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      The end of the gods began how most things did—with a birth. Shadows danced in faint torchlight, illuminating a large tent in the center of a clearing. The grass around it was trodden to little more than dirt, but not a single soul stood in the glade. Within the tarp shelter, a towering man loomed over his wife.

      “Push, Lilly. It’s almost over,” Rynholt Coda urged, the knuckles of his massive hands turning white as he strangled a wooden bedpost. “You can do this.”

      “Shut up,” Lilly hissed. Her cheeks were flushed red, and her breath came in irregular, pained gasps. She groaned, squeezing her eyes shut as a convulsion rocked her body. Rynholt had long since lost track of how long they’d been in his command tent.

      “Almost there,” Rynholt repeated. “Just a little more.”

      Lilly let out a cry, followed by a ragged wheeze for air. Then it was over. Rynholt released his stranglehold on the wooden post and marveled at the child that had appeared before him. The boy was covered with fluids and blood, what little hair he had matted down to his head. It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      “It’s done, Lilly,” he said, placing a rough hand on his wife’s cheek. She gave him the barest hint of a smile, her eyes still closed. Slowly, she opened them and took her first look at the boy.

      His cheeks were clammy and his limbs limp. Not a single sound escaped the boy’s mouth. A heavy stillness hung in the air, devoid of all life. The child was lifeless.

      “Healer!” Rynholt thundered, spinning and rushing out the tent, nearly ripping it down in his haste to throw the flaps open. The courtyard was empty. He knew that—he’d ordered it. The gods meddled far too often in his dealings, and he’d wanted to avoid another attempted assassination.

      Rynholt drew on decades of training and bared his teeth, crushing his churning emotions into a ball and drawing deep within himself. Magical energy poured from his eyes and lips as he blurred, disappearing from view. He reformed seconds later, a baffled, white-robed man held tightly in his grip.

      “Inside the tent, Fynn,” Rynholt barked. “My son. Save him.”

      Fynn’s eyes widened, and he darted in. Rynholt followed him, pacing back and forth while the healer examined his son.

      “Just hold still,” Fynn said, raising his hands over the still boy. “I’ll do everything I can.”

      A gentle glow lit along his fingers, arcing down and entering his forehead and chest. Fynn’s brow furrowed. The lines of power grew in thickness. The room lit further, but the boy remained as still and lifeless as ever.

      “Is it working?” Rynholt asked, unable to help himself.

      “Be silent when I work,” Fynn snapped, not glancing away from his task. He snapped his fingers impatiently, an entirely different man than the one that Rynholt had grabbed moments ago. “Give me your power.”

      Rynholt thrust his arm forth with such speed that he nearly impaled the healer. He gathered magic at his fingertips, offering it up to the other man. It leaped from his hand and into Fynn’s, siphoning into the healer’s body.

      The magic coursing into the boy grew so bright that it filled the room like a miniature sun, making it impossible to see. Then, with a brilliant flash, it was gone. Fynn stood over Lilly, gasping for breath. Rynholt pushed past the man to see his son. Closed eyes and blue cheeks were all that he found.

      “Save him!” Rynholt demanded, grabbing Fynn and shaking the man. “You’re the best godforsaken healer in the continent! Why can’t you fix a child?”

      “I did everything I could,” Fynn wheezed. “He was never alive, sir. There was nothing to bring back. I’m sorry. I tried everything I could, I swear. I just can’t revive something that never lived in the first place.”

      Fury marred Rynholt’s grizzled face, warring with the agony and pain that sprouted from the shattered remains of what had been joy mere instants ago.

      Lilly’s face was blank. She stared at the corpse lying before her, unable to find the emotion through the thick haze setting in over her. Her mouth worked, but all that emerged was a strangled sob.

      They’d been trying for a child for nearly ten years, but circumstance and the gods had never favored them. And now, at what should have been their greatest hour, they had been robbed once more.

      A ray of sunlight broke through the tent as the sun rose over the horizon. In the distance, the church bell rang—just as Rynholt had ordered it to, in honor of his new son. His legacy. And now, nothing but a memory of what could have been.

      “Impossible,” Rynholt whispered. “I’ll get more healers.”

      “You know that won’t do anything,” Fynn said, shaking his head sadly. “Not even the gods can return that which never existed.”

      “Damn the gods.” Rynholt clenched his fists. His fingernails broke through skin, and blood trickled down his hands, dripping onto the floor. He glanced up at Lilly, then slowly rose to his feet.

      “Should I send for someone?” Fynn asked.

      “No,” Rynholt replied, forcing his hands open. The words felt like ash as they left his mouth. “I— Just go. Prepare a small pyre and tell nobody.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fire danced in Rynholt’s eyes. It curled up the carefully arranged pile of wood at the center of his camp, curling just up to his eye level. The camp, which had been full of rejoicing men just one night before, stood silent and empty. Aside from him, the only souls present were Lilly and Fynn.

      Lilly stepped forward, their son still clutched in her hands. Rynholt put a hand on her shoulder.

      “If there was any god, any creature, at fault for this, then they will atone,” he swore, his eyes burning with fury and sorrow. “But I will speak of it no more today. My son’s memory will not be profaned.”

      “Knell,” Lilly corrected, her voice raspy. “His name was Knell.”

      She stepped toward the pyre. The flame licked at her feet, lighting her pale skin aglow, but it simply danced across her body instead of burning. She raised Knell in the air above her head as tears poured down her face.

      Rynholt’s breath caught in his throat, and he bit his lip hard enough that the taste of copper erupted in his mouth. Fynn raised a hand to comfort the larger man but pressed his lips together and lowered it instead.

      The church bell rang for the second time that day. It was a deep, thrumming noise that reverberated through Rynholt’s bones and imprinted itself forever into his memory.

      Lilly started to lower her hands, bringing Knell down to the flame. A single tear beaded up in Rynholt’s eye, tracing down his rugged cheek. Then, when their son was just inches away from the flame, Lilly froze.

      A single cry pierced the silence of the clearing, cutting through the crackling flame.

      The cry of a newborn.
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        Nineteen Years Later

      

      

      Acrid smoke stung Knell’s nostrils. He opened his eyes just instants before the mental alarm he’d prepared went off with a loud ding only audible to him. Knell grabbed the staff at his side and stood, gritting his teeth as pain shot through his lame right leg.

      A faint metronome started ticking away in his mind. Knell’s lips curled up in a grin before his features returned to their normal, unreadable expression. Soot covered him, blending in with his dark hair. It made the black scar covering the left half of his face slightly less noticeable—but not nearly enough. He walked out of the tent with all the confidence he could muster, his staff thunking against the packed ground with every step. He had a schedule to keep.

      Thick pillars of smoke curled into the air, and fire danced across the tents at the south of the Brennan Army’s camp. His team had been right on time. He wasn’t a huge fan of rescue missions—there were too many shifting variables. Too many possibilities for things to go wrong. But, to repay his father’s last favor, Knell had made an exception.

      Just a few tents away, a large tent towered over its brethren. The captain’s—he’d made sure the night before.

      A woman’s scream for help intermingled with the smoke as men rushed to the scene of the fire. Knell stepped over a man curled in a fetal position, surrounded by a pool of his own vomit, and wiped some soot across his face, smudging it even further. The metronome ticked away in his mind. He was still on time. He always was.

      Knell paused for a moment, working his expression into a terrified rictus and hunching his back to look cowardly. He threw open the captain’s tent flap and staggered in, his breath coming in fake, ragged gasps. “Fire, Captain!”

      “I can tell, you bumbling fool!” a large man midway through donning his armor snarled, pounding a hand into the wooden desk before him. He’d only managed to get the top half of his suit and the greaves on. “Why aren’t you doing something about it?”

      Knell didn’t immediately respond. A small girl was chained to a chair, and the captain’s sword rested just beside her neck. She stared at him with wide, terrified eyes. Her face was streaked with tears and dried blood from several minor injuries.

      “I asked you a question, you crippled bastard! Who let you into the army?”

      “I did my best to stop the fire, but the Hilldancers are attacking!” Knell exclaimed, giving the captain a shaky salute. “We thought this was just a supply raid, but they’ve somehow infiltrated our army. The men are turning on each other. I couldn’t trust any of the officers with the information, so I had to run here immediately. We need your help, sir. We’re getting slaughtered.”

      Yusef let out a series of curses and stood, taking the blade away from the girl’s neck. “Godsdamned Hilldancer rats. They should have known better than to dare attack my camp directly. Where are they, boy?”

      “I’ll lead you to them, Captain,” Knell said, turning and heading out of the tent. Pain racked his limbs and his lungs groaned in protest from overexertion, but he ignored them. The captain followed him toward the flame, roaring orders at the panicking men as they went.

      “Move faster, boy!” Yusef ordered. “You walk like a cripple. What platoon are you part of? You’re pathetic.”

      “I’m not, sir.”

      “What?” Yusef asked, his bushy eyebrows furrowing in confusion as Knell stopped walking. He turned to look back at the soot-covered youth, his eyes narrowing. At the edge of the camp, the fire started to recede as the soldiers managed to bring it under control.

      Knell twisted his staff, pulling it apart to reveal a thin blade that had been hidden within it. With a calculated strike, he drove the sword up through the captain’s stomach and straight into his heart, ripping it free and stepping to the side to avoid a flailing hand.

      Yosef turned, his eyes wide in disbelief. He clutched at the wound, then looked up at Knell. “Please—”

      Knell’s sword flashed, and Yusef spoke no more.

      “I’m not in one of your platoons,” Knell finished, sheathing the staff once more. The metronome came to a stop. Right on time.

      “You should have put the rest of your armor on, Captain. Leaving such an important part off just gives me a target.”

      Sparkling white energy flooded from the fallen captain’s body, spiraling around itself as it entered Knell’s body. A trickle of adrenaline spiked his heartbeat, and he let out a satisfied breath.

      
        
        The gods have granted you experience for besting your foe! Welcome, Knell Coda, Scion of the Goddess of Death. I was wondering when you’d join our little game.

      

      

      
        
        You have leveled up!

      

      

      Knell suppressed a grimace as the melodical words rang out in his ear, heard only by him. He’d taken care to avoid killing before today for this exact reason. Mordrigal had warned him of exactly what would happen once he claimed his first kill. Now the pieces were all on the table.

      
        
        You have defeated an entity more powerful than you. Experience Gained. Your Level has been adjusted accordingly.

      

      

      Well, almost all the pieces.

      The metronome started again. Knell had given himself a few seconds for this exact reason. Training was one thing, but it had been a long time since he’d killed anything. He pressed his wrist, activating the magic link that every human possessed.

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 8

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

      

      

      
        
        Foresight of the Vulture [Legendary] – Peer a short distance into the future, seeing the most likely outcome of actions taken in your immediate surroundings.

        Bloodline: Eternal Body [Epic] – Time magic bends around you, modifying your lifespan and granting you resistance to spatial magics.

      

      

      From behind the magical window, another one shimmered, just barely visible. Knell flicked the first out of the way, revealing what was hidden behind it.

      
        
        Path: Epoch

        Level: 3

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

        Mental Clock – Use time magic to keep time or set an alarm audible only to you.

        Advent of Eternity (Passive) - You do not fall under the jurisdiction of time. With sufficient strength, it will bend to your will, and your existence is absolute. Perennial Soul; Eternity awaits.

      

      

      While the first window was covered in fancy scrawls, the second was completely plain and unadorned. However, that wasn’t what caught Knell’s attention. After discovering his second Path as a child, he had been trying to level it for years.

      There were a few ways to get a Path. Some were born with it. Some rare items could give or upgrade them. The gods could grant certain ones, and some were born from sheer desperation or perseverance in adversity.

      Paths weren’t terribly uncommon, although ones that were actually useful in combat were a little rarer. However, a second Path—that was completely unheard of, as far as Knell could determine. That didn’t even consider the ominous description of the Advent of Eternity ability. And now, after all this time of being stuck at level one, it had gained two levels from a single fight.

      Keeping it secret from Mordrigal had been difficult, and all the other training techniques he tried had only affected his Scion Path, which he’d gained when she’d given him her eyes. The only thing he had yet to try was killing someone, and that was to remain out of the gods’ game until he was prepared.

      A grim smile stretched across Knell’s face. Now the game was truly afoot. The age of the gods would come to an end. His metronome clicked to a stop.

      Knell turned and strode back toward the tent, taking advantage of the chaos to slip away unnoticed. He threw the flap out of the way and strode in. The little girl’s wide, terrified eyes watched Knell.

      “Are you going to kill me?” she asked, staring at his scarred face.

      “That would defeat the purpose of all this,” Knell said, a tiny grin tugging at the edge of his lips. He studied the chains holding the girl down for a few seconds, then pulled a vial full of cloudy yellow liquid out of his pocket. “Don’t move.”

      Knell tipped it over a portion of the chains. Acid hissed as it ate through metal link, turning it to mush. He pulled the two halves of the chain apart, careful to avoid touching the affected area, and the wrapping fell around the trapped girl.

      She scrambled out of the chair. “Did my daddy send you?”

      “Yes. Come along, now. No time to waste. Walk casually. You will be safe.”

      Knell turned and headed back out of the tent, only looking back to make sure his charge was following. The flame was consuming more of the camp now, but the late captain’s men were doing well containing it. It wouldn’t be much longer.

      Unfortunately for them, that also meant that there was nobody to notice Knell and the girl as they casually strolled toward the jagged posts that had been erected around the Brennan Army’s camp.

      “Are you a demon?” the girl asked, pointedly not taking her eyes away from Knell’s face. Fire reflected off her wide, brown eyes. “Daddy said I would always be safe. Are you going to kill all the bad men?”

      “I’m just a man. And I’ll only kill the ones that get in our way,” Knell replied.

      “Which ones are in our way?”

      “Less talking and more moving. You are wasting time.” Knell’s eyes flickered with yellow light. He cocked his head to the side, and an arrow whistled past him, thudding into the ground harmlessly.

      Knell turned, staring in the direction from where the arrow had come from. A terrified guard let the bow slip from his hands as he turned and sprinted in the opposite direction. Arrows weren’t particularly useful when Knell was using his foresight—especially when shot from far enough away for him to dodge. 

      “You are a demon,” the girl whispered. “Daddy said demons hate the gods. Are you evil?”

      “Demon or not, does it matter?” Knell said with a shrug. “What do the gods do for you? Maybe you should get your daddy to teach you that the only ones that matter are yourself and the people you care about. The gods don’t care and never have.”

      The girl swallowed, and the two of them walked straight out of the camp, completely uncontested. They ambled down the hill as the fire started to abate. Shouts rose up from the camp behind them as the soldiers discovered their dead commander.

      A man sat astride a horse at the base of the hill when Knell and the girl arrived. Knell grabbed the girl, drawing out a startled yelp as he hoisted her up to the man. A twinge of pain shot down his lame leg, but he repressed it.

      “Safe, as promised,” Knell said.

      “How’d ya do it?” the man asked, taking the girl into his arms with a relieved smile. “Lord Byron was worried sick. If the little lady had remained in those bastard’s hands, I fear he may have given up without a fight! They got another thing comin’ now, though. Byron’s gonna rip their insides out for this.”

      “My methods are my own,” Knell replied. “Consider Rynholt’s favor to Lord Byron paid in full.”

      “Is it true?” the man asked, shifting his grip on Tiffany to make her more comfortable. His grin faded slightly. “Rynholt really passed on?”

      “He did not pass on,” Knell replied. “He was murdered. You’d best be on your way. If you waste my work rescuing the girl, all of this will have been for naught.”

      The man nodded, turning and kicking his horse into motion. It galloped away, and Knell wasted no time in watching it leave. He set off down the road in the opposite direction, the sounds of chaos overtaking the camp behind him.
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      A huge vulture waited for Knell about an hour down the road. As he approached, wisps of smoke rose from the bird’s wings, growing in size until a solid wall of darkness hung in the air. The smoke faded as a woman stepped out from it, wrapping around her like twisting snakes.

      She wore handmade clothing made of black leather and tattered feathers the size of a forearm. A band of stained brown cloth covered her eyes, and her lips were blood red, a stark contrast to her skin, which was as pale as the shining moon.

      “Hello, Mordrigal,” Knell said, inclining his head but not taking his eyes off her. Hatred and fury twisted in his gut, but his face remained placid. She, and the rest of the gods, had been shattered years ago. The once-great twelve rulers of the world, smashed to thousands of Shards that all vied for the remaining scraps of their power. “You are late.”

      “My little instrument.” Her sultry voice sent a trail of ice running down Knell’s back. She reached up, peeling the cloth back from her face to reveal bloodshot eyes. “You insist on this path?”

      “My father has been preparing me for this since the day I was born,” Knell replied. “I will seek my own path.”

      “Your Path was decided for you before you were born,” Mordrigal said, stepping up to him. She cupped his chin in a sharp-nailed hand, pulling his face up to meet her eyes. “But little did I know that your Eternal Body would boost your rate of growth. How beneficial. I believed that only Legendary bloodlines could provide such boons, but you are not the first with a hidden secret to aid you.”

      Knell shrugged one shoulder, keeping his face flat. He watched Mordrigal carefully, searching to see if she had any inklings of his Epoch Path or abilities. However, she appeared completely clueless.

      “So you say,” Knell said. “My father always despised you, and I am not much different.”

      “Such a cruel way to speak to your teacher.” Mordrigal traced a finger up the side of his face and brushed the hair out of his face. “As is fitting. I will permit you this small liberty, then. Do not fall to another Scion in your rebellious phase. If you do, your punishment will be,” she paused as a shudder ran through her body and she drew in a sharp breath, “excruciating.”

      “You will permit me nothing,” Knell replied. “All you can do is observe, Mordrigal. Our deal keeps you from touching me. I let your influence on me grow a single time, and we both know how that turned out.”

      Her eyes flicked down to his leg, and she grunted.

      “Your words wound me,” Mordrigal said. Her breath smelled of carrion. Knell repressed a grimace before it could form on his face. “Children say such rude things when they are in their teens. I granted you such power, and you spit on me in return.”

      “There was no granting involved,” Knell said. “You lost your eyes to me in a game that you agreed to play. You can blame only your incompetence for being defeated by a child. If anyone has a complaint to make, it should be me. The Scion Path I gained after taking your eyes has given me no abilities.”

      Mordrigal’s face twisted in anger. “They were easy enough to regrow, but I still remember the pain, boy. I do not forget easily. Nor the loss of power.”

      “Nor do I,” Knell said. “As I see it, we are even for the exchange of wounds.”

      “You are a mortal,” Mordrigal hissed. “I am eternal. I am a god.”

      “A piece of one,” Knell corrected. “A large piece, but still a piece. And nothing is eternal, Mordrigal. Not even you.”

      “Nor your father,” Mordrigal said, running her tongue along her lips.

      “Is there anything more you wish to tell me? I have a long walk ahead.”

      The woman grabbed Knell’s wrist and turned it over, running a pointed fingernail down his wrist. A small wisp of energy rose up from it, forming into words between them.

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 8

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

      

      

      
        
        Foresight of the Vulture [Legendary] – Peer a short distance into the future, seeing the most likely outcome of actions taken in your immediate surroundings.

        Bloodline: Eternal Body [Epic] – Time magic bends around you, modifying your lifespan and granting you resistance to spatial magics.

      

      

      The angry expression vanished from Mordrigal’s face as quickly as it had come, replaced by greed.

      “I heard you’d finally wet your blade,” Mordrigal said, pursing her lips in a pout. “I expect it to be stained red when you return. The other gods know of us now. It’s interesting that your Bloodline doesn’t mention your increased power gain, but it isn’t unheard of.”

      Knell yanked his hand back. “There is no us, Mordrigal.”

      Mordrigal laughed and took a step back. “So feisty. You may be a broken tool, but you are a tool nonetheless. I will grant your request for freedom, but not for free. Your teacher has one last requirement, so that you do not set off into the world unprepared.”

      “I expected as much,” Knell said, leaning on his staff. There was only so much he could push her—for now. Mordrigal’s time would come, but it was not today. “What do you seek?”

      “The same thing I always do,” Mordrigal replied, a smile tugging at her blood-red lips. “Life. For today, I’ll settle for a specific one.”

      “Which?” Knell asked. “I will not agree to an assisted suicide.”

      “Her name is Lillicent. One of Holen’s Scions.”

      Knell’s lips pressed thin. “The God of Man? He has some very powerful Shards. I am not prepared to face such a foe.”

      “Lillicent’s Boon is weak. She serves one of Holen’s weakest Shards,” Mordrigal said. “You are strong enough to pose a threat.”

      “Hm. Where is she? I’ll not be sent to the other side of the world for no reason. I have plans,” Knell said.

      “A short distance from Port Chrisford.”

      Knell wracked his brain for a few moments. “That should be close enough, actually. Not the closest port, but better than where we are now. Very well. You’ll have to take me to her. I have no desire to trail another Scion for weeks.”

      “This is against the unspoken rules.”

      “When have you cared for rules?”

      Mordrigal laughed. It was a chilling, hollow noise, like wind howling through a mausoleum. “Very well. I will deliver you, and then you will be on your own until the day that you seek me out once more. Do not perish.”

      Smoke rose from beneath the wrapping covering her eyes, spreading out and enveloping her body. A violent gale picked up, and the smoke enveloped Knell, blocking out his vision. The world went black, and he tightened his grip on the staff in his hand, making sure he didn’t drop it.

      As quickly as it had arrived, the smoke vanished. Knell stood on a cobbled road. He glanced at the setting sun above him—it had shifted downward significantly from when he had last seen it, but it was still the same general time of day, so Mordrigal hadn’t taken him too far.

      He took a moment to gather himself. Heading into a fight without being in complete control of his emotions was a dangerous and foolish move. Little made him truly angry anymore, but Mordrigal was the exception.

      Old memories flashed through his mind, but the foremost amongst them was the goddess of death as she cut his mother down before him. Knell’s hands clenched. If Mordrigal ever discovered that he’d seen the murder of his mother, he didn’t doubt she’d try to deal with him more directly. But, for now, she still believed him to be subservient. He let out a slow breath, wrestling his emotions down.

      A short distance away from him, at the edge of a large forest, an armored woman that must have been Lillicent faced off with a canine monster. The woman glowed with faint light to Knell’s eyes, almost as if the sun were hidden just behind her.

      The monster’s fur was matted and black, with jagged fangs that jutted up from its lower jaw. The beast’s eyes burned with purple energy. It already sported several jagged cuts, but the woman was equally wounded.

      Her shield laid on the ground several paces behind the monster, and from the way she was favoring one leg, Knell could tell that she’d taken at least one serious blow. He suppressed a sigh and started down toward them, careful to avoid putting any pressure on his right leg. At the same time, he activated his mental clock. He was only willing to spare a few minutes for something like this.

      The monster lunged at Lillicent, and she dove forward. It wasn’t a graceful move, but it took the beast by surprise, and her blade scored across its chest, sending blood and internal organs spilling to the ground. She landed with a grunt a few feet from it.

      It let out a scream of fury and lashed out, catching her on the shoulder before she could scramble away. Metal screamed against claw, but she managed to spin with the blow and avoid most of the damage.

      Lillicent scrambled back, grabbing her shield from the ground and keeping her blade pointed at the monster as she unsteadily rose to her feet. It took a step toward her, the light in its eyes dimming, then collapsed to the ground and went silent.

      Knell continued toward her. The woman’s stance was riddled with openings, most of them due to the serious injuries hidden by her armor. She turned to face him, her expression going grim.

      “Which god?” she asked, struggling to keep her sword at the ready.

      “Mordrigal,” Knell replied. “And you are Holen’s ilk.”

      “I am,” Lillicent said. “And you should not be here. Holen told me that there were no other Scions in the area.”

      “Apologies,” Knell said, stopping just out of reach. “He did not lie. Mordrigal cheated.”

      The woman’s hand tightened around the hilt of her sword. “And what do you seek?”

      “You already know that,” Knell said.

      “No, I don’t,” she replied, a slight note of hope in her voice. “You waited until I had killed the Scorhound to attack, so you might seek my aid in something.”

      “I’m sorry,” Knell said, somewhat surprised to find he actually meant it. “I did not intervene because your injuries are great enough that I will not have to. There is no reason for me to risk my life against your blade when you will die within a few minutes anyway.”

      A bitter laugh escaped the woman’s mouth. “Mordrigal broke the rules for no reason then, didn’t she? I suppose I can take that with me. The other gods will not look kindly on her interference, and it was completely for naught. I wasn’t as good of a warrior as I believed myself to be.”

      She coughed, spinning her sword and jabbing it into the ground. She made no attempt to stem her wound. “You do not seem like the normal instruments Mordrigal employs.”

      “I am one of a kind,” Knell said, his lip curling in mirth. “But you are the first Scion of Holen that I have come face to face with. Your fortitude is respectable. I think most would have tried begging for help by now.”

      “It wouldn’t do me any good. There is no help to be found, and you would not betray your god,” Lillicent said. She slumped to the ground, bracing her back against the sword. “I do not have the energy to muster a call for help, so you’re lucky. There is nothing I can do. You’ve been gifted my Boon.”

      “You’re wrong about that, but I doubt luck has anything to do with it,” Knell said. “I assume you did something to anger Mordrigal?”

      “Killed one of her Scions,” Lillicent said, a flicker of a smirk dancing across her face. “Took the bastard’s Boon and gave it to Holen as well. She must have been furious. Hope you didn’t know him.”

      “I didn’t,” Knell said, not bothering to ask who it was. It had been two minutes. It was almost time to wrap things up. “You must have known things would end this way. You cannot anger the gods without expecting retaliation.”

      “I live the way I want to,” Lillicent said. “The Scion was going to try to kill a bunch of innocent people. I wasn’t about to stand by.”

      Knell nodded slowly. “I can respect that.”

      She looked up at him, clearly struggling to do even that. “What will you do with my Boon?”

      “I’ll put it to use, I promise you that,” Knell said. “Mordrigal gifted it to me, whether she intended to or not. It shall not be wasted.”

      Lillicent let out a bitter laugh. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to agree not to use it to harm innocents?”

      Knell tilted his head. “So long as they don’t attempt to stand in my way, I can grant that request.”

      She blinked. “You’re…oddly reasonable. Thank you. It’s a pity you’re caught under Mordrigal’s thumb. Perhaps, in another life, we could have been friends.”

      “Unlikely,” Knell said. “But life does not often conform to chance. Are you ready?”

      “Like an angel of death, eh?” Lillicent asked, breaking into a pained cough. “Damn the gods. Meddling bastards never gave me a choice. I’ll take a warrior’s end if you’ll give it to me. At least I’ll go out on my terms. My Boon is in my right palm.”

      “Thank you. I value my time.” Knell twisted his cane apart, drawing the thin blade within it free. “Could you tell me what city we’re beside, while you’re at it?”

      Lillicent shook her head. “You’re shameless, asking a woman for favors when you’re about to kill her. We’re next to Chrisford.”

      Good. Mordrigal didn’t lie.

      “Goodbye, Lillicent.” Knell’s eyes lit with glowing yellow light. Lillicent blinked in surprise as Knell drew on his energy to his limits, lighting up the dimming clearing like he had two miniature suns within his head. He was putting off enough energy to get the attention of at least someone nearby. “Rest well.”

      He drove the blade forward in a precise thrust, just slightly to the side of the center of her chest and through a tear in her armor. Surprise flickered in the woman’s eyes and her mouth worked, trying to form words. The ticking stopped as his mental clock ran out.

      The glow faded, and he staggered. He flicked the tip of his blade down into her palm, carving it open to reveal a glittering green orb, which he grabbed and deposited in his pocket.

      He put his staff back together and leaned heavily on it, steadying himself. He’d used an enormous amount of power for that little stunt, but he couldn’t help the smug grin from crossing his face.

      “Have fun dealing with that one, Mordrigal,” Knell said.

      It wouldn’t be long before someone came running to find the source of the energy. Knell had no plans of being around when that happened. He turned and set off, not looking back once.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Knell stopped at the base of a large tree to rest. He took the Boon out and examined the small orb. It looked like little more than a normal stone. It was hard to believe that it contained the flesh of a god—or, at least, a tiny piece of one.

      Whatever Shard of Holen that had given Lillicent her magic had been stingy. The orb was miniscule and barely had any magic in it at all, which meant it offered little potential for growth. There was no point taking its abilities directly. Still, it was useful.

      Knell’s fingers ran across the smooth surface of the marble. A faint heat emanated from it. A part of him wanted to save it for the future, but he didn’t yet have the strength to justify carrying around a Boon without using it.

      This was the first time he’d held one of the priceless objects, and it irked Knell more than he was willing to voice that it had been gifted to him by Mordrigal. He pressed his lips together and tightened his fingers around the orb.

      It shattered, sending green energy coursing out and into his skin. A prickling sensation washed up his arm and into his chest, and he let out a slow breath.

      
        
        The gods have granted you experience for absorbing a Boon. You have leveled up.

        A Shard of Holen looks upon you with hatred. Your slight against him will not go unpunished.

      

      

      
        
        Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 9

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

      

      

      
        
        Foresight of the Vulture [Legendary] – Peer a short distance into the future, seeing the most likely outcome of actions taken in your immediate surroundings.

        Bloodline: Eternal Body [Epic] – Time magic bends around you, modifying your lifespan and granting you resistance to spatial magics.

      

      

      His Epoch Path had not changed in the slightest. That settled things, then. The only way to get levels in the other Path was through combat. Still, even the reward for Scion had been less than fantastic.

      “That’s it?” Knell muttered, pressing his lips together in disappointment. “That Boon must have been seriously pathetic. No matter. There are more ways to gain power. And, Holen, find someone to back your threats up so I can take their Boon as well.”

      Getting levels was of utmost importance for all of his goals. Every single one would reinforce his body and mind, making him stronger in a myriad of ways. And, if Knell was lucky, perhaps his leg might start to improve if he got strong enough.
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        * * *

      

      Wind nipped at Knell’s ears as he strode through the front gate of Chrisford. The click of his staff on the cobble streets punctuated his passing and drew a few curious stares from orphans hiding in the shadowed alleys.

      It had been three days since he’d taken the Boon from Lillicent, and his muscles were weary from travel. Dusk had fallen, and he didn’t even want to think about what he smelled like. Still, Mordrigal had done him quite the favor.

      Killing the gods was not a task one could do on their own. He needed a crew, and there was only one man he already had in mind. Unfortunately, that particular man was off somewhere in the middle of the ocean. More fortunately, there was no shortage of boats in Chrisford.

      The scent of cinnamon and honey drifted into his nostrils, stopping him flat in his path. A large inn looming over the main road called to him, its door open invitingly. Knell’s hand lowered to the small coin pouch at his hip, and he considered the building for a few moments before heading through the door.

      A crackling firepit at the center of the inn lit it with merry light and made shadows dance along the walls. Smoke curled up through the building, traveling through an opening on the second floor and disappearing through a chimney hole in the roof.

      “Welcome to the Obese Pig!” a chipper waitress said, sliding up to him. If she was perturbed by his appearance, she didn’t say anything. “Would you like a table?”

      “Depends on what you’re serving.”

      “Honeybread and Orcish stew,” the waitress said. “It’s our specialty. I haven’t met a man who hasn’t liked it.”

      “I’ve always loved a challenge,” Knell replied. “A table sounds fantastic.”

      She brought him over to a small wooden table near the fireplace. Knell braced himself on his staff as he lowered into the chair. Once he was seated, he placed the staff across the table and let out a small sigh.

      The waitress darted off to get his order. Knell took the opportunity to examine his fellow diners. Chrisford was a common gathering place for adventurers, and the Obese Pig was no exception.

      Battle-hardened men and women filled the tavern, talking in loud, boastful tones. Laughter and angry mutters mixed together in a strange cacophony that assaulted Knell’s ears. This was as good a place as any to begin building his team. More than a few people sat alone and were likely in search of a group, but that wasn’t enough.

      Putting a team together was easy. Putting a capable team together was not. Knell leaned back in his chair and observed his fellow taverngoers to see if any were of interest. A couple got into an argument a few tables across from him, growing steadily louder with every passing second.

      It was chaotic, but it was also the first time Knell had been completely alone in some time. He’d spent the previous nineteen years of his life training, even if his only companions during the last two were Mordrigal’s apparitions and the Scions doing her will.

      I wonder how many other people are sitting around, planning on ways to kill the goddess of death.

      A tiny grin crossed his lips. Those were the thoughts of a fool. Even though the gods had been shattered in a massive war years ago, they were still gods. One hadn’t died in recorded history.

      But that doesn’t mean they can’t die. I’m close, Knell. Soon, this plague will be no more.

      Those were some of the last words Rynholt had told Knell. The next day, both of his parents were dead. His father had been searching for a way to kill the gods for years, and the day after he discovered something, Mordrigal had as good as killed him. Knell didn’t know how long he’d spent trying to figure out what his father had learned, but Mordrigal had covered her tracks well, and he couldn’t risk showing her his hand too early.

      Knell was pulled from his thoughts as he caught something off about the interactions in the tavern around him. A small figure in a ratty cloak watched the couple arguing near him, pale green eyes shimmering in the firelight. A bulging coin pouch rested at her waist. Behind the figure, a large, armored man with a jagged sword strapped to his back leaned against the wall. He was watching both the couple and the lone person like a hawk.

      The corner of Knell’s mouth turned down. His meal was about to get interrupted, and it hadn’t even started yet. The waitress emerged from the kitchen bearing a plate with a plump bread roll glistening with honey and a large bowl of soup.

      She headed toward him. Her path set her to pass between the arguing couple and the small figure in the cloak. The man in the argument missed a beat as the waitress grew closer. Knell’s eyes narrowed.

      Grabbing his staff from the table, Knell pushed himself upright and stepped toward the waitress. His eyes lit yellow, and he stepped forward, his staff whipping out. The woman stopped arguing with her lover and thrust her chair back, right into the waitress’s path. Behind the hooded figure, the armored man pushed away from the wall.

      The waitress yelped, stumbling and dropping the tray. Knell’s staff caught the plate before it could fall, and he quickly maneuvered to grab it with his free hand before everything went crashing to the ground. The armored man swore under his breath and turned away, heading toward the bar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you okay?” Knell asked, setting the tray down on the table. A twinge of pain ran down the side of his body, but he didn’t let it show on his face.

      “I’m fine,” the waitress said, gathering herself. She glared at the woman who had nearly knocked her over. “Watch where you’re going!”

      “I—uh, sorry,” the woman said, taken aback. “I didn’t realize you were there.”

      “Perhaps you should pay more attention to your surroundings,” Knell suggested. Five seconds wasted.

      She pressed her lips together and left, heading up the stairs at the side of the room to the second floor. The man who had been arguing with her followed after the woman.

      “How much for the meal?” Knell asked.

      “It’s free,” the waitress said, shaking her head. “I would have had to clean a big mess up if you hadn’t caught that plate. Your reaction speed is incredible, mister. Are you an adventurer?”

      Knell shrugged, taking the plate and sitting down at his table. A twinge of pain shot through his right leg and up into his chest. “I know I look a bit young, but magic has a way of twisting appearance.”

      It wasn’t a lie. Powerful mages did age slower. His own appearance was completely unchanged, but she didn’t have to know that.

      “Wow,” the waitress said. “Thanks again, Mister…”

      “Knell,” he finished.

      “Linda!” a booming voice roared. “Stop flirting with the customers and get back in the kitchen! I’ve got orders to be delivered, girl!”

      The waitress flushed and gave Knell a quick curtsey before darting off to the kitchen. Knell watched her leave, then step-tapped back over to his chair and sat down with a grunt. He laid his staff across the table once again, keeping it within grabbing range, and turned to his food.

      A chair scraped across the ground. The short figure hopped down from their chair and strode up to Knell’s table, pulling the chair across from him out and sitting down. He let out a sigh. More wasted time.

      “Can I help you?”

      “You just stopped that group from mugging me, didn’t you?”

      The voice was high pitched, that of either an older child or a young woman.

      “How do you figure?” Knell asked.

      “The big guy was glancing at the little pansy arguing with his woman. I’m pretty sure I saw one of them following me last night, but I wasn’t sure until I heard him curse when you stopped their distraction. Why’d you do it?”

      “I did nothing but save my food,” Knell replied. “If you feel that I aided you, I’m glad to be of service.”

      “I don’t believe you. Are you gunning for it, too?” The figure started to rise. Knell grabbed his staff and rapped them on the shoulder, pushing them back into the chair.

      “Sit down,” Knell said, his voice flat. “I don’t like being accused of being a thief. I have no interest in whatever you may be carrying. If you’re going to cause me trouble, kindly wait until after I have eaten. I am hungry and my temper is short.”

      The figure stared at him for a few moments, then inclined their head. “Sorry. I suppose I’m a bit paranoid.”

      Knell didn’t bother responding. He was too busy making the food disappear into his gullet as quickly as possible. Once he finished, he sat back in the chair and let out a content sigh. It had been some time since he’d eaten a good, home-cooked meal.

      “You’re still here,” Knell observed.

      “You’re an adventurer, right?”

      “I don’t recall mentioning anything of the sort.”

      “Who else would step into a fight like that? Besides, most of the people that come to this town are either pirates or adventurers, and you don’t strike me as a pirate.”

      Knell shrugged. “A fair assessment. You want something from an adventurer, then?”

      “Yes. I’d like to hire your team.”

      “Impossible,” Knell said.

      “What? Why?” they exclaimed.

      “I don’t have a team right now. I am currently in the search for members.”

      “Seriously? What rank?”

      “I don’t see how that’s your business,” Knell said, cocking his head. “Unless you’re seeking to apply?”

      They pulled their hood back, revealing light purple skin and a head of long, shimmering, silver-white hair. The person was very clearly a woman, and likely a moon elf judging by her angular ears and wide, dangerous eyes.

      “Seriously? Why would I want to join the adventuring group of somebody that doesn’t even share their rank? The only people that do that are the ones without one.”

      “Ah. You’ve got me dead to rights,” Knell said. “I’m afraid I’m unranked. Never went to an academy. But if you wouldn’t want to join my team, why would you want to hire me?”

      The elf stared at him, then pressed her lips together. She leaned forward over the table, staring into Knell’s eyes.

      “What’s your Path? You strike me as a man that has one.”

      “I see no reason why I should tell you that,” Knell said. “You’re asking a lot of questions but offering nothing up in response. If you don’t have anything of worth, please leave. I hate having my time wasted.”

      “I’m a Shadow Stalker,” she said. “Rank Zero. Consider this my formal application to join your adventuring team.”

      Knell blinked. He hadn’t expected that, but he didn’t let it show on his face.

      “You might have to get in line,” Knell said with a wry grin. He wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth—not before seeing what the woman could do, at least. “Why should I accept you? I don’t even know your name.”

      The woman glanced around, then cocked an eyebrow. “Is the line in the astral plane?”

      Knell shrugged. “I’m a picky man. You clearly want something from me, and I suspect it has something to do with…”

      He trailed off, not finishing the sentence but sending a pointed glance at her bag. The moon elf gritted her teeth and drummed her fingers on the table. “You may refer to me as Stix.”

      “Refer? Not your real name, then,” Knell observed.

      “It is not. In my culture, we do not exchange names unless there is great trust between us.”

      “Fair enough,” Knell said. “I am Knell.”

      “Your real name?”

      “Who knows?” Knell said, his lips quirking in a grin. “Do you have a room here?”

      “I do, but—”

      “Perfect,” Knell said. “We shall continue your audition there, where there are fewer prying ears.”

      “I’d much rather talk here, where there are other people.”

      “If you trust me enough to want to join my crew, then you trust me enough to bring me to your room. Otherwise, feel free to leave. I don’t care. Make up your mind.”
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      Stix observed him for a few moments, then sighed and rose to her feet. Knell followed after her. He was nearly a head taller than her, but the way she carried herself left no doubt that she knew how to fight.

      Several people glanced at them as they walked up the stairs. It didn’t help that Knell had to take his time with each step, ascending one loud tap at a time.

      “Have fun, boy!” a rough-looking man called. “The first time ain’t all it’s built up to be, but she’s a looker.”

      Stix’s eyes narrowed, and she bared her teeth as a few stupid chuckles traveled through the room. Knell glanced back at the man, then gave him a one-shouldered shrug and a goofy grin. As soon as they reached the top of the stairs, the grin fell off Knell’s face as if it had never been there.

      Stix pulled the door shut behind them once they were inside, muting out the noise coming from below. The room was plain, with a single bed and a desk beneath a window that had been blocked by a heavy black piece of canvas.

      Knell grabbed the only chair in the room and sat down on it before sending an expectant glace at Stix. “Well?”

      “Well what? Do you want me to dance?”

      “Depends on if you think that be a useful skill to have on my team,” Knell replied. “I don’t need dead weight. Alternatively, you could just tell me why you need my help. You’ve bought yourself five minutes of my time.”

      Stix sat down on the bed and pulled open the heavy pouch at her waist. She reached into it and, after one more pause, revealed a small red gem. Knell’s eyebrows rose.

      “Ah. That does explain a lot. A Path Upgrade stone?”

      “Yes. It’s mine, but the group I was traveling with wanted it. They betrayed me and tried to set up an ambush, but I was able to escape.” She returned the stone to her pouch and crossed her arms. “The men following me are likely part of the ones that attacked me earlier. I didn’t get a good look at them since I was attacked at night.”

      “Why not just use it?” Knell asked. “I don’t see the point of carrying it around if you plan to claim it for yourself in the end…unless you’re trying to upgrade it?”

      “My Path has very strict requirements on the type of magic I can use,” Stix said. “This stone is neutral, but I can only absorb Yin magic. It makes it almost impossible to level up normally.”

      “That is a problem,” Knell agreed. “Yin magic is most prevalent during nights with the full moon if I’m not mistaken.”

      “It does, but that isn’t the point,” Stix said. “I need to keep those bastards off me until I can gather enough energy to infuse the Path Upgrade stone. You read them like a book today, and I need time to gather enough Yin energy to activate this. I just don’t want to get stabbed in the back before then.”

      “Fair enough,” Knell said. “Are you sure trusting me is wise? What if I want the stone?”

      “You don’t, for whatever reason,” Stix said. “Your expression didn’t have any desire in it when I took it out. You’ve got good control over your features, but you’re still only human. My eyes pick things up faster than yours do, and you didn’t care about the stone in the slightest.”

      “An interesting talent. That could be useful to a team,” Knell mused. “Let’s assume I help you with this task. What are your plans for after it?”

      “Well, I was going to join an adventuring team regardless. If your team is good, I’ll remain in it. If it isn’t, I’ll leave.”

      “I can work with that,” Knell said. “Could you tell me about your Path, then? I’m afraid I don’t know much about it.”

      Stix studied him closely, then extended her hand, turning it palm up. A faint tattoo of a cloaked figure was inked on her inner wrist. Knell reached out, clasping her hand with his own. A jolt of ice ran through his veins.

      They both let go, and he turned his hand over. Magical script traced over his wrist before peeling away and rising into the air before his face.

      
        
        Stix

        Shadow Stalker [Rank Zero]

        Level: 12

      

        

      
        Upgrade Orbs:

        [ ]

        …

        Bloodline:

        [ ]

      

      

      “Well, you’re certainly new to this,” Knell said. She was inexperienced, but he needed bodies. And, with proper sharpening, even a kitchen knife could be deadly. “You’ve got absolutely nothing aside from your Path. I haven’t heard much about Shadow Stalkers, though. That could work for or against you. Rare Paths are either powerful or completely useless.”

      “I know my way around a blade, and I’m whiskey with my knives.”

      “Whiskey?”

      “Sorry,” Stix said. “Good. It’s slang.”

      “Ah. Let’s say I take you on your word. There’s one small problem,” Knell said, adjusting his position in the chair and leaning forward, supporting his weight with his staff. “I don’t actually have any plans of starting an adventuring team.”
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      “What?” Stix exclaimed. “But you said—”

      “No,” Knell interrupted. “I did not. You assumed.”

      Stix frowned, clearly running back over their conversation in her mind. After a moment, she threw her hands up in the air. “What was the point of this, then? Do you think messing with me is funny?”

      “You misunderstand. I am putting together a team,” Knell said, holding a hand up. “But it isn’t an adventuring team.”

      Stix blinked. “You mean…”

      “That’s right,” Knell said, a wry grin stretching across his lips. “I’m making a pirate crew.”

      “But…why? You’ve got to have a relatively strong Path yourself if you were able to read those men like that. Surely being an adventurer would be more lucrative.”

      Because the adventurer’s guild works for the gods, and aiding them would directly impede my own goals. I can’t find out how to kill the bastards if I’m working for them.

      “Adventurers have too many restrictions,” Knell said. “I’ve spent time on adventuring teams, and they aren’t what I’m looking for. The Guild restrictions and the requirements to defend the land are not responsibilities I am eager to take on.”

      “So your solution is to go against the law?” Stix cocked an eyebrow.

      “Hardly,” Knell replied. “Being a pirate isn’t against the law. In fact, pirates are often hired for jobs that adventurers can’t take on.”

      “Being one might not be expressly illegal, but it’s certainly about as close to it as you can get,” Stix said, crossing her arms.

      “Pirates gain just as much fame as adventurers do if they play their cards right,” Knell said. “And I thought you just wanted protection. Why does it matter who it comes from?”

      Stix pursed her lips. Knell said nothing, letting her mull over his words for a few moments. He knew what her response would be a few seconds before she figured it out herself.

      “Fine,” Stix said. “But this isn’t a full commitment. Let’s call it a trial period. You protect me until I can use my Path Upgrade Stone, and if you haven’t done anything I find reprehensible, I’ll join your crew so long as the pay is good.”

      “Then we have a deal,” Knell said, extending a hand. “The first order of business will be getting out of this building without your friends trailing us. They’re sure to have someone watching the doors.”

      Stix stared at his hand for a moment. “There’s something else.”

      “What is it?”

      “You’ve got no attachment to the guild, right?”

      “I believe I just said that I’ll be going directly against them.”

      Stix pulled a ring out of her pocket. It was made out of silver leaves, with a small green gemstone at its top. “I was going to try to infiltrate the guild, but I’m terrible at lying and talking to people. This is my brother’s ring, and I’m pretty sure the guild killed him to hide something. He sent me this ring and then stopped responding to my messages.”

      “I see. That isn’t going to be easy,” Knell said slowly, all too aware that his own goals were far, far harder. “How do you think I can help you with that? It will be a very long time before I’m able to challenge the guild head on.”

      Stix shifted uncomfortably. “I’ll be honest. I’m still a child by my culture’s rules. I left my tribe early and against my elders’ wishes. Even if you can’t help my brother directly, I need to get stronger. You seem honorable enough, and your eyes look like mine. Someone took something from you.”

      “If you join my crew, I won’t be able to let you run off right after you become powerful. I’ll be investing a lot into you.”

      “I understand. That’s how these things usually work,” Stix said, chewing her lower lip. “Can I think on it?”

      Knell considered her. The elf was inexperienced, but she moved with the grace of a fighter and was clearly capable of more than she gave herself credit for. She’d be a useful addition to his crew.

      “I’ll give you some time to consider it. We’ll deal with that little problem of yours to start with. You can decide what you want to do after. How’s that sound?”

      “Deal,” Stix said.

      They shook on it. Knell pushed himself back to his feet using his staff, then walked over to the window and peered out into the street below.

      “Are you planning to jump out the window?” Stix asked.

      “That would be an option, but it wouldn’t get the desired result,” Knell said. “If we ran, your pursuers never know what happened to you.”

      “That…sounds like a good thing. Why would we want them to know we escaped?”

      “It’s time for a knowledge test,” Knell replied. There was only one thing he ever spent extra time on, and that was plotting. As far as he was concerned, this counted. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “We’ll start easy. What’s the main goal of a pirate crew?”

      “Money,” Stix replied immediately.

      “Those are bandits,” Knell corrected. “Pirates desire more than just wealth.”

      “Fame, I guess?”

      “Close,” Knell said. “Infamy. Power. They go hand in hand and are staples for any pirate crew of worth.”

      “So you want to be famous?” Stix asked. “Why? That seems like a lot of effort to be popular.”

      A laugh burst out of Knell’s mouth. “Popular? No. My reasons are my own, since, by your own words, you’re still a trial member. Stick around and maybe I’ll bring you into the fold. For now, all you need to know that I am seeking what comes with infamy.”

      “Fine with me,” Stix said. “Money is money, and that comes with fame.”

      “Indeed. Second question—what kind of murder is legal in Chrisford?”

      Stix blinked. “What? None. Chrisford has a Ruler, doesn’t it? I can’t imagine he’d let you go around killing people willy-nilly.”

      “Not entirely true,” Knell said. “Rulers are a thing of the past. They’ve been confined to the Shattered Sea for the past few hundred years. Most cities don’t even have them anymore, and I can count the number of Rulers that take their jobs seriously on one hand. Chrisford’s is not one of them. Self-defense is legal. You just need proof that the other party was attacking with intent to kill, not injure. If I’d killed your assailants tonight, Chrisford’s Ruler really would have come after me—if he could even be bothered to get up, I suppose.”

      “So we can just do what we want?”

      “I didn’t say that.” Knell shook his head. “An incompetent Ruler is still a Ruler, and he’s stronger than we are by a wide margin, not to mention the guards. We have to play things smart.”

      “So you want to bait them into trying to killing us? That sounds like a horrible idea. There are two of us and who knows how many of them. I don’t know how far along your Path you are, but you can’t be that ahead of everyone else.”

      “I’m not,” Knell said. “And it would be unlikely that they’d be dumb enough to attempt to kill anyone within the city.”

      “So what was the point of all that?”

      “Last question,” Knell continued, ignoring her interruption. “When is lying legal?”

      “When you don’t get caught,” Stix said, a smirk pulling at her lips. “My dad used to say that.”

      “He was right. So, as long as the Ruler is under the impression that your assailants attempted to kill us, we will have done nothing wrong.”

      “Okay, I’m with you,” Stix said. “But how do we do that?”

      Knell pushed away from the wall and pulled out a small waterskin. He opened the window and poured the last of the water out of it, then glanced back at Stix. “We start by getting me something to drink. I think I’m craving red wine.”
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      A few minutes later, Stix and Knell headed out of the room and back down the stairs.

      “Don’t feel too bad,” one man called. “You can’t expect to last too long on your first time.”

      “Hence why I am hitting the bar,” Knell said with an exaggerated sigh. He broke away from Stix and sat down at the bar, sliding a copper coin across the counter. “A glass of Red Lady, please.”

      The bartender smirked and poured Knell a large glass of red wine. He’d chosen the cheapest one for a reason. Knell took a small sip, watching Stix out of the corner of his eye as she strode out of the tavern, looking indignant. He waited a minute, then stood.

      “You know, I think I could give it another shot,” Knell mused. He poured the rest of the wine into his waterskin and raised it with an embarrassed grin. “Liquid courage for later.”

      “Don’t waste all your coin in one night, boy,” the bartender said with a snort. “Unless it’s with me. Then feel free to spend all you want.”

      Knell inclined his head, faking another swig and heading out the door. As he’d guessed, three men and a woman had surrounded Stix near the side of the street. A few passersby had stopped a healthy distance away to enjoy the night’s entertainment.

      “There you are!” Knell called loudly, his staff clicking against the stone as he made his way toward them. One of the men—the one that had been standing behind Stix in the inn—turned to face him.

      “We’re busy here, boy. You can speak with her once we’re done.”

      Knell ignored him and slipped past the men, twisting to the side to avoid getting grabbed. A faint yellow glow lit in his eyes, but it faded as quickly as it had come.

      “We were just leaving, gentlemen,” Stix said loudly. “I don’t have what you’re looking for, but please leave me alone.”

      “Don’t act so distant, girl,” another man said, then nodded at the woman with him. “Give Lilly the stone and nobody gets hurt.”

      “I don’t have the stone,” Stix said. “I already told you, I sold it.”

      “Lies,” he spat, drawing a long dagger. “We got ways to make you talk without killing you, girl. The city ain’t the safe haven you seem to think it is. Rory, grab her down.”

      “Hold on,” Knell said, putting himself between them. “Let’s not come to blows here.”

      Rory bared his teeth. “You got in my way once already today. Step off, three legs. James, give me my dagger.”

      The other man tossed him a blade, and Rory pointed it at Knell. He started his mental clock, setting it for two minutes. That was all the time this scum was worth.

      “Oh?” Knell asked. “Are you going to make me? Show off to your big friends by punching the boy that can’t fight back? You’re a lot of talk for a weak little man that has to gang up on a woman.”

      Rory grabbed Knell by the front of his shirt. “You’re lucky we’re inside the city, you little shit.”

      He shoved Knell, knocking him to the ground and sending the staff clattering from his grip. Stix rushed over to get his staff and help him stand. Knell turned back to face Rory, blood red liquid dripping from his nose, and fixed him with a furious glare.

      “Going to cry?” Rory asked with a snort. “Be happy you got away with a broken nose and get out of here.”

      Knell raised his pinky finger to the man and made a hooking motion. He’d learned that particular insult from his father after someone had dropped a whole roast hog in a fire, and it had yet to fail him. Today was no different. Rory’s cheeks turned red in fury. “That’s it, shitstain. I was going to let you go without doing anything else, but you’re asking for it now.”

      Rory lunged to grab him. Knell’s eyes flickered yellow, and he leaned forward, sliding under the man’s hand. He twisted his body so that Rory’s dagger was headed straight for his chest, keeping as much weight off his lame leg as possible.

      The blade made an audible thunk as it pierced through his shirt. Knell grabbed the dagger, his eyes going wide. A red flower bloomed from the stab wound, and he staggered back, the red liquid dribbling from his lips.

      “You stabbed him!” Stix screamed. “They’re trying to kill us!”

      Rory’s compatriots backed up, eyeing him with horror.

      “What are you doing, you idiot?” Lilly asked. “You stuck the kid!”

      Knell ripped the dagger out with a groan, leaning heavily on his staff. “I won’t let you kill me without a fight, you bastard.”

      Rory started to stammer out an explanation. Knell whipped his staff up between the man’s legs. He doubled over with a surprised curse but didn’t stay there for long. With a roar, Rory lunged at Knell.

      A loud thunk ran out as Knell struck the man in the side of the head with the end of his staff, sending him crashing to the ground. He knelt, pressing a hand against his neck, then shrugged.

      “Oops. He’s dead.”

      His mental clock dinged, warning him that only a minute remained. Rory’s companions drew their weapons. Knell touched his stomach, then pulled out the waterskin, which had a huge hole in its side. “Oh, look at that. I don’t think he actually stabbed me. The gods are smiling upon me today after all. Sorry about the mix-up.”

      “Mix-up my ass. You killed Rory!” Lilly yelled. “Don’t leave this little shit alive.”

      One of the men charged at Knell. He leaped back, his eyes flaring yellow, just in time to dodge a swing from one of the men.

      Shadows gathered around Stix, and she lunged at Lilly, driving a blade into her chest before she could react. Knell tripped over his own feet, knocking his assailant’s sword to the side with his staff and headbutting him hard in the chin.

      While the man was staggered, Stix dashed behind him and drew her knife across his throat. He gasped, grabbing at his neck in an attempt to stem the wound.

      Knell threw his body weight against him, pushing the man past Stix and into the path of James’ blade. The sword bit into the dying man’s shoulder. Before he could rip it free, Stix stabbed James in the stomach, twisting the blade before pulling it free. The last assailant crumpled to the ground, dead. His clock stopped ticking, just seconds after the last one hit the ground.
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      Thin streams of magic danced from the fallen men’s bodies, trickling into Knell and Stix.

      
        
        The gods have granted you experience for besting your foes.

      

      

      People from the gathering crowd rushed over now that it was safe. They stared at the scene of carnage in shock. A large man approached them, a grim look in his eyes.

      “I’m a healer. I’ll take a look at you,” he said gruffly.

      “No need, I’m quite all right,” Knell said, pulling his shirt up to reveal scarred but uninjured skin. “My waterskin caught the blow for me.”

      “You’re one lucky bastard,” the healer muttered. “But you do realize this means you were the aggressors, right? The Ruler will have both of your heads. You killed that man before they actually tried to kill you. There’s no way to prove that his attack was meant to kill.”

      Rory groaned. Everyone stared at him in shock. Knell walked over to him and struck the man in the head with his staff once more, knocking him unconscious before he could wake.

      “Oops,” Knell said. “I’m not a very good doctor. I guess he’s not dead yet. I’d rather he not wake up while I’m still here, though.”

      The healer stared at them in mute shock. Finally, he shook his head. “I take it back. You aren’t a lucky bastard. You’re a crazy one.”

      “A crazy bastard that didn’t break any laws, if I’m not mistaken,” Knell said, propping himself against the staff and ignoring the pain coursing through his body from the slight amount of weight he’d had to put on his bad leg during the fight. “I don’t suppose you’d mind staying here to help testify when the guards show up? I’d rather not get tossed in jail while an investigation takes place.”

      “Fine with me. It’s been a slow day, anyways. Name’s Maurice.”

      “A pleasure, Maurice,” Knell said. “I’m Knell, and my quiet friend is Stix. I’m afraid she’s used up most of her social interaction for the day.”

      “I just prefer to speak when it actually matters,” Stix said.

      Knell turned his nose up. The three of them waited there, the crowd murmuring in shock around them, until the guards arrived a few minutes later. A trio of heavily armored men bearing polearms clanked down the streets, ridiculous red plumes dancing atop their helmets.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas happened here?” the lead guard asked, pulling his visor up. “Maurice, are you involved in this?”

      “No, sir,” the healer replied. “I simply watched it from the crowd. You can confirm with any of the fair folk here that I only approached once the fight was over, much to my shame. I should have stepped in earlier.”

      “Well, what happened?”

      “These two people were attacked by a group of ruffians. The man with the staff, Knell, appeared to have been stabbed fatally. He struck the man over there,” Maurice nodded in Rory’s direction, “in the head with his staff and proclaimed him dead. The man’s companions yelled that they were going to kill these two, then attacked. Knell and his companion dispatched them.”

      “This Knell does not appear to be fatally injured,” the guard observed, his eyes narrow. He rested a hand on the pommel of his sword, prepared to spring into action at a moment’s notice.

      “Yes, there was a slight mishap,” Knell said. He raised the waterskin. “He actually struck my wine. I was not harmed. I announced this, of course.”

      “That was after he said he killed the man,” someone from the crowd voiced.

      The guard’s lips pressed thin, and he started to draw his sword. “You struck a killing blow, then. I don’t suppose you’ve got proof that the man you killed was actually trying to kill you? If not, you’re at fault and will be imprisoned until we can determine the nature of this fight.”

      “Actually, sir, the man that Knell proclaimed to be dead is still alive,” Maurice said. “Knell’s assessment was incorrect.”

      “Which, if I’m not mistaken, means they attempted to kill us first,” Knell pointed out. “I didn’t break any laws.”

      The guard stared at him. He glanced back at the crowd, but most people were nodding slowly.

      “I see,” he said, shaking his head. “There hasn’t been a murder in Chrisford in years. Now there are four. Do you even understand what this looks like? How am I supposed to explain four blasted deaths to the Ruler?”

      “Three,” Knell corrected. He nudged Rory with his staff. “This one isn’t dead yet. I can fix that for you, if you’d like.”

      “Three, then. That is three bodies that were not here an hour ago, Knell. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t arrest you on the spot. Started it or not, you were still responsible for their deaths.”

      “Actually, the bodies were here before, too,” Stix said, unable to hold her tongue. “They were just alive.”

      “Not helping,” the guard growled. “They’re dead now. That’s a problem.”

      “But it isn’t my problem, Mister…”

      “Captain Argun. And do you care to educate me how you believe the three men you and your companion just killed are not your problem?”

      “Because they attacked me first,” Knell replied. “Are you seriously insinuating that someone as weak as I would be able to manipulate four grown men into trying to kill me, well aware that it would end up costing them their own lives when the Ruler found out?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will the Ruler believe that?”

      Agrun paused, staring at Knell.

      “The crowd all saw they attacked me first,” Knell continued. “Why make this an issue for both of us? These men were scum.”

      Agrun let out a sigh. “Well, shit. In that case, Knell, I want you the hell out of this town.”

      “I think I can arrange for that,” Knell said. “Thank you for your testimony, Maurice. I appreciate not getting thrown in jail for crimes I am innocent of.”

      The healer just shrugged. He knelt beside Rory and started examining the man.

      “Time for us to go,” Knell said, nodding at Stix. “I’m finding myself rather tired.”

      Stix led him back to the inn and into her room. Once she’d closed the door, Knell flopped onto her bed with a relieved sigh. “Ah, that feels good. Moving around like that is such a pain.”

      “Gods above, man, that was incredible!” Stix exclaimed. “How did you know what they were going to do? Your Path is incredible.”

      “That wasn’t my Path in the slightest, and I didn’t know exactly what they would do when I made my plan. I just had a very good guess,” Knell said. “But I’m glad you approve.”

      “But you told me just about everything that would happen before we started the fight,” Stix said. “How did you do that?”

      “People are predictable.”

      Stix scrunched her nose. “You’re telling me you didn’t use magic to know what they were going to do?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Knell replied with a smirk. “But we’ve gotten back into exclusive information territory. For now, I really do need to rest. If you don’t mind, I’ll be stealing your bed.”

      With that, he closed his eyes. To anyone else, it would have looked like he were sleeping. However, Knell was doing no such thing. There was too much to do and too little time to waste.

      He reached deep within himself, calling to the magic churning through his body and bringing it forth. Knell slipped into a deep meditation.
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      Mia drew the arrow back, keeping her breath steady. She paused an instant to double-check her aim, then let the arrow slip from her fingers. The bow twanged as the projectile leaped from it, slipping through the air and catching a buck in its neck.

      It staggered and collapsed. A perfect kill shot. Mia lowered the bow, staring up into the forest canopy above. Regal and poised, just like a young moon elf should be.

      “I did it!” she squealed, jumping into the air and bounding over to the deer. “Look, Alan! One shot!”

      A tall moon elf stepped out from the shrubbery, a wide grin on his angular face. He ruffled Mia’s hair. “And a good shot it was. Well done, munchkin. I saw you regulating your breathing there. It’s a good thing you finally figured out how to do that. Much better than last time, where you held your breath for so long you passed out before shooting.”

      Mia scowled. She ducked away from Alan’s hand and skipped a step back. “You promised you wouldn’t mention that again!”

      Alan chuckled. “Sorry, sorry. Still, that was a great shot. The elders will be very pleased. Well done.”

      Mia preened. “I know. Compliment me more.”

      Alan rolled his eyes. “Don’t get a big head. You shot a deer, not a demon. You’ve got a long way to go until you can become a real hunter.”

      Mia’s grin faltered. “Do you really think I can? Will the elders really give me a Hunter name?”

      “Huh? Of course you can. Maybe if you learned a few abilities beyond just shooting that little bow of yours, you’d make it there faster. Elder Greenwood promised to take you on as his personal pupil if you just learned a few more skills. Honestly, if you just applied yourself to a bit more, you’d already have your name.”

      “I don’t wanna,” Mia said, crossing her arms. “Bows are cool. I can shoot people—pew—before they even see me! That’s awesome. Why would I want to do something else? Daggers are dumb. You have to get close, and then you get blood all over you. What if I’m wearing a pretty dress? It would be ruined.”

      “Are you really going to be wearing a pretty dress in the middle of a serious battle?” Alan asked. “Because now I’ve seriously got some questions for you. Besides, what if someone gets up close? You need to be able to defend yourself, you know. I won’t always be around.”

      “What?” Mia asked, startled. “What do you mean? Are you going somewhere?”

      “I’ve been in the glade for twenty years now, Mia,” Alan said. “It won’t be long before I head out into the outside world. Just like you will. But, if you get on learning some new skills, maybe you’ll be able to join me before you’re my age, huh? You’re a much better student than I was, you know.”

      “Really?” Mia asked. “Everyone always compares me to you, though. Elder Leafthistle said you were the cooler sibling.”

      “Leafthistle says that to everyone with siblings. He’s just trying to motivate you.” Alan rolled his eyes. “He told me that, too, you know. Said you were a better shot than I was when you were half my age.”

      “Well, that’s because it’s true!”

      They both laughed. Alan flicked Mia in the head and bent down, picking the deer up and slinging it over his shoulder. “Let’s get going. The sun is setting, and I’d like to have this back in time for dinner. I don’t want to have another bite of Leafthistle’s mushroom pie.”

      Mia shuddered and nodded. The two backtracked their steps through the forest, heading back toward the village. As they walked, Alan cocked his head to the side. A small frown crossed his lips.

      “Alan?” Mia asked, craning her neck to peer up at him.

      “Something’s off,” Alan muttered. “Do you hear anything?”

      Mia blinked and focused her ears, trying to pick up something out of the ordinary. She closed her eyes in concentration and pressed her lips together.

      “No, nothing. Why—”

      Mia yelped as Alan shoved her to the side. She tumbled, hitting the ground as something thundered past her and slammed into a tree with a crash.

      “Run, Mia!” Alan roared, two long daggers leaping into his hands. A huge boar stood across from them. Jagged spines covered the monster’s back, and its tusks were covered in dry blood. It looked completely unfazed by its collision.

      Mia’s breath caught in her chest, and her limbs froze up. A monster? The forest was meant to be safe. There weren’t any monsters in their woods. The boar snorted, its beady black eyes locking on the elf girl.

      Alan dashed at it and swung his daggers at the monster’s side. The boar snapped its head to the side, and Alan barely managed to twist out of the way and avoid being gored. He redirected his momentum, spinning to unleash a kick into the monster’s side.

      It barely budged. With a furious squeal, it thrust its head at Alan, forcing the elf to dance back again. He crossed his daggers, catching one of its tusks instants before it could gore him. Metal clanged against bone as the two launched into a brutal fight.

      Scores appeared on the boar’s side from Alan’s daggers, but its tough skin made it hard to injure. Alan picked up several wounds as well, the worst being a small hole in his lower left thigh, where the monster managed to spear him.

      “Mia, wake up!” Alan yelled, panting. “You need to get out of here! Go get the elders!”

      Mia snapped back into reality. She scrambled back and ran for the village. Alan reengaged the boar with a loud battle cry. Her feet padded against the grass, but she only made it a few steps before she skidded to stop.

      The village was over ten minutes away. Alan wouldn’t be able to fight the monster that long. Her blood ran cold. For an instant, her mind split in indecision. Then she turned around and dashed back toward the clearing, pulling an arrow from her quiver.

      Alan and the boar were still locked in the battle. It was impossible to tell who was winning. Mia nocked an arrow and steadied her breathing, making sure not to let the rhythm change. She was one with the forest. Her target would not see the arrow coming until it was already there.

      Slowly, she pulled the arrow back and sighted her target. Then she released. The string twanged, but Mia didn’t wait to see the results of her shot. She scrambled to nock another arrow and pull it back, only pausing for an instant to make sure her next shot was lined up before releasing it.

      The boar’s head jerked to the side as it tried to gore Alan, and Mia’s first arrow flew just over its head, alerting it. It snorted, abnormal intelligence in its eyes as it instinctively turned toward the noise—and caught the second arrow in its eye.

      Alan pounced on the opportunity as the monster squealed in pain. He brought his daggers down onto the back of the monster’s neck, ripping them free and striking several more times in rapid succession.

      The boar crumpled to the ground, dead. The two elves stood in the clearing, breathing heavily for several seconds. Then Mia threw herself at Alan, sobbing.

      “Are you okay?” she managed.

      “I’m fine,” Alan said gruffly. “That was a whiskey shot, Mia. I have no idea what this thing was doing here. We need to tell the elders.”

      Mia sniffled, not letting go of Alan’s leg despite the blood seeping into her clothing. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Alan chuckled. It sounded a little more forced than normal. He ruffled Mia’s hair, peeling her hands back and grimacing as he squatted to be at her head level.

      “Hey, listen. You just killed a monster, you know?”

      Mia glanced down at the boar. “You did that.”

      “You helped,” Alan said. “And I think that means you’re a Hunter.”

      A small giggle slipped out of Mia’s mouth. “You know only the elders can say that.”

      “Well, they aren’t here. And I think you deserve a Hunter name.”

      Mia swallowed. “Really?”

      “Really,” Alan said. “And I think I know just the one, although we’ll have to keep it hidden until the others all come to know what I know.”

      “What is it?” Mia asked, her voice barely a whisper.

      “The river of death,” Alan said, giving her a proud, pained grin. “Stix.”
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      Knell’s eyes opened the following morning to Stix prodding him in the side. He locked eyes with her a moment. The elf’s face had a strange expression, as if she was expecting him to say something.

      “What?” Knell asked.

      “Nothing,” Stix said, shaking her head. “Sorry. I was lost in thought. You just reminded me of someone I used to know. I’ve considered it, and I’m willing to take you up on the rest of our deal. I’ll join your crew as a temporary crewmate.”

      “Oh? What made you decide?” Knell asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “You remind me of my brother,” Stix said reluctantly. “Just…more sinister. I know that’s not a great reason, but I feel like you can help me figure out what happened to him.”

      “It isn’t a great reason,” Knell agreed. “But you’re correct. I will. Welcome to the crew—for now.”

      Knell sighed and glanced out the window to see the sun rising from over a harbor at the edge of Chrisford. The night’s meditation hadn’t done much to grant him strength, but he hadn’t expected it to. It wasn’t the fastest way to get experience, but every small part added up.

      “Is something the matter?”

      “You were oversleeping,” Stix replied. “There’s no sense wasting perfectly good daytime.”

      “And was there something you needed to get accomplished today? I thought you only wanted to gather Yin energy for your Path Upgrade Stone.”

      “I— Well, I guess I do. But you can’t possibly mean we’re going to sit in here for the next few months, can you?”

      “I promised to keep you safe, didn’t I? What if we get into a conflict in the city?”

      Stix stared at him, her eyes wide in horror. Knell let her suffer for a few moments before chuckling.

      “Of course we’re not going to stay here for months. I have goals to accomplish as well. I just wasn’t particularly pleased about getting up so early, so I was in a foul mood.”

      “Sure got over it quickly,” Stix muttered.

      Knell grabbed his staff and planted it on the floor before rising from the bed. “I trust you don’t have any other pressing issues we have to deal with?”

      “Not unless more people come after my stone,” Stix replied. “And there were more than the ones here today. I don’t know where they are, though.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. We won’t be waiting for them to make the next move. It’s our turn, and I need to continue pursuing my own goals.”

      “Of becoming a pirate? You’re going to be looking for more crew members, then.”

      “I will be,” Knell said. “I need someone to absorb the damage. You are an apt fighter, but I am not. Physical combat is very dangerous for me, so I need someone to stand in front of enemies and take the blows for me. I was able to get away with yesterday because your assailants were bumbling, incompetent idiots.”

      “That better not be how you approach new members, or you’ll never get another person to sign up.” Stix laughed.

      “Honesty is important.”

      “So is phrasing. You could at least make it sound a little more glamorous. Nobody is going to want to take an arrow for somebody when you treat them like a living shield.”

      Knell grunted. “Perhaps not, but that is what I need. I will search until I find someone that fits that description.”

      “Well then, Captain, where are we searching? The sewers, for someone so hooked on Leaf that they can’t refuse an offer?” Stix asked sarcastically.

      “The library,” Knell replied, his staff clicking against the wood as he led her out of the inn.

      “Oh, that’s a good idea,” Stix said. “You could ask a librarian to hold a big book in front of you.”

      He cracked a grin at that. “I have seen a fair few books that are thick enough to block an arrow. It’s not entirely unreasonable.”

      Chrisford’s library sat just a short distance from the waterfront, nestled between a restaurant and a bath house. The unassuming building rose two stories tall and looked like it had seen better days.

      Rot had worked into the wooden posts and what brick the library had was chipped and covered with moss.

      “This place is a dump,” Stix said. “I take it back. If the inside is anything like the outside, you couldn’t even use a book to block an arrow. It would probably just disintegrate.”

      “There can be some valuable information stored away in places like this,” Knell said, pushing the rickety door open and walking inside with Stix on his heels.

      A lone librarian sat at a run-down desk in front of them, her head dipped low and a half-empty mug of beer by her hand. She let out a loud snore.

      “Right,” Stix said. “Treasure.”

      Knell ignored her and slipped past the librarian to the uneven rows of shelves behind her. He stepped over books scattered over the floor and walked around, scanning titles as he went.

      “So what are you looking for in particular? You can’t just be hoping to stumble across something.”

      “Prison records. Specifically old ones.”

      “Why— Oh no. You’re that desperate? Come on, we can find someone capable that isn’t lined up for the noose, Knell.”

      “I’m not going to settle for just any prisoner,” Knell replied, pulling a ratty scroll from the bottom of a shelf and unfurling it. He scanned its contents, then tossed it aside.

      Stix threw her hands up and surrendered the idea of questioning him, instead opting to help him hunt.

      They shuffled through the contents of the shelves for several fruitless hours. Whenever Stix found a book or scroll that looked promising, she handed it off to Knell.

      It wasn’t until they had worked through nearly every shelf did Knell finally allow a slight grin to cross his face. He unfurled an ancient ledger that had been buried under a huge pile of worthless paper.

      “What’s that? Doesn’t look like prison records,” Stix observed.

      “It’s not exactly what I wanted, but it helps,” Knell replied, turning the paper toward her. “It’s the expenses for Chrisford about fifty years ago.”

      “And how does that help us?”

      “It doesn’t. Not yet, at least. Fifty years is too recent. But it does prove the information we’re looking for might be here. Help me search for anything at least a hundred years old in this pile.”

      Stix shrugged and obliged him. They ruffled through it, setting aside the worthless papers to clean the workspace up a little.

      “What about this?” Stix asked, handing Knell a dry piece of parchment. “One hundred and eight years ago.”

      “Perfect.” Knell studied it for a moment, then nodded to himself. “It’s a start.”

      “Are we moving into accounting now?”

      “Perhaps. This shows me just where expenses were spent long enough that everyone has long since forgotten about them.”

      Stix pursed her lips in thought. Her eyes lit up as realization struck her. “You’re looking for prison expenses? Ones that have been forgotten?”

      “Exactly.”

      “But what’s the point of that? Anyone in a forgotten prison is going to be long since dead. That’s kind of how they get forgotten.”

      “Most people would be,” Knell agreed. “But there are legends of a warrior that was imprisoned in the Shattered Sea about two hundred years ago. He was known as Cyll the Unyielding.”

      “You’re kidding me,” Stix said, her mouth dropping open. “You’re trying to find a sailor’s legend, not a living person. Cyll probably never existed. If he did, he’s dead in a cell at the bottom of the sea.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Knell replied. “I’ve studied him. Not to any significant degree, but he was believed to literally be immortal. He cannot die, not by age nor by sword.”

      “If the legends were true, then he’s also a bloodthirsty murderer with hundreds of lives on his hands.”

      “We aren’t all perfect.” Knell rolled the scroll up, cracking it in a dozen locations in the process, and stuffed it into his pocket. “We’re done here.”

      They headed out of the library and back to Stix’s room. Knell took the scroll back out and tossed it on her bed.

      “According to this, there were boats sailing to an undetermined area somewhere in the nearby waters,” Knell said. “They remained there for less than a day before returning. Why would they do that?”

      “If they were delivering supplies,” Stix admitted. “But it doesn’t say where they went, does it?”

      “Unfortunately not. We’ll need more detailed information if we want to figure that out. Charter logs are kept in the Ruler’s estate. I already knew that it was likely for Cyll to be imprisoned in the ocean, but I need the exact location.”

      “You really think the Ruler of Chrisford is going to let us leaf through personal documents, no matter how old?”

      “Of course not. We might have to do a little convincing.”

      Stix crossed her arms. “You’re planning to rob him.”

      “I never said that.”

      “You certainly implied it.”

      “Do you think we could get away with robbing a Ruler?”

      “Absolutely not,” Stix said flatly. “We’d both be dead and hanging from his gate that same day if we tried.”

      “Then we won’t be robbing anyone,” Knell said. “But there are other ways to get into the Ruler’s mansion legally.”

      “The only ones I can think of are challenging the Ruler or being employed by one,” Stix said. “The first is off the table, so you want to get hired?”

      “You know, it’s very difficult to find accountants,” Knell said. “You said it yourself. Who would want to be one? One mistake and the local lord chops your head off.”

      Stix sighed. “I hope you’re good with numbers, because I’m barely passable.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry,” Knell said with a wry grin. “I know more than enough to get us to an interview. We’ll play things by ear from then on out.”

      “When do we go, then?”

      “Tomorrow, I should think,” Knell replied. “They aren’t going to take us seriously if we show up too late. I think the break of dawn should be good. If you don’t mind, I’ll be commandeering your chair for the night.”

      “You’re going to stay in my room?”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t even peep in your direction. Besides, it’s not like you couldn’t take me if I tried something.” Knell shook his staff.

      Stix grunted, but she didn’t refuse. Knell laid his staff out across the desk and rested his head in his hands, burying himself in meditation once more.
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      As Knell had suggested, they got ready early the next morning and headed out of the inn. The sun had yet to rise, and a cool ocean breeze rustled through the streets. The docks were already active, but the rest of the city still slept.

      The Ruler’s mansion rested at the center of town, so it wasn’t particularly hard to navigate to. A large, iron-spiked fence ran around its outskirts, and two armored guards leaned against the gate.

      “What brings you here at this hour?” the guard on the left asked, adjusting his grip on a polished polearm.

      “We wish to apply for a job,” Knell replied. “I was born injured and am unable to fight, so my studies took me in the direction of accounting. I’m fair with numbers, and I know that most in possession of power or wealth are in search of an accountant.”

      The guards exchanged a glance.

      “And the elf?”

      “I help him with any of the slightly more physical labor,” Stix said. “You’d be surprised how much a crate of paper weighs.”

      “No, I wouldn’t,” the second guard muttered. “Monk Arred has made me lug the damn things around enough. I can’t speak to if we need more accountants, but I’ll bring you to Arred. He’s the one you’ll need to convince.”

      The guard pushed the gate open and led them in. They passed a large, flourishing garden full of multicolored flowers and vines and entered through the mansion’s doors. The halls were well decorated and clean, but not overly so.

      A few paintings were scattered throughout it, and several glass stands bore weapons and jewelry within them. Stix eyed them with thinly disguised interest as they passed.

      The guard continued through the mansion, descending several flights of stairs. The surroundings grew plainer and the smell of must and mold rose up around them. Cobblestone gave way to plain brown rock as they reached a large iron door.

      Before the guard could even knock, the door swung open to reveal a short, bald man wearing ink-stained robes.

      “Moorley! I didn’t think you were on duty today,” the man said.

      “Hello, Ared. I’m not on duty with you today,” the guard replied quickly. “These two are interested in a job for Ruler Augustine. They claim to be accountants.”

      “Ah. We are always in the need of those,” Arred mused. “Not many in the field. I suppose we can give your talents a test. I can take things from here, Moorley.”

      “Are you sure?” Moorely asked. “There are two of them.”

      Arred cocked an eyebrow. “I appreciate your concern, but look at them. What would accountants want with me?”

      “Well, there’s no way to know that they’re actually—”

      “Off with you,” Arred said, waving his hand and dismissing the guard. Moorley shrugged and headed off while Knell and Stix followed the monk through the door. The room behind it contained a single large wooden table lit by a dying lantern. Behind it were rows upon rows of shelves full of papers, each labeled meticulously.

      “I’m sure you understand that I can’t just hire you on the spot,” Arred said. “I expect a degree of competency, after all.”

      “Of course,” Knell replied. “An examination would only be natural.”

      “Then let’s start with reading. You’d be surprised how many people come in here without knowing how to read. Here,” Arred said, grabbing a scroll and handing it to Knell. “Read this.”

      “‘A treatise on Boons,’” Knell read. “Really?”

      “Keep going.”

      “‘Around one thousand years ago, during the Last War, the gods were broken. The Twelve were beset upon by a great evil. They fought valiantly, and the heavens were nearly torn asunder in the process. With great difficulty, they slew the threat, but it was not without cost. The gods were smashed into Shards of themselves. The Shards, each with a small aspect of the original god, run amok in the mortal plane, each vying for power.

      “‘They grant Boons to those who work for them, changing their servants’ classes to Scions. These Scions range in strength but are often some of the most dangerous to walk the land and sail the seas.’”

      Knell handed the scroll back to Arred. “I trust that’s enough?”

      “Are you sure? I quite like that one,” Arred said with a wry grin. “Wrote it myself. But I guess we can get to the rest of the test. We’ll need to check how you are with numbers and reading data.”

      “That seems pertinent.”

      “I’m glad you see things the same way,” Arred said with a wry grin. “Now, we can continue with something simple. How about taking a glance at the Ruler’s dining expenses from the past month?”

      “Couldn’t those be a bit too recent?” Knell asked, cocking his head. “I wouldn’t want to mistakenly learn something I shouldn’t. That makes people disappear. Maybe I could go over some really old documents instead? Something that’s long forgotten and nobody cares about.”

      A grin stretched across Arred’s lips. “A wise thought indeed. We do have a fair number of documents that have been sitting around and gathering dust since before I was here. All in order, of course. There must be order.”

      “Naturally,” Knell agreed. “What about charters? I could take a look at some old ones for things that are now defunct.”

      “Brilliant,” Arred said. “Anything older than fifty years of age should be more than safe enough for you to work with. Stay here. I’ll go get them.”

      He shot off, disappearing into the seemingly endless shelves. Stix shot Knell a baffled look.

      “There’s no way it’s that easy.”

      “Not everything is complicated,” Knell replied, keeping his tone low. “We’ll find more than enough difficulties to contend with, don’t you worry. Take the freebies when they show up.”

      Arred emerged a few minutes later bearing a large crate stuffed full of old parchment. He plopped it down on the desk and stepped back, dusting his hands off with a grimace. “It’s old, all right. And entirely out of order, to my dismay. If you’d like to prove your worth, go ahead and organize everything. If you can do that, we can talk prices and about your other talents.”

      He handed Knell a quill, a pot of ink, and several sheets of plain paper to do his work on. Knell thanked him and took a stack of papers from the top of the crate. He plopped half of them down in front of Stix and then got to work reading through them.

      It was slow, tedious work. Knell made little effort to actually organize the papers as he went through them—he had no desire to get hired. Luckily, it only took him half an hour to trace down a charter that matched up with the shipments he was looking for.

      Knell suppressed a smile. The charter identified his target as Fort Fellwater. It included the basic star chart the vessel had followed to get there and back to Chrisford during its supply run.

      As he’d expected, there weren’t even any attempts to hide the location or nature of the fort. It had long since been forgotten, its true nature no longer of any interest to anyone in their right mind. The hardest part of the entire journey would be finding a captain willing to take them out to it.

      He memorized the paper and shuffled it back into the pile. Knell then groaned, scooting back slightly in his chair. “My apologies, Arred. I’m not feeling very well at all. I fear the nerves are getting to me.”

      “That’s only natural,” Arred sympathetically. “Why, the same thing happened to me when I was just starting.”

      The monk paused, spotting the look on Knell’s face. “Oh no, you’re not going to be sick in here. There’s no flowing air. I’d smell it for the next year. Out with you! Come back when you feel better. Quickly now!”

      He snapped his fingers at Stix, who stood and grabbed Knell by the shoulders to guide him. Arred practically chased them back to the front gate.

      “We’ll be back soon!” Stix lied, ushering Knell away while the guards sent baffled stares after them.
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      “You found it, then?” Stix asked once they’d put a fair bit of distance between themselves and the Ruler’s mansion.

      “I did,” Knell confirmed. “The coordinates, at least. Unfortunately, they don’t mean much to me. We’re going to need someone that knows how to sail—unless you do?”

      “I’ve never set foot on a ship in my life.”

      “I’ll take that as a no, then,” Knell said with a chuckle. “In that case, our next target is the docks. We need a ship.”

      Stix shrugged, and they made their way through the city streets, making their way toward the waterfront. The smell of brine and traces of decay reached Knell’s nostrils as they stepped out onto the wood platform at the edge of Chrisford.

      Dozens of ships ranging from little more than glorified rowboats to small galleons were docked along it. The entire area was positively swarming with guards and what Knell suspected to be adventuring groups by their ragtag equipment and grizzled appearances.

      “Good sir and madam, take a gander here!” a merchant called to them, waving a necklace around in the air. “The finest jewelry in Chrisford, my word on it.”

      Knell ignored him. Dozens of other traders called out to them as they passed, but they swapped targets to other travelers as soon as they realized that neither would pay them the time of day.

      At the end of the docks was a long line of taverns overlooking like the seafront. Despite the early hours, loud laughter and conversation came from within them. Knell walked straight past the first few, only stopping for a few seconds to examine each one.

      “Are you looking for something in particular?” Stix asked. “If you want to find a ship, wouldn’t one of these taverns work fine? There should be more than a few captains in there.”

      “These ones are too high-end. Unless you’re sitting on enough money to hire an entire crew, we need to stay realistic,” Knell replied, stopping before a tavern that had seen better days. It wasn’t in a complete state of disrepair, but it was well on its way to it. The windows were boarded up, and there were numerous rough patch jobs on its walls. Any paint it might have once had was long-since faded and eroded by the salty air.

      Loud crashes came from within the building, broken up only by the roar of laughter and the meaty thunk of what Knell suspected to be mugs on fleshy heads.

      “This place?” Stix asked doubtfully. “I don’t think any captain worth their weight in rum would be caught dead in a dump like this.”

      “Exactly,” Knell said. “You know what that means? They’re desperate.”

      The door slammed open, and a man sailed out of it, tumbling across the dock and disappearing into the ocean with a loud splash.

      “And stay out!” a large woman roared, slamming the door shut behind her. The man clambered back onto the dock, muttering under his breath and wringing his hair out as he staggered to the next tavern over and stumbled inside.

      “Right,” Stix said. “Desperate.”

      Knell’s staff clicked against the wood as he approached the tavern and pulled the door open. Stix rolled her eyes and jogged to follow after him. Knell stepped inside, ducking to avoid a mug as it sailed through the air over his head and crashed into the wall.

      “Davey, if you throw one more mug, I swear to the Sixteen Seas the next thing flying will be you,” the massive woman from earlier roared, her voice ripping through the cacophony like a buster sword. A man scratched the back of his head sheepishly, sitting down at his table with a mollified expression. The woman lumbered over to Knell, looming over him as she examined his face. “You look a bit young to be in a place like this, boy. Those scars of yours make you ugly, not aged.”

      “I’m older than I look,” Knell said. “And I’d like to make my stay as short as possible.”

      “Looking for cheap booze, then? You won’t find cheaper.”

      “I believe that,” Knell replied. “But I’m afraid not. I’m in search of a ship and a captain for a short trip on a low budget. The trip should only be a few days.”

      “How much gold you got?”

      “Ten.”

      The barmaid let out a booming laugh. “We might be cheap, but not that cheap. Are you trying to find a boat or a bucket?”

      “That’s what I told him,” Stix grumbled.

      “Are you telling me there isn’t a captain here with a half-serviceable skiff that would do a short, easy trip for ten gold?” Knell asked, raising an eyebrow. “You’ve got to pay for booze somehow. Ten gold would cover the trip.”

      “I could point out a dozen captains from where I stand,” the woman replied. “But ten gold is barely worth the possible risk of sailing around, risking monster or pirate attacks for no further profit. You’re going to be scraping the bottom of the barrel if you want that.”

      “Coin is coin. If we don’t get attacked, the captain will make a bit of profit,” Knell replied. “Can you point us in someone’s direction? I’m not looking for the highest quality here. Just someone willing to do a quick trip in exchange for a little coin.”

      “If you’re sure, you could talk to Jasneh over there,” the barmaid said, nodding at a woman with her feet kicked up on a table. She had a hat pulled low over her face, hiding her features. “She’s done odd jobs before, but she drives a hard bargain. I doubt you’ll have much luck finding anyone else dumb enough to take on a risk for that little reward.”

      “Much appreciated,” Knell said, then headed toward Jasneh’s table. He lowered himself into a chair carefully, then laid his staff across his lap.
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      “What do you want?” Jasneh asked, not even bothering to shift her hat.

      “A short trip,” Knell replied. “Ten gold for it. Three passengers.”

      Jasneh nudged her hat back, revealing two stark green eyes and a short scar running from her nose to the left edge of her lip.

      “That’s not a whole lot of coin. Where’s the location?”

      Knell pulled the paper he’d taken from the Ruler’s mansion out and handed it to Jasneh. She let her feet fall from the table and leaned forward, grabbing the paper from him and scanning over it.

      “Three days, there and back with the fastest route,” Jasneh said. “But that isn’t happening.”

      “Why not?” Knell asked.

      “The fastest route passes straight through merfolk territory. Skirting around them would take an extra five days, and I’m not doing an eight-day trip for ten gold.”

      Knell frowned and rubbed his chin. “Merfolk generally only attack people on the top of ships, don’t they? We could hide below deck for a little if they show up.”

      Jasneh snorted. “Sure, if you want them to rip my ship apart because they didn’t get a sacrifice. My skiff would only attract one or two of the slimy bastards, but their claws are more than enough to tear the sails apart and cut up any ropes they can get to. They’ll keep at it until one of us goes up there and they claim their meal.”

      “Only one or two?” Knell asked. “Then that’s no problem. I’ll handle them.”

      “Cute. You going to offer yourself up to them as bait? You’re so small the merfolk might still be hungry after they finish eating you.”

      “I’m serious,” Knell said. “If I deal with the merfolk, will you take us?”

      Jasneh leaned forward, the humor sliding from her face. “Do you want to die, boy? How would you deal with the merfolk’s siren song? They’ve drowned more sailors than anyone could ever remember. The sea isn’t a playground for pampered fools.”

      “What’s it matter to you?” Knell asked. “If they kill me, your ship will be fine because they’ll have had their meal. You can just turn around and sail away once they leave. You’ll have ten gold to clean the blood off your decks.”

      Jasneh pressed her lips together and studied Knell’s face. “You really think you can deal with them? You got some fancy Path or something?”

      “None of your concern,” Knell replied. “Either I deal with the merfolk and we make the trip or you get an easy ten gold. A fair deal, no?”

      Jasneh grunted. “Let’s see that coin.”

      A grin stretched across Knell’s lips, and he pulled five gold from his bag, placing it on the table in front of the woman.

      “This is only five.”

      “You’ll get the other half once we set off,” Knell said. “When do we leave?”

      “Tomorrow,” Jasneh replied. “My ship is the Foamrunner. It’s at the far side of the docks. Be there before sunrise or I’m taking your gold.”

      Knell inclined his head and pushed himself out of the chair with his staff. He headed over to the bartender, rejoining Stix to buy a room for the night.
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      The following morning, Knell and Stix found themselves sitting on Jasneh’s skiff. The ship had clearly once been beautiful, but the ravages of time had taken their toll on it. Its paint was chipped and faded, and the wood had been almost completely bleached white.

      Despite that, the ship’s structure seemed to be sound and the sails were well kept. The two of them climbed aboard, and they were off before they could even get settled down.

      Chrisford soon faded into the early morning horizon behind them, and the only sound was the creak of the wood under their feet and the lap of the calm ocean against their boat. Knell drew in a deep breath, enjoying the smell of the salty, fresh air.

      “You’ve got good sea legs for a cripple,” Jasneh said from behind the wheel. “Were you a sailor?”

      Knell grunted. He tapped his staff on the deck, then walked along the edge of the ship, testing the wood.

      “At one point. Your manners tell me exactly what field you’re in, though,” Knell said, his lips curling up. “Smuggler, are you?”

      “Of course not,” Jasneh replied smoothly. “What makes you think that?”

      Knell hooked his staff under a floor board and pried it open. It swung smoothly, revealing a small, empty space beneath the deck.

      Jasneh narrowed her eyes, and Knell pushed the floorboard back into position. It closed with a snap, blending in as if it had never been there.

      “How’d you know?” Jasneh asked. She shifted so that Knell could get a better glance at the scimitar at her hip.

      “Don’t worry, I couldn’t care less,” Knell said, raising a hand. “And it’s because the rest of this thing creaks like an old tavern maid making money on the side. This floorboard didn’t. You made your security too good, and that wrapped back around.”

      Jasneh cocked an eyebrow. “Well, aren’t you clever? I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “I think he just likes showing off,” Stix complained, peering over the edge of the ship and marveling at the ocean. “Don’t feed his ego or his head might pop.”

      “This guy? Nah,” Jasneh said, shaking her head. “His head popped long ago, I think. The only thing left in him is ego.”

      Knell laughed and sat down against the mast, bracing himself against the deck with his staff. “I can’t argue with that. Now where’s the food? I’m starving.”

      Jasneh nodded at the stairs that led to the tight quarters below deck. Knell chewed his lower lip. “Never mind. I just sat down. I’m not that hungry.”

      “I am,” Stix said, pushing away from the railing and sauntering down the hatch. It would have been considerably more impressive had she not nearly fallen over half a dozen times in the process.
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      The next day of their trip passed quietly. Unfortunately, the calm did not last into the dawn of the third morning. Scattered throughout the ocean before them were hundreds of jagged gray rocks, each as tall as small islands. Ship wreckages, rotted and in various states of disrepair, littered the horizon.

      “We’re growing close to merfolk territory,” Jesnah warned. “Last chance to turn back. We’ve got an hour at most until we’re near it.”

      “No,” Knell replied. “We continue.”

      “Fair enough. I brought extra sails,” Jasnah replied with a shrug. “You do realize that earplugs won’t stop their song, right?”

      “It is of no consequence.”

      Jasneh shook her head. She pulled a wooden lever beside the wheel down with a grunt. “Come on then, Stix. Belowdecks for us, until your friend gets himself torn to shreds.”

      “Wait, how will you keep the ship from running aground?” Stix asked.

      “This,” Jasneh said, patting the lever. “This’ll lock Foamrunner into a straight path. Nobody runs aground of those rocks of their own volition. So long as we don’t hear your friend screaming, we go straight and through the rocks. If he starts and then stops, we come up to turn around. Simple enough.”

      Stix sent Knell a pensive glance, then nodded and followed the captain below deck. Jasneh pulled the trapdoor shut behind them with a final thud, and several clicks rang out as she locked it, leaving Knell alone.

      He walked up to the front of the ship, just before the bow, and leaned against his staff. Sunlight prickled his skin, and a gentle breeze danced past him. Knell settled down to wait, slipping into meditation. There was no point wasting good time waiting for the merfolk to arrive.

      Time passed. The Foamrunner grew closer to the rocks, heading straight for a wide opening between two of them. They drifted past the remains of a galleon run into a jagged spike of stone. Knell opened his eyes as they crested a large wave and he was sprayed with saltwater.

      A tiny white ripple passed through the sea to their side, so fast that Knell barely noticed it. A few minutes later, it flashed past the other side of the ship. Another one flickered up, and the skiff lurched slightly as something struck it.

      “Only chance,” Knell called out. “Turn around. You’ll find no prey here.”

      A chimelike laugh rang out, setting Knell’s hair on end. Two blue hands reached over the edge of the boat and a merfolk woman pulled herself aboard the deck. If not for her blue skin and the scales around her eyes, she would have looked exactly like a human.

      The woman had wide, doe-like eyes. Her features were strikingly beautiful, and she was completely naked. She rose to her feet, a blood-red tongue flicking out and running across her lips.

      “So eager to step into my embrace,” she whispered. Her words sent shivers down Knell’s spine, like he was a harp and she the musician. “Who am I to deny you?”

      “Your words hold no alure to me,” Knell lied. His eyes lit a dull yellow. “Leave.”

      She giggled and opened her mouth. A faint musical note slipped from between her lips. It wrapped around Knell, seeping into his very soul. It took every fiber of his being to keep himself from throwing the staff to the side and falling to the deck at her feet.

      The merfolk smiled, revealing dozens of sharklike teeth. She continued to sing, the melody enveloping Knell more with every note she wove. A trickle of blood ran down from Knell’s right eye, tracing across his cheek.

      Her song urged him to raise his chin, baring his neck to the beautiful woman before him. She took a step forward, leaning in as if to kiss him. Her plump lips parted, inviting him to lean in and let his worldly troubles fade away in the passions of love.

      Knell stepped forward, twisting his staff. It split in two, and he pulled it apart, driving the blade that had been hidden within it into the woman’s chest with a single, clean blow. Her song cut off in a ragged gasp, and her eyes went wide.

      He twisted the blade as she weakly scrabbled at his shoulders, trying to push him back. Her mouth worked, trying to form words as disbelief warred with dismay on her face. The trickle of blood running down Knell’s face turned to a stream. Knell cradled her head as he pulled the blade out from her chest, maintaining eye contact with the merfolk the entire time.

      “Your call has nothing on my hatred,” Knell whispered, driving the blade back in. The merfolk’s body jerked, and the light bled out of her eyes. Knell rose to his feet and flicked the blood from his sword.

      Knell slid his staff back together with a click, then grabbed the merfolk’s body. He dragged it across the deck and up to the bow. Knell jutted the end of his staff between the planks in the deck. Knell’s leg ached furiously as he worked. He struck the staff a few times to drive it deeper, then grabbed the merfolk and pulled her upright with a grunt.

      With a heave, he positioned her over the end of the staff and shoved her down using all his might, driving the hilt of the staff out through her chest. Knell swung the corpse around so that it dangled over the front of the ship, her dripping blood down the wood and into the water below.

      The water around the ship rippled. Knell looked out over it, but no more merfolk rose to challenge him. He carefully sat down behind the body of the dead merfolk and wiped the blood from his face off with his sleeve.

      Magical energy rose up from her body and entered his, making his hair stand on end.

      
        
        The gods have granted you Experience for besting your foe. You have leveled up.

        You have defeated an entity more powerful than you. Experience Granted. Your level has been adjusted accordingly. New skill gained.

      

      

      The second message appeared, just like it had the first time. But, this time, there was another line along with it. Knell stared at it, a slow smile creeping across his face.

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 10

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

      

      

      
        
        Foresight of the Vulture [Legendary] – Peer a short distance into the future, seeing the most likely outcome of actions taken in your immediate surroundings.

        Bloodline: Eternal Body [Epic] – Time magic bends around you, modifying your lifespan and granting you resistance to spatial magics.

      

      

      
        
        Path: Epoch

        Level: 4

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

        Mental Clock – Use time magic to keep time or set an alarm audible only to you.

        Slow – Impede the movement of a single creature by warping the time around them for a brief instant.

      

      

      Sunlight reflected off the blue woman’s scales, dancing over the water as the Foamrunner slipped past the jagged rocks. It grew brighter as the sun rose further overhead. Yet, to Knell, it somehow felt as if the day had grown a little colder. His grin grew frigid, and he sat down, watching the waves lap at the side of the ship. He’d been given an advantage, and he intended to use every drop that he could squeeze out of it. He couldn’t afford to do anything less.
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      Knell was still sitting there, meditating, several hours later when Stix and Jasneh emerged from the trapdoor. Not a single merfolk had tried to challenge him after the first one. The creature’s blood had stained the front of the ship, running down the bow and vanishing into the crystal blue water beneath.

      Knell reached out as the two women approached him. Stix helped him to his feet. Jasneh let out a slow whistle.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas did you do?” she asked, prodding the merfolk’s body. It was completely drained of blood, nothing but a dry husk of what had once been a beautiful creature.

      “I believe I ensured our safe passage,” Knell replied.

      “You want this thing here still?” Stix asked, nodding at the merfolk. Knell shook his head, and she pulled it off his staff, dropping the body to the deck and handing Knell the bloody metal stick. He took it, ignoring the blood covering its head.

      “You want the corpse?” Jasneh asked, eyeing it. “Those scales go for a fair cost.”

      “All yours,” Knell replied. “I don’t have the patience to find a buyer for it. It’ll make up for the damage I did to your deck when I stuck my staff through the boards.”

      Jasneh grunted and grabbed the merfolk’s body, pulling it into a cabin. “And you were kind enough to drain it for me as well. What a gentleman.”

      “Always,” Knell replied, a smile stretching across his features.

      The rest of the trip over was entirely boring. No further monsters bothered them, and the weather was as calm as could be. Soon, the faint remains of a gray stone island appeared on the horizon.

      Ruined buildings barely crested over the waves, worn down by time and water. The island was rather small, only a few times larger than the Foamrunner. Jasneh raised an eyebrow, raising the sails to half as they grew closer.

      “That’s your place,” Jasneh said, nodding at the ruins. “Didn’t fancy you for an arachnologist.”

      “Archeologist,” Knell corrected. “Arachnologists would study spiders. And I am neither.”

      Jasneh shrugged. “Suit yourself. With the addition of the merfolk, I’m happy to wait here a day. How’s that sound?”

      “Should be more than enough,” Knell said, watching the island grow closer until they were nearly upon it. “This shouldn’t take long at all.”

      “Then you best start swimming,” Jasneh said. “I’m not running the Foamrunner aground on a crotchety old building.”

      Knell grimaced and glanced at Stix. “How well do you swim?”

      “There was a pool in my village,” she replied doubtfully. “I did laps around it sometimes.”

      “I hope you swim well enough for two, then. My leg does not lend itself well to the water.”

      Stix pursed her lips. “You’re as skinny as a twig. I can probably get away with it. Just don’t start panicking and trying to drown me or I’ll kick you off.”

      “Don’t worry,” Knell said. “I never panic.”

      Stix rolled her eyes and hopped over the side of the ship, splashing into the water below. She swam back a short distance. Knell carefully lowered himself over the edge and let himself fall forward, bracing as the water crashed against him.

      The warm sun did little to assuage the freezing cold chill of the ocean as it rose up around him, knocking the breath from his lungs as his head dipped below the water. He fought the urge to thrash around and moved his arms back and forth, kicking with his good leg to try and push up.

      Stix’s arm wrapped around his chest and pulled him above the waves. He drew in a sharp breath and tried to make his body as limp as possible while Stix dragged them both toward the island.

      When they reached it, she grabbed onto the bleached stone and pulled herself up, dragging Knell up after her. He spat out some water and wiped his eyes off with a soaked sleeve.

      “Thank you.”

      “You swim like a dead fish.”

      “I don’t swim much at all.”

      “Exactly,” Stix said, wringing her hair out. “So where’s this Fort Fellwater?”

      “Under us, I suspect,” Knell replied, pushing himself upright with the staff. A pile of rubble led up to an open doorway, shielded by the remains of what had probably once been great walls.

      Knell started climbing the rubble. He chose each move carefully, trying to find rocks that he could brace his staff against without sending the entire thing clattering down around him.

      Stix slipped past him, nimbly climbing up without even nudging a single stone. She turned back to look at him from the top of the pile, a smug grin on her face. It took Knell nearly ten more minutes to get far up enough for Stix to grab him by the collar and pull him the rest of the way up.

      “Climbing is not one of my strengths,” Knell said, fruitlessly trying to brush the dust and white powder from his soaked clothes.

      “Evidently,” Stix agreed, peering inside the doorway. She let out a whistle. “By the Twelve, take a look at this.”

      Knell moved to stand beside her. Large pieces of the building had fallen many years ago, littering the ground around them. Streams of sunlight poked in through large holes in the roof and walls, illuminating the jagged entrance to a stairwell that wound into the earth. It was partially covered by rubble, but there was still enough room to squeeze in.

      “The entrance to the prison. Lucky us,” Knell said. “It would have been unfortunate if it was blocked off.”

      “The world probably would have been better off if it was,” Stix grumbled. “I didn’t think we’d actually find a way in. Are you really sure this is a good idea?”

      “Of course I am,” Knell replied, sliding through the gap and starting down the stairwell carefully, testing each step with his staff before taking it. What little light they had quickly started to fade.

      “Does the Shadow Stalker Path have access to basic magic?” Knell asked.

      “A bit,” Stix said. “Why?”

      “I can’t see in the dark,” he replied. “Do you have anything to help there?”

      “Oh, right,” Stix said, stretching her hand out. A tiny purple orb of energy swirled to life above it, then moved to float above her shoulder. The faint light coming off it was just barely enough to illuminate their immediate surroundings. “I forgot you were a human.”

      “You haven’t spent much time away from your village, have you?” Knell asked as they continued to descend. He carefully stepped over a missing step, avoiding what would have been a very painful and likely fatal fall.

      “I haven’t,” Stix admitted. “Is it that obvious?”

      “It could be worse,” Knell said. “But you aren’t as callous as most are. That’s the biggest giveaway. Your naivety doesn’t help, either, but it isn’t as obvious as it could be.”

      “Thanks, I think,” Stix said.

      “No problem. And Stix?”

      She turned, and Knell gathered his magic. It wasn’t so different than connecting to his eyes, but the feeling filled him with a gentle sense of comfort, as if he were exactly where he was supposed to be.

      A flicker of green smoke danced across his fingertips and leaped to Stix. Her eyes widened and her hand slowly moved back, as if she were dragging it through molasses. The effect only lasted half a second before vanishing.

      “What was that about?” Stix exclaimed.

      “Testing something new,” Knell replied. “Sorry. I wasn’t sure if it would work properly if you were prepared for it. We can continue now.”

      “Right,” Stix said with a snort. “Lovely.”
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      They continued down the stairwell, their steps echoing through the darkness. It took them nearly five minutes to reach the base of the stairwell. The wall was covered with a thin layer of greenish water, but it was surprisingly sound.

      “I’m surprised it isn’t flooded,” Stix said, looking around the small, circular room they’d arrived in. Several corridors snaked away, disappearing into the shadows. “But where to now? Something tells me this place will be like a maze once we get started. How are we going to find a single prisoner that may or may not even be alive?”

      “Hello?” Knell yelled at the top of his lungs, causing Stix to curse and flinch back, her eyes darting around the room as she drew both of her daggers. Knell’s voice echoed through the halls, slowly fading away.

      “What are you doing?” Stix hissed, her eyes darting around in fear. “You’ll give us away!”

      “To whom?” Knell asked. “You said it yourself. If there’s anyone alive here, it’s Cyll the Unyielding. There isn’t anyone to give our position away to.”

      “What if he’s loose? He could come kill us!”

      “He would have already left if he was loose,” Knell replied. “He can’t die, remember? He could just walk across the sea floor. Relax.”

      Stix opened her mouth to reply, but a soft, wheezing noise brushed out of a tunnel to their left. It was impossible to make out any words within it. Stix stiffened.

      “Well, there we go,” Knell said, starting down toward the tunnel. He glanced back at Stix. “Keep up. I’m not going to waste time waiting around.”

      She cursed again and jogged to catch up with him. Knell’s eyes lit a faint yellow as they walked.

      “Aren’t you being a little under cautious?” Stix whispered. A droplet of water dripped from the ceiling and landed on her back, causing the moon elf to flinch. “This place is creepy.”

      “It’s just an abandoned fort.”

      He motioned for her to cover her ears, which Stix did without hesitation. They continued for several more minutes, passing cells made of metal bars as thick as their forearms. Unlike the rest of the fort, the cells looked to be in perfect condition.

      “Could you make another noise? We’re trying to find you,” Knell called out as they turned a corner and reached a fork in the tunnel.

      A ragged cough reverberated from the righthand side. It was considerably louder this time. Knell set off, and Stix followed after him, her daggers at the ready.

      They passed by dozens of other cells, many of which had skeletons in various stages of decay within them. Knell stepped over the hand of a man reaching out of the cell, and Stix skirted around it.

      “Some of these people must have been pretty strong if their bodies still haven’t started to rot,” Knell observed. “High-profile place.”

      “Hello?” a voice whispered, dry and ragged from years of disuse. It came from a way down the hall, behind a large, rotted wooden door covered with rune markings. Stix stiffened.

      “Hello,” Knell replied, his staff clicking against the stone as he walked up to the door and peered through a crack in it. “Just to be safe, could you please tell me your name?”

      “Cyll,” the voice rasped after several moments. “Who are you?”

      Knell wedged his staff into a gap in the door and jerked it to the side, shattering the rotted wood. He squeezed through the door and into a large room behind it.

      “What if he’s waiting for us there?” Stix whispered, following after him.

      “I trust he could have broken an old wooden door,” Knell called back. “Besides, I see him.”

      A thick metal trapdoor sat before Knell, a tiny viewing hole at its top just large enough for him to squint through. With Stix’s light, he could just barely make out an emaciated figure at the bottom of a pit around fifteen feet deep.

      “Who are you?” Cyll repeated. His voice was like a dying winter breeze. “The Ruler’s men, come to squint at the scary prisoner?”

      “Sorry to disappoint,” Knell replied. “I’m here of my own volition.”

      Cyll turned to look up at him through the view hole. His stark, green eyes were framed by a white beard that ran all the way down to his feet like a cloak.

      “Why?”

      “To free you, on a few conditions,” Knell replied.

      “I’ll agree to just about anything,” Cyll rasped. “What do you want?”

      “You,” Knell replied.

      Stix and Cyll both snorted at the same time.

      “Not like that,” Knell added irritably. “I’m putting a pirate crew together, and I have need of your talent.”

      “Done and done,” Cyll said.

      “Wait, he could be lying. You can’t just believe him.”

      “Of course not,” Knell agreed. “Do you follow any of the Twelve, Cyll?”

      “The gods? Depends,” he replied. “Do you want me to?”

      “I’ll take that as a no,” Knell said with a smirk. “Then I’ll appeal to your logic. Join me and I’ll give you revenge on the people that betrayed you. Follow my commands for a few measly years—it’s not like you’ve got any shortage of life left in you. Betray me and you’ll end up right back in another hole when they catch you again. And, next time, I doubt you’ll find another person so willing to help anytime soon.”

      “I already said yes,” Cyll said with a dry cough. “I’d wash shoes for a hundred years if it got me out of here.”

      “Stix, could you leave for a little?” Knell asked. “You’re only a temporary member right now, so unless you want to fully commit to the crew, I’ll need some time alone with my prospective crewmate.”

      “Are you sure?” Stix asked.

      “It’ll be fine. He’s desperate,” Knell replied.

      Stix pursed her lips, then nodded. “I’m going down the hall. Yell if you need my help.”

      She turned and headed back past the rotted door. Knell waited until her footsteps faded, then turned back to the trapdoor. He studied it, then placed his staff near the center. The claws at its base twitched as his eyes lit a brilliant yellow.

      Knell raised the staff and jabbed it into one of the runes. The claws tightened, digging into the stone, and with a sharp twist, he ripped a small chunk of the stone away. A small puff rose up from the trapdoor as the magic within it was broken. He straightened and jabbed the staff into a thin gap between the trapdoor and the floor, levering it open with a groan.
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      Once he got it high enough, Knell pushed his body weight against the door, shoving it the rest of the way open. It swung back and slammed against the floor with a resounding crash.

      “A Scion,” Cyll murmured, then broke into another cough. “Figures.”

      Knell dug a small stone out of his pocket and crushed it, throwing the powder into the air behind him. It shimmered with faint light for a moment before fading away.  Cyll stared up at Knell from within his prison.

      “I hold no love for the gods,” Knell said. “Not mine nor any other.”

      “Oh?” Cyll asked, squinting up at him. “Out with it so I can agree. What do you want?”

      “To kill the gods,” Knell replied. “Every single Shard of the Twelve.”

      Cyll blinked, then burst into painful-sounding laughter. “Figures that a crazed man would be the one that came after me.”

      “A crazed man would be one that had no chance,” Knell said. “Which I believe describes you. After all, you beat me to the attempt a few hundred years ago.”

      “And look where that landed me,” Cyll growled. He squinted. “Why do you look familiar?”

      “So you’re scared now?” Knell asked, ignoring his question. “You gave it your shot and realized it was too much?”

      Cyll coughed into his fist. “I’d rip the bastards apart with my bare hands if I could, but you don’t know what I saw. No mortal, even a Scion, could rise up against the Twelve. I thought they could be killed once they were broken into Shards, but they can’t.”

      “You’re wrong,” Knell replied. “What happened to your promises of doing anything to escape? Are you really so gelded that you fear going against them again?”

      Cyll pressed his lips together. “Despite what you might have heard about me, I’m a man of my word. And you could never even begin to fathom what this many years of solitude does to a man.”

      “I don’t care,” Knell replied flatly. “I’m going to ask you one simple question. If you had the chance to get revenge on them, knowing that you actually had a shot at success, would you take it?”

      “Without an ounce of hesitation.”

      Knell’s eyes flared. The yellow light pouring out of them filled the room with a brilliant golden hue. In spite of the light, the shadows surrounding him seemed to grow, attaching themselves to his clothes as an oppressive aura radiated out from his body.

      Cyll’s eyes widened as Knell let the light fade away. Blood streamed down his face in an uncontrolled river that he did nothing to attempt to stem. Slowly, Cyll started to laugh.

      “I knew I recognized something about you,” Cyll said. “How did you get Mordrigal’s eyes? I’ve never heard of one of the Twelve giving their true powers away.”

      “Hubris,” Knell replied. “She thought she was always the one holding the cards, and I proved her wrong. These were my reward. Eyes are easily regrown for the primary Shard of the Goddess of Death. Now, I ask you again. If you had a chance to strike out at the Twelve, would you take it? I know they can die. I don’t know how yet, but I know they can.”

      “Yes,” Cyll said. “Damn it, yes.”

      “Good. Do not share anything that we just discussed with anyone. Not even the elf that accompanied me here. I used suppressing powder to keep our voices from leaving this room. I’m still unsure as to if she’s going to be a permanent member of our group.”

      “Why keep a loose end around?” Cyll coughed.

      “Because she reminds me of someone,” Knell replied. “And I see potential in her.”

      “Fine. Just get me out of here already.”

      Knell wiped the blood from his face and walked up to the door, where the dust he’d thrown had formed a faint barrier in the air. He brushed it aside like cobwebs using his staff, then poked his head out. “Stix! Could you come help me out?”

      She darted down the hall, her weapons at the ready. When she realized that Knell didn’t look particularly worried, she lowered them slightly. “What?”

      Knell waved her inside. “I need your help getting our new friend out of his hole. If you could grab my leg while I lean in for him, that would be appreciated.”

      Stix glanced from him to the pit. She chewed her lower lip, then sighed and shook her head. “You’re going to get us both killed.”

      Despite her words, she grabbed onto Knell’s good leg tightly as he laid down beside the pit. Knell scooted forward, holding the staff out to Cyll. He winced as the man grabbed onto it, thanking the stars that the white-haired man was so emaciated that he weighed even less than Knell did.

      Even so, Knell groaned as Stix pulled both of them back up. With a heave, all three of them tumbled onto safe ground.

      Cyll scrambled away from the edge, watching it with crazed eyes. His hands hit the water pooling on the ground outside the door, and he lunged for it, shoveling it into his mouth as quickly as he could.

      He promptly choked on it and doubled over in a ragged coughing fit. He continued to try and force the water into his mouth even as he choked.

      Stix’s eyebrow arched, and she sent a pointed glance at Knell. He only shrugged in response.

      “I don’t think that water is very good for drinking,” Stix said.

      Cyll stuck his face into it, slurping the greenish liquid from the ground desperately. He sat back a minute later with a relieved groan. “Any water is good for drinking when you haven’t had it for a hundred years.”

      “Well, I’m glad to have saved my own supply,” Knell said, raising his water skin. “But if you want to get something other than salty mosswater, we should get out of here.”

      Cyll clambered to his feet, unfurling to his full height. He was surprisingly tall, dwarfing both Stix and Knell. His ribs poked out from gaunt skin just barely covered by the faintest remains of rags. Stix tensed.

      “I couldn’t agree more, Cap,” Cyll said. “Lead the way.”

      “Maybe you should go first,” Stix suggested. “I don’t need you behind me.”

      Cyll shrugged and licked his lips. His tongue was uncomfortably long. “Works for me, but I don’t remember the way out. You’ll have to point me.”
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      They made their way out of Fort Fellwater with Cyll at the lead. When they emerged into the room at the top, Cyll staggered toward the light poking through the holes, extending his hands as if to grasp it.

      “It’s beautiful,” he murmured. “Ah. It hurts to look at.”

      “Don’t stare at the sun!” Stix snapped. “Of course it does.”

      “But it’s so beautiful,” Cyll said, tearing his eyes away and casting his gaze over the sea. “Where’s our boat? Or are we swimming to shore?”

      “Just outside,” Knell replied, waving for them to follow him. He reached the edge of the rubble pile leading down from the house and scrunched his nose. Cyll ducked under the doorway behind him.

      “That little thing?” Cyll asked, squinting at the Foamrunner swaying in the water before them. “Well, I guess we all have to start small.”

      “It’s not mine,” Knell said. “Just a temporary ride.”

      “Ah. Yours is bigger, then. Good.”

      “I don’t have one.”

      Cyll sighed. “Figures. Oh well, we can get one.”

      Knell nodded, carefully studying the rocks and trying to figure out the safest way down. Before he could start, Cyll grabbed him by the back of the shirt and jumped, bounding down the rubble and sliding to a stop at its base in a small cloud of dust. He nearly dropped Knell but managed to right himself at the last second.

      For how thin the man was, he was surprisingly strong.

      “Thank you,” Knell said. “But please warn me before you do that. I’d rather not jab my staff into your face on accident.”

      Cyll snorted, and Stix slipped down the stone to stand beside them. “Whatever. There’s food on that boat, right?”

      “There is,” Knell confirmed. “I don’t imagine you’ve had the chance to eat much recently.”

      “I’m strongly considering taking a bite out of you,” Cyll replied with a straight face. He glanced at Stix. “Or you. I’ve never had elf before.”

      “Try it and we’ll find out just how unyielding you really are,” Stix warned, pointing her dagger at him.

      “Maybe I’ll take you up on that sometime,” Cyll said with a cackle. He grabbed Knell and waded into a water, swimming toward the ship. Stix slammed the dagger back into its sheathe and swam after them.

      Knell tried to make himself limp, but Cyll didn’t seem like he cared. The gaunt man was a fantastic swimmer, even with all the years he’d spent locked in a cell. They reached the edge of the boat only a few seconds later, and Cyll climbed a rope ladder aboard, dragging Knell along behind him.

      “Can I grab you?” Cyll asked once they reached the top of the deck and he’d set Knell back down. What little clothes he had had almost entirely disintegrated in the water, and Knell found himself very grateful for the other man’s incredibly long and bushy beard.

      “You’re supposed to ask me that before you grab me,” Knell said.

      “Ah. You should have specified,” Cyll said. Stix climbed over the edge of the boat, then wrung her hair out and started trying to get the water out of her clothes. “Where’s the food?”

      “Back already?” Jasneh called, climbing out from below the deck. She spotted Cyll and froze, her eyes going wide as her hand darted to the blade at her side. “Who in Selenia’s name is that?”

      “No need to bring that bitch into this,” Cyll said.

      “He’s one of my crewmembers,” Knell explained.

      “And you just happened to leave him here?” Jasneh asked disbelievingly. “Is there another boat somewhere?”

      “It’s the punishment for disobedience,” Knell said. “He was only here for a short while.”

      “No more talk,” Cyll said. “Food. Give it here, or you’ll all start looking tasty.”

      He darted past Jasneh before she could stop him and disappeared below deck. She gaped at his back, then spun to look at Knell.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “I didn’t pay you to believe anything,” Knell replied. “I paid you to sail, and you’ve gotten more than what you needed, have you not?”

      Jasneh nodded slowly. “Yes, but—”

      “No buts,” Knell said. He tapped his staff above the plank where she hid her smuggled goods. “You’ve got your secrets, and I’ve got mine.”

      “Can’t argue with that, I guess,” Jasneh said reluctantly. “You’re a cruel bastard, aren’t you? Stranding someone in a place like this.”

      “Some would say he had it coming.”

      Jasneh grunted and headed over to the anchor, starting to raise it. Loud crunches came from below deck, and she jerked her head up, then muttered under her breath and returned to her task. “You’re responsible for any damage he causes.”

      “The merfolk will cover it,” Knell replied, peering down the stairs. Several crates had been smashed apart, and garments were strewn across the floor. Cyll was wearing a set of mismatched clothes that were far too small for him. He shoveled fruit and dried meat into his mouth, barely stopping to swallow as he ate. Tears ran down his cheeks as the food stores dwindled at an alarming rate.

      “Don’t eat everything! Your stomach hasn’t gotten any bigger,” Stix snapped.

      Cyll stared at her, then raised a mango in a toast and took a huge bite out of it. The juice ran down his chin and stained his new outfit. “It tastes good.”

      “Just leave enough for the rest of the journey. We’ve got a few days left,” Knell said with a sigh. “And we’re probably going to need to kill another merfolk at this rate. How did you manage to ruin both Jasneh’s goods and our food supplies?”

      Polishing off the mango, Cyll tossed its pit into a pile of clothing and shrugged. He clambered to his feet, already starting to look better than he had a few minutes ago. “Killing a merfolk won’t be a problem. And the food should have been more easily accessible.”

      He walked back up the stairs, pushing the trapdoor out of the way, and went above deck. Jasneh’s flat stare pierced him, knowing all too well where his new outfit had come from.

      “You’re going to need to kill more than one merfolk if you want to cover the damage I suspect I heard below my deck.”

      “That’s what the captain said,” Cyll said, rolling his eyes. “You’ll get your fishies.”

      His eyes alighted on the crow’s nest at the top of the main mast. Cyll cackled to himself and clambered up to it. He kicked his feet over the edge and let out a long, slow sigh. “The sun is so beautiful. After you stare at it enough, everything starts going white.”

      “That’s because you’re burning your eyes out!” Stix yelled.

      Cyll didn’t bother responding.

      “Is he insane?” Jasneh asked in a low tone, setting the sails and tying the rope into position.

      “Only a little,” Knell replied. “He’s just been out of society for a little while.”

      “Right. Well, keep him from destroying more of my ship or you’ll be paying for it. I’d have thrown you off already if you didn’t pay so well.”

      “Noted,” Knell replied. He tapped his head. “Time is wasting. Shall we go?”

      Jasneh strode to the helm and took the wheel as the Foamrunner caught the wind and cut through the waves, leaving Fellwater in their wake.
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      When they reached the domain of the merfolk, Cyll refused to go below deck with the others. That suited Knell just fine, as he was rather curious to see just what the ancient man was capable of.

      “You’re thin as a twig,” Jasneh said, crossing her arms. “I don’t know what the kid did on the way over, but I don’t think he can protect you hobbling around like that. A light breeze will blow you over.”

      Cyll bared his teeth and let out a raspy laugh. “You care. Cute, smuggler. Maybe we can talk once this is over, but I’m still hungry.”

      “I’m perfectly happy down here,” Stix called up from below deck. Jasneh threw her hands up and ducked below the trapdoor, slamming it shut behind her.

      Knell ran his hand over the top of his staff, looking out over the waves. The ship’s rudder had been locked in place, and they were heading back between the large rocks, the way they had come only a short while ago.

      “Can you take care of this?” Knell asked. “Or will you need help?”

      “Some merfolk?” Cyll asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Don’t make fun of me, Cap.”

      “My name is Knell.”

      “Whatever you say, Cap,” Cyll said idly, picking dirt out from beneath his overgrown fingernails. A shadow passed over the ship as they went under a tall, jagged outcropping. Lines of white froth cut through the sea around them.

      Knell sat down, leaning against the cabin as Cyll approached the bow. Several minutes passed. The gentle creak of the wood beneath their feet and the splash of the waves against the hull was all that accompanied them.

      A blue blur leaped from the waves and slammed into the side of the ship. A blue-tinged hand popped over the side of the ship, and a merfolk started to pull itself aboard. Cyll bounded over to it, grabbing the creature by its slippery hair and pulling it up. It was male in appearance, but easily just as beautiful as the previous merfolk to board the Foamrunner.

      The merfolk let out a haunting song, and Cyll froze, his muscles going slack. Knell reinforced his mental defenses, letting the magic wash over him harmlessly. It didn’t look like Cyll had as much luck.

      With a violent jab, the monster drove a sharp-clawed hand through Cyll’s chest. It punched out his back in a spray of blood, and Knell grimaced. The merfolk pulled its hand out, running a rough tongue along its lips and examining Cyll like a full-course meal.

      Cyll’s hand tightened around the merfolk’s hair, and he jerked its neck back. Confusion and fear passed through the monster’s eyes, and it stabbed Cyll where his heart should have been. More blood splattered across the deck, but the man didn’t even react.

      He leaned in, taking a savage bite out of the monster’s neck. Scales crunched and it flailed, giving up its assault in an attempt to escape, but Cyll’s grip was like iron. He ignored every single cut and wound that appeared on his body and tore into the monster’s neck like a rabid dog.

      Slowly, its struggles stopped. Cyll rose to his feet, covered in blood. The wounds covering his body melted shut, pulling themselves back together. Cyll bared his bloody teeth to Knell in a smile.

      “There. Problem solved,” Cyll said, dangling the merfolk over the edge of the deck so that its blood ran into the water before them. “Pretty tasty, too.”

      “Not the prettiest solution,” Knell observed. “But effective. I’m curious—are you truly immortal? What Path are you on?”

      Cyll cackled and extended a bloody hand toward Knell, upturning his wrist. “Check for yourself.”

      
        
        Name: Cyll Velarun [Age: ???]

        Path:

        Level: 0

        Attunement A: Forsaken

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

        Bloodline: [Forsaken]

      

      

      Knell released Cyll’s hand and shook his head in awe. “You don’t have a Path at all. I didn’t realize that was possible.”

      “Anything is possible,” Cyll replied. “And I threw mine away. Don’t have a scrap of it left in me.”

      “So this Forsaken attunement is what gives you strength?”

      “No clue,” Cyll replied. “It popped up the day I discarded my Path. I sure didn’t put it there, but I reckon the gods put it there to mock me. Jokes on them, I rather like it.”

      “So how did you become immortal?” Knell asked. “If it were as simple as discarding a path, everyone would do it.”

      “Discarding my Path was only part of it,” Cyll replied with a smirk. “Let’s just say it’s not a feat anyone can replicate. I killed the only creature capable of granting this…blessing. I’m one of a kind, Cap.”

      “I’d already gathered that much,” Knell said, wiping the blood on his hand off on the railing. They didn’t say another word, and Knell returned to meditation until the trapdoor opened a while later, allowing Jasneh and Stix back onto the deck. Knell opened his eyes, letting out a slow sigh and bringing himself out of his reverie.

      
        
        You leveled up!

      

      

      A tiny grin tugged at Knell’s lips. He’d managed to push Scion up to level eleven, although the Path still had yet to give him a single ability. He wouldn’t have been surprised if Mordrigal had something to do with that.

      “By the seas, what did you do to it?” Jasneh asked, staring at the merfolk in horror.

      “I was still hungry,” Cyll said with a shrug. “It shouldn’t have looked so much like fish.”

      “You’re a menace,” Stix said, but she sounded more impressed than disgusted.

      “Thank you,” Cyll said.

      “You’re welcome to this merfolk as well,” Knell said, nodding at it. “It’ll cover your continued silence and a slight detour.”

      “Detour?” Jasneh asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “Nothing too large,” Knell said. “I just don’t want to head back to Chrisford. Take us to Blackfoot Bay instead.”

      “You’re kidding me,” Jasnah said. “That’s pirate territory.”

      “And you’re a smuggler,” Knell pointed out. “You’ve been there before, if you’ve smuggled anything of worth.”

      “I might have,” Jasneh admitted. “And I also know to stay far away from it whenever I can. It’s dangerous if you have a crew. Going alone is just asking to get stuck and robbed.”

      “You’ll only be there for a minute. We won’t need a ride back,” Knell said, leaning against the railing. “It should be fine. I’m pretty sure two merfolk bodies are worth more than enough for you swing by their docks.”

      Jasneh pressed her lips together. “Fine. Your funeral. Just don’t expect me to come back for you.”

      She set off to the wheel, unlocking the rudder and referencing a charter before adjusting their course.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Stix asked Knell. “We don’t even have a ship yet.”

      “Where better to get one for cheap?” Knell asked. “And, from what I know, Blackfoot Bay has its own set of rules that most pirates generally follow. So long as we avoid stepping on any feet, we’ll be safe enough.”

      “I vaguely remember a place by that name,” Cyll said, rubbing his chin. “It was nothing more than a cluster of huts on an island, though. The world has changed since the last time I was loose. I’m curious to see by how much.”
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      The group caught sight of Blackfoot Bay four days later, just as the sun started to rise over the horizon. A large, halfmoon-shaped island with a jagged mountain at its back loomed over the sea and obscured the sun as it rose.

      A huge wooden city covered the majority of the island. Houses several stories high stood on stilts, suspended over the water and each other. Dozens of boats lined the inside of the bay, ranging from small skiffs to enormous galleons.

      Six towers poked out above the rest of the buildings, each with a house-sized ballista perched at their top. Jasneh shifted from foot to foot as they sailed into the bay, passing by the towers situated at either end of the half moon.

      “Would you look at that?” Cyll said, letting out a slow whistle. “Big.”

      “How eloquent,” Stix said.

      “It is,” Cyll defended, crossing his arms. “Oh man, it looks like so much fun. What do you think they’ve got in there? I can’t wait to find out.”

      “Don’t do anything without my permission,” Knell said. “We don’t need to start trouble before we’re ready to.”

      Knell strode up to the edge of the ship as they grew closer to the docks at the center of the bay. Jasneh grabbed the wheel near the side of the ship and started cranking it, raising the sails. She hit a paddle near the base of the wheel.

      Chains clanked below them as the anchor dropped, thudding into the ocean floor a few seconds later. The Foamrunner drew up alongside the deck, rocking gently in the small waves.

      “Off with you, then,” Jasneh said. “Before someone tries to board the Foamrunner.”

      Cyll hopped onto the deck and grabbed Knell by the back of his shirt, plopping the shorter man down beside himself. He offered a hand to Stix, who ignored it and jumped onto the deck on her own.

      “Thanks for the trip,” Knell said.

      Jasneh shook her head and pressed another paddle. Chains clattered as a mechanism within the ship started to raise the anchor once more. “Good luck. You’re going to need it.”

      “It was nice meeting you,” Stix said, raising a hand. Knell turned and started down the dock, the thud of his staff on the dock marking every other footstep. His crew followed behind him.

      A grizzled man with a bushy black beard sitting on a barrel glanced up at them as they approached. His lips split in a grin, revealing rows of stained and rotting teeth.

      “Who’re you?” he asked, laying a hand on the hilt of the scimitar at his side. He smelled of saltwater and poor wine. “Not no adventurers, are you? We tossed the last lot in the ocean after they came squeaking along.”

      “Pirates,” Knell replied. “Or at least, we hope to be.”

      The bearded man raised an eyebrow and glanced around. He nodded in the direction of the Foamrunner, which was steadily putting distance between itself and the dock. “Yer ship is sailing away.”

      “That’s not my ship,” Knell replied. “It was a loaner.”

      The pirate snorted. “Right. Well, truth be told, ye don’t look much like a ’venturer. Yer a real ugly bastard. How’d that happen?”

      Stix flipped a dagger into her hand and pointed it at the man’s chin. “How’s it your business?”

      “Weapons down, Stix,” Knell said, adjusting his grip on the end of his staff and putting some more weight onto it. “I appreciate you trying to defend me, but I’ve heard worse. We don’t need to get into pointless fights—or, worse, waste time.”

      “You can’t just let these people do what they want around you,” Stix snapped, not lowering her dagger. “If you’re going to be a pirate, you need to establish that you’re a threat so that people respect you. We’ll never get a wink of sleep otherwise.”

      The bearded man let out a cackle. “Girlie’s right, lad. Not many a pirate with a silver tongue.”

      “Not many doesn’t mean none,” Knell said. “But, since you seem to have taken to us, I don’t suppose you could point me in the direction of who I might talk with to get situated?”

      “Situated.” The man snorted. He spat on the dock and hopped off his barrel. “I been bored today, and something tells me this might be fun. What’s the name?”

      “I go by Knell. My crewmates are Cyll and Stix.”

      “That’s a pirate’s name, Knell. I be Kalunga,” the man said, waving for them to follow him and starting toward the city waiting for them at the edge of the docks.

      “Are you sure we can trust this guy?” Stix whispered.

      “Of course not,” Knell replied. “Don’t forget where we are. But it’s as good a starting point as any. If Blackfoot Bay were completely run by ruffians, nobody would ever come here. I’ve heard there’s a certain degree of decorum that people stick to while docked.”

      “Right you are,” Kalunga said, swinging himself onto a rickety stairwell that protruded from a three-story building to their side. He ambled up it like a monkey, arriving at the top within seconds and grinning down at them with his gap-toothed smile.

      “Ah. My greatest nemesis,” Knell muttered as he started up at a much slower rate. “Stairs.”

      An open door greeted them when they reached the top. Kalunga had already gone through and was sitting to the side of the room. Across from them, a large woman sat before her desk, spinning a dagger in her hand as she looked over some papers.

      She was easily as tall as Cyll but completely musclebound. Her hair had been tied up into a tight ponytail, and she wore metal and leather armor that protected her vital areas without restricting her movement. Scars crisscrossed her arms, but her face and neck were unwounded.

      “You’ve brought me more refuse, Kalunga,” the woman said, driving the dagger into the desk.

      “They got the smell of pirates. Would you have preferred I bring them to Vorgen?”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps I would. What is this—a cripple, a beggar, and a prostitute?”

      “I didn’t realize the standards of prostitutes had risen so greatly in recent years,” Cyll said, glancing down at himself. “I suppose my beard does have a certain appeal to it.”
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      “She was calling you the beggar, you moron,” Stix snapped. “And your clothes aren’t that much less revealing than mine.”

      “I have the muscles to back it up,” the pirate said with a smirk. “You look like a newborn.”

      Knell raised a finger. “I hate to interrupt the posturing, but could we skip to the part where you help us?”

      Kalunga let out an amused snort, drawing annoyed glares from both Stix and the pirate woman.

      “And what makes you think I’ll be doing any helping? Kalunga is our resident beggar that’s just slightly entertaining enough to keep us from tossing him in the sea. Somehow, I doubt you share similar qualities.”

      “You had a few seconds to realize we were coming when Kalunga went through the door,” Knell said. “But you were spinning your dagger around and reading papers when we came in. Seems like you were trying to make an impression.”

      Her eye twitched. “What was your name again, cripple?”

      “Knell. And yours?”

      “Captain Sorfina,” the pirate replied, rising from her desk and leaning forward to loom over Knell. “You asked me to cut to the chase, so you can do the same. What do you want from me?”

      “That depends on what you have to offer,” Knell replied. “I want to establish a crew. I’ve got the bodies, but I need a ship, and I’d like access to the Gold Court’s resources.”

      “You already know a fair bit about us,” Sorfina said, raising an eyebrow. “We’re more than happy to induct new pirates, but the ship is a bit of a bigger problem. Who told you about us? They knew enough that they must have been a pirate at some point, so why not get a ship from them?”

      “He’s dead,” Knell replied. “That tends to make it difficult. But my request doesn’t come at that great of a cost to you—I’m not asking for a galleon here.”

      “That’s assuming you don’t sink whatever ship I give you in the first day,” Sorfina said. “And even the smallest ship is still worth a good amount of gold. Something tells me you aren’t interested in joining one of my crews, are you?”

      “Not even slightly,” Knell replied. “Kind offer, though.”

      “It wasn’t an offer yet,” Sorfina said, crossing her arms. “You realize that you’re trapped on Blackfoot Bay if you can’t get a ship? You don’t have much ground to argue from. I could just refuse you.”

      “Then I would go to another captain.”

      “And if they refused you as well?”

      “Steal a ship, probably,” Knell replied. “I’d rather not break the laws of Blackfoot Bay quite yet, but you aren’t the only Gold Court outpost, and I’m trying to make a name for myself. Getting banned from one outpost isn’t the end of the world.”

      Sorfina smirked. “Big talk, but can you really back it up, boy? Every pirate-to-be that walks into my office speaks with equal bravado, but you don’t have the stature of half of them.”

      Knell met her gaze, his eyes unflinching. “There’s nothing that I can say that will change your decision at this point. Come to a decision and stop wasting both of our time.”

      Kalunga’s grin flickered. Knell’s grip shifted on his staff, and his eyes lit with a dull yellow as the door opened behind them. A young woman swept in, her dark hair tied back behind her head.

      A captain’s hat was perched atop her head and a confident smirk was plastered against her pretty, sun-tanned features. She wore a flowing coat that would have looked more in place on Sorfina rather than her.

      “I’ve considered your offer and decided to accept it,” the woman said, brushing past Knell and shoving him out of the way. He staggered back, tripping over his bad leg. Stix caught him before he could fall, steadying him.

      The moon elf’s eyes narrowed and her hands went to the dagger at her hip, but Knell stopped her with the end of his staff, shaking his head slightly. His spine tingled, and he pressed his lips together. She was a Scion, but of what god’s Shard, he had no idea.

      “Ah, Maya,” Sorfina said, her eye twitching slightly. “You should have knocked.”

      “We’re past such things. Unless you really wanted to keep me waiting for rubbish like this?” She nodded at Knell and smirked. “Your standards must be dropping if you’re really considering someone like that.”

      “He spoke a good game,” Sorfina replied with a shrug. She grabbed the captain’s hat from Maya’s head and tossed it onto the table. “You aren’t a captain anymore, girl. Welcome to my crew. I’ve got need of your talents at Mount Bloodwater.”

      “You can leave,” Maya said, flicking her hand in Knell’s direction. “I can’t believe someone like you would even have the gall to show up in Captain Sorfina’s presence. I don’t think I’d offer you a job cleaning my latrines.”

      Cyll drummed his fingers on his knees, his face impassive. He flicked a glance to Knell, who didn’t respond. He just turned his gaze to Sorfina, cocking an eyebrow.

      “I’ve got no need of you. You might have had it, but Maya is right. If you’re the captain, you’re the highest level out of your entire party. Based on how weak you feel, that speaks volumes,” Sorfina said, shaking her head. “You’re no use to me.”

      “You know, I think I’ll change my mind,” Maya said. “If you grovel in front of me right now, I’ll let you swab the deck. It’ll be the closest you ever get to a pirate ship.”

      Knell turned, not gracing her with a response as he headed toward the door. Stix followed after him, her hand on the hilt of her dagger. Cyll winked at Maya as he walked by. She grimaced, stepping back in disgust.

      “Wait,” Sorfina said when Knell was halfway out of the room. He paused and turned back to her.

      “Didn’t you say you’d go right to another captain if I refused you?” Sorfina asked. “Why shouldn’t I kill you on the spot?”

      “To avoid staining the floor with blood,” Knell replied, tapping his staff on the ground. He started his mental clock, counting the seconds they wasted of his time. “You’ve got such a nice office. It would be a shame to ruin it. But, more importantly, I came here in truce. Port law demands that you meet like with like, and I have done nothing to threaten you. Killing me here would get even you in trouble, Captain.”
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      “He’s got a point,” Maya said with a smirk. “Just blacklist the fools. None of the other captains should object. They’re a bunch of nobodies. And blacklisting them isn’t killing them when they came under truce. They can beg for favors in tavern bedrooms to work their way off the island.”

      “Don’t presume to tell me what to do, girl,” Sorfina growled. “You might have talent, but your ego is too big for your head. That being said, I like it. My floor is nice. Get out of my sight. I’ll give you a few minutes to hide out of the kindness of my heart before I send word of the blacklist.”

      “What?” Stix exclaimed. “Why, you snout-nosed—”

      “Enough,” Knell said, grabbing Stix’s hand and pulling her out the door. Ten seconds lost. That was more than the two of them were worth. Stix spat on the ground as they left, and Cyll slammed the door shut behind them.

      “How can you let them just push you around like that?” Stix demanded. “They blacklisted us. For doing nothing! Why in the Sixteen Seas would that bitch captain do something like that? We aren’t going to be able to work with anyone now.”

      “We were never going to get a ship from her,” Knell said, starting down the stairs carefully. “I was hoping she’d sponsor our names so we could do things the proper way, but that’s no longer an option.”

      “Does it even matter?” Stix asked. “If you let people grind their heels into your face all day, you’re not going to be much of a pirate.”

      Knell reached the bottom of the stairs and turned back to face Stix, his eyes burning with fury.

      “You misunderstand,” Knell said, his voice a harsh whisper. “I am not retreating. I am simply choosing a battle I am certain I will win. Now, come. The good captain was kind enough to give us time to hide. I will ensure she regrets it.”

      He and the others set off down the street, making his way toward an alley beneath a crooked wooden house. A pirate stationed at the bottom of Sorfina’s headquarters broke away and followed them.

      “An opportunist tails,” Cyll said, running his tongue along his lips. “Sounds like someone was listening into our conversation. Probably heard there’s a reward for our heads.”

      Knell paused halfway into the alley and leaned against the wall. “Let’s greet him, then.”

      They all turned as the pirate stepped into the dark street, a short sword in his hand. He gave them a gap-toothed grin as he approached. “Accepted your fates, have ya? Good. Makes things easier for me. I didn’t want to have to tail you for too long, so this makes things easier.”

      “Can I have this one?” Cyll asked. “Please, Cap. I’ve been a good boy.”

      “I don’t care,” Knell replied. “He isn’t worth the energy.”

      “What did you say?” the pirate snarled, lunging forward and driving his sword clean through Cyll’s chest. “You don’t even have a weap—”

      Cyll reached out, grabbing the man’s face with his both of his hands. The pirate’s eyes widened and he twisted the sword, but Cyll didn’t even flinch. He forced his hands into the other man’s mouth, pulling it open with a savage grin.

      The pirate grabbed at Cyll, trying to push him away, but the old man was unrelenting. He pulled, slowly but surely forcing the man’s mouth open. He didn’t stop, his grin growing wider, until a loud snap tore through the alley.

      Cyll laughed, pulling even harder. The pirate let out a garbled scream. Another snap rang out and the immortal man jerked his opponent’s head to the side, breaking his neck. He let the pirate crumple to the ground in a broken heap.

      “Smelled terrible,” Cyll said, drawing the blade from his chest and flicking the blood off. “Sword doesn’t seem too nice, either. What a waste.”

      “You need to learn how to fight,” Knell said. “If you’re up against someone that knows what they’re doing, they’ll chop you up into little pieces before you can kill them. Even if you can’t die, you can still be rendered useless.”

      Cyll grunted. “We’ll see about that. Lead on, Cap.”

      “And let me get the next one,” Stix added. “I’m starting to feel completely useless here.”

      “You aren’t a full member of my crew yet,” Knell pointed out, setting back off down the alley. “And Cyll is capable. I trust him.”

      “You trust him?” Stix nodded in Cyll’s direction. “Why? I’d trust him least of all!”

      “He’s got a reason to stick with me,” Knell said with a shrug. “You’re only on board for a few weeks. Unless you want to change that?”

      Stix’s anger broke and her face fell. “I— That isn’t it. I’ve been disagreeing with you a lot. I don’t mean to, and I swear I’m just trying to learn, but you just—”

      “You lost someone, didn’t you?” Cyll asked, his voice uncharacteristically serious. “Who was it? A lover? A parent?”

      Stix stared at him, trying to read the immortal pirate’s face. “My brother. But how did you know?”

      “Because I have, too. The cap reminds you of him? I’ll bet you argued a lot,” Cyll said with a chuckle.

      “Yeah,” Stix admitted. “They look nothing alike, but they act kind of similar. I didn’t even realize it at first.”

      “It happens,” Cyll said. “When you lose people, you see them in others. It’s natural. Just remember that the cap isn’t him. He’s your captain, not your brother. If you’re always arguing with him, then you’re not helping the crew.”

      Stix nodded. “I understand. You’re still a prick, though.”

      “Oh, I know,” Cyll said, his grin returning. “And you’re a child. But, so long as the cap wants you around, I don’t care. And don’t you worry. Stick around, and you’ll get strong enough to kill whoever it is that took your brother from you.”

      Stix’s eyes widened. “Wait, how—”

      “We can continue this elsewhere,” Knell said, cutting Stix off. “One step at a time. We need a place to plan, and this alleyway is far from safe.”

      They pressed on, falling silent as they headed deeper into Blackfoot Bay.

      The smell of saltwater permeated every single portion of the city, but it somehow managed to grow stronger the farther they got from the docks. Through gaps in the alleys they slipped between, Knell caught flashes of vendors as they hawked their goods.

      “It’s almost like a normal city,” Stix whispered. “Just…worse.”

      “Speak for yourself. I rather like the smell of salt,” Cyll proclaimed, keeping his voice low.

      “Salt is fine. It’s the ripe, three-day-old, rotting carcass mixed in that’s ruining it for me,” Stix said. “What are they even selling? It smells like death warmed over and let its guts bake in the sun.”

      “Salt-fish,” Knell said, stepping over the remains of a broken barrel still covered in a dark brown liquid. “They brine it for three months underground. Your assessment wasn’t too far off. It basically is death warmed over.”

      “Why do you know about that?” Stix asked with a shudder. “Don’t tell me you like it?”

      “Hardly. My father’s tastebuds were dead enough to find some value in it, though. The rest of our camp were subject to the consequences.”
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      The smell grew stronger, and Stix gagged, squeezing her nose shut with two fingers. Mercifully, it eventually abated—though it didn’t disappear entirely—and the alleys they were currently in deposited them on a small, cobbled street.

      Hay poked out of the back of the ramshackle building before them. Knell’s nose wrinkled as he realized just why the smell of dead fish had faded. It had been replaced by that of manure.

      “I hate this place,” Stix declared. “Let’s burn it. The whole thing.”

      “Not opposed to the notion,” Cyll said. “I don’t take kindly to humiliation, Cap. I’m starting to side with Moon-eyes, and that can’t be a good sign. You best be planning something.”

      “I’m working on it,” Knell said. A beggar on the side of the road glanced in their direction, then quickly turned his eyes away when he spotted the blood covering the front of Cyll’s clothing.

      “So, where to?” Cyll asked. “Can’t be long before we got little toy soldiers coming after us. Should we find a choke point and kill them off?”

      “No,” Knell replied, starting toward the rundown building on the other side of the road. “This is why you keep failing. You assume everyone is weak just because you squashed a few bugs. Any pirate worth their weight in copper will have progress in their Path, and that makes things much more difficult, especially considering your strength is capped at that of a mortal man.”

      “One that can’t die.”

      “Immortality means nothing if you’re chopped into a thousand little pieces. Stix and I do not share your gift.”

      Cyll grunted, conceding the point. Knell peered through a slat in the building and nodded at a small, crooked door before them. “In we go.”

      They filed inside, and Cyll pulled the door shut behind them. It was a stable, but not one that had been used recently. The hay was dry and brittle, and there was no sign of any animal life aside from a dozen flies buzzing around the building.

      Knell pushed himself up to one of the windows to peer through it. “Doesn’t look like anyone saw us come in here other than the beggar, and he hasn’t moved. We should have a little time to figure a plan out.”

      “Sure we shouldn’t just off the guy?” Cyll asked. “It wouldn’t be hard.”

      “Pointless killing is worthless,” Knell replied. “I’ve got no desire to spill blood if it isn’t needed, and killing him would just leave more of a trail. Leave it alone, and I suspect he’ll treat us much the same. Pirates aren’t going to be going around asking beggars for directions until they get really desperate.”

      Knell flopped down in a large pile of hay and let out a heavy sigh. Stix crouched across from him while Cyll leaned against the wall, twirling his beard in his hand.

      “Well?” Stix asked nasally, gesturing with her free hand. The other one was still tightly clamped on her nose. “What are you thinking we do? I know you’ve probably got a better plan, but I want to kick that captain’s teeth in.”

      Cyll snorted. “I take it back. I’m starting to like the Moon-eyes. We can keep her.”

      “I am not a house cat to keep,” Stix growled.

      “You aren’t a full part of the crew yet, either,” Cyll said. “We’ve got big goals, girl.”

      “Cyll, that’s enough,” Knell said. “Forgive the secrecy, Stix, but we can’t be sharing any more than what Cyll has so carelessly spilled. Unless you want to join my crew completely right now, this is where the conversation ends.”

      “I’m strongly thinking about it,” Stix admitted. “But…I need more. If I fully sign on, I need proof that you can help me. And while I’m less convinced Cyll is a complete psychopath, I’m still a bit concerned he’s insane.”

      “Scared I’ll do something?” Cyll asked, baring his teeth in a wide grin. “Don’t worry, Moon-eyes. I’ve got no interest in the special little rock you keep checking on at night.”

      Stix’s eyes widened. “How do you—”

      “Enough,” Knell snapped. “I am trying to think, and I prefer to do it without listening to you bicker in the background. I’ve already got a strategy, but the finer details need to be worked out. And Stix, that’s understandable. I’m not forcing the issue yet.”

      “Spill the plan,” Stix said eagerly. “What are we going to do? Attack Sorfina?”

      “Only if we want to die,” Knell said with a laugh. “The amount of respect she commanded shows she has to be one of the bigger captains in Blackfoot Bay. That means she’s pretty far along her Path, so we’re unlikely to stand a chance against her. We need to get stronger before dealing with any captains. But I’m not done with her. She’ll be instrumental, actually. Now that she’s made such a deal about getting rid of us, I can use her eventual defeat to score infamy for my own crew.”

      “So what are we doing?” Cyll asked, cracking his neck.

      “Sorfina mentioned something called Mount Bloodwater. She clearly put a lot of importance on it, so we’re going to find out what it is. Then, if it can be stolen, we’re going to steal it.”

      “And if it can’t?”

      “Then we destroy it,” Knell said. His eyes went narrow, and he let out a slow, measured breath. “That will do damage to her reputation and make a name for us as well, even if it isn’t the ideal solution.”

      “Keep the bold words until after we’ve done something,” Stix said. She tapped her finger on her leg impatiently. “We don’t know anything about this Mount Bloodwater thing.”

      “Which is why that will be our first task,” Knell replied. “Unfortunately, I am very recognizable. The city is probably crawling with pirates trying to find us to get on Sorfina’s good side, and we have no way to figure out who is with or against her. Luckily, I don’t care. We just need to find someone to talk to.”

      “I can snatch someone off the street,” Cyll offered.

      “Not a bad idea, but you aren’t much less recognizable than I am,” Knell pointed out. “You’re too tall and thin, not to mention that giant beard of yours. Even if you cut it, your height is going to give us away. No, this one is for Stix.”

      “How many moon elves do you see around here?” Stix asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “None, so long as you wear your hood and keep your distance,” Knell said. “I’m not asking you to seduce a pirate captain. Go find some random person on the street and either figure out what Mount Bloodwater is or drag them over here.”

      Stix swallowed and nodded. “I’ll do my best. I’m really not that great at lying or getting information out of people, though.”

      “Great time to learn,” Knell said flatly.

      Stix pulled her hood up, slipping back out of the stable. Knell chewed his lower lip and turned the staff over in his hands.

      “What now?” Cyll asked.

      “What else?” Knell replied. “We wait.”
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      Knell rested his head against the wooden wall, lost in his meditation. It had been a little under an hour since Stix left, and there was still no sign of her return. Cyll chewed on a handful of old hay, watching his captain with bored eyes.

      “Think she got caught?” Cyll asked, breaking Knell’s concentration.

      “It’s possible,” Knell replied, opening his eyes. “I was going to try to give her the whole hour, but that may not be wise. We should probably find her.”

      “You’re going to go out?” Cyll raised an eyebrow. “Unless you’ve got some power you’ve yet to show me, I don’t think there’s much of a chance of you getting very far.”

      “I haven’t shown all my cards yet,” Knell said. He pulled himself up to his feet with his staff. “But I don’t have any way to disguise myself in a fashion that would fool someone actively looking for me.”

      “Then it’s up to me,” Cyll said with a grumble. “I hope there are a lot of tall pirates.”

      “Just do something with that beard. If it wasn’t so long, you’d be a dozen times less recognizable.”

      Cyll harrumphed. “I’ll be back with news and I’ll try to avoid getting spotted by too many people.”

      “I’ll be here,” Knell said. Cyll nodded and stepped outside. Knell watched him through the bottom of the window, then shook his head with a sigh. He gathered the cleanest hay he could find to make a makeshift chair and sat down in it, starting to meditate once more.

      Several minutes passed before his peace was broken by angry muttering just a short distance away from his barn. Knell’s eyes narrowed and stopped, standing to peer out the window. Four large men encircled a small figure at the entrance of an alley.

      He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but none of them were particularly happy. One stepped forward, pushing the small figure back against the wall and drawing a blade. Knell gritted his teeth as their argument grew louder. A girl let out a shrill scream.

      If this continued to progress, it might draw more attention to the alley, which was the last thing he needed. A scuffle was one thing, but a woman crying for help… Relocating while Cyll and Stix were out would make finding them again exceedingly difficult.

      Suppressing his anger, Knell started his mental clock. He was about to waste even more time on this godsforsaken outpost.

      Knell took his staff and swept out the door, twisting it apart just enough to reveal the blade hidden within its center. He moved as confidently as his injured leg would allow toward the group, muting his footfalls.

      “When we tell you to take your clothes off, you don’t ask why,” the man holding the knife growled, placing the blade against the small figure’s throat. “You ask if we want you to dance while you’re doing it.”

      The other three men laughed—much like the grunting of pigs, Knell mused. He could practically feel the stupidity oozing off the group, and he could certainly smell it. The rest of his staff’s blade came free of its sheath, and his eyes lit a dim yellow.

      He drew up behind the closest man, a large pirate who smelled of old beer and week-old sweat. The pirate started to turn as he finally noticed Knell’s approach, but it was too late to stop the blade from slipping past his ribcage and into his heart. The man let out a startled wheeze and staggered. His friends turned, the first only reacting fast enough to see the spray of his own blood as Knell opened his throat.

      “What the— Brady!” Another one of the pirates lunged at Knell, blue fire igniting along his body. “You son of a bitch, I’ll rip your throat out through your ass.”

      Knell staggered to the side, narrowly avoiding the larger man’s hands. He stumbled as he accidentally put weight on his bad leg, nearly falling in the process. With a snarl, Knell turned his trip into a spin, slashing the flaming pirate across his face.

      The man snarled in rage and dove at Knell. Yellow light flooded from his eyes as Knell took a step back and fell, wedging the base of his staff against the ground. At the same time, green magic bolted from his fingers. The pirate’s eyes widened as his body slowed midair, locking him in place for just an instant.

      An instant was all it took. Knell stepped to safety and drove his staff blade up through the larger man’s heart.

      Knell grunted, twisting his body and throwing the larger man to the side as Slow’s effect wore off on him. The final pirate took a step back, his eyes darting along the corpses of his companions. He shoved the short figure toward Knell, and they tripped over their own feet, face planting in the ground before him.

      “Sixteen Seas, take her!” he stammered. “Gods, you didn’t have to kill them. We would have let you have a turn, you crazy bastard.”

      His eyes caught Knell’s malformed leg, and greed flashed within them. He turned, starting to run, and Knell launched his spear at the pirate’s back. Yellow light lit the alley once more. When it faded, the last pirate slumped to the ground, Knell’s staff lodged in his throat.

      Knell groaned, pushing himself against the wall of the alley and fighting to rise. Pain radiated up his leg in violent throbs, threatening to knock him out.

      “That was a mistake,” he muttered, limping over to the fallen pirate’s body and yanking his staff free from the man. Twenty seconds. He flicked the blood off, then sheathed the blade and leaned on it with a relieved sigh. Magical energy rose up from the men he’d killed and funneled into him.
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      He’d only gained another level in Epoch, but the rate that the Path was leveling at was incredible. Knell made a note to seek out as many powerful foes as possible.

      “Hey there.” The girl the pirates had been harassing stood right behind him, no more than a hair’s breadth away. Her face was tanned from years under the sun, but she barely even looked his age. Even though she had to look up to meet his gaze, the young woman didn’t seem intimidated in the slightest. Knell cursed and took a step back.

      “Haven’t you heard of personal space?”

      “Oh, right. Sorry,” the girl said, reaching out and pulling him into a tight hug. “Thank you! You’re my savior.”

      Knell shoved her away, prepared to dodge a dagger in his gut, but she did nothing other than give him a wide, sparking grin. “Happy?”

      “No. Don’t touch me. I was not asking for a hug.”

      “Everyone loves hugs,” the girl said, pouting at him. “Especially men. Oh, would you prefer if I took my clothes off?”

      “Do it and I’ll spear you,” Knell said with a weary sigh, hoping he wasn’t about to lose even more time. He was tempted to put a blade through her, too, but every alarm bell in his head was ringing. Something about her was wrong. “I have absolutely no desire to see you naked. In fact, I’d appreciate if you turned around and walked away. Forget we ever met and you can consider us even.”

      “But how could I turn my back on my savior?” the girl asked, fluttering her eyelashes and clasping her hands before her. “Or am I just not your type?”

      “I regret this already. I’m not a fool. I can tell you’re a pirate. If I just took your prey or something, apologies. They were about to cause a commotion in my alley.”

      Her mouth twitched in a grin—the first honest one she’d given Knell. “You did ruin my fun, but it was so honorable. It’s pretty cute. Why’s everyone out looking for you?”

      “And now we’ve got a problem,” Knell said, preparing to unsheathe his staff again. “I can’t be leaving witnesses right now—unless you’d be willing to let me knock you out? I do try to avoid killing when I can.”

      The girl glanced at the corpses surrounding them. “Sure you do.”

      “‘Try’ was the operative term there. It’s not a rule. Are you going to make me choose for you?”

      “I’ve got a better solution,” the girl said cheerfully. “I’ll just tag along with you for now. I couldn’t possibly let my savior leave without properly thanking him. It would go against my moral code.”

      Knell’s eye twitched. “No.”

      “Who said I was giving you choice, pretty boy? I’m Hau, by the way. Come on, now. You don’t want to get caught.”

      She winked and spun, traipsing out of the alley and heading straight into the barn. Knell stared at her in disbelief but snapped himself out of it and followed her into the barn a moment later. He couldn’t help but notice she already knew where he was staying. That confirmed it—Hau was definitely working for someone powerful. Killing her would be incredibly problematic, assuming he even could. Based on how confident she was, Knell was starting to suspect he didn’t stand a chance against the chipper little brat.

      “Oooh, you even made a chair for me,” Hau said, flopping down in the makeshift chair Knell had formed for himself. “You’re really too kind. What did I do to deserve you?”

      “I was wondering the same thing,” Knell said, curiousing if he could stab the girl without getting blood on his hay. Something about her manner set his hair on end, and he wasn’t one to ignore his gut. “I sincerely hope you don’t plan on sticking around long.”

      “Oh, not long at all,” Hau replied. “I just figured I’d keep you company for a little in exchange for saving my life. Lots of people would kill for this opportunity, you know.”

      “I think I did,” Knell said dryly.

      “Oh, so you did,” Hau agreed. Outside the barn, someone stumbled across the bodies on the alley and let out a startled curse. They quickly hurried away, muttering curses about spoiling their shoes under their breath.
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      “Is there a reason you’re keen on tormenting me after I helped?” Knell asked. The others on the island had wasted a total of thirty seconds, but Hau was primed to ruin hours.

      “That’s a cruel way to put it,” Hau said, crossing her arms. “I’ll just keep you company until your friends get back. That seems fair, doesn’t it?”

      Knell’s eyes narrowed. She’d been watching them for a while, then. No pirates had arrived to try and take him in, so there was a fair chance she wasn’t affiliated with Sorfina.

      “I don’t suppose you’d answer me if I asked you who you really were, would you?” Knell asked.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Hau deadpanned. “I’m Hau.”

      “Right,” Knell said, sitting down on a slightly less clean pile of hay without taking his eyes off Hau. “Lovely.”

      She flashed a stunning smile at him. “So, come here often?”

      Knell suppressed a groan and settled for ignoring her. Hau didn’t seem bothered by that, and chattered to him—not receiving a single response—for the next half an hour until reprieve finally arrived.

      Her endless stream of talking stopped, and she let out a disappointed sigh. “Oh, bummer. We’re almost out of time.”

      The door swung open, and Cyll swaggered in, Stix tossed over one of his shoulders and a large bag over the other. He threw the bag onto the ground and plopped Stix down on top of it. She glared at him and hopped off, brushing her backside off and crossing her arms.

      “Found her, Cap,” Cyll said. He paused, then glanced at Hau. “Who’s this? New crewmember already?”

      “Absolutely not,” Knell said.

      “I’m his wife,” Hau said.

      “She most certainly is not,” Knell said. “I had to silence some pirates before they brought too much attention to the alley, and she now refuses to leave.”

      “Huh. You aren’t going to report us to the other pirates, are you?” Cyll asked.

      Hau put a hand over her chest, affronted. “I would never.”

      “Great,” Cyll said, flopping down on the ground beside her. “Want some jerky?”

      “You’re just going to believe her?” Stix asked in disbelief. The bag let out a groan, and she kicked it, silencing the noise. “She could be lying!”

      “Are you lying?” Cyll asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “No.”

      “Well, there you go,” Cyll said. “She’s not lying.”

      Stix let out an exasperated sigh. “Knell, are you sure this is smart?”

      “No. But I also prefer to avoid killing innocents. Personal weakness,” Knell replied. “And, so far, she hasn’t actually shown that she isn’t innocent, so there’s no point making an extra enemy. We’ve got enough already.”

      “I’ll take that jerky,” Hau said. Cyll reached into his ill-fitting pants and pulled a strip of dried meat out. Hau took it from him and popped it into her mouth. “Thanks.”

      “No problem. Stole it from this chump,” Cyll replied, nudging the bag with his foot. It let out a groan.

      “You were supposed to talk with someone, not kidnap them,” Knell said. “Is there a reason you brought them back?”

      “We were in a bit of a time crunch, and I didn’t get time to ask what I wanted to,” Stix said, crossing her arms.

      Cyll let out an amused snort. “You should have seen it, Cap. She was trying to seduce the man, but by talking about all the animals she knows how to gut. I’ve never seen someone lose interest faster, but she just wouldn’t let up.”

      “You don’t have to make me relive it,” Stix said with a miserable groan. “Why wouldn’t humans be interested in people that know how to survive in the wild?”

      “We are, just not sexually,” Cyll replied, chuckling. “I can’t believe you spent over an hour hounding the guy. We thought you got kidnapped.”

      “Maybe we can get on with this, both to save time and to spare Stix’s ego?” Knell suggested, hiding his own smile.

      “It’s okay,” Hau said in a loud whisper to Stix. “I can appreciate a woman that knows how to look out for herself.”

      “Please don’t flirt with my crew,” Knell said, pushing the bag open with the end of his staff. “I’d hate if one of them somehow got attached to you.”

      Hau giggled and mimed zipping her lips up. Knell pulled the bag back, revealing a terrified man’s face. He was covered with small bruises and gagged with a strip of dirty cloth.

      “Make a noise and I’ll kill you,” Knell said. “Nod if you understand.”

      The man gave him a jerky nod. Knell nodded to Stix, who cut the gag away.

      “What crew do you sail under and what’s your name?” Knell asked.

      “Captain Sorfina. I’m Bleud.”

      “Well then, Bleud. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Knell said. “Unfortunately, your captain has caused me some problems. That does not put me in a merciful mood. If you answer all of my questions, I might be willing to leave you unconscious instead of dead. Do you understand?”

      “Sorfina will kill me if I tell you anything,” Bleud stammered, sweat trickling down his injured brow. “I’m dead either way.”

      “Who’s going to tell her?” Knell asked, cocking an eyebrow. “We certainly won’t. If it helps, I won’t be asking anything about Sorfina herself. I couldn’t care less about her.”

      Bleud swallowed and gave him a jerky nod.

      “Brilliant. I’m glad we’re on the same page,” Knell said. “What is Mount Bloodwater?”

      “It’s a mountain in the Shattered Sea. A pirate captain died there around forty years ago, but he had a powerful artifact that he used to seal the entrance to the mountain. The magic is fading now, so the pirates of Blackfoot Bay are going to fight over his belongings.”

      “And he had something important enough to fight over?”

      “A Boon from a Shard of Selenia,” Bleud confirmed. “Supposedly, a rather large one. And that isn’t counting all the other treasure he had. It’s a small fortune.”

      “The goddess of the sea,” Knell mused. “I could see why people would want that. And when will this magic fade?”

      Bleud swallowed again. Knell pierced him with a cold glare, and it didn’t take long before the man broke.

      “A month, from what I’ve heard. Maybe a little less.”

      “One more question. Where’s the closest dungeon to Blackfoot Bay?”

      “Silver Ridge,” the man replied, his eyes darting around nervously. “There’s a town around it. The dungeon is an old mine at the center of the town.”

      “You paused for a moment there,” Knell observed. “Why?”

      “I-I’ve heard it’s haunted,” Bleud stammered. “It’s in bandit and guild territory anyway, so pirates don’t bother with it.”

      “Thank you,” Knell said. He drove the end of his staff down into the man’s head with a loud thud, knocking him unconscious.

      “Should I off him?” Cyll asked.

      “No. I said I wouldn’t kill him,” Knell replied. “A word easily broken is worthless, as is the man who speaks it.”

      “What if his word is hard to break?” Hau asked, cocking her head.

      “Then it is life,” Knell replied. “We’re pirates, not saints.”

      Hau laughed. “True enough.”

      Cyll grabbed the man and dragged him off to the side.

      “I’ll leave this bloke here for now. What’s the plan now, Cap? The city is swarming with pirates looking for us. Sorfina stuck a ten-gold bounty on each of our heads.”

      “That’s all?” Knell asked. “She really does look down on us. No matter. I don’t trust any of the other pirate crews enough to try to get aid from one of them, so we’re on our own. We need to get off Blackfoot Bay.”

      “And then what?” Stix asked.

      “You heard the man. Silver Ridge at some point in the near future,” Knell replied, sending a pointed glance at Hau. “We can get into detail later. Hau already knows too much.”

      “Aw, please?”

      “No.”

      Hau crossed her arms and harrumphed. “You’re no fun.”

      “Did you really just find this girl in an alley?” Cyll asked, extending another strip of jerky toward her. Hau’s eyes lit up, and she grabbed it. She ate this piece slowly, giving Cyll an appreciative nod.

      “Unfortunately,” Knell replied.

      “You’re like a rose,” Hau decided. “All thorny if you get close, but you’re pretty if nobody gets too close.”

      All three of them stared at her.

      “Was that supposed to be a joke?” Knell asked.

      “I think I’d describe him as more scary than pretty,” Cyll said, rubbing his chin. “I suppose beauty is in the eye of the hand holder, but he’s really ugly. Like, wow. I’ve seen a lot of messed-up people, but the cap looks like he dipped half his face in lava.”

      “Thank you, Cyll,” Knell said dryly.

      “Beholder. Not hand holder,” Stix said, but her words sounded defeated. Getting through to Cyll was a feat that even the gods had failed to do, and so far, she wasn’t having much better luck.

      “No problem, Cap,” Cyll replied with an upbeat smile. “It’s fine. We can’t all be beautiful. And Stix, I’m pretty sure we’re both wrong. I reckon it’s bee handler. Those things hurt when they sting you, so I’d listen to someone with a bee swarm if they told me something was beautiful.”

      “I think Cyll is right,” Hau said, nodding thoughtfully.

      “Can we keep her, Cap?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Damn,” Cyll said with a sigh. “Right then. Plan on getting out of here?”

      “Well, we need a ship,” Knell said, glancing at Hau. It didn’t look like she was leaving anytime soon. “So we’re going to get one.”

      “From what captain? We don’t know who we can trust,” Stix exclaimed.

      “We aren’t going to ask,” Knell replied with a chuckle. “When we docked, there were quite a few ships there. We can board a skiff and make off with it sometime around sunset, when people are all heading over to the taverns. I doubt we’ll get it without a fight, but if we move fast enough, we should be able to get away before anyone can put up too much resistance.”

      “Oh, that sounds fun!” Hau said. “I can’t help you do that, though. It would cause some trouble.”

      “I think I’m more than okay with that,” Knell said. “But why do I feel like you’re still going to follow us around anyway?”

      “Oh, you’re very insightful. I was absolutely going to do that. As long as I don’t do anything, it shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “Issue with who? Your captain?” Stix asked.

      “Nope,” Hau replied, offering no further elaboration.

      “We wait until nightfall to move,” Knell said, shaking his head. He had absolutely no desire to learn more about Hau—not while she was there, at least. As soon as they got away from her, he made a mental note to figure out what crew she was associated with and determine exactly what she wanted from them.

      “That’s quite a few hours,” Hau said, pulling a deck of ratty cards out from one of her pockets. “Say, do you gamble?”
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      Several hours later, once the sun was starting to set and everyone other than Knell—who had passed the time meditating instead—had been thoroughly trounced by Hau, the group set off. If they hadn’t been using pieces of straw in place of coin, Knell suspected they’d all have been in quite some debt.

      “So, how are we doing this?” Hau asked as the group followed Knell into the alley.

      “There is no ‘we,’ if you’re including yourself,” Knell replied, making his way into a connecting alley. The streets of Blackfoot Bay still bustled with activity, and the bodies of the men he’d killed still laid where they had fallen. Either people had yet to notice, or the occurrence was so common that nobody cared. “You’re just following us.”

      “Semantics.” Hau waved her hand dismissively.

      “There really isn’t much plan involved with this particular idea,” Knell said. He stepped over a rotting apple and peered into the alley before continuing down it. His staff tapped against the wood ground, its muted thud punctuating his words. “We need to take a ship small enough that we can man it, but it’s got to be seaworthy.”

      “Shouldn’t everything here be seaworthy?” Stix asked.

      “Just because something can float doesn’t mean it should. We want something that can hold up in the ocean and through a fight. I doubt they’ll let us leave port completely unhindered.”

      “Isn’t someone going to stop us from just strolling onto a ship and stealing it?” Cyll asked. “You’re the one who told me we can’t just blunder our way through everything.”

      “Confidence will make up for any other shortcomings we have,” Knell replied. “It isn’t difficult to slip past a few low-level sentries, and the way to do it isn’t by sneaking. Walking up like we own the place will do far more. As long as I keep my bad side pointed away, we’ll have enough time to get on the ship, and we can remove anyone in our way before a real defense can be mounted.”

      “You shouldn’t talk bad about yourself,” Hau said, shaking her head sadly. “A low self-esteem is bad for your mental health.”

      “Not the time,” Stix told her.

      “It’s always time to take care of your mental health. It’s a big problem, you know,” Hau said, crossing her arms. “You’re as beautiful as you want to be. Even you, elf.”

      “Thanks, I think,” Stix said, narrowing her eyes. “I’ve got a name, you know.”

      “Oh, I can use it?” Hau asked, her eyes lighting up. “Wonderful! I know elves don’t like others using their names without permissions.”

      Stix blinked. “Most people don’t know that. Have you met a lot of other elves? No offense, but you don’t look like one.”

      “I’m not, but I’ve got friends everywhere,” Hau replied cheerfully. “Stix.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, I’m just testing it out.”

      Cyll and Knell exchanged a glance and shrugged. Stix sent them a pleading look while Hau cheerfully chattered with her, but nobody arrived to save the elf. They wove through the city alleys, following the slope of the ground and making their way back to the docks.

      Eventually, the alleys came to a stop at the edge of a warehouse overlooking a large row of taverns. The docks stretched out right in front of the taverns, and ships of all sizes were docked at them.

      Knell’s eye was immediately drawn to an enormous black galleon that hadn’t been there the previous day. It had easily fifty cannons on either side. The sails were blood red, and the flag depicted a laughing skull wearing a large captain’s tricorn and enveloped with black fire.

      “Sixteen Seas,” Stix breathed. “Isn’t that Dread’s ship?”

      “The Fuge,” Knell confirmed, reading the gold lettered name off the ship’s side. “That’s not good. I had no idea Dread was in the area.”

      “I don’t know any of the current pirates,” Cyll complained. “Who’s this Dread bloke?”

      “Dread is an incredibly infamous pirate with a long list of crimes and a longer list of victories,” Knell said, squinting at the massive ship. “She’s got one of the most dangerous crews on the Sixteen Seas. I knew Dread sailed the Shattered Sea, but I had no idea she was here. If she’s also going for Mount Bloodwater, we’ll have to take extra care.”

      “So we’re not stealing her ship?” Cyll asked.

      “It’s too big anyways,” Knell said with a shrug. “But nothing else has changed. I doubt the Dread captain is going to bother with us anyway. So long as we don’t annoy her, she’s got bigger things to deal with. For now.”

      “Why does it sound like you’re going to do something to antagonize her at some point in the future?” Stix asked.

      “We’ll see,” Knell replied simply. “It’s not a factor right now. Look at that ship.”

      He nodded at a skiff docked near the edge of the dock. The wood was bleached from years in the sun, and the sails had seen better days. Two pirates sat aboard the ship, playing with a deck of cards, while a third stood before it, on watch.

      “Doesn’t look like much,” Cyll said with a frown.

      “Not well defended, though,” Stix observed. “We could be on it before they knew what was happening. I’m more concerned about the other pirates in the area.”

      “Most of them won’t do anything unless they figure out who we are,” Knell said. “They’re just looking out for their own skin. We should have time to get aboard the ship and get moving before anyone moves to help.”

      “Anything else we should know?” Cyll asked, flexing his fingers. “I’m itching to fight.”

      “Just be ready to adapt. The most important thing is that we get off Blackfoot Bay with a ship,” Knell said. “Let’s go. Remember, confidence.”

      They stepped out of the alley and started down the street, passing the taverns and making directly for the ship that Knell had pointed out.

      Knell turned his body, putting Cyll’s imposing form between him and the guard. Stix kept close beside him, helping block him from any other pirates that might have been watching. It was far from perfect, and he was certain it wouldn’t be long before rumor started to spread, but he planned to be long gone before that could happen.

      “What do I do?” Hau asked, whistling beside them. “I shouldn’t fight any guards.”

      “Nothing.” Knell sighed. “And please don’t get on the ship.”

      “Can do!”

      They drew up before the pirate, who put his hand on the hilt of a rapier and cocked an eyebrow. “What do you want?”

      “Ship inspection,” Cyll replied, brushing past him. “Checking for some idiots bringing diseased rats onto Blackfoot Bay.”

      “What? We don’t have any damn rats,” the pirate said, stammering slightly as they all completely ignored him and kept walking. Stix snapped her fingers to get his attention.

      “Come on. With us,” she said, waving impatiently.

      Baffled, the pirate followed after them.
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      “Where’s the rest of your crew?” Cyll asked. Knell kept himself on the man’s other side, hiding the sound of his staff biting the deck with Cyll’s footsteps.

      “They’re at the bar, but why’s that matter?” the pirate asked, struggling to keep up. His hand started to go to his sword. “Who are you? I don’t recognize any of you, and I’ve moored at this dock hundreds of times.”

      They boarded the ship, and Cyll struck the man on the back of his head. With a groan, the pirate collapsed into the taller man’s arms. Cyll heaved him over the side of the ship, where he hit the water with a loud splash.

      “Stealth, Cyll,” Knell snapped as the card-playing pirates spun toward them. Stix leaped at them, striking the first man in the forehead with the hilt of her dagger and drawing it across the second one’s throat before he could react.

      “There,” Stix said, wiping her dagger off on the fallen man and suppressing a sigh as magical energy left his body and entered hers.

      “But you got blood all over the deck,” Hau said with a frown. At some point, she’d followed them aboard without anybody noticing. “That’s gross.”

      “When did you get here? And what would you have done different?” Stix asked, cocking an eyebrow as she and Cyll dragged the men over to the edge of the ship and threw them overboard. Knell step-tapped over to the anchor and started to raise it, struggling against the weight. Cyll arrived a moment later to aid him.

      “Better,” Hau replied with a smug grin. “I just would have done better.”

      “What happened to not getting on the ship?” Knell asked, stepping back once the anchor was raised. He and Cyll raised the sails as one of the pirates they’d thrown overboard managed to wake up and start calling for help.

      “I’m getting off, sheesh. See you again soon!” Hau made a face and hopped onto the dock as the ship started to move. She waved eagerly to them as they departed.

      Stix walked up beside Knell and cocked an eyebrow. Pirates had only just started to gather, but only a few seemed to have any concern for their fallen compatriots. The rest seemed content to watch as the ship sailed away, completely unaware of what had happened and just there to enjoy the entertainment.

      “That went whiskey,” Stix said while Cyll took the wheel behind them.

      Knell grunted. “For now. They’ll send someone after us, if only to make an example out of what happens to those who steal from whatever captain this ship sailed under.”

      On the dock, a tall man strode up to stand beside Hau. Knell squinted as he put a hand on her shoulder. A dark hood covered most of the man’s features, but Knell caught a flash of yellowish white beneath it.

      Hau and the man turned, vanishing into the growing crowd.

      “So, where to?” Cyll asked. “I might know how to steer this thing, but it’s been a long time since I last sailed the seas. I’ve got no clue where anything is.”

      “Unfortunately, I’m not much of a navigator,” Knell admitted. “There should be some sort of logbook and tools in the captain’s quarters, though. We need to figure out where Silver Ridge is. I’ll go take a look.”

      He strode over to the captain’s quarters and rattled the handle. It was locked. Knell frowned and jabbed his staff behind the hook of the handle, yanking back on it with a sharp tug. With a loud snap, the whole contraption tore out of the wood.

      Knell pushed the door open and entered the captain’s quarters, grimacing at the smell of scented oils that emanated out from within it. Whoever had owned the ship previously had horrible taste and absolutely no shame in it.

      He pinched his nose shut, trying to block out the omnipotent smell of citrus, and scanned the small room. A small but nice cot hung from one wall, across from a nice wooden table. Papers were piled high on it, covering several books.

      Knell carefully moved the garbage out of the way, scanning through the books until his eyes caught on a large, blue tome. It was bound with thick strands of rope and tanned from years of usage. There was no title, but he flipped it open to reveal dozens of maps, all carefully protected within the book’s bindings.

      “Found it,” Knell said, emerging from the room and handing the book to Stix, who ascended the stairs to the wheel so she could deliver it to Cyll.

      “You’re lucky I can read this,” Cyll said with a dry laugh. “You’d all be lost without me.”

      “I’d like to think we all have our role to serve,” Knell replied.

      “What’s she do?” Cyll asked, grinning at Stix.

      “Walks the stairs for the captain, apparently,” Stix said in a monotone voice.

      “They’re my greatest weakness. Your sacrifice is greatly appreciated,” Knell said, not breaking composure even slightly.

      “But where in the Sixteen Seas do we go?” Cyll asked.

      “I already told you. Silver Ridge,” Knell said. “I’d rather not to go too far right now. We can keep things local, especially if we want to drop by Mount Bloodwater in a month.”

      “I’m honestly surprised you don’t already know where it is,” Stix said.

      “I have no idea. It’s not like I’ve traveled this area much before. My talent is strategy, not navigation or memorization.”

      “You knew where to find Cyll!”

      “That was more of a gift from someone else,” Knell said, drumming his fingers on the hilt of his staff contemplatively. “Payment to right old wrongs. I’m all out of favors, I’m afraid. It’s just us now. And possibly a few angry gods.”

      “Oh?” Cyll asked. “I like the sound of that. Which ones?”

      “Holen. And possibly Mordrigal, depending on how things play out,” Knell said with a shrug. “That’s all I’ll be saying for now. Stix has still yet to join our crew permanently.”

      “Oh, at this point, I think I’m stuck with you,” Stix said with a sigh. “Consider this my official signing on. After all the crap we’re going through, I do expect some significant rewards at the end of it all.”

      “Ah, right,” Cyll said. “The little elf needs protection while she gathers energy.”

      “Your ass might need protection if you don’t watch it,” Stix threatened, pointing a dagger at him. Cyll just cocked an eyebrow.

      “That’s the best you can come up with? You need more practice on your insults. That was really pathetic. They don’t make them like they used to. I once knew a moon elf that could curse with the best of them. Now she was something else.” Cyll trailed off and let out a dreamy sigh. “The Shadowdance tribe was the best.”

      Stix started. She quickly tried to hide her reaction, but both Cyll and Knell turned to stare at her.

      “No way,” Cyll said, starting to laugh. “You’re Shadowdance?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that!”

      “I could be your great-great-great-grandfather or something,” Cyll said, shaking with mirth. “Ha! Your super grandmom had a great—”

      “That’s enough,” Knell said. “Stix, welcome to the crew. We’re killing the gods.”

      Stix stared at him, then glanced at Cyll. The immortal man gave her a wide, toothy grin.

      “Wonderful. Is there anything else horrifying I need to know? Perhaps we have to cut off body parts and sacrifice them to you?”

      “I think you’ve suffered enough today. After all, you’re likely in Cyll’s family tree.”

      “True enough,” Cyll said with a cackle. “Sorry for your loss, moon girl.”

      “Could you at least stick to one name?” Stix asked wearily.

      “Absolutely not,” Cyll replied.
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      Knell shook his head and approached the railing of the ship, peering over the edge to look back at Blackfoot Bay. One ship had broken away from the docks and was heading in their direction. Its black flags bulged in the wind, and a faint blue glimmer hung at their bow. The skull and crossbones upon their flag bore a shark-toothed grin.

      “You’re level twelve,” Knell said, waving Stix over. “Where does your tribe level?”

      “Dungeons usually,” Stix replied. “We have a few weak ones that we keep fed with animals to teach our younger students. Once we hit level ten, we’re allowed to do the stronger dungeons in the area. It didn’t do me much good because I barely get any experience from killing monsters. I get around one for every fifty that other people get. Unless I can absorb Yin magic from specific monsters, magic items, or the moon, I basically move at a snail’s pace.”

      “We’ll have to do something about that, then. I don’t need useless members on my crew,” Knell said. He nodded out at the ship. “Now get ready to fight. They’re gaining on us.”

      “I’m not sure we win that,” Cyll called down to him. “They’ve got four cannons and we have two. It also looks like they’ve got some Path user manipulating the water to speed them up.”

      “All the more reason to be ready,” Knell said idly. “They won’t use the cannons. They want the ship back. Let them board; we’ll kill them once we’re in range. If we show any signs of being competent, they might sink us before we get a chance to fight back.”

      “You want to let them get on board?” Stix asked in disbelief.

      “That would be what I said, yes. Unless you have a better plan?”

      “Couldn’t we maneuver around them and sink them with our cannons anyway?”

      “With a Path user? Even if we managed to hit them, we’d be certain to take damage,” Knell said. “Do you see anyone around who can repair holes in our hull?”

      “No,” Stix admitted.

      “Then we cannot let them damage the hull. They won’t destroy the ship if they can avoid it, so we take advantage of that and kill them when they get close. That’s our only chance of making it out of here with an intact ship.”

      “Whiskey with me,” Stix said, drawing her blades. “How do we get them aboard without raising suspicion, though?”

      “By doing nothing,” Knell replied. “Cyll, keep the ship moving but let them slowly gain on us. We need to make sure they have no doubts about catching up to us.”

      Cyll nodded and jogged over to turn the sails against the wind.

      “Now hide,” Knell said, pulling open the trapdoor leading below decks. “When they board, kill everyone and immediately get us moving again. We don’t have time for mercy.”

      He ducked into the captain’s quarters, and Stix slipped below deck. The Path user was going to make things difficult, so he would have to improvise.

      It didn’t take long for their pursuers to pull up alongside them. As Knell had predicted, the other ship’s cannons did not fire. They threw grappling hooks overboard, pulling the two ships closer to each other, and a dozen pirates hopped onto the ship.

      They parted as a man wearing a bright-red tricorn hopped aboard, his sword drawn and flickering with blue magic. He pointed it at Cyll, a wide grin on his mustached face. “Bold of you, stealing a ship right from Blackfoot Bay’s docks.”

      “You left it undefended. It’s not my fault,” Cyll replied with a careless shrug.

      “I look forward to watching you say that while the captains in the bay flay you from head to toe.” The man chuckled. “Get this ship turned around. If the idiot at the helm fights, kill him. It’ll be a mercy.”

      The pirates fanned out. Knell, watching through a crack in the window, nearly missed it as Stix made her move. She shot from below the deck, cloaked in faint shadows that made it hard to pinpoint exactly where she stood, and sent a dagger flying at the closest pirate.

      It caught him in the throat. Before he could react, Stix had drove her other weapon through his chest and ripped the first one free.

      Cyll leaped over the railing and crashed down on another pirate’s shoulders with a gleeful laugh. The man fell to the ground, and one of his crew swung a scimitar at Cyll. Cyll raised his hand, catching the blade in a spray of blood and ripping it free from its owner’s grip. He flipped it around and executed the pirate.

      A blue snake shot from the captain’s sword, yanking Cyll’s legs together and twisting up his body. Cyll snarled, struggling as hard as he could, but the magic refused to give in. Stix dispatched another pirate and turned to help Cyll, but the same spell entangled her as well, and she collapsed back into a pool of a man’s blood.

      Cyll growled as his wounds pulled shut, and the captain stopped, nudging him with his foot. “Curious. You and the assassin will pay for the lives of my crew. I’ll make sure to tell the captains to take their time with you.”

      “Like they’d listen to advice from pond scum,” Cyll spat up at him, still fighting to break free of his bonds.

      The captain’s lips pulled back in a snarl, and he spat onto the bloodied deck. “Get these fools onto the other ship.”

      He turned. Knell stepped out from his spot in the cabin at the same time, using the brief instant of surprise to draw the blade of his staff. His eyes lit a brilliant yellow. A pirate called out a warning, and the captain spun to face Knell just as a sliver of green magic hit him.

      With his opponent’s movements slowed for just an instant, Knell brought his blade down on the man’s arm. Path users tended to be resilient, and he didn’t know what sort of healing or defenses the man had, so a killing blow was too risky. However, a disarming one was much faster, as any magic that remained after the initial casting generally took concentration to upkeep.

      The glowing sword clattered to the ground beside the captain’s severed hand. He cried out in pain, clutching the stump of his arm as time spun back to normal. The watery snakes holding Cyll and Stix collapsed, and they launched to their feet, diving at the shocked pirates.

      “Finish these fools off,” Cyll roared, hurling a man over the side of the ship and headlong into the other one. He hit it with a crack and fell into the water below.

      “My hand!” the captain screamed, staring at Knell with undisguised hatred. Water bubbled behind him. Magical energy poured out from his mouth, enveloping his body in liquid armor. The air started to vibrate as an oppressive aura washed out from him, nearly forcing Knell to his knees. “You’ll pay for that.”
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      A pirate thrust his sword through Cyll’s stomach as he stared up at the pirate captain, but he didn’t even react. Stix tensed, preparing to charge the man. Knell’s foresight granted him a vision, and his blood went cold as he realized just how badly he had miscalculated. If Stix made it to the pirate, he’d decapitate her with a sweep of his hand.

      Knell started to cast, but Stix was incredibly fast. His spell wouldn’t make it in time, and the other pirate knew it, too. A wicked grin crossed the man’s face as he raised his hand, reaching for Stix’s neck.

      Time didn’t slow down. No gods would arrive to intercede, and Cyll had no idea about what was to come. There was only Knell. And so, granted no help from the rest of the universe, he forged his own path. Something gave way, and a chill passed down Knell’s neck. He forced more energy than he thought possible into Slow, and the spell exploded from his hands in a flood of molten green light.

      Knell staggered, clutching his chest with a gasping wheeze. Without a sound, the pirate captain’s armor dulled and shimmered before vanishing as if a thousand years had passed in an instant for it.

      One of Stix’s daggers flew through the air and thunked into the stunned captain’s throat. He pitched back, his eyes wide, and flipped over the railing to tumble into the dark waters below.

      Agony wracked Knell’s body as something shifted within him. His hair extended past his eyes, and he groaned, flopping to the side just in time to avoid a sword through his back. The yellow light flickering in his eyes started to fade, but he kept a tenuous grasp over the magic and rolled to the side. A sword embedded itself in the deck, cutting through his shirt but just barely missing skin.

      
        
        The gods have granted you experience for besting your foes.

        You have defeated an entity more powerful than you. Experience Gained. Level has been adjusted accordingly. Your decree has been witnessed by the Great System. Seek the strong.

      

      

      Cyll plowed into the man, snapping his neck and throwing him over the ship’s deck in a single motion. The rest of the pirates didn’t last much longer, and they were soon surrounded by corpses and blood.

      “Did you get hit?” Cyll asked, dragging Knell upright and examining him.

      “No,” Knell said through gritted teeth. “Just…get us moving. I don’t know what I did.”

      Cyll gave him a sharp nod and jogged over to the sails, pulling them back into place and getting the ship moving once more. Stix rifled through the pockets of the fallen pirates, taking what she could before throwing them over the railing as well.

      Knell flopped down against the front of the captain’s cabin and brought his status screen up, brushing his now-elongated hair out of the way to read it.

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 11

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

      

      

      
        
        Foresight of the Vulture [Legendary] – Peer a short distance into the future, seeing the most likely outcome of actions taken in your immediate surroundings.

        Bloodline: Eternal Body [Epic] – Time magic bends around you, modifying your lifespan and granting you resistance to spatial magics.

      

      

      
        
        Path: Epoch

        Level: 5

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

        Mental Clock – Use time magic to keep time or set an alarm audible only to you.

        Slow – Impede the movement of a single creature by warping the time around them for a brief instant.

        Advent of Eternity (Passive) – You do not fall under the jurisdiction of time. With sufficient strength, it will bend to your will, and your existence is absolute. Perennial Soul; Eternity awaits.

      

      

      A tiny strand of gray hair amongst the black caught his attention. He tugged at it, pulling from his head, and frowned.

      “Sixteen Seas,” Knell muttered. The pain still hadn’t completely left his body. If their opponents had even been slightly more competent… Knell grimaced. The fight had been far closer than he’d expected. Stix had absolutely no idea how close she’d come to death.

      “All good?” Stix asked.

      “I miscalculated their strength,” Knell said. “I didn’t think their Path user would be that strong because they weren’t moving very quickly. I believed it would be unlikely that someone of any talent would be wasting time chasing us.”

      “We still won,” Stix pointed out. “Our ship is undamaged, and none of us are hurt. That’s a successful plan in my book. If we’d fired on them, that pirate might have used that magic earlier and we would have been sunk.”

      “We only survived due to sheer dumb luck,” Knell replied. “I had no idea I could get rid of his magic, and I’m still not fully sure how I did it—nor am I eager to try it again.”

      “I was going to ask you about that,” Stix admitted with a frown. “Is that why your hair’s so long?”

      “It is. Speaking of, could you lend me a dagger? And Cyll, get the ship moving before anyone else catches up to us.”

      Stix shrugged and passed him one of her blades. Knell gave himself a jagged haircut. It was far from the best, but at least he could see again. He handed the blade back to her. “Thanks.”

      “So…what now?” Cyll asked, starting to set the sails. “If we want to get stronger, killing more of those blokes isn’t going to do much. They were pathetic aside from the Path user, and he really wasn’t all that hot, either.”

      “Knell did cut his hand off before he could really do much,” Stix said with a shrug. “We should be happy with what we got. It’s not like it was that close.”

      Knell grunted.

      “Are we still going to Silver Ridge? What if Hau tells people?” Cyll asked, adjusting the sails to catch the wind.

      “We are. Don’t worry about her.”

      “You’re the cap.”

      As the ship set sail once more, Knell continued to stare at the gray hair in his hand. There was no doubting it. He’d aged from overusing his magic. Or was it just from the amount of magic he used?

      Either way, it was clear that his body wouldn’t last forever—the magic was simply too powerful. Still, his class description seemed to imply that death wasn’t even possible. What would happen when his time came?

      What happens when Eternity dies?
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      Blackfoot Bay faded into the horizon. The three of them watched it shrink behind them between tasks to make sure the ship was moving as fast as it could. Luckily, there seemed to be no sign of further pursuit.

      None of them relaxed until that night, when they finally sat down on the deck, watching the darkening waves lap against their hull. It was a surprisingly calm day for all the chaos that had precluded it.

      “Well…that was something,” Cyll said. “How about it, Moon-eyes? Feeling like we’ve done something exciting enough yet?”

      Stix grimaced. “I never said I wanted exciting. But…yeah. I’m done being out of the loop. I’m not going to find what happened to my brother without taking risks. I’ll do it. Let me fully join the crew.”

      “So you are,” Knell agreed. “Welcome to the crew. Officially.”

      “Thanks,” Stix said. “Was that the welcome party?”

      “It was. Did you enjoy it?”

      They all laughed. It was slightly hysterical, and the stress and adrenaline from the day slowly left their bodies as they were left alone in the chilly, calm sea.

      “I think now is as good a time to tell you as any,” Knell said.

      “Tell me what?” Stix asked.

      “You’ve been wondering what happened to my face and leg ever since we first met.”

      “I never said anything!” Stix exclaimed. “That would have been rude.”

      “But you were wondering.”

      “Yeah,” Stix admitted. “I was. I just figured you didn’t want to talk about it.”

      “To most, I don’t,” Knell replied with a shrug. “But you’re part of the crew now, as is Cyll. We really haven’t had a quiet moment in some time, and I honestly don’t know when we next will. I think you should know the source of my hatred for the gods.”

      Stix swallowed and nodded. Even Cyll looked interested as he swung himself into a cross-legged position and leaned forward, his cold eyes transfixed on Knell.

      “As you know, the Twelve Gods were shattered many years ago,” Knell started. “Broken into the Shards that plague the world today.”

      “They deserved it,” Cyll muttered.

      “Can’t disagree there,” Knell said. “But that’s not the point. My parents were leaders of a mercenary company called the Last Laugh. Considering Cyll’s been in a dungeon for the last few hundred years and I think this is basically the first time Stix has left her forest, I doubt you’ve heard of them.”

      They both stared blankly at him.

      “Right. Well, it isn’t important. What is important is that my father was a brilliant tactician and my mother was an incredibly powerful fire mage. They led one of the strongest groups in the Shattered Sea and made a lot of enemies amongst the gods.”

      “I can see where this is going,” Cyll said darkly. “One too many enemies, perhaps?”

      “Quite so,” Knell said. “My father knew he’d angered the gods, but he didn’t care. I saw him kill half a dozen Scions himself, together with my mom’s help. But there’s only so long you can keep yourselves defended, especially once you have a child. Their company was constantly under attack, and the assassins were going after the child—me—in addition to them. They had no choice, so they sought help.

      “They’d made enemies of shards of the goddess of the sky, the god of man, and the god of nature. There were just too many, and they were desperate. When a shard of the Goddess of Death, Mordrigal, showed up offering her protection, they had no choice but to take her up on it.”

      Cyll’s lips pressed together, but this time he said nothing.

      “At first, it went well,” Knell continued. “Mordrigal was a powerful Shard, and she kept the other weaker Shards away. She helped my father train me in strategy, helped me grow stronger, and taught me how to fight.”

      “That…doesn’t seem so bad,” Stix hedged.

      “That’s what they thought as well,” Knell said grimly. “When I was sixteen, Mordrigal started pushing me to do more. To draw more power and press deeper than I had. My parents didn’t want me to, but she insisted. I, foolishly, thought that there would be no reason for her to betray us. We were on the same side, after all. Mordrigal had been helping us for years. And so I listened. You see, before I became Mordrigal’s Scion, my original Path was a Flame Sage, just like my mother. My father warned me that she was dangerous and that the gods were not to be trusted, and while I believed him, I thought that Mordrigal was different. I pulled more and more fire, overdrawing the magic as much as I could to try and please her.”

      “But it was never enough, was it?” Cyll guessed. “She wanted more.”

      “She did,” Knell said, casting his gaze out to sea. “And I gave it to her. One day, I drew more than my body could possibly handle at her encouragement. She insisted that it would be fine, so long as I maintained control. But there’s only so much a sixteen-year-old can really do. I attempted to create magma, but the spell went completely wrong. I completely drained my right leg of not just energy, but of a significant amount of my lifeforce. At the same time, the spell went haywire. It should have collapsed, but Mordrigal pumped me full of her own magic to keep it going. I didn’t have the resistance to fire that my mother did, and when it erupted, the molten rock destroyed the left half of my face.”

      Stix’s eyes widened in horror, but Knell wasn’t done.

      “Mordrigal was there, of course. She saw me collapse and believed that I had lost consciousness, but I was holding on by what little energy I had left. I saw my mother run to help me, and I saw Mordrigal cut her down. My father saw that happen and had to choose between us. He knew his wife was already gone, so he went for me instead. He managed to knock me out, stopping the magic, but my own magma killed him in the process.”

      “That’s horrible,” Stix said, her mouth agape. “But why? Why would she betray you like that?”

      “Because she’s a god,” Cyll spat.

      “Because she’s a god,” Knell agreed, his eyes smoldering with fury. “When I awoke, Mordrigal was there. She lied and told me that I had simply lost control, killing my father, and that my mother was nowhere to be found. I wanted to kill her then and there, but I knew I stood no chance. There was no way that I could fight her. So I used what she and my father had taught me. I challenged her to a game.”
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      Mordrigal threw her head back in laughter. “You can’t be serious. You want to challenge me? I’m a god, Knell.”

      “A Shard of one,” Knell said, his legs shaking. His face was on fire. The smell of burned flesh still lingered in his nose. But, worst of all, one scene kept replaying itself in his young mind. Mordrigal standing over his mother. It took every fiber of his training to keep himself from breaking down then and there. He forced words through unwilling lips. “My parents trusted you. I want to become your Scion to make them proud.”

      Mordrigal’s lips curled back in amusement. “Oh, how sweet. I’d be more than willing to give you a Boon, Knell. Your training would make you a suitable Scion, even with your leg.”

      That stung. Knell bit his cheek to keep the anger from his face. She was the reason his leg was like this, but he still needed her. Without her strength, his parents’ enemies would come for him next. No—not just her. Knell needed her powers for himself.

      “I don’t just want a Boon, Mordrigal.”

      “Oh?”

      “I want your eyes,” Knell said. “You can see the future, can’t you? That would make me strong.”

      Mordrigal burst into laughter again. “That’s a kingly request, Knell. I can see some of the future, yes. You would be able to see even less. But still, why would I give you such a great Boon? It would take me many years to recover from such a gift. And you—as much as I like you—are a weak, crippled child with nothing but ambition.”

      “We’ll play a game,” Knell said, setting his jaw. “If I win, you give me your eyes. After all, I’m a weak, crippled child. That shouldn’t pose any threat to you, should it?”

      Mordrigal leaned in so that they were nose to nose. “Oh, you’re serious, aren’t you? How cute. Are you going to suggest a game of chance? I wouldn’t accept any such thing, of course. And why would I even take you up on this? You have nothing to barter.”

      “I have my life,” Knell replied. “I’ll serve you for the rest of my life without question if I lose. You’ve spent this long training me, so you have at least some vested interest in my future.”

      A slow smile crept across Mordrigal’s face. “Mmm. I have. Propose your game then, Knell. Then we shall see if I agree.”

      “Take us to Vinewall, the city nearby,” Knell said. “You can make an artificial realm that emulates it perfectly, right?”

      “I could,” Mordrigal allowed, interest in her eyes. “And then what?”

      “We predict who will die first. Neither of us can use any powers once we enter the artificial realm. We can’t guess the same person, and neither of us can interact with anyone else. That includes each other. That way, you or I can’t just kill the person we guess. Also, regardless of the outcome of this game, you can’t act directly against me to take revenge.”

      Mordrigal cocked her head to the side. “Interesting. You wish to beat me at my own powers? How curious. Let’s see it then, Knell. I accept.”

      “On your powers,” Knell said, glaring. “Swear.”

      Mordrigal narrowed her eyes. “I swear upon my strength as the Goddess of Death that I will uphold my end of this game. If you beat me with the terms we agreed upon, I will give you my eyes.”

      The sky above them darkened in acknowledgment of her pledge. Knell swallowed and nodded. “Okay. Take us there.”

      “We’ve already arrived,” Mordrigal said, snapping her fingers. Darkness erupted around them. When it faded, the two were standing in the center of a busy city square. People bustled around, but not a single one saw them.

      “We’re in an artificial realm, right?” Knell checked. “Anything that happens here isn’t actually real and gets reverted when the game is over.”

      “Correct,” Mordrigal said with a smirk. “I’m no stronger than you here, just as per the rules. However, that doesn’t change anything. Your attempt was cute, but did you really think you could beat the Goddess of Death at deciding who is in line to join my realm? The next person to die is Bella Tenner, a woman living alone in the outskirts of Vinewall. She will die in approximately two hours from old age. That is my final guess.”

      She turned her eyes on Knell and cocked an eyebrow. “Your turn, Knell. Guess. And remember, you can’t choose the same person I did. So, since I know for a fact that no other people that live within this city will be dying before Bella, will you make things faster for both of us and give up?”

      Knell smirked. “That’s your final guess? Good.”

      He limped with all the speed his newly crippled body could muster, making his way toward the moat outside the city. As he walked, he ducked into a general store and stole a large loop of rope. The owner didn’t even glance in his direction as he walked out.

      “Nobody can interact with us,” Mordrigal said, following after him. “And you can’t pull someone off the edge of a roof. That counts as interacting with them.”

      “That’s quite okay,” Knell said as they walked out to the moat surrounding the city. Beyond it, there was a tiny patch of grass—and then nothing. A dark void floated around the city, marking the end of the artificial realm Mordrigal had created. “This will do.”

      “What will?” Mordrigal asked, frowning as Knell carefully descended the wall toward the moat. It was at a wide slope, so he was able to do it, even with his injured leg.

      Knell ignored her. He spotted the largest rock he could find and still carry. He stuffed it under his shirt, then tied the rope around himself to secure it. Then he stuffed his shirt and pants with every loose stone he could find.

      “Wait, you can’t—” Mordrigal reached for Knell, but she jerked to a halt as bands of her own dark magic snaked around her arm, restraining her.

      “You can’t touch me. That counts as interfering,” Knell said cheerfully as he tucked the last stone through his collar.

      Fury flared in Mordrigal’s eyes. “Knell, come back here. This has gone on long enough.”

      Knell straightened as much as he could. “My prediction of who will die next is me, Knell Coda.”

      Then he pitched back into the moat. He hit the water with a splash, exhaling as hard as he could as soon as he felt the icy chill touch his back. The rocks dragged him into the murky water.

      He squinted up at the murky face of Mordrigal above him, twisted in fury. A grin stretched across his lips, even as his body screamed for air. It wouldn’t be long. He’d gotten rid of as much air as he could before he sank beneath the water to try and shorten the duration of what was to come.

      Knell didn’t have to wait long. Soon, darkness swallowed the edges of his vision. Everything started to blur, but he fought the desperate urge to thrash for air. Instead, Knell closed his eyes. And then, he died.
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      “Sixteen Seas. You killed yourself just to win a game,” Stix said. Knell couldn’t tell if it was admiration or fear in her eyes.

      “Which didn’t count as an attack against anyone. There was no violence,” Knell said smugly. “And she couldn’t step in or fish me out because that would be affecting me. It doesn’t take too long to drown. Horrible experience, I can’t recommend it, even if it was all technically fake since it didn’t happen in the real world.”

      “That’s brilliant,” Cyll said, chuckling. “I bet she was furious.”

      “Livid,” Knell said with a nod. “But she had no choice. I’d made her swear on her powers, and that’s one promise the gods can’t break. She had to dig out her own eyes and give them to me. They took almost a year to regrow, and I don’t think they’re back to their full strength, even now. Ever since, I’ve bided my time. I maintained cordiality with her, and she still doesn’t realize the full extent of what I know.”

      “I—I think I can see why you hate the gods so much,” Stix said. “Did you ever find out why she did that to you?”

      “All I can presume is that it was for entertainment,” Knell replied. “But, on the day I kill Mordrigal, I’ll be sure to ask her.”

      “Wait,” Stix said. “The gods control the guild, don’t they?”

      Knell nodded.

      “Do you think it’s possible they had something to do with my brother’s disappearance?”

      “It’s entirely possible,” Knell replied. “There’s only one way we can find out, but I can’t promise it’ll be soon.”

      “That’s fine,” Stix said, determination setting in her eyes. “I’ll be sticking around. I’m convinced now. You’re the best way I can avenge him.”

      A chilly breeze washed over them as the sky started to turn black. It was well into the night now. Knell shivered slightly. He grunted and stood up with the help of his staff. “And now you know. This is why I cannot allow their reign to continue. I won’t allow other innocents to have their lives ruined by the gods. I’ve got some meditation to do, so I’ll be taking my leave. Do not share what I have told you with anyone. Welcome to the crew, Stix. The only way out will be paved with the bodies of every last Shard.”
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      It was four days before they sighted land again. As it turned out, while the ship’s captain’s log had useful information on it, none of them were particularly good at following it. Logs hadn’t been among Knell’s area of study, Stix had never seen one in her life, and despite what Cyll had said, he’d lost nearly all of his navigational abilities.

      When a city started to grow on the horizon, Knell let out a sigh of relief. “I was starting to wonder if we’d ever see civilization again.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t that bad,” Cyll protested. “What, don’t you enjoy our company?”

      “Don’t make me start reconsidering anything,” Knell said, shaking his head. “If I hear one more joke about a fish, I’m going to throw you overboard.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with fish.”

      “I’m with Knell,” Stix said.

      “Of course you are,” Cyll grumbled. “Does anyone happen to know where we’ve actually landed?”

      “You’re the one that was reading the logs,” Stix pointed out. “Shouldn’t the person that knows that be you?”

      “These stupid things are written weird. I have absolutely no idea where we are. It’s a miracle we ever saw land,” Cyll said.

      “I thought you said you had everything covered?” Knell asked.

      “We’re still alive, aren’t we?”

      Knell opened his mouth to reply, then thought better of it. Somehow, he didn’t think his words would be getting through to Cyll anytime soon. He studied the map in the book, but it was largely meaningless to him. The previous captain had used some form of cypher, and Knell didn’t have any training deciphering such things.

      “But…what now?” Cyll asked, their boat slowly pulling toward the dock. He started to lower the sails. “This might not be a pirate town, and our sails have someone else’s pirate flag.”

      “We’ll need to get our own shortly,” Knell said with a thoughtful nod. “Until then, we can focus on figuring out where we are and what dungeons are in the area. Stix needs areas with Yin energy, so we’ll prioritize those.”

      The city grew closer still. Knell’s brow creased as they drew up alongside the dock. There was only a single other ship moored beside them, but its sails had been raised and no men manned it.

      “Where are the guards?” Knell asked. “Nobody in their right mind leaves the docks unwatched.”

      “On lunch break?” Cyll suggested as he finished raising the sails. He grabbed a thick bundle of rope from the deck and started to tie the ship down.

      “All of them at once?” Stix asked. “That doesn’t seem likely.”

      “Should we leave, then?” Cyll asked. “You clearly suspect something is awry.”

      “No,” Knell replied, shaking his head. “We don’t have enough supplies, and one dungeon is as good as another. We just need to be cautious about our approach. It’s possible everyone in the town is hiding, but I’m not sure why they’d be scared of a skiff.”

      “Could it be our flag?” Stix suggested. “We did have the skull and crossbones on our sails, too. Maybe the crew we stole this ship from was pretty strong.”

      “Also unlikely, considering how poorly defended their ship was,” Knell said. “I don’t think it was us at all, but we can’t discount the possibility entirely. The only thing we can do is check.”

      Stix hopped onto the dock and helped Knell down. Cyll ambled over to join them, picking his teeth with a fingernail. The three of them started down the dock, its wood creaking beneath their feet with every step.

      A weak ocean breeze rustled through the town, and the smell of old moss overlaid itself over the salty ocean seaweed. They reached the edge of the town and continued down a cobbled street with weeds sprouting from between the rocks.

      Knell stopped beside a dirty shop window and peered inside. Then, a frown deepening on his face, he pushed the door with the end of his staff. It creaked, swinging open. Stale air rushed out of the building, and Cyll poked his head inside.

      “Empty,” Cyll reported. “Just a bunch of woodworking stuff on the table.”

      Knell stepped inside behind him. Wooden figurines filled the floorspace of the store. One, still half finished, rested on a desk beside several discarded tools. Wood shavings were still piled on the floor beneath the workspace.

      “These look like quality tools,” Knell said, picking a saw up and testing the blade. “Well kept, too. What artist would leave this out to the elements?”

      “I’m starting to suspect that they did not all go out for lunch,” Cyll drawled. He picked the unfinished figurine up and turned it over in his hands. “He messed up.”

      “How so?” Knell asked.

      Cyll handed it to him. “Look at the cut on their face. A big chunk of the nose is missing.”

      “Doesn’t look intentional,” Knell said slowly. “From how the other figures look, whoever made these was a professional. I doubt they’d make such a mistake under normal circumstances.”

      “Look over here,” Stix said from just beside the doorway. “There’s a sword.”

      The blade hung from the wall, untouched. It had long since lost its sheen and looked dull and brittle. A thin layer of dust had built over the weapon.

      “Doesn’t look like anyone has used it in a while,” Cyll said.

      “So whatever happened was incredibly fast. So fast that people only had a moment to realize something was wrong, but not enough time to react to it,” Knell said. “Come on. Let’s check the rest of the town.”

      “Is that wise?” Stix asked.

      Knell pursed his lips. “Hm. A fair question. We don’t want to get caught up in something beyond our abilities. However, we can’t shy away from everything, either. We need to get supplies at the minimum. Then, if we still haven’t figured out what happened here, we can leave.”

      The others nodded. They headed back into the streets, following them toward the town square. Wind nipped at Knell’s skin, cold and wet. A faint fog started to set in. It hung low to the ground, swooshing around their feet with every step.
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      Knell’s eyes flickered with yellow light. He grunted, spotting a sign identifying a rickety building as the general store. “Over there.”

      “I’ll go in first,” Cyll said, striding over to the building and pushing the door open. It creaked loudly, splitting the silence and causing all three of them to wince.

      “Anything?” Stix asked, turning a dagger over in her hand nervously.

      “Food,” Cyll replied. He walked inside, and the others followed him in. Supplies lined the walls of the store and were strewn across the ground. Large shelves filled the room, arranged in perfectly straight lines. Several large pools of dried, brownish-red liquid covered the ground and had soaked into some fallen bags on the ground.

      “Looks like there was some resistance here,” Stix said, kneeling beside a stain and touching it. Her nose wrinkled. “Blood. A few days old.”

      “How do you know?” Cyll asked.

      Stix sent him a flat stare. “I’m a Shadow Stalker. Half of my abilities are for tracking.”

      “Lame.”

      Stix rolled her eyes and stood back up. “There’s a good amount of blood on the floor, and it’s pretty scattered. Whoever this belonged to fought for a fair amount of time.”

      “No body, though,” Knell observed, walking by the rows of shelves and studying them. “So they took whoever this was or the victim escaped.”

      “Does it matter?” Cyll asked, grabbing a tarp bag from the counter and starting to fill it with jerky and other non-perishable supplies.

      “Information always matters,” Knell replied, stopping before one of the shelves. It sat askew, pointing out into the aisle just enough to catch his attention. Another puddle of blood had soaked into the ground directly in front of it, ruining a pile of books at its base. He wedged his staff into the gap and levered the shelf back. To his surprise, it swung easily, sliding out of the way to reveal a small wooden door in the wall.

      “What’s that?” Stix asked, walking up to join him.

      “Panic room,” Knell replied. He rapped his staff against the door. There was no response. The yellow glow in his eyes brightened, then he shook his head. “I don’t think they made it.”

      Cyll walked up beside them and grabbed a latch on the small door, pulling it open. He peered inside, then rocked back and stood once more, shaking his head.

      “Empty.”

      “You think someone was trying to buy time for another person to escape in here?” Cyll asked. “Doesn’t look like they made it.”

      A beige object in the pile of books caught Knell’s eye, and he braced himself with his staff, carefully leaning down to inspect it. His face darkened as he picked up a small doll, woven from straw. It had been clothed in handmade, rough wool with tiny, badly made designs covering it. One of the doll’s hands was stained brown from where it had touched the blood.

      “No,” Knell said. “It doesn’t.”

      “They killed a little kid? That’s cold,” Cyll said.

      “Not enough blood here for a kill,” Stix said, then paused. “Unless they were very small.”

      “The doll has enough detail in it that the maker couldn’t have been too young,” Knell said. “Probably around eight or nine years old. The craftsmanship isn’t good enough for them to be older.”

      “So, what now?” Cyll asked. “We have the food. We can turn around and leave.”

      “We’ll discuss back at our ship,” Knell said, studying the doll for another moment before putting it into his pocket. “We’re exposed here. We should not plan when enemies could be listening.”

      The three headed back out and started to make their way back toward the ship. The fog had grown thicker and was now up to Knell’s knees, and his pants dampened as they walked through it.

      Knell grabbed Stix and jerked her back. She yelped as an arrow whistled through the air where her head had previously occupied, clattering off the ground instead.

      “To cover!” Knell yelled. Cyll grabbed him like a sack of potatoes and darted into an alleyway with Stix hot on their heels.

      Cyll set Knell back down and spun to face the streets.

      “How’d you know we were under attack?” Stix asked, her eyes wide. “I didn’t even see the arrow coming.”

      “Later,” Knell replied, his eyes burning brighter. “Kill them first.”

      Four men rose up from within the fog, white whisps rising up off their bodies as they materialized. All held swords and wore bandanas to conceal the lower halves of their faces.

      “They’ve got a Path user,” Cyll grunted. “Can I?”

      “Help yourself,” Knell replied. “Don’t forget the archer, and recall the consequences of getting restrained. Immortal does not mean undefeatable.”

      Cyll grunted his acknowledgement.

      “Who are you blokes?” he asked, strolling out to meet them. Stix’s body blurred as she knelt in the alley, making it difficult to make out exactly where she was standing. She crept forward, readying a dagger in her hand to join the fight at the right moment.

      The men didn’t respond. They all rushed Cyll as one, and he did nothing to stop them as all four drove their weapons into his chest. With a cackle, Cyll grabbed the nearest one by the hem of his shirt and slammed his head into the man’s nose, breaking it with a loud snap.

      The other three leaped back, pulling their weapons free, but Cyll kept a firm grip on the one he’d injured. With a deft sweep, Cyll knocked the man’s feet out from under him and stamped his heel into the back of his head. There was a crunch, and the man moved no more.

      Cyll pulled the final sword from his chest, flicking the blood from it as the wounds sealed. “Come on, then, kids. I’ll teach you to respect your elders.”

      A sliver of fog rose up from behind Cyll, darting into his mouth while he spoke. Cyll choked, then grasped at his neck. The three remaining men spread out to surround Cyll, keeping their distance while he gagged.

      Another man materialized at the front of the alley where Knell and Stix were hiding. He promptly caught a dagger to the throat for his troubles as Stix leaped from the shadows, descending on him like a furious badger.

      She delivered another killing blow before a strand of fog shot out, grabbing her by the foot and yanking her into the open.

      Stix cursed, trying to slash at the fog, but her weapons did nothing to it. Knell drummed his fingers on his staff, watching the fight unfold before him. Whoever the Path user was, they were still hiding, and that gave them an advantage.

      Cyll let out a garbled snarl, then lunged at the nearest man. He caught a sword to the shoulder for his troubles but still managed to latch onto the man’s legs. A tendril of fog grabbed him and started to pull, but not before Cyll cut the man’s leg off.

      His victim collapsed in a cry of pain and blood, and Cyll was thrown into a wall, crashing through it with a loud bang. The fog grew thicker and the tendril holding Cyll lifted him into the air, whipping him around like a ragdoll.

      One of the men turned his attention toward Stix. Knell’s foresight burned a warning into his mind, and he threw himself forward as a white blade whistled just past his head. Pain shot through his lame leg as he hit the ground and rolled, narrowly avoiding getting stabbed.

      He blindly whipped his staff out, connecting with something firm and drawing a curse out. Knell rolled over and used Slow on his assailant. The tip of his sword delayed just long enough for Knell to scramble to his feet with the aid of his staff.

      “Who are you?” Knell asked as the man snapped back into normal speed.

      “A ghost,” the man replied, his voice muffled by his bandana. Fog rose up around him and reached for Knell, marking the man as the Path user.

      Knell slowed the man again and, ignoring the lethargy tugging at the back of his mind, whipped the blade free from his staff. He thrust it at the man, carving a thin line across his chest before a tendril of fog struck him in the chest, sending him flying out of the alley.

      Agony flared in Knell’s lame leg as it hit the ground and rolled to a stop just before one of the other assailants. He just barely managed to maintain his grip on the staff, which he used to slash up at the man.

      Blood spurted from the back of the man’s leg, and he cried out, crumpling. Knell forced himself to his feet and raised his blade, blocking a strike from the Path user and nearly getting thrown again in the process.

      “I don’t recall ghosts being able to hit this hard,” Knell said through gritted teeth.

      “Nobody ever does,” the man replied, whipping his sword for Knell’s neck. A well-timed Slow was all that saved Knell as he ducked to the side, tripping over his lagging feet and dropping into a roll.

      The spell wore out, and the man stalked over to Knell, raising his sword.

      “You forgot one thing,” Knell grunted from the ground, knocking the killing blow to the side so that it cut a thin line into his side instead of going through his chest.

      “And what’s that?” the man replied, raising the blade once more.

      “I have a team.”
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      The man’s eyes widened, and he spun, but there was nobody behind him. Knell cast Slow on him one more time, nearly blacking out in the process, and drove his sword upward with the last of his strength.

      The blade pierced clean into the man’s chest without a sound. Blood splattered across the ground as Knell ripped it free and scrambled back. His opponent turned toward him and reached out as if to continue the fight, then pitched forward and hit the floor with a meaty smack.

      Cyll and Stix were both freed from the mist, and that spelled the end of the fight. The remaining masked men were cut down in seconds, and the town was silent once more.

      
        
        The gods have granted you experience for besting your foes!

        You have defeated an entity more powerful than you. Experience Gained.

      

      

      “You okay?” Cyll asked, jogging over to Knell and extending a bloody hand.

      Knell coughed. His felt like it had been dropped in a volcano, and his head thumped with a violent headache. He waved Cyll’s stained hand away, and Stix handed him the other half of his staff.

      Taking it gratefully, Knell slid his staff back together and pulled himself to his feet with a groan.

      “Well, that wasn’t too bad,” Stix drawled. “You think that was everyone?”

      “It’s possible,” Knell said, glancing around. “Forget the ship, though. If we got attacked, those men were trying to hide something. It’s likely they already know about our ship and it might be trapped or defended, and I’m in no shape for another fight.”

      Cyll nodded, and the three slipped into an alley, winding through it until they emerged at a small side street. Stix approached a rundown house and tried the door, nodding a confirmation before pushing it open.

      It was a single story, so it only took them a few seconds to clear everything. Knell locked the door behind them and sat down at an old wooden table, staring up at the ceiling.

      “So, what now?” Cyll asked. “You said they were trying to hide something?”

      “No other reason for them to attack us when we were about to leave,” Knell replied. “There’s something here that someone is trying to protect.”

      “When you put it like that…” Cyll said, a small grin tugging at the edges of his lips. “I think I want it.”

      “Likewise,” Knell said. “This will be good for us, anyway. We need to get stronger, and while those men weren’t too powerful, they were more than enough to give us a fair amount of difficulty.”

      “Only because they managed to restrain me,” Cyll grumbled. “Why is that how it always ends up?”

      “Because that’s the only way to stop you, so you should get used to people trying to hold you down once they realize you can’t be killed,” Knell said, shaking his head. “I’ve warned you twice now. You’re wasting your greatest ability.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Not dying is a pretty effective use of my not-dying ability.”

      “You don’t get it,” Stix said, catching on. “He’s not talking about your immortality. He’s talking about how you use it. Nobody knows who you are anymore, Cyll. Or nobody recognizes you on sight yet.”

      “Well, that was uncalled for.”

      “It wasn’t an insult,” Knell said with a sigh. “It’s an advantage. People don’t know you’re unkillable. So, when you charge in like an idiot and take a bunch of attacks straight to the chest, they realize you’ve got some form of magic keeping you alive. Logically, their next step is to restrain you and deal with things later.”

      “But I can’t die. They can never deal with me.”

      “They don’t know that,” Knell replied. “If you were to fight more like a normal person, you’d last much longer before someone caught onto what was happening. Your greatest mistake in your past life was letting everyone know that you couldn’t die. If you use that as a trump card instead of your only ability, you might actually get somewhere.”

      Cyll blinked. His open mouth, ready to refute Knell’s words, slowly closed as he pondered over them. “Huh. I never thought about that. But…I don’t actually know how to fight like a normal person. I never bothered learning. I just use the biggest sharp thing I can get my hands on and swing it until my opponent dies or runs away.”

      “Or traps you,” Stix snipped.

      Cyll ignored her.

      “And you wonder why you keep losing?” Knell asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Try things my way. There weren’t any survivors in that last group. Unless someone we didn’t spot got away, you still have a good shot of keeping this secret. Learn how to fight and start using other things to augment your abilities.”

      “Fine, I suppose I might see what you’re getting at,” Cyll said, stroking his long beard. “But I still have absolutely no idea how to fight correctly.”

      Knell slowly turned to look at Stix. Her eyes widened, and she shook her head. “Oh, no. Absolutely not. I am not teaching him.”

      “She’s like two years old!” Cyll added. “How am I going to learn anything from a glorified child?”

      “I am not two!”

      “Enough,” Knell said, raising a hand to stop their argument before it could start. “Cyll, that wasn’t a question. As a member of my crew, I order you to better yourself in any way possible. I will not tolerate a willful fool. If I tell you to learn from a little girl, you’ll ask her what her favorite dress is. Do you understand?”

      Cyll cocked his head to the side, studying Knell for a moment. Then his lips parted in a savage grin. “As you say, Cap. I hear you loud and clear.”

      “Good,” Knell said, turning to Stix. “And you’ll teach him?”

      “I can’t help but notice that I am the little girl in your analogy,” Stix grumbled.

      “It was a hypothetical,” Knell said with a sigh. “Stop wasting time. You want to see results? Then do what I say. Of course, I always welcome better suggestions. I want us to all be as powerful as possible. If there is a way to do it that I have not considered, I want it brought to my attention.”

      “Yeah. I’ll try to teach him, but these are Shadow Stalker fighting techniques. Cyll is about the farthest thing from an assassin that I can think of.”

      “Anything is better than nothing. We don’t have time to get fully started now, but some dungeons can be quite large from my understanding. We’ll have more than enough time there.”

      Knell’s crewmates nodded, and he rapped his staff on the floor. “Let’s go, then. The pirate at Blackfoot Bay said that this town was built around the dungeon, so the entrance is probably somewhere near its middle. Did anyone see it while walking?”

      Both of them shook their heads negative.

      “Unfortunate,” Knell said. “We’ll have to go looking for it, then. I can’t imagine it’s far, since we passed through the town square. It’s probably somewhere on the other side.”

      “What about all the fog? If there’s another Path user messing with it, we could get ambushed,” Stix said worriedly.

      “No way to plan for that,” Knell said, walking up to the door. “This conversation was necessary, but the more time we waste, the more time someone might have to react. Time is on our side, but only if we act quickly.”
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      They headed out of the house and back into the foggy streets, keeping to the alleys. The sun had risen high overhead, but it didn’t look like it was having the slightest effect on the thick fog. It had now risen to chest level, making it look like the town had been flooded by a thick, white ocean.

      Knell’s eyes lit yellow as they walked, and he kept his head on a swivel, prepared to react at a moment’s notice. Nothing came, though. They passed the town square once more, then made their way past it and deeper into the town.

      “There,” Cyll whispered, pointing at a stout, square tower covered with beautiful designs and flowing artwork. It was just barely visible through an alley. “I remember that. They used the same ugly things before I got captured. It marks the entrance to a dungeon, and its height correlates to how dangerous the place is.”

      “I don’t gather that this dungeon is particularly dangerous, then?” Knell guessed as they weaved toward the tower.

      “Probably not,” Cyll said in a harsh whisper. “I didn’t pay too much attention to that bit, to be honest. Dungeons weren’t a big challenge for me.”

      “Then we’ll make them a challenge,” Stix suggested. “If you take any mortal blows while we clear this thing, you lose.”

      “Why do I have to do something as stupid as—” Cyll paused midsentence and glanced back at Knell. Then he sighed and shrugged. “Fine. What happens if I lose?”

      “I’ll figure that out, but I promise you won’t like it.”

      “And if I win?”

      “I’ll admit that you aren’t as stupid as you seem to be.”

      “That’s a terrible deal. I am this stupid.”

      Stix nearly laughed. The emotion immediately turned to regret as she spotted the smug grin on Cyll’s face. “Don’t worry about winning. I’ll be surprised if you get past the first fight without getting speared in the chest.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Cyll replied. They drew up beside the stout tower, stepping from an alley to get their first good look at it.

      A rather quaint opening the size of a door sat at the base of the tower, one at each of its four sides. They were completely black, with no light going in or out of the entrances.

      “More ominous than I thought it would be,” Knell said.

      “Have you never been in a dungeon before?” Stix asked. “I thought everyone had seen them once or twice.”

      “I grew up on the road,” Knell replied. “And dungeons really aren’t that common. I studied them a little, but my training was focused in other areas.”

      “Well, never too late to learn,” Cyll said. “Just jump through the hole. The gods will kindly take us all to the proper location.”

      He spat on the ground, then strode up to the nearest portal. Knell and Stix readied their weapons, and the three of them entered the swirling black pool.

      Ice raced across Knell’s skin, and he drew in a sharp breath as a shiver raced through his body. His vision went black for several seconds, and his limbs failed to respond to his brain. Then a tiny mote of light appeared in the distance.

      He focused on it, and the light bloomed, forming into a torch illuminating a square, stone room. Knell regained control of his body, and he staggered, catching himself with his staff before he could fall.

      “That was horrible,” he said, grimacing and inspecting himself. Nothing looked out of place, but that wasn’t particularly reassuring. Behind them, a black disk swirled on the wall, awaiting their touch. Across from it, on the other side of the room, was a closed wooden door.

      “We can leave through that whenever we want,” Cyll said, nodding at it.

      “We won’t get the experience for clearing the dungeon if we leave before killing the boss, though,” Stix added.

      Knell rubbed his chin, sorting his thoughts out. It was unlikely that the gods were paying constant attention to every dungeon in the continent, but there were a lot of them, and they were probably paying closer attention to dungeons than the outside world. Furthermore, there was likely something important in the dungeon, but he didn’t even know what he was looking for. It was impossible to make a good plan without knowing what he was actually seeking.

      “Honestly, I’m half convinced dungeons only exist so the gods can watch us suffer,” Cyll said. “They fill these stupid things with monsters day after day, just to watch adventurers and treasure seekers fight to their death for a scrap of magic or some gold.”

      “It’s good experience, though,” Stix said.

      “What use do I have for that? I can’t level,” Cyll said with a sigh. “I just hope there’s a good sharp thing somewhere around here. I refuse to use one of your butter spreaders for a weapon.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my knives,” Stix defended.

      “Let’s get on with things,” Knell said, setting a clock in his mind. Some exploration would do them well, and it might unearth something he could use to form some semblance of a strategy. If they didn’t find anything within an hour, he resolved to approach the issue from a different angle. “Any suggestions on how to do this?”

      “You don’t have a plan?” Stix asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I don’t have anything to work with yet. This is new ground for me, and it would be stupid to presume that I know more about dungeons than two people who have visited them before. My expertise lies in other fields.”

      “Huh. Fair enough,” Stix said. “They can occasionally be pretty tricky from what I’ve heard, but all the ones I’ve been in have been really straightforward. They’re a few rooms, occasionally in a maze, full of monsters and some loot or gold. You kill whatever is in your way, then make it down to the bottom floor of the dungeon and kill the boss, which is the strongest monster in the area. Once you kill it, you beat the dungeon and get some bonus stuff.”

      “There can be some pretty brutal traps,” Cyll put in. “I once saw a man fall into a pit of hamsters. Vicious little creatures. They ate him alive.”

      “I’ll make note to avoid any hamster pits,” Knell said, not letting the slightest trace of a grin cross his face. “Then, Cyll, lead the way. And don’t forget Stix’s rules.”

      Cyll screwed his nose up. “I won’t.”
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      He walked up to the door and tapped it with the back of his hand. Apparently satisfied, Cyll gestured for them to step out of the way. He stood near the hinges of the door and reached out, twisting the handle and pulling it open.

      A cool breeze wafted into the room. Knell’s eyes turned yellow, and he peered past the door. It led down a hall and up to a fork in the road that split off at two opposite angles.

      “Right or left?” Cyll asked.

      “Right,” Knell replied. “If it’s a maze, we’ll always take the right option. That’ll eventually get us to the end.”

      “Right it is,” Cyll said, taking the lead as they headed down the corridor. The group traveled for a short while longer, passing a torch embedded in the wall before reaching another closed door.

      “Probably monsters behind this,” Stix whispered. “If we act fast enough after opening the door, we might get the jump on them.”

      “Works for me,” Knell said. “I’m just learning here. Do what you think is appropriate.”

      Stix nodded. Cyll raised three fingers, then started counting down. When the last one fell, he ripped the door open and threw himself forward, dropping into a roll. He crashed straight into a baffled green creature with pointed, pink ears. It was roughly the same shape as a human, but much shorter and stouter. Goblins, if Knell’s memory served him correctly.

      The monster lost its grip on the rusty copper sword in its hand and went down with a terrified, furious screech. Stix darted into the room after Cyll, and Knell followed after them.

      Three more goblins were in the room. Two of them sat at a table, a deck of old cards between them. The last stood at the far end of the room and held a crossbow at its side. All three of them had eyes wide with shock.

      Cyll rolled away from the goblin, kicking its sword out of its hands, and jumped to grab the weapon. Stix darted past him, making a beeline for the card-playing monsters. Knell surveyed the situation, then raised his staff and pointed at the goblin in the back as it went to load its bow. The monster’s actions slowed down, and it reached for an arrow as if moving through molasses.

      With a victorious cry, Cyll grabbed the sword and spun, slicing a deep furrow through the goblin’s chest. Blue blood sprayed out of the wound, and he cursed as the goblin let out a furious screech and dove at him.

      Cyll caught himself right before he let the monster hit him and instead scrambled out of the way, narrowly avoiding a hand of sharp claws. He dodged back twice more, then threw the sword at the goblin’s head.

      It struck the monster with a thunk, and it staggered back, stunned. Cyll drove his fist into the monster’s skull, sending it tumbling back across the floor until it slammed into the wall. The monster slumped, blood trickling down its body.

      By the time he turned to face the rest of the room, all the goblins were dead. Stix had dispatched the two seated goblins within seconds, and one of her daggers had caught the bow-wielding one before it could even fire a single shot.

      
        
        The gods have granted you experience for besting your foes!

      

      

      “See?” Cyll asked, brushing his ill-fitting shirt off. “Easy as can be.”

      “It looks to me like you were running away from a goblin,” Stix replied, stalking over to where her dagger laid embedded in a green throat and sliding it free.

      “You set the rules. You don’t get to choose how I play.”

      Stix grunted. “Fair enough.”

      “These weren’t strong at all,” Knell said with a sigh. “I trust there are more dangerous monsters deeper into the dungeon?”

      “Almost certainly, although the first ones you run into usually give you an idea of what the rest of the area will be like,” Stix said. “This floor will probably be a lot of goblins. If there are multiple floors, though, we can expect the lower one to be a lot harder. The boss will almost certainly be pretty strong as well.”

      “Good. But…I also fail to see what’s so important about a place like this,” Knell said, walking up to the table and studying the cards. “I see nothing worth killing for.”

      He laboriously knelt beside one of the goblins and emptied its pockets. A tiny sparkle of blue caught his eye. The monster had been carrying a tiny blue gem the size of his little finger’s nail.

      “What’s that?” Stix asked, squatting beside him.

      “I don’t know,” Knell said, picking the gem up. Tiny currents of magic danced within it. “But this doesn’t seem like something a pathetic little creature like this should have.”

      “Not at all,” Stix agreed. “You never see gemstones drop from weak creatures. That’s a whiskey find. Most people have to specifically mine to find them, and that’s a big pain in the ass.”

      “I wonder how much luck had to do with it,” Knell mused. “Check the other goblins.”

      “Way ahead of you,” Cyll said, walking up to them. Another gem rested in his palm. “The goblin I killed had one as well.”

      “And I believe we now know why people were trying to protect this dungeon,” Knell said.

      “But what are they?” Stix asked. “I’m no gemstone specialist, but I’ve never seen something like this.”

      “I’m not sure,” Knell replied. “But men have and will kill for less. These are likely valuable in some manner, and it is unlikely that the dungeon would be left abandoned like this if anyone was trying to guard it.”

      “You mean you think they’re still in here?” Cyll asked.

      “It is likely. If there are better rewards in the dungeon, they would be deeper, right? Then that is probably where our targets are. It’s time to move. The less time they have to react to us, the more effective our attack will be.”
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      There was only a single exit in the chamber, so the three of them approached it. The door was fastened shut, but Stix snapped the handle with a sharp strike, and it swung open with a creak. They headed deeper into the dungeon, Knell’s staff tapping against the stone with every step.

      As they turned a corner, Cyll froze. The tunnel ended right in front of a stone door, just inches from his face. Stix nearly ran straight into him before she managed to catch herself.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed.

      Cyll pointed down at the floor. It was difficult to see in the dim lighting, but a brownish red pool of liquid stained the floor. The blood ran into the hall from beyond the door. Stix’s eyes widened, and she knelt beside it.

      “Not old,” she whispered, running a finger through the blood. “A day at most. This is recent.”

      A faint chime rang out from the other side of the door. It sounded distant, as if from a hundred miles away, but the noise still echoed through Knell’s head with an intensity that would not be refuted.

      “What was that?” Stix asked, shuddering. “It felt…wrong.”

      Cyll lowered into his best imitation of Stix’s fighting stance. “We got company, Cap. Path user. What are your orders?”

      “Nothing to go off yet,” Knell said, drawing the blade from his staff. “Just be careful. No barging in this time. Someone that can use a Path is not as easily defeated as a goblin, and we need all the strength we can get.”

      Cyll nodded once. Stix and Knell pressed themselves to the sides of the hall, and Cyll swung the door open with a heave, stepping inside with his arms raised.

      A lone man clad in flowing black robes sat at the far end of the chamber, beside a curved staff bearing a bell at its top. His eyes were blocked from view by a matching square-brimmed hat perched atop his head. The only feature that Knell could make out was a disturbingly wide mouth that stretched across the man’s face, going from one end to the other.

      At the man’s feet, a young boy laid in a pool of his own blood. The jagged hole in his chest was a clear fatal wound, but it still rose and fell with every breath. To Knell’s surprise, the boy’s features were at peace.

      “You’re one ugly bastard,” Cyll said.

      The man raised a finger to his lips and spoke in little more than a whisper. “Hush. It is his time.”

      Cyll glanced at Knell, who shook his head slightly. The man’s smile widened, revealing black gums as the bell rang once more. A faint whimper left the boy’s mouth, and his chest fell still.

      “He has gone,” the man breathed. “But what fate brings you to me, I wonder?”

      He rose, grasping the top of his staff. Now that he was standing at full height, the man was nearly as tall as Cyll but somehow considerably thinner.

      “Cap? I want to punch him,” Cyll said. “He’s creepy.”

      “Look who’s talking,” Stix muttered, but she didn’t take her eyes off the tall man.

      “Hold on,” Knell said. “He hasn’t attacked.”

      “He just killed that kid. Generally, people that kill children are not high on my potential friend list,” Cyll replied.

      “He did not,” Knell said. “The child was wounded by a sword, and this man doesn’t have one.”

      “How insightful. Perhaps you will notice that I wear black next,” the man said with an airy laugh. The sound of his voice sent chills along Knell’s skin, but he didn’t let it show on his face.

      “Who are you?” Stix asked, pointing a dagger at him. “Are you with the bandits that attacked this town?”

      He laughed again. “With? No. I simply follow them. They leave death in their wake.”

      “You follow Mordrigal?” Cyll asked.

      “Mordrigal is not the only god of death,” the man replied, his smile fading slightly. “All things, even the gods, eventually pass.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Knell said. “But I do have to ask why you’re sitting with a child’s corpse. I find the murder of innocents distasteful.”

      “Because it was his time to pass. I was simply ensuring he would not face an afterlife before Mordrigal. Do you take issue with this, Scion?”

      “Less than you could ever imagine,” Knell said. “If you have been following these men, do you know what is going on here?”

      “Men are killing each other,” the black-clad figure replied with a shrug. “Nothing is new. I seek scenes where I may rescue the most people from Mordrigal’s grip.”

      “So…places where people die?” Stix asked.

      The grin grew wider. “Exactly.”

      “Well, we’ll just be on our way then,” Stix said, clearing her throat and lowering her voice. “No need to interact with the creepy guy any more. He doesn’t seem to want to fight us.”

      “Pause,” the man said. He strode up to them, the bell on his staff swinging. However, it made no noise, even when Knell saw the clapper strike the lip. Cyll moved to stand in front of Knell, but the man stopped before growing too close. “Your time is wrong.”

      “How so?” Knell asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “You do not have a time. All men have a time.”

      “I am not all men.”

      “No,” the man said. “You do not appear to be. Who are you?”

      “Hold it right there,” Stix said. “We’re not telling you anything else. How do we know you aren’t working for our enemies?”

      “What an interesting group,” the man said, studying them from beneath his hat. “A man who will not die, one who cannot die, and an elf tracker that smells more like blood than the forest.”

      “What in the Sixteen Seas are you talking about?” Stix asked. She glanced at Knell and lowered her voice. “Should we do something about him?”

      “Do you stand in our way?” Knell asked, holding up a hand to stop Stix.

      “In your way? No. Continue. I will do nothing to stop you.”
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      “Happy to oblige,” Cyll said. He kept himself between Knell and the man as the group walked past, but he did nothing but turn to watch them pass. As soon as they started toward the exit of the room, the black-clad man followed after them.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Stix asked.

      “Following you.”

      “Why?” Cyll asked. “You trying to fight?”

      “You will bring much death. I can feel it. And thus, I follow.”

      “Absolutely not,” Stix said. “We’ve already got one weirdo. We don’t need your creepy smile following us around. You haven’t even said your name!”

      “Nor have you said yours.”

      “I have not.”

      “Her name is Stix,” Cyll said, more to get a rise out of the elf than any other reason.

      “Cyll!” Stix exclaimed. “Really?”

      “The river of death,” the man said. “How…quaint. Then I am the Ferryman.”

      “That’s a title, not a name,” Stix said.

      “Joseph, then. It is a name.”

      “Is it your name?” Knell asked, an eyebrow quirking slightly.

      “It will suffice.”

      “It’s one thing to avoid a pointless fight, but why should we let you travel with us?” Knell asked. “We know nothing about you. You could betray us or try to interfere.”

      “Your words are hollow,” Joseph said with a dry, raspy chuckle. “I know your prey, fledgling godkiller. We are cut from the same cloth, you and I. There is no logical reason for me to betray you.”

      “Godkiller?” Stix asked, frowning. “Knell, how does he—”

      “Some things should not be said so freely,” Knell said flatly. “The gods might not be omniscient, but there’s no reason to speak of such things before anything has come into fruition. And any man can speak words. I have no reason to trust you, Joseph.”

      “No, I suppose not. I was prepared for such an event, though. Perhaps this will prove the benefit of humoring me?”

      Joseph reached into his cloak and pulled out a charm. It was little more than a drab, gray slab the size of Knell’s palm on a thick, tattered hemp rope. The metal was tarnished black and brown, as if it had been badly burned.

      “A piece of warped metal?” Knell asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “A very rare one,” Joseph said, extending a hand. Knell considered the other man for a moment, then lifted the charm from his hand with the tip of his staff. He studied the metal, squinting as it warped and squirmed under scrutiny.

      The harder he squinted, the more of the metal seemed to wash away, revealing a simple face carved into it. It was composed of three plain circles, two for the eyes and one lengthened one for the mouth. At the center of the mouth was a tiny, glimmering green fragment.

      “A Boon,” Knell breathed. “I couldn’t sense it, though. You’ve made an artifact?”

      “It blocks the gods’ scrutiny,” Joseph said, pulling his cloak back to reveal a tarnished metal medallion hanging from his own neck. “Their passing scrutiny, at least. If they try too hard, this won’t hold up. But it helps me speak easier.”

      “He could be lying,” Stix said. “That could be a trap.”

      “Not a bad thought,” Knell said approvingly. “But it would be a very strange one. I don’t have any ability to identify an artifact, but it’s clearly cloaked pretty well. It does feel like something that would stop outside influence from peering in. We’ll have to confirm with someone to make sure.”

      “Do as you will,” Joseph said with a shrug. “I trust an artifact is sufficient to buy me a few meager hours? I will be gone before you know it.”

      Knell just cocked an eyebrow. Joseph sighed. 

      “Let’s do this instead. You there, girl. Stab me.”

      Stix’s dagger was in his chest before the last word escaped Joseph’s mouth. Joseph didn’t even blink. He waited until Stix pulled the blade out, then patted his chest. There was no sign of the wound. 

      “Feel free to try again,” Joseph said. Stix took him up on that. She stabbed him twice more, then stared at her dagger in bewilderment.

      “I felt it hit. What’s going on?”

      “You cannot kill me. You can’t even hurt me,” Joseph said, brushing his robe off. “And thus, there is literally nothing you can do to stop me from following you. The artifact was simply a gift of my goodwill.”

      “We’ll tolerate your presence for now,” Knell said, tucking the artifact into a pocket. He wasn’t so convinced Joseph couldn’t be hurt, but showing his hand now wouldn’t help. The man was clearly powerful, and he didn’t seem to be antagonistic. Starting a fight here could end up doing more harm than good. “If only because you seem to share a common goal with me.”

      “Splendid,” Joseph said, shifting his grip on the shepherd’s staff in his hands. Still, the bell did not ring. “Us staff wielders must stick together.”

      Stix’s lips pursed. “Was…that a pun? Stick?”

      Joseph pulled his hat lower over his face. “Lead the way, my good man.”

      “I’m many things,” Knell said, shaking his head as they started down the hall once more. “But I do not think a good man is one of them.”

      The hall was wide enough for Cyll to walk beside Knell, so the large man positioned himself at his captain’s side, alternating from looking ahead to glancing back at Joseph. Stix took up their rear, her daggers in her hands and her eyes locked on Joseph’s back.

      If the drab man was bothered by their attention, he certainly didn’t show it. He walked with an easy amble to his steps, almost completely silent. He didn’t even use the shepherd’s staff to walk, instead swinging it over his shoulders and draping his arms over it.

      “Your bell doesn’t seem to work very well,” Cyll observed in a low whisper as they turned a corner.

      “It only rings when I want it to,” Jospeh said. “She’s such a good girl, isn’t she?”

      “Last time I checked, I was still a man,” Cyll said. He pulled his pants back and glanced down, then nodded. “Yup. Still there.”

      “I don’t think he was talking about you.” Stix’s nose scrunched in disgust. “And keep your pants on, you withered old creep.”

      “Bah. I just need more meat on my bones. I’m spry as a chicken,” Cyll said.

      “Let’s keep the chatter to a hushed nothing,” Knell hissed. “We might be trying to move quickly, but there’s no reason to announce our arrival to everyone in a ten-mile radius.”

      His crew stopped talking, mollified. Their trek through the dungeon brought them through several more rooms, each populated by goblins. Cyll and Stix made short work out of most of their opponents and took all the crystals they dropped. Joseph remained beside Knell, not raising his staff once to either fight or defend. It was as if the monsters didn’t see him at all.

      “If you’re trying to make a good impression, I’d think you’d help fight a little,” Knell drawled, knocking a goblin’s sword to the side and bringing his staff down on its head with a loud thunk. The creature crumpled to the ground at his feet, and Knell looted it.

      “I am not a fighter,” Joseph said with a shrug. His face was still covered by the square hat on his head, making it impossible to tell exactly what he was thinking. “My uses lie in other fields. And I do not care of your opinion of me. You have been paid, and our business today will soon be done.”

      “Can you do anything useful at all, then?” Knell asked.

      “In due time. There are more men in this dungeon, seeking the crystals.”

      “And I don’t suppose you know what they do?”

      “Energy sources, from what I can tell,” Joseph said. “They can empower certain equipment or magical spells. I have no need for such trivialities.”
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      “Are you that high level?” Stix asked.

      “No. My Path is, unfortunately, not one that grows at a very fast rate. The gods would likely take offence if it did.”

      “Then wouldn’t these be helpful?” Stix waved one of the crystals around. “I mean, if you could absorb this, it would just be free experience, wouldn’t it?”

      “Crutches used by the healthy will only make a cripple,” Joseph said.

      Stix scrunched her nose. “That’s a fancy way to say there are probably drawbacks to cheating my way up in levels.”

      Joseph shrugged. “Take it as you will.”

      “Volume, people,” Knell said, shaking his head as Cyll looted the last of the goblins. “We’ve gotten pretty deep now. I wouldn’t be surprised if our targets are nearby. Joseph, do you know how many men we’re up against?”

      “Somewhere around ten,” Joseph replied. “The bandits have more men elsewhere, but there are ten pairs of hands stained with blood in this dungeon.”

      “They’re probably in the final room,” Cyll mused. “I think that’s where the best stuff is. There might be a mine of these crystals there. We can’t be far now.”

      “Onward, then,” Knell said. 

      They set back off, pressing deeper into the dungeon. Down a slanting stairwell and two rooms later, they swept through several more groups of goblins. Knell participated in a few of the kills, netting himself a level up in his Scion class. Epoch, however, didn’t seem to be gaining much of anything from killing the weaker monsters.

      As soon as the energy rushed through his body and the last of the monsters fell, Knell noticed that he’d gained a new ability courtesy of Mordrigal’s class.

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 12

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

      

      

      
        
        Foresight of the Vulture [Legendary] – Peer a short distance into the future, seeing the most likely outcome of actions taken in your immediate surroundings.

        Bloodline: Eternal Body [Epic] – Time magic bends around you, modifying your lifespan and granting you resistance to spatial magics.

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

      

      

      
        
        Tax the Living – Death magic erupts from a wound you have inflicted on a target, inflicting the same damage once more.

      

      

      “And I was beginning to think Mordrigal had completely stripped me of any useful abilities,” Knell murmured.

      “What happened? Get something interesting?” Cyll asked, drawing up beside him. It was pointless, since the man couldn’t see Knell’s status without his express permission.

      “Something like that,” Knell said. “It would be useful, that is. Unfortunately, it requires me to inflict a wound before I can use it, and I will not be much use in physical combat with anyone stronger than me.”

      Cyll snorted. “Sucks. Maybe you should have me swing you around like a sword. That would still count, right?”

      “I get the feeling you’d use me to block as well, and then our crew would be short a captain,” Knell said dryly.

      “We are drawing close,” Joseph said, stopping to cock his head to the side. “I smell death. Our opponents wait for us in the next room.”

      “You say our like you’ve done anything,” Stix said irritably, but she kept her voice hushed as she readied her daggers. “Get up here, Cyll. Don’t forget the bet. You’ve got to fight like a normal person, or I win.”

      Cyll curled his lip in distaste and moved to the front of the party. The four of them fell silent and continued along the path. They took a sharp turn and came face to face with a large door.

      It was carved with faint waves and slightly grander than the other pathways they’d already passed through on their trip through the dungeon. Cyll glanced at Knell and nodded, indicating he agreed with Joseph that this was likely the boss room.

      Knell held a hand up and set his mental clock. Ten enemies, plus a possible boss thrown into the mix if they’d either subdued or were working with it. He would have preferred a more set plan, but Joseph had thrown that off.

      As much as Knell wanted to send the strange man away, his gut told him that making an enemy of him was a bad idea. But, even if they were traveling together for a short while, Knell wasn’t about to give away anything that he didn’t have to about himself or his abilities. And so, Knell gave the signal to enter.

      Cyll braced his shoulder against the door and held three fingers up, counting down. When he hit zero, he threw his weight into the door, knocking it open and bathing the hall in light.

      Like Joseph had predicted, ten men stood around the room. It was large and roughly circular. Giant glowing crystals covered the walls and had been stuffed into leather bags that littered the ground.

      Knell spotted the boss monster—a large orc, its throat slit open and eyes dead, laid in the center of the room, lifeless. Startled cries rose up from the men as they rallied, drawing their weapons and moving to protect a woman wearing a blue cloak.

      Cyll and Stix charged into the mix, their weapons flashing. Knell’s mental clock ticked away, punctuating his movements as his eyes lit molten yellow and he limped into the fray. He stayed behind his crew to avoid as much direct confrontation as possible, but he had no interest in standing around beside Joseph. There was still no guarantee the strange man was actually on their side.

      Metal clashed on metal as Stix knocked a sword blow askew with her dagger. She thrust her other hand forward, driving a blade into the man’s gut. He roared, yanking his sword back down and forcing her to disengage to avoid getting bisected.

      Cyll met the charge of two more men, swinging his weapon in a mixture of genuine blade craft and crazed sweeps. It was enough to keep the two at bay as they searched for an opening to strike the man without getting killed themselves.

      The woman started channeling magic while all but two of the other men went for Knell and Stix. Knell twisted his body to the side, letting a thrust pass narrowly by his side instead of punching straight into his heart, and whipped the butt of his staff up into another man’s chin with a crack.

      The bandit staggered back with a yowl, and Knell thrust his staff toward a spot just beside the man’s head—the exact spot he dodged into. The strike went straight into his nose, breaking it with a small spurt of blood.

      Knell cast Slow on another man, then spun to block a sword blow from a third. His mental clock thumped away in his head, giving him a rhythm to focus on the battle with.

      He had to stop the woman from casting whatever magic she was preparing. Considering the amount of time she was spending on it, it was probably pretty powerful. Knell didn’t have time to glance back at Joseph, but he got the feeling that the man wasn’t going to help.

      Knell gritted his teeth and ducked under another blow, knocking his assailant’s feet out from beneath him and ducking to avoid another attack. He moved toward the woman as fast as he could, avoiding two more attacks as he turned his back to the other men.

      A brilliant chime split the sounds of fighting, washing over Knell with an intense sense of dread. In some ways, it felt like Mordrigal. But, instinctively, Knell knew this wasn’t her. It was too pure, too clean and unsullied, unaccompanied by the stench of rot and decay that always followed the fragment of the goddess around.
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      Stix’s dagger plunged into her opponent’s neck. The man’s eyes bulged and he staggered back as she ripped it out, but no blood flowed from the wound. Instead, the man simply pitched forward and crashed to the ground.

      The vibrant noise rang out once more, splitting the room as Cyll decapitated one of his opponents. Knell refused the powerful desire to glance back at Joseph and took advantage of the confusion to close the distance between himself and the woman.

      Her guards both lunged for Knell, and he gritted his teeth, throwing himself into a roll. He flew past both of them, agony firing through his entire right leg as he hit the ground and forced himself back to his feet.

      It was far from graceful, and Knell nearly passed out from the pain, but he forced his body to continue complying. He nearly fell again as he blocked a powerful overhand swing with his staff, then cast Slow on the man and lunged toward the mage.

      Her other guard tried to intercept him, but Knell slipped past his grip and shoved his staff into her mouth as hard as he could, breaking teeth. He angled the blow upward, trying to spear her.

      He felt something give before a powerful blast of blue energy threw him across the room and slammed him into the wall. Knell grunted in pain, his vision splitting into two. He shook his head, forcing himself to stand upright.

      Blood was pouring from the woman’s mouth, but she was still standing. Knell wheezed, shaking as he drew on his magic. One of the bandits ran at him, but a thrown dagger from Stix caught him in the shoulder and drew his attention.

      Knell’s magic surged. Joseph’s bell rang once more, and he cast Tax the Living. Spirals of smog burst from the woman’s mouth, coiling around her head. They flashed, turning into jagged obsidian and shooting back into her.

      Blood sprayed from her nose and mouth, and the woman crashed to the ground, unmoving. Joseph’s laugh echoed through the room in a discordant whisper as his bell tolled. With the woman dead, the remaining bandits broke and fell under Cyll and Stix’s blades.

      
        
        The gods have granted you experience for besting your foe. You have leveled up.

        You have defeated an entity more powerful than you. Experience Gained. Your Level has been adjusted accordingly.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 12

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

      

      

      
        
        Foresight of the Vulture [Legendary] – Peer a short distance into the future, seeing the most likely outcome of actions taken in your immediate surroundings.

        Bloodline: Eternal Body [Epic] – Time magic bends around you, modifying your lifespan and granting you resistance to spatial magics.

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

      

      

      
        
        Tax the Living – Death magic erupts from a wound you have inflicted on a target, inflicting the same damage once more.

      

      

      
        
        Path: Epoch

        Level: 7

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

        Mental Clock – Use time magic to keep time or set an alarm audible only to you.

        Slow – Impede the movement of a single creature by warping the time around them for a brief instant.

        Anchor – Lock a target’s current state in the timeline, returning it to that state after 1 minute passes, reverting any changes to the target that have happened under the duration of Anchor.

        Advent of Eternity (Passive) – You do not fall under the jurisdiction of time. With sufficient strength, it will bend to your will, and your existence is absolute. Perennial Soul; Eternity awaits.

      

      

      Knell leaned heavily on his staff and let out a sigh. Either the woman was a lot stronger than he’d thought, or he’d gotten a fair amount of experience for the kills that Cyll and Stix had made on the bandits. Evidently, just slowing them was enough to count. He immediately tried casting Anchor on himself, but the spell resisted him.

      He could feel the invisible barrier just out of reach—if he pushed enough power into the spell, Knell was pretty sure it would break and something would happen, but the memory of what had happened when he’d done the same to Slow was still fresh on his mind. His body couldn’t take the stress—especially for no reason.

      “You okay, Knell?” Stix asked, wiping the blood from her blade on a dead man’s lapel.

      “Quite,” Knell replied, not letting the pulsating pain coming from his leg show on his face. “I gained a significant amount of magical power and have access to a new spell.”

      “Who was this lady?” Cyll asked, grabbing the dead woman by the back of her coat and lifting her up. He shook her body slightly, then dug around in her pockets. “She had a lot of the fancy gems.”

      “That spell she was casting looked like it would pack quite the punch,” Stix said. “But it was a terrible idea to use such a slow piece of magic in the middle of a fight.”

      “I agree,” Knell said, limping over to Cyll. He pulled the dead woman’s coat to the side and studied her shirt. A small patch was sewn into it, just above her breast. It depicted a blue heron in flight above a gray wave. “This is an emblem. I don’t recognize it, but she was probably part of some force. Based on how they protected her, maybe she was somehow related to whoever was in charge?”

      “They didn’t do a great job of it,” Cyll said with a snort.

      Knell grunted. He took a dagger lying on the ground and cut the patch off the woman’s shirt, tucking it away into his pocket.

      “She was inexperienced,” Knell replied. “I thought she was casting something to help fight, but now I’m starting to think she might have had some way to escape and they were buying her time. If she’d started off fighting to help the rest of them, we would have had a significantly rougher time.”

      “Her loss,” Stix said with a shrug. “But does that mean we’ve probably got a pissed-off warlord of some sort after us now?”

      “Nobody got away,” Knell said. “Whatever force this woman was part of has no idea that we killed her. They probably don’t even know she’s dead yet, unless the spell she was casting somehow notified them of it.”

      “So, what now?” Cyll asked, rolling his shoulders. “They already went and killed the boss here. I will point out that I beat Stix’s challenge, though. I didn’t get stabbed anywhere important once.”

      “You’ve got a hole in the middle of your arm,” Stix said.

      “And? You don’t need an arm to live.”

      “That would have been fatal for most people.”

      “Nobody is going to notice something like that,” Cyll said, rolling his eyes. “They’ll be a lot more concerned with my sword swinging at their neck. It’s not as obvious as a chest wound.”

      “You’ve both got a point,” Knell said. “Cyll is correct that an arm wound usually isn’t going to look obviously fatal, but people with enough experience will probably recognize that something is up. Let’s call this one a draw. Next time, Cyll, don’t get stabbed at all.”

      “That’s a pretty tall order,” Cyll said, pursing his lips and tugging on his beard. “That’s like…half of my fighting style. Can’t I get stabbed at least a little?”

      “No. Improve your fighting style. Every second people believe you’re just a normal man is vital. The moment someone restrains you, you’re worthless. Either figure out how to get yourself out of entrapment spells that limit your movement or do what Stix says.”

      Cyll gagged. “Fine. I’ll see what I can do.”

      He tossed the woman’s body to the side, then paused. He grabbed her again and shuffled around her belt until his fingers found a small leather bag. Cyll grinned and ripped it free, peeking inside before stuffing it into a pocket. “Money.”

      “You don’t even know how much most of that is worth,” Stix said, crossing her arms.

      “It’s all the same,” Cyll said with a shrug. “Gold bits are more expensive than silver ones. The coppers are good for throwing at birds.”

      Knell shook his head as Stix and Cyll started arguing again. He walked over to Joseph, who was leaning against the wall, and cocked an eyebrow.

      “I thought you were only going to be here until the fight was over.”

      “Don’t worry,” Joseph said with a chuckle. “I won’t be staying much longer. I’m just shepherding the last of these souls into the proper domain. We can’t have Mordrigal finding them, after all.”
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      “Fine with me,” Knell said. The two men studied each other for a few seconds.

      “We’ll meet again,” Joseph decided. “The stench of death hounds your steps. I think we’ll be good partners.”

      “The word ‘partners’ implies that we both want to work together.”

      “Do you not want to work with me?” Joseph asked, tilting his head to the side. “I thought we make quite the team.”

      “I know nothing about you. Just because we both don’t serve the gods does not mean we are allies.”

      “That’s quite all right,” Joseph said. “You’ll come around eventually. I don’t have time to convince you of everything now anyway. There are a few too many Scions on my trail. This was just a little side stop on my journey. We’ll meet again, Captain Knell. I look forward to seeing the destruction that you leave in your wake.”

      Joseph slipped into the wall, his body turning into motes of black energy that sank and vanished through the rock. Knell’s mouth turned down in distaste. Whoever Joseph really was, the man had to have a significant amount of power. Nobody walked around giving out artifacts with Boons in them for free.

      “Where’d the creepy guy go?” Cyll asked.

      “Through a wall,” Knell said. “And he had the right idea. There’s nothing left for us here. If the bandits come back for any reason, we could get trapped. We should find a more optimal position to rest.”

      “And then what?” Stix asked, falling in behind Knell as he started back the way they had come.

      “Find the rest of the bandits and kill them,” Knell said. “It’ll be good experience for all of us.”

      “There are better ways, though,” Cyll pointed out. “Humans can give experience, but from what I remember of my days before I became immortal, they don’t give nearly as much as monsters do.”

      “There’s more to life than just experience,” Knell replied. He paused for a moment beside a dead goblin and flicked it in the head with the butt of his staff. “We are not only doing this to become powerful.”

      “Well, we’re also working on killing the gods,” Cyll said. “That seems like a pretty big extra.”

      “It is,” Knell said. “But there’s a reason to that. It’s not just that I don’t like them, you know.”

      “What is it?” Stix asked. “I kind of thought it was a power complex thing.”

      “Seriously?” Knell asked.

      Stix shrugged and gave him an unabashed grin. “I’m just here to get stronger and find my brother. I’m pretty sure following you will do that for me.”

      “And I want to put pointy things inside the gods’ hearts,” Cyll said. “We’ve covered this.”

      Knell sighed. “I suppose this is on me. The reason the gods must fall is because they are not serving their purpose. Gods are supposed to protect and help mortals, but they use us like a game. Innocents get caught up in their fights and killed for pointless reasons.”

      “So you’re going after them because you feel bad for the people they screwed over?” Stix asked. “That’s…a lot more noble than I would have expected.”

      “I am going after them because I watched the gods cut my mother down without blinking an eye,” Knell snarled. “Because they made me kill my own father with my magic before I burned out my face and ruined my leg. They are a plague on this land that must be purged.”

      Stix and Cyll fell silent.

      “I’m sorry,” Stix said, lowering her eyes.

      “There is no reason to be sorry. You were not the one that slowly killed everyone I’ve loved,” Knell said, his eyes burning with anger.

      “Then you trust Joseph’s anti-scrying necklace?” Cyll asked.

      “I believe Joseph shares a similar goal with us, even if his reasons for it are different,” Knell replied with a small shrug. “I will trust him for this, but that is as far as it goes for now.”

      “So, you’re killing the gods to protect people from going through what you did?” Stix guessed.

      “That does make me sound noble,” Knell said with a dark laugh. “No. I am killing them because I hate them. But I will not stand around and watch while innocents suffer. If I can take action without endangering my ultimate goals, I will. And I expect anyone on my crew to do the same. But if innocents must die for us to succeed, then make no mistake—they will. For the greater good of the world, the gods must go.”

      “What’s the point?” Cyll asked as they came to a stop in a large room. He nodded at one of the dead goblins. “Mortals die. They all do. Are you really doing them that much of a favor by prolonging their suffering?”

      “Yes. We might die, but we deserve to choose how and, to some degree, when,” Knell said. “You can’t tell me that you’ve never cared about a single mortal life.”

      “Besides my own?” Cyll asked, laughing. Knell’s lips twitched. Cyll’s words sounded stiffer than normal.

      Knell didn’t push the subject. “If you only care for yourself, that’s fine. As long as you follow my orders, that’s all I need.”

      “Good,” Cyll said. “Because I don’t care about anyone else. Not anymore.”

      The three of them fell silent for the rest of the trek through the dungeon. They arrived at the top a few minutes later.

      “I got one question, Cap,” Cyll said. “I’m not saying you don’t got what it takes, but…do you actually have any idea how we can kill a god? You said Mordrigal offed your dad before he could share, so where does that leave us?”

      Knell stopped walking.

      “I was kinda wondering that, too,” Stix admitted. “I won’t leave the crew or anything if you don’t know how, but do you have any idea what we’re supposed to do?”

      “I suppose I can talk a little more freely now that I have this,” Knell said, plucking at Joseph’s amulet. “And I am not as without guidance as you fear.”

      He tapped his staff on the ground. “Mordrigal killed my father, but she never found what it was he was researching. He never told anyone, and despite what they would have you believe, the gods are not omniscient or omnipresent.”

      “How do you know?” Stix asked.

      “Because I have it,” Knell replied. “Unfortunately, I have absolutely no idea how we can actually use it.”

      Stix’s eyes flicked down to his staff, and understanding washed over her features. “Your staff?”

      “My father’s staff,” Knell corrected. “I took it up when he died. Mordrigal let me because she was convinced his secret died with him.”

      “And it’s the key to killing the gods?” Stix asked.

      Knell rubbed the back of his head. “I don’t know. But I know it’s related to it, or he wouldn’t have left it to me. It’s not like he knew I was going to ruin my leg before he died. I just need to figure out what it is he learned, but if we even want to use it, we’ll have to be more powerful. I know that for sure.”

      They reached the exit. Wordless understanding passed between them, and they all dropped the topic. Cyll poked his head out the cave before nodding and giving a thumbs-up. “Looks pretty barren.”

      “Head over to that building,” Knell said, nodding at a small one-story house across from them. “We can plot out our next steps there.”

      The fog still hung low in the town streets, but it wasn’t as bad as it had been when the three had originally entered the dungeon. They slipped through it, and Cyll broke the lock on the house door.
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      Knell sat down at a dining table inside, grateful for the chance to take some pressure off his lame leg.

      “I don’t know where all the townspeople here are, but it isn’t a huge leap to assume the bandits have done something with them,” Knell said. “So, our next step will be to find the main bandit camp and kill their leader.”

      “Good to have easy, short-term plans,” Cyll said dryly. “Maybe we’ll just kill all the gods right after, eh?”

      Knell gave him a wry grin. “What happened to not being worried about fighting anything and just killing everyone you could?”

      “I was just trying to think like Stix would,” Cyll replied. “I assume you’re wanting to save the villagers?”

      “If it’s possible,” Knell replied. “I told you, I won’t put our true goals at risk. But, if we can get away with it, I plan to save anyone I can. We should get some decent experience from taking care of the bandits anyway, so it isn’t a waste of our time.”

      “You want me to try to track them, then?” Stix asked.

      Knell nodded. “I do, if you can. They were harvesting the blue crystals, so I don’t think they’re too far. Maybe a day or two out? It would put enough distance between them and the shore to escape from any serious attacks but keeps them close enough to keep a strong grip over the region.”

      “I can try. You grabbed part of that girl’s uniform, didn’t you?”

      Knell nodded. He dug out the patch and handed it to Stix. She studied it, then stuck her tongue out and licked it.

      “Gross,” Cyll said.

      “Really?” Stix asked, glaring at him. “I saw you eat raw flesh.”

      “That was me. Anything I do is graceful.”

      Stix pointedly turned her back to him. She scrunched her nose and tilted her head to the side in concentration. “It’s pretty faint. I can pick up some really weak traces that I think are probably the bandits. Do we want to go after them now?”

      “That would probably be wise,” Knell said. “We can catch them by surprise before they know that we’ve killed some of their men. We’ll keep quiet from here on out. Don’t talk unless you need to. Our next goal is to locate the bandit camp and determine if it’s small enough for us to actually take out on our own.”

      “Lead the way,” Cyll said. “And keep a little bit away from me. I don’t want to get licked.”

      Stix let out a weary sigh and headed out the door, Knell and Cyll trailing behind her. They walked through the foggy town, soon passing its walls and moving further inland. Knell swept the area with all his senses, straining for any sight or sound of the bandits, but from what he could tell, the only living people in the area were his crew.

      A dense forest wrapped around the backside of the town. It crested a hill and disappeared behind it. The thick trees made it impossible to see more than a few feet away, and they quickly lost sight of the town.

      Not much light made it through the large leaves above them. Leaves crunched under Knell’s feet despite his best efforts to walk silently. The buzz of insects and the occasional fluttering of birds accompanied them as Stix pressed deeper.

      Cyll tapped Knell on the shoulder and pointed to his mouth. Knell glanced around the thick foliage, then shrugged.

      “How far are we?” Cyll whispered. “We’ve been walking for a few hours now. It’s kind of hard to tell, but I’m pretty sure the sun should be setting soon. Do we want to be wandering around all night?”

      “The traces are still pretty faint,” Stix said, kneeling and squinting at what looked to just be a patch of weeds on the ground. “We’re a ways off. At least a few more hours of walking.”

      “Then we should look to make camp,” Knell said. “It’ll be bad if we find them while we’re exhausted. Is there somewhere safe we can do that, Stix?”

      “I’ve slept in the treetops before,” Stix mused. “We could probably get away with that. It isn’t the most comfortable, and I don’t think your leg lends itself to climbing trees very well, but it’s better than sitting around on the ground and hoping something big and hungry doesn’t run into us.”

      “Are there predators in the forest?” Cyll asked, licking his lips. “What are the chances that they’re tasty?”

      “If you run into anything big enough to cause a fight, it’ll probably be loud,” Stix said. “That could give our position away. My tracking skill isn’t absolute. Someone could have doubled back or might be coming up from behind us. The less noise we make, the better.”

      “Bah. Fine,” Cyll grumbled. “Hold on to me, Cap. I can climb with you dangling off as long as you don’t swing too much.”

      Knell wrapped an arm around Cyll’s neck, and the gangly man jumped, grabbing onto a low-hanging branch and pulling himself up with a grunt. He spidered up the tree, choosing the largest branches until they were well into the canopy but not so far up the tree that it had gotten thin.

      Stix followed after them, sliding up the tree effortlessly and claiming a nearby branch. Cyll grabbed the branch above Knell and pulled himself onto it. He laid down, hanging his limbs over the edge, and squinted at Stix. “You said this was a little uncomfortable. I’m squishing things that ought not to be squished.”

      “That’s horrible,” Stix said, the sarcasm in her voice so thick that Knell could taste it. “However will I sleep knowing that you’re uncomfortable? Probably like a baby.”

      Cyll scowled at her, then sighed. “Make sure you don’t fall off, Cap. If we came all the way out here for you to die to an amusing head injury, I am not going to be happy.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Knell replied, trying to position himself. Cyll was right—the branch really wasn’t comfortable in the slightest. He’d slept in some pretty poor places in his life, but this tree was doing its best to shoot for the bottom. Still, it was large enough for him to drape himself over and be mostly confident that he wouldn’t fall off. The minutes stretched to hours, and Knell settled into deep meditation while the other two drifted off to sleep.
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      They had been two hundred. Now they were two. Fifty died to the hellfire above. Fifty died to traps within the dungeon that they didn’t have time to properly clear. Twenty fell to the monsters within. The remainder succumbed to their wounds.

      A bloody dais sat in the center of a small, circular room, spines sticking out of it like the maw of some twisted monster. So many had died, all to get to this moment. Thousands of lives on days before, and every last one of his friends today—but one.

      Cyll coughed. The wound in his side had stopped bleeding, but not because it had healed. He was just out of blood to give. The world spun around him as he dragged himself toward the altar, broken limbs screaming in pain with every motion.

      His teeth were cracked. An eye was missing, and his hair was burned off. Agony seared through his body, refusing to be ignored.

      Cyll ignored it. The altar was in front of him. Years of suffering, all for the slightest chance. The flicker of hope. He drew on the last of the energy in his battered, broken body.

      “Just…a little farther,” Cyll rasped.

      He was dimly aware of Larissa crawling beside him. She wasn’t in much better shape, but he couldn’t afford to stop and check on her. Pain at her condition, more than any physical agony could ever bring him, coursed through his being.

      His world ended today, but it would end so hers didn’t. Stretching, his fingers touched the dais.

      The temperature in the room plummeted. Ice raced across the ground, biting at Cyll’s body as the bloody room turned white in instants. And then, there was a being sitting on the throne. It was roughly humanoid, but everything about it was wrong.

      While around the size of a full-grown man, its face was that of a child. Its hair was sharp and brittle like bone, while its fingertips bent backward and ended in points.

      If Cyll didn’t know better, he would have thought it was a god. But he did, and this was no god. It was the End.

      “The ritual,” Cyll wheezed. “I initiate the ritual.”

      “I had thought it forgotten,” the End said, its voice harsh and whispery. “How fascinating. Mortals still follow the old way.”

      “We greet you,” Cyll rasped, not responding to the End. The ritual was very specific. If he misspoke, it would all be for naught. Darkness encroached on his vision, but he forced it back. He could rest soon. “Great one, please take us into your arms.”

      “We offer up our Paths and bring a gift,” Larissa said, adding her voice to his own.

      Cyll tried to reach for his pouch, but he didn’t have the strength. A smile crossed the End’s face, and it extended its warped hand. His pouch fell open, and twelve Boons rolled out of it, bouncing across the ground and coming to a stop at the End’s feet.

      “One of each god,” Larissa said. “And all the energy we have within our bodies. We give it to you.”

      “A kind gift,” the End said. “But there may be only one. There can only ever be one. This is the last ritual. There will not be another.”

      Cyll knew that. They all did, coming here. He worked his dry lips open to say the next line.

      “Then I offer myself as the catalyst,” Larissa said. Cyll’s blood froze.

      “No,” Cyll said. “No! Me! I am the catalyst!”

      The End rose from his throne. “Your valor is witnessed, mortal. Pass unto the End.”

      A single, twisted finger reached out and touched Larissa’s head. Cyll’s battered body protested as he groaned, trying to move between the two. For an instant, his remaining eye locked with Larissa.

      She was smiling. “I love you, Cyll. Live.”

      And then she was gone. The trail of blood she’d left behind disappeared as well. It was as if it had never been there. Cyll wanted to scream. He wanted to cry and bang his head against the ground until the world went dark. To cease to exist.

      “Are you prepared?” the End asked, turning to Cyll.

      His eyes were too dry to cry, but he heaved an empty, wrenching sob. “Yes.”

      The End knelt before Cyll and took his face into its hands. His blood chilled, and what little strength he had left vanished as the End took his Path. It stripped the magical energy from his body, leaving nothing behind. Every last bit of power he’d gained over the years, gone.

      There was only ice. Ice and fury. It built in Cyll’s chest, reaching out through his body and filling his veins.

      “You are Forsaken,” the End said. “Beyond the reach of the gods. I failed my path. Do not follow in my steps. Kill them.”

      And then the End was gone as well. The altar went with it, leaving Cyll lying alone on the cold stone. His body burbled and popped. Bones snapped back into their place and damaged organs regrew.

      In seconds, he was whole once more—but he wasn’t. Cyll laid there, cheek pressed to the icy floor, and cried.
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      Knell opened his eyes the following morning with a terrible cramp in his hip and more than a few leaves stuck in his hair and clothes. He hissed, stretching his good leg out as best he could in the tree to try to relax the muscle.

      “That was horrible,” Cyll said, swinging down to land on the branch beside him. “I think Stix stole the best branch for herself.”

      “You chose your branch,” Stix snapped from above. “Not my fault.”

      “Just get me down from here,” Knell said through clenched teeth.

      Cyll grabbed him and jumped over, swinging to another branch before thudding to the ground and setting Knell down. The captain let out a relieved sigh, massaging the last of the cramp away before getting his feet under him.

      Stix alighted on the ground beside them, looking completely refreshed. “It’s been a little while since I got to sleep in the forest. That was nice.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Knell and Cyll said at the same time.

      “But it did accomplish what we needed,” Knell added. “I don’t believe we were spotted.”

      “I kept watch for a little,” Stix said. “We weren’t. A few animals came by the area, but nothing big enough to cause problems.”

      “Then let’s get moving,” Cyll said. “The faster we get out of this damned forest, the happier I’ll be.”

      Stix shrugged. She took out the patch Knell had given her and stared pointedly at Cyll as she licked it. Then she turned on her heel and set off into the forest. She barely made a sound as she slipped through the leaves and ducked under the branches.

      “Don’t look at me,” Knell said when Cyll glanced pointedly in his direction. “You started this.”

      The two of them followed after Stix, both making considerably more noise despite their best efforts. As they pressed deeper into the forest, the trees started to thin out a little. Their trunks grew thicker, but they were farther out from each other. More light filtered in through the canopy, making it considerably easier to navigate.

      “I think we’re getting close,” Stix whispered. “Maybe ten minutes out. We should be prepared for a fight.”

      Knell nodded and held a finger to his lips, gesturing for Stix to continue. They crept on, redoubling their efforts to be silent.

      A few minutes later, Stix’s prediction proved true. They crested a hilly section of the forest, and Stix stopped moving, holding her hand out to give the others pause as well. They slipped up beside her.

      Between the cracks made up from a few layers of trees, Knell could make out half a dozen tents in a circle. Several people sat around a small campfire, talking quietly. One of the tents was larger than the others, and Knell’s eyebrows furrowed as he examined it. A faint presence emanated from within it. It wasn’t noticeable unless he really concentrated, but it was there nonetheless.

      “The person in that tent has a Boon,” Knell whispered, waving for them to back up. They retreated back into the forest, stopping after a few minutes and kneeling amongst the foliage.

      “So what do we do?” Stix asked. “There weren’t that many of them. Unless Silver Ridge was horribly protected, wouldn’t that not be enough?”

      “I don’t know how well towns are protected these days,” Cyll said. “But I don’t imagine a small group would be able to take an entire one out unless they had at least a little strength.”

      “We did just kill a significant portion of their forces,” Knell said. “But whoever is in that tent is going to be stronger than the others. I don’t think it’s by a huge margin since I can barely feel them, but it’ll be enough to cause some difficulty.”

      “Do we retreat, then?” Stix asked.

      Knell’s eyes darkened. “No. We should be able to handle this. It’ll pose as a way for us to grow stronger. We won’t be retreating from surmountable challenges.”

      “So what’s the plan?” Cyll asked. “Run in there and kill everything?”

      Knell suppressed a snort. “You’ll still be following Stix’s rules. You’ll obey them until everyone in this camp is dead or you fail, at which point you are to fight like our lives depend on it and forget everything else.”

      Cyll suppressed a sigh and nodded. “Fine. Boring.”

      “What about me?” Stix asked. “Should I try to assassinate the person in the tent?”

      Knell studied Stix for a few moments. “That may not be the best move. It’s possible that person will be strong enough to survive your initial attack, which would put you at a significant disadvantage. Actually, I’ve got a different idea.”

      Stix cocked her head to the side. “What is it?”

      “We’ll start with you running into their camp, screaming. Then…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Vargus picked at his teeth with the toothpick he’d stolen from one of the houses in Silver Ridge. He spat it out into the flames with a disgusted grimace.

      “How blasted long are we going to sit around here, doing nothing?” he demanded. “The boss is wasting all of our time. We should just go figure out what happened to his stupid kid and then get out of here.”

      “You’re the first mate,” a bandit sitting beside him said with a snort. “You tell him that if that’s how you feel.”

      “Right,” Vargus said with a snort. “That’d get me killed real good. I just wish—”

      A shrill scream split the air. The bandits leaped to their feet, their swords flying from sheathes as a woman sprinted into the camp, her long white hair flying behind her and terror on her face. She was making a beeline straight for the captain’s tent.

      Vargus stepped into her path, a smirk already growing on his face as he eyed her chest. He hadn’t seen a woman that he hadn’t killed in a few weeks, and she was exactly his type.

      “Stop right there, missy,” Vargus said, grabbing her by the arm and pulling her close. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “There’s this horrible man chasing me,” the woman said, her large eyes wide in terror. “He’s going to kill me! You have to save me.”

      Vargus’s grin grew, and he pulled her close, keeping the sword pressed against her side in case she tried anything. “Well, you came to the right place, miss. My good men and I will make sure you’re real…safe.”

      The other bandits chuckled in agreement.

      “Can I get a turn next, Vargus?” one man asked.

      Varus grunted and scanned the tree line for any sight of the man the girl was crying about. “We’ll see how she’s doing once I’m done with her. I’m sure the boss will want a turn, too.”

      “What are you talking about?” the girl asked, straining against his grip.

      Vargus smirked, already envisioning how much fun he would be having in a few minutes. He jerked the girl back, locking his arm around her throat and dragging her toward his tent. “You, assholes. Go find where the guy is and kill him.”

      The girl struggled against him, but Vargus held her tight. Then, as he raised his tent and started to throw her in, the girl’s arm blurred. It shot down to a dagger that had been hidden at her side and whipped out, driving the blade into the bandit’s stomach.

      Metal rang on metal as Vargus’s armor caught the blow and deflected it. He roared, swinging at her, but she had already danced past him and was back in the camp. Another dagger appeared in her other hand, and her lips split in a predatory grin.

      A roar rang out from the other side of the camp, and a disheveled man with a long, white beard darted out of the trees. He slammed into a surprised bandit, ripping the sword from the man’s hands and slicing his head off in the same motion.

      “We’re under attack!” Vargus roared, lunging at the girl. She nimbly danced out of the way, her laughter mocking him as she struck at his side.

      Once again, Vargus was saved by his armor. Her blade rang off his chestpiece, and he snarled, lunging at her. The tip of his sword barely missed her hips, earning him a smug wink from the woman.

      “Captain!” Vargus yelled.

      The flap of the tent swung open, and Captain Blud emerged, a scowl on his scarred face. It was hidden by the bone-white demon skull that sat atop his head, and relief bloomed in Vargus’ chest.

      He didn’t get much time to appreciate his captain’s arrival. The girl leaped at him again, her daggers flashing in the dim light and forcing Vargus to retreat. He bared his teeth and pressed the attack on her, allowing another one of her blows to ring off his armor as he thrust his blade at her throat.

      The girl twirled, but she wasn’t able to completely avoid the blow this time. Vargus’ sword cut into her side, drawing blood.

      “Death won’t stop what I’m going to do to you,” Vargus growled. “I’m looking forward to this.”

      “You’re disgusting,” the girl said, leaping at him again. Her form blurred as shadows seemed to cloak her, but Vargus pounded a fist against his chest. A ripple of gray energy swept out, and he spun, raising his blade.

      The girl’s blades rang off it, and he thrust his hand forward, striking her in the chest. She tumbled back, skidding across the ground and slamming to a stop against the captain’s raised boot.

      “You aren’t the only one with a Path,” Vargus said with a savage grin, lowering his sword.

      The girl’s eyes flashed, and she whipped one of the daggers at him with blinding speed. Vargus raised his hands, knocking it slightly off its path, but it wasn’t enough to fully block the blow.

      The dagger scored across his throat instead of punching into it. Blood sprayed from the wound, and Vargus gasped, pressing his hands against it as hard as he could. Captain Blud brought his huge sword down on the girl.

      It punched through her chest, and he ripped it out with casual disregard. The girl gasped, her mouth working as she tried to get air. Her body twitched as the life left her eyes and she died.

      Vargus kept his hand pressed to his neck as hard as he could. The wound was terrible, but he was pretty sure it wouldn’t be fatal. He started toward her but froze as a brutal roar shook the camp. A cheer rose up from the bandits, but it turned to cries of dismay almost immediately after.

      Spinning toward the source of the noise, Vargus’ face went pale. The man that had charged into the camp stood above a heap of bodies. A dozen weapons stuck out of him, and a thick sword sprouted clean from his stomach. By all means, he should have been dead.

      Instead, the man grabbed a bandit and literally hugged him to death, driving all the weapons sticking out of him into the unfortunate man. About eight other men were still standing, and they’d formed a circle around the assailant.

      “What manner of monster is that?” Vargus wheezed, terror building in his chest. His captain, however, showed no similar fears.

      Blud charged toward the man, red energy crackling around him. As the captain and the man started to fight, Vargus turned toward the fallen assassin. She was unmoving, blood pooling around her body.
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      “Well, nobody can say I’m not a man of my word,” Vargus said with a dry cackle. He stepped toward her, grabbing the girl’s corpse by the hair and starting back toward his tent. Whatever the strange man was, the captain would take care of him. Nobody was stronger than Blud.

      Vargus’ neck prickled. Years of experience as a bandit had honed his danger sense, and something had just arrived that set off every single alarm bell in his head. His eyes scanned the battlefield, landing on a man emerging from the tree line.

      The tricorn perched on his head did nothing to hide the horrific scarring covering half his face. His eyes each shone like sickly yellow beacons, and green magic swirled around the man like a cloak.

      But, worst of all, was the blood chilling smile plastered across the man’s face. With every limping step he took, a black staff thudded into the ground and sent shivers running down Vargus’ back.

      Even across the camp, the sheer malice radiating off the man was enough to bring him pause. He seemed to walk to a rhythm, his limp somehow only making him even more intimidating.

      Captain Blud let out a roar and swung his blade at the bearded man. Vargus called out a warning as the newcomer raised his staff and pointed it at the captain, but it was too late.

      A bolt of green magic leaped from the staff and struck Blud, enveloping him in a shimmering glow. His strike slowed to a crawl, and the bearded man ripped two of the blades out of his body, thrusting them into the captain with a laugh.

      Time resumed its flow, and the captain swept his sword, trying to force the man back. The blade caught him in the side, but the man didn’t even flinch. He just kept laughing as he drew another blade and drove it into Blud’s stomach.

      Vargus turned to run. There was no defeating these monsters. Then he froze. Where had the woman’s body gone? It had been in his hands seconds ago, and now there was nothing.

      He slowly let his head swivel back to look at the staff-wielding man. The woman stood beside him, not a mark on her body. His blood ran cold.

      Vargus spun, the fight in him completely broken. Blood pouring from the wound in his neck, he started to sprint for the forest. Rhythmic thumps rang out behind him, and Vargus suddenly found his body refusing to obey him.

      Instead of running, it felt like he was trudging through sludge. It was only for a few instants, but that was enough for the thuds to almost be upon him. Vargus snapped back into motion, and he risked a glance over his shoulder.

      “Hello,” the bearded man said from just behind him, his lips splitting into a huge, terrifying grin. He held the captain’s huge sword in one hand. “Say hello to the gods for us.”

      Then the blade flashed, and Vargus knew no more.
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        A Shard of Holen looks upon you with hatred. Your slight against him will not go unpunished.

        The gods have granted you experience for besting your foe. You have leveled up.

        You have defeated an entity more powerful than you. Experience Gained. Your Level has been adjusted accordingly.

      

      

      That confirmed the Bandit had been a Scion. It brought Knell mild amusement that he’d managed to annoy Holen again. Hopefully, this one was stronger than Lillicent had been.

      The remaining bandits didn’t last long. With Stix returned and Cyll already furious from failing her challenge, they fell like wheat. Knell watched over the camp, wary for any last stragglers or tricks, but nobody else emerged.

      “How was it?” Knell asked Stix.

      “Not fun,” Stix said with a shudder, hugging herself. “That person I ran to—he was scum. I don’t want to know what he would have done with my body if a minute hadn’t passed sooner.”

      “I wouldn’t have let him touch you if it came to it,” Knell said, the yellow glow fading from his eyes and leaving him looking tired. “These men were the greatest scum there is. Preying on innocents for no reason other than their weakness. Perhaps their deaths will aid the forest more than their lives ruined it.”

      “Damn godkissing bastards,” Cyll cursed, kicking one of their corpses as he pulled the swords out of his chest. “They stabbed me through the heart when I wasn’t looking. I was so sure I could beat Stix’s stupid challenge. Then she died.”

      “I did tell her to,” Knell pointed out as he and Stix walked through the camp. “She had a minute to distract them before Anchor pulled her back in time. If she’d popped away too early or hadn’t been a complete nuisance, you would have had more enemies to deal with, and that might have genuinely caused problems. We didn’t know how strong the captain was. Imagine if he had some sort of restraining ability? That would have caused us some serious trouble.”

      Cyll grunted. “I still lost. I got distracted and gave my secret away.”

      “I think I’m willing to let it go this time,” Stix said, stopping in front of the bandit who had grabbed her. His eyes were lifeless, wide in the terror that he’d felt in death. A huge cut ran from shoulder to hip, cleaving his armor in two. “By the way, Knell, I didn’t get any experience from that.”

      “It must have been Anchor,” Knell said. “It pulls you back exactly as you were, so even experience gets reverted. That’s annoying, but I suppose it makes sense.”

      “Not a big loss, I don’t level much from anything other than Yin energy anyway. Thanks for killing this bastard, Cyll.”

      “Believe me,” Cyll said, licking his lips. “It was my pleasure. I think I’m starting to see why Cap likes killing evil-doers so much. It’s got this…righteousness to it. Makes me feel powerful.”

      Knell grunted. “Wrong reasons for the right conclusion, but they’ll work for now. I apologize for making you go through that, Stix, but I didn’t want to take any chances with them.”

      “It’s fine. It worked,” Stix said. “That’s what matters. He didn’t do anything bad anyway.”

      Knell knelt at the dead bandit captain’s side. He pulled the demon skull off the man’s head and tossed it to the side, then gestured for Stix to hand him a dagger. When she did, he set about cutting the man open.

      “What are you doing?” Stix asked with a gag.

      “Looking for his Boon. It wasn’t very strong, but I know it was here somewhere,” Knell said. His blade clinked against something in the man’s neck, and Knell grinned.

      He pulled a small yellow orb out, wiping the blood off on the bandit’s chest, and pocketed it before handing Stix’s dagger back. “Thanks.”

      “That’s the Boon?” Stix asked.

      “It is,” Knell replied, checking the captain’s pockets. He pulled out a slip of paper and scanned over it. “Not a particularly strong one. I think I’ll try to use this to get some gear made. No point just absorbing it.”

      Cyll grabbed the demon skull and examined it. It was vaguely humanoid, but the face was elongated and the teeth too jagged. Two small horns poked out the top. “This is pretty neat. I’m keeping it.”
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      “Help yourself,” Knell said. “You too, Stix. Anything these bastards have is ours. We’re pirates, after all.”

      Stix, despite the disgust on her face, laughed. “That we are. Maybe the captain will have something interesting in his tent.”

      “All yours,” Cyll said. “I got this skull and his sword. Big ole thing. Fits me perfect. After what you had to experience, you might as well get some of the better loot.”

      “As if you didn’t take everything you already wanted,” Knell said, shaking his head.

      “Guilty,” Cyll cackled, tucking the skull into one of the bandit’s bags and slinging it over his shoulder. It barely fit, but the skull looked to be pretty durable.

      Knell and Cyll went about the rest of the bandits, checking what supplies they had. Meanwhile, Stix wandered into the captain’s tent. A minute later, a surprised yelp rang out.

      Stix jumped out of the tent, holding a small blue box in her hands. Her eyes were even wider than usual, filled to the brim with excitement. “Look what I found!”

      “A box?” Knell asked, peering at it.

      “Food?” Cyll added.

      “No,” Stix said irritably. “Look!”

      She popped it open. A pristine white flower sat in the center, atop a velvet bed. Knell squinted at it. He’d never seen a flower quite that white before. Even more, it seemed to radiate a sense of calmness.

      “What is that?” Knell asked. “It’s magical for sure. An artifact, maybe?”

      “It’s a Yin flower.”

      “That means absolutely nothing to me,” Cyll said. “But, judging from your expression, it’ll somehow be useful for your stupid Yin restricted class?”

      “That’s one way to put it,” Stix said, too happy to be annoyed by Cyll. “This is incredible. A Yin flower draws in Yin energy constantly. This’ll make it so much easier for me to gather the energy.”

      “So you can eat the thing and get all its power?” Cyll guessed.

      “I mean, I could, but that would be a huge waste,” Stix said, shaking her head. “It’ll continue to gather energy. If I just draw in the energy around it but leave the flower alone, I’ll be able to use it as an almost permanent source of power for a long time. It’s still slow, but it’s much better than being completely unable to grow more powerful.”

      “Sounds like this was profitable, then,” Knell said. “Good. Now I don’t have to worry as much about completing my commitment to you. I trust you can use that and your Path Upgrade Stone to achieve your original goal now?”

      “It’ll take a few weeks, but yes,” Stix said with a nod. “Of course, if we happen to find any Yin-heavy dungeons, those would be really useful, too.”

      “I’ll see what we can do,” Knell said with a chuckle. “Give me one moment. I want to check in on how things look for me after killing these fools.”

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 13

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

      

      

      
        
        Foresight of the Vulture [Legendary] – Peer a short distance into the future, seeing the most likely outcome of actions taken in your immediate surroundings.

        Bloodline: Eternal Body [Epic] – Time magic bends around you, modifying your lifespan and granting you resistance to spatial magics.

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

      

      

      
        
        Tax the Living – Death magic erupts from a wound you have inflicted on a target, inflicting the same damage once more.

      

      

      
        
        Path: Epoch

        Level: 9

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

        Mental Clock – Use time magic to keep time or set an alarm audible only to you.

        Slow – Impede the movement of a single creature by warping the time around them for a brief instant.

        Anchor – Lock a target’s current state in the timeline, returning it to that state after 1 minute passes, reverting any changes to the target that have happened under the duration of Anchor.

        Advent of Eternity (Passive) – You do not fall under the jurisdiction of time. With sufficient strength, it will bend to your will, and your existence is absolute. Perennial Soul; Eternity awaits.

      

      

      Knell dismissed the windows.

      “Any new cool stuff?” Cyll asked.

      “Not yet,” Knell replied. “I think Anchor was quite the boost. It might be a little until I get anything new, but that’s fine with me. The power I’ve already got is enough to do quite a lot. Still, it won’t be enough.”

      “The Mount Bloodwater thing, right?” Cyll asked. “We’re still going after those pirates, I hope.”

      “We absolutely are,” Knell said grimly. “There is too much to gain from defeating Sorfina, and the loot we can get at Mount Bloodwater will have to be quite significant if everyone is that interested in it. We’ll be taking our cut. But, if we want to, we’ve got a lot of work to do over the next few weeks.”

      “There have to be some other dungeons in the area,” Stix said. “And we still need to figure out what these blue crystals do.”

      “One more thing,” Knell said, showing Stix the paper he’d taken from the dead bandit captain. “This says where the villagers were taken. They were sold to another bandit camp somewhere to the east.”

      “Our next targets?” Cyll asked, his grin growing wider.

      “Our next targets,” Knell agreed.
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      Firelight flickered off the obsidian throne, but it failed to illuminate the tall man sitting in it. A tattered tricorn on his head was tilted to the side, faint ribbons of bloody string hanging off it like a veil. His hands, covered with cuts and scars, were adorned with heavy golden rings that shimmered in the flame.

      A woman stood before him, a huge axe in her hands. Its blade was covered with blood, as was her face. Energy crackled around her, forming a sphere in the dark room.

      “You are persistent,” the man said, his voice like the howl of an ocean storm. “Why have you come here, Scion of Holen?”

      “You know what I am?” she asked. “Then why send your crew to interfere with me?”

      “Because you entered my domain.” His words were a simple statement of fact, devoid of emotion or anger.

      “You killed powerful warriors simply to satisfy your ego?” the woman asked, her face twisting in disgust. “You’re as bad as Holen warned me, Veil.”

      “Killed?” the man asked. The ribbons hanging from his tricorn rustled, as if a breeze had danced through them.

      The obsidian room, which had been empty moments before, was suddenly full of pirates. Each bore hundreds of injuries, the most prominent being huge, sweeping cuts that looked to have been made by an axe.

      Slowly, the angry red wounds knit shut, turning into scars indistinguishable from the rest. The blood that leaked from them sank into the black floor, vanishing.

      “You have killed no one here, Scion of Holen,” Veil said. “You Scions always overestimate your power. The gods are broken. Their strength is up for the taking, and those who kiss their feet will never grasp it like I can.”

      “And yet you still treat with them,” the woman said, setting her back and not turning away from Veil. “That’s why I’m standing here, isn’t it?”

      “Perhaps it is,” Veil said. “Speak then, slave of Holen. Why do you seek my strength?”

      “You killed one of the Shards of the Goddess of Death, right?”

      “Have you come to tell me what I already know? My patience was already thin. Do not wear it any further.”

      “Fine, I’ll get to the point. One of Mordrigal’s Scions has been angering Holen. He’s killed two of our Scions and taken their Boons. We want to deal with him.”

      “And you need my help to kill a whelp of a broken goddess?” Veil laughed. “Have you truly fallen that far? How powerful is he?”

      “From all records, not that powerful. Only around level twenty at max,” the woman admitted, her cheeks flushing red. “The problem is that we cannot find him. Mordrigal cloaks his movements.”

      “She interferes directly? How interesting,” Veil said. “And why should I help you? The Shard of the Death Goddess that I had issue with is dead at my hands. Mordrigal and I do not like each other, but we have no quarrel.”

      “Because he is growing at a disturbing rate,” the woman said. “And if he seeks the Scions of Holen, you too will not be safe forever.”

      Veil’s laugh echoed through the room. For an instant, the woman caught a glimpse of his eyes behind the red tassels. She instantly regretted it. Two black voids, devoid of all light and emotion, burned into her soul like hot coals.

      “I do not care for safety. If one of the Scions seeks a challenge, then I will not interfere. All of Holen’s shards can fall, for all I care. I am no god, girl. That is where your master and his brethren are mistaken. They fear. I do not.”

      The woman’s face creased with anger. “Fine. When he comes for you, don’t come crying to us. Nobody will save you.”

      “Save me?” Veil asked. “I do not need saving. If the day that I am to truly die comes, then I will greet it with joy. For that will be a battle that I may carry to the afterworld gratefully, knowing that it will be told for centuries to come. But you—you are the one that needs saving.”

      The confidence in the woman’s face flickered. “You are allied with Holen. You would not—”

      A strand of black light sliced through the air. The woman’s eyes bulged, but it was too late for her to act. Her body slid apart, dissected into tiny chunks. A large blue sphere rolled out of her stomach, coming to a stop at Veil’s feet as the woman’s body sank into the obsidian floor, vanishing.

      “So presumptuous,” Veil said, standing for the first time. He crushed the Boon beneath his heel as he walked across the room, his men moving to stand in neat rows as he passed. “I look forward the day the age of the gods comes to an end. It will be a joyous one, indeed.”

      Veil stopped before a large basin full of greenish water. He touched a finger to it, and the water rippled. Colors bloomed within it, forming into an image of Knell and his crew as they traveled through the desert.

      “What an interesting child,” Veil murmured. “Interesting indeed. Mordrigal tried so hard to keep you hidden from me, and Holen fears you. Yet your strength is middling at best.”

      “Would you like us to seek him out?” One of Veil’s lieutenants stepped out from the ranks of men behind him.

      “Mm. The thought does intrigue me,” Veil said. “But no—not yet. He is not yet worth that amount of effort, and I have other goals to accomplish. Then again, it would be such a waste to leave such a resource unchecked. Come, Emma.”

      A woman broke away from the crew and knelt before Veil, her long silver hair masking her face.

      “Rise. I have need of your talents.”

      The woman stood and lifted her gaze to meet that of her captain. Her face was beautiful, with flush red lips and two pools of dead, cold ice where her eyes should have been. “What are my orders, Captain?”

      “Find this…Knell. We shall test if he is worth my interest.”

      “Should I slay him, Captain?”

      “Mmm. I will let you use your judgment. Test him first,” Veil replied. “I would not crush a seed before it is grown, but I will not water what will only be a weed. Perhaps he will become something of interest. Perhaps not. For now, we will observe.”

      Emma inclined her head once more. Shadows rose up around her, and she sank into the ground, vanishing.

      “And if he does?” the lieutenant asked, a hungry look crossing the man’s face.

      Veil’s mouth split into an unnaturally wide grin. “Then he will come, and I will kill him. The boy will make an excellent addition to my ranks.”
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      Lillicent sat alone in the smithy, staring at her reflection in a barrel of water. Flame licked at her back and her hand panged with longing, an empty space where her Boon had once been.

      “Lilly? Are you okay?” Burog, the burly blacksmith that had taken her in, put a hand on her shoulder.

      “Fine,” Lillicent replied, rising to her feet. “Just thinking back on some memories. I’ve finished my work for the day.”

      “You’re welcome to go home, then,” Burog said. “I’ll see you on the morrow.”

      “On the morrow,” Lillicent agreed, heading out of the smithy. She ascended the stairs at its side, jumping up and pulling herself over to the roof. The small city stretched out before her. At its back was Temple Street, where monuments to the original Twelve had been erected.

      A flicker of anger flared in her chest when her eyes fell on the temple of Holen. She hadn’t thought much of her fellows, but she’d at least believed they were comrades. When the Scion of Mordrigal had taken her Boon, they’d arrived only minutes later and saved her life. Then, when they discovered she no longer had a Boon, she’d been abandoned and banished from the temple.

      Lillicent couldn’t help but feel a flicker of appreciation toward the man that had left her for dead—if he even had. The look in his eyes when he’d stabbed her, not to mention how he’d completely missed every vital organ, spoke volumes. He’d never tried to kill her at all. He was teaching her, and Lillicent considered herself a very good student.

      It had been a rough few weeks since she’d lost her Scion Path. Without the support of Holen’s temple, she was completely destitute. If anything, that only served to strengthen her distaste of the god. She hadn’t even been allowed to get her belongings back before she was kicked out.

      “Anything you want to talk about?” Burog asked, sitting down beside her.

      “Just thinking about the gods,” Lillicent said, her hands tight at her sides.

      “A dangerous line of thinking,” Burog said. “They don’t look kindly toward those that imagine them while clenching their fists.”

      “They already abandoned me. I don’t have a Path anymore.”

      “Not all Paths are useful,” Burog said. “Many men have made much of themselves in spite of their Path.”

      “Well, I had one. Then I lost it,” Lillicent said bitterly. “I know it’s whiny of me to complain, but what am I supposed to do?”

      “You’re a natural at smithing,” Burog said. “At the rate you’re learning at, you could find a lot of work in a few months.”

      “Thanks,” she said, a smile flickering across her face. “But I feel like I should be…you know.”

      “Doing more?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ve had that feeling before,” Burog said. He pondered her for a few moments. “But we smiths are not as worthless as you seem to believe.”

      “I never—”

      “You thought it,” Burog said with a slight smile. “Come.”

      He headed back down the stairs. Lillicent paused a moment, then followed him. The smith took her down into the basement, then over through a locked door that she’d never seen him open before.

      A long, jagged sword sat in the center of the room, atop a marble pedestal. It shimmered with faint energy, and a yellow orb was embedded in the center of its pommel. Lillicent’s eyes widened.

      “An artifact?”

      “Made by yours truly,” Burog said with a cold grin. “And not the only one, girl. I have made dozens of such weapons, when warriors come to me in search of strength. Not all of us are chosen by the gods, but that does not mean their power is lost to us.”

      Lillicent swallowed. “I thought you needed a Path to make such a thing.”

      “You do,” Burog said. Lillicent visibly deflated, and he chuckled. “Hope is not lost.”

      He reached into his pockets and pulled out a small white stone. Lillicent glanced at it, her eyebrows raising slightly.

      “A Path Upgrade Stone?”

      “Close, but no,” Burog said. “It is a memory stone.”

      “Oh, one of the ones they use in academies to train students faster?”

      “Just like those,” Burog said. “Except this one contains my key teachings in the path of an Artificer.”

      Lillicent stared at the stone. “You mean…”

      “If you use this stone and are compatible, you can change your Path to that of an Artificer,” Burog said. “However, you will have to leave. An Artificer’s talent cannot be learned at the forge, but forged through fighting. Your experience will be what allows you to create weapons that are truly worthy of having a name.”

      Lillicent swallowed. “What do you want for this? You’ve done nothing but help me ever since I wandered into your forge. Why?”

      “Because if we all lived to help others, the world would be a better place,” Burog replied. “I need no other reason. Why should I not try to be the best I can? Now, please make your decision. I will not hold it against you either way. Remain here and learn smithing with me, or take this stone and seek your own path.”

      Lillicent stared at Burog’s hand. Then she slowly looked back up into his eyes.

      “Thank you.”

      She took the stone.
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      Knell stood on a hill overlooking the bandit camp, hiding behind a large tree. The forest had thinned out since he and his crew had set out to find the group of men the villagers had been given to, but there was still enough foliage to take cover in.

      This one was slightly larger than the previous camp, but there was no sign of a larger tent. That either meant that everyone was about the same level of strength, or their leader wasn’t stupid enough to give his position away so easily.

      “What do you think?” Stix asked. “Same strategy?”

      “Slightly different one,” Knell replied, shaking his head. “They’ve got hostages this time, and ones that I don’t doubt they’ll start to kill if they think it’ll help their position. I doubt we’ll be able to save everyone, but I’d like to do what we can.”

      “We don’t even know where the hostages are,” Cyll pointed out. “They could be anywhere.”

      “Another problem,” Knell agreed with a nod. “I will not risk our lives, though. Not when we can avoid it. We’ll attack together, and as swiftly as possible. I suspect the villagers are probably kept in some sort of spell, perhaps distributed throughout the camp. I don’t see any sign of prisoners from here, and there isn’t enough room to stick them in the same spot.”

      “Assuming any of them are still alive,” Cyll muttered.

      “Assuming that,” Knell said with a nod. “Either way, we’ll wrap around this hill and attack from the back. I’ll use slow on the closest men, and the two of you will take them out before they can make noise. We’ll continue around the camp until we’re discovered. Then I will retreat while Cyll draws attention to himself and Stix picks up any stragglers. Do not interact with the villagers until the bandits are dead—that should keep their attention on us rather than others.”

      “Sounds good,” Stix said, flipping a dagger in her hand. “Let’s do it.”

      They slipped back down the hill and wove through the forest, keeping enough space between themselves and the camp to avoid getting spotted while moving. A few minutes later, they stood on the backside of the bandits, just a short distance away from where an entrance to the clearing through the tents waited for them. Knell set his mental clock—this wasn’t to take more than ten minutes, by his calculations.

      Knell’s eyes flickered faint yellow as he tried to keep his foresight’s power to a minimum and avoid detection. He held two fingers up to Stix, who nodded. The three stepped out from the trees, and Knell cast Slow on a bandit just a few feet in front of them. His friend was looking in the other direction, half-asleep.

      He barely had time to register their presence before Stix’s dagger flipped through the air and caught him in the throat. The other bandit standing guard started to turn, but Cyll was upon him before he could open his mouth.

      With a sharp twist, Cyll snapped the man’s neck and let his body crumple to the floor. Like a group of specters, the three slipped into the bandit camp. Energy entered Knell’s body from the body of the man he’d slowed, but he ignored it.

      They worked through the backs of the tents, taking out the bandits as they ran into them. Knell’s slow spell was instrumental in stopping them from reacting or calling out, and Stix’s accuracy with her daggers was incredible.

      Knell had worked through almost half of the bandit camp when the first shouts started to ring out.

      A little earlier than I’d hoped.

      That would push up their timetable. Knell gestured to get Cyll’s attention.

      “Do I still have to follow Stix’s rules?”

      “Yes,” Knell said. “Until it isn’t possible anymore.”

      “Blast,” Cyll grumbled. He raised the massive sword he’d gotten from the bandit captain and let out a roar, charging into center of the camp and bisecting an unlucky bandit that happened to step into his path.

      Knell moved toward the edge of the camp while Stix trailed after Cyll and the bloodbath began in earnest. Cries and yells echoed through the clearing, joined by the clash of metal and the thunk of sword on flesh.

      The clock in Knell’s head ticked away as his eyes grew brighter, and he swept his gaze over the camp. He leaned back, avoiding an arrow that whizzed past his head. Ducking behind a tent, Knell waited for his clock to count to five before he stepped out once more, whipping his staff out where he knew the bandit’s head would be.

      It struck the man in the chin, snapping it back and knocking the man unconscious instantly. Knell twisted his staff apart and drove the blade into the man’s heart before ripping it free and flicking the blood off.

      Two minutes left. The sounds of fighting had intensified now, but judging by the lack of cursing coming from Cyll, Knell was pretty sure they were handling everything fine. If something had gone wrong, the immortal man probably would have been “mortally wounded” and have lost Stix’s challenge.

      Knell swept a nearby tent’s flap open and ducked inside. A dirty rucksack laid in the corner, and some supplies were strewn across the ground, but there was nobody inside it. He frowned, then check another one to find much of the same.

      While Stix and Cyll worked their way through the bandit camp, Knell inspected the tents, finishing off any bandits that he stumbled across. None of them were particularly strong, which brought him even more confusion.

      The sounds of fighting petered off. Knell finished checking the tent he was in, then stepped back outside with a sigh. The mental clock clicked to a stop. He’d overestimated the bandits by a little over a minute.

      “Cap?” Cyll yelled. “Think we got them all!”

      “I gathered,” Knell called back, walking out and into the center of the camp. Cyll had a sword sticking out of his shoulders, while Stix was completely unharmed.

      “I think this counts as failure,” Stix said. “Nobody can fight with a blade halfway into their back.”

      “It’s my shoulder. Lots of people get hurt worse than that and keep going,” Cyll replied, ripping the blade out with a grunt. He tossed it to the ground and grinned as the wound sealed closed. “See?”

      Stix rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I’m not going to argue this one with you. These blokes weren’t too good, though. Pretty weak, actually.”

      “I was thinking the same,” Knell said. “We beat them without too much difficulty, and I didn’t even get enough experience to level up from them. There’s no way these were the ones that beat the town.”

      “Could it have been the other bandit?” Cyll asked, nodding at his sword. “The guy I took this from. He seemed decent enough.”

      “It’s possible. The woman we fought in the dungeon had what must have been some decently strong magic, though. Was that really the best they had if she was roaming around? I feel like we might be missing something.”

      “What about the villagers?” Stix wondered.

      Knell shook his head. “Nothing. No signs of them anywhere.”

      “Should have kept a prisoner,” Cyll said with a chuckle.

      “We should have,” Knell admitted. “I was too cocky. I didn’t think they would have sent them elsewhere again. For now, search the camp and see if you can find anything that give us a hint as to where everyone is.”
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      They split off to dig through the tents. Despite Knell’s best efforts, he couldn’t find a single clue. Every single tent seemed to have the exact same contents. A rucksack, some basic supplies, and a badly made sword.

      He reconvened with the others, but neither had any more success than he had.

      “You sure this is the right camp?” Stix asked. “I mean, maybe there were more bandits in the area and we just stumbled across the wrong ones.”

      “That’s a possibility,” Knell admitted. “But I feel like these guys had similar equipment to the other ones. I doubt there was another group involved in this. But I have absolutely no idea where the villagers could be.”

      “Isn’t it weird these guys didn’t have a leader?” Cyll asked. “I mean, since when do bandits go by democracy?”

      Knell’s brow furrowed further. “They didn’t strike me as particularly smart, either. Then…hm. I wonder if their leader was out somewhere, and he took the prisoners with him? That would account for my miscalculation in timing as well.”

      “How are we supposed to find the bugger?” Cyll asked.

      Knell nodded at the tents. “If he does exist, I’d imagine he’ll be coming back to his camp at some point in the near future. This is as good a spot as any to wait.”

      And so they did. The three piled into one of the tents near the center of the camp and, with Stix peeking out the opening to keep watch, sat down to wait.

      Minutes turned to an hour. Knell’s foot twitched impatiently as the wasted seconds echoed in his head mockingly, but he ignored it. Time spent laying a trap was not wasted. At least, if he thought about it like that enough, he could try to convince himself it was true.

      A distant gallop nearly brought him to a relieved sigh. He cocked his head, listening to the hoofbeats closely.

      “Six men,” Knell whispered. “I think. Too far away to tell for sure. They’ll probably look around to see what happened when it becomes clear that it’s been at least an hour since the men were killed.”

      “Do we jump them?” Cyll asked.

      “Just make sure they’re bandits before you attack,” Knell replied. “I don’t want to find out we’ve attacked some small village’s local guard. If they’ve got the same armor, go for them. Stix will stay in the background and pick off the ones not paying attention while I run support.”

      Cyll nodded. “On your command, then.”

      Angry mutters reached Knell’s ears, and he heard a thump as someone slipped off their horse and slid to the ground somewhere in the center of the camp, not too far away from them. The snorts and whinnies coming from the area gave the other horses away as well.

      Metal jangled as the other men started to get off their mounts. Knell nodded to Cyll. This would be the best time to attack—while they were busy trying to get down. Cyll slipped out of the tent, lifting his sword and charging forward as soon as his eyes locked on a target.

      Stix slid her dagger through the tarp at the back of their tent, cutting it open and sliding out. Knell followed after her, and the two looped around as yells started to ring out again. There was a loud crash followed by a meaty thunk.

      Knell peeked around a corner to watch Cyll rip his sword free of a half-mounted bandit’s chest. The man’s body tumbled to the ground as his five companions readied their weapons and ran into a formation.

      Four of them stood in the front, surrounding a thin, hawkish man carrying a small orb.

      “That’s the leader,” Knell whispered to Stix, indicating the thin man. He set his mental clock for two minutes, not willing to give his opponents any more of his time—not that they could take it. “Target him, but wait for an opportunity. I’m going to Anchor you, so remember that you’ve only got a minute before you get pulled back to this exact spot.”

      Stix nodded. Knell touched her back, sending a pulse of green magic into her body. The spell was the strongest one he knew, and a wave of weariness tickled the back of his mind as soon as it left his hand. Knell shook his head and nodded to Stix, who darted off.

      Meanwhile, Cyll had charged forward and engaged the bandits. Three of them had formed a triangle around him, while the last kept close to the thin leader, who had faint whisps of red magic starting to swirl around his hands.

      A bolt of molten flame leaped from the orb the thin man carried, searing across the ground and catching Cyll in the shoulder. It struck with such force that he spun and flew into a tent.

      The spell had some serious power behind it. Knell’s eyes narrowed, but he kept hidden. There was no point giving away his position yet, especially with the strength of his opponent’s magic. It moved too fast for him to reasonably dodge, even with his foresight.

      Cyll leaped out of the tent, taking a sword to the shoulder in the process. He roared, slashing at the man that had wounded him, but the bandit nimbly leaped back. As the other three encircled him, Knell noted that they displayed much more tactical ability than the previous bandits.

      “Who are you?” one of them yelled. “What happened to our people?”

      Cyll bared his teeth in a bloody grin and leaped at him. The bandit stabbed Cyll near the collarbone, driving his blade deep into his chest with what should have been a killing blow. Cyll didn’t even flinch as he brought his own sword up into the bandit’s groin, not stopping until it was halfway through his chest.

      He kicked the bandit back, then pulled the sword out of his chest and tossed it to the side. The other two bandits kept their composure and ran back to their leader, who fired another blast of fire.

      It burned a clean hole through Cyll’s stomach and threw him onto the ground. Cyll got back up, the wound already sealing shut.

      “He’s got some sort of regeneration ability,” the leader warned. “Keep him away from me. I’ll burn it out of him.”

      He snapped his fingers and the magic around him surged in power. The man channeled the spell for a moment longer, then whipped it toward Cyll.

      A torrent of fire erupted from the sky above him, obliterating the ground where Cyll stood with a brilliant roar. Knell could feel the heat, even from where he stood. He raised a hand, squinting.

      The spell was so loud that nobody noticed Stix slip up behind the thin man and slash at his neck. Her dagger clanged against something invisible and the spell sputtered to a stop. Stix didn’t hesitate and stabbed him in the chest—this time, the blade punctured flesh and he gasped in pain.

      A bolt of fire shot from the man’s fingertips and struck Stix in the forehead. She crumpled, dead before she hit the ground. Knell’s blood ran cold. If he hadn’t Anchored Stix out of paranoia, she would have been dead.
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      “I’ll be fine,” the thin man snarled, keeping pressure on his stomach wound. “They’re dealt with.”

      The charred husk that had been Cyll twitched. He rose up, ash cascading from his body as it reformed. A snarl stretched across his still-skinless lips. “That hurt, you bastards.”

      “Gods above,” one of the men muttered. “He’s immortal.”

      “Nobody is immortal,” the thin man said, his lips pressed together. He raised his hand again, preparing another spell. Knell grimaced. There were at least thirty more seconds until Stix came back, and he wasn’t sure what dying and reviving constantly did to someone. He wasn’t about to try to test it out, which meant it was time to move.

      Knell stepped out from behind the tent, pointing his staff at the thin man and casting slow. The spell leaped through the air and struck him mid-cast, slowing it to a crawl. Cyll got the idea and reared back, whipping his sword through the air.

      The man’s guards clearly hadn’t been trained to block a huge hunk of deadly metal hurtling through the air toward them. They both dove to the side, and the weapon slammed into the mage’s chest.

      He slid back into normal time, blood bubbling from his lips as he staggered, his eyes latching onto Knell before he fell. Knell paced toward the fallen men, pushing back the weariness encroaching on him and casting slow on the nearest one.

      Cyll ran toward the other, jumping onto him before he could stand. Knell’s Slow wasn’t quite enough to get him in range, so he sent another one at the man, who was halfway through standing back up.

      Pain shot through Knell’s leg as he hobbled, but he ignored it. He drew the sword from his staff and cast Slow on the man again. This time, the difficulty of the spell felt nearly ten times as hard as it had before.

      The effort from casting it nearly brought Knell to his knees, but he’d suffered through pain before. With a snarl, he drove his sword into the bandit’s chest, then flopped onto his back with a groan.

      To the side, he heard Cyll kill the final bandit. The immortal man walked over to Knell, his reforming features appearing above him.

      “You okay, Cap?”

      “I’ve been better,” Knell said with a groan. His hair felt like it had lengthened again, and there were more gray strands in it.

      Magical energy rose up from the men’s bodies and slipped into his body as his mental clock clicked to a stop.

      
        
        The gods have granted you Experience for besting your foe. You have leveled up.

        You have defeated an entity more powerful than you. Experience Granted. Your level has been adjusted accordingly. New skill gained.

      

      

      Knell dismissed the messages and brought up his status screen. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Stix’s body vanish from the ground and appear next to the tent where he’d cast Anchor on her.

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 14

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

      

      

      
        
        Foresight of the Vulture [Legendary] – Peer a short distance into the future, seeing the most likely outcome of actions taken in your immediate surroundings.

        Bloodline: Eternal Body [Epic] – Time magic bends around you, modifying your lifespan and granting you resistance to spatial magics.

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

      

      

      
        
        Tax the Living – Death magic erupts from a wound you have inflicted on a target, inflicting the same damage once more.

      

      

      
        
        Path: Epoch

        Level: 10

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

        Mental Clock – Use time magic to keep time or set an alarm audible only to you.

        Slow – Impede the movement of a single creature by warping the time around them for a brief instant.

        Haste – Increase the movement of a single creature by warping time around them for a brief instant.

        Anchor – Lock a target’s current state in the timeline, returning it to that state after 1 minute passes, reverting any changes to the target that have happened under the duration of Anchor.

        Advent of Eternity (Passive) – You do not fall under the jurisdiction of time. With sufficient strength, it will bend to your will, and your existence is absolute. Perennial Soul; Eternity awaits.

      

      

      Knell flicked the screens away, a small smile tugging at his lips despite the exhaustion threatening to consume him. Another skill had entered his repertoire, although it just felt like the exact opposite of Slow. He forced himself into a seated position, and Cyll flopped down beside him. He was completely naked, and the only thing sparing their eyes was the long white beard that tastefully covered a significant portion of the immortal man’s body.

      “That sucked,” Cyll said. “I lost again.”

      “Well, I died!” Stix snapped, shuddering as she walked to join them. “Shit, I hate that.”

      “Sorry,” Knell said. A spasm rocked his body, and he clenched his teeth. “I might be pushing you too hard.”

      “It’s my fault, not yours,” Stix said. “Your magic is keeping me alive. My damn Path just levels too slowly. The gods must hate me.”

      “Trust me, that’s better than them liking you,” Knell said grimly. Cyll nodded in agreement.

      “Cyll, if you find literally anything to wear, we’ll waive the punishment for you losing again,” Stix said, averting her eyes. “I’ve yet to see someone fully naked, and I absolutely do not want you to be my first.”

      “Why not?” Cyll asked. “I’m a fantastic specimen. I mean, I’ve got a h—”

      “Cyll,” Knell said. “Put on some clothes. Rob one of the bandits. And Twelve Gods, find something that actually fits you.”

      “Spoilsport,” Cyll grumbled, shuffling over to a dead bandit and starting to strip the man.

      “Was it worth it, at least?” Stix asked, sitting beside Knell. “And are you okay? You don’t look so great.”

      “Backlash from my magic,” Knell replied with a yawn. “It’s going away. I’ll be fine. And I don’t know if it was worth it. They were pretty powerful, though. Particularly the mage. If he’d been even slightly prepared for an attack, we might have had some serious difficulty. Even still, a few more seconds or a misstep and we were done.”

      “You didn’t account for any of that?” Stix’s tone wasn’t as accusatory as it was surprised.

      Knell grunted. “I didn’t know our opponents. How can you account for a complete unknown?”

      “Fair enough,” Stix said. “But…what about the villagers?”

      “Hopefully the Path user had something that’ll help us there,” Knell said. “Help me up. I want to check what he had.”
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      Stix stood and pulled Knell to his feet, careful to only put pressure on his good leg. Knell got his staff out under him and hobbled over to the dead mage. He flipped the man over with the crow’s foot at the bottom of his staff, then pushed his jacket open.

      “There’s something in his pocket,” Stix said, kneeling and pulling out a slip of paper. She opened it and frowned, handing it to Knell. “Looks like a map to a dungeon of some sort.”

      “So it does,” Knell mused, studying it. “More crystals, perhaps? Maybe they’ve got the villagers mining in it.”

      “Does that mean there are even more bandits?” Cyll asked, coming back to them wearing a set of mismatching bandits’ clothes that were just a little too tight for him. Knell was almost certain there had to be at least one person whose clothes would have fit the man better, but he didn’t bother pressing it.

      “Probably a few,” Knell replied. “But I doubt their main force would be out in yet another spot. There weren’t that many tents here, and we killed all the local bandits. I suspect what’s left are just the stragglers.”

      “So we’re going to go find them and clear that dungeon out as well?” Stix rooted around in the man’s clothes for a few moments, recovering a pouch of coins and the orb that he’d been using to cast his spells.

      “That would bring things to a nice conclusion. I’m getting rather fed up with these people,” Knell said. “We’re getting stronger, but I wasn’t planning on this being a long excursion. I’d like to get the problem dealt with already so we can make sure we’re fully prepared for Mount Bloodwater. It’ll take some time to sail there as well.”

      “Do you happen to know where it is?” Cyll asked.

      “I’ve got a general idea, but nothing specific,” Knell replied. “It isn’t far from Blackfoot Bay, or nobody would have been gathering there. We’ll give ourselves a week to get there.”

      “So we’ve got, what, two and a half more weeks on the land if we want to play it safe?” Stix guessed.

      “That’s about right,” Knell said. “Plenty of time to improve. Before we leave, I want to get an artifact made as well. We can do that once we deal with the bandits in the dungeon.”

      Cyll wiggled his fingers for the map. Knell handed it over, and the other man studied it for a few moments. “It doesn’t look like this is too far away, right? Maybe half a day’s travel at most.”

      “I was thinking the same,” Knell said. “We should absolutely leave this camp, but I’m not sure if it would be wise to take another fight today. We’re all tired.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Cyll said. “I’m more than happy to keep killing.”

      “If we take longer, wouldn’t more villagers be at risk?” Stix asked with a frown. “The faster we save them, the better, right?”

      “Not if it puts us at risk,” Knell replied. “Don’t forget that my goal is to keep us alive. The villagers are important, but they aren’t worth more to me than our lives. No—we’re going to travel a little closer, but we won’t be engaging today. I won’t take the risk for no reason. Stix, you can focus on cultivating that flower of yours. I need some recuperation as well.”

      “What am I supposed to do?” Cyll complained. “I can’t get stronger.”

      “That’s because you’re already unfairly strong,” Stix muttered. “Being immortal is completely unfair.”

      “Well, you get to use magic.” Cyll crossed his arms. “I can’t do that. I wish I could.”

      Stix blinked. “Seriously?”

      “I mean, who wouldn’t want to use magic?” Cyll asked. “It’s incredible! Not dying is great, but it gets really boring, you know.”

      “Have you ever tried learning?”

      Cyll snorted. “It’s impossible. I don’t have a Path. I cast it aside for my immortality. I don’t regret the decision, but I do wish I could do a little more sometimes. You can only swing a sword so many times before it isn’t fun anymore.”

      “That’s because you use your sword like a club,” Stix said, mirroring his position. “I knew people that dedicated their entire lives to studying the art of the sword in my home village. They loved it more than anything. If you actually cared about your weapon and using it properly, maybe it would be more interesting.”

      Cyll blinked. “I—well, huh. I never considered that. Just thought it was a hunk of metal for killing things.”

      He studied the huge sword that he’d taken from the captain. “How does one go about learning the art of a sword? From what I’ve seen of you, you’re still just stabbing people.”

      “I’m not a swordmaster,” Stix said. “I’m not even a daggermaster. I just use them. To study a weapon art is to dedicate your life to it. I can’t do that. I’ve got other goals.”

      “Oh?” Cyll asked. “Like what? Any hot male elves on your mind?”

      Stix flicked a dagger at Cyll. He didn’t even bother dodging it, and the blade thunked into his palm. He chuckled, pulling the blade out and tossing it back to Stix. “I’ll take that as a no.”

      Knell shook his head, mildly amused at his crew’s antics but unwilling to waste any more time. His body felt like it was mostly back to its normal function, so he raised a hand to get their attention.

      “Enough. Let’s get going. We want to make camp before it’s dark again.”

      Cyll and Stix snapped their mouths shut and fell in behind Knell. The three of them set back off into the forest, leaving the ruins of the bandit hideout in their wake.

      Stix took the lead, carrying the map in one hand as she led them after what they all hoped to be the last group of bandits. They walked for hours, and the forest continued to grow sparser until they reached its end, where it thinned out to a meadow with a few scattered trees throughout it.

      “We should stop here,” Knell said.

      “There’s still an hour or two left of daylight,” Stix said. “We could keep going.”

      “And then we’d be making camp in grassland,” Knell replied. “That’s dangerous. We could be spotted easily. Remaining in the forest will be a lot safer, and we shouldn’t be that far from the dungeon anyway, right?”

      “Probably four hours or so, if this map is accurate,” Stix said. “But I honestly wouldn’t count on it.”

      “Close enough for me,” Knell said. “We’ll rest at the edge of the forest.”

      He sat down against a tree, pushing some foliage and moss together to form a bed. Stix took the spot beside him. She sat cross-legged and opened the box containing the Yin Flower. Her breathing slowed and she closed her eyes.

      Cyll, surprisingly, made as little noise as possible as he laid back on the ground, not bothering to mess with it at all. Knell watched Stix draw in the flower’s energy for a few minutes. He glanced back at Cyll, who gave him a thumbs-up and indicated that he planned to stay awake. Knell nodded, then slipped back and closed his eyes to meditate.
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      The following morning was upon Knell before he could even blink. Sunlight filtered in through the thin foliage of the forest above them, illuminating his face with a ray of gold. He grimaced and rolled to the side before pushing himself upright and brushing some of the dirt off.

      “Sleep well, Cap?” Cyll asked.

      “You didn’t wake me for a watch.”

      “Didn’t need to. Sleep isn’t all that interesting to me anymore,” Cyll said with a shrug. “And Stix took the morning watch anyway. You were the most tired out of all of us after that fight, so we figured you’d want to sleep longer.”

      “I see. I wasn’t actually sleeping, but thank you. You were probably right,” Knell admitted. “Are we all prepared to set off again?”

      They nodded. After a quick breakfast of rations, the crew resumed their march toward the dungeon. According to Knell’s mental clock, it was exactly five hours and three minutes when they caught sight of the dungeon.

      A stout square tower, much like the one that had been in Silver Ridge, sat in the center of a grassy field. Directly before it was a cave opening. It led straight into the ground at an extreme angle.

      “This pillar looks a bit taller than the one in Silver Ridge,” Stix observed. “I guess the monsters are stronger.”

      “Considering how easy Silver Ridge’s dungeon was, I doubt that’ll cause us much problem,” Cyll said. “The bandits are likely the strongest things in there, and we’ve already taken care of their best people.”

      “Probably taken care of them,” Knell corrected. “There’s always a chance we haven’t. Don’t make stupid assumptions.”

      “Right, right,” Cyll said. “So? Can we go kill all of them now? I’m bored.”

      “Might as well,” Knell said, shaking his head. “Stick to Stix’s rules again. They seem to be working pretty well. You aren’t getting instantly restrained every single fight now.”

      “That’s because nobody we’ve fought has used any restraining magic,” Stix pointed out.

      “Bah,” Cyll replied. “Semantics. Let’s go kill some bandits.”

      They walked up to the entrance of the dungeon and started into it. Knell started his mental clock as they went, keeping track of how long they’d been in the dungeon. The halls were dimly lit by flickering torches. Knell tried snuffing one, but the flame re-ignited instantly. Whatever magic held them in place clearly wouldn’t be defeated that easily, and he had no reason to get into a fight with an inanimate object.

      “So, what’s the plan this time?” Cyll asked as they turned a corner. The dungeon path just kept stretching on. There didn’t seem to be any rooms or even an end in sight—just endless hallway.

      “Well, once we get out of this hall, you and Stix will kill everything,” Knell replied. “I’ve already told you this. There can be no real plan when we don’t know what we’re up against. Ideally, I’d like to scope out our opponents and then come up with something. If I were to just make something up now, it would do more harm than good.”

      “So you suck at improv?”

      “I said absolutely nothing to imply that.”

      “You aren’t denying it.”

      “I— Sixteen Seas, I can see why the gods tried to get rid of you,” Knell muttered. “Just kill things and listen to my orders if I give any. I half hope you fail Stix’s challenge so I can see what she makes you do.”

      “You could just make me your first mate,” Stix said, sliding up beside him. “Then he’d have to do what I say.”

      “Absolutely not. You would abuse that power to no end.”

      “I absolutely would.”

      “I slept with your great-grandmother,” Cyll said.

      Knell choked back a laugh, instantly regretting the noise as it slipped out of his mouth. He was refined. Collected. He did not laugh at Cyll’s jokes, even when they were funny.

      “Get back to the present,” Knell whispered. “We’re in enemy territory. Treat it as such. Silence. The only thing I want to hear is my clock.”

      “What clock?” Cyll whispered back.

      Knell didn’t respond. His clock told him that they’d been walking for over ten minutes without a single sign of anything. He was about to order them to turn around when they finally turned another corner and nearly walked straight into an old, wooden door.

      Cyll flexed his hands and glanced back at Knell. Knell confirmed that Stix was ready, then started counting down on his hand. When the last finger fell, Cyll drove his shoulder into the door and threw it open.

      He charted into the room behind it, raising his weapon, and Stix dashed in after him. Knell paused a moment before following after them, pushing the door out of the way as he stepped in.

      There was nobody in the room. At its center was a curved archway, blue energy crackling within it. Cyll lowered his sword, squinting suspiciously around the room. “Well, that was lame.”

      “What is this?” Stix asked, flipping the dagger in her hand. “Doesn’t seem whiskey to me.”

      “It’s an arch, not alcohol,” Cyll said.

      “I— Ugh. It’s slang. I’ve been trying to shake it. It makes me sound like a kid from the backwoods,” Stix said with a sigh.

      “It’s cute. You shouldn’t,” Cyll said, flashing her a wide grin. It quickly faded, and he crossed his arms. “This sucks, though. I wanted to kill something.”

      Stix’s cheeks reddened, and she looked away. Knell’s eye twitched. Was Cyll flirting? No, he was more acting like an older brother or a teasing parent. Knell cocked his head to the side, thinking, then dismissed it. For the moment, all that mattered was the crackling energy before them.
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      “Do any of you know what this arch does?” Knell asked, pacing around it while keeping a healthy distance. “It’s clearly a portal of some kind, but I don’t know anything about portals inside dungeons.”

      “I’ve seen it before,” Cyll said. “Some dungeons were connected to other ones. It’s not super common, but it’s not very rare, either.”

      “Is there a range limit?” Knell asked.

      “Not that I know of. I kind of just went through them. A lot of cities used them for transportation and bringing in supplies when they couldn’t afford to bring the Portal Guild in,” Cyll said. “Are those blokes still around?”

      “They are,” Knell confirmed. “Mostly in major cities and obscenely expensive. They’re also on friendly terms with the gods, and traveling through their portals means putting yourself in their hands. A terrible idea for us.”

      “Ah. Didn’t think about that,” Cyll muttered. “So, we going through this?”

      “Do the portals work both ways?” Knell asked. “And what about any sort of cooldown? Can we go back through it instantly?”

      “Yes and yes,” Cyll said. “Unless something has changed since I last used one. I don’t know about that bit.”

      Knell pursed his lips. On one hand, there was really no reason to press onward. The bandits were almost certainly gone if they had a transport like this. There might even be an ambush waiting for them on the other side. As far as getting stronger went, there were probably hundreds of other opportunities that would work better than hunting a bunch of murderers.

      At the same time—the villagers. Knell’s brows tightened. “Do you think you can quickly enter the portal and then come back over to us?”

      “Sure,” Cyll replied. “What if I don’t come back out?”

      “Make sure you do. You should be able to just hop in and out, right? You said there was no cooldown.”

      “Right. Don’t get caught,” Cyll grumbled to himself. “Oh, what if they follow me back?”

      “That would be perfect,” Knell replied. “I’ll cast Anchor on you, just in case of any complications. We’ll be waiting. Just make sure to yell really loud and duck when you return.”

      “Noted,” Cyll said. Knell cast Anchor on Cyll as he approached the portal and plunged into it without an ounce of hesitation. There was a zap and a sputtering hiss, and he was gone. Stix kept her daggers raised, lowering her stance in preparation to jump.

      Cyll burst back out of the portal a moment later. “All good.”

      “Where did it lead?” Knell asked.

      “I think it was a town,” Cyll replied. “An active one. There was a sign that I didn’t get a chance to read, and it looked like the portal led into a large storeroom of some sort. Maybe they just clear the dungeon out constantly and use this as a waypoint?”

      “Interesting,” Knell said. “I wonder if it was an entire town of bandits. That doesn’t seem very likely.”

      “I’d think they’d just pass through it, right? Maybe it’s a town with laxer laws that is more willing to allow bandits to use it,” Stix said.

      “So? Are we going?” Cyll asked, rubbing his hands together. “I bet they’ve got food. And things to kill. My two favorite things, and they aren’t even mutually exclusive.”

      “What do you think, Stix?” Knell asked.

      “Me? Why?”

      “You’re part of the crew,” Knell replied. “And I genuinely don’t know if this is the right path. I’d like to follow the bandits to figure out where they’ve gone and what happened to the villagers, and I don’t believe they pose us a significant threat considering their level and abilities, but it’s still a risk we don’t need to take.”

      Stix chewed her lower lip. “I think I’d like to try to save people, if that was a possibility.”

      “Then we’ll go,” Knell said. “And scout the area out at least. Cyll, were there alternative entrances to the room?”

      “I wasn’t in there too long.” Cyll shrugged. He suddenly flickered, shifting to stand a bit to the side, where he’d been when Knell had cast Anchor on him. “Gah, that’s weird. But I was in and out, just like you said. It looked like there was only a single way out, though.”

      Knell grunted. “Let’s go, then. No point mulling over it any further. At the first sign of someone being hostile, we attack and retreat. I don’t want to get trapped in some strange area.”

      The other two nodded, and the three of them stepped into the portal. Energy coursed over Knell’s skin as he touched the magic, tickling his body like he’d stepped into a pool of electricity.

      As soon as the sensation started, it was over. His foot hit stone and Knell blinked, his surroundings completely different. They stood in a large stone room, just like Cyll had said. A sign at the edge of the room named it as Brickvale, and a cobbled path led up to a pair of double doors. Light streamed in from behind them, showing that they weren’t too far underground.

      “That was weird,” Stix said, glancing back at the portal behind them. Knell nodded. The portal looked identical to the one they’d stepped through. The dull roar of chatter came from above them, as if they were just below a market square.

      “Doesn’t seem like much of a dungeon,” Knell said. “But I suppose we should check the area out. You first, Cyll. There are definitely people here.”

      “Logically,” Cyll replied, walking up the path to the doors. Knell and Stix kept to the shadows as the immortal man pushed the doors open, flooding the hall with light. “Huh.”

      “What?” Knell asked, squinting.

      “Lots of people. A few looking at me,” Cyll replied out of the corner of his mouth. “But nobody seems to care much.”

      He headed out. Knell followed after him, his staff tapping against the stone. Cyll was right. There were a lot of people. His thought about a market square had almost been completely correct.

      They stood in a large, open square surrounded by ramshackle houses made of stone and wood. People had all gathered in the center of the square, around a huge auctioneer’s stand in front of a long, stone house.

      A man at the stand was belting out prices, and people from the crowd were bidding in a mad fervor.

      “I wonder what they’re selling,” Cyll said. “They seem pretty excited to get it.”

      Knell was less concerned with that than with how people reacted to the newcomers, but it didn’t look like anyone could care less. Some people at the outskirts of the crowd glanced in their direction but quickly returned their attention to the main attraction.
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      “It looks like there are other shops, too,” Stix said, nodding at a tarp-covered wagon where several people had gathered. “I, uh, kind of thought this place would be more…mystical?”

      “Same,” Cyll muttered. “This is lame. It’s just a town.”

      “I suppose we should see what they’re selling,” Knell said. “If the bandits left through here with the townspeople, we’re probably never going to find them. This might be the end of the line.”

      “Hey, we tried,” Cyll replied with a shrug. “That’s more than most.”

      Knell gave a one-shouldered shrug. They entered the crowd, hanging at the outskirts to try and avoid drawing too much attention to themselves. It wasn’t particularly effective with Knell’s appearance and Cyll’s height, but the thought was there.

      As they grew close enough to see the stage, Knell’s disinterest burned away like wheat in a forest fire. There were no products on the stage. There were people, and they were in chains.

      “I think I found where the villagers went,” Cyll said under his breath. “Slavers.”

      “I thought slavery was purged.” Stix hissed. “What are they doing here?”

      “Hush,” Knell said, thankful that the noise of the crowd made it difficult to hear what anyone was saying. “And I don’t see anyone here to enforce the rules. Do you? Power begets right.”

      Stix clenched her hands as the auctioneer shoved a man off the stage into the hands of several bandits, who dragged him out of the crowd. With a flourish, the auctioneer grabbed another man from the line of defeated people at the stand.

      “This one is a fresh catch,” he boomed. “Strong, even if he’s Pathless. Great for working mines or farms. We’ll start at five gold. Go!”

      The crowd erupted with bids, and Knell bit down the disgust building in his stomach. He studied the town, searching for an easy way to bring the entire operation down, but the results were less than encouraging. While Brickvale looked relatively small, it was still a town.

      There were probably a few hundred people within it, all of whom at least tolerated the slave market. He had no information on the strength of anyone here, nor did he even know where they were. If anything went wrong, they would be stranded in this new area.

      “Knell?” Stix pressed.

      “I— What can we do?” Knell asked, his knuckles turning white around his staff. “There’s an entire town of unknown strength.”

      “But—”

      “Our own lives take priority,” Knell said, turning and limping away from the crowd. His crew followed him into the city, and they stepped into a hidden alley to find a more out-of-the-way place to talk.

      “So…what? We just leave them all?” Stix asked.

      “I am thinking,” Knell replied. “The scales are heavily against us. Even if we do something, it will do little to nothing to actually benefit us. We won’t be able to stick around and fight. Many of the slaves will die.”

      “Better to die than live a slave,” Cyll said.

      Knell rubbed his forehead, thoughts flicking through his mind. Every plan he could think of ended the same way—their death. It was one thing to attack a bandit camp. It was another to take on the entire town, where there were almost certain to be multiple powerful people. If the bandits were playing nice inside Brickvale, there was a very high chance that it was run by someone far too powerful for them to currently deal with.

      “We can’t do anything directly,” Knell said after several minutes. “There is not a single path we can take that does not end in our demise if we try to fight the entire town.”

      “Is there a ‘but’ coming in there?” Cyll asked. Even he looked disgusted with the town, which spoke volumes considering Knell had seen him essentially partake in cannibalism.

      “There is. I have an idea that will aid some of the slaves and, more importantly, help progress my own goals as well,” Knell said. “If we can cause a distraction for the slaves and free them, their fates will be in their own hands. Many will die, but some might escape.”

      “What about us? Hard to cause a distraction from far away,” Stix said. “We’ll be caught up in it.”

      A grim smile stretched across Knell’s face. “Not if it’s only one of us. How quickly can you break chains, Stix?”

      “It was hard to tell how sturdy the chains were from where we were standing,” Stix replied, pursing her lips and scrunching her nose. “Honestly, Cyll would be a much better candidate. He’s stronger than I am.”

      “But not nearly as fast,” Cyll pointed out. “I could wade through the crowd, sure, but how long before I got captured? I might free a good number of the poor blokes, but I’ll eventually go down. The whole down will collapse on me.”

      Knell nodded to himself. “No, I’ve got it. This can be done.”

      Cyll cocked an eyebrow. “Without getting me captured?”

      “With almost no risk to you,” Knell replied. “This is perfect, actually. Yes—I don’t know how it took me so long to figure it out. This will work quite nicely.”

      “Are you going to tell us or just crow about it?” Cyll asked.

      Knell’s grin grew wider. “First, how durable are those portals in the dungeon?”
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      Eliza was having the worst day of her life. Her parents were dead, her brother had been sold to a group of bandits, and her entire body ached like it had been put through a grinder. The brand on her right arm burned both body and soul, marking her as nothing more than property.

      Hatred churned in her stomach, but she kept her eyes dead and lifeless. It wasn’t hard to pretend to be defeated—her resolve was cracked and crumbling, only a tiny nudge away from falling into the endless ocean of despair that awaited her.

      Blood dripped from the dozens of wounds covering her body, sticking her torn clothes to her like a smothering blanket. But the tiny spark deep within her, the last semblance of her will, still burned.

      The man before her in line—Jake—was about to be sold off. He’d been the village cartographer, and Eliza still remembered him sneaking her candies whenever she visited his shop. A sob bubbled up in her chest, but she strangled it.

      No matter what the bastards did to her, she wouldn’t cry. Whoever bought her—Eliza would wait until their guard was down, then rip their throat out with her teeth. Even if she didn’t kill them, at least she’d die with the taste of their blood in her mouth.

      “And take a look at this hearty young lass,” the announcer roared, grabbing Eliza by the neck and yanking her upright. Pain erupted in her body, but she pressed her lips together and refused to let the whimper escape.

      “Trust me, gentlemen, she’s quite the specimen,” the announcer drawled, his sleazy voice crawling over Eliza’s skin like snakes. “She’s got the looks. She’s untouched, too—we make sure all the goods you’re provided with are top notch, after all. No scarring or other permanent injury. But, more importantly, she’s got a Path.”

      Eliza tried to spit on him, but her mouth was so dry that she couldn’t muster up the saliva. The announcer laughed in her face.

      “The young lady’s still got a bit of spite in her, but not to worry. You can beat that out of her. The bidding will start at fifty gold. She killed a few good men when we took her in, so we know her Path is combat basted. Imagine how useful she’d be on your crew.”

      “One hundred gold!” a bandit roared.

      “One ten!”

      The bids grew in size rapidly, and the crowd bustled, trying to push closer and get a better look at her. Eliza’s hands trembled helplessly at her sides. They were looking at her like she was a slab of meat. She wanted to kill every single one of them.

      The shouts grew louder. As the bids grew in size, the back of the crowd rippled. Eliza didn’t catch it at first, but cries of anger started to join the merriment. Someone bowled through the crowd, giving no thought to the people he passed as he practically threw them out of the way.

      Within seconds, a towering man with a long white beard had shoved his way up to the front. Green energy danced and twisted around him, making his motions difficult to track. He held a massive sword at his side as if it weighed nothing.

      “Five thousand gold!” the man boomed, not stopping as he blurred toward the stage.

      The bids went silent. Even the shouts of fury stopped as everyone froze, staring at the man as he clambered up the wooden structure. Eliza locked eyes with him for an instant, but the disgust died before it could reach her face.

      There was no lust or greed in the man’s eyes. All she could see in the two endless pools was hunger. Hunger and fury.

      “Just kidding,” the man said, raising his blade. The announcer scrambled back, but the bearded newcomer’s blade was a blur. It struck the slaver like a blunt instrument instead of a sword, turning him into a fine mist of blood.

      The man turned to Eliza and raised his blade again. Relief flooded through her body, and she relaxed, accepting her fate. Death was far preferrable to slavery, and at least she’d seen the announcer die. She could take that with her.

      A clang rang out as her chains shattered. Eliza’s eyes snapped open as she was jerked to her feet, and the man gave her a wide, terrifying grin.

      “Run to the man at the back of the crowd. Escape through the portal, or risk it and try to run elsewhere. Your call. Your life is yours again. Make what you want of it.”

      Then he was moving, his sword slamming down on the other prisoners’ chains, shattering them. Eliza’s brain struggled to process what had happened, but the slavers had no such reservations.

      They roared, charging the white-haired man. He did nothing to stop them as several blades punched into his body, instead maintaining a steady rhythm of freeing the slaves. He was sacrificing himself.

      That was enough to jerk Eliza back into motion. She threw herself off the stage, repressing the pain coursing through her limbs as she forced them to pump with every last scrap of energy she had left.

      Yells rang out from the crowd as it split. Some went to try and stop the man, while others ran after the slaves. Someone grabbed her arm, and Eliza whipped her shoulder up, receiving a satisfying crack for her troubles as someone’s nose broke under the blow.

      They released her, and she kept sprinting, blending into the crowd as they ran. She risked a glance over her shoulder to watch as the bearded man staggered, half a dozen weapons protruding from his back like a porcupine. The slavers had pinned him to the ground so he couldn’t move, but he was laughing.

      Almost all the slaves had been freed, even though many of them laid dead on the ground. Eliza turned her head back to the task at hand and continued running. Her savior had said she needed to find a portal at the back of the crowd, but where—

      She nearly tripped over her feet as she skidded to a stop despite herself. A man—if he could be called that—stood before a stone house. Half of his face was horribly melted and disfigured, and his eyes burned yellow. The tricorn on his head marked him as a pirate.

      “Where do you think you’re going, slave? I saw you on that stage,” a man asked, reaching out and grabbing Eliza’s hand while she was distracted. She tried to throw herself back, but he was much stronger than the last man.

      A bolt of green energy shot from the yellow-eyed man’s staff and struck her captor. He let out a slow groan, and Eliza ripped herself from his grip, sprinting toward the pirate as fast as she could.

      “You are nothing!” the white-haired man roared, his bassy voice splitting through the din of battle. Somehow, he was still alive. “The decree has been passed by Captain Knell. There is no place for slavers in his waters.”

      “What decree?” a slaver standing on top of the wooden podium yelled. “What right does some random pirate have to decide anything?”

      Eliza spotted the yellow-eyed man nod slightly to someone. A moment later, blood splattered across the ground as the man who had spoken died, seemingly out of nowhere. It sprayed across the crowd, and he tumbled down.

      “Your death,” the white hair man yelled, breaking into a crazed cackle. “Your death!”

      Eliza’s skin prickled. She snapped back into motion, forcing her tortured body to stagger past the pirate toward the door behind him. All she could hope was that the white-haired man had told the truth. Freedom awaited—

      Something struck her hard in the back. Eliza cried out as she felt acid burn through her body, working its way into her veins. Poison. She gritted her teeth, her vision starting to turn black.

      Someone grabbed her, but she was too weak to resist. Her vision slowly fading away, she had no choice but to allow the person to drag them away. The last thing she saw was her savior’s bloody face, laughing before the slavers brought their sword down on his neck.
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      Knell moved as quickly as his injured leg would let him, the girl’s dragging across the stone behind him as he rushed to the portal. She’d thank him for it, even if she took a beating on the way down. It was better than being left to the slavers.

      He hurled her through the portal and staggered in after her. By the time Knell’s feet touched the ground on the other side, Stix was already standing by his side. Green strands of energy curled off her shoes and back, turning to smoke in the air behind her.

      Cyll was the last to appear, a wide grin on his face as he popped out of the crackling blue. Without a second of hesitation, Cyll turned and slammed his massive sword into the portal arch. The stone cracked and he reared back, repeating the strike three more times.

      With a groan of protest, the stone crumbled. The arch collapsed to the ground, and the flickering blue disk sputtered before blinking out, taking much of the light in the room with it. Knell slumped against the wall with a sigh, but he couldn’t hide the grin on his face.

      “That was incredible,” Cyll said, rolling his shoulders. “You should have seen the expressions on their faces up close. I pretended to die at the end—I don’t know if it’ll convince any of them now that my body vanished, but you’re probably going to start a few rumors about yourself, Cap.”

      “That’s the idea,” Knell replied. “Even though I would have preferred to show less of my hand, this still accomplished my goals.”

      He yawned, fighting back exhaustion. More of his hair had turned white, but he’d expected that. Casting Haste twice—and overloading it on Stix—had been excruciating.

      “Are you okay?” Stix asked.

      “Backlash from making you move that fast,” Knell replied, shaking the weariness away. He couldn’t afford to sleep. “And possibly having three spells running at once. I would greatly prefer if we don’t do that again.”

      Pain spiked in his chest, and he gritted his teeth until the wave subsided.

      “What about the girl?” Cyll asked, nudging the young woman that Knell had thrown through the portal. “Why’s she just lying there?”

      “I assumed she’d passed out,” Knell replied.

      Stix knelt beside the woman and put a hand to her neck. The elf frowned and tugged the woman’s torn clothing back, revealing a sickly purple patch spreading across her body.

      “She’s poisoned. Her heartbeat is slow.”

      “Shit. I liked the fire in her eyes,” Cyll said. “Bummer. She dead?”

      “Not yet,” Stix replied, glaring at Cyll. “But she probably will be. I don’t know that much about individual poisons, but considering how slow her heart is beating and how weakened she looks, I doubt it’ll be long.”

      “It’s not guaranteed, though?” Knell asked, studying the woman.

      “I mean, there’s always a chance she pushes through,” Stix said. “But it’s probably incredibly low. Look at the shape she’s in. We don’t have a healer, and she isn’t going to live long enough to make it to one.”

      Knell’s hands tightened around his staff. He rapped the woman in the shin with it. She let out a weak groan, and Stix stared at him in shock.

      “What are you doing? Let her pass in peace at least!”

      Knell ignored Stix and rapped the woman a second time. She coughed, her eyes flickering open. They were dilated, and her skin was so thin that Knell could see the veins under it.

      “Do you want to live?”

      Her lips quivered, but her eyes were dim. Whatever she wanted to say was lost to the poison. Knell drummed his fingers on the staff for a few moments.

      “It’s fine, Knell,” Stix said softly. “She didn’t die a slave. We gave her—and a lot of others—a chance. Let her pass with dignity.”

      “No,” Knell replied, coming to a decision. The woman wasn’t dead yet, even with the poison eating away at her. That was enough of a declaration for him. She wanted to live.

      He forced his exhausted body to gather what energy he could, then cast Anchor on the fallen woman. Green smoke enveloped her, fading a few seconds later.

      “Isn’t that just going to bring her back to where she was a minute ago?” Cyll asked.

      “Correct.”

      “But…she’ll still be poisoned,” Stix said. “That doesn’t cure anything that happened before it was cast, does it?”

      “It does not.”

      “Then…you’re just going to be torturing her! She’ll die as soon as you stop casting Anchor.”

      “You said there was a chance she could push through,” Knell replied, sitting down to watch the woman. Pain tightened her features, and a moan slipped through her lips as the poison worked deeper into her body. “I will give her that chance again and again, until she succeeds.”

      Stix gaped. “That’s…even if she does somehow pull through, do you really think she’ll be okay after? It could take hundreds of attempts! Do you even have enough magic to do that?”

      “I will go as long as she can,” Knell said, leaning his head against the wall. “Then, if she does fail, it will not be because I did not do everything I could.”

      “Do you think this is a mercy?” Stix asked. “If she does fail, her final minutes will be in agony. That’s a hellish way to go.”

      “Mercy is for the gods, and they have none,” Knell replied. “This is not mercy. This is my will.”
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      Eliza’s world was pain. Agony wracked her body, coursing through her veins like magma. Her head pulsated and her fingers felt like they were rotting off. The world spun around in a greenish haze, and every sound that reached her ears felt like an explosion.

      Through the suffering, she could barely make out flashes of cold stone pressed against her flesh. Shadowy forms floated in and out at the edges of her vision, and for an instant, she caught a flicker of a white beard.

      Darkness started to encroach on her vision, and she almost welcomed it. She was spent. The pain was too much, and the darkness brought relief. Her body relaxed, going still as she started to let go.

      And then the world warped. The darkness vanished, ripped away from her, and the pain began anew. Eliza would have cried if she had any tears left to shed or if her body could even twitch of its own volition.

      It happened again. And again. Every single time the shadows reached up to comfort her, they were banished. Everything started to blend together into a mishmash of pain and blurry color.

      Eliza didn’t know how long she floated in the void between life and death, poison tearing through her very being. What little mental resistance she had left was long gone, worn away by the agony.

      Words floated in and out of her mind, but they meant nothing to her. The longer the torture went on, the more it seemed to melt into one endless eternity. And then, from the spiraling nothingness, a single clear thought flashed past her mind.

      A white-haired man, his mouth spread in a grin, as he was pressed to the ground by dozens of weapons. Blood covered his body, but there wasn’t an ounce of defeat in his eyes. He was indomitable. He didn’t spit in the face of death; he simply ignored it. There was no fear or anger—just refusal.

      It was as if he had told the end of all things that he didn’t care. Die or live, it was the same to him. Eliza clutched onto the memory like a drowning sailor to a piece of flotsam. And, from the endless sea of pain, something new bloomed.
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      Knell’s staff clattered from his hands. He groaned, too tired to reach the few inches over to pick it back up. There wasn’t a single modicum of strength or magic left in his body. He was spent.

      Stix’s hands clenched and she picked his staff up, setting it down on his lap.

      “That’s enough, Knell. Don’t kill yourself.”

      “I—I know,” Knell said, his head thunking against the wall as he looked up to the ceiling. “That’s all I can do. I just wanted to take something more from the gods. Even if it was something as simple as a mortal life. To keep her from Mordrigal for just a little longer—it’s worth it.”

      “You really hate them, don’t you?” Stix asked.

      “More than anything,” Knell replied. “You cannot comprehend how evil they truly are, but you will.”

      “I think I’m starting to get an idea,” Stix replied, looking sadly at the prone woman. The patch of purple flesh had grown until it covered most of her back, peeking out from the tatters of her clothes like an angry bruise. “This isn’t your fault, though. You did everything you could.”

      “I know that,” Knell replied, the corner of his lips tugging upward for an instant. “I don’t blame myself. I did more than I should have. This was a risk. I just hate seeing the innocent suffer. I do not want to see others like me.”

      Stix’s hand twitched, as if she were considering patting him on the shoulder. Then the woman on the ground twitched. They all froze as she bolted upright with a gasp. Sweat poured down her body, and her breathing came in ragged gasps.

      The poison that had been spreading across her receded, pulling back across her body and collecting in a small scar just above her shoulder.

      “Whiskey,” Stix breathed. “She’s alive?”

      “I-I’m alive?” the woman asked, staring at her hands. “Was that the afterlife? Did you bring me back?”

      “Well, would you look at that?” Cyll asked, clapping his hands. “Don’t doubt your captain, Stix.”

      The girl spun toward him. Her mouth dropped open, and she scrambled back, stopping against the wall. Reverence and awe shone in her eyes. “You died. I saw you die. To save us.”

      “What, me?” Cyll asked with a chuckle. “Dying is out of style, so I decided not to.”

      “But—you were buried by slavers,” she whispered. “Did you kill them all?”

      “No,” Stix said. “We ran after doing what we could to free everyone. The good captain dragged me back so I could get away in time.”

      The woman’s eyes widened. “Wait, we’re still in danger! We have to move, the slavers are close. They could—”

      “They’re not here,” Knell interrupted her. “We went through a portal and broke it. This area is safe. Try not to strain yourself too much right now. Just relax. That poison nearly killed you.”

      “I don’t understand how it didn’t,” she said. “It’s fading now, but I could feel it. Death. I should have passed on, but something stopped me…”

      Her words trailed off as she glanced from Cyll to Knell.

      “…you said he dragged you back,” she breathed. “It was you? You kept me alive?”

      Knell inclined his head slightly.

      “Are you a god?”

      Knell’s face darkened, and Cyll snorted in laughter.

      “He is not,” Stix said. “Touchy subject.”

      The tension in the woman’s back faded, and she shifted to her knees before pressing her head to the ground. “I thank you for saving my life. All of you. I—I am relieved. I thought I was going to die. That the gods had abandoned me.”

      “They did,” Knell replied gruffly. “Although they never cared for you in the first place. The thing that saved you was your own perseverance. I simply paved a path for you to follow.”

      She raised her head slightly, not daring to make eye contact with Knell. “I owe you all my life. Thank you. My name is Eliza.”

      “It was fun. Don’t worry about it,” Cyll said. “Nobody deserves to be a slave.”

      “I—I have a request,” Eliza said, swallowing. “My brother. He was taken by the slavers and sold before I was, at another city. Can you save him?”
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      “We have our own mission,” Knell said slowly. “But I do not tolerate slavers. What city was he sold in?”

      Eliza shook her head helplessly. “I don’t know. They didn’t let us see.”

      “What about the city you came from?” Stix asked.

      “My home village is—was—called Driftgreen. We traveled for almost a week before he was sold.”

      Knell dug through his memories, but the name meant nothing to him. “I’m sorry. I have no idea where that is. We only arrived at Brickvale through a portal, and we just destroyed the way back in order to escape.”

      Eliza stared at the ground, then gave them a jerky nod. “I understand. You have already done far more for me than I could ever ask.”

      “And yet, I think you’re about to ask for something else.” Cyll grinned. “Spit it out. Let’s hear it.”

      “You fight against slavers and their ilk, right?” Eliza asked.

      “They stand directly against my path,” Knell replied. “I don’t seek them out, but I will destroy the ones that I can. They are not my ultimate goal, though.”

      “You seek a greater evil?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Then I wish to join you,” Eliza said. “Please. I need to get strong enough to save my brother. He is still alive. He has to be.”

      “There is no guarantee we’ll ever find your brother, and our path is not a safe one. There’s a very real chance you will die,” Knell said.

      “I don’t care. I’m not strong enough to save him. I need power.”

      Knell studied Eliza for several seconds. Then he sighed.

      “No.”

      “What? Why? Is it because I’m weak? I can get stronger. I have a combat Path!”

      “It’s not that. You are not inadequate,” Knell said. “Your goal is too urgent. Your brother needs your help. If you were to join my crew, I would not let you wander around aimlessly until you found him. You would be required to aid in my quest, but it is not your goal. You would lose more in aiding me than you would gain.”

      Eliza opened her mouth to protest, but the words died on her lips. She pressed her lips together and bowed again, pressing her head to the stone for several seconds before slowly pushing herself to her feet.

      “Thank you. You are a kind man.”

      “Your standards for kindness are not high,” Knell said. “But I am glad that I was able to help even a few people. It is disappointing that we could not deal with the bandits as much as I would have liked to.”

      “You did more than almost anyone else would have,” Eliza said. “Thank you. I—I’m going to train. And get stronger. My brother needs my help. Then, after he’s safe, if I seek you out again, will you let me join your crew?”

      Knell fought back a yawn. The exhaustion of overusing his magic was getting to him, but he refused to disrespect the woman. “I will consider it. No promises. There are many ways to make people’s lives better. Joining my crew is not the only one.”

      Eliza gave them a weak smile, then inclined her head to Cyll once more.

      “We’ll be going, then,” Knell said. “We have much to accomplish, and I need to drop by the local town—one that isn’t Brickvale.”

      “Do you want us to escort you to safety?” Stix asked Eliza. She glanced at Knell, realizing that she hadn’t gotten his permission, but he just shrugged.

      “Thank you, but I will be fine,” Eliza said, touching the green on her back. “I need to become strong. I will forge my own path. If I am protected at every turn, then I will not be able to save my brother, and this poison changed my Path. I will need to learn.”

      “Good luck, then,” Stix said. She extended a hand to Knell, pulling the captain to his feet with a grunt. Knell got his staff out from under him. “You can find him, Eliza. I know it.”

      “I hope you can save your brother,” Knell said. “And remember, Mercy is for the strong. You may have to become a monster if you wish to save those that cannot protect themselves. Such is the price for power.”

      Eliza nodded once more, and the other three slowly made their way out of the room. She watched them go, then let out a slow breath. Crossing her legs, she closed her eyes and leaned her head against the wall.

      A faint chime rang through the room. Eliza’s eyes snapped back open. A new man stood in the room, a staff bearing a bell resting against his side. He wore all black, with a square hat that covered much of his face.

      “Who are you?” Eliza asked, struggling to stand upright. She raised her hands defensively, but the man just chuckled.

      “You have potential, girl. Knell was right about one thing—you need power to protect. But you don’t have to earn it alone.”

      “I— You know the man that saved me?”

      “We’ve worked together,” the man replied, his grin growing wider beneath the shadow of his hat. “And I think I can help you, Eliza.”

      “How so? And you still haven’t told me your name.”

      “You seek power. I can train you, for a small price. My travels can get lonely, and a companion would bring me much delight. Especially one with potential.”

      “I’m no whore,” Eliza growled.

      “You misunderstand. I will not touch a hair on your body unless we are training. Your flesh holds no appeal to me, but your potential does. I can feel the hatred burning in you. Let me mold it.”

      Eliza swallowed. “How do you know my name?”

      He didn’t reply. Just when she opened her mouth to speak again, the man spoke once more.

      “I am known as the Ferryman. But you—you can call me Joseph.”
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        * * *

      

      The ground was bouncing. Knell repressed a groan and screwed his eyes shut. As soon as they’d walked out of the cave, he’d nearly collapsed from exhaustion. Cyll had thrown him over his shoulder, and they were jogging in the direction of Silver Ridge. There were still some hours left in the day, and there was no reason to waste them.

      “Are you okay?” Stix asked. “Cyll is holding you like a sack of potatoes.”

      “I’m doing fine,” Knell grumbled, but he didn’t ask to be set down. He wasn’t stupid or prideful enough to bother. He’d slow them down in his current state, and he wasn’t entirely convinced he could stand right now anyway.

      “Was it really okay to leave that girl alone?” Stix asked.

      “She’ll live. She has the motivation,” Knell replied. “If she’d needed us to take her to safety, her spirit might have been broken. It would have been best for her if she had a trainer, but I don’t have the time to do that. None of us do. She’ll have to forge her own path.”

      “That’s how it should be done,” Cyll said, slightly out of breath. “And damn, a few hundred years underground really ruins your physique. I can’t believe I’m panting.”

      “If you stopped talking so much, you’d probably have more air,” Stix grumbled.

      “On second thought, I love being out of breath,” Cyll said. “Your sorrow is so much more motivating than oxygen ever could be.”

      Knell shook his head amidst the bounces, his weary mind relaxing further. He wanted to try to meditate, but it was impossible in his current position. Wasting time infuriated him, but even he needed to sleep every once and a while.

      His eyelids slowly lowered, and he drifted off to sleep, Stix and Cyll’s argument growing fainter until it was lost amidst the darkness.
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      Knell awoke with a start. He grimaced, blinking the blinding light away as he sat up. Cyll raised a hand in greeting.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living.”

      “Doesn’t feel like the land of the living,” Knell muttered, wiping the crust from his eyes and stretching. “How long was I out?”

      “A little over a day,” Cyll replied. Knell’s eyebrows rose, and he glanced around. They sat in the forest once again, and its density implied they were pretty close to Silver Ridge if Knell remembered the topology correctly.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yep. You’ve got a few white hairs, you know. Were those always there?”

      Knell scrunched his nose and ruffled through his hair, plucking the offending white strands. “No. Where’s Stix?”

      “Using her Yin flower,” Cyll replied. “She climbed into a tree because apparently she can focus better there.”

      “More like she was trying to get away from you,” Knell said with a smirk. “Did we run into any trouble while I was out?”

      “Nothing,” Cyll replied. “It’s a ghost town. Literally, this time.”

      Knell sighed. “Yeah, I can imagine. I wonder how many of the townsfolk we actually managed to save.”

      “Eliza was at least one.”

      “She didn’t come from here,” Knell pointed out. “But one is better than nothing. Hopefully some of the others managed to escape in the chaos.”

      “You can’t save everyone,” Cyll said, his lips turning down as an old memory seemed to wash over him. “Better to not care and focus on keeping yourself alive.”

      “Then I’d be no better than the gods,” Knell said. He spotted his staff on the ground next to him and grabbed it, pushing himself upright with a grimace. Needles danced up his good leg, and it took him a moment to get his full range of movement back.

      “Ready to get moving already?” Cyll asked. “What about food? You’ve got to be hungry.”

      “I’ll eat once we’re on the ship,” Knell said. “The sooner we’re moving toward a city, the better.”

      The trees above rustled, and Stix dropped from the foliage, landing lightly on her feet. She looked refreshed, and the remnants of a faint white aura flickered around her for a few seconds before fading away.

      “You look happy,” Knell observed.

      “The Yin flower is incredible,” Stix said breathlessly. “I’ve gone up three levels already. I know this speed won’t last that long, but I’ve been stuck at level twelve for nearly a year. Now I’m up to fifteen, and I got a new ability.”

      “Oh?” Cyll asked. “What is it?”

      “An improved tracking spell,” Stix replied. “I can bring back the shadows of the people that were in an area sometime in the past day, and they’ll show me what the people did and where they went.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      Stix rolled her eyes. “At least I have abilities. All you can do is not die.”

      “Ouch. I actually felt that one,” Cyll said, clambering to his feet. “If you had a few hundred years, I might actually start to have a match in you.”

      Stix harrumphed. “We’re heading off, right?”

      Knell nodded in reply. “Lead the way, if you please. I’ve got no idea where we are.”

      “Ha. See? I’m useful,” Stix said, taking the front of the party and heading into the forest with the crew behind.

      “Congratulations,” Cyll said. “You’re the group bloodhound. I’ll toss you a slice of cheese as reward once we get back to the ship.”

      They made good time through the forest and soon came back upon the walls of Silver Ridge. The fog that had hung in the air the previous day was gone—now, the city just looked sad.

      After a quick stop to raid a few house pantries for food, the three got back onto their ship and set sail along the shore. They had the old captain’s logbook, but since none of them were particularly good at navigating or deciphering it, their course was estimated at best.

      Luckily, Cyll knew enough to keep them moving in the right direction. It helped that they were just following the shore, and having a solid starting point of Silver Ridge made it so that all they had to do was not crash the ship.

      Around a day later, a bay came into view. Masts poked out from within it, and Knell could see a decently sized city behind the dock nestled within it.

      “There we go,” Cyll said triumphantly, turning the wheel to angle them toward the entrance of the bay. “Land ho. Lighthill.”

      “I thought you said we were going to some place called Queen’s Stranding,” Stix muttered, glancing up from the Yin flower nestled in her hands.

      “Turns out, that was the other direction,” Cyll said with a shrug. “Oh well. There was a city on either side of Silver Ridge, so it was a fifty-fifty guess.”

      “We really need to find someone who knows how to navigate the gods-cursed ship,” Knell said with a sigh, opening his eyes and breaking free of his meditation. He hadn’t moved from his spot much during the trip, and he was pretty confident that his next level wasn’t too far away.

      “You think they’re friendly to pirates?” Stix asked as the docks grew closer.

      “Doubtful, considering Silver Ridge was supposed to be in guild territory,” Knell replied. “But the flag is already lowered, and nobody knows who we are yet. We shouldn’t have any trouble, especially since the guild and the pirates aren’t currently at war.”

      “Not to mention we aren’t officially part of the pirates,” Cyll said, raising one of the sails and turning back to grin at Stix. “We got kicked off Blackfoot Bay before we could join that wench, Sorfina.”

      “Oh yeah,” Stix said, her eyes narrowing. “I remember.”

      “She’ll get what’s coming,” Knell said evenly. “I haven’t forgotten. We must simply pick our battles. The price for betrayal will be dealt during the Mount Bloodwater opening, when we take whatever it is they wanted and make a name for ourselves.”
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      “Don’t you find it strange that we’re going after something and don’t even know what it is?” Stix wondered. “I mean, what if it’s completely useless?”

      “Then at least they won’t have it,” Knell said with a grin. “But don’t worry. We do know that there’s a Boon from Selenia in that mountain. At the very least, if we can get that, we’ll be able to make an artifact.”

      “Or absorb it,” Cyll said. “You can get dozens of levels at once from eating Boons.”

      “Eh. I tried it once,” Knell said, waggling his hand. “I only got a few. It was a waste.”

      “What?” Cyll asked, nearly losing control of the sail he was preparing for docking. “How? Even the smallest Boon gave more than that—I remember how badly everyone wanted to get their hands on them.”

      “I don’t know. I’m just telling you what happened,” Knell replied. The dock was quickly growing on them now, and there was little time left for conversation.

      Cyll grabbed rope from the deck as they drifted into an open spot, throwing it over a post and then leaping onto the dock to moor them. Stix helped him, and they were docked a few seconds later.

      “Nicely done,” Knell said as Cyll helped him onto the dock. “And thank you.”

      “No problem. Only crashed a few ships into the docks in my life,” Cyll said proudly.

      “That doesn’t seem like something to be proud of,” Stix muttered.

      “Come on,” Knell said, shaking his head as he walked toward the city. Several guards sat along the docks, watching them with half-lidded eyes. Nobody seemed particularly interested in the ship, and Knell liked it that way.

      They entered the town proper. Small, one-story homes had been arranged in neat rows. Most of them were built from cobbled brick, but there were a few stragglers that still had wooden walls.

      A few people wandered around, mostly wearing seafaring clothes. Everyone was armed to varying degrees.

      “What now? Find someone that can help out with…” Stix nodded at Knell’s bag, where the Boon was stored.

      He nodded. “With some luck, there should be someone that can help, but let’s keep it to ourselves for now. I don’t want to deal with fighting off a bunch of idiots.”

      They followed the street into the center of town, where a small market had been erected. Several dozen tents lined the square. Most of them looked to be selling supplies, but Knell spotted several weapon and armor shops.

      The market was busy, but not oppressively so. Even better, the merchants didn’t call them over or bother the group as they wandered around. Everyone seemed content to just go about their own business.

      “There,” Stix said, pointing at a stone building across from them. “There’s smoke coming out of its chimney. Probably means it’s a smithy of some sort, right?”

      “Good catch,” Knell said. The building had no label, and it didn’t even have a door. There was simply an opening leading into a small room. The walls were covered with a mixture of weaponry and metal tools, and a bored man sat at a counter at the back, spinning a dagger in his hand.

      He started when they walked in, nearly dropping the blade, but managed to grab it before it fell. The man cleared his throat and put the weapon away. His eyes caught on Knell’s appearance for a moment, but he was a professional and quickly got control of himself.

      “Welcome to Greb’s Smithy. I’m Greb. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m looking for a talented smith,” Knell replied. “One that can make some more…advanced tools. More than just metal.”

      Greb’s eyebrows rose. “More than metal? You mean an artificer?”

      “Depends. Are you an artificer?”

      “I am,” Greb replied, letting out a sigh. “Not that I’ve gotten to do much work recently. Before you ask—no, I do not happen to be carrying around a Boon that I can just make into an item for you. I do not care how much money you have. I don’t have a Boon. That means I can’t make the item.”

      “You get a lot of people asking?” Cyll asked, smirking.

      “You have no idea,” Greb grumbled. “So, with that out of the way, maybe I can interest you in a well-made sword instead? A good sword will kill you just as good as an artifact will, it just needs a bit more effort. They start at—”

      Knell pulled the Boon out of his bag. Greb sputtered, his sentence dying on his lips as he stared at the orb.

      “That’s a Boon.”

      “And you’re an artificer,” Knell said. He took the demon skull out as well. “I believe this item has special properties. It’s from some sort of monster, so I imagine it would lend itself well toward artificing.”

      Greb swallowed. “Aye, that’s true. I can work with that. Nobody better, you hear?”

      He reached for it, but Knell pulled his hand back. “Hold on. We’ll be coming to a contract before I give you anything. I’ll not have my Boon wasted on something worthless or made by an incompetent.”

      Greb narrowed his eyes. He jutted his chin out and crossed his hands, trying to make himself look as imposing as possible. “Boy, you might have a scary face, but you don’t intimidate me. I’m the only artificer ’round these parts, and it’s because I’m damn good at my job. I’ve done work for guildies before, and I can make whatever you need.”

      “Why’d you look so desperate for the job, then?” Cyll asked.

      Greb seemed to deflate. “Because nobody has Boons. How many Scions do you think die in this area? I’ll give you a hint: not many. It’s damn hard to find artificing work, and the artificers in larger cities are already established. I’d get chased out if I tried to ply my trade there, so I take the scraps I can find here.”

      “How do we know you’re talented enough, then?” Knell asked. “If you haven’t gotten much experience artificing, why should I let you use my Boon?”

      “Bah, I hate bargaining,” Greb said. He waved his hand, casting shimmering words out into the air between them.

      
        
        Greb Smith

        Artificer [Rank One]

        Level: 29

      

        

      
        Upgrade Orbs:

        [???]

        [???]

        [???]

        …

        Bloodline:

        [Copperforge Monkey]

      

      

      

      “There,” Greb said, dismissing the information. “You can see I’ve evolved my Path since it’s Rank One, and I have at least three upgrade orbs, not to mention a Bloodline.”
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      “Not things a smith typically has,” Cyll observed.

      “We’re in guild territory,” Greb replied with a grim shrug. “Adapt or die. We aren’t in the pampered mainland here. Now, enough wasting time. Are you giving me the damn Boon or not?”

      “You’ve quite proved yourself,” Knell said, handing him the Boon and the demon skull. “But I don’t find verifying your abilities a waste of time. This is not a small job I’m giving you.”

      Greb grunted. “I know. What do you want me to make this do? If this is a demon, it might have some inclination already. It might try to force the Boon to do something specific and essentially craft itself.”

      “If you can, something defensive,” Knell replied. “If the demon skull takes over, don’t fight it. Something that lives to fulfill a purpose should not be stopped. It will be stronger if it does what it wants to.”

      “I agree,” Greb said, a grin stretching across his tanned face. “Wait here. Artificing doesn’t take long, and I think I know just what to do with this. You’re pirates, aren’t you?”

      “Who said that?” Stix asked, casually putting her hand on the hilt of a dagger.

      Greb laughed. “Don’t get knotted up, girl. Your friend is wearing a tricorn and looks like he took a dip in lava. You certainly aren’t guildies, and no bandit with half a brain would show up in this town. There weren’t many options left.”

      “Why do you ask?” Knell asked. “I am not one for small talk, unless this somehow applies to the artificing job.”

      “Oh, I was just talkin’ to myself,” Greb said with a grin. “I know just what to do with this. Make yourselves comfortable.”

      He walked into the back of the store, disappearing through an arch. Knell and the others sat down along the wall.

      “Now what?” Cyll asked.

      “Keep an eye out,” Knell replied. “I’ll be meditating. No point wasting time.”

      His eyes were closed and his attention cast inward before the others could say anything. Two hours flashed by. The sound of a hammer ringing against metal occasionally came out from the back room, but the smithy was mostly silent.

      
        
        You have leveled up.

      

      

      Knell’s eyes opened, a grin crossing his face. The gods were loath to reward anything other than real combat or training with experience, but every small bit counted. It was easy to see their reluctance in the short, curt message as compared to the longer one that people got for winning fights. He checked his screen just in case.

      Unfortunately, the level-up hadn’t gained him any new Scion abilities, and Epoch was still firmly stuck at the same level. It was clear that it wouldn’t be going anywhere if he didn’t fight, and if his opponents weren’t stronger than he was, it would take a ridiculously long time to get it to where he needed his strength to be.

      “Done sleeping?” Cyll asked, yawning. “This is boring.”

      “I was not sleeping,” Knell corrected. “I was meditating.”

      “Same thing.”

      “You can advance your Path while meditating, if you’ve had enough experiences recently to ponder over,” Knell said with a frown. “Although I suppose you can’t advance your Path at all, can you?”

      “Not in the slightest,” Cyll replied. “Bummer. I guess I’ll have to stick to sleeping and enjoying my off time like a normal person. Maybe Stix can join you and stare at some trees for inspiration.”

      “Egh. I’d rather not,” Stix said with a grimace. “I tried it once because my elders said that meditation could help me increase the speed I leveled up. It’s horrible. It takes forever and is incredibly boring. You barely even get that much of a benefit from it. I don’t see the point.”

      “Any benefit you can gain is one you should take,” Knell replied. “And our bodies need to rest. That’s why I usually meditate when others sleep.”

      “Then when do you sleep?”

      “If you can relax sufficiently, you can make your body undergo the same regenerative effects that sleep provides while meditating,” Knell said. “It took some years to learn, but I am now apt at it. I can’t go every day without sleeping, but I can go for quite some time.”

      Stix shuddered. “No way. I like sleeping.”

      She stood up, stretching like a cat before shaking her head and walking up to one of the walls to study the weapons.

      “I haven’t seen a lot of these before. Are they all normal?”

      “Pretty much,” Cyll said. “I’m not seeing anything too strange, even though it’s been a few hundred years. How sheltered is the Shadowdance tribe now?”

      “We aren’t sheltered,” Stix said defensively. She paused for a moment. “Well, maybe a little. Younglings aren’t allowed outside the tribe’s territory until we turn eighteen. That makes sure that, when we get to the outside world, we’ll be prepared to defend ourselves.”

      “And yet you don’t know half of what any normal person would,” Cyll said.

      “That’s not true! I’m just a little…uneducated on a few small points.”

      “Like every interaction that isn’t stabbing someone,” Cyll drawled. “The only reason you get along with the cap so well is that he’s so blunt that he doesn’t care.”

      Knell closed his eyes again, returning to meditating while Cyll and Stix talked.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Stix asked, crossing her arms. “I’m perfectly fine at other things.”

      “Like flirting?” Cyll asked, cocking an eyebrow. “I remember what you were doing at Blackfoot Bay. That was hilarious, mind you. But I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone lose interest in a woman faster.”

      Stix turned her nose up. “Well, I wasn’t interested in him anyway. I just needed information. And why would I need to be good at flirting? I don’t care about that kind of thing.”

      “That was just an example. You’re—how would you say it—whiskey with those daggers of yours. But you’re an assassin.”

      “I’m a Shadow Stalker.”

      “And what happens when you get your Path to evolve?” Cyll asked, cocking an eyebrow. “You planning to double down on the tracking?”

      “Well, no,” Stix admitted. “Tracking is useful, but that isn’t what I want to focus on. I plan to be a lot more than that.”

      “Then there you have it. You’re planning to be an assassin,” Cyll said. “I’m no assassin, but I worked with ’em before. And you aren’t one.”

      “Are you just doing this to insult me? It isn’t going to work.”

      “Bah,” Cyll spat. “You don’t get it. You’re part of the crew. As amusing as making fun of you is, I’ve also got a vested interested in making sure you don’t get yourself killed or place needless stress on the cap.”

      Stix pressed her lips together. “What, you think I need to practice my abilities more?”

      “Yes, but not the ones you’re thinking,” Cyll said. “An assassin should be invisible.”

      “I’ve got a stealth skill.”

      “Barely,” Cyll scoffed. “And that’s not true invisibility. What happens when someone has a high-level identification skill that reveals you? Poof, no more assassin. If all you are is your Path, then you are nothing.”
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      “I don’t think I understand what you’re getting at,” Stix said. “You’re saying I should learn to be invisible without my skills?”

      “Exactly,” Cyll said. “You won’t physically go invisible without magic, of course, but you stick out like a sore thumb. A real assassin should blend into the crowd so seamlessly that they’re impossible to spot. Assassins are charismatic. They are faceless. They’re your friend’s friend that you know of but have never really gotten to know, and they’re the last people you’d ever expect a dagger to come from. You, on the other hand, are striking. As soon as your magic is down, you draw attention. You can kill, but you don’t have the abilities to get there on your own without the cap aiding you.”

      Stix opened her mouth to reply. Then she slowly closed it as Cyll’s words processed.

      “I’m not talking about when Knell used you as bait on purpose,” Cyll continued. “Really, you’ve done fine. But when you got blasted by the fire guy—and my flirting example—you didn’t fit in at all. They knew you were there, and they were watching you. That should never happen for an assassin.”

      “I think I might be seeing what you’re getting at,” Stix admitted reluctantly. “But I wasn’t taught to be an assassin.”

      “Don’t look at me,” Cyll said with a shrug. “I’m just talking. I can’t teach you, but the first step to fixing something is knowing there’s a problem.”

      Stix nodded thoughtfully, and they drifted off into silence. It was another thirty minutes before their peace was finally over. Greb emerged from the back of the smithy, soaked in sweat. His face was pale and his hair matted down, but a weak grin was stretched across his features.

      “Done and done,” Greb said, his words coming out strained. “Made it.”

      Knell’s eyes opened, and he pushed himself up with his staff. “And?”

      “We were right. Thing has a mind of its own,” Greb said, setting the demon skull on the counter. It had formed into a shoulder guard and attached to a pauldron covered with heavy black feathers. One of the skull’s eyes twinkled, a shard of polished green gemstone glinting within it.

      “It looks much heavier than it is,” Greb said. “You look like a lightweight, so I figured it would be best to avoid making this actual armor. Sure, it’ll take a hit, but its physical properties are pretty much all just appearance.”

      “What does it do?” Knell asked, completely unbothered by the insult.

      “That’s the curious bit,” Greb replied. “When I was making it, I wanted to try to give you some sort of magical shield. The skull rejected me completely, and I would have seriously broken it had I tried to do more. It’s…hungry.”

      “How can a skull be hungry?” Stix asked. “It’s dead.”

      Greb turned an eye on her. “Nothing is truly dead when you’re artificing, lass. Especially the strong materials.”

      “To the point, please,” Knell said, tapping his leg impatiently.

      “Bah. No sense for dramatic effect. You can think of this like a recycler,” Greb said. “It’s literally hungry. Put something into it and this thing will refine it, consuming the impurities and spitting it out.”

      Knell’s eyes narrowed. “And how is that useful to me?”

      Greb smirked, as if he’d predicted the question. “Worried I ruined your piece to make something worthless, eh? Well, take a closer look. I had to remove some portions of the skull to fit the Boon inside the eye as well as affix it to the pauldron properly, so I put those to use as well. A two-for-one special. That’s why it took me so long—I had to outsource a little bit of work.”

      He set a flintlock on the table. It was made from equal parts cherry red wood and stark white bone. Jagged carvings covered the bone, giving it a savage appearance. In contrast, the wood was refined and elegant. If it weren’t for the bone, it would have looked perfect in the hands of a nobleman.

      “It makes bullets,” Knell realized.

      “There you go,” Greb said. “Gun’s fashioned after you. A friend already had the stock ready, and I did the bonework. I think it matches the owner quite well.”

      “As do I,” Knell mused, picking the flintlock up and examining it. He’d never held one before, but something about the wood felt right in his hands. “It fits. What sort of material can the pauldron create?”

      “No clue. Should be able to eat just about anything that isn’t magically reinforced too much,” Greb replied. “And I think it should keep some of the properties, too. Lots of material with magical properties that would probably go fantastic in there.”

      “Yes, I can imagine,” Knell said. He picked the artifact up and slung his arm through the strap, fastening it to his shoulder. It was a bit strange, but Greb had lived up to his word. It was light and didn’t impede his movements much, and Knell couldn’t deny he enjoyed the extra intimidation factor it lent him. “You’ve done well, provided this works as you say it does.”

      “Bah. I’m a man of my word,” Greb said. “It works.”

      “Then thank you,” Knell said, tucking the flintlock into his belt. “This isn’t a shield, but it might just have more uses than one. I’ll find protection elsewhere. You’ve done admirably. One more question. What do you know about Mount Bloodwater?”

      “Bloodwater?” Greb asked, raising a bushy eyebrow. “It’s the resting place of Blackfoot. Why?”

      “What about the treasure inside it?” Knell asked.

      “There’s lots,” Greb said with a chuckle. “But I assume you want more than that. There are legends that he had the key to some ancient vault somewhere that he never got to open. I believe his ship and some huge Boon is there, too, but nobody can get into the mountain, so it doesn’t even matter.”

      “I see,” Knell said. “His ship was famous, then?”

      “You ask like I saw it myself.” Greb snorted. “Was supposed to be a real powerful thing with lots of magic around it. But you know legends. They aren’t always accurate, but I’m sure there’s a kernel of truth.”

      “Fair enough,” Knell said. “Thanks again.”

      “You get any more Boons, swing by the smithy again. I’ll do you well.”

      “If we’re in the area again, I’ll consider it,” Knell replied. “Let’s go.”

      The three headed out of the store and back into the city outside. Knell’s hat had mostly kept his face in the shadows, so not many people had looked closely at his features before, but it was a different story now. No shortage of glances were cast their way as the three headed down the streets.

      “So much for not calling attention to ourselves,” Cyll said with a chuckle.

      “It was inevitable, unfortunately,” Knell said. “Even if I were just carrying it, people would watch. It’s too large to fit in my bag now.”

      “So, what’s the next step?” Stix asked. “Is there something else we need in the town?”

      “Clothes,” Knell replied. “We’ll be in many more fights soon, and I’d rather not be sailing around in rags. After that—we seek strength once more. There’s still time until Mount Bloodwater, and we won’t be wasting any of it.”

      And so, they went shopping. It only took another hour or so for them to locate a tailor and get two outfits for each of them. They kept it simple, but Knell spent some extra coin on a blue-and-gold captain’s coat.
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      “Appearance is vital for influencing the public,” Knell explained on the way back to their ship when Cyll raised an eyebrow at the coat. “Do not forget our first major goal. I am trying to make a name for us. That is how we will draw people to our cause. That means I need to play the part.”

      They set sail shortly after visiting a few more shops for supplies, leaving the island behind to follow along the coast once more. He also got a map of the surrounding area, just for his own reference. As the sun slowly started to set overhead, Knell sat on the stairs and studied one of the blue crystals they’d taken from the bandit’s cave.

      “Still not sure what that thing does?” Stix asked, looking up at him from the bottom of the steps.

      “Unfortunately not,” Knell replied. He’d showed the crystal to several people, including Greb, trying to determine its origin or use, but none of them had ever seen something like it. A few offered to purchase them, but he’d declined.

      Whatever the crystals were, the bandits had wanted them for a reason. It would have been convenient if one of them had survived, but Knell had cut off their only way to Brickvale. The mystery would have to wait until he found someone more versed in magical resources.

      “What are we looking for now? More dungeons?” Cyll asked from the wheel.

      “Exactly,” Knell said. “More dungeons. I’d like to do two or three more before we set sail toward Mount Bloodwater. The map I bought shows that it’s about a day’s trip away from Blackfoot Bay.”

      “They’ve got it on there? I would have thought it would be a secret or something,” Stix said.

      “Hard to hide a mountain,” Knell replied with a smirk. “And most sailors in the area should know where the major pirate ports are. That’s how they know to avoid them.”

      “Makes sense,” Stix admitted. “Hey, have you thought about feeding one of those crystals to your skull thing? Maybe it would show us what they do.”

      “That would be reckless,” Knell said. “We don’t know what effect they have. What if firing the bullet created blew us up? There’s no reason to take such a pointless risk until we figure out what the stones do. I’ve already got some ideas for bullets—there’s no reason to tempt fate to satisfy curiosity. That takes the control out of my hands.”

      “Huh. Didn’t think about that,” Stix muttered. “I would have just messed around until something happened.”

      “Leave that to Cyll—when he isn’t standing on our ship,” Knell said dryly. “For now, just focus on getting stronger. There isn’t that much time until Mount Bloodwater. We’ll need to spend every second of it preparing if we want to steal something right out from the noses of the pirates in Blackfoot Bay.”
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        * * *

      

      They followed the coastline through the night. On the following morning, Stix spotted the telltale dungeon tower from the crow’s nest, and they threw they anchor over near the shore. As the three of them disembarked and swam—with assistance, in Knell’s case—to the shore, a figure watched them from the darkness.

      Her clothing seemed to be made of pure shadow, and her eyes burned like faint, muted coals dying after burning for days. Veil’s lieutenant, Emma, was not pleased. She’d been tracking this Knell for several days now, but he was never alone.

      As far as she could tell, he’d only slept once the entire time as well. All the other time, he was in meditation. Normally, it would have been a simple matter to slide from the shadows and pull a blade across his throat. Unfortunately, there were two things in her way.

      The first was Veil. He had instructed her to test Knell. That meant he had to have at least a small chance of success, and slicing his throat before he knew she was there would not fit. Killing the child might displease Veil.

      Emma suppressed a shudder. She remembered what happened to the last person that had displeased Veil. He was still a part of their ship, embedded into the walls for all eternity. No, failure was simply not an option.

      And then there was the other problem. A vision of Knell standing over the prone slave girl, ripping her out of Death’s greedy hands time and time again, surfaced in her mind. The skin on Emma’s back prickled.

      She’d been planning to test Knell that very day, but upon seeing it, she’d elected to follow the group in the darkness instead. There was always the very slight possibility that Veil was actually testing her.

      Knell seemed to have some power over Death, which Veil shared. What if they knew each other? Then raising her blade against him would be as good as driving it into her own throat.

      Indecision and annoyance churned within the shadowy lieutenant. She courted it for an instant, then crushed it beneath the heel of her battle hardened mind. Fears were to be acknowledged, assessed, and then dismissed if they were illogical. Veil had given her an order. Today, she would execute the test.

      Emma trailed the trio as they entered the dungeon, cutting through the kobolds that lived within it. The creatures weren’t particularly powerful, but they were clever and traps riddled the rooms.

      None of them posed any problem for Emma, who simply watched from behind as the crew cleared the way for her. Knell seemed to know exactly where every single one of them was, which peeved Emma more than she cared to admit.

      The traps were no threat to her, of course, but even she hadn’t seen where they all were. She continued to observe the three as they pressed deeper, cutting through the monsters like a ship crashing through waves.

      In the few days that she’d trailed them, Knell’s crew had grown considerably in cooperation. The initial mismatch in fighting styles had bent before Knell’s commands, and the three were fighting nearly as well as some teams that had been working together for a year.

      Knell’s head twitched out of the way as an arrow whistled past his ear, narrowly missing him. The shot had come from behind his head. Did he have some sort of observation skill? Emma’s eyes narrowed in annoyance. Even if he did, it wouldn’t help him.

      Unaware of death watching over them, the trio made their way through the rest of the dungeon. They reached the end, where a wyvern awaited them. It was still a baby, but the monster was still considerably more powerful than the others in the dungeon.
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      This was where she would strike. When they hesitated in the face of the wyvern’s flaming breath, Emma would strike at Knell. His team would be unable to interfere because of the dangerous monster fighting them, and the test would go uninterrupted.

      What Emma did not expect was for the long-bearded man to charge at the wyvern before it could even open its mouth, roaring out a battle cry of his own. When the fire erupted from its mouth, the man dropped to the floor.

      Flame scorched over him in what should have been a brutal wound, but it did nothing to stop him from bringing his huge, dented sword down on the monster’s head with a loud crash. Scales shattered under the strike, and then the assassin was in the fray as well.

      She moved unnaturally fast, aided by green energy that Knell had placed upon her. The moon elf darted up to the wyvern while it was preoccupied with the first man and, leaping onto its head, drove both of her daggers down into its head.

      As the monster roared in pain, a bolt of green leaped from Knell’s staff. The energy faded around the elf the same instant that the spell went off. It leaped across the room and struck the wyvern, slowing its movements.

      The assassin struck twice more before the white-haired man slammed his weapon into the monster’s mouth. It punched out the back of the beast’s head. With a final thrash, the wyvern slumped, the light fading from its eyes as its blood pooled on the floor.

      Emma gritted her teeth. There was no more time to wait. Knell was separated from the rest of his crew, even if it was only by a short distance. The assassin and the warrior would be preoccupied with the wyvern for a few seconds. That would be enough to get to Knell.

      She slipped from the shadows, a blade materializing in her hand. Emma closed the distance between them, not making a single noise as a slow smile split across her lips. Even her dagger was pitch black. To anyone watching, she was merely a flicker in the darkness of the cave. Knell was just a few feet away from her know. She raised her dagger, preparing to strike. It was impossible to see—

      Knell spun, his glowing yellow eyes falling straight upon her. Emma blurred into motion. She didn’t know how he’d spotted her, but she was a professional. She knew his fighting style, and he’d always stayed at the back of every fight.

      Someone like that would dive backward to make distance, and then Emma would be upon them. Knell lunged, as she predicted, but he dove toward her. Emma’s blade whistled over his head, just barely missing.

      She twisted, another dagger materializing in her hand as she brought it toward Knell’s stomach. There wasn’t enough time to block the strike, but Knell slammed his staff into the ground and shifted his body so that it cut across his back instead of burying into his chest.

      “Cyll! Stix!” Knell roared. A bolt of green light caught Emma in the foot, and the world slowed. She gritted her teeth as Knell hit the ground and rolled back, scrambling to his feet by the time the spell wore off.

      “Damn it,” Emma cursed, slipping back into the shadows before the two could arrive. If she fought all three of them at once, it would be impossible to win without killing at least one. That hadn’t been Veil’s instructions.

      An invisible strand of energy tugged on the back of Emma’s mind. Her mouth pressed thin. Veil was calling her back. But…had she failed? Or was this what he had known would happen?

      Emma slipped away, sinking deeper into the shadows and vanishing from the dungeon. One did not keep Veil waiting, even if all that would greet them was punishment.
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        * * *

      

      “What in the Sixteen Seas was that?” Cyll asked, arriving beside Knell. His burned skin had already healed. Stix stalked up as well, her weapons in her hands and her eyes darting around.

      “Not part of the dungeon,” Knell replied, his eyes still shining yellow. A trail of blood trickled down his face, but he ignored it.

      “What do we do? Did someone somehow trail us? Do you think they were from Blackfoot Bay?” Stix asked, her eyes darting around the room. “I didn’t even realize someone else was here, even when they attacked. If you hadn’t yelled, I wouldn’t have noticed.”

      “They were an expert,” Knell said, touching the wound on his side gently. It wasn’t serious, but it stung and—worse—had ruined his new shirt. Somehow, his coat had been spared the blow. His spin must have moved it out of the way in time. A twinge of pain shot up Knell’s lame leg from overuse, but it wasn’t the worst he’d had.

      Still, adrenaline thumped in his veins. If his future sight hadn’t still been active, the assassin would have killed him before he even knew they were there. Knell grit his teeth and shook his head. “What’s done is done. I’m hesitant to say they were from Blackfoot Bay, though.”

      “Why?” Stix asked. “They can’t like us much.”

      “I don’t disagree there,” Knell said. “But that assassin was incredibly skilled. I’m honestly not sure why they pulled back when you arrived. I doubt we would have been able to put much of a fight up without a plan. They could have had me if they just kept attacking. Also, no normal pirate in Blackfoot Bay is that skilled. The assassin was at least at the level of a captain, and would one of those really come after us?”

      “Probably not,” Stix admitted. “But…who then? The bandits?”

      “I don’t know,” Knell said, shaking his head. “And that annoys me more than anything. I don’t think it was a Scion, either. We’ll have to play things very carefully in the near future. Until we can figure out who that was, we have to assume they’re watching us.”

      “Aren’t we discussing what we’re going to do right in front of them?” Stix asked, gripping her daggers.

      “Their stealth is better than what we can see through,” Knell said with a shrug. “Avoid specifics. I’ve got some thoughts on how we can reduce their effectiveness, but those can wait. For now, we return to the ship. We got what we came here for anyway.”

      And that he had. The dungeon had proved incredibly profitable, netting him some significant gains in level.

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 16

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

      

      

      
        
        Foresight of the Vulture [Legendary] – Peer a short distance into the future, seeing the most likely outcome of actions taken in your immediate surroundings.

        Bloodline: Eternal Body [Epic] – Time magic bends around you, modifying your lifespan and granting you resistance to spatial magics.

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

      

      

      
        
        Tax the Living – Death magic erupts from a wound you have inflicted on a target, inflicting the same damage once more.

      

      

      
        
        Path: Epoch

        Level: 13

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

        Mental Clock – Use time magic to keep time or set an alarm audible only to you.

        Slow – Impede the movement of a single creature by warping the time around them for a brief instant.

        Haste – Increase the movement of a single creature by warping time around them for a brief instant.

        Anchor – Lock a target’s current state in the timeline, returning it to that state after 1 minute passes, reverting any changes to the target that have happened under the duration of Anchor.

        Advent of Eternity (Passive) – You do not fall under the jurisdiction of time. With sufficient strength, it will bend to your will, and your existence is absolute. Perennial Soul; Eternity awaits.

      

      

      Scion had gone up by two entire levels, while Epoch had managed to gain three. Evidently, gaining double experience from slaying the wyvern had been incredibly beneficial. Knell hadn’t gained any new spells, but his body felt better than it had in years. Even the encroaching age that his time magic seemed to place upon him had slipped back slightly.
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      He tested his bad leg and immediately regretted it as a jolt of agony rocked up his body. Knell cursed, throwing his weight back onto his staff. That was one thing that leveling up wasn’t improving in the slightest.

      “Are you okay? Did the assassin get you?” Stix asked, stepping toward Knell to try and help him stand.

      “I’m fine,” Knell said, raising a hand. “Don’t worry. The wound isn’t that bad. It should be healed in a day or two. Let’s just return to the ship.”

      The others nodded, and they headed out of the dungeon. Everyone was silent, and their eyes scoured every corner and shadow on the way back. Knell doubted he’d find anything waiting within them, but that didn’t stop him from checking.

      They made it back without incident. Knell wordlessly directed them all to the captain’s cabin and closed the door immediately after the others had entered. The room was much too small for all of them to fit—which was exactly his intention.

      “Why—oh! You chose a small space so the assassin doesn’t have room to show up?” Stix guessed.

      “Exactly,” Knell said. “We don’t know if they’re listening, but it’ll be very difficult to launch any sort of attack in such close quarters. Unfortunately, we don’t really have a way to find out if someone is near, so just assume we’re under watch constantly.”

      “How are we supposed to do anything, then?” Stix asked. “Do we stick together constantly?”

      “For now,” Knell said, grimacing. “I don’t like it much, either. Cyll is the only one that can go anywhere on his own, for obvious reasons.”

      “I’m that cool,” Cyll said. “So, what now? Do we hide?”

      “Absolutely not,” Knell replied. “Stix will sleep in the cabin with me. You will steer the ship. I will remain in the cabin when we are not at sea, to ensure the assassin cannot pick any of us off.”

      “And our goal?”

      “Another dungeon.” Knell shrugged. “Our plans cannot be interrupted now. Mount Bloodwater will open soon, and we will be there. Thus, we must grow stronger. Another dungeon will do much for us, but I don’t think we’ll have time for more than that. Let’s search along the coastline.”

      “What about the assassin?” Cyll asked. “Won’t it be really dangerous to do anything with them watching us?”

      Knell shrugged. “While we’re in a dungeon, we’ll simply adapt a new tactic. If I’m prepared, the assassin shouldn’t be able to sneak up on us. Life must go on. Danger will always lurk, but we cannot stagnate.”

      “Whatever you say, Cap,” Cyll said. “I’ll get the ship moving, then. You and Stix staying here?”

      Knell nodded. “Once we’re asea, it’ll be a little safer. For now, we shall remain here. I have much to meditate over, anyway. Perhaps I will be able to gain more strength before we arrive at the next dungeon.”

      “Fah,” Cyll scoffed. “Meditation. So lame.”

      He walked out of the cabin, closing the door quickly behind him to make sure nobody invisible could slip in behind him. Stix turned her eyes from the door to Knell.

      “Uh, what do I do?”

      “Whatever you want to,” Knell replied dryly. “As long as you remain within the cabin. It’s safer here than outside, and I can’t constantly keep you and myself alive. Even I’ll need someone to take watch while I rest and meditate.”

      Stix sighed. “What about sleeping? There’s only one bed.”

      “You can use it. I don’t need a bed to meditate,” Knell replied, sitting against the wall and laying his staff across his lap. “Keep watch until I finish. Then you may sleep.”
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      The next day of their journey went without trouble. Cyll manned the boat from above deck while Knell and Stix remained within the cabin. Knell spent most of the time lost in meditation, focusing on pushing every part of himself to its limits. If there was power he could squeeze out, then he would get it.

      Of the assassin, there were no signs. They spotted another dungeon along the coast toward the end of the day and docked the boat, cautiously making their way over to it. The tower above the dungeon was the tallest they’d seen yet—although it wasn’t by much. The stone stood just a little taller than a large house, its old bronze and silver murals faded with time.

      “Well, this looks promising,” Knell said, standing beside the dungeon marker and peering into the entrance—a wide, cavernous hole lit by dim torches. Unlike the previous dungeons they’d been to, he could actually see the door to the first room only a short distance away from them.

      “That is strange,” Stix muttered. “Weren’t all the other ones kind of a pain to go through? With a bunch of rooms and long hallways?”

      “Looks like a challenge dungeon,” Cyll said, studying the murals on the stone pillar.

      “How’s that different from a normal dungeon?” Knell asked.

      Cyll’s eyebrows raised. “Aren’t you supposed to know everything?”

      “I’m a tactician, not a scholar,” Knell said dryly. “I study when I can, but much of my work is the art of strategy. I have not studied every single type of dungeon in existence.”

      “Fair enough,” Cyll said, shrugging. “They’re nothing special, really. I don’t even think challenge dungeons is a title, it’s just what I used to call ’em. They’re single-room dungeons with less enemies but a much harder boss.”

      “What’s the point of that?” Stix asked.

      “What’s the point of any dungeon?” Cyll countered. “The gods only made them to screw with mortals or, if you believe what they say, to ‘push us all to be better.’ However you frame it, there’s no real logic that went into them.”

      “Interesting,” Knell said. “Is there anything else we should know about this type of dungeon? Just how much stronger is it?”

      “About twice the strength of the equivalent boss in a normal dungeon,” Cyll said, rubbing his chin. “This pillar is a few feet taller than the one that the Wyvern had above it, so the boss will probably be about two times stronger than that.”

      “And there’s nothing else?”

      “Shouldn’t be, but I don’t know. Maybe they changed something, or maybe this isn’t a challenge dungeon at all,” Cyll said. “Do you really trust the gods not to ruin something that worked perfectly well?”

      “No,” Knell replied. “Not in the slightest.”
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      “So, are we doing it?” Stix asked. “The weaker monsters were never really that much of a problem for us, unless you count Cyll trying not to get stabbed as a problem. Actually, you got fireballed by the Wyvern. That counts as a mortal blow, so don’t you lose?”

      “Knell ordered me to charge the boss as soon as we walked in,” Cyll replied, crossing his arms. “Not my fault.”

      “We’re not doing this now,” Knell said. He studied the door below the ground for a few moments. “I think we’ve grown strong enough to take on whatever might be waiting for us down there. Frankly, time is running out before Mount Bloodwater opens. Who knows if we’ll be able to get to another dungeon in time? We should do what we can with what we have.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Cyll said with a grin. He flexed his grip on the old bandit captain’s sword. Its blade was now pitted and dented hideously. What had once been a menacing weapon now looked like little more than scrap. “Do I get to fight normally?”

      “Unless otherwise instructed, you should always fight as if you’re trying to conceal your abilities,” Knell said with a sigh. “That’s the point. And we need to get you a new sword. That thing is pathetic.”

      “Not my fault it’s shoddily made.”

      “The sword is fine,” Stix muttered. “The problem is you keep smashing it against things instead of cutting. It’s a sword, not a maul.”

      “If it didn’t want to be used for smackin’, it shouldn’t have been so big. Look like a duck, quack like a duck…”

      “In we go,” Knell decided, cutting Cyll off. “You first, duck.”

      Cyll snorted. He shouldered his blade and strode into the dungeon confidently. His foot caught on something, and there was a sharp snik. An arrow launched from the wall and shot through his ear, sprouting from the other side of his head.

      Slowly, Cyll reached up and pulled it free. Then he lifted his foot. Another arrow hit him in the exact same spot.

      “You little piece of—”

      Yet another arrow struck Cyll. He broke into a volley of curses and started dancing around the path, trying to make it to the door. Arrows hurtled from the walls, many of them striking true. By the time he reached the far side of the hall, he looked like a porcupine.

      “Perfectly safe. See?” Cyll asked, turning back toward them. He pulled an arrow from his leg, tossing it to the ground.

      “On second thought, come back here for a moment,” Knell said.

      Cyll’s eye twitched. He made the trek back over, netting half a dozen more arrows in the process. By the time he got to their end of the tunnel again, even though the walls were clicking, no more arrows were coming out.

      “Ah. Now we’re good,” Knell said. “You got rid of all the arrows. Thank you, Cyll.”

      “All in a day’s work,” Cyll muttered, plucking one from his eye and offering it to Stix. “Souvenir?”

      “I’ll pass,” Stix said, shaking her head. “I think you managed to catch more arrows than you missed. Considering they weren’t aiming at anything other than where you were standing, that’s pretty impressive.”

      “I’m an impressive man,” Cyll replied, leading the way back over to the door. Knell’s eyes lit yellow as they walked, but despite the firing noises going off, no more arrows flew. The three arrived at the doors, and Cyll plucked the last of the arrows from his body, letting them clatter to the floor.

      “Ready?” Cyll asked.

      Knell studied the door for a moment, then nodded. His eyes were a little strained from overusing his foresight so much over the past few days, but he wasn’t willing to risk anything right now, with a possible assassin watching their moves. “When we get to the other side, prioritize not getting hit. I don’t know how strong this thing is, but we need its attention on you. If you’ve been launched through the ceiling, that won’t be possible.”

      “I’ll stay in the fight as long as I can,” Cyll promised. “You just do your magic stuff from behind and we’ll stab it until it’s dead.”

      “That’s what you do to everything you fight,” Stix said.

      “Exactly,” Cyll replied, shoving the doors open. Knell and Stix stood to the side as he strode in, sword raised. Four large, flaming braziers lit the room behind the doors. It was large and circular, with a surprisingly tall ceiling—it must have gone nearly all the way back up to the surface.

      In the center of the room was a hulking minotaur. It held a double-bladed axe in each of its hands and wore tarnished chainmail that barely fit its huge body. The monster’s baleful, beady eyes flicked up to them. They were pitch black, without an ounce of any emotion but anger within them.

      With a snort, the minotaur rose to its feet. Two metal chains running from its legs to the wall clanked as it stomped forward, stopping in the center of the room and letting out a challenging roar.

      “Now that’s what I like to see,” Cyll said, laughing. “Come on, then!”

      He let out a yell of his own and charged the minotaur.

      “That idiot,” Stix muttered as she and Knell hurried into the room, closing the door behind them. “What’s the plan?”

      “Let Cyll distract it for now,” Knell replied, not taking his eyes off the fight. Metal rang against metal as the two combatants clashed in the center of the room. “We need to wait for an opening, and something tells me—”

      Stone shattered as the minotaur slammed one of its axes down. Cracks raced out from where the weapon had struck the ground, and shrapnel clattered down all around the two.

      “—it’s very strong,” Knell finished. “If you get hit with one of those blows, you’re dead.”

      “What about your anti-death thing?”

      “You’d be out of the fight for a minute,” Knell replied, raising his staff. “That’s a lot of time. Go hide and wait for an opening. I’ll help Cyll tire the thing out.”
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      He cast Slow, buying Cyll enough time to duck under the beast’s arms and slam his sword into its stomach. Metal rang out again and the monster shook off Knell’s spell, backhanding Cyll and sending him sliding back. His strike had only dented the minotaur’s armor.

      “Shit,” Cyll said. “This thing really is dull.”

      The minotaur roared, spraying Cyll with spittle. It leaped at him, its chains going taut as it extended to bring both axes down on the impudent man. Cyll leaped to the side, dodging the first blow but taking a jagged cut along his side from the other.

      A victorious expression flickered across the monster’s face just in time for the flat of Cyll’s blade to slam into its nose. It let out a cow-like cry of pain, and Cyll threw his sword to the side, grabbing one of its axes and yanking.

      The minotaur snorted, refusing to release its grip. It shook its hand, but Cyll didn’t let go.

      “Mine’s dull! Give me this!”

      Another roar ripped from the minotaur’s mouth, and Knell didn’t have to speak its language to assume that it was saying, “No.” Well, that or cursing Cyll out. One of the two.

      Knell used Slow on it once more, and Cyll kicked it between the legs. The cry of pain was much higher pitched this time, but it still refused to let go of the axe. The spell wore off, and it whipped Cyll against the wall hard enough to crack stone.

      The immortal man’s hands finally loosened, and the minotaur brought its axe down onto his chest. Cyll’s body jerked, then went still. Snorting with approval, the minotaur pulled its axe free and turned toward Knell.

      Cyll erupted from the ground, throwing himself onto the monster’s back and scrambling up to its head. He jabbed his fingers into the beast’s eyes, then dove for one of the axes. Taken completely by surprise, the minotaur didn’t manage to keep its grip.

      The axe—along with Cyll—crashed to the ground. Laughing in victory, the warrior grabbed his pilfered goods and bounded back to his feet. The wound in his chest was already nearly sealed closed.

      “Thanks,” Cyll said, spinning the axe. “This looks a bit sharper than my last pokey thing I had. Maybe it’ll last longer, too.”

      The minotaur’s features contorted in rage, and it roared. With two sharp jerks, it ripped its legs free of the chains holding it to the wall. It drove a foot into the ground, shaking it with the force of the strike.

      It lashed out faster than Cyll could react, grabbing the man and lifting him into the air. Pure hatred burned in its eyes, and every ounce of its attention was on the bearded man.

      That was it. Knell cast Slow on the beast. “Stix, now!”

      Stix leaped from the sidelines, darting toward the minotaur and vaulting off its knee. It barely had a chance to register her presence, slowed by Knell’s magic, and both of her blades pierced up behind its jaw and into its skull.

      Knell dropped Slow and cast Anchor on Stix, not willing to take any risks. Stix continued her assault on the monster, ripping one of the blades free and stabbing it into the monster’s eye. It roared and threw Cyll across the room, swinging wildly to hit Stix.

      One of its hands clipped her in the side. Stix cried out as the powerful blow slammed her to the ground, breaking several bones. The minotaur snarled, blood pouring down its face, and stomped on one of Stix’s legs.

      She screamed in pain. Cyll’s roar joined hers as he bounded across the room, grabbing the fallen axe as he moved. He swung it around himself once, then let it fly. The huge axe whooshed through the air with an audible thumping noise before burying itself clean in the center of the minotaur’s skull.

      The monster staggered. Its black eyes dimmed, the life fading from them as it tripped and crashed back to the ground. It did not move again.

      Knell’s staff clicked on the stone as he moved to check on Stix. He grimaced. It wasn’t a pretty sight. She’d taken some serious damage from the monster’s blow. Knell was no stranger to battlefield injuries, but Stix looked bad.

      He twisted his staff apart, pulling the blade free. He didn’t give her a chance to wonder what he was doing—if she could even think in her current state. The blade fell, and Stix went silent.

      “That was cold, Cap,” Cyll said, yanking his the axe from the minotaur’s head with a grunt. He paused, then glanced down at Stix’s battered body. “Uh…you made her immortal, right? She didn’t actually die?”

      Knell cocked his head to the side, studying Cyll.

      “Cap? She didn’t die, right?”

      “She didn’t die,” Knell confirmed. “I would not waste resources so easily.”

      “Is that all we are?” Cyll asked, a grin stretching across his lips. “You really are cold.”

      “It’s all anyone is,” Knell replied. “Myself included. Being a resource does not mean you are not more. But our lives serve a purpose, and it is my job to ensure that we achieve that purpose.”

      The minotaur’s body shimmered. Energy coursed out from it and flooded into Knell. An orb of it remained behind, hovering in the air like a lost child.

      
        
        The gods have granted you Experience for besting your foe. You have leveled up.

        You have defeated an entity more powerful than you. Experience Granted. Your level has been adjusted accordingly. New skill gained.

      

      

      A new skill. Just in time. Knell’s lips quirked, and he pulled up his information to check what he’d gained from the minotaur. Epoch had hit level fifteen, and the new ability was…curious.

      
        
        Exhume – Return a target object to the glory it once held in the past. The distance the user can reach back to increases with the power spent on the spell, as does the duration of its stay in the current time.

      

      

      It was incredibly vague, much like many of his other spells, but Knell didn’t mind that. Vague meant there was more possible use that he could get out of it.
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      Stix’s body vanished as Knell dismissed the screen. She reappeared in the air above the minotaur’s body—where Knell had originally cast Anchor on her—and promptly fell on her face.

      Rolling over, Stix gasped for air and stared up at the ceiling. “I— You killed me.”

      “It was better than suffering through the pain for the entire minute,” Knell replied. The orb of blue light that had been floating in the air shot over to her, interrupting her next sentence. She drew in a sharp breath, then sighed.

      “Logically, I know that. Thank you. But…”

      “It doesn’t feel right to get offed by your own cap?” Cyll guessed.

      “Yeah,” Stix muttered. “How’d you know? It’s not like you can die.”

      Cyll grunted. “I’ve been there before. It wasn’t a fun experience. At least Knell was doing it to help you. Honestly, girl. You need to stop getting hit.”

      “What else was I supposed to do?” Stix snapped. “I was trying to kill the stupid thing!”

      “I told you. Think like an assassin,” Cyll replied. “You tell me. What did you do wrong?”

      “Get hit.”

      “True, but that was sarcastic. Think more.”

      “Does it—”

      “Yes, it matters,” Cyll snapped. “Think, girl. What did you do wrong?”

      Knell frowned slightly. Cyll wasn’t wrong, but Stix had just died. Again. It wouldn’t be remiss to at least give her a few seconds to recover. He opened his mouth, then paused as he realized what Cyll was doing. The old warrior was trying to distract her.

      Stix pressed her lips together, shifting to a seated position. “I guess I stuck around too long.”

      “You stuck around too long,” Cyll agreed. “Keep going. What else?”

      “I didn’t kill it in the first blow, I guess?”

      “Very good,” Cyll said. “An assassin kills their target with one attack when possible. If they can’t, they run away like the little cowards they are to wait for another opportunity. You aren’t a berserker. Don’t act like one.”

      Stix swallowed and nodded. “I— Right. Yeah. I’ll do that. Wait—that minotaur got you whiskey, didn’t it? I’m pretty sure you got stabbed. That means you failed.”

      “What? I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Cyll said, glancing to the side. He met eyes with Knell, who cocked an eyebrow.

      “There’s a giant hole in your shirt,” Stix said, standing up as a grin crossed her face. “You did fail! And Knell didn’t order anything. That means you lose.”

      “It’s not like we ever agreed on what would happen if I lost,” Cyll said, crossing his arms. “You just said I wouldn’t like it. I’m stuck here talking to you, so that counts.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so. Come on, Knell. He lost, right?”

      Knell suppressed a smirk. Cyll had succeeded in getting Stix to think about something else. Who was he to stand in the other man’s way? A real captain would encourage his crew to do the best at whatever they were doing.

      “I suppose he did,” Knell said. “Figure something out. Stix is right, Cyll. You didn’t need to get axed there. What if someone had seen that? Right now, the only people that know about your ability think it’s due to me reviving you.”

      “I’ve been abandoned and am now under assault from all fronts,” Cyll said, wringing his beard in mock agony. “I’ll never forget this.”

      “Now, I just need to figure out a suitable punishment,” Stix muttered, rubbing her chin as an evil smile crossed her face.

      “You can figure it out later,” Knell said. It was good that Stix’s spirit remained strong, but that didn’t mean he was willing to wait around for no reason. They had tasks to accomplish, and with the dungeon cleared, there was no point staying longer. “We return to the ship and set course for the main destination of this month.”

      Stix and Cyll didn’t stop arguing, but they did make their way back out of the dungeon. Knell’s eyes remained lit yellow as he used his foresight to watch for the assassin, but they made it back without suffering any incidents.

      Once they were on the ship, Knell and Stix returned to the captain’s quarters while Cyll got them moving.

      Knell tried testing Exhume on a few items in the ship, but the spell stubbornly refused to activate. It felt like there was an invisible wall stopping him from casting it. After some thought, he came to the conclusion that Exhume did nothing unless the item he was trying to restore actually had a past to bring back.

      “You don’t happen to have any bones on you, do you?” Knell asked.

      “Huh?” Stix asked, glancing up at him from her spot on the bed. “Sorry, I was trying to think of something that would actually embarrass Cyll. What was that?”

      “Bones,” Knell said. “Do you have bones?”

      “I mean…yes?”

      “Not inside you,” Knell said, chuckling. “Like…someone else’s bones. I’m testing out a spell.”

      “I did at one point when I made arrows from them, but I haven’t used a bow recently,” Stix said apologetically, not even blinking at the strange request. “Sorry. And I don’t think Cyll has much of anything.”

      “No, I don’t think he does,” Knell agreed. “Unfortunate. I figured bones would certainly have a past I could work with. I don’t want to risk this on anything magical or anything related to the gods, so we’ll just have to wait.”
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      “What about the crystal things?” Stix asked. “Are we really just going to sit on them?”

      “We already covered this. Blowing ourselves up trying to find a weapon is not the path I’m looking to take. Unless you happen to know a safe way to discern what they are?”

      “Not really,” Stix admitted. “But what if your back is against the wall and we don’t have anything else? Wouldn’t it be better to have one of the magic stones as a bullet, just in case? What if it actually does something powerful? I mean, it’s not like the skull thing can blow it up on accident—it just makes it into a bullet.”

      Knell frowned, taking a few moments to consider Stix’s words. “I see where you’re coming from—and you’re correct, the artifact would be very unlikely to destroy the crystal. But the issue is not that. It’s not knowing what it does. If I am backed into a spot where I have no choice but to rely on chance, then I have already failed. The crystal could just as easily blow me up when I try to fire it. We don’t know what its reaction to getting shot is.”

      “Oh,” Stix said, her face falling. “That makes sense.”

      “That said,” Knell said, raising a hand, “I just realized that I’m being a bit stupid. Anchor should take care of this issue entirely, especially if we have Cyll do it. I wouldn’t personally test this, but we do have someone that can test things without any risk to himself. It will mean we waste some of the magic crystal, but it would be worth it to see what it does and have an extra weapon.”

      Stix’s eyes lit up. “Oh yeah! That does simplify things a bit.”

      “Quite,” Knell said, shifting to his feet. He grabbed several of the crystals and put his hand on the door. Before he pushed it open, Knell activated his foresight to make sure the assassin wasn’t about to try to gut him.

      He walked outside and up to the wheel, where Cyll was leaning against the railing.

      “What’s going on, Cap?”

      “Decided to test the crystals,” Knell replied. “But I’m not keen on firing a gun with an unknown substance in it. It might blow up. I want you to do it instead. I’ll Anchor you, of course.”

      “Sure, give the immortal guy the dangerous jobs,” Cyll scoffed. “Works for me. Now?”

      Knell nodded. He took the crystal and lifted it up to the skull on his shoulder, placing it within the mouth. As soon as he let go, the artifact creaked. The lone Boon in its right eye lit up and its mouth snapped shut. There were several loud crunches before it popped back open, revealing three small spheres in a pile of glimmering blue dust.

      “That was fast,” Cyll observed as Knell carefully picked the spheres up and placed them in Cyll’s palm.

      Knell drew the flintlock from his belt and handed it to Cyll. “There. Make sure you aim away from the ship.”

      “Can do,” Cyll said. He took the bullets and the gun, clambering up to the crow’s nest like a misshapen spider. Knell cast Anchor on him while he was still in range. Cyll peered down at Knell, giving his captain a mock salute before loading one of the bullets into the front of the flintlock. He aimed toward the land and pulled the trigger.

      The hammer slammed home, and a faint flash of blue light erupted from the tip of the flintlock. A bullet whistled through the air and slammed into a rock, striking it in a burst of cyan fireworks.

      “Well, shit,” Cyll said, sliding back down and handing Knell the remaining two bullets and the gun. “I’m pretty sure that just went clean through the rock.”

      “That’s more than a normal bullet would have done. Perhaps the energy stored within the crystals is being spent as it breaks, causing the bullets to have far more force than normal upon impact.” Knell examined the flintlock before tucking it back into his belt. “Did you feel anything when shooting?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “A deadly weapon, then. Particularly against those who wouldn’t typically be harmed by normal guns due to their tough skin or defenses.” Knell turned the bullets over in his palm, then tucked them into a pouch, padding them as much as possible. The shot hadn’t exploded against the rock in a way that made it look dangerous while inert, but there was no point taking a risk. “I suppose they’ll just be backup for now. Maybe the first person I shoot can tell me a little bit more about them.”

      “Want to shoot me?” Cyll asked.

      Anchor reactivated, and Cyll flickered back, reappearing at the base of the mast. He sighed and walked back over to stand beside Knell.

      “Gods, that’s annoying, even when you’re ready for it. Feels like my heart drops through my chest every time it happens.”

      “Hm. It might not be a bad idea to check how much damage it does,” Knell allowed. “I’ll Anchor you again and give it a shot.”

      “I’m immortal,” Cyll snorted. “I can’t die. I can’t be permanently hurt. Not by anything. Do you even need to Anchor me? Seems a bit overkill.”

      “Not by anything so far,” Knell corrected. “I hope you’re correct, but we never know. Don’t take stupid risks. That’s the whole thing that Stix is trying to teach you with the sword-fighting bit.”

      Cyll grunted. “Bah. I don’t want to hear it, even if you’re right.”

      He paced over to the edge of the ship and pulled his shirt off, tossing it to the deck by his feet. “Don’t ruin my clothes.”

      Knell carefully slotted one of the crystal balls into his flintlock. He cast Anchor on Cyll one more time, grimacing as the magic took a little more effort than the first time to cast, and thumbed the hammer of the flintlock back.

      This wasn’t the first time he’d fired a gun. His father and Mordrigal had trained him in their usage, but it had been a little while since he’d bothered with one. Upkeeping a normal flintlock took a considerable amount of work, and most weren’t particularly accurate anyway.

      He raised the gun and aimed at Cyll’s chest. Then he pulled the trigger. There was a muted blue flash from the barrel, and Cyll staggered as tiny motes of light burst from his chest. Knell’s eyebrows rose. The bullet had gone straight through, leaving a small, coin-sized hole behind. He could see the ocean behind Cyll through it.

      “Twelve Gods, that little thing packs a punch,” Cyll said as the wound started to knit itself shut. “I actually felt that.”

      “It put a hole through a rock,” Knell said dryly, putting the flintlock away. “Do you feel anything else? Any effects?”

      “Just a big ole hole in my chest,” Cyll replied, poking the sealing wound. “Not feeling anything magical beyond that.”

      They waited until Anchor activated. Cyll hadn’t moved much since Knell cast it, so he just flickered slightly and changed his stance.

      “Gah. Well, that’s that,” Cyll said. “Good gun. Seems like it should be effective.”

      “Seems like it,” Knell agreed. “Thank you for your help.”

      “No problem,” Cyll replied, picking his shirt up and pulling it on. “Always happy to get shot in the heart for fun. Can’t really enjoy the week without it. Need anything else?”

      “Not right now. Just focus on getting us to Mount Bloodwater,” Knell said. “The map we bought should be enough to help you navigate there, I hope?”

      “More than,” Cyll replied. “It’s not in a cipher like the damn logbook. We’ve got a few days to go until we get there. We should arrive a day or two before everything begins going down.”

      “Good,” Knell said. “Once we’re close, we can start looking at how we’ll blend in with the rest of the pirates. Call if you need any help.”

      He headed back into the cabin, where Stix was still plotting ways she could get at Cyll for failing the challenge. Knell shook his head and sat down cross-legged to meditate. He had a lot to review with his gains, and even the time they had until Mount Bloodwater’s opening didn’t feel like enough. A plan needed to be created and an escape strategy had to be flawless if he wanted to pull this off.

      There were a lot of things running through Knell’s head at that point in time, but worry was not one of them. In the end, he had complete confidence that everything would work out as he needed it to. That was his will.
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      After nearly a week at sea, Knell was pretty certain that the assassin wasn’t going to come after them again. He couldn’t afford to keep straining his eyes like he had been, so he finally pushed the incident to the side. He’d simply account for the possibility that the assassin would return in his plan, but based on how long it had been, he was nearly certain that their assailant was unlikely to interfere again in the near term.

      Dealing with the pirates was a bigger problem. Knell chewed on his lower lip as he ran through the possibilities. The bounty was almost certainly still out on him. Cyll and Stix likely had theirs, too, but they were less recognizable. He’d have to disguise himself somehow.

      Still, that wasn’t his main concern. None of the pirates would think they’d be dumb enough to show up. They’d be watching for people that would try to sneak in, of course. The treasure in Mount Bloodwater was significant, so they wouldn’t want it stolen.

      That was why they wouldn’t be sneaking in at all. A grin tugged at the edges of Knell’s lips. They wouldn’t expect that. It would be a simple matter to modify the name on their ship to get rid of any recognizable features. As long as they flew the black flag, the other pirates wouldn’t have any reason to assume he had ill intentions.

      The most important thing would be to avoid Sorfina and her crew—at least, to start with. They were the ones most likely to recognize him. But, more than that, Knell planned to ensure that their next meeting would be their last.

      Since he still wasn’t sure exactly what was hidden within Bloodwater, they’d need to blend in for a while. Once the true prizes were revealed, a well-placed distraction would buy him the time he needed to grab one of the lesser ones and make off with it. He doubted the pirates were particularly friendly with each other, so they’d probably all be suspecting betrayal to some degree. Knell could work with that.

      He continued to develop his plan as much as he could, leaving gaps for when he had a better understanding of the situation and who he could work with amongst the pirate crews. A flaw would show itself. They always did.

      They arrived at Mount Bloodwater not too long later. Cyll docked the boat along the shore and came to the cabin to get Knell and Stix.

      “So, what now?” Cyll asked. “It’s a big-ass mountain, by the way.”

      “I can tell,” Knell said as he got his first look at Mount Bloodwater. As Cyll had so eloquently put, it was indeed a big-ass mountain. Its peak loomed past the clouds above them. The mountain was made of a reddish brown stone that strongly resembled blood, which Knell supposed was where it had gotten its name.

      Craggy peaks covered the mountain, giving it a standoffish and unwelcoming appearance. Wind howled through them, the stone formations making it sound like distant wailing.

      “That’s pretty creepy,” Stix muttered. “Is this place haunted?”

      “We’ve already dealt with one ghost town,” Cyll said. “And they died just like men.”

      “They were men.”

      “Exactly.”

      Knell studied their surroundings while Cyll and Stix spoke. A crescent moon–shaped island wrapped around the base of Mount Bloodwater. It was mostly flat but curved upward at the far end. There was enough cover to possibly hide a smaller ship on the far side, which Knell made note of.

      “We need to get rid of any recognizable markings on the ship,” Knell said, interrupting his crew. “Before anyone gets here, can both of you take stones and scratch out the name? Make it look like we ran into something or the like.”

      “Sure,” Cyll said with a shrug. “What’s your plan after that? We’re a pretty distinct lot, you know. The other pirates are going to recognize you pretty damn fast.”

      “Let me worry about that,” Knell replied. “Just get the ship ready. Once it’s good, try to disguise yourself as much as you can. The less recognizable we are, the better.”

      He headed back into the cabin. If he had to, he’d make a physical disguise to conceal his face. But there was one more possibility—one he’d been pushing off.

      Knell closed the door to the cabin and sat down on his bed. The spells usually followed their wording pretty precisely, but Mordrigal’s gift had twisted his body beyond that of a normal human. There was only one way to know for sure, so Knell turned his magic against himself and cast Exhume.

      Tingles raced across Knell’s face. He was pleasantly surprised to find the power draw of the spell to be incredibly low. Slowly, Knell raised a hand and touched the skin on his cheek. It was smooth and unblemished.

      He tried expanding the spell to include his leg as well, but the amount of energy the magic was drawing spiked up, and he immediately stopped. Evidently, restoring appearance was much less costly than fixing a crippled limb.

      Knell touched his skin again, running his hands over his face. There were no jagged cracks or scars—just supple skin. He started to chuckle, and it turned to a full-blown laugh. He doubled over, his merriment ringing out over the ship.

      “So easily your administrations are defeated, Mordrigal,” Knell said, finally getting control over himself. “Even if this is only temporary, I imagine you must be quite furious.”

      Knell was nearly certain she hadn’t heard him, courtesy of the necklace hanging at his chest. That suited him just fine. The less the Shard of the death goddess knew, the better.
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      “Are you okay?” Stix asked, pushing the cabin door open. Her eyes widened, and she fumbled, nearly dropping the dagger in her hands. “Sixteen Seas. What happened?”

      Knell let the spell drop, and his face returned to its normal appearance. “I discovered a way to disguise myself,” he replied. “One that will be much more effective than wearing a mask. Who would expect the crippled, scarred man to be whole once more?”

      “Gods, you looked…wrong,” Stix muttered. “I’m so used to your normal face.”

      Knell snorted. “As am I. Now we just need to figure something out for Cyll, and you can just keep your hood up.”

      “He already got something that will probably help,” Stix replied. “We’ve got the name all scratched out, by the way. We’re just waiting on your command now.”

      They walked out onto the deck, where Cyll was leaning against the mast. He’d braided his beard with tiny strips of leather and cloth, folding it in on itself so that it was only half the length that it normally was.

      “Not bad,” Knell admitted. “And you aren’t half naked in ill-fitting clothes this time, so you shouldn’t draw too much attention to yourself.”

      “Knell found a way to make his face look normal,” Stix put in. “So disguises are all covered as long as we don’t run into anyone that recognizes us.”

      “Perfect,” Cyll said. “So…now what? Do we want to try to sneak into Mount Bloodwater early or something?”

      “Nope. We’ll join in with the crowd and bide our time,” Knell replied. “We don’t know how to get into the mountain yet anyway. For now, we remain docked. I’ll share the current plan while we wait, although it will be subject to change. I don’t have as much information to work with as I’d like, but the nature of how we’re sneaking in hasn’t left much to work with.”

      “I’m curious to see how we’re supposed to beat an entire group of powerful captains,” Cyll said, rubbing his hands together. “Go on, then.”

      “To start, we won’t,” Knell said. “They’ll do it to themselves. These are pirates, Cyll. There’s absolutely no chance that they aren’t plotting something against each other. All we have to do is push on that and they’ll implode.”

      “That easy?” Stix asked.

      “Well, perhaps not easy, but that doable,” Knell said with a shrug. “Trust me, they’ve got something schemed up. I wouldn’t be surprised if things fell apart before we got there, but let’s not count on it. This plan will have two parts. The first will be getting the pirates to turn on each other, and the second will be escaping.”

      “What if they don’t start fighting?” Stix asked.

      “That’s what you’ll be for,” Knell said. “I’ll use a really strong Haste spell on you. With your cloaking abilities, you should be able to snag something from someone. Then just stuff it in Sorfina’s coat. By that point, I’ll have them at each other’s throats enough that I’m certain at least a small fight will start.”

      “Let’s assume you’re right and they all start throwing punches and magic,” Cyll proposed. “Then we nab something and run. Won’t they chase us?”

      “Oh, almost certainly,” Knell said. “But we’ll have two advantages. First, we aren’t going to take the Boon. That’s what they want the most, so we let them fight over it. And second, there are rumors of Blackfoot’s ship being inside the mountain. It will almost certainly be able to outperform the other captains’ ships if I use Exhume to bring it back to its original form. I’ll just have to figure out how to do that in time.”

      Cyll cocked an eyebrow. “You confident?”

      “Always,” Knell replied. Then he told them the rest of the plan.
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      The first of the pirate ships sailed in on the following day. It was a large, gray-hulled galleon with a shark figurehead. Black flags rippled at its mast, snapping to and fro in the wind. They drew up to the bay but stopped earlier to remain in deeper water.

      “Ahoy there! What crew are you with?” a man called from the deck.

      “Independent, just hoping to pick up some scraps along the way!” Knell had forgone his hat in the captain’s quarters and had restored his face once more. The staff rested at his feet, and he used the railing for support instead of it, just in case.

      “Ha,” the pirate called back. “More rabble. Whatever. Just don’t bother any of the captains if you all want to keep your heads. There’s more than enough trash to satisfy you grubpickers, but it’ll be end of the line if you go for the good stuff.”

      “That’s not a problem with us,” Knell said. “We aren’t trying to get killed. The captains can have their dangerous artifacts. I’ll settle for gold.”

      The pirate laughed. “Don’t I agree with you. Just make sure your cannons don’t point in the wrong direction at any point. It would be a shame to sink your little bucket.”

      A rowboat descended from the galleon, piled full of pirates, and started to make its way over toward the island. Knell and the others watched it drop off half a dozen pirates, then return for more.

      “Guess we should head over, too?” Cyll said.

      Knell nodded. “The sooner we’re on there, the more we blend in. Let’s go. We’re close enough that it should only be a quick little swim to land.”

      The three of them headed off the boat. Cyll helped Knell to the shore, and they sat down a short distance away from the other pirates. Neither group approached each other, which Knell was perfectly happy with.

      More ships drew in over the course of the next day, and the empty harbor was soon full. Everything from sloops to galleons floated in its waters, sea anchored in place. A few were a little too close for comfort and occasionally bumped into each other with strong waves, causing small infights between the crews.

      However, nothing progressed beyond angry yelling. They were surprisingly well behaved for pirates, but everyone was on edge. Several hundred pirates had landed on the island, and amongst them were the Captains of Blackfoot Bay—not to mention the other legends within the Shattered Sea that had been close enough or curious enough to check out the mountain.

      Nobody wanted to be the one to draw their ire, so all alterations quickly ended before they began. Knell and his crew seamlessly blended into the diverse crowd, drawing little attention themselves as everyone jostled to try and spot the captains.

      “Calm down, you salt-ridden rats,” a man boomed. The dull roar of chatter paused as everyone swung to try and figure out who had been impudent enough to break the fragile peace.

      A massive man strode out from the crowd, a red cloak trailing from his shoulders. Knell wasn’t actually sure he was a man. He stood over eight feet tall and was a terrifying mixture of muscle and fat.

      The man’s belly hung low over his stained pants, but his arms were like barrels. A ropey scar ran down the right side of his face and across one eye, which was covered with a golden eyepatch.

      Everyone shut up. Knell didn’t recognize the man, but it didn’t take a genius to guess. As other people emerged from the crowd, the pirates instinctively shifted back to give them room. There was an invisible aura of bloodlust and danger that hovered around the men and women that stood before them. These were the Captains of Blackfoot Bay.

      Knell caught sight of Sorfina on the edge. Maya stood at her side, but she didn’t look nearly as happy as Knell had expected her to. One of her arms was bound in bandages, and her expression was cold. Hatred burned in her eyes, recognizable even at this distance. He shifted, making sure the crowd was between them. It was incredibly unlikely they’d recognize him, but he wasn’t about to take the risk.

      “In a few hours, the defenses on Mount Bloodwater will fall,” the red-cloaked man thundered. “We’ve brought the lot of you because there will be far more loot here than the twelve of us and our crews can take. We’ll be focused on the final vault of Blackfoot. You’re here to deal with any defenses that remain in the mountain, and you may take anything else along the way.”
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      A cheer rose from the crowd.

      “Can I join your crew, Captain Thunder?” one man yelled from the front.

      The large man glanced at him and laughed, a deep bassy noise that was more of a grunt. “I’ve got my men already. But, if you get something real good from this, maybe come find me and we can talk. Talent is to be rewarded, after all.”

      “We’ll be watching,” a thin man with sharp eyes said from beside Thunder. “All of us. We’re always looking for talent to join our crews. Just try to survive Mount Bloodwater first.”

      “And he does mean everyone,” someone else called from within the crowd. A man stepped out, striding to stand in front of the captains. Knell’s eyes narrowed. His voice sounded vaguely familiar, but his features were hooded. As the man turned, he caught a flicker of yellow-white beneath it.

      “Shit,” Knell muttered. “Don’t tell me—”

      “So you decided to show up after all,” Thunder said, baring his teeth in what could have been either a grin or a threat. “Where’s Captain Dread?”

      “Hunting,” the man replied. “She’ll be here for when the mountain opens, don’t you worry.”

      “And does she plan to compete for the great treasure?” Thunder asked, casually placing his hand on the hilt of a sword strapped to his waist.

      “She’ll take whatever she pleases,” the cloaked man replied. “And you will not stop her. But—she has said that she cares not for the Boon of Selenia. You will not have to worry about her interfering in your goals.”

      The twelve captains seemed to relax slightly.

      “She is wise, then,” Thunder said. “Setting herself against all of us would have been incredibly foolish. But, if she enters as an ally, then we are all pleased to have her might on our side.”

      “Quite,” the cloaked man said, sounding completely unimpressed.

      Knell shifted, making sure he was completely hidden from the captains. “This is problematic.”

      “That tall guy—was he the one with…” Cyll started.

      “Hau, yes,” Knell said grimly. “I knew there was something off about her. She was far too confident. She’s part of Dread’s crew.”

      “You think she’s Dread herself?” Cyll whispered.

      Knell gave him a one-shouldered shrug. “It’s possible. I can’t imagine Dread is that unrecognizable, though. More likely she’s just a crewmate, but everyone on that crew is going to be an absolute menace. We cannot engage with her.”

      “Trust me, I’d much rather it that way even if she wasn’t part of Dread’s people,” Stix muttered.

      Knell poked his head back out, this time studying the other pirate captains. Thunder himself was either the weakest or the strongest of the lot—he’d have to study the man more to determine which. It was possible that they’d had their lowest member be the one to do all the talking, but he doubted it. Considering the boisterous nature of the pirates, Knell suspected it was the latter.

      And where there was power, there was jealousy. Knell scoured the expressions of the other pirate lords, looking for any hint of distaste among them. He was thrilled to find two possible targets.

      The first of which was the sharp-eyed man. He’d spoken out against Thunder already, which had given Knell a suspicion the two didn’t like each other much. The man was currently looking down his nose at the crowd, while most of the other pirate captains of note were watching Thunder speak.

      Knell was far more pleased with his second discovery. Captain Sorfina’s jaw was slightly set. It was difficult to see from the distance he was at, but the expression reminded Knell of how she’d looked when Maya had barged into her office. The woman was displeased. He could use that.

      “Now, I’d like a little silence,” Thunder said, raising a hand. The crowd stilled once more, and he grinned. “Very good. We will be opening Mount Bloodwater shortly. Blackfoot’s treasures are waiting for our greedy little hands, but I’ll warn you now—step up and get cut down. We, the Twelve Captains and Dread, will be the ones to first enter. The rest of you can follow afterward. Captain Hawk will be keeping a very close eye on you to make sure nobody gets any ideas.”

      The sharp-eyed man’s lips pulled back slightly. “I’m certain none of you would be foolish enough to try us.”

      Mutters of agreement ran through the crowd, although Knell spotted more than a few angry-looking pirates that looked like they’d love to try their luck. Still, no matter what anyone pretended, not a single person actually stepped up.

      Thunder turned his back on the crowd and strode up to the base of the mountain. The man from Dread’s crew stepped up behind Thunder, handing him something small that Knell couldn’t make out.

      With a roar, Thunder crushed it. Magic exploded around him, swirling like a vortex and channeling into his body. He looked up into the sky and raised a hand, grasping for the heavens. As his fingers curled inward, the smell of ozone filled the air.

      “Then prepare yourselves, men of Blackfoot Bay! Tonight, we become kings!”

      There was a brilliant crack and a bolt of lightning crashed down from the sky above, slamming into his palm. Thunder caught it, spinning with the force of the energy, and hurled the bolt into the side of the mountain.

      Stone exploded, and one of the other captains snapped his fingers, forming a translucent barrier between Thunder and the rest of them. A rumble shook the earth, and the ground beneath Thunder’s feet cracked.

      He raised his hand once more, and a second bolt of lightning fell from the sky, this one larger than the first. The ground shattered beneath him, and Thunder roared, bringing the bolt crashing down on the same spot.

      The mountain screamed. Red energy rose up from the stone, forming into a translucent shield. Cracks ran through it, flickering faintly.

      “It’s time, Blackfoot!” Thunder yelled. “Return your treasure to the people! It is rightfully ours!”

      A third bolt of lightning fell from the sky. Thunder vanished in a pillar of brilliant yellow energy. Knell clapped his hands over his ears moments before an earth-shaking crash split the air. There was a rending screech and air rushed past Knell, sucked toward Thunder’s location.

      Stone crumbled down from the mountain, thudding and splashing into the water around it. Knell opened his eyes, blinking the stars away. Thunder stood before a gaping pathway in the mountain. There was no sign of the red energy.

      Cheers erupted from the crowd. Thunder turned back toward them, a huge grin on his face. He leaned against the rock, his chest heaving. The man was doing an admirable job of concealing his exhaustion, but Knell spotted his hidden panting and shaking legs. That attack had taken a lot out of him.
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      “Let’s go,” Thunder said, pushing himself upright. “Knock yourselves out, fools. Take what you can and pillage everything. Just remember—when you see our mark, do not pass any further. Do so and draw the ire of all the Blackfoot Bay Captains as well as Dread herself.”

      The twelve captains and their attendants turned, striding into the cave. Several crews—presumably theirs—followed after them, leaving the rest of the pirates watching the cave nervously.

      “Let’s go,” Knell said, rising to his feet after a little over a minute.

      “Wouldn’t it be wise to wait a little longer?” Stix whispered. “I mean, so far, the only people that went in were the Blackfoot big guys.”

      “Which is why we go now,” Knell replied, striding confidently toward the entrance. Stix and Cyll exchanged a glance, then followed after him.

      Several other pirates that had been waiting for someone else to start moved as well, and soon a steady stream of people were flowing through the mouth of the cave. Knell and his crew blended into the crowd as they pushed deeper into Mount Bloodwater.

      Torches sparked to life as pirates pulled them out, illuminating their surroundings. The main hall was riddled with long, winding corridors. There must have been hundreds, and Knell couldn’t even see the end of the hall itself.

      Excited chatter filled the air as men split off, heading down the hallways. A fair number continued down the central pathway, likely hoping that better loot would be stored deeper within the crypt, but their number dwindled quickly.

      Knell’s crew stayed at the front-middle of the pack, moving confidently but not at the lead. So far, the cave had posed no resistance at all. That worried Knell more than anything else. If this was really the resting place of a powerful pirate, he highly doubted the man had left his treasure undefended. No self-respecting pirate was willing to part with his goods, dead or not.

      His suspicions were confirmed when a rumble shook the hall. One of the pathways behind them erupted with brilliant golden flame for several seconds. The roar of the fire almost—but not quite—drowned out the screams of the men that had been caught within it. A wave of heat washed over everyone before slowly fading away as the fire stopped.

      “Oh, they’re dead,” Cyll said, rubbing his hands together. “Real roasted. I could feel that from here.”

      A group of pirates beside them stopped and, after a brief discussion, quickly turned back and hurried back toward the entrance.

      “Bah. Cowards,” Cyll muttered.

      “The biggest treasure we get is our lives. Maybe they’re the smart ones,” Stix muttered.

      “Who told you that one?”

      “My dad,” Stix said, narrowing her eyes. “Why? Got a problem with it?”

      “Nope. He sounds like a smart guy,” Cyll replied, looking away. “What’s the plan, Cap? We’re running out of crews to hang out with. I’m starting to feel lonely.”

      “We remain silent,” Knell replied in a low tone. “And wait for my signal in case we need to attack—I’ll snap.”

      The other two nodded, and they continued on. They’d been walking for a few minutes now, and there were only one or two crews before and behind them. The rest had headed down the pathways or turned back. They passed more halls, and the echo of other pirates’ conversation echoed back from within them.

      As the three turned a looping corner, they all came to a stop. A large door rested askew before them, and a red X had been painted on the floor before it. Two men stood before it, their hands on their swords. One of them jumped slightly at their appearance.

      “Shit, you little bastards scared me. That’s as far as you go,” the man said. His hair was tied into a neat bun behind his head, but he had a greasy grin that gave Knell an immediate dislike of him. “The captains are beyond this point.”

      The other man just nodded, but Knell didn’t care about him anymore. The first guard was jumpy. That could be used.

      “Whoops. Sorry,” Cyll said, rubbing the back of his head. “We were looking for the good stuff. Did the big blokes have any trouble with traps?”

      Greasy snorted. “Trouble? The captains? Of course not. They mowed through every trap and killed what pitiful defenses this place had left.”

      Then they probably weren’t too close to the inner sanctum yet. Knell rubbed his chin. He didn’t want to catch up to the captains too soon. A quick glance over his shoulder showed that they were now alone. No other crews had followed them this far.

      “What you looking at?” Greasy asked. “I was there, you know. No funny tricks. The captains told you lot to be satisfied with what you got. Or are you trying to lose your lives?”

      “You don’t have to be so defensive,” Knell said, raising a hand into the air, palm out. “We were just exploring, after all.”

      He turned, catching Stix’s eye as he moved. He gave her a slight nod and held up a finger, blocking the motion with the rest of his body so the guards couldn’t see it. He then spun back as quickly as he could without putting pressure on his lame leg. “Sixteen Seas!”

      “What?” Greasy snapped.

      Knell shook his head. “Ah, nothing. I’m sorry. This place has me jumpy, and I swear I just saw something behind you. Must have been my imagination.”

      The pirate frowned and glanced over his shoulder. “Like what?”

      “No, it’s nothing,” Knell said dismissively. “Just some face in the darkness. It looked kinda crispy and burned. Pretty scary, actually. I thought it was a demon, but it’s gone now. Come on, guys.”

      “Hold on,” Greasy said, glancing over his shoulder. “Are you sure? Blake, did you see anything?”

      The silent guard shook his head mutely. Greasy frowned. “You’ve always been a bit blind. There could be some monsters that snuck past the captains. Hey, you bloke, take a look beyond the doors and see if anything is there.”

      With a sigh, the other guard turned and poked his head through the double doors. Stix glanced at Knell, but he tapped a finger against his leg and shook his head ever so slightly. The guards were too distracted to notice the movement.

      Knell approached the two men, getting a little closer. He let out a yelp just as the two turned back toward him. “Oh shit! Wait—gods, it’s gone again.”

      “What is?” Greasy yelled. “Where is it? What did it look like?”

      Knell snapped his fingers. He let his hold on the Exhume spell release, and his face reverted back to its normal, damaged appearance.

      “This,” he replied with a ghastly grin.
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      Greasy screamed, his pitch an octave higher than it had been before. Stix’s hand blurred and a dagger flew through the air, catching the man in the throat and cutting his cry in a gargling choke.

      The other man’s eyes widened, but he barely had chance to ready his sword before Cyll’s axe whooshed through the air and planted itself in his head. The two guards crumpled to the ground.

      “Well done,” Knell said, concealing his features once more. “And on we march. Drag these two idiots behind the doors. Chances are, most of the other pirates won’t try getting past that X on the floor anyway.”

      They made quick work of the pirates and headed through the doors. The cave beyond them was much nicer. Gray cobble lined the ground, and there were far fewer pathways branching off the main hall. A faint breeze came from the far end of the path.

      “What’s the plan when we actually run into someone? You didn’t give much detail there,” Cyll whispered.

      “Depends who we meet,” Knell replied. “Just stick to the main points I told you and follow my lead in everything else. There’s a lot of tension between the pirates. It shouldn’t be too difficult for us to take advantage of that.”

      They continued through the hall, heading deeper into the crypt. As they grew deeper, signs of battle started to show up along the walls and floor. Small patches of blood stained the ground, surrounded by shattered stone statues.

      A stone clicked beneath Cyll’s foot and a prone statue missing one of its arms let out a creak. It drew upright, its eyes lighting a cherry red. There was a loud crash as Cyll brought his axe down on its head, smashing it to bits. The statue collapsed to the ground.

      “What?” Cyll asked when Knell looked at him. “It was red. That means its evil.”

      “Can’t argue there,” Knell muttered. “Just…try to do it more silently.”

      They’d kept a slow enough pace that Knell was pretty confident they were still a ways behind the captains, but he didn’t want to test his luck. The three paused for a few seconds, listening to see if anyone would come, but there was no further noise. Without further ado, they continued.

      A little under an hour later, they curved a bend. Another set of doors stood before them. They were ocean blue, with glimmering gold waves inscribed upon them. As they grew closer, Knell realized the doors’ blue color was actually thousands of miniature gemstones.

      “That’s one expensive door,” Cyll said, eyeing it. “Think we can steal it?”

      “Only if we want to die,” Knell replied. “There’s no way a place like this wouldn’t have something this valuable defended. The captains would have taken it if it were safe. The only reason we’ve had such an easy time is because all the problems have been cleared for us already.”

      Cyll sighed. Knell examined the doors for a few moments before slowly pulling one of them open with the base of his staff. Nothing happened, so the three poked their heads through. The pathway before them was only wide enough for two people to stand shoulder-to-shoulder.

      Cobblestone had been replaced with shimmering obsidian tiles, illuminated by faint purple torches that lined the walls. Lying on the ground just beyond the doors was the remains of an enormous statue. A man’s body laid beneath it, crushed.

      “I think we’re almost there,” Knell whispered. “It won’t be long until we run into someone. I think the mostly likely candidate would be Hawk—which should do us quite well. He was the one told to watch for interlopers, and he doesn’t like Thunder.  If we can pit the two against each other, we should be able to do a fair bit of damage. Stix, you’re going to be the one in charge of grabbing our treasure. I’ll boost your speed, but I won’t be able to Anchor you. You’ll get pulled back to where you were a minute ago when it ends, and we’ll need to be gone long before a minute.”

      Stix swallowed and nodded. “Okay. And not the biggest thing, right?”

      “I’ll tell you what, but absolutely not the biggest one,” Knell confirmed. “That’ll get every pirate in Blackfoot Bay on our tails. Don’t worry, Blackfoot should have left more than enough for us to take our share and escape with the plan I laid out on the boat.”

      As they passed the statue, faint conversation echoed down the hall. All three of them froze, straining to hear it. Knell couldn’t make out the exact words, but the person speaking didn’t sound happy.

      They crept forward, and Knell peeked down a curve. Hawk stood, his back to them, talking with who looked to be his subordinate.

      “Bastards just making me wait here,” Hawk growled. “As if anyone would be stupid enough to try and follow the twelve strongest pirates in Blackfoot Bay and Dread herself. They’re just keeping the best stuff for themselves.”

      “They wouldn’t dare skimp you, Captain,” the other man said. “We’ve got the largest fleet of all the crews. I’m sure they’ll keep to their promise and save you something.”

      Knell pulled back, the gears in his head whirring. A tiny grin tugged at his lips. He wiped a hand across his brow, miming exhaustion, before jerking his chin toward the two. It took Cyll and Stix a moment to understand, but they both caught on and nodded. Knell extended his hand, pointing at one of Stix’s daggers. She handed it to him with a confused frown.

      Without an ounce of hesitation, Knell made several cuts in his jacket and drew another line across his forehead. The wound wasn’t bad, but it bled profusely, and it wasn’t long before he resembled a man that had just escaped a fight.

      Knell staggered into the hall, panting. “Captain! Captain!”

      Both men spun toward him.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas are you doing here?” Hawk asked, drawing his sword. “You aren’t wearing the insignia of any of the other captains.”

      “I’m here to warn you,” Knell said, doubling over and gasping for air. “Betrayal!”

      “What?” Hawk asked, frowning. “What are you on about?”

      “My crew and I were exploring. We went a bit far and got the point we weren’t supposed to pass. Some guys were there, talking about Captain Sorfina. Said she and Thunder were plotting to take some big thing. Not sure what it was. We got spotted, had to fight to live. Ran here right after to warn you.”
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      Hawk’s eyes narrowed, and he exchanged a glance with his man.

      “I can’t believe it,” the crewmate said. “Captain, would they really…”

      “Why are you even telling me this?” Hawk asked, suspicion in his eyes.

      “Well, Captain, we were hoping we could join your crew,” Knell hedged. Stix and Cyll nodded empathetically. “You know, if we were useful…”

      Hawk considered him for a moment, but his own suspicions were clearly already in line with what Knell was telling him.

      “Damn it all,” Hawk cursed. “I knew it. Let’s go, Jack.”

      “Wait, the crew isn’t with us,” Jack said. “Can we really fight them? What if the other pirates join against us?”

      “They won’t,” Hawk said, a cold grin stretching across his gaunt features. “I’ve got some cards of my own, Jack.”

      He turned toward Knell’s group. “You three—you’re coming with us. Running all the way over here to warn me was pretty bold of you. I can use crew like you, presuming you aren’t lying to my face. Not a word from any of you when we get there, by the way. I’ve got ways to figure out if anyone is double-crossing me, and I don’t want you ruining them.”

      The captain spun, striding down the hall. Knell and the others followed after him. They made good time, and it took more than a fair bit of effort for Knell to keep up with them. He hid his hobble as best he could, trying to pass it off as a wound from the fight, but he doubted it would hold up under much scrutiny.

      The sound of conversation echoed through the halls, growing closer as Hawk strode toward the other captains. Stix clenched her daggers nervously, while Cyll was struggling to hide his excited grin.

      They would through the corridor, the bodies of statues and pirates littering the ground around them, and came up to a door that hung askew. It had been scorched and warped from magic and revealed the massive room behind it.

      An enormous pile of gold glistened, rising up nearly two stories high. Weapons and artifacts littered the room, thrown around like worthless garbage. Swords inlaid with brilliant gems hung from the walls, and at the front of the pile was a large dais.

      It was built from obsidian and purple stone, with jagged spikes rising up all around it. Three pillars rose from the dais, each branching out and holding a single object. Atop the center was a glowing blue orb, while a small ship in a green glass bottle rested on the second and a key set on the third. A shimmering aura covered the dais, walling it off.

      That ship was Knell’s target. He would have bet a significant amount of money that it was Blackfoot’s old ride.

      Scattered around the room, examining the treasure lying everywhere, were the other captains of Blackfoot Bay. Hawk stepped through the door, his features twisted in rage, and his crewmate followed him. Knell considered trying to hang back, but he disregarded the idea. Hawk would notice, and that might turn the man against him.

      He and his crew followed the captain in, and the gazes of all the other people in the room immediately turned toward them.

      “Hawk,” Thunder said, setting down a glimmering sword and turning toward him, anger creasing his features. “What are you doing here? We told you that we’d save you your share. You’re supposed to be guarding our backs!”

      “I was, but another situation came up. We won’t have any interruptions, don’t worry,” Hawk said. “I just wanted to check how things were going, after all.”

      “And who are the people you’ve brought along with you?” Thunder asked with a frown.

      “Prospective crewmembers,” Hawk said, his eyes sweeping over the room. “So, how’s the loot divvying going?”

      “Hawk, now isn’t the time,” Thunder said. “Go back and guard the entrance.”

      “I told you, it’s safe,” Hawk repeated. “Why are you so insistent on getting me out?”

      “I’m not!” Thunder snapped. “We all have roles to play, and that was yours.”

      “Actually, I don’t see why he can’t stay,” another captain said. “Who’s going to try to interrupt us? The way is clear.”

      Thunder gritted his teeth. Knell tried to keep the smile from crossing his face. Thunder actually was nervous. He’d figured the pirates would try to cheat each other—they were pirates after all—but judging by how badly Thunder wanted Hawk out, perhaps the scam was even bigger than he’d expected.

      “There are enough treasures for all of you here, right?” Knell asked innocently, making his voice higher pitched to sound younger. “You should all just work together.”

      “See? Listen to the random kid you brought in,” Thunder said, rolling his eyes. “Even he has more sense than you.”

      “Perhaps so,” Hawk said, glaring at Knell. “I just wanted to confirm that I had first right to the second strongest treasure we find, since my crew is the largest out of all of us and I spent the most money getting here.”

      Thunder’s eye twitched.

      “Wait, what?” a female captain asked. “I was promised that one.”

      “A miscommunication,” Thunder said, waving his hand dismissively. “That treasure belongs to Hawk. Captain Melly, I don’t know which of my subordinates told you that false information, but I’ll ensure you’re properly compensated. It was vital that none of us speak of exactly what we’re getting from Mount Bloodwater so that outside forces didn’t try to interfere. If others knew just how much wealth was stored here, we would have had a much harder time getting it.”

      “Hold on,” yet another captain said. “I think we should go through the loot we were promised. You’re the one that organized all of us and brought us here, so you should know. I’d hate to find out there were any more…miscommunications.”

      Knell’s face didn’t twitch, but he was roaring with laughter on the inside. The pirates were falling apart on their own. He didn’t even have to do much, but a little push wouldn’t hurt.

      “What are you talking about?” Thunder asked, narrowing his eyes. “Have you all lost your minds? We can figure this out once we get the treasure. There’s no reason to waste time like this. Who knows how long we have before the mountain collapses? It won’t last forever after I broke it open, you know.”

      “He’s right,” Sorfina said. “We need to get the loot now.”

      Suspicion creased Hawk’s face as Sorfina rose to Thunder’s defense.

      “You know, I’ve got a witness that has absolutely no reason to lie saying that he overheard men discussing cheating me out of my fair share of loot,” Hawk continued. “And who could have imagined who it was? I honestly thought they were making things up to get my attention, but now I’m starting to think they might have been telling the truth. At the very least, I think Melly is right. Why don’t you share exactly who gets what treasure?”

      Hawk gestured back at Knell and the others. Knell kept his gaze at the ground, trying to come off as subservient, but watched Maya and Sorfina’s expressions out of the corner of his eye.

      There was suspicion, but nothing more in them. He had to stifle a laugh. That was the benefit of his scar—people were so used to seeing it that, without it, he was like a different person. His new shoulder guard and clothes probably did a fair bit to help as well. People only saw what they expected to see, after all.

      The pirates needed one little push to descend into chaos. Knell lowered a finger behind his back, where Stix could see it. She stepped up to stand directly behind him so he could touch his hand to her.

      It was time to begin. Everyone’s attention was on Hawk and Thunder, so he had room to work. Knell’s face didn’t twitch as he cast Haste, shattering the barrier of the spell and overloading it on Stix. As the pirates argued, she slid into the shadows and blurred, vanishing.

      He’d given her a set of instructions on the ship before they’d disembarked for this exact scenario, and now it was a simple matter of—

      Coins clattered. Everyone spun as one of the captains swore, patting at his jacket. “Someone stole my damn locket!”

      Sorfina jerked her head, her coat rising up as she spun as if someone had touched her shoulder.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas is going on? First misallocated treasure, now thieves?” Hawk demanded. “What game are you playing, Thunder?”
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      “I have no idea what’s going on,” Thunder snarled. “Why would I steal a random locket?”

      Knell nudged Hawk with his toe. The sharp-eyed captain glared at him, then raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      “I heard the men saying that the locket was important and Sorfina wanted it,” Knell whispered, improvising. He had no idea what the locket was—he’d just instructed Stix to grab something expensive looking and hide it near Sorfina.

      Hawk’s eyes narrowed. He stared at Knell for a few moments, then straightened back up. “Captain Sorfina, would you happen to have a locket on you?”

      “What? I don’t have anything like that.”

      Knell cleared his throat, pointedly eyeing Sorfina’s coat.

      Everyone’s gaze was on Sorfina now.

      “Just humor me,” Hawk said. “If you’ve done nothing wrong, then that shouldn’t be an issue, right?”

      “Fine,” Sorfina snapped. She grabbed the edges of her coat and lifted them back. The motion made her shift her boots slightly, and one of the other captains let out a surprised cough and pointed at her foot, where the locket laid.

      “You drop something, Sorfina?”

      Her eyes widened. “I have no idea how that got there.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Hawk said. “You actually were plotting. Thunder, I wish I could say I’m surprised you stooped this low.”

      “I’ve been set up,” Sorfina snapped. “Why would I steal something so worthless? It’s just gold!”

      “She’s right,” Thunder growled. “Listen—”

      “I got promised the third-strongest item in the room,” a pirate spouted out. “Anyone else?”

      Two hands rose. The tension thickened, and Thunder pressed his lips together.

      Sorfina and Maya stepped back as the mood in the room shifted rapidly. Sorfina’s eyes flicked to Knell, and he let a grin stretch across his face. Recognition finally flashed in her eyes, and she pointed at him.

      “You! That’s the bastard I put a bounty out on Blackfoot Bay! You can’t trust him as your informer. He’s setting us up!”

      “This kid?” Hawk asked, stalking up to Knell and grabbing him by the chin. Knell didn’t resist as Hawk examined his features, then prodded at his cheeks. “I remember that bounty, Sorfina. The kid’s got a staff, but you were very specific about a terrible scar covering half his face. Nothing’s here. He’s as smooth as a baby’s bottom. You’re a lying wretch, woman. And frankly, that doesn’t explain the overpromised treasure. Thunder was playing a little game with us, and I think you’re part of it.”

      “Calm down,” Thunder said, raising a hand. “I know this looks bad, but—”

      “Like I’d listen to you,” Hawk snapped. “No wonder you’re so insistent on our cooperation. You’re playing us all for fools.”

      “I did this because I’m the strongest!” Thunder snapped. “We’ll all get an equal share of the rewards here, but I needed everyone to work together to do that. None of you would have agreed if you didn’t think you were getting one of the strongest items here. Now that we’re here, we can work something real out.”

      “You’re the Strongest?” a tall woman in black clothes asked. Everyone froze. Knell hadn’t even noticed her when he’d entered the room. It was like she’d come out of nowhere, and that made him fear her more than any of the other people in the room.

      Her face was beautiful, like it had been chiseled from ice. There was a terrifying grace in her step as she approached the pirate spokesperson. She didn’t even use magic, but everyone stepped back regardless.

      “Captain Dread,” Thunder said, backpedaling. “I meant amongst the Blackfoot Bay pirates, of course. There’s no need for you to get caught up in our troubles.”

      “No, I don’t think you did,” Dread said, running her tongue along her lips. “I came here to claim that key on the dais. That is why I lent you my aid. Your petty squabbling is wasting my time. I trust you haven’t promised that to someone else?”

      Thorn shook his head empathetically. Knell’s hands clenched. He hadn’t accounted for Dread stopping them. Why did she even care about what they did? She could have broken the damn dais open on her own. If she made the pirates stop fighting, all his work would be for naught.

      A small form bounced over to stand beside Dread and tugged on her coat. Everyone drew in a sharp breath as the pirate snapped down to look at who dared to touch her. Knell suppressed a groan as he recognized who it was.

      Hau tugged on Dread’s clothing again. Dread clicked her tongue and, to the surprise of everyone, leaned down. Hau whispered something into her ear, and Dread’s eyes flashed. She stood again, her eyes slowly roaming across the room. They caught on Knell for an instant, and his blood went cold. His hands tightened around his staff.

      “That being said,” Dread said, moving her gaze away, “I can say one thing. There is indeed a traitor in your group. You have five minutes. Deal with it.”

      The air crackled with tension, and nobody caught the quick glance Dread sent at Knell and Stix. Knell had been pretty certain he’d cast and released Haste quickly enough to stop anybody from seeing it because of how fast Stix had moved, but the look in the woman’s eyes told him he was wrong.

      He considered enacting the emergency part of his plan to Anchor and kill Stix, proclaiming her a traitor attempting to sow dissent, but since Dread didn’t look like she was about to rat him out, he held off. That particular contingency wasn’t one either he or Stix wanted to use. 

      “I knew it. You dirty, backstabbing bastard!” Hawk roared, drawing his sword. He lunged at Thunder, who batted the strike away. The large man was still clearly weakened from opening Mount Bloodwater, but he was no easy target.

      “You’ve signed your death warrant,” Thunder snarled. “Kill this traitor! Whoever does gets his share of the reward!”

      “To me!” Hawk yelled. The captains split into groups, and magic swarmed the air. Fire bloomed and explosions crashed through the room, sending gold and priceless artifacts flying. Battle cries rose up as the captains and their attendants descended into a brawl.

      Knell darted for the center of the room, his eyes lighting yellow. He ducked as a bolt of lightning flew over his head, meant for a pirate beyond him. Stix and Cyll ran along the edges of the room, meeting back up with him as they skidded to a stop before the dais.

      Drawing on all his power, Knell cast Slow. His face returned to normal as he let Exhume drop. The invisible barrier resisted him as he tried to force the spell to take hold on the barrier surrounding the dais. For a moment, it held strong. Then, with a snarl, Knell pushed through. The spell leaped from his fingers and the energy crumbled, fading away as if it had never been there.

      Stix grabbed the ship in a bottle, and Knell snagged the key from the dais. Cyll threw him over his shoulder and darted for the exit, Stix hot on their heels. As they ran, Knell turned to where Dread was standing. He reared back and lobbed the key at her.

      Her hand shot out, and she grabbed it, a smile stretching across her face. She tipped her hat to him, then slipped into the shadows as if she had never been there. Hau waved to Knell, winking before she vanished as well.

      The last think Knell saw of the room was Maya as she dashed for the dais, reaching out to grab the huge Boon at its peak. Then Cyll turned a corner, and they were gone.

      “It won’t be long,” Knell wheezed, bouncing on Cyll’s back as the large man sprinted down the hall. His body ached and he could already picture all the white hair he’d gained from overloading his spells so badly, but he was confident it had been worth it. “With the shitstorm going down and the best loot missing, I imagine it won’t be long before at least some of them realize they’ve been tricked.”
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      “That’s why I’m running,” Cyll replied with a grunt. His long legs covered the ground at incredible speed for an unenhanced mortal. He was practically bounding. Stix darted alongside them, her dexterity allowing her to keep up.

      “Won’t they chase us?” Stix asked.

      “Once they figure it out, but that’ll take a while. Dread said there was a traitor, even though she probably meant me. That should have them fooled, but Sorfina won’t be. If she escapes, she’ll be after us.”

      “That sounds like a bad thing.”

      “We’ll see,” Knell replied.

      And so they ran. Knell allowed himself to relax slightly. His head felt like it was nearly about to split, and if he didn’t get at least a little rest, he wasn’t confident they’d be able to execute the escape properly if anything went wrong.

      His eyes fluttered. When they opened again, cold water was soaking his clothes. He groaned, blinking. Cyll was swimming through the water toward their ship. They reached it, and Cyll climbed aboard, dumping Knell on the deck.

      “Damn, that was actually a little tiring,” Cyll said. “You all good, Cap?”

      “I’ll be fine,” Knell said, pushing himself upright with a grimace. “Where’s my staff?”

      “I’ve got it,” Stix said, hopping aboard and shaking herself off. She handed Knell the staff and the boat in a bottle. “I hope this was worth it.”

      “Start getting the boat moving,” Knell said, examining the bottle. The ship within it shimmered with green light. It looked like a galleon, but large chunks were missing from the model. It looked like it had been run aground time and time again. The figurehead was completely missing, and the damage to its bottom meant it would sink as soon as it touched the water.

      Despite that, the bottle hummed in Knell’s hands. It didn’t feel familiar, but it felt…right. He turned the bottle over in his hands, trying to pinpoint what it was. A tiny wisp of green light rose off it, sparking against his skin.

      “Time magic,” Knell muttered. “That’s what it is.”

      “Not the time to be looking at toys,” Cyll said, grunting as he prepared the sails. “We’re about to be under attack.”

      “No. This is the perfect time to do it,” Knell muttered. “This feels right.”

      Faint whispers touched his mind. Knell recoiled, instantly throwing up every trick for mental defense he knew, but he paused. They didn’t feel malicious. Again, it was almost comforting. Like something that was meant to be. The ship was calling to him, and it wanted freedom.

      The boat slid forward as Cyll and Stix raised the anchor. They started to sail away from the island as pirates poured out of Mount Bloodwater. Among them, Knell spotted Sorfina and Maya’s furious faces. The island turned into a bloodbath as the crews of the captains leaped from their boats and joined in.

      “I don’t think we’re going to be able to outpace all of them,” Cyll said.

      “We won’t have to,” Stix exclaimed as they pulled away. “Look! Most of them are just killing each other.”

      “Not all,” Knell said, squinting. Sorfina and Maya had met with their crew, who were holding off the other pirates as they retreated to their ship. It was a large galleon with blue colors, and magical energy glimmered all over it. There were almost certainly enchantments on the ship, and Knell suspected she had someone with a Path that would accelerate how fast it moved.

      It only took a few minutes for Sorfina’s ship to slip away from port. Evidently, they’d been prepared for a quick retreat. A grin tugged at Knell’s lips. Perhaps she’d been planning to betray them all along.

      “What do we do?” Cyll asked. “Your plan ended with us running away on Blackfoot’s ship. Is it working?”

      “I’m finding that out now,” Knell admitted. “Stop the ship.”

      “What?” Cyll did a double-take. “They’ll catch us in minutes.”

      “Just do it,” Knell said. “I’m confident, and I don’t want to drop this thing overboard while we’re moving.”

      “Whatever you say, Cap,” Cyll said with a shrug. He and Stix ran over and started to take care of the sails.

      Meanwhile, Knell walked up to the edge of the ship. He examined the bottle in his hand, the whispers still tickling the back of his head. Then he flicked the cork off. The bottle cracked, and Knell dropped it into the sea below them.

      “Well, now you’ve gone and lost the damn thing we just spent so much effort getting,” Cyll drawled. Knell glanced at him out of the corner of his eye, and Cyll smirked. He clearly didn’t believe a single word coming out of his own mouth. The immortal man jogged over to the cabin and came back carrying the logbook and their map.

      “I hope you can Exhume that thing pretty quickly,” Stix said. “Do you want me to run onto their ship and try to slow them to buy you time?”

      “No,” Knell said, shaking his head. The whispers in his head were growing stronger. He could feel the boat beneath them. “Just get ready to jump when I say to.”

      Stix blinked, then nodded. “Okay.”

      They stared into the water. Waves lapped against the hull of their stolen ship. Then, from beneath the depths, bubbles started to rise. They popped as they reached the surface, growing in number and speed as a large area before them started to turn white. The whispers reached a crescendo in Knell’s mind.

      “Now!” Knell barked.

      Cyll grabbed Knell and leaped over the edge of the ship. Stix jumped after them, and the ocean surged to meet them. Water split apart as green wood burst from the sea and the deck of a ship breached the waves.

      They only fell for a few feet before the ship rose up to meet them, lifting them all into the air above the little sloop. Wood creaked and groaned beneath their feet, and Cyll shifted his weight, trying to keep himself and Knell upright.

      The scent of rotted wood hung low in the air around them. Ropes whipped around overhead, pulling themselves into position as a tattered black sail fell from the mast above. Large holes in the deck around them revealed two decks below. The damage to the ship was painfully extensive, and water was already rushing in.

      Knell drew in a breath and pressed his hand to the planks. This was going to hurt. He steeled his nerves and cast Exhume. As he expected, a wall of resistance rose to bar his path. It was one of the strongest ones he’d felt yet. The ship was massive, and on top of that, it was seeped in magic.
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      He gritted his teeth, channeling as much energy as he dared to risk. Pain pricked at his nerves and he staggered, refusing to stop. But the barrier held firm. Knell was dimly aware of Sorfina’s ship gaining on them, but he didn’t have time to worry about that yet. One problem at a time.

      Green smoke rose up from the deck around Knell. It flooded into his body as his reserves dwindled, reinforcing his magic and refreshing him like a drink of cool water. The barrier bent. It held out for a second longer, then shattered with a mental screech.

      Magic roared around them. The broken wood snapped and popped as green light wound out over the holes, patching them with ghostly energy. Cracks in the mast mended themselves, and the ship shuddered.

      “Sixteen Seas,” Cyll breathed. Knell grit his teeth, barely able to keep himself still standing with the help of his staff. As the ship rebuilt itself around them, Stix called out a warning.

      “Sorfina is almost on us. It doesn’t look like she’s stopping,” Stix warned. “We should get ready to fight in a few minutes. I don’t think we’ll be able to get this huge thing moving in time with just the three of us.”

      But the ship wasn’t done. The final bits of damage were sealed over with translucent green energy, but magic continued to gather before Knell. Wisps of smoke converged into a churning pillar that gradually took the form of a man.

      There was a sharp crack, and the wisps imploded. Features formed rapidly. Before them stood a skeleton wearing the tattered robes of a pirate. The skeleton’s eyes burned with green flame, and his boney jaw creaked as it split into what Knell suspected was a grin.

      “The crew of the Withered Rose has returned,” the skeleton breathed. “If only for a few scant minutes. We thank you, Captain. I am called Maud, first mate of the Withered Rose.”

      Knell struggled to contain all the questions welling in his chest. As much as he wanted to press, there was no time for anything other than action.

      “We have enemies gaining on us fast, Maud,” Knell said, pointing at Sorfina’s ship. It had started to slow but was still drawing up on them quickly. “I brought you back because we need to deal with them. You were Blackfoot’s ship, right? I’m counting on you being able to help.”

      “We were here long before Blackfoot,” Maud said with a dry laugh. “We can take care of the ship. The Withered Rose will not last long after, though. With the energy you’ve given us, I will reform the ship to bend to your will. That will ensure it does not sink. In turn, you will restore us. Have we a contract?”

      Knell pressed his lips together. Charging headlong into a contract was far from ideal, but Sorfina’s cannons were nearly upon them. “So long as it does not actively work against my ultimate goals.”

      Maud extended a skeletal hand. Knell clasped it, and a jolt of ice shot through his veins.

      “So be it,” Maud said, the green flame in his eyes flaring. “One last hurrah, boys. The endless abyss awaits. We’ll sail their ship down to it!”

      Cannons thundered as Sorfina’s galleon started to fire on them. One of the cannonballs hurtled into the sail—and kept going, as if it wasn’t there at all. Knell’s crew stared in disbelief as several more cannonballs phased straight through the hull of their ship, doing absolutely no damage and coming out the other side to splash harmlessly into the water.

      Dozens of faint green forms appeared along the deck. The ship creaked as the sails turned, and they started to move in an arc, bringing their own cannons to bear toward Sorfina. The angle they cut was impossible—a ship of the Withered Rose’s size had no reasonable way to make such a sharp turn, but it did nonetheless.

      They swung out from the range of Sorfina’s cannons, picking up speed as they sailed right toward their opponents. It wouldn’t be long before they were broadside. Knell could see the terrified faces of Sorfina’s crew as they rushed to try and turn the trajectory of their galleon. Some of them manned the cannons, and others leaped over the side of the ship to escape.

      Knell’s lips split into a cold smile as he spotted Sorfina standing on the top deck, staring straight at him. He raised his hand in a mock salute. It was vital that she try to kill him, or much of what he’d worked for would be wasted.

      “Behold, Sorfina,” Knell called, his words echoing over the water as the Withered Rose drew up beside the other galleon. “The cost of betrayal.”

      Dozens of thunderous crashes split the air. Like the beating of a war drum, cannonballs slammed into Sorfina’s galleon, shattering wood and destroying everything in their path. The Withered Rose’s cannons beat a steady rhythm as they fired, unleashing a storm of flame and death.

      The other ship was torn to pieces right before their eyes. It tipped forward as what little remained of if quickly started to sink beneath the waves. Sorfina raised her sword toward Knell and drew it across her throat.

      Knell smirked and beckoned for her to come. He twisted his staff apart and tossed the sheath to the ground. He then shifted the staff to his left hand and rested his other one on his belt confidently.

      Sorfina screamed in fury and charged across the ruined remains of her deck. She bounded into the air, her sword flashing as she flew through the air and came down toward Knell. Even with her ship destroyed and her crew torn to bits, she was still one of the strongest pirate captains in Blackfoot Bay. She was stronger and faster than Knell. Him standing before her, open to attack as if she were helpless, was too much to resist.

      Victory flashed in Sorfina’s eyes. She and Knell both knew that he couldn’t block a strike from her. Knell’s grin didn’t slip as he watched Sorfina hurtle toward him. His eyes just shimmered a deathly yellow.

      His right hand raised from his belt, the flintlock in his hand. He raised it, cocking the hammer in the same motion, and pulled the trigger. The muzzle barked, but Knell didn’t wait to see the results. He stepped to the side, allowing her body to crash to the deck where he’d been standing.

      Knell snapped his fingers, casting Tax the Living. Streamers of dark smoke erupted from the wound and coiled around her before shooting back into it and spiking into Sorfina’s body, ensuring the kill.

      The former captain’s body tumbled across the ground, the sword clattering from her grip as she came to a stop against the mast. Blood seeped out from a hole in the center of her head, pooling on the deck around her.

      “A fool unto the end,” Knell said, grabbing the other half of his staff and reconnecting it. “If you’d had even a mite of sense, I never would have been able to pin you down for long enough to shoot you. You were far faster than I, Sorfina. But you can’t dodge anything in the air.”

      The Withered Rose looped around the wreckage of Sorfina’s galleon, then started to head out toward sea. Knell glanced back at the pirates watching them from Mount Bloodwater, but none were following after the display they’d just put on. Perfect.

      “What do you want to do with her?” Cyll asked, walking up to stand beside Knell.

      “Take everything of value,” Knell replied, hooking the hat off her head with the end of his staff and tucking it under his arm. “Then throw her overboard. There is no more Sorfina. Just a corpse taking up room on my deck.”
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      “You sure?” Cyll asked, raising an eyebrow. “She looks tasty. I could probably get a few good meals out of her. Have you ever tried eating people that are at high levels? They’re quite nutritious. Great for getting stronger.”

      Stix gagged. “You can’t be serious.”

      “He isn’t,” Knell said, pressing his lips together. “Now stop wasting time. Throw the woman off the deck and get to helping the boat move. We don’t know how long it will be until the other pirates wake up. Our fear factor will only last so long.”

      His crew sprung into motion. The ship helped of its own volition, flickers of ghostly pirates fading in and out as they helped take the ship further away from Mount Bloodwater. Knell leaned against the mast, weariness threatening to overcome him.

      He slumped down with a groan, the exhaustion of the day catching up with him. He’d gone far too much overboard, but it would be worth it. Hopefully. His eyes fluttered, and then he was asleep.

      Knell jerked awake with a snort. The sun had shifted through the sky above them. He cursed under his breath.

      “Finally awake?” Cyll asked, his face appearing above Knell and causing his beard to poke his captain. Knell batted it away and sat up with a groan.

      “How long?”

      “Just an hour or so,” Cyll replied cheerfully. “The ship doesn’t seem to be doing too well, though. I think it’s losing power. It’s doing less and less to help us. You sure it’ll be seafaring when this is all over? I’d hate to sink in the middle of the ocean.”

      “What did Maud say?”

      “The skeleton said we’d be fine.”

      “Then listen to the skeleton. It has no reason to lie. What about tails? Are any pirates following us?”

      “No,” Cyll replied, shaking his head. “Nobody. Looks like we got away with it. Damn surprising. I honestly would have thought they’d chase us for the ship.”

      “We must have been intimidating enough when we sank Sorfina,” Knell said with a relieved sigh. “Good. That was the only part I was concerned over.”

      “The only one?” Stix asked, emerging from below deck and walking to join them. “I overheard you talking, sorry. But you can’t tell me you had all of that planned. Only half of it was in the plan we went over before we got on the island.”

      “That’s about how much I had planned,” Knell replied. “But that’s the important part of a strategy of this size. There was no way to predict every single thing that the pirates would do. There were too many factors. Too many things out of my reach. I didn’t have enough information to work something truly intricate, so I instead focused on major points. The main thing I was unsure of is how they would react after we took care of Sorfina or escaped.”

      “Knowing the boat would be one of the treasures and that the pirates would already have some sort of treachery amongst themselves were the main things you counted on, right?” Stix guessed.

      “And that Sorfina would be furious if we made a fool of her. It was the only realistic way I’d get her mad enough to make a mistake bad enough to let me kill her,” Knell said. “We had two ultimate goals today. The first was to get this ship. The second was to kill Sorfina. The fame we’ll get for offing a pirate captain in the middle of a swarm of pirates is enormous. It will do much to help us in the future.”

      “And putting the traitorous crabapple in her place certainly felt good, too,” Cyll said, baring his teeth. “I didn’t eat her, by the way.”

      “I know you didn’t,” Knell said wearily. “You aren’t a cannibal. You’re just deranged.”

      “Aw, thanks.”

      Knell grimaced. He was still exhausted. He looked up at the sky, watching the clouds track overhead. For the first time in years, he actually wanted to sleep. To rest. Knell crushed the feeling, not permitting it to distract him any farther. He couldn’t afford it, not when so much was at stake.

      “Knell?” Stix asked.

      He blinked. “What?”

      “You were zoned out. Are you okay?”

      “I— Yeah. I’m fine,” Knell said. “Help me to my feet. There’s more we need to deal with. I have to figure out what our next steps will be.”

      Stix studied him. Then she shook her head. “No.”

      “What?”

      “No. You’re exhausted. We just got away with something huge. You need to take a break, Knell.”

      “I believe I just gave you an order,” Knell said.

      He started to rise, but Cyll put a hand on his shoulder and pushed him back down. “She’s right, Cap. We won the day. Relax, at least for a little.”

      “There is no time to relax. There is always more to do.”

      “Then it can wait,” Cyll growled. “Stay down, Captain. Do you want to know how many good men I saw burn themselves to a crisp as they reached for the heavens? Too goddamn many. You’ve got potential, but it means nothing if you die in a few years. For a strategist, you know nothing of pacing. This isn’t a sprint, idiot. It’s a continent-long run.”

      Knell’s chest twisted. Cyll’s words rang true, and he hated every second of it. “But…how can I do that? The gods are still there. If I’m not working against them, they are widening the gap between us.”

      “That’s what every other idiot that I worked with in my rebellion said,” Cyll said. “And you know what happened to them? They’re dead. I watched them die. I watched them kill themselves, one rushed action at a time. I know it feels like you’re racing against the gods, but you don’t have their stamina. Pace yourself, or I’ll watch another chance to kill the gods slip between my fingers.”

      Passion and fury burned in the older man’s eyes. Knell drew a breath and let it out slowly.

      “Perhaps you’re right.”

      Cyll blinked, as if he was surprised that Knell agreed with him. “Really?”

      “Your words have some merit,” Knell said. “I cannot rest long, but it would not hurt to take a small break. It would be bad if I broke myself, even though I hate the idea of stopping for any period of time.”

      “Huh. I didn’t think that would work,” Stix said. “But I’m glad it did. Where should we go?”

      “Find a town about half a week’s travel away,” Knell replied. “That will be far enough that we won’t have to worry about immediately getting attacked. We’ll progress from there.”

      “We’ll handle it,” Cyll promised. “You can just rest.”

      Knell pursed his lips and nodded. He leaned his head against the mast, this time allowing himself to slip off into much needed sleep without resisting its call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            75

          

        

      

    

    
      Knell woke to the gentle rocking of the sea. The deck was far from the most comfortable place to sleep, but he felt more refreshed than he had in years. He stretched, getting a kink out of his side as he slowly opened his eyes and sat up.

      Well, that’s strange.

      The Withered Rose had, well, withered. Somehow, during his sleep, the galleon had shrunk to the size of a sloop. That would have been one thing, but it wasn’t just the size of the ship that had changed.

      Its shape was different, too. Four masts had turned to one, and the rest of the ship looked completely different as well. While it was still made of green wood, the ghostly energy had vanished. Now, faint specks of verdant light occasionally drifted off the planks as if they were smoldering.

      “I suppose that’s what Maud meant when he said the ship would change to remain seaworthy,” Knell muttered. “It’s for the best. I don’t know how in the seas we would have been able to sail an entire galleon around on our own.”

      He clambered to his feet with the aid of his staff, drawing in a deep breath. He really did feel refreshed. Knell made a note to thank Cyll and Stix. They’d been correct. He was pushing himself too hard, which was a damned fool thing to do.

      Knell turned, then paused. He blinked once, then rubbed his eyes. Maya hung from the railing above the captain’s cabin, her limbs bound with heavy rope. Blood covered one side of her body, and she swayed with the waves, unconscious. Her right arm was missing, cut off just below the shoulder.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas?” Knell asked. The trapdoor leading below deck flipped open, and Stix climbed out.

      “Oh, you’re awake!” Stix said, smiling. She was more cheerful than Knell had ever seen her. “You slept a while. How was it?”

      “Good,” Knell said slowly. Stix’s uncomfortably large grin didn’t fade, and Knell’s eyes narrowed. Something was wrong. He went to cast Anchor on her but paused. When the spell went off, she’d get yanked back into the open ocean, where they’d been a minute ago. “Do you care to explain why our enemy is currently trussed up like a stuck pig above my cabin?”

      “I believe she clung to the ship after you destroyed Sorfina’s craft,” a chilling voice said from behind Knell. “She was quite determined to survive.”

      Knell’s eye twitched. He recognized that voice. He did not want to recognize that voice. He turned, preparing to reach for his magic, and came face to face with Dread. That explained what Stix was trying to warn him about.

      “I will never sleep again,” Knell declared. “That was the worst decision of my life. Stix, what is Dread doing on my godsforsaken ship?”

      “Visiting,” Dread replied with a small grin. She sat back, shadows reaching up from the ground and forming a chair beneath her. She crossed one leg over the other and gestured for Knell to sit as well, creating a seat behind him.

      “What do you want?” Knell asked, not taking her up on the offer. “And where is Cyll?”

      “Eating,” Dread said. “He was quite hungry.”

      “Have you managed to turn my entire crew against me?”

      “On the contrary,” Dread replied, her smile fading. “Your barbarian welcomed me onto your ship when I arrived, then attempted to rip my throat out. It was not a pleasant experience. I had to convince him that I meant you no harm, but it was not easy.”

      A smile flickered across Knell’s face. “That sounds about right. Very well. Since I have been recently convinced that I need to…take a break, I will talk. I presume there is something you want.”

      He sat down, not releasing his grip on his magic. Dread extended a hand, and shadows coiled around it, depositing the key that Knell had thrown her in the pirate’s palm.

      “You made my job considerably more interesting,” Dread said. “I was curious. Do you know what this is?”

      “No,” Knell replied. “And frankly, I don’t care. I gave it to you for one reason—to keep you from coming after us.”

      “Ah. Oops,” Dread said playfully, flicking the key to the ground. It vanished into the shadows, never hitting the deck. “That’s unfortunate.”

      “Quite,” Knell agreed. “Care to explain why you’re here, then?”

      “Because I’m curious,” Dread said. “I have been since I sent Hau to investigate what had Sorfina stitched up. It’s not exactly uncommon to blacklist pirates, but Kalunga seemed to believe you were more interesting than most.”

      “Ah. That explains a lot,” Knell said, pursing his lips. “He’s part of your crew? Why was he working with Sorfina?”

      Dread’s lips parted in a thin smile. “Kalunga is part of nobody’s crew, but he and I have worked together upon occasion. He is rarely wrong, and he had quite a grudge against Sorfina. See, she cheated against him at a game of cards a few weeks ago.”

      Knell’s brow furrowed, reviewing his interactions with the bearded pirate man. There wasn’t much to go back over. “Are you implying that Kalunga introduced us, specifically knowing that we would clash?”

      “He already knew Maya would accept Sorfina’s offer. He couldn’t be certain you would fight, but he clearly believed it was a strong possibility.”

      “All because of a game of cards?”

      “Kalunga takes his games very seriously.”

      Knell sighed. “Thrilling. Why are you telling me this?”

      Dread shrugged. “Because Hau was curious about you. That doesn’t happen often. She usually kills whoever I send her after.”

      Probably because they try to kill her first.

      “I see,” Knell said. “And, despite all these words, you’ve still yet to give me the real reason you’re here. There’s no way you’d visit for no reason beyond chatting and telling me that Sorfina only met her end at my hands because she pissed off the wrong homeless man.”

      Dread laughed. “Oh, you’re so to the point. Lovely. Yes, I came here for another reason. You see, you’ve taken two treasures from Mount Bloodwater, not one. I want the other.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Knell said. “The only thing we took was this ship, and considering all the effort we went through to get it, I’m not particularly inclined to give it up.”

      “You’re welcome to the ship,” Dread said, shaking her head. “I’ll sail on nobody but the Fuge. No, I’m interested in the massive Boon you stole.”
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      Knell cocked his head to the side. “I did no such thing. We left it in the room. Last I saw—”

      His eye twitched again. He glanced up at the railing, where Maya swung. “Ah.”

      “Ah indeed,” Dread said with a wry smile. “And now we have a problem.”

      “No, we really don’t,” Knell said. “Take her. I care nothing one way or another for the woman’s life. She aligned herself against me.”

      “No, that isn’t the problem,” Dread said, shaking her head. She curled her hands, and the shadows rose up once more, forming a cocoon. It bloomed open, revealing the large blue Boon that had been sitting on the dais of Mount Bloodwater. There was a large chunk missing from the top of it. “The problem is that Maya attempted to attack your ship while you slept. She didn’t have a good mastery over her Boon abilities yet, so he was able to overpower her.”

      “Oh, no,” Knell said. At second glance, the damage to the Boon looked suspiciously like bite marks. “He didn’t.”

      “He did,” Dread said. “Not intentionally, from my understanding. But he did take a big bite out of her shoulder, which damaged the Boon mid-integration. It blew her whole arm off and, more importantly, completely ruined the Boon.”

      Knell couldn’t help himself. He started to laugh. “That’s rich. One of the biggest Boons in the Shattered Sea just sitting around, and Cyll eats the forsaken thing. But what do you want me to do about that? Surely you aren’t about to ask me to replace it.”

      “I’m not an idiot,” Dread said. “You weren’t at fault. Technically, this Boon is yours by rite of battle. I’d like you to give it to me.”

      “Hm. Why? Damaged or not, it would still make a powerful artifact,” Knell said. “Or I could absorb it for the experience.”

      “Because it would make me happy.”

      “No.”

      “You are a bold one,” Dread mused. “Do you know how many pirates would fall over themselves to kiss my feet, just for the opportunity to gain my favor?”

      Stix’s hand went to her dagger, and she gave Knell a slight nod from behind Dread. She flicked it into the deck between Dread’s feet, quivering. Dread didn’t even flinch.

      “The next one goes in your neck,” Stix said. “Don’t threaten my captain.”

      That was aggressive, and also largely pointless. It didn’t really feel like a move Stix would typically do, either. Knell cocked his head to the side.

      “Do I look like a normal pirate to you, Dread?”

      Dread’s cold eyes bored into him for a few moments. “Perhaps not. But I think you may overestimate your position here. Do not think that you can defeat me because you struck down a pathetic captain caught up in her own rage.”

      Wood splintered beneath Dread’s feet. Cyll’s hands punched up from below deck, flailing for a moment before wrapping around her ankles. Her eyes widened in surprise, but she didn’t even budge.

      “Hello there,” Cyll said, his voice muted. “I’ll have you know that I’ve got a sword directly below you. One sharp pull and you’ll find yourself in a rather uncomfortable position.”

      That explained the dagger throw. Stix was marking Dread’s position for Cyll.

      “So, why should I give you the Boon?” Knell asked. “The other pirates have no idea I have it, which means I no longer have much desire to give it up. The main reason I left it behind was to avoid being hounded by every single one of them. The fact that you haven’t just taken it already means you want something more.”

      Dread sighed. “I should have listened to Hau. Very well. I will do something that I have not done in a long time. I will speak to you as an equal. I want this Boon to make an artifact. It still possesses some of the sea goddess’ will. Unfortunately, it chose Maya as its wielder. Even though it is broken, if she dies, it will shatter and become worthless.”

      “Then just bring— Ah. You can’t, can you?” Knell asked. “You can’t bring people with you when you do that teleportation. I presume Hau just has it herself.”

      “This is why I hate being direct,” Dread said, pressing her lips together. “Do you know how many people know any of my limitations?”

      “At least one,” Knell said wryly. “Normally, I’d tell you to cut to the chase, but I find myself enjoying this. On the advice of my crew, I am taking some time to relax. So, Captain Dread, I think I have an understanding of the situation. You cannot kill any of us, because you need us to keep Maya alive until you can harvest that Boon.”

      Dread sighed. “Correct.”

      “Why would I do that?” Knell asked. “You’re asking me to keep an enemy on my ship. That’s just asking for a dagger in the back. And for what reward?”

      “Gold?” Dread offered.

      Knell smirked. “No. You can skip the other offers as well. I want the one that you’re saving for last.”

      “You are insufferable,” Dread said. “Unfortunately, I care more about this Boon than I do about that. I’ll give you a favor.”

      “That doesn’t seem particularly useful, especially if you kill me as soon as you get whatever you want from that Boon.”

      Dread sighed again. “An open favor. One request, granted so long as it is within my ability and regardless of what it is. The only restriction is that it cannot harm me or my crew. And, furthermore, I swear to hold no ill will against you or your crew. You will find no trouble from me due to any actions today.”

      “Any favor?” Stix asked, her eyes widening.

      Dread’s eyes narrowed. “Any favor.”

      “How long do we need to keep her?” Knell asked. “There’s only so long I want her dangling from my railing.”

      “I don’t know,” Dread admitted. “Hence the incredibly lofty payment. To make things doable for you, I will use a Geas on her. I trust that will remove any worry of betrayal.”

      Knell stopped to consider the offer. Dread really wanted that Boon. An open favor from one of the strongest pirates in the Sixteen Seas was an incredibly rare gift.

      “Deal,” Knell said. “But if she kills herself, that’s not my fault.”

      “I expect you do everything in your power to make sure she doesn’t,” Dread said coldly. “That favor is worth more than any amount of gold to me. I trust you won’t abuse it.”

      Knell’s grin widened. “Oh, I absolutely will. But probably not in any way you’re thinking. Enjoy your Boon, Captain. Make sure to place the Geas on Maya before you leave.”
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      The shadows sank back into the ship, taking the Boon with it. Dread rose to her feet, her legs phasing straight through Cyll’s hands, and stalked over to Maya. She reached into a pocket on her coat and slipped a band made of blue stone onto Maya’s wrist.

      “I’ll need a drop of blood.”

      Stix offered Knell one of her daggers, and he pricked his thumb. At Dread’s direction, he pressed it to the band on the unconscious pirate’s wrist. It constricted, not stopping until it was pressed against her skin.

      “What is that?” Stix asked.

      “A Geas,” Dread replied. “It’s a binding spell that stops the target from attacking whoever put it on them. They’re usually used for high-profile prisoners. I trust you’ll make sure Maya remains alive until I tell you her life is no longer necessary.”

      “She’ll live,” Knell said. “Is there anything else I can help you with, Captain?”

      “I don’t suppose you want to use that favor now?” Dread pursed her lips.

      “No chance,” Knell replied. “Have a safe trip back.”

      Dread shook her head, but Knell saw through her anger to the amusement beneath. She felt that she’d gotten the better of him in their deal. That Boon must have been seriously important to her, but Knell didn’t care.

      A favor would be a lot more useful than a Boon that didn’t even function properly. She had some predetermined purpose for it, and it was unlikely he would have been able to get his hands on that. This outcome was perfect, even if he did have to deal with Maya.

      Dread sank into the deck, vanishing in a pool of black ripples.

      “I’m sorry,” Stix rushed. “I tried to warn you, but—”

      “I got your warning, but she was a superior opponent,” Knell said, stopping Stix. “Relax. You and Cyll did well, although I’d like to know why he was sitting around below deck for so long. Were you planning that leg-grabbing attack all this time?”

      Cyll climbed out from below deck. “Nah. I was trying to clean my mouth out. That Boon tasted like shit,” Cyll said, gagging. “Stix had the idea for the trap while you were asleep, but I didn’t think we’d get to use it so soon. Not like it did much.”

      “It would have worked against someone else,” Stix said defensively.

      “It probably would have,” Knell agreed. “Although it does seem a bit— Ah, never mind. How did Dread get on our ship?”

      “She just showed up,” Stix replied. “Popped up right next to me and I nearly had a heart attack.”

      “How long after Maya was apprehended?”

      “An hour or so,” Stix replied. “She tended to her wounds when she realized what happened. I guess we know why now.”

      Knell rubbed his forehead. “Well, you did what you could. I wouldn’t have dared be this bold with Dread if we didn’t have something she wanted so badly.”

      “Wonder what she’ll use that thing for,” Cyll said, scratching his chin. “Maybe some color for her wardrobe. The only shade that woman knows is black.”

      “Are you really lecturing Captain Dread about her stylistic choices?” Stix asked. “She’s like…one of the strongest pirates.”

      “Been there, seen that. She also tasted about normal,” Cyll said, grimacing. “Aside from her turning into shadows midway through me ripping out her neck. That was lame.”

      Knell rubbed his forehead. “I— Never mind. No more resting. I’ve had my fill of it for the next week at the minimum. We’ve gained a lot of information today.”

      “And a favor,” Stix said.

      “And an extra passenger,” Cyll added. “Unfortunately.”

      “Speaking of, we should probably make sure she doesn’t die swinging up there.” Knell pressed his lips together. “Could you get her down? And wake her up.”

      Stix and Cyll cut Maya down and untied her. Her right arm was completely severed at the shoulder, but there was almost no sign of the wound anymore. It was just a nub. Dread had some serious healing abilities if she’d patched the wound so well.

      Cyll poked Maya in the face. She groaned. He poked her again. Her eyes fluttered open, staring up into the sky uncomprehendingly. Slowly, awareness returned to them.

      “Hello,” Knell said. “What a coincidence. I can’t say I expected to see you again.”

      Of all the reactions Knell expected from the brash woman, the defeat in her eyes was not one of them. She just closed her eyes.

      “I don’t care. Just kill me.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s no longer an option,” Knell said. “Nor can you act against me. I’ve got a Geas on you. You’ve got a mysterious benefactor that wants you alive.”

      “Sorfina?” Maya asked, opening her eyes again. There was fury in them, Knell realized. But, strangely, it didn’t feel like it was directed at them.

      “She won’t be doing any benefactoring again,” Knell said. “Aside from to the fish, I suppose. She’s dead.”

      Maya’s hand clenched. She raised her head slightly to look up at them. “I see. And my Boon?”

      “Ruined and gone,” Knell said. “Cyll ate it.”

      Her head thumped against the deck, and she let out a miserable sigh. “Figures. And I can’t convince you to kill me?”

      “Afraid not. I quite need you alive now,” Knell said. “You’re far more amiable to this than I expected.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Maya said. “Just throw me in the brig or whatever it is you plan to do. I don’t care anymore. It doesn’t matter.”

      Something happened on that boat. She looked pretty displeased when we were on Mount Bloodwater as well. Sorfina must have done something. This woman barely resembles the one I met on Blackfoot Bay.

      Knell studied Maya for a moment, then shrugged. They had a fair amount of time to figure it out, and he wouldn’t put it past her to fake the change in attitude to try and escape.

      “Do we have a brig?”

      “No,” Cyll said.

      “I see. Stix, can you get me a broom from below deck? I’m hoping we have one,” Knell said.

      Stix blinked, then nodded. She headed down, returning a minute later. “We actually did. What do you need it for?”

      Knell tossed the broom to the ground beside Maya, where it landed with a clatter. “We have a new cabin girl, at least until I figure out what to do with her.”
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      Knell went to his cabin and was pleased to discover that it was slightly larger than the previous boat they’d had. Not enough to waste room, but there was now a nice desk and chair at the back in addition to the bed. A small window next to the door let him look out onto the deck.

      He spent a few moments familiarizing himself with everything in the cabin, then sat down on the bed to meditate. He’s assigned Stix to keep an eye on Maya for the near future, and there was a lot to think over. Knell was pretty certain he could make a fair amount of progress in his Scion Path after everything that happened.

      The door swung open, and Cyll walked inside. Knell sighed.

      “Did something go wrong?”

      “No,” Cyll replied. “We’re on a straight course for a town. I think we are, at least. No fixing that. This is about the lovely little addition to our ship.”

      “She trying something?”

      “No,” Cyll said. “Not yet, at least. But I was thinking, and I believe I know why she’s acting the way she is.”

      “Oh?”

      “She lost her Path,” Cyll said. “When you take on a Boon, it replaces your Path. But I ate it—godawful thing—and I suspect now she’s got nothing.”

      Knell grunted. “That would make sense. How unfortunate for her. And lucky for us, considering we’ve got to deal with her for the foreseeable future.”

      “Quite,” Cyll agreed. “I just thought you might want to know.”

      “I always want to know, Cyll. Information is never remiss. Thank you. I feel like you’ve got something else to say, though.”

      Cyll’s eyebrows knit. “I do.”

      “Then say it.”

      “Is this right?” Cyll finally asked. “I don’t like the brat in the slightest. I’d rather just off her. Losing your Path…it’s torture.”

      “No. This isn’t right,” Knell replied. “I knew that you lose your Path when replacing it with a Boon, but I wasn’t certain Maya had lost hers since she’s clearly still tied to it somehow. But I don’t think that’s the only thing that’s gotten her. It wouldn’t make sense. The woman we saw on Blackfoot Bay was ambitious, confident, and rude. Now she’s broken. A Path can be replaced. A new Boon can be found. No, something else happened.”

      Cyll blinked.  “Huh. I didn’t think about that. So it’s worse than I think?”

      Knell shrugged. “Cyll, I told you before that I’ll do what I need to succeed. Maya is better off than most. She’s alive. She isn’t a slave. The rest of her crew is at the bottom of the ocean with Sorfina. What do you think would have happened if Dread had been the one to catch her?”

      “Okay, you got me. Sorry,” Cyll said with a grimace. “Ah…”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t tell Stix that you actually care about people’s feelings.”

      Cyll cleared his throat. “Good. Good. Because I don’t.”

      He spun, walking out of the room and shutting it gently behind him. Knell drummed his fingers on his thigh. Maya would have to be watched. But that could come after he meditated. Stix was keeping an eye on her already.

      Closing his eyes, he started to meditate.

      The sound of someone rapping against his door snapped him out of it, no more than a few hours later. Knell’s eyes opened and he sighed.

      Not enough. Not nearly enough progress.

      “Come in,” Knell said, glancing out the window. The sun had set, and night was well underway. Perhaps he’d been meditating for longer than he’d thought.

      Stix walked inside, closing the door behind her. “Don’t worry, Cyll is watching Maya.”

      “Good to hear,” Knell said. “What is it?”

      The moon elf fidgeted for a moment, pulling out the box that the Yin flower had been stored in. She popped it open. It was empty.

      “I finished it,” Stix said.

      “That’s disappointing,” Knell said, frowning. “I thought it was enough to get you to the point where you could use your Path Upgrade stone. I suppose we’ll have to find a dungeon with Yin energy for you.”

      “No, that isn’t it,” Stix said. “I used the rest of it after we escaped Mount Bloodwater. It’s not gone because I don’t have enough. It’s gone because I do. I consumed the rest of the flower and I can upgrade my Path now.”

      “That’s fantastic news, but you don’t look happy about it.”

      “Yeah,” Stix said, glancing to the side. “I…I don’t think I want to become an assassin.”

      “I see. And you have something else in mind?”

      Stix nodded. “When I was younger, I was a really good shot with a bow. I swapped to daggers a few years ago, because stealth and stabbing was much better for infiltrating the guild. But now, things are different. I don’t have to sneak in on my own.”

      “And so you want to return to what you truly enjoy doing instead of what you feel you were forced into in order to save your brother,” Knell concluded. “And you’re asking my permission?”

      Stix nodded again.

      “I trust your new class will still be able to fight?”

      “Absolutely. But not nearly as well in close range as Shadow Stalker.”

      “Then who am I to stop you? You’re my crewmate, not my slave,” Knell said. “And anyone doing what they’re truly good at is going to be better than someone doing something that I want them to, but at a mediocre level.”

      Relief washed over Stix’s face. “I was worried you needed me as an assassin for your plans.”

      “If my plans hinged so pivotally on a Path upgrade you haven’t even gotten yet, I would be a very poor tactician,” Knell said with a laugh. “Change your Path, Stix. My goal is for us to be as powerful as possible, and you won’t be powerful if your Path is wrong for you. I will make use of your talents, no matter what they are. We’ll find your brother—or what happened to him. Your Path will not change that.”

      “Thank you, Knell,” Stix said, standing. “I’m going to go do that now. It might take some time, though. A few days. Is that okay?”

      “That’s fine,” Knell said.

      Stix darted out the door, and Knell shook his head in amusement. She was like a child that had been given a gift on her birthday. He grinned wryly to himself. He really had pinned a little too much on their current fighting style. Plans would have to be adjusted.

      That could come after she told him exactly what her new abilities were. There was no point making another battle strategy yet. He closed his eyes and slipped back into meditation. He’d have to take over some of the Maya-supervising duties until Stix was done.

      Another few hours passed. Knell’s eyes opened, frustration on his features. He’d been certain the meditation would push him further, but something was stopping him from reaching the next level.

      It was still dark outside. Very early morning, if Knell had to guess. It was on the border of not being morning at all. Through the window, he spotted Maya sitting on the bow of the ship, staring out over the dark waters.

      He watched her for a few moments, but it didn’t look like she was going to do anything. She was just sitting. Knell sat back down on his bed. Perhaps there was time for more meditation after all.

      The next two days passed with much of the same. Knell occasionally supervised Maya, but she didn’t do much. There really wasn’t all that much to sweep on the boat, and Knell really didn’t feel the need to push it.

      Maya woodenly did any task they requested of her, then returned to staring at the ocean. Stix had claimed a small area below deck and sat, her eyes closed and hands wrapped around her Path Upgrade stone. As for Cyll, he was mostly focused on keeping them moving in the right direction.

      On the night of the third day, Knell finally left his cabin. He stepped out onto the deck, his staff tapping against the wooden planks as he headed to the bow. Maya’s gaze didn’t move from the sea as he approached.

      “Does something need to be swept?”

      “No,” Knell replied. “And just so you know, throwing yourself into the sea would directly negatively impact me, so the Geas will stop you.”

      “I know,” Maya said with a short, dull laugh. “I already tried.”

      “Why?” Knell asked.

      “I have no Path. Dread is going to kill me once she takes the Boon. My crew is all dead at Sorfina’s hands. Every last thing I worked for is gone. I can’t even seek revenge.”

      “Sorfina’s hands?” Knell asked. “Not mine?”

      Maya let out another bitter laugh. “You? No. Mine were all already dead. She killed them with suicide missions in the weeks leading up to Mount Bloodwater’s opening. I was in secluded training and didn’t find out until it was already too late.”

      “Seems pointless,” Knell said. “Why?”

      “Because we signed as an independent crew, but she wanted us under her thumb,” Maya spat. “We wanted to carve our own path and then leave once we’d made a name for ourselves, but she just wanted my aptitude with the Sea to ensure I could bind with the Boon. They don’t always accept their hosts, you know. At some point, she asked my men to pledge themselves to her. They all refused. So she killed them. Not straight out, but I know she did.”

      “And then I took the chance for revenge from you by offing the woman myself,” Knell said. That explained her expression when they were in Mount Bloodwater. “Unfortunate indeed. You’d been planning to take the Boon and kill her yourself?”

      “I was,” Maya said. “And then that was stolen from me as well.”

      “So your personality in Blackfoot Bay—bluster?”

      “Some of it,” Maya said with a one-shouldered shrug. “I thought it would get us more respect. And I also had the power to back it up. Not anymore. But why do you even care? I’m just cargo now. I can’t even choose how I die. I’m just trapped here until Dread is done with my Boon and you kill me.”

      “I don’t.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t care,” Knell clarified. “At all. I was mildly curious about your circumstances, but that’s it.”

      Maya let out a snort. “Well, at least you’re honest.”

      “You seem to misunderstand,” Knell said. “When I say that, I mean it. You seem to think I have some grudge against you, and that you will die when Dread is done with your Boon. It’s true, the Geas will end when her work is complete, but I do not care about you. Your slight against me in Blackfoot does not bother me in the slightest. Your death brings me no gain, unlike Sorfina, whom I used for infamy. I have no will, good or ill, toward you.”

      Maya turned for the first time, looking at Knell in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

      “It means that your life is yours to use,” Knell replied. “If you want to die after the Geas ends, then feel free. But losing an arm and a Path is not the end of the line. Your future is not yet written. So, as I said, I do not care about you. Use your time how you want to, but it is not infinite. Do with that as you will.”

      He turned and headed back to the cabin. There was still more meditation to do, after all. Behind him, Maya glanced back at the ocean. Then she slowly stood and walked below deck.
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      He’d managed to squeeze another level out of his meditation, but there were still no new abilities from the Scion path. That didn’t particularly surprise him. In the end, Scion was a Path under Mordrigal’s control, and she had a vested interest in making sure he never succeeded too much.

      As annoying as it was, Knell wasn’t troubled by the setback. Epoch had more than enough power in it, and he had no plans of keeping Scion forever. If he was to purge Mordrigal, it would be stupid to try and fight her while using her own strength.

      Knell opened his eyes and stood. Through the window, he could see a large landmass in the distance. It stretched along the horizon before them and, by his guess, was less than an hour or two away.

      The Withered Rose was headed directly toward a port town. It was larger than Silver Ridge, with dozens of ships in its docks. Several were galleons, while the rest were sloops and skiffs.

      Two large ballistae were positioned on hills at either side of the town, pointed toward the dock. Not enough to ward off a serious attack, but petty pirates and fools seeking easy prey were likely to be dissuaded by the defenses.

      Knell scanned the rooftops of the town. A blue flag depicting a pair of crossed golden swords fluttered from several of them in the morning breeze. He pursed his lips in annoyance. The guild was here. It was inevitable to run into them eventually, but he’d hoped it would be a little longer.

      Pushing the door open, Knell headed out onto the deck. The other three were already out. Stix and Maya sat on the stairs, while Cyll stood behind the wheel and was bringing them in toward port.

      “You’re all finished?” Knell asked Stix.

      “Yeah,” Stix replied with a grin. “I’m an Artillerist now.”

      “Artillerist?” Cyll asked, raising an eyebrow. “Starts with an A, but I don’t think that’s how you pronounce assassin. What does that even have to do with Shadow Stalker?”

      “It’s a branch,” Stix replied. “And I spoke with Knell. I’m not cut out to be an assassin. I want to use a bow.”

      “Shadow Stalker sounds like it would use bows more than an Artillerist would.” Cyll laughed. “What kind of bow are you using?”

      “A really big one,” Stix replied, rubbing the back of her head. “I think. I can get away with any bow, but I’ve got abilities that work best with bigger weapons.”

      “We’ll get something made when we’re in town,” Knell said. “Do we know anything about the port we’re headed into?”

      “It’s on the map,” Cyll replied. “And it’s called Melwood. That’s about it.”

      “Guild territory,” Maya provided, not looking back at them.

      Cyll raised an eyebrow and glanced at Knell, who shrugged.

      “We shouldn’t have trouble with them as long as they don’t catch us starting anything,” Knell said. “Considering the ballista aren’t firing on us already, I would assume pirates are allowed in this port.”

      The dock grew closer, and Cyll started to raise the sails, decreasing their speed so they didn’t run aground.

      “What’s the plan here?” Stix asked. “If there is one, that is.”

      “We’ve started to make a name for ourselves, but we need to be in a position to take advantage of that when the time comes,” Knell replied. “That begins with being recognizable. The Withered Rose is a good start, but we need more. A flag, for starters. Then some equipment for all of us. I don’t imagine it’ll be long before Cyll bashes his new axe to pieces.”

      “Hey, I’ve taken great care of it so far,” Cyll defended.

      “How many fights have you used it in?”

      “…One, if you count the minotaur.”

      “Then why do I see half a dozen dents in it?”

      “The minotaur put those there. Not me.”

      “You need a weapon that will actually withstand your fighting style,” Knell said, shaking his head. “Not to mention you need to actually learn a fighting style. You’re improving, but it’s not enough yet.”

      He glanced at Maya, who was trying very hard to pretend as if she weren’t paying attention, but Knell could tell she was listening to every word they said. He’d have to be careful with what they spoke about while she was around. For now, at least.

      The Withered Rose drew up alongside the dock, and two men waiting there helped them moor it. After it had been tied down, the four of them stepped out onto the land.

      “What’s your business here?” one of them asked, keeping his hand on a sword at his waist.

      “Just passing through. Getting some supplies and weapons,” Knell said. “And yes, we see that this is guild territory. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “Not if you don’t start anything,” the other pirate said, relaxing when he realized that only four people were coming off the boat. “Just register with the dockmaster as you leave. There’s no fee for keeping your ship here if you spend coin in the city, but your craft will be confiscated if you are arrested for causing trouble in the city.”

      “Fair enough,” Knell said. “We’ll be going then.”

      He limped past the guards and the others followed. It was a quick matter to register their ship with the old woman who oversaw the dock, which Knell was pleased with. There was always the possibility the city would get in his way or cause problems since they were pirates, but it didn’t look like Melwood would be doing that.

      After getting everything straightened out, they headed off the docks and into the city itself. It wasn’t a particularly remarkable town. The houses didn’t have any real pattern to where they’d been built, and the streets wound and wove between each other.

      If more people had lived here, it would have led to serious congestion. Instead, it just made navigation a pain. It took them a few minutes to find the main road, but once they did, locating the center of the city was considerably easier.

      Most of the buildings they passed were only a single story, and the larger ones were either warehouses, big stores, or in the case of two of them, inns.

      “Just how much money do we have to spend?” Cyll asked conspiratorially. “There are a few things we want, no?”

      “Not enough,” Knell replied as they passed a sign that marked the street they were on as Market Way. “We’ll have to earn some shortly, but we should have enough to get Stix something to work with. Maybe not the big bow she wants, but anything is better than nothing.”

      He came to a stop before a shoddy apothecary’s shack. Unlike the other brick buildings, this one was made from wood and smelled of a distinct mixture of fresh grass and decomposing material.

      “Are you trying to buy drugs?” Cyll asked. “Because, if you are, get me some, too.”

      Knell ignored him and walked up to the door, opening it carefully as to avoid ripping the old, creaky piece of wood from its hinges. It grumbled in protest but slowly swung in, allowing Knell entrance.

      The inside of the shop looked exactly how he had expected it to. Misaligned shelves filled the small room, full of vials, crystals, and a myriad of strange ingredients. The floor was covered with so many stains that it was impossible to tell what color it originally had been, and a short man sat behind a desk, a tall green hat perched upon his head.

      Two wide goggles were strapped to his face, and a sheet of leather connected to them covered the rest of his face. Vials and beakers covered the desk before the man. Several of them were suspended over small flames, gas rising up from the colored liquids within and traveling up tubes to mix in a large glass sphere at the top.

      “Can I help you?” the man asked, his voice muffled by his makeshift mask. His eyes flicked up, catching on Knell’s face for an instant before he lost interest. “I’m in the middle of something.”

      “I’m looking to get some materials identified,” Knell replied. “I had no luck in the last town I was in, so I wanted to see if you might know what they were. I figured an apothecary was the best place to start my search.”

      The man grunted. He snapped his fingers, and the flames beneath his vials flickered out. The gas settled down in the spherical chamber, and he hopped down from his chair, waddling out from behind the desk.

      Even with the added height of his hat, the man only stood up to Knell’s chest. “I’m Coriander, and if you want something identified, you’ve come to the right place. What is it?”

      Knell dug one of the magic crystals out of his bag and handed it to him. The apothecary studied the crystal for a moment, and a flicker of interest passed through his eyes.

      “How many of these do you have?”

      “A fair number,” Knell replied. “And no, I’m not interested in selling them. I want to know what they are. If I feel like you’ve dealt with me fairly, I will consider letting you have some.”

      “Fair enough,” Coriander said with a harrumph. “I’ll be real, I have no clue what these diddly dang things are. But I can find out. Maybe not the name, but whatever they do, I can sus that out. It won’t be free, though.”

      “I’m not in the mood to bargain,” Knell said. “You get one of the rocks to keep for yourself. Discover something interesting, and I’ll give you more.”

      “That’s not very much,” Coriander hedged. He caught the look in Knell’s eye and cleared his throat. “Perhaps you’ll be more amiable to discussion if I figure out exactly what these can do.”

      “Perhaps,” Knell allowed. “Will one be enough to test?”

      “Quite. Just leave it with me and come back in a day or two. I’ve got some other projects on my plate, and I’m not dropping them for no reason.”

      Knell shrugged. “That works with me. We will return in two days.”

      Coriander headed back to his desk and pulled himself onto the chair while Knell and his crew headed out.

      “Bow time?” Stix asked eagerly.

      Knell laughed. “You’re going to need to get some money of your own. I’m not made of it, you know. But yes, we do need to get you some sort of bow.”

      “What about me? I want my goodies, too,” Cyll complained. “How come she gets hers first?”

      “Are you a child?”

      Cyll sighed. “No. But it’s fun to pretend sometimes, isn’t it?”

      “I’ll let you know if I ever try.”

      It didn’t take them too long to find an armory. The building had an open front, making it easy to spot from all the weapons hanging from its walls, and was positioned directly next to the blacksmith.
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      The shopkeeper was a large, barrel-chested man with a thick moustache and bushy eyebrows. He greeted them with a nod as the four walked up to the store.

      “Which of you is looking?” he asked, his words thick with an accent that Knell couldn’t place. “And if you’re trying to sell me a damn rug, for the last time, I don’t want it.”

      “We’re looking for a bow,” Knell said, gesturing at Stix. “For her. And no, we aren’t in the rug business.”

      “Who tried to sell you a rug?” Cyll asked curiously.

      The shopkeeper let out a relieved sigh. “Too many people. Bastards have been getting aggressive with their sales pitches recently. It’s infuriating. I’m Jeff. What kind of bow are you looking for?”

      “How big do you make them?” Stix asked.

      Jeff cocked an eyebrow. “Bigger don’t mean better.”

      “It does for me,” Stix muttered. “But we’re kind of on a budget.”

      “Those aren’t words a man likes hearing,” Jeff grumbled. “How much of a budget?”

      “I’ve got about fifty gold,” Knell said. “More than enough for a decent bow, I’d imagine?”

      Jeff let out a grunting laugh. “Depends what kind of bow. For a longbow, maybe. For a compound? Or a repeater? Not in the slightest.”

      “What about a really big crossbow?” Stix asked hopefully, holding her hands out at arm’s length to indicate the size.

      Jeff snorted. “No.”

      Stix’s shoulders slumped. “A normal longbow, then?”

      “Fifteen gold,” Jeff said, taking a bow made of blackened wood from its peg on the wall. It was almost as tall as Stix and completely plain. It was a stick with a string, although that was doing it a bit of disservice. It was clear that the bow was well made, even if it was unadorned.

      Stix pulled the string back, sighting down the bow and pretending as if an arrow were nocked in it. She carefully released the tension on the string. “Does it come with a bracer and quiver?”

      “Please?” Cyll added, fluttering his eyelashes.

      “Yes, if you promise me that he’ll never do that again,” Jeff said, jerking a thumb at Cyll.

      “Done,” Stix said, shooting a sharp glare at the bearded man. She reddened and glanced at Knell. “Uh, assuming you’re okay with that.”

      “Quite,” Knell said with an amused grin. He handed the gold over to Jeff. “How about arrows?”

      “I’ll toss ten in for free,” Jeff said. “The rest will be a silver a piece.”

      “I can make my own arrows,” Stix said. “I just need some materials. It shouldn’t be too hard to find some when we’re out of the city.”

      Jeff raised an eyebrow, re-examining Stix. He ducked slightly, getting a glance under her hood before she could move back.

      “You’re a moon elf?”

      Stix’s hands tightened around her new bow. “What of it?”

      “No harm meant,” Jeff said, raising his hands. “I’ve dealt with your kinsmen a lot. Buy a lot of my supplies from them, actually. They always do right by me. If you don’t mind my asking, what tribe are you from?”

      “Shadowdance,” Stix said, relaxing slightly. “Why?”

      “Damn,” Jeff said. “I was hoping you might have been Greenfinger. I’ve got a contact named Sylvan with them that hasn’t gotten back to me recently, and I was a little worried. I don’t suppose you might know what happened?”

      “Sorry,” Stix said, shaking her head. “I don’t know a random moon elf any more than you’d know a human from another city. This is the first time I’ve been in this area.”

      “Damn. Was worth a shot,” Jeff said with a sigh. He handed Stix her bracer and quiver, then counted out twenty arrows and added them in. “Gave you a few extra. Are you lot planning to stick around the area for a while?”

      “We aren’t sure yet,” Knell replied. “Why?”

      “Well, I figured you might have come for one of the Named Hunts.”

      “Named Hunts?” Cyll asked. “That sounds…tasty. What is it?”

      “Large monsters that the guild has put a bounty on,” Jeff replied, scratching the back of his head. “So you aren’t here for them?”

      “That remains to be seen,” Knell replied. “Am I remiss in guessing that you’re asking because this Sylvan character was somehow involved in them?”

      Jeff nodded. “He was going after the Thistlemane Boar. We could have made a killing if he got some of its parts and I made weapons out of them.”

      “If we run into him, I’ll let him know you’re looking,” Knell said as Stix put on her quiver. “Thank you for the discount. Before we leave, do you happen to know where I might hire a tailor? I’m looking to get a design made.”

      “Mandy will treat you right,” Jeff said, nodding to a small building on the other side of the street with a quaint flower garden in front of it. “She’s also the only tailor in town, so there isn’t much competition.”

      “Thanks,” Knell said, leaving for the house Jeff had indicated. The door was askew, so he poked his head inside. Threads and sheets of cloth lined the walls, all color coded and organized perfectly. There was a large loom in the back of the room. A door in the side of the wall swung open, and a huge woman ducked through it.

      She was as tall as Cyll and more musclebound than some warriors that Knell had known. Her biceps were as larger than Stix’s torso. The woman straightened back up once she got through the doorway, brushing her fine clothing off and clearing her throat.

      “Looking for me?”

      “If your name is Mandy, then yes.”

      “It is. You need something patched?” Mandy asked, hiding a yawn. Evidently, the prospect wasn’t the most exciting to her. “Prices are on the wall. No, I don’t do discounts. And no, if you’re selling a rug, I don’t bloody want it.”

      “Not selling a rug, and don’t need a patch,” Knell said. “I need a flag designed.”

      Mandy paused, re-evaluating all of them. “Well, diddle-dee. You’re pirates, aren’t you?”

      “Astute,” Cyll droned.

      “I knew it,” Mandy said, grinning. She tucked a strand of flowing blond hair behind her head. “Okay, you’ve got my attention. I’ve made a few flags before. What are you thinking?”

      “Intimidating, but recognizable. Also not overly violent,” Knell said. “I don’t want to give the impression that I’m a brute, but it should still give pause to anyone who looks at it.”

      “That’s an interesting request,” Mandy said. “What’s your crew’s name?”

      Knell cleared his throat. “Ah, haven’t gotten that part actually. I do have a ship name, though. The Withered Rose.”

      Mandy nodded. “Okay, I’ve got some ideas. Before I get started, though, this isn’t free. Despite what it looks like, my work actually takes time. Ten gold for the design, another ten for a flag. If you want it on the sails, then we’re looking at a lot more.”

      Knell handed her ten gold. “That’s for the design. I trust you can hold it for a few days, until we can come back and pick the flag up?”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Mandy replied with a toothy grin. “Thanks for your business.”

      “One question,” Knell said. “Do you know where we can learn anything about Named Hunts?”

      Mandy’s lip curled up in distaste. “Here for them as well? Well, it’s your life. All the taverns have descriptions of the monsters in the area. Try to pay me for the flag before you go, though.”

      “They’re that bad?” Knell asked, cocking his head to the side.

      “Over half the people that leave for them don’t come back,” Mandy replied. “And you’re probably the least outfitted group that I’ve seen come around.”

      Knell shrugged. Aside from his shoulder guard, he could see where she was coming from. Their group consisted of two crippled teenagers, an old man, and Stix. They probably weren’t the most physically intimidating people that had come through the town in recent memory.

      “Thanks for the information,” Knell said, turning and leaving. Dangerous or not, information was important. He’d gather more about this Hunt before he made any decisions.

      It wasn’t difficult to find a tavern. Inside, Knell didn’t even have to ask anyone where to look. A huge board at the back of the room had several pictures drawn on it, with short descriptions written below.

      Many of the monsters had a dagger stabbed through them, which Knell presumed meant they’d been hunted already. Only two remained—the Thistlemane Boar that Jeff had mentioned and another one called a Clawraptor.

      “Not the most descriptive names,” Cyll observed, studying the pictures.

      Knell had to agree. He wasn’t particularly impressed with the abilities of the artist who had drawn the monster’s renditions. But, if they were to be believed and the little reference human drawn on each poster was accurate, the Thistlemane Boar was about three times the height of an average man. It had some sort of spikey growth extending from its neck and running along its back, and two large tusks jutted out of the front of its face.

      The Clawraptor looked like someone had crossed a lizard and a bipedal bird. The creature was only two times larger than the little human drawn beside it. It stood on its hind legs, and long claws extended from its short arms.

      “How do you think that thing picks its nose?” Cyll asked. “I mean, those can’t be practical. Look at them. They’re almost as tall as the person in the drawing.”

      “I presume the artist was a little prone to exaggeration,” Knell drawled. The posters had information on where the monsters had last been seen, which he memorized. “Either that or this thing is the most ridiculously proportioned monster I’ve ever seen. I don’t imagine it can do much of anything other than cutting with those hands.”

      “Should we go after that one?” Stix asked. “It can’t be too fast with stumpy legs like those.”

      “Hold on. You’re assuming this image is accurate,” Maya said. They all turned to look at her, and she reddened. “What? I’m stuck with you, and I don’t want to get clawed to death by some monster because we believed the monster is stupid because of some idiot’s drawing when the real deal is actually a lithe killing machine.”

      “A fair worry,” Knell said. “I’m not convinced we’ll be doing this yet, anyway. We’re just getting some information to start with.”

      “It’s real,” a man said from a table behind them. Knell turned to look at him, and he blanched, taking a swing from the drink in his tankard. “I saw the damn thing with my own eyes.”

      “The Clawraptor?” Stix asked.

      “Aye. Fair number of people around here have, actually,” the man said. “It’s stupid and unwieldy. You were correct on both counts.”

      “Then why is it up here?” Knell asked. “I wouldn’t imagine it would be a big deal if it was.”

      “You try getting close to it,” the man replied with a grunt. “It really isn’t as big of a nuisance as some of the other monsters. It just attacks the farms when it gets hungry, stealing a sheep or goat on the way. Leaves blood everywhere, but doesn’t bother humans much. Nobody really wants to get cut to ribbons for something like that.”

      “I see,” Knell said. “And how’d you see it?”

      “It ate my godsdamned sheep.”

      “That would do it,” Cyll said sagely. “Is this your bounty up here, then?”

      “All the farmers pitched in,” the man replied, wiping his mouth with the back of his sleeve. “Three hundred gold isn’t much, but it’s probably the weakest monster on the list.”

      “Relatively speaking, I assume?” Knell asked.

      “Relatively speakin’,” the man agreed. “I still wouldn’t touch the damn thing with a pitchfork.”

      “I appreciate the information,” Knell said. “Come. Time is wasting.”

      They left the inn, but Knell didn’t make to leave the town. Instead, he made his way over to a bench and sat down, gesturing for the others to do the same.

      “I thought we were hunting the chicken,” Cyll said.

      “Not with the information we have,” Knell said, shaking his head. “That would be stupid. Why would we listen to a single person who was sitting next to the board, clearly waiting for someone to look at it? He’s got a vested interest in seeing this monster dead. No, we need information first. Knowing your opponent is vital to success, after all.”
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      “So we should go quiz more townfolk?” Stix asked.

      “Not we,” Knell replied. He nodded at her. “You. When you first joined my crew as a trial member, you said you were bad at speaking to people. That is a weakness that we cannot afford, so congratulations: this is now training. Go talk to some people around town and figure out what you can learn about this thing. Particularly if it frequents any farms more than others, if it really is as weak as we have been led to believe, and any other weaknesses that people might know of.”

      Stix choked. “What?”

      “Is there something you don’t understand about my request?” Knell asked.

      “Well, no,” Stix said. She drew a deep breath and let it out. “Right. Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll be right back.”

      She turned, pulling her hood lower over her face as she headed off. The others watched her go.

      “What do you think the chances are that she starts regaling people about all the things she’s tracked?” Cyll asked.

      “Nonzero,” Knell replied. “Which is why you’re going to be doing the same thing.”

      “By your orders, Cap,” Cyll said with a mock salute. “What happens if I find better info than Stix?”

      “That would be like dropkicking a child,” Knell said flatly. “She’s learning. You’ve been talking out of your ass for longer than the rest of us have collectively been alive.”

      Cyll burst into laughter. “True enough, Cap. Maybe you do have a sense of humor after all. Good, I was beginning to worry. I’ll be back in an hour.”

      He sauntered off, quickly spotting a target and beelining toward them, a wide grin on his face.

      Knell set his mental clock and drummed his fingers on the head of his staff, running through his plans in his head.

      “What’s with your crew?” Maya asked after a few minutes of silence.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Your crew,” Maya repeated. “Are all of you weird?”

      Knell raised an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to be an insult? I have things to be doing right now. I’d rather not waste time with something like this.”

      “No, it’s not an insult. Seriously. Cyll is…just wrong. Something about him is off. Can’t you tell?”

      “I’m well aware,” Knell replied. “What of it?”

      “It’s not just him,” Maya continued. “At first, I thought the elf girl was about the same, but she isn’t right, either. She acts naïve, but I’ve seen her eyes turn just as cold as yours. And you—well, you’re you.”

      “Are you any better?” Knell asked. “Your situation is arguably even stranger than some of ours. Now, unless you’ve got something important to say, don’t bother me. I’m planning.”
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      “I failed,” Emma said, bowing her head. Shadows twisted around her and a heavy chill nipped at her skin, but she didn’t dare raise her head. There was no reason to give Veil any further reason to be disappointed in her.

      “You did not,” Veil said after nearly a minute, sending a rush of relief through Emma’s system. Only years of training let her maintain her exact position, not even reacting slightly to his words.

      “Then you did not wish him dead?” Emma asked, keeping her eyes fastened on the floor.

      “I did not wish one way or another,” Veil replied. “I enjoyed watching your fight with Knell and the crew he has chosen. If you had truly sought his life without providing him a chance to prove his ability, he would have perished. There is no point in such a thing. No, we will watch and continue to guide him. He shall grow into a worthy being that may one day be worthy of my true attention.”

      Ice chilled Emma’s veins. Despite Veil’s words, she also understood the other meaning of his words—if she’d just assassinated Knell, Veil would have been displeased.

      “What are your orders, Lord Veil?” Emma asked. “Should I continue to tail them?”

      “He is paranoid. That would prove detrimental,” Veil replied. “And you may raise your eyes. I do not wish to talk to the back of your head.”

      Emma stood, inclining her head in appreciation and waiting silently for his next words.

      “For now, you will leave them to their own path,” Veil decided, flickers of dark flame curling off his skin as he spoke. He flicked a hand, dismissing them with an annoyed click of his tongue. “In time, you will seek them again. I expect Knell’s performance to be better the second time around. You will show less restraint, but ensure he has a fighting chance.”

      “Yes, Lord Veil,” Emma said. “Is there anything else you require?”

      “There is one thing,” Veil said, turning to look at the corner of the room. “But it is not from you.”

      A low chuckle echoed through the hall. The shadows rippled as pirates stepped out, their weapons leaping to their hands.

      “Who goes there?” Emma snarled. “How dare you breach Lord Veil’s sanctum?”

      “Calm yourself,” Veil said, putting a hand on Emma’s shoulder. Her body went as stiff as a rock. She didn’t even dare to move as the shadowy man walked past her, tiny flames licking the ground marking the path of his footsteps.

      The darkness in the corner of the room shifted, and Emma realized why the intruder was so difficult to see. He was wearing all black, much like Veil, but his face was covered by a square hat.

      That didn’t explain how he’d managed to hide the shepherd’s cane in his hands, though. A bell hung from its end, swinging soundlessly as the man walked through the ranks of Veil’s men, not a care in the world.

      “I was not expecting a visit from you today, Ferryman.”

      “Then you will be thrilled to know I brought a guest,” the Ferryman replied, stepping to the side to reveal a pale-faced woman. She hid her terror well, but it was blatant to Emma’s trained senses.

      “I am not,” Veil said. “But I could be persuaded to see things differently. Why are you here?”

      “Can old friends not come by to visit?”

      “Are we friends?” Veil asked.

      “No,” the Ferryman replied, rubbing his chin. “I suppose we aren’t. But that doesn’t make us enemies, despite what your men seem to think. Speaking of—if you care about that bald one, I’d tell him to stop in the next few seconds. I’m about to add him to my ranks.”

      “Stand down, Bayon,” Veil growled. A bald man swallowed, lowering his hands.

      What sort of man dared to order Lord Veil to do anything?

      Emma bristled, the desire to put a dagger through the cocky intruder’s throat bubbling up in her chest. The only thing that held her back was Veil’s express order to stay their hands. As soon as he said otherwise—

      The Ferryman turned, looking straight at her. He tipped his hat back slightly. The man had no eyes. Two spiraling voids stared back at her from where they should have been. Emma’s heart throbbed, as if invisible bands were wrapping around it.

      Veil snapped his fingers. The Ferryman broke eye contact with her, and the constricting feeling vanished.

      “Eyes off my men,” Veil said. “Unless you wish to leave this place as enemies.”

      “Apologies,” the Ferryman said, tipping his hat slightly. “She was so close to joining my ranks. It can be difficult to control myself at times, Veil. Especially when people are so eager to jump into my embrace.”

      “Enough of this. Why are you here, and what purpose does the girl serve?”

      “To start, I’m going by Joseph now,” the Ferryman said. “It’s a little easier to say, don’t you think?”

      Veil stared at him.

      “Perhaps a little more privacy,” Joseph suggested. “Not to say I doubt your men’s integrity—but I do.”

      Veil sighed. “My lieutenants will remain. Everyone else, depart.”

      The majority of the shadows vanished, leaving the room considerably emptier than it had been before. Joseph nodded.

      “Good. This is better. I am training her in a unique Path.”

      “Is that it?” Veil asked. His words were calm, but Emma could feel the restrained annoyance within them. “You wasted my time to tell me that? There are thousands of rare and powerful Paths, but those are hardly worth either of our interests.”

      “You know me,” Joseph said. “I always dote on my protegees. I don’t take many, after all. Is it that unbelievable to hear that I came to brag?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ah. Perhaps I should do that more often,” Joseph mused. “But you’re correct. Normally, there would be many ways I could train her. I could get her Path upgraded to its highest level in a few years and provide her with enough materials to outfit an army.”

      “And by saying this, you imply you will do none of it.”

      “It’s far too…mundane,” Joseph said. The woman glanced at him, then back at Veil. She was doing a remarkable job of controlling her fear. Emma admired that, even if there was a very good chance the woman wouldn’t live to see the end of the day.

      “Enough of this,” Veil said. “What do you want?”

      “Why, training of course,” Joseph replied. “You see, I’m not just trying to make any killer. I’m trying to make a great one. Not just any normal ‘rare’ Path will suffice. I want to give her yours.”

      The temperature dropped by several degrees and frost started to form on the floor beneath Veil’s feet.

      “You want me to train her?”

      “And house her. And feed her. And not just training. I want you to teach her everything.”

      “And what do I get out of this?” Veil asked after a pregnant pause. “This would take an incredible amount of effort on my part. Time may be little to us, but I have countless things I would prefer to be doing than teaching a mortal her craft.”

      “Because this is the most important thing you could be doing,” Joseph said, a smile stretching across his face. It went unnaturally far, reaching the corners of his jawline and wrapping back, revealing jagged teeth. “It is time, Veil. Will you do your part? Death is knocking on the gods’ door. Wouldn’t it be nice to open it for him?”

      “You understand what you ask me to risk?” Veil asked. “What would happen to the mortal plane if you unleash this woman upon it after I am done with her?”

      “I am certain she will be able to show suitable restraint. I have been watching her for some time. She will not fail.”

      “I don’t fully understand what’s going on,” the woman said, forcing words through clenched teeth. “But if you can help me grow stronger, then I’ll do anything. I will not be weak again.”

      “You can speak in my presence?” Veil asked, his head tilting slightly to the side. “Mildly impressive. Kneel, then. I will teach you. If you break, then you have only yourself to blame.”

      The woman didn’t move. Emma pressed her lips together.

      Was she frozen with fear?

      “Forgive me, but I will not,” the young woman said. “I will kneel to nobody that has not proven themselves worthy of it. I knelt to the gods once. Never again. Not to them. Not to anyone.”

      The air froze. Then Veil threw his head back and laughed. It echoed through the room ominously, and a shiver ran down Emma’s spine. That was not a good sound.

      “What is your name, mortal?”

      “Eliza. I have no last name. The gods gave it to me, and I cast it aside when they left me for dead.”

      “Very well, Eliza,” Veil said. “I see why Joseph has brought you here. I do not believe you will survive this. Normally, this would not bother me, but you have drawn my attention. Are you sure you wish to do this? There are other, wiser paths to power.”

      Eliza glanced at Joseph. “I— Joseph showed me things. He said I could become as strong as him if I learned from you. If I want to save my brother, I need to be strong. Is there another way?”

      “There are always other paths.”

      “Would they work?”

      “I do not know,” Veil replied. “I am not the one who can see the future.”

      “Then I will do this one, if you would teach me,” Eliza said. “Please.”

      “Very well. Joseph, since you’ve already seen fit to intrude upon my domain, take her to a room. We will speak of this later. Make no mistake, I will not do this for free. The price will come from you.”

      “Oh, I know. I came prepared,” Joseph said, giving his unnaturally wide smile one more time. He placed a hand on Eliza’s shoulder and stepped backward, vanishing into thin air along with her.

      Emma suddenly drew in a breath. She hadn’t noticed, but somehow the pressure in the room had magnified a hundredfold while Joseph was in the room.

      “Lord Veil,” Emma said. “Forgive my asking, but…who is that man? How could he speak so plainly to you?”

      “That was no man,” Veil said. “Do not think of him as such for an instant. That thing is older than I am.”

      “What is he?” Emma breathed, barely daring to ask.

      “The Advent of Extinction.”
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      Stix and Cyll returned around an hour later. Knell opened his eyes as the two sat down beside him. He and Maya hadn’t spoken again since their last exchange, which suited Knell just fine.

      “What did you find?” Knell asked.

      “A lot and a little,” Cyll replied. “The chicken is stronger than the dude in the tavern implied.”

      “It’s apparently killed a few people, too, and it’s pretty fast,” Stix added, glaring at Cyll for stealing her thunder. “But not so fast that people couldn’t see it, either. Some bloke apparently outran it after it ate half his sheep.”

      “That could be useful,” Knell said slowly. “What else?”

      “Most of the attacks appear to happen a little to the north of the town,” Cyll said. “That’s its territory. It generally goes after livestock and doesn’t bother people often, but from what we found, at least five farmers have gotten killed trying to defend their flock.”

      “Interesting,” Knell said. “We can work with that, and it lines up with what I was guessing as well. Any reports on its intelligence?”

      “Nothing one way or the other,” Stix said, clearing her throat.

      “You aren’t saying something.”

      Cyll chuckled. “That’s because one idiot she talked to tried to seduce the damn thing and was more than happy to tell her about it. I watched her try to find a way to escape politely for nearly ten minutes before stepping in.”

      “Wait, you were watching for ten minutes?” Stix asked, spinning on Cyll. “Why didn’t you do something earlier?”

      “Because it was funny.”

      “Please,” Knell said, raising a hand. “Did this idiot’s endeavor actually provide anything useful?”

      “I mean…not really,” Stix said, running a hand through her hair and flushing. “He was very excited to talk about it, but he really didn’t get anywhere. The Clawraptor just grabbed his bait sheep and ran off with it while he chased.”

      “It didn’t kill him?” Knell asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “It was busy eating the sheep,” Stix replied. “I really wasn’t listening to what he was saying, to be honest. I was trying to find out how I could get away without stabbing the guy.”

      “He had useful information,” Knell said. “And it backs up the other findings you’ve brought. Multiple people confirming the same thing means it’s far more likely to be true.”

      “So the guy that tried to screw the bird was actually useful?” Stix asked, squinting.

      “To a degree, yes,” Knell replied. “And I believe I know how we can deal with this without too much difficulty. We just have to find the monster and have suitable bait.”

      “We’re going to get a sheep?” Stix asked.

      “No,” Cyll said, screwing his nose up in distaste. “We’re going to use me, aren’t we?”

      “Much cheaper than using a sheep,” Knell drawled. “And you’ll survive, too. The bird really doesn’t pose any significant threat to you, and it has no way to restrain you. Honestly, you could probably kill this on your own, but we’ll do it a lot faster working together.”

      “Wait, he could fight this monster on his own?” Maya asked. “What is Cyll’s Path?”

      “Not telling you that,” Knell replied. “Just because I don’t view you as an enemy does not mean I’m going to start giving my crew’s secrets out. You’ll get more than I’d normally want to share just by spending time around us.”

      Maya pressed her lips together but nodded her understanding.

      “So what’s the full plan?” Cyll asked.

      “First, we go to the area where the Clawraptor is supposed to be in and find it. Cyll distracts the monster and I keep him alive. While it’s distracted, Stix puts an arrow through its eye. Cyll finishes it off if that doesn’t kill it.”

      “That’s…pretty simple,” Maya said. “I was kind of expecting something more complex.”

      “Why?” Knell asked. “There’s no reason to make a simple thing complex. Simple is safer. A needlessly detailed plan will fall apart much faster than a simple one will.”

      “I guess that makes sense. But what am I supposed to do?”

      Knell raised an eyebrow. “You aren’t part of my crew, Maya. Do you want do be doing something? You’re here because we made a deal with Dread. My only expectations of you are to remain alive and avoid interfering with my work.”

      Maya frowned. “I feel like doing something is better than nothing. I—I don’t want to be useless forever, and you were the one that told me that you don’t hold anything against me. If I just sit around and do nothing, I’ll have wasted all the time until Dread releases my Geas.”

      Knell grunted. “Fine. This isn’t particularly important, so we can modify my plans.”

      “Really?”

      “No reason to turn down extra resources,” Knell said with a shrug. “You will now be the one distracting the bird.”

      Maya paled. “Wait, what? I don’t even have a Path anymore! How am I supposed to do that without just getting clawed to ribbons and eaten?”

      “There’s news for you, girl. Neither do I,” Cyll said with a guffaw. “No Path here either. Your mistake on asking to participate, but I appreciate you taking the blow for me. I wasn’t looking forward to getting picked out of the stupid bird’s teeth.”

      “You’re welcome to back out,” Knell said, rising to his feet. “I don’t care either way, but it’s time to get moving. We’re wasting time.”

      They set off through the city, heading toward the north exit and, hopefully, toward wherever the Clawraptor was hiding.

      “You don’t have a Path?” Maya asked Cyll as they walked. “How is that possible? You’re a lot stronger than all the other people I’ve met without one.”

      “Training goes a long way,” Cyll replied. “Just not long enough.”

      “So how were you planning to survive the Clawraptor? If you’re just a normal man, that thing should be able to rip you apart.”

      “First—I’m not normal. Second—I trust the cap,” Cyll said, smoothly answering Maya’s question without giving her a hint of his actual abilities. “And he wants you alive.”

      “So I’m not in any danger from doing this?”

      “I never said that.” Cyll snorted, adjusting his grip on the axe slung over his shoulder. They passed through the gate and headed out into the countryside, following a winding trail that led off toward farmland. “He needs you alive, not unhurt. And trust me, half of his plans end up with us hurt.”

      Knell grimaced at that. “Sorry. Necessary sacrifices.”

      “Better hurt than dead,” Stix put in, but it took her a second longer than normal to answer. “Probably. I don’t think I’d want to go through what you did to Eliza.”

      Maya’s gaze jerked to Knell, the question clear in her eyes. Knell sighed.

      “Stix, try not to talk about anything that could be even slightly useful in discerning our abilities. Maya is not currently an enemy, but she isn’t our ally, either.”

      Stix reddened. “Sorry. I didn’t think.”

      “The information you shared wasn’t critical. It’s fine,” Knell said. His thoughts were elsewhere, and the conversation held little interest for him. The bird did as well—it was just a means to an end. With the seeds of infamy sown at Mount Bloodwater, it would be time to start working on his full plan very shortly.

      Maya made a face, then fell silent. The group walked on, passing farmland and making their way farther from the city. Sparse trees popped up in between the farms, but most of the land was flat and sloping.

      As they traced along farm edges, Stix came to a stop and knelt by a print in the ground. It didn’t look any different from the rest of the wear and tear the old dirt road had to Knell, but he didn’t doubt her tracking.

      A few minutes later, they were on the hunt.

      “It’s not too far,” Stix said. “Probably hiding in the trees. Maybe there’s a thicker patch somewhere? This track smells fresh.”

      “How fresh?” Knell asked.

      “Thirty minutes, maybe an hour. It’s in the area,” Stix said. She nodded at a patch of trees beyond a large, grassy field. “There, maybe? There’s enough cover for something large to hide, and there are some sheep in the area here.”

      “Seems reasonable to me. Is everyone ready, then?”

      “As ready as always,” Cyll confirmed. “I’ll put my axe through its neck.”

      “So…how exactly am I supposed to distract it?” Maya asked. “The reports were that it wasn’t as fast after it was fed, but we don’t exactly have food.”

      Knell gestured to the sheep dotting the farm in front of them. “Sure we do. Stix, care to do some scouting? See if you can find the Clawraptor and, if you can, check if it’s eaten already.”

      “I can do that,” Stix said with a nod. “I’ll be back in an hour at most. There’s a slight chance the bird will be on my heels, though.”

      “We’ll be ready.”

      Stix pulled her hood over her head and padded off in the direction of the trees. He sat down to meditate. True to her word, a little under an hour passed before she returned. Knell opened his eyes as the crunch of grass announced her return.

      “Found it. It’s in the tree patch that I thought it would be,” Stix said smugly. “And I don’t think it has eaten yet. The scent of blood on it was old. It won’t be long, though. When I found it, it was already eyeing some of the sheep in this field.”

      “Perfect,” Knell said, rising to his feet with the aid of his staff. “Then we wait. When the monster attacks, Maya, wait until after it’s eaten one of the sheep. Then go get its attention. We’ll be right behind you.”

      “And you’re sure this will work?”

      “I don’t want you dead. Do you want to do it or not? Cyll can take your place like I had originally planned.”

      “No, I’ll do it,” Maya said, setting her jaw as her eyes flashed defiantly.

      They settled down to wait once more, this time moving a little closer so they’d have a better angle at the field when the Clawraptor emerged from the trees.

      Just under ten minutes passed before the beast made its move. It slipped from the trees, its clawed feet thumping lightly on the ground as it made a beeline toward an unfortunate sheep. The Clawraptor certainly lived up to its name. The monster’s talons were just as large as the picture had indicated them to be. A red frill ran along the top of its head, and its large, gray eyes were full of killing intent.

      The sheep never had a chance. It bleated out a cry as it spotted the monster bearing down on it, but the Clawraptor’s thick claws carved it to pieces before the sound even finished escaping its mouth.

      With a birdlike squawk, the Clawraptor bent over and dug into the sheep, spraying blood everywhere as it ripped it apart and gulped down large pieces of the animal. It only took thirty seconds for the monster to completely finish the large sheep off.

      “You’re up,” Knell said. “Bring it to the base of the hill. You’ve got one minute.”

      Maya glanced at him, then nodded. She bounded down the hill, unaware of Knell aiming his staff at her back as she left. Knell cast Anchor on Maya as she slid down the rest of the hill and started yelling, waving her hand in the air as she ran at the Clawraptor.

      Reaching the base of the hill, Maya darted across the farmland, quickly closing the distance between her and their quarry. The beast glanced up at her, its face covered with blood and viscera. It screeched, revealing large, jagged teeth, and flexed its talons. Then it charged.

      Maya spun, stumbling for a moment before sprinting back toward them. Stix slipped an arrow into her bow and pulled the string back, nocking it.

      “Don’t shoot until you’re certain it will hit,” Knell said. “We don’t need to spook it.”

      The monster was quickly gaining on Maya. Her stride was thrown off by her missing arm, making it even harder for her to keep ahead of it. But their information about the beast seemed to be correct—its steps were heavier than they had been a minute ago, and Maya was just barely able to keep ahead of it, even though it was slowly gaining on her.

      “She’s not going to make it,” Cyll observed, shifting his grip on his axe. “Not unless she gets some big burst of speed.”

      “No reason to make her go through pain, then,” Knell said, nodding to Cyll. “Intervene early. You think you can kill it with one blow?”

      “Probably not,” Cyll replied, squinting at the bird as it approached. “Those scales look pretty tough. I could in a few, but it might be pretty bloody.”

      “Stix, how far away can you hit the thing?”

      “About two hundred feet. Just past the base of the hill, near that patch of bushes.”

      “I can stop it there,” Cyll said, rolling his shoulders. “Shall I?”

      “Do it,” Knell said. “I’ll slow it to help line the shot up.”

      Maya and the Clawraptor were only a few seconds away. Cyll darted down the hill, not making a sound beyond the thump of his feet as he accelerated. Stix sighted down her bow and Knell gathered his magic.

      He tried to cast Slow early, but the spell resisted him. The Clawraptor was too far. He was pretty sure he could push the spell until it went off, his body really didn’t need the extra stress. Instead, he worked his way down the hill to close a little more distance. He’d be late, but Cyll would be able to hold the monster’s attention for long enough.

      Cyll let out a whoop as he bounded into the air, using his elevated position at the bottom of the hill to launch right over Maya’s head. He brought the axe down on the top of the Clawraptor’s head with a resounding bang.

      The creature screeched in pain, staggering. Its scales bent and shattered under the force of Cyll’s strike, and blood started to pour from the wound. Still, it wasn’t a threatening wound. The monster’s scales were seriously tough.

      Maya ran up the hill, putting more distance between herself and the monster. The Clawraptor turned its attention from her to Cyll and swept at the man with its huge claws. Cyll batted the blow away with the flat side of his axe.

      Knell got in range and cast Slow on the beast. Its jerky movements decreased, and Cyll swung his axe at the same spot he’d hit it before. More scales cracked under the blow, and the Clawraptor flinched back.

      An arrow whistled through the air and bounced off the scales just above its eye. Another one followed after it, this time punching clean into the large orb. It ruptured with a pop, and the monster’s head snapped to the side. Cyll jumped back as the monster collapsed, hitting the ground with a loud thud.
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      “You missed,” Cyll said with a burst of laughter. “I thought you were supposed to be some crack shot? That thing’s eye was the size of a dinner plate.”

      “I haven’t used a bow in years,” Stix called, her cheeks red in shame. “I’m a little out of practice. I’ll get back into it. Do you see my other arrow?”

      “Yeah,” Cyll said, pacing off into the farmland. “It hit the ground somewhere over here.”

      “That went…a lot better than I thought it would,” Maya said, joining them. She kept a healthy distance between herself and the Clawraptor. “I kind of expected to get stabbed.”

      “Never too late for that,” Cyll said cheerfully, spotting Stix’s arrow in the grass and picking it up. “I can help there.”

      “I’ll pass,” Maya said.

      “Why would you be surprised?” Knell asked. “It was a stupid monster, and not a very strong one at that.”

      “I guess it was,” Maya agreed. “Do we drag this thing back to town and get the money for it, then?”

      “That would be preferrable to leaving it here and earning nothing for our efforts,” Knell said dryly. “Just hold on one second.”

      “What? Why—”

      Maya vanished, reappearing at the top of the hill, where Knell had originally cast Anchor on her. She staggered, nearly falling as she realized her position had changed.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Knell said. “Cyll, could you grab that thing?”

      “Wait, you can’t just brush that off.” Maya made her way back down the hill carefully. “I just teleported out of nowhere!”

      “Indeed. Are you going to help Cyll carry the oversized chicken?”

      Maya opened her mouth, than shut it with a snap. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      “Nope.”

      She sighed. Then she grabbed one of the Clawraptor’s legs. Cyll took the other one, and the four of them dragged it back toward the town, leaving a trail of blood in the grass behind them.

      When they reached the city gates, a wide-eyed guard stopped them at the entrance.

      “By the Twelve,” he cursed. “You got the Clawraptor?”

      “So we did,” Knell said. “Where do we turn this in for the reward?”

      “Ah, the guardhouse,” the guard replied. A small crowd gathered, staring at the Clawraptor’s body. “I’ve got the paperwork in the office, if you’ll just wait a minute.”

      Knell nodded, and the guard jogged off. He came back a few minutes later with a sheet of paper and a bulging pouch of coins. He held a quill out to Knell, who signed the paper and then took the bag of gold from the guard, handing it off to Stix.

      “Do you need the body?”

      “Of the Clawraptor? I can’t imagine we would,” the guard said. “I think it’s pretty apparent you killed it. We can dispose of it.”

      “My team will handle that,” Knell said. “Thanks for the offer.”

      He turned and headed back into the farmland. Cyll and Maya exchanged a glance, then followed after him with Stix at their side.

      Once they’d put some distance between themselves and the town, Knell gestured for them to stop.

      “Okay, this is far enough.”

      “We stripping this thing?” Cyll asked. “Could probably make some pretty decent weapons and armor out of it.”

      “That’s the plan. Try to get the scales and claws. I don’t think there’s much use for the teeth.”

      “I could make arrows,” Stix said, kneeling beside the Clawraptor’s head and carefully pulling its mouth open. “I don’t think they’re any better than stone arrowheads, but they’re already sharp, and there’s no reason wasting them.”

      “Go ahead,” Knell said.

      “Can I take one of the claws for myself?” Maya asked.

      Knell raised an eyebrow, then shrugged. “I don’t see why not. We won’t need all of them.”

      She nodded her appreciation. Over the course of the next hour, they hacked the corpse apart, taking all the scales that they could. Cyll claimed two of the claws for himself, while Maya took just one.

      Knell spent the time meditating. Once they’d finished, they all returned to town. They were covered with the monster’s blood and exhausted, but that didn’t detract from the grins on Knell’s crew.

      “Why was that so satisfying?” Stix wondered.

      “Because we got money for it. Most things we kill don’t pay us for it,” Cyll replied with a laugh. “Knell, did you have a plan for this stuff?”

      “Armor for as many of us as possible—sword for you. Hopefully, these will be a little stronger than the crap you keep destroying.”

      “Fantastic,” Cyll said with a wide grin as they reached the market square. “I knew I liked you. How big is my budget?”

      “Our equipment is the second most important thing we can buy. We’ve got two hundred ninety gold to work with after paying for the flag. That will be split between your sword, armor, and anything else we need.”

      Maya glanced at him, chewing her lower lip, but said nothing. Knell didn’t pry. They returned to the area with the smith, which was right beside Jeff’s armory. The door hung open, so the group strode in.

      A burly man with a wispy black beard turned around, his leather apron singed and stained with oil. He set the sword he was polishing down on a counter and brushed his hands off. He was nearly as tall as Cyll, but not quite. That still put him over a head taller than the rest of the crew.

      “You look like customers,” he rumbled. “I’m Little Larry. Judging by that shit in your hands, you’ve brought something for me to work with?”

      “If you can use it,” Knell said.

      “Let’s see what you’ve got,” Larry said, taking one of the scales from Stix’s hands and turning it over in the light from the forge behind him. “Hm. Looks tough. Mind if I smash it?”

      “Feel free,” Knell said.

      He set it on the anvil and brought his hammer down on the scale with a loud bang. Sparks flew off it, and the smith picked it back up, examining it. “Wow, that’s harder than I thought. What monster is this from?”

      “Clawraptor,” Knell replied. “Can you use it?”

      “That explains it. Damn right I can,” the smith replied, walking back over to them and scanning over their goods with an appraising eye. “What do you want?”

      “Armor and a big-ass sword,” Cyll said, holding his hands at arm’s length to demonstrate. “Like, really big.”

      “I could probably make one good suit with the scales you brought me,” Larry mused. “It’ll take me some time to really get used to working with the material, so it isn’t likely I’ll be able to get two out of it. As for the swords, did you bring anything other than those talons?”

      “We did not,” Knell said. “We were hoping you could provide the rest.”

      “Probably for the best. Unless you’re smiths, you wouldn’t know shit metal from good if it hit you in the face. Considering you’ve brought a fair amount of the material—let’s see, how about two hundred gold for both the suit and the sword?”

      Stix choked. “That’s a lot of gold.”

      “You want good weapons or a piece of shit? Quality costs,” Larry said. “Take a look at any of my work if you don’t believe me. If you can break it without using magic, I’ll cut the price in half.”

      Cyll’s eyes lit up.

      “But if you just scuff it up or use it in some way you’d never use it in a real fight, then you’re paying for it.”

      Cyll’s eyes returned to normal, and he harrumphed. He still walked over to the wall and picked up one of the swords, examining it.

      “They’re pretty good,” he admitted. “At least, they look good. I’m no connoisseur.”

      “They’re good,” Larry said, crossing his arms.

      “Two fifty if you throw in an extra sword and make sure everything is properly fitted,” Knell said, nodding at Maya. “One for her, one for the old man, and have the suit for the old guy as well.”

      Maya’s eyes widened.

      Larry snorted. “Deal. It’ll take some time to fit everything.”

      “Start with the girl,” Knell said. “I’ll send the other back after a few minutes. We’ve got some work to take care of first.”

      “Works with me,” Larry said with a grin.

      Knell counted out half of the smith’s pay and set it on the table. “Other half on completion.”

      “Of course,” Larry said. “You’ll be wishin’ you paid me more when people see what I make you.”

      Knell nodded, then headed out of the smithy. Maya remained behind while the rest of them walked out of the city and back into the surrounding farmland.

      “Where are we going?” Stix asked.

      “Somewhere more private to talk,” Knell replied. “Cities are full of prying eyes.”

      He stopped on top of a small hill and glanced around. They were only a few minutes from the city, but there wasn’t anyone in the immediate vicinity. He sat down with a grunt.

      “What are we talking about?” Cyll asked.

      “Long-term plans,” Knell replied. “It’s about time to let you know what our major steps will be. I didn’t want to do it while Maya was here. She isn’t part of the crew yet.”

      “Yet?” Stix asked. “You’re planning on letting her join?”

      “It depends on her. She was clearly putting on an act in Blackfoot Bay. As irritating as that was, I hardly care about words. She’s got determination, so if she manages to earn herself a new Path that’s strong enough to help us, I have no reason to refuse.”

      “That’s…pretty honorable of you,” Stix said.

      Knell raised an eyebrow. “I’d prefer the word practical. No point making enemies where there are none. Now, back to the topic at hand. We can’t stay out here forever.”

      He took a moment to gather his thoughts, running through everything one more time.

      “This will be pretty general, but there are a few major things we need to do before we can take on the gods. The first, and most obvious, is to grow in strength. The Shards are not immortal, but they are powerful. Their Scions are as well. And therein lies the first challenge.”

      “Killing the Scions?” Cyll asked. “It’s hard, but not impossible. I’ve offed a few.”

      “That, too—but no. It’s me,” Knell said, tapping the bridge of his nose. “Or rather, my eyes. I’m a Scion. As little as it is, Mordrigal should still have some degree of control over her eyes. That isn’t a risk we can afford to take when we challenge her.”

      “How can we do anything about that?” Stix asked. “They’re your eyes. You can’t just pluck them out!”

      “When a Boon turns to an artifact, the god loses all control over it,” Knell said. “So it stands to reason that if the Boon is sufficiently changed, it will no longer be Mordrigal’s. There’s no way to change them directly without blinding me, but they’re directly tied to my Path.”

      “You crazy bastard,” Cyll said, understanding dawning on him. “You’re going to try to change your Path?”

      “Something like that,” Knell said. “I don’t want to give specifics here because I don’t know how secret our talk really is, but that’s the essence of it. If my Path is modified, Mordrigal should completely lose what little right she still has to my eyes.”

      “How are you going to change it? The gods have a lot of control over the Path you can get,” Stix said. “I really didn’t get out much, but I’ve never heard of a Scion changing their Path unless they lose their Boon.”

      “I have a few ideas. A Path Change stone would be one possibility,” Knell said. “Those are quite rare, though, even more so than Path Upgrade stones. Another would be an artificer with suitable power. If they modified my eyes, I could break my Scion Path. The bond between Boon and Path goes both ways.”

      “But then you’d lose your powers!” Stix exclaimed. “Or at least the ones that Scion gives you.”

      “That isn’t as bad of a loss as you fear it might be,” Knell said. “But that isn’t something I will elaborate on right now. Let’s assume I successfully change my Path to remove all of Mordrigal’s influence. The next step—and one we’ve already started—is to build infamy. We can’t destroy the gods on our own.”

      “Starting a following to make an army,” Cyll said, nodding. “I did that, too. I assume you’ll be using infamy instead of your actual goal so the gods don’t try to intervene early?”

      Knell nodded.

      “Wish we did that, too,” Cyll said, his gaze darkening. “Too many people died because we revealed our hand too early. What next? A bunch of people that may or may not fight in your name isn’t going to be enough.”

      “That part will be very long term,” Knell said. “When I say infamy, I don’t mean just within the Shattered Sea. We need to become one of the strongest crews in the Sixteen Seas. I don’t just want an army. We need to be known around the world. An army can be quelled. A population cannot.”

      “They won’t all help you,” Stix pointed out. “Especially if we go the infamy route. Won’t we have more enemies than allies?”

      “We’ll have some,” Knell replied. “But not as many as you think. We may be pirates so we can act outside the influence of the guild, but we won’t be pillaging. Instead, our main target will be liberating people the guild is taking advantage of. We’ll interfere with their plans, take what we can from them, and become vigilantes. There’s little people love more than a folk hero.”

      “Skipping a few steps there, but you did say this was general,” Cyll said, nodding slowly. “What next? Let’s assume we’re famous and somehow haven’t gotten killed by the gods for killing a bunch of their Scions and fighting the guild.”

      Knell tapped his staff. “This. Until we’re powerful, I can’t risk directly researching ways to kill the gods. There are a lot of people that don’t like them, but if someone catches on that we’re serious about taking them out, we will have a considerably more difficult time. Once we have some strength behind our name, I will attempt to figure out what my father learned and likely hid for me within this staff. Then we will begin, starting with the weakest Shard we can find.”

      “Well, it was certainly general,” Stix agreed. “How many years is this meant to take?”

      “Several,” Knell replied. “This isn’t something we can rush. In between advancing our agenda, we’ll also find time to try and look into what happened to your brother and take care of any other matters we might earn ourselves in the meantime.”
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      They returned to the city shortly after. Cyll swapped with Maya at the blacksmith, and the crew headed off to Mandy’s store. Knell paid her the ten gold he’d promised, and then the three of them made for an inn.

      Melwood was a decently sized town, and there were several inns scattered about it. Knell promptly dismissed both the worst- and best-looking ones, settling for an average, two-story building a short distance from the center square of town.

      He stepped inside, keeping his hat low to try and conceal a little more of his scarred face. It was getting fairly late, which meant the inn was bustling. Loud chatter filled the air, and a bard sat at the back of the room near a fireplace, her guitar only slightly louder than the ambient noise.

      A large maid behind the counter raised a mug to the three as they entered. Despite Knell’s efforts, she still blanched at his appearance.

      For a moment, Knell considered using Exhume to make his face look normal, but he decided against it. Wasting power and getting rid of his emergency disguise wasn’t worth it. Besides, looking intimidating was just as much of an advantage as it was a disadvantage.

      “How much for three rooms?” Knell asked.

      “A silver a night for each,” the woman said, smoothing her features out and straightening her apron.

      Knell placed a gold coin on the counter. She took it, counting out seven silver and returning them to him. He tucked the coins away in his pouch, and the bartender put three bronze keys down where the money had been. Each had a small number at its end.

      “Dinner is included. Breakfast isn’t,” she said. “One meal per room. If you got more people with you, they don’t get free food.”

      “Three will be more than enough. Thank you.” Knell took the keys and returned to the others, handing two of them to Stix.

      “Two?” Stix asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “You and Maya will share a room. Give the other to Cyll,” Knell said. “I don’t imagine you want him in your room, and I trust you’re enough to keep Maya safe.”

      “I’m not a baby, you know,” Maya said, crossing her one arm over her chest. It didn’t quite make the point as well as two would have.

      “You’re just as much a threat to yourself as someone else is,” Knell said. “Earn your independence. Or don’t, it’s your choice. You, Stix, and Cyll can have the meals. I have some things to work on, so I’ll be retiring early. Get me if something goes wrong.”

      Stix nodded. “Okay. Are we doing anything early tomorrow?”

      “I don’t have anything planned. Why?”

      “I want to practice shooting,” she said, raising her bow slightly. “I’m out of practice.”

      “Training is always good. Just make sure you aren’t caught off guard by anyone while you’re working.”

      Knell headed up the wooden stairs, repressing his curses the whole way up. Thankfully, the inn had a tweedy banister running up the wall, so he was able to hop his way up without putting any pressure on his bad leg.

      At the top of the stairwell, Knell got his staff back out under him and tapped his way over to the room matching the number on his key. He unlocked it, swinging the door open. It was plain, with a small window above a ratty bed. The blankets were thin and looked coarse.

      Knell did a cursory check, but there weren’t any spots to hide in the small room. He shut the door behind him, locking it before walking over to test the bed with a hand.

      Straw. Doesn’t smell too bad, either. Probably clean enough.

      He sat down, grimacing as he pulled the boot off his right leg. Despite his growth in strength in the last few weeks, his leg wasn’t getting any better. Then again, it wasn’t getting worse. That was good, too. He took his hat off, setting it on the bed beside him.

      Knell leaned back against the wall, propping a pillow up behind himself as he closed his eyes. He’d been doing a lot of meditation to focus on growing stronger, but it had been a while since he’d been really alone with his thoughts—the one place he knew for a fact that the broken gods could not reach.

      He inhaled through his mouth and exhaled from his nose. His breathing slowed and his stern features relaxed as he stilled his emotions. The outside world faded away, slowly replaced by the gentle lapping of an imaginary ocean.
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        * * *

      

      Wind rustled Knell’s hair and grass tickled his legs. His skin prickled from the breeze, but the gentle heat of the sun above him warmed his skin. Knell knew that if he turned around, he would see his father and mother, sitting on the hill behind him and watching the sun as it worked its way toward the ocean.

      He didn’t turn around. That would end his brief moment of peace. It always did. This was one of his few good memories, and that was its ending.

      Knell kicked his legs—they were both whole once more—and took a rare moment of self-indulgence to run a small hand along his face. It was smooth, just like it had been when he was still a child.

      Time passed. Knell wasn’t sure how much time he spent staring at the ocean, letting it consume his mind and worries. There were no gods here. No guilds or pirates. Not even a crew. Just peace.

      He didn’t let it go on for too long. He brought himself back as the vision started to fade. He blinked, and his father’s staff was in his hands once more. Knell ran his hand along the smooth metal.

      “So many lies,” Knell murmured in his mind, his fingers tracing the designs along the metal. “Sometimes, even I lose track of them. But not this one.”

      His greatest lie. The one he didn’t ever dare utter aloud. Trusting Joseph’s artifact was one thing, but no defense was absolute, and this secret had to be. Not even his own crew could know—not until the time was right. There was just too much at stake.

      The gods were likely aware of their plans, at least to a degree. And, if they weren’t, Joseph had his own agenda. If he knew about Knell’s plans, others did, too. That was to be expected. No plan could be completely secret.

      But this could.

      A tiny grin tugged at Knell’s imaginary lips. His fingers pressed into the top of his staff, touching several runes hidden within the design in rapid succession. It took a few moments for him to mentally run through the sequence—it was almost two minutes of work.

      It had taken him four years to figure it out. Ever since his father left him the staff, Knell had known there was more to it. How could he have simply left it a mystery? An unknown weapon was worthless, and it would have been pure folly to go after the gods without knowing how he could defeat them.

      His fingers hit the last few runes. The staff hissed, its top peeling back to reveal a shimmering speartip. Twelve different impossibly thin fragments of glittering glass had been pressed together, forming a sharp point.

      No—not glass. Boons. One from each of the Twelve Gods, taken from the Scions they sent after us.

      Not many people knew Rynholt’s Path was an Artificer. After all, who expected the bloodthirsty mercenary who stood against the Shards and won to be a mere crafter?

      Knell desperately wanted to press the sequence of runes outside of his mind, but he didn’t dare. He’d only done it once, and he refused to do it again until the time was right. He couldn’t risk the gods finding out. Mordrigal was the only one who might have seen what the staff did, but if she had, she never would have allowed him to live.

      After all, it was Rynholt’s greatest secret and Knell’s most important lie. The one that he would continue to tell everyone—including his crew—until the time of the gods was truly at its end.

      But, here, within the sanctum of his own mind, it was safe.

      The way to kill the gods is through their own flesh. That is why my father forged a weapon with a piece of a Boon from every god—this is the spear that can kill any of them.
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        * * *

      

      “How did you meet Knell?” Maya asked over a bowl of stew.

      “Uh…he kind of got caught up in some trouble I had with some people trying to rob me,” Stix said. “He needed a crewmate, and I joined his crew in exchange for him helping me find someone I’ve been looking for.”

      “What about Cyll?”

      “I’m not sure I can tell you that,” Stix said, putting her spoon down and wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Sorry. Knell wants us to keep important stuff secret, and I don’t disagree with him.”

      “That’s fine,” Maya said, sitting back. “I don’t blame you. If I were on your crew, I’d probably hate me. I took that opportunity to work with Sorfina from you, and now you’re all probably wanted by the pirates in Blackfoot Bay. It wouldn’t surprise me if the Gold Court itself put a bounty on your heads.”

      “I did hate you for a while,” Stix admitted. “Especially when we were still on Blackfoot Bay. You were insufferable, and Knell just…took everything you said to him. I knew he was strong, and we probably could have made a point, but we didn’t. We just slunk off.”

      Maya winced, and her shoulders slumped. “Yeah. The bluster didn’t work out to well for me, did it? When I heard that Sorfina was talking with a crew to take up the spot she needed for Mount Bloodwater, I practically sprinted over to her place. I put on the toughest act I could to make sure she chose my crew instead of you. Twelve Gods, I wish I never did that. Maybe my crew would still be alive if she hadn’t taken us in.”

      “If it helps, now that I really look at it, I don’t think I was much better than you were,” Stix said, her pointed ears drooping slightly. “I thought I had to show how smart and tough I was, so I was constantly questioning Knell’s orders. The way I did it wasn’t much better than flat-out insulting him.”

      “And he still let you stay on the crew?”

      “I don’t think he cared,” Stix admitted. “Probably for the same reason your actions didn’t bother him. Insults don’t get in the way of his goals, so he dismisses them.”

      Maya finished her meal and set her spoon down. “You think he can do it, then?”

      “Do what?” Stix asked sharply. “He’s not trying to do anything that special.”

      Maya snickered. “Man, you really are bad at lying. But I meant the part where he helps you find whoever it is you’re looking for.”

      “Oh,” Stix said, reddening. “Yeah. I do. To be honest, I think the person I’m looking for is dead. It’s very unlikely he’s still alive, but I’d still like to know what happened to him. Even if we don’t find out, though…I think I want to support Knell anyway. Never thought I’d be a pirate, but I like this crew. We’re helping people. I think. We’ve helped at least a few people. I’ll never let Cyll know that I don’t hate him, though. He’d never let me hear the end of it.”

      Maya cleared her throat, her eyes flicking over Stix’s shoulder. The moon elf cringed and turned around as Cyll strode up behind them, a grin on his bearded face.

      “Here you are!” he exclaimed. “None of you bastards told me where you’d be staying. I had to check every bloody inn in the city. Where’s Knell?”

      Stix let out a sigh. As far as she could tell, it didn’t look like Cyll had overheard their conversation. She shook her head and tossed one of the keys at him.

      “Here. Food. Knell is doing something in his room. I don’t suppose you’ll consider sitting at another table? I was enjoying the peace.”

      Cyll snatched the key from the air and snorted. “And lose my free entertainment? That isn’t happening, Moon-eyes.”
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      The rest of dinner passed quickly, and everyone retired to their rooms. Cyll sauntered off first, slipping through his door and only pausing to stick his hand out the door behind him, hooking his pinky in a rude motion before pulling it shut.

      Stix shook her head as she unlocked the door beside it and walked inside her room alongside Maya. The door swung shut behind them, and Stix pursed her lips. The room was decent, with a nice writing desk below a wide window overlooking the city streets. It wasn’t even too dirty.

      The issue was with their sleeping arrangements—there was only a single bed, and it wasn’t particularly large.

      “I don’t think they’ll give us an extra bed,” Stix muttered. “Damn.”

      “It’s fine. You can have it,” Maya said. “I’ve slept on the floor before.”

      “As have I,” Stix replied. “Usually whenever Knell is in the room.”

      Maya cocked an eyebrow. “Not much of a gentleman, is he? He didn’t give you the bed?”

      Stix laughed. “Nope. Didn’t even give me a chance to get it. It was the first day I met him, too, you know. He walked into my room and stole my bed.”

      “Seriously?” Maya asked, joining in the laughter. “No way. Who would let that happen?”

      “Me,” Stix said, shaking her head. “I really needed his help, and he was pretty persuasive. It’s kind of hard to say no to him.”

      “I’ve noticed,” Maya said. They fell silent for a few moments, studying their inadequate sleeping quarters.

      “One of us could take the bedding and the other could just sleep on the plain mattress,” Maya suggested.

      “Works for me,” Stix said, heading over to the bed and pulling the sheets off it. There weren’t a lot, but there were still three layers of cloth, and one of them was slightly padded. Maya gathered them on the ground and sat down, propping some extra around her head to make a pillow.

      She laid down, staring up at the ceiling. She chewed her lower lip, then let out a sigh. “I never thought it would be like this.”

      “Like what?” Stix asked. “There’s more than one thing going on right now that I really never expected.”

      “I had a crew. A damn good one. There was Ziggy, my first mate. Palmer, my cannoneer. Davis, my navigator. Zeke, the cook. He was Ziggy’s little brother. We were a damn good crew. They didn’t deserve this.” Maya’s hands clenched, and she squeezed her eyes shut. “I miss them so much. If I’d just been a better captain, if I’d thought things through a little more, I would have realized that Sorfina was just playing us.”

      Stix shifted uncomfortably, searching for words. “It isn’t your fault. Your crew weren’t your slaves. They thought you were doing the right thing, too, didn’t they?”

      “They went with it because I was the captain,” Maya said bitterly. “You know what the last thing I told them was? Orders to keep the damn deck clean for when I got back. They probably died thinking I was an entitled piece of shit that sent them all to their deaths.”

      “If they thought that, they wouldn’t have followed your orders,” Stix said. “If anyone, they just blame Sorfina for tricking all of you. You can’t hold yourself responsible for that, and she’s already dead. They can rest in peace.”

      It was several seconds before Maya responded.

      “I guess. But can I? I mean, what now? We didn’t have any family aside from each other. There’s nobody for me to go find and apologize to. And I’ve already complained about not being able to take my own revenge on her. Even if I do somehow restore my arm or get strong in my current state, what’s the point?”

      “Live for something else,” Stix said, rolling over to look at Maya. “I never wanted to go around adventuring. I wanted to be a Hunter—a guardian for my village. Everything was set up for it. My entire family before me had been Hunters, and I got every single bit of training I could have. Out of all the other elves, I was the most likely to succeed.”

      “How’d you end up here, then?”

      “I failed,” Stix said with a short bark of laughter. “I thought I was a whiskey shot with the bow, so there was no need to train. I didn’t miss, so what was the point? Everyone else trained, but I was so sure I was better than them.”

      “Missing a target makes you fail the exam? That’s pretty harsh.”

      “I didn’t miss,” Stix said. “The problem was that I hit the target. The exam was to hunt the mock monsters in the forest, so I was shooting first and asking questions later. I thought the only thing there was the monsters, so when I saw motion, I shot. But it wasn’t a monster. It was a kid that I was supposed to save.”

      Maya drew in a sharp breath of sympathy. “Did you—”

      “No. I didn’t kill him, thank the gods,” Stix said. “But that was an instant fail. A Hunter is a protector. They keep the village safe. I failed instantly, and there aren’t any second chances.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” Stix replied. “I don’t think I would have made a very good Hunter. Every time I try to self-reflect, I realize that I’m too impulsive. Then I go and think I’ve fixed it and—boom, I’m impulsive again. I’m not a protector. When my brother went missing, it gave me something to do with my life. My elders gave me a Path Upgrade stone and sent me off. They were probably thankful they had something to do with me.”

      “Do you regret it?” Maya asked. “Not being a Hunter. If you’ve self-reflected to the point where you realize you’re impulsive, surely you could fix it.”

      “Not anymore,” Stix said. “This is where I belong. I think I can make a difference, and I know Knell won’t tolerate any weaknesses in us. At least with him, I’ll know for sure if I’m messing up. I’ll be more use to people like this than I ever could have been as a Hunter.”

      They fell silent once more. Maya rolled to her feet, padding over to the window, where faint orange lamplight crept into their room through the shutters. She shut them, casting the room into darkness, and returned to her bedding for the night.

      “Do you think Knell would have any use for a one-armed ex-captain?” Maya asked. “I don’t want this to be the end. I don’t know what I do want, but it isn’t this. Maybe I could find it, and I’m stuck with you lot for the foreseeable future. I’d rather be a real part of the team than an unwanted tagalong.”

      “I don’t know,” Stix replied honestly. “But if you want to find out, the best way would probably be to ask him.”

      “Yeah,” Maya said, her voice low. “Yeah, I suppose it would be. Thank you, Stix.”

      Stix rolled back over to look up at the ceiling. “It’s no problem. I don’t think I really did that much, anyway.”

      There was no response, and the two both drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Cyll dropped from the window, hitting the ground with a thud. He straightened with a grunt, glancing around the dark alleyway he’d landed in. Nobody had seen him. That was good. Dealing with their bodies would have been a bother.

      He remained in the alley for a few minutes, enjoying the cool night breeze from the darkness. Then, when he was confident that nobody who might have heard the sound of him landing would still be in the area, he slipped deeper into the city.

      Faint flickers of lanternlight occasionally lit him as he moved from alley to alley. It was difficult to process the size of the city. When he’d last walked as a free man, cities of this size had been few and far in between. Now, it was just a simple port town.

      Cyll marveled at the brickwork of a building, stopping to run a hand down the stone. He’d once seen castles built worse than this. He poked his head out of the alley to check what business the wall belonged to and snorted. A whorehouse.

      But, new and improved building quality or not, Cyll was pretty confident some things remained the same. In a large city like this, as soon as the sun was hidden behind the curtain of the horizon, there would be crime. And he was hungry.

      The quality of the buildings started to drop. Moss found its way into the edges of the cobblestone touching the ground, and more and more walls sported signs of damage or cracks. He came to a stop in a small alley and sat down on a rickety crate, resting his chin in his palm.

      His foot tapped impatiently on the ground as he waited. Faint hints of conversation in the distance poked at his ears, but nothing sounded too urgent or angry. He remained there for a few more minutes, then stood and moved locations.

      He repeated the process four more times. The city really was a lot larger than the ones he was used to, and it was proving a lot harder than he’d expected to run into something exciting.

      As he stopped in an alley overlooking the edge of the docks, a flicker of movement caught his eye. Two men wearing dark clothing were strolling down the street, talking in low tones to each other. One had a large sack slung over his shoulder.

      At first, Cyll almost dismissed them. But something about their gait kept his attention. Despite their casual manner, both of them were tight as a washboard. Cyll’s eyebrows rose, and he slipped out of the alley, walking behind them.

      He was far from what one would consider a stealthy man, but Cyll hadn’t lived this long without picking up a few tricks—even if most of them had been learned before he got locked up for a few hundred years.

      Actually turning invisible was difficult. Casually strolling the city without making noise, on the other hand, was considerably easier. Cyll trailed the men at a healthy distance, just another traveler in the night.

      He followed them deeper into the slums, but they never entered the alleys. Instead, the men kept to the well-lit streets. They were both so caught up in their task that they didn’t even notice Cyll’s presence behind them at every turn.

      They came to a stop before a ramshackle building and rapped several times in quick succession on the door. After a quick pause, they knocked twice more. The door swung open, and they slipped inside, shutting it behind them.

      “That was definitely a code,” Cyll muttered to himself. “Now I’m curious. And bored. Good thing I know just the way to fix both of those issues.”

      He waited a few more minutes, then strode up to the door and confidently replicated the knock that the men had done. The door swung open, revealing a weasel-faced man about two feet shorter than Cyll.

      “Hello,” Cyll said, his lips splitting in a wide grin. “Going to move to the side?”

      “Where’s your delivery?” the man hissed. “You got nothing on you.”

      “Ran into some trouble with it,” Cyll replied, tapping his hip impatiently. “Are you going to make me wait out here so someone can see us?”

      The man pressed his lips together and stepped to the side. Cyll ducked into the passageway and shut the door behind himself. Despite the building’s appearance, the door didn’t lead into a room. Instead, what laid before him was a short hall that descended into a stairwell fading into darkness.

      “What kind of trouble?” the doorman asked impatiently.

      “Guards,” Cyll replied, taking a particularly easy guess that this operation wasn’t over the table. The man’s flinch told him everything else he needed to know.

      “Twelve Gods. And you came here?” the man explained in a sharp whisper. “You trying to get us all killed, you idiot?”

      Cyll snorted. “You think I left them alive?”

      The man let out a sharp breath of relief. “No tail, then?”

      “None. Goods were lost, though,” Cyll replied. “Unfortunate. Did the others not have similar issues?”

      “Things have been slow recently,” the man replied with a grunt. “So many of you damn new bastards. You pop up and go missing so quickly that I can’t even keep track of you anymore. I don’t know why the Boss bothers with you idiots. If you don’t have the delivery, why are you here?”

      Cyll stroked his beard, pondering the man’s words. That explained why his appearance hadn’t been questioned. How convenient. It meant he wouldn’t have to kill the doorman, and his new clothes wouldn’t have to get blood on them yet.

      “Orders,” Cyll replied.

      “What orders? Just get another damn delivery.”

      “Don’t even know what the delivery was,” Cyll said with a shrug. “I was just a courier. Tim gave me the goods, and I bring ’em. I know better than to look at what I’m given. I just follow orders. Didn’t expect to get jumped by guards.”

      “You don’t even know what was in the delivery?” the doorman asked, his eyes narrowing suspiciously.

      Cyll shrugged. “Bag’s a bag.”

      “Callous, aren’t you?” the man asked, suspicion heavy in his words.

      “I’ve heard that before,” Cyll replied casually. “Is that a bad thing?”

      The man’s hand shot forward, driving a dagger up through Cyll’s gut. He grunted, doubling over with a hiss.

      “Nice try,” the doorman hissed. “Damn guards can’t fool me. Where’d you hear the passcode?”

      “Damn,” Cyll said through gritted teeth. He whipped his head up, catching the doorman in the chin with a sharp crack. He ripped the dagger from his chest and slammed it into the man’s eye, covering his mouth with the other hand.

      The doorman’s muffled scream failed to slip past Cyll’s palm, and he crumpled, blood pouring from the wound in his head.

      “You ruined my godsdamned shirt,” Cyll growled, running his hands through the man’s pockets and pulling out a small key, a dagger, and several gold coins. He pocketed everything. “Now I’m really annoyed. What are you bastards dealing with? I want it.”
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      Cyll turned back to the door, wiping the blood off his hands with a sigh. He locked it and lowered the wooden post at the door’s side, barring it. He wrapped the dead doorman’s shirt around one end, pulling it as taut as he could. It wasn’t the best locking mechanism, but it would buy a few seconds if he needed it to.

      Shaking his head, Cyll ambled into the darkness. The stairwell deposited him in a short hallway that led to a wooden door. Cyll crept up to it and peered through the keyhole, shifting to get a better view.

      On the other side of the door was a large room, akin to a warehouse. Dozens of cages filled it, and most of them had people locked within them. Half a dozen men milled about the room, chatting in low tones.

      The duo he’d trailed—at least, he was fairly sure it was them—tossed something out of his vision. Based on the thud, he suspected it was the bag they’d been carrying.

      Cyll’s brows lowered in anger and his lips pulled back. Slavers. He’d been locked up for hundreds of years, and now he’d run into two groups of slavers in less than a month. Time had dulled many things, but his hatred for those who dealt in human life was as sharp as it had been the day he’d been locked away.

      He studied the men’s movements for a few minutes. It was difficult to get exact information on their numbers because of the tiny keyhole, but he was fairly sure there were between ten and twenty men.

      The occasional whimpers from the caged people only fed his fury even more. Not a single one of them tried to cry out for help, though. Cyll suspected the ones that had were already permanently silenced.

      A group of this size was a serious problem. Normally, the best move would have been to return to the inn and get the help of the others. That wasn’t an option anymore—Cyll had killed the doorman. As soon as someone left and found out he was dead, they’d be gone, the people they’d captured with them.

      Cyll straightened, brushing his beard out and controlling the fury on his face. He wouldn’t have much legroom to work, and it had been quite some time since he’d really gotten down and dirty.

      He turned back, heading up the stairs to the doorman’s corpse. Digging around in the area, he quickly found what he was looking for folded up in his pockets—one of the bags the men used to ferry their targets around.

      Cyll stuffed the man into the canvas and slung it over his shoulder with a grunt. Then he returned to the door and pushed it open, striding inside confidently.

      He’d underestimated how big the group was. The warehouse went far further to the side than he could see through the keyhole, and there were easily twenty-five people sitting or standing in the area.

      “Who are you?” a man asked, placing a hand on a sword at his side.

      “You hired a mercenary. I showed up,” Cyll replied, dropping the bag at his feet with a careless shrug. “Where’s my money?”

      “What are you talking about?” the man asked. Cyll’s complete lack of fear put him off guard, and he glanced back at the people milling about. “Did one of you idiots bring in a third party?”

      “Does it matter?” another man asked. “He’s got a delivery.”

      “Which you’ll get when I receive my coin,” Cyll said, cracking his neck. He couldn’t tell how many of the people were Path users. He didn’t have his sword yet, either. It was possible some of the caged people could help, but he doubted it.

      “Who hired you? How did you find us?”

      “Because I got hired, moron,” Cyll replied. “Some asshole called Black.”

      “That’s clearly a fake name,” the criminal said.

      “Screw me, then. I don’t ask questions. I get jobs done,” Cyll said, kicking the canvas bag lightly. “I really don’t care about this shit you morons have going on. Just pay me and decide if I’m getting a second job or if I’m visiting the whorehouse instead.”

      “How big is the delivery?” another man asked, walking up. “No reason we can’t expand, Riker. If he works, he works.”

      “You really trust some random old asshole that waltzed in here?” Riker asked. “He could be a plant!”

      “What idiot would walk into a warehouse full of armed warriors with such a shoddy story? If he’s lying, it sounds like he came up with it a few minutes ago. I can think of a dozen better reasons to drop by,” the new man said, rolling his eyes. “If something is strange, the most simple solution is probably the correct one. Ocean’s dagger or something like that.”

      “I didn’t go to school. Stop quoting your stupid philosophies at me,” Riker growled. “How much were you promised, mercenary?”

      “One gold,” Cyll replied.

      “That’s it?”

      “I work cheap. Provided you actually pay me.”

      “And what if I don’t?” Riker asked. “After all, I’m not the one that hired you.”

      More of the slavers turned to watch the confrontation. None of them looked too concerned, but several were definitely ready for a fight.

      Cyll picked the bag back up. “Then I take this out and dump it into the ocean.”

      “Hold on now,” the new man said, raising a hand. “No need to be hasty. You do realize you’re not in a position to bargain, right? You might be best just handing that over and leaving this place with your life.”

      “And then you’ll never get another delivery from me,” Cyll said with a shrug. “I trust you’re clever enough to tell what a good investment is.”

      “Maybe we aren’t,” Riker said, drawing his sword and pointing it at Cyll. “Hand the bag over.”

      “You know, this happens every once and a while,” Cyll drawled. “Someone doesn’t appreciate my talents. Then I have to show them. Excuse the demonstration, folks.”

      Twenty-six. He’d counted them during their little chat. There were twenty-six enemies.

      “Is that a threat?” Riker’s sword lowered toward Cyll’s chest. The other man sighed and stepped back, shaking his head in annoyance.

      Cyll stepped forward as Riker thrust the blade at him. He turned his chest, letting the blade whistle past him harmlessly, then drove his fist into the other man’s chin with all the force he could muster.

      Riker’s head snapped back, and Cyll swept the man’s feet out from under him. He grabbed Riker’s head as the man fell, slamming it down into the ground with a sharp crack. Bone broke beneath Cyll’s palm, and Riker went limp.

      “Oops. There we go,” Cyll said, brushing his hands off and standing up. “I hope you’ll excuse that. He started it.”

      “Gods. You kill him?” the other man asked, drawing his own blade.

      “Put that away,” Cyll snapped, his voice laden with authority. “This idiot attacked me first, and after I did you a favor. Did any of you even like him?”

      A few seconds passed. Then a sharp bark of laughter slipped out from one of the spectators.

      “He was an asshole. Maybe the mercenary did us a favor. Less people, less money to split.”

      “Just give me my gold,” Cyll said. Twenty-five, now. Slavers never did tend to care for each other’s lives much, but he doubted that particular trick would work a second time. Still, every single kill now would be important.

      “Here.” A slaver flipped Cyll a gold coin. “You’ve been paid. Hand the goods over.”

      “All yours,” Cyll said, nodding to the bag. “Need any more targets snagged? I wasn’t really given much information, just a person and a location. Anything in particular we’re looking for?”

      “You trying to join up?” the second man who had spoken asked, starting toward the bag. “We aren’t exactly recruiting, but I think a capable warrior like yourself could find himself at home with us.”

      “Depends. Answer my question, then we’ll see.”

      “Guildies,” he said. “We’re lookin’ for guildies, especially their children.”

      “Hm. Making a move on the city?” Cyll guessed. Now was the best time to get information, after all. He doubted they’d be willing to talk much in a few minutes.

      “Confidential information. We’ll have to talk with the boss if you really want to join,” the slaver said. “He’ll be around soon enough. Just sit your ass down and, after you pay the fee for killing one of our members, I think he’d be thrilled to have you aboard.”

      “Hm. I’m interested,” Cyll said. The man walked up to the bag at his feet and knelt to open it.

      “Quick question,” Cyll said, putting a hand up.

      The man paused, glancing up at him. “What?”

      “What’s the fee for killing twenty-six of you?”

      His knee shot up into the slaver’s nose with a crack. The man cried out, falling onto his ass. Cyll slammed a foot into his chest, grabbing Riker’s sword from the ground and slamming it through the man’s throat.

      Cries rose up as the slavers that had been ready for a fight loosed arrows at Cyll. He grabbed Riker’s body, using it like a shield before diving at the next man. They went down in a tangle of limbs, and his head hit the floor hard.

      The man’s eyes rolled up in his head and Cyll dove off, tackling the next man. Cyll stole his blade, driving it through another slaver’s gut and ducking behind him to avoid another dozen arrows.

      Knell’s words rang in his head as Cyll swung his stolen blades like an angel of death. The longer they thought he could die, the better his chances would be. He dodged a strike that he normally would have ignored and blocked an arrow that would have only left a glancing wound.

      The clang of metal and the thunk of bodies hitting the floor mixed with the screams. Cyll roared with laughter as the slavers rushed to surround him. A sword carved across his back. He threw himself back, dodging another attack and knocking the man who had cut him off balance.

      He twisted, vaulting back so that an arrow meant for his chest struck the slaver behind him instead. Cyll spun, whipping his leg around and kicking another slaver in the head. The man crumpled like a puppet with his strings cut.

      Sixteen.

      A sword went through his gut. Cyll snarled, grabbing its wielder’s hand and pulling them closer. The man scrambled to let go, but Cyll was faster. He wrapped his arms around the man’s neck and snapped it with a sharp twist.

      Fifteen.

      An arrow slammed into his chest, knocking him back. Cyll ripped it out with a snarl. A man lunged at him. Cyll blocked the strike and slammed his elbow into the other man’s cheekbone. He spun him around, blocking two more arrows with his body before discarding the corpse.

      Fourteen.

      A blade slammed into his chest, punching through his heart. Cyll staggered. Then he fell to his knees and pitched forward, crumpling to the ground.

      The only sounds left in the room were the cries of pain from the wounded and the anguished groans of the slaves, whose freedom had just collapsed before them.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit,” a man said. “He killed damn near half of us. Shit. What the hell are you idiots doing?”

      “You’re the one that shot Jones,” another man spat.

      “The guy was off his rocker,” the first man said. “He just went insane! What the hell was in that bag? And shit, someone clean this up before the boss gets back.”

      “You clean it up,” someone else said. “I signed on for an easy job, not whatever this was. It was supposed to be snatch and grab, not a bloodbath. Thank god I hate all of you.”

      “Eat shit, Terry.”

      “Screw you, Timon.”

      Someone walked over to Cyll and flipped his body over. Cyll’s stared up at the unfortunate slaver, whose eyes widened in realization.

      “Hello,” Cyll said. He drove his head up into slaver’s face, breaking his nose. He snatched the sword from the man’s hands and drew it across his throat before he could react, then dove at the next bandit.

      Screams rose up anew. None of the slavers were ready for his return, and the seconds of sheer terror that spread through their ranks cost them dearly.

      In just seconds, Cyll killed five more men. Two died to his blade, one died to his own, and the other two met their end as Cyll slammed their skulls together, killing them with a single violent crunch.

      “It’s a demon!” a man screamed, running for the door. Cyll hurled his sword at the man. It struck him in the shoulder hilt-first, doing absolutely nothing.

      Cyll cursed and dove at the man, slamming him into a wall and catching an arrow in the back in the process. He ignored it, snatching the sword from the ground and killing the man before throwing himself back into the fight.

      The only advantage the slavers had possessed was their numbers, and now they were dwindling. Their morale broken, the remaining men split and sprinted for the door. Cyll’s bloody grin grew wider.

      He grabbed a bow from the ground and fired an arrow. It slammed into a retreating slaver’s back, knocking him to the ground. Cyll fired another arrow, but it went wide.

      “Huh. Beginner’s luck, I guess.” He grunted and tossed the bow to the side, sprinting at the retreating bandits.

      A man screamed, raising his hands in surrender. Cyll ripped his throat out. He cut down three more men as they tried to dive past him through the door. One man managed to fling himself out the door and onto the stairs while several more tried to execute a synchronized attack on Cyll.

      He let out a bark of laughter, letting all the blades strike him as one. There was no need to hide his abilities if they weren’t going to live to tell the tale. His blade swung, and more men died.

      Cyll turned and darted back up the stairs. The only bandit that had escaped was fumbling with the wooden lockbar that he’d tied with a shirt. He spun, his eyes wide with terror as Cyll stalked toward him.

      “Please! I’ve got a wife and—”

      Cyll thrust his sword through the man’s chest and into the door behind him. He ripped it out, then threw the man back down the stairs.

      “I’m sure she’ll thank me,” Cyll said to the slaver’s corpse, stepping on the man’s back as he walked back into the cellar, his wounds healing. He pulled blades from his chest, dropping them to the ground as he walked.

      He strode back into the warehouse, where dozens of people watched him with awe and fear in their eyes.

      Cyll walked around the room, executing the last few people that had survived his administrations. Then he turned, studying the room.

      “Oh, shit,” Cyll said. They’d seen his abilities. “Oh, Cap is going to be so pissed.”
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      Cyll ran a hand through his hair, trying to figure out a solution to the predicament he’d thrown himself into.

      “I knew the guild would send someone,” a boy said, his eyes red and cheeks stained with tears. He choked on his own words, trying to get control of his emotions and failing. A little girl sharing his cage trembled behind him, holding onto the boy’s clothes like a safety blanket. She could barely muster the courage to look out at Cyll.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Cyll muttered. “Godsdamn it.”

      More of the people started to approach the bars of their cages, daring to hope as the reality of their captors’ deaths set in.

      “Thank the gods,” a woman said from a cage to Cyll’s side. Her head was covered with a tarp bag that muffled her words. “Get me out of this damn thing and take these cuffs off me. I was beginning to think the guild forgot about us.”

      More people called out to him in a mixture of thanks and requests to be freed. Cyll groaned, tugging at his hair. Knell probably could have figured something out, but he’d never been much of a strategist.

      “Quiet, please!” Cyll yelled. Everyone snapped their mouths closed, and Cyll chewed his lower lip. If only everyone had their eyes covered like the woman had. Then this wouldn’t have been an issue at all.

      “You need to hurry,” the covered woman said. “Those bastards could come back, and their leader has a pretty powerful Path that lets him hypnotize you. What are you waiting for?”

      He couldn’t even just leave. They’d seen his powers, and the idea of silencing them all filled Cyll with disgust. Even if they were just short-lived mortals, mowing down dozens of them just to avoid an inconvenience was the act of someone who followed the gods, not one who fought them.

      Cyll approached the cage with the children and studied the lock on it. “Did any of you see who had the key?”

      “It was the person you killed first,” the boy said, trembling. Cyll didn’t quite see why—the slavers were all dead, after all. He turned and strode across the floor of corpses, fingering a bloody hole in his tattered clothes. “He kept it on a chain around his wrist.”

      He found his target and lifted the dead man’s hand, where the chain and key hung. Cyll tugged on it, but he couldn’t quite get it past the man’s palm. With a snarl, Cyll snapped several of the man’s fingers and ripped the chain off.

      “Oops,” Cyll said, dropping the hand back to the ground and returning to the cage. He stuck the key inside the lock and twisted it before stepping aside and pulling the door open. Iron creaked. The boy stared at him, unmoving.

      “Ah, I’m actually on a secret mission.” Cyll cleared his throat. “I have some illusion magic that lets me fake getting injured to get the bad guys. I’d appreciate if you don’t tell anybody about it, or it might make it harder for me to save more people in the future.”

      The boy set his jaw and gave Cyll a sharp nod. The motion was somewhat ruined by the snot running out of his nose and the tearstains on his face. “I won’t, mister. I swear.”

      “Well, go on,” Cyll said impatiently, walking over to the next cage and opening it. “You heard the bag lady. The bad guys are coming back, so you need to get out of here.”

      He followed the children’s gaze to the corpses covering the floor, blocking the path to the door. Cyll sighed and kicked them out of the way, pushing the blood covering the floor back with his foot. “See? Nice, clean path. Go on. Git.”

      The boy swallowed. He grabbed the little girl’s hand and ran as fast as he could—which wasn’t particularly fast at all—across the room. They scampered out the door and up the stairs. Cyll shook his head and went around the room, releasing the other captives.

      “Bless you. What branch of the guild are you with?” a thin, malnourished old man asked as Cyll helped him out of the cage. “I’ll make sure whatever reward the guild has promised you will be doubled. I might not have much left in me, but I didn’t want to go out like this. I owe you everything.”

      Cyll cleared his throat. “Third party. Killing slavers was payment enough. Please just keep my abilities secret, or it could cause me some serious trouble later.”

      The man pressed a hand to his chest and bowed, his legs shaking from the effort. “You are a great man.”

      Cyll snorted. He helped another man out of the cage and gestured at the older one. “Help this guy get out of here. Get your feet moving.”

      The two staggered out, and Cyll went around the rest of the room, freeing everyone else. Finally, he wrapped back around to the front, where the woman with the canvas bag on her head sat, twitching impatiently.

      “Your turn,” Cyll said with a grunt, opening the cage and dragging her out feet first. She hit the ground with a bump and cursed.

      “You left me for last. Seriously?”

      “I was getting everyone out,” Cyll snapped. “No need to trip over yourself thanking me.”

      “Just get the cuffs, please,” the woman said curtly, rolling over. Her hands were locked behind her back and bound in black, slimy chain. The lock was made of the same disgusting black material.

      Cyll stuck the key into it and twisted. The lock resisted him. His eyes narrowed.

      “Hold on. There might be a proper way to—”

      He twisted with all his force. The lock gave just as the key snapped, and the chains fell off the woman’s hands, disintegrating as they hit the ground.

      “Good thing I freed you last, or everyone would have been stuck here,” Cyll said dryly.

      The woman snatched the bag off her head and threw it to the ground. Her face was stern but had yet to fully develop lines from years of scowling. She was probably toward the end of her younger years, with dirty blond hair and cold, yellow eyes.

      She extended a hand to him expectantly.

      “What are you, a princess?” Cyll asked, grabbing her by the collar and yanking her upright. “You could look a little grateful.”

      “Gods, you’re uncouth,” the woman said, her eyes wide. She brushed her collar off and shook her head, blinking furiously. “You do good work, though. Illusion, you said?”

      “Better if you forget all about it,” Cyll said with a sigh. “Please, the exit?”

      The woman rubbed her wrists and nodded. She glanced around the room, locating the exit and starting toward it. She turned back and watched Cyll, raising an eyebrow expectantly.

      “Waiting for something?”

      “Nope. Just enjoying the scenery.” Cyll followed after her, repressing the urge to curse.

      “Who are you?” the woman asked. “I’ve never known the guild to work with third parties.”

      “Does it matter? I saved your asses.”

      “And you speak like a pirate. You do good work, though,” the woman said as they headed up the stairs. Cyll’s eye twitched.

      “That’s me. Loud and effective, like a big ole dog. I can bark on command, too.”

      “Oh? Do demonstrate.”

      Cyll bit back a laugh—he wasn’t about to give her the satisfaction.

      “Weren’t you concerned about that leader coming back and causing problems?”

      “That was only before you unchained me,” the woman replied, turning back to smirk at him. “I was caught unawares before. That will not happen again. If you won’t tell me your affiliation, at least give me your name.”

      “No.”

      “What? Why?”

      “You don’t seem to understand the concept of wanting to remain anonymous. I just saved your stupid bum—the least you could do is not question why.”

      The woman spun, crossing her arms, and Cyll nearly ran into her.

      “Are you trying to annoy me? I asked you a question, you hairy brute!”

      “Hairy brute? Did you learn your cursing skills from a nanny?” Cyll asked with a snort. “Get out of my way, shrimp. Your attitude is begging for a boot up your ass, and I’m not nearly nice enough to deny it much longer.”

      Her eyes widened. “How dare you? Nobody speaks to me like that! I— Wait. Do you not know who I am?”

      “I genuinely could not care less,” Cyll replied. He stepped past her, pushing the door open and stepping into the night. Yells were rising up around the city as the escaped slaves cried for help. That wasn’t good. He needed to get out of here.

      “You mean you didn’t come there to save me?” the woman asked, grabbing the back of his shirt as he made to leave.

      “I’m about to un-save you,” Cyll said flatly, whacking her hand off. “You don’t have much rattling around inside your head, do you?”

      “You saved us for no reason?” the woman asked, completely ignoring him. “Not because I was there?”

      “I. Do. Not. Know. Who. You. Are,” Cyll said. “And if you want to repay the favor, you don’t know me, either.”

      The woman stared at him, her eyes seemingly searching for any signs of deceit. Cyll turned and strode into the night, leaving her behind him. He didn’t have any more time to waste on her.

      He wove through the streets in case anyone had tried to tail him. Guards ran through the streets toward the warehouse as yells rose up. In order to avoid the crowds, Cyll hopped between alleyways and kept to the shadows. It took nearly an hour for him to return to the inn, where he climbed back into his room through the window.

      Letting out a heavy sigh, Cyll stripped off his ruined clothes. There wasn’t much left of them in the first place—the slavers had been pretty thorough about that. He briefly considered returning to their warehouse to piss on their bodies but decided that probably wasn’t worth the effort. Probably.

      Once he was properly clothed once more, Cyll slipped out of the room. He wasn’t sure where Knell was sleeping, so he padded over to Stix and Maya’s room and rapped on the door quietly.

      It swung open almost instantly. Cyll raised an eyebrow as he came face to face with Maya rather than Stix. She stepped outside and shut the door behind her.

      “I wasn’t doing anything,” Maya whispered.

      “Didn’t accuse you of doing something, but now I think you are,” Cyll whispered back. “Why are we whispering?”

      “I don’t want to wake Stix up.”

      Cyll cocked his head to the side. “Are you telling me you’re trying to run away? That doesn’t seem like a very wise move considering I’ve been ordered to make sure you don’t do exactly that.”

      “What? No. I’m going to go train. I just didn’t want to wake her up.”

      “Right,” Cyll said. “Not suspicious in the slightest. What are you training?”

      “Everything.”

      “Very thought out. Nice,” Cyll said. “Don’t care, though. Where’s the cap sleeping? I need to talk to him.”

      “That room,” Maya said, pointing across the hall. She paused and sniffed the air. “You smell like blood. Like, really badly.”

      “I had a rough night. Go back in your room.”

      Maya pursed her lips and turned, walking back through the door. She shut it quietly, and Cyll shook his head. That was Knell’s problem, not his. He walked over to the door Maya had indicated and knocked on it.

      A minute later, it creaked open. Knell’s glowing yellow eyes faded back to their normal color, and the captain shook his head. “I interrupted my meditation. This better be good, Cyll.”

      Cyll cleared his throat and followed his captain inside the room. “About that…”
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      Knell shut the door and sat down on his bed. The look in Cyll’s eyes told him something had gone horribly wrong, but considering the immortal wasn’t telling him to get moving, he doubted it was going to be too urgent.

      “What happened?”

      “I went looking for something interesting to do,” Cyll replied. “As one does when they get to a new city.”

      “Can’t say I agree there, but continue.”

      “Well, I found two suspicious-looking blokes lugging a bag, so I followed them. Made my way into what I thought was a petty crime ring. Turns out, it was a little more. There were a little under thirty assholes there. Slavers.”

      Knell’s lips pressed together. “Related to the other ones we ran into?”

      “Unlikely,” Cyll replied. “I’ll be honest, I didn’t get a chance to find out. I killed every last one of them.”

      “Ah,” Knell said, relaxing and sitting back slightly. “Then there’s no problem. Nobody will mourn a slaver. Frankly, you did us a service—wait. The slaves?”

      “The slaves,” Cyll repeated, wincing. “They were there.”

      “They saw the fight?”

      “Most of them did. I told them I was an illusionist and I hadn’t actually been injured, but I don’t know how much they bought it. And it’s not just that—the people that got kidnapped weren’t just random blokes. They were guildies.”

      Knell’s hands clenched, and he drummed his fingers on his knees. “That is a problem. The illusionist argument was a good cover, but it won’t be the best. How many got a good look at your face?”

      “A few.”

      “Damn,” Knell said. “We can hope that they don’t spread rumors around too much, but it’s inevitable with this sort of thing. That’s going to cause you some trouble in the near future, Cyll. If people suspect the true nature of your abilities, you’re going to have a very difficult time in fights against informed opponents—especially with your current fighting methods.”

      “Hey, I’ve been working on them,” Cyll said, crossing his arms. He paused for a moment, studying Knell. “You aren’t angry that I let the slaves go while they had a chance to know what my abilities do?”

      Knell ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Cyll, I’m doing this to destroy the gods. I want to protect innocents. You took a risk by letting them live, but it’s one I would have taken as well. Granted, I would have tried to make sure they never saw what happened in the first place, but things rarely go exactly how you want them to. Not every variable is under our control. We just have to do the best we can with what we have. Do you feel like their lives are worth trading for the secret of your abilities?”

      “Eh. They’ll be dead in a few dozen years anyway,” Cyll said with a shrug. “It was just a moment of weakness.”

      Knell’s eyes bore into the other man’s. “You don’t believe that.”

      Cyll pressed his lips together. Then he gave his captain a shrug. “Perhaps not. Slavers are scum.”

      “Then you don’t regret your decisions. They’ll cause us some trouble, but I think the payoff was worth it,” Knell said. He slid back off the bed and step-tapped over to the door with the help of his staff. “Now get out of my room and let me meditate. And get some damn sleep. If you’ve been running around all night, you’re going to be insufferable tomorrow.”

      Cyll smirked. He rose to his feet and inclined his head. “You aren’t as evil as you try to look, Cap. See you tomorrow.”

      He slipped out the door and shut it behind him, leaving Knell in the darkness of the room. Sighing, Knell walked over to his bed and sat down, massaging his forehead.

      How did Cyll manage to just stumble across a slaver ring, purely on accident?

      The words he’d told Cyll had been true, though. His secret wouldn’t have been kept forever, and trading it for the lives of a bunch of slaves was a worthy deal. He’d just have to think up a new approach to make sure Cyll’s effectiveness wouldn’t drop in their future fights.

      Yawning, he laid back on his bed and closed his eyes, slipping into meditation. There were still a few hours left in the night, and he had no plans of wasting any of them.

      The next morning came on far earlier than Knell had hoped. Rays of warm light poked through the stained window, illuminating his bed and warming his face as the sun rose over the city.

      Knell opened his eyes. The night hadn’t gained him any advancements in strength. If anything, they had a potential setback from the freed slaves. There was always a chance they wouldn’t say anything, but Knell wasn’t optimistic.

      He got out of bed, preparing for the day before heading out of the room and down the stairs into the common room of the inn. Cyll was already sitting at one of the tables, a large pile of greasy meat on a pleat before him.

      “Hey, Cap,” Cyll said through a mouthful of food, raising a hand in greeting. “You’re up late.”

      “I didn’t give any schedule for when I’d get up, so I am up precisely on time,” Knell replied. He sat down beside Cyll and stole a strip of jerky from the plate. “Have Stix and Maya come down yet?”

      “They were here before me, actually,” Cyll replied. “They’re out practicing.”

      “In the middle of a city?”

      “There’s a small grassy area behind the inn,” Cyll replied, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “Apparently they got permission to mess around back there. It’s pretty funny. Have you ever seen someone do a pushup with one hand?”

      “No.”

      “Neither have I,” Cyll said. “But Maya isn’t doing a great job of it. I think she likes the taste of grass.”

      “At least she’s trying to improve herself,” Knell said, cocking his head to the side. “I don’t see you doing anything like that.”

      “Seriously? After everything I did last night?”

      “Killing a bunch of rats is hardly cause for celebration. Good deeds do not a powerful warrior make.”

      Cyll narrowed his eyes and pointed a sausage at Knell. “You stole that. There’s no way that’s original.”

      “My father’s quote,” Knell admitted with a grin. “It does sound pretty intimidating, though, doesn’t it?”

      “Bah. You’re just a sourpuss,” Cyll said, stuffing a handful of food into his mouth and rising from the table. “Since you put things that way, I’m going to go join them. I’m sure they’ll appreciate my company far more than you will.”

      He strode off, pushing through an old door at the back of the room. Knell caught a glimpse of trodden grass before the door swung shut. Shaking his head, he plucked another piece of meat from the plate and popped it into his mouth.

      “Excuse me?”

      Knell turned to face the waitress that had stopped by his table. She flinched at the sight of his face.

      “Can I help you?” Knell asked.

      “Ah…you’re with the man that was sitting here, right?”

      “I am.”

      “You still need to pay for that plate, then. He said he’d pay after eating.”

      Knell’s eye twitched. Cyll had played him. He dug through his pockets and pulled out a silver, handing it to the waitress. She took it with a tight grin and quickly retreated to the safety of the kitchen.

      He picked at the plate for a few more minutes, eating until he was full, then stood and headed out the back of the inn, curious to see what his crew was getting up to.

      The grassy patch behind the inn was pretty small, only about the size of a single room. Several barrels were stacked against the inn’s wall, and the other sides of the area were the walls of neighboring buildings.

      It was fairly secluded from peering eyes, although Knell suspected someone could still easily see into it from the windows above them or from the nearby rooftops.

      In the center of the grassy patch, Cyll sat on top of Maya’s back as her one arm struggled with exertion to keep herself from falling. Stix stood across from them, stains from the grass on her clothes.

      Maya collapsed to the ground with a groan, knocking Cyll off. He bounced to his feet and clicked his tongue in disappointment.

      “You’re lasting less than you did before.”

      “That’s how training works, idiot,” Maya groaned, rolling over. Her chest heaved, and her face was red. She locked eyes with Knell. “Oh. Hi. We were, uh…”

      “Training,” Knell finished. “Can’t say I’ve ever seen it done like that, but I’m not the most physical of people. I’m sure you all know better.”

      “We did it all the time in my tribe,” Stix said proudly. “It’s very effective.”

      “Oh, is it?” Knell asked. “I was unaware that this was standard fare for warriors.”

      “Not just standard,” Stix said conspiratorially. “A secret Hunter training regimen that my brother taught me.”

      Knell nodded sagely. “I see. One that you tried yourself?”

      “Yeah, we did it a few times,” Stix said, trailing off with a frown. Her face paled as realization washed over it. “Wait.”

      Cyll burst into laughter. “Oh, man, I thought you were just pulling one over Maya.”

      “I mean, it’s more weight!” Maya exclaimed. “That means it should work!”

      “Sure, but I can think of half a dozen better ways to get strong,” Cyll said with a snort.

      Stix buried her face in her hands with a groan. “He was just messing with me? But we had an entire training regimen!”

      “And you did that every single time?” Knell asked.

      “No, we did some other things. Like running target practice and such,” Stix replied, talking through her fingers.

      “Well, that sounds real,” Maya said, sitting up and trying to brush some of the grassy stains from her clothes to no avail. “Although I don’t think that’ll be much use for me. A bow isn’t going to do me much good with one hand.”

      “Not to mention we’ve already got someone that uses a bow,” Cyll said, nodding to Stix. “Get your own cool thing.”

      “Crews can have more than one person that uses the same weapon, you know,” Maya muttered. She shot a glance at Knell, but he just shrugged.

      “Why would they do something like that?” Cyll asked. “That sounds stupid. It completely ruins the scary factor if everyone has the same weapon. We need to be unique.”

      “The bandits mostly used swords,” Stix pointed out, looking back up at them.

      “And now they’re dead.” Cyll crossed his arms. “See? Point proven.”

      “I think training appears to have ended,” Knell observed. “That means we are now officially wasting time. Either go find a better way to train or follow along—I don’t care. I’m going to go check on our flag and see how it’s doing.”

      “Oh, count me in for that!” Stix said, pushing away from the wall. She stopped to help Maya to her feet and flicked some of the grass off the other woman’s shoulder. “Are you coming, Maya?”

      “She doesn’t have much of a choice,” Cyll said, following Knell back into the inn. “She has to go where we do, you know.”

      “It still felt polite to ask. Being nice every once and a while wouldn’t kill you,” Stix admonished. “Seriously, think about someone else for once. She’s clearly trying.”

      Cyll glanced at Knell, then snorted. “Think about someone else? As if. I’m the only person here who matters, Moon-eyes. Mortals are but ants in comparison to my awe-inspiring form—the cap excluded, of course.”
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      They left the inn and soon stood before Mandy’s store. Knell pushed the door open and stepped inside, the rest of his crew piling in after him. The large woman greeted them with a nod from behind her desk.

      “You get the gold?” Mandy asked, walking to stand before them.

      Knell counted out the rest of her payment in his hand. “Provided you’ve got the flag, yes.”

      Mandy grinned. “Oh, I got the flag. Take a look.”

      She turned, crouching to ruffle through the back of a shelf before pulling a folded black bundle out. She set it on the top of the counter and spread the flag out, revealing the design on it.

      The seamstress had done exactly as Knell had asked. She hadn’t deviated too far from a typical pirate flag, but it was unique enough to be easily recognizable. The center of the flag had a stark white skull, its jaw hanging askew.

      The thorny stem of a rose wrapped around the bottom of the skull, twisting out through the mouth and weaving up to one of the eye sockets, where a bright red flower had taken the place of one of the eyes.

      Several petals had fallen from the rose, falling across the skull’s cheek like bloody rain. For a work of art done in just a day and with minimal guidance, she’d done a brilliant job.

      Knell handed the coins to her. “Brilliantly done. Do you have the sketch you used to make this? It’s likely I’ll need to get this replicated in the future.”

      “Sure do,” Mandy said, handing him a roll of leather. “It’s inside that. The leather is waterproof, so it’ll survive the rain. Just don’t toss it in a puddle.”

      Knell took it from her with an appreciative nod. After a moment, he handed her another gold coin. “You’ve done very well. Considering I know I’m going to need more of these made anyway, would you be interested in creating more?”

      Mandy’s grin grew predatory. She rubbed her hands together. “Absolutely. How many are we talking? I offer bulk discounts, but not huge ones.”

      “Let’s skip the bargaining. I’ve had enough of it this week,” Knell said. He tapped his chin. “How about three more? That should last us a while. I’ve already paid you for the design, so how about twenty-five gold for three more?”

      “Generous offer. Done,” Many said, extending a hand. Knell shook it, then dropped the rest of the coin into her hands. “How long until we can pick it up?”

      “Give me a day. I’ll prioritize it,” Mandy said. “My Path lets me do this a lot faster than most, so don’t you worry about quality. Everything I make is top notch. That flag will probably still be flying long after your bodies are rotting at the bottom of the sea.”

      Cyll burst into laughter. “Oh, you know how to get those repeat customers.”

      Mandy shrugged. “Honesty is the best policy, pirate. Don’t get me wrong—I got no problems with you, so long as you got money. It’s just that I don’t typically get many repeat pirate customers. They’re too busy dying.”

      “Fair enough.” Knell folded the flag back up and handed it to Cyll. “Hold onto that, please. Mandy, thanks for your work. We’ll return tomorrow to claim the remaining flags.”

      “Good luck to you,” Mandy said. “I’ll have ’em waiting.”

      Knell raised a hand in farewell, and the group headed out once more.

      “So, what now?” Cyll asked.

      “Maybe the smith has finished your swords,” Stix said. “Should we swing by and check?”

      “It’s only been a day,” Knell said, shaking his head and setting a course to leave the city. “Even with a Path, he had some pretty unique materials to be working with. It’s unlikely he’s finished yet. I wouldn’t expect anything before tonight. No, you all had the right idea this morning. I think it’s a good time for some training.”

      “What, are we hunting another monster?” Cyll asked, rolling his shoulders. “I want a big stick to hit them with first.”

      “You’ve got your axe,” Stix pointed out.

      “The stupid thing is dull already.”

      “That’s probably because you swing it around like a club,” Maya said, rolling her eyes. “I haven’t even known you long, and it’s obvious that you fight like a brute. Do you even sharpen your weapons?”

      “Why in the Sixteen Seas would I do something like that? Someone made it already,” Cyll said incredulously. “I’d hope the idiot that made my weapon sharpened it when he made it.”

      “And what do you think happens when you smash it around on things for too long? It gets dull,” Maya said. “Are you an imbecile?”

      “Cap, they’re ganging up on me,” Cyll complained.

      “You deserve it.”

      They passed through the town gate and headed into the grassy fields outside.

      “Are you some sort of weapon expert or something?” Cyll asked, prodding Maya in the shoulder. “You sure seem to know a lot about them.”

      “Anyone who’s used a weapon should know this. Weapons dull if you use them without taking care of them. Seas, they dull even if you do take care of them. You have to keep them in fighting shape. How do you not know this? You look ancient.”

      “You have no idea,” Cyll replied, turning his nose up. “And I had other matters at the time.”

      Maya’s eyes narrowed, and she missed a step, falling behind the party for a moment before jogging to catch up. “You had an artifact weapon, didn’t you?”

      Cyll choked. “What makes you think that?”

      “Well, that response basically gave it away,” Maya said. “But anyone who used a normal sword would know that. Nobody just goes through weapons, discarding them whenever they start to dull.”

      Stix gave Cyll a flat stare. “He does.”

      “I do not!” Cyll exclaimed. He cocked his head to the side. “Okay, maybe a little bit. It’s not my fault they’re built like shit.”

      “How’d you manage to lose an artifact weapon anyway?” Maya asked. “Those are incredibly expensive.”

      “I never said I had one. You just assumed.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “Nor do I plan to,” Cyll said. “Let’s turn this back to you, shall we? You’re acting like you know a lot about swords.”

      “I’m going to repeat that I don’t think basic upkeep is really all that much, but I suppose I know some,” Maya said with a sigh. She rubbed her forehead with a hand. “I mean, I used one for years. I’m no master, but I have been training with one for a while.”

      Her gaze fell to her missing arm. “Well, I suppose that doesn’t matter anymore. I’m going to have to learn everything from scratch. I was right handed.”

      “It’s a good you’ve got one left,” Cyll said, waggling his eyebrows.

      Everyone including Knell stopped to stare at him.

      “What? Too far?”

      “Forget about it,” Maya said with a laugh, shaking her head. She hid the pain well, but Knell caught a flicker of it before she got herself under control. He just shook his head. Cyll put on the act of a bumbling moron, but he knew what he was doing. Probably.

      “So you could hypothetically teach me?” Cyll asked.

      “Teach you how to use a sword?” Maya asked. “I don’t know if I’m really qualified for that. I told you, I’m no master.”

      “Hey, it’s better than nothing,” Cyll said. “You said it yourself, I just swing things around like a brute. Anything would be better than nothing. Besides, I’ve been lecturing Stix on learning how to fight myself, so I’d be a hypocrite if I didn’t do the same.”

      Maya chewed her lower lip. “I suppose it would make me useful, and anything is better than just sitting around and stagnating. I can try. Just…don’t expect too much. I’ll do what I can.”

      “Great!” Cyll exclaimed. “This’ll be fun. I love stabbing things.”

      “So long as you aren’t stabbing me,” Maya muttered under her breath.

      Knell came to a stop at the bottom of a hill. There was a slight valley around them, just deep enough to provide a little cover from prying eyes. He nodded.

      “This will do.”

      “For what, exactly?” Stix asked. “We’re surrounded by a bunch of grass, Knell.”

      “You’ve got a bow,” Knell said. “Does that matter?”

      “I guess not. I’ll just set some targets up or something. I just kind of assumed we’d be hunting something,” Stix said, rubbing the back of her head.

      “We’ll get around to that, although I really don’t want to spend too much time hunting down random monsters,” Knell said. “The Clawraptor just happened to be a fast way to make some money. I’m going to meditate—you lot can do what you want to practice. Just don’t bother me.”

      He planted his staff in the ground and sat down, closing his eyes while his crew set about discussing what they would do to practice. Instead of slipping into meditation like he had said, Knell just silently listened, cracking one eye open slightly to watch.

      “Can you teach me how to swing a sword with an axe?” Cyll asked, drawing his large weapon and waving it around.

      “Can you teach me to fish with a hammer?”

      “I mean, I guess it depends how hard you throw the hammer,” Cyll replied, stroking his beard. “But I think I get your point.”

      “Just…help me find some sticks or something,” Maya said wearily. “We can go over some forms to practice. That’s how my tutor showed me.”

      “Tutor? Were you a rich girl?”

      The two of them walked up the opposing hill, their voices fading into the distance. Stix sat down next to Knell.

      “You aren’t meditating.”

      He opened his eyes. “Guilty.”

      “Trying to see how we act when we’re loose?” Stix guessed.

      “Something like that.” Knell gave her a slight grin. “You’re getting a bit perceptive, huh?”

      “It wasn’t that crazy of a conclusion to jump to,” Stix said, rolling her eyes. She cleared her throat. “What do you think about Maya?”

      “In what way?”

      “Like…as a person.”

      “I am not romantically interested in her.”

      Stix’s cheeks reddened. “That’s not what I meant, Knell. I meant like a crewmate.”

      “She is determined.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s more than most,” Knell replied, cracking a slight smile. “If she can prove that she’s a valuable member, I’d be glad to have her aboard the crew. It’ll be hard, though. Being down an arm is a serious impediment. Did you two bond or something last night?”

      “I— Yeah, I guess,” Stix muttered. “She seems nice. Way nicer than I thought she was.”

      “People have a way of not being who you thought they were,” Knell said. He flicked his hand. “Now go practice. I’d like to keep my pretenses up for the time being. I’m watching Maya very closely. With the magnitude of what we’re doing, I cannot afford to have an unsteady or unreliable crewmate.”

      Stix nodded. “Right, sorry. I’ll get to it.”

      She stood back up and jogged off, presumably in search of something to use as a target. Knell closed his eyes again, thoughts bouncing around in his head. There were a lot of paths he could take, and he had to determine which one was right—if there even was one.
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      Maya and Cyll returned a few minutes later bearing sticks. They took up position across from each other and raised them as if they were holding swords.

      “No, that isn’t it at all,” Maya said, aghast at Cyll’s stance. “What are you doing?”

      “Holding the stick.”

      “It’s not a stick. It’s a sword, and you’re holding it wrong,” Maya said, adopting Cyll’s flat tone perfectly. “Fix your stance. Fix how you’re holding the sword. Stop thrusting your crotch out like a target for me to kick. Seriously, is that actually how you fight?”

      Cyll glanced down at himself. “I thought I was just standing normally.”

      “Move your feet. Lower your center of gravity. And for the love of the gods, don’t stand flat-footed. How do you even react to anything in time?”

      “I kind of just kill things,” Cyll replied, rubbing the back of his head.

      Maya smacked his hand. “Stay in stance. I’ll try to fix it.”

      She poked at his legs with the stick, walking in a circle and correcting half a dozen things about how Cyll was standing. Knell listened with some interest. He would never be able to wield a sword in the way that Cyll and Maya did, but it was interesting to see how his opponents might be thinking. It had been years since his father had shown him how to fight, so his memory was a little rusty.

      “There,” Maya said, stepping back.

      “Really? Like this?” Cyll asked, shifting his weight around to test the stance. “I feel like I’m about to go skip merrily down the street.”

      “That’s called being light on your feet. I’m not sure how you managed to make that sound like a bad thing. You know, it took me months of training before the man who taught me even got to this part. You’re lucky that I’m not making you roll rocks around the hill.”

      “That would be pointless,” Cyll replied. “I don’t lack strength. I lack technique.”

      “At least you know your problems,” Maya said with a sigh. “Okay. Go back to normal and then try to return to the stance. Let’s see how much you remember.”

      Cyll moved his feet together and rolled his shoulders before dropping back into the form. Maya studied him, then let out an approving grunt. “Wow. That’s pretty decent, actually. I didn’t think you’d get it so fast.”

      “I’m a good student. What’s next?”

      Knell tuned them out, satisfied with their progress. Maya was a fairly decent teacher, and Cyll’s mind was surprisingly sharp for someone who had been trapped in a cell for hundreds of years. More importantly, they were working well together.

      He’d expected at least a little more animosity from the former pirate captain, but Maya had adapted to his crew incredibly fast. Either he’d seriously misjudged her when they’d first met or she’d changed a lot in the recent weeks. Possibly both.

      If he could find her a suitably powerful Path, she’d be a fantastic addition to his crew. The only problem was Dread. Once she finished with Maya’s Boon, there was a decent chance the captain would want to off her. That could be dealt with when the time arose, though.

      Still, finding Maya a proper Path was…problematic. Restoring an arm wasn’t a simple process. Powerful healers were few and far in between, and replacement arms would never match up to the real thing.

      It was unlikely she would ever use her right arm for any fighting again, which meant she needed some other form of Path. Knell resolved to look into finding a Path—he’d stopped looking into it once he’d decided on the method he’d use to change his own Path, and that one wouldn’t work for Maya. After all, he needed his Boon for that particular change, and she no longer had one.

      Knell eventually settled into real meditation while the others trained. Hours passed, and night was starting to fall when his eyes opened once more. His crew was splayed out across the ground in front of him, covered in sweat and exhausted.

      “Looks like you had a productive day,” Knell observed.

      “Looks like you sat around doing nothing while the rest of us worked,” Cyll complained, rolling over and sitting up. He pulled some grass out of his hair and flicked it away. “Did your sleep go well?”

      “I was not sleeping,” Knell replied. “But yes, it did.”

      “I’m pretty sure you just contradicted yourself,” Maya said.

      “Nonsense. I never do that,” Knell said. “I think we’re done here for now. I hope you enjoyed it. We’ll be getting back to work tomorrow.”

      “This was work,” Cyll said.

      “I don’t see any new money in our pockets or rumors spreading around town about us,” Knell said. “Growing strong is important, but it means nothing if we don’t leverage that strength toward our goals. Let’s head back. It’s time for dinner, and I reckon your swords are done.”

      Stix extended a hand and helped Knell to his feet.

      Cyll’s eyes lit up. “Oh! My bonking stick.”

      “I swear to the gods, if you use your sword like a glorified club again, I will hound you until I die,” Maya snapped. “A sword is an extension of your flesh. It’s like part of your soul. You treat it with respect.”

      “You’re welcome to fondle your sword all you want,” Cyll said, squinting at her. “Just stay away from mine. I don’t want you to make it uncomfortable.”

      Knell just shook his head and started back toward the town, the rest of his crew falling in behind him. After a short walk, they headed through the city gates. Lanternlight lit the streets, making their elongated shadows dance across the walls and into the alleys. Knell made for the smithy, its spot marked from blocks away by the smoke billowing out of its brick chimney.

      He stepped inside, a wave of heat washing over him even though the forge wasn’t even in the waiting room, which was empty. Knell cleared his throat, and the back door swung open a few seconds later. Larry poked his head out, then grinned.

      “Ah. Good timing. Give me a moment.”

      The door swung shut again, reopening a few seconds later as Larry tottered out, bearing two bundles wrapped in heavy oilcloth. He set them down on the counter as carefully as he could, then stroked his beard with a wide grin.

      “They’re beauties, I say. Those were some high-quality materials you brought me. Go on. Have a gander.”

      Cyll stepped forward, picking up the larger bundle and unwrapping it to reveal a stark red sword with bone-white accents. Scales ran down its center, and the metal seemed to shift and dance in the light. It had a slight curve to it, ending in a wicked point like a tooth. The blade was almost as wide as Knell’s torso, and the inner side of the weapon was studded with jagged points made from the Clawraptor’s talons.

      “Two modes, as I like to think,” Larry said, extending a hand. Cyll handed him the sword, and Larry held it so that the jagged end of the blade was pointed toward him. “The outer edge is like a normal sword. Nice and sharp, should cut through anything normal with no issue.”

      Larry flipped the blade around. “This bit is multipurpose. If you catch someone else’s sword in these spikes, you might be able to either break it or pull it out of their grasp. They’re barbed. Also great for sawing through things that just won’t cut.”

      “Now this is a sword,” Cyll said, taking the blade back from Larry and admiring it. “You do brilliant work. Thanks for the gift, Cap.”

      “Don’t thank me. You’ll be earning it,” Knell replied.

      Larry handed Cyll a leather harness. “Sling it horizontally on your back. It’s too big to carry at your side.”

      Cyll took it and immediately started attaching it to himself. Knell turned to Maya, then nodded for her to inspect the other bundle.

      “I didn’t pay for the sword to use myself,” he said. “I expect you to make use of it.”

      Maya swallowed. Her one remaining fist clenched, then opened, and she walked up to the counter. Larry reached out to help her, but Knell shook his head slightly, and the smith retracted his hand.

      It took Maya a few seconds to unwrap the bundle without accidentally dropping something or spilling the sword within it onto the counter, but she managed just fine in the end. Her blade was clearly of the same make and color scheme as Cyll’s, but that was where the similarities ended.

      The red-and-white blade was long and slender, more suited to quick movements than crushing blows. Its edge was razor sharp and almost black in color, while the pommel had a scaled handguard that managed to exude grace without excess material to hold it back.

      Maya swallowed. “This is a beautiful sword.”

      “’Course it is. I made it,” Larry drawled. “I could tell from your stance—you used to be a duelist. I tried to make you a weapon that would mesh with that fighting style. Don’t be fooled by how thin it is. That Clawraptor was made of some mighty tough shit. My Path lets me enforce the metal as well, so that girl should hold up under most strikes.”

      “Thank you,” Maya said, her voice wavering for a moment. She glanced back at Knell, clearly meaning the words for him as much as the smith. He gave her a slight nod.

      “What about the armor?” Knell asked.

      “Working on that now,” Larry replied, rolling his shoulders. “I was just about to pack up for the night. I can probably get it by tomorrow.”

      “Very well,” Knell said. “Tomorrow, if you can.”

      “Very well,” Larry said with a laugh. “I’ll have it by then unless something crops up. Thanks for your business.”

      “You’ve earned it. You do fine work,” Knell replied, turning and heading out of the shop. His crew followed after him, and they made for the inn they’d stayed at the previous night.

      Loud laughter and conversation greeted them long before Knell could push the door open, spilling golden light out onto the dark city streets. Dozens of people sat around the common room, drinking and eating.

      It was considerably more crowded than it had been the previous day. Knell and his crew walked inside and approached the counter, where a tall woman that hadn’t been there the previous night was setting down a pile of dirty dishes.

      “Meals for four, please,” Knell said to the waitress, talking louder than normal to be heard over the crowd.

      “Is something going on?” Cyll asked. “It’s quite lively today.”

      “Oh, yes,” the woman replied. “You must have been out of town all day if you haven’t heard.”

      “Heard what?” Knell asked, his stomach knotting. He was pretty sure he already knew the answer.

      “About the gui—”

      “That’s him!” a sharp voice called, splitting through the clamor. Knell pressed his lips together, and Stix’s hands went to her weapons as she shifted to stand closer to Knell.

      A blond woman pushed through the crowd, her finger pointed straight at Cyll. Several men in heavy armor flanked her, guild colors covering their equipment. From Knell’s side, Cyll sighed.

      “Godsdamn it.”

      “Cyll?” Stix asked out of the corner of her mouth. “What did you do?”

      “This is the man,” the woman repeated, coming to a stop in front of them. The inn, aside from a few people who were too drunk to notice the scene, went silent.

      “Do you have business with me? I’ve never seen you in my life,” Cyll said.

      The woman scoffed. “Act all you want, but there’s no way I’d forget your face. You insulted me a dozen times last night!”

      “I did nothing of the sort.”

      “Ma’am, do you want to take him into custody?” one of the armored men asked. The woman spun toward him, putting her hands on her hips.

      “Into custody? Are you an idiot? This man saved my life, among dozens of other people. I’ve been looking for him all day to give him a reward, not toss him into holding.”

      “You won’t take me without a— Wait, what?” Cyll asked, blinking. “A reward?”

      The woman turned back to him, cocking an eyebrow. “Not playing coy anymore?”

      “What can I say? I like free stuff.”

      “You really are insufferable,” she said, shaking her head. Her eyes flicked over the rest of the crew, coming to a stop on Knell. “He’s with you, then?”

      “Perhaps. It depends on if his reward is something he’ll be walking away from.”

      “That’s cold, Cap.”

      Stix elbowed Cyll in the side and hissed into his ear, “Shush. I don’t know what you did, but let Knell get us out of it.”

      “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” the woman said, ignoring Stix and extending a hand. “My name is Maria, daughter to the Guild Leader of Melwood.”
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      Knell glanced at Cyll out of the corner of his eye, then clasped Maria’s hand. The immortal man pursed his lips tried his best to look innocent, which wasn’t very convincing at all.

      “You can’t tell me you’re still pretending like it didn’t happen,” Maria said, looking to Cyll.

      “I am now letting my captain do all the talking for me,” Cyll declared. “Direct any complaints or compliments in his direction, as I am no longer taking communication requests.”

      Maria sighed. “You deal with this every day?”

      “Unfortunately. Perhaps we could find somewhere less public if you wish to discuss something?” Knell suggested. “I prefer not to air my business where everyone can see it.”

      “Very well,” Maria said, nodding to her guards. “Would my room be more appropriate?”

      Knell doubted Maria was about to just let them go considering the giant fuss she’d caused to find Cyll. He wasn’t certain what her end goal was, but the less eyes they had on them while they talked, the better. If she really did want to just reward Cyll, he could already think of more than a few things that having a favor from a guild leader’s daughter could accomplish.

      “It will suffice.”

      The strange group headed up the inn stairs, Maria’s guards staying back to eye the crowd before following after everyone had passed. They walked down the hall and entered a room at the back. It was considerably larger than the ones they’d stayed in before, with multiple large beds furnished with quality sheets.

      A large desk in the center of the room with a dozen chairs arranged around it. Food was distributed across it, ranging from crackers and salads to an entire roast turkey. Knell’s eye twitched.

      “That’s a lot of food for the three of you,” Knell observed.

      “I was expecting company,” Maria said, pulling a chair at the head of the table out and sitting down. She gestured for them to do the same. Knell considered the table for a moment, then gave his crew a slight nod and sat across from her, in the other seat of power.

      Cyll sat to his right, and Stix took his left. Maya pondered for a moment before taking the chair beside Sylph. Neither of Maria’s guards sat. They both flanked her, standing like iron statues behind her chair.

      “How convenient,” Knell said. “I’m not one to refuse a free meal, though. Cyll, please. Try something from our benefactor to avoid showing disrespect.”

      Cyll scrunched his nose, but he had no problems complying. He grabbed the entire turkey from its plate and tore it apart, stuffing the entire bird into his mouth in less than a minute while the rest of them watched him with a mixture of awe and horror.

      “Very impressive,” Knell said, not missing a stride. “Cyll has always been quite the drain on my finances. I appreciate your contribution to the cause, Maria.”

      “I-it’s no problem,” the blond woman said, clearing her throat. She shook her head and leaned forward. “You’ll have to forgive me for the stir. I didn’t realize you were trying to keep a low profile.”

      “How’s that possible?” Cyll asked, grabbing a handful of crackers and stuffing them into his mouth. He continued speaking, somehow managing to avoid spraying a single crumb of food. “I told you at least ten times last night that the best thing you could do was forget you ever saw me. Instead, you told the entire bloody town.”

      “I have a duty as the guild leader’s daughter to properly reward anyone who does the town a favor,” Maria said, jutting her chin out. “And my father insisted that you receive at least something. Trust me, I did try to tell him that it wasn’t a good idea.”

      “I’m sure,” Cyll said, moving his gaze to a platter of cured meat in front of Stix. The elf sighed and pushed it across to the table so he could reach it.

      “That’s very kind of you,” Knell said, interlacing his fingers. “And what kind of gift are you attempting to offer?”

      “That depends on what you want,” Maria replied. “I can’t give you anything ridiculous, but it’s clear you’re pirates. Pirates are always looking for gold and riches, are they not?”

      “We are,” Knell said, pretending to consider her words. He’d already decided on what he wanted, and gold was on the very bottom of his list. There were countless ways they could easily make money, but a favor…that was worth so much more. “But I’m afraid we’ve come into quite the sum of coin recently. We aren’t in need of anymore.”

      “Who doesn’t need gold?” Maria asked, baffled. “I have a sizable sum that I’m ready to give you, no strings attached.”

      “That would make you look very good in the eyes of the citizens, wouldn’t it?” Knell asked, a knowing grin playing across his face. “The magnanimous guild leader’s daughter, giving the lowly adventurers who saved her a very public reward. It would show how gracious you are and cost considerably less than many other moves that would garner you fame.”

      Maria choked on the grape she’d been chewing, and the flash of surprise that passed through her eyes was more than enough for Knell to confirm that he’d read her correctly.

      “What? I would never—”

      “Please don’t waste my time,” Knell said, raising a hand. “I have no complaint to letting you play things in a way that would aide your own situation, but I want something in return.”

      One of the guards stepped forward, but Maria held a hand up and shook her head. She studied Knell’s face for a moment, then gave him a slight nod.

      “You’re astute. Fine, I’ll play above board with you. If not gold, what do you want? There’s only so much I can promise.”

      “Information,” Knell replied. “And it isn’t anything directly related to the safety of Melwood or its citizens.”

      “Are you going to tell me what information first?”

      “No. Should it matter? You’ll be getting far more from this than we will. I’m assuming you’re trying to ensure you’re elected the next guild leader, and your father doesn’t have the influence to pull the strings for you. This will be instrumental in showing how gracious and caring of a leader you are.”

      “No questions about my family or anything that could potentially harm this city,” Maria said after a few moments. “And you do realize that I could just lie, right?”

      “You could,” Knell agreed. “And my crew could start a giant fuss in the city after you show us your appreciation, showing that you just paid a group of pirates that went on to destroy half the market square. How good would that look?”

      Maria’s eyes narrowed. “I see. Fine. I’ll give you a sack that appears to be full of gold after gathering a crowd. You will not look inside. You’ll just accept it gratefully. In return, I’ll answer your question. Does that sound fair?”

      “Perfectly,” Knell replied. “I have two questions, though. One of them should actually help you, while the other is in my own interests.”

      “Fine,” Maria said. She took a small bite of the food, then frowned. “Why is the old man the only one eating?”

      “They’re waiting for my permission,” Knell replied. “Well done, by the way. I didn’t even have to tell you. And, in the spirit of our newfound honesty, that’s because there’s a chance this food is poisoned.”

      “But you had him eat?” Maria asked, glancing at Cyll.

      “He’s expendable.”

      “Hey!” Cyll snapped, taking a bite out of an orange—skin and all. “I most certainly am not. I’m just very hungry. This physique takes quite a lot of effort to keep up.”

      “The food isn’t poisoned,” Maria said with a sigh. “It wouldn’t look very good on me if the people I thanked dropped dead a day later.”

      “I see,” Knell said. He made no move to touch the food, and Stix and Maya did the same. “Shall we take care of this, then? There’s no point wasting any more of our time.”

      “Fine with me. I’ll give you the ‘gift’ tomorrow morning,” Maria said. “It’ll be functionally worthless, but you aren’t going to complain about that. Ask your questions.”

      “First—I want to know about the local area. Have there been any reports of disturbance from large groups, monsters, or gods?” Knell asked. “Anything of interest in that vein, really.”

      Maria pursed her lips and thought for almost a minute. “There are always rumors like that. The problem is telling which ones are worth your time and which ones aren’t. There are obviously the Named Hunts, but there aren’t any monsters on there that are bigger news than normal. There might be more deeper inland.”

      “What about the other two points? Shards are always fighting against each other,” Knell said. “Have there been any major clashes in the area?”

      “I think I did hear about an attack on Golden River,” Maria said, rubbing her chin. “I don’t know how much of it was true, and I know the city repelled it. Golden River has a lot of people that follow a Shard of Holen, including at least one Scion.”

      “Perfect,” Knell said. “Do you know who attacked?”

      “I believe it was followers of one of Vorgen’s Shards,” Maria replied. “I’m honestly not sure.”

      “The God of the Beasts?” Knell asked. “Curious. That answers my first question. Thank you. There’s one more.”

      Maria cocked an eyebrow and waved for him to continue.

      “I want to know if you have any information about a moon elf that went missing within the Guild some years ago,” Knell replied, turning to Stix. “What was his name?”

      Stix choked on her saliva. “What?”

      “The person you’re looking for,” Knell replied. “His name.”

      “Alan,” Stix stammered. “I don’t know what last name he would have been going with, though.”

      “That’s fine,” Knell replied. “I don’t believe there are many moon elves that leave the forests, so I doubt there would be many that both enter and vanished within the Guild. So, Maria, that is my second question.”

      “How would I know anything about that?” Maria frowned and dabbed at her mouth with a napkin. “That’s such a general question.”

      “I don’t expect you to know anything off the top of your head. There should be records, and I know the Guild has methods of remote communication between their branches. Dig around tonight. If there’s anything to be found, tell us tomorrow.”

      “Fine. I’ll look into it and see if anything can be dug up.”

      “Good,” Knell said, pushing his chair back and rising to his feet with the aid of his staff. “And please make sure you do your best. I would hate to find out that you’d skirted the goodwill of our deal. That wouldn’t turn out well for either of us.”

      “I keep my word,” Maria said. “You won’t have to worry about that. Just hold up your own end of the bargain.”

      “Then we’ll see you tomorrow morning,” Knell said. The rest of his crew rose to their feet, and they left the room, leaving Maria and her guards alone with the rest of the feast they’d prepared.
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      “To the rooms!” Cyll proclaimed.

      “You can go ahead,” Knell said, stopping at the stairwell. “I’m going to go visit Coriander, the herbalist. He’s had enough time to figure out what the crystals do.”

      “Suit yourself.” Cyll shrugged and ambled up the stairs.

      “I’ll go with you, if that’s fine,” Maya said. Knell raised an eyebrow but nodded.

      “Should I come as well?” Stix asked.

      “We aren’t about to get into a fight,” Knell replied. “Melwood’s guards should be on high alert considering what just happened. It’ll be safer tonight than any other day. You can just relax.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll do that, then,” Stix said. She raised a hand and headed up the stairs while Knell and Maya left the tavern.

      “You had something you wanted to ask me?” Knell asked. The click of his staff on the stone road punctuated the words. Maya glanced at him.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “It’s why you volunteered to come.”

      “I guess it was kind of obvious,” Maya said with a short laugh. “Yeah. I’ve got something I want to ask. Do you know how a Scion can change their Path?”

      Knell pressed his lips together. “I was expecting you might be asking that. I do—but the method I have won’t work for you.”

      “Because I need the Boon?”

      “That’s correct. What is your exact Path right now? Are you still technically a Scion, just one without abilities?”

      “Pretty much,” Maya said with a heavy sigh. She fell silent as they passed by a pair of travelers, then started talking once they were out of earshot. “It feels like the gods still think I’m a Scion, but my Boon isn’t even my body. Dread has it.”

      “And you’re certain there isn’t a single trace of it left?” Knell pressed. “A fragment of a Boon is still a Boon.”

      “It was in my lower shoulder,” Maya replied. “I honestly thought I never would have gotten it to fit in my body, but it shrunk as soon as I put it to my arm. It didn’t grow back to its full size until Cyll ripped it out of me, and I’m certain none of it was left. I tried calling on its power too much.”

      “That’s a problem. We need to find a way to disconnect you from the Boon, then,” Knell mused.

      “Dread won’t like that, will she?” Maya asked. “Wasn’t keeping me bonded with the Boon the entire reason she wanted me alive?”

      “It was,” Knell agreed. “I’m quite curious to know exactly what she’s trying to accomplish there, but Dread never actually said I couldn’t help you do anything. She just said that I needed to keep you alive.”

      “You’re going to go against her? Isn’t that dangerous?”

      Knell glanced at Maya out of the corner of his eyes. “My goals are far loftier than a single pirate. She might be one of the strongest ones in this sea, but there are fifteen more. If I’m intimidated by someone like her, I won’t go very far at all. But that’s beside the point. I’m not trying to actively antagonize her. My only goal is to make my crew as powerful as possible.”

      Maya missed a step. “I’m part of your crew?”

      “Did you not want to be?”

      “I— Well, yeah. I did. But I thought there would be…more. A test or the like.”

      “Perhaps you’ve already been given it,” Knell said. “But I am curious—you were a captain. Are you okay with becoming a normal crewmember again?”

      Maya didn’t respond for several seconds, which was a point in her favor in Knell’s eyes.

      “I don’t know,” she finally admitted. “I miss my crew. I want them back. If they were still alive, I’d do everything in my power to bring things back to what they were. I became a captain because of them. We were together since the start. But that isn’t how things work. They’re gone, and it’s because I didn’t lead them well. So no—I don’t think I’ve got any desire to become a captain again any time soon. Maybe some time in the far future, but I can’t shoulder that responsibility. Not like this.”

      “Well spoken,” Knell said. “Stix wants you to join the crew, but she’s naïve. Cyll is considerably less slow, and he has no problem with your presence. That makes me more comfortable extending you a hand. I need people of your nature.”

      “What, cripples?” Maya asked, a smirk flickering across her face as she nodded at his leg. “I guess we’re matching, huh?”

      “So we are,” Knell agreed. “I will attempt to find a way for you to surpass this drawback. Until then, just focus on getting stronger in the ways that you can control. Opportunities are always there for those who are willing to take them. You just have to encourage things a little bit.”

      They came to a stop in front of the apothecary’s shop. Faint lanternlight through the window showed that Coriander was still there. Knell pushed the door open and stepped inside. The short man glanced up at them.

      “Ah. Magic crystals guy,” Coriander said, pushing a glass eyepiece back. “I finished a few hours ago. Give me a moment.”

      He hopped down from his chair and waddled through a door in the back. There were a few muted thumps as he ruffled around before walking back out, holding a small box. After climbing up onto his chair, he set it down on the table and popped it open, revealing several fragments of one of the crystal.

      “They’re energy sources. Not a huge leap to guess,” Coriander said, tapping the crystal. “I think you already suspected that, and I had it confirmed in minutes. That isn’t it, though. The magic inside them is strangely reactive.”

      “In an explosive manner?” Knell asked.

      “More like in a catalyst manner,” Coriander corrected, his eyes bright. “It’s fascinating. On their own, when they break, they just release energy into the environment. Each crystal seems to be composed of multiple small sections, so you can break parts off and release their energy slowly rather than having to let it all out at once.”

      “Interesting,” Knell said. “Elaborate on the catalyst part.”

      “I’m getting to it,” Coriander replied. “Essentially, when other magic is applied to the crystal, it amplifies it. So if you power a fairly weak spell with it, the result might be several times stronger. I’m not sure what’s actually causing the amplification—it’s beyond me.”

      Knell’s eyes narrowed. “Any spell?”

      “I see you’ve realized it, too,” Coriander said with a nod. “Any spell. These are terrifying. I don’t know where you found this, but you’re sitting on a fortune if there are more than a few.”

      “I recommend against letting your thoughts stray in that direction,” Knell said slowly. “You don’t want to know how many people died for these little stones. How easy was it to activate the crystal’s catalyst properties? Do I have to be worried about setting them off on accident?”

      “That would be impossible. That’s the only drawback,” Coriander said, completely nonplussed by Knell’s threat. “I had to get a very careful connection set up between the crystal and my spell. If you draw too fast or too slow, the crystal just goes boom. I ended up melting the crystal into a liquid, which made it considerably easier to use. The process was still fairly lengthy, though.”

      “Is it possible without alchemical tools?”

      “No. It took me all day just to get a few drops as well,” Coriander said.

      “Good,” Knell said. “You’ve done your part. Well done.”

      “Do you have any more? I’ll buy them off you,” Coriander offered.

      “I’m afraid I only have a few more,” Knell lied. “We never had all that many, and we’re going to hold onto them. And, before you ask, I got them off a man that crossed my party. We don’t know where to get more.”

      Coriander’s face fell. “Damn. I was really hoping for more information. If you find anything out, please come find me. It’s not easy to get the crystals properly rendered out into a liquid, so we could make a lot of money selling this.”

      “Noted,” Knell said. “If I ever get more information on them, I’ll come seek you out.”

      He left the store, and Maya trailed him out. They headed back toward the inn.

      “Is that bad?” she asked once they’d put some distance between themselves and the shop.

      “It means there’s a group of bandits with a large supply of these somewhere,” Knell replied. “Yes, that’s bad. I suppose it depends how they use them, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it crops up in the near future. There was a large mine of these crystals on the coast not all too far from Mount Bloodwater.”

      “Shit,” Maya said. “You believe the little guy, then? They’re that dangerous?”

      “We have no reason not to believe him, and I saw greed in his eyes. That’s hard to fake,” Knell said with a shrug. “We’ll hold onto our supply for now. I don’t know if we’ll find any use for it in the near term, but it could be fairly beneficial later, if just as a bargaining tool.”

      “How do you get wrapped up in stuff like this?” Maya asked. She paused for a moment. Then her eyes narrowed. “Hold on. You took that in stride. You weren’t even slightly surprised. How much crazy shit are you wrapped up in?”

      A tiny grin flickered across Knell’s face. “Welcome to the crew. You’ll find out eventually.”

      They got back to the inn, and Knell took Maya up to her and Stix’s room before he left to return to his own. Alone once more, he locked the door behind him and sat down on his plain bed, a frown crossing his face.

      He’d downplayed his reaction considerably. If the crystals really were as strong as Coriander implied, that meant that the bandits probably knew what they were harvesting. And, if they didn’t, it wouldn’t be long before they did.

      Considering he’d killed a fair number of them, there was a nonzero chance they’d end up at odds again in the future. Bandits weren’t known for being very forgiving, and any group large enough to monopolize a mine of the crystals was probably strong enough to get revenge.

      Knell dismissed the thought. He’d deal with that after they were done at Melwood. It would take time for anyone to catch up with him and his crew. By the time he did, he planned for them to all be considerably stronger than anyone expected.

      He sat down on his bed and leaned against the wall, closing his eyes. There was a lot to meditate over, and he wasn’t going to waste a single second.
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      When he awoke the following morning, Knell headed out into the common room of the inn. Maria sat in the corner, her arms crossed and resting on the table. The sun had only just started to rise, and the room was cast in shadows.

      Knell walked over to Maria’s table and sat down with the aid of his staff. “I hope you have good news to share with me.”

      “It depends on your definition of good news,” Maria replied. “I looked into your missing moon elf. He never passed through Melwood, but my father put out a feeler for me. Would you be surprised to know he got a response almost instantly?”

      “Did he?” Knell cocked an eyebrow. “How fortuitous.”

      “That’s hardly the word I’d choose. Why are you looking for Alan?”

      “I don’t believe that information was part of our deal,” Knell said. “Please don’t waste my time. Just tell me what you learned. If you wish to bargain more, we can do that once you’ve fulfilled your part of the bargain.”

      Maria harrumphed. “Fine. There was a moon elf by the name of Alan that spent a lot of time in Rosewood several years ago. He was a talented warrior and was working under the guild in hush squad.”

      “Hush squad?” Knell asked. “An assassin?”

      “No, but I see where you could get that. Hush squads are groups whose existence is kept very quiet. They aren’t meant to be known, and you aren’t supposed to know who’s in them. Alan was last involved with researching an anomaly that had abnormally high death magic.”

      “Last involved? Not confirmed dead?”

      “No. His team ran into something, but the ones that survived were so traumatized that they couldn’t give any useful information and were dismissed from service,” Maria said. “There have been two further attempts to investigate the anomaly. None of the members from the new teams have returned, and the anomaly has been declared uninhabitable.”

      “I see,” Knell said slowly. “Where is Rosewood?”

      “If you’re headed to Golden River, you’re already on the right path,” Maria replied. “Golden River is basically halfway there, and it’s only a few days of travel to the north. Just follow the river the city is named after once you reach it for about another week and you’ll reach Rosewood. The anomaly is somewhere in the area, but I couldn’t get the exact location. My father was apparently drawing attention he didn’t want with the questions. I trust my part of this deal has been sated?”

      “More than,” Knell agreed. “You’ve played fairly with me. I appreciate it. We’ll do the same to you.”

      “Good,” Maria said. “We’ll do this in an hour. Do you plan to remain in the city afterward?”

      “No,” Knell replied. “Not for long. We’ve gotten what we need, but we may leave our ship docked here. It will not take kindly to boarders.”

      “It— Actually, never mind,” Maria said, shaking her head. “I don’t think I want to know. Nobody will bother your ship as long as you don’t leave it here too long.”

      “Don’t worry,” Knell said, rising from the table. “We have no desire to leave a member of my crew behind. When will we handle the other part of our deal?”

      “Sunrise.” Maria stood as well. She gave Knell a final nod, then swept out of the tavern. Knell glanced around, then awkwardly sat back down. There was no point returning to his room—sunrise wasn’t far away.

      It didn’t take long for the rest of his crew to make their way down to the inn. As they piled in around him, Knell ordered breakfast for all of them. Cyll was the last to arrive, which was for the best, as it gave everyone else time to eat before he polished everything off.

      “I see you’re still alive,” Maya observed as Cyll polished off a handful of greasy sausages.

      “Of course I am,” Cyll said through a mouthful of food. “Why would I not be?”

      “Knell was implying that Maria might have fed us poison yesterday,” Stix said. She rubbed her eyes, still not fully awake.

      “Oh, sure. Why would that be a problem?”

      “Poison tends to be inconvenient,” Maya said suspiciously. “Are you resistant to it or something?”

      “Or something.” Cyll grunted, then checked the plate at the center of their table. There was nothing left. “Damn. Who ate everything?”

      “You did,” Maya and Stix said at the same time. Cyll cocked his head to the side.

      “Oh. Did I? Tragic. Right then. What’s up next, Cap?”

      “We put on a little play,” Knell replied, glancing out the window. Faint rays of orange sunlight crawled out over the city, tracing along the cobbled stones and illuminating small puddles of stale water that had formed in cracked roads. Outside the inn, he could hear faint chatter that was only growing louder by the minute. “It’s about time for our part. I’m sure she’s waiting outside right about now. We shouldn’t waste any more time.”

      They rose from the table, and Knell led them up to the door. He paused with his hand on the handle and looked back at Cyll. “Make sure you play nice.”

      “You wound me, Cap. I always play nice.”

      Knell grunted. He pushed the door open. As he’d expected, Maria had managed to gather a crowd, and it was quickly growing in number. It wasn’t enormous, but there were more than enough people to spread word about her generosity.

      “Ah. Just the people I was hoping to meet,” Maria said grandiosely, stepping away from the crowd and inclining her head in a slight bow. Knell nudged Cyll in the foot with his staff, and the immortal man rolled his eyes, dropping into his own, slightly lower bow.

      Despite what he pretends, he definitely knows what manners are. Curious. I wonder if he knows that bowing lower than the other person indicates you are showing them more respect, or if that was just a mistake. It’s not common knowledge.

      “The pleasure is all ours, Maria,” Cyll said, raising his head once more. “I’m thrilled that we were able to be of service to you.”

      “And my people,” Maria said. “And, as daughter to the guild leader, it would be remiss of me to not properly reward anyone who went out of their way to protect the citizens of Melwood. I’ve gathered some funds from my own personal resources, and I’d like to offer them to you as a gesture of friendship and appreciation.”

      Maria revealed a bulging pouch. It hung open just enough to reveal the glint of a gold piece within it. She held it out, making sure to angle herself so several people in the crowd could see. Knell repressed a smile.

      “We graciously accept,” Knell said, taking it from her and inclining his head—but not as low as she had when greeting Cyll. “We are honored to have been of service to you and your people. Your kindness is not required, but we appreciate it nonetheless.”

      Maria flashed a smile at him. “Of course. So long as you treat us with respect, we will endeavor to return the favor to you.”

      “Then I suspect that Melwood will flourish under your lead,” Knell said. “I wish you the best of luck with your future endeavors, and I know that wherever the seas may lead me, I will always remember the welcoming feeling of staying at Melwood.”

      Maria’s eyes widened slightly at the extra praise, but she took it well. She just bowed her head again as cheers rose from the small crowd. The spectacle over, people quickly dispersed, returning to whatever they’d been doing before Maria had gathered them.

      Knell tucked the pouch into his belt and started forward, pausing as he passed her. “Take care of our ship, Maria. It would be unfortunate if anything happened.”

      “I presume your extra words were a down payment?” Maria asked in a low tone.

      “Precisely,” Knell replied. “I trust it will suffice?”

      “Quite.”

      Knell raised a hand in farewell. He and his crew moved down the street, trading a few polite words with the citizens that had hung around, but eventually broke away and made for the north exit of the city. They stopped at Mandy’s store to claim the rest of their flags, then swung by the blacksmith’s shop to grab Cyll’s armor.

      It was much like Knell had expected—jagged and red, with jutting bone sticking out along the shoulders. It matched his sword perfectly. He elected to leave it in its bag, adding it to Cyll’s pack before they continued on their way and left the city.

      “That was gross,” Cyll said, shuddering. “I hate bowing to people.”

      “It’s just acting,” Knell replied. “There are much worse things in life. And you’re quite the actor. I would have thought you wouldn’t mind it.”

      Cyll harrumphed. “Bowing is a sign of respect. I prefer to save it for people that have actually earned it.”

      “I’m not sure I want to know what it takes to get you to respect someone,” Maya quipped. “I’ve seen what you think is impressive, and it isn’t a good look.”

      Cyll chuckled. “I can promise you that you never want to meet something that I’d bow to. You probably wouldn’t live long.”

      Knell tuned their banter out as they continued down the packed dirt path. From what Maria had said, Golden River was only a few days of travel, and they were more than equipped for that.

      The most important thing was to determine a method to deal with the Shards’ armies present at the city. There wasn’t much in the way of planning he could do until he understood more about the situation, so it would have to wait until they reached the city.

      Besides, there was almost certain to be a more immediate problem, and he suspected it would arrive around nightfall. Their first day of travel went as Knell expected, and they made good progress along the road.

      As the sun started to set, they set up camp a few paces away from the beaten path. While Maya struggled to make a campfire in the center of camp, Knell leaned on his staff and watched the road from where they’d come.

      “Expecting company?” Cyll asked.

      “More like I’d bet on it. There aren’t many that would pass up on an entire bag of gold,” Knell replied. “And that’s not even counting the person who was heading up the little criminal organization that you broke up. I can’t imagine he was thrilled when he found out what happened. How much money do you want to bet that someone or another will be showing up shortly?”

      “I never took you for a betting man, Cap.”

      “On the contrary. I make bets all the time,” Knell replied, glancing at Cyll out of the corner of his eyes. “I just only make ones that I know I’m going to win.”

      Cyll grunted. “Then it would be damn stupid of me to take you up on this. I was expecting the same. You can’t flash around a bunch of money in front of a crowd and expect nobody to care. You think they’ll come during the night?”

      “More likely dusk,” Knell replied. “Night is too obvious, but running into a fellow traveler at dusk isn’t too strange. My guess is one person that approaches us acting friendly and another that tries to sneak up.”

      “Maria mentioned that the boss had some sort of hypnotizing ability,” Cyll warned. “We might just want to stab first and ask questions later.”

      “Not unless we’re certain,” Knell said, shaking his head. “I don’t want to kill an innocent if we can avoid it.”

      “Can I use my armor, then?” Cyll asked.

      “Leave it off for now. You still fight like a maniac, and I’d rather not get it repaired too soon. Once you start fighting more normally, I’ll let you use it.”

      “Should Stix and I try to hide somewhere?” Maya asked, listening in to their conversation. “We could ambush them.”

      “Where?” Knell asked, glancing around the sloping grasslands. “No, just sit around. I do not fear a hypnotist. Only the weak willed fall under their spell.”

      “I’ll get a fire going, then,” Stix said, helping Maya push some stones into a small circle. “On your mark, Knell.”

      Knell nodded, still staring at the horizon. Over the sloping hills in the direction of Melwood, several figures were headed in their direction. A smile flickered over Knell’s face.

      “And look who it is. Our company is about to arrive. Let’s make sure that we’re prepared to properly receive them in a hospitable manner.”
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      Knell counted four men, which was a laughably low amount for a robbery. As they grew closer, it became clear that they were no stranger to battle. If they weren’t bandits, then they were certainly adventurers of some sort.

      All of them had scars on their faces, though one had so many that he somehow had more scar tissue than unblemished skin. Their clothes were rough and unwashed, and scowls were plastered across their faces.

      “Friendly bunch,” Cyll observed. “They sure look like the blokes I took care of.”

      “I suppose we’ll find out,” Knell said as the group crested the closest hill and started toward their camp. One of them noticed Knell watching them and leaned in to whisper something into the heavily scarred man’s ear. His scowl grew deeper, and he nodded.

      “You sure we should let them walk up?” Cyll asked.

      “You never know. They could just be ugly,” Knell replied with a shrug. “Perhaps they’ll just walk by us.”

      His tone made it clear that he didn’t believe his own words in the slightest. Cyll snorted and drew his sword, jabbing it into the ground and leaning on the hilt with a yawn.

      “Ho there,” Knell said, raising a hand as they walked into earshot. “Those are some awful angry looks you’re sending our way. Have we met?”

      “No,” the scarred man said as he and his companions continued toward Knell. “But we’ve got business.”

      “Oh, do we?” Knell asked. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Stix shifting her position at the campfire. While she looked relaxed, the elf had positioned herself to block view of the loaded crossbow that she had in her lap. “Well, at least you’re upfront about it. Are you rug salesmen? I’m afraid we aren’t interested.”

      “Not tryna sell anything,” the scarred man said, spitting on the ground. “You got something we want. Payment for damages one of your folk did. Why don’t you look right into my eyes?”

      Knell suppressed a laugh. This was their leader? He was blunter than a rounded warhammer. Smirking, Knell obliged the scarred man’s request, raising his eyes to meet the other’s.

      White energy twisted in the bandit leader’s eyes as his wide lips split in to a rictus grin. “That’s right, boy. Drop your weapons and hand over all your goods. You work for me, now.”

      A faint tugging sensation pulled at the edges of Knell’s consciousness. It took all of his strength not to burst into laughter. “Wow, that really was disappointing. I wanted to see if your ability was even slightly useful, but that really is pathetic.”

      Knell drew his pistol as the bandit’s eyes widened in shock, but the other man never got a chance to say something else. The hammer fell, and there was a flash of blue light as a crystal bullet punched through his heart.

      Gaping, the bandit staggered back. He clutched the wound in his chest, trying to stem the flow of blood as his lips worked, trying and failing to muster his last words.

      “Waste of time,” Knell said irritably. “Kill them.”

      Cyll drew his blade from the ground and took a loping step forward. The nearest bandit raised his sword, but Cyll’s blow smashed it aside and split him in two in the same motion. Blood sprayed across the remaining two bandits as Cyll turned his hungry grin toward them.

      The remaining men spun, sprinting back toward the city. There was a click, followed by a thunk as an arrow sprouted from one of their necks, sending him tumbling to the ground. Cyll reared back, taking two large steps before flinging his sword.

      It arced through the air, spinning once before coming down straight into the last bandit’s back. The weapon punched clean through him, impaling the man in the ground with a squelch. His screams were silenced by a second, well-placed shot from Stix’s bow.

      “Well done,” Knell said. He clicked his tongue in annoyance. “Now we’ve got a bunch of corpses stinking the camp up. I should have told you to wait on building the campfire.”

      “It’s fine,” Stix said, striding over to the dead men and pulling her arrows from their corpses. She examined them, then wiped them off on their clothes and returned the projectiles to her quiver. “We can just relocate it. It only took a few minutes. Do you think we’re going to get any more company?”

      “Arrange the bodies,” Knell instructed. “That’ll give any others a little bit of pause. Put them at the side of the road, where nobody will miss the results of trying my patience.”

      And that was that. They packed up camp and set back off after arranging the bodies by the side of the road. The nameless bandit, who had spent years of his life confident that his powers would neutralize any threat he ever encountered, greeted Death in shame, his name not even known to the men who had put him down like a rabid stray.

      As for Knell’s crew, the rest of their night went by without any ado, and they set back off the following morning. The rest of their trip to Golden River was equally uneventful. They drew up to it on it the midday of their third day of travel.

      Golden River was, unsurprisingly, built directly beside a large river. The rushing stream wasn’t quite deep enough for full-size boats to use, but there were a fair number of smaller vessels and canoes moored along the river beside the city.

      The city itself looked to be roughly the size of Melwood, but it was built like a fortress. Tall, faded yellow brick made up walls that rose three stories into the air. Battlements ran around the city, complete with two watch towers on opposite ends of the walls. On the other side of the city was a lush, dense forest. It stretched off to the west, running parallel to the river.

      “Pretty place,” Cyll observed. “Are we going to destroy it?”

      “Possibly,” Knell replied. “No more of that talk. We’re close. Let’s go see what they’ve got to offer us.”

      They strode up to the city’s entrance, crossing a large drawbridge that led up to an iron portcullis behind a moat that ringed the parts of the city that weren’t connected to its namesake. An armored guard stood at the end, leaning on a halberd.

      “Purpose of visit?” the guard asked, watching them with wary eyes. His eyes were alert, and he showed no signs of boredom or sleepiness. The guard was a professional, not one of the drafted militia that many cities employed.

      “Passing through,” Knell replied, leaning heavily on his staff. “We heard that followers of Vorgen were causing some trouble and came to offer our services.”

      “Pirates? Or mercenaries?”

      “Whatever we need to be,” Knell replied with a tight grin. “Does it matter?”

      “No,” the guard replied with a shrug. “Group name?”

      Knell pursed his lips. “Still working on it. We’re a bit new. Have to start somewhere, you know.”

      The guard grunted, unamused. “Think of one.”

      “Cyll’s Slaughterin’ Friends,” Cyll chimed.

      “Noted,” the guard said as the rest of the group glared at the bearded man. “Feel free to enter. If you want to help with our pest problem, you can find information in any inn. There’s a bounty on their heads, so there’s some good money to be made if you aren’t completely incompetent.”

      Knell sighed. They really needed to figure out a name before Cyll’s ended up sticking on accident. “Thank you.”

      They walked into the city, Maya and Stix still burning holes in the back of Cyll’s head with their glares.

      Golden River had been built to withstand an assault. The houses formed jagged rows and the main street crisscrossed, making it difficult to get a direct line of sight of anything more than a few dozen feet in front of you.

      The entire city sloped upward, giving the defenders a significant advantage against anyone trying to push in. Whoever had designed it clearly knew what they were doing. Knell suspected that, despite the confusing layout of the city’s internals, the soldiers within it likely knew every angle and path.

      “There’s an inn over here,” Cyll said, stopping in front of a large building along the side of the main path. Its stone walls weren’t particularly welcoming, but a warm fireplace lit the windows with a merry glow, and Knell could see half a dozen people sitting around tables inside it.

      “Works as good as any, I suppose,” Knell said. They headed inside, a small metal bell on the door announcing their presence.

      A barmaid glanced in their direction, flinching when she made eye contact with Knell. She gathered her composure and swept up to them, plastering a professional grin over her face.

      “Welcome to the Tapdancing Cat. Can I get anything started for you?”

      “We’re here for information,” Knell said. “The guard outside told us that we could learn more about Vorgen’s followers in the inn. My crew and I are in the mood for a hunt.”

      The barmaid gestured to the back corner of the tavern, where a wooden board dotted with papers hung on the wall beside a small counter. A bored, gray-haired man sat behind it, picking at his teeth with a dagger.

      “Yohan can help you there, then.”

      “Perfect. Thank you,” Knell said. His staff clicked on the wooden planks as he and his crew approached Yohan.

      “Heard you talkin’,” the middle-aged man said, spinning his dagger between two fingers. “Came to the right place. There’s a bunch of little rats hiding in the woods. One hundred gold for each one you can prove you kill.”

      “I trust you’ve got more information than that,” Knell said dryly.

      “’Course I do,” Yohan replied with a snort. He jabbed the dagger into the counter, which was pitted with dozens of other small holes, presumably from similar events. “They’ve got around three dozen warriors, many of which have combat Paths. They’ve also got a Scion.”

      Knell plastered a grimace across his face. “That sounds like quite the force. Are they weak? If they’re still bothering you, I’d have expected that they try to take the city.”

      Yohan cackled. “As if. Our defenses are too strong for that, and we got a Scion of our own. The problem is that they keep doing little nips. Instead of a full-blown assault, they come in the night and pick off a guard or traveler, then retreat back to the forest. In an all-out fight, we’d crush them.”

      “I see,” Knell said. “And I’d imagine not too many people that have gone into the forest after them have come back.”

      Yohan gave Knell a wide grin, revealing several missing teeth. “On the money. It ain’t easy to kill one of the buggers in the woods. That’s why we’re paying good money for it, and it’s why you’re here.”

      “Fair enough,” Knell said. “What information do you have on their Scion?”

      “She’s supposedly weaker than ours,” Yohan said with a shrug. “I’m no scholar. I don’t know more than that. A Scion is a Scion. I wouldn’t be going for her unless you really have a death wish. Oh—there’s an extra bounty if you manage to steal the artifact they’ve been using. It’s a gold bracelet with some green stones in it. No clue what it does, but our Scion is willing to pay one thousand gold for it.”

      “Noted. Anything else we should know?”

      Yohan shrugged. “No clue. I’m not the one hunting them. If it were easy, we wouldn’t have a bounty out.”

      “Do you know what kind of powers their combat Path users had?” Stix asked. “Are there any reports from the people that fought them and got away?”

      “No idea. Probably, but I don’t know ’em,” Yohan replied. “I just know the general stuff. You’ll have to do your own digging if you want stuff like that. I don’t get paid nearly enough to give a shit. The inside of the city is nice and safe, so it ain’t my problem.”

      At one point, Stix would have gotten annoyed at that. Instead, she just rolled her eyes. “That’s understandable.”

      Knell gave her a slight nod. She’d grown, even over just a few short weeks. “That should be it for now then, Yohan. We appreciate your time. Who should I bring the heads to once I get them?”

      “Confident, eh? You can take them to the fortress in the center of the city. Same if you manage to get your hands on that artifact.”

      “Good to know. We’ll be taking our leave, then,” Knell said. “There’s more than enough time left in the day to make it back by nightfall with a nice payout.”

      Yohan cackled as they left.

      “Not much faith in us,” Cyll observed.

      “It hardly matters,” Knell replied, heading back for the town exit and for the forest outside. “No point wasting any more time. We might as well get this started. There’s quite a bit for us to gain here, and I’ve got just the way to maximize our profits.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            94

          

        

      

    

    
      “We really need a crew name,” Cyll said as they arrived at the edge of the forest. “I mean, how are people supposed to talk about our exploits if we don’t even have a name?”

      Knell’s eyes swept over the forest. He couldn’t pick up on any traces of a Scion in the area, but that didn’t mean much. His senses didn’t extend very far, and that was for the best. It would mean he’d still have the advantage of surprise.

      “I think we’ve got better things to do right now,” Stix said.

      “What could be more important than a good name? Unless you like mine that much,” Cyll said. “Because we could always go with it.”

      “Absolutely not,” Maya said. “Don’t you all have some sort of common goal or purpose? Maybe a defining feature?”

      “Cripples doesn’t have a great ring to it,” Cyll drawled. “And I don’t think our purpose would work quite right. It might be a little on the nose.”

      “What about something to do with Knell?” Maya suggested. “He’s the captain. A lot of crews name themselves after their captain.”

      “Ugly?” Cyll asked. Maya and Stix both rolled their eyes. “What about Two-face?”

      “Nope, definitely not. That feels like something we can’t use.” Stix shook her head. “What about our ship? The Rose Pirates.”

      “That sounds a little dainty,” Cyll said, rubbing his chin. “But I can’t deny the idea of crushing people while calling ourselves a bunch of flimsy plants does seem funny.”

      “Roses aren’t flimsy,” Maya said. “It could work. Their flower hides thorns, and Knell doesn’t exactly look as dangerous as he is. Nor do any of you.”

      “I like it,” Knell said. “If only to stop you from distracting me any further. It fits with our flag anyway.”

      “Perfect. Now, we need a crew pet.” Cyll rubbed his hands together. “Every good crew has one.”

      “Enough,” Knell said. “We can discuss this later. We’re entering the forest. Our goal is to kill a few of the Vorgen warriors, then escape without getting into a serious fight. I’d like to make some money from this before we destroy both parties.”

      “You really mean to kill both Scions?” Maya asked doubtfully. “You don’t even know how strong they are.”

      “I have a good estimate,” Knell replied. He nodded back to the walls of Golden River. “The Vorgen Scion isn’t strong enough to break the walls of that city, or even to siege it properly. And the Holen Scion can’t come out here and crush the Vorgen troops. That means I have a good estimate on the max strength of each of them.”

      Maya blinked. “Huh. That makes sense.”

      “As such, we should be more than able to quickly strike and take out a few of them,” Knell finished. “It’s vital we don’t kill too many. We don’t know their exact number, so we’ll aim for three or four. One for each of us. No more. Understood?”

      The others all nodded.

      “Stix, you’ve still got your skills as a tracker. Care to lead us to our targets?”

      “I can do that,” Stix said. “I can’t guarantee I’ll find the Vorgen troops, but I guess nobody else is going to be sitting around in the forest, so it’ll end up being them.”

      She took the lead, and they crept into the forest, keeping as quiet as possible. Faint sunlight filtered through the trees above as Stix slipped across the leafy ground, not making a single sound as she walked.

      The others weren’t quite as silent as she was, but the gentle rustle of the trees around them did a lot to hide the sounds of their movement. Stix led them for several minutes, stopping to examine the ground and changing direction multiple times.

      She held a hand up as they crested a small mound, and the newly named Rose Pirates gathered behind her.

      “Just beyond the next few trees,” Stix whispered. “There are several people. I don’t know how many, but not a full troop. They’d be way louder if it were.”

      “Good. Cyll, you’ll open. Maya, stand by me. We don’t know how good the fighters are. I can’t detect a Scion in the area, but I don’t want to take risks. Stix, pick them off while Cyll distracts them and listen for my instructions.”

      Everyone nodded. They moved forward once more, slipping down the other side of the mound and creeping through the trees. Through the foliage in front of him, Knell could make out a small clearing.

      Several people sat in it, wearing green-and-brown leather armor. He couldn’t make all of them out from their position, but they fit the description of what a Vorgen follower would look like.

      He waited for a few moments, listening to see if he could hear them talking, but it was to no avail. Pursing his lips, Knell gestured to Cyll and waved him forward. The immortal man grinned, drawing his large sword and striding out into the clearing.

      “Good day, lads,” Cyll called, dragging the heavy weapon through the dirt behind him as the people in the clearing spun toward him. Knell pushed some of the leaves out of the way to get a better look now that the attention was on his crewmate.

      There were five people. Four were men, all grizzled and hardened by battle. The last was a woman in what Knell guessed to be her forties. She had faint lines of age on her face, and her strawberry red hair had lost a little bit of its luster. A fanged mace rested at her side.

      Knell’s gaze instantly locked on her, and his eyes narrowed. He tapped Stix on the shoulder, then pointed at the woman. She nodded her understanding, nocking an arrow in her bow.

      “Who’re you?” a man asked as they all leaped to their feet, pulling their weapons free. “Another Holen dog?”

      Cyll burst into motion, bringing his sword crashing down on the nearest man. The man managed to get his sword up, but the force behind his blow smashed the paltry defense aside, and Cyll’s sword crunched into his collarbone.

      Knell’s gaze was still locked on the woman, who hadn’t budged from her seat. The man crumpled with a cry, and the others charged Cyll. Stix let her arrow fly as the battle started in earnest.

      Almost idly, the woman leaned forward, and the projectile shot over her head, burying itself in a tree. She straightened back up, rising to her feet as Cyll smashed a fist into another man’s stomach and executed him with a powerful swing of his sword.

      Roots erupted from the ground, wrapping around Cyll’s leg as another man thrust his hands toward the immortal. Cyll growled as the third warrior leaped at him, thrusting a blade toward his chest.

      He managed to twist his body enough so that the sword only cut a line across him instead of piercing into his stomach. Cyll whipped his fist up into the man’s chin, knocking it back with a crack, then dropped his sword and snapped the man’s neck with a swift jerk.

      Stix fired another arrow at the red-haired woman. Her hand flicked and she snatched the arrow from the air, dropping it on the ground and turning to stare straight at them. Knell pressed his lips together. She wasn’t a Scion—he was certain of that—but something about her set his hair on end.

      Cyll grabbed his sword from the ground as roots whipped at him, tearing his clothes to pieces and spraying blood everywhere. The woman turned away from them, her eyes sparkling as she watched Cyll.

      “Gods, you’re annoying,” Cyll growled, lobbing his sword. The last man’s eyes widened and he turned, but not fast enough to avoid the hurtling weapon. The blade punched into his back, and he stumbled, crumpling to the ground like a ragdoll.

      With a snarl, the immortal man ripped his feet free of the roots. He stormed over to his sword and pulled it free of his victim, turning to the woman. “Stix, you’re damn useless. How do you miss twice in a row?”

      “Because that isn’t just a normal Path user,” Knell said. “Nor does she serve Vorgen.”

      “How apt,” the woman said. “You don’t seem like you’re one of Holen’s pieces, either. Mercenaries?”

      “At the moment.” Knell prepared his magic so he could cast at a moment’s notice.

      “How thrilling,” the woman said, drawing the mace from her hip. “Well, then, let’s get this on. I was just getting bored, so you’ve got brilliant timing.”

      “We’ve got no quarrel with you,” Knell said. “I have no interest in fighting any further.”

      The woman smirked. She leaped at Knell, who immediately cast Slow on her. Her movements lagged for an instant, and Cyll slammed his shoulder into her chest, knocking her to the ground.

      Knell’s spell expired, and she rolled to the side as Cyll’s sword punched into the ground where she’d been. He ripped it free, turning the blade sideways as the woman swung her mace at him. Metal rang on metal.

      “Not bad,” the woman said. She whipped a dagger out of a pocket and flicked it at Cyll. The blade struck him in the shoulder, and Cyll growled. He swung his sword, but she ducked the blow and threw another blade, this one catching him in the stomach. “But you’re rusty. You fight with no elegance. Boring.”

      Stix nocked another arrow in her bow and raised the weapon. The woman’s head snapped around to look at them, and molten red light flared behind her eyes. Stix’s string snapped, and her bow shattered in her hands.

      “We’re fighting, dear. Don’t interrupt us. Your time will come.”

      Cyll drove a fist into the side of her head, and the woman staggered. As he reared back to bring the sword down on her back, she somehow managed to thrust her mace backward. The spines punched into his stomach and he flew back, rolling across the ground and slamming into a tree.

      “It’s not nice to take a woman by surprise,” she drawled, twirling her mace. Knell’s hand lowered to his pistol.

      “Don’t do that, honey,” the woman said, not glancing back. “You young kids are far too energetic. Wait your turn.”

      “Knell?” Stix asked nervously, staring at the wreckage of the weapon in her hands. “What do we do?”

      Thoughts flicked through Knell’s head as he sought the best method to fight the woman. Something told him that retreat wouldn’t go well, but he didn’t know the extent of her powers.

      “Nothing,” Cyll snarled, rising up and raising his blade once more. “You heard the woman. Wait your turn.”

      “It’s so nice to meet a like-minded person.” The woman whipped her mace at Cyll’s head. He ducked the blow and struck her arm, then thrust his sword down into her foot. She let out a startled gasp as Cyll ripped the dagger out of his shoulder and thrust it into her stomach.

      “Thought you might want that back,” Cyll said, twisting it and shoving her back to make room to swing his sword. Knell raised his hand to slow her again but paused. She was clearly holding back from using her full powers. There was a fair chance she was just testing them, and interrupting the fight might lead them into a full fight. His eyes narrowed, and he lowered his hand.

      “Knell?” Stix asked.

      “We wait,” Knell said. “For now, at least.”

      Cyll and the woman traded another blow, and their weapons rang through the forest once more. She twisted her hand, forcing Cyll’s hand to the side, and then swung her mace into his head.

      Bone snapped, and Cyll’s body tumbled across the ground, the sword falling to the ground. Maya let out a strangled gasp, and Knell sighed.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” the woman said, flicking the blood from her mace and turning toward Knell. “My name is Maven. Your fellow was almost interesting. Now, who’s next?”

      Cyll’s body twitched behind her. His head reformed and he rose, as silent as a wraith, and pulled the blade from his stomach. He blurred forward, wrapping his arm around Maven’s throat and ripping the dagger across it.
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      Blood spilled across her chest and she choked, a hand rising to the wound. Her mace blurred, catching Cyll in the shoulder and shattering bone. He just smirked and drove his forehead into her nose, shattering it.

      Maven staggered back, and Cyll grabbed her mace hand, bringing his knee up and snapping the arm as he ripped the weapon from her hands.

      “Nice to meet you as well. The name’s Cyll,” Cyll growled, spitting blood onto the ground as blood poured out of Maven’s throat. “And don’t address my crew until you’ve finished up with me.”

      Red light flared behind Maven’s eyes, and the wound sealed shut. Her arm snapped back into position as a bloody grin stretched across her face. “Oh, now that is marvelous. Give me my mace back, boy.”

      Cyll whistled. “I like my women bossy, but you’ve got to earn it if you want me to listen. Come get it.”

      Maven snapped her fingers, and Cyll’s sword flipped through the air, flying into her hands. She spun it, then dashed at him, swinging at his side. Cyll took the blow, not even bothering to block it, and whipped Maven’s own mace into her head.

      Blood sprayed across the clearing as both of them inflicted a fatal wound on each other. They staggered back, both of their bodies knitting themselves back together in instants. Maven licked the blood from her lips.

      “Cyll, was it?”

      Cyll threw Maven’s mace at her. She twitched her head to the side, but it still clipped the side of her head. He stepped in, grabbing his sword and twisting his body violently, ripping the weapon out of her grip.

      Maven reached out and her mace flew into her hand. Once more, they both swung their weapons. Maya winced as blood splattered, and two more fatal wounds were shrugged off as if they’d never happened.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas is going on?” Maya asked, aghast.

      “Just watch,” Knell said wearily. He could see it on both Cyll and Maven’s faces—they were having fun. Now he’d have to explain Cyll’s powers to Maya. He’d been hoping to avoid that for a little longer, but since she was likely joining his crew, it probably wasn’t the worst-case outcome.

      “What Path do you follow, Cyll?” Maven asked, extracting herself from his sword and bringing her mace crashing down into his head.

      Cyll’s head reformed, and he grabbed her by the collar, throwing the woman into a tree. “I don’t follow a Path. This is all me.”

      Her neck popped, realigning itself as she rose back to her feet. A shudder ran down her spine. “Oh, you’ve really got me going now. I want more.”

      Red tendrils of light ran under her skin like veins, and she exhaled a puff of pink mist. The air around Maven started to simmer, turning hazy as the ground smoldered beneath her feet. Her mace vibrated in her hand, as if eager for blood.

      A sudden, loud crack ripped through the forest, and a chill washed over all of them, instantly dropping the temperature several degrees. Maven let out a groan, and the air around her turned to normal as her skin lost its ruddy hue.

      “Oh, come on. I was enjoying myself, you ornery old bastard.”

      There was no response. Maven spat on the ground and flipped her mace around, tucking it back into its holster. “Sorry, Cyll. I’m not supposed to wreck the forest right now.”

      Cyll glanced at Knell, then sighed. “Does that mean we’re done? I was just getting started myself.”

      “Unfortunately,” Maven said. She followed Cyll’s gaze to Knell. “You’re a curious one. I’m surprised you didn’t interfere more than you did.”

      Knell shrugged. “I could tell you were holding back. Cyll seemed to be enjoying himself, although you have wasted one minute and thirty-six seconds of my time. Can’t say I’m pleased about that.”

      Maven snorted. “He said you were like this. How boring.”

      “He?” Knell questioned.

      “The Ferryman,” Maven said. “You’ve met, right?”

      “Joseph,” Knell said flatly. “Yes, we have. What does he have to do with this?”

      “Just checking in on you,” Maven replied. “He’s currently got his hands full, so he asked me to drop by.”

      “I like Maven better than Joseph,” Cyll said, walking over toward them. “Joseph and his weird bell thing can both screw off.”

      “That’s what I told him,” Maven said. “Unfortunately, he doesn’t often take no for an answer. I owed him a favor, and he said I’d have fun doing this one. I have to admit, he was right. But what I really want to know—Knell, right? Why was Joseph so firm that I not attack you?”

      Knell shrugged. “No idea. I know nothing about Joseph—or you. Care to share?”

      Maven smirked. “Nope. If he hasn’t told you, then I’m certainly not going to. I’ll be taking my leave, then. Is Cyll taken?”

      “He’s part of my crew,” Knell said, narrowing his eyes. “If Joseph wants to take any of my men, we’re going to find ourselves at odds, and I was under the impression he wanted to remain neutral.”

      “Bah. That’s not what I meant, but it still answered my question,” Maven said. She strode over to Cyll and leaned in, pressing her lips to his before pulling away with a cackle. “Be seeing you around, Cyll. Make sure you don’t get distracted by someone else.”

      A black portal split open behind Maven, and she stepped through it, vanishing as it closed around her. Cyll rubbed his chin, then let out a thoughtful hum.

      “Fun lady. You think I’ve got a shot with her, Cap?”

      “You have serious issues,” Maya said. “How in the Sixteen Seas are you alive? What was all of that? Did I get hit on the head or something?”

      “Not here,” Knell said wearily. He nudged one of the men that Cyll had killed. “Get something to prove we killed these guys from all of them. We’ve spent too much time in the forest, and we need to get out before their reinforcements arrive.”

      “Their daggers are marked with Vorgen’s symbol,” Cyll said, pulling the blade from one man’s sheath. Stix went around to the others, collecting their daggers. Maya repressed her questions with an obvious show of will, and the four of them left the forest quickly.

      “Can I please get an explanation?” Maya half-begged as they walked back toward the city.

      “Soon,” Knell replied, rubbing his forehead. Maven had just significantly complicated everything. He and Joseph were going to need to have a talk very soon. Knell did not appreciate people that made his life more difficult than it already was.

      “This,” Knell said as they left the forest, “is why I didn’t let you wear your armor yet.”

      The guard at the entrance nearly choked on his own saliva as they approached. “By the gods, did you bathe in blood?”

      Knell glanced at Cyll. The man was completely soaked red in blood. “It’s not his.”

      “We brought in some bounties,” Stix said cheerfully, displaying the daggers they’d taken.

      The guard swallowed. “What did you do with their bodies?”

      “Does it matter?” Cyll asked, studying his blood-soaked hand. “Just give us the money, yeah?”

      “For three of them,” Knell put in. “We’re keeping one as a trophy.”

      “Shit, do what you want,” the guard said. “Saving us money, really. That’s three, then? Go to the guardhouse right on the inside of the walls and hand the daggers in. Leave your bloody friend outside, or they might think you’re attacking them.”

      Knell shrugged, and they all walked inside Golden River. One quick trip through the guardhouse later, Knell walked out three hundred gold richer. Cyll’s appearance had gathered a small crowd of gawkers—although none of them dared to get very close.

      “Come on,” Knell said curtly. “We’re getting rooms at an inn.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a brief conversation with an understandably uncomfortable innkeeper, Knell purchased two rooms and a large bath for Cyll. They retreated to their temporary lodgings and gathered in the one with the bath.

      “This is bad,” Knell said, rubbing his forehead.

      “What part of it? Because I can think of several things that are bad,” Maya muttered.

      “Maven, mostly,” Knell replied. He drummed his fingers on his staff and pressed his lips together. “She and Joseph know each other, and I’m confident they’re both incredibly powerful. Probably some of the strongest people we’ve ran into. How are they involved with this?”

      “This?” Maya asked. “I really feel like something’s going on here that I don’t understand.”

      “There is,” Knell said, turning his gaze to Cyll. He pointed at the large tub of water. “Cyll, for the love of all the gods, go wash off. You’re starting to smell like carrion. I hate it. You might as well get in with your clothes. They’re filthy as well.”

      Cyll shrugged and stepped into the bath, slipping down and splashing water over the ground as he dunked his head under it. He scrubbed for a few moments, then came back up slightly less bloody.

      “Right then,” Knell said. “To my annoyance, Maya, it looks like you’ve seen some things I would have preferred to keep from you for a little longer.”

      “Is this the speech you give me right before Stix puts a dagger into my back?”

      “I’d do it myself if that were the case,” Knell said. “You pose no threat to me.”

      Maya winced. “Thanks. I think. Actually, I’m pretty sure that was an insult.”

      “At least you aren’t about to die,” Knell said dryly. “But now I find my hand forced by Maven and Joseph. I would have preferred to wait a little longer before asking, but I think I’ve got a grasp of your character. Do you want to join the crew? Permanently.”

      Maya blinked. “I kind of assumed I was going to at this rate.”

      “Assumptions mean nothing,” Knell replied. “Choose. It would have been best to wait a few more weeks so you could come to understand us better, but we don’t have that liberty any longer.”

      Maya studied him for a moment, but it didn’t take her long to nod. “Yes. I don’t know what else I would do at this point, and I feel like you’re wrapped up in something big. If you are, I want in. Maybe I’ll find a way to get power.”

      “Very well,” Knell said. “Then—first order of business. Cyll is immortal.”

      Maya’s eye twitched. “What?”

      “Can’t die,” Cyll said cheerfully. “Not to anything.”

      “When you say immortal,” Maya said slowly, “do you mean he’s got a Path ability that lets him come back from fatal wounds or the like?”

      “No. He is quite literally immortal, and there are no caveats that we have found. Nothing can kill him.”

      “Sixteen Seas,” Maya muttered. “Okay, that’s…a lot. That’s what you’re keeping secret?”

      “No. That’s just to answer your questions about how he fought Maven and didn’t die. Our goal is to kill the gods.”

      Maya stared at him. When it became apparent that Knell wasn’t joking, she swallowed. “Well, there’s a statement. You’re serious?”

      “Deadly. I am going to kill every single one of their Shards,” Knell said. “That is our purpose. Cyll shares my goal, and Stix has thrown in for her own reasons.”

      “Well, damn,” Maya said. She considered his words, then set her jaw. “Can’t say they ever did anything for me. The world would probably be better off without ’em. I had some folk on my crew that thought the gods watched over them, but it didn’t take any of them too far, did it? If that’s your goal, then I’ll do what I can to help. I just don’t know what a cripple can do.”

      “I’m taking that as an insult,” Knell said flatly, but a flicker of amusement danced through his eyes. “I’d love to welcome you to the crew more properly, but we need to figure out what to do about Joseph and Maven. They’re a third party that I did not account for, and it looks like they’re going to be getting involved in our business.”

      “I could stab him,” Cyll offered.

      “Somehow, I don’t think that would work very well. We saw how stabbing Maven worked, and Joseph is more powerful than she is.”

      “Maybe you could kiss him.” Stix snickered.

      “What if he likes it?”

      “Don’t start,” Knell said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I’ll think on this. For now, we’ll continue operating as normal. Tomorrow, Vorgen’s men should know that some of their number died. They’ll be mad about that, and we’ll use their anger to deal with both of our targets at once.”

      “This explains why you’re targeting Scions,” Maya said. “Are you going to tell us exactly how we’re going to kill two at the same time, though? Are you really that strong?”

      “I’ll explain the details once more pieces have come into play,” Knell replied. “For now, go get some rest or train—whichever you prefer. As for you, Cyll, you failed.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You were supposed to fight like a mortal.” Knell crossed his arms. “You took a mortal blow, what, five or six times? More?”

      “Hey, that isn’t my fault! She was seriously strong,” Cyll protested. “I haven’t had a good slugfest like that in literal ages.”

      “You purposely chose to take several of her blows,” Knell said. “I can excuse the blows she got over you with skill, but don’t lie and say that every mortal wound you took couldn’t have been avoided.”

      Cyll cleared his throat. “Okay, I might have gotten a bit carried away.”

      “Stix, he lost your bet. Figure out some way to punish him so he doesn’t get carried away next time.”

      An eager grin crossed the moon elf’s lips as Cyll sank lower in his bath, grumbling under the water.

      “And, for the sake of equality, buy a new bow and practice with it. If you miss shots on normal targets, Cyll is going to be getting the same opportunity for you.” Knell dropped his pouch of gold in Stix’s lap. “I’m going to go meditate on what we’ve learned.”
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      Knell spent the rest of the day in meditation, going well through the night and not stopping until the sun broke through his window the following morning. He opened his eyes, his lips pressed together in mild annoyance.

      He hadn’t made any real progress on his Scion path. Granted, much of his time had been spent trying to determine the best way to ensure the fall of both Shard’s armies, but he’d been hoping for at least something.

      “The sooner I get rid of this Path, the better,” Knell muttered to himself, sliding himself out of bed. Cyll had made his way into the room at some point during the night and was lying on the ground, his hands crossed behind his head. The immortal man’s eyes tracked Knell as he moved across the room.

      “Is it time for some fun?” Cyll asked, pushing himself upright.

      “Depends on your definition of fun,” Knell replied, walking over to the door. His plans for the day were rather set, but there was just one thing missing. As much as taking down the Scions would bring him pleasure, there was more to this war than just him. “Did anything important happen while I was working?”

      Cyll grunted. “I think that’s going to change based on your definition of important.”

      “I think you’ve got enough intelligence to determine what I might want to hear and what I might not care about.”

      “Stix got a new bow. Basically a ballistae, really. She can barely lug the thing around. Got some big arrows for it, too. It’s going to pack a real punch—presuming she doesn’t alert everyone within a ten-league radius when she thumps the stupid thing down on the ground.”

      “Good,” Knell said. “We’ll determine a way to optimize its use later. What else? Does she have a more normal weapon, too?”

      “Got a hand crossbow,” Cyll said, covering a yawn. “For close fights. That was my suggestion.”

      Knell gave him an approving nod. “What else? Did she determine your punishment for fighting like a complete idiot?”

      Cyll scrunched his nose in distaste. “She made me wash her and Maya’s socks. Jokes on them, though. I poked holes in all of them.”

      Knell rubbed his forehead. “Lovely. I’m thrilled that my handpicked team of what I hope to make some of the strongest warriors in history have their priorities straight. I was assuming that the punishment would actually involve something that would make you remember to fight like a mortal in the future.”

      “I don’t want to wash socks again. I’m sure they don’t want holey socks, either. Win-win.”

      Knell shook his head and walked out of the room. Cyll trailed after him, rapping his knuckles on the door of another room as they passed it on the way down to the tavern below.

      By the time Knell had ordered breakfast and sat down, Stix and Maya descended the stairs and joined them. Stix carried a large black leather bundle across her back, which she took off and leaned against the table as they sat down. Both she and Maya sent Cyll a glare.

      “We had to waste some money on new clothes,” Stix said apologetically. “Not much, I promise.”

      “That’s fine,” Knell said wearily, extending a hand and taking the bag back from Stix. “Socks, I presume?”

      They both nodded. A waitress swung by their table, depositing several plates of meat and bread before them before darting off to get another group’s order. The Rose Pirates worked their way through breakfast, not talking until the food was polished off.

      “How much did you spend?” Knell asked.

      “A total of one hundred and fifty-three, but most was for the bow and arrows,” Stix said. “I’m sure Cyll already told you, but I also got a hand crossbow and some ammunition for that as well. I figured I wouldn’t have time to make much myself today.”

      “Not bad, and good deduction,” Knell said. “Especially for something of that size. I presume this big bundle is the weapon?”

      “Yeah. It folds pretty well, so it shouldn’t be too hard to carry around,” Stix said. “It’s heavy, though. Not very wieldy. I’ll have to get used to it.”

      “No time like the present,” Knell said, pushing his chair back and rising with the aid of his staff. “We’ll be going fishing today. I just need to deal with a few things inside the city first.”

      “That either means we’re going to go buy something or we’re going to kill something,” Cyll said conspiratorially. “Both sound fun.”

      “Depends on how this goes,” Knell said as they all walked out of the tavern. His eyes swept the streets. “Stand a bit back, please. I’d like to make it appear as if I’m on my own.”

      He walked ahead of the others, exaggerating his limp even further and allowing the coin pouch to jingle at his waist. Knell made his way down the street, walking as close to the alleys as he could without being overly obvious.

      Any large city had a criminal presence in it, and any weak-looking person strolling around with this much coin at their side was sure to attract the wrong type of attention fairly quickly.

      Knell’s thoughts were proven right only a few minutes later, when he caught an urchin in the shadows of an alley gesture to someone before daring back. He kept the grin from his face and slowed, making sure they didn’t mistakenly lose track of him.

      Cyll and the others watched from a fair distance back, close enough that they could intervene if needed but not so near as to give their relationship away. Knell walked for a little longer, then paused as if catching his breath.

      Slowest little thieves I’ve ever seen. Maybe they need some more encouragement.

      He reached into the pouch, fumbling, and dropped a gold coin on the ground. It rolled toward the alley, and Knell cursed, following after it. A grubby hand shot out, grabbing the coin. A boy followed it, stepping out from behind a crate.

      “Oh, my coin,” Knell said. “Thank you.”

      The boy took a step back. Knell mirrored it, limping toward him. “Could I have that back?”

      Two more boys appeared from the alley behind the boy. All were fairly young, with the oldest probably only just entering his teenage years. They each clutched daggers in their hands, and their eyes were fixed on the pouch at his side.

      “Drop the pouch,” the oldest of them said, pointing the blade at Knell. “Or I’ll gut you.”

      “You’re robbing me?” Knell asked, cocking an eyebrow. Two of the kids edged back, but the oldest one didn’t budge. He waved the dagger and nodded to the pouch.

      That’s enough of a confirmation for me. Perfect.

      Knell cast Slow on him. A bolt of green light flicked out, striking the boy before he could react. The other urchin’s eyes widened, and they scrambled back as Knell’s staff whipped out, knocking the blade from the kid’s hands.

      In the same motion, Knell took the Slowed boy’s legs out from under him with the butt of his staff. The spell wore off, and he crashed to the ground with a thump. Knell put the end of his staff on the boy’s chest and leaned forward, keeping him pinned down.

      “Y-you’re a Path user!”

      “So I am,” Knell said, faint yellow light lighting behind his eyes. “And you are thieves.”

      The boy glared up at him. “You tricked us.”

      “The world is cruel. You should have been smarter,” Knell replied. “What cripple wanders around with a sack full of gold without the ability to defend it? Don’t answer that. I don’t care. You have a ringmaster, yes?”

      His prey glared up at him, pressing his lips together. Knell’s eyes narrowed. “I am not a patient man. Do as I ask and I will allow you to keep that coin. Don’t, and I will remove you and find a new group of little thieves that are more plyable.”

      “Old Joh,” one of the younger kids piped up. “Our ringmaster is Old Joh.”

      “Very good,” Knell said. “He and I need to have a little chat. How about you bring me to him?”

      “We aren’t s’posed to bring marks to the den,” the boy that had taken Knell’s coin said, swallowing nervously.

      “Unfortunate,” Knell said. “I’m sure he’ll find it in his heart to forgive you.”

      “He said he’ll kill us and anyone that tailed us if we don’t listen,” the pinned urchin said from beneath Knell’s staff.

      “Don’t fret about that. I’m a very persuasive man,” Knell said, lifting his staff. He flicked another coin to one of the younger boys, then nodded to his captive. “My generosity—and patience—has run out. Choose.”

      The boy scrambled to his feet, his eyes darting toward his friends.

      “If you run, I will be displeased,” Knell added. He froze, then gave Knell a tight nod.

      “This way.”

      “Very good,” Knell said, following them into the alleys, his eyes still lit yellow. Despite the morning light, the alleys of Golden River were cast in shadow, aside from a few small sections where the buildings were far enough from each other for the sun to trickle in.

      Knell followed the urchins through the winding streets for several streets, memorizing the path. They arrived at a rundown doorway in the back of a heavily dated building. Many of its bricks were cracked and moss trailed across one of the walls, thriving in the damp alleyway.

      “Open the door,” Knell said, nodding to it. “You’ve got a special knock, I trust. Use it. If anyone emerges with their weapons out, I’ll kill them.”

      The oldest kid clenched his fists and nodded his understanding. He rapped several times on the wood, pausing at odd intervals between knocks. A few seconds passed, then the door swung open to reveal a balding, middle-aged man with a thin scar on his chin.

      “It’s early. What are you—”

      The man’s eyes widened as he spotted Knell, who instantly cast Slow on him.

      “Draw that weapon, and I kill you,” Knell drawled. “I’m here with a business proposition, not a hit list.”

      The spell wore off midway through his sentence, but it had done its job. The man, presumably Old Joh, remained frozen in place. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.

      “Who are you? What do you want with me?”

      “Are you part of a thieves guild?”

      Joh ground his teeth. After a moment, he nodded.

      “Fantastic,” Knell said. “I want your network.”

      “You want my— Do you even understand what that is? I can’t give you the Thieves Guild’s network,” Joh growled. “You may as well kill me, because if anyone finds out I shared our information with an outsider, I’ll be worse off than if you offed me here.”

      “I’d rather not,” Knell replied. “And you misunderstand. I don’t want you to give me information. I want you to spread it.”

      Joh’s eyes narrowed. He stepped slightly out of the doorway, revealing a shortsword at his hip. “What do you mean?”

      “I am going to do something that will cause many rumors, and I want to ensure the proper ones are spread,” Knell said. “Really, you’ll only just be doing your job. I’m just giving you a little guidance to make sure you don’t get it wrong.”

      Joh chewed his lower lip. “That… What is it? If it’ll get you to leave me and my boys alone, I might be able to help. I can’t lie to the network, though. If I try, I’m dead. I don’t care what kind of threats you got.”

      “That’s fine with me,” Knell said, leaning forward and pushing his hair back so that his scarred face was perfectly visible in the dark. The light in his eyes intensified, illuminating the alley in its sickly glow. “My name is Knell Coda, of the Rose Pirates. Holen and Vorgen both have Scions active in this area. By this time tomorrow, they will both be dead at my hands.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            97

          

        

      

    

    
      Knell emerged from the alley several minutes later. He rejoined his crew, who had been waiting around at a nearby bench. They weren’t exactly the most inconspicuous people in the town, and the passersby gave the group a wide berth as they passed, their heads craning on their necks once they thought they were far enough to get a safe look.

      “What did you need to do in a bunch of alleyways?” Maya asked. “And were those a bunch of children I saw?”

      “Just tilling the soil for some future plans,” Knell replied, limping past them. “We’ll sow the rewards soon enough. We are moving at a very good pace. The only crimp in my plans is currently Joseph and whatever group he represents. I’ll deal with them once we’ve finished our work for today.”

      They left the town, drawing a nervous glance from the guard as they passed. Evidently, Cyll’s appearance the last time they’d passed through had ingrained itself on the man. Knell repressed a grin. For once, Cyll’s intentional incompetence would actually be useful.

      To destroy the gods, they couldn’t just be men. They had to be legends. And the easiest way to become a legend was born in the minds of the common in the form of rumors.

      “What’s the goal this time?” Cyll asked as they stopped at the edge of the forest.

      “A heist, with just enough blood spilled to grease the gears of war,” Knell replied. “Stix will find their main camp and obtain the bracelet artifact that the Scion has. She will then extract it.”

      “That…doesn’t seem very safe,” Maya said. “Scions can be really powerful, and Stix just swapped Paths.”

      “She’s still the fastest among us,” Knell said. “And we have a manner in which to make her even faster. Unless you are hiding an ability that would let you move faster?”

      Maya shook her head. “No. I’ve got nothing.”

      “Then Stix will do it,” Knell said. “I do not believe there should be any significant risk from a mere Scion.”

      “Mere?” Maya asked. She bit her lower lip for a moment, then narrowed her eyes as she made up her mind. “I don’t want to come across like I’m disagreeing or trying to undermine you, but I got my crew killed because of stupidity. I don’t want to see that happen again.”

      “It’s fine, Maya,” Stix said before Knell could respond. “It may seem dangerous, but I trust Knell. He’s many things, but reckless isn’t one of them. If he says something is doable, then it is.”

      “Your caution is noted,” Knell said. “I am not infallible. However, I am unconcerned about this particular plan. The only moving piece I am not certain of is how much pressure we’ll have to use.”

      Maya swallowed and gave him a reluctant nod. “Okay. What are the rest of us doing, then?”

      “Getting ready to kill,” Knell replied. “Lead the way, Stix.”

      They entered the forest, the moon elf at the lead, and advanced through the foliage. Stix quickly picked up traces of Vorgen’s warriors, and they wound deeper into the forest, making as little noise as possible.

      It wasn’t too long before she held up a hand, indicating that they should stop. Everyone drew up alongside Stix and squinted through the trees in front of them. Knell couldn’t see anything.

      “They’re not in sight,” Stix said in a hushed whisper. “But I can hear them. They’re less than a minute away.”

      Knell strained his ears as best as he could, but all that reached them was the faint buzz of the insects in the jungle around them and the wind rustling through the trees. Judging by the expressions of his companions, they didn’t have much better luck.

      Stix pointed at her ears. “They’re big for a reason.”

      “Never thought about that,” Cyll whispered. “They really are, though. Noted.”

      The moon elf grimaced. She opened her mouth, then let it close with a click and shook her head. Stix sent a questioning glance toward Knell.

      “This should work. Cyll, get ready to carry me,” Knell said. “Stix, make sure you’re seen. We don’t want the heist to be too successful. Just don’t get caught. I am not Anchoring you.”

      “I will.”

      Knell pointed his staff at her, calling on his powers and pressing past the mental barrier as he overloaded a Haste spell, pouring more magic into the spell than it needed by several times. The bolt of green light slammed into her, sending arcs of lightning bouncing across her body.

      Stix blurred, and then she was gone. Maya’s eyes widened.

      “Sixteen Seas, that was fast. What kind of spell is that?”

      “Haste,” Knell replied humorlessly. “It makes you go fast.”

      “I couldn’t tell,” Maya muttered.

      A few seconds passed. In the distance, from the direction that Stix had shot off toward, yells rose up. Cyll strolled up to Knell, who climbed onto the taller man’s back.

      “Get ready to run,” Knell advised. “Just make sure they see us.”

      “Wouldn’t it have been better to run earlier?” Maya asked, squinting into the forest.

      “Of course not. They need something to chase.”

      Stix blurred into view, a golden bracelet clasped in her hand. She had a thin cut across her shoulder but was otherwise unwounded. Knell let the spell on her drop, sagging slightly in relief as the strain let up.

      I definitely got a few gray hairs from that.

      “They’re on my tail,” Stix said, handing Knell the bracelet. No sooner than she had finished speaking did Knell hear angry rustling coming from the trees.

      “Go!”

      Cyll took off, loping through the greenery. Stix and Maya darted after them, and the moon elf quickly took the lead. Branches slapped against them and Knell ducked down, craning his head back.

      The yells were growing louder, and Knell estimated that over a dozen people had joined the chase. He caught flickers of leather through the trees, but Cyll was doing a great job of keeping ahead of them.

      Another branch whacked into Knell’s head, and he flinched, ducking lower with a curse. Cyll was doing a considerably worse job of avoiding the trees. Maya was falling behind them, so he Hasted her.

      The woman instantly sped up, nearly tripping over a root as she bounded past both Cyll and Stix. Footfalls pounded through the forest, and Knell kept a close eye on their pursuers, but they were keeping their lead.

      It was taking a little longer than he had expected for—

      A large brown bird dropped from the canopy above them, its eyes gleaming with intelligence. Knell’s staff whipped up, and he batted the creature out of the sky in a puff of feathers.

      “That was cold.” Cyll bounded over a bundle of protruding roots. “But funny. Do it again.”

      “It was likely under the control of Vorgen’s Scion,” Knell said. The yells were getting closer, and his crewmates were starting to pull ahead. “Run faster.”

      “They aren’t the ones carrying someone,” Cyll complained. He accelerated, which resulted in even more branches whipping at them as they sped by. Knell hunkered down as best as he could, trying to throw off the immortal man’s balance as little as possible.

      The men chasing after them were gaining slowly, but by Knell’s count, they were nearly out of the forest. Perfect timing. Something blurred at the edge of Knell’s vision, and he struck instinctively, batting another bird from the sky.

      More of them swept in, bombarding them as they ran. The ground came alive beneath their feet as vines and bushes grasped at them. Knell freed the blade from its home in his staff as his eyes lit yellow.

      He swung the blade, cutting the creatures from the air as they dove at him. Cyll cursed beneath him, slowed as he was forced to rip through the foliage instead of just bounding past it. Knell twisted his body sharply, forcing Cyll to stumble. An arrow whizzed past them and thunked into a trunk.

      “Go!” Knell snarled, carving another bird from the air.

      A shadow passed over them. Hundreds of birds had nearly blacked out the sky. Knell could only see glimpses of them through the canopy as Cyll swung his sword like a scythe, cutting apart the plants as they tried to hinder them. They made no noise aside from the flap of their wings.

      The rest of them weren’t attacking. A grim smile crossed Knell’s face.

      Their Scion probably feels their pain and doesn’t want more of them injured for no reason.

      “That looks like a bit of a problem,” Cyll yelled, plucking a feather from his beard and throwing it to the ground.

      “If that’s the extent of the Scion’s powers, then this will be even easier than I thought,” Knell replied. “We’re almost outside. Once we break free of the tree line, stop. We need to make them come out of the forest.”

      Cyll grunted. The yells grew louder still, but a few seconds later, they burst out of the forest. Maya and Stix were already waiting, their weapons drawn. Cyll jogged up to them, then spun as Knell slid down his back.

      “That’s a lot of birds,” Stix said warily, staring up at the sky above the forest. Knell’s initial guess had been about right. There were easily several hundred avians storming around the top of the forest, but none of them had left it.

      Dozens of men emerged from the trees, swords and bows in their hands. One of them fired an arrow at Knell, but Cyll grabbed it out of the air. He snapped the projectile and let the two halves fall to the ground at his feet. Stix’s hand crossbow twanged, and an arrow sprouted from the man’s throat.

      He crumpled forward, landing in a heap.

      “Send more,” Cyll said, stepping forward and extending his hands outward with a savage grin. “I can do this all day.”

      “Give the artifact back,” one of the men growled, turning his bow toward Stix.

      Knell cocked an eyebrow and raised the bracelet. “I’ve got it. You shoot, my man will block the arrow, and I lob this thing into Golden River. Then you never see it again.”

      “The birds will catch it,” another man said, spitting on the ground. “Gerald, shoot the bastards.”

      “He’s not going to do that,” Knell said calmly. “And the birds aren’t going to do anything, are they? Your Scion doesn’t want more of them to die. A tool that can be hurt so easily isn’t a very effective one.”

      “You know not of what you talk about,” a woman said, stepping out of the forest. Knell’s senses tingled as they brushed across her, but it was almost redundant. He didn’t need any magic to know that she was the Scion.

      Her clothes were made of woven plants that clung to her body, still writhing with life. She stopped at the edge of the forest, just in front of her men. “Return the artifact, or I will kill you.”

      The birds crowed up a storm above the woman, their angry calls so loud that they could barely hear each other. Most of her strength likely came when she was within the forest, which explained why she was so reluctant to push out of it.

      “At the cost of how many birds?” Knell wondered. He resisted the urge to glance over his shoulder. He could hear commotion coming from Golden River, but it would be some time until their Scion would emerge. It shouldn’t be too long—they were expecting an assault. Knell was just accelerating things a little. He set a mental clock off, the gentle ticks echoing through his mind like a metronome. “What are you willing to offer in exchange for it?”

      The Scion gritted her teeth, glancing over Knell’s shoulder at the city. “If you wish to bargain, return with us to the forest. This is not the place for it.”

      “Where you’ll be able to call more of your creatures to aid? I’m not an idiot,” Knell said with a bark of laughter. “I’m well aware these birds are probably just your advance guard. Your eyes, really. I’d imagine you’ve got considerably stronger creatures in the forest. No, we bargain here.”

      “Ferna! There’s no need for this. Just give the order,” the man to her right snarled. “I don’t care how fast they are, we can kill them before the city responds, but only if we act fast. Vorgen guides our blades.”

      Her clothing writhed and twisted in anger around her. The Scion’s hands tightened into balls and she spat on the ground. “Filthy mercenary. What do you want? Gold?”

      This is no good. She wasn’t supposed to give in so easily. I thought she’d have more fight in her. Oh well.

      “Stix? The talkative one on the right needs a new breathing tube,” Knell said.

      Vines erupted around him instants before Stix’s crossbow bolt slammed into them, stopped from penetrating his throat by mere inches. The Scion whipped the bolt to the ground and bared her teeth in anger. “Try that again, mercenary. Then there will be no bargaining at all. I offer you five hundred gold to return the bracelet right now.”

      Hm. She really wants this thing. That, or she’s buying time for her real forces to show up. I don’t care either way, really. More forces might just make this a lot easier for me.

      Urgent yells came from Golden River, and Ferna’s soldiers were growing antsier with every passing second.

      “Now!” Ferna snarled. “You want the gold, do you not?”

      “I think I’ve changed my mind,” Knell said. “Apologies for wasting your time. We’ll be keeping this.”

      Men burst from Golden River’s gates. Two of the Vorgen soldiers shot arrows at Knell, but Cyll batted both of them away. Ferna spun with a curse. “Damn the artifact. We can’t afford this. Go!”

      Knell clicked his tongue and extended his arm, pointing his staff at her back. A bolt of green energy leaped forth and struck the Scion. Her body resisted the spell, but Knell poured more power into it.

      The attack had caught her off guard, and that gave him just enough of an advantage to force it through. He staggered, leaning on his staff as Ferna was Anchored.

      “Don’t run too far,” Knell called. “You’ll be back here very shortly, and it won’t go too well for you if all your soldiers have left you behind.”

      They ignored him, just as he expected they would. That didn’t matter. The soldiers would remember his words and return when they saw their Scion vanish.

      The men from Golden River charged the forest, bows twanging as they fired arrows at the retreating Vorgen followers. The trees twisted, blocking off the path as the birds fluttered back into the safety of the forest.

      An armored woman slammed to the ground beside Knell, her blond hair flowing behind her head. She carried a heavy broadsword in just a single hand, and her eyes burned with hunger.

      “It is,” Knell said. “Just over fifty seconds, now. I expect my cut for delivering your prey to you.”

      “If you aren’t lying, you’ll get it. And, after that, you’ll be telling me what Fragment you serve.” She cackled and raised her sword, pointing it at the forest. “Move up, boys! The mercenaries have done their job. Let’s paint the trees red!”
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      Golden River’s soldiers advanced, lining up along the edge of the forest with their weapons drawn. Knell’s attention was transfixed on the Scion. Ideally, he wanted to learn what abilities her Path gave her access to, but he didn’t know how long this particular fight would last.

      I might have rigged things a little too heavily in Golden River’s favor.

      Knell leaned in close to Stix. “When the Vorgen Scion reappears, start shooting Golden River warriors. Try to keep the sides about even—and make sure you aren’t seen for as long as possible.”

      Stix nodded her understanding, and Knell leaned on his staff, the seconds counting down in his head. He didn’t have to wait long.

      A minute passed, and Ferna popped out directly in the spot where Knell had anchored her. To her credit, her reaction was incredibly fast—just not fast enough. Vines erupted from the ground beneath the Scion, surging up to form a cocoon around her.

      At the same time, half a dozen arrows collapsed on her position, and Golden River’s Scion swung her massive sword at the other woman. One of the arrows got through the vines and caught the woman in the shoulder, while the rest were blocked by the foliage.

      The huge sword bit through the vines and slammed into Ferna’s shoulder. She cried out and sank. A thorny vine whipped out from the bundle and scraped across the other woman’s armor, shearing through the metal like it was paper.

      “Damn you, Telin,” Ferna hissed. “I’ll kill you and your damn mercenaries. We’re still in the forest, bitch.”

      The trees came alive. Battle cries arose from the forest as Vorgen’s men charged out from it. Holen’s Scion—Telin—laughed. She raised her sword into the air, and her body was enveloped with golden energy.

      Bows twanged and men screamed as the two sides crashed into each other. Knell leaned on his staff, his eyes glowing yellow as the clock continued to tick in his mind. A Vorgen man crumpled to the ground, bleeding from a fatal sword wound across his midriff.

      One of Golden River’s fighters was yanked into the trees, a vine tightening around his neck. His terrified cries were cut short with a loud snap, and the forest tossed his body out a second later.

      Birds bombarded the battlefield, clawing at Holen’s fighters. Beams of golden light emanated out from Telin, frying them on contact. The smell of viscera and burned hair soon filled the once-peaceful day.

      Between the two Scions, Knell was now certain that Telin was the better fighter. Ferna’s movements were jerky and panicked as she looked for a way to retreat back to the forest, but the armored woman gave her no ground.

      Telin’s glowing aura burned birds whenever they grew close, and Ferna’s desperate vine attacks landed on her less frequently with every passing second. All around the women, men fell like fresh wheat—but Holen had more to spare.

      Stix’s hand crossbow fired, and a bolt thunked into one of the Golden River men as he gathered fire in his palms. The man crumpled forward into a sword strike, dead before the blade hit his flesh. His opponent didn’t even notice; a beam of glowing light burned him alive before he could realize he’d won his fight.

      “This is disgusting,” Maya said. “I mean, I’ve killed people, but that Holen Scion is literally cooking them alive. What a horrible way to go.”

      “Watch it,” Knell replied, his features cold. “I will do much, much worse. This is the price we pay for freedom. If it helps you, none of these men are innocent.”

      “How do you know?” Maya asked.

      “They follow the gods,” Knell said, his lips twisting in a grim smile. “And no man that follows these gods is without sin.”

      Holen’s advantage was growing, though not as quickly as it should have been. Stix continued to pick off Telin’s army, thinning their numbers advantage even as they cut down most of the Vorgen followers.

      The ground at the edge of the forest turned to mud as blood mixed with the dirt. Less than a quarter of both sides’ original fighting forces remained.

      Ferna screamed in pain. The battle froze for an instant as everyone looked in the direction of the two Scions. Telin pulled her sword free of the other woman’s chest, raising the bloody weapon into the air with a blood-splattered, victorious grin.

      For an instant, the light radiating off her body reflected off the soaked weapon. The foliage surrounding Ferna wilted as she sank to her knees, her life pouring out of her chest. Her eyes locked with Knell’s as blood bubbled up to her lips. She saw the grin stretching across his face as he pulled the flintlock from its spot in his belt—and she knew.

      Ferna spat on the ground. Her last words were lost as Telin’s sword descended one final time. The vines slipped from Ferna’s body, and she pitched backward, her head rolling off and thumping down beside it.

      If it had landed face down, Telin might have seen the contemptuous smirk of her rival—graced with the knowledge that she would not be greeting Death alone.

      Knell clock ticked to a stop. His flintlock fired, and the bullet struck Telin in the back of the neck, in a tiny, unarmored spot between her helmet and chest piece. She crumpled, collapsing on top of Ferna.

      “Finish anyone still standing,” Knell said.

      Cyll was already moving. Even as the remaining warriors turned to face him, his massive sword crashed down on a man, crumpling his armor ripping through flesh and bone alike. Stix’s hand crossbow picked off another one.

      Some tried to fight back, charging at Knell with battle cries. They never made it. Maya stepped in front of him, narrowly deflecting a blow with her sword. She staggered from the blow, still unused to fighting with her left hand, but a crossbow bolt sprouted from his neck, and he was dead before he hit the ground.

      The remaining warriors ran. That did them no better. No more than a few minutes later, the remains of both armies were dead. Cyll wiped his sword off on a tree, shaking the blood off it irritably. “This shit won’t come off. It’s like paint.”

      “That’s why most people typically try to keep it inside their bodies,” Stix said, tugging a bolt from a man’s neck. She wiped it off on his clothes and tucked it away into a pouch. “Knell, are we going to have trouble from Golden River after that?”

      “After killing both Scions?” Knell snorted. He knelt beside the women, extending his senses to try and determine where they had their boons hidden. “I’d be surprised if any of the guards have the guts to step outside the gate. Stix, just keep an eye on it and shoot anyone that walks toward us.”

      He located Telin’s Boon in her lower back and cut it free, plucking the fingernail-sized Boon from her spine and moving over to Ferna. He found her Boon in her left shoulder and was unsurprised to see that it was roughly the same size as Telin’s.

      He pocketed both of them and rose. Maya stared at their bodies. Emotion washed over the young woman’s face, ending in cold determination. She wiped her blade off, even though it hadn’t seen much blood, and slid it back into its sheath.

      “It doesn’t get better,” Knell said. “I still remember the names of the first people I killed.”

      “You found their names out before you killed them?” Maya asked.

      “Of course I did. They were my parents,” Knell replied. Maya paled, and she glanced away. Energy rose from Telin’s body and entered Knell.

      
        
        The gods have granted you experience for besting your foe. You have leveled up.

        You have defeated an entity more powerful than you. Experience Gained. Your Level has been adjusted accordingly.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 19

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

      

      

      
        
        Foresight of the Vulture [Legendary] – Peer a short distance into the future, seeing the most likely outcome of actions taken in your immediate surroundings.

        Bloodline: Eternal Body [Epic] – Time magic bends around you, modifying your lifespan and granting you resistance to spatial magics.

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

      

      

      
        
        Tax the Living – Death magic erupts from a wound you have inflicted on a target, inflicting the same damage once more.

      

      

      
        
        Path: Epoch

        Level: 15

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

        Mental Clock – Use time magic to keep time or set an alarm audible only to you.

        Slow – Impede the movement of a single creature by warping the time around them for a brief instant.

        Haste – Increase the movement of a single creature by warping time around them for a brief instant.

        Anchor – Lock a target’s current state in the timeline, returning it to that state after 1 minute passes, reverting any changes to the target that have happened under the duration of Anchor.

        Warp – Distort the passage of time in a small area in front of you, causing inanimate objects that pass through it to slow down. The duration of this spell and the amount objects are slowed depend on the amount of energy spent casting Warp.

        Advent of Eternity (Passive) - You do not fall under the jurisdiction of time. With sufficient strength, it will bend to your will, and your existence is absolute. Perennial Soul; Eternity awaits.

      

      

      From what he could tell, Knell had only gotten credit for killing Telin. He supposed that was fair, as he really hadn’t taken part in the rest of the work. Still, they had died directly because of him.

      Knell had his suspicions on how the System functioned—particularly the one under the gods’ control. At the rate his Epoch was growing…the numbers didn’t add up, especially since he hadn’t gained double experience from killing the woman.

      That meant that he’d gained two levels of experience for killing the Scion, but she was weaker than him. From what he knew, gaining levels didn’t get more difficult, so his Scion Path should have gone up by far more than it had.

      Considering that it hadn’t… Knell’s jaw tightened. It didn’t surprise him much, but it still made every nerve in his body burn with hatred. The gods were skimming energy off every kill. He was nearly certain. There was no way to tell for sure, though—not yet. He’d pry a confession from a Fragment before he killed it.

      Knell sighed. At least he’d gotten a new ability from Epoch, and he was already thinking of dozens of ways he could utilize Warp. He’d have to some extensive testing to see if the size of the object passing through the zone mattered, among other things.

      “Shit. Killing people really gives a lot of experience,” Stix said. “I jumped all the way to level twenty and got a new Artillerist ability. It increases the speed that I can shoot projectiles from my large weapons.”

      “I didn’t even level,” Maya said despondently.

      “That’s because you didn’t really do all that much,” Stix said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “It’s fine. You’ll get the opportunity to do more soon, once Knell figures out a way to replace that arm of yours.”

      “We’ll figure something out,” Knell said. Golden River was starting to come alive again now that the fight had settled down, and he didn’t want to be caught fighting off any idiots that thought they might be easy pickings. “Let’s get moving. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover, and I suspect we’ll be getting a visit from Joseph’s group fairly soon. I’d like to be away from any prying eyes when that happens.”

      

      
        
        The Story will continue in Shattered System Book Two!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING ADVENT OF ETERNITY

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Advent of Eternity to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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        Also in series:

        Advent of Eternity
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      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors like Shirtaloon, Zogarth, Cale Plamann, Noret Flood (Puddles4263) and so many more?

      Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

      
        
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.
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        Want to own your very own Eldritch Horror?
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        Looking for more great books from Actus?
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        Damien nearly ended the world. Now, his mistake might be the only thing that can save it.

      

        

      
        Good things come to those who wait. Damien Vale didn’t, and he ended up bound to an Eldritch creature from beyond the reaches of space. It has lived since the dawn of time, seen the world born and destroyed countless times, and wants to be called Henry.

      

        

      
        Unusual companion or not, Damien was still determined to go to a mage college and study magic. He wants nothing more than to live normal life as a researcher, but if Henry’s true nature is revealed, he’ll be killed.

      

        

      
        To top it all off, Damien’s teacher is a madman from the front lines of war, his alcoholic dean suspects something is awry with his companion, and Blackmist might possibly be the worst school in history. Damien has to prevent the end of the world, but he isn’t even sure he’s going to make it through Year One at Blackmist.

      

        

      
        Blackmist is a slice-of-life mixed with LitRPG in a magic school setting. A slow build power fantasy from Actus, the bestselling author of Morcster Chef. It's perfect for fans of Cradle, Iron Prince, and Mage Errant.

      

        

      
        Get Blackmist Now!
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        Adventurers seek dungeons for riches. Heroes storm great fortresses. Gods clash far above.
        Arek cooks lasagna and tops it with a dash of finely chopped basil.
        An orc who has seen more than his fair amount of fighting, Arek wants nothing more than to spend the rest of his days cooking and away from the chaos of combat.
        However, when Ming and her group of adventurers hire him as their full-time chef, his plans of avoiding violence crumble. He longs to leave his blood-soaked mistakes in his past, but old friends and foes have different ideas.
        Cleaver's Edge is the first book in a Fantasy / LitRPG lite series with a cooking element that's perfect for the Holiday Season. It contains status windows and other RPG elements, but it is not set within a videogame. It will appeal to anyone that enjoys reading a slice-of-life fantasy about a group of adventurers as well as fans of Food Wars!

      

      
        
        Get Cleaver’s Edge Now!
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        Ancient Magic brought the world to its knees. Now, Angel is bringing it back.
        In the time that passed, society rebuilt, mixing machinery and magic to form something new. Great blimps took to the sky, belching steam and smoke as metal city-states sprouted like weeds below.
        Angel, a daring adventurer, scours the desert endlessly in search of ancient magic. When he’s given an offer he can’t refuse, he finds out that he’s not the only one seeking lost knowledge. His opponents wield magic that the world has forgotten, and their methods leave cities razed and the innocent in their wake.
        In a race against a group who has lived in the shadows since the Great War, Angel will have to determine just how far he’s willing to go to accomplish his goals.
        Experience the start of a Magitech LitRPG Series by Actus, the author of Cleaver's Edge. Set in a Steampunk Fantasy world, it's perfect for fans of Arcane, Final Fantasy, and lovers of all things Gamelit, LitRPG, & Progression Fantasy.

      

      
        
        Get Steamforged Sorcery Now!

      

      

      
        
        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GROUPS

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

      I’m also very active and thankful for LitRPG Books and LitRPG & Gamelit readers, and GameLit Society

      Also, check out www.amazon.com/litrpg for more books in the genre!

    

  


  
    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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