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      Joseph’s arrival was heralded by the unanswered cries of the dying. He emerged from a spiraling vortex of black, burnt leaves crunching beneath his boots as he stepped out into a smoldering forest.

      Pillars of smoke rose high into the air. The bodies of men, shriveled from blood loss and their mouths slack in disbelief, swung from the trees. Distaste creased Joseph’s face as the bell on his staff rung, singing its solemn song to march the hundreds of souls into what waited beyond.

      In the center of the clearing, an impossibly thin man rested, his skeletal hands resting on the head of a broken man sprawled out before him. The thin man slowly raised his eyes, sunken and haunted, to meet Joseph’s.

      “Ferryman,” the man said, his voice little more than a faint whisper.

      “Malaise,” Joseph replied, looking around the horrid field. “Your surroundings do not seem to suit you. I had expected you would be haunting a port town, not this…travesty.”

      “Illness of the mind is still illness. Why have you come? I have heard no whispers of the Shards making movements, and your presence is only tolerated, not appreciated.”

      “Because another one of us will soon emerge,” Joseph replied, leaning heavily on his staff. The bell was still ringing, each toll punctuating his words. “And I believe it is important that we greet him properly.”

      “Another?” Malaise rose to his feet and pulled a triangular straw hat out from behind him, setting it over his head and pulling it low. His clothes flapped in the wind like flags as he stepped over the corpse before him. “I see. And the others?”

      “Some know, and some remain to be told. I trust you can find your own way?”

      Malaise didn’t respond. The man faded, turning as white as a sheet before blowing away in the wind, an ill omen in the scorched air. Joseph didn’t wait to watch him go. He turned, stepping back through his portal.

      The sooner he could silence the ringing of his bell, the better.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Another? So soon after War?” The huge man wiped his greasy hands off on his stained shirt and pierced Joseph with a beady, yellow-eyed stare.

      “And far stronger, if my thoughts are correct,” Joseph confirmed.

      The two stood in a lavish room, decorated with beautiful tapestries worth thousands of gold. One of them sprawled beneath their feet, its beautiful red silk interwoven with golden threads—and marred by the dirt from their boots.

      Smacking his lips, the man reached down to a pile of food on the ground beside him. He grabbed a huge piece of meat that still hung from a long bone. It was cooked a perfect golden brown and dripped with grease that fell to the expensive rug, ruining it even further.

      He took a huge bite out of it, revealing a flash of wide, tombstone-shaped teeth with rounded points. Swallowing without chewing, the large man belched and wiped his mouth using the back of his sleeve.

      “Very curious. But is it worth my time?”

      “I don’t care,” Joseph replied. “You have been informed. Not all of us will be present for his arrival, but I thought it best to make sure everyone knew of it before it was too late. This one, I suspect, will not be so willing to sit by the sidelines.”

      “You believe it this time, then?” the large man asked, sticking the entire bone into his mouth and sucking the meat off it with a loud slurp. He tossed the bone—a human femur—to the ground in front of him. “What makes you so sure this won’t go like last time?”

      “Nothing. The future is not mine to see.”

      The large man let out a snorting bark of laughter. “So you say. I will be there, Ferryman. I look forward to feasting on the gods.”

      Joseph stepped back through his portal. There was one more person he had to visit, though this one had little to do with his current plans—yet. Her time would come soon.
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      Knell’s prediction was correct. They put Golden River behind them, keeping a careful watch over their shoulders to make sure nobody was foolish enough to chase after them. Luckily, with the Visions both dead, there weren’t any bold or dumb enough to try.

      Around an hour down the path, Knell’s skin prickled as a faint chill washed over their group. Cyll’s eyes narrowed, and all of them stopped.

      “Someone’s coming,” Stix said, sliding a bolt into her hand crossbow.

      Particles of faint white-and-gray energy gathered on the road before them, silhouetted by the setting sun behind it. They melded together, forming into ghostly bricks. Piece by piece, an archway built itself in the air.

      The final translucent brick shimmered into place, and the center of the archway turned dark, blocking out the road behind it. Rippling, the shade bulged outward. Joseph emerged from within it, his staff slung over his shoulder—the bell as silent as ever.

      “Knell. It’s a pleasure to see you again,” Joseph said. “I apologize for Maven’s behavior. She’s…easily excited.”

      “You knew well what she was like when you sent her,” Knell replied. “But your timing is good. I need to determine where we stand. I don’t like loose cannons.”

      “What a coincidence,” Joseph said, his lips quirking up in a grin. “Neither do I. Shall we take our conversation somewhere more private, where the gods’ eyes are less prone to peer?”

      “I was under the impression this artifact handled that,” Knell said, tapping the heavy metal necklace that hung around his neck.

      “That blocks most peering eyes,” Joseph corrected. “When I am involved, the gods take more care.”

      “Just who are you?” Stix asked, keeping her crossbow trained on him.

      Joseph’s grin widened, and he gestured to the archway behind him. “All will be explained once we are in a more appropriate location, my little elf.”

      “You can’t seriously expect us to follow you through some random portal,” Maya said. “It could go anywhere. We could just be marching to our deaths.”

      “You could be,” Joseph agreed, his smile not fading in the slightest. “And while that would be terribly amusing, I think Knell is more than aware that my goals align with yours. I would gain nothing from killing you here.”

      Knell Anchored Cyll and nodded in the direction of the portal. Cyll rolled his shoulders and strode up to it, passing by Joseph and plunging into the darkness without a second of hesitation.

      “So cautious,” Joseph said, clicking his tongue. Knell ignored him. His mental clock counted down the seconds, and a minute later, Cyll snapped back into existence.

      “Shitty old room with a table,” Cyll reported. “Seems like it’s in a cave. There were three people there. One was the hot chick from the forest. They didn’t seem to be looking for a fight.”

      “See?” Joseph asked.

      “That hardly proves safety,” Knell observed.

      “You will be returned safely, no matter the outcome of our discussion. Yet I still sense your caution. It is only wise, of course. And so, I will share a secret that will pique your interest enough for you to hear me out.”

      Joseph leaned forward until his lips were just beside Knell’s ear. Maya and Stix stiffened, but Knell held his hand up to stop them from acting.

      “You are not the only Advent who walks these lands, Eternity.”

      Knell’s eyes narrowed imperceptibly as Joseph leaned back.

      “We’ll go,” Knell said.

      He walked into the portal, and his crew followed after him a moment later. Joseph’s smile stretched wider as he stepped into the darkness behind them. The archway faded, turning to motes of dust and blowing away in the wind, leaving no trace of their passing.

      Thousands of leagues away, a terrible chill washed over the greatest shard of Mordrigal. Confusion tickled her mind as the feeling passed, and she dismissed it, returning to her duties. There were far too many things that held her attention—a mere flicker of emotion was irrelevant.

      Had that particular Shard been paying better attention, she would have realized that foreign sensation was the feeling of impending doom: the universe’s warning that she had missed something of grave importance.

      But, unfortunately for her, she gave the thought no credence—and missed the opening move in the most important war since the Shattering of the Gods.
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        * * *

      

      Knell emerged from the shadows, his foot falling on cold stone as he stepped into a drab, gray cave. Faint torches lit with gray fire illuminated the room, but they did little to provide any warmth. A long, wooden table sat in the center of the room, six chairs on either side of it and two at either end.

      Three of the chairs at the far end of the table were taken. The first was occupied by Maven, the woman that Cyll had spent a fight exchanging mortal blows with before Joseph had put an end to it.

      Beside her was the largest man that Knell had ever seen. He was easily eight feet tall and made of more blubber than muscle. He was bald, with beady yellow eyes. It was a miracle that the wooden chair held the enormous man’s weight. A huge plate on the table before him was piled with food, which he was eagerly shoveling into his mouth.

      An incredibly thin man sat beside him, a small, triangular hat perched upon his head. He was little more than a skeleton with skin, and his clothes hung over him like drapes. The rest of Knell’s crew emerged from the darkness, followed by Joseph.

      “Welcome back,” the large man said, pausing mid-chew to smile at them. His teeth were unnaturally wide and smooth, like two rows of tombstones.

      “Be polite, Ogurd. We have guests,” Joseph said. “Stop eating while you talk.”

      “No,” Ogurd replied, taking a huge bite out of a ripe fruit, skin and all. Juice dribbled down his chin and splashed across the front of his chest.

      Joseph sighed. “My apologies, Knell. Unfortunately, I can’t be as picky as I would like with some of my allies. For the sake of our goal, we have to put up with it.”

      “Ogurd isn’t that bad, once you learn to completely ignore him,” Maven provided. “Can I be dismissed? I see Cyll. I want to have fun.”

      “No,” Joseph replied. “Sit down. There will be no in-fighting. We’ve discussed this.”

      “Bah. He’s not an Advent, is he?” Maven asked.

      Knell kept his face impassive. “How protected is this location, Joseph?”

      “Completely protected. The gods cannot reach here,” Joseph said. He strode over to the head of the table and sat down, resting his staff against the wall. He nodded to the chairs beside him. “Please, sit. We have much to discuss.”

      Knell took the chair to the right of Joseph, and his crew sat down to his left. Stix kept her hand crossbow at the ready, and both Maya and Cyll had their hands near the hilts of their weapons.

      “I’ll start with a gesture of goodwill,” Joseph said. “I am the Advent of Extinction. As you might have already guessed, Maven is the Advent of War. The…eloquent man currently gorging himself on most of our food supplies is the Advent of Consumption, and the silent one beside him is the Advent of Malaise.”

      “Those were a lot of words,” Knell said, leaning back in the chair. “None of them mean much to me.”

      “He’s too green, Joseph,” Ogurd said through a mouthful of chicken. He wiped his mouth with the back of a hand. “You picked the kid too early.”

      “He will learn in due time,” Joseph replied. “And you are withholding information, Knell. You know what an Advent is, at least to a degree. You are one.”

      “What are you talking about?” Stix asked. “Do you mean his Path or something?”

      “Yes. Path, purpose, same thing,” Joseph said. “Knell, considering you’ve brought your crew this far, I assume you trust them?”

      “More than you.”

      “Then I will speak freely. You are the Advent of Eternity, are you not?”

      “Are you asking or telling?” Knell leaned forward. “And I will not deny that my goal is to bring down every last one of the gods. They have overstayed their welcome in this world. What I don’t know is if you are any better.”

      Maven’s eyebrows rose, and she studied Knell as if seeing him for the first time.

      Joseph smirked. “Ah. But we are not gods, Knell. We are Advents. Ogurd is brash, but he was correct that you are new. You have not yet had time to come into your powers. I waited until Maven was three times your age before approaching her.”

      “Three times?” Knell asked, glancing at the woman. “She can’t be more than forty.”

      “Aw, what a little charmer,” Maven said, brushing her hair back. “But Joseph picked me up a while ago. I’m over two hundred now. Lost count, I think.”

      “Don’t ask me how old I am,” Ogurd said. “I forgot.”

      “And I am as old as many of the so called ‘gods’ that walk the world,” Joseph said. “And, assuming you have the power, you have the potential to be as well.”

      “I see,” Knell said, still keeping his face placid. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what an Advent is to start with, then?”

      “A herald. A harbinger. Whatever you want to call it. The universe rebels against the gods and their theft, and so we were born—to bring an end to them.”

      “You’re not doing a very good job at it,” Cyll said with a snort. “If you’re really that old, you should have had more than enough time to kill off the bastards.”

      “If it was easily done, I would not be enlisting Knell’s help,” Joseph said with a sigh. “There are not many of us, and most of us can die just like any other man. I do not know how many Shards there are, but there are too many to just ‘kill off,’ as you put it. They are currently fractured and war amongst each other. If we started killing them, they would band together once more. That would be the worst-case scenario for us.”

      The thin man started to snore. Ogurd let out a burp.

      “We could go on for hours about your history and what you want to do. Just get to the point where you tell the kid what you want so we can get on with life.”

      “I agree with Ogurd,” Knell said. “You are saying much and nothing at all at the same time. Be direct and spare my time. What do you want from me?”

      Joseph clicked his tongue. “So impatient, especially for Eternity. I hope that changes, but very well. I want you to largely continue what you have already been doing, but with one caveat: avoid interfering with my existing plans.”

      “You claim that we’re working toward the same goal. If that’s actually true, I can’t imagine we’ll be at odds with each other much. I don’t see why we needed to meet privately for this.”

      “You needed to meet the others,” Joseph replied, nodding back at them. “And not all of my plans will intercede with yours. I do not imagine you will run into any of my work soon, but if you do, I will warn you off. Do not argue with me when that happens. The gods cannot learn of the degree of my involvement in some things.”

      Knell’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not committing to any such thing. I will pursue my own goals in the way that I see fit. I don’t trust you, Joseph. I believe that we both want the gods gone, but there are many methods to achieve the same goal, and I do not know that yours is the proper one. Either tell me exact things, or be prepared for me to act as I wish. I will attempt not to intentionally interfere with anything you are doing so long as I do not find issue with it, but if I do, I will make no promises.”

      Ogurd let out a bark of laughter. “That’s what you get for bringing in a kid.”

      “Be silent,” Joseph said flatly. “While I would prefer if you do as I ask, I will accept your current answer. There’s one other reason I brought you here, though. There’s some information that I believe will help your personal goals that I’d be willing to share with you—at a price.”
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      “I trust you’re going to tell me more about it than that?” Knell asked, cocking his head to the side. “Because I am not in the business of buying anything without knowing what it is.”

      Joseph’s lips curled. “No, I don’t imagine you are. There are three pieces that I’m selling. The first is advice. The second is the location of a way to fix your broken crewmate. The third is a threat to you that is growing with every passing day.”

      “And what would you ask for in exchange for this information?”

      “An artifact,” Joseph replied. “One that I know the location of already, but I’m unable to retrieve it myself. The Shards know my presence too well, and they would take actions to interfere if I tried to claim it myself.”

      “In some sort of dungeon, I presume?” Knell guessed.

      Joseph nodded. “A fairly dangerous one, by your standards. You’re welcome to keep anything else you find, but there’s an artifact that I require resting at the end of it.”

      Knell drummed his fingers on the table. “I’m going to assume that you’re dealing with me in good faith, as if you aren’t, we’ll never work together again. What dungeon is this? I will not commit to doing anything I am not confident my crew and I can accomplish.”

      “I will not share the name of the dungeon before we come to an agreement, but I will not put a time limit on this, either,” Joseph replied evenly. “You can scope it out and take as long as you wish to challenge it. It is not in the Shattered Sea anyway, so it will be some time before you grow strong enough to enter it.”

      “And you don’t think the Shards will interfere with my crew if we attempt to do what you cannot?”

      Joseph smirked. “Trust me, the Shards do not view you and I on the same level. Perhaps in many years they will—but not yet. I can tell that you’re growing impatient. Make your decision.”

      Knell remained silent for several seconds. Then he nodded. “Very well. So long as I believe that you have not attempted to deceive us, I will try to retrieve this artifact for you. However, if I find that you’ve dealt unfairly, I will either destroy it or keep it for myself.”

      “I expected as much,” Joseph said, extending a hand. Knell grasped it, and they shook once. Ogurd belched, sealing the deal.

      “Out with it, then,” Knell said. “You were correct. I am growing impatient.”

      “The advice is to discover exactly what you are, Advent of Eternity. The sooner you figure it out, the less people will die in the process.”

      “That is possibly the least useful thing you could have told me. I don’t suppose you’re going to say more in that direction?”

      “I could,” Joseph replied. “But it’ll cost you.”

      Knell snorted. “Let’s move on to the next thing you owe.”

      “You need a method for your crewmate to become useful again while she’s bound to a Boon, but you can’t unbind it without angering Dread, correct?” Joseph asked.

      “You say that as if to pretend like you don’t already know all of that is true.”

      “It’s only polite,” Joseph said, his lips quirking upward. “The girl needs to change her Path, but having such a powerful Boon bound to her, even if its powers have been broken, will severely limit her options. Your best bet is to locate a powerful Path Change Stone, as I’m sure you’ve deduced. I know of several locations that I believe possess such stones, but my information is out of date.”

      He reached into a shadowy disk that formed before his hands and pulled out a thin roll of parchment that he handed to Knell. “I’ve marked the locations of where I think the stones may be. If you want to save yourself a considerable amount of time, you should talk to the locals carefully to determine if anyone has removed them before you go hunting.”

      “Marginally more useful than the previous piece of information. Thank you,” Knell said. “And the last?”

      “The slaver ring you broke up back in Silver Ridge and Brickvale. You killed a fair number of bandits, but the head of the snake has not been cut off.”

      “I gathered as much,” Knell said dryly.

      “Did you gather that the slavers are in chase of you, then? Your ransacking of Brickvale’s slave auction did not go unnoticed, and there is a bounty on your head.”

      “That was the intention.”

      “Then I’ll just warn you to be wary,” Joseph said, interlacing his fingers. “The leader of the slavers and his aides are all considerably more powerful than the average village buffoon. You would not fare well if you came against them now.”

      Knell cocked his head to the side. By his measure, the bandits hadn’t been particularly strong, even for when they’d faced them at the time. But, if Joseph was warning him of them, the threat was probably more significant than he’d believed.

      “I see. I’ll keep note of that,” Knell said. “Is there anything further that we have left to deal in?”

      “You know, I could get used to this. Always to the point. Even if you’re a bit of a pain to work with, at least you keep things quick and direct.”

      “I’m always pleased to be of service.”

      Joseph grunted. “No, I don’t think you are. No matter. I’ve accomplished what I needed to. I’m not sure when we’ll next meet, but the next time you arrive here, make sure you maintain your wariness. This place is not always as safe as it is today.”

      “I had no delusions that this place was ever safe.”

      “Good,” Joseph said, glancing at Ogurd. The large man hadn’t stopped eating once throughout their entire conversation. He gave them a greasy grin and raised a half-eaten drumstick in greeting.

      “I believe you promised to deposit us wherever we desired,” Knell said.

      “I did. Do you want to return to the location I picked you up at?”

      “I’d prefer if you put us down directly beside Rosewood. We have some business there.”

      “A simple task,” Joseph said. He raised a hand, and the stone behind them shuddered. Piece by piece, an archway built itself out of the ground, shivering itself into place. A pool of darkness bloomed within it, stretching out to form a portal. “I look forward to seeing how you’ve grown when we next meet.”

      “As do I,” Knell said. He nodded to his crew, and they entered the portal. The cave faded away behind them, and then they were gone.
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      Joseph’s magic set Knell down on a knoll covered with dead, yellow grass. Large, burgundy-trunked trees dotted the landscape. They were thin and wiry, with emaciated limbs that hung at odd angles, all completely barren of leaves.

      A jagged mountain rose in the distance, casting its shadow over a large town. Its stone walls rose just high enough to cover most of the houses within, but Knell could just barely make out the tips of a few taller buildings.

      The walls didn’t look like they were made to withstand much of a siege. They were cracked and large sections were covered with moss and vines that had crawled over from nearby trees. If someone had wanted, they could have easily circumvented the small gate at the city front by clambering up the foliage and slipping over the walls beside it.

      “I’m not sure how I felt about that,” Cyll said. “That Joseph bloke is starting to creep me out.”

      “Only starting?” Stix asked, scrunching her nose. “There’s something off about him. He’s…weird.”

      “Don’t tell that to his face,” Maya said. “I don’t think I’d want to offend him. He carries himself like he’s powerful, and from what I picked up from that conversation, he is.”

      “He is,” Knell confirmed. “I believe he is marginally trustworthy. As long as our goals align with each other, Joseph’s aid will be beneficial—for now. We share the same goal. Of that much, I am certain.”

      Knell unfurled the parchment that Joseph had given him. His eyebrows crept upward. It was a map of the world—or, rather, about half of it. Eight of the Sixteen Seas were drawn across it, with X’s drawn in fine red lines upon five locations.

      “Wow, that’s a pretty detailed map,” Maya said, peering over Knell’s shoulder. “It’s got distances marked out and what looks to be a good number of landmarks as well. That’s got to be pretty expensive. There aren’t many detailed maps of the world in circulation.”

      “You’re assuming he got it right,” Cyll said with a chuckle. “It’s easy to draw a bunch of water and say something is near a big mountain.”

      “I doubt Joseph would sell me false information,” Knell said, studying the map. He located the Shattered Sea—where they currently were, and also the smallest of the Sixteen Seas. One of the X’s was near a city by the name of Apton.

      “That’s not too far from Melwood,” Maya said. “Looks like about two weeks at the speed that the Withered Rose was moving.”

      “Really? I was thinking it would be more like three,” Cyll said, rubbing his chin.

      “Three? How? Maybe with the wind in the wrong direction the entire way over.”

      “Ah, I see the problem.” Cyll nodded his head sagely. “You forgot to account for the number of times we get lost.”

      “Why would I account for that?”

      “Because we get lost.”

      “Do you know how to properly navigate?” Knell asked. “Cyll has been leading us, but his skills are far better suited to fighting than anything else.”

      “Davis did most of the navigation for my crew, but I picked some up,” Maya admitted. “I’m still nowhere near a real navigator, though. You should really get one.”

      “I’m aware,” Knell said wearily. “It’s on the list.”

      “There’s a list?” Stix asked.

      “In my head. It grows every day. Come on,” Knell said. He set off toward Rosewood—assuming that Joseph had actually put them down where he’d promised to. “I think this goes without saying, but ensure you do not share our purposes here with anyone. We need to be discrete.”

      “Is this a good time for this?” Stix asked, wringing her hands as they walked. “I mean, aren’t there a bunch of other things we really need to do? Like fixing Maya’s arm and taking care of those bandits?”

      Knell glanced back at her as they walked, not missing a limping step. “There will always be something more pressing or important. That’s the line of work we’ve put ourselves in. If we treat everything personal as unimportant, then we’ll never get around to doing it.”

      Stix chewed her lower lip. “Oh. I didn’t think about it like that. I just…didn’t think we’d be doing this so soon.”

      “You’ve gotten comfortable with the status quo,” Cyll said from beside Stix. “Alan has been gone so long that you’re worried that we’ll find something that crushes that last little bit of hope you have. After all, if we haven’t confirmed he’s gone, then he could still be alive, right?”

      “What? No. I…” Stix trailed off, then sighed. “Yeah. I don’t know. It’s not like I don’t want to know. Realistically, I know he’s probably dead. I guess I’ve just been letting myself pretend otherwise, since I didn’t think I’d be in a position where I could ever find out more in the near future.”

      “Trust me,” Cyll said, his eyes flickering with unreadable emotion. “It’s better to have closure. Nursing a false hope will never end well. At least we should be able to figure out what happened, one way or another.”

      “Don’t you think the Guild would have already found out if it was easy?” Stix asked. “I mean, if he vanished in some sort of anomaly, that’s got to be pretty dangerous.”

      “We’ll determine things for ourselves,” Knell said evenly. “Never trust information from someone who has good reason to hide it. The Guild wouldn’t want people to know that something had happened to one of their teams, no matter what the cause was. It could be as simple as being lax in a dungeon or as complex as some sort of plot.”

      Maya stopped walking. “You think Alan got caught up in some big kerfuffle and was trying to, what, overthrow the government or something?”

      Knell snorted. “You’ve got an overactive imagination. I just haven’t ruled that out. It’s not uncommon for adventurers to grow displeased with how the Guild is running things. It happened with soldiers under my father’s command all the time, but he actually resolved the issues. The Guild likely just brushes them under the rug.”

      “Or the Guild could have come into conflict with the local government,” Cyll drawled. “That’s always fun. Even back when I was bouncing around, the Guild kept getting its dick caught in the proverbial beartrap of any local governing body that they came across. Except they usually ended up winning those conflicts. I guess that makes my metaphor pretty useless.”

      “It was very descriptive,” Maya said.

      “Don’t encourage him, please,” Stix said. “I’m not sure if it’s possible for Cyll to get worse, and I certainly don’t want to find out.”

      Knell had to admit that he was slightly curious to know that himself, but he wasn’t about to voice that particular opinion or Cyll really would go off the walls.

      They drew up to the walls of Rosewood, where a lone guard leaned against the gate. The woman wore old metal armor covered with scratches and scrapes, but none that compromised its function. She watched them with careful eyes as they approached, shifting slightly to adjust her grip on the pike in her hands.

      Above her, a stained guild flag hung from several daggers that had been jabbed into the wall. Another flag hung just below that one, depicting the silhouette of a tree before the setting sun.

      “What’s your purpose here?”

      “Visiting. Heard there were some interesting dungeons in the area,” Knell said, coming to a halt and leaning heavily on his staff.

      The guard cocked an eyebrow at him, unfazed by his appearance. She’d probably seen many adventurers with equally bad injuries.

      “You?”

      “I have my talents.”

      “And a great party,” Cyll said, puffing his chest out.

      “I’m sure,” the guard said. “Carry on, then. Make sure you follow curfew.”

      “Curfew?” Knell asked.

      “Be inside a building or outside of the city by nightfall. Failure to comply is punishable by death.”

      “May I ask why?”

      “No.”

      “Fair enough,” Knell said, shrugging. He pointed up at the second flag. “What’s that flag represent? I don’t recognize it.”

      “It’s our Ruler’s standard. You’ll see it on a few buildings that have restricted access. Don’t try to go into them.”

      “What if I stumble into one on accident?” Stix asked.

      “You won’t. They’re heavily guarded.”

      “We’ll keep that in mind. Anything else we should know about Rosewood?” Knell interrupted.

      “Yeah. The dungeons here aren’t that interesting. You’re wasting your time, and you should just leave.”

      “Fortunately, I particularly enjoy drab and boring dungeons,” Knell said. “Thank you for the information.”

      They entered the city, heading down the main street. Tight rows of single-story houses lined it, most of them made of a mixture of brick and wood. Like the city walls, much of the inside was old and didn’t look like it had been well kept.

      “Would it kill them to replace some of the bricks?” Cyll asked, stepping over a large hole in the center of the path. “Imagine what would happen if you were riding a wagon and hit that. Boom. No more wheels. Or maybe no more horses. Depends how unlucky you are.”

      “Something tells me that not a lot of people bring their wagons here,” Maya muttered. “Look around. Everyone on the streets is on foot, and they don’t look like they’re really brimming with wealth to spend.”

      Knell was of the same mind. The city looked…poor. There weren’t many people on the streets, and the ones that were wore old, stained clothes. While many of them bore weapons, most were rusted or of obviously poor make.

      In the distance, standing tall above all the short buildings surrounding it, Knell spotted a three-story tower. A large, blue guild flag fluttered from its peak. Directly across from it on the other side of the city was a thoroughly out of place mansion, made of white marble and trimmed with a glimmering metal.

      “Guild first,” Knell said, setting course toward the tower. The sun was setting, though there were still a few hours left in the day. As much as he wanted to determine why Rosewood had a curfew, it was best to avoid kicking the hornet’s nest until he had all the information he needed.

      They reached the Adventurer’s Guild a few minutes of walking later. The entire thing was ringed by an iron fence, though there was a large opening leading up to a well-paved path that wound through a small, colorful garden before coming to a stop at the Guild entrance.

      The Guild itself wasn’t extravagant, but by no means was it dilapidated. It looked well kept, and the windows on its bottom floor were clean, allowing Knell to see into the building where several people sat around at red wooden tables.

      “Huh. Looks like these guys could afford new stones,” Cyll observed.

      “So they could,” Knell agreed. He studied the Guild for a few moments. “Curious. That fence isn’t doing much with the gate missing, though. I suppose it’s symbolic. But…why?”

      “Your guess is probably better than mine,” Stix said. “But maybe it’s some sort of power thing? Like, ‘Oh, we’re the Guild. We’re cool and rich. You’re stupid and poor.’ That kind of thing.”

      “Could be,” Knell allowed. He turned and headed back into the city. “We’ll take a closer look at the Guild later. I don’t want to test our friends’ gifts too much.”

      He tapped his chest, where the necklace Joseph had given him hung against his chest.

      “So what are we doing, then?” Maya asked.

      “We’ll start by finding an inn,” Knell replied, looking up at the setting sun. “We don’t want to be outside during sundown, after all. Now, keep your eyes open for an inn—preferably one with rooms that have windows.”
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      The search didn’t take long. After backtracking through the city, they located an inn a few streets away from the town square. Like the surrounding buildings, it was only a single story. Despite its height, the inn was as large as a dozen houses put together, and a small plume of smoke rose from a chimney on the far left side of it.

      “What’s the point of keeping everything so low?” Cyll muttered as they approached the door, where an old sign simply read “inn.” “I mean, they could have saved so much room if they just remembered that up was a valid direction to build things in.”

      For once, Knell found himself wholeheartedly agreeing with Cyll. Shaking his head, he stepped into the inn. Warm lanternlight washed over him, along with the faint scent of spiced meat and mead.

      The inn had a dozen tables scattered throughout the main room, and conversation filled the air. Many of the tables had large parties sitting at them, but there were still a few free. Knell approached the counter, his staff clicking against the dull wood beneath his feet.

      “Looking for a place to stay?” the elderly man behind the counter asked, peeling his eyes away from a bowl of stew that a waitress was delivering to one of the tables. He did a double take at Knell’s appearance, then paled as he took in the rest of the crew behind him.

      “We are,” Knell said. “What are the prices?”

      “Inns are free in Rosewood. The food isn’t,” the man stammered, adjusting his apron. He dug a key out of a pocket and tossed it to Knell. “Helps keep people inside after hours.”

      The key was plain brass, with the number thirteen embossed on a flat disk that was attached to the end of the handle.

      “How generous,” Knell said, slipping the key into a pocket. “Thank you very much. And how much for the food? There are four of us.”

      “How about a flat ten silver?”

      Knell dug the requested coin out of his pouch and placed it on the countertop. “Done. And how much for a question?”

      The barkeep’s eyes darkened. “Not for sale, since I know the question you’re going to ask. Apologies.”

      “No matter.” Knell turned and tapped over to a table near the edge of the room. He took a seat against the wall and eased himself into a chair, leaning his staff across his lap as his crew took seats around him. Absentmindedly, Knell started a mental clock.

      “Why didn’t you push?” Stix asked.

      “Because we’ll find out soon enough, and there’s no point starting a fight. The barkeep looked fairly timid, but he immediately clammed up when I asked him about questions. I doubt anybody is going to talk too easily, and I want to understand more before making a scene.”

      “I can always squeeze it out of someone later,” Cyll said, inspecting his fingernails. “Won’t be any trouble at all.”

      “I think you mean pry,” Maya said. “The phrase is ‘pry it out of someone,’ not squeeze.”

      “No,” Cyll said, flashing her a dangerous grin. “I meant squeeze.”

      Knell turned his attention away from his crew and scanned the room. There wasn’t any clear pattern in the other people in the inn. Some looked like travelers, bearing only light weaponry and stained clothing that spoke tales of weeks on the road. Others were better protected, but their gear ranged in quality from great to poor and everything in between.

      However, despite the sizable crowd in the inn, he didn’t spot Adventurer’s Guild colors anywhere—nor could he find the colors of the local Ruler.

      Knell drummed his fingers on the table. A group of rough men in the corner of the room caught his eye. There were five of them, and the small one at the far side of the table kept glancing in his direction.

      Stix and Maya were both completely oblivious to it, and Cyll’s back was to them. He turned his face away but kept his attention on the group.

      A waitress emerged from the kitchen with a plate bearing four large bowls. She slipped through the room with years of experience in avoiding customers and slid everything down in front of them. Knell’s clock told him that it hadn’t even been a minute yet.

      “Ooh,” Cyll said, rubbing his hands together. “Food.”

      “Do you happen to have a spoon?” Stix asked, studying the bowl.

      “Those cost extra,” the waitress said.

      Stix started to laugh, then stopped when she realized the other woman was dead serious. She sighed. “Seriously?”

      “Just use your fingers,” Cyll said. “Wipe ’em off on the table when you’re done. Embrace your primal instincts.”

      “If I did that, I’d probably try to rip your throat out,” Stix said, scrunching her nose. She glanced up at the waitress. “I’m fine without utensils. Thank you, though.”

      One of the rough men from the table Knell had been watching stood as the waitress turned her attention to Knell. “Did you want a spoon? Only a copper.”

      “No,” he replied. “I think I’ll be quite fine. Thank you.”

      She shrugged and headed back to the kitchen. Knell lifted his bowl to his lips and took a sip of the broth. It wasn’t the best he’d ever had, but it was more than passable. He set it down as the man arrived at the edge of their table, just a few paces behind Cyll.

      “Can I help you?” Knell asked. He could smell the alcohol on the man’s breath from where he sat.

      “You’re him, ain’t ya?”

      “Could that question even get any more open ended?” Knell asked, taking another drink of the soup. “Please get to the point.”

      “The…you know. Pirate.”

      “How astute,” Knell said dryly. “Was it my hat that gave it away? Or perhaps the skull on my shoulder?”

      The man hiccupped. “Not just any pirate. You’re the Withered Rose crew. H-heard rumors ’bout your ugly-ass face.”

      “Hey, look at that,” Cyll said. “We’re famous! I love being famous. Done it a few times, you know. Did you want me to sign your back with my dagger?”

      “That is indeed us,” Knell said. “Why do you ask?”

      “Th-there’s a bounty on you lot, you know,” the man said, wiping his nose with the back of a sleeve. “Two hundred gold.”

      “Oh?” Knell asked. “From whom?”

      “Some Scion,” the man replied, hiccupping again. He rested an unsteady hand on the short sword hanging at his side. Behind him, the other four people that had been sitting at his table rose to their feet. “It’s good m-money, though. You’re awful brave sittin’ ’round like this.”

      “Brave?” Knell asked, raising the bowl of soup to his lips and taking another drink. He licked his lips clean. There was no point delaying dinner for something like this. “Whyever so?”

      Cyll cocked his head to the side and caught his captain’s eye, but Knell just shook his head slightly.

      The drunkard drew the sword from his side unsteadily, and his group arrived behind him, their hands all on their weapons.

      “I think you might want to collect your friend. He’s about to do something that you’re going to regret.”

      “Tod is his own man,” one of the others said, giving them a dry grin. “We ain’t friends. Just business partners.”

      “S-say, was that bounty dead or alive?” the drunk man asked.

      “Either,” the other man said, watching Knell carefully. “I don’t reckon it mattered.”

      Knell sighed. His eyes flickered golden for an instant. He raised the bowl to his lips one more time, drinking the rest of the broth before handing it to Stix. She took it uncertainly.

      “Could you all take your bowls off the table for a moment?” Knell asked.

      Everyone obliged.

      “Thank you,” Knell said.

      The drunk fool reached for him, raising the sword threateningly. Knell grabbed his staff, rapping it hard against the man’s shins. He cried out, staggering in pain. As he lowered his center of mass, Knell grabbed the man by the collar and slammed his face into the table with a loud crack.

      His cry turned into a whimper as his nose broke. Knell yanked him up by the hair, the blade hidden within his staff sliding free. In a smooth motion, he placed it against the man’s neck.

      “You’re wasting my time,” Knell said, his voice neutral. “I don’t suppose you’ve got a fork at your table?”

      The man stared at him with wide eyes, his mouth working but no words coming out of it. Knell sighed and glanced at one of his stunned companions.

      “Did he have a fork?”

      “I— Yes, of course he did,” the man that had spoken before said, taking a step back.

      “Good. Go get it for me.”

      “I—”

      “That was not a request.”

      The man swallowed and paced back to their table. He picked up the fork and brought it over to their table, tossing it down in front of Knell without getting too close.

      “Thank you,” Knell said, shoving Tod away. The drunkard staggered into one of his companions, who steadied him before they both fell over. “You can put your bowls down now. Thank you, Stix.”

      She nodded mutely, returning the remainder of his own meal to him. Knell inclined his head, then set it on the table.

      “Why are you still here?” Knell asked, turning his glowing eyes on them. “And put that sword away. If you keep it out, I might mistake you for an actual opponent. You don’t want that.”

      Tod hurriedly shoved his sword back into its scabbard and raised his hands, retreating to the safety of their table. His companions fell back with him, casting nervous glances in their direction.

      Knell wiped his new fork off and speared a piece of meat from his bowl, returning to eating.

      “I thought you were going to kill him,” Stix said.

      “That would have been a poor idea. We’re inside, and I would have gotten even more blood on the table. I prefer to avoid eating when there’s blood in the immediate vicinity.”

      “Not to mention we might have gotten kicked out for fighting,” Cyll said, licking the soup off his fingers. “And until we figure out why people don’t want to go outside at night, that’s not a good idea.”

      “I didn’t even realize you were capable of thinking rationally,” Stix said. “I guess I stand corrected.”

      “Don’t worry, I keep it very, very limited,” Cyll said. He glanced at her bowl. “You going to finish that?”

      “Yes,” Stix said, narrowing her eyes. “Knell, when you’re done with that fork, can I use it?”

      “Help yourself,” Knell replied, picking off the last few pieces and tossing the fork over. Stix caught it and gave him a nod. She finished the rest of her food and went to offer it to Maya, but she’d managed to already finish off everything in her bowl.

      Once they’d all completed their meals, Knell rose from the table and headed through an open door at the end of the room. It led into a long hallway with doors all along the left side and plain wall on the right.

      They made their way down to room thirteen, and he slipped the key into its respective keyhole, pushing the wooden door open with a creak. The room behind it wasn’t small, but it certainly wasn’t large.

      There were two beds on either side of it and a desk against the back wall. More notably, there wasn’t a single window. Knell pursed his lips.

      “Unfortunate. Something tells me all the rooms are equally windowless.”

      “We could always make one,” Cyll offered.

      “Not yet. Tonight, we sleep with a watch.” Knell approached the bed on the right and, after a quick inspection for bugs, sat down. “I’m claiming this.”

      The other three’s eyes all turned toward the other remaining bed. Stix was the fastest, throwing herself headlong into the covers an instant before Cyll reached it. Maya changed course, grabbing the chair at the desk.

      “Oh, come on,” Cyll said, crossing his arms. “That was my backup.”

      “Should have been faster,” Maya said, sitting down in it and rocking back experimentally. It creaked, and she grimaced, quickly moving back to a stable position.

      “Cap, permission to brawl to the death over a bed?”

      “Denied.”

      “Figures,” Cyll grumbled.

      “We’ll rotate as we swap watch,” Knell said. “You’re first. Choose someone to wake up for the next one and take their spot.”

      He laid down and closed his eyes, slipping into meditation. After all, there was no point wasting perfectly good hours sleeping.
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      Lillicent was tired of killing all the men Holen sent after her, and she suspected that the Shard she’d worked for was getting equally tired of sending them. She laughed to herself, tightening her hands around the blood-slicked grip of her chipped sword.

      She’d been rather proud of the weapon, being the first one she’d made entirely on her own, and it had served her well—until today. The Shard of Holen was evidently done playing around, and he’d included a Scion amongst the other devotees that were sent for her head.

      It had been a group of eight men when the fight had started. Now only one was left. If someone had told her she’d have taken on a group of this size a few months ago, she would have laughed in their face.

      These men had laughed, too. They weren’t laughing anymore.

      “You’ve come farther than any of us thought,” the Scion said, a glimmering green dagger floating in the air beside him. His raggedy blond hair was covered with blood from where Lillicent had splattered him with the life of his compatriots, and a light cut ran along his chest. “You can’t beat a Scion, though. Not without being one yourself.”

      Lillicent spat on the ground. Her saliva was tinged pinkish red, and the deep, throbbing aches coming from the wounds covering her body were a foreboding clock, counting down to where her body wouldn’t fight any longer.

      “I used to think the same,” Lillicent replied, rolling her shoulders and raising her damaged weapon. “I don’t believe in absolutes anymore, and you aren’t the first Scion I’ll kill. Or did Holen not tell you that?”

      The Scion’s confident grin flickered, then came back. “Big words for someone who lost their Boon. Pathetic, really. After you’re dealt with, Holen is going to have people go out and take care of the bastard that you gave his gift up to.”

      Lillicent laughed again. “He’ll kill you. I saw it in his eyes. Nothing is going to stop him, especially not someone like you. But that doesn’t matter.”

      “Why is that?” the Scion asked, pacing toward her and spinning the dagger in the air around him in a lazy circle.

      “Because you aren’t going to survive today,” Lillicent replied, blurring into motion. She flicked her sword up, aiming to thrust it into the Scion’s chin, but his flying dagger shot to intercept it.

      The force of the small weapon sent a tremor down her arms and carved a new chip into her blade. She gritted her teeth and spun, kicking the man in the stomach. He grunted, staggering backward, but that did nothing to stop his dagger from shooting at her throat.

      Lillicent dropped to the ground and rolled to the side as the dagger followed her path. She dropped her own sword and grabbed it by the hilt an instant before it found its mark and gritted her teeth, straining to keep it from getting closer.

      “You talk very big for a woman that’s about to die,” the Scion said, walking toward her. “End of the line, Lillicent.”

      His face came into view above her. Lillicent spat into his eye, and the man cursed, flinching back. She averted the dagger’s course, slamming it into the ground, and threw herself into the man’s legs.

      They both crashed to the ground. Lillicent rolled over, pinning his arms to his torso as she came up on top of him. The Scion snarled, but it was cut off midway through by her fist smashing into his mouth.

      Blood splattered and teeth cracked as Lillicent drove two more violent blows into the man’s face. A flash of pain erupted in her shoulder as the dagger slammed into it, and she cried out.

      The Scion took advantage of her pain, throwing her to the side. Lillicent howled in pain as the blade worked itself deeper into her body at the man’s request. She dove forward, grabbing her jagged sword from the ground and slashing at the Scion.

      He hopped back, avoiding the strike and directing his own blade deeper into her body. Lillicent staggered, the blood pouring down her back growing cold as her body started to go numb.

      The Scion laughed at her expression. “Goodbye, Lillicent.”

      She fell to her knees, gasping in pain. Her hand pressed to her side, and she convulsed, blood pooling on the ground around her. The Scion approached her, a smug grin on his face.

      He was so confident in his victory that he didn’t notice the tiny crossbow at her side until its payload was firmly lodged in his throat. His eyes went wide as Lillicent dropped her last weapon to the ground.

      Blood bubbled up to his lips as he worked to say something. Lillicent slammed her sword into the ground, pushing herself upright with a snarl, and made eye contact with her would-be killer.

      He let out a whistling gasp, taking a step back and clutching at his neck, as if that would make the bolt disappear.

      “Nice last words,” Lillicent said, drawing on the last of her strength and ripping her sword across his neck, cutting several of his fingers off in the process. The Scion pitched forward, crashing to the ground and laying still.

      Energy rushed out of his body and entered hers, sending comforting tingles through her tired flesh. She sighed. It wasn’t enough. It never was.

      The dagger in her back shimmered, then faded to nothing. Lillicent grimaced, desperately wishing she still had the empowered resilience and regenerative abilities of a Scion. Instead, all she could do was carefully—and very painfully—tear a strip from the bottom of her shirt and carefully bind it around her shoulder.

      It wasn’t a fast task, and it every single movement sent uncomfortable tingles through her upper body. Once the adrenaline wore off, Lillicent was pretty sure she wasn’t going to be able to sleep right for a week.

      She spat on the ground again, then knelt beside the Scion’s body. Pulling his dagger from its spot at his belt, she started digging around, searching for where the man kept his Boon. Of course, it was in the last spot she checked.

      The blade clinked as she pushed it into the heel of his foot and sighed, carving around the Boon. The distasteful task finished as a tiny green disk the size of her thumbnail fell to the dirt. Lillicent picked it up, wiping the blood away, and studied the green disk.

      “Use or consume?” she wondered aloud, turning it over in her hands. Artificing was one of the hardest Paths to follow, as it made an enemy of every Scion while simultaneously making the Artificer a valuable resource for all of them.

      That meant that they all wanted her services or dead, and none of them wanted her strong. Spending a Boon just to get some extra experience was far from optimal, but she didn’t have the luxury to waste time and pray that she wouldn’t get killed too early. She’d seen what prayers to these gods got her.

      Lillicent crushed the Boon. Energy poured into her like a rushing river, flowing through her arms and into her chest. She drew in a sharp breath, tensing as it swirled through her body.

      
        
        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.

      

      

      “Stuff it, scum,” Lillicent muttered, pulling her status up in hopes that something useful had changed.

      
        
        Name: Lillicent Vix [Age: 20]

        Path: Artificer [Rank Zero]

        Level: 14

        Attunement A: Empty

        Attunement B: Empty

        Attunement C: Empty

        Attunement D: Empty

        Attunement E: Empty

        Spirit of the Artificer [Legendary] – Your passion has become flame, your soul the tools, and your body the forge.

      

      

      
        
        Abilities:

        Spark – Ignite the forge within you, using a Boon as a catalyst to forge something new. Success depends on skill and willpower.

        Artifact Mastery – Artifacts respond to your command more than they would to others.

      

      

      Lillicent waved the information away, letting out a slow breath. She’d finally gotten two abilities that had a lot of potential to be useful. Unfortunately, they required either a Boon or an Artifact, and she had neither.

      She reached into her back pocket, pulling out a small, flat metal box. It had been dented and warped so that the latch took a little too much effort to pop open. Some blood had leaked into it during the fight, but her map was still intact.

      Lillicent breathed a sigh of relief. She was pretty sure she’d long since memorized the map, but she had absolutely no desire to test if that was true. She pulled it out and unfolded the map, studying it for a few minutes.

      Her next goal wasn’t too far now. A dungeon that had been mysteriously shut down by the Adventurer’s Guild—if there wasn’t some sort of old Artifact sitting around somewhere in it, she would have eaten her own boot.

      Lillicent folded the map back up and put it into the case, closing it with two fingers. The latch didn’t take. Her eye twitched, and she squeezed harder, closing it with a sharp snap. Shaking her head, Lillicent returned it to her pocket.

      The sun was setting overhead, and she still had a lot of ground to cover before night fell. Lillicent grabbed her blade and strode away from the eight corpses lying on the ground around her, making her way toward Rosewood.
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      The night passed peacefully, and after a pause to take his turn for the watch, Knell finished his meditation the following morning. He was only sure it was morning because of the mental clock in his head, as there were no windows to reference for light.

      He rose to his feet, brushing himself off. A large, round bug skittered across the ground and his staff flicked, crushing it. Cyll and Maya were already awake. He tapped Stix, who was sleeping on the floor, on the ankles with his staff to wake her up. She sat bolt upright, reaching for her bow before she realized where she was.

      “Is it morning already? I hate this town. It still feels like night. I want to sleep,” Stix muttered as she stood and stretched, arching her back with a grimace as she worked to get the blood flowing again.

      “Unfortunately,” Cyll said from the bed. He patted it and faked a yawn. “It’s tragic. This bed was so comfortable, really. I got the greatest rest I’ve ever gotten.”

      “Shut up,” Stix muttered. “I got to use one for just as long as you did.”

      “But it was better when I was in it.”

      Knell ignored them, pushing the door open with the butt of his staff and glancing down the hall. People were trickling out of their rooms and heading toward the inn, but based on their numbers, there weren’t many moving yet.

      “Come on. We’ve got ground to cover.”

      They headed out, pausing in the inn for a quick breakfast. While they ate, Knell caught the attention of a waitress.

      “We’re passing through Rosewood,” Knell said. “Would you happen to know what the Ruler is like? We’ve never been here before.”

      The waitress’ flitted around, but not once did they meet his face. She studied the floor intently, both of her feet pointed away from Knell and her body halfway in motion toward the kitchen door.

      “He’s nice enough. I don’t have any complaints, and he keeps the city safe.”

      “Does he get along with the Adventurer’s Guild?” Knell asked before the woman could escape.

      “They don’t really interact. The ruler keeps the city safe from stuff inside it, and the Guild protects it from the stuff outside.”

      The waitress darted off before Knell could get another question, vanishing through the door and shutting it firmly behind her. Cyll raised an eyebrow.

      “Cap, you need some tips getting women? Because that was not the way to do it.”

      “If I did, you would be the last one I asked,” Knell replied, finishing off the rest of his food. “And she gave me the information I needed. The Guild and the Ruler here don’t like each other much.”

      “Can’t blame them. Does the Guild like anyone?” Maya asked.

      “There are varying degrees of dislike. It’s important to determine just how much they don’t care for each other.”

      Knell studied the room to see if he’d missed anything the previous night. There were a few other groups of people sitting around, and the walls were largely plain. There wasn’t much in the way of decoration or Adventurer’s Guild paraphernalia. For that matter, there wasn’t any sign of the Ruler’s flag, either.

      Of the idiots that had attacked them the previous night, there was no sign. They were either still holed up in their room or had left early in the morning.

      The others finished shortly afterward, and they departed the inn, heading out into town. Dull, gray light lit Rosewood in flickering waves, the sun hidden behind a heavy blanket of dark clouds.

      Streets were largely barren, aside from one or two people trudging in one way or the other, heavy bags slung over their shoulders to presumably deliver supplies.

      “Why’d they choose Rosewood, you think?” Cyll asked as they walked. “This place is drab. No signs of roses anywhere.”

      “Maybe the wood was brighter before?” Maya guessed. “It could be old.”

      “Or just the last name of whoever founded the town,” Knell said. “The Ruler’s standard had a tree on it. His parents or grandparents probably established the town and passed it onto him, and their last name was likely Rosewood.”

      “That makes sense,” Stix said. Knell stopped by an alleyway and peered into it, but it was spotless. Despite the run-down, cracked stones and dreary atmosphere, there wasn’t a single scrap of refuse anywhere in it.

      “I’m surprised there’s a Ruler here in the first place,” Maya said.

      “What?” Stix asked. “Why? I didn’t think they were that uncommon, but I don’t know much about them.”

      “Most Ruler lines got offed during the Shattering,” Knell explained as they continued down the street. He paused to check another alley, but it was much of the same. Completely and utterly empty. “The ones that survived were either weak or cowards. Still, the Ruler Path is considerably stronger than most.”

      “How’s it match up to a Scion?” Stix asked.

      “Depends on the Scion,” Knell replied. They came to a stop in the town square again. It should have been the busiest part of the city, but it was just as deserted as the rest of it. The windows of shops were latched and shuttered, and aside from them, the only other person in the square was a haggard-looking man lugging a sack over to one of the closed storefronts.

      “I’m starting to agree with Cyll,” Maya said. “This place is dreary.”

      “Why was my brother over here?” Stix asked, looking around and clenching her fists. “The thing at night?”

      “Possible,” Knell replied. “Or that dungeon that Maria found out about. We need to find out what happened to it, but the Adventurer’s Guild isn’t going to be particularly helpful.”

      “Is the Ruler going to be any better?” Cyll asked, stroking his beard. “From what I remember, they were raging pricks. All of ’em. Too much power and too little blood to power both of their tiny heads.”

      Knell sent a flat stare at Cyll, then shook his head and pursed his lips. There was something seriously off with Rosewood, and it had to do with the streets. Obviously, something was going through them at night. Whether it was a living creature or some force of nature had yet to be determined, but he was fairly certain that it had something to do with Alan’s disappearance.

      The best place to start would be determining what exactly was on the streets at night, but he didn’t think the Ruler or the Guild would be particularly willing to tell him anything.

      Over the course of the next hour, Knell took his increasingly bewildered crew through the city, checking every alley and street corner they passed through. He occasionally found a scrap of metal or a shard of glass trapped between some rocks, but never anything more than that.

      “Did we volunteer to clean the city up or something?” Cyll joked as Knell pocketed yet another tiny fragment—probably the tip of a butter knife, judging from its shape.

      “Perhaps we did. I don’t suppose any of you saw anything lying around while we were walking? Any homeless or beggars? Molding food?”

      “Nothing,” Maya said, shaking her head. “And is there really anything we could spot that you can’t?”

      “I’m far from all-seeing,” Knell said with a chuckle. “My powers are very focused. Even if my mind can comprehend the bigger picture, it doesn’t mean my eyes will see everything. Nonetheless, I think this has given us a starting point.”

      “A bunch of garbage?” Stix asked curiously. “How?”

      Knell took out the scraps he’d collected. “None of this is living material. None of it ever was. Metal, stone, glass. That’s about all we’ve found. That isn’t realistic for any form of city. It isn’t even realistic for a single house.”

      “They’re cleaning the streets somehow? That’s what you think the disturbance at night is?” Stix guessed.

      Knell inclined his head. “The streets are certainly being cleaned, but it’s too early to say who is doing it—or if it’s intentional. Also, there was a possibility that some sort of powerful enchantment powered by an artifact or the like was cleaning the entire city.”

      “You say was,” Cyll asked.

      “There was a bug in the room,” Knell replied, tapping his staff on the ground. “Yet we didn’t see anything crawling around outside. Nobody in their right mind would build a cleaning artifact that only cleans the streets voluntarily.”

      “So you don’t think it’s under the city’s control?” Cyll leaned against the old wall behind him and worked his fingers through his beard. “But what would just clear out the streets and not bother with anything else in the city? Monsters would attack the houses to get all the tasty little meatbags hiding inside them. There’s no way they’d pass up an easy meal unless they’re somehow getting full-on garbage.”

      “That’s probably unlikely,” Knell agreed. “But it gives us something to work with. Our next step is to determine what happened to the anomaly that was in the area and see if it is still active.”

      Stix scrunched her nose in distaste. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but are we about to go apply to work as accountants again?”

      Cyll and Maya glanced at the other two members of their crew in surprise. Letting out a snort of laughter, Cyll nodded.

      “I can see that, actually. Knell would make a perfect accountant. He already talks like one.”

      “No accounting this time,” Knell said, shaking his head and permitting himself a small grin. “But it will involve a little bit of investigation. I’m going to have to do this on my own, though.”

      “What?” Maya asked. “Why? Wouldn’t it be safer if we stuck together?”

      “No. I’m going to be entering the Ruler’s mansion and looking through his records to see if I can find some information on the city. It’ll be far easier to do on my own, without having to worry about someone else.”

      “I’m pretty stealthy,” Stix muttered. “I wouldn’t get caught, but whatever you think is best is fine with me, I guess.”

      “Normally, this wouldn’t have been a bad job for you,” Knell said, rolling his neck and sighing. “But this information could be very old, and there’s a possibility it will be in a cypher. You wouldn’t know what to look for.”

      “So you’re going to infiltrate the Ruler’s mansion?” Maya asked, doubt evident in her voice. She cleared her throat. “Uh, not to be rude, but how? You aren’t exactly stealthy.”

      “I never said anything about being stealthy.” Knell glanced up at the skyline. The Ruler’s mansion was glaringly hard to miss, its brilliant walls shimmering even in the drab day. They were only a little over a block away from it.

      Knell drew on his power and sent it into his body. He grimaced as his leg shifted and popped, flesh growing over the scarred tissue. His face morphed as well, changing until he was whole once more.

      He handed Stix his staff, then nodded up at the mansion. “Stay here.”

      “You sure they won’t recognize you?” Stix asked.

      Knell raised an eyebrow. “People see what they want to. And I won’t be breaking any laws, don’t worry.”

      None of his crew looked convinced, but he strode out of the alley anyway. It was a bit odd, walking without a limp, but his body took to it naturally. A flicker of bitterness passed through Knell, but he dismissed it.

      I am the only one responsible for my mistakes. My injures are at my own hand. Mordrigal was simply the spark and my own idiocy the wood.

      It was a strain to keep the magic going, but Knell kept a firm grasp over it. It was important that, on the off chance anyone saw him approaching, they saw a whole man and not a cripple. An eyewitness at the wrong time would be very unfortunate.

      He swung into another alley, pulling an old, folded set of clothes from his bag. They were plain cloth, made of average material and of average appearance. He’d kept them in case his current ones were damaged, but they’d do perfectly for his current purposes.
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      Knell reached the Ruler’s mansion a few minutes later, drawing up to a finely paved path that stood in stark contrast to the rest of the decrepit city. It ended at a large, oiled door inlaid with designs. The door alone probably cost more than some of the houses behind him.

      Painted above the door on the smooth stone was the Ruler’s crest, a tree silhouetted by the setting sun. Knell couldn’t help but feel like it represented the city a little too well.

      He walked up to the door and rapped on it several times before taking a step back and plastering a bored expression over his face. Several seconds passed before it swung open, revealing a middle-aged man wearing a suit.

      A butler, probably. Not a very high-level one, or he wouldn’t be wasting time opening doors for people. Perfect. It shouldn’t be too hard to pressure him.

      “The Ruler is not currently taking audiences,” the man said, looking down his crooked nose at Knell. “Please return at a later date.”

      “An audience?” Knell’s lip curled in distaste. “I don’t care about that crap, mate. I’m here to do a tally on the latest shipment. One of you blokes swung by to get a checkup and make sure the traders weren’t scamming you.”

      The butler paused, considering Knell’s words for a moment. Knell repressed a grin. There was no rich man in existence that didn’t suspect that somebody, somewhere was trying to scam them.

      “The iron shipments?”

      “Which ones do you think?” Knell asked irritably. “Now are you going to let me do it or are you going to be the one that explains why coin was paid but nothing was done? If I leave, I ain’t giving you shit back.”

      “No, no. Come in,” the butler said, stepping to the side and beckoning Knell inside. Unsurprisingly, the inside of the Ruler’s mansion was just as extravagant as the outside. Soft rugs lined the floor, and beautiful statues rested atop pedestals, making a walkway along the rugs.

      The butler quickly ushered Knell off the rugs and through a side door, eager to keep him from trekking dirt over anything too expensive. They wound through the house using the servant’s passages, making their way toward the basement.

      Knell took note of the path they took, memorizing several doors that were likely to lead to record rooms or studies as they went. A short while later, they headed down a dimly lit stairwell and arrived in a dark hallway.

      They headed down it, passing several doors before arriving at one at the edge of another stairwell. It swung open with a long, loud creak, and they walked inside.

      The butler fumbled along the wall for a few moments before his fingers found a latch. He pulled it with a grunt, and several lanterns sputtered to life along the walls, burning with dim orange light.

      Large boxes filled the room, arranged in orderly lines along the walls with pathways just barely thin enough for a man to slip through between them. The butler cleared his throat and brushed his hands off on his pants.

      “Here you are. Are you checking all the shipments? Or just the latest one?”

      “No point checking ’em all,” Knell replied with a scoff. “I trust you’ve got records of how much you paid?”

      “Just determine how much this is worth,” the butler said curtly. “We don’t need you making something up to protect your lowborn friends.”

      Knell let out a bark of laughter. “I don’t got no friends, butler. No man in my profession does.”

      “I suppose so. Do you need anything else, then?”

      “Just a few hours. You got any food?”

      “No. Do your job. I will return in two hours to collect you. Is that sufficient?”

      “Works for me,” Knell replied. “You not going to stick around?”

      “I have a job to do,” the butler said in a tone that implied that Knell did not. “Do not leave this room until I collect you. Understood?”

      “Sure, sure,” Knell replied noncommittally, approaching one of the boxes. He pried the cover off and peered inside it. Thick bars of iron were stacked on top of each other within it. Knell pulled one out and studied it.

      Behind him, the butler turned and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him. Knell set the bar of metal down and tapped his fingers on his leg in contemplation.

      Well, that makes things easier. I figured I’d have to knock the guy out. I do wonder why they need so much metal, though. If all of these crates are full, there’s got to be enough to forge weapons for an army.

      Knell examined the room, then walked back over to the door. He pressed his ear to the door, then reached into his bag and pulled out a small vial of oil. It was meant for weapons rather than hinges, but it would do just fine.

      He put a few drops on the squeaky hinges and rubbed it in before carefully pulling the door open. The dark hallway was all that greeted him, and there was no sight of the butler. Knell wasn’t surprised. The man was probably eager to get back to sitting in a chair and enjoying his easy, effort-free job.

      Knell glanced down the stairwell leading deeper into the ground. It was unlikely the records were kept that deep, as they’d probably have to be checked at least every month. He turned, heading in the opposite direction.

      It quickly became clear that the basement level was almost entirely abandoned. After checking several of the doors, Knell determined that nobody worked in this area. They were all empty and the rooms barren.

      He silently made his way up the stairs to the next level. Faint traces of conversation echoed down the halls, but the hushed tones meant that the people speaking were servants rather than the Ruler’s real men—nobody working directly for the Ruler would be trying to talk quietly.

      Knell strolled casually through the halls, passing a man as he walked. He didn’t even draw so much as a curious glance. A lesson from his father that he hadn’t gotten much chance to use before, as his leg and face made moving unnoticed borderline impossible.

      He walked into one of the doors he’d memorized as a possible suspect for an archive, but it was just a food storage. A woman jumped, scrambling to hide the apple in her hands. She stared at him, swallowing nervously.

      Knell just shrugged and closed the door. That was one person that wouldn’t be saying they saw him. He strode away to the next door he’d marked as a possible interest. This time, he found what he was looking for. He let Exhume drop, taking his weight off his leg as the ever-present throb returned. 

      The room was small, with a single lantern dangling from the ceiling to light it. Stacks of boxes lined shelves, all stuffed full of yellowing paper.  Dull metal tags hanging from the boxes or shelves identified the sections and where information was stored.

      Knell quickly scanned the room. Dungeons were an important resource for any town, drawing adventurers to visit and stimulating the economy. Rosewood looked like it had once been a fairly profitable town, but it had fallen into disrepair.

      There wasn’t anything else in the area that would draw much attention to the city. That probably meant that, at one point, there had been a popular dungeon near Rosewood. Whether something had happened to it or it had been sealed off because of the anomaly Stix’s brother had stumbled into was yet to be determined.

      Knell didn’t have to look for long. He spotted a box dedicated to the dungeon after several minutes of searching. Pulling it down with a grunt, he started leafing through the papers.

      Most of the papers in the box were completely useless, but as he shuffled through them, a few pieces of information started to come to light. There had indeed been two dungeons near Rosewood.

      The first and closest rested just beyond a forest, only a few hours away from the town. It appeared to have generated a very considerable amount of money for the town, up until several years ago. The other was considerably farther, and it looked to be far less popular.

      Information on the first dungeon was scattered. Even though it looked to have made a lot of money, it was sporadic. Large portions of earnings, but spread throughout weeks or even months rather than a consistent income.

      That probably meant it was dangerous, and many adventurers were unable to defeat it and claim the rewards within. However, that wouldn’t have stopped anyone. There were always stupid adventurers. Yet, for some reason, nobody had been reported entering the dungeon for years.

      Knell put the papers on the dungeons back and turned his attention to the other sections of the archives. They weren’t quite as extensive as he would have liked, but it still had enough information for him to piece things together.

      In particular, he was interested in any major expenses the city had paid that lined up with when the dungeon had been closed. And, after looking through documents for more time than he cared to spend, he finally spotted another piece of the puzzle.

      Around the time that the dungeon had stopped bringing in income several years ago, there was a massive expense of thousands of gold from the treasury. It had gone to masons, smiths, woodworkers, and dozens of other professions in order to rebuild the city.

      That was as much of an answer as Knell suspected he was going to get from the archives. Something had happened in the dungeon that had destroyed the town, and they’d never completely recovered from it.

      Knell put the papers back and rose to his feet. By his mental clock, he’d spent around an hour in the archives. He brushed himself off and returned everything to where he’d taken it from. He recast Exhume on himself and slipped out, heading through the servants hallways and backtracking his steps to the exit of the mansion.

      He reached the door and slipped outside, the growing pain of his magic chewing at his head, and disappeared into Rosewood’s streets. As soon as he’d put enough distance between himself and the mansion, he swapped back to his captain’s clothes and finally released his magic.

      Knell slumped against a building and gritted his teeth as his body returned to normal. Scars traced themselves back into his flesh and pain racked his body. Several more strands of his hair turned white by the time the change was over. Evidently, even though he’d split his usage of the spell up, the amount of time he’d spent in it added up if used in close proximity.

      Pushing himself off the wall, Knell turned and headed back toward where his crew was waiting for him. It was time to investigate the dungeon where Alan had gone missing.
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      His crew was waiting for him when Knell limped into the alley, his teeth gritted in pain as every single move sent a small arc of pain through his leg. Stix hurried over to give him his staff, and her eyes went to his head for a moment before she peeled them away.

      “White hair?” Knell asked.

      “Yeah. You’ve got streaks of it now,” Stix replied worriedly. “Is that bad?”

      “That remains to be seen,” Knell replied. “I’ve determined that something happened with one of the dungeons near Rosewood several years ago, and it’s probably what your brother was sent to investigate. I believe some sort of monster or artifact within the dungeon has escaped. There were massive amounts of damage done to the town around the same time as when the dungeon was abandoned.”

      “Abandoned? That’s it?” Cyll asked. “It’s not closed off or protected or the like?”

      “I’m not sure about that part. I didn’t see anything to indicate the dungeon would have protection or not, but nobody has gone into it in a long time—not according to the town records, at least. That means the Adventurer’s Guild isn’t sponsoring any expeditions there. Unless there are other pirates in the area, the dungeon is out of use.”

      “So what does that mean?” Maya scratched at her chin, then pursed her lips. “If something was strong enough to damage the city, would the Adventurer’s Guild want to send more people at it, not ignore it?”

      “Not if the local Guild is making moves of self-preservation,” Knell replied, shaking his head. “Based on the fact that it doesn’t look like this was reported, I suspect this anomaly may be intelligent to some degree.”

      “It’s got something to do with the streets being clean?” Stix guessed.

      Knell nodded. “That’s my suspicion. I think there’s something in that dungeon that periodically leaves and travels through the city, cleaning it of organic matter for…some reason. I’m not exactly sure why yet, and that bothers me.”

      “Well, only one thing to do,” Cyll declared. He rolled his neck and cracked his fingers, letting out a content sigh. “Killing time. The more intelligent, the more fun.”

      “That is a very disturbing mindset to have,” Maya said.

      Cyll rolled his eyes. “My greatest apologies, Pirate Queen. I prefer dropkicking small, stupid puppies rather than smart, dangerous opponents.”

      “Enough,” Knell said before his crew could start arguing any more. Mildly amusing as it was, he didn’t know nearly enough about the dungeon entity to understand what its goals were. If they ran into it while traveling to the dungeon, it could be problematic.

      There was no time to waste. There never was.

      “We’re going to the dungeon, then?” Stix asked. She swallowed, a flicker of hope passing through her face. “Do you think my brother might be there? Or is it more likely he’s somewhere in the city?”

      “If he’s anywhere, he’ll be in the dungeon,” Knell replied, turning away and starting back down the alley.

      But if the city’s nighttime problem is really linked to the dungeon… I’m sorry, Stix. I don’t think we’re going to be finding much of your brother.

      The Rose Pirates left Rosewood without further ado. Knell had memorized the trip to the dungeon, and the several-hour trip passed without any trouble. All that greeted them was sloping hills and scattered, dying foliage.

      As they grew closer to the location where he believed the dungeon to be, the hills grew larger and more numerous. It made determining their exact location troublesome, as the horizon was often blocked off by other, larger hills.

      Several times, he had to take an arduous detour up a taller hill to try to situate himself in regard to the town. But, after about an hour after he had hoped to arrive, Knell spotted a stone tower nestled in a small valley between two earthen mounds.

      The valley was deep, which served to hide just how high the tower was. It stood as tall as a three-story building, the carvings covering it long since faded. If it hadn’t been so deep in the valley, it would have been impossible to miss.

      I really need to get an actual navigator.

      He raised his hand, bringing his crew to a halt. Before they approached the dungeon, he wanted to scan the surroundings to see if anything was amiss. Several minutes passed. A faint wind rustled his hair, making him more aware of his aching body, but nothing was evidently out of place.

      “Cyll, what do you think?” Knell asked. “You’ve got the most experience here with dungeons.”

      He received a shrug in reply.

      “Looks like a dungeon. I can’t say my memories of these things are really that fresh, but I’m not feeling anything overly ominous from it. It’s just a fairly difficult dungeon. I’ve done stuff far harder with far worse men.”

      “Thanks, I think. That was a compliment, right?” Stix asked.

      “Don’t get used to them. You should have seen what I had to work with,” Cyll replied with a snort. He paused, his eyes growing distant as an old memory passed through them. Then he shook his head and the serious expression was gone. “What’s the plan, Cap?”

      “We’ll investigate it with Anchor to start. Cyll, you’ll be up for this one.”

      “Isn’t Stix faster?”

      “She is, but I’m not going for fast. I’d like to avoid using Haste as well as Anchor, and you’ve got more experience in dangerous dungeons than she does. Look to see if anything is out of place or odd. Do not get involved in a fight or wake anything up. If you run into a monster that you feel is odd, do not engage it. Understood?”

      “As clear as the sea, Cap,” Cyll replied. “No kicking any bears in the gonads. I’m with you. Anchor me.”

      Knell extended his staff, casting Anchor on Cyll with a tiny spark of green light. The immortal man gave him a sharp salute, then slid down the side of the hill and strode into the entrance of the dungeon at the base of the tower.

      “Isn’t the sea usually pretty hazy?” Stix whispered to Maya. “From what I remember, it wasn’t all that clear at all.”

      “It usually isn’t,” Maya muttered, casting a glance down at the entrance of the dungeon.

      “Cyll isn’t an idiot,” Knell said, not quite as confident in his words as he would have hoped. “He pretends to be a fool, but he’s an incredibly dangerous killer that isn’t going to risk destabilizing our position for something worthless. Probably.”

      They didn’t have anything to do but wait, so Knell strained his ears to listen just in case Cyll stumbled into something. However, nothing changed. A minute passed, and Cyll snapped into place on the hill beside them. He stumbled, letting out a silent curse before he caught his balance on Maya’s shoulder—nearly taking her down with him.

      “That is so blasted disorienting,” Cyll muttered, ignoring Maya’s glare. “Neat little trick, though.”

      “Well?” Knell asked.

      “It’s weird, all right,” Cyll said. “The place is empty. I didn’t see anyone. Or anything, for that matter. It’s like someone polished the entire place. I didn’t get all that deep into it, though. There could be something farther down.”

      “How deep did you get? Was it more than just a floor or two?” Stix asked.

      “A minute really isn’t all that much time, you know. Once I determined the first floor looked pretty empty, I poked my head into the second. I might have missed a few rooms, to be honest. But the second one looked just as barren as the first.”

      “That lends more credence to the theory that the dungeon is somehow related to what is happening to Rosewood at night,” Knell said, chewing his lower lip. “But I don’t know any monsters that would intentionally go around cleaning things out. And, if it was an artifact, I don’t see why it would destroy the city or why the dungeon would just get shut down afterward.”

      They sat there for a few more moments as Knell mused. He broke the silence with a sigh and gestured for them to start moving.

      “Keep your guard up. We’re going to investigate. Cyll, take the lead, and make sure to point out any rooms that you skipped checking the first way through. We don’t need to find something behind us.”

      They descended the hill quietly. Cyll and Maya drew their swords as they reached the bottom and entered the hall leading into the dungeon. Knell focused on his hearing, trying to see if he could pick anything up, but like Cyll had said, the dungeon sounded completely empty.

      His eyes lit a golden yellow as they stepped out of the hall and into the dungeon proper. Smooth, almost shiny stone made up their surroundings. The room they emerged into had two doorways, both lacking a door, that led into areas beyond.

      Everything almost looked natural. If it wasn’t for the sharp angles, Knell would have thought that the dungeon was just a natural, oddly shiny cave. Cyll crept through one of the doors, then gestured for them to follow.

      There weren’t even any actual doors—just openings.

      It’s like we got here before the gods filled the dungeon with monsters and items.

      The expressions on his crew’s face told him that they were thinking the same thing. None of them risked making even a single noise as they continued through the first floor. Their sweep revealed nothing. Like Cyll had said, it was empty.

      Silently, Cyll led them over to a short stairwell. Just by peering through the cracks, the floor below was visible. It looked identical to the first. Cyll sent a curious glance to Knell, who nodded in response.

      The four descended deeper, heading down the stairwell. As they continued to search the dungeon, they found more of the same. Empty, polished walls and nothing to greet them. It really did feel like the entire place had been scooped clean.

      The second floor was larger than the first, and it took them just over ten minutes to thoroughly sweep it. There was only a single thing out of place with the rest of the dungeon in it—a door.

      It was so flush with the wall that they nearly missed it as they passed. Stix was the one to catch it, grabbing Knell’s arm and pointing at it in the dim light emitting from his eyes. The door had faint, almost imperceptible runes running along it in a tall archway.

      Knell glanced at his companions, but it didn’t seem like any of them understood them. He pressed his lips together and considered the door for a few moments. Then he pointed to Cyll and gestured for him to wedge his blade into the thin gap of the door and try to pry it open.

      Cyll nodded his understanding and carefully raised his blade, placing it against the thin line between the door and the wall and slowly wiggling it deeper while putting his bodyweight behind it.

      It made a faint squeaking noise as he pushed, but it wasn’t much louder than their footsteps had been. Once it was deep enough, Cyll grunted and pulled on the hilt of his blade. The door started to shift. Knell cursed as his foresight warned him of what was about to happen.

      He didn’t even have time to warn Cyll. He threw himself out of the way as the door pitched forward, crashing to the ground where he’d been standing with a loud crash that echoed through the room like the shot of a musket. A cloud of dust rose up from where it had landed, and Stix rushed over, helping Knell to his feet.

      “What are you doing, Cyll?” Stix hissed.

      “It just fell over! Why would a door just fall like that?”

      “No hinges,” Knell said curtly. “It was just standing there.”

      A faint gurgling noise reached up from beyond the darkness before them. All of them immediately turned toward it as the sound grew louder.

      “Get ready,” Knell said, gathering his magic. “Like it or not, I think we’ve found what we’re looking for.”
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      The ground started to rumble, and the Rose Pirates took several steps back, raising their weapons. Green, goopy flesh erupted from behind the door, ballooning out into the room as a massive slime squelched its way inside the large, open area. The monster took up nearly a fourth of the room and blocked off the door entirely. It was almost completely translucent at the edges but grew to a darker, opaque green as it got closer to the center.

      Its gelatinous sides wobbled with every movement, and long tendrils writhed at its sides, searching for the intruders. Cyll brought his sword down on one of them as it grew too close to him. It popped off with a squeak, and the cube writhed in pain, lurching toward him.

      He cursed, diving out of the way. The slime slapped down to the ground, melting a small hole into the ground. The material that it destroyed floated within its body before getting spat back out. Sliding forward, the slime passed over its chopped limb, reabsorbing it. The cut appendage reformed, whole once more.

      Doesn’t eat inanimate material. That explains the city streets.

      “Uh, Knell?” Cyll asked, keeping his sword at the ready. “On your orders. My previous strategy when fighting slimes has been to run.”

      “How often have you fought slimes?” Stix asked, leaping back as a tendril whipped out to grab her.

      “Often enough to know that they aren’t worth the effort,” Cyll replied. The slime lurched toward him, and he dodged out of the way.

      “Stop talking so much,” Knell snapped. “It’s got no eyes or nose, so it’s obviously using sound vibrations to track you.”

      Even as he spoke, he used Exhume on himself to bring his leg back into its whole form for just an instant, throwing himself to the side. The slime lunged, sliding past him and splattering against the wall.

      It peeled itself free, twitching in apparent anger. Actually, it was pretty difficult to tell what exactly the slime was thinking. It had no features or even a mouth to show emotion with. For that matter, Knell was perfectly happy not knowing what the slime thought of him. He wasn’t certain he wanted to know if it was even intelligent.

      Knell raised a finger to his lips, sending a very pointed glare at the rest of his team. They all nodded their understanding and remained still. The slime slurped along the ground, its tendrils waving in the air as it attempted to figure out where its prey had gone.

      While it searched, Knell racked his brain for the best way to defeat the monster. They could always try to escape, but that would have meant giving up on finding any trace of Stix’s brother. He now had almost no doubt that the man was likely dead, but if he had been carrying anything on him, the slime likely had it. He owed it to the moon elf to find whatever it was that he’d left behind.

      Knell pressed his lips together. Ideally, the best way to deal with a soft-body creature like this would have been a large amount of salt. There were two very glaring problems with that particular method, though.

      The first, and most obvious, was that he did not have a copious amount of salt on him. The second was that, if dealing with this monster was so easy, Rosewood would have done it long ago. For some reason, they hadn’t. That meant that either the slime was resistant to salt by some means or they wanted it alive.

      Stix took a careful step to the side, leaning backward as a tendril passed near her. A rock scuffed beneath her boot, and the slime lurched. Cyll grabbed her, throwing the girl out of the way and slapping the slime’s tendril with the flat of his sword.

      It blurred into motion, enveloping the man almost instantly. Instead of fighting back, Cyll hurled his sword as far as he could. The blade crashed to the ground on the far side of the room, skidding several feet across the stone before coming to a stop.

      “Cyll!” Stix yelled.

      “He can’t die,” Knell snarled. “Move! Start shooting the slime. Aim for its center. If we break its core, the whole thing dies. No small arrows.”

      Cyll tore into the slime from within, but his clothes—and he—were disintegrating at a rapid rate. He locked eyes with Knell for a moment. The skin on his face was already gone, and red was mixing into the green liquid floating around him. Giving Knell a small nod, Cyll turned and dove deeper into the monster. He swam through its body like it was the ocean, ignoring the trail of red he left behind.

      Knell drew his flintlock and slid one of the blue crystal bullets into it, taking aim at the center of the slime. His finger wrapped around the trigger. Then he paused, gritting his teeth and lowering the weapon.

      If I shoot and miss the core, the monster might figure out we’ve got a way to hurt it. I need Stix to figure out the location of its core for me. Her arrows probably shouldn’t pose this much threat since they aren’t magical, but if it hits the core, the sound will be different. That’ll show me what to aim for. I might only have one or two chances to do this correctly.

      The slime was still writhing around, seemingly content with its snack on Cyll but still in search of the other intruders. Knell remained stoic as the monsters tendrils flicked around, his foresight showing him exactly where they would be in time for him to make sure he was a safe distance away.

      Knell pointed at Maya, then to the door behind them. He gestured to his eyes, then pointed upward. Before she could move, he raised a hand and shook her head. He nodded down to his feet.

      “You want me to watch?” Maya mouthed. “For other people?”

      “From here,” Knell mouthed. “No walking. No noise.”

      Maya swallowed nervously and nodded, craning her head back to keep an eye on their exit. Knell turned back to the slime, his brow furrowed and the flintlock feeling heavy in his hand.

      He’d never considered himself an overly compassionate person, but he didn’t want to think about what Cyll was feeling right now. Immortality didn’t give any way to become immune to pain, and judging by the rate things were melting away within the slime, it wasn’t anything close to a comfortable experience.

      Stix had taken her huge bow off her back and had already unwrapped it, but the weapon was still folded up. There was no way she could put it together without making any noise at all, and the slime would be upon her before she could move again. If they started fighting once more, it would be for all of them to stop moving quickly enough to avoid getting eaten.

      Knell gritted his teeth and cast Exhume on himself again. He needed his leg fully functional for this if he wanted to avoid getting turned into a meal. Pointing his staff, he then cast Slow on the monster.

      Its movements decreased and its tentacles ground to a halt. Knell snapped his fingers and took a step to the side as the slime shot back to its normal speed, lunging for him. Knell jumped to the side, catching himself with his staff and making another scuffle along the floor.

      The slime slurped after him. It was the oddest yet one of the most uncomfortable fights he’d ever been in. Aside from the sound of his boots on the ground and the slime squelching, it was completely silent. There were no screams or even battle cries. Just…odd, sticky burbling.

      Stix’s huge bow let out a loud click from the other side of the room as she pulled the string back and slotted a large arrow in it with a single, smooth motion. The slime lurched toward her, but Knell cast Slow on it once more.

      He clapped his hands as the spell wore off, bringing the creature toward himself once more. Blood trickled down his face as he strained to push his foresight to the max, giving himself every possible second he could get to react to the monster.

      It was disturbingly fast for something without any muscles or bones. None of its own, at least. Cyll’s were floating around in there, somewhere.

      Stix took aim and fired. Her bolt—nearly the thickness of Knell’s forearm—hurtled through the air and bit deep into the center of the monster. It flew true, punching deep into the slime’s body and vanishing into the deep green. Judging from the lack of noise, it hadn’t made contact with the core.

      “Again! Aim at a different spot near where you just shot,” Knell yelled, rolling to the side and nearly losing his staff in the process. His efforts saved him from getting grabbed by a large tendril of goop that shot out from the Slime’s center. “It’s a damn good thing this thing is too stupid to think.”

      The slime lurched toward him, this time moving so much of its considerable mass that Knell nearly didn’t have a place to dodge to. He threw himself to the side, behind a pillar, just in time to avoid getting sucked in.

      He scrambled to his feet, using his staff reflexively even though his Exhume-enhanced body didn’t even need it. Stix’s crossbow fired again. The bolt sailed past Knell’s pillar and thunked into the Slime, once again passing through the monster without making any noise.

      Stix didn’t have to be told a second time. As Knell darted around, he cast Slow on the slime once more, halting its movements for just long enough for Stix to string another bolt. She fired once more.

      The slime slammed back to normal speed, moving forward and largely out of the bolt’s path, causing it to enter the back half of the monster rather than its center. The bolt sank deep and let out a deep thud as it struck something heavy.

      After taking an instant to process the noise and make sure it didn’t sound like wood striking wood, Knell raised his flintlock once more. He cast Slow on the slime one more time, then pulled the trigger.

      A flash of brilliant blue light lit the dim room, and the bolt pierced deep into the monster, crashing into something within it. Knell didn’t wait to see if it had worked. He was already slotting a second bullet into his weapon. By the time Slow had worn off, he fired once more.

      The second bullet followed the same path as the first, crashing into something and sending reverberations through the slime’s body. All of them quickly backed up as the gelatinous monster slumped, liquid pouring off of it into a sickly pool on the ground.

      It started slowly but quickly accelerated. Within a minute, the entire monster had sunk into a puddle. Stix’s ballista bolts floated in the acid, one of them lodged into the only firm part of the monster that remained: a thick, murky cube the size of her head.

      Two bullet holes ran along the cube, and faint blue light still shone around it from where the bullets had struck home. Knell finally lowered his flintlock, letting out a sigh. He heaved his weight onto his staff and released Exhume, ignoring the wave of pain and exhaustion that washed over him.

      I really need to stop using that spell so much or I’m going to have a head of fully white hair by the time I’m twenty-three.

      “Cyll?” Stix asked, her voice trembling, as she rose to her feet, her huge bow still on the ground at her feet.

      As the sludge continued to spread across the room, thinning out and dribbling through some cracks in the floor, its depth reduced. A part of it near the core twitched. Particles started to gather, moving through the sludge, and red muscle tissue began taking shape.

      Maya turned slightly green as Cyll’s body rebuilt itself, piece by piece. Despite the relief on both her and Stix’s faces, both of them looked disgusted as the immortal man arose from the monster’s body, completely naked aside from his long beard that, mercifully, covered most of what Knell didn’t want to see. Cyll promptly hopped into the air, letting out a storm of curses as he bounced around before sprinting for dry land, shaking off his feet as he ran.

      “Well, that was a right shitshow,” Cyll said, holding his beard in place. “I don’t suppose anyone has a spare set of clothes on them? I’ll even settle for a sock, so long as you don’t want it back.”
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      Even Stix was too stunned to provide him with a snarky reply. She swallowed and looked down at her feet as if considering Cyll’s request for a sock. Knell saved them from having to deal with that particular scenario by pulling out his old set of clothes and tossing the pants to the immortal man.

      A few moments later, all of their eyes were once again protected from disaster that could have arrived from a single strong gust of wind near Cyll’s beard. The pants barely fit him, but barely was far better than nothing.

      “Thanks, Cap,” Cyll said, rolling his neck and sighing. “It’s been a while since I got dissolved. Real deep cleaning experience, you know? Can’t say I recommend it, though. Got goop in places that goop should never be.”

      “Noted,” Knell said, nudging the cube of dense green material that the slime had left behind. It was still oozing from the holes his bullets had left in it, but most of the slime had dispersed. He flipped it over, then jabbed the end of his staff into it and pushed through the thick layer, splitting it apart and flicking the excess material to the side.

      “Say, does anyone see my bag?” Cyll asked.

      “Over here,” Maya said, nodding at where it laid in the corner of the dark room. “Lucky you. It didn’t get melted. I guess the monster didn’t have time.”

      Cyll cheerfully grabbed it and slung it back over his shoulder. “Lovely. Maybe it really is a good thing I wasn’t wearing my armor. We should just get something to display it on at this point. The moment I actually use it, it’ll probably get ruined.”

      Knell’s staff clinked against something hard in the core’s center. He dug toward it, splattering more of the green matter onto the ground as he excavated. After a few minutes of work, he received his prize.

      A gray, metallic ball the size of his palm fell out onto the floor with a clink, bouncing once before rolling to a stop by his feet. A beautiful gold band wound around its core, digging so tightly into it that the ball bulged around it.

      He nudged the core with his staff. “I don’t believe this band should be here.”

      “I’d squat to get a closer look, but I think I might rip your pants,” Cyll said, twisting to look down at his backside.

      “I think it’s quite all right,” Knell said. He placed his staff on the core, and the talons at its end twitched down, grabbing the orb. He spun it and deposited the orb into his bag, wrapping a handkerchief around it without letting his skin touch the orb. “We’re going to need to find an Artificer once we’re done here.”

      “You mean we aren’t?” Maya asked, still watching the exit. “The slime is dead. It can’t come back to life, can it?”

      “Unlikely,” Knell replied. “We broke its core. I’m not an expert on slimes, so the possibility is there, but I don’t believe it’s worth fretting over. And our real prize is below, where the slime resided. There is almost no chance of any more monsters in the area, but there could still be traps. Let’s go.”

      Cyll collected his sword and ambled into the darkness from where the slime had emerged. Stix stared at his back, her face blank. Knell put a hand on her shoulder and nodded to the doors. “There’s nothing wrong with caring about your crewmate’s life, especially with Cyll. It’s not like you’ve got anything to risk. He can’t die. It’s much harder to let yourself care about the ones that might not be here tomorrow.”

      Stix’s eyes shot to Knell. She opened her mouth, her lips trembling for a moment, then turned away. “I don’t—”

      She let her words trail off, unable to finish the sentence. Knell took his hand from her shoulder and nodded to Maya, gesturing for her to follow Cyll.

      “No point lying to yourself. Caring isn’t weakness. Weakness is being unable to protect the things you care about.”

      Stix swallowed. She didn’t say anything, but she fell in behind Knell as he followed Maya and Cyll into the darkness. The path descended into the ground in a long, winding manner. The walls around them were polished to a smooth, uniform gray, and the air was stale.

      “Found a room,” Cyll called from in front of them. “Some things along the wall, too. Might be traps. Not sure.”

      “Don’t press any—”

      A crackling hiss echoed up the path, and a spark of energy arced in the distance. Faint light lit in the distance, illuminating Cyll’s back. A second passed, and nothing else happened. Knell sighed.

      “—thing.”

      “It was not a trap,” Cyll proclaimed. “Just a button. How fancy. There must be an artifact somewhere here, powering everything.”

      “It’s a dungeon,” Maya reminded him. “Don’t question how dungeons work. They just do.”

      “That’s why they’re fun to break,” Cyll called back. “Hey, there’s a bunch of shit scattered around down here.”

      “Hands off,” Knell said, drawing up beside the older man. He nudged Cyll out of the way with his staff and peered into the room.

      Large, circular walls rose high into the air. Lanterns hung from the rounded walls, casting just enough faint yellow light to illuminate the ground. The ceiling was hidden in the darkness far above. They’d gone deeper than he’d thought if the room was this tall. Then again, Maya was right—dungeons didn’t tend to be very logical.

      Cyll assessed the situation accurately. Items were strewn across the ground haphazardly. Old weapons and pieces of armor were interspersed with gemstones that glittered faintly in the dim light. Specks of tarnished gold were interspersed between everything.

      It was like the treasure hoard of a dragon that had been dropped on its head a few too many times as a child. Knell’s lips pursed as he scanned the ground.

      “Collect the valuables and anything that looks like it might be an Artifact or otherwise enchanted,” Knell said. “Don’t touch anything with your hands. Cover them with cloth or nudge things with your weapon.”

      And with that, they got to work. Luckily, most of the pieces on the ground were in one piece, so Knell didn’t have to pick through hundreds of fragments. Even so, there was more garbage than he cared to deal with.

      They collected the gems and gold, pushing them off to the side of the room. As useful as it was, Knell wasn’t particularly interested in the riches they were finding at the moment. His eyes scoured the ground in search of any form of message that might have survived the slime.

      He moved slowly, shifting pieces out of his way with the staff and making sure he didn’t mistakenly touch anything as he walked. The faster he found—or didn’t find—what they were looking for, the sooner they could leave.

      As it turned out, it took just over five hours to root through the room. Five hours and ten minutes, according to his mental clock. Their efforts had separated everything into three piles. The first, and largest, was garbage that wasn’t worth the effort of trying to bring out. The second was gold and jewels, and the final was composed of weapons, armor, and anything else that had caught their eyes as potentially useful.

      Of the three, the pile of coin was the smallest. Knell was thankful for that. Now that they’d done the work, it would have been painful to leave it behind. The gold was quickly distributed between the four of them and stowed away.

      Knell nudged through the pile of items that they’d set aside. “Does anyone recall putting something in here that might have housed a message? A metal tube or the sort?”

      “I might have seen something like that,” Maya said. “I think there were a few, actually.”

      “Here’s one,” Cyll said, pointing his toe at a small cylinder pointing out of the backside of the pile.

      Knell worked it free with his staff, then slid it across the floor to Cyll. The immortal picked it up with a chuckle. He fiddled with the top for a moment before it popped off with a click, clattering to the floor by his feet. Cyll closed an eye and peered into it, then stuck his finger inside and pulled out a rolled-up piece of parchment.

      “Here,” Cyll said, handing it to Knell.

      The captain unfurled the paper and scanned through its contents. “Quest from the Adventurer’s Guild to kill a boss monster that was defeating too many parties,” Knell said. “Unsigned. It was probably pulled off a quest board.”

      “Sounds like it didn’t work out too well for them,” Cyll said. “Maya’s right, though. I think I tossed one or two of those cylinders in myself.”

      “Root them out. And, if anyone sees something useful, feel free to have Cyll test it before taking it for yourself. I doubt there’s going to be anything too powerful lying around here or its owner would have killed the slime, but we never know.”

      Knell wasn’t all that interested in the contents of the pile himself, but he kept an eye out for any Boons or Artifacts as he used his staff to work through the pile. The chances of a Boon somehow sitting around in a dungeon for this long without a Scion being sent to retrieve it felt incredibly low to him, but low wasn’t zero.

      After a few minutes of searching, they had gathered five more metal tubes, all of the same make. Cyll popped all of them open for Knell, giving each a cursory glance before handing them over. Three of the five were the exact same quest, but the reward at the bottom steadily rose.

      Knell reached into the fourth one and pulled out its contents. Several sheets of thin parchment had all been stuffed into it. He smoothed out the crumples and scanned over them, leaving through the sheets as a frown deepened on his face.

      “What is it?” Maya asked. “More quests?”

      “No. Personal correspondence that this adventurer had written. No relation to anything we were working on or the dungeon. Does the name Tressa mean anything to anyone?”

      Everyone shook their heads. Knell folded the papers back up and slid them into the tube. He clicked the cover back on, then deposited it into his bag without another word. Cyll handed him the last tube, having already opened it. Reaching inside, Knell pulled out another small bundle of papers.

      The first few papers on the stack were generic, containing instructions from who Knell presumed to be higher-rank adventurers. He skipped past those—they could be investigated later. After the first three, they became more personal. The handwriting on them was neat and flowing, far smoother than it had been on the others.

      He resisted the temptation to read through their contents and instead glanced at the top, searching for who the letters were meant for. It didn’t take him long to find a name.

      “What about Mia?” Knell asked.

      Stix, who had been studying a light bronze chest plate with the design of a wave embossed on it, froze. “What?”

      “Does the name Mia ring any bells?”

      Stix pushed herself to her feet, staring at the papers in Knell’s hands. He wordlessly handed them over to her. The moon elf slumped down against the wall, her hands trembling as she looked through the papers. Cyll, for once, said nothing.

      All of them stood silently, looking away from Stix to give her at least a little privacy as she read through what were likely her brother’s last words. Knell leaned on his staff, twinges of pain running up his lame leg and spreading through his body.

      After all the work they’d gone through to defeat the slime, this felt like a poor reward indeed. He repressed a sigh. An answer, even bad, was better than nothing at all.

      I hope that Stix can find some closure in this. Rest peacefully, Alan. And, if you can’t, just wait a little longer. I’ll be freeing you from Mordrigal’s grip as soon as I am able to.
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      Stix folded the papers back up with slow, careful movements before sliding them back into the tube. She drew a breath and let it out through trembling lips, then fitted the cap back on and straightened.

      “Is there any chance…”

      Knell shook his head.

      Stix nodded and wiped her face with the palm of her hand, turning away from them. “Okay. I think I need some time alone. Is…it safe here?”

      “As much as anywhere,” Knell said. “Take your time. We’ll be above.”

      He and the others ascended the stairs to the floor above silently. Maya sent a glance back at Stix, concern etched into her features, but Knell shook his head and gestured for her to keep walking.

      “There’s nothing you can say to make her feel better,” Knell said once they stepped out of the hall. “Let her process her emotions.”

      He set his mental clock for an hour. If Stix still hadn’t emerged by then, they’d go down and get her. Time to mourn was important, but he couldn’t afford to waste too much time here.

      “It just seems…cold. Shouldn’t someone comfort her?” Maya asked. “That’s what I would have done for my men.”

      “I am cold,” Knell said flatly. “People die. Kind words won’t bring them back, and Stix needs to spend time understanding that her brother is gone. This was her reason for traveling the world, and even though she probably knew it was the case, that doesn’t mean she wanted to prove it. If she doesn’t take time to acknowledge that her brother is gone, she’ll spend the rest of her life chasing his ghost.”

      A sharp crack rang out as Cyll split large piece of fallen stone beneath his foot. Knell and Maya glanced at him. Cyll grunted.

      “Sorry.”

      Knell shook his head. “Give her comfort once she’s ready to talk to us again, but let her say goodbye in peace.”

      “Understood,” Maya said. “Does this mean our business at Rosewood is done, then?”

      “Largely,” Knell replied. “I don’t think it wise to spend much more time in the area. It probably won’t be long before the Ruler discovers I infiltrated his mansion, and if his men are even half competent, they’ll figure out where we’ve gone. Even if they don’t, when the monster fails to show up on the city streets tonight, they’ll know something is up and will come to investigate. The lure of possible riches will call them.”

      “Where’s our next course lead to, then?” Cyll asked, leaning against the wall and picking at his fingernails.

      “We’ll be looking into a way to deal with Maya’s arm. I need my crew as strong as they can get before we start challenging any truly powerful opponents. Our best course of action will be returning to Melwood to reclaim our ship, then make for Apton to see if Joseph’s information was true.”

      Maya blinked in surprise, then nodded. She clearly wasn’t about to refuse the opportunity to fix her path or arm.

      “We could lug all the crap below with us and make a tidy sum selling it,” Cyll suggested.

      “Only if you’re the one carrying most of it,” Knell said dryly. “I don’t want to break my back lugging ten times my weight in metal.”

      “I’ll carry some extra if you don’t plan to take it yourself,” Maya said. “It would be nice to get some spending money that I can use on less important things.”

      “Feel free to,” Knell said with a shrug. “It would be wasted otherwise, and I feel no great need to give any donations to the Adventurer’s Guild or Rosewood’s ruler. The more we take from them, the better.”

      “Just as long as you don’t have to carry it, eh?” Cyll asked.

      “I’m glad you understand.”

      A faint clatter just barely reached Knell’s ears from the floor above them. He paused, cocking his head to the side and raising a finger to his lips. Cyll and Maya snapped their mouths shut and stopped to listen as well.

      Another clatter, just barely audible, echoed down the empty dungeon. It happened once more, then faded away as the source of the noise moved away. Cyll hefted his sword into a ready position, and Maya drew her own weapon.

      “Should we get Stix?” Maya whispered.

      “No. It’s too early. We can deal with this on our own,” Knell replied in the same hushed tone. “If that’s someone heading in our direction, they probably heard us as well. Move to the stairwell. It’ll be harder for them to maneuver on it. Don’t attack until I do.”

      They crept up to the stairwell and took up position around it. Knell kept his magic at his fingertips, ready to cast Slow on the intruder at a moment’s notice. Cyll and Maya positioned themselves on either side of the path upward, their weapons at the ready.

      Several minutes passed. Faint footfalls grew closer, getting louder as the person above started to make their way down the stairs. A faint scrape echoed as metal caught on stone, and a woman cursed under her breath.

      Several steps later, her face appeared in the dark stairwell. A young woman locked eyes with Knell. She stumbled, catching herself on the wall and bringing a pitted sword to bear with her other hand.

      “You look familiar,” Knell said. “Are you following me, Lillicent?”

      “Mordrigal’s hound,” Lillicent said, her eyes growing wide. “You’re here? How? Why?”

      “I believe I walked in through the entrance, much as you did. But why are you here?”

      He watched her expression closely. Within a second, several emotions passed over her face. She clearly considered lying for a moment, then let the sword’s tip lower slightly. “Do I have to answer that?”

      “Depends on if you were following us.”

      “I was not. I had no idea you were here.”

      “Drop or sheath your sword and walk down with your hands above your head,” Knell said. “There’s no need for bloodshed if you’re speaking the truth.”

      Lillicent dropped the blade. It hit the stairs and clattered down to fall before Knell’s feet, its blade vibrating slightly. She slowly lifted her hands and walked down the rest of the stairs. Knell stepped back to give her room, and Lillicent caught sight of Maya and Cyll as she reached the ground.

      “You’ve picked up some companions. More Scions?” Lillicent asked, forcing a calm mask over her face.

      “Ah. I see Holen didn’t give you a new Boon. Or perhaps you refused it?” Knell guessed.

      Lillicent’s mouth curled in a mocking grin. “I’ve been killing his men for the past few weeks. He wouldn’t give me a new Boon now, even if I stripped myself naked and threw myself at his feet begging for one.”

      “They weren’t too happy with your loss of his Boon?”

      “They were livid. Bastards,” Lillicent said. “They got what was coming to them.”

      “Cap, I didn’t know you had history with women,” Cyll said, baring his teeth in a grin. “You should have told me. I was starting to think you didn’t like them.”

      “Experience? He stabbed me,” Lillicent said.

      “Oh, he really liked you,” Cyll said. “He only stabs his favorite people.”

      Lillicent smirked. “You know, getting stabbed was one of the best things that happened to me. Maybe you’re right. I had no idea how much I was slaving away for Holen until after you freed me. What did you end up doing with the Boon?”

      “Broke it for a little bit of experience,” Knell replied. “Wasn’t worth the effort.”

      Lillicent threw back her head and burst into hysterical laughter. Maya sent an inquisitive glance at Knell, who shrugged.

      “That’s too good,” Lillicent said, wiping a tear from her eye. “You wasted it? No wonder Holen was so furious. Can’t even recover a spent Boon. Good.”

      “So if you’re not following the cap, why are you here?” Cyll asked. “This dungeon isn’t exactly on the maps.”

      “It is on mine,” Lillicent said, patting a bag by her waist. “I was here looking for an artifact, though it looks like you might have beaten me to it.”

      “An artifact? You know something about this dungeon?” Knell asked. “Tell us.”

      Lillicent shrugged. “Nothing too specific. I did some research and found that the Adventurer’s Guild had shut down the dungeon. Didn’t take a genius to figure out that they don’t get shut down for no reason, so there had to be something good down here.”

      “You’re a treasure hunter, then?” Knell asked.

      “Artificer,” Lillicent corrected. “And I was going to harvest the artifact. Figured I could make myself something nice with it. With all of Holen’s men that I’ve been killing, it’s starting to get hard to survive them.”

      “You’re an Artificer?” Cyll’s eyebrows rose. “Can you make me something?”

      Lillicent pierced him with a flat stare. “Do you see any Boons around here? And why would I make you something?”

      “Well, from the sounds of it, you owe the cap a favor,” Cyll drawled.

      “I owe Mordrigal’s Scion a favor. Not you.”

      “Ouch,” Cyll said. “I don’t she likes me, Cap.”

      “Then she has good judgment. Lillicent, I have no quarrel with anyone that opposes the gods, and even less so with an Artificer.”

      “As generous as ever, I see,” Lillicent said with a slight smile. “Thank you. What about that artifact?”

      Knell smirked. “Not unless you’ve got something to trade for it. I won’t be giving up the rewards of our work for nothing.”

      Lillicent grimaced. “Fair enough. I’ve got nothing. Sixteen Seas, what a waste of a trip.”

      “Could be worse. You could have died,” Cyll provided helpfully. “Still can, if you want to.”

      “I’ll pass,” Lillicent said with a sigh.

      “It’s no Boon, but there’s a fair amount of loot in the room below,” Knell said. “Once we take our share, feel free to take whatever you want. Better it goes to you than the Adventurer’s Guild.”

      “Thanks. If we’re not going to kill each other, mind if I sit down?”

      “Help yourself,” Knell said. Maya and Cyll stepped back, and Lillicent scooped her sword off the ground, laying it across her lap as she slid down the wall and leaned back against it.

      “You don’t seem to care much for the Adventurer’s Guild,” Lillicent said. “And I can’t imagine that sparing me was in Mordrigal’s best interests. If you don’t mind the question, what are you playing at? You aren’t helping the gods. You aren’t even helping Mordrigal, but you’re her Scion.”

      “Only in name,” Knell replied. “And I certainly have no love for the Adventurer’s Guild. We are enemies.”

      “A pirate, then?”

      “For the time being.”

      “Explains your crew,” Lillicent said, sending a glance at Cyll. “You should really get him some better-fitting clothes.”

      “He ruined the last set a few minutes ago,” Knell said. “We’re working on a replacement.”

      “Thank the gods,” Lillicent said. “Do you happen to have any Boons? I’ve been in search of ways to grow stronger, and Holen’s men aren’t nearly as useful as some actual artificing would be.”

      “None I’m willing to offer up for free, I’m afraid,” Knell said. “And nothing that I want modified. Do you have the ability to determine what artifacts do?”

      “Not yet,” Lillicent said, rubbing the back of her head. “I’m pretty new to this path.”

      “Unfortunate. But, if you seek us out in the future, I suspect we’ll have a fair number of Boons. I don’t care which Artificer I work with so long as they have talent, so I would not be opposed to working together.”

      Lillicent’s eyebrows rose. “Is that a job offer?”

      “Take it as you will.”

      “I’ll take you up on that when I’m strong enough to be of use, then,” Lillicent said. “Any enemy of the Guild is someone I’m willing to aid. Where can I find you?”

      “I doubt it’ll be hard,” Knell said with a dry smile. “In the near future, Apton. After that, just follow the rumors.”
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      Lillicent rose to her feet and extended a hand. Knell studied it, then reached out and took it with his own. They shook, and Lillicent let out a pent-up breath.

      “I’ll be honest, I half thought you’d kill me. I know you spared my life the last time we met, but part of me thought it might have been a mistake.”

      “I don’t make mistakes in such simple scenarios.”

      “So I can see. I’ll be on my way, then. I’ve got a lot of ground to cover.”

      “No interest in the stuff below?”

      “If it’s not a Boon, it can’t help me right now. I’ll make do. Thanks, though.” Lillicent raised a hand in farewell and ascended the stairs. They listened to her footfalls as they faded away.

      “Don’t we have a whole bunch of Boons right now?” Maya asked once the sounds of the Artificer’s passing had disappeared. “Wouldn’t it have been okay to give her one or two?”

      “Boons are not so easily found for me to give them away freely, even if we can’t do anything with them right know. I spared the woman’s life because Mordrigal desired her death, which was reason enough for me to ensure that she lived. Whether she will be a useful tool or not has yet to be revealed, and I am not willing to risk a Boon on it.”

      “The only reason you saved her was just to mildly annoy Mordrigal? That’s petty, Cap.”

      “I am a petty man. I have to get my small pleasures in life somewhere,” Knell said with a dry smile.

      Cyll didn’t get a chance to reply. Stix emerged from the dark passage behind them, her eyes red but her features composed. They all fell silent as she approached.

      “Thank you,” Stix said. “I’m ready.”

      “Are you sure?” Maya asked. “Knell gave you an hour.”

      Stix’s lips quirked into a small smile before falling flat once more. “An hour? That’s more than I expected. It’s fine. Tears won’t change anything now.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Maya. It’s fine,” Stix repeated. “Knell, I’m ready to leave when you are. Also, I heard some conversation. Did something happen?”

      “Old acquaintance swung by. She just left. You’ve got good timing. If there’s nothing else, we should be on our way. No sense to tempt fate.”

      Stix nodded. “Let’s collect what we want and get moving, unless you had something else planned.”

      “Nothing. Time is ticking. Cyll, Maya, did you want anything?”

      “There was a sword—”

      A loud crash split the air, and the dungeon shuddered. Knell staggered into Cyll, and the older man steadied him. All their gazes shot toward the exit. Stone shattered above them, and the distant thunder of magic reached their ears.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas is that? A monster?” Stix grabbed the bundle huge bow from her back and clutched it to her chest.

      “Unlikely. Probably the Ruler’s men or the Adventurer’s Guild,” Knell said, striding toward the exit. “Come. We want to meet them before they can get into the dungeon. The tight entrance will favor us better. I did not expect them to catch on this quickly.”

      Cyll grabbed Knell and darted up the stairs, the other two crewmates close on his heels as they wrapped the corner and shot into one of the various clean, polished areas of the dungeon. The sounds of magic grew louder as they approached the exit of the dungeon.

      “Give it up!” a woman yelled from outside. Lillicent dove into the room, closely followed by a streamer of fire. It curled through the entrance of the dungeon, licking across the ceiling and bathing them all in warmth.

      Knell extended his staff and cast Warp on the entrance. Several arrows thudded into the swirling green pool that appeared, their movements slowing to a crawl as they passed through it. They clattered to the ground harmlessly as Lillicent staggered to her feet.

      “Thanks,” she said breathlessly. Blood was splattered across her sword and chest, and it didn’t look to be hers. “We appear to have some unfriendly company.”

      “Convenient timing,” Stix muttered. “You sure she’s safe, Captain?”

      “No,” Knell replied. “But, considering she has their blood on her blade, I doubt this is Lillicent’s doing. How many enemies?”

      “Eleven, now,” Lillicent replied, her eyes narrow. “Looks like only a few of them are Path-users, though. Killed one of their bodyguards when their guard went down. Guildsmen.”

      “Exit the dungeon!” the woman outside called once more. “You are wanted for questioning by the Adventurer’s Guild of Rosewood.”

      “Don’t forget the dispatching of one of your useless men,” Lillicent called. “Why don’t you come down here and get me?”

      She sent a glance toward Knell and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Is that magic going to stop them from getting inside?”

      Knell shook his head. “Just ranged attacks. And it doesn’t stop them, just slows them significantly.”

      “Seems like the same thing.”

      A bolt of lightning slammed into the swirling magic. It shimmered as it passed through, sparkling energy twirling lithely through the strange green soup. Then it leaped forward, passing through the spell and re-accelerating. It slammed into the wall across from them, narrowly missing Lillicent.

      “Never mind,” Lillicent muttered, flicking the blood from her sword.

      “Wonder why it didn’t do that to the arrows,” Cyll said. “Magic keeps its energy, I guess?”

      “Not the time to run theories,” Knell said. He extended his senses, stilling his breath and concentrating. His lips pressed together. “They’ve got a Scion. That means they should know I’m here. Cyll, to the front. Stix, get your weapon ready. Maya…just try not to get killed.”

      Cyll drew his jagged blade and strode toward the exit. He let it drag along the ground behind him, sending up a raucous screech as its metal scraped along the stone floor. “Do I have to do the usual?”

      “You always have to do the usual,” Knell said flatly. “Unless you enjoy washing socks.”

      Cyll grunted. “You never know. Maybe I do. I guess I’ll just wait for them to come gallivanting in.”

      “I’ve got your back,” Stix said, sliding a bolt into her bow and drawing it back with a thud. She ducked into the shadows, hidden from anyone that wasn’t looking carefully. “I doubt the Scion will be ready for this.”

      “Last warning,” the woman called. “We’d prefer to take you alive, but my patience is growing thin. Drop the magic and come out—or die like a dog.”

      “She’s not the brightest tool in the shed, is she?” Cyll asked. “Can you drop the wall thing, Cap? They might be worried about walking through it.”

      “I’d rather be a dog than bend knee to the Guild again,” Lillicent called back, readying her sword. “Come and see if you like the taste of my steel as much as your fellow did.”

      Knell released his grasp on Warp, and the spell faded. As soon as it faded, several men charged into the room. Cyll stood by the entrance, still and unmoving, as the first three rushed in. A man in robes followed them, a staff in his hand raised and a ball of flame roaring above it.

      Their eyes locked on Lillicent, who stood directly in their line of sight. Not a single one of them noticed Cyll until he had already made his move. He lunged, even as more people poured into the room, and drove his blade straight into the robed man’s chest.

      The ball of flame sputtered as the two staggered several steps. Cyll ripped his blade free, spraying blood across the ground as he spun, cutting another man’s arm before the Guildsmen lurched away from him.

      More men poured into the room, and they all collapsed into a defensive position, several raising shields and forming a barrier to protect the others as they piled in. They’d clearly been trained well, as none of them tried to leave the safety of their ring to attack Cyll.

      A woman was the last one to enter the room. Knell’s senses informed him that she was the Scion. A book floated just above her hands, its pages rippling as if it was in a breeze. She glanced down at her fallen man, her eyes narrowing in anger.

      Cyll flicked the blood from his sword. “Damn. I didn’t get the important one.”

      “Patience is a virtue,” Knell said. “Archer next, please. The Scion won’t be so easy to get rid of.”

      “Impudent dog,” the woman snarled. “We appear to have found a whole kennel of strays rather than just two, men. Guards up. The cripple is a Scion.”

      “Third man from the right in the inner circle,” Knell said.

      Stix’s bow whumped. The huge bolt screamed through the air and punched through one of the men’s shields—then traveled through him and continued into the archer behind him. It threw both men into the wall behind them.

      The shieldwall instantly collapsed, growing tighter before Knell’s group could take advantage of the damage Stix had done. Good training indeed—but it wasn’t enough to stop the fear from burgeoning on their faces.

      “By my count, all you’ve done is talk, and I’ve already killed three of your men,” Knell said. “Not a very good record.”

      One of the men snarled and made toward him, but the Scion grabbed his shoulder and yanked him back into place. “Don’t let him taunt you, idiot. Hold the shield line. I’ll deal with the archer.”

      Her book fluttered, settling on a page. She reached into it and drew out a crackling bolt of lightning. She hurled it toward Stix, but the nimble elf dove out of the way, rolling and coming back up unscathed.

      “Not a very effective magic,” Knell drawled. “Cyll, please do something more than stand there looking menacing.”

      “It’s your fault,” Cyll snapped, poking at the shield wall with his sword. A man batted it away and another thrust a longsword at him, forcing Cyll to step back. “How am I supposed to get close to these idiots without getting stabbed?”

      Knell cast Slow on the man closest to Cyll. Cyll grinned and lunged forward. The Guild Scion hurled another bolt of lightning, and Cyll leaped back to avoid getting fried. By the time he got his balance back, Knell’s spell had worn off.

      “Oh, come on. Couldn’t you wait until after I stuck your guy?” Cyll asked.

      “Be silent, dog,” the woman snarled, drawing several bolts of lightning. Knell Slowed her, then stepped behind a rock as the spells rocketed through the sky. Stone cracked and debris pelted him as one of the bolts barely missed him. The others all also failed to find their mark.

      Stix’s huge bow whumped again. A man flew off his feet and slammed into the wall. He struggled to pull himself off the bolt, but a second, smaller one caught him in the neck, and he went limp.

      Cyll charged into the gap before the men could close over it, his massive blade coming down on one of the Guildsmen’s shields. The man laughed as the sword got caught on it. He thrust a sword at Cyll, but Cyll twisted out of the way of the blow.

      The man’s laughter stopped when Cyll snapped his neck. He jumped back, dragging the man’s shield away along with his sword. Cyll glanced down at it, then smashed it onto the ground and shattered the shield, freeing his blade. “Idiot.”

      Knell slowed the Scion again as she went for her magic. She’d positioned herself well to avoid Cyll’s attacks, but that did little to stop Knell. Lillicent, who had her sword ready and raised for a fight, slowly let it lower as shock washed across her face.

      Stix fired again, and another man fell. Once more, Cyll took advantage of the death. He drove his sword clean through a man’s shield and into his chest. One of the other men managed to leave a deep cut along his arm as he pulled back, but the shield wall was falling apart.

      “Unimpressive,” Knell said. “This is all you brought?”

      The Scion glared at him. Knell slowed her again, then smiled. Another one of her men fell. Then another. He easily stepped out of the way of the lightning bolt the woman hurled at him.

      Just a few seconds later, every last man was laying on the ground, dead. The book slipped from the Scion’s fingers, and she took a step back toward the exit, her legs trembling. Knell slowed her—again.

      That was her fifth step toward the exit. She’d been running for the entirety of the last half of the fight, not that it did her much good. Cyll stepped around the woman, moving to block her escape.

      “How’d you know we were here?” Knell asked, leaning on his staff. “Answer quickly. You’ve already wasted just over a minute of my time.”

      “I— We discovered someone had been looking through the archives. It wasn’t hard to determine which books had been touched,” the Scion stammered. She tried to dart around Cyll, but he swept her legs out from under her and threw her to the ground.

      “How many know?” Knell asked. “Why is the Guild doing the Ruler’s work?”

      “We have an agreement. Look, I—I was just doing my job. I’ll tell them nobody was here.”

      Knell approached her, his staff echoing through the empty dungeon as it clacked against the stone. “That’s it? You just saw the records?”

      “W-we also heard a woman was passing through town, asking about the dungeons. It wasn’t hard to connect.”

      Lillicent cleared her throat. Knell ignored her.

      “Why didn’t the Ruler come himself?”

      “He’s too important to do a job like this, but he’d be mad if you killed me! He likes me,” the Scion said, sweat trickling down her brow as she bumped into Cyll’s legs while backing up. “I can help you! I know things about the Ruler. His schedule. I could lure him out!”

      Knell picked a stone up off the ground and fitted it into the skull relic on his shoulder. Its mouth ground, and a bullet fell out into his palm. He fitted it into his flintlock and pulled the hammer back.

      “Wait, please! I don’t deserve—”

      The flintlock barked. The Scion crumpled against Cyll’s legs, blood welling up from the hole in her forehead.

      “Scum,” Knell said, sliding the flintlock back into his belt.
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      “Gods above,” Lillicent said, staring at the seeping wound. “You didn’t even give her last words?”

      “Last words are for those who deserve them,” Knell said, grunting as he lowered himself down beside the woman and stared to search for her Boon. “Why would I waste time listening to hers? She was nothing.”

      
        
        The gods have granted you experience for besting your foe.

        You have defeated an entity more powerful than you. Experience Gained.

      

      

      Knell dismissed the floating letters and drew a dagger from his side. Knell treated her body with no more respect than a hunted animal, taking her apart with ruthless precision. It didn’t take him long to find the boon nestled just beneath her heart. He plucked the tiny green sphere from its bloody nest and wiped it off on the former Scion’s clothes before rising back to his feet.

      “Have I said how glad I am we’re not enemies?” Lillicent asked. “Or how happy I am I told you where my Boon was?”

      Knell tossed the marble to her. Lillicent’s eyes widened, and she snatched it out of the air, nearly tripping in her surprise.

      “Make something useful with your appreciation,” Knell said. “I don’t care if you make it with that Boon or another. Deliver it to me in Apton, when you have enough talent to make it worth my while.”

      Lillicent got her expression under control and nodded, clearly scarcely believing her luck. Her fingers tightened around the Boon, and she slipped it into a pouch. “I will.”

      “And make sure you aren’t followed,” Knell added.

      “I mean, we don’t know for sure they followed me,” Lillicent hedged.

      Knell grunted. “I never said you were followed this time. Just don’t get followed next time. Let’s go. Lillicent, feel free to take anything that’s still here, but I don’t recommend you remain in the area for much longer.”

      “Noted. I’ll just take a quick look, maybe. Now that I’ve got a Boon to work with…” She trailed off, then gave them another appreciative nod before hurrying back into the depths of the dungeon.

      Knell and his crew departed the dungeon and set back off on the road, skirting Rosewood entirely. They passed by Golden River as well, once again electing to avoid entering the city and just making straight for Melwood.

      Several days of travel passed without any major consequence, and they were soon at the walls of Melwood once more. The sun had only just risen a few hours prior, and the city was already awake—or as awake as Melwood got.

      Their first stop was at the docks, where Knell was pleased to see that the Withered Rose still floated, untouched from where they had left it.

      “I have to admit, I half expected the ship to be missing,” Cyll admitted.

      “That would have been quite problematic, especially after all the work we went through to get it,” Knell said. “No point to tempt fate, though. Stix, can you keep watch over the ship? The rest of us need to buy supplies.”

      “That’s fine with me.”

      “Do you need anything?” Maya asked.

      Stix pursed her lips in thought. “Not necessarily for myself, but some basic medical supplies like bandages and alcohol could be worth investing in for everyone other than Cyll. Oh, if you happen to see any unique arrowheads, I’ll take those. Enchanted ones.”

      “Noted,” Knell said. “We won’t be long.”

      Stix broke away while the rest of the crew headed back to the market. It was a simple endeavor to buy the basic supplies, and they’d gotten what they needed within a few minutes. Knell passed Cyll and Maya each a portion of his money, giving Maya twice the amount that he gave Cyll.

      “What’s this for?” Maya asked, studying the bulging pouch of gold.

      “Personal needs. Whatever you want,” Knell replied with a shrug. “No point to gold if we don’t use it.”

      “Why’d she get more than me?” Cyll asked.

      “Because she’s buying something for Stix.”

      “I could have bought something for Stix.”

      “Would it have been socks?”

      Cyll cleared his throat. “Right. I’ll let Maya worry about buying gifts. Waste of time, really. Toodles, Cap. How long we got?”

      “Thirty minutes.”

      “Fantastic. More than enough time.” Cyll stuffed the pouch into his over-tight pants and strode away, whistling to himself.

      “You better spend at least half of that on clothes,” Knell called after him. Cyll flipped him a rude gesture, then ducked into a store and pulled the door shut behind him. Maya wandered off as well, leaving Knell alone in the market.

      He wandered through the thin crowds, scanning the stores and merchants hawking their goods. There wasn’t anything in particular he actually needed, but it never hurt to position oneself in case luck were to strike.

      Knell spent most of his time scanning through apothecary stores in search of rare materials, as they were far more likely to be worth his time than random weapons or other trinkets.

      While he had little luck in that regard, he did replenish his stock of Muting Stones. He’d used his last one back in Fort Fellwater when he’d retrieved Cyll, and there hadn’t been any in the stores he’d checked since.

      He also bought several small vials of acid and a Sparkstone, which was a fancy way to start a fire when someone was too incompetent to use a normal flint and steel. They also made great flammable projectiles when shot at high speeds.

      Satisfied with his finds, he headed back through the market toward the Withered Rose. He paused on his way out, the thundering calls of a huge merchant catching his attention. The man was somehow wider than he was tall, with grease stains covering his once-colorful shirt and striped pants. The merchant sat in an equally massive chair beside a teetering wall of cages, each stuffed with exotic animals and small monsters.

      “Get yer pets here! Exotic creatures from ’round the seas,” the man thundered, punctuating his words with a mighty belch. He wiped his mouth with the back of a sleeve and gave a wide grin to a woman passerby. She accelerated, quickly glancing away.

      Despite his appearance, there were half a dozen people standing around his store, if it could even be called that. An orange cat pawed at its cage, its fur matted and a thin cut running along its forehead. It was scrunched into a ball, barely able to move anything other than its front paws. A twinge of disgust ran through Knell. The cages were far too small for the beasts within them.

      Near the edge of the stack, several bird cages were stacked in a pile. A strong breeze probably could have knocked them all down. A huge black raven leaned against the bars of the cage, either dead or soon to be.

      “Do you make a habit of selling dead birds?” Knell asked.

      The merchant, who had been midway through trying to convince one of the other men to buy the orange cat, turned his attention to Knell and followed the pirate’s gaze down to the bird. The man scowled and opened his mouth, then paused when he spotted Knell. He leaned over to another man and whispered something.

      “Happens sometimes,” the merchant said, his body rippling in what might have been construed as a shrug. “Course I don’t sell the dead ones. They get tossed. That one ain’t dead, though. It’s a nasty little shit. Got me with that once before. It plays dead until you go to check on it. Then—boom. No more fingers.”

      “You appear to have all your fingers.”

      “I got it back,” the man said with a cackle. “You looking to buy, boy? I don’t give discounts to cripples. Full price. They’re worth it.”

      “I’m sure,” Knell said dryly. He tapped the bars of the raven’s cage with the butt of his staff. It twitched but didn’t open its eyes or move. “How much for the bird?”

      “For that fine specimen? Fifty gold.”

      “Fine specimen?” Knell raised an eyebrow. “For a half-dead bird? I’ll give you ten, and not a gold more.”

      “Ten?” the fat merchant reared back and thumped his chest. “Boy, this bird comes from across the Sixteen Seas. It is no mere gull. Offering less than thirty is to spit on my men and their hard work.”

      Knell carefully counted out fifteen gold and set it on the ground in front of him. “Ten gold. Another five for the back injury you’ll give yourself trying to pick them up.”

      The merchant’s face turned red. He opened his mouth, but the man that he’d been talking to before clapped a hand onto his shoulder.

      “Gus. Shut up. I think that’s the crazy bastard from Golden River. Look at the scar on his face. The one with the ship in the harbor that Maria is watching over.”

      The words never made it out of the large merchant’s mouth. His eyes roamed over Knell and his face paled. “Fifteen gold.”

      “Very good,” Knell said, lifting the cage from the ground with his staff. He transferred it to his other hand and limped away without another word.

      It looks like the rumors are finally starting to spread. Fantastic. The real test will be to see if they’ve gone farther than the immediate area.

      Knell scanned the alleys as he walked, and it didn’t take long for him to find what he was looking for. He changed direction, heading toward one with a gaunt man sitting on a crate. The man glanced up at Knell as he approached.

      “What do you—”

      “You’re a pickpocket, yes?” Knell asked.

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “No.”

      “Fantastic. An honest man would be in want of twenty gold, then.”

      The man leaned forward. “So I would be. You need something stolen?”

      “There’s a merchant with dozens of cages similar to this one,” Knell said, raising the birdcage slightly. “Take as many as you can and get the monsters to your friends. Many are clever and may be of use. Give the rest to the Adventurer’s Guild or sailors.”

      “You…want me to rob a bunch of animals, then give them away? You realize that the merchant can barely walk, right? He’s not stopping anyone.”

      “Then I trust this won’t be any issue at all.”

      “Consider your animals robbed,” the man said with a gap-toothed grin. Knell counted twenty gold out of his pouch and handed it to the pickpocket. “Don’t need anything else done, do you, boss?”

      “Just the cages. I’ll be listening. Don’t fail,” Knell said.

      He swept out of the alley and returned to the Withered Rose without any other stops. Stix, who was sitting on the bow, rose to her feet and helped Knell onto the deck. She gave the birdcage a confused glance.

      “What’s that?”

      “A bird.”

      “Right. Couldn’t have figured that one out myself.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have asked,” Knell said with a dry grin. “I’ll be in my cabin.”

      Stix nodded, already more than used to her captain’s strange personality, and returned to the bow while Knell entered his room. He set the birdcage down on his desk and sat down before it with a grunt.

      The cage’s latch had been warped shut to the point where he couldn’t have opened it normally if he wanted to. Knell raised his staff and hooked one of the talons at the bottom through the latch. Bracing it against the table, he gave it a sharp jerk.

      With a loud snap, the latch shattered, and the door squealed open. The bird twitched, but it didn’t move. Knell pulled several strips of jerky out and carefully set them just outside the cage. There was no point forcing the creature any more. If it wanted to eat, it would.

      He closed his eyes and slipped into meditation. It would probably be a few minutes before Cyll and Maya got back, and there was no point wasting good time.
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      Muted conversation from outside the door pulled Knell from his meditation. He let his eyes slip open as a trickle of cool energy washed through his body.

      
        
        You have leveled up!

        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 20

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Devouring Maw

        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.

        Peer into the Black – Open your eyes to the magic that permeates the world and determine how close to death a being is based on the death magic around them.

      

      

      “You wait this long just to give me an ability, and then you give me something that I can do without any magic at all,” Knell muttered dryly. “No matter. It should be mildly amusing if nothing else.”

      He glanced down at the raven’s cage. The massive bird was still sprawled within it, but the strip of jerky he’d placed near the entrance was gone. One of the raven’s eyelids pulled back to reveal a deeply bloodshot eye.

      Man and beast observed each other for an instant. Then the raven clicked its beak and closed its eye once more. Knell grunted, then put another strip of jerky near the cage. He pushed himself to his feet with the aid of his staff and headed out onto the deck.

      Stix slid down the ladder running up the main mast and nodded in greeting as she brushed her hands off. “Was just getting the flags all set up and proper.”

      “Shopping all done?”

      Stix nodded. “Got everything we needed in the way of supplies. But why did you have Maya buy me a top?”

      “A top?”

      “You know, one of the spinning ones,” Stix said, making a twisting motion with two fingers. “The ones kids play with?”

      “Ah,” Knell said, rubbing his forehead. “Maybe I should have let Cyll choose it after all. Enjoy, I suppose.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at the wheel of the ship. Cyll and Maya stood by it, arguing over a map. Knell cleared his throat, and they both looked down at him. Clearing his own throat, Cyll stuffed the map into his back pocket.

      “We’re ready to go when you are, Cap. What are your orders?”

      “Set course for Apton,” Knell replied. “Same as they were before I went into the cabin. I do hope that you weren’t just arguing over the proper way to get to Apton just now.”

      It was Maya’s turn to clear her throat. “Nope. We know how to get there.”

      She and Cyll exchanged a glare.

      “I’m sure,” Knell said dryly. “I really need to find a navigator.”

      “We’ve gotten everywhere we needed to with no problem so far,” Cyll protested. He tapped himself on the chest. “I’m more than enough.”

      “You thought the compass was a physical place on the map.” Maya crossed her arm over her chest.

      “They shouldn’t have stuck it on top of an island. Makes no sense.”

      “Do we know how to get to Apton or not?” Knell asked. “If we don’t, now is the time to tell me. I’ll go into town and get someone that actually knows what they’re doing to give us directions.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Maya said. “The map isn’t that bad. Cyll’s just an idiot.”

      “You say that, but I haven’t seen you able to read any Decedonian documents,” Cyll said.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas is that?”

      “The most commonly written language in the Shattered Sea,” Cyll replied with a smug grin.

      “Not anymore,” Knell said. “If I’m not mistaken, it was nearly completely abandoned after the Shattering. The Decedonian empire no longer exists, and most of the documents associated with it are considered relics.”

      “Doesn’t change the fact that she can’t read it.”

      “You know what fact we can change?” Knell asked, a slight edge to his voice.

      “The one that the ship isn’t moving?” Cyll guessed.

      “Astute. Let’s work on that one, shall we?”

      Cyll gave Knell a thumbs-up and ambled over to the anchor. As he raised it, Stix went around untying the ropes connecting the Withered Rose to Melwood’s docks. A short while later, they were at sea once more.

      The wind was strong that day, and it happened to be in the exact direction they were heading. The sails bloomed with it behind them, and the city of Melwood was soon shrinking at their backs.

      “I’ll be in my cabin for the time being,” Knell said. “Get me when something goes wrong.”

      “When?” Stix asked. “Don’t you mean if?”

      “No.”

      Knell walked back into the cabin and pulled the door shut behind him. The second piece of dried meat he’d left the raven had vanished as well. A small smile slipped across his face, and he lowered himself into his chair.

      Even though he’d just leveled up from meditating, there was always more to consider. It couldn’t hurt to get some extra time in, especially when he had nothing better to do. Knell took a deep breath and steadied himself, then stopped.

      He cocked his head to the side. Something was off. The room didn’t quite feel as empty as it should have. His eyes opened once more. Across from him, standing at attention, was a skeleton wearing ragged green clothes. Faint wisps of energy curled off its body and dissipated into the air.

      “The first mate,” Knell said, shifting in his chair in case he needed to move quickly. “Maud, was it?”

      “I’m honored that you recall my name, Captain.”

      “It wasn’t difficult. I haven’t met many skeletons with their wits still about them. I was under the impression that you lacked the energy to manifest yourself.”

      “The Withered Rose is conserving energy. It is only being used for important purposes,” Maud corrected. “This is one such purpose. If you recall, Captain, you agreed to restore us to our former glory.”

      “So I did,” Knell said. “Though I don’t believe you told me exactly how you wished that to be done. We were a bit preoccupied at the moment.”

      “The Withered Rose has much of what it needs already,” Maud said, inclining his skull. “This ship is an artifact, but we don’t have the power we once did. In Blackfoot’s time, the Withered Rose was a galleon. Now, it is little more than a skipper.”

      “I trust it isn’t physical material you’re looking for, then.”

      “An apt guess. Like most artifacts, the Withered Rose needs magical power. There are many ways to deliver it, but not all are made equal.”

      “Boons, then?” Knell guessed.

      Maud nodded. “Boons are among the easiest. Crystalized parts of the gods have more energy in them than almost anything else, and I can consume them to aid in restoring the Withered Rose. They are not the only option, though. Artifacts and lifeblood will serve just as well, should they be of sufficient strength.”

      Knell grunted. “And what benefits will the Withered Rose receive from this? Boons do not come easily. I am loathe to spend them on anything that isn’t necessary.”

      “If you wish her cannons to ever fire again, then you will need power,” Maud said simply. “It is the same for the crew—and me. Just restoring the crew will take a significant portion of power, but we are apt fighters and stood our own in Blackfoot’s day.”

      “And beyond that?”

      “A return to her former glory, should you truly have the strength to power it,” Maud said, not sounding like he thought much of Knell’s chances in doing that. “The Withered Rose is far older than many things that sail the seas today. Our knowledge is not insignificant. And, beyond that, the Withered Rose herself once lived. Returning life to her planks would make her one of the strongest ships in the Sixteen Seas once more.”

      Knell paused. “Do you have a navigator?”

      “Any true ship has a navigator.”

      Knell cleared his throat. “How much energy do you need, exactly?”

      Maud’s bony skull split apart in a grim mockery of a smile. “Anything you can offer. The Withered Rose is thirsty, Captain. She has not drunk from the river of life in over a century. Anything will go a long way. But, if you wish to begin restoring the ship’s crew, a single small Boon should suffice.”

      Knell didn’t have to think on that offer long. He dug one of the Boons he’d collected over the course of his travels out of his bag and handed it to Maud. The skeletal sailor’s bony hand wrapped around it, and he drew a shuddering breath.

      A ripple of green energy washed over the Withered Rose, rattling the planks as it passed by. The ship creaked, and Maud’s teeth chattered as green mist wound around his legs, pouring into him. The skeleton’s features grew more defined and the mist encircling him drew back, sinking back into the floorboards.

      “Thank you, Captain.” Maud’s voice was firmer and more defined than it had been before. He flexed his hand, studying his bony features, then turned his glowing eyes to Knell. “I am ready to serve. I am no longer at immediate risk of fading away.”

      “The navigator?”

      “You are looking at him,” Maud said with what was likely a wry grin.

      “Clever,” Knell said. “What of the rest of the crew?”

      “We will need more power. Are you willing to offer it up?”

      “Not yet,” Knell replied after a moment of consideration. “I don’t want to overcommit to anything right now. You will suffice. Now, when you mentioned knowledge of things long forgotten, just how detailed is that information?”

      Maud shrugged. “It is hazy to me. I am not as you are any longer. I share a mind with the rest of the Withered Rose’s crew. If you have questions, ask. It is possible that we will know something. If we remember, I will answer. If not, you may need to restore more of us, or we may simply not know at all.”

      “That’s not a very good selling point.”

      “But you will bite nonetheless,” Maud said. This time, Knell was certain the skeleton was grinning at him. “You are kin of spirit with Blackfoot. I see it in your eyes. You hunger for knowledge, Captain. We will serve to the best of our abilities, so long as you give us the power to.”

      We’ll see about that. I’ll be keeping a very close eye on you and the Withered Rose. You’ve already proven that you can tell half-truths and redirect information, and I have no desire to find out that Blackfoot is somehow still wandering around and wants his ship back.

      “Very well. Your services are needed at the wheel, then. My crew appears to be struggling with deciphering a map.”

      “Of course, Captain. Ever at your command,” Maud said, giving Knell a sharp salute.

      “Just like you were for Blackfoot? That loyalty doesn’t seem to have lasted.”

      Maud’s teeth clacked in laughter. “No mortal man can hold loyalty after death, Captain.”

      “No mortal man indeed,” Knell said softly. “Go on, then. Preferably before we run aground.”

      Maud saluted again and ambled out of the cabin. Knell watched him go, then turned his gaze down the raven. Its eyes were open, and it was looking straight at him. An unspoken agreement passed between the two, even though neither spoke the same language.

      That skeleton does not have our best interests at heart.
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      Best interests or not, Maud knew how to navigate. After nearly scaring the soul out of Stix and Maya upon exiting the cabin, the skeleton strode straight over to Cyll. Within minutes, both he and Maya were scratching their heads in embarrassment as Maud redirected the Withered Rose.

      Knell glanced over the map himself, but he was no navigator. It certainly looked as if they were headed in the right direction now, and there was no reason for Maud to betray them yet. He returned to his quarters, satisfied that they wouldn’t lose any more time on mistaken trips.

      The next several days passed without disturbance. Knell mostly remained within his cabin and meditated. His crew busied themselves by training. Maya was getting better at fighting with a missing arm, but she was still a far cry from where she’d once been.

      As time went on, the feathers on the raven that Knell had saved started to regain some of their luster. The large bird started to move around, though it mostly stuck to the area around its cage. It continued to watch Knell with a wary eye, though the steady supply of jerky that Knell fed it seemed to placate it.

      At one point, Maya tried to enter the cabin to ask Knell a question. The raven flew at her, screeching in fury and batting at her head with its large wings. To Knell’s great amusement, she’d thrown herself back as if a demon was nipping at her heels.

      The raven had quite enjoyed that, as it spent the rest of the day strutting around like it had just felled a great foe. Cyll had enjoyed it even more and had taken to making bird noises at her when the fancy struck.

      Several days into the second week of travel, the raven pecked at the door of the cabin. Knell’s eyes cracked open, and he rose from his seated position, limping over and opening the door for the bird.

      It had proven itself smarter than Knell had expected. He suspected that it had been trained at some point before, because it pecked on the door whenever it needed to void its bowels. But, today, instead of fluttering over to the edge of the ship, the raven just looked up at Knell.

      “What?”

      It clacked its beak. Knell stepped outside, raising a hand to block the bright sunlight as it beat down overhead. The raven fluttered up to his shoulder and alighted upon his shoulder piece. Knell dug through his pockets and offered it a strip of jerky, but the raven turned its head away.

      “I’m telling you that thing has anger issues,” Maya said, finishing a blade form. She lowered her sword and leaned against one of the masts as she caught her breath. “I’ve seen it glaring at me every time I pass the cabin window.”

      The raven clacked in her direction, and Maya grimaced. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think it could understand me.”

      “It very well might be able to,” Knell said. “Ravens are clever birds.”

      “That’s the last thing we need. An intelligent bird with a vendetta.”

      “What makes you think it’s got a vendetta against you?” Knell asked. He scratched the back of the raven’s head with a curled finger, and it cooed. “Perhaps your face just irritates it.”

      Cyll cackled. He swung over the railing above the cabin and landed on the deck beside Knell with a thud. Straightening to his full height, he offered the raven a small piece of jerky. It squinted at him, then pecked the piece from his fingers—taking a small chunk of Cyll’s flesh with it. He didn’t even flinch, and the wound was sealed over before any of them could even blink.

      “Aw. It likes me,” Cyll said. “See?”

      “That is not the word I would use.” Maya sheathed her sword and walked over to join them, though she positioned herself on Knell’s left to keep him between her and the raven. “Have you even given it a name?”

      “A name? No.”

      “Why not? If you’re going to keep it, we can’t just keep calling it a bird.”

      “She’s got a point,” Cyll said, rubbing his chin. “How about Frederick?”

      The raven turned a baleful eye on Cyll.

      “I don’t think it’s a Frederick,” Kell said.

      “Hatred?” Maya offered.

      “Too on the nose. How about John?” Knell offered. The raven squinted at Knell. He grimaced. “Okay. Not John.”

      “What about Coal?” Stix called down from the crow’s nest. “It kind of looks like a lump of one from up here.”

      The raven inclined its head. They all stared at it. And, thus, the raven became known as Coal. It never did identify exactly what had made it want to go outside and made Knell open the door just an hour later after he had returned to his room to meditate.

      Knell tried convincing Coal to stay outside on the deck so he could meditate in peace, but the bird would have none of it. The moment he shut the door without letting him in, Coal’s beak thudded against the wood like miniature cannon fire until Knell opened it once more.

      In that manner, the next several days of sailing passed. Stix spotted land in the distance in the early morning and called out to the rest of the crew. They all walked out onto the deck to watch as they approached a large beach running along a huge landmass.

      Massive gray boulders jutted out behind the beach like a spear into the heavens, casting a shadow over the water and sand beneath. Cyll let out a slow whistle as they grew closer.

      “Pretty place. Where’s Apton?”

      “On the other side of Peak Beach,” Maud replied from the wheel. “We shall arrive within the hour. Captain, do you suspect we will find opposition at the docks? We are not currently prepared for a sea confrontation.”

      “It’s always a possibility,” Knell replied, walking up to the bow of the Withered Rose. “But I wouldn’t expect it. Apton isn’t a guild town, and the only seafaring enemies we have are the pirates of Blackfoot Bay. They shouldn’t be anywhere near us.”

      “Understood,” Maud said. “I suggest you upgrade the Withered Rose’s capabilities soon so that we do not have to fear a naval battle. Five Boons the size of the first one you fed me should suffice.”

      “Noted,” Knell said. “Should I stumble into five Boons and have nothing better to do with them, then they shall be yours.”

      “What’s our goal when we dock?” Stix asked. “Find the thing for Maya?”

      “Information,” Knell replied. “Joseph said there was a possibility of a Path Change Stone being here, but it can’t be common knowledge or someone would have taken it already. That probably means its sitting somewhere in a dungeon. I don’t think it needs to be said, but nobody is to say what our purpose here is. If questioned, we are simply passing through and restocking.”

      “The stone could be in some rich bastard’s house,” Cyll said. “Maybe it’ll be a nice, simple smash and grab.”

      Coal’s beak clacked.

      “I don’t think Coal likes rich people,” Cyll said. “Who’s our little revolutionary? You are!”

      “Do not patronize my bird, Cyll. We don’t need you to feed him any more fingers. He’s going to need to go on a diet at this rate.”

      Cyll harrumphed and crossed his arms. “Yeah, yeah. They’re perfectly nutritious.”

      The Withered Rose passed by the jutting stone outcropping and turned around the point of the beach. Moss-covered walls rose up along the shore before them as Apton finally came into view.

      Apton was built alongside a sheer cliff, and a large portion of the city was held up by sturdy wood and metal stilts that sunk into the choppy ocean below. The docks of the city were full of ships, most of them far larger than the Withered Rose.

      A multitude of flags fluttered from the dock and ships, ranging from the skull and crossbones to colorful merchant livery. Three square stone guard towers rose above Apton and overlooked the dock, a powerful ballista mounted atop each one.

      The Withered Rose sailed into port, lowering their sails as they grew closer. Maud remained at the helm as the drifted up to the docks while Cyll and Stix roped the ship into place. A lone guardsman approached the ship as the crew got it settled in.

      A sea-tarnished helm sat atop his head, and he carried a spear in a lazy grip by his side. Judging by his bulging gut and unkempt armor, Knell suspected that Apton hadn’t seen much in the way of a serious threat in quite some time.

      The man’s eyes roamed over the glowing green planks of the Withered Rose, and a flicker of unease passed over his features. He drew to a stop on the other side of the dock. Knell raised his staff slightly in greeting, and the man’s face turned paler.

      “What brings you to Apton? We’re part of the Shattered Sea Maritime Organization, so it would be best to avoid starting any trouble while you’re on our shores.”

      “We have no plans of starting trouble. Despite my appearance, we are simply passing through,” Knell said. “We’re pirates, not savages.”

      The guardsman relaxed and let out a chuckle. “Ah. Right. Little intimidating you are. There’s a docking fee, mind you. Payable if your crew sets foot on Apton’s soil.”

      “How much?” Cyll asked, ambling up to join Knell.

      “One silver a day. We’ll ensure your ship is watched over and untouched,” the guard said, straightening his back and puffing his chest out. The motion only made him look even more out of place.

      “My ship is more than capable of defending itself,” Knell said. “But your added watch will be greatly appreciated. Where is the fee payable to?”

      “The dockmaster,” the guard said, indicating an old two-story building. It was nearly completely covered in fuzzy moss, and vines hung from its roof like earthy hair. “You can just slide it into the payment slot in the door. I’ll mark it off that you’ve paid.”

      “Thank you,” Knell said. “Is there a place we should head to if we’d like to learn of interesting happenings in the area?”

      “We don’t have an adventurer’s guild, if that’s what you’re asking,” the guard said. “Closest thing we got is Beeb’s Inn. It’s the big wooden building in the town square. You can’t miss it.”

      “Much appreciated. We’ll be off, then.”

      Cyll hopped over the side of the boat and helped Knell onto the dock. The rest of the crew followed after them, and the guard took a few steps back. He let out an audible sigh once they’d passed him by.

      “They don’t seem very ready for much trouble,” Cyll observed in a low tone as they approached the Dockmaster’s building. Knell nodded thoughtfully as he slid a silver coin into the pay slot.

      “It would be wise to figure out who else is part of this organization they’re a part of,” Knell said. “Hopefully, we can find some more information at the inn.”

      “And some food,” Stix added. “I’ve had it with dried meats. I want something fresh.”

      Coal cawed in agreement.
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      Once they got into the city, not a single person paid them any mind. The streets were crawling with men and women, most of whom bore some sort of weapon at their side. Despite the rather rundown appearance of the town, the energy within it was vibrant and confident. Children wandered around the streets, only supervised out of the corner of a parent’s eye. Evidently, they weren’t very worried about trouble.

      Knell couldn’t place exactly where they were, but he could also feel that there were Scions in the area. The people of Apton didn’t seem like the type to wait around for a Scion to save them, though.

      “Is this a fortress or a city?” Cyll asked in a conversational tone, keeping his voice just low enough to avoid projecting. “I swear we’ve watched at least half a dozen people two times Stix’s strength walk past us.”

      “Why are you using me as a baseline?” Stix asked, squinting at Cyll.

      “Because the rest of our party is two cripples and a withered old man,” Cyll replied with a wry smile. “Or perhaps it was because it isn’t exactly simple to measure my strength.”

      “Okay, fair point,” Stix admitted. A little boy darted in front of them, and Knell shifted his staff, rapping the child on the chest right before he stumbled straight into the path of a towering warrior.

      The man strode past them, completely unaware that he’d nearly squished someone. Before any of them could even say anything, the kid was scampering back across the street, laughing the whole way.

      “It’s almost unsettling. I can’t remember the last time I’ve been somewhere so…at ease,” Knell said, curling the corner of his lips. “I can’t say if I like it.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure we’ll bugger that all up pretty soon,” Stix said. They all looked at her, and she gave an exaggerated shrug. “What? Don’t tell me it isn’t true.”

      “I am now going to make it a point to avoid buggering Apton,” Knell said. He paused for a moment. “Well, provided circumstances allow it. I won’t make any promises. Those never end well.”

      “Now you’re basically just asking for something to go wrong,” Maya said. The crew reached the town square. The inn rose up over it, a large sign depicting a faded cauldron propped up above it by half a dozen metal poles.

      It was early in the day, so the inn was largely empty when they entered. Aside from a few drunk men and women sitting in the back corners, hunched over the wooden tables and nursing their drinks, the only person there was a stocky man with a bushy moustache and beard. He sat at one of the tables near the front door, idly staring off through the window. He gave them a small nod as they approached.

      “Food or a room?”

      “Both, provided you’re the barkeep.”

      “I am,” he said with a grunt. “Furgus at your service.”

      Furgus rose to his feet, forcing Knell to crane his head back. The man wasn’t just tall. He was towering. Knell hadn’t realized the man’s height when he was hunched over the table, but he was even taller than Cyll.

      The massive barkeep ambled over to the counter and leaned over it, pulling out a bottle and four tankards. He returned to the table, tossing the tankards down and filling them with a flourish. “What brings you to Apton?”

      Cyll picked up one of the mugs and sipped at it. His nose scrunched. “Apple cider?”

      “Half of you look like you’d collapse with the smallest sip of anything hard, and this is on the house. Want something better, pay for it.”

      Knell raised his eyebrows. He picked up one of the mugs and took a small sip from it.

      Quite pleasant, actually. Especially if it doesn’t impair my thinking.

      “Ignore my crewmate’s rudeness,” Knell said. “He has the manners of a savage.”

      “Doesn’t bother me, so long as you’re actually buying a room.” Furgus gave Knell a shrug and sat back down, leaning back in his chair. It creaked, threatening to shatter under his weight at any moment but miraculously managing to stay in one piece for the time being. “I’ve dealt with worse than pirates.”

      “How much for a room?” Stix asked. “Two, actually.”

      “We’re busier than normal. You care much about quality? If not, I can get two for four silvers. Otherwise, I’ll be needing six. Per day, mind you.”

      Knell handed him a golden coin. “Just for today. Include food.”

      Furgus grinned and took the coin. “I knew I liked you lot. You didn’t answer my question, though. What brings you to Apton?”

      “Travel, mostly. Treasure seeking. Typical pirate behavior.” Knell sat down across from Furgus, and the rest of his crew followed his lead. “You said you’re busier than normal. Why?”

      Furgus jerked his chin toward a thick wooden board hanging from the far wall. It was covered with papers pinned in place with everything from daggers to forks. Many of the papers depicted drawings of monsters or just had simple writing that was too small to read from where Knell sat. However, a few of the papers had fairly detailed drawings of people.

      “Hunts?” Knell guessed.

      “Those are always here,” Furgus replied. “Apton is right on the border of the Wildlands. We get a whole lot of people swinging through here looking to make some good coin killing a powerful monster, forget that it chewed up the last four teams that came for it. Also a few good dungeons in the area. There’s a lot of coin to be made if you know your way about a fight in Apton.”

      “And none of that has anything to do with why you’re busier than normal.”

      “Right-o,” Furgus said with a snort. He pulled several furled papers from his pocket and slapped them onto the table. “These here are the reason. Adventurer’s Guild released their new bounties for the most wanted men and women in the Shattered Sea, and a few of them have been sighted near Apton.”

      Knell pulled the papers over to himself and fanned them out on the table. Each of them had a detailed black-and-white drawing on it, with a bounty listed below. Just below the bounty, it read Wanted Dead. He paused, his eyebrows raising as he saw the prices the Adventurer’s Guild was paying.

      “Twenty thousand gold?” Cyll asked, choking on his cider. “What in the Sixteen Seas did that bloke do? Kick the Guild’s dog?”

      Furgus followed Cyll’s gaze to the paper. It depicted a bald man with a massive grin plastered across his face. It stretched almost too far, making it more than a little uncomfortable to look at. If a baby had been scaled up into a man without aging in the slightest, this was probably what it would have looked like.

      “Thomas the Forgiving doesn’t exactly sound like a very dangerous man,” Stix said. “Why does his bounty paper only say he’s wanted dead? Aren’t these normally dead or alive?”

      Furgus shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I don’t know anything about the bloke, but they wouldn’t stick a bounty that big on just anyone. I’ll be steering nice and clear of any of the people on these papers. That’s what half the people are here for, though.”

      “Thomas is supposed to be in the area?”

      “Not him. The creepy woman.” Furgus tapped on one of the other papers. It depicted a woman, probably around Knell’s age, with a thick head of hair that fell around her face like stringy seaweed. It covered one of her eyes, but the artist had done a very good job at making the other one seep hatred.

      Her bounty was just a little lower than Thomas’ at fifteen thousand gold. Like Thomas, her paper listed her only wanted dead.

      “Nyra. She doesn’t get a cool nickname?” Cyll asked. “Lame. Do they take requests for these bounties? I feel like I could glare way harder than this kid could. If that’s all it takes, I should be swimming in gold.”

      “That’s what you and everyone else passing through seems to think,” Furgus said. “Hence, lots of people passing through. Everyone wants what they think is an easy bounty.”

      Knell cocked his head to the side as he studied the barkeep. “The Adventurer’s Guild wouldn’t give a random woman a bounty that large for no reason. How was it known that she passed through town? Does the rumor have any grounding?”

      “Sure does. Saw her myself,” Furgus replied. He shuddered. “Damn near scared me to death. She showed up to my inn in the middle of the night. I thought a demon had come for me. Didn’t realize she was worth anything at the time, though. Just fed her and she went on her way.”

      “How long ago?” Knell asked.

      “Three days, mayhaps. You don’t strike me as a bounty hunter, though.”

      “I’m not,” Knell said. “But I do prefer to avoid massive fights that I have no stake in, and anyone that manages to actually get their hands on her is probably going to start a huge brawl between the rest of the bounty hunters.”

      “Wise man,” Furgus said, taking a long swig from his own drink. Judging by the acrid smell of the frothing liquid within it, it was most certainly not just cider. “Don’t let me stress you lot too much. Apton may not have an Adventurer’s Guild, but we’ve got a militia and more than a few powerful Path users to defend us. The city is fairly peaceful, and we don’t tolerate troublemakers.”

      “Good to know,” Knell said. “Perhaps we’ll have a look at some of those other bounties later. Do you mind if I keep these papers, just so I know who to avoid? I’ve got no interest in doing anything with the Adventurer’s Guild if I can avoid it.”

      “Help yourself,” Furgus said. Knell folded the papers up and slid them into his pocket. Stix and Maya both sent him a desperate look, and he chuckled. “How about that food? I think my crew is going to mutiny if we don’t eat soon.”

      Furgus drained the rest of his drink and rose to his feet, wiping his mouth with the back of a sleeve. “Right. Relax for a span. I’ll have it out shortly. Welcome to Apton.”
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      Thomas’ forehead creased in concentration as he carefully stacked the small spheres. The miniature pyramid he’d formed on the wet ground before him slipped apart, sending the orbs skittering across the ground. He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly as he lowered his head to the ground, pressing his forehead to the stone before rising once more.

      He rose to his feet, moving with steady, deliberate motions as he went about collecting all of the spheres. Thomas brought them all back to his spot and sat back down.

      “This is a good exercise,” Thomas explained to his rapt audience. “This is life. Many moving parts, and none of them want to work with one another. Life is a struggle, my dedicated students. It is difficult. We must endure. The world would seek to change us. It would say, perhaps we must build a cube, or a simple circle on the ground. But that is the wish of the world. It is not mine. It is not yours. We must be ourselves. And so, I ask you, how can we do this if we cannot change ourselves?”

      Thomas paused for several moments. Nobody spoke. He smiled.

      “It is okay to be wrong, my students. Life is error. We cannot survive without mistakes.” One by one, Thomas stacked the spheres back into the pyramid. This time, somehow, the pyramid stayed in a single piece. There was nothing apparent that would have let it remain standing. All of the orbs should have rolled apart, but stand it did. However, the pyramid was incomplete. There was a single missing orb at the very top.

      “We must change others to achieve our goals. The world will not conform to our wills, so we must force it to bend. Do you understand, my student?”

      Thomas raised his head, looking up to the bound man hanging from the ceiling of the cavern. A thick cloth was wrapped several times around his mouth to muffle his screams, and his eyes were wide in terror. He jerked, swinging from the ropes as Thomas rose and clasped his face gently with his massive hands.

      “You, my student, are the world,” Thomas said. “Go unto the abyss enlightened, and know that you served a greater purpose. Be at peace.”

      He squeezed his hands together. Blood splattered across the cavern, covering Thomas’s face and clothes as he let the man’s body swing back. He reached into it, pushing through muscle and organs, and pulled out a small golden orb. A massive grin stretched across his face, and he knelt, setting it down on the pyramid. It fit perfectly.

      “To err is to live,” Thomas said, rising back to his feet and turning to the swinging corpse. He lowered his head in a bow. “You have made your last mistake, my student. May your journey be peaceful. The gift you have given me will be used to teach many, many more students. Rejoice.”

      Thomas raised a hand, and the Boons flew into the air, spiraling into a pouch at his side. He tied it shut and strode out of the blood-splattered cave. His sandals splashed through the red puddles, long since soaked a deep, ruddy brown. There were far too many students waiting for his tutelage to sit around spending his time on a failed pupil.
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      The meal wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t noteworthy either. Furgus delivered two keys to them midway through the meal. Once they’d finished eating, Knell caught Furgus’ attention as they prepared to head back out into Apton.

      “We’re going to wander around town a bit,” Knell said, stopping beside Furgus at the counter. “Does there happen to be an Artificer in the area?”

      “Course there is. He isn’t cheap, though. His store is called the Singing Anvil. It’s pretty close to the front of the market. You can’t miss it; the walls are all white and shiny. Pretty place.”

      “Fantastic,” Knell said. “We’ll be seeing you. Thanks again for the bounty papers. They’ll make some good decoration for my walls.”

      Furgus let out a deep laugh. “Now that’s an idea. Could draw a few moustaches here and there, and boom. Decoration. I like that. See you all tonight. I’ll have a bath ready for the lot of you.”

      They all bid him farewell and headed back out into the town. Once they’d put some distance between themselves and the inn, Cyll slowed down and leaned over to Knell.

      “So we’re going after those bounties, right? That’s a lot of gold.”

      “What? No. Why would we waste time doing something like that?”

      “Money. Money is nice,” Maya said. “Cyll is right for once. That much gold is nothing to scoff at. Even without me being very useful, couldn’t the three of you handle one person? Think of what we could get for that much coin.”

      “Nothing that I care about,” Knell replied, pausing to glance at some crooked wooden signs before turning onto a populated street. “Most of the tools we need cannot be bought with gold. Have you ever seen someone selling a Boon for gold?”

      “Well, no,” Maya admitted. “But…fifteen thousand gold. You could buy a second ship.”

      “Why do I need to buy another ship? If I wanted one, I would simply take it.”

      “We are pirates, after all,” Cyll pointed out, stretching his hands above his head and yawning. “The cap’s got a point. We could just steal the gold from whoever gets the kill.”

      “The gold isn’t worth it,” Knell said.

      They all looked at him in surprise.

      “What do you mean?” Stix asked. “I get not needing all that money, but it’s still useful, even if it isn’t necessary. We could get better weapons and armor, ammunition for the Withered Rose, mercenaries, on and on. That could be useful for the cause, don’t you think?”

      “You misunderstand,” Knell said. “Of course the money is useful. Nobody would say no to free money. The problem here is that the Adventurer’s Guild are the ones that put the bounty out. That means having these people dead is worth more to them than the coin is. Any enemy of the Adventurer’s Guild is aiding us in splitting their forces and attention.”

      Stix and Maya fell silent for a few moments.

      “I didn’t think about that,” Stix muttered. “Damn. It seems kind of obvious now. Actually, since gold is put into dungeons by the gods, doesn’t that mean that it’s borderline worthless to the very top members of the Adventurer’s Guild?”

      “Correct,” Knell said, giving her a small nod of approval. “That isn’t to say that we are allied with the other bountied people. The enemy of our enemy is not necessarily our ally. They are simply also causing the Guild problems. It is very possible that we may come into conflict with them. If that happens, then we will kill them.”

      Stix nodded, but Maya frowned.

      “Wait, you said also. I kind of remember the drunkards talking about that. Was it the Guild that put it on you?”

      “No. I believe it was some Scion. I never caught their name,” Knell replied. “It’s of no interest to me. The bounty will come as the rumors continue to build. I would not be surprised if it came in shortly.”

      Maya glanced around the street at the passersby. The group was nearing the market, and everybody around them was caught up in their own thoughts. Nobody was paying them any more attention than normal.

      “Shouldn’t we be on our guard or something, then? What if someone recognizes us and tries to attack?”

      Coal clacked his beak, and Knell chuckled. “I am always on my guard. If you are not, I would suggest starting.”

      “I think I preferred it when the only people that knew of my crew were other pirates,” Maya grumbled, sending another glance over her shoulder.

      The road turned to the side, opening up into a large, busy square full of merchants and shoppers. Wooden signs pointing in every direction were set up along the roads, each advertising a shop of some sort.

      Furgus had been correct. Knell’s eyes immediately caught on a fine marble building just off to the left of the road. A large pillar of smoke rose up from its chimney, and the cherry glow of the forge lit it from within.

      “Bit fancy for a smith,” Cyll observed as they walked over to it.

      “Artificer,” Knell corrected. “And a very successful one, if looks are anything to judge by.”

      The door was made of the same material as the rest of the building, but it was trimmed with glowing red metal. It swung open smoothly as Knell pushed on it, moving as if it had been waiting to open its entire life.

      A wave of warmth washed over them as Knell led the crew inside and the door swung shut behind them. Several smooths benches waited, empty, along the back wall. The rest of the shop was surprisingly bare, bereft of the typical weaponry that usually hung from the walls of weaponry and equipment stores.

      There was a small counter across from them. Behind it was an open archway that led into a forge, where shadows danced across the ground in the light cast by the flame. Rhythmic clangs rang out after every few seconds, accompanied by a deep, baritone hum.

      “Just a moment,” the man called. “Feel free to take a seat if you’d like.”

      The clangs continued for another few seconds before a loud thud rang out and a man strode out of the back room, small embers still smoldering on his leather apron. He was short and stocky, with bulging muscles formed only through years of hard work. A bushy gray beard framed his sharp face, and he plucked a pair of dainty glasses from beneath the counter, fitting them over his nose and peering at Knell.

      “Looks like someone got too close to the forge as a kid,” he said, nodding to Knell in greeting.

      Stix’s eyes widened at the rude comment, but Knell just laughed.

      “So I did. Fire had a bit too much allure. I think it gives me a rather rugged appearance.”

      “More like a crisp one, pirate. You remind me of my grandpappy.”

      He paused for a moment, then looked at Maya when nobody responded. “Ask me why.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we cremated him,” the man said, letting out a bark of laughter. He extended a hand. “Name’s Owen. What brings you lot to the Singing Anvil?”

      “Certainly not your comedic talent,” Knell replied, taking it. “I hope your talent in Artificing far eclipses your humor.”

      Owen’s grin grew wider. “Sharp tongue, boy. Not as sharp as the ridges on your toasted face, but perhaps there’s enough there to respect. What do you need forged? I’ll warn you, my services aren’t cheap. I take pride in my work.”

      Knell reached into his side pouch and pulled out the two Boons he’d taken from the Visions at Golden River. Owen’s eyes widened as Knell set them down on the counter between them like loose change.

      When Knell reached back into his pouch and carefully removed the slime’s core with the golden band wrapped around it using a handkerchief, Owen’s eyes became nearly as large as saucers. He glanced back at the pouch, as if Knell would continue producing artifacts from within it.

      “That’s it, I’m afraid,” Knell said.

      Owen cleared his throat. “You’re speaking my language, boy. You got people after you?”

      “Is that relevant?”

      “Damn straight it is. I need to know how much time I’ve got to work with,” Owen said, crossing his arms. “I told you. I take pride in my work. I won’t be rushing out an artifact.”

      “We have nobody chasing us that would pose enough threat for us to have to flee.”

      Owen’s lips split apart in a toothy grin. “Very good. Let’s start with the Boons, then. What do you need from them?”

      “That depends on what you’re capable of doing,” Knell replied. “I don’t suppose you can make armor indestructible?”

      “I could make it hard to break. Really hard. But…indestructible? Not with two Boons.”

      “Improve the weapons of my crew, then,” Knell said. “Can you do swords and bows?”

      “Swords, easily. Bows…depends on the bow. They’re more finnicky, and I much prefer working with metal or hard materials,” Owen said, chewing his lower lip and tapping a finger on the counter. “Wood doesn’t hold a Boon very well, but I can enforce it with other materials to help. How big is the bow?”

      Knell gestured to Stix, who removed the large crossbow from her back and pulled the protective tarp off, unfolding it with several loud clicks. Owen grunted in approval.

      “Best bow I’ve ever seen. Nice and sturdy. Like me. Yeah, I could do something with that, and I’ll be a knob if I can’t forge a sword. That’s my most common request, even with Boons being as rare as they are. The bow looks dead, though.”

      “Dead?” Stix asked. “What do you mean?”

      “There ain’t no emotion in that thing,” Owen replied. “Take a sword. When you kill a man, you soak it in lifeblood. When you train, you sweat with it. A sword is part of you. That has an effect, even if you don’t see it. Gives them personalities, and Boons can bring those out. But a bow—bows don’t kill people. Arrows kill people. Bolts kill people. The bow just chucks ’em.”

      “So it’s harder to enchant a bow?” Stix asked. “I still practice with my bow, you know.”

      “Not harder, exactly,” Owen said, rubbing his chin. “More like it’s harder to get a good bow. The practice is different. I can’t explain it to someone who isn’t an Artificer. Just pretend swords like taking to Boons, while bows need more to get that spark lit. Using a powerful material with some existing feeling behind it could help, if you’ve got anything like that.”

      Stix frowned. “I don’t. Not that I’m willing to give up, at least.”

      “For the right price, I could find something,” Owen offered. “It won’t be cheap, though. Five hundred gold.”

      Knell shook his head. “We have two swords to upgrade right now. If I understand you correctly, then allowing the bow to build a personality by having her use it more will result in a better weapon when it receives a Boon, correct?”

      Owen nodded. “Correct.”

      “Then we’ll do the swords.”

      Maya blinked. “But…we’re already here for—”

      “It isn’t a competition. We require all the strength we can get,” Knell said. “Stix will receive her Boon when it is most optimal for her. It’s better to spend the Boons where they are actually useful.”

      “No complaints here,” Cyll said, tapping the huge, jagged sword slung over his shoulder. “I like pointy things, especially when they kill stuff faster.”

      “Two swords it is,” Owen said, rubbing his calloused hands together. He shifted his gaze to the slime’s core. “Now, about that artifact.”

      “You’re certain its an artifact? We wanted it identified.”

      “That’s an artifact, all right. Practically glowing to me.” Owen’s eyes flickered with hunger. “I’ll buy it off you.”

      “Not interested until we know what it does,” Knell said. “How much to determine what it does?”

      Owen sighed. “Bastard. For three things, I’ll say one thousand gold.”

      Knell snorted. “No. You’re getting to use two Boons. That should give you a significant boost of experience that you wouldn’t normally be able to get. A thousand gold is ludicrous.”

      “I’m the best Artificer on this side of the island,” Owen said, crossing his arms over his burly chest. “My services aren’t cheap, boy.”

      “I’ll get you a third Boon,” Knell said. “You can decide what to do with it. But, if I do, you’ll also have to do one more job for me, free of charge.”

      Owen’s eyebrows rose. “You think you’re getting your hands on two more Boons?”

      “My word on it.”

      “Hm. Perhaps. What if you just take my work and run off with it, though? I have no reason to trust your word, no matter how good you may say it is.”

      “You can just do one of the swords to start with,” Knell said. “Keep the other Boon for yourself. You’ll do the second sword and my next task whenever I return with the other Boons, no questions asked.”

      Owen smiled and extended his hand. “A done deal.”

      “One that includes identifying the artifact,” Knell said. He waited for Owen to nod before reaching out and taking the Artificer’s hand.

      “Looking forward to our partnership,” Owen said, letting go and wiggling his fingers in excitement. “Let’s get to it then, boy.”
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      Owen took Cyll’s sword and headed into the back of the Singing Anvil. Thirty minutes later, he re-emerged dragging it along the ground behind him on a large leather strip. His face was covered in sweat and his arms trembled with exertion as he stepped around the counter and let the end of the leather flop to the ground.

      “That,” Owen said, bending over and bracing his hands against his knees, “is one bastard of a sword.”

      “It’s done?” Cyll asked, peering down at the jagged blade. Knell couldn’t see any obvious changes to it aside from where the Boon had been implanted in the center of its hilt, a glimmering eye of green amid a sea of red scales and jagged white bone.

      “It’s done with me, that’s fer certain,” Owen grumbled. He straightened up and nodded down at the blade. “Pick the damn thing up, man. I didn’t nearly blow my back out for you to sit there looking pretty.”

      “Hear that? He thinks I’m pretty.” Cyll reached down and wrapped his fingers around the hilt of his sword. He lifted it into the air as if it were as light as a feather, extending his arm fully as he stood back up and angled it to let the light of the forge bounce off the scales. “It’s lighter. A lot lighter.”

      “Not for all of us, if my suspicions are correct,” Knell said. “Owen could barely move it.”

      “Damn thing got a personality, all right,” Owen said. “It’s heavier than a block of Starsteel for me. I don’t think it likes me much. It must really like you, though.”

      “Damn straight it does,” Cyll agreed. “What can it do?”

      “I have absolutely no idea. Sword has its own personality,” Owen replied. “Probably more of whatever it’s been doing thus far, but better.”

      “I don’t suppose you’ve got someone lying around for me to test this on?”

      “I’m gonna pretend you meant something,” Owen said, narrowing his eyes. “And the answer is no. I’m an Artificer and a smith, not a weapons store. Go take up a Hunt and kill something that needs killing.”

      Cyll grunted. He swung the blade over his shoulder and strapped it onto his back. He shifted his weight around, then nodded.

      “Even if it’s just lighter, this is fantastic. I bet even Maya could use something like this.”

      Cyll stumbled backward as an invisible force yanked him down, nearly making him trip over his own feet. He caught himself on the wall, then sent a sharp glance at Owen.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas was that, man?”

      “Personality,” Owen replied with a wry grin. “I don’t think your sword is a fan of you offering it up to other people.”

      “You gave me a monogamous sword?” Cyll asked. Owen shrugged in response, and Cyll stroked his beard. “Interesting. Could be fun. Don’t worry, Lassie. I ain’t giving you to anyone else unless it’s straight through their gut.”

      “You named your sword Lassie?” Stix sent Cyll a baffled glance. “That’s not exactly going to strike fear into the hearts of your enemies.”

      “Don’t need a name to do that. I’m more than enough,” Cyll replied. “Thanks for the smash-up job, Artificer. I’ll be looking forward to putting this to the test. And cheers, Cap. I’ll break a few skulls in your name.”

      “I’ll expect you do a lot more than that,” Knell said. He pointed to the Artifact that still lay on Owen’s counter. “Now identify the artifact, as per our agreement.”

      “Aye, aye,” Owen grumbled, pulling out a tall chair and hopping into it. He scooted closer to the counter and passed a hand over his eyes, causing them to glimmer with faint red energy.

      The Artificer leaned closer to the slime’s core, pursing his lips. More energy sparkled around his fingertips, and he passed a hand over the counter, muttering under his breath as he worked.

      A few minutes later, Owen straightened back up. His eyes returned to normal, and he waved for Knell to pick it back up.

      “Where did you get this?”

      “That was not part of the deal.”

      “It will help me determine what it is.”

      Knell’s eyes narrowed. “I took it from a slime’s corpse.”

      “Must have been quite the slime,” Owen said. “I was wondering what the sphere was. It’s not of any particular special use, mind you. It just bonded so tightly with the artifact that I was having trouble determining what was going on.”

      “And what does the artifact do?”

      “It’s got some very powerful regenerative properties,” Owen replied, looking at it with a mixture of longing and disgust. “Some of the strongest I’ve ever seen. But it’s not all dirt and gemstones—the damn thing is as sour as they come.”

      “Sour?” Stix asked. “You tasted it?”

      “Turn of speech, girl. Anything that put that on is going to burn through energy like there’s no tomorrow. If one of you lot donned this thing, I reckon you’d have an hour before you were eating yourself from the inside, like an endless loop of healing and agony. I wouldn’t give this to my worst enemy.” Owen paused for a moment, then cleared his throat. “Okay, I probably would. But I’d draw the line after that.”

      That’s why the slime was going to the city every night. It was probably hibernating during the day to save strength, then eating everything it could during the nighttime to recover as much energy as it could, only to repeat the process the next day. That said, something feels like it’s missing. If it just needed to eat, then why—

      “Why didn’t the slime just eat shrubbery and other stuff around it instead of going to the city?” Stix asked, finding Knell’s words before he could finish thinking them.

      “I was wondering the same,” Knell said with a frown. “Owen, are you certain there’s nothing else to this artifact? It just requires energy?”

      Owen scrunched his nose and waggled his hand from side to side. “I’m certain of everything I’ve said, but it’s possible the artifact has something to it that I don’t know. What exactly are you talking about? You’re not giving me all the information.”

      “The slime that this artifact was attached to was traveling to a city and consuming everything inside it at night, but there was no indication that anything along the way to the city was eaten,” Knell said. “Logically, that doesn’t add up. It should have eaten everything barren.”

      Owen scratched the back of his head. “That’s odd indeed. I’ll be frank with you—it’s difficult to determine specifics of a powerful artifact when you can’t actually use it, and you couldn’t pay me any amount of money to use this. It’s possible that it has enough personality to influence the wielder’s actions, but if that’s the case, it’s intentionally hiding itself from me.”

      “Should we be concerned?” Maya asked.

      “You’re the ones that met the slime, not me. If you think it was acting oddly, then I’d be wary ’round that artifact.”

      “When you say powerful regenerative properties, just how much is that?” Knell asked, pursing his lips and glancing at Maya.

      “Just about anything other than death, so long as the wound happened while you were wearing it. It’ll identify your current state as the ‘natural’ one when you put it on,” Owen replied.

      Maya’s face fell, and Knell felt a pang of disappointment as well. Anything with true healing properties was incredibly rare, and it would have been nice to fix his crippled leg and Maya’s arm in one fell swoop.

      “So the poor bastard got this stuck on his core and was suffering ever since?” Cyll asked. “Good thing we came ’round.”

      “It’s also a pretty useless artifact,” Stix said. “It’ll basically torture anyone we put it on. It’s just a worse version of what— Ah, you know.”

      Knell grunted. “There could still be some use for it. Will this artifact activate on touch? Or can we safely store it?”

      “So long as you don’t put it on, you’ll be fine,” Owen replied. “Just…be careful with it. I reckon it might do a little squeezing once it gets on, and you ain’t getting it off once it does.”

      “Noted,” Knell said. He picked the artifact up with his handkerchief and put it back into his bag. “We appreciate your work. I’ll be returning shortly with the other Boon for you to finish our deal with.”

      “I’ll be looking forward to it, optimistic as you are.”

      They left the Singing Anvil, and the cool sea air greeted them as they stepped outside. It was a nice change of temperature from the hot smithy, and Knell welcomed it.

      “So we’re going hunting?” Cyll asked as they worked their way toward the market’s exit.

      “Of sorts,” Knell replied. “There are a lot of Scions in the area. I can’t tell how many or exactly where they are, but I do think I know where at least a few of them are headed.”

      “The creepy lady?” Stix guessed. “Nyra, I think it was?”

      Knell nodded. “I’m certain that at least a few of them are here for the bounty. Maybe most of them. Once we’re out of the city, I should be able to track them much more easily.”

      “If you can track them, doesn’t that mean they can track you?” Maya asked.

      “Unless Joseph’s necklace stops that, then they should be able to,” Knell said with a shrug. “I should have asked him, but it’s irrelevant for this particular scenario. I don’t care if we find the Scions or they find us, though it’s unlikely that most Scions would be hunting each other just for the sake of it.”

      “Good. More fun for us,” Cyll said. He stopped as they passed a vendor selling smoked meats and darted over to the cart, slapping several coins into the man’s hand and grabbing two large skewers. He jogged back to rejoin them, and Stix sent him a pointed look. “What? Jealous?”

      To Knell’s surprise, Cyll pulled one of the chunks of meat off and offered it to Stix. She looked equally as shocked but took it from him. He offered another one to Maya and then to Knell.

      “What are these for?” Stix asked. “I’ve never seen you share much of anything.”

      “Making up for when I kill everyone we’re after before the two of you get to do anything,” Cyll replied, a large grin stretching across his face. “I’m a little excited to test out Lassie’s new abilities, so I don’t think I’m going to be willing to leave many scraps behind for the two of you.”

      “Just don’t forget what happens if you get dealt a fatal blow,” Knell reminded Cyll. “That still hasn’t changed.”

      Cyll grunted. “I haven’t forgotten, but they can’t stab me if they’re already dead.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Rose pirates left the city without issue and started down a beaten path winding inland. As Knell had predicted, the farther away they got from its aging walls, the less congestion blocked his ability to sense the other Scions.

      It was still far from a perfect tracking mechanism, as their presence was little more than a tickle at the edge of his mind that gave a vague indication of their direction. Still, that was more than enough.

      After all, even if Scions didn’t always intentionally seek each other out, they tended to clash violently when they did meet. And, with the number of Scions he could sense in the area and the target he suspected they were after, he doubted that it would take long for the blood to start spilling.

      They broke away from the road after around an hour of travel amidst large, sloping hills made mostly of pointed rock. The terrain was drab and difficult to move through, and it was impossible to see most of the surroundings whenever they were at the bottom of one of the small valleys.

      The perfect area to try to split apart a large group of people that are chasing after you. I wonder who the real hunter is here.

      Knell’s sense of the Scions grew stronger as they continued. There was no doubt in his mind that they were heading in the right direction. But, as they continued, one of the Scions that he’d been tracking suddenly vanished.

      He paused, and his crew all dropped into fighting stances as they scoured the area around their hill for any sign of threats.

      “What’s going on?” Stix asked. “Where are the enemies?”

      “A Scion just died,” Knell replied. He paused, then narrowed his eyes. “Make that two.”

      “Sounds like they might have found what they were looking for,” Cyll drawled. “Are they close?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but they aren’t far,” Knell replied. “Let’s go. I’d hate to arrive after all the action is done.”
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      Knell’s senses, even as vague as they were, were more than enough to guide them until they were close enough to smell the scent of blood in the air. As the group crested a hill and looked down into the valley below, a scene of carnage unfolded before them.

      Dozens of men laid dead, blood splattered across the dirt and rocks around them. Their limbs jutted out in odd positions, as if all of them had been tossed and broken like dolls. Of what had originally been around two dozen, just three remained standing.

      Two of the survivors were men. One wore a torn-up blue uniform and carried two polished swords. Both of them dripped with blood, and he was favoring one of his legs heavily. Wisps of wind danced around him, helping him stay upright.

      The other man was burly and tall. He wore no shirt, but his back was so covered with hair that he could have been a crossbreed between a human and a bear. The man leaned on a huge wooden club. Both of them registered to Knell’s senses as a Scion.

      Across from the two was Nyra, the woman from the wanted poster. The artist had done a great job at recreating her, but they still hadn’t quite done her justice. Her long hair hung down past her shoulders in thick, wavy strands that were completely indistinguishable from a bundle of black seaweed.

      Blood pooled at her feet, dripping from her hands. She stood with her back to a large rock, facing off against the two men. They were all breathing heavily, but judging by the way neither of the men pressed what should have been an advantage, she was probably the one that had caused all the carnage.

      Stix sent a querying glance toward Knell as she unstrapped her miniature ballista. Her eyes flicked toward the men in clear question.

      Knell pointed at the larger one. Stix inclined her head and knelt, preparing to slot the bolt into place. The weapon was far from quiet, so the moment she did, there was a possibility the Scions would notice them.

      After a moment of consideration, Knell drew his flintlock. He slipped one of the glowing blue crystal bullets into it, then pointed at the thinner Scion, gesturing for Cyll and Maya to target him if the shot failed to kill the man. Both of them drew their weapons, and all of Knell’s crew waited.

      Knell wasn’t a fan of waiting any longer than necessary.

      The large Scion said something, but Knell was too far away to make out what it was. He raised his weapon and took a step toward Nyra. Knell cocked the hammer of his flintlock and took aim at the thin man.

      Then he fired.

      A loud crack split the air as a bolt of blue light split through the air and slammed right into the left side of the Scion’s chest. The man staggered, dropping one of his swords and clutching the hole that had suddenly appeared. Cyll and Maya charged down the hill, Cyll at the lead.

      Stix’s bow clicked as she loaded her bolt. The large Scion spun toward them, a snarl crossing his face as he raised his club. The bolt whumped, hurtling from the bow. Rock erupted from the Scion’s palm, forming a shield on one of his arms. Stix’s bolt slammed into it, punching into the stone and spinning him.

      Knell clicked his tongue in displeasure and slotted another one of the crystal bullets into his flintlock. “Shoot him again.”

      “Working on it,” Stix replied through gritted teeth as she strained to load another bolt into the weapon.

      The large Scion threw the shield to the side and roared, charging toward them like a stampeding bull. He made it three steps before a black blur shot from Nyra and punched through him.

      He stumbled, blood splattering from a huge hole in his stomach and mixing with the already muddy dirty. The Scion’s eyes rose to meet Knell’s, and he bared his teeth. Blood dripped from his mouth, and he took one more step toward them.

      She’ll get you next, he mouthed. A blur shot past the man, and his head rolled off his body. He crumpled to the ground with a thud.

      Cyll’s loping stride put him ahead of Maya, and he reached the other Scion several moments before she did. The Scion managed to raise his sword in time to meet Cyll’s swing, but it did nothing to help him.

      The massive spiked blade knocked the Scion’s meager defense to the side and continued onward, biting deep into his chest with enough force to slam him to the ground. He screamed in pain, but Maya caught up a moment later and silenced him forever.

      Cyll tugged on his sword, lifting the man into the air in the process. Blood wound down the fangs protruding from its blade, slithering into the weapon’s hilt. Cyll shook it again, and it ripped free with a squelch, dropping the Scion’s corpse to the ground.

      “Oh. That was easy,” Stix said, moving to remove the bolt from her weapon.

      “Stop,” Knell said, his eyes focused on Nyra. “Keep that knocked.”

      Stix blinked. “Okay. You want me to shoot her?”

      “Not yet. Only if she tries anything.”

      Nyra had seen Knell shoot the other Scions, so the element of surprise his flintlock gave him was gone. He didn’t bother hiding it as he slipped another crystal bullet into its chamber and tucked the weapon into his belt, limping down the hill to join his crew at the bottom.

      “More Scions, come to kill each other for me?” Nyra asked, wiping blood from her mouth with the back of a sleeve. “First time I’ve seen you lot kill each other before attacking. Not very smart.”

      “We have no interest in you,” Knell replied. “Beyond you being a very good magnet for Scions, that is.”

      Nyra let out a barking laugh. “Is that so? Altruistic, are you? Never met a Scion that didn’t care about themselves more than anyone else. Perhaps you’re just trying to buy yourself some more time, eh?”

      Knell nodded over his shoulder to Stix. “If I wanted to, she’d already have put a bolt through you.”

      “And if I wanted to, I’d have already cut your head off.”

      “You’re welcome to try,” Cyll said, walking to join Knell. “I like foreplay.”

      “Don’t try to make the situation worse,” Knell said flatly. “Nyra, I’m anything but altruistic. You’re free to leave. We’re just here for the Boons.”

      Nyra’s one visible eye locked with Knell’s. It was a deep blue, almost bordering on purple. A second passed. Then a small smirk played across her lips. “You think you can just walk up and take my prey? I did all the work to kill these idiots. Why would I give you two Boons for finishing them off? I could just kill you and take your Boon as well.”

      “If you thought you could handle four more opponents, you would have already attacked, and I would have already killed you,” Knell replied. He grimaced, adjusting his stance to take some pressure off his lame leg. “If you still had strength to fight, these two idiots wouldn’t have had you cornered.”

      “I was biding my time,” Nyra growled. “I will not be leaving without reaping the rewards of my work. Try me and find out just how tired I am.”

      “I can’t be bothered,” Knell said. “We’ll be taking the Boons from the men we killed. You can keep the rest. Fair?”

      Nyra’s fingers twitched at her sides. She watched Knell for several moments, then cocked her head to the side. “Fine. Take the men and leave.”

      “Pleasure doing business with you,” Cyll said cheerfully. He strode past her and grabbed the large Scion by his hair, lifting the corpse into the air. “Oh, I found his Boon! Lucky me.”

      Cyll slung Lassie over his shoulder and reached into the hole in the man’s chest, pulling out a small gray marble. He dropped the corpse to the ground and tossed the Boon to Knell.

      Maya found the Boon in the other man, though it took her a little longer to locate it. She also pocketed his coin pouch. She offered the Boon to Knell, who tossed it into his bag with the other one.

      “Fantastic. Be seeing you,” Knell said, turning and starting up the hill. His eyes lit golden once his back was to the woman, scanning the immediate future to make sure she didn’t try to attack.

      Heading up the hill was a considerably more difficult labor than going down it, and it took more strength than Knell cared to admit to get to the top without cursing. Stix still stood where he had left her, ballista trained on Nyra.

      She stood as the crew passed her, keeping it pointed at the woman until they crested the hill and she was no longer in sight. Knell only let his foresight drop after a minute of walking back in the direction of Apton.

      “Thoughts?” Cyll asked.

      “There were at least a few more Scions in the group of people she’d already killed. She’s strong, but nobody can fight that many people on their own without tiring themselves out. I’d have liked to figure out exactly how much she had left in her, but it wasn’t worth the risk,” Knell said. “We got what we came for. There was no reason to push any further.”

      “She moved really fast when she attacked the big Scion,” Stix added. “I’m still not sure what actually killed him, but I didn’t even register it until he was dead. I think Knell made the right call. That isn’t someone I want to fight.”

      Maya poked through the bag she’d taken off the Scion and sighed. “Yeah. I agree, though it would have been pretty nice. Fifteen thousand gold… Oh well. Like Knell said, it’s probably better to let her keep the Adventurer’s Guild’s attention. I just wish the guy we got had more money on him.”

      “We’ve got enough money. We’ll get more when we need it,” Knell said. “For now, I’m more than satisfied with our efforts. Two boons in less than a few hours of work is a very good deal, and I doubt this will be the last time we can exploit this particular issue.”

      “Are we just going to hang around Nyra and kill off the Scions going for her?” Cyll asked with a chuckle. “That’s great. Like a bunch of cleaner fish swimming around a shark. Can I get a Boon-enhanced codpiece?”

      “I highly doubt we’re going to be able to do this more than one or two more times,” Knell said, shaking his head. “And you’ve gotten your toys. Maya and Stix are both next, as am I. Now, enough dallying. I believe there’s an Artificer that owes us a new sword.”
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      “Impossible,” Owen stammered, his eyes going as wide as saucers as he stared at the two Boons resting on the counter. “Did you always have this many? Were ye just tugging my leg?”

      “I would not have wasted time had I already had them. The manner in which they fell into my possession hardly matters,” Knell replied, tapping his finger impatiently on the counter. “I believe we had a deal. You owe me one sword and one more artifact of my choosing.”

      Owen’s gaze fell to the Boons. He swallowed, then slowly lifted his eyes to meet Knell’s once again. This time, there was a flicker of unease behind them.

      “Yer hunting Scions.”

      “And Scions hunt others,” Knell replied. He tapped his staff on the ground. “There’s always a bigger fish.”

      Owen picked one of the Boons up with a pair of thin, metal tongs and examined it. “You’ll get yer artifacts. What do you want for the second? I trust the first is the sword that the one-armed girlie is hefting.”

      “Correct. As for the second—I am undecided. You believe that my companion’s bow will not take well to a Boon yet, correct?”

      Owen gestured for Maya to hand him her sword. She drew it and flipped the blade around with some effort, then handed it hilt-first to the Artificer. Owen examined the blade, then set it down gently on the table.

      “Aye. It got no feeling yet. I can still try, o’ course. Just making no promises.”

      “We can wait. I think we might be in Apton for some time,” Knell said. “I trust you have no issue with that?”

      Owen grunted. He picked Maya’s sword up along with one of the Boons, then scooted the other back across the table toward Knell.

      “No trouble. Take the Boon with ye, though. I don’t want to deal with its owner’s friends when they come looking. I’ll have this done soon enough.”

      He headed into the back of the Singing Anvil without waiting for a response. Knell scooped the Boon back up and deposited it into his bag. Maya watched Owen’s shadow nervously as rhythmic clangs started up in the forge.

      “Don’t look so stressed,” Cyll said, slapping Maya on the back. “He did a lovely job with Lassie.”

      “I’m pretty sure I saw your sword drink someone’s blood,” Maya said with a grimace. “That is not a lovely job.”

      “Take that back,” Cyll said. “Don’t judge a woman’s diet. If she likes blood, she likes blood.”

      “Don’t bother,” Stix told Maya. “Trust me. Winning arguments about things that make absolutely no sense is Cyll’s specialty. You’re better off ignoring him.”

      Maya nodded, but her eyes were still firmly fixed on the dancing shadows coming from the forge. Knell watched them with some interest, but he wasn’t overly concerned about the outcome.

      Cyll was no fool. If he felt his sword had been well made, then it likely was. Owen was clearly an Artificer of sufficient talent. For a moment, Knell considered speaking to the man about his eyes, but he dismissed the thought.

      I do not simply need a talented Artificer for that job. I need one I can trust, and I do not trust Owen.

      Just under half an hour later, Owen was finished. He emerged from the forge area of the Singing Anvil, sweat dripping from his brow. The Artificer set Maya’s sword on the counter with a grimace, then wiped his hands off on his shirt. They left small, bloody streaks in the material.

      The sword looked strikingly different than it had before Owen had taken it. The red streaks from the Clawraptor’s scales were gone, replaced with what almost resembled pearl. A bluish-green tinge covered the edge of the blade, shimmering like the waves of the ocean in the firelight.

      “Did it work?” Maya asked.

      Owen ducked under his counter and shuffled around. He straightened back up with a roll of bandages pinched between two fingers. After carefully wrapping the cuts on his hand, he tossed the bandages back.

      “Aye, it worked.” Owen chewed his lower lip, and his eyes flicked from the sword to Maya’s missing arm.

      Maya extended a hand for the hilt of the blade, but Knell gently rapped her knuckles with the end of his staff. She pulled her hand back in surprise.

      “What went wrong?” Knell asked.

      Maya blinked, then looked at Owen in surprise.

      “I thought he said it worked.”

      “It works,” Owen said, the grimace still on his face. “But…ah, it’s got a will. A really strong one.”

      “Doesn’t that mean it’s powerful?” Stix asked. “That seems like it should be a good thing.”

      Owen grunted. “Powerful, yes. Difficult to use, though. Be careful when you pick ’er up. You might cut yourself.”

      Maya shot a glance at Knell, who inclined his head.

      “Pick it up, but keep it pointed away from your body. Try not to cut something else off.”

      Maya rolled her eyes and reached out once more. She wrapped her fingers around the hilt of the sword, tightening her grip. Everyone stared at it, waiting for something to happen. Maya hesitantly lifted her hand into the air, keeping it at a full arm’s length.

      “Hey, look at that,” Cyll said. “She’s got it under—”

      A powerful vibration ripped down the length of the blade. Maya staggered, slamming into the counter as the sword tried to jump from her hand. She kept her fingers locked around the hilt, and it swung in every direction, carving through the air with such speed that it left a faint, warbling hum in its wake.

      “I can’t hold on to it!” Maya yelled.

      Knell extended a hand and cast Slow. The bolt of green light struck Maya, and her movements ground to a crawl. Cyll leaped forward and ripped the blade from her hands, tossing it to the ground just as the effects of Knell’s magic wore off.

      “Well, shit,” Owen said after several moments of stunned silence.

      “I felt like it was going to rip my arm off.” Maya rubbed her shoulder, wincing, and looked down at the sword lying innocently on the ground. “How can something so thin make so much force?”

      “It’s an artifact,” Owen replied. “A very testy one.”

      “So I can see. Thanks for the help, Knell, Cyll. That might have gone badly if you didn’t knock it away.”

      Knell just nodded. He limped up to the sword and nudged it with the hilt of his staff. It didn’t budge.

      “It can only move when held?”

      Owen nodded. “If you had a more powerful Boon, or with enough time, it might get even more powerful. But, as it stands, it needs to work with a wielder to do anything.”

      Cyll strode over to stand beside Knell. He went to scoop the blade off the ground, then paused and drew Lassie.

      “I’m just gonna grab this one for a moment,” Cyll said. “I could never love her more than you. Just to prove that you’re the better sword. You understand.”

      He leaned his sword against the wall, then picked up Maya’s. As soon as his hand was around the hilt, it started to vibrate. His eyebrows rose, and Cyll grabbed it with his other hand. His arms continued to tremble, but he managed to keep it from shooting around in every direction.

      “That’s one angry sword,” Cyll said, his teeth rattling. He released the blade with both hands, and it clattered back to the stone floor. Shaking his head, he picked up Lassie and returned the blade to its rightful position at his back.

      “I think you see the issue here,” Owen said, interlacing his fingers and leaning on the countertop, a disappointed frown on his face.

      “It can’t be wielded without two hands,” Knell stated. “Not unless the wielder is incredibly strong.”

      Maya stared at the sword. Her eyes flicked down to her missing arm. “Ah.”

      “Does the blade need to actually be wielded to cause issues?” Knell asked. “Or will it remain dormant if sheathed?”

      “Depends on the artifact.” Owen shrugged. “Some of them like sleeping. Others hate it. Especially with swords or ones with a lot of personality. I reckon you could probably get away with sheathing it, but there’s only one way to know for sure.”

      Knell nodded. He hooked his staff beneath the sword and carefully lifted it into the air. Using his handkerchief, he grabbed the back of the blade between two fingers. He paused, but the sword didn’t start vibrating.

      Taking that as either consent or an inability to act, Knell beckoned Maya over and carefully lifted the point of the blade until it was in line with her sheath. They slid the sword into it, and Knell took a step back, ready to cast Slow at a moment’s notice.

      Several seconds passed.

      “I think we’re good,” Stix said. “I guess leaving it sheathed is fine. But what are we going to do about this? Maya can’t use it.”

      “I can’t use it yet,” Maya said firmly. “I’ll find a way to get a hold of it. Knell spent a Boon on getting me an artifact weapon. I won’t let it go to waste.”

      Stix bit her lower lip and nodded. “Yeah. I’m sure you’ll find some way to get it working.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d be able to make a functional hand replacement?” Knell asked, nodding to Maya.

      Owen shook his head. “I could make a prosthetic, sure. It would never be able to keep up with a swordmaster, though. Replacing limbs and healing is one of the hardest things to do in this world. No artifact that I could make would be able to replace such a thing in a permanent manner. It would either break or try to fight against the user’s will too much, rendering it useless.”

      “I see,” Knell said. “That will be all for today, then. Don’t forget that you owe me one more artifact, once I decide on what I need. We’ll be in touch.”

      Owen grunted. “Aye. So long as you got Boons and don’t have Scions kicking the door down after you, you’re welcome here. Sorry about the sword. Unfortunate thing, that.”

      “We’ll deal,” Knell replied, turning and heading out of the Singing Anvil with his crew at his heels.

      “You know what we should use that Boon for?” Cyll asked rhetorically. “Some armor that doesn’t break when I use it. At this point, I’m starting to think we only got it so I could lug it around in my bag.”

      “Until you get to the point where you aren’t taking a mortal wound every single fight, that’s how it’s going to stay,” Knell said, making a path back toward the inn.

      Furgus was still at the counter when they arrived. He greeted them, handing Knell two keys and telling him the locations of their rooms on the second floor before returning to preparing drinks for some patrons sitting along the bar.

      They split into two groups, Knell and Cyll taking one of the rooms while Stix and Maya took the other. The room that the men got was about what Knell had been expecting—a plain bed, a desk, and a surprisingly clean window. There was also a metal tub full of stale water at the corner of the room, behind a small curtain.

      There really wasn’t anything of particular note about the room, but that was perfectly fine with him. Knell sat down at the desk, dropping his bag to the ground at his feet, and pulled out the bounty sheets that Furgus had given them.

      He splayed the papers across the table. They’d already gotten a look at the first two, Nyra and Thomas the Forgiving. Knell pushed them to the top of the desk and studied the other two papers.

      The first was a wiry man named Halfblade. His features were largely covered by his cloak. The only defining features that separated him from any other hooded traveler were two long daggers at his side, each covered with jewels and a hand longer than a normal dagger would have been. His bounty was ten thousand, which was somehow the smallest of the group. Nothing about him caught Knell’s eye.

      The other man went by the name of Swin. His poster depicted him as a large, gristly wall of fat and muscle. His nose was disturbingly flat and large, and his mustache looked more akin to long whiskers. Swin’s neck was just a single roll of fat. He wore a tattered black suit, stained with what Knell suspected was meant to be blood.

      “Sixteen Seas,” Cyll said, peering over Knell’s shoulder. “Fifty thousand gold. For that fat bugger?”

      “So it seems,” Knell replied, memorizing all four of the people on the papers. They’d already run into Nyra, of course, but it never hurt to be prepared for an encounter with what could be an opponent. “It would have been nice if they’d included any information about their abilities.”

      “It’s like a surprise. We don’t get to find out until the time comes. It’s fun!”

      Knell rolled his eyes. The sun was already starting to set outside, and there wasn’t anything he still wanted to accomplish in the city today.

      “I’m going to meditate. Try not to do too much damage when you sneak out.”

      “I would never,” Cyll proclaimed, pressing a hand to his heart in horror.

      “Sure,” Knell replied. “The bed’s mine, since we both know you aren’t going to use it.”

      “Yeah, fair enough.”
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      It had been a long time since Cyll had last truly slept. Resting was fantastic, but sleep—sleep was another thing altogether. He’d gotten more than enough time to rest in his years trapped beneath the sea in Fort Fellwater.

      Unfortunately, as powerful as his immortality was, it didn’t permit him to go without sleep forever. There was only so long he could force himself to stay awake, ignoring the siren call of slumber. He’d long since mastered the art of lying in a perfect state of stillness, something akin to meditation, to help stave the exhaustion off.

      It had been several weeks since Cyll had truly last slept. When he laid down to catch a quick rest before heading out to explore the rest of Apton, the foul beast was upon him before he realized it.

      Cyll found himself standing on an endless plain of gray ice. Streaks of black ran throughout it like veins, pulsing every several seconds. Deep within it, warped faces locked in screams of agony and pain stared back up at him.

      “Shit,” Cyll growled. “Not again.”

      An icy throne rose up before him. Within it sat the figure whose face he had never forgotten. Childlike features stared back at Cyll, framed with pale and jagged hair that had been frozen into brittle strands. Its fingers all warped, bending in the wrong directions as it leaned forward, revealing two rows of minuscule, razor-sharp teeth beneath pallid lips.

      “You offered so much,” the End breathed. Its words howled through the icy world around them, biting at Cyll’s skin like knives. “And yet you still reject me. Why seek my power, if only to trap it away forever?”

      “I didn’t know what it would cost,” Cyll spat. “Begone. I have no desire to speak with you.”

      “The price has already been paid,” the End said, shaking its head in befuddlement. “How can you not reach out and take what has been bought in blood? You waste their sacrifice.”

      “I waste nothing,” Cyll snarled. He reached for Lassie, but the sword was nowhere to be found. He settled for spitting on the ice. “Release me. No matter how many times you ask, the answer will be the same. Until eternity has ended, I will not take it.”

      The End’s face warped, the childlike features aging and growing feminine. Its frozen hair became long and smooth and its face beautiful.

      “You would dishonor her sacrifice,” the End said, running a hand along the stolen face.

      Cyll roared, charging the monster. He threw himself forward, slamming into its chest and snapping the back of the icy throne behind it. Both of them crashed to the hard ground, and Cyll slammed his hand into its chest. It cracked and shattered like brittle rock rather than skin.

      “You will not use her face!” Cyll screamed, pummeling its chest. “Larissa has given far too much! No more!”

      The End’s body regenerated between every strike. He tore at it like a crazed dog, snarling and screaming as his fingers were ripped apart by its jagged bones. Larissa’s face slowly faded, and the End returned to its normal appearance.

      It rose, and Cyll fell back, breathing heavily. The wounds on his hands remained unhealed, but the stinging pain only served to help bring him back into reality. He panted heavily, undisguised hatred burning in his eyes.

      “Never.”

      “Your hatred is misdirected. I simply offer what is yours.”

      “I will not take it,” Cyll hissed, slowly climbing back to his feet. His hands left bloody marks against his pants. “Not even if I am thrown into a cell to rot for the rest of history. Release me.”

      “You will take it. To refuse is to dishonor the lives of all those who gave themselves for this strength.”

      “To take it would dishonor them!” Cyll screamed. “Begone!”

      The world bucked beneath his feet. A tremor ran through the ice, and cracks spread throughout it. The back of the throne lifted, floating back to its proper position and melding together with the rest of the seat.

      A pitying expression on its face, the End stepped back and sat down in the throne. Its fingers warped backward over the armrests, and it leaned back. “We shall see.”

      The ice shattered, and Cyll plummeted into the dark depths below. The frozen faces of his comrades flashed past him on every side, their gazes accusatory. A knot built in the center of his stomach.

      Cyll jerked, gasping for breath as his eyes snapped open and he bolted upright. Knell sat on the bed across from him, his eyes closed. His chest rose and fell slowly in meditation. Cyll ground his teeth together and reached up to his back.

      The comforting feel of Lassie’s hilt met his palm, and a faint warmth emitted from the blade. Cyll’s fingertips were still bloody, though the wound was almost completely sealed by the time he noticed it.

      He rose to his feet, shivering slightly. His clothes were stiff and cold, and his hair stood on end, nearly frozen. Cyll quietly stepped outside of the room and crunched his hair out, trying to get it to return to its normal appearance.

      It wasn’t doing much more use than just waiting for it to thaw normally would, so he gave up and strode over to the end of the hall, where a window overlooked the night streets of Apton.

      Cyll swung it open and slipped out, dropping to the ground with a faint thud. He brushed his knees off and, after a quick glance around, strode away.

      Judging by the position of the moon in the sky, it had been a few hours since he’d fallen asleep. As much as he hated it, he had more energy than he’d had in a long time. Sleep was truly a marvelous thing—when you didn’t have the End waiting for you to fall into it.

      “I need something interesting to do,” Cyll muttered under his breath. He slipped through the alleyways, searching for any signs of a possible distraction.

      In a city as popular as Apton was right now, he had no doubt in his mind that it would take long before he found someone at least slightly interesting. At this point, Cyll would have settled for just about anything to take his mind off things.

      An hour later, Cyll leaned against an alleyway wall and let out a heavy sigh. So far, all he’d seen was people doing normal, boring tasks.

      “Shitty night,” Cyll muttered. “I should have known. What do you think, Lassie?”

      He reached up, resting the back of his hand against the sword’s hilt. It warmed to the touch, and he grinned. Cyll drew the blade and ran his hand along it. It really was warm. Almost comforting. Almost.

      “Would be nice to use you on something,” Cyll said, stroking his beard with his free hand. “You’d like that, too, wouldn’t you?”

      The sword warmed even more. Cyll’s eyebrows rose.

      “Oh yes, you would. Who’s a good sword? You are.”

      The sword jerked forward. Cyll stumbled in surprise, stepping out of the alley before he stopped himself. He stared down at the huge blade. It jerked forward again. Thankfully, nobody was in the area he’d chosen to sit down.

      “What in the Seas are you doing?” Cyll asked. The sword leaped in his grip once more, tugging him toward the end of the street. Cyll cocked an eyebrow. “Wait. Is something there? Something for me to cut?”

      The sword tugged again. A slow grin stretched across Cyll’s face, and he set off at a jog. Perhaps the night wasn’t quite as lost as he had feared.

      That confidence quickly faded when Cyll found himself still jogging several minutes later. Lassie had directed him through the streets and alleys, winding all around town, but he’d still yet to see a single person that was even remotely interesting.

      He just hoped that he’d stuck to the shadows enough to avoid Knell getting too many questions about the crazed homeless man running around town with his huge sword out.

      Cyll was just a few minutes from giving up on the entire thing when the scent of copper tickled his nostrils. He cocked his head to the side with a pensive frown. His nose had never been something he’d felt was particularly accurate, but the scent was so strong that he could practically feel where it was coming from.

      He followed the scent into an alley. Lassie’s handle grew even warmer, but the sword wasn’t pulling at him anymore. The scent grew even stronger, mixing in with salt and a myriad of other things that Cyll couldn’t place.

      Cyll found himself standing at the edge of an alley, sniffing the air like an idiot. The scent was too strong to ignore now, but he couldn’t see anything. Cyll took a slow step into the darkness, and his foot collided against—nothing. There was just air.

      A slow grin stretched across Cyll’s lips. “Ooh. Someone’s trying to use magic to keep people out. Now that sounds like a little fun.”

      Lassie’s hilt warmed, and the sword tugged his hands upward. The air glimmered blue around the blade as it carved through an invisible wall, splitting it like butter. Cyll’s eyes sparkled with delight. Beyond the darkness was no alley at all—a large, open square stretched out just before him, and there was a leg sticking out just a few feet away, lying in a growing puddle of blood.

      “Oh, you naughty girl. You can cut magic? I owe Knell something big. I think I might be in love.”

      His grin grew even wider as he poked his head out of the passageway and into the hidden square. Half a dozen men stood in a semicircle with their backs to him, surrounding something. Several others laid across the ground in various states of dying or dead.

      “No more running,” one of the men in the semicircle said with a wheezing laugh. He coughed, leaning heavily on the wizened wood staff in his hands.

      Cyll let Lassie’s blade scrape along the ground as he stepped out into the square. The men spun toward him, their eyes going wide.

      “Hullo,” Cyll said cheerfully, raising a hand in greeting. “It smelled like fun in here. Did anyone save me some snacks? Also, could any of you give me an excuse?”

      One of them fired a crossbow bolt at Cyll. He swung Lassie up, blocking the bolt with the flat of the blade.

      “Who in the Sixteen Seas are you?” the man asked. “And what are you talking about?”

      “You’re supposed to ask that before you shoot me,” Cyll replied, lowering Lassie and letting his tongue loll out of his mouth as he bared his teeth. He nudged the bolt at his feet with a toe. “I reckon this is excuse enough.”

      He bounded forward, a mad laugh slipping between his lips. Lassie sung in his grip as he batted another crossbow bolt away and cut a bolt of flame in two before it could reach him. He arrived before the nearest man and split him in two with a single swing.

      Blood sprayed around Lassie, sinking into the sword’s blade before it could splatter to the ground. Energy coursed through Cyll’s veins, and he cackled. A man swung his sword at him, but Cyll shattered it with Lassie. He spun, bringing the blade clean through the fool’s neck.

      Magic tore through the air and screams filled the night. Then there was silence, broken only by Cyll’s breathing and the drip of blood from Lassie’s sharp teeth. Evidently, the sword had gotten its fill.

      Cyll pulled it free from the staff-wielding man and rolled his shoulders. He glanced down at his shirt. It was completely ruined. “That felt good. I’m going to need a new shirt, though. Knell will kill me if he sees this.”

      He flicked the blood from Lassie and sheathed it. He turned, then froze as he locked eyes with a woman propped up against the wall across from him, her hands pressed over a seeping wound in her stomach.

      “This is why I hate the gods,” Cyll muttered. “Fate-muddling bastards. Can’t I just have one night of fun?”

      “You,” Nyra muttered, struggling to rise to her feet but failing to find purchase in the pool of blood growing beneath her. “You’re with the Scion hunter.”

      “You’ve confused me for another incredibly handsome man with a long beard. Scratch that. You’re delusional from blood loss. I’m just a sexy angel passing by. Don’t mind me.”

      Nyra let out a pained laugh. “It’s not that bad of a wound. I’ll be perfectly fine.”

      Her eyes fluttered and her head lolled back as she lost consciousness. Cyll sighed.

      “But I won’t. Now what am I supposed to do?”
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      “I am beginning to think you can’t be let out without supervision,” Knell said. “You have a talent for running into…situations.”

      “I’m a very talented man.” Cyll dragged Nyra across the room and propped her up against the wall, leaving a bloody streak along the floor behind her. “You did say you preferred her alive, after all.”

      “I said that,” Knell agreed, peering at the wound in Nyra’s chest. “I suppose we shall see if I regret it. How strong were the people that had her cornered?”

      “Not particularly,” Cyll replied with a shrug. “I killed them all with no difficulty. They didn’t get a chance to try restraining me.”

      “Were any of them Scions?”

      “I didn’t spend too much time rooting around the corpses. I figured it was better to bring her over first. Scions obviously range in strength, but none of them felt all that capable.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing. How bad is the wound?”

      “I’m not a doctor. I don’t know.”

      “Neither do I,” Knell admitted. They fell silent for a few moments.

      “You could do the Anchor thing,” Cyll suggested. “Like you did for that one girl.”

      “She was poisoned, and it was a willpower struggle. This is a wound. It would just lock her in place until we got someone to deal with the wound. That would involve finding a healer, which would probably cost as much as her bounty.”

      “And the slime’s artifact would just kill her,” Cyll added. He pursed his lips and grunted. “Oh well. Cash her in for the bounty it is. That’s a pretty profitable night, don’t you think?”

      “Can’t argue with that.” Knell straightened. His eyes flicked to Cyll’s torn-up clothing. “How did you ruin another set of clothes?”

      “I was excited.”

      “Go buy more,” Knell said. “Actually, scratch that. I’m not sending you anywhere without an escort. You’ll probably end up killing a Shard on accident.”

      “If only.”

      Nyra groaned. Cyll’s hand went up to his sword as her eyes fluttered open.

      “Stop,” Knell said. “You’re going to get even more blood on the room. Don’t you ever think before stabbing something?”

      “I prefer not to,” Cyll replied, releasing Lassie and crossing his arms. “It makes things a lot more interesting.”

      “That explains a lot.”

      Nyra groaned again. She squinted through her thick hair at Knell. Her eyes flicked over to Cyll, then scanned the rest of the room.

      “You.”

      “Me. I have to admit, this wasn’t how I was planning to meet back up,” Knell said. “I’m going to have to ask you to refrain from doing anything stupid. As I just told Cyll, I don’t want to get more blood on the ground. I’m probably going to have to pay for this.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t give a damn about your floor,” Nyra growled. Her hands twitched at her sides, and Coal fluttered over to Knell’s shoulder. The raven cocked its head to the side, peering at her with a bloodshot eye.

      “Why did you leave me alive?” Nyra asked. “Scion scum. Just finish the job.”

      “Hey now,” Cyll said, raising his hands. “Don’t accuse me of being a Scion. No offense, Knell, but I’m perfectly happy with all of my body parts. I don’t need some weird Shard body part inside me. I mean, think of the implications.”

      “Cyll?”

      “Yes, Cap?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Yes, Cap.”

      Nyra let out a sharp laugh. “What’s your deal, crispy? You don’t look like all that much, but that monster is following your orders like a whipped dog. Who are you?”

      “You see what you’ve done?” Knell asked, pointing his staff at Cyll. “You’ve completely undermined any element of fear I might have had.”

      “Whoops. I could just kill her and be done with it.”

      Nyra’s face twitched. “You brought me all the way over here just to kill me?”

      “Case and point,” Knell said. “She takes your threat seriously, but not mine.”

      “I see,” Cyll said sagely. “Noted. I’ll keep that in mind the next time I find someone wandering around at night.”

      “This happens frequently?” Nyra asked, coughing in a mixture of amusement and pain.

      “Unfortunately. You’re surprisingly eloquent for someone with a hole in their chest.”

      Nyra looked down at the wound. She stuck a finger into it, wincing as she felt around. “I managed to avoid anything too serious getting hit. Provided you don’t off me, I’ll live.”

      “Getting a little comfortable, I see. Can you give me a good reason to let you live?” Knell asked. “One that’s worth more than fifteen thousand gold, preferably. I am not running a charity, despite what Cyll seems to think.”

      Nyra squinted up at him. Her body twitched as a spasm of pain ran through it, but she did a fantastic job at keeping it from showing on her face. It wasn’t enough to keep it from Knell’s keen eyes, but it had been a good attempt.

      “I’m not going to beg. If you’re planning to kill me, then do it. I’m not giving you shit.”

      Coal cawed from Knell’s shoulder. He hopped to the ground and dipped his beak into the blood around Nyra, then cawed once more.

      “I think he wants me to kill you,” Knell said. “Bloodthirsty little bird. Fed it too much jerky. Are you quite certain you’ve got nothing to offer?”

      Nyra spat on his shoe. Knell shrugged. He twisted his staff apart, freeing the hidden blade within it and pointing the tip at her heart.

      “Do me a favor and spit on Modrigal when you see her,” Knell said. “And tell her that I’m still putting her powers to better use than she ever did.”

      He reared back. Nyra’s eyes widened. “Wait! You’re actually just going to kill me?”

      Knell blinked. “Yes?”

      “But…you had your man bring me here. You wanted something.”

      “No. He brought you here of his own volition. Now you are staining the floor, and I am going to need to either pay for it or burn the inn down. Considering we only just arrived here, I prefer the former. You were a useful tool in getting some Boons, but I have no use for you. I’ll just toss you in the sea as we leave port. I trust that’s acceptable?”

      Nyra looked to Cyll, but he just shrugged.

      “This wasn’t an act to get me to talk? You’re dead serious?”

      “Not as dead as you are about to be,” Knell replied. “You are wasting my time. Perhaps that’s my fault, actually. I’m the one talking to a woman that wants to die. Please try not to wiggle around too much after I stab you, or I’m going to have even more to clean.”

      “Wait!”

      Knell’s eye twitched.

      “You’re not with the guild?”

      “Do I look like an adventurer to you?”

      “You’re fighting them, then. You aren’t even going to cash in my bounty! What’s the point of killing me?”

      “You got blood on my floor.”

      “Technically, that was your man.”

      “That,” Knell said, glancing at Cyll, “is a good point. Unfortunately, he’s useful to me. You, of your own words, are not.”

      Nyra gritted her teeth. “What do you want? I’ll bargain.”

      “You have nothing with which to bargain. Beg.”

      Nyra’s eyes narrowed. Ego warred with self-preservation on her face. Then her shoulders slumped. “I know the location of a hidden dungeon in the area. It’s why I was in Apton in the first place.”

      Knell flipped his blade around and slid it back into the staff, clicking it shut. “Very good. Cyll, go find Stix or Maya and have one of them escort you to get some new clothes.”

      “It’s the middle of the night,” Cyll said.

      “Then they’ll yell at you for me.”

      Cyll smirked and gave Knell a mock salute before spinning and striding out of the room. Nyra watched him leave out of the corner of her eyes, relaxing visibly when he was gone.

      “What did he do?” Knell asked.

      “Killed twelve men in a few seconds.”

      “Were any of them Scions?”

      “No. I already killed the Scions.”

      Knell extended a hand. Nyra shook her head.

      “Already ate the Boons. The bastards just got me after I was already severely weakened. You have to tell me—how did you get that monster to work for you? I swear I saw him get stabbed in the heart and he shrugged it off like nothing.”

      “I have to do nothing,” Knell replied. “And he is going to be very cross that you told me that.”

      Nyra opened her mouth, then groaned as another wave of pain racked her body. The wound in her chest was slowly shrinking, but it was full of dirt and dust.

      “Does whatever regenerative skill you possess also keep you from getting infected?”

      “No,” Nyra replied with a grimace.

      Knell sighed. “Can you stand? Considering all the damage you’ve done to my room, I’d prefer to get some use out of you before you die of an infection. There’s a filled tub in the corner of the room that you can use.”

      Nyra’s muscles tensed, and she drew in a sharp breath. She gritted her teeth, trembling as she tried to force her body to move. The damage was clearly more extensive than she had let on, because she was barely able to get herself a few inches off the ground.

      “Close your eyes,” Knell said.

      “What? No.”

      “That was not a request.”

      Nyra glared at him, then reluctantly followed his orders. Knell cast Exhume on himself once he was certain she wasn’t watching. His leg popped as the old scars receded and he regained proper control of it.

      “Make a sharp movement, and my sword goes through your throat,” Knell said. He put one hand on the flintlock tucked into his belt and wrapped the other around Nyra’s back, lifting her and dragging the woman across the room.

      He reached the bathtub and propped her against it, then pushed her in with a splash. She let out several curses that quickly turned to bubbling as she sank beneath the water line. Water cascaded over the tub’s sides and poured over his boots and pants. Knell ignored it, pulling Nyra’s head out of the water.

      “Are you a child?” he asked, releasing Exhume and leaning heavily on the side of the tub to support himself. “Prop yourself up on your own.”

      “I can’t,” Nyra spat, glaring at him. “I got stabbed in my spine. It’ll be a while before I can move my limbs again.”

      “You have a lot of attitude for someone who lives entirely on my whims.”

      “Let’s call it a partnership,” Nyra replied, giving him a cold grin. “You need something from me. I need something—”

      The rest of her sentence vanished as Knell let go of her hair, dunking her into the water. He pulled her back out and cocked an eyebrow as she glared at him.

      “You’re the pettiest little shit I’ve ever seen.”

      “Indeed. I am also the only thing keeping you alive from humiliating defeat at the hands of an old iron bathtub.”

      Nyra grumbled under her breath. “Can you at least try to position me a little better? You’re going to tear my hair out if you keep yanking on it, and there’s something sharp in the tub digging into my back.”

      “You can feel your back?”

      “It’s coming back to me.”

      Knell paused. “Was that a pun?”

      “No comment. It really is annoying, though.”

      “I’ve never seen someone go from a Scion killer to a spoiled brat in less time,” Knell said. He dipped his arm into the tub, supporting her from beneath her arms and releasing her hair. “For your sake, I hope your information is useful.”
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      Several minutes later, there was a soft knock on the door. It opened a moment later and Maya stepped inside, her eyebrows rising as she saw Nyra in the tub.

      “Did I come at a bad time?”

      Knell gave her a flat stare. “No. Is Cyll getting himself new clothes?”

      “Yeah. He took Stix with him, and I figured it would be smarter if I hung around for when something goes wrong. Ah, how much can I say about…anything?”

      Nyra squinted at her. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Nothing,” Knell replied. “She’s got information that I think could prove mildly useful, so we’ll be keeping her alive for the near future unless I find reason not to.”

      Nyra rolled her eyes. “What’s the point of talking tough? You already got me to agree to what you wanted. You can always drop the act.”

      Maya’s brow furrowed. “She doesn’t know you very well, does she?”

      “I don’t expect every mongrel that Cyll drags out from the back of street alleys to know me. In fact, I would certainly hope they don’t,” Knell said. He glanced down at Nyra, then released her. She sank into the water with a yelp, then grabbed the edges of the tub and pulled her head up.

      “What was that for?”

      “You had enough strength to move again. Do I look like a backrest to you?”

      “Is he unstable enough to try to attack me if I say yes?” Nyra asked Maya.

      “No, but you’ll probably end up regretting it later.”

      Nyra grunted. Her gaze lowered to Maya’s missing arm, and a knowing grin flickered across her lips. “Ah. That’s why you’re here. I thought you were looking for the artifact to fix your ugly-ass face, but it’s actually for her arm, isn’t it?”

      “There’s something here that can do that?” Maya asked, her eyes widening.

      “That does match up with the information we were given,” Knell said noncommittally. “It sounds like you have more intimate knowledge of it, though.”

      “There’s a Path Change stone amongst other things in the dungeon. I saw it a long time ago, and as far as I can tell, it’s still there. I just haven’t been able to get all the damned Scions off my ass for long enough to get it.”

      “Why didn’t you get it the last time you were here?” Knell asked.

      “I wasn’t strong enough. I barely made it out with my life. It’s different this time around.”

      “I’m sure,” Knell drawled. “And what else is in this dungeon? Something more valuable than a Path Change stone, obviously. You wouldn’t have been so willing to give it up if there wasn’t another prize.”

      Nyra smirked. “There’s an artifact that I’m after. I think it’s a fair trade. There should be a good bit of treasure waiting around in a hidden dungeon like this, so we can split that. You lot get the stone, and I get the artifact. Equal exchange, eh?”

      “We shall see.” Knell pushed himself to his feet and shook the water off his hands. “Speaking of Scions—how many more of them are after you?”

      “How am I supposed to know that?”

      “You are remarkably useless,” Knell said. He limped over to the window and peered through it with a frown. “Maya, please stand behind the door.”

      Maya quickly moved to follow his orders. Her hand went to the sword at her side, but she froze before she could pull it from the sheath. With a grimace, she just lowered into a fighting stance. “What is it?”

      “Some visitors, though it doesn’t seem that they know where their target is,” Knell replied. He glanced at Nyra. “How long have they been on your tail?”

      “At least a few weeks. I lost count.”

      “Then they have a tracker of some sort. Fantastic,” Knell said. He drew his flintlock and slipped a blue crystal into it before returning the gun to his belt. “I suppose this is one way to do things. Not the one I would have chosen, though. Nyra, they want you for your knowledge, yes?”

      “Yep. And the bounty.”

      “Fantastic,” Knell said. “Get out of the bathtub. We’re going to go greet our friends.”

      “What? I can’t fight yet,” Nyra said. “I need more time to recover.”

      “Excuse me, your highness,” Knell said, his eyes darkening. “I was unaware that I had been contracted to wait on your every need. Let me rephrase things. Get out of the bathtub, or I’ll drag your unconscious body down the stairs. If you want my protection, you follow my orders.”

      Nyra stepped out of the tub, crossing her arms. “Sure, sure. Let’s hear your genius plan, then. Two cripples and a half-dead woman against—how many Scions, exactly?”

      “There are about ten people outside, so there are likely at least as many inside.”

      “Twenty men, then. And your strongest game piece isn’t even here. You sent him out to buy a shirt. I can’t see why we wouldn’t just wait for him.”

      “Because that would be a waste of time,” Knell replied. “And I hate wasting time. Look lively. We’re going downstairs.”

      Nyra squinted at Knell, then spat on the ground and cursed. “Fine. I won’t be any more dead up here than down there, but you better have a plan or be a lot stronger than you look.”

      Knell pulled the door open and gestured for the women to go before him. He followed the two through the hall and toward the stairwell. Coal remained perched on his shoulder, eyes half closed.

      “What’s the plan?” Maya asked in a low tone. “Don’t forget that I really can’t do much right now. I can’t use my sword.”

      “You haven’t been able to do much at any point,” Knell replied. Maya flinched, and he waved his hand dismissively. “That wasn’t an insult. You’re just down a sword hand. What swordsman would be useful without one? I kept you on the crew as an investment, not an immediate bonus.”

      “Got a real way with women, don’t you?” Nyra asked with a snort as Maya nodded her understanding.

      “Down,” Knell said, pointing at the stairwell. “Don’t get too far ahead, though. Maya, watch our backs.”

      “That’s my official role. Back watcher,” Maya grumbled as they descended the stairs, Nyra at the lead. The three of them stepped into the inn’s common room.

      About a dozen men stood at the counter across from Furgus. Many of them had their weapons drawn, and Knell could feel the telltale energy of a Scion in the group—probably the tracker, if he had to venture a guess. A fair number of normal patrons sat at the tables around the inn, all watching the men warily.

      “I already told you,” Furgus said, his tone clipped, “the last time I saw the woman was when she initially passed through the town. She didn’t stay long, and she didn’t have a bounty out at the time. I don’t know what else you want from me.”

      “There’s only so far Apton’s laws will go to protect you,” a man in green travel clothes said, slamming a dagger into the counter. “Refusing to comply with the Adventurer’s Guild is a criminal offense.”

      “And you’ve yet to give me any proof that you’re part of the Guild,” Furgus said. “The law is very clear that I am within my rights to request proof of membership—which you have failed to do.”

      “Our word is more than enough,” another man said in a drunken slur. “And the girl’s here. I smell ’er.”

      “And I smell you, good sir,” Furgus said, grabbing a bottle of alcohol from the shelf and pouring a glass. He pushed it across the table to the man in the green cloak. “Your drink. Please finish it and leave.”

      “I don’t know why you’re trying to protect the heretic. Did she pay you off?” the man asked, ignoring the drink. He wrenched his dagger out from the counter and pointed it at Furgus. “If she’s here and we find you intentionally helped, I swear that I’ll—”

      A loud crack split the air, and a blue streak carved through the room. It slammed into the drunk man’s head, right between his eyes. Blood splattered across the floor as he crumpled, his hand catching the glass and knocking it to the floor with a loud crash.

      “Was that the Scion?” Knell asked, smoke rising from the barrel of his flintlock. His eyes shone brilliant gold, lighting up the room like two lighthouses. “I sure hope it was.Everyone’s eyes snapped toward him, then over to Nyra.

      “I knew it, you lying bastard,” the green-cloaked man snarled. He lunged for Furgus, but he never made it. A bolt of green light leaped from Knell’s staff and slammed into him, slowing him to a crawl.

      Knell slotted a normal bullet into his flintlock and fired once more. Another body crashed to the ground.

      “The gods really do employ exclusively idiots,” Knell said. “I kill one of your men, and your first thought is to attack the barkeep?”

      A man went to raise a crossbow, and Knell turned the barrel of his flintlock toward him. “Pull that out and you join your friends.”

      “What in the Seas is your problem?” the man asked, freezing. He glanced at one of the others—probably another crossbow user.

      “My problem is that my night has been interrupted.”

      “You’re harboring a dangerous criminal,” the guildsman said, swallowing heavily. “She should be weakened. If you turn her in, we can ensure the Gods would reward you.”

      “But they already have,” Knell replied, waving his gun at the two dead men on the ground. “They brought me you. The only question is how many more I will harvest. Tell me, how many seconds of my time do you think your life is worth?”

      A woman near the back of the group went for her crossbow, trying to hide the motion behind the back of one of the other adventures. That did little to fool Knell’s eyes. He flicked his hand to the side and pulled the trigger. Coal cawed in amusement as she crumpled, clutching her breast as blood poured out from the wound.

      “Wrong answer,” Knell said. “Nine more chances to get it right. I’m sure a few of you are thinking about the numbers advantage, and it might work if you just rush me, yes? Please, feel free. As for those of you that want to live, walk out the door.”

      “You think you can protect her?” one of the adventurers asked. “Even if we leave now, you can’t fight the Guild.”

      “Protect her?” Knell set his mental clock to count out fifty-nine seconds. He tapped Nyra with his staff, casting Anchor on her before slowing her an instant later to mask the flash of green light. Knell waited just long enough for it to become apparent that she’d been slowed to twist his staff apart. He pulled the blade free and ran it along her throat in a smooth motion.

      Nyra’s eyes widened and her hands shot up to try to stem the blood flow, but the wound was too deep and blood gushed past her hands, pouring down her chest and splattering across the floor. She dropped to her knees, glaring accusatorily at Knell before falling to the ground at his feet, gasping weakly for air.

      “I simply hadn’t gotten around to killing her yet,” Knell said. “I’d say she was worth ten seconds. Since none of you figured it out yet—I’ll put the price on each of your lives at five seconds. Together with her, that adds up to twenty-five seconds. You’ve already wasted thirty. Eight of you may leave.”

      The adventurers glanced at each other, their confidence slowly being replaced by fear in the face of Knell’s sheer confidence. One of them started to back toward the door, then spun and sprinted out of it, letting it slam shut behind him.

      Their ranks broke, all charging for the door. Knell loaded his flintlock one last time and aimed at the last of the men to leave, putting a stone bullet between his shoulder blades just before door swung shut behind them.

      Silence reigned over the inn. Not a single person dared to move from their seats as Knell shook the smoke from his flintlock and tucked it back into his belt.

      “It appears I have caused a mess,” Knell said, sheathing his staff’s blade and limping over to the dead men. He dug through their pockets for a while, coming back up with several bags of gold. He tossed one of them onto the counter. “That should cover it.”

      “This is far too much for the cleanup. You might be better served keeping this for yourself,” Furgus said softly. “The Guild will come after you. You should run.”

      “Evidently, the rumors haven’t reached Apton yet,” Knell said, mostly to himself. “And we all heard it—these weren’t adventurers. They were far too weak, and they didn’t have any identification. I just killed a bunch of ruffians.”

      “It’s still too much,” Furgus said.

      “Consider the rest payment for what we did to our room,” Knell said with a grimace. His mental clock rang. He pointed at Nyra. “Get up. I’ve decided I prefer you alive.”
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      Nyra’s body vanished, reforming where she’d been standing a minute ago. She drew in a startled gasp. Her hands shot up to her neck, feeling for a cut that wasn’t there.

      Mutters passed around the room, and several people murmured a prayer under their breaths.

      “What are you?” Furgus asked, his face pallid. He gripped the neck of his bottle so tightly that his knuckles turned white around it.

      “Irritated,” Knell replied, continuing to examine the corpses with the end of his staff. It took a few minutes of searching, but he managed to locate the Boon in their tracker with only a little brutalizing of his body. He wiped it off on the man’s shirt, then put it into his pack and spoke again. “News must travel slowly to Apton. I’m sure you’ll find out more soon enough.”

      The door swung open with a bang. Everyone spun toward it as Cyll sauntered in, wearing a new set of clothes that, for once, fit him perfectly. The grin on Cyll’s face faded as he looked around the room.

      “Cap, did you kill stuff without me? You know that’s my favorite part!”

      “Consider it punishment for dragging in strays,” Knell replied. “I apologize again for the mess, Furgus. I will do my best to avoid killing anyone else inside your inn.”

      The bartender just stared at him as Knell limped over toward the door, Maya and Nyra following after him. They stepped out into the cold night streets and set off down one, leaving the inn in their wake.

      “What was that about?” Stix asked. “And why is Nyra with us now? I thought we weren’t allied.”

      “I’m not so sure we are,” Nyra muttered, rubbing her neck. “Your captain just killed me.”

      “Oh, he does that,” Stix said, waving a hand dismissively. “You’ll get used to it.”

      Nyra’s eye twitched. “How often do you kill your own men?”

      “When the fancy strikes me,” Knell said without a hint of mirth. Nyra gaped at him, only realizing he was joking when she spotted Cyll’s grin.

      “What kind of monster kills his own men?”

      “One that gets results. And stop being dramatic,” Knell said. “Do you feel dead?”

      “Well, no. But you slit my throat.”

      “And then I un-slit it. You don’t see me complaining about things that people didn’t do, do you?”

      “I—undoing something doesn’t mean it never happened.”

      “Then I suppose it’s a good thing your opinion isn’t of relevance,” Knell said. “I am fulfilling our agreement. If you wanted me to baby you, then you should have offered up more.”

      They wound into the city, soon arriving at the start of the market area. It was mostly empty, with only a few people still wandering around and either packing their goods up or preparing them for the next day.

      Knell drew up to the Singing Anvil’s entrance and peered through the window. The faint flicker of flame from the forge danced in the main room, but the doors had been closed and it was silent inside. He rapped his staff against the window gently.

      “What are you doing?” Nyra asked.

      “Knocking.”

      “I meant why are you bringing us to a smithy?”

      “Because I need an Artificer’s services,” Knell replied, shaking his head in befuddlement. “Why else?”

      “You know what? Never mind.”

      Through the window, Knell watched Owen step out of the forge, a small frown on his face. He saw Knell and his face went pale. Owen let out a slew of curses as he approached the doors and pulled one of them open.

      “I thought a devil had come for me,” Owen said, pressing a hand to his chest. “What are you doing, you madman? What could possibly drive you to come by at this hour?”

      “I decided on what I wanted you to make me.”

      Owen sighed. He rubbed his hands off on his leather apron. “Of course you did. And you couldn’t wait until tomorrow to tell me?”

      “What would the point of that be? I was on the way, and you struck me as a man that stays up late working.”

      “Unfortunately,” Owen said, scrunching his nose. “Right then. Come inside, I guess.”

      Knell followed Owen into the smithy, and the door swung shut behind them. Several minutes later, he stepped back out into the street and set back off, the others falling in line behind him.

      “What was that about?” Nyra asked.

      “Still none of your concern. It does not involve you,” Knell replied. “I am honoring the word of our agreement. You are alive. My business beyond that is my own.”

      Coal bobbed empathetically on Knell’s shoulder, clacking his beak in agreement. Nyra squinted at the large bird.

      “So you are. I’ll give you that,” Nyra said.

      They reached the city gates and stepped out into the open night. After continuing for another few minutes, Knell stopped walking and turned back to Nyra. “Your turn to lead.”

      “I’m going to need more time to fully recover,” Nyra said. “If we go now, I’m not going to be very useful. It’s not that easy to recover from a near-fatal wound, you know.”

      “We can rest there. I don’t want to stand around and waste even more energy on worthless adventurers,” Knell replied. He paused, then cocked his head to the side. “Unless they’ve all got Boons, too. You really are quite convenient. Do you know how hard it normally is to get my hands on them? I have to actually look for Scions to kill. They just show up for you.”

      “Lucky me,” Nyra muttered. She walked to the front of the party and started off the path, leading the party inland. “I thought the old guy was the exception, but are you all insane?”

      “No. It’s just him and Knell,” Stix said. “We’re still working on it. I’m sure I’ll have lost it soon enough.”

      “You’re speaking as if you aren’t just as bad,” Maya pointed out. “You’ve got a fifteen thousand gold bounty. There’s no way you haven’t done at least something to earn that.”

      “Not denying that,” Nyra replied with a snort. “I killed a few people. They all deserved it. Killing the wrong person ends up getting you more attention than you were looking for, though.”

      “Someone high up in the guild?” Cyll guessed.

      “Something like that. They didn’t take kindly to it, so I got tossed in with the rest of their top enemies. Funny how life works, eh? I can’t complain too much. I needed fodder to train against. The bounty has been pretty helpful.”

      “Until you almost got killed,” Cyll said. “Not too smart, that. I like to avoid getting killed by not dying. Have you considered giving it a try?”

      “That’s rich, coming from you. I thought my regenerative abilities were strong, but you’re on an entirely different level. Can you even die?”

      Cyll’s eyes flicked over to Knell. He let out a heavy sigh. “Gods damn it. Did you have to say that?”

      “Say what?”

      “I’m not giving him my socks again,” Stix declared. “Maya can do it.”

      “Absolutely not. I don’t have enough to spare. Knell, find a better punishment for him.”

      “What in the Sixteen Seas are you all talking about?” Nyra massaged her temples and shook her head, as if expecting them to vanish if she thought about it hard enough. “Did I get hit on the head?”

      “Not yet,” Knell replied. “Cyll. Seriously? Are you incapable of going through a single fight without showing your abilities to everyone with eyes?”

      “In my defense, Cap, I was lookin’ for people with two eyes. One of hers is always hidden behind that ropey hair, so I didn’t see her. It’s not my fault.”

      “That might possibly be the worst excuse I’ve ever heard,” Knell said. Nyra touched her hair, sending an offended glance at Cyll.

      “Did you just call my hair ropey?”

      “It’s easier to say than seaweedy.”

      “Says the withered old man with the roadkill plastered to his chin.”

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just insult my luscious beard. All the ladies love my beard. It’s a work of art renowned by all.”

      “Only piece of free advice you’re going to get from me—don’t engage Cyll,” Knell warned.

      “Noted,” Nyra said.

      They continued in silence. The night was still and the air motionless. Silver light bore down from the moon above, just barely illuminating the sloping hills. Nyra marched onward, stopping every once in a while to close her eyes and look up into the sky, as if in prayer.

      Their path wrapped around the side of the island and up to a sandy beach near its northern edge. A long patch of rose bushes ran alongside the beach. They continued along the beach for nearly an hour before coming to a stop at a plain patch of sand amidst several sharp rocks that jutted out in every direction.

      “It’s here?” Cyll asked, glancing around. He poked one of the rocks. “Kind of pretty. Like a place I would sit and make flower crowns.”

      He plucked a flower from one of the bushes and put it in his hair. Everyone ignored him.

      “The dungeon is hidden for a reason,” Nyra said. “It’s not easy to open.”

      “We can’t just walk into it?” Knell asked, blinking. “I thought the whole point of dungeons was for people to clear them. What’s the point of making it difficult to enter?”

      “Those are the dungeons that the gods made.” Nyra spat on the ground.

      “So who made this one?” Stix asked.

      “No clue. Not them. They wouldn’t hate them so much if they had,” Nyra replied. She pulled her ratty shoes off and stuck her feet into the sand, wiggling deeper into it. Cyll—who still had no shoes, despite his new outfit—shrugged and did the same.

      “What are you doing?” Nyra asked.

      “At the moment, I am wiggling my toes in the sand.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it looked like you were having fun.”

      “I am not having fun. I’m trying to connect to the earth. The entire dungeon is alive, and it’s protected by an earth elemental. They don’t speak common, but it’ll open a path to the dungeon if I ask properly.”

      Cyll raised an eyebrow. “And you do that by sticking your feet on it? Kinky elemental.”

      “Is he always like this?” Nyra asked, pressing her lips together.

      “Yes.”

      Cyll sat back in the sand and squirmed around a little, snickering to himself. “Behold. I can speak to the elemental as well. I wonder if it’ll appreciate this more or less than feet.”

      “Every time he opens his mouth, I lose a little bit of the respect I had for his abilities,” Nyra said. “How do you deal with it?”

      “By killing him.”

      “Every time you open your mouth, I get a little more worried that I might have made a deal with a devil.”

      The ground rumbled. Nyra stumbled, still not fully recovered, and Knell hooked her shoulder with the end of his staff to keep her from falling. Everyone other than Cyll scrambled back as the sand started to spiral into a sinkhole centered around the immortal.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas is happening?” Maya yelled, wading backward to avoid getting pulled into the center of the hole. She grabbed Knell by the back of his shirt before he lost his own balance and pitched forward.

      “I don’t know!” Nyra snapped. “I didn’t get a chance to do anything! Someone should grab Cyll before—”

      Cyll’s head vanished beneath the sand. The rumbling continued for several more seconds before finally coming to a stop. As the last of the sand fell away, it revealed a stone passageway that led straight into the earth. They all stared into it.

      “Cyll?” Knell called.

      “Having a lovely time down here,” Cyll’s voice echoed up from within the hole. “Does this mean it liked my ass more than Seaweed’s?”

      “Don’t call me that,” Nyra snapped, but she couldn’t wipe the baffled expression from her face. She leaned closer to Knell and lowered her voice to keep Cyll from overhearing her. “How did he do that?”

      “Perhaps the elemental liked his ass more than yours,” Knell replied with a smirk. “How deep is the drop, Cyll?”

      “Not too deep,” Cyll called back. “Jump. I’ll catch you.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a great—”

      The rest of Nyra’s sentence vanished as Knell pushed her into the hole. Her curses trailed in the air behind her, growing fainter as she plummeted into the hidden dungeon.
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      “Got her!” Cyll’s voice echoed up from the darkness. “Next!”

      Stix hopped into the hole, and after Cyll caught her as well, the other two followed after her. As soon as everyone had landed at the bottom of the hole, Knell rooted around in his bag before pulling out a small matchstick.

      The ground and walls around them was made up of old, blue-tinged stones. Dull streamers of cyan energy slithered through the cracks in the walls, pulsing every few seconds as they headed down the long hall before them. The only light in the dungeon came from their passage, and they were periodically plunged into darkness when the streams faded.

      “What is this?” Stix asked, peering at the wall. She raised a hand to touch it but paused and pulled her fingers back. “Do you think it’s safe to touch?”

      “It was last time,” Nyra replied curtly. “And next time, I’d appreciate some warning before you shove me into a hole.”

      “Your request has been considered,” Knell said. “Avoid touching anything we don’t need to, Stix. I’d rather not find things out the hard way.”

      “That was hardly an answer, Knell.” Nyra’s eyes narrowed, and she crossed her hands in front of her chest.

      “It’s the best you’ll be getting. Your desires are irrelevant to me,” Knell said. “You said you needed time to rest. How long?”

      “A few hours at least. Otherwise, I’ll be dead weight. I had a giant hole in my stomach, if you remember. Don’t be so impatient.”

      Knell pursed his lips. “Two hours. I am not convinced that your full strength is mandatory to our success, and I will not waste more time than that.”

      Nyra sat down and leaned against one of the walls. She closed her eyes, and her breaths grew deeper, her chest rising and falling more slowly. Cyll cocked his head to the side.

      “She’s ripping your style, Cap.”

      “I am not the only one that practices meditation. Perhaps she is just wiser than you.”

      Cyll flexed his arms and struck a pose. “What use do I have for that when I can just crush everything between my biceps? I mean, look at these. Huge.”

      “I’m pretty sure mine are bigger,” Maya said, flexing her arm. Despite himself, Knell glanced. Maya was right. Hers were bigger. A small grin flickered across his face.

      “Well, at least I have two of them,” Cyll said.

      Maya rolled her eyes. “I can always count on you to fall back to childish insults.”

      “I’m a very reliable man. How’s that sword of yours treating you? Mine’s great, by the way. Thanks for asking.”

      Knell tuned his crew out. If they had to spend time sitting around here, there was still something he could take care of, and now was as good a time as ever. He reached into his jacket and lifted the amulet that Joseph had given him from around his neck.

      “I’d like to talk,” Knell said.

      Stix, who had somehow avoided getting dragged into Cyll and Maya’s growing argument, tilted her head to the side.

      “I thought that was just a way to keep the gods from listening in on us.”

      “As if someone would give this to us without having an ulterior motive,” Knell replied. He shook the amulet. “That was not a request, Joseph. I’d bet my eyes that you can hear me, and I don’t take bets that I can lose.”

      Several seconds passed. Stix’s eyes trailed from the amulet to Knell, but there was no doubt in her eyes—just anticipation. Knell jiggled the amulet again.

      “Right. I’m not starved for Boons anymore,” Knell said. “Either answer me, or I toss this out and make a new amulet that actually blocks everyone out when I get back to Apton. Your choice.”

      “I could shoot it,” Stix offered. “We can just avoid talking about anything we need to keep from the gods until you get another one made.”

      The darkness shifted. With the dim light coming from the pulsing energy running through the walls, it was difficult to notice, but the shadows lengthened. A distant bell tolled as Joseph stepped out from within a wall, his hat pulled low over his eyes.

      “Very clever, Knell. I hope you don’t get into the habit of this, or I am going to be displeased. What do you want?”

      “I need a fairly simple task done, and I cannot do it myself.”

      “Oh?” Joseph asked. “Something that you don’t think you can do? And you think I would waste my time on it? You yourself said that we were business partners at best.”

      “And this is a business deal.” Knell dangled the amulet. “If you don’t want me to destroy this right now, you do me a favor.”

      “Those are hardly equal.”

      “I’ll include forgiving you for attempting to lie to me,” Knell said.

      Joseph’s lips pulled back in a thin smirk, revealing his razor-sharp teeth and black gums. “What favor do you seek?”

      “I’ll tell you after you agree. It shouldn’t be much effort all for you.”

      Joseph studied him for a few moments, then nodded once. “Very well, so long as your words are true. In return, you will keep my gift.”

      “The medallion will not leave my side unless I am rendered incapable of keeping it,” Knell promised. “A fair deal, I think.”

      He told Joseph what he wanted.

      Joseph tilted his head to the side, then nodded once. He turned back and stepped into the shadows, fading from view by the time the next pulse of dull blue light washed over the room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This is the worst idea I’ve ever had in my life,” Lillicent muttered as she ruffled through the pockets of the man she’d just killed, getting blood all over her boots in the process. She straightened, only earning a small pouch of gold for her troubles.

      She walked over to another body and rifled through its pockets. This man hadn’t even had a single coin on him—just the daggers that he’d been wielding when she’d run him through. “Why am I doing this? There are so many other jobs I could have gone for. Instead, I heel like a dog.”

      “Because you can feel the winds of fate.”

      Lillicent spun, raising her sword and jumping back. A tall man stood behind her, his torn black clothes rippling in the night wind. He adjusted the square hat on his head, and a flicker of dull green light danced through his eyes before vanishing, leaving only pitch black in its place.

      “Another Scion come to die?” Lillicent asked, speaking with more bravado than she felt. “Have you not heard what happened to the last few? You’ll be no different.”

      “It is a dark time indeed for the gods,” the man mused. A curved staff materialized in his hands, a bell dangling from its end. “That their greatest implements are now the target of ire from even those such as you, with no true power to your name.”

      “Try me,” Lillicent growled. “You’re thinner than a twig. I’m pretty sure a light breeze would snap you in two.”

      The man chuckled. “So feisty. So much anger, but no strength to put it to use.”

      “Let’s skip the small talk and get to the point where you run or I kill you,” Lillicent said, shifting her weight. She moved her free hand to her side, discretely hooking a finger around a throwing knife she kept tucked into her belt.

      “Do you feel comfort from your sharp words? Do they help you cope with your lack of power?”

      Lillicent flicked the dagger. It was one of her better throws—the blade flashed through the air, barely visible in the dull moonlight, and caught the man straight in the throat. A cold grin stretched across her face, but it didn’t get to finish its path.

      The man reached up slowly, pulling the dagger free. He dropped it, and the blade fell to the ground with a quiet thump. The shadows behind the man stretched. They grew longer and more jagged, like broken glass strewn across the ground.

      Lillicent took a step back. Then she spun and sprinted as fast as her feet would carry her. She’d fought quite a few people on the trip to Apton. Half a dozen sailors. A Scion that she’d barely gotten the best of. The captain of her chartered ship, when he’d tried to rob her in her sleep. None of them had taken a dagger to the throat and lived, much less been completely unbothered by it.

      Part of survival was knowing when you were completely outmatched.

      Lillicent slammed straight into a wall of darkness. She fell back, and a dark tendril whipped out from the ground, batting her sword from her hands. Cursing, she looked up to find the thin man standing directly before her.

      “Children playing with sharp toys should be more careful where they run,” the man said, baring his jagged teeth in a mockery of a smile. Lillicent rolled to the side, scrambling to her feet and racing in the opposite direction.

      She slammed into him a second time. Pain shot through her nose as something cracked. A shadowy growth whipped around her legs, yanking them out from under her. Lillicent slammed to the ground. The air rushed from her lungs in a pained grunt.

      Before she could stand, a pointed boot pressed down into her chest, and the butt of the man’s staff jabbed into the ground beside her head.

      “I have some questions for you,” the man said, leaning closer with unnerving flexibility.

      “Tell whatever god you serve to shove their questions so far up their ass that they come out their mouth.”

      “I serve no god.”

      “Then tell it to whoever you serve, you lanky bastard. I’ve already died. I’m just living on borrowed time. No threat you make scares me.”

      “Oh? And here I was so willing to offer you a deal. I simply wished a single question answered in exchange for your life. If you’d just given me a moment to speak before you attacked me, I’d have been able to tell you that.”

      “In exchange for my life,” Lillicent repeated. “Sure. Don’t pretend like you were ever going to be cordial.”

      “A fair point,” the man admitted. “I was not. The question, then. What is the location of the man known as Knell?”

      Lillicent blinked. “You’re wrapped up with him?”

      “Answer the question.”

      “Find an anthill and sit on it.”

      Joseph’s boot pressed into her chest, and Lillicent gritted her teeth in pain.

      “Answer the question,” he repeated. “I know you are aware of where he resides. Simply tell me. Knell will be no concern of yours once I find him. He cannot kill me.”

      “Maybe not now, but I figure you’ll find his blade in your back soon enough if you’re hunting for him,” Lillicent spat. “I hope he makes it hurt.”

      Lillicent twisted her right leg. A thin blade sprung out from behind one of her shin plates, and she snatched it out of the air, plunging it toward her own throat. The man’s staff flashed, striking her in the wrist and sending her dagger spinning.

      To Lillicent’s surprise, he took his foot off her chest and stepped back.

      “Attempting to kill yourself to keep me from torturing you?” the man asked. “Dedicated indeed. More than I would have expected. Why?”

      “Because I’ll do anything to kill the gods,” Lillicent replied. “And he’s got the best chance of doing it from everyone I’ve met. I’m not telling you anything.”

      “I see. I suppose this should be acceptable, then.”

      “What?”

      “My apologies for the mild injuries,” the man said. He moved faster than Lillicent could watch, grabbing her nose between two slender fingers and snapping it back into position. She yelped in pain, but he’d already released her. “I did not expect you would charge into me nose-first.”

      “What is your problem? Who are you?” Lillicent hissed.

      “Continue on your path,” the man said, ignoring her. He hooked her sword with the end of his staff and flicked it over to Lillicent. She grabbed it, staring at him in confusion.

      “What are you on about?”

      “We will meet again, I think,” the man said. The shadows beneath him shifted and rose up around him like the jaws of some misshapen beast. They closed and sank back into the earth, leaving no trace of his arrival.

      Lillicent touched her nose gingerly with a finger, then winced. Muttering under her breath, she scooped up her lost daggers and returned them to their places.

      “This definitely isn’t worth it,” Lillicent grumbled, trudging back toward Apton. “I wish that gods cursed captain waited until we were a little closer to Apton to try to pull his shit. What a waste of time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay.” Nyra’s eyes opened, and she rose to her feet, stretching her arms out and arching her back. “I’m good.”

      “And it only took you two hours and forty-one minutes,” Knell said. “I hope you fight better than you heal.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You’ll see soon enough. Let’s get moving,” Nyra said. “There’s some loot waiting for us with our names on it.”

      “Anything we should be aware of down there?” Stix asked, loading a bolt into her huge crossbow. “You’ve been through the dungeon, after all.”

      “A bunch of fishmen,” Nyra replied. “They’re more dangerous than you’d expect, but they shouldn’t be any real threat. The big problem are the bosses.”

      “Plural?” Knell asked.

      “That’s what I said. There are several. I told you, this isn’t a normal dungeon. From what I remember, the bosses didn’t have a specific room they sat around in. They just kind of wandered the dungeon.”

      “How many are there, exactly?”

      “At least two. We didn’t clear the dungeon.”

      “Then how do you know they were bosses and not strong monsters?” Knell asked.

      Nyra pursed her lips. “You’ll see. They were really big fishmen. One of them had some water magic, the other was just a brute. Neither was an easy fight.”

      “Noted. Cyll, take the lead,” Knell said, gesturing to the dark path before them. “I’d hate to have to stop for another hour if Nyra stubs her toe.”

      “Sixteen Seas, you’re petty,” Nyra muttered as Cyll stepped past her, drawing Lassie and holding the huge sword at his side like it was made of feathers rather than bone and steel.

      “Incredibly,” Knell agreed, and they headed into the darkness.

      Ripples of faint blue light passed through the walls alongside them as the group descended deeper into the dungeon. The path wound in gentle loops, and the smell of salt and seaweed grew stronger with every step. Trickles of water slithered between the rough rock beneath their feet and a faint gurgling churned in the distance.

      The wide path expanded into a large, circular room. It was dimly lit by glowing moss hanging from stalactites on the ceiling and protrusions jutting from the walls. A large, wooden table sat in room’s center, large portions of it rotted away.

      Two small, blue-skinned people sat on chairs at either side of the table. Aside from their color, they would have been no different from very short humans had it not been for the bulbous fish heads perched between their shoulders.

      The bulbous eyes of the monster across from them jerked as the group stepped into the room. It let out a warning gurgle, revealing dozens of rows of tiny, razor-sharp teeth. They both leaped from the desk, rushing toward Knell’s group.

      Stix’s crossbow whumped. A bolt slammed into one of the fishmen and punched a large hole clean through its head. It flopped forward, its momentum carrying it across the ground in a roll until it stopped before Cyll’s feet.

      The remaining fishman leaped into the air, going for Cyll’s throat. Nyra’s long hair rippled, and a black blur flickered across the fishman. It split in twain midair, the two halves falling on either side of Cyll as its blood sprayed across him.

      “Thank you,” Cyll said, running his tongue along his lips and wiping the gore off his face with the back of a sleeve. “Just what I was hoping for today. Fish guts.”

      “You’re welcome,” Nyra replied without an ounce of sarcasm. Knell’s eyes traced her as she stepped into the room, scanning it for any other monsters.

      That blur was her hair. I’m certain this time. That’s quite the interesting ability. Certainly something that benefits from the element of surprise, so I can see if she wouldn’t want to advertise how she’s attacking.

      “So, do you have a special routine for that hair?” Cyll asked as they continued deeper into the room. “Constantly dipping it in blood and guts can’t be great for it.”

      Nyra sighed. “No.”

      “You should probably get on that,” Cyll suggested. “Maybe this is why it looks like you’ve got a bed of seaweed on your head.”

      “Stop antagonizing her before we have to replace another one of your shirts,” Knell said.

      “That’s what you’re worried about?” Nyra cocked an eyebrow.

      “Yes. He goes through them at an annoying rate,” Knell said. He let a tiny amount of power seep through his eyes and let his eyes sweep across the room. Dozens of jagged dull crystal clusters stuck out from the ground, making perfect ambush spots. There were several jagged archways in the walls that led deeper into the dungeon, but they’d have to pass through the craggy room to reach them.

      Knell pointed his staff at a cluster at their right. Cyll and Stix both followed the motion. A fishman leaped out from behind the stones, only to catch a Slow spell to the face. Cyll carved it in two an instant later, and the monster flopped to the ground before it even got a chance to attack.

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

      

      

      “That’s some reaction timing,” Nyra said. “What’s up with the glowing eyes?”

      “What’s up with the hair?”

      Nyra grimaced. “Fair enough. Onward, then.”

      Onward they went. There weren’t any more monsters in the room, and Knell directed them through the righthand passage. They continued deeper into the dungeon, clearing another two rooms of the monsters along the way. Knell gained a level halfway through the first room, but he dismissed the information after confirming that he hadn’t gotten any new magic from it.

      At the end of the second room, Stix called for a pause. Her eyes glazed over as she stared into the air, then she grinned.

      “Finally. I got another Artillerist ability, and this one is actually a little flashier than firing stuff quickly. I need to find something to use this on.”

      That was not a hard request to grant. They continued on, following the ripples of blue light, and were quickly ambushed by a group of spear-wielding fishmen as they entered another room.

      Cyll charged into the group, sweeping his massive sword and forcing them to hop back to avoid being bisected. Stix raised her crossbow and took aim at the largest one of the lot. Her tongue stuck out slightly in concentration, and a shimmer of pale gray magic swirled around the tip of the bolt.

      A heavy whump split the air as the bolt launched out of her bow. It promptly exploded, sending large slivers of wood hurtling across the room. They shredded through several of the fishmen, each piece leaving massive wounds as it carved through their flesh and rudimentary armor.

      Nyra’s hair whipped out, finishing off the monsters that Stix had injured as they tried to turn and flee. Cyll and Knell took out the rest, while Maya watched from behind, shifting from foot to foot and with growing impatience on her face.

      “Well, that was something,” Cyll said, pulling Lassie free of the last fishman. “You can destroy your arrows before they hit people.”

      “It’s for if I need to fight in close range,” Stix said with a grin. She walked up to one of the monsters she’d shot and knelt beside it. “I guess it wouldn’t do much to you, but those fragments did a lot of damage. It does suck I can’t recover the bolt, though.”

      “Effective,” Knell said approvingly. “What level are you?”

      “Twenty-four.”

      Knell pressed his lips together and pulled up his own status.

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 21

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Devouring Maw

        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: 18

      

      

      He dismissed it, not bothering to check on his abilities. None had changed. Epoch was still leveling at a faster rate than Scion, and it wouldn’t be long before it surpassed his main path. It peeved him that Scion seemed to level so slowly, but he had his growing suspicions as to why.

      It won’t matter soon. Scion won’t be my Path for very much longer.

      “Ready to continue?” Cyll asked. “Watching you two play around with your magic goodies always makes me jealous. I didn’t get anything cool.”

      “You have a new sword. Play with that,” Knell said. He glanced at Maya. “And stop looking so frustrated.”

      “I just hate not being able to do anything,” Maya said. “I’m useless.”

      “Only for now,” Knell replied. “It’s partially my fault for letting your sword get enchanted in a way that made it useless to you. I did not consider that would be a possibility, but the problem will be rectified shortly. Irritation will do nothing to speed the process up.”

      Maya sighed and gave him a small nod. “Okay. Sorry. Thanks.”

      Cyll ambled down the room and peered through the only exit on the other side. He pulled his head back a few moments later. “We got a good number of goodies in front of us. Two big ole fish surrounded by a bunch of normal ones. They’re below us, in a little arena thing.”

      “They’re in the same room?” Nyra asked, pushing past Cyll to get a look for herself. She cursed under her breath. “That’s not good. The fishmen have been a lot weaker than I remember, but they were never the real threat.”

      “You sound more concerned than I would have expected,” Cyll said. “I mean, you could have done all this on your own if we’re being serious. Are the big blokes that much stronger?”

      “They wiped half of my team the last time we went through. They’re strong.”

      “We could always wait until one of them leaves the room,” Stix offered. “You said they move around a lot, right?”

      Nyra nodded. “We could, yeah. But I’d imagine they might have heard our fighting and gathered specifically because of that. If that’s the case, we’ll be waiting a long time.”

      “Is there any way for the fishmen to reach us where we currently are?” Knell asked. “Move. Let me take a look.”

      Cyll stepped out of the way, and Knell peered into the path. A sloping path continued for a few feet, then ended in a sharp drop where a long ladder was built into the wall. It led down into a wide, circular room.

      Two massive fishmen stood in the center of it. One held a jagged-looking halberd, while the other bore a gnarled blue staff. Both of them stood nearly twice Knell’s height and were covered in rippling muscle and scars. Their eyes flickered with faint red energy, and they were surrounded by fifteen other monsters.

      Knell pulled back, not wanting them to catch a glimpse of him before they were ready to fight. He was pretty sure the fishmen could have made it up the ladder if they’d wanted to, but it was more likely that they’d take cover in the room and force them to fight a battle of attrition.

      “This is the only path forward,” Knell said. “And I don’t think they’re going anywhere, especially with the number of monsters gathered in that room. We should try to do as much damage to one of them as possible before the battle starts, then send Cyll in to distract the bosses while we clean up the smaller monsters. Once they’re dealt with, we take out the magic user first, and we should be able to handle the last one after.”

      “You make it sound simple,” Nyra said. “They’re fast. The moment we start fighting, the mage is going to have us dancing around. They’ve also got pretty tough skin, and I won’t be able to cut them down as easily as the others.”

      “Just focus on the small ones, then,” Knell said. “Cyll, Stix, and I will keep the bosses distracted until we can dedicate our full attention to them.”

      “You’re sure you can handle them? Don’t underestimate the bosses just because they look stupid. They’re threats.”

      “I don’t underestimate anyone,” Knell replied. “We can handle them.”

      “If you’re sure, then fine. Just don’t make me regret this. I’m going to be pissed if I have to run out of here and spend another day recovering from my wounds.”

      “Just don’t get hit,” Knell said with a wry smile. “Let’s go kill some fish.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      “Rules on the fight?” Cyll asked with an eager grin. “Nobody’s going to watch. I can do what I want, right?”

      Knell sighed. “Considering you’ve already given your abilities away to Nyra, I suppose I can let you have fun. Just don’t forget that the less practice you get in, the harder it’s going to be to avoid screwing up later. And you’re still going to be paying for your inability to keep your secret with Nyra.”

      “Is it really that big of a deal?” Nyra asked. Cyll shot her a glance out of the corner of his eyes. He rolled his shoulders and jabbed Lassie into the ground before peeling his shirt off and tossing it to the side.

      “Now that’s new,” Nyra said, cocking an eyebrow. “You going to keep going?”

      “Do you want me to?” Cyll pulled Lassie back out of the ground and bared his teeth in a grin. “I normally charge extra for that, but I might make an exception.”

      “Not unless you want me to put an arrow through your back,” Stix said, only half joking. She pulled a bolt into place and gave Knell a nod. “I’m ready.”

      They stepped into the short hall and approached the drop. Stix leveled her crossbow and let her finger drift over the trigger. Cyll’s tongue ran along his lips, and he drummed his fingers on the hilt of Lassie impatiently.

      None of the fishmen noticed them. Stix lined her shot up and tightened her grip. The small ballista thumped, launching its payload. It blurred down and into the room below, striking the staff-wielding boss with a crunch.

      It staggered back, blood pouring out around the huge bolt protruding from its shoulder. Every single one of the fishmen spun, looking in their direction as Cyll dropped down the hole with a whoop.

      His bones cracked as he hit the ground. By the time he stood upright once more, they were fully healed. Cyll bounded toward the two bosses, completely ignoring the smaller fishmen in his way.

      Two of the fishmen thrust their pitchforks into his stomach and braced them against the ground, bringing his charge to a halt. Cyll laughed, snapping one of the weapons along the hilt with his knee.

      He grabbed the other fishman by the neck and yanked it closer to him, slamming his forehead into its face with a loud crack. He whipped Lassie around, bringing it down on the monster and reaving it in two.

      “More!” Cyll roared, blood spraying from his lips. He hurled Lassie toward the injured boss. A shield of rippling water rushed up from the ground, forming around the large fishman and intercepting the huge sword.

      Cyll ripped the pitchforks out of his stomach and charged, ignoring the other fishmen as they tried to stop his charge.

      “Go,” Knell said. “You’re meant to take care of the small ones, not ogle.”

      “I am not ogling,” Nyra snapped, shaking herself out of her reverie. She hopped into the hole, sliding down the ladder and landing on the ground lightly.

      “You two stay here. Maya, watch Stix’s back. Stix—keep shooting.” Coal hopped off Knell’s shoulder and onto Maya’s.

      Knell dropped his staff down the hole, then clambered down the ladder using just his hands. He dropped to the ground with a grunt, scooping his staff back up and turning to survey how the fight was going.

      Cyll, unsurprisingly, was covered in blood. Dead fishmen surrounded both him and Nyra. Both of the bosses still stood, but the mage was bleeding from several large wounds in its chest. Two bolts stuck out of its right shoulder, just a few inches apart.

      Nyra’s hair churned around her like a pool of shadows. The other boss swung its halberd at her and her hair shot up, wrapping around the weapon’s hilt and yanking it out of the way. It thudded into the ground harmlessly, and Cyll lunged, thrusting his sword for the monster’s chest.

      A whip of water slammed into Cyll before the blow could connect. He rolled, snarling as he came back to his feet. Another bolt sailed through the air, but it was blocked by a shield of water.

      The mage raised its staff. Hundreds of globules of water formed in the air above them. They sharpened, turning into spikes. Knell raised his free hand and used Warp. A large disk of green energy bloomed above them just as the spikes rained down. They all slowed to a crawl and Knell’s eyes lit a brilliant yellow.

      “Step to your left, Nyra.”

      Nyra obeyed his command just as the icicles reaccelerated, thudding into the ground all around her—but not a single connected. Several caught Cyll, but he didn’t even notice.

      Knell Slowed the mage as it went to cast another spell. As soon as the bolt of green light struck it, Cyll pounced. His sword slammed into the monster’s side, digging deep into its rough blue flesh.

      A bolt slammed into its eye a second later, snapping its head back with a loud crack. Cyll cackled, ripping Lassie out of the monster. The jagged fangs running along the sword ripped through its flesh like a saw, splattering blood across him and the ground.

      Knell released his spell and Slowed the other boss as it swung at Nyra. She vaulted backward, and the halberd slammed into a strand of her elongated hair, cutting through it. Nyra cursed and her hair flinched, retracting back to her head.

      Knell scooped a stone from the ground and thrust it into the artifact on his shoulder. The skull ground down on it, and a bullet rolled out of its mouth and into his awaiting hand. He slotted it into his flintlock, Slowing the mage again as it went to cast its shield.

      He fired, and a small hole bloomed open in the monster’s head. It let out a pained screech, the staff slipping from its fingers. Surprisingly, it was still standing.

      He drew on his Scion abilities, studying the monster. Death magic swirled around the monster like the reaper waiting to take it into its arms. Knell obliged. He snapped his fingers. The magic, thickest around the hole between its eyes, surged back into the wound.

      Blood erupted from the wound like a fountain, and the large fishman crashed to the ground. All the death energy surrounding it vanished as its lifeforce was drained away. The other boss roared, lunging for Nyra.

      She arched back, narrowly avoiding its halberd as it whistled over her head. Cyll charged into it, thrusting Lassie into its chest while it tried to recover its balance from the large swing. They both staggered as Cyll pushed the blade deeper.

      Blood rushed down the handle and into his sword. The monster screeched in pain, presenting its mouth to Stix in what could have only been an invitation. She took it, and a bolt sprouted in the back of its throat.

      Nyra’s lashing hair surged, rushing into its mouth. The fishman’s eyes bulged an instant before jagged black spikes punched out from within them and every other orifice on its head. Nyra extracted herself, ignoring the blood dripping from the ends of her hair.

      The boss pitched forward and crashed to the ground beside its compatriots, its head nearly completely torn to shreds. A second of silence passed, broken only by Cyll’s heavy panting.
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      “Gross,” Cyll said, straightening back up. “How often do you wash your hair again? Because I cannot imagine dipping my beard in that much blood. It would get so brittle.”

      Stix and Maya slipped to the ground. Maya tossed Cyll’s shirt at him. He grabbed it out of the air and slipped it on with a satisfied sigh.

      “That wasn’t quite as difficult as you led me to believe,” Knell said, nudging the mage with the end of his staff. Coal fluttered down to the monster and pecked at it, then ruffled his feathers in evident satisfaction.

      “No, it wasn’t,” Nyra agreed. “Though I am starting to realize that you are considerably stronger than my old team, and I have also grown considerably since then. I wonder if I overestimated how difficult this would be.”

      “Planning to try to back out of the deal?” Cyll asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      Nyra snorted. “Do I look like an idiot? I could take some of you, but not all of you. Besides, I have no need for a Path Change stone. I’m quite comfortable with mine.”

      “Cyll, take the halberd,” Knell said. “It will probably sell for a good price. The staff is too big to be practical. I don’t need it. Do you want it, Nyra?”

      “Not interested. I can’t be bothered lugging that around.”

      Cyll glanced at Lassie. “It’s not a sword, big gal. You don’t mind, do you?”

      It vibrated slightly in his hands. Cyll grinned and sheathed it before picking the halberd up. He made an exaggerated gagging sound. “Eugh. Horrible. What a rough shaft. Completely unsophisticated. I would never use such a thing in battle.”

      Lassie vibrated even harder, making a noise like a large, metallic cat’s purr. Nyra glanced at him out of the corners of her eyes, then cleared her throat. “Not the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen, but it’s up there.”

      “I’m sure he’ll do worse by the time this is over,” Knell said dryly. “I’m not seeing those rewards, though.”

      “They were deeper, last I remember. These were just two of the bosses. I told you, this dungeon is weird,” Nyra said, nodding at a rocky exit on the other side of the room. “Oh, I appreciate the save.”

      “Saves,” Knell corrected. “You’re welcome.”

      “How’d you know the icicles wouldn’t hit me if I moved to the left? There were too many to count that quickly.”

      Knell grunted. “Ask too many questions and I’m going to have to kill you.”

      Nyra started to laugh. Then she stopped and squinted at Knell. “Wait. Are you being serious?”

      Knell gave her a one-shouldered shrug. “I’m just a cripple. What threat could I possibly pose to a strong woman with a fifteen thousand gold bounty? I would never dream of even trying to touch you.”

      She snorted. “You’re a real charmer. I don’t believe that in the slightest.”

      “Good,” Knell said, starting toward the exit. “You’re getting smarter.”
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      Veil looked down at the trembling human woman. The only thing that kept her from falling face first into the ground was the thin, battle-scarred sword that she’d embedded in the earth before her.

      She gritted her teeth, using every last ounce of willpower left in her body to crane her neck up to meet his eyes.

      “You are done for today,” Veil said.

      “Please,” she rasped. “Once more.”

      “Then stand. I would not debase myself to the point of striking an insect that cannot even bear its own weight.”

      Her hands shook even harder as she tried to force herself upright, but there wasn’t a single ounce of energy left to use in her body. Veil was slightly impressed that she was still holding onto the sword. Most would have let it fall long ago.

      “I can’t rest. My brother needs me.”

      “Your brother will not benefit from a dead woman.”

      “He’ll be dead himself if I can’t save him soon.”

      Veil tilted his head to the side. It had been years since anyone other than the Advents had spoken to him as anything like an equal, much less demanded something of him. Even though he’d agreed to train the girl, he hadn’t expected much from her.

      Humans were frail. They spewed their desires and longings like a broken faucet, but when it came time to actually claim them, they fell short. They were not willing to sacrifice what was needed to claim victory. They would give everything—except what they actually had to.

      Veil was starting to see what Joseph had spoken of in this woman. The fire that burned within her only grew with every passing day, even as her body broke again and again.

      “When you came to this place, you were told that it would be beyond difficult. It would be something that almost no mortal could bear,” Veil said. He took a step toward her. Ghostly men materialized behind her, looping their arms under hers and lifting her upright so she could face him properly. “Eliza. You could have sought any path. You could have taken power beyond many of your peers and done as you wished, beholden to the rule of the gods. Your brother could have been saved already.”

      She met his gaze, her mouth hanging slightly askew. The Veil hid a laugh. It wasn’t that she lacked any response to give him—she simply didn’t even have the energy to draw on her own voice any more.

      “You came to me to become more than a god slave. More than a Scion. You follow my path. Not even the Advents dare stand in my way. Do you understand the power that I offer you?”

      Eliza maintained his gaze, unblinking.

      “And still, you demand more. You seek for your problems to be solved,” the Veil continued. “Mortals die. Your brother will die. You will not. Not if you succeed.”

      Eliza blinked once. Her lips trembled, but the only sound she could make was a low groan. Veil studied her, then slowly shook his head.

      “I see it in your eyes. You rebuke me. You—a mere girl with no strength of your own—dare to stand in opposition to your master.”

      Eliza stumbled forward as both of the ghostly men released her arms. She grabbed onto the hilt of her sword, leaning heavily on it. To the Veil’s surprise, she didn’t fall. Shaking like a newly grown tree in a maelstrom, she looked up to meet his gaze once more.

      “I serve no master.”

      Veil threw his head back and laughed. It echoed through the scorched field around them, rebounding from the broken mountaintops like the call of a dragon. Thousands of fresh dead trembled around them as his will seeped out from within him for the merest instant.

      “None who follow in my path could,” the Veil said. “But your request is denied. You are not strong enough. I will not permit you to venture out into the world on your own. I have spent my own time on you. It will not be wasted on a fool’s errand.”

      Dismay washed through Eliza’s eyes. She forced her mouth open, but Veil hadn’t finished speaking. He continued, not letting her say whatever she had planned to.

      “Instead, Emma will go with you. We will forge your spirit in the fire of battle, and she will ensure that you are pushed to your breaking point. If you have the strength, you kill those who keep your brother captive and save him. If you do not, he will die at Emma’s hand and you will have no further distractions. Are you satisfied with this?”

      Eliza’s grip tightened around the pommel of her blade. She nodded once, then crumpled. Veil’s men grabbed her, easing the woman to the ground before looking up at him for instruction.

      “Take her back,” Veil said. “Ensure she rests, and gather supplies for her journey. She will leave as soon as she wakes.”

      The men nodded, and they sank into a puddle of shadow, taking Eliza with them. Behind Veil, the air rippled as Emma shimmered into view, her head bowed low. She pressed one hand to her chest and dropped one knee to the ground.

      “Lord Veil.”

      “You heard the assignment?”

      “I did, Lord Veil.”

      “You do not approve.”

      “I would never be so foolish as to question one of your decisions, Lord Veil. What you will is law.”

      “You are a good soldier, Emma. One of my best. But a blade with no remorse is simply an assassin. Speak your mind. I will not fault you for it.”

      “Why must we kill the boy if she fails?” Emma asked. “Surely Eliza would be more motivated if we saved him. If he dies, all your work could go to waste. She may never recover from it.”

      “Do you think me cruel?”

      Emma swallowed. She didn’t respond.

      “I am not cruel. I am just,” Veil said. “The girl heard what she needed to hear. She must be pushed to her absolute limit. No mortal will ever reach my strength without such a driving force. But, even so, I would not have you sully yourself by killing one unworthy of your blade.”

      Emma blinked. “I am afraid I do not understand, Lord Veil.”

      “I lied,” Veil said simply. “You will ensure the boy does not die, even if she fails. But—if she fails—she will not know this. To her, the boy will be dead. Only once she completes her training or breaks will she know.”

      “I do. I will ensure the boy survives,” Emma promised. She paused for a moment, gathering her courage. “That is still cruel, Lord Veil.”

      “Perhaps it is,” Veil mused. “Then ensure that she does not fail, lest I become a cruel man. Just do not interfere in anything that would train the girl.”

      Emma gave him a stiff nod. “I shall do everything in my power to aid her without interfering directly in her fights.”

      “Very good,” Veil said. He raised a hand as Emma started to fade away. The woman rematerialized, her eyebrows bunched in confusion. “There is another task you will do on this outing.”

      “The Advent?”

      “Very apt,” Veil said. “This is why I use you and not one of your brethren for this task. Maintain your inquisitive nature. The boy whom I asked you to observe—Joseph is paying too much attention to him. I believe we have overlooked something.”

      “What do you wish me to do?”

      “Establish contact,” Veil replied after a short pause. “Invite him to meet with me. I wish to speak with him in person.”

      Emma’s eyes widened. She nodded, bowing her head low. “I will do as you say. Is there anything else you require?”

      “No. You will take Eliza with you. Be wary. The boy is more than he appears. He may be a threat—even to you.”

      Eliza pressed her fists to the ground and vanished, leaving the Veil alone. He sighed, enjoying the feeling of the sun on his skin before turning to face the corpse of the god that had been lying behind him for the past few hours.

      The foolish creature had attempted to breach his domain several hours ago. It happened every so often, whenever they grew either too bold or desperate. Veil did not care for its reasons.

      He was hungry.

      “And now,” Veil said, removing his tricorn and pressing it to his chest, “you have my attention.”
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      Knell and his team worked their way deeper into the dungeon, clearing out four more rooms of fishmen. Each fight was just slightly harder than the last, with the deeper fishmen often being better equipped or wearing slightly improved armor.

      None of them put up any significant amount of trouble, but Knell still took note of their growing strength. They’d already spent several hours traveling beneath the earth, and there was still not a single sign of the rewards they’d come here for in the first place.

      “Just how deep is this dungeon?” Stix asked after they’d finished off the last of the monsters in their room. “I thought you weren’t even able to beat the big boss guys we killed a while back, but you knew about the Path Change stone and the other thing you’re looking for. Doesn’t that mean you had to have seen them?”

      Nyra leaned against the wall and wrung some of the blood out of her hair. “Yes. The dungeon wasn’t anywhere near this deep the last time I was in it. Something is different.”

      “There is a possibility that our targets are no longer here.” Knell drummed his fingers on his staff. Coal tugged at his hair gently, and Knell pulled out a strip of jerky, idly handing it to the bird while he thought. “I’m inclined to believe something of relevance is still here, though. Even if the gods didn’t make this dungeon, they wouldn’t be getting more powerful the deeper we got if there was nothing to protect.”

      “Implying that anyone who makes dungeon has their brain screwed on the right way is probably a stupid assumption,” Cyll drawled. He plucked a fishman’s rusty shoulder plate off and tried it out on his own shoulder. It was too small, so he tossed it away with a grimace. The metal clanged off the stone, drawing everyone’s irritated gazes. “Whoopsie.”

      “I guess everything could have been moved deeper,” Nyra allowed. “I’m not giving up this deep, though. We can’t be that far from the prize.”

      “Nor would I. Not without a proper reason to, at least,” Knell said. “I imagine we’ll have company fairly soon, so I would prefer to emerge from this dungeon stronger than we entered it.”

      “You killed their tracker,” Nyra said, frowning slightly. “Are you sure? I was hoping we might have thrown them off my tail.”

      “Unlikely. With the number of men they’ve been throwing after you, I would be shocked if they only had a single tracker. We should expect to find enemies waiting for us outside the dungeon. They might even enter it if the entrance remained open. I am unsure if the dungeon seals itself.”

      “Shit,” Nyra muttered. “We should hurry up.”

      “Moving quickly is wise. Moving rashly will just get you killed,” Knell said. “But there is no reason for us to linger pointlessly.”
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      Another two rooms of fishmen later, the five of them found themselves standing before a massive pair of stone doors. A sparkling sea of blue-and-green glass embedded within it made a beautiful painting of ocean waves upon their surface. The faint light of the moss reflected off it, making the waves ripple and dance as if alive.

      Water dripped from the ceiling far above, plinking against the smooth stone at their feet every few seconds. The air felt colder—crisper—and the stale scent that had hung in every other part of the dungeon was gone. It had been replaced by the salty, slightly pungent smell of the deep ocean.

      Aside from the group, the room was completely empty. There were no fishmen or even stalactites—everything was smooth. Everything was intentional.

      “Anyone else ever get a feeling like they don’t belong?” Cyll whispered. “Because I’m getting that feeling right now.”

      Knell couldn’t help but agree. He was probably the farthest thing from a religious man, but this room felt sacred. A part of him was tempted to call out, just to see what might take offense to his slight, but that part wasn’t nearly foolish enough to actually attempt it.

      “Do you recall this place?” Knell asked, but Nyra was shaking her head before he even finished the question.

      “No. I think we might have taken a wrong turn somewhere.”

      “If there are doors like this, there’s got to be something really good beyond them,” Stix pointed out.

      “And it’s probably guarded by something as strong as these doors are large,” Maya said. “They’ve got to be, what, six times our height? What kind of monster is that tall?”

      “One with good loot,” Nyra said. “I’m with the elf.”

      Knell studied the rippling murals on the doors. There was absolutely no doubt in his mind that if there was anything of true worth in this dungeon, it was probably behind these doors. Granted, there was a possibility that the designer had been clever and stuck the truly valuable stuff in a ratty little cubbyhole somewhere that nobody would ever check, but that entirely defeated the point of a dungeon.

      Nobody made a dungeon to keep something safe. That was called burying treasure, and the best buried treasure was the one that nobody but the owner knew about.

      “We continue,” Knell said. He sent a sharp glance at Cyll. “Cautiously.”

      Cyll rolled his eyes and drew Lassie. He approached the doors, and everyone else moved to the side as he pressed a hand against them. After getting a confirming nod from Knell, Cyll pushed.

      Stone cracked beneath the door, and it rumbled open. Huge hinges squealed as Cyll turned, bracing his back against it and digging his feet into the ground. His heels slid back across the stone, but he continued to shift the massive door inch by inch. When he’d opened it enough to form a human-size gap, he pushed off the door and poked his head into the room beyond it.

      Cyll stepped back out and turned to them, holding a finger to his lips before gesturing for them to approach. They crept over to join him, and Cyll pointed at Knell.

      Knell slipped past Cyll, keeping his magic ready, and peered into the room. It was pitch black, only lit by the faint light of the moss behind him. Directly in front of them, resting on a huge mound of glittering multicolored glass, was a claw the size of a small ship.

      He followed it back along an orange-shelled, craggy arm and up to the enormous body of a crab. The monster’s mast-size eyestalks hung to either side and its mandibles twitched with every breath. The scent of fish grew stronger as soon as he inhaled, showing exactly where the smell was coming from.

      Beneath it, covering the ground and forming small mounds throughout it, were massive piles of glittering sea glass. The light bounced off them in what would have been a beautiful spectacle had it not been for the disgusting creature perched atop it.

      Knell leaned back, and the others all took a turn looking inside the room. Every single one of them stepped away, looking several shades paler than they had been. They walked over to the other end of the room before anyone spoke again.

      “Think it tastes good?” Cyll whispered. “If we set it on fire, maybe we can eat it.”

      “Do you see any good way to set it on fire?” Stix asked. “I’m not sure how we’re supposed to kill something like that. It’s massive. Will it even feel anything we do?”

      “Something that big probably isn’t very fast,” Nyra said, rubbing her chin. “We could try to grab the items and make a run for it.”

      “We’d have to find them first,” Knell said softly. “But I’m not opposed to that idea. It doesn’t actually look like the crab would be able to fit its whole body through these doors. We can send someone in to try and grab what we’re looking for, but it won’t be easy. Not with all the glass everywhere. The Path Change stone is probably just a small rock, and I don’t even know what your artifact looks like.”

      Nyra chewed her lower lip, furrowing her brow in concentration. “I’d be willing to bet there’s a whole lot more in there than just what we came here for.”

      “Gold isn’t going to help us if we get eaten,” Stix said. “There’s no way we’re going to be able to look through all that glittery stuff unless we kill the crab, but I don’t think we have any actual way to hurt it. My bolts are going to feel like splinters.”

      “I can restrict its movements or improve ours, but neither will allow us to directly kill it,” Knell said. “And I don’t have any bullets that are going to seriously hurt something of that size, either. Stix is right. We’d just be tickling it.”

      “Maybe we can try to send one person to creep in and look around while it’s asleep?” Maya asked. “If the door didn’t wake it up, it could be one of those monsters that doesn’t act until someone tries to actually leave with something.”

      “Possible,” Knell allowed. “Give me a moment to think. There are a lot of ways we can go about this, and a rash decision after all the time we’ve put into getting here would be a waste.”

      They all fell silent with Knell. He stared blankly at the doors, running through potential scenarios in his head as he tried to find one that would have the highest chance of coming out on top. It was several minutes before he spoke again.

      “I believe we may have a chance of defeating it.”

      “You’re kidding,” Nyra said. “Seriously? How are we supposed to kill something like that?”

      “Not kill,” Knell corrected. “Defeat. It’s huge, but its limbs are fairly gangly where they connect to its body. We should be able to cut or damage them enough to render the monster unable to pose us any threat.”

      “Unless it falls on top of what we’re looking for,” Stix said.

      “Unless that happens,” Knell agreed. “This is my plan. Maya will search the area for the Path Change stone. Meanwhile, we will get into position for a fight. If she locates it before the monster acts, fantastic. More realistically, the monster will attempt to attack at some point after we enter the room. Our job will be to keep it distracted while Maya searches. By targeting its limbs, we may be able to render it unable to continue fighting. If we cannot do that, we will retreat.”

      “What about Maya?” Nyra asked. “Just going to abandon her if things go south?”

      Knell snorted. “No. She will be the safest of all of us.”

      Nyra raised an eyebrow, but the rest of Knell’s crew nodded. She squinted at him. “How is that even possible? She can’t defend herself. I know you healed my wound, but you can’t possibly be implying that you can raise the dead.”

      Knell mirrored her expression. Nyra pursed her lips and threw her hands up. “Fine. Don’t tell me. It’s your people’s lives you’re playing with. What about my artifact?”

      “Can you describe it?”

      Nyra hesitated for a moment. “It’s a trident made from blue stone. Pretty large, so you shouldn’t be able to miss it.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out for it,” Maya promised. “I’ll have a minute, right?”

      Knell grinned. “To the dot. I trust you understand the importance of that. If you can’t find what we’re looking for in the time we have and the monster is awake, your only task will be to leave the room.”

      “Understood,” Maya said, her brow tightening in determination. “There’s a very real chance I only have one shot at finding what we’re looking for, especially if the crab starts fighting.”

      “Good. Then it is settled. No reason wasting any more time. You first, Maya.”

      They all crept up to the door, and Knell pointed at Maya. He cast Haste, then drew deep within himself and cast Anchor as well. Green light enveloped her, and Maya blurred, darting into the room at incredible speed. Knell set his mental clock for sixty seconds and stepped into the room after her, his crew at his heels.
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      Knell half expected the doors to start closing behind them when they entered. He wouldn’t have been surprised if lights suddenly blinked on all around the room or if hundreds of enemies suddenly emerged from within the piles of glass.

      No plan was ever foolproof. He wasn’t arrogant enough to believe that he could have thought of anywhere near all the possibilities, but Knell had been fairly confident that he’d prepared for the majority of them.

      He had a Slow spell prepared for if the monster had been faking its sleep and was equally ready to Exhume himself and throw his crew back through the doors if they started to close. The fishmen themselves had been far from a threat, so even a swarm of them wouldn’t have taken him by surprise.

      “Ah. You finally came inside. I was wondering how long you were going to stand around, waiting.” The crab’s massive eyes swiveled to look straight down at them as a rich, baritone voice boomed out from its mouth.

      Knell hadn’t expected that. He nearly Slowed the monster instantly but instead kept the spell at the ready instead of reacting. The crab could have used the moment of surprise to attempt an attack—and then he would have responded in turn.

      Instead, it had spoken.

      “Sixteen Seas,” Nyra cursed, tripping over her own feet as her hair flared defensively around her. “It can speak!”

      Cyll’s hand slammed down on her shoulder before she could dash at it. She shot him a surprised look, and the immortal man shook his head.

      “Plans changed,” Cyll said gruffly. “Don’t think the cap accounted for this in his plan.”

      “I did not,” Knell said, everything he’d prepared burn to ash in his mind. He mentally pivoted, deciding on a new strategy by the time he opened his mouth again. “I was unaware that a sentient creature lived here. I am Knell.”

      “Few visit this dungeon. Fewer make it to this room. None expect me. I am Geda—and you are a looter.”

      “That’s one way to look at it.” Knell leaned on his staff, watching the crab carefully. So far, it hadn’t made any movements beyond speaking. “I had no way to know that any of this belonged to someone that would care about it.”

      “Does a lack of care imply a lack of value? Theft is still theft.”

      “Theft is only theft if you are stealing from someone,” Knell countered. “And I did not have reason to believe that any of the things within this dungeon belonged to anyone that still lived.”

      Geta’s mandibles twitched. It could have been a frown, a laugh, or just merely movement. Reading the monster was completely impossible.

      “And now that you know that a sentient being does indeed reside here, you still attempt to steal.”

      “Guilty,” Knell admitted. “What use is any of this to you? I don’t see you moving around, much less actually using a Path Change stone or some artifact. If you wanted to use either of them, you already would have.”

      One of Geda’s eyes swung closer to Knell. Cyll’s grip tightened around Lassie, but his stance didn’t shift in the slightest. He kept his gaze fixed on the crab and his feet light, ready to move at a moment’s notice.

      “That is because they are not mine to use,” Geda said. “I simply keep them for another.”

      “That’s a lie,” Nyra said. “The trident isn’t yours.”

      Geda’s eye swiveled over to her. “It was given to me. All those who enter the depths of my home must put up their possessions as collateral for the chance to claim what resides within it.”

      Knell glanced at Nyra out of the corner of his eyes.

      That’s unexpected. A keepsake of a fallen party member, perhaps?

      “The fact that you haven’t done anything yet implies that you’re willing to part with your treasures,” Knell said, rapping Nyra on the shin with his staff before she could say anything else. “Or was simply arriving here enough?”

      “It depends on what you seek,” Geda replied. “The trident—I care little for it, but I will not release it for free. As for the stone that the one-armed girl seeks—you may take it. It holds little value to me, and an enjoyable conversation is pay enough. Unfortunately, I believe you will find it to fail to meet your desires.”

      “What do you want in exchange for the trident?” Nyra asked, ignoring Knell’s sharp look.

      “I am willing to bargain. An item of equivalent value or entertainment hold equal value to me. Which can you offer?”

      “I have no artifacts.”

      “Then entertainment,” Geda said, its voice gaining a dangerous edge. “Are you prepared?”

      “Stop,” Knell said. “Be silent, Nyra. Think before you speak. What entertainment is there to give beyond a fight? We will not aid you if you attempt to challenge Geda on your own. If you wish to fight, wait until we have completed our business.”

      “You already have what you seek,” Nyra snarled. “Our deal has concluded. There is nothing more we can do for each other.”

      “We have not. I do not possess the stone, and you still do not have the trident,” Knell replied, matching her stare.

      Nyra’s hands clenched at her sides, and she jerked her chin toward the crab slightly.

      “Fine. Do what you need to.”

      “Why will we be displeased with the Path Change stone?” Knell asked.

      “You seek it to restore the girl’s arm. It is not a difficult assumption to make,” Geda said. “She bears a blade but has not fought once since entering my domain. Her physique is that of a warrior, but she hides behind you. That is the last thing any warrior would seek, so it is clear that she wishes to fight once more.”

      “And?”

      “This Path Change stone will not return her arm to her, nor will it grant her the ability to wield the blade at her side. It will grant her supportive abilities suited for one that does not stand at the front of a fight.”

      Knell’s face darkened. Joseph had marked several locations on the map he’d given them. There was no guarantee that Apton had the one solution that would fix Maya’s issue, so he’d been prepared for this—but that didn’t mean he had to like it.

      “I see,” Knell said. A spark of green blurred behind them just as his mental clock went off. A moment later, Maya stepped through the doors behind them carrying a white stone swaddled in blue cloth, a dejected expression on her face.

      “It’s fine,” Maya said. “There was no way to know for sure that we’d find a solution here. We can use this for someone else or sell it for a good price.”

      “Unfortunate,” Knell said softly. “At least you found it. Was there anything else of interest?”

      Maya shrugged. “I was pretty focused on looking for the stone. There was a lot of stuff, but I’ve got no clue what it was.”

      “Then we are indeed done,” Knell said, turning toward the door. “Nyra, you may proceed with whatever it is you wish to do. We have gotten what we came here for, even if it was not what we sought.”

      “There is still a solution,” Geda said. “I can restore her arm and provide myself with entertainment at the same time.”

      Knell turned back to the monster, his eyes narrowed. “How?”

      “I will not say. It is between me and her—should she take my offer.”

      “What are the chances she dies in the process of accepting this offer?” Knell asked suspiciously.

      “As high as any who go seeking power,” Geda replied. “Death waits for us all, but failing to improve oneself will only ensure her meal does not fight back.”

      “I’m not sure I trust this,” Stix whispered. “How do we know it’s telling the truth?”

      “Because it has no real reason to lie,” Knell replied. “This is your choice, Maya. Joseph gave us multiple other options. It will take time, but I can guarantee that we will restore your arm. But, if you want to take Geda up on this offer, I will not stop you.”

      “Is there any chance I succeed?” Maya asked the huge crab.

      “There is chance. It is not high.”

      “Am I guaranteed to die if I fail?”

      “No, but you will suffer.”

      “I can handle suffering,” Maya said. She handed the stone to Knell and met the crab’s gaze. “I’ll do it. I don’t want to be a liability anymore.”

      “What about my trident?” Nyra asked.

      “It is not yet yours. It is mine,” Geda corrected. The massive crab shifted slightly, pulling its eyes back up into the air. “You will be given a chance to earn it shortly. Do you wish to undergo the same trial that the one-armed girl will?”

      “What, some sort of path change? No. I’m more than happy with my own power,” Nyra replied. “I just want the trident.”

      Geda’s entire body shifted in what Knell suspected was its equivalent of a shrug. The huge crab raised a claw into the air, sending cascades of colorful glass tinkling across the ground. It moved it toward Maya slowly, stopping when it was right in front of her face.

      “Take my claw.”

      Maya shot a look over her shoulder at Knell, but he just shrugged.

      “I don’t know anything about this trial. It’s up to you. If you’re certain you want to do this, then do it with your whole heart. Choose your path and stick to it, or indecisiveness will stop you before you start.”

      Maya set her jaw and turned back, pressing her hand against the rough carapace.

      “What now?”

      “Prepare yourself,” Geda replied. “And do not resist until it is time.”

      Maya opened her mouth, but she never got the chance to finish her question. Water bubbled out from the ground beneath her, streamers winding up her legs like snakes. Her eyes widened in surprise, and she pulled back.

      The water reached up, quickly enveloping her entire body in its churning waves. It churned up into a pillar, then crashed back to the ground, spraying everywhere and leaving no trace of Maya.

      “Maya! Where’d she go?” Stix demanded, aiming her crossbow at Geda’s mouth. “What did you do?”

      “Be still, moon elf,” Geda said with a chittering laugh. “The girl is in her trial. I will do her no harm of my own will.”

      Knell inclined his head slightly. Stix lowered her weapons lightly, but she didn’t take her finger off the trigger. “If you’re sure.”

      Geda moved its claw until it was almost touching Nyra. “And now, your request. The trident is worth little to me, I admit. If you have nothing of value, then you must entertain me.”

      “And how do you want me to do that?” Nyra asked, her eyes narrow. “A fight?”

      Geda’s rough laughter echoed through the room again. “No. You could not fight me. I heard your plan outside my doors, and I admit that it might have been successful if you were aided by the demon and his crew. But if you want to entertain me, then I will not fight against all of you.”

      “Wait, demon?” Nyra asked. She looked at Cyll, then over at Knell. “Which one?”

      “Information is no freer than anything else I own. Are you prepared to pay for it?”

      Knell’s eyes thinned.

      How can this crab know anything about me? Is it somehow able to tell that I’m the Advent of Eternity? Not even the other Advents knew until Joseph told them.

      “No. I just want the trident,” Nyra said, crossing her arms. “What do you want for it? Spit it out.”

      “Withstand a single blow,” Geda replied. “You may do what you want to weaken my strike, but you cannot dodge it. I wish to see the strength of your resolve.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Nyra said. “I’d happily fight you, but getting hit by something of your size will just kill me instantly.”

      “I will wait,” Geda said. “The trident will go nowhere. No other knows of its existence. Return when you feel you are ready to accept my challenge.”

      Nyra’s fists clenched. “No. I’m doing it now. I’m not waiting any longer. If that’s how it’s going to be, then that’s what we’re doing.”

      The crab lifted its huge claw out of the way, and Nyra stepped forward, cresting a pile of shattered glass and digging her feet into it. She bared her teeth in a snarl, and her hair lengthened, whipping around her furiously.

      “Come on, then!” Nyra called. “I’m standing right here. Hit me!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      The ocean roared. Furious, towering waves slammed over the small rowboat, plunging it beneath the dark, churning depths. Maya clung to it with all the might in her legs and hand, gasping and sputtering for breath in the brief seconds that the boat shot back above the water.

      It had only been a few seconds since Geda had sent her to this hellscape, but the screaming panic in her mind and lessening oxygen in her lungs made it feel like centuries. Saltwater stung her eyes and bit at her throat, making every desperate breath agony.

      Freezing cold dragged its claws through every part of her body, plastering her soaked clothes to her skin like sheets of ice. Maya’s hair whipped, striking her face and neck like the lashes of a whip every single time the boat leaped from the water, only to get smashed back down by another wave.

      Maya didn’t know where she was. She was starting to forget how she got here, but she refused to let go of the boat. To do so would be to accept death’s waiting embrace. Maya gritted her teeth, screaming out in defiance within the weakening sanctum of her mind.

      Wave after wave bore down on her, each larger than the last. Her fingers trembled, losing their grip on the soaked wood. Wood cracked and splinters bit into her skin as she dug her fingertips deeper. Maya wedged her heels against the back of the bench, bracing herself as best as she could with only three limbs.

      And still the waves came. Each one struck her back, knocking out what little air she had left in her lungs. Saltwater forced its way into her airway, and she choked, coughing and gasping for air at the same time and succeeding in finding neither.

      Every muscle in her body screamed, begging for air and relief. Her grip further weakened. She strained, but her muscles started to fail. There was only so much a mortal grip could achieve, and she’d long since gone past what she believed it to be.

      Maya squeezed her eyes shut, bracing herself for the next wave as the rowboat pushed out from beneath the water once more.

      Seconds passed. No wave arrived.

      Maya coughed water up onto the boat and drew in a ragged breath that only ended with even more coughing. After several minutes of sputtering, she finally unscrewed her eyes and raised her exhausted head.

      The sun hung far in the sky above her, just barely peeking out behind a bank of soft gray clouds. Water lapped gently against the rowboat’s hull, rocking it like a cradle. Maya coughed again and wiped her mouth with the back of a soaked sleeve.

      A tall man stood upon the water across from her. His features were sharp and angular, and his long hair hung over his shoulder in a ponytail. Beautiful blue robes rippled around him, held in place by emerald-studded clasps. At his hip hung a long, thin blade. It was held in place only by a thick rope and had no sheath, leaving the rippling metal of its blade free to shimmer in the sunlight.

      The man and Maya locked gazes, neither speaking for several seconds. Maya’s hand lowered to her side, to where her sword was. It was gone. Whether she’d lost it in the violent torrent of the sea or if it had never come with her in the first place, she wasn’t sure.

      “Which one is real?” the man asked.

      “Who are you?” Maya replied. “Where am I?”

      The water around them fell completely still, as if the boat rested upon a perfectly clear lake rather than the sea. Colors bloomed within it, forming into images just beneath the watery surface.

      A younger version of Maya appeared beneath the ocean, her captain’s hat perched upon her head and a cocky grin plastered across her face. She stood on the helm of a small ship, her sword raised toward the sky.

      Behind her, a dozen men and women manned the ship, moving around with the excitement that only a well-loved team could have. Maya stared down at it, her breath feeling like ice in her lungs.

      The image rippled. One by one, the crew members vanished. They faded beneath the waves, leaving the ship empty and destitute in their wake. Only Maya remained, one of her hands fading away.

      Her captain’s tricorn slipped away, and the boat vanished, too, leaving only Maya’s reflection staring back at her from within the waves.

      “Which one?” the man repeated. “Are you the captain of the Laughing Tide? Or are you an armless deckhand? Are you bold, or are you a coward?”

      Maya peeled her eyes away from the water to look back up at the man standing upon the water. “I am both. I was the captain of the Laughing Tide, and my arrogance killed my men. I am an armless deckhand. I have been brave, and I have been worthless. Nobody can be defined by just a single image.”

      “Arrogant words. It is the folly of mortals to believe that they can be more than what they truly are. I see before me a broken woman, battered by the storm and barely able to stand without the aid of her slaver.”

      “Give me a sword and I’ll show you just how broken I am.” Maya spat over the edge of her tiny rowboat and rose to her feet, stepping up to the edge of the bow. “I’ve learned a lot since back then. If you think the version of me that failed to protect my crew was the strong one, then you’re delusional. I don’t know why Geda sent me here, but maybe it’s because he wants someone to kick your ass.”

      A wry smile flickered across the man’s face. “You? You think you could defeat me? The sea nearly swallowed you whole. You live and die at my whim.”

      “Eat shit. I could stick my head under the water and kill myself if I wanted to,” Maya replied. “You might not have killed me yet, but that doesn’t mean you control my life. You aren’t a god.”

      “And if I was?”

      Maya laughed in his face. “Then I’d feel sorry for you. You’ll be dead not too long after I am.”

      “You truly believe the slaver that brought you here possesses the strength to defeat the gods? They have reigned for millennia.”

      “If anyone can, it’s that crazy bastard,” Maya replied. “And he’s no slaver. He’s given me everything that he’s given the rest of his crew. The only reason we’re in this dungeon is for me to get whatever crap it is that the crab was supposed to give me, but instead I got stuck here looking at your ugly mug.”

      “You cannot believe that he does this all merely for your purpose. He has ulterior motives.”

      “So what? At least he’s open about it,” Maya said with a smirk. “But how do you know about his goals? Why do you even care? You aren’t a god.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because one of those whiny little shits would have already killed me.”

      The man stared at her, his face unchanging. Then he inclined his head slightly. “I am not a god.”

      “Great. I already gathered that part. What do you want with me?”

      “It is more accurate to ask what you want with me,” the man replied. “You have come to my domain, after all. What is it you seek? The power to return your crew to the land of the living? The strength to rise above the rest of the Shattered Sea? Or perhaps the ability to take revenge against all those who have wronged you? I could give any of it to you.”

      “What is this, a buffet? Can you solve all of my problems and wipe my ass for me, too?”

      The man’s features tightened in anger. “You mock me? You, who were so meek before the might of the sea and the eyes of your captain, mock me?”

      “Damn straight I mock you. You said it yourself—you’re in control, right? Why should I go out begging like a dog? You know what I want? I’ll tell you. Give me my damn sword back.”

      “A sword you cannot even use.”

      “I’ll make it work for long enough to stick through your heart. How about that?”

      “I could give you the strength to wield it.”

      “Are you deaf? I told you what I want,” Maya growled. “I want my sword. That’s it. I’ll have to apologize to the cap. He came all this way, but I’m not going to beg for power from some pompous asshole. I’m sure it would come with enough strings attached to wrap me in a cocoon. Not interested.”

      “You deny strength due to pride?”

      “Wow, you’re dense. I don’t deny strength. I deny your crutch,” Maya said, leaning over the edge of the boat. “I am nobody’s slave. Even without the Geas, I would have followed Knell had he given me the choice. Ask me why.”

      “Tell me, then.”

      “Because I damn want to,” Maya replied, baring her teeth in a grin. “Now pay up. You asked me what I wanted, and I told you. Give me my sword.”

      The water beneath them rippled. A thin geyser erupted beside the rowboat, and Maya’s thin blade flew out from it. She grabbed it from the air with her left hand, gritting her teeth as a powerful vibration instantly thrummed through her body.

      Maya’s arm trembled as she tried to bring the weapon to bear. The man watched her with a bemused expression. He slowly reached down to his side and drew his own blade.

      “I thought you were going to put that through my heart.”

      “Working on it,” Maya replied through gritted teeth. The trembling bore into her bones and rattled her teeth. Waves of force slammed through her body from within, twisting her stomach. She doubled over, throwing saltwater up onto the deck.

      “You are unworthy of your blade.”

      Maya gritted her teeth. She wanted to respond, but she was pretty sure that the vibrations rocking her body would shatter her teeth if she unclenched her jaw. The only way she’d be able to answer the man would be if she let go of the sword, and she had no plans of doing that.

      Waves of energy thrummed through her. Blood trickled from Maya’s nostrils and pain flooded her nerves as her body screamed at her to drop the sword.

      It was impossible to resist the sword. It was just too powerful. Even Cyll had been forced to overpower it rather than use the blade’s power properly. Bending the weapon to her will wasn’t something she could do, even if she had two hands. It couldn’t be controlled any more than the ocean around them.

      Maya’s eyes widened. She paused, her grip loosening around the hilt but failing to completely release it as a thought freed itself from within the depths of her mind. A tiny grin passed over her face.

      She turned her attention to the vibrations tearing through her body, threatening to pull her to pieces the moment she stopped resisting them. Maya drew in a breath and let it out, releasing the tension in her body in the process.

      Instead of fighting against the blade, she let the tremors run through her freely. Her teeth chattered as the energy coursed into her muscles, unimpeded. Then, slowly, her grin grew wider. Maya rose to her feet and lifted her blade, pointing the point at the man’s neck.

      “You have come to an understanding with your blade,” the man said.

      “And you’re not even human. You’re the ocean, aren’t you?”

      “In a manner of speaking. I am the Sage of the Deep.”

      “Arrogant name, don’t you think?”

      “One that I have earned,” the Sage replied with a wry smile. “I have returned your sword. What will you do with it?”

      “Whatever I damn well please,” Maya replied. The sword vibrated in her hands—not in defiance, but in approval. “Why are you even doing this? How do you know about Knell or me?”

      “I am simply a remnant of the true Sage of the Deep, recreated to peer into your heart. Nothing we have spoken of will ever leave this place, unless you speak of it.”

      “For what purpose?” Maya asked. “Do you just enjoy annoying people?”

      The Sage laughed. “Ah, I was once like you. You will find more balance in time. We must all flow like the river, moving from one form to the other until we reach the sea and discover who we truly are. You are worthy.”

      “Worthy of what? I already told you, I don’t want any deals or binding agreements. I’ve got enough of those.”

      “The sea does not bind. The sea gives, but only to those who know how to ask.” The Sage raised his hands, and the water around the rowboat churned. Massive pillars of churning sea rose up all around them, blocking out the sun. “Seek me out. My true body still walks the world, or I would not remain here. I believe I would find you very interesting.”

      The water crashed down, shattering the rowboat and thrusting Maya beneath the waves. But, strangely, as Maya was pushed down into the dark depths of the ocean, she didn’t feel the slightest bit worried.
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      Very rarely in life was Knell absolutely certain about something. There were few things that could even be certain. There was always the possibility for change. A chance that even the most well-thought-out plan could go awry.

      As such, he wasn’t absolutely confident that Nyra was about to be crushed into chunky paste by the enormous claw crashing down through the air toward her—he was just fairly certain of it.

      Geda had only hesitated for an instant after Nyra’s display, which had been admittedly longer than Knell had expected him to. She must have had some form of ability that was meant to suppress the huge creature, but it clearly hadn’t worked nearly as well as she’d hoped.

      In the instants that followed, Knell studied Nyra’s body language intensely. He focused on her feet and shoulders, looking for the slightest signs of indecision or hesitation. A chance that Nyra believed herself unable to survive the attack.

      He found none. She stood, thrashing hair framing her proud face, and looked straight up at the instrument of death plummeting toward her. Knell’s eyes burned golden as he peered into the future. His staff flickered with green light.

      An earthshaking crash split the room, and the claw slammed into the ground. Knell staggered, catching himself on his staff. He looked up at the claw, the glow fading from his eyes. Cracks covered the claw, spiderwebbing up from where it had hit the ground. Clouds of dirt and powdered dust floated in the air, obscuring his vision of where the claw had landed.

      “What happened?” Stix called, waving the dust away as she and Cyll joined Knell in squinting at the rubble.

      “She failed to pass,” Geda rumbled. “She should have waited. Unfortunate.”

      “You can’t say that after you killed her,” Cyll said. “That’s on you, big guy.”

      “Let’s not antagonize the giant crab,” Stix suggested, running her finger along her crossbow’s trigger. “Knell, is she really dead?”

      “No.”

      “I crushed her,” Geda said. “Your faith in your friend is admirable but misplaced. She did not survive.”

      “Are you willing to back those words?” Knell asked, tilting his head to the side. “A bet, perhaps?”

      One of Geda’s eyes swept down, peering through the cloud around its store before swiveling over to Knell. “I do not seek to rob you. She is dead.”

      “A bet, then.”

      “If you wish to be a fool, then I will not stop you. If she is dead, you too will withstand one of my blows. What do you desire if you win?”

      “Information. I want to know how you know anything about us.”

      Geda blinked. A moment passed before the crab’s eyes bobbed and pulled back up to its head. “Very well.”

      It swept its claw through the dust, dispersing it. Stix winced, grimacing at the bloody splatter on the ground where Geda’s claw had been. Cyll scratched the side of his nose.

      “You are incorrect, as I told you,” Geda said.

      “No, she’s fine.”

      “You cannot seriously believe that this puddle of blood and pulverized organs still lives. Or did you believe her regenerative ability to be that high? You were sorely mistaken.”

      Knell scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t suppose you’re willing to double down on that? Toss in an item from your horde. If I’m wrong, you can hit Cyll as well.”

      “Just make sure you give me enough time to take my clothes off,” Cyll said, patting his waist. “It took forever to find a nice, soft pair of underwear, and this one is currently still unstained. It’s a record, you know.”

      They all turned to stare at him.

      “Seriously?” Stix asked.

      “With blood! Stained with blood,” Cyll added, clearing his throat. “Because—oh, forget it. Just let the big ugly dinner take a swing at me already. You’re all bumbling cretins.”

      “I refuse,” Geda said. “Prepare yourself.”

      Knell tilted his head to the side. “No. I don’t think I will.”

      A flicker of green light flashed around what remained of Nyra’s corpse. It vanished, and she reformed where she’d been standing before the claw had struck her. Her eyes went wide and she spun, searching for the claw.

      Her eyes locked with Knell, and a hand went to her throat. “You did it again?”

      “I believe the proper words would be ‘thank you.’ You seem to be making a habit of this.”

      “Thank— Wait. You killed me last time. That’s not fair at all! I didn’t ask for your help.”

      Knell raised an eyebrow. Nyra glowered at him.

      “Thank you.”

      “I believe you owe me some information,” Knell said to Geda. “Nyra appears to be very much alive.”

      The crab stared at them, unblinking. Cyll and Stix both shifted, readying their weapons as they all waited for the monster to make a move. Finally, a low rumble escaped Geda’s chitinous mouth.

      “How curious. I do not understand how you did that. An illusion? No. I know she died. I felt her energy leave this realm—yet here she stands. This is an impossibility.”

      “I’d call this a lost bet, actually,” Knell said. “Now, about what you’ve promised…”

      Geda reached back and dug into one of the mountains of broken glass. It tinkled across the ground in a strange harmony as he pulled his claw back out, carefully delivering a blue stone trident over to Nyra.

      The crab dropped it into her outstretched hands, and she clutched it to her chest like it was a gift from the gods themselves. Geda turned his gaze toward Knell.

      “I know everything that happened within the scope of this dungeon because I, just like the rest of this dungeon, was created by the Sage of the Deep. He once used this location to store the various things he found on his journeys, but he soon outgrew the Shattered Sea and left me behind to watch over it. He does not care for what remains within this place, so I give it out to any who prove competent enough in exchange for entertainment.”

      “Why do you call me a demon, then?” Knell asked. “I did nothing within the confines of this dungeon to draw such attention to myself.”

      “The gods are not the only ones who can see more than skin,” Geda replied. “On the contrary, they are blind compared to many. I feel death around you. Though I do not know exactly what you are, I know it is an ill omen.”

      Knell grunted. Geda didn’t know about the Advents, then. There was no way he could ask about them, as that would just result in giving the crab even more information about himself.

      “I see. Nyra said the dungeon was different the last time she came through it. Why?”

      “I have been expanding, searching the sea for more powerful artifacts and foes to train myself against. One day, I wish to reunite with the Sage.”

      “Last question. Where’s my crewmember?”

      “In the trial of the Sage. If she succeeds, she will return greater than she was before, just as I promised.”

      “How long is it going to take? Are you sure she’s still safe?” Stix asked, her crossbow still at the ready. If Knell hadn’t been so relaxed, she likely would have had the weapon pointed straight at the monster’s mouth.

      Geda raised a claw toward the ceiling in the universal signal to wait. Water swirled across the floor before them, forming into a miniature whirlpool. It rose up, spinning even faster and condensing into a pillar.

      The water collapsed, splashing across the ground and leaving Maya standing in the center of where it had been, completely soaked through. She held her sword before her and, though her shoulders hung from exhaustion, refused to let the blade touch the ground. Maya slid the sword into its sheath with a grimace, then staggered over to stand beside Stix.

      “I don’t see an extra arm,” Knell observed.

      “Sorry,” Maya said. “I didn’t get it.”

      “Not all ventures end in success. You appear to have learned how to hold your sword.”

      Maya’s lips quirked. “Yeah, I did. Just had to take a moment to understand it.”

      “Then we have no further reason to remain here,” Knell said. “Come. We should take our leave.”

      “Cheers,” Cyll said, raising his hand to Geda.

      The crab didn’t respond. It was frozen, its eyes both locked on Maya. Even its mandibles had stopped moving. Nyra followed Geda’s gaze and took a few steps back.

      “I think the crab lost it.”

      “You passed,” Geda said.

      “We reached an agreement not to kill each other,” Maya said. “He offered me some power, but I don’t think I got it. I’ve got enough strings attached to me already.”

      Geda blinked, then waved his claw. “I must have been mistaken. You may leave. There is a lift that will take you back to the entrance of the dungeon. Do not return unless you are prepared to face a greater challenge at the end. I would be quite bored if I had to go through the same meeting twice.”

      They didn’t need to be told twice and quickly headed back out the massive doors. Like Geda had promised, a large circle of stone covered in glowing blue runes sat in the center of the previous room, awaiting their arrival.

      Once all of them had stepped onto it, the stone rumbled. Rocks in the ceiling pulled apart, forming a passageway as the lift rose into the air and into the passage. The only light that remained to see by was the dim glow of the runes around them.

      “Why’d you help me?” Nyra asked. The floor rumbled faintly beneath their feet as small rocks ground against the edges of the lift during their ascent. “Our deal was over. You had no reason to do anything.”

      “Because I know what it feels like to need something,” Knell replied after a moment. “And I do not see a Boon anywhere in that trident. Would I be mistaken in guessing that it isn’t even really an artifact?”

      Nyra hesitated a moment before responding. “No. It isn’t.”

      “Why would you go through so much effort just to get a random trident?” Cyll asked. “That seems a bit pointless. Just get another one made. Is it made from some special metal or something?”

      “Because there is more worth to some items than just what they can do,” Knell answered for Nyra, his fingers tightening around his staff. “I do not need any reason to do what I wish to.”

      “If you think this means I owe you a favor—”

      “I did not do it for a favor.” Knell cut Nyra off before she could finish. “I did it because I desired to. It does help that your continued existence will antagonize the Adventurer’s Guild. Anything that bothers them brings me amusement.”

      Nyra snorted. The grinding noises from the lift started to decrease as it slowed down. The last segment of rock opened up above them. Smalls streams of sand cascaded down as golden sunlight bloomed above.

      They rose up until the stone was level with the beach. All of them stepped off the stone plate, and it sank back into the ground. Sand poured down on top of it, covering the lift and leaving no sign that it had ever been there.

      A faint wind rustled past them, carrying a second of stillness with it.

      “That’s it, then,” Nyra said. She drummed her fingers against the shaft of her trident. “Thanks.”

      Knell shrugged. “It was a beneficial partnership. Try not to die too soon. I suspect we will cross paths again.”

      Nyra nodded. She turned and strode off in the opposite direction from where they had come.

      “How are you feeling?” Stix asked Maya. “What happened when Geda used his magic on you?”

      “I met with some piece of a really powerful person called the Sage of the Deep,” Maya replied, pulling her shirt off. She twisted it up and held onto one end of the roll with her teeth, wringing it out with her hand. She slipped back into it and let out a small chuckle. “We got into an argument.”

      “Sounds about right,” Cyll said. “Good job. Did you kick his ass?”

      “Didn’t get a chance to. He smacked me around and sent me off, but at least I figured out how to use my sword. I can actually fight again.”

      “We’ll have to put that to the test. You weren’t doing all too hot with just one hand before,” Cyll said with a wide grin. “That’ll get fixed up soon enough, now that you’ve actually got an artifact sword you can use.”

      “It can wait until we’re back on the ship,” Knell said, setting off in the direction of Apton. “There are too many people swarming the city, and we’ve already kicked the Adventurer’s Guild around enough to draw their attention. It’s time we leave.”
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      It was early morning when they returned to the city, and even that was a stretch. The sun had only just barely started to consider rising above the horizon, and the heavy blanket of gray clouds that hung in the horizon made sure that the few rays of light that did escape over the cold ocean were few and far in between.

      Only a few dockworkers and merchants walked the streets, preparing for the day ahead. Knell and his crew made quick time to the Singing Anvil, where Knell was pleased to see that the fires of the forge were still lit.

      The doors hung open a crack, which was about as much of an invite as Knell suspected they were going to get. They headed inside, their faint footsteps echoing through the spacious interior of the smithy. Before Knell could speak, Owen’s face poked out of the doorway.

      He scrunched his nose and disappeared, emerging a few moments later with a bundle of leather in his hands.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve gone and found any more Boons,” Owen said. “I’m starting to think that anything you bring me is an ill omen.”

      “Why would you believe that?” Knell asked. “You must have gained several levels from all our business.”

      “Aye,” Owen grunted. “But I’ve also gotten more attention than I’m used to. It’s not often an Artificer gets to make three different items of power in a short time span, much less a few days. If the guild catches wind, I might have some explaining to do. It’s frowned upon.”

      “What, making a lot of Artifacts?” Stix asked.

      “Makes sense,” Cyll drawled. “The only way to make them is to kill the god’s toys.”

      “We’ll be out of your hair after this one,” Knell promised. “Is it complete?”

      Owen nodded. He peeled the leather back, revealing a small circular amulet with a green Boon embedded directly in its center. A pattern reminiscent of the waves ran all around the metal, rippling faintly in the torchlight.

      “Does exactly what you want it to,” Owen said. “And I kept it discreet.”

      “Fantastic,” Knell said, taking the amulet. He slung it around his neck, then tucked it into his coat. “It’s been a pleasure.”

      “It’s been something, all right. Find me in a few months, maybe,” Owen said gruffly. “You’re a good client. I just don’t want my throat slit.”

      “Noted,” Knell said. He turned and headed out of the smithy with his crew.

      “What’s it do?” Cyll asked.

      “Something secret.”

      “Oh, come on,” Cyll complained. “You’re going to do that to me? That’s just cruel. What about a hint? I’ll guess.”

      “No. You will learn what it does in due time. There is a reason for my secrecy.”

      “Guessing game it is,” Cyll said. He tapped his chin. “Does it point toward treasure?”

      Knell didn’t respond.

      “Does it point toward the thing you want most?”

      “It’s not pointing toward anything,” Stix pointed out. “Maybe it’s an invisible shield.”

      They glanced at each other, then at Knell’s back. Cyll nodded to Stix. She shook her head, then nodded back at him. Cyll’s eyes narrowed, and he thrust his finger at Stix, then pointed at Knell’s back once more. Stix vehemently shook her head. They both glared at each other. Then, as one, they both turned to Maya.

      “Absolutely not,” Maya said.

      Several minutes of hushed arguing later, the group reached the docks. The Withered Rose floated where they’d left it, its wood wreathed in faint green mist. Somehow, Coal had joined the conversation by thrusting his beak to point at the others.

      Knell couldn’t help but wonder exactly how much Coal actually understood. He’d never met a bird with Coal’s level of intelligence, and his bloodshot eyes had just a little too much thought behind them to just be a normal creature.

      As they drew closer to the boat, Maud materialized on the ship’s deck. The skeletal first mate saluted Knell, then gave him a toothy grin. Knell wasn’t sure if his memory was playing tricks on him, but the skeleton looked a little more corporeal than the last time he’d seen him.

      “Welcome back, Captain.”

      “Did anything of worth happen while we were gone?”

      “Yes,” Maud replied. “There were some boarders. They have been dealt with.”

      “Boarders?” Stix asked, her hand going to the bundled crossbow on her back. “Who? Are they dead?”

      “They no longer draw breath,” Maud confirmed. “I did not bother to check who. They were not in a talkative mood, and neither was I.”

      Cyll hopped onto the Withered Rose’s deck and extended a hand to Knell. He took it, and the tall man hefted him onto the deck.

      “Where are their corpses?” Knell asked as Cyll released him and the girls jumped over to join them.

      “Overboard,” Maud replied. “But I did keep an assistant who claims to know you.”

      “Where?” Knell asked, his eyes glowing golden as he readied his staff.

      “Below deck. She attacked the boarders when they tried to get onto the Withered Rose, before I had even acted.”

      “Did you kidnap a guard?” Maya asked, aghast. “I think someone might notice if one of the guards goes missing.”

      “She did not appear to be a guard. She came peacefully and did not speak of any relation to the city.”

      “Why don’t we just go check ourselves?” Knell suggested. “Maud, get the Withered Rose moving. We’ll be leaving Apton.”

      “Yes, Captain. To what course?”

      “Undecided. Just follow the coast for now. If we were attacked, I doubt Apton is safe. The sooner we leave, the better.”

      Maud saluted. Ropes rustled to life, some falling slack while others pulled taut. The sails unfurled and the anchor rattled as ghastly green energy drew it back up. Within seconds, the Withered Rose pulled away from the docks and slipped into the calm ocean.

      “Isn’t this technically kidnapping?” Maya asked.

      “We’re keeping to the coast,” Knell replied, limping toward the stairs. “We can drop them off within an hour of the city so long as they don’t pose us a threat.”

      Cyll went down before Knell, resting his hand on Lassie’s hilt. A moment passed, and then he let out a sharp bark of laughter. His head poked back into view.

      “It’s the artificer. Again.”

      “I had my suspicions,” Knell said, very carefully descending the stairwell.

      He reached the bottom and looked up. Lillicent sat on a wooden crate, her mouth bound with several tied strips of cloth and eyes narrow in annoyance. Her hands and legs were bound as well, though not very tightly.

      Stix stepped in after Knell and drew a dagger, walking up to Lillicent and cutting the bindings off. Lillicent grimaced, licking her lips before giving Stix an appreciative nod. She rubbed her wrists together and let out a small sigh.

      “I can’t say I’m a big fan of the way we keep running into each other,” Lillicent said. “You’ve got one creepy first mate. Not a particularly grateful one, either. A bunch of guildies tried to hop on your ship in the middle of the night, and I helped him take care of the problem. My thanks was getting tied up.”

      “Better than run through,” Maud provided, stepping out from within a wall.

      “Go back to steering the ship,” Knell said. Maud inclined his head and vanished once more.

      “You really do have a knack for entrances, though,” Cyll said, giving her a thumbs-up. “Keeps me on my toes wondering how you’ll show up next.”

      “Thanks,” Lillicent said dryly. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

      “Your help is appreciated,” Knell said honestly. He paused for a moment. “And my apologies.”

      “Thank you,” Lillicent said. “I’ll settle for not getting tied up the next time I run into your skeleton friend, though.”

      “That was not what I was apologizing for. You may have had a run-in with a particularly unsettling individual recently.”

      Lillicent’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know about that?”

      “He has somewhat similar goals to me, and he owed me a small favor.”

      “You sent him to kill me?” Lillicent asked, rising to her feet as her eyes narrowed in anger.

      “Do you really think I need help to kill you?” Knell asked, cocking his head to the side. “I would do it myself or have one of my crew do it if that were the case. And if he had come to kill you, do you truly believe you would still draw breath?”

      Lillicent crossed her arms. “No. He was a monster. So why in the Sixteen Seas did you send him after me?”

      “To ensure you weren’t feeble minded or willing to cave to the guild,” Knell replied. “Given the fact that you still live, it means you passed. I do not regret my actions, but I do apologize for them.”

      “You’re one paranoid bastard, you know that?”

      “It pays to be paranoid when you are in this line of work,” Knell said, adjusting his jacket. “I should inform you that this ship is no longer at Apton. We pulled away as soon as we arrived. Do you wish to be let off on the continent, or will you be joining us for the next leg of our journey?”

      Lillicent blinked. “Why would I join you?”

      “You had to have come here for a reason, did you not?”

      She opened her mouth. Then she closed it again. “Okay, that’s a fair point. You offered me a job, and I need access to the Boons. That said, I’m not so sure I still want it considering you nearly had me killed.”

      “Trust me, he only kills the people he likes the most,” Cyll said in a conspiratorial whisper that was loud enough for everyone in the room to hear.

      “A necessary evil for the level of the job I wish to give you,” Knell said. “If you would like, we will let you off before we leave Apton too far behind. Otherwise, you will have to journey together with us at least until the next sight of land.”

      Lillicent pressed her lips together and studied Knell’s face for several moments.

      “You going to try to get me killed again?”

      “It is unlikely.”

      “Just unlikely?”

      “Yes.”

      Lillicent pursed her lips, then sighed. “At least you’re honest. Doesn’t make you less of an asshole, but I can deal with that if you can supply me with Boons. But what job could possibly be so important that you needed to test me that rigorously?”

      “Would everyone else head to the top deck for a short while?” Knell asked. “I need to speak with Lillicent in private, and I want eyes above in case we run into any trouble.”

      His crew sent him surprised glances, then quickly headed up the stairwell and left the two in the darkness. Once they’d left, Knell’s eyes lit a faint golden, and he took a step toward Lillicent.

      “You are an Artificer. Do you know what my eyes are?”

      “Giant Boons. Real powerful ones.”

      “Not just any Boons,” Knell said with a wry smile. “They are the eyes of a fragment from the Goddess of Death.”

      “I already knew you were a Scion,” Lillicent said with a frown. “Having two Boons is pretty impressive, though. Wait—you mean the actual eyes?”

      “Straight from her skull,” Knell said with a nod. “And therein lies the problem.”

      “The fact that they’re her godsdamned eyes?”

      “No. The fact that I am a Scion.” A deadly smile pulled at the corners of Knell’s lips. “The job I invited you here for was to take my eyes, Lillicent. You are here to turn them into artifacts and sever the final ties binding me to Mordrigal.”
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      A smile started to form on Lillicent’s lips, but it froze halfway through. Knell wasn’t laughing, and his face was completely straight. She swallowed.

      “You’re serious? Two Boons of that power? If I understood you right, those are Mordrigal’s actual eyes, not just a small piece of her condensed power.”

      “Correct.”

      “Turning those into Artifacts…” Lillicent swallowed again. “The amount of powerful material we’d need to properly contain their strength, without damaging them or somehow bringing Mordrigal down on us—you think I can do something like that?”

      “If you’ve gotten this far, you’re more resourceful than you believe. The only way we will know is once you try,” Knell replied. “But it is the reason I had you tested. I need an Artificer I can trust completely, and I trust you can see why. I apologize again for Joseph’s actions—he took things farther than requested, but the result is the same.”

      Lillicent let out a sharp bark of laughter. “Yeah, no shit. With what I know of you, I’m surprised this was all you did. But if I did agree to something like this, it would take…I don’t know. Days, at least. They’d each be an individual Artifact, and ones with potential to be some of the strongest that have ever been made. We wouldn’t want to waste that by using poor materials, either, so that could mean this might take months. It depends how long it takes to get me the proper housing to contain your Boons.”

      “I had imagined as much,” Knell said. He shifted his stance to take weight off of his lame leg and put it onto his staff. “The choice is yours, but make it quickly. We won’t be hanging around Apton for much longer.”

      Lillicent pressed her lips together. She and Knell fell silent for several moments as she considered his offer.

      “You mean to add me to your crew?”

      Knell shrugged. “Perhaps. Think of it more like a long-term contract for the time being, but we could certainly benefit from the services of a dedicated Artificer. I suspect you would gain equal benefit, as we seem to find Boons quite frequently. I can’t imagine why.”

      Lillicent rolled her eyes. “I do find myself in need of an employer since settling down in one place would just let all of Holen’s goons catch up to me. Am I getting paid for my efforts beyond the experience that I gain for Artificing?”

      “You’ll get an equal cut of any treasure we acquire,” Knell said after a moment of thought. “And every fifth Boon we get will be yours to do with as you wish. In exchange, in addition to making my eyes, you will also make artifacts or weaponry for my crew as we need it.”

      Lillicent considered the offer for another few seconds. Then she gave Knell a curt nod and extended her hand. “Done, especially since it comes with the added benefit of sticking a splinter in Holen’s side. I’ll stick around for the time being, until I’ve managed to help you with your eye problem. After that, we’ll see how things stand.”

      Knell clasped her hand. “Welcome aboard the Withered Rose. Shall we go regroup with the others?”

      Lillicent nodded. She glanced at the stairs, then back at Knell.

      “Ah…do you want a hand?”

      “A shoulder would be appreciated.”

      Lillicent helped Knell up the steps, and the two of them emerged back onto the deck. Maud stood at the helm, very pointedly focused on the sea in front of the ship and not looking at Knell.

      There wasn’t a speck of doubt within Knell’s mind that the skeleton had somehow eavesdropped on everything they’d said. He wasn’t particularly happy about that, but as far as he could tell, Maud was on their side for the time being.

      I’ll have to find a way to make sure things stay that way in the near future.

      Knell turned to look back at Apton. His eye twitched slightly. A thick pillar of smoke rose from the shoreline, just behind the docks—which were currently aflame. The blaze stretched along the outskirts of Apton, consuming the vines and moss covering its walls along with the houses within them.

      Cyll, Stix, and Maya all stood at the side of the ship, staring at Apton as it burned.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas happened?” Knell asked, his staff thudding against the deck as he hurried to join them.

      “No clue. We were just watching the lightshow,” Cyll replied, not looking away from Apton. “I was just about to go get you—just after that one vine over there burned away. All the other ones around it burned, so it would have been really unsatisfying to leave without getting to see it burn, too. I’m sure you understand.”

      “How can you even see any details?” Stix asked. “The city is too far away.”

      “Just trust me,” Cyll replied, squinting at Apton’s burning walls. “I can see it.”

      “Gods,” Lillicent said. “Did you all do this?”

      “What? No. Why does everyone always assume I did something wrong?” Cyll asked.

      “I never specified you.”

      “Well, now I’m offended that you don’t think I could have done this alone.” Cyll crossed his arms.

      “So you did do it?”

      “No.”

      “I suggest stopping now,” Stix warned Lillicent. “You aren’t going to win this argument. It’s stupid, and Cyll has far too much experience at being an idiot.”

      “Thank you, Stix. It’s good to feel appreciated for my talents,” Cyll said. “I didn’t burn the town, though. I don’t suppose this was your doing, Cap?”

      Knell shook his head. He squinted into the flames consuming Apton, trying to see if he could make anything out, but the Withered Rose had already put a good bit of distance between itself and the city. Making anything out beyond the faint shadows of people running to try to put the fires out was impossible.

      “No. I had nothing to do with this. I was actually somewhat pleased that we left without getting into a massive fight with the Adventurer’s Guild.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing we left when we did,” Stix said. She peeled her eyes away from the city and turned to look back at Knell. “But…what now? Are we going to go find one of the other places that—”

      Stix paused and glanced at Lillicent. Her eyes flicked back to Knell in clear question.

      “Lillicent will be joining our crew for the time being,” Knell said. “She has yet to fully sign on, but she comes well vetted.”

      Stix snorted. “Ah. So she’ll be joining us fully in a month or so.”

      “What? That’s not what I agreed to. Not yet,” Lillicent said. “I’m just doing a job for Knell and working together with you until it’s done. After that, I may or may not stay. It depends how profitable things are.”

      “Tell me about it.” Stix scrunched her nose in amusement. “That’s pretty much the exact same thing I told Knell when he brought me on.”

      “Either way, Lillicent has already met Joseph, though it would be wise to avoid speaking too extensively about any of our dealings with him,” Knell said. He rested both of his hands on his staff. “Unfortunately, none of the other locations that Joseph marked are in the Shattered Sea. We are not nearly strong enough to attempt to venture out of it—not yet. I am afraid that further attempts to restore Maya’s arm will have to wait.”

      “That’s more than fine,” Maya said with a smile. She patted the hilt of her sword. “I’ve got what I needed. After I spend some time training, I think I should find myself useful once more.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Knell said. He took one last glance at the city, then looked over his shoulder at Maud. “Because training is the next thing we’re going to be doing. Maud, is there a continent near us?”

      “Yes, Captain,” Maud replied. “Assuming you don’t mean to return in the direction we came, there is a large landmass roughly a week’s travel to the north. We have enough supplies aboard the Withered Rose for all of you to survive the trip without any difficulties.”

      “Fantastic. Set course for it,” Knell said. “And keep a lookout for any dungeons. Our next order of business will be growing stronger and trying to avoid the Adventurer’s Guild while we sort out our other problems.”

      The wood of the Withered Rose creaked beneath their feet as the ship groaned, adjusting its course. Maud spun the wheel, and they turned away from Apton, leaving its shore behind as they cut deeper into the cold ocean.

      With a whump, the sails caught the wind and the Withered Rose accelerated. Knell watched Apton as it receded in the distance behind them, but no ships ever left its port to follow after them.

      Perhaps the fire really was entirely unrelated to us after all. Strange, but possible. The timing is just quite odd. Nothing to be done about it without more information, though.

      “What other problems are you talking about?” Cyll asked, tilting his head to the side. “Because I’ll be honest, we’ve got enough that I think I’ve started to forget most of them. There’s only so much room in my head, and most of it tends to be taken up by discordant screaming.”

      They all stared at Cyll.

      “What? I don’t judge your music tastes,” Cyll said, crossing his arms. “It’s a very personal thing.”

      “You know, a bard would actually be nice,” Stix said. “Aren’t pirates supposed to have bards to pass the time while they’re at sea?”

      “Don’t get derailed. I want to hear about the problems we’re supposed to be solving first,” Maya said. She paused for a moment. “A bard would be nice, though.”

      “Good for spreading rumors about how great we are.” Cyll rubbed his hands together. “We should get one. Preferably one with a good discordant screaming voice.”

      “Is this how things always are?” Lillicent asked Knell.

      Coal poked his head up from within Knell’s coat and hopped onto his shoulder. The bird clacked his beak at Maya, then settled down and ruffled his feathers.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Knell replied. “Probably. I’m pretty sure Maya asked me the same thing.”

      “So what problem were you talking about? I’m a little out of the loop on all of your exact dealings,” Lillicent said.

      Across from them, the rest of the Rose pirates got into a heated argument about the most important qualities for their eventual bard to have.

      “More than one,” Knell replied. He tugged at the chain of his new necklace, pulling out the circular piece. The faint green energy rising off the deck of the Withered Rose reflected off the polished metal, warping his reflection within it. “But there has been one that’s been bothering me for a while, and I think that this will help us solve it.”

      He pressed his other hand to his wrist.
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      “Am I right in guessing that you aren’t going to tell me what that little necklace does?” Lillicent asked.

      “You are,” Knell said. “It would defeat its purpose. You’ll come to know in due time, I’m sure. Don’t worry yourself with it. For now, focus on figuring out exactly what you will require to complete the task we have agreed upon.”

      Lillicent chewed her lower lip and nodded, lost in thought. “Yeah. I just need to get my hands on materials that are high enough quality to house Boons as powerful as yours. Anything too weak and their strength will be completely wasted.”

      “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Knell said. “We’ve got quite some time at sea before we arrive anywhere, so make yourself comfortable.”

      He turned and headed into his cabin, pulling the door shut behind himself to try and mute out the arguing voices of his crew. Knell lowered himself down onto his bed with a grimace, then leaned his staff against the wall and sighed.

      With a grunt, he pulled his lame leg onto the bed and leaned against the wall, closing his eyes and banishing the sounds of the outside world. They had around a week before they hit land and had anything to do, so it was time to meditate.
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      “Where is he?” Eliza demanded, her teeth bared in fury as she tightened her bloodied hand around the throat of the slaver. The man wheezed, spite burning in his eyes. He fruitlessly struggled against her grip, trying to break free, but it was pointless.

      Eliza slammed him into the ground, and blood splattered across his face, pooling beneath his nose and from his lips. She released his throat, and the man drew in a gasping, desperate breath.

      “Where is he? What did you do?”

      The light of life within the slaver’s eyes sputtered. He let out one last, rattling breath. Blue light bloomed from his chest, emitting a low-pitched whine.

      Emma stepped out of the shadows behind Eliza, grabbing the girl by the back of her shirt and yanking her into the darkness. An instant later, a brilliant crack split the air. The windows of the building blew out and an enormous explosion rocked the world.

      Flame washed across the ground, passing through Emma and Eliza harmlessly. Massive fragments of the walls hurtled through the air, the deadly shrapnel ripping through the slaver forces outside.

      Men flew, many cut into multiple pieces or knocked unconscious by the sheer force of the blast before they even hit the ground. Those were the lucky ones. A wave of molten flame bloomed within the house, washing out like the waves of a furious ocean and consuming the entire camp around them.

      Emma and Eliza shimmered, vanishing from the shadows and reappearing on a hill half a mile away, in the shadow of a large tree. A thick mushroom cloud rose into the sky, and hot ash rained down. Eliza stared at the camp in disbelief. She fell to her knees, her hands passing through the grass as she looked down on the smoldering remains of the slaver camp.

      Had they been outside the safety of the shadow, the heat alone probably would have burned their skin. Instead, Emma squinted through the light, only slightly discomforted.

      “I don’t understand,” Eliza whispered. Her hands balled into fists. “Where was Milo? Why wasn’t my brother there?”

      Emma wondered the very same thing. Veil was never wrong. He told her that Eliza’s brother was kept in this camp, and so he should have been.

      He wasn’t.

      She’d checked the entire camp while Eliza went on a rampage, tearing through the bandits’ ranks like a scythe through dry wheat. She’d personally gone through every single part of the camp, leaving no stone unturned.

      There were no signs of Eliza’s brother. On top of that, the amount of energy that the slaver had detonated with was immensely unsettling. If Emma had been caught in the blast, she was pretty sure it would have killed her instantly. Even Veil might have been injured, had he been away from his place of power.

      Emma swallowed. This wasn’t the cut-and-dry mission that she’d been expecting. Something was wrong. Part of her wanted to head straight back to the Veil, but returning with an objective uncomplete filled her with distaste.

      “I don’t know,” Emma said. She paused for a moment, then slowly put a hand on Eliza’s shoulder. Emma was fairly certain that physical contact was typically considered to be comforting. “Perhaps the Veil means to test us.”

      “Why?” Eliza demanded, turning her bloodshot eyes to Emma. The green scar running along her back shifted, curling up her neck like a snake beneath her skin. “Has he not tested me enough?”

      “Forgive me. I spoke without thinking,” Emma said. “Veil is not an unfair man. If he told you that your brother would be here, then he truly believed it. Someone has acted against him intentionally.”

      “Why? What could anyone ever hope to have from kidnapping my brother again?” Eliza’s hands trembled in fury. She squeezed her eyes shut and drew several slow breaths. The green scar released its hold, shifting back to hide beneath her shirt. Eliza rose to her feet and opened her eyes again, the rage contained by determination.

      “I know not, but they will die,” Emma said. “None can stand against Veil. Someone has died today. Their body simply does not realize it yet.”

      “Can you track them?” Eliza asked. “You’ve got magic, don’t you?”

      “I am an assassin. I can only track those who the Veil sends me after,” Emma said, shaking her head. “And the force of that final detonation is significant enough that it cannot be ignored.”

      “Seriously? You’re scared?”

      “I am not scared,” Emma replied. “I do not feel the fear of death. I feel the fear of failure. While I am confident in my abilities, I may not able to protect you if our opponent possesses magic like we just saw. We must report to Veil.”

      “My brother doesn’t have time for us to screw around reporting,” Eliza ground out. “He could die. He could be dead! Someone clearly knows I want to save him. Doesn’t that mean he’s in danger?”

      “Chase after the rabbit blindly and you’ll find yourself the prey rather than it,” Emma said. “We will not give chase. If your brother is dead, then dying yourself will not help him. If he lives, then they will not kill him for no reason.”

      Eliza ground her teeth, glaring at Emma for a few seconds before she forced herself to nod. “Okay. Let’s go.”

      “We have another task to complete before we return,” Emma said.

      “What? Where?”

      “One that the Veil deemed appropriate for you to accompany me,” Emma replied, largely skirting the question. She’d picked that particular habit up from Veil and found that she quite enjoyed it—keeping people guessing about her true motives and goals helped greatly in the occurrence that they betrayed her. “You performed admirably, despite everything. Your strength grows. The Veil will be pleased.”

      Eliza bit back what Emma suspected likely would have been a scathing sentence. Instead, the girl just gave her a curt nod.

      “Fine. Let’s get it over with, then. The sooner we get back, the sooner I get to figure out who in the Sixteen Seas is screwing with me.”

      Emma pressed her hand to Eliza’s back, and both women vanished, leaving the scene of the bandit camp behind as fire roared even louder, consuming what little was left of it.

      Veil’s command guided Emma, pulling her through the darkened paths beneath the world. The scent of brine-fresh air greeted her as she and Eliza emerged on the deck of a ship, hidden within the shadow of a mast.

      Green energy curled off the planks of the ship’s wood and rose into the air, and a skeleton stood at the ship’s wheel, humming and clacking its jawbone in a discordant tune. Emma stared at it in awe.

      A man with a long beard and cold eyes stepped straight through them, passing through their bodies on his way toward the bow. Eliza flinched, still unused to the sensation of being immaterial.

      “Calm yourself,” Emma said. “They cannot see us.”

      “No. I know him. That was the man that saved me,” Eliza said, stepping after the man. Eliza put a hand on the girl’s shoulder.

      “Stop. The past is just that. I have tailed this group before, and they have some ability. As little as the likelihood is, I will not risk your safety.”

      “They wouldn’t hurt me. They saved my life!”

      “That was before you became what you are,” Emma said flatly. “My last interaction with them was…less than ideal. We will observe before we make our presence known. It is too dangerous to enter a battlefield without sufficient information.”

      “Battlefield? Why are we here? And why did you seek them out before?” Eliza demanded. “Does this have anything to do with my brother?”

      “No. They are unrelated. One has drawn the attention of the Lord Veil. I am simply here to invite him to speak with our master.”

      “I have no master.”

      Emma ignored Eliza. She walked down the deck of the ship. Two women stood beside the bearded man, speaking avidly. One of them missed an arm, but a strange energy curled off her body. It almost felt like the ocean itself. Emma and Eliza stopped beside them, studying the one-armed woman.

      “For the last time, I didn’t steal your last piece of cheese,” the bearded man insisted. “I would never do something like that. If I’d actually taken it, I’d be bragging the entire time.”

      “You hardly have a good track record for this, considering I caught you stealing grapes from my plate yesterday morning,” the other woman, a moon elf, said as she crossed her hands. “That cheese was rare. I spent nearly a gold on it, you know! I’ve never seen any cheese that bright orange, and I was looking forward to eating it. I bet you didn’t even taste anything when you shoved it down your gullet.”

      “That was different! Those grapes were begging to be stolen. If you didn’t want me to take them, then you should have eaten them instead of rolling them around like toys. Besides, orange cheese sounds gross.”

      “If they didn’t want to be rolled, they wouldn’t be round. And I’ll never know if it was gross because you probably ate it.”

      “She’s got a point,” the one-armed woman said. “But I can’t really blame Cyll for stealing those. You really did leave them undefended.”

      “Yeah. Even Maya stole one!”

      “Seriously?” the moon elf asked, glaring at the other woman.

      “Hey! I gave you a piece of jerky to keep that to yourself.”

      “Oh. Whoops.”

      Emma pressed her lips together. “They’re speaking in code. I have absolutely no idea what they’re saying. I’ll have to report to Veil. They may suspect that they’re being watched.”

      “Seriously?” Eliza asked, glancing from the crewmembers to Emma. “I’m pretty sure they’re just talking.”

      “That would be completely illogical. Nobody would argue over stealing grapes. I suspect grapes is a word for some powerful treasure or artifact,” Emma said, rubbing her chin. “We must be wary.”

      “Right,” Eliza drawled. Emma stepped away from the arguing crew members, and Eliza followed her over to the captain’s quarters.

      Emma stepped straight through the door, and Eliza squeezed her eyes shut, doing the same. She shuddered as she emerged.

      The scarred captain sat at his desk, hunched over a paper. A massive black raven perched on his shoulder. Emma gave Eliza a small nod.

      “You will grow used to shadow travel in time. It is a powerful tool.”

      “It feels like my insides get rearranged every time we pass through something solid,” Eliza said. “It’s certainly useful to scout things out, though.”

      “Precisely. Any amount of discomfort is worth it if we can gain information on potential threats,” Emma said. She stepped around the captain, peering down at the paper he was working on with a frown. “I do not understand why Veil shows such interest in this man. His power was considerable, but there are many deadly men in this world. What do you know of him?”

      “Not much,” Eliza admitted, joining Emma. “He saved my life for no reason, and that was it. Joseph found me right after. He didn’t even ask for anything in return. I think he’s a good man.”

      “He stinks of death,” Emma said. “No man is good. Their goals just align with yours more than others.”

      The man pushed back from his desk. Eliza jumped, but he just grabbed his staff and got his feet out from under him with a grunt. Strangely, he leaned it against the wall instead of using it to continue supporting himself.

      “He cannot see or hear us within this realm,” Emma said. “Do not fear. Simply observe.”

      Eliza shivered as the pirate’s gaze passed over her. Emma watched the girl with a small frown, but she couldn’t help but agree with her sentiment. There was something deeply unsettling about the pirate.

      Even though Emma knew he couldn’t see them, his eyes had landed straight on hers—likely looking through the window at her back. She stepped to the side instinctively, and the pirate reached into his coat with both hands.

      With one hand, he pulled out a small metal necklace. With the other, he drew a flintlock. A deep chill bound around Emma’s body, and her eyes widened in surprise as the pirate raised the flintlock, placing it against her forehead before she could react.

      A clean note rang through the air, and a wave of light emitted from the necklace around his throat, shattering the shadowy world and leaving Eliza and Emma standing in plain sight before the man.

      “On the contrary,” Knell said, cocking the hammer on his flintlock back. “I can hear you quite well. I was wondering when you’d come by again.”
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      Several terse seconds of silence passed. Knell kept his eyes trained on Emma, his finger around the trigger of the gun and ready to pull it at an instant’s notice.

      “How?” Emma asked.

      “You can’t honestly think you can attack me and I wouldn’t take steps to make sure it wouldn’t happen again,” Knell said. “Who do you work for, and why are you here?”

      Coal opened one eye and squinted at Emma. He clacked his beak in displeasure at the interruption of his nap and closed it once more.

      “I work for the Lord Veil. He bid me to seek you out and request that you meet with him.”

      Knell cocked an eyebrow. “I’ve got more than a few enemies, but I don’t recall ever making his acquaintance. A friend of my late father?”

      “No. His interest is in you alone.” Emma’s fingers twitched.

      Knell considered her words for a few moments. He nodded in Eliza’s direction. “Why’s she here? That’s the girl from Brickvale, and I was under the impression she was off hunting her brother’s slavers.”

      “I should be,” Eliza said darkly.

      “Speak no more,” Emma warned, surprisingly calm for the situation she was in. “You have not been given permission to share anything of our sanctum. To do so would be to betray the Lord Veil’s trust.”

      Eliza pursed her lips, but she didn’t try to say anything else.

      “Who is this Veil?” Knell asked. “Not a god. I don’t recognize his name.”

      “He is Veil,” Emma replied. “He stands above even the gods.”

      “A bold claim. And what interest does he have in me? And has he ever heard of sending a letter? Typically, people don’t take kindly to being greeted by assassins.”

      “It is not my place to say, nor shall I question his orders. You have been invited to meet with him. That is all.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “Then I will relay your refusal.”

      “Will that be done through another attempt on my life?”

      “I never attempted to take your life. If I had, you would not have lived.”

      Knell tilted his head to the side. “Perhaps. Did this Veil tell you exactly why he wished to meet me? I take it that he would not be coming out to my ship.”

      “No. You are invited to his dwellings,” Emma replied.

      “Do you have the slightest reason why I would possibly take him up on that offer?” Knell asked with a chuckle. “A man that has sent an assassin after me sends one for a second time, but now that I have the upper hand on her, she tells me that her master simply wants to meet.”

      “Your shot will not kill me. Should it become necessary, you will die,” Emma replied in a matter-of-fact manner. “I have survived far worse than a bullet. You only still live because Veil has not ordered your removal. It is an honor to be invited to treat with him.”

      Eliza’s eyes narrowed slightly, and she glanced from Emma to Knell. “I don’t know if it’s my place to say this, but Veil is fair. He’s fighting against the gods, just like you are. He’s been training me without asking for anything in return.”

      Emma shot Eliza a sharp look, but Knell inclined his head slightly in appreciation. “Thank you for the information. I must admit that I am indeed curious about who this person is, even if I doubt the assassin’s claims of durability.”

      “You will come with me, then?” Emma asked, completely unbothered by Knell’s slight.

      “How will I know that my safety will be assured? And how long will this take? Leaving my crew and ship behind is a damned fool thing to do for little in return. Does he have something to offer me?”

      “If Veil wished you dead, then we would not be speaking,” Emma replied, stubbornly refusing to provide him with any actually useful information. “He has no need to fall on tricks to defeat his opponents. The meeting will take no more than a day. I can deliver us to him and return you to this ship when your meeting is complete.”

      “I refuse. I have nothing to gain from this meeting,” Knell said. “If your lord wants to meet with me, then tell him he’s welcome to tell me his motives and I’ll reconsider. Otherwise, I have no plans of waltzing into the world’s least-inviting trap.”

      “Is that your final answer?” Emma asked.

      Knell’s eyes narrowed. “If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t have said it. Best of luck, Eliza. Perhaps we’ll meet again soon. I truly hope you are able to find your brother.”

      “Thank you,” Eliza said.

      Knell gestured with his flintlock, and Emma took a step back, putting her hand on the younger woman’s shoulder.

      “One more thing,” Knell said. “If he sends you back, make your presence known as soon as you arrive. If I find you skulking around my ship again, we’ll find out just how well you live through a bullet.”

      He let the amulet drop against his chest. Emma and Eliza vanished an instant later. Knell kept his gun readied for a few moments, waiting to see they would try anything else, but as far as he could tell, they were gone.

      Knell returned the flintlock to his belt. “They’re gone.”

      The door swung open. Cyll and Maya stepped inside, their weapons drawn. On the other side of the ship, Stix lowered her bow and removed the bolt she’d had aimed at where Emma had been standing.

      “Was that the girl we saved in Brickvale?” Cyll asked.

      Knell nodded. “Looks like she’s joined up with the assassin that went after us in the dungeon. Curious.”

      “What did they want?” Maya asked. “And how did they get into your cabin? We were all on the deck when Stix spotted you speaking to them through the window.”

      “Some form of cloaking or invisibility paired with a teleportation ability,” Knell said, fingering the chain of his amulet before tucking it back beneath his jacket. “You now have your answer for what it does, Maya.”

      “It reveals invisible people?”

      “Reveals and prevents them from utilizing transport spells while I am concentrating on it,” Knell confirmed. “It has already proven to be a useful investment. Where is Lillicent?”

      “We sent her belowdecks in case something went wrong,” Cyll said, sheathing Lassie and yawning. “It would have been a real bummer if she got killed before she made us anything cool.”

      “You never said what the assassin wanted,” Maya said. “Do they have something to do with the gods?”

      “Apparently not,” Knell replied. “Another third party. Possibly related to Joseph, but I’m not sure. Neither of them struck me as normal pirates or bandits, and I can’t imagine who else would have any business with us. They wanted me to meet with their leader.”

      “You refused, I take it?” Cyll asked as Stix joined them.

      “Only a fool wouldn’t have. I have no way to know that they’re meeting with me in good faith. At least Joseph had a very clear angle to what he stood to gain. I suspect they’ll return in the future.”

      “So what should we do if they pop up again?” Stix asked.

      “If you see them, then bring them to me,” Knell replied. “I informed them that any future arrivals on the Withered Rose would have to be done visibly. If I catch them with my Artifact, then they’re our enemies and we will act accordingly to deal with the problem.”

      Cyll yawned. “Boring. I hope we get to do something interesting soon. I swear it’s been weeks since I’ve had the chance to fight anything.”

      “We’ve been at sea for three days,” Stix said flatly. “Don’t exaggerate so much.”

      “Exaggeration is the spice of life,” Cyll said. “Say, anyone want to spar? That could be fun.”

      “I’ll take you up on that,” Maya said, resting her hand on the hilt of her blade. “I’ve been training on my own for long enough. It’ll be nice to see if I can actually hold my own against you with a sword now.”

      Cyll bared his teeth in a wide grin. “Fantastic. Don’t get your hopes up, though.”

      They headed back out onto the deck. Stix went down the stairs, likely to let Lillicent know that the threat had passed. Knell watched them for a few moments, then closed his door and headed back to his bed.

      He rubbed his forehead, trying to put the pieces together. If the assassin was really just carrying out some powerful man’s orders, then it wasn’t Joseph. It probably wasn’t any of the other Advents, either, or they would have gone through Joseph.

      That said, I suppose it’s possible that not all the Advents are working together. He could be a rival Advent, but then I’d have thought that they’d open with that. It would have made me far more likely to speak with them.

      Knell pressed his lips together. For the time being, he once again found himself without information. Luckily, he had a way to keep the assassin from sneaking up on him again. That would suffice for the time being—answers would come in time.

      After all, if this Veil was truly interested in meeting, Knell doubted that a mere dismissal of a single meeting would be enough to dissuade him.
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      “He refused, Lord Veil.” Emma knelt before Veil’s throne, lowering her gaze to avoid looking up at him.

      “Refused? Curious. Why?”

      “On grounds of not trusting you, Lord Veil.” Emma paused for a few moments.

      “Speak freely, Emma. How many times must I tell you that formalities do not matter when we are alone?”

      Emma raised her gaze slightly. “He said that, if you would like to speak with him, then you should send word as to why you are interested in meeting and convince him that it isn’t a trap.”

      Veil laughed. “A fair request. I suppose it has been so long since I last walked amongst other men that they have forgotten who I am. I cannot blame a hatchling for its lack of knowledge of the past.”

      “Lord Veil—he knew I was coming.”

      “I know,” Veil said. “The difference between paranoia and wisdom is being right. It appears that he possesses both. You will return to meet with him in time. With every passing day, I find myself more interested. I would like to ensure I get a chance to influence the boy before Joseph clips his wings.”

      Emma nodded mutely.

      “I am more interested in Eliza’s brother,” Veil said, his tone sharpening. “He was in that camp no more than a day ago, but when I checked again, his location has been obscured to me.”

      “The gods are involved?”

      “Or the Advents,” Veil said, drumming his fingers on the armrest of his throne. “And each are equally as concerning. I do not understand why Joseph would attempt to do such a thing, and most of the Advents heel to his will. The gods I would understand, but they should have no knowledge of Eliza or her brother’s existence.”

      “If they dare obscure something from your vision, then they challenge us directly.”

      “Which means they are either a fool or have the strength to believe that they can do such a thing,” Veil said. His hands tightened into fists, and he rose to his feet. Shadows rippled across the room like water in a pond. “I will investigate this matter. What have you done with Eliza?”

      “She has returned to her rooms and is training. I fear she may turn against us if we do not provide a suitable answer to the location of her brother soon. She is…driven.”

      “As any good woman would be,” Veil said. “You would do well to share some of her passion for yourself, Emma. You continue to live only for my orders, but there is more to life than death.”

      “As you order, Lord Veil.”

      Veil sighed. “Aid in Eliza’s training. I will be out for several days. When I return, I will bring information of her missing brother’s whereabouts. In the meantime, ask her if she knows how to convince Knell to meet with us. She has history with him, so she may have more luck easing his fears than you will.”

      Emma inclined her head. Shadows swept through the room, and the faint lights sputtered. When they came back, both Veil and Emma were gone.
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      A sharp knock on Knell’s door pulled him from his meditation. He grimaced, opening his eyes and pulling himself back into the present world. Coal clicked his beak in irritation from his shoulder, ruffling his feathers as the door swung open and Cyll stepped inside.

      “Have we spotted land?” Knell asked. “It seems a few days too soon.”

      “No land,” Cyll replied with a shake of his head. He tapped the doorframe with a finger and bared his teeth slightly. “But there’s a ship heading in our direction, and they’re moving pretty quickly.”

      Knell raised his eyebrows. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He grabbed his staff, heaving himself to his feet and following Cyll outside. The sun hung low in the sky, well on its way toward descending behind the waves.

      A dull orange hue filled the sky, almost as if it was aflame. The light reflected off the ocean, its waves gently rocking the Withered Rose. Knell and Cyll walked up to the bow, and Cyll pointed to their east, where the large white sails of a galleon stood in stark contrast to the sea.

      It was headed in a direction diagonal to them, on course to intercept the Withered Rose if neither of them changed direction. The ocean at the front of the galleon seemed…wrong. Instead of beating against the ship’s bow, it split and sprayed up the sides as if the ship was being pulled by some great force in front of it.

      “They’re moving faster than we are,” Knell said.

      Cyll nodded. “Looks like it. They’ve probably got someone with a path that lets them control the water. I talked to Maud already, but—”

      “The Withered Rose does not have the strength to compete in speed with our pursuer,” Maud said from behind the wheel. He tapped a bony finger on the wood beside him, as if in contemplation. “Not right now. If I were to be given enough power to restore her to her former glory, then outrunning such a primitive vessel would be laughably easy.”

      “How many Boons?” Knell asked.

      “Ten.”

      “Ten?” Stix asked, choking midway through taking a drink from her water flask. She coughed, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Are you insane? Do you think they grow on trees?”

      “In the time of the Withered Rose, Scions fell in scores. Ten dead men is a paltry sum for the strength that I can offer our captain,” Maud said.

      “I will consider it,” Knell said. “For the time being, it does not appear that Maud is going to be of much use. We are nowhere near getting ten Boons that we don’t need for other purposes. How long has the galleon been chasing us?”

      “We just spotted it,” Maya said from beside Stix. She rested her hand on the hilt of her sword and looked back out over the ocean. “They came out of nowhere. I can’t imagine we would have missed something that big for long.”

      All of them fell silent for a minute, gauging the ship. There was no doubt in Knell’s mind that it was gaining on them now. He couldn’t quite make out anyone on its deck, but there were probably at least two dozen men on it judging by its size.

      It wouldn’t have been the first time he’d gone up against a galleon, but the fight against Sorfina had been when the Withered Rose was actually able to fight back. His hand tightened around his staff as he thought.

      “Maybe we should take the fight to them,” Cyll suggested.

      “How?” Stix asked. “By the time any of us are actually in range to fight, their cannons will be on us.”

      “What about your bow?” Maya asked, but Stix was already shaking her head.

      “It doesn’t have more range than a cannon. If we actually had useable cannons on the Withered Rose, we could have thought about trying to use those with the extended range I get from my path, but at the moment it’s not even an option.”

      “I could hop off the ship and try to swim onto theirs when they sail past,” Cyll offered.

      “It’s more likely that you miss them and we never see you again,” Knell said, shaking his head. “About how long do we have until they’re upon us?”

      Everyone turned to look back at the galleon. If anything, the spraying water at its front had grown even sharper, obscuring the bow of the ship in a frothy white shield.

      “Ten minutes at most,” Maud said. “But a ship of that size is not going to be maneuverable. If we can get past its broadside, we can swing around and stay outside of optimal firing range.”

      Knell nodded slowly, a plan starting to form in his mind. “We would just have to avoid taking too much damage on the initial pass. It would also be a poor idea to let them choose the time of the fight.”

      “There’s no chance that they’re just passing by, is there?” Stix asked, but even as she spoke, she took the crossbow from her back and unfolded it, preparing for a fight.

      Cyll chuckled. “I know you’re not that naïve. I like the boarding idea more. But how are we supposed to keep them from blasting our ship? We’ll be riddled with holes if we pass by that thing.”

      “I’ll do it,” Knell said. “The rest of you will board and do your best to either kill everyone that opposes us or drop their sea anchor. Once their ship is still, I will attempt to board as well.”

      Cyll’s lips split apart in a grin, and he patted Lassie on the hilt. “You hear that, girl? We get to have some fun. I bet you’re excited, too, Maya. You’ve been swinging that little toothpick of yours around for a while. ’Bout time you got to actually put it to use.”

      Maya glanced at Cyll, then cleared her throat and gave him a small nod. “Yeah, I might be looking forward to it just a little.”

      Cyll clapped her on the shoulder. “That’s my girl. Keep it up and you might turn into a respectable woman.”

      Maya scrunched her nose. “Oh, lovely. That’s exactly what I’ve lived for. To get approval of the raving lunatic that ends half his battles naked.”

      Cyll harrumphed. “It’s liberating. Give the enemies something nice to look at before they die.”

      Maya and Stix both rolled their eyes.

      “Yeah, I’m not doing that,” Maya said.

      “You? I was talking about myself,” Cyll said, thrusting his chest out. “Who would want to look at you?”

      Maud turned the wheel, and the Withered Rose started to alter its course to make directly toward the approaching galleon. Knell gave the skeleton a small nod.

      “Maud, please inform Lillicent that she should stay below deck if she wishes to avoid the fighting,” Knell said. “I don’t know how powerful our opponents will be.”

      “Already done,” Maud replied. “I know the details of your contract with her.”

      Fantastic. Not that I didn’t already know you were an eavesdropper, but you could at least pretend that you aren’t. I suppose I should give Maud points for honesty, though.

      The rest of the crew fell silent, watching the galleon intently as they drew closer to it. Now that they were heading directly toward each other, the distance between them was rapidly vanishing.

      Knell could make out three rows of cannons including the ones upon the top deck. The galleon didn’t bear any standards, but a plain black flag fluttered from the top of its mast. His eyes narrowed as he scanned the men about the top deck, but it was still too far to make out any detail beyond their existence.

      “Get ready,” Knell said. “You won’t have much time to board their ship. Maud, bring us directly broadside, as close as you possibly can. Do you think you can get us in jumping distance?”

      Maud let out a rattling laugh. “Aye, Captain. There won’t be much left of our ship if we come that close to their broadside. I’ll keep us out of their range for as long as possible. There will be at least a minute when we’re in the range of their cannons, and we won’t be able to fire back, though.”

      “Do it,” Knell said, narrowing his eyes. “Not a single cannonball will hit us.”

      “I’ll try to thin off any men that are at the top deck manning the cannons,” Stix said, loading a bolt into her bow with a grunt.

      Maud gave him a salute, then wrapped both of his hands around the wheel. Everyone watched in terse silence as the two ships continued toward each other. A wry smile tugged at Knell’s lips. The galleon hadn’t tried to swing to the side yet—they’d realized what Knell planned, and they were welcoming it.

      All the cannons on the left side of the galleon had men behind them, and they were ready to fire, likely as soon as the Withered Rose was close enough that they could be certain all the shots would hit it. Knell suspected that the cannons on the lower decks were equally manned.

      Seconds ticked by. The ships sailed close enough that Knell could just barely make out the appearances of the men on the galleon’s deck. They looked rough, with hide clothing and grizzled faces.

      “Cocky bastards, not trying to fire on us yet,” Cyll observed. “They’ll pay for that soon enough.”

      Stix raised her bow and took aim. Her finger tightened around the trigger, and the bolt flew free with a whump. A few seconds later, a man at one of the closest cannons flew back, tumbling across the deck and slamming into the mast.

      “Soon? Try now,” Stix said, lowering her crossbow and loading another bolt.

      “Good shot,” Maya said.

      Angry yells rose up from the galleon. It finally started to adjust its position, trying to swing to get its cannons pointed at them, but Maud maneuvered the Withered Rose to keep the galleon’s bow between them and it—for now.

      “It won’t be long,” Maud warned. “Whatever you plan to do, do quickly. Ten seconds at most before they correct and we’re in their sights.”

      Arrows whistled through the air, splashing harmlessly into the water, unable to reach the Withered Rose. Stix smirked.

      “My bow’s bigger.”

      “How long will it take to close the distance between us and the galleon completely?” Knell asked Maud. “Will they have time to fire more than one volley?”

      “Likely two,” Maud said. “It depends how efficient they are.”

      Knell nodded. “Understood. Hold the course. I can stop two volleys. Cyll, Maya, are you prepared?”

      They both nodded. Cyll eagerly shifted from foot to foot, watching the galleon like a hungry hawk as they drew closer. More arrows flew from the galleon’s deck, peppering into the water and falling short.

      Stix’s crossbow fired once more. A man’s head vanished in a spray of blood. His body pitched back, vanishing behind the cannons.

      “They’re going to be in arrow range soon,” Stix warned as she loaded another bolt. “Knell, it might be a good time.”

      Knell nodded, watching the galleon closely. “I’m waiting for the last possible second.”

      The Withered Rose cut through the water, heading directly for the galleon as it turned, slowly bringing them into cannon range. Knell’s grip tightened around his staff, and he drew on his magic.

      The first of the cannons entered the range of the Withered Rose. Arrows launched into the sky once more, this time headed directly toward them. Another set of cannons lined up with them.

      Knell gritted his teeth, channeling every last grain of magic out through his palms as he cast Warp. Cannon fire thundered through the air as a green wall bloomed before Knell, stretching across the side of the Withered Rose and rising into the sky above them.

      Arrows rained into it, slowing to a crawl. Cannonballs slammed into the rippling energy and ground to a halt, passing through it in a crawl as they sailed past, unharmed. Exhaustion slammed into Knell, and he gritted his teeth, allowing the wall to drop once they’d passed far enough.

      The projectiles splashed harmlessly into sea behind them. Stix shot another bolt, and another man fell, dead before he hit the deck. The two ships were closing in on each other, but there was still a bit of distance. Knell drew a labored breath and leaned heavily on his staff, preparing to call on his magic again.

      “Get ready,” Cyll said, backing a few feet away from the edge of the ship. “We’ve only got one chance to jump, and it’d be a shame if you left all the fun to me.”

      Maya grunted. “As if.”

      The archers on the galleon raised their bows. Maud turned the Withered Rose, aiming to have them pass as closely to the galleon as possible. Knell gathered his magic, ignoring the weakness that flooded his body and the throbbing pain in his leg.

      Knell thrust the magic forward. A second volley of cannonballs slammed into the glowing shield that he formed at the Withered Rose’s side, stopping all of them from connecting with their target.

      The galleon started to turn, but it was too late. The Withered Rose was directly along its broadside, passing by them with just a few feet of distance to spare.

      Cyll let out a roar. He charged, launching himself across the gap. He grabbed onto one of the protruding cannons and scrambled up the side of the ship like a monkey. Cyll grabbed the startled sailor manning the top deck cannon closest to him and pitched the man over the side of the ship, then turned and extended a hand.

      Maya flung herself across the gap. She grabbed onto the same cannon that Cyll had used in the mid-deck with one hand, slamming into the side of the ship with a grunt. She swung back and forth, building momentum, then launched herself upward.

      Cyll grabbed her leg and reared back, dragging Maya onto the deck. A sailor charged them, and Cyll dodged the man’s blow, grabbing him by the collar and sending him hurtling after the other sailor.

      Seconds later, the Withered Rose slipped past the galleon’s broadside. Maud swung them in a tight circle, and Knell let his magic vanish. Cannonballs and arrows splashed into the sea, and he staggered, leaning against the wall of his cabin.

      They’d successfully boarded the galleon. Now, all he had to do was sink it.
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      Cyll drew Lassie from his back, flicking the huge blade effortlessly and knocking an arrow from the air. It spun to the deck beside him. A sailor cursed, lurching away from the cannons and reaching for his sword.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Cyll asked, grabbing the man by his neck. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted several archers loose arrows from their bows. He knocked the sword from the sailor’s hands and spun him around.

      The man screamed, jerking in Cyll’s grip as the arrows slammed into his chest. Cyll tossed him to the side and jabbed Lassie down into his head, silencing his screams. Maya rose to her feet, then dove behind a cannon to avoid an arrow.

      “What’s the plan?” Maya asked.

      “Plan?” Cyll lunged, grabbing a sailor as the man tried to run him through. He slammed Lassie’s hilt into the man’s hand, forcing him to drop the sword, then ran him through. “Kill them. What else would we need?”

      He threw the dead sailor at another man, sending them both crashing to the deck. Yells rose up from all over the galleon as its crew finally realized that it had been boarded. Maya raised her head, then jerked it back down an instant before an arrow nearly sprouted from her skull.

      “Shit,” she cursed. “Get behind cover!”

      “Why?” Cyll threw himself into a roll and came up beside the sailor he’d just knocked down. Cyll decapitated him, then flung his corpse toward the archers at the back of the ship. It made it about a fourth of the way before crashing to the deck and skidding several feet until coming to a stop before a woman. “Ah, shit. That’s embarrassing. I thought I could throw farther than that.”

      An arrow whistled through the air. Cyll tilted his head to the side—and it caught him in the shoulder. He cursed and ripped it out, tossing it to the deck. The woman across from him scrambled to draw her sword. Cyll charged her and swung Lassie, cutting her apart before the blade could make it out of its sheath.

      “Embarrassing,” Cyll drawled, ducking behind a mast. The yells coming up from below grew louder as sailors ran to reinforce the top deck. “Maya, what in the Sixteen Seas are you doing? There isn’t going to be anything fun left over if you keep waiting around!”

      “How am I supposed to do anything when they’re firing arrows at me?” Maya yelled back.

      Three sailors charged Cyll as one. He stepped out from behind the mast, keeping it between him and two of the men as he went to meet the other. Cyll flicked Lassie, and metal rang out on metal as their blades clashed.

      Cyll lunged, driving Lassie through the man before he could bring his sword back up. The other two men darted to flank him. Cyll kicked the dead sailor toward one of them and leaped at the other.

      He spun, narrowly avoiding a strike aimed at his heart, and drove the hilt of his blade into the sailor’s head. The man crumpled, and Cyll turned just in time to catch the strike from the final man on Lassie’s pommel.

      Cyll kicked the sailor in the chest, knocking him back several feet. He strode forward, ducking away from another arrow before running the man through. Blood raced up Lassie’s blade, vanishing into the core of the sword even as Cyll ripped it free of its victim.

      “I’d suggest you start by doing literally anything,” Cyll called to Maya. “It’s better than hiding through the entire fight.”

      Maya grit her teeth. She poked her head over the cannon, flinching back as an arrow sailed past her, then sprinted out onto the open deck. A metallic hum filled the air as she drew her blade. It trembled violently in her hand for a second, then seemed to go still.

      A large sailor let out a roar and thundered toward Maya, raising a hefty battleax over his head. He brought the weapon down, his muscles bunching as he put all the strength in his body into the blow.

      Maya stepped to the side, rapping her blade against the axe’s head. A clean note rang out, and a powerful vibration ran down the axe and into the man’s hands. He yelped in surprise as the axe shook itself from his hands.

      He lurched toward Maya, but her sword was faster than he was. It carved across his body, and she spun to the side. The sailor crashed to the deck, slamming into a mast. The axe continued to hum on the ground, slowly losing its energy and falling silent as the man died.

      Maya grinned and turned toward Cyll—nearly catching an arrow to the neck in the process. It shot right past her neck, drawing a thin line of blood across her collarbone. Maya flinched back and cursed, scrambling over the man she’d just killed to take cover behind the mast.

      “Pay attention!” Cyll snapped, launching a screaming man overboard and running another one through with Lassie. “And get some of these idiots off me! I don’t want to get stabbed!”

      “Yeah, me neither,” Maya muttered. She stepped out from behind the mast and rapped the back of her sword against it. The entire piece of wood shuddered, shaking the sails as it let out a series of low moans and creaks.

      Every one of the sailors spun toward her, realizing just how much threat she posed to the galleon’s integrity. Maya swallowed and lowered into a fighting stance.

      “I think I got them off you, Cyll.”

      A dozen men charged her. Out of the corner of her eye, Maya spotted a man wearing blue robes and bearing a gem-studded blade dart out from below the deck, but she didn’t have time to pay him any attention.

      She charged into the fight, her blade vibrating in what just might have been a song beside her. Metal flashed and blood flew through the air as she carved through the galleon’s crew. With every man that fell, the blade’s song grew even louder in her mind.

      Its notes almost seemed to tug at her body, guiding her movements. A repositioned foot that tripped a man she hadn’t even seen, a small pirouette that let several arrows launch harmlessly past her.

      The song seemed to fade in and out with the battle as it grew in intensity. Even with its guidance, there were far more men than she’d originally thought. Several arrows scraped past her, and a few had actually slammed into her padded cloak, cutting the skin underneath with what she hoped were only superficial wounds.

      Every passing second brought more exhaustion to Maya’s shoulders. Her blade might have been obeying her commands, but it was far from an easy beast to control. Each swing felt like a dozen, and every time she allowed its vibrations to pass into something else, it felt like her own body suffered a portion of its suffering.

      A man sailed over Maya’s head, screaming. He crashed into the mast with a loud crack and fell silent, falling to the ground and forcing another sailor to dive out of the way to avoid getting crushed.

      “You’re slowing down, Maya,” Cyll yelled, carving the sailor Maya had been fighting in two with Lassie and shoving him out of the way. “I hope you’re not getting tired.”

      “Of course I am,” Maya hissed, drawing in a grateful breath. “There are hundreds of them!”

      “Three dozen at most,” Cyll said flatly.

      “Close enough!”

      Maya ducked behind her trusty mast. An arrow thunked into it. Cyll stepped with her, nodding toward the back of the ship.

      “Say, you mind taking care of that for me?”

      “Taking care of what?”

      Maya stuck her head back out from behind the mast. Cyll grabbed her by the shirt and yanked her closer to him as a torrent of churning water shot past her nose. The water carved into the deck, cleaving a thick chunk of the wood away.

      “Sixteen Seas,” Maya cursed. “Someone’s got a strong path.”

      “Yeah, and I’m trying not to get too cut up. I distracted him a bit while you fought the other idiots, but most of them are dead now,” Cyll said. He patted Maya on the shoulder. “You got this.”

      Maya glanced around the mast, then swore and threw herself to the deck. Cyll did the same, and a scythe of water screamed through the air. It splashed against the mast harmlessly.

      “Guess he’s smart enough not to keep cutting up his ship,” Cyll said with a chuckle. “Well, off you go!”

      “Why me? You literally can’t—”

      Cyll clapped a hand over Maya’s mouth. He leaped to his feet and pulled her up with him before giving her a hearty slap on the back. “In you go, girl! I’ll finish off the rest of the little scurrying rats.”

      Maya stumbled out and locked eyes with the man she’d spotted emerging from below the deck a minute ago. His blue robes were drenched, and his chest heaved in desperate breaths. He raised his sword, pointing it at Maya.

      She dove to the side as a stream of water erupted from the sea and slammed into the deck where she’d been standing moments before. Maya rolled to her feet and charged toward the stairs, vaulting over several dead sailors.

      Her sword sang a warning in her head, and she launched herself backward, narrowly avoiding getting decapitated by a sudden blast of frothy, white water.

      “You’ve got a sword!” Maya yelled at the man. “Come use it!”

      “Why would I do that, pirate?” the man asked with a snort. Despite his bold words, he had to take a few moments between several of the words. He was just as winded as Maya was—possibly more.

      Another man’s scream vanished over the side of the deck. Maya resisted the urge to glance back to see how Cyll was doing. She tightened her grip on her sword, her thoughts flying. The man smirked down at her and flicked his blade.

      Watery tendrils erupted over the side of the deck and extended toward Maya. She instinctively cut them as they grew close. To her surprise, the tendrils shuddered, transforming into fine sprays of tiny droplets before pattering against the deck.

      Maya glanced from her sword to the man, who looked equally as surprised as she felt.

      “Huh. Look at that,” Maya said, spinning the blade in her hand. “You might want to fix your control a little bit there. Not a good look.”

      “We’ll see about that,” the man growled. He grabbed his sword with both hands and raised it into the air. The gems inlaid into its hilt shimmered, and a line of blue energy raced down from the weapon and into his body.

      A dull blue light lit just below his chin, and his eyes took on the same hue. His cheeks bulged and he doubled over as water poured out from his lips, cascading down the stairs in a deluge.

      Maya sprinted up the stairs on the other side of the deck, hoping to reach him before he recovered from whatever it was he was doing. She reached the top deck as he started to rise, wiping his mouth with the back of his sleeve.

      With a snarl, Maya lunged and thrust her blade at the man’s neck. A tendril of water shot out from beneath his cloak and slammed into her stomach, throwing her back and knocking all the air from her lungs.

      Maya hit the deck hard and rolled, slamming to a stop against the railing with a grunt. She staggered to her feet and pressed her hand to her chest, wincing at the pressure. Something was either fractured or broken.

      “That good enough for you?” the man asked, blue light pouring out of his mouth. “Behold, Selenia’s true strength. Her blessing flows through me. Kneel to the Gods, cretin.”

      Maya flicked her sword and lowered into a fighting stance. “More like a cheap trick. It won’t work twice.”

      She repressed the pain and dashed toward him again. Water surged from beneath his robes again, but this time Maya was prepared. Gritting her teeth, she slammed all her weight down on one foot, coming to a stop and ducking out of the way as a watery tendril flicked past her head.

      Maya surged forward and swung her sword. It touched his robes but got no further. A wall of water surged over the side of the ship and slammed into Maya, throwing her to the ground and forcing a pained cry from her mouth.

      She instinctually rolled to the side, and the thunk of a sword biting into the deck to her left told her that she’d made the right decision. Maya threw herself in the opposite direction, and agony flared in her chest as she put pressure on it. She grabbed onto the railing near the ship’s wheel and pulled herself upright, pushing her wet hair away from her eyes.

      “Won’t it?” the Scion asked, running his tongue along his lips. “One more time should be enough to crush you beneath the sea’s weight, I think.”

      Maya pushed away from the railing and raised her sword again. The last dredges of her strength came to her limbs reluctantly, and she bared her lips in a dry smile. “Don’t act too cocky. You nearly got ran through last time. I think you’re out of luck.”

      “Let’s find out, shall we?” the Scion asked, raising his sword.

      Maya matched the gesture. Then she charged.
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      Cyll wedged Lassie between the planks of the galleon and leaned on it, watching Maya’s fight with the Scion. Sailors littered the deck around him. Several had large bolts protruding from their bodies where Stix had shot them as the Withered Rose had passed by the galleon for the second time. Cyll had killed the last of them several seconds ago, but interfering in Maya’s fight would only serve to hurt her.

      After the training they’d done on the Withered Rose over the past few days, Cyll was confident that Maya had the ability to handle herself against a Scion. She was already more skilled than he was with a sword—which wasn’t saying much—but her confidence had been shattered ever since she’d lost her arm.

      Far more than any training, Maya needed to get the faith in her abilities back, and after Cyll’s initial fight with the Scion, he was confident that Maya could handle him. The man had some power, but Maya was stronger.

      He sat by the mast, watching the two of them trade blows. It was far from elegant. Both of them were on their last legs and barely still able to stand. The next move would end things one way or another.

      Cyll drummed his fingers on Lassie’s hilt, his eyes fixed on them. Maya would win. He was confident in that. Well, mostly confident. On the off-chance she stumbled—well, Cyll was in sword-throwing range. The Scion wouldn’t have a chance to finish her off. Cyll was so focused on their fight that he nearly missed the tiny flicker of movement from behind him, by the stairs that led below deck.

      Nearly.

      A man rose from the darkness, pulling back on his bow and taking aim at Maya’s exposed back in a fluid motion. Cyll lurched into motion, but he was nowhere near close enough to the man to kill him before the arrow leaped from the bow.

      Years of experience told Cyll that it would fly true, and Maya didn’t have the time or energy to respond appropriately to the attack. Cyll threw himself forward, launching himself up the side of the ship’s cabin and into the arrow’s path.

      He extended his hand, trying to grab the bolt. It slipped through his fingers, the feathers tickling slightly as they passed his palm. The arrowhead slammed clean into his heart, piercing through it.

      Cyll dropped to the ground, snarling in pain as his feet hit the deck. The bowman’s eyes widened in shock at the impressive block, but he was well trained. His hands shot to the quiver at his back to draw another arrow, his eyes turning back to Maya. Cyll’s foot hit the deck with a thunderous crack, and he charged forward, ripping the arrow from his chest.

      The bowman cried out in fear, tripping over his own feet and falling back into the decks below. Cyll dove into the darkness after him. The archer scrambled to his feet, and Cyll crashed into the wood, rolling to his feet with a snarl.

      “How can you move? It went into your heart. You should be dead,” the bowman stammered, tripping over a box as he tried to string another arrow. He went down with a crash, but he managed to keep a hold of his bow and arrow. Hands trembling, he pushed himself back along the deck with his feet and raised his bow toward Cyll.

      An arrow twanged, and Cyll’s head snapped back as it bit home in his right eye. Cyll continued his advance toward the man, baring his teeth in a gruesome smile as he reached up and pulled the arrow free with a pop. He tossed it to the deck.

      “You’re the only one that saw,” Cyll said, his voice not much louder than a whisper. “Everyone else was distracted. You know what that means?”

      He didn’t give the archer a chance to answer. Cyll knocked the bow from the archer’s hand and grabbed him by the neck, lifting the terrified archer into the air. He reared back and slammed the man headfirst into the hull of the ship. The archer’s head let out a loud crunch, and his body went limp.

      “It means there aren’t any witnesses, so it never happened,” Cyll told the man’s corpse. He glanced at his shirt, which now had a particularly conspicuous hole around his heart. Cyll grimaced and pulled it off, tossing it to the ground before turning and heading back to the top deck.

      Cyll emerged into the daylight just in time to see the Scion pitch over the railing above the cabin. The man’s blue robes fluttered as he plummeted, crashing to the deck just in front of him. His eyes were glassy, and blood was quickly spreading across his chest from a stab wound straight through his heart.

      “Ah. You got him,” Cyll said cheerfully, raising a hand to block out the sun as he looked up at Maya and gave her a thumbs-up. “Good job.”

      Maya staggered over to the railing, breathing heavily. She leaned on it, sliding her sword back into its sheath with a groan. “Screw you. You could have helped me, you know.”

      Cyll gave her a wide grin. “What can I say? I’ve got a cabin girl to take care of the menial work for me. No need to get my hands dirty. If you had another hand to work with, I’d get you a mop.”

      Maya rolled her eyes. “Just get the Boon, would you? I think I saw his throat glowing, so it’s probably in there.”

      “Sure thing.” Cyll paced over to where he’d left Lassie jutting out of the deck and drew the sword free. He approached the Scion and plunged the blade down. Blood splattered across the wood, and Cyll levered a Boon free from the dead Scion. He knelt, wiping it off on the blue robes before tucking it into a pocket in his pants. “Got it. You didn’t do half bad. Clean kill.”

      “It would have been a lot easier if you actually did anything to help me. Some crewmate you are.”

      “I didn’t see Knell or Stix helping, either,” Cyll pointed out, crossing his arms.

      “They’re not here.”

      “Oh?” Cyll glanced over Maya’s shoulder.

      She turned, pausing in surprise as she realized that the Withered Rose had pulled up alongside the galleon. Coal sat on the galleon’s railing, his large red eyes peering intently down at the dead Scion. Knell and Stix both stood at the back of the ship, looking up at them. Stix had only just started to lower her bow, and Knell’s eyes were as sharp as ever.

      “When did they get so close?” Maya asked.

      “A few seconds ago,” Cyll replied. “But I know Stix was in range to use that bow of hers the whole time. The Scion was dead ever since he stepped out into open air, but there was no need for us to interfere in your fight. You had things under control.”

      “I suppose I did.”

      “So did you happen to get any stronger?” Cyll asked as he sheathed Lassie. “Or are you still pathless?”

      Maya pursed her lips. “I’m honestly not sure. I think I felt something happen during the fighting, but I’m not seeing any information about a path when I try to check. I’m pretty sure everything is still broken.”

      “Eh, you did more than well enough with that sword. You’ll deal. I don’t have a path, either, and look at how I turned out. All the ladies love me. Some men, too, actually. I’m pretty sure a few of these sailors fell in love before I ran them through. Pity.”

      Maya looked at him out of the corner of her eyes. Then, to Cyll’s surprise, she grinned. “Well, at least I have something to look forward to.”

      There was a soft thud from the edge of the galleon. Stix pulled herself over the edge, landing smoothly on her feet. She brushed her hands off and glanced around the gruesome scene around them.

      Coal fluttered his wings and flew over to land on Stix’s shoulder.

      “I heard that, Maya. Be careful. Agreeing with Cyll could be signs of a concussion. Good fight, though. Knell and I were watching.”

      “Thanks,” Maya said wearily. “Do we have any idea who these idiots were?”

      “Not yet,” Cyll replied. “I guess we should look through their crap to see if we can figure that out. Is Knell going to get on board?”

      Stix shook her head. “No. He’s staying on the Withered Rose with Maud. Getting him onto the galleon would be a bit of a pain, and I think he overexerted himself a little blocking all those cannonballs. He’s resting right now.”

      “You good to investigate?” Cyll asked Maya.

      Maya grimaced. “Maybe in a few minutes. I’m exhausted.”

      “It’s fine. Stay up here,” Stix said, walking over to join Cyll. “We’ll look around. I doubt anyone is still left, but we can handle them if they are. Just rest.”

      Maya looked like she wanted to protest, but the offer was too tempting to pass up. She gave them an appreciative nod and slumped down to the deck, letting out a relieved sigh as she let her muscles relax.

      Cyll took the lead, heading back down into the lower decks with Stix behind him, her hand crossbow readied before her. The gentle creak of the ship as ocean waves lapped against its hull was all that greeted them as they pressed deeper, checking every corner and barrel for signs of anything or anyone.

      “Not much here,” Cyll muttered, popping the top of a crate off and peering inside it. “Just a bunch of crappy weapons and clothes.”

      “I don’t hear any people, either,” Stix said. “They weren’t too strong, so I doubt they’d be that great at hiding. Good experience, though.”

      They swept through the remainder of the deck, then headed down to the lowest floor. Like the previous one, it was empty aside from its cargo. All of the sailors had fallen in the fight.

      Cyll jabbed Lassie into a crate and levered its top off. It was stuffed full of jerky and other food supplies. A grin stretched across his face.

      “That’s what I’m talking about. Help me check all this crap, Stix.”

      Stix tucked her crossbow away and pulled out a small knife. The two of them went around, examining the contents of all the ship’s cargo. Whenever they ran across something that might have been useful, they pushed it over to a growing pile at the base of the stairs.

      “Hey, Cyll?” Stix asked.

      “What? See some interesting loot?” Cyll stepped away from a crate full of old books and turned toward Stix.

      “No. I saw what happened, though.”

      Cyll’s eyes narrowed. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      Stix shifted her stance and reached into the pouch at her waist. She pulled out a bundled-up shirt and tossed it to Cyll, who caught it with a surprised blink.

      “I don’t think Knell saw,” Stix said. “He was focused on Maya. I was going to shoot the archer, but the mast got in the way and I didn’t get a chance.”

      Cyll looked down at the shirt in his hands. “And? I took care of him.”

      “I saw his arrow hit your heart,” Stix said, closing her bag back up. “That means there’s a hole in your old shirt, isn’t there?”

      “Don’t make me put more holes in your socks. I’ll do it.”

      “God, you’re insufferable,” Stix said, but there was no anger in her voice. “Just…put the shirt on, Cyll. I’m not telling Knell. I know how to mend shirts. I’ll patch your old one up when I get a chance, okay?”

      Cyll blinked. He slowly pulled the shirt on. “Oh. Thanks.”

      “Hearing that from you sounds weird,” Stix said, shaking her head and wedging her knife into a nearby crate, starting to work to lever it open. “You still took an arrow to the heart, though.”

      Cyll grunted. “It wasn’t anything that important. Don’t blow it out of proportion.”

      Stix glanced at him, then turned her attention back to the crate and leaned down on her knife. A nail popped free, and the top of the crate snapped open. She shoved it out of the way, and it hit the deck with a loud thud. Glowing blue light slipped free of the crate, illuminating her face. Cyll strode over and peered inside, his hand on Lassie’s hilt. A dozen glowing blue crystals rested within it, identical to the ones they’d found on the bandits in Silver Ridge.

      “Well, shit,” Cyll said, releasing his sword. “I think this might raise more questions than it answers. We better go find the cap.”
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      Knell stood in the captain’s quarters of the galleon before the beautifully carved wooden desk in the center of the room. Behind it was an elegant wooden chair with bulging red velvet cushions and a tall, curved back.

      It looked more fit for a minor noble than a ship captain. The rest of the quarters weren’t nearly as well decorated. Tall bookshelves lined the walls between large windows that overlooked the ocean beneath them. Several drawers were scattered amongst them, and the desk had two beneath it that had been locked.

      A small stack of papers rested in the center of the desk, where Knell had collected them after making a pass through the room. To his annoyance, there wasn’t anything of any real value amongst them. The majority of the papers were just ship’s logs and expenses. None of them contained any identifying information on who the ship had sailed for or why they’d gone after the Withered Rose.

      As far as Knell could tell, they had no association with either pirates or the Adventurer’s Guild. Still, he wasn’t too concerned. Any documents of true worth would be stored within the locked cabinets or otherwise hidden. They wouldn’t just be sitting around in plain sight. He was confident he’d find the information he needed when he got into the locked cabinets, but he wasn’t in a rush—the key was likely on the body of the Scion that Maya had killed.

      A small smile flitted across Knell’s face at the thought of the fight. Maya had finally gotten her legs back out from under her. She still had a ways to go to improve, but he suspected the fight had done wonders for her confidence.

      His attention was pulled away as a throaty croak came from the door. Something thudded against the bottom of the door. Knell limped over to it, shifting his staff out of the way and pulling it open.

      Coal peered up at Knell, blinking his large eyes and clutching a dirty shirt in his beak. Knell raised an eyebrow and hooked the shirt with the end of his staff, lifting it up to eye level. He let it fall out and hang freely, then turned it around. There was a bloodied hole in the center of it, right in front of where the heart would have been.

      A small smile tugged at Knell’s lips. “Thank you, Coal. Do you think you could take this back to where you found it for me?”

      Knell tossed the shirt back down to Coal, who caught it in his beak and hopped away, heading below deck and dragging the shirt with him.

      “Well done, Cyll,” Knell murmured, turning back to the cabin and continuing his search.
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      Knell’s work was interrupted again as the door clicked open. Cyll and Stix entered the cabin, grim expressions on their faces. Knell looked up at them, rising out of the chair and raising an eyebrow.

      “What did you find?”

      “These,” Cyll replied, holding out a glimmering cluster of clear blue crystals. “Quite a few of them. Several crates’ worth.”

      “The same as the ones from Silver Ridge,” Knell said, taking the crystal from Cyll and turning it over in his hand. “Then there’s a good chance that they’re either bandits or associated with them.”

      “Didn’t Joseph say that the bandits we tangled with held a grudge?” Cyll asked. “Didn’t think he meant they’d actually send people after us, though.”

      “Neither did I,” Knell admitted with a frown. He slipped the crystal into his travel pouch and pushed himself out of the chair, leaning on his staff with a grimace. “Is there anything else below deck that I should know about?”

      “Just the crystals,” Cyll replied. “We did a double check in case something had been buried under the boards or hidden in the hull walls, but there was nothing.”

      “I also found this,” Maya said, stepping into view through the doorway. They all turned to face Maya as she walked into the cabin and held out a large, silver key. “It was on the Scion’s body. I got his Boon as well.”

      “Well done.” Knell took the key from Maya and slipped it into the lock below the desk, opening the drawer with a click. He pulled it open, revealing a leatherbound notebook.

      “What should we do with the Boon?” Maya asked.

      “You earned it,” Knell replied, taking the book out of its place and setting it on the desk before him with a thump. “I don’t have an urgent need for any right now. You can either use it, save it for an artifact, or donate it to the ship. I know Maud is always looking for more Boons.”

      “I’ll donate it to the ship. I don’t think I’ve got the capacity to deal with another artifact right now, and using it just to gain levels is a waste,” Maya said promptly.

      “Or you could give it to me. Can’t have too many artifacts,” Cyll offered. Lassie trembled on his back. Cyll cleared his throat and patted the blade’s hilt. “Never mind. I no longer want it.”

      Knell flipped the book open. His expression tightened as he flipped through its pages. His crew all leaned forward, peering down to see what was written inside it.

      “I can’t read upside down,” Stix complained. “What’s in it, Knell?”

      “It’s a fishing log,” Cyll said confidently. “The captain was a big fisherman and was very interested in recording the sizes of fish he caught.”

      “It’s a journal,” Knell said, not looking away from the pages. “There are no entries about fish that I’ve read so far.”

      Cyll grunted when Stix glanced at him out of the corner of her eyes. “It’s hard to read upside-down. I had to fill in the blanks between a few words. You sure there’s nothing in there about fish, Cap? I’m pretty sure I saw at least one mention of tuna.”

      “No fish, but there’s a list of cities here,” Knell said, coming to a stop near the end of the journal. He ran a finger down the list, his eyes growing stormy. “It includes Silver Ridge.”

      “Mining locations for the crystals?” Stix guessed.

      “Could be,” Knell said with a nod. He flipped back and forward a few pages to get some more context about the list, but the journal felt more like a collection of random thoughts than a cohesive collection. There was little correlation between one entry and the next, and whoever had authored it hadn’t done a good job at trying to make it readable for others.

      Knell supposed faulting him for that would have been unfair. Most people didn’t plan to have their personal journals read. Knell closed the journal and rose to his feet. “I’ll study this further once we’re moving again. Our original plans haven’t changed, but we may have to take a side trip to take care of these bandits. Cyll, Stix, can you get the crates of crystal onto the Withered Rose, along with anything else that could be of use?”

      “Sure thing, Cap,” Cyll said, giving him a mock salute. He and Stix headed out of the cabin. “Stix, you go carry the boxes. I’ll be the manager and tell you what to do.”

      “We already have one of those, and he’s called the captain,” Stix replied as the two of them headed down the stairs. Their voices faded below deck. Knell and Maya exchanged a glance and Maya hid a smile.

      “You did well.” Knell slid the book into his now-overpacked travel pouch and walked around the desk, leaning heavily on his staff. “Especially for someone that still doesn’t have a Path. Perhaps well doesn’t even suffice. Someone who can defeat a Scion without a Path of their own is dangerous indeed.”

      Maya looked out the window at the gentle sea below. “Thank you. I… It’s not enough yet, but it’s progress. I need to get stronger. Cyll could have killed that Scion in half the time that it took me.”

      “You’ll have more than sufficient opportunity to grow stronger soon,” Knell said. He gave one last cursory sweep of the office, then grabbed the stack of papers he’d gathered and tucked them under his other arm. “That’s why we’re going to be looking for dungeons, after all. Drive is important, but don’t forget how far you’ve come. For a woman with one arm, I’d say you’re quite impressive.”

      Maya’s cheeks reddened, and she inclined her head. Knell stepped out of the cabin, his staff thumping against the galleon’s deck. Maya caught up to him quickly, and they walked to the edge of the galleon, where the Withered Rose floated alongside it.

      Maud stared up at them from the deck, his skeletal eyes burning with green light and his skull hanging open in a grin. “You were successful I see, Captain. Did you slay the Scion of this vessel?”

      “Here,” Maya said, pulling a blue Boon out of her bag and tossing it over the railing. Maud extended a hand and snatched it from the air. As soon as the Boon touched his bony fingers, it vanished.

      The green glow coming off the planks of the Withered Rose brightened for several moments. Maud’s body shimmered with energy, and wisps of green smoke swirled around him. They faded, and the ship returned to its normal appearance.

      “Many thanks,” Maud said, inclining his head. “Your donation is appreciated.”

      “It should be,” Knell said dryly. “I’m expecting some benefits for the amount of power I’m wasting on you.”

      “Wasting? By no means,” Maud said. His teeth clacked together, and he straightened, pressing a hand to his ribcage. “The Withered Rose is the greatest ship on the seas—or at least, she will be. We serve you faithfully.”

      “So long as you are provided with Boons.”

      “With that caveat, yes,” Maud agreed. “A fair price for the power she wields.”

      Knell let out a noncommittal hum. “We shall see. I expect to be given results equivalent to the payment you have taken.”

      “You will receive that and more,” Maud swore.

      Stix and Cyll emerged from below deck, each carrying a crate in their hands. They dumped them on the ground beside Knell, then headed back down to collect more.

      “Can you get these onto the Withered Rose?” Knell called to Maud.

      “I cannot leave the deck of the Withered Rose,” Maud replied. “But you can drop them over the ship’s deck. They will land safely.”

      Knell nodded to Maya. She knelt, hooking her arm around one of the crates and bracing it against her chest. She lifted it with a grunt, then pitched it over the side of the galleon. It plummeted down onto the Withered Rose’s deck—and vanished, passing clear through the glowing wood.

      “Stored safely,” Maud said with a wide grin.

      Knell and Maya pushed the second crate over the edge. Cyll and Stix rejoined them on the deck a minute later, carrying two more crates. They followed the first two over the edge of the ship and vanished into the Withered Rose.

      After one more run to get another two crates from the galleon, the four of them returned to the Withered Rose. Stix hopped down, landing with a roll and rising to her feet with the grace of a cat. Cyll pitched over the railing, landing headfirst beside her with a crunch. He rolled over, snapping his neck back into place, and gave Knell a thumbs-up.

      “I can take you down,” Maya offered Knell.

      Knell, who had been about to cast Exhume on himself, blinked, then nodded. “That would be much preferrable to letting Cyll take me.”

      Maya drew her sword, and her hand trembled slightly as it vibrated at her touch. The blade calmed, and she nodded to Knell, who looped his arms around her neck. Maya flicked her blade, cutting a section of the railing back, and jabbed her blade into the ship’s deck.

      She slid over the edge of the deck, bracing her feet against the side of the ship. Her sword slid through the hull like butter, and they slipped down the side of the galleon, using it to slow their descent.

      They landed on the deck of the Withered Rose so gently that Knell barely felt it. He released Maya and stepped back, giving her an appreciative nod as she pulled her sword free and returned it to its sheath.

      “Much smoother than using Cyll,” Knell said. “Thank you.”

      “I don’t think that’s much of a compliment considering we just saw his landing, but thank you,” Maya said.

      “Get us moving again,” Knell told Maud. “Make for land.”

      “With pleasure, Captain,” the skeleton said, giving him a ghastly grin. The Withered Rose shuddered, catching the wind as its sails expanded, and it slipped away from the galleon, leaving it floating, unmanned, in the sea behind them.
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      “You called, Lord Veil?” Emma knelt on one knee before Veil. He looked down at her from his throne, resting his chin on a hand behind the obscuring ribbons dangling from his tricorn.

      “Yes. I did not find what I sought, but time will not wait for us any longer. We must adjust our angle toward Knell.” Veil let out a low chuckle. “Perhaps I should have expected that he refuse my initial offer. No man that sought the blood of the Gods and actually had any chance of succeeding would permit himself to be pushed by another’s whims.”

      Emma said nothing. She kept her gaze firmly on the ground between them, refusing to even raise her head and look up at Veil. Veil shifted his weight and rested both hands on the armrests of his throne.

      “Would you like me to deal with him?” Emma asked.

      “No. I should think not,” Veil replied. “I find him too interesting to end his existence yet. And—as much as I appreciate your talents, Emma—you are no longer capable of defeating him.”

      Emma blinked in surprise. “Lord Veil, please reconsider. I was caught off guard by an artifact in his possession that revealed me from the shadows, but now that I know it is present, I could still carry out your interests should you desire them.”

      “Relax, Emma. I do not seek to replace you, but you are mistaken. You could not defeat Knell. I have been paying him more attention, and more of his strength has revealed itself to me. Even now, he rapidly grows in strength alongside his crew.”

      The Veil traced a hand through the air. Shimmering green mist formed a trail behind it, shifting and twisting in on itself to form a hazy image. The Withered Rose floated alongside the shore near a tall dungeon tower, rocking gently with the waves. A skeleton stood at the helm, drumming its fingers on its chin in apparent boredom.

      “Even now, the Ferryman blocks my sight of him,” the Veil said. “But they are on a collision course with some of Holen’s pawns. He will kill them and grow even stronger still. And beyond Knell, his crew…one amongst them has old power.”

      Emma lowered her head again. If the Veil did not seek Knell’s head, then she would not press the subject. His admonishment of her abilities stung, but Emma hadn’t been following the Veil this long to doubt his judgment.

      If he believed that she could not defeat Knell, then she couldn’t—and she couldn’t help but admit that it stung. He was dozens of levels of power below her. The first time they’d fought, she could have run him through like a fish.

      Now, just after a few measly weeks, he had outgrown her? Emma’s lips pressed thin in irritation. She had been lax on her practice. As soon as this debacle was dealt with, she resolved to double her efforts to grow in strength.

      “What do you wish me to do?” Emma asked.

      “Treat with him again.” Veil leaned forward, and his shadow passed over Emma. “I know what he seeks, and we share the same goal. It is past time for the false gods to fall. Tell Knell that I seek the head of every Shard, and I will aid him in his quest against Mordrigal. She will be the first of the gods to fall, should he will it.”

      Emma’s eyes widened in shock despite herself. “You will take action yourself?”

      “There is only so much I can do,” the Veil said with a dry laugh. “Unless Mordrigal is foolish enough to come to my domain, she is safe from me. But I believe I have some considerable offerings that would catch his eye. Seek him out. Tell him my request and bring him back with you so that I may speak with him in person.”

      “And if he refuses?”

      The shadows around Veil rippled, and he rose from his throne. Emma couldn’t see his face, but she felt the temperature in the room drop sharply as a wave of cold fury slipped free of him before he could contain it. “He will not.”

      “As you will, Lord Veil.”

      Emma pressed her head to the ground, then slipped into the shadows. Veil lowered back down into his throne, and the darkness receded, peeling away and sitting at the edges of the room like a dog told to heel.
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      Maya pulled her sword free of the red-skinned kobold, allowing the draconian monster to slide onto the ground, its jagged jaws still open in a snarl. Corpses littered the room of the dungeon around them.

      They’d found the dungeon shortly after locating shore that morning. Knell had wasted no time in ushering them in, and they’d been working their way deeper into it ever since. The dungeon’s theme had become quite apparent after the first few rooms, all of which were filled with lizard-like monsters of one kind or another.

      There were more than a few literal lizards, ranging from what looked to be a normal house lizard to a huge salamander the size of a horse, all surrounded by rabid kobolds that threw themselves into the fight with reckless abandon, giving no care to their own lives.

      All fell before Knell’s crew. Maya’s blade was a deadly wall, carving everything that grew near it apart. The enemies that were wise enough to stay far back and attempt to use ranged attacks fell to Stix’s bolts. Every time her bow fired, an opponent fell.

      Knell watched over the fight, intervening with Slow whenever it was needed—which wasn’t often. He found himself using his magic to aid in the fight just to ensure he’d actually get experience for participating rather than to actually protect his men.

      Cyll mostly stood beside Knell, chewing on a reed he’d found at the shore. Lassie wasn’t too happy about that, but of everyone in the crew, Cyll was the only one that wouldn’t gain any true benefit from killing enemies. He could always train with Maya on the ship at a later time, and none of their current opponents were anywhere near strong enough to waste precious experience on a man who couldn’t use it.

      “This is boring,” Cyll proclaimed as the last kobold in the room slammed into the back wall, pinned into the stone by the bolt protruding from its eye. “I want to hit something.”

      “You’ll get your chance soon enough. The boss fight will probably be some form of wyvern or dragon,” Knell said, letting his eyes sweep over the battle scene to ensure that no enemies had survived the fight. “Well done, Stix, Maya.”

      “Why does Maya get to fight?” Cyll asked. “She can’t get experience, either. We should be funneling all the experience into you and Stix.”

      Maya flipped Cyll a rude gesture. She returned her sword to its sheath and shook her hand off. She caught Knell watching her and gave him a sheepish smile.

      “It’s still difficult to hold for a long period of time. I’m getting used to it.”

      “You’re getting there. Considering you haven’t even been able to fight before a few days ago, I’d say this is a very satisfying amount of progress. More than on schedule.”

      “On schedule?”

      “Everything is on a schedule,” Knell said. “The only question is if it’s yours or someone else’s.”

      “That did a remarkable job of not answering my question at all.”

      Knell gave Maya a small smile. “You already know my ultimate goal. Every step forward we take is only moving us toward it. Time is not on our side, after all. The gods do not believe we have any chance of threatening them yet. Mordrigal only let me walk free because she believes I will target other gods before her. Once the first Shard falls, we will know little peace.”

      “Well, that’s not going to be very soon.” Maya laughed and nodded at one of the dead kobolds. “Unless the gods are just as easy to kill as these are.”

      Knell followed her gaze, but he didn’t respond. He let out a noncommittal hum and shrugged.

      The longer we wait to strike, the more likely it is someone will interfere. We’ve already gotten a fair bit of attention, which means at least one of the gods’ Shards will get antsy and truly put all their strength into killing us at some point. But, without the support of others, we won’t be able to truly defeat the Shards and will inevitably fail. An interesting conundrum. Staying away from the world’s gaze will result in failure, but drawing too much attention will do the same. We need to strike the first blow at the perfect time. The world must see that the Shards are false gods.

      Knell’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a rock bouncing down the hall behind them. Stix and Cyll both spun toward the way they’d came, raising their weapons.

      “I have returned without the usage of shadows, just as you instructed.” Emma’s voice echoed through the dungeon halls.

      Knell’s eyebrows rose. He hadn’t expected her to return that quickly, if at all.

      “You can come out,” Knell said. “We won’t attack unless provoked.”

      Stix glanced at Knell. He inclined his head, gesturing for her to lower her weapon. Stix let the crossbow fall, and they all watched as Emma emerged from the hallway and into the room. Her eyes were stormy and cold as she approached Knell, stopping several paces away.

      “I delivered your message to Lord Veil, and he has a response for you,” Emma said. She sent a pointed glance at the rest of Knell’s crew. “Do you wish me to share it here, or will you speak privately?”

      “Here is perfectly fine. Your lord has no secrets that I need to keep from my crew.”

      Emma tilted her head to the side. “That is an interesting way to phrase it. Isn’t it typical to say that you have no secrets to keep from your crew?”

      Knell gave her a flat stare. “That would be a lie.”

      Everyone else all nodded.

      “It’s Knell,” Stix said, as if that explained everything. “Your lord doesn’t know too much about him if you think he’s telling us everything. I’ve learned to just not worry about it. It’s much easier to just focus on shooting the people he points at. More fun, too.”

      “Would be weird if he didn’t,” Cyll added. “If I knew where he kept the good food, I’d eat it all before anyone else could. Like that loose board next to Maya’s hammock with all the fruit stuffed into it.”

      Maya opened her mouth, then whipped around to glare at Cyll. “You were the one that did that? You blamed Coal!”

      Coal squawked indignantly from Knell’s shoulder, hopping once and clacking his beak in fury.

      “I told you there was no way Coal could have gotten the board out of the way on his own,” Stix said. “And this is like the fourth time that Cyll has done that. How are you surprised?”

      “He said the third would be the last.”

      “No, that’ll be the fifth,” Cyll said.

      Emma cleared her throat. They all turned to look back at her, and Knell gestured impatiently.

      “If you’ve got something to share, please say it. My crew and I are busy clearing a dungeon at the moment.”

      “Very well. The Lord Veil seeks the head of the Shard of the Goddess of Death known as Mordrigal, and he wishes to join forces with you in claiming it. He believes that you both have much to discuss that could be mutually beneficial, and re-extends his offer of a meeting. Your safety and return will be assured.”

      Knell took her words in silently, making sure not to let any emotion show on his face.

      “Who is this Lord Veil?” Knell asked. “Is he associated with anyone I know? I have not heard of him.”

      “Lord Veil values his privacy. Few know of his presence, but I believe you are familiar with the creature known as the Ferryman.”

      Knell’s eyes narrowed. “What of him?”

      “He is associated with the Lord Veil, and they have allied at points in time.”

      Is Veil an Advent? Perhaps one that isn’t working under Joseph?

      “What is your answer?” Emma pressed.

      “I will accept, provided that you swear on your lord’s name to return me to this exact location after exactly one hour has passed, and in the same health that I leave this dungeon in.”

      “Those were already the terms set by the Lord Veil. I swear it,” Emma said.

      “How many of us can go?” Cyll walked up to stand beside Knell. “I’m bored out of my mind here.”

      “The offer was only extended to Knell.”

      “Figures,” Cyll muttered.

      “I need you here anyway,” Knell said. “Make sure the dungeon goes smoothly. There is no reason for you to delay while I meet Veil, but I’d rather you be here to ensure nothing goes wrong.”

      Cyll grunted and gave him a mock salute. “Will do, Cap.”

      Emma extended a hand. “I will take you through the shadows. Hold your breath.”

      Knell nodded to his crew, then drew in a deep breath and took Emma’s hand. The world shifted to grayscale, and they both sank into the ground, vanishing into the darkness and leaving no trace of their passing behind.
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      Knell and Emma stepped out of a wall. Shadows slithered across the ground beneath them before vanishing into a thick fog that covered the ground in the cave they’d emerged into. The air prickled against Knell’s skin.

      Firelight flickered off an obsidian throne in the center of the cave. A tall man sat in it, somehow still cast in the shadows despite the twin braziers at his sides. Ribbons of red cloth fluttered from his tricorn, obscuring his face like a veil. His hands, covered with cuts and scars, were adorned with heavy golden rings that shimmered in the flame.

      Emma dropped to one knee. Knell made no such motion. He leaned on his staff, studying the seated man. It didn’t take a genius to guess who it was.

      “Veil.”

      “Knell,” the Veil responded, inclining his head slightly. The tangling red threads danced with the motion, but they somehow kept every part of his face obscured at all times despite the motion. “Emma, you may rise.”

      Emma remained kneeling. “It would not be proper, Lord Veil.”

      Veil reached up beneath the red strands covering his face, making a motion like he was rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Very well. You may leave. I will speak with our visitor on my own, with no interruption.”

      “As you wish, Lord Veil.”

      Emma vanished into the shadows, leaving the two of them alone. A second of silence passed, and Knell pressed his lips together as a wave of energy washed over him. Emotion warred with logic as Knell’s heart yelled at him to retreat while his mind refuted the demand.

      Knell cocked an eyebrow and tapped his staff on the ground.

      “You called me here for a reason beyond posturing, I assume?”

      The oppressive aura faded, and the Veil inclined his head in a slight show of respect. “I did, but some things must be confirmed in person. It is difficult to get a sense of another when you have only observed them through others.”

      “I’d agree with that. You’ve sent your assassins after me three times now. What interest do you have in me?”

      “You are an Advent.”

      “There are others. I don’t think I need to speak with them to confirm that they haven’t gotten an equal amount of your esteemed attention.”

      The Veil chuckled. “Yes, you are correct. I have spent little time with them as of late, with the exception of the Ferryman. The Advents have done little in the past years, and I grow impatient. The false gods have ruled for too long.”

      Knell tilted his head to the side. “I was under the impression that Joseph was taking action against them.”

      The Veil shifted, leaning forward in his chair and bracing his hands against the armrests. Stone creaked beneath his weight. “Yes, he takes action, but he is the Advent of Extinction. He moves in steps so small that they are practically nothing. In hundreds of thousands of years, perhaps the Shards will fall to his plan. I will not wait that long. Not all of them.”

      “And you wish to work with me in order to achieve this goal?”

      “Are you in a position to refuse allies?” The Veil rose from his throne. The mist swirled around his feet as he stepped to the ground and walked over to the other end of the cave. The wall parted before him, peeling away like the skin of a fruit.

      Knell picked up the unspoken request and obliged, following after the tall man. He didn’t particularly care where they met.

      “Yes,” Knell said. “I have no need of allies that are not of use to me. Joseph is already hardly trustworthy, but I have seen his strength. What do you provide that he does not?”

      “Information. Riches. Power. In that order,” the Veil said, a note of humor flavoring his voice. The stone opened up before them, overlooking a mist-covered valley. Knell and the Veil stopped at the edge of the cliff, looking down into it.

      Enormous bones poked up from the mist, bleached white from years under the sun. It was a sea of jagged white—everywhere Knell looked, there was only bone.

      “Ominous,” Knell observed. “What are these?”

      “Gods.”

      Knell paused. “What?”

      The Veil chuckled. “Yes, I thought you might have that reaction. Most Scions do, when I bring them here.”

      Knell’s hand tightened around his staff, but the Veil made no motions toward him. Still, Knell’s eyes lit golden as he peered into the future. A frown crossed his lips, and he took a step back from the cliff, not taking his eyes off the Veil.

      “I’m not going to humor you with the question. You already know what I’m thinking.”

      “On the contrary. I cannot see into the future,” the Veil said. He gestured to the valley below them. “And this is testament to that. If I had more strength, this valley would be piled into a mountain. However, what power I do have is more than sufficient to kill any Shard foolish enough to challenge me.”

      “You’re claiming to have killed gods?” Knell asked.

      “The emphasis you put on the word god is far too great.” The Veil scoffed. “They were never gods, not even before the Shattering. They are not impossible to kill, but they are very slippery. They send Scions in their place to die. In ages past, they were bold enough to put more of themselves into Scions. Some used giants, others dragons. You see where they ended.”

      “Scions are not Shards.”

      “Are they not?” The Veil turned back to look at Knell. “I would argue otherwise. Shards give away parts of themselves to their Scions. Should you remove enough of a Shard, what are they but their Scions?”

      Knell inclined his head. “I’ll give you that, but no Shard will give their entirety away. Claiming to have killed a Shard is far different than killing Scions.”

      “I have killed both, but I fear I have left nothing of the Shards I slay. Their strength is too valuable to leave lying around as a show piece.”

      Knell pressed his lips together. It was incredibly difficult to read the Veil. His body was unnaturally still, and the man gave Knell far more questions than he answered.

      “Let’s cut to the point. I value my time too much to run in circles. Do you know how to kill the Shards in their current form?”

      “Yes. Run them through with a piece of their own body.”

      Knell’s back stiffened. The knowledge had burned in the back of his mind for years, but actually hearing it out loud felt like sacrilege. It was as if the gods would pick up on their discussion and intervene, ensuring his plans never came to fruition.

      “Fear not. The false gods cannot hear us here. Our conversation is perfectly secure—even from the Ferryman.”

      Knell tapped his fingers on the hilt of his staff, not letting his emotions show on his face. If the Veil noticed anything, he didn’t address it. He just stood silently, waiting for Knell to speak.

      “If you know this, and you possess the strength to do it, why haven’t you already done so?”

      “If I were to go after all the Shards, they would rally against me. The resulting war would rip the Sixteen Seas apart in a second Shattering. I must measure my response to them and only take small actions. But you are different—the Shards are blind with pride. They would not group together to strike down a mortal.”

      Knell studied the Veil. He looked down at the pit of bones, then shook his head. “No.”

      “What?”

      “You’re lying,” Knell said flatly. “I believe the prideful part, but you’re lying about the reason you don’t go after the gods. If you actually have the strength to kill Shards, they wouldn’t even notice until it was too late. You could pick them off one by one. Why don’t you?”

      The Veil fell silent. Then he shook his head and let out a sigh. “Observant boy. Very well. I am bound to this place. I cannot leave it with my full strength, and so the only Shards I can kill myself are the ones foolish enough to come into my domain. I am a relic of the past, from before the Shattering. Does that answer please you?”

      “No, but it’s more honest. So you wish to use me as a weapon to strike out against the gods?”

      “Is there anything wrong with that? It is exactly what you do with your crew.”

      “I care about my crew,” Knell said. “But I will not refute that statement. I am not opposed to being a weapon if it furthers my goals, but thus far, you have given me nothing that I do not already know. If any Shard were to reveal themselves to me and the time was right, I would run them through already. What was the purpose of this meeting?”

      “Exactly that.” The Veil adjusted his hat, shifting it around on his head until it was back in the exact same position it had started in. “The time. The Shards are both prideful and cowardly, but there is one that believes herself safe. She is complacent.”

      “Mordrigal. She knows of my goal but encouraged it because she believed I would inconvenience the other Shards and get myself killed long before I got around to her,” Knell said with a nod. “I am aware of her, but she would never be foolish enough to show herself in her true form before me. She is not an idiot.”

      “Which is why I have been orchestrating events for years. She knows of your mutual understanding and believes that she is safe, which is why she will be the easiest to cut down first. I established a false alliance with Holen much time ago, and he has great deals of bad blood with Mordrigal. I then sent for one of Holen’s greatest Scions and killed them, leaving evidence that it was done by one of Mordrigal’s ilk. He responded in kind.”

      “Lillicent,” Knell said, understanding passing through his eyes. “He sent Lillicent after one of Mordrigal’s Scions in response?”

      “Yes. Holen did have some suspicions and sent another Scion to me to investigate. I killed them, too.”

      “Not a very good way to convince anyone that you’re safe,” Knell said with a dry smile.

      “It works when Holen and Mordrigal hate each other more than they hate me. Holen believes that Mordrigal has killed two of his Scions and seeks the head of one of her greatest in response. Mordrigal has invested much in him, and she will not permit him to die. She will intervene before he falls or too much of her strength may be lost to Holen.”

      Knell’s heart started to beat faster.

      If what Veil is saying is true, then he’s right. This could be one of the best opportunities I’ll ever get to strike at Mordrigal. But what Scion would she care so much about that she’d risk fully manifesting herself on the Mortal Plane for?

      “Who’s the Scion?” Knell asked.

      “A creature by the name of Thomas the Merciful. Mordrigal has given him dozens of large Boons in hopes of creating a weapon strong enough to eventually kill the other Shards. She believes him infallible, of course, but will be surprised when Holen arrives with reinforcements from other Shards who fear Mordrigal’s strength.”

      “It sounds like she’s as good as dead. Where do I come in here?”

      “You know as well as I do that no plan will hold up at this level of intricacy—and Mordrigal is powerful. Holen and his reinforcements will materialize on the Mortal Plane if she does, but Mordrigal is the strongest of the lot. She may defeat the other Shards and our opportunity would be wasted. But, if you were to arrive at the same time, you would have a chance of striking her down and potentially killing two other Shards in the process.”

      “And likely dying while I’m at it.” Knell leaned on his staff and shook his head. “I am not suicidal. How would I get to her and escape? Would Emma deliver me herself?”

      Despite Knell’s words, hunger burned in his chest. If Mordrigal was truly distracted by two other fragments, he could arrive under the pretense of seeking the other Shard’s heads. The distraction could just be possibly enough to buy him the time to kill her.

      “Your words do not match your thoughts,” the Veil said. “I cannot offer some guarantee. I have given you the information I promised. Thomas is located in the Creaking Spires. Holen still gathers his forces, but he will set out for him within the month.”

      Knell searched his memory for the location of the Creaking Spires but came up empty.

      “It is not far from your current location. Two weeks of travel,” the Veil said, noticing Knell’s expression.

      “And what then?” Knell asked. “I will not deny that this tempts me, but we have much to accomplish before I think we could stand against the Shards.”

      “Yes, your Boons,” the Veil mused. “You need to turn them into Artifacts to ensure that she does not turn them against you.”

      “You know a lot about me. Care to say why?”

      “The Ferryman has loose lips. We have an agreement.”

      I knew that bastard was giving away information. He evidently trusts the Veil, but it’s clear that the Veil’s got his own motives. Still, they seem to align with mine at the moment.

      “I see. Regardless, you are correct. I need them turned to Artifacts, and my Artificer doesn’t have the materials she needs yet. As such—”

      The ground beneath the Veil rippled. Shadows rose up, peeling back to deliver a child-size metal chest. It rose up into the air beside the Veil, and he gestured, sending it gliding across the dark fog to float before Knell.

      “And that leads us to the second part of the reason I brought you here,” Veil said, gesturing grandiosely to the chest. “Open it.”
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      Knell hooked the end of his staff beneath the chest lid and pushed. It fell open easily, the top of the chest falling softly into a pool of shadow that formed behind it. Several pieces of metal and gemstone sat in the chest, each arranged in sets of two.

      There were two coin-size rubies cut so perfectly that they glittered even in the dim light, a pair of white bones the length of Knell’s pinky that had tiny specks of silver speckled throughout them, and two thin bands of deep-black metal.

      “These look expensive,” Knell said, raising his eyes back to the Veil. “Am I remiss in assuming that they are materials for an Artificer?”

      The chest closed itself, and the Veil inclined his head in a nod. “Yes. For your eyes. It would take months for you and your crew to gather materials that would be sufficient to properly wrest those Boons from Mordrigal without losing their strength. I told you that I seek your aid, and my words are not meaningless.”

      “So I see,” Knell said. “But you offer much. More than I would have expected. What is it that you stand to gain from accelerating Mordrigal’s death? If you’ve lived since before the Shattering, then you shouldn’t be in a rush. What changed?”

      Shadows slithered along the ground toward Veil. They coiled up his legs, whipping irritably as they vanished beneath his clothes. He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, releasing the darkness back across the room.

      “The Shards are a plague on this world. I—”

      “Not that explanation.” Knell cut the Veil off. “You’ve already given me that one. I’m not trying to hear the same answer ten times in a row. Give me the real answer. You haven’t claimed insanity from age, and suddenly bursting into action on a chance that stands on feeble ground like this is…suspect. Something is driving you. If you don’t tell me what it is, I will have to assume that it poses a threat to myself and my crew and refuse your offer.”

      Veil studied Knell from beneath the red tassels dangling from his tricorn. A second of silence passed between them. He let out a low chuckle.

      “You would refuse Artifact-level materials on a hunch?”

      “When they come with strings attached, they are no gift.”

      “I seek Mordrigal’s head because she is the easiest to strike at,” the Veil said, crossing his arms and staring out over the bone-filled valley. “And it is not impatience that drives me. It is need. What do you know of immortality?”

      “Little. It is a greater curse than a blessing.”

      “Indeed,” the Veil said dryly. “I despise the Shards, but they have done an excellent job of executing their chokehold over this world. It is simple to achieve false immortality. All that must be done is ensure that the energy entering your body is greater than the energy that passively leaves it with age.”

      The Veil gestured out to the valley beneath him. Knell followed his hand, suspicion of what the Veil spoke of already taking root in him. Killing monsters netted experience that went into levels. In addition to strengthening the body, it also extended longevity—though few got strong enough to actually see the results of it, because they usually ended up dead in battle.

      “You’re claiming the Shards are literally just mortals?” Knell asked, tilting his head to the side. “I knew that they could die, but I did not believe them to be the same as you and I.”

      “That is exactly what they are. They are no gods.”

      Knell pressed his lips together, thinking furiously. The Veil’s words made sense. Mordrigal really did act like a mortal—he’d suspected it was simply due to arrogance and spending too much time among humans, but he’d somehow never addressed the possibility that it was because she was literally human.

      But if that’s the case…

      “How are they still alive, then? The gods almost never come to our plane,” Knell said, furrowing his brow. “They use Scions to do their bidding and only manifest portions of their energy. That isn’t directly killing anything, so they shouldn’t be gaining energy.”

      Even as Knell spoke, the back of his spine prickled. A realization passed over him as pieces of the puzzle started falling into place with rapid succession, forming the image that he’d been seeking an answer for years.

      “The System itself,” Knell murmured. “It’s theirs. They’re drawing energy from every single kill ever made and funneling it into themselves?”

      The Veil let out a booming laugh. He clapped his hands together and gave Knell a nod. “Very good. And you—”

      “I am an Advent,” Knell said, and he knew that he spoke only of what the Veil already knew. If his suspicions were correct, Joseph did, too. “There has to be a separate System—the one that the Shards used to rise to power before implementing their own.”

      That’s what the Advents are. That’s why I have a second class. I was somehow born outside the false System the Shards have installed and gained access to the same one that they themselves use. We all have it.

      “You understand now, then,” the Veil said. “You are the same as they are. You are what men should be, before the false gods stole from mankind. Why do you think all the Advents grow to such strength? Their classes are unrecognized by the System put in place by the Shards, and they grow at more than twice the rate of everyone else, with powers that haven’t been intentionally restricted to make it more difficult for anyone to rise against their tyranny.”

      Knell stood silently, trying to take in everything the Veil had just confirmed for him. He was past the part of distrusting the Veil’s words. They made too much sense, and it clicked with all the confusion that had been plaguing him for years.

      And it gives me another reason to despise Mordrigal and her ilk.

      “Your honesty is appreciated,” Knell said. “But you never answered my question. Why do you seek to act now?”

      “The Shards have started to fear me. Fewer and fewer of them attempt to challenge me every year. Just like mortals, I need energy to survive. What do you believe would happen if that energy were to be cut off?”

      “You survive by drawing the energy out of the Shards?”

      The Veil nodded. “Yes. For centuries now. They are prideful, especially after the Shattering. They all war with each other, trying to find the upper hand. Some seek my strength, and others try to betray me to claim it. Unfortunately, the dumbest have all already fallen. I am starving.”

      “And you can’t leave this place to seek them out. You need Mordrigal to die because you’re going to starve to death if she doesn’t.”

      “Now you know.” The Veil extended his hands out to his sides. “My subordinates are dedicated, but they are…limited. Against Scions and other mortals, they are strong. But…I will not risk them against the Shards. They would fall. My duty is to protect them.”

      Knell let out a bark of laughter. “But me and my crew are more acceptable casualties.”

      “Yes.”

      A smile pulled across Knell’s lips. “I did not think this conversation would go this way. I planned to reject your offer, but your honesty is refreshing. I am fed up with Joseph’s secrecy and the Shard’s games. Very well, Veil. I will accept your gift and information and set out to kill Mordrigal. Should she die, you may have her corpse so long as you remain an ally in striking down the rest of the gods.”

      “I would have it no other way,” the Veil said. He stepped toward Knell and extended a hand. Knell took it. A cold tingle arced through his palm and down his arm, but he didn’t let go. The two shook, then released each other.

      “There is one more thing. Of a more personal nature,” the Veil’s voice lowered in anger. “A shared enemy we have.”

      “One that isn’t the gods?”

      “I am unaware of who they are. They were not relevant enough to draw my attention before. A group of bandits that have been involved in slaving.”

      “The ones we freed Eliza from. I was wondering how she’d gotten wrapped up with you.”

      “A story for another time,” the Veil said. “But yes, those. I sent Emma to free Eliza’s brother, but someone had predicted her arrival and removed the boy. I believe he is with their leader, and they are seeking revenge on Eliza—and you. She is beyond their grasp at the moment, but the effort they expend to try and kill you is more than they should. Why is this?”

      “Hm. Could be because I killed their leader’s daughter. Not sure.”

      The Veil stared at Knell.

      “Was that a joke?”

      “The not sure part, yes. Killing the daughter, no. I thought I had killed her father already, but it may have been someone else. He may still live and seek revenge.”

      The Veil laughed. “That would indeed be it. I believe the bandits are still chasing you. I could send Emma, but I do not know how they detected her the last time. However…”

      “You want me to save her brother?”

      “They are already likely to cross your path before you can make it to Creaking Spires.”

      “Then I will do what I can, but I will not make a promise. The lives of my crew are more valuable to me than any other. But, if it is within my power, I will do as you ask.”

      Several moments of silence passed. The Veil glanced over his shoulder at the valley of bones, then stepped past Knell and started heading back into the caves. Knell followed after him, and the chest floated alongside them. They returned to the throne room, and the Veil lowered himself into his throne, letting out a slow sigh.

      “I trust you are wise enough to keep the details of our conversation to yourself. The Advents are not my allies, but we work together. You, I hope, will be more. I trust you with much.”

      “So long as you do not break faith, I will treat you with equal courtesy.”

      The Veil nodded. “Then I will bid you farewell, Advent of Eternity. Emma, come. We have need of your services.”

      A ripple passed through the fog beside Knell, and Emma rose up from within it, shadows pulling themselves together and gathering into her body. She dropped to one knee and cast her eyes down at the ground.

      “How may I serve, my Lord?”

      “Knell is our ally. Return him to his crew, and carry the gifts I have given him with you.”

      Emma obediently rose to her feet, still keeping her eyes at the base of the Veil’s throne, and took the chest in her hands. She looked up to Knell.

      “Place your hand on my shoulder and ready yourself.”

      “Until next time,” the Veil said, raising a hand. “Do try and succeed. For both of our sakes.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” Knell said dryly. He lifted his hand and put it on Emma’s arm. Darkness pooled at their feet, and they sank into the ground. The last thing Knell saw was the Veil’s obscured face looking down at them, his posture tired rather than grandiose.

      Then they were off, and the world faded to black.
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      Knell and Emma emerged in the dungeon room that they’d left from. There was no sign of Cyll or the other members of his crew, but Knell could hear the distant sounds of battle from deeper within the dungeon.

      “Do you wish to carry this with you?” Emma asked, hefting the crate of precious materials that Veil had given Knell. “Or would you like me to deliver it to your ship?”

      “My ship would be fantastic. Hand it to Lillicent, not the skeleton,” Knell said. “You know which one she is?”

      “I think I will be able to find her,” Emma replied. She started to turn, then paused and looked back at Knell. He raised an eyebrow.

      “What is it?”

      “Eliza cares deeply for her brother. She will be distraught if you fail to do what I could not.”

      “You’re assuming the boy will even be with the bandits—and you’re also assuming that the bandits are chasing us. That’s a lot of ifs.”

      “Lord Veil believes that they chase you, and he has not discovered any other encampments belonging to them while he studied the world. He may not be able to leave our lands himself, but he can still look. If he said that they are coming, then they are coming.”

      “And we will do what we can,” Knell said. “I have no desire to watch an innocent die, and I will do what I can to ensure that I can rescue him—so long as it does not involve sacrificing one of my men in the process.”

      Emma nodded. She sank into the ground without another word, taking the chest with her. Knell wasted no time in turning away and heading toward the sound of the fight in the distance, his eyes lighting up a dull golden yellow.

      His crew had been busy. Knell walked briskly through dozens of rooms, all littered with dead monsters. Not a single one of them had been left alive. With every step Knell took, the fight grew closer.

      Cyll’s uproarious laughter was the easiest to pick out, but he could also hear Maya’s voice as well. None of them sounded particularly concerned, so Knell didn’t force himself to move any faster than his injured leg would allow.

      After a few minutes of walking, he made his way through a tight, winding corridor and emerged into a large, square room. Two large metal doors loomed at its back, splattered with blood near their bottoms.

      Mounds of kobolds littered the ground all around the room. There must have been several dozen of them. Most were carved to pieces, but a fair number had fallen to an arrow or had been pulverized by an enormous bolt.

      Stix knelt in a corner, her hand crossbow drawn and the ballista at her feet. Cyll and Maya both stood in the center of their room with their backs to each other and their blades dripping with blood. The last surviving kobolds had made around them, but neither looked even slightly concerned about their predicament. Stix nodded to Knell as he arrived.

      “Did it go well?”

      “Better than I expected,” Knell replied, watching as Maya batted a kobold’s desperate attack to the side and ran her sword through its head. “A portion of the goal we have been seeking is at hand.”

      Stix, who had been slotting an arrow into one of her bows, lowered her hands and turned to Knell in shock. “You mean…”

      “We will discuss it further once this dungeon is complete. There’s no reason to delay further.”

      A kobold screamed as it sailed through the room and crashed into the wall. Lassie hurtled through the air like a javelin, slamming into the monster’s chest with a crunch and punching through the stone behind it. Cyll charged after his blade with a mad laugh, vaulting over another kobold in the process. Stix fired her crossbows, taking out two of the monsters that split off to try and chase after Cyll.

      Knell watched his crew fight, his magic at the ready to interfere the moment it was needed, but he soon let it fade away. The last of the kobolds fell with little resistance despite their best efforts, and the room soon went silent once again.

      “Oh, the cap is back,” Cyll said, pulling Lassie of a kobold’s chest with a grunt. He wiped the sword clean with the back of his hand, then wiped his hand off on the kobold. “You look happy. It’s weird.”

      “My apologies,” Knell said dryly. “And I’m not sure happy is the proper word. Excited may be more accurate.”

      “That good?” Maya asked. “What happened? Is the Veil going to join our side or something?”

      “Or something. We will discuss things further on the ship. I believe there’s still a boss to kill in this dungeon.”

      “I’ll bet Stix’s dinner that it’s just sitting around behind those doors,” Cyll said, nodding to the back of the room. “You showed up at a good time, Cap. Now you can slow the bugger down for a second before the rest of us rip it to pieces.”

      “That’s assuming we can get the doors open.” Maya sheathed her sword and walked up to the doors, examining them closely. The rest of the crew joined her.

      “Looks like they just push open,” Cyll said. “Shall we find out?”

      Knell took a few steps back, making sure he wasn’t standing directly in front of the doors. Stix put her hand crossbows away and raised the ballista, moving to stand beside Knell and taking aim.

      Maya held her hand over the hilt of her blade and gave Cyll a nod. Cyll looked to Knell and Stix. They both nodded as well. With a grin, Cyll walked up to the doors and pressed his shoulder against one of them.

      It let out a low creak, then started to grind inward. Considering its size and Cyll’s relative strength, it moved incredibly easily. Seeing beyond the door was impossible—all that met Knell’s eyes was pitch black. Cyll stepped back once the door was open enough for them to slip through, but its motion continued on without him.

      The rumbling filling the cavern came to an abrupt halt as the door slammed against the wall behind it, sending echoes bouncing through the dungeon. The second door rumbled open as well, and Cyll raised his sword before him a moment before it too slammed into the wall.

      Two torchers sputtered to life within the darkness. Two more followed it, and then two more after those. The warm light reflected off a mound of gold curled in the center of a large cavern. It was roughly as tall as a two-story building and twice as wide.

      “Ooh, boy,” Cyll murmured, flexing his fingers around Lassie’s hilt. The huge, shimmering pile shifted. Cracks split the air as a tail uncurled, slipping out and coiling in the air, a jagged point at its end.

      Two brilliant red eyes snapped open, followed by a pair of enormous wings as they unfurled above the monster’s back, stretching out after years of disuse.

      “That’s one big-ass dragon,” Cyll said, letting out a whistle.

      The dragon roared, flapping its wings once and buffeting them with a gust of wind so powerful that Knell nearly tripped. It slammed its front legs into the ground, and a spark of flame lit in its mouth.

      Knell thrust his hand forward and cast Warp in front of the double doors. A wall of green magic swirled to life an instant before molten fire poured out from the dragon’s mouth, washing into the shield and spinning in place.

      Cyll and Maya darted out of the way, and Knell released his spell, allowing the fire to snap back into motion, flying past all of them harmlessly. The heat from the flame washed over Knell as it passed him by.

      “Speed me, Cap!” Cyll called, then darted toward the dragon. Knell obliged and launched a Haste spell at his back.

      Roaring, the dragon whipped its tail at Cyll. Its jagged end carved through the air, slicing a deep gouge through the wall like a hot knife through butter. Cyll blurred, launching himself over the tail and letting it pass beneath him.

      He landed on the ground running and threw himself at the monster’s side, driving Lassie into it. There was a brilliant chime, and Lassie rebounded, spinning into the air. Cyll swore and launched himself after his sword.

      Stix’s ballista whumped, and a bolt streaked through the air. The dragon jerked its head back, and the bolt that was meant for its eye shattered against the hard scales of its forehead instead.

      It snarled and swiped at Cyll. He ducked out of the way, but another wave of fire breath forced him to dive for cover.

      “Well, this is working,” Stix muttered, hurrying to load a second bolt. “It’s smart enough to know not to let me at its eyes. I won’t be able to hit it while it’s ready.”

      “I’ll help Cyll distract it,” Maya said, running to stand beside them. “Knell, could you…”

      Knell touched a finger to her shoulder and cast Anchor. “One minute. Go.”

      Cyll swore as Knell released the haste spell.

      “Cap, seriously?” he yelled. “The damn thing is still trying to toast me!”

      “Other people needed the help more,” Knell called.

      Maya sprinted for the fight, leaving her sword sheathed. Knell watched the dragon closely as it closed its mouth, spinning to see if it had managed to catch Cyll. One eye tracked Maya’s approach, but the monster clearly didn’t regard her as much of a threat.

      She reached its side and drew her blade, bringing it down into one of the monster’s feet with all her might. Another brilliant note rang through the room as the sword rebounded harmlessly.

      Then Maya’s sword trembled. Knell was unsure if the dragon was intelligent, but he could put a pin in the exact moment that it realized that something was wrong. Its leg shook violently as a tremor ran up from where Maya had struck it. Scales shattered all along its leg, and it screamed in pain, bringing the leg crashing down on top of her.

      Maya vanished beneath it, and the resulting crash was so loud that dust rained from the ceiling. A huge wave of dust exploded outward, heavily obscuring the air around the dragon. Stix winced and took aim at the monster, but it was thrashing around even more now than it had been before. With the addition of the debris everywhere, Knell didn’t imagine she’d be able to get a reliable shot off. Stix caught Knell’s eye and shook her head, confirming his suspicion.

      Knell readied Slow, but he held off on casting it. The dragon still wasn’t looking in their direction, so even if he kept it from moving as much, Stix’s shot would still be less than ideal. He needed to wait until Cyll got it focused on him, as Maya wasn’t going to be doing much of anything until a minute had passed.

      “Over here, glizzard lizard!” Cyll’s voice echoed out from within the dust. The dragon’s head snapped toward the sound of his voice.

      Cyll leaped out of the smoke, driving Lassie into the dragon’s leg. Surprisingly, this time, it punched clean through without any resistance. Wasting no time, Cyll launched himself upward and drove his blade through its scales once more, scaling the monster and running onto its back.

      The dragon screamed, whipping around and slamming its tail into the wall. The dungeon rumbled in protest, and dust rained down from the ceiling again. Cyll sprinted across the dragon’s back, wisps of faint blue energy curling off his back and arms. His features had sharpened, and his eyes were colder than Knell recalled.

      Cyll kept his hold on the dragon’s back as he clambered up its neck and jumped onto its head, baring his teeth in a snarl. He raised his sword into the air—and a wingtip caught him in the back.

      He shot off like a bullet, dropping Lassie and smashing into a wall. The dragon roared in victory—and turned toward Knell and Stix. Knell grinned. He thrust his hands forward and unleashed the Slow he’d been saving, and the dragon’s movements slammed to a halt for a fraction of a second.

      It was enough.

      Stix’s ballista fired. Its bolt pierced clean into the center of the dragon’s eye, passing through it and into its skull. The monster stiffened, and blood poured down its face. For an instant, it went still.

      Then it collapsed, the force from its body hitting the ground creating a shockwave that blew the cloud of debris away in a single go. Blue energy swirled into all of them.

      
        
        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.

      

      

      “Not the smoothest execution,” Knell said after a moment of silence. “But well done, everyone. Let’s wait for Maya to rejoin us. Then we’ve got some talking to do.”
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      Maya shimmered as her body was pulled back by Anchor. She went for her sword, then froze as she realized that the dragon had already fallen. A shudder ran down Maya’s spine, and she shook her head, making a clear effort to let her hands drop.

      “I’m never going to get used to that,” Maya said, swallowing heavily. “It’s better than actually dying, but not by much.”

      “Technically, you did die. Then you came back,” Knell said. “I haven’t had the opportunity to experience it yet, and I’m afraid I like it that way. Good job, though. You pulled more than your weight.”

      “Sure,” Cyll complained, pacing over to Lassie and picked the sword up, brushing it off before sliding it into its sheath on his back. “Compliment her just because she died. Did you see me go flying? I was like a bird.”

      Coal cawed and hopped in place on Knell’s shoulder, shaking his beak from side to side aggressively.

      “I think Coal disagrees,” Knell said. “Birds are typically graceful.”

      “Birds don’t go nearly as fast as I do.”

      “Birds also don’t need a dragon tail to take flight,” Stix added, folding her ballista up. “Thanks for distracting it, though. It gave me a good shot.”

      Cyll tugged at his beard and shook his head. “No respect. None at all.”

      “You all did well,” Knell said, raising a hand. “Cyll, considering you’re spending time talking, I’m taking it you’ve already taken a look to see if there’s anything of interest that the dragon had?”

      “Just its body,” Cyll replied. “I’m getting the feeling that the gods figured this thing would be reward enough. I bet its scales would go for quite a pretty sum. Maybe even make some great armor.”

      “You don’t even wear your current armor yet,” Stix pointed out.

      “That’s because the cap won’t let me.”

      “Considering how hard you just got hit, it’s probably a good thing. I doubt it would have survived,” Knell said. He shook his head. “Strip what you can from the dragon, but don’t spend too much time doing it. My conversation with Veil was very enlightening, but he revealed that it’s likely we haven’t seen the last of the crystal bandits.”

      Stix and Maya sent Knell surprised looks.

      “Should we be worried?” Maya asked.

      “Worried isn’t the word I’d use. Prepared, more like,” Knell replied, approaching the fallen dragon. He unsheathed his staff blade and wedged it between two of the cracked scales, levering part of one off with a grunt. “We will talk once we’re on the ship. For now, scales. And claws. Whatever you want, really.”

      They beset the dragon with gusto, tearing it apart. With Maya’s vibrating blade, the work went surprisingly fast. Every time she jabbed her sword into the dragon and cut, scales practically rained off the monster’s body.

      There were far too many for them to possibly collect all of, but Knell couldn’t think of what they’d actually use that quantity of scales for in the first place. Selling them would certainly net them a lot of gold, but Boons were rarely actually for sale.

      As such, once all of them had gathered enough material from the dragon to completely fill their arms, they waddled back out of the dungeon like a group of glittering penguins. It took a little over an hour to ferry all their loot out of the dungeon and over to the beach where the Withered Rose was moored.

      Lillicent stepped out from belowdecks as they started to board the ship. Her eyes widened at the sight, and she skipped a step, nearly tripping over her own feet.

      “Sixteen Seas. What did you find down there?” Lillicent asked.

      Knell set the pile of dragon scales down with a loud crash, shoving them off the top of the chest that he’d piled them on.

      “Dragon.”

      The others all added their earnings to the pile—everyone other than Cyll, who had elected to carve a mountain of meat from the dragon rather than take a single one of its scales. Cyll lugged his prizes over to Maud.

      “Can you drop these into the kitchen and cook them for me?” Cyll asked. “I’d do it, but I’d probably burn the boat down.”

      Maud’s bony face was unreadable, but he snapped his fingers and a hole opened in the deck. Cyll dropped all the food into it, and the wood sealed back over with a loud creak.

      “Thanks, bony buddy.” Cyll slapped Maud on the shoulder and ambled back over to join the others. He raised an eyebrow at the baffled look that Lillicent sent him. “What? Meat is good. It’s mine, by the way. I’ve never tried dragon, but I bet it’s delicious. I have no plans of sharing.”

      “Ignore him,” Knell said. He nudged the pile he’d dropped on the ground before Lillicent. “This is your share, as promised.”

      Lillicent’s mouth dropped open. “This much? But I haven’t even done anything yet! I was just sitting on the boat.”

      “It’s pay for what you will do,” Knell corrected. He turned to his skeletal first mate. “Maud, please get us moving. Everyone else, find somewhere to put your loot and then come sit. Now that we’re all back on the Withered Rose, I need to fill you in on my discussion with the Veil.”

      “The guy that sent the assassin after you?” Lillicent asked, squinting.

      “We came to an understanding.”

      “I’m sure you did,” Lillicent muttered.

      Deep clanks echoed from beneath their feet as the Withered Rose’s anchor rose up from the sea. A few seconds later, its sails whumped, filling with wind as Maud spun the wheel and directed the ship away from the shore.

      Everyone gathered around Knell, watching him expectantly.

      “First, Lillicent, I need to bring you up to speed. Some time ago, my crew crossed paths with bandits and slavers. They were using blue crystals, exactly the same as the ones we found on the ship that attacked us. After my discussion with the Veil, I believe that these bandits are chasing after us.”

      “Why would they care? Banditry isn’t really a safe line of work. If they went after everyone that fought them, wouldn’t they just be chasing the whole world?”

      Knell waggled his hand from side to side. “I killed their leader’s daughter. It’s possible he holds a grudge.”

      Lillicent grimaced. “Yeah, that would do it. Okay, so there are some bandits chasing us.”

      “Possibly a lot of them. And I suspect they know how to use these crystals.” Knell pulled one of them out from his pouch. “I use them as ammunition, and they do far more damage than normal bullets. If they’re using them in their cannons…”

      “That could be bad,” Stix finished. “But couldn’t we do the same?”

      “We’d have to get them into the right shape,” Lillicent said, rubbing her chin. “I bet I could do something about that, though. It’s within my capabilities as an Artificer.”

      “Good,” Knell said. “Get on that, but don’t spend too much time on it.”

      “Why not? The more we have, the better we’d be able to fight. And it’s not like I’ve got anything else—”

      Knell reached down to the chest at his feet and opened it. Lillicent’s words died in her throat. She stared into the depths of the chest, her eyes going wide. Slowly, she closed her mouth and swallowed heavily.

      Lillicent leaned forward, moving with great caution as if she might scare the materials out of the chest by approaching too quickly.

      “How did you get this? Was it just lying around in the dungeon?”

      “No. They were a gift from Veil.”

      Lillicent tore her eyes away from the chest to look at Knell. “A gift? Free?”

      “In a manner.”

      “Is he looking to give more gifts?”

      “These are for you,” Knell said with a chuckle. “He gave them for the specific purpose of accomplishing the task that I have spoken with you on.”

      Lillicent’s eyes widened. “He knows?”

      “Fortunately or unfortunately, yes. I know some of his secrets in turn, so I am not overly concerned. As it turns out, he and I share the same goal. And that leads us to the most important point of this discussion.”

      Knell closed the chest, and Lillicent winced. Her hands twitched at her sides, and Knell hid a grin, pushing it over to her. Lillicent grabbed it, clutching it to her chest like a lost baby.

      “I have been told of an opportunity to kill Mordrigal,” Knell said. “And it is in just two weeks.”

      Everyone froze. They stared at Knell in a mixture of shock, worry, and—in Cyll’s case—excitement. It was several moments before anyone spoke.

      “Are you sure?” Stix asked. “But…we’re not strong at all. How could we possibly take on a god?”

      “I was doubtful as well,” Knell admitted. “But I know a way to kill any god, and it is not one bounded by our individual strength. Getting to the point where we can actually use it, on the other hand, is a more significant issue. Normally, the gods do not materialize on this plane. They only act when they have no other choice.”

      “Wait, you know how to kill a god?” Maya asked, her eyes wide. “How long have you known? Did Veil tell you?”

      “Yes,” Knell said. Technically, Veil had told him. He didn’t want to share the answer out loud quite yet, though. Even though he had no reason to believe that Joseph wouldn’t be on their side, he wasn’t willing to risk saying it. “It’s best kept secret for as long as possible, though.”

      “Then…Veil told you that there’s going to be a situation where Mordrigal has no choice in two weeks?” Stix guessed.

      Knell nodded. “Yes. Mordrigal has a champion that will be in danger, and other gods are likely to try to take advantage of this. She will probably manifest herself to protect her champion since he’s got so many Boons and the loss would hurt her severely.”

      “That means the other gods might manifest as well, right?” Cyll leaned forward, a dangerous look in his eyes.

      “Yes,” Knell said. “And because Mordrigal believes I am hunting the other gods first, it is likely that she will think that I will help her. So, until we make a move, Mordrigal isn’t going to be paying us much attention. If we move swiftly, we have a chance to kill her before she knows we even seek her head. And, when she falls, the other gods will flee. They are cowards at heart.”

      Stix chewed her lower lip. “Are you sure that the method you’ve got in mind will kill Mordrigal? If it doesn’t, we could end up with multiple angry gods setting their differences aside and trying to kill us.”

      Knell didn’t respond immediately. He stared at the deck, and his hand tightened around the hilt of his staff. His father had known. Even if Veil hadn’t confirmed it, he would have trusted the staff that had kept him company all these years.

      “Yes. I am certain. It does not come without risk, but the method is correct. Unfortunately, the risk is great. We will be going into a battle site with multiple gods involved. I will not force anyone to do this if they do not wish it.”

      “If we say no, would you go on your own?” Stix asked.

      Knell considered her question for a few moments. A small grin tugged at his lips. “As tempted as I would be to try—no. I do not believe I could do this on my own. This is a very tempting opportunity, but others will arise in the future.”

      “But you think this one is good?” Cyll pressed.

      Knell nodded. “Yes.”

      “Then I’m in. I’ve been waiting too long to kill those bastards,” Cyll said. “The sooner the better.”

      Stix and Maya looked at each other.

      “I’m in. If you think it’s the right call, I’ll follow you. For my brother,” Stix said, her face cold.

      “I’m in as well,” Lillicent said. “Mordrigal sent you to kill me. That’s reason enough. Just get Holen next.”

      “As am I,” Maya added. She looked down at her hand and chuckled. “I’m not sure how useful I’ll be, considering I only just got my ability to fight back, but I trust Knell. Also, it’s not like I could go somewhere else, even if I wanted to.”

      “Then it’s set,” Knell said, rising to his feet. “In two weeks, we seek Mordrigal’s head.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      The sea lapped at the sides of the Withered Rose. Knell leaned against the railing near the helm, watching the land pass by them on the side. It had been several days since they’d set out again. They’d yet to spot the bandits that were supposed to be chasing after them.

      Knell had spent his time meditating and forming bullets from the magical crystals for his flintlock. There wasn’t all that much else to do, so he found himself occasionally caught up in a game of tug-of-war with Coal, with the rope being a piece of jerky that the bird would bring to him.

      The rest of his crew were equally as bored. Cyll and Maya spent their time sparring on the deck, while Stix would sit in the crow’s nest and just watch the sea around them. Knell had seen little of Lillicent ever since she’d gotten the materials that the Veil had given him. She’d retreated to a corner of the ship and had been tinkering around with them ever since.

      But, that morning, as Knell sat and leaned, something was off about the horizon. A spot of dark that hadn’t been there the previous night sat silhouetted against the rising sun. Even as Knell squinted at it, Stix called out.

      “I think there’s a ship on our tail.”

      Knell looked up to the crow’s nest. “Can you see any specifics? Or is it too far?”

      “It’s pretty far, but yeah. My Artillerist path has slightly improved sight at long range. It’s not a ton, but enough to see that it’s a huge ship. Maybe two or three sailing right next to each other. There are a lot of sails.”

      “Any markings on the sails?” Cyll asked, walking up from below deck and moving to peer over the railing.

      “None that I can see from here,” Stix called down. “It’s got to be the bandits, though, right?”

      “Probably,” Knell said. He squinted at the black blob, but it was well and truly out of sight for him. “We should be prepared one way or another.”

      “What’s there left to prepare?” Cyll asked through a yawn. “This is a blessing, Cap. I’ve been waiting to kill something for days. It was so boring.”

      “Hey,” Maya complained, poking her head out from the hatch. “We’ve been sparring. It isn’t that boring.”

      “It’s not the same when I can’t kill someone.”

      “You’ve got your priorities wrong.”

      “Bah. Killing is the best part of the fight,” Cyll said. He rested a hand on Lassie’s hilt and licked his lips. “I hope those are the bandits.”

      “Should I move us away from the shore so we have more room to maneuver?” Maud asked. “If the ship is large, it’s unlikely to be as quick at changing directions as the Withered Rose is. We’d be better off in an open sea battle rather than one where we can only move in one direction.”

      “Do it,” Knell said with a nod. He pushed back from the railing, and Coal fluttered off his shoulder, flying up to join Stix at the crow’s nest. Perhaps, with him on it, it was a raven’s nest.

      Knell suppressed a grin. Then he settled down to wait as Maud spun the wheel, turning the Withered Rose deeper toward the sea.

      “So what’s the plan?” Maya asked, squinting at the splotch on the horizon. “If they’re as big as Stix said, we’re going to be at a huge disadvantage. They’ll have a lot of firepower we don’t. Can you stop all of it?”

      “Some of it,” Knell replied with a thoughtful frown. “It’s going to depend on if there are actually multiple ships or if there’s just one large one. If there are multiple, our best bet will be to get Cyll on one of them and have him cause chaos. We keep that ship between us and the other one so they can’t both fire on us. Then we can force the battle to be on the decks rather than at sea, which will benefit us unless they’ve got multiple powerful Path users.”

      “Won’t they probably have that?” Stix asked, slipping down from the crow’s nest—much to Coal’s displeasure, having just flown there.

      “Most likely,” Knell said with a nod. “That’ll be Cyll’s job to locate once he’s on board. Stix, you’ll stay on the Withered Rose and provide support. If you can’t get a good angle, then try to either use the crow’s nest or get onto the second ship once Cyll has their attention. Maya and I will board at that time as well.”

      “What if there’s just one ship?” Cyll asked. “That means they’ll all be in one spot. Not the best idea to storm it.”

      “Two things. First, regardless of how many ships there are, we’ll be using the cannons early. I’ve made some from the crystal we liberated,” Knell said. “They should work exactly the same as the flintlock does, meaning we’ll have a long range and should do quite a bit of damage. The bandits will have them, too, of course, but like Maud said—we’ve got more maneuverability. There’s a pretty good chance they won’t expect us to have figured out how they work yet, but even if they have, we’ll be able to start shooting when they do. Hopefully, Maud can keep us moving enough to avoid getting hit back.”

      “And second?” Cyll asked.

      “I use Anchor and we launch you out of the cannon at them.”

      Cyll blinked. “Oh, shit. Now that sounds interesting. Maybe we can—”

      “I was joking. We’re not doing that,” Knell said flatly. “Evidently, I’m not very good at it. If there’s just one ship, our goal will be to maneuver behind them and pepper them with shots while I protect us with Warp. If that doesn’t work, board them and kill their captains. We just need to make sure to find out if Milo is somewhere on their ship.”

      They all nodded. Knell turned back to the spot on the horizon. It was gaining on them. That hardly surprised him. Considering the previous bandit ship had someone who could increase their speed in the water, it would have been strange if the main fleet didn’t.

      Of course, there was still the possibility that the approaching speck wasn’t actually the bandits but someone else entirely, but Knell wasn’t a huge believer in coincidence.

      Maud soon had the Withered Rose turned completely around and heading toward the other ship. With every hour that ticked by, it quickly grew larger in their vision. Stix confirmed it first, but everyone else was close enough that the others could see as well.

      “Two ships,” Stix said. “Sailing pretty close to each other. No markings on any of them, but the people walking around on the deck don’t look too savory. If they were pirates or adventurers, I’d expect a flag somewhere.”

      “The bandits, then,” Cyll said. “Not really a surprise.”

      “I don’t suppose you see anyone out of place on the deck?” Knell asked hopefully. “I doubt Eliza’s brother would just be strolling around without supervision, but it doesn’t hurt to ask.”

      “Nothing right now,” Stix said, shaking her head.

      Knell squinted through the rising sun at the approaching ships. One of them was practically a barge. It was three times as wide as the Withered Rose and scaled equally in length. If it was any bigger, it would have been a floating fortress. The one beside it was considerably smaller, but it was still bigger than the Withered Rose.

      “I presume we want to keep the small ship as the in-between?” Maud asked.

      Knell nodded. “If we can. That’s…bigger than I was expecting. Cyll, how good are you at swimming?”

      “Decent enough,” Cyll replied with a frown. “Why?”

      “Because I’m having second thoughts about my strategy. That ship is bigger than I thought. There are easily four levels of cannons on it. Even with Warp, that’s not going to be easy to block if we get out of position. I want you to try to get onto the flagship and cause as much chaos as possible. Maya and I will handle the other ship.”

      Cyll pursed his lips. “How am I supposed to get onto it?”

      Knell grinned. “I’ve got a bit of an idea. I can’t say it’s my best, and there’s probably a pretty high chance you end up dumped in the water instead of on their ships, so you could have to swim onboard.”

      Cyll thought for a moment, then shrugged. “If it gets me in the fight faster, I’ll do just about anything. What do I have to do?”

      “That’s the best part. You won’t have to do much of anything,” Knell replied, squinting at the approaching ships. “Maud, turn the Withered Rose around. We want to be just ahead of them.”

      Maud nodded, spinning the wheel. The Withered Rose slipped through the water, turning away from the nearing bandit ships. Almost immediately, both of them redirected to give chase. They tried to get the Withered Rose into their line of fire, but Maud kept them directly before the bandit ships’ bows.

      “They’re gaining,” Stix warned. She drummed her fingers on her ballista impatiently. “We could probably try to start shooting at them soon.”

      “Hold off for a little longer,” Knell said, chewing his lower lip as he gauged the distance between them and the approaching ships. “We don’t have any experience with the crystal cannonballs yet, and I’d like to make sure that you can land our first shots. Also, if this is going to work, Cyll will have to be a bit closer to them than I originally planned.”

      “How close?” Cyll asked. “We’re not that far from normal cannonball range right now.”

      “Hm. About a minute,” Knell replied with a wry smile. “Stix, get ready to fire. I’ll give you the signal when. And Cyll—well, be ready to swim. I’m going to cast Anchor on you very shortly.”

      Stix nodded. She left her bow on the deck and jogged down to the cannons.

      Cyll frowned for a moment, then let a grin replace his expression as he realized what Knell was planning. “Ah. I see. That’ll be interesting. What if I pop out inside one of their walls?”

      “There’s a reason I chose you and not Maya,” Knell replied. “Put Lassie to good use, one way or another. We’ll be there to help you soon. Just make sure not to get caught too early, or this is all going to waste.”

      Cyll gave Knell a sharp nod. “Oh, I won’t. There’s too much fun to be had to go down early.”

      Knell glanced over at the bandit ships again. They were gaining quickly and, more importantly, were directly behind them. He’d been gauging how quickly they were growing on them, and if neither ship changed speed, Knell was pretty sure it was just about time. Luckily, he didn’t have to be too precise because of how large the large bandit ship was.

      He laid a hand on Cyll’s shoulder and cast Anchor. A wave of green energy washed over Cyll’s body.

      “Good luck,” Knell said.

      “I don’t need luck,” Cyll replied, rolling his shoulders and sending a hungry look back at the approaching bandit ships. “I’ve got everything I need with me. Just don’t forget to pick me up. It’s a long swim to the shore.”

      “I won’t,” Knell promised.

      The seconds ticked on. They all watched the bandits tersely. Knell was pretty sure he’d guessed the timing right, but there would be no way to know for sure until—

      Cyll vanished with a pop, pulled back to where he’d been standing a minute ago. They all squinted at the water.

      “Does anyone see him?” Maya asked.

      Knell shook his head. “Looks like it worked. Get the ship turned around, Maud. Stix, get those cannons ready. Let’s get this started.”
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      The Withered Rose swung in a sharp turn, cutting through the sea and setting out in a direct collision course for the approaching two bandit ships. Stix stood by the cannon, a crystal ball loaded and aiming down its sights.

      “Let me know when,” Stix said, her voice terse. “It’s in range, I think.”

      “Are you sure you’ll hit?” Knell asked.

      “The angle we’re at isn’t great, but their angle isn’t the best, either. If we’re in range, they are, too.”

      “I know,” Knell replied. “Don’t miss your first shot. Aim for the wheel. If they can’t steer, we’ll be able to sail circles around them.”

      “Don’t forget I’ve yet to shoot one of these,” Stix said, gripping the sides of the cannon tightly. “I’m not so sure I’ll land the first shot right where I’m aiming.”

      “Just do what you can,” Knell said. “Maud, make sure Lillicent is safe below deck. I don’t even think she’s aware of the battle we’re about to start, but she shouldn’t be in it. She’s not prepared for a serious fight like this.”

      Maud nodded. “She has been informed.”

      “Good.”

      Knell watched the other ship closely. The outermost, smallest ship started to swing around as well, bringing them into its cannon range. Maud steered the Withered Rose, keeping them out of direct range.

      “I’m in range,” Stix said. “I can try to shoot whenever—”

      “Now.”

      A crack of lightning split the air. Blue fire erupted from the cannon Stix launched the cannonball, carving a streak of glistening light through the sky. It screamed, smashing into the side of the smaller bandit ship with a massive crash.

      Wood splintered and shrapnel flew everywhere as the cannonball carved a path across the top of the ship’s deck and demolished its cabin, leaving a path of smoldering cyan flame in its wake.

      “Sixteen Seas,” Maya breathed.

      Screams and cries rose up from the bandit ship. They were close enough now that Knell could see men running across the deck, trying to put out the fire. Others manned the cannons, calling out orders to each other.

      “We’re about to be broadside,” Maud announced. “I would get ready.”

      Knell nodded. He gathered his magic, drinking deeply from the well within him, and readied himself. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Stix desperately reloading their cannon, but she wouldn’t get it loaded before they were in range.

      Sure enough, a dozen loud cracks ripped through the air. Knell slammed the hilt of his staff into the deck, and a wall of green energy erupted along the side of the Withered Rose. It shimmered in the daylight, standing still for an instant.

      One after another, twelve cannonballs slammed into the barrier. Knell drew in a strangled, hissing gasp. He staggered, gripping the staff so tightly that his knuckles went white, and focused all of his attention on keeping the barrier up.

      Ripples washed out over the barrier from the impacts of each cannonball, riding over each other like waves. Surprised calls came from the deck of the other ship, but they were professionals. Even as they started to pass, Knell could see the crew start to load more cannons. Maud spun the wheel of the Withered Rose, bringing them around toward the back of the other two ships.

      A wave of exhaustion washed over Knell from the effort of keeping Warp up. He let the spell drop, sighing in relief, and the cannonballs splashed harmlessly into the ocean behind them.

      The skeleton had been right about one thing: the Withered Rose was a dozen times more maneuverable than the other ships were, and the extra speed they both seemed to have worked against them, as they sailed past the Withered Rose too quickly to unleash a second volley.

      “I’m ready,” Stix said.

      “Fire.”

      Stix lit the cannon once more. Another thundering boom ripped through the day. Maya flinched slightly as the crystal ball tore across the air. This time, Stix’s aim was truer. Her shot smashed into the back of the ship, carrying onward and blowing its wheel to smithereens.

      To Knell’s delight, the ball kept going. It grazed the side of one of the masts, causing it to creak dangerously.

      “Good shot!” Maya exclaimed.

      “It’s not done,” Knell said grimly. “The bigger threat is the larger ship.”

      Stix hurried to load another cannonball, only pausing for a moment to glance back at Knell.

      “Uh…there’s no chance that Milo was sitting around in the cabin of the ship we just demolished, is there?”

      “He would have been in the brig,” Knell said. “He wasn’t there, but we can’t afford to sink them yet. It’s far more likely that he’s on the ship that Cyll is currently boarding, though. Assuming he boarded, that is. We’re going to need to reinforce him. Can you do the same thing you just did and target their wheel?”

      Stix swallowed, then nodded. “Yeah. But when we go for the largest ship, we’ll be right in the path of way more cannons. Can you block that?”

      “I will do what I must. Hopefully, Cyll will take care of enough that we won’t have to worry about all of their cannons being trained on us.”
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      Cyll’s hand was stuck in a wall, and people were staring at him. He’d always appreciated a good play, even more when he was the star of it, but this was something else.

      “What?” Cyll demanded furiously, grabbing Lassie from his back and bringing it down hard on his arm. The blade cut through flesh and bone like butter, severing it instantly and spraying the ship hull with blood.

      Cyll’s arm squelched as a new arm sprung forth. He flexed his fingers, then tossed Lassie into his newly reformed hand and turned toward the terrified bandits staring at him. Their eyes were wide and mouths so far open that he could have stuck his fist straight into them and avoided hitting any teeth.

      “Never seen a man appear out of thin air before?” Cyll asked, twirling Lassie at his side. “I’ve heard it’s a trick to die for.”

      Then he stabbed the closest man.

      What else was he going to do?

      That snapped the others out of their shock. They let out cries of fury, drawing cutlasses and charging Cyll. That, of course, didn’t help them any more than standing still and gawking had helped the first man.

      Not a single one of them tried to use anything more than a weapon, so Cyll didn’t have to worry about a dangerous path. And, better yet, they were in a smaller room, so there weren’t any witnesses.

      Cyll didn’t even bother blocking their attacks. He let their swords swing through his body, choosing to trade blow for blow. Lassie ripped a man in half, killing him instantly. The other three bandits ran Cyll through, and relief washed over their faces.

      It only lasted about as long as it took him to stab the next man. Then there was a lot of screaming.

      That didn’t last long, either.

      A minute later, the door to the room swung open, and Cyll strode out of it, dragging Lassie along the ground behind him. His clothes were covered with blood, and only about half of it was his. A maniacal laugh slipped out of his mouth as he started to run, his feet slamming against the deck of the ship.

      “Come on, Lassie,” Cyll growled. “The cap asked for a distraction. Why don’t we give it to him?”

      The sword warmed in his grip, and energy poured out of its hilt and into his body. Cyll’s gate grew loping and his eyes bloodshot. Smells intensified all around him—sweat, anger, and salt all mixing together in a cacophony.

      A bandit came down a stairwell, his sword drawn as he searched for the source of the intrusion. Cyll slammed into him, driving Lassie through his heart without even stopping. The man’s dying whimper was lost as Cyll threw him out of the way and charged up the stairs.

      He burst out of the stairwell, skidding to a stop in a long, wide room. Cannons covered each side of it, and easily two dozen bandits were manning them. Many of them already had flintlocks drawn and aimed at him, and a man in the back of the room had a crackling ball of white lightning swirling above his hand.

      “Hello,” Cyll said, baring his teeth. “Would anybody happen to know where I can find the pantry? I got lost.”

      Dozens of cracks split the air as the bandits opened fire, filling Cyll’s body with bullets. An instant later, a bolt of crackling lightning slammed into his chest, picking him up and throwing him into the wall.

      Cyll slid down, his body already reforming, and lurched forward. The nearest bandit vanished in a spray of blood as Lassie removed his head. Cyll grabbed the man’s body, using it like a shield as another bolt of lightning arced forth.

      “Come on!” Cyll roared, throwing the man aside and charging at the next bandit. “You’ll need more than that to kill me!”

      Magic rumbled. Cyll dove, narrowly avoiding a streak of brilliant energy that ripped an enormous hole through the wood beneath his feet. He spun as he rose, carving two men apart in one move. Cyll jumped back, avoiding a brilliant flash of light that erupted beside him. He wasn’t sure what it would have done, but it probably wouldn’t have been fun.

      Screams and calls for help rose into the air as Cyll tore through the bandits like a tornado of metal and blood. The Path user in the back of the room continued to rain magic into him, but the man was clearly starting to realize that his spells weren’t doing much.

      Unfortunately for him, he only realized that when Cyll had mowed through a little over half of the other men in the room. The mage turned, starting to flee for the stairs. Cyll didn’t let him.

      He reared back and hurled Lassie. The massive sword—possibly the most unwieldy piece of metal to ever fly—spun once in a perfect circle, then slammed into the man’s back with such force that it pinned him to the wall.

      The gaze of every remaining bandit in the room went from Cyll’s hand to the sword—notably no longer in it. Then they split into two groups. The first—and smartest—ran for the exit as fast as they could. The second took Cyll’s disarming as a chance to gain the edge over him and charged.

      Cyll met the fools eagerly. He didn’t need a weapon for these idiots. Cyll slipped under a sword blow, driving his elbow up into a bandit’s chin, then grabbed two other bandits and rang their heads against each other so hard that he felt the vibration run down his arms.

      Spinning, Cyll used one of the bandits in his hands like a shield, blocking another bandit’s sword with their back. He grabbed the sword before the attacking bandit could pull it free, ripping it out himself and running the man through. Then he dropped both bandits, diving into a third.

      They went down in a bundle of limbs, and Cyll’s teeth found his throat. Blood splattered across the deck, joining the growing pool of life that had spilled at his feet, and Cyll rose again. He spun, searching for the next target. There were no more.

      A grin crossed Cyll’s face, and he strode up to Lassie, ripping her out of the dead mage. The sword twitched in his hand, striking him on the forehead.

      “Ouch!” Cyll snapped. “What was that for?”

      The sword vibrated.

      “Seriously? I just used the shitty sword for a moment.”

      Lassie trembled again.

      “Sorry, sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      The sword went still in his hand once more. Cyll shook his head, then started up the stairs toward the upper deck, running his tongue across his lips.

      “There’s a distraction for you, Cap. And, if that wasn’t enough, it’s about to get a whole lot bigger.”
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      Cyll burst onto the upper deck, throwing himself into a roll as a dozen crossbow bolts slammed into the wood where he’d been standing moments before. He shot to his feet, narrowly avoiding a broadsword as a bandit swung it for his head, and drove his fist into the man’s stomach.

      The bandit doubled over with a groan that Cyll cut short with Lassie’s blade. As the bandit sputtered, desperately clutching for his neck to try and stop the blood from pouring out of it, Cyll grabbed him and took cover.

      Several more crossbow bolts thunked into the man’s body, followed by an arc of flame that hit with such force that it threw the man screaming from Cyll’s hands and overboard.

      “Damn. Friendly fire, much?” Cyll asked, dancing to the side as another blast of fire scorched the deck. He ducked under a bandit’s slash, then drove Lassie into another man.

      There really were a lot of bandits on the deck. There must have been at least twenty, and Cyll spotted multiple men near the top of the deck with magic swirling around them. At least two were Path users.

      Cyll caught a glimpse of the cabin window, where he caught a flicker of a dark cloak. He didn’t have time to look longer, as two more bolts of fire and a wave of frost were already descending toward him.

      The bandits surged back, trying to avoid their own men’s attacks, and Cyll used that as an opportunity to make some space. One of the firebolts caught him in the leg as he lunged, but Cyll ignored the pain and drove Lassie toward another bandit. The man raised his sword, but Lassie smashed it to the side and bit deep into his chest. Cyll flicked him to the side, sending another bandit stumbling.

      “You lot are pretty bad at this,” Cyll drawled, hopping back to take cover behind a mast. Bandits surged toward him with a roar, but they ended up getting in each other’s way more than actually helping.

      Cyll ignored the few of them that did manage to stab him, trading blow for blow. Even as his clothes were shredded and he was riddled with stab wounds, Lassie reaped the lives of three more men.

      “Is that all?” Cyll asked, cackling. He stepped back out—and straight into the path of a bolt of flame. His head vanished with a splattering puff, leaving his body swaying. The bandits froze, staring at him in hope.

      “We got him!” one of them called. “Keep talking shit, you crazy old—”

      Lassie swept up and into the man’s throat, reducing his sentence to a gurgle. Cyll’s neck spurted, and a new head bubbled up from within it, beard unfurling down his chest like a long, flowing flag.

      “Whoopsie,” Cyll said. “Didn’t see you there.”

      Bandits screamed in fury and charged him again. Cyll spun Lassie and entered the bloody dance once more, a manic cackle slipping from his lips. No matter how many came, it didn’t matter. He carved his way through the deck, Lassie drinking heavily from the blood all around him.

      There was no feeling that could quite replace the thrill of battle. The knowledge that there was absolutely nothing anyone could do to—

      Cyll stumbled. His foot was frozen to the deck. He swore, yanking at it, but the patch of ice was expanding rapidly. It washed over his second foot and crawled up his waist, spreading at a rapid rate. Roaring, Cyll smashed his hand into his hip, trying to shatter it.

      It was like punching a wall. Cyll spun Lassie around and carved his own leg off. He staggered, a new leg reforming—only to freeze over once more the instant it hit the ground. Cyll pulled desperately, but he was stuck fast.

      Bandits backed up, making a ring around Cyll and watching him warily. A hawk-nosed man stepped down the stairwell, gentle blue light swirling at his fingertips.

      “What manner of creature are you?” he asked.

      “Come closer and find out,” Cyll said, baring his teeth.

      He tried to shift his stance to get in position to throw Lassie at the man, but the frost had continued its path and was now up to his chest and starting on his hands. He could barely move, much less get the range of motion to throw the massive sword.

      “I don’t think I will. Leave this creature here,” the man said. “Do not attempt to attack him until the other pirates are dead. Capture their leader alive. The captain wants to speak with him personally.”

      “Sad about his daughter?” Cyll taunted. “She shouldn’t have been a bandit if she didn’t want to get killed like a pig. Come a bit closer and I’ll show you exactly what happened to her.”

      The Path-user snorted. “Your taunts will do nothing, pirate. With you incapacitated, your crew will fall. Perhaps we’ll leave you at the bow of the ship as an icicle, just to show other pirates what happens when—”

      He stumbled, the words dying on his lips as his head jerked to the side and vanished in a spray of blood and brain matter as a ballista bolt shredded it to pieces. The bolt continued onward and slammed into the deck. The man’s body swayed in place, then crumpled to the ground.

      “Thanks, Stix!” Cyll called.

      “Don’t get caught, idiot!” she yelled back from the deck of the Withered Rose. “Reinforcements are coming.”

      Cyll wrenched himself free of the ice as the magic faded, his grin growing wider. “Huh. So that’s what it looks like to get your head blown off. Who’s next, then?”

      The other Path-user turned to run, presumably planning to dive overboard. He never got the chance. Before Cyll could even act, a bolt of green light slammed into the man and slowed his movement. Maya lunged over the side of the ship, blurring as she bounded across the deck and drove her sword into his back. She dragged it free, ripping the man’s body to shreds in the process.

      Cyll glanced back to the deck of the Withered Rose as it passed, and Knell gave him a nod from where he stood beside the wheel.

      “Welcome to the party, Maya,” Cyll called. A bandit charged him. Cyll batted the man’s sword to the side, then swept Lassie up and decapitated him. “You know, you’re a bit late. I would have appreciated help earlier.”

      “I was trying to climb a ship with one hand,” Maya said. Several bandits charged her, and she flicked her sword. One of them tried to block it with his own. A tremor shot down his arm, and he cried out, dropping the blade. Maya ran him through, then kicked him back into the other bandits.

      She lunged, driving her sword through all three of them at once. Cyll whistled in approval.

      “Very nice. I’m going to go figure out where this captain is. Dinner says the bugger is hiding out inside the cabin.”

      “I’m not taking that bet,” Maya replied, jumping back to avoid a crossbow bolt. “Go. It’s not like anyone can actually stop you.”

      A bandit that had managed to sneak up behind Cyll ran him through. His sword burst from Cyll’s chest. Cyll looked down, then turned around to raise an eyebrow at the man.

      “Seriously? You saw my head get blown off,” Cyll said. “Why are you idiots still trying to kill me? What, did you think getting stabbed in the heart would somehow work differently than other places I’ve gotten stabbed?”

      The bandit swallowed. It was pretty clear that was exactly what he’d been thinking. Cyll shook his head and brought Lassie’s flat end down on his head, striking it with a resounding clang. The bandit crumpled to the ground.

      “Idiots,” Cyll said. “I suppose it’s not like the water is going to treat them much better.”

      “Stop monologuing and get the captain!” Maya yelled, jumping off the top deck and landing in a puddle of blood. She staggered, nearly losing her footing, before catching herself on the railing. “Did you really have to leave such a mess? At least kill people cleanly.”

      “Not my specialty, sorry,” Cyll said, striding toward the cabin. The bandits that remained glanced from him to Maya, then charged toward her. Evidently, she was a lot less scary than an immortal.

      Cyll walked past the ship’s capstan. He paused, then turned and drove Lassie into it. His muscles bunched as he pressed on the sword. Energy surged from the blade and into him. With a roar, Cyll ripped the entire thing free of the deck.

      The mechanism holding the anchor ripped and shattered, and chain rattled violently as the anchor plunged into the sea. Cyll tilted his head, catching a sword blow on Lassie’s hilt and kicking the bandit backward.

      The sound of rattling chain continued for several seconds. It finally caught. A few moments later, the chain went taut and the whole ship jerked violently. Cyll slammed Lassie into the deck, but Maya lost her footing.

      Luckily, the bandits hadn’t done much better. Men tripped over each other and slipped on the blood covering the deck, much like a group of toddlers that had been set loose at a beach. Maya lurched back to her feet, killing another bandit on the way.

      “Why are you still here?” Maya demanded. “Go!”

      “I’m going, I’m going,” Cyll said, raising his hand defensively. He turned toward the cabin. A lone bandit still stood in his way. Cyll raised an eyebrow. The bandit spun and sprinted away, diving over the edge of the ship and into the water.

      Cyll strode down the length of the ship toward the cabin. He drew up to the door and reared back, driving his heel into it just beside the handle. Wood shattered as it flew off its hinges.

      It struck someone with a loud smack, eliciting a yelp. Shattering, two halves of the door fell down around a boy that had been chained to a chair. Cyll stared at him, then raised his eyes to the other occupant of the room—a tall, heavily muscled man holding a jagged blade and staring at him in disbelief.

      “Uh…whoops,” Cyll said. “You alive there, buddy?”

      The boy didn’t respond, but that was more likely due to the gag in his mouth than actually being unconscious. Cyll cleared his throat.

      “Well, that’s awkward. It would have been a lot better if that hit you instead.”

      “Are you an idiot?” the captain asked, staring at Cyll in disbelief.

      “Arguably. So what’s the plan here? You going to threaten the kid and let me kill you after, or are you going to charge me and let me kill you now?”

      “You came here to save him,” the captain snarled, grabbing the chained boy and pressing the jagged sword to his neck. “Take one step and—”

      “Whoa, there. Hold your ships or whatever,” Cyll said. “I don’t actually care too much about the kid. That might have worked if I was one of the other blokes, but my cap told me to cause chaos and save the kid if possible. If you kill him, then it’s not possible. Not really a huge problem for me, you know?”

      “I— What? Are you insane?”

      Cyll sighed. He glanced over his shoulder as another ballista bolt slammed into the deck, pinning a bandit into the wood.

      “You don’t have too many men left,” Cyll observed. “Bummer. I’m kind of just hoping you’ve got something left to make this interesting. Killing your bandits was fun, but they really didn’t last too long. Then one of them froze me. That really pissed me off.”

      “Take one step closer and I kill him! Just like you killed my daughter,” the bandit hissed, pressing the sword even closer against the boy’s neck.

      Cyll yawned. “Gods, this bores me. Kill him, then. I don’t care. The moment he dies, so do you. You clearly want to live, or you would have done it already. There’s nothing you can take from me that hasn’t already been taken, though. Your threats mean nothing.”

      The bandit captain’s eyes narrowed, and a spark of insanity flashed within them. He reared back, preparing to rip his sword across the boy’s throat.

      Whoops. Didn’t think he’d actually do that.

      A flash of green arced past Cyll’s shoulder and slammed into the bandit’s arm. His eyes widened, but his movement slowed to a crawl for an instant.

      That was all the time Cyll needed. He hurled Lassie, and the sword slammed straight into the bandit’s head. The sword flew from his hands, and he flopped against the wall, dead. The familiar thud of Knell’s staff hitting the deck came from behind Cyll, and he turned as his captain stepped into the cabin.

      “Nice,” Cyll said.

      “Don’t encourage people to kill children next time,” Knell said with a sigh. “I had to Exhume my leg to get here in time. Luckily, you don’t know the meaning of speaking quietly.”

      “Hey, it worked, didn’t it? I even stopped the ship for you.”

      “Yes. Well done,” Knell said, walking up to the boy and pressing a hand to his neck. “And he’s actually alive. Good. Finish killing the rest of these fools. I am going to figure out if it was just mere chance that they came after us or if the gods are meddling once more. Between us, I suspect the latter.”

      “Couldn’t imagine why,” Cyll said dryly. He gave Knell a salute, then strode back toward the deck. There were still more men to kill, and he didn’t want Maya to hog the fun.
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      Knell rose to his feet and released Exhume. Worms of pain dug into his leg as it receded back to its injured form, and he gritted his teeth, leaning heavily on his staff as exhaustion racked him.

      Energy washed into him from the dead captain, pushing some of the exhaustion he’d earned from overusing his magic away. To Knell’s surprise, the energy was actually enough to push him to the next level.

      
        
        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. New skill gained.

      

      

      Knell’s eyebrows lifted slightly. Both of his Paths had progressed. Before he let himself get distracted with figuring out what had changed, Knell drew his staff blade free.

      “Hold still,” Knell said.

      Eliza’s brother swallowed heavily, not even daring to nod his understanding. Knell brought the blade to the gag and slit it, pulling the cloth away from his mouth.

      “Thank you,” he gasped, his voice raspy. The edges of his mouth were red from where the bandage had dug into his lips. “Who are you? Did—did my sister send you?”

      Knell’s lips flattened into a smile. “In a manner of speaking, yes. She’ll be here to meet you soon, I think. Do you know why you were kidnapped and brought here—Milo, was it? Was there something these bandits wanted from you, Milo?”

      “I don’t know,” Milo stammered. He pulled at the chains and grimaced, sending a hopeful glance at Knell. “Could you…”

      “I don’t want to injure you,” Knell replied. “One of my crew will free you once they’ve finished killing the last of your captors. Do you know any reason why they might have kept you here? Anything at all?”

      “They said something about Eliza,” Milo stammered. “A few of them mentioned some Lord guy and the gods.”

      Knell’s eyes narrowed. “Lord Veil?”

      “Yes!” Milo exclaimed. “Him and Holen. They worked for Holen.”

      Milo coughed, and a flicker of pain shot through his eyes. He clearly hadn’t had anything to drink recently, and he was so gaunt that Knell suspected that food hadn’t been particularly plentiful, either.

      Knell pulled the waterskin out of his bag and held it to the boy’s lips, tilting it back. Milo drank greedily, and Knell took it back after a moment.

      “More?”

      Milo nodded. Knell tipped more water into his mouth. Milo drank everything in the skin, leaving it empty and letting out a relieved sigh. Knell tossed it back into his bag.

      “Continue. What else? What did Holen want with you?”

      “Not me,” Milo said. “They were talking about Eliza. She apparently joined the Veil guy. That’s how I knew. She was going to come to save me.” His eyes fell slightly. “I guess she sent you instead.”

      “Not because she had any other choice,” Knell said, his features softening. “She tried. Think deeper—what else did they mention?”

      Milo sucked on his lips and shifted in his bindings. “For some reason, they really wanted to kill Eliza. Holen had some big trap set up. The captain was bragging that she would be dead for sure. There was a Scion on the ship, I think. But a few days ago he suddenly left, and the captain was in a shit mood ever since. He made the ship change course to start chasing someone.”

      He had someone with a tracking Path go after us, then. The Scion left because of the upcoming fight with Mordrigal, I bet. So Holen abandoned whatever he was trying to do to inconvenience Veil so he’d have more power to attack Mordrigal.

      Knell let out a slow breath. The threat hadn’t been adverted, but it had been delayed. Holen had abandoned the bandits because a greater prize had shown itself, and he’d gotten to reap the rewards.

      “I see. Thank you,” Knell said. “Is there anything else you can think of?”

      Milo shook his head. “I—I’m sorry. Nothing. Just lots of swearing. They were really mad when the Scion left. Were you the people he was chasing?”

      “Unfortunately for him, yes,” Knell replied. He paused. The sounds of screaming from the deck had finally come to a stop. He looked through the window as Maya approached, blood still dripping from her blade.

      She stepped into the cabin, her eyes landing on Milo and a flicker of relief passing over her features.

      “He’s alive?”

      “Evidently. The bandits?”

      “All dead. There were another two Path users hiding belowdecks. Cyll killed them,” Maya said. “Did you figure out why they were here?”

      Knell nodded. “Just about. Can you get Milo out of his bindings? I need to check on my Path. Gained a level from helping Cyll kill the idiot at my feet.”

      “Sure,” Maya said. She raised her sword and stepped up to Milo. “Make sure not to wiggle. I won’t mistakenly cut you as long as you’re still.”

      Knell turned his attention away from them. He pressed a hand to his wrist and pulled up the full information for both of his Paths.

      
        
        Name: Knell Coda [Age: 0]

        Path: Scion [Rank Zero]

        Level: 23

        Attunement A: Foresight of the Vulture

        Attunement B: Devouring Maw

        Attunement C: Realm of Truth

        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: 20

        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.

        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.

        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.

        Slipstream – Reach back into the annals of time and bring forth an incarnation of a target where it had been ten seconds before. It will follow and mimic the movements and actions of the target, repeating them exactly as they had been done the first time.

        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 studied the new ability Epoch had given him. At first, it didn’t seem particularly useful. It only lasted for ten seconds, and a mirror image that just repeated actions without doing anything else didn’t feel very impactful.

      However, the wording of the spell caught his attention. If the incarnation mimicked everything exactly, did that mean it would actually recast any magic or do real damage rather than just being an image?

      If that was the case, Slipstream was incredibly useful. Knell dismissed the floating screens, looking up as Maya helped Milo out of the chains covering him and pulled the boy to his feet.

      I want to test how this works, but now probably isn’t the time. I’ll pull Cyll or Stix aside in a moment.

      “Can you get him onto the Withered Rose?” Knell asked.

      Maya nodded. She sheathed her sword and took Milo by the shoulders, leading him away. He stumbled every few steps and clutched onto her for balance, but it didn’t look like he was seriously injured.

      Good. The last thing we need is more needless death. The faster Holen and Mordrigal are struck a blow, the better. I hope Lillicent is prepared to replace my eyes. Time is growing thin.

      Knell walked out onto the deck, his staff tapping against the wood as he wound around the puddles of blood his crew had left behind. Right on time, Cyll’s shaggy head poked out from the stairs leading below.

      He clambered out, Lassie sheathed at his back.

      “Ah, Cap. Good timing with the save,” Cyll said. “It’s all safe down there.”

      “Good,” Knell said. “I want to test a new spell.”

      “Figures. Can’t even wait to let me brag about how well I did a little more?”

      “Your clothes are a strong breeze from blowing away. What happened to avoiding getting killed?”

      “There were no witnesses,” Cyll grumbled. “It’s fine. There was no way I was getting through a group this big without getting blown up or stabbed a bit.”

      “Which is why I’m not going to punish you for it.”

      Cyll let out a huff. “Sourpuss. Go on, then.”

      Knell gathered his magic, ignoring the weariness that already covered him like a blanket, and cast Slipstream on Cyll. Dark green energy swirled around the immortal’s body, and he shuddered.

      “I don’t like that. What did you do?”

      “Stab the deck with Lassie.”

      Cyll blinked, but he didn’t hesitate. He drew the sword and spun it around, driving it into the deck. He pulled Lassie out and took a step back, looking at the hole expectantly.

      Knell hooked a bandit’s body with the end of his staff and dragged it over the top of the hole.

      “Well, now you’ve gone and covered my hole,” Cyll complained. “What was that for?”

      “Just wait. You might want to step a bit to the side as well.”

      Cyll followed Knell’s instructions and watched curiously. A few more seconds passed, and there was a subtle pop as a mirror image of Cyll snapped into existence. Cyll’s eyes widened.

      “I’ve got a clone? How did you figure out what I’ve always wanted, Cap? You’re the best.”

      “I don’t like that. What did you do?” the copy of Cyll said.

      Cyll frowned. “I take it back. That’s creepy.”

      The incarnation of Cyll drew Lassie, following the other man’s movement exactly as it stepped forward and drove the blade into the ground. Blood splattered as the blade carved into the dead bandit.

      Cyll’s clone left the blade there for a moment, then drew it out.

      “Well, now you’ve gone and covered my hole,” the incarnation said. “What was that for?”

      It stepped to the side, moving straight into Cyll and vanishing without a trace. Knell and Cyll stared at the dead bandit.

      “Well,” Cyll drawled. “That was something.”

      “Something incredibly useful,” Knell murmured. “Thank you. We’ll be able to get quite a bit of use out of this, I think. Can you go gather the crystal cannonballs these idiots had and bring them to the Withered Rose? No reason to leave good ammunition lying around.”

      Cyll gave Knell a sharp salute and headed back below deck. Below them, Maya dropped to the deck of the Withered Rose, Milo clutched against her chest with her one arm. She knelt, lowering him to the ground and straightening back up, sending a glance in his direction.

      Knell gave her a nod. Maya had done incredibly well in the fight, even though he’d only seen part of it from his spot on the Withered Rose. She was mastering her new blade at a brilliant rate.

      She wasn’t the only one. All the ballista bolts sticking out of dead bandits across the deck spoke volumes for Stix as well. Knell didn’t see the moon elf but suspected she was probably belowdecks on the Withered Rose telling Lillicent that the fight had ended.

      Knell approached the edge of the deck, waiting for Cyll to finish gathering the crystal cannonballs. He’d tell Stix to help him when she came back above deck. It would take some time to ferry all the cannonballs down to the Withered Rose, and he wasn’t in any big rush to get down from the bandit ship yet. He suspected it wouldn’t be long until Eliza and Emma showed up to see how the fight had went.
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      Knell’s prediction wasn’t too far off. Just a few minutes after the battle had completed, Realm of Truth grew heavier around his neck. He turned as Emma and Eliza rose up from the shadows along the bandit ship’s deck. They stepped into vision, and Stix, who had been emerging from below deck carrying a crate of crystal cannonballs, swore and nearly dropped them.

      “Where is Milo?” Eliza demanded, her eyes darting around the ship. “Is he—”

      “On the Withered Rose. He’s safe,” Knell replied, nodding down to the ship. “You’re welcome to—”

      Eliza vaulted over the edge of the ship, dropping down to the Withered Rose and practically sprinting below deck. Knell let the sentence die on his lips and turned to Emma.

      “Nicely handled,” Emma said with an approving nod. “I was worried he wouldn’t survive.”

      “I was doubtful about the entire thing myself. If Holen hadn’t abandoned the ships, the fight would have been considerably more difficult, but everyone is going to the Creaking Spires to try and bring Mordrigal down. Convenient.”

      Emma grunted, watching Stix clamber down the side of the bandit ship while holding the crate of cannonballs against her chest with one hand. “For us. Eliza will be relieved that he survived. It’s the only thing she’s spoken about for the last few weeks, and it’s what has been motivating her training since she arrived at Lord Veil’s estate. Perhaps she will be able to focus better now.”

      “What exactly are you training her to be?” Knell asked. “If Holen was worried enough that he tried to directly interfere, it must be important.”

      Emma’s face didn’t even budge. “You’ll have to ask Lord Veil. It is not my place to share his secrets. We appreciate your aid with this matter, but you were also paid handsomely for it with both information and riches.”

      “Yes, I suppose I was,” Knell agreed, looking down at the Withered Rose. Cyll nodded to him as he strode along the bandit ship’s deck, then leaped off. Knell and Emma both winced as he slammed to the glowing green wood, nearly dropping the crate of crystal cannonballs before straightening and shaking off his legs.

      “It’s a miracle he hasn’t blown your entire ship up yet,” Emma said.

      “Tell me about it,” Knell said wryly. “What will you do now? Are you going to directly aid in the fight with Mordrigal and Holen?”

      Emma shook her head. “Eliza is not prepared, and I will not swing the fight significantly one way or another on my own. This is your fight. Veil has already given you all the assistance you asked for.”

      Knell adjusted his grip on his staff and looked out to the seas. “Most of it. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to do one more thing for me? I was going to ask Joseph to do it, but you’re already here, and it’s well suited to your talents.”

      Emma tilted her head to the side. “You may ask. The Lord Veil has instructed me to aid you within reason.”

      “I need a message delivered. I don’t know where the recipient is, but I suspect you won’t have much difficulty finding her.”

      Knell leaned closer to Emma, lowering his voice. Just because the gods were blocked from hearing him didn’t mean he wanted to take any risks. There were still more mundane methods of eavesdropping, and he needed to keep some cards close to chest. He whispered the request into Emma’s ear and then leaned back, letting her consider it.

      She gave him a curt nod. “That is within my abilities. Her location is known to me. She has a degree of Lord Veil’s interest.”

      “Fantastic,” Knell said. “We’ll be departing shortly, once Cyll and Stix have gotten the rest of the ammunition on the Withered Rose. You’re welcome to anything that remains on the bandit ships.”

      Emma’s lips twisted into a smirk. “We don’t need Holen’s trash. I would have sunk it myself if we didn’t fear Holen would recognize my presence and kill the boy. Though it seems that we could have handled the situation ourselves since Holen abandoned his men.”

      “No way to know he was going to do that,” Knell said with a shrug. “It’s over now.”

      Cyll waved up at them from the deck of the Withered Rose. “We’re all full, Cap. No more room for cannonballs. Need help getting down?”

      “Yes,” Knell called back dryly. “My bones don’t repair themselves on impact like yours do.”

      Cackling, Cyll jumped onto the side of the bandit ship and started to climb up it. Emma sank into the ground, reforming from the shadows on the Withered Rose next to where Cyll had been standing.

      She headed below deck, following after Eliza. A few minutes later, Cyll arrived beside Knell.

      “Man, that’s convenient,” Cyll said. “What were you talking to her about?”

      “Just calling in some backup,” Knell replied. “Let’s get moving. We have a lot of ground to cover if we want to make it to the Creaking Spires on time.”
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      Just a short while later, the Withered Rose pulled away from the wreckage of the two bandit ships and started back out across the ocean, Maud at the helm. It was finally time to make for the Creaking Spires.

      Emma remained on the ship, waiting as Eliza and Milo caught up. The rest of Knell’s crew gave the siblings a wide berth, not wanting to infringe too much on their privacy. There wasn’t all that much room on the ship, but they did their best anyway.

      Eventually, Emma approached the two and cleared her throat. It wasn’t particularly subtle, but Knell had a very strong suspicion that Emma didn’t know the meaning of the word.

      “It’s time we return to Lord Veil,” Emma said. “I have more tasks to accomplish, and I do not wish to keep him waiting.”

      “Is he going to let me stay with you?” Milo asked Eliza, his eyes wide in fear.

      “Yes,” Eliza said firmly. “It’s okay, Milo. He’s been looking for you for a long time. You won’t have to worry about any more bandits. I’ll be there.”

      Milo gave her a shaky nod. He looked up at Knell, giving him a grateful nod. “Thank you. You’re Eliza’s friends, right?”

      “They saved my life, too,” Eliza said with a small smile. “And then he refused to let me join his crew because he wanted to make sure I’d be able to save you in time. Then he went and did it before I could get around to it anyway.”

      “Only because Veil interfered,” Knell said with a shrug. “If it wasn’t for Eliza’s insistence on finding you, things would have gone a lot worse. You’ve got a good sister, Milo.”

      Milo sniffled and nodded. “I know.”

      “Can we leave now?” Emma asked.

      Eliza laughed and put her arm protectively around Milo. “I think so. Don’t get yourself killed, Knell. We owe you.”

      “I shall strive to please.”

      Emma put her hands on the siblings. She gave Knell a final nod, and then the three of them sank into the shadows and vanished.

      “I’m glad Milo survived,” Stix said from behind Knell, speaking softly.

      She probably feels a lot of kinship with Eliza. I wish there was something I could actually do, but even I can’t bring back the dead.

      Stix read the look in Knell’s eyes and snickered, shaking her head and wiping the longing look from her face. “That expression looks odd on your face, Knell. I’m not bitter. I already knew what had happened to Alan. Deep down, at least. I just had to see it with my own eyes. Even if it wasn’t my own brother, I’m glad we got to save someone.”

      “We’ll save a lot more than just one person if we bring the gods down,” Knell said. “Soon. Mordrigal’s time approaches. We will have to ensure that she meets it with grace.”

      “I’ll be ready,” Stix said, moving her hand to touch the ballista on her back. “Two weeks. That seems so far.”

      “And yet still too close,” Knell said. “We have much to accomplish during the trip over, though much of it isn’t mine to do.”

      He turned, looking to the corner of the ship that Lillicent had claimed for herself. She’d stacked several crates, making a makeshift room for herself, and he could just barely see her hunched over and working on something.

      “Maybe you should check on her,” Stix said with a frown. “I haven’t seen her do anything other than eat in the past few days.”

      Knell nodded, and Stix headed above deck, leaving him alone with Lillicent. He approached the stack of boxes, trying to remain quiet to avoid disturbing her. She was hunched over a small crate, the precious materials that Veil had given them laid out before her in neat rows.

      It was several minutes before Lillicent looked up. Her eyes had deep bags under them, but her features were determined.

      “Oh, Knell. Did the fight end?”

      “A while ago. We already rescued the boy we were after,” Knell said. “Have you slept recently?”

      “It hasn’t been that long. I’ve been busy,” Lillicent replied, looking down at the crate. “I’ve never had a chance to work with something like this, but I’m almost there. I know I can do it. With materials of this quality, I can’t afford to take a risk. Everything has to be perfect.”

      “You’re going to end up cutting your own fingers off on accident if you work while you’re this tired.”

      Lillicent pursed her lips. She looked from Knell to the materials. “But…we only have two weeks.”

      “And I’m certain that you’ll be able to get everything accomplished by then. Are you close?”

      Lillicent gave Knell a jerky nod. “Yes. Incredibly. I mean, I can’t be certain until I actually start working, I guess. I’ve never made an Artifact of this scale, and not with Boons of this quality. Barely ever made any actual Artifacts, to be honest.”

      “Well, as good a time as any to start,” Knell said. “But do it tomorrow.”

      “What? But…”

      “Moving with urgency is important, but not when the quality of your work is going to suffer for it,” Knell said. “You’ve been at this for days already. We have two more weeks. Get it done before we arrive, but I’d rather not have the person working on my only good pair of eyes be a strong breeze from keeling over.”

      Lillicent let out a small sigh. She rubbed her eyes and inclined her head slightly. Pushing to her feet, Lillicent swayed for a moment and braced herself against the stacks of crates to avoid stumbling. Knell sent her a pointed look.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Lillicent muttered. “I’m going to sleep.”

      “Good,” Knell said. “Make sure you’ve got a completely clear head when the time comes.”

      “I will.” Lillicent stumbled over to the cots swinging gently with the motion of the waves and climbed into one with more than a little difficulty. Knell considered helping her, but he was pretty sure she would have taken more offense to the action than anything else.

      Knell sent one last glance at Lillicent. Then he headed back up toward the top deck to join the rest of his crew. Despite what he’d said to Lillicent, it wasn’t even two weeks any more—they’d already been traveling for a little while.

      Soon, he’d have his chance to finally return the blow that Mordrigal had dealt him and his family years ago. Knell’s hand tightened around the shaft of his staff. He wasn’t going to let the opportunity go to waste.
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      Days ground on. For once in Knell’s life, he wasn’t actually sure if he wanted the time to pass faster or not. The closer they got to Creaking Spires, the more the reality of the situation set into him.

      He found himself sitting in his cabin more often than not, running his fingers along the length of his staff. Coal tried cheering him up several times by stealing food from the rest of the crew and bringing it in, but Knell couldn’t silence all the thoughts in his mind.

      For all the time he spent meditating, a good portion of it ended with him just staring at the tip of the staff, wanting to look at the deadly god-killing weapon that was housed within it. He resisted the urge. Knell hadn’t gone all this time without giving anything away just to potentially ruin things at the last moment.

      Unfortunately, there was little he could do about the monotony of the trip. It was difficult to establish a detailed plan for when they arrived because he still knew little about the fight other than that Mordrigal likely wouldn’t be expecting their arrival. There was a good chance that Holen would, but the Shard had bigger issues at hand. He’d probably be fully focused on killing Mordrigal’s Scion.

      Cyll, Maya, and Stix spent most of the time training on the deck. They were all doing impressively well, but no amount of training would prepare them to kill a god in a head-on fight. It had to be sudden, like the strike of a viper. None of the Shards could know what was happening until it was already done.

      Once Mordrigal falls, the other Gods will almost certainly retreat. If they don’t, we may have a chance to strike Holen down as well, but I highly doubt he’ll risk himself any further. Then it will fall to us to escape their Scions—unless we can get them scared enough that they break. That should be the goal. Considering nobody has seen a Shard fall in battle in years, I think that might be the angle to play on. I don’t think even we can fight through a group of Scions that the Shards gathered specifically to kill each other.

      Knell’s thoughts were broken by a knock on his door. He looked up in surprise to see Lillicent through the window. Rising to his feet and getting his staff out under him, Knell limped over and pulled the door open.

      “I’m ready,” Lillicent said.

      Knell blinked. “Are you certain?”

      “Yes,” Lillicent said with a firm nod. “You were right about the sleep bit. After I woke up again, everything was so much clearer. I spent two days working on it after that. I—”

      “Without sleeping?”

      “Semantics,” Lillicent said with a shake of her head. “It doesn’t matter now. I slept again last night because I knew you’d mention it. We need to do it quickly, though. It’s going to take a lot longer than a normal Artifact.”

      “Why?”

      “A few reasons. First, there are two Boons I have to work with,” Lillicent said, ticking a finger off on her hand. “Second, they’re huge. Mordrigal’s literal eyes, not just a tiny speck of her power. That’s a lot of magic to work with. And finally, the materials Veil gave us are really powerful. Getting everything to mesh together perfectly isn’t going to be easy, and it’ll take a lot of work.”

      Knell shrugged one shoulder. Anything was better than sitting around and waiting. He needed to see the Cracked Spires himself to come up with a more realistic plan, so the sooner he was prepared for the events that were approaching, the better.

      “Then I’m in your care. Let’s do it.”

      Lillicent gave him a sharp nod. She turned on her heel, darting below deck. A few moments later, she came back up cradling all the precious materials between her hands. She laid them out on the bed, setting each one down deliberately to make sure not to avoid whatever order she’d established.

      She paused for a moment, thinking. Then she stuck her head out of the door. “Don’t disturb us. I’m going to be doing some Artificing. It might take a while, but I need to be left alone for the entire duration.”

      “Understood,” Cyll said, giving her a sharp salute. “Just how long? Are you going to need food delivered?”

      Lillicent shook her head. “I need to be completely concentrated. No distractions of any kind until I’m done.”

      Everyone nodded, and Lillicent closed the door again. Her eyes darted around all the materials, and she drew a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Okay. You should probably lie down.”

      “On the ground?”

      “It’s sturdier than the bed. It’ll move around less. And when I’m doing this kind of thing, you probably want to move around less.”

      “A fair assessment,” Knell agreed. He lowered himself to the ground with a grimace. Lillicent helped him down, taking the staff from his hand and setting it by his side as he laid back on the faintly glowing wood. “Are you going to need help taking my eyes out of my head?”

      Lillicent shuddered. “That just…sounds wrong. I don’t know, to be honest. Will they just pop out?”

      “I can’t say that I’ve removed my own eyes in recent memory, but considering they technically aren’t part of my body, I think it should be fairly manageable. Just ensure they aren’t damaged. I can deal with the pain.”

      Lillicent nodded. She swallowed, then arranged her tools on the ground beside Knell. “Okay. I’m ready. Do you want someone to knock you out, or—”

      “No. I wish to be awake.”

      “Right. I’ll get started, then.”

      “Just get on with it,” Knell said with a smirk. “You’ve said you were starting several times already. Treat this like a normal Artifact. Just spend extra focus on it. Don’t let your nerves get the better of you.”

      Lillicent opened her mouth, then closed it with a snap. She just gave Knell a firm nod and reached down, pressing one of her hands against his forehead, holding him still. Then she reached down for his eye with her other hand.
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        * * *

      

      The experience was not pleasant. Knell didn’t care to dwell on pain, but as it turned out, Mordrigal’s eyes did not much feel like parting with his face. The entire process only took exactly thirty-two seconds—his mental clock told him—but it felt like it had been minutes. He didn’t let the pain show on his face for an instant, as it would have ended up delaying or unsettling Lillicent.

      His vision sputtered and went out in one eye as Lillicent finally managed to work the Boon free of his body. A profound sense of emptiness flooded Knell as she removed the Boon. It had been with him for so long that it felt like part of his own body.

      And then Lillicent reached for his other eye. Knell couldn’t deny the flicker of panic that raced through his being.

      “One more,” Lillicent said. “I need to make them together. They’re a matched pair.”

      Knell just ground his teeth and blinked his understanding. Lillicent’s hands pressed against him once more.

      The several seconds of agony that followed were nothing compared to the sudden, profound sense of nothingness that greeted him as she finally removed his other eye. He couldn’t see anything. The world was darkness.

      Knell drew a deep breath, pressing his hands to the dry wood beneath him to center himself.

      “They’re both intact,” Lillicent narrated from above him. “I’m going to get started. I’ll need you to stay so I can test some things.”

      “Understood,” Knell said. For some reason, his own voice sounded odd. “Do what you must.”
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        * * *

      

      The time that followed was, for once in Knell’s life, uncounted. He wasn’t sure how long he spent blind, laying on the floor of his cabin as Lillicent worked. Occasionally, she would warn him that she was about to touch him before pressing something cold to his face and muttering under her breath.

      As it stretched on, Lillicent started working faster and speaking less and less. He felt the ground vibrate as she walked around the room, and he heard the gentle clicks from above him as she worked on his eyes.

      He, of course, saw none of it.

      Every so often, Knell picked up the sound of ringing from the deck, presumably from his crew’s training. It was a comforting sound, to know that he wasn’t just alone in the darkness when Lillicent went silent for what felt like minutes on end.

      At some point, someone fed Knell. He was mildly surprised, as he could have sworn that Lillicent had said she’d be working without interruption, but Lillicent hushed him the moment he tried to ask anything.

      In that manner, time…passed. Knell wasn’t sure how much. He didn’t want to know, for some odd reason.

      And then Lillicent spoke.

      “I need to test something,” Lillicent said, her voice hoarse from disuse. “Don’t move.”

      Knell grunted his understanding. He felt her press something spherical to his eye socket. There was a soft thud as it slipped in, and he drew in a sharp breath. A spark of energy coursed from the object and into his skull, nearly making him jerk back, but he resisted it.

      Lillicent pressed another sphere to his other eye. There was a jolt of energy. Knell’s body stiffened as energy erupted between his eyes. There was a brilliant flash of light that lit up what had felt like endless darkness.

      And then, there was nothing. Knell fell unconscious as power flooded through his body, reconnecting to him.
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      Knell’s eyes fluttered open. He stared up at the ceiling above him, watching the green wood as the ship rocked beneath him. Slowly, he raised a hand to his face and pressed it against his cheek. He blinked, then glanced to the side.

      I can see again. Did it work?
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      Knell swung his legs out of bed and grabbed his staff, which someone had leaned against it. He rose to his feet, swaying slightly as a wave of dizziness washed over him. It passed quickly, and a cold smile crossed Knell’s face.

      The last of Mordrigal’s hold over me is shattered. My Scion Path is no more, but I have kept the most important ability from it.

      A creak from the door drew Knell’s attention as Lillicent stepped inside, exhaustion plain on her features. She let out a relieved sigh as she saw Knell standing. “Knell! I was worried I made a serious mistake.”

      “Mistake?” Knell asked. “With what?”

      Lillicent pulled out a small hand mirror and handed it to Knell. He took it curiously, turning the mirror to get a look at his eyes. Specks of black glittered within them, between interweaving lines of faint, shimmering gold. Knell blinked, tilting his head slightly to the side. Each of his irises was trimmed by a thin circle of studded rubies. He looked like an over-decorated skull of some long forgotten king resting in a dungeon.

      “You’ve certainly made them…unique,” Knell said slowly.

      “It was a huge pain in the ass,” Lillicent said with a shake of her head. “Took me days. The Boons just straight up refused almost everything I tried. There was too much of Mordrigal’s power in them, so I had to coax all of it out. Those are the strongest artifacts I’ve ever seen.”

      “What do they do?”

      “Everything they already did,” Lillicent replied. “Maybe more. I’m not sure. They took their own shape once I worked Mordrigal’s Influence out, but they’ve been with you for so long that I think they pretty much stuck with what you’ve shaped them into. Mordrigal does hates my guts now, though. I’m pretty sure that if we weren’t going after her right now, she’d send her Scions to kill me pretty soon.”

      Knell grunted. “A good judge of a man’s character is if the gods dislike them. How long was I unconscious?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Surprisingly, no. I passed out.”

      “Well, yeah. I gathered that much. I just kind of assumed you’d somehow know anyway,” Lillicent replied. She cleared her throat and stepped out of the doorway, letting Knell look through it.

      Tall, gray spires of stone rose up all around the Withered Rose. Knell’s brow furrowed, and he limped past her, stepping out onto the deck. The stone spires scraped through the clouds, and a faint keening noise came from the wind as it howled through them.

      The spires all rose up out of the ocean like a thin stone maze. Directly before the Withered Rose was a large mountainous area covered with even more of the spires like the spikes of a porcupine.

      “We’re already here?” Knell asked, his hand tightening around the staff.

      “Yeah,” Lillicent said. “We’ve been hanging back to wait for you to recover.”

      “How long?”

      “Just a day or so. We’ve been at sea for a bit less than two weeks. I think Maud said it would be exactly two weeks by tonight.”

      “I see,” Knell said, his gaze darkening. “That doesn’t leave us much time. What information do we have?”

      “That’s a question for one of the others. I’ve been pretty busy.”

      “Fair point.” Knell walked out across the deck. The tap of his staff on the wood accompanied his movements. It must have alerted his crew below deck, because Cyll’s head poked out from the stairwell a moment later.

      “Cap!”

      “Cyll,” Knell said, inclining his head.

      “I thought Lillicent might have killed you. That would have been awkward.”

      “I knew he’d be fine,” Stix said, joining Cyll as they walked up onto the deck.

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Not now, please,” Knell said, shaking his head but failing to hide the flicker of a smile that danced across his face. “Do we have any information on what we’re dealing with?”

      “I saw a few other ships going over to the big ugly island,” Cyll jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Pretty sure that’s where everyone’s headed. Coal keeps flying off to watch them, but he doesn’t seem too stressed.”

      “I’m also watching,” Stix said, crossing her arms. “Enhanced vision, remember? I saw a few people get off the ships a few hours ago, but nothing since then. It feels like they’re waiting for something.”

      Maya emerged from below deck as Stix finished speaking. She gave Knell a curt nod as she arrived.

      “Did you see where they went?” Knell asked.

      Stix shook her head. “Just onto the island. I was thinking there would be a cave or something, but I asked Coal to check and he couldn’t find anything.”

      Knell let an eyebrow raise. “The bird is intelligent, but are you sure it’s that intelligent?”

      “Smarter than Cyll.”

      “That’s not a high bar,” Knell said.

      Cyll stared at Knell, then burst into laughter. “Can’t argue with that. Who needs brains when you can just stab people? But we’re all waiting for a plan, Cap. Do we just charge in there?”

      “Only if we want to get killed,” Knell said. “Has anyone seen us yet?”

      “Not as far as I’m aware,” Stix said. “But it’s possible. I don’t know what powers they have on their side.”

      “Then our best bet will be to split up,” Knell said, rubbing his chin. “If their ships are docked, then we can draw attention to the Withered Rose while a group sneaks onto the island. That should keep the majority of our enemies distracted while we make our move.”

      “I’ll stay on the ship,” Maud volunteered, giving them a toothy grin from where he stood beside the steering wheel.

      “I think that was a given,” Stix said with a snort. “I suppose I could stay to fire the cannons, but that means I won’t be able to shoot Mordrigal.”

      “I don’t think a normal crossbow bolt would do much to her anyway,” Knell said with a chuckle. “Putting our cannonballs to use would likely be the best usage of your abilities, and you can use your Artillerist path with the cannons, right?”

      Stix nodded.

      “Then I’ll stay with her to help pass cannonballs,” Lillicent said. “I don’t think I’m going to be much use in a direct fight yet anyway.”

      Knell nodded. “Then Maya, Cyll, and I will be the ones to step onto the island. When we get close, you can begin firing cannonballs at their ships. Make sure they actually get a chance to start getting away from the shore, but don’t any more time than that.”

      “So we sneak onto the island while they attack. Then what?” Maya asked. “We still don’t know where Mordrigal, Holen, or anyone else is.”

      “We’ll wait for their fight to start before we risk showing ourselves,” Knell said, pausing to think for a few moments. “There’s no reason to do anything earlier. Mordrigal and her Scion won’t fall easily, so I’m not concerned about them being overwhelmed before we arrive. Once we’re on the island—”

      They all watched Knell expectantly, but he shook his head.

      “You never know if anyone has a way to listen in. We’ll do what we can to influence the results of the fight,” Knell said. “The hard part isn’t getting there—it’s actually making a difference.”

      “You can say that again,” Cyll muttered. “Gods are like cockroaches. Bastards just won’t die. I’ve stabbed them my fair share of times, you know. Never did much. I hope you’ve got a better plan than I do.”

      “That,” Knell replied, raising an eyebrow, “should be a given.”

      Cyll snorted. “Fair enough. Then I guess we just sit around and play the waiting game until the fight starts?”

      Knell nodded. He looked back to Maud. “Will you be able to do anything to actually help the fight?”

      “I will keep the Withered Rose together when they start returning fire. The rest of my men will help.”

      “Good,” Knell said with a nod. “And has anyone seen any other ships that aren’t at the island?”

      He glanced at all of them, but they all shook their heads negatively.

      “Then all we can do is wait,” Knell said. “Just for a little bit longer. By this time tomorrow, Mordrigal will be no more.”

      “Or we’ll all be dead,” Maya put in.

      “Speak for yourself,” Cyll said.

      Knell sighed. “Let’s focus on the positive, shall we? Don’t mess up my motivational phrase. I’m already not very good at them.”

      “Sorry.”

      Knell just shook his head and chuckled. Then he followed his own advice and waited. Soon, Mordrigal and Holen would show their hands. And, once they did, he would strike.
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      While the crew waited for someone on the island to make a move, Knell turned his attention back toward his new eyes. Lillicent had been unsure of how much stronger or different they were, and Artifacts often had minds of their own.

      Even though they maintained the ability to see into the future and had even slightly improved its description, Knell felt like there was probably more to them. Boons of their size, especially ones that had been so important to Mordrigal, were likely to be able to do more than their former selves.

      Besides, all the magic that Mordrigal would have been leeching out of them wherever she could is now mine once more. It’s got to be going somewhere, and I’d like to figure out where before we really get into the fight.

      Knell leaned against the mast, propping his staff up beside him, and turned his attention inward toward his eyes. Time ticked by. At some point, Coal fluttered onto his shoulder. Knell was used to the bird’s weight at this point, so it did little to bother him.

      As he sent his mind deeper, he felt a faint response come from the eyes, almost as if they acknowledged him. He could feel energy swirling within them and draining from his body to flow into them, powering their function.

      Knell coaxed at them gently. He wanted to see what they did, but if it was a powerful effect, activating it on accident and wasting its powers would have been completely idiotic. Knell turned away from the island to make sure he wouldn’t mistakenly draw attention to their position by lighting himself up, then peered into the future.

      His eyes lit a brilliant yellow, illuminating the deck before him. After all, there was no point to be able to peer into the future if he couldn’t actually take advantage of it to avoid making a mistake as obvious as this.

      Knell’s breath caught in his chest as he saw a scene play out before him. Or rather, as he saw a scene fail to play out. Then, a moment later, it skipped forward and time resumed. He blinked, letting the glow fade away.

      “Is everything okay?” Maya asked.

      Knell nodded idly. “Yes. Just testing something.”

      If I’m not mistaken… No. I need to test this.

      Knell drew in a deep breath, tightening his grip on his staff, and reached for the magic within his new eyes without reservation. It sprung forth as soon as he called upon it, and Knell let the power flow out.

      The world froze. The waves in the sea jerked to a standstill mid-crash. Knell’s crew locked in place, their eyes going flat and unseeing. Coal sat on Knell’s shoulder, but his body was still as ice. Time had stopped.

      Knell moved to take a step forward. The world resisted him, pushing against his movement, but it wasn’t insurmountable. Coal remained floating in the air where Knell had left him. But, with every step Knell took, the resistance built even further. The farther he got away from his original position, the greater the pressure grew.

      Incredible. But…what happens if I release the magic before I return to my former spot?

      There was only one way to test that theory out, and judging by how much resistance he’d faced moving, Knell suspected he already knew the answer. He released his hold of the magic, and the world snapped back into motion all around him.

      Coal squawked as he suddenly plummeted, flapping his wings to stop from falling to the deck. The bird sent Knell an accusatory glare and fluttered over to sit beside Maud.

      “Sixteen Seas,” Maya cursed. “What was that? Did you just teleport?”

      A grin stretched across Knell’s face. He reached out to his eyes again. The power flowing into them seemed to come from the same well as his Epoch path. That meant he could use the ability at will, though it would drain his reserves just as much as any other magic would.

      “Much better than that,” Knell replied. “This will be very useful. Lillicent did a great job.”

      Maya grunted. “A little warning next time, maybe? I nearly jumped overboard.”

      “Didn’t faze me in the slightest,” Cyll boasted. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “That isn’t something to brag about,” Stix said, prodding him in the side.

      Cyll waved her hand away and turned back to the shore. “Once you get to my age, it is.”

      A distant rumble echoed out. They all spun back to join Cyll in looking at the shore. A plume of smoke rose up from the other side of the island. Knell’s senses flared an instant later as he felt multiple Scions drawing deeply on their powers.

      Several loud explosions shook the island.

      “It’s time,” Knell said, tapping his staff on the deck. “The fight has begun. Maud, take us around the island. When we’re closer, Maya and Cyll will join me in heading onto the land. Stix and Lillicent, begin the attack on their ships. Be sure to leave at least one of them floating. We’ll need a way for the survivors to spread word.”

      The Withered Rose’s sails unfurled, and a minute later, it was cutting through the water and heading for the back of the island.

      “You going to need help getting there?” Cyll asked, nodding at Knell’s leg.

      “I’ll Exhume it,” Knell replied. “But yes, I’ll probably still need some help.”

      They both looked at Maya.

      “I’ll be fine,” Maya said. “As long as we don’t have to swim too long.”

      “Then I’ll get Knell,” Cyll said. He rubbed his hands together and grinned. “Oh, I’ve been looking forward to this for years. I can’t wait to see the look on Mordrigal’s face. What do you think happens to a god when they die?”

      Knell’s features were cold. “I have no idea, but I’m looking forward to finding out.”
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      The swim was not enjoyable. Knell hadn’t expected it to be, of course. Once Maud got them close enough to the island, Knell Exhumed his leg, pulling it back to its uninjured form. Then he, Cyll, and Maya all dove over the side of the ship.

      Choppy waves slammed into them as they swam toward the shore, and Knell caught a glimpse of the Withered Rose pulling away and heading for the other side of the island to begin its attack. He didn’t have much time to pay attention to it, though.

      It took all of his focus to keep his arms moving while keeping a hold of his staff. His legs kicked, but he wasn’t the best swimmer. Cyll snagged Knell’s collar with one hand, tugging him along behind as they swam.

      After several frustrating minutes, the three of them managed to reach the beach. They all clambered onto it, gasping for air. Cyll was the only one that didn’t look too bothered, and that was just because he didn’t actually need to breath to survive.

      “It wasn’t that bad,” Cyll said, glancing around. “Nice and empty arrival.”

      A shudder shook the ground beneath their feet, followed by a loud explosion. Distant screams rose up.

      “I think everyone’s a bit preoccupied,” Maya muttered, rolling to her feet and wringing her hair out. “Sounds like the Withered Rose has gotten started.”

      Knell pushed himself upright and let his leg return to normal. They’d all arrived, and he still had his staff. That was what mattered. By some miracle, he’d also managed to keep a hold of his tricorn.

      “Let’s go,” Knell said, looking down the beach. There was a path at the far end that led up into the larger part of the island, where most of the noise was coming from. “We need to join the fun.”

      They set off at a brisk pace, moving as fast as Knell’s leg allowed them to. He was tempted to use Exhume again, but he didn’t want to waste any energy that he didn’t need to. It was too much of a risk, and he’d need everything he could muster to kill Mordrigal.

      Besides, it’s not like we want to join the fight early. Mordrigal and Holen need to weaken each other. I doubt Mordrigal has even taken over her Scion yet.

      The beach path led up into the island. Sand turned to sharp rocks, and jagged spires rose up all around the three as they pressed deeper inland. With every step they took, the sounds of battle grew louder.

      They reached the top of the path, and it started to slope downward, leading into a valley covered by a set of curved, spiked rocks that looked like the stone ribcage of some ancient monster.

      A thick layer of vines had grown over the rocks, obscuring them from the sky and making a shaded path leading into them. Distant flashes of energy lit the darkness, accompanied by the sound of ringing metal and screams.

      “Ominous,” Cyll drawled. “Want to guess where they are?”

      “Just be careful,” Knell said. “The darkness will help us, but I can’t use my foresight without giving our position away. Stay quiet and avoid fights. We need to scope out the situation.”

      Cyll and Maya nodded, and the three of them continued down the path and deeper into the darkness. Knell could feel the scions getting closer—and he could feel their lives fluttering out like candles in the wind.

      He wasn’t sure how many people were in the fight, but dozens had already died, and many of them within the same instant. His knuckles whitened around his staff. Their steps echoed faintly in the dark, but with all the noise coming from the fight, they were practically silent.

      Knell’s eyes adjusted to the darkness as they grew deeper. The path sloped, then started to rise upward. They followed it, soon arriving at the edge of the covered stone ribcage. Light filtered in from above, illuminating a large, flat plateau of stone before them.

      Dying men covered it. There must have been almost thirty Scions and several dozen times more men involved in the fight. It was difficult to tell which side was which, but a group in dark clothing had been forced to the edge of the plateau closest to Knell’s group, while all the others bore down on them from all sides.

      Despite being outnumbered, the cornered group was holding their own. Standing at the front of their lines was a large man wearing blood-splattered white robes. He stood several heads taller than all the others and was perfectly bald.

      Knell could practically feel Mordrigal’s energy pouring off him, though he didn’t seem to be using any magic. He was just using his hands and feet, but to devastating effect. Knell watched as a Scion sent a torrent of stone spears hurtling toward him, only for the man to bat them aside like toys and grab a rock, flinging back with such force that the Scion’s head exploded in a fine mist.

      “Now that’s a man,” Cyll breathed, following Knell’s gaze.

      “That’s our target,” Knell replied. Over the edge of the plateau, between dozens of sharp spires rising into the air, he could see the fires rising up from the ships docked on the other side of the island—but not all of them. There were still several that didn’t look to be injured, and there were small forms sprinting toward the ships to man them. The Withered Rose would have a fight on its hands, but he couldn’t spare the time to worry about it. He had to trust in Stix’s abilities. “Stay low. Right now, time is on our side. The fight hasn’t begun in full yet. Our only target will be Thomas—the big man. We just have to wait until Mordrigal takes over him.”

      “When will we know?” Cyll asked, flexing his fingers.

      “When more people start dying,” Knell replied. “Maya, I will be Anchoring you. Cyll—don’t get caught. Keep him distracted while I go for the kill.”

      They both nodded to him, then turned back to watch the fight. All that was left to do was wait until the gods arrived. Knell’s hands brushed along the hidden sigils in his staff.

      Soon, Father. We will have our revenge.
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      The cannon thundered, sending a crystal ball hurtling away in a streak of blue light. It crashed into the side of one of the ships floating by the shore, ripping through the wood with a loud crash.

      Stix wiped the sweat from her brow and grabbed another cannonball from Lillicent, loading it in and taking aim once more. Magic and arrows flew from the shore toward them, most of it splashing harmlessly into the water.

      The few spells that did manage to reach them fizzled against the Withered Rose’s hull, failing to do serious damage. Stix took aim at one of the ships that the docked sailors had run back to first, sighting at the nearest cannon and firing once more.

      A brilliant crack split the air, followed by an explosion as her shot struck home and obliterated both the cannon and a significant portion of the deck beneath it. Wisps of cyan smoke rose into the air around her.

      “Good shot!” Lillicent exclaimed, dragging another crate of cannonballs over and rushing to grab another one for Stix to fire. “They’re barely fighting back!”

      “For now,” Stix replied, not taking her eyes off their targets. She took the cannonball from Lillicent and loaded it into the cannon. The Withered Rose abruptly swung to the left, causing both women to stumble and grab onto the side of the ship before they fell. A loud splash rose from the water that they’d been heading toward.

      One of the ships had managed to get men to the cannons, and they had started to fire back. Stix gritted her teeth. Even with their empowered cannonballs, they were vastly outnumbered and outgunned. It didn’t even matter if the ships sank—some of them were far up enough on the shore that they could still fire back.

      A green form rose up from the deck beside Stix as Lillicent helped her load another ball into the cannon. A ghostly pirate materialized beside her and started speaking without waiting for acknowledgment.

      “The Boons your captain gave us will be enough to have enhanced evasive maneuvers for some time, but it won’t last,” the skeletal man warned.

      “What about what you did back at Mount Bloodwater?” Stix asked, taking aim at the ship that was firing at them and letting the cannonball fly. It smashed into the ships deck, but even as the blue smoke started to rise from the cannon strike, another ship started to pull away from the shore. There were just too many of them to handle at once.

      “We don’t have the energy,” the pirate said. “The Withered Rose is still faster than those floating caskets, though.”

      Stix hurried to adjust the cannon, but the ship lurched again. The hull shuddered around them as a loud crash ripped through the air and a cannonball hurtled through the top of the deck. It continued through the side of the ship, and water started to pour in from the hole.

      “I thought you were avoiding them!” Lillicent yelled.

      “We are avoiding serious damage.” Even as the skeleton spoke, the glowing green wood pulled itself back together, reforming and letting the water that had managed to make its way in seep back out. “And the Withered Rose will not fall so easily. But it will if we take many more hits.”

      “Working on it,” Stix said through gritted teeth. “Lillicent, I need a cannonball.”

      “Right,” Lillicent said, dragging one of the crystal balls out of the crate with a grunt. She lugged it over to Stix, and the two loaded it into the cannon once more. Another ship had started to pull away from the beach and was heading to cut them off.

      Cannonballs splashed into the water around them as the Withered Rose continued to cut through the sea, avoiding as much of the barrage as it could. Stix fired the cannon once more, sending the streak of blue light into the side of an already-damaged boat.

      The cries that rose from within it told her that she’d landed a good hit, but it almost didn’t matter. There were so many enemies that taking out one of them wouldn’t be enough.

      “We might not have enough to deal with them,” Stix muttered.

      “Do we have to run?” Lillicent asked.

      “We told Knell we’d buy him time,” Stix replied, her eyes narrowing. A cannonball crashed through the hull right beside them, making them flinch back. Even as the water started to pour in, the ghostly wood repaired itself.

      “I think that’s what we’re doing!” Lillicent heaved another cannonball free of the crate. The ship shuddered, and she stumbled, barely managing to hold onto the heavy crystal.

      “We need to do more.”

      “There are two ships in the water looking to flank us,” the ghost crewmate warned. “One comes from behind. We’ll man the cannon on the other side, but it may not be enough.”

      “Just do what you can,” Stix snapped. “Just a little longer. We’ll start trying to run once we’re low enough on energy that you can’t avoid anything else.”

      “Understood,” the skeleton said, giving Stix a sharp salute. The boat shuddered as a cannonball splashed into the water beside them, but this time, Stix barely even flinched. She returned to her cannon and took aim once more. One of the ships that had broken away from the land was heading in their direction, and they had a whole lot more cannons than the Withered Rose did.

      Stix gritted her teeth and fired the cannon once more, hoping things were going better for Knell and the rest of the crew than they were for her and Lillicent.
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      “That,” Cyll said in a low voice, “does not look good.”

      Knell had to agree. They’d been betting on Holen’s Scions to press Thomas into a point where Mordrigal had to intervene, but that didn’t look like it was happening. Despite all odds, the huge monk had held the line together with Mordrigal’s other warriors, and the numbers on Holen’s side were dwindling badly.

      When they had initially outnumbered Thomas’s side by more than three to one, the groups were now growing dangerously close to even.

      “What should we do?” Maya asked. “If all of either group dies, we’re screwed.”

      “We can’t attack yet,” Knell said, his lips pressed thin. “Not until Mordrigal arrives, but Holen isn’t going to show himself if he isn’t confident that he’s going to win. He was probably biding his time to see how things went, and they aren’t going well. Coward.”

      Knell thought furiously. If they didn’t do anything, the chance would slip through their fingers, and he had no idea when such an opportunity would arise again in the future. In the distance, he could see the Withered Rose battling multiple ships that had broken away from the shore, and it didn’t look like Stix and Lillicent were in a much better spot than they were. Knell’s fists clenched at his sides, and he drew a slow breath, steadying himself.

      Panic had never been an ally. There was no point in letting it arrive now. It was just a plan, no different than any other.

      “We’ll need to interfere,” Knell said. “If Holen won’t show himself, then we need to make Mordrigal play her next card first. Holen will come out if he thinks that Mordrigal is scared.”

      “How are we going to do that?” Cyll asked. “If you show up, then they know something is up. Same with me. I reckon the gods haven’t completely forgotten my face yet. And, even if they have, they’ll remember once they chop my head off.”

      Knell looked to Maya. “They don’t know Maya yet. Not well, at least. The confusion will last just a little longer if you go in first.”

      Maya’s jaw set, and she nodded her understanding. “I’ll do what I can. But if you use your magic to Anchor me…”

      “Mordrigal is likely to recognize it,” Knell said grimly. “And, if she knows I’m here, she’ll almost certainly suspect something. Right now, Holen should have an idea because we’re fighting his men, but Mordrigal is likely focused on Thomas to make sure Holen doesn’t kill him. She’ll definitely notice unknown magic, though.”

      “Then I’ll go on my own,” Maya said, placing a hand on the hilt of her sword. “Don’t Anchor me.”

      “Are you sure?” Knell asked. “You see how strong Thomas is. You’re going to need to land a fatal blow on him if we want to force Mordrigal to act.”

      “It’s what the plan needs, right?”

      Knell dug to see if he could think of a better way to force Mordrigal’s hand, but he couldn’t find any. If Maya joined the fight without the aid of Anchor, even if Knell managed to cast it on her before she was killed, she’d reappear in the middle of the fight and go down again. He pressed his lips together. Then he nodded.

      The ability to freeze time will buy me a few extra moments if I absolutely need them, but I can’t waste it. The timing has to be perfect.

      “Yes. It is. As soon as you land a blow that forces Mordrigal to come out, I’ll Anchor you. Cyll, keep an eye on Maya as she fights and interfere if she’s about to get overwhelmed. I’ll be watching as well.”

      Cyll gave Knell a sharp nod and drew Lassie, staying crouched to remain out of sight. Maya drew a slow breath and let it out.

      “Now?”

      Knell nodded. “Now. Be fast. You aren’t going to win an extended fight against Thomas. Even without Mordrigal, he’s still killing Scions left and right without even blinking. He’s stronger than we are. Your only weapon is surprise. If you fail to force Mordrigal out with the first attack, then try to get out. And if that isn’t a possibility—just keep his attention. Cyll will join you, and I will attempt to influence things from the sidelines. My presence must remain hidden for as long as possible.”

      “Gotcha. Don’t worry. I can do this,” Maya said. It sounded like she was speaking more for herself than she was to reassure anyone else.

      Maya grabbed her sword and skidded down the side of the short cliff to the plateau below. Knell and Cyll watched over the top of the cliff as she accelerated, breaking into a run as the cliff straightened out.

      Her sword flew from its sheath as she hit the ground in the center of Thomas’ ring of men. In the chaos of the fight, nobody noticed her. Maya dashed for Thomas. Knell and Cyll watched in trepidation.

      Knell kept his magic at the ready. It would take several moments for him to get into a position to actually help Maya if something went wrong. Despite the plan, he wouldn’t let her go down—but he wasn’t even sure if there was much he could do to sway the fight and avoid completely giving up everything they’d been aiming for.

      A man called out a warning as Maya drew up on Thomas’ back. Knell barely heard it in the din, but Thomas was a lot closer than he was. Maya thrust her sword for his back. The large Scion twisted, backhanding the man he’d been fighting and moving with incredible speed.

      She’s not going to land the strike. Gods damn it. I need to act.

      Cyll lurched from his spot beside Knell, even as Knell started to ready a spell to aid Lillicent. He bounded down the side of the cliff as Maya’s sword cut across Thomas’ side, carving through his flesh but failing to inflict a fatal blow.

      Maya lunged to the side as Thomas obliterated the ground where she’d been standing with his fist, sending a massive plume of dust into the air. Even though Maya had avoided the attack, she was knocked off her feet by the tremor that followed the blow up, shaking the earth.

      Thomas didn’t wait for Maya to stand. He raised his foot and brought it down toward her.
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      Cyll had never been slow. But there was a difference between being not slow and being fast. Normally, he was pretty happy with his speed. But, as Thomas’s foot descended toward Maya, he felt very strongly like he wasn’t very fast at all.

      He’d seen Knell start to cast something as he’d taken off, but he’d also seen how fast Knell’s magic worked. It would probably reach Maya just in time to save her, but it would give them away and everything would be ruined.

      His chance at finally striking a blow back at the gods would be gone. Maya would probably die in the fight. Even if he and Knell escaped, the thought of losing another friend made Cyll’s stomach wrench and tighten into a knot.

      And, as his feet slammed into the ground, propelling him toward the fight as fast as he could possibly move, the world felt like it started to slow. Ice crept into the corners of his vision, swallowing everything within moments. Cyll’s own movements slammed to a halt as well as a powerful frost enveloped him and everything ground to a standstill.

      “Cyll,” a whispery, rasping voice breathed. Particles of black ice gathered beside him, forming into a man with the face of a child. Sharp, bonelike hair hung like frozen icicles from its head, and its pointed fingertips interwove with each other.

      “The End,” Cyll growled. “What are you doing?”

      “I do nothing. You called upon my powers yourself. This is simply a conversation, packed within an instant, deep within the core of your mind.”

      The ground around Cyll shifted. Corpses rose up all around it. At their head, staring up at him with cold, unseeing eyes, was Larissa. Pain wound around Cyll’s heart.

      “Why do you torture me? Leave me be! I will not let—”

      “You are about to,” The End said, silencing Cyll. “Another comrade will fall before you, but this one without purpose. Even with the Advent’s aid, we know she will not survive this. You have the ability to change her fate.”

      “At the cost of theirs,” Cyll snarled. “I will not consume their souls. We didn’t know what we offered.”

      “The price was paid long ago. All you do is allow another to pass into Mordrigal’s grasp.”

      Cyll’s gaze dragged down to Larissa. Even through all the years that had passed, it filled him with a mixture of unquenchable agony and longing. The life he could have had—the one that could never come to be.

      And, beyond Larissa, the bodies of his friends. Every single one of their names imprinted into Cyll’s soul, an eternal reminder of his failure. The power they had all paid for laid unused—the cost was just too great. He couldn’t lose them. Not again.

      The icy world cracked. The instant captured within Cyll’s mind started to fade, threatening a return to the real world. The one where Maya would join the bodies of the fallen. And, if she fell, Stix and the others would likely go soon after.

      “I’m sorry,” Cyll breathed. “I can’t lose another friend.”

      Larissa’s frozen body cracked. The expression of pain on her face faded, turning to a gentle smile. The ice melted away from her as her hand reached up to cup Cyll’s cheek. It felt warm against his cold skin.

      Then she was gone. The rest of his comrades vanished as well, and the frost covering the world shattered.

      Thomas blurred back into motion.

      His foot never made it to the ground. A line of white ice split the air, and Thomas’ leg flew from its path, slamming to the ground beside Maya and severed cleanly at the thigh. Cyll rose up, a cold mist rising off him and a layer of frost covering his entire body and running down along Lassie’s length.

      “Who are—” Thomas started, but his words lurched to a halt.

      Maya lunged up from the ground and drove her sword clean into his chest and through his heart. Thomas slowly looked down at the blade sticking out of him, disbelief filling his eyes. His mouth opened, but no words came out of it.

      Instead, black mist poured from between his lips. Cyll grabbed Maya and jumped back as the mist poured faster, rushing down Thomas’ body and surrounding him in a heavy cloak. The scent of carrion and rotting flesh washed over the island like a flood as energy started to crackle furiously around Thomas.

      His eyes snapped wide open, streams of blood pouring down his face as he let out a roar. Two massive black wings erupted from Thomas’ back, and a huge wave of force washed out from his body.

      Cyll planted his sword in the ground, grabbing Maya and pushing her behind him. Ice erupted before them like a wall, shattering as the energy slammed into it, but it absorbed most of the force.

      The others weren’t as lucky. Scions and warriors were thrown through the air like ragdolls. Thomas’ eyes snapped onto Cyll, and he bared his teeth, black mist still pouring from between them.

      “You. Again,” Thomas hissed, but his voice was no longer his own. A woman’s had joined in conjunction with it, her words bitter with century-old hatred. “Why are you here?”

      “Well,” Cyll said, pulling Lassie from the ground and lowering into a fighting stance as he bared his teeth back at Thomas. “I think Mordrigal is here.”
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      Knell’s heart skipped a beat in his chest as he saw Mordrigal take control of Thomas. The spell that he’d been forming died at his fingertips. Cyll had singlehandedly saved Knell from having to reveal himself and modify his plans.

      I owe you, Cyll. Now just get Maya out of there. Don’t be stupid. At any moment, Holen should perceive this as weakness and—

      A bolt of green lightning crashed through the air with a massive roar and a flash of light that momentarily blinded Knell. He raised a hand to his eyes, squinting as hard as he could as the spots faded away.

      Viridian armor had formed around one of the Scions in the crowd. He floated in the air, motes of crackling energy dancing between his fingertips as waves of power washed out from him, pushing everyone away.

      Cyll grabbed Maya by her collar and hurled her. Knell’s eyes widened as Maya hurtled into the air, landing on top of a short cliff to his side. Nobody paid him an ounce of attention. The enormous amount of energy washing off Thomas and the other Scion had drawn every single eye.

      Holen had arrived.

      “Mordrigal,” Holen said, extending his hand. A green axe materialized in each of his Scion’s hands, each one thrumming with as much energy as Knell’s eyes. Power arced from the two Shards, meeting in the middle and hissing like flames.

      “You’ve come to watch your Scions die,” Mordrigal spat. “Leave, and I will ignore this slight. You were always weaker than I, whether it be your Scions or our true powers. Today will end with your death.”

      The air thrummed. Knell’s skin prickled, and he ducked behind his rocky cover as a second blast of energy shook the island. A pillar of water burst from beneath the ground, shearing through it like paper and launching into the heavens.

      Rain pelted down on everyone, each droplet thrumming with power. Knell’s lips tightened. A third Shard—and, judging by the water, this one was Selenia. Not the best Shard to go up against while they were fighting on an island.

      Knell poked his head back over the rocks. Selenia had taken control of one of the women sitting in the backlines of the fight. Ropes of water swirled around her body protectively like a nest of furious snakes.

      Hopefully she’s focused on this and doesn’t care about what’s happening with the Withered Rose. It would be bad if she started messing with the sea itself.

      “Two of you?” Mordrigal asked, arching Thomas’ fingers into claws. “Cowards.”

      “You were right, Mordrigal,” Holen said with a bassy laugh. He spun the axes in his hands and took a step forward. The ground beneath his feet cracked from the sheer force of the energy pouring out of his body. “I’m not strong enough to handle this Scion of yours on my own—not without risking more than I’m willing to give. But, luckily, your Scion has pissed off just about every Shard in the area. Selenia was kind enough to lend me a hand.”

      “I will rip both of your Shards to pieces,” Mordrigal promised. Thomas’ eyes flicked over to Cyll. “And you—I’m going to bury you so deep in the ground that you never see the light of day again. Why are you here, creature? Where is—”

      A green axe whumped through the air. Mordrigal’s black wing snapped down to block it. They collided with a brilliant blast of energy. Several men screamed as they were thrown across the ground and slammed into the cliff faces rising up around them. Knell gritted his teeth as the power washed over him, but he’d avoided most of it from his position at the top of the cliff.

      Cyll had used the attack to put some space between himself and Mordrigal, letting it throw him back. It had been the right move. Holen roared, charging toward Mordrigal and summoning his axe back into his hand.

      He leaped into the air, bringing both of the axes down as Mordrigal’s wing whipped around. Jagged beams of water shot from Selenia’s hands, slamming her wing to the side and letting Holen past it. Mordrigal thrust a hand toward the Scion flying toward her, sending a wave of black tendrils swirling out toward him.

      Holen’s entire body lit a brilliant green, and he shot through the smoke, his light burning against her darkness. Even though Mordrigal’s magic was clearly stronger, Holen was moving fast enough to burst free of the smoke, the light surrounding him only slightly dimmed.

      He reared back and swung his axe at Thomas, aiming for the Scion’s neck. Mordrigal’s other wing curled inward, slamming into the back of Holen’s head and forcing him to stumble forward.

      Mordrigal sent another wave of darkness toward him, shattering his helmet. Tendrils of dark smoke started to press into Holen’s mouth and ears, but water erupted from the ground beneath her Scion. She dodged backward, and Holen ripped himself free of her magic, but Mordrigal wasn’t fast enough to keep the water from cutting a deep line across Thomas’ chest.

      Holen’s axes reformed, and armor covered his Scion’s body once more. He rolled his neck and took a step toward Mordrigal.

      “You’d best abandon the Scion now, Mordrigal,” Holen warned. “Think of this as a lesson for overstepping your bounds. You should have tried harder to play by the rules the rest of us do. Now you’ll pay the price for your arrogance.”

      Mordrigal let out a scream of fury. The sunlight beating down on them vanished as a thick cover of black clouds formed in the air, casting them all into shadow. Knell’s skin prickled as a violent chill set in on them. All around the plateau, the ground started to tremble.

      Bony hands erupted from the ground. Skeletons pulled themselves out of the earth, rising to stand all around Thomas in a protective ring. Black energy formed into a scythe in Thomas’ hands, and Mordrigal slammed it into the ground.

      “Come, then,” Mordrigal said. “We shall see whose Scions shall die.”

      Holen raised his axes into the air and roared. “Kill her!”

      The Scions charged. Brilliant streams of magic poured out of Selenia and Holen as they sprinted toward Mordrigal, their energy carving a path through the darkness for the rest of their followers.

      Mordrigal’s men and her skeletons met the charge in a deafening crash of magic and steel. Screams and yells filled the air as the scent of blood rose into the air with every next warrior that was cut down.

      Through the din, Knell made eye contact with Cyll. For the time being, Mordrigal was completely focused on the other two gods. One of Mordrigal’s skeletons charged Cyll, but he carved it in two with Lassie. As soon as the blade passed through it, the skeleton’s body turned to ice, and it crashed to the ground.

      Knell watched Cyll mouth a question. He couldn’t make the exact words out, but he made out Maya.

      He’s probably asking if she’s okay.

      Maya was still sitting on the cliff Cyll had thrown her to, keeping her head low to avoid catching any more attention. She was largely uninjured, aside from a few bruises that she’d doubtlessly gotten from the flight.

      Knell gave Cyll a thumbs-up. Maya spotted Knell looking in her way and nodded down to the fight, tilting her head to the side in clear question. He raised a finger, indicating that both of them should wait.

      It’s not quite time yet. The battle is intense, but none of the gods are about to lose their Scion. Mordrigal will still be on guard for anything, and she’s almost certainly still watching Cyll and Maya, even if she’s not focused on them. Mordrigal is arrogant. The best time to strike won’t be when she’s cornered, but when she thinks she’s won.

      The fight below continued to intensify. A powerful storm raged above the plateau as Mordrigal’s dark clouds intermixed with Selenia’s pouring rain. It was difficult to tell exactly which side was winning, but Knell could feel the deaths of every Scion as they were cut down.

      There wouldn’t be any winners today—not if the Shards had their way. Knell didn’t plan to let them.

      Selenia’s Scion screamed as Mordrigal’s scythe carved through the air, sending out an arc of black light that was almost invisible in the darkness. It cut through Selenia’s magic and into the Scion, severing her arm and cutting deeply into her stomach.

      Holen redoubled his attacks, but with Selenia temporarily hampered, Mordrigal immediately gained the advantage over him. Skeletal hands grasped at Holen’s feet, tripping him up as Mordrigal pressed him toward a wall, each sweep of her scythe forcing him to take a few steps back.

      Knell couldn’t even see Cyll anymore through the storm, and he was just barely able to make Maya out on her cliff. She was watching the fight, her features taut and the sword sheathed at her side, waiting to be drawn once more.

      Mordrigal’s laughter split the din, haunting and cold. Holen’s Scion stumbled, raising his axes defensively before him an instant before the scythe crashed down, nearly impaling him in the head.

      “You’ve lost, Holen,” Mordrigal snarled. “Even with two Shards, you pale in power to me. Pathetic fragment of an equally worthless god.”

      Holen drew on a surge of energy and threw Mordrigal’s scythe back. A bolt of compressed water shot at Mordrigal’s shoulder as Selenia managed to gather herself once more. Holen lunged forward at the same time.

      Mordrigal’s wings snapped around her, blocking Selenia’s attack and throwing Holen back into the wall with an explosive crash. The axes fell from his hands, and he slumped forward, his armor flickering. Knell steadied himself, his grip around his staff tightening.

      “I look forward to taking your Scion’s soul,” Mordrigal said, raising her scythe once more. “Goodbye, Holen. I look forward to our next meeting, you bumbling fool.”

      Knell caught Maya’s eye and jerked his chin in the direction he’d last seen Cyll, then pointed down at the warring gods. Maya’s eyes widened as he raised his staff toward her and cast Anchor. The bolt of green light streaked through the air and into Maya.

      She leaped to her feet, sliding down the side of the cliff and vanishing into the darkness. Knell rose, casting Exhume on his leg. He waited several seconds, watching the darkness to wait for the perfect moment to strike.

      Mordrigal’s scythe started to fall, and Knell could just barely see the manic laugh on Thomas’ face. She was completely enthralled in her victory.

      Now.

      Knell leaped over the edge of the cliff and started to slide down its face, calling deeply on every last ounce of power he had and directing it to his eyes. The world slammed to a halt, and the sudden lack of sound sounded like the roaring ocean to Knell’s ears.

      His hands trembled as he raised one to his staff, pressing a complex pattern into its cold surface. The sequence was one that he’d long since memorized, but anticipation filled every single movement.

      There was a gentle click as the head of the staff split apart, revealing a multicolored tip. It glittered, even in the darkness, twelve different beautiful shades of shining light. One for each of the gods.

      Knell pushed himself forward, taking a step toward the gods below. The world fought against his movement, but he didn’t care. Even as his limbs trembled with exertion, he took another step. And another.

      The closer he grew to Mordrigal, the more the world seemed to resist him. The power filling the air around her stung his body and sizzled against his skin, but Knell didn’t care. His grip tightened around the staff.

      He reached the base of the cliff, pushing through the incredibly dense air and taking one more step toward Mordrigal. Pain pulsed in every single one of his limbs, and every breath was agony—but it was nothing compared to the pain he’d felt when Mordrigal had turned his own powers against him, burning him alive.

      Knell took another step, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps. He raised the spear, taking aim at Mordrigal’s heart.

      His control over the magic snapped. The world rushed back into motion. It only took Mordrigal the smallest fraction of a second to detect the spear behind her now that its blade had been unsheathed. She instantly spun toward Knell, her scythe whipping for his neck.

      And then Cyll was there. His massive sword slammed into Mordrigal’s scythe, greatly slowing it—but Mordrigal was a Shard, and he was just one man. He’d slowed the weapon, but not enough.

      A brilliant chime rang out through the air as Maya burst free from the darkness, bringing her sword around to join Cyll’s. The vibrations ripped from her blade and into the scythe, slowing it for just an instant longer.

      Mordrigal’s wings shuddered as she started to pull herself from Thomas’ body and to safety. But all things—even the gods—were beholden to the flow of time. Mordrigal had spent a precious moment trying to strike before changing her mind, all the while Knell had never faltered from his path.

      And, with the instant that Cyll and Maya had bought Knell, he finished the thrust he had started. The glittering spearhead punched into Thomas’ heart, right where Maya’s sword had pierced it before.

      Mordrigal locked eyes with Knell. Her mouth opened, disbelief and shock in her eyes. Then Knell wrenched the spear tip free. A shudder wracked Thomas’ body as it came out. A violent howl filled the air as the energy that had been pouring out of Mordrigal abruptly vanished. Rays of sunlight broke through the black clouds above as they dissipated. Thomas pitched backward, crashing to the ground and lying still.

      Mordrigal, one of the greatest Shards of the Goddess of Death, had fallen.
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      The Withered Rose shuddered. A cannonball tore through its glowing hull. Stix and Lillicent worked quickly to return fire to the ship, but another cannonball slammed into the Withered Rose from the other side.

      Stix staggered, catching herself on the cannon before she could fall. Water poured into the ship from a myriad of holes building up from the damage they were taking. Even as fast as the Withered Rose patched the damage, there was only so much it could handle.

      “We are almost out of energy,” Maud’s ghastly sailor warned. “There are three ships firing on us.”

      “I’m working on it!” Stix yelled, firing the cannon. A streak of blue light split the air and slammed into the ship across from them, tearing through it below the waterline and making it pitch dangerously as it started to take on water.

      It wasn’t enough. Another few cannonballs slammed into the Withered Rose from the other side, and another ship was starting to pull away from the island. Even though they’d wreaked havoc on the fleet, there were just too many to handle.

      “This is bad,” Lillicent warned, watching as one of the holes patched. The Withered Rose was healing slower than it had been before. “We have to stop, Stix. The ship is just an artifact, and it’s going to run out of power at any moment.”

      “I know,” Stix said, gritting her teeth. “But the fight is still going. If we turn now, Knell, Maya, and Cyll might get collapsed on. We have to hold.”

      Lillicent opened her mouth to reply, going to grab another cannonball from the dwindling supply in their current crate, then froze. Stix followed her gaze out into the ocean and drew in a sharp breath.

      A ripple spread out through the sea between them and the ship. The water churned, bubbling and turning a deep, inky black.

      “What in the Sixteen Seas is that?” Lillicent breathed.

      She didn’t need to wait long for a response. A black bow poked up from beneath the waves. A huge wave of water pushed out, rocking the Withered Rose as a ship emerged from beneath the depths of the ocean.

      It was as black as night, with cannons covering its side like barnacles. Blood-red sails fluttered in the wind, water sloughing away from them, and the flag depicted a laughing skull wearing a large captain’s tricorn and enveloped with black fire.

      “Captain Dread,” Stix breathed, frozen in awe.

      She broke free of the spell and turned from the cannon, sprinting up the stairs with Lillicent hot on their heels. They skidded to the stop at the top deck, staring at the massive ship in awe.

      Stix’s enhanced sight let her make out the fluttering black robes of Captain Dread. The woman stood at the helm of her ship, her hand raised high into the air in a fist that she brought down with a sharp movement.

      Thunderous roars filled the air as Dread’s ship opened fire. A wall of cannonballs flew over the Withered Rose, slamming into the ship on their other side. It never stood a chance. One moment, it was whole.

      The next, a hail of iron obliterated it in one fell swoop, leaving nothing but the sound of shattering wood and splinters floating in the sea. The ship across from Dread had fared a similar fate. In the span of just seconds, she’d completely obliterated two ships without even expending a significant amount of energy.

      “Gods above,” Lillicent breathed.

      Captain Dread turned toward the Withered Rose, and her voice boomed across the sea, magically enhanced.

      “I lay claim to the spoils of this fight,” Dread’s voice thundered. “Anyone interested in contesting my claim is welcome to try my hand. All others may pile onto one of the ships that still floats and depart immediately. Any attempts to take anything that my crew has earned will be met with steel.”

      Silence met her words, and the only noise remaining was the crackle of flame and the creak of wood as the already-damaged ships continued to burn. Stix squinted at the island, half expecting more argument—but, to her surprise, men were abandoning their ships and running for one of the few that was still intact.

      “She’s terrifying,” Lillicent muttered under her breath. “Is there anyone else that could just command people to stop fighting and run and actually make them do it?”

      “Yes,” Dread said, stepping out of a shadow behind Lillicent. Lillicent swore, jumping a foot into the air and nearly tripping over her own feet as she backed up. A wry smile crossed Dread’s face, and she inclined her head to Stix. “It looks like you’re doing well.”

      Stix swallowed, then nodded. “Yeah. Don’t take this the wrong way. Your timing was perfect, but why are you here? I didn’t realize you had any issue with the gods.”

      Dread let out a short bark of laughter. “Nobody likes the gods. Especially not pirates, but you’re correct—I don’t have an issue with them. This was entirely personal. Tell your captain that shadow-user he sent as a messenger delivered his message, and his favor is spent.”

      Stix’s eyes widened. “That’s what he was doing. Did you arrive just in the nick of time, then?”

      Dread smiled. “I might have waited to watch the fight a little. I was curious to see what you were all capable of, but I acted once I felt it. Favor or not, I didn’t have any plans of letting myself get killed.”

      “Felt what?” Stix asked, her skin prickling.

      “The dawn of a new era,” Dread replied, looking back to the island. “Mordrigal is dead. Holen and Selenia have run with their tails between their legs. You know, your captain told me to spare the fools running onto their ship right now in the message he sent me some time ago. Said that he’d need someone to pass the message on to make sure the world knew. Cocky bastard. Never even considered he might fail.”

      “He did it?” Lillicent asked, barely daring to breath. “You’re certain?”

      “She’s dead,” Dread said with a curt nod. “And with her, I take my leave. I’ll be seeing you, I think. Your crew is fascinating. I’m looking forward to hearing more about how you and your captain pulled this off.”

      With that, Dread vanished into the shadows. Stix looked at Lillicent, then they both turned their gaze to the island.

      “Can you dock the ship?” Stix asked Maud. “We need to—”

      “Aye,” Maud said with a salute. “She’ll be here, waiting, when you return.”

      Stix and Lillicent ran over to the edge of the ship and dove over into the water as one, swimming toward the shore. Coal flew above them, cawing in victory.
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        * * *

      

      Knell stood above the corpse of Thomas the Merciful and the tomb of Mordrigal. His spear glittered in the fading light, casting a faint glow over his face. Cyll and Maya stood beside him.

      All around them, the remainder of the two warring factions stared in disbelief. For several long seconds, nobody dared to say a word. Then, slowly, Knell raised his head and adjusted his tricorn, pushing it back to reveal the scar on his face.

      “Your ship is leaving,” Knell said softly. “Any that remain on this island when it is gone will be killed. Know that you live for one purpose: to spread the word of what happened today.”

      His words were like a spell that broke the silence. The survivors broke, sprinting for the shore as fast as they could. Even the boldest of them didn’t try to go after Knell. Holen and Selenia had retreated the moment Mordrigal fell, fearful for their own lives, and nobody was anywhere near loyal enough to test their luck.

      Knell watched the crowd run for the docks, then slowly returned his gaze to the corpse at his feet. He wasn’t sure how long he stood there, simply watching it, but when he looked up again, Stix and Lillicent had run up to join them, both dripping wet. Coal fluttered down to land on his shoulder.

      Lillicent and Stix both skidded to a stop, and the crew was whole once more. Knell pressed in on his staff. The spearhead retracted, sealing back over, and he raised his eyes to the sky.

      “The first of the gods has fallen,” Knell said, finally allowing a smile to cross his face. “The first—but not the last. Tonight, we celebrate. On the morrow, we hunt once more. Until every god has fallen, we will not stop.”

      Knell limped away, leaving Mordrigal’s body to rot in the dirt behind him. His crew fell in behind him, their faces determined, and Knell knew one thing.

      The age of the gods would come to an end at his hands.
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      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: Godrender 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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      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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        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!
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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.
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        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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      Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

      I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!
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        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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