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            THE BOY IN THE ATTIC

          

        

      

    

    
      The tolling bell warned Tyron he didn’t have much time left. With a sigh he leaned back in his chair and rubbed his tired eyes, smudging ink across his cheek as he did so. With any luck, this would be the last time he would have to pull an all-nighter keeping his uncle’s books. As much as he appreciated the income, the hours he was forced to keep put a lot of pressure on his sleep schedule. Sitting up straight, he closed the ledger in front of him, cleaned his brush, and capped the ink before storing it away. The pot found its place atop a row of volumes neatly arranged on the desk, the spines facing outward. Behind the books, on the wall itself, page after page of handwritten notes covered the surface, each neatly pinned into place. Each was filled with sigils, strange iconography, and diagrams.

      The sun had already begun to rise, the weak morning light streaming through the upstairs window and into the attic that had become his home away from home and makeshift office. As much you could call a bedroll in the corner a home, or a worn-down table covered in battered books and rune-filled paper an office. As Tyron stood he stumbled, his muscles more stiff than he anticipated. He cursed and paused for a moment to stretch before he gathered his ledger and walked toward the ladder. It may not have been glamorous, or even comfortable, but he felt at home here. Everything in the room was where it was because he had put it there. It was his own in a way his family home had never quite been.

      The dust was starting to gather in the corners again, he observed with a critical eye. It also appeared the spiders were beginning to think he’d declared a truce and had begun to creep back in, industriously weaving while he worked. When he returned in the evening he’d need to disabuse them of that particular notion. The war on arachnids never ended, and Tyron was ever ready to rejoin the front lines. The young man creaked as he walked, his eyes feeling dry as sawdust after a full night of work. He needed to freshen up.

      Careful not to slip—breaking a foot was not something he cared to repeat—he climbed down the wooden ladder and was greeted by his uncle, Worthy, the moment he reached the bottom.

      “There you are, lad!” came an enthused cry before a heavy arm slammed down on the youth’s shoulders the moment he reached the floor. “I’d begun to think you’d already headed out for the day!”

      Tyron staggered under the weight of the former Hammerman’s enthusiastic greeting before holding up the ledger and waving it in his uncle’s face.

      “I’ve been doing your accounting, remember? You aren’t going to forget to pay me, are you? Again?”

      Worthy Steelarm’s bright blue eyes darted away for a second before coming back to rest on his nephew’s face, once more bright with mirth. “That was only once, lad! No need to keep bringing it up! Anyway, forget those damned books, don’t you know what day it is?”

      The older man snatched the book away with ease and tossed it carelessly onto a nearby table, his shorter nephew still trapped under the weight of his arm.

      “I’m hardly likely to forget my own Awakening, Uncle,” he squeezed out, “it’s all anyone’s wanted to talk to me about for days. You included!”

      “Is that why you’ve been hiding in my attic?” his uncle laughed. “You only go through the Awakening ceremony once, after all! I’ve been waiting a long time for this day. A long time. Can’t believe that little screaming pile of cloth is all grown up! It’s a damn shame your parents weren’t able to make it back in time.”

      Emotion billowed up in his chest, but Tyron reflexively shoved it down.

      “They tried,” he shrugged. “You know as well as I do that they go where the wind takes them.”

      “Aye, I do know that. Born to adventure, those two. I’ve always said it.” Worthy’s eyes softened as he looked down at his nephew. He withdrew his arm and ruffled the boy’s hair with one hand. When the lad looked up at him, indignant, Worthy just chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Born to it they were, lad. Like nothing I ever seen. But that don’t mean they shouldn’t be here for this. They’ll be right ashamed of themselves the next time they roll into town. As they should be! I’ll be givin’ ‘em hell about it for the next twenty years! At least! As for you, make it fifty years! Hound them into the damn grave with it! Just promise me you’ll forgive them. Alright?”

      Tyron felt a surge of affection for the gruff old man and awkwardly hugged him with one arm.

      “It’s not like I can hold a grudge against them. You know what they’re like.”

      “Aye, I do. That’s why I forgive them their lapses, but it doesn’t mean they get a free pass. Now you go and wash up. I can’t have a member of my family showing up at their Awakening looking like they haven’t slept for three days!” He paused and his eyes narrowed. “When was the last time you slept?”

      “Uhhh.”

      “I knew it! Get the hell out of here and into a cold shower, you daft boy!” With a playful shove, his uncle sent him staggering toward the kitchens before turning to greet the staff walking in the door.

      Tyron chuckled to himself as he stumbled out of the common room and into the inn’s kitchen, where he was greeted by his aunt Megan. The older woman looked up from the porridge she was making, no doubt the breakfast for this morning, and smiled.

      “Hello there, Tyron. Heard the grouch giving you a hard time. As if you weren’t up doing his own work for him,” she sniffed. “Well, I won’t have you thinking we don’t appreciate it. Come in here and sit. Let me know how the porridge tastes. I leveled up my Cooking skill last night and I’m excited to find out the difference.”

      Never one to turn down his aunt’s cooking, Tyron was all too happy to take a seat and partake of the morning’s offering. That Megan was the finest Cook in Foxbridge was beyond debate, and a large part of the reason the Steelarm Inn drew the customers it did. That she’d managed another level just meant her already formidable advantage would be stretched even further.

      Soon a steaming hot bowl of porridge was placed on the bench in front of him, and he pulled up a stool to settle in. After he blew on it, he took a sample from the edge to test the dish.

      “Sensational, Aunt Meg. Even better than before,” he said sincerely.

      “What a nice boy you are,” she beamed, proud of her achievement. “Now eat up. You’re so thin people will start saying we don’t feed you, and we can’t have that!”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He grinned and started to eat while his aunt nattered on behind him.

      After getting a dose of the town gossip and what the old birds around town thought each person would get for their Class today (apparently he was a shoo-in for Clerk), Tyron excused himself and made his way out behind the inn to wash up. Cold water from the barrel and soap worked its magic as it always did, and he felt much better as he made his way back inside to find the inn already clicking into gear.

      The kitchen hands had arrived, as well as Lauren and Gwen, the two maids, who’d begun to make the rounds of the common room, serving the morning clientele. Uncle Worthy did what he did best—pulled drinks and wowed the audience with tales of his adventures. You’d think the man had been a Bard before he retired, given his easy charm. He was already deep into the Mountain Drake story when Tyron snuck past him and out of the inn, the bell over the door his only witness.

      He sighed with relief as he ducked his head and made his way back down Leaven Street to his own house, just a few doors down. Foxbridge was coming awake by this time, but today there was a particular nervous frisson in the air. It was Awakening day. Yet another year’s worth of children would transition into adults and receive their Class. A big day for any child and a proud day for any parent. If they were here.

      He shook thoughts of his parents out of his head and choked back the coiling excitement in his belly until it had fully receded. What would be, would be. No need to get nervous or excited, he warned himself. As he walked toward his own familiar door, he couldn’t help but recall the advice his father had given him regarding his first Class.

      “Now, this isn’t something you’ll hear about in your lessons,” he’d said in his charismatic drawl, “but it’s something a lot of us Monster Slayers and Delvers know.”

      He’d leaned back and taken a long draw from his pipe, a habit he’d developed during a recent expedition visiting the mountain folk, much to his mother’s disgust.

      “They say the Primary Class you’re given is chosen by the Gods themselves. That they use the stone to peer into your heart and look at the person you are before they give you the power to realize your dreams. I don’t know if that’s true, but what I do know is that the Primary Class is tailored to the person. It can’t be just random chance. But here’s the thing...”

      He’d leaned in at this point, his bright eyes dazzling to the young Tyron.

      “Nobody who renounces their first Class has risen to the top. Not one. Sub-Classes will never make up the loss, even for a human. That’s why I’m telling you, keep your Class. I don’t care what it is—Robber, Thief, Prostitute, heck, even a filthy Merchant.” He spat for emphasis. “That’s the Class that fits you, and your mother and I don’t care what it is. We’ll accept it just as we accept you. Okay? Stick to the path laid out before you. There’s no such thing as shame between us.”

      It was impossible for Tyron to hate Magnin and Beory Steelarm. They were terrible parents. He could admit that, and so would they. But what they did do was love him unconditionally, and for that he was grateful. They accepted him for who he was, much like they accepted themselves. Rather than bottle up their wanderlust and grow resentful and bitter until they hated each other, they indulged it. Once he’d turned fourteen they’d offered to bring him along on their travels, but he never felt comfortable accepting the offer. That was their world and he suspected he would feel like an intruder, even if he was their son. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be a Slayer in the first place. Who knows? Maybe he would wind up a Clerk.

      As he pulled his heavy iron key out of his pocket, he chuckled at the thought of his father’s face if he found out his son had earned a Bookkeeping Class. He turned the lock and walked into the still house. The dust had accumulated over the last few days, or maybe it was closer to a week now? When he thought about it, he wasn’t sure how long it had been since he’d been home. As always, the air felt heavy here. So much space with nobody to fill it made the house feel uncomfortable. That was why he hesitated to stay here by himself even after his uncle had decided he was old enough.

      Not wanting to dwell on negative thoughts, he walked to his room and found a clean set of clothing to pull on. A minute later and he was done. Although he owned bright colored clothes, most of them gifts from his mother, he only wore them on sufferance. Today he would wear his usual neutral greys and dark colors which helped hide the ink stains. Not like his parents could complain, since they weren’t here.

      Once he was dressed and found his good boots, he took a little time to tidy around the house. He didn’t need to get to the town square for a few hours yet, although some of the other eighteen-year-old townsfolk were sure to be there already. He couldn’t blame them. Some of them had been waiting for this day their whole lives, as if everything up to this point had been a waste of time. Eighteen years of life, all in preparation for this day.

      After an hour of futile wiping and rinsing, Tyron gave up and collected his documentation from the kitchen table where he’d last left it. The Mayor was a stickler for the rules, and those rules required that a Status reading performed within a fortnight of Awakening be presented on the day before the ceremony. Not wanting to get caught in the late rush, he’d gotten his reading from Mrs. Barbury, the town Scribe, thirteen days in advance. He glanced down at the page, noting the clean hand it was written in.

      
        
        Status Report Dated 14/6/5447

      

      

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm 

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 10)

      

      

      
        
        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

      

      

      
        
        Attributes:

        Strength: 12

        Dexterity: 11

        Constitution: 15

        Intelligence: 19

        Wisdom: 18

        Willpower: 15

        Charisma: 13

        Manipulation: 10

        Poise: 13

      

      

      
        
        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5)

        Handwriting (Level 4)

        Concentration (Level 2)

        Cooking (Level 1)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 1)

        Skill Selections Available: 3

      

      

      
        
        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 4)

        Magick Bolt (Level 1)

      

      

      
        
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial) : INT +3, WIS +3

      

      

      It was short and to the point, but it communicated the entirety of Tyron’s eighteen years. Strange, how so much of a person could be contained within such a short list. Yet, he had to admit it painted a rather complete picture. Almost everyone leveled up their Race to ten by the time they turned eighteen, and many were able to push it higher than that. Since leveling up was gained through what they were taught to call “human experiences,” like socializing, forming emotional connections, and engaging in community activities, it was a small miracle Tyron had gotten it to level ten. He had his aunt, uncle, and small circle of friends to thank for that.

      Some people liked to save their feat selections until they knew what their Class was, but Tyron had decided some general-purpose feats with a wide variety of application would be fine to choose. He didn’t like the idea of not moving forward at all with his life until he Awakened, so he’d chosen his feats as soon as he could. He’d been helping keep the books at the inn since he was ten, so the Steady Hand feat made sense to him. That had helped with his penmanship and would surely prove useful for almost any Class he received. Mages needed exceptional fine motor skills, as did Craftspeople, Archers, and even Clerks.

      Since he was trying to balance studying, practicing his spellcraft, and working for his uncle, he’d found his nights had gotten later and later. The Night Owl feat kept him alert at night and helped to alleviate the fatigue he felt from lack of sleep. That was a choice he’d never regret. Many overlooked this feat, but it had been a lifesaver for Tyron.

      His attributes were fairly normal for his age. Higher mental attributes as opposed to physical made perfect sense, considering his build and lifestyle. Sorry, Dad, it looks like your child has taken after his mother in this regard. Hopefully Magnin had given up hope his son would inherit his Swordsman Class years ago, as Tyron was certain it wouldn’t happen. Higher-than-usual constitution was nice—he was rarely sick and could handle all-nighters like a champion. His charisma managed to hold at barely above average thanks more to his inherited appearance than his own personal charm. His father’s piercing blue eyes and mother’s silky dark hair were surely worth a few points, which no doubt compensated for his generally awkward demeanor and soft-spoken voice.

      He’d followed the wisdom of his elders in not using all his skill choices. These were rare, and he might need those selections to shore up his weaknesses or push harder at his strengths depending on his eventual Class. The skills he had were a testament to his hard work. Alright, he hadn’t earned Arithmetic or Handwriting the hard way—he’d bought them using his skill selections—however, the rest were all him. His father had insisted he train until he earned Swordsmanship, and Tyron had almost cried with relief two years ago when it finally appeared. The endless drills had been far more draining than the hunts his mother took him on where he’d learned the Sling.

      His crowning achievement was the Spell Shaping mystery alongside his small selection of Magicks. That wasn’t easy to earn outside of a Class and without any of the bonus attributes Mages had access to, but Tyron had persisted until the endless theory grinding had paid off. Mother would be so proud when she found out; the last time she’d seen his full status had been a year ago, and he hadn’t possessed a mystery at that time. The spells he’d learned were fairly basic. He used Light rather than candles to work at night since it was cheaper and helped him train. The Sleep spell had been tricky to learn, and so far had been exclusively used on himself to fight off insomnia. Mana Bolt was the basic offensive spell anyone could cast. Spending his time wrestling with books rather than monsters meant he hadn’t had much chance to level it up.

      With everything he needed in hand, he might as well head out. Destiny awaited.
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      Tyron didn’t even make it to the door before there was a modest knock. He frowned; it was unusual for anyone to try and find him in this house, since he was almost never here. The person must have seen him come in. That narrowed the list of suspects quite considerably. He approached the thick wooden door and paused.

      “Elsbeth?” he called through the door.

      “How did you know?” came the muffled reply.

      “Intuition.”

      He smiled to himself and turned the latch, opening the door to the day and the bright young woman on the other side. He was greeted with a wide smile and warm green eyes that danced with excitement.

      “Hey, Tyron! Are you ready for the big day? Are those clean clothes I spy?”

      “Ah, yeah. I thought I should… dress up a bit.”

      “You look good! I thought I’d dress up a little myself. What do you think?”

      She performed a quick twirl for him, letting her long dress flutter in the wind as she giggled girlishly. The dress itself left her slender arms bare while reaching down to below her knees. Tyron idly noticed she also had her best shoes on for the occasion, and maybe… was she wearing a hint of powder?

      “You look great,” he said honestly.

      She calmed herself with a hand to her chest and smiled.

      “Thanks. I know I shouldn’t have bothered, but I just couldn’t help but get excited! I can’t believe it’s finally happening...”

      She was so animated and full of life it was almost blinding to see, and Tyron glanced to one side, wishing that smile was only for him.

      “Yeah. It’s getting close to time, are you ready to go?”

      “Ready? I’ve been ready for hours! The only reason I’m out here is because I’ve been waiting for you! The others are already waiting at the library, so hurry up!”

      “Fine, fine,” he grumbled as he stepped through the doorway and locked it behind him. “Nobody said you guys had to wait for me.”

      Elsbeth just rolled her eyes.

      “Oh sure, after ten years of class together we’d just drop you on the last day. Now come on.”

      She grabbed him by the arm and hauled him down the cobbled street, her soft shoes barely making a sound on the road. He put up with it for a moment until he felt uncomfortable and pulled his arm free.

      “I’m coming, okay? You’re going to ruin your shoes, let’s just walk.”

      “Fine,” she huffed and set off at a brisk pace toward the center of town.

      Foxbridge wasn’t a particularly large or important town. It held no strategic value or rare resource, and its relatively rural location doomed it to mediocrity. What it did have was a fairly central location in the province, relative safety, and a river. The Blue River flowed from the ironically named Red Stone Mountains and continued on its way toward the central province near the capital, which meant the little trade that occurred out here went through Foxbridge. The end result was a quietly prosperous rural hub, perfect for a family to live quietly and start a business or farm—or for a roving pair of Slayers to drop their son in his uncle’s hands.

      There were a few amenities in Foxbridge most children in the outer edges of the kingdom didn’t have access to, such as the school, library, and among other things, a fully charged Awakening Stone. Which meant the year they turned eighteen, people from all over the outer edges of the province would travel here for the ceremony. Tyron hoped the Mayor had enjoyed a good night’s sleep—he’d likely be watching over the ceremony from midday to close to midnight.

      In fact, as the pair approached the square, the crowds grew thicker and the faces noticeably more hairless. By the time they’d closed in on the library, the bodies were shoulder to shoulder.

      “This is why I wanted to get here early.” Elsbeth threw him a mournful look as she raised herself onto her toes to look for their friends. “Ah! I see them! Let’s go.”

      She started to push her way through the crowd with a determined look on her face, leaving Tyron no choice but to sigh and follow, apologizing as he went. Thankfully, nobody took any serious offense and they were able to make their way to the wooden railing in front of the library in one piece.

      “Took you long enough,” Rufus smirked. “I told you he would sleep in. You didn’t need to wait for him.”

      Elsbeth waved a hand to brush off the criticism.

      “There’s no harm done, we’re all here now. Right, Laurel?”

      The fourth member of their small circle just shrugged her shoulders.

      “It’s fine. How’re you doing, Tyron?”

      “Tired,” he sighed, “but I’m here.”

      Rufus threw him a baffled look, as if wondering how he could possibly be tired after sleeping in to such an hour, but Laurel just nodded.

      “Had any more thoughts on what Class you’ll get?” she asked.

      Naturally, all anyone had wanted to talk about for the last year was their Class—most of their childhood had been focused on this topic. It caused a lot of pressure and excitement among most kids, but Tyron was just bored with it. They’d talked about it in detail, going around and around in circles for almost a decade already. Nobody would know anything for certain until the event happened; making up endless plans that might never come to fruition was a waste of mental energy.

      “No,” he sighed. “To be honest, I’m just looking forward to getting it done. I want to get my Class, read up on it, and go home. I’m ready to move on with my life.”

      “Always the books with you,” Rufus scoffed. “We should go out and celebrate! We’re awakening today!”

      “What if we get an unsanctioned Class?” Elsbeth fretted. “If I got something banned, I don’t know what I’d do.”

      “Get it removed,” Rufus shrugged, “and work on getting a new Class. You don’t even need to leave town to get it done since that old bat, Barbury, is here.”

      “Remember two years ago when that guy got Thief and refused to give it up? I’d never seen the Mayor so mad,” Laurel laughed.

      A sour feeling turned in Tyron’s gut. That man had tried to flee town back to his village without having his status read after the Awakening. After being caught by the marshals and dragged back to town, he’d been Appraised and then refused to renounce the Thief Class. The Mayor had cut off both his hands. Without the ability to steal, the would-be Thief would never be able to level up his Class, crippling him for life.

      “I don’t know why you’re worried, Elsbeth, you’re practically a guarantee for Priestess,” Laurel teased.

      “Don’t even say that!” Elsbeth raised both hands and shook them in denial. “Priestesses are rare! Just because I help out at the Church doesn’t mean a thing.”

      Silently, Tyron agreed with Laurel. If anyone was going to be a Priestess it was Elsbeth, but then, who knew? The Gods were fickle, after all. At the mention of the Priestess Class, Rufus’ eyes flickered and he raised his voice to speak to the group.

      “Have you guys put any thought toward my suggestion?”

      Tyron’s shoulders slumped a little when his old friend brought up the topic. He’d known this would come up—it always did.

      “We don’t even know what Classes we’re going to get, Rufus. There’s not much point pledging to be Slayers together now, is there?”

      “Always a doubter, Tyron,” Rufus mocked. “Look at the four of us. We’ve a great combination waiting to happen. I’ll be a Warrior or Swordsman, no question; Laurel will be Ranger or Archer; Elsbeth will be our healer; and Tyron can be the Mage. It’s a perfect setup.”

      It wasn’t as if Rufus’ plan was entirely without merit. Rufus was a blacksmith’s son and had built the muscle required to help at the forge but spent most of his time doing weapon drills in the school practice yard. With his fiery red hair, solid skills, and irritable temper, he had a bit of a reputation around town as a troublemaker. Laurel was a quiet, dark-skinned girl who’d picked up hunting from her father. She was often away for week-long stretches tracking weaker monsters in the woods. She’d confessed to Tyron once that her Archery skill had reached level five, a massive achievement for her age. Elsbeth was likely to be a healer of some sort, given the time she spent volunteering to help the sick and her natural disposition. Having access to healing magic in the field was as rare as hen’s teeth. Any group would be begging Elsbeth to join, should she get such a Class. Which just left Tyron.

      Even he had to admit he was perfectly set up to be a Mage of some type, be it Conjurer, Elementalist, Summoner, or one of the other countless varieties. His mental stats were high for his age, he’d worked hard on his spellcraft, and his practical skills had progressed nicely. Secretly, Tyron hoped for the Wizard class. They weren’t suited for working as Monster Slayers, since their magicks were generally too broad. If he could rank up to Arch-Wizard then he’d get a tower somewhere and be left to his own devices until the kingdom needed him to drop a comet on something before returning to his books.

      Still, he would commit to whatever Class he got. He just hoped it wasn’t Dancer or Musician. Having to perform in front of crowds to level up would be a nightmare. And the idea of having to work so closely with others just… rubbed him the wrong way. He could like his friends without wanting to spend weeks on end with them, right? Although if Elsbeth joined…

      “Maybe if I get the Swordsman class your dad might finally train me. You’ll ask him for me, right?” Rufus asked.

      Tyron shrugged again.

      “Rufus, you’ve already asked him to train you. I’ve asked him to train you. I don’t think he wants to teach anyone.”

      “He taught you, didn’t he?” Rufus refuted.

      “He taught me some drills so I could pick up the Swordsmanship skill,” Tyron reminded him, exasperated. “You know that.”

      “I don’t know why he wasted his time,” the other boy muttered. “He could have trained someone who actually wanted to learn how to handle a blade.”

      “Oh, I think it’s about to start!” Elsbeth cut in, keen to avert an argument.

      Tyron shook his head and Laurel flashed him a sly grin before they all turned to face the front. The Mayor had taken the stage and began shuffling his papers in his too-large hands. The man always looked out of place at formal events. In Tyron’s opinion, he was far more suited, and happier, behind a plough working his fields. Since his family had slaved and saved for generations working the land, they had become quite prosperous by rural standards. Deserving folk if there ever were any.

      Mayor Arryn wiped one hand across his dark, tanned forehead to clear the sweat and steady himself. He hated this event. He’d had to put on his good shirt, buttoned all the way up to his neck for twelve hours straight—by far the longest public engagement of the year. Right in the middle of watering season as well. Idiotic timing, and he’d told the Baron as much to his face. But there was no changing that fat toad’s mind, so there was nothing for it. He rolled his broad shoulders once and began to speak.

      “Welcome to this year’s Awakening ceremony. I am Mayor Arryn of Foxbridge, and I am happy to greet you all. There are many here today from out of town, and I welcome our friends from across the province. Break the law in my town and I’ll have you run out by the marshals without a stitch of clothing on your back.”

      Silence.

      “Glad we understand each other.” He coughed. “Regulations around the ceremony are the same as last year. A five-day grace period is allowed, during which you must register with the Scribe to have your status Appraised so your Class may be registered. Hopefully it doesn’t come up, but any unsanctioned Classes must be revoked. That’s the law. We’ll get started in the usual order, locals first, travelers after. If you’ve come from out of town, please move to the back, or better yet, get out of the square. You won’t be needed here for a few hours.”

      So saying, the Mayor jumped down from his podium and walked to the small plinth outside the town hall which housed the town’s Awakening Stone only for this day of the year. Tyron had tried to learn what he could of the Awakening Stone, but there wasn’t a lot to go on, at least in the texts he was able to find. They’d been used for thousands of years to help awaken people to their Primary Class, supposedly helping channel the energy of the Gods. Mother had said they were just high-quality Mana Stones that acted as a conduit between the vessel (person) and magical energies that filled their world. Whatever the case, everyone would get their Class once they clapped their hands on the rock.

      “You heard him, let’s go.”

      Rufus jumped down and began pushing his way through the crowd, using his height and strength to tunnel a path. Laurel and Elsbeth followed eagerly in his wake, whereas Tyron moved a beat behind. Which naturally meant he was jostled from start to finish by irritated farmers who’d traveled a long way and now had to wait for these soft city-folk.

      Grimacing behind his rigid smile, Tyron pressed forward and joined the others in his age group from Foxbridge. There weren’t many who turned eighteen this year, only thirty-three, but that was a decent enough group for a town this size. Most of them had attended school together, but not all had attended as frequently as Tyron. Most of them were farmers’ kids or came from merchant families or even dock workers, and most of them spent their time helping the family trade. The Steelarms were in the monster slaying business, and Tyron sure as hell wasn’t helping out with that. But slaying certainly paid well, especially for veterans with high levels like his parents, so Tyron had the luxury of being able to attend his lessons every day and get his head stuffed full of history, magical theory, monster biology, politics, and mathematics.

      Of course, this meant his reputation as a stuffy bookworm was cemented among his peers.

      While Elsbeth, Laurel, and Rufus greeted the others and engaged in excited banter as they formed a somewhat orderly line, Tyron held back and kept to himself until he could take his place toward the back. As he stepped behind the doughy form of the baker’s son, he felt ice creep into his veins and his heart begin to thud in his chest.

      He took deep, calming breaths. No big deal. Doesn’t matter what Class comes out. Just stick to it. Simple as that. You’ll get other Classes down the road anyway, this is just the first one.

      This is just your Primary one.

      He silently cursed the traitorous voice in his mind and tried to master his emotions. Be calm. Don’t worry. It’ll be over soon and you can go home and relax, study your new Class. You’ve been waiting to do that for a long time. As Tyron tried to settle himself, the ceremony began at the front of the line. Four burly town guards flanked the Mayor who stood in front of the brightly glowing Awakening Stone. The plinth the stone rested on was roped off from the crowd, though many pressed forward to watch the youth undertake this rite of passage. At the front of the line, naturally, was Rufus. He stepped forward confidently and half listened as the Mayor instructed him. As soon as he was given permission, he stepped forward and placed both hands on the stone, almost covering it with his large hands.

      To those watching it looked as if his eyes went blank, the consciousness behind them gone, before they filled once more with life and a broad grin split his face. His jubilation was clear to see and those observing let out a smattering of applause. It was always good to see a young one get a Class they’d hoped for. Brimming with excitement, Rufus stepped to one side and nodded absently as the Mayor reminded him of his obligations, his eyes already scanning the line for his friends. When he found Elsbeth and Laurel toward the front, he grinned excitedly and clenched his fist. When he found Tyron at the back, he flashed a gleeful look and waved.

      Well, at least he’s happy. Must have gotten a sword-oriented Class like he’d hoped for. Tyron knew he’d be getting pestered about asking his father to train Rufus until his parents returned. At least it wouldn’t be long. His parents had intended to get back yesterday but had been delayed on the road. They were four days out according to their last letter, a week at most. He could tolerate Rufus for that long. If worst came to worst, he’d retreat to his “office” in the attic: it had worked before and would work again.

      The next person stepped up, then the next, and then it was Laurel’s turn. Her reaction was far more subdued than Rufus’ had been, but Tyron could tell from the slight upward curve of her lips that she was delighted. Which was interesting, since Tyron had never really pegged down what sort of Class she wanted. She tended to agree with whatever the person in front of her suggested without ever offering her own opinion. She might tell him what she had, but most likely she wouldn’t. Although she counted him as a friend, she tended to keep her cards close to her chest.

      There was only one person between Laurel and Elsbeth, and soon it was the young girl’s turn. Her bright blonde hair sparkled in the sun as she nervously stepped forward. He silently cheered her on as she nodded dumbly to the Mayor’s words and then staggered forward, almost falling onto the stone but catching herself by planting her hands directly on it.

      There was a moment of silence as her eyes went blank. When the light returned to her gaze, she was still and silent for a moment longer before a dazzling smile broke out on her face and tears formed in her eyes. To one side Rufus clenched both fists as his eyes blazed with triumph. Even Laurel looked shocked for a moment before she recovered her poise. It was harder for Tyron to see, but from the stir at the front and Elsbeth’s body language, it appeared as if the long shot had indeed come through and she had become a Priestess.

      “Good on you, El,” he mouthed to no one in particular as the girl in question collected herself and dashed toward her mother, who had closed the tailoring shop to watch the big event.

      Shortly afterward, Elsbeth, Laurel, and Rufus disappeared from the square, leaving Tyron alone in the crowd. He tried to shrug it off. They had family to celebrate with and planning to do, their futures suddenly so much more clear than they had been a moment ago, whereas he still had to wait another half hour. It still stung. But no matter. He’d relied on himself thus far—he would cross the final hurdle the same way.

      Person by person, the line diminished as each youth stepped forward and learned their fate. With every step forward Tyron had to master himself all over again as nervousness and anxiety rose to try and drag him down. By the time he finally reached the front, he felt exhausted and a headache had begun to form in his temples. It could have been the lack of sleep, or the sun beating down on him, or the repeated waves of emotion, but as he stepped up to the stone and the Mayor’s mumbled words reached his ears he felt physically sick.

      Almost done now. One step forward, throw your hands on the stupid rock, and it’s finished. You’ll be able to make your own way, like you’ve always wanted. It’s right there in front of you. Just TAKE IT.

      And he did.

      He drew a sudden, deep breath, took a long stride forward, and slapped his hands down on the stone.

      Immediately he felt as if his mind had been pulled from his body and into a vast space of light and darkness. He felt infinity. He felt cold. He didn’t feel anything at all. Time stretched out before him until he couldn’t begin to guess how long he’d waited, then a voice spoke, the vibrations sending waves throughout his being.

      Tyron Steelarm. You seek power. You seek control, both over yourself and your fate. What’s more, you seek control over those around you, to ensure they will not hurt you and act according to your will. You have made the darkness your home and the study of the arcane your passion. Solitude and Authority are your desires. They shall be granted.

      You have received the Class: Necromancer.

      The Mage of the dead, the Necromancer can summon spirits, create undead, and call upon dark magicks. To increase your proficiency, you must engage in the core pursuits of the Class—raise the dead and drive them to battle on your behalf.

      
        
        Class attributes per level:

        Intelligence +2

        Wisdom +1

        Constitution +1

        Manipulation +1

        Skills granted level one:

        Corpse Appraisal

        Corpse Preparation

        Spells granted level one:

        Raise Dead

      

      

      He felt his brain burn as the new knowledge was inscribed upon it. Half-understood whispers and slivers of thought were shoved into his head as he weakly tried to withstand the process. Then his mind slammed back into his body and his senses returned. For a moment he didn’t move. Couldn’t move. What Class was this? What just happened? He stood in front of the stone, his hands still clasped on it, frozen still and gaping like a fish. Before he could formulate his thoughts, another voice burst into his mind and spoke directly to his soul. Where the first voice had been powerful and righteous, this one was dark and sinister.

      Tyron Steelarm. The strings of fate have been woven tight around you in ways we find most amusing. With our aid, it’s possible you may survive long enough to provide greater amusement still.

      You have caught the eye of the Dark Ones, the Scarlet Court, and the Abyss. They have granted you a Special Class.

      You have received the Sub-Class: Anathema.

      You are the enemy of the righteous and villain in the eyes of the Gods. You have drawn the attention of those who lie beyond, but not their favor. To increase your proficiency, perform those acts that will please your dark patrons. Give worship and spread the will of the Dark Ones, offer sacrifice and blood to the Scarlet Court, or plumb the forbidden mysteries of the Abyss.

      
        
        Class attributes per level:

        Constitution +2

        Intelligence +2

        Willpower +2

        Skills granted level one:

        None

        Spells granted level one:

        None

      

      

      On the heels of his first shock, the second numbed him almost to insensibility. He wasn’t able to process what he’d just heard. A Special Class? Anathema? Enemy of the Gods? Frozen in place with his hands on the stone, his mind raced to try and catch up until he heard a polite cough next to him. Tyron turned his frantic gaze to the side to find the Mayor kindly looking back at him.

      “Everything alright there, lad?”

      Tyron reflexively forced a smile to his face and nodded.

      “Of course! Everything’s great!”

      He stepped to one side to allow the next person through and managed to keep his feet steady as he walked back into the crowd. He pushed through until he reached the edge and clear streets opened up before him.

      He ran.
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      The town library was unusually busy this time of day. Normally when Tyron visited he would nearly have the place to himself, but as more people unlocked their Class they would head there to consult with the town Scribe and research prospective paths and careers. It wasn’t as if you couldn’t do this before the Awakening, but most didn’t bother. Tyron himself had done a great deal of research, trying to cover his bases and have at least some idea what his future would look like, regardless of his eventual Class.

      However, none of that work had included anything to do with Necromancy.

      After running home and hyperventilating on the floor, Tyron had tried to calm down and think about what he should do next. His first thought was that he would have to renounce his new Class, consequences be damned. His father had told him he didn’t care if he was a Thief or a Thug, but how would he feel about a Dark Mage who could raise the dead to unlife? Probably not good! Even if he wanted to keep it, there was no chance he would be able to. He was expected to be Appraised by Mrs. Barbury within five days. The moment his Class was revealed, he would be forced to revoke it and that would be that.

      Even more troubling was the mysterious Sub-Class. During all his research, Tyron had never heard mention of something like the Dark Ones, the Scarlet Court, or Abyss, let alone their ability to convey some sort of Special Class. Anathema. The name alone marked him an enemy of the good and righteous. If he actually did turn up to renounce the Necromancer Class and have it burned out of him, how would they react to his Sub-Class? The Church wasn’t known for its tolerance of things that stank of dark magic. Would he be strung up on the spot? Surely not… his parents would probably burn Foxbridge down when they got back. But could he take that chance?

      If he wanted to avoid the Appraisal he would need to somehow flee town, avoid the marshals, and survive on his own in the wilderness without the support of family or friends. Not to mention his complete and utter lack of survival skills. He might be able to hunt a rabbit or two, thanks to his mother, but Tyron wasn’t exactly the outdoors type. No. It would be impossible for him to flee, and even if he succeeded, how was he supposed to survive and raise his level living in the wilds like a savage?

      Was there really no other choice but to revoke his Class and Sub-Class? Maybe he could. Maybe they would just remove them and let him go on his way. Without his Primary Class slot and missing a Sub-Class slot he’d be permanently crippled, but he’d be alive. Perhaps he could get Scribe training and be a village Scribe somewhere. Perhaps his parents would be able to afford for him to take on Alchemist training. There were options out there. Maybe he’d grow slower, maybe he’d never reach a higher level, but did that matter? He could live a safe and productive life somewhere, be useful and help people. Was it really important that he be exceptional?

      As he lay on the floor and tried to convince himself to accept his fate, part of him refused to acknowledge his reasoning. What had the voice said? He wanted power. He wanted control. As he tried to piece his thoughts together, Tyron had to admit it was true. His parents were exceptional. Both of them were high-level, in-demand Slayers, heroes of the people who roamed the wilds and defended civilization. Deep down, he’d expected he would be the same. Maybe not a Slayer, but extraordinary, special. He wanted to stand out like they did. He didn’t want to live in their shadows his entire life. And what would they say? What sort of look would they give him when he told them his Class was gone, that he was going to be weak his entire life?

      Reluctance, anger, and grief slowly crystalized within him to form a newfound determination. He was exceptional. The Class he’d received proved it. He refused to give up on it without at least trying. Having formed his resolution, he’d been able to pick himself up and ransack the books in his home. His parents had a small smattering of books on Classes and skills scattered about the place, things they’d picked up to use as a reference, along with many bestiaries. Tyron had read them all before but now he flicked through them, desperate to find any reference to Necromancers.

      Unsurprisingly, there weren’t any. Unsanctioned Classes were illegal, therefore there was no reason to put any information about them in a publicly available text. The realization that he’d have no guide or reference to work from hit Tyron hard. There were thousands of books dedicated to explaining Classes, detailing feats and skills that were available and useful, entire essays that discussed prominent holders of the Class and how they’d structured their choices. There would be none of that on Necromancy. Famous Necromancers were anything but celebrated. The opposite more like. Throughout history there had been several who’d done significant damage…

      History books!

      That was when Tyron realized he’d been looking in the wrong place. He’d never get information from Class guides—they were useless. But there were references to Necromancers in history books. It wasn’t nearly as useful, but something was much, much better than nothing.

      Because Tyron didn’t know much about Necromancy. Why would he? It was an illegal Class and therefore not discussed during lessons or written about in textbooks. His parents had never talked to him about Necromancers they’d worked with. Come to think of it, he’d never heard them mention Necromancers they’d worked against either. If he weren’t as well read as he was, he may have never even heard of the Class at all.

      So he’d hunted down every historical text he could find in the house, a grand total of two, and scoured them for any reference of Necromancers. After ten minutes of relentless page flicking, he’d finally found a hit. He eagerly seized the sizable volume in both hands and brought it closer to his face. After a few moments he threw the book back in disgust. There was hardly anything. A slight reference to the devastation wrought by “Arihnan the Black” in the Empire of Granin, to the west. A few lines about cities burned and armies destroyed before the Mage was finally brought down outside the walls of the capital.

      At first Tyron was discouraged, but then his mind began to turn. Armies destroyed? Cities burned? A single Mage had almost brought an entire empire down. How had he done it? By raising zombies? That didn’t make any sense. Brow furrowed, Tyron grabbed the few bestiaries in the house and tore through the pages, looking for references to undead.

      He found what he was looking for in the second volume, an entire chapter dedicated to undead creatures: their characteristics, strengths, and weaknesses. Zombies were weak, slow moving, and easily dispatched monsters that could be threatening in large numbers. They were often found in locations of great death where mana was thick. Some advanced forms of zombie were able to pass the curse of undeath onto their victims, thus growing the horde. Any such monsters should be put down urgently.

      Surely one Mage with an army of weak, slow zombies wouldn’t be much of a threat to anyone? There had to be more to it. He flipped through the pages and read about skeletons, ghosts, bound spirits, undead mages, vampires, liches, and other nightmarish creatures. The most common were generally considered soft, full of exploitable weaknesses and easy fodder for proper Slayers. The more powerful undead were rare and seemed to have little to do with necromancy. Vampires were created by existing vampires, apparently passing on some sort of curse to their victims. Liches were formed from powerful Mages trying to extend their lives beyond death, most of them being Necromancers themselves, not something Tyron would be able to create.

      There were small hints here and there, but it was frustrating. One Necromancer was capable of bringing down cities, what incredible power! But how? What had this Arihnan actually done to build that sort of strength? Tyron needed to know more.

      Which is why he reluctantly decided he had to go to the library, where he found himself huddled over a small table toward the back of the reading area, pouring over texts relating to the history of the Granin Empire and studying bestiaries on undead. The bestiaries were pretty useless—they didn’t contain anything he hadn’t been able to learn from those he’d read at home—but the history books were different. After an hour of searching through the modest history section, he’d been lucky enough to locate a volume dedicated to the Granin Empire and found an entire chapter detailing the disaster that had been the uprising of Arihnan the Black.

      The book spoke glowingly of the valiant warriors who had stepped up to defeat the evil Mage, of the Priests and Paladins who had taken up arms to put down the evil that threatened their people, but precious little time was devoted to discussing the Mage himself. Other than describing him as a “Necromancer of great power,” very little time was given to the man. Where was he from, where had he lived before his uprising, what made him try to bring down an entire empire single-handedly? Nothing. It was baffling. Surely such a figure of historical importance warranted more than a casual mention!

      Still, Tyron found some meat on the Necromancer. In the descriptions of the battles the author detailed ranks of skeletons bolstered by dark-robed figures who had flung out curses and black bolts of eldritch energy. There were monsters who’d risen from the dead as well, wyverns with flesh dripping from their bones that nevertheless flew aloft and hounded the empire from the skies. Even skeletal knights on steeds of bone who’d thundered forward, heedless of danger, throwing themselves into the enemy ranks to cut down as many as possible before the magic that held them together was broken.

      And it was magic that held them together. The book detailed the moment Arihnan had lost his head in excruciating, flowery language. One thing was clear though—the moment the Mage had died, the entire army withered away and fell apart. Somehow, one person had been holding the entire thing together.

      Though he had no ambitions of destroying empires or burning cities of innocents to the ground, Tyron felt a sliver of excitement coiling in his gut. How many Classes could boast of this sort of power? The strength to control literal armies? What could he do with that sort of strength? Forget being a Slayer—he could conquer huge stretches of the wilds, exterminate monsters across land equivalent to a kingdom. Maybe he could put his own parents out of business.

      He chuckled to himself at that thought but quickly sobered. If he were able to accumulate that sort of strength, the sort that Arihnan had possessed, but used it for good, he would be excused for his Class, perhaps even celebrated. Was this another path for him? He’d be reviled at first, sure, but with enough good deeds to his name he’d be welcomed home, surely.

      “Is everything alright, Tyron?” a soft voice spoke beside him.

      “Gah!” Tyron jumped in his seat, his arms flailing over the open books in front of him before he turned his head.

      “Mrs. Barbury! How—how are you?”

      The woman in question eyed him with a cool gaze until he started to sweat.

      “I’m well, thank you,” she answered finally. “I was curious what you might be reading back here.”

      She cast her eyes over the books on the table. “History?” she asked with one brow raised.

      “Uh, yeah. Just brushing up on a few topics I found interesting. Nothing big.”

      She nodded slowly and pursed her lips, and Tyron was taken aback, not for the first time, at just how attractive the town Scribe really was. To the teenagers and kids in Foxbridge she was “old lady Barbury,” but in reality she was only in her thirties. Behind the plain clothes and serious demeanor, she was smooth faced with intelligent, sharp eyes.

      “I thought I’d find you studying up on your Class. I don’t mean to pry, of course, your Class is your business outside of the registration...”

      Tyron forced a chuckle, his throat dry. “Naturally,” he wheezed.

      “… but if you wanted to discuss your options, you can look for me. I’ll be moving between the town hall and library for the next few days. I’m happy to talk anytime.”

      Puzzled, Tyron forgot to be nervous and tilted his head as he gazed up at the Scribe as if she were a puzzle. Suddenly, it clicked.

      “The Mayor sent you,” he said.

      Mrs. Barbury nodded and smiled wryly.

      “Too smart for your own good, young master Steelarm. Yes. He mentioned you hadn’t looked too… pleased, after your Awakening. He asked me to check in on you and offer my advice.”

      Tyron supposed he should feel grateful for their concern, but instead he felt threatened. They probably imagined he had acquired a boring Class and was distraught at the plain future laid out before him. There were always several people in that boat every year. No doubt the Mayor kept a sharp eye out for them and tried to settle them down before they did something stupid. But one thing still puzzled him.

      “But why you, Mrs. Barbury? With respect, this sort of thing falls outside your normal role.”

      “That it does,” she said drily before she gathered her skirts and sat down at his table. “It isn’t something I talk about often, but I myself renounced my Class after Awakening.”

      “What?” Tyron was shocked. “Really? Why?”

      “It’s a common enough story—there are countless people who’ve chosen to renounce their primary Class. It’s not the end of the world. With hard work and a Trainer, it’s possible to pick up almost any Class, once enough time has passed. Plenty of people have gone on to do great things after choosing a new Primary Class. As to why, my family didn’t approve of my Class and I didn’t see a future in it, so I changed it. After six years of waiting, then months working with a Trainer, I acquired the Scribe job and took over duties here in Foxbridge. See? Not the end of the world.”

      “Can… can I ask what your original Class was? If that’s okay I mean,” Tyron stuttered, realizing how inappropriate his question was.

      The first Class was quite personal and people could get touchy about it. Mrs. Barbury hesitated before she answered.

      “I received the Dancer Class. I really enjoyed dancing when I was young.”

      Tyron could see it. Even now she moved with a certain grace she surely didn’t have the Dexterity to justify. Having said her piece, the Scribe put her hands on the table and pushed herself up.

      “Remember to come and look for me if you need advice, alright? Make sure you talk to a range of people before you make any decisions.”

      Tyron would, if he could.

      “Thanks, Mrs. Barbury. Tell the Mayor I appreciate his concern.”

      “I will.”

      With a final smile, she walked away to check in with another group and left Tyron to his books. Though he felt a little shaky at the unexpected intrusion, he returned to his study, hoping to find more examples of Necromancy throughout history. After another hour he was successful. As he flipped through a dense volume that dealt with the dealings of the Sand Folk to the south, he found reference to certain cultural practices that sounded a great deal like Necromancy. The Sand Folk were supposedly able to summon spirits and bind them to their service; he also discovered passages that described those “devoid of life” being used to suppress rebellious villages.

      He rose from his table to search for volumes related to the tribes and returned with a few promising texts within ten minutes. But before he could sink his teeth into them, he was interrupted once more.

      “There he is! I knew he’d be stuck in a book!” Rufus boomed through the hushed library.

      Not now. He didn’t want to deal with this now! But he didn’t have a choice. When he turned away from his book, he found Rufus already striding across the room, heedless of the disruption he’d caused, Elsbeth and Laurel trailing behind him.

      “Hey, Tyron! Sorry I didn’t see you after your Awakening,” Elsbeth greeted him.

      “It’s fine,” he said, “I know you had to talk to your parents and sort out stuff with the Church.”

      She blushed and nodded.

      “Was it that obvious?” she asked.

      Tyron forced out a smile.

      “It was, yes. Congratulations on becoming a Priestess.”

      “I told you it would happen,” Rufus broke in, “nothing was more sure. I got the Swordsman class as well. The group is coming together! I’m telling you guys, we are purpose built for Slaying!”

      Tyron turned to Laurel.

      “I assume that means you got the Ranger-type Class you wanted?”

      Laurel’s eyes twinkled as she smiled.

      “Maybe,” was all she said.

      Tyron felt his heart clench in his chest. His friends had all received the Class they wanted and now they were here without a care in the world, the future rolled out in front of them like a red carpet. He struggled to shove his bitterness down. It’s not their fault he’d received the Class he did. If anything, it was his own. This was the Class he was most suited for. Who else but himself could he blame for that?

      “So,” he broke the silence, “Elsbeth. Have you put any thought into the deity you want to serve? You have to pick one, right?”

      “That’s right,” she said. “I shouldn’t be surprised you know about that.”

      “I researched a lot of Classes.”

      “It shows,” she laughed. “I have to choose before I can get Appraised, since it permanently affects my Status and Class. It’s not entirely up to me though, the Gods have their say.”

      “You want to pick Selene, right?”

      She brought her hands up to clasp the symbol of Selene she wore around her neck—a flower wrought in silver that she’d had for years. Selene was the Goddess of purity and healing. Most of her followers were women, and Elsbeth spent most of her volunteering time with the Sisters who worked out of the local church.

      “I hope so. My family wanted me to appeal to Selene as well.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be accepted. And there are tons of villages and churches crying out for a Priestess. You’ll do well.”

      Rufus shifted his feet before he broke in.

      “Elsbeth can worry about that later, it’s time to celebrate! We’ve Awakened! Let’s hit the town! Get off your butt and let’s go!”

      Tyron leaned away from his friend’s exuberance.

      “Ah, I’m fine. I think I’ll just stay and read for a bit before I hit the hay. I haven’t checked in with Uncle Worthy yet either, he’s probably worried.”

      That was true. His uncle had expected him back as soon as the ceremony was over, which was five hours ago. He had to get back to the inn.

      Elsbeth broke into his thoughts.

      “You didn’t say what Class you got, Tyron. Is it alright if I pry?” She smiled, her eyes dancing with excitement.

      His heart froze in his chest. He couldn’t tell them. He tried to play it off.

      “Ah, nothing special. I don’t think there’ll be any Slaying in my future.”

      There was a heavy silence after he spoke as the three friends tried to think of something to say. Tyron waved his hands.

      “It’s fine! Nothing dramatic. Look, you guys go celebrate. I need to get back to the inn anyway.”

      They looked at him with complicated gazes. Considering his family, it was almost inconceivable Tyron would have an ordinary Class. Elsbeth looked equal parts shocked and saddened. Tyron rushed to slam all his books closed and pushed through them.

      “See you,” he muttered.

      He couldn’t take their pitying gazes. He rushed out of the library as quickly as could, but he couldn’t help hearing Rufus’ voice behind him.

      “Look, forget him. Are we going to celebrate or not?”

      Feeling irritated, Tyron rushed back to the inn to reassure his aunt and uncle that he was well and endure their curious, concerned looks before he retreated to his parent’s house.

      He needed to think.
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      Grave robbing was less exciting than Tyron had expected. He’d expected sneaking through the night and stealing into the cemetery would be difficult—he’d pictured dodging town guards and marshals before having to outwit the cemetery keeper and finally sneaking away with his rotting prize. Reality was somewhat different than his imagination. As night fell, the travelers and newly Awakened youths were out in the streets and inns of Foxbridge, drinking, celebrating, and making a general nuisance of themselves. The guards were therefore out in force inside the town, keeping a watchful eye on drunken behavior and trying to stop fistfights. The marshals sent from the province were nowhere to be seen and the cemetery keeper was passed out drunk in his house. All Tyron’s preparations now looked somewhat foolish. He’d even smeared dirt across his face and bought the Sneak general skill for this outing. A complete waste of effort.

      So it was that Tyron Steelarm found himself standing in the grave of Myrrin Jessup, the elderly matron of a farming family on the outskirts of town who’d passed away three months ago, shovel in hand and a conflicted look on his face.

      He’d fobbed off his aunt and uncle when they pressed him for details on his Class, telling them he’d be happy to fill them in tomorrow but for now he just wanted to rest. He’d been up for several days in a row, after all. Uncle Worthy had reluctantly agreed, and Tyron had rushed back to the safety of his own home, trying to decide what he was going to do.

      In his panic that afternoon he hadn’t even stopped to investigate his new Class through his own Appraisal, nor had he thought to ask any questions at all about his Sub-Class, Anathema. He cursed his stupidity, but ultimately he couldn’t be too hard on himself. Lack of sleep, combined with the unique pressure of his current situation, meant his decision making was slightly impaired. He seriously considered just going to bed and casting Sleep on himself if he needed to just to get the rest he so desperately needed. He decided against it, but only narrowly. He had very limited time available to him, and he needed to make the most of it. He was in a race against time, and he couldn’t afford to lose.

      With a sigh of exhaustion, he grounded his shovel and leaned on it heavily. Was it really necessary to bury them so far down? His shoulders were on fire and his lower back had a definite ache. Almost everyone his age was getting drunk in town, and here he was shoveling dirt dressed in his darkest clothing. The thought of Elsbeth drinking, dancing, and enjoying herself flashed through his mind, but he angrily shoved it away. She didn’t matter right now and probably never would again. Their lives were on very different roads after today.

      After he caught his breath he gripped the shovel once again, cursing when his raw hands rubbed on the wood. Desperate times… once again he put his weight behind his hands and started to cut into the soft earth. After an hour of digging he was over three feet down and desperately wishing he didn’t have much further to go. With every spadeful of dirt he moved his conscience whispered in the back of his mind, and every time he pushed it away. Living normally was not an option to him, not if he wanted to keep his Class. If he wanted to learn more about Necromancy, then he had no choice but to try and level up. The message had been loud and clear during his Awakening—to level up his Necromancer Class he had to raise the dead.

      So here he was. He’d performed an Appraisal on himself and found exactly what he’d expected to find. Neither his Necromancer Class, nor his Anathema Sub-Class, provided options for purchase at level one. Almost every Class was like this. A person received the basic abilities of the Class initially and then further options upon leveling up to the second level. After that, choices usually came every five levels to customize and tailor the Class to the individual’s wishes. Since he had no idea what sort of things the “Dark Ones” wanted him to do to level up Anathema, something he was somewhat happy about, he focused all his attention on Necromancy.

      THUNK.

      The tip of the shovel bit through the dirt and struck something solid. Trepidation rising in his heart, the young Necromancer began scraping away the dirt and widening his hole, another thirty minutes’ work, until he was looking down on the partially rotted casket of poor old Mrs. Jessup. Before proceeding further, Tyron climbed out of the grave and rummaged through his pack which he’d placed on the ground nearby. It wasn’t easy in the dark, but he refused to cast Light. Even if everyone else was casual about security in the graveyard, he wouldn’t be. After a moment he had what he wanted—a ball of wax he’d prepared for this part of the task. He cursed his raw and filthy hands but took the wax and softened it by rolling it between his palms before he broke it in half and used the two pieces to plug his nose.

      He’d never smelled a three-month-old body before, and he didn’t want to start now. The stink had already begun rising when he’d finished digging, and he wasn’t tempted to get a full dose once he opened up the casket. Job done, he pulled out a coil of rope which he used to tie around one end of the partially rotted wood. As quietly as he could, he began to haul the remains of the beloved farmer’s wife and her wooden resting place out of the ground, but it was slow going. He really didn’t have the physique for this. For a moment he was tempted to dump his free points into Strength, but he chased the thought away. That would be a stupid waste.

      Cursing under his breath, covered in sweat and grime, Tryon pulled, hauled, and heaved until he’d succeeded in his excavation. He collapsed onto his back and heaved a few deep breaths of the cool night air before he stood once again. His work wasn’t done, not even close. Careful not to disturb the rest of the cemetery, he dragged the wooden box 130 feet to the Arryn Mausoleum. The Mayor’s family had built the thing almost a hundred years ago and generations had been interred inside since then. It wasn’t enormous, roughly the size of an average house in Foxbridge, but no other family could possibly afford the extravagance of a stone crypt in which to place their dead.

      Tyron carefully lowered the casket and wearily trudged back to his pack. He picked it up with one hand and felt around with the other as he walked back. Soon he arrived in front of the looming stone edifice, carved with likenesses of the Five Divines and “Arryn” written in flowing script across the entrance. It was locked, of course. A thick chain bolted shut ran through the iron-banded wooden doors, and Tyron knew he’d have no hope of forcing it open, certainly not quietly. Being the son of two prominent, perpetually absent Monster Slayers did have a few advantages, however. Moving with care in the darkness, Tyron unfolded the bundle of cloth and withdrew a clear glass container, a small amount of dark green liquid sloshing within.

      “Door Away,” his mother had cheerfully described it. They’d purchased a supply of the stuff to complete a job requiring them to assault a crumbling ruin some madman had renovated to breed monsters. What Tyron held was all that remained after they’d finished with the place.

      Holding his breath, he carefully uncorked the bottle, nearly splashing the stuff on himself when his hands slipped.

      “Fuck,” he swore.

      His hands were raw and numb and his arms and shoulders burned like fire. He was mentally and physically exhausted, but he couldn’t stop now. He took a deep breath, then another before he brought the bottle to the lock. Holding the heavy steel lock in one hand, he dribbled a tiny amount of liquid on the metal threaded through the chain. The fluid immediately bubbled and steamed, and Tyron jerked back to avoid the fumes. In less than a minute the lock had been chewed through and he was able to slip the chain loose, the metal clinking with every movement, and pull open the door.

      Dust, darkness, and cobwebs greeted him on the other side.

      “Of course. Spiders,” he muttered as he turned and dragged the casket inside.

      Once he had it past the threshold, he let it drop and slapped at his robes to dislodge the cobwebs and brush off half-imagined crawlers he thought he felt creeping on him. He grabbed his pack, brought it inside, and then shut the door, closing himself inside.

      “Light.”

      His tired brain worked the magick with ease after his years of practice, and a small globe of light appeared in his palm. Concentrating briefly, he raised his hand and then opened his fingers with a jerk. The globe hung in the air as if suspended from an invisible string, illuminating Tyron and Myrrin’s new abode. There were four rooms in the mausoleum arranged in a cross. This particular space appeared to be an entranceway, the floor clear to allow traffic deeper into the building. That suited Tyron just fine. 

      His shadow flickered across the carved interior of the tomb as he got to work opening the box. In the end he had to use a few more drops of Door Away to get a purchase. The lid popped off after another heave, sending him stumbling backward until he hit his head on the arch around the door. More swearing, a few moments to gather himself, then he stepped toward the open casket.

      He wished he hadn’t. He wished he hadn’t cast Light. He wished he wasn’t here at all. The corpse was a disgusting, fetid mass of rotting flesh, barely recognizable as a person. The smell was so overpowering that even his improvised nose plugs weren’t enough to keep it away entirely, causing his stomach to heave. Acid burned the back of his throat as he gagged, but he forced it back down and spat on the floor.

      It’s not as if he wanted this. He didn’t want to be here, doing these things. If he’d had his way he’d be drinking with Elsbeth in town, admiring the sight of her golden hair and bright smile while he celebrated his Wizard Class. But he’d received Necromancer, and so here he was doing Necromancer work. He spat again, as if to hurl the self-pity out of his body. He had no use for it.

      Time to get to work.

      The base knowledge of the skills he’d received along with his Class were imprinted in his mind, but that didn’t mean he was fully proficient with them. From what he’d read, it was akin to having instincts and impulses shoved into his brain, and only with application and practice would he be able to make that knowledge his own.

      Which was what he did. Corpse Preparation and Corpse Appraisal were the two skills he’d received from his Class at level one, and he relied on those instincts to guide him as he ran a critical eye over the body. He didn’t feel like he needed to do much to prepare the remains for his spell; rather, there didn’t seem to be much he could do in his current circumstances. His Appraisal skill was telling him this body would make a particularly poor undead. A frail old lady when she’d passed away, there wasn’t a lot of meat on her bones when she’d been buried and there was precious little of that left. He did feel confident the spell would take. If all went well, Myrrin Jessup would rise as a zombie under his control.

      He took a deep breath to steady his nerves and immediately regretted it. Between the dust and stench of rot, the air tasted thick and foul.

      “Just get it done,” he growled to himself and moved to his pack. He removed a small leather-bound book from the bag and flicked through it to his notes.

      Just like his skills, the spell he’d received was an outline—a sense, rather than a full and complete picture. As he practiced, leveled up the skill, and grew more experienced, he would be able to develop his understanding of the magick and cast it as easily as Light. A large part of his preparation for this task was spent preparing these notes. Using his knowledge of spellcraft theory, he’d teased out as much as he could in the limited time available. It was a complex magick, one that would take almost his entire pool to cast, by far the most potent spell he’d come across.

      From his limited understanding, the spell contained three main components. First, the construction of a magical animus, a crude bundle of instincts the zombie would use to control its body and make basic decisions. The mind and soul of the body’s original inhabitant were long gone and thus would need to be replaced, which was the purpose the animus fulfilled. It was complex work, creating a structure out of arcane energy that would allow the risen dead to perceive and react to its environment, albeit in only the crudest possible ways. Following that, a conduit of magick would be established between himself and his servant, enabling it to draw on him for the magick needed to sustain its existence. It was obvious a body in such an advanced state of disrepair wouldn’t be able to move under its own power—magick would be the engine that animated the creature, and he would be required to supply the fuel. Third came the binding, an invocation that would chain his newly created creature to his will.

      Each individual part of the spell was more complex than the Sleep spell he’d learned, and it was insane to even attempt it in his condition. In fact, this entire escapade was madness. But he felt desperate, as if an unseen eye were watching his every moment. As if hands were clawing around his ankles, desperate to drag him down into mediocrity. He refused to accept that.

      He snapped the book shut decisively and placed it back in his pack. He strode two steps to stand at the head of the corpse, spread his hands, and began the invocation.

      Magick was a science and an art form rolled into one, or so his mother had told him. A high-level Battlemage, she bridged the divide between rough and ready witch tricks that could be thrown out with a word and more powerful spells that demanded concentration, extended cast times, and often consumed material components. This spell was assuredly the latter. His hands drew arcane sigils in the air as the Words of Power rolled from his tongue and echoed off the dust-covered walls in this cramped hall of stone. His long hours of study and the power of his earned mysteries showed their effects now. Despite his exhaustion, despite the crippling lack of sleep, he enunciated each word clearly and shaped the magick smoothly, the arcane energy draining out of his body and pouring into the vessel before him.

      So much energy. The spell drew deeply on his reserves as sweat began to run in rivulets down his face. He wanted to grimace and clench his teeth, but he couldn’t—the invocation couldn’t be halted once it had begun, and slurring his words could prove disastrous. Moment by moment he battled with his own body and waged war on his own mind. His arms were as heavy as lead, his thoughts as sluggish as molasses, but he refused to yield. If he failed now, he may as well give up on every dream he’d ever had and resign himself to bookkeeping his entire life.

      For twenty minutes he fought tooth and nail, his voice growing hoarse and his body shaking from the exertion. The final words flew from his lips in a shout before he collapsed to his knees, completely spent. It had taken every drop of magick in him to complete the spell, but he’d done it. It had gone as perfectly as he could have hoped for, given his circumstances.

      He panted, head down as his vision swam before his eyes.

      “Might have… overdone it a little,” he rasped.

      But he couldn’t keep a lilted smile from his lips. He’d succeeded. Who else could have performed such a difficult feat of magick like this with as little preparation as he had? A laugh bubbled in his belly but only emerged from his shredded throat as a croak.

      “Hrrrrrrrrrrrrr,” came a long, slow moan.

      Tyron raised his head to see the putrid, rotting remains of his new servant slowly push itself up until its sightless eyes were staring back at him.

      “Looking good there, friend,” he wheezed.

      Then the last drop of magick left him and he knew no more.
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      He awoke an indeterminate amount of time later, a headache pounding against his temples. His mouth was dry, and he felt bruised and battered all over. What happened? Am I hung over? He groaned and winced as he shifted his body and slowly picked himself up. It was completely dark inside and he was almost tapped out of magick.

      “Light,” he rasped.

      When the light bloomed and illuminated his surroundings, his memory flooded back to him. The zombie! Where was it? He scrambled to his knees, his eyes frantically scanning the enclosed tomb, only to find the body of Myrrin had collapsed back into the casket. Just to be certain, he ran his hands over himself to make sure he hadn’t been eaten. When he found no bite marks in his flesh and that all his digits were still attached, he heaved a sigh of relief. As he steadied his breathing and waited for his heart to stop pounding in his chest, he pondered what had gone wrong.

      The answer came to him after a moment’s thought. He had used all his magick to raise the zombie, which meant the moment his new servant tried to move it had drawn on his reserves, which were empty, and he’d passed out from the strain. Without an energy source, the spell had fallen apart on its own, causing his friend to fall inert once more. His relief only lasted long enough for him to realize he had no idea how long he’d been passed out. He scuttled to the door and ripped it open, only to find the dark of night still hung over the graveyard. He heaved a sigh of relief. He couldn’t have been out for more than an hour. That was fine.

      Exhausted and in pain, he gathered his things and repacked his bag before he exited the mausoleum, chaining the door and slipping the lock through to give the appearance that nothing had changed. With that done, he returned to the open grave of his victim and spent another two hours refilling it and disguising his work to the best of his ability. It wasn’t great—anything more than a cursory inspection would reveal that something had been done—but it was the best he could do right now. Job done, he staggered back to town and slipped in the back door of his house. Even the raucous celebrations had died down at this point and the people of Foxbridge were abed for the most part. According to the clock it was almost four in the morning. Barely conscious, Tyron stripped and cleaned himself mechanically, the cold water doing nothing to alleviate his drowsiness before he collapsed into bed and passed out.

      He awoke at midday, feeling little better than when he went to bed. Muscle pain wracked his arms, shoulders, and lower back every time he moved as he levered himself out of bed. He needed water and food, badly. As his dreariness fell away, a powerful urge to Appraise his status and see what he had gained the night before came over him, but he resisted. He’d taken a massive risk last night, and for the moment it appeared he had gotten away with it. He needed to be calm and settled before he made any decisions. According to the clock he’d slept a little over eight hours. Not enough to catch up but enough to freshen his mind. He’d head over to visit his uncle and get something to eat before coming back. Problem was, what would he tell Worthy when he inevitably asked about Tyron’s Class?

      The truth? Impossible. The odds that his uncle shared the same cavalier attitude to illegal Classes as his famed brother were slim to none. Even less chance he’d be happy to hide an Anathema. No matter how much he wanted to trust in his family, Tyron felt it wasn’t worth the risk. If he was wrong after he revealed the truth, there would be no turning back and no chance of escape. Tyron might still end up having to renounce his Class, but he would only do so if he’d exhausted all other avenues available to him. He wanted to keep his fate in his own hands as long as possible. But what would he say? He could only lie. It would hurt to deceive his family, especially his aunt and uncle who’d cared for him for so long, but it was the only way he could keep his activities hidden. He’d pretend he’d achieved a boring Class so they would put his odd behavior down to being depressed.

      Plans made, he left the house and walked down the road to the Steelarm Inn.

      “There you are!” came the exuberant greeting the moment he put his foot through the door.

      Tyron stepped inside to a crowded common room, the many travelers in town for the ceremony eating the midday meal and nursing their hangovers before they registered their Class and headed home. With so many patrons, the only way his uncle could have picked him out so quickly was if he’d kept constant watch on the door.

      “Hi, Uncle!” he called over the chatter and waved an arm as he made his way toward the kitchen.

      “Oh no you don’t!” Worthy put down the glasses he was filling behind the bar and bustled in front of the door to block his nephew. “I’ve barely seen hide or hair of you since yesterday morning, lad. Goin’ to catch some words before you disappear again!”

      The words were serious, but there was a twinkle in his uncle’s eye that gave away his mirth.

      Tyron feigned a resigned shrug.

      “What do you need, Uncle? I was just going to get something to eat and head back home.”

      “Home?” his uncle quirked an eyebrow in surprise.

      Tyron was entitled to sleep at home and could do so whenever he wanted, but he seldom did. Well, if he wanted to avoid the crowd and noise it would make sense. The inn had been loud until late last night, and if he wanted any sleep he wasn’t likely to get it here.

      “Your aunt and I are just concerned, lad. We didn’t hear from you much after the Awakening and we—”

      “Clerk.”

      “We didn’t want… uh, what?”

      “I’m a Clerk.” The boy shrugged. “Can you imagine? The son of Magnin and Beory Steelarm is a fucking Clerk.”

      Worthy almost staggered and utterly failed to keep the shock from his face.

      “What? Lad, you’re sure?”

      His nephew looked down and nodded confirmation, unwilling to look his uncle in the eye.

      “I just want to get some food and go home, Uncle. Can you talk to Aunt Meg for me?”

      Worthy mastered himself and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder in an attempt to comfort him.

      “Sure, lad. Whatever you need. You grab yourself a seat and don’t worry about a thing. When your parents get home we’ll figure things out.”

      Still staring at the floor, Tyron nodded and brushed past his uncle to find a seat in the corner of the common room at a nearly empty table. It was more difficult to lie to his uncle than he thought, and frankly, he was lucky to get away with it. Someone with as much charisma as Worthy was extremely adept in social situations even before accounting for his no doubt well-leveled skills. If he hadn’t been shocked he would’ve no doubt noticed something was off about his brother’s son.

      Keen to avoid further contact with his family, Tyron slid into a seat at the table and did his best to look miserable. He didn’t want to interact with anyone if he could help it. It was unfortunate that circumstances didn’t seem to allow it.

      “Elsbeth? Is that you?”

      Seated opposite was a person lying flat on the table with their hair splayed out in a messy golden puddle. The figure let out a long groan before they lifted their head, and Tyron found himself staring into the bleary eyes of his friend.

      “Whazzat? Tyron? Not so loud please.”

      Tyron blinked. She was obviously hungover.

      “Elsbeth, what the heck happened to you last night?”

      “Last night? I went out with Laurel… and Rufus.” Tyron noted the slight hesitation in her voice and the color that rose in her cheeks when she mentioned the newly minted Swordsman.

      “And you obviously got drunk. What the hell happened? This isn’t like you, ‘Beth.”

      She blinked owlishly at him before she frowned.

      “What’d you know anyway? You shoulda’ been there with us. What happened to you, huh?”

      He leaned forward and whispered.

      “I’ve got my own shit to deal with, alright? I couldn’t go out with you guys.”

      No, he had to go defile a grave and desecrate the remains of a respected community member. Inside the locked mausoleum of another respected community member. He felt a wave of bitterness rise up.

      “Why would you want me there anyway? Are you sure I wouldn’t just get in the way?”

      Her eyes widened.

      “W-What do you mean? Of course I wanted you there,” she said, her voice rasping with each word.

      He shoved down his emotions and clenched his jaw. He didn’t care. He had no time to deal with his friends and their issues right now.

      “You’re hungover. Eat something and drink some water, then go back to sleep. If you want to talk, I’ll do it then.”

      Then he stood up and walked away from the table to the opposite corner, where he sat with his back toward her. He refused to turn around and never saw the shocked expression that turned into hurt before Elsbeth gathered her things and walked out of the inn. It was fine. So long as Tyron refused to surrender his Class, there was no reason for him to hold onto old attachments. Whatever had come before, it no longer had anything to do with him, he told himself.

      Soon his uncle came over with a jug of clear water and a plate filled with steaming lamb shanks and spring vegetables. He placed both items down without a word, only pausing to tousle the boy’s hair before he sighed and moved back to his work, his body moving with mechanical ease. There had not been a Steelarm in living memory who hadn’t taken on a combat Class. Beory had declared her son was a shoo-in for Wizard. What would those two wandering fools say when they found their only child was a powerless desk worker? Sure, he could take on other Classes, even revoke his first and put the work in to acquire another, but it was a massive delay with no guarantee of success. He’d heard the same rumors Magnin had as an adventurer—he knew that giving up the initial Primary Class meant mediocrity for almost everyone. He’d had such high hopes for the boy. What had gone wrong?

      As his uncle pondered morosely, Tyron ate. Aunt Meg’s cooking had truly ascended to a new height, and he hoovered up the food, pausing only to guzzle water. He was starving, it was true, but he also needed to get home to check his Status, and he was burning with curiosity.

      The food and water dealt with, he pushed his chair back and hurried out of the inn, not wanting to remain at the scene of his deception. Lying to people who’d looked after him most of his life didn’t feel right and left a sour twist in his stomach. He rushed home, not paying any mind to the people he passed on the road, and locked the door behind him once he was inside.

      He wanted to ensure there wouldn’t be any witness to the ritual, so to be safe he moved to the trophy room and placed the required materials on the ground before he sat on the floor. The trophy room was where his parents stored the various items that struck their fancy during their adventures. It featured no windows and a very strong door, perfect for his purposes. Technically even he shouldn’t have the key, but he’d found it rummaging through his father’s things a few years ago while they were away. To a younger Tyron the things held in the room had been wondrous treasures, remains of powerful rift-kin, monsters, and enchanted weapons that glittered with light. Now he viewed them in much the same way his parents did—mementoes of the past, not relevant to the future. That they even brought them back was so out of character for them, he wondered why they’d done so at all.

      The Appraise Status ritual was a simple one, so simple there wasn’t even a skill or spell entry for it. The dumbest back-alley Thug could perform it just as well as the brightest Mage. All that was required was a flat surface and a drop of blood. Tyron jabbed his thumb with a pin and pressed it to the center of the clean sheet of paper he’d prepared. He spoke the Words of Power and winced as his blood flowed out onto the page, forming itself into letters and numbers through the power of the ritual. After a few seconds, his Status was ready.

      
        
        Events:

        Your attempts at stealth have increased proficiency.

        Your study of the Raise Dead spell has increased proficiency.

        You have examined a corpse. Corpse Appraisal has increased proficiency.

        You have raised an undead with your first attempt. Raise Dead has reached Level 2. Necromancer has reached Level 2. You have received +2 Intelligence, +1 Constitution, +1 Wisdom, and +1 Manipulation. New Choices available.

        You have pleased the Darkness by embracing your role. The Dark Ones are impressed with your desecration of a tomb consecrated to their foes. The Court delight in your twisting of a beloved elder into a creature of death. The Abyss is pleased with your hunger for arcane mastery. Anathema has achieved level 2. You have received +2 Intelligence, +2 Constitution, and +2 Willpower. New choices available.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 10)

      

      

      
        
        Class:

        Necromancer (Level 2)

        Sub-Classes:

        1. Anathema (Level 2)

        2. None

        3. None

      

      

      
        
        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

      

      

      
        
        Attributes:

        Strength: 12

        Dexterity: 11

        Constitution: 18

        Intelligence: 23

        Wisdom: 19

        Willpower: 17

        Charisma: 13

        Manipulation: 11

        Poise: 13

      

      

      
        
        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5)

        Handwriting (Level 4)

        Concentration (Level 2)

        Cooking (Level 1)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 1)

        Sneak (Level 1)

        Skill Selections Available: 2

      

      

      
        
        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 1)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 1)

      

      

      
        
        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 4)

        Mana Bolt (Level 1)

      

      

      
        
        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 2)

      

      

      
        
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial) : INT +3, WIS +3

        Necromancer Level 2. Please choose an additional spell:

        Flesh Mending - Repair dead flesh.

        Bone Stitching - Weave together bones.

        Anathema Level 2. Please choose a skill:

        Dark Communion - Beg intercession from the Dark Ones.

        Appeal to the Court - Attempt to commune with the Scarlet Court.

        Pierce the Veil - Seek guidance from the Abyss.

      

      

      Tyron felt lightheaded by the time the writing had finished forming. Quite a difference from his last Status! He had grown as an individual in this world at last, and the writing in front of him was evidence of that growth. He felt a heady rush when he realized he had leveled twice thanks to his efforts the previous night. The fierce joy that seized him wiped away the last remnants of guilt he’d felt due to his actions. In its place now blazed a hunger he could only feed if he continued on the path he was now on. Look at his attributes! The moment he completed the ritual, his body would begin to change to accommodate his new abilities, an experience all young people yearned for prior to their Awakening. He was going to grow stronger, finally!

      But first he had to read through the events and make his choices. Both Classes were going to grant him a choice at level two, an unexpected benefit. He frowned as he read the descriptions of the Anathema level-up—this was touching on things he hadn’t wanted to deal with after he’d received this Class. Clearly the Anathema Class was associated with three separate entities or organizations, and he had pleased all three with his actions. The problem was, he’d never heard of any of them before. The only deities he was aware of were the Five Divines who’d been represented on the tomb he’d broken into. Apparently the “Dark Ones” were opposed to the Divines? A separate pantheon? To think he’d never heard of such a thing. The Scarlet Court asked for blood and sacrifice and were pleased when he defiled the body of Myrrin. He had no idea who or what they were, but that sounded ominous. Lastly, the Abyss. Forbidden knowledge? Arcane mastery? He couldn’t guess who they were either.

      He was going to be forced to make a choice, however. But he would deal with that second. First was his Necromancer skill choice.

      Flesh Mending or Bone Stitching. He knew from his studies that it was possible he would be able to come back later and select whichever spell he failed to choose now, but it wasn’t always ideal. For him, the choice was straightforward. Although the descriptions were vague, he could intuit quite a bit. Flesh Mending would enable him to magickally repair the rotting flesh of a corpse in order to produce a more powerful zombie. While magickally powered, a zombie still required a bit of meat in order to get work done, and the better the condition, the more powerful the zombie.

      Bone Stitching, on the other hand, was a ticket to a whole new type of undead: skeletons. Unlike zombies, skeletons had no need for flesh at all and instead required far more magick and preparation. Unless he assumed wrong, this spell would enable him to prepare bones he could animate by the Raise Dead spell. Since skeletons were more powerful than zombies (not to mention they smelled less), it was a no-brainer for Tyron. He used his thumb to make a mark with his blood next to Bone Stitching.

      Then he contemplated the three choices Anathema presented. He wished he could go research the three groups before he made a commitment, but he couldn’t—he had to choose now, or he would waive the choice and lose it. He mentally kicked himself. He should have done his research the moment he had a chance, then he might have been better armed with knowledge than he was now. He had nobody but himself to blame for his ignorance. Never shy away from knowledge, Tyron you fool!

      Arm heavy with reluctance, Tyron placed his mark next to Pierce the Veil. Without any information, any choice was as good as the next. The mention of secrets and magick were enough to draw him in. He hoped he wouldn’t come to regret his choice.

      The moment the final selection was done, he ended the ritual, and for the second time in as many days passed out.
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      Several hours later, Tyron awoke to find himself lying on the floor, his entire body stiff and sore from resting on the hard wood. Above him his parents’ treasures glittered from their places mounted on the walls, but he had no thought for them. The influx of stats he’d gained had changed him forever. He marveled at the change, at the way his mind felt sharp and clear, his body tougher. Even his thoughts seemed more firm and sure.

      For someone only going from level one to two, he’d gained a lot of stats, way more than was normal. His Class provided a lot of stats in its initial state—five was above average for sure, but six from the Sub-Class was unheard of. Even four would be considered good. He thought about it a bit more as he lifted himself up from the floor.

      Considering he still didn’t know how to level Anathema—or at least the ideas he had were all bad—it made some sense the rewards would be high. He wasn’t going to go around desecrating holy sites or seeking out recently deceased beloved community members to purposely raise as undead. The idea was to keep a low profile, not piss off everyone in town and leave a trail to follow. As he stood and got his bearings, Tyron steadied his thoughts and tried to calm down. He’d read about this sort of feeling, the euphoria that came from the first level-up.

      The stats of a human rose naturally as they aged, until they reached the age of eighteen, but always so slowly it was hard to notice a difference when they changed. After someone received their first Class and gained three or four stat points at once, the feeling was incredible. After gaining an incredible eleven stats, as well as two new skills, it was little wonder he’d been unable to remain conscious.

      Normally a person would want to lay low after making such a dramatic change to their body and capabilities, allow themselves time to slowly adjust to the new normal, but Tyron rejected that line of thinking. He didn’t have time to take things slow: tonight was another chance to test his new skills, and he wasn’t going to waste it.

      He took care to destroy the ritual paper covered with his Status information before leaving the room, burning the paper to ash using one of his father’s flame-enchanted weapons on the wall. Being meticulous, he gathered the ash and spread it on the hearth. Since he hadn’t been living here much there were no coals there, but he would soon fix that. Once the remains of the paper had been spread among the remains of a wood fire, no one would be able to trace the ritual he’d performed.

      Given that it was early afternoon, Tyron rushed to make his preparations for the evening. He gathered together the money his parents had left behind for him, usually far beyond what he would need, but now he found himself grateful for their careless attitude toward money. Funds in hand, he hurried to the market to acquire what he needed. The town was still suffering from the previous night of revelry when he walked the cobbled roads. People moved in slow motion, nursing their sore heads from too much drink, and more than once he was forced to alter his path to avoid suspicious stains on the ground.

      He was a little concerned that the market wouldn’t be open but was pleasantly surprised to find the stalls and shops doing a quiet trade. He made his purchases without issue, refusing to stop and haggle, much to the disappointment of the traders. They increased their proficiency much faster with vigorous haggling and it was considered rude not to give them the opportunity to flex their skills, but he didn’t want to waste any time.

      The moment he arrived home, he dropped his goods on the table, separating out the logs he’d filched from behind his uncle’s inn and getting the fire going immediately. He watched the wood smolder and crackle with satisfaction before turning to his next project. The butcher frequently traded in bones, usually purchased for pets to gnaw on and such, but he was a touch surprised when young Tyron had entered the shop and asked for a full lamb carcass. Didn’t the boy live on his own? Maybe he was putting on a celebratory feast after getting his Class sorted, or welcoming his parents home? They’d be right pleased to see such a filial son.

      Heart filled with warm feelings, the butcher had handed over the produce as Tyron had run a critical eye over the bone structure.

      With the carcass on the kitchen table, Tyron itched to get to work. First, he meticulously inspected every inch of the ex-lamb, running his hands and eyes across each sinew, poking and prodding at the bones and joints as he tried to understand what his Corpse Appraisal skill was telling him.

      Since the body was incomplete, missing the head, feet, and offal, it wasn’t possible to raise a proper zombie, even if it were human. To even animate the thing would take a monumental effort the budding Necromancer was confident he wasn’t capable of. That wasn’t why he’d made the purchase anyway. Satisfied he’d learned what he could, Tyron unlocked the trophy room once more and emerged with a gleaming dagger in his hand. Of all the short blades in the room, he was confident this was the sharpest. He knew this since he’d tested most of them over the years, when his parents were away.

      Corpse Appraisal had done all it could—now it was time for Corpse Preparation to take the stage.

      For the next hour, Tyron took a crash course in butchery as he tried to remove as much meat from the bones as he possibly could. It was tiring work, and his aching body, not nearly recovered from his exertions last night, protested fiercely as he worked. It was a rough job. If the butcher had been able to see the miserable pile of hacked-up and shredded flesh he heaped next to the skeleton, he’d have wept at the poor knifework just as much as the waste. Hands and sleeves stained red from his work, Tyron was satisfied with the result. He took a moment to catch his breath and wiped the sweat from his brow, staining his face without realizing it, and thought about his next step.

      During the ritual he’d learned a new skill, Bone Stitching. With the bare knowledge nestled in his head since awakening he knew what it was for, but he knew he’d want to practice before trying it on human remains. A zombie required some remaining flesh to be raised—the fresher the body, the better the creature would be. The reason being, as Tyron understood it, was that the provided magic acted as the catalyst, allowing the creature to utilize the rotting flesh to move and supplying the difference when that flesh wasn’t up to the task. The older and more desiccated the body was, the more inefficient the zombie would become, drawing on the Necromancer deeply in order to move at all.

      A skeleton was different. It had no flesh—in fact, the less organic tissue attached to the bones, the better, as it would interfere with the magick. Instead, the Bone Stitching skill would allow the undead to move itself. From what he was able to interpret of the skill after waking, it was somewhat akin to magical sewing. By weaving threads of magick, the Necromancer was able to bind the joints together and provide the “sinew” that allowed the creature to move. The better quality the thread, the more skillful the “sewing,” the better the skeleton would be able to move.

      If Tyron was going to raise a human skeleton, he didn’t want to do a poor job of it. That would be disrespectful. While he was at it, if he was going to take the risk and infiltrate the graveyard again, he wanted his next minion to have a more promising and useful life than his first. Poor Mrs. Jessup: she deserved better.

      The incantation was simple enough, almost a cantrip it was so short. Tyron successfully cast it on his first attempt and admired the glowing points of light that appeared on the end of his fingers. He looked down at the mess of animal bones on the table, took a deep breath, and got to work. After two hours of painstaking, finger-aching work, he gave up and collapsed face-first onto the table.

      Utilizing the technique on the lamb bones had been more than difficult. His rudimentary understanding of the skill was designed for use on human, or humanoid remains, not sheep, which posed an immediate challenge. He’d expected that to be a problem and wasn’t surprised by how poorly his weave fit onto the lamb. What had taken him aback was just how uncoordinated his fingers were at creating the weave in the first place. His Steady Hand feat had certainly helped keep him still and smooth when he needed to be, but the finger dexterity required to loop the threads of magick around and through each other in the proper manner was something he lacked.

      “Holy shit,” he swore, massaging the back of his right hand with the thumb of his left, “that stings like hell.”

      He sat at the table working on one hand then the other with a pensive frown on his face. Would he need to consider purchasing some sort of weaving skill? Maybe it was more akin to playing an instrument? He’d seen traveling bards and minstrels perform at his uncle’s inn over the years, playing a variety of different musical implements. The lute or the harp might work—both required extremely quick and precise movement of both hands. He was about to rise from his seat and go back to the trophy room to perform the ritual and buy a musical skill when he caught himself and steadied his nerves.

      “It’s the euphoria,” he told himself, “just relax. No rash decisions.”

      He still hadn’t adjusted to his new body and mind. He felt giddy and unbalanced. He needed to think five times before he made any plans or selections he couldn’t take back. Buying a skill to play the lute? This was hardly the time. Tyron forced himself to sit at the table for a full five minutes, breathing deep and slow. When he decided he was calm enough, he moved to tidy up the waste from his work. The armload of mangled off-cuts would need to be dropped in the midden at some point, probably after dark. The bones he could keep to practice on more tomorrow, but he had to hide them somewhere they wouldn’t stink too much. The cellar was the ideal place for that. Although it was cramped down there, it was cool, and even if someone discovered the bones, they wouldn’t look too out of place among the other foods stored on the shelves there.

      After that was done, he took the time to scrub down the table, only now regretting he hadn’t used a cloth to cover the wood surface. Keeping secrets wasn’t something that had been part of his life until the day before. He’d had nothing to hide and nobody to hide from. He could acknowledge to himself that he was a bad liar and poor at concealing information, something he could no longer afford. Perhaps in another four days he’d give up his Class and continue to live as an honest cripple, but if not, he’d need to learn how to hide his activities, and fast.

      Because a day had passed. It had been twenty-four hours since Tyron had become a Necromancer, and he had only four more until he would be forced into a final decision. Until that time, he would learn as much as he possibly could.

      As he cleaned up after himself, Tyron briefly considered the other skill he’d learned: Pierce the Veil.

      Supposedly it would allow him to communicate with some entity called the Abyss, one of the three groups responsible for bestowing the rather unpleasant “Anathema” Sub-Class on him. It’d be a lie to say he wasn’t curious about it, but far more than curious, he was cautious. He didn’t know anything about this “Abyss” or what it wanted. He wasn’t willing to cast a spell or ritual when he wasn’t confident what the outcome would be. In this case, he knew nothing at all about what would happen, and unless he was truly desperate, he wasn’t going to resort to this measure.

      For the rest of the afternoon, Tyron continued to lie low, recover, and prepare for the night’s excursion. The only time he left his home was when he decided to show his face at the inn for a meal. If he burrowed into the house and didn’t show his face too much, he’d only give his family cause to worry and keep an eye on him, something he would much rather avoid. Far better to turn up, get a warm meal, and give the impression he was getting over his “disappointment” gradually.

      The inn was picking up steam when he arrived in the early evening. The dinner had been served and customers were starting to arrive. Some were prepared to continue the previous night’s revelries, while others were just looking for a hot meal before they turned in for an early night. A healthy mix of locals and travelers occupied the tables, a low murmur of conversation giving the space a comfortable atmosphere as Tyron pushed open the door.

      For a man who’d spent most of his youth smacking people in the face with a hardened piece of metal, Worthy Steelarm certainly knew how to create a convivial atmosphere. The fire crackled cheerfully, the tables were cleaned to a shine, and even at this relatively early hour braziers were lit around the common room to create a warm and comfortable scene. As he’d expected, his uncle had an eye on the door and welcomed him cheerfully before he’d even managed to close it behind him.

      “Ho! My favorite nephew returns, twice in one day! Must be my charming personality,” the big man beamed.

      Tyron sighed and made his way over to the bar. As he passed between the tables, he scanned the room and was relieved to see none of his friends in attendance. After his earlier run-in with Elsbeth, he didn’t want to have any more encounters with his friends. He could only imagine how insufferable Rufus had become. And Laurel… who knew what Laurel thought?

      “Probably has more to do with Aunt Meg’s cooking,” Tyron said.

      His uncle clutched at his chest in mock pain.

      “You wound me, Nephew. To think my care was worth less than a pot of stew.”

      “To be fair, have you tried the stew?”

      Worthy stood still for a moment.

      “It’s a pretty damn good stew,” he admitted.

      A laugh came from the kitchen behind him, followed a moment later by Meg herself. Wooden spoon in one hand and apron on, she looked every bit the plump innkeeper’s wife.

      “You heard me coming,” she accused her husband with a smile as she prodded him with the spoon. “You knew you’d be eating stale bread and bones if you had ought to say against my food.”

      The high-leveled Harmmerman pretended clumsiness as he fended off the spoon assault from his wife.

      “I’d never dream of talking down on your food. Oi! Would you - … Leave off, woman!”

      Finally growing tired of the relentless poking, the doughty innkeeper’s hands blurred and Meg found herself suddenly spoonless. Non-fussed, she shrugged her shoulders before turning her beaming smile on her nephew.

      “Nice to see you again, Tyron. Hope you’re ready for a feast! I’ve made extra tonight.”

      Looking at the goofy pair, the young man knew this cheerful act was half natural and half put on to help him feel better. He felt his throat constrict as his emotions threatened to rise to the surface. His aunt and uncle were good people and it was hard to deceive them. For a moment he felt he should be open with them, reveal his situation and trust in their advice, but something stopped him.

      He forced out a smile.

      “Thanks, Aunt Meg. I’d love something to eat.”

      The Cook smiled warmly and seized back the spoon from her husband before bustling back into the kitchen to serve him a bowl. Worthy just chuckled and shrugged defensively.

      “To think I used to smite beasts and monsters for a living. Now I get bullied in my own inn.”

      “And you’ve never been happier,” Tyron told him.

      “Aye, that’s true,” Worthy grinned before reaching out a large hand to rustle his nephew’s hair. “Don’t worry about what you told me earlier, lad,” he said. “Once your parents get home, we’ll work out the best path for you. Whatever you want to be, your mother’ll know a way to make it happen. That woman knows more about the hammer Classes than I do myself!”

      Tyron looked down and swallowed the lump in his throat before he nodded. Mercifully, his relatives gave him some space once they’d put food in front of him, and he ate it with haste before he cleaned up after himself and quietly left. Deep down, he didn’t want to tell his family the truth, because once he did, the decision of what to do next would no longer belong to him alone. As much as possible, he wanted the choices that would decide his future to be his own. He recoiled from the idea of surrendering that control.

      Perhaps the Gods were right about him after all.
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      The Arryn Mausoleum welcomed Tyron back with open arms. Or at least, an easily penetrated front gate. As far as he could tell, nobody had noticed his earlier intrusion to the cemetery. The grave of old lady Myrrin remained clearly tampered with, the dirt visibly disturbed and the depth of the site much lower than it had been. He’d taken the coffin out, after all, and not replaced it with any dirt. He didn’t see what he could do about it for the time being and retreated quickly back to the mausoleum.

      He didn’t want to be found lurking around a disturbed grave—would anything scream “Necromancer” more than that? Skulking through the shadows wearing dark clothing wasn’t really his habit, but the Sneak skill proved its worth and helped him somewhat navigate the process of remaining hidden. The real trick had been stealing out of town without anyone noticing. The marshals had been more visible this time, making their presence known in Foxbridge and showing their faces as a warning to anyone who might get cold feet about their Class. The show of force had been unnerving to Tyron, but he’d managed to control himself enough to act casually until he was well out of sight.

      Compared to the dim streets of town, he almost felt more comfortable amidst the dust and webs of this sealed stone building. In here he had absolutely nothing to hide.

      “Light,” he incanted.

      With a familiar gesture, he conjured a soft globe of light and suspended it from the worn ceiling above his head. The resulting scene was not a pretty one. His zombie remained where he had left it, half slumped out of the coffin, the rotting flesh broken and in places sloughing off the body onto the floor. He flinched back and felt grateful he’d remembered to replace his wax nose plugs before opening the door. There was little doubt that, could he smell, he’d be gagging on the stench of rot. He was almost afraid to breathe in case he tasted something in the air he rather wouldn’t.

      If he had time, perhaps later he would return the former matron to her place of rest. She’d done enough for him already, and he didn’t need to raise her again as a zombie. He was much more interested in a more powerful type of servant.

      Holding his sleeve across his face, Tyron moved deeper into the crypt, waving his prepared broom in front of his face to clear the webs. He didn’t want to get bitten, but at the same time he didn’t want to explain why he was covered in thick layers of webbing and dust if he were seen walking back into town. The crypt was divided into three main chambers, each holding members of different generations of the Mayor’s family. The oldest remains at rest here were a little over a hundred years old, and he assumed those bones had turned to dust long ago. The more recently deceased though, there was a chance with them.

      The family members had been interred in simple stone coffins made from slabs, each marked on the side with the details of the person inside. It didn’t take long for him to find the most recent member of this exclusive resting place.

      
        
        Nolath Arryn.

        Husband, Father, and Friend.

        Your support was like a steady rock in troubled waters.

        You will be missed.

        5348 - 5439

      

      

      Nolath had been the current Mayor’s grandfather, a bull of a man who’d lived to the ripe old age of ninety-one. Not an unusual age for a farmer to reach: the Class bumped constitution significantly, especially after advancing. Perhaps all that toughness would help preserve the bones? Tyron could only hope. He eyed the heavy stone lid of the coffin with a weary expression on his face. He hadn’t expected a Class that involved such powerful magick to involve quite this much physical labor! He fumbled with his robes for a moment before he pulled out the cast iron fire poker he’d strapped to his leg before leaving home. Hopefully the thing wouldn’t snap…

      It didn’t, but he suspected it came close. After almost two hours of scraping back and forth, trying to clear the encrusted dust of almost a decade, then carefully prising at the lid, he managed to shift it. What followed was gut-busting, back-breaking effort as he tried to push the lid off the coffin without making too much noise. A difficult prospect, as stone scraping on stone tended to be anything but quiet. Then came the issue of lowering the stone to the floor without dropping the thing. He managed it, but only barely.

      The young Necromancer sat and gasped for air on the floor, his hands several layers of skin lighter than before. The scrapes staug as the omnipresent dust in the air clogged the wounds. With a sigh, he picked himself up and rummaged in his bag, taking out his water bottle, which he used to clean his hands. He winced as the cool water ran over the scrapes, but he couldn’t take any chances—he needed his hands in good condition for the next part.

      Once he got his breath back and stopped sweating, he moved back to the coffin to assess the state of his newest subject. Surprisingly good, was the answer. Not good, but better than he’d expected. Nolath had been buried here for almost a decade and was clearly in a highly advanced state of decay. The flesh was almost completely rotted; devoid of any moisture, it looked similar to a dried web that clung to the bones. The skeleton itself was in a much better condition than he’d expected. He’d been worried the bones would be reduced to powder or cracked beyond repair, but it seemed the hardy constitution the farmer had cultivated in life had indeed done something to help preserve him, or perhaps bones were just more durable than he’d thought?

      They weren’t perfect though. The bones were clearly softened in places, and he noticed multiple hairline fractures under close inspection. Tyron listened to his skills and the impression he got wasn’t ideal, but it was good enough. The bones would serve to make a skeleton, with some work. It wouldn’t be a great skeleton, or even a good one, but it would be a skeleton.

      There was little doubt things could be done to improve the condition of the remains, and he felt frustrated that he didn’t know what they were. There must be ways to properly cleanse the flesh and remaining grime. Acid perhaps? Or would that be too strong and destroy the skeleton? It should also be possible to strengthen the bone in some way. Perhaps using alchemy or some sort of magick? He racked his brain, but nothing came to mind. He could only sigh in frustration. Yet another topic he would need to research in greater depth. He needed information on the care and treatment of remains, as well as the materials to carry out whatever he found. Neither of those things would be easy to find and would draw a huge amount of suspicion the moment he went looking.

      The life of a Necromancer was a difficult one…

      For now, Tyron could only push such thoughts from his mind and deal with the here and now. Using his knife, he scraped clean the bones with the utmost care, wary of causing any unwanted damage to his precious subject. The work was painstaking and slow, but when he finished he was able to look down on the now mostly clean bones of Nolath Arryn.

      Now for the hard part. After a short break to flex and massage his fingers, the Necromancer got to work knitting together the fibers of magick that would allow the loose collection of bones to move. He’d made numerous notes on how he might proceed, and he consulted them frequently as he worked. Turns out the human body was quite complex—who knew? The threads, when woven correctly, would become the sinew and muscle that would allow the skeleton to move, this much he knew from the knowledge he’d gained when learning the skill. He had also been granted a basic understanding of how to form joints using the threads. What he hadn’t been granted was an understanding of how the whole system of threads would work together. For example, he knew he needed a knee and ankle joint, but what about the feet? How did that work? And how did it all connect together?

      As much as Tyron enjoyed the challenge, he couldn’t help but wish he could snap his fingers, push a little magick into the bones, and they’d leap up, ready to fulfill his every command. Such a thought was patently ridiculous though—how were bones supposed to walk around on their own? Was he supposed to provide the magick necessary to move them all constantly? He’d be drained in seconds! What about the animated consciousness of the bones? Did he just whip one together in moments? Springing new servants out of the grave in a few seconds was pure fantasy. Only through painstaking work and preparation would useful undead servants be created.

      And it was painstaking. Not being the sort of person who tolerated failure in matters arcane, Tyron cursed and grumbled to himself with increasing frequency as he concentrated on his work, his fingers dancing in the air above the bones as he wove. Several times he was forced to cut the threads and re-do a certain joint. He had to do the hips three times. Three! By the time he finished his hands were an aching mess, he was sweating profusely, and a headache pounded in his temples. He stumbled away from the stone casket and retrieved his waterskin from his bag. He drunk deep before releasing a satisfied sigh.

      Considering this was his first true attempt at bone stitching, he was quite satisfied with the final result. With practice and research, he would vastly improve his speed and efficiency in creating the weave, as well as increase its quality. For now, he was fairly confident the skeleton would move once he raised it. For all the effort, the final product was almost invisible to the eye. When pulled tight, the threads shrunk together and clung to the bones as they faded from sight. The final result would look as if the bones moved almost without being attached, but that was far from the truth.

      He upended the waterskin on his hands and then used the moisture to cleanse his face. It was a small thing, but he felt much refreshed afterward. The dust was so thick in the small mausoleum that he felt constantly clogged and suffocated by it, and even a moment of relief was nice. Hours of darkness had passed as he worked on his newest project, and there wasn’t much time left before dawn arrived. Tyron decided to let the remains rest for now. The magical threading would deteriorate over time but would easily last long enough for him to return the next night and raise his servant.

      What to do then with the time he had left? He certainly couldn’t afford to waste it. He cast his eyes to the sealed casket lying beside the one he’d been working on.

      “Well, Nolath, I guess we better see how your Mrs. is doing these days.”

      As the first rays of light began to creep over the horizon, Tyron returned to his family’s home. Exhausted beyond words, encrusted with dust and webs and reeking of the grave, he stripped down and pumped some water to wash himself, even going so far as to scrub himself with one of his mother’s precious soaps before collapsing in bed. Sleep came quickly, tired as he was, and it wasn’t long before his soft snoring was the only sound in the house.
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        * * *

      

      Mayor Arryn rose early that morning, as he did every morning. He crept out of bed before dawn, careful not to wake his slumbering wife as he dressed himself in the dark, habit guiding his hands more than his eyes. Once his feet were firmly planted in his boots, he went to rouse his children from their beds. They blinked owlishly at him as he leaned down and shook them gently before climbing from their blankets and getting ready to face the day. He smiled and nodded approvingly at them when the two boys and girl met him outside a few minutes later. Each was younger than ten, and it was important they learned good habits in their youth in order to set them up for whatever Class and future they chose for themselves.

      So just as he had done with his brother when he was young, he led them through the morning chores on the farm, tending to the animals, opening the gates, sweeping, cleaning, milking, directing the farm hands as they arrived, inspecting the tools and the million other minute but important tasks that kept a farm running smoothly. There was never enough time to get everything done, but according to family tradition, if you worked your guts out, you could get damn close.

      By the time the sun had risen over the horizon the family had already put in several hours of work, and the Mayor collected his children and took them inside where Mrs. Arryn had now arisen and baked them all a hearty breakfast.

      “Much on today?” Merryl asked.

      He grunted.

      “Too much, as usual. The Water Mages are due in town today, and you know what a fuss that always is.”

      The children brightened at his words and shared excited grins around the table. Watching the Water Mages work in the fields was a yearly treat. The Mages could conjure massive jets of water they would blast into the sky to rain down on the crops or combine to flood water into the reservoirs.

      With one rueful eye on the children, Merryl walked behind her husband and massaged his shoulders.

      “Don’t push yourself too hard, dear,” she warned, knowing it was useless. “There’s such a thing as overwork.”

      He smiled and caught her hands over his shoulders.

      “I’m tough as mountain bones, woman, stop fussing.”

      He gave her hands a quick squeeze of affection before he turned and rose from his seat. He snatched up another slice of fresh bread and lathered it heavily with butter as he made his way back to the room.

      “Don’t forget the children have lessons today,” he called as he quickly changed from his work clothes to something that could be considered remotely respectable. He might have the Mayor Sub-Class, but he was still a Farmer, damn it. He refused to dress up like some city ponce for official duties. Once he was ready, he farewelled his family and saddled his horse for the ride into town.

      One short and dull ride later, he tied his horse up outside the town stable and walked with brisk steps into the town hall, a grand description for a relatively modest building that housed a few offices, the record keeping room, and the strongbox for tax collection.

      “Good morning, Mayor,” a gruff voice greeted him the moment he stepped within the door.

      The Mayor didn’t break stride as he made his way toward his desk, waving for the marshal captain to follow him.

      “First, call me Jiren,” he said, “we’ve worked together for eight years, Markus. When do you plan on dropping the formalities?”

      He settled in behind his desk and sighed when he noticed the generous stack of papers arranged in a neat pile awaiting his attention. Ririta had clearly been in already this morning. How could a town with as many cows as people produce this much paperwork?

      “Still need that list from you, Mayor,” Markus said, refusing to yield his white-knuckled grip on his respect for the office of Mayor, no matter how much the Arryn family would have it otherwise.

      Jiren thought for a moment before he reached to one side and pulled open a drawer. From within he removed one sheet of paper covered in his own neat, utilitarian handwriting.

      “Here you go, Markus. Every kid who looked in any way suspicious during the ceremony. I don’t know why you don’t rely on your own list, it’s not like I don’t have enough work to do this time of year.”

      He gestured with one hand at the stack of paper he had to deal with as he ran his eyes over the list one more time. Chances were all these names were just twitchy kids who were overwhelmed by the occasion or who imagined they’d get some grand “God Slayer of the Heavens” Class and ended up a Shepherd. Every year there would be a few rude awakenings for those who squandered their youth, or those individuals who were just miserable with the Class that had been given. The trick was separating out those who were just unhappy with those who were looking to break the law.

      Just as he was about to hand over the sheet to the outstretched hand of Markus, he hesitated.

      “Just a second,” he said, “I’m going to add a name.”

      It was probably nothing. It was definitely nothing. But it didn’t hurt to keep a bit of an extra eye on the kid. His parents cast a mighty long shadow in Foxbridge, being the only truly high-level Slayers in the entire province. He would have had high expectations for his Class no doubt. Jiren could remember the shock on the poor boy’s face the moment he’d snapped back into focus, face pale and sweating, hands clutching the Awakening Stone tight. He’d seen it so many times before.

      “Just to be thorough,” he said as scratched the name “Tyron Steelarm” under the last name on the sheet before handing it over.

      Markus ran his eyes down the list and whistled when he saw the name on the end.

      “Hol-ee shit,” he drawled and shook his head. “If we actually bring that kid in, what do you think would happen here, Mayor?”

      The Mayor didn’t even want to think of it. It was hard to reconcile Magnin and Beory with their reputation sometimes. The couple were humble, full of laughter and a pleasure to interact with every time he’d met them. That didn’t mean they couldn’t bury Foxbridge in an avalanche of violence in minutes if they chose to, however.

      “It won’t come to that,” he said firmly, “I just want us to keep an eye on him. There’s a lot of pressure on that boy, and I don’t want him to do something stupid and ruin his future while his parents are out of town. That’s all it is.”
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      Laurel rose and stretched in the early morning light, totally unashamed of her nakedness. Cat-like, she extended her arms forward and arched her back, sighing in satisfaction as the joints loosened with faint popping sounds.

      “I still don’t know why you do that every morning,” Rufus asked from the bed.

      “I don’t hear you complaining,” she said as she began to gather up her clothes and put them on.

      “You’re leaving already?” Rufus asked, surprised, “I thought you’d want to hang around this morning.”

      The hunter’s daughter rolled her eyes.

      “Despite what you might think, I have better things to do than lie in bed with you all day.”

      “Like what?” the newly minted Swordsman asked, his face darkening.

      “Like getting levels.” Laurel finished dressing herself and started lacing up her worn boots, her nimble hands dancing across the knots. “I’m surprised you aren’t out there already, trying to find monsters to kill now that you’ve gotten what you want.”

      She could hear Rufus grunt from the bed as he pulled himself out from under the sheets and began to rummage around her room for his own clothing.

      “There’s plenty of time for that later,” he muttered, “there’s other things I have to settle first.”

      “Like Elsbeth?” Laurel asked archly.

      The burly young man froze a moment before he turned to face her with a smirk.

      “Is that jealousy I hear?” he said. “From you of all people? I’m shocked.”

      With barely a pause, she strode toward him until there was barely a hand between them. Confronted by the cool glare of his lover, Rufus drew himself up to his full height, his muscular frame looming over the slight woman. Undeterred, Laurel smiled for an instant before she drove her fist into his gut at the same moment she stomped her booted right foot down on the Swordsman’s unprotected toes.

      Having the wind driven out of him at the same time his foot exploded in pain left Rufus with little option but to fall back on the bed, wheezing and cursing in equal measure as Laurel stared down at him.

      “You might be a decent lay, Rufus, but don’t think for a second I would be jealous over you. You want to screw Elsbeth over? I couldn’t care less. If I had other options it might not even be you I shake out of my sheets in the morning.”

      Rufus glowered at her from the bed as he caught his breath and rubbed his foot.

      “Who else? Tyron? That bookworm doesn’t have the stamina.”

      “I’d be willing to find out,” she shrugged, “and I would have, if he didn’t shoot me down.”

      “What!?” Rufus gaped.

      “Make sure you lock up when you leave.”

      Unwilling to put up with the muscle-brained antics of the still-naked oaf, Laurel turned on her heel and gathered the last few things she needed. Her bow and string in hand, her pack and quiver over her shoulder, she was out of her room in moments and out the front door a few seconds after that. The wooden cabin she shared with her father quickly vanished behind her as she rushed out into the forest, her eyes wide to catch the dim light and her ears alive to the sounds among the trees. Her pulse quickened as she stopped to string her bow, bracing the yew with her foot as her hands slipped the string into place without her having to look.

      Her father was out here somewhere, just as he almost always was. On days like this she couldn’t find it in her to resent him for it. Just like her, he was addicted to the hunt, and he could be in the woods for a week before he’d had his fill. Breathing deep, she smelled the air and began to scan for prey. She had skills and a Class now—like hell she was going to wait.

      Back in the cabin, Rufus swore viciously under his breath as he hopped into his clothes. The pain in his stomach flared a few times, which caused him to collapse back onto the bed and wait for it to subside. It took longer for his anger to cool, and he was out the door and into the cool morning air before he’d managed to calm himself down. Laurel was the kind of girl who never held a grudge. Whatever he’d done to tick her off, she’d likely have forgotten about it by the time she got back. Since he needed her for his plans, he’d put up with the indignity.

      It was coming together better than he had even imagined, and the young man let out a laugh as his face split into a broad grin. After waiting his whole life, it was finally going to happen. His father was already at work in the smithy when he arrived, the sharp ring of the hammer on the anvil audible from hundreds of feet away. Rufus didn’t particularly feel like arguing with the old man, so he snuck in the back door in order to help himself to some breakfast. He was halfway through some cheese on bread when he realized the steady beat of the hammer had stilled.

      “Nice to see your manners haven’t changed with your Awakening then,” came a growl from the doorway, and Rufus looked up to see the imposing figure of his father staring down at him.

      He choked down the suddenly dry bread before he replied.

      “H-hey, Dad. Didn’t want to bother you at work, so I thought I’d just grab a bite before I headed out for the day.”

      Brindle, the Foxbridge Smith, just grunted in reply before he stomped into the room and helped himself to a generous wedge of cheese. Rufus frowned as his father’s massive hands came into view, and he turned his head to hide his expression.

      “Where’s Mother?” he asked.

      “Still sleeping,” Brindle replied through a mouthful of ripe cheese, “says her bones hurt.”

      A flash of anger stole across the younger man’s face before it was gone, vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. He pushed back his chair as he stood to his full height and looked his father in the eye.

      “I’ll be heading out then,” he said.

      Before he could turn to leave, his father spoke again.

      “Still planning on going through with your idiot scheme then?”

      Anger sparked in Rufus’ eyes as his jaw set, but he refused to rise to the bait.

      “I am,” he said.

      The Smith wiped his thick hands absently on the leather apron he wore as he shook his head.

      “Fool boy,” he rumbled, “all you’re going to do is get yourself killed and break your mother’s heart. For what? So you can dream of being some big-shot Slayer in the city?”

      His temper flared again, and the new Swordsman struggled to contain himself as he stared into the soot-covered face of his father. Not trusting himself to reply, he simply stood and glowered, his fists clenched by his side. His father paid this display of anger no mind. Full grown and now with his Class, Rufus was strongly built and physically imposing, but next to the Smith he was a cub next to a bear. Despite not having a combat Class, Brindle was likely the second physically strongest person in Foxbridge after Magnin Steelarm himself. If he so chose, he could pick up his son with one hand and throw him through the door. And they both knew it.

      Brindle stared hard at his son as he waited. When it became clear Rufus wouldn’t rise to the challenge, he leaned to one side to spit before he turned back to the smithy, the door creaking shut behind him as he left. Rufus didn’t move for several long seconds, breathing deep as he calmed himself down. He wouldn’t achieve anything by trying to fight his old man, he’d learned that lesson the hard way. His time would come, just not yet. When he was ready, he finished eating and made his way out of the house, his mood lightening the moment he set foot outside. He turned to look toward the upstairs window beyond where his mother was resting for a few long seconds before he turned the corner of the Willison’s house, heading into town.

      With a final deep breath, he put his family out of his mind. These next few days would be crucial if he was to realize his dream, and he refused to let the chance slip out of his hands. He wasn’t going to be buried in Foxbridge, slaving at the forge with Brindle until the old bastard died. He was going to be a Slayer—he was going to be a shield between the darkness and light. When he came home, he’d be rich as a king and as powerful as Magnin: then things would change.

      His mind filled with visions of his triumphant return, a small smile broke out on Rufus’ face as he made his way through the morning traffic. Distracted, he arrived at his destination almost before he realized it. The Ranner household where Elsbeth lived with her parents, brother, and two sisters was unusually quiet when he arrived, and he quickly shook the fantasies out of his head so he could concentrate.

      Trying to look nonchalant, the young man walked down a few houses before he turned down a side street, checked behind him, and then leapt the fence to his right. Moving swiftly, he kept going, and after surmounting one more fence he found himself in the Ranner’s small yard just outside Elsbeth’s window. He tensed for a moment, listening for any sign that he had been discovered, but he heard nothing except quiet weeping coming from the room in front of him. He approached the window in a crouch and tapped gently against the glass, careful not to make too much noise. Not that it did him much good. A moment later, Elsbeth threw the window open and flung her arms around his neck.

      “I was rejected by the Goddess,” she sobbed into his shoulder. “The Holy Mother shoved me out of the sanctum. What am I going to do, Rufus?”

      He raised his arms and gently embraced the girl as he whispered comfort into her ear, trying to keep his voice from betraying the broad smile on his face.

      What a waste it would be for you to be locked away in the Church of Purity, healing cripples for scraps of coin. This will be better, you’ll see.

      It didn’t hurt that he would get a rare and powerful healer Class for his burgeoning Slayer team either.
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      Back in his house, Tyron startled awake and immediately felt a sharp pain in his back. And why the hell was it so dark? Could it still be nighttime? Had he slept through the entire day? Only after he flailed his arms a little did he realize he couldn’t see because some paper was stuck to his face, covering his eyes. When he pulled the paper away, light returned and he realized he’d fallen asleep at the table again. Numerous pages covered in his neat scrawl covered the surface, only slightly marred with his drool. Still groggy, he pushed his chair back and stumbled outside, a huge yawn cracking his jaw as he went. He stumbled around the corner from the kitchen and found his father’s outdoor shower, installed at the insistence of his mother due to the stink of the man after his outdoor training sessions.

      Tyron nearly forgot to disrobe but caught himself just in time before he stepped onto the polished stone and waved a hand in front of the enchantment plate. A few seconds later a burst of cold water rained down on him, instantly shocking him awake.

      “Holy shit!” he chattered, rubbing his arms against his suddenly frozen torso, attempting to slap some warmth back into his skin.

      After a vigorous scrub he was able to rid himself of the accumulated dust and cobwebs from the previous night’s activities. Only when he couldn’t stand the cold anymore did he leap out from under the overhead pipe and wave a hand in front of the plate once more, shutting off the flow of water. Now he finally knew why Father wanted a fire stone installed along with the water stone behind the plate. His mother would never allow it—she was far too tight with the family purse, pointing out that having an enchanted outdoor shower was already an extravagant expense to begin with. Reminding her that she was the one who insisted it be installed did Magnin more harm than good, which never seemed to stop the man. Thinking of his parents’ endless, good-hearted bickering brought a smile to the young man’s face as he waited for the sun to dry him off before he went inside to find clean clothes.

      Much refreshed, he rummaged around for some breakfast before he sat back down to go over his notes. Absentmindedly chewing on his stale bread, he quickly remembered what he’d been up to.

      Spellcraft. Specifically, the Raise Dead spell: the signature spell of the Necromancer Class and his most powerful weapon. If he decided to keep his Class and try to survive on his own, outside the law, this spell would make or break him. The description of the Class was clear—he couldn’t get experience and level up by personally fighting. It didn’t matter if he slaughtered a thousand monsters on his own, he wouldn’t gain a thing. The only way he could improve was by creating undead and having them fight on his behalf, which meant his minions would need to be as powerful as possible.

      The more he thought about it, the more certain he was there would be a vast number of things he could do to better prepare the remains before it even came time to cast the spell. If he were an alchemical master, there might be some way to strengthen the bones using a solution or infusion of some sort. If he were an enchanter it might be possible to saturate the remains with magick, or do a hundred other things to improve their condition. All of that was out of his reach for the moment, as he had no knowledge and no resources to make it happen, so he fell back to what he did understand and was good at: spellcraft.

      The budding Necromancer continued to munch away on the hard bread as he was drawn back into his work, his free hand fumbling around the table for his pen and ink as he thought. Before long he was back at it, scratching away at the pages and trying to unravel the secrets of the complex spell, one layer at a time. His mother’s training came alive whenever he did this sort of work, the long hours of studying phrases, the drudgery of pouring through her seemingly bottomless supply of diagrams. If he was honest, it was twice as taxing as his father’s sword training, but he enjoyed it far more.

      “Concentrate, Son!” His mother would rap him on the head whenever his focus would start to waver. When he gave her an indignant look she would smile broadly and his ire would melt away as she ruffled his hair. “If you become a Mage, I won’t have you throwing spells around like some back-alley Hedge Wizard. A true Mage understands their magic, they don’t just use it. That’s how you level your spells.”

      “What if I don’t get a Mage Class?” he could remember his younger self protesting. “This will be a complete waste of time!”

      His mother had stared down into his eyes from her seat beside him at the table, the sound of his father performing sword drills outside the only other sound they could hear.

      “But you might be a Mage. And if you are, do you want to be mediocre, or do you want to excel?” she asked.

      Faced with that, he’d had little choice but to throw himself into his studies until she was satisfied, and ultimately he’d ended up continuing them even when she wasn’t home to make him. Despite never learning many spells, he was confident his fundamental grasp of spell structure and magick was at least decent for his age, especially compared to other kids from the outer provinces. His Status acknowledging he possessed some understanding of the mystery of Spell Shaping was all the proof he needed.

      He could feel that mystery at work in him now, a faint trickling sensation that would vanish if he tried to focus on it. It wasn’t well understood how they assisted people with tasks, only that they did. Ever since he’d earned it and it appeared on his status sheet, he could tell the mystery was aiding him in some intangible way. He didn’t bother focusing on it now, the spell itself was engrossing enough for him. He needed to level up his Raise Dead spell, and to achieve that he needed two things: practice and understanding. It would be hard to practice—he needed relatively fresh corpses for that, and it wasn’t like he could pop down to market in order to get one. In fact, the two skeletons he’d prepared the previous night might be the last he would get his hands on, which meant this was the only way he could try to empower the spell before then. With luck, he would level up the spell once through study before he needed to raise his next servants.

      There was some debate about whether it was a spell’s level that produced increased power, or whether it was the improvement of the Mage themself that was reflected by the level change. His mother believed there were elements of both.

      “The Unseen rewards your efforts,” she’d said. “If you learn and grow, stretch yourself and your abilities, then you’ll be granted more power to match.”

      Tyron was inclined to believe his mother when it came to things like this. After all, who would understand the workings of the Unseen better than a high-level Slayer? A higher-level Raise Dead spell would mean more powerful skeletons, not only because his own skill would improve but because the hand of the Unseen would push a little harder for him, which could make all the difference.

      For several long hours he continued to scratch away at the page until his hunger forced him to put down his pen and seek out a meal. He stood from the table and stretched, the crack and creak of his bones eliciting a quiet laugh. His father would lament he was sinking even further into “bookworm-hood” as he had phrased it, sitting hunched over a table for so long. Tyron had long suspected that Magnin still held out hope that his son would follow in his footsteps with a warrior-style Class, but Tyron had only grown more bookish over the years.

      It was close to midday when he emerged blinking into the sun once more and made his way to Leaven St., keeping himself to the edge of the street and allowing the traffic to pass him by. He tried to be unobtrusive as he slipped into the inn, but he should have known it would be a waste of time. He was no more than three steps in the door when his uncle’s voice rang throughout the common room.

      “AHA!” he shouted. “If it isn’t my favorite nephew!”

      Immediately half the eyes in the room turned to see the young man standing sheepishly near the wall, observing him for a quiet moment before turning back to their meals, the murmur of conversation returning to its previous levels. Uncaring of the general mood of the room, the large innkeeper strode across the floor, weaving his way through the tables until he clapped his nephew on both shoulders with his hands.

      “How are you doing, boy?” Worthy asked, looking sincerely down at Tyron with clear eyes.

      The younger man winced under the pressure from those powerful arms. He might run an inn now, but Worthy was once a Slayer and a proud Hammerman at that. His physical stats were no joke, and it wasn’t uncommon for the man to forget to control himself from time to time.

      “I - I’m fine, Uncle,” Tyron said, trying not to look his uncle in the eye. “Just getting a little hungry and thought a hot meal would be nice.”

      Worthy threw an arm around Tyron’s shoulders and laughed as he steered him toward the kitchens.

      “Of course, a hot meal fixes every ill! Especially when cooked by my wife! I swear by the stones of Sazz himself, I’ve seen her stew knit flesh and mend bones. Isn’t that right, darling?”

      Unimpressed with her husband’s antics, Megan gave him a level stare before turning a more welcoming gaze onto Tyron.

      “Hello there, lad,” she said warmly. “Come on in and I’ll get you fed. As for you,” she said, pointing her spoon at Worthy, “you’d best get back behind the bar before my wooden spoon finds stones of a different sort.”

      She waved said implement threateningly and Worthy backed away, his hands raised.

      “Threatened? By my own spouse? I’m wounded.” He feigned an injured expression, poorly, and Megan snorted.

      “I’ll give you wounded,” she threatened him before turning back to her work, her hands flashing over the bench as she chopped, stirred, and tested the dishes sizzling away on her stove.

      With a final wink at his nephew, Worthy vanished back into the common room, and only moments later Tyron heard his bellowing laugh roar out as he exchanged jests with the regulars; he didn’t fail to notice the small smile that graced his aunt’s face.

      “He has a way with people that one,” she said to him as she served a generous serving of stew, tearing some bread off a fresh loaf and tossing it into the bowl before putting it down in front of Tyron, “which is why I suspect he’s right to be worried about you.”

      She looked down at him kindly, and Tyron felt guilt and shame rise hot in his chest. His family were good people, and he was making them worry about him. It wasn’t a good feeling, but he didn’t know what else he could do.

      “It’ll be alright, Aunt Megan,” he tried to sound confident as he sought to reassure her. “I just need a few days to sort myself out and then I’ll be able to move forward. Things just didn’t turn out the way I expected, that’s all.”

      She gave a sigh and reached out to pull him to her in a hug.

      “I know you’ll be okay, lad,” she said. “You’re brighter than you’ve got any right to be and I know you’ll land on your feet, no matter what the Gods throw your way. You just need to have that confidence in yourself. It’s not the Class that defines a person, and only fools think that way.”

      She pulled away.

      “Eat up and go rest. That’s all you need to focus on. I’ll tell Worthy to make sure you get your space.”

      He sat and ate in silence.
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      Deep into night on the third day and Tyron Steelarm found himself once again shuffling through the gloom trying to look unobtrusive as he crept out of town to the graveyard. The damp was out early and his shoes were sopping wet by the time he arrived, dragging soft curses out of him as he squelched through the fields. He probably could have just taken the road, nobody would be using it, but he wanted to minimize risk, which meant crossing through the Grady family’s land and their knee-high grass.

      “Stupid,” he muttered to himself, “probably left a track through the field a blind, noseless dog could follow. Why not just stick to the road?”

      Even as he cursed himself, he knew why: the marshals were out and about. He’d seen them wandering through town as dusk fell, spotted a few on the roads on the outskirts of town. It spooked him enough to take extra steps to try and cover his tracks, only to mess up. When he finally reached the Arryn mausoleum, he was half an hour behind schedule, dripping wet and freezing cold. A fantastic start to a night of difficult spell casting.

      Hands shaking and teeth chattering, he slipped the chain from the entrance to the mausoleum and moved inside, muttering a light spell once he’d closed the door behind him. The now-familiar sight of dust and webs greeted him once more and he sighed. At least it was private. Throwing off his bag, he started unpacking. He had a lot he wanted to get done tonight and not much time to spare, considering how much he’d wasted already. This was already the third night since the ceremony—he only had two more before he would be forced to report on his Class and relinquish it, crippling himself in the process.

      If he was going to hold onto it and preserve his future, he needed to make as much progress as possible. In his head, vague plans were beginning to take shape of running away into the wilderness, making his way to the border towns or the Slayer Keeps close to the rifts. It would be hard, but if he managed to become strong enough, anything was possible. He needed levels.

      And to get those, he had to have minions. The Class description was clear: raising the dead and having them fight for him were the only ways he could progress. He had a suspicion that simply raising minions would only get him so far. If he wanted to reach level twenty and achieve the first Class evolution, he would need to have his minions fight.

      Which was why tonight was so important. According to the admittedly limited research he’d been able to conduct, pouring through his parent’s archives to read descriptions of undead monsters, he’d quickly abandoned the idea of relying on zombies. Slow, filthy, able to be smelled a mile off, weak in small numbers, zombies didn’t appeal to him at all. Their advantages, namely being easier to create and cheaper to maintain in terms of magick, might have been appealing if he’d had an abundance of fresh corpses to work with, but that simply wasn’t the case.

      What he had were bones. Stronger, faster, capable of wielding weapons (albeit clumsily), the skeleton was an all-round more appealing minion than a shambling pile of rotted flesh. They were more difficult to create and a more intensive drain on magic, which were certainly downsides, but he would do his best with the resources available.

      Spreading light throughout the dim, narrow corridors of the mausoleum, he brought out the cloth he’d prepared and started to swat away the webs that blocked his path. The eight-legged pests sent shadows flickering across the walls as they skittered away from his marauding muslin, the soft glow of his light magick catching them in the act. When he was done, he had a little more clear air and turned back to finish unpacking. He took a long draw from his waterskin and munched on the jerked meat he’d packed as he consulted his notes, running through the spell forms one more time.

      Reluctantly, he closed the book, rose, and stretched.

      “Alright then, time to check on Nolath and his blushing bride.”

      He moved around the corner to see the two caskets he’d opened the previous night. Eyes lighting up, he walked straight to the stone bed of Nolath, leaning forward to inspect the bones and the careful threading he’d performed. There had been some decay: the magick weave he’d so painstakingly created had begun to fray as the energy dissipated. He’d expected it to be worse than it was and quickly set to repairing the damage. Hopefully with more skill his weave will become more durable in future. He paid careful attention to the areas around the joints, where the finest weave was required and loose threads were hardest to spot. It wouldn’t do if he spent all this time raising his first skeleton only to find it couldn’t walk!

      After an hour, more than half of which was spent needlessly fussing over every little detail, he finally rocked back on his heels and stretched out. He grasped the back of his neck and rolled his shoulders as he looked down on the two assembled skeletons, still lying in their open stone caskets in front of him.

      “No point delaying any longer,” he muttered, “might as well get on with it.”

      It was frustrating, but he didn’t have enough time, resources, or know-how to do any more preparation. He knew that given a few more days he’d be able to make further improvements to his understanding of the remains and the intricacies of the Raise Dead spell, resulting in more powerful skeletons, but he was denied that luxury.

      Fetching his notebook, he hunched over it for a few more minutes as he ensured he had committed everything he needed to memory. With a final nod, he snapped the book shut and moved to stand at the feet of Nolath’s remains. Raising his hands, he began the incantation, feeling the magick begin to stir within him as it was summoned by the Words of Power.

      For long minutes the words rolled sonorously from his mouth as the magick flowed and twisted through the air, leaching into the bones, which began to glow with dark light as more and more arcane energy filled them. The fine weave of magick thread he’d laced around the bones ignited, drawing close and fusing into the remains as sweat began to drip down his brow halfway through the cast. Still, it wasn’t done, and Tyron didn’t let his focus slip for a second as he allowed the spell to take hold and consume his mind.

      On and on it went until at last, after almost an hour, the final syllable was drawn from his lips and he collapsed, his throat raw and body drained. With shaking hands, his wiped the sweat from his forehead and watched as the final vestiges of energy flowed into the bones. For a moment nothing happened, and the only sound in the dusty tomb was Tyron’s labored breathing as he collected himself and waited.

      Despite the massive complexity of the spell, he was confident in his ability. It’d worked. He knew it had worked.

      A few seconds later, a soft light—so dark it was almost black, but Tyron thought he detected hints of purple—appeared in the empty sockets of Nolath’s skull. As excitement built in Tyron’s eyes, he detected the almost imperceptible movement of the bones as they began to draw together, the femur pulling toward the tibia, the patella rising to its place atop the joint. They moved as if a thread, loosely sewn through a cloth, was ever so slowly being pulled tight, drawing all the disparate parts together.

      Which was exactly what was happening. The hours he’d spent threading were now coming to fruition, animating and pulling the skeleton together. It was a gradual process, one the budding Necromancer watched with rising enthusiasm. As the skeleton grew more animated, Tyron could feel the drain on his remaining store of magick grow as his new minion drew on his reserves to, quite literally, pull itself together.

      “Come on now, Nolath. Up you get,” he urged his creation, like a child speaking to a new pet.

      In many ways, that’s what it was. The Raise Dead spell formed a connection between the two, a master and servant bond that now flickered to life. Tyron had spent a great deal of time examining this portion of the spell matrix, since anything to do with the mind was well outside his knowledge. Part of raising a collection of bones to life was understanding the many necessary elements—a way for the bones to move, a source of energy to power it, and a mind to control it. Part of the magick he had just performed, perhaps even the most significant part, was constructing a crude mental “shell.” He hesitated to call it a mind, it was far too crude for that, but the shell would allow the skeleton to control its own body without him having to direct its every movement.

      Little more than a set of directives his new servant would follow to the letter, the shell was useful, but only in a limited sense.

      Fueled by Tyron’s arcane power, the skeleton left its grave, climbing with surprising dexterity from the stone casket to stand on its own two feet, a servant, willing and waiting on his command. Now that he actually saw the fruit of his labors, Tyron couldn’t help but feel a giddy wave of laughter bubble up from his belly. He’d done it! Not only had he successfully raised a skeleton, the second level of undead, on his first attempt, but it was only his second attempt at casting Raise Dead in total!

      He didn’t have any base to compare his own ability to another Necromancer, for obvious reasons, but he felt confident that his own progress was at least a little exceptional. He found it hard to believe that any newly Classed spellcaster would be able to handle as difficult a piece of magick as reanimating bones without extensive training and education.

      He himself was lucky to have the intermittent instruction from his own parents, but even with this advantage, he was rather proud of himself as he shakily rose to his feet.

      “Dammit,” he muttered as he reached for his bag, his hands fumbling as his fingers refused to obey his brain’s demands.

      With some effort, he reached inside and wrapped his fingers around the item he was searching for. When he drew it out, the soft blue light it emitted was almost blinding in the darkness of the tomb, his own light globes having faded with his diminishing mana reserves.

      “Mage candy,” the voice of his mother sounded inside his head, a memory of her holding up a crystal just like this one in front of his younger eyes coming to mind. “Very useful in small doses, extremely toxic in large ones. If you end up being a spellcaster, it’s a good idea to start building up an immunity early, because if you’re anything like me, you’ll be chewing through these things,” she grinned, “like candy.”

      Good thing she kept a small stash of the stuff in the house in case of an emergency. Good thing he’d found out where it was when he was eleven. Not that he’d ever needed them before now. Crystal in hand, he settled himself on the floor, sitting cross-legged on the cold stone as he brought his hands together in front of his chest before placing the gem into his mouth and concentrating.

      It was slow at first, so slow he almost couldn’t notice the trickle of pure magickal energy leaking into his body, but as the minutes trickled past the flow increased in speed until he received a steady stream of magick, lifting his reserves from their woefully low state. Gradually, his hands steadied and his body regained its strength. Casting the spell to raise a skeleton had taken him to the edge of his reserves, even after his level-up and resultant surge of stats. To make matters worse, when he had been on the verge of running dry, the skeleton had stood up, using Tyron’s magick to do so. All in all, it had been a close call.

      Ten minutes later, he spat out the crystal to find the glow that had emanated from it had diminished considerably. He felt much better, however. He rose from his seated position to find his minion still standing at attention, the dull glow of ethereal energy flickering in its hollow sockets. He could feel it in his mind, an emotionless pocket in the corner of his awareness. He had to admit, it was a little unnerving being in the tomb with it. The skeleton stood with perfect stillness, and would do so forever, until he provided an order or the mana that sustained it exhausted itself.

      He was specifically careful not to give it an order. Any movement it made would resume the drain on him, which he couldn’t afford right now—he had plans for the magick that infused him.

      “Alright, Nolath,” Tyron muttered to himself, rubbing his hands together, “about time you and the Mrs. were reunited I would say.”

      A second casting of Raise Dead in one night. It would be a risk, and if he hadn’t brought a small collection of Mage candy with him he wouldn’t have enough energy to do it. The danger wasn’t that his magick wouldn’t be sufficient, but the toxic effect of the crystals on his body. When he’d made his plans for the evening, it had been something he had deemed would be worth hazarding. His time limit was short—in two more nights he would be completely cut off from society unless he renounced his Class.

      As he stared into the faint flames burning in the eyes of his skeleton, he simply couldn’t imagine giving it up. This was the first step, the first hurdle. A Necromancer was capable of creating not just a few servants, but an army. This was merely the beginning of what he would be able to achieve if he pursued this Class.

      Faced with a future in which he moved through the world as a powerful Mage with a horde of fearsome undead at his side, or one in which he slunk through town as a cripple, no Primary Class to speak of, he couldn’t imagine choosing the latter. He was a Steelarm, son of Magnin and Beory. He’d spent his entire life in their shadow—how could anyone think he would be content to remain there for the rest of his life?

      He didn’t want to live beneath them—he wanted to be them!

      And when he’d swept through the wilds and destroyed the rifts at the head of his legion of undead, they’d sing his praises in the streets and he would be celebrated alongside his parents as a great Slayer of the age.

      Eyes hardening in determination, Tyron withdrew another crystal from his bag and popped it into his mouth, the cold surface of the gem freezing on his tongue even as he felt the trickle of power begin to flow from it.

      This would be difficult. He rolled the candy in his mouth until he had it firmly pressed under his tongue against the back of his teeth. Gem secured, his hands began to move and the Words of Power began to roll from his tongue as the dead air within the mausoleum stirred once more as his power thrummed.

      Outside, the wind rose and clouds began to creep over the horizon, heralding the storm to come.
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      Worthy sighed heavily as he moved through the common room of the Steelarm Inn, shifting tables and pushing chairs. It was the little details that made a good common room—this was something he’d learned over his years as a Slayer. Traveling from town to town, barony to earldom, and city to city in search of the next contract meant a lot of time spent sleeping in beds that weren’t your own, and although none could accuse him of being the sharpest weapon on the rack, Worthy had an eye for the little things.

      His inn wasn’t the most patronized in Foxbridge and the wider duchy because he traded on the family name, though it certainly helped. His brother’s exploits might bring the patrons through the door, but it was the quality service that kept them coming back.

      When the chairs were crooked, it showed a lack of care, made the atmosphere feel off. After all, if the innkeeper didn’t bother to straighten the chairs, where else might corners be cut? He’d made it a point across his career to only stay in businesses with neat chairs. When the tables weren’t arranged properly it made it harder to move through the space, made life more difficult for his servers, made it harder for the patrons to reach the bar. Best to head off trouble before it had a chance to make itself known in his estimation.

      It was that kind of “fussing over the little things,” as his brother put it, that ensured the Steelarm Inn enjoyed a stellar reputation and operated as regular as a clock. Which was why he was so concerned about his nephew. Gaining a Class was a big deal for a kid: it was the moment you finally became an adult, a fully functioning person. For someone like Tyron, who’d lived with the constant expectation that he would do incredible things when he grew up just like his parents (and to a lesser extent, his uncle), the shock of getting such a humdrum Class would be world-shattering.

      The poor kid. When he’d come to eat over the past few days, it hadn’t been hard to notice the growing bags under his eyes, the sallow skin. It was easy to see he hadn’t been sleeping. At least he was getting food into him. If all went well, his damned parents would show up in a few days, at the latest, and then they could sit down together and work out what the boy would do for his future.

      Being a Scribe wasn’t a great start, but it’s not like there was nothing he could do with it. With the right mix of secondary Classes, he could turn himself into a reasonable spellcaster. Enough to support Slayer groups on expedition if he worked hard. If he wanted to, Worthy was confident the boy could be a hell of a Scribe though. If he leveled it enough, chose his secondaries carefully, he’d make money hand over fist working for a lord, or even the royal treasury.

      He’d be getting paid better than half the Slayers in the kingdom without any risk of getting eaten. Didn’t seem like a bad deal to Worthy.

      Though in his heart, he knew it wasn’t what the kid wanted for himself. Tyron liked to play it cool, act like he wasn’t bothered by it, but deep down he longed for the sort of renown the legendary Slayers received. Defenders of the people, warriors of light, wardens of civilization. It was all nonsense as far as Worthy was concerned. He’d been in the business long enough to know there wasn’t any glory there, just blood and guts and shit.

      But he could remember what it was like when he’d been a boy, how he’d longed to go into battle, fend off the creatures from the rifts. He saw that same burning ambition in his nephew, and having that dream crushed before it could even begin was a mighty sad thing.

      Every chair in its place and every table properly arranged, the innkeeper stepped back to appreciate his work. Not so rigid as to look sterile, but just organized enough to make for a smooth day of business. Perfect is what it was. Now for the cleaning. With a little more life in his step, he moved to the storage cupboard and removed the enchanted gear he stored there. The bucket which heated the water and kept it near boiling point. The sponge he’d had to order special from his sister-in-law. Only her contacts would allow him to get his hands on something like this.

      Death-magick enhanced, the sponge would suck the life from everything it touched, leaving a trail of death in its wake. With his powerful defensive stats and build, Worthy himself was immune to the effect, but the bacteria on his tables were not. With a savage sense of glee, he got to work, swiping the piping hot water which he could barely feel across his tables, imagining devastated armies of microbes begging for their lives as he approached each wooden surface.

      “No mercy,” he rumbled, thoroughly wiping down another table with grim satisfaction.

      Tables done, he was about to head into the kitchen for the morning clean-down when the door opened unexpectedly. Worthy turned, surprise written plainly on his face, to see Tyron standing in the doorway, swaying on his feet, his eyes half-focused as his hands grasped at nothing by his sides.

      “Boy?” Worthy asked as he walked closer, “are you alright?”

      Tyron’s hands rose and seemed to search for the door. Not finding it in front of him, he took a few staggering steps into the common room, that same semi-vacant expression on his face. A sense of alarm began to rise in Worthy as he drew nearer. The boy didn’t look right, not at all. It was something beyond just fatigue and sleep deprivation, something that tickled at his memory.

      “Hey, Uncle,” the boy slurred, “any chance I can… get something to eat? I’m… I’m starving… I think?”

      At his side now, Worthy gripped his nephew by the shoulder to steady him and took a good look at his face. Eyes close to bloodshot, face drawn and covered in dust, black marks and streaks across his skin—the kid looked like hell.

      “Holy shit, boy. What in the ninth rift have you been doing?”

      The kid was still unsteady on his feet, even with the powerful Slayer’s hand steadying him. At the question, a slight smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

      “Magick, Uncle. I did magick. I wasn’t sure if I could, but I did it.”

      “Magick? You can do magick any time, why would you stay up all night doing it, you mad boy?” Worthy berated him even as he felt his heart pang.

      He could easily imagine Tyron, unable to accept his fate, working through the night to develop his magical talent. Even so, that shouldn’t put him in this state…

      “Fuck!” he swore.

      Of course, how could he miss it! He almost pulled up his death sponge to wipe at the kid’s face but stopped himself at the last moment before he threw the cleaning tool into the corner with another curse. Megan emerged from the kitchen wiping her hands on her apron, an expression between disapproval and amusement on her face.

      “What’s all this cursing so early in the morning, husband?” she mock-scolded before she saw Tyron and gasped. “Tyron! What happened?”

      “Get me a cloth, woman!” Worthy bellowed as he reached down to scoop the boy from his feet. “And warm water!”

      “Uncle?” Tyron asked, a faint tremor in his voice. “What’s happening?”

      “Shut up, lad,” Worthy said as he carried him swiftly into the kitchen, laying him down on the table as one of the kitchen staff held open the door.

      “Here’s the cloth.”

      “Ta.”

      With one hand, the former Hammerman gently brushed the hair back from the boy’s face as he used the cloth to wipe away the dust and grime around his mouth. After a few moments, he leaned closer to get a better look before he swore explosively.

      “FUCK!” His hand smashed down on the table, smashing an imprint onto the treated wood, made hard enough to prevent knives from cutting it.

      “What’s wrong with him, Worthy?” Megan asked, frightened by her husband’s unusual expression of anger.

      For the moment he ignored her, his hands tightening around his nephew’s head.

      “How many, boy?” he whispered, voice trembling from suppressed rage. “How many did you have last night?”

      “Uncle? I… don’t know what you mean.”

      “The crystals, boy. How many crystals? Try to think.”

      The urgency in his tone seemed to do something for Tyron; his eyes almost focused for a half second before it vanished, his mind retreating into the fog once more.

      “I-I’m not sure. Crystals? I’m so… tired.”

      “No! Don’t sleep!” Worthy slapped him across the face, hard.

      “Worthy!” Megan was almost in tears at this point. “What’s wrong?”

      With a visible struggle, Worthy mastered his temper as he continued to lean over his nephew, his focus never leaving his face.

      “This idiot has been up all night casting spells. Which would be fine, normally. It’s not smart to do it, but it’s not like he hasn’t done it before. Except this time he must have burned through all his energy and decided he should use some arcane crystals to top himself off.”

      His wife gasped.

      “Isn’t that?”

      “Fuckin’ dangerous? Yes, it is,” he growled. “If the little idiot used too many, then he’s already dead.”

      With barely any effort, Worthy slipped his arms underneath Tyron’s increasingly limp form and hoisted him up.

      “I’ll put him in the back room, make him comfortable. Send someone to run and get the apothecary, tell the old bastard to move his arse, I don’t care how early it is. Megan, pull together some of the leftovers. If we can get some food into him, that can help.”

      As the small crowd that had gathered in the kitchen raced to do as he’d said, the broad-shouldered man carried his nephew as gently as a baby to a spare room on the ground floor.

      “Don’t you dare die, lad. Not before your father comes home and kicks your arse over this first,” he muttered.

      Ten minutes later, the town apothecary, a leather-skinned old codger named Yarrus, was dragged into the room by Berry, one of the kitchen hands. Worthy gave her a nod as the healer drew himself up, cursing the youth and their lack of respect for their elders.

      “I’m here, Worthy, what’s worth dragging me out of bed for?”

      “My nephew. He used arcane crystals, I’m not sure how many.”

      “Magick toxicity?” The old man sucked in a deep breath as he rushed to the bedside. “That’s not good.”

      “No shit,” Worthy growled, “can you do anything for him?”

      “I can,” Yarrus confirmed, a sly tone creeping into his voice, “but perhaps we should first discuss the matter of payment?”

      In one motion, the innkeeper snatched the old man up off the ground by his neck, holding him there as easily as if he were a sack of potatoes.

      “How about you heal him first?” Worthy rumbled, fire dancing in his eyes. “Or maybe you’d like to explain to Magnin why his only son is dead because you wanted to argue about the price?”

      The apothecary frantically clawed at the hand gripping him but couldn’t budge it so much as an inch. Worthy slowly lowered him until the tips of his toes touched the ground before loosening his grip just enough to let the man breathe.

      “This is assault!” Yarrus gasped. “You think you can do this to me?”

      “You heal this boy or I’ll do far worse. I’ll pay your fucking coin when you’re done! Get to it!”

      With a face filled with contempt, Worthy released the apothecary, who slumped to the ground before crawling to the bedside and rummaging through his robes. The old Hammerman watched him carefully as the healer began to pluck various herbs from his pockets, fetching a mortar and pestle from the bag he’d brought with him to start grinding away.

      “It’s advanced quickly,” Yarrus muttered, mostly to himself, “you can already see the veins in his face turning blue and the bruising around the mouth. His temperature is... normal enough for now, but that will change in the next hour or so. Judging by the rapidity of the spread, I’d say he had three crystals, at least.”

      Worthy sucked in a breath, his brow creased with concern. Three crystals into someone who hadn’t built up a tolerance was a high dose. Three in one night was a high dose for someone who’d been using them regularly for a long period. He didn’t have much experience with Mage training, having never gone through anything like it himself, but he’d still worked with plenty of spellcasters over the years, and most of them wouldn’t take more than one crystal at a time, and only when they had to.

      Just what had the kid been doing last night? Why did he have to push himself this hard? And where the hell did he get his hands on the things? They were restricted!

      The answer was obvious, but he couldn’t believe Beory would be so careless with her own equipment that Tyron had gotten his hands on them. Had he bought them himself? With what money? He had a small stash of funds to take care of himself, but certainly not enough to purchase arcane crystals, not that anyone in Foxbridge sold the damn things.

      “You’re lucky I did my rounds at Skyice Keep,” Yarrus said as he pulled a series of needles from his bag and began coating the tips in the mixture he had prepared, “I treated many for this condition during my time there.”

      A grunt was the only reply the apothecary received, and his face soured as he drew the first of the needles out of the compound he had prepared.

      “By placing these at the nexus points in the extremities, I’ll be able to draw away some of the excess magick in his body. Hopefully it will be enough to prevent the worst ramifications of his overdose, but as with all things in life, there’s no certainty.”

      “Get to it,” Worthy said.

      Moving with the utmost care, Yarrus allowed his experience and skills to guide him as he turned over the boy’s arms so the palms faced upward, tracing the needle along his veins. When he was satisfied, he inserted the thin rod of tempered medicinal steel at the midpoint of the forearm, quickly replicating the effort on the other arm. With this done, he rolled up the boy’s pants to mid-calf and inserted two more needles above the ankle on each leg.

      After a few minutes of patient watching, the four needles began to emit a soft light.

      “There,” Yarrus nodded in satisfaction, “a portion of the energy is being drained away. I must caution you, should too much magick be taken from his system then there will be adverse side effects to that as well. Monitor the needles carefully. When the light is half as dim as it is now, remove them immediately, lest he suffer as a result.”

      “Is that all we can do?” Worthy asked.

      “With the resources we have at hand here in Foxbridge? Yes. If a high-level Arcane Healer were in town they could do much more, but alas, you are stuck with me.”

      The old man pushed himself to his feet with a grunt.

      “And I expect to be paid.”

      Avarice glinted clear and bright in the apothecary’s eyes. The Steelarms were the wealthiest family in town and hardly suffered from as much as a cough across the years. The opportunity to dip his hands into those deep pockets was near enough to get him salivating.

      “You can settle accounts with Magnin when he gets home. He shouldn’t be more than a few days away.”

      Worthy dismissed the apothecary with a few words and knelt by the side of his nephew, taking the boy’s hand in his own. A range of emotions writhed across Yarrus’ face as he contemplated trying to wring funds from a powerful Slayer. Greed, concern, and fear were followed quickly by glum acceptance.

      Magnin might decide to shower him with gold or just as easily short-change him, and there was absolutely nothing he, a small town Healer, could do about it. Someone like Magnin was worth a thousand of him in the eyes of the kingdom. If the warrior decided to cut him down in the street, he likely wouldn’t be punished for it.

      Grinding his teeth, Yarrus stalked out of the room and stomped through the inn, unheeded by everyone. Instead, their focus was on the semi-conscious young man in the back room.
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      It was sunrise of the fourth day since the Awakening ceremony, and Elsbeth Ranner woke numb and tired, the patter of rain on the slate roof of the family home a constant drum in her ears. After she lay in her bed for ten minutes, she finally sighed and pushed her blankets off, having managed to summon the energy she needed to prepare for the day.

      So much had changed since the Awakening. Everything had changed.

      It was normal, in a way. Getting a Class and transitioning to an adult was a momentous shift in everyone’s life, and she’d known that going into it, but even so, she hadn’t expected… this. She’d even gotten the Class she’d been hoping for—she was a genuine Priestess. Somehow, she couldn’t find it within herself to celebrate that fact this morning.

      She brushed her hair and dressed herself before leaving her room. Turning left down the corridor, she opened the door to find her family at the table eating breakfast. The air sat heavy in the room and silence lay beneath it like a blanket.

      “Sorry I’m late,” she muttered to no one in particular and dragged a chair out to sit down.

      Her mother flashed her a brief smile that faded as quick as it appeared. Her father sat in stony silence as he stared straight ahead, chewing his food with a mechanical rhythm. Elsbeth nodded to her mother in thanks for preparing the meal and raised her hands to pray before she hesitated. She’d been praying to the Goddess so long that the words of the morning prayer had come to her lips unbidden, but she couldn’t pray to her now, could she?

      Her father slammed a hand down onto the table before he stood, the legs of his chair scraping over the floor in the way he’d always hated.

      “Thanks for the meal,” he ground out, his entire posture radiating suppressed anger.

      It was so unlike the loving father she knew. Tears welled in her eyes, but Elsbeth kept her head down as the man who had raised her tidied his plate before stomping out of the dining room, slamming the door behind him.

      She nearly jumped when a hand gently touched her shoulder.

      “He’ll be alright in a few days,” her mother said, “he just needs a little time.”

      The gentle tone and warm support broke the last of her defenses and the tears spilled over.

      “What about me?” she sobbed as her mother drew her into her arms, “it isn’t any easier for me!”

      Angine Ranner didn’t answer her daughter, just held her close and rocked her side to side as she had for all her children when they were upset. Eventually the tears ceased, and she helped wipe Elsbeth’s face, hiding the tracks of her weeping.

      “What are you going to do today?” she asked.

      Elsbeth blinked. She couldn’t just keep hiding in her house, she had to go out sometime.

      “I’ll go and register my Class at city hall. No point waiting until the last day, better to get it over with.”

      Angine nodded in approval.

      “That’s the way. One door closing isn’t the end of the world. You’ll find there are many opportunities for a bright girl such as yourself.”

      She smiled.

      “Thanks, Mother.”

      The two women shared a hug before they parted ways, Angine to see to her chores and Elsbeth to get ready to head into town. She almost lost her nerve. Once she had her boots on and found a warm coat to keep off the rain, she made it to the front door before she froze. After a moment, she screwed up her courage and shoved open the door, the gray and dreary weather greeting her the moment she did.

      It was probably thanks to the rain that she managed to get from her house to the town hall without being noticed. Once she got there and pulled back her hood it was a different story. The entrance hall which stood deserted most of the year was packed, even at this early hour. Young adults, all here to register, stood or sat around the room in small groups, muttering quietly to each other.

      The moment she entered, all eyes turned to her and the whispers stopped for a conspicuous second before they returned, louder than before. Her face reddened, but she refused to back out now. Instead, she strode forward to the secretary who stood outside the mayor’s office, parchment and quill in hand.

      “Elsbeth Ranner, here to register my Class,” she said.

      “No problem, Elsbeth, take a seat. It’s likely to be a little while,” the woman said apologetically.

      It was two hours before her name was called. For two hours she sat in one corner by herself and endured the whispers and sidelong glances of people she might have considered friends once. Twice she’d tried to start a conversation with someone nearby and twice she’d been rebuffed with a sneer.

      News travels quickly in small towns.

      When she heard her name, she practically flew out of her seat and into the mayor’s office, where she found Mayor Arryn and Clerk Barbury seated on the other side of the desk.

      “Good morning, Elsbeth,” the Mayor smiled. “This is all standard procedure, and we’ll try and hustle through it since there’s still quite a few waiting. I don’t know why, but people always seem to wait until the fourth day. Day two you could have swung a cat out there.”

      “We’ll ask a few questions about your Awakening, then we’ll get you to perform the Status ritual here in front of us,” Mrs. Barbury explained. “I’ll then use one of my skills to inspect your Status and we compare the two results, then your paperwork goes away for filing. We keep one copy here and one copy goes to the record house in Dorrun.”

      “I understand,’’ she nodded.

      The whole process took fifteen minutes to complete, Elsbeth happy to answer the simple questions that were asked. Her Status sheet was inspected with care before Mrs. Barbury utilized her own method to produce an identical Status sheet. Inspection complete, the young Priestess was all too happy to leave the reception room behind her and head back out into the rain. By now it was almost lunchtime, and after a brief hesitation she decided she didn’t want to go home just yet. The frosty, repressed anger of her father was still a weight on her mind she wasn’t prepared to deal with yet.

      Instead, she turned down Leaven Street, stepping carefully on the slick cobblestone road as she made her way to the Steelarm Inn. Pushing open the front door, she was greeted by a burst of warm air and the welcoming din of a lively common room. She shook off her coat before she entered, hanging the damp clothing over the back of a chair, and sat at a table close to the corner as she waited to be served.

      As she looked around the room, she couldn’t help but notice Worthy wasn’t present. Normally the jovial, chubby man would be holding court, roaring with laughter as he served tables and pulled drinks, making every guest feel welcome with a broad grin and a story of old heroics. She frowned for a moment before brushing it off. He was probably fetching something from the cellar, or perhaps was in town making a purchase. She didn’t need to overreact to him being absent the moment she entered the room.

      So she sat and waited, and it wasn’t long until Nica, one of the serving girls, arrived at the table, returning shortly after with a bowl of steaming beef stew and a cup of mulled wine. She’d barely begun to enjoy her meal when two familiar figures slid into chairs at her table.

      “Rufus! Laurel!” she gasped around a mouthful of stew and immediately blushed at her own lack of manners.

      “Hey there, El,” Rufus winked as he sat down.

      Laurel didn’t say anything as she took her seat. The tanned girl’s eyes wandered about the inn as if searching for something. Not finding it, she faced Elsbeth directly.

      “Tyron not around?” she asked.

      Elsbeth started when she realized she hadn’t thought of her friend at all since she’d entered the inn. Her eyes flicked around the common room guiltily before she replied.

      “Umm, no? I haven’t seen Worthy this morning either. Do you think everything’s okay?”

      The huntress shrugged carelessly and Rufus snorted.

      “I can’t believe Tyron wouldn’t land on his feet, no matter what happens. Even if his Class isn’t what he wanted, he can rely on his folks to sort him out. To be honest, I’m still laughing at how embarrassed he was after the Awakening. You remember the look on his face?”

      “Rufus!” Elsbeth reprimanded the Swordsman. “He’s your friend, remember?”

      The young man made a face and opened his mouth to retort, but Laurel cut him off before he got a word out.

      “I don’t believe he was given a boring Class,” she said.

      “Believe it or not, you saw him yourself,” Rufus shrugged, a grin splitting his features. “He sure as shit didn’t look happy about whatever he got.”

      Laurel casually reached across and cuffed the smith’s son hard across the head, which made him flinch and forced a giggle out of Elsbeth.

      “You aren’t listening, blockhead,” Laurel said evenly. “I don’t believe his class is boring, or weak.”

      As he rubbed at the side of his head where he’d been struck, Rufus’ face darkened.

      “Why? Because of who his parents are? You think we’re all carbon copies of our fathers? Or mothers? That’s bullshit. Magnin and Beory are top shit, but Tyron’s always been weak.”

      Elsbeth wanted to speak up to defend their friend, but the acid in Rufus’ tone made her reluctant to speak. Only a few days ago the four of them had hung out together constantly. Since the Awakening, things had changed so quickly…

      For her part, Laurel just rolled her eyes before she fixed Rufus with a level stare.

      “Just because you want him to be weak doesn’t mean he is,” she said simply. “He sucks with a sword, can’t fight for shit, and you think that’s enough to make him useless? He’s smart. Real fucking smart. He started teaching himself magic before he even had a Class. I don’t care if you feel a desperate need to pull your dick out and measure it against his constantly, but at least try to see the reality in front of your eyes. That kid ended up with some boring and useless Class? I don’t believe it.”

      “So, what, you think his Class is something incredible and he didn’t want to tell us because he thought we’d feel bad?” Rufus slumped in his chair sullenly, anger tightening the muscles in his neck. “That’d be right.”

      “Or,” Laurel spelled it out for him, “it’s illegal.”

      A silence fell over the table as the other two absorbed that thought in shock.

      “No!” Elsbeth gasped.

      “You seriously think so?” Rufus grinned.

      “I don’t know,” Laurel pursed her lips, “but I think it’s possible.”

      “But that’s terrible! We have to help him!” Elsbeth cried.

      “First time I ever heard a Priestess wanting to help a criminal,” Rufus observed acerbically before softening his words with a smile when she shot a hurt glance in his direction.

      Silence blossomed once more among them as each considered the possibility of this news in their own way. It was several minutes before anyone spoke, and it was none of the three young people. From the kitchen door, Worthy emerged looking somewhat haggard. The normally boisterous former Slayer swept his eyes across the room and stilled when he noticed his nephew’s friends seated in the corner. With wide strides, he made his way across the common room, dropping a muted friendly word here and there as he did so, finally arriving in front of the trio before they had noticed his approach.

      “Fancy seeing you three here,” he greeted them with a small smile.

      Laurel, Elsbeth, and Rufus jumped at the sound of his voice. Jolted from their thoughts, they turned to see the portly innkeeper looming over them.

      “Worthy!” Elsbeth spluttered. “I was wondering if you were home!”

      Laurel and Rufus both greeted the large man with a murmured, “Mr. Steelarm.”

      Though he may have developed a belly since retiring as a Slayer, Worthy was still an imposing physical specimen whose reputation alone commanded respect. His history, as well as his jovial nature and boisterous laugh, made him a favorite among the children of Foxbridge. The three of them had looked up to the man since they had been able to walk.

      The innkeeper’s face turned downcast in response to Elsbeth’s words.

      “Well, I suppose you wouldn’t have heard. Young Tyron has gotten himself into a spot of trouble. The fool boy is recuperating in the back room—his aunt hasn’t left his side all morning.”

      “Oh no!” Elsbeth gasped. “Is it serious?”

      Rufus and Laurel exchanged glances.

      “He could have died,” Worthy said simply. “Since the Awakening he’s been beating himself up and pushing himself too hard. You four have been friends since you were wee munchkins. It’d mean a lot if you could spend some time with him when he wakes up. Try and cheer him up.”

      Elsbeth immediately apologized profusely for not visiting earlier and pledged they would all spend time with him the moment he awoke, but Rufus had other priorities.

      “What did he do?” Rufus interrupted the young Priestess. “To hurt himself, I mean?”

      Worthy frowned but didn’t see any reason not to answer.

      “He overdosed on magic, pushing himself to cast spells he shouldn’t. I can only assume he got the stuff from his mother’s supply somehow.” He shook his head. “Not getting the Class he wanted has hit the boy hard. It’ll be good for him to see he hasn’t lost his friends.”

      “Of course he hasn’t,” Elsbeth said firmly, and the others offered muttered agreement.

      “Thanks,” Worthy smiled at them, his usual bright grin dimmed to a muted glow. “I’ll have the kitchens send out something extra for you kids.”

      Having said his piece, Worthy finished his rounds of the common room and vanished back into the kitchen, most likely to sit by his unconscious nephew once more.

      “Poor Tyron,” Elsbeth said, “I can’t believe he’d do that to himself. He’s always been so careful…”

      “It’s almost like he’s pushing his illegal Class to its limits before time runs out,” Rufus leaned forward and whispered.

      “Or,” Elsbeth glared at him, “he’s compensating for having his dreams shattered by pushing himself too hard.”

      “Maybe,” Rufus shrugged and leaned back in his chair.

      “It’s almost like you want him to have an illegal Class. Why? You want to see it ripped out of him, to live as a cripple?” she demanded hotly.

      “Keep your voice down,” Rufus hissed. “It’s not like that,” he continued, “I just think we should listen to what Laurel has to say.”

      “And do what? I still can’t believe either of you think this is real, but what are you going to do if it is? Help him escape? Or something?”

      “There’s a bounty on catching runaways,” Laurel mused with a straight face.

      Both of her hands slammed into the table before Elsbeth even realized what she was doing.

      “I can’t believe you, either of you,” Elsbeth said on the verge of tears. “I’m going home.”

      Her chair screeched as she rose from the table and stormed out, half the eyes of the common room on her as she did so. The moment the door slammed behind her, those eyes turned to the two youths who remained.

      “Nice and low-key,” Laurel murmured.

      “As if it isn’t your fault,” Rufus scoffed, though he took care to keep his voice low. “You really don’t think you could have been a little more tactful than that?”

      “It’s your job to wrangle the princess, not mine,” Laurel said, bored. “Though I’m not sure if trying to catch Tyron and turning him in would be a good move, if he has a banned Class.”

      “What do you mean if?” Rufus said. “You were the one who suggested he did in the first place!”

      “It’s possible, not certain.”

      The young man pondered for a moment.

      “But if he does… that bounty could help us. It’s not cheap to become Slayers, every little bit could help us out.”

      Laurel watched the blacksmith’s son with level eyes before a slow smile spread over her features.

      “You do want him to have an illegal Class. You want to drag him back into town and watch it ripped out of him. Don’t bother denying it, I can see it in your eyes.”

      Rufus didn’t reply.

      “You are such a petty bastard,” she said as she rose from the table, draining the last of her cup. “I’ll help you, because I think it’s hilarious to see how far you’ll go for a childhood grudge, but I don’t think you’ll get the princess on board.”

      “Leave her to me,” Rufus said.

      Laurel stretched like a cat, the lithe form of her body catching Rufus’ eye.

      “Even if I’m right, the marshals will get him before we do,” she said as she turned toward the door.

      “The marshals are watching everyone. We only have to watch him.”
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      Fragments of thought rolled through Tyron’s mind, flickering from one to the next as he slept, like a fever dream. He saw bones and dust and smelled rotting flesh and mildew. Spiders crawled over his body, weaving their webs through his ribs and in the holes of his eye sockets. He felt cold, a deep, bottomless cold that swelled and rose and pulled him down into a world of shadow that buried him in its center. In his heart he thrashed and fought, tried to free himself from the vortex that pulled him away from the light, but it was useless. No force of man could possibly resist that which had hold of him now, and soon he was lost. Lost to sight and sun, time and touch as his awareness was smothered in darkness.

      With a gasp like a drowning man thrown onto a beach, Tyron sat upright in bed, the sheets falling from his chest.

      For a moment he was completely disoriented as he tried to reconcile the world around him with the nightmare in his mind. His hands grasped for a hold on reality as his eyes rolled in his head, the light almost painfully bright. He heard a woman’s voice call out in fright and he came back to himself with a shock, sweating and heaving for air as he steadied himself on the bed. This was the inn. He knew this room. He turned his head to see his aunt Meg, a hand on her heart as she stared at him with eyes wide open.

      “Dear gods, boy!” she wheezed. “You nearly scared me to death leaping out of the bed like that!”

      She recovered from her surprise in a moment as she leaped from her chair, the crochet she had been working on falling to the floor as she swept him into her arms.

      “You little fool,” she whispered through the tears that spilled over her eyes, “you could have died, Tyron.”

      In an instant the shame swept over him and the young man was thrust back into his memories, sobbing in his aunt’s arms as a child while his parents adventured for months on end. This woman had practically raised him—she deserved better of him than this. His arms shook as he raised them to embrace her, still clammy with sweat.

      “I’m sorry, Aunt Meg,” he said. “I’m really sorry.”

      They sat like that for several long minutes as Tyron tried to hold in his tears while Meg openly wept. She always wore her heart on her sleeve. Eventually she released him and pulled back to wipe her eyes using the apron she still wore.

      “I’m sorry,” she hiccupped, “but you can’t blame an old woman for getting emotional when her nephew almost winds up dead, now can you?”

      “No,” he replied. “No I can’t.”

      Now that he was awake and she was no longer frightened that he would suffer permanent damage, the fear that had lingered in her heart was replaced with anger. He could see it spark to life in her eyes, though she controlled it well.

      “Now I suppose you’ll need to be explaining yourself, young man,” she said sternly, the effect only slightly ruined by the wet tracks that still glistened on her plump cheeks. “Your uncle and I have been worried sick! What could have possibly possessed you? Even if your Class is poor, there’s no need to be this extreme!”

      For a moment, he almost told her everything. He wanted to. Not only did he want to unburden himself, to explain how he felt and what he had done, share the secret that was lodged in his chest and no longer carry the weight of it himself, he also wanted the freedom that would come from no longer having to decide. He could put it all on his aunt and uncle. His parents hadn’t returned and wouldn’t be able to shield him or advise him; only these two were here, with him, as they’d always been.

      He opened his mouth to speak, then froze.

      Meg watched him with patience as the gears turned in his mind. Could he do it? Really? Selfishly push the burden onto them? Did that really serve them, or himself? A bad situation didn’t necessarily get better just because you shared it with others. He was in the shit, but that didn’t mean his entire family needed to climb in with him. If he really wanted to help these people who had loved and cared for him, it would be better if they had no part of his plans. Better that he carried the whole burden himself.

      “I… I got impatient,” he averted his eyes and muttered. “I just don’t want to see my dreams collapse into nothing, Aunt Meg. I can’t stand it.”

      That last utterance, at least, had the ring of perfect truth, and his aunt’s eyes softened at the pain in his voice.

      “It’s going to be alright,” she reached out and patted him on the head. “You can trust us, Tyron, you know that.”

      Another stab of pain flared in his heart, but he just nodded dumbly, not trusting himself to speak. Meg’s eyes widened as she rose hurriedly.

      “I need to get your uncle! He only just went to bed, bless him. I’ll be back!” She hustled from the room.

      Tyron couldn’t help but chuckle warmly at the sight before a thought struck him cold. His uncle had gone to bed? What time was it? He scrambled to find a window, but this spare room had none, and soon enough his uncle stormed into the room and dragged him into a bear hug which left him little room to breathe.

      “You little idiot,” his uncle rumbled as he squeezed him tight and Tyron gasped for breath.

      He didn’t know how he managed to get out of that room without confessing. The comfort and support that his family lavished on him warmed him and buried him in guilt all over again, but he held his tongue. Both of them demanded he stay in the inn overnight and wouldn’t hear of letting him go back to his own house. His entire plan was almost destroyed until he managed to persuade them to allow him to sleep in the attic as he usually would. After a thousand apologies and a thousand more hugs, the two of them returned to their own chambers, but only after they had watched him climb up the ladder and close the hatch.

      “Light,” he whispered to the darkness.

      The soft globe of light sprang into existence and he levitated it into the air for a moment as he looked about his “office” and home away from home. The desk with the old wooden chair, the dusty pallet and blankets he had set for himself in the corner, his collection of worn texts he had brought over from his mother’s collection so he would always have something to read. He’d spent a good portion of his youth up here, when he didn’t want to stay in his own house by himself anymore.

      He was tempted. So tempted. He could just lie down, drag his blankets over himself, and sleep. When he woke in the morning, he could go register his Class and it would be removed, then he could go on living in Foxbridge, probably for the rest of his life. He could pick up a few Sub-Classes, maybe work for the mayor’s office or as an accountant. He already kept the books for his uncle after all.

      Even as he rolled the thoughts over in his mind, he knew he wouldn’t do it. He felt like if he were to actually lie down, he wouldn’t be himself anymore. He’d no longer be Magnin and Beory’s child, no longer be a Steelarm. Even if it was hopeless, he was going to try and decide for himself how his life would go. The Awakening ceremony might have dealt him a bad hand, but he refused to walk away from the table.

      There wasn’t much he could use here, but he rummaged through his things anyway, making sure to keep the noise to a minimum. None of these books would be particularly useful after he left, but he couldn’t help flicking through them one more time. He waited for an hour, idly turning pages and gathering a few odds and ends he might want before he extinguished the globe and moved to the window.

      He suspected his aunt and uncle knew full well about the rope he kept hidden in the attic but he hoped that on this night, with everything that had happened, they wouldn’t remember it. He moved as carefully as he could, opening the window a centimeter at a time until he lowered the rope and oh so slowly levered himself onto the windowsill and then shimmied down. He was puffing by the time he got to the ground.

      I’ll have to work on my fitness if I’m going to be roaming the rifts by myself, he thought wryly. Father would be pleased I finally got motivated to exercise.

      Not that Tyron was overweight, he didn’t eat enough for that, but he was certainly unfit. He knew that tonight, the fourth since the Awakening, the marshals would be on the highest alert for runaways, so he had to be careful. Heart in his mouth, Tyron crept toward his home, keeping to the shadows, relying on the instincts his Sneak skill gave him. Luck was with him, and he was able to climb the stone fence and flop into his backyard without rousing any suspicion. Once inside, he quickly gathered the materials he would need to sustain himself out in the wild.

      Gold, Mage candy, some hardtack he used when he couldn’t be bothered going to the inn to eat. He rummaged through his mother’s books until he found a few tomes he thought would be useful as well as valuable in case he needed to sell them. A monster almanac, since he wasn’t as well read on those as he liked, a tome of spell forms that dealt with magick transference, and another on sigil work. These he carefully wrapped before he placed them on the table along with everything else. He also raided his father’s store cupboard where he found a few traveling cloaks that didn’t really fit him and some spare swords. He needed three blades in total and carefully selected these, keeping in mind a few things. He could open up the trophy room and take out the best and most powerfully enchanted weapons his father owned, but his skeletons wouldn’t be skilled enough to use them properly, and the moment anyone saw as much as the hilt he’d likely be robbed.

      No, what he wanted were the kind of blades his father favored: plain, well made, with utility enchantments to prevent rust. He took two of Magnin’s spares and grabbed his own sword and belted it onto his waist. He looked down on the unmarked sheath with mixed emotions. He’d never thought he might actually have need of the sword his father had bought him, and hopefully, if all went well, he wouldn’t have to use it all.

      The skeletons do the fighting, he reminded himself, but you still need to defend yourself.

      Two years ago, when his parents had first invited him to join them on their travels, they had surprised him with a full set of traveling gear. Though he had turned them down in the end, the gear itself he kept in his room as a reminder that they were willing to share their lives with him. He went through it all methodically, ensuring it was still packed correctly and ready to use. Rain-proof cloak, sleeping roll, camping supplies: it was all still here. He brought it all to the kitchen and started to pack everything he had gathered. Unused to this sort of thing, it took him a few goes to get it all to fit snugly into the bag, and a few more to work out how to get it onto his back and strapped in place.

      With the fully laden pack and three swords hanging off his belt, he was far from stealthy, which worried him considerably. After he took all the gear off again and considered it, he decided he would have to make two trips out to the mausoleum. The three swords he could take on the first trip, along with maybe the bedroll, then the pack on his second run. It would take longer, but he doubted he could get through town unnoticed when burdened by so much stuff.

      He didn’t feel guilty at all going through his parents’ belongings like this, taking their money, weapons, books, and equipment. He knew for a fact the two of them didn’t care one bit for any of it, least of all the money. If he’d ransacked the trophy room and sold everything inside, he doubted his father would have batted an eye, though his mother would likely be furious at such a display of poor character. Odds were, they left all this stuff lying around for the express purpose of making it easier for him to travel should the desire ever take him.

      As he made his final preparations, Tyron sat down and wrote a letter to his parents explaining his situation, which he sealed in an envelope. Then he prepared himself once more to undergo the ritual to view his Status. If all had gone well, he would have improved his skills, and with a little luck, maybe leveled one more time.

      He spoke the words, broke the skin on his thumb, and pressed it to the paper. A wave of dizziness washed over him briefly as the blood poured from the wound to form words on the page. He needed more rest, he still wasn’t fully recovered, but he didn’t have time. Once he steadied himself, he eagerly leaned forward to read the words on the page.

      
        
        Events:

        Your attempts at stealth have increased proficiency.

        Your study of the Raise Dead spell has increased proficiency.

        You have examined multiple corpses. Corpse Appraisal has increased proficiency.

        You have practiced applying threads of magick to remains. Bone Stitching has reached Level 2. 

        You have raised two skeletons. Raise Dead has reached Level 3.

        The Darkness continues to be pleased with your progress. The Dark Ones see your corruption of the sanctified and take note. The Court sees you raise minions with glee. The Abyss still waits to hear your call. Anathema has achieved level 3. You have received +2 Intelligence, +2 Constitution, and +2 Willpower.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 10)

      

      

      
        
        Class:

        Necromancer (Level 2)

        Sub-Classes:

        1. Anathema (Level 3)

        2. None

        3. None

      

      

      
        
        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

      

      

      
        
        Attributes:

        Strength: 12

        Dexterity: 11

        Constitution: 20

        Intelligence: 25

        Wisdom: 19

        Willpower: 19

        Charisma: 13

        Manipulation: 11

        Poise: 13

      

      

      
        
        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5)

        Handwriting (Level 4)

        Concentration (Level 2)

        Cooking (Level 1)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 1)

        Sneak (Level 1)

        Skill Selections Available: 2

      

        

      
        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 1)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 1)

      

      

      
        
        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 4)

        Mana Bolt (Level 1)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 3)

        Bone Stitching (Level 2)

      

        

      
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial) : INT +3, WIS +3

      

      

      Seeing that his level in Raise Dead had increased, Tyron pumped his fist. Obviously it was no help to him now, but the next time he used the spell it would have a little more power behind it, something he wouldn’t complain about. Sneak not leveling up was disappointing, since that would have helped him tonight. He’d hoped for another level in Necromancer but hadn’t expected it—he hadn’t actually done any fighting with them, after all. Luckily, Anathema had increased, giving him the boost to his stats he needed. To continue fueling his minions, he needed stronger mental stats to increase his magick reserves and regeneration.

      The message he’d received from the Abyss was a little ominous. They were waiting for his call? They’d have to keep waiting. He wasn’t about to try and commune with something referred to as part of “the darkness” which had saddled him with a Sub-Class called Anathema until he knew a hell of a lot more about it. He could only hope that decision didn’t come back to bite him in the rear.

      With a wave of his hand, he ended the ritual and rocked back as he felt his body change to reflect his new Status. He hadn’t managed to retain consciousness the first time but thankfully this wasn’t a repeat performance. It was a strange sensation, to say the least. His eyes swam as he felt something invading him, changing him from the inside out. Time seemed to fade into the distance and sensations passed beneath his awareness as his mind began to drift away from his body until he was suddenly snapped back.

      Tyron came back to himself with a start and blinked rapidly as he processed what had just happened, only to realize he simply didn’t have the time and forced his legs to move. He stood from the table and took his letter and the Status sheet into the trophy room, unlocking the sealed door and placing both inside on the floor. Barring the townsfolk knocking down the walls of two powerful and respected Slayers, there was no way anyone other than his parents would find them here. Being careful, he made sure the door was properly locked before he returned to the kitchen. Pulling on his rainproof cloak, he gathered the three blades, extinguished the light, and slipped out the back door.

      Heart pounding in his chest, he scaled the back fence once again, pausing when he reached the top to peek over the edge and check for marshals. Seeing no one, he threw his legs over, one before the other, and dropped as silently as he could down to the ground. With three swords on his hip, it was much harder to do than he’d expected. As he crept away into the shadows, the clouds above which had threatened to open all day now did so, unleashing a steady downpour onto Foxbridge.
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      Tyron cursed the downpour as he crept through the empty streets. At least he’d remembered to wear his cloak, which kept him relatively dry. Despite his discomfort, the downpour would at least help conceal him from prying eyes. He crept around the back of his parents’ property and looked about. Greys Street was dead this time of night; unsurprising, given the weather. Even so, his steps were slow and careful as he stepped out from the stone wall and made his way across the cobblestones. In this manner he crept cautiously through town until he found himself staring out into pitch-black darkness as rain poured down onto his hood, plastering it to his head.

      “How the hell am I supposed to find my way?” he muttered to himself.

      He roughly knew the right direction—he’d made three trips to the cemetery in the dark already, but without even moonlight to guide him and the slippery conditions he was likely to break his leg in a ditch. That’d be a glorious start to his life on the run! Caught by the marshals, shivering on the side of the road clutching at his broken limb. At least his father would get a good laugh out of it. He was always good at finding the humor in a situation.

      As he clung to the side of the Wissen brewery storehouse on the edge of town thinking, a new awareness nudged to the forefront of his mind. His skeletons! They were still there, inside the mausoleum, following the last command he had given them, to wait without moving. He was connected to them now, a whisper-thin thread of magick connecting him to them. If he concentrated, he would be able to follow it through the dark and it would lead him straight to them!

      Breathing deep, he focused on that miniscule connection and began to walk. It was slow going, and he wasn’t able to keep an eye on his surroundings as much as he would have liked, but he did it. An hour later he slumped onto the door of the crypt and pushed it open, the connection with his minions a steady pulse at this close range. With a tired grin, he unbuckled two of the swords and pressed them into the skeletal hands of his creations. They had little by way of minds, these creatures, but they had enough awareness to close their fingers around the hilt of the weapon and hold it steady. Tyron could feel the drain on his magick increase with even this slight movement, the aided strain of holding the weight of the swords enough to make a noticeable difference. The two spare cloaks he had brought went over the two skeletons, and he tied them around their bony necks. They wouldn’t do much to conceal the nature of his minions up close, but perhaps from a distance they might help. He also removed his own sword and leaned it against the wall—less weight for the trip.

      A moment of rest was required before he felt confident to head back. The return trip was even worse, as he didn’t have that magical signpost to guide him in the dark, but by crouching low and feeling out each step before he took it, he was able to make it back to town in one piece. Drained and with a headache developing in his temples, he was almost caught when he stumbled against the stone fence of his house, drawing the attention of a marshal passing nearby.

      The downpour had forced the patrols to light their lamps in order to see in the dark, and Tyron panicked when he saw the blurred glow approaching through the rain. With no time to think, he turned and leapt, grabbing onto the top of the fence and hauling himself over with adrenaline-fueled desperation. As he tumbled and fell on the other side he scored his knee badly on a stone, causing him to hiss as the pain flared. Over the fence he could hear someone approach and inspect the wall, no doubt seeing the footprints he’d left in the mud on the other side. He judged they wouldn’t bother investigating: they were out to prevent escaping the town, not sneaking in.

      Even so, he resolved that he would need to take another exit when he left. He couldn’t risk that they might lie in wait for him; he didn’t get a second chance at this.

      For the last time, he opened the back door of his family home and wandered into the kitchen. He didn’t allow the sentimentality to touch him, he couldn’t afford to, though it was difficult to keep his eyes dry as he strapped the pack onto his shoulders and secured it firmly. One more time he cast his eyes around the empty kitchen, over the table and chairs that had hosted so few family dinners as he had grown up, but each one was a precious memory.

      He would be back. When he had proved his worth and made his name fighting the rifts in the borderlands, he was sure his Class would be overlooked. In ten years—no, in five years he would return to Foxbridge a hero, not an outcast. Life would be hard until then, but he could do it. He was a Steelarm after all. Resolve hardened within the young man, and he extinguished his globe of light with a gesture and walked out the front door with sure steps. This was just the beginning for him, it wouldn’t end here.

      The oppressive rain continued to drench the streets and turn the cobblestone roads slick. Visibility was awful, but that was in his favor, and Tyron wasted no time making his way into the alleys. When he passed by the back of his house, he was unsurprised and more than a little nervous to see a cluster of lights gathered by the back wall. He couldn’t hear them over the constant downpour, but he was certain they had gathered to investigate the disturbance he’d made.

      He swallowed heavily and moved as silently as he could, circling wide around the gathering as he felt his way between a few buildings and through to the other side of town. Again he relied on the vague sense of direction he gained from his minions, the connection between them, so faint at this distance, his guidepost in the near-total darkness.

      Despite the cold, he felt drenched in sweat beneath the layers of clothing he wore and his heart pounded in his chest all the way from town until at last he collapsed inside the mausoleum, exhausted from the tension.

      “That was stressful as all hell,” he muttered to himself as he pushed back his hood and shook out his damp hair. In moments a puddle of water had accumulated around his feet as he stood inside the entrance and took a moment to breathe.

      “Light,” he mumbled.

      Thankfully his mastery of this basic spell form was enough that even when fatigued and distracted there was no deviation in the magick, and a soft globe of light bloomed over his head, banishing the darkness and revealing the interior once more.

      After a minute of calming himself and gathering his strength, he rolled the pack off his shoulders and removed his sopping wet cloak, careful to ensure no water dripped into the dry interior. With a shrug, he hung the clothing from a winged cherub carved into the arch above the entrance before turning back and making his way deeper into the crypt.

      His two minions remained as they had been, and he had to admit that the addition of the cloaks, when standing this close, didn’t do much to make them less intimidating. In fact, it probably made them look even more creepy. With the hoods pulled up it was difficult to see their faces, but the soft glow of purple light that emanated from their empty sockets cast their features in a frightening way. Tyron was almost tempted to check that his connection to the two undead remained sound but resisted with an effort of will. It was fine. They remained under his control, there was no need to be spooked by his own creations!

      Seeing that everything was fine, he walked back to organize his things and removed some tack he’d packed, the hard biscuit giving him a little energy, particularly after he washed it down with fresh water from his canteen.

      “No need to delay, Tyron. The rain won’t let up for hours, and you need to travel as far as possible while it’s still dark,” he told himself.

      It was true, he didn’t have time to waste, and yet he still had to force himself to get moving. He grabbed his sword and strapped it onto his belt, fumbled out another chunk of Mage candy, and carefully placed it under his tongue before he pulled down his cloak and put it back over his shoulders. The trickle of power through the rock in his mouth energized him once again and began to replenish his reserves even as his stomach heaved.

      Using it again so soon after the last time was foolish, but he didn’t have a choice if he wanted to bring his two skeletons with him. It would take long days, possibly more than a week of travel before he made it to the Allthorn Forest. Dodging the patrols and staying off the roads would make the journey that much more difficult. He grabbed his pack and tied it on, grunting slightly at the weight.

      His constitution had improved considerably from his recent stat gain, but his strength was as insipid as ever. Perhaps he could deal with that issue with his second Sub-Class slot? It was far too early to be worrying about that, he scolded himself. Until he had a better handle on the strengths and weaknesses of his Primary Class, choosing a secondary would be idiotic. Though he’d already had one chosen for him, not that he liked to think about it much.

      He was almost ready to depart—a few final checks and then it would be back out into the rain and on to adventure.

      “… he’s coming out?” he heard through the door.

      SHIT.

      In a second he snuffed out the light and ordered his servants to gather closer with a sharp mental command. They obeyed, as they had to, the two skeletons walking smoothly to his sides as he watched and listened.

      “Give me a minute,” a different voice this time, a male.

      Muffled noises could be heard from the other side before someone cursed and a trickle of light flickered through a crack. A torch had been lit—they were coming in! Suddenly flushed with adrenaline, Tyron’s hand fumbled at his waist before he managed to grip the hilt of his sword. He moved slowly and drew the blade from the sheath as quietly as he could.

      The door creaked open a touch.

      “Tyron? Are you in there?” Elsbeth’s voice drifted through the gap.

      He sagged in relief for a moment before he caught himself. She wasn’t alone, Rufus and Laurel were likely there with her as well. Had they come to stop him? He hesitated before he sheathed his weapon and ordered the skeletons to turn around, their cloaks concealing their undead frames.

      “I’m here,” he hissed, “what is it?”

      “Oh thank the Goddess,” she said, and the door swung open to reveal his three friends huddled in the entrance to stay out of the rain.

      The moment she saw him, Elsbeth ran the few short steps between them and threw her arms around him.

      “Tyron!” she sobbed, “what have you gotten yourself into?”

      “What do you mean?” he mumbled, a little dazed as he awkwardly gave her a one-armed hug in return.

      “Interesting place, Ty,” Laurel said archly as she stepped into the mausoleum. “Not sure the Mayor would approve.”

      “What are you doing here?” Tyron demanded as he gathered his thoughts. He pushed Elsbeth away and held onto her shoulders as he looked her in the eyes. “Tell me why you’ve come.”

      His one-time crush glanced askance from him.

      “We were worried about you,” she said.

      “We’re here because we were looking for you,” Rufus said as he stepped through the entrance. “I think a more relevant question would be, why are you here?”

      Something in the tone of his voice triggered Tyron to flick his eyes to his friend’s hands, one of which, he realized with shock, was resting on the hilt of his sword, as if he were prepared to draw it at any moment. Tyron looked back at Elsbeth disbelievingly, a creeping sense of betrayal burning in the back of his throat.

      “You really came here to capture me?” he whispered. “You want to drag me back to town and have them strip my Class, my future from me?”

      Tears brimmed in the Priestess’ blue eyes as she shook her head weakly.

      “No! It’s not like that! I wanted to convince you-”

      “To what? Throw my life away?” Tyron growled as his grip on her shoulders tightened. “You think you can decide for me? The choice is mine!”

      “You’re hurting me,” she whispered.

      He released his hands with a start and took a step back, not that there was much space to move in. With the four of them inside the first chamber of the mausoleum, there was barely room to swing a cat. Six of them, he should say. He looked at Laurel as she leaned against the stone wall and she just smiled back at him, one brow raised. Rufus was battling hard to keep the smile off his face, Tyron could tell, though he was still wary of the cloaked figures behind him.

      A harsh laugh ripped out of Tyron’s throat.

      “Some friends I had. I cannot believe, of all the people, that you three came out here to drag me back. For what? A bit of coin? A little satisfaction?” he spat in Rufus’ direction.

      Laurel just shrugged as Rufus stepped forward.

      “So you don’t deny that you have a forbidden Class?” he said solemnly.

      “And you don’t deny that you’re a sour sack of shit?” Tyron matched his tone. “If you don’t think my Class is illegal, why would you even be out here?”

      “I can’t believe it,” Elsbeth said. “You’re really planning on running away? Breaking the law?”

      Her pleading gaze might have moved him a few days ago, but in this moment his time was up and his entire future was crumbling before his eyes. Her entreaty fell on deaf ears.

      “Yes. Obviously,” he said sarcastically, gesturing to his clothes and pack. “And if you’re wondering why I didn’t say anything to you, maybe have a look at the situation we’re in right now.”

      “We just want to bring you back so you can be safe!” she said. “You’re making a huge mistake!”

      “No,” he replied, “I’m not. And if you think the pair behind you feel the same as you do, then you might just be beyond hope, Elsbeth.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” she insisted. “We came here together. To help you.”

      Rather than waste his breath on her, Tyron just shook his head. She always saw the best in people—that was her blessing and her curse. She’d always seen the best in him too; that was what had attracted him to her in the first place.

      “Well this is how it’s going to go,” his eyes firmed as he declared. “I’m leaving and I’m not coming back. If you want to stop me, then you’d better pull steel. Though I think my two friends might have something to say about that.”

      Rufus eyed the two figures warily, his hand still on the hilt of his sword, and Laurel eased off the wall as she readied her bow.

      “I don’t think there’s any need for that,” he said slowly. “Your two friends likely weren’t paid enough to justify a fight, right? How about you two just walk away and we take our friend back to town.”

      Tyron grinned as the young Swordsman tried to talk the two skeletons down. The two minions, naturally, didn’t respond, and Rufus’ expression hardened.

      “Why don’t you try again, Rufus?” Tyron mocked as he slowly drew his sword. “I’m sure that devilish charm will work a treat next time.”

      His once-friend also drew his blade.

      “Worked well enough with Elsbeth,” he mocked.

      He’d suspected, but having it confirmed was still a stab to his heart. Tyron shook his head and the Swordsman’s smile grew wider as he saw the blow land. Tyron grit his teeth, anger and desperation boiling within him, and he was desperate to strike back.

      So he turned to the only one he knew he could hurt.

      “I can’t believe you literally let him fuck you out of a job,” he said to her.

      Elsbeth’s eyes filled with tears as she watched her childhood friends draw swords on each other, her mind clouded in confusion.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” she sobbed, “please don’t do this.”

      “Don’t listen to him, Elsbeth,” Rufus took a slow step forward. “He’s cornered and angry. Help me bring him home.”

      Sensing weakness from the man, Tyron forged ahead.

      “I mean, it’s real hard to have the Priestess Elsbeth in your Slayer team if she’s serving at the Temple of Purity in Foxbridge. Seduce her though? Now she’s damaged goods in the eyes of the Goddess. A few reassuring words, a shoulder to cry on, and now she might just come along with you when you leave town.”

      Rufus raised his sword angrily, but Tyron sidestepped to put Elsbeth between them.

      “That’s not what happened,” she denied.

      “Oh, I think it is,” Tyron mocked. “Tell me the truth—has he asked you to join him at the Slayer academy or not?”

      “Shut up, Tyron,” Rufus growled.

      “Yes or no question. Has he asked you?”

      “I-I-I mean… we all talked about it. We talked about it with you too!”

      She was growing increasingly agitated at the situation, and Tyron’s stinging words played on all her doubts and fears. He could see it too: her thoughts were written all over her face. He tasted bile as he continued to play on her emotions. The more he agitated her, the more he angered Rufus and the better his chance would be.

      “The real question I have is actually for Laurel,” he said as he turned toward the huntress.

      “I don’t think so, Tyron,” she said as she drew back her bowstring and aimed straight at him.

      Tyron spread his hands wide.

      “I do. The question I have is this: did Rufus stop sleeping with you after he tricked Elsbeth, or not?”

      Rufus roared and surged forward, barreling past Elsbeth and knocking her into the wall. Tyron brought his sword up to meet the larger man’s as he barked, “LIGHT!”

      A bright globe flashed into existence right in front of Laurel’s face as she released her arrow. She cursed as she flinched at the sudden flare, her arms jerking to the side and sending the arrow wide. Rufus’ sword swept down with a crash, and Tyron was barely able to angle his weapon in time. Thankfully there wasn’t enough room to allow a full swing, otherwise the larger man might have swept through his guard in one blow.

      Weighed down by his pack, the best Tyron could do was deflect the blade as he was driven to one knee.

      “You always were a weak piece of shit,” Rufus gloated.

      “And you’ve been a fucking moron since the day I met you,” Tyron grated.

      With a mental command, both skeletons turned and surged forward, blades at the ready. Faced with two undead bearing down on him, the young Swordsman went pale and stumbled backward, giving Tyron the space to rise. He couldn’t allow Laurel the time to take another shot—he wouldn’t get far out of town with an arrow in him—so he commanded one skeleton to rush at her as he advanced with the other at his shoulder.

      He strode directly past the dazed Elsbeth against the wall, resisting the urge to reach out and help her.

      Unwilling to give up his advantage, he thrust toward the retreating Rufus, forcing the other man to defend himself clumsily as the glowing eyes of the skeleton stared him down. With luck more than anything else, Tyron was able to strike a glancing blow, tearing a shallow cut across one thigh. Surprised by the pain, Rufus bellowed and clutched at his leg, which gave Tyron the brief opening he needed.

      Gripping tight to his sword and one arm on his pack, he rushed past his former friend and through the door, sprinting out into the rain-drenched night. A second later, both skeletons followed, their bones clacking on the stone as they ran before they too were out into the graveyard.

      The three friends were left inside the mausoleum filled with the sounds of Rufus cursing and Elsbeth quietly sobbing. Laurel clicked her tongue as the glare finally began to fade from her eyes.

      “That was different,” she murmured.
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      “Do you think he’ll be mad at us?”

      “Yes. You keep asking me, and I keep telling you. Yes! Of course he’ll be mad at us!”

      “You agreed we should delay!”

      “And I knew he would be mad when I did.”

      Magnin Steelarm slumped over the pommel of his saddle as his long-suffering horse whinnied and rolled her head.

      “Ahhhhh,” he sighed as he contemplated his reunion with his only son. “I don’t like it when my boy is angry with me, Beory.”

      The proud Sorceress rolled her eyes at her husband’s hangdog expression.

      “Then you’d best go back in time and turn yourself into a different man,” she told him, “since you’re incapable of not making him angry.”

      Magnin straightened.

      “What do you mean? Who wouldn’t be proud of a father like me?” he declared, gesturing at himself as if stating the obvious.

      “I didn’t say he wasn’t proud of you, darling, I said you can’t not make him angry. To avoid angering him, you’d have to get home on time.”

      Magnin slumped again.

      “Well I can’t do that.”

      “I know.”

      “Will he forgive us though?” Magnin asked in a more serious tone.

      Beory nodded.

      “It will take time, but he will. It doesn’t hurt that we were late for him, in a sense.”

      “I still think he’ll like the sword better than your staff.”

      “Care to make a wager on that?” she asked him archly.

      The renowned Swordsman eyed his wife askance for a moment.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “Latrine duty for a month.”

      “Done.”

      Throwing back her head, she unleashed a throaty laugh.

      “As good as mine,” she purred.

      Seeing her happy, Magnin could only grin. Digging the latrine when they camped was trivial for both of them—he could dig it out in seconds with his physical prowess and she could shift the dirt with her magick in an instant. However, this had been the standard bet between them ever since they had begun traveling together. It wasn’t the difficulty of the task, it was the principle. Digging out that latrine would remind the pair of them who had one upped the other in the last wager.

      And Magnin had a strong feeling he was going to lose this one. But if it kept his wife happy, he hardly minded.

      Unlike what many seemed to think, he was under no illusion that his bookish son would be given some form of fighter Class, no matter how much he wished his boy would walk in his footsteps. As long as the kid was happy, that was what mattered. He glanced over his shoulder at the two hilts poking over the pauldron of his leather armor. One was his own sword, the other was the master-crafted work he had battled like a demon to acquire the resources for over the last month.

      The thing had the core of an abyssal woven into it, an abyssal! No expense had been spared to the point it was almost as good as his own blade. The very thought that it would go to the hands of some Mage with a level one swordsmanship skill made him laugh out loud. Humor aside, if he was going to give a gift to his boy to celebrate his Awakening, then it was going to be the bloody best! Even if it meant they would be late.

      Similarly, over Beory’s shoulder, the heads of two staves peeked—her own, and the much-more-likely-to-win gift they had prepared for the young (most probably) Mage. Just as extravagant in its construction and cost as the sword, that stave was a work fine enough for all but the top Slayers of the western province.

      Content with life, the two could smile and joke with each other as they continued to ride the final stretch along the river to Foxbridge. As they’d done many times before, they stabled their horses outside of town and walked the rest of the way, packs slung over their shoulders and warm feelings bubbling in their hearts. It wasn’t necessarily that they were happy to be back in the rural town they had chosen to make their home, the town they could take or leave—it was family that made a home, and there was a spring in both of their steps as they wandered down main street and turned toward the inn.

      The return of the two mighty Slayers was always something of an event in Foxbridge. The two were far and away the most well-known residents and were a vanishingly rare opportunity for the country folk to lay eyes on high-level Slayers. Such people were generally beyond them, more closely associated with the capital, the rich and powerful, or indeed the Slayer Keeps themselves, than small farming and trading villages on the fringes of the western province.

      The very idea that the two of them chose to live in such a place was almost beyond belief, that is, unless you knew them. Magnin and Beory were certainly nothing like most of the people who achieved their level of success. Where most Slayers would retire to a mansion, take a comfortable life working in the bureaucracy, or accept fat contracts training noble children, the two of them had continued to live much as they had all their lives—on the road taking contracts and killing rift-kin.

      Magnin noted the usual whispers and pointing as his wife and he walked past, but beneath that there was a certain undercurrent, a tone of unease he detected in the people around him. He didn’t know the cause, but a sour feeling began to twist in his gut.

      “Beory…” he muttered.

      “I know,” she said. “Wait.”

      Though he tried not to let any tension show on his face, Magnin’s stride lengthened, and a short time later he pushed open the door of the Steelarm Inn, a half-forced grin on his face.

      “We’re home!” he announced to the strangely sparse crowd in the common room as Beory entered behind him and quietly shut the door.

      The Swordsman looked around, confused.

      “Tyron? You about, lad? Worthy? Where the hell are you, brother?”

      When the few customers blanched at the sight of him and tried to hide their faces in their cups, Magnin knew something was deeply wrong. When Worthy charged out of the kitchen reeking of drink with rage in his eyes, his heart sank.

      With a roar that rattled the floorboards the normally jovial innkeeper charged like a raging bull across the common room, knocking over empty chairs and splintering tables that got in his way. As he drew closer to his brother, he pulled back one fist and brought it around in a wide arc, smashing it into Magnin’s chin. Despite the weight of the blow, the smaller man barely moved, his head knocked to the side and his broad shoulders tilting slightly.

      Unsatisfied, Worthy pulled back again and unleashed a devastating right hand. Unlike before, Magnin didn’t move at all, and his brother’s fist recoiled off his face as if he’d punched an anvil. Worthy cursed and shook his hand as he stumbled back from the no-longer-calm Slayer.

      “You get one, Worthy,” Magnin growled, a little heat in his eyes. “Now spit it out, what happened? Where is my son?”

      An hour later the couple stood within their own house, looking down at the letter and the Status sheet Tyron had left for them. After Worthy had finished his drunken rambling, sobbing and spitting as he alternated between furious and grief stricken, they had returned to their house and torn the place apart searching for any clue as to the location of their boy. The two of them thought so little of the trophy room that it had taken ten minutes before Beory thought to check there, and it was a good thing she had.

      The letter said much of what they might have expected to see. That he was sorry. That he refused to have his future ripped from him. That he would make them proud.

      Beory wept as she read it, but even through her sadness she couldn’t disguise her fierce pride at the Status sheet.

      “Look at this, Magnin, look at it!”

      “I’m looking, dear heart.”

      “He has a mystery! Before he even had a Class I bet! It’s ridiculous!”

      “Spell Shaping… at his age?”

      “A genius! I always told you that the boy was a genius!” she grinned as she wiped the tears from her cheeks.

      “And his swordsmanship is still level one,” Magnin pretended to despair.

      “Oh pish!” the beautiful Sorceress swatted him. “He’s not going to need that, he’s going to have minions to do the fighting for him! He won’t even need a sword.”

      “Now that hurts.”

      Magnin laughed, then frowned.

      “Necromancer though. That’s a difficult Class, isn’t it?”

      “Very tough spell work,” Beory nodded as she chewed her bottom lip in thought, “but look, he already managed to level Raise Dead to three, which means a few successful casts at the very least. Without any training! Remarkable.”

      “Do you know what this is? Bone Stitching?”

      “That’s how they make skeletons. Good to see he’s moved away from zombies as soon as possible.”

      “I hate zombies.”

      “Everyone hates zombies, dear. You would have to be weird to like them.”

      “I’m not a big fan of this Sub-Class though. Anathema? Why did they stick that on him?”

      Beory leaned back in her chair as she thought for a moment.

       “If they were attracted to his Awakening and put that on him, then there’s likely a reason for that.”

      Magnin stilled and looked his wife carefully in the eye.

      “You think…?”

      “It’s possible,” she nodded, “perhaps even likely.”

      Silence reigned in the Steelarm household as the two of them considered the implications of what they thought. The atmosphere was grim, and the lines on Magnin’s face deepened as the anger started to burn within him. With some difficulty, he mastered himself and placed his hands flat on the table, careful not to break it.

      “Do we run?” he said finally.

      Beory loved him for that. That he gave her the choice. Now that this had happened, now that Tyron had fled, things had been set in motion that could no longer be stopped. For all their power, how events would proceed from this point was no longer in their control. The only thing they could do was change how it would end. In many ways, it wouldn’t have mattered much even if they’d been here the whole time. It would have been easier for the boy with their support, but he would still have had to run in the end.

      “No,” she shook her head, which caused her raven-black hair to sway against her snow-white neck, “we’ll make them do it to our faces.”

      Magnin’s brows shot up.

      “You’re quite beautiful when you’re furious,” he observed.

      “Shut up, Magnin.”

      It was five minutes before the knock came, five minutes in which the couple moved through their house tidying and sorting, trying to settle things back to how they should be. The letter Tyron had written Beory carefully preserved and stored in her pack, and the Status sheet she burned.

      When they answered the door, it was the gray-faced secretary to the mayor who greeted them.

      “T-t-t-t-t-the M-M-Mayor wants to s-see you,” she chattered out.

      The poor thing was scared out of her wits, and Beory felt her heart go out to the girl for a moment, but no more than that.

      “Lead the way, dear,” she said.

      The pointed fingers and huddled whispers were more pronounced now that word had gotten around of their return. More than a few people sidled back into their houses and locked the doors as the couple walked by. It didn’t matter to them—the fears, hopes, and dreams of these people did not touch them as they passed, did not cling to them no matter how hard they tried. What had been set in motion the moment Tyron had his Awakening would play out regardless of what anyone desired, least of all these people.

      When Magnin and Beory were finally ushered into his office, Jiren Arryn didn’t know what to feel. Trepidation was there, certainly. These two were so much stronger than him, so much more powerful, that they might not be the same species anymore. No matter how high level a Farmer became, he would never be tough enough to stand up to a Slayer. The Classes were just built differently. In truth, nobody even knew what Magnin’s class really was anymore. He’d started as a Swordsman, sure, but now? He could be anything.

      But more than nervousness, more than fear, there was anger. It burned in his chest just as bright as the day he had walked into his family mausoleum to find his ancestors’ bones no longer at rest.

      “Why don’t you sit down?” he stiffly invited the couple and gestured to the chairs across from his desk.

      “No,” Magnin smiled as he walked to stand across the desk from the Mayor, his hands resting casually on his hips.

      Without batting an eye, Beory moved to stand beside him, her eyes as cold as a winter storm.

      Broad-shouldered and slim-hipped, Magnin was the picture of physical fitness, but he wasn’t a giant. He lacked the height of his brother Worthy, to the point that Jiren was able to look him straight in the eye.

      “I suppose by now you’ve heard what has happened with Tyron,” he grated out.

      Magnin just continued to smile and Beory did not reply.

      Jiren hung his head, but the anger wouldn’t let him stay silent.

      “I’ve reported his flight, as well as his likely Class to the Baron by ro’klaw, as is protocol.”

      He reached down and opened a drawer on his desk. Before he could withdraw the sealed missive within, Magnin finally spoke.

      “I’d think carefully about what you’re doing before you pull that out,” he said simply.

      The Mayor’s head shot up and he glared at the still-smiling Swordsman across from him.

      “You know what he did? To my family? To my grandfather? You dare say that to me?”

      “Just bones,” Beory said dismissively, “bones and dust. You should have more care for the living, Mayor.”

      “Is that a threat?” he growled.

      “Yes,” she said.

      For a fraction of a second, he could feel it, feel the sword on his neck, the blood in his veins frozen to ice and then boiled away. They could do it in a heartbeat, do it before he could even blink. But in a surge of reckless rage, he didn’t care.

      He snatched the envelope out of the drawer and slapped it on the table.

      “A Necromancer is a great threat to the stability of the kingdom. The Baron has ordered that you two, as the ranking Slayers of the western province, catch him and bring him in.”

      The two looked down at the letter with unchanged expressions. Magnin still wore that half-smile, Beory’s face was still carved from ice.

      “You want us to run out and capture our own son, then drag him back here so you can execute him?” Magnin chuckled. “How about you get fucked?”

      Jiren permitted himself a small smile.

      “I think the two of us both know you don’t have much of a choice.”

      The sword was at his neck. In one moment, Magnin had been standing, hands on his hips, the next the sword was drawn and at his neck. A slight sting told the Mayor his skin had been cut, a small trickle of blood, no more than a few drops, falling onto the bare steel.

      Magnin still smiled.

      “I get the feeling that what you think you know, and what is the case, are further apart than you imagine.”

      It took all of Jiren’s self-control to remain still and hold his nerve as he stared down the blade of the Century Slayer.

      “This order has gone straight to the Magisters,” he jabbed a finger onto the paper. “By your oath you are bound to comply.”

      “I’m also bound not to hurt innocent citizens, Jiren, but look at what I’ve done to your neck.”

      A shiver of fear ran down the Mayor’s spine.

      “But the brand,” he rasped out of his suddenly dry throat.

      “Oh, it hurts like shit,” Magnin cheerfully agreed, “and it’ll get worse. Much worse. But I’ll have plenty of time to make you regret what you did here today.”

      “You should have cared for the living,” Beory stated, her voice as cold as winter. Then she turned on her heel and walked out.

      As quickly as it had appeared, the sword was gone, and the Mayor slumped forward onto his desk.

      “He defiled my family,” Jiren grated through gritted teeth.

      “I don’t give a shit,” Magnin laughed. “That’s my son. He can do whatever the fuck he wants.”

      The Swordsman casually turned and strolled out the door, whistling as he went.

      When he had finally collected himself, Mayor Arryn had run home as fast as his legs could take him, but long before he arrived he knew he was too late. His wife and children were safe, and he openly wept as he swept them into his arms. His children were hoarse from screaming and Merryl shook like a leaf in his embrace. As he did his best to calm them, he couldn’t help but feel his heart break as he looked out over the land his family had worked for generations.

      It was destroyed. All of it, destroyed. The house he had grown up in was flattened, barely a brick standing on top of another. Every barn, every wall, every well was a shattered ruin. The fields themselves were scorched and barren, the soil torn and carved as if a giant had ripped it up with his bare hands. All of the livestock were slaughtered. The farmhands stumbled about in a daze, scarcely able to believe their own eyes.

      “You should have cared for the living,” Beory had warned him.

      That night, when he made his way to the mausoleum, he was unsurprised to find that too had been leveled, the resting place of his ancestors reduced to nothing more than a few crumbling stones and a flat piece of earth.
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      Ravens screeching awoke Tyron with a start, the birds’ harsh call grating in his ears as he blinked the grime from his eyes and tried to sit up. Muscles stiff from cold and lying on the hard ground groaned in protest, and the young man slumped back down before he flopped like a fish, trying to get the blood flowing through his limbs again. The rain had been a near constant companion, but thankfully he’d managed to find a relatively dry patch within a copse of trees to unroll his bedding.

      When he felt up to the task, the Necromancer pushed himself off the ground, biting back a grunt of pain as he did so. A quick stretch, then he began to pack up his small camp. Sleep had been hard to come by since his flight from the mausoleum five days ago, and he was in half a fugue state as he went through the motions of repacking his bedroll and rummaging in his pack for meat and water.

      It’d be so nice to have the skeletons handle the menial tasks, he reflected to himself, but his reserves of magick wouldn’t hold against such profligate waste. Every ounce of power he could scrounge together would be needed to continue the march—with luck they might even reach the woods today.

      “They.” He laughed grimly to himself and shook his head.

      There was no “they.” His minions were just that—almost mindless servants to his will. That they had been formed from the remains of people meant nothing in the long run. He was alone in this and would be for a long, long time. Once again the temptation to reach out to the Abyss rose within him, and once again he quashed it. He was not about to perform a spell and communicate with a completely unknown power just because he was lonely. Even more seductive was the part of him that wondered if the Abyss might offer him a shortcut to power, a way to hasten his eventual triumph and return to civilization.

      That part of him he throttled even more ruthlessly. Five days living rough was not enough to drive him to desperate measures and dangerous deals. His resolve was not that weak.

      Even so, he was struggling. The long days of marching, the constant anxiety and fear of capture, the rough nights and little sleep were all wearing down his nerves slowly but surely. There was nothing for it but to keep going though—he’d known this would happen the moment he decided to run. He rinsed his mouth and spat with the dregs from his waterskin before he shouldered his pack and set about removing the traces of his campsite. He was far from an expert in such matters, but he did what he could. Job done, he issued a mental command to his minions and set off once more.

      Traveling cross country had slowed his pace significantly and worn him down. His legs ached, his feet hurt abominably, and he was fairly sure he’d slept on a rock at some point, since he’d gained a persistent ache in his hip. Tyron had slept rough and traveled hard before in short bursts out with his parents, but he had to admit that he’d let his physical condition slip to a low level and now he was suffering for it.

      As the hours ticked by, he and his two robed minions continued to travel through the poorly cultivated lands to the northwest of Foxbridge. The river was far behind him now, and from his hazy memory of maps he’d seen in the library there was little to be found between his current location and the Allthorn Forest that marked the edge of the western province.

      As he traveled, Tyron kept constant watch behind him for marshals. They were sure to be out there looking, though he wasn’t sure how thorough they would be. He’d never really checked to see what happened when someone with an illegal Class fled civilization. It would go onto his records, obviously, and he’d never be able to gain employment in any major institution without providing a verified copy of his Status, which would get him immediately arrested the moment he did so.

      He also spared an eye forward as much as he could. He was acutely aware that he was walking toward contested land and the threat of encountering stray rift-kin rose with every step. Farming communities this far out were under constant threat from critters and were often quite martial, tilling their fields with a bow slung across their back or a sword on their hip.

      Through it all, his skeletons continued to march. Unspeaking, unflagging, they obeyed his mental commands and followed in his wake, their robes rippling in the breeze. The drain on Tyron’s reserves of magickal energy was constant. These were not natural creatures, after all, they were constructs, formed from bones and powered by his own magick. At the end of the day he was as tired as if he’d marched the distance three times instead of one. His own stamina was gone and his magick was all but empty.

      When it came time to make camp again, he slumped down, his back against a tree trunk, and just breathed for a few long minutes. His muscles ached, his head hurt, and he felt hollowed out inside, as if someone had scraped away at his soul until there was almost nothing left.

      He was tired.

      Almost mechanically he started setting up his camp. No fire, since it might give him away, he flattened out a section of ground and spread out his bedroll while he could still see. He rested his back in a dry spot and pulled out some more cured meat, which he chewed without really tasting. With that done, he washed it down with the stale water he had left before he kicked off his boots, hung his cloak, and rolled into blankets, making sure to order the skeletons to stand somewhere dry.

      Despite his exhaustion, sleep didn’t come easily. His mind churned through the events of the last week over and over again. Why had this happened to him? What would his parents say? They must have arrived home by now. How much longer would he have to live this way?

      I would kill for one of Aunt Meg’s meals.

      Then he could only laugh bitterly at himself. Six days into his “adventure” and already he yearned for home. Had all his bluster and determination crumbled so easily?

      When he finally slept, his eyes were wet with tears that dripped slowly from his eyes.

      The next day he awoke sore and stiff once more as he pushed himself out of bed and moved through the motions of packing his camp, pulling on his pack, and once again setting out on the march. But on this day something changed. It was midday, the sun hanging high overhead when he almost tripped over his first rift-kin. The land was less cleared now; he came across fewer farms, skirted around fewer homesteads, and the trees were getting thicker and older the further he traveled.

      As he stubbornly placed one foot in front of the other, he rounded a tree and there it was, ravenously tearing into a hare it had caught. He should have heard it easily as he approached, but his fatigue was greater than he suspected. It wasn’t large, thank goodness, just a small one. Despite his exhaustion, he reacted quickly once he realized what he saw.

      The rift-kin was small, no bigger than a large cat, a savage looking thing of spikes with a tiny mouth full of needle-sharp teeth.

      His first instinct was to pull his sword, something he did with fumbling hands. He almost swiped down at it, slashing at its spiked hide with his rudimentary skills, only to realize at the last second that if he were the one to destroy the creature, he’d get nothing for it.

      His was the way of the Necromancer—it wasn’t for him to do the fighting.

      With a mental command, he ushered his minions forward, the two skeletons shambling toward the creature with their blades raised. The rift-kin saw them now, raising its head from its meal and snarling, its face covered in blood. The creature scuttled forward to slice at his minions and Tyron frowned, trying to direct the two of them at once. It was difficult to coordinate them; his thoughts flickered from one servant to the next as he tried to direct them, and he kept getting confused. After an awkward dance that lasted far too long in his mind but was likely less than a minute, one of the skeletons was able to skewer the beast with a thrust.

      Creatures from the rifts were hard to kill, and the little thing kicked and snarled for some time on the end of the blade before finally breathing its last. Only when it went limp did Tyron relax and order his minions to retreat so he could step forward to inspect it. He’d been lucky to find such a small one. Likely this rift-kin had been part of a larger swarm that had broken through and scattered into the woods and surrounding area. It wasn’t uncommon, and if the infestation became too bad Slayers would be dispatched from the capital to clean up the mess. His parents had been dispatched to the Slayer Keep in Allthorn Forest twice that he could remember, to help relieve pressure and close the rifts when things got too dangerous.

      High-level Slayers like his parents weren’t generally used on the frontlines like that, for reasons he didn’t really understand. Magnin and Beory Steelarm were somewhat unusual in that they wanted to be out fighting and got restless if they stayed in one place for too long. Which meant they traveled from rift to rift even if they weren’t called for.

      As he gazed down on the pitiful creature, Tyron sighed and then sat. After a little rummaging he pulled out the bestiary he had taken from the house and began thumbing through the pages. He didn’t really have the time to spare, but his mother had always warned him to know what he was fighting.

      “The rifts are dangerous, Tyron,” she’d warned him, her eyes serious as she’d looked down at him. “Information is a weapon. If you know what you’ll be dealing with in advance, then half the battle is already won. And sometimes you might come up against a rift that goes against your strengths. There’s no shame in backing down from that. Only a fool throws their life away for pride.”

      So he kept thumbing through the pages as he peered at the corpse and then back again as he tried to identify the beast. With some surprise, he actually succeeded. There were thousands of different types of rift-kin and hundreds of different rifts, so there was no guarantee that the one he’d fought would be in the pages of this volume, but once again he’d been lucky.

      “A gem biter,” he read to himself as he stared at the beautifully illustrated creature on the page. “From the Nagrythyn rift.”

      As he’d suspected, it was a swarming creature that could come in groups numbering over a hundred, a pack feeder that could grow to be almost waist high on a man if given enough time and sustenance. He flicked through a few more pages and read up on the general information of Nagrythyn. Generally unintelligent beasts with little magical affinity, the creatures who came through these rifts tended to operate in large numbers and have thick hides. If the biter he’d come across had a little more time to grow, then the swords he had may not have been able to penetrate…

      With a sigh, he closed the book and carefully stowed it in the pack before he strapped it onto his back and stood with a groan. It was hard to say just how far he’d come, but he had to think he was still some distance from Allthorn Forest given the pace of his travel. If he was running into rift-kin out here, that meant there had likely been a breakthrough over the last few days, which didn’t bode well. On the other hand, it could be a blessing in disguise, since the marshals were unlikely to chase him into territory known to be covered in beasts from another dimension.

      It didn’t change much, he still had to keep pressing forward while being more careful not to stumble over the things. With luck, he’d find a few more weak ones and pick them off, gathering some experience in the meantime. If he managed to snag a few levels before he arrived, that would be for the best. At level four, he’d likely be able to choose another spell and at level five he’d get his first Class feat, which could be a huge boon to his progress.

      Filled with renewed spirit, Tyron set forth once more. Though he scanned his environment more carefully as he went, he spared a glance at the fallen creature his minion had destroyed.

      The first rift-kin to fall to him, but far from the last!

      It was unfortunate he couldn’t raise it as a minion. Not that it would be overly powerful, but likely it would need less of his magick to fuel. After studying the spell he’d been granted upon receiving his Class, Raise Dead, Tyron had quickly realized it would only work on human remains. Why that was the case, he didn’t know, but he was certain of it. Attempting to raise this beast would be a waste of time, energy, and magick.

      He found one more gem biter that day before it grew too dark to continue, which he quickly dispatched with his skeletons. He was sorely tempted to perform the Status ritual to see if he’d leveled up, but he doubted killing two of the tiny creatures would be sufficient and didn’t want to waste paper or blood. So he resisted and set up camp. He felt grim as he inspected the remaining food in his pack. A mere handful of smoked meat was all that remained of what he’d taken with him. If he didn’t get more soon, he’d have to tighten his belt all the way to the forest.

      He could go without eating for a few days but would rather not if he could help it. After a little thought, he decided he’d hunt around for a farmstead the next day, see if they were willing to trade. Word of his flight from Foxbridge likely hadn’t made it out this far yet, not to these isolated holdings.

      He ordered his skeletons to keep watch over him as he slept, hoping they’d be proficient enough to keep him alive through the night if a rift-kin were to appear. There was still a great deal he didn’t know about his minions. How well did they see in the dark? How capable were they at interpreting orders? Poorly and not much he suspected, but testing their limits would have to come another time—he simply didn’t have the energy or time right now.

      When he rose the following day, it was to find that the clouds above had finally broken, if only a little, and the near constant rain that had accompanied his trek had abated somewhat. A good omen if ever he saw one. He ate the last of his food and set off. Rather than heading straight toward the woods this time, he zigzagged left and right, using the sun to keep his bearings as he’d been taught. It was close to midday when he saw what appeared to be a fence in the distance, and as he approached he could tell he’d been right. Sectioned paddocks of cultivated land surrounded by high and thick fences to keep the smaller rift-kin at bay formed a neat pattern around a central farmhouse that he was able to spot by climbing a tree outside the property. Smoke rose from the chimney that poked through the roof, which gave him heart. Someone was home at least.

      It was strange to think he was looking forward to talking to someone, given how aloof he’d been his whole life. A few days of isolation in the wilderness with nothing but skeletons for company was enough to make him feel wistful about human contact. Despite this inclination, he wasn’t foolish enough to abandon his caution. As he circled wide around the farmstead, he took care to hide his pack and bury his gold, leaving the two skeletons standing over his belongings as he took only a modest amount of silver with him. There was almost no chance an isolated place like this would have received word of his flight yet, but out here with no one watching it didn’t hurt to be safe.

      This close to the woods and the rifts that were found within, it wasn’t easy to carve out a life farming. The constant threat of attack meant the land was cheap for those hardy folk who were willing to try and make a life out here though. As Tyron drew closer he felt like he was approaching a small fort rather than a farm; the solid, high fences and gate, complete with two watchtowers, were intimidating enough. As he walked toward the thick wooden doors that marked the boundary of the property, he quickly became aware of the archers on either side of the path keeping their weapons loosely drawn on him. Nervous and exposed, he put his hands up to show he was no threat.

      “That’s about close enough. What’s your business, stranger?” a man called from the right tower.

      “Trade,” Tyron replied. “I’m a traveler in need of supplies. Some bread and cheese, a chance to refill my waterskin. I have a few silver I can pay with.”

      He felt awkward, standing there as the two armed Farmers looked down at him with hard eyes.

      “Wait there,” the man eventually said before he jerked his head at the other archer.

      A second later the other man was gone, likely to the building, hopefully to gather the supplies he’d asked for. After five minutes of nervous sweating, the gate swung open and Tyron was faced with an old woman who appeared to be more leather than human flanked by two grim farmhands, both armed with hatchets and bows. He negotiated poorly and paid far more than he ought for what he received, but given the circumstances and the cold look in the eyes of his suppliers, he was happy to get away with anything at all.

      Business concluded, he smiled politely as he handed over his silver before he turned and walked decisively away, not knowing he was being watched. He didn’t know why he decided not to go straight back to his skeletons and belongings, instead opting to go directly north, stopping only to nibble on the stale bread and hard cheese he’d managed to acquire. After an hour, they caught up with him.
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      The frontier of the western province had a reputation for breeding hard folk. There was little in the way of law out here: the various farmsteads and villages were left to fend for themselves more often than not. When three burly farmhands stepped out of the trees around him, Tyron was quick to throw his hands in the air and try to look as harmless as possible. Which was quite simple, considering he was alone and unarmed.

      “Hello there,” he tried to force a smile through the greasy feeling of fear that bloomed in his stomach.

      The three weren’t interested in talking. Instead, they advanced on him from three sides with their hands raised. Getting robbed wasn’t part of his plans for this part of his journey, but it was something he’d considered. Although he hadn’t expected his first experience to be at the hands of farmers. They beat him, not too badly all things considered, before they shook him down. Frustrated at not finding any further coin, they beat him again, worse this time, before they left him lying in the dirt.

      Tyron gingerly felt his ribs one by one, wincing when he prodded any sore spots. He didn’t think anything was broken—he might have gotten off lucky there. Working a physical Class like they did meant they had plenty of strength. Perhaps only his unusually high constitution for being so low level saved him from worse injury. After ten minutes of resting and gathering his breath, he forced himself to stand and took stock of the damage.

      Most of the food he’d bought was ruined, though crucially, not the water. He’d managed to hold the waterskin underneath him as they’d put the boots in. His face was bruised but at least he hadn’t lost any teeth. With a groan he began to walk and took the long way around, just in case he was still being watched. Eventually he made his way back to the place he’d buried his money and left his two minions.

      The skeletons stood stock-still, the same as when he’d left them.

      “Lot of good you two were,” he grumbled at them.

      They watched him with that same steady fire in their eyes they’d been born with, as if judging him.

      “I know, I know,” he sighed. “It was my decision.”

      Could he have defended himself with his minions? Maybe, maybe not. If he’d revealed himself to be a Necromancer he would have put the marshals back on his trail in an instant. If they’d still attacked him regardless, he might have been forced to kill the farmerhands in order to survive, something he wasn’t willing to do. He’d taken a chance and come up short.

      “Ah well,” he winced, “let’s take it slow for a little while.”

      He paused.

      “I need to stop talking to the skeletons,” he said.

      Progress slowed considerably from that point. He walked with a heavy limp due to a kick in the hip he’d received, not to mention the numerous aches and pains that flared up as he moved. Despite the pain, he did his best to focus his attention on the surrounding forest, wary of encountering any further rift-kin. Each of the creatures he found was a danger and an opportunity. Unless he happened to stumble upon a recent gravesite, he wasn’t likely to get his hands on any remains he could use to practice his signature magick, which meant the only way he could gather the proficiency necessary to increase his level was to have his skeletons fight.

      He was sorely tempted to turn around and try to hunt down a few frontier Farmers, but he tried hard to squash that grudge. It would be morally wrong, he knew that, but he also knew he would more than likely get himself killed if he went storming back there looking for trouble. He might have grandiose visions of walking at the head of his own undead army one day, but at present he was level two.

      “In the grand scheme of things,” he remembered his father saying, “once you have a Class and pump a few levels into it, sometimes even before then, depending on the Class, you can basically kick the shit out of anyone who hasn’t awakened. The abilities they grant are just that good. Maybe there’s a few exceptional people out there who raised swordsmanship to a high level by the time they reach eighteen who can still defeat a level-one Swordsman, but those types are rare.”

      “Why don’t I practice my skills then?” a younger Tyron had asked, keen to extract the wisdom of his powerful father while he was feeling talkative.

      “Waste of time,” Magnin shrugged. “You learn skills related to your Class about ten times faster after you’ve awakened compared to a non-classer. That’s the Unseen helping you along your path. You could spend four years practicing the blade and reach level five in the skill, or you could do that in four months once you got the Class. Kids like you should just be having fun.”

      He’d reached out and ruffled his child’s hair at that point. As his son, Tyron had been painfully aware of how hard it was for his father to control his strength. They’d lost more than a little furniture over the years. Even so, he treasured these moments.

      “But don’t forget, a newly awakened classer is still a piece of garbage in the broader context.”

      Tyron had glanced around quickly.

      “Don’t worry,” Magnin grinned, “your mother is shopping. Now. Until you reach level five, you don’t even have a Class feat and your abilities are low-level garbage. Once you reach level twenty and advance your Class, then you’ll start to have some real power under your sleeve. Until then, you’re just a small fry. That’s why the Slayer academy exists. Once you’ve awakened, you can go there and they’ll help you through the early stages when you’re too weak to do much. Or you can come out with Mother and me, we’ll show you the ropes!”

      He smiled at the memory even as he tried to avoid aggravating his bruises. He had to keep in mind that he was still a “piece of garbage” as the great warrior Magnin had phrased it. He also didn’t have the ability to rely on his parents or enroll in an academy to help through this weak period. He had to push through the power trough on his own, which meant being a small target and not drawing attention to himself as much as possible.

      No matter how much he wanted payback on some fat-fisted Farmers.

      Eventually he stumbled across a creek and stopped long enough to wash his wounds in the cold, murky water, scrubbing out his hair while he was at it. Perhaps it didn’t help his cleanliness all that much, but at the very least he was able to confirm he wasn’t bleeding from anywhere under his clothing.

      For two miserable days he traveled this way. Sleeping was almost impossible, given his wounds and the lack of anything soft to lie on. He encountered several more rift-kin, fending them off with the skeletons, but he didn’t come out unscathed. Not that he himself was injured, but the skeletons began to accrue damage. Another gem biter, but larger than the first he’d seen, managed to crack the left leg of one of his minions. The skeleton was still able to walk, though slower—it was still enough to keep up with his own hobbled speed, but problems arose when he noticed it took much more of his magick to keep it moving than before.

      If he wanted to keep the minion around, he would need to stop more frequently or constantly use Mage candy in order to sustain the necessary flow of energy. He was close to the keep now, or at least he should be. But if the beasts he encountered continued to grow stronger, he would need all the help he could get. With reluctance, he placed another of the magick-filled crystals under his tongue and drew on it to allow his wounded minion to continue to move.

      In a strange way he was attached to these two unthinking bone creatures. They were the first real steps he’d taken on his journey as a Necromancer and he would always remember them, even if he became much more proficient at raising his servants in the future. In fact, he needed to become more proficient. If he never raised anything more useful than these two, he would be in trouble!

      When he finally stumbled into the edge of the clearing where the Slayer Keep was situated, he was a mess. A fever had seized him the day before, suggesting he might have suffered some internal injury from his beating, and many of his bruises had yet to fade. His injured skeleton had been lost fighting another gem biter, though he’d been able to finish the creature off with his second skeleton and recover the sword at least. He’d been forced to sacrifice his one remaining servant a few hours prior when a hulking rift-kin had found him as he hobbled among the trees. As large as a bull, the beast had been a nightmare of gem-encrusted flesh that he’d instantly decided he couldn’t defeat. Ordering his skeleton to engage the beast, he’d turned and run as best he could in the other direction, his heart pounding in his chest the whole time.

      Losing both of his minions was a painful blow. The magickal connection that bonded them to him snapped as they “died,” taking a portion of his spent energy with them. It was strange. His servants felt no pain, or fear, or any emotion at all. They met their deaths the same as they met everything else, with cold obedience to his will.

      His first two undead, lost, just like that. First proper undead. Zombies don’t count.

      Fortunately the creature hadn’t followed, and he had arrived here shortly after. Far from relief, all he felt was a resigned acceptance of just how weak he really was now that he was out in the world. What should have been a short and easy journey had turned into him being robbed and losing both of his minions to relatively weak rift creatures.

      He squashed his rising bitterness and tried to focus his exhausted mind as he stumbled toward the keep.

      Woodsedge, he reminded himself, on the outskirts of the Allthorn Forest. Find some lodgings and try not to get robbed. Again.

      The trees had been cleared over a hundred feet beyond the outer wall, and Tyron had to limp quite a distance before he met the road that led to the gate. There were only two ways in and out of Woodsedge—one that led back toward the province, and one that led straight toward the broken lands within the forest itself. Of the two, the gate he preferred to use was obvious. Due to the recent danger the road was mostly empty, and he was glad to join a very short line behind only a few wagons seeking to gain entry in order to sell their wares inside. When he finally stepped to the front of the line, he tried to fix a harmless smile on his face as he approached the two guards on duty.

      The effect of his efforts did more to make him look deranged rather than cheerful. Corporal Northran was shocked to see such a ragged-looking kid out on the frontier, let alone one with such a frightening countenance.

      “Holy shit, kid,” he exclaimed, “you look like death.”

      “Ran into rift-kin out on the road,” Tyron said. “I, uh, didn’t have the best time of it.”

      “That much is obvious,” Northran waved his partner to deal with the next cart in line. The inspections took time, and this one didn’t look like he could hurt a newborn lamb. “If you can’t handle a few of the weaker beasts, then you really ought not to be traveling out here.”

      “I didn’t think I’d see that many so far from the keep…”

      He tried not to sound too accusatory as he spoke, but the guard picked up on it anyway.

      “We’ve had an outbreak this week, it’s true. I think some big-shot Slayers have been called in to squash it before anything too serious happens. Anyway, what’s your business in Woodsedge?”

      “Visiting,” Tyron tried to shrug, but a stab of pain rocked him halfway through the motion. “Looking for work,” he finished lamely.

      Corporal Northran looked him up and down. This kid couldn’t be more than a month or two past his Awakening and already he’d fallen into such a state.

      “Are you able to pay the gate fee?” he asked dubiously.

      He was even more surprised when the lad unhesitatingly reached into what remained of his cloak and pulled out a silver sovereign.

      “My parents paid for my trip,” the kid tried to smile but failed, “but I don’t have much left. Is there a healer I can see inside?”

      There were many, in fact. Curing the wounded was a major industry around any Slayer Keep.

      “Alright then. You’ve paid the fee, let me take your details and then you can go get yourself looked after,” Northran sighed. It wasn’t his business to question the decision of every glory seeker who ran to the broken lands the day after they Awakened. It was his job to take their money and their names and get on to the next one.

      “What’s your name?” he asked, readying his ink and clipboard.

      “Uh…”

      For a moment Tyron obviously blanked as he forgot the fake identity he had prepared for himself. He blinked and tried to force his sluggish brain to move.

      “Lukas… Almsfield.”

      “… Uh-huh. I’ll put you down as ‘seeking employment’… Lukas. If you need a healer but don’t have much coin, then I suggest you head to Iron Square. Most of the cheaper places are there.”

      “T-thanks,” Tyron stammered before he stepped past the guard and through the open gate.

      Behind him Corporal Northran shook his head as he watched the kid walk inside Woodsedge. This time of year, kids like him were a dime a dozen. In two months, most of them would be dead or would have seen sense and run home. For those who dreamed of being a Slayer but couldn’t pay for entry to a college, running away to a Keep was the only path left for them to pursue their dreams.

      “Poor parents,” he sighed to himself as he turned back and waved the next in line forward.

      A huge weight rolled off Tyron’s shoulders the moment he was out of sight of the gate. His biggest fear was that he wouldn’t make it here before word spread of his flight. If that happened, then the odds of the guards demanding a verified Status before allowing him entry would skyrocket. As it was, he was just another kid on the road who didn’t belong there. Exhausted and feeling increasingly delirious, he did his best not to draw attention as he tried to navigate the haphazard town outside the Keep. He’d heard a long time ago from his mother that almost every Keep, even the most inhospitable ones, were host to some sort of settlement. Slayers had money to burn but nowhere to go, which meant merchants and services had to come to them if they wanted to gouge the profits. With merchants came mercenaries, shopkeepers, inns, brothels, and all the other machinery of society.

      After he finally asked for directions he was pointed in the direction he needed. The Iron Square, so named since only the iron-ranked Slayers would go there who were unable to afford anything better. After being bandaged and fed some foul-smelling concoction by the apothecary to deal with his internal bleeding, Tryon was shoved back out onto the street, feeling overcharged and even more exhausted. He resorted to pinching and poking himself in his wounded leg to stay awake as he made his way through the narrow streets. He was on the verge of collapse before he finally found an inn he was satisfied with. After arranging for lodging for the night and forcing himself to eat a few slices of bread with stew, he staggered upstairs, found his room, and collapsed into the bed, asleep before he hit the mattress.

      He woke a few times over the next twelve hours, the first time because the pommel of his sword was digging into his hip, so he drowsily undressed before climbing into the bed proper, the second because he was dehydrated and in desperate need of a piss. Eventually his eyes dragged open and he spluttered back to wakefulness. Aches and pains riddled his body, he felt nauseous and hungry at the same time, and his mind was still sluggish from lack of sleep, but he didn’t feel like he would improve if he stayed in bed beyond this point. He looked around the cramped room he found himself in—with one window, a small cupboard and vanity, and a single chair with a tiny table—and sighed. This was as good as things were going to get for the foreseeable future. For someone who spent many nights sleeping in an attic, he’d thought this wouldn’t bother him, but back then he’d always had the option of going back to his house if he so chose. Now he was stuck with this, and for that reason it grated on him.

      “Get over it, Tyron,” he scolded himself. He had more important things to worry about than the state of his lodgings.

      His pack remained on the floor where he’d dumped it, which was lucky since, to his chagrin, he hadn’t bolted the door after walking in last night. Cursing himself for a fool, he quickly checked his belongings and sagged with relief when he found nothing missing. If there was one thing he could be grateful for, it was that Woodsedge was well policed. It had to be if they wanted to keep the Slayers in line.

      As he stood with a sigh, Tyron reflected on his last week. It’d cost him a good chunk of his coin, both of his minions, and a massive knock to his ego, but this first, smallest part of his journey was finished. From here it was only going to get harder. He had to grow his skills and abilities without anyone learning of them, and he had to do it right under the noses of the authorities. Still, out here he had access to the two things he needed most: rift-kin to fight and … bodies.

      He was going to need a lot of bodies.
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      The rest of the day was taken up with eating, drinking, and sleeping as Tyron recovered from his journey. He kept to himself and focused on getting his energy and focus back as quickly as possible. His overuse of Mage candy had stretched his tolerance quite a bit and he would need time to detoxify his system. Frankly, he was embarrassed at how badly the journey had played out. He’d taken far longer to arrive here than he should have and lost so much along the way. Without the little forethought he’d managed to summon, he could have lost everything and arrived at Woodsedge a stumbling pauper!

      No point crying over spilt milk, he scolded himself. Learn from it and get better.

      And he would. The first thing he did was take steps to ensure he didn’t draw attention to himself. He took his meals in his room and kept to himself as he committed to his convalescence. He refused to take any action until he was back to full fitness, not in his body, but in his mind. The fatigue and stress he’d endured had left him listless and vague, not something he could afford to be, so he leaned on his dwindling supply of coin to buy himself two full days to recover.

      So he slept, and ate, and thought, and then slept some more until he rose the following morning. His muscles still contained an echo of the pain and stiffness he’d endured, but his mind felt fresh and clear once more.

      “Here we go,” he muttered to himself.

      Suddenly the nervous energy and desire to advance he had bottled up came gushing forward, and it was difficult to pull his boots on due to his hands shaking. He couldn’t afford to waste any more time! There was almost zero chance that word of a fugitive hadn’t spread, especially one with a forbidden Class and possibly a sizable bounty to boot. He wasn’t a petty thief or smuggler either, those sorts of bounty notices were a dime a dozen. For a Necromancer it was likely the Baron would pull out a much more significant purse.

      Thankfully the Keep had seen a constant influx of young people over the week according to the gossip he’d heard from the kitchen maids, which meant he was just one face among hundreds. That also meant competition would be heating up and he couldn’t afford to wait any longer.

      He moved at a quick walk that morphed into a slow jog once he was out onto the street in the early morning light. Luckily he was able to find what he needed without too much trouble, though he had to part with a gold sovereign for it. With his prize tucked under his arm, he rushed back to the inn he boarded at, grabbing a plate of breakfast which he took to his room.  As soon as the door shut behind him, he sat in the center of the room, put the plate down to his side, and carefully ripped a page from his freshly acquired book.

      Given how important a supply of blank paper was to literally everyone, he hadn’t realized just how expensive it would be to buy. Even allowing for inflated prices due to being out on the frontier, he’d been shocked at the amount the store clerk had demanded. It was possible he was getting fleeced, but no matter how he’d tried the man hadn’t budged on his price so he’d just given in and paid. He’d never had to buy a book, or paper, before, since his parents kept a healthy stock of it in the house, so he had no idea how much the small, leather-bound bundle of clean white sheets under his arm would have cost back in Foxbridge.

      Still, he couldn’t bring himself to care at this moment. He’d been waiting so long for this! A small prick on his finger using the tip of his knife and then he was ready to perform the Status ritual.

      
        
        Events:

        Your attempts at stealth have increased proficiency. Sneak has reached level 2.

        Your use of swordsmanship has increased proficiency.

        Concentration has increased proficiency. Concentration has reached level 3.

        Your minions have battled on your behalf. Your minions have fallen in your service. Necromancer has reached level 4. You have received +4 Intelligence, +2 Wisdom, +2 Constitution, and +2 Manipulation. New Choices Available.

        The Darkness continues to be pleased with your progress. They urge you to continue on your path. The Abyss grows impatient.
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        Charisma: 13

        Manipulation: 13

        Poise: 13

      

      

      
        
        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5)

        Handwriting (Level 4)

        Concentration (Level 3)

        Cooking (Level 1)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 1)

        Sneak (Level 2)

        Skill Selections Available: 2

      

        

      
        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 1)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 1)

      

        

      
        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 4)

        Mana Bolt (Level 1)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 3)

        Bone Stitching (Level 2)

      

        

      
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial) : INT +3, WIS +3

        Necromancer Level 4. Please choose an additional spell:

        Flesh Mending - Repair dead flesh.

        Please choose an additional skill:

        Empower Servant - Feed mana to your minions.

        Death Magick - Attune to death.

      

      

      Two levels at once! Tyron sucked in his breath at this. Reaching level five would have been incredible, since it would grant him his first Class feat, but he couldn’t be disappointed with this. Level four was enough for him to get his next skill or spell, and it would be an important choice given his circumstances. He was disappointed to see that Anathema hadn’t leveled, and the message about the Abyss sounded ominous to say the least. He had no idea who or what the Abyss referred to and he certainly hadn’t become more enthused about the idea of contacting them via some ritual, but he felt a tinge of fear at the thought of having something so powerful it could grant him a Sub-Class angry at him.

      Pushing that aside, his lack of growth as a human was also grating. Level ten at his age was definitely on the low side—usually people gained roughly a level a year. Being as isolated and anti-social as he was had cost him in this regard. It hadn’t really bothered him in the past, but now he felt a need to progress in his racial levels keenly. He needed access to more general skills, which he gained every second level, and more importantly, he needed the human racial bonus that would open for him at level 20.

      That extra Class slot would be so important down the line, especially since he’d lost a slot to Anathema through no fault of his own. The Sub-Class gave him fantastic stats per level, that was true, but he had no idea how useful it would be or how legal it was. He suspected it might be even more hated than Necromancer. Thank goodness there was no way for anyone to know he had it outside of a full Appraisal. Something he had to avoid like the plague.

      Before he did anything else, he carefully wrote down on the page a few words using his own blood: new general skill—Butchery.

      His face twisted a little as he wrote, but he didn’t hesitate. This was necessary for the next step, and as much as he didn’t want to admit it, the skill would likely come in handy for his Class as well. He carefully avoided thinking about the ramifications of his choice as he brought his eyes to the bottom of the page. As expected, he was still able to select “Flesh Mending,” the choice he’d ignored at level 2. He felt no urge to take it this time around either, he’d moved on from zombies to another form of undead and he didn’t see a reason to go back. His new options were skills rather than spells, and he read each of them carefully.

      Empower Servant felt intuitive to him. When he raised a minion a large part of the process involved forging a conduit between him and it, a connection that allowed the minion to draw on his magick to fuel its actions. The energy that allowed a skeleton to move had to come from somewhere—it certainly wasn’t burning body fat! This skill would teach him how to push magick through the connection manually, granting the minion additional speed and strength. It would definitely be useful, but he had to consider the cost. He suspected that for the early levels at least, the skill would be horrendously inefficient. Which was a major problem, since he struggled to support even two minions at present. The additional stats he gained from leveling Necromancer would certainly help, but he was hesitant to take a skill he might not be able to use at present.

      Likewise, the next choice had similar drawbacks. This kind of skill wasn’t uncommon, although this particular one might well be. He knew for a fact his mother had several such skills, namely Fire Magic and Earth Magic, that allowed her to cast those spells with greater ease. These skills could also act as a prerequisite for spells, feats, or even Classes. It wouldn’t do much for him right now other than helping him cast Raise Dead a little easier, but the potential benefits were large.

      Tyron was a little nonplussed that both new offerings weren’t very useful for him in his present circumstances, but then, not much could have been. Both were potentially useful and he could see himself returning to take either one in the future.

      He considered his choice carefully, staring down at the blood letters for several long minutes before he marked his desired choice with a drop.

      Death Magick it would be. He was sure it was illegal, but what did that matter to him? His Status page was already outlawed, possibly several times over! He couldn’t be positive, since he still had no idea how the Necromancer Class would proceed and what spells and skills he would be offered, but he felt like it was a safe bet he would see enough choices related to Death Magick that he would get more than enough value out of the skill. The knowledge that it could act as a prerequisite for many things helped seal the deal.

      His selections made, he ended the ritual and immediately swooned as the change came upon him. He didn’t fall unconscious, but it took him over an hour before he felt comfortable pushing himself off the floor. By now his breakfast had become cold but he forced himself to eat it anyway: he’d need the energy and couldn’t afford to skip meals he was paying for anyway. That was another consideration, should he move somewhere cheaper? He currently had no source of income and this place was probably in the mid-range of inns in Woodsedge. If he was to live within his means, he’d need to find somewhere much cheaper… but part of him hesitated.

      For now, he decided to stay. The food was good and the security was excellent. If he moved to a cheaper place to save money and was robbed, that would set him back considerably more than paying double for a room. If he was careful with his remaining coin, he’d be able to stay here for a long time yet, months if need be. If he started earning some sovereigns, then that time could stretch out to a year or more.

      And that was his next concern. Having rested and completed the ritual, he needed to move onto the next step. He gathered his plate and stood, squaring his shoulders before he marched down the stairs and into the common room, making sure to lock his door behind him. This next part was going to be unpleasant, but it was a necessary step if he was going to succeed. He avoided being pulled into conversation by the serving maids, each of them giggling as he walked past and trying to extract gossip out of him as he walked purposefully out into the town.

      It took a little while for him to find what he was looking for, and a little while longer to work himself up to the point of actually stepping through the door.

      When he did, the first thing he noticed was the smell—it was overpowering. Blood, and a lot of it. The second thing that drew his notice was the temperature. It was noticeably colder inside than it had been outside.

      Is that why the door was so heavy?

      He turned to stare at the thick-paneled wood for a moment before he curiously glanced around the shop. It had to be enchantments keeping the temperature down this much, nothing else could do it. He couldn’t spot where they were, but he’d be keen to look if he got the chance. He knew a couple of runes, picked them up off-hand by poking at his parent’s enchanted stuff, and he wouldn’t mind—

      “You gonna stare or are you gonna buy sumfin’?” a gruff voice rumbled out.

      Tyron jumped and turned to see a squat man with the thickest forearms he’d ever seen folded across his chest. Even then it was easy to see the red stains that covered his fingers.

      “Ah, hello,” Tyron tried to smile but failed utterly. He was so useless in social situations. “I was… uh… hoping to talk to you … as a matter of fact.”

      “Spit it out, lad, I don’t have the time.”

      “Right… I’m wondering if you’ll allow me to… volunteer. Here. Do some work. For… free?”

      Even he had to wince at how his voice trailed off under the steady glare of the rough man. The fellow looked him up and down and then sighed minutely to himself.

      “You kids, runnin’ off here and lookin’ to get yourself killed. Every damn year. You think I wan’ your help jus’ caus’ you smart enough to come here first?”

      Tyron stood a little straighter.

      “I took the Butchery skill, sir.”

      The Butcher’s eyes narrowed a little at that and his demeanor thawed oh so slightly.

      “At least you got tha’ much commitment.”

      He paused and considered for a moment.

      “You willin’ to work fer free?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Don’ call me sir. I work fer a livin!”

      After a hard glare he rolled back on his heels.

      “Tell you what. I want a month, eight hours a day. No less! Do that an’ I’ll teach ya’ sumfin along the way. Deal?”

      Tyron winced. A month was longer than he’d wanted to commit to, but he could see how it wouldn’t be worth teaching him anything if he was gone after a week. It wasn’t all bad though—if he worked here long enough it would help normalize his presence in Woodsedge, help him build a routine and connect with the locals. He firmed his resolve.

      “Deal.”

      “Right. Get in tha’ back.”

      Without another word the burly man turned and walked through the open door behind him from which a potent stench was wafting, leaving Tyron standing on his own in the entrance. After a dazed second, he scrambled to move around the counter and through the door. Inside he found the temperature even colder, and the stench even stronger. Seemingly immune to both, the butcher strode up to a long bench covered in treated wood, pulling the largest cleaver the young man had ever seen with one hand from where it had been wedged.

      “Got a delivery o’ elk packed in crates. Crack ‘em out and haul ‘em in one by one.”

      This time Tyron did as instructed without pause, and so followed the longest day of physical labor he had ever done in his life. The butcher drove him as hard as a slave driver, as if to make sure he extracted every ounce of value from the free help he could. So Tyron opened crates, hauled corpses, ran deliveries, and sharpened knives, so many knives. All the while the stout man executed the methods of his trade with inhuman precision. Beneath his hands whole carcasses were skinned and sectioned with ease that belied the absurd level of strength and skill he possessed.

      By the time dusk rolled around, the young Necromancer was thoroughly exhausted, his forearms and back burning from the unfamiliar work. What galled him the most was not once during the entire day did he perform a single activity that might help him increase the level of Butchery. As he leaned against the wall to recover, the Butcher was packing up with the same efficiency he had used during the rest of his work. After the last of his tools had been cleaned to a mirror shine, he turned and spoke.

      “My name’s Hak, short fer Hakoth. I’ll see yer early morn’ tomorrow.”

      “Sure thing, Mr. Hakoth,” Tyron forced out.

      The grizzled man snorted at his words and jerked his head to the door. Not needing an invitation, Tyron practically ran out the door before he turned to give a brief wave to his “employer” and then made his way back to his residence. A full meal, taken in the common room this time, was a welcome distraction for him after the day’s events, and he found himself eating with far more appetite than was usual for him.

      A lot of Farmer’s boys in Foxbridge had mocked him over the years for being a soft prince with a silver spoon in his mouth and he’d always hated that description, but in this moment he couldn’t really fault them. He’d worked hard before, sure, extremely hard on occasion, but generally he was used to doing most of the heavy lifting with his mind.

      Something most of those Farmers, with a few notable exceptions, were totally inept at. Which he had reminded them of. Frequently.

      Though his muscles already protested and gave warning hints of the aches to come in the morning, Tyron knew his day wasn’t done. With a sigh he pushed his chair back and headed back out into the fading light. Finding a spot for this next task would be a touch tricky…
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      The next morning Hak rose with the dawn, as was his habit, and carefully rolled out of bed so as not to disturb his still-slumbering wife. The woman had a fierce temper when she didn’t get enough sleep, and he was wise enough to know a little care on his part would pay dividends down the line. In the near darkness he fumbled until he was able to light a single candle by which he was able to dress himself and make his way downstairs.

      After a simple breakfast he prepared himself—that Cooking skill really came in handy at times—he walked out the door and into the brisk morning air. When he finally arrived at his shop, he was more than a little surprised by what he saw.

      “Good morning Mr. Hak,” the young man greeted him a little awkwardly.

      The Butcher shook his head slightly as he walked toward the door and drew a heavy iron key out of his pocket.

      “Yer don’ need to call me Mr.,” he grumbled. “Feels unnatural.”

      The lad shrugged to indicate his lack of feeling on the matter and silently followed the older man inside.

      “Wasn’ sure I’d be seein’ yer face today,” he said.

      “I figure a lot of people don’t come back after a first day like that,” Tyron replied.

      “S’true enough.”

      “I had a think about it, and to tell the truth I suspect that might even be the point.”

      Hak grunted and continued arranging his knives for the day.

      “I feel like there might be several days of grueling menial work in my future before I get to practice Butchering.”

      There was no judgement in the young man’s voice, just a simple statement of opinion. As the Butcher eyed him sideways, Tyron waited patiently for instructions. Finally Hak broke his silence.

      “M’ daughter will be here today. She ‘elps with the store.”

      The combination of tone and glare from the burly man delivered a secondary message loud and clear: keep your filthy hands off my daughter.

      “What do you need me to do?” Tyron asked.

      Your message has been received loud and clear, his demeanor replied.

      Hakoth grunted and frowned. This kid is too quick on the uptake to be doing what he’s doing, he thought. Still, it’s not my place to care about that.

      Pushing that aside, he gave the first instructions of the day to the kid and almost felt irritated at how readily the lad leapt to obey. How many times had he seen kids in the same position break down before the first day was even done, let alone show this level of enthusiasm on day two? Certainly none who had actually realized they wouldn’t learn shit until Hak was good and ready to teach it. For his part, Tyron kept his head down, ignored his protesting muscles and got to work. He understood the position he was in perfectly. He’d follow through on the agreement he’d made as best he could, which meant working his ass off for the surly Butcher, and he could only hope Hakoth would do the same. It certainly wasn’t ideal, but he was the powerless one hoping to leech some levels from the tradesman, so the terms were to be expected.

      Two hours later the bell over the door rang out and Tyron put down the knife he was sharpening to poke his head through the door to see who had entered the front of the shop. He was quite surprised to see a gorgeous young woman with bright blonde curls and clear blue eyes closing the door behind her as she stepped into the store. Since he’d been instructed to watch the door, he stepped out to enquire.

      “Excuse me, miss. How can I help you?” he asked, quickly wiping his hands on the cloth he kept tucked into his belt.

      Keeping your hands as clean as possible was the first rule he’d learned from the Butcher, one the stone-faced tradesman enforced with fanatical intensity. Hearing Tyron’s voice, the girl turned and gifted him a dazzling smile.

      “Oh, hello. I’m here to work. Are you a new apprentice? I’m Madeleine.”

      She stepped forward and extended her hand for him to shake. Tyron stared blankly for a moment before something in his brain clicked.

      “You’re Mr. Hakoth’s daughter?” he smiled stiffly, scarcely believing his own words.

      “Mr. Hakoth?” she giggled. “He must hate that.”

      Her hand was still extended between them, and Tyron’s eyes flicked down to it as if it were a deadly viper before he glanced back up at her far too pretty face. He was supposed to believe she was related to Hak? Some things simply weren’t genetically possible!

      “Too smart to shake hands with my daughter are you?” a deep voice rumbled from just over his shoulder.

      Moving a little unsteadily, Tyron lifted his hand and gently grasped the dainty hand extended before him for a brief second before he released it, stepped around the imposing Butcher behind him, and made his way back to the low seat with the sharpening stone embedded in it. Madeleine giggled again at the wooden display and looked up at her father, who smiled and winked.

      “Customers here soon, lovely. Make sure you’re ready.”

      She rolled her eyes and shooed her father back through the door. Did he really think she needed to be told that? Soon after Tyron managed to recover his senses, he heard the bell sing out again as the first of what would become a steady flow of customers entered the store to engage with Madeleine, who would display both charm and canny business sense as she closed deal after deal for her father. Quite impressive for a young woman who, if he didn’t miss his guess, was a year younger than him and therefore hadn’t awakened yet. Not that it was any of his business! In fact, he had little time to think about the Butcher’s shockingly attractive daughter since the man was even more determined to work him to the bone than he had been the day before.

      Is this because I shook her hand? He couldn’t help but wonder as his arms and legs shook from exertion as he unstacked another wagon of meat.

      The sheer volume of animals that passed through this one butchery was almost enough to make his head hurt. Was every day like this? But when he thought back to something his mother had told him, it kind of made sense.

      “Slayers are simple creatures, most of them, that is,” she said with some level of distaste, which shocked him, considering both she herself and the man she’d married were Slayers.

      “Most of them,” she emphasized with a smile when she saw the look on his face. “There are exceptions to every rule, and it just so happened that two such people managed to find each other. The rest of them?” she waved a dismissive hand. “Not worth the time. Like animals, all they want to do is fight, feast, and fuck. If you actually want to progress in the profession, it’s best to avoid most of the people in it.”

      Tyron had picked up enough titbits of information around town to know there were roughly a thousand Slayers in the Keep right now, with another thousand out in the field at any given time. The entire economy of Woodsedge revolved around those thousand people, which was why half the town consisted of healers, weaponsmiths, and armorers and the other half taverns, inns, and brothels. Hakoth was not the only local Butcher, and it was likely no exaggeration to say that every one of them did the same level of business he did. By the end of the day Tyron was even more exhausted than he’d been the previous one, but he grit his teeth and farewelled the gruff man at the door before he turned and staggered back to the inn. Some food and water helped him recover, and then he went up to his room to collect his notes and go back out into the town. He didn’t have much time left.

      The next two days passed as a blur to the harried young man. Sleep was hard to come by, and he leaned heavily on his constitution and Night Owl feat to push through. Every morning he would be standing by the door as Hakoth arrived to work and he would leave a shaking wreck at the end of the day. He did his best to ignore Madeleine’s attempts to draw him into conversation while not being impolite; he got the feeling she just wanted to tease him and annoy her father a little, but Tyron was perfectly aware he would be the one to suffer if he engaged. At night he continued to work on his project, writing copious notes and doing his best to unravel the magick until finally he felt he might be ready.

      His last Status had been a stark warning, one he wouldn’t ignore. He had no idea who or what the “Abyss” might refer to, but anything powerful enough to voice its displeasure through his Status ritual wasn’t something he wanted getting too ticked off at him.  He felt strongly enough about it that he had decided to take some risks in order to take action.

      His legs throbbed with pain as he crouched low, keeping a close eye on the patrols. Luckily these weren’t official marshals, just private mercenaries hired by the merchants office, but getting caught would still land him a painful spot. He waited for the right timing, when the guard stepped around the corner of the far warehouse, then stole forward a few feet, listening intently. When the footsteps had faded enough he checked behind himself again, making sure the other patrol hadn’t deviated from their usual pattern. When he saw nothing he steadied himself with a deep breath before he rose slightly and broke into a light run, still bent at the waist to reduce his profile.

      He weaved his way through pallets of goods and crates containing goodness knows what—probably more meat for him to unpack tomorrow—before he reached his goal and knelt down, leaning against the wood panels to catch his breath and massage the cramps out of his legs. He could see the glow from the lamp carried by the second guard now, growing stronger as he approached the place Tyron had been hidden only a minute before. He quieted his breathing as he waited long seconds before the second guard returned to this side of the warehouse. As they drew closer the two men paused, the light of their lamps melding together as a low conversation broke out between them and Tyron rolled his eyes.

      Stop gossiping and get back to work, idiots! I can’t wait here all night!

      Only a hundred feet separated him from their position, and he wasn’t prepared to move a muscle while the two of them were still there, so he waited ten minutes until the two finally decided to continue their routes. The moment they were out of sight he rose and made his way around the other side of the building where he found the window he’d worked on during his previous visit. He carefully checked it and found it still open, so he pulled it wider before hopping up onto a box he’d positioned and carefully wiggling his way through the gap.

      It’d be nice if there was a wider opening he could use, but part of what made this space perfect for his purposes was the very few places light could leak out, which meant small windows were a definite plus. As he continued squeezing himself through he put his hands down and found the hard wooden surface he was looking for, supporting himself with his hands as he pulled his legs through. Good thing he was still fairly slender—he doubted someone with more meat on them like Rufus would be able to fit at all. The thought of his old friend caused a sour expression to wash over his face but he pushed the emotion away, he had no time for it right now.

      Gathering his bearings in the dark, he fumbled about until he found the blanket and pinned it over the window, being sure to pull it closed first. Only when this was done did he create a soft globe of light and look around. He’d been lucky to stumble on this place during his first night of explorations. With the frankly huge amount of goods moving in and out of Woodsedge, it only made sense that there was a sizeable depot for the merchants to receive and send off merchandise. This collection of warehouses and storage was exactly what he needed, and when he’d found this particular building, basically a shed for storing wagons or carts, unused and covered in a fine layer of dust, he’d decided it suited his purposes.

      He moved with caution, conscious to try and keep any noise to a minimum as he placed three more soft lights around the space to give him the illumination he needed to continue his work from the previous night. He tiredly rubbed at his eyes before he clapped himself on both cheeks and looked down at the dust on the floor, or more accurately, the mostly completed spell circle he’d drawn. When he’d reached Anathema level two he’d been given the choice of three spells—Dark Communion, Appeal to the Court, or Pierce the Veil— and he’d chosen the latter. Just like with Raise Dead, the selection granted him a measure of knowledge, placed in his head by the universe itself, that would allow him to cast the spell. However, just as with Raise Dead, the knowledge he was given did not also grant understanding or come close to having complete knowledge of the magick. He was given the basics, an introduction, and it was up to him to learn and develop the rest.

      Which he’d tried to do. Pulling out his notebook, he flicked through several pages of notes where he’d tried to break down the fundamental principles of this spell. He summoned another globe of light just above his head to better allow him to see the pages as he frowned down at his own work.

      It wasn’t enough, not even close. This magick was complex, almost as difficult as the Raise Dead spell itself, and that was the most intricate spellwork he’d ever come into contact with. There were elements to Pierce the Veil he had simply never seen before, some that were a little familiar and others that were utterly bizarre, breaking his own understanding of how these things should work. Tyron was honest enough to admit to himself that he was quite talented when it came to magick, especially on the theory side, but even he wasn’t confident of a successful cast. Under better circumstances he would spend weeks practicing the separate parts of the spell, unpacking the theory and examining the spell forms until he had mastered as much as he could without performing the magick, but he didn’t have the time.

      With a long, slow breath he focused himself, consulted his notes once more, then returned to working on the circle on the ground. The pattern needed to be as precise as possible, each line a channel for arcane energy that would help fuel the spell and hopefully guide it to its successful conclusion. He tried to work without making sound as he paced back and forth, adding a stroke here, correcting a curve there, comparing his notes to the collection of half-memories in his head. As far as he could tell, the circle itself acted as a kind of anchor, a steadying barrier that locked itself and everything inside it within a point of space and time. The rest of the spell was far more esoteric and involved a “reaching out” and, as suggested by the name, a “piercing,” but what exactly he would be poking through, he had no idea, nor what he would find on the other side.

      He could only assume the entities that had granted him the Anathema class did so to help rather than hurt him. From the messages he’d seen so far, he got the feeling that was the case, but he couldn’t be certain.

      One more time he walked around the circle, bringing the light lower to inspect his work once more before sighing and snapping his book shut. It was as good as he could do under the circumstances—there wasn’t much point delaying any longer. He placed the book down on the side bench with care and then withdrew two items from his inner pocket, the first a waterskin which he took a long draw from, careful to wet his throat—this would be a long cast and he wanted to ensure he didn’t lose the power of speech at the end. Likewise, the second item was to protect him from running out of resources: Mage candy.

      He took another deep breath, centering himself before he stepped with great care into the middle of the circle, ensuring he didn’t scuff any lines. That done, he extinguished each globe in the room, returning his surroundings to total darkness.

      Then he began to speak.
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      Words of Power rolled sonorously from his mouth as he concentrated on each syllable, ensuring no errors were made. At the same time he split his focus, directing a portion of his attention to the circle beneath his feet and guiding a steady flow of magick there. The power built over time as he continued to speak, the sweat already beginning to bead on his brow, and he tried to remain quiet without breaking the flow and ensuring he enunciated correctly.

      “Remember, Tyron,” his mother had told him, “a misspoken word can be as good as a death sentence with high-level spells. Diction. Saves. Lives.”

      As good as the advice was, he pushed the memory away—he had to focus.

      Beneath his feet a dark purple flame began to flicker around the soles of his feet, causing shadows to dance along the floor and walls, dimly at first, but with growing intensity as the flame spread through the channels he had created with such painstaking effort. As he continued to intone the spell the fire grew, directed by the circle he had drawn. The ethereal tongues of flame spread through the pattern with deliberate slowness as he controlled the trickle of energy.

      Sweat had already begun to drip from his face as he maintained his dual focus, speaking the words and empowering the circle at the same time. He knew he had to control the pace of the spell with great care. If he advanced too quickly without properly activating the circle the spell would fail, with disastrous consequences, but if he ignited it too early, he wouldn’t be able to maintain the drain of magick, causing it to fail when he needed it most. Already the drain on his reserves was beyond the point he would have been able to sustain before he’d received his Class. Without the precious levels he’d gained, this spell would have been impossible for him to cast. In fact, if he only had access to the Necromancer Class and not the bonus stats from his two levels in Anathema, he’d have no hope either.

      Moving with tremendous care, he brought the arcane crystal in his hand up to his mouth as he continued to speak, waiting for a pause between syllables to slide it under his tongue. For one horrible moment the crystal shifted in his mouth and his tongue twisted to prevent it from sliding loose. He managed to settle it just in time as he sucked in a quick breath and continued, only the slightest hitch detectable in his otherwise steady voice.

      Even so, he rubbed his palms across his shirt to try and prevent them from shaking. That had been close to a disaster.

      For the next minute he concentrated only on speaking and drawing deeper, steadying breaths in the breaks. Only once he felt he had calmed down, when the pounding of his heart in his chest had settled, did he once more begin to channel power into the circle.

      To an outside observer the scene would have been equal parts beautiful and disturbing as the young man stood rock still, lit from below by purple fire that oh so slowly drew an intricate pattern of loops and whorls on the floor that turned, connected, and broke in a never-ending dance that entwined itself in a neat circle that spread in a six foot radius from his feet. Perhaps more disturbing than that was the vague darkness that had begun to form, wavering in the air directly in front of the youth. It was so thin, and blended with the shadows so well, one could be forgiven for thinking it was nothing more than a trick of the light, but how then to explain the strange sense of foreboding that began to permeate the room?

      Tyron felt it—how could he not? He was the one actively summoning it.

      He wouldn’t be distracted. He closed his eyes and spread his hands wide as the words continued to pour from his mouth, giving form and shape to the magick that flowed from him in a steady stream. Wary that the trickle of energy he drew from the candy was no longer enough, he split his focus once again to draw on the crystal more actively, compensating for the resources he was losing to power the spell.

      His calves burned, his shoulders ached, a headache pounded in his temples, and his throat burned, but Tyron refused to bend as he continued to direct the flow of power, forcing it to bend to his will. Before he had received his Class, such a feat would have been beyond him, but now he could barely manage. He waged a constant battle as the minutes ticked by, each element he sought to control growing more unruly, more difficult to contain as more power was fed into them.

      Why the hell wasn’t I given any nice cantrips to cast from these damn Classes?

      The thought flickered on the outskirts of his awareness and he paid it no mind as he directed the spell. By now the flame had permeated all through the circle he had drawn, the pattern complete as the fire danced around his boots. The protection finished, he was free to move into the final phase of the spell, which he did without hesitation. He couldn’t afford to waste time: even now his reserves of magick were falling low, despite the inflow from the candy under his tongue.

      His eyes still shut, he spoke the words, each one ringing in the air, infused with power as they added to the shape that continued to form in the air.

      After another five minutes, during which Tyron mastered himself time and time again, the vague and indistinct shape had become more clear. A wafting curtain of pure darkness hung in the air, rippling as if brushed by a wind none could feel. It wasn’t large, barely a three-feet-wide circle, but from that unnatural cloth came an aura that soaked the room in dread. Still Tyron continued to speak, his hands drawing closer to his chest as he focused, crafting the final aspect of the spell as he fought to maintain the disparate elements he had created.

      Sweat flowed freely down his face, dripping into his eyes and mouth, another hurdle he had to adjust for in order to pronounce each word with perfect clarity, not daring to shift his posture at this key moment.

      Slowly, slowly, the final piece began to form as he raised both hands into the air in front of him, reaching out toward the drifting curtain before him without touching it. Then, slowly, slowly, he drew his hands down again, lowering them from the level of his eyes down to his waist, and this time the spell responded to his action. As his hands fell, the cloth parted. As the final words rolled from his lips, the darkness solidified.

      Pierce the veil.

      It was done.

      Wrung out, Tyron drew a ragged breath as he tried to still the trembling in his limbs, but he didn’t shift from his position, nor did he allow the flow of magick to the circle beneath his feet to falter.

      For a long second nothing happened, until Tyron slowly opened his eyes to glimpse into something that should not be seen.

      In an instant his mind was assaulted as a voice forced its way into his head, babbling incoherently in a language he didn’t recognize. He rocked back on his heels, both hands flying to his head as the pain intensified a hundredfold. Unknown to him, blood had begun to flow from his nose and ears as the voice scratched and clawed within his skull.

      Allo’kruak al’atha! Shub grinu’ak kal’kragg oleth a’lel orrani’kk!

      It was an endless scream of one voice that quickly became a chorus, each pushing, stretching inside his head until Tyron could contain it no longer and a long groan leaked out his mouth as he fought the presences in his head. On and on they babbled, and he felt as if his headache might split his forehead open right in the middle, but he didn’t move from his spot anchored to the center of the circle and he didn’t cut off the flow of power.

      Which saved his life.

      As he continued to fight for his sanity, the dread aura within the room only intensified, the shadows deepening to a perfect darkness that suppressed the light of the flames until they barely seemed to illuminate anything at all. Tendrils of otherness stretched through the opening, hesitant at first, then with growing confidence as they met no resistance on the other side. What started as one quickly became a dozen, then a hundred, then an uncountable number as they writhed through the air like roots seeking water. As if sensing the life within the young man, they homed in toward him, drawing ever closer as he continued to battle the voices.

      With a shout Tyron threw his hands down, palms facing the floor before he bit down on the crystal, shattering it in his mouth and cutting the underside of his tongue. He grasped hold of the last flow of power from the gem and flung it down to the flames through his hands, which he then clenched into fists.

      At this motion the fire roared, climbing up until it licked against the wooden ceiling without burning it. This wasn’t a fire designed to consume the mundane, the building was in no danger from it. The tendrils, on the other hand, reacted immediately, pulling back from the fire as a frustrated shriek vibrated through the veil and rattled against Tyron’s consciousness. As the purple flame roared, the Necromancer once again found his mind clear, the voices forced out for a few seconds, and he acted decisively.

      He squeezed out the last ounce of power within himself as words once again echoed from his torn throat. With a deliberate motion he brought his hands wide before he forcefully brought them together in front of his face. He felt resistance, but he didn’t allow it as, with a large surge of mental energy, he forced the veil to close.

      Then it was all gone. The fire, the veil, the strange presence and voices—all of it vanished. Tyron stood, swaying on his feet as he continued to leak blood from his mouth and ears, utterly exhausted.

      It would be so easy to collapse right here. So easy. Part of him yearned for it even, for the hard times to be over, but that wasn’t his path and he had turned away from it before.

      He almost sobbed as he forced himself to move. First one step, then the next, until he reached the bench. He gathered his book before he stumbled back and did what he could to drag his foot through the circle he had drawn, obliterating the lines. With the last of his energy he climbed onto the bench, uncovered the window, and pushed himself out, almost uncaring when he flopped hard onto the ground on the other side. He lay there for a few minutes to collect his breath and had to pinch himself to delay the onset of sleep.

      When he was ready, he gathered himself and began to make his slow way back to the inn. With any luck he’d get some sleep before he had to be at the butchery the next day.
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      Within the Slayer Keep

      “What the blazing fuck?”

      Rogil sat up instantly in bed and reached for his blade, crashing through the door into the lounge of his team’s group suite a few seconds later. Only the Lowlight Vision feat prevented him from slamming his shin into the low table in the center of the room as he cast his eyes about, seeking the danger.

      “Dove?” he barked, “talk to me!”

      “Fucking fuck!” the voice echoed from the Mage’s room, and Rogil leapt to the door and ripped it open, tearing it off its hinges in the process.

      Inside he found the bearded man staring directly into a wall, magick circles ignited above his eyes as he stared at something nobody else could see and continued the steady stream of curses. From the other rooms he could hear the sounds of the rest of the team waking up and rolling from their beds, far too slowly for Rogil’s liking. He’d drill them on it later.

      “What’s the danger, Dove you idiot?”

      “Wha- fuck, what?”

      “Is there a threat?”

      “I should fucking… oh good lord, it’s gone. Thank shit. Thank you, holy goddess. Thank your pure melons and your blessed, firm ass.”

      “Dove,” Rogil ground out, “can you stop blaspheming long enough to tell me what’s going on, or am I going to have to pound you into a bearded pile of goop first?”

      The magick faded from the Summoner’s eyes as he finally seemed to realize his team leader had arrived in the room, followed by the rest of the team as they gathered outside his door.

      “Are you telling me you didn’t feel that? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “DOVE!”

      “An abyssal!” he threw his hands in the air. “Someone tried to summon a fucking abyssal! Here!”

      “In the keep?”

      “No, in town somewhere. They failed, thank goodness. Can you imagine…” the Mage trailed off as he shivered.

      “What is going on, and why can I see Dove’s balls?” Aryll the scout drawled as she peered over Monica’s head.

      Dove looked down at his exposed genitalia, only realizing in that moment that he’d gone to sleep with a shirt on, but no pants. Deciding to lean into it, he turned toward the door with his feet planted firmly apart.

      “Allow me to explain,” the Summoner gestured with his hand, managing to brush his nightshirt out of the way of his junk in the process, “what is going on. I felt someone perform a ritual somewhere in town, a ritual that tore the veil. As to why you’re looking at my balls, that’s because you’re a raging pervert, but it’s okay, we love you anyway.”

      Rogil rolled his eyes.

      “I couldn’t care less about your dick or your balls. Try to imagine for a moment that none of us are specialists at pulling weird creatures from even weirder places and break this down a little for us?”

      “And put on some pants, please,” Monica begged, her hands firmly cupped over her eyes.

      “Fine!”

      Dove strolled back to his bed and found his pants as the rest of the team lit a few candles and took a seat in the communal lounge, Dove joining them a few moments later.

      “Okay. In basic terms, it’s like this. There’s a barrier that separates our reality from some truly heinous shit. That barrier is called the veil. Someone in Woodsedge poked a hole in the bloody thing and something truly heinous tried to creep through it.”

      “You mean they tried to open a rift?” Aryll frowned. “They were summoning rift-kin?”

      The Summoner slapped a hand to his forehead before he looked up again.

      “Actually, it might make sense to explain it that way. Yeah. Think of the veil as something behind which a particularly horrendous brand of rift-kin lives, except under normal circumstances, rifts do not form between here and there. Ever. Think of it as the walls being too thick, or the destination being too far away. Got me?”

      “I think so,” Rogil nodded.

      “So the only way to bring these particular rift-kin over is for someone to manually create the rift and let them through. It’s a big no-no. One of the biggest no-nos. If I did something like that I’d be strung up by my testicles above the Keep gate before they started torturing me.”

      Aryll winced.

      “Of course, this is a simplification. Abyssals are not rift-kin, they’re much worse, and bringing them here is both easier and harder than opening a rift.”

      “You said they failed?” Rogil said.

      “Yes, they failed. Would I be sitting here in my nightclothes if there was a fucking abyssal wandering through town?”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Of course I’m fucking sure! By the perky spheres—”

      “Dove,” Monica warned.

      “… ahem. By the perfect name of the goddess. Yes. I’m sure.”

      Each of them sat back in their chairs as some of the tension drained out of the room. Except from Dove. The Summoner clasped and unclasped his hands as his leg bounced up and down.

      “So what happens now?” Rogil turned his mind to the future. “Is this going to impact the team at all?”

      Dove frowned.

      “Maaaaaybe?” the pitch of his voice rose toward the end of the word. “I can say a few things for sure. I’m not the only one who felt that summoning, not by a long stretch. There’ll be guards swarming through town as we speak, looking for the ritual site and trying to kneecap the summoner. It’s possible the Keep might prevent expeditions leaving for the next few days…”

      “Don’t give me that shit! We were heading out in three days!” Aryll swore.

      The Summoner raised his palms.

      “I know, I get it. But I can tell you this for free, the first suspect is going to be the Slayers, which means I’m likely to get my ass dragged off to jail before the night is done.”

      “What? Why?” Rogil blinked.

      “Summoning a motherfucking abyssal is serious business. Serious. Business. You think some punk kid can pull that kind of magick? No. Someone with levels did this. Probably not too many, otherwise they likely would have succeeded, but levels nonetheless.”

      “Which means Slayers are the primary suspect, as always,” Aryll said.

      “What are you going to do?” Dove shrugged. “There aren’t many people with the kind of control and power needed to pull this kind of shit. I’d come knocking on my door first if I was looking for a culprit, and there’ll be a few others dragged out of the Keep tonight as well.”

      At that moment a deliberate and urgent knock rang out from the door, several raised voices coming from behind it.

      Dove stood casually and straightened his nightclothes before spreading his hands toward the other members of his team.

      “How do I look?”
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      “You look like shit.”

      Hakoth looked at the kid who stood leaning against his door as if he might fall over if the wood weren’t propping him up. He knew he’d been pushing him hard, but he didn’t think he’d been pushing him this hard. He almost felt bad. Almost.

      “I still expect a full day of work out of you,” he warned the lad.

      Tyron just nodded—he didn’t have the spare energy to bother trying to come up with a clever or even polite response. Instead he shuffled to the side so the Butcher had room to open his shop and took slow measured breaths to try and settle the food in his stomach. He’d made it back to the inn, somehow, and practically crawled up the stairs before slumping into bed, dried blood all over his face. He’d woken up three hours later feeling like burnt death, washed himself as best he could, and staggered into town for his shift at the Butcher’s.

      At least he’d managed to put on fresh clothing. What he’d worn yesterday would likely need to be tossed into a fire—it was in no condition to be seen in public and wouldn’t ever be again. Which meant more expenses. He sighed. He’d need to start earning money soon, and to have a better chance of that, he needed this Butcher to teach him something.

      He worked through the day in a complete daze, moving on autopilot more often than not. He managed to summon enough focus to avoid any major errors, but he was still reprimanded by an irritated Hakoth on several occasions. After he’d cut himself for the third time while sharpening, the Butcher cursed him and sent him out of the shop on delivery, but not before carefully bandaging the wound with a poultice he kept in his workstation. Tyron didn’t really fancy being out in the sun, or in public, but at least he wouldn’t be able to actively harm himself with sharp objects.

      He blinked repeatedly to try and clear the grainy feeling from his eyes as he stood in front of the desk, Madeleine looking back at him with a concerned expression on her face.

      “Tyron? Are you okay?”

      “I’m just really tired,” he tried to smile and failed utterly, looking more like a grimace.

      “Maybe you need to take the day off? I can talk to Dad about it if you want? In fact, I-”

      “No, please. It’s fine. I just need to push through the day, get some sleep tonight, and I’ll be right as rain tomorrow, I promise.”

      “If you’re sure…”

      “I am.”

      He leaned to the side a little too far and almost fell over before he caught himself.

      “For real,” he added.

      “Rrright,” she said.

      She looked down and rummaged through the neatly organized stack of pages next to the account book on the bench, causing Tyron’s weary gaze to drop down almost against his will.

      “Here,” she said, pulling out a note and handing it to him. “This delivery is to the Gilded Swan, it’s three streets over and all they’re after is a couple of hams. The food is good at the Swan, and I don’t expect you back for at least an hour.”

      She leaned forward to make sure she had his attention.

      “Got that?”

      He blinked. Slowly.

      “You forgot to carry the four here,” he pointed at a particular line in the ledger before he grasped the note and wandered toward the back of the shop. After a few long seconds a thought bubbled up in his head. “Hm? Oh. Ah, thank you,” he said, turning back to Madeleine with a bob of the head as he finally realized what she’d done for him. Under the watchful eye of Hak, Tyron gathered the hams from the cool room, carefully packed them before he hefted the box under his arm, and walked out through the front door, passing the Butcher’s daughter, who was busy double-checking her figures.

      Though it was only a stone’s throw away, in his befuddled state it still took an embarrassing amount of time for Tyron to find it. Once inside, he delivered the meat to the kitchen before he slumped into a chair and took a moment to rest his eyes.

      “Did you hear about the marshals? The merchant Fillus was arrested for questioning this morning!”

      “Oh my!”

      Tyron’s eyes snapped open and he sat up quickly in his chair, too quickly as it turned out. He almost fell off and caught himself at the last moment. His antics naturally drew the eye of the two serving maids gossiping near his table.

      “Almost went on a trip, didn’t you?” one laughed. “You alright there, love?”

      “Yeah, thanks,” he didn’t need to pretend to be embarrassed at his slip, “must have dozed off there. Any chance I can grab a plate… possibly an ale?”

      “Sure thing. I’ll be right back.”

      The older of the two smiled and took his order back to the kitchen as Tyron turned to the other.

      “Sorry to intrude, but I heard you were saying something about a merchant getting arrested?”

      Her eyes widened, and she leapt at the chance to continue to discuss the latest scandal.

      “Yes!” she leaned in conspiratorially. “I haven’t heard why, but my cousin Eustace is a secretary for the crown records at the customs depot, and she said the entire place was turned out by the marshals in the early morning. Dozens of people were dragged off to be questioned, including Fillus, which is just shocking.”

      Her expression said he should share her amazement, but he had no idea why.

      “Sorry,” he grimace-smiled, “I’m pretty new in town, who’s Fillus?”

      “Oh! He’s the richest merchant in Woodsedge, moves goods for the Slayer Keep—monster parts and rare materials as I understand it. Apparently they homed in on his warehouses most of all and he was dragged out of bed and hauled down the street! I would have killed to have seen it myself!”

      Sorry, Fillus.

      Looks like the poor man must have been the owner of that empty building in the corner of the lot he’d used last night. The serving girl continued to provide a steady stream of rumors and guesses as to the root cause of it all while Tyron tried to suppress the shiver running down his back. They’d turned up in the early morning? Exactly how long after he’d gotten out, barely functioning, did they arrive? He might have escaped discovery by a matter of minutes. And he wasn’t out of the clear yet! He had no alibi for last night!

      “Here you are, love. House ale and a steak. Ought to put a little meat on your bones.”

      He glanced up to see the other girl had returned to his table and placed a frothing mug alongside a plate loaded with meat, gravy, and roast vegetables. The smell was fantastic, yet his stomach churned with the thought of his perhaps imminent arrest.

      “Thanks so much,” he managed, “I appreciate it.”

      “Come on, Liz, let’s leave the young fellow to his meal,” she reached to grab her co-worker and the two of them moved away through the common room, taking orders and clearing tables as Tyron sat, his thoughts buzzing in his head.

      May as well eat. Think about everything else later.

      He hadn’t been eating enough over the last few days, pretty much only a full meal for dinner. Despite his sudden lack of appetite, he forced himself to clear the plate and drink the ale. He wasn’t normally a drinker, but after the night he’d had, something steadying was just what he needed. Didn’t hurt that the house brew had a light fruity flavor, quite opposed to the heavy, dark stuff his father preferred to drink. And did he detect a bit of honey?

      After finishing his meal, he waited another fifteen minutes for his stomach to settle before he thanked the girls and paid before making his way back to Hakoth’s. He’d been gone a little over an hour as it turned out, but Madeleine merely waved him in as she continued going through the books. The Butcher only grunted when Tyron reappeared and gave him more jobs to do. For the rest of the afternoon he continued to work, but he felt as if the gruff man was going easy on him. It was possible his daughter had a word with him, despite being asked not to. As it was he still felt completely drained at the end of the day, but as before he waited for Hakoth to lock up before leaving.

      “I’m sorry about today, Mr. Hakoth. It won’t happen again,” he assured the Butcher as the man locked the door.

      He got a grunt as a reply, which was what he’d expected. He turned to leave only for the man to speak before he’d taken a step.

      “See you tomorrow,” he said.

      “See you tomorrow, Mr. Hakoth.”

      Another grunt and the two parted ways, moving in opposite directions as night fell over the town. Despite everything he wanted to do, Tyron knew he was at the end of his rope. After another hearty meal that sat heavily in his stomach, he climbed the stairs, locked the door behind him, kicked off his shoes, and made himself comfortable in bed. He hadn’t had to do it for a while, but he decided this was the perfect moment for a Sleep spell, which he cast easily thanks to his improved stats.

      The moment the magick was completed he felt his eyelids dragging down as all thoughts of marshals and arrests faded to nothing and sleep claimed him.
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        Elsewhere in Woodsedge

      

      

      Marshal Langdon looked down at the dust-covered floor of what at one time had been a shed used to store Fillus Moran’s coach and was now the center of a major investigation. The acrid tang of magick was still in the air, so thick he could almost taste it, even all these hours later. He frowned as he crouched down and settled on his heels as he looked over the remains of what had surely been a ritual circle. The caster had done well to obscure most of their work, but the telltale signs were still there, including the burn residue of what had been an arcane flame. Factors such as this could help them determine the exact spell that had been cast, which would help them drill down to the potential Class and level of the caster.

      “Langdon?” a voice called from behind him.

      “What is it, Wallir?” he replied without taking his eyes off the ground.

      “The Summoner is here, the one I told you about this morning. He was cleared by the captain an hour ago so I brought him straight over.”

      “Good. Send him in.”

      Some low voices exchanged words before the sound of soft footfalls entered his ears. Acute hearing was a very useful feat for an investigator to have. He didn’t turn as a new presence made itself known behind him.

      “Hole-ee-shit. Are you telling me this maniac just drew his protective circle in dust? That’s insane. Certified insane. If I didn’t see it for myself and someone told me I’d have punched both of us in the face.”

      “Mr. Levan, I presume?”

      “Please, call me Dove.”

      “Of course, Mr. Levan.”

      The Summoner sighed. It was going to be like that, was it?

      “All right, may as well get on with it. Let me know what you need so I can get myself back to bed. No offense intended, but this hasn’t exactly been a good day for me. As far as cells go, it was comfortable enough, but being innocent and incarcerated just rubs a man the wrong way, you know?”

      “As refreshing as your levity might be, Mr. Levan, I find the concept of an abyssal summoning and the hundreds, likely thousands of deaths that would result from such an act of slightly more importance than a day of your freedom.”

      “And if I didn’t agree?”

      “I wouldn’t give a shit. Now that you’ve been cleared of possible involvement you can offer your expertise as the highest-level Summoner in the area and then, as you say, go back to bed while we try and prevent this from happening again.”

      The marshal had not turned around once during his conversation—he remained crouched low, his eyes roaming over the remnants of the circle as he spoke. After an awkward pause where Dove stood idly swinging his hands together, he decided to step forward.

      “Well, I can take a look, but it might help if you can tell me what you’ve worked out already. That might save us both some time.”

      The marshal began pointing at several things of note.

      “The suspect is likely male, judging by the size of the foot and length of the stride which you can measure there, and over there. The circle was drawn with the index finger, most likely the right hand based on the angle of the impressions. Entry to this room was gained through that window, no teleportation or apparition magick used. The guards neither saw nor heard anything, which leads me to conclude the suspect either utilized a dampening spell or the guards are incompetent, likely both.”

      He shifted his position to get a better angle on the center of the circle.

      “It doesn’t seem that the culprit was here for long. Two, maybe three nights were spent setting up the ritual, which speaks of both competence and confidence. My estimate is a Mage, likely with a level in the mid-thirties to forties, a little shy of six feet tall, right handed, with extensive experience in summoning magick.”

      Dove listened patiently only to have his face sour as the description went on.

      “Balls. I’m still under suspicion, aren’t I?”

      The marshal finally stood and turned to face him.

      “What do you think?” Marshal Langdon asked him.

      “I think that every time some shit goes down you morons find the nearest Slayer and start rattling their cage.”

      The marshal sighed.

      “How often do you think a Slayer goes rogue out here, Mr. Levan? Take a guess.”

      Dove just stared back at him, refusing to answer.

      “Two per year, at least. There are always casualties. Innocents caught up in the fray when one of you snaps. And you know something? Most of those innocents are other Slayers, murdered out on the job or killed in their sleep. It’s very hard to see it coming. I’ve never been able to. One day a perfectly fine Slayer, maybe getting a little too close to the next rank-up, just decides to go out with a bang.”

      The Summoner didn’t blink.

      “I find it a little hard to blame them sometimes,” he admitted. “Knowing what we know. Do you?”

      “No. I don’t.”

      The two men stared at each other for a long moment before Dove shrugged and stepped around the other.

      “Well, let me take a look. The faster we catch the prick who did this, the faster I get my name cleared and go back to doing what I truly love: killing rift-kin to keep fine, law-abiding citizens like you safe.”

      After a moment magick ignited just beyond his eyes, two rings of green light that rotated and flared as he carefully looked around the room.

      “Well, I can tell you that whoever did this is batshit crazy. Drawing a circle by hand, in the dust? That is the act of someone with truly, truly pendulous nads, or someone with an extreme level of skill. It’s also smart. No ritual mediums? No wardings? No arcane focus? The spell residue is all kinds of fucked up—I can’t read a thing, and that’s because there was no container for it. The moment the spell collapsed it all went to nothing, which is clearly a deliberate choice on the part of the caster.”

      “Why do you think the spell failed?”

      “Well, I take it we’re confident the caster survived?”

      The marshal nodded.

      “Well that rules out the most likely theory. If the spell was in fact a summoning, then it could have failed for a number of reasons—lapse in concentration, ran out of juice, something spooked him, or he just ran out of time and ended the spell in order to make a getaway.”

      “You said if it were a summoning?”

      “It’s possible the caster merely wanted to contact the Abyss, as opposed to summoning an abyssal. From what I know there’s all sorts of creepy shit you can learn, though as I understand it, most Mages go mad when they try it. He may also have wanted to try and establish a contract with the creature, possibly for a summoning in the future.”

      He paused for a moment and rolled his eyes.

      “Which would be another reason I’m suspect. Selene’s tits, this is a pain. Right. No teleportation magick also makes sense, you wouldn’t want to do it anywhere near your ritual site, since any disturbance to the dimensional weave could disrupt the spell. Whoever did this knew what the fuck they were doing, that’s for sure. They also had to know their spell would be detected. Which means they must have planned out a response to what will follow.”

      “You don’t suspect a cultist?”

      Dove waved a hand dismissively.

      “Hell no. This kind of spellwork is hard, and more than that, takes a damn tough mind. A cracked-in-the-head lunatic doesn’t have what it takes to pull this off, and the better put together ones have no reason to antagonize the authorities and do it in the middle of a town. Not unless there’s something going on much deeper than what I can understand.”

      The marshal paused thoughtfully.

      “Any idea what sort of Class might have done this?”

      Dove shook his head.

      “Impossible to say. A Summoner could, but they would have to be taught the spell since, as I’m sure you know, it isn’t a Class choice available to us. Dark Summoner, on the other hand, definitely does get access, but they sure as heck don’t advertise themselves. Tricky one would be a Dimension Mage. They’re the real experts when it comes to spellwork like this. What I do is of a very different flavor, though they’re both wine I suppose. As you suggested, an Arcane Cultist of some variety could have access to the spell, I sure as shit wouldn’t know. Other than that, literally any Mage with big enough balls to need a wheelbarrow to go walking and someone to teach them.”

      “What about a Necromancer?” the marshal asked.

      “A what?” Dove turned to face him, surprise on his face.

      “Reports came in of a young man who unlocked Necromancer in his Awakening a week ago. In Foxbridge. Went rogue, currently missing.”

      The Slayer’s face went slack for a moment as he gaped at the marshal, turned back to the circle, and then back to the marshal once more.

      “Are you seriously suggesting an eighteen-year-old kid who had his Class for a week would be capable of something like this? Seriously?”

      Langdon didn’t reply. Dove pushed a hand through his wild and unkempt hair.

      “Alright, look. As far as I know, a low-level Necromancer can’t do shit except create basic undead. If one were somehow able to learn this spell and pull it off under these circumstances, then they would have to be the reborn god of fucking magick, Tel’anan himself.”
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        Events:

        Your attempts at stealth have increased proficiency. Sneak has reached level 3.

        Concentration has increased proficiency. Concentration has reached level 4.

        You have performed a successful cast on the first attempt. Pierce the Veil has increased proficiency. Pierce the Veil has reached level 3.

        You have continued to please your patrons. The Dark Ones revel in the chaos you stir. The Court delights in your madness. The Abyss is pleased with the taste of your mind. Anathema has achieved level 4. You have received +2 Intelligence, +2 Constitution, and +2 Willpower. New choices available.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 10)

      

      

      
        
        Class:

        Necromancer (Level 4)

        Sub-Classes:

        1. Anathema (Level 4)

        2. None

        3. None

      

      

      
        
        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

      

      

      
        
        Attributes:

        Strength: 12

        Dexterity: 11

        Constitution: 24

        Intelligence: 31

        Wisdom: 21

        Willpower: 21

        Charisma: 13

        Manipulation: 13

        Poise: 13

      

      

      
        
        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5)

        Handwriting (Level 4)

        Concentration (Level 4)

        Cooking (Level 1)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 1)

        Sneak (Level 3)

        Butchery (Level 1)

        Skill Selections Available: 1

      

      

      
        
        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 1)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 1)

        Death Magick (Level 1)

      

        

      
        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5)(Max)

        Sleep (Level 4)

        Mana Bolt (Level 1)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 3)

        Bone Stitching (Level 2)

      

        

      
        Anathema Spells:

        Pierce the Veil (Level 3)

      

        

      
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial) : INT +3, WIS +3

        Anathema Level 4. Please choose an additional spell:

        Dark Communion - Beg intercession from the Dark Ones.

        Appeal to the Court - Attempt to commune with the Scarlet Court.

        Air of Menace - Surround oneself in a dread aura.

        Suppress Mind - Attack another’s will.

      

      

      Pleased to touch his mind, huh? Tyron shuddered. If he never had to deal with the damned Abyss again, he’d be more than happy. The entire experience had been a nightmare. The spell had pulled more out of him than he’d expected; how he’d managed to finish it he had no idea. If he’d attempted the spell shortly after he’d attained it, he’d have had no chance and whatever had reached out to claim him would have no doubt succeeded. The memory of that alien presence within his mind, clawing at his consciousness as something reached through the veil, was enough to give him nightmares for days to come.

      Guess I’ll be relying on the Sleep spell for my shuteye in the near future.

      After he woke up feeling refreshed he’d decided to perform the Status ritual and check for any changes. He was unsurprised he’d earned another level in Anathema after what he’d managed. Whoever these patrons were, they seemed to be enjoying themselves at his expense, when they weren’t trying to kill him. Still, the stats were nice to have, and who knows what might have happened if he’d waited longer to cast the ritual? Would things go even worse for him? If he’d never cast it, would those voices have found a way to punish him regardless? He had no idea. Worse, he had no way of finding out.

      “Relax,” he told himself as he took deep, slow, and steadying breaths. “You’re still alive.”

      Had the situation in Woodsedge gotten worse? Absolutely. But he had survived another trial, gained another level, and, as of this moment, wasn’t in prison awaiting execution. Look for the positives.

      He sighed.

      Good to see Sneak gain another level, considering how much of a workout it’d had recently. Butchery still at level one stung a bit, but he hoped that would start to pick up soon—he needed money, badly. His two Necromancer skills still being stuck at level one pained him even more. He knew that Class skills were key to leveling up, and as much he wasn’t looking forward to “preparing” a corpse, the thought was almost enough to make him physically sick, but he knew it would be a key component of what would make him successful in his Class. Other than that, Pierce the Veil had increased in level, not that he intended to cast it again anytime soon. If ever.

      He could think that way for now, but there was little doubt that their messages through the Status ritual would become insistent again eventually. When that happened, he would have to choose to enact the spell once more or take the risk that they could harm him. At least if he did summon the courage to attempt to cast Pierce the Veil again, the added levels would make it easier. With more research he might be able to build better protections into the magick as well. Some sort of barrier for the mind? He had no idea how to construct such a thing, but with study…

      He shook his head. Already he was considering how to cast it again safely. Was he even sane anymore?

      He was lucky the modifications he’d made to the circle had worked to his advantage. His mother dabbled on the edges of summoning magic at times, and the texts he’d read spoke repeatedly and urgently on the importance of some sort of defensive measures being built into the spell. Something else that was emphasized strenuously was the importance of being able to end the spell when you wanted to. Neither of those elements had been present in any form he understood in the base spell that had been planted in his mind, so he’d been sure to add them as best he could. It hadn’t worked perfectly, but it had worked well enough.

      But now he had another choice to make: Anathema level-four spells. The two choices he’d passed over previously were still here, as expected, along with two new choices. Air of Menace sounded… odd. Some sort of intimidation magick? A dread aura? What the hell would be the point of that? He was trying to keep his head down as much as possible, not advertise his presence through some area spell. At his level, even someone like Hakoth would likely be able to shrug off the effect and cave his head in, let alone an actual Slayer. This choice didn’t appeal to him much.

      Suppress Mind. This one left a poor taste in his mouth. Cast a spell to attack someone’s mind? That felt a little too much like what had happened to him when he’d performed the ritual. Having his thoughts invaded and disrupted had been a horrible experience, one he wouldn’t wish on anyone. If he had to pick one of the two new abilities though, he might just reluctantly pick this one. He could at least see it having a use as opposed to the other.

      He also had the option to choose another contact spell, but after what had happened last time, he didn’t think he’d be doing that. He had no reason to assume he’d get a better reception from the Dark Ones or the Scarlet Court than he’d gotten from the Abyss, and the thought of going through that again scared him, he could admit that to himself.

      No, those are out. Suppress Mind it is.

      He marked his choice with blood before he ended the ritual and allowed the changes to roll over him. Growing stronger wasn’t something he was likely going to get bored of any time soon, and feeling his new power settle in his mind, along with the fragments of his new spell, he couldn’t help but smile and feel that his recent risks had been worth it. Hopefully he could now ignore the Anathema Sub-Class for a while and devote himself to more necromantic pursuits in the near future. Though first, he had some butchering to do.

      Once he’d steadied himself and grown accustomed to his new self, he disposed of the Status sheet in the traditional way, by eating it, before he headed downstairs to wash it down with some proper food and drink. With that done, he waved goodbye to the kitchen staff who were surprised by the gesture, used to the young man sliding more or less silently in and out of the inn, before he ran over to Hakoth’s shop just in time to beat him to the door.

      “You’re lookin’ better,” the Butcher greeted him gruffly.

      “I’m feeling better. Just needed a good night’s sleep,” he replied, standing as tall as he could.

      That got an amused grunt from the man, and the two of them headed into the store for another long day of work. Despite his more complete rest his muscles still ached fiercely and the more physical tasks he was set to still hurt, but with his head so much more clear than the previous day it was a comparative breeze. He thought he might have gotten an approving nod from the Butcher at one point, though he only caught it out of the corner of his eye as he shifted crates around. When she arrived, Madeleine poked her head through the door into the back room to check on him, and he thanked her again for what she’d done for him the day before.

      Despite the hard labor, the day went by quickly enough, and by dusk he once again stood outside the door, wrung out as he waited for the Butcher to lock up. The two said their goodbyes and went their separate ways. This time when he got back to the inn Tyron took a little time to speak with the staff and enjoyed his meal in the common room, trying to establish himself as “Lukas Almsfield” in the minds of a few more people. If he wanted to blend in and appear less suspicious, then he needed to come out of his shell a little and start talking to people. With his meal done, he retreated upstairs once more, but instead of going directly to sleep he decided to use the time to practice another spell he would likely need in the days to come.

      He hadn’t had much cause to cast Mana Bolt ever since he’d earned the spell. Teaching oneself magick wasn’t an easy task, and it had taken him over a year to get the hang of it, or at least learn it well enough that his Status acknowledged his ability by having it appear in his “general spells” list. It had been a grueling effort of trial and error—mostly error—but it had been worth it for the smile on his mother’s face when he’d finally revealed it.  He smiled at the memory before he focused himself on the here and now.

      Concentrating, he channeled the magick, spoke the Words of Power, and thrust his palm forward, carefully managing the amount of energy he pushed into the spell. There was a flash of light as the spell manifested directly from the center of his palm, flying in a straight line forward until it puffed harmlessly out against the wooden wall of his room. Just to be sure though, he walked over and carefully inspected the boards. It wouldn’t do if he scratched obvious spell marks into the walls of his room when he was trying to keep his head down.

      Satisfied there was no damage, he walked back to the other side of the room and concentrated again.

      There were several aspects to the spell that had challenged him a great deal when he was trying to learn it. The first of which was forming magick into something more corporeal that you could then project to smack into something. It was in the formation of this “projectile” that most of the difficulty lay—actually shooting the thing out wasn’t hard at all. The palm gesture wasn’t strictly necessary, merely an aid to concentration, though he’d need to work on eliminating it if he wanted to look competent. Proper Mages never needed to wave their hands around in a fight, using the prodigious power of their minds to achieve their aims. He’d certainly never seen his mother thrust out a palm or fist—she could unleash her entire arsenal of spells standing stock still.

      For now, he didn’t worry about it. He was much more focused on improving the formation of the projectile itself. For a perfect cast it should be almost invisible, none of the energy wasted on light or heat, and it needed to be quick, fast enough that he could snap it out in the moment of battle. So he continued to practice, cast after cast, pausing every now and again to make notes in his book as he worked on his proficiency with the spell. He needed to be able to cast it much faster and under pressure for it to be useful, and there was a lot of work to do before he achieved that level.

      Deep into the night he continued to work. The slow, repetitive grind was soothing to his otherwise troubled mind, and he kept at it until at last exhaustion gripped him and he slipped into bed.

      Despite his immense physical and mental fatigue, he struggled to fall asleep. The memory of the Abyss crawling through his head, like someone scratching at the inside of his skull, refused to go away. He tried to distract himself, to think of other things, but that didn’t help either. He thought of his parents. Where were they? What were they doing now? Had they found his note? How did they react? Flashes of memory bubbled up without his prompting. He remembered the tear-streaked face of Elsbeth as he brushed past her in the mausoleum, the shit-eating grin on Rufus’ face as he pressed down on Tyron’s sword.

      Filled with anger, fear, and regret, he finally gave up and cast Sleep on himself, allowing the magick to pull him down into the darkness where dreams and nightmares could not touch him.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Next Day

      

      

      CHOP!

      With one ham-sized fist Hakoth brought his cleaver sharply down, the power of his Class and the skills behind the strike giving it almost supernatural precision and power. Flesh and bone parted beneath the knife like paper as the leg was sheared from the carcass so cleanly that if you held the two parts together it would be almost impossible to see that they’d been cut at all. Hakoth knew this for a fact, since it was the test his old master Bellag had demanded he pass before he’d been able to leave and establish his own shop.

      Across the room the lad leaned over the grindstone, focused on his work, aye, but even so the Butcher could tell the boy kept sneaking the odd glance at him as he worked, trying to pick up the tricks of the trade through observation alone. He tried to contain a snort and kept working. If it were possible to learn by just watching, then the kid would be the one to do it. He was smart as a whip and never made the same mistake twice, something the old man appreciated, since he hated having to explain himself more than once. He had a bright future ahead of him that lad, or at least he would have had.

      Once again he felt his heart sink a little in his chest as he contemplated what lay in store for young Lukas. Too many young ones went down that road, and so few came back.

      He shook his head. It wasn’t any of his business. Lukas wouldn’t be the first to try and learn his skills only to go and get himself killed in the broken lands, and he sure as hell wouldn’t be the last. Youth and a false sense of invincibility went hand in hand, after all. It wasn’t like Hak couldn’t remember feeling the same as a youth. It was just such a damn waste.

      He drew back his hand for another clean slice, only to be interrupted by a powerful knock on the front door. Interrupted mid-swing, he threw down the knife with a muttered curse and stomped out of the work area and into the front of the store. Madeleine wasn’t in today, busy helping her mother, so he was forced to man the desk himself, something he hated doing. Despite his best efforts, he could never manage to hold onto decent staff for long. Apparently, he was “difficult to work with,” whatever that meant. Barely keeping the irritation off his face, he yanked open the door to see a young man dressed in spattered and filthy armor on the other side.

      “What?” he growled.

      The Slayer flashed a quick and easy smile despite the clear signs of weariness and fatigue around his eyes. Clearly, he’d been out on the rifts for some time.

      “Got sumfin’ for me?” he rumbled to the man who stood waiting outside.

      “Hey there, Hakoth. Remember me? I’m Tillan, the Shieldguard.”

      Hak grunted and peered at him for a moment.

      “Two months ago? Big armor bug?”

      Tillan grinned.

      “That was us. Got another one for you if you’re interested. A runner this time.”

      Hak raised a brow.

      “Pay?”

      The Shieldguard’s smile slipped a little.

      “Same as before?” he offered.

      The Butcher grunted and turned to walk back through the door.

      “Bring to tha back door,” he called over his shoulder.

      “Already done!” came the cheerful reply.

      When he opened up the double doors at the back of his shop, sure enough he found the rest of the Slayer team he vaguely recalled with their kill on a sled. It looked fresh, which meant they’d likely come across it on the way back. He took a deep breath through his nose and felt the telltale sting of magick burn his skin. Even the kid could sense it, Hak could see his head jerk up from the corner of his eye. The “runner” they’d brought was a nasty critter from Nagrythyn—it weighed over a ton but was quick as the wind.  The two bladed arms at the front were sharp enough to slice through a fully armored man with enough force left over for the man next to him.

      “How long?” he asked.

      “No rush on it,” the lady who no doubt had pulled the sled, judging by the size of her, said. “We won’t be out again for a week most likely.”

      “‘Aight,” he rumbled.

      Ignoring the Slayers, he stepped forward to grip the reins at the front of the sled, and with a monumental effort, he slowly pulled it into the shop. Used to his attitude, the weary fighters brushed it off and headed back to the Keep with a wave. After he’d positioned the monster, Hak closed the double doors and locked them before he turned back and sized up the beast once more. It was a big one—not as large as the critter he’d done last time, but that had been a different variety entirely. This one was a killer, no doubt about it.

      As he slowly stepped around the creature, he could see the kid was fascinated with it. Though he tried to keep his head down and at his task, he kept sneaking little glances at it when he thought he wouldn’t be noticed.

      For a long moment, the Butcher pondered until finally he let out a long and weary sigh.

      “Come on then, lad. Git here,” he rumbled and waved him over.

      Confusion flickered over the face of the boy before he carefully placed down the knife he’d been working on and stepped away from the grindstone.

      “Yer daft enough to go an’ git killed tryin’ ta fight sumfin’ like this?” he gestured to the horrific killing machine on the sled in front of them. “Yer a hard worker, an’ smart too. Way too smart ta waste on runnin’ errands for Slayers. You sure you wanna do this?”

      The lad’s brows rose as the Butcher unexpectedly tried to talk him out of his course of action, but there was never any hesitation in his eyes. Without bothering to defend his decision, he simply nodded.

      “I’m sure,” he said.

      Hak was surprised to feel a slight pang in his chest at those words, but he quickly shook it off. He must be getting soft in his old age.

      “‘Aight then. Time you learn sumfin’ about it then.”

      The kid hesitated.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “This soon?”

      Hakoth stared at him.

      “Ya want me ta work you harder first?” he drawled.

      The boy came to his senses and shook his head emphatically, which pulled a chuckle from the old Butcher.

      “Then let’s see here. What sorta monster we got here then?”

      “Warrior caste cutter. Often referred to as a “runner” due to their speed. Fastest monster out of Nagrythyn,” the lad rattled off.

      Taken aback, Hakoth peered at the kid for a moment.

      “‘Kay, Lukas. If yer so smart, what do ya think is the valuable parts o’ this ‘ere beastie?”

      “I have no idea,” Tyron shrugged.

      “Guess.”

      “Probably the blade arms, they look useful. Some of this chitin might be good, looks like the sled might be armored with something similar. The core, obviously, but I’m not sure where it might be. If any of the organs are useful for alchemy or anything, I don’t know, though I suppose they would be.”

      “Aye,” the Butcher nodded. “The tendons in the legs are good, strong and flexible, use ‘em fer bows n’ such. The chitin here, here, and here is a good shape for a chest plate. Dependin’ on size, the sections here can make thigh n’ arm guards. We’ll get to organs tomorrow. Bring me the cleaver you was workin’ on and I’ll show you how ta get started on these critters.”

      Filled with enthusiasm, Lukas jumped to obey while Hakoth just felt old and tired. Another young one set on running to the rifts who likely wouldn’t make it back. Too many heard of the broken lands and all they could think of was the glory, the money, the levels and power. The Butcher had been around long enough that all he associated with the broken lands was death. No place for a young man two weeks from his Awakening. If he lived long enough, hopefully Lukas would learn the error of his ways. When you see enough dead bodies, people usually worked it out.
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      Silence reigned around the table in the Ranner household and Elsbeth felt like she could scream. She wanted to leap out of her chair and run out the door, or shake her father, or break down and cry, or plead for forgiveness, but she did none of those things. Frustrated and hurt, she kept her head down and finished her food, not looking anyone in the eye for the duration of the meal. When she was finished, she pushed her chair back and stood, carried her empty plate to the bench where she placed it in the tub to soak, turned, and walked to her room without anyone saying a word to her.

      The moment the door closed behind her the urge to scream and stomp her feet was almost overpowering, but she held it in, barely. What would be the point? Almost by instinct she began to repeat the litany of Selene in her mind, a calming exercise she had been taught by the Sisters when she was just a little girl, fascinated by the strange miracles these robed women wielded and the universal respect they garnered.

      
        
        Holy Mother, shelter and guide me,

        Let your light fall upon me,

        When I walk in your grace none can harm me,

        Keep me pure as you are pure,

        Lest we -

      

      

      The words fell to tatters as she blanked, struck by the knowledge, the sure knowledge, that in the eyes of the Goddess she was no longer pure, no longer worthy.

      She had been rejected. Judged not able to serve the being she had devoted herself to her entire youth.

      The shame and guilt threatened to well up again, but she shoved it away before it could overwhelm her again. She had wept so many times since that day, and so many more since Tyron had left. When she thought back to the day of Awakening now all she felt was bitterness. The hope that had blossomed in her then had since turned to ashes—everything had gone wrong.

      Maybe it wasn’t the Awakening that ruined everything. Maybe it simply brought to light the flaws that were already there.

      The traitorous thought flittered to the forefront of her conscious mind before it retreated back into the shadows, faster than she could squash it. There it would remain, resonating with uncomfortable truth that ate away at what she had believed to be true.

      Tyron was a Necromancer, on the run from the law.

      She couldn’t believe it. He’d always been quiet and studious, but she would never have thought the pantheon would see fit to grant him a Class such as that. She could remember the wild look in his eyes that night and the terrifying flame that burned in the empty sockets of the skeletons. It was as if her old friend had vanished completely, replaced by something colder and darker. Then Laurel. And Rufus…

      She shivered and realized at some point she had sat on her bed and was staring at the wall. She was so tired. So numb.

      She glanced out the window. It was close to midday. They’d be leaving soon. Did she even care anymore? Would she ever care about anything again?

      Unable to convince herself one way or another, she mechanically stood and changed her clothes, combing her hair as she prepared to head out. When she emerged from her room the house remained quiet and still, as it had been for over a week now. When she walked through the kitchen her father remained at the table, face stony as he traced the lines of the grain in the table surface. When she walked in he stirred himself and spoke.

      “Elsbeth…” he began.

      She didn’t stop and walked through, calmly opening the door and shutting it behind her. She thought she should feel something as she ignored her father in this way, but curiously she didn’t. She felt nothing at all. A few steps later she was out into the street and walking toward the smithy. There were few people in the streets right now, few enough that she barely had to move in order to get around them. A pall hung over Foxbridge and had since the day the Steelarms had come home.

      “Elsbeth,” someone hissed from her left. “What are you doing, child?”

      Surprised at being addressed, she turned to see the Mayor’s secretary, Jenin, peering out her window.

      “Mrs. Barbury?” she said. “What’s wrong?”

      “Are you mad, girl? What if they find you?”

      “Who?”

      “The Steelarms! If they see you, you’ll be killed!”

      Elsbeth felt only confusion at this sentiment, but the deadly seriousness of Mrs. Barbury’s tone forced her to think on it.

      “But… why would they kill me? I was Tyron’s friend…”

      “Everyone knows you went to arrest him!”

      “I did not!” she flushed, a hint of anger breaking through. “And the Steelarms left town, nobody has seen them since that day.”

      “Are you willing to bet your life on that?”

      Elsbeth looked at the woman, really looked at her. In her eyes she saw concern, but more than that was fear. Fear that Magnin and Beory had put there. In that moment she realized this was the same fear she had seen in everyone’s eyes over the past days. They were terrified the powerful Slayers might decide they were no longer satisfied with just tearing down buildings and land, they might come for the people next. In displaying the might of a high-level Slayer, the Steelarms had allowed the fear that had lurked in the heart of every citizen of Foxbridge to boil over.

      Yet she didn’t feel it. She might not agree with what Tyron’s parents had done, but anyone who had seen them with him like she had knew he was the only thing in this town they cared about, aside from Worthy and Megan. Some might have felt they didn’t care about their son, considering how often they left him behind, but she knew that wasn’t the truth—they doted on him.

      “Yes,” she said and turned away to continue walking.

      Perhaps people weren’t avoiding her because of her rejection, perhaps it was because they feared she was marked for death by Slayers. She could only shake her head. As if people needed another reason to isolate her. She hated it. She hated this town. She’d volunteered her time and energy to help for years, treated the sick, cared for their children, and they turned on her this quickly. When she looked around at what should be familiar sights, buildings she had known her entire life, instead she felt like a stranger.

      She didn’t glance at the temple as she strode past, and soon enough she found herself on the outskirts of town, the cobblestone road giving way to haSrd packed dirt as the smithy came into sight. Rufus already stood out front waiting, Laurel nowhere to be seen.

      When she realized it would just be the two of them, Elsbeth almost turned around and walked back home, but something inside her refused to back down, and after a moment of hesitation she firmed her resolve and walked forward. When he saw her coming Rufus smiled a crooked smile, and she felt a flash of anger in her chest.

      “Hi,” she said, stifling her emotions.

      “Hey ‘beth,” he said as he moved to walk toward her but paused when she took a sharp step back. He sighed. “I suppose you didn’t change your mind and decide to come with us?”

      She stared at him as if he were mad.

      “No,” she said coldly. “Sorry if that ruins any of your carefully laid plans.”

      The man’s face hardened.

      “Don’t believe everything that shit had to say, ‘beth. I’ve always cared about you, you know that, right?”

      As a matter of fact, she didn’t. When she heard the venom in his voice when he referred to their missing friend, she realized perhaps she had never known her friends at all.

      “Why do you hate him so much?” she wondered aloud. “What did Tyron ever do to you?”

      When she said his name a ripple of anger overtook Rufus’ expression before he could hide it, and suddenly it was as if he could no longer be bothered to conceal it. He spat to the side, the contempt plain on his face.

      “Because he’s a worthless piece of shit who had everything he ever wanted handed to him on a silver plate. Because he looked down on all of us his entire life. You might not have noticed, but I sure did. He thought we were trash the day we met him when we were six years old, and that never changed.”

      Shocked at his tone, Elsbeth could only shake her head in denial.

      “You felt this way about him? This whole time? You were this jealous of him?”

      “Jealous?” Rufus spat. “Of course I was jealous! While I lived under the thumb of a dead-beat FUCK!” He turned and hurled the curse back at the unkempt smithy. “Who beat me as often as he fed me, that prince lived under the protection of the two most powerful people in the province.”

      Elsbeth glanced toward the building warily and Rufus sneered.

      “He’s passed out drunk. I put a bottle on the table after breakfast and he snatched it up like a fish going after bait.”

      “What about your mother?” Elsbeth asked quietly.

      If he was angry before, he was now incandescent with rage.

      “Don’t talk to me about my mother!” he bellowed before he gathered himself. “She’s tougher than you think. She’ll be fine until I get back and take her away from this shithole.”

      Rather than sympathize, Elsbeth felt her heart grow cold as she looked at this person who only a few short days ago she had held hopes of a future together with.

      “So that’s it then,” she said slowly, “you just wanted to get out of town, get out from under the thumb of your dad, and make it big as a Slayer. You befriended Tyron and me because you thought we could help you. I could turn out to be a powerful miracle healer and Tyron might be a Mage or he might just help out with money and contacts. You never cared about any of us.”

      You never cared about me.

      Rufus stared at her for a long moment.

      “Pretty much,” he admitted. “It’s not like you wouldn’t get anything out of the deal. Power, money, fame. You’d get to help people by fighting off the rifts and keeping everyone safe. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      “What I wanted,” she spat, “was to serve Selene! Something I can’t do anymore.”

      “I never heard you say no,” he smirked.

      Boiling hot rage burned in her veins in that moment, so hot she could barely think, barely see, but along with it came the shame. He was right. He may have led her on, but she had willingly gone. She’d thought he’d felt something for her, thought they might be together. Now those dreams were all dust, along with those naïve feelings.

      “You’re a bastard,” she ground out, surprising herself with her own anger. She wiped the tears from her eyes with her sleeve as she glared at him. “I hope I never see you again.”

      The grin slipped from his face and the handsome Swordsman sighed once more. He hadn’t wanted things to turn out this way, but it was what it was. From that point on the two pointedly ignored each other as they waited for Laurel to arrive, which she did shortly after, but not from the direction they expected.

      “Hey, Elsbeth,” she called with a long languid wave. “Didn’t expect you would come.”

      “I’m not sure why I did,” she replied.

      If her tone had any effect on the huntress, it didn’t show. Laurel just shrugged and glanced at Rufus.

      “You ready?” she asked.

      “Yep. Where did you come from?” he asked, wondering why she’d come from the opposite direction of her house.

      “I went and took a look at the Arryn farm,” she said, and the two looked at her, surprised. “What? It’s incredible, the whole place is flattened.”

      “That’s… good, to you?” Elsbeth asked.

      “Good?” Laurel seemed to chew the word over for a moment. “I don’t know if it’s ‘good,’ I don’t really care either. It’s impressive. Two people did that. Two.”

      The idea seemed to spark something in her. Elsbeth looked at her and thought her smile seemed almost… hungry.

      “Is that why you’re going, with him?” she tilted her head to the Swordsman who she still refused to look at. “So you can be powerful?”

      Laurel looked at her for a moment before she nodded.

      “Of course,” she said, “I don’t want to stay here forever. I’d die of boredom. And I refuse to be weak in a world ruled by the strong. Are you really telling me you’d have been happy staying in this place your entire life? Slaving away to help people who refuse to help themselves?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      It had been her life calling.

      “Then out of the two of us, I think you’re the one who’s nuts,” she shrugged and hitched her bow more tightly over her shoulder. “Imagine what would have happened to us if we’d actually caught Tyron and brought him back. Do you really think they’d have left us alone? We’d have been dead without even seeing the blow that killed us. I’m not going to be powerless in this world, Elsbeth. I refuse.”

      For a moment the normally lazy eyes of the huntress lit with fire, but then the moment passed and she turned to Rufus.

      “Come on then, meathead. Time to hit the road.”

      Behind her Rufus grabbed his pack off the ground, along with the rough-looking sword in the well-beaten scabbard he’d leaned against the stone fence. Doubtless something he’d stolen from the smithy.

      “See you, Elsbeth,” he said, “good luck with everything.”

      “Just go away,” she said.

      She didn’t wait for them to leave. Instead, she turned on her heel and strode back into town, leaving them in her wake. As she watched her go, Laurel smiled a little, thinking that the Priestess might have finally grown a little spine. Then she pushed Elsbeth from her mind and focused instead on what was coming next. The Slayer college.

      Avoided by the rest of the townsfolk, the two began the long journey east as Elsbeth walked home, her burned emotions congealing in her stomach in one queasy mass.

      “Elsbeth. Stop right there,” her father demanded as she strode through the door. “Don’t you dare ignore me again.”

      “Oh? Like you’ve ignored me for a week?” she retorted.

      The fire in her words took her father back, too used to his sunny, obedient daughter. Spurred on by his reaction, she kept going.

      “In the time when I most needed you, when I was most hurt, you turned your back on me, and now you want me to come to heel? You want me to curtsy and be thankful?”

      Her voice grew louder and louder as she spoke until she was shouting, and her red-faced father bellowed back at her.

      “Foolish girl! You think you can come here and speak to me like this after what you did?”

      “Fuck you,” Elsbeth spat, and as her speechless father recoiled from the unexpected vitriol she stomped out of the house.

      A few minutes later she found herself pounding on the door of the Steelarm Inn as baffled townsfolk watched from their windows. The inn had been closed since Magnin and Beory had left, but Elsbeth wasn’t to be dissuaded and continued to smack her fist into the wood until it was red raw.

      Finally it creaked open, and a devastated Worthy looked down at her through the crack.

      “What do you want, Elsbeth?” he asked, his voice so, so weary.

      Suddenly the righteous fire leaked out of her and she just felt sad. Against her will the tears welled up in her eyes; she tried to blink them away, but they wouldn’t stop.

      “I-I’m sorry. I’m sorry about Tyron. And what happened. I didn’t know what was going on and I was so worried. A-and now, I don’t have a place to stay and I was h-hoping I could sleep here tonight,” she stammered as the tears began to flow freely.

      As he looked down on the poor girl, Worthy’s expression softened. Of all of Tyron’s friends, he’d always known this was the good one. Too bad she was caught up with the others.

      “Alright lass. Come on in. We can put you up tonight and tomorrow we can go have a word with your parents, alright?”

      He pulled open the door and called for Meg, and before she knew it Elsbeth was tucked into bed, a full meal in her belly and no more tears left in her.

      And then she dreamed.

      She dreamed of the gods. Of Selene, of Hamar, Lofis, Tel’anan and Orthriss. Five figures seated on golden thrones, bathed in light. Their radiance was so bright she shied away from them as they turned toward her, judgement in their eyes. In her dream, she fled. Through the realms, down roads and into forests, until she was no longer running but pulled, faster and faster as she was drawn deeper, further, away from the light, away from those thrones that burned. She felt calm wash over her as she fell through the world, through time itself, until she found herself in a place beyond, a place that reeked of age.

      It was a forest, one that groaned under the burden of its years, where every bough was weighed down by time and even the shadows had history.

      I don’t think I’ve ever been somewhere like this, she mused to herself as she turned, finding only foreboding woods in every direction.

      “Of course you haven’t, child of the five,” a voice came to her from among the shadows. “They desperately wish that all mortals would forget this place, to expunge it from their minds as if it had never been, but still it persists. The old things are like that. They are difficult to remove.”

      Still, that strange calm lay on her. Deep down she felt a bubble of fear, but she ignored it.

      “Where am I?” she asked dreamily.

      “You have been invited, child, a very rare boon indeed. There are so few who get the chance these days, you should feel blessed.”

      “I do,” she smiled as she turned and looked at the ancient world around her. Phantom nails began to claw at the inside of her mind. Her own. “But I don’t know where I am. Or to whom I should feel grateful.”

      “Of course, I would be honored to correct this. Where you abide has had many names, but I fear none will be familiar to you. Think of this realm as the Dark Forest. As to whom you should extend your gratitude, well now. That is quite the tale as well. The Old Gods are not accustomed to introducing themselves, so I will take the task upon myself.”

      “And who are you?” she said, a soft frown creasing her brow as her stomach churned with a distant panic.

      A scream welled up in her throat, only for it to disappear as suddenly as it had appeared.

      “There is no need for your fear,” the voice purred, “the Dark Ones do not need your fear, they have drunk deep on the terror of mortals. It is your devotion they crave.”
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      “Did you hear about the Necromancer on the run?”

      Tyron’s ear jerked and he nearly dropped his cutlery when he heard that. He tried to act calm and pass it off with a cough, but he doubted he’d be winning any awards for his acting skills. He continued to eat as he turned his head to better eavesdrop on the couple seated behind him in the common room.

      “I hadn’t. A Necromancer you say? Isn’t that a rare Class?”

      “Very. What’s more, you know the Steelarms?”

      “Of course.”

      “It’s their son!”

      “You’re shitting me…”

      “Wallace! Watch your language!”

      “I apologize, my dear, you took me by surprise. Are you sure of this?”

      “I am! You can see the notice posted on the bounty board outside the marshal’s office.”

      “Well… that’s quite an unfortunate thing. Imagine dedicating your life to protecting the kingdom and having your own child outlawed… just terrible.”

      “Oh, it gets worse,” the woman’s voice lowered as she leaned into her husband. “From what I was told, the Steelarms were charged with arresting the boy.”

      Tyron sucked in a breath so fast he almost inhaled his cutlery and immediately erupted in a fit of coughing that resounded throughout the room. A number of people turned to see what the disturbance was, and he waved weakly to them once he managed to get his breathing under control, but within his heart was pounding to the point he felt his ribs might break.

      His parents, sent to hunt him down?

      It was so cruel. So needlessly cruel. There were hundreds of people they could have sent to do it, why did it have to be them? Wouldn’t it be a ridiculous waste of resources to have literally the two strongest people in the entire province hunt down a low-level, newly awakened like him? It was insane!

      It was also hopeless.

      Frustration and despair welled up inside him as he realized what this meant for him. They would have to obey. Tyron didn’t know how, or why, but he knew it wasn’t possible for the high-level Slayers to refuse orders, which meant they would come for him eventually. Even if they put it off as long as they could, they would still come for him. And what was he supposed to do? How was he supposed to fight back against them?

      His hands curled into fists on the table as he realized the hopelessness of the situation.

      No matter what he did, he was going to get caught. There was nowhere he could go where he could avoid them, there was nowhere he could run where they wouldn’t find him. He may as well try and run from the wind, or hide from the air. He’d studied his parents’ career as only an admiring child could—he knew what they were capable of better than almost anyone, and he had absolutely no illusions about his ability to avoid them. Which meant he would have to fight them if he wanted to remain free.

      Which was… a joke.

      How was he supposed to fight his own family? Impossible. And even if he could bring himself to do it, what difference would it make? He may as well try and defeat the sun. They were so far above him. Even the Slayers in the Keep here, each and every one of whom could snap him like a twig, would stand no chance against either of them, let alone both.

      The young Necromancer fought back tears as he tried to stifle the overwhelming feeling of frustration that burned in his chest. Just like that, his future had been cut off. Despite the risks he had taken, and the effort he’d put in, it no longer mattered, had never mattered. He was on a clock. Eventually he would be caught, dragged in, and sentenced. It was only a matter of time. The only thing left to determine was what he would do with the time he had remaining.

      “Are you alright?” a concerned voice came from behind him.

      “Ah, wha-” Tyron jumped and turned to see the couple who had been speaking regarding him with worried expressions.

      “I was wondering if you were well, young man. You had a coughing fit and you’ve sat trembling ever since,” the husband told him.

      With a start Tyron realized it was true: even now on the table in front of him his two fists were visibly shaking. He snatched them into his lap under the table and tried to force a smile.

      “I-I’m alright,” he said, “I just… just had my food go down the wrong way. A-and I was surprised to hear what you were talking about. Something about the Steelarms arresting their own son?”

      The wife, Yasmin he thought her name was, nodded emphatically to his question.

      “Yes, scandalous! From what I hear there was almost a break here in Woodsedge, and what does the Baron have his two platinum Slayers doing? Forced to hunt for their own child! How terrible…” she grimaced and the husband, Wallace, nodded sympathetically. “From what I heard through the post, they didn’t take it lying down though, smashed an entire farm and half a graveyard after being given the orders. The marshals are outraged, but what are they going to do? Arrest them?”

      The look on her face suggested she’d like to see them try, while Tyron tried to swallow the lump in his throat. Of course they had. His heart went out to Mayor Arryn, but he knew Magnin and Beory—they were always going to lash out when given an order like that.

      He couldn’t help but allow a wry smile to crease his lips as he thought of the two of them throwing their tantrum.

      “Well, thanks for sharing,” he told the couple as he gave them a polite nod and turned back to his own table, piling his cutlery neatly in the bowl before he pushed back the chair and stood, being sure to push the seat back under the table before he left.

      Worthy would clip his ear if he made life hard on the serving staff by blocking their paths with his own laziness.

      As he walked toward the Butcher’s shop, his mind spun with what he had learned. When he tried to think of what he should do, he felt numb, as if the future which had not long ago been a difficult road filled with challenges was now a void, as if it had never been. His path had been severed so sharply he couldn’t even feel the pain of the cut. He’d always known that someone would be sent to hunt him down if the marshals failed to find him, but he’d assumed he would have more time. He’d assumed a regular Slayer team would be given the job, not the Century Slayer and the Battle Witch! It was like snapping a twig with a battle axe! Without even realizing it Tyron had been stuffed in a cage he couldn’t hope to break out of. All that was left for him was to rattle the bars until his inevitable capture.

      Obviously his parents weren’t happy about it either, judging by what they’d done in Foxbridge.

      If there was one thing in the world those two hated more than anything else, it was being told they had to do something. He’d long suspected the reason they’d based themselves so far away from the centers of power and wealth, despite reaching the rarefied heights of platinum-ranked Slayers, was that they avoided being told what to do more often than not. Certainly they were asked to take care of this problem, close that rift, kill this monster, but those were the sorts of things they would have done anyway, even if nobody asked them. Roaming about the place fighting rift-kin was basically the only thing they liked.

      Besides each other. And him.

      He could only imagine the rage they must have experienced. He felt terrible that he had forced them into that position. Though… in truth it wasn’t really his fault. He hadn’t asked for this Class after all, only made the choice that he would keep it. He felt confident that Magnin and Beory supported that decision—it was what they would have done in his place, of that he had no doubt. Whatever means had been employed to force his parents to obey must be dreadful indeed if even they couldn’t overcome it. He desperately hoped they didn’t suffer.

      No wonder they had unleashed such destruction upon the Mayor, no wonder they had lost control to the degree they did. He could imagine their need to unleash their anger. Despite their great power, and the innumerable good they’d done protecting others, his parents were selfish creatures. Their desire to smash the nearest thing they could when they were enraged was perfectly understandable to him, the person who knew them best.

      When he thought of that destruction, his feet stilled on the road for a second as a thought struck him before he resumed his pace. Magnin and Beory had thrown a tantrum and taken their revenge against Mayor Arryn in one fell stroke, but was there more to it? The more he considered it, the more he felt that this level of retribution, the scale of the devastation seemed excessive, even for those two. Doing something this obvious, this loud, was always going to reverberate around the western province. In another week there probably wouldn’t be an inn or tavern in even the smallest village which hadn’t heard of it. Perhaps they were trying to reach him? What if they’d been trying to send him a message?

      Fight.

      They were going to fight against their fate, they wouldn’t accept it lying down. He could believe that—they were the least controllable people he’d ever heard of. Not even their love for him was enough to keep them pinned in one place. Trying to force them to hunt him against their will? They would fight it every step of the way, and they’d showed that immediately by lashing out at Mayor Arryn. They would fight against it, which meant he should do the same.

      He had little faith in his own ability to overcome the odds, but those two? They’d been doing it their entire lives. Perhaps he’d been wrong to despair so quickly. There was still hope, still a chance. He might not see it now, but they would, which meant he had to be ready. They would buy him the time he needed, so he had to keep pushing and perhaps, just maybe, somewhere down the line, an opening would present itself which would allow him to continue to be free.

      Slowly the hopelessness leached out of him, and he was left feeling drained of emotion, weak from the waves that had rocked him one after the other. But there wasn’t time to lose—he couldn’t stand around doing nothing. If his family was going to risk everything in order to buy him time, then he couldn’t afford to waste a second. Once more filled with purpose, he lengthened his stride toward his destination, determination welling up. When he finally arrived at the Butcher’s, Hak was already there, slotting his key into the door. When he saw Tyron striding up to him, he paused as he recognized something different in the boy’s eyes.

      “Already?” he shook his head as the lad stopped in front of him. “Ya mean ta break your word so soon?”

      “I don’t want to break my promise, but I do feel compelled to get out there,” he replied in a measured tone. “You’ve been patient and more than fair. What you’ve taught me over the last few days is something I never would have been able to learn on my own.”

      And he meant it. Working together with the experienced Hak dismantling had been a fantastic learning experience. The man had been an endless stream of good advice, tips, and tricks, as well as detailing ways to make the work easier in the field.

      “I’d be more than happy to make up the rest of the time I promised you when I’m in town,” Tyron offered, “I don’t want to short-change you.”

      Hak snorted.

      “Ta be fair, the reason I keep yer here so long is ta try an convince ya not to throw yer life away. Don’t look like that’ll work, will it?”

      Tyron chuckled and shook his head.

      “Was never going to.”

      The Butcher shrugged.

      “Can’t blame an’ ol’ man fer tryin’,” he rumbled.

      He was a good man, Hakoth, and under different circumstances Tyron would have been more than happy to finish out his time learning how to properly butcher before he moved to the next part of his plan, but what he’d learned this morning meant he couldn’t afford the time. He didn’t want to rush, but the world wasn’t going to wait for him.

      “Right then, Lukas,” the big Butcher extended his hand, “I’ll see ya at work when ya get back.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Hakoth.”

      “Shut up.”

      The two shook hands and then Hakoth turned back, stepped into his shop, and was gone, leaving Tyron standing in the street in the early morning with a heck of a lot to do suddenly. It was still early in the morning—likely there wouldn’t be any Slayer teams heading out into the broken lands any time soon, so he had some time to prepare. His mind started racing as he considered all the things he needed to organize, and it took him several long seconds to realize that despite all the thinking he was doing, he still hadn’t moved a step.

      “Shit!”

      His wits about himself once more, he sped off to the Iron Square, only to realize halfway he hadn’t brought his money, which necessitated a sprint back to the inn which left him gasping and wheezing. He really needed to work on his fitness…

      His coin purse in hand, he returned to the market and engaged in a spending spree that left his finances in a dire state when he was done. For the coming expedition he would need to supply his own equipment, and the more he could bring, the more attractive he would be to potential employers. He just hoped he hadn’t forgotten anything in his rush.

      He hauled the goods back to his room and immediately set about packing. His bedroll and other assorted traveling gear were inspected minutely before being stowed away, along with his newly acquired butcher’s gear, travel rations, and a small stash of Mage candy. Sword on his hip, brand new stave in his hand, he ran through his mental checklist one more time and found nothing amiss.

      Stepping out, he locked his door before rushing down the stairs and out the door before the serving girls had a chance to ask him what the rush was. Off he ran through the streets toward the north gate, a glimmer of childish excitement budding in his chest. To be a Slayer like his parents and stride the broken lands, battling the creatures of the rifts, was the first dream of just about everyone he’d ever met, and if he was lucky, he might just be stepping out there this very day. It was hard not to get excited.

      Heart thumping, he barely noticed the change in scenery around him as he drew closer to the gate. There were fewer pedestrians and shops, the few merchants operating in the area specializing in either emergency medical treatment or weapons. Here too could be found the five temples in Woodsedge, such that the Slayers would pass them by as they left the Keep and made their way out of the town.

      When the gate finally came into view, Tyron also got to see something else for the first time: his competition.

      Lining the road he could see a hundred, perhaps even more, young adults, just like him, the newly awakened hopefuls who’d rushed to the border in the hopes of making a new life for themselves, gaining levels bit by bit until they finally qualified as full Slayers, graduating from these streets into a life of danger and glory up in the Keep.

      He slowed down as he drew closer and tried to take it all in. There were all sorts assembled here, young men and women in patchwork armor wielding beaten-up swords and axes alongside other hopefuls in robes or even rags. Some held signs declaring their skills and qualifications painted with varying degrees of mastery over spelling.

      Some of them would be farmhands, unwilling to resign themselves to their fate of working the land—others would be young Mages, Rangers, or Fighters who couldn’t afford any sort of education, submitting themselves to a baptism of fire in order to transform their lives.

      He could sympathize on multiple levels.

      His arrival didn’t go unnoticed, and many others eyed him with disgruntled expressions. He realized immediately that he stood out from the others in a few ways. The quality of his gear and clothing did not mark him immediately as poor, unlike almost all the others, not to mention the clearly expensive blade on his hip. Rather than a desperate newly awakened hoping to join a Slayer team as a hired hand, he looked like a merchant’s son.

      He almost considered heading back to the inn to change but decided against it at the last minute. He was here now, so he might as well stay and see if he managed to get himself hired. He set his teeth and strode forward, aiming for a less crowded area where he could comfortably stand without taking up someone else’s space.

      It definitely appeared as if the area of the street closer to the Keep was the most hotly contested area, which made sense since those were the people the Slayers would see first on their way out. Of this stretch of road he ended up placing himself two thirds of the way to the gate, toward the tail end of the crowd. As he took up his position and tried to look competent but not expensive, the girl to his right smiled up at him from her position, sitting in the grass.

      “First time?” she asked after a few awkward minutes had passed of Tyron maintaining the same pose and expression to the point of cramping.

      “That obvious?” he sighed.

      “Oh yeah,” she grinned. “Not to worry, I was pretty much the same at the start. Fucking desperate to make the right impression I was.”

      He looked down at her lounging posture on the ground and frowned.

      “So… what changed?” he asked, curious.

      “Oh, you still need to make the right impression, don’t get me wrong. But if I’m going to be out here in the sun all bloody morning, then I’m going to make myself comfortable. When a team comes out of the Keep, you’ll have plenty of time to make yourself look presentable before they get here, trust me.”

      Tyron eyeballed the distance and figured she was probably right. From where he stood, the milling crowd of hopefuls blocked sight of the Keep anyway. Sighing, he rolled his pack off his shoulder and sat down. The girl smiled at him and extended a hand.

      “I’m Cilla,” she said, “welcome to Victory Road.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-FOUR

          

          

      

    

    







            THE ROAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Cilla turned out to be a talkable and likeable companion as the time whiled away. The two continued to chat as those around them cast them odd glances and continued to stand at attention as much as possible.

      “So, I thought this was called Northgate Street,” Tyron asked, “but you called it Victory Road?”

      She smiled, her dark brown eyes twinkling in amusement.

      “That’s something I got from the Slayers. That’s what they call it, not sure exactly why. Apparently just about every Keep has a ‘victory road,’ a glorified name for a street that takes them straight to hell. Morbid fuckers.”

      Tyron glanced up and down the rather plain cobbled road and solid but ordinary looking gate at the end of it.

      “Little ordinary looking for a gate to hell, don’t you think?”

      She looked at him sideways.

      “You’ve never been out there, right?”

      He had to shake his head.

      “No, I’ve never set foot in the broken lands.”

      He’d heard about it his whole life though, from two who knew it better than most.

      “It’s hell out there,” she told him emphatically. “Let me tell you, most of these pricks haven’t gone out yet, and a good chunk of those who manage to come back won’t ever go twice.”

      Surprised, Tyron’s brows rose as he contemplated the people around them.

      “Really? They quit after their first run?”

      An unladylike snort erupted from Cilla.

      “Abso-fucking-lutely they do. Those that make it back anyway. Around half don’t come back at all.”

      She turned and leered at him.

      “It’s a graveyard out there, Lukas. Make sure you don’t piss your pants.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      “My pants are perfectly dry,” he said, “but I am surprised to learn so many don’t come back.”

      “Weak,” the young man rumbled from beside them. “Too weak for the job. Fatass farm boys who should have stayed home milking cows.”

      He leaned over the road and spit.

      “Lukas, this is Rell,” Cilla introduced him with a hand on his back. “He’s been around for a few months and gone out three times already. Too stuck-up to sit with us riffraff though.”

      Rell frowned.

      “You never know when the Slayers might be watching, they could have people scouting the road right now.”

      “I highly doubt it,” she replied. “They give roughly zero shits about us at the best of times, and I’m rounding up.”

      Although he didn’t say anything, Tyron nodded, since that lined up with what he knew. Slayer rats—or just rats, hirelings that proper Slayers took out into the rifts with them—were there to do the dirty work Slayers couldn’t be bothered with or didn’t want to do themselves.

      “Whatever. You do things your way and I’ll stick to mine. How many times have you been out anyway?”

      “Uppity cunt. You know I’ve only been out once.”

      “You’re still here at least.”

      “Damn right I am.”

      “You’ve been out there?” Tyron asked, failing to mask the surprise in his voice.

      Cilla flicked him an angry glance.

      “Yes. Why? You didn’t think I was good enough?”

      He raised his hands quickly in defense.

      “No, no! I just figured most of the people here hadn’t so the odds were against you. I can’t say if you’re good enough or not, I know nothing about you!”

      His explanation seemed to mollify the fiery girl, and she sat back to make herself more comfortable with a huff. Not bothering to hide it, Rell gave her the finger before he straightened his posture once more. Tyron realized then that the two didn’t advertise themselves in the same way that others did. They didn’t have any crudely drawn signs, boards, or bits of paper with their Status and skills scrawled on to show their qualities like so many who lined the road did. Curious, he remarked on it to Cilla, and she barked out a harsh laugh.

      “Like whores on night street. I swear to the five, it’s demeaning. If we have to be here hanging on the goodwill of the Slayers, then we might as well have a little dignity about it.”

      “Dignity? That’s a little rich coming from you,” Rell sniped.

      “Shove it, Rell,” she replied easily, “shove it in deep until you start to like it. To answer your question, no, Lukas, I don’t bother with that garbage and neither does Rell, because we have something the others lack.”

      “Which is?” he prompted her when she didn’t continue.

      She grinned at him.

      “A team that’s willing to hire us again. I did well enough my first time out that they said they’d take me out again. It’s not a guarantee, since our employers are flakier than a bakery, but it’s better than waving a sign around and slapping my ass while the teams walk past.”

      Tyron whistled in appreciation.

      “I can see how that makes a difference. If that’s the case though, why are you here at all? Won’t they contact you directly?”

      Rell snorted but refused to elaborate.

      The girl beside him reached out a hand to plant it on his shoulder as she gave him a pitying look.

      “Lukas, you need to remember what you are to them: a rat. You’re not quite the shit on the bottom of their boot, oh no—you’re the garbage monkey they pay to lick it off. Contact us directly? We’re lucky if they even tell us what day they’re going to head out.”

      “So if you aren’t here when they leave…”

      “They just take someone else.”

      “That’s…”

      “Shitty?”

      “I was going to say poor form, but yeah. Shitty.”

      “That’s just the thing, Lukas. It isn’t. That’s how you treat rats, and a rat is what you are now. Your life is as cheap as bread and you’re one of the most replaceable chumps in the entire province. How many fresh faces do you think we get every week here, Rell?”

      “Can’t you leave me out of it?” the young man complained.

      “You’ve been here longer so you have a better idea than me. Just spit it out.”

      “I’m going to line up further down next time, I swear it. Look, the Awakening happened recently so there’s at least a dozen new faces every day. They’ll probably keep trickling in for months as kids decide to throw down their tools and run away from their apprenticeships to try and make a new life killing rift-kin. When I got here it wasn’t nearly as busy as it is now.”

      “It doesn’t look too crowded,” Tyron said as he peered up and down the line.

      “Hah! Half of us aren’t even here yet,” Cilla grinned. “Give it a little time.”

      So saying, she laid back, her head resting on her pack as she prepared to while away the time, and Tyron had little choice but to wait.

      And wait.

      As the hours ticked past and the sun rose higher overhead, her prediction proved more than correct. A steady flow of young faces, some more weathered than others, made their way to the side of the road until it became quite crowded on both sides. The air of desperation and hunger in the air was palpable as the rats jostled for position and snapped at each other over the slightest thing. By the time the sun reached its zenith, Tyron was hot, bored, and three fights had broken out.

      Two teams had returned in that time, the only events that broke up the monotony. A shout from the guards above the gate was the first hint something was happening, followed by the gate creeping open just wide enough to allow the bedraggled and weary Slayers inside, whereupon the heavy wood beams slammed shut behind them. In these moments, Tyron found that the gathered rats became still and respectful, not wanting to make a bad impression to a potential future employer.

      From his observation, he didn’t think it mattered much. The Slayers looked tired, injured, and in no mood to deal with the horde of wannabe killers who lined the street. He wagered that anyone who actually attempted to bother them as they made their way back to the Keep or to a healer was likely to get a leg lopped off for their trouble.

      Two hours after lunch, and now he wasn’t just hot and irritated, he was hungry as well. He even thought of taking out some of his rations but decided against it. If he didn’t end up getting hired today, a prospect that appeared increasingly likely, then he could fill up when he got back to the inn.

      “Are there usually so few teams leaving?” he finally asked his two companions, exasperated. “We haven’t seen a single group leave in the last four hours!”

      “It’s a bit unusual,” Rell admitted, still standing next to where Tyron sat. “But not super uncommon. Sometimes you might go a whole day or two with nobody heading out only to have half the Keep run out the gate the next morning.”

      “And we wait here the whole time?”

      “We do if we want to get hired.”

      Tyron sighed. 

      As it turned out, there was a team that left later that day. A hushed whisper of excitement rippled down the line of waiting hopefuls from those closest to the Keep, and Tyron looked up to see the others straightening themselves and putting their best foot forward. Before he realized it, Cilla had leapt to her feet and assumed a more disciplined posture, no sign of her earlier lounging to be seen. She looked down at him and winked.

      “Showtime, Lukas! Up you get.”

      He blinked a few times before it clicked and then he scrambled to his feet. He wasn’t sure how to hold himself so he ended up folding his arms across his chest in an attempt to look as if he might actually know what he was doing. A few minutes later the Slayers themselves walked past, a group of five bedecked in armor, packs on their shoulders and weapons polished to gleaming. They glanced here and there at the gathered crowd but didn’t bother speaking to anyone, and soon the gate slammed shut behind them.

      Cilla sighed and slumped back down to her seated position.

      “They didn’t even take anyone? Rude.”

      “Probably on a longer trip so they picked up a loose Slayer to fill out the team,” Rell observed.

      “How could you tell?”

      “Emblem on the sleeve. Not all teams have one, but they did. The guy at the back didn’t have one, so I think they might have roped him in to help with the dirty work.”

      “Sucks for us,” Cilla sighed.

      That was the only team to leave that day, and as dusk fell Tyron bid farewell to his two new acquaintances and made his way back to the inn, where he gladly filled his stomach and exchanged gossip with the staff before heading to his room to practice Mana Bolt until he cast Sleep on himself and passed out.

      Undaunted, he awoke the next day and checked his Status, pleased to see he’d managed to raise the spell to level three—not bad for a non-class skill with only a few nights’ practice. His speed was improving along with his efficiency. How well would he do with a moving target? Hard to say, but at least the magick felt more comfortable than before. With a little luck, it might even be usable in a fight.

      Although he didn’t rush over like he had the previous morning, he was still there before the bulk of the crowd, which meant he was able to secure a similar location to the day before. Soon enough he welcomed both Rell and Cilla back with a smile and a wave.

      “Nice hat,” Rell observed.

      “I think I got burned yesterday,” Tyron admitted sheepishly.

      “You are unusually pale for a rat,” Cilla poked at his arm. “You allergic to the sun or something?”

      “Just spent a lot of time indoors. I’m a bit of a night owl as well.”

      The three chatted on and off; there continued to be little action throughout the morning as the crowds continued to build. Just before lunch something finally happened when a team made their way out of the Keep. As before, Tyron stood and tried to appear capable as all the other rats did the same. When the Slayers came into sight he could feel a rush of excitement from his right as Cilla seemed to swell up on the spot, a grin plastered on her face despite her efforts to hide it.

      Tyron was confused, but his questions were soon answered as the woman who led the team wandered a little closer when she spotted the girl waiting.

      “Cilla, you useless lump,” the Slayer shook her head. “Ready to go kill some rift-kin?”

      “Hells yes!” she cheered. “I’ll even help carry your shit, that’s how gracious I am.”

      “Damn right you will,” the woman replied, a hint of laughter in her eye. “Come on then, let’s get to it.”

      Filled with energy, Cilla grabbed her pack and practically leapt out onto the road to join the group. Tyron didn’t have a chance to wish her good luck before she ran off down the road and through the gate, on her way to the broken lands. When the gate rattled shut behind them, he settled back down with a sigh.

      “That’s Marion’s team,” Rell told him, “same group she went out with the first time. Good group, good rep. Hopefully she’ll be fine.”

      “I never asked what level she was,” Tyron realized. “Is she really strong enough to fight against the monsters?”

      Rell grimaced.

      “Look, it’s kind of rude to ask people what level they are, and if you ask the people around here, they’re going to lie to you nine times out of ten—there’s just no need to inform your competition. As to fighting the rift-kin, hell no, we aren’t really expected to fight them. Offer support, chip in if there’s an emergency, sure, but not go toe to toe. Usually the Slayers will let the rat fight a couple of weaker creatures as part of the payment, helps them get some experience, develop their skills and gain levels, which makes them more useful rats.”

      “Usually?”

      “Well, you can negotiate your price, a little, with the teams. The more cash you want, the less they’ll feel inclined to help you fight. You need to make a call as to whether you want money or to develop your Status.”

      “Doesn’t that just mean you have to go without pay if you want to become a Slayer?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Ouch.

      “The more I learn about it, the more I think this system sucks,” he observed.

      The other man rolled his shoulders and sighed.

      “There isn’t a single person here who isn’t desperate, Lukas. If you can’t hack it, then you’re better off somewhere else.”

      Tyron just shrugged.

      “I think I fit right in, Rell. I’ve got nowhere else to go.”

      The two didn’t say anything else for a long time; instead, they settled in to wait.

      The rest of the day passed in much the same way, as did the next. Tyron struggled with the wasted time, a sense of urgency growing inside him with each passing moment. He had to get out there, he had to improve. More than once he considered just slipping outside the city and rushing into the broken lands by himself, but he knew deep down he would more than likely die if he tried. He was far too weak to chance it—the monsters of the rifts would tear him apart. He didn’t even have minions to fight on his behalf, and without them he was worse than useless. No. He had to wait.

      Thankfully, the fourth day proved more promising than those that had gone before.
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      “Tell me you aren’t serious, Dove.”

      “You think I’d joke about this? By the sweet melons of Selene I wish it wasn’t true, but unfortunately the local marshals have ‘requested’ my assistance for another week. A week! These fucking pricks!”

      “So what are we going to do? Sit on our arse around the Keep for even longer? That’s bullshit, Rogil!”

      The team leader sat in a chair that groaned under his broad frame, his hands rubbing slow circles around his temples as the group bickered in the sitting room of their suite. Too much time spent cooling their heels wasn’t good for the group—they’d lose their edge if they stayed here for much longer. Already people were getting on each other’s nerves: they needed to vent.

      “We’re going to head out,” he finally said after the others had gone quiet. “Not for a full trip,” he held up a hand to forestall the protest ready to burst out of Dove, “but we’ll do a four-day patrol, work out the stress, pick up some coin, and come back. By the time we get back, rest up for a couple days, Dove should be done with this nonsense and we can gear up to head through the rift. Sound good?”

      “No,” Aryll snorted, “but it’s better than hanging around here.”

      Monica didn’t look convinced. She massaged her forehead as she pondered their options.

      “I don’t know about this, Rogil… we head out with only three, we’re going to be worse than shorthanded. We won’t even have the summons to help out.”

      “I’m aware of that. We’ll grab a rat or two on the way out to pick up the slack, and I specifically said a patrol, did I not? If things get tense we can pull right out and return to town, I don’t want to take unnecessary risks.”

      “Fine,” the Mage sighed. “I just worry is all.”

      Dove sulked, his knees pulled up to his chest as he sunk into his chair.

      “This is fucked,” he complained, “I get dragged all over town to prod every piece of horseshit with a trace of magick in it and you guys get to hunt rift-kin. If I ever find out who performed that ritual, I’m going to carve out their guts and eat their heart like an apple.”

      “Sounds like Dark Summoner talk to me,” Aryll murmured.

      “Oh fuck off!”

      “We’re sorry, Dove,” Monica tried to soothe the testy Summoner, “we would all rather you were free and able to come with us. Who could have predicted the marshals would be this stubborn?”

       

      The thin man sagged even further into his chair if it was possible, the tension draining out of him as he surrendered to his misery.

      “It’s getting worse and worse since they can’t find any leads. There’s no traces of whoever cast the stupid thing. We haven’t found anyone with a Class that might learn the spell, or teach it, or any motivation for the ritual in the first place! It’s as if whoever’s responsible did it just to stick a finger up at the marshals and then went to ground.”

      “Doesn’t that mean you might be free soon?” Rogil asked hopefully. “If they aren’t getting any further in their investigation…”

      “As far as that prick Langdon is concerned, not finding anything just solidifies me as a suspect, even though he’s literally seen my thrice-cursed Status!”

      “If he’s seen that…” Aryll said.

      “He thinks I might have falsified it, which obviously someone with access to evil magick fuckery would likely be able to do…” Dove said, sounding tired beyond belief.

      Rogil raised a brow.

      “I’ve never heard of it being possible to fake a Status ritual.”

      “Oh it’s possible,” Dove told him, “but it’s more than a little illegal, and you need to be digging into some rather awful Classes to be able to do it. When they find someone who can do it they usually get palmed off to the Magisters so they can make an example of them. It ain’t pretty.”

      “How have I never heard of this?” Aryll wondered.

      Dove laughed a little bitterly.

      “This is usually Mage business, Aryll, no offense. This is stuff we learn pretty early on.”

      Silence hung in the air for a long moment as each of them dwelled on their thoughts until Rogil broke the spell by clapping his thick hands together.

      “That’s it,” he spoke sharply, “get your stuff together. I want to be out the door in one hour, no excuses. Anyone who doesn’t meet the deadline is on latrines for the whole trip. Dove, you might as well get yourself down to the barracks and report for duty. The only thing you can do to clear your name is keep showing up and proving them wrong. If they try to move on you without evidence, I’ll bring the whole Keep down on their damn heads.”

      “Me first,” Dove smiled with far too many teeth.

      In short order the team was packed and ready to go, sans Dove, who had sulked his way out the door under escort “for his safety.” In a foul mood but pleased to be out of the Keep, Rogil and the other members filed their paperwork and set out—the broken lands awaited.

       

      “Team?” the guard on the Keep gate asked as they approached.

      Rogil palmed his face in irritation.

      “Travis, I’ve walked through here with my team a hundred times, do you really need me to say it?”

      The old man with the pinched face just squinted at him.

      “Regulations are regulations, as you well know. You have to identify yourselves so I can sign you out. Team?”

      “Hammerblow.”

      “Wasn’t so hard, was it? Take it easy out there, Rogil, been more activity than normal.”

      “No shit.” With a jerk of his head, Rogil directed Monica and Aryll forward.

      “If you were going to be so hung up about it, you should never have let Dove have a say in naming the group,” Monica admonished him.

      “I still think ‘Melon Smashers’ was the best choice,” Aryll drawled, “we would have got it over the line if you hadn’t burned your veto on it.”

      “If I was going to be part of a group called the Melon Smashers I would have just left, started a new team, and then recruited you all into it, leaving Dove behind,” Rogil growled. “Now keep your eyes peeled for a rat and let’s get the hell out of this town. I need to kill something.”

      The moment the three slayers stepped out of the Keep they were mobbed on both sides by urchins and thugs, each with the stench of desperation hanging over them. Monica’s lip curled as she beheld the unwashed masses. She might be used to coming home reeking like shit, but she was less used to heading out that way.

      “Move aside,” Rogil growled as a few too many hopefuls drew close, and thankfully they listened.

      Technically they weren’t allowed to cut people down in the streets, but it was also illegal to obstruct a Slayer in the course of their duty, which team Hammerblow, having filed their paperwork, were now officially doing. Rogil kept his eyes forward, not looking left or right as he marched purposefully toward the gate, and Aryll had her head in the clouds, which meant the responsibility for finding help would fall onto Monica’s shoulders, as usual.

      She frowned and bit back her temper as she tried to find someone in the crowd she could live with, but as she scanned  the dozens upon dozens of faces she found no one who appealed to her. It wasn’t a good idea to be picky when hiring a rat, but if she could find someone who at the very least wasn’t dirty that would be a win. As they rounded the corner and the gate came in sight, she still hadn’t found someone, and she could tell from Rogil’s determined stride that he sure as hell wasn’t going to stop. Monica bit her lip as she looked left and right, and the press of bodies and faces that lined the road all seemed to blend together into one sweaty mass of unwanted flesh. Out of time and annoyed, she determined she may as well throw a finger out and pick someone at random, damn the consequences if they proved useless. If the others weren’t going to help then they could hardly blame her!

      Then she spotted a face.

      Slight, clean, with tired, yet intelligent eyes, the young man stood with his hands clasped in front of him and a small smile on his face. When he noticed her glance he nodded slowly and tried to stand a little straighter. He was so different from the regular crowd of farmboys and brawlers that he instantly caught her eye, even as she wondered how useful he might be. With a scrawny build like that, would he even be able to carry his weight?

      She stepped toward him.

      “What’s your name?” she asked him directly.

      “Uh, Lukas. Lukas Almsfield.”

      “You don’t look much like a rat, Lukas. A runaway merchant’s boy? I’d rather not hire someone if their family is going to hire idiots to attack my team in a futile act of vengeance should you fall to the rift-kin.”

      At the mention of family she could see him tense: there was a story there.

      “My family are involved in the, uh, industry,” he said, flicking his eyes up to the Keep, “and they encouraged me on this path. Nothing like what you describe would occur, I assure you.”

      She half believed him; he sounded genuine.

      “Do you have any relevant skills? Or the requisite strength? We’re only out on patrol, but this will be hard and dangerous work for you.”

      “I have a much tougher constitution than it might appear. I’ve learned the Butchery skill here in town and have my own set of knives for any work you might need done. I’m still new to it, but I spent time in a local shop to learn a few tricks. I’m also well accustomed to working with little sleep and have spent a good amount of time camping in the wilds. I won’t slow you down.”

      He spoke with absolute confidence and a clear eye. She was warming to this lad.

      “Can you protect yourself?” she asked him.

      He raised a brow and she nodded permission to his silent question. He paused for a moment, his face a mask of concentration before he thrust a palm forward toward the road. A colorless streak of energy blasted from his hand before scattering over the stones. Monica assessed the spell critically. He’d cast it fast, and the projectile was close to invisible, as it should be. He had some skill.

      “Terms?” she asked him.

      His smile was filled with relief. Her question was an admission that he would be hired.

      “No experience, only pay,” he said.

      She raised a brow.

      “Hard up for money?” She was surprised. Most rats would cut their pay down to the bone in order to demand a greater share of the kills in order to help level their Classes.

      “I need money more than levels right now,” he shrugged.

      “Consider yourself hired. Let’s go,” she said, and turned to find her two teammates were already at the gate waiting for it to open.

      With a soft growl she picked up her pace, trusting the rat would follow along on her heels.

      “He looks scrawny,” Rogil said as she approached, looking over her shoulder.

      “If you want a say in the help we hire, then you would need to open your mouth and participate,” she said curtly. “I think he has potential.”

      By the time the gate was open, the hired help had caught up to them, his pack firmly tied on. Monica nodded to him encouragingly and ushered him through the opening before following behind. Once they were all on the other side the gate creaked mightily as it swung shut with a dull boom. They were out.
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      Despite everything, Tyron couldn’t deny the bubble of excitement welling up inside him the further they left the city behind. He’d heard about the rifts his entire life: his parents had made themselves famous for the many victories they’d won in places just like this. His uncle Worthy had done the same, earning enough coin that he could buy an inn and settle down with plenty left over. Even more than that, these were the places where people became strong, where they could polish their skills and level their Classes against the unending flow of monsters who flooded through the rifts.

      “First time out to the rifts?” the woman, Monica, asked him.

      Tyron tried not to blush.

      “Is it that obvious?” he said.

      “A little,” she laughed, “but not to worry. I can remember the feeling the first time I came out here. No matter how much you know, it’s never quite enough to prepare you.”

      She reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “Don’t worry. We’re just skirting around the edges on this trip. It’s an ideal situation for someone like you—a chance to fight some monsters, see the broken lands for yourself without having to jump through a rift.”

      A snort came from behind them.

      “Tell me you aren’t hitting on the rat, Monica. He’s eighteen for goodness sake,” the scout, Aryll, drawled.

      The Mage narrowed her eyes and slowly withdrew her hand.

      “I was trying to reassure him. Not all of us are so thirsty we see ulterior motives in every interaction.”

      “Both of you shut up,” the leader growled, anger clear in his tone. “Eyes out, no mistakes, and that includes you, kid. Time to work.”

      Properly chastened, Tyron snapped his gaze to their surroundings as they continued to walk. An hour ago they’d left the town behind and already the road was gone, nothing left but a wide dirt track that wound its way through the trees. He was reminded of his final desperate journey through the forest before he’d reached Woodsedge, when he’d fought rift-kin again and again until his minions had fallen in his defense. Against even weaker monsters his two skeletons had proven unable to compete. Against the true terrors of the rifts, he had no illusions as to how he would fare. The only reason he could travel in this area with any semblance of safety was because of the company he was keeping.

      A tense silence descended on the four figures as they continued to follow the trail, each of them eyeing the woods with weapons drawn until Rogil brought up a hand.

      “We’ll break from the trail here and circle to the west. Aryll, stealth up and range ahead, no more than seven hundred feet or so, all right? We’re short-handed, so keep the formation tight.”

      “Got it.”

      By the time Tyron had turned around, the scout was already gone, invisible to his eyes as she slipped away, making use of her skills to pass between the trees, moving from shadow to shadow to hide. Palms a little sweaty, he brought a hand up and tried to focus on the Mana Bolt spell. Cautious, his eyes flitted between the trees, and he tried to find any sign of monsters before they descended on him.

      Rogil led the group away from the path and they were soon deep between the trees, no sign that the worn trail had ever existed. With his broadsword in hand, he walked forward at a steady pace, Monica and Tyron stepping carefully in his wake.

      As if they crossed an invisible line Tyron felt a ripple pass over him like a shiver, and he gasped out loud and looked around himself in wonder.

      Something didn’t feel right, suddenly. He stretched out his hand in front of him and it felt like it was miles away instead of right in front of his face. When he drew it back the seconds dragged out until it felt like minutes had passed before it returned to his side.

      “What’s happening?” he whispered.

      “It’s a rift,” Monica answered, her voice low. “The border between worlds is thin here. It can do strange things to your perception. Focus.”

      They continued to advance, and gradually he grew used to the strange sensation. Time and distance just didn’t feel as they should: they were bent, or warped in some strange way. As he struggled to adapt, the trees around them became thinner and things began to open up. Rotten logs, smashed branches, and huge gouges in the dirt became more common. Tyron saw a boulder, shattered into a thousand pieces, wedged into the dirt as they stepped around it.

      One didn’t need to be the son of the Century Slayer to realize these were the remnants of battles between Slayers and monsters. His heart began to pound in his chest, and he took deep breaths to stay calm. He could understand what Cilla had been saying now, that only half of the rats would make it back. Despite knowing as much as he did, it was still disorienting and intimidating when you actually set foot here.

      “Kid, get up here.”

      He was snapped out of his meditative thoughts when Rogil called him. The team leader stood atop a small rise beside a broad oak tree, eyes looking ahead as he waved Tyron forward with a hand. He glanced toward Monica, and she met his eyes and gave him a quick nod. Encouraged, he walked forward, his eyes tracking from flank to flank as he watched for trouble.

      “What is it?” he asked quietly.

      Rogil pointed forward.

      “Take a look, kid, something you can’t see anywhere else. Drink in the view of our shattered world.”

      Tyron frowned and turned to follow the line of the Slayer’s arm and gasped. He knew about it, how could he not? He’d read about these places, listened to every story his parents had to tell with rapt attention. Despite that, he was still shocked by what he saw.

      Over the rise the world was… wounded. The trees grew thinner until there were none, and what remained was a tortured and cracked landscape that pulsed with strange energies that faded in and out of view in a mind-bending display. Overhead the sky roiled and twisted, a permanent storm that wrapped around itself like a den of snakes. Worse still were the fleeting glimpses of alien landscapes that overlay the land in front of him that stung his eyes, and he felt a headache form the longer he looked.

      Then there were the monsters. The rift-kin crept over the land or railed within their doomed worlds as they sought a way to cross over.

      “So many…” Tyron whispered.

      Rogil grinned.

      “Means we’re never out of work. Welcome to the broken lands, kid. Try not to die here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-SIX

          

          

      

    

    







            THE ONE’S THAT WERE LEFT BEHIND

          

        

      

    

    
      Rogil bellowed, his war cry little more than a guttural roar that rattled the leaves overhead as he brought his greatsword down in a mighty slash. The monster squealed before him, its rage and desperation palpable in the air, but he didn’t hesitate. He’d seen too many hesitate—they didn’t usually get a second chance.

      CRUNCH.

      The sword, over two hundred pounds of enchanted steel, shattered the monster’s defenses and cut deep into the flesh beneath. With a final rattled hiss the rift-kin breathed its last and collapsed in a heap. Undeterred, he drew back his sword and drove it forward, deep into the body of the creature. When it didn’t react he withdrew the weapon, satisfied that it was indeed dead. 

      Tyron tried not to click his tongue. He understood not wanting to let the creature play dead and jump you from behind—obviously it was better to be safe than sorry—but it was rather difficult for him to extract anything valuable from the remains if they were so heavily mutilated. He prepared another bolt and held it ready in case it was needed, but as he swept his eyes around it appeared as if nothing remained alive to fight.

      “Talk,” Rogil barked, his tension still high.

      “Clear,” Monica replied.

      “Clear,” Aryll called from among the trees.

      “Any injuries?” Monica asked.

      “Got a scratch,” Aryll replied, still hidden.

      “Come and get it checked then, you know not to take any chances with these creatures.”

      “I’ll scout then,” Rogil nodded and turned to move into the woods. “Ten minutes then we’re on the move again. Get to work, kid.”

      Tyron was already kneeling in front of the monster Rogil had slayed, his pointed carving knife in his hand. Looking over the body, he didn’t think there would be much he could retrieve other than the core. The chitin was cracked all over thanks to Rogil’s rather brutal fighting style, and he likely couldn’t separate any plates in ten minutes anyway.

      With a sigh he looked for the biggest gaps between the segments close to the center of mass and began to carve. In two minutes he’d managed to find a grape-sized circular gem of pure white that glowed with magick to his senses. Being careful not to touch it, he extracted the gem with the iron tweezers he’d purchased for this purpose and dropped it into the bag tied to his waist.

      He had enough time to tackle a few more rift-kin, so he surveyed the scene of the fight and picked out the next largest monster. Size didn’t always equate to power, but it did often enough that he’d found it was a safe bet to harvest the largest first when he was pressed for time.

      As he worked, Monica sat with Aryll inspecting a nasty gash on her arm. The “scratch,” he presumed. He watched out of the corner of his eye as the Mage rummaged through her pack and withdrew a needle, thread, and ointment.

      “It’ll take a few days for this to patch up,” she warned the scout as she got to work cleaning and disinfecting the wound. “You’ll need to be careful to ensure you don’t reopen the wound.”

      Aryll pulled a face.

      “It’s not going to scar, is it?” she asked.

      “No. I’m skilled enough to take care of that!”

      “Shame. Scars are hot.”

      She caught Tyron’s eye and winked salaciously. He tried not to blush and focused on his knife work while Monica continued to patch the mouthy scout. She wasn’t able to perform miracle healing like a Priest or Priestess would, instantly curing the wound by drawing on the power of her divine patron, but she was surprisingly effective considering she was only utilizing a Sub-Class. Basically every team needed someone like that, a member with some capacity to cure injuries.

      Usually that would be someone with a healing main Class, like Medic, Apothecary, or Doctor, and combat subs to keep them safe, or someone like Monica, who had a combat main and had chosen a utility sub in order to help her team. People capable of drawing on the power of the five were exceptionally rare in Slayer circles, which was the reason Rufus was so desperate to get Elsbeth to follow him out of Foxbridge.

      Tyron stalled for a moment as he remembered his old crush. She’d always been so kind to him growing up, one of the few who were prepared to reach out to “their” son, despite his reclusive ways. He almost couldn’t help falling for her. Then the Awakening happened and all those childish concerns fell by the wayside. Still, he hoped what he’d told her was enough to cure her of any attachment to Rufus. She deserved better than being exploited by that bastard. And not having her to help him made Rufus’ life that much harder when he tried to become a Slayer, which was also a nice bonus.

      The core he was working on prised loose with a “pop,” and he placed it in the bag before shifting to the next monster. When the ten minutes were up, he’d managed to collect five cores and Monica had finished her stitching. Aryll ran her hand lightly over the treated wound as she inspected the cut.

      “Don’t get sloppy,” Monica warned her, “we’re a member down—we need to be careful even if we are only on the outskirts.”

      “I know that,” the scout muttered.

      She looked as if she might have more to say, but at that moment Rogil strode back into the clearing.

      “Let’s move. There’s more packs in the area and I don’t want to tangle with them. We need to retreat about seven hundred feet. How many cores?”

      The last he asked of Tyron without looking at him.

      “Five.”

      “Not bad. Pick up the pace next time. Let’s go.”

      He’d gotten used to Rogil’s attitude by now. No matter how many he managed to grab, he would get the same answer. The group quickly picked themselves up and got moving. They made good time through the sparse woods that bordered the devastation of the true broken lands as Rogil ranged ahead, leading them around monsters he thought they couldn’t fight as he marked rifts that seemed more active than others and steered them clear.

      Tyron had learned that this team usually had a Summoner along as their fourth member, and without the powerful summons and utility that the Class provided they were understandably reluctant to engage in anything more dangerous than picking off stray groups of rift-kin. For capable and mid-level fighters like these, it was a lot like swatting bugs—generally not worth their time—but he could definitely understand the caution.

      An hour later they finally came to a halt as the leader crept back to meet them.

      “Any issue?” Monica whispered when Rogil drew close enough.

      He shook his head and waved them away from the rifts. The others sensed his caution and crept along behind a few hundred feet until they felt more comfortable.

      “What is it?” the Mage pressed him.

      “There’s a rift in there that doesn’t look too stable.” Rogil pulled a face and ran a hand over his bald head as he stared into the distance, as if watching the rift through the trees. “Too many rift-kin there for us to get close enough to take a better look, but we should report it when we get back. Things have been a little hairy out here lately, I don’t want to take a chance and have a break occur.”

      “No shit,” Aryll grunted.

      Tyron agreed. A break wasn’t in anyone’s best interest. Not only would a horde of rift-kin break through, but the larger ones that normally couldn’t pass into this world would appear, which could be devastating. This was the sort of thing his parents would be called in to fix, and they happily would, diving through the rift and slaughtering everything they found on the other side, except right now they were busy hunting him.

      The other consequence of a break was that it further eroded the wall between the worlds in that area, which meant more and stronger rifts would appear from that point on. Without a method to stabilize the broken lands, a break brought everyone closer to the day when the rift-kin overpowered the Slayers and wiped the world clean of life. For now, such a possibility was so distant that no one seriously considered it, but it was a reality of life nonetheless.

      “Do we keep patrolling?” Monica asked.

      Rogil nodded.

      “Yes, but we’ll have to avoid this side. We’ll backtrack and switch our patrol path to the east. How’s the wound, Aryll?”

      “It’s fine. Give me a little while and I’ll be back to full mobility.”

      “She should avoid moving at her best for two days,” Monica broke in, and Aryll flashed her an irritated glare.

      “She’s doing her job,” Rogil comforted the scout and placed a steadying hand on her shoulder. “Relax and take your medicine. If you’re going to be pissed about getting injured, then don’t get hit in the first place. The mistake is on you.”

      “I know that,” she grumped, slightly mollified.

      Tyron knew enough that his input wasn’t required here. The grownups were talking. He was supposed to keep his mouth shut and look attentive, which he did, until he shifted his foot and felt something sharp under his boot. He looked down and raised his leg to look and stared for a few long seconds as he processed what he was looking at.

      “Oh shit,” he said as he hopped awkwardly to one side, nearly landing flat on his arse.

      “What is it?” Rogil was there in a flash, eyes flicking from side to side as he drew his blade.

      “Oh, nothing. Nothing. Just didn’t expect to see, uh, that, under my foot,” he stammered a little as he gestured to where he’d been standing.

      The team leader glanced down at the grinning skull poking through the dirt and sighed as he sheathed his weapon.

      “You’ll find plenty more of those out here, kid.” He turned back to the others. “Where were we…”

      As they continued their conversation Tyron took a deep breath to steady his nerves. He’d been shocked to see the empty sockets staring up at him, of course, but he was also surprised to find what he was looking for literally underfoot when they stopped. Without drawing attention from the others, who continued to converse nearby, he reached into a pocket of his pack and withdrew a simple map he’d purchased in town. After a few moments of estimation he marked their current location with a lead before he rolled the parchment and stowed them together with the pencil.

      He might not be able to get back here anytime soon, but that was one place he could find the remains he needed. There were sure to be hundreds more out here.

      “Let’s move,” Rogil said, standing straight once more as the others finished their discussion and began to jog back the way they’d come.

      Being careful not to fall behind, Tyron kept pace, his eyes watching the surrounding trees with care, but also, every now and again, he glanced down to the ground. There would be more.
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      In Woodsedge

      Stillness and silence lay over the cemetery. A fine mist, the only presence that moved among the gravestones, caressed the worn engravings and fine moss that decorated those faces. Illuminated by the light of the waning moon, it was a peaceful scene, if a haunting one.

      “My balls itch,” Dove complained.

      Marshal Langdon stifled a sigh and tried to maintain his vigil. His “partner” seemed determined to ensure that such a thing was impossible.

      “I think it’s the moisture in the air,” the Mage said, “it’s soaking straight through my slacks. I suppose I should get better quality clothing. I usually don’t bother since I’m usually either roughing it or slumming about the Keep, in which case I don’t usually wear pants. You wouldn’t be able to recommend a tailor, would you?”

      The marshal took a deep, slow breath before he replied.

      “I’m aware you find our work to be beneath you, Mr. Levan, but I’d prefer it if you stopped talking. I am trying to focus on our stakeout.”

      “I’m trying to avoid getting some sort of fungal infection, which I think is of vastly greater importance than what we’re doing here. How have you even been allowed to pull me into this crap anyway? What does this have to do with the abyssal summoning? Nothing, that’s what! My team is out there in the broken lands, risking their lives and fighting and doing other cool shit, whilst I’m here worrying if my blessed testicles are going to rot! No, Marshal Langdon, I’m not going to stop talking. I’m going to bitch and moan until you either let me go or explain what in the name of the hells I’m doing out here!”

      “I’m out here doing my job, Mr. Levan, watching the cemetery for signs that a Necromancer has been at work, or catch him in the act. You are here, I suspect, because everyone you have met since the night of the incident has found you to be an insufferable arsehole and will go out of their way to make you suffer because they believe you deserve it. Your constant moaning and whining is like music to their ears, and they will never grow tired of it. I didn’t ask for you to be here, nor do I want you here. But since you are, perhaps you can actually be useful and help me try and track a criminal instead of acting like a spoiled child.”

      The two men sat in silence for an extended period as Dove contemplated the words of the marshal. There was some merit to what the man said—he had been acting like a prick over the last few days, annoying the officers, being less than useful when inspecting scenes, napping frequently, which no doubt led many of the marshals to delight in his suffering. On the other hand…

      “Remember when you guys arrested me without cause, locked me up, and made me run around town looking for a culprit that you believed was me the entire time? I’ve cooperated in good faith as much as I possibly can, but you are yanking on my last chain. You know, just as well as I do, that this Necromancer kid didn’t do the summoning. There’s no shot. No fucking shot. So why are we even out here? A level-one Necromancer is nothing, so what the hell are we doing out here, Langdon?”

      The officer sighed and stood, stretching his back as he did so. It was clear there was no point trying to remain hidden so long as the Summoner was going to run his mouth.

      “Let me be candid with you, Mr. Levan. I don’t think you’re responsible for the summoning incident, but that matters little since my superiors are determined to piss you off for as long as they can. We’ve run out of leads trying to run down the person responsible, so I’ve been told to keep an eye out in case the Necromancer, who is most likely level two since we have witnesses to a successful cast of Raise Dead, makes an appearance.”

      “He managed to cast it on his own?” Dove whistled. “Impressive.”

      The marshal stared at him levelly for a long beat.

      “No,” Dove gasped, “you haven’t given up on that theory? You can’t be serious. Raising the dead is tricky, I’ll grant that, but busting through the veil? Peering into the Abyss? It’s a totally different level and you fucking know it!”

      “You don’t know what his name is.”

      “How in the hell would that matter? Unless his father pisses magick and his mother’s teats dripped arcane crystals, then I don’t think it’s relevant.”

      “Magnin and Beory Steelarm.”

      “Ohhhhhhhhhhh SHIT.”

      Dove stared at him.

      “SHIT,” he repeated before he turned around and strode through the cemetery, his hands pressed to his temples. After a moment he came back, the shock still plain on his face.

      “Fucking SHIT balls!” he swore.

      “I understand that you’re surprised.”

      “Are you kidding me? This is a joke, right? The Steelarms’ kid is a rogue? A Necromancer? That is… mother’s melons that is… SHIT.”

      Marshal Langdon rolled his eyes as the Summoner continued to splutter and curse. After five minutes or so, he finally ran out of steam.

      “Well, first thing. If the kid is smart enough to raise the dead without any help, then he sure as hell isn’t going to be caught rummaging around cemeteries. That’s Beory’s kid for fuck’s sake.”

      “There’s no reason not to be cautious.”

      “I suppose I see that. See if he trips himself up...”

      “And you know very well that while a level-one Necromancer isn’t a threat, a level-forty one is…”

      “A bit of an issue.”

      Langdon raised a single brow.

      “A lot of an issue,” the Mage conceded, “I get that. But this is the child of two of the greatest heroes the western province has seen since… ever? Those two have slain more rift-kin than anyone and held back the tide basically on their own for decades. Decades! Doesn’t that mean anything?”

      “Are you suggesting we allow someone with a forbidden Class to run free?”

      “Yes! Why the fuck not? If for no other reason than to keep those two on our side! They deserve at least that much!”

      “The Magisters don’t agree apparently.”

      “Those fucking ghouls! It’s not enough that they need to burn their sadistic brand into us, they want the kid dead? For what? Who has he hurt, huh?”

      “He did raise the dead from their rest,” the marshal replied sharply.

      “Who gives a fuck? They’re dead!”

      “I think the family would have a different view.”

      “Oh I’m sure they’re pissed, but does that mean the kid deserves to die?”

      Langdon’s expression hardened.

      “He will pay the penalty for the crime of refusing to relinquish his forbidden Class, as you well know. Those Classes are forbidden by decree, and I’m sure I don’t need to remind you why.”

      Dove threw his hands in the air.

      “It’s bullshit and you know it! The Magisters look the other way all the damn time. It’s illegal to have the Thief Class. So why the fuck are there so many thieves? Why do bandits still exist? Huh? Don’t get me started on the shit the nobles are rumored to get up to with Classes.”

      The marshal paused. He couldn’t argue with much of what the Summoner had said. Stamping out illegal Classes wasn’t a huge priority, it was true, but even if he rightly pointed out a Necromancer had infinitely more potential for harm than a Thief, it wouldn’t get through to the irate Mage.

      “Either way, it’s not going to matter,” he sighed. “The kid isn’t going to make it past the next few months.”

      “You’re that confident, are you?” Dove asked. “I suppose it’s just a single kid, you’ll track him down eventually.”

      Langdon hesitated to say the next part, but it was common knowledge—it was only a matter of time before Dove found out anyway.

      “Not quite. The Magisters ordered some high-level Slayers to track the boy down and bring him in. It’s only a matter of time until they find him.”

      Dove was silent for a moment as realization slowly crept up on him.

      “Who was it?” he said finally, his voice flat. “Who did they send?”

      The marshal looked him in the eye.

      “Magnin and Beory Steelarm.”

      Dove stared at him, his face a mask of frozen rage as his hands clenched into fists by his sides.

      “Those sick fucks,” his voice sounded strangled in his throat.

      Abruptly the Summoner turned on his heel and stalked away.

      “All of you can fuck off,” he grated over his shoulder. “Your office can either arrest me or burn in the pit for all I care. I’m going back to my team.”
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      Tyron started awake and found the indistinct outline of Aryll standing over him.

      “Come on, rodent, you’re on watch.”

      He blinked a few times as his thoughts slowly caught up with the situation. Right, he was on watch tonight so the others could rest. He nodded in the dark and the scout patted him on the shoulder before she moved away to find her own bedroll. He shook his head a little as he sat up, trying to clear the fog in his head before he pulled himself out of his blankets and threw his cloak over his shoulders before strapping his sword back onto his waist. It wouldn’t be much use in his hands against an actual monster, but it was better than nothing and gave him a slight sense of security.

      With the fire still crackling, he walked to the edge of the light and found a stump he could comfortably park himself on as Aryll nestled down into her roll behind him. The three Slayers had been pushing themselves hard over the past few days, and even with their superhuman endurance they needed rest. If they were tired, Tyron was exhausted. Without his unusually high constitution for a person of his level, he would have likely passed out ages ago and forced the others into pulling back.

      This level of fatigue was still something he could deal with, so he sat and wrapped his cloak around himself as he tried to keep watch for anything that might want to kill them. They’d pulled a long way back from the rifts before making camp—in truth they were no longer within the broken lands at all, which gave him some sense of security. Even so, he’d been able to find rift-kin miles away from here, on the other side of Woodsedge, so there were bound to be many crawling through the area. He just had to hope they wouldn’t find him before he could alert the others.

      The light of the moon broke through the foliage above in patches, creating a shifting pattern of pale silver on the ground that revealed the bark, leaves, and rotting vegetation of the forest floor in fleeting glimpses. Though he had the Night Owl feat, which helped him stay alert during the night, he had nothing to provide more vision in the dark, which meant the shadows were almost impenetrable to him as he tried to stay alert.

      All in all it was an unnerving experience, and his pitiful collection of skills and spells didn’t feel nearly as praiseworthy when he had nothing but himself to rely on.

      Everything would be different if he had minions. He’d be able to fight, he’d have extra eyes to keep a lookout, he’d be able to safely, or at least more safely move through these woods to find the resources he needed. He glanced behind him to see that Aryll was ensconced in her bedroll, hopefully already asleep, before he pulled his map out of his cloak.

      “Light,” he whispered.

      He barely charged the spell, providing only enough energy to produce the faintest of lights, so weak he could barely see the ink on the paper despite holding the globe a scant few centimeters away. Seven locations were now marked on the paper, ranging over the west and east sides of the rift. Finding remains had not been nearly as difficult as he’d feared—just by sweeping his eyes over the ground as they’d traveled he’d turned up more than enough bones he could return for.

      This was what he’d been aiming for all along, a source of materials that nobody would miss or even realize were gone. It was the only way he could practice his craft and improve his Status without anyone realizing what had taken place, which was the only way he could keep himself safe. What he hadn’t expected was for there to be so many dead out here. Hakoth hadn’t exaggerated when he’d talked about how many died out here in the broken lands.

      He didn’t know if the bulk of the bones he’d seen belonged to Slayers or rats, but he supposed it didn’t matter. Once the patrol was completed he’d return to town and then have to find a way to get back out here safely to retrieve the remains he needed. The first would be the hardest, he’d be completely on his own after all, but once he had a single minion it would be easier to get the second, then the third. He estimated he probably couldn’t support more than three right now, which might change when he reached Necromancer level five and achieved his first Class feat.

      Something shifted in the dark and Tyron’s breath caught in his throat as he froze, only thinking to extinguish his light a moment later. With the globe gone, the only source of light became the fire behind his back and the moon high overhead. He readied a magick bolt and pushed a hand out, palm at the ready should anything emerge from the darkness.

      For a few tense moments he waited, his eyes darting from side to side, but gradually, when no threat manifested itself, he relaxed his stance and lowered his hand. He waited a minute longer before he summoned the light again, a little brighter than the last time, and peered out into the shadows cast by the trees and fallen branches across the forest floor. With the globe hovering above his open palm, he swept his hand out, hoping to catch a glimpse of any rift-kin, but met only disappointment when he saw nothing moving.

      Then he caught a glimpse of a jagged edge, peeking out from under a log only a few paces away from where he stood.

      Tyron immediately felt a slight tingle crawl over his scalp before he turned to check on his three companions, rolled in their blankets behind him. To all appearances, they were sound asleep, though he moved closer to be sure before he returned and approached the log, stepping carefully to minimize any noise. As he drew nearer, he saw that he had in fact been correct in his earlier assessment, that broken edge that emerged from beneath the rotting wood was in fact a bone. What’s more, a human bone, possibly a shin bone, though he was still no expert when it came to a human skeleton.

      He would need to be an expert, he reflected to himself. A more thorough understanding of bones and how they were put together would be important information. He wouldn’t always have access to human remains that were laid out neatly in a grave—in fact, he’d basically given up on gaining access to exactly those burials when he’d decided to avoid cemeteries. No, he’d be piecing together his minions the hard way from this point forward.

      Would he be able to buy a medical text of some sort? It would be expensive, no doubt, but perhaps his pay from this excursion would be enough to cover it? Or would it be too suspicious for a young man, clearly not far past his Awakening, to be purchasing a volume about the skeletal system?

      As he considered this question, he moved closer and dropped down to more thoroughly inspect what he had found.

      It was definitely a human skeleton, though a damaged one. The bone he’d seen poking out from underneath the wood had actually been a forearm, snapped off somewhere near the wrist. Unfortunately, the hand was nowhere to be seen, but as he leaned in and peeked underneath he found an almost complete set of remains, albeit with significant damage. No weapon was nearby, though there were signs of rotted leather armor among the leaf litter. Probably crushed by the tree as it fell during battle, he surmised, which wasn’t a great way to go.

      Not that there is such a thing as a “good” way to go when fighting rift-kin. Dead is dead.

      Heart quickening, he paused to take a deep breath and sweep his light in a broad circle once more. He was still on watch after all and couldn’t afford to be too distracted, yet with the chance to utilize his skills and progress his Class sitting in front of him for the first time in over a week, he simply couldn’t resist. In the back of his mind, the fact that he was locked into a race against time was a constant source of pressure and stress. Here was finally a chance to get some relief.

      In particular, there were two things he really wanted to focus on, the two skills he’d been given when he’d received his Class in the first place: Corpse Appraisal and Corpse Preparation. The two skills felt vague and undetermined in his mind—the fragments the Unseen had given him didn’t have all that much to say. As he cast his eye across the bones, he felt he knew more about them than he otherwise should.

      The condition of the bones wasn’t great, having been left in the open air and under the weather for goodness knows how long. The complete lack of flesh clinging to the remains had something to say for how long they’d been here—or perhaps had more to do with the industriousness of vermin in the area, or perhaps the monsters, than anything else.

      Frowning, he tried to focus on his skills and what they were telling him and found that other than slightly more detailed surface information, he wasn’t getting much, which frustrated him endlessly. Surely this wasn’t enough to improve the skill and level it up? Was it really the case that if he stared at enough bones and thought about them he’d level it up? It just didn’t seem right. He felt like something was missing.

      He fell into contemplation for a moment as he ran his eyes over the bones he could see, the yellowed brown shade glowing softly under the light he held over them. Necromancy was the process of magickally animating the dead, be they zombie, skeleton, or some other, more advanced variety. Did it really make sense that he would be expected to appraise and prepare corpses with his eyes and hands?

      Or was there a chance magick was involved in these skills also?

      He hadn’t been provided with the outline of a spell when he’d learned the skill, but there were many examples of techniques and methods that employed magick yet weren’t classified by the Unseen as “spells.” Perhaps this was one such application?

      Tyron crouched down and settled on his heels as he stared at the bones before him, searching inside his own mind in an attempt to stir those fragments of knowledge to guide his actions. How to reach out? How to utilize his magick to assess these remains? There had to be a way, he felt sure of it.

      The utilization of magick was a mix between an art and a science, this was one of the first things his mother had taught him. The energy that permeated the world came through the rifts and could be drawn inside a person, forming their own pool or reserve of magick, and it was this that Mages drew on to perform their feats. There were several ways to control magick. The Words of Power, discovered thousands of years ago, were a commonly accepted method. Tyron had no clue if the language had existed before the rifts opened, or if it had a name at that time, but over the centuries it had come to be known as Magespeak, or the Words of Power. For more powerful spells that required precise control, complex weaving, and a firm mind, the words were by far the best method of casting, the language itself helping to shape and direct the arcane energy, reducing the burden placed on the mind.

      For smaller, simpler spellwork, gestures could be enough. His mother had told him of schools of magick that relied entirely on a lexicon of complex symbols and shapes performed in series with the hands. Supposedly, the ambidextrous feat was a requirement for such practitioners if they weren’t born with the gift or able to train themselves to do it. He himself utilized his hands in casting, though only in the simplified manner he had learned in his lessons.

      The final, and perhaps most important aspect of casting, was the ability to direct and focus the energy using the mind. One’s own magick responded to thought, so long as it was backed by a strong enough will. With a powerful enough mind, it was possible to perform even complex spells, but those required the high stats that came with a significant number of levels.

      Unsure how to proceed, he simply directed the magick within himself and extended a tendril toward the bones. Under his focused control, the invisible thread of energy touched the edge of what he believed was a shin and then dissipated.

      He frowned. Magick wouldn’t just flow into a foreign object on its own, it had to be forced or infused, he knew that. He concentrated and tried again. Using more magick this time, he extended it toward the bone and held it there, pressed against the surface. It was a crude working, but he was feeling his way forward. As he held the arcane energy against the remains, nothing happened, but he was patient, his focus razor sharp as he searched for any change. A minute passed with no response, then five, but still he persisted. He was no expert, but he knew that infusing magick into an object was a slow process, one that shouldn’t be rushed.

      After ten minutes, he finally saw a reward. An infinitesimal amount of his magick began to seep into the calcified bone, like water soaking into a rock. His eyes widened with excitement and he leaned forward, even if the process was invisible, only to frown again a few seconds later as something pushed back against the energy he provided. There was already magick inside the bones, only a bare trace of it, but it was potent. What’s more, there was a strange feel to it, as if it were dark, or hungry, tainted in some way.

      Is this death magick?

      A rush of air and a snap just behind his head broke his concentration and brought him back to the present.

      “Shit,” he cursed as he sprang to his feet and flared the light in his hand.

      A small monster no larger than knee high was revealed, a bizarre creature of legs with too many joints and overlapping chitin plates. He concentrated, using his mind and simple gestures to shape the basic magick bolt before he thrust the palm of his open hand forward. The spell darted through the air before it struck the rift-kin in the side, tearing a shallow gash through its shell and sending the creature tumbling to the side.

      Eager to follow up, Tyron stepped forward to keep the monster in his sight, another bolt prepared and ready to fling a few seconds later, but his attacker was swift and righted itself in moments, darting into the foliage and out of view. He cursed softly as his eyes darted across the brush and the pounding of his heart filled his ears. He heard faint rustling sounds in the darkness as the rift-kin skittered through the fallen leaves and branches but he couldn’t see a thing, even when he held the light above his head and flared it bright.

      He took slow, measured steps back toward the fire. If he couldn’t deal with the creature himself then he’d best wake the Slayers. Such a weak creature might be a challenge for him, but it was trivial in their eyes. He planned to move slowly, so he could shake one of them awake. If he were to shout, during the night, who knows what he might call down on their heads? Best to be safe.

      Not for the first time, he wished he had his minions. Perhaps he’d become too accustomed to his Class in such a short time, but he didn’t feel safe fighting without a skeleton to protect him, not to mention he wouldn’t advance his level without one, no matter how much fighting he did. A faint noise to his left drew his attention and he turned, his light-covered palm held forward as his breath caught in his throat.

      There was nothing.

      This stupid critter was playing him like a fiddle! He grit his teeth and took another cautious step backward toward the low-burning fire behind him. A few more and Monica would be within his reach. Then he had a thought. Perhaps there was a way for him to win. He hadn’t tried the new spell he’d earned from the Anathema Class, he hadn’t even studied it due to his vague distaste with its premise, but it might prove to be just what he needed in this situation. He might not be able to see the rift-kin, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be able to strike at its mind.

      He reached internally for the fragments of knowledge he’d been granted and began to pull them together into a coherent framework. Compared to Pierce the Veil or even Raise Dead, this spell was child’s play, but even so it was risky to attempt a spell for the first time in a combat situation. He could still reach behind him and awaken a Slayer, leave the situation in their hands, but somehow he didn’t want to. If he could deal with it himself, then he could return to his study of the bones for the rest of his watch.

      He stared out into the forest as he worked to arrange his thoughts on Suppress Mind. After a few long seconds, he felt he was ready to make an attempt. It wasn’t a long cast, but the spellwork was intricate, forming a conduit between himself and the target creature through which the spell would attack their consciousness directly.

      He held the light high and used his free hand to form the gestures he needed as he whispered the vocal component and directed his magick with his thoughts. Once completed, he held the spell at the ready, hoping it would work as he hoped.

      That sound again, from the right this time. He spun quickly to see the monster rushing at him from under the brush just before it leapt at him. He threw himself forward, turned to his left, and flung the readied spell at the monster. Immediately, he felt it connect and something strange happened.

      The spell encountered the crude awareness of the monster and a war began as it tried to fight back. He fought to press the spell down and crush the monster’s thoughts. The physical form of the rift-kin thrashed and writhed as he drove the spell home before he finally felt its resistance break and the monster grew still.

      Tyron’s mouth twisted with distaste. The sensation of breaking the creature’s mind with his own wasn’t pleasant, but for now it was unable to move or resist in any way. He drew his sword slowly and stepped forward, ending the monster’s life with a quick thrust through the head.

      He breathed out heavily. Only a small, weak creature, and it had given him this much trouble. He needed minions, higher quality ones, urgently. He checked the fire to see the three slumbering forms hadn’t moved since the fight had started. Letting out a small sigh, he walked to his pack and quietly pulled out his butchering knives. He might as well see if this thing had a core.
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      “Wake up you lazy sacks of bones. Time to get moving.”

      Rogil emphasized his words with a few targeted shoves with the side of his boot. Not enough to cause any harm, but enough to get his team moving. When he reached the rat’s sleeping roll, he was pleased to see the young man already awake and lacing up his coat. That’s how the young ones should be, especially if they wanted to make the jump from an untrained nobody to a qualified Slayer. When the kid looked up at him, he met his eye and gave him an approving nod before he stepped to his own things and started to pack them away with sharp, efficient movements.

      The boy… Lukas was his name, wasn’t it? He’d held up surprisingly well over the last few days, maintaining a respectable level of performance despite the long days and short nights. By now, most rats would be out on their feet, more asleep than awake and delaying the team. Even a lot of newly graduated iron-rank slayers would be struggling at this point, so the team leader had nothing bad to say about his fortitude.

      His knife work may have been sloppy, but it was better than most. Those few levels and basic training in butchery saved a lot of time cutting out cores and they’d built up a reasonable, if small collection of high-quality chitin the armory could make use of in the Keep. What had been a short trip to keep his team sharp and blow off steam had turned into a nice little earner—their rat had paid for himself multiple times over. Even better, they hadn’t had to baby him through fighting monsters. Rogil was more than happy to part with extra coin if it meant he didn’t have to waste time helping some kid flail away at a dismembered rift-kin. It lacked dignity.

      Today was the final day of their planned patrol, and he was determined to bring his friends and comrades back home safely. Almost all the worst incidents tended to happen toward the end of an expedition. People got tired, then they got sloppy. Rogil refused to allow himself to get sloppy.

      “Aryll, finish your pack and get out there in one minute, I want eyes in the trees. I’ll carry your gear.”

      The scout gave him a quick nod as her hands flitted about her roll, securing ties and checking pockets faster than his eyes could follow.

      “Monica, check your supplies and give me an inventory. If we’re short on anything, I want to know.”

      “Leader,” the Mage confirmed as she began to carefully check her medical bag, eyeballing each pouch, container, and vial against the list she’d pulled from her waist pouch.

      “Rat, you’re with me. Once you’ve got your gear sorted, we’ll be standing guard until Monica is done.”

      “Got it, leader,” came the reply, and before long the kid was up and standing over the more experienced Mage, spell ready in one hand and eyes scanning the woods for threats.

      Where did this kid come from? Rogil wondered. He’s way too good for a first timer. I guess Monica got lucky when she pulled him out of the crowd.

      It only took Monica a few minutes to finish running through her supplies and report there was no meaningful shortage of any supplies. That done, the team left the campsite and set off on their last patrol.

      “We’ll be keeping to the east side of the broken lands today as well. The west is still looking a bit too dicey for my liking. We’ll move close enough to have a good look at the rifts before we backtrack and cover ground further out. Once midday comes, we’ll start the trip back to Woodsedge. Anyone not clear on the plan?”

      Everyone voiced their understanding, and Rogil grunted before he marched off into the woods and the others fell into line behind him, Aryll still stalking through the trees. It took a little over an hour for the group to reach the edge of the broken lands and another ten minutes to get close enough to get a clear view of the rifts. As expected, the activity of the rift-kin had increased, despite the work of the teams in the field. Rogil spent some time taking notes as he peered out over the shattered landscape and blurred horizon before he turned back and ordered the group to return the way they came. They ran into several packs of monsters in short succession on their way out, which tested their skills and had Lukas sweating as he was interrupted multiple times while trying to extract cores.

      Shortly after, they ran into another team and briefly exchanged words before the two groups continued on their separate ways.

      An hour after, Aryll emerged from behind a tree next to Lukas and called out.

      “Leader. I’ve spotted something you probably want to see.”

      “Trouble?”

      “Depends on your definition?”

      “No bullshit in the field, Aryll,” he snapped.

      “Check for yourself.”

      She pointed up and Rogil followed the direction of her finger to find a strange blue bird staring down at them. The color of the plumage was far from the last unusual feature of the creature—it possessed three eyes, each of them red as a ruby, and the light shimmered around it, giving it an ethereal quality that made it seem as if it wasn’t of this world.

      Which of course, it wasn’t.

      “Wow. Is that an astral?” the rat wondered aloud as he stared up at the obviously magickal entity watching them from above.

      “Eyes on the woods!” Rogil ordered before he leaned to the side and spat on the ground. “Stupid bastard couldn’t wait half a day for us to get back? Typical.”

      He thought for a moment.

      “Get some rest. We’ll rest here for ten, I’ll keep watch. I doubt he’s far away if Farran is watching us.”

      “Okay,” Monica replied and Arryn nodded.

      Tyron looked confused as he glanced from the bird to the group and back again.

      “It’s our fourth member,” Monica took pity on him and let him know with a smile, “he’s a Summoner. Farran is the bird’s name. He was caught up investigating the ritual that happened in town a while back and couldn’t come out with us. That’s why we’re only doing a patrol rather than tackling the rifts head on. Since he’s here, I assume his work in town is done.”

      For whatever reason the team’s rat looked a little embarrassed at her words and she moved to comfort him, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      “Don’t worry about it. To be honest, Dove’s a bit of a pain anyway, it’s been nice to be out in the field without him.”

      “You know I can hear you through the bird, right?”

      A man’s voice echoed out from the creature above.

      “Of course,” Monica looked up to smile pleasantly at the summon.

      “Just checking.”

      The Mage turned her attention back to Tyron.

      “It’s been wonderful to get out and stretch our legs. Rogil thinks it’s bad luck for a team to spend too long away from the field.”

      Tyron nodded.

      “Yes, I’ve heard the same thing from- … experienced people. That Slayers who are out of action are toothless tigers.”

      “I’ve never heard it described that way,” Monica chuckled, “but I do agree. This isn’t the kind of work where you can afford to be even a little short. It only takes one mistake to get yourself killed, and then there’s one less person working to contain the rifts.”

      “You take this work very seriously, don’t you, Ms. Monica?”

      “Oh please, just call me Monica,” she smiled, “and of course I do. We’re trying to save the world!”

      “You can take your hand off his shoulder now,” that strange disembodied voice rang out again from above.

      “Shut. Up. Dove,” the Mage ground out.

      “Hey, it’s not a crime, but I’ve heard some say it should be. Young people only recently come into their Class are susceptible, vulnerable even, to wily older people with designs on their innocence. The youth need our guidance and protection, Monica, not our lu-”

      The Mage flung a hand out and Farran, the unfortunate summon, was immediately engulfed in flames that somehow left the branches and leaves completely unscathed, even though Tyron could feel the heat from where he was standing.

      “Stupid fucker,” Monica ground out before she gave his shoulder a final squeeze and stepped away. “Don’t worry about Farran, he’s back in the astral and Dove can summon him again in a day or so.”

      “R-right,” Tyron replied.

      Behind them Aryll had buried her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking from the effort of trying to contain her laughter. The group sat and didn’t converse much until five minutes later they heard a loud rustling, followed by an irate man in Mage robes who stomped into view.

      “Monica, you FUCKING cow-ape! Why’d you burn my precious boy? Farran is a treasure.”

      “He might be a treasure, but it’s a shame he’s attached to someone as vulgar as you, Dove.”

      “Vulgar?” the man gaped. “From you? You were practically molesting that poor boy!”

      “I’ll burn you, Dove. Don’t think I won’t.”

      “You know she’s not joking, Dove,” Rogil declared as he strode back into the clearing, “and if I ever have to rub ointment on your backside again because you couldn’t keep your mouth shut I’ll thrash you myself.”

      The new Mage, Dove, held his hands up to the sky for a brief moment, as if to say “Why me?” before the four Slayers stepped toward each other and shook hands, clapped shoulders, and welcomed back their errant member while Tyron stood awkwardly to one side.

      “I can’t believe they let you go,” Rogil chuckled as he roughly shook Dove by the shoulder. “I thought you’d be in irons receiving heinous torture by the time we got back and we’d have to mount a daring rescue to bust you loose.”

      “It nearly came to that I think. I was told that some of the marshals were less than pleased by my company and intended to make life difficult for me. Can you imagine?”

      “Oh, I think I can,” Monica chuckled, her earlier ire evaporated. “Welcome back, Dove.”

      “Good to be back. Aryll got injured while I was out? What the hell have you been doing out here, woman? Don’t tell me you’ve also been distracted by the young meat.”

      “I prefer mine a little more seasoned…”

      “Old and wrinkly more like,” the Mage cackled. “But I shouldn’t be rude.”

      Dove brushed past his comrades and approached Tyron, his eyes sweeping up and down the youth in one swift motion.

      “A right hander I see, put her there,” he extended a hand for the rat to shake.

      “Ah, how did you know?” Tyron frowned as the older, skinny Mage pumped his hand with far too much vigor, then realisation hit. “My scabbard, obviously.”

      “Unusual to keep your blade where you’re forced to draw with your weaker hand,” Dove chuckled.

      “I don’t remember you being so observant, Dove,” Aryll drawled.

      “You pick up a few things hanging around law enforcement, my dear friend,” he turned back to Tyron. “As you’ve no doubt heard, I’m Dove, a Summoner and the fourth to-this-point sadly missing member of the team. Welcome aboard, young…”

      “Lukas.”

      “Lukas. I’m a little surprised to see they picked you up. We don’t usually pick up rats for the trip, they tend to not make it back from the places we usually go.”

      “This one just might,” Rogil walked up and complimented the young man. “He’s been surprisingly competent. Handy with a spell and a few levels in Butchery to boot.”

      “Really? Not many are willing to spend a point on a skill they see as beneath a real Slayer,” Dove nodded, impressed. “Not many Classes synergize with it, either. That’s a bold choice you made, kid.”

      “Ah, thanks?” Tyron smiled, unsure how to respond to this rare praise from the team leader.

      Dove looked the young man in the eye for a short moment before he turned back to the others.

      “Well, now that I’m back, how about we go and kick some monster butt and let off some steam? Who fancies a trip into the rifts? We can kill something big, get a fatass core, and come home rich and happy.”

      Rogil smiled but shook his head slowly.

      “No can do, and you know it. We only took supplies for a few days, and you sure as hell know I won’t poke my nose through a rift without a full scouting report and proper preparation. I’m sure you’re pissed off and frustrated, but that doesn’t mean we get careless and take risks. I want you pissed off and alive rather than satisfied and dead. Got it?”

      “You are a rigid stick all the way up my arse, leader. I get it. I don’t like it, but I get it.”

      “Come on then,” Rogil threw an arm over his friend’s shoulder, “let’s head on back, get pissed, and then we can start arranging our next sortie. Something with a little more meat on the bones. I’ve had enough cleaning up the small fry, that’s iron rank work.”

      With a little more cajoling, Rogil managed to get his team focused and on their way back to town, though now Tyron definitely felt like a fifth wheel as the others slotted so seamlessly together that there was essentially nothing for him to do, or a gap for him to slide into the conversation as the others bickered with the easy fluidity of old friends. This didn’t bother him too much—he was eager to return to Woodsedge and begin planning his own trip back out into these woods, a far more dangerous venture where he would attempt to recover whole skeletons from the sites he’d marked on his map while dodging rift-kin.

      “You’d never believe the shit I heard in town,” Dove was saying to the others as they walked, their eyes constantly scanning the forest around them. “Apparently, there’s a Necromancer on the loose in the western region.”

      “Really?” Monica replied sceptically. “I think I heard about them in academy. Isn’t that Class exceedingly rare?”

      “Yep, but it can cause such a shit storm that people tend to remember it.”

      The change in topic was so sudden that Tyron nearly tripped over himself, caught completely unaware by the now dangerous conversation.

      They have no reason to suspect me, he reassured himself, just stay calm. I might even learn something.

      “What makes it so dangerous?” Aryll asked, not really paying attention.

      “At the lower levels, it’s shit,” Dove replied, “basic undead, the kind you can find in any place with too many dead and too much magick. If it gets leveled, though, the number and type of dead they can support starts to rocket up. According to what I know, anyway.”

      “How do you know so much about it? And isn’t this basically what you do? Bring in minions to do your dirty work?” Monica asked.

      “First of all, most minion-based Classes learn about Necromancers at some point, it’s a notorious Class, and second, no! This isn’t remotely like what I can do. I can summon three entities, tops, and each of them is going to be better than a fucking zombie, but it’s possible to control literally thousands of zombies at a time. They can rip through villages and population centers single-handed without ever showing their face. When they get strong enough, they can raise the remains at close to the strength they had when they were alive. But that’s only at the tippy top level of Necromancer.”

      “Sounds ridiculous. How many times has something like that actually happened?”

      “Once in the last two hundred years.”

      “Once?”

      “Once was enough, apparently. The Class was blacklisted even before that happened, but they fucking hate Necromancers now.”

      Tyron kept his head down and tried not to look too much like he was listening, but he was focused on every word the skinny Summoner said.

      “So what? Some illegal went rogue and now they’re going to hunt them down? Happens every year, doesn’t matter what the Class is.”

      “Oh, ho. But this is where it gets juicy. Do you know who that kid is? Tyron fucking Steelarm.”

      “Who? No, wait. You aren’t serious…”

      “Oh I am very serious.”

      “That’s fucked up. The Steelarms’ kid? Illegal?” Aryll seemed particularly angry upon hearing the news, and Tyron carefully watched his step as his heart pounded in his chest.

      In a way, he wished Dove would stop talking, but he also desperately wanted to hear, to learn whatever he could about his Class, about his family. He fought to keep his breathing steady and his expression bland as he continued to walk in silence.

      “You think that’s bad? Wait till I give you the kicker. The Magisters took this threat quite seriously. So seriously, they put their highest rank slayers on the task of hunting him down.”

      “That’s bullshit!” Aryll exploded. “Are you fucking serious? They want them to hunt down their own kid?”

      “They’ll do more than that. They’ll force them to it with the brand.”

      “That’s horrific,” Monica gasped.

      “At this point, I marched out of Woodsedge, gave the marshals the finger, and caught up with you guys. I knew the Magisters were sick fuckers, don’t get me wrong, but this takes the fucking CAKE. The whole cake as well, sprinkles and frosting included. I was literally boiling with rage. I had to stick my balls in a barrel of cold water just to cool down.”

      “Dove, this is serious shit, can we please not bring your balls into it? Why do your balls always have to be mentioned?” Monica complained.

      “Just because they have too much hair on them for your tastes doesn’t mean they don’t have value to others!”

      “Shut up!”

      “I think a lot of people aren’t going to be happy about this,” Rogil observed quietly.

      “What do you mean?” Aryll asked him.

      The team leader sighed heavily before he replied.

      “Think about it. The Steelarms are heroes. The Slayers in this province worship the ground they walk on and hate the Magisters with a passion. There’s going to be a lot of pissed off, powerful people when word of this gets around.”

      “Oh, I’m telling everyone I fucking see,” Dove assured him.

      “Tensions are already high. The rifts are playing up more and more. Taking the two best killers off the table and having them hunt their own child at this time is idiotic at best and self-sabotage at worst. I don’t see this ending well.”

      Silence descended over the group as they continued to walk, and Tyron was happy for it as his mind whirled with what he had just learned. There were so many implications to this information he couldn’t hope to process it in one go. He needed to sit. He needed to think.

      After ten minutes of quiet, Dove finally spoke up again.

      “Well, the marshals are getting serious about looking for him since he hasn’t shown up yet. When I left, they’d started demanding a Status reading of everyone going in and out of Woodsedge.”

      The others in the team cursed, irritated by the delay caused by this bureaucratic nonsense, but Tyron stopped walking and for a beat remained stock still.

      Status readings? He couldn’t go back into town at all?

      He stood frozen for a long moment before he realized what he was doing was immensely suspicious and started walking again, flicking his eyes up to see if anyone had noticed his lapse. To his horror, he found the Summoner staring back at him with wide open eyes.

      Dove nodded slowly to himself before he turned forward again alongside his comrades. The group continued in silence until the walls of the Keep came into sight, peeking through the foliage as Tyron thought desperately for an excuse to separate himself from the group. If he just ran, he’d look suspicious as hell. He needed a reason, but the harder he thought, the less plausible anything sounded to him, and the more panicked he became.

      At that moment, Dove stopped and spoke to the others.

      “You guys go ahead. I want to have a quick word with the kid before we get to town.”
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      Tyron froze under the cool stare of the Mage, and the others turned to him with differing levels of confusion on their faces. Monica went to say something, but Rogil cut in first.

      “Keep it short. We’ll wait for you inside the gate.”

      “No need for that,” Dove smiled, “I’ll catch up with you guys at the Keep tonight. I’ve got a little business with a few ladies in town, if you know what I mean. Do you know what I mean?”

      Aryll rolled her eyes.

      “Yes, Dove, we know what you mean.”

      The Summoner looked around the group with a smirk on his face.

      “I mean sex,” he clarified.

      “Shut up, Dove,”  Monica threw her hands up and turned to walk toward the gate. “Just don’t do anything weird to Lukas, he’s been very helpful.”

      “Nobody’s worried about me doing anything weird to the kid, Monica.”

      “You’re insufferable,” she declared without turning around as she continued to stalk toward the gate.

      Dove chuckled and caught Tyron’s eye before giving him a wink.

      “By ‘something weird,’ I mean sex,” he said and nodded solemnly.

      Rogil fished around in his pack for a moment before he approached his young hireling and held out his hand, a small stack of silver in his palm.

      “Pay for the trip, with a nice bonus thrown in. We don’t usually hire rats, but if you’re available, we might consider you for another trip. You weren’t complete garbage.”

      “High praise,” Aryll drawled, then reflected for a second. “Actually, from Rogil, that is high praise.”

      “Yes, yes, yes. All very nice, now will you lot piss off? I have some important words to share with this young man.”

      Rogil reached out and shook Tyron’s hand.

      “Don’t let him talk you into doing anything illegal,” he said seriously before he clapped him on the shoulder, causing Tyron to stagger, and then walked away.

      “See you around, kid,” Aryll waved before she too turned and headed for the gate.

      In no time at all, the two of them stood alone, the Summoner and the Necromancer. Dove looked calm, a slight smile on his face as he kept his gaze lazily focused on the youth, whereas Tyron was a nervous, sweating wreck. He battled to keep his hands from shaking and the nausea from overwhelming him, but a deep-rooted sense of despair had taken hold of him. This was it—he’d already failed. His parents had suffered for nothing. He’d escaped for nothing. He wouldn’t even get a chance to explore his own potential, to help people, to make his name known. His world was crashing down around him and all he could do was stand and stare.

      Dove held up his hands.

      “Just relax, kid. Nothing’s been decided yet, okay?”

      He was so overwhelmed, it took Tyron several long seconds to process what he’d heard.

      “W-what?”

      Dove continued to stand in place, his hands held loosely up by his shoulders.

      “I’m saying that it isn’t all over for you, so there’s no need to get emotional on me, I don’t do well with that. I’m not going to kill you and I’m not going to hand you over to the marshals right now, okay?”

      “Why would you hand me over to the marshals?” Tyron felt compelled to try, but his heart wasn’t in it.

      Dove looked at him with pity.

      “That’s a sad attempt, kid. I mean, I’ve seen some sad shit—Monica’s love life, for example—but holy hell, that takes the cake.”

      “Fine,” Tyron growled, “I’m the Necromancer. I’m Beory and Magnin’s son, Tyron, is that what you wanted to hear?”

      The Summoner rolled his eyes and hung his head.

      “Now that’s just dumb. What if I was bluffing, huh? You just spilled every bean in the tin!”

      Tyron stared at him.

      “You weren’t bluffing,” he said.

      “No. No, I wasn’t. But I fucking could have been!”

      Silence fell between the two figures. They stood almost thirty feet apart, and for a brief moment, Tyron considered running. The Mage was older, though not visibly stronger. Dove appeared to be a thinnish man in his thirties, without much in the way of muscle definition showing through his loose Mage robes. How fast could he be? Except it didn’t matter how fast he was, it only mattered how quick his summons were. Without any minions, there was no hope for Tyron to fight back against the contracted creatures that could be put on his trail in moments.

      Eventually, Dove sighed and rubbed a hand through his thin blond hair.

      “Look, I don’t usually deal with this kind of thing, I’m a fairly straight forward person. See rift-kin? Kill rift-kin. Get paid. Repeat from the top. I get to live comfortably, raise my level, polish my skills, and get all of my homicidal urges out in a nice, legal manner.”

      He crouched down.

      “Now, the reason I spoke about your situation with the others was twofold. I wanted to see how you would react, and I wanted to let you see how they responded.”

      “… what do you mean?” Tyron asked cautiously.

      “Did you see how pissed off they were? How unsatisfied? The truth is, the people might worship Slayers like fucking gods, but we are slaves to the Magisters, each and every one of us, and we hate it. You know about the brand?”

      “… a little.”

      “Then you know it’s a bitch. I’m only silver rank, and it’s already a piece of shit. Point is, most Slayers aren’t happy with the management, and that’s putting it lightly. As for me? I fucking hate them with every bone in my body. That’s the main reason I’m not going to turn you in.”

      Tyron’s mind spun. From the depths of despair, hope was once again kindled in his chest, but he couldn’t trust that it was real. Was this wiry Mage telling the truth? Was he really just going to walk away after being caught? It seemed like madness, the direct opposite of everything he’d expected to happen.

      Dove watched the young man try to think through the situation and gave him some time to process. He could remember himself at that age, just a few weeks after receiving his Class, basically a newborn. He’d been one of the lucky ones, with a powerful starting Class and the resources to put himself straight into a reputable Slayer academy. Trying to imagine himself in the kid’s shoes was painful due to just how easy it was. A Summoner and a Necromancer weren’t that different, fundamentally, except that one had been outlawed by the agents of the Five Divines and the other hadn’t.

      The practice of Necromancy wasn’t inherently evil. Shit, being able to put the dead to good use might be just the thing they needed to help fight the rifts. If the Magisters got out of the way, maybe the Slayers would be winning the war, rather than slowly and painfully losing it.

      “What’s the catch?” Tyron eventually asked, his eyes steady. Dove hid his smile. This kid reminded him too much of himself. Good head on his shoulders, liked to think his way through problems, and was up front when he didn’t have the answers.

      He spread his hands.

      “No catch. I don’t want anything from you, I’m not going to ask you to do anything for me, other than keep my name out of it if you happen to get caught. In fact, the opposite is fucking true, I’m going to help you. I warned you about the Status check at the gate, didn’t I? Isn’t that a tad helpful?”

      “That could be a lie.”

      Dove snorted.

      “That’s the easiest thing in the world for you to confirm. Just watch me go through the gate and you’ll have all the confirmation you need. You’re locked out of town for the time being, kid, which means you’re going to need some assistance if you want to survive.”

      Without elaborating, the Mage stepped back and brought his hands together in front of his chest before he inhaled slowly, then snapped his eyes wide open as they flashed with magick. Words of Power rolled from Dove’s mouth as his hands flowed from one movement to another with the ease of a true practitioner. Tryon could recognize a few phrases here and there, but the bulk of the spell construction wasn’t familiar to him, exposing how little he knew of dimensional magic, which was the heart of summoning.

      In a relatively short time, just over a minute, Dove completed his spell and thrust his hands down to the ground in front of him. A portal took shape in seconds, a swirling vortex of blue energy that connected this world to another realm, and from it rose a huge clawed paw that smashed into the dirt before it flexed, enormous muscles bunching as the creature pulled itself through.

      Tyron’s heart was hammering in his chest as a massive wolf head appeared, followed by the rest of its body. Easily the size of a horse, this creature would be able to rip him to shreds in seconds, no matter what he tried.

      “A star wolf,” he murmured.

      “You recognize it?” Dove sounded pleased as he raised a hand and ran it through the beast’s fur. “Was an absolute fucking nightmare trying to contract this bastard, but I managed it in the end. Currently my best and strongest summon for combat. He’s going to follow you around for the next two days.”

      The young man stared at the intimidating creature for a long moment.

      “You want it to protect me?”

      “Bingo. Two days should be enough for you to get some minions ready to go, enough to protect yourself at least. I’ll meet you back here then—make sure you hide the fucking zombies, obviously—and I’ll hit you up with some supplies to keep you going. I’m doing a lot for you here, kid, so don’t go psycho and burn down the kingdom or whatever, alright? Do some good, help some people, level up, piss off the Magisters, it’s all good. Try not to die and do your folks proud.”

      Dove threw out a quick thumbs up.

      “Now fuck off, I wasn’t joking about that brothel.”

      He moved to turn around and then froze and turned back.

      “One other thing. I don’t want to know how, or why, or any of that shit. I just want to know, was it you who cast the ritual in town? The abyssal summoning?”

      There was a short pause before Tyron nodded. Dove stared at him for a moment.

      “Fucking hell,” he swore and turned around, shaking his head as he went. “That’s just… fucking… great.”

      Tyron watched him go, scarce believing he was safe, then turned to look at the wolf, who stared back at him with barely concealed impatience and a hint of hunger. If it was going to eat him, there was absolutely nothing he could do about it, so he disregarded the creature and tailed the Summoner from a distance, confirming for himself the ritual he was required to perform just inside the gate.

      It was a massive blow. Perhaps the measure would be lifted in a week? It would be difficult for him to survive outside the walls much longer than that, even with the support of someone inside. This wasn’t just any wild country—he was on the edges of the broken lands, and there were monsters everywhere. The star wolf had padded along behind him and now sat on its haunches, its tongue hanging out as it breathed, that same contempt in its eyes. He would have to depend on it for the next two days, as long as Dove kept his word; the creature would protect him until he had the ability to protect himself.

      He was tired, sore, hungry, and in desperate need of a bath, but he wouldn’t be getting rest any time soon. He stood with a sigh. There wasn’t any point complaining about it, his parents had suffered through far worse on their rise. Determined, he turned and began to stride back toward the rift. He had a variety of locations marked where he could find remains. He’d originally planned on coming back out to retrieve them anyway, this just pushed his timetable forward.

      “Come on then, Tyron,” he muttered to himself, “time to do some magick.”

      Though he wasn’t aware of it, the light in his eyes burned bright as he strode back toward danger.

      Any reservations Tyron had about the star wolf Dove had lent him faded after the first hour. In that time, he was found by roving packs of rift-kin not once, but twice, and each time, the vicious summon had ripped them apart in short order. He wasn’t keen to get close enough to check, but judging by eye alone, he’d come to the conclusion that the wolf’s fangs were longer than his leg was thick, even at the thigh. He’d managed to recover a few cores at least, putting his Butchery skills to good use. If he were ever allowed back into Woodsedge, they’d sell for a good price. Perhaps he could get Dove to sell them for him? He dismissed the thought. The Summoner had been true to his word so far, but that didn’t mean Tyron was about to hand over his money.

      The frequency of the attacks had shocked him at first. When he reflected on it, he felt he’d been underestimating just how much work Aryll and Rogil had done for the team while they were out, avoiding groups they didn’t want to fight and keeping the team safe. He had no such protection and would have to blunder through as best he could.

      I’ll leave the heavy lifting to my undead army, he wryly thought to himself.

      Dreams of a legion of undead servants felt a long way off when he didn’t have so much as a single minion to his name, nor even a finger bone to work on. Soon he would fix that. After another hour, he came to the first location he had marked on his map with only one more stop along the way. This was the furthest site from the rifts he’d found, and hopefully it would provide enough for him to raise a minion, or at least get close. 

      It took longer than he wanted to get the exact location—his map wasn’t nearly as precise as he would have liked—but eventually he found it. The dried brush crunched under his shoes as he approached the tree, looking down on the two skeletons huddled together at the base, vines and moss creeping through the gaps between bones. He didn’t know the story behind these two, couldn’t guess why or how they’d come to be here, together at the time of their death, but it didn’t matter to him, and he pushed such concerns from his mind. He had a limited amount of time to work with and he couldn’t afford to waste it.

      “Study, document, gather, and move on,” he told himself as he squatted down beside the bones. “Keep an eye out, please?” he asked the wolf, who studiously ignored him as it prowled impatiently among the trees.

      No harm in trying to be polite, he shrugged. Alright then, better try this.

      As he had the night he’d been on watch, he extended a tendril of magick toward the remains and began to attempt to saturate them, letting his own energy seep in. It was slow and taxing, but eventually he felt the same response as before, the dark tinged force that pushed back at him. In fact, it felt stronger here, and he leaned closer to see if he could find out why.

      Not that getting closer did anything to help, since he was sensing through his magick, but he did it anyway. He frowned. The more he concentrated, the more he felt the energy within the bones was … active. As if it were moving, or resonating, but on such a small scale as to be almost impossible to detect. He withdrew his probe and instead pushed it toward the other set of remains. After five minutes of careful application of energy, he found the same phenomenon, but the movement seemed to be in a different direction.

      He puzzled over it in his head before realization came and he palmed his face in exasperation. The two sets of remains were sharing energy with each other. Of course the movement would feel different, it was going in opposite directions. The amount was so minute he never would have felt it if not for his Unseen-granted affinity for Death Magick, which this energy had to be.

      This most likely explained how natural undead occurred. In a place with enough death, enough remains, and sufficient magick, the energy would be shared among the corpses, magnifying over time until it became sufficiently saturated that the bodies rose of their own accord, fueled by the death energy they contained. Such creatures were almost always bound to the location where they were created, since they had no other source of magick to draw on, unlike his own minions, who he sustained with his own reserves.

      But that also posed certain questions. Since it was possible for undead to share magick between each other, would it be possible for him to create the same feedback loop in his own minions? Or perhaps devise a way for them to draw on energy in the environment when it was available? Come to think of it, if he were to simply provide a set of bones sufficient Death Magick, would he be able to then perform a much simpler version of Raise Dead, since he would only need to create the conduit and mind construct, rather than fuel the process from the beginning?

       

      Too many questions he didn’t have answers to and didn’t have time to learn. He shook his head in frustration. Having to use shortcuts and half-baked methods rubbed him the wrong way, but he had no choice at the moment. He bit back his negative feelings and started to go over both skeletons. He needed to know which bones were here and which were missing before he could pack them away. By the time he set up camp for the night he wanted at least one full set he could raise for the second day.
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            RAISE DEAD

          

        

      

    

    
      The cave barely deserved the name, only thirt feet deep from the narrow entrance, but it provided the space he needed for his work sheltered from the environment. Luckily he’d caught a glimpse of the entrance behind a split boulder as he was walking past. The star wolf pointedly refused to enter first no matter how it was cajoled, so Tyron crept in, a magick bolt held at the ready just in case, but the inside was surprisingly roomy and blessedly free from rift-kin. A few light spells later and he had a dark, damp hole in the ground he could use for his work.

      I suppose it’s fitting, in a way.

      Necromancers were probably forced to operate in these sorts of conditions whenever they popped up. Even so, this was still a downgrade from his first workspace.

      Which was a tomb.

      How is it even possible to downgrade from a tomb? Yet he’d managed it somehow. With a weary sigh he slung his pack off his shoulders and slumped onto the uneven floor. With a groan he tried to rub some life back into his legs without success before he drank what little remained of his water and chewed on some preserved meat. It’d taken the better part of the remaining sunlight to gather the materials he needed and store them here. The tension from traveling under constant threat of attack, his fear of discovery by a Slayer team, his existing fatigue from being on patrol, had all built up to the point his chest felt constricted from the stress. Even worse was the physical fatigue. Once again he thanked the Unseen for the constitution he gained from both the Necromancer and Anathema Classes. Without it he’d have collapsed days ago.

      No rest for the wicked, as Father would say. Better get back to it.

      Muscles creaked as he crawled over to his pack and removed the last few bones he needed. With great care, he carried them to the only flat section within this hollow, where two skeletons had been laid out side by side. The two sets of remains had been the closest to complete he could find while staying as far as possible from the rifts. It was frustrating that he still didn’t have an accurate picture of the exact bones and their placement in the human body, which was a glaring lapse he had to correct as soon as possible. No matter how good he became at Bone Stitching or casting Raise Dead, his minions would still perform poorly if they were missing parts they needed to move properly.

      It grated on him immensely that he was still so poor at his craft. He had sacrificed everything for it—he had to be as close to perfect as possible, otherwise he would fail. The standards his parents had reached were impossibly high, but if he didn’t aim to climb that high, then he might as well surrender himself now and not go through all this pain.

      In the dim light of the cave, Tyron grit his teeth and placed the bones as best he could before straightening and examining his work. As far as he could tell, the skeletons were complete, but he couldn’t be sure. No matter what he wanted, things weren’t going to get better than this, so he leaned forward once more, his fingers flexing as ghostly strings of magick began to dangle from his fingertips.

      It was painstaking work, and Tyron was forced to take regular breaks to massage his fingers and refocus his mind. It took him six hours to complete it, and by the end he was filled with mixed emotions. The quality of the threads may have improved since last time, but his condition was so poor he felt the work wasn’t up to standard. He had the skills and the levels now to produce a much finer result, but he was so pressed for time. He bit his lip hard before he was finally able to push his emotions down. This wasn’t the time—he needed a cool head if he was going to succeed. He had a golden opportunity in front of him, and if he squandered it there likely wouldn’t be another.

      It was close to the middle of the night by this time, so he wrapped his cloak around himself and grabbed his pack for use as a pillow. The stone floor was uncomfortable to say the least, and despite his shattering fatigue, he couldn’t sleep knowing the rift-kin roamed outside of the cave, even if he had the star wolf watching over him.

      As usual, he was forced to cast magick on himself to rest, even if only for a few hours.

      It was still before dawn when he woke, and despite the protests of his muscles or the pounding in his head, he pushed himself to standing with an eager smile on his face.

      “Time for magick. Time for minions,” he chuckled to himself before he stumbled and caught himself on the uneven floor.

      He had a new series of aches and pains where stones had jabbed into his sides and hip as he slept, but he did his best to ignore them as he rummaged in his pack for his notebook. He conjured a few fresh globes of light and began to flick through the diagrams, invocation patterns, and various theories he’d scratched across the pages. His eyes took it all in before he snapped the volume shut and carefully returned it to his pack. It was time.

      He strode forward with confidence and stood at the head of the first skeleton. He paused, took a breath, and then raised his hands before he began to speak.

      He wished he had more time. He wished he could have conducted more research on how to infuse the bones with magick, or investigated the strange resonance they exhibited, but he couldn’t. He only had another day before Dove’s summon would vanish and he would be left on his own. In order to protect himself from that point on, he had to have minions!

      The words rang from his mouth as his hands moved in broad gestures. He hadn’t been wasting his time as he waited on the side of Victory Road—he’d spent every quiet moment thinking of only one thing, Raise Dead. His signature magick, his golden ticket. He had to make every improvement he possibly could.

      For an hour he cast without pause, straining every bit of arcane energy within himself and pouring all of it into the bones on the cave floor in front of him until finally the spell was complete. A dark purple light grew within the hollow eyes of the skull, and once again he felt that tenuous connection form between himself and another entity, servant to his will.

      “Finally,” he wearily sighed, a slight smile edging the corners of his mouth.

      He paused to catch his breath and stretch before he pulled out a piece of Mage candy and popped it in his mouth. He was running low on the precious stuff and couldn’t afford to replace what little he had, but he needed to squeeze as much work into the next day as he possibly could. He sat and rested for ten minutes before he began the second cast, utilizing all of his focus and magick to perform Raise Dead once more, the glittering form of the star wolf watching with unblinking eyes from the side.

      When the cast was complete, Tyron collapsed to his knees, drained of all his reserves. He drew ragged breaths into his dry and burning throat, allowing the now-empty chunk of arcane crystal to fall from his mouth to the cave floor. He extended a shaking hand and gathered it up. No need to leave any evidence of his presence if he didn’t have to.

      When he could, he pushed himself back to his feet, gathered his pack, and slung it back over his shoulder, staggering under the weight of it.

      I’m a mess.

      His eyes were raw from lack of sleep, his hands trembled, and he rasped with every breath. He really was scraping against his limits, but it would ultimately be worth it.

      “Rise,” he said.

      There was no need to say it out loud, the minions would respond to mental commands through the link they shared, but he felt compelled to speak. The light in the eyes of the undead ignited as they drew on his magick, the bones pulling themselves together and moving with eerie silence. With slow, deliberate movements, Tyron drew his sword and passed it to the closest skeleton. The skeletal fingers closed around the hilt and he felt the drain on his reserves increase as it exerted strength to hold the blade aloft.

      “Time to head out, minions. I need to level up.”

      Don’t talk to the minions, idiot. I’m way too tired.

      It was dangerous, but he needed to make the most of his time until the star wolf left him. By the end of the day, he hoped to have retrieved more remains and have fought enough rift-kin to level his Necromancer Class to five. Perhaps his first Class feat would give him a clearer path forward.

      The skeletons staggered out of the cave first and Tyron followed behind, the wolf emerging last of all. The strange group gathered themselves together and made their way out into the woods.
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        * * *

      

      Back in Woodsedge, Dove allowed the glow to fade from his eyes as he ceased to share the senses of his wolf. He let out his breath explosively as he slumped back in the bath. The kid was mad. Completely fucking mad.  Or perhaps he possessed a set of balls so large he didn’t need a chair, he just folded those bad boys back and plonked his backside on them. Actually, that raised a question: at what point did recklessly large nads just become insanity? Casting such complex ritual magick in that condition… Dove could only shake his head. Even in his wild and carefree youth, when he’d felt invincible, like nothing would ever harm him, he wouldn’t have tried it, not for a million gold imperials.

      Then again, his circumstances had never been as desperate as the kid’s.

      For the hundredth time he wondered if he’d done the right thing not reporting Tyron. Turning over the child of two heroes just because he wanted to keep the Class he was given seemed monstrous, but if Dove was honest with himself, it wasn’t anything strange. In fact, it happened all the time. Every year a swath of poor helpless saps would try to hold onto their forbidden Class and some would escape, but most wouldn’t. There were only two points that separated Tyron’s case from the masses—the Class he received and who his parents were. Realistically, what would happen if Dove turned him over?

      Having a Class burned out was supposed to be excruciatingly painful, not to mention leaving the individual crippled, unable to take a new main Class except in rare cases. There wouldn’t be anything like that for the kid, though. The first thing Dove had done on returning to town was check the warrant posted for his capture. No second chances for the son of the Steelarms, he was for the chop as soon as he was brought in. And what would those two do once their precious bouncing baby boy was executed by the people they’d protected all their lives?

      It wasn’t hard to guess.

      Everyone had heard about what they’d done in Foxbridge. Finding someone not gossiping about it was fucking impossible at the moment. When they found out who had turned the kid in, they’d burn the place to a fucking cinder, he had no doubt. As the only two top ranked Slayers in the entire province, there wasn’t a single soul who could stop them outside of the capital. By the time the brand brought them down they would have slaughtered an entire city. If someone wanted to turn the kid in, they better spend that reward money as fast as possible—they wouldn’t have long to enjoy it.

      Which was probably the whole point of their display in Foxbridge. They wanted everyone to know what would happen if they went against their son. The thought of going against the brand to that extent made Dove shrivel to nothing. The pain it gave him was soul crushing when he brushed against the vows, but if he outright violated them? He literally couldn’t imagine how bad it would be.

      “Monsters,” he muttered to himself.

      Swearing softly, then loudly to himself, he pulled himself out of the bath and started to dry himself. No matter how twisted this was, something just didn’t add up right. How the hell had Tyron ended up getting such a rare and dangerous Class? There were rumors that the process of Awakening could be influenced through the crystals, but Dove had always considered that to be conspiracy theory bullshit, but now he had reason to pause. If it were true… the implications would be absolutely boggling.

      It would almost make sense though, another aspect of control the Magisters could level against the population.

      But if it were true, why would Tyron be targeted? Because of his parents? That didn’t make sense either—they’d done more in the war against the rifts than anyone. Dove paused for a second. Yes, literally fucking anyone, when he thought about it. Most Slayers who reached their level of power retired to palaces and only came out in emergencies, living lives of luxury, unlike the Steelarms, who just kept ripping through rifts with barely a day off. The number of Slayers who owed their lives to a last-second rescue from those two was in the thousands.

      The skinny Summoner shook himself like a dog.

      “I don’t fucking know!” he roared to nobody in particular before he started to get dressed with angry, jerking movements.

      Rather than some ridiculous conspiracy, it was more likely the kid was just a natural Necromancer and the Unseen had given him the Class best suited to him. The reborn god of fucking magick? After seeing the kid in action for himself, he had to admit he hadn’t been far off the mark. Considering his piss poor level and lack of stats, Dove couldn’t deny that Tyron was a natural Mage. His pronunciation was perfect, his control of diction, volume, and tempo flawless. That stuff was such a bitch to get right. He could remember the endless days and nights he’d spent reading the Words of Power out loud, getting clobbered over the head every time he tripped over a syllable. And the kid was self-taught? Absolute bullshit.

      Being born with that kind of talent was unfair.

      Not to mention the focus and concentration required to cast in that condition. Absolute fucking bullshit.

      “Monster,” he muttered to himself, then he laughed out loud.

      Tyron was just a little baby monster right now, but if he managed to raise his Class over the level twenty threshold and advance it, then something truly incredible might be born. If that happened… who knew what the response would be from the higher ups? It’d be like dropping a fire stone into a pot of stew.

      Dove loved stirring the pot.

      Fully dressed, he rushed out of the bathroom and past a surprised maid before he barrelled into the common room and out into the street. He’d told the kid he’d give him a supply drop and so that was exactly what he was going to do. Food, water, Mage candy, fresh paper, camping gear, outdoor gear, all the finest quality available in town. He even yoinked a few supplies from the Slayer Keep, just for the irony. By the time he was done he’d amassed a small mountain of gear and spent half his savings, which frankly he didn’t give a shit about.

      Saving was for the future, and people with a future were fucking cowards.

      He was immensely pleased with himself as he looked down at the neatly tied packages he’d stacked in a pile in the common room of his team’s suite.

      “Dove,” Rogil asked from the doorway of his room, a resigned look on his face. “What in the hell are you up to now?”

      Dove grinned.

      “Being a pain in someone’s ass,” he declared proudly.

      Rogil grunted.

      “Same as every other day then.”

      “You fucking know it.”
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        * * *

      

      Out near the rifts, Tyron dragged himself through the narrow cave entrance before he collapsed on the other side, panting. It was a miracle he hadn’t been seen, and frankly, it had been the height of idiocy to go roaming around with a pair of skeletons on his heels. However, he’d succeeded, somehow. He shrugged off his pack and fell backward as his two minions silently stalked in behind him, followed by the star wolf. The two skeletons were both somewhat banged up, bones cracked, some completely split, and there was nothing he could do for them. He’d managed to secure enough remains to produce another two skeletons, hopefully, as well as scavenge some rusted weapons they could hopefully use to some effect.

      He had almost six hours until he would need to leave and make his way back to meet up with Dove. Hopefully the Summoner would be true to his word—Tyron hadn’t managed to find anything to drink since he’d left the cave and his throat ached something fierce. He would need to drink and eat soon, but first he had to sleep. When he woke he could perform the Status ritual, and if the Gods were kind, raising his current minions and the fighting they’d done would be enough to push him to level five.

      Not that he could depend on the Gods right now…

      “Sleep,” Tyron muttered, and immediately his eyes fluttered shut as the spell took hold and dragged his consciousness away.
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            QUITE A FEAT

          

        

      

    

    
      When Tyron woke, he judged a little over four hours had passed by the shadows on the walls. He felt weary and filthy, yet still elated. He’d finally taken steps to advance his Class after such a long time. Raising minions and getting them to fight were the only ways he could progress, and doing either of those things had been incredibly difficult, as well as illegal. Where was he going to find the remains, he needed if he couldn’t access graveyards or travel safely? Where would he find monsters, he could have his minions fight?

      The easiest way would be to find an isolated village, raise a bunch of zombies, and sic them on the local farmhouses one by one, collecting fresh corpses along the way. Roaming around the far-flung areas of the province like a demon, annihilating every settlement he came across might be the fastest way to level up for a Necromancer, but Tyron couldn’t choose this method for obvious reasons. He wasn’t capable of such horrific acts for a start, and second, he hoped to one day prove he wasn’t only productive as a defender of humanity, but a powerful one who could be forgiven his Class for the service he provided.

      It would be more than a little difficult to receive such a pardon if he had thousands of deaths hanging over his head.

      He’d chosen the hard road, but it had paid off in the end, and he stretched out his aching body with a wry grin on his face. He couldn’t wait to begin the Status ritual but forced himself to be patient. He finished stretching, ate some food, and checked on the area outside the cave before he sat and calmed his mind.

      Only then did he feel ready to engage the ritual and make the life-altering decisions it would most likely include.

      He carefully tore a fresh page from his book, cast an additional light spell to chase away the last of the shadows, then pricked the end of his thumb on the tip of his sword before he pressed the digit into the paper. As he muttered the words everyone had learned as a child, he felt the sickly feeling of blood flowing from the shallow wound to form the words that would make up his new Status.

      When he felt the flow of blood stop, he carefully lifted his thumb from the page before he wrapped it in his last clean cloth.

      Holy shit, I’m nervous.

      His hands were literally shaking as he took a slow breath, then leaned forward, eyes wide, as if trying to suck every word on the page into his retina at once.

      
        
        Events:

        Your attempts at stealth have increased proficiency.

        Dismembering remains has increased your proficiency. Butchery has reached level 3.

        Use of the Magick Bolt spell against a living creature has increased your proficiency. Magick Bolt has reached level 4.

        The study of the dead has increased your proficiency. Corpse Appraisal has reached level 2.

        Your creation of new undead has increased proficiency.

        Dominating the minds of those weaker has increased your proficiency. Suppress Mind has reached level 2.

        Use of the Bone Stitching technique has increased your proficiency. Bone Stitching has reached level 3.

        You have raised minions and they have fought on your behalf. Necromancer has reached level 5. You have received +2 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom, +1 Constitution, and +1 Manipulation. At this level you may choose a Class feat.

        Your dark patrons continue to watch with great interest. They urge you to continue to act, lest they grow bored and revoke their favor. The Abyss desires to hear your call.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 10)

      

      

      
        
        Class:

        Necromancer (Level 5)

        Sub-Classes:

        1. Anathema (Level 4)

        2. None

        3. None

      

      

      
        
        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

      

      

      
        
        Attributes:

        Strength: 12

        Dexterity: 11

        Constitution: 25

        Intelligence: 33

        Wisdom: 22

        Willpower: 21

        Charisma: 13

        Manipulation: 14

        Poise: 13

      

      

      
        
        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5) (Max)

        Handwriting (Level 4)

        Concentration (Level 4)

        Cooking (Level 1)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 1)

        Sneak (Level 3)

        Butchery (Level 3)

        Skill Selections Available: 1

      

        

      
        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 2)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 1)

        Death Magick (Level 1)

      

        

      
        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 4)

        Magick Bolt (Level 4)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 3)

        Bone Stitching (Level 3)

      

        

      
        Anathema Spells:

        Pierce the Veil (Level 3)

        Suppress Mind (Level 2)

      

        

      
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial) : INT +3, WIS +3

      

      

      There was so much for him to unpack. He’d been busy since his last Status ritual, and it showed in his gains. Butchery had leveled up, Magick Bolt had leveled up—even Corpse Appraisal, which showed he was finally on the right track with one of his key skills. It was unfortunate he hadn’t done enough to level Raise Dead, but a level in Necromancer more than made up for it. Level five! He’d finally reached the first milestone!

      Filled with eagerness, he dropped his eyes down the page.

      
        
        Necromancer level 5. Choose one of the following:

        Low Light Vision - Increase the ability to see in poor light conditions.

        Death Sense - Sense the presence of nearby Death Magick.

        Grave Cloak - Hide more easily in dark environments.

        Magick Battery I - Increase the natural capacity for magick.

        Skilled I - Choose two general skills to increase the maximum level from five to ten.

        Class Focus I - Choose an additional Necromancer spell or skill.

        Efficient Minions I - Allow your minions to require less magick to move.

        Death Eater - Consume Death Magick.

        Skeleton Focus I - Improve the quality of raised skeletons.

        Zombie Focus I - Improve the quality of raised zombies.

      

      

      Tyron let his gaze run through the options several times before he sat back, chewing on his lip. As expected, there was a mix of generic, low-level choices that most base Classes had access to. Skilled I led to Skilled II, the two choices allowing someone to essentially convert general skills into Class skills, increasing their maximum level from five to ten. This was crucial for some Classes that synergized well with certain general skills, but he didn’t think it would be useful for him. What would he even choose? Butchery? It was useful to have, certainly, but he didn’t need it at level ten for it to serve his purposes.

      Low Light Vision wasn’t an uncommon choice—the utility of being able to see in dim light was immense, and Tyron was sorely tempted to take it. It would work well with his Night Owl racial feat and help him avoid detection by roaming at night. Also it sometimes led to the much more rare Night Vision, which would allow him to see in even darker conditions, at which point he could possibly become nocturnal.

      The only thing holding him back was that he knew for a fact there were spells which could produce the same effect, though they were difficult to master. Mages who were willing to put in the time and effort could get a similar effect to the feat, essentially for free. Tyron had little time to spare, but he was loath to weaken himself for convenience.

      Death Sense would allow him to sense nearby Death Magick. It took Tyron a few seconds of thinking to realize that meant he would be able to find any nearby remains, since they accumulated Death Magick naturally. This would make hunting for bones easier, though he wasn’t certain it was necessary. How far away would he be able to sense them from? The amount of Death Magick in bones was miniscule: the value of this feat would greatly change based on the fidelity of the sense he gained from it.

      Grave Cloak had plenty of utility in the short term. Being able to hide while conducting his business at night was important—he didn’t want to be found while digging around for possible minions. He was hesitant to select this option, however. In the short term it might help him stay hidden, but in the long term? Also, it did nothing for his minions, which were the key focus of the Necromancer Class. Not getting caught was great, but in the future he hoped to be powerful enough that he wouldn’t need to be skulking about. In the event that the need for him to be personally sneaking everywhere was gone, the feat would become a dead selection, something he could ill afford.

      Death Eater was another choice he had mixed feelings about, mainly because the Unseen never saw the need to provide details. Consuming Death Magick meant what, exactly? Would he be able to absorb it and convert it into his own natural magick? Wasn’t he trying to insert Death Magick into things, not the other way around? Or perhaps removing it created less tainted undead? If he were operating in an area with abundant Death Magick, a graveyard or battlefield, then perhaps this would allow him to replenish his magick rapidly and cast his spells quickly.

      Tyron grit his teeth.

      He would literally kill someone, raise them from the dead, and kill them again to get his hands on a Necromancer Class guidebook! Well, perhaps not literally, but he felt his lack of knowledge keenly. Regular Classes like Swordsman were so well studied that Rufus could map out his build from level one to sixty without coming across a choice he hadn’t read about. Only from that point on would he enter territory where knowledge was more restricted. For Tyron, he had no clue what was coming next, what the requirements for Class advancement were, or even how many feats existed in a series.

      Skeleton Focus I was a perfect example. It improved the quality of skeletons? How? Were they faster? Tougher? Did it affect their minds? Harden their bones? Increase their coordination? And if he were to choose Skeleton Focus I, there would obviously be a Skeleton Focus II, but was there a third? Or fourth?

      He would only get four feat choices in his current Class, one every five levels until he reached level twenty and chose his new Class, so he couldn’t afford to waste any of them. If Skeleton Focus went all the way to four, he might take all of them, only to find he’d moved onto a different set of more powerful minions after advancing his Class. What those minions might be, he had no clue. He knew other types of undead existed, of course, but whether or not he would be able to create them, or at what stage of his advancement he would be able to create them, he simply didn’t know.

      Magick Battery I combined with Efficient Minions I made a tempting combination. If he used his four choices to improve both of them to the second stage, then he would most likely be able to support far more minions than he currently could. His concern was that he might be able to produce a similar efficiency gain by improving the Raise Dead spell, and his inflated intelligence meant he was packing more magick than he reasonably should at level five already.

      Having more minions would always be a good thing, but Tyron felt it might be better to take quality from his feats and look for other ways to increase quantity.

      At least Zombie Focus I was easy to rule out, along with Class Focus I. Right now he didn’t have any tempting choices to make in his Necromancer Class. That would likely change by the time he reached level twenty, but for now he could safely disregard it.

      He sat back, folded his arms across his chest, and began to think.

      He had to consider what he knew about Classes and their progression. There were almost always clear pathways that lead to differing advancement paths for every Class, ways to synergistically choose abilities and feats that would lead to a logical progression. Looking at the feats, he could see certain builds becoming apparent. Grave Cloak and Low Light Vision would obviously work together hand in glove to create a stealthy Necromancer who could operate well in the dark, especially if Night Vision opened up further down the line.

      The Efficient Minions and Magick Battery combo was a clear roadmap to some kind of horde setup, which would likely have its own Class advancement. At least, that was how these things usually went.

      The other paths he spied was one of skeleton or zombie specialization. Efficient minions combined with either a skeleton or zombie focus would likely lead to a Class advancement that focused on one of those two types of minions. Tyron was in two minds as he considered this—well, as he considered skeleton focus. It could be a mistake to specialize in a type of minion that may one day become obsolete. He knew other, more powerful undead existed—wights, specters, spirits, and mentions of other, unnamed terrors could be found in his parents’ bestiaries.

      But he wasn’t deterred from considering the possibility, for several reasons. Firstly, he needed more powerful minions: that would always be useful to him, now and in the future. As to his skeletons becoming redundant, he wasn’t sure that would ever be the case. The only historical record he had of a high-level Necromancer, one strong enough to control an entire army, still fielded thousands of skeletons in their ranks. He may rely on other types of undead to do the heavy lifting in the future, but he felt confident he would always have a place for skeletons.

      He also knew there was a huge amount of improvement left in his skeletons. Bone Stitching wasn’t close to reaching its maximum level at ten, and he was sure there were a myriad of things he could do when preparing the remains to produce a better minion. Even his Raise Dead spell wasn’t close to reaching its full potential—there were a number of areas he felt he could still improve his casting. His skeletons had a huge amount of growth potential even without this feat, but the bonus he received from it would be in addition to, rather than replacing, those gains.

      Never take a feat for something you can do yourself.

      The golden rule. Many feats were convenient, or helpful, but covered things that could be taken care of in other ways. Grave Cloak would help him hide, but he already had Sneak, and it would be possible for him to learn a spell in the future which might hide him just as well. Improving the quality of his minions though… he could and would do that himself, but the feat would make them even better.

      The more he considered it, the more he liked it. He felt it would be beneficial in the short term but not a wasted selection in the long term.

      With growing confidence, he placed his thumb next to Skeleton Focus I on the page, then ended the ritual.

      He braced himself. Gaining a feat was always an experience.
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        * * *

      

      Tyron awoke with a start and picked himself up slowly.

      “My damned back,” he muttered as he dusted himself off and took stock of himself.

      He didn’t feel that much different—a little fuzzy in the head, but that was normal for completing a Status ritual in which he leveled up, he was coming to find. As soon as he felt steady he hopped toward his two active minions and studied them minutely for any change. The two skeletons stood silently as their master shifted around them, leaning close to inspect every bone and passing his hands over them as he tried to sense the magick they contained within.

      “Nothing,” he groaned.

      He’d expected as much, but he was disappointed nonetheless. Perhaps these two minions would still prove to be improved in some way, but he doubted it. The most likely scenario was that his new feat would only apply to any minions he raised after he received it, the benefits being imbued during the creation process. Luckily, he had two sets of remains ready to go.

      Sorely tempted to start working on his next two minions immediately, Tyron stuffed his hands into his armpits as he mastered himself, lest he start threading the bones before he could help himself.

      “Let’s go see Dove, then I can come back and get to work,” he ordered himself.

      With sheer force of will, he started packing his bag for the trip.

      Soon, he promised the two sets of bones laid out on the cave floor. Soon.
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      “What do you think?” Dove grinned as he spread his arms wide over the mound of gear he’d piled onto a rickety sled.

      The kid looked askance at him before he glanced back down at all the loot.

      “It seems like… a lot?” Tyron said.

      “Is that all the gratitude I get? You shit. I was all over town getting this stuff together! Come over here and let’s see if it fits.”

      Tyron was hesitant to approach, mainly due to his surprise at what the Summoner had done more than anything else. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected from this meeting. Betrayal, most likely, but instead he found Dove sitting atop a pile of camping gear and preserved food, waving enthusiastically the moment he’d drawn near.

      As the Necromancer walked closer, the wiry Mage paid his lack of gratitude no mind as he bustled from one pack to the next, whipping out the new boots he’d ordered, along with the cloak and a few changes of clothes.

      “You want me to try those on now?” the kid asked.

      “Don’t be fucking daft, kid!” Dove exclaimed, “I don’t want you to whip your balls out in the middle of the damned forest and get changed. The watch would see your nads through the trees for one thing. Just hold ‘em up and we can eyeball the size. Doesn’t matter if it’s too big, but anything too small is going to chafe something awful, not an issue that you of all people can deal with right now.”

      Still bemused, Tyron stood still as Dove passed him item after item and he held them against himself while the Summoner clucked about the fit.

      “Good enough,” was the final judgement, and Dove nodded, pleased with himself.

      A soft whine came from behind him.

      “Yes, yes, you’ve been a good boy,” he turned and embraced the head of the star wolf as the normally dignified creature reveled in its Summoner’s attention for a brief moment. “Well done you big fluffy bastard,” he cooed, “now go on home to the astral and have a nap. I won’t make you hide in caves with stinky bones again, okay?”

      Tyron sniffed. His skeletons did not stink. They were entirely fleshless! How could they stink?

      With a simple wave of his hand and a few muttered words, Dove undid the binding that held his wolf onto the mundane plane, releasing it back to its home in the astral, and turned back to the kid.

      “Can’t do that with a heap of bones, now can you?” he smirked.

      “I wouldn’t know,” Tyron sighed, not rising to the petty bait, “I have no idea what sort of spells or feats are available to this Class, or how it will advance. For all I know, summoning skeletons from other planes of reality is more than possible.”

      The Summoner raised a hand, paused, then thought for a moment before he replied.

      “You know you might be onto something there. Given that the Class is forbidden, there’s no such thing as documentation, but there are a few historical records that talk about powerful Necromancers.”

      “Like Arihnan the Black?”

      Dove snapped his fingers.

      “That’s the prick. He had all sorts of shit going on. Razed a few cities, nasty stuff. You can thank him for your poor relationship with the law. You should see what you can dig up on him and use that as a reference. You can learn a ton from historical references if you put your head to it.”

      “But aren’t there places where Necromancy isn’t forbidden?” Tyron asked, a little desperate. “Surely they have texts and guides for anyone with the Class?”

      “No shot,” Dove shook his head, “the Magisters are paranoid fuckers. They’ll ice any material that comes into the empire along with the people who brought it in.”

      “Then maybe I can go to them? Travel outside the empire?”

      “It’s not going to happen, kid, you’ve got to let it go. To leave the empire you’d have to travel beyond the broken lands, and I’d give you a snowball’s chance in my undies that you’d make it through.”

      “In your undies?” Tyron muttered.

      “What? It gets hot in there.”

      Tyron tried to shake the sudden despondency that fell upon him. He’d almost resigned himself to having to figure everything out on his own, but the reality of it hadn’t quite set in. With the older and more experienced Mage all but confirming he was cut off from all sources of knowledge, he couldn’t help but feel a little defeated. The choices you made along your path would have huge consequences by the time you reached the end, to the point where most of the luminaries who reached their third advancement were the only ones to possess that particular Class in the empire.

      Dove noticed the hangdog expression on the lad’s face and quickly reassured him.

      “Look, don’t worry about it. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, and for the time being you have me for advice. Between the two of us we ought to be able to work out what to do. Now help me pack all this shit and swap your boots over, I might be able to get a couple of coins for those in town.”

      Grumbling to himself that hadn’t actually asked for any of this stuff, Tyron was secretly very grateful the scrawny Mage had gone so far out of his way to secure much needed supplies for him. The new boots were stiff but well made, as was the cloak and other items of clothing. Even better was the preserved food and fresh canteen of water Dove gave him. It was all he could do not to rip the top off and start downing the sweet liquid there and then.

      “There’s a purifying charm on the inside as well,” Dove boasted, “great for when you’re out in the wild and can’t be sure if a water source is pure. In a pinch you can piss in it and the charm will clean out the salt.”

      Tyron almost gagged before he turned a wide-eyed stare at the Slayer.

      “Hey, I’ve never done it!” Dove defended himself. “I’m just saying it’s possible!”

      All of the stuff together must have cost a fortune and Tyron was staggered by the generosity on display, to the point he found it difficult to trust it.

      “Why are you doing this?” he asked. “Really, why are you doing this? I’m a criminal, and so are you if anyone finds out what you’ve done.”

      The Mage stilled his hands and ceased stuffing a pack as he heard the seriousness in the lad’s tone. He stood tall and looked the young man in the eye as he answered him.

      “Tyron, I told you last time we spoke that things aren’t really what they seem when it comes to the Slayers and the work we do. To be honest, it isn’t that important you understand why I’m helping you, only that you trust me when I say I’m on your side. I could have turned you in any number of times. I could have been waiting here with marshals ready to grab you, collected my reward, and gone whistling on my merry way. That didn’t happen, and there’s only one reason why that could possibly ever be the case.”

      He looked at Tyron expectantly.

      “Because… you’re sincere?”

      “Exactly! I knew you weren’t a total loss. Speaking of which, I’ve seen you cast magick, kid. You’re a natural, if a bit stupid.”

      Not expecting to be insulted, Tyron stared for a moment before the indignation kindled in his chest.

      “Stupid?” He’d been called a lot of things, but stupid wasn’t one of them. “You watched me cast Raise Dead, right? I put that spell together with no assistance and you think I’m dumb?”

      He took a lot of pride in how well he’d been doing figuring out his new magick; to have his efforts looked down on didn’t sit well with him.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Dove grinned, “you’ve got talent. A fucking boat-load of talent. I don’t know how much help your mother gave you, but your foundation is rock solid. What I’m talking about is the risks you take. Casting a spell that complex in the condition you were in? You’re lucky it didn’t collapse and burn the magick out of you.”

      “I know the risks,” he snapped. “In case you didn’t notice, my situation doesn’t really allow me to take my time.”

      “Hey, there’s being in a hurry, then there’s drawing magick circles in dust. One is understandable, the other is begging to have your brain pop.”

      Some of the fire in Tyron guttered out as he absorbed this very valid criticism.

      “I was… on a bit of a clock at that time. I didn’t have access to the resources I wanted.”

      Dove held up a hand.

      “I get it, and I don’t want to know the how or why of you getting your hands on a spell like that or feeling compelled to actually cast it. If you want my advice, I would never perform that ritual again, but if you had to, I’d be taking much more rigorous preparation, right? At the very least a basic ritual focus for fucks sake.”

      A ritual focus would be helpful—it could help him cast Raise Dead even.

      “By any chance…” he started to ask.

      The skinny Summoner wordlessly pulled a palm-sized object wrapped in cloth from within his robe and held it out.

      With hesitation, Tyron reached out and took it.

      “Thank you,” he said softly. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

      “You better,” Dove scoffed, “I’m the fucking best.”

      After he promised to return in another two days, Tyron left, collected his two skeletal minions, and made his careful way back to the cave, pulling the small sled covered in supplies with him. He had a lot of thoughts in his head and not enough time to process them all. Dove had proven to be everything he’d claimed he would be—an ally, a valuable source of materials from Woodsedge when he himself couldn’t access the town, and a source of advice. Considering his position, it was more than Tyron could possibly have hoped for. If he’d been discovered by someone else…

      He shuddered.

      The thought of being handed over to his own parents for execution was enough to have him shaking in disgust and fear whenever he tried to sleep. Right now it was only one scrawny, foul-mouthed Summoner who was helping him avoid that fate. It was hard to trust, given his circumstances, but Dove had earned at least some faith from him.

      He thought back to the warning he’d received from the other Mage before they parted ways.

      “Be careful out there. The rifts are acting up and nobody is sure why. To make things worse, the Keep is being restricted from sending out too many teams while they continue to lock down the town. It’s a shit show, and it’s going to get a lot more dangerous out near the broken lands than it is right now.”

      Moving his hiding place further away from the rifts over the next two days would probably be a good idea if things were going to be as bad as Dove had suggested. He knew from stories his mother and father had told him that activity within the rifts tended to fluctuate heavily as the magick waxed and waned in those worlds. In the worst-case scenario the rifts would stabilize and hordes of powerful rift-kin would flood through, finally able to escape from their dying realms. When that happened, the Slayers would deploy en masse to try and prevent widespread destruction. If they failed, the monsters would ravage the land past Foxbridge and halfway to the capital by the time they were repelled.

      Normally this would be the time his parents would receive a missive, a ro’klaw landing in their yard with a summons attached to its leg, and they would eagerly pack their bags and ride out of town to fight, leaving him behind.

      Angrily, Tyron shoved these distracting thoughts from his head. He had shit to do, to borrow a phrase from Dove, and couldn’t afford to waste time worrying about anyone else. If the rifts were going to be more dangerous, then he had to be more careful, amass more higher quality minions, and take steps to keep himself safe.

      “Light.”

      Once inside the cave, he illuminated the space and began to shift his new possessions inside by the armful, since the sled was too wide to fit through the narrow entrance. Once he’d finished unloading it, he picked up the sled and carried it sideways through the gap, leaning it against the wall when he was through.

      He had a lot to do, categorizing everything he had been given, examining the ritual focus and working out how he would incorporate it into his casting, working on his spell theory, and numerous other concerns, but he couldn’t be bothered with any of them. Instead, his eyes turned greedily to the two sets of bones laid out on the floor.

      Time to study.

      With a spring in his step he didn’t consciously sense, he moved toward the remains and sat at the feet of his soon-to-be minions. He could get started on the threading right now if he wanted to, but there was so much he needed to learn before he began that step. His two Primary Class skills, Corpse Appraisal and Preparation, remained painfully low, and he knew he wouldn’t succeed if he didn’t find a way to fully utilize the two abilities. They were foundational after all, given to him at level one along with Raise Dead. It stood to reason they would be similarly important.

      He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, once more extending the magick he held within his body toward the bones in a messy, uncontrolled mass of arcane power. Without words or gestures to control and shape it, the magick acted like an invisible cloud of gas, directed only by his will. In terms of spellwork it was sloppy and wasteful—not really a spell at all by a classic definition—but Tyron didn’t know a spell for sensing in the way he was hoping to, and the Necromancer Class hadn’t seen fit to provide him with one.

      Which led him to believe he wouldn’t need to construct a proper spellform for what was needed, so he didn’t try.

      Instead, he began to feel his way across the bones using his formless power as his sensing implement, attempting to gain some insight into the remains any way he could. He was patient, despite the sweat that soon began to bead on his brow. It was slow going—the effort required to maintain and direct his “cloud” of arcane energy taxed his mind—but he persisted.

      He was getting feedback, of a sort. It was fuzzy and unclear, but he was able to sense things about the bones, however faintly. There were imperfections, cracks, bumps, and flaws riddled throughout just the exterior of the skeletons. He didn’t know if they would impact the quality of a minion or not, but they pained him nonetheless. What’s more, he had a vague sense of energy, of movement, but he wasn’t able to identify it.

      With a frown, he expelled more raw, unformed magick and added it to his primitive sensor, the added strain wearing on him even faster. He hoped a more dense cloud would allow him to “see” more clearly, and to his delight he was correct!

      Not only was there Death Magick contained within the bones themselves, but outside them as well. As he shifted and pressed his apparatus against the remains again and again, he began to gain a crude understanding of what was happening. Small imperfections, both physical and magickal, were allowing the accumulated death energy to escape, tiny amounts of power seeping into the air and being dispersed. Despite the loss, the amount of Death Magick within the bones was slowly increasing, but the rate was pitiful. When he shifted his attention to the second set of bones, he found the same issue.

      Another puzzle to solve.

      Tyron sat back with a heavy sigh and relaxed his mind, allowing the gathered magick to fade into nothing as he released control of it. That’d been hard, but at least he’d learned something. Exactly what he’d learned, or how it would apply to creating stronger minions, he wasn’t sure.

      His current understanding was that remains infused with sufficient Death Magick would rise on their own as undead outside the control of a Necromancer or any other individual. Such creatures were common enough to have their own entries in a bestiary of common monsters and were generally considered low threat. This posed Tyron with a question. If he were to find a way to seal these “leaks,” for want of a better phrase, and then find a way to increase the amount of magick within the bones, would the result be a better, stronger minion?

      Or would it be worse? Somehow independent of his control?

      He had no idea. But he did have a way to find out.

      First he would need a way to infuse arcane energy into the bones, then he would need to find a way to do it evenly throughout the entire skeleton, then he would need to somehow close over those miniscule gaps. It was going to be a challenge, to say the least.

      He leaned forward, a broad smile on his face.

      He’d best get started.
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      She awoke in a cold sweat, again.

      With a faint shake in her hand, Elsbeth wiped her hair back from her forehead and sat up. The same dream, every night. She gripped her shoulders, arms crossing in front of her chest as she took deep breaths until her shivering ceased.

      For a week, she’d seen the same thing whenever she closed her eyes. The Dark Forest, so heavy with age that the very air groaned under the weight of forbidden secrets, and the Messenger, a creature of shadow and guile who guided her through those woods each night. No matter how she struggled, or tried to protest, or flee, she couldn’t. That same blanket lay across her mind she’d experienced on her first visit and she had been powerless to resist it, wandering in a daze through the woods as the Messenger dripped honey in her ears with its sibilant voice.

      What do they want with me?

      She asked herself the same thing every morning and always arrived at the same conclusion. It wasn’t a secret after all—she had been told, over and over again, that they wanted her devotion. They wanted a Priestess.

      But who were they? She had never heard of these entities who invaded her dreams uninvited. And why did they want her? How did they even know who she was? Troubled in her heart, she rose and prepared herself for the day. Perhaps if she could ignore it long enough, it all would go away, the dreams would cease, and she could move on with her life.

      Downstairs, she found Worthy and Megan busy in the common room, setting tables and lighting the fire.

      “You’re opening the inn?” she asked, surprised.

      Megan looked up at her and smiled.

      “Yes. We felt we’d been lazy long enough.”

      “Wouldn’t want the regulars to abandon us,” Worthy chuckled as he wiped down the tables.

      “Let me help!” Elsbeth said as she jumped down the last few stairs, eager to be of assistance.

      The three set to the task with good cheer, and a positive air bloomed within the Steelarm Inn for the first time since she had been staying there. Soon enough, the room was ready, the food was bubbling in the pot, and Worthy had polished the bar to a mirror shine. With a broad grin on his face, Worthy threw open the door and let the cool morning air into the common room.

      No customers were waiting outside the door, hardly a surprise after they’d been closed for a week. In the lull, Elsbeth sat down to eat breakfast and talk.

      “Did you manage to talk to my father yesterday, Worthy?” she asked hopefully as she tucked into a plate of Megan’s porridge.

      Worthy paused mid-stride before he sighed and nodded.

      “Aye, lass, I did.”

      “And?” she asked nervously.

      “He’s a stubborn old bastard, your dad, no doubt about it. I tried to talk some sense into the man, but he refuses to see sense. I think this whole thing has been a shock to him and he’s trying to get control back the only way he knows how.”

      “As if he’s had it worse than I have,” she said bitterly.

      Worthy planted a huge, calloused hand on top of her golden head.

      “Don’t be too hard on him. His perfect daughter is suffering for the first time in his life and he doesn’t know what to do to make it right. He wants what’s best for you. Believe that, if nothing else.”

      She teared up and looked down at her bowl before she nodded and resumed eating. Her father would come around, he had to. She couldn’t imagine not being allowed back into her own family home. The thought of it terrified her. She wished she could go and talk to her mother, or her brothers, but she knew going home would only result in another fight.

      “I think I’ll go and visit the temple today,” she forced herself to smile and said cheerfully. “It would be nice to visit the Sisters and pray.”

      “Sure thing, lass. Take your time.”

      Despite his misgivings, he gave her one last pat on the head before he moved behind the bar, ready to greet any visitors who darkened his door. It didn’t take long: Elsbeth still hadn’t finished her meal before the first customer of the day poked his head cautiously through the entrance.

      “Oi, Worthy! You open today?”

      “Clyde, you old dog. Come in and let me get you a drink.”

      “Thank god. I’ve been dry all week.”

      In moments the two men were engaged in friendly banter and laughter rang out in the common room for the first time in seven days. Elsbeth smiled as she felt something in her heart lighten. Despite everything that had changed, it was wonderful for something as mundane as this to return to how it had been before the Awakening.

      She finished her breakfast in peace, thanked Meagan in the kitchen, and eyed the stew she was already preparing for lunch before washing up and making her way out the door.

      A subdued atmosphere still hung over Foxbridge—the shaken nerves of the townsfolk couldn’t be restored in seven short days after what Magnin and Beory had done. It was difficult to reconcile the friendly and outgoing adventurers she had known all her life with the two who had torn the Mayor’s farm asunder and cast such a pall of fear over everyone.

      Nobody had ever crossed Tyron before. Maybe now I know why.

      Her friend had made it easy to avoid stepping on his toes, being as quiet and studious as he’d been.

      She shied her thoughts away from considering the Steelarms. She had no intention of dwelling on Tyron or her dreams today—she simply wished to enter the temple and pray. In the back of her mind she’d been thinking of her Status all week and she intended to ask the Divines for guidance. She hadn’t performed the Status ritual since the Awakening, as she knew she would be required to choose a Divine to serve when she did. To register her class, the town Scribe had needed to do a reading.

      The streets were quiet as she made her way through the center of town.

      “Good morning, Elsbeth,” she heard a voice call.

      She turned to see Mr. Patterson heave a board full of fresh loaves onto the outside display as he groaned with the effort.

      “Good morning. When did you decide to open up again?”

      The old man shrugged his shoulders as he brushed excess flour from his hands.

      “Can’t keep the place shut forever, now can I? People need bread. At least, I hope they do!”

      She smiled at him and he gave her a wink.

      “Looks like the town isn’t going to get knocked down any time soon, so we might as well get back to it. We’re supposed to be frontier folk out here, aren’t we? We shouldn’t scare so easy.”

      “You’ve been shut for a week,” she reminded him gently.

      The Baker waggled his eyebrows at her.

      “I didn’t exclude myself! I need to harden up too! Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got more bread to put out.”

      She walked away with a little more spring in her step until she rounded the corner and beheld the temple, her feet suddenly frozen in place.

      Don’t think about it.

      “Don’t think about it, Elsbeth,” she said out loud.

      She decisively pushed aside all memory of her previous visit and stepped forward, walking inside the low stone wall that surrounded the temple and through the open double doors. A sister stood at the entrance and Elsbeth didn’t glance at her as she walked past, instead choosing to keep her gaze focused forward. She wasn’t here for the Sisters who had rejected her.

      She was here for the Gods.

      Inside the central chamber she immediately felt at peace. The cool stone floor, the columns that supported the vaulted roof high overhead, the five statues depicting the Five Divines, each with their own candlelit altar. She had spent so much time here, assisting in the day to day running of the temple, preparing for festivals, tending to those in need. She’d felt she could have lived her whole life here.

      In the center of the far wall, in a place of pride and looking out over the chamber with imperious serenity, stood Selene, her altar dominating the space, as was only fitting since this temple was dedicated to her. Elsbeth steeled her nerves and looked up at the statue, meeting the Goddess’ gaze.

      Depicted as a flawless beauty, the Goddess wore a long gown that flowed over her form, a flame cupped in her left hand, a wreath in the other.

      In the past Elsbeth had always felt a sense of wonder and warmth come over her as she prayed under the visage of Selene, had always felt that the divinity supported her with a strong hand on her shoulder. That feeling was gone now. She felt nothing but cold.

      “She doesn’t want you.”

      Elsbeth schooled herself and managed to not flinch away.

      “I’m aware of that,” she replied without turning.

      “Then why are you here?” she didn’t need to see the face of Sister Kiria to picture her sneer. What hurt the most was the sheer venom the woman packed into that short sentence.

      “Is the temple closed to those who seek the wisdom of the Divines?”

      “…no.”

      She almost rolled her eyes before she turned and faced the sister. Kiria drew back, as if surprised that Elsbeth would dare look her in the eye, her eyes widening, though the curl of her lip didn’t diminish at all.

      “Am I allowed to come and pray, or would you rather I leave?”

      It was clear which of them she would prefer, but Kiria didn’t rise to the bait.

      “Things are different now you’re not Mother’s little pet, right? You can’t go swanning around as if you’re better than us now.”

      Elsbeth stared at her.

      “Better than you? I wanted to be one of you,” she said, flabbergasted. “All I ever wanted was to join this temple.”

      “One of us? Rule over us, more like. You’d fancied yourself the next Mother, don’t even bother trying to deny it. Everyone knew.”

      To emphasize her point she stretched out a finger and poked Elsbeth on the chest.

      “You must have been so pleased when you awakened as a Priestess, not a humble Sister like us.”

      “I was.”

      “Would have worked out for you too, if only you’d have managed to keep your legs shut,” the Sister hissed.

      Elsbeth closed her eyes and tried to stop the tears from welling in her eyes. To think that this place had changed so much. Or perhaps it had always been like this, and she’d simply never seen it, the jealousy and ill-will hidden from view so an unawakened child wouldn’t be exposed.

      When she looked again she could see the glint of triumph in the older woman’s eyes. The Sister knew she’d hurt her and was pleased.

      “I remember when Dalroy, the farm boy, broke his leg during calving season. Do you? He was only nine, red-faced and bawling. It wasn’t even the pain that bothered him the most but the fear I think. Maybe it was the sight of the blood, or maybe it was the first time he’d ever experienced something like it, but he was so afraid.”

      Elsbeth looked Kiria in the eye as she continued to speak.

      “You sat with him the entire time he was here. You soothed him, helped take away his pain and let him cry on your shoulder until he finally fell asleep, hours later. Do you remember that?”

      The Sister frowned.

      “I do.”

      “You were so sympathetic, you couldn’t stand to see that little boy in pain and did everything you could to help it go away. So why…”

      She stepped forward, glaring through glistening eyes at the other woman.

      “… the fuck are you getting so much joy out of my pain?”

      Kiria recoiled and spluttered, but Elsbeth didn’t give her a chance to reply.

      “And if you care to, you might remember who else sat with Dalroy that day, who was inspired by your devotion and hoped they might grow up to be just like you one day. If any speck of the Kiria I looked up to remains in you, then go away. Go away, and let me pray.”

      Despite her best efforts, her voice broke at the end, and the tears she had tried to hold onto finally spilled over and began to run down her cheeks, but she refused to wipe them away. Instead, she glared at her once-friend until Kiria looked away, uncomfortable.

      After a long pause, the Sister spoke again.

      “Just say your prayers and go.”

      So saying, she turned and walked away, leaving Elsbeth to wipe her cheeks and collect herself before she walked to the nearest shrine and prepared to pray. She did her best to put the confrontation behind her—she had come for a purpose, and nothing could distract from that.

      The shrine to Tel’anan was the closest, and she knelt to pay her respects to the fallen God of magick. Like most places of worship dedicated to him, the statue atop the plinth showed him weeping, his eyes closed and a void in his chest where his heart would be. She felt nothing as she clasped her hands and opened her mind to the presence of the God—Tel’anan was no longer there to comfort the faithful who came to him, but she still tried out of respect.

      To the right of the dead God’s shrine stood that of Orthriss, the steadfast defender and guardian of civilization. His statue showed him as a hearty and powerful warrior, an enormous tower shield held in front with his broadsword across his back.

      Orthriss was considered a kind god, one who valued strength of mind just as much as strength of arm, though a fierce warrior when called on. He was the deity most followed by Priests who fought and served among Slayers, battling the rifts to protect the people. She wasn’t confident she would ever be a warrior, but perhaps Orthriss would find use of her service?

      Heart beating with anticipation, she approached the shrine and knelt, opening herself to the will of Orthriss.

      But she felt… nothing.

      She frowned for a moment before she closed her eyes and concentrated as she’d learned to as a youth, focusing on the will of the Divine so she might sense their presence. Except it wasn’t there. She tried again. Then again. Nothing.

      Perhaps she was too disturbed by Kiria to find the proper focus?

      She tried to assure herself that was the likely reason, but inside a traitorous voice whispered that she had been abandoned by all the Divines, that none of them would deign to listen to her. She squashed that impulse and stood before she walked across the temple to the opposite wall.

      The two remaining shrines in the temple represented Hamar and Lofis—Hamar the agile and clever, Lord of games, music, roads, and invention; and Lofis, the mistress of seasons, harvest, growth, and death.

      She had never felt close to either of the two Divines, but now she knelt before the shrine to Lofis, desperate to feel the warm presence of the deity.

      Perhaps she had expected it, but the lack of response she felt crushed her all the same. She knelt and prayed to Lofis for half an hour before she rose, defeated, struggling to contain herself. She felt certain that Hamar too would reject her, but she couldn’t leave without at least trying to earn his favor. But he too was silent and unresponsive in the face of her pleas.

      Defeated, Elsbeth choked back her emotions and strode from the temple with all the dignity she could muster. Her vision became blurry as she reached the street outside, but she fought against the tears all the way back to the inn. When she stepped inside, she could contain herself no longer. She rushed through the common room, past a surprised Worthy, and ran upstairs into the room they had lent her, where she collapsed into the bed and wept herself to exhaustion.

      When it felt as if there were no tears left in her, finally she fell asleep.

      And dreamed.

      Of the creaking woods and ancient winds of the Dark Forest.
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      A cold feeling settled in her stomach as she took in the increasingly familiar surroundings of these ancient woods. It took her a long moment before she realized her emotions and thoughts weren’t suppressed as they had been in the past. She was here as her normal self.

      The change gave her courage but also warned that something had changed, so it was with a wary eye that she glanced around the foreboding trees and looming shadows.

      “Welcome, child,” a whisper slithered out of the darkness before the Messenger appeared.

      Wreathed in shadow, its features concealed, the chosen spokesperson, or spokesthing, of the forest cast an unknowable figure, its shape almost human, but something within told her that was simply a mask it wore. A long, tattered cloak covered its frame and hung low over its face, though two points of dark light stared out of those depths at her.

      She stepped away from the unknown entity and folded her arms across her chest.

      “What do you want?” she said. “Why are you bringing me here every time I sleep? What do you want?”

      Her voice had started calm but became strained at the end. Being here, in this place, in her right mind, everything felt so much more eerie and oppressive than before.

      “I have never lied to you, young one,” the Messenger said. “Far from it, my words have always been the truth. You are in the Dark Forest, a realm held between the waking and the dreaming world. It is here that the fears and thoughts of those who fill this world filter through to feed creatures far beyond their understanding. The Old Gods, not I, have called you here. As for why, that too I have told you. They desire your veneration and service, your devotion.”

      “They want me to worship them?” she said slowly. “I’ve never heard of them. I don’t know if this is even real.”

      “It’s very real. I think you know this. As to why you do not know them, well…”

      She could hear the revulsion that crept into the voice of the Messenger, as well as his anger.

      “The false idols, creatures of mortal birth that you call gods, have ensured you would never learn of those they deposed.”

      “What are you talking about? Everyone knows the Five Divines began as mortals and ascended through the aid of the Unseen.”

      “Oh did they?” the Messenger said contemptuously. “Is that what they would have you believe? That if you accrue enough levels, you too will achieve apotheosis and rise to stand at their side? I think not. Those with power seldom share it, young one, a lesson the five knew very well, since they wrested it from those older and more deserving than they.”

      The creature gestured to her with a hand to follow as it turned and walked away into the trees. She was reluctant, but she followed. What else could she do, trapped here in this dream?

      She stepped alongside the Messenger as they moved between the trees and stepped over the gnarled roots that carpeted the ground. They walked in silence for a few minutes, and more and more she could feel the woods pressing in around her.

      “There was a time, on this world, before the rifts, before the Unseen, when Awakenings did not decide a person’s fate.”

      “This is heresy,” Elsbeth gasped.

      “This is history,” the Messenger corrected her with sibilant hiss. “In that time, in ages past, gods were not made, they were born. In the deep and dark places of the world, three such beings came to life. Existence was primitive and desperate in those eras, and the Dark Ones were gods to match.”

      The Messenger fell silent as she digested what had been said. She’d never heard of any such history—the Divines had been worshipped for over five thousand years. The calendar and the church had been founded in that year as the Gods had made themselves known and lent their aid to push back the rifts. As far as she knew, there was no history from before that time. The ascension of the Five had marked the moment civilization had stepped out of the shadows.

      “The truth that they have hidden so desperately, to prevent others from following in their footsteps, is that their godhood is a stolen thing. With the aid of the Unseen, they came to this very forest and took from the three a portion of their divine nature. Only then were they able to achieve their aim and supplant their betters. Then they spent a thousand years stamping out all memory and sign of the Gods who had come before them. Even so, the memory and worship of Old Gods persists even to this day.”

      Elsbeth shook her head.

      “How am I supposed to believe you? What you’ve said is directly contrary to everything I’ve ever known. Perhaps this place, this dream is your own invention, and you’ve abducted me here for your own amusement. You cannot expect me to accept anything you say after what I’ve been through. This is the first time I’ve been brought here without you suppressing my mind! I have no trust toward you or anything you have to say.”

      She gathered steam as she spoke, the anger building in her chest and beating back the cloying stench of old magick that clung to the trees and the fear it inspired. The Messenger listened to her speak with patience, but she felt a sly amusement from the creature as her accusations mounted. When she’d finished, the Messenger halted its walk and indicated a new direction for them to travel, to the right of their original heading. After a pause, she followed.

      “You seek evidence of my claims. This is a sensible request. Of course, I will prove to you what I have said is true, in a way you cannot deny. You will feel it soon, and I ask that you heed this request—if you are overburdened, tell me, and we shall turn back. This is not something your soul is able to bear.”

      As it warned her, the Messenger turned its face toward her, and for a moment she glimpsed the shifting mockery that could not be described as a face concealed beneath his hood. Then he straightened his posture and the sight was gone, though it remained with her for a long time afterward. No longer did the two speak as they traveled; for long minutes that dragged on they picked their way through the overgrown forest. The shadows seemed to shift and dance as they traveled, turning and bending in the corner of her eye even as the roots and branches themselves groaned and sighed at their passing.

      It was unnerving, but soon a new feeling blossomed that helped chase away her unease. Holiness. Divinity. She could feel it, here, for the first time. That sensation she had longed for but been denied in the temple was here in the forest! Her feet moved quicker almost unconsciously as she began to speed toward the source of that bittersweet ache that sang to her very soul. The Messenger easily kept pace at her side, its speed rising to match hers as she began to stumble in her haste, but she didn’t care. She needed this.

      The faint glow of divinity strengthened as she drew closer, until it had become a piercing ache, as though she were a moth that had drawn too close to the flame. She pressed on, determined to reveal the divine in its full glory, to embrace what she knew, what had been a part of her for her entire life.

      All the while the Messenger moved at her side, watching.

      She burned. The power that radiated in front of her was as bright as the sun, as endless as the sky, and it burned her, but she could not turn away from it. It sang to her, and she was powerless to resist that call until the Messenger reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “Enough,” it said.

      “But.. I…” she gasped.

      “Any closer and you will not survive, your soul will be extinguished. It matters little, you can see him from here.”

      And with a wave of its hand the trees bent out of the way and she could. Despite the distance, the face captured her attention first. Perfect, angled features, crystal-blue eyes and long blond hair that cascaded over his shoulders and down his back.

      She knew that face. She’d seen it so many times before.

      She fell to her knees as she stared uncomprehendingly at the impossible vision before her eyes. It couldn’t be real. It couldn’t be real. But she could feel it—even now that form radiated with such irresistible, painful power.

      Robes of gold and white encased the still form of the figure, the embroidery so familiar to her that it didn’t matter if she couldn’t see the details, she knew them anyway. And the staff, the eagle-headed staff with its azure jewel of purest magick that throbbed with power, warping the very air around it.

      “Tel’anan,” Elsbeth choked out and began to hiccup with broken sobs as she knelt at the sight of the fallen god of magick.

      The Messenger knelt with her, keeping its hand on her shoulder as it helped to protect the fledgling soul it had brought here. She couldn’t say how long she remained there, how long she cried as she mourned for a deity long dead. She only knew that she had been brought to an unspeakably holy place and that she was not worthy. Eventually the Messenger pulled on her shoulder.

      “Come, you can remain here no longer.”

      “No…”

      She gazed longingly toward Tel’anan, but the strength of her companion could not be denied and it drew her away. They retreated until the pressure on her abated enough that she could resist it without aid and the Messenger spoke to her once more.

      “The fallen god of magick,” it intoned solemnly, mockingly, and she glared at it in fury.

      “This place is sacred!”

      “This place was sacred for ten thousand years before your Divines ever drew breath,” it rebutted, “but you have asked for evidence, and so I have provided it to you. Compelling, was it not?”

      She drew back from the creature.

      “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      It was hard for her to think, to process what was being said. She had just witnessed one of the Divines with her own eyes. Tel’anan! That was Tel’anan!

      Anger tinted the tone of the Messenger as it rebuked her.

      “Focus your mind, or I will be forced to suppress you once again. I am loath to do it at this juncture, but I will if you cannot listen.”

      Her mind recoiled at the memory of that fuzzy, indecisive and controlled state. She tried to calm her hammering heart and settle her mind.

      “You can hardly blame me-” she began to say.

      “I can and I will,” the Messenger returned smoothly. “Though mighty, the figure beyond holds no great meaning to me. If your thoughts are clearer, then look again, more closely.”

      They were further away now—how far it was hard to say—and the air itself appeared to warp as she looked once more at the form of the fallen god. It was more obvious now, somehow, than it had been before, but he was obviously no longer living. Those eyes that seemed so bright and glowed with such energy were sightless, staring at nothing. His body, so majestic, hung in the air, suspended by gnarled roots that stretched from the trees around him to curl around his limbs and pierce his flesh. She hadn’t seen it before, she’d been so blinded, but the expression on that perfect face was heart-wrenching. Overwhelming sorrow twisted the features of Tel’anan, piercing her heart.

      “Yes. You see it now, don’t you?” the Messenger hissed. “Not all is right with this picture, is it not? How did he die? Why does he mourn so? And how came he to be here, in the realm of the Dark Ones? I think the truth is beginning to touch you? Hmmm? Can you sense the truth of your gods yet?”

      She continued to gaze upon the suspended form of the lost God of magick, her emotions torn between devotion and curiosity. The spell was abruptly broken as the Messenger began to drag her away, roughly now, by the arm.

      “Hey. Let me go!” she demanded. “You’re hurting me.”

      “Then keep up,” the creature said, “and listen.”

      She was forced to do just that as the divine radiance faded into the distance behind them while the Messenger ranted, seemingly not caring if she heard it or not.

      “They came like skulking thieves, dancing around the edges as they pushed the boundaries. The Old Ones were amused at first. Entities of endless appetite, they crave stimulation, and the arrival of the rifts along with the influence of the Unseen had changed everything. Suddenly the mortals were more interesting, more powerful, than ever before. Locked in an endless struggle against the maddened creatures who tormented them, the gods grew fat on desperate pleas and sacrifice, but soon even this bounty began to bore them. The five were something new. Something different. Mortal creatures, humans, who had risen to such a precipitous height, such an apex. Like children who had risen to toddlers, the three were intrigued by these strange new creatures. Until finally the five grew powerful enough that they were able to enter the Dark Forest, and finally they set foot here, in this world, and for the first time they felt the direct touch of the divine.”

      Real anger boiled from the Messenger as it continued to drag at her arm as it strode unerringly through the woods. She tripped and stumbled often, pulled forward by the creature’s irresistible strength.

      “They did not seek an audience with the three, but once they had felt that power, they were addicted. Like dogs, they sniffed around the borders of creatures who were far greater than they. Testing, probing, endless stalking. They thought they were clever and quiet, as if they could hide from gods. They tried to conceal themselves, to amass yet more power among themselves as they sought desperately for a way to snatch that which was never destined to be theirs.”

      Elsbeth might have been rejected by her Gods, but she couldn’t stand to hear them disparaged in this way, described as thieves and cowards.

      “And yet they are divine, aren’t they?” she retorted as she used her free hand to clamber over the roots and correct her balance. “Whatever happened between them and the Old Ones, they won.”

      To her it sounded as if the Five Divines had done everyone a favor by banishing these older gods from memory. They had fought to liberate humans and all mortalkind by their actions, which was much better than these fickle and uncaring existences.

      “Won?” the Messenger gleefully cackled. “I suppose you might describe it that way,” the creature went on, and her righteous fire was instantly quenched.

      “Not even a god has endless patience, much less the three, and they grew tired of this skulking game. With their combined power, they dragged the five before them and pressed them flat into the ground, demanding they speak their desire and be done with it. It was Selene who replied, she who demanded that the three surrender a portion of their divinity. Orthriss was less strident, begging that the three use their power to intercede on behalf of the mortals against the rifts, to save the people who suffered. The three had no desire to do this. They had love for mortal kind, but it was cold and hard, as that was how they had been made. If the mortals were to be saved, then they had to save themselves. If they failed, they deserved to die, and the three would fade with them. Tel’anan tried to use his magick against the three when they refused, but it faded before them like drops of water before a raging volcano. The Dark Gods are of this world and their beings are woven into its very fabric. Magick is not of this realm—it is a thing of the rifts— and it can have no effect against them. The three laughed then, laughed in the faces of the five who burned with anger but were helpless to act.”

      A hint of bitterness had entered the voice of the Messenger as it went on.

      “This was when the three offered a bargain. This was their way: capricious and chaotic in nature, they would often act against their own interests. They agreed to part with a portion of their divine spark, but in return the five would need to sacrifice one of their number. They agreed so quickly. Then the three revealed the full fate of the sacrificed one, and they were no longer so eager. Nevertheless, they still agreed. It was Tel’anan who drew the short straw, though he too was able to touch divinity before the forest claimed him. The others were banished, never to return, and though they try, they have yet to step foot in the Dark Forest again.”

      Suddenly, the trees were gone as they stepped into a wide clearing, in the center of which stood three massive stones at the points of a triangle. From her current angle she could only see the face of one stone, on which she saw an elaborate carving of a figure she couldn’t quite make out.

      The Messenger turned to face her once more as it finally stopped pulling on her arm and grasped her by the shoulders, forcing her to look up into its hood.

      “Ever since that day the divines have meddled, interfered, and stifled the mortals who worship them. They give aid, just enough to hold against the rifts, but they crush any who would strive to reach the heights they themselves have achieved. Even now they stalk the borders of this place, desperate to prevent any from doing as they did and rising to glory. Anyone or anything who brushes against their true nature, even unwillingly, is rejected utterly.”

      She shook her head numbly.

      “I can’t take this in,” she stammered, “it’s too much. I have to think.”

      “You no longer have time to think,” the Messenger was remorseless. “For this has impacted you directly. The Five Divines have rejected you utterly, yet Selene was the first to turn her back. Why?”

      “B-because…”

      “Is sex forbidden to those who serve Selene?” the Messenger’s eyes bore into her own, seized her focus and refused to let it go. “Is celibacy one of her divine commands?”

      “N-not ex-explicitly,” she said.

      It was true. Celibacy was not a requirement to serve Selene. As the Goddess of purity, her followers were encouraged, strongly encouraged, to reflect her nature and restrain themselves, especially before and during their training. But it was not a hard and fast commandment.

      “You think your dalliance with that fool boy has defiled you in some way, caused the goddess you served so faithfully to revile and spurn you. Oh yes,” it grinned as she turned away, embarrassed, “I know what has happened to you. You are wrong in your assumptions. So very wrong.”

      “You mean, it wasn’t… Rufus?”

      “No. It was Tyron.”

      “Tyron?” she said, shocked. “He didn’t… I mean… he didn’t do anything!”

      “I know. Nevertheless, he has touched upon the five’s real face, their true nature, and they cannot allow it. Since you were close to him, they have ruined you as well. That is all.”

      “That. That can’t be true. Can it?”

      Bewildered, she felt the storm of emotions inside her rising ever higher to the point where she felt they were no longer in her control. She swayed on her feet, but the Messenger steadied her and drew her to the center of the three great stones.

      One depicted a woman, young and beautiful while simultaneously aged and hideous.

      One depicted a bird both wise and cruel.

      One depicted a tree bursting with life and decay.

      “Crone, Raven, and Rot. Serve them, if you wish to see the truth. They are not kind, but they will never abandon you if your service is faithful. In this I do not lie.”

      She looked up at her guide, shocked by the hint of kindness in its tone. Was it a trick? Was everything else a lie?

      “Tomorrow night, a merchant will come to the outskirts of Foxbridge. If you choose to serve, you will leave with her and you will not return.”

      She awoke.

      Drained and shocked, she lay in bed and stared at the roof for over an hour. When Megan came to check on her, she apologized numbly and ate as the worried woman watched over her. So many thoughts and emotions rolled through her that she felt as if she could never focus on one long enough to deal with it before another leapt to the forefront and stole her focus, leaving her dazed and distracted. She went through the motions of helping at the inn, tidying up and cleaning her room.

      After lunch she found herself staring at the door of her family home. She knocked. Her father answered. His eyes widened as he saw her standing on the step, and she watched as several expressions flickered over his face before he settled on disapproving.

      “Are you sorry?” he said.

      “I am. Are you?” she replied.

      For an instant she felt he might say yes, then his face darkened and he growled.

      “You can come home when you’re ready to show proper respect,” he said and shut the door in her face.

      She stood on the step for a minute before she turned and walked back to the inn. Once inside, she walked upstairs to her room and performed the Status ritual for the first time since her Awakening. That night, she walked to the edge of town where she found a lone wagon hitched to two horses who stamped the ground impatiently. A woman stood next to the wagon dressed in simple clothes.

      “Let’s go,” she said.
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      I might be starting to get used to this.

      After another few days in the wilderness, sleeping in his bedroll and enduring the isolation his profession had forced on him, Tyron was beginning to see he might be more suited to this life than he’d originally thought.

      Was he a spectacular outdoorsman? Not even remotely. What he was, what he could do, was endure isolation gladly, and though the lack of comforts bothered him more than he’d like to admit, Tyron found he very much liked being left to his own devices.

      No one to bother him when he was thinking. No tasks, no errands to run. No expectations or pressure bearing down on him. No one seeing the shadow of his parents every time they looked at him.

      In fact, he found the only people he really missed were Magnin and Beory. He also found he increasingly looked forward to his conversations with Dove. The wiry Summoner was a foul-mouthed example of precisely what his mother had warned him about—Slayers who killed all day and indulged in vice the moment they returned to civilization.

      Even so, he’d proven to be a knowledgeable and competent Mage when it came to matters of minion-based magick. During the supply drop he’d picked up yesterday, the two had discussed the ins and outs of Tyron’s spells in depth, and the older man had been more than helpful.

      As Tyron trudged through the woods in the fading light, he cast his mind back to their conversation on spirits. It was a topic the Mage had been happy to share his expertise in.

      “Spirits are pricks,” Dove had confided sagely. “And I’m not just talking about the astral spirits I deal with, I mean all of them. Universal pricks. The main difference between the entities I summon and what you might call a “ghost” or “spectre” is that astral spirits aren’t dumb as fuck.”

      Tyron had been surprised.

      “I thought astrals were considered quite intelligent. Aren’t you being a bit harsh on them?”

      “No,” Dove snorted. “You give them far too much credit. With training and under the influence of a talented Summoner like myself, they’re capable of far more than they are on their own. Ghosts, on the other hand, are plain fucking stupid.”

      “You’ve seen them before?”

      “Of course I have! I’m a Slayer, aren’t I? If you find a group of people more likely to hang around places that reek of death than Slayers, let me know.”

      Tyron stared at him.

      “Necromancers don’t count.”

      “Right.”

      “This is beside the point I was trying to make! What I’m getting at is that your minions are going to be stupid. Right now your bony friends are running on constructed intelligence, right?”

      “I-… I’m not sure what that is. You mean they have instincts I created through magick?”

      “Doesn’t even know what it is… you’ve done it well enough anyway, haven’t you?”

      Dove stared at him as Tyron shrugged uncomfortably.

      “Fuck you.”

      “What?”

      “You just piss me off sometimes. Where was I? Right. Constructed intelligence. Obviously you can get a lot better at it, and a ‘mind’ made using magick can become quite sophisticated, you ever heard of golems? They run into them sometimes in the south, I think the desert people down there make them. They can be quite smart, comparatively. Even so, you won’t reach the level of thinking a real person is capable of. That’s where the spirits come in.”

      “You’re not suggesting I use the soul of a living person, are you?”

      Tyron leaned back at the suggestion. This was exactly the kind of forbidden practice that had caused Necromancers to become so reviled in the first place. If he ever hoped to return to society one day, he couldn’t rely on such crutches.

      Dove simply laughed.

      “Living? Of course not. They have to be dead first.”

      “I won’t do that!”

      “By the sweet spheres of Selene, why the fuck not? Ah, look, it probably doesn’t matter. All I’m suggesting is that you be on the lookout for ways to get bigger brains in your minions. If you have to micromanage them all the time then you won’t be able to build out your numbers the way a Necromancer is supposed to. Leave the quality to us Summoners. Yours is a numbers game.”

      They were words Tyron had thought on frequently in the past day, and not just on Dove’s callous disregard for the souls of his potential victims. He did indeed want more minions, but he couldn’t help but see every use of remains to raise a sub-standard skeleton as a waste. He was still learning and improving so much in his application of what he knew, let alone when he made new discoveries. A skeleton was already weaker than the best he was capable of the moment after he’d finished raising it.

      “Here we are. Shuffle on in, troops.”

      Don’t talk to the skeletons, idiot.

      His current mighty horde, consisting of three skeletons, filed into his new hideaway. Convenient caves were hard to come across, but he’d remembered something his father had taught him and created a bungalow by tying low hanging branches together. The foliage was barely thick enough to provide the coverage he needed, but he’d been lucky to find a spot with several trees in close proximity. He had enough over his head to keep the elements off and had stacked branches along the sides to provide privacy.

      There wasn’t a lot of room though, and once under the shelter he ordered his skeletons to lie down stacked atop each other. It was almost comical the way the three animated bone creatures sidled in and awkwardly piled into a heap. Hopefully this time they wouldn’t get tangled. He’d nearly had to disassemble them before they could get up and walk. He settled back onto his bedroll with a sigh. The new gear Dove had pushed on him was definitely showing its value. Most of the camping gear he’d taken from home, while well made, had been old and ill fitting, whereas now everything fit like a glove.

      He wanted to study some more, but he hesitated. His new shelter might be comfortable enough for sleeping in, but it didn’t lend itself to a peaceful study environment. In that respect the cave had been far superior, but he couldn’t keep staying there. As the Summoner had warned him, activity around the rifts continued to climb and the number of rift-kin had increased dramatically. With the number of Slayers being allowed to leave the Keep restricted, patrols and excursions to the rifts were more dangerous than before, which reduced the number of teams able to perform them even further. This led to the activity of the rifts continuing to rise.

      “It’s a shit show out there,” Dove had cursed. “I have no fucking idea what the higher ups are thinking, but unless I miss my guess, they’re shitting their pants the same as the rest of us. Only the Magisters are so crooked they’d put so many people at risk for bullshit reasons. Those pricks can’t even piss straight. I swear to god they’re so corrupt the stream comes out on a right angle. Get way back from the rifts and cool your heels, there’ll be plenty of monsters for you to hunt. I’m heading in with my team tomorrow to see what we can get done, so I won’t be able to meet up for five days after this. Keep your fingers crossed I come back alive.”

      The Mage’s twisted grin appeared in his mind as Tyron checked the position of the sun. Rogil and his team would have reached the broken lands now. He hoped they would be alright. He hoped even more they could do something about the rifts.

      If a major break occurred, he might be as good as dead if he remained where he was. Not for the first time he considered just leaving. He’d accomplished quite a bit during his time here. He had minions, he’d learned a great deal about ways to progress, and he’d earned his first feat. If he headed southwest, followed the border and kept away from the foothills, he’d reach Moss Keep in three weeks. With the monster cores he had, he’d probably be able to barter for supplies along the way; if not, he had enough preserved food to make half the journey, thanks to Dove.

      But he couldn’t. He was finally in a position to earn levels at a good pace and he was loath to give it up. The worsening situation in the broken lands was helpful to him in this regard, since so many rift-kin were leaking beyond where the Slayers would regularly patrol. He’d moved more than three miles back, to the point that Woodsedge was closer to the rifts than he was right now, and still he found plenty to hunt without having to expose himself. He hadn’t checked his Status since gaining his feat, but he was hopeful he’d gained as much as two levels since then. He was reluctant to perform the ritual too many times, since he was concerned the Abyss would start threatening him again.

      With a defeated sigh he put his books away and settled back into his blankets. It was early evening now—a full night’s sleep was overdue, and he could resume hunting in the morning. Another day, possibly two, and then he could check his Status.

      He closed his eyes but quickly realized his mind was abuzz with too many thoughts and concerns to easily find rest. A common occurrence.

      “Sleep,” he uttered, the weave of the simple spell taking shape in an instant.

      He slept.
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      He didn’t cover much ground the next day, he didn’t need to.

      His fingers danced in the air as he flicked out a series of gestures before he thrust his palm forward, sending a magick bolt flashing through the air. The rift-kin he aimed at was struck in the side and sent skittering through the underbrush, and he directed his minion to pursue it before it could recover. He turned as the others swiped with clumsy, broad strokes, their crude weapons hitting nothing but air as the smaller and more nimble creatures danced out of their reach.

      Too damn slow.

      He’d lost several skeletons and raised several new ones over the previous few days, but for some reason the two he’d created before he’d gained his feat had refused to die, despite being objectively worse than the others. Slower, less responsive to his commands, less durable—they were inferior in every way, but because of that he was more conservative with them, keeping them together while his more impressive minions were sent to handle difficult prey on their own.

      In an irrational way he disliked his two stubborn minions. They reminded him of his failures when he wanted to move forward and make new discoveries. Yet he couldn’t help notice the difference his conservative handling of them made for their longevity. He needed more skeletons and then he had to utilize them in groups: only then would he get the best of his abilities.

      As the two skeletons lurched forward to chase their far more nimble prey, his hands began to move once more as he spoke Words of Power, shaping a new spell that he unleashed the moment it was ready.

      Suppress Mind.

      His consciousness reached out and smothered the rift-kin’s, crushing its enraged mind and holding it still while his two skeletons closed the distance. The two undead raised their crude clubs high before bringing them down on the creature, and Tyron felt the spell dissipate as the mind faded from within his grasp.

      He tasted bile and spat in disgust. The sensation was unpleasant to say the least and he hated having to do it, but it was effective. Weaker rift-kin such as this were easy for him to dominate with the spell he had earned from the Anathema Class, and it made hunting with his clumsy skeletons so much easier.

      With that portion of the battle complete, he returned his attention to the more competent of his skeletons and frowned when he realized it was struggling.

      Dammit, I’m not losing another one!

      Having the two black sheep survive while yet another of their more capable siblings perished would be too humiliating. He hurriedly directed the two to the aid of their better and instructed the superior skeleton to pull back and defend until help arrived. His magick continued to drain as his minions drew on his reserves to fuel their movement, closing in on the wounded rift-kin from three sides before one finally managed to catch it with an unwieldy swing. As the monster staggered, the other two skeletons stepped forward and struck home, ending the creature’s life.

      Tyron released a breath as the tension drained out of him. He’d engaged in a number of these small scale fights recently but the nerves still remained. There was so much potential for things to go wrong. Every minion lost was many hours of work down the drain, and if his skirmish attracted something he couldn’t handle then he risked losing everything, even his life. Yet this was the fastest way to progress, and he was someone with very limited time. The best he could do was try to pick his engagements carefully, yet more often than not he stumbled into them due to his complete and utter lack of scouting ability.

      Sneak provided him some ability to hide himself, but his skeletons had no such benefit—they stomped through the forest like thin bears.

      He ordered his minions to be still as he sat down to recover his magick. As he waited he pulled out his map and tried to determine his position more accurately. If possible, he’d rather not get this close to the rifts considering everything that was going on, but he needed to continuously gather new resources to keep making minions. His capacity for magick continued to grow as he leveled and utilized it; he felt he could possibly maintain as many as five skeletons now. With that many minions, his ability to retain them would go up since they could work together and cover for each other.

      All in all, he was more than pleased with the improvements his choice of feat had granted him. His new skeletons weren’t suddenly twice as good as before—the difference wasn’t that dramatic—but a general increase in performance in multiple areas made for quite a difference when taken as a whole. They were more responsive to his commands, moved more fluidly, and drained less power for the movement that they used. It was even more tempting for him to take the follow-up feat if it was available when he reached level ten. Combined with the strides he was making in Corpse Preparation, Bone Stitching, and Raise Dead, the servants he created were getting stronger every day.

      A certain tang in the air reached his nose, and Tyron froze on the spot before he dropped into a crouch and ordered his skeletons to go to the trees. He moved cautiously to cover, his senses alert for any sign of danger before he began to creep forward. He knew that smell—after working for a short stint in a butcher shop, he didn’t think he would ever forget it.

      Blood. The air was thick with it.

      The metallic taste clung to the back of his throat as he breathed and Tyron grimaced. He could already hear the flies buzzing, and he knew what he would find wasn’t going to be pretty. The chance that there might be cores he could extract kept him moving forward. He lived the life of a scavenger at present and he couldn’t afford to turn down free money. If a team of Slayers had come through and left a pile of dead rift-kin for him to rummage through, he was in no position to turn it down.

      And frankly, he was getting used to dealing with the dead. It was amazing what a person could get used to, given the right circumstances.

      He continued his reserved advance, not wanting to startle any remaining monsters that might have wandered into the area. As he progressed, the signs of battle became more and more obvious. Scorched trees and rents in the ground wider than a person and several feet deep were all he needed to be convinced that high-level warriors and Mages both had been involved in the conflict. Whatever they’d fought, it must have been a serious opponent. The thought chilled him. This wasn’t that far from his bungalow. If more powerful beasts had already come this far out…

      He shook the thought as he bent back a branch in front of him, trying to get a peek without making a sound. His hand was steady as he glanced about. More evidence of fire—even the rocks were blackened. They were lucky the fire hadn’t spread, even if flame produced by magick was far less likely to propagate itself. The heavy rainfall a week ago may have helped with that.

      He was about to emerge from behind the bush when something caught his eye and he froze. Beneath the rubble over there it almost looked like a boot. A chill raced down his spine as he confirmed it. Yes, it was a boot; he could see what he had originally thought to be leaf litter was in fact brown pants. He swallowed thickly and stepped closer. It was a Slayer, dead, eyes lifeless and staring at the forest canopy as the flies crawled across an unmoving face.

      He’d died with his blade in hand, a horrific puncture wound in his side. The stench was horrendous. Tyron gagged before he brought his hand up to cover his mouth and nose. It helped, a little.

      There were remains from dozens of rift-kin in the area of varying sizes, from the little scuttlers he’d been fighting himself all the way up to horrific, horse-sized nightmares of blades and chitin that would cut him apart in seconds should he face them in battle. Things like that couldn’t even get through the rift in Woodsedge normally.

      Things are far from normal right now.

      He stared down at the dead Slayer in a daze before he shook himself and continued to look around the area. The fight here had been intense. It was rare for teams to take on this many at once unless they were operating in a larger group. Either multiple teams had swept through the area, or something had gone very wrong.

      He found the second body on either side of a tree. He only looked at it long enough to recognize what he was seeing before he turned and staggered away, sweat breaking out across his brow. His stomach heaved, but he managed to hold onto it.

      Divines. That’s… not right.

      Nobody deserved that, least of all someone who fought to protect the weak for a living. He took several long steadying breaths before a memory tickled at the back of his mind. He’d only seen the face for an instant, a rictus snarl frozen on features covered in blood, but did he recognize that face?

      “No, no, no,” he groaned.

      He didn’t want to. He hadn’t. These were all strangers to him. They had to be.

      He tried to convince himself as he began to move around the site of the battle faster, hoping not to see what he thought he might.

      Another body, then another, back to back. They must have gone down fighting together.

      A confident grin, teeth flashing white under the sun. Short cut hair. The woman with the hint of laughter in her eye.

      He could remember the words Rell had said, and they rang in his ears as he stumbled around one carcass to the next.

      “That’s Marion’s team. Same group she went out with the first time. Good group, good rep. Hopefully she’ll be fine.”

      He found her last. She’d been caught in the back and fallen forward. It looked as if she’d been running toward the fight instead of away from it. Reckless courage. She probably wouldn’t have survived even if she’d run. Probably wouldn’t.

      Tyron stared numbly down at the lifeless body of Cilla, the girl he’d met on Victory Road. She’d probably been dead for two days, maybe three.

      She’d been so confident.

      He didn’t know how long he stood and stared. Perhaps it was only a minute. It felt like an hour. Eventually a thought wormed its way into his unfeeling brain.

      You need remains.

      He twitched as the thought landed. A slight shake of the head. He thought of the butcher tools carefully stowed in his bag.

      He ran to the bushes and vomited until nothing came up.
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      He couldn’t do it, in the end. There wasn’t much he could do, but he did his best to bury Cilla a short distance away from the site of her death. Even with the help of his skeletons, it took hours to shift enough dirt, not that their bony hands were much help. Once the hole had been dug deep enough that he judged scavengers wouldn’t try to dig her up, he unceremoniously took hold of her body and placed her in it.

      It felt wrong, as if he weren’t treating her remains with enough respect, but everything that had made her the person she was no longer remained in the lifeless husk she had left behind. He knew better about the reality of what remained after death. Even so, he tried to arrange her body with some semblance of grace and dignity before he scooped the soft earth over her, covering her frozen expression of terror and pain with loam.

      A simple stick was planted to mark the grave—he wasn’t handy enough to fashion anything more decorative.

      Job done, he stood for a long moment in silence looking down on what he’d done, thinking of the person who now lay before him, several feet deep under loose soil. Then he turned away. He had things to do.

      He couldn’t bring himself to raise Cilla as a minion, to strip away her flesh and make use of her bones, but the others were still fair game. He’d been foolish remaining in this area as long as he had when clearly there were powerful rift-kin roaming this far out, and he didn’t want to stay any longer than he had to.

      He found two leafy branches and stacked four bodies on them. Even after stripping them of their armor they were still too heavy for him to drag without the aid of his minions. Having his skeletons help pull made the burden on his arms lighter, but it increased the drag on his magick, forcing him to stop and rest before he’d even reached halfway back to his resting place.

      He grabbed one of his diminishing supply of arcane crystals and placed it in his mouth, under his tongue, to help recover his energy faster. He wanted to get further from the rifts quickly. Things were clearly deteriorating faster than he had anticipated.

      After half an hour he felt ready to try again, and this time he managed to make it back to the bungalow before he collapsed, dumping the thick ends of the branches on the ground, which caused the four bodies to roll unceremoniously onto the dirt. He didn’t care—he was exhausted in every way a person could be. Arms shaking from fatigue, he opened up his pack and unwrapped some provisions, desperate to get some energy back into his body. Then he sat on his blankets and studied, pouring through his notes on Raise Dead, marking out potential improvements and changes to the arcane symbols used in the spell.

      He tried to convince himself he was making good use of his time, but deep down he knew he was just avoiding what was going to come next.

      If the four bodies he had recovered were going to be turned into skeletons, then they needed to be skeletons. Which meant they couldn’t have any flesh on their bodies.

      He’d known this was the case back when he took the Butchery skill. Not only would having a basic knowledge of the practice make him a more attractive hire to prospective teams, but actually taking the skill with one of his precious general skill selections would help him improve faster. As a secondary benefit, he’d be able to prepare remains exactly the way he was planning to, but now that it came to it, he was far more squeamish than he’d expected.

      His stomach churned unpleasantly and he tasted bile in his throat, but he resolutely ignored it as long as he could as he tried to immerse himself in the study of his signature magick.

      It was helpful that Raise Dead was a fascinating and complex piece of spellwork. Hundreds of sigils placed in a precise order laid out the verbal component, with additional markings written alongside for the corresponding gestures. It was a potent and flexible spell, truly intricate in its application, far more difficult to perform and understand than the basic cantrips he’d managed to teach himself. With this one pattern, he could raise two different types of undead, skeletons or zombies, and he believed that with the right preparation, even more variants would be possible.

      The spell itself was adaptable, responding to the remains that were presented to it—what made the difference was what he did beforehand rather than what he did during the casting itself.

      Which gave rise to an interesting line of thought. It might be possible for him to excise, or at least modify certain portions of the spell, streamlining the process in order to specialize it for raising only his preferred type of undead. He had no intention of creating any zombies for the time being, or even in the future—it was an inefficient use of his time and materials, doubly so considering his choice of feat. Such speculation would require an in-depth breakdown of every single portion of the spell as he attempted to interpret each individual slice on a granular level.

      He didn’t have the time for that right now, not when the benefits were nebulous at best or didn’t exist at worst. He would be better served continuing his attempts to modify the spell by improving the three main components of its makeup: the artificial mind, the link with himself, and the infusion of magick that animated the remains.

      For now, he had little idea on how to improve the mind—it was complex and involved many elements he didn’t fully understand—but his work on improving the efficiency of the link, as well as achieving greater saturation of magick, were improving steadily.

      Finally he sighed and snapped his book shut. He couldn’t put it off any longer. The light was beginning to fade, and if he didn’t start now it’d be too dark to work. The last thing he wanted to do was create light out in the open and paint a target on his back in these dangerous woods.

      Better to get the work done, then relocate further back again. If he was lucky he might find better shelter in which he could complete his work and create his four newest minions. Right now he wouldn’t be able to sustain that many, but if he were lucky and gained a few levels in his Necromancer Class, perhaps even one in Anathema, he might be able to.

      Enough distractions. He walked to his pack and pulled out his butcher’s tools before he hesitated. After a pause to firm his resolve, he turned and walked to the remains, still where he had left them.

      It had been several days since these Slayers had fallen and already they stank. Perhaps the task might have been easier if they were in a more advanced state of decay—they may have been less recognizable as people. As it was, he could recognize them as the Slayers who had recruited Cilla and walked out of Woodsedge not so long ago.

      His hand tightened around the hilt of his cleaver as his stomach heaved.

      I really don’t want to have to do this.

      For a moment he wavered and reached desperately for other options. Surely there were other remains he could access safely. If he looked around his current location, he might be able to track some down. Anything he’d found on patrol with Dove’s team was off limits unless he was truly desperate. Searching his current location would take time. Too much time. He’d already been hunting around his bungalow for two days and found nothing.

      He had to do it.

      Face set in grim lines, he moved to the first corpse and dragged it to a clear patch of ground. Then he dug a hole to one side, and after a moment’s thought, dug another using his small hand spade. He’d thought to have a place to dispose of the flesh when he was done, but figured he might need another for the contents of his stomach.

      No way I get through this with the contents of my stomach.

      With one final grimace, he took hold of the knife and got to work.
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      Within the broken lands

      “On a scale of one to fucked, how bad is it?” Rogil asked as he stared out over the rifts.

      The portals to Nagrythyn crackled with an energy they hadn’t possessed the last time they’d come out. The size and number of rift-kin who loitered around were greater also. Even worse, in the hazy, misted landscape beyond the rifts the gathered hordes of rift-kin railed, pressing against the boundary between one world and the next.

      “We are beyond fucked,” Dove reported, his usual flippant manner nowhere to be seen. “You guys were here basically a week ago and already it’s turned to this? The instability of the rifts is rising, fast. To find out why, we’d need to go through to the other side, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea right now.”

      “If we were to go through, what are the odds you’d be able to pinpoint the issue?” the team leader asked him, still studying the distant rifts.

      “Not that great. I may be dimension Mage adjacent, but I don’t know as much as they do about the important stuff. Honestly? In normal circumstances I think the Steelarms would already have been called to come and deal with this.”

      The sturdy fighter nodded as his eyes continued to flick from detail to detail, taking in the environment and using his decades of experience to filter what was important from the dross. Finally he closed his eyes for a brief moment.

      His team was strong, close to promotion, but pushing through the numbers below without any support would be pushing it. Nagrythyn was considered on the lower end of rift worlds in terms of threat—the kin that emerged from the rifts were usually knee- to waist-high insect-like creatures that could be threatening in numbers but lacked the punch to deal with more powerful Slayers. With the state of things right now, too many were able to cross over and the larger kin were becoming too common. As tall as a person, or even a horse in some cases, they were much more dangerous. Harder to kill and deadlier, such creatures were the threats that even old heads like Rogil needed to be careful around.

      If the really big ones came through, then they would need gold ranks to take care of it, and there were none within a hundred kilometres.

      “You don’t think Magnin and Beory will be sent? Even if we ask for their help?” he turned to the Mage and asked.

      Dove hesitated before he went ahead and spat it out.

      “What I’m worried about is that they won’t come, even if they’re asked. Why would they risk their necks out here while their only child is on the run?”

      “They would deny the brand?” Rogil said, as if stating that they would explode the sun.

      “Rogil, they’re already doing that.”

      The Mage let his words sink in for a moment before he continued.

      “Do you seriously think their kid would last more than a day or two if they were seriously looking? Think about who we’re talking about for one fucking second. If they wanted to catch him, he’d be caught by now. I have no idea how, but they’re holding on. How long they can do it, I have no clue, but they’re doing it all the same.”

      “You really think they’d leave us out here to die?”

      Even in the dire situation they found themselves in, Dove couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Fucking what? You know as well as I do that those two don’t give a shit, not really. What they’ve done, they did for themselves. I respect the hell out of them, but I’m not blind to reality. You know that’s the case, Rogil, don’t tell me otherwise.”

      The older man nodded slowly and hung his head as he thought.

      “Let’s get back to the others,” he said as he stood.

      The two crept slowly through the undergrowth until they found Aryll and Monica hidden in the shade of a broken tree.

      “How’s it look?” Monica whispered nervously.

      “Shit,” Dove replied.

      She flicked an irritated glance at the Summoner before she turned to Rogil, the question in her eyes.

      “Really shit,” the team leader confirmed in his deep, rumbling voice. “The rifts are going out of control, and fast. If nothing is done, they might tear in as little as a week.”

      “A week?” Monica blanched. “You can’t be serious.”

      The fighter nodded.

      “I’ve seen it before. Once the buildup starts, if you don’t jump on it straight away it’ll escalate quickly.”

      “What are we going to do then?” Aryll broke in. “Are we going to sit on our backsides, or are we going to go through and fix it?”

      The scout looked impatient, but underneath the surface Rogil could sense an undercurrent of nervousness she tried to hide. She was scared, as anyone would be.

      He looked her directly in the eye as he spoke.

      “It’s too dangerous for the four of us to go through on our own. It’s not happening.”

      He repeated himself as Aryll looked to interrupt him. He glared until she backed down and was prepared to listen.

      “But we do need to move fast. This is what we’re going to do. We’ll sweep this area clean, try to release the pressure around the rifts before we head back to the Keep and get multiple teams out here as quickly as we can. Then, with enough numbers, we can push through and try to clear out the other side. I have to warn you, the number of kin loitering around the rifts is high, it’s going to be a tough fight just to thin them down.”

      Dove nodded in confirmation.

      “So we go hard, we keep it clean and by the books. We can’t help if we’re dead. Got it?”

      The others indicated their agreement and Rogil quickly sketched out a plan of attack before they broke off and headed to their positions.

      Crouched behind a fallen log, Dove looked out over the twisted landscape of the broken lands, the curling storm overhead no stranger to him after long years as a Slayer. He mentally ticked down the time as he readied his summoning rituals. One minute before the agreed five had passed he began to cast. He might not be as talented as that damned kid, but he knew these spells like he knew the palm of his hand. Extremely well.

      The Words of Power rolled continuously from his tongue as he reached out to connect with the astral and enact the contracts he had forged there.

      As they always did, his partners, his friends, answered his call.

      A gigantic, glittering wolf formed by his side, followed by a coiled, hooded serpent that entwined itself around him. Overhead a harsh birdcall sounded out, alerting the others he had finished preparing.

      “Go get ‘em,” he encouraged his summons, and the intelligent beings from another plane responded to his words, the wolf dashing forward with blistering speed, faster than the eye could follow before it fell on the nearest monster and began to rip it to pieces with its powerful jaws.

      The snake looked at him for a moment before it hissed softly and began to follow in the star wolf’s footsteps at a more sedate pace. Once it crested the ridge overlooking the rifts, the snake reared up, its hood flaring as bolts of pure astral magick began to appear in the air around it. The energy shimmered in place for a moment before it streaked through the air, punching holes in the chitin of every rift-kin unfortunate enough to become a target.

      Dove watched his two strongest summons go to work through the eyes of the hawk above, but he didn’t rest on his laurels. Sitting back and letting his allies do all the work was the first mistake many a young Summoner, himself included, had made. Already his hands were forming patterns in the air as he spoke, conducting another ritual.

      As Rogil’s blurred form streaked from the tree line, his blade slashing out with inhuman speed and strength to bisect a large monster in a single blow, Dove completed his second spell.

      Three hundred feet above his head, a portal spun into existence that emanated a dark blue light which seemed to expand, creeping outward each moment the shining circle existed. The Astral Gateway. Had taken him ages to master this magick after he’d hit level forty. Dove looked up at it with satisfaction as stray, wild astral creatures began to poke their noses through. The moment they caught sight of the rift-kin below they went wild, rushing through to throw themselves on their hated foes with savage abandon.

      Dove grinned.

      “Time to feast!”
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      Tyron collapsed with a groan, the bones wrapped in his old blanket rattling within his pack, and slumped to the ground. He desperately wanted to sleep immediately. Even for someone used to going several days without sleep, his activity over the last week had been especially draining.

      Physically, he was a mess. He’d never been particularly unfit—he continued to be on the thin and unmasked side, something Magnin frequently ribbed him for—and he’d never put on excessive weight. But his lifestyle had been sedentary for the most part. He was a bookworm who didn’t exercise much, that was something he couldn’t deny.

      Now he found himself hauling a heavy pack through a forest for hours and hours on end every day. He simply wasn’t built for it, despite the improvements his higher constitution brought to his hardiness. His calves burned, his thighs ached, his shoulders protested every time he raised his arms.

      He was a wreck.

      And there wasn’t much of a chance that things would improve any time soon. It wasn’t as if he could take three days off to rest his body, he simply didn’t have time to waste. He could only hope he would adapt to it eventually. He leaned back, his head resting against his pack, and just let himself breath.

      He’d been lucky to find this place. After the butchery, which had taken far longer than it should, the light had been all but gone, but he’d refused to wait and packed his gear immediately. After stumbling through the woods for long hours, he’d eventually noticed this abandoned building rotting away in a small clearing.

      There were holes in the roof, the floor practically didn’t exist, but the walls were surprisingly solid, better than he could have hoped for. If he were to guess, someone had begun construction on a farm or holding out here where the land was extremely cheap but had been forced to abandon it when they couldn’t hold off the rift-kin.

      Their loss was most certainly his gain.

      Despite his exhaustion, Tyron was desperate to keep his mind turning. The less time he allowed his mind to dwell on what he’d done, the better. Rather than sleep, he reached into his pack and withdrew the bundle of bones he’d carefully placed inside. He tried not to notice the way the bones were still stained from the flesh he had so recently removed as he unwrapped them and began to lay out the complete skeletons on the ground.

      He’d had to mix and match a few bones here and there, due to damage sustained in the fight that had killed the team, but after his efforts he’d been able to put together four complete skeletons. Under the light of a magick globe, he patiently put each bone in its place. His research was paying off, and he no longer confused arms with legs, or fingers with the tiny bones in the feet.

      As disturbing as the task was, he found it oddly soothing, as if he were completing a puzzle. He tried not to think about what each piece actually was, or where he had got it from, and as long as he did so he was able to relax. By the time he was done, it was deep into the night. His remaining three skeletons stood watch outside the ruined cabin in which he worked, the dark fire flickering in their eyes as their dull minds searched for something to kill.

      When the four former Slayer remains were completed on the ground before him, Tyron smiled. When these four were completed to the best of his ability, he would finally feel like he was in a stable place. The growing danger around the rift was worrying, but with four brand new skeletons to protect him, he felt he’d be safe enough to continue hunting in the area.

      Hopefully he’d be able to meet with Dove when he returned to Woodsedge.

      He shook his head—thinking of the Summoner was pointless, he couldn’t do anything to help him right now. Rogil’s team were high leveled and well disciplined. If anyone was going to be able to fight their way out of the rifts, it would be them. He would be much better served worrying about himself.

      There were a number of things he could do now. He could start to analyze and prepare the remains, or he could jump straight to Bone Stitching, preparing the remains to be raised. He still had several avenues he was exploring that might improve his mastery over the Raise Dead spell.

      He was also tempted to perform the Status ritual on the spot. With additional levels and the higher stats they gave, he would put himself in the best possible state to perform the important work of creating his four strongest minions to date.

      That thought led to another which didn’t disturb him as much as it should. If he wanted to be in the best condition and gain as many levels as he could, then there was a way he could practically guarantee he would level Anathema again, giving him the level-five feat and useful stats.

      Don’t decide when tired, he told himself. Better to sleep and sort it out tomorrow.

      He unpacked his bedroll and ate a quick handful of dried meat before he stripped off his boots, folded his cloak for a pillow, and rolled into his blankets.

      “Sleep.”

      The sun rose the next day on a predictable scene. Tyron had cleared and swept one side of the building he occupied and now stood over a half-drawn magick circle.

      “This is a bad idea,” he told himself.

      Dove had warned him repeatedly against trying to perform such a dangerous ritual without proper preparation. In fact, the Summoner had warned him against performing this ritual ever again. Tyron didn’t have good memories of the last time he’d cast this particular spell—the creeping dread of watching some strange entity reaching out, trying to invade his mind, was a horrifying experience. He’d had nightmares about it.

      But he was in a better place to deal with it now. He had more levels, better stats, his skill at casting Beyond the Veil had improved, and he now had a ritual focus—a fairly basic one, but a focus all the same. Thanks to his foul-mouthed benefactor, the polished chunk of crystal would help him focus the arcane energy needed to shape the ritual and give him another layer of safety should something go wrong.

      Tyron walked to his pack and dug about until he found the carefully wrapped and padded bag that contained the focus and removed it, unwinding the soft purple cloth that swaddled it. Exposed to the light, the crystal glowed softly, which illuminated the delicate script that had been etched into the metal bands circling the gem. A complex piece of enchanting, a ritual focus existed to help a Mage in casting large and demanding spells. By using it as a filter that sat between the caster and the spell, it added a layer of stability and control which gave him further confidence he would be able to pull this off.

      The more he thought about it, the more determined he became.

      It’s fine, he assured himself, I can be careful.

      And surely, as far from Woodsedge as he was, no one would detect the ritual as he was casting it. Even the Slayers on the rifts were miles away. He would be safe from detection at least.

      He returned to drawing the circle, referencing his notes extensively as he used his finger to draw the complex shapes in the dust. Several times he had to make slight adjustments when the alignment was less than perfect, but he proceeded swiftly, his hand steady as he worked with confidence. The ritual circle took shape rapidly under his hands. The broad circles, the connecting lines, the sigils of protection, and a host of other shapes and symbols were layered one on another.

      Tyron stepped carefully as he moved around the room, two globes of light placed overhead to eliminate any trace of a shadow that might obscure part of the circle. This was a hell of a lot easier than the first time he’d done it, working furtively in the dark. At least this time he didn’t expect anyone would come along and disturb him as he was casting.

      After four more hours of careful work the circle was done, but he didn’t begin the ritual immediately. First he inspected every inch of it carefully, making sure he didn’t miss anything. Only when he was completely satisfied there were no mistakes did he gather up his new focus. Even then he didn’t begin; instead he walked outside of the cabin to inspect conditions outside. His three skeletons remained perfectly still, watching the surrounding area for any sign of a threat. The sky overhead was clear for the time being and there was no wind. That was a major concern he wouldn’t have to worry about. If water disrupted the circle, or a stray breeze shifted the lines as he was casting, it would spell disaster.

      With a final check of his notes, Tyron stepped into the center and took several measured, deep breaths.

      He was extremely nervous. If he had the choice, he would not be casting this ritual again.

      Let’s do this.

      With one final intake of breath, he began to speak.

      As they had before, the Words of Power rolled sonorously from his mouth as his hands swept from one gesture to the next, giving shape and purpose to the power that flowed through him. On and on it went, the ritual focus drawing all the magick he released through it and then directing it to the spell, refined and purified.

      It was a long and difficult ritual, but even as he focused his whole mind on the spell Tyron recognized he was progressing more smoothly than before. His experience counted for a lot, and he didn’t falter for a moment as the energy continued to build and the veil began to appear.

      The circle beneath his feet had ignited by now as the ethereal curtain that separated this world from the Abyss materialized before him. As he’d done the first time, Tyron progressed through the ritual without pause or delay, reaching out with his hands to open a hole into the unknown.

      He almost stumbled, in that final moment.

      As he drew his hands down, the memories flooded him. The whispers that tore into his mind, the dark limbs that reached for his flesh. The hunger of the Abyss. The terror of it returned to the forefront of his thoughts, and for one horrible moment he felt his concentration begin to waver, the words almost slipping as he spoke. He teetered on the edge of annihilation in that moment. A new fear was born that quickly rose to overwhelm the others. What if he failed? What if he died an ignominious death here, failing to cast a ritual? What would his parents think? Tyron’s eyes burned red as he felt his mind begin to crumble.

      No.

      With an inhuman force of will, he shoved it down. The fear, the memories, the uncertainty, all of it.

      Like a poison that he had isolated, he gripped the negative emotions that plagued his mind in an iron fist forged from his will to succeed and throttled them before casting them away. His concentration firmed, his voice continued, steady, and he drew his hands apart, piercing the veil once more.

      His face was cold and hard and no emotion could be read from his eyes. To a bystander he may have appeared as a statue, without feeling, without thought, illuminated by the flickering arcane fire that traced patterns on the floor.

      When the voices came, he was ready.

      Once again they clawed at him, a clamor of thousands of voices that tried to sink into his brain and tear it apart. Whispers in an alien language flooded and overwhelmed him as they boxed him in from all sides. Pressure quickly built in his head until a splitting headache pounded in his temples.

      But it wasn’t the same as it had been the first time. The ritual focus protected his mind, gave him an additional layer of protection against the assault of the voices. Having experienced this once before, he’d modified his inner circle of protection also, strengthening its defense against any attack on his mind.

      The voices gnawed and clawed, chewed and scratched at the edges of his sanity, urgently whispering in his ear, but he held them at bay, if only just, and in doing so he learned something new. He could comprehend them. Flashes of knowledge, slices of information, blurred pieces of a larger image, the voices each tantalized him with secrets and visions that he couldn’t grasp.

      This is the knowledge they offer.

      The voices, the entities in the Abyss, they knew things that nobody should know, understood secrets that would ruin a mortal mind, had mastery over spells that would rot a human soul. They held it all just out of his reach, feeding him tiny drabs, and they danced closer and closer to him, pressing themselves against the protections around his mind as they whispered more and more desperately.

      Tyron grappled with them as much as he fought with himself. The temptation to reach out and take what they offered was overwhelming, but to do so he would open himself up to them, allow them into his mind. If he could just take hold of them, if he could just understand.

      With a start, he wrenched his consciousness back to his body and sight returned to his eyes. The tentacles had almost reached him, a thousand splitting lines of thread that stretched from beyond to wrap themselves around him. Within the gap he had created in the veil, an eye stared out at him. Dark red. Unknowing and unknowable, it stared at him as he stared back, trying to see through the fractal nature of what he saw. Within the eye was an eye within the eye inside the eye which was within an eye within an eye that was within an eye that trailed on and on and on and on.

      Tyron snapped his hands down, his fingers rapidly flicking from one sigil to the next as he barked out five Words of Power, each rumbling into the air, filled with the unknowable strength of the Arcane.

      It all receded. The whispers began to recede, the eye faded, and the veil closed and disappeared from view. Tyron was left standing in the center of the circle as the flames guttered out, no sound but the rasping of his labored breath.

      “Holy shit, that was a dumb idea,” he choked out before he slumped to his knees.

      He was almost drained of magick, his throat ruined and his thoughts in turmoil. That hadn’t gone as well as he’d hoped. He’d learned something, and traumatized himself all over again in the process. He instinctively shied away from remembering what he’d seen and heard. There would be time to dwell on it later. For now, he needed to rest.

      For the next few hours, Tyron did just that. When he had enough energy, he packed away his ritual focus, placing it back in its bag, then carefully wrapping it before placing it in the bottom of his pack. He swept away the ritual circle until not a speck of it remained and checked on his skeletons before he sat and ate a simple meal and had drank his fill from his waterskin.

      His throat was raw from speaking, and he would need it in top condition if he was going to raise four new minions.

      Deciding he needed it, he chose to sleep, despite the fact it was only early afternoon. He would need to be in top condition for what came next—to think about what he’d learned from the ritual and to perform the Status ritual so he could harness his gains before he took the first step to forging his undead legion.

      Once again, he commanded himself to sleep, and the world faded to dark as his magick stirred.
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        Events:

        You have forged relationships and felt emotion for your fellow humans. Race: Human has reached level 11.

        Use of Suppress Mind against a living mind has increased proficiency. Suppress Mind has reached level 3.

        Your use of the ritual Pierce the Veil has increased proficiency. Pierce the Veil has reached level 4.

        Your attempts at Sneak have increased proficiency.

        Dismembering remains has increased your proficiency.

        Focusing your mind to its limit has increased proficiency. Concentration has reached level 5 (Max).

        Use of the Magick Bolt spell against a living creature has increased your proficiency.

        The study of the dead has increased your proficiency. Corpse Appraisal has reached level 3.

        You have investigated and tested ways to improve the condition of remains. Corpse Preparation has reached level 2.

        Your creation of new undead has increased proficiency.

        Use of Sleep has increased proficiency.Use of the Bone Stitching technique has increased your proficiency.

        Your use and study of Death Magick has increased your proficiency. Death Magick has reached level 2.

        You have raised minions and they have fought on your behalf. Necromancer has reached level 7. You have received +4 Intelligence, +2 Wisdom, +2 Constitution, and +2 Manipulation. At this level you may choose a spell.

        The Abyss heard your call and delights in the dance of your thoughts. Chaos swirls around you, pleasing the Court and the Dark Ones. Your patrons are satisfied and their interest has reaped rewards. So far. Anathema has reached level 5. You have received +2 Intelligence, +2 Willpower, +2 Constitution. At this level you may choose a Class feat.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 11)

      

      

      
        
        Class:

        Necromancer (Level 7)

        Sub-Classes:

        1. Anathema (Level 5)

        2. None

        3. None (Locked)

      

      

      
        
        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

      

      

      
        
        Attributes:

        Strength: 12

        Dexterity: 11

        Constitution: 29

        Intelligence: 39

        Wisdom: 24

        Willpower: 23

        Charisma: 13

        Manipulation: 16

        Poise: 13

      

      

      
        
        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5) (Max)

        Handwriting (Level 4)

        Concentration (Level 5) (Max)

        Cooking (Level 1)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 1)

        Sneak (Level 3)

        Butchery (Level 3)

        Skill Selections Available: 1

      

        

      
        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 3)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 2)

        Death Magick (Level 2)

      

        

      
        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 4)

        Magick Bolt (Level 4)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 3)

        Bone Stitching (Level 3)

      

        

      
        Anathema Spells:

        Pierce the Veil (Level 4)

        Suppress Mind (Level 3)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Feats:

        Skeleton Focus I

      

        

      
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial) : INT +3, WIS +3

        Anathema level 5. Choose one of the following:

        Blood Magick I - Convert a portion of blood to magick.

        Rot Aura - Promote decay in an area around you.

        Abyss Flesh - The extremities of your body become malleable.

        Drain Life - Striking a living foe with a damaging spell will heal the caster.

        Skillful Tongue - Increase persuasiveness modified by manipulation.

        Repository - Gain a ritual to tie magick to an object.

        Scent of Sin - Find others who are aligned to your patrons by scent.

        Storm Vision - Enhance the sensitivity of the eye to magick.

        Wall of Thought I - Improve defense against intrusive mental effects.

        Favored Child - Learn all three commune rituals.

      

      

      
        
        Necromancer level 6. Choose an additional spell:

        Commune with Spirits - Speak to the remnants of the dead.

        Death Blades - Temporarily grant your minions Death-Magick-attuned weapons.

        Flesh Mending - Repair dead flesh.

      

      

      
        
        Please choose an additional skill:

        Empower Servant - Feed mana to your minions.

      

      

      This summoning ritual was dense. Tyron was drained by the sheer volume of blood that poured from his hand onto the page as the words continued to form. His initial surprise was on finally receiving another level of human. It had been years since he last leveled his race, and he was almost more shocked about that than anything that followed.

      Formed bonds with other people? I guess that doesn’t happen often for me.

      In order to level as a human it was necessary to meet and interact with others. Tyron had always been bookish and stuck to the same group of friends and his close family, which meant he missed out on a lot of opportunities to push his race level higher. As it turned out, his friends had stabbed him in the back and he’d abandoned his family, so basically anyone he met and grew close to was going to provide him experience on this front.

      He’d been forced into it by circumstances, he supposed. Ultimately it was a good thing. Every second human level he would gain a general skill choice, and if he reached level twenty he would gain access to the coveted third Sub-Class slot. The great advantage given to the short lived humans by the Unseen, the additional stats and skills provided by that third Sub-Class allowed them to rise in power quickly and contend with those who had been honing their power for hundreds of years.

      With one of his slots taken by Anathema, he prized the possibilities of that third selection even more. He had no idea what possible combinations he would consider going forward, what would pair well with his Necromancer Class or how he would get access to the training he needed, but that was something he needed to consider in the future when he had more opportunities.

      As his achievements continued to appear on the page, Tyron clenched his free hand in triumph. Not only had he leveled Necromancer to seven, he’d reached his goal of increasing Anathema to five. Not only would he be able to select another feat, but the stats alone were massively important to him at this stage. With an increase of six to his intelligence, his odds of being able to sustain another four minions skyrocketed.

      Everything else was like Aunt Mary’s gravy, deliciousness spread on top. He’d increased his core Necromancer skills, an important milestone. The additional constitution, wisdom, and willpower would also give him a significant boost. Manipulation he was somewhat ambivalent about, but perhaps he could find a use for it at some point in the future.

      The triplet nature of the Unseen was something he’d understood from a young age. The characteristics of the body divided into three categories, each separated into power, finesse, and defense. With his intelligence reaching the height it now had, he possessed the raw power he needed to fuel his rituals and maintain a higher number of minions.

      And he had selections to make, important ones. The Anathema feat list was an important milestone, one that could give him a clue as to the nature of these “patrons” who seemed to intrude on his thoughts and delight in his suffering. In truth, he was more excited for the next Necromancer skill selection, a chance to further his mastery of his core Class and peel back the curtain on possible methods to progress.

      He eagerly leaned forward over the page, bringing his summoned globe of light closer to better read the dark red characters on the page, keen to see the new selections he could pick for his Class.

      Flesh Mending and Empower Servant remained, and as before he wasn’t tempted at all with Flesh Mending. If anything he would rather have a spell that did the opposite and dissolved flesh, saving him from having to go through what he had done the previous day ever again. Although, even if such a choice appeared, he would probably eschew it. He had used a precious general skill choice on Butchery and he couldn’t afford to let that be a waste.

      Empower Servant was still an interesting choice and one he wouldn’t mind choosing, but he wasn’t sure if this was the right time. He was about to add four new minions to his burgeoning skeleton army, and it was entirely possible that despite his current surge in power he wouldn’t have the magick to empower anything. This would likely be something he would come back to in the future.

      Though I’m starting to wonder if I can ever have enough magick to satisfy the demands of being a Necromancer. The more I gain, the more I want. Maybe a Sub-Class can solve that issue? Don’t get distracted.

      He turned to his new options.

      Commune with Spirits made him sit up straight before he slumped again to stare at the page on the ground. Obviously being a Necromancer was one thing, but a spell that would let him speak with the dead was a whole new step compared to raising lifeless minions from the remains of humans. It was something completely different, on a whole new level of power and complexity. If he were to compare it to any of his current abilities, it would be more like Pierce the Veil. A spell like this was breaking through a barrier to something that normally shouldn’t be within reach.

      The idea fascinated him. Also, there was a good chance it would lead to other, more interesting options down the line. If he chose this spell which allowed him to commune with the “remnants of the dead,” it wasn’t difficult to imagine what might open up for him later. Ghosts and spirits were other, less common forms of undead he could encounter. When he considered it though, who would he actually want to talk to? If he gained the ability to speak with those who had passed, was there anyone he actually needed to speak with?

      If I could talk to Arihnan the Black, that might be useful.

      He froze.

      Could he talk to Arihnan the Black? The man had died so long ago, would there be anything left to talk to? His biggest need, his most desperate lack, was information about his Class. He couldn’t find anyone living who could help with the specifics of his Class, but what about the dead?

      He quickly tried to temper his expectations. There was no chance of him tracking down the grave site of the long-dead necromancer. He’d fallen in his final climactic battle close to the capital, in the central province, hundreds of miles away. Even if he was able to track down the location and somehow contact the spirit of Arihnan, would it even be safe to commune with such a powerful Necromancer?

      Better to not think about it.

      The other option, Death Blades, was another way he could utilize his magick to empower his minions, this time using Death Magick to improve their damage. This was a good option for several reasons. For one, it gave him another way to level Death Magick, which was important since he definitely wanted to max that skill before reaching level twenty. It suffered from the same issue Empower Servant did, though he was tempted to choose it anyway. He may not be able to use it right now, but it would surely come in handy soon.

      Both options tempted him, for different reasons.

      He was inclined to choose Commune with Spirits. The potential it represented was tempting to him, and gaining a chance to study the magick required to speak with the dead was an incredible temptation.

      Death Blades would be more useful sooner, but in the short term it would likely be completely useless to him.

      He went back and forth on the decision for longer than he’d like before he gave up and decided to inspect the feats offered from the Anathema Class.

      It didn’t take long inspecting the list to realize the feats were themed around each of the three different factions his “patrons” belonged to. Blood Magick, Drain Life, and Scent of Sin were clearly from the Court; Abyss Flesh, Repository, and Wall of Thought were Abyss; and Rot Aura, Skillful Tongue, and Storm Vision were of the Dark Ones. The final feat, Favored Child, was clearly a generic offering, essentially giving an additional two Class spells, but only specific ones.

      Despite being the least interesting feat, Favored Child did pique his interest. The title and the effect screamed to him of unlocking an interesting Class evolution. He’d considered selecting all three of the starting rituals for this purpose anyway, and this would allow him to take them with one feat selection instead of two spell choices. It would only be worth it if the feats themselves were less interesting and he could spare one of his four selections.

      Several were immediately interesting to him.

      Blood Magick could potentially provide him with at least a partial solution to his magick woes. Trading his own blood didn’t sound amazing, but his extremely high constitution gave him the ability to endure punishment a normal Mage couldn’t hope to survive, and this feat might be a way for him to leverage that advantage. Wall of Thought I tempted him dearly, particularly after his recent experience with Pierce the Veil. Being able to create another layer of defense around his mind would be extremely welcome, though doing so through a feat…

      It might be possible for him to create such a defense using other means. His focus and the changes he’d made to his ritual circle had been immensely helpful. If he continued to develop his understanding of magick as it pertained to the mind… this could become a dead feat.

      He reluctantly turned away from Wall of Thought and considered Skillful Tongue. He had no real interest in being persuasive. It certainly wasn’t something he naturally excelled in. There were some Classes who could literally talk to the birds in the trees and their ability to manipulate others bordered on mind control. At least, he’d heard of such things from his parents. Apparently the restrictions around such individuals were extreme.

      The only reason he considered this feat at all was that it would give him some outlet for his manipulation. At the moment he gained no real benefit from it and had no idea why it increased with each Necromancer level. He supposed he would find out eventually, the Unseen didn’t do anything without a purpose. Hopefully whatever came up would be a better outlet than this, he didn’t think he’d choose it.

      Rot Aura… was odd. Although it would perhaps give him a way to remove flesh without having to resort to butchery, he’d already decided he wouldn’t take anything for that reason. Other than that, wouldn’t this make him a target? If fruit went off when he walked by, or dead animals dissolved to nothing in his presence… Tyron couldn’t see a good reason to take this selection, which likely meant it was more powerful than he was giving it credit for. Unusual choices were often more potent to make up for their lack of apparent utility. Even so, he couldn’t waste a slot on it.

      Storm Vision was fascinating, but was another example of a feat that was frustratingly lacking in description. What exactly did it mean? Would seeing magick make him better at casting in any way? If not, why would he care?

      Scent of Sin would help him identify others who were loyal to his “patrons.” He didn’t want to depend on the beings who had put the Anathema Sub-Class on him, but he couldn’t deny that being able to find others who might go out of their way to help him was tempting. He was essentially a pariah from society the moment anyone identified him, and he couldn’t go anywhere or do anything that would require him to produce a Status. This would give him a way to find potential allies, which may very well save his life. He would consider it for later.

      Repository. This was fascinating. A feat that provided a ritual. It wasn’t uncommon, and the rituals that were granted in this way were often powerful. As someone who loved intricate spellwork, he was exceptionally tempted despite the fact he had no real clue what the ritual would allow him to do. Bind magick to objects? In what way? Could he pour his own magick into an object and then draw it out again later, creating magick storage? Such a thing would be exceptionally useful. If he had a reservoir of power to draw on, he could use it to fuel abilities like Empower Servant or Death Blades when his minions were in a pinch.

      Or perhaps he could use it to fuse magick into the bones of his minions as he prepared to raise them.

      He was intrigued.

      Drain Life was another feat with a great deal of utility. He wasn’t capable of healing himself. If he were injured he would be in real trouble, since he couldn’t return to town. He’d be on his own to try and fix whatever had happened to him. With this feat, he’d at least have a way to repair himself, even if it was a slightly distasteful method.

      Tyron frowned to himself.

      A lot of the options provided were good. That was unusual. Generally speaking, Sub-Classes were inferior to main Classes, but Anathema had proven to be strong in its own right. The choices he’d been given at level four were strong spells, and now the feat list had a number of valid and strong abilities. Even the bonuses per level were higher than they should be, giving the same number as his main Class.

      He couldn’t refuse such benefits in his situation—in fact, they’d likely saved him multiple times already, but he distrusted anything that was better than it should be. Even so, it wasn’t as if he could refuse to make a selection.

      Ultimately, he placed a mark next to Commune with Spirits and Repository.

      They seemed like the selections that would most likely help him create better undead, and ultimately that was his primary focus. No doubt as he leveled he would give serious consideration to the abilities he’d passed on today, but for now they were left alone.

      As he finalized the ritual, the vast rush of power from the Unseen swept into him and he fell backward, his vision failing as his consciousness faded away.
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      A bedraggled, wild-eyed Tyron stood over four neatly arranged skeletons on the ground. His hair was messy and beginning to knot, while the dark circles and the bloodshot streaks of his eyes evidenced his lack of sleep. For two straight days he had labored. Without rest or pause for even a moment, he had continued to work toward raising the best possible minions, and he was finally done.

      For a dizzying moment, he swayed on his feet before he caught himself.

      “Water,” he rasped.

      He tried to flex his aching fingers as he staggered to his pack and removed the last of his waterskins. He’d need to refill shortly, and his supply of fresh food was starting to run low as well. It was possible to survive for a long time on salted and preserved meat, but it was far from ideal.

      He didn’t know if he could get back into Woodsedge yet, and he couldn’t be sure Dove would survive to make their next rendezvous. He hoped the Summoner would be there, but he couldn’t depend on it.

      He gulped down the lukewarm water and then slumped down against the wall of the crumbling cabin, leaning his head back to rest against the wood. His hand shook as he fumbled some hardtack from his back and put it in his mouth.

      The Status ritual had been a big one, the change he went through large enough to knock him out once again. He’d awoken to find a wealth of new knowledge seeded in his memory by the Unseen, as well as the extensive changes done to his mind.

      With his intelligence as high as it was, his command over magick and his own thoughts had only grown stronger than before. He could even feel it resonating with his mystery. There was perhaps a chance of it developing in the near future, something that would enhance his growth even further.

      The ritual he had learned from the Anathema feat had been complex beyond belief. The bare edges of it he could understand so far were intimidating. Although he wouldn’t be able to master it, or even properly learn it, in time to apply to his next four minions, he had high hopes that the knowledge he gained would help him dramatically in the future.

      Plugging the leaks and sealing the Death Magick within each bone had been one of his main thoughts when he’d selected the ritual. He’d been hoping it would provide him the means to turn each bone into a “container” to prevent any inserted magick from escaping.

      He may eventually be able to do that, but for now he didn’t have enough of a grasp on the new Words of Power or sigils that he had become dimly aware of. He certainly couldn’t perform an extended ritual over every individual bone.

      So he’d applied the methods he’d been developing, sensing each skeleton piece by piece, attempting to smooth out irregularities and promoting the development of Death Magick naturally occurring within the remains.

      With four skeletons so close together, he made use of the opportunity to study the unique interactions they had with each other. The miniscule traces of energy that jumped from one to the next frustrated him to no end. He couldn’t find the connection that allowed the energy to move—he didn’t know why it was happening, or how, or even if it was a good thing!

      He did everything he could to pore over each skeleton, studying, attempting to fix mistakes, saturating them with arcane power. Then came time for the intricate and painful task of creating the stitching required to make them move.

      Tyron was quite pleased with the final result. His work around the joints in particular had improved a great deal. That should result in smoother and more efficient movement for his minions, which would lessen the drain on his energy and make them more deadly in battle.

      The more he progressed, the more Tyron had begun to appreciate just how connected each part of his new profession truly was. Proper preparation, the stitching, casting the spell—each element bled into the next and had a huge impact on the final quality of the minion. Only when he had completely mastered all the techniques he was learning would he be able to create the best servants.

      Until then he was just wasting the materials that came his way.

      Once he felt better, Tyron checked his notes and focused on recovering his energy. He had to get through four casts of Raise Dead before he could rest. He’d already lost too much time, who knew what the rift was up to by now? If there were more rift-kin out there, then that was experience he could be hunting.

      He’d been interrupted three times during his work to help his skeletons repel monsters. Luckily they’d only been smaller critters and they hadn’t run into anything he couldn’t comfortably handle with a little undead assistance…

      But it underscored the point. He needed more minions, and he needed to get out there as soon as he could. He was already a level seven Necromancer; if he reached ten, he’d have another two spell choices and an additional feat to choose. That represented another fundamental growth in power.

      He keenly felt the need to accelerate and move faster. There wasn’t time to hesitate.

      His eyes were gritty from lack of sleep, but even with the warnings of Dove ringing in his ears, he stood and prepared himself for four consecutive casts of Raise Dead.

      The fatigue didn’t matter. His mind was focused. With each successive use he was becoming more comfortable with the ritual, his understanding of the ins and outs, the intricacies, and the process was constantly improving.

      The research he’d been conducting on the words and sigils he was less familiar with was also progressing. With the changes he’d made, he hoped to see a more efficient connection between himself and the skeletons, allowing them to move more while draining less of his magick.

      With his mind settled, Tyron sharpened his thoughts, raised his hands, and began to speak.

      Four hours later he collapsed on the floor of the cavern. He didn’t even need to use a spell to put himself to sleep.

      He woke ten hours later, his mouth and throat dry and aching.

      His living conditions were certainly catching up with him. Considering the rough sleep and lack of food and water he was holding up remarkably well, but he couldn’t go on like this forever.

      Despite his fatigue, Tyron felt invigorated. The moment he became conscious, his awareness expanded to include the connection he shared with his minions. His seven minions. Even standing completely still, he could feel them and the minute drain they put on his energy by simply existing. With all of them moving and fighting, he would struggle to maintain the drain for long, but he was excited to see how well his latest four would perform.

      He rose and stretched, trying to get the kinks out of his back before he shook it off and crammed some food in his mouth, too eager to get going to waste any more time.

      Once outside he couldn’t keep a smile off his face as he ordered his minions to gather before him.

      Instantly the draw on his magick increased as the skeletons walked in their silent, eerie way toward him, forming a rough row for him to inspect. The sight of them gathered sparked a sense of pride in the young Mage. These were his minions, creatures of arcane spellwork and mundane components he had made. He reflected that a craftsman might feel the same when gazing upon a completed work, or a carpenter at a finished building. He had labored for hours over each one of these skeletons, performing meticulous, demanding work. It may not be the same as spending days or weeks on one grand masterpiece, but nevertheless his effort reflected in the final quality of what he had created.

      The latest four were the apex of his current achievements. They benefited from everything he had learned, every test and improvement he had made, along with the boost from his first feat. As far as skeletons went, they were the cream of the crop.

      Sadly, they remained unarmed.

      His first order of business should be to return to the site of the battle and try to retrieve some weaponry if at all possible. He’d been more concerned with securing the remains. For a moment his thoughts turned to what the Slayers would think of their bones being used to construct undead controlled by a rogue Mage, but he quickly pushed the thought from his mind. He wasn’t responsible for becoming what he was, and he intended to use his minions to battle the rift-kin. Hopefully the Slayers would be able to find peace with that.

      Actually, he could speak to the dead now, technically, but he resisted the urge. It was time to take his skeletal horde on the road!

      “Let’s head out,” he declared to the silent row of undead.

      Don’t talk to the minions, you moron.

      He started to lead the way, but paused and smiled when he realized he now had sufficient followers to create a rough formation around himself. After directing his older servants to pass their blades to the newer, he positioned them at his rear and allowed the four strongest to be his vanguard. In this formation he marched back toward the place where Cilla had fallen.

      Being surrounded on all sides by skeletal warriors gave Tyron a certain feeling, as if now he could call himself a real Necromancer. He’d come a long way since his Awakening but he felt as if he’d barely improved at all. Seven minions was a great step forward but ultimately was a pitifully small collection. Dove had been clear that he needed to pursue greater numbers of servants.

      “No matter how you slice it, kid, a polished shit is still a shit. You’ll succeed by burying people in it, not cutting them with it,” Tyron did his best to mimic the Summoner’s droll tone.

      He didn’t agree. Forget some metaphor of hardening or polishing, he didn’t view his skeletons as destined to be weak. If sufficient effort was expended then they could be improved, and if effort was all it took then effort he would supply.

      He hadn’t been underway for long before they were intercepted. From the bushes ahead a small pack of skittering rift-kin emerged, screeching in a high-pitched whine as they rushed toward them.

      Taken by surprise, Tyron cursed and began to weave a magick bolt together, but by the time he was ready to cast, the small monsters had already reached his first minions. With sharp jaws, the creatures tried to snap at the legs of the skeletons, but Tyron’s latest minions proved their worth, stepping back smoothly to avoid the strikes and swinging with their crude weaponry.

      His three remaining skeletons advanced steadily, and Tyron’s mind began to ache as he tried to direct seven different minions at once. He quickly realized it was impossible and settled for general commands the skeletons could interpret with their very simple “minds.” As he’d feared, supporting this many skeletons created a massive drain on his energy, and he hesitated as he reached for his pocket. He didn’t have much candy remaining and he needed to get used to fighting without it. Being overly dependent on the crystal was a good way for a Mage to get killed.

      He grit his teeth and returned to directing the battle mentally, urging his skeletons to surround the critters and trying to direct them to better support each other.

      The rift-kin spat and snapped their jaws as the slow swings of the skeletons rained down on them. They were much faster than the walking bones assailing them, but like all monsters they were mad with rage and pressed forward, desperate to inflict whatever damage they could. With minimal direction from Tyron, the undead were slower to respond, and he was worried they would be hit as a result, but his fears were unfounded.

      Against just four opponents, his seven skeletons pressed their numbers advantage, harassing the smaller monsters and knocking them off-balance. Even his unarmed minions proved their worth with comical kicks that distracted the rift-kin and prevented them from attacking his more dangerous skeletons.

      Satisfied that they could last without him for a moment, Tyron took the time to cast Suppress Mind, savagely crushing the resistance of the rift-kin and holding it still as he directed one sword-wielding undead to finish it off. With one of their number killed, the remainder were even further outnumbered and quickly fell.

      Tyron was positively beaming as he reassembled his legion. Four smaller rift-kin would have been a difficult fight for him just a few days ago, but with greater numbers and superior undead, he had been able to win with relative ease. When he managed to get weapons in the hands of each of his skeletons, things would improve even further.

      However, in the back of his mind a nagging thought demanded his attention. He was still a long way from the rift, and running into four monsters already was a bad sign. He would need to be careful.

      And indeed, he ran into another small pack before he reached his destination, but his undead proved more than a match.

      The sight of Cilla’s grave, where he had buried the bright girl only days before, was saddening, and Tyron stopped a moment to pay his respects before scouting around the trees, hoping to find any gear that might still be usable. At first he was worried he’d come up empty-handed, as the first sword he found was broken, snapped during the fight, but luckily a few pieces seemed to have come through unscathed.

      He found a mace that was heavier than he would have liked—the extra effort required to lift the heavier weapon would come from his magick after all, but it was an effective tool against the chitinous exterior of the local rift-kin. He managed to find a shield with only a minor split in it, which would serve well enough, as well as two blades.

      To his most promising skeleton, the largest of the four newer additions, he gifted both the shield and the mace. It was necessary to adjust the strap on the back of the shield to get it to fit the undead’s much thinner arm, but once that was done, the skeleton seemed able to hold it well enough. Tyron could only hope it was smart enough to block properly.

      With the rest of the weaponry, all the members of his army were at least armed. Some of the swords were in poor condition, but that couldn’t be helped. If he found the time he might perform some maintenance on them himself.

      The thought of a skeleton polishing a blade was enough to make Tyron laugh, but he quickly settled down and began to plot his next move.

      He had two objectives. The first was to quickly gain experience by hunting down rift-kin. There appeared to be no shortage of those, even a great distance from the rift itself. This meant he had a wide area to range in with little chance of being discovered by active Slayers. In fact, if the level of danger was increasing, there was a slight chance that nearby settlements and farms, like the one he’d encountered on his journey to Woodsedge, would be evacuated. So he’d be able to move across an even wider area if he wished.

      The second was to continue the hunt for materials. He couldn’t support any more minions than he had now, but it was naive to think he wouldn’t lose any during his hunt. The skeletons were surprisingly tough, imbued with Death Magick as they were, but they were far from invincible. If he ran into the larger monsters, casualties would be inevitable.

      If by some miracle he didn’t lose any, he would still need more remains. As his level increased, so did his capacity to hold and regenerate magick, which meant he could support more. It fact, now that he’d reached this point, Tyron hoped he would be able to rapidly increase his power, as he could hunt and gain levels faster than he could hope to before.

      “Time to get hunting,” he laughed to himself.

      For the first time since he’d arrived in Woodsedge, he felt a glimmer of hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FORTY

          

          

      

    

    







            RISING HIGH

          

        

      

    

    
      Magnin grit his teeth as a fresh wave of pain wracked his body. It was unimaginable agony. Every nerve was on fire, every inch of his flesh burned. It felt as if his eyeballs were melting.

      “How the fuck is it hitting my eyes?” he groaned.

      Beside him, Beory spoke through gritted teeth.

      “It’s hurting your soul… not your body. Didn’t we… talk about this?”

      A low moan leaked out of her husband as he fell onto his side, his hands clenched around his forearms. Just like that, the two of them continued to endure the relentless torture that radiated from the brand. It continued for hours that felt like years as the two silently endured, drawing comfort from each other’s presence. If they’d been forced to go through it alone, who knows if they would have lasted?

      Shivering uncontrollably as her soul itself spasmed within her body, Beory remained sitting, her knees pulled up to her chest and her eyes squeezed shut. She was the first to notice the agony recede, just a hair.

      Her mind sharpened, dragging itself out of the pain-induced fugue she had sunk into. She focused on her suffering, measuring the minute changes in agony as it continued to fade. She maintained this vigil for another hour until she began to feel confident it wouldn’t resurge again.

      The pain continued to fall back, returning to the constant, still agonizing, but far more endurable level they had grown accustomed to over the previous week. Magnin spat a mouthful of blood onto the ground and rose, scrubbing at his face.

      “Pah! Bit my damn cheek again,” he muttered.

      “Do you need healing?” she asked.

      He eyed his wife’s haggard condition.

      “Not at all,” he smiled, wincing as his soul flared with agony for a brief moment. “I’ll heal quickly, you know that.”

      Not concerned with him after he denied needing aid, Beory collapsed into their shared blankets, her skin pale and hair matted with sweat. She lay there for a long while, just breathing as she reveled in her reduced level of suffering. In the back of her mind was always the certain knowledge that it would return, but for now she tried to let herself rest.

      “Come on, darling,” Magnin finally prodded her arm. “I’ve got tea and food here. Sit up and eat.”

      She pouted and rolled away from him.

      “I feel sick. I don’t want to eat.”

      He prodded her again.

      “And who was it who said we should make sure we eat and drink every time it fades? Huh? Who might that have been?”

      He poked her a few more times with his index finger as he spoke, his strength easily enough to make her roll with even a gentle prod.

      She swiped at his hand before she rolled back and sat up, flinching as she did.

      “It sounds like good advice, so it must have been me,” she said.

      “Right,” Magnin grinned. “So here, eat up.”

      He passed her a tray with a steaming cup of tea and a bowl of thin broth. They’d found it difficult to keep down heavier meals during their regular remote torture appointments, but something like this they could manage.

      The two ate in silence for a moment and the atmosphere within the tent returned to a state more familiar to them. They had spent more nights together like this than they had in any other manner during their years together. More time on the road than at home.

      After they ate, the two sat in comfortable silence for a time before Beory spoke.

      “Do you think they’re becoming more desperate? The pain has come more often than before. And it lasts longer.”

      “They’re definitely putting more effort into it,” Magnin agreed with a wry grin. “With all the countermeasures we put in place, I can’t believe it still hurts this bad. Anyone else would be dead by now, surely. Even the others of our rank.”

      “Don’t underestimate those old farts,” she warned him, “they’ve been playing this game a lot longer than us.”

      “And yet we’re the ones who were put in this position,” he countered. “None of them dared to push like we did.”

      Beory shrugged and nodded. She couldn’t disagree with that. As far as they knew, they were the first to try and rise above the ceiling that had been placed over their heads. As if they could stand it. The pain flared inside once again, and she tensed until it settled back down. It wouldn’t have been the first time they’d been hit multiple times in a short span of time. Having just eaten, she hoped for a longer gap. Covering themselves with vomit during torture offended her sensibilities on multiple levels. She fell silent as her thoughts turned darker. The relentless pain was more draining than she’d anticipated, and she was no stranger to suffering after all. Perhaps she’d been naive, underestimating the brand. The Magisters had controlled Slayers as strong as herself and Magnin for over a thousand years. Would she and Magnin be able to do something nobody else had dared to even try? Doubt reared its ugly head.

      Magnin placed his hand gently on her shoulder.

      “How long are we going to be able to hold on?” she whispered, tears beginning to drip from her eyes. “A few weeks? How much can Tyron do in such a small amount of time… even he won’t be able to rise that far.”

      Her husband gave her shoulder a light squeeze, careful to regulate his massive strength.

      “Don’t underestimate our boy,” he laughed. “He’s got the best of you and me in him after all. One month and he’ll shake the foundations of the world.”

      Beory sniffed and smiled before she tilted her head until she rested on Magnin’s arm, wiping away tears as she did so.

      “If only we could buy more time.”

      The mightiest Swordsman in the province leaned over and embraced his wife.

      “Don’t worry,” he spoke into her hair as he held her close, “we’ve done everything we can. Tyron will succeed where we have failed. We have to believe in him. Alright?”

      Beory nodded into his chest.

      “Alright.”

      They remained like that, holding each other close until the pain began to flare once more. They separated then, careful they didn’t hurt each other as they were wracked with agony. It lasted longer this time, but still they endured.
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      Elsewhere

      Poranus stepped away from the brand array with a grimace. Where each of his hands had been placed on the wall, two glittering sigils glowed red, nestled among hundreds of similar yet dim images, mocking him with their continued resistance.

      “Damn monsters,” he spat.

      He shook his hands as he returned them to the long sleeves of his robes and turned away. He was completely tapped out of magick. Again. He staggered slightly as he made his way out of the crucible, cursing under his breath.

      Those stubborn pricks. If they’d just hurry up and kill the brat, or better yet, themselves, then he wouldn’t have to do this every day. Out in the corridor, he made his way slowly past a few doors until he stopped and slammed his fist into the next.

      “Herath! It’s your turn. Hurry up!”

      From beyond the thick wood came the sound of someone scrabbling before the door was pulled open by a disheveled Mage, his messy blond hair a clear sign he’d been asleep.

      “Already?” he gaped. “The four of you couldn’t hold on for a day?”

      The other Magister’s face twisted.

      “You know we were asked to increase the output, you cretin. Not all of us are blessed with stores of magick like you! How long do you think we can maintain this output? Now shut up and go do your job.”

      “I haven’t even recharged fully yet,” Herath grumbled as he shut the door to get dressed, leaving Poranus to steam in the corridor.

      When he finally emerged, the young Mage was immaculately dressed and presented, his robes fresh and his hair clearly combed. Poranus ground his teeth.

      “You made me wait so you could comb your hair?” he growled.

      Herath waved a hand.

      “One cannot administer the will of the Gods without putting one’s best foot forward, wouldn’t you agree, Brother?”

      The young Magister offered a short bow to his senior before he turned and wandered down the corridor on his way to the crucible. Despite the anger he felt, Poranus swallowed it and forced himself to walk further. He had one more report to make before he could rest for the night. Or at least, rest for however many hours the others could buy pouring all of their energy into those sigils.

      How much more can you take, Magnin, Beory? I hope it’s me when you break. I want to feel you submit to the will of the Gods.

      It was unthinkable that they’d managed to hold on as long as they had, but every day surely brought them closer to the moment they couldn’t take any more. Then the threat would be eliminated and they could move on without this shadow hanging over their heads.

      It was clearly night, judging by the guttering torches that burned from their sconces on the walls. It had become hard to track the days over the last week. All he really knew were the chamber he rested in and the crucible, shift after shift, being woken whenever the rotation decreed it was his turn to feed all his magick to the brand. He was drained, more irritable than usual, and liable to let his thoughts slip, something he couldn’t afford for his next appointment.

      Be calm. Deep breaths. Focus your mind.

      Once he reached the decorated door, flanked by twisted gargoyle statues that watched him with cold, metallic eyes, he paused to gather himself before he reached out and knocked gently.

      “Enter,” came a soft voice from the other side.

      With one last slow breath, he turned the handle and pulled the door open, straining a little as he did so. He was sure that was deliberate. There was no reason to have Mages, with famously low strength, open such an obnoxiously heavy door unless it was on purpose. She wanted them to enter straining and sweating. He refused to show it.

      Attempting to act as nonchalant as he could, he braced his feet and guided the door to close softly rather than letting it swing shut. He’d heard one Mage had let it slam behind them, and the punishment they’d received curled his toes.

      “You asked me to report after my next shift, Lady Erryn, and so I am here.”

      The office in which he found himself was lavish. Every furnishing, every tastefully arranged ornament, spoke of extreme wealth. Materials only found in the most perilous of rifts abounded. The mirror on the wall was edged with Dream Crystal. The rug beneath his feet glittered with the emerald light of Fire Rubies. Even the desk was a statement of status, elegantly carved from the heartwood of a Soul Pine—it practically shined under the flickering light touching it.

      Compared to the room, the woman behind the desk could be described as plain, though to utter such thoughts out loud would condemn him to a painful death. Of middle age, her brown curls had lost their youthful bounce and her face had begun to show the lines of age. One would think the lady was a healthy forty years old, but Poranus knew it to be a lie. She’d looked exactly the same for the decade he’d known her.

      He approached the desk and carefully offered a low bow. His form was as perfect as he could manage. He held that position, bent at the waist, his hands spread wide and facing the floor as the woman behind the desk continued to work, the scratching of her pen and the crackling fire the only sounds.

      Sweat began to bead on his brow as he struggled to maintain his position. He battled to restrain the slight shake in his arms as he concentrated on breathing softly as the moment was dragged out by the will of the woman before him. His ire rose as each second passed and he fought against that too. He couldn’t lose his temper, that was what she wanted.

      “You may rise,” came her soft voice, finally.

      He straightened slowly and saw that she was looking at him now. Her crystal-blue eyes pierced him, and he was shocked again by just how cold they were. He almost felt as if he weren’t looking at a human at all.

      Unhurried, Lady Erryn placed her pen down and neatly arranged the papers on her desk before she placed her hands flat on the table and spoke again.

      “You may report now, Magister Poranus.”

      He nodded.

      “As requested, the intensity of stimulation given through the Mark has been increased. As a consequence, we are draining our magick quicker than before and don’t have enough time to replenish our reserves before we’re called on again. As a result, the gaps between sessions are beginning to grow longer.”

      She didn’t reply, only continued to stare. He felt sweat begin to slide down his back. He firmed his tone.

      “If we are to continue then I suggest that more Mages be assigned to the task. A longer rotation will allow us to stimulate the Mark for longer and bring an end to this affair all the sooner.”

      No expression flickered across the face of the woman before him. It was unnerving.

      “Magisters unable to bring two Slayers to heel. Such a thing has never happened since the Ascension. If word of this matter were to spread, it might be enough for the aristocracy to question the competence of your order. At such a critical time, are you capable enough to be the instrument of our will?”

      He couldn’t help a spike of indignation that flared inside him.

      “We are agents of the Divines,” he almost growled.

      Lady Erryn watched him dispassionately.

      “And they speak through the High King and those born of his court. As it has always been.”

      Poranus quickly bowed his head.

      “Of course, Lady Erryn, it is as you say.”

      Internally he cursed his lax tongue. How close to extermination did he want to tread this day?

      She let him stew for a time before she continued.

      “As I’m sure you’re aware, the Steelarms are of particular interest to the Baron. This situation needs to be brought to a swift resolution so that we may turn our attention to other matters. I will assign two more Mages to your team, Magister Poranus. Surely then you will have the capacity to humble a pair of Slayers who seek to rise above their station.”

      As if Magnin and Beory Steelarm were in any way ordinary Slayers.

      He wisely kept his complaints to himself and bowed once more.

      “I thank you, Lady Erryn. With your leave?”

      She waved a hand and he nodded before he turned and left, not bothering to hide his struggle with the door. He was exhausted. Another two Mages would help tremendously, but he had a sneaking suspicion it still wouldn’t be resolved quickly. Once back in his rooms, he took a shard of Arcane Crystal and placed it in his mouth before he slumped into his bed.

      A little rest would do him good.
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      “I’m telling you, kid, if I were you, I’d get the fuck out of here.”

      Dove’s normally flippant manner was nowhere to be seen, replaced by this grim-faced man who looked as if he hadn’t rested in days. Tyron had a sense of the worsening situation by the frequency of rift-kin he was encountering in the forest, but he certainly didn’t think it was this bad.

      “Are you seriously suggesting there’s going to be a break?” Tyron asked.

      Something that rarely occurred and no one wanted to be close to when it did: a rift-break.

      “What is the Keep doing? There was no sign of this happening as recently as a week ago!”

      The Summoner scowled.

      “If you think back, there actually might have been. The mission we took prior to your… experimental ritual practice grounding me to town was definitely more hectic than we might normally expect. Activity around the rifts always fluctuates so we didn’t think much of it, but if the upswing started back then the timing checks out.”

      “And the Keep?”

      “Look, the Slayer Keeps are run by the Magisters, and nobody knows what those piss ants are doing at the best of times. The restriction on the number of Slayer teams allowed to be active around the rifts couldn’t have come at a worse time. Under normal circumstances, we would have put out a call for your parents to turn up and they would have, but we can’t even do that much right now.”

      A shiver ran down Tyron’s spine.

      “Is this… my fault?” he mumbled.

      “What? Of course it’s fucking not. I know you’ve got a lot of heft in your sack, kid, but don’t fool yourself into thinking that you alone can influence something like this.”

      “But if I didn’t cast that ritual then would the Slayers have been contained the way they were? And if I weren’t a Necromancer, if I’d surrendered my Class, then my parents would be free to come and settle things. How is this not my fault?”

      The older man sighed and shook his head.

      “You didn’t choose your Class, so you aren’t responsible for it,” he held up a finger, and continued to tick off his fingers as he went on, “you didn’t outlaw the Class, you didn’t choose the Steelarms to chase you down, you didn’t make the decision to lock down Woodsedge at a horrible time, and you didn’t refuse to allow your parents to help. The Magisters did all of those things, except for the Class picking bit, and fuck knows how that happens. My point is, there’s no reason to take this load on your shoulders. As far as I can tell, you’ve been doing your bit to help out.”

      He nodded toward the row of skeletons behind the young Necromancer.

      “You must have killed a few rift-kin with those bone-boys.”

      Tyron’s expression became pained.

      “Please don’t call my skeletons ‘bone-boys.’”

      Dove rolled his eyes.

      “Fine. Seriously though, what level are you now?”

      “… nine.”

      “Really? You’re shooting up. Another eleven levels and you won’t be a completely useless chunk of shit.”

      The scrawny Mage grinned as he joked with him, but Tyron could sense it was at least a little forced. Dove was tired, and trying not to show it. The weight of the situation, along with the guilt he couldn’t shake, settled around his shoulders like a cloak.

      “It’s… it’s really bad, isn’t it?”

      The smile faded from the face of the Summoner, and all of a sudden he didn’t look like Dove but a fatigued warrior with few options left.

      “Rogil nearly lost an arm when we tried to thin the monsters in the broken lands. That man has skin as hard as steel, and some giant lobster-looking bastard damn near cut through him in a single snip. It’ll be weeks before he can use it properly unless a silver-rank miracle healer just happens to descend from the fucking heavens. I’ve been working this Nagrythyn rift for three years now and never seen anything like the kin I saw two days ago. Not even on the other side. Rogil has though. We’re his second team. He was the only survivor of his first group after the Illica rift to the west broke. According to him, all sorts of bullshit starts to roll up when the rifts get too large. Only gold rank or higher can fight those pricks directly, and we don’t have any.”

      A slow realization was starting to dawn on Tyron, and he didn’t like it.

      “You think it’s going to break, don’t you?” he said. “You don’t think they can hold it off.”

      Dove looked him in the eye and slowly shook his head.

      “No,” he admitted, “I don’t think they can.”

      His admission hung in the air for a long moment as Tyron’s mind raced, flitting from thought to thought without settling on a single one. If it really broke, then Woodsedge was done. Unless help came quickly, the entire town, along with the Keep, would be swept off the map. He thought of Hak, and his daughter Madeline. Hard-working and honest folks, dead. He thought of Rell by the side of Victory Road and his dream of becoming a Slayer, dead. He thought of Rogil, Dove, Aryll, and Monica.

      The Summoner held up a hand before Tyron could speak.

      “Don’t even say it. Your thoughts are written all over your face. The teams are gathering and preparing right now for one final lunge toward the broken lands, and there’s no fucking way I’m backing out of that party. Besides the fact that my brand would sear me like a chuck steak if I tried, nobody became a Slayer to run away from danger. Most of the glory they throw on this job is complete bullshit. The adoration, the parades, I hate that. But when things get rough, when people are going to die, I’m not going to turn tail and not a single Slayer would. If we succeed, we’re going to save tens of thousands of lives.”

      “But you don’t think you will,” Tyron pointed out softly.

      Dove grinned fiercely.

      “I intend to take as many of those fuckers down with me as I possibly can. Maybe that way a few of the weak and pathetic people, people like you, will survive. That’s what it means to be a Slayer, kid.”

      A memory flashed through his mind.

      Magnin smiled brightly as he reached out to ruffle a young Tyron’s hair.

      “If you aren’t prepared to die, you have no business killing rift-kin, Son. We put our lives on the line to protect others, that’s what it means to be a Slayer.”

      He drew a slow, ragged breath.

      “How long do you think we have?”

      The older Mage shrugged.

      “It’s genuinely hard to know. We’re setting off in twelve hours’ time. The fighting will probably last a couple of days, three at the most. If we succeed, you have all the time in the world; if we don’t, hopefully we manage to buy a few more days.”

      He fidgeted awkwardly for a second before he stuck out his hand. Tyron stared at it for a moment.

      “You shake it,” Dove told him flatly.

      Tyron jumped before he extended his own and gripped the Summoner’s hand before they shook firmly.

      “I’m not good at this sort of thing,” Dove coughed, “but it’s been good to meet you, kid. Your situation is pretty much the most fucked up thing I’ve ever seen, and I was happy I could help out in my own small way. Best of luck to you. And please, if you ever happen to meet a Magister face to face, kill him and raise him would you? That’d be fucking hilarious.”

      Tyron swallowed the lump in his throat.

      “I will,” he promised.

      With a final pump of his arm, Dove let him go and gave him a quick pat on the shoulder before he turned and began to walk back to town. Tyron watched him go, feeling a crushing mix of despair and guilt sloshing through his gut.

      Once the Mage could no longer be seen, Tyron ordered his skeletons to collect the supplies Dove had brought out and began the long trek back to his current camp. He had a lot to think about.
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      Back at the keep

      Rogil carefully flexed the fingers of his left arm, ignoring the twinges of pain he felt as he did so. The healer had done an incredible job, all things considered. He’d been seriously worried he was going to lose the limb, only to be told he’d be right as rain in a matter of weeks. A pity he didn’t have weeks to spare. The digits were mobile enough to grip the hilt of a weapon, which was good, but the upper bicep area where the arm had been reattached was far too weak to handle the strain of actually wielding one. He could fight one-handed, he had in the past, but he felt like rushing headlong into a breaking rift wasn’t the time to have one arm literally tied behind his back.

      “I need to go and get a shield,” he muttered to himself.

      “Ask and ye shall receive!” declared a loud voice from behind him, followed by a loud thunk as something was dropped behind him.

      The warrior turned to see a grinning Dove standing over a heavy steel-banded shield, hands on his hips and posing as if he’d just performed a most heroic feat.

      “Where the hell were you this afternoon?” he growled. “You know there was a meeting.”

      “A meeting?” Dove recoiled in horror. “I never attend those, you know that.”

      “I thought your policy might change on this occasion.”

      “You thought wrong. If I was at the meeting, how would I have found the time to snag this hefty shield?”

      “What if I don’t want a shield?” Rogil asked even as he wondered why he bothered.

      In response, the Summoner simply rolled his eyes before he collapsed into the nearest chair.

      “Of course you don’t want one. Unfortunately your arm nearly got hacked off, so it’s useless for anything other than gripping a shield. Hence,” he gestured to the shield, “that whole situation.”

      Rogil sighed and gave up, settling back into his own chair and continuing to flex his fingers.

      “So… how’d it all go?” Dove asked.

      His team leader turned a flat stare at him.

      “If you want to know what goes on at the meetings then you should, I don’t know, attend them,” Rogil grunted.

      “Your point is well made and my balls have shrunk into my torso from shame. Happy? Spill the beans already.”

      “Fine. It went about as well as you’d expect. Magister Thuran chaired it and everyone cursed him and his family back for eight generations for the idiotic handling of the situation allowing it to get this bad in the first place.”

      “Let me guess, he smiled like a smug dickhead and told everyone to fuck off.”

      “Basically. After telling us to deal with it, he up and admitted there was an ‘emergency recall’ for all Magisters resident in the Keep and they would be returning to the capital immediately.”

      “I wonder if there actually is an emergency recall, or if they just pretend so they can up and run,” Dove mused.

      “Who cares,” the warrior shrugged, “the net result is the same, they won’t be around if things go badly.”

      “Always there to start the boulder rolling downhill, never there to stop it.”

      “Can we not whine about the Magisters? It’s not like I don’t agree, but I’ve been listening to those rants all day long. My arm hurts, I’m tired, and I’d rather get some rest than piss and moan about things I can’t change.”

      A little chagrined, Dove nodded and gestured for him to continue.

      “With that out of the way, we got to the business of planning. I’m going to assume you don’t care about the details. We go in, clear the broken lands, and then go through the rifts. If we can relieve the pressure on the other side there’s a chance we can avoid a break. If we can’t, we stage a fighting retreat back to Woodsedge and try to get as many people out as we can.”

      As if retreating through a rift on the verge of breaking was an easy thing to do. Anyone who went through wasn’t likely to come back and they both knew it. As he sat, Dove began to think over his career as a Slayer. The risks he’d taken, the triumphs and failures. He’d lost a lot of friends along the way—it was part of the job—but somehow he’d never thought that a situation like this would happen to him. Perhaps he was too conceited after all.

      “What’s it like?” he asked finally.

      Rogil turned to him, a brow raised.

      “When a break occurs,” the Mage clarified. “I’ve never seen one, and I’ve never asked you about it because I understand it’s a painful topic, but right now I would like to know. If that’s all right.”

      His leader leaned to the side and rested his chin on his right hand propped up on the arm of his chair.

      “It’s unlike you to be maudlin. You could have asked me about it anytime you know.”

      “It didn’t seem appropriate.”

      “Fair enough,” he leaned back in his chair. “What do you want to know?”

      “I don’t know,” Dove waved his hands vaguely in the air. “What happens? What sort of monsters come out? Were you close enough to see it happen? That sort of shit.”

      Rogil chewed on the questions for a moment before he answered.

      “No, I wasn’t close enough to see it happen. I was only iron rank back then, hardly front-line material. My team was part of the rear guard, and when everything fell apart we were quickly overwhelmed. A fighting retreat from a crumbling rift is… not something I’m eager to attempt twice.”

      He took a breath.

      “The rift-kin that emerge during the break are bad news, Dove. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you about it—you’ve studied them at length I’m sure.”

      He waited and Dove gave him a reluctant nod.

      “In terms of what happens… it’s like the world just… broke. Time didn’t make sense, up or down didn’t make sense, nothing made sense. I swear to god the person next to me turned inside out on the spot. The normal effects of the broken lands turned up a hundred times over. The roars of the rift-kin blowing up your ears, you can barely see straight, the ground feels like it’s melting beneath your feet… I’ve never experienced anything close to it since. It’s terrifying.”

      “How did you get out?” Dove asked him quietly.

      Rogil barked a harsh laugh.

      “Luck. And gold ranks. We were close enough to the capital that they were able to arrive fairly quickly and throw back the worst of it. My team was dead by that point. A day later the Steelarms arrived and rolled the whole thing up inside a week.”

      “I heard.”

      The warrior shook his head.

      “I saw him do it. Magnin, I mean. Just for a little while I got to watch the Century Slayer fight. Some huge furred behemoth had rumbled toward us, knocking over the trees as it went. I swear by the goddess this monster was as tall as a building. Thirty feet at least. There were twenty of us there to hold it off and this guy just walks up to it and…” he trailed off. “I didn’t see his hands move, didn’t see his blade at all. One minute the kin is standing in front of him and the next it just falls to the side, cut clean in half.”

      Rogil’s eyes had unfocused as he stared into the past, recalling how he’d felt in that moment. He’d been so young. Still wounded and grieving, his emotions so raw.

      “He was like a god. I thought that if he could do that, what in this world could possibly harm him?”

      “And then you decided you’d climb the ranks, be just like him and reach the pinnacle of the Slayers.”

      He snorted.

      “What? No. I knew I’d never reach that level, no matter what. But I didn’t have any other skills and there were expenses. Funerals for my team members, making sure their families were looked after.”

      “Family, huh? You know, it’s times like this I wish I’d gotten married.”

      “Dove, you would be the world’s worst husband. There can be no question of this.”

      “Ouch.”

      “And it’s precisely because of times like this that I never married.”

      “Good point.”
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      Mind awash with conflicting emotions, there was only one thing Tyron could do to distract himself, and he threw himself into it wholeheartedly. The thought that he might be responsible, even partially, for the potential disaster unfolding right in front of him was enough to drive him to absurd efforts. With his skeletal army in tow he rampaged through the woods, fighting every rift-kin he could find, and lost two minions before he woke up to himself.

      No matter how many of these lesser monsters he killed, it would have no impact on the Slayers’ mission to stop the break. All he was doing was wasting his energy and getting his minions killed. Frustrated and cursing his own stupidity, Tyron grouped his forces, gathered the weapons from his fallen skeletons, and began to retreat back to his current hiding place.

      When his group moved more slowly and didn’t look for trouble, they didn’t find many more rift-kin on the way out. Tyron took the time to harvest them, checking for cores and pocketing a few before moving on.

      When they eventually returned to the abandoned cabin, Tyron had his skeletons put down the supplies Dove had provided and began to sort through the packs, organizing the food, water, and various other niceties the Summoner had provided, including a change of underpants.

      “How did he even guess the size?” Tyron wondered aloud before deciding he’d rather not know.

      Sorting the contents of the packs wasn’t enough to distract him for long, and once it was done Tyron turned to the next task. He felt a need to keep himself occupied, to not let thoughts of the impending chaos enter his mind. He’d lost two minions, now he needed two more. Thankfully, he’d been constantly gathering remains over the last few days as he’d hunted so he still had bones to draw from.

      He poured all his focus into preparing and raising his latest two minions, even going so far as to rework and test several passages of the spell. He hadn’t had much time to study the ritual he’d received from his Anathema feat, but the inkling he’d received from the Unseen was enough to give him ideas he could use for modifying Raise Dead.

      After six hours of painstaking work, his new minions were ready. The skeletons stood alongside the others, eyes burning with purple fire. Finally done with the preparations and rituals, Tyron collapsed onto his blankets, exhausted. It was late evening now, the sun falling low over the forest as the ever-increasing numbers of rift-kin swarmed through the woods.

      “Damn it all,” he growled to himself before he cast Sleep, dragging his consciousness under.

      When he woke, he ate and drank water to refresh himself before considering his options.

      It wasn’t quite morning—the Slayers would be preparing their expedition at this very moment. Soon they’d emerge from the Keep and advance directly onto the rifts. Tyron knew enough to understand they’d likely succeed at clearing the broken lands, but once they entered the rift…

      Fighting the monsters here in the forest was one thing, going to Nagrythyn was another entirely. It would be a one-way trip, and all of them knew it.

      Is there really nothing I can do to help?

      Tyron wracked his brain to find a solution, even allowing himself to explore wild, dangerous possibilities. Could he allow an abyssal to cross over during Pierce the Veil? It would almost definitely kill him, and even if it didn’t, he would have no control over the creature. It would be just as dangerous to the Slayers as the rift-kin, perhaps more so. If he was able to level up Anathema he could learn another ritual, one that contacted a different group of his “sponsors.” Perhaps the Dark Ones or the Scarlet Court would be able to help in some way?

      Or they’d try and invade his mind or kill him in some other brutal fashion. After his experience with the Abyss, Tyron didn’t have a lot of trust left for the three entities responsible for his Sub-Class.

      Outside of appealing to these barely understood, powerful forces, he had no way of preventing disaster from occurring. With seven minions he could continue to hunt packs of small-fry or lone medium-sized kin, but anything more than that was well outside of his capabilities. In truth, he should leave. This place was already becoming too dangerous. The stronger monsters were becoming more common every day, and the odds of him encountering something he couldn’t handle rose higher every day.

      Dove had told him to go.

      It was the right move. If the break did happen, this entire area would be flooded with rift-kin. Woodsedge would be overrun in hours and the forest wouldn’t be far behind. Remaining here was out of the question, yet some part of him just refused to let it go. Despite the assurances Dove had given him, he couldn’t help but feel responsible. The restrictions placed on Slayers, his fault. The fact his parents weren’t available to help, his fault.

      If he turned himself in, Magnin and Beory would immediately be free to come and help. When he thought of all the people who would be saved if he were to do so, his heart ached.

      It was the right thing to do, wasn’t it? What right did he have to save himself when he could sacrifice himself to preserve others? Ultimately, isn’t that what he’d wanted to do in the first place? He’d run away in order to fight rift-kin, save people, and be admired, just as his parents were, for defending others. If he turned himself in, wouldn’t he achieve all his goals?

      Tyron rolled the same thoughts around in his mind over and over, trying to think of an optimal solution, but no matter what he did, doubts plagued him.

      If he turned himself in, would his mother and father even make it in time to save the people here? Would he give his life for nothing? In which case, was it better for him to be selfish, run, and try to help in other ways when he’d grown stronger? The more he thought on it, the more tangled his thoughts became. Could he justify running away if there was even a chance the people would be saved? There wasn’t, surely. There couldn’t be. And yet…

      Deep inside himself, where the secret thoughts dwelt, the ones that were so rarely taken out and examined in the light that it was easy for a person to forget they existed, he knew he couldn’t do it. What did he yearn for? What was the real reason he’d run away and devoted himself to raising his Necromancy Class?

      He’d lived in the shadow of his parents all his life. Whenever someone looked at him, it was Magnin and Beory they saw. Tyron refused to live like that. Until he had risen as high as he could, until he had reached their level or surpassed it, he couldn’t rest. That was his ambition. That was what drove him even now. If he surrendered to the marshals, allowed himself to be executed, there was a chance the people would be saved. But he couldn’t allow it. How could he die with all the things he wanted still out of reach?

      His back pressed against the wall of the cabin, Tyron curled his fingers as he stared down at the digits. Not so long ago they had been clean and soft, the only mark a callous he’d developed from holding a pen for too long. Now they were stained with dirt, the skin rough and cracked. A person could change a lot in a few weeks—his hands proved it.

      I’m such a selfish bastard.

      He hung his head and felt a storm of guilt boil in his gut. He wouldn’t surrender. He couldn’t. But he would do what he could to help.

      I’ve only got a few days until the expedition to the rift either succeeds or fails. Between now and then, what can I do? Every rift-kin I kill will be one that doesn’t have to be fought later if a break occurs. If the Slayers fail, then they’ll try to fall back to the Keep, and I can help them then. But I need to be stronger or I’ll just be swept aside.

      With a clear purpose in mind, Tyron rose to his feet. Did he feel happy with his decisions? No. But he would live with them. With a mental command he summoned his skeletons, still seven strong, to his side as he strode from the cabin. If he was able to slay enough rift-kin, then he would reach level ten in Necromancer, a boost that would enable him to manage more servants and select another feat. It wouldn’t be enough for him to suddenly sweep the monsters around the rift clear, not even remotely close, but it would enable him to do more than he currently could.

      Perhaps enough to find redemption.

      “Let’s go,” he ordered his minions as he strode forth.

      Don’t talk to the minions, idiot.

      Six hours later, he returned to the cabin, exhausted, drained of magick, and wounded. He issued silent commands to his remaining skeletons and they followed them in the mindless way they did everything. Weapons were arranged leaning against the side of the cabin, hilts on the ground to keep the blades out of the damp soil. Two skeletons unloaded armfuls of bones onto the cleared floor within the cabin itself. Enough for him to replenish his skeletons, and add several more. If he were able to increase his level, then hopefully Tyron could manage up to nine skeletons. If each of his minions were as good as he could make them, then perhaps he’d be able to manage ten, but sadly that wasn’t the case.

      Nine would have to be enough. He wanted to sleep—it was always a good idea to perform the ritual with a rested and calm mind—but Tyron didn’t dare wait. He didn’t intend to rest. He would perform the ritual, raise his new minions, and get back out there. There were so many monsters leaking from the rift that the woods were crawling with them. He’d lost multiple skeletons in fights against larger kin, able to slice through his clumsy minions if he didn’t manage them carefully. He’d been forced to resort to using Suppress Mind more than he’d like; pitting himself in battles of will against the minor creatures had been easy, but these hadn’t been pushovers.

      Which had exposed a significant weakness in the spell. Once cast, Tyron locked himself and the target into mental combat as he attempted to crush their will, but they could do the same to him. If he were to attempt it against something with a stronger mind than he had, he shuddered to think of the consequences. A lesson learned.

      Tyron retrieved his notebook, tore free a page, and quickly enacted the ritual, watching as his blood spread across the page before forming letters. When the process was done he leaned forward eagerly to read.

      
        
        Events:

        Your attempts at Sneak have increased proficiency.

        Dismembering remains has increased your proficiency.

        Your sad attempts to prepare food have increased your proficiency.

        Use of the Magick Bolt spell against a living creature has increased your proficiency.

        Your creation of new undead has increased proficiency. Raise Dead has reached level 4.

        Dominating the minds of those weaker has increased your proficiency.

        Use of the Bone Stitching technique has increased your proficiency. Bone Stitching has reached level 4.

        Your use and study of Death Magick has increased your proficiency. Death Magick has reached level 3.

        You have raised minions and they have fought on your behalf. Necromancer has reached level 10. You have received +2 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom, +1 Constitution, and +1 Manipulation. At this level you may choose a feat.

        Your patrons revel in your selfish decision to preserve yourself at the expense of others. The Court desires that you make contact. Anathema has reached level 6. You have received +2 Intelligence, +2 Willpower, +2 Constitution. At this level you may choose a Class ability.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 11)

      

      

      
        
        Class:

        Necromancer (Level 10)

        Sub-Classes:

        1. Anathema (Level 6)

        2. None

        3. None (Locked)

      

      

      
        
        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

      

      

      
        
        Attributes:

        Strength: 12

        Dexterity: 11

        Constitution: 34

        Intelligence: 47

        Wisdom: 27

        Willpower: 25

        Charisma: 13

        Manipulation: 19

        Poise: 13

      

      

      
        
        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5) (Max)

        Handwriting (Level 4)

        Concentration (Level 5) (Max)

        Cooking (Level 1)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 1)

        Sneak (Level 3)

        Butchery (Level 3)

        Skill Selections Available: 1

      

        

      
        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 3)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 3)

        Death Magick (Level 3)

      

        

      
        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 4)

        Magick Bolt (Level 4)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 4)

        Bone Stitching (Level 4)

        Commune with Spirits (Level 1)

        Shivering Curse (Level 1)

      

        

      
        Anathema Spells:

        Pierce the Veil (Level 4)

        Suppress Mind (Level 3)

        Repository (Level 1)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Feats:

        Skeleton Focus I

      

        

      
        Anathema Feats:

        Repository

      

        

      
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial) : INT +3, WIS +3

      

        

      
        Necromancer level 10. Choose one of the following Feats:

        Low Light Vision - Increase the ability to see in poor light conditions.

        Death Sense - Sense the presence of nearby Death Magick.

        Grave Cloak - Hide more easily in dark environments.

        Magick Battery I - Increase the natural capacity for Magick.

        Skilled I - Choose two general skills to increase the maximum level from five to ten.

        Class Focus I - Choose an additional Necromancer spell or skill.

        Efficient Minions I - Allow your minions to require less magick to move.

        Death Eater - Consume Death Magick.

        Skeleton Focus II - Improve the quality of raised skeletons.

        Zombie Focus I - Improve the quality of raised zombies.

      

        

      
        Necromancer level 10. Choose an additional Spell or Skill:

        Spells:

        Shorten Raise Dead – A modified version of Raise Dead that is quicker to cast.

        Bewildering Curse – Disorient and confuse those affected.

        Death Blades – Temporarily grant your minions Death Magick attuned weapons.

        Flesh Mending – Repair dead flesh.

        Skills:

        Flesh Crafting – Mould flesh as clay.

        Empower Servant – Feed mana to your minions.

      

        

      
        Anathema level 6. Choose an additional spell:

        Dark Communion - Beg intercession from the Dark Ones.

        Appeal to the Court - Attempt to commune with the Scarlet Court.

        Air of Menace - Surround oneself in a dread aura.

        Pain - Inflict the target with severe pain.

        Fear - Inflict the target with fear.

      

      

      When he’d reached level eight in Necromancer, Tyron had been given the choice between two curses, one that slowed those affected, the Shivering Curse, or one that disoriented them, the Bewildering Curse. Against the rift-kin he’d felt it would be far more beneficial if he could slow them down to allow his skeletons to compete on a more level field. The only issue was the amount of magick the curse demanded to cast. The greatest bottleneck he experienced continued to be the raw amount of magick he could hold; no matter how much he gained, it never seemed to be enough.

      Two new skills were offered for level ten. From the Class manuals he’d studied he knew that level-ten abilities were often foundational to a particular Class. Despite his high hopes, the new abilities didn’t match his expectations—Flesh Crafting for example, a skill no doubt related to the creation of zombies. From context, he could imagine it would allow him to “sculpt” the unliving flesh of his creations to create larger or more threatening zombies. Despite the possibilities, he had no intention of straying from his earlier decision to concentrate on skeletons. This option was out.

      The second, a faster cast for Raise Dead, was interesting, but not game changing. For one, he could possibly arrive at such a ritual himself, given enough time and experimentation. He’d already modified the original version of the spell significantly, and that was without any help. In addition, although it would be convenient to create minions faster, currently the bulk of the time creating his servants wasn’t in the ritual itself, that only took an hour. Perhaps if he chose this spell and mastered it he would be able to complete the spell in minutes, but that didn’t interest him. He would happily take the extra time to create a superior servant.

      He selected Death Blades for his ability and placed a mark next to it with his thumb. Now for the feats.

      Magick Battery I and Efficient Minions I were both tempting choices for this reason. With a boost to the amount of arcane energy at his disposal, his options would be greatly expanded. Even so, he was still inclined to choose Skeleton Focus II. Having stronger minions was never the wrong choice; they were the foundation of his Class, after all. As long as he continued to gain experience, then he would continue to increase the amount of magick he could hold, but nothing could replace the added strength the Unseen granted his skeletons through the focus feat.

      Then the Anathema choice. The message from the Court was concerning, and perhaps there would be repercussions if he didn’t choose Appeal to the Court and use it, but in this moment he hardly cared. He wanted to try and help the Slayers escape if their attack on the rift failed, not risk his life calling on powers he didn’t understand. Besides, he could select both the unknown rituals through a feat if he really wanted to. That left Air of Menace, which he wasn’t interested in at all, or the two new options, Pain and Fear.

      Pain… was horrific, and Tyron passed over it immediately. Fear he could tolerate.

      With little time to consider everything as well as he should, Tyron marked Skeleton Focus II and Fear before he ended the ritual. Immediately the changes took place and he endured it silently until the process was finished, then rose and moved straight to the remains his skeletons had carried back. He had work to do.
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      It took long hours of work for Tyron to prepare his minions, not nearly as long as he would have liked. He could almost imagine what it would be like for a new Necromancer trying to learn in an environment where they weren’t persecuted. Taking the time to practice each technique, not having to rush each step. He could happily spend a week just testing different methods for infusing magick into the bones, or stitching a skeleton and then dissolving the threads in order to try it again.

      What would he give for that sort of relaxed pace, where he could research and take his time puzzling out each and every step of the process, pushing his spells and skills to ten before he even approached level twenty in his Class. Perhaps even taking the time to pick up a Sub-Class that suited him, blending the two together to create something greater than the sum of its parts. If all had gone according to the plans he’d envisioned before the Awakening, he’d be doing that right now. Holed up in a wizard academy, practicing magick and preparing his path to level eighty where he’d join the elite of the elite, like Magnin and Beory.

      He had none of that. Instead, he did the best he could, intricately weaving the bones together, forming the sinews and joints necessary for the creature to move using threads of pure magick. His understanding of the technique had improved yet again, an achievement acknowledged by the Unseen, and he felt that gain as he worked. When he remembered how difficult it had been when he wove his first skeleton—the number of times he’d fumbled and had to redo his work—it was almost a miracle the final creation had been able to move at all. The joints had been sloppy, the threads not aligned correctly, the musculature misshapen at best and just plain wrong at worst.

      Compare that to now, where he could competently weave together a complete skeleton without having to stop once. He methodically moved from bone to bone, joint to joint, starting with the left leg, then the right, pulling together the ankles, toes, and knees. These were critical components of the finished weave; if the legs weren’t done correctly, the skeleton would quickly fall apart or be crushed in combat due to being unbalanced or too slow. The knees in particular needed a thorough job, bearing the weight as they did.

      With the legs done, he worked on the waist and chest before moving to the spine. The spine was by far the most tedious section to work on; each of the small bones needed to be carefully slotted against the next with incredibly fine, yet uncomplicated thread-work required to allow the bones to flex as they needed to. Finally the skull, strangely enough the simplest of all to complete. It made sense when one thought about it; the facial muscles needed for expressions, eating, or speaking were completely unnecessary for his minions. Very little work was done around the jaw. The most time was spent at the base of the skull where it connected to the spine.

      Once the weaving was done, he began to inspect and infuse the bones as best he could. He used an unformed cloud of arcane energy to slide along the bones, searching for imperfections and leaks before plugging them as best he could. Once that task was done, he worked to infuse the remains with as much Death Magick as he could. In ideal circumstances, he’d happily spend a week on this stage, attempting different approaches and attempting to bring things to an ideal state. Even just leaving the bones next to each other over time would allow them to foster that strange exchange of magick he’d observed in the past.

      He still didn’t know if that process continued after they were raised, something he’d love to look into if he ever had the time. As things stood, he didn’t have the time to do anything other than raise minions and fight.

      Poring over four sets of bones in this way was time-consuming and mentally draining. If he hadn’t maxed his concentration, he doubted he’d be able to focus for this length of time. It was grueling, detail-oriented work, but he grit his teeth and pushed through it until finally it was done. The only step left was to cast Raise Dead four consecutive times to have his four latest minions ready to go. He took a short break to regenerate his magick, put something in his stomach, and gather his energy before he launched himself into it.

      Just like with his stitching skills, his ability to cast Raise Dead had improved dramatically since that first attempt. He was so much more comfortable with the rhythms of the spell, the gestures and intonations required to shape the arcane energy into the necessary forms. In many ways the spell he cast now didn’t resemble what he had used the first time at all. Phrases had been changed, the order modified, while certain sections were abridged and others had been expanded. With the aid of his ritual focus, the flow of energy was smooth and uninterrupted, pouring into the bones as he created each of the elements necessary to form a functioning undead.

      To cast four in a row unaided was too much, even for his greatly expanded pool of magick, and after the third he needed to draw on his dwindling supply of Mage candy to produce the energy required. With the fourth cast complete, Tyron had been working for eight hours straight, but he refused to rest. With his latest advancement, these four skeletons represented the pinnacle of his achievement once again, the only four to benefit from the additional aid of the Unseen provided by his second feat. He hated that the strength of his minions was so unbalanced. If possible he’d prefer to raise entirely new skeletons, erasing the old to make way for the new, but he couldn’t afford such waste.

      Tyron rose and exited the cabin, quickly summoning all nine of his minions to his side. Soon he had distributed the arms he had available across each of them and it was time to leave. He’d recovered a second shield the previous day, and he made sure two of his latest creations wielded them. They were by far the most nimble and durable of his skeletons—if any of them were going to take hits, he wanted it to be them. He tapped his pocket in which he kept a small stash of Mage candy. He needed to push hard over the next twenty-four hours—the Slayers would have already reached the rift by this time. If he was going to be of any use at all, he needed to get there quickly and do his bit to remove the monsters in the area.

      It wasn’t much, but it was all he could hope to do.

      He set off at a brisk pace and was pleased to note that the nine skeletons by his side drained his magick slower than he’d expected. He didn’t know why, perhaps the second Skeleton Focus feat reduced the cost to maintain his skeletons more than he’d expected, or his growing skill had made the process of feeding them energy more efficient. Whatever the reason, he was happy for it. It turned out he could have supported ten after all, but he didn’t regret the lack of the additional minion. With the spare magick, he could utilize his other spells and begin to finally level them. It was likely that being able to cast Suppress Mind more often, or make use of his new curse, would help keep his skeletons alive more than having one more to fight with.

      Resolved to do what he could, Tyron marched forth, the silent forms of the undead arrayed around him.
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        In the broken lands

      

      

      In Dove’s opinion, it was a beautiful thing when slayers worked together. Competitors most of the time, fighting over missions, hoarding resources, and attempting to rank up before the others, cooperation wasn’t a common thing among their profession. Yet when it really came down to it, he liked to think that every Slayer knew they could count on the others to have their back. And when shit really hit the fan, when things were grim, they would pull together and beat the eve- living fuck out of whatever they needed to or die trying.

      It was almost enough to make him feel sentimental.

      “Dove, would you stop pissing about and get your bony backside in the fight?” Monica growled at him, all trace of her usual decorum abandoned.

      “Monica?” he gasped. “To think I would hear such appalling language from you, when others are around to hear what you say?”

      She grunted and hurled another ball of fire toward the frontline.

      “I’ll be dead by the end of the day, reputation hardly matters now.”

      “Tut-tut. Can’t have that defeatist talk here. We’ll succeed! Victory is practically guaranteed! I can sense it in my left nut.”

      A mixture of confusion and revulsion passed over his friend’s face as she processed his words.

      “Why the left?” she finally asked.

      Dove grinned and held up a finger.

      “Why, the left can see the future, of course, while the right can peer into the past.”

      “And your dick can split the present. We get it. Now throw some spells or I’ll burn you to a crisp like I should have done the day I met you.”

      Disappointed at being robbed of his punchline, Dove pouted before he began to move his hands and stir the arcane within him.

      “I was waiting for my magick to replenish, if you must know. Summoning takes a lot out of me, as you’re well aware.”

      “Fine, now put your Sub-Class to use and throw fire at something.”

      It had been a mistake to branch into combat magick with his third Sub-Class. The stats were great and the additional firepower made him useful in a lot more situations, but he hated never having any down time. If he wasn’t managing his summons, he was expected to be hurling fire and ice around like a brainless iron rank on their first expedition.

      Words of Power rolled from his mouth as his hands wove through the air, and in moments a ball of flame had appeared in the air before him. It grew hotter and brighter over several seconds before he thrust his palms forward and the flame rocketed away, arcing over the top of the warriors in front to detonate amidst the mass of monsters beyond.

      “You know this would be a great opportunity to snag a few levels under normal circumstances,” he called across to Monica. “My lack of aim isn’t particularly relevant in these conditions.”

      “Shut the fuck up and cast!” she hollered back.

      The noise from the battle rose and fell as spells and skills were unleashed with devastating effect. Light flashed, creatures roared and hissed, and battle cries rang out again and again as the massed slayers pushed forward into the broken lands. The noise drew the rift-kin like a flame drew moths, and they poured out of the woods to descend on the humans, hissing and shrieking with rage. Cold-eyed Slayers braced their shields, readied their weapons, and slashed out, cutting down swathes of the creatures but suffering wounds in turn.

      In the center of the line and the thickest fighting stood the silver-ranked Slayers, those above level forty in their main Class who stood toe to toe with the largest and most vicious foes. The creatures of Nagrythyn were twisted insectoid monsters of chitin and warped flesh, and now Dove saw beasts he’d never encountered, not even on the other side of the rift. Hulking bruisers the size of a house with shells as thick as a man roared and thrashed amidst the masses of smaller creatures. They could only be felled when multiple Slayers pushed forward to surround them, avoiding their deadly blades and razor-pointed teeth to carve away at the thick armor piece by piece before finally inflicting fatal damage.

      The cores of these monsters would be worth a ton of money, enough to pay for the living of every Slayer here for a year, especially if they were able to harvest and sell the chitin, but this wasn’t a venture for money. This wasn’t even the fight for survival—that was still to come. This battle only served to gain access to the rift. The fight raged for hours as Dove continued to empty the magick he held throwing spells or calling on his contracts. Every summon he had available was drawn out until the energy that formed the creature’s body on this plane was dispersed through damage and they returned to the astral, when he would begin to draw out the next.

      By the time the battle ended, all ten of his summons were exhausted and his reserves of magick were completely dry. With a grimace, the Mage pulled a shard of candy from his travel bag and stuck it in his mouth, an action repeated by dozens of Mages along the line.

      Almost twelve hundred Slayers had joined the expedition to the broken lands, and looking around Dove believed it was likely they had already lost a portion of them. As hard as they tried, an iron rank not yet level twenty was always going to be of limited use in a place like this. Still, he saluted their courage. They had volunteered to come despite the risks. They were heroes in his eyes.

      “Dove! Get up here and take a look at this.”

      Rogil’s voice rose over the clatter of ongoing fighting, and Dove walked toward the source of the sound where he found his friend, dripping sweat, a haggard look on his face as he stared out over the rifts.

      “By the munificent melons of the goddess, you look like shit.”

      “It’s the arm,” Rogil grunted. “Nearly ripped off again. Hurts like hell.”

      “I bet.”

      He wished he could do something, but he couldn’t, and Rogil knew nothing could be done, so they moved on.

      “What do you need?” Dove asked, unusually business-like.

      “We don’t have any pure dimension Mages, so I wanted you to take a look at the rift. Is it stable enough for us to get through?”

      “It’s too stable, that’s the damn problem.”

      The fighting hadn’t stopped but had died down. All the rift-kin who had flooded through into this world within the broken lands had been destroyed, but there were more breaking through all the time. As they appeared, the Slayers took turns defeating them as the others rested and gathered their strength for the true test to come.

      Dove brought his hands up and activated his magick sight. What he saw was almost blinding, but he endured it for several long seconds as he studied the rift.

      “It’s stabilizing quickly. Too quickly. We can get through, no problem, even this many. Fuck, we could have taken twice as many.”

      “We didn’t have twice as many to bring,” Rogil spat.

      Dove was silent, and his team leader glanced at him. The Mage was unusually shaken, his face pale as sweat beaded on his brow.

      “What is it, Dove?” he asked.

      The Summoner twitched before he looked to his friend.

      “Oh. I’ve just… never seen it so close before. Nagrythyn, I mean.”

      “Got a good glimpse, did you? That’s what happens during a break. You know more about it than I do.”

      Dove swallowed.

      “Didn’t expect to fucking see it though, did I?” he muttered, a touch of his sarcastic tone returning. “Not from this side of the rift.”

      Two realms that should never touch were drawing closer as the rift continued to stabilize. A break wasn’t caused by the rift being destroyed, or shattering in any way—it was caused by the two sides coming into contact. When it happened, Nagrythyn would overlap their own world within the range of the broken lands. In a way, the rift would cease to exist at all, and anything that walked on that cursed realm would be free to escape, to rampage in a place that had yet to fall.

      “Alright, we can’t wait any longer. Time to push through.”

      Rogil gathered the other silver-rank team captains and they organized the gathered Slayers. After a few minutes to regroup, they stepped through the rift and found themselves standing inside another realm. Dove looked up at the familiar sight of the acid-green skies of Nagrythyn. Though this time they boiled with a frenetic energy he had never witnessed before.

      All around them rift-kin snarled and hissed as the Slayers began to fight their way through the monsters.

      But their numbers were endless, and in the distance the true behemoths approached, the ground shaking under their weight.

      Dove crunched the crystal in his mouth between his teeth and hissed as the raw magick flooded into his body. He raised his hands and began to cast.

      “Let’s fucking dance, you pricks.”
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      He’d been foolish to come here, so close to the broken lands. Tyron blinked and rubbed his eyes as he breathed slowly to still his heart. Sweat dripped from his forehead and his skin felt caked in dirt. His clothes certainly were.

      He could feel the warping effect of the broken lands beginning on the edge of his senses. If he moved three hundred feet further north, he’d cross the threshold and be in the midst of it, but he didn’t dare.

      Despite the fact that an army of Slayers had swept through the area and slaughtered everything they could, despite the fact that they’d crossed to the other side and were preventing new rift-kin from appearing, he was still under immense pressure.

      He crunched down on the Mage candy in his mouth and swallowed the flood of magick it contained. His hands rose and flicked from sigil to sigil as he spoke the Words of Power, forming a spell with speed.

      Death Blades.

      The energy flooded from his body and twisted through the air in dark trails before it infused itself into the weapons his skeletons held. Thankfully, despite the name, it didn’t matter if his minions were not in fact armed with blades—the spell worked just as well on a mace or spear. His nine minions struck with renewed vigor, the additional bite provided by the spell helping to drive the surrounding monsters back and give his less-nimble skeletons some breathing room.

      Along with himself.

      Tyron grimaced but didn’t hesitate to pull another shard of Mage candy from his pocket and throw it into his mouth as he began yet another magick-hungry spell. Combined with the constant drain his minions placed on him, repeated casts were driving him right to the brink, but he had little choice.

      Trusting in his skeletons to protect him, he closed his eyes briefly and concentrated before he began to speak once again. Another unfamiliar magick, another situation in which he had little choice but to go for it. The words of the curse were unfamiliar to him, nothing like what he’d studied in the past. When he had the time…

      You’ll never have free time again for the rest of your life at this rate!

      No, he would! He was excited to map out and develop his understanding of this new field of magick. Curious enough that he was tempted to select the Bewildering curse just to expand his vocabulary.

      His hands swept through the air, and at the critical moment he crunched down on the crystal again as a flood of power rushed out of him, forming a dark, glittering miasma that hugged the ground around him. Black mist littered with flakes of ice expanded in a circle around him, passing around the ankles of his skeletons without effect but clinging to the rift-kin it touched.

      As he watched the curse take effect, the mist appeared to seep into every monster it touched, visibly slowing them, which further helped to decrease the gap between the kin and his minions. No longer outclassed in speed and able to cut through the chitin exteriors of their foes, the skeletons began to make progress defeating the press of monsters around them.

      Exhausted, his throat hoarse, Tyron once again rubbed his eyes as he surveyed the skirmish around him. Information constantly flowed into his mind from his minions, but he left them to fight without his direction. As fatigued as he was, trying to direct them would likely make them perform worse. Was there anything more he could do to help?

      He kept his eyes open as the melee continued to swirl around him, looking for a chance to hurl a magick bolt or apply Suppress Mind. He felt nausea rising, the sickly feeling of magick poisoning beginning to leach through his body, and he decided to refrain. Unless one of his skeletons needed him to intervene in order to save it, then he wouldn’t push. He needed to conserve his energy as much as possible.

      As he watched his skeletons fight, cutting down smaller rift-kin and grouping up to tackle the larger ones, Tyron once again considered that it was a mistake for him to come here. There were too many rift-kin and they were too strong for his minions to deal with.

      If he hadn’t chewed on the last of his Mage candy and used his new spells, he may well have died here, unable to escape after his skeletons had fallen. As it was, they were winning the fight, but not without some cost. His minions were sustaining damage which he had no means to repair. He wanted to stay and help the Slayers retreat, but if he had to keep fighting much longer, he would lose all his servants and exhaust his magick completely.

      At that point, the Slayers would need to rescue him, which they were unlikely to do during a fighting retreat.

      Over the next few minutes, he watched anxiously as his minions continued the battle until at last the rift-kin were defeated. He hadn’t lost a single skeleton, though all of them bore cracked bones and other damage.

      I’d better get a bone repair skill soon. Can do whatever I want with flesh apparently, but no help for bones.

      Clearly the Unseen was showing its bias. Or more likely, since skeletons were stronger minions, he needed to be a higher level before he would get more choices related to them.

      Too tired to even bother trying to salvage cores from the fallen monsters, Tyron gathered his undead close around himself and tried to take stock of the situation. He was almost tapped out of energy. He was likely to suffer the aftereffects of over-using the crystal soon, and his skeletons were weakened.

      It would take him an hour, possibly longer, to recover his magick, and that was if his skeletons remained still, minimizing their draw on his reserves. Here, on the edges of the rift where the rift-kin still roamed in numbers, there was no chance he would get a quiet hour to himself.

      He knew what he should do. He should retreat, return to the cabin, pack his things, and do what Dove had told him. If he started now, there was a chance he could stay ahead of the danger. Southwest, he could hug the mountains and take refuge in the rural communities there. From what he knew, those were hardy, frontier folk, largely independent from the machinations of the province. With a little luck, they may not have heard about a rogue Necromancer at all.

      When the rift-kin swept through, they would torch thousands of square miles of land but likely wouldn’t climb into the foothills. They’d follow the land to the east, into the soft underbelly where the farming communities of the province plied their trade. There were a dozen Foxbridges and hundreds of smaller villages between Woodsedge and the capital, Kenmor.

      Bile churned in his gut. Despite his best efforts, Tyron had failed to purge the guilt that had plagued him since his conversation with Dove. The Summoner told him that none of this was his fault, that he should run and hide until everything blew over. But could he really do that? Was he capable of turning his back on this unfolding tragedy, walking away and leaving people to their fate? No matter how he tried, he couldn’t shake the accusation he leveled at himself—that none of this would be happening without his involvement. If he hadn’t taken the actions he had, if he hadn’t refused to turn himself in, all of those people, tens of thousands of them, would be safe.

      The more he thought on it, the more twisted and confused his feelings became. His desire to do the right thing warred with his urge for self-preservation. Complicating things further, he had no real clue as to what the right thing might be. He was caught in a bind, where he desperately wished he could do something to help but was incapable of accepting that he was too powerless to do so. The result left him frozen in place, wanting to step forward despite knowing he had to turn back.

      As he stood, frozen with indecision, his eyes locked on the twisting, roiling sky over the broken lands, his decision was made for him.

      A deep groan rumbled outward from the rift, growing in volume until it felt as if the air around him had begun to vibrate. Shocked out of his thoughts, Tyron looked up to see something he had never imagined. Another world was descending.

      This close to the broken lands the trees of the forest grew thin, but even from further away he still could have seen it. The image was ghostly, an apparition, but beginning to overlay the storm above was a different horizon, one from a shattered world with a burning sky. As if the land itself were a bass drum struck by the hand of God, the ground beneath his feet began to shake. The trees around him shook, the whisper of shifting leaves rising to a deafening roar. He crouched instinctively as he looked up with horror at the apparition thickening before his eyes.

      The break? Now? It can’t be! It’s much too soon!

      Dove had told him there would be two days after the expedition failed. There should still be time. Then again, Tyron didn’t know what a break actually looked like, he hadn’t seen one before after all. Was this a sign it was happening right now, or that it soon would?

      He was forced to crouch to maintain his balance as the world continued to shake around him, and he ordered his servants to do the same. He could distantly hear the crack of wood as trees in the forest began to topple over, but even that calamitous noise couldn’t compare with the sound of Nagrythyn approaching.

      Run!

      Confronted with this world-shaking event, there was nothing he could do. After all, who was he? A lone level-ten Slayer with no training and no experience. He couldn’t make a difference here, and he was an idiot to think he could. He tried to turn and run but quickly stumbled. The ground was shaking far too much for him to stay on his feet. Even his skeletons were having trouble, several having fallen and pushing themselves off the ground with their bony limbs as they attempted to rise.

      If the shaking was this bad now, what would happen when the break itself occurred? Tyron had a growing fear that when that happened, being this close to the epicenter, the impact itself would kill him, let alone the kin that would flood from the rift afterward.

      “Dammit legs, move!” he growled to himself as he forced himself to rise.

      One shaking step at a time he began to move back to the forest. He didn’t dare glance back for fear of what he might see. Two skies overlapping, two furious, unnatural storms occurring at once was a dizzying and terrifying sight. If it got any worse, he might just freeze in place. He might not get far, but he had to get any distance that he could.

      I’m such an idiot. Why am I even here? he admonished himself.

      There was nothing to gain from regret. He would make his way back to the cabin, gather his few supplies, and escape. He would survive! He refused to fall here and now.

      An ear-splitting crack exploded from behind, along with a blinding flash of light that illuminated the trees all around despite the boiling clouds overhead. Tyron flinched as stabbing pain penetrated his ears, but he grit his teeth and kept walking without looking back, desperately trying to keep on his feet. Then he heard a roar, dimly, but it caused him to stop in his tracks. Was that a human? He halted his steps, stumbling as the ground continued to shift beneath him, and waited. There it came again, and that ringing sound, the clash of weapons?

      Softly, but growing louder each moment, detonations, war cries, weapons colliding. The Slayers had returned!

      Wide-eyed, Tyron turned. He couldn’t see anything at first, but then shapes began to appear in the distance, rushing out of the broken lands in small packs, weaving between the trees as they fought a running battle. There he stood, surrounded by skeletons, the ethereal light of undeath burning in their eyes as the Slayers bore down on his position. He was to the south of the rift after all—they’d have to pass through where he stood to make it back to Woodsedge!

      He’d come here determined to help, knowing it would reveal him, but now that the moment had come, he didn’t know how to react. Again he wondered just what he’d been thinking when he’d decided to do this—on how many levels could he fail to think logically?

      The first Slayer to notice him was a woman he didn’t recognize. Her armor, crafted from harvested chitin, was cracked in multiple places, and she bled from numerous cuts in her arms. In her hands she wielded a two-handed axe, the edge glowing bright, enchanted in some way. Her eyes were weary beyond belief, but in the instant their gaze met he felt her burning desire to survive shock through him like a lightning bolt. In an instant her eyes flickered from him to his minions, then she drew breath.

      “Run for it, idiot!” she barked, not slowing for a moment. “They’re coming!”

      Despite the quaking earth she ran with ease, blowing past him in just a few seconds as she continued to shout and rally the Slayers around her. More of them came, rushing to safety as he began to see the vague outlines of rift-kin appearing from the mist.

      “Get off your arse!”

      “Run, moron!”

      “Come on, get up!”

      A Mage stopped long enough to lend Tyron a hand, completely disregarding the skeletons around him as he pulled him around and helped to steady him as he got him moving.

      “Head south and don’t stop, kid!” the Mage barked before he turned, his hands alight with magick.

      Seconds later he thrust forward his palm and launched a bolt of pure lightning that flashed through air.

      “Run!” he called over his shoulder.

      Afraid, confused, and utterly consumed with guilt, Tyron did his best to run. He stammered, stumbled as tears began to drip from his eyes, obscuring his vision and making escape even more difficult. He angrily scrubbed them away as he dragged himself forward, Slayers rushing past him or turning to fight the monsters who drew too close. For several minutes he continued like that, though it felt like years, his progress glacially slow, though he wouldn’t stop, determined to make his escape.

      Then he heard him.

      “You fucking dickhead!” someone roared behind him. “I’ll cut your damn balls off! WOLF!”

      Disoriented and blinded, Tyron almost didn’t realize it when he felt something seize him in its jaws and lift him from the ground.

      That’s it, he thought dumbly, I’m dead.

      Except death didn’t come. Dazed, he turned his head to see the contempt burning in the eye of the star wolf, Dove riding on its back as the massive beast held him in its jaws. The Mage looked like hell, hunched with one arm clutched to his gut and numerous scrapes and cuts on his face.

      “You’re not supposed to be this dumb! Let’s get the fuck out of here!”

      The wolf took off, the incredible creature able to bear the weight of two men and run, despite the ground still shaking. Tyron was dimly aware of his skeletons struggling to keep up, and he ordered them to follow as best they could before the distance between them grew too great. With nothing else to do, he closed his eyes and left it to fate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FORTY-FIVE

          

          

      

    

    







            THE REBORN GOD OF MAGICK

          

        

      

    

    
      ”Did your brain turn to shit or something?” Dove coughed. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

      Tyron couldn’t lift his head.

      “I felt like I should help in some way, since everything that’s happening is my fault…”

      “Your fault? Your fault my scrawny ass!” Dove spluttered as he pressed the bandage against the wound on his stomach. “I told you to fucking run. None of this is your fault. That’s fucking moronic thinking.”

      “There’s no point arguing with you,” Tyron muttered.

      “Of course there’s not! I’m fucking right!”

      Dove groaned as pain flared through him and he slumped to the side, his breathing rapid and sweat breaking out on his brow.

      “Try not to be so fucking dumb that I have to shout at you for a bit,” he gasped, “I’m wounded.”

      The two sat inside the abandoned cabin. Night had fallen, and the distant rumble of the rift could still be felt as they stopped to rest. The star wolf had been dismissed to rest in the astral and Tyron had slumped to the ground, legs weak after what he had just experienced. Distantly he could still feel his connection to his minions as they drew nearer. He hoped they’d all survived, though it was unlikely. As slow as they were, they would have been overtaken by the rift-kin as they emerged.

      “We won’t have long,” Dove said, the strain clear in his voice. “Most of the monsters will have chased the other Slayers back to the Keep, but soon enough this area is going to be thick with them. Another ten minutes and then we get going.”

      “Are you going to be able to move?” Tyron asked, concerned. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Piss off,” Dove tried to laugh but coughed instead. “Unless you’ve got some miracle healing stashed in your underpants, you can’t do shit. Just leave it, I’ll manage.”

      Despite the front he was putting on, the Mage was clearly in bad shape. He shouldn’t be moving around.

      “Did Monica treat it?”

      “Monica’s dead, kid, Rogil too.”

      Once again Tyron hung his head as the words washed over him. Those two had been good people. Why was this happening? If the guilt and shame grew any worse it may just bury him. They’d died because of him. He couldn’t be convinced otherwise.

      “Fuck you,” Dove said.

      Tyron spluttered out a laugh as he rubbed at his eyes.

      “What was that for?” he asked.

      “I can practically smell the guilt on you. Those two, Monica and Rogil, were fucking Slayers, to the bone. Almost made it to gold rank. You know how few of us survive that long? How many make it that far? They were prepared to die from the day they signed up at the Keep and got branded. It’s not your fault, and didn’t I tell you to stop being fucking stupid?”

      The Summoner launched into an extended bout of coughing as he recovered from his outburst and Tyron tried to master himself. Too much was happening at once, and he was struggling to find his equilibrium. He wasn’t this irrational or emotional normally, but then again, how often had he been put in this situation? Trying to make himself useful, he left Dove to catch his breath and began packing his supplies as best he could.

      As he did so he felt the connection with his skeletons growing stronger, strong enough that he could determine how many had returned. He grimaced. Only four. His glorious army of nine had been reduced to less than half by his indecisiveness and stupidity. He had enough remains here in the cabin to raise one, perhaps two more, but he didn’t have the time. He might be able to have the skeletons carry the bones he needed if he wrapped them first, he had a spare blanket around somewhere.

      You idiot. Dove is wounded and all you can think about is raising the dead. A fine Necromancer you’ve become.

      He sighed to himself. As much as it pained him, he couldn’t do anything for the Summoner. He didn’t know anything about medicine. His minions couldn’t hope to stand up to Dove’s summons, but with the Mage in the condition he was in now they might be the best protection the two of them could get.

      He quickly finished placing everything into his back and storing his bedroll, then moved the bones into a neat bundle that he wrapped in preparation for the skeletons’ arrival. That done, he returned to check on Dove to find him breathing softly, his eyes closed as he rested against the rotted wooden walls of the cabin.

      “Dove, are you alright?” he asked quietly.

      “Of course I’m not. But I will be. Is it time to move?”

      “Just about, I’ve got a few skeletons on the way. They should arrive in just a few minutes.”

      Dove peeled an eye open and stared up at him for a moment.

      “You look like shit, kid… and coming from me that means something. What happened?”

      “… too much crystal.”

      Dove closed his eye and shook his head slightly from side to side.

      “You shitbreather.”

      “That’s harsh.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      They sat in silence for a moment as Dove continued to focus on breathing, his hand pressing a crude bandage into the wound on his belly. Tyron hadn’t seen it, but the dried blood that soaked the rag wasn’t a good sign.

      “Alright. We need to work out where we’re headed,” the Summoner coughed. “If we headed back to town they’d probably let you in, but there’ll be kin all over that place right now. With just the two of us, the chances of us even making it there are low. Our best bet is to head south and try and get what we need from any small communities we find on the way. Thankfully we’ve still got time until the break, but not much.”

      “Wait…” Tyron said, “… wasn’t that the break? Hasn’t it happened already?”

      Dove let out a wet chuckle before he leaned over and spat a wad of blood onto the dirt floor.

      “Fuck no. The realms are drawing close, but they haven’t collided yet. It’s close, probably less than a day away. We need to get as much distance as possible before then and find a place to hunker down. We won’t be able to outrun the monsters, but if we can find a place we can hide… I have some wardings I can put down to help conceal us.”

      He paused for a moment to draw some slow breaths.

      “… If you’re thinking about any heroic last stands or going to help defend the town, slap that shit out of your head. Everyone in Woodsedge, everyone in the Keep, they’re already dead. There’s no chance they’ll be able to hold, and even if they started running two days ago they won’t be able to make it out.” He grimaced in pain as he sat a little straighter. “Everyone’s fate was sealed when we failed beyond the rift. Unless some mighty Slayers fall out of the sky, then everyone is fucked. All we can do… is run and hide… try to pick up the pieces afterward.”

      Tyron sat and absorbed the Mage’s words in silence. As much as he wanted to help, as much as he felt he needed to do something, he was just a small, insignificant person in the face of the looming disaster. He knew the older man was right, and it was time he stopped acting foolish. He couldn’t help anyone if he died here.

      “I know where we can find a farm,” he said slowly, “pretty isolated, fenced off. They might have a cool room or cellar for storing meat we could use. It’s a little less than a day southeast of Woodsedge.”

      Dove nodded.

      “Worth a shot. How did you find that place?”

      Tyron’s face went blank.

      “I tried to buy water and food from them and they beat the shit out of me and stole my coin.”

      Dove barked out a laugh and then groaned as he clutched his wound.

      “Argh, fuck! You … fucking… moron. Sweet tits, that hurts. You really are bad at this, aren’t you?”

      Tyron smiled and nodded.

      “Not the greatest. Good thing I have someone to get advice from, right?”

      “Doesn’t hurt you’re a born Mage if one ever existed. You prick. I think I hear your bony boys. If that’s them, let’s get going. I’ll bring out the wolf and we can go.”

      “Are… are you going to be able to cast?”

      “Yes I can fucking cast. Piss off.”

      Tyron went out to greet his few remaining soldiers and was pleased to note that his four newest creations were the ones to make it back, with their weapons to boot. Finally a little luck. No rest for the dead though—he quickly loaded them up with supplies and set them walking on south. Once Dove had his wolf out, he’d quickly catch up. When he came back inside he found Dove wheezing and collapsed on his side as the majestic star wolf nuzzled at his cheek and licked at the cuts on his face.

      In the end he needed Tyron’s help to get back up onto the summon’s back. Once he was in place, they began the journey. Despite the chaos that no doubt reigned behind them, their slow journey was relatively peaceful. Small packs of roving rift-kin were dispatched by the skeletons well enough, especially since Tyron had the spare magick to support them with spells and curses.

      The scrawny Mage would occasionally suck in painful breaths as the rocking motion of the wolf caused his wounds to flare. As they traveled, they would talk intermittently, Dove offering occasional bits of wisdom or giving insight on particular sigils or Words of Power he was experienced with. As much as he didn’t want to tire the man, Tyron was happy to get the chance to discuss magick with someone. He’d learned so much over the last week, but there were so many things he had questions about, so many new aspects of spellcraft he hadn’t had the chance to explore.

      He still hadn’t used some of the new spells and rituals he’d learned, something that pained him no end. He’d been able to think on them, scratch down a few notes here and there, but there wasn’t time for proper investigation.

      He was especially eager to attempt to speak with the dead. Magick of that sort was a whole new league, talking with spirits from beyond the grave. Dove was less impressed.

      “Speak with the dead?” he wheezed. “What the fuck for? They’re dead.”

      “I think it’s likely to lead to the ability to recruit ghosts or spirits as minions,” Tyron theorized.

      The Summoner grunted.

      “From what I understand, Necromancers don’t tend to do much ‘recruiting,’ but I take your meaning. Spirits are bad news, they often hold onto some knowledge and the personality of the deceased.”

      “You’ve seen some?” Tyron was surprised.

      “Couple of times. If you die in a place with enough Death Magick, all sorts of bad shit can happen. Apparently there’s a rift in the Northern Province that leads to a world full of the stuff, can’t remember the name. All sorts of ghastly fuckers come pouring out of there, including half the Slayers that go in and die.”

      They continued on their way, but Tyron grew increasingly worried about the wounded Mage. His face was pale and sweat poured off him as he grew more and more hunched over on the wolf’s back. After the first few times he asked if Dove needed help and was snapped at, he let the man be, but it didn’t stop him from worrying.

      After long hours of walking, traveling the better part of the day, Tyron began to range ahead of the star wolf, sweeping left and right in an attempt to locate the farm. He knew the general location, but it’s not like he’d ever marked the place on a map or taken note of the landmarks. He almost missed it, having moved past the farm, but caught sight of it as he was moving back to re-join his skeletons traveling alongside the wolf.

      Much as he’d remembered it, the farm was surrounded by a high wooden fence with simple raised platforms at intervals inside. He spotted a few people looking out over the edge of the fence but ducked back among the trees, hoping he hadn’t been spotted. With the increased numbers of rift-kin ranging the area recently, it wasn’t a surprise that they’d be on the lookout. Tyron didn’t much feel like getting an arrow through his leg from a jumpy farmer.

      When he reported back to Dove, a little life came back into his face as he straightened a little.

      “… found it? Good. Let’s go say hello.”

      “I’m surprised anyone is still here. Wouldn’t they have been warned to leave already?”

      Dove just shook his head.

      “No warnings. Don’t want to scare the populace now do we? Fucking Magisters. Monsters, every one of them.”

      The Summoner was beginning to slur his words, a feverish light blooming in his eyes over the past few hours. He wasn’t well, his wound was likely infected, but he wouldn’t let Tyron anywhere near him. The two approached the gate, a familiar sight to the young Necromancer, but this time he didn’t bother hiding his skeletons. They could hear the farmers calling and gathering at the gate as they approached until an older man, face lined with distrust, climbed up to speak to them over the fence.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      Not going to bother with niceties. These people are on edge.

      Tyron looked to Dove, and the Summoner gave him a weary nod before he replied.

      “I’m a Slayer… I’m injured. In less than a day, maybe just a few hours… there’s going to be a break. We need… to take refuge…”

      At the mention of a break, the Farmer’s eyes widened and a hint of fear could be heard in his voice.

      “A break? We haven’t heard anything about a break. Just more kin than usual is all.”

      Dove wobbled on the back of the wolf and Tyron rushed to his side to help him balance.

      “Please. This man is injured badly. He needs help.”

      “I’m… fine as… balls.”

      “The Slayers have already battled at the rift and lost! We can help protect you when the monsters come, but you have to let us inside!”

      The Farmer’s eyes flicked over the two of them and over the four skeletons standing behind them before resting on the star wolf for a moment. The giant astral spirit stood as still as it could to not unseat its master, looking back over its shoulder with concern for the Mage it had agreed to serve.

      “Well, that might be true, or it might not. We can’t just take your word for it.”

      Tyron gaped up at the man as he leaned over to speak to someone inside.

      “You can’t be serious!” he spluttered. “You really think this man isn’t a Slayer? Or isn’t wounded? Use the eyes in your head! And why would we lie to you?”

      As he finished speaking to someone inside the gate, the Farmer stood up straight and looked down on them once more.

      “I wouldn’t rightly know. Maybe you’re trying to steal from us and this is all a trick. For the time being we’ll let you in, but I want you to give your weapons and things over to my boys first.”

      The gate opened with a loud creak and six young men, some of whom Tyron unfortunately recognized, emerged from inside, each of them holding a cudgel or simple weapon in hand. They had ugly expressions on their faces as they approached, and Tyron felt a souring in his gut.

      “We shouldn’t have come here,” he said as he backed away slowly, “we can leave.”

      With a mental command he brought his skeletons closer, the four undead causing the six assailants to hesitate a moment.

      “I don’t think you should,” the Farmer told him, and Tyron looked up to see he’d been joined by several other farmhands, men and women both, all with bows drawn. “At least, not while carrying all those burdens.”

      Just how much theft do these pricks commit? This is madness!

      “Are you really going to attack a Slayer?” Tyron demanded incredulously. “That’s suicide!”

      The Farmer laughed.

      “They can’t fight back, so it seems perfectly safe to me.”

      Dove fell forward, barely catching himself on the wolf’s back as he stretched his neck and whispered a few words into the wolf’s ear. Then he clutched his wound and rolled from its back, landing on the ground with a thud. Tyron knelt by his side, trying to help, but the Summoner weakly pushed him away.

      “Give me some space, kid,” he whispered, “this is going… to suck.”

      The wolf growled then, its teeth bare as it began to pad toward the approaching farmhands. Before Tyron understood what was happening, before he could react in any way, the wolf dashed forward, its jaws snapping down, and the screaming began. Who was louder, the Farmers or Dove, Tyron would never be able to say.

      The stench of blood was thick in the air when it was over. Numb to it all, Tyron tried not to look at the mangled bodies that lay everywhere inside the compound. He especially didn’t notice the younger ones. Instead, he focused on Dove. The Slayer had reacted the moment his wolf had attacked, screaming in pain and writhing on the ground until he’d passed out completely close to the end. When the wolf had padded back out, its muzzle and fur slick with gore, Tyron had done his best to carry the Mage inside the compound and comfortably arrange him on a bed.

      He ransacked the house to find bandages, fresh water, and any herbs he could that looked remotely medicinal before he came back and peeled away the encrusted rag and what was left of Dove’s shirt. Only then did he get a look at the true extent of the wound, and he sucked in a breath when he laid eyes on it. The moment the bandage was torn away, the sickly scent of infection filled the air, black blood oozing through the filth and mess that remained of the Summoner’s guts.

      “Holy shit,” Tyron stammered as he tried to clean it as best he could. “Holy shit.”

      The man should have been dead. Without the unnatural resilience someone of his high level could achieve, he likely would be. But even the highest level Slayers weren’t immortal, some things just couldn’t be survived.

      “Kid,” Tyron heard a whisper and he looked down to see the Mage’s eyes were open again. “Leave it… and… listen.”

      Tyron blinked away a few tears and tried to take hold of himself. He couldn’t keep acting foolish, he wouldn’t do things that were useless. A part of him wanted to argue, to keep trying to treat the wound, to convince Dove to keep fighting, but he knew it wouldn’t help. Instead, he leaned down close so he could hear the Mage speak.

      Dove coughed and spat another wad of blood onto the pillow beside him.

      “Fuck… that hurts. Not as bad… as the brand though… holy shit… that was bad.”

      He drew a few slow breaths.

      “Once I’m dead… you should look for a cellar… the wards… are in my pack… you’ll… figure it out… you gifted fucker. Just remember, who’s to blame… not you… Magisters. Always… those pricks… wouldn’t let your… folks come and help… rather let… everyone die… than admit they… fucked up.”

      He fell silent as he gathered his strength again.

      “Stay hidden…” he whispered, “grow strong… then… fuck some shit up… as long as you take… a few of them down… with you… then it was all worth it…”

      Tyron nodded as his eyes blurred.

      “You’re special… kid… reborn god… of fucking magick… I’m telling you… fucking… big… balls…”

      The Mage’s voice faded as he slipped out of consciousness, but Tyron remained kneeling by the bedside for another hour until the Summoner passed away.

      Completely numb, Tyron stared down at the remains of his… friend, unable to process his grief or shock at what his life had become. He stared down at the face of the Summoner for a long time before his eyes began to trail aimlessly around the room, his head shifting of its own volition.

      Then his gaze fell on his pack where he had dropped it on the floor. The contents had spilled and he stared at those next. Some dried meat, his ritual focus, a steel mug, his notebook. Almost as if he were in a trance, he moved to the notebook and picked it up, idly flicking through the pages as his eyes began to focus, finally, on something, the notes, the sigils and runes he had scrawled inside. As he often had during his life without ever realizing it, he avoided his pain by diving into something he felt he could control.

      Magick.

      A day later, Tyron, on his hands and knees, stared down at the polished skull before him. Globes of light hung in the air of the cellar, illuminating the nine concentric circles that had been drawn on the floor. To one side sat the ritual focus, abandoned now that the working was finally complete.

      The Necromancer was a mess. His eyes were bloodshot and his hands were shaking as he continued to stare at the skull, searching it for any sign he had been successful. He tasted bile in his throat, but he didn’t care—this had consumed him for twenty-four hours straight and he had thought of nothing else, done nothing else but prepare for his moment since. His eyes burned with a manic light as he stared, drool sliding from his chin as he concentrated his whole being on that one skull.

      At first, there was nothing, but his eyes didn’t waver. Then, a flicker, the faintest hint of purple flame ignited within those empty sockets. Slowly at first, but with growing speed, the flame grew until it burned just as bright as any other minion.

      A rictus grin spread across Tyron’s face as he saw the skull come to life, but still he didn’t move. He hadn’t succeeded yet.

      The skull sat lifelessly on the ground in the center of the intricate ritual circle for a long moment. Then a voice emanated from it.

      “Oh you fucking didn’t.”
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      The moment Dove’s voice echoed out from the skull, Tyron knew he had succeeded. A wave of relief washed over him as the tension, grief, and focus that had sustained him over the past twenty-four hours drained away. He slumped forward, smiled wearily down at the skull, then groaned as he felt a wave of power swell inside his head.

      He didn’t panic—he’d felt this once before. As his mind succumbed to the will of the Unseen he slumped to the side, catching his head on his arm before it hit the ground.

      “Hold down the fort,” he mumbled before his eyes fluttered shut and he was gone.

      From within his new housing, Dove watched with the strange, ethereal vision of an undead as Tyron lost consciousness.

      “You must be kidding.”

      His voice had an echoing quality to it, thinner than it had been in life. He’d only been returned to this mockery of an existence for a few seconds, but Dove could already tell he hated it.

      “Kid, get up and release me already. Hey. Tyron!”

      There was no response from the young Mage and Dove gave up trying to wake him. He’d seen this before, the sudden loss of awareness, even the way the kid’s eyes flickered behind his lids. Whatever he’d done must have been damn impressive, even though he had absolutely no idea how the Necromancer had managed to do it. Suffice to say, even the Unseen decided it was an act worthy of great reward.

      With nothing left to do and desperate to distract himself, Dove began to contemplate the magick that had caused him to be returned in this way.

      Obviously he was in a ritual circle, unsurprising to say the least, but what sort? He couldn’t turn his head, couldn’t move anything in fact, so no matter how much he wanted to turn and look behind him he couldn’t. Judging by the runes he could determine from his low vantage point, the ritual had something to do with attachment, or storage?

      So the kid had somehow managed to manifest his spirit and then lock it into a medium? How in the hell? He had a sympathetic container in the form of his own skull, that would have helped, but this sort of magick was… so far out of the wheelhouse of a first-rank Necromancer it wasn’t even in the same province. This should have been impossible.

      To do this, Tyron would have had to have invented most of the magick on the spot. Perhaps he had some frames of reference to work from, a couple of skills and spells he could base his work from, but he’d been flying blind for most of it. If it hadn’t worked he may very well have killed himself, and for what?

      The kid was insane. Straight up insane.

      “By the superlative spheres of the goddess, kid, you are fucking special.”

      He had to admit it.

      “But the second you wake up you better kill me or I’ll eat your ankles.”
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      Tyron dreamed. Distorted images, imperfect visions and words half comprehended flickered through his head at an insane pace. It was dizzying, disorienting, and a wonder at the same time.

      This had happened to him once before, when the Unseen had granted him a vision and unlocked his mystery. Despite having experience, it was all he could do to try and take hold of the tiniest sliver of what was being shown to him.

      Words of Power rumbled out of the sky overhead, igniting stars and raining fire across the world. Pure, unformed arcane energy danced through the air, in and out of all living things, changing and imprinting them as it went. Vast currents of magick, wide as oceans, filled his eyes as they crashed and swept from realm to realm.

      One image after another flashed before him, never appearing longer than the time it took for him to register what he was seeing before it was gone. Sometimes he didn’t even have that long. On and on it went until Tyron felt as if his mind was bleeding from the constant stimulus that was being rammed into his head.

      Then it was gone.

      His eyes flew open and he wheezed out several coughs. His face had slipped off his arm and been mashed into the floor for the latter part of his vision.

      “Holy shit,” he rasped as he sucked in a few breaths.

      He weakly pushed himself up and onto his knees, his head hanging low. He felt as if his head had been struck like a bell. His eyes were watering.

      For a long moment he knelt there on the floor and tried to get his bearings.

      “I uh, hate to break in when you’re recovering, but you didn’t happen to set those wards, did you?”

      Dove’s voice broke through and Tyron’s head snapped up.

      “FUCK!”

      “For a genius you really are stupid, you know that?”

      Tyron staggered to his feet and cast about blindly.

      “The wards are in my bag. Wherever you fucking left it, go now! Right in the middle, there’s a small wooden box. Hurry up!” Dove snapped.

      The urgency in his voice pushed the weary Necromancer to move and move quickly. He turned and staggered up the steps out of sight for the skull-bound spirit, so Dove could only wait anxiously until Tyron returned several minutes later, a small carved box in his hands.

      “That’s it, now do what I tell you and don’t fuck it up. If you do, you’ll either die on the spot or the magick will have the opposite effect, drawing the rift-kin toward us.”

      “How does that work?”

      “Does it fucking matter right now?” Dove yelled before he relented. Explaining might help the kid focus. “If you don’t create the formation properly, then the wards don’t mask each other, which means they basically just advertise themselves. Sensing the magick, the rift-kin will be on us like a rash.”

      The young Mage nodded and closed his eyes as he listened intently to Dove’s explanation. To set the wards wasn’t exceptionally complex, but precision was of the utmost importance. Fortunately, that was Tyron’s specialty, and Dove watched, amazed, as he methodically and purposefully enacted the steps in order. His hands never wavered, his words never faltered. The confidence required to perform magick like this was absurd, bordering on insanity. How many people could act with such clarity and focus when their life was on the line? How many people could take hold of the arcane, an ephemeral energy beyond mortal understanding, with such ease? This kid didn’t even have a Class a month ago.

      When the final words were spoken and the stones placed in configuration, the entrance to the cellar was warded. If everything worked as intended, the monsters would ignore it, no sign or scent from within would pass outside and the wooden doors would be invisible to them.

      Obviously nothing was guaranteed. Soon enough this entire area would be flooded in kin, and if enough of them ran through there was a chance one of them would stumble through the warding. In any case, they’d done everything they could.

      “You don’t have long, kid,” Dove spoke up as Tyron hunched over, drawing slow breaths to recover his energy. “Once the break happens, we’ll be dead if we poke our noses out the door. I know you’re tired, but you need to get your backside up there and gather up enough food and water to last us…” he trailed off for a second, “… to last you for a few days at the least. A week if possible. Get your bone boys to help carry things and then bring them down as well.”

      “How long do you think?” Tyron croaked.

      “I’m surprised it hasn’t happened already. It could go off any second. We should be far enough away that the building won’t collapse on our heads, which means we just need to last long enough for the rift-kin to disperse. Go out and get it. You’ll have all the time in the world to sit on your arse afterward.”

      He nodded wearily before he straightened and moved back up the short ladder and into the house. Despite his overwhelming fatigue, Tyron managed to gather quite a bit. The farmers raised their own animals and had no shortage of cured and fresh meat. There was a well dug within the compound, and with the help of his skeletons he was able to secure enough food and drink to last. Tired as he was, he still managed to poke around for anything of interest—books, money, and anything else he might need if he survived. Then he remembered the most precious resource of all.

      “Ah shit,” he groaned to himself.

      He wasn’t going to do it himself, so he set the skeletons to gathering all the bodies slaughtered by the star wolf. He didn’t want to spend a week locked into a cellar with them as they rotted, so he found the bedrooms on the opposite side of the residence and had the skeletons stuff them under the beds. With a little luck they wouldn’t be crushed by rampaging monsters and he could raise them later. The adults anyway. The others he would bury.

      With one last glance to the north and the violent storm that was now visible even this far south, he turned back and climbed back down into the cellar.

      “I think we have what we need,” he croaked to the skull that still sat in the center of the ritual circle where he’d left it.

      He leaned against the wall and slowly lowered himself until he was sat on the floor. Almost immediately his head lolled forward as his eyes began to flutter shut, but Dove refused to let him sleep.

      “Hey, HEY! Kid, you can sleep in a minute.”

      Tyron lifted his head slowly.

      “What. What is it now?”

      “Kill me.”

      The Necromancer stared for a moment.

      “What?”

      How was he supposed to kill him? Dove was extremely dead, he’d detached and skinned the head himself. He couldn’t remember the process much, his head had been fuzzy at best, as if he were drunk on the magick rushing through his thoughts. Frankly, he didn’t want to remember. Butchering people wasn’t something he wanted to become familiar with, though it was almost inevitable he would.

      “You know what I fucking mean,” the skull snapped. “You’ve had your fun, the wards are set, you’re as safe as you can be, given the circumstances. Set me free. Release my spirit, or whatever, from this skull and let me be about my business. There’s a few pricks who owe me money that I wouldn’t mind haunting. Or maybe there’s an afterlife. I spent so long praising the Goddess and her attributes that I’m sure she’d let me have a look at the real thing. So get on with it. It’s been nice knowing you, and I was glad to help you, but it’s done now.”

      Tyron listened as Dove’s ghost spoke, his frown deepening as he went on. When the once-Summoner had finished speaking, a long, awkward silence fell around them. Tyron dropped his head, avoiding looking into the glowing orbs in the skull as Dove grew more incredulous.

      “Tyron. Hey. Hey!”

      Still no response.

      “You are fucking kidding me,” Dove raged. “You aren’t going to do it? You’re going to keep me like this?”

      “Not forever,” Tyron rasped. “Just for now. A couple of weeks, I promise. I need help, Dove. I’ve been doing this on my own, and no matter how good I am, I’ll make a mistake eventually. It’s a miracle none of the sketchy bullshit I’ve done has blown up in my face already. You can teach me. Just a bit.”

      “Kid, listen to me. I’m not too keen on life as a skull. You understand me? I don’t even have hands! How am I supposed to feel… things? Fuck, I don’t even have skin! This is no way to exist. I want out.”

      “I will. Alright? I will. Just not yet,” Tyron pleaded. “I need a little time. A chance to get my shit together. You know the odds I’m up against, how am I supposed to succeed on my own?”

      Dove was prepared to retort when he paused. Even in this form he could still sense the change in the air.

      “Did you feel that?” he whispered.

      Tyron peered upward at the dirt ceiling before he tilted his head to the side, as if listening. A sound that wasn’t a sound swelled, growing louder and louder. Like a breeze blowing through the trees, or a wave rushing toward the shore, it grew and grew. He couldn’t understand what it was at first, then it struck him. Magick. The arcane energy that suffused the air all around them was moving. Slowly at first, then with growing speed, it began to shift, joining together into currents that rushed over the land and through the sky, all moving toward one point. The rift.

      “Hold onto something, kid. This is going to get fucking wild.”

      The young Necromancer swallowed thickly and positioned himself next to a support beam, wrapping both arms around it. As an afterthought he had his skeletons gather around, shielding him from any falling debris. The sound continued to build, rising to a crescendo that threatened to overwhelm him, until it suddenly stopped.

      Here it comes.

      The world shifted. That’s what it seemed like. Tyron felt the ground beneath him jump, and he crashed to his side as loose dirt showered down on him from above. He lay still for a second before the rumbling began. It grew quickly into a deafening roar that nearly shattered his ears. He quickly stuffed his hands over his ears, but it didn’t help. Again, the ground lurched. Then again. Not as large as the first time, but in a constant wave that grew faster and faster until the floor beneath was constantly shaking. His body bounced up and down, slamming painfully into the dirt again and again. He curled over, desperate to protect his head, but it was so hard to think. Everything was so loud.

      Even more than his ears, his mind was screaming. All the magick that had rushed inward before now exploded out the other way. A grand tidal wave of energy that overwhelmed his senses and blanketed his mind. Blood dripped from his nose onto the floor but Tyron didn’t notice, his awareness crushed beneath the stimuli.

      On and on it went, until he was sure he was dead, until he was sure the world had ended. He blacked out more than once, and when his awareness returned, nothing had changed. The ground quaked beneath him, the magick crashed all around him, and the roar went on and on. Parts of the house above had no doubt collapsed. All he could do was hope that the cellar would hold. It was quite deep, dug to store meat in the cool, the ceiling reinforced with beams, but it hadn’t been made to withstand this.

      When at last it was over, Tyron didn’t trust himself to release the white-knuckled grip he had of his own head. After some time had passed, he realized it wasn’t the floor that was shaking but rather himself, and he slowly unwound. His skeletons still crouched around him, and he instructed them to shift away and give him some space. The cellar was chaos. Everything that had been neatly stacked before was strewn across the ground, even Dove was partially buried beneath loose soil. Sections of the roof had indeed come loose but thankfully hadn’t fully collapsed, though they might before he left. He’d need to be careful.

      Every limb ached, every joint protested as he took stock. Most important of all, he checked the wards and was relieved to see that they had held their position, locked in place by the magick.

      “That was something,” Dove remarked. “Holy shit. I never thought I’d live to see it. Though I suppose I didn’t.”

      Tyron nodded, relief written all over his face.

      They’d survived the break.

      “Don’t be happy yet, kid,” Dove warned him. “The worst is yet to come.”

      As if summoned by his words, a piercing cry rang out from far away. After a second it was joined by a second, then a third and fourth, and so on until he could no longer tell how many contributed to that unearthly shriek.

      “Those fuckers,” Dove said softly, “never saw one until the other day. Deadliest pricks on Nagrythyn.”

      “What are they?” Tyron asked.

      They have to be in the broken lands. That’s almost two days away. How the hell can I hear them?

      “Trust me, kid,” the skull warned him, “you don’t want to know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FORTY-SEVEN

          

          

      

    

    







            LOCKED IN

          

        

      

    

    
      The noise above never ceased. As the hours passed the piercing cry of the monsters only grew louder over time, and Tyron slowly came to the realization that it wouldn’t stop any time soon. After putting the cellar back to rights, cleaning up the mess, and laying down his blankets and bedroll on the stone floor, he began to prepare for sleep.

      Dove had other ideas.

      “Hey,” he objected, “you’re just going to sleep? What am I supposed to do?”

      Tyron blinked owlishly at the skull which still sat on the floor. He’d been awake for several days straight at this point, emotionally drained from the turmoil, destruction, and death all around him. All Tyron wanted to do was rest.

      “I don’t know, Dove,” he told the spirit honestly. “I don’t know how any of it works. If I’m honest with you, I’m still only half sure how I managed to bind your spirit in the first place.”

      “Have I told you that you piss me off?”

      “Yes. Yes you have.”

      “Because you do. Piss me off I mean.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s just… who the fuck casts magick they haven’t even studied and aren’t quite sure how it works? Worse than that, who does that and succeeds? Just thinking about it makes me furious.”

      “… I get it.”

      “I don’t think you do.”

      “Just let me sleep! I’ll see what I can do when I wake up. Alright? That’s the best I can do right now.”

      “The best thing you can do is free me from this skull.”

      “I will. Alright? I will. Just not now.”

      As a disembodied spirit, there wasn’t much Dove could do to argue, so he suppressed his anger.

      “Fine. Fine. Go to sleep, kid.”

      The young Mage lay down after kicking off his shoes and dragging off his cloak. He was so exhausted he didn’t need to spell himself to sleep, drifting off just minutes after his head had hit the pillow he’d swiped from the house.

      Unable to sleep, or breathe, or scratch himself, or do anything really, Dove tried to take stock of himself. To say he felt strange was an understatement. In a sense, he didn’t feel anything at all. He had no sense of touch, or taste, or smell. He could see, but only in a sense. The input he received through the flames that burned in the sockets of his skull was far from ideal. Blurred and cast in a strange purple light, it was difficult to make out much detail, if any.

      Emotionally, he was… largely numb, which surprised him. He’d thought he’d be more outraged, or sad, or anything. He was dead! Rogil, Monica, Aryll, all gone. Woodsedge was probably already gone. What hadn’t been destroyed in the blast was currently being devoured by the hordes of rift-kin that would be pouring into this realm every moment. Another high-pitched shriek rang out and a memory flashed into the mind of the former Summoner, of the burning sky beyond the rift, of the enormous, raging beasts who had cut down so many of his friends.

      It would take something special to kill those fuckers. Even Magnin and Beory might struggle. For a little while, at least.

      The lack of feeling caused him to reflect on the nature of his present incarnation. He existed purely as a spirit, bound to a physical object, his skull, and in some ways that explained his detached state. The normal functions and responses of a human body no longer applied. He couldn’t cry, his heart didn’t pound with the force of his anger, no adrenaline poured through his veins, no sweat beaded his brow. The emotion he felt was a distant, hollow thing, with no physical outlet that would make it real. The guilt he felt at murdering the inhabitants of the farm was… there… somewhere, but so faint and immaterial that it may as well not have existed.

      “Holy shit. This is dreadful,” he muttered to himself.

      What sort of dreadful acts would a being be able to commit if this was how they felt? The sadness, pain and grief that they experienced, or caused, wouldn’t touch them, but drift past, like dust in the breeze. In a sense, it was freedom. Dove was no longer bound by the things that hemmed in everyone else, but the Mage was canny enough to recognize what a trap it was. If he lived for too long like this, just how much of his humanity would be lost? How long until he was little different from the monsters he’d devoted his life to defeating?

      Even as a spirit, the thought was frightening enough to cause his soul to shiver.

      Filled with such thoughts, he sank within himself, unaware that the light burning in his sockets dulled as he did so. In that half-aware, half-dreaming state, time passed outside of his awareness. It was with total surprise that he came back to himself as Tyron picked him up off the floor.

      “Dove? Are you still in there?”

      Awareness came flooding back to the spirit as the flames ignited once more.

      “Wha? What happened?”

      Tyron looked at the skull in his hand curiously.

      “I’m not sure. You were kind of still and quiet in there…”

      “Fuck. I think I just had the equivalent of a ghost nap. That felt strange.”

      “Well, at least you didn’t have to sit around and wait while I was sleeping.”

      “I’ll take what I can get I suppose. How long were you out?”

      The young Necromancer shrugged his shoulders helplessly.

      “I have no idea. I can’t exactly track the movement of the sun from down here. I feel like it was a long time though. I haven’t felt this rested in weeks.”

      Without the pressure of having to do something, to constantly push himself, make decisions, and take risks, Tyron had finally been able to sleep peacefully. He was effectively trapped in the cellar for a week. The lack of agency was, in its own way, strangely freeing. Now that he was awake, though, there was plenty to do. He carried the skull toward the food stores and placed him on top of a barrel as he ate a scant breakfast. The two quickly fell into a discussion about magick.

      “Effectively, I manifested your spirit as a construct formed of magick by modifying the Commune with Spirits spell. Once that was done, I used the binding ritual to seal your spirit into your skull.”

      “You say that like it’s so simple. ‘Oh, I stuck your spirit into your skull using a basic binding ritual.’ Goddess’ tits you did. And how, exactly, do you manifest my ghost as a magick construct? What the fuck does that even mean?”

      Tyron grimaced.

      “I think, I’m not sure about any of this, but I believe that the Commune with Spirits spell essentially… infuses Death Magick into the ambient spirit that remains after death. I don’t think the spell would work on someone who hadn’t died recently, since the ghost would have dissipated or moved on by then. What I essentially did was form a … holding cell I suppose you could say, for your infused spirit. A framework of magick that would prevent the spirit from departing and give me something I could use in the binding.”

      Dove absorbed this information for a while, churning it over in his ghostly mind. What the kid said made sense, in a twisted sort of way. If a spirit was just a wisp of magick stuck into a literal ghost, then it would be impossible to bind—it was too flimsy for any sort of ritual to take hold.

      “Does this mean you could create intelligent undead by binding spirits into skeletons?” he asked.

      The Necromancer blanched and nearly choked on the bread he was chewing. After a short coughing fit he looked up at Dove with red eyes.

      “What the hell? Why would I do that?”

      “Forget the morals for a second, kid, and answer the fucking question.”

      The intent tone in his voice caused Tyron to sit back and think carefully before he answered in a serious tone.

      “I don’t think so,” he said slowly as he continued to ponder the matter. “I’d have to make huge changes to Raise Dead. I have no idea how to connect the spirit to the body. I could possibly, possibly bind a spirit to an entire skeleton, but that would just stuff them inside it. Having the spirit be in control… that’s another question. I also wouldn’t know how to ensure… control... over the spirit.”

      “Those are issues, sure, but I think they could be overcome.”

      Tyron stared up at the skull, exasperated.

      “But why would I want to, Dove?”

      “More capable minions. Obviously.”

      “I’m not enslaving people’s souls!”

      “Didn’t stop you with mine,” the Summoner pointed out.

      “You aren’t enslaved,” Tyron pointed out weakly.

      “I don’t remember volunteering.”

      “Just… drop it. I’m not going to explore this further. Can we talk about something relevant, please?”

      “Fine.”

      The two fell into a sullen silence for a short time before Dove spoke up again.

      “Well we might as well crack into the Status ritual. After all the shit you pulled, your status is going to go fucking bonkers. I know you picked up a mystery, you prick.”

      “Another one,” Tyron nodded.

      “Ano… another one? Fuck, you piss me off, Tyron.”

      “I know.”

      Washing down the last of his meal, Tyron grabbed Dove and ripped another page from his notebook before he calmed himself. After drawing a long breath, he cut his thumb, placed it in the center of the page, and spoke the words. The blood oozed out to form the words on the page, and he leaned forward to read what they said.

      
        
        Events:

        You have attempted to save another, though the result is not as you had hoped. Race: Human has reached level 12. General skill selection awarded.

        Dismembering remains has increased your proficiency.

        Use of the Magick Bolt spell against a living creature has increased your proficiency.

        Application of the Shivering Curse has increased proficiency. Shivering Curse has reached level 2.

        Your creation of new undead has increased proficiency. Raise Dead has reached level 5.

        The use of Death Blades has increased proficiency. Death Blades has reached level 2.

        Your use and study of Death Magick has increased your proficiency. Death Magick has reached level 4.

        Improvization using Commune with Spirits has increased proficiency. Commune with Spirits has reached level 3.

        Use of Repository for means other than intended has increased proficiency. Repository has reached level 2.

        You have raised minions and they have fought on your behalf. Necromancer has reached level 11. You have received +2 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom, +1 Constitution, and +1 Manipulation.

        Chaos reigns wherever you tread and your patrons delight in the madness. Their investment in you has proven to be wise, though they hope you ensure it continues to prove so. Anathema has reached level 8. You have received +4 Intelligence, +4 Willpower, +4 Constitution. At this level you may choose a Class feat.

        Your incredible feat of mastery has impressed the Unseen. You have been granted the Words of Power mystery in recognition of your skill. Few have displayed such an intuitive knowledge over the form of magick. Cultivate this talent to receive greater rewards. Words of Power mystery has been granted.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 12)

      

      

      
        
        Class:

        Necromancer (Level 11)

        Sub-Classes:

        1. Anathema (Level 8)

        2. None

        3. None (Locked)

      

      

      
        
        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

      

      

      
        
        Attributes:

        Strength: 12

        Dexterity: 11

        Constitution: 39

        Intelligence: 53

        Wisdom: 31

        Willpower: 29

        Charisma: 16

        Manipulation: 20

        Poise: 13

      

      

      
        
        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5) (Max)

        Handwriting (Level 4)

        Concentration (Level 5) (Max)

        Cooking (Level 1)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 1)

        Sneak (Level 3)

        Butchery (Level 3)

        Skill Selections Available: 2

      

        

      
        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 3)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 3)

        Death Magick (Level 4)

      

        

      
        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 4)

        Magick Bolt (Level 4)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 5)

        Bone Stitching (Level 4)

        Commune with Spirits (Level 3)

        Shivering Curse (Level 2)

        Death Blades (Level 2)

      

        

      
        Anathema Spells:

        Pierce the Veil (Level 4)

        Suppress Mind (Level 3)

        Repository (Level 2)

        Fear (Level 1)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Feats:

        Skeleton Focus II

      

        

      
        Anathema Feats:

        Repository

      

        

      
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial): INT +3, WIS +3

        Words of Power (Initial): WIS +3, CHA +3

      

        

      
        Anathema level 8. Choose an additional spell:

        Dark Communion - Beg intercession from the Dark Ones.

        Appeal to the Court - Attempt to commune with the Scarlet Court.

        Air of Menace - Surround oneself in a dread aura.

        Pain - Inflict the target with severe pain.

        Invasive Persuasion - Open a weakness to manipulation in a suppressed mind.

        Fear Implant - Leave an impression of fear within a suppressed mind.

      

      

      A second mystery. Beyond the boost to his attributes, the real prize was the aid the Unseen would provide when utilizing that aspect of its power. Now that he had two magick-related Mysteries, it was likely they would work together to push his casting to an even higher level.

      The rush of levels was also extremely welcome. Three levels provided another welcome influx of attributes along with a new skill choice, though browsing the options left a bad taste in Tyron’s mouth. Suppress Mind was already an ugly spell—these additional options were… bordering on evil. Both stunk of mind control, a practice so forbidden it would be worse than being a Necromancer in the eyes of the public. It wasn’t like he could be double executed, but he still hoped to redeem himself one day.

      A precious general skill point for raising his race level was a shock, though a welcome one. Another level in Raise Dead gave Tyron a surge of triumph. All in all, he was pleased with his gains, very pleased. He was rapidly approaching the threshold of upgrading his Class, and he had to make up a lot of ground with his skills if he hoped to be ready. Raise Dead and Death Magick, at the very least, had to be brought to level 10 before Necromancer reached level 20.

      With a frown, he turned his attention back to the Anathema choices and placed a mark next to Appeal to the Court. Hopefully this ritual would prove to be the lesser evil.

      He ended the ritual and experienced the influx of power that accompanied his growth, though he managed to not faint this time. Dove watched the whole process from beside him.

      “I miss that rush,” the former Summoner mused. “You don’t get that feeling as you get further along. The gains are further apart and the attributes you get are more per level, but a smaller percentage. Having the Unseen just reach in and change you in such a big way… it’s heady stuff.”

      Tyron gulped down a few breaths as he adjusted to his new self. The feeling of change still tingled throughout his body, but he didn’t have the time to wait for it to fade completely.

      “Right,” he said to his somewhat mentor. “We have a week down here, and I need to improve my magick as much as I can in that time. Can you help me?”

      The purple flame burned bright in the eyes of the skull.

      “Fuck, kid, I haven’t got anything else to do.”
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      The sound of air being sucked through gritted teeth filled the tent. The pain came almost constantly now, and Magnin bent all his considerable will to combating it. He had long ago risen to the point where complete mastery of his mind and body had become second nature to him, yet under the unrelenting assault of agony he could feel his spirit begin to crack. He’d built what had felt like an impregnable fortress around himself and had tried to believe it would be enough. Despite all their preparations, he was still shocked at just how much torment the brand could inflict on him.

      He would break eventually, he’d always known that he would, if it came to this, but he’d hoped for longer.

      His face twisted into a ghoulish approximation of a grin. Another week would be the most he could hold out, especially if the pressure continued to be applied as it had been recently. They were never able to rest. At most they had short, ten minute breaks in between long bouts of enduring the unspeakable agony that burned within their very souls. The relentless pace, without even those brief windows of down time wherein they could regroup, was grinding them down ever faster.

      Beory would be able to hold out longer than him. Of the two, she’d always been mentally stronger. He could only hope she would be able to endure after he had succumbed and buy Tyron more time.

      “How are you holding up, darling?” he rasped, a broken attempt at his usual ragged charm barely peeking through in his tone.

      “Shut up, idiot,” Beory growled, her face a mask of concentration. “Every time you talk it distracts me from my meditation.”

      “Because I’m handsome?”

      “No. Because you’re infuriating.”

      “Infuriatingly handsome?”

      “Shut. Up. Magnin.”

      They lapsed into silence again as they focused inward. The brief moment of banter was their own way of connecting and sharing their suffering. It was important to Magnin that Beory be aware he was there with her, and she with him. It was easy to forget sometimes, when engulfed in the pain. On and on it went, torment without end, suffering without pause. If Magnin were condemned to a hell when he died, he doubted it could get much worse than this. At least he’d have practice before he got there.

      When the pain finally ebbed, it was so abrupt Magnin almost fell on his side at the sudden release of tension. Not only was the piercing agony no longer burning him, but the constant background simmer of the brand was also gone. Shocked at the alien feeling of no longer being in pain, Magnin blinked owlishly at his wife.

      “What the hell is this?” he said.

      Despite the shift, Beory had managed to retain her meditative posture. She scowled at nothing in particular.

      “More mind games. We should be ready for anything. We have ten minutes, so let’s make use of it.”

      “Right,” he replied.

      The two had worked out a routine. They could move much quicker than an average person even when they weren’t exerting themselves, so they could pack quite a lot into a short window of time. First came the food and drink—their stores of prepared fare were depleted but still sufficient—followed by a quick wash and fresh change of clothes. Wiping away the sweat and grime that accumulated over multiple days of torture helped to refresh their spirits and minds a surprising amount. Then they would stretch to release the tension in their bodies, give each other a shoulder rub or light massage, then air out the tent before making themselves comfortable again, ready for the next session to begin.

      They went through the motions, but neither could shake the feeling that something had changed. They’d been constantly subjected to the torment of the brand for two weeks—the Magisters had no reason to relent now, especially after investing goddess knows how much effort into torturing them. To be honest, the thought of irritable, exhausted Magisters slumped in their beds, shoveling Mage candy into their mouths, brought more than a little joy to the two of them, but there was no chance they would let all that effort go to waste.

      Magnin mentally prepared himself for the pain to return, yet after the ten minute mark had passed it didn’t come. He frowned.

      “If this is their new form of mental torture, they should keep it up, it’s working,” he quipped.

      “I can’t imagine what they’re up to,” Beory fretted, a frown creasing her normally flawless brow. “They have to know that if they give us enough time, we’ll recover. It’ll take them days to bring us back to this point.”

      “Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Magnin cautioned. “Some idiot probably slept in. They’ll be back to it soon enough.”

      That wouldn’t explain the lack of the usual background pain. They would consciously need to shut that off, but neither of them could imagine any motivation for the Magisters to do so.

      So they sat and waited for their suffering to continue, resolved to face it to the inevitable, bitter conclusion. But an hour passed and nothing happened. Then another hour passed.

      Nothing.

      “I almost feel neglected.”

      “Shut up, Magnin.”

      They continued to wait, but nothing changed.

      “Should we… go to sleep?” Magnin suggested.

      Beory eyed him through narrowed lids.

      “You can sleep right now?”

      Magnin tried to shrug nonchalantly.

      “I mean, we could try, right? It’s important to get rest when we can. We don’t know when they might start again. It’s been almost a week since we slept, right? We should seize the opportunity and hit the blankets.”

      It was good and reasonable advice, which made Beory instantly suspicious. Magnin was intelligent and capable when he wanted to be, but more often than not, he would play the fool when she was around to pick up the slack. What he said made sense, but something about the tone in which it was said hinted at something else. The powerful Mage puzzled over it for a few seconds, her focus locked on her innocent-looking husband.

      “Magnin…” she said, “… are you?”

      The Century Slayer’s brows rose as his face took on an aspect of pure, childlike innocence.

      “You are!” she squawked incredulously. “No you are not getting laid! I’ve been tortured for two weeks!”

      Both hands rose, palms out, presenting a solid defense.

      “Nobody suggested it, darling,” he spoke with reason, “I’m just trying to make sure we’re as prepared as we can be.”

      “Right,” she scoffed. “You aren’t wrong, we should get some sleep if we can…”

      “As I was saying-”

      “… but you can sleep outside.”

      Harsh, but nothing the powerful Slayer hadn’t dealt with before. Caught in the act, he could only laugh, send his wife a saucy wink, which earned a huff in return, before he left the tent and found a comfortable patch of ground to lie on. In truth, at his level, with all the feats and the enormous physical stats that came from his Class, sleeping rough was almost no different than sleeping in a bed. He wouldn’t be sore or stiff, his muscles wouldn’t knot or cramp. If anything, the ground would yield to him, not the other way around, something Beory understood perfectly.

      “Not my fault you look so fine,” he grumbled to himself as he settled his head on his arm.

      “I can hear you,” Beory called.

      “I know, you sexy fox,” he whispered, knowing she could hear that as well.

      “Sleep,” she incanted, and Magnin chuckled as he felt the spell roll over him.

      He could push it away, of course, but he allowed it to drag him under and was soon snoring away. Beory Steelarm could only shake her head, exasperated, before she cast the magick once more on herself. She expected to be awoken by that wrenching agony, but she was exhausted. Even an hour of sleep would help.

      To her utter shock, she woke six hours later, fully rested and pain-free. Confusion and suspicion blossomed in her mind as she ripped off her blankets and found Magnin still snoring outside.

      “Wake up,” she hissed, and the Slayer’s eyes snapped open immediately.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his tone deadly serious.

      A moment later his eyes widened as he too realized they were still free. The same horrible realization began to dawn on his face when he realized what it might mean.

      “Do you think they-?”

      “Don’t even think it,” Beory snapped at him. “I won’t believe it until I see his body cold in front of me.”

      The Magisters would have no reason to continue torturing them if Tyron had been killed.

      “KAW!”

      The ear-splitting cry of a large bird rang out and both of them turned their gaze to the sky. With their preternaturally sharp eyes, they could make out the approaching ro’klaw with ease. The enormous, four winged bird of prey powered through the air toward them, its gaze as sharp as the claws that tipped each of its hooked feet.

      “Surely there’s nicer birds that can carry messages,” Magnin complained. “These feathered thugs are always such foul-tempered pricks.”

      “I think we’re about to get an answer to our question,” Beory said.

      There were few who had permission to use the messenger birds. The aristocracy made frequent use of them when conversing by magickal means was too expensive or not necessary. Certain wealthy guilds paid through the nose to make use of them. And of course the Magisters, who’d created the damned things.

      As it swooped overhead, the beast released a slender tube from one claw before it beat the air with its wings and turned around. With several powerful strokes of its wings, the hateful creature was already on the return flight, another of its piercing cries shattering the peace as it went.

      Magnin caught the falling cylinder with ease, his hands steady despite what he might now hold. This message may very well inform him of his son’s death. Beory eyed it with dread. The Swordsman rolled his shoulders and popped the seal off, sliding the rolled paper inside into his hands. Wanting to get it over with as quickly as he could, he spread the page and read the contents.

      Then he started laughing.

      “What?” Beory demanded. “What does it say? Is Tyron alright?”

      Magnin leaned back and roared with laughter until tears began to roll down his cheeks. Unable to stop, he held out the message and waved it at his wife as he continued to howl. A fierce frown on her face, the Mage snatched the paper from her husband and read it with a glance. Immediately, her expression was replaced with one of savage glee.

      “Those arseholes must be spewing in their own beards,” she gloated.

      “A break!” Magnin choked out as he continued to laugh. “Can you believe this luck? A fucking break… now?”

      It was too much for him. Unable to hold in his incredulous laughter, he collapsed onto the ground and rolled back and forth. The thought of the Magisters being forced to abandon their assault on the brink of succeeding in order to save rank and file citizens—it must have felt like they were swallowing iron needles.

      “Two weeks,” Beory smiled viciously, “two whole weeks. With a little luck, we might be able to drag it out even longer.”

      Even fighting back against the worst rift-kin Nagrythyn had to offer, they’d be able to recover their condition in that much time. When the pain inevitably resumed, the Magisters would be starting from scratch. They’d been afraid Tyron had been found and killed, but things had never looked brighter for him. So long as he was able to remain clear of the break, he’d have a lot of time to continue growing.

      “Things have turned around just like that,” Magnin finally managed to contain his laughter. He lay spread out on the ground, staring at the morning sky with a blissful smile on his face.

      “You’re just happy you get to fight.”

      He didn’t deny it.

      “I’ve got a lot of pent-up stress,” he grinned, “thanks to someone.”

      “You’re blaming me and not the unimaginable agony those pricks sent our way?”

      With a pleased sigh, Magnin lightly flipped himself onto his feet.

      “Well, we may as well pack the camp and get moving. I’ll take care of that while you reach out to your people.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No problem. I’ll have it done in a flash.”

      They set to their tasks, their hearts light and smiles on their faces.

      Across the western province, the rift-kin advanced relentlessly, destroying farms and villages left in their wake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FORTY-NINE

          

          

      

    

    







            IT’S NOT MUSIC

          

        

      

    

    
      Some people said that a good Mage was similar to a good musician. A good musician understood the structure of music, was able to manipulate harmonies to create sounds that tugged on heartstrings and dropped women’s drawers. Those people claimed that a Mage, similarly, knew the sigils and Words of Power like the back of their hand, could weave the words together as if playing an instrument to create a song of magick.

      In Dove’s opinion, those people were fucking stupid.

      Musicians and bards were illiterate arseholes half the time, and stuck-up arseholes the other half. One hundred percent of the time they were more interested in getting their pants down than they were in being useful. Even more irritating, without exception they thought they were the gift of the Divines on the world. Thankfully being dead meant he wouldn’t have to listen to another bard wax lyrical about the power of his or her craft and its ability to make them feel.

      On more than one occasion Dove had offered to use his own craft to make a bard feel something, but they’d declined each time. A pity.

      No, completing spellwork was nothing like plucking strings and making people cry. It was harnessing the fundamental fabric of the universe and making people dead.

      He had no clue where the insistence of linking Mages and musicians came from, or why it persisted so long. Probably the bards spreading it to elevate their strumming above its station.

      A week had passed and Dove had spent the majority of that time discussing magick, theory crafting different aspects of Necromancy and helping the kid broaden his repertoire of sigils.

      If anything, it had helped solidify just how monstrous of a prodigy Tyron really was.

      A gifted musician was said to be able to hear a melody and understand what the next note should be. Or they could hear a song only once and reproduce it perfectly, their memory for pitch and tone so flawless they could absorb swathes of music at a time.

      Tyron was not like that.

      Like all truly great Mages, he wasn’t an artist, he was an engineer.

      When he examined a spell pattern, he didn’t reach for the next perfect note but considered a hundred options, each with its own merits and flaws. He understood that new Words of Power weren’t phrases or chords, but materials that could be shaped and reformed into a million different things.

      He was a builder who, when given a single chisel, could turn a pile of rocks into a cathedral.

      With more time and tools at his disposal, the kid would create something nobody had ever seen before, Dove was sure of it.

      That notebook Tyron carried with him had been given a workout over the last seven days. Page after page was covered in runic scrawl as the two had debated back and forth, refining the kid’s ideas or expanding them, depending on what specific knowledge Dove could bring to the table.

      It was unfortunate they couldn’t test their theories much, locked in the basement, cowering beneath a seemingly endless stampede of rift-kin. If they used too much magick they would weaken the very seal that kept them hidden. Now, finally, the noise above had begun to diminish and it was time to emerge at last.

      Tyron was nervous. The past week had been, all things considered, the best seven days he’d had since his Awakening. Finally being able to work through his theories with an educated Mage had been a delight, and he had so many different avenues to test he honestly struggled to know where to begin.

      The refined magick channel they’d cooked up might reduce the amount of energy needed to maintain a minion by as much as five percent! If it worked as they thought it would the efficiency gain would be tremendous.

      But now, after a full week of huddling in a musty basement, it was time to get back into the real world. Some sun would do him good. His skin was going pallid and the damp air was starting to get into his lungs. Once again he had cause to be grateful for his relatively high constitution. A normal person would be too fragile to cope with what he’d been forced to endure, yet despite the privation, he was relatively fine.

      “How do I break this safely?” he asked his teacher and friend as he gestured toward the runes guarding the cellar door. “Anything I need to be wary of?”

      “Kid… turn me around so I can see, would you?” the skull complained.

      “One sec.”

      Tyron grabbed Dove up with practiced ease. The two had grown accustomed to the Summoner’s new existence during their time together, and moving him around had become part of their routine.

      “Right. So taking this down carefully is actually a little tricky. And I do recommend that you do it carefully. If it collapses too fast the magick will leak out, basically a smoke signal for rift-kin. Basically, you stuff it up and we die.”

      Tyron nodded seriously.

      “You die,” Dove corrected himself. “I receive the sweet release of freedom from my cursed existence.”

      “I think the monsters would just leave you alone and you’d be trapped in that skull forever,” Tyron frowned.

      Dove thought about it for a moment.

      “You’re right—don’t fuck it up.”

      The undead Mage guided his younger counterpart through the delicate process. Tyron disconnected each “node” in the matrix one at a time, slowly draining the magick from the array piece by piece until nothing remained. For the first time in a week, the two stood unguarded, nothing protecting them from the hordes that had rampaged outside.

      “Boneheads up front and let’s take a look,” Dove prompted, and Tyron nodded slowly.

      “Alright, let’s do it.”

      The skeletons had barely moved for a week, but it hardly mattered to them. Musculature formed of pure magick had its advantages after all—the strings fused directly into the bones never cramped or seized. After a moment of hesitation, Tyron gave the mental command to his skeletons and they pushed open the door and began the march up the stairs, pushing open the cellar door and emerging into the interior of the house.

      At least, it had been the interior of the house.

      With his four minions in front, Tyron came up the rear carrying Dove in his left hand. Both were silent at what they saw. The house, which had once stood with four sturdy wooden walls, was now teetering. Holes had been clawed and chewed through the wood, letting in the early morning sun. The once orderly domicile of a frontier family was now broken and strewn with litter. Almost no furniture remained whole: splintered wood lay strewn everywhere.

      Skeletons in the lead, Tyron picked his way forward, careful where he placed his feet. Glimpses of shattered fences and dead livestock could be seen through holes in the walls. The place looked as if it had been abandoned and ransacked for months rather than a week.

      Eager to check if his most valuable resource remained unharmed, he rushed to the bedrooms in which he’d stashed the bodies. He looked down on the ruins of what had so recently been tidy, if sparse sleeping quarters that had been torn about, along with several of the bodies he’d tried to hide.

      He looked down on the torn-apart and chewed-on limbs of the Farmers and felt weary. They may not have been the best people, goodness knows how many they’d robbed just like they’d done to him, but surely they deserved better than this. Surely even being raised as a minion was better than having rift-kin tear them apart.

      The stench was horrendous, and Tyron raised a hand to cover his nose.

      “Holy Mother,” he swore, “this is why zombies were never an option.”

      “Almost makes me glad I can’t smell anymore,” Dove quipped. “The rift-kin really did a number on this place. I can’t imagine how many came through. Normally they don’t care about the dead, but they must have been whipped into a frenzy.”

      “Hopefully they left us something to work with,” Tyron muttered.

      “Better check the ranch first. Make sure nothing is lurking about. The bulk of the kin will be riding the crest of the wave, so to speak, but there’ll still be plenty of the pricks for us to deal with.”

      “Right,” Tyron nodded.

      It was good advice. He gathered his minions together and prepared himself to cast his support magicks if they were necessary. With Dove in hand, he stepped outside the house and for the first time took in the full scale of the devastation. Most of the fences had collapsed, along with the barns and storerooms. Chunks of dead animals, a lifetime of work for the people who’d lived here, were everywhere.

      A low, persistent clicking sound could be heard and Tyron tensed, his free hand raised, ready to cast.

      “Kid, put me down,” Dove hissed urgently, “you need your hands.”

      “It’s fine,” Tyron kept his eyes sharp, scanning the area. “I can cast the basic stuff with one.”

      “Of course you can,” Dove muttered…

      Most Mages didn’t bother to learn one-handed casting, even for basic magick. Why bother when two hands would be faster? The really basic stuff could be done with just words, or even the mind alone, but when hands came into it, two was always better.

      Tyron turned as he heard something shift to his right and was treated to the sight of a monster crawling out from inside of a cow. Covered in gore, the beast clicked menacingly as it uncoiled itself.

      “No,” Tyron growled.

      Magick flashed through his hand and rolled from his tongue. Before the creature could charge he brought his mind crashing down on it, using Suppress Mind to freeze it in its tracks.

      It felt distasteful—he could feel the boiling rage of the monster, its blind hate as it thrashed and struggled within his grip. He showed it no mercy.

      Frozen in place, there was nothing the creature could do to resist as two skeletons bore down on it, putting it down with sharp stabs that crunched through its hide.

      He repeated the process several times as the small group prowled through the area, careful to check every corpse in case it hid another rift-kin. Luckily, none came at them as a group and he didn’t need to reach for a more complex strategy. Preserving the four minions he had left was at the forefront of his mind. Without them, he’d be in such a vulnerable state it didn’t bear thinking about.

      They patrolled the property in this manner, but Tyron hesitated to step beyond the boundary of the outer fence, almost none of which remained standing.

      “We can cover the rest later,” Dove agreed. “As long as you aren’t going to get jumped while you raise more minions, it’s enough. I’d recommend not casting any magick more intensive than that until you’ve swept a larger area though.”

      Tyron nodded in agreement, as much as he’d love to continue experimenting with his more powerful rituals, especially Beyond the Veil and Appeal to the Court. With the refinements and knowledge on sigils related to inter-realm and inter-planar magick that Dove had been able to provide, he was eager to experiment with both to create a safer spellform. If he was able to actually commune with the Abyss, rather than just have their whispers attempt to shred his mind, who knew what he could learn? And surely the Court would provide similar opportunities, no doubt accompanied with similar dangers.

      They returned to the house and Tyron shifted some torn wood to clear space and sat down, ordering his skeletons forward to perform the labor.

      “Keep one close,” Dove advised. “You’re a bit helpless without them. I learned that the hard way early on as a Summoner. You always keep a trick up your sleeve to keep yourself safe, no matter the situation. With even one skeleton by your side, you have a lot more options than otherwise.”

      The Necromancer hesitated before he nodded and pulled one of his minions back. The skull spoke truly. Even his most potent trick right now, using Suppress Mind to incapacitate an individual rift-kin, was useless without a minion to capitalize on the action, as Tyron himself couldn’t act when he used the spell.

      “Did you ever worry that you were too dependent on your summons?” he asked.

      “Psh. Fuck no,” Dove retorted. “First of all, astral beings are partners to their Summoners, we’re a package deal who voluntarily enter a binding contract. I have their back and they have mine—it’s more like having friends you can call on.”

      “Friends who contractually get to eat you if you annoy them.”

      “Fair’s, fair,” the skull observed. “Secondly, summons are fucking badass. Unkillable beings of pure spirit from another plane of existence? Hell. Yes. No, I never felt bad about being able to depend on those gorgeous bastards.”

      “They aren’t unkillable…”

      “Losing their form on this plane and going home to recover cannot be considered ‘death’ by any stretch. Aren’t you a Necromancer? Don’t give me this shit, as if you don’t know the difference between life and death.”

      Tyron sighed. There wasn’t much hope of arguing against Dove when it came to Summoners. He was a complete supremacist when it came to Classes. Summoner at the top, followed by Necromancer, as it bore similarities, then Mages in general, followed by a hundred mile gap, then the rest of the “plebs” as he put it. Apparently “tamer” style Classes didn’t enjoy Dove’s favor in the same way: the lack of magickal nuance condemned them to the bin along with the rest.

      The two rested quietly and watched as three skeletons dutifully got their bones busy clearing out the interior of the house, dumping the refuse in a large pile a distance away. When things were relatively clean, he shifted his minions to the more distasteful task of corpse sorting. One by one, the bodies of the farmers were dragged out of the house and under the open air. When it was done, he looked down on twelve rotting corpses in various states of completion lain side by side on the grass, each in the process of decomposition. The swarm of flies that clung to them was surprising, and Tyron shuddered to think of the maggots worming their way through the dead flesh as he stood there.

      The remains of the children had been placed on the other side of the house, and as he went to fetch his butcher’s tools he ordered the three skeletons to begin digging graves.

      “Now this is why I don’t hold Necromancy to quite the same standard as summoning,” Dove observed when Tyron placed him to the side. “I don’t mind getting my hands dirty from time to time, but this? No way.”

      The young man shrugged before he took a piece of cloth and tied it over his nose and mouth. As cloying as it was, any protection from the stench and flies was more than welcome. Preparations done, he grit his teeth and stepped forward. Time to get to work.

      “Hey, kid! Turn me around, I don’t want to see this shit! Hey!”

      He was ignored.

      Several hours later, Tyron stood hunched over, his hands on his knees as he took deep, slow breaths. He spit on the grass a few times, just to clear the taste in his mouth, a mix of dead flesh and stomach acid. In a way, he was proud of himself—he’d only puked twice during the entire process, a new record as these things went. The skeletons, busy digging, then filling holes, were now back at it. Armed with pilfered shovels from the farm, they were busy burying the midden pile Tyron had created.

      He’d been able to salvage ten complete skeletons from the farmers, better than he’d feared when he first saw what the monsters had done. He likely could raise all of them and support having fourteen minions, if only just, but he’d realized just how important it was for him to have the wiggle room to cast supporting spells. He’d bring himself to an even ten and store the rest for when he inevitably lost minions on the way.

      “That… was disgusting,” Dove observed. “When that eyeball popped, with the maggots inside? I thought I was going to chuck, and I don’t have a stomach. Holy shit.”

      Acid burned the back of Tyron’s throat as his bile surged again. He took several more slow breaths before turning to glare at the skull.

      “Really?”

      “That’s what you get for making me watch.”

      Grumbling, the young Mage found the well and washed out his mouth before bringing the bones over and washing them down too, carefully placing them on the ground in the correct positions, ensuring none were lost. That job done, he launched into the next, his fingers flexing as he called on the threads of magick and began to weave them in complex shapes.

      Dove watched the kid work and marvelled at the ease of it. It wasn’t even the deft and nimble movement of the fingers that impressed him, but rather the constant and steady flow of magick. That level of control wasn’t easy, was anything but easy, but Tyron did it effortlessly.

      Patiently, brick by brick, the kid constructed something incredible. Beautiful engineering, artistic construction. Nothing like fucking music.
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      It took a day of finger-breaking work for Tyron to complete the musculature on all ten skeletons. He worked straight through the night under the illumination of summoned globes, despite Dove warning him it was a bad idea. In typical fashion, he refused to cut any corners in the tedious process, instead investing more time than was necessary to complete what he felt to be his finest work to date.

      Ideally, he would have liked more time to prepare the remains before he raised them. He wanted to examine the amount and nature of the Death Magick that had accumulated in them over the past week, especially since they had been in such close proximity. Unfortunately, time pressed him still. Perhaps he would have time for study once this next batch of minions had secured the area and he recovered more remains. He didn’t much want to consider it, but he knew close to a city worth of dead would be found at Woodsedge.

      Tyron pushed those thoughts away and studied his work once more. He would never be satisfied if he didn’t master all the skills he deemed important to his craft, and that meant more than rote practice and repetition. The Unseen rewarded those who pushed themselves, experimented, and didn’t rest on their laurels. If he wanted Bone Stitching to reach level ten, then he had to try new things, create more intricate weaves and see what worked. Then continuously refine until he had reached as close to perfection as he could visualize.

      His current work was far from perfect, but represented another step forward In his methods, and he was pleased with that. The more he progressed, the more certain he was that a well-functioning and efficient musculature was the cornerstone of a good skeleton. The less energy his minions needed to move their bones, the more skeletons he could support. As well as being able to hit harder, move faster, and trip over themselves less.

      When he thought back to the stilted movements of his first two proper minions (the zombie didn’t count), he was frankly embarrassed.

      “Right,” he muttered to himself, “I’ll take these back to the cellar and start raising them.”

      He leaned forward to pick up the first of the bones, only to be interrupted by a cough. Confused, he spun to find the skull of Dove sitting on a rock nearby and realized he’d forgotten the Summoner was there at all.

      “Maybe take a break, kid. You’ve been at this for a long time now.”

      “I’m fine,” Tyron frowned, “I can work a lot longer than this.”

      “Not saying you can’t, but should you? Raise Dead is complicated shit, I know, we took the damn spell apart over the last week. It’s hard to stop working in the middle, I get it, but trust me, you need some sleep.”

      Frustration and a hint of anger bubbled up in the Necromancer’s chest. Dove was right, but he didn’t want to stop, he was ready, eager to continue, to work on his magick and ply his craft. A few days without sleep was nothing, not when he was on such a tight time frame.

      To a Mage, your mind is a weapon. Keep it sharp, Son, and it will never fail you.

      The words of his mother, spoken years ago, echoed in his head. He paused for a moment before he took hold of his impatience and forced it down.

      “You’re right,” he conceded to the skull. “I need a fresh head on my shoulders for spellwork like this. I’ll turn in.”

      “Good,” Dove was pleased his advice was heeded. “You haven’t blown yourself up yet, but let’s not tempt fate.”

      Tyron gathered his skeletons with a thought and retired back to the cellar, carefully closing it off behind him before he placed Dove on his favorite crate and prepared to sleep. He undressed, washing himself quickly before he rolled into his blankets and closed his eyes.

      Only his mind wouldn’t stop buzzing. His thoughts flicked from one sigil to the next, constantly trying to slot them together in new ways, gradually taking shape into the complex spellforms needed to create Undead. He tried to ignore it for a while, tried to force his mind to stop, but eventually gave up and used a spell to put himself to sleep. Eight hours later, he awoke and leapt out of his bedroll.

      Time for magick, he thought gleefully to himself.

      “Whoa, kid? What the fuck? I know that look in your eye. Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      The light bloomed within the empty sockets of Dove’s skull, and the former Summoner’s voice echoed out just as Tyron was shoving himself back into his clothes.

      “Uh, what?” Tyron asked. “I was going to get the bones and prepare to raise the skeletons. What’s the problem now? I slept plenty, just like you suggested.”

      A disgusted sigh erupted from the skull.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? Eat something. Drink some water. You’re like a toddler who can’t resist a shiny toy. Take care of yourself, you moron. I’ve seen Slayers three times your level, Slayers who could go a month without a glass of water, sleeping and eating more than you do. You know why? Because they knew they should when they had the chance. And they weren’t complete idiots. That second part is important.”

      “Alright!” Tyron blushed. “I get the point. I’m stupid. I’ll eat.”

      As irritated as he was, he knew it was good advice. He hadn’t eaten a thing yesterday, and when he stopped to think about it, he was actually starving. He sent his skeletons out to check the outside of the cellar and rummaged around in his packs for something to eat. Under the watchful eyes of a glowing skull, he patiently ate a sparse breakfast and drank a few cups of water before turning to his mentor.

      “Happy?”

      “No, you idiot, I’m a skull. I’ll never feel love, happiness, or joy ever again. Am I satisfied that you won’t murder yourself when casting now? Reasonably. Now hurry up, we haven’t got all day. I boiled my non-corporeal brain trying to improve that fucking spell and I want to see the payoff.”

      Tyron grinned and jumped up the stairs, returning later with an armful of bones.

      “I’ll get the rest,” he told the skull after he placed them on the ground.

      Several trips later, he had ten skeletons laid out on the floor on the floor in a clear space in which he could work.

      “Alright,” he said, “let’s see how this goes.”

      He didn’t need to check his notes—he’d gone over the spell so many times over the last few days he could reproduce three different versions of it perfectly from memory. With confidence, he stepped forward, raised his hands, and began to speak.

      The moment he began, he could feel something was different.

      The magick leapt to his command as the Words of Power rolled from his lips. Tyron had never been someone who struggled to command the language of magick, but now he felt it flow as it never had before. Each syllable crackled with arcane power, ethereal energy that flowed from one word to the next with effortless grace.

      He felt as if he was no longer speaking these words like a second language, but as a native speaker. He didn’t need to think at all as he spoke, the words came so naturally.

      It was the mystery, the extra hand of the Unseen holding him up, granting him a gift he hadn’t possessed before.

      This is only the initial stage, he thought in wonder. I can’t imagine what it’s like if it advances.

      Despite his surprise, he forced it from his head. He couldn’t afford to be distracted in the middle of a complex ritual, not even for something like this. He buckled down and focused on the process, ensuring he constructed each part of the ritual exactly as he wanted. His words and hands worked together to shape the spell with almost inhuman precision. These were the feats only those with high levels or powerful Classes could achieve, their abilities being lifted up to another realm by the power they cultivated.

      It was a long ritual. Though the two had concocted numerous ways to shave the ritual down, remove certain portions by finding efficiencies in others, Tyron had decided that wasn’t the way he wanted to proceed. Sure, they could take out certain phrases, find better uses for certain sigils, but rather than take those gains to reduce the casting time, he chose to add more elements and keep the ritual duration the same. Dove had given him a lot to think about when it came to constructed intelligence, and he was eager to experiment. They had a lot of thoughts on ways to strengthen the connection his minions used to draw energy from him, adding layers that may help prevent magick being lost in the transition. These changes added complexity, which translated to increasing the length of the ritual while also making it more difficult to cast.

      Tyron embraced the challenge. When the final words finally rolled from his tongue and his hands fell back to his side, he felt a deep glow of satisfaction. The cast had been perfect. Better than perfect. He now possessed two mysteries related to spellwork, and though they remained weak, he sensed the two had worked together, one pushing up the other to send the spell to a height greater than he thought he could achieve. As the magick coalesced and settled within the bones before him, he basked in the sensation that filled him.

      Only when the faint click of bones reached his ears did he open his eyes and behold the fruits of his labor.

      The skeleton rose to greet its master, the purple fire igniting in its eyes. Tyron smiled as he felt the connection between them solidify, the risen undead becoming a tiny knot in the corner of his awareness.

      “You just might be the first of a new generation,” he said. “Good to have you.”

      “Don’t talk to the minions, idiot,” Dove remarked snidely. “And holy shit, that cast was something else. I could practically feel the energy snapping in the air.”

      “Yep,” the young Necromancer grinned, “and now for the rest.”

      “Slow your roll, kid. Quick break, iron out the kinks, rest your voice, then proceed.”

      Tyron resisted the urge to roll his eyes at the old Mage’s caution but understood the wisdom of it. He proceeded from cast to cast, resting between each ritual until another day was done and the sun had set. Six brand new skeletons, freshly armed with the crude weapons he could salvage from the farm, stood at attention in the cellar. With ten minions at his call once more, he felt confident in his own safety once again. With the addition of his support magick, these ten would be able to fight decently against even a mid-sized pack of rift-kin. If Dove was right and the majority were out rampaging across the province, then he shouldn’t have to worry too much. Ironically, being this close to the rift kept him relatively safe. To reach him, any marshals or Slayers would have to fight their way through the horde released by the break.

      It wouldn’t hinder his parents at all. But at least they were the only thing he had to worry about.

      Another night of rest, sleeping in the cellar, then Tyron gathered Dove and his minions before they left for a wider sweep around the farm. Wanting both hands free, he fashioned a sling he could throw over his shoulder to keep Dove at chest height, if on an angle, his purple eyes facing outward to take in the world around them. The forest appeared to have suffered much as the farm had, many trees being uprooted by the shaking that had followed the break or knocked down since by the monsters as they rampaged through the area.

      They found more rift-kin that day, small packs still hunting, looking for something to kill. Tyron didn’t hold back, unleashing his full repertoire of spells on the frenzied kin. Against groups he would enhance the weapons of his skeletons with Death Blades before either picking out a target to suppress, or against more powerful foes, applying the Shivering Curse. A few times he tried to apply Fear to the kin, but they seemed oddly resistant: the unthinking rage they possessed was difficult for his spell to overcome. With more practice and levels he would likely be able to get it to stick, but for now he would stick to his more reliable options.

      Thankfully nothing he couldn’t handle appeared, and he returned to the farm after an extended period out fighting. If he performed the Status ritual now, he might earn a couple of levels after the work he’d done. At least one, surely. But he wasn’t quite ready yet. Before anything else happened, he had one more ritual he wanted to try.

      “Kid, I’m really not sure about this.”

      “We talked about it, remember? It’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah, I know, but now that we come to it, I just can’t see anything good coming from a ritual that requires so much blood.”

      After resting, Tyron had decided to commit to his instincts and spent that night and the next day preparing to cast Appeal to the Court. Partly because the ritual was an undeniably powerful piece of dimensional magick that he was eager to learn more about, and partly because he felt that the “patrons” who had gifted him the Anathema Sub-Class were genuinely trying to be helpful. Perhaps their help was twisted and likely to drive him insane, but nevertheless they had an interest in seeing him, if not succeed, then progress. He now knew, for example, that the Abyss had in fact been trying to supply him with information, the only issue being their method was incompatible with his sanity.

      No doubt there would be similar… challenges, when it came to the court, but he was determined to make the attempt. He needed all the help he could get.

      After a day spent preparing the ritual circle, arguing spellforms back and forth with Dove and making copious notes, Tyron felt he was prepared. There were many elements of overlap between this ritual and Pierce the Veil, and much of his knowledge for the latter carried to the former. Both spells were centered around forming a dimensional gateway, a planar-door, so to speak. Where Pierce the Veil differed was the destination it connected to. Dove had no experience with anything related to the Abyss, and was quick to tell him to leave them the fuck alone.

      In fact, the skull had given him a lengthy and detailed lecture as to the many and varied dangers of the Abyss, with a great deal of focus given to the horrific and grisly ends met by those who messed with forces they couldn’t hope to control. Tyron resolved not to tell the Summoner he’d cast the ritual a second time.

      Thankfully he didn’t need to explain where he’d managed to come across a second ritual that communicated with strange powers beyond mortal reckoning that he had no business knowing. Dove had flatly told him he didn’t want to know and they’d moved on from there.

      “Alright then, here goes,” he muttered.

      “This is going to be gross, but don’t turn me away. I kind of want to see what happens.”

      Tyron flicked a disgusted look at the skull before he returned his gaze to the knife he held in his left hand. Dove had been right about one thing—this ritual required a large amount of blood, and unfortunately he didn’t have many places he could get it. He judged that his robust constitution would sustain him, though it was closer than he would have liked. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

      He placed himself in the center of the elaborate ritual circle, knife in one hand, focus in the other, and began to speak.

      Again, his words crackled in the air as the magick in the room began to flow. A great deal of power was required for this spell to function, and Tyron drew on all he could, pulling the energy out from within himself as sigil after sigil took shape, building on those that preceded. Space began to bend, even time seemed to twist in on itself as he continued to give voice to the arcane.

      The light in the cellar dimmed as time passed. From the corner of his eye, Tyron swore he could see the room begin to dye with a red tint, or perhaps that was a trick of his mind, knowing what was coming. He held his nerve and continued to perform the ritual, his voice never wavering.

      For an hour he spoke, giving form to the spell as the room grew darker and his vision more and more scarlet, until the time came.

      With a slow, deliberate motion, he drew the blade across his forearm in a long and deep cut. He wanted to hiss from the pain but continued to enunciate perfectly as the ritual continued. Hot, red blood began to flow down his arm and drip onto the floor. Almost unnaturally, it flowed too freely, as if pulled out of him by the spell itself. The substance of life pooled by his feet before it began to slide across the ground, like oil across the surface of water.

      He continued to bleed, continued to speak as his vision grew darker and darker. The blood poured from the cut and onto the ground, where it shifted and writhed until it found the lines of the ritual circle which were gradually becoming fully covered in his own blood.

      His voice boomed powerfully despite the energy in his body fading. Tyron held on, even after his eyes were completely black and he could no longer see a thing. When the last word left his lips, he swayed heavily on his feet before he caught himself. Careful not to leave the center of the circle, he quickly snatched a bandage from his pocket and wrapped it around his arm, desperate to stop the bleeding.

      “D-Dove?” he rasped. “I… I can’t see. What’s happening?”

      The first bubbles of panic and disquiet had begun to rise in him. The ritual had succeeded, he knew it had, but he couldn’t see. What was going on?

      “Kid,” the voice of the Mage rang out gravely. “You remember a couple of days ago when I told you I would never feel again?”

      “What?”

      “I lied. I think I’m in love.”
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      “You can’t see? Such a shame.”

      Soft and musical, the voice that reached Tyron’s ears was playful, feminine, and on a primal, instinctual level, terrifying.

      “Dove?” Tyron called, his disquiet leaking into his tone, “what’s going on?”

      Unable to see what was happening, he tried to maintain his balance and make sure he didn’t move from the protective circle he had created. He’d learned his lesson from his attempts to contact the Abyss and woven in as many layers of protection as he could. With Dove’s help, he’d been confident that the failsafes they’d built in would be sufficient to protect him from whatever might happen, but he hadn’t anticipated losing this much blood.

      He felt dizzy, lightheaded, and sluggish.

      “What’s happening is almost assuredly dangerous, kid,” the somewhat hollow voice of his mentor rang out, “but at the same time it’s fucking sexy.”

      “Dove,” Tyron groaned as he clutched the wound on his arm before he removed the bandages he’d prepared and began to bind it.

      His vision was returning, but slowly. Some light crept in around the edges, but all he had was the impression of red.

      “You know, my sense of self preservation is probably all out of whack given that I’m dead. In the future, probably don’t rely on me for an accurate assessment of how much trouble you’re in.”

      “Not. Helping,” the Necromancer forced out between gritted teeth.

      “My, my. You boys do love to talk. I’m right here, why don’t you speak to me directly? I have so much to say.”

      Tyron tracked the voice as it seemed to shift position and came to a horrifying realization. A shiver ran down his spine.

      “Dove…” he choked, “is she in the room?”

      A sharp crack and a flare of light tickled the edges of Tyron’s eyes.

      “Talk to me,” that voice hissed, and the sound was like nails being driven straight into his brain.

      “I’m sorry!” he pleaded, and the pressure eased. “I didn’t realize what was happening. I haven’t cast this ritual before.”

      “Oh we know. We were beginning to feel… neglected.”

      The voice was so sultry and smooth, yet with an underlying tone that promised something he knew he didn’t want. He listened carefully as he heard steps begin to circle him. He didn’t dare turn, lest he lose his position within his protective circle. The bright light had been her slamming into the wards, he was sure. If he hadn’t included them… he shuddered.

      “The Court has watched you, young one. Such a specimen. So much promise. We were disappointed when you chose the Abyss. What can they offer you but madness and gibberish? Nothing. What we can do for you, and what you can do for us… is so much more.”

      Like fingers trailing along his back, her words teased and tantalized. Tyron paused to think, tried to delay to give his vision longer to return.

      “I had no idea what would happen if I used any of the three rituals,” he excused himself, making an effort to be polite. “Or what I could exchange with them. There were no materials I could use to learn about your Court.”

      “The Court,” she corrected him as if chiding a wayward youth. “Your ignorance is no excuse. As a practitioner of death, you should have been drawn to us, like a child seeking for its parent.”

      The Necromancer frowned.

      “I have parents. Fine ones at that.”

      Perhaps it was a stretch to call Magnin and Beory “good parents”—they certainly meant well but were absent more often than not. He found it hard to hold it against them, knowing their nature as he did, but he still felt resentful at times.

      He could see a little better now and could make out the vaguely shifting shape of whomever he was speaking to as she walked in front of him. He kept his head still, not wanting to risk growing dizzy and falling.

      The figure continued to circle him slowly, her hands reaching out to play against the protective circle occasionally. When the light began to form, indicating the barrier held, she would withdraw, casually, as if nothing had happened at all.

      “Now your error has been corrected,” she said, “and at last we can set you upon your proper path. Now, offer your supplication, beg the intercession of the Court, then we shall settle on the price.”

      She sounded so pleased, so delighted that things had come to this point, but all Tyron could do was blink in confusion.

      Supplicant? Intercession? I have no idea what she’s talking about. But if I say that, will she get offended? What if she attacks me again?

      He glanced down at his feet.

      The ward should hold, she shouldn’t be able to harm me. Even so, best to play safe.

      “I apologize,” he said carefully, “but as I said, I don’t know anything about the Court, what you can offer, or what you might seek in return. If it isn’t too rude of me to ask, could you teach me? Perhaps you could start by telling me your name? I’m Tyron Steelarm, by the way.”

      Her giggle sounded like dripping blood.

      “I know your name. My Mistress has watched you for some time, after all. I must say, it is rare for the Court to receive a supplicant who doesn’t know what it is they’re asking for. How delicious. Perhaps our reach in your realm is not as deep as we might like. It’s no matter, I will be pleased to inform you.”

      The blurry form began to move around him once again, and Tyron tried to keep himself steady as his vision improved by small increments. He could make out a little more of her now, but she remained little more than a blurry smear of white in his eyes. Some sort of dress? The cold that had seized his limbs had slowly begun to recede as the bleeding stopped. Before his Awakening, this much blood loss would have undoubtedly killed him, but now he was already recovering. The power a Class and levels gave was nothing to sneeze at, and he only had his foot in the door.

      “Make sure you listen,” her voice pierced him once more, as if she sensed his wandering thoughts, before it relaxed again. “It wouldn’t do to make me repeat myself, would it?”

      “I mean, if it keeps you around longer…” Dove called from the side.

      “Silence.”

      All pretense gone, in that moment she sounded like an enraged beast.

      “There are no protections around you. Speak again and I will consume your soul.”

      A pause.

      “I apologize for my outburst. Let me fill those unfortunate gaps in your knowledge.”

      Cold sweat slid down Tyron’s forehead as he nodded. He didn’t know what he had called into the realm this time, but it was clearly just as dangerous as anything the Abyss had sent.

      “The Court is, how should I phrase it, a gathering of higher beings. Creatures of perfection.”

      “You believe you have achieved perfection? Are you gods?” Tyron asked.

      “We are nothing so crude, nor am I so arrogant as to say we are perfect. Perfection is the state we move infinitely closer to with the passage of time. It is our destination, our passion and our pursuit. Beyond life, beyond death, the Court exists to reflect the desires of its members, and what we desire is something beyond mortal kin.”

      “You’re a gathering of powerful beings,” Tyron frowned, “but you are beyond life and death? Does this mean you’re undead?”

      “Of course,” the voice tittered, “as I said, it is only normal that you extend your hand to us. In all the realms, there are no undead who stand above the Court. A fledgling Necromancer, you are playing in the dirt of our castle. What we offer is to reach down and pull you up.”

      Tyron’s mind worked furiously. She had confirmed she was undead and he’d read as much as he could on every type known within the province. She was clearly no zombie or skeleton—she retained her intelligence and ability to communicate far beyond any basic creation. Was she some form of advanced spirit? A revenant? A wight? A spectre? Each of those required the remains of a sapient race to create and were extremely rare in his understanding. There weren’t many places with the raw Death Magick required to create a natural revenant, let alone a spectre.

      He wanted to ask what she was directly, but he hesitated. He didn’t want to cause offence to this messenger of the Court. Whatever they were, they were powerful. On par with whatever it was that lived in the Abyss, their name alongside the Dark Ones also. They were not to be trifled with.

      And to tell the truth, he was drawn to the prospect of more powerful minions. The “perfect” undead? Was that something he could hope to command? He had to learn more.

      “Pull me up in what way?” Tyron asked reasonably. “Do you have spells and rituals I could learn? Or resources I could use to create more powerful undead? Each of those would be desirable for me, though I’m not sure what I have that you might be interested in as payment.”

      The figure passed in front of him again, and Tyron caught a glimpse of a pair of crimson eyes burning with an unnatural light. There was an energy to that gaze that bordered on manic. It unnerved him more than he could say.

      “Rituals and spells?” she laughed, her throaty tone vibrating in the air. “Is that all you would seek from us? My Mistress is prepared to offer so much more. And the price? Let us not discuss that just yet. Not until you understand the weight of what it is you are offered.”

      She drifted out of his gaze again as Tyron kept his eyes focused resolutely forward, though he listened intently.

      “The Court has existed for millennia, its age extends beyond the entire history of your empire. Before the rifts had reached this world, the Court had already ruled for time immemorial. Our oldest members can trace their history back to the founding itself, a time of blood and glory in the dark origins of our realm. And…”

      She paused for dramatic effect.

      “… those same members continue to exist to this day. Do I surprise you? Unaging, those same beings survive indefinitely. Undead? Undying. To be raised by the Court is to be offered life everlasting. You will be among august company should you choose to take the hand that is offered. The most powerful Mages in existence, who have perfected their craft over tens of thousands of years, would become your peers. Imagine what you could learn. The power you could achieve.”

      Ancient Mages? Everlasting life? Magick that had existed before the rifts had even found this world? Tyron swallowed thickly. That was a tempting offer. It was far too good to believe.

      “Despite your words,” he said, “I have no evidence that your claims are true. I don’t mean to cause offence, but it would be foolish of me to accept a deal without learning more. I would like to establish greater trust and rapport between us before we come to an agreement.”

      The ritual was sure to end soon, as long as he could avoid putting the Court against him and run down the clock without being pushed into an agreement he could chalk it up as a win.

      These stupid rituals were way more trouble than they were worth. Power was offered, sure, but there were so many hurdles to overcome it was practically worthless. The Abyss offered knowledge? Sure it did, but you risked madness if you tried to listen to them. The Court apparently held immortality in their hands, but there was a seemingly terrible price to pay. At least, he assumed it was terrible, since this creature refused to tell him what it was.

      “I’ve just remembered that you didn’t tell me your name,” he said.

      “Indeed, I did not. You must think me rude. You may call me… Yor.”

      Obviously, a false name. She didn’t even bother to hide it.

      “And I fear you do not quite understand the gravity of my offer, young Necromancer.”

      She walked in front of him once more, and this time his eyes were mostly clear. When he met her gaze for the first time, her eyes widened in pleasure and a slight smile curled the edge of her lip. More clearly than before, those blood-red eyes burned, filled with power and life but also something darker and more frenetic. After a moment, his vision widened and he was able to take in the rest of her.

      Ghostly white flesh met his eyes. He hadn’t seen her dress, she was completely naked. Perfectly formed, her body was exposed before him. Straight hair as black as night cascaded down her delicate shoulders before it ended halfway down her back. Unabashed, she paused artfully in front of him, that same smile on her lips. Tyron blushed and tried to avert his gaze but caught himself at the last moment. He didn’t want to shift his feet or position lest he risk stepping out of the protection. He compromised by looking up as he cursed Dove within his mind.

      That idiot! He completely drops his wariness just because she’s naked?

      “W-… ahem. Why aren’t you wearing clothes?” he choked out as he tried to regain his equilibrium.

      “I have stepped from one realm to another. Bringing clothing along is… difficult, and often unnecessary,” she teased.

      She stepped forward.

      “Now that you can see me, I find it quite insulting that you avert your gaze. Look at me,” she demanded.

      Once again, those nails stabbed into his brain until he dragged his eyes down and placed them on hers once more. The moment he did so, the pain faded and he drew a shuddering breath. What was this magick that she could inflict such pain with her voice alone? Where were his protections?

      Seeing the flicker of panic in his eyes, Yor’s smile widened until it became a feral grin, revealing pointed fangs. The wild light in her eyes intensified until he felt certain he wasn’t standing in front of a woman, no matter the evidence of his eyes. This was a beast in human skin.

      “What… what are you?”

      She stepped closer still, until her body was pressed against the wards that shielded him, mere inches away. Her hands came up to caress the light that flared beside his face as she stared deeply into his eyes.

      “I… am a beautiful way to die.”
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      “A vampire?”

      “It’s hurtful you haven’t heard of us. We are the highest form of undead. You’re a Necromancer, aren’t you?”

      Yor narrowed her eyes as she challenged his lack of knowledge, but Tyron could only shrug helplessly. And continue to avert his eyes.

      “Are you sure you won’t put on any clothes? I’d appreciate it if you would…”

      The vampire laughed and drew a hand seductively down her chest.

      “And why should I?” she said. “My flesh has been shaped to perfection. I have no reason to cover myself. Do you not appreciate my form?”

      It wasn’t that he didn’t exactly, it was more he found it incredibly distracting. He couldn’t afford to have his wits dulled by anything when dealing with these dark powers, let alone some perfectly formed…

      “Ahem! Fine. I’ll just keep my eyes on the roof.”

      He tried to gather himself. His neck was starting to hurt.

      “So if I understand what you’ve said, you were a human, and were changed into… your present form by some type of ritual. And now you’re offering to do the same for me?”

      “You should be honored,” Yor arched a delicate, dark brow at him. “Many appeal to the Court, desperate for our approval, seeking to gain our blessing and join our ranks. Some are required to serve for many years before they are given the chance, others are never accepted. The less talented are often turned into thralls, that they may serve their betters for eternity as befitting their station.”

      Never-ending slavery? The thought of it rubbed Tyron the wrong way, though he could see why some might accuse him of hypocrisy, considering his own profession. He didn’t see raising someone’s bones as a skeleton as remotely the same as enslaving them, however. What he’d done to Dove? That… hit a little closer to home.

      I’m going to release him, so that doesn’t count, he told himself. He hasn’t even asked me to set him free lately, so it can’t be bothering him that much.

      “I don’t really see the need to change my race though…” Tyron said honestly. “I’m sure being a vampire has its upside, but I have plans.”

      Anathema had proven to be extremely powerful for a Sub-Class, but having it pushed on him had certainly lowered his utility. He needed that third Sub-Class slot if he was going to cover for his weaknesses and increase his versatility.

      Yor stared at him as if he were a misbehaving insect.

      “We are offering you eternal life,” she said, “you will never age, never grow old. Though this realm fall to dust, trampled under the heel of the rift-kin in ten thousand years’ time, still you will endure.”

      She leaned forward to emphasize her words, which caused Tyron to have to lean back further to avoid… to keep himself focused. At this point he was almost bent over at a right angle.

      “But there must be significant drawbacks, am I right?” he pointed out. “Nothing given by the Unseen comes for free—there’s always a cost, a counterbalance. You may not age, but what is the price you have to pay for the privilege?”

      “You speak of cost in the face of immortality?” she sneered. “There are uncounted millions who would pay any price for that which I offer.”

      “You aren’t talking to them,” Tyron said, “you’re talking to me.”

      Living forever might have tempted him severely under normal circumstances. Right here and now? He was under a death sentence, hunted by two Slayers who hopelessly outclassed him in every way. Even if he fled through the rifts and into other realms, there was no place he could go they wouldn’t be able to reach. His mother was a celebrated Mage by the standards of the entire empire, not just the western province. Even if the Abyss or Court were to try and hide him, he had little doubt she could track him down. He needed power right now—the prospect of not aging for the next few months of his life meant less than nothing.

      “You probably understand my circumstances a little,” he said, trying to be reasonable, “if you’ve kept an eye on me as you said you have. I’m not interested in eternal life or any such thing. I’m interested in being a better Necromancer as quickly as I can.”

      The vampire beheld him with her burning-red gaze.

      “Of course there are drawbacks to embracing my offer,” she said, “though they’re hardly worth mentioning. We may not live under the light of the sun, for one, and we must sustain ourselves with the blood of the living.”

      She smiled seductively and revealed her pointed fangs once again. They made so much more sense to Tyron all of a sudden.

      “If you can bear to suffer such mild inconveniences, then you may have eternal life,” she said in a mocking tone.

      Living without the sun? He could certainly deal with that. He was a night owl before he’d even become a Necromancer. He had the feat to boot. But “sustained on the blood of the living”?

      “You drink blood?” he grimaced.

      “Indeed,” she said, “the pleasure is indescribable. The taste of life itself running down your throat.” She shivered. “The food I enjoyed as a human simply does not compare.”

      “How do you even get… it? Blood… I mean.”

      “The realm of the Court has been perfectly adapted to suit our needs. No sunlight is suffered to touch the ground, and our needs are met by the chattel we keep. They are kept alive to offer up their essence to us when we desire it. Blood flows like a river in the Court, even the thirstiest do not want for succor.”

      The image she conjured… was hellish. A world of eternal night? Slaves kept solely for sustenance?

      “That sounds… interesting,” he said.

      “It is a paradise of undeath,” she insisted. “The highest state one of our kind can hope to achieve. Do you desire to grub about on the ground, fiddling with corpses for the rest of your mortal span, then die a pitiful death? This is your chance to elevate yourself, to leap from the mud and into the highest echelons. Your remarkable skill with magick has drawn the eye of the Court, but only one member has decided to extend this offer. My Mistress risks much to give you this chance while you are so unproven, but she believes you will achieve great things, given the chance.”

      No doubt there was more to this offer than Yor was willing to say. The way she spoke of the Court intimated it was wonderful, filled with grand Mages sharing their wisdom, yet he felt that was far from the case. He sensed that there were likely factions amongst the vampires, given that this offer had been extended unilaterally by one member.

      “I will have to respectfully decline your offer,” he said formally. “I have no wish to cause offence, but I’ve no wish to change my race. Please convey my deep regards to your mistress.”

      Yor arched a delicate brow.

      “Refusal?” she said it as if she’d never heard the word before. “Such a rare treat. I hope, for your sake, that my Mistress is not insulted by you spurning her generosity. The chance to experience the Final Kiss is not offered to just anyone, and seldom more than once.”

      At the mention of a kiss, Tyron flushed with embarrassment. Frankly, his neck was starting to hurt so much from his constant backward lean that arousal may well have been out of the question, no matter what the vampire said, yet something in the way she said it sent a shiver down his spine.

      “If you don’t mind then, I will end the ritual now,” he said, straightening his back and keeping his eyes resolutely latched onto his visitor’s.

      Her eyes flickered with that maddened light, but she didn’t respond, only nodding her head graciously before she stepped back…

      … into an artful pose that best showed off her stunning physique.

      She did it so effortlessly, Tyron wasn’t sure she was even trying. Nevertheless, he swallowed in his suddenly dry mouth before he gathered himself and spoke the final words, ending the ritual.

      At once the candles blew out, the blood bubbling and hissing until it too had faded to nothing. The light in the room returned to normal once again, the ominous darkness and strange red hue lingered no more.

      Tyron breathed a sigh of relief…

      “Well that was exciting,” Yor mused, “but how does one quench one’s thirst in this realm?”

      … then he yelped in surprise. As he did so, he stumbled out of the circle of protection he had created for himself on the floor.

      “Y-y-you’re still here?” he stammered as he stared at the alluring form of the undead before him.

      She placed a hand on her chest as she feigned indignation.

      “You would have me gone already? That is no way to treat a guest,” she tutted. “If you are to be part of the Court in the future, you will have to brush up on your etiquette.”

      “But I thought… the ritual… shouldn’t you… go back?”

      “Go back? When I finally have the chance to come out and play? I think not.”

      She approached Tyron like a wolf, stalking toward him as he slowly backed away. Only when his shoulders thumped into the wall did he realize he didn’t have anywhere left to go. His mind spun as he tried to summon a spell to defend himself, but it was too late.

      With speed that defied reality, Yor was upon him, a hand clamped over his mouth, the other gripped his own hand, her fingers interlacing with his. Those burning eyes stared deeply into his as she pressed herself against him.

      “The Mistress suspected you might be reluctant to embrace her offer. In case of such an event, she requested that I remain, to ensure that her investment does not go to waste.”

      She leaned closer still until her lips were beside his ear.

      “That which the Court desires, is seldom let go without a fight.”

      Then she released him, stepping back smoothly and retreating three quick paces, where she stopped and watched him appreciatively.

      Tyron just goggled.

      “So… you’re staying?” he said, still bewildered.

      “Thank the sweet melons of mercy,” Dove spoke up once more. “No offence, kid, but even a skull needs something nice to look at once in a while.”

      “Dove…” Tyron said helplessly, “you don’t even have a dick anymore, how can you still be thinking with it?”

      “It’s with me in spirit!” the once-Summoner declared proudly. “My soul cannot be separated from its johnson, or its desire to ogle. Some things are fundamental to nature.”

      “This is just great,” Tyron sighed as he massaged his brow to fight off the headache he felt coming on. “Can you at least put on some clothes?”

      “Such a childish obsession. I have sculpted my form to perfection, yet you would have me cover it? For what reason? Your prudishness is of no concern to me.”

      Clearly proud of her appearance, Yor showed little desire to do anything to cover up. Tyron needed to come at it from a different angle.

      “The skull won’t stop perving on you unless you get dressed,” he stated.

      “That is definitely true,” Dove confirmed.

      Yor looked at the glowing sockets of the skull for a moment.

      “Very well,” she sighed.
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      Woodsedge had seen better days, Tyron was sure. He stood on the edge of the clearing, his ten skeletons formed in a loose ring around him as he gazed on what had once been a proud frontier town. The walls had sustained enormous damage during the break, large sections looked to have come down due to shaking rather than being knocked inward by an impact. Not to say the rift-kin hadn’t done their work: large holes had been punched into the wall in two places that he could see from this side. The size and strength of the monster required to deal such damage to the structure was entirely outside of his experience.

      “Fuck me,” Dove said. “They really went to town on the place. Let’s get inside and see what we can see.”

      “You’re sure there won’t be any of those powerful kin around?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. They don’t hang around and poke at ruins. Rift-kin are insane, berserk creatures, driven to madness by the wild mana in their realms. They want to hunt and kill, then hunt and kill some more. Once there was nothing here to fight, they would have fucked off to find something else. That’s why they’re so destructive. They don’t hold ground, or bunker down, or tire out. Once they’ve found and destroyed everything they can, they rush off to find something else they kick the shit out of.”

      “Fine,” Tyron’s hand gripped the hilt of his sword a little tighter. “Let’s head on in.”

      The grass had grown longer around the outside of the city without anyone to clear it, though it remained low. Normally it would be cut every week to prevent even the smallest kin sneaking up to the gates through the brush. As they drew nearer the wall, Tyron continually flexed his fingers and held his mind at the ready. If anything jumped out, he wanted to be prepared. With ten of his skeletons around him, he was as safe as he could possibly be.

      Walking toward the ruins of what had one short week ago been a thriving Keep town, he didn’t feel like it was enough.

      Knowing that the rift-kin were capable of this scale of destruction was one thing, but it so rarely happened that seeing it in person was shocking. Woodsedge was considered a lower risk area, primarily for bronze-ranked slayers with a sprinkling of silvers. It wasn’t even the most dangerous rift in the Western Province, yet here he stood looking out on a level of devastation he never expected to see.

      When they reached the wall Tyron decided to walk around it until he found what remained of the gates on the south side. Whenever he found a gap in the wall, he carefully peeked through to see if he could spot any movement. He played his eyes across the broken-down buildings and rubble that littered the once-clean streets with care.

      “What are you doing? Get in there, you gods-cursed coward.”

      “Shut up,” Tyron hissed.

      “There’s nothing here, you dickhead. Get in there, I want to see.”

      Tyron took hold of the skull and ripped open his pack before shoving Dove deep inside and closing the top. He threw it back over his shoulder and tried to ignore the muffled protests of the once-Summoner. No matter what Dove said, he wanted to be cautious. He was done taking unreasonable risks.

      When he eventually found the gate, it was surprisingly intact, though still ajar. Some splintering could be seen around the edges where the monsters had clawed at the wood, and it was here he found his first remains. He stepped carefully around the bodies that littered the ground and tried to look carefully at each individual, passing over the smaller shapes amidst the carnage.

      The flies were thick in the air, as was the stench. Tyron distanced himself a little as he pieced together what had happened here. It was sadly predictable. When the residents had fled from Woodsedge, they would obviously have left through the south gate, being the furthest from the rift. It appeared as if the marshals and remaining Slayers had made their stand here, trying to protect the townsfolk to the last moment as they fled the disaster.

      They’d already been dead, of course. There was no chance for these people to outrun the break, yet of course they had tried. Seeing the pointless death and loss of innocent lives stirred the old guilt in Tyron’s gut, but along with it came a new emotion: anger.

      It didn’t have to be this way. His parents could have prevented this from happening. That was what they did. They were the fixers, the heroes. When there was a problem nobody else could fix, a disaster that couldn’t be prevented, they were the ones who galloped off into the sunset, broad grins on their faces as they rushed into danger and left him at home alone.

      Despite the rot and maggots, he could still make out the expressions of horror and fear that twisted the faces of these desperate people. Some were laden down with packs or belongings, the little they had tried to bring with them as they fled their homes. Others had fallen by carts and wagons, many of which were now marked with the blood of the children who had huddled inside.

      Wordlessly, he extracted the cursing skull from his pack and pointed him at the tragic scene of the south road. Dove took it in for a long moment before he spoke.

      “Those fucking pricks. It’s hard to think I could hate them more, but here we are.”

      “You really think they just let this happen? A break? They don’t care that an entire town is just wiped off the map?”

      “… they wouldn’t have anticipated the break. It’s not like they can know in advance when a rift is about to go nuts. But they could have done something about it, they could have saved these people, but to do that, they’d have to let your parents off the hook and call them off the hunt for you. I can’t be sure why they refused to do it, but they did. The end result was avoidable, but you have to face reality. They care more about their power and authority than they do the people they’re supposed to protect. Tens of thousands will die from this break or be displaced and have to flee their homes only to come back to smoking ruins and have to rebuild from scratch. But it will be rebuilt. It’ll take a few months, but there’ll be a new Keep soon enough, fresh Slayer graduates will fill it up and go back on patrol, probably a few gold teams sent out of the capital to hold it down for the next few years. The town will return, the businesses will come back, the merchants will return. The farmland is still sitting there—people will snap it up cheap and try and start a new life out of the cities. Ten years’ time, you might never notice that this had even happened.”

      “Except the rift has grown wider.”

      “Except the rift has grown wider. More powerful kin will come through, the risk of another break is higher, and eventually someone will drop the ball and it’ll happen again, allowing the whole world to slide a little further into disaster.”

      As he moved a little closer, Tyron was forced to step over the remains, one hand held to his nose to try and block the stench. The fighting here had been intense, that much was clear. The number of fallen rift-kin was astounding, piles of them left to rot under the sun. The carnage spread down the road in patches. Isolated pockets of resistance that had collapsed under the overwhelming number of monsters were all the way to the tree line.

      Tyron turned his back on the scene without another word and began to pick his way into the town. It shocked him. The once-neat streets were littered with the dead and rubble from collapsed or destroyed buildings. He carried Dove through the ruined streets wordlessly, observers to the ruin that had come to Woodsedge. There were signs of fighting in the streets. Buildings had been ripped open by the ravening kin so they could destroy the living beings inside.

       It took a little while, but he eventually made his way to the Butcher’s shop where he’d had his brief apprenticeship. Surprisingly, it was, for the most part, intact. With the help of his skeletons and a well-placed magick bolt, he broke the door down and stepped inside. From the looks of things, there hadn’t been anyone inside so the kin had mostly left it alone. Even the meat in the back of the shop, which appeared to have been left in a hurry, hadn’t been touched. A shame it was likely starting to spoil, though perhaps some had been stored cool enough to be edible.

      He noticed Hak’s prized knives were nowhere to be seen. Hopefully that meant he’d gotten out early to stay ahead of the break. The odds were slim, but if he’d sensed the danger in the air and left when the Slayers were still planning to hold the line, he might have gotten out, along with Madeleine and his wife Penelope.

      “Any reason we’re looking at all this meat?” Dove asked.

      “This was where I learned the Butchery skill,” Tyron replied as he ran his hands over the benches. “I wasn’t here long, but the owner, Hakoth, was a good man.”

      “I see. I also mastered the handling of my meat not far from here. Over in the red light district, we should check it out.”

      “You want to visit the brothels? Now?”

      “I don’t suppose there would be much point, now that you mention it. I don’t suppose we could find a shapely lady skull you could stuff a spirit into? I wouldn’t mind a little company. And when I say company…”

      “Didn’t you get enough of an eyeful with Yor around?” Tyron rolled his eyes. Despite being dead, the Summoner appeared to be largely irrepressible in his attitude and humor.

      “Yor is certainly nice to look at, if a bit pale. You know, now that she’s not around I think I can be honest. She’s too pale. Not as in, too pale for my taste, I mean too pale to be real. Bedsheets look at her with envy. If she were any whiter, she’d be see-through. I feel like I should be able to see every vein in her body.”

      “There’s no blood in her, why would you see the veins?” Tyron wondered, bemused.

      “The veins themselves have color, don’t they?”

      “I … guess? I’m not sure actually.”

      “How many people do you have to carve up before you can answer even the simple questions? Come on, Tyron, get it together.”

      “Can we… not… talk about it like that?” he winced.

      “There’s no shame in it, kid. When life deals you Necromancy, you find human remains and carve the shit out of them. No harm, no foul.”

      “Fine. Let’s just… keep looking around.”

      Dove didn’t reply, which Tyron took for silent assent, and the two continued to roam about what was left of the town, going in and out of buildings and eventually making their way up to the Keep. The stone fort, built to house the Slayers who risked their lives to keep the kin at bay, was also largely intact. There was little structural damage: most of the walls hadn’t been caved in, despite some stone being lost to the shaking.

      “There wouldn’t have been many Slayers around when the kin came through, so I don’t suppose the Keep itself got much attention. There would have been some support staff still here, but not many others. The bulk of the monsters would have ripped through the town and then spread out along the south road. On the plus side, that means there’s probably a ton of good salvage in here. Too bad you’re so scrawny.”

      “The skeletons can handle some of it.”

      “True.”

      As the sun beat down on the Keep, the two, along with the ten undead minions, picked through the Keep, and indeed there was quite a bit to find. Slayers were often cash rich and many had died in the rift, leaving their belongings behind. Not wanting to be weighed down, Tyron took a generous amount of higher value coins, replacing the bronze in his pouch with gold and silver where he could.

      The real wealth they found was in the armory. It had largely been emptied in the defense of Woodsedge, but even so, plenty of arms remained. By the time they were done, Tyron had been able to outfit each of his ten skeletons with new one-handed weapons and shields.

      If he had enough magick, he might have been able to put armor on a few of them, but the added weight would drain his energy too quickly.

      As the hours passed, Dove eventually spoke up.

      “This would be an incredible place to set up. There’s a fair bit of food lying around. Decent hunting nearby. Equipment and resources for your skeletons and a metric shit ton of fresh human remains. There must be hundreds of them lying about. Think of the research. Think of the levels!”

      “Of course, it isn’t that easy,” Tyron grunted.

      “Nope. The nobles will want this place up and running once they roll back the rift-kin. Bury the dead, back to business as usual, the slimy fuckers. That means the Magisters are already hard at work making someone else clean up their mess. Depending on who’s on the case, we can’t know how quickly they’ll reach this place, and you can’t be here when they do. To be honest, we should get out of here as quickly as possible.”

      “Right,” Tyron said. “If possible I want to take a day or two to get as much as we can before we leave.”

      “Cutting it close. If you need to work overnight, do that and we can get the fuck out in the morning. You need to leave this place behind and find somewhere else to set up shop.”

      “Okay. First thing’s first though. I want a shower.”

      Inside the Keep he was able to find rooms equipped with all the enchantments required to wash himself, and for the first time in a while Tyron indulged himself in a full body scrub, peeling weeks of filth off his skin. After pillaging a chest for some fresh clothes that were a close-enough fit, he felt like a new man.

      With that done, he rolled up his fresh sleeves and got to work. With the help of his skeletons he was able to unearth an intact cart from the merchant district and begin to load it with supplies. Preserved food, water, a small stash of coin, spare weapons, and armor took up space in the cart, but not much. The rest was reserved for the most important cargo.

      From the middle of that day and through the night, Tyron grit his teeth and set himself to butchering corpses. Along with his minions, he scoured the town but found most of the best prospects at the south gate. With so many remains on hand, he could afford to be picky, and despite the damage that many had received, he was still able to piece together full skeletons with relative ease.

      Once the bones had been stripped of flesh and washed, he set them out to dry in full sets, having the skeletons place them separately. By the time morning came, he’d managed to arrange twenty complete skeletons in neat piles on the ground. Once dry, each went into its own sack which was then placed carefully onto the cart.

      He was tempted to take another shower after the grisly work but knew he couldn’t afford the time. It took a bit longer for Dove and him to find an efficient way for his skeletons to be harnessed to the cart. If he could raise a horse he wouldn’t have any issues, but unfortunately he didn’t have that ability as of yet.

      So it was that his skeletons were forced to act as mules, six of them arranged in two lines of three to pull the heavy load. It was murder on his magick, and only left four of his minions available for defense, but necessary. With this he would have everything he needed for the short-term future.

      With their slow place, it was already dusk by the time they made it back to the farm.
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      With the light fading over the ruined farmstead, Tyron had the skeletons pull the cart up to the house and leave it against the north wall. After a quick stretch, he picked up Dove and headed inside and down into the cellar where he found an impatient Yor waiting.

      “You’re late,” the vampire observed.

      It was hard to look at her, dressed as she was in her simple farmer’s dress, without imagining what she looked like underneath the cloth. Tyron coughed to divert himself before he answered.

      “We, ah, spent a little time gathering supplies. I used most of the night preparing bones I can use on the journey. If I get time, I can study them and try to work out how the Death Magick is transferred between them.”

      The beautiful creature raised a curved brow.

      “All of these things, and so much more, we would teach you if you accepted our offer.”

      It wasn’t said in a demanding or demeaning way, simply as a statement of fact, and Tyron nodded easily.

      “This stuff is all basic to you, I’m sure,” he shrugged, “but I’ll figure it out.”

      He wasn’t actually as casual as he seemed. He burned to have access to the knowledge of Necromancy that Yor had tucked away in her head, but he had no means to get it that he was comfortable with. Left with no other option, he was forced to puzzle it out through trial and error on his own. He had confidence he would get there, but it would be a frustrating and wasteful process. He’d likely lose a lot of raw materials, but even worse, he would lose time, the thing he had least to spare.

      “I need to take a nap,” he yawned, “then I suppose we’ll have to get ready to leave.”

      He paused.

      “Are you able to travel with us? If we move during the day…”

      She stared at him with her unblinking, wild red eyes.

      “I will have no problem keeping up. Don’t worry yourself,” she drawled. “Although, you may want to consider moving at night yourselves. I doubt you want to be found as you relocate.”

      A good point. They’d be safer if they traveled at night, though it would mean he spent more time with Yor. Tyron had mixed feelings about that. She was an enchanting creature, to be sure, but she radiated an aura of danger that disturbed him on a deep level. Being around her set him on edge, as if he constantly had her fangs on his neck.

      “We should probably work out where we’re fucking going before we leave, don’t you think?” Dove chipped in for the first time. “Rather than just haring off into the wilds without a plan, perhaps we can spend ten minutes figuring out a destination and some goals?”

      “That’s also a good idea,” Tyron agreed. “We’ll figure it out in the morning. For now, I need to sleep. See you in the morning.”

      His sleeping roll and blankets were still laid out in the cellar. Feeling a touch self-conscious, he stripped down and rolled in, making himself comfortable under the watchful eyes of not one but two undead.

      “You aren’t going to take a bite out of him, are you?” he heard Dove ask.

      “I am not so hungry, yet,” Yor said. “Inactive as I’ve been, I don’t need to drink often. I’m not so young.”

      “I, uh, wasn’t referring to drinking,” the skull hinted, “I was meaning something a little more pleasurable.”

      “Were you still a mortal, you would find that there is nothing quite as pleasurable as my bite,” he could almost hear Yor’s smirk.

      “I’m talking about fucking! Why are you making me come out and say it, woman? It’s downright rude it is. It’s enough to make a fleshless skull blush. I’m pretty sure the kid’s a virgin and I wouldn’t want him to die that way. You’re a bit of an exhibitionist, I can’t imagine you’re that averse to the idea…”

      “Dove. I’m still awake,” Tyron grated without rolling over.

      “Of course you are, dickhead. You wouldn’t want to get laid while you were asleep!”

      Was this conversation embarrassing, humiliating, or infuriating? Perhaps it was equal parts of each. Tyron was certain of one thing—he hated it.

      “There seems to be a misunderstanding,” Yor said, amused. “I am undead. I am not capable of coupling, as you might say. Nor would I wish to.”

      “Hang on. Then why the nudity?” Dove spluttered. “Why make yourself so attractive? I know you didn’t always look like that, you said your flesh was formed. If you aren’t interested in bumping uglies, then what’s the point?”

      “You think I appear this way in order to draw mortals to me, for sex? You are almost correct. I do wish to draw mortals to me. They are my food, after all.”

      The vampire sighed, sending a shiver rolling down Tyron’s back.

      “Such strange prey, you mortals. The only creature who will throw themselves into the jaws of the predator if they find it attractive enough.”

      “So you draw people in, not to fuck, but to eat.”

      “Quite.”

      “… makes sense.”

      Tyron was profoundly glad he hadn’t tried to make a move on Yor. Though, deep inside, some twisted part of him still wanted to. It took him a while to get to sleep.

      When he woke the next morning, he went about tidying up his things the moment he rolled out of the blankets. Yor was nowhere to be seen, oddly enough, and Dove remained exactly where he’d placed him the previous night. After he’d meticulously packed the majority of his things, he poked the skull awake.

      “Wha-? Huh? Oh, that is still so weird.”

      The flames flickered to life within the empty sockets of the skull as Dove returned to wakefulness.

      “Sleeping as an undead is just… strange. Should it even be called sleep? I’m not sure.”

      “It is a little curious,” Tyron mused. “I mean, your mind isn’t a physical thing, but rather a magick construct manifested as a spirit. Perhaps the ‘sleep’ you experience is…”

      “Kid, shut up. I don’t actually care that much, I was just thinking out loud. Let’s not get deep into the weeds regarding skull sleep, we’ve got shit to do today. You’ve been packing?”

      “Uh, yes.”

      “Great. Let’s crack into that leveling ritual. I want to see some big fucking numbers.”

      “You really think I’ll have progressed that much?” Tyron wondered. He was pretty excited to see how much he’d progressed himself. There was an addictive quality to it, gaining strength and new abilities as he went along. As much as not having access to a Class guide was maddening, it also meant he had no clue as to what was coming next, which added a certain edge that was exciting. He was only in the first tier, not having advanced his Class yet, so the choices were bound to be somewhat uninspiring, but even so the possibility that a build-defining choice could pop up at any point excited him.

      “Hopefully a couple of levels, at least,” Dove remarked. “You’ve raised a good number of skeletons and fought more than a few rift-kin, that should count for something. It all gets us closer to the level twenty mark, which is when things should get interesting.”

      “It’d be nice to have Yor’s input on something like this,” Tyron said. “She must know a lot about Necromancer progression.”

      “Pah. She might, she might not. To get that information requires that you pay a price you seem unwilling to pay. Best not to worry about it and get on with things.”

      “You’re right.”

      It didn’t take long to get a clean sheet of paper, and moments later he enacted the simplest and most profound of all rituals.

      
        
        Events:

        Use of the ritual has increased proficiency. Appeal to the Court has reached level 2.

        Dismembering remains has increased your proficiency.

        Use of the Magick Bolt spell against a living creature has increased your proficiency.

        Your ability to appraise remains through means mundane and magickal has increased proficiency. Corpse Appraisal has reached level 4.

        Your skill in preparing human remains for the transition to undead has increased proficiency. Corpse Preparation has reached level 4.

        Use of spell Suppress Mind has increased proficiency. Suppress Mind has reached 4.

        Use of Fear has increased proficiency. Fear has reached level 2.

        Application of the Shivering Curse has increased proficiency. Shivering Curse has reached level 3.

        Your creation of new undead has increased proficiency. Raise Dead has reached level 6.

        The use of Death Blades has increased proficiency. Death Blades has reached level 3.

        Your use and study of Death Magick has increased your proficiency. Death Magick has reached level 5.

        You have raised minions and they have fought on your behalf. Necromancer has reached level 14. You have received +6 Intelligence, +3 Wisdom, +3 Constitution, and +3 Manipulation. At this level you may choose a Class ability.

        Your patrons continue to enjoy your journey. The Abyss wishes once more to taste your thoughts. The Dark Ones watch your fate unfold with interest. The Court is delighted to have received your call. They are confident your struggles will amuse. Anathema has reached level 10. You have received +4 Intelligence, +4 Willpower, +4 Constitution. At this level you may choose a Class ability. At this level you may choose a Class feat.

      

      

      
        
        Name: Tyron Steelarm

        Age: 18

        Race: Human (Level 12)

      

      

      
        
        Class:

        Necromancer (Level 14)

        Sub-Classes:

        1. Anathema (Level 10)

        2. None

        3. None (Locked)

      

      

      
        
        Racial Feats:

        Level 5: Steady Hand

        Level 10: Night Owl

      

      

      
        
        Attributes:

        Strength: 12

        Dexterity: 11

        Constitution: 46

        Intelligence: 63

        Wisdom: 34

        Willpower: 33

        Charisma: 16

        Manipulation: 23

        Poise: 13

      

      

      
        
        General Skills:

        Arithmetic (Level 5) (Max)

        Handwriting (Level 4)

        Concentration (Level 5) (Max)

        Cooking (Level 1)

        Sling (Level 3)

        Swordsmanship (Level 1)

        Sneak (Level 3)

        Butchery (Level 3)

        Skill Selections Available: 2

      

        

      
        Necromancer Skills:

        Corpse Appraisal (Level 4)

        Corpse Preparation (Level 4)

        Death Magick (Level 5)

      

        

      
        General Spells:

        Globe of Light (Level 5) (Max)

        Sleep (Level 4)

        Magick Bolt (Level 4)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Spells:

        Raise Dead (Level 6)

        Bone Stitching (Level 4)

        Commune with Spirits (Level 3)

        Shivering Curse (Level 3)

        Death Blades (Level 3)

      

        

      
        Anathema Spells:

        Pierce the Veil (Level 4)

        Appeal to the Court (Level 2)

        Suppress Mind (Level 4)

        Repository (Level 2)

        Fear (Level 2)

      

        

      
        Necromancer Feats:

        Skeleton Focus II

      

        

      
        Anathema Feats:

        Repository

      

        

      
        Mysteries:

        Spell Shaping (Initial) : INT +3, WIS +3

        Words of Power (Initial) : WIS +3, CHA +3

      

        

      
        Necromancer level 10. Choose an additional spell:

        Shorten Raise Dead - A modified version of Raise Dead that is quicker to cast.

        Bewildering Curse - Disorient and confuse those affected.

        Flesh Mending - Repair dead flesh.

        Bone Mending - Repair damaged bone.

        Bone Armor - Form bones into a simple armor.

      

        

      
        Please choose an additional skill:

        Flesh Crafting - Mold flesh as clay.

        Empower Servant - Feed mana to your minions.

        Undead Control - Better control of minions.

        Flesh Joining - Connect multiple bodies together.

      

        

      
        Anathema level 10. Choose an additional spell:

        Dark Communion - Beg intercession from the Dark Ones.

        Air of Menace - Surround oneself in a dread aura.

        Pain - Inflict the target with severe pain.

        Invasive Persuasion - Open a weakness to manipulation in a suppressed mind.

        Fear Implant - Leave an impression of fear within a suppressed mind.

        Blood Healing - Convert the blood of others to a healing serum.

        Eyes of Blood - See sources of blood nearby.

      

        

      
        Anethema level 10. Choose one of the following:

        Blood Magick I - Convert a portion of blood to magick.

        Rot Aura - Promote decay in an area around you.

        Abyss Flesh - The extremities of your body become malleable.

        Drain Life - Striking a living foe with a damaging spell will heal the caster.

        Skillful Tongue - Increase persuasiveness modified by manipulation.

        Scent of Sin - Find others aligned to your patrons by scent.

        Storm Vision - Enhance the sensitivity of the eye to magick.

        Wall of Thought I - Improve defense against intrusive mental effects.

        Favored Child - Learn all three Commune Rituals.

      

      

      Such an incredible haul. Three full levels in Necromancer and a further two in Anathema. He had two Necromancer choices to make, along with a feat and a spell for Anathema. Even more pleasing was the continued progress in his fundamental skills. Death Magick had increased, Corpse Preparation, and Appraisal had also gone up. His continued use of the curses and Death Blades continued to improve those spells as well.

      He knew how important it was that he maximize his core skills before reaching level twenty. There was a long road to go, but he was walking steadily toward that goal.

      The improvement to Anathema he was less happy with. Although some of the abilities had been useful—without the Repository ritual he would never have been able to save Dove—he didn’t like having to rely on the “patrons.” Even worse, the abilities he could choose from this Sub-Class were becoming progressively more disturbing. He wanted none of them. He was reluctant even to choose a feat.

      Concentrate on Necromancer first.

      He had two choices to make, and it wasn’t hard to see the direction of some of the new options. Zombie-focused Necromancers seemed to come into a lot of power rather quickly, probably to make up for the weaker minions they relied on. With Flesh Crafting, Flesh Mending, and now Flesh Joining, he surmised it would be possible to create undead golems, a homunculus of several bodies molded together to form a more powerful zombie.

      It would be painstaking and difficult to work to create one that functioned well… unless the body was well formed, the magick drain would be horribly inefficient…

      Tyron stopped himself from thinking any further on it. He didn’t need to worry, as he’d chosen the skeleton path. No matter what flesh-related skills came up, he didn’t need to think about them. Indeed, why worry about that rubbish, when a spell he had long awaited had finally appeared. Bone Mending. Now he could use magick to repair damaged skeletons! If he guessed correctly, not only did that mean he could mend damage done to his skeletal minions, but he would also be able to repair damage done to remains when he found them. No longer would he have to toss aside cracked femurs or tibia and scrounge around for a replacement.

      This was going to save a lot of time when creating new skeletons and keep the ones he had up and fighting for longer.

      There would be limits, he was sure. No doubt it would be magick intensive to use, creating bone from nothing, and a bone that had been repeatedly repaired was likely to be weaker than a whole and healthy one. Even so, this was a momentous pick. He told Dove about it immediately.

      “Fuck, yes. That’s going to be more than handy. Keep the bony boys nice and stiff for a bit longer.”

      “Do you have to phrase it that way?”

      “Get your mind out of the gutter, boy. What else?”

      “The Bone Armor seems useful. Do you think it’s for the minions or for me?”

      “Might not matter. If it’s for you, great, a little bit of extra protection, if it’s for the minions, also great, keep em up a little longer. Need to be aware of the costs though.”

      “You mean magick?”

      “That, and also the bones themselves. If you need bones for skeletons, and also bones for armor, it’ll put a squeeze on the supply, if you take my meaning.”

      “You’re right…”

      Still, anything that might help improve the minions would be worth it. Tyron happily put a mark next to Bone Mending and Bone Armor with his bloody thumb before he turned to the Anathema choices.

      Many of the feats felt distasteful, and he wasn’t sure which to go for. Ultimately, he decided that Wall of Thoughts I would be the best pick. The danger of being manipulated was high, especially considering the strange forces he was playing with in the Abyss and Court. Better safe than sorry. As to the spells, honestly he disliked most of them, and didn’t feel like he could consult Dove about it either. Ultimately, he picked the final of the three initial rituals, more to avoid making a choice than from any desire to actually use it. After meeting Yor, he was cured of his need to attempt powerful, forbidden rituals for the time being.

      After confirming his choices, he ended the ritual and tensed at the sudden rush of changes. It was overwhelming, but he remained aware during the entire process. When it was done, he felt substantially stronger, as if he were a different person than he had been mere minutes ago.

      “Feels fucking good, right? Now we need to work out where we’re headed next.”

      “I think we need to head south and east, into the foothills. That was my initial plan anyway. The people there should have been spared most of the fallout from the break and are reclusive enough that they may not have even heard of a runaway Necromancer.”

      “It’s a solid plan,” the skull agreed, “the trick will be making sure you still have access to what you need to progress, namely bones and rift-kin to fight. So long as you don’t go too deep into the mountains, you should be fine. We can basically follow the far edge of the kin who headed south.”

      “Right.”

      Tyron looked around.

      “It won’t be long until I finish packing. Should we wait for Yor?”

      “I don’t think so, it’s dangerous to hang around here. She said she can catch up, so you should get going immediately.”

      “Fair enough.”

      After another hour of gathering all the loose ends, Tyron jumped up into the cart, along with the bones, food, and other supplies they’d stashed. As his minions got into position and started hauling, he set Dove into a good position to watch the woods roll past as they followed the trail back to the main road headed south.

      

      
        
        The story will continue in Book of the Dead 2

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING AWAKENING

          

        

      

    

    
      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: Awakening 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? 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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        Crimefighting is illegal. Punishable by life in prison beneath the ocean. That won't stop Harrier.
        
        Justice—a concept without a universally accepted definition. To some, it means reconciliation, while others deliver it with swift and violent judgment. For me? I just want to not be considered an outlaw for years of serving and protecting New York City.
        Yep. That's right. Crimefighting is against the law and punishable by life in prison at the bottom of the ocean. It sucks. But that won't stop me from doing what I was born to do: uphold justice and stop good people from being hurt.
        Even if everyone I once called a friend is against me, I'm not bowing down to the Counter Vigilante Taskforce.
        My name is Sawyer William Vincent (I know, it's three first names. Think I haven't heard that before?) Once known as Red Raptor, I'm now Black Harrier, one of the world's most famous masked crime-fighters, and this is my city. I think.
        From #1 Audible & Washington Post Bestseller Jaime Castle and CJ Valin comes a new superhero universe perfect for fans of both DC and Marvel. Actually, its for fans of anything superhero-related. You’re gonna like it. Promise.

      

      
        
        Get Harrier: Justice Now!
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        In the wasteland, you do whatever you can to survive...
        
        Even after the bombs fell, even after countries unleashed weapons beyond imagination on one another, even after lawlessness became the norm, people still expect their mail.
        As a deadman, I'm uniquely suited to deliver it.
        Rads don't bother me, and people who try to hurt me typically wind-up dead. Sure, humans may not like dealing with a face like mine, but hey not like you’ve got many options here in the wastes.
        Now in the middle of my route I’ve come upon a new Job, and maybe the opportunity to start thriving instead of surviving.
        Deadman is a gunslinging LitRPG Apocalypse Series about a courier braving the irradiated wasteland. Featuring a Weird West vibe, a detailed System, gunfights galore, radiation mutants, saloons, and endless adventure, it's perfect for fans of Fallout, Mad Max, and S.T.A.L.K.E.R. Deadman.

      

      
        
        Get Deadman Walking Now!
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        A broken body. A mysterious world. It'll take all his Intelligence to survive.
        
        After a close brush with death, Garrett realizes that he’s in a new world. And worse, he’s missing an arm and paralyzed from the waist down. A fact that doesn’t deter the brutal gang lord whose floor he’s crashing on from wanting to throw him out into the street.
        The only thing standing between Garrett and a cold death at the mercy of the city’s scavengers are his own wits and a plucky young woman.
        Armed with a System that gives him experience for exploring his new world, Garrett is determined to do whatever it takes to keep himself safe from the threats closing in all around him. Even if it means becoming a villain.
        But the inn and city are far from what they seem.
        Terrifying creatures lurk around every corner and there is no weapon that can stop them. A strange lucid Dream world hovers on the edge of Garrett's consciousness, and it isn’t content to stay a dream. When it starts bleeding into the real world, Garrett realizes that the hostile gangs around him are the least of his worries...

      

      
        
        Get Dreamer’s Throne Now!
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        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GROUPS

          

        

      

    

    
      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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