan, I sat up and leaned back against my palms. “You don’t need to do that,” I said.

      “You don’t understand,” she sobbed, “this is all I have left. It’s not much, but it’s something.” She continued to sweep furiously.

      I grimaced and shook my head. “I’ve got some good news and some bad news for you. That right there”—I pointed at the pile of ashes—“is not your son. I’m not positive, but I think your boy might still be alive. That’s the good news. The bad news is that I have no idea where he is or why he was taken, but I promise you I’ll do my best to bring him back…”
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        * * *

      

      I stumbled out of Tiers of Delight, wobbling drunkenly. I wasn’t drunk, but my soul had taken a beating in the Etheric Realm and even now that it had been reunited with my body, I still felt thin. I stuck my hand out and activated Kinetic Blast. Or at least I tried to. My Arcana gauge flickered weakly, and I released enough of a blast to ruffle a piece of straw lying on the road. Not only was I tapped out of magic, the bar wasn’t even replenishing itself. My Stamina gauge wasn’t in any better shape, either.

      That Wil-O-Wisp had damn near killed me. It would’ve gotten the job done, too, if not for Cal. Whoever had left that nasty surprise waiting for me had known exactly what they were doing.

      “You look like crap,” a voice called out from a nearby alley. Kerra stepped into a pool of light. Instead of her heavy armor or her training garb, she wore brown linen pants, a plain tan shirt, and a rough-spun cloak with the hood up, obscuring her face. Still, I’d know that voice anywhere.

      I glanced back over a shoulder at the cake shop, then looked to Kerra.

      “This isn’t what it looks like, I swear.”

      “So you aren’t coming out of a sleezy brothel in the middle of the night, possibly drunk?” she asked, folding her arms in disapproval.

      “Well, I mean yes,” I said, “I guess technically that is what it looks like, but not because of why you think. And just to be one hundred percent clear, I’m not drunk. I’m spiritually exhausted.”

      “Is that what people call what you did in there?” Cal asked with a shit-eating grin.

      “Not helping,” I grunted.

      He leaned in close. “Yeah, no shit,” he whispered in my ear, “I’m not trying to help. I want to watch the ensuing trainwreck.”

      She dropped her hood and rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry, Vigil Boyd, your honor is still intact. I know you’re not doing anything untoward. You’re trying to find out about the boy, yes?”

      I faltered. “Yeah. How did you know?” I asked.

      “Because I’m not an idiot,” she replied. “There’s no way for you to get access to the palace, and you already know about Ozlap, so the only rock left for you to kick over was this one.”

      “How’d you know it was a brothel?” I asked, hooking a thumb toward the Tiers of Delight.

      “There’s not much that goes on in this city that the Custodians and Justiciars don’t know about,” she said. “The Society aren’t the only ones with eyes and ears everywhere. The Citadel even encourages its members to use this establishment instead of the seedier brothels over in Red Paint Row—unofficially, of course.”

      I grunted and shook my head. Why was I not surprised?

      “Fair enough,” I said, nodding slowly. “So we both know what I’m doing out here, but the real question is, what are you doing out here? I gave you a week, just like you asked. I thought you were going to stop riding my ass about this bounty.”

      “I’m not here to ride your ass—”

      “Phrasing,” Cal blurted.

      Kerra glared at Cal, and if looks could kill, he would’ve been dead twice over.

      “I’m here to help,” she offered begrudgingly. “After I heard about the attack against the prince, I demanded a meeting with the Custodians. They refused. The Keeper of the Books told me that the matter was in good hands. Said in no uncertain terms that the details of the case were sensitive and not part of my purview as Justiciar of Training. That was it. He refused to elaborate any further and told me in the politest possible terms that the Custodians couldn’t be bothered with me and that I should stay as far away from this bounty as I could get.”

      “That still doesn’t tell me why you’re here,” I replied. “You’re a rule follower, Kerra. You toe the line and wouldn’t step over it even in your wildest dreams. That’s just who you are at your core. The fact that you’re not reporting me to the Custodians is shocking enough, but to actively disobey their express orders?” I shook my head. “Nope. I don’t buy it. The Kerra I know would rather cut off her own arm. So I’m going to ask again, why are you here?”

      She dropped her head and shifted uncomfortable.

      “Because my friend is dead,” she finally said, looking up. “Because he’s dead and I can’t shake the feeling that I’m being lied to about why. I’ve never been brushed aside like that before. Not even as a Novice. I feel like I’m going crazy, Boyd, and as much as I hate to admit it, I think you’re right. There’s something terrible going on and someone inside the Citadel has a vested interest in keeping it under wraps. I’ve always believed the Custodians were executing the will of Raguel, even if his will is often a mystery to the rest of us. For the first time since ascending, I’m starting to doubt that. I’m here because I need to know the truth and you are the only person who seems to be looking for it.”

      There was a small part of me that wanted to shove a finger in her face and say, “I told you so,” but I didn’t. Her confession didn’t make me feel better. It made me feel empty. Sad. Kerra was a sanctimonious pain in the ass, but there was also a purity to her unwavering faith that was refreshing, even if I thought it was also a little naive. For her to lose that conviction was a tragedy. Like a light being snuffed out of an already dark world.

      “For what it’s worth, Kerra, I don’t think you’re crazy. Someone definitely wants to keep anyone from looking too closely and they’re willing to kill anyone too stupid or stubborn to leave it be. I’m guessing Dogan fell into that category and now we do too.”

      I told her what we’d uncovered while talking to Terrwyn and delving into the Etheric Realm. She seemed genuinely surprised at the revelation that Dogan the Shieldbreaker had been in an ongoing relationship, which meant that the Justiciar of Seekers probably had been as discreet as Terrwyn claimed. When I told her about the Will-O-Wisp Remnant waiting for us in the spirit realm, I sincerely thought she was going to have a stroke. A vein throbbed in her neck and her eyes bulged a little.

      “That is one of the most reckless, foolish, hairbrained schemes I’ve ever heard,” she said as Cal finished telling the part where he hurled my spirit back into my dying body. “I thought nothing could ever top the Lake Kraken, but not even a week later you managed to prove me wrong. Vigils train for years before they risk walking in the astral planes. I’ve never even heard of an Acolyte attempting it—that’s something that generally falls into the Realm of the Sages. You could’ve been eaten or stranded or enslaved by a malicious Fae noble.” She rubbed at one temple. “My heart wasn’t meant to handle Boyd Knight levels of stress.”

      “None of those things did happen,” I pointed out, “and now we know that whoever is pulling the strings is human. Chaos Aberrations don’t leave behind trapped Soul Jars in the Etheric Realm.”

      “But how in the world would someone get a Chaos Aberration to do their bidding?”

      “It’s not impossible,” I said, “just rare. There’s a ritual called the Sacrament of Oblivion, which lets someone conjure and control a beast of oblivion. From what I understand, it’s similar to what we do through the Sidhe Pact, just on steroids.”

      “Yeah, steroids and self-mutilation,” Cal added.

      Kerra’s eyes had narrowed to thin slits and her mouth was so puckered her lips had basically disappeared.

      “And how do you know all of that?” she asked in a low hiss.

      I shot a shifty look toward Cal. “I think I might’ve read it in a book?” I offered, trying to act casual.

      “A book,” she said. “You just happened to randomly read that in some book.”

      “Yes?” I replied, equal parts question and statement.

      “Boyd, it may not look it, but I’ve been a Vigil for thirty summers. What I know about Chaos Aberrations could fit onto a single sheet of parchment and I’ve never, in all my life, heard of the Sacrament of Oblivion. Would you like to try again?”

      “Okay, before you get pissed,” I said, “I really did read it in a book—a book that Cal found for me. And, thanks to plausible deniability, I can truthfully say that I’m not entirely certain where he got it.”

      “You were the ones that set fire to the Custodians’ Athenaeum, aren’t you?”

      “I plead the fifth,” Cal said.

      “I should’ve known the second I heard,” she muttered. She took a deep breath and pressed her eyes shut. “You know what? I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear any of that. The important thing is that it is possible for someone with the True Gift to conjure and control an Aberration. Knowing that, do you have any suspects?”

      “I have a few hunches,” I said, “but honestly, at this point I’m just not sure whether it’s the Custodians, some rogue Warlock, or an enemy of the state hoping to stir up shit between the Citadel and the Crown and kickstart a civil war. The only way to know for sure is to talk to the one guy that can help me connect all the dots. The prince. Problem is, I have no idea how in the hell we’re going to pull that off. After the attack, I’m guessing the palace is going to be on high alert.”

      For the first time that night, Kerra smiled. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Let me ask you a question, Boyd. How do you feel about formal dinner parties? Because the prince is throwing one tomorrow to honor the fallen soldiers. The noble houses will all be accounted for and there will be delegates from Kelkadia and the Virtarun Empire in attendance. As Justiciar of Training, the heir apparent has personally extended an invitation to me and a guest of my choosing. It’s a formality and I’m sure nobody expects me to show up—my distaste for formal events is well-known.”

      “Are you asking me out on a date, Kerra?”

      “At best, I’m asking you to be my plus one.”
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      As if my night hadn’t already been long and weird enough, when Cal and I finally made it back to the Citadel there was another unexpected surprise waiting for me.

      My sleeping quarters had been overrun by a group of drunken fairies. Even in my own head that sounded like a terrible euphemism, but in this case, it was one hundred percent accurate.

      Butterfly-winged pixies flitted gracefully through the air while squat gnomes, sporting their customary conical red hats, talked about the finer points of strawberry picking. Spidery-limbed trolls the size of toddlers strutted across a banquet table covered with platters of meats and fruits. They shoveled food into their faces with reckless abandon.

      There were flaming salamanders. Little gray men with bulbous heads and oversized black eyes who could’ve passed for aliens straight out of a sci-fi novel; they were called Tommyknockers, according to Cal. Hell, someone had even moved a large copper tub into the master suite. It held a Mermaid, though she was less Ariel and more Creature from the Black Lagoon.

      There must’ve been fifty of them, all mingling, laughing, drinking, and dancing like this was a supernatural cocktail party and not my bedroom. They didn’t seem overtly hostile and they cast curious looks at me and Cal, but none of them made any move to run or fight. It was almost like they’d been expecting us, which could only mean one thing…

      “Ah!” A voice cut through the boisterous chatter right on cue. “At last, my duke and his buffoonish court jester have finally arrived. Fashionably late as ever—but better late than never as the saying goes.” The voice was deeper, silkier, but there was no mistaking Renholm.

      On the far side of the room a creature rose into the air on sleek black raven’s wings.

      “Behold the glory of your Majesty,” Renholm said with a flourish, twirling in the air. “For I am reborn! No longer a mere pixie—worthy only of scorn and derision—but a Dread Pookah. I am Lord of Havoc, ruler over the high passes of Ironmoor, scourge of Jeffrey, and the One True Monarch of the Oblivion Court!”

      A raucous cheer went up from the assembled partygoers while fists, hooves, and globular appendages that technically qualified as arms pumped in the air.

      Renholm was still just as tiny as ever—like a poseable action figurine with klepto-fu grip—but he’d traded in his Barbie doll appearance for the body of a spider monkey and the face of a fennec fox, complete with luminous yellow eyes and huge pointed ears that reminded me of the monsters from the 1984 horror classic, Gremlins. I immediately noticed that despite our best efforts he was still missing his leg, though he’d replaced it with a little wooden peg. A vicious smile revealed a mouth full of jagged teeth, and floating above his head was a halo of black flame that looked like a crown.

      Honestly, he was more adorable than terrifying. Like an evil Muppet, lifted off the set of a Jim Henson production.

      “Did he just say Monarch of the Oblivion Court?” Cal asked softly. “Because I’m pretty sure he just said Monarch of the Oblivion Court.”

      He sure had. Which could only be trouble.

      Renholm hadn’t told me much about his past, but I did know he’d left the Oblivion Court over “creative differences” with his rival, Jeffrey—whom he hated with a passion that bordered on obsession. At the time I hadn’t thought much of it. When I first got here, I’d been so lost in the sauce that all the names and weird terms had just blended together in a massive collage of meaningless fantasy bullshit. Now that I knew a little bit about the violent history between the Chaos Titans of Oblivion and the Celestials—which included my boss, Raguel—I was thinking this sounded like a nightmare waiting to happen.

      “Your Majesty,” I growled, balling my hands into fists. “Do you mind if we have a private word with you?”

      Renholm sighed and rolled his eyes. “Yes, fine.” He floated back down and flitted over to a stooped creature wrapped in fine silk robes who had the head of a water buffalo. “Forgiveness, Lord Gnu,” he said, “I’ll be back shortly. My court has need of my sage council. You know how these things go. Won’t be but a moment.”

      He zipped over and landed on my shoulder. “That is the exalted Belligerent Gnu, advisor to the Monarch of the Petal Court. If you embarrass me in front of the Gnu, Boyd, I will instruct Sir Jacob-Francis to vomit on your pillow every day from now until the end of eternity. Do I make myself clear?”

      “I don’t give a shit about the Belligerent Gnu of the Petal Court, Renholm. I want to know why all of these things are in my room throwing a kegger.”

      “They are here for my coronation,” he replied, as though it should’ve been self-evident. “And these ‘things’ as you so crudely and inelegantly put it, are some of our newest subjects, Boyd. Many of them have sojourned here to pledge fealty to the court. Others, like our esteemed friend the Belligerent Gnu, have come to ally themselves in our upcoming war against the False Oblivion Court.”

      Coronation? Royal subjects? War? A humanoid water buffalo named the Belligerent Gnu? There was a lot to unpack there.

      “Okay, putting aside all the batshit crazy stuff that just came out of your mouth, did it never occur to you that we’re in the middle of the Citadel? There are literal monster hunters all around us. There isn’t a worse place in the world for you to throw a party to try and impress your friends.”

      Renholm rolled his eyes. “You worry too much.” He patted my shoulder reassuringly. “I have used my potent new magics to enchant this space so we will not be found out, but even if a Fist of the most zealous Vigils wandered in, we would be fine. We Fae are not as other Mortka and there are ancient rules of hospitality and custom that must be adhered to. I am your invited guest, and as a monarch, that invitation extends to all of my guests and vassals.”

      He waved a clawed hand at the assembled creatures.

      “If any Vigil struck an unprovoked blow against us, it would shatter a host of supernatural accords and bring down the wrath of every Fae Court upon the Citadel. We may all loath each other, but we hate the Vigilant even more. Attacking us would mean war, which the Vigils do not want. Now relax and have a drink. I’m not sure if you heard, but I’ve promoted you to Duke of the Realm and I think the Pearl Weeper”—he pointed at the grotesque mermaid in the bathtub—“might be interested in celebrating with you.”

      Sure enough, the creature in the tub was twisting a pale, waxy finger around a lock of stringy black hair. She winked one bulging, black fisheye at me then smiled with the yawning jaws of a piranha. That unnerving, toothy maw would haunt my nightmares for weeks to come, I had no doubt.

      Cal frowned then shrugged. “I mean her face is busted, but her body above the waist is a solid seven. I’m not saying go for it, but it’s nothing a paper bag won’t fix.”

      “Dude, are you okay?” I asked, side-eyeing the mermaid. Nope. Not in a million years. “Because I feel like that was a cry for help.”

      He shrugged. “Death is a cold and lonely mistress, bro. To never again feel the warmth of another or experience the caress of a lover’s embrace… The longing for real human connection… it’ll do things to you. Although, I had exceptionally low standards even before being wrapped in a thick blanket of existential dread.”

      “Yeah. We’re gonna see about getting you some counseling,” I said. “But let’s put a pin in that for now because I’d like to circle back to the part where Renholm declared war against the Oblivion Court.” I turned my cold gaze on the fairy. “That seems like something we probably should’ve talked about first. Seeing how we’re partners and all.”

      “It’s nothing to get yourself worked up over,” Renholm replied. “In truth, it’s a mere formality and I was only preempting them to establish dominance. Trust me, my young protégé, they would’ve declared war on us the second they heard about my ascension. It was inevitable. The Oblivion Court are the rulers of Chaos Magic and acolytes of Telvyss, the Void Tree of the Endless Night. Their entire hierarchy is built around harnessing the powers of Oblivion, and only the royals are permitted to cultivate Chaos Affinity on pain of death.

      “According to their own stupid decrees, however, since I ascended using Chaos Affinity, I am now technically a child of the Titans. Which technically means I can lay claim to the Jagged Throne. As you know, technically correct is the best kind of correct and the only kind of correct most Fae care about. The current Court can’t afford to let me live. Which is why I immediately declared war on them, proclaimed us to be the one true court of Oblivion, and asserted that the current monarch, Ionia the Supreme Queen of Dark Tidings, is a pretender to the throne.”

      I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. Fuck my life.

      “I’m getting the sense that you may be peeved,” Renholm continued with a frown, “but I feel obligated to point out that you are the one who gave me a Sage-Class Chaos Affinity Scale in the first place. So really, if this is anyone’s fault, it’s yours.”

      “I was just trying to save your life, you little dickhead,” I growled. “I didn’t know giving it to you would start a cascading chain of events that would end up with you declaring war against a vastly superior force. You, on the other hand, absolutely knew all of that before you ever picked the Chaos Affinity Scale. Why didn’t you just take the Seraphic Scale?”

      “Because it would’ve ruined my whole aesthetic,” he said matter-of-factly. “In my defense, you never asked if giving me that Scale would start a cascading chain of events that would end up with me declaring war against a slightly superior force. So again, this is on you as much as it is on me.”

      “How would I have even known to ask that?” I shot back. “And would you have told me the truth if I had?”

      Renholm cocked his head, clearly thinking about his reply. “No, if I’m being honest with myself, I probably wouldn’t have told you in hindsight.”

      “Great, this is just great,” I said, running a hand through my hair. “I’m hunting down one chaos monster while doing backroom deals with another one. That’s not an enormous conflict of interest in any way.”

      “In these situations,” Renholm said, “it’s best to do what I do.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?” I asked.

      “Entirely ignore the inevitable consequences of your actions,” he said. “With most problems, I find that if I just avoid thinking about them for long enough, they tend to naturally resolve themselves.”

      That was literally some of the worst advice I’d ever heard given by anyone, ever. It also explained so, so much about Renholm. The true mystery, however, was that I was standing in a room full of sentient—presumably intelligent—creatures who wanted to actively pledge loyalty to someone with that life philosophy.

      “And all of these creatures want to join you in this asinine crusade?” I asked, just to double-check that I hadn’t made any other terrible assumptions.

      Seriously, who would possibly want to side with a twelve-inch-tall flying spider-monkey against someone named Ionia the Supreme Queen of Dark Tidings? That was like teaming up with that guy who took on the US Federal Government with a reinforced bulldozer—I mean sure, it was cathartic as hell to watch, but there was no one who wanted to be riding shotgun with that guy. Watching a train wreck and being on the train were two very different things.

      Renholm shrugged. “Ionia is not well-loved by those outside the False Court. Honestly, she’s not even all that well-loved within the Court. Most of these venerable creatures assembled before us are outcasts who have incurred the wrath of the Jagged Throne in one way or another. Better to band together than to die alone. Or, like the Belligerent Gnu, they represent Fae factions who would happily see Ionia knocked down a peg or two.

      “They don’t believe we can win, of course, but if assisting us even minorly inconveniences her, they are happy to help us fight a proxy war. Especially since one of my sworn lords happens to be one of the Vigilant. Just think about it, Boyd. Celestial and Oblivion working together, hand in hand once more. That hasn’t happened since the Hundred Years’ War against Isabella the Ghostblood and look at how that turned out. Say what you will about Isabella, but she certainly shook things up, no?”

      I groaned. Double-fuck my life.

      “Oh my god, this is getting so much worse by the second,” Cal whispered. “I wish I had a stomach so I could eat some popcorn and just watch this all play out.”

      I had the distinct urge to preemptively declare a war on every creature of the Fae Wylds, then go on a killing spree starting with fairies named Renholm. As a newcomer to this world, I was still learning about the history of Alkran, but people here talked about the Hundred Years’ War the same way we talked about World War 2. There was no way this wasn’t going to come back to haunt me with terrible, awful, unforeseen consequences.

      And the worst part was, there was absolutely nothing I could do about it now. Not a single damned thing. Even breaking my pact with Renholm wouldn’t put this genie back into the bottle.

      As much as I hated myself for even thinking it, I realized I was going to have to follow Renholm’s terrible advice and just… ignore the inevitable consequences of my actions and mutter a prayer that this all went away.

      “I don’t have time to deal with this tonight,” I said in resignation. “I’m going to hit the baths and when I come back, all your guests better be gone or it’s open season on fairies. I need a decent night’s sleep because tomorrow is going to be a living nightmare.”

      “Oh, do tell me more,” Renholm said, ears perking up in interest. “What horrors await on the morrow?”

      “I have another royal party to attend,” I said, “but first, Kerra is going to take me shopping…”
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      “I look like a goddamned clown,” I growled at Kerra.

      It was true. I knew because Cal couldn’t stop laughing whenever he thought I wasn’t looking. He also openly laughed in my face whenever I was looking, just to be a dick.

      “On a scale of Bozo to Ronald McDonald,” Cal said, “I’d probably rate you as Krusty the Clown—depressed, possibly alcoholic, and overflowing with regret. Honestly, I’m glad I’m already dead so I don’t have to be seen in public with you.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Kerra replied, casting a withering stare at Cal. “This is the current fashion. Trust me, you’ll blend right in with the rest of the nobles.”

      That was easy for her to say. She was decked out in a low-cut green satin gown that accentuated her features and showed off a generous portion of pale skin. Her hair, which she usually wore up in a ponytail, now cascaded over her bare shoulders and perfectly framed her face. Assorted rings glittered on her fingers and a matching gold-and-diamond pendant dangled in her cleavage. She looked like a princess stepping out for a night of drinking, dancing, and political debauchery.

      I, on the other hand, looked like her court jester.

      My pants ended at the knees and the material fit as snugly as a pair of Spanx, showing off every nook and cranny in excruciatingly painful detail. I had a full-on mooseknuckle that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. Every wrinkle on my nutsack was rendered in 1080p high def. And the rest of the outfit only made things worse. I had on white stockings, weird black clogs, and a red-and-gold silk shirt with sleeves that were so puffy, they looked like I was smuggling party balloons. A stupid, foppish hat with a jaunty peacock feather completed the look.

      I’ve never tolerated bullies, but one glance in the mirror and I wanted to kick my own ass then give myself a swirly for good measure.

      I’d pleaded with Kerra to let me wear something more practical. Like armor. Or the skins of my enemies. Or even nothing at all. Honestly, being butt naked would’ve been less embarrassing. But nope. She insisted that the royals had an exceptionally strict dress code. The policy was stupid and about as effective as half a condom, since I could just use Armor Evocation whenever I wanted to, but Kerra insisted I follow the rules for “appearances’ sake.”

      She’d also made Renholm stay behind.

      I’d wanted to use the Pookah to run recon and sniff for any clues inside the palace, but apparently the Fae weren’t well-loved by the royal family. They were considered security risks, which, in Renholm’s case, was probably true. He would’ve made off with half the gold in the palace given half a chance. Since I couldn’t bring him in, I currently had him keeping tabs on Nazer Maux, the hellfire and brimstone Arbitrator who’d nearly killed Renholm with his wards. I was ninety percent sure Nazer wasn’t the shitheel behind these attacks, but I wasn’t ready to rule him out entirely.

      I just hoped that Renholm didn’t “accidentally” set Nazer on fire in retribution.

      Kerra, Cal, and I passed through the outer curtain wall and headed up an expansive walkway that carved through a lush garden, complete with a tangle of vibrant roses, a neatly manicured hedge maze, and an oversized marble water fountain depicting the current king sitting astride a rearing horse. Or, at least, that’s what the king had looked like fifty years ago, Kerra told me. Now he was a frail old man who rarely left his bed.

      The castle itself landed somewhere between medieval fortress and grandiose European cathedral. There were lots of graceful archways, intricately chiseled colonnades, flying buttresses, and elaborate stained glass windows, depicting the illustrious beginnings of the Skovgaard Dynasty. The palace didn’t come close to rivaling the Citadel, but it seemed pretty obvious that the royals had given it the good ol’ college try.

      The fact that they had failed so spectacularly probably irked the shit out of ’em, too.

      Archers with heavy-duty crossbows patrolled the ramparts and more were positioned inside strategically placed guard towers with narrow windows. To enter the palace proper, we had to pass through a formal “carriage house” where livery-clad servants helped arriving nobles dismount from their horses or climb down from their gilded coaches. The carriage house provided protection to arriving guests from inclement weather, but it also served another purpose. The murder holes pockmarking the ceiling above would be perfect for dumping vats of hot oil onto uninvited guests.

      The remaining guards had stepped up their security efforts considerably after the last Aberration attack.

      An older, stuffy man with sunken eyes and a receding hairline greeted us at the door. Unlike the last fancy party I’d crashed, I didn’t have to talk my way into this one. Kerra had an invitation and was on the list—although the pompous douche did regard me solemnly when she told him I was her plus one. He eyeballed every inch of my ridiculous outfit before finally nodding with a contemptuous sniff.

      “It’s dated and a little understated, but I suppose it’s technically serviceable. Enjoy the festivities, honored guests.” He waved us through and greeted the partygoers behind us with all the enthusiasm of a bored sloth.

      Kerra hooked her arm through mine and ushered me through a grand foyer with a gaudy crystal-encrusted chandelier and into the royal ballroom. It was the biggest of three, she informed me in a whisper. When we crossed through the archway, a herald in a green-and-silver uniform announced us to a smattering of polite but bored applause. A few of the younger nobles offered us curious looks, but mostly we were ignored.

      “That’s a pretty lukewarm greeting for the Justiciar of Training and the first Inkarnate in two hundred years,” I said.

      “Oh, don’t let them fool you,” she said. “That’s just practiced indifference. Trust me, everyone is dying to come and talk to us, but with the current tensions between the Crown and the Citadel, most of them can’t afford to show any overt interest. Doing so could signal to the heir apparent or his supporters that they’ve taken a stand with us, which could be politically disastrous. But neither can they be rude and risk insulting the holy servants of Raguel.”

      “So practiced indifference,” I finished.

      “Exactly. It’s a fine balancing act. Despite the placid looks and the thin veneer of civility, be assured that this is a battlefield. These jackals will see slights and provocations in a single glance or tip of the head, and they will also gladly cut your throat if it means advancing their political position.”

      “Check. So they’re basically like every other politician in the universe,” I said. “Got it.”

      Honestly, I hoped every single one of these elitist assholes avoided me for the rest of the night. I had zero desire to schmooze and hobnob. The only thing I wanted to do was find the heir, ask a couple of questions, then get the hell out of here before some drunk noble decided to impress their equally drunk friends by picking a fight with a Vigil.

      I scanned the room searching for any sign of my target. I wasn’t sure what the prince looked like, but based on the security protocols out front, I was assuming he’d be the guy with an entourage of heavily armed guards.

      “Cal, can you make yourself look like one of the servers?” I asked quietly.

      “Dude, I’m a master of spirit. I can make myself look like a Sasquatch in a velour jumpsuit if I want to. Hell yeah, I can look like one of the servers.” He stuck out a hand. A silver tray appeared on his palm and his worn cammies faded away, replaced by the formal uniform of the attendants. “Mind if I ask why?”

      “Most of these people won’t be able to see you,” I said, “but with this many nobles, at least a few are bound to be Magi or Steelborn. I want you to make the rounds. See if you can find out anything that might be useful. Just make sure to keep a low profile.”

      “They’ll never even see me coming,” he said, drifting off onto the empty dance floor.

      Some of the partygoers lounged around ornate rectangular tables, chatting and idly picking at a luxurious selection of foods. Others clustered together in tight clumps, talking furiously while occasionally casting nervous glances at the other groups. There was no sign of the prince, but Kerra seemed to know all of the other major actors by sight and was happy to give me a play-by-play since we had shit else to do.

      “Those are the Hargreeves,” she said, nodding at a big group huddled near one of the banquet tables. “They’re the most vocal supporters of the Citadel and the only nobles who will be openly sympathetic to our cause. The older gentleman there”—she glanced at a tall, broad-shouldered man with bone-white hair and a hard jawline—“is Lord Wycliff Hargreeves, the current head of the estate. He’s Steelborn and the acting Margrave of Wildespell.

      “Even though he actively advocates for the Citadel, the man has an enormous chip on his shoulder and if he gets a few drinks in him, he’s likely to challenge you to a duel. Avoid talking to him if you can, and whatever you do, stay away from his wife, Lady Eleanor Hargreeves. She’s almost eighty, but don’t let that fool you. She’s Steelborn too and twice as likely to challenge you to a duel as her husband. That or try to get you into bed.”

      “And those are the guys that are on our side?” I asked.

      “There’s a reason I avoid politics,” she replied with a grimace. “Hunting Mortka is far less dangerous. At least with them you know exactly who the monsters are.”

      I stopped a passing server, grabbed a mug of ale, then slammed it. I needed a little liquid courage to see me through this mess.

      “Now that group directly across from the Hargreeves are the prince’s current favorites,” Kerra continued like a company commander reciting an intelligence briefing. “The Menhennicks. They’re relatively minor landholding nobles, but rumor has it that the prince is infatuated with the middle daughter, Lady Tamara.

      “The prince is already married, of course, but Princess Jenifer hasn’t provided him with an heir yet, so their union isn’t likely to last much longer. Still, there are formalities that must be taken care of first—if he gets caught having an illicit affair, things could get messy… Especially since Princess Jenifer is the third daughter of the current Kelkadian Queen. At current, the Menhennicks stand firmly in opposition to the Citadel.”

      “Menhennick, I’ve heard that name before,” I mused absently, tapping the edge of my empty mug.

      “I’m sure you have,” she replied. “The royal advisor who was killed by the Aberration was Lord Esben Menhennick, the eldest son. Probably another reason they keep shooting dirty glances our way.”

      I caught one of them scowling at me. I offered a one-finger salute in return to let them know the feeling was mutual.

      But it wasn’t just the Hargreeves and Menhennicks that were segregated into petty cliques and warring factions. Every group was like that. The Damsgaards and the Espersens. The Venebergs and the Mollers. The Ayshecombes and the Claimonds. Fifty different families, each presided over by a senior patriarch or matriarch—dukes, earls, knights, freehold vassals—all with their own agendas and vendettas. Each house or clan kept to themselves, watching the others with barely concealed contempt.

      Kerra also made sure to point out the two formal delegations present for the evening—an Ambassador of the Kelkadian Crown and the Viceroy of the Virtarun Empire.

      The Viceroy’s presence certainly made me sit up and pay attention. I had some working theories about who was summoning the Aberration, and the Virtaruns had the most to gain if Wildespell fell into civil disorder. They would be the ones to swoop in and set things “right” if everything went to shit.

      Despite the distrust and standoffishness evident between the various opposing factions, there were also a number of individuals who drifted back and forth between the groups. Kerra called them Armigers. In the complex social hierarchy of Wildespell, the Armigers were more elevated than peasants but less powerful than the hereditary blood nobles. In essence, they were free agents who worked as intermediaries, passing cryptic messages for the more powerful houses.

      “It took them long enough,” Kerra said, interrupting my train of thought. She pointed toward a group of colorfully-clad musicians who were making their way toward a raised stage. “Get ready, because things are about to get very interesting.”

      “What exactly am I getting ready for?” I asked.

      “Just watch,” she said, sounding smug and self-assured.

      The troop of musicians set up in short order, and when the first note rang out in the air the entire ballroom broke apart in a flurry of frantic motion. The younger nobles from every house, clan, and faction took to the dance floor as one, while their elders looked on with brooding concern etched into the lines of their faces. Not but two seconds ago none of these people would even make eye contact and now they were pairing up like old friends.

      “I told you,” Kerra said. “This is all a game to them, and like any game, there are rules. None of the noble houses can talk openly amongst each other without drawing suspicion or tipping their hands, but those unwed and of marrying age are permitted to dance at these galas. They pretend it’s so they can court their peers, which is a lie like everything else about these people. Nobles don’t marry for love—they marry to consolidate political power. Some of these children are all but sold off to suitors before they’ve even taken their first breath. But, for the sake of the game, the families all agree to this farce.”

      Kerra seemed annoyed as hell, but honestly the whole setup was kind of genius in its own twisted way. If everyone danced with everyone else, then information could be passed, alliances could be formed, and deals could be struck without anyone ever being the wiser.

      “It’s like one big shell game,” I said, watching the dancers take their positions on the floor.

      “Precisely. The heads of household pull the strings while the younger nobles get a chance to practice their hand at the game. Married or not, it is also customary for the visiting dignitaries and honored guests to participate in the dance.” She grabbed my arm. “That would be us.”

      Kerra peeled off from my side a moment later and pushed me toward a group of young women who were lining up nearby. They twittered and blushed as I approached. One, a tall blonde with a slim waist and enough cleavage to get lost in for days, stepped forward and offered me her hand.

      “Inkarnate,” she said with a curtsey and a coy smile. “I’m Heiress Damsgaard and it would be my great honor to share the floor with such an esteemed member of the Citadel. Tales of your cunning and valor have already reached—”

      “Oh, move over, you tart, elfin-skinned beanpole!” a matronly woman barked, elbowing her way through the throng of young maidens. It was Lady Hargreeves, the woman Kerra had told me to avoid at all costs. “Go whisper your bullshite to someone who has an ear to hear. I’m sure the Vigil wants a real woman with some meat on her bones, a little fire in her spirit, and more than a bunch of pretty lies on her lips. Now scat, this dance is mine…”
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      Lady Hargreeves was at least two inches taller than me and had to be close to two hundred and fifty pounds. It wasn’t fat, either. She was jacked. Her muscles had muscles. She was also pushing eighty and had white hair, one eye, and an assortment of faint scars crisscrossing her face, arms, and chest. She wore an embroidered gray silken dress just like the rest of the ladies, but there was no question that she was a brawler not a beauty.

      This old gal had seen some shit, and based on her battered knuckles alone, I was betting she’d probably spent a few drunken nights sparring against Bramin over in the Sprawl.

      “Get on now,” she scolded the other ladies, who looked mortified. It was obvious that she was breaking every rule of decorum. It was equally obvious that she had approximately zero shits to give about it. “Don’t look at me that way,” she snapped. “You all know damned well who I am, which means you should also know that your opinion of me means less than two goats humming in a snowstorm. Now scuttle back to your handlers and commence with your gossip. The Vigil and I are going to dance.”

      She turned away from them without another thought, grabbed my hand, and dragged me into the line.

      “I’m Lady Hargreeves, Matriarch of the Hargreeves Clan,” she said over one shoulder, “and you can thank me later. That whole group is a brood of vipers. The lot of ’em are incapable of speaking a single honest word even if you nailed their tongues to the table. I can’t believe the Citadel sent a bloody Inkarnate to this den of inequity.” She grimaced and shook her head. “What in the hell were the Custodians thinking, eh?” She eyed me sideways. “Like dispatching a young bloodhound to fight a pack of wolves.”

      “No one sent me,” I said as the music started to play in earnest. It was an elegant melody with lively rhythm. “They don’t even know I’m here.”

      “You’re here by your own volition? By Raguel, you must have a set of brass stones the size of an ale cask.” She grinned and chuckled. “That or you’re dumber than a sea ogre. Shouldn’t be surprised, I suppose. I’ve heard many an interesting thing about you, Boyd Knight. Things that attest to both your courage and stupidity. Using yourself as live bait for a Lake Kraken? That’s a ballsy move, though still less dangerous than wading into these waters, I’d wager.”

      “How the hell do you even know about the Lake Kraken?” I asked in genuine surprise.

      This time she laughed and slapped me on the shoulder.

      She did not hit like a girl.

      She hit like a dockworker.

      “Vigils talk and minstrels are always looking for more fodder for their songs and tales,” she said offhandedly. “I’d wager that story is being recited in every inn and pub this side of the Harbor by now. And not only that one. Felling an Elder Bear and saving the very people sent to apprehend you. Summoning fires from the heavens and setting blaze to an Eldritch Wither Vine.” She leaned in close, her lips pressed up against my ear. “They even say you single-handedly slew a Hexblight while skyclad, your manhood just hanging out for all the world to see. Any truth to that one?” She raised an eyebrow.

      Her voice was breathy, and she was staring at me like a hungry dog that had caught the scent of a fresh piece of meat. Suddenly, it felt like I was being hunted again, only this time it wasn’t a Mortka. It was a steely-haired cougar with a grip like She-Hulk.

      “That last one may be a little exaggerated,” I finally replied. I was guessing that my nude death match against the Crave Ghouls had somehow been folded into my battle against Annelli.

      She sighed in evident disappointment. “Knew it was too good to be true. Still, taking out a Hexblight all by your lonesome is a bloody impressive feat, even if you did have clothes on. I’m Steelborn myself. I’ve slain a fair few Mortka in my heyday. I thought maybe the stories about you were fabricated from whole cloth, but if you’re willing to come here, dressed like that”—she flicked one of my poofy sleeves—“then you might be as fearless as they say.”

      “I appreciate the concern,” I said, “but I can handle a bunch of bored noblemen with more time on their hands than good sense.”

      “Oh, it’s not this lot you need to be worried about,” she said. “It’s the heir apparent you best be keeping an eye on. He’s no bored noblemen, that one. He fought campaigns to the east as a younger man and is an accomplished Sorcerer in his own right. It’s no secret that he’s furious with your order. There are whispers of a terrible reckoning, and with the king’s passing in the night, there’s nothing to stop him now.”

      The casual, offhanded comment sideswiped me and stopped me cold.

      “Hold on, pump the breaks, lady. Did you just say the king died last night?” I asked.

      “Gods, you didn’t know?” She sounded surprised. “It’s not general knowledge yet but I thought surely the Citadel would’ve informed the Vigilant. The rumor mill says the heir’s planning to announce his ascendancy today. Then, if you can believe this lot of serpents and rats, he’s going to declare open season on my family and on the Citadel. It’s the work of those damned Menhennicks. Poisoning him against us. ‘The Citadel doesn’t pay enough taxes. The Custodians don’t respect the Crown. The Vigils should be required to serve in the army.’”

      She grimaced in disgust. “Filthy lies, all of it. And there’s not a damned thing to be done about it. That Menhennick girl has the prince’s cock, which means the rest of those flea-bitten charlatans have his ear. If they get their way, my family will be lucky to serve as dirt farmers by the time this is all through.” She paused and pulled me in close. “Since we’re speaking of rumors and we’re both likely screwed anyway, I don’t suppose you’d be interested in slipping out of this party? I have a suite upstairs with a private bathtub big enough for three.”

      I’d come here fully prepared for political intrigue and maybe even a monster attack. Being solicited for a three-way by an octogenarian battle-maiden had not been anywhere on my royal party bingo card.

      “I’m flattered, Lady Hargreeves, but I don’t think it would be—”

      “Don’t deny your instincts, Vigil. Word of your epic battles aren’t the only titillating tales to cross my ears.” She pressed her body up against me. “A little birdie told me you have developed a taste for the delectable treats they serve at Tiers of Delight. As I said, I have a tub big enough for three. I’d be happy to order an extra cake or two if that would sway your mind.”

      “That’s… I…” My mind blanked. “It’s not what it sounds like… I was there in a professional capacity.”

      She cackled. “So Boyd Knight, the Vigil Inkarnate, is fearless on the battlefield but shy as a lady-in-waiting in the bedroom, is that it? I think not. If you’re worried about your reputation, you needn’t be. You’re hardly the first Vigil to enjoy Madam Domina’s baking.” She grinned and swept an arm around the room. “Hells, half the nobles in here have sampled her cakes. Even I may have visited a time or two.”

      Mercifully the song faded and came to an end, saving me from having to give any kind of answer.

      “There you are,” Kerra said, swooping in like a guardian angel. I’d never been more grateful to see her. “I’ve been looking for you. Apologies, Lady Hargreeves, but I must borrow him for the next dance. Something urgent has come to my attention, I’m afraid.”

      “Of course, Lady Justiciar,” the woman replied, dipping her head. “Enjoy the rest of the party. As always, House Hargreeves stands ready and waiting to serve. Should you ever need anything, anything at all, I am at your beck and call. And Vigil Boyd, my offer for cake is always open, should you ever find yourself hungry.” She shot me a sly wink, then drifted off into the crowd.

      Another song started, this time a slow number. Couples paired up and began twirling across the floor in something that was close enough to a waltz for me to follow. I took one of Kerra’s hands in mine and placed my other on her waist. She pressed in against me and smiled.

      “Glad to see you followed my advice and stayed away from Lady Hargreeves. I hope your conversation was fruitful, at least.” I could hear the barely suppressed laughter in her voice.

      “I can’t believe you waited as long as you did to come save me,” I replied before twirling her with one hand. “You were right about her. That lady is a couple crayons short of a box. I mean, her wheel is spinning, but the hamster is dead. You made it sound like these people were subtle and witty. I’ve met less aggressive strippers.”

      This time Kerra snorted with laughter. “Lady Hargreeves is a different breed of political animal and she’s as deadly on the prowl as any Mortka. She’s been around longer than ninety percent of the nobles in this hall and has seen more war, strife, and bloodshed than most knights. She doesn’t tolerate incompetence and she doesn’t bother with pretense or subtlety. Some people find it abrasive. I find it refreshing.” She paused and looked up at me with a glimmer of mischief in her eye. “So, are you considering her offer of dessert?”

      “Funny, Kerra. Maybe if this whole Vigil of Valor thing doesn’t work out, you can try your hand at stand-up comedy.” I leaned in close and dipped her low. “Aside from watching me die from shame and embarrassment,” I said, pulling her back into my chest, “did you manage to find out anything useful?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” she said, suddenly serious. “The king passed in the night. Everyone’s already talking about it.”

      “Yeah, I heard that too,” I replied. “I was hoping it wasn’t true.”

      “That makes two of us,” she said.

      “Lady Horndog seems to be under the impression that the prince is planning to formally announce his ascension today and then he’s gonna declare war on us,” I said as we wheeled around in a slow circle. “Not sure if that’s true, but I don’t want to be stuck in a fortified castle, surrounded by armed guards, if that’s how it goes down.”

      “What would you suggest we do?” she asked, looking up at me. “Run? I haven’t seen the prince yet, which means he’s likely waiting to make a grand entrance once he’s sure all his guests have arrived. We might still be able to leave if we go now…”

      I thought about it for a second, then shook my head. Much as I wanted to, we couldn’t bolt. “I didn’t go through all the trouble of putting on this ridiculous outfit just to bail now,” I said reluctantly. “Besides, if the shit really does hit the fan, I’ll just tell ol’ Horndog Hargreeves that I’m ready to eat some cake with her and she’ll probably kill every guard in this room to clear a path to her suite.”

      “Let us hope it doesn’t come to that or you’ll have to make good on your promise,” Kerra said, “and I fear you won’t survive a night in her tender embrace.”

      I believed her.

      Cal materialized beside me as the music faded.

      “The eagle has landed,” he said. Hushed murmurs rippled through the ballroom a second later as eager gazes turned toward the entryway. “The prince is getting ready to make his big entrance and he’s got some company.”

      “Lords and ladies,” the herald’s voice boomed, cutting Cal off before he could say more. “Esteemed guests of the realm. Exalted dignitaries. It is with the greatest honor and utmost privilege that I announce the arrival of Heir Apparent Andreas Skovgaard, third of his name, Guardian of the Eastern Watch, High Commander of the Exalted Flame, and future Sovereign of Wildespell.”

      Trumpets blared, loud and brassy, as a man of broad shoulders and medium stature strutted into the room. He wore a stiff ebony coat crossed by a golden sash, simple trousers, and a pair of polished black boots that went up to his knees. A functional, no-nonsense longsword rode one hip, and he had a row of shiny campaign medals pinned to the breast of his jacket. Prince Andreas looked like a soldier, not a king, and his plain clothes stood in sharp contrast to the frills, lace, and fluff all around him.

      I studied him closely. I was sure I’d never met him before, but he looked oddly familiar.

      As he swept into the ballroom, a round of thunderous applause erupted and every noble in attendance stood in recognition. There was no practiced indifference for him. He moved with the utmost confidence, and the partygoers scrambled out of his way like the waters of the Red Sea parting for Moses. The musicians hastily fled the stage as he took to the platform and raised his hands for quiet. There was a long moment of tense silence as his stern gaze scanned the faces assembled before him.

      Maybe it was just my imagination, but I could’ve sworn his eyes lingered on me and Kerra a moment longer than anyone else.

      Finally, he spoke. His voice was deep and regal. Sophisticated.

      “My fellow countrymen, we have gathered today to honor our fallen comrades. For the past several months, our city has been plagued by a nightmarish creature that has taken countless innocent lives, including fifteen good men of the royal guard and even one of the Vigilant. The loss of such fine men and women is a staggering blow and our beloved city is poorer for their absence.

      “It pains me deeply to add to our collective suffering,” he continued, “but it is my solemn duty as heir apparent to inform all of you that Wildespell has lost another bright and shining light. Last night, my father, Andreas Skovgaard, second of his name and Sovereign King of Wildespell, passed from this world and joined our honored dead in the Halls of Highfell. This likely isn’t a shock to most of you, since his health has been in decline for quite some time. Yet even though his passing was both natural and not altogether unexpected, it does not brunt the pain of his sudden absence.”

      A tense hush fell across the room like a blanket and the guests bowed their heads in reverence.

      “Still, as is so often true in life, the night is always darkest before dawn,” he continued after a long pause. “Even in the midst of the brutal and senseless tragedy that has befallen our great city, the light of hope rises over the horizon. Even in the midst of our grief and mourning, there is a cause for rejoicing. It is with no small amount of personal satisfaction that I come before you today with glad tidings of victory. The creature that has so mercilessly stalked our fair streets has at long last been brought to justice! Vigil Telent, please join me on the dais!”

      Everyone turned toward the archway in confusion as the herald introduced Telent, Kol, Amherst, and Jori. The four Vigils, decked out in their full battle rattle, marched across the room in lockstep. And they came bearing gifts. Clutched in Telent’s hand was the enormous head of a monster with a golden, lionesque mane. They took the stage like conquering heroes, and Telent thrust the grisly trophy into the air, just as I’d done back at the Twisted Pig in Grimwerp.

      Blood dribbled onto the stage. No one cared. Victory was all that mattered.

      Raucous cheers ripped through the room like a bomb blast as the normally reserved politicians lost their collective minds.

      “Yes indeed,” the prince-turned-king boomed, his voice carrying over the din of the celebration. “Even in these darkest of times, hope is not extinguished. And I have yet more good news to buoy your spirits. It is no secret that I haven’t always seen eye to eye with the Citadel, but the valiant and selfless actions of these men”—he waved at Telent and his team—“have shown me the error of my ways. With the death of this terrible beast, I have resolved that it is time to turn over a new leaf and make peace with the Custodians. So, as my first new act as king, I wish to declare a new unity between our two peoples!”

      This time the cheers of celebration were deafening. Everyone looked elated, with the exception of the Menhennicks and the Virtarun delegation. Oh, and me.

      I grabbed Kerra’s arm and leaned in close. “We need to talk in private,” I whispered in her ear. “And I mean right now.”

      While the prince had been talking, something Lady Hargreeves had said trickled to the surface of my mind. “Hells, half the nobles in here have sampled her cakes.”

      The prince looked familiar because I had seen him once before. He’d been wearing a top hat and he’d been standing outside Tiers of Delight.

      Finally, the last piece of the puzzle clicked into place.
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      Kerra looked at me with confusion painted across her face but nodded as I escorted her from the ballroom while everyone continued to cheer over the death and dismemberment of the Chaos Aberration. It was easy to understand why everyone was so overjoyed—from the outside, it looked like the nightmare was over. Ding-dong the witch is dead. Time to bust out the champagne.

      Except I knew better.

      The Treatise on the Fell Creatures of Oblivion had been clear—the only way to destroy a conjured Aberration was to banish it or kill the person responsible for summoning it. That thing wasn’t dead but someone wanted everyone to think it was. What I’d just witnessed in the ballroom was nothing more than an elaborate act designed to sucker people—to misdirect them from seeing what was really going on. This whole ploy had never been about starting a civil war, it was about preventing one.

      About maintaining the status quo.

      The assholes responsible for these attacks didn’t want to kill the heir apparent, they wanted to control him. They wanted to turn him into a puppet who would say what he was supposed to say, smile when he was supposed to smile, and dance when his masters told him to dance. And they’d pulled their plan off masterfully.

      The only question now was, were we too late to stop them?

      “What the hell is going on?” Kerra hissed at me as we threaded our way through the immaculate flower garden. “We should be in there celebrating. The Aberration is dead. The Citadel is back in the good graces of the soon-to-be King of Wildespell. This is all good news.”

      “If the Aberration is really dead and gone, then why didn’t my Bounty disappear?” I asked as we hustled beneath the portcullis and out from under the curtain wall. The second we were clear of the gates, I triggered Armor Evocation and swapped out the wildly impractical formal wear for my cobalt scale mail, then I broke into a run and darted onto the nearest connecting street with Kerra and Cal in tow.

      “I don’t understand,” she said, sounding angrier and more confused by the second.

      “Yeah, but I finally do. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. It all fits. Every little piece. But we can’t talk about this here. Not out in the open. Anyone could be watching. Or listening. We need to get to someplace safe where we can figure out how to unfuck this mess.”

      Kerra seemed annoyed by how secretive I was being, but she didn’t push it, which I was thankful for. “What about my private quarters in the Citadel?” she offered.

      I grunted and shook my head. “Nope. The Citadel’s the last place we want to be right now. We need to get out of the city or…” I faltered as another thought occurred to me. “Or somewhere no one will ever come poking around. I might know where we can keep low, but you’re not going to like it.”

      “As long as I get some answers,” she said, “I don’t care where we go.”
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        * * *

      

      “I take it back,” Kerra said as I ushered her up steps of the Drunken Crow in the Sprawl. “I very much care where we go. And why on earth would we want to go here of all places?”

      “Because they’re thieves, so I’m guessing they know how to hide people who don’t want to be found, and right now we need to disappear. Besides, they’re the only ones I’m sure aren’t involved.”

      “Let me see if I understand this correctly.” Kerra spoke slowly, as though explaining something to a five-year-old. “Instead of going to the Citadel, home of the Vigilant—defenders of Justice, Valor, Balance, Wrath, and Truth—you want to seek a deal with the cutthroats and thugs of the Society of Vicious Whispers because they are more trustworthy. Do I have that right?”

      “Got it in one,” I said, thumping on the door with my closed fist. “These people might not be pillars of moral virtue, but they have a brotherhood of their own just the same as we do, and Ozlap was one of their men. I’m betting they’ll help us if it means getting a little payback.”

      “And if they aren’t interested in revenge?” she asked.

      “Then I’ll give them the one thing every thief wants. A shit-ton of money.”

      The door creaked open and Bramin stepped out looking like a pissed-off gorilla.

      “I didn’t believe the doorman when he said there were two Vigils darkening our stoop. Thought maybe he was drunk. That or having a bit of a laugh at my expense. But lo and behold, my eyes see true.” He leaned over and spit onto the muddy street. “Two Vigils, and one of ’ems dressed fancy enough to attend a royal ball.” He openly eyed Kerra’s cleavage. “You’ve got a lot of guts knocking on our door. Showing your faces ’round here after that shite you pulled.”

      “You’ve got a lot of guts answering the door, after the ass beating I gave you,” I replied with a grin.

      For a moment he just stood there, his face a thundercloud. Then a grin cracked his ugly mug like a beam of sunlight breaking through a storm. “You’re a right cheeky bastard, you are. Now what do you want, eh? I’ve got better ways to spend my time than sniping with a couple of self-righteous birds like you.”

      “I don’t think you do,” I said. “I think you’re going to want to hear what we have to say, but first I need a favor. We need a place to keep low for a little while.”

      His eyes narrowed and his forehead scrunched as he looked me up and down. “I don’t know what kind of trouble could send two Vigils running to the Society, but I’m not sure I want any part in it.”

      “We can make it worth your time,” I said. I reached over and nudged Kerra with my elbow. “Can’t we, Kerra?” I asked, shooting her a sidelong glance.

      Her lips pressed into a thin, unamused line. Begrudgingly, she fished out a leather coin sack filled with golden crowns. “As a down payment for services rendered,” she said, pressing it into his meaty palm.

      Bramin weighed the bag for a moment, then nodded and disappeared the leather pouch with a flourish. “Alright, come on then.” He pushed the door open and waved us into the vacant, run-down interior.

      Instead of leading us to the staircase that descended into the sprawling bar and gambling den below, he guided us to another vacant room—this one empty save for a series of barren bookcases lining the far wall. Fat fingers reached beneath a shelf. There was a faint click and then the whole case swung open like a door, revealing a second, hidden set of stairs.

      “This isn’t our first time evading capture,” he said in explanation. “You’ll be as safe down there as you will anywhere else in Wildespell.”

      “How do we know you won’t sell us out?” Kerra asked, regarding the darkened steps with cool suspicion.

      “You might not have a very high opinion of us,” he replied, “but I’ve accepted your money. Taken the job. No one would ever hire us or our services again if they thought we’d just turn ’em over to the next highest bidder. We might be mercenaries and cutthroats, but we have our code, same as you. Same as any other trade. Now go. Make yourself at ease. I’ll fetch Stefana and we’ll be with you shortly.”

      The stairs connected to a well-appointed private room with a fully stocked bar, a leather lounger, a small cot, and a table with a deck of cards sitting out. It was the perfect place to bunker down if you were on the lam.

      “Now, are you going to tell me what is going on?” Kerra asked, rounding on me the second we were finally alone.

      “Yeah, but you’re probably going to want a drink first because this is going to be a hard pill to swallow.” I slipped behind the bar and grabbed a bottle filled with something amber and potent-looking. I plopped a pair of glasses down on the bar top, poured each of us a generous helping, then proceeded to shoot mine in a single swallow. It burned going down my throat and landed with a splash of comforting heat in my belly. Bourbon. Top shelf, too.

      “Let’s start with the basics,” I said, pouring myself another three fingers. “I think we can all agree that the Aberration wasn’t acting alone. Someone summoned that nightmare and was using it as a weapon to accomplish some sort of broader agenda. When Dogan the Shieldbreaker figured out what that agenda was, they killed him and left behind that Wil-O-Wisp as a trap in the Etheric Realm in case anyone else came sniffing around.”

      “Fine,” Kerra said, folding her arms and leaving her drink untouched. “I will agree that the evidence seems to support that line of thinking.”

      “Thing was, up until now, we didn’t know what their real goal was,” I continued. “From the outside, it all looked random. For a while I thought maybe an operative from the Virtarun Empire was pulling the strings. Kerra, you told me that succession in Wildespell passes from farther to son, and that whoever inherits the throne has to be a blood heir. Since the prince doesn’t have a blood heir, if something were to happen to both him and the king, then the Virtaruns would have the legal authority to lay claim to Wildespell. That’s a damn good motive to commit a little regicide.”

      “I agree completely,” Kerra said. “They are the obvious suspect. Which begs the question, if this really was about royal succession and the goal was to remove Andreas, why stop now?”

      “Because it wasn’t the Virtaruns and the goal was never to remove him from the throne. It was to control the throne through him. Cal,” I said, turning on the specter, “did the prince look familiar to you?”

      Cal frowned and regarded me from the couch. He cocked his head to one side and drummed his fingers on the armrest. “Now that you mention it, yeah. But hell if I can remember where we would’ve seen him before. We don’t exactly run in the same circles.”

      “That’s exactly what I thought, too. His face was so familiar, but I couldn’t place him—not until I remembered something Lady Hargreeves told me while she was trying to get into my pants. She said half the nobles in Wildespell visit Tiers of Delight.”

      There was a long, quiet pause and then I saw it click in Cal’s head, too. His eyes widened in shock and his jaw dropped.

      “The guy in the fucking top hat,” he said.

      “The guy in the fucking top hat,” I agreed.

      “Wait a second, do you really expect me to believe that you two saw Prince Andreas, Heir Apparent of Wildespell, outside of a brothel while a monster was roaming the streets actively hunting him?”

      Cal shrugged. “Guys don’t always make good choices when sex is involved. When Boyd and I first got to the Fleet, there was another Marine with us who went out and married a stripper named Chiffon the first week he was in Oceanside. Then the dumb bastard immediately gave her power of attorney to ‘help with the bills’ while he was in the field. Lady cleaned him out inside a month and ran up fifty thousand dollars’ worth of credit card debt in his name.”

      “I suppose the general stupidity of men is indeed a fair point,” Kerra conceded.

      “Neither of you are wrong, but this wasn’t just about sex,” I said. “I think he was visiting Tiers of Delight for exactly the same reasons we were.”

      “Delicious baked goods?” Cal asked.

      “No, you dingus. He was trying to figure out what happened to the missing kid.”

      Kerra’s brow furrowed in bewilderment. “Why would the prince of Wildespell spare two thoughts to the son of a prostitute?”

      “Because that kid is his son,” I said. “Terrwyn showed us a picture of her kid. He had the same nose, the same wavy black hair, the same jawline. If the prince isn’t that kid’s father, I’ll eat a flip-flop. And that means the prince had an heir after all.”

      “No,” Kerra said, shaking her head. “That can’t be possible. If that was true, why would he keep him hidden all these years?”

      “Because Prince Andreas is married to the third daughter of the Kelkadian Queen and, like you said, the kid is the illegitimate son of a prostitute. That’s a bad look for the future king and could’ve hurt him politically. Hell, it could’ve started a war on its own if it ever came to light. But the prince couldn’t afford to just get rid of the kid either. If push came to shove, it was better to have a bastard son than no heir at all. So instead, the prince left him right where he was, hiding in plain sight, but he also made sure the kid was taken care of and educated.

      “You think Dogan was acting as the kid’s caretaker?” Cal asked.

      “I sure as shit do. And I think he kept it from the Citadel.”

      “He would never,” Kerra vehemently protested. “Dogan was the Justiciar of Seekers, he wouldn’t dream of keeping something so important from the Custodians.”

      “Unless he didn’t trust them,” I countered. “Remember, Dogan cut his teeth by hunting down rogue Warlocks and corrupt politicians. What if he discovered something that led him to believe there was corruption inside the Citadel, too? Like, maybe, the Order of Immolation—a radical cult that advocates for a Vigil-run theocracy? A cult that’s been operating openly inside the Citadel for years. A cult that would’ve used a kid like that as leverage against the Crown.”

      “Are you implying that these killings are the work of Vigils?” she asked, her cheeks flush, anger underlying her words.

      “I’m not implying anything. I’m saying it outright. And not just any Vigils. It’s Telent and his team. Amherst is the one summoning the Aberration.”

      Kerra looked momentarily thunderstruck. “But that’s… Why would they…”

      “Because they’re all members of the Order of Immolation,” I said slowly. “Telent mentioned it offhandedly back when you first arrested me. He said that Amherst didn’t talk because he’d taken a vow of silence. Said it was one of the rights of Amherst’s sect, the Order of Immolation. But that gabby Arbitrator, Nazer Maux, sure didn’t have a problem running his mouth. Which begs the question, why doesn’t Amherst talk? In order to conjure and bind a Chaos Aberration, the summoner has to make a sacrifice of flesh and spirit. What if Amherst cut out his tongue as his offering?”

      Kerra stumbled and sat down on a stool. Then she upended her glass, chugging the shot in a single long gulp.

      “Another,” she said, slamming the glass down on the counter.

      As I poured, she spoke. “You honestly believe Vigils would do all of this just to kidnap the prince’s illegitimate heir? That’s…” She faltered.

      “Crazy?” I finished. “If you have a better explanation, I’d love to hear it.”

      Her silence spoke volumes.

      “Even if I believed you,” she said after a beat, “which I’m not saying I do, why all of the other murders? I suppose killing the royal advisor makes a certain amount of sense. If they were hoping to send a message to the prince that was certainly a good way to do it. But why Ozlap Erdemir? And why kill all of those royal guards if they had no intention of eliminating the prince in the first place?”

      “Easy,” I said. “Dogan had been keeping tabs on the kid for years, making sure he was safe, but also off the radar. He did a damned good job, right up until Ozlap found out. Terrwyn told us that Ozlap saw Dogan coming out of Tiers of Delight. Ozlap started digging, because that’s what an information broker does, and it didn’t take him long to put two and two together. I’m betting that jackass even went to someone at the Citadel, thinking he’d get a fat paycheck for the juicy tidbit.”

      “And instead,” Cal said solemnly, “they slit his throat and made it look like a random Mortka attack.”

      “When Dogan figured out what they were doing,” I added, “they put him down before he could get in the way. Plain and simple. As for attacking the guards, that was all sleight of hand. Misdirection. They made it look like the prince was the target, but the royal guards were the real target all along. They’re responsible for protecting the entire royal family—including the king. That attack was a slaughter. It decimated their ranks. With so many of them dead, they probably shifted the remainder of their forces away from the king and toward the prince, since they assumed he was in danger. It’s what any competent, short-staffed military unit would do.”

      “Which left the king vulnerable.” Kerra whispered the words as if afraid that saying them any louder would make them somehow more real.

      “Let me ask you,” I said, leaning forward, “do you really think it was a coincidence that the king died just in time for the heir apparent to make his announcement while every lord, lady, and delegate happened to be in his ballroom? And I’m sure it was another big coincidence that Telent and his team happened to kill the Aberration just in the nick of time to present its head to those same nobles and delegates? Then, just like that”—I snapped my fingers—“the prince is singing the praises of the Citadel?” I looked at Cal. “What did our XO always use to say about coincidences?”

      “Once is chance, twice is coincidence, the third time is a pattern,” he replied.

      “This is a pattern,” I said. “Taking out the guards and disposing of the king was all about getting their ducks in a row. Making sure everything was wrapped up all nice and neat. Now, the Aberration is gone, the prince is on the throne, and he is perfectly compliant because they have his son. There are no loose ends and it all happened so fast no one had any time to ask questions. Where I’m from, that’s called burying the lead.”

      “Yeah, and if the prince doesn’t play nice and do what they say, they can just replace him with a younger, more compliant king,” Cal said.

      “Not just a more compliant king,” I added, “an underage kid, who was damn near raised by one of the Vigilant.”

      “I think I’m going to be sick.” Kerra bent over and placed her hands on her knees. I’d seen her uncomfortable, but I’d never seen her truly rattled. “So what do we do now?”

      “What can we do?” Cal asked. “They’ve already won.”

      “No they goddamned haven’t,” I growled. “We can still make sure every one of the assholes responsible gets what’s coming to ’em.”

      “We could go to the Custodians,” Kerra suggested, desperately attempting to regain her composure.

      “No way,” I said, shaking my head. “I doubt they’re all in on it, but there’s no way Telent and his team were acting alone. They had to have at least one other high-level accomplice to pull this off, and because we don’t know how big the Order of Immolation is, there’s no telling who else is working with them. We can’t risk saying anything. Besides, it’s not like the Custodians would believe us anyway. All we have is circumstantial evidence and a bunch of wild theories that we can’t prove.”

      “The one person who could back any of this up was Dogan,” Cal said, “and they killed him, so we’re shit out of luck there.”

      “I’m pretty sure that was intentional,” I replied. “But you’re wrong—there is one other person besides Dogan that can prove us right.” Getting to him, however, was going to be even more dangerous than using myself as kraken bait. “We need to find that missing kid and we need to get a confession. I think I might have an idea how to do both of those things, but we’re not going to be able to do it alone…”

      “But you just said we couldn’t trust anyone,” Kerra protested.

      “Wrong. I said we couldn’t go to the Custodians, but there are a few people I trust. People that I know aren’t in on it…”

      I began to rattle off the list of names, checking them off on my fingers.

      Her face grew paler with every single addition.

      “Those are the people you want to recruit?” she said in disbelief. “Those are the people you’re going to trust to help you root out insidious corruption inside the ranks of the Vigilant?”

      “Hey, you’re the one who taught me that sometimes a mission is too big for any one Vigil to handle on their own,” I replied with a shrug. “I’m just following your advice here.”

      “Boyd, a full third of these people aren’t Vigils at all,” she said. “Several are criminals, one is a cat, another is a stable hand, and the Vigils you picked are hardly any better.”

      I shrugged one shoulder. “Sometimes you just gotta work with the tools you have available. These are the tools, and we’re going to need all of them to pull this off…”

      “This is now officially your worst idea to date,” she said. “We’re all going to die.”

      “Probably,” I agreed, “but we won’t go out quietly. You in?”

      “Do you know what it means to be a Vigil of Valor, Boyd?” she asked. “Some people believe it’s just a set of skills or spells, but it’s not. Being a Vigil of Valor is a mindset. It means showing great courage not only in battle but in life. It is to be intrepid and bold, even in the face of certain death. What we are planning is the heart of Valor. What kind of Vigil would I be if I said no?”
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      The work went quickly, but for the plan I had in mind, there were a lot of moving parts. If any one of them hit a snag, chances were good we would end up dead. But that was a problem for future Boyd. Present Boyd only had to worry about executing each task. About putting one foot in front of another.

      Convincing Bramin and Stefana to help us take down a group of rogue Vigils backed by what basically amounted to a cult was the first real hurdle. I didn’t tell them everything—I trusted those two about as far as I could throw ’em—but I did sprinkle enough breadcrumbs to pique their interest. Bramin was all for getting vengeance on behalf of Ozlap. “Nobody takes out one of ours without swift and bloody retaliation,” he’d thundered, slamming his meaty fists against the table.

      Stefana, clearly the brains of the operation, was a little more pragmatic. Upholding the reputation of the Society was important, sure, but she wasn’t going to tangle with the Citadel out of the sheer goodness of her heart. She changed her tune quickly enough when Kerra offered to pay five hundred gold Kelkadian crowns to retain the services and support of the Society. Doing a little rough math in my head, that worked out to damn near a million bucks. For a payout like that, Stefana declared she’d fight Raguel himself if that was what we required.

      Kerra and I also needed to assemble the rest of our team, but we couldn’t risk leaving the Drunken Crow until all of the pieces were in place and we were ready to confront Telent, Amherst, and the others in person and put an end to this for good. So instead, Stefana sent runners on our behalf. Most were grubby-faced kids, who could go anywhere without drawing undo notice. Thanks to the extensive network of eyes and ears the Society had in place, even getting word into the Citadel wasn’t much of a problem.

      Stefana provided me with several sheets of parchment and a writing quill, which I used to dash out a series of letters.

      The first were to the only Vigils I was entirely sure I could trust: Colin, Marina, and Berk. Leading three freshly ascended Vigils into a battle against an order of religious zealots was a terrible idea, but I needed backup and I knew for a fact they weren’t part of the Order of Immolation. They’d been with me and Kerra on assignment far from the walls of Wildespell when the last of the murders had happened. But, more importantly, they were too new and useless for anyone to bother recruiting into a murderous cabal.

      When shit invariably went down—which it would—Berk and Marina would be right there on the front lines with me, fighting for their lives. Marina would act as my ranged spell support, while Berk would serve as an offensive damage dealer. I had a different job for Colin, though. A job that wouldn’t be on the front lines, but which was no less dangerous or important. He would need to find Renholm and deliver my fourth note, which contained a set of detailed instructions for the newly evolved Pookah.

      Then Colin would need to make sure Renholm followed the instructions I’d sent along to a T. A job far more difficult than fighting and killing an Aberration.

      The fact that so much was riding on Renholm’s shoulders left me feeling nauseous, but there was no way to get around it. What would be, would be, I told myself, sealing the letter and handing it over to one of the Society couriers.

      Getting into the Citadel with the two most well-known thieves in the Sprawl was going to be tricky even for the Society of Vicious Whispers to pull off. Smuggling a package or a message past the checkpoints was one thing. Two Vigils, a Steelborn thug, and an unscrupulous Sorcerer was another. The four of us together would raise every single red flag. I was confident Telent wouldn’t go to the Custodians—no doubt he was still trying to keep his crimes under wraps—but I had a sneaking suspicion that he’d be keeping an eye out for me.

      I had another plan for that particular problem.

      Once again, I found myself grateful to have friends in low places. I scribbled off another three notes and pushed them into Bramin’s huge hands, knowing they’d end up with one of the Citadel’s kitchen boys.

      The final note was the easiest to write but also the one that gave me the most apprehension. It was to Telent.

      
        
        I know about the kid. I know about the Sacrament of Oblivion. I also know how blackmail works. Or is it coercion? I always get those two mixed up. Either way, you’re fucked. I’ll admit, you did a good job covering your tracks, but not good enough. I’ve assembled enough evidence to implicate you and unravel your entire shitty scheme.

        Unless we can come to a private agreement.

        Thing is, I don’t necessarily disagree with what you did. The Citadel does a lot of good in the world, and the Crown was going to make it more difficult for everyone. As far as I’m concerned, you did what you had to do. Which is why I’m sure you’ll understand that I’m only doing what I have to do to ensure I don’t end up like Dogan.

        Meet me at midnight tonight in the Nexus Simulator. Come alone. And don’t try and dick me. All that evidence I’ve assembled? I’ve given copies to couriers scattered all over Wildespell. If they don’t hear from me by tomorrow morning, they’ll deliver all the incriminating information I’ve assembled to the Custodians, the Society of Vicious Whispers, and the diplomatic delegations from the Virtarun Empire and the Kelkadian Crown—who are both in town, thanks to the “surprise” coronation party. Good luck trying to keep the lid on that.

        See you soon.

        

      

      I read over the note and grimaced. I didn’t have a single piece of hard evidence. Just rumors and speculation. I also didn’t have any couriers standing by in case things went tits up. It was all one big bluff. But Telent didn’t know that. And if this didn’t draw him out, nothing would. I rolled up the parchment, sealed it with a hot blob of wax, then handed it over to Bramin.

      “Let’s get this show on the road,” I said, standing. “We’ve got a ride to catch.”
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        * * *

      

      Miko, the wizened old man who ran the Citadel stables, creaked to a halt in the alley behind the Drunken Crow a few hours later with my crumpled note clutched in one grimy hand. He’d come through like the absolute G.O.A.T. he was.

      With his help, getting into the Citadel was far easier than I’d anticipated. Admittedly, it was also a lot grosser than I’d anticipated. He’d arrived in a large wagon, heaped to the brim with fresh manure. Hitched to the front was none other than Darksilver—the orneriest, meanest horse in all of Wildespell. I fed the massive steed a few Jetru berries that Miko had brought along and rubbed his nose with my free hand. It was good to see the giant murder machine again. He whined softly, nuzzling my palm like the good boy he was.

      “Make sure you bite anyone that tries to stop us,” I whispered while scratching the side of his jaw.

      He snorted and flicked one ear in unspoken understanding.

      Miko loaded me, Kerra, and my two thiefly recruits into the wagon bed. Then he spread a thin layer of hay over the top of us and buried us in mounds of actual shit. Unfortunately, that wasn’t even the nastiest thing I’d done this week. Between the fetid fish paste I’d lathered up with in Sarugia and Renholm exploding all over my room, being buried alive in fresh cow poop was third on the list. A sure sign that my life had gone completely off the rails.

      As awful as it was, the reeking stench was worth it.

      Miko was well-known by every guard in the Citadel, so most waved us through with nothing more than few friendly words or a minute of idle chitchat. A Vigil at the inner gate stopped us briefly. Darksilver immediately tried to maul him to death for his trouble. I couldn’t see anything, but I could hear it all. The frantic clop of hooves, the snap of biting teeth, the terrified screech of the Vigil. Darksilver was a legend in his own right, and no one wanted to fuck around where the giant Mortka-breed stallion was concerned.

      Still, the Vigil was dedicated, so he flipped back the canvas tarp covering the wagon bed. He took all of one look at the stinky cargo, then waved us through as fast as possible, eager to get away from Darksilver and the eye-watering reek.

      We off-loaded in the stable, and after a brief word of thanks to Miko, the four of us slipped into the servant passageways that snaked all throughout the Citadel.

      Our guides were waiting for us within.

      Rebecca was a kitchen porter who worked in the attendants’ mess hall and did a little bit of everything. Food prep, cleaning workstations, bussing tables, washing dishes. She was in her early thirties but looked like a woman twice her age. Life had not been gentle to her, but despite that, she had a brilliant smile and a spirit that refused to break.

      Lena was one of the Citadel supply clerks, responsible for ordering and restocking everything from sheets and blankets to candles and silverware.

      Both knew the ins and outs of the labyrinthine servant passageways that twisted and zigzagged through the Citadel. The guards and Vigils never ventured into those narrow corridors, and why would they? They were the masters of this place, so there was no reason for them to scurry around, unseen, like rodents. But that served us well. We could get exactly where we needed to go and no one would be any the wiser. Rebecca and Lena had also brought rough clothes—scratchy woolens and threadbare linens—that we could swap into.

      The simple disguises weren’t quite as good as Cunning Glamor, but with my head down and a heavy cloak wrapped around my shoulders, most people wouldn’t take a second glance.

      “Good luck, Boyd,” Kerra said. She reached out and gave my hand a firm squeeze. “Don’t get killed.”

      She pulled her hand back before I could reply, then turned and followed after Rebecca with Bramin and Stefana following close behind. If everything went according to plan, the next time I would see the three of them was when we sprang our ambush against Telent. Hopefully that wouldn’t also be the last time I saw her.

      I turned on a heel and followed Lena in the opposite direction, climbing higher into the Citadel instead of descending into its bowels. Lena had me carry several heavy wooden crates filled with various supplies. Or, at least, they would’ve been heavy for anyone that didn’t have supernaturally enhanced strength. I had to actively slouch and pretend to strain against the weight of the boxes as we passed a handful of other servants. After climbing several flights of stairs and taking a series of twists and turns, I ended up shouldering my way into the Steel Griffin.

      The entrance bell tinkled overhead with a brassy cry.

      The shop was empty except for Pascow, who was sitting behind the counter, apparently snoozing.

      He startled at the sound of the bell and blinked open bleary eyes. He took one sleepy look at me. “Think you might be in the wrong place there, young feller,” he said. “I’m not expecting any shipments today.”

      I closed the door behind me, blocked the entry with the heavy crates so no one else could enter, then flipped the sign to Closed.

      “Just what in the bloody hells do you think you’re doing, lad?” Pascow growled. His stool screeched as he stood.

      I took a deep breath to steady my nerves, then pulled back the rough spun hood covering my head and concealing my face. This was by far the biggest gamble. I liked Pascow, trusted him even, and I thought the feeling was mutual. But he was also a Sage-Class Vigil and well-connected to the Citadel and the Custodians. I didn’t believe he was in cahoots with the radicals from the Order of Immolation, but I also didn’t know if he would believe what I was about to tell him.

      Even if he did, the favor I had for him was a big ask.

      Would he be willing to turn on his brothers at my word? I didn’t know.

      But I needed his help. Or, barring that, I needed his silence and his altar. I had to respec before I squared up against Telent, and getting into any of the chapels without someone noticing was impossible.

      “Boyd?” Pascow asked, a note of surprise in his voice. “What in the bloody hell are you doing in that getup, lugging around those boxes?”

      “I’m in trouble,” I said, deciding that the only way forward was to lay all my cards on the table.

      Pascow may have been a Builder, but he was first and foremost a Vigil of Truth who’d unlocked a Master Mentalist Legacy ability. If I lied to him, he’d know it in a second. But I wouldn’t lie to him even if I could’ve gotten away with it. If my plan failed and I ended up dead, word would eventually get back to the powers that be that he’d helped me. That could mean big trouble for him down the road, and I refused to do that to him. He had a right to know what the stakes were before he decided to get involved.

      So I told him. Told him everything.

      About the prince. The suspicious timing of the king’s death. About my discovery at Tiers of Delight and the Wil-O-Wisp waiting for me in the Etheric Plane. I told him about the Sacrament of Oblivion, Arbitrator Nazer Maux, and his ties to the Order of Immolation. He asked occasional questions as I spoke, but mostly he listened. When I finally finished telling him about my plan to confront Telent and root out any of his potential accomplices, Pascow dropped onto his stool with a heavy thud.

      Dazed, he ran a gnarled hand through his disheveled and thinning hair.

      “Well lad, that’s quite the barrel of worms you’ve opened now, isn’t it?” he said, voice oddly detached. “I… I don’t even know what to say. I’m just an old man. A Builder who putters around in the forge, making weapons and armor I’ll never use…” He trailed off and looked down at his age-worn hands. “I don’t know what you could need from me. I suppose I could swing a hammer, but a fat lot of good it’ll do against a trained fist of Vigils.”

      “You told me once the other Vigils don’t respect you,” I replied. “You said they turn their noses up at you and think less of you because you’re a Builder. Never mind that you’re also a Sage and that the majority of the armor and weapons they use is the work of your hands. Not me. I do respect you. I respect your passion, I respect your strength, and I know that you love the Citadel. You love it enough to do the work no one else is willing to do so that Raguel’s mission can be accomplished in the world.

      “Well, now Raguel’s work is here,” I continued. “It’s cleansing the Citadel that you’ve sworn to protect. Raguel has tasked me with rooting out the corruption that has infiltrated these walls, and I need your help now. I need a Builder, but I also need a fighter. I can’t be sure what I’m going to face when Telent shows up, but I know I’m going to need every able body I can get to pull this off.”

      He licked his lips and flexed his hands again. A complex war of emotions played out across his leathery face. Anger, bitterness, fear, resolve.

      “You have my hammer, my forge,” he finally said, “and the use of any materials you need. But I ask again, what good would an old man like me be in a battle like this? The last time I fought a Mortka was on my training assignment after passing the Ascension. Sage or not, I’ll be just shy of useless.”

      I offered him a vicious grin. “That’s where I think you’re wrong. Let me tell you about a weapon that might be new to you. It’s called a machine gun, and I want you to help me build it…”
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      I left Pascow to his work, knowing I would only slow him down.

      He was a Sage-Class Builder with more experience crafting weapons than I could amass in a lifetime. Besides, he didn’t want my help. When I turned over the machine gun blueprints it was like I’d given a prophetic glimpse of the Sistine Chapel to a young Michelangelo. It was a revelation. A work of art that only a master artist could truly appreciate. He was practically in tears as he reviewed the Essence-focusing lens, the intricate springs, the Arcana apparatus, and a thousand other little pieces that fit together like the most elegant puzzle.

      When I pressed my remaining Sage-Class Seraphic Scale into his palm so he could finish the build, I thought he was going to die in pure bliss.

      While Pascow was locked away in his Soul Vault, busy turning Mortka-forged steel into a magical weapon of mass destruction, I headed into my own Vault to handle business. The clock was ticking and I still needed to respec my build and adjust my equipment before it was go time. I took a deep breath as I surveyed my avatar slowly rotating above the placid pool of water below. My two koi—one silver, one gold—lazily circled each other in a figure eight, completely oblivious to the dangers awaiting me.

      I pulled my gaze away from the fish and looked over my character sheet with a hyper-critical eye.

      Telent, Amherst, Kol, and Jori had fought with me. They knew what sort of skills I favored, and I had every reason to believe they’d been keeping an eye on me from the moment they’d picked me up at the Twisted Pig in Grimwerp. And not just during my waking hours, either. If my nightmares were any indication, Telent had probably been staking out my mind via Dream Thief. Mind Vault had firmly put the kibosh on that shit for the time being, which meant they didn’t know what I was planning, but they still knew me.

      At least, they thought they did.

      That was the thing about the Threads of Fate boon…

      I could be anything at any time. My skills were a wild card. Those evil dickweeds wouldn’t know what kind of abilities I had tucked away in my hand until I laid them down on the table. I needed to lean into that. Needed to keep them off guard and second-guessing themselves every step of the way. If my team of misfits and outcasts came through and did their jobs, I also wouldn’t be fighting this battle alone, I reminded myself. I’d have Kerra acting as our tank, Bramin and Berk as melee damage dealers, and Marina and Stefana as spellcasting support.

      I had no doubt that Telent and the others were expecting me to come out swinging with my axe, fighting up close while utilizing a varied combination of offensive spells like Electro Arc and Unbound Blaze. And thanks to my exploits being sung by minstrels in every tavern in Wildespell, I was pretty sure they knew at least some of the details of my other battles. These guys were far more powerful than me, so if I wanted to beat them, I’d need to do it with the element of surprise.

      I needed to defy their expectations.

      With Pascow firmly on board, I knew exactly how I could accomplish that.

      I was punching well above my weight class, so I couldn’t afford any of my typical utility skills. Things like Fae Tether, Armor Evocation, and Totem Transformation were all out. I even decided to axe Blunt Weapon Mastery, pun intended. As I surveyed my list of current skills and abilities, the only ones I’d be keeping were Sidhe Pact, Combat Sense, Master Mentalist, and Festering Wounds.

      That last spell, especially, was going to play a crucial role in the build I had in mind.

      I selected those four exceptions, then reclaimed seventy-seven Ward Points. I stoically endured a fresh round of hellish agony by curling up into a ball and openly weeping for several minutes. Once that was done, and the pain had receded to a dull throb, I added the rest of the carefully selected assortment of skills and spells I had in mind.

      Instead of Blunt Weapon Mastery, I opted for Ranged Weapon Mastery. It would give me a passive ten percent boost to ranged projectile damage, a five percent bonus to piercing damage, and would additionally reduce the Arcana cost requirements for ranged weapons by ten percent. The single greatest benefit, however, was the “Fire Discipline” passive. If my shot successfully landed on target, Fire Discipline allowed me to instantly recover an additional ten percent of the Arcana I’d spent conjuring the round.

      That last benefit would be essential for this new build, the Machine Gunner. I was going to be laying down an insane amount of firepower and it would chew through my Arcana reserves in seconds if I wasn’t careful.

      There were three other skills from the Ward of Justice that I needed to round out my shiny new build. First was Crippling Strike, which had a chance to slow targeted enemies and prevent spell casting for a short while. For fifteen points, I also added in Guided Shot—an active ability that allowed me to set a “Death Mark” on a given target and send every round toward that target like a homing missile. That, paired with Festering Wounds and Crippling Strike, was the perfect recipe for a really shitty day for some unlucky son of a bitch.

      The last, and most expensive, skill I needed from the Ward of Justice was the keystone ability, Automated Sentinel.

      
        
        Automated Sentinel

      

      

      
        
        Some say the greatest weapon is the one you need only fire once. Better is the one you don’t need to fire at all… because it fires for you. Use a burst of Arcana to deploy any ranged, Soul Bound weapon as an Automated Sentinel that will target identified enemies on the field and fire on your behalf.

        When summoned, the Automated Sentinel is deployed to a fixed location but can pivot and fire in a 360° field. It can be recalled and deployed at any distance within line of sight. The deployed weapon will act without direct instruction, naturally fixing on enemies within its effective range, but it can also be given rudimentary directions through a direct mental link with the Vigil.

        When firing projectiles, the Sentinel will draw power directly from the Vigil’s Arcana Pool and will automatically stop firing when it no longer has an active energy supply. The Sentinel comes equipped with a rudimentary Arcana Shield, protecting it from direct damage; once the shield is depleted, the conjured weapon will disappear, return to the Vigil, and can be redeployed after a ten-minute cooldown.

        Recommended Attribute Minimums: Finesse, 22; Verve, 20; Arcana, 28

        Recommended Skill Selections: Weapon Mastery: Range

        

      

      I’d wanted this ability for ages, but the Recommended Attributes had been too steep at the time. But not anymore. I’d need to beef up my Finesse and Arcana, but thankfully I had all the Attribute Points I’d been saving up after each ascension.

      The last two skills I wanted in my arsenal both came from the Ward of Wrath. Life Siphon was an innocuous, low-level spell that only cost four points to unlock but packed a lot of punch under the right conditions. It passively leeched away a small portion of Essence with every hit and funneled it into a friendly target, temporarily increasing their Arcana and Health Regeneration Rate. I could use it on myself or on any of my teammates within line of sight.

      That left me with twenty-eight points, exactly enough to unlock my last spell, which came from the Path of Death.

      
        
        Soul Storm

      

      

      
        
        The soul is the true measure of a man or monster, which is what makes it such a truly horrific weapon. Temporarily harness the Essence of Mortka Remnants, forcing their untethered souls into an Etheric Whirlwind that scours the souls of enemies while simultaneously refreshing the souls of allies within the area of effect. The more Mortka Remnants present, the stronger the Soul Storm and the longer its duration will be. Soul Storm deals Necrotic Damage, ignores armored defenses, and deals additional damage to enemies afflicted by disease, plague, or necrotic rot.

        Recommended Attribute Minimums: Insight 20; Arcana, 30

        Recommended Skill Selections: Life Siphon; Soul Jar, Ritual Reanimate

        

      

      Best I could figure, Soul Storm was a keystone spell designed for a Necromancer-style class that relied on reanimating the dead and capturing the souls of departing Mortka to later reuse as summoned minions. Soul Storm was extremely powerful and required a tremendous amount of Arcana to cast, but it also required an external component to be effective. The Vigil needed minions, which is why Soul Jar and Ritual Reanimate were recommended skills. I had neither.

      But that was okay, I had something even better. The Nexus Simulator. With that at my disposal, I could use Soul Storm to give Telent and his buddies the surprise of their lives.

      Hopefully, the last surprise of their lives.

      Abilities and spells selected, I spent the next few minutes divvying up my available Attribute Points. I’d accumulated just enough Essence over the past few days to bump Finesse up to 21 without having to dip into my free points. I was still one point short in Finesse to meet the Recommended Requirements for Automated Sentinel, but my cobalt Basilisk Brigandine Armor came with a passive called Harpy’s Grace that boosted Finesse and gave me a six percent bonus to Guided Shot.

      I had five undistributed Attribute Points to burn, and as much as it pained me to see them go, I dumped one into Brawn, pushing it up to 27, and the last four into Arcana, propelling it all the way to 30. The second that I did, I earned a new notice.

      
        
        Arcana Suprema

      

      

      
        
        Through a combination of intense training and unflinching discipline, you have raised your Arcana Characteristic Stat to 30, surpassing a Major Cornerstone Threshold. Your Meridian channels have expanded, allowing you to cast spells more efficiently and recover from Arcana loss more quickly. +1% Arcana Efficiency and +2% Arcana Regeneration for each additional Characteristic point added until crossing the next Cornerstone Threshold.

        

      

      I grunted as I read over the description. That sure was a nice little perk that no one had thought to mention. I wondered if the other attributes had a similar bonus for crossing the line into thirty. I also couldn’t help but wonder what happened if you hit forty. If I survived the next couple of hours, it was possible I’d rack up enough Essence to find out.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Boyd Knight

      

      

      Race: Vigil Bound

      Level: Adept, Silver Rank

      Current Essence: 435

      Next Ascended Rank: 50,000

      Attribute Points: 0

      Ward Points: 0

      
        
        Characteristics

      

      

      Brawn: 27

      Verve: 22

      Finesse: 21

      Arcana: 30

      Insight: 20

      
        
        Vigil Wards 

      

      

      Ward of Justice: Soul Bound Weapons (Boon)†, Weapon Mastery: Ranged, Guided Shot, Automated Sentinel, Crippling Strike, Festering Wounds

      Ward of Valor: Diamond Body (Boon), Combat Sense

      Ward of Wrath: Arcane Insight (Boon), Life Siphon, Soul Storm

      Ward of Balance: Language of the Heavens (Boon), Sidhe Pact

      Ward of Truth: Threads of Fate (Boon), Master Mentalist

      Expand Ward List 

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      As I looked over my character sheet, I had to admit that my Ward List looked a little on the thin side.

      No Unbound Blaze. No Rend. No Electro Arc or Matchless Endurance. None of the skills I typically relied on. That was exactly the point, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t make me a little nervous. Wading into a deadly battle with a bunch of skills I’d never used before was both dangerous and stupid. On the other hand, I knew I wouldn’t be able to win this fight by playing it safe. This was an all-or-nothing situation. Either my build would work and justice would be served, or I’d find myself dead. Again.

      Only time would tell whether I’d made the right call or not.

      I dismissed the screen with a flick of my wrist, turned on a heel, and beelined for my statuary room. I had my skills selected, but now it was time to pick my equipment. Without Armor Evocation to fall back on, I wouldn’t be able to swap out gear sets all willy-nilly like, which meant I needed to be extra thoughtful about which items I’d be taking with me. My mind was already swirling with all the possibilities…
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      At midnight, I stood in the center of the Nexus Simulator, buried deep beneath the bowels of the Citadel. The air felt thick and muggy with raw Essence. Above me was the vaulted patchwork dome, built from interlocking opal tiles. The spidery golden arms with their huge crystalline lenses sat still and lifeless, just like the rest of the chamber. I glanced left and right. The room was empty, or at least it appeared empty at first glance. I knew better.

      I could feel the unseen eyes on my back.

      I shifted my weight and leaned against the oversized Mortka-Forged Poleaxe that Pascow had helped me craft during my brief apprenticeship. Its heft and blade glimmered with powerful runic sigils, which held one charge apiece of Unbound Blaze, Electro Arc, and Kinetic Blast. I’d opted for the larger weapon over my typical Raven Peak Axe because I thought it would throw my enemies off-balance. Those extra charges were likely to come in handy as well.

      I’d gone with my medium Basilisk Armor while the Fell Bear Gauntlets adorned my wrists. A stout cloak trailed down my back, and reinforced leggings, covered by Basilisk Greaves, met my plain, but serviceable leather boots. I’d also decided to use a unique item that I rarely took out of the Vault because it was so… unsettling. It was a wooden mask with curling ram horns, marked with the unseelie sigil for Vengeance. The item was called Annelli’s Visage and it granted me a host of benefits, including added resistance against Normal Weapons and a +1% chance of invoking the ability Horrific Vision.

      The mask made everyone who saw it extremely uncomfortable, but in this case that wasn’t a bad thing.

      I’d also equipped my current gear set with Illiud’s Faith and my Fabricated Token of Deceptive Presence. Together, they gave me a potent cocktail of extra benefits including a +6% resistance against disease and famine and a +5% resistance against psionic attacks, glamor spells, and mental magics. I’d fitted my Elemental Spark token to my poleaxe—adding extra fire damage to every melee attack—and the Eldritch Wither Heart Seed to my firearm, which would significantly boost the effects of Life Siphon.

      Riding along my hip were several leather pouches, each clearly labeled and filled with the corresponding Affinity Scales. As for my Transformation Tokens, every single one of them was with Marina and Cal. Without Totem Transformation, I wasn’t going to need them. I was as prepared as I was ever gonna be.

      Dead ahead the door to the Simulator swished open, casting a spear of light from the training hall onto the floor. A lone figure stood silhouetted by the yellow beam. Even in the gloom, I could see it was the man I’d been waiting for.

      Telent stepped into view, outfitted in his customary leathers. He was alone, just as my note had requested, and he was unarmed—though I knew that could change in an instant. He waited for a heartbeat, staring thoughtfully at me from across the Simulator, then turned and shut the door, locking it behind him with a soft click of finality.

      “When I got your note,” he said, turning back to me, “I didn’t really think you’d be stupid enough to be here.”

      “I could say the same about you.” My voice sounded oddly hollow and menacing from behind the mask.

      This time he laughed. “That’s what I like about you,” he said, edging a few steps closer. He wasn’t moving fast, but I could tell he was trying to maneuver into potential striking position. “Not afraid to put everything on the line if that’s what the mission calls for. I wish things hadn’t gone this way,” he said after a pause. “I don’t know how you figured out it was us—we were so careful—but you did. I guess there really is a reason Raguel summoned you. Do you mind if I ask you a question? What gave us away?”

      “It was a lot of little things,” I replied offhandedly. “The nightmares and the headaches were a big part of it. From the first night I was with you guys, I started sleeping like absolute dogshit. Eventually I put together that someone was using Dream Thief to track my movement and that narrowed the list down considerably. But the biggest clue was what I found in A Treatise on the Fell Creatures of Oblivion. Couldn’t have solved the puzzle without it.”

      Telent sighed and shook his head. “I told the old fool to just get rid of that book.” He took a few more steps. “But no. He couldn’t bring himself to destroy it, no matter how incriminating.”

      “That’s far enough,” I said, thrusting the poleaxe out. “I know exactly how good you are with a blade in your hand.”

      “Fair enough,” he replied with a thin smile, raising his hands as though in surrender. I knew it wasn’t going to be that easy.

      “Since we’re being cordial,” I pushed, “I think you owe me the courtesy of an answer. Why do all this? Was it really just for a little extra political leverage? Would it have killed the Citadel to pay some extra taxes?”

      “Come now, it’s not as simple or straightforward as that and we both know it. The heir didn’t just want us to pay taxes. Andreas always did have big ambitions—certainly bigger than his father before him—and to accomplish them he needed the Citadel to come to heel. But we aren’t dogs for some rich brat to put a collar on.

      “We serve a god. We hunt monsters. We end injustice. Save lives regardless of creed, race, religion, or nationality. For our order to work, it needs to be elevated above the petty squabbles of nations. Besides, politicians make for shite military leaders, and men like us shouldn’t have to kowtow to their fragile egos.”

      I hated myself a little, but I could understand where he was coming from. I knew from experience what it was like to have clueless bureaucrats make terrible decisions. Decisions that would never affect them personally. Decisions that I and my friends lived and died by. They were the ones that pushed for hearts and minds, while we got picked off by snipers and blown up by bombs buried in the road or carried by innocent children who were only doing what they were told.

      “And you’re fixing the problem by terrorizing a city?” I asked, pushing away my own doubts. “By killing innocent people and kidnapping kids? You honestly expect me to believe the solution was to murder one of your own brothers in cold blood? I’m raising the bullshit flag.”

      Telent’s smile slipped and his mouth formed into a jagged grimace. “I’ll make no bones about it. That was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do,” he replied softly. “But no one person is more important than our shared mission. Dogan… He was like Kerra. Immovable. Inflexible. He refused to see the bigger picture. His death will haunt me all the days of my life and so will the shade of every guardsman we had to kill, but I’ll console myself in the knowledge that we’ll save a thousand times as many souls because of their sacrifice.

      “But you’re not like Kerra or Dogan,” he said in a pleading tone, “and we both know it. Their idealism is a beautiful thing, but the Citadel also needs pragmatists. It needs people like us, Boyd. People who are willing to bend the rules and do the dirty jobs that make the world go ‘round. The people out there”—he waved a hand vaguely through the air—“they want to pretend we Vigils are gallant knights, ripped straight from a bard’s tale. But we aren’t. We’re soldiers, plain and simple. And make no mistake, we’re fighting a war.

      “I don’t need to tell you that sometimes there are casualties in war. It comes with the territory. The Order of Immolation are the only ones who see the truth for what it is. There’s a place in our ranks for someone like you. You’re talented, smart, stubborn as a mule. You have a promising career ahead of you so long as you’re not too stubborn to see the writing on the wall. With Dogan gone, the Custodians are going to ask Jori to assume the mantle of Justiciar of Seekers. That means we have an opening, and I think you would make an excellent addition. Let’s end this, eh? Let me get you that beer I owe you.”

      He was right.

      War was messy and ugly and never as clear-cut as those calling the shots wanted you to believe. As a Marine, I’d done things I wasn’t proud of. That came with the job too. There was a real part of me that wanted to say yes to his offer, because in some ways I was like him. I was the guy who did the hard things. The guy that pulled the trigger because that was the mission.

      He was also wrong.

      You couldn’t kill indiscriminately in war. In its way, war was as much about restraint as it was about violence. It required you to have the moral courage and the unflinching discipline to know when to pull the trigger and when not to. Civilian casualties were unavoidable, but knowingly targeting innocent civilians wasn’t the same thing no matter how Telent tried to paint it. He claimed this was about the greater good, but it was just as much about fulfilling his personal ambitions.

      Plus, he’d kidnapped a kid.

      That was a line in the sand. Hurting dogs, cats, and children was the quickest way to wind up on the business end of an enchanted shotgun barrel. No exceptions.

      “I like you, Telent.” I reached into a small satchel, pulled out a pair of Arcana Suppression Manacles, and tossed them onto the ground in front of his boots. “Which is why I’m going to give you a chance to unfuck yourself right here and right now. This doesn’t need to get ugly,” I said, echoing the words he’d said to me the first time we’d met. “Put those on, come with me, confess to your crimes, give the name of every single one of your coconspirators, and I won’t kill you.”

      The grimace slipped and his lips turned down at the corner into a disappointed frown.

      “As if you could,” he said. “You should’ve learned I’ll accomplish the mission by whatever means necessary, and that I always hedge my bets.”

      He raised his hand and snapped his fingers. A wave of silvery light rippled out in a circle, dispelling the glamor he’d cast before entering the room. Spaced out around me in a semicircle were the other three members of his team. Jori, Vigil of Justice. Kol, Vigil of Balance. And Amherst, Vigil of Wrath. There was also a fifth member, lurking behind Amherst like an enormous, monstrous shadow. A creature nine feet tall with dark pebbled skin, a golden lionesque mane, and huge wings that looked like jagged tears ripped in the fabric of space and time.

      “As you can see,” Telent said, “I didn’t come alone.”

      “I didn’t either. Do it now!” I bellowed at the top of my voice.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
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      Everything happened all at once.

      The brass control box near the front of the room whirled to life as the golden arms overhead swung and dispelled the current illusion. Unlike Telent, I didn’t have a Vigil of Truth on my team who was strong enough to conceal our team with Cunning Glamor. So instead, we’d used the Nexus Simulator itself to… well, to simulate the Nexus Simulator in every minute detail. We’d just made the room a fifth of its normal size, then used the extra dead space to hide everyone beyond the edges of the illusion.

      As the golden apparatus overhead swung and rotated, the cavern disappeared. The walls evaporated and the ceiling gave way to an endless purple sky. Suddenly we were in a huge grassy clearing, surrounded by towering, otherworldly tress with ghostly white bark and broad, bloodred leaves. Pale silver light shined down from an alien moon, giving the whole scene a surreal, almost dreamlike quality.

      “I don’t know what in the hell you think you’re doing,” Telent growled, summoning his mystic rapier, “but you can’t stop us.”

      “Maybe not,” I replied with a shrug, “but I can stall you. Don’t suppose Arbitrator Nazer Maux rings a bell, does it?” I watched the shock register on his face. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Turns out I know who he is too. Unless I’m mistaken, he’s the guy you left to watch the kid you kidnapped while you and your buddies came here to curb stomp my ass. I also happen to know where Nazer is, and by the time you get out of here, my psychotic Fae familiar will be delivering your hostage to the king for safekeeping.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” Telent said, sounding genuinely angry for the first time.

      “Come on, Telent, you’re smarter than that. We both know I would.”

      Cold hatred roiled just beneath the surface of his face. “Kol, Jori, get to the headquarters and secure the boy. Amherst and I will deal with him.”

      “Naw,” I said, shaking my head. “I think you should all stay. The party’s just getting started.”

      Kerra stepped out from behind a hulking tree and posted up with her shield, directly in front of the only exit. “If you insist on leaving prematurely,” she said coldly, “you’re welcome to try and get past me…”

      “Kill them all,” Telent cursed through clenched teeth. “Leave no survivors.”

      All hell broke loose as the words left his mouth.

      Kol and Jori both turned and charged Kerra. The corrupted Vigil of Balance seemed to explode outward as he ran. Kol’s torso lengthened and bulged. His arms and legs stretched and swelled. Pale skin gave way to putrid green flesh. His beard and hair transformed into curling tentacles and his lips sloughed away, revealing a ragged mouth with cutting mandibles jutting out from each side.

      Kol—in all his deformed, hideous glory—never made it to Kerra.

      Two lumbering monsters emerged from the thick tree cover, loping along the uneven ground at a dead sprint. Cal had assumed the lupine form of a Hollow Maw, while Berk wore the shape of a Craighound: a werewolf made of stone and earth instead of muscle and fur. They hit Kol like a wrecking ball, Cal going low while Berk went high. All three shapeshifters went down in a tangle of limbs, flashing claws, and biting fangs.

      Jori closed on Kerra, his Soul-Bound spear flashing in the moonlight, but suddenly Kerra wasn’t alone either. Bramin stepped from the tree line and planted himself beside the Vigil of Valor. He wore a close-fitting vest of ring mail, which left his meat-slab arms bare. He didn’t carry any obvious weapon, but I knew the hulking stone gauntlets covering his fists would serve him just fine. He dropped his shoulders and smiled at Jori.

      “Oy, where do you bloody think you’re going then?” he rumbled. “Not sure if you’ve realized this or not yet, but we’re not trapped in here with you, buddy boy. You’re trapped in here with us, now aren’t you?”

      I didn’t have time to watch the action for long, because I had my own problems to deal with.

      Amherst thrust one hand out, a silent snarl on his face. The Chaos Aberration bounded forward, its unearthly talons leaving deep furrows in its wake. It closed the distance between us at an impossible speed, but I was ready. It charged into range with a ground-rattling roar as I thrust the poleaxe forward and triggered all three of the embedded runic spell effects at once. A column of terrible heat, sizzling blue-white lightning, and raw force exploded out from the end of the weapon.

      The triple attack of Kinetic Blast, Unbound Blaze, and Electro Arc hit the creature in the chest and splashed over its left wing. It lurched backward and flipped ass over teakettle through the air, landing in a sprawl. There was a circular scorch mark on its night-dark skin and one wing had been mangled by my assault, but as I knew already, it took a lot to put down a Chaos Aberration. The creature shook its head and clumsily gained its feet, the damage already healing.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      I turned and took off for the tree line, arms and legs pumping frantically as I ran. The ground rumbled behind me as the Aberration pursued me like a junkyard dog with the scent of blood in its nose.

      I’d never felt more vulnerable. More exposed. Turning your back and running away from a predator was always a terrible idea, sure to end in disaster and bloodshed.

      Except when it didn’t.

      The terrible rumble of its footfalls carried through the earth, and I could feel it getting closer and closer by the second.

      So close, I could’ve sworn I felt its hot breath on the nape of my neck…
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      Then there was a mechanical roar and an otherworldly squeal of agony.

      It was the thunder of suppressive fire followed by the pain of something learning about what a machine gun was for the first time. It was also sweet, sweet music to my ears.

      I skidded into the cover of the forest and wheeled around in time to see a flurry of magically conjured .50 cal rounds slam into the Aberration and chew into the earth around it. The column of glorious firepower came from a hidden machine gun nest, concealed in the trees to the right. Pascow was sitting high up in the spreading branches with a .50 cal cradled between two huge, gnarled boughs.

      Talking him into building the weapons had been easy. Talking him into using one had been a little trickier. He’d been reluctant… Right until I showed him how the monstrous Ma Duce worked. There’d been a spark of madness and inspiration glimmering in his eyes while he watched the weapon relentlessly shred the training targets. After that, I couldn’t talk him out of it even if I’d wanted to.

      The magical .50 cal easily punched through the Aberration’s flesh and turned its wings into bloody streams of crepe paper. The creature squealed and flicked a wrist, conjuring a churning barrier of purple-and-red light that momentarily protected the beast from the torrent. Even that wouldn’t hold long, however. The Ma Duce had been built with reinforced Mortka Steel and a Sage-Class Celestial Affinity Scale. Every single round was naturally imbued with a burst of radiant energy, which was antithetical to the beasts of oblivion.

      If I was right, the .50 cal wouldn’t be able to kill the Aberration outright, but it could stunt its magic and incapacitate it indefinitely.

      Amherst realized what was happening. The Vigil of Wrath immediately turned his gaze on the old Builder and let a javelin of Unbound Blaze fly toward the canopy—

      A golden shield of Arcana shimmered in the air, intercepting the magical assault before it could get close to touching Pascow.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Stefana said, stepping into the open. She had one hand raised, golden light bleeding from her fingers as she maintained the defensive barrier. She threw her other arm forward and sandblasted Amherst with a Kinetic Blow that steamrolled him and left him flat on his back.

      I quickly swapped out my poleaxe for the weapon Pascow had made for me.

      The 240 medium machine gun didn’t have the raw power or sheer chutzpah of the .50 cal, but it was still a beast capable of laying down 550 rounds per minute at an effective range of 1,100 meters. One of my buddies had single-handedly held a forward outlook post against a platoon of insurgents for seven hours with nothing more than one of those bad boys and a metric shitload of ammo. Plus, unlike the .50 cal, I could fire the 240 from the shoulder while on the move, which made it ten pounds of Get Fucked.

      Best of all, thanks to my fancy new Path of Twin Shadows Legacy ability, I could have two of them.

      I released a concentrated burst of Arcana and activated Automated Sentinel. A shadowy version of the machine gun blinked into existence on a mounted tripod in the trees opposite Pascow. Instantly, the weapon whirled to life, autolocking on the Aberration and letting loose a fresh wave of hell. Pascow hit the creature from the other side with a renewed burst of radiant rounds and I opened up with my own 240, shooting from the hip. My top priority was taking out Amherst, but the Aberration was blocking my line of fire. So instead, I unloaded on the monstrous creature, pinning it in place.

      I’d loaded up my machine gun with Barkform Affinity, so each round that landed had a seven percent chance to trigger the “rooted” effect, which was far more horrific than it sounded. Rooted caused invasive Wither Vine shoots to burrow and spread through muscular tissue while slowly sapping away the Arcana of its host. It was extremely painful, and it slowed the afflicted enemy considerably. My Sentinel drew directly from my Arcana Pool, and since it was laying down an ungodly amount of suppressive fire, I should’ve run dry in seconds.

      But I didn’t.

      Ranged Weapon Mastery reduced my Arcana requirements by ten percent for projectiles, and thanks to the synergy from Life Siphon, my “Fire Discipline” passive, and my Eldritch Wither Heart Arcanum Token, I had a steady influx of Arcana every time one of the conjured bullets landed. It wasn’t enough to offset the Arcana cost completely, but it stopped me from hemorrhaging magic at an unsustainable rate. And when I did eventually run dry, I had a pouchful of Pure Affinity Scales that would top me off.

      As rounds pounded on the Aberration from three sides, a curious thing happened. Instances of Hellflayer Rot began to stack at a truly incredible rate.

      [Chaos Aberration afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x1]

      [Chaos Aberration afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x5]

      [Chaos Aberration afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x13]

      [Chaos Aberration afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x25]

      Although the Aberration had a tremendously thick hide, it was no match for the relentless piercing damage of my dual machine guns. Every successful shot left at least a small open wound in its wake and each open wound added another instance of Hellflayer Rot. The only way to actually defeat the Chaos Aberration was to use a powerful banishment ritual… that or kill Amherst, which was by far the easier option. But since Amherst was the Chaos Aberration’s sugar daddy and ticket to staying in the Material Realm, it would defend him with every ounce of its strength.

      But hopefully it wouldn’t be able to do that while mewling under a hail of radiant gunfire and crippling debuffs.

      I cut the stream of fire from my 240, quickly scrambled up the face of a towering tree, and wedged myself in a clump of thick branches so I was overlooking the battlefield.

      From this vantage, I could see everything going on below.

      Kerra and Bramin were working in tandem to fend off Jori’s brutal attacks.

      The Vigil of Justice couldn’t put a dent in Kerra’s defenses or force his way past her to the door, but neither could they seem to land a blow against him. Bramin was big and powerful, but slow—at least compared to Jori. The man was everywhere all at once, easily sidestepping Bramin’s hooks and jabs, while simultaneously launching devastating counterattacks. Already a series of ragged slashes and deep puncture wounds littered the thug’s body. Bramin was one tough shitkicker, but he wasn’t on par with a Master-Class Vigil. Only near-constant healing from Kerra was keeping him in the game.

      Cal and Berk were only faring slightly better in their tag-team bout against Kol. The Viking had regained his feet and was using the natural terrain to prevent them from overwhelming or flanking him.

      Meanwhile, Amherst was slinging boatloads of magic at Stefana, wearing her down with his superior skill, wide array of spells, and seemingly endless pool of Arcana. She had retreated several steps and was desperately cowering behind a magical barrier that was taking a ferocious pounding from a barrage of flame lances.

      There was no sign of Telent, which was bad news bears, but I could worry about that later.

      Right now, we were barely keeping our heads above water. Even though we technically had them outnumbered, they had us outclassed in spades. We’d only lasted this long because we’d caught them with their pants down.

      Unfortunately for Telent and his boys, I had a few other surprises in store...

      I reached into a pouch at my side and pulled out a tiny clay pot with a wax seal over its top. I smashed it against the tree and watched as a brilliant puff of red smoke billowed straight up in a thick plume. It lasted only a second or two and did no damage, but the alchemic smoke grenade was flashy as hell.

      Below, the ground rumbled and the world shifted again.

      Oh, thank the Good Lord Almighty, I thought. Marina had seen the signal. The young Vigil of Wrath wasn’t duking it out with the rest of our comically underpowered party, because she had an even more important job: manning the brass generator that controlled the Simulator.

      Everything in the room remained exactly the same as it had before, except for one major difference. A sheer rock wall, thirty feet high, erupted from the earth around the outer perimeter of the clearing, trapping everyone inside in what amounted to a gladiatorial fighting pit. The earthen barrier walled off the door, which meant Telent and the others weren’t getting out of here without killing us all first. It was one of those in for a penny, in for a pound type of situations.

      There was, however, a narrow gap in the rocky wall, just wide enough to accommodate a single person. That was where Kerra would make her stand—just as soon as we got the rest of the party to safety.

      I crammed the 240 into my shoulder pocket and squeezed off bursts of rapid fire at the corrupt, dickhead Vigils below. The 240 was never meant to operate this way and it was a far cry from what anyone would call a precision weapon. But then, this was the first time a 240 had ever been wielded by a Vigil with 27 Brawn, 22 Finesse, and a magical ability to put every single round into the black, thanks to Guided Shot. The massive gun was like a super soaker in my hands, and I barely even felt the recoil.

      Rounds slammed into Kol’s monstrous and misshapen shoulder, spinning the totemist shapeshifter to the ground. Instead of mauling him, Berk and Cal broke away and beelined for the narrow passage in the rock face.

      I immediately switched targets, this time taking potshots at Amherst.

      It was glorious. I literally couldn’t miss.

      Conjured rounds punched through his unarmored back and ripped through his throat with a spurt of blood. His legs folded and he went down like a sack of potatoes. For a moment I was ready to pack it in and call it a day, figuring that was game over. No one survives a concentrated burst of 7.62 to the throat. No one except Amherst.

      The Vigil of Wrath twitched.

      A shot like that should’ve been lethal, but Amherst pushed himself to his feet and absently brushed off his robes as though I’d annoyed him. A thick cable of black energy appeared, connecting him to the Chaos Aberration. Thanks to my enhanced vision, I could see his wounds knitting themselves shut in real time.

      The Treatise on the Fell Creatures of Oblivion had said we couldn’t get rid of the Aberration without banishing it or killing its summoner. It hadn’t said anything about the summoner being able to draw health from the Aberration.

      I stole a look at down at the Aberration. Between the constant bray of the .50 cal and the bark of my smaller automated 240, it was lying on the ground in a pool of fetid black goo. Its body jerked sporadically as conjured rounds thwumped into its flesh with wet splats. At this point, it looked like an unholy genetics experiment gone horribly awry. One part road-killed bear, one part ground meat, one hundred percent fucked up. But clearly, it wasn’t dead.

      Stefana peeled off from the fight just like Berk and Cal had and made a quick escape while Amherst was staring daggers at me. Smart lady.

      Obviously, killing Amherst was going to take some doing, but I was a Marine. Maximum overkill was damn near our motto, and I’d come prepared for anything these guys could throw at us. I’d deal with him in a second. First I needed to help Kerra and Bramin get clear.

      I mentally placed a “Death Mark” on Jori and let loose with another burst of machine gun fire. Unlike the others, Jori seemed to sense the rounds coming and nimbly dove out of the way, rolling back up to his feet. The rounds peppered the ground where he’d been standing a moment before, sending up little clouds of dirt. Bramin, never one to run from a fight, darted toward Jori instead of heading for the exit like he was supposed to. Kerra yelled something at him, but it was impossible to hear whatever she said over the competing roar of Pascow’s .50 cal and my Automated Sentinel.

      Bramin waved her away and squared up with Jori again.

      A huge grin stretched across Bramin’s scarred face. Even at a glance, I could tell the crazy son of a bitch was having the time of his life down there. At last, Kerra gave up trying to convince him and broke away from the fight, stealing across the bloody battlefield, then posting up at the narrow entrance in the rock wall, blocking it entirely with her body and shield. Anyone who wanted out now was going to have to go up and over the wall or try and fight their way past her.

      The wall was definitely the easier of the two options, in my opinion.

      I yanked out another clay pot, this one sealed with green wax. I smashed it, this time releasing a plume of neon yellow smoke.

      Then I held my breath and prayed this would work…

      I let out a sigh of relief as the first monster materialized out of thin air, dropping directly into the center of the pit. It was a red-skinned, potbellied Crave Ghoul. The beast landed in a crouch, lips pulled back in a snarl, its beady little eyes searching for something to kill. To eat.

      Another monster joined the first. This time a Hollow Maw.

      More came, appearing faster and faster by the second.

      A small army of Wither Husks joined the mix, followed by ghostly Dread Shades and arachnoid Stone Spiders.

      None of them were real—not in the strictest sense of the word—but in this place that didn’t matter a whole helluva lot. None of us were reanimators, but we had loads of Transformation Tokens and that was all the Nexus Simulator needed to bring these Remnants into the world.

      Angry, disoriented, and with no place to go thanks to the earthen retaining wall, the Remnants did what Mortka do best. They started attacking shit. They attacked each other. They attacked the walls, claws scrabbling uselessly against the stone. A few even attacked themselves in apparent confusion. But mostly, they looked for suitable targets for their wrath and displeasure.

      Turned out, Kol, Jori, and Amherst made damn good targets. Unfortunately, Bramin also fell into that category, so I had to work overtime to keep him from ending up as dinner. Carefully placed potshots kept most of the Mortka away from the thief.

      Telent’s team didn’t have a guardian angel with a machine gun watching their six, so it didn’t take long before they found themselves overwhelmed by the army of conjured monsters. Kol, Jori, and Amherst were stronger than us, no doubt. They were also stronger than any of the individual Remnants we could throw at them. But they weren’t stronger than all of them combined. As I often said, enough quantity had a certain quality all its own. Jori tried to make a break for it, leaping onto the walls and quickly pulling himself up as though he were part monkey.

      He made it all of ten feet before I planted a burst of 7.62 right into his ass.

      [Jori Svendsen, Vigil of Justice, afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x3]

      The Vigil of Justice toppled back into the pit, landing with a dull thud on his side. A trio of Wither Husks immediately converged on him, club-like fists raining down while vines reached up from the ground, pinning his arms and legs in place.

      Kol charged toward his fallen brother. The Viking had transformed again, this time taking on the shape of a towering, rocky giant with two heads and six arms. He waded into the fray with a thunderous battle cry, casually slapping aside the Wither Husks with hands the size of car tires. I fixed him in my sights and zigzagged a line of machine-gun fire across his broad back. The rounds failed to penetrate and pinged off his stony skin, but they distracted him just long enough for a pack of ravenous Craighounds to close the distance and launch an assault from both flanks.

      Fight smarter, not harder, Drill Instructor Screw Y’All had always said. I’d taken his advice to heart. This was like shooting fish in a barrel.

      I wasn’t content just to shoot them, though.

      What I wanted to do was wedge a stick or two of dynamite into the barrel then watch it go up in truly spectacular fashion. I pulled out my final clay pot and smashed this one, unleashing a puff of electric blue smoke.

      If that fighting pit below was the barrel, that last pot had been the dynamite and I’d just lit the fuse.

      The world trembled as the final Remnant materialized.

      The Elder Fell Bear stood twenty feet tall on its hind legs and was as wide as an M1A1 Abrams tank. Powerful muscles flexed beneath its shaggy white coat. Its burning cobalt eyes latched onto Kol as it lowered its great, curling horns into position. Once upon a time, I’d saved Telent and his team from ol’ Nightmare Winnie the Pooh, so it seemed only fitting that it should be the one to end them, just as nature originally intended.
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      The grizzly charged on all fours and knocked Kol face-first into the stone wall. In his altered form, Kol had to weigh in at a thousand pounds, but the Elder Bear didn’t even seem to notice.

      The nightmare grizzly’s jaws chomped down on the shapeshifter’s ankle, then with a violent shake of his head, the bear began to jerk him around like an overgrown dog with a chew toy. It almost would’ve been funny except it turned out the bear’s jaws were a lot more powerful than Kol’s connective tissue. After a couple of good tugs, the whole limb came loose at the hip socket. The leg popped right off like an action figure’s, except the geyser of blood that sprayed out was all too real. The Viking craned back both of his ogre heads and let out a gut-wrenching cry of pain.

      These guys were dicks, and they had justice coming, but this was hard to watch.

      When the echoing scream finally cut out the world seemed unnaturally quiet, and it took me a second to figure out why. The Mortka Remnants below were still waging their unholy crusade against what remained of Telent’s team, but the deafening buzz of the .50 cal had fallen silent.

      I glanced to the tree where Pascow had been holed up. He was gone, and there was bright red blood splashed across the pale white trunk.

      Well shit. That couldn’t be good.

      Panicked, I turned and found Telent perched on the limb above my Automated Sentinel. I raised my 240 but it was already too late. He brought his rapier screaming through the air in a wicked arc. The thin blade burned with white-hot fire as it slashed through the conjured weapon as though it were made of nothing more than gauzy shadow. In a blink the Sentinel vanished, and a small timer appeared on the edge of my vision—a cooldown tracker. Ten minutes before I could use the ability again. With Path of Twin Shadow, I could probably still conjure the shadowed weapon, but trying to dual wield a pair of 240s was a terrible idea.

      Besides, the damage was already done.

      “Well-played,” Telent said from his perch, “but you could never win this fight, no matter how many tricks you have tucked away.” He leapt from the branch and disappeared as he fell, vanishing into the shadows below.

      Without the constant, murderous barrage of Celestial gunfire pinning the Aberration in place, it was already back on its feet. One of its arms had been severed but that didn’t matter. The limb crawled across the blood-soaked ground of its own volition. The Aberration picked up the arm and jammed it back in place without even flinching. I leveled my 240 and unloaded everything I had into its chest while triggering Crippling Strike, hoping to paralyze it. More instances of Hellflayer Rot appeared with every hit, but the Aberration didn’t seem to care in the least.

      [Chaos Aberration afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x357]

      It glared at me, but instead of attacking, it turned and raced toward Amherst, who was frantically fighting off a dozen encroaching Wither Husks. The Vigil of Wrath was covered in blood and had seen better days.

      The Aberration attacked without mercy.

      It swept its arm from left to right and a cloud of dark flame rolled outward from its palm, engulfing the Husks. Burning them from reality in a second. The creature reached forward with its other hand and plucked Amherst up like he was a hurt puppy. Obviously, the Aberration had a vested interest in protecting its meal ticket, but nothing could’ve prepared me for what happened next. The monster’s chest cavity ripped open, curved ribs spreading outward in welcome like enormous fingers.

      The Aberration nonchalantly jammed Amherst into its torso and the ribs curled closed, concealing everything but the Vigil’s face, which protruded from the center of the Aberration’s chest like a cancerous growth. Swirling tongues of violet power twisted around the beast of oblivion and its body started to grow at an alarming rate. Huge purple spikes erupted along its spine and shoulders. A wicked scorpion tail erupted from its back, swiping through the air. Its claws buzzed with powerful Chaos magic.

      Amherst was inside the creature, piloting it like an Eldritch Voltron. This was such a load of horseshit. Especially since I wanted to pilot an Eldritch Voltron.

      The Aberration continued to grow until it stood even taller than the Elder Bear. The monster grizzly was still mauling the absolute shit out of Kol, but Eldritch Voltron put an end to that real quick. In three long strides it covered the distance between them and lashed out with wicked claws the size of sword blades. The talons eviscerated the grizzly, cutting through its hide like butter. The enormous Remnant flopped onto its side, its top half separated from its bottom half, though somehow it was still alive.

      It lay there whimpering in pain, but the Amherst Aberration didn’t bother to kill it. The bear was no threat now and it was almost as if the corrupted Vigil of Wrath wanted the monster to suffer.

      It straightened and stomped one huge foot, sending out a shock wave that rippled through the ground. The rocky cliffs surrounding the clearing cracked and toppled, huge boulders cascading down on a wave of rubble. The attack knocked Kerra flat on her back, and before she could recover, a twisted dome of thorn-covered brambles erupted from the ground in a shower of dirt and debris, closing around her like a clenched fist.

      The creature swept its gaze around, eyeing all of the remaining Remnants. “Obey me,” it boomed, its voice thrumming with Arcana. I could feel the raw power of its will pressing against me like physical weight. Thanks to my heightened Insight, I resisted the command, but only just barely. The Remnants folded like a bad poker hand as fear overtook them. “Gather the others. Bring them to me. Now!”

      The bewitched Remnants leapt to do as commanded, dashing over the fallen boulders and fleeing into the woods in search of the rest of my party. There were so many Remnants, and though the Simulator room appeared enormous, that was all just an illusion. The physical cavern dimensions were the same regardless of what scene was being played out via the projector.

      While the Remnants combed through the forest, the Aberration turned its gaze on me. Its face was twisted up in a cruel mask and its eyes promised pain, misery, and suffering for being such a disagreeable little shit who couldn’t just get with the program. Instead of giving in to fear or uncertainty, I raised my 240 and unleashed hell, targeting Amherst’s face, protruding from the creature’s chest. As the Aberration stalked toward me, a glimmering shield of purple and red light sprang into existence, easily deflecting my rounds.

      “Continue to struggle and I’ll burn her to cinders.” Although the rumbling voice emerged from the creature’s inhuman jaw, I realized for the first time that Amherst’s mouth was moving. He was using the Aberration as a supernatural megaphone.

      It stalked toward me slowly. Deliberately. This was the end of the road and Amherst wanted me to know it. I dismissed my 240 and leapt from the canopy, hoping to get to cover. I’d try to lose it in the trees. Before I hit the ground, an enormous hand lashed out, plucking me from the air like an easy pop fly. In a split second, I was at its mercy. It could’ve flexed its hand and turned me into meat paste. But it didn’t. It wheeled and slammed me down into the clearing.

      Stars danced across my vision, and I gasped, struggling to pull in even a single lungful of air. The ground trembled beneath me as more brambles reached up from the dirt, curling around my arms and legs, pinning my body in place. A wrist-thick vine wrapped snugly around my throat like a python, making it even harder to breath, and inch-long thorns dug into my skin. A gentle heat spread through my veins, but it soon transformed into a terrible fire that singed my nerve endings. My muscles spasmed and it felt like my organs were liquifying in real time.

      [You have been afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x1]

      [You have been afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x2]

      [You have been afflicted with Hellflayer Rot – x3]…

      More and more instances of the Rot flashed across my eyes.

      “Hellflayer Rot,” Telent said. He stepped out of a pocket of shadow and squatted down beside me, forearms resting on his knees. “Thoroughly unpleasant stuff, as I’m sure you’re aware.” He gestured at the clearing with one hand. “You certainly used it to great effect. Honestly, you should be proud of yourself.”

      “Don’t gloat, you goat humper,” I wheezed. “I’m still not going to join your shitty team.”

      He offered me a sad smile. “I’m afraid we’re leagues past that, my friend.”

      “Then just kill me already. I’d rather die than listen to any more of your bullshit moralizing.”

      “Oh, you will die,” he said, nodding. “The question is, how much will it hurt before you do? And that doesn’t just apply to you. I have a feeling it will take a while to break you. You strike me as a man of incredibly strong will and fortitude. But what if I torture Kerra in front of you, hmm? Or those new, young Vigils you roped into this mess.”

      There was a rustle of foliage as the Remnants we’d summoned began to return to the clearing with struggling captives. The monsters moved mechanically, shambling over to where Kerra was held. They unceremoniously tossed the rest of my teammates into the bramble prison. Bramin, Stefana, Berk, Marina. Even Pascow. Only Cal was still free and clear, and that was probably because he’d bailed. Not that I could blame him, given the circumstances.

      “You are all going to die,” Telent said, “but whether it is slow and painful or quick and clean is entirely up to you. All you need to tell me is who else knows. You said in your letter that you left instructions with others should you fail to check in. Just give me their names. Their locations. Then this can all be over. Nice. Quick. Clean.”

      I glanced toward my friends, all huddled together, trapped by Amherst’s impassable roots. Hurting me was one thing, but I couldn’t let them suffer.

      “Come… closer,” I whispered, my voice hoarse. “Hard… to talk.” The words came out as a barely audible whisper.

      “Thank you for finally knowing when you’re beat,” Telent replied. He dropped to a knee and leaned forward until his ear was almost next to my lips. “The names,” he said again, voice laced with power. “Tell me now or I start taking body parts. And your little girlfriend Kerra will be the first one on the chopping block.”

      I licked my lips. “You… you should’ve killed the bear,” I said.

      He pulled back, cocked his head in confusion, then glanced over at the gutted Elder Fell Bear, split in two but somehow still alive. Are you mad? that look said.

      I just laughed, blood dribbling down my chin, as I activated my final spell.

      Soul Storm.

      Power surged out from my core like a tsunami, like a hurricane, like a tornado and a volcano and an earthquake all at once. My soul ached from the profound emptiness as a beam of putrid green light erupted from my chest in a geyser. The beam itself didn’t do any damage, but all around me I heard fervent howls as the Remnants we’d conjured dissolved all at once, their Essence converging on me in a whirlwind of ghostly green spirits.

      A cyclone of primal fury swept up Kol, batted Telent away as though he were a rag doll, then descended on the Aberration.

      This was no ordinary cyclone. Biting fangs and ripping claws churned within its tumultuous winds.

      The face of a great horned grizzly blurred past, its hungry jaws taking a huge chunk out of the monster. More mouths ripped away their pound of flesh, while vicious claws flayed skin and sliced through tendons. The Aberration staggered away on giant feet, flailing fruitlessly at the ravenous spirit wind, but there was nothing to fight. It wasn’t a thing of the material world, rooted in our plane of existence. It ignored armor and bypassed the best of defenses.

      It was an attack of pure spirit.

      Even worse for Amherst, Soul Storm dealt additional Necrotic damage to all enemies afflicted by disease, plague, or rot. The Hellflayer Rot hadn’t seemed to slow down the Aberration much before, but its body was crawling with infection. Now Soul Storm stripped away corrupted meat, devoured bone, and consumed the beast of oblivion from the inside out as the Hellflayer Rot finally exacted its terrible, gruesome toll. The Aberration stumbled and dropped to its knees.

      Its wings were gone. Dissolved.

      Its flesh melted.

      Its muscle ripped away as though the wind were an industrial grinder.

      With one last guttural howl it vanished.

      Amherst raised his face and let out a silent scream, then he was gone too, his body rotting in hyper speed. As he finally died, the brambles pinning me in place withered and turned to dust and the rest of his dark magic failed.

      Golden words swam across my vision as the howling spirit wind fizzled and dissipated, gone as quickly as it had come.

      [You have vanquished a Chaos Aberration! The world has been cleansed! You have been blessed with 10,000 Essence!]

      [You have slain Amherst, Corrupted Vigil of Wrath! The world has been cleansed! You have been blessed with 10,000 Essence!]

      [You have slain Jori, Corrupted Vigil of Justice! The world has been cleansed! You have been blessed with 10,000 Essence!]

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Bounty Fulfilled

      

      

      Avenger of the Fallen: The dark creature stalking the streets of Wildespell was none other than a Chaos Aberration, but the beast of oblivion was merely a weapon, wielded by another. Those truly responsible for the attacks were rogue Vigils and initiates in the Order of Immolation. You have uncovered their plot to play Kingmaker and wrestle control of Wildespell from its rightful ruler, King Andreas, third of his name. The Aberration is gone, banished back to the realm of Oblivion with the death of its summoner. As a reward for a job well done, you have been granted +20,000 Essence, 1 x Gravitational Affinity Scale (Sage Class), the Seraphic Boots of Air Walking (Saint Class), and the Ruler of Thrones Legacy Scroll (Fatemarked Class).

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      The words faded as a heavenly orchestra of chimes rang out, announcing my advancement. A vortex of golden light swirled around me in a potent rush, gently lifting me into the air. The influx of heavenly power purged my body completely of the noxious Hellflayer Rot rampaging through my system like an angry Kaiju, and closed every wound, leaving only faint scars behind. Slowly, I descended, my feet lightly touching down on the churned, blood-soaked ground.

      The spirit wind had eradicated any sign of the Remnants, but what was left behind was a shocking portrait of chaos. The aftermath of a war. There was no sign of the Aberration—it had vanished back to the realm of Oblivion where it belonged—but what little remained of Amherst was sprawled out in front of me. There wasn’t much. Just a twisted and charred pile of bones, topped by a grinning skull. Most disturbing of all, a fleshy tongue protruded from the grinning skeleton’s mouth.

      Almost as though it had been given back, once the Aberration had returned to Oblivion.

      I surveyed the rest of the field, searching for potential threats or anyone who needed my help. Kerra was already on it though. She was kneeling beside Pascow, who was propped up on his palms, legs stretched out in front of him. His skin was pale and he had a deep gash carved across his throat, but remarkably the old bastard was still alive and kicking. Kerra took his head in her hands and muttered a half-heard prayer, conjuring a cloud of silver light that descended on the Builder, washing away his wounds.

      I didn’t see any sign of Cal, but everyone else was present and accounted for. No one had walked away without taking a beating of one kind or another, but everyone was alive. I couldn’t say the same for Telent and his team. Amherst was dead and, according to the notice I’d received, so was Jori.

      Berk shuffled over to me while Kerra finished her work with Pascow and moved down the line to Stefana, who was cradling her left arm against her chest. Her forearm bent in places forearms weren’t supposed to bend, and a shard of bone sticking out of her elbow told me exactly how nasty the break was. Not so nasty that Kerra couldn’t patch her up, I was sure.

      “Vigil Boyd,” Berk said tentatively, “are you okay? That was…” He trailed off. “I’ve never seen anything even remotely like that before. It was awesome.”

      I sighed. No doubt another legend had been born here.

      “I’m fine,” I grunted, waving away his concern. “But we’re not quite done here. Marina,” I called, “go shut down the Simulator. Everyone else who isn’t broken or fixing the broken, fan out and help me find Telent and Kol. The others are dead, but we need to make sure those two don’t slip away before the night is over. Unless I’m mistaken, the Custodians will be waiting for us in the council chambers. And the king should be with them.”

      “Oi, I don’t think Kol is going to be much of a threat,” Bramin said, standing from a crouch. The Society thug looked like he’d gone ten rounds against an army of velociraptors. His clothes were tattered, one pant leg had been burnt off, and he had more open wounds than I could count. He was holding a severed leg in one huge mitt. “I reckon he isn’t going to get too far without this,” he said, hefting the leg. “Unless you Vigils have a way to come back from the bloody dead, I’d say his ship has already sailed the great straits of the River Acronine, bound for the Lake of Ash.”

      “Any sign of Telent?” I asked, glancing around.

      Before anyone could answer, the conjured landscape flickered and vanished, taking with it the bone-white trees, the boulder-strewn landscape, and the starry sky. But even with the illusion dispelled, the blood remained, slicking the floors and puddling in pools. The golden arms overhead circled and wheeled with a gentle woosh then came to stop as the Simulator control console fell silent.

      Without any cover or thick shadow to blend into, it was easy to spot Telent. He was curled up in a ball, not but ten feet away. He’d pulled his leather chest armor off and had a thick strip of fabric pressed against a ragged trio of slashes that ran across his belly. They looked like the claw marks of an enormous grizzly. His skin was ashen, and sweat poured down his face, matting his hair against his head. Even at a glance I could tell he was feverish with Hellflayer Rot.

      He bared his teeth at us like a wild animal and lifted one hand, calling his Soul Bound Rapier from the Ether. The weapon trembled in his hand then clattered to the ground and vanished. He didn’t even have the strength to hold the blade, much less fend off our party.

      With an unspoken signal, our team closed in on every side like a noose pulling tight around his throat.

      Even though Kerra only stood five feet tall, she loomed over the fallen Vigil. She pulled out a set of Suppression Manacles and tossed them to Telent with a flick of the wrist.

      “I would tell you to stand and be judged,” she said, her tone biting, “but given the circumstances, I’ll allow you to remain seated. Telent Ovink, you have claimed the title of Vigilant, one of the Chosen of Raguel. You have stood in our hallowed halls, bowed in our places of worship, undergone the tests of our faith. You have glimpsed into the mysteries Celestial. Yet, despite this, you are no brother of mine and no friend of the truth, regardless of the brand seared across your forehead.

      “You have lied, cheated, murdered, and betrayed this order and your faith,” she intoned. “You stood in the exalted places and planned the death of Dogan the Shieldbreaker, Justiciar of Seekers. You made dark pacts with the very enemies of the Celestial and unleashed a creature of dark hunger on our streets, sowing fear and fomenting war against the duly elected rulers of Wildespell. There is no rule you have not twisted, no law you have not broken, no faith you have not betrayed. For all of these things you will be judged.”

      “You’ve already made up your mind about me.” He sounded bleak and broken. A man resigned to his fate. “Although I see things in a different light, I will not dispute your pronouncement against me. Just do what you must. End it now.” He lifted his chin and presented his bare neck.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “This is beyond me. The truth of your vile actions must be made known, which is why I will deliver you on a silver platter to the Custodians so they can uncover the full extent of your crimes and render their verdict.” She nudged the Suppression Manacles with the toe of her boot. “Now put those on. After all, the rules are the rules for a reason…”
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      Telent’s trial went exactly how I expected.

      Which is to say he was guilty as hell and everyone knew it. Aside from the pile of corpses down in the Simulator room and an explicit confession from the disgraced Vigil of Truth, the newly crowned King of Wildespell had indeed turned up in the middle of the night at the Citadel gates. He’d come with an army at his back. Riding at the army’s front were Colin and Renholm, along with a very haggard-looking King Andreas and a boy of twelve or thirteen who was the spitting image of his father.

      As unbelievable as it seemed, Renholm had actually come through for me and saved my ass once again.

      Despite his remarkably short attention span, the Pookah had managed to track the missing heir down using his Fae magic. It all came down to body parts. Renholm had once told me that it was dangerous to leave body parts lying around “unattended.” According to him, anything tied to the corporeal form could be used by a Fae being to work powerful magics. If someone was stupid enough to let their blood or hair or teeth fall into the wrong hands, then something with malicious intent could hex them into an early grave.

      That or track them halfway across the face of the world.

      Turned out, Renholm hadn’t been entirely full of shit.

      I’d unleashed him on Tiers of Delight with the express purpose of finding any physical remains the kid may have left behind. Although Telent and his crew had done a good job of cleaning up after themselves, Terrwyn had a little coin pouch filled with baby teeth just like every other overbearing, psycho parent I’d ever met back on Earth. Hell, my mama still probably had a bag of my teeth tucked away somewhere.

      With a little gumption and elbow grease, Renholm and Colin traced the boy back to the Order of Immolation’s HQ, which was being guarded by none other than the shitbag Arbitrator who’d taken out Renholm’s leg with a magical IED.

      From there, it had been easy enough to stake the place out until Telent and the others hoofed it over to the Citadel to confront us. Even with the four corrupted Vigils gone, there were still too many guards for Colin and Renholm to handle alone, so they’d had to improvise. How in the world they managed to convince King Andreas to personally lead a raid against the order was beyond me, but Renholm could be oddly persuasive when he wanted to. Having Colin along probably helped, especially since he had a handwritten note from me spelling out the details of our insane plan.

      From there it was just tying up loose ends.

      Telent confessed to every crime we accused him of and more than a few that we didn’t. There was one thing he remained oddly silent about, however. Something that gnawed at the back of my mind. I was convinced Telent and his team hadn’t acted alone. Sure, there had been a handful of Arbitrators and a network of other underlings dedicated to the cause, but it wasn’t them I was thinking of. My gut told me they’d been working with someone else inside Citadel. Maybe not one of the Custodians, but certainly someone highly placed within the Vigil Bound.

      There were just too many holes in his story that could only be explained by an agent in the upper echelons of the order pulling strings and clearing roadblocks. But no matter what the Custodians did, Telent refused to break and stuck firmly to his guns that he’d been the brains behind the operation. I wasn’t convinced, but short of torturing him, we weren’t going to get any more intel from the man. Honestly, even hacking off a couple of fingers probably wouldn’t have done shit.

      Telent might’ve been a traitor, but he was also one tough son of a bitch. I could respect him for that, if nothing else.

      King Andreas was understandably furious for more reasons than I could count on two hands. Rogue Vigils had been using their powers to terrify his subjects. They’d unleashed what basically amounted to a demon. Murdered a bunch of innocent people. Killed his father. Kidnapped his bastard child. Then extorted him. And that was only the tip of the iceberg. He’d marched into the Citadel with two hundred armed soldiers at his heels and another thousand posted up outside the Citadel walls. He’d even deployed siege weapons and naval battle frigates, forming an impassable blockade in the harbor.

      I’ll admit, I did feel a little guilty since I’d brought this conflict to a boil.

      Then I reminded myself that was a crock of horseshit. Telent, Amherst, and the rest of the dickweeds inside of the Order of Immolation were to blame. Not me. Not Kerra. Not anyone else. They’d done something shitty and evil and this was the consequence. Turned out, playing Kingmaker could make the king pissed. Stopping them had been the right thing to do. Period. End of Story. King Andreas had every reason to be angry—he was the victim of this whole shitty situation.

      And if King Andreas decided to launch a preemptive war and start slaughtering innocent civilians, I’d rock his world too. I was an equal opportunist when it came to not giving a shit about powerful people or their opinions. At the end of the day, whether someone could command an army or blow something up with their mind, they were still just people. Fallible, imperfect people who could make good or bad choices like anyone else.

      Thankfully, it didn’t come to that.

      Despite all the posturing, it turned out harmony between the Citadel and the Crown was good for business. After announcing plans for a restored peace agreement at his coronation, the Kelkadians and the Virtarun delegations both approached King Andreas in private, hoping to renew several long-standing trade deals and strike up some very profitable new ones. There were whispers of trouble brewing far to the north.

      Rumors of war.

      Of something old unearthed that shouldn’t have been unearthed.

      Suddenly, a unified Wildespell was good for everyone, especially since the city was strategically positioned on one of the most important trading routes between the two nations.

      The Citadel also did the right thing and sweetened the pot by agreeing to a five percent import tariff on all goods brought into the Citadel from the merchants and tradespeople of Wildespell and a seven percent tariff of goods imported from foreign kingdoms. King Andreas also demanded a few other concessions.

      As enraged as he was with the Citadel in general, he was smitten with me and Kerra. He’d also taken a strange shine to Renholm of all people. Against all the odds, we’d uncovered a deadly conspiracy and rooted out a deeply embedded institutional evil. Our dedication to doing the right thing, even when it wasn’t the easy or convenient thing, had restored a small measure of his faith in the power of Raguel. And he wanted people like us in power.

      With Dogan gone, the Citadel needed a new Justiciar of Seekers, and he wanted Kerra to take the job. She’d earned the respect and admiration of every Vigil a hundred times over and there wasn’t a person in Wildespell who didn’t love her. She was Kerra the Valorous. A Vigil above reproach, willing to uphold the law no matter the cost. Who could possibly do the job any better? Niels, in turn, would be promoted, filling the vacancy she’d leave behind as Justiciar of Training.

      As for me, I didn’t want political clout or positions of influence.

      Wildespell was an amazing city, but it wasn’t my city. Wasn’t my home.

      Raguel hadn’t summoned my soul through the vastness of the cosmos to play cop in a city full of other supernatural monster hunters. He’d called me here to kick ass, smite evil, and clean house. The only way I could do that was out on the open road. The Citadel had taught me its lessons and now it was time to be moving on. And if Wildespell ever did need my help again, I’d happily come calling and Kerra wouldn’t even have to threaten me with summary execution to get me here.

      I’ll admit, however, I wasn’t completely altruistic. There were a few tiny things I wanted for myself. And since I’d just prevented an all-out civil war, the powers that be were happy enough to give in to my list of totally reasonable demands.

      At the top of the list were pardons for Bramin and Stefana. Both had a number of outstanding warrants for past crimes committed. I asked that they be cleared of charges and I also told the Citadel to pony up what Kerra and I had agreed to pay them for services rendered. Five hundred Kelkadian royal crowns. Enough for them to start over and go legit if that was what they wanted. They wouldn’t go legit, of course, but that was their choice to make.

      Next on my list was a new apprenticeship program.

      Pascow had survived our battle against the Aberration with only a few scars to show for it, but I knew exactly how close he’d come to death, which was deeply concerning for a multitude of reasons. Half the weapons and armor in the Citadel were produced by one disgruntled old guy. That was a terrible oversight. We were one slip and fall away from crippling half the Citadel’s economy. As a crayon-eating jarhead, I felt like fixing that should’ve been someone else’s responsibility—someone a helluva lot smarter than me—but I was the only one who seemed to give a shit.

      Which is why I insisted they start a Builder’s Apprenticeship Program as a way to get some new blood circulating into the Builder’s Guild. Colin, who’d apprenticed under a Solicitor and Deputy Castellan, had always been a better administrator than a fighter, and he was the first to sign up, thrilled at the prospect of learning a trade.

      As for me, I was a simple man with simple tastes. Which is why I didn’t ask for too much. Just my own private keep outside of Wildespell—personally granted to me by the king—everything I could loot off Kol, Amherst, and Jori, and all of the component pieces necessary to set up half a dozen altars. That and Darksilver. If Renholm had his own royal steed, I figured I rated one too.

      Like I said, nothing big. Just the simple things.

      After all the negotiations were done and the loot was paid out, the Citadel threw us a party and invited me to attend as the esteemed guest of honor. It was billed as the event of the decade, and since so many nobles were still in town thanks to the king’s coronation, the Custodians promised us that everyone would be there. Which sounded like a punishment more than a reward. Not to mention, the event was a strictly formal affair. I’d go “cake shopping” with Lady Hargreeves long before I wriggled my ass into another pair of mooseknuckle lederhosen.

      So instead, Kerra and I blew off the Citadel shindig in favor of a raucous, booze-filled bash hosted by Bramin and Stefana at the Drunken Crow. Cards. Gambling. Alcohol. Dancing. Bramin and I even had ourselves a little rematch. By the time it was through, the Society offered me a golden snake signet ring—a token of honorary membership in the Society. I was the only Vigil in recorded history to ever receive that dubious honor.

      Best of all, Kerra might’ve kissed me. Or maybe I kissed her. It was hard to remember exactly how things had happened after so many shots.

      Either way, we had fun.

      The Society bash raged for two days. Maybe three. It was hard to keep track of time and with my enhanced Strength and Verve stats I could go a good long while without sleep. But eventually I passed out.

      I have no idea how long I slept for, but I woke up in a panic.

      There was a cat ass on my face again.

      Even though I couldn’t see anything other than a sea of white and orange fur, it was impossible to miss Cal and Renholm’s muffled laughter. I jerked up, gasping for air as I pushed the tabby off my face. The cat’s claws left a series of scratches across one cheek.

      “Am I a joke to you?” I asked, spitting out little clumps of hair. I was back in my room at the Citadel, pale morning light streaming in through the window.

      “I wouldn’t say a joke,” Cal replied, wiping a tear from beneath his eye. “But you make one helluva good punch line.” He toppled over and squeezed his sides as he cackled manically at his own joke.

      “I shall never grow tired of this joke,” Renholm declared. He was perched on my nightstand, like a furry little gargoyle.

      “Laugh it up, dicknoodles,” I growled, shooting both of them dirty looks. “But know that you both have some divine, karmic justice coming your way. Better keep an eye on that peg leg, Renholm because I am not above snatching it.”

      “You would really steal a peg leg from a cripple?” he asked, sounding aghast.

      “Let your guard down and find out.”

      He clutched his breast dramatically. “Truly, I’ve never been prouder. I really am rubbing off on you. Where do you think I got it from in the first place? Why, I stole it from someone else and whittled it down from an even larger peg leg,” he finished before I could answer.

      Now Cal was actually rolling on the floor, howling.

      “Yeah, just keep it up, spirit boy,” I said, glaring at my best friend. “One of these days I’m going to respec and use Grave Communion just so I can cross over to the other side and dick punch you.”

      I swung my legs out over the edge of the bed, slumped forward, and ground my palms into my eye sockets. It looked like a Spirit Storm had blazed through here. There were wine bottles everywhere. Sheets, bedding, pillows, and clothes were strewn across the floor. Those clothes weren’t mine, but whoever they belonged to had left without bothering to collect them. There was a large embroidered, gray silken dress draped over the back of the sitting chair. It looked suspiciously familiar. Disturbingly so…

      Suddenly, I was thankful that I couldn’t remember much.

      There was one curious thing that caught my eye, however. Something that was oddly out of place with the rest of the chaos and general destruction that had engulfed my room. Resting on my nightstand was a beautiful rose with deep violet petals. A parchment scroll had been wrapped around the stem and tied with a bloodred length of satin. Someone had gone through a lot of effort to leave it there.

      A gift from Kerra maybe? Or another secret admirer?

      I scooted over and gently lifted it off the wooden counter. I held it up to my nose but recoiled when the smell hit my nostrils. Instead of a sweet, floral perfume, it was the scent of a rotting, bloated corpse. The hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention and uneasy goosebumps raced along my arms. Carefully, I untied the length of fabric and unrolled the parchment curled around the stem.

      
        
        Duke Boyd Knight,

        Prepare. The Wild Hunt rides. As a Noble of the Fae Wylds, you have been called. Heed the call. Join the Hunt. Or become the Hunted…

        In Blood and Night,

        Ionia, the Supreme Queen of Dark Tidings, Mother of Oblivion, Child of Chaos, Archfae of Telvyss, the Void Tree of the Endless Night
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        … in Vigil’s Balance (Vigil Bound Book 3).
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      If you loved Vigil’s Valor and would like stay in the loop about the latest book releases, deals, and giveaways, be sure to subscribe to the Shadow Alley Press Mailing List. Sign up now and get a free copy of our bestselling anthology, Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests! Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      Word-of-mouth and book reviews are beyond helpful for the success of any writer, so please consider leaving a rating or a short, honest review HERE—just a couple of lines about your overall reading experience. Thank you in advance!

      You can also connect with us on our Facebook Page where we do even more giveaways: Shadow Alley Press on Facebook
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